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Chapter 1

 

 

 

 

As the boat took Dal across the Strait of Tannall, he felt a sense of foreboding come over him.

It had nothing to do with the domain he was about to enter. Kirradoon was one of several kingdoms that made up the Clavely Islands. It was an island all its own, and from what he’d heard it was doing well for itself.

It had nothing to do with the water, or the weather, as both were calm. Summer was half over, but he’d been told there were still four or five months until the cold, snow, and fog came over the kingdom. All ought to be well for him to carry out his trade of liberating wealth from rich men who refused to give generously to those who weren’t rich or were otherwise mean.

No, the foreboding had to do with the reason for him crossing the little body of water. He’d gotten caught up in a minor adventure on the other side of the Strait. One of the things he did as part of that adventure was assure a woman that he’d tell her older sister that she had come through her trouble fine and life was getting back to normal. That meant that before he could try to resume his trade he had to deliver a message.

He could have decided not to. But his reputation as a thief and rogue who sometimes did good deeds wouldn’t allow that. It was that reputation, along with his skills as a thief, that had seen him safely through adventures before. Even if he’d never visit Kirradoon again, carrying that message would earn him an ally, and a witch at that. A thief who traveled the world always needed allies. So he planned to go through with this last part of the adventure in the hope that he’d get back to his trade.

The boat came ashore at a dock in the town of Delfirlin, which was also the name of the dukedom. The town was a collection of stone buildings clustered along narrow streets. The dockside was active but not particularly busy. The noise of conversations were low, and apparently not because a stranger was passing by.

Past the dockside was the central marketplace of the town. There seemed to be fair business going on, not active but hardly dead. Men and women were at their trades or hawking wares, but there seemed to be little passion to their efforts. Folk were dressed plainly, both in style and in color. Except for the way of speaking, there was nothing unusual about the town.

That caught his attention. From what he’d heard the folk of Kirradoon were a lively bunch. They had bright music, strong alcohol, and good cheer. There was no sense of doom or despair going around. It was that the town seemed dull. The cities, towns, and villages of this kingdom weren’t supposed to be dull, and port towns were never dull.

Something was amiss in Kirradoon. Dal was tempted to dash back to the boat and flee, but he had an errand to run.

He decided the safest thing for him to do was seek some answers from those in his trade. He had to go to a few taverns before he was told where he might find someone associated with the local thieves. He was directed to a pawn shop back by the docks. He arrived there a couple of hours before sunset.

He approached a dark-haired man with thin hair and a long nose, who was dusting some pots and pans in the shop. “Excuse me, but I’m looking for Master Engis.”

“That would be me,” the man replied in a sharp voice. “Who might you be?”

“Dal, thief and rogue.”

The man laughed. “Sure, and I’m the King of the Fairy Folk.”

“Shall I prove it to you?”

“If you can.”

On the adventure he was best known for, Dal picked up an amulet that allowed him to speak in any tongue, and to hear any tongue. It had been crafted by a wizard for the wizard’s own use in a distant land. Dal acquired it in part by picking it up off a table, and in part by accidentally stabbing the wizard to death.

He always regretted that accident, in part because he hated violence, but mostly because it made the resulting adventure far more complicated that it would have been if he’d just wounded the fellow and carried him along.

Dal could cite any number of his adventures and thefts. But in traveling and getting involved in more of both, the tales of his deeds spread. Sometimes these tales were told in amusing ways and sometimes in infuriating ways. Therefore it was harder and harder for him to simply recount his activities and prove himself.

The amulet was part of that adventure in Romallia with the magical ship and the desert domains. It was the one thing that only the real Dal could possess. No wizard would make a copy for anyone who didn’t already have an impressive title and an excellent reason to own it. So if a common fellow said he was Dal and used the amulet, you had to believe him.

Dal took out the amulet and put it on. “How is this for convincing proof, my good man?” he asked. He did so in his own tongue, which he kept in his memory for times like this.

“Why, it is you,” Engis replied.

While the amulet allowed Dal to hear and be heard in other tongues, it didn’t change the appearance of his lips as they moved. It was obvious to anyone who saw him use it that magic was involved. What they’d heard wouldn’t match the movements they were used to seeing.

“Indeed it is me,” Dal said. “And no doubt you’ll find this distracting, so I’ll take it off.”

