
	 

	
		
				An inky wisp suddenly spurted out of a speck in the slate grey nowhere giving Modru, God of Chaos, a start. Soon swathes of smoky plumes were swirling all about him. Twirling, twisting, whirling, forming into a humongous hooded form that loomed ominously over the cowering god.
"Thou hast strayed too far, brother." A voice boomed from the beyond, as Tynan’s angry face coalesced within the still vague outline of the cowl. "Our father will hear of this!"
"I know not what you mean--," Modru stammered, squirming and seeming to shrink before his brother’s towering visage.
"You've been meddling in mortal affairs again." 
Tynan's human features hardened, sharpening as he spoke. "Bestowing forbidden knowledge - countless men, women and children doomed through your reckless transgression!"
"Ahh, that instance with the...Umm…” Modru’s sputtering form flickered. "A mere misunderstanding brother, one you needn't bother our busy father with…."
He shimmered into solidity. Sly eyes blinking back into being above the beginnings of a smirk.  "I'll bargain with you, a wager mayhap?"
"Thou art in no position to barter brother. What could thee possibly offer?"
"Say nought to father dearest, and I shall undo any damage done… Plus I'll scupper an upcoming plague, if...," Modru leered, meeting his sibling's stony stare for the first time. "If your champion can outlive mine... If not, all shall proceed as planned."
"Hmm..." Tynan tilted his great head, weighing the bet’s merits.
"'Tis agreed," he nodded finally.
"Choose thy champion then, brother mine," Modru challenged.
"I shall select this child." An arcane gesture and the spectral image of a ragged teen appeared in mid-air. Modru squinted.
"That trifling stripling!" he scoffed. "You may as well concede now, for I choose--."
"Whom you always select,” Tynan interrupted. “The most powerful mortal of the milieu, the Sarkian Emperor of course. You never could play fair…"
"Chide me not brother dearest," Modru grinned. "Our champions are chosen! Now to set them at each other's throats--"
"’Tis done, their fates inextricably entwined - I hast already ordained it so."
"Oh Tynan, must you take the excitement out of everything?"
" I will have your oath Modru, neither help nor hindrance for either contestant. "
"It is given." Modru's crocodile-smile widened. "While a fleeting distraction at best, I do so enjoy wagering with mortals. It almost lends their pathetic lives a modicum of meaning…"
The God of Order didn't deign to reply, rather, he leant back into the crows-feet folds of his midnight cloaks and dissipated.
That went about as expected, he mused, as his presence dispersed amongst the aether. For the godly embodiment of chaos, Modru was, ironically, predictable to a fault. He cared not a jot for humanity and constantly underestimated them. A trait Tynan could always count on.
Yet, even stripped their undue influences, Tynan perceived the bet to be precariously poised. 
Over the eons, chaos and order had crossed swords countless times and Tynan waged a constant battle to maintain any semblance of balance. Unfortunately, the natural laws of decay favoured Modru. Fortunately, for a god, he was a moron. And a craven coward. Still, Tynan’s complex schemes could leave nought to chance. So, with thousands of souls at stake, he’d placed his faith an ancient human prophecy. A long shot taken on a wild card.
The other gods of the pantheon poured scorn on mortal prophecies, but as God of Order he'd learned they often possessed a unique rudimentary power of their own. Even obscure ones like The Path of the Seeker: From a prince to a mage; a guard to a captain; a baron to a duke; a jack to a king; a soldier to a general; to seek, the only sure thing.
Sometimes all greatness needed was a nudge, the slightest hint of a suggestion, a whisper on the breeze…. Tynan sighed deeply. It was out of his hands now. Humans, for once, would have to help themselves.

		

		
				 
------------------------------
 
Jaspar Al Khadin stumbled at the first step. He'd almost fallen at the first hurdle, all because he was in a hurry. Something that should never happen. He’d been sun-struck, cutting across the open square instead of skirting around in the shadows, as was his wont. Seething, he took a moment to compose himself. The ice-white palace steps glared back at him. Implacable, ancient and cool. All he aspired to be. The mask fell back into place and he glided towards the imperial throne room. And the situation.
Jaspar loathed surprises yet somehow something had still sprung up unexpectedly. Something which had been buried for eons. Something which should have stayed that way… A magic artefact of legend. Albeit an obscure legend.
Damnation! Ancient omens and artefacts of this ilk led to naked ambition, which led to… Well... Damnation. And as any Sarkian Senior Advisor worth his salt knew, ambition in the wrong pampered hands could be chaotic, genocidal or worse, gauche.
Pushing onwards through the hushed shade of the domed palace, Jaspar weaved between the arches of snow-white ionic columns, waving guards out of his way. Safe again in the shadows, he stopped. leaning on the throne room door to catch his breath and think things through.  Jaspar was both old and wise. You couldn't have the first without the second amid the carousel of intrigue that was the imperial court at Arnuz. He didn't get where he was today by simply showing up for luncheon...
"Where the farrak is that camel humping advisor of mine?" He heard through the door. His Imperial Highness Emperor Ibrahaim Hetet Rakkesh the Third was furious - one of his usual four or five states of being...
"Ahh, there you are Jaspar…Surprise!" Smug was another one. "I've found a gold-dowsing doohickey! I'm going to be rich.... Finally...."
Jaspar stalked the seventy-yard swathe of red carpet. As he neared the gilded throne the bone of contention became visible. Clutched tightly in the tiny hands of the Emperor the silver dagger did indeed resemble the legendary Seeker's Star. As if on cue, the blade fell from his greedy grasp with a clang. On the side facing up Jaspar spied a pulsing diamond set in the hilt  -sealing the deal. It was the real Mukhtar alright!
Dammit, the magic dagger led to whatever the wielder’s heart desired. Rakkesh’s greed knew no bounds as it was…War would ensue for sure... Except, as the Emperor bent to retrieve his prize Jaspar could see it was broken. The all-important sapphire of connection was missing from its setting. Prophets be praised!
According to the ancient and thoroughly obscure prophecy: “The diamond shines on what's sought; The sapphire shares what's thought'. 
Well, formerly obscure prophecy, now one needing intense further investigation. 
"May I enquire how you came upon such a treasure, sire?”
"Woke up this morning…Lo and bloody behold there it was on my bed!" Rakkesh beamed roundly down from the throne like an over-full moon. "I do love a good surprise!" 
For the ruler of a vast empire, even in his sparkling silken nightgown, Rakkesh was not much to look at. A middle son, he was middle-aged… Thick in the middle... Middle everything. A second son inheriting the emperor role only through the untimely death of his much cherished older brother in a border skirmish. Ignored for so long before being thrust into the limelight, he'd brought baggage with him. Most notably, a large chip on his shoulder.
Some servant had neatly coiffured his oily, black hair, slicking it back to reveal a fine featured face gone to flab. Girlishly long lashes flickered above obsidian black eyes narrowed in frustration…  Or concentration. It was always hard to tell with his forehead scrunched up, as if every thought hurt. Jaspar didn't doubt they did.
"There was a note too, but it disappeared somewhere - damned if I can find it."
Damned indeed. Damned suspicious. Rakkesh was as a child and, as such, Jaspar controlled every aspect of his existence. A magic dagger was a sharp object with dire consequences. Jaspar was reminded of the time the Emperor confiscated a guard's crossbow. Shuddering at the recollection as much as the tantrum to come, Jaspar informed the Emperor that he only had half a treasure. He took it well, which usually meant he hadn't understood.
"Then why does the little lightning bug skitter about inside the diamond then?"
"It must seek its sister the sapphire," one of the guards blurted out before he could stop himself. Or Jaspar could. Jaspar was thinking the exact same thing, except he'd held his tongue - and come the dawn he'd still have one…
Wrongly sensing promotion, the soldier outlined his theory about the glow growing bigger, brighter and quicker the closer it got to the other stone. The light shifting within the gem to the facet nearest the target.  Probably correct but was it was worth dying over?
"In this case," Corporal Corpse soldiered on, "it's pointing out the eastern window, so across the sea to Perugia. 
"Perugia," Rakkesh exclaimed with vicious glee. "Where all my gold and gems are!"
Big Blabbermouth's theory was eerily on the money. Things was spiralling out of control... It took over an hour for Jaspar to talk the Emperor down from a full-scale invasion to a half-baked incursion. The advisor had his fingers crossed that it would fail, the idea die with it and all this nonsense be forgotten about. He even had some inept and expendable enemies in mind for the mission...
"I want our very best on this Jaspar send Ashraf,” Rakkesh demanded. Dammit!
"Unfortunately Captain Serkan is currently training your nephew Ishak--"
"So? Send him too, do the fat barrel of sesame oil good to get out and about..."
“Oh, and Jaspar, give my new dagger to my nephew, I trust him," Rakkesh said. "He's too stupid to plot against me."
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Protect your teeth she’d said. Jak had just confessed to being bullied by the bigger boys in Norwood. And that was all his gran had to say about it. She was correct of course. Succinct and to the point. Adult teeth don't grow back but aught else that got broke, Gran, Mother Nature and Father Time could mend between them. 
Trusting her implicitly, Jak took to putting his teeth first in fights. Not going face first but protecting them, keeping his hands held up high by his cheeks and his head moving side-to-side like a snake about to strike.  He'd been wise to heed her 'cause not only could he still smile completely but it turned out to be a good tactic too. One time he ducked into a haymaker and Manus Cleland broke a knuckle on his forehead. Receded right back into his hand. What a Manus move! Probably had his thumb inside his fist 'n' all. Manus! 
All Jak got broke that time was his nose. He also got a couple of cuts and bruises but there were three of them. That was a top trip. It was also three years ago. 
He’d take a similar result today and laugh all the way home. It wouldn't be a win as such but he was sure that once he got his growth spurt there would be a reckoning and a half.  He wasn't far off as it was. Recently he’d added the headbutt to his arsenal. Had it down pat too - the key was to instigate it. Get your retaliation in first as Gran always said.
At thirteen and three-quarters years-old and "five-foot faff-all" as his gran often teased, he wouldn't generally be considered a man yet. However, Jak felt, since he could read, write, hunt, and halfway fight he was a more accomplished man than most of Norwood's meathead fishers and foresters.  Moreover, his growth spurt was due any day now. And anyway, Norwood was a stupid name for a town that was actually west of the wood and slap, dab in the middle of the southernmost region of the country.
Not where he’d put a town called Norwood. Another point in his favour was his fantastic planning ability. Also, Jak didn't drink ale, wager on nags, chew tobacco or smoke a pipe, which saved a lot of silvers. And according to his gran, they were all "filthy habits" as well... Like picking your nose he supposed.
So, he thought shouldering his rucksack stuffed with herbs and pelts, if you added up the many positives and minus-ed the few negatives, Jak the Lad was as useful as any adult!...More so with his growth spurt coming on!
Hold up, wouldn't minus-ing negatives cancel out my positives?... Maths was not his strong suit. Gran would know...
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Ashraf Serkan strode confidently out through the swinging doors of The Wobbling Goblin Inn. A ballyhoo broke out behind him, but the Sarkian captain refused to turn. He knew the kerfuffle would be his second in command getting slapped in the behind by the saloon doors. He didn’t have to look, the smirks of the six other soldiers milling at the bottom of the stairs said it all. Inwardly he sighed, being beaten by a doorway was a new nadir, even for Ishak.
Outwardly, as always, Ashraf maintained his keen military bearing, keeping his eyes forward. He even ignored the pawing of his shoulder as his stumbling junior officer struggled to stay upright.
Instead, he descended the rickety stairway staring daggers at his men until he had the dignified silence and decorum he demanded. Like them, he’d chosen not to surrender his sword - as if he ever would - assuming the flimsy disguise of a trader’s guard. He left the role of the well-financed and well-fed businessman to the bumbling Lieutenant Ishak behind him. He may have lacked the head for high finance, but the body was about right, both portly and pampered.
Lieutenant Ishak Rakkesh was a liability in the field, and indoors, in fact, every room except the officers' mess where he more than excelled himself eating above and beyond the call of duty. Despite these major shortcomings, Ishak had been earmarked as a general in the making, destined for a glittering military career by virtue of his last name being the same as the Emperor's. 
Ashraf had earned his rank the rough and tumble way, but didn't begrudge Ishak or mind being a babysitter. In fact, he hoped to coattail the clown's inevitable, cream-like rise to the top, to advance his own cause. That was the theory anyway. In practice, Ishak was infuriating. And after five dull-as-ditchwater days trudging through Perugian sludge from Seatoun - not to mention six days and sea-sickening nights spent crossing the Capri Strait - Ashraf's frayed temper was fair set to snap. The junior soldiers just sniggered at “Lieutenant Lumpy” behind his back, but Ashraf couldn't afford the luxury of alienating his meal ticket. So he ploughed on, pretending to listen and sympathise.  He even posted a pair of superfluous sentries this morning at his junior’s insistence. Soldier on as the saying went.
After pulling Ishak out of a puddle, Ashraf gave a silent signal, other than his heavy sigh - and he and his men resumed their struggle through the cursed mud. Heading across town to get supplies before their trek into the so-called Forest of Fairies.
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Arianna Granville let out a long, hot sigh like a boiling kettle taken off to the hob. She paused to swipe the sweat out of her eyes then got back to the grind mashing herbs between her mortar and pestle. Once palm oil was added to this lot, Ari would have an effective and, better still, expensive arthritis balm - a staple of their family's business. The fourteen year-old didn't mind or shirk the hard work, but missed her mother and father, now weeks away on their first trade caravan. When they weren't gallivanting about the countryside, her parents ran the town's only apothecary, or "apocathery" as it had been spelt out on their stupid sign.
It was a sign of the times too. It seemed anything that could was going wrong for the family. Norwood was made up mainly of men so the apothecary business was a bear market at best. Worst of all though was Mayor Maggard’s bank was leaning heavily on them via a large loan.
The family were so far in the red that her parents had to travel all the way to Kortar to get them out. In their stead, her father's cousin, Lianne Grimes had come from Kirkstead to look after her and Amohia, her ten year-old sister. From the first blush, Ari hadn't liked her wanton aunt and apparently the feeling was mutual. Avoiding each other was easy enough though, Ari was always in the workroom or their herb garden, while her aunt manned the store. Although her aunt's version of 'manning' meant flirting outrageously with any and all men. Unmarried, married, promised or otherwise engaged, it mattered not one whit to her slatternly overseer.
Meanwhile, Ari laboured the days away replacing the stock her mother had taken on the caravan - churning out oils, balms, pastes, potions, perfumes and medicines. Ari had quit school to assume her  heavier duties. Amohia still attended, although very much against her will. Ari hadn’t minded school. She’d been a top student there for six years but now felt they really didn't have much more to teach her.
Also, Ari was her mother's daughter and gladly answered the apothecary calling, enjoying everything from the exotic fragrances to the finicky recipes. She studied the boiling pot before her, dandelion fuzz or sticklewort? The recipe said the former but her instincts insisted on the latter. As usual, Ari followed her inner feelings, stirring in a pinch of agrimony. Knowing it would work somehow she shifted the pot to the hob to cool, nearly spilling the contents at a sharp rap on the backdoor that led into the garden
It was Jak, the young larrikin that delivered his grandmother Imelda's supplies. Her mother had dubbed Wild Child, due to his brawling misbehaviour -  she even called him it to his face, now battered, bruised but smirking as usual. Bizarrely, the boy took the moniker as a compliment, despite being clearly well-educated and able to spout strange facts at the drop of a hat.
Now he stood in the doorway. He looked a lot like the door, fully outfitted head-to-toe  in shades of brown. Walnut leather boots - still on - khaki breeches, a thick hickory leather belt peaked from under the umber cape and cowl he'd tied around his middle. Above the waist he wore a mohair tunic with the long sleeves rolled up of course. A tanned sheepskin vest completed the ensemble. His underclothes were probably brown. Ari wouldn't put it past him.  His smooth skin was suntanned a burnished copper colour.  Even his unruly hair was brunette. He looked like stick insect except shorter and stockier. No, not stocky she corrected. Raw-boned with wide shoulders and thick neck and long arms. A log insect then... Or an ent?
 
Then she noticed the other colours, the black and blue bruising and several raised red welts
"What happened this time?"
"The twins," he grinned. Pleased as punch. At least all his teeth were intact. "And Girly, plus Raymond Greene kneed me in the knackers for no reason."
She winced politely then fetched an unguent for his bruises plus a wet cloth to clean his cuts. He groused a bit but let her dab at his abrasions all the while attempting to unpack bundles of herbs, bark and sundry bits and bobs from his rucksack.
"At least your eyes are both still hazel."
"Huh?"
Her face flushed, it shouldn't have, he was a whole year younger than her. "Err, usually you have at least one black eye."
"Oh right. I'm getting better at ducking. I didn't know they were hazel though... Thought they'd be brown."
Ari was taken aback. "You don't know your own eye colour?"
Why would I? You look out eyes, not at them. They don't colour everything you see!"
"What colour are my eyes then?" she asked turning away as she did.
"Pretty... " he paused expectantly so she turned to face him again.
"Are you saying my eyes are pretty?" She blurted eyelashes aquiver.
"No, but I'm pretty sure you have two like everyone else! Hah! Got you!"
 She swatted at him with her cloth. He just laughed and leaned away. She shook her head, swiping another dab of lotion onto her fingertip. 
"There," she said with a final wipe. "Keep them dry until they scab up."
"Ta Ari," Jak turned away and produced a bunch of pink carnations from his pack, presenting them to her with a flourish. "Found these for you on the way in."
For me?" Ari blustered, her face flushing even redder than before. "They're lovely I'll get a vase..."
"What for?" The Wild Child was puzzled. "Need crushing, not watering..."
"Oh, of course..." Medicinal usage. Ari changed the subject by fetching his standard fee from under the good teapot. Jak pocketed the coins without checking. He never did. "Hey, how come those boys never steal stuff out of your rucksack or your purse?"
"Hide them at the edge of town before I come in, collect it all after the fights then come here."
"Oh…Wait, where did they set upon you?"
"Fairfield Commons, where all the children play…"
"Over by the bridge? That's the far side of town... You know you don't actually need to go there?"
"I do if I want to be bullied, besides Westcott gives me sweets for 'being in the wars’." 
"You’d cop a beating for a few sweets? I'm sure he'd give you some anyway..."
"Mayhap, but this way I've earned them!"
He grinned triumphantly like he'd verbally trumped or tricked her somehow. Then with a cheery wave he left, taking his own school of logic with him.
Ari shook her head, and rummaged through the herbal supplies strewn across the bench. It was all there. Everything she needed for the next few months. Unbelievable. Un-asked for too. As if by magic...
But for the bank loan at an outlandish mortgage rate they'd be thriving. Her parent's caravan profits would put them back in the black for the time being, but, make no mistake, their long term survival was dependent on the good graces of the Fae Witch and her Wild Child.
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Donaldson's Dairy the two words swinging creakily in the wind were emblazoned in Westcott Donaldson’s mind for all eternity. Originally his store sign was supposed to read: "Donaldson's Dairy, Produce & Assorted General Goods". A mouthful but an accurate portrayal of proprietor wide range of wares: milk, cheese, fruit, vegetables, herbs, and hardware. 
For a precisian such as Westcott, it wasn't sufficient for his sign to simply say "store" or "supplies" or even "shoppe" yet as an erudite man of the world, he was well aware that life is lived in the margins between what you want and what you get. 
The proof in the pudding - an over-egged one at that - was erstwhile sign writer, Riley Fawlty. Westcott theorised his true name was Really Faulty and that he'd simply spelled it incorrectly his entire life. Proper spelling, oft considered a prerequisite of the profession, apparently lay beyond his limited capabilities. It was a small mercy Westcott's sign said "Dairy" rather than "Diary" - he'd intercepted the thickwit scant seconds before he could dot the "i" that would spell disaster. Not that he'd left enough space to ink in "disaster". An utter absence of forethought had left absolutely no room on the board for the four other titular words - living proof that 'failing to plan is planning to fail'.
In the face of Westcott's righteous umbrage, Fawlty hadn't given a tinker's damn. In fact, he'd brazenly suggested that a second sign with the second half of the title could simply be tacked on underneath. That's when the saying "as thick as two short planks" sprang to mind and almost to Westcott's lips. To add insult to injury, Fawlty blithely insisted on charging like a wounded bull for his first failure then sought another arm and a leg to for his rough and ready remedy - refused in short order and no uncertain terms.
Westcott could've saved himself a heap of grey hairs and silver coins if he’d only beheld Fawlty's own "shoppe" sign, prior to acceding to his exorbitant fees.
"Fawltys' sign righting and ingraving for plagues, trophys and busyness signs" was stunning in the scope of its stupidity.
It wasn't only Westcott suffering, the illiterate idiot had left his mark all over town: The butcher, the baker, the chandler, the tinker, the tailor, the cooper, the farrier, the keeler, the lederer, the milliner, the scrivener, the wainwright and the apothecarist had all suffered under his dyslexic brush. Still, a shy bairn gets nowt and Fawlty had built a small fortune by blagging his way through business.
While bristling at the first impression the inept signs gave visitors, Westcott couldn't, in all fairness, condemn it as a false indicator of its nefarious denizens.
Most Norwoodians - or Norons as they were colloquially and locally known - were as thick as mince and similarly illiterate. The rest didn't give a toss. 
Westcott shook his head, to clear the clinging cobwebs of his bitter memories. This morning, it was a completely different sign which had him concerned... And curious. The wily store-owner noticed goings-on outside his window, particularly people and especially strangers. Minutes ago, soldier types, travelling as trader guards, had come into his shop for supplies. Stranger still, they were Sarkian.
During the last Sarkian incursion Westcott had been a sergeant. Subsequently he loathed them a good deal less than the great unwashed of Norwood's grimy streets. They say, if you want to understand a man you need to walk a mile in his shoes. In a humanitarian effort to empathise, Westcott had slain as many Sarkians as he humanly could, picking up several pairs of their boots in the process. He soon found them to bring out blisters much the same as his Perugian issue had. Thus, had a great understanding been born - all men were equal-ish - as in equally screwed over by those giving orders.
In the last invasion, seven out of every ten Sarkian soldiers were conscripted - essentially slaves. They hadn't wanted to be here at all. However, this new breed clearly did, carrying themselves with confidence and certitude. Westcott could tell their hearts were in it, making them all the more menacing. Furthermore, they all spoke Perugian passably well and out of the eight of them, only one was an obvious moron - an unlikely occurrence in any collection of common men. This told Westcott they must be upper-echelon soldiers, selected especially. In a word: spies. And judging by their shifty behaviour, up to mischief - plain as a pikestaff.
 
Stroking his thick beard thoughtfully, Westcott observed as six of the party headed south. The two staying put split up, heading north-east and north-west respectively. The southbound six hadn't purchased enough supplies to suffice until Southwell. On shanks pony, as they were, it was a full four or five days away and they appeared to be on a day-trip only. Within that radius there were only a few farmsteads and a deserted forest. It didn’t make a lick of sense. Still his dander was up, but he couldn’t quite place why.
Thrumming his fingers across the counter, Westcott considered his next move. It was a crying shame his friend Kennison was away on caravan duty. The captain and he would give them the short shrift! Just like in the good old days ...
In the meantime, he’d keep his eyes peeled and his ear to the ground. He reached under his coin drawer and drew out his old sword with one hand and a whetstone with the other. He'd also keep his blade sharp. There was no telling what their old foes were up to, but they'd surely flutter the dovecotes before they were done. Of that he had no doubt.
"They were Sarkian weren't they Westcott?" Wee Jak stepped out of the shadows. Westcott having forgotten all about the boy got the fright of his life. Stealthy little bugger he was.
"Ooh, is that your service sword? Can I see it?"
"No, it's not a toy," He shoved it back under the counter. "C'mere let's straighten that nose out.”
The boy didn't even wince as Westcott wrenched it back into place with a pop. Never did. Tough little bugger. He grinned wolfishly as Westcottt grabbed a handful of boiled lollies and held them out.
"Skip along home now lad," he said. "Get your other battle scars looked at. Your gran will know better than I what to do.
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Jak sucked on the barley sugar as he walked. It put a spring in his step. He had six more but he was saving them. Spread them out as treats. It would be a months before he had to go back to town again.  He always ate one right away though, because he'd earned it. 
He'd come close today. Got Girly Tong a good one. Right on the ol’ snoz. He’d bet  Jak wasn't the only racoon in town with a busted beak. Should have pulled tufts of his golden locks out. That'd hurt him more. Practically in ringlets now... Caring about hair... Jak snorted in disdain,  blood bubbling out his nostrils. 
 
Ahead a tranquil clearing basked in the muzzy, mustard haze of the afternoon sun. The last of his eight trap sites. He also had four supply caches spread far and wide across the forest. "You can't be too careful..." his gran had told him time and again.
"Or too thorough, " Jak finished the saying aloud. She'd been preaching to the converted, Jak had seen the sense in it from the first.
 
