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“It is I, Jilla, hero, adventurer, and occasional rogue,” Jilla said in a powerful tone.

Not that in real life would she ever say such a thing. She might admit to being “Jilla the Rogue” if the circumstances were right. She might only give her name. But to announce herself like that wasn’t something she’d ever do. It was too noisy and too much.

But this was not real life. It was a performance.

“Wonderful,” exclaimed Ilvara in response in a deep voice. “For I am Turono, and wish to hire you for an errand of great importance.”

“You had me when you used the magic word.”

“Importance?”

“Hire!”

Those surrounding the stage let out a roar of laughter. That didn’t bother Jilla one bit. Among those few who knew her well, they would all agree that there was very little she wouldn’t do for a fat sack of coins.

She was sure, though, that none of them would have thought Jilla willing to mock this trait in herself. She would have replied that she was a practical woman. She dressed as a man when it kept her safe. She dressed as a woman when that kept her safe. And she would dress as a man but not obscure her femininity all that much if that brought safety or made jobs easier. It was better to be practical about such things than to insist on one or another. Most of the time she didn’t want any attention to be paid to her. Whatever she needed to do to avoid attention she’d do.

Which was all the more remarkable that she was up on a wooden platform pretending to be a false version of herself in front of a crowd. Yet it was the practical thing to do, and it was an ideal method of earning an income, so she went along with it.

“I wish you to seek out an ancient artifact,” Ilvara said once the laughter had died down. “I wish to hire you to find the Golden Goblet of Eternity.”

“Why, I’ve never heard of such a thing,” Jilla replied.

“It was created long ago, when witches cast mighty spells, perhaps when wizards were real and also cast mighty spells.”

Jilla put her hands on her hips. “If that’s so, how could you know of such a thing?”

Ilvara took out a large false scroll. “This ancient text, which I have found in the castle library, tells all about it.”

“That’s rather convenient.”

“Well, not quite everything.”

“Of course. If it told you everything, you wouldn’t need to hire me.”

“You are wise as well as witty, Jilla. Allow me to tell you what this scroll says.”

Jilla turned to the crowd. “Usually they just hand them to me to read, but there’s too many of you.”

“And how many of them can read, anyway?”

“Or want us wasting time on such jests?”

“Quite so!”

The crowd laughed once more, thought not as loudly as before. That, Jilla was learning, was not a bad thing. Too many witty lines tended to tire out an audience. It was better to build up the wit, slow and steady, then let something leap out, then reduce matters to set up for the next rise in comedy.

She’d never given much thought to how tales were structured before helping Ilvara escape her situation. She knew a few points, as “Jilla the Rogue” was the subject of a great many tales, true and otherwise. She’d helped a scribe or a bard in her journeys and had met a few others. She’d suggested changes, recounted adventures, and even had suggested a made-up one or two, largely to build up her own reputation.

After all, the more impressive she appeared to be, the more she could charge for undertaking an honest job.

What she hadn’t needed to concern herself with, until she and Ilvara took to the life of performers, was how a tale was crafted to get a reaction from an audience. Like much in her life, it had taken a bit of study and practice to understand the matter. Whether or not she was any good at this job was something she left to others to decide. Like much that had happened in her life, so long as she was paid and not starving or cold, that was fine.

“The Golden Goblet of Eternity will grant immortality to any who drink from it,” Ilvara said, pretending to read. “The scrolls says that it matters not at all what is poured into the Golden Goblet. It could be fine wine or spring water.”

“Anything?” Jilla asked.

“No, not anything, you rogue.” Ilvara waved her free left hand in the air. “For the Golden Goblet must be filled, to a mark at the top, and drunk from until empty. That is the only way its magic will flow, and thus grant immortality.”

“A clever spell. One could have put a little poison in the cup to see what happens.”

“Or something else.”

Jilla pointed at Ilvara. “If you wish to think such things, be my guest. I shall retain an honest mind.”

“Then you won’t steal it from the ancient fortress where it’s hidden?”

