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1

Pacian

 


Though he wouldn't admit it to anyone but
himself, Pacian Savidge hated this place. The run-down cabin where
he and his father lived had barely enough space for them to live,
let alone run a small bakery. An extension hammered into place on
the front of the cabin a couple of years ago helped for a little
while, until they outgrew that as well.

On a chilly morning before the sun was even
up, Pacian started his day. He was seventeen years of age, thin and
wiry, not overly short or tall, but certainly not built to lug
around sacks of flour. His hair was blond and his feature refined,
a far cry from the rugged craftsmen and lumberjacks who populated
the small hillside town of Coldstream.

Lazy at heart, Pacian looked for every
opportunity to get out of work, but these first few hours in the
morning were unavoidable. If he didn't set up the bakery, there
would be no bread to sell or eat that day and his father's fury
would be enormous. And so every morning without fail, Pacian
emerged from beneath his covers and braved the cold floor to stoke
the fire and get things moving.

On this particular late autumn day, right
near the end of the season, Coldstream was already feeling the
oncoming winter. The sun was rising later and later so Pacian had
to light a candle to find his way around the sparsely furnished
cabin. They hadn't always been this poor, nor had they always lived
in this cold place. Pacian had memories of a place near the sea, of
a larger bakery his mother and father had run together, before
everything went wrong somehow.

Better times.

Pacian sighed in resignation when he entered
the kitchens and saw his father slumped over a table, a rattling
snore coming from his mouth and a bottle half-filled with cheap
wine on the table before him. He was slightly overweight, with a
receding hairline and streaks of gray through what remained. Aside
from some superficial similarities, Pacian bore little resemblance
to his father, but one of their shared traits was a short temper.
He stifled the urge to swear loudly at what was becoming a regular
occurrence.

What had begun as a way of dealing with
grief at the loss of his wife, had grown into a full-blown
addiction over the last few years. Now, Pacian was finding his
father here more often than not, usually unconscious after a night
of drinking himself to sleep. Soon he would awaken, and Pacian
hoped to be out of the house before that happened, before things
became unpleasant.

Before he started work though, he crept over
to the table and gingerly took the bottle of wine. He came very
close to his father in the process and caught a whiff of his odor,
a nose-rankling stench from a man who bathed rarely and drank too
much. Hurrying to the door as quietly as he could, Pacian carefully
poured the remainder of the wine outside so that his father
couldn't finish it off. Removing the booze was the only way for
Pacian to help him.

After replacing the empty bottle on the
table, Pacian went to work kneading dough and stoking the oven,
working until after the sun finally rose and his father stirred,
earlier than usual. By the expression on his face, it was not going
to be a good day.

“Did you remember the yeast?” Pacian's
father Bryce croaked in a dry voice, after taking in the scene
around him.

“Of course,” Pacian answered, easing a tray
laden with carefully arranged dough into the oven. “I'm not a
complete idiot, you know.”

“If you've forgotten it again, we'll have
naught to sell but rock cakes,” Bryce snarled. “People don't want
bloody rock cakes Pace, they want bread.”

“I told you, I got the mix right,” Pacian
retorted, unwilling to back down in the face of his father's
typical hungover fury. “But if you want to do it all yourself, go
right ahead.”

“Don't talk back to me you little prick,”
Bryce snapped, staggering around the room as he tried to get his
bearings. “You should be grateful I still allow you to live under
my roof, after all the trouble you've brought down upon me. You're
no good, and you'll always be no good!”

“I'm twice the man you are, you sodden
drunk,” Pacian spat. “Unlike you, I'm gonna make something of
myself one of these days, you'll see.” He sliced some cheese off a
block and tried to ignore his father's outburst. Bryce actually
tried to take a swing at Pacian, but the agile young man easily
sidestepped the clumsy attack. In the same motion, he picked up a
chunk of yesterday's bread, pocketed the knife and ran out the
door, making sure to slam it shut behind him.

The sound of his father's incoherent
ramblings receded as Pacian walked along the snow-crusted trail,
making sure to cast a dark look back at his neighbors, who were
peering at him through their windows as usual.

“Mind your own business,” Pacian warned,
taking a small amount of satisfaction as they disappeared behind
their curtains. The Savidges had a reputation in town for loud
arguments, but in spite of what they thought, and what his father
told them at the shop, it was never Pacian that started them.

Glad to be out of the house at last, he
chewed on bread and cheese as he took in the glorious blue sky and
resolved not to let the bad morning ruin his day. Coldstream wasn't
a busy place, not by the measure of larger cities, but everyone
else seemed to be out and about already. Solidly-built men carrying
their heavy axes and saws were heading out to the forest, while
those in town were preparing food, sewing clothes and otherwise
going about their lives.

Some of the local children were hurrying off
to the town's only school, which provided the basics in life —
reading, writing, commerce, and the history of the Kingdom of
Aielund, the nation in which they lived. Pacian had attended for a
few years but was an indifferent student. Something had happened in
his youth, a traumatic event that changed his perspective and
wasting time learning about how great their king was didn't seem
all that productive. There were more important things in life.

Pacian veered off the trail and followed
along the edge of a high fence surrounding a large house with on an
even larger piece of land. The tops of apple trees could be seen
above the fence line, enticing passers-by with ripe fruit
glistening in the morning sun. Listening carefully, Pacian could
hear the sound of at least two people working on the plot of land,
picking the fruit before the cold of the oncoming winter really
took hold of the land.

It was tempting to simply reach up and grab
an apple, but Pacian was truly a selfless man, generous of spirit,
who only wanted to spread the wealth around — one apple wouldn't
do. So, he reached down and picked up a small rock, then carefully
aimed towards the house and tossed it over the fence.

It struck the wooden walls with a loud
clack, and a heartbeat later Pacian reached up and picked
several apples from the tree, confident the occupants of the garden
were looking elsewhere. With the second half of his breakfast in
hand, Pacian stuffed the rest of his catch into his belt pouch and
continued on his way.

Most of the buildings in Coldstream were
clustered along the main road, which ran from the lower lands in
the north towards the majestic mountains in the south. They had
been a source of wonder to a younger Pacian when his family had
first arrived in town nearly ten years ago, but now they were just
part of the background.

His reverie was broken by the sound of young
people around his age having a spirited discussion. Ahead, Pacian
spotted two local girls with whom he was well acquainted, being
harassed by four boys Pacian also knew quite well, mostly by
reputation. He'd gone to school with them years ago but lost touch
when he dropped out to help his father at the bakery. By the
reaction of the girls, they'd grown from annoying kids into proper
bastards.

“Come on, don't be like that,” the largest
of the boys called Nevan said to Millie, a brown-haired girl with
large brown eyes and olive skin, who had bloomed into an attractive
young woman of late. “You should give me a chance to show you what
sort of man I am.”

“I've heard all about the sort of bloke you
are,” Millie retorted, not buying into Nevan's honeyed words. “You
and your mates can bugger off.”

“You're not getting it,” Nevan responded,
grabbing Millie by the wrist. “I'm not asking. Now stop making me
look bad in front of everyone.” Millie was a spirited girl but
Nevan was much bigger than she was, and her expression went from
defiance to fear.

“Millie, there you are,” Pacian called after
getting a sense of the situation. They all turned to watch his
approach with a mixture of emotions. “I've been looking for you all
morning. Hey, Nevan, could you do me a favor and sod off?”

“You've got a lot of nerve saying that to
me, Pace,” Nevan warned, releasing Millie's wrist, which she rubbed
with her other hand. In spite of his strong words, Nevan took a
step backwards when he laid eyes on Pacian. Sensing his discomfort,
Pacian closed the gap between them, walking right up to stand nose
to nose with the bully. Nevan was actually about six inches taller
than him so it was more nose to throat, but in spite of the
difference in height, Pacian looked up at him without fear.

“I'm full of nerve today, mate,” Pacian
said, and though his voice was cheerful, there was an edge to it.
He noticed Millie had picked up a large chunk of wood from the edge
of the trail and hefted it in both hands as a makeshift club, and
her expression indicated she was in no mood to bandy words. “Well,
look at that. I think Millie's not interested either, so you should
probably piss off. Right now.” Pacian locked eyes with him until
Nevan understood what was going to happen if he didn't back
down.

Even with a few of his friends around him,
the big kid didn't seem willing to go toe to toe with Pacian. Maybe
it was his reputation as a dirty fighter that scared Nevan, or
perhaps the look in his eye that made him think twice. But it was
more likely hilt of Pacian's knife sticking out of his belt that
gave Nevan pause.

“Easy now, we're going,” Nevan responded,
raising his hands as he backed away. Millie began thumping the
piece of wood in her other palm, which was finally enough to make
him and his friends turn tail.

“Nevan doesn't know where to draw the line
sometimes,” Millie sighed in relief, lowering her improvised club
and smoothing down her plain dress. “I won't let him take us by
surprise next time. Thanks for backing me up, Pace.”

“Not a problem,” he answered. “It was pretty
bold of them to try it in broad daylight actually. Where are the
town guards?”

“I saw a couple this morning,” Millie
answered dubiously, “but yeah, it's strange.”

“Probably slacking off again,” Pacian
surmised with a shrug. “Anyway, you might want to consider carrying
that club with you, so if they give you any grief, just hit 'em in
the family jewels. Works every time.”