Again it was empty. He'd been checking them all. It didn't add up. It was still autumn, there should have been plenty of plump, dumb bunnies bounding about. His whole forest felt off somehow. Frowning in concentration, he knelt and deftly reset the twigs of the trap, despite it not being sprung.
He consulted the shadows of his stick sundial he'd constructed. He had one at each of his sites. Nearly five o’clock. Best be getting back to the Grey Grove, where Gran would have dinner ready. He'd been taking his sweet time to avoid his history and language lessons but hopefully he’d be allowed out for twilight hunting, bring back some real meat, a doe or a boar to tide them over the coming winter. 
He set off without further ado. It was half-an-hour home from any of his traps. Jak kept them equidistant on purpose, to provide a perimeter of his inner territory - his daily trap checking doubling as a border patrol.
Named the Fair Forest for its fae inhabitants rather than any innate niceness, in Jak's head, it was clearly split into sectors. The selfish elves held sway in the south, all the way to the sea. The goblins dogged the Dragon Spine range to the east. The Ankans, known locally as Eagle Clan, roamed the northern steppes around to N'dor, the salt lake, leaving the whole west to Norwood and the Great Swamp for Gran and him.
Visitors weren't welcome. Not that there were any prying eyes of any shape, size or colour. His gran's wards kept the stupid men, dumb beasts and even creepy crawlies at bay. The elves by their selfish nature never left their southern sanctuary and goblins... Well, Jak had never glimpsed a goblin, but, his gran insisted, "that don't mean they ain't there".
Gran would know...
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Three hours into their trek, Ashraf called a halt. No-one was unduly tired and the magic dagger was unwavering, their target a hundred yards or so ahead, yet he felt compelled to stop. No-one argued with him, not Sherak the scout or even Ishak, evermore the idiot.
The desert dwellers merely sat in stunned wonder, enchanted by the unfamiliar and extravagant greenery. Their Captain too was captivated by the colourful foliage. This forest was so old and otherworldly, he thought, and that worried him for some reason.
The previous month of October must have been one of fire, many leaves burned magma-red, hot-orange or fever-yellow. Now, in early November, the sun was wan, failing to warm the skin, sprinkling down only weak lances of light. The sun-spears couldn't reach here in the sooty heart of the forest, eerily still in the shade of the three biggest trees, Ashraf had ever seen, still half a furlong ahead of them.
As the minutes dragged on, his mind drifted a full circle coming back to the mission. It was relatively simple and safe enough - or the Emperor's nephew would never be risked - just retrieve a single sapphire their Emperor had his greedy heart set on.
Finding that particular needle in the haystack was made child splay by a magic artefact Sherak wielded, which could track the target anywhere.
Ashraf signalled his scout and was handed the silver ceremonial-dagger. He stared, fascinated, at the shining stone set in its hilt. A pulsating light within the diamond glowed bigger and brighter the nearer it got to its sister stone... Distractedly, Ashraf aimed the dagger at various landmarks. As he did the light within shifted itself to the whichever facet was now nearest their original target... Apparently it was amidst the huge trees ahead...
Flipping the dagger over revealed a slot for its sister sapphire on the other side and also snapped Ashraf out of his trance, spooking himself in the process. He shuddered and tossed the blade back to Sherak, glad to be shod of the evil thing.
Taller than the towers of the imperial palace at Arnuz and almost as thick and foreboding, Ashraf felt the three trees could - and would- fall on him at any moment. Butted-up behind the behemoths was a steep, snow-capped conical mountain, the smallest by far of a dozen jagged peaks scarring the skyline...
Yep, definitely a dead-end in that direction, despite the dagger's glowing insistence otherwise.
As time marched relentlessly on, Ashraf struggled to stay still. Antsy, every second he felt increasingly sure he should leave. So he did. He just upped sticks and left. Relieved, the rest of his troop eagerly picked up their gear and jogged after their leader. A few minutes later, he felt a lot better, but why? Everyone else was blinking as if a spell on them had been broken. Had a spell on them been broken? He called another halt. Was all that weirdness witchcraft?
To find out, he would be forced to do to do something he'd never considered let alone done before.
Against his every soldiering instinct, Captain Ashraf Serkan drew a deep breath and asked his subordinates how they felt. Firstly, about their new experience of forests in general, then specifically about the spot they had stopped before. The short question and answer session confirmed his long held suspicions.
First and foremost, asking junior soldiers for their opinions about anything was simply wrong. And without question - literally - an exercise never to be repeated. Secondly, they had all been ensorcelled and there was a wall of witchy magic screening their enemy. Ordering his men to about turn and "run straight through it without bloody stopping", salvaged him a modicum of mana. Sherak was the scout. He held the dagger, so he was designated to bell the cat by leading the charge. But Ashraf swore he would be hot on Sherak's heels no matter how conflicted he felt about it inside.
------------------------------
 

		

		
				Jak was right. His gran did know something. She knew something was wrong. No sooner had he yanked open the front door into their lounge than her frail arms were hugging him with surprising strength and intensity.
"Thank the gods you're home," she said, smothering him again. "Evil is afoot and approaching fast."
She waved vaguely at a collection of orc and goblin bones strewn across the sturdy oak table in the centre of the room. Jak snorted. As if some superstitious nonsense proved her claims beyond any reasonable doubt .
How could anything be coming? Usually Jak unstrung and hung his bow on the hook beside the door, but today he bunged everything by the fireplace to sort through later. Better keep his boots on too, until he got to the bottom of what was worrying his normally unflappable gran.
They were untouchable in Grey Grove, the glade that held and hid their home. Known locally as the Lair of the Fairy Forest Witch, their home was actually a charming cottage, sitting snugly inside a trio of giant elven redwoods at the base of Goblin Tooth mountain - a chipped tooth, ending abruptly in cliffs abutting their backyard. The Foster house was hidden, fully enclosed within natural barriers and entirely safe. Or so he'd thought.
His gran swept the bones into a heap with her forearm then seized them again in clawing fingers. She stared at her fist, shaking it three times then scattered the runed shapes across the table again.
"Bah," she spat, scanning the face up runes one by one. "Many come...Strong magic... Portents of growth and change....Danger... Death..."
Jak refused to believe in a bunch of old bones, Not his gran just what she was saying. He couldn't see how they had been found for a start... The house couldn't be seen for their huge trees. The three trunks' exteriors doubled as the interior walls for the front two rooms -the lounge and the kitchen-cum-workroom - of their cosy home. In the backyard behind the two single bedrooms were his gran's gardens and an outhouse - all blocked off by forbidding cliffs.
Jak stared hard at the only entrance. A heavy oak-door wedged between two of the redwoods. It didn't move. It couldn't even be seen within the grove itself, camouflaged and curtained-off from prying eyes by a stand of spruce saplings Jak had planted for that specific purpose. It may have been possible to see the forest for the trees but not their home
Meanwhile, his gran was dashing from pillar to post plucking items in panicky snatches. Her tall angular frame rendered her actions almost risible, at times resembling a frantic praying mantis. Normally serene grey-green eyes roved restlessly. Her usually surgically-steady hands groped and grabbed in manic movements. She was frazzled. The Fae Witch was frazzled. Jak could barely believe his lying eyes.
While Jak took pride in his many security measures, they were merely window dressing. The heart of their defences were his gran's wards, spells which daunted and befuddled beasts and humans alike...
His own spell was broken by his gran grabbing him by the shoulders.
"Hurry along and fetch your things," she ordered, then resumed rifling through a cabinet drawer. "Only what you can carry..."
Gran pointed to where she'd stacked her own stuff - her herb box and two huge books - in a pile on the corner of the table. She began sorting cutlery in the scullery when suddenly the clamour of her alarum startled them both. Now Jak couldn't believe his ears. Grey Grove was being invaded.
 
Suddenly,  a swarthy man  darkened their door. The beak-nosed intruder pointed an ornate silver dagger with a glowing white jewel at Jak's gran. Jak was stunned, the sneering man was as Sarkian as the carpet Jak was stood on. One from Westcott's shoppe, the carpet and the man. He snarled at Jak and barked back at his countrymen still milling outside.
Grandmother Imelda backed Jak up against the cabinet beside the fireplace, keeping the sturdy table between them and the six foreigners forcing their way into the front room.
His gran calmly surveyed the invaders, seemingly unafraid. If anything she seemed puzzled.
"What were you thinking Rakkesh?" She wondered aloud."Sending a few soldiers to do a sorcerer's job."
She drew herself up, standing taller than Jak had ever seen her. Seeming to shed decades in the process, she scoffed at the six men crowding in. After a second glance at the dagger, her eyes narrowed dangerously.
"Is that what I think it is?" His gran pointed right back at the intruder's waving weapon. "I've been scrying half a century for that very dagger and you dare my forest to deliver me it?"
"That is as priceless as the artefact itself," she threw her head back and laughed.
As she did, her right wrist sizzled with white energy. Suddenly the dagger darted through the air above their table and into her outstretched left hand. Jak's gran examined it, caressing the runes inscribed in the hilt excitedly. Giggling almost girlishly, she nudged Jak. "Finally, Jak your inheritance is found."
The lead scout, snarled at the loss of the dagger, shaking his tingling fingers while drawing his curved sword with his other hand. He dashed around the table to slash at Jak's gran. But she spun to face him, squeezing her still fizzing fingers into a fist. With a cry he crumpled at the waist and sank to his knees. A second later, his midriff pulsed once then soundlessly imploded leaving a smoking cavity where his belly had been. Jak could see the recurring patterns of their rug through his seared torso. His own brain was similarly blown apart. Who was this woman? No hedgewitch, that's for sure. Were those many Fae Witch rumours true?
The remaining Sarkians were staring, equally slack-jawed. His gran glared daggers back at the invaders, waved again and another torso got cored. The seared meat stench made Jak retch, but spurred the remaining soldiers into motion, jolting Jak into action too. He snatched a long log from the fireplace and swung it into a charging soldier's kneecap with a solid thud. The resultant scream broke the spell of silence that had befallen the room. One of the now galvanised soldiers grabbed him roughly by the shoulders. Jak stomped on the toes of his boot, earning a hiss of pain but the soldier just squeezed all the tighter in response.
"Release him," his gran demanded imperiously. She began to chant and bring her hands up. The air began to crackle, but in a flash, their leader leapt over the smouldering corpses, his curved sword stabbing at Jak. His gran released her spell and stepped in front of her grandson, hands held out to ward the attacker away. "Noooo!"
 
------------------------------
 
The Sarkian's reach was longer and his momentum slammed his sword into her chest halfway to its hilt. The world stopped, his gran's face frozen in fury and surprise. Shadows swirled around the room, daylight flickered beyond the skylight above, then she simply dropped, empty to the floor. Jak shrieked in animal rage, rammed the soldier behind him backwards into the mantelpiece. Then wrenching his way out of his captor's grasp, he threw himself onto his elbows beside his grandmother and took her trembling hands in his.
"Don't worry Gran, we can fix this, I'll get healing balm from--."
"Jak," His gran gasped airlessly. "Not this time. No time. Not for me... Your time Jak...This is yours." Her trembling fingers pressed a small stone, unseen into his hand. "This is for you... Only you!"
He furtively palmed the jewel into his jerkin pocket, then lunged for the dagger on the floor in front of him. But a heavy hand clasped his shoulder, dragging him flailing to his feet. A second hand joined the first, spinning him around they shoved him hard against the tall cabinet, setting him aside. Before he could attack anyone. Or tell his dying Gran that he loved her.
Before Jak could try anything again, the leader plucked the dagger up and drove it deep into his gran's heart. She spasmed once and was still, though bubbling crimson continued blossoming on her white blouse. Emotionlessly the leader dug the dagger out, wiping the blade clean - both sides with a twist of the wrist -  on the blouse before calmly handing it hilt first over his shoulder to the soldier standing behind him.
 "Shariff, hold this," he said evenly. "You're our scout now."
The leader appeared so detached that Jak couldn't connect his own feelings to what he'd just witnessed. It felt like a dream. Any second Gran would shake him awake... Then the truth flooded over him, the horror of his emotions so overwhelming...
Jak wailed, but before he could move a sword curved against his throat, collecting the tears streaming down his face. Tears of quashed rage not sadness. Those would fall later.
"Shall we kill him now, captain?" the one called Shariff asked - in Perugian.
"Wait until we have the jewel," the leader replied. Captain, Jak corrected himself. Gran's killer was their captain.
Jak fumed, his frustrated fingers clenching and unclenching. They'd murdered his gran and didn't even care if he knew he was next. He needed a plan right now or he'd be a ghost too.
He wracked his brain but his mind only whirred in grief stricken circles. By the time he regained his senses he saw the remaining soldiers had sheathed their swords and were ransacking the cottage. The two with bows had hung them, still strung, on a hook near the door - obviously not planning on being long, or they’d have released the tension. The tension in the room was reaching its peak too. Something had to give and give pretty soon.
The assassins' newly-appointed scout looked decidedly lost, turning to and fro, waving the dagger in random directions, before finally pointing it directly at Jak.
"There," he announced firmly. "Right there."
"Move boy," the captain ordered. Jak gratefully edged away around the table towards the fireplace as two soldiers and the scout rifled through the cabinet that had been behind him. Thankfully they ignored him, intent on tipping drawers onto the cabin floor and sifting through their contents. He kept his eyes down and his hands behind his back, groping about blindly until they settled on the handle of their axe leaning against the fireplace.
Stealthily Jak shuffled further along until his own bow was at his feet. He hated to do the next bit but it had to be done. He slid his right boot under the bowstring, lifting it slightly off the ground and then slid his left boot under the bow proper at the top where it was weakest and brought his right foot down next to it. It bent for a bit, then broke with a loud crack. All eyes turned toward him. "What?" he growled sulkily. "It's an old cottage; it creaks sometimes".
Appeased or simply disinterested, four sets of eyes resumed their fruitless search. Jak knew he only had seconds before they realised their dagger had been seeking him and the sapphire he'd pocketed. He gulped, grabbed the axe and charged the dumpy guard they'd left leaning against the door. He swung unnaturally left to right, but the guard pulled in his gut and jumped back. Jak missed by a full foot, hitting the wall where the Sarkian bows were hung. And where he'd been aiming all along. Thankfully they splintered upon first impact.
Satisfied, Jak turned and swung back again, the much more natural right to left, at the reluctantly advancing searchers. The dopey guard, instead of skewering him from behind, opened the door wider and ducked outside to give himself breathing room. With an involuntary yelp, Jak released the axe and sent it spinning erratically towards the three remaining soldiers. Each took desperate evasive action, throwing themselves either onto the floor or to the side.
Relief at having earned a momentary respite almost overcame him, but now was not the time for resting on his laurels. Jak lowered his shoulder and barged directly into the half open door rather than through the vacant gap. As predicted, the dimwit on the other side had hold of the handle. He was plainly about to peer around the door to ascertain the upshot of the fracas. Subsequently the door smashed into his face, stunning him, spraining his wrist, bloodying his nose and knocking him arse over tit. Then Jak was outside. Free as a bird. About to become a distant memory. A blurry one at that, barely able to be glimpsed in the mind's eye, let alone the dappled shade of Grey Grove.
Forgotten in the middle of the floor the glow in the blinking dagger began to slowly shift and shrink...
 
Kicking up dust, Jak sprinted for a thicket of trees, figuring the Sark soldiers were too big to scrape through unscathed. They also had no bows to feather him.
"Think." Gran would have wanted him to go to the goblins or the elves, but without her magic, or the implied threat of it, he wasn't confident he could convince them to help. He'd never met a goblin and the elves, well... They were elves. So that ruled east and south out. West to Norwood was no good either. A corrupt frontier town, the four assassins would never balk at killing him there. With Mayor Maggard in office they'd get away with it too, then they could flee across either of the bridges or grab a boat down to Seatoun or Southwell. He could do the same, but first and foremost he had to get rid of that thingamabob tracking his gem.
That left one option, an ugly one; grimly he angled his run north toward the Great Swamp. He began sprinting again but  pulled up, putting the panic firmly back in its place then settling into his regular steady lope. As gran always said, "a headless chicken is already dead..."
The angry tears were back. He would avenge her. All the way to the top of the totem pole too.
Emperor Rakkesh.
No point getting too far ahead of himself at the moment though.  r the foreigners. He figured to hit the swamp just before nightfall, giving him a couple of hours to show these Sark scum the sights. They may be trained soldiers but they were from the desert and this was the deepwoods. Deliverance was Jak's to dispense in the Fair Forest.
First of all, these newcomers needed to get their feet wet - literally. Emerging from the thicket, Jak turned east until he came upon a fast flowing stream. He stomped up to the bank at the water's widest and shallowest point. He leapt sideways onto a large rock, then another then again into a gap in the brush. Satisfied he'd left no visible tracks, he jogged downstream into a small dell where it was much narrower. 
 
It was still a dangerous jump. In autumn the mountain streams were swollen to twice summer's volume and speed. If Jak didn't make the jump he'd risk getting dragged under and drowning. He backed away, hoiking out bloody phlegm to clear his air passages and took a long run up... 
 
And landed on the far side. Barely - carried clear by his swirling emotions as much as his legs he imagined - and with a crunching sensation as the crumbling bank gave way. He flopped down on the far bank, breathing hard and snotty but when he went to get up he found his left ankle giving way slightly. Standing it began to throb. Grimacing, he rotated his foot, sometimes you could shake ankle injuries off. Uh-uh. It was sprained but how serious? Twisted ankles ran a gamut... And took time to reveal themselves.
He took a deep drink before heading upstream again, limping slightly. He circled around the widest point then hobbled backwards to the edge. Gingerly he stomped forward into his own bootprints to resume his trail and create the illusion he'd forged straight across the stream.
Jak was a wolf, the Sarkians were sheep. The analogy not only boosted his confidence, it allowed him to estimate their relative speeds, sight unseen. At the moment, Jak calculated the Sarks to be maybe a minute behind. Due to his dodgy ankle he sought to extend the distance between them, taking a twisty trail through a dense barrier of trees to give himself more breathing room. Leaving a trail a blind beggar could follow, Jak traversed the stream again, using large rocks as stepping stones at another narrow point to avoid getting himself wet and continued west. So far, so good. Well, not good with the ankle but adequate...
 
By now they would be wet, he wanted them thirsty as well. Nearly a league later, Jak knelt down beside a stagnant pond pretending to drink. He rose swatting at a swarm of mosquitoes and entered the cool gloom of denser undergrowth where the bloodthirsty bugs would not follow. He reduced his pace, walking for the next few furlongs. The ambling had not only conserved energy but also gave the soldiers the impression they were catching up. Like dangling a carrot in front of a donkey, it was important to instil confidence and belief so they didn't give up the chase or worse come up with a smarter plan.
Choosing a comfortable tree stump, Jak elevated his ankle to let the foul humours disperse.  He sat as still as a spider, breathing slowly, trying to settle his buzzing brain as well. Cruelly, he cut-off all but the coldest of emotions. Revenge was a dish best served cold and Jak had a four course banquet to prepare.
------------------------------
 

		

		
				"He's slowing down," crowed Shariff. The dagger's gem was indeed glowing bigger and brighter, bringing a rare smile to Ashraf's face. Shine on he thought.
"Praise the prophets," mumbled Ishak, hands on knees, sweat dripping down onto his already sodden boots. "I can't take much more. I'm getting blisters".
"He likely has the same problems," said Shariff, indicating the scuff marks by the pond. "Looks like he's as thirsty as we are too."
"Excellent," said Ashraf. "Everyone get a drink then avaunt - I want this infidel gutted and that gem in my hands within the hour."
The parched pursuers drank deeply, despite the water's mealy texture, also briefly bathing their  various nicks and cuts. Then, in single file, they trudged up the dark trail the dagger indicated, soundless apart from the odd boot squelch or exotic swearword aimed at a snagging branch.
Half an hour later, a cock-a-hoop Shariff held a hand up and the other three squished to a halt.
"We've got him," he growled jubilantly. "He's just around this bend."
"What's the plan?" Ayrek asked.
"He's an unarmed little boy," Ashraf smiled. "Unsheathe your swords, we'll rush him, surround him and stick him."
The other three snarled their assent and hurled themselves around the corner, eager to end their accurst mission. There! A shadowy figure, half a chain away. Ashraf leered menacingly in anticipation. Their prey was trapped athwart the narrow trail through the thicket. For some reason he was hefting a twelve-foot sapling that was far too heavy for him. The boy could barely raise it above his head. However, he still he didn't cower at the sight of four sword-wielding soldiers. In fact, the boy's brow was furrowed in concentration, as if he was counting or waiting for something... It mattered not, his chosen weapon was so patently absurd. He was swinging already - way too early and way too long it was. The top thwacked solidly into a branch above before he could even bring it down to bear on the swarming soldiers.
Sensibly the boy gave up any attack, backing up the trail a yard. He managed to disentangle the heavy stave and slanted it across his body protectively. His arms shook, obviously tiring from supporting its weight. The soldiers couldn't surround him in such close quarters so packed together to at least present a unified front of four darting swords.
In the initial flurry they pinked the boy twice and Ashraf heard a rib crack... It was a only a matter of time.
Then the buzzing began. Puzzled, Shariff held the dagger up to his ear. The other three warily eyed each other. But only the boy, wedging his branch across the trail as a barrier between them, looked up. And above was where the wasp nest fell from.
 

		

		
				------------------------------

Broken, was better than bruised when it came to ribs. A strange but true fact that Jak could attest to. Painful but not debilitating, cracked ribs had never gotten him out of any chores. Or any sympathy he could recall. They always healed up well in a few weeks with the right herbs but were a bloody distraction he didn't need right now. Slowing him right down. Worse than the throbbing ankle. He'd been pinked too.. Once on the side and once in his left thigh. Getting cut was creepy but he'd live... Or would he?...If the Gods willed it...
 
Ignoring the pricks, Jak parted the sticky, pine-needled branches for another gander... Damnation! Definitely a Sark leaning on the Swamp Bridge, Jak could see his hooked nose nudging out of the cowl on his cloak and the curved outline of a sword on his side.
"Think!"
He could circle around west to Norwood, cross the bigger bridge to the mainland...Maybe head for Kortar and give the dang gem to King David. He'd keep it safe and secure. He plumb hated Sarkians, rumour had it they were behind the current war with Vraven... No, it was too far to the capital, they'd haul him in for sure using that magic dagger-thingy...
Stars and stones. It dawned on him that, if they had a guard at the godsforsaken Swamp Bridge, they definitely had one at the Fairfield, the thoroughfare townsfolk actually used.
Think...So there are six of them left alive - four soldiers and two guards....At least. With a wince, he sat back on his haunches to hatch a plan. He, the wolf, still had a little time. His sheepish pursuers had to retreat to work their way around the wasp nest... So hopefully still a half a league or so behind him. The quarter hour gap had allowed him to deviate off his own path to one of his four hidden caches. Each was stocked especially for emergencies and this clearly constituted an emergency. His first ever And hopefully his last. In a good, live long and prosper  way...
Anyways, he'd applied lotions to his cuts and nicks. Moreover,  a fishing line, swads of deer jerky and a water bladder had been added to his meagre possessions. And, most importantly of all, a bow and a quiver with nine arrows. All he'd had on him when he'd bolted was the contents of his leggings and jerkin pockets, his purse with a couple of coppers, more jerky and his hunting knife. Damn, he'd forgotten all about his knife, could he have defended his gran? She'd only have needed a second or two...
He dabbed at his eyes, pushing these dark thoughts aside. He'd deal with his deserved guilt later. The new items didn't alter his plans much, the swamp was still the best and probably only option. Maybe he could feather the guard before he recognised him...Hellfire! Of course he could. He could do a bloody jig before the guard recognised him. The stupid Sark had never bloody seen him before! Brilliant!
Simple then. He'd just strut by the spy into the Great Swamp and end this. Simple sure, but his feet seemed made of lead, somehow reluctant to move forward. Why? What was happening to him? He shouldn't have stopped is what... His injuries and painful emotions had apparently caught up and were threatening to overwhelm him. Jak didn't want to shift from the tree line or even stand up. If he had his druthers, he'd stay put permanently. He felt safe here, although deeper down he knew he wasn't. Was he scared? He slapped himself, hard.
"Your gran was murdered by these sons of jackals so pick your raggedy arse up and get this done," he scolded. "She can't avenge her bloody self."
Jak stabbed his hand into his pocket and pulled out the sapphire his gran had bequeathed him, promptly swallowing it. He was well and truly committed now, there was no way he was gonna give up what Gran had died for. She deserved better. To get their precious gem the Sark scum would have to kill him... And gut him... With their shiny scimitars, like a fish...
On second thought, that sounded a truly terrible way to go... 
But somehow he couldn't bring himself to throw the thing up. It wasn't for lack of trying though. Nothing noble. Desperate fingers thrust down his gullet didn't work. Only panic rose up. He stilled himself, willing his mind to settle too. Jak couldn't summon up the stone, but maybe, just maybe, he could summon up the stones to get this done. Aye, that sounded splendid, like some heroic slogan or some such. There was no going back now, the Great Swamp would be his last stand! Last man standing, he grinned weakly.
Jak steeled himself and sprang to his feet... Then backtracked down the trail a little bit - to be on the safe side - so he could emerge unseen. He used those two minutes to compose himself even more.
"Focus Jak. This next part requires acting... And some whistling.
------------------------------
 

		

		
				Rock bottom. Sergeant Tarak Karam had hit it, with a muddy splat .
He was actually, "guarding a stinking swamp in gods-forsaken Perugia". The exact threat he'd heard daily from dear old drill Sergeant Emil. Every day that ultimatum had pushed him on-and-on until he'd passed. Top cadet in his class. He was a sergeant himself, so this shouldn't be happening. Not to him. He was a success story. A winner. He should not be shivering his arse off in this backwater dunghill.
Technically, he was a spy on a secret mission, deep behind enemy lines. It sounded impressive said like that. So that was how they phrased it when he signed up. It was why he signed up. But the oh, so cold and harsh reality was so far from what was promised. For the last six hours he'd been the solitary sentry at a small swing bridge, over a smaller stream, leading to a massive swamp, that no moron would ever willingly visit. It was pointless, boring and basically a job Ishak could do. It was, in fact, Lieutenant Ishak's idea to post him here "in case they made a break for it". Which had begged the question...
"How would I possibly recognise him, her, them or it?" he'd asked. "Will they be waving a tiny sapphire around like you do that dagger?"
Laughing outright at Tarak's "act of gross insubordination" had gotten Corporal Saidah assigned the other - albeit bigger, busier and better - bridge back in the town. It was all fun and games until someone has to guard a Perugian swamp. Tarak shook his head ruefully, he had no-one to blame but himself - and Ishak of course. He understood Captain Ashraf couldn't directly countermand Lieutenant Ishak's idiotic orders; it would undermine the chain of command. The Captain's usual trick was to get in first with his own comprehensive and sensible orders. Normally, he got the jump on the Lieutenant Lumpy, but no-one had seen this one coming. That was the problem with second-guessing stupid...
"There's no accounting for idiots," as Sergeant Emil used to say.
Tarak had tried to leverage his sergeant status to swap shifts with Saidah... Pulling rank but to no avail. At least in Norwood there were those shameless unveiled harlots to ogle. Though he fancied most would be easier on the eye fully veiled. Pasty, no-nosed blobs the lot of them.
Tarak's daydream was broken by a din coming down the trail from the east. Soon the noise sorted itself into tuneless, yet strangely cheerful whistling. Finally, some action. Tarak's wide smile was subsumed into shadow as he tugged his hood lower to hide his plainly Sarkian features. Patting his hidden sword to keep it in place, he slouched back against one of the stone blocks anchoring the southern side of the swing bridge. He had half a mind to kill whomever it was, sight unseen, simply for something to do. Burying the body would be something else to do. Perhaps that's where the phrase "killing time" came from?
But it was only a beardless, sword-less boy who rounded the corner half a furlong away. Probably on his way to scoff swine flesh with the brazen hussies in the infidel town. But no, the boy made a beeline for the bridge. Tarak studiously ignored his approach and curiously felt the boy returning the favour. Why would he do that?
It seemed a tad suspicious. As the boy drew near, Tarak stole a second, furtive glance and got a fuller impression - a soldier's estimation. Fourteen or so. Average height. Solid build. Suntanned for one of the chalk children. Lean yet healthy, though needing  a good growth spurt to fill out the frame. Unruly auburn hair hung to the shoulder, half-hiding intelligent hazel eyes. Slightly feral features including the usual snub Perugian-nose and a slightly jutting chin hinting at an aggressive demeanour. Maybe this kid was worth killing after all...
Tarak considered quizzing the boy, but wasn't confident he could hold a full conversation in Perugian. Also, his accent would be a dead giveaway... For one of them at least. The boy had a bow slung over a shoulder. Clearly a hunting foray, he'd be out of the way for hours -  so not a threat.
As he passed by, the boy looked set to say something, but an icy glare from Tarak and the moment was gone. Instead he gave a stiff nod and started across the swinging walkway. Tarak cocked an ear listening carefully to the steadily retreating footfalls slapping against the slats of the bridge. Satisfied the boy hadn't stopped halfway, he settled back against his block.
"Well, that's as about as dangerous as it's going to get today," he thought. The others were already late so naturally he wondered what Ishak had done wrong now.
 

