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Cllapter \Y@s

"That'd be the Viuage, am | right?" Brother Eskild asked and pointed towards the

houses in the distance.

Prior Ivar narrowed his eyes and held up a paw to prevent the sun from disrupting his
view. He nodded and got a better grip on the reins, 1oolzing sidelong at the blonde 12nig}1t
next to him. "We”, it used to be at least. That place is a collection of ruins. As far as |
can see, most of the buildings are completely clestroyed."

Brother Eskild nodded with a grim look on his face. "It looks that Way,” he admitted.

"But 1 do see movement down Jchere."

"That would be the baron and his retinue, but just to be on the safe side..." Ivar said
and nodded to his 1enights , all of whom unsheathed their weapons. "At the trot

then...follow me!"

The small group of furs approached the derelict Viﬂage. Just in case it wasn't Harald
Agger but someone hostile Brother Bskild had seen, [var wanted to make sure they were
ready fora fight. They traveled light, or at least as 1igh’c as one would ever see
Hospitaﬂers travel. They had brought only one horse for each fur ... the one they rode ...
and there were no squires along. They were dressed for war and they were all trained to
ride day in and day out in full battle array. It wasn't comfortable, but it meant they were
ready for a fight at a moment's notice, instead of having to stop and get armored.

As t}ley got closer, Ivar recognizecl the baron amongst the furs he could see, and he
sheathed his sword as he approached the fox.

His 12nights all mirrored the move.



"Lord Agger, [ received your message," the lynX said and nodded to the fox.

Harald returned the nod and gesturecl to the ruins around them. "As you can see ... this
is an accursed mess!" he said, "Well met, Prior. I am glad that you have arrived. We have
a signiﬁcant number of dead Viuagers and there is no priest available. I ask you to please

administer the proper funeral rites, so that we may cover their graves."
"How many?" Ivar asleed, raising an eyebrow.

Harald sig}lecl. "Everyone in the Viﬂage. There were only two survivors. The eldest son
of the Haﬂe—£amily and his squire. Both were in the Village when this disaster happenecl.
The 12eep was up there on the hill. It seems to be the center of where the devastation
star’ced, and I have every reason to believe the Evil One is involved."

The lznights all did the sign of the cross to ward off eVil, and the Prior looked towards
the stricken ruin on the hiutop. "T see. May I aslz Why you are so sure that the Great
Enemy is behind this?"

"The 12eep was built of stone, Prior, and in the blink of an eye, it was turned from a
strong, fortified position on top of a hill into what you see up there. Not overnight, not
in the space of a few prayers, but 1iteraﬂy in the blink of an eye. The central tower has
couapsecl in on itself and the hole looks like it's been pain’ced with stale blood. It's
atrocious to look at and ﬂanlzly, ['m going to spencl weeks in the confessional when I get
back to my estate, to purge my soul of this!" Harald said, sounding like he could use a
priest and a confessional right then and there.

While his knights made disbelieving sounds , Ivar simply listened and looked back

Jcowards the ruin on the }ull He 12new the Baron to ]:)e an ex’cremely trustwortljy £ur and
someone whose honor was l)eyond reproach. If he said that was what had happenecl, the
1ynx believed it.

"'l have to talk to the SUrvivors. Lorol Halk is dead ... how old is his son?"
"Old enough to want revenge and to be capal:)le of claiming it if he gets a chance."

Again the prior nodded. "And his squire?"

"A boy named Peter. He's younger than his liege, and apparently mute. He's skittish
and very shy, but a good hunter. Helll 12eep us all fed before we continue onwards,"
Harald said, rnatter—of—£actly. The young female in clisguise hacl, in fact, not said
anything to anyone, apparen’cly for fear of giving herself away. If he could tell Valdemar

to instruct his 'squire’ to play mute, Prior Ivar wouldn't want to question her.



