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THE BEST THEFT

 

 

 

 

 

Dal was on his way out of the city when a man called out to him. The man didn’t call him by any name, but he did use the word “stranger.” Dal knew that the man could only be asking for him.

The city in question was Nodlun, the seat of power for the kingdom of Norrindon, the largest kingdom in the whole of the Clavely Islands. Dal had no trouble finding a wealthy merchant who was both cruel and selfish. He’d gotten encouragement from the local thieves guild to rob from the man. He’d been in and out of the home two nights ago without incident.

To avoid suspicion when he practiced his trade, Dal rarely left a city the morning after a job. The soldiers would always look at men leaving their city the next day. If you waited in the city too long you risked someone turning you in for a reward. But if you rested for a full day then left you wouldn’t draw attention to yourself one way or the other.

Dal could see the countryside ahead of him when the man called out. Yet running would attract attention. So he turned. His heart sank as he saw two soldiers approaching him.

“What may I do for you?” Dal asked, trying to cover his disappointment.

“We know who you are,” the older of the two said to him. “We’ve been told to bring you to Captain Melcom.”

“Am I under arrest?”

“Would you like to be? We can arrest you if you won’t come.”

“If I do come will you arrest me?”

“I don’t believe so.”

“That’s hardly reassuring.”

The soldier shrugged. “It’s not supposed to be.”

“Very well.”

So it was that Dal spent half the morning walking back into the city with the soldiers. They led him to the plain barracks next to the opulent castle in the center of the city. They went through the main room, where he observed soldiers sitting tensely. As they didn’t look at him he assumed that he wasn’t the one making them tense. The soldiers led him to a room where a fair-haired man not much older than Dal sat behind a table.

“Close the door and wait outside,” the man told the soldiers.

Dal looked at the man as the soldiers left. His hair appeared trimmed. He had a strong face that could have been cut from marble. Beneath his shirt and chainmail vest he seemed to have a solid build. He appeared serious but not particularly angry or upset.

“I am Captain Melcom,” the man said. “You are Dal, the famed thief, rogue, and sometime doer of good deeds.”

“I don’t suppose it would help if I denied that, would it?” Dal asked.

“It would not.”

“Am I under arrest, Captain?”

“Not as yet. Not if you do a good deed for us.”

“What’s the reward if I do this good deed?”

“You will be allowed to leave Nodlun.”

“Just like that?”

“Just like that.”

“And if I’ve practiced my trade?”

Melcom held up a piece of paper. “I have a complaint about a theft. I could choose to investigate it, or I could choose to say our best suspect escaped the city before he could be captured.”

Dal nodded. “Fair enough, Captain. What’s this good deed?”

“Are you familiar with a merchant of this city called Aldon?”

Dal felt his muscles tighten. “The man who killed that young woman?”

It wasn’t that Dal had any dislike for the rougher sorts of criminals. Some of them could be dealt with, though at times it wasn’t easy, since in his experience brutes weren’t particularly smart. In general he tended to avoid violence and violent men, no matter on what side of the law they happened to be on.

He did dislike men who preyed on the weak. This Aldon, as Dal heard the tale, was a man who made demands and got nasty if he was met with a “no.” Somehow he’d talked another man of the city into courting the man’s daughter. She had been interested in first but Aldon significant flaws made her uneasy. She wanted him to stop courting her. He got angry, dragged her into an alley a few evenings back, and beat her almost to death. The next morning she died of her wounds.

Dal also found himself intrigued by Melcom’s question. The man he’s successfully robbed was said to be one of Aldon’s closest friends. Dealing a blow to two wealthy rogues instead of one would give him a great deal of satisfaction.

“The same.”

“If you want him dealt with quietly, Captain, I’m not your man.”

Melcom shook his head. “I’m tempted, but no. Did you hear what he said yesterday when he was charged?”

“I was resting in my room, Captain.”

“Of course. Aldon has vowed to escape before he’s put on trial.”

That caught Dal by surprise. “Escape? How?”

“I don’t know.”

“Has he friends among the soldiers or officers?”

“No. No one likes the man or some of his friends. And while they have coins, it would take a great deal to bribe a man into helping him.”

“Has anyone escaped from this jail before?”

“A few have. I thought we’d have fixed things.” Melcom signed. “But you never can know unless something happens.”

“Have you shackled him?”

“Indeed. Shackled him. A soldier goes by his cell every hour. Yet nothing seems to wipe that smirk off the beast’s face.”

