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“Land, ho!” one of the sailors
called out.

“Steady as she goes, Gil,” Ship’s
Master Mark said to his navigator.

“Aye,” the navigator
replied.

Mark turned towards the center of the ship where
most of the crew on deck were. “To your posts! Prepare the landing
boat! Stand by for anchorage!” The sailors leapt into motion on his
orders, going here and there, shouting secondary orders and
replies.

Mark slipped through the chaos from the aft
navigation deck forward to the bow. He wanted to see the island for
himself as the ship approached. If his commands were needed the
crew would see where to find him. He wanted a good look at their
next objective.

His ship, the
Westward Venture, had left Salt Bay almost three months ago.
This was their fourth voyage west. His rivals aboard the
King John’s Quest
and the Pride of Salt Bay had also made as many voyages. The Ship’s Masters of all
three could claim certain discoveries as their own. But while the
other two were settling into trade runs between the Kingdom of Salt
Bay and the new lands across the sea to the west, Mark wanted to
continue to explore.

All three ships had found small continents and
island chains. The continents had primitive human societies that
were welcoming, to a greater or lesser extent, to their fellow
humans from the east. Some of the island chains had resources, but
none had any humans living on them.

The last voyage of
the King John’s Quest
had picked up word that an island
chain, the Emto Islands, well to the south of the places the ships
had been to, might be inhabited. Folk thought they’d had visitors
from the south generations ago. Mark offered to pursue the rumor,
and King John and Prince Thomas had approved of his
trip.

There were other clues to suggest that the rumor was
true, or at least worth determining one way or the other. Duncan,
the young scribe whose journey east to the Elven Holding had
brought back the ancient knowledge the elves had of these lands,
had pointed to one of the map copies he’d made during the
discussion about the voyage.

“The Emto Islands appear to be
comprised of both large and small islands,” he’d noted. “From what
we already know, the larger the island the more likely it is to
support human life.”

“Did the elves find humans on
those islands?” Mark asked him.

“Their accounts said they
had.”

While the accounts of the elves were helpful, Mark
had learned through experience not to completely trust them. It
wasn’t that the elves lied. It was that the elves had traveled
these lands centuries ago. They had been a harder folk in that
time, more interested in swaggering their way through the world.
Then there was some trouble among the creatures they called the
“Walking Gods,” and it made the elves more humble. Since that time
the elves had focused on their own lands and expanding their
knowledge.

The practical reality of all that was the elves’
accounts of their own voyages didn’t always match what existed now.
Human tribes had moved from the places they lived in those days to
new ones. Some islands had grown while others had diminished. A few
places thought to be smooth were now rockier.

As a man of the sea Mark knew that the water could
change things. The sea was alive, and the God of the Sea was ever
watchful over his part of creation. It amused him that folk who
lived all their time on land thought the land was unchanging.
Sailors knew that the sea was always changing. It would well be
that the land didn’t change, but he’d been away and back enough to
know that change, while subtle, seemed to happen everywhere.

Which was why he
wanted to be at the bow as the ship approached the island. So far
the Westward Venture
had visited four of the more
significant islands in the chain. None had any humans living on
them. The smaller islands they’d passed by also seemed vacant. This
one, Emtohoan, was larger than the other four. He wanted to see
signs of human habitation as they came close to it.

Emtohoan slowly came into his view. It was much like
the others. There was a sandy beach between the water and the land.
Past the beach was a landscape of green. There appeared to be a
mountain well in the distance, and the terrain itself seemed hilly.
Some of the large leaves of the trees floated in the wind. A few
fluttered quickly, suggesting that birds were alighting from them
to go elsewhere.

“We appear to be at a good spot to
lay anchor,” the Second Mate said.

Mark had heard his footsteps on the deck, but was
almost too focused on the island to have noticed. “Lay anchor,
then.”

The Second Mate shouted the order to lay anchor.
Mark left the bow and walked to where the landing boat stood ready
to be lowered. A few of the crew were already present to go
ashore.

It had become a routine matter these last few years.
Mark would lead the shore party. As Ship’s Master, confirmed by His
Majesty, only he could speak for the King to any folk they
encountered. It was always a risk for him to go, but as yet no
humans had been hostile to their visitors from across the sea.
Indifferent for a time, perhaps, but never so hostile as to be
dangerous. Joining him would be the Second Mate, along with the
Ship’s Sergeant. A select four of the crew would accompany them for
protection.

The three Ship’s Masters had argued for weeks before
setting out on their first voyages as to how they should accomplish
the task of making shore landings in these unknown lands. There was
a point to be made in sending a strong party to discourage
hostility. The counter to that, of course, was the stronger the
party the more likely it might be that the folk they’d encounter
would indeed be hostile. There was the danger of having the Ship’s
Master go ashore, but also the potential insult to local Chiefs or
Kings if they weren’t met by the Ship’s Master.

The settlement agreed to was that, if there was a
chance of encountering humans, the Ship’s Master should go ashore
with a small party. If there was any hostility the party wouldn’t
land but leave. Otherwise the Ship’s Master would try to let any
humans know that the party had no hostile intentions and go from
there. If the chances of meeting humans seemed slight, the First
Mate would go ashore to survey the island. If that party met
humans, the Ship’s Master would be summoned to the island.

Mark didn’t need to say anything to his party as the
ship laid anchor except one word, “Aboard.” The group stepped
aboard the small boat. The First Mate gave the order to lower the
boat. The four sailors took hold of the four oars. Once the boat
was in the water and the ropes holding it to the ship raised, the
four put their oars into the water. The Sergeant called out the
rhythm as the men rowed towards the beach.

The boat was halfway between the ship and the beach
when the Second Mate called out, “I see folk, Master!”

“How many?” Mark asked.

“Ten, by my reckoning.”

“Keep to your duties, men. You
know how we handle this.”

Mark edged carefully around the Second Mate to look
at the shore. He did indeed see ten figures. They were dressed in a
manner similar to the other tribes of humans they’d met in their
voyages. There appeared to be nine men, judging by their clothing,
for those nine wore leather leggings, boots, and loincloths that
covered much more than their privates. There was one woman among
the group, wearing a skirt and a top that seemed to be secured
behind her back.

As the boat got closer to the shore, he could see
patterns on the skirt, loincloths, and leggings. There were shapes,
straight lines, and wavy lines. Other tribes did the same to their
apparel, and the shapes and lines always signified deeds in their
lives or their place in the tribe. He idly wondered if these
decorations would be like those, or if this tribe used such symbols
for other purposes.

