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THE TREASURE AND THE RUINS

 

 

 

 

“Struggling yet?” Jilla called out to her pursuers. She couldn’t see them, but she could hear them clattering among the rocks below where she was.

“This will be your last crime, foolish woman!” one of them called back.

“Brave words, toad!” With that Jilla resumed her scramble away from those chasing her.

She was now past the small kingdom of Gotwuld. It was one of many small domains in this mountainous region. Not that the mountains here were all that tall. But some had sharper slopes than others. Rocky outcroppings jutted out here and there. To wander off the valley roads to climb those mountains was to risk death.

Jilla had grown up among rocky slopes, though none as high as these mountains were. She had also traveled a great deal, going from adventure to adventure. She’d become familiar with how to live in the wild, how to move, and how to be safe. She made good progress not through reckless courage but through careful knowledge.

She knew that wasn’t so with the men chasing her. Their leader was a man named Tordt, a former soldier who’d hired himself out to King Rinlif. Tordt was said to have boasted that he could capture twice as many criminals as any soldier could. He’d said that he needed no rank, only sanction from the King and a handful of men.

Gotwuld was a small kingdom in terms of land but not in population. Roads from all over the region converged on the kingdom and the city for which it was named. Merchants, tradesmen, and travelers of all sorts either went to or went through Gotwuld. That was how the city prospered, but it also made the city attractive for outlaws.

Tordt vowed to end all that. He was quickly successful, though evasive about how he’d done so well. It was said that even the King was afraid to ask too many questions. Jilla had heard rumors of torture, dismemberment, and even death being used as tools by the tall man with the scars on his arms.

Jilla was ever up for a challenge. Before breaking into a particularly mean merchant’s home and robbing him of all but his clothes, she surveyed the city and its surroundings. There were tales of a haunted lair south and east of the city. She carried out her theft, made certain a few knew it was her, and made certain she was seen leaving the city. She waited for Tordt and his men along the road, then left and began climbing.

She wasn’t foolish enough to head for the very peak of the mountain she was on. Peaks were a great place to see the area around, which made them poor hiding places. Instead she kept to the side about halfway up. It wasn’t easy for her, but seeing as she wore no armor and only carried her knives, a few supplies, and the loot from her theft, she was able to keep her footing.

A few moments after shouting her taunt she heard a yell, followed by several others. She froze in place and listened. A man asked something to the effect of going after another. She didn’t hear the reply, but heard another say something about being wounded.

“Retreat and you’ll lose your positions!” a man snapped. As it was the voice she’d heard from her taunting, she guessed that was Tordt.

She resumed her flight. Reaching a spot where she could look down ahead of her, she saw a modest area of the mountain that was especially rocky. There was a meadow between where she was and that bit of rough terrain. She smiled to herself and made for both the meadow and the rocks.

Naturally she heard them in the distance as they saw her heading across the meadow. She heard more sounds of scrambling as they raced to catch up to her. But once she reached the rocky section, she instead went back up the slope and into the cover of trees. She searched the ground. She’d hoped to find a large rock, but all she found was a thick branch that had fallen from a tree and had withered. She decided that would have to do. She dragged the dead branch down to the edge of the rocky section and waited.

Sure enough Tordt and his men came onto that section. They stood around, trying to find Jilla’s trail. Jilla upended the branch and sent it rolling down the slope. It rolled just wide of her pursuers. But one of the men, trying to avoid the branch, lost his footing and fell backward down the mountain.

Jilla didn’t wait around to see or hear their reaction. She moved from where she was down the mountain. She was starting up a second when night began to fall. She wondered if Tordt and his men had lost her trail. She was therefore surprised to see a campfire go up along the route she’d taken.

She was more surprised to see any fire at all. While it was true that fires tended to keep away predators such as bears and wildcats, so too did taking simple precautions. While it was late in the spring, if one slept on blankets the night’s chill would be uncomfortable but far from harmful. That Tordt and his men weren’t doing any of those things told Jilla that they had no experience in the wilderness.

She’d noticed during her flight that Tordt had left Gotwuld with five men. Two had been lost during the day in falls. She decided to see what she could do at night.

She slowly and quietly crept down from where she was to where their campfire was alight. Once she arrived it wasn’t hard for her to see how the camp was arrayed. Three men were sleeping on blankets. A fourth man, armed with a crossbow, sat on watch. She worked her way around so that she faced the back of the man with the crossbow.

In the dim light of the fire she found a fist-sized stone. She picked it up and flung it across the camp. It went over and landed on the opposite side of the wilderness. The man heard the sound, raised his weapon, and came up onto his knees.

Jilla needed only three silent strides to reach the man before he was able to turn and realize the trick. She got one hand over his mouth while plunging her knife into his lower back. She held him there as he tried to struggle. In moments he was dead.

She eased his body to the ground as quietly as possible. She breathed an inward sigh of relief that as the man’s life had ended he hadn’t fired his weapon. She removed the bolt and unstrung the crossbow.

She looked in the light of the fire at the three sleeping men. There was one whose chainmail was new and whose clothes seemed better than the other two. She decided to take the chance that the man was Tordt. She went to one of the other two men. She knelt down beside one, forced her hand on his mouth, then stabbed him in the throat with her already-bloody knife. He made no sound as he quickly died.

She relieved the corpse of the watchman of his crossbow and quiver of bolts. She slipped a short distance into the dark and bedded down for the night.

A cry from the camp woke her at dawn. She could hear Tordt and the other man yelling at each other about what to do. Tordt demanded that they continue the pursuit. The other man suggested they return to Gotwuld and ask the King for soldiers. His suggestion turned into a plea, then became begging. But Tordt refused to give up.

He didn’t say why, and that bothered Jilla and she prepared to resume her flight. Any Sergeant or Captain pursuing a fleeing criminal would give up the chase if even half of their force was wounded or killed in the pursuit. To lose two-thirds, especially of a small group of six, seemed to be folly.

Not that outlaws tended to fight their pursuers as Jilla was doing. They might fight if they were cornered, and believed that if they were taken alive it would be to face a hanging. Otherwise it was just easier to keep running. Sooner or later you’d leave the domain the soldiers belonged to and that might be that.