“If you please, aye.”

Dal put away the amulet. “I hear the folk around here speak the same tongue as others in the Clavely Islands, but the accent is quite different.”

“Tis true, yes. In ancient times were were a folk all our own, with our own tongue. But we’ve lost wars to our neighbors to the south. Won them as well, but time and trade wore away the ancient ways, till all we have left is our accents.”

“That’s a shame.”

“It is, it is. So, are you here to practice your trade?”

“Not just yet. I have an errand to perform.”

“That would be good, Dal from far away. You’ll find bad men around here aplenty.”

“Really? The way this town’s seemed, I’d have thought the kingdom had flattened out.”

“Flattened?”

“Yes. The rich lost some of their wealth and the rest gained a little. Matters seem quite dull around here.”

“Well, we’re all dancing on the edge of a blade these days.”

“How so?”

“Does it matter to you?”

“Of course. I’m hardly going to practice my trade in dangerous times. Indeed, am I going to have trouble carrying out my errand?”

“What errand would that be, by the by?”

“I’m taking a message from a younger sister who lives across the Strait to her older sister. It’s been a while since they met or had messages exchanged. The younger sister is safe, and asked me to assure her older sister that all is well.”

“Don’t seem like much of an errand for you. If you don’t mind me saying.”

“I got caught up in a little adventure with the younger sister.”

Engis smiled. “Well, that does sound like you. Can’t say much than that, no?”

“I’d rather not. The younger sister suffered a little embarrassment. Probably better to keep the tale within the family, at least for now.”

“Fair enough, I’d say.”

“You said folk were dancing on the edge of a blade. Why are folk nervous?”

“Big events around the kingdom, you see. We’ve gained ourselves a new King.”

“And no one’s happy about that?”

“Aye. Don’t say this so you might be heard, but the whispers are that the old King was murdered by the new King. Or perhaps by His Majesty’s wife.”

“Murder? And this new King isn’t in trouble?”

“Aye. Before he took the throne Merfrey, he’s the new King, assembled himself a company of archers. Once on the throne, he forbid the Dukes from having archers of their own. Not that he really had to go that far, they say. He paid his company well.”

“I should hope so.”

“Sorry?”

“Never mind. Are folk bothered by these rumors of murder?”

“That, aye. But also that King Merfrey has vowed to expand the kingdom.”

“And how does he plan to do that?”

“By crossing the Strait with his archers, seeing as that’s the only way to go about making the kingdom larger.”

Dal nodded. “Which means folk here fear loss of trade.”

“Aye. Wars only benefit them that wins them.”

“Does your Duke support this new King?”

“No, but there’s little he can do. Not that His Grace isn’t burning to try. But there’s not much that a Duke and his few soldiers can do against a King, is there?”

“No.” Dal found himself grinning, though he knew it was foolish to do so. “Still, a man who could help him might earn a fair reward for his trouble.”

Engis laughed. “If the man didn’t end up going to the Gods first.”

“True.”

“But if there’s one man in the world that could do it, it’d be Dal of the magical ship, wouldn’t it?”

Dal sighed. “Always seems so, doesn’t it?”

Chapter 2

 

 

 

 

Dal spent the rest of his day resting once he’d found a room for the night. The following morning he made his way to the Duke’s manor. It was a fair-sized residence on a tiny rise that did give it a view of the sea and the landscape beyond the town.

Dal put on his amulet before walking up to the front entrance. The two soldiers on duty clapped their hands to the hilts of their swords as he approached. He kept a mild expression on his face. “I should like to speak with His Grace,” he said.

The soldiers blinked. They’d apparently never seen a man speak their tongue while his lips moved in a different way.

“Is that going to be a problem? Is he busy? Is he not here?”

The soldier on the right shook his head. “Are you a wizard?”

“No. I’m merely wearing an enchanted amulet.”

“Then who are you? Why do you wish to see His Grace?”

“Tell him about my amulet. If he hasn’t heard of it, I might give my name. But I’d rather not give it. It could be troublesome, for His Grace and for me.”

The soldier looked at the man standing beside him. He nodded once. The other soldier went inside the manor. Dal took a step back and waited. Several silent moments passed when the door opened. The second soldier had a third with him, a tall man whom Dal presumed was a Sergeant or a Captain from his bearing.

“What’s all this about?” the officer asked.