Jilla’s back stiffened. “Of course I will. Our performance would end if I didn’t.”

Ilvara waited for the scattering of laughs to die down before handing over the false scroll. “This will tell you how to get there.”

Jilla took the scroll. “Why haven’t you gone there?”

“There’s a rumor of ghosts there. I’d rather hire someone than risk fighting a ghost.” With that Ilvara turned and went to the back of the platform.

Ilvara had been forced into becoming a whore because of a man she thought she’d been in love with. As soon as they were in a large city he’d abandoned her with nothing while he made something of himself. It was with her in that sad state that Jilla had found Ilvara. Jilla helped Ilvara get free and get a bit of revenge on the man who’d tossed her aside.

Before meeting Ilvara Jilla had seen a few performers of this region. Even though the region was prosperous, Jilla hadn’t found nearly as many greedy and selfish rich men here as she had elsewhere in her travels. She’d idly wondered if performing would be a way of earning coins until better honest or dishonest work presented itself. When she mentioned the notion to Ilvara, the younger woman was beyond excited.

“Anything to be out of the life I was forced into,” she’d said, even though she knew barely more than Jilla did about making it a trade.

As Jilla applied herself to studying the trade so did Ilvara. Right away they discovered certain parts of the performing trade. One was that a great sheet of blue was hung two-thirds of the way back from the front of the platform the performers were on. Behind the sheet were masks and other pieces of the trade. It was where performers who weren’t in front of the sheet waited until it was their time to play their part.

So while Jilla turned to the crowd to continue the tale, Ilvara went behind the sheet to prepare for what happened next.

“Everyone wants Jilla to do the hard work, of course,” she said to the audience. “So it was that I left the city and headed into the mountains to seek out the ancient fortress.” She acted out her movements as she spoke. “I climbed up part of one slope then eased down another. I crawled up a second slope then scuttled down. Then I found a path, and walked up one last slope to the fortress mentioned in the scroll.

“It was built of stone, and once had been a grand and powerful structure. But the empire that erected it had disappeared generations ago. Time and weather, the invisible forces of the Gods, moved against the once-proud fortress.

“I could see a hole in the wall. I peered in to see what I could see inside. Were there ghosts? And where was this Golden Goblet?”

An instant later Ilvara came from behind the blue cloth. She was covered in a white blanket. Jilla was pleased at this, as only in the last performance or two that Ilvara had been able to her timing right, and not leave Jilla waiting.

Ilvara raised her arms and moaned. “I am a ghost!” she called out. “Run away! Fear me! Fear my evil magic!”

“You’re no ghost!” Jilla cried out. She drew a wooden knife from her belt and leapt at Ilvara.

It had been obvious to Jilla that while performing she couldn’t actually be armed, at least not obviously. She’d never had the ability to hold back on her blows, even when she was a young woman fighting in demonstration bouts for coins. Holding back led to learning to hold back, which was dangerous in a real fight. Even if she rarely had to go beyond drawing first blood to win, she never held back.

Naturally that would be a problem when performing as the Jilla of tales. So rather than risk hurting Ilvara, Jilla replaced her knives in performances with one overly-large wooden knife. It could easily be seen by crowds, had no edge or sharp point, and wasn’t the least bit tempting to use like a real weapon.

Jilla drew the false weapon and dashed at Ilvara. Ilvara turned slightly so that Jilla could seem to strike her. Jilla would instead brush the wooden knife against Ilvara’s belly. At that Ilvara took a step back and let out a deep cry of pain. Jilla pulled down the blanket from Ilvara’s face.

In pretending to be Turono, Ilvara wore a tied-on beard and mustache. Jilla had wanted Ilvara to take off the fake hair and tied a black cloth over her face to show she was the bandit in the old fortress. After a few performances Ilvara had the notion to keep the hair in place.

“It just might send a sign to the audience that Turono shouldn’t be trusted,” Ilvara had argued.