Brother Eskild cleared his throat. "Prior, the stench of death is already in the air. |
suggest you see to the funeral rites of the Viuagers, and the rest of us will stable the

horses and groom them."

With the barest of nods , Ivar dismounted and held out the reins to Eskild who also got

n

off his horse. "Take care of my charger as well
The blonde canid nodded and took them. "Of course."

###

Pelzendorf was a clreary, utterly banale place. The most exciting event of the year was
no doubt the harvest £es’civa1, but that was months in the past ... or £u’cure, depending on
how one looked at it ... and the rest of the year seemed to go Ly with everyday no’chings,
Spiced up with commonplace humdrum. Fur’cljermore, Aiperos had already no’ced, that
the general level of inteuigence in the ViHage was enough to make anyone's eyes water.
The townsfurs were superstitious, suspicious of each other and outsiders, prejuclicecl
par’cicularly against the Viﬂagers from across the river ... and plain stupicl. If he had asked
almost any one of them what two plus two was, they'cl have said it clependecl on what God
wanted it to be and felt per£ectly content with that answer.

Very few of these souls stood any chance of salvation, but then again, he wasn't there to

save anyone. Far from it.

The local priest was apparently no Letter Jchan most of the townsﬁlrs. Only a few of
them showed the light of inteﬂigence or the sparlz of ambition in their eyes when he
spolee to them. Even fewer showed both.

The oldermale was one of them. He wasn't even particularly olcl, clespite his title, but he
was clearly smarter than most of the locals , and that was probably why Jchey had elected
him to the position he held. Another was the innlzeeper and, to his surprise, one of his
daughters. She worked as a scuuery wench and knew how to count ]:)eyond ten, she could
come up with quiclz and witty replies and she clearly wanted more from life than serving
beer and porridge to travelers. He hadn't reauy expec’ced to find that in this reason-
forsaken place, but he knew not to underestimate females. It was, in his opinion, one of
the most clear-cut examples of the aloject stupiclity clisplayecl all around the world, that

males considered females inherently inferior.

He aclenowleclged that mortal females were not as physicaﬂy strong as males, but as a
direct consequence of tha’c, they had thousands of years of practice in getting males to do
what Jchey wanted in ways that made those very same males think Jchey were in fact the



ones malzing the decisions. Males were strong, females were clever and as far as Aiperos
was concerned, they had the same capacity for raw in’ceuigence and certainly the same

capacity for ambition.

He lifted his mug and sipped the contents. He pre£erre(1 wine, but beer was all that was
available in this part of the WOI‘ICL and it would have looked very strange if he, a ’craveling
wise—£ur, older than olcl, would suclclenly ask for sop}listica’ced fare. As beer went, this

wasn't too awful anyway.

"Is there anything else I can get you?" the voice of the smart scuﬂery wench asked and
he looked up.

She stood in front of him, paws on her hips and with a raised eyebrow. A blonde equine
in her early twenties, she was past her marriable prime Ly several years, and yet Aiperos

had heard how, the nigh’c I)e£ore, the Viuage males Sighed 1ust£uuy after her whenever she

was out of earsho’c.
He didn't doubt for one second that slje lznew of those sighs.

"No thank you," he said and smilecl, maleing his l)ushy mustache curl upwarcls. "I'm

fine."
She nodded and turned to leave.

"Oh, there is one thing you could do. If you don't mind answering a question, that is?"
Aiperos said once she had taken a few steps.

She turned back around and shmgged. "Not particularly. Not sure I can answer, but 'l
do my l)est," she said.

"Well, there is always ’cha’c," Aiperos chuckled and slowly got to his feet, supporting
himself on his cane to comple’ce the image of a tired old traveler. "Tt's simple enough
though. I would like to talk to the priest of Pelzendorf. I'm told he is a most severe and

strict fur "

The female chuckled. "That'd be an unders’ca’cement. He malzes sure we all remember
how sinful we are. I heard he gave Ulrich a hard time for impregnating his wife a few days
ago."