		

		
				------------------------------
 
Jak came out of his crouch, having snuck back behind the northern bridge support.
He'd resolved two things in the last three minutes. One, to nod at the guard rather than make any attempt to exchange pleasantries, and two, to come back and kill him while he could.
Behind him The Great Swamp, as the name suggested, was immense. Several leagues wide and twice as long. It was as dangerous as it was large. The Ankan called it the bayou, but all locals avoided it like the plague it likely contained. For good reason too. The middle of the marshy everglades was a morass of mosquito and water-borne disease - patrolled by snakes and alligators inside, and either Ankan braves or bandits on the outer fringes.
On the positive side, many rare plants and herbs made their homes there, he'd argued to his gran. However, his eleven year-old self had been banned from ever venturing there - not even when he'd turned twelve. Or thirteen when he tried again. Consequently, he'd only made half as many trips as he wanted to over the years and only knew the first few furlongs from the southern edge with any certainty. Maybe he could lure and lose three or four foreigners in the sweaty fog? A big maybe. But losing five, Jak arbitrarily decided, was too big of an ask... A bridge too far…Which brought him back here. Behind the bollard. He needed to thin the ranks and had been gifted a golden opportunity. Like shooting fish in a barrel, his gran would have said. Except this barrel was across a bridge. And it was a big fish, with a sharp sword that made it more like a shark. Nevertheless, it needed doing.
Unhooking his bow Jak notched an arrow from the quiver at his feet. It was the quiver of his hands that was the problem. He wondered how many warriors got their first kill with a bow shot. Probably a fair few, but he bet shooting someone in the back drastically reduced that amount. Outside of a battle would make it even rarer. This could be one in a thousand shot!
He shook his head to shut it up. He drew a bead, but couldn't still his shaking hand or sight along the arrow shaft. He sat back on his heels, heart hammering in his chest. How could he shoot someone in the back?
Especially with this, his third best bow and that brisk cross-breeze flowing down the Torrence? The only thing likely to be shot here was his confidence.
"Snap out of it Jak! Stop finding excuses and start finding your pride," he chided himself. "You'd make a twenty-five-yard shot at a rabbit nine times out of ten."
"Eight times out of ten," he countered, "and I'm not worried about the eight. I'm worried about the two times I miss and a pissed-off assassin comes a swingin'."
The bridge guard was no fluffy bunny either.
"Jak Bannor Foster, you'd have time to shoot again at pointe-blanc range with a secondary option to scarper," he scolded. "This is a two shot, skedaddle deal that even a coward would take. And Grandmother Imelda didn't raise no cowards."
Those were the cold hard facts he required for cold hard action. Jak could do this. Jak would do this. Because this was for Gran. In one smooth motion, he stood, notched, drew and let it fly with an emphatic thwack that brought the panic fluttering back. His stinging fingers were scrabbling around his feet for a second arrow, half expecting to be skewered when the silence hit him. He stood up but could see nothing. No charging Sarkian. Nothing. He nocked the bow, holding it pressed against his thigh as he tiptoed across the bridge. As he neared halfway and his perspective shifted, he could discern a leather booted leg sticking out from behind the far support... Why was he tiptoeing? Especially on a throbbing ankle?
Veering wider as he approached, details of the prone form became clearer with every sidling step. Soon he could make out the contorted face of the corpse. His arrowhead sticking up six or so inches out of the Sark's gullet. As he stood over his foe's body, it twitched, causing him to drop his bow, draw his knife and dive wildly at the torso stabbing desperately into the chest.
The man gave a last gurgle and seemed to shrink. Jak frantically disentangled his rubbery limbs and wobbled to his feet. He half-expected to be set upon by the guard's comrades, but the valley was eerily quiet. Deathly quiet. Bully for him, because Jak needed to sort out his next move. The others would be breathing down his neck soon. Should he roll the body into the stream to dispose of it? No, it served better as a signpost of his flight and a spur to pursue.
The sword. Take the sword. Even if he didn't know how to use it, it was an upgrade over the hunting knife and gave him two weapons. Three when you counted the bow. The bow, of course. They still didn't know he had it... That opened up possibilities. Although the arrow through the throat would have to go. He took the Sarkian's sword, scabbard and belt, fumbling with trembling hands to undo the buckle. He patted the corpse's pockets and found a small purse, which he stuffed into his leggings.
Next came the worst part, retrieving his arrow. Normally, when Jak killed something he'd try and save the arrow shaft but not today. He hunched down and used his hunting knife, sawing as close to the arrowhead and as far from the accusing face as possible, until he could twist it free. He dropped it in his quiver, then gently rolled the corpse over, before viciously yanking the headless shaft free by the fletching. 
Releasing the body onto its back, he realised the hole glaring up at him looked an awful lot like an arrow wound. As it would. That was no good. This was going to be grisly. Jak threw the shaft in the stream then drew his new curved sword. He shoved the sharp end into the gory hole, working the squishy gristle around, widening the wound. Gagging, he got shakily off his knees, collected his bow and set off for the swamp. Jak noticed one of his boots was leaving bloody prints on the wooden bridge slats, but at this stage it was probably a good thing. After all, he wanted them to follow. 
Regardless of what happened to him now, he'd at least struck a blow for gran. A mortal one at that. Now, the hunt was well and truly on and he was the wolf once more.
Three minutes later and the Great Swamp lay basking before him in all its boggy glory. The quagmire was a throwback to a prehistoric time and all who entered were dragged down into the primordial ooze in some way too. Centuries-old trees with sprawling limbs sheltered the darkness, blotting out any sunlight. Their bark was mottled and splotched, as if bubbling soup had been frozen in time on its surface and clumpy combs of wet moss dangled from their rotten boughs.
Jak dragged in a fetid breath of muggy air. This was the dodgy bit. It was important to maintain a straight course for as long as possible. His grand plan hinged on it. His gran's vengeance hung on it too.
He squeezed between two black-trunked cypress trees dripping with algae and stepped out onto the boggy marsh. Nothing much happened, the stifling silence broken only by a burp of trapped air breaking the surface and the croak of an absent frog.
His boot sunk an inch into the mushy, grey mud and reluctantly squelched free with his next step. He willed himself on. One foot in front of the other, as Gran always said, "was the only way to get anywhere in life". He held his bow in two hands out in front of him, adjusted his balance and began jogging ignoring the sucking sounds and sensations as best he could. On the far side, he took a deep breath - hopefully making himself lighter in the process.
"Three of these," he told himself, and he'd be there...
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				Ashraf crouched over the still warm corpse of his trusted sergeant yet couldn't believe it. Not only that his compatriot had been killed, but how… And by whom. Tarak had a knife wound in his chest and a nasty sword strike through his neck. The Tarak he knew was a more than capable swordsman, seldom bested. Nevertheless, it appeared he'd been disarmed and stuck with his own sword by a stripling boy barely half his age. It had to be the boy? The dagger pin-pointed him being only a hundred or so yards ahead of them across the bridge. It did but didn't add up. His head was fuzzy and he couldn't figure it out.
After ransacking the body for booty, the young grave robber had hightailed it into the marshes. It didn't matter if he had a sword, they had the dagger. Still, he was missing something important. This didn't make sense.
A panting Ishak arrived. Peppered with wasp stings, abrasions, and injuries - including a half closed eye and bloody nose - he was lumpier than ever, but still as effortlessly annoying.
"What happened to Tarak?" he gasped, heaving for air.
Ashraf wished he knew, but just shrugged and turned towards the bridge.
"Leave the body, no time."
They slowed to cross the shaky swing bridge and Ishak got his breath back.
"You know he probably shouldn't have been posted here by himself, something like this was bound to happen."
Ashraf gritted his teeth and thought positive thoughts of promotion and bloody revenge.
"I mean, how was he supposed to identify the boy? By guessing?" Ishak held his hands out wide, palms up. " He was a sitting ibis if ever I saw one."
In lieu of maiming his lieutenant, Ashraf looked away, staring instead at the diamond sparkling in the gloaming gloom. Although he really didn't need to. Any idiot, even Ishak, could track half submerged bootprints in mud, ploughing straight ahead. Unlike in his horrible forest, the boy was fleeing heedlessly without thought. Obviously out of ideas and energy and they were catching up. Ashraf smirked. Sarkian soldier training regime had given them stamina far and above that of your average Perugian peasant - surely his death was nigh. He was going to skewer his Perugian piglet and revel in its squealing pain. He savoured the thought as he wiped the sweat out of his eyes.
It was dusk in autumn, he shouldn't be sweating, this accursed country was far too cold for that. They all were though. Ishak, as usual, was the worst. He really didn't look well. Could their umpteen stings and cuts be infected already? Unlikely. By the prophets, he was thirsty though. They should have drunk back at the stream, but he'd never even considered it in his vengeful rage, not with their quarry so close. Definitely on the way back though. Here in the swamp there was water everywhere, but not a drop to drink. Such a waste. Sludgy puddles of mosquito-infested liquid were not on the menu unless you wanted a bug buffet as well.
As a Sarkian, he hated this country by default. Now he hated it even more. Much more. The swamp was worse than the foreboding forest. This was a trek through a Sarkian's idea of hell. Oppressive air, tainted and humid, bore the humming insect silence that seemed to push and prod at his every pore. On every side snakes skulked through the shadows, while alligators, stood still as stone statues, jaws agape jagged rows of nightmare teeth un-gnashed. Maybe he'd hand feed bits of the boy to the hideous creatures. The idea raised his spirits momentarily.
An exultant cry shattered the steamy silence, scattering a murder of skulking crows, smearing their black blight across the slate grey sky. Shariff! Swiping aside a nimbus of whizzing gnats, Ashraf waded into the brushwood boscage separating him from his scout. Squeezing between two fungi-clad birch, he finally laid his eyes on the fugitive, flushed out into plain sight at last. The boy stood stalled upon a slight hillock only a score of yards away, hands on knees, chest heaving. Ahead of him a steep bank with a tangle of trees at its crest blocked any forward progress. Trapped! The brat was stuck - figuratively and about to be literally.
No orders were necessary, swords drawn, they charged feverishly at their quivering quarry, leaning weakly on a rotten tree stump.
As scout, Shariff was in the lead, Ayrek three steps behind, with Ashraf closing fast. Ishak, finally forcing his way through the thicket behind them, brought up the rear. Hence it was Shariff who fell first, forward onto his front - sword in one hand, sacred dagger in the other - his left foot sinking in sludge up to his ankle. Beside him, Ayrek half-turned to help but fell backwards onto his rump as his heel dug deep into the mud. Ashraf stopped dead in his tracks and it kept him alive. A desert dweller, Ashraf knew the great devourer well. He threw himself bodily backwards before his boots got engulfed too. Finding firmer ground under his torso, he twisted, clawed and crawled his way out of the sucking muck. Slowpoke Ishak plodded to a halt beside him.
"Get branches," Ashraf barked. "It's farrakin quicksand!"
"How did I not see it?" he lamented. Although the desert scourge appeared to be a vastly different beast here. A predatory chameleon - in Perugia it wore a crust of a mucky marsh, rather than the shifting sand cloak of its Sarkian brethren, but both were deadly. They had been set-up.
A puffing Ishak returned, bowed over and proffered a leafy five-foot branch at Ashraf.
"Not me lackwit, Ayrek and Shariff," he screamed. Ishak shrugged and repeated the process with Ayrek, who reached backwards, barely managing to get a grip on the topmost twig. Ishak pulled, but it achieved little but slow down the sinking process. Meanwhile, Shariff had somehow rolled onto his side, he managed to kneel attempting to get to his feet, but his knees began to sink too. No branch could reach him, Ashraf realised. With no rope nearby, Shariff was dead but didn't know it. Although, judging by his bug-eyed expression, he held his suspicions,
"Throw me the dagger and I will avenge you brother!" Ashraf promised, though not sure Shariff had even heard him. Unlike the soldier himself, the vow of vengeance seemed to take an age to sink in. All the while, Shariff's unfocussed face was swivelling back and forth, his lips gasping soundlessly like a landed fish. Floundering wildly, he sunk beyond his waist and cruelly the submersion seemed to speed up. As the tip of his elbow touched the treacherous skein of sludge, he snapped aware, locked eyes with Ashraf and shucked the dagger limply in his direction.
It fell short but settled on the crusty surface and stayed there. Instantly, Ashraf fell to his knees, pawing at the dagger with the nearest of Ishak's leafy branches, sweeping the precious artefact ever closer. Just as his hand grasped the hilt, he heard two things: a muffled gurgle that must have been Shariff dragged under and a thrumming reverberation. The hum was followed a heartbeat later by searing pain as an arrow embedded itself rigidly in his right shoulder.
"The farakking boy has a farakking bow!" Ashraf howled. And I'm a sitting ibis, it struck him .
Seizing his impaled shoulder with the far hand, he rolled to his feet and sprinted for the cover of the copse, sidestepping as randomly as his injury would allow. He heard another thrum as he ran, but felt nothing. "Praise be, he's missed!"
Behind him Ishak bellowed like a stuck pig. Well, he missed me at least. A third arrow whistled past his ear as he dived for cover behind a large fallen log. When the pain subsided enough to see, he risked a peek and was rewarded with a spray of wood chips as a shaft skidded off the log inches to the left. The glimpse had been enough. The demon spawn was standing on the sodden tree stump for extra elevation and, pretty as you please, taking pot-shots at them. Thwack! Aargh... Ashraf snuck another peek to see half-sunk Ayrek, an arrow through his right eye. A decent shot and a decent thing to do - a mercy killing. Meanwhile, Ishak made use of the momentary reprieve, limping to the cover of the log and collapsing a few feet to Ashraf's right - a feathered shaft sprouting out of his thigh.
"I've been hit," he cried. "It's the boy! It's an ambush!"
Wan with pain, sporting hundreds of nicks, a swollen eye and beautiful bee-stung lips, Lieutenant Lumpy looked like something the cat dragged in and would have got sternly scolded for. We must make a pretty pair Ashraf thought. He wrenched the arrow out of his shoulder, nearly throwing up in the process.
Night was falling, but the sun wouldn't rise for two more of his men. His own prospects were far from rosy too. He was alive but injured, and would wake somewhere in a fetid swamp, deep behind enemy lines with an idiot for an accomplice and a child prodigy for an opponent. Things couldn't get any worse... Or could they?
 

		

		
				Night fell before anyone one else did. Of his estimated eight enemies, Jak was down to three - two of whom were wounded. Five dead already - two his gran had scorched and three he'd hushed himself. Satisfied for the nonce, he let his standoff with the shafted twosome become a stalemate - reluctantly surrendering the upper hand his killing field gave him rather than risk a night out on open ground. Under the wan light of a waxing moon he managed to scrabble up the northern bank then warily trod his way over to the nearest large tree. 
 
It was a cottonwood, but Jak was more concerned with cottonmouths, the slithering sort. Serpents, he knew from his studies, were averse to ash and reverberations, amongst other things. He shook the lowest branches violently for a few seconds. Thankfully no snakes fell out, nor did any sidle away when he stomped around the base. Content, he hauled himself into the tree, climbing as high as his weight would allow. After removing his bow and quiver and hanging them on twigs above, he wedged himself carefully between two thick boughs. He kept his ankle elevated in the branch above so as to heal it quicker - basic medical science letting the foul humours drain or disperse into the air. Painfully mindful of his own ribs and assorted other injuries, Jak doubted the wounded duo would have the wherewithal to attack him during the night so he chewed the last of his deer jerky and drifted off to sleep.
He was dead wrong.
 

		

		
				------------------------------
Like a worm, Ashraf's luck had turned. He'd successfully second-guessed the fluky boy's next move. And banking on the brat's complacency had paid off big time. Two of his soldiers were sucking in sand, buried alive just behind him. Did the little devil really believe Captain Ashraf Serkhan would curl up in a ball and cry? Ishak instantly had. But not him. Because not ten yards away, was the demon child, sleeping like a baby. Albeit a baby bird.
The problem was the boy. Yes, of course the boy. The problem with the boy... Was?... While he was only a score of yards away, they were all up. Up yards. Normally, this was not a problem, but with his right shoulder crocked he couldn't climb up and kill him like he really, really wanted to. Kill him.... Brilliant idea!
Admittedly Ashraf was having a crumb of trouble focussing... However... On the other hand, he did feel fortified from the stash of food he'd found before. The stupid boy, in his idiotic haste, had dropped a wrapped packet of mushrooms and dried meat. Man hunting was hungry work. Reluctantly Ashraf had split his salty prize with Ishak, but still felt invigorated.
Ishak was no use at all. Worse now with the arrow through his thigh. He'd left him with the log, talking to it deliriously. Neither even noticed when Ashraf left.
"What to do?" he thought feverishly. Too feverishly. He tried to assemble his wandering thoughts into coherent order and keep them in place... And his temper under control. His temperature needed control too. Sometimes he was cold, sometimes he was hot, and sometimes he was not. He wished he was at home, where good holy men would simply stone an infidel like this devil child to death. To death... Cheers! Stoned.
"Clink, clink, aaarrghh! That was it! The answer...I'll take a short nap. No, get rocks. No rocks. There are no rocks! aargh!"
 

		

		
				 
A hunk of bark glanced off Jak's head, mussing his hair. Happily away with the fairies he swatted at the air irritably, trying to drift off again. He was almost back, but a second block grazed his shoulder and he sat bolt upright. Gazing down, he got a bleary eyeful of the Sarkian captain's arse as he bent to retrieve another chunk to chuck. His could see his adversary had accumulated a small pile of branches, along with averagely large arse.
At least it isn't snakes. Lacking arms snakes couldn't throw anything and it appeared Sarkians shared the same difficulty. Jak actually smiled as the captain's third attempt fell well-short and at least four-feet wide.
Sighing, he stretched his arms out luxuriously, ignoring his stinging ribs.
"You throw like an orc," he observed archly.
"It's my left hand you insolent whelp!" Came the furious retort.
"Hmm... Perhaps," Jak offered helpfully. "...You should try using your right?"
The lengthy response wasn't in Perugian but Jak, who had a knack for languages, got the gist - not even utilising his gift, just using good ol' fashioned guesswork.
He grinned down at the deranged Sarkian zealot hell-bent on slaughtering him feeling surprisingly calm. Or was it drowsy? No, his lack of panic was logical he reasoned. Both his remaining foes were hurt, tired and infected. Also, judging by the captain's co-ordination - even adjusted for the injury-enforced left-handedness - he was high as a kite. They must have found the magic mushrooms he'd left behind. No matter how high they got, they couldn't reach him up here. It was nearly dawn and by the dusk of the coming day they'd be as weak as kittens. Their leader was already ''armless" to him.
"And now legless to boot!" He chuckled at his own puns. This was almost fun. As the furious captain's fourth hurl flew by and Jak hooted and laughed out loud... Until he stopped. He found himself staring in slow-motion disbelief as the innocuous wooden projectile caromed off another branch and snapped the twig he'd carelessly hooked his bow over.
The bow, of course, didn't hook itself over one of the many lower offshoots, of course not... It clattered an unlikely path through a thousand other branches to the ground. A complete clanger and a total game changer. Down below, the Sarkian snorted in exultation and swaggered over to collect his prize.
"Drats!" That bow was his biggest asset. Hang on, was the Sarkian dancing? Peering down from his lofty perch far above, in the gloom of the false dawn, if you squinted, it did resemble a drunken reel of some description. Jak was not having it.
"Bow's no good without arrows," he crowed, as annoyingly as possible. He made a great show of waving his quiver in the air then knotting its strap firmly around a strong branch. Much like he should have done earlier with the bow. But that was done now and was only a minor setback. He had water... He wasn't infected... He could wait all week if he had to. They would be sick as dogs tomorrow and he'd steal away and leave them to it.
"Oi, where's he going?" Jak was puzzled. The Sarkian had smiled evilly and staggered off, back the way he had come. Eventually, after a couple of false starts. Oh, hells above. Did the dumb one have arrows? Oh no, his misses. How many was it? Two or was it three? It didn't matter. He'd be a sitting duck sprouting sticks in a few minutes. Jak abandoned the tree, not attempting to untie his quiver; he was the only one that could retrieve it anyway. Dropping off the lowest bough, he went to flee in the opposite direction of the Sarkians, but stopped short. Think. As things stood, they had a bow and arrows and a sure-fire way to track him with the dagger gizmo. He could lead them deeper, but they really had no need to follow,. They could regroup with reinforcements and find him anytime they wanted.
Logically, his best bet was actually to attack. After all, Gran said it was the best form of defence. It also suited his demeanour. If he could confront the captain before he retrieved an arrow, it would make the bow redundant. If he could either steal back or break the bow or the dagger, then the odds would shift dramatically back in his favour again. Anything he achieved at this point would be a positive. If Jak couldn't confront the captain now, when the man was wounded, infected, and delirious, he'd never be able to.
Now or never. He spun around and sprinted off after the Sarkian. There would be scant seconds in it.
 

		

		
				 
"Farrak," the brat was correct, Ashraf conceded. He had a bow, but needed arrows and didn't have time to make any. No wait, the whelp was wrong. He had arrows back at the log. Two or three of them. Holy joy. He'd shish-kebab the brat with arrows and spend a happy day slicing his twitching remains into teeny-tiny pieces."
Wallowing in titillating thoughts of torture, Ashraf almost lost his head. He heard the familiar whoosh of a blade, sluggishly began to turn then stumbled over a half-buried stump, which saved him.
Instead of being decapitated, he took an inch deep, seven-inch long, slash across the meaty part of his back. The brat had stabbed him in the back! A low blow! Lower than it was intended for sure. Luckily! Painful, but far from fatal or even debilitating. Almost an ideal injury if there was such a thing. The boy swore as his follow through went further than he had balanced for and forced him to a knee. Instinctively, Ashraf rolled to his feet - ignoring the strange twinge stretching across his back -  his right hand reached for his blade. Except it wasn't there. Pain was. His right shoulder screaming bloody blue murder at him.
"Farrak. Focus," Ashraf cursed and clumsily drew his sword from the sheathe on his left hip with his left hand. He had to lean forward to earn enough leverage. Their respective errors had given them both enough time to get their feet under them and their swords wavering uncertainly in unfamiliar hands. Still he was no novice. Ashraf flung the bow behind him and lowered his centre of gravity into a wide arm stance. Not knowing what else to do, the boy mirrored him. And that was the problem. The left-hand versus right-hand combination meant they couldn't really face-off. Facing the same way they were reduced to warily circling. This could have gone either way, but with Ashraf assuming the role of the aggressor, they were wheeling clockwise, driven by his left hand.
At last, Ashraf thought, this was what he wanted. Granted he wasn't at his best, but this was his wheelhouse. He winked at the brat, but the boy didn't bat an eyelid back. Probably thinks time is on his side, facing an injured foe, feverish with fuzzy thoughts. Arrogant pup.
"Time is on my side whelp. I've forgotten more than you've learned," he announced out of the blue.
Twenty-one years of military service. Hard yards of campaign experience, that even the Emperor's scion's coin couldn't buy. Got twenty plus years on the boy too. Thirty-pounds of muscle, plus four-inches in height and two in reach. Most importantly Ashraf had killed before. Hand to hand; face-to-face. This very sword has hacked apart many enemies. Nothing prepares you for killing, like killing.
Time would tell, as always, but Ashraf was confident his old friend would find in his favour once again.
 

		

		
				
Jab, jab, jab. Jak jabbed his sword at the captain's blade just keeping it at bay. Trying to get a touch every time so he could locate his opponent in space and time. With his left hand he slid his hunting knife out of his leggings. Though he'd no idea what to do with it. They were both standing side-on facing the same bloody way so their blades could touch, and tap out their tentative tattoo. It made his knife a million miles away from the captain's throat.
The swaying Sarkian, seemed equally frustrated at fighting left-handed, and was struggling to make the necessary adjustments. Jak had a decided speed advantage, offset by the Sarkian's strength, reach and experience. Maybe a wee bit more than offset. Neither was earning any style points, circling slowly left at arm's length, like a couple of wallflowers who didn't want to dance together. They had reversed their starting positions and Jak suddenly realised the bow was now behind him. He could snaffle it and sprint back to his tree and be in the catbird seat again... But something wouldn't let him.
He was in this now. He had the scum that slaughtered his grandmother in cold blood swaying, two sword lengths in front of him. Damned if he'd let him go. Then what would his gran say?
Actually, what would his gran advise? What would she tell him to do? She'd actually tell him to get back up the tree with his bow, in this specific case... But in general, Jak thought,  she'd advise him to "do the unexpected". Pluck an idea from the aether. So he did.
He screamed as loud as he could and lunged forward hacking down. His hazy opponent reared back in surprise and bent his elbow, bringing his arm around and inside to block his down-stroke crosswise. However, in the momentary meantime Jak had leapt to his right and was now outside his opponent's arm. Following through his stroke, it smashed into the outside left elbow, slicing deeply. Captain Serkan dropped his sword with a grunt. Jak closed-in burying his hunting knife to the hilt in his foe's neck, before stumbling back in shock, letting his own sword fall from his fingers. Eyes-agog the captain fell to his knees, trying to claw at the knife but neither arm would work. He slumped onto his right side staring accusingly at Jak, spasmed jerkily for a few seconds then fell still.
Yards away, Jak stood up again, shakily, surprised to find he'd been sitting. With trembling hands he picked up his sword and bow, leaving the knife impaled for the time being, and went looking for the last one.
 

