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To my grandson, Otis.
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PROLOGUE
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Lord Pitar and Lady Nimina stood atop the balcony of Castle Vork, looking upon their daughter with pride. Noan had flourished as she had grown, following the model of gender equality set centuries ago by Sonia. She had drawn upon her own physical abilities and, while quite beautiful, she had trained in armed battle, being proficient in both sword and bow. The few scars she had gained blended in with her bronzed skin and dark brown shoulder-length hair.

While her mind was sharp, her other attributes were stronger. She enjoyed mental challenges, but she had learned to be respectful of all others and interacted well with all the citizens of the barony. Lord Pitar especially appreciated how well his daughter got along with her grandfather and even more how she charmed her granduncle, King Linoan. Lord Pitar hoped that this would prove beneficial for himself and for the future of Glawynia.

Despite being only fifteen years old, she reflected her confidence quite well as she joked with the guards and ladies-in-waiting as they prepared to depart for another visit to the king. She waved happily as they got in order and began their roadway travel. Her parents waved back in return and Lady Nimina blew her a kiss

***
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After a wonderful week with her granduncle, King Linoan, Lady Noan departed to return home. She road in a carriage with her nurse and two handmaidens and eight guards accompanied them, four before the carriage and four following behind.

The weather was cool and cloudy and a light snowfall began as they rode through the forest. Then a shower of arrows came from both sides, hitting the coachman and three of the guards.

“Protect Lady Noan!” one guard called out as more arrows continued to come from the darkened snowfall. None could see where the assailants were. Other guards fell from their horses as they were struck, spilling blood from the fatal blows. Their foes appeared to have a sense of infra-vision.

Lady Noan wished that she had a weapon, but such was not the case. The others in the carriage tried to see what was happening outside as the coach came to a stop. Noan was grabbed roughly as the other three were pulled out screaming. Unable to fight the opposing strength, her arms were bound behind her.

She closed her eyes as the clothes were torn from the other women. She could avoid seeing what was happening, but she was unable to seal her ears. She clearly heard their pain as each was ravaged, calling for salvation until they were slain. Silence followed, except for grunts from the raiding party as they ransacked the bodies and collected the guards’ steeds. Noan was forced back into the carriage. Opening her eyes, she saw the bloody bodies strewn around the sight.

As they departed, Noan silently made two vows. “I will seek revenge on these barbarians, and I will never again travel unarmed!”

***
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A few days later, a royal horseman arrived, drenched with sweat. He had ridden as fast as he was able, having nearly killed his steed with his incessant stress. He insisted on speaking with the baron’s majordomo, Tobba. His message for Lord Pitar spread quickly through the court.

Lady Noan’s party had been found slain – brutally. All were dead except for Lady Noan, missing and assumed kidnapped!
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1 – MERCENARIES
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Clouds continued to gather above them as the dwarves rode along, and they both sensed an unexpected chill in the air.

“Can’t you get that mule to move any faster?” Anndimfoss asked.

“Be happy that it’s moving at a steady pace,” her husband answered. “We’ll get there in less than an hour, and the time of day wasn’t specified, was it?”

“No, dear, it wasn’t.”

The farmers they passed stopped harvesting the rye and glared at them. They could hear that some comments were exchanged, but they were unable to catch the words. They had no trouble, however, in catching the negative, derogatory tone. This strong sense of dislike had been growing for the past few hours, matching the negative change in the weather.

“You know,” Ginderbar muttered, “I just wish we knew what it was we are getting ourselves into. It would also be useful to know whether the aversion the natives are displaying is due to our race, our armaments, the current political unrest here in Glawynia, a combination of all of them, or something else. The humans’ animosity makes me tense, and my hackles are up.” One hand stayed on the pommel of his sword.

Anndimfoss noted this and became aware that she had pushed her cloak back so that it was not in the way of her weapons. Like her husband, she wore a short sword and had one hand ax ready. Her morning star was also easily available. Ginderbar’s crossbow lay across his back, as it would only be used for a foe at some distance.

All they had seen thus far were farmers, and nothing more threatening than scythes had been observed. That was not to say that a scythe could not inflict harm, nor was it discounting its long reach. But she was confident that they would, if necessary, have no difficulty in facing such opposition. The problem was that they had taken on a new profession, and they were clearly green, having had no true experience. The fact that this was also her first separation from Elmdimder also gnawed at her conscience, adding to the uneasiness.