Jilla was skeptical but decided to allow Ilvara to do that. Sure enough, at some performances a few in the crowd would gasp when Turono came back. Some would even call out for Jilla not to give him the goblet. Not everyone would notice this, but when it happened it seemed to make everyone enjoy themselves all the more. That made them more willing to pay extra, and to Jilla that was reason enough to keep doing it.

“It’s but an outlaw!” Jilla said loudly as Ilvara fell onto the platform, struggling with wild exaggeration. Jilla turned to the crowd. “Outlaws sometimes claim ancient places, then go into towns and cities and claim ghosts haunt such places. A clever trick, but I’m more clever than they!”

To say such a thing in a performance was to take something of a risk. Jilla knew that. Outlaws did indeed search out abandoned sites and claim them as hideouts. Outlaws also used rumors of ghosts in those sites to their advantage. Saying such a thing in a performance before an audience was revealing an outlaw secret.

To her this wasn’t a grave risk. Her experience had been that outlaws that did such things were often the sort that would prey on any traveler on the road. Robbers who only hit rich travelers were smart enough not to draw attention to possible hiding spots. Those robbers were also wise enough to understand that it was better to learn to live in the wilderness than to camp in one spot and hope that spot was never found.

Those who might be annoyed would probably be her foes, and those that wouldn’t be annoyed wouldn’t care what she did or said.

“It’s clear that no bandit would have this Golden Goblet on him, and could be killed so easily, so it wasn’t on him,” Jilla said. “That meant I needed to search.” Jilla began wandering around the platform, acting out that she was looking for something.

Doing that had been obvious to her from the start. What hadn’t been obvious to her, or to Ilvara, was how much effort needed to be spent into appearing to search. It was clear to the both of them that spending too much time would be dull for them and for the audience. Yet spending no time at all wouldn’t convey the act of searching. It was another performer who had given them a suggestion. Jilla and Ilvara talked out the suggestion, and came up with a method of acting it out in a way that audiences seemed to enjoyed.

Jilla first walked up and down the stage pretending to look. She then went to the background sheet and looked. Next she went to the “corpse” of the bandit Ilvara had played. “Needing” to look under the “corpse,” Jilla rolled Ilvara behind the sheet. While Jilla went back up towards the front of the platform, Ilvara rolled back with a yellow-painted wooden goblet sitting on her body.

“I have searched this fortress, and still I can’t find it,” Jilla announced to the crowd.

An instant later a few in the crown, mainly children, pointed behind her at Ilvara.

“What? Is it there?” Jilla turned. She put her hand to her forehead then reached both hands to the sky. “Thank the Gods! There it is!” She turned back to the crowd. “I knew I could count on you to help me.” The crowd clapped and cheered as she retrieved the “Golden Goblet.”

It was pandering to the audience. She and Ilvara knew it. Before meeting Ilvara Jilla had seen other performers do similar things. Ilvara herself quickly picked up on it once she and Jilla were working together. Not only were audiences not bothered, but they enjoyed the pandering, and were sometimes more generous in their contributions.

The act also let to another bit that elicited laughter from the audience. As soon as Jilla picked up the Golden Goblet, Ilvara rose to get behind the background sheet. But instead of just getting up and walking away, Ilvara eased up like a thief preparing to escape. Jilla took a few steps, turned, and Ilvara froze. Jilla took a few more steps and Ilvara started creeping away. Jilla turned and Ilvara froze again. Jilla turned to the crowd, and Ilvara tiptoed away. By the time Jilla looked once last time, Ilvara was behind the sheet.

“Now that I had found the Golden Goblet, I headed back to the city,” Jilla said. “It felt strange to me that there had been no traps set up to protect such a powerful object. I read the scroll again, and saw no warnings about using the Golden Goblet.

“If you folks know me, and I know you do, you’ll know that I was quite suspicious of this whole adventure. Was this merely a goblet made of gold? Was the enchantment upon it truly what I was told it would be? Was I walking into a trap, or was the man who had hired me?”

“That would be me,” Ilvara announced as she came around the background sheet, once again dressed as Turono. “I see you have the Golden Goblet.”