"[ see. Weﬂ, copula’cion is an act of lustful carnali’cy, isn't it?" Aiperos aslzed, still
srniling a friencﬂy little smile.



The grimace that ran across the female's face obscured her good looks for a moment. It
was a look of unbriddled loa’ching and disgust, and Aiperos knew it was meant for the
priest. "I know it is, but Ulrich is a goocl male who works harcl, tithes on time, feeds not
only his own family but his wife's old, feeble parents as well and who never misses Mass.
He and Gretha have tried to become parents for years, and he gave them such a hard
time about not having any children yet, for all that time. And now that it ﬂnaﬂy worked
out for Jchem, that is wrong too?"

Aiperos felt a stab of pure bliss in his chest at this description. The priest would be a
fantastic target. "That does not seem right to me," he saicl, slowly, nodding in his most
sagely way.

"Probably I)ecause it isn't righ’c!"
"So the Church is wrong?"
The equine shook her head. "I never saicl that. Father Bernd is Wrong.”

Again, Aiperos smiled that ﬁiencﬂy, supportive smile of his and nodded. "But he is the
representative of the Church in Pelzendorf. That would make the Church wrong,
wouldn't it?"

"No. The Church is more than a bad priest. Eventuaﬂy, Father Bernd will die and we'll
get a different priest, and we can hope he will be better. When the time comes,

Oldermale Ebert will go to the ]aishop and petition him for a good priest,” the equine
Said, thoughtfuﬂy.

"And will that work?"

The equine shrugged. "Prol)a]oly. There's a new Lishop in Bremen, and rumor has it he's
a very decent and compassionate fur. He will listen to Oldermale Ebert's petition. But it
could be years before that time comes anyway."

Aiperos took a few steps towards her and nodded once more. "Don't worry, it will all
work out for the best. I know it wiﬂ," he said. "What was your name again, young 1a(1y?"

"T'm hardly a 1ady ... but my name is Adelheid."
"You're more a lady than any female ['ve seen in PelZendor£ since arriving."

Adelheid smirked crooleecﬂy. "That says more about Pelzendorf than it says about me, [
think."



Chuclzling , Aiperos winked at her and headed towards the door. He s’cepped outside and
looked at the slzy. Pre’cencling to cough so as to cover his mouth to disguise his snicker,
he continued towards the home of Father Bernd. With what Adelheid had told him, two
distinct scenarios were possil:)le to him. One involved the un’cimely but entirely accidental
death of Father Berncl, and the other involved reaﬁirming the priest in his malpractices.
The latter plan would take longer to come to fruition, but would yield better results ,
whereas the former meant he could ensure a new bad priest arrived, thereby crushing
hopes and 1eacling to immediate despair in the town. But that would quiclzly vanish in

favor of renewed le’chargy and indifference.

Besides , he had time. In £act, he had all the time in the world. If he closed his eyes to
listen for the sounds of divine music , all he could hear was his own broken note. There
were no Angels on their way. They didn't know he was there, and even if they did come,
he was strong enoug}l to get rid of scores of them without much effort.

The ritual had worked.

The world would fall ... one Viﬂage, town or city at a time, and it would start in
Pelzendorf.

Weﬂ, strictly spealzing it had started in that ridiculous fis}ling hamlet and in the
basement of the lzeep on the hiﬂtop, but that had been a matter of destruction, not
subversion. Pelzendorf and then Hahzenfeld ... and then Bremen. It would spreaol from
’chere, a cancerous boil under the very feet of Holy Mother C}lurch, and ]oy the time the
clergy realized it, it would be too late to s’cop!

He s’coppecl ]oy the stone house that the shepparcl had identified as the priest's home the
clay before. Approaching the cloor, he made sure to bend slig}ltly so as to look old and
frail. Then he knocked on the door with his cane, and leaned on it while waiting for

someone to answer.

After a While, an old female came and opened. She had the same empty look in her eyes
that told Aiperos that apart from a soul, there was little else in there.