The flat terrain rolled outward in all directions, as far as they were able to see from the back of their mounts. The minimal number of trees and especially the absence of mountains seemed totally unnatural to the two dwarves as they urged their ponies onward. Anndimfoss wanted to race through this region, but the mule her husband had tethered to his saddle acted as an anchor. The mule was a necessary evil, however, as the ponies could only bear so much weight. True to their race, they each had a solid, stocky build, though Ginderbar was actually on the lean side, towering a full seven inches over her while only exceeding her by perhaps six pounds.

As the road rounded a farmhouse backed by a small copse, an unimposing town came into view. They crossed a wooden bridge spanning a rather minor river that meandered through the farmland and approached the cluster of buildings. A notable number were two stories high, but the massive size of the doors stood out more than anything else. Ginderbar and Anndimfoss had interacted with humans all of their lives, but seeing every structure built on this larger-than-life scale was still difficult to ignore.

The stone structure of Castle Vork, while still a bit away, was visible over the roofs of these houses. The scowls directed toward them by the town’s residents were even more visible. Two children playing in the street looked up and froze as if transformed to stone. Anndimfoss gauged that they matched her in height, as she was two inches short of four feet, but even combined together, the children probably wouldn’t equal her in weight.

One suddenly discovered his vocal cords. “Dwarves!” 

As if a trance was broken, they both scampered into a nearby alley, leaving a trail of dust behind that slowly began to settle toward the dirt road.

“Well,” Ginderbar murmured, “that answers part of the question. I know that no dwarves live in this town, but why do they hate or fear our kind?”

“Hush, husband. We’ll be finding out soon enough.”

At this time, they were crossing the market square. All of the people moved out of their way as if they were lepers. Some spat at the ground as they passed. Quite a few uttered oaths or curses, and there was little effort to hide either.

The portcullis was raised at the castle wall, and an armed guard was standing at either side, each dressed in armor and bearing a sizable halberd. The dwarves dismounted and approached but stopped several feet away so that looking directly up toward their faces was not too awkward. 

After glancing down at them, the guards resumed staring straight ahead, apparently attempting to totally ignore their presence.

“Pardon me,” Ginderbar stated in a clear, level voice, “but we are here to see Tobba, Lord Pitar’s majordomo.”

Looking down, the guard to the left said, “It ain’t court day.”

Reaching slowly into his belt pouch, the dwarf produced a clearly stamped iron disk. He held it out on his open palm.

“Stalif said we should show this.”

The other guard’s eyes darted in the direction of the disk and then opened wide.

“We wuz tole two dwarfs’d be cummin’, Tarz. Is’n it a strange lot what’s bin showin’ up this day?”

Tarz signaled them to enter as he eyed his partner to be quiet.

“Take yer steeds to the stable. Show the disk an’ they’ll say where to go next.”

Anndimfoss smiled sweetly at each guard as they walked their ponies through the gateway. She felt a smile would do more to disarm them than any verbal response, and she was probably right.

Once inside, they looked around, quickly sighting the stable. Like everything else, it was oversized as far as they were concerned. They led the ponies and mule to the stalls, noting how activity once more came to a halt. Everyone was watching them.

Ginderbar selected the youngest stable hand, still a full head taller than him, and approached the boy with an air of confidence. He held up the iron disk, not saying anything.

The youth’s scornful expression was instantly transformed. “Yes, sir. Yes, ma’am.” The attitude was evident in the tone of his voice. “Right this way, if it pleases you.”

He took the reins and led the animals to the stalls at the end of the stable. As he removed the saddles and blankets, the dwarves looked around. Ginderbar nudged his wife and pointed to another pony two stalls over. Perhaps another of the smaller folk was present. Equipment was present with several of the other steeds, so the dwarves didn’t object as their load was lowered off the mule and placed at the end of the stall.

“This way, please,” the boy said in a deferential tone.

He escorted them to a servant standing by the entrance to the castle. The gray and green livery that he wore bore the same coat of arms as had been worn by the guards, silver with a green chevron.

Ginderbar held up the disk to confirm the statement as his spouse thanked the lad. They were silently led into the building, turned to the right and walked down a long hallway. After passing several closed doors, all accentuating their smaller stature, they came to one that was open. The servant gestured for them to enter.

It was an antechamber, and a guard was present. “May I see yer passpiece, please?” 

A variety of weapons lay spread on a table and bench.

Nodding to the servant once it was shown, he turned back to the dwarves.

“Please leave yer arms ‘ere. I’ll keep an eye on ‘em.”

The servant exited as Ginderbar and Anndimfoss removed all their weapons, placing them at the vacant end of the bench. The guard then opened the doorway at the other end of the room.

“Join th’others inside, an’ ‘elp yerselves to what’s left o’ the meal. Tobba should be ‘ere soon.”

