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Chapter 1

 

 

 

 

Dal looked at the landscape before him. He could see two cities separated by a river. He hoped this would be a sign that his trade was going to turn out for the better. He feared that two cities meant twice the chances for an adventure outside his trade.

He’d been in the kingdom of Farren for a month. The work of acquiring of wealth from the wealthy had been fair in this kingdom so far. The kingdom wasn’t as large as Romallia, but it was substantial. He’d been traveling north to see the land and get what he could take.

Although Farren was a substantial domain, it more thrived on trade within its borders than trade from beyond. That meant the merchants here didn’t get quite as rich as they did elsewhere. There were those in the southern part of the kingdom who did well from trade from Romallia and the other domains on the southern border. He’d heard that a great deal of wealth had accumulated in Farrenoc, the kingdom’s seat of power. Here, though, he wasn’t certain the prospects would be.

He knew this was the place to pick up the Sianne River to go north to Farrenoc. He decided to enter the valley, look around these two cities, and see what he could acquire, either in coins or in knowledge.

He learned as he entered one city that they were indeed two distinct cities. They were called Perra and Orren. He had come into Orren. Neither city looked all that different from the other, as far as he could tell. Both had central marketplaces close to the river. Both had modest docks and warehouses for river trade. Neighborhoods spread past the marketplaces, with the common folk closer to the river than the wealthier folk. The business buildings and better homes were made of stone, while most homes were made of wood.

There was also nothing to distinguish the folk from one city or the other. There was a mix of fair hair and dark hair, tall and short, slender and round. Everyone wore the common fashion, with the richer men and women wearing clothing with more decoration. Everyone spoke the same words and with the same accent.

The difference, so a few told him, came from the tales of the two cities. Orren was founded first as a village along a river. A man had the idea of establishing a ferry where the village was. The villagers were rude to him and created their own ferry, and profited from the ferry toll. The man, to spite them, created the village of Perra. Each village was able to attract merchants and tradesmen from the dukedoms in which they sat. The villages grew to towns and then into cities.

The river was long a border when Farren was made up of petty kingdoms. In the kingdom of Farren it became the border between two dukedoms. However, the seats of the dukedoms were far enough away that the two cities were able to thrive. One or two men told Dal that the situation might be changing, but refused to say more to him.

It was remarkable, but not what he was there for. He wanted to know if he could ply his trade. He wanted to acquire a few more coins before trying his luck in the seat of the kingdom. He wanted to find the guild of thieves, either for one city or for the both of them.

That proved hard as the day progressed. He saw no one hanging about the streets that might be able to point him to the right shop or tavern. Soldiers were about, but none appeared especially interested in him or in any disreputable folk. Indeed, he’d had to piece together what he did learn from snatches of conversations, as everyone wanted to avoid speaking for too long.

It felt to him as if the city might be nervous. Yet trade and work was going on as it did in every other village and city Dal had been to. No one was afraid to talk at least for a few moments with someone like him from far away. The soldiers didn’t seem to view him as a threat. But something was going on, that he could tell.

Part of him was curious about what that might be. Another part of him wanted him to just rest for the night and flee before he could be dragged into whatever was going on.

The trouble with fleeing, he admitted to himself, was that his coin purse was too thin to get him very far. He’d have to find work, dishonest or otherwise, if he was to keep going. It was a sad state for him to be in, but it seemed to happen every so often.

It struck him that his honest jobs paid well but he never could stay in one spot for long because of the temptation of dishonest jobs. He felt he’d have to resolve that dilemma at some point. These twin cities, however, didn’t appear to be the place to settle that problem.

After supper at a modest inn he set out to find thieves. He went into a tavern that seemed hopeful, the River’s Side. He made his way to the bar counter and found a thin man pouring drinks.

“What’s your interest, fellow?” the tavern keeper asked Dal.

“What can I get?” Dal asked in response.

“Beer if you have copper, wine if you have silver.”

Dal placed a copper on the counter. The tavern keeper drew from one of the kegs behind him.

“Perhaps you can help me,” Dal said while the man drew his beer. “I’m looking for work.”

The man shook his head. “You haven’t got breasts, my good man.”

Dal smiled. “A fair jest. No, I’m looking for other work.”

“What sort of work?”

“Work that gets coins in a hurry.”

“You from across the river?”

“I’m from a long way away from here.”

The man shook his head as he handed Dal a mug. “Sorry, no. Everyone’s keeping to themselves.”

Dal took a drink. “I’ve noticed. Why is that?”

“Do you really care?”

Dal sighed. “I suppose I need to if I’m going to follow the river.”

The man nodded toward a table to Dal’s left. “Then you ought to speak to that fellow there.”

“Who is he?”

“One of Captain Andou’s men.”

“A soldier?” Dal shook his head. “I’m trying to avoid them.”

“You want to know why you should move along? Ask him. Otherwise, you’re on your own.”

“Would that be so anywhere I went for a drink?”

“Anywhere on either bank of the river, fellow.”

