
	 

	 

	
		
				Jak awoke in hell, fingers and toes afire. Burning up! Drums thumping ominously in his throbbing head. Aargh, which circle was he in? How far down had he fallen? The seventh he guessed judging by how hard he'd landed... Not only was he bruised but crushed and constricted with his arms pinned to his side… Probably tied up to be tortured? 
Hell stunk too. No surprises there, but strangely not of sulphur and brimstone but a damp musty funk. His face felt furry… Even his tongue tasted hairy…Was he becoming a werewolf? Damnation! He had his heart set on being a demon… Mostly for the wings...
 Against his aching body’s advice, he forced his eyelids apart. Ahh, devilish illusions  …
He appeared to be sleeping peacefully on the Towers’ floor, pinned under a blanket and a slumbering Fang with Squirrel curled in his cloak’s cowl, snuggling tight against his head… How hurtful and cruel…
Then it struck him. It was way too cold for a hell… And too weird for heaven… He had to be alive!
It was a miracle! Against all odds… Unlikely at least... 
Sensing his return to the land of the living, Squirrel stirred then clambered across his face to nip at Fang. The wolf drowsily rolled off Jak's chest then loped off outside. Somehow propping himself up onto his elbows, Jak surveyed his surroundings with bleary at first, then teary eyes, awash with gratitude. He was alive. For the moment at least.
 
With a series of grunts and nods he sent Squirrel scurrying to fetch his fire kit from the shelf. The little beast tugged the leather bag by its ties to the edge of the shelf then rabbit- kicked it off. Scrambling face first down the tree, he dragged the kit into the reach of Jak's frigid hands.
Jak beckoned him closer. He’d promised to do this and there was no time like the present. He could collapse and die at any moment… With their self-sufficiency still one key skill away…
He’d struck a hundred fires in front of the boys - mostly using the twig-rubbing method and neither had paid any attention. This time, Squirrel realised he was being taught. Twitching in concentration, he watched intently as Jak crawled about collecting a small pile of his whittling shavings, straw and twigs. Jak’s frozen fingers wouldn't obey, so it was a painfully slow process. He showed Squirrel every stage, letting him sniff the char cloth that came out of his tin before setting it atop his heap of flammables. Finally Jak jabbed his piece of fire steel into the ground next to the pile and scraped the flint against it. As it sparked so did Squirrel’s interest. Every flicker reflected back in the oily black orbs of his eyes and he gave an excited squeak as the char cloth caught. Jak puffed gently on the fledgling fire, instantly it blazed bigger. Squirrel shuffled nearer and blew too. When the flames leapt towards his face, he shrieked and scuttled away. Jak hoped his small fry friend hadn’t been seared or scared away for good... Seconds later however, he'd snuck back, mesmerised.  As Jak gingerly shifted the flaming pile to the stone-ringed fire pit, he could hear flint strikes, the sizzle of sparks and squeals of delight. Jak shivered; he had a little firebug on his hands.
Still crawling he snagged his blanket and dragged it nearer the blaze. Struggling to sit upright, he showed Squirrel the fire-tin filled with cotton swatches. Shoving it into the flames with a stick, he sent Squirrel to fetch jerky while they waited. Chewing, he crunched and stretched his still thawing fingers before fishing the fire-tin out of the now roaring fire. When it was cool enough, he opened it to show how the cotton had become char cloth. Squirrel sniffed once and Jak could see he understood the process. Great, cause he was plumb tuckered-out… Blessed oblivion claimed him again.
Jak woke clammy in the cold night despite the crackling fire. Turning over to thaw some more, he reached for a slab of jerky. Soon salty energy was surging through his insides, towards his frozen fingers and toes. The warmth also seeped into him from without; when the two met in the middle, Jak expected he’d be well again. 
If the furry firebug - at it again with flint - didn't burn down the towers, it appeared Jak was going to live. Still, how dire was the damage done? Wincing he shucked off his boots and socks to survey his feet. His left ankle was black and blue, blown up like a balloon, but more concerning were the two blackened toes he could see but not feel. 
"Gangaree" he believed it was called. His old army medical book would insist he amputate. Lop them off now and be done with it, before the rot set in. If he allowed the malaise to spread, he might lose a whole foot or a leg. Best to do it now before he got cold feet - get it? That was funny, but the next bit wasn’t. Crouched forward, he fumbled for his hunting knife, steeling himself to saw the two toes off... Whomp, in a blast of blinding light he passed-out again...
---------------------------------
Mid-morning, Jak woke sweating up a storm. Either he had a fever or a blazing fire was burning him up. Both were true as it turned out. He was feverish and the fire hadn't died, because Squirrel wouldn't let his new friend go gentle into the good night. The little tyke must have tended it throughout, Jak thought. He shook his head to dispel the dream, but it was real. Even now, the squirrel was selecting kindling sticks and poking them into the pile of burning logs, as if he were completing a puzzle. Jak shuddered at what he’d unleashed on the world.
He was so caught up in Squirrel's antics he almost didn't notice the feeling was back in his fingers and toes. Springing bolt upright he examined his blackened pinky and near neighbour. Beneath a layer of soot and mud they were fine and fully functional. His feverish roiling mind found that really funny. Lucky he hadn't chopped them off, he laughed - it'd be cutting off your toes to spite your foot! He slumped back down, feeling dizzy from sitting up so fast. 
He awoke again in the afternoon, to find Fang licking his face. The wolf had retrieved his bloody backpack all by himself, and also a scattered selection of logs - by Squirrel's orders no doubt. Jak sat up slowly and stroked his friend's fur. Never one to miss out on a cuddle, Squirrel was soon occupying his other hand.
"Thanks guys," he mumbled gruffly. "You saved my toes, and my life."
He dozed fitfully for a few more hours, before forcing himself to his feet, staggering through the snow to the outhouse.
"Feed a fever; starve a cold," he was fairly sure his gran had told him, so he forced food down despite his lack of appetite. 
Even snowbound and sick, he had things to do. On wobbly legs, he reached for his hatchet before stumbling outside to chop kindling, with Squirrel a keen observer. After months together, initially relying on body language, tone and volume to communicate, they had developed a sixth sense between the three of them. Still, being shown fire lighting had been an epiphany for the squirrel. Seeming to see himself as human now, he began actively mimicking or participating in all Jak's activities. 
As Jak hacked, Squirrel would snaffle the odd piece of kindling that met some esoteric selection criteria and drag it away to the fireside.
After an afternoon nap, Jak showed Squirrel how to douse the fire and setup smoking the deer to make jerky. Squirrel watched rapt, even though the heavy lifting was way beyond him, Jak marvelled at the little mind working overtime. It appeared they were both planners at heart. And in the head, of course.
Jak may have been infirm, and meat may have been plentiful for the moment, but he hadn't forgotten his overnight trip back to the cave. While wolves could go days without food, though it wasn't optimal. However, Squirrel's new found independence had inspired another idea.
As night fell, he got Squirrel to feed Fang - a task best done from a distance, as the big, bad wolf tended to be his most savage with the bloodlust upon him.
Earlier in the afternoon, he'd cut a hearty chunk of fresh deer, wrapped it in rhubarb leaves, and thrown it into the upper branches of an oak. Now he called Fang and sent Squirrel into the tree. With a few words of encouragement, Squirrel put two and two together, and pushed the meat package off the branch. Instantly Fang wolfed it down, and just as quickly Squirrel cottoned on. Jak made up more meat packages and stuck them in the same branch. Fang just as quickly figured out where his new food source was and had taken to whining and wheedling at his little friend. Every time he did, Jak growled at him and the few times Squirrel tried to sneak up the tree, he got told off too.
The next day, he stuffed the sides of his Sarkian boot with snow, to arrest the swelling on his ankle. He noticed there wasn't much wriggle room, and he had to really to force it in there. The stolen boots were becoming a snug fit, a good sign for his future growth. Feet first, and like Fang, the rest would just fall into place.
The wolf was growing ever bigger; he must be ninety-plus pounds and more than four-feet tall at the withers. Even Squirrel was growing; he was almost a foot and a half tall excluding his tail, and seven pounds if he were an ounce. Probably the biggest squirrel in the whole forest if not the world, now that Jak actually stopped to consider it. Definitely the smartest. More like a large marmot in size.  He wasn't fat at all, but he'd certainly never fly like his flatter cousins. It was strange how when you see people - even furry ones - every day, you didn't notice their growth. 
Squirrel also had surprising stamina for his species. Accompanying Jak and Fang on their forays; he ranged much farther afield and ran a lot more than the average squirrel too. Consequently, he was far fitter and fantastically strong in the forearms and legs.
His young charges' improbable length and girth was probably due to Jak feeding them so well; nevertheless, he took great pride in their size and strength. Every day, Wolf Clan was getting bigger, better and stronger. Gran would heartily approve. They were just waiting on Jak's spurt to complete the set and fulfil their potential.
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It took three creepy weeks but 'Uncle Marcus' went back to his wife with his tail back between his legs, and while Arianna approved it did leave the girls in the lurch.  And her aunt unhinged.  She’d done nothing but drink, fuss, fight and flirt since… He’d left? The funeral? She’d arrived? Pick one. Though she'd definitely been worse since getting jilted.
Their doxy aunt would wake after noon sometime and shuffle off to one of the seedier taverns then spend the whole day there despite having no coin. 
As usual Ari kept herself busy cooking, cleaning – her aunt was a driggle-draggle about the house - and tutoring Amohia. Yet, despite her efforts, she could feel them slipping deeper and deeper into debt - an almost a physical pull. 
The bailiff would be banging on the door soon enough. Grim tidings that stirred even Aunt Lianne out of her lethargy. One Wednesday, the woman emerged mid-morning from their parent’s room, fully dressed for a change. 
She'd then flounced down the street in arguably her best - shortest at least - dress to the bank and, behind a bolted door no doubt, reached an understanding with the pudgy banker.
An understanding that led to the locks getting changed. Surely a misunderstanding though as Arianna wasn’t given a key? Her aunt however, wasn’t being understanding at all, the next morning she shoved the sisters out the door without so much as a by your leave. Suddenly they found themselves on the outside looking in. Rake fires ejected from their own home. 
They took turns hammering on the door for an hour with no response. Then Mayor Maggard arrived.
“You girls need to get along. Your aunt lives here now– alone. We've reached a gentleman’s agreement.”
Arianna couldn’t believe it – he was no gentleman and neither was her aunt. Or a lady. The mayor turned away knocked once and was let in, but paused in the doorway. 
“If you girls are still here in two hours when I leave, I will be forced to call the guard.”
Amohia started to sob. Arianna wanted to as well. She’d left her shawl inside… It was cold out. Her purse as well… All their belongings, especially clothing and blankets, were in their bedrooms. It was mid-winter. As proof it began to drizzle, insistent and chilling.
Her stomach growled. Her face scowled. They had no food... Or shelter! Or clothing!
The horse had obviously bolted but she closed the gate behind her out of habit. Where to from here? 
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Paradise. Jak was in it. And it was all his. A paradise lost... Then found by him. Of all people. Maybe he'd died and gone to heaven last week after all? A valley packed with everything a growing boy could desire - a bloody treasure trove of meat.
Jak spun about, arms flung out exultantly, in a full circle. When the world stopped spinning he could see all around and above him steep foothills dotted with wild sheep and mountain goats. Sniffing he caught the scent of a covey of quail and a bouquet of pheasant. He spied several deer in the distance and saw evidence of boar spoor - though without his spear, or Fang, he would leave the wild-pig well-alone. He even saw an ocelot, they weren't delicious, but it didn't matter, there was a wealth of other prey. By a small lake a gaggle of geese had gathered, snubbed serenely by a bevy of pristine swans gracing the water with their presence. In the distance a gang of wild turkeys ran up a nearby hill. His imagination ran away with him, up the hill and after the rafter of red-headed treats. I'll give you bloody gobble-gobble he drooled. Skewered and slow-roasted over the fire, mmm...  If he had his spear, he could make a giant Sarkian-style shish-kebab! But best of all, there was nary an acorn to be seen...
Heaven, how on earth did he end up here?
First light, feeling like a fledgling leaving the nest for the first time, Jak headed for Haven’s northern gate. He had a heaving stomach full of butterflies, gazing back at his befuddled boys... Maybe he was more like a mother bird leaving her brood behind to hunt for food? Yep, that made much more sense. Except one of his baby birds was a firebug likely to set the entire nest ablaze and the other was a 90-pound predator.
Maybe he was stir-crazy, always arguing with himself? After three months alone, maybe he needed some human contact? He could always call on his Ankan allies? Hmm, maybe later...
At the gate, he turned waving a fond farewell. Naturally this failed badly with Fang mistaking his wave as a sign to come hither. Jak shook his head, as he shooed the bemused wolf back towards the Towers. He could see why Gran had said farewells were never easy. Now, he would worry the whole day about what those two clowns were getting up to. Literally idiots!
He reached the H'taitai cave just  midday, but jogged on through, turning right into open air of the tunnel. Slowing to a walk, Jak kept his eyes peeled and nostrils open for animal spoor. To his relief there was plenty to see and sniff. The tunnel continued straight as an arrow east and every now and then, he'd stop and set up one of his pre-assembled traps. As the afternoon wore on, the tunnel evolved into a trail carved through a canyon, then a gorge, then a ravine, and finally a valley - always unerringly straight!? Must be manmade or maybe carved by dwarves? Someone had definitely connected the dots between the natural features.
 Returning to his senses - other than taste - a name sprang into Jak's mind: Aro Valley  - "Aro" being the Ankan word for "hidden". 
After the relative squeeze of the trail, Jak was struck by its sheer size, sixty or seventy acres at least - including the small lake - squatting between the bases of four of separate Dragon Spine mountains, forming a diamond shape. Diamond Valley, he thought, but it was too late, he'd already named it. 
Which mountains were these he wondered? He reviewed his mental map of the mountain range. The first two on the Ankan side, were obviously the Ohiro and H’taitai, which meant that, on the eastern-side, the other two must be... Mt. Mortimer? And Mt. Holloway? By the gods that can't be! They matched the distinctive squat shapes he'd seen on his gran's maps. But on those same maps, Mt. Holloway was a mere four hours on foot to Rothswell! Zounds, could he be halfway to the Duke's city? No chance, it was a five-day trip on a fast horse. From Norwood it was. From Haven it should be four-hours less at most, not four-days less... Especially without the fast horse.
A perplexed Jak cancelled his plan to return to the cave and forged ahead to see if he was correct. Sure enough, the trail stayed straight as a die. He jogged his memory as he loped along. He found himself wishing he'd worked harder at maths -  as Gran had always warned him he one day would.
He consulted the map in his mind again. Painting a mental line from Norwood to the H'taitai tunnel, he found it had Haven smack-dab in the middle, which made his guesstimating much easier. Approximately eight hours of jogging (ten walking) from Norwood to the tunnel entrance was about right. Actually, he figured, if you extended his Norwood to H'taitai line all the way across the whole map it would intersect with Rothswell as well. It would also travel straight down his trail, tunnel, canyon, ravine, valley whatever. The trail was a bloody shortcut. As the crow flies all the way. By following the trail the bloody crow could save himself a week of bouncing about in a caravan and would be a bloody sight safer to boot. Seven bloody hells, this changed everything. Everything...
From Norwood, trade caravans typically skirted around the Great Swamp, plough through forests full of brigands, bypass the salt lake rather than risk setting the Ankan's on the warpath. It they made it that far, and not all did, they'd turn east around the orc mountains and you were still two or three days away and scything through dwarven territory. A week of fear, both ways. No wonder they went through so many caravan guards. Taking his tunnel from Norwood would only take two days on a horse or three tops by caravan - if they had a road... The only territory passed through was Wolf Clan's. Once they lay a road on either side of the tunnel it would be a safe two to three day doddle not a fortnight or more fraught with danger.
His tunnel would revolutionise trade across the whole of Perugia! The middle part at least. The centre. The trade hub. He'd be a hero!
No wait, he was a wanted man, not a hero.
Frowning Jak started to see other negatives. His forest north of the Torrence would be devastated. Haven likely would have a road shoved through it. Maybe he could charge a toll for using his tunnel and trail? But technically it wasn't his. It was the crown's, overseen by Duke Roth. The other forest dwellers (elves, goblins, Ankan and even the orcs) nominally ceded the territory to the Fae Forest Witch. Not him. None but the goblins knew she was dead. If a road was rammed through, envoys of the other denizens would seek her out. Word would get out she was gone and the forest would be up for grabs. Both sides of the Torrence contested by the three worst groups the orcs, elves and humans. He couldn't let it happen. His gran's legacy would count for nought.
Worse still, Duke Roth would take a much bigger interest - more interest, as in taking extra taxes - in this side of his domain. He could march his formidable army through in two days to enforce his every whim. And would at the drop of a hat, if his tawdry reputation was to be believed. Jak was the protector of his forest now. He felt selfish, but the Norons hadn't done him any favours, in fact he was outlawed as far as he knew. Wolf Clan's only official ally was Eagle Clan. His loyalty lay with the Ankan. Hanska was a wise headman and this issue concerned their lands too. He would consult Hanska. And hopefully go hunting with Kuruk. Ooh and try that wrestling they did.
He wrested himself out of his reverie and found himself at trail head, a tunnel and cavern the mirror image of the H'taitai, but burrowing through Mount. Holloway.
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Crichton Bradfield was a bad man. The baddest man in the whole damned town, and meaner than a rag-and-bone man's hound.
The 6ft, 4in huntsman had found his natural environs in The Dimond Inn; the denizens therein were definitely of his ilk. From the outside, his, and everybody's, first impression was the Dimond could stand some polishing. It definitely didn't shine, appearing dreary, dark and dismal. Rotting soft-pine planks and stone pillars made up most of the building's outer shell, but the ominous atmosphere from within exuded through to outside.
After the previous night, the bartender avoided making eye-contact or any attempt to acknowledge Crichton's presence. A layer of smoke hung from the ceiling and he forced his way through the thick air and thicker patrons to the corner spot he'd claimed earlier, taken off three locals by force.
The inn was as gloomy inside as it was on the outside. Several square crumbling-brick columns supported the second storey with smoky cast-iron lanterns bolted securely to them. The tavern walls were littered with scrawled messages now covered in dust. Worn away and slowly fading from mainly illiterate to mostly illegible. Crichton had heard rumours about this watering hole, supposedly infamous for something, but for the life of him he couldn't remember what. Though judging by the grime and rat pellets it was probably food poisoning.
He selected the only unbroken stool at his table and wedged his wide back across the corner, hunching down over his seat to see below the haze of smoke. Last night, he'd put feelers out, as well as his fists, and was expecting it to pay dividends this evening.
This motley lot of lowlife barflies wouldn't be welcome at any of Norwood's other establishments, but were here to conduct business as much as quaff the low quality ale. Sure enough, shortly after he sat, a bearded thug detached himself from a grumbling pack of lumberjacks and slumped himself onto a wobbly stool opposite. Crichton signalled the bar wench, Doris, with two fingers for two mugs of the frothy stuff. He'd keep the storyteller watered for as long as his tale interested him.
After four visitors and twenty pints of watery ale, he was hearing all sorts of things. Not that he was soused, - he was barely one over the eight - but because the rumours, lies and half-truths he was being regaled with varied so much. Still, he'd assembled the bare bones of the tale. He had skeletons enough for several stories, but sifting fiction from fact was the knack of it.
It didn't help that the whole of Norwood was obsessed with Noggin Soup, or Broth. Both were nonsensical, there was no such thing as neither. Crichton had slain his share of orcs and never caught a whiff of Noggin Broth, about the only foul thing he hadn't smelled in an orc barrow. With the patrons heatedly debating Noggin Broth's basic ingredients, the long winter nights must fly by at The Dimond. The Norons had boiled the recipe down to flour, onions, garlic, pepper, and the piece de resistance, a human head. Preferably washed. Though not Sarkian, because "the hair was too oily and the nose too beaky". No salt either, because brains were apparently "plenty salty enough", although still good for you. 
 