The room they entered had arrow-slit windows, but too high in the wall for them to see anything other than the sky. Bread, meat and fruit, plus pitchers of one or more beverages, were on the table, and six other people were in the room. The aromas were appealing after the long day’s ride.

“Welcome, friends,” a thin woman said. She appeared to be a crossbreed, part elf and part human, with a dark complexion and short-cropped, black hair. “My name is Fitessa. The food’s decent, but the wine is definitely cheap. Not worthy of anything other than rinsing dust from your mouth.”

“Thanks for the advice,” Anndimfoss said as they approached the table. She looked at the other guests.

A wood elf and a gnome sat at a small table, rolling a pair of dice and talking together quietly. Three young humans occupied another table. Two sat while the other stood. No, he also sat, towering like a small tree.

The door on the far side of the room opened with a squeal and got everyone’s immediate attention. A servant held the door as a man with a more austere stance entered, also wearing the castle’s coat of arms.

“Tobba, Majordomo of Vork,” the servant announced. She then closed the door as soon as the majordomo stepped clear.

Tobba was nearly six feet tall and obviously weighed over two hundred pounds. Silver out-striped brown in both his hair and beard, matching the color of both his eyes and the coat of arms. He exuded a sense of serious confidence as he surveyed each person in the room as carefully as he himself was being studied.

“I will not waste time asking your background nor what you can offer to this effort, as I fully trust the judgment of Stalif. You do not yet know the specifics of why you are here, so let me first try to remove that haze and clarify why your assistance is being sought.

“I assume that even those of you from other kingdoms have heard that King Linoan is growing old and senile and his health is failing. It is also common knowledge that there is no clear heir to the throne. You are all aware of these facts?”

Seeing that everyone was nodding, he continued talking in the same flat tone.

“While the king has neither children nor siblings, his wife’s brother, Lord Kistun, did sire two sons. Lord Pitar, ruling here at Castle Vork, was born to a human mother. Lord Blavin, ruling to the north at Castle Tiufrann, was born to a dwarf mother. Lord Kistun was married to neither of the women, but he acknowledged both as his sons.

“It has been recognized that they are the only two accepted contenders for the throne. The problem is that they were both born on the same night, and it is not known which is the elder, thereby being the rightful successor.

“Lord Blavin’s lands include the mountain homelands of a sizable portion of the dwarves in Glawynia. While each of the brothers has been fair to his people, the fraternal animosity runs deep. Each sees himself as the next king, and a fear of civil war is spreading throughout the kingdom.”

“Now I understand the treatment we received,” Anndimfoss whispered to her husband. She noticed that others were similarly exchanging quiet comments, though she was unable to hear what they were actually saying to one another.

“Let me assure you that you are not being asked to resolve this controversy,” Tobba said, “though what you will be doing may influence the outcome.

“A bit over an eightday ago, Lord Pitar’s daughter, Lady Noan, was returning from a court visit to her granduncle, the King. While only fifteen, she is Lord Pitar’s pride and joy, and the fact is well known that she is loved dearly by King Linoan. Lord Pitar had hoped that she might affect the king’s thoughts in one of his more lucid moments, swaying his awaited decision in favor of Lord Pitar. She never made it back!”

Tobba paused to take in a deep breath and compose himself. Exhaling slowly, he continued. “The entire party, other than Lady Noan, was found dead and looted. Her handmaidens and nurse had been raped, and evidence showed that it had been done viciously. The people are understandably in an uproar. Since Lord Pitar has not received any ransom note, he feels certain that forces loyal to his half-brother carried out this transgression, and that Lady Noan is being held prisoner in Castle Tiufrann.

“This castle sits atop an island formed where the Tiufrann River spills over the cliff edge of the highlands that mark the boundary of the dwarven mountains. A siege would be difficult, and it would endanger Lady Noan. Lord Pitar therefore had Lord Stalif, his wife’s brother and his most trusted advisor, seek out a band of unknown mercenaries to rescue her by stealth. You are the ones that he found.

“Lord Pitar wants to avoid a war, if it is possible. He wants to reclaim his daughter and he hopes to keep the kingdom at peace. History tells of other times where nations were destroyed by such conflict. This is something he wants not to be recorded for Glawynia.

“The Vernal Equinox is five days hence. Castle Tiufrann and its guards, human and dwarf alike, are almost certain to be drunk, giving the effort a better chance to succeed. Should you each swear an oath of fealty by your patron deity, pledging to try, to the best of your ability, to rescue Lady Noan and return her to him safely, Lord Pitar will offer you a reward of 2,000 gold pieces. You will each be given 50 gold pieces in advance, that you might be able to cover any needed expenses. The remainder will be given to those who return with Lady Noan.