Jilla turned to Ilvara. “Do you have my pay?”

“Allow me to test it first.”

“Very well.”

Ilvara had with her an empty wine bottle. She acted out pouring wine into the goblet while Jilla held the goblet. She handed Jilla the bottle so that Jilla could hand her the goblet. Ilvara began to drink from the goblet.

“Why, I feel more powerful with every sip,” Ilvara said. She drank more. “I can feel the magic running through me!” She drank more. “Why, no one can harm me now!” She pointed at Jilla. “Not even you, Jilla! Have at you!”

Ilvara dropped the goblet and drew a wooden sword. Jilla drew her wooden knife. They both tried not to smile as they heard gasps from the crowd.

In conjuring up the plot of the tale, their first thought had been to stage a proper fight that Jilla won. After all, “Turono” had a sword and Jilla a knife. It ought to be obvious from the start that she couldn’t win unless “Turono” was addled in some way.

The audience at their first performance was less than pleased with the fight. A grander fight also didn’t rile up the crowd, but neither did a shorter fight. The reactions had rattled Ilvara. After some rough performances she was so nervous that she missed her blows at Jilla. That ended up getting more applause than before when they were done. They asked a performer about it, he offered an explanation, and Jilla and Ilvara adapted their tale.

Ilvara reared back to land a crashing blow on Jilla’s head. Jilla took a grand step to her left. Ilvara’s blow came down and missed Jilla entirely. Ilvara reared back for a second time. Jilla sidestepped right, and once again Ilvara completely missed. Ilvara pulled back to take a swing. Jilla bent down, and Ilvara missed once, then twice, then a third time.

Ilvara turned to the crowd. “What is wrong?” she cried out as Turono.

Jilla said nothing. She took advantage of the opening and “stabbed” her foe in the chest.

“It has failed me!” Ilvara dropped the wooden sword and clutched her chest. “It has failed, and I am dying!” Ilvara staggered back.

“This was most strange to me,” Jilla told the crowd.

“Dying!” Ilvara shouted, falling to her knees.

“Yes, we know.”

“I die, so young!”

“Perhaps you should crawl away to die.”

“I die, in the prime of my life!”

Jilla waved her wooden knife at Ilvara. “You’ll die for real if you’re not ready for the end of the tale.”

Ilvara crawled behind the sheet. “I am dead!” she shouted once behind it.

“Thank you!” Jilla yelled back. She turned back to the crowd. She put down her knife and picked up the goblet. “All that was said about this suggested that it would make the one who drank from it invincible. Yet it made Turono a fool and easy to kill. It was clear to me that there was other magic cast upon this goblet. I went to one of the witches in the city and brought the goblet to her.”

Ilvara came from behind the sheet once more. This time she wore a gown and had removed the beard. It was a simple change, as all she needed to do was remove the false hair and slip a gown over the male clothing she wore as Turono.

Jilla held up the goblet before Ilvara the “witch.” Ilvara wiggled her hands and fingers at the goblet for a moment. “There is but a simple spell upon it,” she announced.

“A simple spell?” Jilla asked. “What spell is that?”

“A madness spell. Any who drinks from this will think they cannot be killed. Yet they will fail to harm those they attack.”

“Then the Golden Goblet of Eternity is a trap for those who would seek power.”

“Indeed it is.”

Jilla turned to the crowd. “Well, I certainly couldn’t take such an object with me. Therefore I hid it somewhere. The scroll as well.” She pointed at the before before her and Ilvara. “Once again, you see that it’s far better to be clever like Jilla, and not fall into traps set for fools. That is the lesson of this tale of ours.”

“We hope you have enjoyed our performance,” Ilvara said as she turned to the audience. “Your pleasure is our pleasure. But your coins will keep us from taking our pleasure at your expense.”

“We look forward to entertaining more of you here in Bunoveti. Thank you for your time. Good day!”