Nor was it so that soldiers pursued with as much eagerness as Tordt seemed to be doing. Hunting down a murderer, a rapist, or a traitor would drive soldiers to keep going, even in the face of injury and death. Otherwise it was simpler to pursue for a day or so. Run the outlaw into the wilderness and see what happened. If the outlaw was skilled at surviving in nature they’d elude soldiers without much effort. If they weren’t skilled, they’d trudge back to civilization and give themselves up.

There was therefore little need to engage in a chase. Never did domains within a kingdom shelter outlaws from other parts of the kingdom willingly. Rarely would domains shelter outlaws who crossed borders. After all, a thief in one kingdom was likely to remain a thief upon entering the next. Therefore it was better just to send word to the nearest towns and cities of what happened and who might be responsible. Most outlaws would be caught eventually, and so long as there was no blood on their hands, there would be no hurry to catch them.

That Tordt was continuing the chase told Jilla a great deal about her opponent. The rumors about him said he was harsh in his enforcement of justice. Such a man depended more on fear than on his wits to keep the peace. If someone could defy him and escape, others might lose their fear of him.  He relied on strength and cruelty rather than cleverness and cunning. If she wasn’t dragged back to Gotwuld, Tordt would lose his influence and perhaps his life.

She had been quiet but not entirely careful in escaping the camp during the night. She had left a trail that would easily be followed. As she had a good notion of where she was going, she decided it was time for her to stop being so cautious. She would force her way through the bushes and past the trees to get where she needed to go.

She set out from her minuscule camp at about the time Tordt and his man left theirs. She was neither subtle nor quiet in working her way forward, but she was quick. By the middle of the morning she was aware that she’d gained quite some distance on her pursuers. They were now no doubt aware of her skill, and knew that she had a crossbow and bolts from the watchman.

She angled around the low end of one mountain and into another valley. She had to cross half the valley, but at last her destination came into her view. It was a square structure made of gray stone and set into a mountain at the other end of the valley. There was an opening that led into the structure and probably into the mountain itself. Faded carvings on all sides of the structure depicted the Sun, the Moon, lightning, fire, and soldiers fighting.

Jilla found a wide tree across from the entrance. There she waited for her enemy to approach. After a long silence she heard the sound of boots on the ground. A glance around the tree told her that Tordt, with the other man in front of him, had seen the structure and were coming up on it.

“I don’t like this,” the other man whispered.

“Keep silent!” Tordt ordered.

“We don’t know what this is.”

“It’s an outlaw hiding spot. Silence!”

The men kept walking towards the opening. They stopped a few paces away from it. Jilla was displeased to see Tordt moving to the side when motioning to the man to peer into the opening.

Deciding to make the best of the situation, Jilla swung around the other end of the tree. Keeping out of Tordt’s line of sight, she leveled the crossbow at the other man and fired. As she pulled back she heard a bolt thunk into the tree. She reloaded, waited, and listened.

“Stick your head out again, girl!” Tordt yelled.

“Return to the city a failure, Tordt!” she called back.

“Never!”

“I can distract you and keep fleeing!”

“And give up such a warm hiding place?”

“Do you know so little about the land you’ve hired yourself out to?”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Look at it, Tordt. I won’t shoot you if you look at it.”

“I’ll not fall for that trick!”

“It’s no trick. Glance at it.” She waited. “Do you see the carvings?”

“Yes.”

“Those mark this as a fortress of the Ice Folk.”

“The old rulers of these lands? Nonsense!”

“Not at all. They chose to keep some of their fortresses away from towns and cities. All the better to keep away from their conquered subjects. All the better to hide their wealth and magic from those they ruled.”

“Wealth?”

“Indeed.”

“But there couldn’t be any riches in there. Not after they’ve been gone for so long.”

“No one has been out here in generations, Tordt.”

“That doesn’t matter!”

“It might. The Ice Folk sometimes retreated in good order. But sometimes they ran as fast as they could. If they ran from here, they’d have left much behind.”

“And how do you know?”

“I’ve been to a few of these old fortresses, Tordt. In one I found gold, silver, gems, and enchanted objects.”

Tordt snorted. “And in the rest?”

“Silver and gems, at least. That and gold in another.”

“What do you suggest?”

“You let me keep what I have now. You take three out of four of what we find in this fortress. I go on my way, and you return to Gotwuld.”

“What if there’s nothing?”

“I doubt there’s nothing. But if there is nothing, what do you think you’ll get now?”

“You!”

“At the cost of five of your men, Tordt.”

“Three of whom you murdered! You’ll hang for that!”

“Perhaps I will. But you won’t get much a reward from the King for bringing me back, will you? I’m only a thief.”

“You’re notorious!”

“And thus wanted elsewhere. So either the King sends me elsewhere, or he has me hanged for the deaths of your men. But it was you who chose to follow me, wasn’t it?”

“Curse you!”

Jilla had known that Tordt and his men worked for the King of Gotwuld, but as hirelings rather than soldiers. Tordt had never sworn his personal fealty to the King. Any decisions he made regarding matters of law and justice were his own. A soldier wouldn’t pursue a thief like Jilla without orders, or with an expectation that his duty to his master would make him do so. Tordt had no such duty. His decisions were his own.

If a Sergeant or a Captain had pursued Jilla and suffered the same losses as Tordt had, he might lose his rank due to any failure on his part. But if there was no failure, then he was doing his duty as a sworn servant to his ruler. Soldiers might worry about serving under him, but they were sworn to their ruler to do as commanded. They would serve under that officer and could only complain if the officer was failing to do his duty to them or his ruler.

Tordt, though, was a hired man, a mercenary. His duty was to the ruler who hired him, but his men’s duty were to him. Thus Tordt would have to hire men to replace his losses. Tordt would find such a task difficult. Men would be reluctant to hire onto a leader who got his men killed, just as they wouldn’t hire themselves to be guards for a merchant who was known to be reckless on the road.