“Are there any questions?”

“How shall we recognize her?” the gnome asked.

“On the wall in the courtroom is a portrait that was commissioned last year. It is an excellent likeness of her.”

“I have previously been to the market of Castle Tiufrann,” the half-elf said. “Do you have any specifics of the castle itself?”

“We have available a map of the region and a layout of the first floor of the castle. Is that what you desire?”

“It would be better to know all of the floors.”

Several others chuckled at that comment.

“Are there any other questions at this time?”

Faces were drawn in pensive thought, but no queries were forthcoming.

“I will then give you time to talk with one another. I will return within the hour to learn of your decisions.”

As the majordomo departed, the eight individuals looked upon one another, contemplating the offer and whether they would benefit from this effort.
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2—FITESSA
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Ellina had a plush life for the working class. The world had been at peace for over a century. Major plagues dated further into history, going back five or six generations. Only those of a few other races told firsthand of the horrors they had lived through. Her brother, Menod, owned the Norgard Tavern and also had sole marketing agreements with a fine dwarven brewery. Being in this border town in Glawynia meant that there was a constant flow of business, both with the kingdom of Blengar to the north and with the centaurs to the west.

Serving as a barmaid at the tavern allowed her to meet all the interesting people who traveled on this major thoroughfare. At least that was Ellina’s perception of this well-packed dirt road that went south all the way to the capital. The royal guards stationed at the barracks in Norgard also added to the flavor of the tavern clientele. The tales others would tell in the tavern created a fascinating, rosy image of the world for her.

She was all of eighteen years old and at the prime of her beauty. Her pale, rounded face was framed by her fiery red hair and was highlighted by her sparkling green eyes. She felt her body had all the correct curves, and she wore a tight, low-cut bodice to display it to everyone else. Her brother often bantered with her about this, and he only hoped she found a decent husband before she got into trouble.

Such was not to be her luck.

Plonet was an elven minstrel who stopped at the tavern one cool autumn evening. He was thin, handsome, and rather tall for an elf, with smooth, tan skin, sandy hair and a pointed beard. He had a soothing, lilting voice, and he sang sad ballads, telling his audience of things he had supposedly seen and survived.

He told of the Great Quake that had occurred 181 years ago. It had so reshaped the world that it was now used as the reference for recording years. He also sang of the wars and the three great pestilences that had ravaged the lands in the four decades that followed.

When he finished his series of songs, Ellina found that tears were unabashedly flowing over her cheeks. He motioned for her to join him. As the hour was late and there were no other customers left, she willingly did so. She sat beside him, and he put his arm around her, consoling her and reassuring her that these were all things of the past.

As they talked, his second arm joined the first in a hug, followed by a kiss. Things progressed rather rapidly, and Ellina wound up accompanying him to his room for the night.

She never saw Plonet again, but the effects of that single night became all too evident shortly thereafter.

***

[image: ]


Ellina was very unhappy during the last period of her pregnancy. She got a lot of attention, but it was not what she wanted. She greatly preferred compliments, ribaldry and flirtation. She was also displeased with the distortion of what she had thought was a perfect figure. The fact that Menod talked to her with an “I told you so” tone only sunk her deeper into the doldrums. She ate more food more frequently, multiplying her remorse by increasing the rate at which she gained weight.

She thought nothing could worsen her depression as she entered her final month, but once again she was wrong.

Menod announced that he was going to marry Inicia. Inicia was Ellina’s childhood friend and the only girl who had given her any true competition in turning a man’s head. The problem was that there was no longer any competition, and this winsome girl was now going to displace her position in Menod’s household.

Surprisingly, their friendship survived, but Ellina resigned herself to being overweight, thereby making it a certainty. She also felt she was ugly, and her lowered self-esteem made her interpret any compliment as a twisted barb, making her cynical towards all men. The effect was cyclical, and both dress and manner wound up matching her image of herself.

***
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Inicia served as the midwife when Ellina went into labor and helped bring forth her daughter on a hot summer afternoon. Ellina was sweating profusely and was totally exhausted when Fitessa finally made her entrance. Her elfin ancestry was conspicuous, both in the darker pigment of her skin and in the distinctive shape of her ears. These factors daily reminded Ellina of the careless evening that had convoluted her future, forcing her onto a dead-end path. She raised her daughter, but the limited love and minimal affection that Fitessa received came almost solely from her aunt and uncle.

