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It was a hot day in Haute-Provence. Warren Wise, the man they called the Wizard of Wall Street, ran a forefinger between his neck and the collar of his cotton shirt. It didn't help much. Deciding that he could let himself go a little on vacation he loosened his tie and undid a few of the top buttons; that felt a little better.

Only nine thirty in the morning and already he was sweating. He had been awakened more than three hours before, just after dawn, by a phone call from the United States; a phone call which made him very angry. When the transatlantic conversation was finished he had stomped out of the hotel, leaving his wife snoring peacefully, and gone for a brisk walk in the countryside. Although they were staying in the very centre of the Provencal town of Forcalquier, the open country was only twenty minutes away on foot.

The city was once quite special. Back in the thirteenth century, it had been the capital of an independent state, a major trading centre that made alliances and treaties with the powerful Kingdoms of Barcelona and Toulouse. One of its Counts had even succeeded in marrying his daughter to King Henry II of England. The modern world had passed it by, however, major road and rail links just missed it by those few vital kilometres, and it had grown moribund.

The place was still quite striking though, thought Wise as he reached the top of a hill and turned back to look at it. In the centre of Forcalquier was a rocky pinnacle, rising abruptly from the plateau around. There was a neat little chapel at its peak, on the site from which, in the Middle Ages, the Count's castle had once dominated the town. "Glory days," Warren murmured aloud as he reflected on that past. He had read about it in the local library and museum, for as an international businessman he spoke excellent French, as well as Spanish and German. He stood appreciating the fine spectacle of Forcalquier a few seconds more, a jumble of creamy stone buildings climbing steeply up to the chapel on its peak: then he turned and, facing the other way, was confronted with the equally impressive sight of Lurs, a picturesque village perched atop another green hill. He inhaled the fresh, sage-scented, mountain clean air and suddenly decided to walk there, for his health, for the view, and to calm himself after the shock of that morning's phone call. The ground before him sloped quite sharply, a gravelled surface leading down to a thick forest of oak. He descended with caution.

Until that irritating transatlantic message, he had managed to forget about work. His Doctor had personally recommended this part of France to him as the best place to get away from it all and relax. "You don't want the Cote D'Azur," that worthy medicine man had declared. "All those bronzed young beauties making your heart beat faster in the hot sun, and noisy nightclubs later. You need to turn off. You need a quiet spot in the countryside, and it so happens I know just the place: sixty kilometres north of Marseille and the same distance east of Avignon; a lovely town called Forcalquier. Unspoiled, lots of pretty villages around it and the Alps on the eastern horizon. You won't even think about the Dow Jones Index."

This was not quite true. Warren Wise never forgot about the Dow Jones Index. If the eyes really were windows to the soul, as some romantics believe, Warren's would have shown white squares with dollar signs on, like an old-fashioned cash register. Money was his God.

Like all the sincerest worshippers of that deity he had been born poor and worked hard to get rich; then richer; then richer again, always with that dreadful nagging doubt that if he didn't get enough he might lose it and be poor again. He would rather die.

He was a solidly built man of medium height with short, grey hair, a square jaw and a wide, thin-lipped mouth. His large nose arched slightly in the middle, like Caesar's he used to say, and his brow was wrinkled due to permanent concentration on matters of high finance. His eyes were not dollar signs but a startling blue. It was the face of an All-American tough guy, like John Wayne or George C. Scott, and he glowed with secret pride whenever he looked in the mirror to shave it.

When he was young, good-looking and rising rapidly in the world of finance he had married Eve Dixon, who was young, very beautiful, and a rising star in the world of movies. She had quit work shortly after their marriage, bore him two sons and raised them according to the usual middle-class American standards of their time. The second son had become a credit to the family and now occupied a top managerial position in the Wise Group of Companies, well placed to take over when the torch was passed. The eldest son had become a hippie.

The call Warren had received that morning came from his second son, Thomas, who was currently in charge of closing down a factory in California. The factory, which made televisions, was the main industry in its town, with more than fifty percent of the population working in it directly and the rest depending on it indirectly for their own income: the butchers, the barbers, the bakers and all those others who provided services for the factory workers, and also those who worked in smaller factories to supply it with parts, all would lose their jobs without the Wise Television Company. The town had grown up around the factory and if it closed the town would simply wither away and die.

