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Chapter 1

 

 

 

 

Dal realized, as he looked over the city of Pipiz, that he was at last in lands he hadn’t worked his trade in. That meant there could be a great deal of wealth in need of liberation.

He’d been aware all his life that there were kingdoms to the east of the domains he’d started out in. The folk of those domains spoke a strange tongue. They had strange ways. But they used copper, silver, and gold coins. They sometimes used precious gems, and they had fine jewelry. In those they were like the folk in every other land he’d been in.

He had arrived in the kingdom of Lebitzyi. It was east of Murova, where he’d spent time in. Before entering the kingdom proper, he went to the border to learn how folk in the kingdom spoke. The enchanted amulet he’d acquired in the Desert Kingdoms some years back was still working, and helped him along with his own wits. But the effect of using the amulet was that others would hear him speak the words but his lips wouldn’t match what he was saying. Folk found it odd. Worse, it would make Dal stand out, which wasn’t ideal for one in his trade. So he used it for several days to learn to speak, then relied upon experience from then on.

The city of Pipiz in most ways resembled the cities he’d been through over the years. There was a central marketplace surrounded by homes. The important structures were built of stone while the less important were built of wood. Merchants and folk in various trade went here and there during the day.

What was different was the appearance of the buildings and the folk out and about. Just about every building, except the poorest of homes, was painted in bright colors. Modest homes and shops would have the siding painted one color and the doors and window trim painted another. Richer homes and the more vital buildings would be painted in several colors, or would have shapes painted on their sides.

This was also done by the folk themselves. Most everywhere folk liked to dress in colors. Only the lowest of the low wore black, brown, or gray. Here in Lebitzyi those who could afford it wore colored clothing with shapes sewn onto them. These weren’t patched repairs, because the thread used to attach these shapes was the same color as the underlying clothing. Dal noticed this was the style of the merchants who seemed to be doing well for themselves. That told him it was a choice of fashion and not of practicality.

Dal had arrived in this rainbow of a city the previous day. He’d had no trouble in finding a tavern associated with the local guild of thieves. He’d met with someone that night. The man told him that his folk tended to live off petty crimes. There wasn’t anyone of Dal’s experience or skill in the city. So long as he didn’t get in trouble with the soldiers or others members of the guild, he could do as he pleased.

In the morning Dal went about the city, trying to learn who might be a good target. He preferred to liberate wealth from those who were hated, or at least weren’t well-liked. Men like that, and they were always men, would find some resistance to getting help. Folk who might know anything weren’t going to be a witness for a man who’d never given them a copper or a kind word.

He wasn’t particularly surprised to hear of a handful of men who might make good targets. In every city of size, and even in a few towns, there always seemed to be those who kept all their wealth to themselves. There were always those who were rude and unsympathetic. There were sometimes those who were outright hostile to their rivals, their neighbors, and to anyone passing by. It was, he decided, part of the problem of becoming too rich. It made you lose sight of others. It made you selfish. It made you mean.

It made you a perfect target for a smart and talented thief like him.

With his morning’s research complete, his next move was to look over the homes of the men he’d heard about. Sometimes these men were selfish enough to latch up every window and clear the ground around their homes. Sometimes though they didn’t care about getting in and only locked up their coins and jewelry.

There was also a practical reason to scout during the day. It was easier to see the ground and the house when it was light. You could look for trees to climb and see how they might be climbed. You could approach the home from an alley and examine a window. You could see if the side of the house could be climbed without the need of rope. If you were to remain good at your trade you had to keep sharp all your skills. That included the talent for observation as well as the talent to get in and out without raising an alarm.

Dal was therefore a bit startled to see a soldier approach him when he emerged from the third alley he’d entered. He always thought about running at such moments. He always had to remind himself not to. It would only attract attention. But habits learned young could be hard to break. After a moment’s pause he began walking in the direction of the soldier.

“Excuse me,” the soldier said as Dal got close, “but are you Dal of Romallia?”