“What do you want from me?”

“First, your advice. Should we be worried about him escaping?”

“Certainly, Captain.”

“Why? How could it be done?”

“Easily. If I was ever afraid, living in one city, that I’d go to jail, I’d make certain to have things on me to help me get free.”

“What things?”

“Tools. Picks to open locks. A small spade to dig or chip away at walls or floors. If there are bars on the windows of the cells, I’d make certain at least one bar at each window was loose.”

Melcom frowned. “You’ve given this some thought.”

Dal shook his head. “Every time a criminal has escaped jail, it’s either been because he paid for help, or he took tools in with him. Tools that the soldiers didn’t find or didn’t remove. It only takes a well-traveled man, or one willing to ask the local guild of thieves for tales, to learn what to do.”

“What can we do to stop him?”

“You could search him, but he may have already done what he wanted to do to allow him to escape.”

“What about putting a man in the cell with him?”

“Who?”

“How about you?”

“No, Captain.”

“Why not?”

“He’s not going to trust a stranger, Captain. So either he waits until I’m asleep and then he escapes, or he kills me and escapes. Neither helps to catch him, no?”

“No. What can we do, then?”

“I say do nothing.”

“Do nothing? That’s outrageous!”

Dal raised his hands. “I say you should do nothing. I, on the other hand, can find a place to watch. Ideally, a place opposite the window of his cell. I think he’ll go out that way.”

Melcom finally relaxed. “You’d follow him once he was out.”

“I would, but so should a couple of your soldiers.”

“To arrest his accomplice.”

“Not so fast, Captain. I’d want to see what the man does. I’ll try to follow him without him seeing me. It could be that he wants soldiers to follow him to a house so that he can get those in the house arrested, and he slips away in the confusion. Or it could be that he might use magic to disguise himself.”

“Magic, yes.”

“It can’t simply be, Captain, that the man is going to just slip out of jail and flee the city.”

“Why not?”

“He has no coins, no weapons, no food or water, and just the clothes on his back. A fellow needs a few of those to get away. His first move would likely be to a place where he could obtain those.”

“Yes, you’re right. It was foolish of me not to think of that. What do you need?”

“One of your men with me. Someone who will blend in. Small and young. Once this murderer escapes, I’ll follow him. Your man can divert slightly to alert nearby soldiers. If your men do manage to lose him, I’ll wait until he stops then alert the nearest soldiers I can find.”

“Then what?”

“We see what he does once he’s free, Captain. That will give you a better notion of his plan. Knowing what he’s planning should help you to counter it.”

The Captain couldn’t argue with that reasoning. He assigned a soldier to Dal. Dal told the soldier that they ought to rest, since Aldon was unlikely to attempt his escape until after the sun had set and the streets became quiet.

They began their watch shortly after night fell over the city. They were at it only a couple of hours when Aldon broke out of jail. He had, as Dal suspected, used some sort of pick to get out of his shackles. Once free of those he pulled out two of the bars on the window. He immediately began walking out of the center of the city, keeping to whatever shadows he could.

Dal had the soldier follow him. Dal too kept to the shadows. As a thief he had a much better time doing that and not being seen than Aldon did. Though the man tried to keep out of the moonlight and any light that came from buildings, his route was surprisingly direct. He went along the main street through a few intersections, turned up a street, turned at the first intersection, and entered a respectable neighborhood. The man went through three intersections before stopping at a house. He knocked on the door once, then three more times. A man from inside the house quietly ushered Aldon in.

“Report the house to the first soldiers you find,” Dal told the soldier with him.

“Shall they arrest him?”

“No. Have them watch the front. I’ll watch the back. Then get back to the barracks and bring more. Back and front. Keep the house surrounded, then arrest the rat.”

The soldier nodded and dashed off. Dal made his way through an alley to the back of the house to keep watch. He made certain his dagger was close at hand.

As he waited he thought that this could have been a good dodge, if he was in league with the merchant. He could claim to the soldiers to watch the rear of the house, while in fact he’d be there to help the man get out of the city. After all, a thief would have a much easier time eluding soldiers than would a man who wasn’t in the criminal trade.

But the more he thought about that scheme, the more he saw how flawed it would be. It would first require an officer like Captain Melcom to trust the criminal. That was only likely to happen if the officer knew the criminal or his reputation. Dal had only obtained a bit of trust from Melcom because of his adventures. Without that he wouldn’t have been allowed to help with the capture of Aldon.