Jilla and Ilvara curtseyed to the crowd. The crowd applauded and cheered. A few then walked away, but most came up to hand over a copper or two and express their happiness directly to the women.

Then a man, with a soldier standing beside him, approached the pair. A few folk in the crowd bowed before the man. Jilla noticed at once that the young man was dressed finely, in a clean white shirt, bright red leggings, and shining black boots. He had dark hair, black eyes, a strong face, and a solid build. He wore nothing around his neck to suggest a title, but that others bowed, and that he had a guard, suggested to her that he was nobility.

“It appears we have pleased someone of some importance in this domain,” Jilla said to Ilvara. “Who might you be, young man?”

“I am Prince Carlanno of Bunoveti,” he replied in a smooth tone.

Jilla and Ilvara curtseyed.

“What are your names, performers?”

“I am Jilla, Your Highness, and this is Ilvara.”

Jilla hadn’t considered for a moment not going by her own name. It seemed bolder for her to be acting out tales about her. It also felt far safer. If she was a performer, no one was going to think she’d risk engaging in the trade of theft.

Not that she hadn’t given up on that trade. But if she had cause to, it would seem unbelievable that she’d portray herself in performances and break the law. It might be so unbelievable that she’d get away with it.

All the same, it felt right for her to turn from adventurer to performer. What better way to attract crowds than to see the famous female rogue recount some of the tales told about her? What better tale to tell than that of the thief and fighter turned performer? Indeed, when she’d been displaying her skills some years back, she’d been something of a performer then. Doing this was like returning to those days of her youthful womanhood.

As for Ilvara, hers was a common name for a woman in this region. There were those who knew her face but not her proper name. Those who did know her face had seen her in a brothel, and probably wouldn’t that part of their lives revealed. Jilla had paid Ilvara’s debt to the brothel, so she was free to give her name to anyone.

Prince Carlanno grinned. “You mean to say you really are Jilla?”

“I really am, Your Highness. There are those in authority here and there who can tell you all about me.”

“As well as others in important positions,” Ilvara added, more to Jilla than to the Prince.

“I see. Might we chat?”

“Ilvara and I have to pack up before the next performers come, Your Highness,” Jilla answered. “Step behind the sheet and we can talk there.”

“Of course.”

Jilla and Ilvara went under the sheet while the Prince and his escort went around the platform to the back. Jilla stepped down to the ground. She helped Ilvara step down. Ilvara nodded to her. Jilla took the nod as permission to speak with the Prince by herself while Ilvara gathered up their performers’ goods.

“Have you given up a life of adventure, Jilla?” the Prince asked.

Jilla shook her head. “I wouldn’t say that, Your Highness. I had several adventures before coming to this region. I could have more ahead of me.”

“But you’re a performer now.”

“That I am.”

“Is there nothing here to steal?”

Jilla smirked. “Not in the least, Your Highness.”

“Meaning what?”

“Jilla’s picky about whom she steals from, Your Highness,” Ilvara called out.

The Prince looked at Jilla. “Picky?”

Jilla nodded to him. “Let’s take you, Your Highness.”

The Prince pointed at himself. “Me?”

“Yes. We’ve been in the kingdom more than a few days, but this is only our second day in your fair city, Your Highness. I’ve heard that you’re a charmer.”

The Prince bowed his head. “I should hope so.”

“I’ve heard that you have more than a passing interest in trade and politics.”

“I should, seeing as I’m my father’s eldest son, and his heir and successor.”

“It’s also said that you, like your father, enjoys the position you have.”

“Who wouldn’t enjoy being born into a royal family?”

“Yet, Your Highness, nothing I’ve heard suggests you’re cruel. That you’re mean. That you’re greedy.”

“I should hope not.”

“Why?” Jilla grinned. “Because you are and you don’t want it known?”

The Prince grinned back. “If only it were that easy to dismiss gossip.”

“Then why not take full advantage of your position, Your Highness?”

“Bunoveti is the largest domain in this region,” he said, with a little of the amusement in his tone gone. “But we’re not so large that we have no fear of our enemies. Indeed, our rivals might be plotting against us even now, in a time of peace. If all our neighbors turned against us, we’d be ruined.”

