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Part I:

The Journey Begins



(1)

Being thrown throudh theair can be kind of ni;
thatis, of course, unk you comedown. That is why
you should dways be mindful of what you say,
because you never know when someoneis going to
take offene to you, gab you bythe collarand sebof
your pants, and tossyaciossthe room of aronwded
tavern.  Unfortunately, Talevin never heard this
advice though heprobablywishedhe had about the
time he slid off the tablenal landed dcefirst on the
floor.

He didn’t look vey comfortable, lyng in the
midst of broken dinnervare and surounded by
perturbel taven patrons (mostf whomwere bigger
than him), withhis right cheek squishethto a straw
covered floor, ore leg hangng off of a dar still
occupied by a very large, unhappy man, and his
opposite foot stuck to a tiop byhis boot buckle.

But | get ah@d of myself. Perhaps should back
up ard sart from the keginning.

This is the tale of agung trouble prondoyand
his trouble seekingriend. Neither companion
seemd to beheadd much ofanywhetre until theymet
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one fateful eveningn the tavern ofan old, rowdynn.
But mee theydid. And dang the ourse ofmany
lives, too, Imight adl, not to mention—Oh dear
fear | will ruin the telling d a mavelous tale if | am
not more ceeful. You must forgze me.

And while I’'m a tad & topic, let me varn you.
These two twublesome ampanions cold hardlybe
considered heroes. If anything, bumblingidiotsofill -
begtten luck might bea more honest desdption.
Well, perhaps not idiots, but theettain had a knek
for learning dl of life's lessmsthe had way. Yet,
despte thar plethora of faults, they were given to
good-naured demeanors and possessel kind hearts .
.. most of the time.

And this is how theynet. . . .

*k%k

It was achilly night in Hunketon. Not hbitterly
cold, just cool and dampdm an ealy morningrain.
Winterwasrapidlyappro&hing, thoudp, and temper
were short adolks worried about storindood and
supplies befor¢he snow aived.

It was not a lage town. Hunkerton wsamore or
less afarming community than atownship or villa. In
fact, it was sosmal that Lord-Duke Byron Dale
neaty forgot to collect anual taxes on seral
occaions, or so rumor wadihaveyoubelieve(far be
it for a Lord-Duketo forget to collect hisdues!) The
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crop sason had ken poor yielding littl e betterthan

half the pevious ars produce and oncdaxes were
collected, the people would be left with next to

nothing.

With the dais work & an end, th onlyinn for
miles around was croved with the usual lota
patrons. leaningagninst the bg sitting at tabls, or
standing in the middle of the ldbor—all the
convesations wer¢ghe ame The people cusseaa
compained about their terribleluck. It was agloomy
sort of atmosphereday in and day out. Nothing
changd and n@ne eyeckd thngsto chang. Work
al day, comgdain dl night, and doit all again come
tomorrow. And,unfortunately, no cnewsas inclined to
do anything about it.

The prolbem was tha if someone didn't do
something soon, pple were going to stave, or &
least get edly, really thin. Sanething needed to
happen, an@nything woud probablybe bettethan
nothing. So when the tarn’s doors operteand a
strangr strolled in, heaslcane up from mug and
convesations halteth mid-sentene. Had you asked
them, theycould not haveold you what theywere
hoping for, but I'm aure a knight in shining armor
would have done just fine by most of them. In fact,
the majority would have geetal an old man vapped
in fraying robes and waing a cumpled conickhat
with looks of high &pectdion. Despeation ca make
people ting to the smalldsstrands of hope.
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Y et, when their eyes fell upon the figure in the
doaway, the vey building itself seemé to gioan.
Hopeiul thoughts disappead and patrons rasned
where theyhad lef off.

Stenjah Moonin, Hunkerton's one-and-only
trader, sghed and tossed his head bad, downing a
mug 1ull of alein one swig.His eyes alradyshowed
his heavyinebriation.

The innkeper fung a sogy cloth he’d ben
using to wipe down tables in the nevamer’'s
direction and spunabout dsgudedly. “Nothin’ but a
kid!” hespat. Then hehdped himself to ssmeof his
own ale. At theratetheywere going, therewould be
nothing let to drink by snowfll. The thougt
depressed him furthersohe poured himself @other
cup.

“What are ya doin’ in these parts, kid?’ Juggs
spoke up. Hewas afarmer—aBIG farmer: gruff to
the coe, unshawve, wide shoulders, titk legs, and
really, redly tall. His grimace slightly opened his
mouth, reveling his lone font tooth.