Furthermore, to carry out such a plan would require the criminal to meet with the suspect beforehand. It honestly wasn’t at all likely that a criminal would meet someone of a more respectable nature who wanted to commit a crime and escape. Without some meeting before being jailed, there was no way to plan their getaway from a city.

That did, however, point Dal in a different direction. It wouldn’t be all that unreasonable for him, or any criminal, to just happen upon a spot where someone who wasn’t in the trade was hiding from the authorities. He could present himself as an ally to that someone and offer to lead them to safety.

Why wouldn’t they be inclined to accept such an offer? Who else would be lurking in the shadows at night?

Of course, you’d arrange for something to go wrong. The best plan seemed to be to lead them to a hiding place, then once they were asleep you’d fetch the soldiers. If the someone in question was truly evil like Aldon you’d earn gratitude from the authorities, and perhaps a pass on any crimes you’d committed. One wouldn’t want to pull a scheme like that against just any criminal. Yet it would be a method to buy safety from the authorities without having to actually attempt to bribe them.

Dal put that idea in the back of his mind for the day when he’d want to use it.

In less than a quarter of an hour he heard soldiers at the front of the house. Half an hour after that he saw soldiers approach his position. He came up to them and identified himself. They whispered that Captain Melcom was in front of the house. Dal slipped around the house. When Captain Melcom saw him, he ordered his men to enter the house. Moments later they led Aldon from the house and back to the barracks. On the way out and away the man protested that he wasn’t the man they thought he was.

“I don’t understand,” Melcom said to Dal as they watched the man being led away. “He didn’t try to slip out the back.”

“No,” Dal replied.

Melcom shook his head. “Then it must not be him.”

“You could arrest everyone in the house, Captain.”

“On what charge?”

“Hiding a fugitive is illegal, isn’t it?”

“I’d hardly say Aldon was hiding. No one in this home helped him to escape from jail. No one clearly helped him to get away from us.”

“You think there’s magic involved?”

“There has to be.”

“Is there a wizard or witch who might help Aldon?”

“I can think of only one. Fellow named Wilrick.”

“All right. What about Aldon?”

“You heard the fellow we’ve arrested. He says he’s not Aldon. If I can’t prove he’s lying then I’ll have to arrest him.”

“Even if he looks like Aldon?”

“Strong enough magic can make anyone look like anyone, Dal. We can’t just hold the man and hope that the spell wears off in a day or two.”

“Why not?”

“Word will spread that we arrested the wrong man. That Aldon really did escape. That we never had him in custody at all. It would be a black day for all of us.”

Dal nodded slowly. “That it would.” A thought formed in his mind. “Tell me where I might fight this Wilrick. I’ll see if I can’t get the truth from him.”

“How?”

Dal arched an eyebrow. “Do you really want an answer to that question, Captain?”

Melcom admitted that he did not. He told Dal where Wilrick lived. Dal dashed off to the wizard’s house as quickly and quietly as he could.

The house was in a neighborhood that was less than prosperous. Dal was surprised to discover that there weren’t latches on the windows of the house. Once inside he didn’t stumble into any spells that would hurt intruders or raise alarms. He was able to get into the man’s bedroom, put the point of his dagger to the man’s neck, and wake him.

“Don’t hurt me!” Wilrick cried out once he was awake.

“I’ll not hurt you if you answer my questions, and do nothing else,” Dal said, keeping his voice low. “The truth could get you in trouble, but it’ll be better than lying, believe me.”

“Yes?”

“Have you cast any spells for Aldon?”

“The murderer? No.”

“Have you given him any magical disguises.”

“No.” Dal felt some of the tension easing from Wilrick.

“Who in this city would?”

“No one. That’s the truth. He’s not liked, and especially not now.”

“What about one of his friends?”

“No. Well, someone might have helped a friend. But magic that could help a murderer escape? That’s dangerous.”

“Very well. Tell me, might you be in trouble with the authorities on some other matter?”

Wilrick gulped. “Why do you ask?”

“Because if you can cast a spell for me, in front of one of His Majesty’s Captains, I’ll see to it that any past trouble is forgiven. After this night, you’re on your own. But the past will be the past.”

Wilrick sighed. “Deal.”

Dal still made certain to keep the wizard bound and gagged as they walked from his house to the barracks. Once there Dal had Wilrick cast a spell in front of Captain Melcom. Melcom promised that if Dal’s plan worked both would be forgiven for their past actions.