“Not a bad idea,” Millie conceded. Next to
her was a cute, sandy-haired girl with green eyes named Lyn, who
seemed very happy to have Pacian's attention.

“Always happy to help, ladies,” he said with
a slight bow, giving Lyn a jaunty smile. He then withdrew two
pieces of fruit out of his pouch. “Have an apple,” he suggested.
They accepted his gift, but before Millie took a bite, she looked
at Pacian with suspicious eyes.

“This doesn't mean we're getting back
together,” she cautioned.

“Wasn't even thinking about it,” Pacian
lied. If he thought she was open to the idea, it would be the third
time they'd patched things up.

“You're so brave,” Lyn said, and from her
tone, Pacian knew she was interested. Unfortunately, Millie was
well aware of this and moved to intercede right away.

“Alright, enough of that,” she said,
grabbing Lyn by the arm and pulling her away. “We're late for
class. Bye, Pace.” He grinned and nodded, knowing that in a small
town like this, they'd run into each other again soon.

Pacian continued on his way, and turned left
when he reached the main street of Coldstream, and followed the
sound of someone hammering nails into wood until he reached a
modest house with a shed built onto the side. Unlike his own cabin,
this place seemed to have been built by a professional craftsman,
where the doors, beams, and windows fit together perfectly. The
whole place was a statement to doing things properly.

The builder and owner was the man hammering
away in the workshop, Gareth Wainwright. He was of average height
with dark hair, a graying beard that was short yet thick, weathered
skin and gnarled hands used to hard work — essentially the opposite
of Pacian. The workshop had three small wagons awaiting repair, and
judging by the way he was hammering, Mister Wainwright was in a bit
of a mood.

Fortunately, Pacian wasn't here to see him.
He stepped lightly through the open door to the house and through
the kitchen, where a pot of soup was bubbling away on a wood stove.
Much like the workshop, it was a neat and orderly place, with
plates and ingredients all sitting on shelves. By the tantalizing
aroma, the soup involved ham in some way and Pacian couldn't resist
picking up the ladle and taking a sip. It tasted as good as it
smelled, so much better than the food he had to eat around his own
house. He only had a moment to enjoy it however, before someone
smacked him on the back of his head.

“Have some manners, Pace,” a woman
admonished him. She had long, brown hair tied up in a bun and wore
a practical brown dress with an apron tied around her waist. Her
blue eyes narrowed at Pacian, expecting him to be up to no good, as
always.

“Sorry, Missus Wainwright,” Pacian
apologized, having the good grace to at least appear ashamed.

“If you're here to see Aiden, he's in his
room... as usual,” she grumbled, taking the ladle from his hand and
placing it on a table.

“I'll see if I can drag him outside for some
fresh air,” Pacian promised, drawing a curious expression from the
woman, a mixture of relief and suspicion at his intentions. “Is
uh... everything okay?” he asked. “Mister Wainwright looks a bit
put-out.”

“Never you mind,” she answered, taking up a
broom and quickly heading for the door. “Oh and one more thing,”
she added, sticking her head back inside the doorway. “If you're
heading out today, don't get him into any trouble or there'll be no
more pies for you.”

“I'll be good',” Pacian hastily assured her
as she vanished again. He considered this a serious threat, and
didn't want to risk losing access to one of the best cooks in town,
one who also didn't charge him to eat here. Resolved to keep his
promise, he turned to head through the doorway further into the
house, but on an impulse, reached into his pouch and placed an
apple on the bench for when she returned.

The house was quite old, but well maintained
by the resident expert out in the workshop. As such, it was made
with lower ceilings, small rooms and an even smaller hallway. Not
that Pacian could complain — it was a palace compared to his own
house, which was well overdue for some maintenance.

Pacian walked down the hall until he reached
a closed door, which he didn't bother to knock on before opening.
Before him was a tiny room, with a small bed under siege from a
number of towering book cases, each of which was laden to the point
of being ready to topple over. Pacian's reading skills could not
exactly be called exemplary, but he was sure most of these books
were in languages he'd never even heard of before.

Behind one of the book cases was a desk,
though Pacian had to squeeze inside the room to find it. Seated
there was his best friend, Aiden Wainwright, who hadn't yet noticed
Pacian's arrival. Aiden's attention was completely focused on the
tome opened before him, a crumbling old thing filled with
squiggles, symbols and lines that baffled Pacian.

“What on earth is that gibberish?” he
muttered, startling Aiden who whirled around to look.

“Knock next time,” he advised, settling back
in his chair in relief. Aiden was definitely his mother's son, with
the same blue eyes and fair features, but his hair was dark like
his father's. The two boys were roughly the same age, though Aiden
edged Pacian out by a few months.

“So what are you reading this time?” he
asked, sitting on the bed which was within an arm's reach of the
small desk.

“The work of some artificer who cataloged
relics for study about four hundred years ago,” Aiden replied,
half-turning in his chair to face his guest.

“You could have just answered 'magic', you
know,” Pacian pointed out.

“You know me Pace, it's always about
magic,” Aiden responded.

“You've been buying up old books like these
for nearly five years, mate. Can you actually do any magic?”
Pacian asked dubiously, though part of him was hoping for a
'yes'.

“Not really,” Aiden answered.

“That's not exactly a 'no',” Pacian pointed
out.

“Well it's a language, when you get right
down to it,” Aiden explained. “Wizards can memorize incantations
and read them off the top of their head, but the formulas are
really complex, and none of these books are that detailed. They're
mostly historical notes about artifacts.”

“But if you came across some of the
language, like, a spell or something, you could read it?”

“Probably?” Aiden hedged. “Only if it's
fairly simple. That's not what I'm doing here anyway. I'm trying to
trace the source of certain sigils, words of power that I saw a few
years ago.”

“So, this is all to do with that thing you
went through in the cave a few years back, right?”

“Of course,” Aiden answered, his expression
darkening for a moment. “I know everyone thinks it was all in my
head, but if you'd seen what I'd seen...”

“Right,” Pacian muttered. “You know, we've
been friends for nearly ten years, but nothing’s been the same
since you fell into that bloody cave.”

“I didn't ask for this,” Aiden answered in
exasperation. “But I can't let it go, I just can't. I saw something
in there that I can't explain, and nobody else believes me, so here
I am, figuring it out for myself.” A long silence fell as they
considered the implications of this information, broken only when
Pacian grew too uncomfortable.

“Have an apple,” he said, tossing a piece of
fruit to his friend who caught it in one hand.

“I wish our family had enough money to send
me to the University of the Arcane in the capital,” Aiden
continued, polishing the apple on the front of his tunic. “I
probably would have figured all of this out by now.”

“Bah, you're better off here,” Pacian
retorted. “If you're smart enough to figure out how to read this
stuff, you can do anything.”

“Thanks mate, I appreciate it,” Aiden
replied gratefully before taking a bite of his apple.

“What's with your dad?” Pacian asked a
moment later, to which Aiden rolled his eyes and gestured his
apple-holding hand at the books around him.

“Another discussion on the merits of
craftsmanship over scholarly pursuits,” he answered. “I'm sort of
the black sheep of the family, the only one without any sort of
skill with tools. Building and fixing wagons and wains just isn't
my area of expertise.”

“He probably just wants some help now and
then is all,” Pacian suggested.

“I help out in the workshop when I can, but
I've no talent for it,” Aiden grumbled. “It doesn't help that today
would have been Brogan's twenty third birthday,” he added
sadly.

“Oh right, your oldest brother,” Pacian
sighed. “I'm sorry mate, you're having a worse day than I am.”

“It happens twice a year — once for Brogan,
once for Kieran,” Aiden continued sadly. “It was bad enough with
them leaving home to become caravan guards, but to lose them to
bloody highwaymen before they'd even been working for a year? Dad's
never really recovered from it. It's heartbreaking being out there
in the shop. It used to be full of noise when all three of them
were working, but now it's just him. I can't replace my brothers,
and he gets frustrated when I can't figure out what he wants from
me. It's better to just stay away, you know?”

“You know I know,” Pacian answered
with a half-grin. “Why do you think I hang around here half the
time?”

“For my Mum's cooking,” Aiden suggested.

“Well, that too,” Pacian conceded, getting
back on his feet. “This place is too cramped and it smells like
you're living inside one of these books. Come one, let's get some
fresh air.”

 



2

Aiden

 


Although the sky had been clear and blue in
the morning, clouds were rapidly moving in as the wind picked up,
adding an extra chill to the air. Pacian and his friend left the
house with the intention of heading up the main street, but this
took them past the workshop where Aiden's father was busily
repairing a wagon.

Seeing him there, working alone, was enough
to make Aiden pause and watch, his expression somber and reflective
as Mister Wainwright attempted to lift a large wooden wheel back
onto the axle of a wagon held aloft by chains descending from the
ceiling. Pacian stifled a groan as he realized Aiden was probably
going to attempt to patch things up between them

“Leave him be,” he quietly counseled, which
Aiden promptly ignored as he sauntered awkwardly into the
workshop.

“Let me give you a hand,” he offered, moving
to grasp one side of the wheel to help guide it onto the end of the
axle. His father accepted the assistance without comment, and
together they managed to fit the wheel into its proper place. “I
may be terrible with a hammer, but I can always just help you lift
things,” Aiden said as he dusted dirt from his hands.