		

		
				 
A demented wail brought Ishak back to the land of the living, but it was the stabbing pain in his thigh that kept him here. An incessant throbbing, that was like trying to read with someone constantly tapping you on the shoulder... With a sharp knife. Still, it was almost a relief to evade his vivid dreams of wasp pits and witches.
He hated this country. He would beg his uncle to invade Perugia all over again and let him personally oversee the sacking of Norwood. He couldn't wait to get home. He just needed a glorious story to go with his new war wound.
His brothers would be so jealous. Not right now though they wouldn't.
His nose was blocked with bloody mucous, his eye was glued shut, and many of the wasp stings had turned into weeping pustules. His gut ached and what was that smell? Oh gods. Sometime in the night he must have soiled himself. He shouldn't have drunk that water. Or eaten that deer jerky that came with the mushrooms, it must have given him the weird dreams.
Stabbing the wasp nest was not his finest hour either. Though for a moment he really thought it was. A definitive strike against the, albeit tiny, enemy. In retrospect, he should have run like the others did. Craven cowards. He had twice as many stings as most of them.
They say life was full of little regrets like this. His life certainly was. What was it Captain Ashraf called them? Learning opportunities. The others laughed but they were only stupid soldiers. Ashraf didn't laugh, as a fellow officer they were kindred spirits. All these other problems could be fixed.
Where was Ashraf anyway? He needed him to take Ishak back to Norwood to recuperate. Some protector he was, wandering off. Then he heard footsteps approaching.
"Over here," he called out. And over here he came. But it wasn't Ashraf. It was the brat. And he was wielding a bloodied sword. 
"Where is Captain Serkan?" Ishak asked in Perugian.
"Serkan is dead," came the sombre reply. "They're all dead
"In that case." Ishak stalled, leveraging himself up on his log. "I surrender".
"No surrender," growled the boy.
"Wait, wait..." Ishak implored, holding his hands up defensively.
"I'm Emperor Rakkesh's nephew Ishak, spare me and I'll fetch a fine ransom."
"Emperor's nephew eh?" The feral teen leered malevolently. "Excellent! You can deliver him a message from me."
"Uh, sure," Ishak nodded. "I'll tell him the very moment I see him. What's the message?"
"Next time you see him..." The boy whispered, drifting closer. "Say hello uncle..."
Then he pounced, his sword pounding into the back of Ishak's exposed neck.
And, finally, Ishak thought he heard: "Welcome to hell!"
 

		

		
				Jak gagged again, then gave up and just let it all go. When the retching subsided, the tears started and wouldn't stop. He crawled away from the pasty corpse and his greyer vomit; curled into a ball in the cool mud and lay still letting his mind drift away.
Did he feel bad for killing those men? Murderers he corrected himself. He wanted to sneer "no" but deep down yes, part of him did. A part he couldn't put his finger on or mentally corner. Yet enough to summon a queasy dread every time he tried. Logically, he had no problem killing uninvited assassins who attacked his home and murdered his beloved grandmother, but logic didn't apply to this evasive feeling it simply squirmed aside. It was as if a whole new world of doubt and dismay had been opened unto him. All the rules, structure and surety of his upbringing had been a fairytale...  A loving fib told to keep a child safe...
He'd crossed a line into another world. One of the seven circles of hell. Opened a cage and let something loose he shouldn't have. He may not be a man yet, but his childhood was clearly over. Sucked down into a swamp.
Moving forward, he figured to lean on his good friend logic. He would make a sensible rationalisation about the deaths, something about defending his domain, and stick to it. Time would eventually erode the emotion and only the rationalisation would remain. Jak supposed that's what everyone else did in the end so he might as well get on with it. They didn't deserve mourning; only his grandmother did. He'd have to toughen up to become a soldier anyway.
As a hunter he was hands-on familiar with life and death. And that helped. He'd killed hundreds of animals for food and that gave him a natural tolerance to bloodshed, but this was definitely different. Apples and oranges different to him, not chalk and cheese like it would be for a town boy. From now on, the approach he'd take was to treat all his enemies as animals. That way he could slaughter them without second thought. Though this was easier said than done.
It was the buzzing that brought him out of his reverie. The back of Ishak's neck was getting fly blown. The front of his face had settled on his own chest still held by a flap of skin and gristle. The Sarkian looked like he was slumped in slumber, but smelled like shite. Jak didn't care he was washed out, every sense had long since been overloaded. He fetched his arrows and felt around until he found both soldiers purses. He took their swords, scabbards and sturdy leather belts too giving him a total of three of each. Both cloaks and sets of expensive leather boots as well, even if they were too big. He had a growth spurt coming and it was going to get cold. Winter was coming. He put captain's Serkan's cloak on and lay the other one out on the ground to gather around the booty. Finally, he ripped most of Ishak's shirt off.
Now came the gruesome part he thought grimly. " Do I saw it from behind or chop at it from the front?"
 

		

		
				The churning, surging Wakatu had Corporal Saidah Tozfek transfixed - transported to another time and place. Another life. One never lived.
All that water under the bridge. Wasted. He scowled. If only they'd such a source in Sarkia, think of all the lives saved. His family farm flourishing. Farming for his livelihood. Aaleya as his wife. A family. Sons. Without water, crops fail. Now he was a solitary soldier, tossed overseas without a second thought by the powers that be - like a bone the Emperor was done with. Thrown to the dogs.
Ten-times bigger than the tiny swing-bridge Tarak got stuck at, the stone Fairfield Bridge spanned the river at its narrowest point for leagues, though still sixty-yards long and wide enough for two wagons to pass. Not that any ever did. Saidah saw seven wagons all day.  Otherwise there was only the occasional rider on horseback. Once a flock of sheep herded by equally ovine locals on foot.
Perched astride a bridge bollard, Saidah swivelled to survey Norwood. Erected on the eastern banks, the township was surrounded south and west by the Fae Forest with the Great Swamp its northern border.
  Nearby, the town's only stone structures hugged the riverbank: the mill, the squat bank, four shops, three taverns, a large grainery and the keep, balefully guarding the bridge. The remaining buildings were a hastily thrown up shanty town of shacks taking advantage of the adjacent forest. The three thousand townspeople were mainly transient, and mostly male. The majority made up of millers, keelers, dockers and lumberjacks. Little point settling down best to dodge Duke Roth's steep taxes avidly administered by Mayor Maggard. The venal bank owner was infamous for high interest rates and impatience with overdue payments. Any problems, they'd been told, Maggard was your man. Just have your purse handy. And heavy.
It was only a hop skip and a jump from his perch to the town proper and a score of children played their afternoon games in the disembarking area known as the Fairfield Commons. It was from two of the more inquisitive imps, that Saidah gleaned his only intelligence of the day. An unexpected boon.
According to his chit chat, the only forest denizens in the direction the team had gone were a feral teen named Jak Foster and his grandmother Imelda whose hedge witch status was surely just hayseed superstition? Though with only two suspects to interrogate the squad should have returned by now. Still, he had a name at least. The rest of their conversation had centred on his "Sarkiness" unleashing a series of gross generalisations, extreme exaggerations and complete fabrications. Thankfully, Saidah was saved from slapping a seven-year-old by the start of bullrush. The peasant game proved a pleasant distraction, with several spectacular tackles, two hissy-fits and three crying children. Best of all, it ended in a small brawl - sadly, broken up by several bigger boys. It was a shame adults had forsaken the game. Smashing pug-nosed Perugian hillbillies had real appeal.
As the shadows lengthened, his thoughts darkened too, drifting back to the witch and his absent companions.
After another hour, in his mind, his compatriots were now officially missing. With only two suspects to speak of, the witch loomed ominously. They’d not planned on magic. Tarak. Of course, he'd consult Tarak. They could come up with a plan together. It was too late now he realised, and headed for the nearest inn. First thing in the morning, before his shift he'd go see Tarak. He really should have thought of it earlier.
 

		

		
				Disturbed, Jak poked a stick into his still steaming scat and gave it a good stir.
Where was it? The small sapphire he’d swallowed yesterday should be in his excrement somewhere. Was it too big to pass? Perturbed, he set aside the potentially painful thought, and the dirty twig, before burrowing beneath the snarl of vines obscuring the opening to a rocky alcove. With a sweaty heave he rolled away a large rock, revealing a crevice, the northernmost of his four forest caches. As close to the Ankan lands as Jak dared get, it was probably the western-most cache too, only a short hike east from his final swampy stand. Satisfied he was out of sight; Jak dropped his bundle and unfurled the bounty his battle had won.
The crevice contained another bow, a quiver, and a sack containing a coil of rope, a small pouch of herbs for cooking and healing, plus several swads of deer jerky. He chewed a salted-venison stick as he emptied both his sacks on the ground. He placed a pair of boots, a belt, the dagger and Ishak's bejewelled sword beside the bow in the hidey-hole. Then he hefted his three purses - Ishak's by far the heaviest - onto a rock shelf and counted the contents. Zounds, more coins than he’d ever seen before. Over thirty pieces, including two goldies! Even though only gold-plated, Jak had never held one and now he owned two! Jak had little concept of the value of money, having no need of it in his daily life. He only knew that each gold coin was worth ten silver ones, and each silver worth the same amount of copper coins. He added the two coppers in his own purse and had thirty five pieces altogether. Several were Sarkian senarii. Though not of the realm, they were still legal tender and spendable. To make trade between the empire and the kingdom easier, Perugia had based their own pence on the Sarkian system making their coins the same weight, composition and value. However, no-one said "pence" except Westcott. Everyone else, the common people, referred to them by their colour.
Jak divided his ill-gotten gains into three piles, approximately the same worth - one gold, two silvers, with either five or six coppers -  then put them back in the purses. He dropped Ishak's ornate purse into a boot in the crevice, the second into a sack to be deposited at another cache, and pocketed his old purse Gran had made without a gold piece but twelve silvers instead and only five coppers. No point getting greedy all of a sudden.
 
He recollected one particular town trip when he was eleven, seeing a small sword, just his size, hanging in the smithy. It cost three silvers six and he'd craved it so badly. When he told his gran later, she just laughed.
"Of course you want a sword," she said, hugging him. "It's in your nature. But that blade's not meant for you."
"Can't we afford it?" he'd asked forlornly.
"No, that's not it at all," she smiled, pulling him closer.
"A tradesman needs a tool not a toy. An artist uses a brush, not a broom. When it is needed, a fine sword will be in your hand. For now, if you behave, I'll teach you the elven sword dance.”
He immediately promised to behave, but hadn't really, he realised. He wished he could go back. She'd taught him anyway. He was so sorry.
"In the meantime, what we can do is carve some wooden swords that you can swing to make your wrists strong."
She did and they were. Now he had three steel-forged swords. All foreign though, and one far too fancy for his tastes.
Even after two years of daily sword-dancing, alternating right and left until his arms failed, he still needed a teacher. All his doubts were confirmed by his bout with the crippled captain. Gods above, he'd stabbed him in the back and still almost lost. It wasn't physical prowess he lacked, it was technical skills and tactics. Now that he thought about it, he should have fought with his left hand as well. At this stage in his career, they were interchangeable for him…Unfortunately he was equally inept with both. Basic bloody tactics...
He sighed and shunted the boulder back in place with a grunt. He put his bundle back in the sack, the jerky in his cloak pocket, and slithered back under the vines into the forest. Next stop a stream to fill his water sack, then the Swamp Bridge. Hopefully the coast was clear, so he could chuck the corpse into the Torrence and make his way to his next cache.
 
 

		

		
				Saidah slept-in. He'd tossed and turned all night then overslept. Probably for the best, he reasoned. Let a few hours pass to make sure Tarak was actually on duty.
Despite its greasy foreignness, he scoffed his tavern breakfast. No bacon, of course, but eggs fried in rancid lard wiped up with grainy bread. He also refused the ale. It was barely ten o’clock in the morning. Anyhow Sarkians didn’t drink or partake of swine. The barkeep still, of course, charged him full price. This country!
The foggy morning was an unfamiliar and unsettling occurrence for him. Saidah didn't fancy standing around in the spiralling cold, alone, waiting for Tarak to show up. If he was smart, he'd be sleeping-in too. He straightened his sword, shouldered his backpack, and set off across town towards the Swamp Bridge trail. It was near eleven by the time he could hear the thrum of the Torrence, but the fog still hadn't lifted its icy grip. Chilly wisps of white whirlpooled in all the low points, particularly settling over wet spots like the stream.
"Sergeant Tarak?" he called, all overly formal for some reason. "Tarak are you there?" To his ear his voice sounded subdued and weak. Hopefully it was the fog dampening it down. No reply. The mist swirled and shifted and he thought he glimpsed the shape of a prone form. He peered again and there it was, still. Could he be asleep? He drew closer recognising the standard issue soldier's cloak.
At that moment, he wanted nothing more in the world than for his sergeant to be sleeping, but for some reason he couldn't raise his voice beyond a whisper to wake him.
"Tarak are you okay?" Dead silence. Saidah took another step and gave the shape a gentle prod with his boot. When the dead-weight didn't give, he knelt and flicked the cowl back revealing Tarak's pallid features locked in a death mask. He forced himself to inspect his former friend for injuries and could find only two. A vicious sword strike through the throat and a second deathblow to the heart - no other sword nicks were evident. All the appearances of an efficiently ended and strangely lopsided duel.
Sergeant Tarak was highly trained, "top of his class" - as he always told them - and twice the swordsman Saidah was. Only the very best of blades could have done this. Or a demon. Saidah shivered. Tendrils of mist curled hypnotically around his boots mimicking the queasy dread circling his insides. An eerie creak came from the bridge, startling him. He spun around, trembling fingers feeling for his sword. The misty shadows coalesced into a hard-eyed spectral teen carrying a sack - standing straight in front of him.
"Who goes there?" the corporal croaked.
The ghost stalled... Then answered: "Zak". Filtered by the fog, to his Sarkian ear, "Zak" sounded a little like "Jak" with a soft "J". Was the demon boy toying with him? Teasing him? He frantically searched his memory for the proper Perugian pronunciation, but in seconds was drowning in obscure semantics, confusing himself further. Frazzled and afraid, he looked up to find the devil child was furtively feeling around in his sack. No doubt for some foul magic.
 
 

		

		
				Spooky! Somehow, Jak's honest attempt to threaten Emperor Rakkesh had gone awry. The messenger had actually balked at accepting his mission. He had, in fact, fled. Would the message still get through? Better safe than sorry… Jak resolved to keep the severed head until he heard something more.
He supposed he was lucky to be alive. A fresh soldier was a far cry from Captain Delirious, who, even hamstrung by serious injuries, still had his measure. Hence, Jak's plan had always been to duck any fight. And duck he did when the spy first called out. Halfway across the bridge, caught betwixt and between, he'd dropped into a crouch under cover of murk. Hearing nothing more, he'd crawled forward, keeping the blanket of fog between them, hoping to disappear up the trail into the mist. He'd made it across, but was betrayed by a swirl of fog, skittering aside at the last second, and was spotted. And questioned. Why he said his name was "Zak", he would never know. He must have mixed the truth and a lie together, forming a stillborn half-truth. The spy appeared almost as confused as he was.
They were still a score of yards apart, enough of a gap to scarper or draw his bow. So with a safety net in place, he'd decided to deliver the nephew's noggin and be done with it.
The Sark stared suspiciously as Jak reached into his sack. Having retrieved the cloak-wrapped package, he bowled it underarm toward the startled soldier. The cloth chose to unravel as it rolled, and stopped a yard shy, revealing the grisly winking visage of Ishak. The stunned spy gave him a slack-jawed look of horror, eyes agog, then turned tail and took off towards the town.
Perturbed, Jak re-wrapped his gory prize and plopped it back in the sack. He almost set off himself, before the soldier changed his mind and came charging back or worse brought reinforcements, but decided to ditch the body to be safe. Maybe no-one else had seen it? It had been foggy, and few if any ever travelled up the Terron Trail, so he gritted his teeth and dragged the stiffened corpse towards the roaring Torrence.
 

		

		
				 
Willingham Amateur Theatre, centre-stage.
"'Tis a tragedy to be sure," Westcott boomed. "Why, just last week, we Norwoodians wallowed in ignorant bliss, having no Sarkian inhabitants whatsoever."
Saidah watched. And waited, as the wordsmith paused for effect.
"Now, it seems, we have lost one of these stalwarts of society, mayhap six more, and are down to our last precious one!" He waved, with a flourish at Saidah sat on a crate in the far corner of the warehouse.
Snickers came from several of the crowd - emboldened the storekeeper continued.
"Egad, they're a dying breed!" He exclaimed. "Now, I miss those swarthy buggers as much as the next man! But..." He winked conspiratorially. "But that's far from the worst of it."
The snickers spread in anticipation of a punch line to come. Saidah squirmed for the same reason, earning a splinter in his behind, but it was the storekeeper proving to be the real pain in his arse.
"Worst of all, notorious Jak Foster is at large! Well, as large as a wee twelve year-old can be!"
The audience exploded. Jeers aimed at Saidah and cheers and chuckles everywhere else.
"Now, now Westcott," said Mayor Maggard, entering stage left, his sweaty hands held up for order. "This gentleman has discovered his dear friend murdered and another six of his associates are missing presumed murdered too."
"And," he added, confidence and volume rising. "Master Saidah has clearly identified Jak Foster as the culprit."
A mix of incredulous and surprised murmurs rose from the floor. Music to Saidah’s ears.
"Yes, Master Saidah of Sarkia, claims..." replied Westcott. "Claims young Jak, the snot-nosed lad I sold sweets to earlier in the week, is a dual-sword wielding maniac!"
"Our budding assassin, it seems, has slain one swordsman and driven Master Saidah off to boot."
More murmurs rumbled. Saidah's name was being bandied about too liberally for his liking.
"In his peculiar account of events, he also claims our preteen terror assaulted him with the head of a third associate.” Westcott shook his own head, as if to show how hard they were to remove.
"Alas, for reasons known only to himself, Master Saidah didn't retrieve either his friend's body or said head, so it's, somewhat conveniently, at large too! Perhaps they're in it together? Two heads are better than one are they not? But let's not get a-head of ourselves...”
A couple of chuckles, but mostly groans. And one scowl, coming from the corner.
"He also suspects this child has killed his five other associates," Westcott continued. "Slaughtered seven armed men... Ex-soldiers by the look of them. Yet, only one body part has purportedly been found... Then promptly lost again!"
"What business are he and his so-called associates in anyway?" he asked the room.
"Traders? I think not - forsooth they've brung a cartload of pine to a forestry town!"
Murmurs grew into mumbles. In the dunces corner, Saidah's shoulders slumped.
"You!" Westcott glared at Maggard. "You are taking the word of a foreigner over one of our own. Ludicrous charges against a child you haven't even questioned!"
The mumbles became grumbles. Maggard's face flushed red, but he stepped forward.
"If you've finished --" he began. But Westcott was not one to be upstaged.
"Just one final question. - how many?"
"How many what?" Maggard replied warily.
"How many senarii did the Sarkian pay you?"
Confusion reigned with several of the crowd booing or hooting with others hushing them in turn.
"Nothing..." Maggard managed, stepping back into the shadows. "...Much. Merely a small contribution to my re-election campaign, a smidgeon really… Plus a few coins to hire a team of hounds..."
The booing grew louder and many men wheeled about and left, Westcott included.
Saidah sighed but simply sat on his crate and waited. There were too many people speaking Perugian too fast for him to keep up. Plus, he'd paid the piggy little man plenty for what he wanted. Anyways as the Perugian idiom said: 'fine words butter no parsnips'. Gold and silver, however, spoke every language known to man.
Sure enough, his confidence in human weakness was well-placed. Eventually, the pernicious banker had glad-handed enough wastrels, that they had a posse.
Vindicated, Saidah slept easily that night but rose too early as it turned out.
 They were supposed to set off first thing in the morning, but it was closer to third thing in the mid-morning by the time the last of the motley crew were scraped off various tavern floors.
"Pay peanuts; get monkeys," Mayor Maggard had lamented.
He'd know, Saidah thought sulkily of his long-gone gold. I crossed his palm with plenty of coin. Most of it must have slipped straight into his gaudy pockets. Saidah spent the bulk of his waiting minutes, weighing-up whether the pudgy mayor looked more like a peacock or a piglet. Peacock today, he decided. Prancing about in his spanking new hunting attire that Saidah was pretty sure his purse had paid for.
It made sense to start the search at the Swamp Bridge, so Saidah was a fairly surprised when that's what they actually did. He was not surprised that it all went downhill from there. The bank manager had paid-off eleven ruffians with Saidah completing a baker's dozen of dubious citizens. For form’s sake, the mayor decreed they needed at least a shred of evidence, before he could upgrade his unruly mob into a lynch mob. Hence the search party started looking for signs of Saidah's missing compatriots using hounds.
The dog species was not familiar to Saidah, nor likely any Sarkian. They were certainly not the effete lapdogs Sarkian noble women favoured nor the sleek afghan's the Emperor bred. This lot were squat, solid and scarred all over with boxy-jaws built for locking-on. The hired hound-team were led by a man named Ronk. The old adage "you don’t get a dog and bark yourself" came to mind. They also say people resemble their pets and Ronk was no exception. Short, stocky, stupid and brutishly ugly, he barely had his four underlings under control. Saidah figured the five of them had drawn straws to select a leader and Ronk had lucked-in. Having fingers probably helped. Maybe they'd held a vote, he mused, and botched it. Sometimes everyone's second choice wins.
In his infinite wisdom, Ronk reckoned "all Sarkians smelt alike" so gave the dogs Saidah's scent, struggling to hold his hounds in check. Saidah was unimpressed with this theory. And even less impressed with the idea in practice. Because the moment Ronk released the baying hounds they bailed him up the nearest beech. The only impressive thing at all was how fast a desert lad had climbed his first tree. It took him a lot longer to come down though, dishing out death stares as he did.
"Well," Ronk concluded to his four hounds. "That didn't work."
Ronk only spoke directly to his dogs. A crying shame Saidah thought, since he was clearly a master of understatement. Ronk's sparkling wit and conversational skills would be sorely missed on this sortie to be sure.
 

		

		
				 
Jak was immune to his gran’s wards, but sure didn’t feel like it today. Every step closer to Grey Grove he took, the deeper his dread became. It was the finality of facing Gran’s body he feared - a horrific reality he wasn’t ready to accept.
His grieving brain had been arguing a range of unlikely scenarios where she was still alive. It was all only a nightmare… She'd healed herself with magic… The elves had acted against their selfish nature and saved her… Anything but the worst which had already happened. Looking up Jak found he’d arrived. His hand gripped the doorknob tightly, but he just couldn’t turn it.
He clung like lichen to the fact he'd almost avenged her murder and flung the door wide. And saw nothing. Well, not nothing, more like everything. Everything was there, except his gran and the two soldiers. Everything was actually in order. The furniture was righted, the floor spotless. All the odds and ends were each in their place, as if by magic. His heart leapt. He charged through the house, heart thudding, hope burning bright again, yet he dared not utter her name. His frantic search came to a shuddering stop at the backdoor. Outside in the grotto there was a new grave mound, already grown over with grass somehow. His hopes fell a final time. Not dashed, just deflated. Instinctively, he knew it was his gran interred here - in her favourite spot surrounded by her blooming flowerbeds.
The fact she wasn’t lying on the floor and that someone had honoured her appropriately softened the blow... Or deflected it... It lessened the hurt somehow. Jak owed someone an honour debt. He inspected the headstone for a clue as to whom.
At the top, in large letters was inscribed: "Imelda Morgana Sylvari" followed by “Loving mother of Aroha Eowyn Sylvari and grandmother of Jak Bannor Foster". 
For some reason, the tears streamed down after reading his own name and he could barely make out the dates:11th of May,1380 – 12th of November,1489. Wait, he sniffed, that can’t be correct. He counted to himself. Egad! Those dates would make her over a hundred. There was no way his sprightly gran was over sixty. She'd regularly beaten him in swordplay. Could it be true?
If so, he had severely underestimated the Fae Forest Witch.
Sure, he'd seen glimpses of her witchcraft growing up, but he'd accepted it as just another facet of Gran. He never thought anything of the odd spell or incantation, until he saw the raw power she'd unleashed two days ago. Hells, he even thought her wards were normal. To him, Gran was many things:  herbalist, healer, teacher, confidante and, as the headstone said, a mother. Were all the town rumours true?
No, of course not. Anything coming out of Norwood had to be taken with a grain of salt, yet there seemed to be some basis to the stories. Perhaps the forest had lost a powerful force? A protector? What would become of it now?
For the time being, he set his uncertainty aside and resumed reading, scrutinising the runes underneath the Perugian. Thankfully they appeared to be goblin. Something, something, probably her name. Friend of the forest. Good, that was in goblin. Keeper of secrets, something, something, possibly saviour? Something. He gave up. Definitely goblin runes. Thank the gods not elves; he’d hate to owe owt to any elf. He leaned against the grassy mound and let the relief run over him.
-----------------------------------------------
The gift of the gab. Jak had it. A gift for languages his grandmother put to the test regularly. And severely. She, herself, spoke fluent Elvish and Goblin, so they often conversed in those. Each of those came from a structurally-related linguistic family, making them great gateways into other languages. Elvish was useful for all the faery folk, while Goblin had a lot in common with Gnomish, Orcish, Ogre and Troll.
Jak, of course, detested elves and, by extension, their fustian language. Early on in his education Elvish insults were stricken from the curriculum after his gran caught him spouting streams of Elven invective at a clump of redwoods just beyond their border. Jak got a clip around the ears, but it was worth it. The elves had copped an earful too, of that he was certain.
In contrast to flowery Elvish, Jak enjoyed the growling tones and harsh barking consonants of the so-called 'greyskin' languages. He even had a smattering of Sandclan, Sarkian and Norse, which were also harsh on the back of the throat. Dwarven he found the most challenging to master, even though it shared some gnomish tropes and vocabulary.
He'd even developed his own method. A shortcut. In the course of his historical studies, he often came upon foreign greetings, forms of address etc. So when he learned a language, he targeted the question words: Who, what, when, where, why and how. Which Gran had, for some reason had labelled the "Six 'W's".  Only five started with "W" though, he'd counted. Twice…
 Jak found if you could ask questions, you would get answers. Conversation starters. Once two people were committed to communicating - with a little filler noun and verb vocabulary - you were away.
Often, he and Gran would have language immersion camps at home. All other languages would be banned. He could still picture the two of them - hefting heavy textbooks - nattering back and forth, trying to live their lives as normally as possible. Although normal never lasted very long. Invariably, their conversations deteriorated with increasingly ridiculous questions being asked. Each strove to keep a straight face while trying to force the other into laughing first. And laugh they did. Gales of it would be whipping around Grey Grove. Happy tears streaming down their faces...
A laugh he'd never hear again.
 
Jak spent the night graveside, reminiscing with Gran. His weary wake intermittently broken up by bouts of weeping. And the odd strangled laugh. Eventually, he drifted off to sleep. Dawn found a dew-covered Jak dozing with his arm across the grassy grave. He stood up and shook his head with a shiver, like a shaggy dog spraying dewdrops every which way. He felt clean and cleansed. It was time to go. He had work to do... Then he saw the note. Pinned to the door. It hadn't been there before. Bloody goblin must have snuck by him. Unbelievable. The little sneaks... Now he'd never see one... The note Jak focus…
 
Strangely it was from Gran. He'd recognise the slant of her spidery scrawl anywhere. He held the note up above his eyes so tears wouldn't smudge the ink.
 
Jak love, if this note finds you, I have finally gone on and the goblins have tracked you down wherever you may be...
Hopefully you've followed our dreams for you to full fruition. I expect you've graduated from the Kortar academy and are in the midst a glittering military career...
 