Dal had to rest at the barracks. The following morning he was allowed to leave. A short time later “Aldon” was allowed to go, his protests being accepted as truth. Dal followed the man through the streets, getting ever closer. Once he was a few steps behind him, he ran at the man and pulled him into the nearest alley.

“Rather clever of you,” Dal said, keeping his voice low.

“Who are you? What’s this about?” the man replied.

Dal drew his dagger. He pushed the point against the man’s back. “That’s a nice trick you pulled.”

“I don’t know what you mean.”

“Of course you do. You escape. You give up to the soldiers. You claim you’re not really Aldon. Without proof they have to let you go.”

“I’m not him.” The man was insistent but hardly passionate.

“I say you are. And if you don’t want me to tell your scheme to the soldiers, come to my room at the River Tellis Inn at noon. Ask for Delwin. Have five gold on hand.”

Dal backed up enough to let the man slip out of the alley. He made certain he wasn’t followed to the inn. He went to his room to get some more rest. He awoke an hour before noon. He spoke to the innkeeper about a few matters, then waited back in his room.

A little over an hour later there was a knock on his door. Dal got off the bed and stood up. He drew his dagger and tapped his left hand. “Come in,” he called.

Aldon opened the door. “Who are you?”

“Close the door.”

Aldon closed the door.

“You have the coins?”

Aldon patted his belt. “Right here.”

“Get them out. Slowly.”

“Don’t you trust me?”

Dal smiled. “Of course not. Do you trust me?”

“No.”

“Well, then, we’re even. I get a little gold, and you get away.”

Aldon took out the coins. “Shall I throw these at you?”

“Only if you want me to throw my dagger at you. You’d fare rather worse than me. Place them on the edge of the bed.”

Aldon put the coins down as instructed.

“It was clever of you to make the soldiers think you weren’t actually you.”

“Thank you.”

“Think of the idea yourself?”

Aldon finally smiled. “I did. I’m not as much of a brute as folk think. You should keep that in mind, stranger.”

“I shall.”

“I trust I’ll not see or hear from you again.”

“You should hope not. If you’re as clever as you say you are, then you know I’m in the thieving trade. I would see you before you’d see me. I suggest you leave and start running.”

“Just don’t let me see you again, stranger, or you’ll meet the Gods.”

Aldon yanked the door open. Two soldiers stood in his way.

“You were saying?”

The soldiers grabbed Aldon. Captain Melcom came into view. “Men, make sure he’s shackled well. Strip him once he’s at the jail, and take everything off him.”

 The soldiers hustled Aldon away.

Melcom turned to Dal. “You were right and I was wrong.”

Dal tapped his hand again. He took the ring he’d been wearing off. “Don’t worry about it, Captain. He was clever, but he was still more brute than brain.”

“Did the ring hear everything?”

“It heard out little chat in the alley.” Dal gave Melcom the ring. “Check to make certain it heard what transpired just now.”

“I will.”

Dal picked up the coins off the bed. He handed them to Melcom.

Melcom shook his head. “It’s not like His Majesty isn’t going to get a great deal more than that once Aldon is convicted and hanged.”

“Thank you.”

“I suppose this will be the last of you in Nodlun?”

“I’ll stay for the trial, if you need me. But no, Captain. I must head out.”

“Head out?” Melcom’s eyes narrowed. “Where?”

“To those in my trade. A man like Aldon doesn’t just go into a shop and get the tools needed to pick locks.”

“One of the criminals of the city gave him the picks? Sold them to him?”

“To a murderer? A murderer who was a selfish merchant? Hardly. No, I think one of Aldon’s few friends acquired the picks and handed them to the man. I’ll see if I can find out who that was. It’ll be one more rotten fellow for you to jail.”

“Thank you.”

“Just make certain your men, and His Majesty, know that criminals helped bring down Aldon. We may break the law from time to time, but a great many of us are nowhere near as bad as men like him.”

“Of course.” Melcom smiled. “Tell me, Dal, why get the man to buy your silence?”

Dal jingled the coins in his hand. “Captain, I’ll give you a secret of our trade. The best way to beat a scheme with another scheme.” He grinned. “Every now and again, it’s not just the best way to steal, but a legal way to steal.”