***
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Once she could maneuver on her own, Fitessa avoided her mother as much as she was able. This was especially true when her mother had been drinking, as Ellina then usually vented her anger on the hapless child. Fitessa wound up developing a strong dislike for three things in her early years. One was a distaste for anything beyond social drinking; she preferred to avoid the tavern whenever possible. She also had no interest in music, and especially for singing. Finally, she distrusted men, with the exception of Uncle Menod and Starnifsen.

Starnifsen was the brew master who dealt with her uncle. She loved the story of how his name was chosen, and often had him retell it.

“Well, I do not recall this myself, of course, being a tad too young at the time, but my parents claim that I was born during the Great Quake. Crockery and glassware were falling and shattering all around, and a great crack opened in the wall. My parents wanted to flee to a safer spot, but being right in the midst of birthing, things were sort of out of their control.

“Somehow, neither they nor I were harmed by that catastrophe. My father felt the gods were smiling upon us, though he couldn’t imagine why we merited it. My mother said that a lucky star must have been shining down on us, and that idea stuck. And it was wedged so strongly into her mind that there was no dislodging it. I therefore was pegged with it as my name.”

***
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Fitessa was pretty and charismatic, though a bit shorter and more solid than was the norm for half-elves. Her light brown hair had distinct red highlights, and there was always a gleam to her deep brown eyes. She had a quick mind and a knack for numbers that startled Menod. He was certain it was inherited from her father, as it was totally absent in her mother.

By the age of ten, she was keeping the inventory for both the tavern and brewery, and she took on the chore with a mature seriousness. She began to accumulate knowledge about all of the different beers, ales, wines and meads from the different realms, absorbing and retaining all that she learned.

At the age of twelve she was apprenticed to a trader, financed by a mutual agreement between her uncle and the dwarf. They correctly foresaw her great potential for trading in alcoholic beverages, including marketing their beer far and wide, and she earned her journeyman status by the remarkably young age of fifteen, meaning she was ready to go into business on her own.

Her only shortcoming was physical. She stood only fifty-six inches in height, and she lacked any muscle to defend her sharp tongue. When she began business, backed by her two benefactors, they added two bodyguards. A strong dwarf with experience in fighting was hired to drive the cart and a man-at-arms rode along. Their role was to protect against thieves on the road and to support Fitessa as needed when she bought and sold in towns and cities.

This wound up working out fairly well. She first traveled only in Glawynia and Blengar, including developing a degree of professional friendship with the wine master at King Algar’s castle in the city of Gara. As her experience increased, she expanded her market to include Indrose. She became the sole dealer with the centaurs to the west and she also got a trade agreement with the gnomes far to the south. By the time she was twenty, she had made some excursions far to the east into both Ilyia and Eslardia.

The success of the trade unfortunately attracted the occasional attention of bandits and brigands, but she was smart enough to recognize when her entourage was outnumbered. It clearly cut into the profits, but they wound up being able to still operate in the black. During those five years, Fitessa also became competent with the broadsword and dagger, though she rarely applied that proficiency. Nonetheless, having that skill played an important role in enabling her to maintain her confidence, and that was critical in dealing with others in the liquor business.

***
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A major change occurred shortly after her twentieth birthday. She was just finishing her meal at an eatery in Reslow, the capital of Ilyia, when she was approached by a small old man, his age predominantly made visible by the thinning of his hair. He wore nondescript clothes and had no marking features that caught her attention. He stood still with his cap in his hand, waiting for her convenience.

Uncertain of what he wanted or whom he represented, she placed her dining cloth on the table and turned to squarely face him. “Might I be able to help you?” 

“You be the Tradeswoman Fitessa, be that not so?”

“Yes.”

“I come from one who wishes to offer you a proposition.”

“And who might that be?”

“She wishes that not be made public. Mayhap you’ll come with me that you and she might meet and talk together?”

Fitessa glanced at the nearby table where her two guards were seated.

The old man followed her eyes.

“Nay. I swear by the gods that it be safe. You need not their aid, and the one I serve wishes to meet with you alone.”

The little man slowly drew his dagger, hilt first, and offered it to her.

“I offer mine own life as a promise of this pledge, should you question it.”

Recognizing that there could still be great danger, despite this interesting offer of faith, she accepted the dagger and decided to follow him. Her curiosity was certainly piqued. As they passed the guards’ table, she motioned them to sit back down, though she left her pouch with them for safekeeping.

The stranger donned his cap and led Fitessa to a section of the city with which she was unfamiliar. Stopping at a doorway on a dark byway, he glanced to both sides. Seeing no one else around, he rapped firmly on the oaken portal. A mumbled exchange followed with the person within, but the half-elf was unable to catch the actual words, despite her better than normal hearing ability.