“Are you sure you can spare time from your
busy schedule?” Mister Wainwright asked while fitting an iron pin
to hold the wheel in place. His eyes never left his work and his
voice was overly-calm, which wasn't uncommon for the stoic man, yet
there seemed to be an edge to it now.

“I don't want to get into another argument,”
Aiden sighed, evidently seeing their previous “discussion” about to
pick up where it left off. To Pacian's surprise, Mister Wainwright
actually stopped working and turned to look at Aiden directly. It
was surprising because their relationship had been rocky for
years.

“Look, son, you earn your keep around here,”
he began, “and while I'd appreciate the help, I can get by without
you. It's not about that — it's this obsession you have with those
damn books. Don't get me wrong, education is important and I'm glad
you've got a sharp mind, but you've got to know where to draw the
line.”

“When I get the answers I'm looking for,”
Aiden responded with a measured voice, “I'm happy to get rid of
them and become a full-time apprentice with you. But until then, I
have to know what happened to me.”

“You've made that clear,” Mister Wainwright
conceded. “My real concern is what you're reading. All that
stuff about magic, I just don't trust it. They have proper places
for that sort of thing in the city, and yes, I know you'd love to
go but we just can't swing it at the moment. I'm worried you're
going to stumble across something you shouldn't, something that
consumes you more than this already has.”

“It's not magic, it's the history of
magic,” Aiden explained. “There's nothing in those books that's
going to explode or change me into a frog. We couldn't even afford
those sorts of books, Dad, as much as I'd love to read them.”
Mister Wainwright appeared unconvinced.

“As I said, you've a sharp mind Aiden,” he
said after a moment's consideration. “You're going to have to
figure out for yourself if you've gone too far with it.”

“I know,” Aiden answered somberly, leading
to a prolonged silence between them. “Do you need me to stay and
help out?” he eventually asked as his father went back to work.

“I think I've got this under control for
now,” Mister Wainwright replied, “but Mister Freeman's wain needs
some work and I could use an extra pair of hands. Don't worry, I
won't make you pick up a hammer.”

“Thanks, Dad,” Aiden said, then turned and
walked out of the workshop.

“Good morning, Pace,” Mister Wainwright said
with a slight nod when he noticed Pacian had watched the entire
conversation. “Stay out of trouble.”

“Always, sir,” Pacian replied, ignoring the
raised eyebrow Aiden's father directed at him.

“Well, that seemed to go okay,” Pacian
remarked as the two boys walked up the street, passing locals going
about their daily affairs. “I even thought you might hug, or
something.”

“That'd be a first,” Aiden scoffed. “Yeah,
that was promising, but we've had chats like that before and still
ended up shouting at each other the next day. Maybe this time will
be different, but he is who he is, and I'm not giving up searching
for answers. Mum and Dad will never really understand. Every time I
try and tell them what I saw in the cave that day, they just
dismiss it as making up an excuse for why we were out in the forest
when we shouldn't have been. That was your fault, in case you'd
forgotten.”

“How was I supposed to know the place is
full of holes?” Pacian protested.

“Practically everyone warned us
several times a year not to go into the Cairnwood,” Aiden reminded
him.

“I don't recall anything of the sort,”
Pacian answered with a shrug. Aiden gave him a level stare for what
seemed like a very long time until he finally confessed. “Fine, I
didn't care, and the forest looked interesting, okay?” Deep down,
he felt guilty about the whole thing, but saying sorry over and
over wasn't going to fix it.

“And don't you forget it,” Aiden said.
Further discussion was interrupted as three local girls passed by
in a group, smiling and giggling to each other as Pacian gave them
a broad smile. Unfortunately, Aiden didn't share his
enthusiasm.

“What, you don't like it when girls smile at
you?” Pacian asked.

“You're probably too full of yourself to
notice, but they were looking at you the whole time,” Aiden
grumbled. “I'm practically invisible around here.”

“Huh, I suppose they were entirely
focused on me,” Pacian conceded. “Maybe you'd have better luck if I
wasn't walking next to you.”

“I suspect my reputation precedes me,” Aiden
suggested dourly.

“Ah, well you might be on to something
there. You're so serious these days, mate — no wonder the girls
aren't interested. They're just looking to have some fun, you
know?”

“Then how come you've dated half the girls
in town and none of them want anything to do with you afterward?”
Aiden asked with a raised eyebrow.

“Well, I have to spread the fun around,”
Pacian answered without a hint of shame. “Some of them don't agree
with that philosophy.” He was about to give Aiden a crash course in
the art of women when they crested a rise and saw that just ahead,
on the main road, a merchant wagon was set up with its owner plying
his wares.

“Oh, it's Mister Holbrook,” Aiden said as he
suddenly hurried ahead.

“Who?” Pacian protested as he moved to catch
up.

“He's the merchant who brings in books about
magic and history for me,” Aiden explained. “I'm hoping he's got a
few more today.”

“And the mystery of your trouble with women
is solved,” Pacian remarked, though Aiden seemed to ignore him.
There were four wagons set up outside the Sleeping Bear Inn, the
town's only place for visitors to find a room for the night. Two of
those wagons were surrounded by local workers helping to offload
goods such as sacks of flour, bolts of cloth and other assorted
goods the town needed.

One of Holbrook's wagons was different to
the others, with a large hatch on one side opened up into a small
shop front from which the man hawked his wide selection of wares.
Pots, pans, bottles of wine and books were evidently his stock in
trade, and he was doing brisk business with the locals looking to
buy supplies for the coming winter. Several caravan guards dressed
in a mixture of chain and leather armor stood watch over the crowd,
and their hands rarely strayed far from the clubs and knives on
their belts.

Pacian and his friend had to wait a few
minutes before they could get through to the front, which is when
Holbrook noticed Aiden trying to get his attention. The merchant
was a tall man with short dark hair turning gray around the edges,
the hint of a gray beard on his dark skin and old clothes that must
have been expensive when new, but had faded in color with age.

“Master Wainwright, it's good to see you
again,” he said, breaking out in a large smile.

“Likewise, Mister Holbrook,” Aiden answered
with a similar smile. “How are the roads these days?”

“Smoother in the south where I spend most of
the year, but much rougher here in the north. It's all the rain you
get around these parts, turns the passage into a quagmire after a
heavy fall. But you haven't come to see me to talk about the
weather, have you?”

“I'm after whatever you've found on relics,”
Aiden confirmed.

“As always,” Holbrook answered with a grin
that quickly faded as he took a weighty wooden box from inside the
wagon and handed it to the previous customer. “Unfortunately, I'm
afraid I've let you down this time Master Wainwright. Books of that
nature are scarce, and my good fortune over the past few years has
evidently run dry.”

“So, no leads or clues as to where I could
buy more?” Aiden asked, his disappointment obvious.

“They're not the sort of thing you find in
any common store, sir,” the merchant explained. “Wizards and sages
tend to hold on to knowledge, and the books I've sold you in the
past came from people looking to offload old works inherited when a
relative has passed away. If you're keen to read more — and I can
tell for your expression you are — then I suggest you search the
shire for someone who has such books in their library, and
is willing to part with them.”

“Well, that sounds like the end of the road
to me,” Pacian chimed in, attempting to nudge Aiden into giving up
on the whole thing. “You've had a good run though, mate. Maybe it's
time to move—”

“I'll ask around and see what I can turn
up,” Aiden said, ignoring Pacian completely.

“You know, I have plenty of other items here
that might pique your interest,” Holbrook suggested, but Aiden
appeared to have other ideas.

“I'm after something very specific, Mister
Holbrook,” he replied. “Thanks for all you've managed to find over
the years, sir, but I'll take it from here.”

“Well, best of luck to you then, Master
Wainwright,” the merchant responded, turning to deal with other
more promising customers. Aiden gestured for Pacian to follow him
to the inn, and after making their way through the crowd, they
entered the front door to the Sleeping Bear and headed for the
common room. It was crowded with a mixture of locals and merchants,
and a few caravan guards who were off duty for the moment.

“You're persistent, I'll give you that,”
Pacian said to Aiden in a voice loud enough to be heard in the
clamor within the room.

“There's got to be an explanation of what I
saw in one of these damn books,” Aiden answered. “It might be time
to consider a little expedition through the shire.”

“To where?” Pacian asked with a shrug. “Are
you just going to wander around and hope a wizard pops out of thin
air right in front of you with a pile of old books?”

“As Mister Holbrook suggested, I'll ask
around,” Aiden replied, gesturing to the room half-full of
travelers.

“And I'll get us something to eat,” Pacian
added, lacking any real enthusiasm for Aiden's personal quest. He
sauntered up to the counter where food was being served and bought
a couple of slices of honeyed toast, using four of the six copper
jacks had had left in his coin pouch. This was far more troubling
to him than anything Aiden was going on about, and after he handed
over one of the pieces of toast to his friend, Pacian sat at a
table and gazed at his two remaining coins, pondering when he'd
find another opportunity for making money.

After about ten minutes Pacian, growing more
restless by the minute, glanced around to see what Aiden was up to
and saw him heading to join him at the table. Curiously, Pacian
also noticed a few caravan guards sitting nearby, talking in
increasingly louder voices as the pitcher of ale before them headed
towards empty. One of the guards was a short fellow with a robust
frame, who picked up the almost-empty pitcher and waved to one of
his comrades at the counter.