“I should like to speak with His Grace, sir,” Dal replied.

“What for?”

“I should like to ask him about matters going on in the kingdom. Matters, I take it, that have him displeased.”

The officer pointed at Dal. “Is that magic?”

Dal held up his amulet. “Indeed it is.”

“But you’re not a wizard.”

“No. It’s a possession of mine. A prized possession. One for which I’m known. Among certain folk, that is. I learn the tongues of the lands I visit so everyone doesn’t have to hear my speak their tongue while watching my lips move a different way.”

The officer’s stance straightened. “I see. You’re a bold fellow, aren’t you?”

“I’d rather not be, most of the time. Circumstances force me to be bold every now and again.”

“Very well. I’ll risk letting you in. But do watch yourself.”

Dal bowed his head. “Absolutely.”

The officer held the door open for Dal. Dal stepped through the doorway. He followed the officer into a corridor. They passed a closed grand door that Dal presumed led to the main hall. They went past two plainer doors opposite that room and stopped at a third next to the hall. The officer opened the door.

The room beyond was a reading and writing room of some sort. There was a large curtained window opposite the door. Against the wall to Dal’s right were shelves of books and locked boxes. Just past the window was a chair and a writing table. Two cushioned chairs sat along the wall by the door. There was a closed door along the wall to Dal’s left, with a tapestry of a battle to one side of the door and another of the dukedom on the other side.

The door to the room was closed behind Dal. He was amused to hear a lock turned. If the officer suspected who Dal might be, then he had to know that he’d be able to get out of the room easily. Dal guessed that this was a stern gesture by the officer, or was to keep anyone from interrupting him and the Duke once they were talking. Dal decided to be a good guest and examined the books on the shelves.

A few moments passed before the other door to the room opened. In strode a man slightly shorter than average. He did have a strong build, along with blue eyes and light brown hair. He appeared to be several years older than Dal, but walked with the stride of a younger man. His clothes were clean and in fair shape, but he was dressed plainly and wore nothing but a wedding ring and a necklace with the seal of the dukedom on it.

Dal bowed his head. “Your Grace?”

“Aye, I’m Duke Dinall. I take it you’re the famed outlaw, Dal the Thief?” The man’s voice had a gruff and rough tone to it.

“I am Dal the Thief, Rogue, and occasional adventurer, Your Grace. I trust seeing my amulet work proves I am who I claim to be.”

“It does. Can you not speak our tongue?”

“I can. I merely use the amulet to introduce myself. I can take it off if you wish?”

“I do indeed.”

Dal took it off and put it away.

“Not afraid of it getting taken, are you?”

Dal smiled. “No, Your Grace. I had a few extra enchantments added to it.”

“I have heard you’ve done some good for our neighbors to the south.”

“That I have, Your Grace. I prefer to ply my trade. But my trade and my adventures have given me a broad range of skills. If I’m paid well enough I’m happy to take honest work every now and again.”

“Honest work? What sort of honest work are you looking for here?”

“It might not be entirely honest work, Your Grace. I hear folk around here are concerned about their new King.”

Duke Dinall heaved out a sigh. “That would be most true. The King’s a weasel and there’s a wee drop we can do about him.” He pointed to the pair of chairs. “Let’s sit and talk.”

“Thank you, Your Grace.”

The Duke allowed Dal to sit down first. “What have you heard about His Majesty?”

“For one, that’s there’s a rumor he poisoned the old King.”

“Aye.”

“Do you believe the rumor, Your Grace?”

“I do and I don’t, Dal. King Merfrey is said to have poisoned King Duggin. And it’s not just rumor among the common folk, either. Other Dukes think that’s what happened. It’s even said that Her Majesty has been boasting of it. In private, of course.”

“What do you think?”

“I’m inclined to believe the tale, but not completely. King Duggin was a good man but he was getting old. The real trouble with the man was that none of his children lived to become adults. So his heir was either going to be a Duke or his younger brother’s son. Merfrey was Duke of Perling, and so it seems he schemed to make himself heir.”

“Is there something wrong with the old King’s nephew?”

“No. It’s just that he spent most of his time away from the Royal Court. And why shouldn’t he? Twas only five years ago that King Duggin’s last child died in a riding accident.”

“Was it an accident?”