The door opened and she was hurried in. It then closed firmly behind her. She saw that the doorman was an elf, and he silently slipped a bolt back into place, securing the room.

“Please follow me,” he said.

Fitessa noted that her escort had again removed his cap. She and the little man followed the elf as he strode down the hallway and stepped into a dimly lit sitting room. A veiled woman sat in a cushioned chair on one side of a small glass table. Some exquisite desserts and two crystal goblets filled with an amber liquor were before her. The elf silently motioned for Fitessa to take the other seat.

“The two of you can leave us for now,” the woman said in a quiet but authoritative voice. “I will call should either of us desire anything.”

As they exited, the doors were closed firmly behind them.

“Pardon the secrecy, but it is necessary in my profession.”

“And what might that be?” Fitessa asked.

“In due time. Let me first discuss some particulars...and help yourself to the food and drink. I assure you that they are both safe.” So saying, the hostess ate a canapé and sipped from one goblet.

“No, thank you. Business first.”

“Fine. I like that attitude.”

Fitessa was certain she could discern a smile beneath the veil.

“You have a profitable business, Tradeswoman Fitessa. However, it is possible to increase your profits. You pay two or three guards to accompany you, and loss to thieves takes away from what you get to bring home. Would it not be advantageous if these business expenses were decreased?”

“That is obvious and unquestionable. You certainly have my attention.”

“You have developed a broader range of travel than most in your profession, due in part to the select wares you market. My guild is in need of a trusted courier to deliver messages between various points. We believe that you could fill that need.

“In return, we would take over supplying your guards, at no expense to you. We would also greatly decrease the interference you experience, though it might be necessary to sometimes stage a mock raid so as not to draw any attention, if you understand?”

“I believe I do, but I have some questions regarding what I am nearly certain is your guild, that I might separate rumor from reality.”

“Ask, and then I will decide whether I will answer.”

“I take it that you belong to the Thieves’ Guild. What is your rank?”

“I am the Master of the guild here in Ilyia. That is why I cannot let you know who I am, at least not at this time.”

“Understood. If I accept this offer, does it mean that I will be a member of the guild? If so, what are my responsibilities?”

“You will be a member of the guilds in Ilyia, Indrose, Glawynia, Blengar and Eslardia. I speak on behalf of my counterparts in each of the other kingdoms, with their total approval. The role you will be playing was worked out to meet all of our needs. Should you take on this mantle, the responsibilities would entail a lifetime membership. Your dues to each guild would be forgiven, unless you elect to expand beyond your duty of serving as our messenger.

“You will know the signals and passwords that will allow you to recognize those who will send or receive messages, and you will also be taught the skills of our trade, as they may be needed in the future. Should you so desire, we will supply a system to cache your increased profits so that you don’t have to explain them to anyone else. In addition, since you won’t actually be stealing, nor will you be transporting stolen goods, you should not have to worry about dealing with the unpleasantries that careless members of our guild must unfortunately face.

“Are you interested?”

Fitessa found that she was tense. She eased herself back into the seat and contemplated the offer. It was very appealing, but it also carried some risks. The penalty for thieves in Glawynia was a long dungeon term, but others were far worse. In Blengar, a first offender lost a hand, followed by losing your head if you were caught again. In Indrose, the sequence was a branding of your hand with a hanging as the sequel. She wasn’t sure what it was in other kingdoms, but that wasn’t important if she wasn’t going to be “at risk”, or so she was being told.

However, if her role was learned, she could easily become a target for officials in any kingdom. In addition, an upheaval within any guild could be expensive. How real were these hazards? Did they outweigh the immediate financial benefits that were being offered? She was certain that this was a one-time offer; she had to decide now. Also, if she declined, might they decide to guarantee her silence permanently?

“What about the two guards I have currently employed?”

“You would complete their contract with them. We certainly want nothing to draw attention to any change in your system.”

“And how often would I be expected to deliver messages?”

“It would be rather infrequent. I guess not more than a few times a year. It would only be an alternate to existing channels, and we wouldn’t expect you to change your normal trade routes. We therefore do not envision giving you any priority notes with a set time limitation for delivery.”

“Hmm,” she mumbled, thereby allowing a bit longer to consider this important decision. She figured that the infrequent need for her services probably meant that they already had other such messengers operating for them, even though she had never heard of any. That in itself was clearly a positive factor.

“One last question needs to be raised. You mentioned that I would be a member of the guild for life. What happens when I retire from trading?”