“If you wish to overcome this,” Jilla called out, “then you’d best pray we find gold! Otherwise your time as an enforcer of the law in Gotwuld is about to come to an end!”

There was a brief silence, then Tordt called out, “Very well.”

Jilla eased back into cover so she could be certain he’d set down his crossbow. She emerged from cover still armed with hers. She motioned at him, and he removed the bolt and unstrung the crossbow. After he was done she did the same.

She walked forward. “Look around the entrance.”

“What for?”

“Look for any carvings or symbols that appear dire.”

He pointed up. “Like that?”

She looked at the stone over the opening. Carved onto it was what seemed to be a knife or a sword going through an eye. She’d seen that on the entrance to one fortress she’d been to. There had been a trap inside, but far from a dangerous one.

“That is a warning, to be sure,” she said, “but it only means to be wary of traps.”

“That’s all?” Tordt replied.

“The eye seems to have meant to be alert to the Ice Folk. A blade through the eye seems to have been a warning to trespassers.”

“Like us?”

“No. A warning to those who might trespass when this place was occupied. Those living here were alert, would see through any tricks, and would punish those they caught.”

“Still doesn’t look good.”

Jilla looked Tordt up and down. Standing a pace away, the man was not impressive, except for the hints of scars she could see just past his hands under his sleeved arms. He wasn’t short but he wasn’t too tall either. He appeared to be just entering the middle of his life. His face was lean but not in a handsome way. He looked to be the sort of man that, when she used to demonstrate her fighting skills for silver, would give her some trouble at the start of the match but would either tire or fall to a subtle trick and lose.

“Do you have a torch?” she asked.

“No, but I have flint.”

She walked a few paces away and found a stout branch. She held it out so that he could use his flint to get the end on fire. She handed him her improvised torch and made him go inside first.

For several paces there was just a corridor cut into the mountain. Then they came into a large room that appeared to be for meeting with visitors. Off from that room was a kitchen, a rough water closet, a sleeping room, and stairs going up and down.

“Not much of a fortress,” he said.

“The Ice Folk preferred large halls and small rooms,” she replied. “Guests would have been received here. I would guess the sleeping room was for the guards so they might rest.”

“Oh. Do we go up or down?”

“Up first. That would be where the master of this place slept.”

Tordt headed up the stairs with Jilla behind him. The stairs, cut from the rock of the mountain, led to another corridor. This one had openings that led into five small rooms and one tiny room. The tiny room was another water closet. The small rooms were bedchambers. The furniture in these and the other rooms had been left behind, but all else had been removed.

“I’m not impressed,” he said sourly after leaving the last bedchambers.

“This is different from the others I’ve been to,” she told him. “There tended to be one chamber for the master and his wife, and a chamber for all their children. All five of these rooms are big enough to sleep two adults or four children.”

“Sounds like any old merchant’s house to me.”

“Fortresses had wide and open places for soldiers to sleep.” She glanced around. “This might have been for the local leader and his family. If that’s so, then there was probably a barracks outside.”

“What of it? Where’s the loot?”

“As to what of it, recall that we haven’t yet gone down the stairs to the cellar.”

“And?”

“The Ice Folk lived in forts and homes that had but one story. There were no upper floors. Their loot was kept in rooms close to the master chambers. If they had the means to cut into the rock of this mountain, to make an upper floor and a cellar, the ruler that had this built must have been a man of means and importance.”

“Means?”

“And importance. The torch is dim, but look around. This was carved by both hard labor and magic. That means a lot of hands and one strong witch, or perhaps two strong witches.”

Tordt smiled. “A rich ruler, then?”

“A line of rich rulers. Think of the magic needed to keep this place lit.”

“Good.” With that he led the way back down the stairs.

They were in the cellar in no time. The cellar consisted of a short corridor leading to a room. Two figures made of cast iron stood to either side of the room. The figures were of men armed with spears. Neither figure was all that tall. They weren’t rusted, but the points of their spears didn’t look sharp. Strangely to her mind, there was no door to the room.

“Move slowly,” she said.

“Ha! You don’t see what I see!”

Tordt jogged forward. The figures didn’t get in his way, move, or have any sounds come from them. Jilla followed him into the room. It was twice as long as a master bedchamber and about twice as wide as well. Sitting on the floor were open sacks of gold, silver, and copper coins, plus a sack of jewels.

Tordt let out a laugh. “Riches!”

“Take care.”

He smirked at her. “Afraid?”

“You dolt, those sacks are generations old, yet they look as new as if they’d come from a city market a few days ago.”

“What of it?”

She saw movement behind him. “Look!”

He was about to sneer when he heard sound behind him. He turned, set down the torch, and drew his sword.

One of the figures entered the room, spear leveled.

She drew both her knives. She let Tordt attack the iron figure first. It parried his strike easily. She watched for a moment or two, trying to determine how skilled the figure might be. At once she noticed it was completely focused on Tordt. She raced to one side and thrust at its head.

Her blade clanged away from the figure. It turned and tried to strike at her. She fell to the floor and rolled. She came up to see Tordt attempt a thrust at its chest. His blade struck but did nothing.

She glanced towards the opening that led into the room. The other figure was still frozen. That gave her an idea. “Work it towards the back!”

“Why?”

“Do it and you’ll see!”

He stepped backward, almost stumbling over a sack of coins. She thrust at the figure’s back, allowing Tordt to work around from having his back to the wall to having his back to the opening. Once the figure had its back to the wall, she called for him to run.

They sped out of the room to the stairs. They heard the stiff clank of the figure at it came after them. Jilla led the way up the stairs and into the large room. She heard the figure follow up the stairs. She led the way outside and pulled Tordt a few paces from the entrance.

The figure came charging out into the open air. Suddenly it became stiff. It shuddered, gave off a strange gray glow, then became a dark red cloud. Once the cloud settled after a moment or two, there was nothing but a pile of rusted metallic dust where the figure had once stood.

“What in the name of the Gods was that?” Tordt asked.

“A guard for the vault,” Jilla replied.

“It would have killed us.”