The folk themselves were exactly the same as every
other group of humans found by the men from Salt Bay. Their skin
was a warm brown and their hair was black. Those who lived more to
the north preferred to tie their hair. These folk were more like
their nearest neighbors and kept their hair free. This group
appeared tall, even the woman, though that too was not unusual.
Ships were often met by warriors who were often either the tallest
or the strongest of their tribe.

“Forward or turn, Master?” the
Sergeant asked.

“Forward. Let’s see if they come
to us or if we must go to them.”

The men rowed the boat forward. Mark looked back to
make certain the Sergeant kept a steady hand on the tiller.
Eventually they came close enough to the beach for the Second Mate
to jump out and pull the boat just onto the sand. Mark let the
other step out of the boat before he did. He walked through
ankle-high water onto the beach. He moved to the front of his
party, turned towards the humans a few dozen paces away, and raised
his right arm to greet them.

The men of the other group looked among themselves
for a few moments. They seemed to speak to each other in low tones.
One gave something of a nod and that ended whatever discussion was
going on. The others fell in behind that one as he led them towards
Mark’s party.

Mark waited for them to get within a few paces
before he spoke. “We greet you, and tell you that we come with
peace in our hearts,” he said in the Common Tongue.

The others stared at him blankly.

“We greet you, and tell you that
we come with peace upon us,” Mark said in Elvish.

Before anyone had left Salt Bay, all knew that the
last contact the folk across the sea had was with the elves of the
Holding. Although the contact had rarely been peaceful, Duncan’s
research, backed by the elf scribe who had come with him, suggested
that the folk of these lands might know Elvish. The scribe, Avahyl,
had helped the Ship’s Masters learn key phrases in Elvish. Once she
returned home she send a book from the Holding to help them
translate Common to Elvish.

Practical experience had shown that this was true,
but with many derivations. Some tribes only knew a few words and
phrases in Elvish. Others spoke it as their own tongue. There
seemed to be no regional reason for this. Instead it seemed to be
related to how the tribes were subdued or not subdued by the
elves.

“You talk elf,” one of the group
said. Mark tried not to act surprised when he saw that the speaker
was an elf himself.

“I do,” Mark replied.

“Elf rule you?”

“No.”

“You talk elf.”

“I also talk human. That was the
tongue I first spoke in.”

“No elf with you?”

“No. We come from the Kingdom of
Salt Bay.”

“Where that?”

“To the east. It is one of the
human domains.”

“We have own land? Not
elf?”

“There are human domains, the
Dwarven Commons, the Goblin Empire, and the Elven
Holding.”

“Foe of elf?”

“No. The elves are friends, as are
the dwarves. We are friends with other humans. We are only rivals
with the goblins. Not foes, but not friends either.”

“Not rule by elf?”

“No.”

“Elf send you?”

“No. His Majesty, our King, sent
us.”

“Do what to us?”

“Talk. Trade. Learn.
Help.”

“Trade what?”

“We may talk about that. If you
have needs we can try to help. We have things we want.”

“What want?”

“Metals. Food for the men on my
ship. Wood. What do you want?”

“We have all. Need
little.”

“Magic?”

The elf pointed to the woman. “Healer. Has all magic
we need.”

“Perhaps, but perhaps not. We are
learning magic from the elves. We can teach you what we have
learned.”

“Want nothing from
elves.”

“You are an elf.”

“I am Imtau, not elf.”

“Imtau? Is that your tribe? This
island?”

“Tribe and island.”

“I will remember that. Thank you.
Shall we talk more here? Shall we go to your village and
talk?”

“No. You say you want food. You
men hungry?”

“We are not starved, no, but we
always seek fresh food.”

“You fish. Not leave beach until
Chief speak.”

Mark bowed his head. “We shall do as you ask. What
of fruit?”

“Fish. Camp. Stay on beach. Might
bring fruit later.”

“As you ask, we shall do. My name
is Mark.”

The elf touched his bare chest. “Deer Tracker.”

“Pleased and honored to meet you,
Deer Tracker.”

The elf only grunted. “Wait. May call. Call you
come.”

“We will wait.”

“We go.” With that the elf turned.
The other men turned with him to leave. The woman, who appeared
much younger than the men, looked at Mark for a moment, then bowed
her head and fell in behind the rest.

Once they were gone the Sergeant said, “At least
they didn’t kill us.”

“The elves may have ruled this
land, Sergeant,” Mark said. “The other tribes seek little of this
folk. They seemed to fear we were either here at the behest of the
elves, or that we were ruled by the elves. It might take time to
win these folk over.”

“As you say, Master.”

With that Mark gave
orders to the Second Mate to return to the ship. He decided that he
and a few sailors would make camp on the beach. The rest of the
crew would remain aboard the Venture, fishing from
their or from the landing boats. The Sergeant volunteered to be one
of those who remained with Mark.

A short time later the boat left the beach. It came
back a few times, bringing the other three men who would be in the
camp, a large tent, water, some food, weapons, and Mark’s books and
writing materials. Once he had the books he read what Duncan had
gathered from the elves about the Emto Islands. He hoped that there
might be clues as to the outlook of these Imtau from the ancient
accounts. But aside from reading again that this was one of the
lands the elves had tried to conquer, he found nothing helpful.

Instead he took to one of his other tasks. The
Ship’s Masters were all under orders from His Majesty to record
what they found in terms of animals and plants. Although he
couldn’t leave the beach without angering the natives, Mark decided
to conduct a modest survey of the wildlife from the beach. He noted
similarities between the trees against the edge of the beach and
trees they’d found elsewhere. There were both similar and different
flowering plants. The few birds they could see seemed quite
different from those they’d encountered elsewhere.

The Sergeant and one
of the men were able to venture into the water a ways and catch a
few fish. They were tasty enough, Mark thought, but there was a
definite lack of flavor to them. The tribes of the other islands
and continents had all manner of spices to add flavor to food. On
this voyage the Venture could only
take dried samples. He found himself wondering if the folk of this
land had such treasures, and if that would be among the items
they’d be willing to trade for.

The afternoon passed quietly. Sometime after supper,
while the sun was starting to set but still at some height in the
sky, one of the men saw the woman who had met the landing party
earlier approach their camp. Mark noted that she was alone.
Although the elf had said she was a “healer,” he didn’t assume that
she wasn’t a mage capable of doing some harm. He ordered the men to
keep their distance if he and she spoke with each other.