That was of no concern to Warren Wise. Workers were cheaper south of the border down Mexico way, and a smaller wage bill meant a bigger profit margin. To him, it was a clear-cut business decision and there was no reasonable argument, that is, a commercial argument, against it. However, he did not entirely trust the local management team to efficiently oversee the destruction of their own community so he had sent his son to supervise. Naturally, they had expected a protest from the locals but Thomas had disturbed his holiday because of an unforeseen complication.

He summed it up briefly that morning:

"Dad. Frank is here."

Frank was the eldest son. On hearing this news Warren cursed mentally and gripped the phone tighter; he said nothing, not trusting himself to speak, and the voice from California continued:

"There's trouble. He's joined in with the local protesters, practically taken charge of them in fact, and the papers have found out who he is. Hell, he told them. It's making all the front pages now as a "human interest" story. Bad publicity. "What do you think we should do?"

"Close that factory down!" Warren had thundered.

"Take it easy, Dad. Remember the old ticker. I phoned because some of the other Directors have been on the line grumbling at me, and Frank is playing the media game for all it’s...."

"To Hell with Frank," Warren interrupted, "and to Hell with the other Directors too. It's my company and I'm in charge. I gave you a job to do Thomas Wise. Get on with it. Good-bye." He slammed the phone back into its receiver, furious not with Thomas, never with Thomas, but with his errant offspring - Frank.

Warren eased himself gently down a gravelled slope, one that was far steeper than he had anticipated, and contemplated this parental failure. It was no consolation that several of his friends had suffered similar experiences with their own children, especially, it often seemed, the first-born. Raised to be sound Republican moneymen, with three-piece suits on their exteriors and the Protestant work ethic within, they often went in the opposite direction. It was most mysterious. Warren had often wondered, and demanded of his friends, whether if the sons had been raised as communist hippies they would have rebelled and become businessmen. He had even tried to cajole younger managers with new-born sons into bringing up their children that way, as an experiment, but none of them was willing.

He began to realise that he had taken a bad route to Lurs. The gentle slope had become steeper until it was almost like a cliff, and the ground underfoot was loose scree - not the best footing for an ageing city dweller. Wise contemplated going back but decided that it might be even more difficult than going on. He muttered insults at himself for being such a damn fool as to get into this situation and shuffled forward again.

Suddenly he slipped. His left foot slid forward on the gravel. He instinctively shifted his weight to the right foot and that slipped too. His arms pinwheeled uselessly and he fell sideways then began to roll down the steep hill, completely out of control. His expensive Gucci shoes scrabbled but failed to find a hold; his keys fell from his trouser pocket; as he tumbled he picked up a coating of fine dust, like a doughnut being rolled in sugar. Sky and earth alternated in an almost stroboscopic rush. He tucked his head into his arms for protection.

Then, incredibly, he was in free fall, nothing at all underneath him. In a panic, he flung his arms out and stared wildly about. He saw blackness; nothingness. He shouted, and when he tried to suck in his breath after the shout there was no air. Blackness and silence and he couldn't even scream.

Suddenly there was air again, and light, and hard earth and blue sky rotating crazily around him and sharp stones digging alternately into his front and back. He managed to stop himself by sticking out an arm and a leg, banging his knee and elbow in the process. Halted at last he lay flat on his belly, gasping like an asthmatic and listening to the pounding of his heart. He looked at the pale green grass beneath his hands as the scent of sage and thyme filled his nostrils: the scent of Provence. He breathed it in deeply, glad to be alive, and waited for his heart to slow to a normal pace.

Something sharp prodded at his back. Since he was face down, and in a state of some confusion, it took three sharp jabs, each one harder than the last, to make him aware of the process. When he realised what was happening he rolled over, more than a little irritated, and looked around for the source of his discomfort.

