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Chapter 43

Village Customs
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"The fewer people around, the more you know how terrible they all are."

- the poet Aldroin, 455 HE

––––––––
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It was still a few days worth of travel away, but Myron could picture the walls of Kelshir in his head.

It had been roughly two hex years since he had visited. Barely more than a child then, Myron recalled finding the journey delightful. Getting to visit the castle the knights of the Aetheric Order were based out of, having dinner with Lord Kelshir and his family, it all had seemed so wonderful to a young boy with noble aspirations.

Much had changed such then, including him.

"That's the village, there," Nela said, pointing ahead. "What was it called again?"

"Verdan," Myron answered. If there was anything representative of how much he had changed, it was the Elefae by his side. These days, he could not picture life without her there. Though sarcastic and occasionally rude, he could count on Nela to support him. And given the direction events had taken a month ago, he needed that more than ever.

That direction...well, that had more to do with his sister than him or Nela. Standing a short distance further back down the road, Edeline was in a quiet animated conversation with their other companion, Hamond. It was probably another conversation about spells and the like. Myron was not about to pretend he really understood the details of their talks, which had grown more and more frequent as they had traveled.

He was fine leaving them to it, at least for now. There would eventually come a time when they would be pursued, and Myron knew they would need all their focus and energy to stay alive. Thankfully, that day had not come yet.

But it would come soon. Myron was certain of it.

"...but if you could use the first spell to call the energy, then the second spell can make use of that energy and be more powerful," Edeline was saying.

"I've never heard of that," Hamond countered, "I'm sure someone would have already thought to try it too."

"You told me a hexday ago that most thaumaturges like to keep their secrets," Edeline stated, "Why would this be any-"

"You two might want to cut the spell talk," Nela interrupted, gesturing at the village before them.

"Of course," Hamond said smoothly. The look on the Remuati man's face told Myron that that little debate wasn't over. Still, it was ultimately good natured, as far as Myron could tell.

"So we can finally restock?" Edeline let out a shaky sigh. "About time."

"Tomorrow, yes," Myron said gently, eyeing the setting sun. Tracking down a farmer willing to strike a deal with some random travelers was far from simple. They'd been very lucky, being able to buy fresh food twice so far.

The bigger problem was coin, or rather a lack thereof. They had carried as much as they could, but it was not unlimited. While they probably could haggle this time, the pikers they had would not take them much farther. At some point while they were in Kelshir, they would have to find a way to earn more, somehow.

But that was a problem for then. Tonight Myron just wanted to see if there was a tavern here in Verdan, get some drinks, and possibly find a room for them. As much he was used to sleeping outside, it wasn't exactly comfortable. And he was probably the most tolerant among the four of them. Edeline in particular had been very grumpy more than one morning.

"Are those men bearing swords?" Hamond asked.

Turning, Myron was surprised to find Hamond was right. There were three men in dirty tunics, each with a sheathed sword at their side. More importantly, the men had seen the four of them, and were approaching.

Reminded of the men that had mutinied against him back in Hallowscroft - an unpleasant memory - Myron rested one hand on the hilt of his own blade. Too soon to draw it, yes, but he could hardly assume they were peaceable folk. That was a sure path to end up run through. Better to show them in turn that he was willing to defend himself.

With a swagger, one of the men stepped out in front. "Three hex pikers. Going to have to ask you to pay up. Lord Verdan's tax, you know."

Doubtful, Myron just stared the man down. A village of this small size, this close to a city as large as Kelshir, would fall under the domain of one or more aldermen instead of a lord. And even if the king had appointed a lord for such a small village, he certainly would not be employing men like these to handle tax matters.

Bandits were the more likely answer, but Myron didn't want to assume that just yet. Not without speaking to someone with authority here, which these men didn't possess.

"Who exactly is this Lord Verdan?" Myron asked.

"Someone who's a better man than you." The man drew his sword. "Now, you may be thinking about choosing to not give us those pikers. That's not how this works. We're going to walk away from here with that coin. What you get to choose is if you're still living after we walk away."

Biting back a retort about how the man was holding his sword the wrong way, Myron settled for just drawing his own blade. Why it was that people kept insisting on not listening to reason, he couldn't say. He supposed now was not the time to dwell on it. From behind him, he heard Edeline also pull her sword out.

The men all took steps back, exchanging looks. "Uh, should we-" one of the men, looking suddenly nervous, started to say.

"Shut up," the leader shot back, then turned back to face Myron. "You really think you can challenge Lord Verdan?"

"We are not challenging your so-called lord," Edeline spoke up, "We are challenging you three."

Before the man could respond, one of his fellows fled, followed by the other.

"You cowards! Get your arses back here!" The one man hesitated for a second. Fear apparently won out over loyalty, as he took off running as well, sword still in hand.

While Myron could tell they weren't in any way trained soldiers or guards, he had not expected them to flee without a fight. He supposed it was better that it hadn't ended with bloodshed, but the possibility .

"Are we sure we want to stay the night here?" Hamond asked. "We may well have made an enemy of that man, and this lord."