“Beddoe! Get us some more of this, would
you?” he called to a tall, heavy-set man with a scarred face and
somber expression.

“You know it's still before noon, right
Creese?” Beddoe called back. “If Holbrook finds out you're drunk
off your arse at this time of the day, you'll be looking for new
employment.”

“Fine, fine,” Creese grumbled as Beddoe
lumbered back over to join them at the table. “I don't always have
a tipple first thing, you know, but I hear talk that the king's
army is looking for more recruits and I figure I'd best enjoy
meself before we gets conscripted.”

“Army? What army?” Beddoe asked, suddenly
alert. Pacian's ears pricked up as well, and leaned forward on his
table to hear better while Aiden sat across from him, also
listening in.

“You didn't hear? Some of these fine
gentlemen came south along the highway from Culdeny and spoke of
thousands of armed men marching north, along with cavalry and
wagons as far as the eye could see. Thousands marching off to war,
if me guess is right.”

“We're at war?” Beddoe asked in surprise.
“When did this happen?”

“Aye we're at war, ya daft bugger,” Creese
explained, “with our good friends to the west, the bloody Kingdom
of Tulsone.”

“What idiot starts a war on the cusp of
winter?” Beddoe asked nobody in particular. Pacian noticed that
Aiden was paying particular attention to Creese, and the expression
on his friend's face seemed suspicious.

“I've heard a bunch o' reasons why,” Creese
answered, so far oblivious to the scrutiny, “but if you ask me
mate, I reckon it's something about old slights needin' to be
settled. The mountains in the northwest are right on the border
between us and them, and they've been contested territory for more
than a hundred years. Too many riches in there to just let 'em
go.”

“It's always a hot spot,” another guard
mentioned as he passed by. “There's good money guarding prospectors
and miners if you don't mind the risk.”

“Maybe King Seamus just figured we're bigger
than they are, so why not just take 'em?” Creese added, finally
noticing that Aiden was glaring at him. “Hey, what are you starin'
at?” he growled. Aiden just shook his head and looked away, but
Creese wasn't giving up. “Oy, I'm talkin' to you! You got a problem
with me?”

“Nope,” Aiden mumbled, suddenly the center
of attention to the whole room. Beddoe stared at the two boys and
joined the conversation.

“Looks to me like we've got a couple of
likely conscripts right here, mate,” he said. “Maybe we should drag
you along to the garrison and get you right into it!”

“I don't know about these two,” Creese
grunted, “Theys look a bit scrawny to me. Might tarnish the
reputation of our fine military if they show up lookin' like that.
Here, let me help you out.” Without further warning, Creese
suddenly tossed the contents of his mug at Aiden, who gasped in
surprise as he was splashed with ale.

All of the caravan guards and a few of the
locals burst out in laughter, including Pacian, whose amusement was
cut short when he too was on the receiving end of a mug of ale. He
glared balefully back at the crowd of half-wits and fought his
instincts to get into a brawl over the humiliation. He took in the
number of guards and their assortment of weapons — knives, clubs,
and more than one sword — and knew he couldn't handle them
alone.

Judging by the laughter from the locals, he
couldn't count on anyone except Aiden to assist, and didn't feel
like being beaten up today. Besides, he made a sort-of promise to
Mister Wainwright to stay out of trouble.

“Come on, let's get out of here,” Pacian
grumbled to Aiden who didn't object to leaving the inn to the
continued howls of derision from most of the people within. The
bite of the cold outside air was especially strong now that their
tunics were wet, so after splashing on some water from a trough
outside the inn to wash off the smell of ale, they wrung the
material out as best as they could and started heading back to the
Wainwright house to warm up by the fire.

Pacian hated the smell coming from his own
clothing, as it reminded him of his father at his worst. He wasn't
one to partake of strong drink and didn't really see the appeal of
it, except as a way to shirk the law of the land which said someone
of his age shouldn't be drinking at all. He'd been drunk exactly
once in his life and it wasn't something he was keen to repeat,
even if he did enjoy thumbing his nose at authority.

“Just what I needed,” Aiden muttered on the
walk back. “These days it's not enough that I'm shunned from the
community, they have to bring in outsiders to pile humiliation on
me as well.”

“I'm sure it wasn't personal,” Pacian
replied reassuringly, doing a fine job of hiding his anger at the
treatment. “Some people are a little bit funny about being stared
at. Why were you doing that, anyway?”

“Did you see that pendant the one called
Creese had around his neck?” Aiden asked.

“Uh, can't say I noticed that actually, was
it small?” Pacian answered with a measure of confusion. Aiden
responded by reaching inside the top of his tunic to pull out a
small piece of glass attached to a piece of string hanging around
his neck. The glass was elongated to suggest it used to be pointier
and sharper, but had the rough parts smoothed down so the wearer
wouldn't stab themselves by accident.

“It looked a lot like this,” Aiden
explained, showing it to his friend.

“That's a piece from the sphere you found in
that cave, isn't it,” Pacian stated, knowing full well it was.

“After he pulled this out of my hand, my
father turned it into a pendant to keep with me, so I wouldn't
forget to stay away from that forest in the future. He made it to
look like the one's he made for my brothers a few years before they
left home. It wasn't very bright inside the inn, but I could swear
Creese was wearing one of those pendants. I'd know it
anywhere.”

“Seriously?” Pacian asked rhetorically. “How
could he have gotten it? Maybe the survivors took it and pawned it
off in town, and it's made its way into Creese's grubby hands.”

“He and that other one, Beddoe, they're
caravan guards too so maybe they knew my brothers, or even worked
together,” Aiden suggested. They stopped just before reaching his
house and Aiden looked around at the scenic little town, with its
log cabins, snowy streets with forest to the east and mountains
visible to the south.

“I hate this place,” he muttered, barely
loud enough to hear, but it resonated for Pacian who had felt the
same way for most of his time in Coldstream. They both had reason
to despise this little town, and he couldn't wait to get out of
here and see the world, yet Aiden seemed especially down today. The
incident with the caravan guards and half the people there laughing
at his misfortune drove home how out of place he was in this rustic
setting. Aiden continued on inside alone, as Pacian stood in the
street.

He and Aiden had interests that could hardly
be more different, but they were friends because neither of them
really got along well with anyone else in town. Both felt like
outcasts from the wider community — Pacian for his checkered past
and Aiden for his book smarts, yet together, they managed to keep
themselves from going crazy. And Pacian wasn't about to let some
out of town jackass humiliate the only friend he really had.

There was something about Creese and his
shady friend that rubbed Pacian the wrong way. He'd dealt with that
type of ruffian before when he was younger, and a flash of pain
went through Pacian's mind as he remembered a thug holding a knife
to his mother's throat while Pacian's father lay bloodied on the
floor. Yes, people like that had to pay, and with the town guards
down to only a few men, nobody else was going to do it.

Though he wasn't yet sure how he was going
to accomplish it, Pacian was going to steal back that pendant and
make Creese pay for his humiliation.
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True to his earlier promise, Aiden went to
help his father out in the workshop, leaving Pacian to his own
devices for the rest of the day. This was actually an ideal
arrangement, because Aiden was a bit of a stick in the mud when it
came to doing anything society might consider underhanded. Time and
again Pacian had convinced his friend to come along and keep watch
while Pace ransacked an empty house, or tried to open someone's
locked chest with only a thin piece of metal and a fork, and each
time they'd narrowly escaped because Aiden had a flash of
conscience that had nearly cost them their freedom.

Heading back home, Pacian was relieved to
see his father sober and busy in the front of the bakery, where he
was serving locals between kneading more dough for another batch of
bread. Unwilling to risk a confrontation, Pacian crept around the
side of the cabin and went in through the window to his room. He
changed his tunic and put on his dark winter cloak to ward off the
increasing chill in the air, and on his way out took half a loaf of
bread from the kitchen.

Pacian was an expert at appearing busy.
Years of practice allowed him to fool just about anyone in town, so
when he went back to the main street to keep an eye on Creese and
Beddoe, Pacian always seemed like he was working on something. He
even actually helped some of the merchants unload their wares, and
helped some locals load up wood onto one of the carts. At least,
that's how it looked to passers-by — Pacian only appeared to
be helping, moving in half-way along a length of lumber held by two
others while putting in no effort whatsoever.

Once that was done and the street cleared of
most people, Pacian sauntered around the area, always with an eye
on the inn. Creese and Beddoe took over watching Mister Holbrook's
wagon and spent the rest of the afternoon standing around, looking
bored. Pacian shared the sentiment, but he wasn't going to give up
so easily. His sharp eyes picked up a glint of glass around
Creese's neck, and knew Aiden was right about the pendant.

By the time the sun was starting to set, the
wagons were ready to depart the next morning, laden with all of the
goods the merchants had bought during their time in Coldstream. A
light dusting of snow began to fall and the streets gradually
cleared completely, except for Creese and Beddoe who looked
miserable standing watch over the supplies.

“What are you up to?” came Millie's voice
right next to Pacian's ear. He whirled around to see his
ex-girlfriend standing right next to him, hands on hips and a
suspicious look in her eyes.