He was in a small clearing surrounded by thick forest, at the bottom of the steep slope down which he had fallen. There was a stream not too far distant because he heard the waters chuckling over rocks and gurgling through and the sky was that extraordinary pale blue which attracts painters and tourists to the south of France and the air seemed almost to shimmer with heat. He perceived a dark dot circling far overhead; it might have been a hawk, or perhaps a falcon. The ground was a carpet of pale, dry grass - summer grass - with clumps of wildflowers here and there around which bees lazily buzzed. A gentle breeze shook the leaves on the trees, producing a faint rustling, which harmonised nicely with the sound of the water.

All this and more he perceived in an instant because his senses came fully, wildly, intensely alert at the sight before him when he rolled over.

There were four men on horseback and two more on foot. The two pedestrians carried a long pole between them with a wild boar hanging from it, still bleeding from a wound in its side. They wore simple knee-length black tunics, belted with a rough cord. Their arms and legs were bare and they had short boots on their feet. Wise hardly noticed them, however, because the horsemen towered over him in a distinctly menacing manner.

The nearest one carried a long spear and it was with this that he had been prodded. Its metal point was bloody, presumably from the unfortunate beast on the stick, Wise decided. The horseman wore a similar tunic to his carriers but his belt was good quality leather, wide, with a very ornate gold buckle; his boots also looked to be of superior quality. Although he appeared huge at that moment because of Warren's worm's eye view, he was only of medium height and build, but well-muscled and very fit looking. His long, straight black hair was parted neatly down the centre and his short black beard and moustache were artfully trimmed. The firm line of his mouth showed strength of character. His brown eyes had that indefinable something that betokens intelligence.

The three men behind him were mostly blocked from Wise's view by the bulk of the hefty stallion on which he sat, but they appeared to be dressed in much the same fashion. Two of them also carried long spears and they all had swords hanging from their belts.

Warren rose, dusting himself off as best he could with his hands, and faced the men. The point of the spear hovered near his chest and the bearded man spoke to him in French. It was a peculiar dialect of that language, but, luckily, Wise managed to comprehend the gist of what was said:

"Tell me why I should not kill you, trespasser." The point of the spear twitched significantly as Wise struggled to think of a good answer.

Somehow, instinctively, he knew that this was not a charade, that his life really was in peril. Perhaps it was the way the men controlled the horses, carried the weapons and wore the clothes; easily, casually, with no trace of self-consciousness, as if they did it every day of their lives. These people were not larking about in fancy dress. Perhaps it was the strangeness of his fall, that inexplicable plunge through a dark vacuum; perhaps it was some subtle change in the very atmosphere around him. Whatever it was he knew, knew in his bones before he knew it consciously, that he was in some strange, mediaeval world, a different, dangerous world, and that his situation was real and potentially fatal.

The spear touched his chest. "Well?"

Wise was a tough, practical man. The appalling long-term implications of his plight - the loss of his loved ones, his business, and his entire world - he put firmly out of his mind. If he even thought about such things he would, he knew, break down irretrievably. He had to take one step at a time, concentrate on immediate problems and deal with them as they arose. Any other course could only lead to insanity.

The immediate problem here was the spear pointing at his chest. Summoning every ounce of self-control in his possession he looked confidently into the other man's shrewd brown eyes. Wherever he was, in whatever mad world, he was sure of one thing.  

"Don't kill me," he said. "I can make you rich."

#
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A FEW MINUTES LATER Wise was walking sedately along behind the horsemen, with the servants who carried the boar following and watching lest he should try to escape. There was not much chance of that. He was still in shock from his recent experience and almost unaware of his surroundings. Slowly the facts sank into his mind: he was in mediaeval Provence, in a time of serfs and swords, lances and lords; he had no money, no position or status, and no friends. By eavesdropping, he had discovered that his captor was called Phiord - Baron Phiord. He was Lord of a village named La Brillane, and of the lands around it including this patch of forest where it pleased him to hunt. This information, while better than nothing, did not seem much of an asset with which to shape a future in a strange new world. Wise planned to keep his eyes and ears open and learn more. As the party passed through the cool shade of the forest, now and then traversing a brilliantly lit clearing, small animals could be heard moving in the thick undergrowth, disturbed by the voices, the clip-clop of horses hooves and the gentle clink of their assorted ironmongery. There was, the American noted idly, an incredible abundance of wildlife. Man had not yet achieved that mastery of science which would later enable him to proliferate hugely and completely conquer nature. The pre-industrial air was wonderfully clean, even cleaner than that of twentieth-century Haute-Provence.