"There's no Lord Verdan," Edeline told him, echoing Myron's earlier thoughts. "I am fairly certain I recall all of the lesser lords under Lord Kelshir."

"Could have just picked himself a new one," Nela said.

"That's possible." Myron took a moment to consider. "It's too late to make it far from here before night falls. So we'll stay in Verdan, but we'll have to continue taking turns stand watch."

The look on Edeline's face told him exactly what she thought of this idea. He couldn't blame his sister, since he had promised her a bed and a roof once they arrived at Kelshir. While he could claim they weren't quite there yet, he knew pulling back on the promise that had helped motivate her to push through was a bad idea.

"You can just sleep," Myron hastily said.

Edeline took a deep breath. "I will be fine."

Myron disagreed, but knew better than to force an argument. Given she was tired, it wouldn't end well. Aether, he was tired too. So were the others, in all likelihood.

Entering the village proper, Myron quickly took note of how run-down many of the buildings were. There was no hiding that Verdan was poor, poorer than any similar village that he could recall. The men and women who moved past all wore ragged clothes, faces a mix of stoic and exhausted.

Myron had the feeling there wouldn't be a room for them here after all. In fact, he couldn't even be certain now if they even had a tavern. Taverns needed travelers, and travelers spent coin - coin that clearly wasn't present in Verdan. And with men like those going around and all but robbing people, it was not hard to see why.

It would not harm anything to ask, though. "Excuse me," Myron said, hailing an older man walking by. "Could you direct us to the tavern?"

The aged man shot Myron a venomous glare, then kept on walking without a word.

"Don't mind him," a chipper voice said, "A lot of people around here just don't like elves."

Myron turned to see a balding man with a stout build standing there with a cheery smile. It was a little strange, comparing him to the grim faces of the other villagers. Then again, he supposed that some people were able to keep their spirits up in the worst of times.

Still, he was going to be cautious. "Who are you?"

"Alderman Hudde, at your service." The man gave a slight bow. "If you're looking for the tavern, it's around that corner, to the right. You'll know it when you see it."

"What's the deal with this Lord Verdan?" Nela blurted out. Myron winced. He loved Nela, but there were times when he wished she had a little more tact.

The alderman did not seem fazed. "You met his men, I see. Rest assured I am well aware of it, and the situation will be under control. In fact, I do have some business to attend to related to that matter, so if you'll excuse me, I must be on my way."

With that, Hudde hurried off past them.

"I think he knows something," Nela remarked.

"If he does, he now knows you suspect him," Hamond replied.

Nela stopped instantly. "Shit. I should have kept my mouth shut."

"Let's just get to the tavern." The fatigue was really starting to set in, Myron realized as he tried and failed to hold in a yawn. Food and drink in their bellies would help, at least a little.

The tavern was in as much of a poor condition as any of the other buildings in the village. The sign hung loose on one rope from a post, the other having broken off at some point. "The Mug Dog," Hamond read out loud, studying the place. "How very clever."

"Are we sure we want to go into this place?" Nela said.

"It's probably not that bad. I've been into places like this one before." Myron had to wonder why and how Hamond had that familiarity, then stopped as he realized the answer. Best not to bring that up. "It's better than going thirsty."

That, Myron could not argue with. He stepped forward, and opened the door.
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Chapter 44

Shed Trappings
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"You can strip a man of swords, titles, coin, or even clothing. But spells can never be taken away."

- The Spellking, 1215 HE

––––––––
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Her head felt like a drum.

That was Nela's first thought on waking up. She had a pounding headache that made it hard to focus on anything else. It was so bad, she felt slightly ill, sitting there with her eyes closed.

Wait...why was she sitting?

Nela tried to rise to her feet, but something held her back. Losing her balance, she fell to the ground, tumbling sideways to land shoulder-first.

Shit, that hurt...but the pain woke her up. Flexing her arms, Nela realized that they were tied behind the back of a wood chair. Each of her ankles were also bound to one of the chair's legs. It was no wonder she had dropped to the floor.

Not this again. It wasn't Nela's first time being tied to a chair, as strange as it was to admit. Back then, she had worked her way free, and immediately punched the one responsible in the face. She could probably do the same here.

At least, that's what she told herself, but as she tried to test her bonds, Nela quickly realized that whoever had tied the ropes knew what they were doing, They'd wrapped some sort of rag around her wrists, then tied the rope around that. With that there, she could not get her fingers up high enough to begin untying herself.

"You...awake?" Edeline's voice, groggy, came from above and behind her.

As if the sound of her falling over hadn't been a clue. From her awkward position on her side, Nela couldn't really turn to check on Edeline, but from the sound of it, she wasn't all there. Not that Nela could blame her, if she had a similar or worse headache.

Even now that she had a look around, it was hard to see. They were in some kind of shed, with a dirt floor under her. The only light was through thin cracks between the wooden boards. At least that told her it was daytime. Probably the next day, although it was impossible to know what time it was or how long it had been.

What had happened? Trying to remember only gave her a big blurred nothing. They'd found their way through that village to the local tavern, gone in, and...that was it. Trying to push through only made Nela's head hurt worse.