“Not the both of us, I think. It would have been hard for one to move it into a position so he could see the room’s opening. He might have fought until tired, not noticing that the other figure hadn’t moved. A good method of stopping one tomb robber, but not two.”

“What about the other figure?”

“If it was going to attack it would have done so with the first.” She grinned. “Two guards by either side of the door.”

“What?”

“Tell me, what would you think if you came to an opening, and saw one figure on the right and nothing on the left?”

He looked at her.

“You’d have been suspicious. Perhaps used magic, or tried to smash that figure.”

He nodded. “Right. No use having a guardian if it attracts attention.”

“Indeed. Let me find another branch, and we’ll go back down with a fresh torch.”

She found a branch and he got it alight. They went down the stairs and to the room with the sacks of loot. The other figure by the opening did nothing to stop them putting their hands on the sacks.

“I still think the appearance of these sacks is odd,” she said.

“Nonsense,” he snapped.

“I tell you what, Tordt. I’ll take the gems. You can have the gold and silver.”

“You get one out of every four of everything, Jilla.”

“Who’s to say the gems underneath are all that valuable. Besides, I can only sell one or two at a time.” She pointed at the other sacks. “All you have to do is take those coins and have them recast as proper coins of Gotwuld.”

He looked at the sacks for a moment or two, then nodded. “Very well.” He smiled. “That should allow me to live better than I had, and hire more men.”

“Many more men?”

“I wouldn’t go that far.”

“Anything else?”

“Perhaps you’ll hear about it.”

“You’re not going to invite me to join you?”

“Ha! You’d stab me in the back for all this.”

“Perhaps you should walk out with your back to the opening.”

“No. I think you should turn and face the wall.”

“I’ll do that once I know your hands are full.”

“Fair.”

“Good.”

He bent down and pulled the strings on the sack of silver coins to close them. He did the same for the sack of gold coins. He picked them up in each hand. He took one step backward. She stepped back to the wall opposite the opening. Hands on the hilts of her knives, she turned to face the wall. She listened to the jingling of the coins in the sacks as he left.

She waited until the sound faded before turning back around. She sat down on the floor, legs crossed. She didn’t think Tordt would grab a crossbow and try to shoot her as she emerged. But there was a chance of that happening. She decided it would be wiser to sit patiently, even if it would be in the dark. If ambush was on his mind, either he’d give up and leave, or he’d come back down, and she could stab him before he got off a shot.

Time passed. No sounds of footsteps were heard on the stairs. In the dim light of the fading fire, she picked up the sack of gems. She moved as slowly and as quietly as she could to the stairs. She edged up, peeked in the main room before walking in, then peeked outside before walking out.

Tordt had indeed taken his crossbow but he was long gone. Jilla decided to set down the sack so she could retrieve the crossbow she’d taken. The sound felt odd to her. She loosened the strings and opened the sack.

The gems inside were now common stones. She stared in disappointment for several moments, then curiosity got the better of her.

She pondered what magic could have been cast. There was no spell to change stones into gems or the other way around. If there was, witches would be richer than Kings. She guessed it was an illusion spell.

She started to let out a laugh, then stifled the urge. While it did seem that Tordt was long gone, he still might be close enough to hear her mirth if she couldn’t control herself. She determined to keep her amusement quiet until she was certain she couldn’t be overheard.

It was indeed an amusing scheme. It felt to her that the last master of this fortress or mountain manor wasn’t happy with just leaving his conquered domain as swiftly as he could. He laid two traps for them. The iron figure was one. There weren’t bones around, so it hadn’t killed anyone who’d entered, but that seemed to her to be more luck than design. Then there was the loot itself. As soon as it came outside, perhaps even as soon as it left the room it was placed it, it turned to nothing.

It was a mean trap, to be sure, but a clever one all the same.

Jilla dumped out most of the stones. She tied the sack with a handful of rocks to her belt. She got the crossbow, then made her way due east. It took most of the day but she made it to the road. She camped along it for the night.

The next morning she headed north along the road. By the end of the day she was in the next domain, Nisvir. The day after she arrived in the city for which the kingdom was named. She went to the local witch with the sack of stones. The witch told her that the sack had been enchanted with an illusion spell tied to a threshold. That told Jilla all she needed to know about the trap.

After explaining her adventure, Jilla asked the witch for ink and something to write on. Jilla composed a letter to King Rinlif of Gotwuld about what had happened to her. She enclosed the take from her own robbery as part of her correspondence. The witch hired a messenger to deliver it quickly.

A few days letter Jilla got a letter from the King. Upon his return Tordt had tried to pay for liquor with a fortune, but instead he had nothing but false brass coins. A brawl ensued in which he was arrested. That led several men to come forward with accounts of Tordt’s misdeeds, including having taken stolen coins in exchange for guilty pleas. Tordt was going to be charged with a handful of crimes and most likely convicted.

“I suppose we shall see if the man serves out his sentence,” the King concluded.

As for Jilla, the King was happy to return what she’d stolen, but warned her about coming back to Gotwuld and committing any crimes. She decided to take the warning seriously, and so avoided the kingdom when she headed south.

Though her adventure in Gotwuld hadn’t earned her any wealth, she had done something of a good deed, removing a brutal, corrupt, and foolish irregular agent of the law from a kingdom. As long as she wasn’t reminded too much about the lack of profit in the adventure, she was happy to hear the tale again and again.

As for Tordt, suffice it to say he did not serve out his full sentence. Jilla made certain that was always told along with the rest of the tale. “Not that I have a mean spirit,” she’d say. “It’s just that if you’re going to learn a lesson from the tale, it’s best you learn all the right lessons.” She would then grin wickedly and add, “Every single one of them.”

 

THE BROTHEL OF DOOM

 

 

 

 

Jilla didn’t normally meet with people in the rooms she was staying at for work. She either found “jobs” on her own, or someone approached her somewhere. Seeing as the person in question was a young woman with some amount of respectability, Jilla allowed the young woman in question to come to her room at a local inn.

She was in the kingdom Bulvurt, in the city the kingdom was named for. Like many in that part of the world it was a small domain consisting of a city and a handful of villages. It was in a region that was hilly but far from mountainous.