The servants behind Wise pointed at him and chattered about his odd clothes, and about the strange way he had appeared. They had seen him rolling down the last few feet of the hill but had not, perhaps fortunately for their sanity, seen him appear out of thin air. The horsemen, obviously the people who mattered, ignored the American, content to deal with him later. Suddenly there was an incredible noise behind them: a loud roar, as from the throat of some great beast. It lasted almost thirty seconds and was so powerful, so loud, that it seemed to shake the very trees. The horses whinnied in panic and tried to bolt but expert hands quickly reined them in, albeit with some difficulty. The pedestrian serfs had dropped their cargo at the sound and darted into the forest, seeking shelter there with a kind of blind instinct. When the roar died away there was a profound silence throughout the area. The small animals did not move; the birds did not sing; the very insects seemed to have ceased their buzzing.

Phiord barked a command at the serfs and they sheepishly returned to pick up their burden. He turned his horse and rode back down the forest trail a few yards, for the noise seemed to have come from that area they had just recently quit. He frowned at the silence.

Wise said: "What in the name of God was that?"

Phiord turned his horse and rode back to join the group. "I don't know, but I don't intend going back to find out."

With far greater urgency than before the four horsemen rode up the trail towards their home village, the serfs and Wise following as best they could, coughing in the cloud of dust stirred up by the horses hooves for it was midway through a long dry summer and the ground was as dry as dead men's bones.

When the dust had settled slowly back to earth and the last fading echoes of the horses’ hooves had disappeared a tall, commanding figure in black robes stepped out of the gloomy shadows of the trees and on to the lighted path. There was the slightest of smiles on his face as if he was laughing inwardly at some private jest, or satisfied with a job well done.

The great roaring noise filled the forest again, farther away this time. The tall figure cocked his head, listening as he watched the dust settle. He smiled again, rubbed his hands in glee, looked up at the sky and spoke:

"My players are on the board, Fixer, and will soon be making chaos. I await the advance of your Knights."

He stood still for a moment looking up, as if the sky might answer, then turned and with a slow, purposeful tread vanished back into the shadows of the forest.
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CHAPTER ONE
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It was the year 1207A.D. King John ruled in England, King Philip II ruled in France and Innocent III, who was not particularly innocent, was Pope in Rome. Otto IV of Brunswick was the Holy Roman Emperor. Genghis Khan ravaged the east. In Assisi, Francesco Bernadone preached poverty, humility and respect for animals. A few years earlier, the bubonic plague had put an end to the Fourth Crusade.

In Haute-Provence, it was a bright, clear summer morning bearing the promise of a hot day. Mij the cobbler's apprentice sat by a road outside the city, clutching his begging bowl. He was just fifteen years old, rather short for his age, with fair hair, hazel eyes and no disfiguring marks. His lean, handsome face which usually sported an open, friendly, inquiring look was today marred by a hurt expression; sullen, with something confused about it too. He looked like a dog that has been kicked too often, and for no reason it can discern. His arms and legs were long and thin, and his big hands were calloused from manual work; but the calluses, to his dismay, were fading fast. He appeared weak, listless and undernourished.

He sat cross-legged in the dust and peered into the distance, watching a point where the road disappeared into the green shadows of the Dragon forest. It canted downhill, away from him. The area closest to the city had been cleared of trees so that crops could be planted. Tall stalks of wheat swayed in the slightest of breezes, almost ready for harvesting. Further on the wheat gave way to small trees, and finally to the thick forest itself.

Directly behind Mij, half a mile distant, was the eastern gate of Forcalquier. From his low vantage point the defensive wall filled most of the horizon and blocked out the view of the city itself, but the Citadel - the Count's castle - could be plainly seen. Perched atop its rocky pinnacle it seemed to peep over the wall like a curious child.