The kid—fourteen years old, rail thin, snoah
faced withall his teeth (sodr)—looked bak without
fear. Heshrugged hisslender shouldersandmowed in
the dredion of a vaant stool next totanjah Moonin.
“Ale. And a bowl of stewpleas¢ he said to the
innkeepe.

The innkeper gunted He dibbled a fev drops
of aleinto a mug the filled the est withwaterbefore
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handingit to the boy Thestew had onemall nuggt
of med, two corn kenels, and the &= was
broth—also watereddown.

Eyes dawing Dgether a the sight of his medl,
the kid looked up at thenkeger qustioningly, but
his smie quickly reecumed andhenodded his thanks.
It wasn’t much ofa me&dwhere hewas fom, but
maybethis was how they ate in thesepats. A crusty
old spoon was flung in his direction, so he wiped it
off on his tunic and dipkit into his meger potion
of stew.

“You gonna waste food on that runt, Quill?”
Juggs rhetorially inquired ofthe nnkeepe “Ha! He
turns sideway and he diggpeas.”

Someone should haveld Juggs that he wa
going to look like tha by Winter's End urless
something seously changd, but no one did. The
were too busy thinking the sane thing. Why waste
food on a stranger, especially one so obviously
incapable of hdping them?

Juggs wasn't finishedset, either “I bet he @'t
a dayover sixteen gass. Probablyevereven sen a
whisker on that there face. We ain’t got thefood to
be wastin’ it on the likes of him!”

“I’'m not so worried bout the food akam about
thede,” Stanjah Moonin spoke up, looking sally into
his mug, “but | think that boy can use a little
sustenancé

“Oh, I'm all right, Mister,” thekid spoke up,

8



Talevin's Tale

clearly taking no offence to Juggs’ comments.  His
bowl of stav was dready empty and his watel ae
followed inore swig. He wiped an am across hs
mouth, not that there waanyhingto wipe awg (he
was not about to waste anything on drippage), and
spunaround on his seat to face Stanjah. “Are you a
trader?”

“Oh, that was the wrong thingto say,” Quill sad
to himself.

Sudienly, instantly, the tavern grew deathly
quiet.

Stanjah iffened. He spoke slowly and quietly,
yet his words could beead throudhout the open
room, as could thtnredgeningundertone His voice
was & roudn as the stubble overing his face
“Excuse me?”

“Oh, I'm sary. You didn’'t hea me? | asked if
you wee—"

“No, boy, don’t—" Quill tried to warn.

“—a trader” the kid finished.

Quickerthana umminghbird's heatbed, Stanjah
Moonin left his seat andook hold of the kid,
scrunching up two fistfuls of wé worn cod and
lifting him to his fe¢. “No one, and mean no one
calls me draitor!”

“But, sir,” thekid refdied peadingly, “you just
looked like a trder to me!l meant no o#ncebyit!”

Stanjd was somad that his face flushed with
sueh heat that he cauld have replaced a hot fon with
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his dee&ks and smoothed out therinkles in a
crumpled pair of trouse's. Sale breath blew out of his
mouth in increduloukuffs. “You . . . you rotten . . .
why | ain’t eve head sud audaity. . . . | cant
believe . . .,’his ragg madehim stammer.

“I’'m so sorry Really”

“Arrrrrrrgg!”  Stanjah gae up on wads and
grabbed the kid by thecollar ard the set of hispants
With a midhty heave he thust him nto the air—

As you have probably aready guessel, the kd
sent hurdlinghroudh the air was none other than our
hero (and | use tha term loosdy), Tdevin. In his
defense, let me sathat heheld on © his dignityas
best he ould while diding—all right, flipping end-
overend in aatheroose-limbeddshion—amoss the
room. He didn’t ty out in fea all that loudly and
what did comerbm hislips sounded no more like a
womanlyscreech tha wha you or Imight havedone
had we been in asimilar graight.

—and eventually Talevin skidded across Jugs’
tabletop, knocking the very, very large man's dinner
to the floor and splling a brimming mug acoss hs
lap bebre ®ming to res. Talevin's ridit ched
squished firmly into the straw covered floor, while
one leg dretched across Juggs oversized lap and the
other stuck to the talilgp bya boot buckle.

When diggs jumpedup witha roa, Talevin's leg
droppedo thefloor. Hisweight then pulled his boot
buckle free from the teble, but not before tipping it
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over and splling the last few fragmens d Juggs’
dinner to the gound.