She hadn’t been certain if Bulvurt itself was going to be promising. There wasn’t a single business that was making the domain wealthy. There was some trade passing through, but it wasn’t as though Bulvurt was a vital center of trade for a large area. The line of Kings of Bulvurt were a fairly average lot. All the same, Jilla sought out the local outlaws to see if there was some chance for dishonest work.

She was told there was nothing for Jilla the Rogue, except for this young woman that now stood before Jilla. The young woman was on the short side of average, with brown hair, a fair face, and a shapely figure. She was dressed well but not richly. Her posture was crouched and kept her hands clenched together as she spoke to Jilla.

“You are Jilla, yes?” the young woman asked.

“That depends on who you are,” Jilla replied.

“I am Lika.”

“Pleased to meet you. Sit down next to me, and tell me why you need the talents of an outlaw.”

“Thank you.” Lika sat stiffly on the bed, keeping a bit of space between her and Jilla, who sat at the head of the bed.

“You do know that approaching outlaws is risky, yes?”

Lika nodded. “I know. I’ve tried to be discrete, but I’m desperate.”

“Desperate? Why?”

Lika sighed. “Father has arranged me to be married to Tuthim. Do you know him?”

“A jeweler, yes?”

“Yes, and much older than me. Almost old enough to be my father.”

“I take it you don’t love the man.”

“No,” Lika spat.

“Not a likable fellow?”

“Not in the least. Tuthim has never been married. In his younger days he was engaged to two separate women, but he broke off with them.”

“Engaged at the same time?”

“Different times. One after the other.”

“Why did he break it off with them?”

“I have heard, from friends of friends, that both women insisted he stop his visits to the Inn of Four Sisters.”

“That’s not an inn I’ve heard of.”

“That’s because it’s not an inn, but a brothel,” Lika replied tightly.

“I see. Is he still visiting this inn?”

“I believe he is.”

Jilla leaned forward. “I take it your worry is that if he gets you pregnant he’ll keep visiting this brothel, yes?”

“Yes, but it’s not just that. The man doesn’t have my heart.” Lika held her head up. “He never has and he never will!”

“I take it someone else does?”

Lika nodded. “Burhof. It’s true that he’s the son of a farmer. But he’s shown great talent for being a bard.”

“I doubt there’d be much work for him in a domain like Bulvurt.”

“He’s said as much.”

“Would he leave without you?”

“He doesn’t want to. I don’t want him to.”

“Ah. He loves you as much as you love him.”

“Yes!”

“Are you prepared to travel as his wife?”

“I am. I know the life he might have to lead. We’ve loved each other for two years now. But we’re helpless before my father.”

“Why?”

“Father runs a trading company. He’s known in all the nearby domains. If we elope, he’ll send word out and have us hounded. Burhof even fears Father will accuse him of abducting me if we try to run off together.”

“I see. But to marry you off to this jeweler?”

“I’ve tried to tell Father what I’ve heard. He thinks the tales are just rumors. I think Father is hoping for extra coins after the marriage to help the company.”

“Your father is ignoring the unsavory rumors around this jeweler in hopes of saving his company, or expanding it?”

“Expanding. Father’s company is doing well enough, but he’s had some desire of late to be more than what he is.”

For her part, Jilla wondered if Lika’s love for this young bard was part of her father’s scheme. The man didn’t want his daughter running off with a bard, but what to do? It seemed possible that this jeweler put the notion into the man’s head of marrying his daughter to him. He might then be persuaded by his new wife’s father to invent in said father’s trading company. Her father would chase off the young bard and get coins for expansion of his trade.

A neat little arrangement, except that it treated Lika like livestock. Or one of the whores at this brothel the jeweler went to.

“I think I see the situation,” Jilla said. “When are you supposed to marry this jeweler?”

“I’m supposed to marry Tuthim in six days.”

“Six days? That’s not a lot of time for a scheme.”

“A scheme?” Lika shook her head. “I don’t want him cheated. I want him killed.”

“Killed? This jeweler?”

“Yes! If Tuthim is dead Burhof and I can do as we please.”

“I see,” Jilla replied, clenching her jaw.

She now saw why the locals had passed Lika to her. If they accepted Lika’s offer and did the deed, they’d either have to give up what they had going there and flee, or they’d have to hope that evidence never came to light of their crime while they remained. If Jilla did the deed, either she’d get away and never face punishment, or she’d be caught and they wouldn’t have to worry about the King’s soldiers.

That did ignore a few matters. One was that Jilla was no murderer. She fought and sometimes was forced to kill, but she was no killer for hire. Another was that Jilla was well-traveled. She’d see what the local outlaws would be trying to get her into. If she didn’t like that, they’d have made Jilla the Rogue an enemy of sorts. Most of all was that murder might stop a particular arranged marriage, but it wouldn’t stop Lika’s father from trying to make another arrangement for her daughter. If this Tuthim was tempting her father into the arrangement, that had to be brought into the light. It might humiliate her father just enough to persuade him to allow Lika to follow her heart.

Overall the local criminals were not being clever and not thinking ahead. Jilla determined that something would have to be done about that, as well as solving Lika’s problem.

“I don’t think murder is going to help anyone, Lika,” she said slowly.

“Why not?”

“I might not get away with it. If I didn’t, you’d have to know that I’d be likely to betray you to avoid hanging.”

Lika swallowed. “You’d do that to me?”

“Would you betray me to save yourself from the noose?”

Lika looked down but didn’t answer.

“I think your silence tells me all I need to know. Besides, there is the chance that this jeweler’s death might not discourage your father from trying to keep you from your young man.”

“It might not?”

“Not if he’s determined to prevent you from marrying this young man.”

Lika let out a small sob. “Then what can I do?”

Jilla moved closer to Lika so she could put her arm around the other woman. “I think your father might give up his opposition if he was allowed to escape it with some grace. That means having him admit that this arrangement was more the notion of this jeweler than of his own.”

“Tuthim? You think this was his idea?”