Mij watched the horizon and tried to forget how hungry he felt. Always slim, he had been reduced to a state of pitiful emaciation in the last few weeks. His Uncle's meagre savings had run out a fortnight before and now there was hardly ever food on the table; only shoes. Uncle Wade had doggedly persisted in making shoes and boots as long as his supply of leather lasted, hoping against hope that he would sell them again one day, as he had in the past, and firmly refusing to reduce their price. "My shoes are worth six denarii," he would declare in his gruff voice. "I'll not sell them for less."

So he didn't sell them of course. Other cobblers had cut their prices by half and several had been forced to sell their entire stock to Baron Phiord, the only buyer, for one denarius per pair. Cobbler Leon had been driven to this extreme just the previous day and, by chance, Mij had watched. He had been begging in a doorway opposite Leon's workshop, and the street had been so quiet that he could both see and hear all that occurred. The Baron's clerk had counted the stock and paid off the cobbler, at a larcenous rate. Two beefy labourers had carried the goods away while the old man watched, tears streaming down his face. But he had no choice. His wife and four hungry children had to be fed. Even as he recalled the conversation he had overheard between cobbler and clerk Mij's mouth tightened and his mind clouded with anger. He spat at the grass verge. "One day we'll settle accounts," he muttered. "One day."

After several days of unsuccessful begging in the city square, with other cobblers as competition, Mij had decided to try the eastern gate. There he might encounter travellers just arriving in Forcalquier and pester them for coins. Unfortunately, several others had the same bright idea, so the gate was crowded with mendicants. He found that the same situation prevailed even at the less frequented southern and western gates. That morning he had conceived the plan of going outside the city and meeting visitors even before they reached its portals. He had sneaked out in the darkness an hour before dawn, to make sure that no one else would see him and imitate his ingenuity. In the begging trade two is a crowd.

It was Monday morning and Monday had been market day in Forcalquier since time immemorial, so he was expecting a goodly quantity of traffic. Since the most frequented road came in from the east, from the Durance river, that was his chosen spot. After he had been there for just over an hour he heard, very faintly, the sound of horses’ hooves in the distance. By this time the rising sun was just perched above the treetops on the horizon, seeming almost to rest on them before continuing its long journey across the sky. Mij raised a hand to shade his eyes and stared down the road, waiting. Slowly the sounds grew louder and he discerned the vague shapes of mounted men. He shifted nervously in the dust, licking his lips with anticipation and praying the visitors would be generous. There were two of them, moving slowly. As they approached he heard the creak of leather saddles, the clank and rattle of harness and a voice, loud and hectoring. They came closer still and he saw them in more detail.

The man on the right was tall, slim and erect in his bearing. He wore a simple sky blue tunic belted at the waist with a black cord. Some kind of blue crystal dangled from a leather thong about his neck, glinting in the sun. His legs were bare and suntanned; sandals protected his feet. A long, rapier-like blade hung in a scabbard from his waist, attached to the cord belt by a leather loop. He rode well, shifting easily with the swaying motion of his tall, chestnut stallion, his body turned slightly toward his chattering companion. The man talking was short and very stocky. He has half turned also, towards the other, and rode without touching the reins, using his hands to gesticulate instead. There was a bow perched on his saddlebags and a quiver of arrows on his back; a short sword of the type once used by the legionaries of Rome hung from his wide leather belt. He wore a blue tunic also but a metal breastplate covered much of it, with wide leather straps going over his powerful shoulders. He wore black leggings and black boots which reached almost to his knees; the half globe of an iron helmet rested neatly on his head, an iron spike protruding from its top. His mount was a stocky yellow pony - a Fiord from the northern lands. A city dweller, and no horseman, Mij was nonetheless aware that this breed, though small, was prized for its hardiness and stability.

As they drew closer he was able to pick out the actual words of the little man's harangue.

"You should have armour," he was saying; "chain-mail; a breastplate; something. You're practically naked, armed only with that silly knitting needle. And it will snap the first time it meets a good broadsword."