For a spli’c second, he felt angry. These creatures had been given such a tremendous gi{"t
at their creation, and what did they do with it? Squander it on useless, insigniﬂcant,
unimportant little lives, without ever striving to better themselves or their lot in life,

l)lindly accepting the orders of their socalled 'superiors' to be poor, stupicl and content.
"Father Bernd?" he asked.



The old female nodded and stepped aside to let Aiperos pass. Clearly, she was the
houselzeeper. Normauy, priests weren't allowed to live with females at aH, but it was not
uncommon for them to do so anyway. Secret marriages, mistresses, children ... it was

seen everywhere, often because the locals didn't know it wasn't allowed.

The house was cold. It was prol)al)ly difficult to hea’c, and since the priest ofﬁciaﬂy lived
alone, there was no point in trying to warm rooms that weren't used most of the time.
The interior was sturdy. Qak furniture with carvings was used for almost all the
furni’cure, and as he entered the main room, Aiperos saw both gold and silver. Not in
1arge amonts, but the crucifix on the wall displayecl a suffering Christ in golcl, and two
goble’cs on the table were made from silver. The priest wasn't rich, but he was better off
than most of the local townsfurs would be. Living in a stone house was evidence of that
in itself.

"God's peace upon this house," Aiperos said and bowed his head in an entirely insincere
show of respect. "T take it you must be Father Bernd?"

There wasn't even the faintest of tingles from this priest. He had no faith whatsoever ...
at most a delusion that he did.

"That is correct," came the answer. Father Bernd was a shrivelled up husk of a wolf,
who had no doubt been both strong and well built in his you’ch. Now he was in his for’cies
and his prime had long since passed. "And who are you?”

"T am called Aiperos. [ am merely a traveler from Greece, whom God has seen fit to
lead to this place."

"Aha. A Greelz, ¢h? No doubt one of those Eastern heretics then!"

Aiperos shook his head and smiled. "Oh, T assure you, | aclenowleclge the power and
position of Holy Father," Aiperos said with a disarming smile and gesture. "In fact, I
have come here carrying holy relics for trade, and the townsfurs here in Pelzendorf

cer’cainly seem to need a stern reminder of the necessity of mencling their wicked ways!"

Father Bernd raised an eyelorow. "There is already a relic in the altar in the local
Church. A hair from the head of blessed Saint Beneclict, no less!"

"A strong relic, indeed. But what of the side altars, good Father?" Aiperos asked. In
fact, the idea of a hair from the head of Saint Benedict was 1aughab1e. No doubt whoever
had made the altar had pluclzed a hair from his own head. That was often how it went, at
least. If someone bothered to ga’cher up all the bones around Christendom allegecﬂy



t)eionging to some of the more commonplace saints, one would be able to put togettier at
least two dozen compiete skeletons from three or four different species of furs. A hair was
a 'safe’ relic. Any fur would have tens of thousands of hairs on their head and no one

would ever be able to rigtittuiiy contest whether a particular hair had ever gracect the head

of a saint or not.

"What side altars? No one ever pays them any heed!" Father Bernd growie(i, cieariy not
satisfied with that.

"A_i’li’l, all the more reason to t)ring a proper relic to the notice of the local townsturs, I
would say. What side altars do you have at your ctiurcil, good Father?"

"Saint Augustin and Saint Ursula. Wtiy?"

Aiperos smiled Wi(ieiy. "Then you are in the most blessed position of good tortune,
Father Bern(i, for I just iiappen to have with me ... rigtit here ... a tooth from the mouth
of Saint Augustin tiimseit, and no less than a whole foot of cloth from the shroud of
Saint Ursula!"

For a moment, the priest looked interested. Then suspicion crossed his face. "That is
easy for you to say, but how do I know tiley are genuine? And even if ttiey were, how
would ttiey benefit me?"