“I wonder if your father’s been complaining of your love for this aspiring bard. This Tuthim heard the complaint. He got the notion in his head that he could get a lovely young wife and interest in your father’s company if he offered himself as your husband. If this Tuthim is humiliated into giving up on marrying you, your father might see how his complaints were exploited.”

“That would change his mind?”

“It’s a start. But to start we have to get at Tuthim.”

“How?”

“What else do you know about Tuthim?”

Lika shook her head. “Only what I’ve already told you.”

“Then perhaps I should visit this brothel and ask some questions.”

“Will you get answers?”

Jilla smiled. “Don’t fear. I can be quite persuasive when I have to be.”

Thus assured, Lika left Jilla’s room. As it was only the middle of the day, Jilla left the inn she was staying at and made her way to the Inn of the Four Sisters.

The Inn of the Four Sisters was located at southern edge of the city along a stream that flowed into the river that marked the northern and eastern extent of Bulvurt. It wasn’t a stone structure but made of wood. It didn’t have upper floors, but was instead a tavern-like building with rooms added to the rear along a central hallway. The exterior of the Inn was whitewashed with black trim and had only a small painted sign over the front entrance.

The interior was more decorated. Colorful patterned curtains were around every window. The floor was made of dark wood, but the chairs and tables were made of lighter shades of wood.  There was no bar to speak of, but there was a rack for holding bottles of wine and cupboards for storing pitchers and goblets, as well as a sink for cleaning.

Three women sat around one of the tables. One was tall and shapely, with dark hair and brown eyes. The other two were younger, with one slender with fair hair and blue eyes, and the other tall and lithe with red hair and brown eyes. The dark-haired woman rose from the table and strode up to Jilla.

“May I help you?” she asked in deep, smooth voice.

“That depends on whether or not you own this place,” Jilla replied.

“You’re not from these parts. How would you know?”

Jilla grinned. “I can cut faces until someone admits to being in charge.”

“Who are you?”

“That’s my question.”

“My name is Matya. I am in charge.”

“I’m Jilla.”

Matya looked Jilla up and down. “You’re certainly a woman dressed as a man. You do seem to be armed. But you’re not that small.”

“I hear that often.”

“What brings you here?” Matya smiled. “Pleasure?”

Jilla let out a small sigh. “I fear not. I’ve been hired to do a job.”

Matya’s eyes narrowed. Iron crept into her voice. “Not one of my girls, I trust.”

“I mean no harm to you or your ladies. May we talk?”

Matya turned to the other two women. She clapped her hands, softly and twice. The two rose and departed from the room. But before the fair-haired one left, she slid the bolt that locked the two front doors.

“Wine?” Matya asked.

“Not just yet.” Jilla followed Matya to the table she and the other women had been sitting at. “I trust I wasn’t interrupting anything important, was I?”

“No. They were up early, talking about last night.”

“So there’s just three of you here?”

“Five. And that doesn’t include my guard, and our two serving girls.”

“I see. Is there any reason why this place is named the Inn of the Four Sisters?”

“Indeed. The woman who found this place, long ago, had two daughters. Each daughter had a close friend. The woman’s husband left them with nothing but the clothes on their backs and the shell of this tavern. At first only drinks were sold. But the young women were pretty, and quickly became skilled at pleasure. The rooms were added to the back, the interior made pleasant, and the four maintained a reputation for skill, discretion, and appearance. As to the name, well, it was partly true and mostly a jest. A witty and a wicked jest, at that.”

“I see.” Jilla paused. “Appearance? As in looks?”

“As in their looks, their dress, and the Inn itself. Only men with coins are allowed in. Only men with manners are allowed back.”

“I see. Not at all a common brothel.”

“Our reputation depends upon it not being that.”

Jilla smiled. “Then perhaps reason will allow you to assist me.”

Matya arched an eyebrow. “Assist you in what?”

“Preventing a marriage.”

“What marriage?”

“One of your customers, Tuthim, is about to marry a young woman.”

Matya shook her head. “The young woman is a good sort, but Tuthim has been visiting us since I was young.”

“And is going to keep visiting after he’s married?”

“He’s said as much.”

“You’re not troubled by that?”

Matya laughed. “If I was troubled by that we’d close down.”

“Lika doesn’t want to marry Tuthim.”

The mirth vanished from Matya’s face. “I have heard that, yes.”

“Have you also heard that Lika loves another man?”

“Yes. The aspiring bard. What is he asking you to do?”

“Nothing. I haven’t met him. It was Lika who approached me.”

“Her? To do what?”

“To kill Tuthim to get out of the marriage.”

Matya’s eyes widened. “Are you?”

“I hope not. I’d rather humiliate the fellow than kill him.”

“You might have some trouble there. He’s more of a rogue than you are.”

“How so?”

“He’s boasted that he lets outlaws sell him jewels they’ve stolen. He gives them coins, which keeps the soldiers away. He gets jewels, cheap, that he can make into jewelry for others.”

“He’s boasted about that?”

“He has little to fear. Red Fist and his men keep him safe.”

“And you?”

“So long as I give them a few silvers every ten days.”

“Protection?”

“A promise that he’ll not compete in the trade my girls are in.”

“What else do you know about Tuthim’s marriage?”

“Other than that Lika is pretty, and that once she’s with child he’ll be back, nothing.”

Jilla arched an eyebrow. “Then you’re not aware of the promise Tuthim made to Lika’s father?”

“Promise? What promise?”

“That he’d invest in her father’s trading company in exchange for marrying her.”

Matya shook her head and smiled. “Invest? What does he have to invest with?”

“Jewels.”

Again Matya abruptly stopped smiling. “Why, that devious beast.”

“Why do you say that?” Jilla asked, full of mock innocence.

“He’s told us for years that he uses his influence with Red Fist to keep us doing well. To keep us from having low whores setting up in this city. We have to charge him less for that influence. If he’s going to invest with Master Duttar, then he’s probably going to use Red Fist’s coins along with his own jewels to help Duttar.”

“He’ll be all that much closer to this Red Fist.”