Sadly my sunshine, it's time to come home, your skills are needed here. Find a partner; raise a large family like I raised you. Ever better, ever prepared.
The forest is now yours to protect. You must be strong but not alone. Forge allies to help, strengthen our bond with the Ankans if you can. You can trust goblin queen Phaedra but ever respect her borders. In an emergency you can even seek out the elves - ask for Tr’lloyd he owes us both. Don't fight them unless you have to. Forgive her if you can Jak..
As for your father, you've never asked and he doesn't know anything about you either. He's Northron, his name I’ve forgotten but fortunately for us both he was a big brute as far as I recall.
 
 Your future remains murky and mostly uncertain to me. Though there are brilliant glints, glimpses of greatness shining through. There is also an ancient prophecy I dare not explain for fear of it failing. Just keep the jewel safe.

		

		

	



	
 Grab every opportunity like it's your last. Give it death, my little soldier and know well this old witch loves thee.
 
He folded the note into precise squares and slipped it into his tunic – it had given him a lot to think about.
 
Reluctantly, he re-entered the cottage. It may have been clean and orderly again, but the gruesome events of only two days ago had stained it forever in his mind. Out of the corner of his eye he could still see Sarkian-shaped shadows carrying out their dark deeds. In an infernal loop, his inconsequential shadow-self  could never stop them.
With a shudder he started collecting his things. Staying would only taint his many happy memories. Almost all of them involved Gran and she was gone. The cottage was his childhood home, and his childhood was over. The truth was, at heart, this was his gran’s place not his. From the minute he was able to walk, he’d adopted the forest, roaming restlessly far and wide. Now he needed to go even further afield and find a new home. Gratified his gran was where she was appreciated, he could move on.
Jak filled two sacks with the bare necessities, plus two cherished possessions of his grandmother's: her grimoire of spells and her glossary of plants and their uses. The leather-bound treasures represented her lifework and her legacy to him. Both were priceless. Painstakingly produced over many decades, hand-Illustrated and suddenly very personally precious to him as well. Ignoring the many well-thumbed textbooks and other thick tomes of knowledge, he made a last sentimental selection, plucking a battered collection of fairytales off his own bookshelf. Stowing it in the second sack and slinging it over his shoulder, he set off.
At the door, he turned back to see if he’d forgotten anything. With a grim nod to an empty room full of regret, he shut the door on his old life. He'd remembered to kill Emperor Rakkesh. Nothing else mattered.
 

		

		
				------------------------------
 
The Not-So-Great Swamp, Saidah decided, had been a bitter disappointment. Quite the feat, considering he'd not been looking forward to it at all.
While Ronk held the leashes, pulling the strings so to speak, he was anything but the puppet master he purported to be. He'd idiotically insisted on leading the group in single file through the marshes. The hounds cheerfully sniffed and scuffed muddy bootprints that Saidah and everyone else could clearly see from their place further and farther down the line. Half-an-hour later, the tracks ended abruptly. Now the hounds will prove their worth, Saidah thought. But they didn't. Let loose, they went wither and thither, though thankfully not hither, obfuscating the already obscure tracks.
"Look, Ralf," Ronk spoke, waving a waxen broadleaf in one hand. "Might've been a fight here, but someone done dragged some branches around. Probably those branches over there," he said, pointing at two broken and partially denuded boughs lying in mud a dozen feet to Saidah's right.
"Oi, Sark," a particularly ugly ruffian shouted back down the line. "If you want to see your friends again, go git them branches!"
"How will that help find them?"
"If you fetch them branches, I bet you anything you'll unearth at least one of your lot," Ugly replied, nodding confidently at the others.
A nod's as good as a wink to a blind man, and soon everyone but Maggard was egging him on. Against his better judgment, Saidah took a tentative step toward the branches. Then another. Behind him, the crowd crowed with a chorus of "oohs" and "ahhs". He took a third step, teetered on his front foot then tumbled forward into the muck and started to sink.
Farrakin quicksand! He panicked, frantically thrashing about as his torso began to be swallowed. 
This was it! He was going to meet the maker. He held up his hand to hurl a death curse, and felt a thick cord slither across his palm and thud into the mud behind him. Desperately he grasped around and got a grip on the braided rope. A prolonged sucking sound, of reluctant mud relinquishing its prey and he was pulled free.
Hoots of derision greeted his mud-caked form. Saidah was beyond furious. The Perugian scum had played a farrakin prank on him. And by the prophets, they found it funny. Several were in fits, rolling on the ground. Yet, none of them were sinking into a stinking sandy-grave. None of them knew the terror he'd just faced. How many of his fellow soldiers did? 
Fuming Saidah sloughed clumps of mud off with the backs of his hands. He simply had to survive this accursed country.
"I will die in Sarkia," he vowed to himself, "amongst my own kind, my own kith and kin."
"Well, girls and boys," Ronk bleated at his bitches and two male dogs. "That's why we don't try and walk over quicksand!"
The whole horde laughed like a drain - apart from a shaken Maggard and a seething Saidah. It wasn't funny at all, he fumed. Not in Perugian and definitely not in Sarkian.
By the time they got back to the bridge, the chuckling at "classic Ronk" had abated. A little. It abated a little more as three searchers elected to head back to town, where, coincidentally, their favourite tavern was about to have happy hour. The trio of defectors had parting shots though - describing the possible sandy graves of Saidah's compatriots, as "gods' will", "good riddance" and simply "Sarkia's problem".
The assassin Jak Foster they absolved in absentia. Saidah shuddered in pure frustration. He was now beyond taking offense and well on the way to taking revenge.
Miraculously, after a lot of overly verbose encouragement from Ronk, the much maligned mutts managed to pick-up devil child's scent heading south.
So Dog Whisperer, Mayor Dandyprat, Saidah and the remaining seven conscripts set-off into the Fairy Forest. Four hours later and here they were. Still here, Saidah amended. They'd actually arrived an hour ago. And where they were, was nowhere. Or were they? They were getting nowhere in their discussions, that was for sure.
The search had ground to a standstill. Still. Very still. Too still, Saidah thought. Too quiet
The remaining six posse was cooling their heels - some literally in a nearby brook - officially on strike. It had been a hellish day and the demon boy was absconding, but nobody cared anymore. Not even Saidah. Four more wastrels were homeward bound back to town. The rest were vaguely considering it. Ronk and his hounds began meandering aimlessly around the clearing. Meanwhile, Captain Peacock and his army of three were alternating between milling about and lounging listlessly.
To be fair, it wasn't a bad spot to spend eternity... If you were a poet. Elysian fields of flowers surrounded by a fall-freckled forest. The backdrop was breathtaking, featuring an ice-capped mountain and the three biggest trees he'd ever seen. Pretty as a picture. Saidah set his mind adrift on memory bliss, but was brought back to reality with a jolt. A furlong away, a sharp bark. One of the hounds had picked up a fresh scent heading back north.
"Good girl," Ronk said, patting one of the dogs on the head.
"Probably the one who found the scent," Saidah whispered conspiratorially to the Peacock. "It's a bitch."
"What are you talking about?" the mayor grumbled, distancing himself.
"Life," Saidah rolled his eyes mysteriously. His mind may have deserted him, but his sarcasm had not. All was not yet lost.
The baying of hounds snapped everyone out of their reveries. The searchers got to their feet grudgingly with moans and groans, though were secretly glad to get out of this purgatorial place. Within minutes of hiking north again, the cobwebs cleared from their clogged heads. The hunt was on again. Saidah felt they were finally making progress with Mayhap Jak, as the remaining thugs had dubbed their unseen quarry. However, an hour later, he realised they weren't gaining any ground.
"We aren't gaining any ground," Ronk complained to his pack. "I'm going to let you off the leash, so run him down and bale him up until we get there."
Saidah shook his head in astonishment. Stating the obvious was an annoying habit to have. Stating it only to dogs was strange to say the least. But stating it exclusively to dogs in excessive, technical detail was truly delusional. Ronk it seemed, shared Saidah's suspicion that the hounds were much smarter than their handler. Then again, maybe not. The minute they were released, the stupid mutts started yapping, giving the game away entirely.
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From the moment he hobbled out of Grey Grove, Jak sensed pursuit. Though that tiny kernel of knowledge hadn't helped him hatch a plan yet. He'd weeded out a few hare-brained ideas, but mainly he'd been wondering "why me?"
Sure, six Sarkians had been killed. No, seven... But that was in self-defence... Or at least vengeance...Self-vengeance? Or cold-blooded murder? Could some of them be construed as murder?
Mayhap, Jak admitted glumly, there were other possible perspectives of the last two days' activities. He didn't regret anything he'd done, other than not saving his gran. But the town clowns had a history of getting him and Gran wrong, so there was no guessing what they'd come up with. If slimy Mayor Maggot wormed his way into this, he'd hang for sure...
Jak tried to envision what would have happened back in town.
The mayor probably dredged up some deadbeats for a makeshift posse - paid for with Sarkian senarii, of course. Then the hounds he'd heard would be Ronk's. Four or five of them it sounded like. They were the real danger - Ronk would laugh to see a pudding crawl.
Here in his element, even injured and burdened with two heavy sacks, humans were no nevermind. It was the shifty sniffers that bothered him. Bloody dogs negated his whole bag of tricks... Or did he still have one or two tucked up his sleeve?
Jak kept a constant comfortable walking pace for his ankle, with his ears open for the reassuring sound of pursuit. Heavens forbid he gain any ground. The gap needed to stay the same, or they would wise up and loose the dogs. It was bound to happen sooner or later, but later was a great deal better. So he conserved energy - slow and steady wins the race -eyes peeled for an opportunity to ditch one of his sacks.
Five minutes later, he saw one, immediately veering east towards it. One of his trap sites. A small, secluded copse. It could just work. He sped up, but kept his steps the same length apart so they wouldn't spy a longer running stride. Thanks to his ankle it was a foreshortened and uneven gait anyway. 
Speed-walking into the holt, he stomped around heavily, shredding some of his deer jerky and strewing it around. He plucked a sock out of his sack, wiped it on his sweaty forehead then tore it to shreds, spreading those around too.
At the far side of the clearing, he dropped his first sack of essentials. Walking backwards, but making a second set of tracks, he exited the copse entrance. Climbing into the nearest tree on side of the trail, he leapt to another tree's branches, then a third, seeking an evergreen. He wedged the sack of luxuries (the three books, various seeds, a skillet, a bowl, a cup, all wrapped in a blanket) between two leafy boughs.
He heard the hounds start-up again. Gar, they'd been released. They'd tree him for sure. He'd bloody done it for them...
Scrabbling desperately, he retraced his tree route, leaping back onto the trail. He twisted in the air to land with a wince facing forward toward the glade again. Jak's ribs creaked painfully as he came out of his crouch, but the wave of nausea would have to wait, he had a scarce few seconds before they came around the bend behind him. He ploughed straight through the copse - creating a third set of bootprints - collecting his first sack on the run and exiting the grove in a shambling sprint. Full speed ahead.
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Hurtling full-tilt down a hill with weapons drawn Saidah felt alive. Tally-ho! 
Hot on the heels of the hounds, baying for blood. An atavistic impulse Saidah truly, madly, deeply shared and could feel in the marrow of his bones.
"What a rush," Saidah enthused aloud, his scimitar held high, glinting dangerously. Sarkian and Perugian united in the thrill of the kill. It felt fantastic to finally be there. At this glorious moment, even Ronk was a brother in arms. 
The hunt was on for young and old! Then suddenly it wasn't. Gleeful snarls dying and drying up in the throats of beasts and men alike. They'd arrived with an abrupt halt in an empty clearing. The camaraderie of their heroic charge also evaporated instantly, along with any goodwill it had generated.
"Are you chewing jerky?" an exasperated Ronk asked a hound, obviously chewing jerky. All four hounds were wandering around aimlessly again, clearly confused - and chewing jerky. Their full mouths made it less likely than ever Ronk would get a coherent answer.
Mayhap Jak, as per usual, was nowhere to be seen. Worse they had gone from a wild goose chase to herding cats. Saidah felt himself unravelling like a thread being plucked at by an evil kitten. He felt deflated and hated everyone again. Especially Ronk.
"I thought you told them to run him down and hold him till we got here?" he asked snidely. "That's why you let them off the leash wasn't it?"
Pretty sure he'd pre-empted and thereby forestalled any dog conversation Ronk could possibly be considering, he sauntered over to what appeared to be a stick sundial. It said five o'clock.
"It's five o'clock," he announced. Egads, he sounded like Ronk.
"And all's not well," he tailed off, before addressing the general assembly of cretins again. "That's according to this sundial here. The one our fugitive had time to make while fleeing your sluggish, ugly arses."
"Well, don't he put the sarky in Sarkian?" one noted.
"Snarky-an more like," another snorted.
Despite their wordplay, Saidah was sure his sarcasm was wasted on his fellow searchers. Each of the three were following a different set of footprints around the clearing. The trio were so incompetent, that even after being gifted a clear trail they remained clueless.
"Aargh." Behind him the portly mayor had arrived. And promptly put his fat foot in a snare trap, falling over and rolling his ankle. It just gets better and better, Saidah thought. Mayhem ensued for the next few minutes. The mayor was moaning, his three remaining men were circling, one dog was furiously chewing a swatch of sock, a second was licking its testicles, the third was back outside the copse barking up, what was obviously, the wrong tree; while the fourth was simply being a bitch.
"Good girl," Ronk said, lashing a leash to only dog that sat when he told them to. By the time he had collared the other mutts, the peeved posse had finally concluded their quarry's trail simply carried on straight through the clearing.
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Dead end, dead ahead! Dammit! A jogging Jak hit the turgid Torrence like brick wall - albeit a liquid one - with the icy watercourse obstinately blocking any forward progress. Running alongside the stream, the Terron Trail formed a T-junction with his current northerly route. The horns of a dilemma too. Turning left he'd be driven west toward Norwood, hunted down then strung up. But turning right also led, less than a league later, to an abrupt end, at the abandoned Terron farmstead.
Four generations of Terron's had farmed the property until a decade ago when the mayor's bank foreclosed. Today, much like when the great-grandfather Errol Terron signed their mortgage, it was a trap. One way in, no way out. Sealed from north and east by the curling, surging stream, west by precipitous cliffs and finally south by the forbidding Goblin Wood, where humans had never trod and lived to tell about it. Somehow Jak sorely doubted he’d be the first.
He took a deep breath, hopefully inhaling some inspirational ideas and turned right towards the farm. As he loped along, Jak scanned the stream whenever he could see it, which was rarely. The trail often twisted away from the waterway and even when it returned, the view was mostly obscured by dense foliage. The Torrence could always be heard though. As he jogged alongside, the thundering barrage drummed a plan into his brain that really shouldn't be there – attempt the impossible and cross the raging waterway. And as soon as possible.
Up ahead, the trail led up a tiny hillock temporarily raising it above the opposite bank. Adding three-yards of extra elevation at its highest point he estimated. Fortuitously, the Torrence also narrowed at this point to only four yards wide. Unfortunately, narrowing naturally meant the water flowed even faster though just as freezing. And, unfortunately again, the far bank was barely a yard wide and blanketed with an impenetrable thicket of saplings. He bent a spruce branch back for a closer look and spied a small hole behind a curtain of trees that would be hidden from front-on and only visible from his position further back. This was promising. He rushed to the uppermost point of the trail, but discovered, to his dismay, his view was again blocked by thick undergrowth and tangled trees. He forced his face between two birch saplings, checking he was close to the right spot. Backing away, he paced around in wide circles while he considered his options - all part of his plan to muddle his tracks and obscure his purpose. He couldn't afford to chop a clearway through the thicket that would a dead giveaway. He'd have to barge through then jump across blind banking on the bendiness of the branches to spring back into place.
First things first, his backpack and the sack had to go. With the bags, the stakes weren't life or death - not right now, but If he was to survive the brutal winter alone, he'd need every item currently in his possession. Except for the head, he countered. Of course, the bloody head. Jak couldn't believe he'd almost heaved wretched Ishak across the stream without a second thought. A week ago Jak couldn't comprehend having a head, nevermind tossing it across a stream. Now look at him! Norwood's most wanted. He wondered if he'd get his own wanted poster. How much would he be worth?
"Focus Jak," his gran's voice echoed in his head. Time began ticking again. He fished winking Ishak out of the sack and set him aside; he was a key part of what came next.
Flinging his gear gave him the luxury of not having to be quite as accurate. It didn't have to land on the half-yard of bank. In fact, it would be better if his things initially hit the trees higher up, to kill the momentum. Near the base they would bounce back into the stream and be swept away. That was the theory; this was the throw...
He slung the backpack first, since it was lighter. He held his breath as it arced up in the air, clattering into a sapling, some seven-feet off the ground, sliding down and fortuitously hooking itself by a shoulder strap over a branch stub. Thankfully it held. Small mercies.
He heard the hounds take-up only a few yards away. He grabbed the much heavier sack and just hiffed it with all his might. Without looking back, he snatched Ishak up by the hair, blundering back through the bushes onto the trail.
Immediately the dogs were upon him. He held the head out in front of him, holding them at bay as he backed up hard against a tree on the far edge of the trail. One of the hounds snapped onto Ishak's right ear and began pulling, a second latched onto the other side and a tug of war ensued. Neither dog had much leverage, but luckily their side-on bodies half-blocked the other hounds from getting at him. Consequently, they started to lose interest in Jak, preferring a piece of the main action, the slightly smellier Ishak.
Nervously, Jak sidled around the first of the tussling dogs. Releasing Ishak, he took off in a dead-sprint straight for the stream, the two free hounds gnashing at his heels. The element of surprise gave him a yard, but it was plunging straight through two thorny bushes that stymied the hounds, forcing them to pull-up short. Scratched and smashed in the face by spiny twigs, Jak kicked clear. His last step fell on his weak foot with an audible crunch and he felt it fold...
But then he was airborne...All askew, limbs akimbo, not at all upright like he wanted...Launched into the great unknown...
Thunk. His first foot thudded into the grassy bank. A blinding white flash of agony from his ankle followed by a flood of relief, then his momentum slammed him into a wall of wood. Initially into his elbows, raised expressly to protect his ribs, followed by his face. Ugly and brutally painful but pretty much as planned. His clawing fingers found a handhold, and he held on. His blind leap of faith had succeeded! Though his ankle had gone from simply twisted to badly sprained. The bank beneath him began crumbling beneath his pulsing foot but he swung himself to the side just in time. Drawing a raspy breath, he tried to still his roiling heart, throbbing ankle and spinning head. He had seconds before he was possibly spotted. His fuzzy senses cleared, his eyes focussed and he heard upraised voices coming from above. His pursuers had found their hounds.
He snatched up the sack, unhooked his backpack with his other hand and deftly stepped around an arborvitae cluster into the shadowy recess he'd spied earlier. Not a second too soon. He hunkered down, trusting the hood of his cloak and his camouflaged clothes to keep him hidden. Peering back across the Torrence, a hound's head appeared, tugging knuckle-head Ronk behind it. The lame-brain was slashing and bashing his way through the bushes with an axe. There goes any evidence Jak had come this way. Ronk seemed to concur. After a single cursory scan of the far embankment, he explained something in exquisite detail to the dog. Then jerking hard on its leash, he barged his way back to the trail. He clearly couldn't see the forest for the trees, that one.
Satisfied he was safe from prying eyes, Jak turned away to plan his next move, but noticed the recess was deeper than it had looked and took a turn north after a yard. Curious and curiouser.
Weaving his way through a tangle of basswoods, spruce and sycamore saplings, Jak emerged into a large clearing. Completely enclosed on all sides by dense trees both deciduous and evergreen.
The open meadow, dotted with the odd shrub or sapling, resembled a crop field allowed to fall fallow a few years ago. Verdant grass tugged as his ankles whispering as he walked. To Jak it felt familiar, welcoming even. Definitely promising. Haven he named it, right then and there. Dropping his sack and backpack he set-off exploring the edge clockwise.
Structurally, he’d come through a castle barbican leading into an open bailey or courtyard, just not brick and mortar. T'was Mother Nature that ruled here. She'd decorated her court walls with an autumnal palette of earthy-brown trunks supporting sombre green leaves, sprinkled with a splay of buttery yellow, blood red and muted orange.
The exterior tree-lined walls were almost hermetically sealed by hulking trees. None of the giant elven redwoods grew north of Grey Grove, but towering oaks, sycamore and smaller sequoia abounded and surrounded the acre-sized space. Shorter cedars, firs, sassafras, and assorted saplings, shrubs and bushes plugged the gaps between the behemoths, screening the clearing from everything, but sun, snow and rain.
He forced his way out, between a pair of crab apple trees, and found the forest yonside to be more normal. More natural, thinly wooded with criss-crossing hunting trails leading into the distance. Climbing back in through another tight gap he continued limping around, closely followed by a sneaky feeling he had found a home.
Haven, he found, was shaped like an upside down heart. The tip pointed north while his entrance from the southern stream side bisected the two bumpy bits. Actually, if you included the stem of the stream entrance corridor, a better description would be a spade like the suit in cards.
He arrived at the eastern bulge and discovered it was actually a semi-enclosed cluster of four humungous squat oaks with a narrow access between. The massive trees' thick branches intertwined – the canopy a score of yards up was practically impenetrable – to form what resembled a large rounded room. More like a cavern or church he corrected himself, stepping inside. Instantly, the constant chirping and buzzing hum which constituted forest silence was cut-off, hushed into a cool, almost holy, soundlessness.  Upon further inspection a four columned cathedral or a vaulted apse was more apt he decided. The interior branches formed four outer archways, albeit rectangular rather than square with the rear thicket abutting the Torrence and the entrance smaller by far. Jak lowered himself gingerly onto the springy moss that covered the floor, crossing his legs, and for the first time in forever, he felt a deep abiding peace...
 
Until an acorn bounced off his head.
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Saidah's search party had reached a dead end, and aptly there to greet them were the grisly remains of Ishak. Their fool's errand had finally found their fool.
Ronk man-handled the slavering hounds and managed to wrest Ishak's mangled head back. He stuffed it unceremoniously into a sack and handed it to Saidah. Fortunately for Ishak, and typical of the man, he'd fallen flat on his face; his frontal features dusty, but still intact. However, the hounds had torn out most of his hair and chewed his ears off completely . Saidah could empathise.  His ears were getting chewed off too, as Ronk launched another of his lengthy lectures to his disgusting dogs. He felt like tearing his own hair out in frustration or a show of solidarity with his compatriot.
Mayor Maggard, upon sighting winking Ishak's ear-less visage had promptly lost his lunch. Since then, Ronk had struggled to prevent his hounds lapping up the regurgitated fare. The rest of the bad bunch were pointlessly, arguing amongst themselves. None of them contended for Saidah's needs he noted, nor showed any interest in continuing the Mayhap Jak manhunt.
None could make neither heads nor tails of where the mysterious - now “magical” - fugitive had disappeared to.
The dogs had gotten sidetracked by the head and, like sheep, Mayor Peacock's monkeys had followed their lead, leaving Saidah flogging a dead horse trying to get them back on track. It was a bloody circus. Or zoo.
"How do we know it was even Mayhap Jak? Maybe it was orcs?" one of them asked. "That would explain the head."
"How come?" asked another man.
"Ate the rest."
"Why keep the head then?"
"Uh, soup I suppose."
"Yeah good ol' noggin broth, mother's specialty!" the second man scoffed.
"Could be for soup," the third man piped up. "I'm no orc, obviously-- "
It wasn't that obvious in Saidah's opinion.
"--but a bit of garlic, a sprinkle of paprika, a dash of salt..."
"Potatoes, tomatoes..." added the first man wistfully. It was dinner time.
"Potatoes yes; tomatoes no," the third man replied. "Too tangy."
The first fool nodded sagely. "Don't want that."
His second fiddle agreed. "Not in noggin broth."
Saidah just sat on the ground hugging his compatriot's stinky head to himself through the sackcloth, hating all Perugia with a passion that burned his gizzards. Plus paprika was a terrible idea… Too sweet by far.
Unlike his future prospects. They left a decidedly sour taste in his mouth. He was already late for the rendezvous with the galleon. Having the Emperor's nephew in tow, however literally, would earn him a little leeway. A guarantee that at least someone would be there to greet him. His welcome at Arnuz wouldn't likely be as warm. The whole ill-considered mission was a write-off. They'd lost good men. Six of them to be exact. Seven overall if you included Ishak.  Not only had they not gotten the jewel, they'd lost the bloody dagger. And, worst of all, the Emperor's nephew. Although it was far from his fault, all Saidah had to show for his Perugian nightmare was a dog’s chew-toy and a name: Jak Foster – long may he rot in hell…
Still, it was a start and he had survived. Saidah gave thanks to the gods for small mercies; heavens knew he was getting nothing from the Perugians.
His plan fell into place. From this impasse, he would collect their cart of unsold wood and drive it straight back to Seatoun. With only one stop-off, a slight detour to Ronk's hovel for a very final farewell.