"It won't,” They were close enough now for Mij to see their faces. The taller one was clean-shaven, with blue eyes and a long, pointy nose; his mouth was small, the lips rather thin. His high forehead was topped off with short, dark hair. It was a long, narrow jawed kind of face and rather lined; mature if not aged. Mij's first impression was of a man reserved, serious, ascetic even - but not unkind. He looked tough, certainly, but there was mirth too, just below the surface.

The shorter man's mirth was all over the surface, evident in every mannerism, every tone of voice. He had a wide, flat, face with a snub nose and piercing black eyes. A curly black beard covered the lower half of it, while two large and very hairy black caterpillars seemed to be squaring off for a fight on his forehead. Armoured as he was, squat and strong in appearance, he seemed potentially dangerous, but his wide, generous mouth was curved in a smile and his eyes twinkled with glee. He spoke loudly, aggressively, but with humour.

"Look at me!" He thumped his chest. "A breastplate to turn away a blade or arrow; arrows myself to keep the foe at a distance, and a good strong sword to deal with him if he gets up close. I'm equipped for battle. You look like you're dressed for a picnic, or maybe for bed," -he slapped his thigh - "or more probably knitting class, certainly not for battle."

"I'll survive, Orph." The taller man assured his companion

"No." The short man was insistent. "Not if you come up against a properly equipped soldier." 

The other reined in his horse, just in front of Mij. "When you speak of a properly prepared soldier, to whom I would lose in combat, you mean one equipped like yourself?"

"Exactly." Orph had halted also, seizing the reins for an instant to arrest his ambling steed.

"A few coins, please sirs?" Mij interrupted hesitantly. "Some brass or silver perhaps for a poor hungry lad?" He wheedled in a thin voice without much conviction, for he hated begging. The tall man held up his left hand, indicating that he should wait.

"One moment, lad." Then, with a movement so swift that Mij's eyes barely caught it, he whipped out his sword, swung it in a short arc and stopped it dead. The rapier blade was quivering and the point of it just touched the centre of his companion's throat. Mij gasped and stood watching helplessly, appalled. Would there be bloodshed? For some seconds the three of them were still, perfectly motionless in the bright daylight of Provence, like models posing for an artist. Mij felt his throat go dry with tension; his tongue seemed too big for his mouth. He tried to speak, to protest, but only a faint croak was emitted. The aggressor held his sword steady as a rock, his face set in a grim expression. The bearded man looked startled, mouth agape.  

Then he grinned.

"You lose I believe." With another swift movement, the tall man sheathed his blade.  

"Armour slows you down. I like to work light, and fast." Mij exhaled, and only then realised he had been holding his breath.

"You've made your point." Orph conceded reluctantly, he turned to face front and looked at the boy. "Who's this?"

Mij coughed nervously. "A poor beggar, sir. Have you any coins of brass or silver, please?"

The two strangers looked at each other as if each man was not sure how to respond and wanted to check with his companion before proceeding. Then the tall one leaned forward onto the pommel of his saddle. "What's your name, boy?" He asked

"Mij, sir."

"A small name for a small lad," said the bearded one. "I am Orph and my companion is Orcas; something of a swordsman, “He paused to scratch his throat where Orcas blade had touched it and grinned at his companion. "As I'm sure you've already noticed, and something of a sorcerer, too."

"What brings you to Forcalquier?" In his curiosity, Mij had forgotten about begging. These strangers were different from the traders, petty nobles, tinkers and brigands who normally travelled the roads. A sorcerer! He stood close to the chestnut stallion and the powerful scent of it assailed his nostrils as it stepped restlessly on the spot. The sun was higher in the sky, clear of the treetops now, and well progressed in its daily task of heating up the world. Mij was sweating and a little thirsty.

"We are...” Orph started to answer his question then stopped and cocked an enquiring eyebrow at his friend.

"Travelers," finished Orcas. "Weary travellers." He looked pointedly at the bowl in Mij's hand, then at the boy himself. "You beg half-heartedly, lad." He observed. "I fancy it shames you and you would rather work for your daily bread. Am I right?"

Mij nodded solemnly. "There is pride in work; there is only shame in begging."