 

THE DEVIOUS DEMONSTRATION

 

 

 

Dal was not thrilled to be in jail. His trade was being a thief, and when he’d started out he was aware that he might end up in a jail somewhere. He thought, though, that it would be due to a mistake or a trap. He didn’t think it would be due to just running into a pair of solders right after leaving a home.

He was in the small kingdom of Sixon. He'd heard from others in the trade that, though small, Sixon was full of wealthy merchants. He found that most were the sort of decent folk that one only went after when one was mean or desperate. But there was one man whom everyone he listened to said was greedy, selfish, and even had a cruel streak. The man was just the sort of target Dal was hoping for.

Just as he was slipping away into the night there were the soldiers. They grabbed him, marched him to the barracks next to the castle, and there he spent the night. He woke up to a bowl of gruel and a sense of dread in his belly.

He wasn’t surprised when, after breakfast, two soldiers came to fetch him. He was surprised when they took him to a room in the barracks and not to the castle. Sitting behind a small table in the room was a plainly-dressed older man. He had dark hair and a sturdy frame. A sheathed sword hung on a peg on the wall.

“Who are you, fellow?” the man asked. The tone in his voice has a strange lack of hostility.

“My name is Dal,” Dal replied. He decided that lying about his name might not be a good idea to start their chat. That could come later if it needed to.

“I’m Captain Hinz,” he said. “You picked a poor night to ply your trade. But perhaps you can save yourself.”

Dal was uncertain about how that sounded so he kept quiet.

“I take it you’re new to the city?”

Dal nodded.

“New to the kingdom?”

“I suppose there’s no harm in denying that.”

“Then you don’t know the trouble we’ve had these last few days.”

“Trouble?” Dal began to worry about coming to the kingdom.

“It’s nothing to do with your kind, so far as we know.”

“No?”

“No. A man has been seen walking around the castle these last few nights. Last night he was seen taking hold of the walls.”

“What?”

“As if he meant to climb them.”

At once the matter became clear to Dal. This fellow was looking over the castle to see how he might get in. He nodded to the Captain.

“It was your misfortune to be out when the soldiers had been turned out to search for him,” the Captain said.

“Just my luck.”

“Your luck may turn out for the better. As you didn’t spend what you took, and did no other harm, I’d be willing to let you go, if you’ll undertake a job for me.”

Dal’s jaw tightened. He didn’t like the notion of working for soldiers. He liked the notion of remaining in jail far less. “What job?”

“I need to know if Her Majesty is truly safe from this fellow.”

It was then that Dal remembered that this kingdom was ruled by a Queen. A rather young one, so folk said. That meant the danger of this man getting into the castle was far more clear to him. He wanted to ask about the man but chose to keep quiet.

“I’d like you to attempt to get into the castle,” the Captain said.

“Me?”

“Your are skilled at these things, yes?”

“I suppose.”

“You’ll be paid five gold for this work.”

That eased Dal’s concerns but only a little. “One now, four upon completion.”

“Done.”

The rapidity with which the Captain agreed told Dal that he should have asked for two gold, or he should have asked for a higher payment.

“I’ll give you a paper stating that you have permission to carry out this job. You can read, yes?”

“I can. Can your soldiers?”

“They know my mark.”

“I see. What else am I to do?”

“Consider this matter, Dal. We have no notion of who might be trying to get into the castle. We have rivals but no bitter enemies. Her Majesty has spurned no offers of marriage. There seems to be no reason for this fellow to get into the castle.”

“Is Her Majesty fair?”

“Very.”

Dal waved a finger at the Captain. “There’s one reason.”

The Captain shook his head. “I’m not aware of any secret lovers.”

“I said nothing of love, Captain.”

The Captain frowned. “Yes.”

“I can think of one other reason.”

“What?”

“Her Majesty does have jewels and a treasury, doesn’t she?”

The Captain laughed and shook his head. “There is that, yes.” He pointed to Dal. “By the by, get no notions of that.”

“I might make an attempt, Captain, to prove it can be done. But I’ll make noise if I get to the room, and hand over anything I manage to get my hands on. It might not be Her Majesty that’s in danger.”

“Quite right. Very well. But violate this trust and you will suffer.”

“I do understand that, Captain. Thank you for the offer. I accept.”

With that the Captain wrote out the paper. Dal had to wait a while for the Royal Treasurer to allow the gold coin to be given to him. Once he was paid he left the barracks.