“And what of it?”

“You’re testing me?”

“Answering your question, Your Highness.”

He nodded to her. “Very well. If our subjects are unhappy that would make the task of our rivals all the easier. Besides, this region depends upon trade. Trade depends on goods being made so they can be sold. If the peasants and merchants are poor and starving they’ll make nothing and buy nothing. Best to keep as many folk happy as possible.”

“Which means taming your worst instincts, yes?”

“The most evil ones, yes.”

Jilla waved her right hand at him. “There you have it, Your Highness. As Prince you are no doubt rich. But you have soldiers, like that burly fellow a few steps behind you, to watch over your castle. You know the dangers of being tempted by greed and power. Not every man does.” She shrugged. “Not every woman does, for that matter. Those that don’t know the dangers, that forget the morals the Gods teach us, they have much wealth but few friends.”

The Prince let out a laugh. “And when they suffer folk around them fold their arms across their chests and smile, rather than do all they can to assist in their time of need.”

“Sometimes even assist those than inflict the suffering.”

He pointed at her. “I’d wondered about that. Thought that might be the reason why you kept stealing and never got caught.”

“I’ve never said I was never caught, Your Highness. I’ve just never served a full sentence for any crime I may have committed.”

“And other criminals aren’t upset with you for that?”

“Hardly. Those that steal know the risks. Most are smart enough not to take too much, or to take from those, like yourself, who have the influence or the friends to get them caught.”

“Most?”

“There’s always bullies, Your Highness. Willing to stab or beat a fellow for coins, rather than take without being seen.” Jilla smirked again. “Of course, they’re also the ones that get caught the quickest, and spend the most time in jail.”

“Bullies on the streets upset the order of things, just as bullying kingdoms upset the order of things.”

“Just so.”

“What about the friends of bullies? Like the robber you killed to get the Golden Goblet?”

Jilla burst out laughing. Ilvara echoed her laughter.

“What’s so funny?”

Jilla needed a few breaths to stop laughing. “It never happened, Your Highness.”

“What?”

She shook her head. “There’s not one scrap of truth to the tale we performed, Your Highness.”

Ilvara waved the wooden “Golden Goblet.” “It’s as real as this, Your Highness.”

The Prince gaped at Jilla. “All made up? All of it?”

Jilla nodded to him. “Why? Were you thinking I had something like that Golden Goblet on me?”

“No, indeed not. I’ve heard enough of your tales, Jilla. I know that if such a thing were real you’d hide it away. Or have it destroyed.”

“That I would.”

“But to make up the whole thing?”

“Half the tales told about me, and most of the ballads sung about me, are complete inventions, Your Highness. If I’d done half the things the tales said I’d done, I’d either be in two places at once all the time, or I’d be an old woman by now.” Jilla spread out her arms. “I’m no youthful girl anymore, but I’m not that old, am I?”

The Prince smirked at her. “Indeed you are not.”

“Thank you for noticing.”

“You’re welcome.”

“Quite a few of those made-up tales are ones I suggested. For if I’ve done half the things I’m supposed to have done, I’m a very skilled woman, aren’t I?”

“I would say so.” He arched an eyebrow. “Skilled at many things, I think.”

“Just so. But someone who’s clever, who thinks about the tales they hear, they can sort out what’s truth and what’s mere invention, Your Highness. I have no problem with refusing a request for work that would be impossible for me to undertake. I have no trouble passing up a job that sounds too good to be true. I’ve been well-paid for the work I have done. I can afford to be careful.”

“I see. Then why not recount a true tale as a performer?”

“Jilla’s good at keeping secrets, Your Highness,” Ilvara said, standing beside Jilla. “I think only a few have been closer to her than I have the past few seasons, and she’s given me no names or places. We travel together, work together, and I still don’t know the names of the Queens and Princesses she’d aided.”

“Some names are in tales,” the Prince said.