"But you have to eat." Orcas smiled. "We are strangers in Forcalquier and could use a guide, a local man, to show us around; to find us good lodgings and stables for our horses."

"To point out the best taverns," said Orph. "For these services, we will pay, of course, and it will be money earned honestly. What do you say, lad?"

Mij was eager. "I can do it!"

Then jump up here behind me," said Orcas. "Vanoir can carry two easily enough." He looked sideways at the other horse, a tiny smile turning the corners of his mouth. "I think poor Banan would collapse if you tried to ride with Orph." He reached down and helped the boy into the saddle; when Mij was secure he said, "We'll go slowly but if you feel the need you can hold onto my belt." They set off at a walk.

"What was that you said about Banan? That disparaging remark?" Orph asked, resuming his banter with Orcas with a tone that was mock indignant.

"He can't carry two," Orcas replied. "Banan is a fine pony, but he is only a pony." 

Mij looked at the sturdy yellow beast and thought that it was indeed, in its way, a fine, handsome animal. Shorter and shorter legged, than the stallion it had to trot now and then to keep up with the other's long easy lope; but it managed. In a way, the horses matched their riders: the one squat and strong, the other tall, elegant and fast.

"What did you call this horse?"

"Vanoir." Orcas patted the stallion's neck affectionately. “A spirited animal. Too spirited, some said, and they were going to send him to the butchers. But I tamed him, just enough."

"He's mad," grumbled Orph. "No-one can ride him without being thrown, except you."

"Spirited, not mad. And a good horseman can handle him; all it takes is confidence. But if he senses fear in the rider he'll play havoc, I admit." Orph merely snorted by way of reply and they proceeded in silence for a minute or so. Then Mij asked his question again:

"You say you are travellers but why have you come here, to Forcalquier?"

Orcas smiled at the boy's persistence and weighed his answer carefully. "Curiosity," he replied after a time. "We have heard of strange happenings and new developments in and around the city. We came to see."

Mij hooked a thumb over his shoulder to indicate the trees behind, forgetting that the man in front could not see the gesture: "You came safely through the forest, but had you met a Dragon - that might have satisfied your curiosity. Although as a sorcerer I suppose dragons are familiar to you?"

"Dragons?" said Orph. "Yes. We've heard some reports of dragons. Are they really true?"

"Yes, sir," Mij asserted. "I have not seen them myself but others have; honest and reliable people too. In the last few months, there have been several sightings. Because the forest is so big it's easy to pass through unmolested, but a few people have been injured."

"By Dragons?" demanded Orcas. "Definitely?"

"Definitely. They've escaped to tell the tale."

Orcas turned in his saddle and peered back at the forest. "Very disturbing. As Orph says, there should not be Dragons in this time and place."

This was a curious phrase, indicating that he and his partner were acquainted with other times, other places. Mij didn't notice. As a simple cobbler's apprentice in a mediaeval European community, he could neither read nor write and if offered the chance to learn he would have scorned it as useless. He was a Freeman, albeit a young one, born into the middle layers of his society. Below him were the serfs: they worked the Barons' lands and were under their protection, practically owned by them in fact. Above him were the Clergy monks, priests, bishops - and the Nobility. In general, these two groups were allies but there was much political manoeuvring by both to establish which would dominate the partnership. At this time, early in the thirteenth century, the Catholic Church completely controlled the continent in spiritual matters, and tried to do so in worldly affairs as well, but not too successfully. The nobles bowed their heads readily in church but outside it, they held tight to the reins of power.

Orcas turned to the front again. Now they were in the very shadow of the city wall, advancing up a slight incline towards that imposing stonework. The eastern gate lay open before them, its double doors swung back tight to the inside wall. Through its great arch, they could see a flat, dusty square, with a few wooden stalls from which merchants hawked their assorted wares. A couple of guards stood on the wall above the gate, sweating in chain-mail, with lances nestled menacingly in their right arms. A couple more stood at ground level, either side of the gate itself. All four scrutinised the group as they entered the city but made no move to impede their progress. Forcalquier was at peace with its neighbours that year, and there were always strangers about on market day.