“I'm just... being lazy,” Pacian blurted,
wondering how she could have crept up on him without being heard.
She snorted in suppressed laughter at his statement of
innocence.

“When aren't you. You've been sitting
here all afternoon. Don't think I didn't notice! You're sort of
hard to miss all covered up in that dark cloak. Who are you
stalking this time? Is it Lyn? I'm not letting you take advantage
of that naive girl.”

“No, it's nothing like that,” Pacian said in
a hushed voice, trying to avoid making a scene. “Look, I've got a
little job in mind and I'm just keeping an eye on things in the
meantime.”

“Is this anything to do with that incident
at the Bear earlier?” Millie asked curiously.

“Sort of,” Pacian conceded as an idea
occurred to him. “Say, how would you like to help me out a
bit?”

“Knowing the sort of things you get up to?
Not bloody likely,” Millie snorted.

“Just hear me out,” Pacian insisted as she
turned to leave. “It's not for me, it's for Aiden. You know you owe
him one, right?” This made her pause and turn to face him with arms
crossed. He took careful note of the crude club stuffed into her
belt.

“Excuse me?” she asked pointedly.

“Come on, admit it, you slept with him to
get back at me after we broke up. It's okay,” Pacian added quickly,
“I deserved it, but he didn't. Shame on you, Millie.”

“I'm sorry, were you asking for me to do you
a favor a moment ago?” she reminded him.

“Not for me, for him,” Pacian
pleaded. Millie sighed and gave him a withering look, which Pacian
took as a sign she was on board.

“Okay, you see those two idiots guarding the
wagons all the way over there? The short one has something that
belongs to Aiden, a pendant that's been in his family for
generations.” Pacian was embellishing how near and dear it was to
the Wainwright family, but Millie wouldn't know any different.

“So, you want to steal it back?”

“As soon as they fall asleep,” Pacian
confirmed. “They've been on duty all afternoon so others will take
over guarding the wagons tonight. What I need you to do is find out
what room they're staying in. They sort of know me already and it
might raise suspicions if I go asking around at the inn. That's all
I need from you. Well, I suppose I could use a second pair of eyes
to keep watch while I snatch it. But that's it, I swear.”

Millie continued to glare at him as she
pondered his request, but eventually she started walking towards
the inn. Pacian smiled to himself, knowing full well she had a soft
spot for Aiden and a guilty conscience Pacian could exploit. He
hunkered down behind a tree and watched as Millie approached Creese
and Beddoe near the wagons.

Although he was too far away to make out any
words, Pacian could see by the light of the street lantern hanging
near them that Millie had caught the attention of the guards, who
seemed quite receptive to her presence. Pacian's smiled vanished as
he considered the possibility that she might be in danger, but
Millie seemed to handle their attention without a problem.

Shortly after they started talking, Creese —
who was clearly the smarter of the two — turned to Beddoe in
confusion and in turn, the big man went to the door of the inn and
upon opening it, stuck his head around the corner and called to
someone inside.

“What room are we in tonight?” Beddoe asked.
Pacian couldn't hear the reply, but Beddoe didn't seem to like the
response. “What do you mean we're in the bloody barn?” Another
unheard answer was spoken, which didn't calm things down. “That
wasn't my idea, Creese was the one that threw the ale at those two
lads. We've been on our feet all day, you can't just send us out to
the barn for — okay fine, no problem boss,” he finished in a
defeated tone.

“You wot?” Creese could be heard yelling at
his companion while Pacian stifled the urge to laugh. “Kicked out
of the inn for causing a public disruption? In a pig's eye!” Beddoe
mumbled something unintelligible at this distance which set Creese
off on a rant Pacian could barely follow. Millie watched for a
moment then excused herself with the plaintive cries of Creese
begging her to reconsider following her as she headed down the
road.

By the time she'd circled around to join
Pacian behind the tree in the evening darkness, the caravan guards
had been replaced by the night shift, leaving Creese and Beddoe to
slump off into the inn for an evening meal.

“Nicely done,” Pacian purred as she crouched
next to him.

“That was fun,” Millie confided with a huge
smile on her face.

“You didn't make them any promises, did
you?” Pacian asked cautiously.

“I hinted I might be looking for a bit of
company tonight and the poor bastards were almost falling over
themselves to invite me to their room. I hope they like hay,
because their clothes are going to be full of it by morning. Is
that a problem for you?”

“Not in the slightest,” Pacian assured her.
“Actually, it couldn't have worked out better. Saves me sneaking
through the inn and bumping into someone else by accident. Are you
up for keeping lookout while I do my thing?”

“Okay, I'm game,” she replied with poorly
concealed enthusiasm.

“Alright, let's get a bite to eat and watch
for them to head off to the barn,” Pacian suggested. “Come on, I'm
buying.” With that, they crossed the road and entered the welcoming
warmth of the inn's common room, where the evening service was in
full swing. The aroma of roasting meat wafted through the air
making Pacian realize he hadn't really eaten much that day.

He kept his dark hood up to obscure his
features, but Pacian needn't have worried about being spotted. The
two guards could barely be seen in the busy common room, so Pacian
paid the innkeeper his last pair of copper jacks — leaving him with
nothing — and arranged for a bowl of stew to be brought to a table
on the other side of the room from the two guards. Millie had come
along expecting a proper meal and wasn't impressed by the single
bowl they had to share.

“Oh Pacian,” she swooned sarcastically,
“your generosity is making my head spin.”

“Alright, go easy,” he grumbled as they sat
amongst the mix of merchants and locals, talking amongst themselves
while eating more elaborate meals. “Things have been a bit lean for
me lately.”

“If the line of people queuing up for bread
lately is any indication, the bakery is doing just fine,” Millie
responded as she sipped from a spoon.

“And where do you think that money is
going?” Pacian asked, briefly enjoying the look of understanding
cross Millie's features.

“I'm sorry,” she muttered. “I bet all the
wine and spirits he goes through adds up.”

“Certainly does,” Pacian agreed, somewhat
distracted as he kept an eye on Creese through the crowded room.
Although he couldn't see them all that well, Pacian would be able
to spot the towering Beddoe when the two men finally decided to
leave the inn.

“You know, if you straightened up your life,
I might have second thoughts about us,” Millie suggested after
they'd eaten half of the bowl's contents. This had the effect of
grabbing Pacian's complete attention.

“Hey, I do honest work every day,” he
protested. “Even if it's only a couple of hours.”

“And the rest of it?” she shrewdly
asked.

“Well, things get a little more...
complicated,” he hedged, knowing full well what she was referring
to. “If it's any consolation, I haven't stolen anything in about a
week,” he added, lying about the apples he took that morning. They
didn't really count as they were just hanging from a tree where
anyone could steal them, which, in Pacian's mind, was certainly
nothing at all like stealing someone's money or valuables.

“Sure it does,” Millie scoffed.

“Well, what are you planning to do with
yourself?” Pacian responded. “Sticking with cleaning and fruit
picking, or are you going to marry some lumberjack and start a
family? Coldstream has both options.”

“Actually, my family's moving south before
the end of the week,” Millie said in a quiet voice, which caught
Pacian by surprise.

“You're leaving?” he repeated, spoon held in
mid-air.

“Dad's looking for better opportunities
elsewhere,” she explained, her eyes avoiding his. “Ever since he
hurt his back he hasn't been able to chop down trees without being
in pain, so he's wants a job where he can sit down for a
living.”

“Well, that's the dream, isn't it?” Pacian
wistfully agreed. “Are you okay with that?”

“I'm trying to think of a reason to stay,”
Millie answered, glancing briefly at him for some reason. “Can you
think of a reason?”

“It's not much of a town,” Pacian answered
with a shrug, continuing to eat the stew. “If you're not a
lumberjack, there's probably not a lot here for you.” Millie didn't
respond to that, leaving them in an awkward silence until Pacian
noticed Creese and Beddoe stand and head for the door.

“There they go,” he said, tilting his head
in their direction. “I reckon we've got around half an hour before
those two lugs fall asleep.”

“Oh, so we have more time to sit here then,
wonderful,” Millie answered blandly. Pacian tried to lift her
spirits by talking about minor little things around town, but it
eventually occurred to him that her discomfort probably had
something to do with him.

They'd had a storied past couple of years
filled with sudden passion followed by bitter regrets. Every time
they got too close, part of him started to panic and he couldn't
figure out why. In the end, Pacian figured he was just the sort of
bloke who wasn't made for one woman, which made it a lot easier on
his conscience when he dated one after another of the local girls,
looking for something he could never quite put his finger on. Maybe
he was just picky.

Once they'd finished the bowl of stew,
Pacian's mind turned to the task at hand. He led Millie out through
the front door into the wintry conditions outside, noting that the
wind had picked up, blustering through the streets with
considerable force. A few drops of rain splashed on Pacian's cloak,
suggesting the weather was about to take a turn for the worse.

“Let's get this over with,” Pacian grumbled,
checking under his cloak to make sure his knife was tucked into his
belt. They walked down the street until they were out of the street
lantern's light, then turned into the darkness between two
buildings, heading for the large barn behind the inn via an
indirect route to avoid being seen.