		

		
				------------------------------
Damnation. That was the sixth one. Not the sixth acorn thrown but the sixth hit. Overall, there had been twelve acorns sent his way by the smarmy little varmint. Fifty-fifty. An acceptable hit-to-miss ratio, all things considered. Especially as "all things considered" included Jak’s seventeen misses making the score six-nil to the squirrel. Jak's own ratio was a god-awful nought. Although, in his defence, the tree-rat had a much bigger target… And gravity on its side. However, he had to acknowledge things weren't looking good for team Jak in the game that never ended.
That tiny, and infuriatingly furry, annoyance aside, Haven had been everything he needed in a hideaway. The centrepiece of his new home was the cavern he'd named Imelda Towers after his gran. 
Great things were expected of him in his gran's letter. Revenge the purest of emotions and motivations and he had an Emperor to eliminate. Ultimately... Years away yet and he needed to get stronger - recover from his injuries first of course... Find allies like he'd found his fortress... Learn how to fight first and foremost... He had a pathway...And he had a creed: Ever prepared, ever better!
The first thing he'd done this morning was empty his sack of essentials on the springy floor to take stock. His gran had taught him that initial inventory was the cornerstone of any good plan. First was a small iron cauldron filled with a full set of camouflage coloured clothes - minus one sock. Surrounded by two coils of strong rope was a wooden bucket filled with mainly metal tools: A chisel, a hammer, his whetstone, a shovel blade, a spearhead, ten arrowheads, thirty nails, a large needle and thread, and a ball of string. Wrapped in a blanket was a big wooden box holding herbs, a bag of salt, and a stack of deer jerky. Lastly an apple completed the bundle. He ate the apple and threw the core at the squirrel. A derisive squeak told him he'd missed. By miles judging by the mocking ruckus. Back to the drawing board - and acorn ammunition. Because for some reason he was reluctant to use an arrow...
Of course, bow and arrows. Other stuff he had on him. The clothes he wore, boots, belts, knife, purse, two swords... No wait, he had three swords. The foppish one was still at his hidey hole...Which was this side of the stream and eminently retrievable, but not really necessary. He'd sell it sometime in the spring and get more supplies… Or not. He was a wanted man now.
And like any successful bandit he’d accumulated all the wealth a man could ever need, allowing Jak to concentrate on his other fundamental human needs.
"Clothes, shelter, water...," he counted on his fingers. "Tick those off the list."
What else is there? Food and companionship?
Another acorn thunked off his shoulder. Seven-nil.
"Looks like I can tick off another need," Jak thought."But which one, food or companionship?"
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"Where the farrak is Ishak?" His Imperial Majesty, Emperor Ibrahim Hetet Rakkesh demanded.
"Your nephew, imperial majesty?" Jaspar asked as he entered the imperial bedchambers.
"Of course my nephew! You know another idiot called Ishak who's gotten lost overseas?"
The Emperor sat up huffily, dislodging one of his many of scatter cushions.
"They have yet to return from Perugia, Majesty." the senior advisor explained
"I sorely realise that you son of a camel. I'm sort of saying that's the problem. The one I want you to fix - His mother is on the warpath..."
Now he had Jaspar's full and undivided attention, Princess Jaiyana was a formidable woman indeed. Grimacing Jaspar sat on a cushion strewn bench and not for the first time regarded the spectacular feature window. Constructed of lead-encased stained-glass, its symmetric design was bordered by pearl-coloured veils and velvet curtains adorned with intricate embroidery and emblazoned edges.
"...apparently her birthday is sometime next week and," Rakkesh droned on, "for some foolish reason, she wants her fool son to organise the surprise party."
Jaspar sighed. Like the window maker, the senior advisor's job was to pick up the pieces, make something pretty of them then hold it all together somehow.
"She's not at all pleased he's been posted overseas or even out of Arnuz and basically insists he gets promoted to major when he gets back."
As an advisor, Jaspar didn't know where to start. He settled on addressing the issues in the order they arose rather than by the level of their ludicrousness.
"Majesty, you surely know when your sister's birthday is?"
"Next week I'm guessing...
"Sire, she's your only sister, surely --".
"Is she? Who's the other one that follows her around and looks a bit like her?
"That's your niece, sire." Jaspar sighed. "Her daughter Jessenia. And your sister's birthday is on the holiday."
"Excellent.” The Emperor leaned back looking relieved. “So I won't have to go. Bound to be some ceremony at the castle--"
"Except, your imperial majesty," Jaspar interjected. "It's a public holiday because it's your sister's birthday. You decreed it nearly decade ago."
"Kolkhara, Jaspar, stop distracting me with this historical trivia. Bring idiot boy home and bung him up to major."
"Unfortunately, Ishak is only a lieutenant."
"And terrible one by all accounts, but his mother is spitting tacks so find him, promote him and for the gods’ sakes keep him away from sharp objects."
"Sire, how about we try captain first?"
"Who? Serkan? He's not my nephew and his mother's not a hellhound so he can just soldier on. Jumping Josephina, you'll be wanting a promotion next. Just focus on the task at hand Jaspar!"
"They should have returned already sire, maybe they got sick or shipwrecked?"
"Then send out a search party. His mother wants to see his ugly mug in a major's uniform make it happen hell or high-water."
A major mistake, Jaspar thought. Yet, it was the Emperor's will and would be done. Whatever Rakkesh lacked in ability he more than made up for with ambition. 
Major Mistake; that tickled his fancy. He'd ensure that bon mot was spread around through the courtiers. He could hardly wait to report it back to Rakkesh as castle gossip. Major Mistake indeed!
 

		

		
				------------------------------
 
A claw scraping against wood woke Jak with a start. A shadow flickered across the bough above him and briefly lit by the low-slung moon Jak saw... The bloody squirrel. Reared up on his hind legs heaving an acorn above his head, about to dash it down. Upon Jak’s sleepy head no doubt… He couldn’t help but burst into gales of giggles. The look on his furry little face was priceless. For a moment the tiny mite looked for all the world like an assassin. Regaining his composure, Jak was surprised to see the squirrel still there, staring square at him. They locked eyes for a second and he could tell it was disappointed at being discovered. It turned its back trying to retain its dignity and scurried away sulkily. 
 
"Better get used to me squirrel," Jak shouted. "I'll be here till spring at least."
The next day it appeared the avalanche of acorns was over. As an olive branch, he collected the acorns lying around the cavern and deposited them between two of the torso-thick boughs of the squirrel’s preferred tree. The squirrel met him halfway, calmly coming down to inspect the offering. The squirrel was so close Jak could have reached out and squashed him, but didn't. The little squirrel was clearly an orphan too. They had a lot in common. They had reached an understanding. As he clambered down he wondered how he knew it was a him? He was too busy to wonder the rest of the week. With companionship sorted his focus was on food. Hunting, foraging for fruit, fungi, roots, berries, herbs etc. and laying his new snares
If it wasn't food procurement, it was food processing. Halfway between the barbican and the, stream entrance he'd hacked his way into a thicket to reveal another hidden space the size of an outhouse. Which was convenient as could be and private enough for a privy. He freed a rotting stump from the field and dragged it in. Another hatchet job and it was hollowed out enough to slot his wooden bucket into. He enlarged the space by clearing a few saplings and replanted lambs ears, large leaf aster, corn lily, mullein and his personal preference thimbleberry - because of the berries - to provide toilet paper. Not two score feet in front of the entrance was an evacuated hole where the stump used to be, halfway between the big house and the outhouse. It was also smack dab in the middle of the suntrap, Jak had selected as the site for his garden, so it became a compost hole. His scat, food scraps, off-cuts and anything rich in nutrients went in the hole which he estimated would be full about the time the first snow arrived.
‘Waste not, want not’ as his gran always said.
He'd hollowed out another flat rotting stump and filled it with the herb cuttings or seeds from his gran's special box. He'd grabbed the box on the spur of the moment because he knew it was important to her. Now he could see why. The sixteen square sections were stuffed with the most exotic and potent of all healing herbs - ordered in rough alphabetical order: agrimony, boneset, borage, black cherry, chaparral, calendula, cayenne, chamomile, cats claw, leopard's bane, lemon grass, lycopodiaceae, rhodiola and two he didn't recognise.
He planned to drag the stump inside and out during winter, using manure and the warmth from the fire and the sun when it was available to keep them alive.
While climbing to appease his former enemy, he’d also noticed how several of the biggest boughs were semi-hollow and huge. Effectively like a kayak except eight feet up in the air. Out of the water and weather they would be a warm, safe and secret place to sleep away the winter.
He relocated most of the dirt he'd dug out of his compost hole via the bucket into the four of the boughs to make flat tree beds. He also moved some of the moss from the floor making a central fire pit. The shade and compacted earth, along with his regular watering, made ideal growing conditions and soon the moss spread like wildfire.
The tree-sleeping squirrel was onto something and was getting a night neighbour whether he liked it or not. Turned out he did like it. The animal's initial animosity had turned all topsy-turvy on him. The squirrel started treating Jak as if he'd renounced his ridiculous human ways and was making a conscious effort to be as squirrelly as possible. It started with the nuts. A pair of little gifts besides his bed. Sometimes, Squirrel - as he started calling his newfound furry friend - followed him beyond the Towers twittering away nervously but mainly their bonding consisted of it eating more and more of the food he found. Finally, one morning he awoke to find the furball rolled up on his chest cuddling his cloak.
 

		

		
				------------------------------
 
“Knife, yes!” 
"Chirp!"
“Bow, yes!” 
"Chirp!"
Arrows, yes!” 
"Chirp!"
“Jerky…No!” 
"Chirp!"
“You don’t chirp for noes only yesses.” Jak scolded the suddenly subdued squirrel as he fetched jerky for his backpack. “Or what’s the point checking?” 
"Chitt?"
“That was a rhetorical question too… We’ve been over this. Don’t sulk… I’m sorry…You want to come hunting? 
"Chirp!"
Jak held out his left hand and Squirrel scrambled along it to perch on his left shoulder. It used to be either shoulder but Jak's right-handedness meant that shoulder was in motion a lot more, so Squirrel adjusted. As usual, once he attained his perch he would begin dispensing his staccato advice on whichever activity Jak was undertaking at the time. Initially this had grated Jak, but missing his daily conversations with Gran, he'd eventually warmed to the friendly voice, even if it was just noise. Jack had even sown a carry-pocket on his cloak at the appropriate spot behind his shoulder and squirrel had already adorned it with acorns.
Nowadays, he found himself replying to the chatter using his newfound friend as a fuzzy sounding board. He'd relay his stream of consciousness thoughts or a running commentary of his actions. It wasn't a proper conversation but to a casual observer it probably looked like one. Squirrel was very accommodating, nodding along and chatting back at all the right times. Like in their daily lives the pair would settle into a rhythm that seemed to satisfy both their needs.
Squirrel’s ongoing approval of Jak had shifted from nightly sleepovers to his daytime activities as well. His little overseer seemed determined to take a paws-on approach to Jak's transition to full squirrel. Now, whenever Jak sat down he was likely to be set upon by a scrabbling Squirrel clawing his way to his favoured perch. His rambling advisor was even accompanying him on his foraging and hunting trips, happy to dismount and explore while Jak filled his sack, checked his traps or took a shot. He never strayed far and would return as soon as Jak called. He even fell quiet when he was shushed. 
There was one habit in particular, Squirrel was gratified to see Jak acquire - above even tree-sleeping - and that was storing food for winter. It was known as 'squirreling away' for good reason. Winter was mere weeks away and Squirrel was way ahead of him in preparation. The problem was meat. He'd probably die without it. But as per usual Jak had a plan. The night before he'd noticed the smoke of his fire stalling at the tree canopy above and pooling as it weaved its way through. So he'd hatcheted a fifteen-foot hawthorn sapling into a pole, slung it between two of the trees on opposite sides of the fire and hey presto a smoker. Now the meat of whatever he killed would keep for months.
Every night he also dried other food over the fire for winter such as the mushrooms, wild onions and garlic he'd been digging up. Or he was desiccating the fruits and berries he'd picked. Jak gave Squirrel the odd berry as a treat. And he took as many others as he wanted whenever Jak was away. Squirrel's cupboard love was vast indeed extending way beyond berries. Nuts and seeds were routinely stolen too. While Jak's cupboards were far from bare they didn’t exactly runneth over either. His cupboards were actually two hollowed out half logs roughly the same size he filled with food and forced against each other to seal. With two weeks to go he was relatively satisfied with his winter preparations, smoking meats that took to it best and scoffing the rest.
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Senior Advisor Jaspar Al Khadin barged through the double doors into the council chambers. He was pale as a ghost, queasy and sweating profusely but in far better shape than the bedraggled solider being escorted behind him. And better by far than the thing in the slimy sack the shabby wretch was clutching.
He motioned for his retinue to wait there, not out of any courtly formal procedure but simply to put distance between him and the stench of the sack. He approached the throne with trepidation; this was not going to be pretty. "Your imperial majesty it would be best if we had some privacy."
"You heard him cretins, be gone." Rakkesh was already chucking his cushions at his elderly councillors. Jaspar noted the Emperor was better when he threw sideways rather than overhand. Not that he was any more accurate but the projectiles held their height better... Plus the curved trajectories were much more erratic and difficult to dodge. He made mental note to recount observations at a later time; he did so enjoy seeing the old stuffed-shirts scatter to the winds and comically hobble away... Maybe metal corners on the cushions to make cuts? Turn it into more of a bloodsport...
 
He began to smile but a faint whiff of what was behind him assaulted his nostrils and instantly killed his mood. He checked around to ensure they were alone in the room. Thankfully they were. Only himself, the Emperor, the soldier Saidah, a sergeant at arms, six personal guards, several concubines and an assortment of servants remained. Highly sensitive top secret information was about to be unveiled, best to take no chances.
"Your imperial majesty may I present Corporal Saidah Tozfek, sole survivor of Operation Sapphire to Perugia.
"Hmm...Don't get dressed up on my account Corporal—Wait, what do you mean sole survivor?" 
"Where's Ishak?"Starting in the eyes, fear spread across the Emperor’s face. 
"Jaspar, why in the sixteen hells is he waving that stinking sack at me?"
"Ahh, that's a long and sordid story best told by our eyewitness here." Jaspar bowed low and backed away, gladly surrendering centre stage to the soldier, who somehow seemed even more ruffled than before. Nonetheless he bravely stepped forward and began to recount his severely edited version of events.
According to the corporal, a brave and resourceful lookalike of Lieutenant Ishak had capably led his fiercely loyal and devoted team abroad... No mention of Captain Serkan at all, Jaspar noted. He'd run a tight ship too, and it didn't begin to leak until they were beset by the powerful Fair Forest Witch and her "demon-spawn, child of darkness" Jak Foster, "a boy in shape only."
And, apparently, "a master of mind games". 
He'd certainly led them a merry chase, Jaspar thought, waiting for the inevitable outburst. Eventually, the corporal had exhausted his commendably extensive supplies of euphemisms and simply extracted the head from the sack. 
“Exhibit Aargh” he should have said. He may as well have pulled a rabbit from a hat as a deathly silence fell in the great hall. The Emperor sat speechless, his face twisted in distaste and disgust. Until the ramifications of his nephew's death hit home, then the utterly rational fear of his sister's reaction took over.
"What the devils do I tell his mother?" he wailed. "She went off like a ballista when he was missing but now he's been decapitated..."
 She'll blame me and demand a state funeral for sure, it'll probably be mine!"
"She'll get one too--" Jaspar started.
"How?  We only have a head? What are we to do, stick it on a spear and dance around it singing hymns?" Rakkesh was in a dither. "That’s a puppet show not a state funeral!"
"We can still hold a funeral just make it closed casket."
"Casket?" The Emperor wrung his hands. "It's a head, we can bury him in his mother's bloody jewellery box. What is he winking at?"
Jaspar skirted Saidah approaching the throne again and once he had the Emperor's ear he whispered his solution into it.
The Emperor, calmed noticeably, gradually releasing the death grips on the throne's armrests. 
"That might work..." he acknowledged."Tell him to aim high - better to have too much than not enough."
Jaspar backed away once more and the Emperor bid Saidah approach the throne.
"Thank you Corporal Dossfeek for the head of my...Um...For your tremendous efforts in Operation Sapphire, it is with great pleasure that I bestow upon you your reward - please kneel.
"Corporal... Saidah Tossfeek by the power vested in me you are hereby promoted to the rank of lieutenant. Arise--"
At that moment the massive sergeant at arms stalking up the red carpet swung his huge halberd with such force at kneeling lieutenant's neck that it decapitated him. The head flew forward landing in the screaming Emperor's lap in a spray of blood. 
 