Orcas flicked the reins and Vanoir ambled gracefully through the gates into a typical mediaeval town. Most of the houses were wooden, only the Church, the citadel and one or two rich merchants' homes being stone built. Most of the streets were narrow and unpaved, consisting of hard dirt and other messes - a horse was the usual method of locomotion - compacted by the pressure of many boots, many hooves, and many cartwheels. Where paving existed, namely in the central square and on the main route to the Citadel, it consisted of rough cobblestones, slippery when wet. In Provence, fortunately, that wasn't often. Plumbing, like paving, was a rarity. While the Count's castle had a rudimentary drainage system of clay pipes and ditches the common people disposed of their waste by simply throwing it out of the window. They accompanied this action with a loud French cry of "Gardez l'eau!" - Look out, water! Nevertheless, the unwary passerby was always in danger of getting wet and smelly too, in the most unpleasant way imaginable. Once inside the gate Mij and his companions were assailed by the cries of merchants, imploring them to buy fruit, vegetables, weapons, pottery or jewels. Each seller loudly proclaimed the superiority of his wares to all the others; each man tried to out shout every other. Mij ignored them.

"Follow that street," he said, pointing to a narrow strip of packed earth that curved away uphill to their left. "It leads to the main square, Le Bourget. We have a proper market there. This is a small thing," he added, waving a dismissive hand at the assembled salesmen. Orcas nodded and, still at an unhurried walking pace, directed his horse up the narrow way, Orph following on Banan. The street was flanked by wooden houses, two-storeys high and packed very closely together. It gave onto a large, open square, as Mij had indicated. To their left, as they entered was the Church, a fine, imposing building, ornate but not overly so. Apart from the church most of the other buildings around the square were, rather incongruously, taverns. The large open area in the centre was the market, full of wooden barrows, tables and stalls. They dispensed the same goods as had been on offer at the eastern gate but more of them, and in greater variety. Even at this early hour, the scene was fairly busy, with customers hurrying to and fro and hawkers shouting. Straight ahead of them the road dropped away, down from this hill city to the village of Mane, and, further on, to the great city of Avignon, forty miles distant.

Orph pointed left, to a road, which mounted the hill. Houses seemed stacked on that steep slope, one atop the other, as if each dwelling, eager to be seen by all, had mounted on the shoulders of the one below, like schoolboys posing for a group photograph.

"That must be the rocky pinnacle which stands out so when you view the city from a distance."

"Yes," said Mij. "The Citadel is up there; the Count's castle."

Orph smiled: "Is he a good ruler, your Count?"

Mij took the question seriously, considering for a few moments before he replied:  

"Good enough, I suppose. Harsh, but fair. He is old now, and his wife is dead, but his daughter is young and very pretty. Many nobles have come to court her, but none has succeeded yet."

Orph laughed delightedly. "A beautiful Princess, a good Count and a dragon too! I like this place!"

"There are a lot of beggars," Orcas remarked quietly.

This was true. Around the square, many niches and doorways were occupied by ragged, hungry looking human beings. They generally squatted cross-legged with a bowl or cap close-by to receive donations. Most of these receptacles were empty. One or two of the mendicants were lame or blind or addled, obviously not fit for work; but a surprising number were sound in mind and body, if rather thin.

This disturbed Orph. "A society which can't find work for its able-bodied men is not properly organised," he muttered. Then he noticed something odd. "They look half starved, and their clothes are ragged too, but they all have beautiful shoes." He looked more closely to confirm his theory. "Most of them anyway."

"Odd," Orcas remarked. "One would expect a poor man to buy bread with his income, not shoes."

Mij dismounted suddenly and stood in the street looking around sadly. "Most of them are cobblers," He explained. "Or cobblers apprentices as I am, and there's no honest work for us to do." 

"Is there no work at all for cobblers in Forcalquier?" asked Orph. He looked at the feet of the people nearby. "The populace appears to be of the usual shoe wearing habits."

Mij hesitated before replying. "It's a long story."

"Then let it wait," Orcas put in. "We must find an Inn to stay the night, a place to stable the horses and a jar of something to wash the dust from our throats.
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