"Ronny? Hamond?" Nela asked, hoping one of them could give her a hint, a reassurance. Her voice sounded thick, even to her own ears.

"Not here," Edeline answered.

Nela could think of a hex of reasons why they'd been separated from Hamond and Ronny, and all of them were terrifying. And now she was stuck, laying helpless and bound on the floor.

But Nela wasn't alone. "Can you free yourself?" she asked Edeline.

"I tried." Edeline sounded subdued...well, they had been. "I could not focus, I could barely speak-"

"Well, you can speak now," Nela interrupted, annoyed. Whatever had happened at that tavern, it was nothing they couldn't get out of. "Nothing stopping you from trying again. Or are you going to give up?"

A long moment of silence passed. Nela started to wonder if she'd said the wrong thing, pushed Edeline too far.

Then Edeline spoke the words.

"Corpus volt!"

A flare of light filled the room. Even though Nela was facing the other way, she closed her eyes out of reflex. There was a cracking sound, followed by Edeline suddenly grunting. The light faded, and Nela opened her eyes again.

"You alright?" she asked, worried. If that sound had been bone, then...well, Edeline was about to be crippled for life.

"I'm fine. I broke the chair...but I manged to free my arms."

Nela let out a sigh of relief. "The chair deserved it. Now can you untie me?"

"Just a bit." There was a rustling sound. A moment later, Nela felt Edeline touch her arms. "Sorry, one of the chair legs was still tied to me."

Nela held in a laugh at the image of that. As funny as it was, it was fitting their situation. Whoever had tied them up in here had no idea who they were. Even if they knew they'd taken Edeline Hallowscroft captive, it would not tell them that one of the strongest and most talented thaumaturges in all of Hyarch was right there. And with the ancient spells she had, there was no chance that rope alone could just hold Edeline back.

And that was not even getting into the other secret Edeline held - her royal blood.

Not that Nela was about to bring that up. Even now, it remained a sore point for Edeline that her family had hidden it her entire life. Not just from her, but from her brother too. And Ronny was just as unhappy about it as Edeline was.

"Got it," Edeline said with a grunt, as the ropes holding Nela's arms loosened. Pulling them free, Nela reached over to try to untie one of her legs, while Edeline started working on the other leg.

Finally, Nela was able to stand up. She stretched, feeling somewhat better now. Although her head still ached, it wasn't so bad that she couldn't push the pain aside.

"Now what?" she muttered, looking around the room. They had the clothes on their backs and not anything else. Not having the crossbow Ronny had given her made Nela feel uncomfortable. After her time serving in the armies of Hyarch, and the whole series of events in Hallowscroft, she'd become used to carrying it around. It felt less safe, somehow.

Getting a good look around, she could make out the door's outline along one of the walls. Walking over to test it confirmed what Nela suspected. The door was latched shut from the outside, sealing the two of them in here.

"Do you want me to break it down?" Edeline asked.

It didn't seem like a very sturdy door, and Nela had seen Edeline move far heavier things with the aid of her spells. A wooden door was nothing compared to a gigant, after all. Still, there was one other worry Nela had.

Nela paused, considering the possibility that someone was standing guard. If there was, they'd have definitely been heard by now. Either they were waiting to see what would happen next, or they'd gone to get backup.

But between the two of them, they could handle one man. Waiting for more to show up was foolish.

"Do it."

Edeline nodded, and reared back as best as her dress would let her, aiming a kick straight at the door. Probably intending to test it first. It was then no surprise to Nela that the door held against the kick, though the wood creaked in protest. Moving up, Edeline inspected the door.

"I think it is barred," Edeline said, "They were prepared for us to try to escape, it would seem."

"That, or this shed was supposed to hold animals in or something." Of course, that wasn't encouraging in regards to how they were being treated. However, Nela still felt that they were being underestimated here.

Edeline nodded, then suddenly half-fell, half-sat down on the floor. Nela was by her side in an instant. "Something wrong?"

"Just...dizzy." Edeline looked up at Nela. "What...what did they do to us?"

Nela started to answer, only for an old memory of her grandfather coming to mind. "The sleeping herbs had all sorts of effects, not all of them pleasant. Memory loss, illness, vomiting...and some I don't even want to mention, no, no. That's why I changed to using a spell to put people to sleep."

"Shit..." Nela said, realizing what had to have happened. "The drinks at the tavern. Or the food. It had some kind of drug put into it, to knock us out." Her head throbbed, helping to confirm that. No wonder Edeline had not been able to use her spells on waking up. Given her appetite, she'd probably ended up with a lot more of it in her body than Nela had.

That changed things. Edeline was not in any shape to get into a fight. Asking her to break free of the chair with that spell was pushing the limit as it was. Nela would have to take the lead. She was no warrior, and without even a weapon, she did not have a lot of options.

They'd have to be sneaky then.

At least Nela could be reasonably confident now that no one was nearby. They had not been quiet so far, and they probably could afford to make a little noise while breaking out. With that in mind, Nela moved over to the door and laid down on her back.

"What are you doing?" Edeline asked.