Although unusual, it wasn't unheard of for
the rustic old building to be used for sleeping if people in
desperate need of cheap accommodation show up on the Bear's
doorstep, or if it was simply booked solid and there was nowhere
else to go. The barn had other uses of course, which brought a sly
grin to Pacian's face when he thought of other times he'd been here
at night.

“This reminds me of the time when we—”
Pacian whispered before being cut off.

“Don't even talk about it, Pace,” Millie
muttered, though Pacian thought he could see the faint hint of a
smile on her face at the shared memory. They crept forward until
they reached the large double door and paused, listening for the
sounds of anyone inside. The howling wind was a mixed blessing,
covering any noise Pacian and Millie might make, but it also made
it hard to hear if anyone else was around.

“Wait here,” Pacian whispered into her ear,
adding, “if you see or hear anyone else approaching, knock twice on
the door.”

“You might not hear it in this wind,” Millie
warned.

“Then knock loudly,” Pacian whispered
back. “I'll be as quick as I can.” With his hood pulled up, he
moved to the doors and check to see if they had been locked or
barred from the inside. They hadn't, and in fact had not even been
properly closed, making it easy for Pacian to slowly open one door
wide enough to slip inside.

The interior was mostly dark, lit only by a
faint flicker from a lantern at the far end of the cavernous space.
It was easily ten yards across and twice that in length, with
partitions in place along one side allowing the building to be used
as a stable if needed. The barn was mostly used for storing feed
and equipment, and even now its stalls were filled to overflowing
with piles of hay, ready to deliver to the merchant's horses in the
stable next door. Stairs to one side of the space ascended to a
loft several yards above the ground.

Easing the door closed behind him, Pacian
made sure it stayed open a crack by shoving a stone the size of his
head into the gap. The wind was more subdued inside the barn but
there was always a risk it would blow the door shut, waking its
inhabitants and making Pacian's job much more difficult.

Now that he was inside, he could make out
the faint sound of someone snoring on the far side of the barn, and
a faint smile found its way onto Pacian's face. Everything was
going his way. With practiced quiet he made his way across the
ground, being careful to avoid any obstacles along the way. His
heart beat at a steady rhythm, his excitement tempered by a sort of
professional calm that allowed him to keep his head in these
situations.

Pacian passed the half-way point, a shadow
amongst shadows, practically invisible in his dark cloak and with
the wind outside covering his steps, nobody would know he was here.
Ahead, he could make out more of the scene as he approached and saw
a man lying on top of a pile of hay, with a lantern burning low
perched on a small table next to him.

Moving closer, Pacian could see it was
Creese, already fast asleep after a long, hard day of being an
awful person. Only a few yards away, on his own pile of hay was
Beddoe, silent and barely moving. Both men were still dressed in
their leathers, but their weapon belts were leaning against a
wooden box within hand's reach. It wasn't entirely clear if Beddoe
was asleep yet, but if Pacian did this just right, it wouldn't
matter anyway.

Taking a breath to steady himself, Pacian
made his way around a wooden pillar holding up the roof and moved
in, taking extra care to make sure each footfall was utterly quiet.
He was only three yards away from Creese, and the faint sparkle of
the pendant around his neck was visible even in the dim conditions
ahead.

It would be far too dangerous to try and
pull the pendant's string over Creese's head, so Pacian placed one
hand on the hilt of his knife and drew it silently. Only a few feet
from his goal, he suddenly saw a glint of metal on the table right
next to him, the shining of a silver coin that had emerged from the
top of a coin pouch sitting next to the lantern.

Pacian paused and stared at it with longing,
wondering if he could somehow grab it on his way out without
jingling the coins within. Shaking his head, Pacian refocused on
his mission, which was now within arm's reach. The patter of rain
on the barn roof could be heard as Pacian crouched over Creese's
slumbering form, wrinkling his nose at the ale-soaked breath coming
from the unkempt man's mouth with each rumbling snore.

With hands that did not shake, Pacian
brought his knife underneath the string keeping the pendant around
Creese's neck, barely an inch from his skin. Although it was only a
common carving knife, Pacian kept it sharp to make slicing meat or
bread easier, and that sharpness came in handy for cutting string
too. With his other hand holding the pendant above the rise and
fall of Creese's barrel chest, Pacian severed the string with three
back-and-forth motions of his knife.

Barely breathing while he performed the
delicate operation, he gently pulled the string to free it from the
folds of Creese's neck and once it was clear, Pacian stepped
backward and popped the pendant into his belt pouch. He quietly
took a deep breath and started backing away, once again passing
right by the coin pouch sitting on the table.

Not content with his prize, Pacian decided
that Creese needed to learn a more important lesson. Reaching out,
Pacian carefully and very slowly scooped the pouch from the table,
using his other hand to keep the coins from hitting each other.
Unfortunately, Pacian's luck ran out and a tiny clink could
be heard over the dull rush of the wind and rain outside.

“Wha?” Beddoe muttered in surprise,
apparently only half asleep. Pacian, with his heart suddenly
racing, darted behind the wooden pillar and put his back to it,
just in time to avoid being seen by Beddoe as the big man glanced
around in alarm. Creese snorted loudly as he also woke, though
Pacian didn't dare peek around the corner in case he was seen.

“What's up?” Creese blurted.

“Thought I heard somethin,” Beddoe
grunted.

“We're in a bloody barn,” Creese groaned,
his voice sounding more relaxed by the moment. “There's probably a
chain or somethin' clangin' around in the wind.”

“I suppose,” Beddoe muttered, accompanied by
the sounds of both men settling back into their makeshift beds
again. Pacian breathed a silent sigh of relief, then crouched low
and started inching his way across the floor towards the barn
doors.

“All of this just because I played a joke on
some kid,” Creese lamented. “Some people around here are lacking a
sense of humor.”

“Hey, did that dark haired kid remind you of
someone?' Beddoe asked, grabbing Pacian's attention.

“You noticed that too, eh? Yeah, he looked
like that young bloke who we was guarding caravans with a few years
back. Didn't last too long as I recall, got himself killed on his
second raid. Brogan, I think his name was. Had a brother named...
Keith? Kieran? Something like that. Seemed decent enough, but not
cut out for that sort of work.”

“Not that they really had a chance, mind
you,” Beddoe pointed out with a hint of dark humor in his
voice.

“Yeah, bad timing on their part, joining up
just after we made an accord with those bandits,” Creese chuckled.
“Do you think anyone noticed how strange it was that in all the
caravans we've guarded, and all of those that got hit, you and I
were the only survivors over and over?”

“I never heard nothin' about it from no one.
Made some nice coin over the years ain't we? Pity it's all gone
now,” Beddoe answered as an incredulous Pacian listened in. He'd
stopped moving altogether now, appearing only as a blot of darkness
in a dark room.

“Well, I was thinkin' about that earlier,”
Creese said, his voice taking on an eager tone. “You heard of all
them soldiers that've been recruited from local towns right? All
those brave soldiers headin' off to fight a war in the middle of
winter...”

“Leavin' the highways free for the picking?”
Beddoe replied, finishing the thought, drawing a chuckle from
Creese.

“It might be time to reach out and talk to a
few of our contacts out there,” he suggested. “I've got a feelin'
this is a good time to make a bit of money. We just needs to be
careful, is all.”

“Always mate, always,” came the reply. The
conversation ended and they seemed to be trying to get back to
sleep. Pacian had the pendant and Creese's money, and he could walk
out on them right now and they'd be none the wiser. If everything
went well, they wouldn't notice until first light when the caravan
was leaving. Outside, the pelting rain grew heavier, giving Pacian
ample cover for his escape, yet he did not move.

These two were responsible for the deaths of
several people, including Aiden's own brothers. A darkness came
over Pacian as a memory flashed through his mind, an image of a
seedy looking man holding a knife to the throat of his mother in
their very own home. Like then, Pacian had a choice to quiver and
bow his head in fear, or step up and do what had to be done. The
authorities were useless, never around when needed, leaving it up
to those with the talent and the conviction to deal with scum like
this on their own terms.

Slowly, silently, with his knife held steady
in one hand, Pacian turned around with grim intent and crept across
the barn's wide floor towards the two men once more.
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Justice

 


As silent as death, Pacian moved to the
unsuspecting guards, his quiet footfalls unheard as rain and wind
rumbled on the roof above. Creese had his eyes closed, but Pacian
was wary that he probably wasn't asleep so soon after waking. This
had to be a quick, clean strike or there was a real chance of being
overwhelmed by the guards who were both bigger than him and better
armed. As soon as he was close enough, Pacian raised his arm and
drove his knife into Creese's chest.

While sharp, Pacian's carving knife was
meant for slicing up a roast and certainly wasn't designed for
stabbing. It struck the heavy leather coat Creese wore and barely
penetrated, but the blow was enough to startle both men, and within
a heartbeat they were both staring at Pacian in abject terror.
Cursing to himself for his blunder, Pacian flipped the knife around
and slashed at Creese.

The sharped edge slashed a line of blood
along the side of Creese's throat, though not deeply enough to be a
mortal wound. He roared in alarm and clutched the wound with one
hand as blood streamed out, then rolled over to get some distance
between himself and his assailant. With clenched teeth, Pacian
slashed back and forth, cutting Creese's back and leaving more
bloodied lacerations in his wake. All of Pacian's pent-up rage and
frustrations at the injustices in his life spilled over as he took
it out on Creese, a vile man who was the manifestation of
corruption and evil in the world as Pacian saw it.