“Aye. Snake startled her horse, it dashed away, and carried her straight into a low-hanging tree branch. Poor girl suffered for a day before passing.”

“And this Merfrey was nowhere nearby?”

“He and his wife were here when it happened. Him and his wife didn’t seem too sad about the death, I’ll say that. But unless his witch of a wife is more powerful than the greatest wizard in the world, they had nothing to do with the Princess’ death.”

“Witch? Her Majesty is a witch?”

“Aye.”

“What sort of a witch, Your Grace?”

Dinall laughed. “A witch with more coins than spells, I can tell you that. From what I’ve heard from other witches, she’s fair but far from great. Didn’t stop Tarra, once she was Queen, from removing the Royal Wizard from his post.”

“She ousted the Royal Wizard?”

“Aye. Told Master Maccom that his services were no longer needed, seeing as His Majesty has his wife the witch as his Queen.”

“Where’s this wizard now?”

“West of here in Karhan with Duke Barhew. It’s only happened in the last month or so. Therefore no one’s yet felt themselves in danger.”

“Not even the nephew of the former King?”

“No. Danfin, that’s King Duggin’s nephew, he’s living very quietly near a lake in the mountains to the north near Eggan.”

“Why is he living quietly?”

“He would like to fight King Merfrey. Maccom would. Half us Dukes would.”

“Why don’t you?”

“For one thing, Merfrey moved the seat of power from Anningess, where it’s been since we forged our own kingdom, to his own dukedom of Perling. And while it’s true there’s no castle there, just a manor, that manor has plenty of open ground around it. The whole city sits in a wide valley. You could see an army coming.”

“But with a manor and not a castle, Your Grace?”

“Might not matter. Merfrey spent the last few years building a company of archers. Once he got himself crowned, he demanded that all the Dukes either dismiss their archers or send them to him. One Duke refused. Two days later the King’s Archers, that’s what they call themselves, surrounded him manor and started shooting arrows into it. After that most of us who dislike the King chose to burn our bows and arrows. Tis no justice in that, but what can we do?”

“Not burn them?”

Dinall shook his head. “After that little demonstration of power His Majesty sent parts of the company all over the kingdom. We spent the first week or two of summer showing that we were going to obey his command about archers.”

“I see.”

“Just in the last week His Majesty has decided, with the consultation of a few of his loyal Dukes and no one else, to raise taxes to build himself a fine castle in Perling, and to raise an army.”

“I’d heard something about waging war, Your Grace.”

“Aye. The man thinks he can take land from our neighbors and build up our kingdom. The fool knows nothing of trade, and only a little of war. Honestly, he’s a clever street bully born the son of a Duke with a smart but untalented witch at his side.”

“But he is letting his rivals live, Your Grace.”

“For now. He only took the throne at the start of summer, Dal. If nothing is done against him by the time summer comes around again, Danfin and Maccom will be dead. Perhaps a couple more of us Dukes as well. But until Merfrey sits easy on the throne, he’s making himself seem a kind and generous King.”

“Not that kind or generous, Your Grace.”

“True. I suppose it’s better to say that he’s trying not to be an utter bastard right away.”

“No.”

“You’re not from here, Dal, as far as anyone knows. Or are you?”

“I wouldn’t need the amulet if I was from this kingdom.”

“Right. Then, I’ll go ahead and ask, what do matters here in Kirradoon pose any sort of concern for you?”

“None, Your Grace.”

“Honest, at least.”

“Yes, but that’s hardly the whole truth. What does Kirradoon matter to me? Nothing. Well, I can’t say completely nothing, for I do have someone to visit.”

“Who?”

“A witch. Not for me, but for her younger sister. Carrying a message from the younger to the older will end the adventure I had helping the younger sister. But that’s it, Your Grace.”

“You’re leaving something out.”

“Yes. I can’t practice my preferred trade here because folk are tense. It also doesn’t seem that there are all that many rich and greedy men to steal from.”

“You could steal from His Majesty.”

Dal smiled. “The thought has crossed my mind, Your Grace.”

“And?”

“The trouble with stealing from Kings and Dukes, aside from the fact that they command soldiers, is that more often than not their wealth is in the form of taxes their subjects pay. I’d have no problem stealing from a noble whose taxes were too high. Nor in stealing from a noble who was supplementing his taxes with bribes from merchants, or thefts, or some other form of criminal activity. There’s nothing wrong in my mind, in the minds of most in my trade, in stealing from a thief.”