Rather than respond, Nela pulled both of her legs back, then kicked at the leftmost board that made up the door. If she was seeing it correctly, the door was only held together by a pair of planks. If she struck it at just the right spot...

The first kick failed, but Nela launched another, and then another. A couple more after that, there was a cracking sound, and light poured in through a hole as the bottom part of the board fell away.

Shifting slightly, she moved to kick at the next board, and once that was broken loose, the next. Please don't have anyone come along and see, Nela hoped as she worked at it.

At last, the final piece of wood was knocked loose. Nela let her legs fall down, laying spread out on the floor and trying to catch her breath. She wasn't that unhealthy, she had thought. Or maybe that was also the herbs still affecting her in some way.

"You should have let me do it." Edeline went over to Nela's side, sitting beside her. "Take a moment."

"Can't," Nela managed to say between heavy breaths. While she would love nothing more than to just lay there and recover, they couldn't risk someone discovering how close they were to escaping.

Rolling over, she crawled up to the opening she had made, and peered out. Beyond was an overgrown field, farmland that by her best guess had been abandoned. Of course, she was no farmer, so there was no way to be sure, especially from her vantage. More importantly than that, the gap in the door was wide enough for Nela to fit through, if she kept low and crawled. She wasn't sure Edeline could manage it though.

Keeping that in mind, she began to work her way through the opening. She managed to get partway through before she felt the back of her tunic snag. Wiggling a little to try to free it did Nela no good. Frustrated, she gave up on subtlety, and pushed forward as hard as she could.

With a sound of cloth tearing, Nela found herself on the other side the door. She could tell, through the feeling of the breeze on her back, that her tunic was ruined. At least the wood's edge hadn't cut or stabbed into her back.

Rising to her feet, Nela got a good look at where they were. It seemed to be the outskirts of that village. Verdan, was it? Whatever it was, it was apparently paying her no heed. No one was in the fields nearby, and the next nearest building was a good distance away.

Right, well, that meant they had some time. Turning, Nela could see it was a fairly simple plank barring the half-broken door. Lifting it up, she tossed it aside into the grass, then pulled the door open.

Leaning on the door's frame, Edeline stumbled through, blinking in the sunlight. "Thank you," she said, still unsteady on her feet.

"No problem." Nela took a moment to check again, to make sure no one had seen. She could make out a few people out and about in the village, but nobody was looking in their direction.

"Sorry. I...I don't think I can fight." Edeline's voice made that clear.

"Already figured that out. Let's keep low and try and find where the other two ended up."

"Will they be alright?" Edeline asked, hesitant.

"They'd better be." If they weren't, by tomorrow someone in Verdan was going to learn the hard way just what kind of spells Edeline had, ones handed down from the legendary Stormsage.

Not that any of them really knew all that much about the Stormsage. That was part of why they were headed to Kelshir to begin with, to track down any record of who she had been and what she had done. Along with information about any other thaumaturges who had shared her unfortunate fate.

At least, until this happened.

With Edeline following behind, Nela took cover among the thicker brush nearby. She just hoped they could get this over with and reunite with Ronny and Hamond. The sooner, the better.
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Chapter 45

Empty Threats
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"Simple as it may seem, you really should not butcher an animal in the same shed where you are hanging meat to dry. The last thing you want is the animal in a panic before you bring out the knives."

- from A Record of Farmers, written circa 1020 HE

––––––––
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Helplessly waiting was the hardest part, Myron had to admit.

He and Hamond had awoken bound and kneeling in a cellar. From what Hamond had figured, someone had put something in their drinks at the tavern. It was hard to say what else had happened, since Myron could barely remember a thing.

He felt completely terrible about it. If he had thought, he would have considered that trusting someone in a village shown to be this hostile was a fool's idea. Now Edeline and Nela were who knows where, possibly in grave danger, and Myron was powerless to help them.

At least Hamond's magic gave them light to see by, but that was small comfort to Myron. They'd run out of anything to say to each other long ago. So the pair had nothing to do but sit in silence, waiting to find out what their captors had in mind for them.

And still waiting.

And waiting some more.

Finally, Myron could hear the sound of steps outside the cellar door. Hamond immediately put out his light. The resulting darkness did not last long, leaving Myron's eyes watering as the door swung open and let light into the room. Three men descended in, one after the other, all looking down at the captive pair.

The first among them was the one who had directed them to the tavern in the first place. Vaguely recalling what the man had said, Myron suspected they were face-to-face with that Lord Verdan. If not, it was a man who directly worked for him. At this point, Myron pondered, he should just start expecting anyone with the title of alderman to outright lie to them.

"I assume you had a pleasant time at the tavern," the man commented, leaning over to stare Myron in the eyes.

"I can't remember the last time I had a night like that," Myron answered bitterly.

"Oh, aren't you clever?" Hudde let out a humorless laugh. "We'll see how long that lasts. Now, do you mind telling me what exactly were you doing traveling around with a pair of elf wenches?"

"Avoiding folks like you," Myron said. Don't react, he told himself. That's what the man wanted.

"You really don't seem to understand the position you're in. Let me guess. You think you can handle whatever we do to you? That you can take it and keep silent?"