Dal shook his head. “That’s not me.” It wasn’t a complete lie, of course. One of his greatest adventures was in Romallia. But he wasn’t from there, so his answer was mostly true.

The soldier shook his head. “That’s strange, because you look exactly like him.”

“Well, I’m not.”

The soldier put a hand on Dal’s shoulder. “A witness says you’re him.”

“Who?”

“One in your trade.”

Dal’s jaw tightened. He’d been assured that he could work freely. He wasn’t a violent man, but at that moment he was definitely having violent thoughts.

“I haven’t broken any laws,” Dal said.

“That’s good. It means less trouble for Captain Uvan in talking to you.”

Dal had the sinking feeling that he was about to have another adventure thrust upon him. “Very well,” he said with a sigh. “Take me to this Captain.”

“Yes, sir.” The soldier put a hand on Dal’s arm and led him away.

One of the ways that Lebitzyi was different from other kingdoms was how it was governed and patrolled. The castle of the King was just outside the city of Pipiz. In the center of the city was the main barracks. But there was also a city “hall” of sorts that was where trials were held, where the jail was, and where city meetings happened.

Dal had heard about it and seen this hall from the outside. It wasn’t until the soldier brought him to it that he saw inside. On the ground floor was the main meeting room, a courtroom, and a number of working rooms. Dal was led of one of the latter. Behind a table sat a fair-haired man with a sharp face and bright blue eyes. He seemed to be about ten years older than Dal. He wore the sign of the kingdom on his otherwise plain shirt.

“Wait outside for a moment, please,” the man said to the soldier. The soldier nodded, left the room, and closed the door.

“I take it you’re Captain Uvan,” Dal said.

“That I am. You are Dal, thief and rogue, who on occasion does good.”

“Such as in Romallia?”

Uvan smiled. “I’ve heard that tale many times. I come from the coast. I should so like to sail a ship here.”

Dal smiled back. “It was quite the experience.”

“You’ve had experiences all over.”

“Are you saying that or asking me that?”

“Asking.”

“I won’t deny that I’ve had some adventures. I’d prefer to carry out my trade quietly.”

Uvan stopped smiling. “Well, to that end, I’ll give you ten silver to leave this city.”

“Captain, I have had adventures and experiences. Nothing is ever that simple.”

“No. I’m also willing to pay you at least ten gold if you’ll work for me.”

Once or twice in his life Dal had been offered silver to leave and gold to work for the authorities. As much as he didn’t like working for nobles and officers, and the adventures such offers came with, he liked struggling to pay for food and lodgings more.

“Why me, Captain?”

“I need help from someone who is clever and sneaky.”

“And none of the locals in my trade are either?”

“There are a few who are that, yes. But I worry about sending them on this errand.”

“Is it dangerous?”

“It shouldn’t be. No, the risk is more of them being known, or knowing what’s going on. Honestly, Dal, I’m at my wits end. Your arrival is almost a gift from the Gods.”

Dal shook his head. “We’ll see about that, Captain.”

Uvan let out a laugh. “I suppose we will.”

“So, why is my coming such a gift?”

“His Majesty, King Igyor, keeps getting reports of bandits around the border town of Nagricz. These bandits are robbing travelers on the roads going to the town. The Captain there has sent out soldiers to find them, but they’re never found.”

“Never found? Why?”

“The man can’t say for certain. In one report he writes that the bandits seem to have soldiers helping them. In the next it’s not soldiers but folk in town. In the one after that it’s that they have scouts, or that they hide across the border.”

“Is he just bad at his job?”

“I don’t think so. The Captain always has some reason for his belief. There’s a clue to one explanation in the robbery. The next robbery has a different clue.”

Dal nodded. “I think I see the problem. These bandits are changing their methods each time they strike.”

Uvan nodded back. “That’s just what I thought.”

“What does the Duke of the region say?”

“The bandits have struck in several dukedoms. They seem be centered around Nagricz, but they don’t limit themselves to there.”

“And what? The Dukes won’t obey the King?”