Finally she arrived at their camp. She was slightly
taller than the average woman in Salt Bay with an average build.
She was barefoot and wore no jewelry. “I am Flower Hands,” she said
in rough but reasonable Elvish. Though her appearance wasn’t
unusual, her deep and strong voice was. “I am sent by Chief Rain
Night to talk.”

Mark re-introduced himself and the men. “Do you wish
to come into the tent to speak? Or shall we speak here?”

“Here.”

Mark nodded to the Sergeant. The Sergeant order the
other three men into the tent. Mark sat down on the sand. Flower
Hands sat down a pace in front of him.

“You seem young,” he told
her.

“I am of twenty
summers.”

“That is young.”

“I learn at ten.”

“We have learned that we start
later than we should.”

She only nodded.

“Deer Tracker is an elf, yet he
seems to curse his folk. Why is that?”

“He is of Imtau.”

“Yes. It sounds to me like you and
the elves once made war.”

“We did make war.”

“Do you know why?”

“All Imtau know why. Elves bring
ship. Men and women and children. Bad healers.
Warriors.”

“Bad healers? Mages?”

“Yes.”

“What did the elves
do?”

“Make a big camp with walls. Build
huts. Take Imtau to serve. Most Imtau remained free. We gather, all
but smallest children. We enter elf camp at night. We kill the men
and take the women and children. We burn their camp and
ship.”

“What of the elves you
took?”

“We make them Imtau. It took time,
but they are Imtau.”

Mark nodded. “You do speak Elvish, though.”

“We need to. Other tribes do not
talk our talk.”

“You do not meet with too many
other tribes.”

“It has been our fault. A sickness
came and some died. We have had too much work to do to
trade.”

A thought came to him. “The elf is called Deer
Tracker. You have deer on this island?”

“Yes. The island is big. That is
why the elves came.”

“Was it bigger once? Is it smaller
now?”

Her eyes narrowed. “Why do you ask?”

“You said the elves came because
the island is big. I was wondering if it was bigger then than it is
now.”

Her eyes widened again. “It was.”

“What happened?”

“The God of the Sea fought the God
of the Sky. Parts of the island were broken in their war. It made
the elves agree to be Imtau.”

He nodded slowly. “Thank you for telling me
that.”

“Why?”

“I told you, and the others, that
an elf taught us to speak Elvish. Another elf told us of the lands
that were between our kingdom and the Holding. There were other
things they told us.”

“What of them?”

“Have you not wondered why the
elves did not return here for their own? That they did not send
more ships and warriors?”

She let out a breath. “A few have thought of that,
yes.”

“The Imtau were not the only tribe
to fight the elves. Most tribes fought them. Some like the Imtau
won quickly. Others fought for much longer.”

“So others have told.”

“Those wars, the lives lost, put a
great fear through the elves. That was followed by what they call
the ‘War of the Wandering Gods.’”

“Gods who wander?”

“No. The elves say the Wandering
Gods were not their God, the Spirit, but powerful, magical folk.
These Wandering Gods sometimes moved among the elves, helping them.
At other times they kept away from the elves. Over the generations
some of these Wandering Gods wanted to guide the elves to be
better. Others said the elves should not be helped.”

“Because the elves were
bad?”

“Because the elves were like
children, and needed to grow before those Wandering Gods thought
they were ready. It was, so the elves believe, a disagreement that
turned to an argument, then an argument that turned to a
war.”

“A war between Gods?” she
whispered.

“Yes. What happened to Imtau may
have been part of that war. Parts of the Elven Holding were damaged
during that war. The land was harmed and some elves died. The elves
were shamed by their old ways, and frightened by this war between
the Wandering Gods. They no longer look outward now. They look
inward.”

“What does that mean?”

“They no longer seek war against
humans, or dwarves, or goblins. They seek to learn more about the
world. They seek to learn more about magic.”

“They make no war?”

“If you ask if they do not fight,
then yes, they do fight.”

“Fight for what?”

“Fight for their home. Some years
back, some summers, if that helps you, one of our human domains
attacked the elves.”

“Because the elves attacked them
once?”

“No. Because no rains came and
their crops did not grow.”

She shook her head. “The rain always comes.”

“Have there been times in the past
when more days passed between rain than should have
passed?”

“I think so.”

“That is what happened in that
domain. Here there is no season without rain. Elsewhere in the
world there are seasons of rain and seasons of no rain. There is a
season of warm and a season of cold.”

She looked at him for a moment. “You lie.”

He smiled. “I do not. Have you not noticed that my
skin is lighter than yours?”

“Yes. I would be blind not to
see.”

“Our skin is lighter because there
is a cold season. We do not go out into the sun when it is cold.
Thus our skin does not darken as yours does.”

“How do you know this?”

“We deal with humans with skin
darker than ours, but not as dark as yours. Their domain does not
get as cold as ours. The same is true for the goblins. I am told
there are folk with even darker skin than yours that live farther
south. The elves believe the sun has something to do with the
darkening of skin. They hope one day to know why.”

She let out a breath. “I do not wish to believe you,
but my eyes do not lie to me. I will hear your words, for now.”

“Thank you. As I said, one of our
domains was struck by a dry time. They thought to kidnap elves and
use their magic to make it rain. They attacked the elves. The elves
fought and defeated them.”

“Did they conquer these
humans?”

“No. Their only desire was to
remove the humans from their land and return their folk. But the
humans were still in need of food. They called upon other humans to
help them against the elves. The elves said they would make peace
and help if the humans ended the war before it got
bigger.”

“Did they make peace?”

“They did. They came together to
build town on the border. The town is called Hub. Delegates from
all the lands go to Hub to talk to each other.”

“And say what?”

“To talk instead of make war. To
talk of trade. To talk of sharing knowledge.”

“Does this place work?”

“It does. Recently the goblins
tried to make trouble for one of the human lands. Our land helped
learn that the goblins were behind this trouble. Others also
learned this. At Hub the goblins were confronted by the truth. That
put an end to the trouble they were causing that land.”

“Are you here to make us part of
this place?”

“No. As I said, I am here to trade
with your tribe. If there are things you need or want, we will try
to get them to you. If you have things you wish to give us in
trade, we will trade.”

“You will not come here to live?
You will not take the land from us?”

“The elves would not help us if we
did that. We would lose folk if we did that, as the elves did long
ago. It is safer to trade, and better to trade.”

“And if we have nothing? Want
nothing?”

“We will leave. But I cannot think
that you have no needs, nor anything to share.”

“What if all we have is
ourselves?”