Myron didn't bother to dignify that with a response. That he resorted to threats like that showed just what kind of person he was. It also raised the question of how much Lord Kelshir knew. It would be dire indeed if the lord encouraged this of his men.

"I will put it this way," Hudde said, suddenly smiling as he produced a knife. "If you do not tell me, I will turn to those two elves for answers. And I will not be nearly so nice to them."

Myron's blood turned cold. He could see it in his mind, exactly what tortures Nela and Edeline would have to go through if he didn't yield.

And from the widening smile on Hudde's face, he knew it too.

"Thank you," Hamond replied, oddly calm.

The smile gave way to confusion, which was fair, given that Myron was also confused. "Thank you for what?"

"For exposing who you are." Hamond took a deep breath. "Tetra lithoistos!"

Four stone missiles, materializing out of the air over Hamond's head, flew across the room. Two struck Hudde, while each of the other men each received one. With garbled grunts, all three men collapsed.

Right, in the moment Myron had forgotten Hamond could do that. The threat to Nela had made him panic, something he knew he should have been better about. Myron just wasn't used to traveling with thaumaturges. Yes, he knew Nela was one, but she was a healer first and foremost. Spells for battle were not her specialty.

"You could have done that sooner." he told Hamond.

"I had to make sure...we could cut our way free." For some reason, Hamond sounded strangely out of breath. It was almost as if that spell had taken more out of him than normal. More than a little worrying. "Could you get that blade?"

Giving a nod, Myron pushed himself towards the alderman's body, awkwardly trying to turn as he did so. It was clumsy, but he managed to fumble his way over, getting one hand on the fallen knife. Slowly rotating it up, he started working on the rope.

Thankfully, the blade was good and sharp, and Myron was able to quickly free himself. A quick slice freed his feet, and then he was able to turn to aid Hamond. Once that was done, he pulled Hamond up with one hand, carefully keeping the other hand with the knife in it pointed away.

"Thank you," Hamond said, "Now we should-"

The sound of footsteps running outside interrupted him, as a man sprinted down into the cellar. "My lord, the other two have...escaped..." His voice trailed off in horror at the sight of them standing over the bodies. After a brief pause, he turned and sprinted back outside.

Letting the man go was risky, but Myron knew trying to pursue him while armed with a knife was even more foolish. Also, it sounded as if Edeline and Nela had gotten free on their own, so finding them was more important anyway.

Hamond let out a long sigh. "Well, that answers that question."

Well, sort of. But voicing objections was pointless. To borrow Nela's own phrase, all they could do was shut up and push through.

After a brief pause due to Hamond stumbling on one the steps, they were outside. It was midday by his reckoning, a little later perhaps. They were still in Verdan, although no longer anywhere near the tavern. In front of them...

Myron's eyes widened as he took in the house in front of them. While not what he would consider luxury befitting a noble, it was larger than any of the other houses in sight. Of more significance was the fact that it was new, with the wood and roof and windows all in good condition. Myron doubted this house could belong to anyone other than one specific person, and that man's body was now in the cellar behind them.

Hamond had also stopped to study the house. "I suppose we wouldn't be so lucky as to find our things inside," he commented.

"We can check." While Myron would prefer to search for people above possessions, it would be safer if he was armed first. And even if his sword wasn't there, the blades of the other men had to have come from somewhere. A spare weapon being here was not out of the question.

Myron's one concern was that they were looking at the back of the house. Going around to the front would put them in full view of everyone. But they'd already been spotted, so they might as well take the risk. Besides, being out in the open meant they'd be more visible to Nela and Edeline too.

At least, he hoped so.

As it turned out, there was no one in front of the house either. Myron supposed he ought to be grateful, but he would have expected this village to at least have someone outside. He couldn't even hear the sound of anyone talking, working, anything at all. Well, if this had to do with Hudde - or rather, Lord Verdan - that would no longer be a problem for the village.

Trying the door and finding it unlocked, Myron stepped in with Hamond following silently behind. The decor was a little more fanciful on the inside. Paintings in rough-cut frames hung on the walls, while all of the seats had cushions stuffed to almost bursting. It was like whoever lived here was trying to pass themselves off as wealthy, even though they were clearly not.

Rising from one of those seats was a stout woman with unkempt hair, face pale on seeing them. "Who are you? What are you doing here?"

"I could ask the same of you," Myron said, studying her. If his guess that this was Hudde's house was correct, that would make the woman Hudde's wife. Perhaps she would be more reasonable.

"I am the Lady Verdan. And you, you're bandits, aren't you? Get out, or I'll call for the lord and his men." Right, maybe not all that reasonable after all. "And you better believe you won't get off lightly."

"Ah, so you're married to him," Myron said.

"If you know of him, you know what's about to happen to you." It was false bravado, as she was backing away step by step.

Myron exchanged glances with Hamond. How exactly were they supposed to tell her that the man was dead? The last thing they needed was her starting an uproar. Aether, if only Nela was here now...

"What's going on here, Mother?"

Myron spun at the young voice. Standing across the room was a dark-haired girl, looking around two hex years of age. If she was the woman's daughter, she had the opposite reaction to them, looking not at all surprised.