"Father ... reaiiy ... I wouldn't be so mean as to try to sell you somettiing so important
without proo][ that these relics are what I claim them to be. I have letters of authenticity
from Rome, and ttiey carry seals of no less than three arcti-t)isiiops and two cardinals!"
Aiperos said and smiled Warmiy.

Father Bernd sank further down into his seat. His gray fur was matted across his face

and his tonsure was stut)]oiy. He practicaiiy radiated suspicion and ctistrust, and he looked
sicieiy. "What gooct will ttiey do me, ttiougil?" he asked.

"Think of it, Father ... these are relics wortily of a granct Cattiectrai, and with such
powertui ot)jects of faith in your possession, you would have a church to which piigrims
would come from far away! It would be a constant reminder for the townsfurs to remain

faithful and virtuous , as well."

"

"That is all Weii, but what good will it do to me ... not everyone else!

Aiperos tried ctesperateiy not to smile. Instea(i, he put his face in sad folds and nodded.
"I know of your aiiment, Father. The wasting sickness is a terrible tiiing , but God will
torgive you and cure you, and if you should choose to ]ouy these relics and make them



available to those who come to see them for a small ... en’cirely reasonable ... price, you

would be able to live in comfort."

Father Bernd coughed. "My 1egs Wiﬂ barely support me anymore. Standing for mass
means | will sleep for a day and a nigh’c afterwards! I've prayed until my lenees were raw
and my tongue sonen, and it has changed nothing! Notlzing.

"

Stepping closer, Aiperos smiled again. Furs always did this ... they always ended up
’ce”ing him their cleepest secrets, or at the very least confessing their weaknesses to him

wi’c}lin moments.

"And so you lost faith in God, didn't you, Father...?" he said, sympa’che’cicaﬂy. "You
started clou]ating ... and eventuaﬂy you lost hope. And fina”y, after years of clinging on
to those last shreds of belief that gave your life meaning, you accepted that your faith had
disappearecl."

The priest hung his head. He didn't answer. His shoulders heaved and he looked both

angry and on the verge of tears. "Take your useless trinkets and feave!" he Sneered,
pa’c}leticaﬂy defiant.

Aiperos simply ignorecl it. Instead he reached up to take a srnaﬂ, black leather Lag
attached to his wa”zing stick ]oy a leather cord. He openecl it and let a tooth roll out into
his paw. Gen’cly holding the decrepit thing to Father Bernd's tonsure, he felt like
screaming with joy at the pure, perverse pleasure of what he was about to do.

"Oh holy Saint Augustin, hear my humble prayer. Please, ask God to take away that
which ails this good priest, and let him regain the streng’ch of his you’ch that he may once
more serve the Church and his flock with fervor and zeal."

He didn't even bother to wait for a reaction. Instead, he put the tooth back in the black
]oag. He didn't feel more than the faintest of tingles , and the ritual still protectecl him.
There was no sound of silent trumpets ]:)eing playecl ... no choir of perfec’cion ruining his

solemn , broken note.

Heaven had no idea what was going on ... and ]:)y the time the ritual wore O££, it would
be far, far too late!

#H#H#

Harald got a hold of Valdemar before the Prior, and pullecl him in behind a blasted
wall. Tt was all that remained of the houses in the hamlet, but for now it would do to
shield the two of them from any prying eyes and ears.



"If he asks about your squire, say ['ve been wrong and he's reaﬂy just your page-boy.
Remember, his name is Peter and for God's salze, remember that he is mute!" he said,

1ow1y.
"Mute?"

"The prior wants to question you both about What happened here!"

N odding hurriecﬂy, Valdemar's eyes grew wide in realization. "Mute! I understand!" he
exclaimed.

"Good," Harald answered and peelzecl around the corner, 'l think you will be on your
way from here by tomorrow morning at the latest. You pro]oa]oly have to let Ravn know

the truth ’chough, or he'll figure it out."
"I will, once we're clear of the hamlet," Valdemar said. "He's trustwor’chy?"