The rumours abounding about the boy were about as accurate and pertinent as the fallacious recipe. They were also as wild as they were woolly. He was a wizard, a warlock, or a sorcerer - no-one was sure which was witch, but all were sure he was sorcerous in some way.
Mayhap Jak's magical abilities included - but weren't limited to - vanishing into thin air, walking on water or at least quicksand, and transforming into a werewolf. Regular rounds of howling had been heard coming from across the Torrence over the last three months and it was "as sure as sugar the boy was behind it". Devilment aside, all agreed the boy "bled forest green and was a match for any man in the woods”. 
This titbit pricked the big jagger's interest. Finally a true test for his woodcraft and killing skills. He'd begin his forays into the forest first thing in the morning... Mid morning...
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They were being followed. Four furtive men blending silently into the brush on either side of the trail -  armed to the teeth for sure.
"Finally," Jak thought. Wolf Clan were two hours into Ankan land and had yet to be challenged. Fang let out a low growl confirming Jak's suspicions. Squirrel chirped too, simply for the sake of it.
"Heya," Jak called out coming to a halt.
"Halt," Came the belated command as two brawny braves materialised in front of them. Leaving the other two, no doubt with bows drawn, behind him. Solid tactics, Jak admitted.
"Who are you?" asked a middle-aged warrior. "And, what in the seven hells is that beast with you?"
"What young Fang here? He's nowt but a cub and utterly harmless..."
"Harmless huh?" the brave shuddered. "Fang there is a full grown wolf - my mother, Silent Mouse, has no teeth, that's harmless. 
I'm Puma. What's your name? Slasher, judging by all the swords?
"It's Jak Foster of Wolf Clan, and I seek counsel with our Eagle Clan ally, Hanska."
"Ally eh? We'll see." Puma shrugged. 
"Well, wolf boy, did you know you have a...," Puma searched for the correct Perugian word. "Squirrel?... On your shoulder?"
"That's Squirrel."
"Yes, squirrel. Isn't that what I said?
"Yeesss you did... But that's what I named him too."
"You named a squirrel, Squirrel? Puma smirked. "Lucky you didn't name yourself or you'd be called Boy your whole life."
"Lucky I didn't name you," Jak retorted, "because Ugly suits you too well and has truly stood the test of time!"
Fortunately for his big mouth, it was chuckles that came from the bushes behind him rather than arrows. Even Puma managed a sheepish smile.
"Follow me Boy, bring Harmless Fang and Tiny Tonka,” Puma grumbled. "I'll take you to see Hanska."
They walked for a while, weaving between fallow fields of maize, corn and squash, before Jak could be sure it was safe to ask why they weren't stopped earlier.
"We sighted you from afar a few hundred yards after the border," Puma acknowledged. "We always patrol in pairs so I sent Sendak here to get a another pair just to be safe."
With Wolf Clan on the warpath you'd better get backup Jak smirked. He supposed he made a fearsome sight with his sharp new haircut and vast array of weapons. He had his hunting knife, his homemade bow and spear plus the twin Sarkian swords - worn purely for ceremonial purposes of the pow-wow - he'd even brought two practice swords so he could spar with Kuruk. Heavily armed was putting it lightly. Unconsciously he puffed up with pride, almost missing what Puma said next.
"With a large wolf on the prowl you can't be too careful - the lone ones can be crazy and desperate."
Slightly sleighted, Jak let his attention drift to his evolving surrounds. They had been out of the forest for an hour now, steadily climbing past the crop fields that carved up the steppes and were approaching the peaks proper. The mountains were higher and mightier at this end of the Dragon Spine, where the giant eagles nested and the Ankan made their homes. Jak slept in a tree but still the Ankan homes seemed strange to him and nothing like what was in Norwood. Tahlata was a village in name only, dwellings weren't arranged in streets or any order as such they were simply plonked where nature, mainly the mountains, provided shelter from the elements. Permanent wigwams made of bark hugged the crevices or leaned against trees. Temporary tepees constructed of sticks and animal hides - culled from the northern buffalo herds no doubt - dotted the landscape too, surrounded by shallow drifts of snow.
 
A sapling picket gate blocked off the entrance to a high-cliffed valley where the Ankan ponies and draught horses roamed free, feeding on silage or sipping from a nearby stream. A day dreaming Jak imagined the tranquil village in summer, grassy plains of ponies and the sun beaming high in the big sky.
His restful reverie was disturbed by an urgent tugging sensation, seemingly pulling at his peripheral vision. He turned to face the feeling, finding it was originating from a copse of firs pressed up against a cliff face a hundred yards to his left. Without a second thought he set off toward it, spooking his sentries. Their confusion only deepened when Fang flew past headed for the same spot, Squirrel haring after him. They must have felt it too, Jak thought starting to sprint. He hoped he would be in time.
He wasn't. But fortunately, Fang was. Jak rounded a clump of conifers to find an angry Fang worrying an already dead weasel in his iron jaws. Wow, that was weird, Jak thought, all this fuss for a weasel. Then Squirrel arrived, chittering excitedly, before disappearing around another tree. Jak followed and found Arn, an eaglet injured and distressed. She was shaking in shock amid the scattered remains of her nest. He gently picked her up ruffling her feathers, but she didn't resist. Gazing into Arn's dark eyes he was spellbound, for a split second, it was if he saw what happened. The, now dead, weasel had tipped her nest of the cliff seeking to kill her. Her experience resonated deep within him. The weasel Rakkesh had tried the same thing with him. He held another life literally in his hands. Another survivor, the same as him. And Squirrel. And Fang. Wolf Clan just got bigger and better.
"Look boys, you got a sister," he said stroking her feathered head softly; her squawk softening into a coo. "Her name is Arn."
How did he know she was here? How did he know her name was Arn? How did he know it was a she? Irksome questions that didn't really matter.
Gingerly cupping Arn in his hands, a hunched-over Jak emerged from the spiky firs into a forest of spear tipped taiaha. Out of the frying pan and into the fire as it were. Puma had gathered extra braves. However, at the sight of the sacred eaglet they backed away almost reverentially. A whispered but lively discussion ensued. The upshot was two warriors detached themselves and sprinted ahead to the village centre. The remaining braves, mere and taiaha at the ready, brought up the rear of a strange procession, led by Jak with a chatty Squirrel on his shoulder and Arn held out in front like an offering. Followed closely by a bloody-faced Fang; the half-chewed weasel dangling between his teeth. As word of an eaglet, the wolf and the even the squirrel spread, the stream of followers became a flood of curious and increasingly vocal locals, numbering near a hundred.
Thankfully the Tahlata Pa was just ahead. A flattened hilltop fortified with three fences of sharpened poles and riddled with a network of tunnels if rumours were to be believed. Defensible as any castle  - most of which were actually based on ancient Ankan pa designs - Jak heartily approved. 
 
In times of peace livestock grazed between the walls while beyond the three open gates was the town proper. There were A-shaped wharekai, slanted-roofed food stores that stood on short oiled stilts to keep the vermin out. Besides the stores were the hangi pits, where buried kumara, potato, pumpkin and meat were heated by red hot river stones for several hours. Delicious flesh fell off the bone apparently. Jak's stomach growled at the thought.
 
Various dwellings dotted the perimeter fence while in the centre were a few wooden longhouses– one much larger than the others would be the wharenui, the main meeting hall - made up what must be the centre of town. 
 