“They’d obey His Majesty if he could give them orders. These bandits are devious. They strike in one place and another the next time. They’re trouble for one Duke one time and another the next. It’s also more than that, Dal. These bandits are striking along our border with Dubrivna. We’ve fought wars with them. The Dukes along the border need to make watching that their priority.”

“Of course. The safety of the kingdom is vital.”

“Indeed.”

“Which is the perfect plan for these outlaws. Robbery is easy when everyone is distracted with more important matters. Tell me, Captain, how bad are these robbers?”

“That’s something else strange. They aren’t that awful, if all the accounts are true.”

“Awful?”

“Yes. They threaten, of course, but they’re pleasant about it.”

“Pleasant?”

“Yes. They ask if the victim would kindly hand over their silver.”

“Kindly? As in, ‘Please give us your coins or we might get violent,’ that approach?”

“Indeed.”

“And you said silver?”

“Yes. They won’t take gold, gems, or jewelry. The only ask, well, demand, silver coins and the odd silver object.”

“That’s actually quite smart, Captain.”

“I know. Silver is more easily spent than gold. There are almost as many silver necklaces and rings about as copper. A man would fiercely miss his gold, but his silver not as much.”

 “What do you think it means?”

“I’ve had all sorts of concerns, Dal. These bandits are just smart. They’re planning something nefarious and require silver. They’re soldiers of the King of Dubrivna trying to disrupt the border.” Uvan shook his head. “I think of those and ten or twenty other reasons. But the reports keep coming, and nothing seems to stop these bandits.”

“And you want a thief to look into this?”

“Yes. I should like to send you, as one Sergeant Dala, to go there and find out what’s going on.”

“Me? Again, I am a thief and a rogue.”

Uvan raised his hands. “Dal, I would rather not lead a company to pursue these bandits. For one, a company marching around the border could lead to a war.”

“True.”

“These bandits haven’t hurt anyone. It would be bad for His Majesty if his soldiers hunted down such bandits and killed them in battle, or had to hang them for killing soldiers.”

“Also true.”

“I’ve been trying to find a way to resolve this problem quietly. To resolve it so His Majesty doesn’t have to take official notice of the matter. But I have no soldiers here who could pass for outlaws. I’ve worried that if I hired one of the thieves of this city that either the bandits would recognize them, and react badly.”

“Or that someone here knows what’s going on and doesn’t want to say.”

“That too. Besides, most of the thieves of this city work the streets, or cheat the odd fellow in a rigged game. They have neither your wits or your courage.”

“It’s not courage, Captain. It’s the desire to get through the adventure as quickly as possible.”

Uvan pointed at Dal. “That’s just the man I need.”

Dal paused for a breath. “If these outlaws gave up on their own, would that be adequate?”

“That would be more than just adequate, Dal. That would be ideal.” Uvan frowned. “I have no idea what they’d do, but if they’re wealthy enough to quit, that would be fine.”

“And you wouldn’t try to hunt them down later?”

“As long as they obey the law.”

“Then, what you’re looking for from me, is either assurance that these are just particularly clever robbers, nothing more, or if there’s something truly dire going on, and to tell you?”

“Yes. You’ll be reporting to Captain Viktir. If it’s more than clever bandits, you or he can race back here and report. You’ll be paid, and I’ll make certain you get safely out of the kingdom.”

Dal paused for a moment or two. It was another adventure, of that he was certain. If it was simply clever outlaws, as he suspected, this job would be an easy way to get gold, and perhaps to elevate his standing in his trade. If it wasn’t, he could still get in good with another King, which was always helpful. Indeed, if matters were far worse than just clever criminals, Dal could make certain he was the one to return to Pipiz with the news. He’d save himself and still come out ahead.

The only bad part, as he could see it, was not getting to ply his trade, and possibly risking his life. He didn’t think something actually dire was happening. He had to admit to himself that it really didn’t matter at this point in his life that he might not carry out a job in every domain he went to. He hadn’t up to that point, so why did he have to start now?