“But are they true names, Your Highness?” Jilla replied. “You’d have to travel to find out which are true and which have been made up.”

“Intriguing. If I granted you a private audience, Jilla, would you give me a name or two?”

“I’d have to know why you were asking.”

“Purely for my amusement.” The Prince grinned. “I do enjoy amusement.”

“I’d heard that as well. Let me think about it.”

“You’ll be in our fair city several days, yes?”

“Assuming you or your father doesn’t chase us out, yes.”

He shook his head. “As long as you amuse the crowds as you did this day, we wouldn’t dare chase you out. We know the value in keeping our subjects happy.”

“Good to know. I’ll tell you what I think about your offer.”

He bowed. “Then a good day to you.” He bowed to Ilvara after Jilla. “To the both of you.” He turned to the soldier, nodded, and the two of them walked away.

“You want to talk about that?” Ilvara asked Jilla in a whisper.

“Not now,” Jilla answered. “Business before pleasure. I want to see the next performers. We won’t do well if we’re not improving ourselves.”

“Are we doing well?”

“We have been up to now.” Jilla let out a breath. “Let’s see if we can do better.”
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The following day Jilla and Ilvara were walking through the city of Bunoveti. This was not an idle jaunt on their part. They were going to one of the city’s better taverns, not to drink, but to meet with a man.

Jilla hadn’t much of a chance to look around the city upon arrival. She and Ilvara had arrived late in the afternoon a couple of days before. They needed to secure permission to perform, get a room at an inn, and rest from being on the road. The previous day was filled with preparing for their performances, their afternoon performance, and then an evening performance at an indoor hall the locals called “The Hall of Arts.”

To her eyes Bunoveti looked like most of the cities in the region. Just about every important building and home in the city was made of stone. The Temples as well as the castle were constructed of a combination of stone and marble. Only the stables and a few handfuls of cottages on the fringe of the city were made of wood.

From what she knew of the region that struck her as slightly odd. They were in a mountainous terrain where the sides of the mountains were rocky but the valleys between those mountains quite fertile. The region was prone to the earth shaking every now and again. A few mountains steamed because they were volcanoes that were in long quiet periods between eruptions. It felt to Jilla as though this was the one place in the world where the ground couldn’t be counted on to be solid.

That to her seemed an argument for building in wood rather than stone. It was true that if a building fell on top of you it would be bad, not matter what said building was made of. But not only were injuries from falling stones worse than those from falling lumber, but lumber could be fixed or cut down and reused. Broken stone blocks were, well, broken, and probably only useful for decorations or statues.

Yet it was also true that buildings here, as elsewhere in the region, had stood for generations. Some dated back to when a great empire dominated these lands. Many had survived wars that had been fought with steel, fire, and magic. There was something to be said about living in a structure that had survived so much.

As for the city of Bunoveti itself, it was situated a bit differently from the other cities she’d been through. Most important to her was that it sat in something of a transitional landscape. Mountains loomed to the west going north and south. To the east, though, the terrain was hilly but not mountainous. Two days’ walk east was a port town. This gave the city more of a feeling of openness than she’d experienced in quite some time.

That there was a port town two days to the east also meant that the city was laid out in a different way from most. The marketplace district took up the eastern third of the city. The main north-south roads through the area came through the eastern section of the city. That was where the taverns were, along with the shops of merchants and tradesmen. It was by far and away the most bustling part of the city.

The center of the city was where the castle was. That was true throughout the region. Locals said this was doing of the ancient empire. Jilla thought the practice was kept up so that the local Kings and Barons didn’t have to worry about sieges, and therefore didn’t need to pay for tall walls and protective spells.

But unlike other cities, the residence of the Royal Family wasn’t surrounded by shops or fine homes. No, the center of the city was where the Temples to the Gods were, along with the inns, the Hall of Arts, the barracks and the jail, as well as a cemetery for the Royal Family and another for the more important residents of the city. The scribes also had their shops in the center of the city, and one witch always had a residence in that section too. There was a garden for the nobility and a park for everyone else.