A large communal fire pit burned permanently between them, surrounded by seating of well-worn hardwood logs.
“Well, well, look what the wolf dragged in,” came Hanska’s booming greeting. Then he registered the eaglet Jak held. “Gods above boy, what have you done now Jak?”
"Hey Hanska, we just found her, honest.”
“Her?”
“Yeah, Arn here is a her."
“Arn?”
“That’s her name – it just came to me.” Behind him, Puma and several other eavesdropping braves sniggered
“You know Arn is one of our words for eagle?”
“No, I did not know that… Anyway her name is Arn, what’s done is done.”
“Hey Jak, is that Fang, he’s huge.” Kuruk barrelled his way through a horde of sneering teens, eyes only for the wolf. “Do you think he remembers me?"
Jak nodded at Fang who dropped the weasel and dutifully sniffed Kuruk’s bravely proffered hand. Soon the wolf and the still ten-fingered boy were gleefully playing fetch with Kuruk slinging the weasel corpse for Fang to retrieve. The close circle of onlookers had widened considerably. “That’s one bloody big wolf.” Hanska said, half joking, half shocked at Fang's rapid growth. He shook his head, leading Jak away towards a raw-boned, raven-haired woman. She was eerily attractive and reeked of magic, reminding Jak of his grandmother despite the massive age difference.
"Jak Foster, my you have grown."
How much though? Adults were always saying stuff like that. Never hard facts or actual stats. Sayings like knee-high to grasshopper!? He'd never been that small, that was just stupid. Sure it was a figure of speech, but it was ridiculous beyond words. For some reason he didn't mind it coming from her.
"The bones spoke of your coming, it's unclear... But you bear both the totem of the eagle and the wolf...Could it be..." She trailed off, lost in her swirling thoughts.
Jak recognised the woman now, if only by reputation. She was called Nadie, which meant wise owl. She was the Eagle Clan medicine woman, their shaman and erstwhile magician. Gran had spoken of her often and indeed had high hopes for the woman to one day be her successor. There was something else? One other titbit eluding him for the time being. Then Hanska kissed her. Oh yes, she was Hanska's wife which made her Kuruk's mother. He was pretty sure she was. He hoped so for Hanska's sake.
"It's nice to meet you Nadie," he said. "My grandmother sends her best wishes."
"Thank you special one, may I?" She approached and reached for Arn. Jak reluctantly handed his new clan mate to the charismatic shaman.
"She's Wolf Clan," he insisted. "Arn may be a giant eagle, but she is one of us."
"Oh, I know dear - you are all connected - I just wish to help heal her."
Nadie's answer satisfied Jak and it seemed all of Eagle Clan, suddenly everything was all sunshine and light. Hanska agreed to call an elder council meeting about Jaks secret news that afternoon. In the meantime, the headman guided Wolf Clan to their large family wigwam and after gratefully dropping his backpack Jak, Nadie and Squirrel saw to Arn's comfort while Kuruk and Fang played fetch outside.
As befits a clan medicine woman, Nadie had a cluttered wooden workroom where she studied, divined, brewed and practiced her healing arts. It was there on her wide oaken desk, surrounded by sturdy shelves holding balms, unguents, powders, potions and concoctions that they tended the wounded eaglet. Larger shelves to the side were stocked with clay urns holding herbs, plants and various animal parts. A long window let in a bracing draft and amber light,  albeit diffused and shattered by hanging dream catchers into erratic roaming segments. Behind them an unlit fireplace, sulked under a brick oven, desiccated flower and herb bundles strung across the rafters a few feet above. Instantly, Squirrel attempted to light the fire but was eventually, and a little regretfully, forbidden by the tittering witch.
Arn's new brother quickly took on a mothering role. Another unnatural interest on his part, for eagles feasted on squirrels more than wolves did. Once again Squirrel was going against the grain of natural animal instincts. Jak wondered, just what manner of beast was he becoming?
Apparently Nadie didn't care for pesky details or semantics, she adored Squirrel straightaway. His spirit, she claimed, called to her. He certainly chewed her ear off chattering - clearly it was a mutual attraction.
The trio worked together constructing a nest out of twigs, hay and whichever plants Squirrel saw fit to retrieve. The little rodent really was useful in this task, Jak thought. He twisted the bigger twigs together like a wreath, but it was Squirrel who weaved the smaller strands between the branches. Unfortunately, the second their creation was finished he tried to set it alight, sending Nadie into hysterics. Clearly the nest too closely resembled one of his fire starters. Although, he seemed to comprehend as soon as Arn was gently settled inside. He chittered an apology receiving an aggrieved hoot in reply. Nadie smiled knowingly, as she applied several balms to the battered bird. Somehow she knew to let Squirrel sniff them first.
Jak joined Kuruk in Nadie's rambling garden, overflowing with flowers and herbs including several species Jak had never seen. The whole shebang reminded him of Gran and his home in Grey Grove. For a long moment he was lonely, but with Kuruk at his side and Fang at his heel, how could he be? Not to mention Squirrel, Arn and the whole of Eagle Clan as allies... Well, they would be, once he unveiled the tunnel.
Jak showed Squirrel how to dig up worms, but the firebug deferred, delegating the dirty work to Fang, the natural digger of the three. I should have thought of that, Jak scolded himself. Squirrel may be super smart, but Fang was no slouch and should be taught more too. 

		

		
				Around lunchtime, Jak left Arn in the capable hands of Nadie. Eventually they had solved the problem of feeding the eaglet, but not without a few mishaps. Nadie had explained that normally parent birds regurgitated pre-chewed food directly down the baby bird’s gullet, which everyone agreed was really gross. With some prodding, an understandably reluctant Squirrel duly filled his cheek pouches with wriggling worms and proceeded to chew. However, when he went to vomit the contents into Arn's beak, the bird backed away to the far side of the nest squawking indignantly and the vomit spewed into the nest itself. Jak almost added his own, and he was not alone. Nadie and Kuruk were retching as well, the Eaglet was extremely put out, balefully regarding the proffered meal like the vomitus pile of half-chewed worms it was.
Another nest was needed. They appeased a sulky Squirrel by letting him light the first one on fire. Nadie petted him and Arn while Jak fetched more twigs. Kuruk fetched one of the elders, apparently an eagle expert, and Fang fetched his dead weasel out of habit
Seventy-something, Sani did indeed know a thing or two about eagles and was only too happy to share his knowledge. But not before he laughed for a full five minutes straight, at the trio of shamefaced humans and one decidedly disgruntled squirrel. Eaglets, it turned out, from day dot, get fed meat directly in strips from their parents. Preferably fish - but weasel would do at a pinch - and preferably from the father. In this case, Arn insisted Jak hand her the stringy strips of weasel, which she gulped gladly. Jak wondered if Arn entertained thoughts of revenge as she did. He certainly enjoyed the irony of the moment. What he wouldn't give to see Rakkesh's flesh flayed into strips and fed to the eaglet. Probably give her indigestion though.
Happily ensconced in her new nest, and well on the road to recovery, Arn settled in to sleep. Sani said young eaglets nested until they could fly at about twelve weeks old. He estimated Arn - the name set him off laughing again - was six weeks old. She'd be almost seven by the time he finished his chuckling, Jak thought sulkily, though he couldn't begrudge the helpful old man his fun. He made sure to listen intently as Sani dispensed invaluable insight into his new clan sister.
Arn was already as large as Squirrel, almost two feet tall with a wingspan of five feet, eight or so pounds in weight. She would double most of those dimensions, quadrupling the weight in a few years, Sani estimated. Female eagles were larger than males and she was big for her age, which Sani had calculated by changes to her plumage rather than simply by size. Like Fang, the eaglet would need up to a pound of flesh a day, fish was best. Again similar to Fang, Arn could go days without eating. Conversely she could gorge and store an extra two to three pounds of food in her crop, an area around the neck. Probably four pounds by the time she was an adult, Sani suggested. It was decided Arn would stay at Nadie's for the next month until she could fly. Nadie would heal her wounds, Kuruk would hunt for meat and Sani offered to check on her daily to make sure no-one was vomiting on Eagle Clan's sacred totem. He promised to bring fish as well. Jak thanked the old man profusely; grateful his own pig ignorance hadn't harmed another clan member.
Wolf Clan - minus the injured Arn - were given the grand tour of the village by Kuruk, trailed everywhere by awed Ankan kids. As they walked, Kuruk filled gaps in Jak's Ankan.
"They've been calling him Tonka," Jak said. "Is that your word for squirrel?"
"No! That's the word for food," Kuruk gave a grin which Jak returned.
"Food eh! It's lucky for your lot he doesn't speak Ankan."
After the tour, Jak confided in his friend about the secret tunnel and the issues it raised. They spoke for over an hour, pouring over the ins-and-outs, pros and cons. At the end, Jak felt they had all the angles covered. He was impressed with Kuruk's honest logic and easy manner. He'd chosen well when he befriended the big boy. Fang agreed, judging by his reluctance to leave when despatched to fetch Jak's pack. 
The sun was high in the sky when they approached the wharenui, where a score of dubious elders were already assembled. Most were muttering about how unnecessary an emergency meeting was, but the mumbling and grumbling died away momentarily when Wolf Clan hove into view. Jak didn't care for the idle gossip, he was about to give them all the grist for the mill they could handle.
Jak insisted Kuruk be allowed into the meeting. Apart from himself, Kuruk had the most comprehensive understanding of the stakes involved and could step in and translate the finer points. Even Squirrel and Fang were allowed in, under the auspices of being Wolf Clan and therefore honoured guests.
Hanska introduced them in the convoluted Ankan manner, making a big deal of their treaty with him.
Jak was grateful, he was gifting them a great boon in the hopes of further cementing their alliance and Hanska was paving the way. When it was his turn, he returned the favour - praising Hanska and Kuruk for their forbearance. He also hinted at a revolutionary trade proposal they'd cooked up between the two of them. Then he dropped the boiling vat of oil about his tunnel and where it led. Boom, the room exploded with outbursts and conjecture. Once the air had cleared somewhat, he quelled the fire of their enthusiasm with the cold water of his concerns. A whole raft of them ranging from Duke Roth to the ramifications for the forest. Oil and water don't mix and arguments raged until Hanska called for order.
To finish on a positive note, Jak told them about the Aro Valley and the abundant game - offering them access to it all, if they swore secrecy and alliance. Then he sat down with Kuruk, and for the next hour, he listened and learned the Ankan language. There were all sorts of words flying about in the ensuing arguments, as the elders desperately tried to square the circle he'd just dropped in their laps.
 

		

		
				---------------------------------
 
Jak's news had caused quite a ruckus. The inkite crowd had been abuzz all night, now they were at the pointy end, the grand finale when his father would face his old foe, Wanahton.
Shame Jak had headed home in the afternoon, Kuruk thought. He'd love this.
The tepee talk said there was no love lost between Hanska and Wahnaton, but once there actually had been. Once upon a time, a teenage Nadie had been the object of affection of both men, then the hotly-contested 'bone of contention' between the two titans of the circle. Kuruk had a hard time seeing his mother in that rose-tinted light, even thinking about it made him uncomfortable. He knew his parents were childhood sweethearts, but it surprised him that his father had a rival, or the idea his mother might have chosen anyone else to marry.
His vested interest aside, Kuruk believed his mother had made the right choice. By all accounts Wahnaton had married hastily after being spurned. The unhappy union had produced three massive sons, but he'd never forgotten nor forgiven Hanska. His wife had died in an orc raid a few years ago. Since then, Wahnaton and sons had delved deeper into the Dragon Spines, spending most of their time seeking orcs in revenge. Even eating them, some village kids believed. The two older sons, Sami - meaning the old one - and Sahale - falcon - had beaten local fighters handily, proving to be both brutal and technically proficient. The fruit hadn’t fallen far from the tree; both would be classed the upper tier amongst adult warriors, if they competed more regularly. The third son Wicasa, which meant sage, was a similar age and size to Kuruk. However, he had a sprained shoulder, which was a shame, Kuruk thought; he would have liked to test his mettle against the young mountain warrior.
Then it was time. The tension was palpable when the gong was rung. "Ask not for whom the bell tolls, for it tolls for thee," Kuruk thought ominously, as the two combatants rose from their respective seats and made their way to the middle. As they entered the circle, the crowd got their first chance to compare apples with oranges. Although the two men were more alike than different, making it more like comparing varieties of apple. The bout was basically Braeburn versus Granny Smith for apple connoisseurs. It was 'apple of my eye' versus 'rotten apple' as far as Kuruk was concerned, but he could see how closely matched the two were. Hanska was perhaps taller by an inch, while Wanahton was wider by a similar amount. The warriors nodded warily at each other, no doubt completing their own comparisons and acknowledging the evenness that everyone else had seen. Then the bell rang and the time for putting-up or shutting-up had arrived.
In a flash the two fighters were grappling, gripping each other’s arms at the shoulders, although strength at this stage was a stalemate. Wanahton went to sweep with his right leg, but Hanska stepped back, hooking his left inside the sweep, pushing forward as he did, to trip his off-balance opponent, hoping to land on top of his foe pinning him. His wily rival, wisely let his weight fall and arms extend again, heaving Hanska to the side using centrifugal force. His father rolled slickly to his feet with the momentum, but before he could close the gap and take advantage of the floundering Wanahton, the mountain warrior managed to roll onto his side and scrabble to his own feet. They exchanged flurries of punches, though nothing definitive was landed. Both let their big bodies absorb the punishment. It seemed pointless to continue; the act of punching more draining than the damage it did.
The longer the fight wore on, the more it favoured the altitude-infused lungs of the uplander. For months Wanahton and his sons roamed far and wide herding his goats and hunting orcs in the mountains. Meanwhile, Hanska led a more sedentary life with only sparring and the odd salt trip to stretch his legs and lungs. A minute later and the fitness factor began to show, more in the evil smile slowly spreading across Wanahton's face than any lapse in Hanska's technique or effort. Kuruk though could discern the fatigue, and it concerned him deeply. It got worse - after a side kick to his thigh, Hanska had a noticeable limp. Wanahton saw it too and closed in for the kill, getting a grappling grip on the shoulders and simply shoving Hanska back towards the edge. With the power of only one leg, Hanska slid, until his heels hit the rope and he dug in, seeming to stumble, he dropped both hands down to the ground. On all fours he scuttled slightly to his right around the rope circle then suddenly stood, driving his left shoulder into Wanahton's bread basket, forcing him bolt upright. All the while, he was reaching around with his right hand to grab the back of his opponent’s leggings. Once he had buckskin in a vice-like grip, he violently twisted his hips to the left, throwing his old foe base-over-apex from the circle. The crowd roared and rose-as-one in appreciation, uwate-nage or over-arm throw was a fan favourite with the great unwashed and purists alike.
Kuruk grins. All-in-all a fitting finale for the night's festivities. Hanska attempted to help his fallen foe up, but his hand was slapped away, so he walked back to his seat without comment… Or limp. Kuruk realised he'd been playing possum the entire match. The sore loser got to his feet, scowled at the jeering crowd and stalked back to his own seat dusting himself off as he did so.
The next day, Kuruk approached as Wanahton and sons were about to depart, The group were saying their farewells to a swarm of relatives and studiously ignored his presence. In the end, he tapped Wicasa on his uninjured shoulder. The boy whirled around glowering, but Kuruk simply gave a rueful smile and handed him the pike skin-wrapped package of lowland healing herbs his mother had given him. The boy met his eyes and nodded his thanks. Reaching into his pocket, Kuruk handed him four leaves of the painkilling plant kawakawa, The boy popped them gratefully into his mouth, still managing a smile and a shake of Kuruk’s hand as he chewed. Kuruk challenged him to a circle bout, and the smile widened even more. Perhaps theirs could be a friendly rivalry?
 

		

		
				---------------------------------
 
After a week of fruitless forest combing Crichton had finally found something. Sixty yards ahead sat a huge wolf sporting a shaggy silver pelt. Sitting downwind on its haunches, calm as you please, strangely patient. A fine lining for his winter cloak and without shadow of a doubt the root of the evil werewolf rumours doing the rounds.
Fitting an arrow, Crichton smirked as he sighted down the shaft. The hulking huntsman knew there was supposedly no such thing as a sure shot. But this was.  As sure as sugar. Slow breath, deep draw and release. Thunk! With a jerk his arrow flew skew-whiff and wide. The wolf gave a start, flattened down in the long grass and slunk into cover. Dang it, what was it that hit him? An acorn? Thunk! Two acorns, c’mon man. Wait, that wasn’t even an oak tree…
 
The chittering culprit was camped in a chestnut tree six or seven yards above. Or was it further? If it was squirrel, it was gigantic. Must be a marmot or opossum? Crichton blinked in disbelief; basically he’d treed a tailless beaver. Whatever, the varmint was dead meat. It owed him a skin.  
He aimed another arrow, but shooting up, into the glare wasn’t easy. Especially when gauging scale, size and distance was difficult. He let loose anyway. As he did the cagey animal scuttled around the trunk to the side. And the next time too.  Here we go round the mulberry bush…Bow raised he followed, but after four  arrows lost, he halted and spat on his boots in frustration. 
 