Dal gritted his teeth. He gave the tavern keeper a single nod. He picked up his mug and wandered to the table in question. Seated at the table was a man close to his own age but muscular. The man was calmly sipping from a mug of beer.

“What can I do for you, stranger?” the soldier asked.

“May I join you?”

“What do you want?”

“Everyone seems to be nervous. I get bits and pieces of information, then everyone says they’re too busy to say more. Even the keeper of this very tavern said I should talk to you about events here than him. I’d like someone to tell me what’s going on.”

“Why does it matter to you?”

“I’m hoping to earn coins to get farther up the river.”

“So work.”

Dal smiled thinly. “I doubt you’d appreciate my trade.”

“Then move along.”

“How? Good looks and charm?”

“You want to join our side?”

“I’ve been close to your side. Too much work for too little pay.”

The soldier shrugged. “Your problem, not mine.”

“And what is your problem, if I might ask?”

“Do you really care?”

“No, but I feel like I’m going to have to in order to get out of this valley safe and with coins in my hands.”

“What would make you say that?”

Dal gestured with his left hand at the chair across from the soldier. The soldier nodded. Dal sat down his mug on the table. He sat down, took a drink, then leaned close to the soldier.

“Tell me, have you heard the tale of Dal and the magical ship that sailed into the heart of Romallia?”

“I’ve heard it.”

Dal stuck out his right hand. “Pleased to meet you.”

The soldier shook his head. “Sure. What else have you done?”

“Stopped the King of Andulia from marrying his daughter.”

“What proof have you got?”

Dal let out a breath. He reached behind himself. While in Romallia he’d had a belt made with a pocket to keep a gold coin from the lands he’d been to. Now and again he had to tap the belt pocket and take out the coins to prove himself. After all, only he would have gold from so many domains stamped in different tongues. Anyone else would have spent the gold, or wouldn’t be willing to show soldiers forged coins.

He handed over the coins to the soldier. As the soldier examined each one his eyes widened. When it almost seemed as though his eyes were about to leap from his head, he gave the coins back. “Impressive.”

“You can have the belt checked as well. Magic keeps these secure.”

“Someone could rob you.”

Dal smiled and shook his head. “Those in my trade wouldn’t harm one their own. Those who would won’t know me and deserve the trouble they get into.”

“I see. Well, the Captain’s going to want to talk with you.”

“Why?”

“The man with those coins might just help our cities get past the rough current we’re in right now.” The soldier waved a finger at Dal. “Finish your drink and come with me.”

“Aren’t you worried about trouble here?”

“I’m passing you along and coming back here.”

Dal did as he was asked. He followed the soldier out of the tavern. The walked down one street, crossing a handful of intersections before turning down another street. They came to a modest house. The soldier knocked on the door. He told the woman who answered the door that he wanted to let Dal speak with Captain Andou.

A moment or two later another man came to the door. He was dark-haired and seemed to be between ten and twenty years older than Dal. The soldier introduced the man as Captain Andou. He introduced Dal to the Captain. Dal had to show the Captain the coins. The Captain allowed the soldier to go on his way. He invited Dal into his house. They went into the main room. Dal sat down at a table across from the Captain.

“Your coming here is fortunate,” the Captain said.

“For whom?” Dal asked skeptically.

“I hope for everyone. What do you know about Orren and Perra?”

“The cities have been rivals for generations.”

“True. It’s not been heated for a generation or so. There still are those on both sides of the river carrying grudges. But at present we need each other far more than we need to free of each other.”

“What does that mean?”

“Merchants in both cities have seen their wealth increase as the cities have grown and come to depend on each other. We’re a center of trade not just for the dukedoms on either side of the river, but for the center of Farren.”

“Sounds like you have a good thing going.”

Captain Andou shook his head. “One thing holds is back.”

“What?”

“The border. I take my orders from one Duke. The man in command of Perra’s soldiers, Captain Virdou, takes orders from another. The soldiers on both sides of the river get along well. We help each other. But we can only help when the law of one city or the other is broken.”

“I see. If I stole something in Perra, you’d toss me back across the river to face punishment.”

“Happily.”

“But if I cheated the Duke?”

“I’d have to have permission from His Grace to arrest you.”

“How does that work?”

“Not well. Every so often bandits will camp along one of the roads leading into one city or the other. They never cause trouble for long, but a few have slipped away before we could get permission to hunt them down.”

Dal nodded. “They rob on one side of the river and hide on the other.” It was a clever scheme to make some easy coins, but was always safer when feelings were harsher on each side of a border.

“Just so. Over the last few years more and more of the leading merchants on both sides of the river want us to join into a single city with it’s own dukedom.”

Dal had learned enough about Farren to see that combined city would be almost as big as Farrenoc. “How strong is that feeling?”

“Almost strong enough. There’s two obstacles, but they’re massive rocks in the river.”

“What are they?”

“Two powerful families. They oppose all efforts to join Orren and Perra.”

“Who are they?”

“Across the river is a family of Perra winemakers led by Master Chais. Over here it’s a family of linen merchants led by Master Gerges.”