“At that point, independent of whether you do or do not decide to apply the other skills you have gained by then, you would have to start paying your dues. The cost would be based on your monetary status at that time, but the goal is not to sap our members, as that is counterproductive. We merely wish to make sure that we have the funds required to keep the system well-oiled and operating smoothly.”

“Do you think Vegar would take great offense that some of my loyalty is deferred to Lulila?”

“No,” she laughed. “He’s an understanding god and has very close relations with his sister, despite the fact that many of her followers prey upon his. I take it that you are accepting the offer?”

“Yes, I guess that I am. So, what does this entail, and what do followers of the goddess of thieves, liars and gamblers offer her, anyway?”

“To answer your second question first, she is pleased when she is given a coin gained from another. It should be presented on the first Moonday of each month, either in a temple or, as is far more common, by ‘losing’ it in some place such as an uncultivated field or a sewer. In your case, setting aside a coin that you received as payment for a delivery would qualify.

“For your other question, all you need to do at this time is wear this on the ring finger of your left hand.”

She produced a silver ring with some dark geometric markings on a disk region.

Fitessa took it and tried it on. It fit perfectly.

“As I told you, Fitessa, our machine is well-oiled. Once you get back to Glawynia, you will be contacted in a discrete manner. The ring is unique, and the other Guild Masters are aware of it. After our agents have begun serving as your guards, we will start your training and make use of you as a courier.

“For now, you will be taken back to the tavern where you are residing. Your guards are there, correct?”

“They better be.”

“Fine. I don’t know if you and I will ever meet again personally, but I wish to welcome you into the guild. If you need any help in the future, you can always turn to the guild, but be aware that services do carry expenses. Like traders, we are in the business to turn a profit.”

The picture of the Master Thief’s broad grin stayed in Fitessa’s mind all the way back to the inn, and it lasted far longer than that, too.

***
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Over the course of the next few years, Fitessa found that her margin of profit did expand handsomely. The guilds supplied guards and the number of robberies decreased markedly. Once in a while, a robbery was faked so that no special attention would be drawn to her unnatural luck, and she sometimes still had to operate with independent operators who were not members of any guild.

The only case that bothered Fitessa was when a robbery was acted out as an excuse to kill a thief who had broken some guild rule. She never learned what his actual transgression had been. He had been assigned as one of her guards and was joking about the “robbers” who had “attacked” them when the other guard stepped up behind him and slipped a dagger between his ribs and into his heart. It was then made to look like part of the robbery.

This had happened less than a year after she had joined the guild. It taught her to never fully trust the thieves. She also refrained from developing any ties of friendship with her guards, as the future for individuals in this profession was always questionable.

Fitessa found that the guild responsibilities were light. She was occasionally given an item to deliver, with directions of who was supposed to receive it. The actual items varied and the passwords changed frequently, but that was no problem. Once it appeared to be a bottle of cheap wine. Another time it was a dagger. On one occasion it was a book of lewd drawings. She didn’t know where or how the messages were hidden, and she found that she was not curious to learn. It seemed that ignorance served as another layer of protection for herself.

The one part of the arrangement that did get her full attention was the training in thieving skills. The guild members who traveled with her would pass the time between towns teaching her what they knew. This included both time in the cart and at the campsites.

She obtained a nice set of thieves’ tools and kept it hidden in a hollowed spot in the underside of the cart seat. It consisted of a set of wires and both straight and hooked tin metal rods for picking locks and testing for trap mechanisms. She made a point of never carrying the kit on her body, because it would be incriminating evidence that could lead to a conviction, in and of itself, in some kingdoms and baronies.

Some of the thieves lectured her on the use of the tools. Others taught by example, picking the locks on the chests in her cart. As she mastered a particular lock, she replaced it with a different variety. This gave her the material to expand her expertise under a legal umbrella. She also learned that the more expensive locks were by no means necessarily safer.

She also liked the lessons in picking pockets, though she doubted if she would ever risk applying them. It was a challenging use of her manual dexterity. She found that it required a mixture of deft movement of her hands, careful timing and distraction. The distraction could either be created purposefully or occurring happenstance, but it was a most critical factor. The only targets used to test this skill were her guards. They were usually quite experienced themselves, so the successful ventures were cherished, watching their faces as she returned the purloined pouch or item. They, in turn, pulled the same prank on her, and she was glad that it steadily became harder for them to succeed.