“And if he’s investing wealth in Duttar’s company, he’ll probably stop coming here, for fear of annoying the man.”

“Not just annoying. Lika’s father could sue Tuthim if he thinks the man is unfaithful. Recover wedding costs and gain compensation for Lika’s lost purity.”

“Tuthim knows the law well. He knows the lines he may cross than those he has to keep away from. He won’t want Duttar so angry or so worried that he’d sue, and uncover all that he’s doing.”

“Not until he’s in a place where Lika’s father is no longer a threat.”

“Red Fist’s men working for Duttar.”

“Not right away, of course. Lika says her father is moral man.”

“He is. But sooner or later Tuthim will have some say over Duttar’s company. Then it won’t take long after for him to take the company and its wealth.”

“And perhaps starting an inn of his own.”

“I knew the man schemed. But he’s always been willing to be pleasing as long as he himself is pleased.”

“Why keep coming here if he has a pretty wife, and perhaps has some notion of acquiring a brothel all his own?”

Matya tapped the tabletop. “None of that is certain, mind you.”

“No. But you’ve just told me why you shouldn’t trust Tuthim all that much. Perhaps his goal is a brothel of his own. Perhaps it’s to get the Inn of the Four Sisters and make it his own.”

“The Inn has always been owned by women. It’s how we protect ourselves.”

“And the guard at your door each night? Who pays for him?”

Matya huffed out a breath. “We and Red Fist.”

“Then it seems you have reasons to assist me.”

“What can I do?”

“I may need time with Tuthim.”

“He’s not supposed to visit this night, but he is tomorrow night.”

“Good. I might need some coins to clean myself up.”

Matya pointed at Jilla. “What of your hair? It’s short.”

“I can always explain that. Tell me, do you know of anyone else that might help us?”

Matya grinned and nodded. “Indeed I do. Go at once to one of the witches in the city, Hidli. She helps us, in part because she’s good, but of late because she too has wanted to learn about Tuthim. Why I don’t know.”

“Witches are like that at times.”

“But if her reason is a good one, no doubt she’ll assist you.”

“Good.”

Matya pressed her lips together. “How do you intend to get paid for this, Jilla?”

Jilla sighed and shrugged. “I will think of something, or you will, or perhaps this witch will. For now, let’s try to deal with Tuthim and this upcoming wedding.”

Matya told Jilla how get from the Inn to the witch’s home as quickly as was possible. While on the way Jilla thought about how outrageous a scheme she and Matya could concoct for Tuthim. It had seemed to grow in her head, like a structure with another floor added on top of the last one. It was probably too ambitious for anyone to undertake, much less succeed at. It might even be too much for anyone to even consider seriously.

Yet there was an element of “whatever works must be tried” in Jilla’s mind. If getting Matya on her side demanded she put in the woman’s head the notion that Tuthim’s ultimate goal might be to take over the Inn of the Four Sisters, then that’s what Jilla needed to do.

She also suspected that, while the scheme might not be quite so complex, there was more to this effort by the old man to marry Lika than it appeared to Lika or her father. There were older men who married younger women out of lust. They tended to be men of means who simply wanted more of their desires fulfilled. There were older men who married younger women out of need. They had children to care for, or no children and need of heirs.

Jilla thought it odd that the man wanted to marry Lika while he was already happy visiting the local brothel. It was all the more odd seeing that the Inn of the Four Sisters was a place of cleanliness and quality. Combine that with his dealings with the local criminals, and his desire to put coins into Lika’s father’s company, and the jeweler clearly had more of an interest in Lika than just having her in his bed and naked.

It was with those thoughts in mind that Jilla arrived at the cottage of the witch Matya had sent her to. Inside and out the cottage was like any witch’s home that Jilla had ever been in. As for the witch, Hidli was short and slender, with a thin, prominent nose, brown hair, and dark eyes. Hidli had a high voice, almost girlish, appeared to be a few years younger than Jilla, and a tendency to gesture with her hands as she talked.

Jilla started her meeting with Hidli by telling her who she was. She told her about being hired by Lika to kill Tuthim. She said she wasn’t going to kill the man but try to humiliate him out of the marriage. She concluded by telling the witch that Matya had suggested she speak to her.

Hidli nodded to Jilla, waving a finger at her. “I was hoping Matya would help.”

“Help with what?”

“My older cousin Dothar, over in Kruztal, had his wedding ring stolen a few months ago. It was a blue sapphire set into a silver ring.”

“What of it?”

“I’ve mentioned the theft to friends, hoping beyond hope that word would get to someone to watch for it. I’d pay or cast spells to get it back to him.”

“You care for him that much?”

“I do. Also, it cost our family quite a bit of coin to get.”

“I see.”

“Well, a month ago, I was told that a ring just like Dothar’s was sitting in Tuthim’s shop!”

“Just like it?”

Hidli frowned. “That I don’t know. I went to his shop and demanded to see it. He told me he didn’t have it.”

“Do you think he hid it?”

“I believe so, yes.”

“And?”

Hidli shook her head. “Without proof of the rat being party to the theft, or having seen the ring in his shop, King Lutfor won’t allow me to cast a truth spell on Tuthim to find out for certain.”

“As long as he keeps it hidden.” Jilla frowned herself. “Or doesn’t show it to anyone else.”

“What?”

“He may now suspect that this ring belonged to your cousin. If I go in, even as some woman from far away looking to buy anything with a blue gem, he’ll not show it to me. No, I think the only ones he’ll show it to are criminals.”

“Criminals? One stole it and gave it to him. Why would another want to see it?”

“To sell it elsewhere. Unscrupulous merchants like Tuthim accept stolen goods into their shops. They pay for these goods in coins. That way the thief gets rid of what they stole, and gets coins they can spend rather than gems or goods, and the merchant gets something they can sell at a high price to someone who doesn’t know they’re buying stolen property.”

“Does that happen often?”

“It happens in cities where it can be easy to steal rings, necklaces, and the like. There might be some of that here, but I think Tuthim is also someone willing to accept stolen gems, if the thief is known to the local outlaws.”

Hidli leaned closer to Jilla. “And Dothar’s ring?”