Before he made his way back to the tavern where he was staying, Dal chose to take a walk around the castle. It wasn’t so much a single structure as it was a cluster of round towers connected to each other. It confused him for a while. He then realized that what was the central tower was probably a fortress at some point. The kingdom was small because it had carved itself out of a larger domain. Over time that tower had been added onto, but no one wanted to either change it’s appearance or have some strange visual conflict between square towers and round ones.

The central tower was the tallest. It seemed to consist of two levels, ground and one above, plus a third that was mostly an outside place to fire arrows from. Around that central tower were four squat towers, if that was what you could call them, with a ground floor and an external place to observe or shoot from.

What struck him as he looked was that there were no soldiers at the top levels of those towers observing the outside. Of course there were two soldiers on guard duty at the main entrance. There were two pairs of two marching around the castle grounds. But no one was watching from up high. He wondered why that might be but came up with no good answers.

It wasn’t as though the castle was isolated. The barracks sat across the main street from the castle. There was a bit of grass around the castle, but beyond it and the barracks on both sides of the street was the city’s main marketplace. Past the marketplace were homes, with the better neighborhoods north and east and the poorer ones west and south.

An invading army would have to come through the city to get to the castle. The city itself sat in a bend in the river that ran through the kingdom. The purpose of the open tops of the towers had long since vanished. But that didn’t mean they had no use. Dal determined to attempt to enter the castle that way for one.

From the towers he focused his attention on the walls themselves. The walls were constructed of rounded stones. He couldn’t be certain from the street but the walls appeared to have smooth sides. That would make climbing almost impossible. However, there were gaps along the tops of the towers. They were spots where archers could stand to shoot through while making it difficult for their foes to hit them with arrows. Good for protection, but also good for a fellow with a rope.

The windows on the upper level of the central tower were neither wide nor tall. The rest of the windows of the castle were wide and tall. It would be possible to enter the castle through them, but he believed doing so would make too much noise inside and outside. He didn’t dismiss the notion of going through a window but pushed it to the back of his mind.

As he had most of the day to do as he pleased, he chose to walk through the marketplace. He hadn’t gotten himself too dirty from the night’s misadventure. He decided to pretend to be a young merchant from elsewhere looking for both opportunities and for gifts for the woman he wished to marry. It took him a bit of concentration to get his mind set to that tale. Once he did it fit well enough.

The tale allowed him to ask all sorts of questions. He kept to the matter of the Queen, but he asked about the kingdom as well. He learned that the Queen was young, about his own age, but hadn’t married or been courted. The kingdom was at peace with its neighbors. There was trouble a few domains away. A King was waging some sort of war, but it would be years before he was a threat to Sixon. Trade was good, and folk were largely happy with the Queen.

Thief that he was, the gossip suggested one of two possibilities about the man whose attempt got him arrested. One was that there was indeed a domain with evil intent toward Sixon or its Queen. But as war hadn’t come to the edge of the kingdom, and Sixon didn’t possess any enchanted weapons or unusual wealth, that seemed unlikely. The other was that there was something folk didn’t know about the Queen or someone close to her. There was some scandal or other trouble that was causing this man to lurk about the castle.

Dal heaved a sigh at that. It meant he’d not just have to risk getting into the castle, but risk meeting the Queen herself. Five gold suddenly didn’t seem payment enough for this job.

Jail interested him far less, so he set to his task. He managed to get a rope about twenty paces long for a few coppers. He’d been given back his tools at the barracks. He returned to the tavern where he’d gotten a room and rested.

After sunset he filled his belly. He left the tavern and made for the castle. His first pass by it was to see how it was patrolled after dark. He saw no soldiers at the entrance but did see two pairs of two walking the grounds.

He took a second pass to examine the grounds. The northern edge of the castle grounds sat against a neighborhood. There were trees behind some of the houses. Dal made his way to them to observe the soldiers.

It didn’t take him long to notice their pattern. One pair would circle the grounds. There would be a few moments of quiet then the other pair would patrol. He guessed those quiet moments were probably when the two pairs reported to each other. He further noticed that, if timed properly, one could dash across the grounds. That meant one had to throw up a rope and climb fast. He decided it would be easier to make the effort in separate steps.

He waited through a few more patrols before taking his first step. He ran for one of the lower towers. He made it without being heard. He kept to the shadows and waited for the next patrol to pass.