“We will not take your tribe. But
we do wish to hear your tales. To learn your words. If that is all
you have, it would be enough.”

She let out a deep breath. “I think on your words. I
will talk with my Chief.”

“I will be here,
waiting.”

She rose. He stood up after her. She bowed her head
to him. He did the same to her. She turned and walked away.

This will be
hard, he thought.
This will be hard indeed. But this
is the first time we have seen elves in any of these lands. And
there was that battle between Gods. I shall have to be patient this
time. Patient, and I’ll have to talk myself
hoarse.
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“Congratulations to the happy
couple,” Prince Thomas said, bowing to two of his
guests.

“Thank you, Highness,” Irofyl
replied, blushing but unsteady.

She’s getting better
at this, Duncan noted.
She didn’t say “Your Highness” this
time.

Duncan worked hard to smile pleasantly at the Prince
and not grin at Irofyl and her husband, Captain Trent. While this
was something of an informal meeting among friends, Thomas was
still the heir to the throne of the Kingdom of Salt Bay. Duncan had
learned in his time since moving to King’s Town that even at
moments such as this, protocol had to be maintained. It wasn’t that
his life would be abruptly ended if he didn’t stay by paying heed
to his Prince. It was that to be too casual at a time like this
could encourage one to be too casual at a less ideal moment. Not
everyone needed to know who Thomas’ friends were or who was friends
with him. Discretion was important for anyone in the Royal Family’s
circle.

“How was your visit to your
father?” Thomas asked Trent.

“All seems well in Stone River,
Highness,” Trent replied. “Father sends you his
regards.”

“Good.” Thomas let out a cough.
“Was it pleasant in other respects?”

“Highness,” Irofyl snapped with
mock ice in her voice.

Thomas raised his arms. “No magic, please.”

“I shall have to think on
that.”

Trent cleared his throat. “I do think we must
confess something, my love.”

Irofyl turned to him. She raised an eyebrow. “What
is that?”

“Our plans, or lack
thereof.”

She softened. “If we must.”

“We must.” Trent turned back to
Thomas. “We intend to hold off on starting a family.”

“Any particular reason, Trent?”
Thomas asked. “Or several?”

“A few, at least.”

“I cannot yet take time away from
my part of the school,” Irofyl said.

Duncan nodded. “I thought that might deter you.”

From the day she’d arrived in King’s Town, Thomas
and Duncan had wanted Irofyl to marry a man of some status in the
city. She was a mage from the Elven Holding. The assignment given
to her by the Circle of the Nine Orders, and by King John, was to
teach mages. She was always willing to help adult mages learn
spells elves knew but humans didn’t. But her desire was to teach
children as elves were taught.

The King had already agreed to allow Duncan to
establish a school for scribes. An additional mandate for the
school was to improve overall knowledge in a number of subjects.
That was more than enough to allow Irofyl to establish her classes
as part of the Royal School for Scribes. While everyone waited for
the completion of a proper building to house the school, they
taught in an old house.

Irofyl was willing to teach, and found three
students to teach. At first that was all she was willing to do in
King’s Town. The young men of the city failed to impress her either
with their intelligence or their good humor. Then there was the
trouble in Green Hills. The Prince sent Captain Trent to Duncan and
Irofyl to figure out how to discover who was causing their southern
neighbor trouble. It was during those meetings that Trent impressed
Irofyl into her allowing him to court her. Yet her first duty was
always to her students.

And still is, it
seems.

“The boys are both too old and too
young to be left alone for long,” Irofyl explained. “Barbara, I
think, will soon be ready to strike out on her own.” She sighed.
“Still, I think it wise to fill her place when she does
depart.”

“More students?” Thomas
asked.

“Yes, Highness.”

“I have been asked, and no doubt
will be asked again, if the difference between you is discouraging
you.”

She glanced at Trent. “We have talked about that.”
She turned back to Thomas. “There is no way to know if our children
will be more elf than human, or more human than elf.”

“We want folk, in the city at
least, to be more comfortable around elves,” Trent said. “A few
come and go, like Duncan’s friend Avahyl. It would be good if more
came.”

“More may well come,” Duncan
said.

“You have news?” Irofyl
asked.

Duncan nodded. “Avahyl has asked, on behalf of the
Order of Scribes, if we might agree to having three of their
scribes come here.”

“What for?” Trent asked
him.

“The languages of the island
tribes.”

For a few years now the voyages the King had
dispatched west across the sea were bringing back goods and
knowledge. Among the information on new types of trees, animals,
birds, and the like were the languages of the folk of those lands.
While some of the tribes had the same or a very similar tongue,
others had little in common with the other tribes. The Ship’s
Masters brought will them pages upon pages of words and phrases.
Duncan had brought in a scribe to the school whose only duty was to
sort through the papers and record the new languages that were
being discovered.

“One day the Circle would like to
compensate the tribes for what they did long ago,” Duncan
continued. “Part of atoning for their evil would be to ask
forgiveness in the languages of the folk they attempted to conquer.
I think, though, a more practical reason for this visit would be to
give us help.”

“Do you need help so
much?”

“Need? No. Matching words to words
is easy enough, once you have a place to start. The first trouble
is finding ways to write these words. The sounds don’t always match
the sounds our words make. The elves have experience matching
sounds. I should like to know if we’re doing it properly or
not.

“More than that, though, are the
phrases that the Ship’s Masters are bringing back. One that leaps
to my mind is one from the small continent of Limutuan, the first
place we found humans. They say, ‘It is as the sparrows go
skyward.’ It seems to mean that, as sparrows and other small birds
take flight quickly when startled, something happens quickly. Yet
they do have words for ‘swift’ and ‘quick’ and the like. So is this
a saying that some things happen fast? The Ship’s Masters don’t
always want to ask such questions. Theirs is the talk of trade. All
the same, if we are to have treaties with these folk, and exchange
knowledge, and perhaps welcome their domains into Hub, we must know
how to speak with them.”

“Not only the words, but the
meaning of them,” Irofyl said.

“Why you speak our words, but are
formal in your speech,” Thomas said.

“Just so, Highness.” She turned to
Duncan. “What of you?”

“We are getting more and more
sleep each night. The baby is learning to be still.”

“Wait till she learns words,”
Trent said, grinning.

“Lizabeth and I still take joy in
sounds, but we know she’ll speak her first words soon.”

“This talk of life and children
fills me with warmth,” Thomas said, “but I fear I must steer us
towards a more important matter, the reason why I asked to speak
with all of you.”

The other three nodded to him.