“Wait. You said you want me to be a Sergeant?”

“Yes. You seem almost old enough.”

“I’m not old, Captain.”

Uvan smiled. “You don’t look like a young man, Dal,” he said softly.

Dal frowned but didn’t say anything more. It hadn’t occurred to him until that instant that he wasn’t a young man anymore. He wasn’t old, not in the least. But he decided that he had been alive long enough now that he could be called just a man, not a “young man.”

“I don’t like that I’m getting old,” he finally said.

Uvan shrugged. “You and every other man and woman in the world who lives past their youth, Dal. Have we a bargain?”

“I’ll need it in writing.”

“Very well.”

“Along with the assurance to these bandits.”

Uvan arched an eyebrow. “Why?”

Dal grinned. “Come, Captain. We outlaws go back on our word all the time. Sometimes so do Captains and Kings. But a letter in writing? Well, that’s rare enough to be permanent, don’t you think?”

“I see how one reason why you’ve lived so long.”

“And how I’ve survived my adventures. You want my wits? Then you should be willing to deal with them. Two letters, Captain, plus one gold now. Plus whatever else I need to appear to be a Sergeant in His Majesty’s army.” Dal bowed his head. “If you please.”
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Among the things he was given for his mission was a map. Dal consulted the map every morning. This morning it told him that he should arrive at Nagricz sometime in the middle of the afternoon. That made him feel relieved. The journey was just about over. He could then turn to the matter of the bandits and how he was going to earn the gold from Captain Uvan.

As usual he was in his chainmail vest, soldier’s shirt, leggings, and boots as he rode towards the town. The road seemed ordinary enough. Outside of the cities and towns it was a dirt track but kept clear. Trees and shrubs were close to the road here and there. It felt to him like any other road.

The landscape the road went through wasn’t all that unusual, either. Pipiz sat among high hills in a river valley. The hills weren’t as high the farther east he went. The forest cover was thick towards the center of the kingdom and thinner as he went east. To the north and east was the kingdom of Dubrivna, which he’d been told was partly covered in hills and partly plains. South of there were the open plains, home to the horse-mounted warriors that attacked a number of domains. In this area such raids were very uncommon. The only tension was between the two kingdoms.

He learned that one reason why the folk of this kingdom and its neighbors had such a strange tongue is that once Dubrivna ruled these lands, directly or through subject Kings. The tongue was theirs as the rule of Dubrivna had lasted generations. Lebitzyi and its neighbors had been free for five generations. That wasn’t enough time for their own tongues to emerge, and any they had before they were conquered had long since disappeared.

Dal found the tale interesting if only because it made him want to get through this mission and try his trade in Dubrivna. From what he heard, it might be a kingdom full of ideal victims.

He’d been on the road for five days. He would have been traveling longer, but another of the gifts of Captain Uvan was a horse. Dal was used to walking everywhere. Riding horses were for soldiers and the wealthy. Farmers here and there had plow horses, and some merchants preferred having horses draw their wagons than oxen. Riding was therefore a luxury Dal had little experience with.

Not that the Captain wished to give him more trouble. He in fact gave Dal a rather tame but dedicated beast. It took Dal some instruction and a day of riding to get accustomed. The longer he rode the more he appreciated what it meant to be able to get around quicker than on foot. He knew he wouldn’t be allowed to keep the animal once his mission was done. But he thought that one day he’d like to be rich enough to be able to get around on horseback.

In the middle of the morning he and his mount came to a bend in the road. The bend seemed to go around a hill with one steep side. The wilderness here was a bit thicker than it had been earlier that day. He idly wondered if this was one of the spots where merchants had been robbed.

As he came around the bend and past the rise, he stopped wondering. A woman was standing in the road. Even though the figure in the road was wearing leggings, the shape was definitely feminine. He didn’t see a weapon on her belt. He’d had enough experience with tough women to know that, if she was a friend of the bandits, she’d either have it hidden from sight or wouldn’t need to fight with one.
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