Once the pair of soldiers went by him, and he was sure they’d neither seen not heard him, he threw up the rope. He’d already looped the end. A chill ran down his spine when the failed to catch on his first toss. It did on his second try. He climbed up as quickly and silently as he could. He pulled the rope up after him just as the soldiers on patrol came close to where he’d been hiding.

He waited until they were gone to make an attempt on the door in the floor of the tower he was on. He discovered there was a lock or a bolt on the door. Whichever it was, it could only be accessed from inside. That meant he’d have to try a window.

He waited a bit longer then scaled the central tower. This time he kept the rope tied in place. He scuttled down to check the neared window. There was a latch, but he found he could work it from the outside. He waited to go down to open it. He waited again to go back down and slip through it with the rope.

He was inside the castle. Specifically, he was inside a bedchamber no longer in use. The small bed and single chest of drawers suggested that this had been a child’s room. It probably would be again one day. He strode to the door. The knob had no lock and there was no latch on the door. He opened the door.

He was in a circular corridor. There were doors to either side. The doors themselves were flat, but the walls were curved. He determined that he’d have to poke around a bit to figure out which was the chambers of the Queen.

The first thing he did was listen. He heard no footsteps or distant voices. He wasn’t certain if that meant that no soldiers walked the interior of the castle, or if sounds simply didn’t travel well through the rounded hallway. He decided to take no chances. He stepped slowly and carefully through the hall.

As he came to each new door he bent down and listened for noise from within. At each door he was surprised to hear nothing from beyond the door. The silence was odd, almost disturbing, until he recalled that the Queen wasn’t married. Not being married meant she had no children. That meant that the bedchambers those children might be sleeping in would be empty, as was the one he’d entered the castle from. That also meant that nearby bedchambers for the servants who would care for those children were empty. Indeed, the only chamber that ought to be occupied, other than the Queen’s, was the one for her own servant.

Finally he came to a door from which he could hear someone inside the room asleep. He couldn’t tell from their breathing if it was a man or a woman asleep. He touched the doorknob. It moved without effort. That suggested to him that whomever was asleep was a servant. He continued on.

He was almost to the end of the hall when he noticed the door ahead. There was nothing special about the door. But its placement at the center of the hall suggested it was a master’s bedchambers. That in turn suggested that ahead of him was the Queen’s own bedchambers.

He went up to the door. He heard someone asleep in the room. He touched the knob carefully. It didn’t move, thus the room was locked. He pulled out his tools. The lock gave without much effort on his part. He slipped into the room.

The room was furnished simply yet it also wasn’t. There was just a bed in the room and a chest of drawers. There was no writing desk, chairs, or a wardrobe. Yet even in the dark Dal could tell the curtains on the window were fancy, the sheets on the bed fine, and the furniture decorated with carvings. There were also a few furs on the floor that spoke of the occupant’s means.

He walked with deliberate steps towards the bed. All he could see was that a woman with dark hair was asleep. Her breathing was soft and measured. She had a blanket pulled up to her neck. Standing beside her, he could see she had fair skin.

He paused for a breath of his own. He was both thrilled to have gotten this far, and dreading that he still had a distance to go. Praying to Gods he rarely believed in for mercy, the reached for the woman. He clamped his right hand down over her mouth.

She was awake in a moment. Her eyes bulged in fear. They seemed blue to him.

He smiled. “Greetings, Your Majesty,” he said, keeping his voice just above a whisper. “My name is Dal.”

The fear suddenly vanished from her eyes. He wasn’t sure what he ought to do.

She blew against his hand.

His head bobbed and he lifted his hand from her mouth less than the width of his thumb.

“Tap that,” she said. She nodded to something next to him on the wall.

He turned. Attached to the wall was the oddest candle-holder he’d ever seen. It was odd because it appeared to be both a holder and a candle. He held up his left forefinger for a moment, the tapped it as lightly as he could.

He almost gasped out loud. The tip of the “candle” glowed on its own! It provided enough light to see the head of the bed and the part of the wall next to it.

“Magic,” he murmured.

“Indeed,” she said.

It was then that he looked around the room. There was another such magical light on the other side of the bed, by the door, and opposite the window.

He finally turned back to the Queen. Her eyes were indeed blue, and a most remarkable shade of blue at that. Her skin was like moonlight and her face quite fair to look at. He felt at once comically fortunate and seriously intimidated by her.

She grinned to him. “You’ve never seen a Queen before?”

He could only shrug. “Not this close before.” An instant later he wondered if he should have paused for little longer to think of something wittier to say.
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