Thomas gestured to the table. “Please, be
seated.”

They had gathered in the room the Royal Court used
for their meetings. Duncan noted wryly that the four of them had
been standing around chatting when they could have been sitting and
chatting. Thomas took a chair to the right of the “head” of the
table. Duncan sat next to him, while Irofyl and Trent sat across
from them.

“We are in the middle of spring,”
Thomas said, “which means the next season will mark a year since
the trouble in Green Hills came to an end. Over the winter I heard
a new subject talked about in the city. I understand there is talk
elsewhere in the kingdom on this as well.”

“What is that, Highness?” Irofyl
asked.

“Dark Woods. That they are ruling
themselves, in a manner of speaking.”

Duncan nodded. “That explains why folk of late have
been asking me about it whenever they seen me on the streets.”

“Father told me there was talk
about Dark Woods,” Trent said. “He didn’t wish to say what it was.
I thought there was new trouble there.”

“There isn’t,” Thomas told him.
“Folk seem to be curious about how they rule themselves. The Dukes
have written to me, wondering why their subjects seem interested in
Dark Woods. Duncan, you were present around the creation of their
method of governing. What exactly is the method?”

“We all know it, Highness,” Duncan
replied.

Thomas smiled. “Indulge me.”

“Very well. Each village and town
elects their leader. That leader holds the title of Mayor of that
town or village. The Mayors of each dukedom elect one among
themselves to serve as Duke. The Dukes in turn elect among
themselves the League Lord who rules the League of Dark Woods. The
Mayors serve terms of two years. The Dukes serve terms of four
years. The League Lord serves a term of eight years.”

“Why did you suggest such
numbers?” Irofyl asked.

“I didn’t. The Dukes thought that
best. Since there would be a great many Mayors, it seemed to them
better that they serve shorter terms. But their law allows for a
fellow to be elected Mayor to as many terms as the folk, and he,
wish to serve. A Duke can only serve two terms before a new Duke
must be elected, and can only serve four in a lifetime. The League
Lord serves a single term, and a man can only serve two in a
lifetime.”

“If a Mayor is serving as a Duke,
or even as a Duke and as League Lord, how is he able to hold all
three posts?” Trent asked.

“He doesn’t,” Duncan said. “Once
the Mayors elect one of their own as Duke, that Mayor must choose
one to serve as Adjutant Mayor, so that the Duke may focus all his
attention on his dukedom. The same would be true were he elected
League Lord. He must appoint an Adjutant Duke to serve in his
place. They have put a few laws in place to prevent corrupt
bargains, but I’m sure over time more will be needed. As of now the
arrangement works quite well.” He turned to Irofyl. “As to the
years, two and two is four, and four and four is eight.”

She smiled to him. “Thank you.”

“I asked you to state their method
of governing to make a point,” Thomas said to Duncan before
addressing all three of his guests. “What I am hearing, what the
Dukes are hearing, is this notion of folk choosing their own
leaders. A few Dukes have wondered if this sort of talk is
disloyal. I know Duncan well enough to know that it’s not
disloyal.”

“Do folk want to govern
themselves, Highness?” Trent asked.

“I think some are curious about
the notion. I think they are starting to wonder if what works
elsewhere might work here.”

“Are the common folk fit to govern
themselves?”

“I do not appreciate such talk,
husband,” Irofyl said to Trent sourly. He turned to her, gulped,
and bowed his head.

“Is it not something of a fair
question?” Thomas asked her softly.

“Not in the least.
Highness.”

“The elves have no concept of
rulers and subjects, Highness,” Duncan said, hoping to smooth over
any offense she might be taking. “Neither do the dwarves. To both
races there are just folk in differing positions in their society.
To them a man, or woman, in a governing position is the same as,
well, someone like me.”

“Like you?” Thomas asked
him.

“Yes. Someone who has an important
accomplishment. I am respected here and in the kingdom for the work
I’ve done with the Royal School, and in helping our sea voyages.
Neither race sees the hand of the Gods in one who leads. To be
chosen for such a position is an honor, either for long service to
their trade or for experience in governing well in lower
positions.”

“That is true, Highness,” Irofyl
said. “One does not rise to High Master, or be elected to the
Circle, because the Spirit says they must be chosen. They must
demonstrate the ability to hold power within their Order. To rise
within the Order through honor and wisdom. To devote themselves to
what is good for their Order, and for the Holding.”

“As to your question, Trent,”
Duncan said to him, “I’ll tell you and His Highness what I told the
Dukes of Dark Woods when they asked me a similar question. The
common folk may not know how to read and write. They may not know
the finer points of politics within domains and between domains.
But they know their trades. They know that decisions by their
rulers can affect their trades, and their lives, for good or
ill.

“No one believes a fool would be
chosen Mayor, or Duke, or League Lord. But if a man, or a woman, is
going to be making decisions that could affect the livelihoods of
their town, their dukedom, or their domain, the folk ought to have
some assurance that those decisions will be made with such concerns
in mind. The elves and the dwarves feel that the best way to ensure
that is for their leaders to come from those around
them.”

“If you know how decisions leaders
make affect your own farm, you are less likely to decide upon
actions that hurt other farmers,” Irofyl explained.

“I take your point, both of you,”
Thomas said. “However, I hope you are not suggesting we upend the
kingdom in the hope that things will immediately go well for us as
they are for Dark Woods. Their own invention is but a few years
old. Experience ought to guide us.” He sighed. “Yet, at the same
time, I do see that such talk could be the start of the sort of
trouble Green Hills had. I don’t want unrest to spread in Salt Bay.
Nor do I want there to be unrest that someone could exploit to harm
our kingdom and not resolve any unrest. That’s why I asked you
here. Have you any ideas on how we might stop trouble before it
starts?”

The room was quiet for several moments. Irofyl was
the one to break the silence. “I have a thought,” she said. “It is
only a thought, but perhaps if we talk it out, something may come
of it.”

“What’s your thought?” Thomas
asked.

“Duncan observed that folk in Dark
Woods now had something of a say in how they are ruled. I wonder if
that might be what we should do for Salt Bay. Not overturn the way
things are, but add something to what it.”

“Add what?”

“A council of some sort. A council
that meets on a regular basis. A council that consists of important
men in each dukedom that do not have a title.”

“What would this council do?”
Duncan asked.

“I think it should have some
authority to advice the King in certain matters.”

“Common folk advising the King?”
Thomas asked. His tone was not questioning but inquiring. “Can you
think of what matters they would speak about?”