Heads will truly roll, Jaspar thought drily, before rushing to his stricken leader's side. The Emperor was white as a sheet. The same couldn't be said of his ruined robes, which now resembled a child's finger painting. The sergeant had followed his orders to the letter and swung high leaving most of the neck on the body, unfortunately allowing blood and gore to spout out the bottom of the skull soaking into the Emperor's pristine formal attire.
A smirking Jaspar taking advantage of Rakkesh's quietness - and queasiness - outlined the rest of his plan in loving detail.
"He certainly has a long neck your majesty, but no matter we can shove the extra inches up into the skull, we'll have to scoop out the brains first...I'm surprised they're there, everyone knows how Perugian's love braised brains..."
The bright side was the Seeker's Star mission had failed horribly. Now Jaspar could bury the whole debacle along with the dead nephew. 
Smiling inwardly, he fished Saidah's severed-head from the Emperor's lap. Snatching it up by a fistful of hair and holding it up in front of the Emperor's face. His free hand tugged on an ear. "These look like Ishak's near enough, I'll get some sawbones sew them on - looks like we have a lieutenant's body for a lieutenant’s head. Open casket here we come!"
The wan Emperor, suppressed a hiccoughing series of retches. "So where's my magic dagger?" 
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A massacre. Blood and entrails were everywhere... It was as if a charnel house had exploded, the carnage strewn for a score or more yards up the trail. Stepping gingerly through the gore, a stupefied Jak was fuzzily trying to make sense of the scene and roughly retrace what had occurred. He came across a major clue in the form of a disembowelled orc and nearly stumbled over a second orc corpse that had an eye clawed out and a severely chewed throat- highly likely the cause of death he decided. He poked the putrid creatures with the stick he carried, gagging as the stench swirled around him,. Nothing more stirred but he still drew his sword and ran them through to ensure they were dead. Maybe it was silly, it was certainly gross, but off the top of his head he could think of three of his gran's sayings that would demand he do it.
Six more bodies, wolves this time, were spread about slashed and speared. So that was the two combatants sorted out. Though orcs should not be this far south. For what fell purpose had they left their mountain dens? More importantly, how had they gotten past Eagle Clan?
Further up the trail he found the clawed footprints of a dozen or more orcs retreating north and another wolf corpse. Jak spat. Sadly the orcs seemed to have won this battle, but why had the pack attacked?
Wolves were known as naturally cautious creatures. They generally didn't pick fights they couldn't win and win comfortably. So why throw themselves at a dozen armed orcs? His answer came in the form of a muffled snuffle. Jak spun round, dropping the stick and reaching for the swords on either side of his waist, his frayed nerves jangling in alarm. But there was nothing. Thinking maybe the she-wolf wasn't dead, he edged closer and beheld a small cub nuzzling its dead mother with its forehead. Hearing Jak's approach, it began whining pitifully, looking up forlornly with liquid blue eyes. Jak's heart broke; he was back in the cottage again clasping his dying gran to him. Something passed between the boy and cub. In that look they shared loss and a lot more. It was if an imprint had been exchanged between the two of them.
The final pieces fell into place. The fully grown wolves had sacrificed themselves for their families, to protect a den of cubs? But where were the other whelps? Jak had never seen a wolf cub, though if wolves were anything like dogs it looked to be two or so months old. So weaned at least.
Judging by the smell and decay of the dead bodies, the battle took place two or three days ago, so the poor wee tyke must be starving.
Jak held out his hand with a slab of deer jerky sitting in his palm and the cub promptly snapped at it. In its haste to get at its first food for days - now covered in drool and being worried at - it had bitten him by accident. Fang, Jak thought. He'd call the cub Fang.
"Predators aren't pets Jak," his gran had admonished.
"It's all alone and lonely, Gran," he'd implored. "It wandered into the woods and got lost."
"Four whole leagues on those stubby little legs?" One eyebrow raised. “Across a swing bridge too?"
Not liking the direction this conversation was heading, - or coming from - he'd reluctantly agreed to take the baby alligator back to its mother. Who, he'd still insisted, was not in the Great Swamp, because he’d “never been there ever” but was coincidentally, the same distance away.
In retrospect, it was probably for the best, he admitted. The brook in Grey Grove was not nearly big enough for a seventeen-foot alligator and little Snappy had been far from affectionate. Anyway, his gran had a point. Snappy was a wild animal and he was a tame human, they simply couldn't co-exist happily ever after... So, Jak resolved he'd just feed this Fang for a little while and free him into the hills when he was a little more fully-grown. Happy medium. Problem solved.
The cub finally finished chewing the tough jerky, so he picked the pup up and cuddled it. He expected it to struggle, but it snuggled instead. He could feel its bones through its spiky fur, its beating heart and the sanctity of its trust. It had literally put its life in his hands. He found himself tearing up, in gratitude of all things.
"Don't worry little Fang, I'll look after you," he vowed.
Already in the stir-crazy habit of directly addressing Squirrel, he saw no harm in doing the same with the squirming wolf cub, so he murmured sweet nothings all the way home.
Squirrel is so going to go nuts when he meets Fang, Jak thought. And he did, but it was Fang's fault not Squirrel's. Because the instant Jak set the cub down besides the suspicious, but strangely placid, Squirrel, Fang had tried to eat him.
That's when Squirrel went nuts, scrabbling away up the nearest tree and pelting the pup with acorns. Jak went a little nuts himself, smacking Fang sharply on the nose and screaming at him "No". Jak could tell the cub was suitably cowed after the slap on his sensitive area, and with Squirrel still venting, his ears must hurt too. He'd clearly learned his lesson. Squirrel though climbed higher, still jabbering angrily as Jak contemplated this far from auspicious introduction. It had gone about as badly as those times he'd run into older boys in Norwood. Meanwhile, Fang cowered in the corner under the empty sack. It was almost all Jak's fault, he concluded. He should have fed the starving Fang first. It was dinner time and he'd practically presented Squirrel to him on a platter and said have at it.
Having kids was hard, he concluded. Now both his boys were scared and confused. He collected all the acorns and used them to coax Squirrel down and gave him a cuddle until his complaining waned. He made sure Fang saw him do it too. Then he set Squirrel on the lowest branch of the tree, so he felt safe but was accessible. He cornered the whimpering wolfling and collected him for a cuddle too. He fed Fang some jerky, then when he had a full belly and they both seemed settled, he hoisted Fang, by the scruff, up to Squirrel for a much more formal introduction. With a satisfied stomach, smacked nose and suspended in the air by his scruff, Fang had lost all interest in squirrel meat. As for Squirrel, he could see Fang was neutralised, and his natural nosiness was aroused again. Finally, he gave a cautious sniff and a non-committal chirp.
"We’re a family, and that makes you two brothers," Jak lectured. "For the time being... Till you’re both bigger..."
While neither animal understood the language, they both knew they were being spoken to, and they took layers of meaning from Jak's tone and volume. It was valid if incomplete communication. Their leader had spoken and they had listened.
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How enchanting! Duke Roth beamed at the messenger. A first. Although more directed at his gift than the bearer… From the Sarkian Emperor Rakkesh no less. Such a boon should shut his scheming wife up for a while… 
Any gesture from such an august entity- although technically a sworn enemy of Perugia - still reflected well on him. Personally he’d rather Rakkesh, with his deep pockets, be a lifelong friend. Smirking at the thought, he snatched the wrapping paper and string, ripping it apart in an extravagant frenzy.  Finally, he beheld... Himself... Blinking back in an ornate mirror!  
“It really does reflect well on me,” he thought. Put it up in pride of place. Was a commemorative plaque too much? “To my friend, love Rakk-- Good friend? Best friend?... From your humble servant Rakkesh…”
Adorned in snazzy runes, the mirror really did look minter! Magic even - like the mirror in that new novella that was all the rage in Kortar. Young Will Grimm's latest and greatest...  What was it called? Ice White? No, Snow White… That was it. 
Supposedly based on the true story of the Fae Witch, although which part she played he wasn't entirely sure... He had it on good authority that an awful lot of research had gone into getting the details just so. While often abstract the complex text had been lauded by critics for its gritty, realistic yet sympathetic portrayal of dwarfs... Daring to suggest they were a much deeper and more diverse race than had long been assumed...It was subtly done, but you got a definite sense of individual personalities... More than the ore and ale-obsessed brawlers they were reputed to be. Tosh, he'd believe that when he saw it.  Though he hadn’t seen a dwarf in decades. No-one had. Good riddance. 
People should stay in their pigeonholes as far as he was concerned. It was why he couldn't get into that Cinderella at all. Couldn’t get his head around why she didn't just accept her lot in life. Plenty of chores to be getting on with...The gods made nobles noble and nobles for a reason... She also should have sold the carriage and footmen before they reverted to a pumpkin and mice at midnight. Basic economics, buy low, sell high...
His favourite Grimm tale was that saucy Rapunzel yarn The one about the lusty wench with lustrous long hair. Keen as mustard she’d been... Get in there good knight!
The Duke grabbed at his crotch. His brown leather britches were slightly too tight and things weren't sitting right. They were the latest stovepipe style though however, he'd found being a fashion plate came at a price. The pants tapered off to be thinner the ends and the Duke couldn't help but wonder if the contrast made his bum look big?
He glanced about to ensure he was alone then leaned the mirror at an angle between the plush carpet and the stonewall.  
"Mirror, mirror by the wall, who’s the sveltest of them all?”
Bending forward, he backed up towards the mirror, lowering his left arm - and arse - so he could see it, sneaking peeks back over his shoulder. It was huge. But to be fair, and to put things in their proper perspective, it was a lot closer to the surface...
"What the seven hells is that coming towards us?"
The Duke gave a sudden start - and almost a fart - stumbling away, before turning around and creeping back, still bent over, peering suspiciously. 
"I swear Jaspar it looked like a horse's rump... Hullo!" 
Tap! Tap! Tap! The mirror was talking…. And tapping…
"Anybody there? Can you hear me?"
Tap!Tap! Tap!
“Uh, hullo?
“You there fatty, fetch your Duke.
“I am the Duke.”
“Ah, greetings and salutations.”
An awkward pause ensued, eventually curiosity got the better of him. 
"Who are you?" he demanded bluntly.
"His Imperial Highness Emperor Ibrahaim Hetet Rakkesh," a second voice intoned ominously.
"Nevermind all that Jaspar, cut to the chase!"
" Oh, 'chase'. Very droll your imperial majesty."
"What?  Yes, of course...  Anyway Duke Rot I've got a small problem. No, that's not quite right. I had a problem and now it's yours."
"Anything to help, your excellent imperial highness--" Duke Roth was a bundle of nerves.
"Of course. It has come to my attention that one of your citizens has stolen my silver dagger. And a sapphire as well. And killed my nephew. So obviously top priority, drop everything you're doing and get to it. Jaspar will fill you in on the details."
"Of course your highly imperial eminence--"
"The boy's name is Jak Foster and he lives in the Forest of Fairies. Find the dagger and the sapphire." The second voice spoke in clipped tones. All business.
"Is there a reward?" the Duke risked replying in kind.
"Uh sure. A hundred gold senarii.
"What of the boy? "
"Kill him of course. Send us the head as a keepsake for another hundred gold."
"I have just the huntsman in mind." he shouted as the screen faded to black. And he did. A right wrong-un with absolutely no chance of coming good. This was no Cinderella story.
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"Out! Get out!" Jak had been caught with his pants down. A perky Fang batted his eyelids at Jak and dropped a drool dripping stick into the small clothes pooling around his ankles. Icky.  Yuck! Jak was halfway through his necessaries and did not need this.
"Out," he shouted again, it was an outhouse after all, but his bluster backfired. Fang was love stricken with his sticky stick and wasn't going anywhere. Worse still, the kerfuffle had attracted Squirrel, like a dictionary always drew Westcott.
"Chitt?"
"No, you get out too!" Jak bellowed, bare-assed and embarrassed about it. "I told you both don't disturb me when I'm about my business - I do my best thinking in here."
"Chirp!" Squirrel agreed, albeit snarkily.
"Woof!" Fang didn't care. He'd found his fetch stick and that meant game on as far as he was concerned. Rain, hail or shine.
Fetch was Fang's favourite game, but not Squirrel’s - Jak could take it or leave it. Squirrel's problem was, he would take it and keep it. Or not take it, leaving it altogether. Acorns he'd happily retrieve, just not for you. Sticks or squirrel-sized twigs he simply ignored, squirrelly assuming you were throwing them away. Quite correctly according to his fuzzy logic. They're pretty useless as objects go, Jak ceded. And inedible. As far as fetch went, Squirrel's inaction and general disinterest actually made sense. In this instance, his disdainful squeak was the voice of reason.
"Woof!"
"Wait all you want," Jak replied sulkily. "It'll take as long as it takes."
Jak truly couldn't fathom Fang's fascination with chasing a stick. Even more concerning was how the cub never tired of it. Never. Jak liked deer jerky. A lot. But he didn't want if for dinner every night. And he didn't pester the cook for it every five minutes either.
Chirrup," Squirrel was suggesting Lamb's Ear but out of spite Jak swiped a mullein leaf instead. He could pick his own privy paper for gods sakes- he'd just proven it! He was initially going to use the Lamb's Ear but he'd be damned if he'd give the little rat the satisfaction.
He dropped the despoiled leaf in the bucket below him, kicked the stick away and hauled up his shorts. Grabbing the business-bucket by the wire handle, he stalked out the screened entrance heading for the compost hole - trailing happily in his wake were a bounding squirrel and a trotting wolf cub with his sticky stick.
This afternoon Jak had a chore list as long as your arm to see to. First and foremost though was stirring his scat into the midden heap where the outhouse stump used to be - burying the stink amidst the food scraps and plant waste that would be the centre of his garden come spring. Once he collected the second sack holding all his seeds. Last week he'd cleared a large rectangle of space stretching from in front of the Towers to the front of the outhouse turning the grass over so, with roots exposed it would wither and die over winter. 
Ungainly with his unwieldy plaything Fang was constantly underfoot. Sighing, Jak snatched at the stick, but all of a sudden the cub refused to surrender it and a tussle ensued.
Gods give me strength! And ideas. Over the last month Jak had to develop fetch strategies so he could accomplish his own tasks. Long throws seemed like the way forward, but proved a trap for young players. Once Fang lost sight of the stick in the air, he'd lose interest too - still staring expectantly, eyes wide and ears up, until a grumbling Jak would be forced to fetch another stick to throw.
Better to throw the stick close, but into a thicket or some other obstacle. That way the wolf would conduct a time-consuming investigation - not very thorough though, as he'd often return with an altogether different stick. Although always with the same silly grin plastered across his furry face.
"Wait, this isn't my child," Jak would complain. "You've grabbed the wrong boy!"
His sarcasm was wasted on the wolfling who only wanted the stick thrown again - preferably without commentary.
Another tactic was to throw a big stick, because the wee cub's ambition knew no bounds. If he could get his jaw around it, he'd give it a go. His stumbling, bumbling return was certainly time consuming, but could be a little heartbreaking to behold. Usually Jak caved-in before the cub did, meeting him halfway to give him a big hug well-done.
One time it was funny though. Fang had clamped down on the end of a long tapered log, leaving the heavy end churning in mud, while he continually trotted around in circles - like the proverbial donkey chasing a carrot... Facing away, Fang was confused, but as soon as he turned the corner he'd believe he was back on track, and his eyes would light up all over again. Fang had a lot to learn...
Finally, Fang relinquished his prize. Jak faked a few throws to both tease the little beast and flick the drool off the stick then wound up and heaved it hard as he could over the outhouse, into the trees of Haven's eastern corner.
Wide-eyed Fang traced its trajectory with his eyes then tore off towards the trees, threading his way between them into the shadows. Jak, with Squirrel now on his shoulder, wandered over. He was expecting to meet the happy fool halfway there but he didn't return. Jak made a mental to-do list of his tasks while they waited. A minute later Jak began growing worried, when a rustling in the brush became a soaking wet and sandy wolf cub. Time slowed as a dripping-wet Fang dragged and dropped a soaking stick at Jak's feet. Jak could only stare at it aghast. It was the exact same stick. Jak must have thrown it into the Torrence. It should have been swept away.
"Good boy Fang," Jak apologised profusely. "Good boy. “
Fang could have drowned. Should have drowned. Why didn't he drown? He felt nauseous. Queasy. His selfishness could have killed his little friend... he only wanted to play his silly game...
"Good boy," he cried, hugging the obliviously happy cub. "Now let's go see what you've found."
Retracing Fang's route only required cutting down two trees. One was an elm Jak had already earmarked for a bow and undoubtedly he'd find a use for the birch too. Pushing beyond the last bush, he forgot all about trees. And the forest altogether. Because he was on a beach... A beach! A beach in his own backyard, literally a stone's throw away from the Towers.
It was only the second beach he had ever seen, the first being Wellington Beach back in town. No more than a score of yards long, it was nothing but muddy sand and a small jetty to jump off in summer. Or for Noron boats to moor on, he supposed.
This beach - his beach - was much better. Similar in size to Wellington, but with sparkling yellow sand, it curved north near side - south on the other side - widening the river from six to sixteen or seventeen yards, creating a shallows that dropped away to a deep pool in the middle. Here on the shallower side, the current was naturally slow moving. Made more so by two massive boulders upstream - behind his outhouse - funnelling the faster flow towards a small waterfall on the far side of the stream.
With snow set to fall in a few days, a beach wasn't really the bee's knees, but come spring and summer it would be a boon indeed. Bathing, swimming, fishing, washing clothes - the possibilities were endless. Even in winter, it was a better source of water than the entrance way with its single span embankment a full yard above the treacherous stream. It was only a few feet further away from the towers too... But best of all, it was a private beach.
The bank opposite was a cliff-face topped by a thick copse of young pine trees. From his hounding, he recalled the trail lay someway inland at this point and also several yards below the tree line. Downstream a series of small rapids turned south for a furlong, before narrowing, deepening, speeding up and twisting due west again. The hitch hid Haven entirely. From the trail - even from where he jumped - there would be no sign of the beach or even the falls. Out of sight; out of mind. Jak smiled, his enemies would never find him.
He could find them easily enough though. He could construct a bridge from the boulders to the far side, simply by dropping a tree or two. If he carved footholds in the cliff on the other side he'd have a secret access to the Terron Trail. It would be a much faster way to Norwood...Saving two to four hours on foot. And give him instant access to the other half of his forest territories... Which made him think of Gran again...Which gave him the name for the beach: Lyfsa. After a saying Gran rolled out whenever he whined about unfairness. Jak figured the saying meant that life was like a beach: Only good for half the year... Or no good if you can't swim… To be honest, he'd never really worked that saying out. It still sort of cheered him up - confused being better than bitter he supposed. He altered the spelling of "Lifeisa" to "Lyfsa" in the hopes no-one would bother him about what the saying meant. Not that Squirrel or Fang had shown any interest in semantics or spelling so far... Only acorns and sticks.
Fang stopped, sat, rolled over at Jak's command. but begged all on his own. Jak relented anyway and tossed him the bone. The wolf cub had done well with all the doggy tricks Jak could think of. He was also disciplined when they hunted, but still had a lot to learn. And it was up to Jak to teach him. Both Fang and Squirrel were still babies... Crack! The bone splintered into shards spraying marrow... And it was up to him to instil his life skills and values. His grandmother's legacy. So everyday he kept up his futile barrage of commenting, cajoling, encouraging or discouraging... And it began to pay dividends.
The first thing Jak fixed was Fang’s toilet training. Every time Fang went to cock his leg inside the Towers he got chased outside by a screeching Jak. Squirrel, of course, found this fantastic fun, running around in excited circles, adding his chattering to the cacophony. In fact, Squirrel figured out long before Fang what was triggering the fun and kept his eyes peeled for peeing after every meal. If Fang waited until Jak wasn’t watching, Squirrel would beat Jak to the punch and sound off first. Wolves, like dogs, never enjoy getting an earful and eventually Fang got the message about doing his necessaries outside.
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 A dog-frowning Fang cocked his head then let out an uncertain growl. Alerted, Squirrel sat up straight, head swivelling around for a second. He spat out the acorn husk he had been holding in his cheeks, pulling his lips back in a snarl that would have been scary coming from an actual threat-sized animal. Finally, Jak heard it too. Interlopers... With a horse. He was heartened that all three were in agreement; wanderers weren't welcome in his woods. They were to be treated as trespassers, not visitors.
First, he needed to ascertain what the odds were, and who he was up against. Big difference between a band of brutish orcs and a canny huntsman. He doubted the gods would deliver him another batch of Sarkian tenderfeet to lead astray. That would asking too much, and since he rarely prayed, highly unlikely.
Staying downwind, he backtracked down the trail to an ideal ambush spot with good sight lines. He peered between a pair of fern fronds and got his first glimpse of his potential opponents. But only silhouettes. Backlit, walking through the shadows of a grove of trees he could see the shapes of two bulky men. One tall, the other average height and leading a heavily laden horse. He could tell by the outline of their mohawk haircuts they were Eagle Clan. This was confirmed as their feet strode into sunlight and he could make out leather moccasins and deer hide leggings. He ducked back before he was seen, and nosy Squirrel took his place. Ankan thank the Gods, them he could deal with. Still, it wouldn't do to show weakness. 'Today's neighbour could be tomorrow's enemy.' A quote from one of the tactical warfare tomes Gran had given him. He wanted to say forced on him, but the truth was he'd slyly lapped them up. He loved languages and tactics...Mathematics not so much. His reminiscing triggered thoughts of several other military stratagems he could use.
Eliciting an indignant squeak, Jak extracted his squirrel scout from the spy hole by the tail and stole a second look. His first impression, it appeared now, needed amending. His foes were far more formidable than he had inferred from his initial sighting.
They were, in fact, a very large man and a very large boy a bit older, but a lot bigger, than himself. Even the horse was huge at sixteen stocky hands at least, loaded down with furs and bulging sacks of some unseen rock - probably salt from Lake N'dor?
Judging by the pair's cheerful, open faces they were at least gentle, if not jolly, giants. And father and son. Too similar not to be... Hang on, the only six and a half foot Ankan warrior he'd heard of was Hanska their chief. In turn, that made the son, Kuruk, a fitting name meaning grizzly bear in Ankan.
Instantly Jak was jealous of the hulking boy, following in his father's huge footsteps. Kuruk was halfway to being as massive as his dad and inheriting the chiefdom of Eagle Clan to boot. He'd got his bloody growth spurt and took Jak's as well. Hells, it looked like he had another one coming. I'd be grinning too if I was that bloody big.
Jak was so caught up in his hissy fit, he almost forgot to call out.
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It was fifteen year-old Kuruk's first trip to the curiously named Norwood, so he'd been busy brushing up on Perugian. Like all Ankan, the language had been drummed into him by the elders him since he was old enough to much rather be fishing or hunting than stuck in the Lessons Lodge.
No-one relished using the clunky tongue, not even the elders teaching it. They'd explained it away as a necessary evil, but Kuruk knew it was more of a case of,  I had to endure it, so you do too. Having been earmarked as a potential chief from an early age, Kuruk felt he should set a strong example in everything he did. So he listened, learned and eventually excelled, albeit amongst a rebellious low-level cohort. His hard work had finally borne fruit for today he was finally going to twist his words in trade with Perugian practitioners. Actual pakeha! Although scalp taking was not allowed. This was a trade trip. They were there to sell the salt, furs and the iron ore so coveted by the pasty people. Still had his hatchet and hunting knife though. He'd yet to get his first kill, and pakeha were never to be trusted.
His father was well-versed in Perugian, having fought in the war against Sarkia as a young brave. Hanska even knew several Sarkian swearwords and the entire sentence "please, don't kill me". Sometimes, Kuruk heard his father mutter Sarkian oaths under his breath, particularly after council meetings. He never swore in Ankan though - not in his son's earshot anyway. 
Since dawn they had been talking only in common, even now his father was pointing out lowland plants and naming them. A lot Kuruk already knew, but he dutifully listened and duly focussed on the few new ones. It was nice to spend any time alone with his father. As headman, Hanska was hardly ever at his own hearth, his duties taking him from teepee to teepee. Heavens forbid there was an elder council pow-wow - they went for hours on end. Most days he'd see his father briefly to break their fast, then again at sunset at the inkite wrestling circle. Their tribal father and son special time.
Between their own bouts they'd discuss the techniques and tactics of the other fighters, identifying mistakes and keys to victory. His father always spoke straight and fair, with no malice and no favour. He could be counted on for that, which was why he was chief. If Kuruk was lucky, his father would linger after the last round was over to spar with him. Then they'd analyse his strengths and weaknesses on the way home.
Those were precious times to him, and today promised to be even better, with so many new sights to see. He could hardly wait to see the mighty Wakatu river, and its bridge, and the tower of stones, and big boats of logs, orange hair... So many things. Hopefully, he'd get to use his Perugian too, cause then he'd have a tale for the other village kids. Upon his return, little ones were bound to swarm around him, and demand he repeat every word verbatim. He resolved to speak to everyone he met regardless of the results. That way his story would be worth the telling, and the hearing, then maybe the others would think the language was worth learning as well. He informed his father of his plan and was rewarded with a fond look that told him he'd done well. He was still smiling to himself, when an arrow whistled past his ear and embedded itself in a nearby seneca.
"Halt who goes there?" Came a quivering yet indignant challenge. Kuruk halted. His confidence in his Perugian skills shot to bits, shattered at the arrow's impact. He'd practice his talking for the town, over trade, not life and death. His eyes roved about as he became uncomfortably aware that the spot they'd halted, a natural alley between two tree-lines, was in an ideal ambush site.
He'd let his father handle this one. His father had halted too, and looked far from happy about it.
"My name is HanskaTatonka, chief of the Eagle Clan and you almost shot my son," he thundered. "Show yourself!"
A bush trembled, a score of feet south from the arrow's origin and a boy emerged... Backwards.
Apparently, he was trading words with someone still hidden behind him. He held his hand up palm first to the area the arrow had come from then nodded at a clump of conifers on the far side of the trail. So at least four of them Kuruk thought. Then the boy turned to face his father's ire and Kuruk got a good gander at his first Pakeha. The feral-looking boy's face was indeed paler than Kuruk's, but far from the milky white ghost he'd been expecting. Shorter than Kuruk at about five and half feet tall, with a well-muscled frame, but built for speed rather than power. Kuruk could sense the boy, body and soul, belonged to this forest. He sure acted like he owned it, sauntering toward them, brown shaggy hair hung to his shoulder, a fringe half-hiding cunning eyes but not the carefully-composed face set there to mask his true intentions. A pakeha about to lie no doubt.
"Sorry about that," he said indicating the arrow's path with one hand. "Some of the men get twitchy fingers when they find strangers barging about our woods."
At least four foes, three hidden against two out in the open. The odds weren't good, yet Hanska had a dangerous glint in his eye. Kuruk knew it was because his son had been targeted and got ready to move at an instant's notice.
The teen terror sensed it too, and, sensibly, tried to forestall the coming storm. "Only a warning shot - missed on purpose," he explained. "If we meant business we would've aimed at you the bigger one in front... A shorter shot we wouldn't bloody miss from twice the distance."
While it had been a close shave, Kuruk knew the boy was telling the truth and told his father so in Ankan.
Hanska relaxed a little, as did the Pakeha boy, albeit a fraction earlier than his father, Kuruk judged. Strange.
"Who is we?" his father asked sternly.
The boy frowned for a second.
"You is Hanska, and he is Kuruk," he replied, carefully, as if it were a loaded question. "I don't know the horse's name... But I can hazard a guess if you like? Blosso--"
"No, numbskull, I know who we are," his father growled. "We are Eagle Clan, who are... We... Who is your clan?"
Catching up with all the Perugian, Kuruk couldn't help but chuckle.  He had his anecdote for his friends and then some. Abruptly, the boy began laughing as well. Then, finally, his father summoned a rueful smile, and a shake of his head that dispersed the remaining tension.
"We are Wolf Clan," the boy pronounced proudly.
He may have been smiling but there was still something off-kilter about the boy, Kuruk could see his spirit was troubled.
His father obviously agreed. "I have not heard of this Wolf Clan. This is where the witch roams."
Mention of the witch momentarily upset the boy. "The witch is Wolf Clan too," he insisted softly. "I am her grandson, Jak."
"Ahh," his father nodded. "Jak, yes, your name is known to us. Your grandmother is a loyal ally of the Ankan and we honour her territories. May we pass? "
"We aren't hunting," Kuruk added, remembering his vow of non-silence. "Winter is coming and we go to Norwood to trade."
"Hmm," mused Jak, making a show of weighing up many options. "Possibly... If Eagle Clan and Wolf Clan are sworn allies, safe passage can be arranged."
"All that's left is to formalise the treaty," he said, holding his hand out. Hanska took it and shook, then it was Kuruk's turn. As he clasped Jak's hand, he saw the strange boy was smiling up at him intently. They shook too.
"Good, now we are friends for life."
He meant it too, Kuruk could tell. Fine, he had a question for his fiery new friend.
"Jak, we live in the mountains where the Giant Eagles fly so we are named Eagle Clan and they are our... totem," Kuruk paused not knowing a translation for "totem". "So why are you called Wolf Clan?"
"The wolf is our totem too... Behold," he shouted, then stuck two fingers in his mouth.
Eventually, this bizarre behaviour produced a weak whooshing sound...Which soon stopped. Nothing happened. In the awkward silence, Hanska and Kuruk shared a look.
Thankfully, the boy abandoned his attempts at a wolf whistle, simply shouting out: "Fang, get out here."
Again no response. He changed tactics again calling, "Fa-ang, Fa-ang" in a cajoling tone...
Suddenly, a small grey mound hurtled out of the bushes at them. The blur, became a bundle of fur and finally a wolf cub. It was so cute. A cooing Kuruk forgot it was the sacred totem of their newest ally and found himself chasing it around in circles.
"Can I play with it?" he asked belatedly, breathing heavily...
"Sure, why not?" Jak grinned. "His name's Fang - he likes being tickled on his tummy."
He sure did. Once Kuruk figured out where the "tummy" was. A hulking teen, Kuruk was often mistaken for an adult, but he was still a big kid at heart He could have happily fawned over and frolicked the live-long day away with the cub. He'd never had a pet, and never even dreamed of an actual wolf.
Jak had just explained Fang's love of fetch to Kuruk, when Hanska drew the wildling aside,
"Jak, why are you here?" Hanska asked. "North of the Torrence has not concerned your grandmother in the past, what has changed?"
"Evil is afoot. I've recently assumed many of my grandmother's duties as far as protecting the forest from threats."
"What kind of threats?" Hanska indulged the boy. 
"Well, we were attacked by Sarks."
"Sarkians!?" Hanska scoffed. "In the Fae Forest? Impossible!"
"Not impossible, I killed some myself," the boy replied coolly, rattling the two curved swords on his belt.
Looking him in the eye, Kuruk knew Jak was telling the truth. His father took more stock from the military issue scimitars on each hip.
"How many Sarks?"
"Did I kill, or overall?" Jak seemed taken aback by the question. "Overall there were eight. I killed five, Gran killed two, I let one get away."
Kuruk was distracted by a proud as punch Fang returning with his stick, high stepping to get over the long-grass. After a short tug of war Kuruk threw it away again and furball flew after it.
"Oh, and chief Tatonka, you have an orc infestation as well. They came through your lands to over and killed a whole wolf pack," Jak indicated an area in the north-east. "Obviously, we of Wolf Clan are less than impressed, I trust you will be more vigilant in future?"
"Orcs and Sarks in our lands," The headman ignored Jak's insolent tone. "You have given me much to mull over this winter."
Sit. Fetch. Beg. Wait. Fang did it all. It was Kuruk who couldn't wait. Couldn't wait to tell all the other village kids about his newfound friends Jak and Fang. Finally, his father leaned over, ruffled the cub's exposed belly a few times. "Enough son, we need to go."
Kuruk made his new friend promise to visit Tahlata in the spring - bringing Fang of course. His father agreed, suggesting Jak bring some of his gran's famous herbs for trade. They shook hands again and went their separate ways
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"Let's go, Wolf Clan," Jak told his two confused troops.
"Don't look at me like that... It could be worse," he said, "We could've been called Squirrel Clan!"
"Chirp!"
Squirrel scrabbled up Jak's shoulder at his name, expecting a treat, but all he got was Jak's rambling recollection of his first human interaction in three weeks. It went exceedingly well, Jak concluded, no-one got killed or chased and only one arrow had been loosed.
On the way home to Haven, he broke the news to Fang and Squirrel that Kuruk was his new favourite friend. Fang lolled, obviously a big fan of the Ankan lad himself. But Squirrel, stationed at his left ear, gave him a spray of chatter and chewed acorn that could have passed for jealousy. Squirrel hadn't met Kuruk personally, so Jak wasn't surprised at his reaction. He was surprised at himself though. Kuruk was his first ever human friend apart from Gran and she didn't count. She sort of had to love him.
Jak also found Hanska fascinating. He was huge of course with cool face tattoos. And according to his gran, the warrior knew everything about that interesting inkite fighting and had even been to war with Sarkia.  He wondered if his own father had been a swordsman? Cause more than anything Jak needed one-on-one mentoring, like Kuruk got with his wrestling...
He didn't indulge in thoughts of his parents very often. Doing so felt disloyal to his gran. All his life she was there, and she was great, so he was grateful for what he'd got. He’d never asked about them either. As Gran said in her letter, she’d have told him in a heartbeat… But he was happy to have her and wouldn’t ever risk her feeling unloved or unnecessary, so he never did ask. And now he never could... However he didn't find that sad at all. It was a source of great pride that he'd never caved in and asked. His love for Gran had never wavered. Not once.  When she died, she was his whole world. And she knew it. And that helped him deal with her loss day to day.
 
He didn't like any of the Norwood lot, apart from the herb girl, Ari. A couple of times she'd screamed at the bullies to let him go, and once they actually did. Anyway the boys that tried to bully or tease him never got far before he'd be hoeing into them throwing punches. He took a perverse pride in the fact he was never entirely sure why they were picking on him. 
Admittedly, he didn't win them all. In fact, he almost always lost, albeit to kids much bigger, older or more numerous than himself. To be fair to him, they were the only fights on offer. You could only fight what was in front of you. Anyways, why would you pick on a crazy kid like Jak, if you didn't have experience, numbers or size on your side? No future in it. His own future was soldiering so all the fussing and fighting was ideal training.
Thanks to his gran, he was never worried. Anyways, “worry was a waste of time”. She had a thousand sayings; all sound and proved to his satisfaction. He copped his hidings sweet, after all “losing is only the low point of a learning curve”.
Sure it hurt, “but everything worth doing does". And the one he leaned on all the time: "Nothing very good, or very bad, ever lasts for very long".
His new friend wasn't like the bullies -  Kuruk was so much bigger! But beyond the obvious pummelling potential of their partnership, Jak could tell he had a good heart. And wasn't afraid to show it. Gran would have liked him too. Mayhap once Jak got his growth spurt, the two of them could go on the rantan, paint the town red with bully blood? Clear his list once and for all. Of the local yokels at least. Sarkian Emperor Rakkesh was another kettle of fish altogether. A massive step up, he was a fair ways away yet. Jak kicked out sending a stone skittering into the underbrush. Wolf Clan had made strong allies today but Jak had so much more to do.
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Half a league down the trail, Kuruk's father turned to him. "So how did you find your first pakeha?"
Kuruk took his time answering. Not only because they were still conversing in Perugian, but knowing full well his father was testing him. 
"It was like you said before; they try and trick you with half truths."
Hanska nodded once, plainly waiting for him to elaborate.
"However, I feel he has an honest heart."
A longer silence ensued, so Kuruk took the opportunity to voice his suspicions. "Although, I don't think there was anyone else in the trees."
"Ahh..." Hanska nodded again. "What makes you say that?"
"He's a trickster, he looked at three other locations," Kuruk said, mimicking the eye movements. "But then we made friends, talking for five full minutes yet no-one else came out, apart from Fang."
"Someone should have brought the cub out when he shouted for it... The first three times." Kuruk smirked at the memory. "I think he took the shot himself then snuck south and acted the rest."
"Very good." his father acknowledged, but Kuruk wasn't done.
"Also, I'm pretty sure he can speak at least passable Ankan," he stated.
"Really?" This time Hanska seemed genuinely surprised. "Why do you say that?"
"Several things." Kuruk counted them off on his fingers. "Firstly, he relaxed before you did when I told you he was telling the truth. Then, he knew my name before anyone had said it. Thirdly, he knew what 'totem' meant when I said it... "
"And lastly," Kuruk paused for effect, grinning widely. "While you were fetching Blossom, he told me not to trust anyone in Norwood, especially the mayor... All in Ankan."
His father laughed. "And here I thought you were a genius for figuring all that out."
"Well father," Kuruk winked. "I didn't ask him about Norwood in Perugian did I."
"I think you might be a truth seer."
Kuruk continued chuckling, but his father had stopped in his tracks.
"Seriously son, you seem to have a gift for seeing through people."
"That's lucky," Kuruk replied. "Because I still like him."
"Hmm, I was hoping you would," his father said, tugging on the gelding's lead again.
"You will be a good influence on him - the spirits tell me he will have need of you. Sarkians and orcs are evil omens. Mark my words, dark days are coming."
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"We're going to war men." Field Marshall Jak Foster of  the mighty Wolf Clan was addressing his troops, pacing back and forward with a stick under his arm, his towel thrown over his shoulder like a sash.
"I'm gonna be honest with you, we're not all going to make it back today. Many will be left behind, but," he indicated the roaring fire. "But never forget the home fires are burning."
His inspiring speech didn't exactly fall on deaf ears, but was wasted anyway. Squirrel, bobbed along agreeably, but Fang ignored him, gnawing at an old jaw bone. Jak lured the pair out of the Towers by throwing a stick, then spurred them onward to the beachhead. But it was out of sheer curiosity, rather than any martial inclination, that his tiny army trooped behind him to Lyfsa Beach.
Like any great general from Gran's history books, Jak led his clan in the charge but, unlike those stoic military figures, he was buck naked as a bluejay and shivering after shucking his clothes onto the sand. The rest of his strategy was equally subtle.
He made a big show of throwing his stick high into the air. Plucking up his courage, he plunged after it into the freezing Torrence, dunking himself under, scrubbing himself with socks worn over his hands, paying special attention to his bedraggled hair.
Retrieving the stick, he exited the stream with a shudder. He teased Fang with the stick before hurling it high into the water again. Torn between icy stream fear and love of fetch, Fang froze, head tilting uncertainly. Time for Plan B. Jak shunted him sideways into the water. Already wet, the wolf duly doggy-paddled after the stick. His return was cut short, intercepted by a shivering Jak in the shallows. Jak stood over the wolf cub, keeping him submerged up to his shoulders, rubbing him over roughly with the soapy socks on his hands. As a yelping Fang wriggled against Jak's grip, months of grime and scads of fleas fell away making murky clouds around them. Jak dragged Fang back to the beach and began vigorously towelling him, eventually warming the wolf, and himself, with his efforts.
Jak led a shivering and sulking cub back to the Towers' fire and fed him a meaty treat for his troubles. He changes his clothes with trembling hands while the towel dried on the smoker pole. Feeling human again, Jak fetched a bucket of water, then Squirrel, who had been huge fan of Flea-Day so far, got dunked, sock- scrubbed and towel-dried as well.
"You lie down with wolves, you're going to get fleas," Jak noted wisely, though not placating the irate rodent at all.
Fortunately for Jak, forgiveness was only a morsel of food or a kind word and a cuddle away. That night they all slept sounder for being rid of their flea infestation. It was nice to have no nightmares for once.
Most nights, Jak's slumber was tormented by the faces of the slain Sarkians. In the morning light, he had absolutely no regrets, but in the gloom of his mind silent faces bedevilled him. The fur brothers usually sensed his distress and snuggled up closer, a considerable consolation. Their two heartbeats settled his and soon the three became one. It was the main reason he still hauled the hefty Fang into their oaken enclosure every night.
 