“He might give coins to someone not from Bulvurt, but he’ll also hand over the ring. They can take it elsewhere and sell it to some other unscrupulous fellow.” Jilla let out a breath. “He can even suggest a place not to go to dispose of the ring.”

“Kruztal.”

“Indeed.”

Hidli sighed. “I’ve done poorly, haven’t I?”

“Not at all. I doubt all that many thieves come here from around the region every month. But we must move fast if we’re to stop the wedding and catch Tuthim with that ring.”

Hidli sat straight again. “What do you need from me?”

“I need a sleeping potion.”

“Just one dose?”

“Just one.”

“Done. What else can I do?”

“I will visit you during the night. Not this night, but the next. I’m going to have things with me. If that ring is one of those things, all well and good.” Jilla’s jaw clenched for an instant. “If it isn’t there, I might need an illusion spell.”

Hidli smiled a toothy smile. “The accusation of theft is all I need to persuade the King to let me cast a truth spell upon Tuthim.”

“Very well. Then the last thing you can do for me is send a message to Lika, telling her that matters are in hand, and she need only be patient for a few more days.”

“Done and done.”

Jilla went from Hidli’s cottage to the inn she was staying at. Well after sunset she slipped out of her room and looked over Tuthim’s shop from the outside. She returned to her room and didn’t leave until the midday. First she went to Hidli’s home for the potion, then to the Inn of the Four Sisters. She allowed Matya and the other women there to make her pretty for the night. With only a little encouragement they told her about Tuthim as well as the local criminals he was allied with.

A couple of men arrived at the Inn almost as soon as night had fallen. An hour or so after they came a third man entered. He was tall, with thin dark hair and a trimmed beard. He had something of a belly, but his arms and legs appeared muscular. Jilla knew at once from Matya’s description that the man was Tuthim.

Matya rose from their table to meet him. “I have someone new to interest you,” she said to him. An instant later Jilla stood and approached the man.

Tuthim glanced at Jilla then shook his head. “You know my tastes run to curves, my dear.”

“She might not have curves, but she has skills.”

“She does look as though she has a few years on her.”

“I have other talents you might appreciate,” Jilla said.

“You may pay me a little less for her,” Matya told Tuthim, “so that you might pay her more later.”

Tuthim nodded to Matya. “Very well.”

“And if you’re not happy, what you spend this night will be returned to you.”

He nodded to Matya, then held out his hand to Jilla. “Lead on, then.”

Jilla took him out of the main room and to one of the bedchambers. At once Tuthim tried to kiss her. She put her hand over his lips.

“What’s this?” he asked, his voice soft but his tone sharp.

“Have you heard that Jilla the Rogue is in the city?”

“I heard a rumor.” His eyes widened. “You?”

She bowed her head. “Pleased to meet you.”

“What’s this about?”

She stroked his face. “Lika doesn’t wish to marry you. She wants me to prevent you from marrying her.”

“You’re here to harm me?”

She laughed. “Lucky for you she hasn’t paid me. Yet.”

“Yet?”

“No. If you can make a better offer, I can work for you instead of her.”

His eyes narrowed slightly. “What sort of better offer?”

“I’ve been in the city long enough to know of what you do for the local criminals. I’d like some of the jewels and such you’ve acquired.”

“That would be your pay? For what?”

She shrugged and smiled. “For an accident to befall young Lika the night before the wedding.”

His head bobbed. “I’d hate to lose her. Her father is a man of means.”

“You know she loves another?”

“Some poor fool. She’ll get over him.”

“If she’s willing to hire someone to harm you, I say you’re the poor fool to think she’ll get over her affection.” She grinned. “Of course, if the young man is also found dead, then folk will believe they went to the Gods together.”

He grinned back. “That is clever. You can arrange that?”

“Without much effort. I know where she lives, and I know where he lives. It requires me to make one purchase, then slip in and out of two homes during the night. Not much work, really.”

“Why would you do this for me?”

“There aren’t other prospects for work here in Bulvurt. I’m almost out of coins. I can work for Lika, but the pay will be small. Or I can work for you.”

His grin disappeared. “And pay you more.”

“You won’t get a pretty young bride, but you’ll be able to keep visiting this place. You do that while married, and you’ll anger your wife and her father. Let her go, and no one has to get angry.” She smirked. “Or otherwise displeased.”

“There is that.”

“Unless you want me to knock you out, do what Lika wishes, and get extra pay by stealing from your shop.”

He sighed. “You drive a hard bargain.”

“I’m tough.” She wiggled her eyebrows. “As to hard, let’s see about that.”

With that she went at him and he went at her. She discovered that despite having a modest paunch to his belly Tuthim was strong and good to gaze upon. Though her preference remained for women, she found him pleasing enough in bed to make her glad that she hadn’t given up on men entirely.

He was, though, almost old enough to be her father. Therefore once his passion was spent he himself was spent. He wasn’t upset by that, nor by his time with her. He told her he was in no hurry to leave, and that he’d engage with her closer to morning.

“Shall we celebrate with a little wine before we sleep?” she asked.

“One goblet,” he replied.

She threw something on then went out to fetch a goblet for each of them. She took the precaution of putting the sleeping potion in both goblets. She walked back to find him sitting up in bed. She handed him a goblet.

He didn’t ask to switch, or even waited for her to drink before he gulped down his own. In moments his eyes fluttered and he fell asleep. She positioned him so that he was in a comfortable seating position. She tossed the wine from her goblet onto his face just to be rid of it, and to further the impression he’d have when he woke up that he’d drunk too much.

Matya was waiting for her when she emerged from the room. She took Jilla to another room where Jilla’s clothes and weapons had been stashed. Jilla changed, slipped out the window, and made her way to Tuthim’s shop.

The back door had a simple lock on it that she opened with ease. She wasn’t surprised to find a lockbox under the main counter. She wasn’t so inexperienced at her trade that she’d bothered to swipe his keys. After all, part of her plan depended on him being shocked that she had items from his lockbox without him having lost his keys. She therefore picked the lock on the box and looked inside.
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