At the campsites, she also gained lessons and practice in hiding, moving quietly and listening attentively. Testing for traps and backstabbing were discussed on occasion, but she deferred from testing her ability in either skill. She hoped that neither would ever be necessary. However, she did improve her use of the dagger and also gained an adequate proficiency with throwing knives. These did get tested a few times in aiding her guards in dealing with inexperienced, would-be bandits, and Fitessa had no question of her advancements.

***
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One eventful thing occurred during Fitessa’s thirtieth year, though it didn’t cause any major change in her lifestyle. It dealt more with the past than the future. It occurred as she was finishing the sale of three legs of dwarven beer at a tavern in western Ilyia. The deal included room and board for herself and her guards.

“You’ll find dinner most pleasin’ tonight,” the innkeeper commented, “as we’s havin’ th’ pleasure o’ th’ finest voice I’s ever heard. It’s been nearly two decades since last ‘e was by this way.”

“Actually, if you’re having a minstrel perform, I think I’ll either eat early or, if that’s not convenient, I’ll have my meal up in my room.”

“But this’s the great Plonet what’s gonna be singin’.” 

“Did you say his name is Plonet?”

“Aye.”

“Is he an elf?”

“Be there any other great balladeer by th’ same name?”

“I don’t know. Can you describe him?”

“Well, he looks like an elf...but that’s as is expected, right? What more can I say? They all looks ‘bout th’ same, if’n you knows what I mean.”

“Do you know his age?”

“Can’t say as I do, but he’s over a couple centuries, at least, as ‘e was ‘round when th’ Quake came ‘bout. Why’s you got so many questions all o’ a sudden?”

“Never mind...but I think I will eat downstairs. Thank you for your help.”

***
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Fitessa found herself walking aimlessly around the town, deeply mulling over what she expected to face later that evening. This had to be her father, an elven minstrel named Plonet with a sweet voice who sang sorrowful tales of the Great Quake and the terrors that followed it. One part of her wanted to see him while another part told her to stay away. She was somewhat surprised by the level of emotions that ran through her mind.

What was to be gained by this meeting? Why had he left her mother, destroying her? Why had he never visited? Did he care about the damage he had done? Was it the subject of another of his lamentations? Would she even have the courage to confront him? Returning to her original question, what was to be gained?

It was a relatively small town, and she was only half aware that she was retracing the same route over and over again or that her guards followed a short distance behind her. Nonetheless, she couldn’t find meaningful answers to any of her questions. She had often sought Vegar’s advice on business, and that had helped instill a degree of confidence that allowed her to reach a conclusion and follow it through, but this was clearly not his domain. Nor did she want advice from Lulila. Lies were not what she sought, nor did she want to base her actions on mere chance.

This issue did not really fall within the realm of any particular god or goddess, at least not of those she knew. Perhaps there was an elven deity who could answer her prayers, but she was unfamiliar with that half of her heritage, so she knew not toward whom the prayer should be directed.

Looking up, she saw that she was standing in front of Perical’s Tavern. It was time for the evening meal, as dusk was settling in. Perhaps there was nothing better than just gambling that the outcome would make the venture worthwhile. With a brief prayer to Lulila, she straightened her shoulders and walked into the dining room.

***
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The meal tasted rather good, but her nervousness kept her from truly appreciating it. She told her guards that she would be staying up for the entertainment, but they should go to bed when they were tired. They would all be leaving early in the morning, as was previously scheduled, and it was important that they were well rested and ready to fulfill their obligations.

Plonet was introduced just after Fitessa had begun her dessert. The serving girls tried to meet their clients’ needs without disturbing the minstrel’s songs. From the first ballad, Fitessa found that there was no longer any question. This was her father. The songs matched the stories she had been told, and she saw the effect they were having on the others present. Somehow, though, they washed over her without penetrating her at all in an emotional sense.

The songs continued, and his voice did not falter. He did not seem to direct his songs of melancholy to anyone. Instead, he sang to himself, with his eyes closed most of the time. The audience slowly dwindled until only Fitessa remained. Then he suddenly changed his style, in that he stared straight into her eyes as his voice relayed a story of unrequited love.

As the verses progressed, he moved across the room until he was sitting at her table. With the last line, he smiled at her and lifted her hand in his.

“Is this what you do every night?” she asked.

“Pardon me, miss?”

“I asked if this is the system you regularly use to find a starry-eyed nighttime partner to warm your bed?”

“You must misunderstand me—”

“No, I don’t think I do,” she said rather crisply as she pulled her hand free. “I stayed because I want to talk with you, but nothing more. Are you willing to talk?”

“Well, yes—”

“Good. Do you remember, about thirty-one years ago, a green-eyed, red-haired girl in Norgard Tavern in the town of the same name in Glawynia near the Blengar border?”
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