"Jelinia," the woman said, "Run for it. Now."

The girl didn't move. "It's those two, isn't it? The ones Father brought in this morning."

The woman's face reddened with anger. "I told you to never mention that!"

The girl's face paled, but she still held her ground. Myron could respect that courage. If she was the daughter of Hudde and this woman, then Jelinia was certainly a better person than the two of them put together.

Also more observant, since it seemed the woman had forgotten he and Hamond were there. "You little shit! Get moving now, or I'll whip you twice as hard later! You hear-"

Her enraged rant was interrupted by Myron's fist, right in the middle of her face. He'd heard enough.

The woman groaned as she fell over. "You...monster. Lord Verdan will have your heads." With her voice sounding muffled due to a broken nose, her threat was not intimidating.

"Lord Verdan...is dead," Hamond told her, stepping up beside Myron. "I killed him."

"What? You...what?" The woman stammered, stumbling backward against the far wall. Sliding along it, she stumbled through the doorway into the next room.

As long as she stayed out of the way, Myron supposed they had no reason to bother with this Lady Verdan. He disliked thinking of her as such, but he didn't know her actual name, and he didn't care enough to want to ask.

"Is...is he really dead?" Jelinia asked, staring at Hamond.

"Yes," Myron said. He would have preferred to spare a child this news, but it was too late now.

To his complete surprise, she actually smiled. "Good. He...he deserved it." Myron could fit the pieces together. What an awful pair, to treat their own child so badly that she preferred them dead.

"If you saw us before, did you see where your father put our things?" Hamond asked.

"He stores them over in the other room," Jelinia said, pointing. Myron looked over in that direction, the same way the woman had fled. And emerging from that doorway was that woman, now holding a sword aimed at them.

It would be laughable, if she wasn't trying to kill them. Myron stepped to the side, grabbing the woman's wrist with his free hand. A quick twist, and she dropped the sword with a pained grunt.

"That's not how you use a blade," he told her, bringing the knife around to her neck. "Now, are you going to-"

The woman threw herself sideways against Myron, trying to break free. So be it. Myron flipped the knife around in his grip, and drove it in under her chin. He then shoved her away.

Falling into a seated position, she stared up at him, defiant up until her strength gave out.

Turning back to face them, Myron instantly regretted what he'd done. He'd acted on instinct, forged into him by years of practice and training with swords, and in doing so he'd forgotten about Jelinia. Making a young girl watch her own mother get stabbed and killed...shameful. Just shameful.

Jelinia's response was to walk up and kick her mother's body.

Myron had the feeling he didn't want to pry further into just what she'd been through.

"Isn't that your sword?" Hamond asked. Startled, Myron looked down at the dropped blade. Aether, it was. Getting killed by his own sword would have been humiliating.

It confirmed that Jelinia hadn't been lying, so their things really were there. "Let's go."

Hamond didn't answer. Looking over his shoulder, Myron saw his companion was now seated in a chair, slumped over.

Myron hurried over. "What's wrong?" If he had been paying attention, he might would have noticed. He should have noticed.

"Whatever they gave us...it's hitting me...worse than I thought." Hamond managed to say.

Could it be a drug that worked more strongly on thaumaturges? Myron was no expert, so he couldn't say. Regardless, Hamond did not look in any condition to go anywhere. And honest or not, Jelinia couldn't be counted on to protect Hamond should some of the so-called lord's men came looking for Hudde.

He'd just have to hope the house stood out enough for Edeline and Nela to come investigate it. They weren't fools, after all. They'd have to spot it at some point, if they looked around Verdan. Reluctantly, Myron took a seat to once again watch, and wait.

As before, helplessly waiting was the hardest part.
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Chapter 46

Faint Chance of Happening
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"Any claimed knowledge of the rules that govern the world entire is false. All one can grasp are the rules that govern the moment and place they live in."

- the scholar Bennet, 1004 HE

––––––––
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It had been a while since Edeline had felt this terrible, although it had been for very different reasons. Dealing with an attempted overthrow of her family, followed by a series of revelations that forced her to throw out everything she thought she knew about herself, had pushed her very close to her limits.

The current situation, assuming Nela was correct, was entirely due to whatever drug they had been given. It still left Edeline no less miserable, with her head thick and limbs heavy. Still, she was not about to let it stop her, given the danger they were in. Sooner or later, their escape would be discovered, and those men would be after them.

The pair had carefully circled the village, taking note of the people and buildings. There did not seem to be too many armed men, no more than two hex, and Edeline was certain they had over-counted. The real problem lay with the small size of Verdan, as any disturbance would bring all of those men running in a moment.

From what they had seen, Edeline suspected they had not been the first travelers to fall victim in this village. If those suspicions were accurate, then they were fortunate to have escaped. It also meant that finding where Hamond and Myron had been taken was the highest priority.

The most obvious candidate was this one house that stood out for being larger and better maintained than any others in Verdan. Nela had initially wanted to stay clear of it, and Edeline had to agree that the odds were that it was the self-proclaimed Lord Verdan's house. It would have guards nearby, without question. But having finished surveying the village, no other place stood out.