“Taxes, for one,” Duncan said
quickly. “I think folk would be happier with an increase in their
taxes if they felt they had some say in that increase.”

“No one ever supports an increase
in taxes,” Trent said.

Thomas shook his head. “No, but there have been
times when a King promised a temporary increase, then years passed
before the temporary increase was ended. There have been other
times when folk felt unhappy until the need for the increase was
explained to them.”

“Such as the school,” Duncan
added. “I heard complaints for a season or two until folk began to
understand the work we were doing. I wonder if there was some
explanation of why taxes needed to be increased, folk would be
happier about them. Perhaps a council would be the place to
explain.”

“And the place to express
concerns,” Irofyl said. “If folk could say why, as an example, a
tax on livestock would not be good at that time, but one on grains
would be better, then perhaps all would be more comfortable about
the increase.”

Thomas nodded to her. “A fair point. What other
matters might this council take up?”

She paused for a moment, then answered, “Laws.”

“Laws?”

“Yes, Highness. I have had to
explain to my students why certain spells should only be used in
desperate circumstances. Barbara understands without further word
from me, but the boys ask if the law permits the spell, why not use
it? I have to tell them the law in the Holding does not permit the
spell. That such spells are illegal and immoral. They understand
immoral so they accept my view. I worry that a student might not
accept my view unless the law also exists to prohibit such casting
except in extreme circumstances.”

“May I ask what sorts of spells
you were discussing?”

“Spells against the mind,
Highness. Confusion spells, mostly.”

“You can cast a spell to confuse
someone?”

“Quite. It is a permissible combat
spell. It can cause a group of soldiers to behave in odd ways,
depending upon their fears and beliefs. Some will charge when they
should hold firm and some will flee. Some will think everyone
around them is an enemy and attack wildly. Some will think all
around them are friends and refuse to fight. That spell alone has
won many battles for us against the goblins.”

“How could such a spell be used
outside of war?” Duncan asked.

“Our history has accounts of rogue
mages using such spells with criminal allies to escape arrest,”
Irofyl answered.

“Throw the soldiers into
confusion, and the outlaws flee without pursuit.”

“Precisely.”

“And now I’ve thought of
something,” Duncan said. “How I came here in the first
place.”

“What are you talking about?”
Thomas asked him.

“The matter of the proposed
marriage between noble families. His Majesty was concerned allowing
that marriage would give too much power to a Duke.”

“Oh, right. Who was the Duke
now?”

Duncan shook his head. “It doesn’t matter, Highness.
What does is that it struck me that a noble, or some wealthy
merchant, could compel a scribe to forge a document that might
suggest, say, that such an arranged marriage was proper when it
wasn’t.” He smiled ruefully. “Or that a will says wealth and
property should go to one child when in fact the deceased wanted it
to go to another child, or the local temple.”

Thomas frowned. “Forged wills. Always troublesome.
But there are laws against such forgeries.”

“But the laws are vague, Highness,
and the penalties weak. I’m not sure, but I think certain forgeries
might not be illegal.”

“That will be a problem as more
folk learn to read and write,” Irofyl said. “There will be those
tempted to use this ability to help themselves and harm others.
Indeed, now that I think on it, there are laws this kingdom lacks
that we in the Holding have because we are more advanced in
reading, writing, and magic. I believe as all our domains advance,
new laws may have to be passed to deal with the concerns that arise
from these advances. We have the means to pass such laws through
the Circle of the Nine Orders. This council could be the means for
you to do so.”

“How, if you could think the
specifics through, Irofyl?” Thomas asked.

“Certainly, Highness.” She paused
again. “There is a means for bringing matters before the Circle. So
too must there be for this council. Debate must be allowed so that
all will have a say. Also so all will have the chance to have
questions answered. Written records of debates must be kept. A vote
must be taken, with all in the council allowed to vote, and all
must have their votes recorded.”

“Recorded? Why?”

She grinned. “I recall a time or two when the High
Master of my Order, long ago, used this to change a close vote to
one in his favor by bribing the Circle’s Scribe to change the
record. After that votes were always written down at the time they
were cast.”

“I never saw a scribe with the
Circle,” Duncan told her. “Well, except for the High Master of the
Order of the Scribes.”

“The Circle’s Scribe is in another
room, observing,” Irofyl responded. “They cannot be seen or heard,
but they can see the Circle and hear them. A further means to
protect the Circle’s records from tampering.”

“Oh.”

She turned back to Thomas. “Does that answer your
question, Highness?”

“It does. What of the Dukes,
though?”

“Perhaps it would be wise to
formally create the Council of Dukes,” Duncan observed. “They, with
this, say, Council of Common Folk, will both have the power to
propose and pass laws. The King would have the final word in
whether or not these laws are enacted.”

Thomas sat in thought for a moment or two. “That
might work, Duncan. It would not be easy to bring everyone together
too often.”

“It might if we keep improving our
roads,” Trent said.

“True.” Thomas nodded once more.
“I should like the three of you to turn this notion into a formal
proposal. Father is set to call another council of the Dukes for
next month. That might be the time to get support for this and put
it into the law.”

“The Dukes won’t like giving up
power, Highness.”

“No. But we need to have a united
kingdom moving forward. Rumors are still coming here of bandits
plaguing the mainland parts of Kingdom of Southern Islands. The
goblins may no longer be attempting to undermine Green Hills with
unrest, but I doubt they’ll behave themselves for too long. And
Father thinks more and more that his life will end soon. The more
united we are as a kingdom, I think the safer Salt Bay will be when
trouble returns, however and where ever it returns.”
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Captain Cypros took his place before the Council of
Delegates. “It’s a pleasure and an honor to address you again,
Delegates,” he said.

“It’s an honor to have you back,”
Delegate Jorvik of Pine Lands replied.

“You’re too kind,” Cypros said.
“Mayor,” he added uncertainly. There had been changes in Hub since
he’d left.

He’d departed for the Kingdom of the Southern
Islands, his home, at the start of the previous autumn. His term as
commander of the guard of Hub was a limited one. He’d been there at
the start. He always knew at some point he would have to return to
the Southern Islands. While the guard at Hub could be from the
Elven Holding or Flint Plains, the Captain in charge of them could
come from anywhere. That was set into law so that the other domains
would contribute to the success of Hub.

He’d known his term was bound to end within a year.
Early in the summer he gave notice that he’d serve until autumn
came. That gave the Council plenty of time to find a replacement
for him. It also ensured that his trip home wouldn’t be fraught
with the difficulties of returning during winter. Even though the
season was mild the farther south one went, storms in mild winters
were still storms.