"He isn't in my employ but considering what he said on the boat during the passage, I
would trust him,” Harald said and shrugged.

Valdemar nodded. If his 1iege lord would trust Ravn, then he would too. He ran a paw
’chrough his hair. "I still need armor and a horse."

"I've got the horse in paw. You can get a goocl weapon from any of the guards, and 11l
make sure you have enoug}l money with you to pay an armorer. The main problem with

that of course is that malzing good armor talzes ages!"
"Tsn't there a tournament at Bremen in a weelz's time?" Valclernar asleecl.

Harald nodded. "There is. You'll find good armorers Jchere, and they can work fast if you

have to. But you don't rea”y have time to enter the tournament."

"If you hadn't noticed, all my Lelongings are gone with the cas’cle, Milord, including my
accreditations. They proba]aly wouldn't let me compete anyway, and even if they clicl, as
you say, | have other, more pressing matters to attend to. The point is there will be
armorers at Bremen, many of whom will have half-finished armor along that just needs
ﬁnishing up. [ am not par’cicularly large or particularly small. Tt will be easy to find
someone who just needs to make minor acljustments and finish the smi’ching jo]o. The
tournament lasts four days if T remember correc’cly. If we're there the olay before it starts,
it should be enough time," Valdemar explained and straightened up. "It won't exactly be
embossed with golcl and ﬁligree but it will be durable and that's what matters in armor."



Harald smiled. It was a good point and succinc’cly made. "Then you should head for
Bremen. Prior Ivar and his lznights will go in another (lirec’cion, no doubt. No matter
wha’c, we have to assume that the assassin has gone south. Staying within the realm
would be foolish, and if indeed he has done so, he will be found. If he's made a run for it,
it's up to you and the Prior respectively. Between us, he's got a lot more hit’cing power
behind him than you, but I know determination when I see it ..."

" ... And in this case, determination will carry the day, Milord. Count on it. In any
case, this does mean I should leave toclay. I'll have six days to reach Bremen, and we may

only have one 1’101‘S€."

"I'H 1’1’16126 sure you have one each. YOU need to travel SWlHly Every (lay you spend in
Bremen, you Should malze sure to aslz around al)out anyone coming sou’ch from

Denmarlz . "

Valdemar nodded. "T'll go find Pil and explain about the whole Peter-the-mute-page-
thing," he said and looked around the ruined wall again. "When I come ]oacle, I will go to
the Queen and tell her how I only succeeded because of your help."

Harald smiled croolee(ﬂy. "You are strong enough to do this. I expect nothing less than

success from you."
"I'll come back in victory, or not at aH, Milord. On my oath as a 12nig}1t of the Realm."
"That's all I can ask for."

Valdemar nodded and headed off to find Pil. Harald waited a few moments longer
before he slipped back towards the inn.

###

Pil piclzecl up her arrow and the hare it had been embedded it, puﬂing the two apart.
She drew her dagger and quiclzly opened the animal's ]:)elly, pulling out the intestines
before cutting a small incision near the anlzle-join’cs on the hare's hind 1egs and puuing a
string through. Tying it to the other two hares she had so far Shot, she Slung the brace
over her shoulder. She was about to head to a new position from which to shoo’c, when
she noticed some’ching.

Piclzings had been slim. Three hares , even if they were all 1arge, well nourished animals ,
would not feed more than a few of the furs at the ruined hamlet, and she was getting a
little annoyed at her ina]aility to find useful game. She would have to find more food
before she went loacle, but where to find it was the question.



In the dis’cance, there was a copse of trees, and she had more or less decided to head
that way to see if she had more luck there, when she noticed it.

There was a glint, like sunlight reﬂecting in polished metal and she immedia’cely ducked
low. It came from the edge of the Jcreeline, and cursing at her 1uclz, she realized that
whoever the metal ]oelonged to had no doubt seen her 1ong ago. Duclzing out of sight
wouldn't rea”y help but at least she could try to sneak towards the rocks while covered in
tall grass, if some’ching came towards her.