It was a long shot but he was so angry he threw his spear instead.  It barely reached and as it passed by, the beast clamped a paw around the shaft pinning it to the trunk. After a second he let it fall but swiped at the spear tip and the whole thing toppled sideways across two branches and stuck there. The little rat had stolen his spear. Confiscated it like some crotchety old school marmot. C’mon ma'am!
 
A loud howl spun Crichton around, the wolf was back in the open clearing again staring warily at him. Weird.  Game on. A-feathering we go. He drew his bow and loosed.  The wolf watching carefully swayed to the side at the last second. Close shave but no cigar. From sitting duck to playing chicken? C'mon.
He looked up but the albino raccoon was long gone. 
Maybe Mayhap Jak was a werewolf after all…Or were-squirrel? Didn’t matter because Crichton always carried a silver dagger - not that he was scared or superstitious…
The Mayhap Wolf barked once and backed away down the track. Crichton elected to follow. He expected to be tracking but the beast stayed in view. The jagger was fleet of foot but no-man could keep pace with a fleeing wolf, yet somehow he seemed to be holding his own.
Every so often his prey stopped and glanced back over his shoulder – although always staying out of arrow range. Teasingly so, almost as if it knew something he didn’t.
Ahh, the Great Swamp seventy yards ahead. No wonder he hadn’t been found if he was hiding out here.  An irritating hint of a memory pricked at him. Crichton vaguely recalled the Mayhap Jak rumours … Something about quicksand… Aargh!
He stabbed the arrow he was holding into the solid ground and held on. Sweating at the effort he reached back and dragged another shaft free
Stabbing arrows alternately into the dry ground advancing inch-by-inch like he was scaling a mountain. It five minutes but he managed to squirm and worm his way free like a newborn maggot. The wolf was long gone. Good riddance. 
Goddamn death trap. 
 

		

		
				---------------------------------
 
He'd wanted to try this wrestling for years now, from the very first time his gran had told him about it. Yet it would be better if he could start with a clean slate. He'd only been here one day, yet already had scores to settle. 
He'd only dropped by to check on Arn on his way to Rothswell for the first time - Winter was winding down, supplies were running low…It was too soon to risk going to Norwood....
 
The trouble began as it always did, with Jak’s big mouth. As he was showing Kuruk how to do his sword forms, he was so focussed on the dance he didn’t notice a crowd of teens had formed. Several were mimicking his actions, although only Kuruk was armed and taking it seriously. With a final flourish, he finished his right-hand forms and became aware of the boys around him. He ignored the implied insult of their copycatting, choosing to see an opportunity for sparring instead. He’d been doing the sword forms for four years, with only his gran as an occasional sparring partner. He knew what he really needed was a teacher, but testing his mettle against his peers was better than nothing. A battle against anyone beat the long and lonely hours of forms, hours he hoped to the gods he hadn’t wasted.
Jak pulled the pair of wooden practice swords from his backpack, so they could have duels. His own work, they were well-made and well-oiled with blunted blades. They were crude, but the correct weight, and had been ‘blessed’, perfectly fine for sparring. Three of the older and bigger boys, Songaa, Ahiga and Wilu, were chomping at the bit to thrash the upstart from another clan. And thrash they did. Up, down, across, around, anywhere but Jak's actual body. Jak simply parried or swayed away then counter attacked on the reverse motion or sword stroke. Before too long they were covered in bruises and small cuts, even the slightly better Kuruk, while Jak remained relatively unscathed. Tempers were fraying but Jak paid no heed. They were terrible and he told them so. Now he sported a black-eye and several bruised ribs. His big mouth had brought him more than he could chew again. He didn’t mind the black eye so much, he’d brought the punch on himself . He could have - and should have - ducked. But his ribs burned from a couple of cheap shots, swift-kicks to his side while he was down, before Kuruk could intervene. The cowardly kicks he'd collected, those he did resent and would revenge himself for.
Now seated between Kuruk and Hanska, Jak was receiving a crash course in Ankan combat from reigning champion Hanska. The big chief had decades of experience and seldom lost.
A vociferous mob of over a thousand crowded the natural grassy bowl the inkite circle was set in. Decades ago, steps had been cut into the embankments as seats. There weren’t nearly enough, yet somehow everyone squeezed in and spirits were high.
With no Wanahton, Jak was the main attraction or Wolf Clan were.  A lot had arrived early to ensure they caught their new ally in action, after word of Jak’s swordplay punch-up had spread. They also wanted to see their totem Arn, the fearsome wolf Fang and 'Food that Could Cook Itself’ as Squirrel had come to be known. When it came time to light the communal fire, the crowd insisted Squirrel do the honours. The little rodent received a huge cheer with every strike of the flint. Slightly intimidated, Squirrel scurried hurriedly back to Jak's shoulder after the fire was struck. Jak was relishing his front row seat. With Squirrel on his shoulder and Fang lying at his feet he felt like royalty. He even had his trusted advisors Hanska and Kuruk on either side. Nadie, nursing Arn, took a twirl in the circle too, to appreciative “oohs” and “aahs” as the eaglet stretched its epic wings out.
 

		

		
				---------------------------------
 
With his inherited size, desire and skills, Kuruk, like his father, seldom lost. Also like his father, he had a bitter rival in the even bigger boy, Songaa, who had given Jak his black eye. The two Ankans had traded blows immediately afterwards, but Jak had bagsed the first attempt at revenge tonight. However, Kuruk knew that Jak ,after only an hour of training, was no match for the much larger and more experienced opponent and it would come down to him to avenge them both. The two rivals fought regularly, their matches were regarded as a highlight of the youth rounds. The record slightly favoured the older boy, but recently Kuruk had held an edge, his superior speed and technique coming to the fore. His precious sparring sessions with Hanska hadn't hurt his development either. The young bucks used brute force, but Hanska, even though he could easily overpower, preferred to employ his wiles with trips, throws, holds and locks being his trademark tools. Tools he tried to pass down to not only Kuruk. As an elder and an expert in the traditional forms, Kuruk knew Hanska felt compelled to showcase his knowledge, even if only a few elders and purists like Kuruk, and now Jak, appreciated the efforts.
Kuruk diligently studied his father's trickier techniques, incorporating several successfully in his recent bouts. His father was fulsome with his congratulations whenever he did, and Kuruk could tell he was chuffed by his son's devotion to his sport. A chip off the old block, he told anyone who would listen.
As the first bout began, Kuruk explained the rules to Jak. They were simple, whoever went out of the circle of half buried rope lost. You could also lose by submitting, either vocally or by tapping the ground. Also, if you were unconscious or being beaten too badly, an elder referee would step in and call the match. Most nights were fairly friendly, with submission being the norm. But tonight, with the big crowd egging on combatants, new blood to be spilt and a slate of grudge matches, Kuruk expected much more violent bouts with little quarter given or sought.
Kuruk and his father could talk inkite 'til the cows came home, and he was pleased to find his friend was an instant fan too. Picking over the finer points with his father, Jak was a thirsty sponge for all things inkite. This was Kuruk's treasured time with his father. He wasn't jealous of Jak at all, rather it saddened him that his orphan friend had never shared any special father and son times. Jak clearly enjoyed the company and was proving a connoisseur of the esoteric techniques.
As his bout against Songaa approached, Kuruk scanned Jak for signs of nervousness, but there were none. Kuruk was impressed, as was his father. Both of them had grown up Ankan, with a decade of watching and play fighting before their first bouts in the circle. Even then, Kuruk had nearly wet himself when he rose to face an opponent, who was less of an enemy, and more of a lifelong friend. Yet, here was Jak, debuting in a hostile environment, against a formidable opponent after barely an hour of training and another hour of watching. He was grossly over-matched, soon to be bloody, but unbowed. How did he do it?
 

		

		
				---------------------------------
 
Jak was going to lose. He had no doubt at all. Songaa was bigger, better, stronger, so Jak needed a strategy.  Earlier Kuruk warned Jak that Songaa liked to latch on with his left then pummel foes with his dominant right hand. So as Jak was called into the circle, he focussed on that fact. It was the brick he'd build his defence upon, or hiff at his opponent’s head as offence. As Gran always said, “the best defence was a good offence” and Jak, as he'd often been told, was highly offensive.
However, crouched down in his wrestling stance with push about to come to shove, Songaa seemed so big, much bigger than when he had harmlessly been waving a wooden practice sword around. Meaner too. It was like Jak was going to grapple with a grumpy bear.
Then the gong clanged. His desperate measure move against Ashraf sprang to mind. He let Songaa circle left, matching his motion, but incrementally speeding the circling up.  Then without warning, Jak planted his left foot in the dirt, reversing direction and charging into the left side of the much bigger boy. Songaa raised his left arm to grab at Jak’s nearby right, but Jak let it hang limply at his side, lifting it at the very last second to slap Songaa's arm to the side and wide. Exactly as he would parry with a sword, but using his wrist instead. Now close inside, Jak hooked his right leg around his foe's left, forced his right shoulder under his opponent's left armpit and tackled him, driving him down onto his side, pinning his right arm. Riding his momentum, Jak slid forward, ending-up straddling Songaa's sideways-turned waist, whaling away on the left side of his foe's face, with alternate fists. Jak inched forward incrementally as he flailed, until his weight was settled over the rib cage. Jak's groin snug in Songaa's armpit neutralised his left arm, leaving it with no leverage. With his right arm still pinned underneath, Jak was in winning position. It was all over bar the shouting... Or should have been.  The crowd hushed. the calm before the storm... However, Jak had no clue how to finish a fight so he threw a few more fists into his opponents face for spite... Or luck... Or something. Then was totally out of ideas.
Suddenly, the bigger boy was blocking his blows with his left elbow and wriggling his right arm free. Jak abandoned ship, but not before dropping his knee into Songaa's ribcage with his full weight behind it, bruising or even breaking ribs. He rolled away and to his feet. Songaa got to his own with a grunt of pain as ribs popped. Shamed and angry, the big brute wasn't even feeling the pounding his face had taken. He charged and Jak dived to the side, deliberately trailing his feet, tripping the bigger boy over. This only incensed Songaa more; he cornered Jak against the circle edge, swinging in wide arcs, belting him back and forth.
Fortunately for Jak, he'd been bullied with nowhere to go many times before. He knew the drill, and how to avoid the sharp end of it by covering up, hunching over and presenting a smaller target. He kept his elbows tucked in tight, taking body blows on the forearms and fists. All the while, ducking and weaving to avoid the shots to the head.  A near miss let Jak catch a breath, then as Songaa advanced, he leaned back and lashed out with his left foot into his foe's groin. Songaa groaned and doubled over making the mainly male spectators wince with many hands feeling around to reassure themselves the 'family jewels' were still safe and sound. Gran had taught him a bunch of pressure points to target, but Songaa's slumped shape was covering most of them, so Jak just punched him with everything he had on the nose. Bam! It broke with a satisfying crunch that caused the crowd to wince again. Maybe Jak was going to win after all?
But he wasn't. A snorting crazed Songaa charged straight through him, barrelling him to the ground. Jak rolled in time to miss a massive stomp but, as he was clambering to his feet, Songaa grabbed him from behind and hoisted him high into the air above his head then slammed him to the ground. He landed spread-eagled on his back with his breath driven out of him. The ring finger on his right hand fractured on impact, but it turned out to be a lucky break, because when he looked over his shoulder, he saw his hand and half his right arm was hanging over the rope and outside of the circle. It was over. 
 
But not for Songaa. Before any of the elders could intervene, he howled out in furious frustration, launching a kick at Jak's face 
But he'd forgotten about Food That Can Cook Itself. Everyone had - including Jak. He'd warned Fang to sit and stay before the bout, but hadn't bothered with Squirrel who'd been sniffing around Nadie as per usual. But no longer, he was a ticked tabby blur running up Songaa's leg heading straight for his eyes. Songaa forgot all about his swift kick, spinning around, twisting his neck trying to dislodge the enraged rodent. He succeeded and Squirrel was sent flying, but by then Fang was already leaping for his throat with Kuruk half a second behind him. After snatching at Squirrel, Songaa still had his hands up around his face, and that saved him from Fang getting a grip on his neck and ripping the life right out of him.
The snarling wolf was about finish the cowering boy, but Kuruk tackled them both. Fortunately for everyone, Fang ended up beside Jak, who laid his good hand on him and said, "stay". Songaa stayed too, laying where he fell with no fight left in him. First it was the feral boy breaking his ribs and nose, and then he'd copped a face full of angry Food. Worst of all, the raging wolf had almost torn his throat apart, and finally his rival was standing over him without an ounce of mercy in his eyes. He meekly surrendered. It was over. Order was restored, except for the crowd that went wild. Judging by the volume, Jak thought Wolf Clan were in a world of trouble, but it turned out they'd just enjoyed the bout and, amid the sea of jeers and cheers, even had jokes ..
"They're strict with the rules at Wolf Clan," someone called out 
"That's what happens when food doesn't agree with you," yelled another.
Jak patted Fang's raised hackles back into place and gave the trembling, shaken-up Squirrel a cuddle, while limping back to his seat to cheers and chants of “Wolf Clan”.
"Sometimes when you win, you lose," Gran had told him once. "And vice versa, don't forget that Jak, it goes both ways."
So it had.
 