		

		
				Duke Roth was getting dressed down. Not getting naked, no-one wanted to see that, not even his wife. Especially not his wife.
Rather he was getting carpeted by Emperor Rakkesh, simply Sire to his friends, but His Imperial Majesty Emperor Ibrahaim Hetet Rakkesh to Duke Roth  - even on the best of days. This was not one of them. This was the second time in a fortnight the magic mirror had turned black darkening his day again. This time, the Emperor was demanding a progress report from the task he'd given him last time.
Unfortunately, at no time in the intervening eleven days had the Duke done anything about the aforementioned task, and that was the tricky bit to explain. He was beholden to the Emperor for many fine fripperies and bibelots that appeased his young, yet ambitious, wife. His coffers had been well and truly infirm before getting a healthy boost from abroad. So he fibbed.
It was only a little white lie. The distinction between past and present or future tense really. A non-native speaker like Rakkesh probably didn't know the difference. Fingers crossed behind his back, the Duke claimed he'd already dispatched his huntsman to Norwood to both track the boy and retrieve the dagger. A top notch jagger, Crichton knew the forest like the back of his hand and had staked his life on securing a result. At least that's what the Emperor heard. He appeared appeased at these - albeit future - actions and Roth was allowed to resume breathing again. Finally the mirror became reflective again. As did the Duke. Impatiently, he waved a guard over.
"Drag Crichton out of whichever brothel, speakeasy or flophouse he's in and get him here forthwith." He waved the guard away again.
"Wait," he commanded, having had a rare second thought. "Make sure you take a full section of men with you."
Crichton scared him. Fact. A harsh truth he may as well have admitted outright by assigning twelve men for the task - but the harsher truth was Emperor Rakkesh scared him more. And guards were expendable.
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Schip, schip, schiiipp... The blade-scraping-wood sound, soothing for both body and soul. Jak was whittling the winter away and was chipper about it.
He felt like whistling while he worked as well. Fang woke up with a start, whined once then slunk outside, ears down, giving Jak a wide berth. Squirrel scampered after him with a "wait for me" squeak.
Everyone's a critic. Jak didn't care, he was content. He abandoned all attempts at a tune and whistled louder still, planning his creations ...Carve a second bucket, a shelf, a spare spade handle, a spear shaft, a new bow, two bowls for the fur brothers and at least ten more arrow shafts, amongst other things.
He'd assembled an impressive array of woods to achieve his aims. Yew, elm and hickory for the bows; ash, birch and poplar for the arrows; red oak for the bowls, bucket, spade and spear and garden-variety pine for the shelf. Carving things was not a chore for Jak; he found it relaxing. It was also in tune with his gran's philosophy of getting better every day. Every object he made was an attempt to be the best thing, the most powerful bow ever, the truest arrow... He planned, he executed, he evaluated, and he adjusted.
Something that had become a chore recently was Fang's obsession with fetch. Thankfully, the heavy lifting had been handed over to the tiny paws of Squirrel. The rascally rodent delighted in the power it gave him over his bigger brother. Fang, for his part, loved fetch. Full stop. End of story. He also adored anyone who would play with him, finally warming fully to his furball brother. By comparison, Squirrel had been a pushover, he'd accepted Fang as a fellow squirrel the first night he slept in a tree.
An animal-only version of fetch had evolved, although Jak still retained a judiciary role. Firstly, the scale of the stick had been reduced to twig size. Also, it was dropped from above rather than thrown. The competitors began at base Jak, preferably with pats. Jak would yell "go" then, twig in teeth, Squirrel would disappear up into the Towers' canopy, leaping from tree to tree.
Fang, on terra firma, would pad after him as best he was able. Squirrel would then drop said twig, unfailingly emitting an excited squeak as he did, and Fang would pounce to retrieve it. Then the race was on back to base Jak. First one back got a pat. Second prize was a pat too, but more consolatory than congratulatory. Especially with the winner crowing in the background.
Initially it had been a well-balanced game with wins shared fairly evenly, but then Squirrel started to think and use tactics to give his tiny self a little edge. He'd go farther and further afield, trying to drop the twig in hard to reach areas. Or, conscious of the ground conditions, he'd lead Fang around corners that Squirrel could cut across at tree level.
Jak was impressed; however, Squirrel's mischievous nous was offset by Fang's rapid growth. Wolf cubs reached their full frame around six months and simply filled out from there. Fang, Jak figured, was four or five months old now and going to be a biggun, judging by his huge jaw and paws.
Naturally, Jak was jealous of such a startling growth - Fang had tripled in size since he'd found him. Along with the additional strength and length came speed keeping the game competitive. The added physical dimension to fetch took its toll, tuckering out the tykes quickly. This gave Jak peace and quiet for his tasks, while power naps were taken, usually draped all over one another. From their rocky origins, their relationship had really blossomed, now the twosome were bosom buddies. They'd taken giant leaps, not baby steps, beyond the reluctant brotherhood Jak had foisted on them.
Shaking his head affectionately, Jak went back to his work. And his whistling, eliciting a mournful howl from outside, as he measured the yew block in front of him. Two arm-lengths, plus a couple of inches to make it the correct size, then a couple more in preparation for his upcoming growth spurt. As he cut, he realised, he was essentially now making an adult’s bow. He impaled the tip of his hunting knife into a small wooden block, giving him grips on either side of the edge, effectively turning the blade into a plane. Grabbing it in two hands, Jak began shaping the bow with long smooth strokes. Schiiip, schiii... Letting the sweet-scented copper-coloured squirls spiral to the forest floor below. He was scraping from the back leaving the front for last so it could adjust the balance at the last minute. Fortunately, there were no knots and warps that needed working around, and the bow began to take shape. So he stopped.
Next step was drying the wood, slowly, to harden it properly without warping. He hung his half-finished masterpiece from a tree slightly away from the fire and left it overnight. The next day he scrutinised it closely, on the lookout for warps or cracks. Satisfied the ends lined up and it was flat enough across the middle, he began planing again, concentrating on getting the balance right. Lastly, he made a crushed bark and berry dye, diluting the darkness with linseed oil. He applied his special admixture liberally to the bow, because a bright one was a dead giveaway in the forest. Also the oil preserved and strengthened the wood. When that was done and it looked like a brown bow, he hung it up to dry again. While he waited, he worked on arrow shafts - and his whistling - denuding then whittling ash and birch branches, until the late afternoon, when Fang and Squirrel deigned to return for dinner.
He knew how to make a bowstring, by bashing fibrous leaves and reverse plaiting the resulting twine together. However, he already had a big ball of string, 'blessed' by his gran, that he knew would last longer than anything he, or anyone else, could create. All the goods he’d taken from Grey Grove had been similarly blessed - his gran’s collective term for her charms, chants, spells and other tricks of the trade. More than merely 'gilding the lily' ,his gran imposed her formidable will on objects. improving them out of sight. His present for his tenth birthday, the hunting knife, even had her runes carved on it. Over the last four years, it had proved virtually indestructible. It also took an edge really easily, although that was possibly his blessed whetstone at work. Any items Jak made, or bought, he'd instantly handed over to his gran, so she could bless them. Sometimes, he wouldn’t get the things back for weeks, but he never minded, because it was always worth it.
He realised his whole life had been 'blessed' by Gran and was suddenly sad again. She'd taught him to make things, think, plan, read, speak languages, even how to use the sword and bow. She was good with both too; she knew all the elven secrets. It was his gran that showed him how to “find the bow within” like those pointy-eared, fancy-pants did. He’d take his new un-blessed elf bow and send a shaft straight through Rakkesh’s throat.
Too enraged and energised to sleep, he started sticking his arrows together, heating pine resin over the fire then mixing it with charcoal to make glue. Using feathers from the same side of the bird so the arrow would rotate correctly, he stuck them to the shaft then attached a blessed steel arrowhead.
As always, making things calmed him and, after four more arrows, he lugged 80 pounds of drowsy wolf up to bed, followed seconds later by a scampering Squirrel. He was still upset underneath, and that night his angry rage drove the nightmares back into their deep, dark well in his head. In the morning, he vowed, that from now on he'd draw strength from that well, rather than fear. Anger is an energy. As Gran always said. Always.
 

		

		
				When it rains it pours, Ari thought. Fitting for a funeral, raindrops streamed down her forehead  then fattened by her tears they fell spattering her good shoes. Slap…slap…slap. She squeezed her sister's hand with a wet squelch, drowned out by the drumming rain and droning dirge of the hymn. The only him left in her life... Her father and mother stolen away from her, their lives taken by bandits in a caravan raid. The dirty deed done somewhere in the Kirkswood. Buried on the spot. A final indignity heaped upon their consequently empty casket. Missing their own funeral - not that they were missing much. Sparsely attended to say the least... Four people and a priest  - a frontier town like Norwood was not a place to find friends. Everyone cried. Except her aunt did it draped over the undertaker. The gravediggers must have been too dirty or busy going through the motions... The priest, of course, had no interest...
 
Afterwards, they went back to the house. It wasn't home anymore. That fat banker Maggard had seen to that. The paperwork at least. Brigands had done their worst, but the wormy mayor had foreclosed even before the funeral. Unforgiveable. They had a mere month to move on and winter was coming.
 
Clocks were stopped and the shivering girls huddled in the frozen silence… The hushed stillness of their grief.  In the absence their aunt and the undertaker put on a macabre pantomime of pain and oily consolation - overlong hugs, trailing fingers, murmurs of solicitude that may as well have been sweet nothings... Amohia was too young to notice and Ari too flabbergasted to be appalled. The ugly audacity of her aunt was a welcome distraction in a way.
 
Then next day time started forwards again. Fast with a vengeance while Ari foundered still rooted to the spot, events unfolding so quickly about her she felt she was going backwards. 
 
First thing in the morning the undertaker Marcus Calloway moved in. Amohia was pulled out of school and her Aunt simply stopped serving in the shoppe. All of a sudden they were out of business. Just like that
Norwood was a town of men which made earning a crust, making makeup, lotions, perfumes and assorted women's problems remedies - the lion’s share of their range - rather redundant.  But Ari knew nothing else... Now she had nothing, no work, no parents, no prospects... What was to become of them?

		

		
				 
------------------------------
 
A husk of hares basking in the gloaming upon a grassy meadow. Easy pickings for Jak's bow... But this wasn't his hunt. Wasn't his fight. He'd sit this one out. In stunned silence it turned out.
Squirrel, small prey himself, was circling the colony to get upwind. Nothing in the woods was scared or even wary of a squirrel, but he still scurried as sneakily as possible. The little beast had taken to the role of hunting dog like a duck to water.
Once in position, upwind inside a small bush, Squirrel threw his limited weight around, shaking branches with a squeal, squeak, shriek, or scream. Whatever it took to get the prey panicked and in flight. The hares fell for it, hook, line and sinker. It was surprisingly - and spookily - effective, Jak acknowledged. A simple strategy they'd borrowed and adapted from their hunting as a threesome. A distraction upwind, driving the prey into the waiting arms, or arrows, or in this case jaws, of the hunter downwind.
Meanwhile, Fang waited patiently downwind. No doubt fortnightly Flea Days masking his musk much better. When the hares bolted his way, he exploded out of cover, tearing the throat of the closest and chasing a second one at a full sprint.
Wolves could reach speeds of 25 to 35 miles-an-hour over short distances. A jackrabbit could hit 45 miles-an-hour, but this bunny was a no jackrabbit. Stuck with a standing start after reversing direction, the hare was only on par with the wolf for leg speed. The big advantage the little hare had was manoeuvrability, twisting and turning in a zigzag pattern as it ran. The wolf simply ran as the crow flies, straight as an arrow down the shortest route.
At any second, Jak was sure the bunny would cotton-on to Fang's tactic, twist the same way twice and get away for good. But Fang, anticipating the hare's likely next turn pounced. He guessed right, barrelling into his prey in a grey blur, rolling over, crushing it into the dirt. Before the shell-shocked hare could recover Fang clamped his jaws on its neck instantly ending its existence.
Should have zigged instead of zagged, Jak observed wryly. He knew from his bestiary studies that the jaws of an adult wolf were much more powerful than those of a dog and three times stronger than a human's. Forty-two sharp teeth helped too. Two kills. To the victor the spoils. Fang gave an exultant howl, answered by a screech of delight from Squirrel, now scurrying across the field to his side. The husk had literally been torn apart with two kills littering the ground.
Jak couldn't believe how far his furballs had come in such a short span. A month or so ago, Squirrel started scrabbling up Fang, trying to steer him by the scruff of the neck like a horse. The wolf had obliged by bucking like a bronco or shaking him off like a soaking wet shaggy dog. The next ten or so attempts, Fang switched tactics, taking to tearing-off around Haven at full speed. Eventually, Squirrel had broken him in, but not before some spectacular tumbles Jak still chuckled over.
Now Fang was even bigger, he didn't mind being ridden. If Jak was engrossed in a task, the twosome often took off on animal-only adventures. Several times they'd returned proudly bearing kills - a quail, a pheasant and a rabbit to date.
Finally today, an intrigued Jak had downed tools and followed his intrepid furballs, using his full forest skills to stalk them from afar.
What a show they'd put on...
Unseen, Jak snuck away. Jogging back to the Towers, joyful tears of pride were welling in his eyes, causing him to occasionally stumble. Without their real parents, Jak was constantly worried his young charges wouldn't learn what they needed to survive in the wild. The facts of the matter were grim. The majority of juvenile squirrel kits never made it through their first year. The chances for a lone wolf cub were considerably worse. However, between his insistent tutoring and their natural instincts, they weren't just surviving they were thriving. He couldn't wait to act surprised when his mighty hunters returned. He wouldn't have to act impressed.
 
------------------------------
 

		

		
				Jak had missed a hare by a hair, because of hair. His fringe falling across his eyes ruining his arrow release. While the wordplay amused him - much more than it probably should have - eating acorns for dinner again didn't. The offending hair had to go, he resolved. 
Now, back at the Towers, sitting fireside, he got his hunting knife out and hacked his entire fringe off, sawing all the way up his forehead so he wouldn't have to bother again for months. The fur brothers found his shorn locks fascinating, sniffing at them suspiciously. Squirrel bundled some up then disappeared into the trees with them, for some strange purpose known only to himself.
It felt great to see clearly after so long. Having the knife already in his hand, he elected to continue trimming taking two inches off the top and the sides. He left the shoulder length hair at the back well alone. With winter in full swing it operated as a wind-breaker - like a hairy scarf. He patted the prickly parts on the top and sides, savouring the two separate sensations on his palm and his head. He smiled; satisfied he had a stylish hairstyle, much like a lot of the lumberjacks in Norwood sported. Very current, he congratulated himself. Although he could feel it was slightly patchy and not as slick as his gran's scissor cuts, but as she always said, "the difference between a bad haircut, and a good haircut is two weeks".
Maybe he should have his first shave while he was at it? Recently, sparse hairs had started to appear on his chin. Actually, he'd noticed hair was sprouting everywhere. Sideburns, arm and leg hair, even nether regions... If this carried on he'd be the third fur brother by summer. In the end, he left the bum-fluff alone, shaving everyday would be a hassle so why start now? It was habit forming like smoking and drinking, so probably bad for you too.
Apart from his hair, Jak's winter days had settled into a comfortable routine. Sword forms first thing in the morning, to get the blood moving; fetch while Jak readied for the foraging and hunting that filled the middle part of the day - weather permitting. Or tasks if weather was prohibiting. The late afternoons and evenings were devoted to meal preparation and partaking followed by fireside tasks and sweet dreams. Jak missed Gran much more when he stopped moving, usually it hit him when sitting, whittling by the fire, but otherwise life was idyllic.
Only one problem loomed on the horizon, but it was a big problem and getting bigger every day: Fang. More precisely, how much meat he scoffed daily. Jak's original calculations for wintering in Haven hadn't included finding and feeding Fang. Initially, he hadn't been that big of a burden, because he hadn't been the size he was now. The full-size wolf literally had to have his pound of flesh every day, at least. Most days it was closer to two. Jak had curtailed his own meat consumption entirely... If rather reluctantly.
He knew from earlier readings of his gran's plant glossary, still dangling in the second sack, that there was still food to be had in the forest, even in winter. Watercress from the stream behind him, Cattails, Chickweed, Burdock and Rose Hips were all edible as well and grew nearby. Dandelion and pine needles could be boiled - heavily to remove the bitterness - for a healthy tea. He'd done all that and more, such as waking snakes from hibernation with the sharp end of his newly finished spear. Smoked, they tasted like chewy chicken; the skins were also handy for making things.
Two months ago, he'd joked if worst came to worst he'd "be eating acorns with Squirrel...Or squirrel with Mr Acorn". Squirrel was not amused at the time and Jak wasn't laughing now. He'd done acorns to death. Squirrel, however, heartily approved of his acorn habit. More because it was a squirrelly thing to do, than the fact they were actually nutritious. Gran used to say 'hunger makes the best sauce' and Jak knew acorns were high in energy and good for skin and bones, but they were boring no matter what herbs he added. And Fang, wisely and steadfastly, refused to have a bar of them.
Between him and his bushy-tailed brethren, they had hunted out their surrounds of non-hibernating prey. So every sunny, snowless day Jak set out early at dawn, ditching the animals and his morning sword forms to range farther and farther afield. Jak had been running around the forest his entire life, but hunting with Fang for the last two months had honed him, making him faster with more stamina than ever. The extra mouth to feed meant extra leagues to travel and extra effort to be made. In the first month it was the stumbling cub struggling to keep apace, lately it had been him.
Four hours after setting off ,he'd loped at least three leagues and wasn't particularly winded. He found himself at the very edge of his territory, amongst the foothills of the Dragon Spine steppes. It was a calculated risk to go this far and he knew if he got caught in a snowstorm he'd be a frozen snowman in minutes - so it was an already-strained Jak drawing his untested new bow at a young doe. Stuck upwind, the hundred-yard shot was a lot longer than he was confident of, or even comfortable with, taking.
Wolf Clan needed meat, they needed this doe, he reproached himself. Twang! The arrow flew true. Then ten yards out it caught a side drift and dipped into the side of the doe. The startled beast broke instantly for the trees. Jak was torn. pleased to have scored a hit with such a long shot, but sorry for the pain the winged doe was now in. He was also dismayed at the time it would take to track and kill the wounded beast. It was already noon and only five hours of daylight remained. Tell your story running Jak, he thought, setting off after the deer. Dripping blood, the doe should be pretty easy to track. And for a while it was, then five minutes later it appeared to disappear.
The trail hadn't dried up per se, but impossibly led straight towards the rocky base of a mountain. He followed the sporadic blood splotches around a huge boulder and discovered a wide cave entrance, hidden like Haven by an "L"-shaped curtain of cliffs, trees and obstructive obelisks. Only a dead-end for the doe he thought, drawing a sword and entering the cave. To his chagrin, there was no sign of the deer in the secret cavern.
There was a breeze though coming from an exit as large as the entrance, on the right hand side. Stepping through, he came out into a shallow, narrow valley between two of the smaller Dragon Spine peaks. Ten to twelve yards wide, the track continued east for as far as the eye could see - unlike his prey.  A hundred yards ahead the doe had collapsed. He hurried forward and ran it through, ending its pain. As he quartered the quivering carcass, he couldn't help but gaze around in wonderment. He'd found a hidden trail! Jak sensed the spoor of several animals around and realised he'd hit the jackpot. An untapped, un-trapped, hunter's utopia. He was tempted to explore, but his time had already expired. As it was, with only four hours to sunset, he'd be dangerously hauling the doe home in the dark.
"Curiosity killed the cat," his gran had told him. He'd thought Shadow was just old. He was seven at the time. Now he was older and wiser he could see it made a better saying than "old age killed the cat". There was a lesson in there somewhere, he supposed, something about being careful or safety-first or some such. He stowed the meat in the sack, stuffed it in his backpack and set off for home, albeit at a slower pace befitting his burden.
Jak did some maths as he stretched out the twinge in his calf. There were little more three hours of daylight left and almost four hours of jogging ahead of him. He'd better shake a leg or the last few leagues would be done in the dark. Any dawdling and, he'd be reliant on finding familiar landmarks while he could still see his feet in front of him.
With a shimmy Jak settled his pack on his shoulders and set off down the slope threading his way through thick pines. He kept one eye on the weather while searching for a east-west track or trail to follow. Jak planned as he ran, an overnight trip using the cave as a base. Four hours from Haven to the tunnel, set traps, hunt the valley, then camp overnight in the cave. Next morning check the traps, hunt if he still had to and return home by dusk.
Two hours later,  he was in his head still finalising his trip details when he stumbled over a tree root, almost invisible in the twilight, twisting his ankle. The other bloody one! Flat on his back, Jak bellowed a string of  bitter curses at the leaden sky. Sitting up, he squeezed his throbbing ankle with angry fingers and swore again. It wasn't broken, but still hurt like the billy-o. What was well and truly wrecked however, were his plans to get home on time and in one piece. He was an hour and half away at his previous pace but now with a wrenched ankle it would be more like four hours with only one of daylight.
Was the moon waxing or waning? He wondered, and wandered for another hour, before he found out. It was gibbous, but barely, Jak thanked the gods for small mercies. He limped along in the semi-darkness, finding he could see fairly well which surprised him. His eyesight had actually improved with age; a year ago he would be lost for sure or more probably safe at the cottage with his gran.
"Don't get maudlin," he scolded himself. "Get moving."
Jack grinned at the charred stump of a lightning struck spruce, a sight for sore eyes one he'd seen before.
"Finally," he grumbled, but he was wrong. Fifteen minutes later he stumbled against the same stump. This time he sat on it.
"Now, I am really stumped," he spoke aloud to no-one, giggling at the absurdity of it all. He was struggling to think straight. He shuddered. It was the cold he suddenly realised. He hadn't been moving fast enough to stay warm. This was bad. His thoughts were sporadic and not connected. His body was shutting down. Think Jak. He had to get moving again and fast.
He lumbered to his feet and set off following his own footsteps. He reasoned if he carried on straight whenever his tracks started to turn he'd be on the right path. Even though he'd forgotten what the next landmark was. So when the footsteps veered slightly right, he sighted a hundred yards straight ahead, fixing a large elm in his memory. This was his first target. As he limped up to the elm, he looked back and then forwards, following the line of his old footsteps through to his next arbitrary target, an oak tree.
It had started snowing lightly and Jak was visibly shivering as he leaned against the oak to take the weight off his throbbing ankle.
It wasn't working, he wasn't walking fast enough. Maybe dump the deer? He dropped his backpack to the ground and dug into it with shaking hands. Carving a chunk of doe and shoving it in his mouth, he forced himself to chew. He gagged a bit but didn't retch, despite the blood gushing down his gullet and dripping off his chin. It was disgusting, but it was pure energy. He picked up the pack and made his next mark. Just.
Amidst the shadowy shapes set against the skyline, was another oak. A split one he recognised as being only half an hour from Haven. Normally, but not at the moment. Right now it was a lifetime away. After a lot of aimless thoughts, Jak adjusted his direction accordingly and forced his plodding feet forward towards his next goal. He was fumbling his way forward in the full dark when he heard a piercing howl, he hoped to the gods it was Fang. With a twisted ankle and bleeding backpack a pack of ravenous wolves was the last thing he needed. it'd be last thing he ever saw too. In his current condition, not to mention predicament, he was fair game for any predator.
One foot in front of the other got him halfway to the next mark, but he couldn't feel the feet he was somehow moving. He let the backpack drop into the snow. He should have done it earlier. And would have done it earlier, if he didn't have mouths other than his own to feed. Forty pounds lighter got him four or five hundred yards closer, but he could feel himself freezing up. He was going to die here, a couple of furlongs from home. His legs gave way. He flopped onto his front copping a mouth full of powder. He relaxed letting random thoughts wash over him while he was waiting to fade away.
Hopefully Fang would find the doe first, before other foragers. Fang would have to sleep on the ground now without Jak or a ladder. At least he'd be beside the fire. Oh no, he hadn't taught Squirrel how to light the fire.
"Fang, Squirrel, I'm sorry," he wailed. Wait, he couldn't die, he had too much to do. Who would look after his boys? Who would kill Rakkesh? He rolled into a stumbling crouch and shambled forwards in a half-crawl, stumbling his way homewards. "I will kill Rakkesh," he vowed, but even his burning hatred couldn't warm him.
He heard another howl, this time a lot closer. He couldn't be bothered turning to face it so just kept trudging. Plodding. Then he heard a familiar squeak and spun drunkenly to see Squirrel atop Fang bounding in his wake. Blood streaked Fangs furry, grinning face He'd found the backpack! Enough meet for weeks. Jak was pleased, at peace now he knew his boys didn't have to die.
The wolf's shoulders were four feet off the ground and a stumbling Jak leaned heavily on him, while Squirrel scurried ahead, leading the way. They had reached the ring of trees and bushes hiding Haven. Not stopping, Jak let his stumble build up momentum and simply ploughed ahead, throwing himself bodily through the tangle of twigs.
His scratched up face planted on the far side, but he was home in Haven! Heaven next, he thought. Or Hell? He found he didn't particularly have a preference; he had people he sought in either.
That last effort had emptied him, he was beyond exhausted. A slimy nose nuzzled his cheek, and he felt hot breath as a tongue licked his face. "Farewell my friend," he thought. An insistent prattling in his left ear was Squirrel's farewell, or it could be hello, it was often hard to tell with him. The last thing Jak saw as he faded away were gaping bloody jaws ...
 

		

	

	 