For the moment, she stayecl completely still.
The glint was there again, just once or twice ... but it didn't seem to come any closer.

Frowning , she found herself Wondering what it was , and she started crawling, on all
fours , towards the copse of trees. Snealzing away migh’c be sa£er, but she needed to know
what it was. At least she told herself she needed to know. What she pro]:)ably needed, she
realized, was to move quie’cly back towards the hamlet where she could get help. But then
again, if it was nothing , she didn't want to disturb the nobles. They would just get angry.

Angry nobles were clangerous nobles.

She crawled through the grass, but while the glinting of metal occasionally repea’cecl

itseH, no one came towards her and she couldn't even see anyone there.

Finaﬂy, she pu”ecl out an arrow and gotuptoa crouching position, coclzing it on her
Lows’cring. Then, very care£uﬂy, she rose onto her feet. She was rea(ly to shoot if
anything looked suspocious or dangerous , but nothing happened, except that the sun hit
whatever metal it was again. Frowning once more, Pil advanced cautiously towards it.
She was close enough l)y now that she should have seen anyone near the treeline clearly,
but there was nothing to be seen.

She lowered her ]oow, but 1eept the arrow coclzecl, waﬂeing at a normal pace towards the

treeline.

Finaﬂy reaching it, she found the reason for the gleam. A 1ong bladed clagger hung in
one of the trees. It was a beautiful piece of Worlz, with a hilt with bone carvings and
pretty, polished stones, and it looked like whoever had passed this way had Simply lost it
Ly accident. Loolzing at the ground, Pil saw hoofprints. Not equine ... these were larger.
A horse had come ]oy this way. [t had been S}lOCl, and it had been trotting. She followed
the hoofprints a short w}lile, but almost immecliately it became clear that the horse had



slowed to Wauzing pace amongst the trees. However, the owner of the dagger clearly didn't
know he had lost it.

She turned back to get the dagger, still dangling from a branch. The scabbard had

fallen off and was laying on the ground. Apparently, it had only dropped away a few
moments ago, as no leaves had been blown on top of it yet. That would also explain Why
she hadn't seen the gleam ]oefore, and Pil shrugged, picleing the clagger off the branch and
the scabbard up from the grouncl. Putting the weapon back in its scabbard and tuclzing
the whole ’ching safely into her belt, she would have to tell Valdemar about this. If he
didn't recognize that dagger clearly an item Lelonging to someone of wealth and
standing ... it was pro]oa]oly important, and if he did recognize it, it was his. Bither way,
she'd better bring it back.

A familiar sound behind her made her cock an arrow again and slowly, she turned
around. A 1arge, fat grouse was looleing at her from further in amongst the trees and Pil
smiled. That would go nicely with the three hares. She'd still need more, but at least she
was getting there.

She pu”ecl her bowstring taught ... the bird simply stood ’chere, staring clum]oly at her.
It would be the casiest shot she'd ever taken.

When the arrow struck home, the grouse beat its wings in surprise a few times , then fell
over dead. The vixen smiled and slung her bow over her shoulder, approaching the dead

bird.
It wasn't until she picked it up she noticed the clearing further ahead.
Or the things in the clearing.
A moment later, Pil was running full tilt back towards the fishing hamlet ...

#H#H#

As Aiperos left Father Bernd's house, he was still smiling. His tongue ran over his teeth

in the left side of his jaw, £eeling the empty space where one of his molars had Leen, and
he grinned. The priest had ]oough’c both the 'shroud' and the 'blessed tooth' , and his plans

were now WGH underway.

The next thing he had to clo, of course, was visit Hahzenstadt. But that would have to
wait until the next clay. For now, he plannecl to let t}lings ferment for a clay or so. In that

time, he would try to learn more about the locals and how they viewed one another.



It was almost too easy ...