It was, Jilla observed, an interesting way of separating commerce from the homes of the city’s residents. The center of the city was a place of law, of governing, of religion and magic. It was where the past, the present, and the future of Bunoveti came together. It was also the one section that everyone had to go through if they wished to get from the residential section to the marketplace. It was therefore a daily reminder of one’s place, both in the world, in time, and in their kingdom.

She thought the arrangement was too clever to have been unplanned. As such she admired the founders of the city all the more.

The western part of the city was where the residents lived. Naturally close to the center were the best houses of the richest families. Yet even the poorer houses, like the richer ones, favored color when it came to decoration. Trim was painted and curtains were patterned. This was a city that had pride in itself, and wasn’t afraid to display that pride.

But it wasn’t a vain city. The locals had thanked Jilla and Ilvara for their performances not just with cheers and applause but with copper and silver. The Temple of the Goddess, Jilla found, did have work to do, but wasn’t lacking in coins to do its good work. No one cared that Jilla was from far away, nor that Ilvara might be from an old or a new rival. As long as everyone was obeying the law and having a good time, there seemed to be no reason to be frightened or mean to anyone else.

That did suggest to Jilla that she’d have a hard time engaging in the trade that made her a rogue. A happy city was one that wouldn’t have too many merchants worth bringing down through theft. As their first performances had gone well, Jilla chose not to worry about returning to the thieving trade. If the performances continued to go well she could live of her savings and what they made. If not, well, there was this meeting.

The tavern was quiet but not empty when Jilla and Ilvara walked in. At one table two men spoke intently, probably about business. At another a young man and a young woman were leaning close to each other, smiling like fools. And at a third sat a tall man with a strong build and twinkling brown eyes.

He rose to greet them as they approached his table. “Jilla, Ilvara, so good of you to come,” he said. He gave them a grand bow. “I am Master Ligrusi.”

Jilla bowed her head in response. “We know. We saw you and your men yesterday.”

He waved at the table. “Sit, sit.” His voice seemed brimming with excitement. “First, you must tell me, what did you think of our performance?”

Jilla let Ilvara sit down before she did. “I’d say we liked it,” Jilla answered. She turned to Ilvara. “You liked it, yes?”

Ilvara nodded to Ligrusi. “Indeed we did. How long have the three of you been performing?”

“Three years now,” he said. “We haven’t as much experience as some, but far more than most. Including the two of you. Isn’t that so?”

“That’s so,” Jilla said with a small sigh.

“But your lack of experience is nothing to be ashamed of. You have talent.”

“You think so?” Ilvara asked.

“I wouldn’t be asking to talk business with you if I didn’t.”

Jilla nodded to him, eyes slightly narrow. “Yes, about that. Your trio of performers seem to be doing well.”

“As are the two of you, if what I saw last night represents how much folk like you.”

“It’s improving, but it’s a wealthy city, the seat of a kingdom.”

“That it is. Tell me, are all your plays about you, Jilla?”

Jilla shrugged. “It’s what attracts the crowds.”

“You have a slender figure. You could take the role of a young man and attempt a romance with her.”

“The crowds would rather see me act out the tales they’ve heard about me, true and false, than see us play something else.”

Ligrusi gave her what she thought was a coy smile. “Perhaps.”

“And what of you, Ligrusi?”

“Our tale is much like yours, Jilla. Three men, two young and myself. That limits us to adventure plays. Neither of my lads looks good as a woman.”

“You’re bringing in the crowds and the coins, yes?”

“That we are. But there’s a little group I’ve heard of, over in Cornu. Three men and two or three women. I think the third woman isn’t yet a woman, but is a sister of someone, so travels with them and helps them.” He shook his head. “No matter. There’s a young husband, his wife, her brother and sister, his brother, and one other young woman. The lover of one of the brothers, I’m not sure which.


OEBPS/images/JM_cover.jpeg





OEBPS/js/book.js
function Body_onLoad() {
}