 

		

		
				---------------------------------
 
Kuruk had saved Songaa’s life, not that the ungrateful wretch would even acknowledge it.
He was the first on the scene – or more accurately, the first human there - because he'd half-suspected Songaa would try something like that. Having fought him a hundred times, Kuruk knew the bigger boy was a bully at heart, yet he feared Jak had made an enemy for life. Not to worry, Kuruk would be there and he could handle the snivelling coward. Or Jak could just release Fang and finish him for good. Kuruk was grateful that Fang hadn’t turned on him after he tackled the angry beast. Somehow Jak had calmed him with a single word... Who knows what would have happened if he hadn’t? What if Fang ran amok? No weapons were allowed at the circle and the crowd could have stampeded. And how about Food flying to the rescue? Wolf Clan really were a remarkable unit, they had impressed a lot of warriors tonight. First and foremost, his friend had fought well, he got in a winning position with a wicked move, but couldn’t finish. If Songaa didn’t address that tactic, the next time they met it would be a short and painful night for him, because Kuruk could and would finish from there. Jak was a natural fighter; he was scarily fast from his sword forms – a regime Kuruk was deadly keen to adopt - and surprisingly strong in a rangy way. He had wide shoulders, long arms and large hands giving him a vice-like grip. Now at almost six feet tall he was a good size and also had phenomenal stamina. In many ways Jak fought like Fang, fast and nasty with the option of running away and not being caught. Yes, his new friend certainly made life interesting.
Unsurprisingly, Songaa withdrew from their bout, so Kuruk resumed his seat next to Jak who was guessing the ingredients of the unguent Nadie was rubbing into his many bruises and cuts. He was getting them mostly right, simply by sniffing it, and his mother was most impressed. Squirrel insisted on sniffing it too, nodding along like he understood. It was too cute, and he and his father shared a snigger.
“Don’t laugh,” Nadie said. “Food here is twice the herbalist either of you two are.”
His mother explained that earlier in the afternoon she'd tested the tiny beast by presenting him with her concoctions and getting him to fetch the various ingredients. The results, she said, were mind-boggling; the squirrel used its finely-tuned olfactory sense to sniff out more than half of whichever item was set in front of him. Food was now officially the medicine woman’s assistant. Nadie loved her work, and Kuruk knew it worried her that neither him nor his father showed any aptitude, or even interest, in her lore. She would happily adopt Jak just to have someone to pass her considerable knowledge on to. Kuruk already thought of Jak as a brother, maybe he should ask his father? Before he could, Jak was called to fight again.
This time it was Ahiga, Ankan for “likes to fight”, another older bigger boy -probably the fourth best fighter in Kuruk's non-brave category. Again Jak fought well, twice tripping and throwing his opponent, but the strength of the boy three years older told in the end. Jak went for a tortoise-shell choke-hold from behind, but couldn’t stop Ahiga from crawling to his feet and falling back on him, breaking the grip. Before Jak could regain his feet he was shunted from the circle.
Another close loss and another cheer from the crowd, now Jak had only one match left against Milu. When Kuruk explained his Ankan name meant “chicken hawk squawking”, Jak rolled his eyes, scowling at the “stupid name”. Kuruk knew then and there that Milu would lose. And he did. Emphatically. Although taller and two years older than Jak, Milu wasn’t nearly as large as Ahiga and Songaa and Jak was just as strong. That made it a technical battle and while Milu had a decade of experience, Jak was adept at thinking on his feet and adapting on the fly. After a series of throws, trips and flips, Milu tapped the ground submitting and Jak was the victor. Jak was obviously trying not to crow, but with the cheering crowd egging him on; he couldn’t help but crack a smile. Kuruk and Hanska both patted him heartily on the back, but Nadie said nothing only rubbing ointment on his new bruises. Despite the one win, two loss record, Kuruk felt Jak had made an auspicious start to his inkite career. It was smiles all around as the three braves settled back to savour the upcoming senior bouts.
 

		

		
				---------------------------------
 
Jak stood gobsmacked staring up at the storied Makkas Arches soaring so far above... For some reason he felt their massive weight upon his shoulders with every step. 
Exhaling anxiously Jak strode forward from beneath the doom and gloom of the gates. Beyond the wall the whole seething metropolis was suddenly laid out before him... Instantly he wished he’d held his breath longer. The stinking place stank to high heaven. His sensitive nostrils were assailed and overcome by the combined ordure of a smithy crossed with an outhouse. It wasn't a willing union either more like the crossing of swords - as if human waste had been warmed in a blacksmith’s forge. Being weighed down by billowing smoke forced the stink to linger at ground level. It was a lot to take in. 
Vowing to never visit in summer, he sallied on to the markets. A hundred yards on the cobbled roads had already begun taking a bruising toll on his tender feet. People too threatened to tread on his toes. The sheer crush of people threading their way through the thriving streets threatened to overpower him. Thankfully, his twin swords and sour-faced demeanour meant many gave him a wide berth. Jak was not in Norwood now, not in a town at all, but a big brash city, He could tell by the colourful clothes alone. Outfits Jak wouldn’t be caught dead in abounded, although he was disconcerted to discover Rothswell was pretty much mono-cultural. He'd hoped to finally see a goblin or even a dwarf and definitely expected to at least see the Sandclans, but everywhere there were plain old pakeha hustling and bustling about their business. No doubt, the Duke was to blame for the dearth of diversity, though knowing Jak's luck elves would be posited on every corner.
By the time he got to the massive central market his coins were burning a hole in his pocket. A helping hand sought to alleviate him of his affliction, but before the thieving fingers could purloin his purse, Jak locked the wrist in his iron grip and twisted it. Perversely pleased to see he was plainly stronger than pick-pocket, a skinny boy about his own age. The now crying, curly-haired boy didn’t struggle, just sulkily submitted. At first the lack of disappointed Jak but then he began to feel bad about twisting the boy's arm up behind his back and almost released him. Almost.
"Who are you and why are you trying to steal my money?"
“I’m Stuart," he winced. "I was hungry... I haven’t eaten for days.”
“Okay then Curly Sue, let’s get something to eat." Jak released his arm-lock.
“Stu.” Curly corrected.
“Whatever’s good Curly, you know somewhere?”
“Sure,” the boy sighed. “Yeldon at The Wonky Donkey does a cheap meal for our kind."
“What do you mean our kind?”
Over a plain but nourishing meal, Curly filled him in. Jak was appalled and between mouthfuls said as much. Duke Roth had an orphan problem with up to a hundred parent-less kids subsisting on the streets. The Duke, however, was doing absolutely nothing about it. Jak had no love for the Norwood bullies, but he would never begrudge them their parents, a place to stay, warm clothes and meals. Maybe he could help get them some justice, he thought, jiggling his purse.
“Curly, come with me, we’re going hunting…” Jak said. "For bargains!”
Curly groaned, either at Jak's excellent joke or at getting up so soon after eating, it was hard to tell. He happily complied though. A full-bellied Curly appeared content to go along with almost anything - albeit after undoing the top button of his trousers.
“I’ll need you to help me haggle,” Jak said picking up their empty plates.
At the counter, Jak was charged a couple of coppers for the two meals. He’d expected it to be much more expensive especially in a big city, but Curly explained Yeldon kept an eye out for the kids. He fed them for half price and even distributed his leftovers at the end of each the day.
Happy to hear it, Jak gave Mr Yeldon the once over: Average height with a wiry build, he was the wrong side of thirty but still exuded a physical toughness, belied by his salt and pepper hair and the deeply ingrained laugh-lines around his eyes. Although somewhat smaller in stature, Yeldon reminded Jak of Westcott. Both had clearly been soldiers, but rather than flaunt it, buried their toughness beneath their daily duties. Quietly capable and reliable. Another man of the world, Jak resolved to have words with him later.
As they walked through the market, Jak recited his wish list and Curly steered him around to the cheapest stalls, then haggled with the store owners some more until prices bottomed out. Jak found shopping was more fun with someone else around. Or with no-one trying to pound his face in... Curly clearly enjoyed having coins too, even if only temporarily trickling through his hands. Slowly but surely, Jak filled his backpack with the few items he couldn't make from scratch: fishing hooks, several text books, bars of sweet smelling soap,  more seeds for spring, a small magnifying glass, and a large sack. He was sorely tempted by a truckle of cheddar, but it was heavy. And anyway, how could he eat it knowing other kids were starving?
Finally on a whim, he acquired a stuffed toy - a grey, woollen teddy bear wearing a leather jerkin - from a second-hand store. Curly knew the storeowner there, a chesty widow with mellow sea-green eyes. He vouchsafed she had a kind-heart and a soft spot for street kids in particular. Jak immediately decided to enlist her help. Once he explained his plan, the buxom woman was all business, bustling about stuffing his new sack full of clothes, toys and shoes of all sizes.
Ms Lydia refused to charge him claiming to be ashamed a complete stranger had come up with a plan to help local children. She even insisted on accompanying him, lending her good name to the endeavour, leaving her assistant to run the store – though not before Jak managed to slip him six silvers to offset her loss of income.
Curly was dispatched to round up as many urchins as possible for a meeting, within the hour in an alley near the arches. Curly had been told he could promise food, so Jak's went back to The Wonky Donkey. No sooner had he opened his mouth to introduce Ms Lydia, than Yeldon was all over him. If only on his way to her.
"Anton Yeldon, my lady, humble proprietor, and to whom do I have the pleasure of speaking?" he asked, snatching her hand up to his lips and kissing it.
"Lydia Cliquot." She blushed prettily. "Charmed to meet you too."
For the next five minutes Jak cleaned his nails with his hunting knife while two adults indulged in innocuous pleasantries. In short order Yeldon discovered Ms Lydia was widowed, where she worked and where she lived. Jak was confused at the mixed-signals coming from the cook. On one hand, he reportedly "felt terrible" about her husband's "untimely passing", yet had a new spring in his step.
Charitably he offered to "help her in any way, shape or form, day or night". Though such unconditional support, almost sounded too good to be true to Jak’s ears, Ms Lydia took it at face value, having the good grace to appear grateful.
Once the niceties were finally concluded -  long after his nails were clean - Jak unveiled his full plan. He asked the adults if they had anything to add, but the only fault they could find lay with the Duke and his henchmen.
When Ms Lydia darted home to fetch combs, towels, scissors and scrubbing brushes, Yeldon held the door open- for a full minute. "I hate to see her go, but I do so love watching her leave," he sighed.
Jak sighed as well, another adult saying that didn't even make sense.
“C’mon, we've got food to prepare." 
By the time the meal was ready, the alley was chock-a-bloc with grubby children They were also skittish and would have scattered to the four winds if not for the calming words of Curly and the reassuring sight of Yeldon and Ms. Lydia.
To further set them at ease, Jak decided to give a speech. "I'm Jak Foster from Wolf Clan—“
"Do you have a wolf?" interjected a serious girl of six or seven.
"Yes, I do. Fang is his name and he's this big," he said, holding up his hand at chest height.
Scared whispers spread like wildfire. "And a squirrel," he added lamely.
"Is it cuddly and cute?" the curious girl asked.
"Yes, he is," Jak admitted, somewhat reluctantly.
"What's his name? Does he sleep in your bed? Does the wolf sleep in your bed too?"
Question girl was on a roll.
"Yes, we all sleep in a tree together." Jak spat out, before she could sidetrack him further. "And his name is Squirrel--"
"You called it Squirrel!?" Someone else got a word in, although Jak wished he hadn't.
"Anyways," Jak interrupted loudly. "Moving right along, I bring gifts from Ms Lydia and food from Yeldon—" Tangible excitement rippled around the alley. "--But you will have to earn it."
 

		

		
				---------------------------------
 
The humidity was stifling in the council longhouse. The twenty elders, with more than a thousand years stretching between them, insisted on a roaring fire - something about old bones. The thickened air was added pressure a sweating Kuruk could do without. It was a hard room to get heard in but Kuruk was confident in what he had to say. He clung to that fact like his buckskin stuck to his skin.
Since birth, he'd been earmarked for a council role, but this was his first oral presentation. His first impression and he was all too aware you only got one of those. He could already feel the elders' scrutiny scuttling across his skin. Look at them, leaning forward on their logs, like a murder of crows wishing mischief. He wiped his forehead with quivering fingers, flicking droplets down to the tamped-dirt floor and stalked into the centre of the circle.
In traditional Ankan oratory style, Kuruk began his proposal by outlining obvious facts everybody knew and agreed upon. Not only for form's sake, it was politeness masking practicality. Setting up the parameters of a discussion before it descended into argument. This way proceedings stayed relatively focussed. 
“Normally we collect salt at Lake N'dor then send caravans south, through Norwood, to Seatoun or Southwell. Or east to Rothswell and once a year west to Kortar.”
“We also sell at a reduced price to passing caravans going in those same directions, because it saves us the bother.”
Ankan braves didn't care for caravanning at all. To an Ankan, caravans were boring, lonely, frustrating and demeaning. This disdain was the driving force for Kuruk's raft of changes.
"The only difference between city dwellers and orcs is we’re allowed to kill orcs." he joked.
So far so good. He took a deep breath, and announced his first and most obvious proposal. His planned cancellation of the old Rothswell caravan. As expected there was a round of groans.
"Brilliant, why hadn't I thought of that!" someone mumbled.
Hanska held up his hand, and everyone quieted so Kuruk could continue. He hadn't been shouted down, thanks to his father, so he cut straight to the heart of it.
"The old return journey route from N'dor to Rothswell took up to two weeks. Now thanks to the tunnel the trip will take two or three days leaving from Tahlata."
  An obvious benefit but Kuruk had more. Much more.
"Also we have been wasting half of our trips," he announced. "Our warriors return with trinkets and baubles, but empty carts - that's not clever! It's an opportunity missed."
That got them thinking.
"In future, we should spend the bulk of our salt profits where prices are cheapest, which is clearly Kortar," he said. "A list will be made of all the tribe's needs and the best barterers in Perugian will be sent to Kortar with a caravan - twice a year if needs be."
Whispers without commitment or conviction whirled around the longhouse borne on the elders hot air.
"We should buy nothing but basic supplies in Norwood. And nothing at all in Seatoun, Southwell or Rothswell, those three are too expensive because they are at the end of the trade-line. Those towns suck hind tit and have nothing to offer us we can't get for half the price elsewhere."
Now he had everyone's attention. Good because here was one of his key points.
"In fact, I suggest we cancel the Seatoun and Southwell caravans as well, stopping short at Norwood. letting them distribute where they see fit. We were wasting our time and money, supplying them. Making much more effort, but charging the same price in every town!"
"That's true!" They were nodding now.
"Also, from now on, our warriors returning from home from N'dor, for any reason, should bring as much salt as they can carry. That way we can stockpile it here in the main village. N'dor is a day's walk northwest from Tahlata. Whatever we stockpile here we will also save a day's travel to both Norwood and Rothswell."
He had them, he knew it, but he rammed his point home with the sums he and Jak had worked on.
As with Rothswell, the Seatoun and Southwell trips took two weeks as well but taking salt from Tahlata to Norwood is only a two-day round trip."
The elders knew he spoke true.
"And it's all safe. No sickness from the swamps. We will lose no more braves to bandits or orcs. No extra guards needed. Parties of four or five will suffice rather than caravans of fifteen."
Now for the punch line.
"We can send more men to the lake, shorter shifts but still meaning more salt in Tahlata…  More money of course, but most importantly more time at home and hearth... More time with family... More time for hunting... More orcs killed..."
A stunned, but kindly, silence greeted him.
"Wolf Clan have generously agreed to share access to the trail with Eagle Clan. Also, since the H'taitai trail must remain secret, I suggest that from now on we man an outpost at the Holloway end of the tunnel."
Kuruk could have suggested a naked snowball fight and they would have considered it at this point.
"It will be entirely self-sufficient; there is shelter at each end and only half-a-day away from the Aro Valley for hunting. Also, every brave sent there should take a horse-load of salt to the Holloway cavern to stockpile - from there it's only four hours walk to Rothswell."
More nods and heads shaken. It wasn't Fang's system of 'yes' and 'no', the nods were of agreement and heads were shaken in wonder. Jak had given him the conclusion, he thought it too pompous at the time, but now it seemed fine.
"We, the people, were slaves to the salt mines and our own short-sightedness, now we can be free men again. That is all."
Cheering, stomping and whooping broke out. 
"Brilliant! Why didn't I think of that..."
 