Now with autumn and winter past, and spring in bloom
once again he’d returned to Hub. This time, though, it was not to
serve Hub. It was in the service of his King and Queen.

“I believe you have information
for us, Captain, on an important matter?” Jorvik asked.

“I do, Mayor. Some of you are
perhaps aware that outlaws have attacked caravans and travelers on
the roads in two of our dukedoms.”

“Hercana and Laksona have been
rife with robberies for two months now,” added Delegate Mykos, who
represented the Southern Islands at Hub. “Trade in the mainland
dukedoms has slowed to a crawl.” He turned to Cypros. “I believe
His Majesty and Her Majesty asked you to investigate the matter,
yes?”

“Yes, Delegate,” Cypros answered.
“I led a small group of soldiers to search for these outlaws. I
found a few hiding places but no outlaws. Their camps do appear to
be close to the roads. I also found traces of camps that followed
the roads.”

“Explain that, if you
would.”

“Of course. There have always been
two types of outlaws that rob merchants and travelers on the roads.
The most common are the single robbers, or the smaller groups.
Their inclination is to wait until someone comes by and have at
them. They tend to be looking for any coins or jewels the victim
has. They’ll take what they steal to the nearest town. If they have
jewelry or other valuables, they’ll find a fellow willing to buy
stolen goods. They’ll take the coins from those sales, plus any
they’ve stolen, and buy food and drink.

“I can tell you from experience
these thieves are easy to catch in time. Because they are
desperate, they’ll take on anyone they come across. Every so often
they take on a former soldier or Captain, or a nobleman with some
training in fighting. They’ll end up the worse for the encounter,
the soldiers in the next town will be told of the incident, and
those soldiers will hunt down and capture the thieves. The other
method by which they are caught is by stealing and selling a
recognizable object. That object will attract attention somehow. A
face will be tied to the sale, a hunt will begin, and the thieves
taken.”

“May I ask why you are telling us
this?” the Delegate from the League of Dark Woods asked.

Cypros had to struggle to remember the man’s name,
since he hadn’t worked with him much. “So that you understand what
else I’m to say, Delegate Ulrich.”

“Very well. Do go on.”

“Thank you. The other type of
outlaw that plagues the roads is more scarce but also more
dangerous. These are thieves with a goal in mind. They are ordered
by another to target a specific merchant or traveler. If the target
is a traveler, then the goal is often murder, and any robbery is
done to hide the true crime and the criminals.

“If the target is a merchant, one
motivation is to steal the goods the merchant is carrying. The
goods can be delivered to a rival of the merchant for sale, so that
the rival profits while the victim suffers. Another motivation is
simple destruction of goods, but also to cause the victim to suffer
a loss of profit. One last common motivation is to collect a bribe,
often called a ’bandit toll’ from the merchant. These thieves don’t
ask for much in the way of a bribe. They make it clear that those
who pay will be allowed to move safely, while those who don’t will
suffer.

“These groups of thieves are hard
to find because they are not in fact thieves, but criminals from a
town or city. They don’t bother to keep to the wilderness so
searching the wilderness is pointless. As they are from a city or
town, they have allies among the other criminals, perhaps even
protection from the criminal element. They don’t attempt to sell
right away what they steal.”

“Why are they rare, then?” Ulrich
asked.

“Because to rob too many men on
the roads attracts attention. Too notorious an incident will not
only engage the Duke, and have him put every spare man against the
outlaws, but can cause the Duke to call for aid from his neighbors.
It’s one thing to occasionally attract the attention of a town’s
soldiers. It’s quite another, and far harder to survive, when the
whole of a dukedom or two are against you.”

“Does that also cover these
bandits that collect tolls?”

“It does. They tend to find a
village that will allow them some protection. Such outlaws tend to
be successful for a year or so. Then they become greedy, or they
collect a toll on someone important enough to complain to someone
of true importance.”

“I see. Does this in turn have
some relevance to our work here, Captain?”

“Indeed it does, Delegate Ulrich.
As I said a few moments ago, my men and I found camps close to the
road that also followed the road. This told us that the victims of
these outlaws were being pursued. The outlaws were watching how
their victims would set up their camps for the night. All these
attacks have happened at night.”

“Why is that remarkable?” Jorvik
asked.

“Night attacks are a risk for
outlaws in the wilderness,” Cypros replied. “You can’t always see
those you attack. If a fight ensues you might risk hitting your own
men.”

“Have the attacks gone wrong in
these ways?”

“No, Mayor. These outlaws have
been quite skilled in their attacks. They have surprised their
victims, taken goods and coins, and left without loss.”

“What does that say to you about
these outlaws?”

“That they are trained, Mayor.
These are not bandits struggling to survive or criminals from a
town or city. If these outlaws are not soldiers, then they’ve been
given soldiers’ training.”

“I see. Go on.”

“As I also said, we found their
hiding places but no outlaws. Outlaws tend to like remaining in
their hiding places in the wilderness. If they have any wits about
them, they’ll find places easy to defend and troublesome to attack.
Caves are common in our domain. I’ve heard that in other domains
they prefer clearings in dense woods or the tops of
hills.”

“Was that what your men
found?”

“Caves, yes. But that we didn’t
find outlaws was strange. A hiding place should be easy to defend.
Why then leave that defensible spot to scatter into the wilderness?
You might make tracks that can be followed. You might make noise
that gives you away. The only reason to leave a hiding place is
that you fear being found.”

“Outlaws usually fear being
caught,” Delegate Owen from Salt Bay replied.

Cypros smiled to him. “Usually they do. But why risk
fleeing? It isn’t only that you fear being found. It’s that you
fear being known.”

“Fear being known,
Captain?”

“Yes. At one camp my men found
traces that some of the goods stolen were destroyed. A wine
merchant had been robbed near that camp. We found pieces of wine
barrels dashed into the brush around the camp, and charred remains
of wood barrels. In the cave we found, I sent a man in while the
rest of us kept alert just outside. He found burned
wool.”

“Burned wool?”

“Yes. A wool merchant had been
robbed several days earlier. It seems they burned his goods. They
didn’t take them to town to sell them.”

“Were these men hired to do this?”
Owen asked.

“I do not believe so, Delegate
Owen.” Cypros frowned. “In looking into these robberies, I asked
the questions any man tasked with investigating the matter would
ask. Were the victims targeted by rivals? Who were their rivals?
Have their rivals been seen with unsavory fellows? I made certain
to ask. I made certain to get answers.