“Strange.”

“What is?” Andou asked.

“Both wine and linen both come from plants.”

Andou laughed. “Indeed.”

“Why are the families opposed this effort?”

“Master Chais believes they’ll lose income from combining the cities. Right now river trade is fair. Combine our cities and it should grow a great deal. That could mean wine coming from farther away.”

“Wine could go farther away.”

“True. But that just means more of an effort for them to improve and compete.”

“They like being important here, and don’t want to be like everyone else.”

“Just so.”

“And this other family?”

“Gerges dislikes change. He’s set in his ways, like his father was.”

“If it’s only two families that oppose this effort, what of it?”

“They’re powerful families. They have friends. All they need do is tell their friends to stand with them, and nothing will happen.”

“And that’s why these two cities are on edge?”

Andou shook his head. “No. Both families have deep roots in their cities. Members of both families in the past have taken part in the disputes between the cities. But something happened years ago between the fathers of Gerges and Chais. The families hate each other. And this effort to unite the cities has made them all the more bitter.”

“Bitter about the effort?”

“About the effort, their rivalry, everything. A few days ago cousins from the families got into a fistfight here in Orren.”

Dal felt his jaw clench. “And everyone is worried what will happen next?”

“Indeed.”

“Fighting’s not my trade, Captain.”

“Asking questions and listening are part of your trade.”

“How do you know that?”

Andou finally smiled. “I am a Captain, Dal. I know a thing or two about your trade. We had one of the best here a few years back.”

“Is he still here?”

“Alas, no. The locals told us about him. Wanted to keep us from bothering them too much.”

Dal was both displeased and satisfied and hearing that. He was quickly getting used to such conflicts, and that only bothered him more.

“Dal, I want to know if this rivalry is going to flare into more violence. Captain Virdou, across the river, shares my concern. I wish to hire you to keep watch on these families over the next several days.”

Dal sighed inwardly. He wasn’t certain about the job. However, with the tension in the city, and being in the house of a Captain, he wasn’t sure he could turn down the offer. He wasn’t going to have much if any chance to practice his own trade. He also needed coins to keep traveling, and this was a way to get them. And though the prospect of being between bitter rivals didn’t seem too safe, his own experience told him those rivals might not have as many friends as they thought they did.

“Very well, Captain. How much does this job pay?”

“I can spare a silver every other day.”

“That’s not all that much.”

“I’m going to give you a travel permit and a letter for Captain Virdou. He should be able to pay the same.”

“That’s a little better.”

“Good.”

“You know I can read, yes?”

“No, but thank you for telling me.” Andou smiled once more. “You need not fear me, Dal. Nor Virdou. As long as you remain on our side of the law, you’ll have no trouble.”

Dal raised an eyebrow. “No trouble from soldiers, you mean.”

Andou laughed. “Well, there is that. But wouldn’t you rather be out of jail than in jail?”

Dal smiled ruefully. “Curse your fine reasoning skills, Captain.”
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Dal took the permit from Captain Andou and the letter and found a room for the night. He decided to go ahead and cross the river the next morning. He was able to see Captain Virdou. He told him much the same as Andou did the night before. Armed with information, Dal chose to go to the winery to see what he could learn about that family.

The winery was just past the edge of the city. There was a substantial vineyard behind a fair wooden house and a large stone structure. At the house a servant told Dal he had to go to the winery proper to speak with any of the men in the family. Dal went to the stone building. Inside a hired man led him to a room with bottles of wine in racks, a counter that was apparently for sales, and a table and chair for a scribe. Account books sat on the table.

Two young men were behind the counter. Both were on the tall side of average. One seemed close to Dal’s own age, while the other was a few years younger. Both had dark hair and brown eyes. The younger of the two was far more handsome than the older.

“I’ve been told to seek out Master Chais,” Dal said to the other man.

“Father isn’t here,” the man replied. “I’m his oldest son, Hibirt. Beside me is my younger brother, Clade.”

Dal nodded to them. “I’m new in the region and looking for work.”

“Have you any experience in the making of wine?”

“No.”

“Can you read?” Chade asked

Hibirt shook his head. “I need no help with the accounts. Father needs no help with his letters.” He looked at Dal for an instant. “Do you know magic?”

“Why do you ask?” Dal replied.

“We might have need of a wizard.”

“There’s none in either city?”

“There is one across the river, Maurae, but he refuses to get work for us.”

“Why?”

“He’s part of this effort to bind our great city with those scoundrels across the river.”

“I’ve heard about this effort. Mostly the work of merchants.”

“Merchants whose only loyalty are to coins. We have been strong for generations. Perra can stand on its own. We are loyal to His Grace. But loyalty and tradition are in short supply these days, it seems. Still, at least the wizard does no work for that rat Gerges.”

Dal only nodded. He glanced at Chade. He noticed the younger man frowning. The frown seemed modest enough not to draw attention to itself, but just obvious enough for anyone looking at him to see his unhappiness. Dal wondered if he needed to speak with the younger brother away from his family.
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