		

		
				---------------------------------
 
In a burst of bubbles, Jak broke the surface, gasping desperately for air, clawing frantic circles in the frigid water.
Up in the icy mountains, taking a plunge like this would kill a man. Winter's back may have been broken but spring was still some weeks away. In Rothswell however, with the edge of the desert a few leagues east, the stream was thankfully a lot warmer. Swimming was the last thing on his mind when he awoke in his chilly Mt. Holloway cave this morning. Jak treaded water and wondered how it had come to this. 
He'd had the idea over lunch with Curly. He'd roped in Ms Lydia and Yeldon and finally a dubious crowd of urchins. Fifty or so dirty kids, ranging from grimy toddlers to greasy teenagers. Basically he'd borrowed the Lyfsa Beach flea treatment but applied it to street rats rather than squirrels and wolves - along with bars of soap and a change of clothes. Stress being on change. 
After a brief but vocal discussion and a bit of argy-bargy in the alleyway they were all on board. The older ones could see the benefits outweighed the risks, a rare luxury in their lives. Once committed they convinced, browbeat or simply manhandled any naysayers. Given the go-ahead, Ms Lydia and Yeldon started sorting the kids into 'family' groups of three or four. Not necessarily real - although that did help keep up appearances - but believable enough to fool the guards.
The city gates were left wide-open all day, with small stalls set up outside to sell to farmers, travellers and their ilk, so lots of coming and going was the norm. However, the gate guards - whether under orders from Duke Roth or from the blackness of their own hearts, were notorious for harassing or arresting urchins.
Jaks plan was for kids to drift out in dribs-and-drabs and meet up at a nearby stream for stage two. Nothing said street kid like a smudged face so Ms Lydia was rubbing at the faces of the grubbiest tykes with wet a towel; while their elders were sharing a puddle and similarly scrubbing up. 
Yeldon had posted himself in position to act as an intermediary if needed, on the far side of the gates. Ms Lydia was near side in the exact same role. 
Each group had a teen in the lead role, escorting a mix of younger ‘brothers’ and ‘sisters’. Groups were released from the alley at Yeldon's signal, whenever traffic was densest at the gates. The first three times went without a hitch. The fourth time, a comely teen called Marion attracted the attention of a young guard lazing against the wall. He sidled over and began grilling the poor girl. Cleverly, she held her sick brother in front of her as a shield, mentioning how highly contagious he was and the soldier beat a hasty retreat.
During another group's turn, an older guard thought he recognised a thief amongst the foursome - not realising he could've had his pick of the bunch. At his "stop thief!"All four froze, no doubt feeling equally guilty. Yeldon bristled and was about to intercede, but Jak sent Ms. Lydia and his sack instead. She approached at a jog, apologising for being late, holding up the sack like it was shopping. The storeowner told the guard she was a farmer's wife so her boy couldn't be the one. He bought the story hook, line and sinker and looked like he was fishing for a bit more, but Ms Lydia managed to disentangle herself and be the one that got away.
By the time Jak and the last group arrived at the stream, Ms Lydia and Marion were cutting children's hair. Apparently Yeldon had the scissors wrested away from him minutes earlier by Marion. The shamefaced cook claimed he'd "successfully cut hair for years in the army", yet his young victim's tears spoke volumes.
"By successfully," Jak asked, "d’you mean we won the war?"
"An angry soldier is a good soldier," Curly added.
"Should've begun with a boy or two, until I got warmed up," Yeldon grizzled to himself. Overhearing the short-haired girl started sobbing again. Jak patted her on the back.
"The difference between a bad haircut and a good haircut is two weeks," he whispered, offering  wisdom and comfort, although her sobs continued unabated.
Speaking of haircuts, Jak had been holding court, delving in exquisite detail about maintaining length at the back, to Curly - who could never grow his hair long or straight - and a couple of other confused boys, when Ms Lydia snuck up and snipped his long locks off. Shorn off at the collar. In gawping silence, Jak stared forlornly at the four inches of his golden locks lying in the mud, while everyone else hollered in delight - even Yeldon's victim.
"Two more weeks," she howled.
-----------------------------------
With a splash Jak stood up in the shallows to run his fingers through what remained of his hair. At the stream at least he'd jumped before he was pushed...He could no longer curl his locks around his forefingers.... For some reason Jak began to well up. Embarrassed He dunked his head under to clear his eyes and wash away any evidence of tears. 
He snuck a peek downstream but the girls were around a bend, behind a big clump of bulrushes.
When was time for the wash up, the bigger boys had gleefully thrown the smaller fish into the water, but had been reluctant to follow suit. Finally, Jak felt compelled to set a good example. Leading from the front and all that - anyway, according to Yeldon, he stunk too. So in he jumped, boots and all, making sure to splash the shore-bound teens. A free-for-all followed. After several minutes of mindless ruckus, dunking and splashing, Jak and a couple other shivering boys had tried get out, but were blocked by Yeldon with a big stick. Shore leave was cancelled for anyone not clean to the former soldier's standards. Quick smart, the boys found their focus in the freezing conditions. Yeldon was a hard taskmaster, ensuring they were all washing properly, plus scrubbing and cleaning the wet clothes they were wearing, right up to cleaning their toe-jammed shoes with soap.
Yeldon had laid out all the second-hand clothes, by the fire in order of size. As the dripping boys gathered around he distributed towels, assigning the biggest boys dry clothes and hanging their old ones on a string in front of the fire. Anything not properly washed was given to the bigger, partially-dressed, but still barefoot boys, to scrub with brushes against the rocks.
Jak was handing out small clothes, so at least everyone was wearing something warm and dry. He collected the old ones, throwing the worst on the fire and giving the rest to the scrubbers in the stream. Yeldon began dishing out half-dry clothes to half-naked boys, who were huddling around the fire willing their damp threads to dry. The majority of the clothes were hand-me-downs from bigger boys. At best they were second-hand, but they were new to their new owner and for now they were clean and fitted. Once the small clothes were scrubbed and hanging to be distributed as spares, it was shoes and socks time.
The girls now rejoined them, their transformation from ugly ducklings to swans going a lot smoother with a little less grime and lot less mucking about. The girls looked great, Jak thought. He could tell most of the other boys agreed. More importantly, the girls felt better about themselves too. They seemed more confident, chatting as they lined-up, so Ms Lydia and Marion could dish out Yeldon's vegetable soup that had been bubbling on the fire. There were only five bowls, so they took turns and shared sips with their friends. Ms Lydia made sure everyone got at least a couple of mouthfuls to stave off the cold. Soon everyone was cheerfully tucking into the cold cuts and wheat meal bread which Yeldon was handing out.
You couldn't afford to be fashion conscious as an urchin, but Jak could see some of the younger children were tickled pink with their new possessions. In particular, Question Girl was taken with her purple woollen sweater and kept stroking it. Shoes that didn't pinch were popular and many a child was stomping around testing their new footwear out. By mid-afternoon there were more smiles than shivers as they shared the rest of Yeldon's lunch. The now dry spare-clothes were stowed in a sack to be handed out again back in the city.
The only thing left was toys for the little ones. Patiently they lined up for a lucky dip from Jak's sack. Every toy Ms Lydia pulled out elicited an enthusiastic cheer from the older kids - even though afterwards several swaps were seen. As the queue dwindled to three, Ms Lydia's face fell, instantly Yeldon appeared at her side. They exchanged heated whispers and Yeldon waved Jak over. 
"We're one short," he groaned. Jak stole a glance at the queue and at the end was Question Girl grinning in innocent anticipation. He imagined her disappointment and felt a bewildering and building nausea. No-one was going to die here, but he still felt sick to his stomach.
Think Jak. Of course. "Stall them," he said.
"How?" Yeldon looked as sick as Jak felt a few seconds ago.
"I dunno, sing, dance, anything! Just give me a minute..."
Both adults sighed and Jak took off towards where he'd stowed his gear. As he ransacked his backpack, he could hear Yeldon strike-up some gods awful song. The poor man couldn't carry a tune to save his life. Couldn't even lift it up, no matter how he strained. What he lacked in tone and pitch, he tried to make up for in volume. Thankfully, Ms Lydia joined in and Yeldon wisely let her voice overpower his. Even still, most of the applause when they stopped was because they'd stopped. The terrible twosome taking their bows, and Jak was almost back, when Question Girl saw the sack was slack because it was empty. She froze. Jak froze. The whole bloody world froze. She was so brave, it broke his heart. She dropped her head, staring at the ground for a long second, stroked her sweater twice, twisted her little toes in the sand and turned around to leave. Just another disappointment in a lifetime of dashed hopes and rejection.
Not today. Not while Jak still drew breath. He sprinted around her and dropped to his knees, waving his silly woollen toy at her. The other kids, cottoning on instantly, all cheered. Question Girl, stunned by the attention as much as the toy, reached out and hugged it to herself.
"What is it?" she asked, and for once he was more than happy to hear questions.
"Um, it's a squirrel," he said, relief streaming out of him."See, it's grey like a squirrel and woolly like your jersey."
"Is it your Squirrel?"
"Yes, well it was, now it's yours."
"Ohhh, I thought you had a real squirrel," she said sadly.
"Oh, I do, that's not my toy, that was a toy for my real squirrel."
"Does he like toys?"
"Possibly, he likes lighting fires actually, with my flint and steel."
"Really? He must be a smart squirrel."
"Yea, he is, really smart. Mainly I bought the toy to give him the jerkin."
"Wow, cute. Did you really call him Squirrel?"
"Yes,"  Jak pretended to pout. "Think you can do better? What are you going to call your squirrel?
"Squiz," she said.
Damn, that was better. "Why Squiz?" he asked, actually intrigued.
"It's what Aitken calls squirrels, he's only three," she grinned. "It's so cute, he can't even say 'three' he says 'free'."
Damn, that was cute.
"Squiz eh! What a coincidence, that's the name of my squirrel too."
"But your squirrel is called Squirrel?"
"Not anymore it's not," he said, haughtily. "Squiz is a great name, sooo glad I thought of it... And ages ago too, when I was three."
"Liar!" Question Girl giggled.
"Here," she said, handing him her woollen toy, "Squiz can have the jacket."
"Tell you what, I'll swap you for it," he said, cutting the stitches attaching the leather jerkin to the toy."
"What for?"
"A big book of fairytales, with princes and princesses and everything."
She perked up at "fairytales", but then her little face fell.
"I can't read," she sighed.
"Can't read yet," he corrected. "I'll get the book, I bet Marion can read and you could learn. I bet you'd be really good at reading."
Many hands made light work and soon the makeshift camp was as clean as its inhabitants. The children were getting ready to depart, gathering into the same groups they came in, though they resembled nothing like the bedraggled mob that left Rothswell mere hours ago. Suddenly, Jak stood on boulder, he had something to say.
Many had been expecting a sermon. It went with the territory for street kids. The price do-gooders extracted for their kind deeds. Jak though got straight to the point and kept it short.
 “Do you like being clean? Clothed and fed? Look around you..."
The normally downcast urchins lifted their eyes, nervously meeting those of their peers.
"You need to look after each other," Jak said. "Get organised and aim higher in life."
"If everyone here works together you've gone from one or two friends to forty or fifty. Think about it!"
They were he could tell by the expressions as they trickled back towards the gates arriving in the late afternoon. With their makeovers and a changed guard they encountered no problems. Back in the alley, Ms Lydia distributed the spare clothing. Most of the little children ran off to hide their treasures, but a lot of the older teens drifted away together to hold a meeting in the market square.
 

		

		
				---------------------------------
 
Buffeted from behind, Arianna dug her heels into the mud against the icy wind howling through her thin cotton skirt.  Kicked out of her childhood home, her former friends’ houses and even the sanctuary of the church, she found herself on Bleeker Street and couldn’t imagine a worse one to be on.  At her side, Amohia whimpered, hungry and afraid but most of all bitterly cold. What were they going to do?
They had nothing but the summer clothes they stood shivering in…
 
Where to go? The world was far from their oyster. Norwood was more like the limited options of Noggin Broth… 
 
Straying far afield was not on the menu neither. The brackish sludge leaching out of the Great Swamp put paid to that, rendering the Wakatu nigh undrinkable. The town well, which sourced the fresh mountain melt of the Torrence, was their only lifeline.  Albeit one with a short leash tying them to the centre of town.
 
The solid stone section of town was similarly tied to the Wakatu, with the water-driven Riverside Mill floating logs downstream to Southwell or to Seatoun on the opposite shore. They might as well have been a millstone around her neck. The town docks and lumber yards were no place for young ladies and to be avoided at all costs.
 
Other trade flourished too, funnelled across the Fairfield Bridge or downriver by barge and boat but the buildings built to last were all on the western edge.  The area around the wooden shoppes was the one she knew best so they wandered around for an hour before finally settling on a narrow alley between the backdoors of a saddlery and a smithy.
For the third day there was no food to be had so they huddled against the cold in the dingy corner
The constant clanging and leathery ordure was strangely comforting, the sounds of hard work and home she’d lost….  She drifted off to fitful sleep and woke with a shudder. Not a frigid shiver...  She was being shaken physically…Manhandled like a ragdoll… An iron-grip clamped on her shoulder.  As her rattling bones settled into place and her eyes stilled in their sockets, she focussed on a fearsome face. The piercing glacial eyes, furrowed brow and braided beard of a barbarian.  
 
Bloody Nora! Norwood was under attack by Northrons! She sat bolt upright scrabbling backwards on her palms but hit the wall. She was cornered. She clutched at the pile of rags that was her sister’s still slumbering form, dragging the dead weight into her lap.
The big barbarian’s spiky brow bristled in consternation. He rocked back on his heels then stood with a scowl, revealing a huge battleaxe hefted in his left hand. The girls  were far too weak to fight back… This was it they were going to die in the dirt and grime of an alley... At least they’d see their parents again…
She closed her eyes in acceptance, yet her hands still raised themselves to ward off attacks she knew they couldn’t... Slam!... Bam! Clang! Crash!... Smash!
 
The barbarian had stalked through the backdoor to the smithy slamming it shut behind him.  He’d been rummaging around the forge, now he was back with a blanket and a large pine box, hacking at the top with his battleaxe…
Slaves! He was going to take them prisoner. Amohia stirred at the din and Arianna managed to begin breathing again, but was still too stunned to be sure if she was relieved or not…. Demeaning and degrading it may be but slaves got fed and clothed didn’t they? 
Could a nightmare be an improvement?
 