“None of the victims so far have
had rivals willing to hire criminals to harm them or their trade.
None have rivals that are known to have consorted with criminals.
No stolen goods have been sold in nearby towns or villages. Goods
have been destroyed. Men have been wounded. Even a few horses and
oxen have been killed. Yet these robbers seem to have no interest
in what they take, and no care for whom they steal
from.”

“Is there no reason for these
crimes?” Jorvik asked.

“I believe there is, Mayor.”
Cypros reached to his belt. He took a second coin purse from it and
tossed it to Jorvik. “Open it.”

Jorvik opened the coin purse. Coins spilled out. He
picked up a copper coin and looked at it for a long moment. “An
Imperial coin?”

“They are all Imperial coins,
Mayor. Copper and silver.”

“Where were they found?” snapped
Delegate Arvasu of the Goblin Empire.

“In the cave where the outlaws
were hiding.”

“Then they have robbed from
us!”

“I think not, Delegate Arvasu.
Those coins were under a rock. A rock seemingly placed to hide
something.”

“What does that mean?”

“The men I asked to accompany me
all had experience with criminals. Among other things, they know
the signs criminals leave when they wish something to be hidden,
but still be able to be accessed without a long and difficult
search. The rock looked nothing like those around it. The man said
there was a point to one end, and that point faced the opposite
direction of the cave entrance. One might not notice it unless they
were looking for it. The man was searching for proof of who the
outlaws were when he found the rock.”

“What else was found in the cave,
Captain?”

“This.” Cypros took a sheathed
dagger from behind him. He removed it from his belt, then tossed it
to Jorvik.

Jorvik examined the sheathed weapon. “The hilt looks
of goblin design.”

“Look at the blade,
Mayor.”

Jorvik removed the dagger from its sheath. He looked
at the blade. “The Imperial crest.”

“Marked on all weapons forged in
the Empire, to show that the smith has paid the tax on the weapon,”
Cypros said.

“It could still be a stolen
weapon,” Arvasu insisted.

“It could well be,” Cypros
admitted.

“At least one of our citizens has
been a victim of these crimes, Captain.”

“That is true, Delegate Arvasu. I
did check the account of the robbery, though. The goblin merchant
said nothing about a dagger being taken.”

“It could have come from his
guards.”

“None of them said their weapons
were taken either.”

Arvasu snorted. “It proves nothing.”

“It proves something, Delegate
Arvasu,” Delegate Mykos said. “Captain, it is not unusual for
goblin coins to be accepted in Hercana and Laksona, is
it?”

“It is not,” Cypros
answered.

“But that is not the whole truth,
is it?”

Cypros gave Mykos a slight smile. “No, Delegate.
There are merchants who exchange coins along the border of both
dukedoms. Those merchants in Laksona exchange our coinage and
Imperial coins. Those in Hercana exchange our coins and those of
Green Hills.”

“And why is that?”

“Folk past the borders don’t
always know that a foreign coin is as good as the ones of the
kingdom. It’s a risk to take coins from your domain into another.
You could be accused of trying to pass forged coins. These
merchants are willing to take foreign coins and give local ones in
return, for a fee. There is little risk to the foreign merchant
while away from his own domain. He may then trade what he earns for
his own coins on one side of the border or another. And the
merchants who make the exchanges can earn a living.”

Cypros was certain that the Delegates probably knew
of the system before he laid it out to them. He knew he was asked
the question to give an answer that would be part of the accounts
of the Council meetings. He also knew his answer would remind the
Delegates, and those observing the meeting, of the system, since
that wasn’t the matter right at hand.

“Have you anything else to add on
this subject, Captain?” Mykos asked.

“Indeed I do, Delegate. The coins
and that dagger were found in Hercana.”

The Delegates looked at each other, except for
Arvasu, who simply frowned. Cypros heard murmurs from the crowd
watching the meeting.

“Not in the dukedom you would
expect, no?”

“No, Delegate.”

Arvashu shook his head. “It is unsavory, to be sure,
Captain, but this proves nothing.”

“It certainly suggests that if
these robbers are not goblins, then they have connections to the
Empire,” Mykos said.

“Connections? Yes. They have been
across the border to get coins. Steal them, no doubt.” Arvasu
pointed a tanned finger towards Jorvik. “I imagine the dagger was
also stolen.”

“Perhaps,” Jorvik replied. “But
there was strong evidence that a human under the influence of your
Empire was causing trouble in Green Hills last year,
Arvasu.”

“Very strong evidence, at that,”
interjected Louis, the Delegate from Green Hills.

“Evidence of the deeds,
certainly,” Arvasu replied, hissing his words. “But there remains
no evidence that His Majesty or anyone in the Imperial Court had
anything to do with those deeds. Just as there is no evidence now
that these outlaws are goblins.” He turned to Cypros. “Tell me,
Captain, have the accounts said, or even hinted, that goblins
committed these crimes?”

“No, Delegate Arvasu,” Cypros
said, choosing his words. “But the attacks have been at night and
the robbers masked.”

“Did the robbers sound like
goblins?”

“No.”

“There!”

“But there is nothing to say that
they were human, either. The robbers are masked men who speak
through cloth and say very little. They keep to the shadows, move
quickly and silently, and leave no traces to follow
easily.”

“I be loathe to say so, but the
proof be not there,” Kurdwilm, the Delegate from the Dwarven
Commons, said. “There be a suggestion of goblin meddling. Little
more than that.”

Eowyl, the Delegate from the Elven Holding, finally
spoke up. “My friend is right that the proof is not there. Yet
considering the events of last year, I think it wise that we remind
our friend from the Empire that meddling in the affairs of other
domains is not acceptable behavior. I suggest a resolution be
drafted to state that we of Hub do not approve of such behavior,
and if proof of it is found, we will move swiftly and harshly
towards those domains that behave in this way.”

“You’re free to do as you wish,”
Arvasu said.

“We are all free do act as we see
fit, Arvasu,” Jorvik reminded him. “I suggest you tell your Emperor
of Captain Cypros’ return to Hub. It might help the cause of peace
if the Emperor located those attempting to undermine other domains
and publicly punish them.”

“His Majesty is of course
committed to the cause of peace and order.”

“It might do for him to act on his
beliefs.” Jorvik turned from the goblin to Cypros. “Captain, have
you anything more to tell us? Any more evidence to bring before
us?”

Cypros shook his head. “No, Mayor.”

“You are remaining in Hub for the
night, yes?”

“Yes, Mayor.”
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