A few yards distant, Beddoe scrambled to
reach for a short sword nearby, but once he drew it and got to his
feet, a professional calm came over him as he faced off against
Pacian.

“You picked the wrong people to steal from,”
Beddoe rumbled, right before lunging with his blade extended.
Pacian had expected this and rolled to his right, landing cat-like
on his feet and slashing Beddoe's over-extended arm. He recoiled in
pain but quickly recovered, stabbing at Pacian again and again yet
hitting nothing but air.

Although lazy in his everyday life, Pacian
could really move when he needed to, and this was one of those
times. He darted about so fast that Beddoe simply couldn't get
close enough to hit him. Pacian was fully committed, his pulse
pounding in his ears and reveling in the chaos of the moment.

Looking for an advantage, he reached down
and grabbed a hand full of dirt and threw it into Beddoe's eyes.
The big man roared in rage as he staggered backward, trying to
clear his vision while swinging his short sword back and forth to
keep Pacian at bay. Although it would have been nice to finish him
off, Pacian noticed Creese finally getting to his feet nearby and
headed in that direction instead.

Before Creese could properly stand, Pacian
shoulder-rushed him from several yards away, toppling the man back
to the ground where Pacian's knife slashed him twice more. He
followed through with a solid kick to Creese's stomach, blasting
the wind out of his lungs and buying Pacian more time.

He suddenly felt a powerful shove in his
back and slammed into the side of the barn, momentarily dazed from
the impact. Beddoe, already recovered, grabbed Pacian's shoulder
and tossed him several yards, where he crashed into the wooden
table. Pain surged through the side of his body, but his instincts
kicked in just in time to avoid Beddoe's sword which narrowly
missed Pacian as he stumbled away.

The lantern that had been providing light in
the secluded barn smashed when it hit the ground, sending oil and
fire streaming into a pile of hay. Pacian took a moment to gather
his bearings, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand while
Beddoe struggled to catch his breath. The brief reprieve ended as
the big man lunged at Pacian again, forcing him to roll to one side
to avoid the attack.

Unfortunately, he rolled right over a rock
hidden beneath the hay and came to his feet in blinding pain.
Beddoe followed through with a solid backhand to the chest, forcing
Pacian back once more. He almost tripped over Creese, who was just
recovering from the kick, and had the presence of mind to stab
downward with his knife. This time, Pacian's weapon penetrated the
leather and dropped the wounded thug to the ground again, roaring
in pain from the accumulation of small cuts.

That move cost him. Pacian was in agony and
barely able to respond as Beddoe moved in and slashed across
Pacian's chest, a hit that would have finished him off but for the
fact that he stumbled over Creese and landed on his backside.

“I'd suggest not giving up your day job
kid,” Beddoe snarled as he loomed over Pacian's prone form with the
growing fire behind him lighting up the place, “but you're not
gonna live long enough anyway.” It seemed he was about to say more,
when the big man took a hit to the back of his head and staggered
forward, revealing Millie standing there, wailing away on Beddoe
with her club.

The big man raised an arm to try and shield
his face from the ferocity of her attacks, with limited success.
With Beddoe's back to Pacian, he saw the opportunity to bring him
down and struggled to his feet, but before he could bring his
carving knife to bear, Beddoe seemed to anticipate his presence and
struck first, driving his elbow to Pacian's stomach.

He doubled over, gasping for breath as
Beddoe's focus stayed on Millie. He deflected her simple attacks
one after the other as he moved closer, towering over the girl as
if daring her to try and hurt him. He was clearly amused by her
attempts and while Pacian wanted nothing more than to curl up on
the ground and breathe, he wasn't going to let her come to
harm.

Summoning his remaining strength, Pacian
hurled himself at Beddoe with the intention of knocking him to the
ground, but he was a solid bloke and only lurched forward a few
inches upon impact. Beddoe shoved Millie to the ground and turned
to take a stab at Pacian, but fortunately, he'd already fallen to
the ground after running into him.

Pacian lashed out with his knife and cut him
deeply on his leg, which drew a response from Beddoe in the form of
a solid boot to Pacian's chest. He cringed on the floor expecting a
follow-through blow, but it didn't happen. Beddoe turned back to
face Millie, who was still on the ground with the flames spreading
quickly behind her.

“I thought you was a nice girl, but looks
like you've fallen in with bad company,” Beddoe rumbled, moving
closer to stand over her. Millie looked up at him with fear in her
eyes, but instead of replying, her answer can in the form of her
club forcefully smacking into Beddoe's groin. He howled in pain and
fell to the ground, clutching at his shattered manhood while Millie
stood, her expression of clearly a ruse.

Seizing her opportunity, she brought her
club down on the back of Beddoe's head with a resounding
crack, knocking him out cold. Pacian struggled to his feet,
each breath a painful chore and with his knife held firmly in one
hand, stumbled back over to Creese.

“This is for Brogan, Kieran and all the
others who died by your treachery,” he rasped, watching with a
measure of satisfaction as Creese, too badly wounded to respond,
looked at Pacian in horror as he drove his knife into the man's
neck. He gurgled and gasped for a few seconds before finally
succumbing to his injuries, while Pacian observed his last moments
with cold detachment.

He stood and took in the scene of their
handiwork, and was instantly reminded of the outcome of another
fight, years ago. Then as now, the bodies were strewn around the
floor of his home, bloodied and cut almost beyond recognition after
Pacian's rage took over, surprising the thugs who had been caught
off-guard by the young boy's response. In spite of surviving, that
fight had resulted in the loss of his mother and in some small way,
Pacian hoped that this win would help assuage his guilt over his
choice to fight.

“What have you done?” Millie cried,
bringing Pacian back to their present predicament. She had a fit of
coughing as smoke from the spreading flames started to build up.
Pacian held up a hand to shield his face from the intensity of the
heat as he looked around in alarm at how fast the flames were
moving, effectively cutting off their escape and growing higher by
the moment. Thinking quickly, he searched for any other way out and
spotted closed window shutters on the wall opposite the fire.

Taking Millie by the hand, he stumbled
through the clutter of the barn until they reached the window,
which was a little too high to climb out of. Millie saw a wooden
crate nearby and brought it over, lining it up with the window to
allow them to climb out.

“Ladies first,” Pacian offered, helping her
onto the crate so she could unlock the shutters and pull herself
through the window. He followed right after, gritting his teeth
against the aches and pains in his bruised body as he went through
the window to the fresh air outside and dropped to the sodden
ground. Upon landing, he almost fell over but Millie caught him and
they stood there in the heavy, cold rain, taking a moment to catch
their breath. Distant thunder rumbled through the sky, perhaps a
sign of things to come.

“That didn't go so well,” Millie said,
speaking closely so she could be heard in the wild conditions.

“It went better than you think,” Pacian
responded.

“We'd better get the word out about this
fire before the barn burns to the ground.”

“Give it a few minutes,” Pacian suggested
grimly, giving her a look that suggested it would be better if
there were no survivors. “Come on, let's get under cover before we
catch our death out here.” They made their way between two
buildings and entered the stable next door, where the smell of
smoke in the air was making the horses within nervous.

“What happened? No wait, don't tell me, I
don't want to know,” Millie said with noticeable disgust in her
voice. “I shouldn't have gone inside.”

“I'm glad you did, you saved my bacon back
there,” Pacian responded, wincing in pain as he pulled off his
sodden cloak. Millie noticed and helped him out, easing him out of
the torn garment.

“You're badly hurt, are you bleeding?”

“He never cut me, but I'm going to be black
and blue for a week,” Pacian answered.

“Was it worth it?” she asked pointedly.

“Definitely,” Pacian replied without
hesitation.

“Okay, well, I'm done here,” Millie said,
clearly upset by the events of the evening. “I'm going to warn
everyone of the fire so if you want to be somewhere else, now's the
time.” Although the stable was lit only by the glow coming from the
barn next door, it was bright enough for Pacian to see that Millie
wasn't looking him in the eye.

“Hey, I meant what I said,” he assured her,
taking Millie's hand and trying to comfort her. “We did good
tonight, real good. Don't ever doubt that.” She finally looked him
in the eye and nodded, then slipped out of his grasp and ran out
the door. He didn't pursue her, knowing that the events she'd
witnessed would likely haunt her for the rest of her days. It was a
lot to ask of someone who wasn't used to this sort of life, but
Pacian was nevertheless pleased with how she'd handled it.

Within a minute, the sound of her yelling
“fire!” could be heard, and shortly thereafter dozens of people
emerged from their houses, carrying buckets. Under the direction of
the mayor, a red-haired woman known for her sharp mind and strong
leadership, they formed a line from the town's well and started
dumping water on the inferno growing inside the barn. The roof was
on fire by now, and as more of barn's interior was exposed to the
elements, the quicker the fire was finally brought under
control.

Pacian ran out to join with the locals once
they'd moved into the barn, appearing to be concerned for the town
but in reality more concerned that the bodies had been burned
sufficiently to cover any evidence of foul play. Once quick glimpse
was all he needed to confirm this fact, although the smell of burnt
flesh probably would have been more than enough. The merchant,
Mister Holbrook, was on hand to assist and was able to identify the
bodies.