The chopping stopped and Arianna could feel the barbarian staring at her. He grunted, waved with his wrist at the jagged hole he’d punched in the packing crate. Stunned she rolled to her knees, he stuffed the dusty blanket through the hole and grunted and gestured again.  Her skin crawled and she followed it, shoving her still sleepy sister ahead of her as she squirmed into the box. This was it… Carted off to the frozen tundra to warm some barbarian’s bed…
 

		

		
				---------------------------------
 
“So Curly me lad, what do you do around here for fun in the evenings?”
"Well mostly I go watch the Duke’s horses get put through their paces."
“Horses,” Jak scoffed. “I’ve seen horses before, what kind of hayseed do you take me for?"
“Not like these I’d wager," Curly replied. “These be war horses.”
Warhorses? For war... Yes indeed. Jak’s interest was piqued. "Lead on good sir."
Jak had to concur with Curly, the six stallions before him were truly magnificent. Heavily muscled, and so tall with the smallest standing at sixteen hands, they were a stunning sight to behold. But it was their spirit that set them apart. So proud and supercilious.
He could tell each had a mile-wide mean streak by the way they ardently resisted the handlers saddling them, yet revelled in being ridden. All except Jak’s favourite, a young colt that, Curly assured him, could not be broken. Midnight black, broad across the shoulders and already seventeen hands. He was a fearsome sight and a ferocious competitor, racing alongside the ridden horses as if he’d been challenged. Yet when a hostler sidled close, he’d cavort away, or nip or kick depending on the groom’s position. The colt was called Star, Curly informed him, because of the white blotch on his forehead. It sort of made sense, but he should have been called Stomp, Jak joked. Curly joined him, laughing along at Star's antics and leaning against the corral.
The colt noticed their amusement and trotted over in his high-faluting, high-stepping manner that made Jak laugh even more. Feeling mocked put Star in a foul mood. He neighed aggressively as he approached. For a second Jak was scared, as the sheer size of the beast became all too apparent. But, forcing himself to calm down, he reached into his pocket for one the apples he’d bought on the way. Holding it out, flat on his hand, he offered it to the skittish colt, who just sniffed at it suspiciously.
"What’s the matter Star?" Jak teased. “Too proud to eat an apple?”
Star suddenly snapped at the apple, then ate it, crunching loudly as Jak counted his fingers. Finding all ten intact, Jak figured they were well on the way to being friends.
Gazing up into the black marble orbs of Star’s eyes he wondered if he would be allowed to scratch the beast behind its ears. A gleam told him he was, so he did. “Good boy Star," he cooed. “You’re a good boy."
Star seemed to enjoy the scratch, leaning into it and sniffing Jak’s pockets for a second snack. After a bit of teasing, Jak palmed another apple that was similarly snaffled. Baffled grooms stood about staring at the bizarre sight of Star not kicking up a fuss. Curly, however, was nowhere to be seen. Jak’s last apple was long gone, but Star stayed. So Jak chatted to him about Wolf Clan and how they were "in the market for a warhorse". Between scratches, Star nodded along, buying what Jak was selling, until a shout rang out across the corral.
“Oi, boy, what the blazes are you bloody doing?”
Jak turned to see a brutish, middle-aged man in foppish clothes. He made a slightly comical sight in his shiny riding boots striding towards him waving his equally shiny stick. Star nickered disdainfully as the coxcomb drew closer. As he did, Jak could see he wore a scowl on his florid face and the stick was actually a riding crop.
“Who said you could feed my colt?” the man who must be Duke Roth demanded.
“The same one who said I couldn’t," Jak disliked the Duke even more than he expected to."No-one!"
“How dare you," the Duke blustered. “Do you know who I am?”
“Hmmm...Dumb, ugly, mutton dressed as lamb, wearing women’s clothes... Could only be Duke Roth!” Jak taunted. “The real question is, do you know who I am?
“I have no idea, you insolent whelp.”
“Excellent. I’ll be on my way then.” Jak spun around to dash away.
As he did, the apoplectic Duke raised his crop to whip him across the back, but got bitten hard on the shoulder by Star instead. Jak and Star shared a snigger at the seething Duke in his torn shirt. But he struck out at his own horse, the crop catching Star on his sensitive nose, sending him reeling away in pain, wretchedly whinnying.
Jak saw red and in a silver flash, his sword was drawn. The Duke spun to lash at Jak as well and walked straight into a slashing scimitar, halving his raised crop and slicing his cheek. Jak drew his blade back. Not to sheathe it, but to strike again. Suddenly he was tackled by a stable hand and shunted aside. Snapping out of his berserker-like rage, he waved his sword at the crowd and scarpered, in a flash of inspiration screaming: "Back to the warehouse everyone!"
Rather than chase a heavily armed maniac and his hidden gang, the Duke's stable hands prudently chose to care for their barely-scratched but ego-bruised employer.
Meanwhile Jak fled for the western gates. He had to get there before the Duke saw through his warehouse ruse. Hearing no following footsteps, he forced himself to slow to a brisk stroll. A runner always drew attention.
Ducking down a dark alley, he stowed his swords and scabbards in his already bulging backpack. There wasn’t much he could do with his newly shorn hair, but he slicked it down with some muddy water from a puddle, darkening it a shade or two at least. Then he wriggled out of his cloak, turning it inside out, before putting it back on and pulling the hood over his head. He hurried out of the alley, head down in his now darker cloak.
He took a twisting route towards the western wall. Avoiding pedestrian-heavy thoroughfares, he trusted in the twilight and his casual gait to complete his disguise. Eventually, he'd wended his way to the Makkas Arches; blending in behind a cart he sat and waited against a wall. Five tense minutes later, three men, making their way back to their farms with supplies by the look of them, approached the gatehouse. This was it. He had to go now. Night was falling and the gates would soon close. Or the alarm would be raised. Either would leave him stranded.
He let the men get a head start then headed to the gate. As he approached the arch, he noticed for the first time, the back-lit shadows of bow-wielding soldiers high above. Threatening silhouettes peering soundlessly down through the crenellated merlons and embrasures, sent him the shivers. Getting the once-over from the ground guards, he called out “Pa, wait!”.
A hundred yards ahead, the three farmers halted. Each plainly assuming the hooded boy was the son of one of the other two. By the time Jak jogged up to the group, the guards had long lost interest in him. He patted a random man on the shoulder for show as he apologised profusely for mistaking him for his father. He put it down to distance and fading light, claiming his father had abandoned him earlier in the afternoon in the tavern district. It was a time-honoured tale, and the stoic trio graciously let him accompany them until their paths diverged. From there it was an hour into the forest, and he figured he was scot free, free as a bird...But he wasn’t.
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The Warehouse District had been turned upside down until it had became the Houseware District, but no bloody boy was to be found anywhere The once-bitten, but not shy Duke was fuming, he'd searched high and low. Well, not him personally. He left the legwork, the actual ransacking, to his personal guards. But his thirst for vengeance was still unslaked.
To add insult to actual injury, his highly esteemed surgeon, Dr Draymond Romelle, had informed him his cheek was sure to scar. He'd threatened to fire the fool doctor on the spot. However, since he hadn't paid him for previous services rendered, it was an empty threat and fell on deaf ears. Maybe he should get a second opinion on the scar? It would be just like a petty, vindictive healer to heap on more misery. Why did he need leeches in his breeches?
"Because it rhymes," the physician had insisted. What manner of quackery was that? 
The lemon juice applied to his cut stung like the blue buggery, bringing tears to his eyes, despite the surgeon's assurances it shouldn't. He would be withholding any further payments for sure. An erudite man of many letters, he knew leeches were necessary to dispel foul humours. So was his wedding tackle though. He had a young wife to think of. She was insatiable too... Unfortunately for the trappings of wealth, rather than her frustrated husband.
How could his imbecilic minions not locate a boy begging to be found? He'd practically told them where he would be. None of his friends had been found either. A panicky brat with not one, but two distinctively shaped scimitars should not disappear into thin air! How had a local boy gotten Sarkian soldier's swords in the first place? The war was long over...
 An all too familiar sinking feeling suddenly overcame him as he recalled Emperor Rakkesh's latest rant, demanding he "drop everything for a single task". Apprehending a young lad Jak Foster, retrieving a dagger and seizing a sapphire. That was three tasks not one, he'd rightfully complained to the magic mirror. Albeit after it had occluded. Several minutes after, to be on the safe side.
He'd dispatched his head huntsman Crichton to Norwood only a week ago. Truth be told, he'd been glad to get rid of the cold-blooded killer who gave him the chills. However it appeared the young rapscallion had come to Rothswell? The two must have passed like ships in the night. If this scallywag was really Jak Foster, he'd probably head back to Norwood, not hole up here in a warehouse. Could it have been a ploy on the boy's part?
He couldn't believe his guards had fallen for such a simple misdirection. Someone would have to pay. He called for his captain...
 

		

		
				---------------------------------
 
Halfway up the foothills, Jak heard a huge hullabaloo behind him. He scuttled up a huge spruce to scout. The sun has set so all he could discern were several soldier-like shadows on horseback, spread far and wide throughout the forest behind him. They appeared to be vaguely heading his way up the hill - kicking up a fuss as they came.
How had they found him? Had they found him? Or were they just taking wild stabs in the dark? After a few minutes of toing and froing from the soldiers, it became apparent it was the latter.
He'd stuck his swords back on his belt, but kept the cloak with the same dark brown inner on the outside, rendering him nigh invisible in the late twilight. A game of cat and mouse ensued, with the Duke's men beating the bushes while Jak crept from tree to tree, edging ever closer to his Mt. Holloway hideout. In a game of hide-and-seek in the woods, especially after dark, Jak had total confidence in his ranger skills. To him, it was only a matter of time before he kicked clear.
However, he hadn't reckoned on Lady Luck. Once again, she picked his carefully laid plan apart, thread by thread. The third fate, Atropos,  all too happy to lend her scissors. Snip!
Desultory bush beating, a hundred yards away, flushed a fully-grown boar. Of course it chose, out of all the compass points, to flee directly in his direction. The beast's rampage through the undergrowth was, unbelievably, mistaken for his bumbling escape and chase was given. Against all odds, Jak was being herded toward a narrow canyon and couldn't slip off to the side. His only hope was to get in front of the boar and hope the stupid soldiers would pull-out when they sighted the dumb beast.
Staying parallel with the wild pig, he sprinted as full tilt, but in full-flight the panic-stricken boar was more than a match for him and he started to lag behind. Sighting his human quarry, a guard gave a triumphant shout, drawing the other five to him, though one immediately turned tail -  to get reinforcements no doubt. Meanwhile, the boar went on its merry way, unbeknownst to his fluky pursuers.
 Jak was gutted. Pure and simple dumb luck. He ducked and weaved between trees, making it as difficult as possible for the mounted guards. Still they slowly but surely closed in on him. He drew his swords and backed away yet the six guards didn't attack, instead they walked their horses forward towards him. They must be waiting on the Duke to give them more orders Jak decided.
Good, if they weren't going to mow him down, he was going to run. Sheathing his swords again, he upped sticks, scampering away . They followed him as closely as they could, but it appeared Jak was correct in his assumption. The Duke was such a dictator, that none of his men had the wherewithal to take the initiative. They surrounded him though, hedging him in with horses. He was boxed in a loose escort, but he was still heading the way he wanted to go and already skirting around the base of Mt. Holloway. Finally, Jak heard an older guard order a younger one to fetch the Duke and Jak knew his time was limited.
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The Duke was at a crossroads, literally. He was three leagues out of Rothswell and ahead of him were three options. The road north led to Norwood, south to Southwell while straight ahead a hunting trail wended into the thickly forested foothills of the Dragon Spine range. He had three choices, but not a single idea of what to do.
The Foster boy was the golden goose and presented him with a golden opportunity to get in the good books with the imperial powers that be. If he let it slip away, word would reach Rakkesh. He'd no illusions otherwise; the Emperor had his spies everywhere. In the end, he'd split his forces into four sending six riders in the three directions with instructions to despatch a messenger back to the crossroads upon encountering the fugitive. The Duke and six of his personal guard were left behind, with little to do but dismount and settle in to wait. A nerve-wracking hour later, a hard-riding guard approached from the forest. His horse in a lather of sweat, breathing heavily. The rider fell out of the saddle, straight to his knees, to tell him they had cornered their prey against a mountain. This was it, the Duke preened and dug his heels into his huge steed, his moment to shine!

		