If they were not here, Edeline did not know where else to look.

The house had no back entrance, but approaching from the forest behind it was the safer option. Edeline held no doubt her brother would agree, were he here. Myron was the one with experience in battlefield tactics. Edeline's studies had been focused more on the details of running a noble household.

Not that it had stopped her from learning some swordfighting, and later thaumaturgy.

"What's that door?" Nela said, pointing.

Looking over, Edeline could see a building partially built into the ground itself, with a wooden door swung open. "A cellar, perhaps?" Even as she brought it up, Edeline realized that no normal cellar, be it used for storing food or drink, would be left open like that. Doing so was an invitation for wild animals to plunder it.

Unguarded...her suspicions raised, she moved to the door and peered in. While the difference in light made it difficult to see into the cellar, Edeline was certain that she was seeing bodies sprawled on the floor. Her breath caught in her throat, as the worst came to mind.

"What's down there?" Nela pushed past Edeline, then stopped. "Phosphaira," she said, and a little orb of light shot forward to illuminate the cellar.

Edeline let out a sigh of relief on seeing that none of the bodies were Myron or Hamond. Still, that there were dead people here was still quite worrying. Thinking back to those bandits that had accosted them when they first arrived, it was clear to her something was very wrong in this village.

Nela darted forward down the steps, taking them two at a time. Halting herself with a hop, Nela glanced over the three dead men. "Two things. First, this one is that alderman that told us where the tavern is."

Edeline paled. Was he killed because he had helped them? She pushed that thought aside. "And the second?"

"I think a spell killed them," Nela answered.

"Hamond?" Edeline asked, surprised. Hamond would not have slain anyone without very strong reasons.

"That, or we've got someone else with spells running around this village." Nela paused for a second. "Not sure which would be worse."

Slowly making her way into the cellar, Edeline tried to think. If Hamond had done it, that meant that the thaumaturge...wait, no, that was wrong. She'd meant the alderman. Curse this headache, it was making it far too difficult to think matters through.

Trying to shake it off, Edeline walked over to the center of the room, only to step on something. She knelt down and lifted up a length of knotted rope, with the ends looking like they had been cut through. A look down confirmed there were more such ropes on the floor.

"They were holding someone here too," Edeline spoke, letting the rope fall back on the earthen floor.

"They did a shit job of it, from the looks of it." Nela's face was grim. "But if we stay in this cellar, they'll end up holding us here."

Edeline did not even consider disagreeing. Following Nela back out, she stopped at the cellar's entrance, hearing the faint sound of men arguing coming from the direction of the house. Nela, having heard the same, was already creeping towards the back wall.

Copying Nela's example, Edeline moved carefully after her, pressing up again the house. Rounding the corner, the voices became more and more clearer as they approached.

"I'm telling you I'm not going in there! You saw what he did to Cenric!"

"The lord will have our heads if we don't!"

"And where is he? For all we know, he's already dead!"

It sounded to Edeline like they had their enemy cornered inside the house. She was confident it wasn't Myron or Hamond. They were too skilled and cunning to let themselves be put in that situation. Still, if it was another former captive, they could use the help.

Now she just needed to let Nela know this, somehow. She looked over, only to see that Nela was no longer beside her. Edeline blinked, then moved to peer around the next corner, having a feeling she knew what was about to happen.

Calmly and quietly, Nela was approaching the arguing pair. The two men were both heavily built, although one was more stout compared to the other's muscle. Both had swords on their belts, but neither showed any readiness to draw them. Of more importance, they were not paying any attention to the street, both facing the house's door.

"Where are those other men, anyway? They should have gotten word by now."

"Do I look like I'm their mother? I shouldn't have to keep track of their shit."

The true surprise was that no one else was nearby. Perhaps they had told everyone to stay clear. Regardless of the reason, it made Nela's task all too simple. Edeline just watched with some amusement as she stepped behind one of the men, then reached up and placed a hand on his neck.

"Doroneiroi."

The man sank to the ground, letting out a muffled grunt that faded into snoring. His partner stared, pale-faced, frozen in place. Nela, not hesitating, moved over and repeated the spell. Within a moment, he too was laying asleep on the ground.

Nela, as Edeline had come to learn, was really good at that.

Emerging out into the open, Edeline realized she had been more nervous about the situation than she'd thought. She was shaking slightly, feeling a little unsteady on her feet. You can do better than that, she told herself, taking a few deep breaths. Concentrate, focus, don't let it get to you.

"And now, let's see what's beyond the magic door," Nela remarked, moving over to the house's entrance. The door swung open before Nela could touch it. "I was joking!" Nela protested, as someone grabbed her and pulled her inside.

Alarmed, Edeline made a move for one of the sleeping guards, clumsily pulling one of their swords from its sheath. It was heavier than she was used to handling, but she couldn't afford to be choosy about arming herself. Looking back up into the doorway, she stopped, stunned.

Standing there, holding Nela in a tight embrace, was her brother Myron.

But she had thought...why wouldn't he be here? Edeline realized she'd somehow tricked herself into thinking it could not be him. Truthfully, Myron would put himself in that position, if he...if he had been looking for Nela and her.