“Yeah, it's those two caravan guards who
made a scene earlier in the day,” he muttered. “It seems the
lantern fell off the table while they were sleeping and it cost
them their lives. That's an unpleasant way to go.”

The last flickering flames were gradually
being doused by some of the townsfolk, and Pacian noticed Aiden and
his parents were here too, carrying buckets of water from the well.
Pacian slipped a hand into his belt pouch and retrieved the glass
pendant he'd taken from Creese, and held it tightly as he pretended
to pick through the burnt wreckage of the barn. When Aiden spotted
him and approached, Pacian cleverly made it appear as though he'd
just discovered the pendant from the ground.

“I think this is yours,” he said, offering
it to Aiden, who accepted it gratefully. After a moment of
examination however, his expression became troubled.

“Why wasn't this around Creese's neck?” he
wondered. “Why isn't it at least a little bit blackened from the
fire?”

“I guess he took it off and the flames
didn't reach it,” Pacian answered with a shrug, trying to lead
Aiden away from a dangerous line of questioning. Sometimes, Aiden
was a little too smart for his own good.

“Maybe,” Aiden replied doubtfully. He was
distracted when his parents came over to see what the two boys were
up to, and Pacian was quietly pleased when Aiden handed the pendant
over to his mother, who recognized it instantly. She covered her
mouth with one hand as she stared at the simple glass pendant, one
of the few things remaining of her lost sons. Pacian silently
wished Beddoe had taken the one from the other Wainwright sibling,
Kieran, but it was most likely lost forever. Still, it was a little
victory in more ways than one, and Pacian had no regrets.

She began sobbing and gave Aiden a crushing
hug, while his father patted him on the back in his own stoic way
of offering thanks. Seeing the close-knit family treating each
other with respect was hard for Pacian to watch, knowing he'd never
again experience that feeling, but glad he was able to bring a bit
of light back into their lives.

Battered from his fight and unwilling to
push his luck, Pacian decided to quit the scene and head home for
the night to rest and dry out, leaving Aiden and the locals to sort
out the mess he'd created.

 


* * *

 


Pacian awoke to a gray dawn under leaden
skies, feeling the full impact of last night's fight throughout his
body. It didn't bother him too much, because he remembered the
reason for it and felt a sense of purpose and calm that rarely
pervaded his life. He'd made a difference, and some bad people were
no longer around to do bad things. It didn't get any better than
this.

Ordinarily out of bed by that time, Pacian
was so sore it took him a good half an hour to muster the strength
to pull off the covers and get dressed. By the time he hobbled down
to the kitchen, his father was already there, furiously kneading
dough on the bench top. By the smell in the air, he'd been drinking
again.

“You were supposed to be here at dawn,” his
father snapped, barely looking at Pacian.

“Good morning to you, too,” he growled,
feeling his triumphant mood evaporating in the light of
reality.

“Don't talk back to me,” Bryce snapped,
turning to face Pacian directly. “I keep this roof over your head,
and all I ask is you help me in the kitchens of a morning. And you
can't even do that properly! Look at you, hobbling around like an
old man. What were you up to last night?”

“Did you hear about the barn catching on
fire?” Pacian shot back, tired of starting his mornings with an
argument. “I was out there helping to put it out. Two people died,
or were you too drunk off your ass to notice?”

“Bah, you probably started it in the first
place you scoundrel,” Bryce snarled. “And you will speak to me with
respect, or I'll toss you out on your backside! You're nothing but
a disappointment, boy. If your mother, god rest her soul, was still
here she'd feel the same way.”

Pacian didn't respond with words, because
there was nothing that could be said that would encapsulate how he
felt at that moment. The sheer nerve of his father trying to use
the memory of his mother against him like that could only be
answered in one way. Without even thinking about it, Pacian's fist
lashed out, connecting with Bryce's cheek and laying him out on the
floor of the kitchen.

“Don't you dare tarnish her memory by
bringing her into this,” Pacian shouted. “You are a miserable waste
of air, and I'm utterly sick to death of putting up with your
abuse. You want me gone? I'm happy to oblige.” He turned to leave
but before he took two steps, Bryce stood up and lunged for
him.

He caught Pacian around the waist, sending
both of them tumbling to the floor where they scuffled in a fight
without finesse or style, only raw hatred. Fists flailed about,
each man pummeling the other in an effort to exorcise their demons
upon the flesh of the other. Pacian still hadn't recovered from
last night's activities and he was having trouble putting this
fight to rest, until he quite literally used his head.

He smashed his forehead into Bryce's,
leaving his old man reeling from the blow. This gave Pacian the
opportunity to extricate himself from his father's grip and get
back on his feet. Both men were breathing heavily after the brief
but intense struggle, but neither of them wanted to go on with it.
An awkward silence descended upon them, broken when Pacian came to
an important decision.

“That's the last time you blame me for your
own bloody problems,” Pacian said calmly, no longer willing to
waste the energy on his father. “I'll find someplace else to live,
and with luck, you'll never see me again.” He smoothed down his
tunic and ran his fingers through his blond hair, trying to neaten
himself up a little. Pacian checked to make sure the coin pouch he
stole from Creese was still on his belt, then headed out the door
for what he hoped was the last time.

The trees growing throughout the town had
lost most of their leaves by now, leaving them as little more than
skeletal claws reaching to the sky as their leaves blew through the
streets. The air was bitterly cold that morning, which Pacian
keenly felt after having left his cloak behind the previous night
since it bore the scars of his fight with Beddoe and he didn't want
to risk being seen with it. So, flush with money for the first time
in months, Pacian headed for the center of town to buy something
for breakfast and do a little clothes shopping.

He bought a bowl of reheated stew left over
from the previous night and a piece of buttered toast from the inn,
and halfway through his meal he started feeling better. Though he
didn't want to admit it to himself, the brief fight with his father
had hurt him deeply, as though the thin tether that bonded them as
a family had finally been severed, and now Pacian felt hollow
inside.

The young lady serving him had asked about
the bruises on his face, which Pacian casually laughed off as being
a bit careless when he was helping put out the fires in the barn
last night. He inquired if there were any further developments as
to the reasons for the fire, or the fate of those who died within,
but it had apparently been written off as an accident. Through a
combination of skill, timing and luck, Pacian seemed to have gotten
away with it, which also helped buoy his mood.

As he left a shop after buying a warm new
coat, Pacian saw the merchant wagons outside the inn, fully laden,
with Mister Holbrook and his guards ready to go. Seated on the
wagon at the rear, in the absence of Creese and Beddoe was Millie,
her younger sister and her two parents. Behind them were bags and
boxes where the family had packed up their whole life in
anticipation of heading for greener pastures.

Millie, clothed in a cream dress and winter
cloak, was speaking with her sister when she noticed Pacian looking
at her from across the street. The two of them exchanged a long,
silent look, broken only when the wagons started rumbling down the
road. She raised her hand briefly and he gave her a forlorn smile
as another part of his life vanished forever.

Feeling alone in a hostile world, Pacian
headed towards the only other place he felt welcome. As he
approached the Wainwright household though, Aiden stormed through
the door with a backpack in one hand and his longcoat in the other.
Behind him, the sound of Mister Wainwright calling after him could
be heard quite clearly in the crisp morning air.

“You're embarking on a fool's errand, boy,”
came the shouted words. “Don't throw your life away on this
nonsense!” Aiden didn't respond, heading up the road at a brisk
walk when he noticed Pacian standing on the other side of the
street, watching the scene unfold.

“Where are you going?” Pacian asked.

“I'm heading west,” came the short reply as
Aiden moved closer. Pacian could see his friend was severely
rattled, and didn't appear to have slept very well.

“Bracksford?” Pacian wondered, referring to
the next town over.

“Yeah, when one of the wagon drivers came
back for his cart, he mentioned that there was an old sage who
retired there, says the place is full of books and other 'weird
stuff'. I figure he might have something I'm looking for, or at
least knows someone who does.”

“I can tell your parents aren't happy about
that,” Pacian remarked dryly.

“No sir, they are not,” Aiden affirmed. “But
I have to find the answers or it'll drive me crazy.”

“Well, you’ve gotta do what you’ve gotta
do,” Pacian answered. “Hey, want some company? My dad and I just
parted ways and I'm interested in getting the hell out of this
place.”

“If there's room on the wagons for one more,
sure,” Aiden answered with a shrug.

“Oh uh, the merchants have left already,”
Pacian pointed out, drawing a look of exasperation from Aiden.
“Don't worry, if we start out now we can reach Bracksford by
nightfall.”

“I hadn't planned on walking all the way,”
Aiden remarked dourly, “but I'm not going back in there,” he added,
nodding towards his house just down the street.

“You'll have no argument from me, mate,”
Pacian answered. Having suddenly made a decision to upend their
lives, the two young men fell into step, heading downhill towards
the open road leading away from Coldstream, and the only home
either of them could remember. “Have you eaten?” Pacian asked.

“I had a bowl of stew but I'm not sure it'll
cover me for the whole day,” Aiden replied as he nestled into his
longcoat and settled his pack over his shoulders.

“Here, have an apple,” Pacian offered,
handing his friend the last of his batch from the previous day,
with the possibilities of the future beckoning them onward.
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