“No honor among your trade?”

“There’s honor, Your Grace. But you have to be honorable to others to be treated with honor. You steal from the poor, you cheat the poor, or you just hurt those weaker than you, and you make yourself a fair target.”

“Why?”

“It’s simple, Your Grace. We’re usually poor and weak ourselves. If you steal bread and don’t share, someone’s likely to steal your bread and not share with you. That’s a good way to starve. So you share in the belief that if someone lucks into some meat, or vegetables, or what have you, they’ll share with you.

“And it goes from there. You watch for soldiers or street bullies so others will watch for you. You stand up for someone who takes a beating, knowing that they’ll stand for you if you end up on the bad end of a fist, a club, or a dagger. What works for common folk in villages, towns, and cities works for us on the other side of the law, Your Grace.”

“And King Merfrey?”

“Seems to me he’s stolen the throne. Perhaps not through murder, but he’s certainly taken it without it being his.”

“That he did. Talked his way into old King Duggin’s castle. Talked the old man out of making his nephew his heir, even if the man wasn’t completely experienced at ruling.”

“And now he’s taken what he’s stolen and trying to get his hands on more. He’s making himself the sole power of this kingdom. He’ll do what he wants, tax whom and what he wants, fight whom he wants, and you have to stand by.”

“We can’t stand by forever, Dal.”

“But you can’t fight him right now, can you, Your Grace?”

“No. It’ll take years to gather a force to challenge him.”

“And how poor will your dukedom be by then? How poor will the kingdom be? How many good men will be lost?”

“Then what do you propose we do? Fight when we’re weak?”

Dal grinned. “Why fight at all, Your Grace?”

“What? Not fight?” Dinall’s brow furrowed. “What are you on about, man?”

“I say, if King Merfrey stole the throne, stole your kingdom, steal it back.”

Dinall’s mouth was frozen open for a moment. He frowned, shook his head, leaned back, then his face softened. “Steal it back?”

“Of course. Think about it, Your Grace. What better discouragement for someone stealing a throne, well, stealing it without a good cause, than to have it stolen from them? You said it yourself. King Merfrey is a street bully with a title. No one likes street bullies. At times they have their uses, but no one really likes them. So we deal with your King like the street bully he is. We beat him at his own cheating game.”

“How?”

“I’ll have to think about that. A few vague notions come to mind, but I’ll need time to work them out. Time, a letter or two of introduction, and getting a few others to help.”

“What can I do?”

“Write me a letter or two, Your Grace.”

“Done. What else?”

“I can’t walk around the kingdom.”

“Can you ride?”

“Well enough.”

“I suppose I can spare you a horse. But only one, and I’ll want it back in the shape I gave it to you, Dal.”

“Agreed without question, Your Grace. I know enough about horses to know you treat them well or they’ll treat you hard.”

“Good. What else?”

“The only other thing I need is to know if you know of the witch I’m seeing. Her name is Mora.”

“Yes, I know Mora the witch. Next dukedom over in Rosscolt. You didn’t know that from her sister?”

“Her younger sister didn’t know if she’d moved from there or not. She also didn’t know if she was still in the same home.”

“I believe she is.”

“Good.” Dal smiled and bowed his head. “Then a couple of letters and a horse, and I’ll see about stealing the kingdom of Kirradoon from foul King Merfrey.”

 

Chapter 3

 

 

 

 

Late the following afternoon Dal was in another coastal town, Rosscolt, in the dukedom of the same name. It was much like Delfirlin, except the landscape around the city was flatter and the Strait of Tannall far broader. It didn’t appear to be more prosperous than the other town but neither was it poorer. It appeared to be in the same somber state as the rest of the kingdom.

Mora lived in a cottage at the inland edge of the town. It fit in like the cottages around it, save for the sign where the walkway to the front door met the street. The sign merely said, “Witch,” and was white on brown wood. Dal strode up the walkway and knocked on the front door.

His knock was answered by a slender woman with a warm face and green eyes. “What can I do for you, stranger?”

“Is your name Mora?”

“Aye.”

Dal took a folded piece of paper from his belt. It had been in his traveling pack, but he brought it out and put it on his belt just for this occasion. “My name is Dal. I bring you news from your sister Fanna.”
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