"Wait...what happened to your tunic?" Myron asked, releasing his hold on Nela. Edeline herself had not looked too closely at it before, despite knowing Nela had torn it crawling under that door. Now that she did, she could see it had torn almost completely up the back. Only a thin strip of cloth just below Nela's shoulders held it on.

"I'd call it a casualty," Nela said, "Or would you rather we'd stayed locked up?"

"Of course not." Myron looked stricken by the notion. "Aether, I'm glad you got out alright, and...are you alright?"

"I'm fine," Edeline told him. She wasn't surprised it took him a moment to notice her. Myron had the unfortunate habit of randomly losing focus when Nela was nearby. She supposed it was charming and romantic in one sense, but it did not change that he had let their food burn unattended on the fire that one time. Then again, Edeline supposed she had a similar issue in regards to Hamond. Speaking of him...

"Where is Hamond?"

"Inside. You better come in too." Myron beckoned, moving aside.

Edeline was not about to object. It was quite hot outside today, so perhaps some time indoors would help her to feel better. She headed into the house behind Nela. Myron pulled the door closed behind them.

The house's decor was...something. Edeline was unsure how to describe it, only that it felt wrong, having gaudy decor in an otherwise plain building. She was not sure her father's house back in Hallowscroft was particularly extravagant, but in comparison, this was a pretense. A complete farce.

The pair of dead bodies did not exactly help matters either. Edeline guessed one of them was the man the two outside had mentioned, but the woman was another matter. Well, she would know the truth of what happened here soon enough. As dark as it sounded, the dead could afford to wait for them to see to the living.

Sitting in the adjacent room, on a cushioned chair, was Hamond, head bowed. Edeline approached, grateful to see he was alright. He didn't appear to notice she was there though. "Hamond?" she asked, slowly.

Hamond answered her with a snore.

"Be quiet," Myron said, walking up, "He's been suffering from whatever it was they drugged us with. Let him sleep."

Edeline just smiled. It was rather ridiculous for him to sleep at a time like this, but she supposed she could forgive him this once. Besides, it didn't really matter in the end, did it? They were all safe now.

The world turned sideways.

Edeline blinked, realized she was suddenly sitting in one of the chairs. Wait...what had happened?

"...saw she wasn't well at that point. But I didn't think we could stop moving, or we'd get caught," Nela was saying, "Besides, you know how she is."

"I know," Myron replied, letting out a sigh. "Just...I don't want her to push herself to the point of fainting again."

"I fainted?" Edeline was astonished at how weak she sounded.

"You just rest," Myron said, stepping into view.

"Agreed. We'll take it from here." Nela's voice was unusually soft and gentle. "You sleep if you need it."

Wanting to protest, Edeline tried to stand, but her legs would not support her, nor would her arms lift her up. They were right. She was more helpless than a small child, for the immediate future. Sleeping it off, like Hamond was doing, was the only option.

"Don't...don't do anything foolish," Edeline murmured, closing her eyes. Whatever response Nela or Myron offered, she did not hear.
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Chapter 47

Spoil the Child
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"My father once told me I asked too many questions. I then told him he possessed too few answers."

- Lord Kynsey Phalford, 1052 HE

––––––––
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This Lord Verdan had been either the most daring person this side of Hyarch, or the most disgusting. Probably both.

Having been filled in on what had happened on Ronny's end, Nela was seething. They'd lost a full day of travel to this shit, and her tunic had been ruined. She had acted like it was no big deal, but replacing it was going to take pikers they did not have, plus even more time. There was no chance either she could find a tailor who had made one with a good fit, with her small size.

It didn't help that while they likely did have dresses that would fit, but Nela had not been able to bring herself to wear one in years. It wasn't something she'd ever been able to fully explain, but it just made her feel...off, not herself. Not that she hadn't tried many times with her family. Thank Aether and the Fae for Ronny.

At least, with their stuff here, she had a spare tunic. Nela shrugged it on, turning around and stretching. It was a little loose, but still was comfortable despite the time messily folded in the bottom of her bag. It had been a while since she had swapped outfits, and it would likely be an even longer while before she did it again.

Before she headed back out to help Ronny keep watch, there was one more thing to do. Rummaging through their stuff, she pulled out the crossbow. Her crossbow, with it once belonging to Ronny's father. Checking it over to make sure it was intact, Nela was relieved that it showed no damage. Perfect.

Grabbing the quiver and bolts to go with it, Nela headed for the door. While she could take care of herself just fine without a weapon - and had done so before - it was a relief to be armed again. Some enemies had to be dealt with permanently. It did sound odd for a healer to think that, Nela knew. But if you wanted to save lives, you had to be willing to fight for them.

The door opened to reveal a girl standing there.

Nela really did not like how close she came to pointing the crossbow at the girl. She could do better than firing shots at every little thing that surprised her. As for the girl...right, this was that daughter of that fool of a lord. Ronny had mentioned he'd told the girl to stay in one of the other rooms. The girl had defied that order, but not having been the most obedient child either, Nela supposed complaining was foolish.
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