		
				---------------------------------
 
In the distance, Jak could discern two things. The first was the burly Duke of Roth closing in on a massive warhorse and the second was the copse that hid the secret entrance to the Mount Holloway cavern. A full furlong in the opposite direction, of course.
By the time the snarling Duke wheeled his stroppy steed across Jak’s path, the Holloway bolthole was now only a hop, skip and a jump away.
Here lies Jak Bannor Foster, evermore a hundred yards from home free. That's how his tombstone would read. Mayhap something sad about how he'd never gotten his growth spurt. And the dates of course... He sighed and rested his hands on the hilts of his swords.
He couldn’t bring himself to slash horses to unseat their riders. It didn’t seem right. Even though the warhorse would happily stamp him flat into an early - and fairly shallow - grave. However, he'd no qualms about killing the Duke or any minion who would willingly work for such a despot.
“What’s your name boy?” the Duke bellowed.
“Zack.” Oh Gods, he’d done it again. Why? He was specifically thinking “don’t say Zack”.
“Zack?… Really?… What’s your surname?”
“Forster…” Zounds. He’d made it worse. He didn’t think it possible, but he'd done it. "Forster" wasn't fooling no-one.
“So, Zack Forster...” the Duke repeated. “Not Jak Foster?”
“No.”
 "You must think I’m stupid boy—“
“Yep.”
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Maybe the little brat was afflicted? He oscillated between being aggressive one minute and passive the next. Aggressive-passive syndrome, the Duke dubbed it.
Initially at least, after he'd dropped the Emperor’s name the boy became all ears, . Overcome with newfound respect for sure. A ragged hillbilly of his ilk could only dream of the glittering circles the Duke and his Duchess moved in. When he'd revealed the depth and breadth of his awareness of the secret sapphire and ancient dagger, surprise was writ all over his impertinent peasant face,
The little lout, no doubt figuring the jig was up, threw himself on the mercy of the court. The Duke was happy to accede. After all, he still needed the jewel and dagger details. Besides, any information this brat shared was more likely to earn the Duke’s mirth than his mercy. Once he had the whereabouts of the two items, it was the gallows for Jak Foster, or Zach Forster, or whomever he called himself. He’d hang them both, one after the other. The idea of stringing the boy’s corpse up a second time gave him the giggles -  a warning shout from a guard, choked his chuckles off. The swine had his two scimitars drawn and was swinging wildly at him, the Duke of Rothswell! He could hardly credit it.
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That Duke Roth was traitorous filth, a fifth-columnist, Sarkian lap dog, made so much sense. Jak was only surprised he hadn’t made the connection himself. What had surprised him was the overblown windbag waffling on about the jewel and the dagger. He’d completely forgotten all about the gem. He’d swallowed it, checked his stool once and forgotten all about it, like it was regular food.
Oh well, he was never going to give it to the burly buffoon. The dagger he would gladly give him. Right now, right between the ribs. However, he couldn’t. He’d deposited it in his hidey hole by the swamp, and similarly forgotten all about it. He’d even forgotten it was magic. He wondered if it would still find him four months after he'd swallowed the sapphire. If he lived through this, he’d give the dagger to Kuruk and they could play hide-and-seek with it.
Who was he kidding, he wasn’t going to survive. However, he could do Rothswell and the whole of Perugia a favour on his way out. He wheedled his way towards his target. Smiling up at the Duke's ugly mug was easy with his earlier slash marring it more. Although, if he were being honest, the scratch was actually a considerable improvement. It hinted at a rakish, devil-may-care character the Duke certainly didn't possess, or deserve. He didn't warrant a statuesque warhorse either. The mammoth beast presented an equally big problem. Its three extra hands in height, made it nigh impossible to decapitate the Duke. Even hurting him would be hard. He'd come partially-clad in armour, with cuisse covering his thighs and vambraces on his forearms.
Even his 'Achilles heel' was hidden behind thick leather boots. Jak could hack an arm off given time, but since he wasn't wearing a cuirass or hauberk, he decided to slash at the Duke's ample middle hoping he would fall forward, opening up his neck area for a death blow. For once his luck held, the pompous clown was paying him no mind, chortling at some theatre playing out in his head. Soon to be joined there by Jak’s sword. The final act for both of them. He drew fast and swung as high and heavy as he could, collecting the despot across his chest, carving a shallow cut.
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Duke Roth gasped then grasped his gaping chest wound. Clutching it closed on the outside with his left hand. He kicked himself inwardly and his horse outwardly spurring it clear. He – and mainly his useless guards - should have anticipated such an attack. Particularly with the stricken child's aggressive-passive syndrome and whatnot. His guards surged past him on their horses, flanking his attacker and driving him back. They hacked at him, but the boy simply squatted down on his haunches, below their sword arcs and rolled away under a horse. Lost momentarily in the dark, he emerged on the other side of the skirmish, stabbing a still searching soldier in the back. With a grunt the guard was unhorsed. The remaining guards muddled around on their mounts, getting in each other's way, while the demented lad ducked and dived and counter-attacked.
"Dismount," the Duke ordered. As they did, the boy made a break for a nearby glade. The brat was rounded-up just short by a pair of still mounted guards, while the Duke's nine uninjured, now-foot-soldiers surrounded him.
"Don't kill him, just disarm him." The Duke edged his steed closer, aiming to vigorously interrogate the soon to be subdued boy.
However, he wasn't taken easily. One of his swords was buried in the midriff of a guard before the other clattered to the ground, struck out of his hand. Even then he wasn't done. The first guard to reach for him, had his arm violently twisted behind his back, causing a loud crack and a louder scream. The remaining guards swarmed in, pummelling him with punches as best they could in cramped quarters. But still the brat wouldn't succumb. Finally, he was held, with a man on each arm and a kneeling pair restraining a leg each. The sergeant at arms, was winding up, about to exact revenge for their two dying comrades, when a slab of starless sky fell on him. The sergeant's screeches rent the silence, escalating as the vague shape blurred into a terrifying grey wolf and tore his throat out. The Duke screamed too, but the wolf had already turned on the nearest prey worrying at the guard's arm instinctively held up to protect his neck.
"Mount up!"
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"No Fang, no, run!" Oh gods no, not his boys. Prodded at with spears by mounted horsemen Fang was being driven back. But the snarling ball of fury refused to turn tail despite Jak's repeated entreaties to flee. Squiz hadn't been sighted yet, but wouldn't be far away. They should be far away. They should be back in the Aro Valley. Where he'd left them and told them to stay. They didn't deserve to die for disobeying an order though, they were only having a harmless animal adventure. Jak was wailing, sobbing anguished tears. And that wasn't going to save them.
He needed to do something. Do something now. He needed to get to his bow, hidden beneath a blackberry bush, just outside the copse. He stamped down on the boot of his lone remaining captor standing behind him. Rewarded with a loosening of the grip, he grabbed the hand on his chest, tugging down to hip-throw his foe over his shoulder. He stomped as hard on the guard's head, then scampered for the blackberry.
Jak was tackled two yards short. He looked up to see a second guard about to skewer him with his spear. Squiz appeared, launching himself with a weird whizzing sound, straight for the soldier's eyes. Always the eyes. The  forgotten spear fell aside with a clatter, as the screeching guard clutched at his scourged face, flinging Squiz down. The squirrel lay splayed-out on the ground, stunned. Another whizz went by as Jak tried to rise, but his tackler still held his boots locked together, pinning him. The staggering, scarred guard, swatted blood from his remaining good eye. With a feral growl he raised his boot to stomp the life out of Jak's first ever friend, his best ever friend ... And Jak was helpless to stop it.
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Puma fidgeted, bending his bow back and forth. One day soon it would crack, but he couldn't care less. One day he would too. Probably sooner than the bow, possibly sometime tonight. He was bored beyond belief. Out of his tree for sure, sent out on patrol, posted as a guard the Mt. Holloway end of the H'taitai tunnel as per Kuruk's plan. To say it had been an uneventful watch was the understatement of the hunting season so far. Until he heard the hue and cry coming from beyond the cave, that is. 
Technically it came out of their territory but Puma was listless and curious. A dangerous combination for him. Even in the ugly Perugian, the shouting voices called to him.
The council would want a report from an eye-witness, he reasoned, as he scurried up the outside of the cavern. An earlier guard had the foresight to hack handholds and footholds, so it was a relatively easy ascent although exposed to the elements. He assumed the view would be worth it.
He salamander crawled up to the cliff lip and craning his neck peered over the edge and could barely believe his eyes.  Wolf Clan locked in a life or death struggle with the tubby city chief's tribe. It made no sense. 
Puma's had been told to protect the tunnel from discovery. The combatants were almost within arrow range - and would be even closer, when he explained himself to the council - but the ramifications of interfering were immense.
Puma had often been told - often had to be told - to use his head and weigh-up all his options before he acted rashly. So, as he strung his bow, he did.
On one hand, the battle was outside their tribal territory. Not to mention his mission to keep the trail secret. Worst of all, acting could mean war for the whole of Eagle Clan...
On the other hand, Wolf Clan were allies. And he actually admired the brash boy. Also, his wife absolutely adored Food That Can Cook Itself.
That was three equally important things for each side, he figured. With his head at a stalemate, the casting vote went to his heart. Thwack, he feathered the nearest guard - and Puma was a warrior at heart. Thwack. A wise warrior, deathly fearful of his wife's ire, which was why he breathed deeply before his third and most important shot. The other object of his wife's affections was lying prone on the ground, about to be flattened by an irate guard. It was a long shot, so he went for centre-mass rather than a kill. Thwack.
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Jak finally figured what the unfamiliar whizzing sound was!  He'd loosed thousands himself yet never heard one whistle within earshot.  Arrows! Ankan judging by the fletching.  Squiz was saved by one. His would-be attacker was not. The guard gurgled, clawing futilely at the shaft through his neck then slumped to his knees. Thank the gods, Jak rejoiced, the Ankan tunnel guard must have taken his side. He'd forgotten all about them. He'd been gifted a slim chance to save Squiz and Fang and wasn't about to waste it. Ice filled his veins as Jak found his focus, letting cold fury wash over him.
Ignoring the thorns and their scratches, he dived over the blackberry bush. A sluggardly still stunned Squiz burrowed below the bush after him. Jak blinked the tears out of his eyes, blurrily summing up the situation. He felt around and found his bow with his left hand; the unstrung bowstring and an arrow's fletching with his right. Eyes ever on the enemy, he strung the bow, nocked and shot, in one smooth motion. Nothing fancy, straight up the middle; hits not misses was the order of the day.
His first arrow impaled a guardsman through the upper arm. The impact caused the guard to slump against the Duke only to be shoved away and unhorsed. In response, the three riders keeping Fang at bay with their spears, wheeled and rode hard at Jak, playing the percentages. He wouldn't have time to shoot them all. He'd get one before he was mown down, and maybe the Ankan archer could do enough that Fang and Squiz could escape. Calmly Jak aimed at the lead rider, hoping he'd drop in the way of the others.
Before he could release, two of the charging horsemen were swept away by a snorting one-warhorse stampede. It was Star, explosively slamming into their ponies side-on, toppling two along with their riders. The huge beast using his three extra hands in height and five hundred extra pounds weight to bully and belly the smaller steeds aside. The third  pony veered to the side, rearing in panic and was promptly chased away, bitten hard on the flanks for its troubles. What a sight for sore eyes the warhorse was. Why was he here? How had he escaped?
Thanks to Star's power, momentum had shifted their way. Jak seized the moment as well to deliver an unlikely ultimatum.
"You're surrounded, surrender!" he shouted. Damn, he didn't actually want them to surrender- what would he do with prisoners?
"...and your deaths will be swift." He added as an afterthought, but the Duke – gods above he was gullible - bought it like it was a bargain at twice the price, turning his steed homeward. However, his seven remaining guards didn't. Not at all. Led by their captain they tried to rally.
"Retreat!" the Duke ordered.
"Charge!" his captain countermanded.
The six other soldiers were torn. Jak decided them once and for all, re-establishing the chain of command by skewering the captain. He screamed and slid sideways off his horse, which whinnied in terror then turned and fled. The soldiers fled too, following either the panic-stricken mare or their Duke. It didn't matter which, neither had any horse sense or courage under fire. Jak loosed a couple more parting shots, but only managed to wing two guards. He'd aimed at Duke Dandy each time but somehow the big coward kept his men between them.
After four arrows, Jak had to stop shooting because Star began nipping at their heels, literally. The crow stepping warhorse was acting the goat, forcing his way amidst the strung out horses, bucking and thrashing about, making a nuisance of his huge self. With a final whicker of pure disdain, he dropped off then turned, thundering back toward a now tearful Jak, on his knees squeezing Squiz and Fang to him.
"Well my boys," he croaked. "It seems we have a brother. A big one at that!"
Thank the gods he doesn't eat meat...
 

		

		
				---------------------------------
 
An hour later and Jak was blaming himself.
“You two were supposed to stay at Aro,” he scolded, hugging the fur brothers tightly to himself again. His heart, however, wasn’t in his words. It was all over the show, blazing, trailing a spiralling tail of feelings like a comet. He was angry, ashamed, determined, relieved, and tired, all at the same time. Though it mattered not one whit where his whirl of emotions took him. Like a moth to a flame he returned to the single, same, inescapable conclusion. He needed to get stronger so he could protect his loved ones. And be quick-smart about it. Time to quit mimsy-toeing around!
An hour ago they'd prevailed against Duke Roth and dozen of his guards - due almost entirely to new allies Puma and Star, and even then it had been touch and go. The Fur Brothers’ blind devotion and loyalty could have killed them both, and Jak couldn’t stand to lose either one.
In the last year, Jak had made powerful enemies with many resources at their disposal. Tonight they had killed six of the Duke’s men though he wouldn't lose any sleep with an army of 4000 camped outside his door. Rakkesh, as Sarkian emperor, Jak remembered from his studies, had a standing army of 20,000 and could conscript ten times that amount. Jak had a squirrel, a wolf, an eagle and now a warhorse. Maybe they could put on an animal act and entertain the enemy troops? He could be a clown, and tell jokes, actually attacking their forces could be the punch line...
The problem with enemies was killing them. The powerful ones made it more difficult by having many more options than normal men - not to mention 13 year-old orphan boys...
So many 'ifs' haunted him. 'If anything can go wrong, it will' had already happened. Happened regular too. If he'd been any sort of swordsman, the Duke's lackeys would have thought twice about taking him on. If he'd planned his escapades more thoroughly, he wouldn't have had to deal with them at all. If... If...If...
'If ifs and ands were pots and pans, there would be no work for tinkers.'
'If at first you don't succeed, try, try again.'
And finally, 'if you want a thing done well, do it yourself.'
The solution was simple. Jak vowed to become a famed and feared warrior. That was a 'when' not an 'if'. 
A real warrior... Like the brave speaking to him, he realised.
"I see you have horse now, is that its name?"Puma asked.
"No, it's Star actually." Jak replied, lugging a fifth guard corpse onto the pile of bodies.
"That was my third guess." Puma said, retrieving another of his arrows.  
"What was your second?"
"Stomp."  Puma booted his stack of spears and swords, salvaged for the Ankan armoury, to demonstrate.
"That would have been my first choice..." Jak admitted, sitting down on a boulder to tug on a pair of bigger and better leather boots he'd salvaged as well. He'd already ransacked the six guard's purses and was also wearing the dead captain's winter cloak and jerkin - having first unstitched the Duke's heraldic badge with his hunting knife. He stood to test out his purloined boots and because he had something serious to say.
"Puma, on behalf of Wolf Clan thank you," Jak said, staring the Ankan brave in the eye. "You saved Fang, Squiz and me--"
"Who's Squiz?"
"That's Squirrel's new name."
"I thought Food That Can Cook Itself was new name?"
"He's a wee man of many monikers," Jak grinned wolfishly.
"Squiz is good name, surprise come from you," Puma said. "Monica not good, is girl's name..."
Jak sighed, and focussed on saying his piece before the conversation got too confused. 
"Wolf Clan owes you Puma, we won't forget".
Speaking of owing, Jak counted out the coins the six purses had surrendered. Seven silvers and twenty-six coppers in all, he split them into two piles of the same worth. He pocketed the smaller stack with four silvers - mainly to save explaining to the Ankan how both piles were of equal value - and held out the other heap to his saviour. 
Puma flicked through the coins in Jak's palm, picking out the four shiniest coppers "for buttons", before waving off the rest. Apparently money was no object or only an object to Puma. Jak added the remainder to his now bulging purse. He'd arrived at Rothswell with twelve silvers six and was walking away with nine-two. He'd literally made out like a bandit. Heading for home with a swag of booty that had basically cost him nothing. Nothing but nearly losing everything. 
"Thanks for those Puma," Jak said. "Now we owe you even more..."
"Hmm..." Puma mused. "How about next time Wolf Clan come to Tahlata, Squiz comes play in my wigwam? "
"Sure," Jak said. "I didn't know you had children?"
"I don't."
Yep. Definitely time to hit the trail, Jak thought. With no reins, stirrup or saddle, mounting his vain yet shying steed proved a real problem. In the end Puma had to hoist him seventeen hands high. But the danger and drama were far from over. Star snorted and stamped at the new sensation of being ridden - pausing for a second, as if considering an act of immense violence, then simply bolted like lightning down the straightaway toward Mount H'taitai. The tiny squeak of terror didn't come from the squirrel in Jak's lap. And in their wake, Fang's hacking howl, sounded an awful lot like a chuckle.
 

		

	

	 

	 

	 