I wish| could &ll you who wvas madde Stanjah
for being called a “trader,” or Jugs as havatched his
dinner scatte across hefilthy tavern floor. Wha |
can tdl you is that bottmenwere equallycapéle of
expressingtheir fedings on the matter. After an
astonished moment of wehing his food fall and
feding the speadingale gain on his tousers (tha
looked a lot like when .. . uh, nevermind), the
oversized femer gabbel Talevin’'sanklesand swung
him around oncéefore rdeasng him in the gaerd
diredion of the inn’s entance The yung man’s
lanky form struck thecerter of the freeswingng
double daors. They split openfor his forced passage
out onto the street, then gmg badk and foth a fav
more times, evauallycomingto restjust & theyhad
been before Tdevin had hit them.

And so the gand p#h of oursuave heo begns
with pickinghorse droppingffrom histeeth. Im sure
therehave ben wose begnings . . . though tant
imagne how.
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Taevin picked hmself up and dusted off his
clothing. He was thankful for the thickness d his
woolen coat; it's padding had played a large pat in
preseving his lones fom brekag as hehad ber
thrown &bout.

“Well, that was rathe rude,” Talevin sad to
himself. Heleanedoverand rakedhisfingersthrough
his short, wild hair, brushingu dirt and straw
Although hewas usuallyan easgoing sot, it tended
to ruffle his proverbiafeahers wha he wa tossed
around like asack offeed.

Straightening his coa then pushing ope the
tavern doors, he was immediately bombaded with
loud voices andjeeling Jugg with hisback tuned.
Stanjah Mooninvas siting at the barpayng no mind
to wha was going on around him, but all other eyes
(with the exception of Jugy withessed Tlavin’'s
reentrane.

“...and what an ug kid! Why, if I'd a hal a
workhorsehalf thatugy, I'd aput itout ofits misery
ages a@....” Jugg fae was redwith mirth, his gpe-
toothed smile stretchindrom big earto big ar
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bene#h a seveally humped ad twisted nose.

Chuckles followed théamer’'sever word, but
none compied to the hgh-pitchal laudhter ehoing
from the mfters. A few of Quill’s parons looked up
curiously and, seeing nathing, quickly forgot aout it.
Sonetimes saund carried funny in dd buildings.

Talevin was not amsed, not in the least. He
listened to thebig farmer, gowing madderand
madder It was not his falt that he wa awkwad
looking, with thin limbs and a borace. His coa
and pants dded to the misfit look bybeingseveal
inches too shodt the cuffs, but heould not help that
either. When héad somanoney the first hing he
intended to do was o purchase new clothes. Until
then, he ha to make do vth what he had.

“...Wow—and blond hair! If thatain’t the har
of a sssy-man | don't know what is,” Juggs
continued, deligting in the attention he was
reeiving. “Have you everseen golden-h&red man
that wasn’t?l ain’t neve.”

Instead of the laughter he had expected Juggs
received nothindput stunndlooks from his audience
Then just befa he lost onsciousness, he &@l a
squeal of laghter descendng from above As he
screwed up his uncomprehending features, trying
vainly to figureout why his audiene didn’t laudp, the
chairTalevin ha raised iranger ame cashingdown
on his head., bekinginto splintersoverthebig man.

“Oh,” Jugygs munbled, dropping to hs knees,
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then flat on his fee.

Quill wove his waythroudh the faven and @gve
the larg famer's foot a nudge. “Jugg? He
remained maionless. The innkeepe gave him a
firmerkick, aguin to no avih Quill turned to Téevin,
who was stang & his antagnist with disbelieving
eyes. “Ch my, you knocke him sily, boy”

Even Stanjah spun dms stool b see vat had
happend and exclaimed,Well, paint me a cean’
call me Chdre.”

Talevin, of ourse, hadot intended to hurt the
man, but neither lithe cosidered th&eonsequeces
of his actions befre heswungthe ch& in anger.
And pert of those consequences included Jugs’
friends, Buddyand Bo-Rg. Bdore Talevin ha a
moment todigest what was happeningBuddy and
Boo-Raywere upon him; one tkled him had in the
legs at the same instant tbéher doveanto his upper
bodyfrom the opposinglirection.

“L ook ou—!"

Crunch.

The waningfrom the afters cane nuch too ate.
It sounded like the high-pitched voice winced &s it
said, “O0000.”

Talevin's legs went forward, his torso went
badkwards, ard it indeed looked painful. Though
Buddy and Boo-Ray were hadly the size of Juggs,
they were still big and stsng next to Talevin, and
both outweifped him byasack ofgrain or two.

14



Talevin's Tale

The trio came down heavily then took to
bouncingandrolling arourd the floor, kno&ing ove
tables, chars, and parons in an equally opportunistic
fashion. ksts swung ad feet kicked; it was turning
into a richt olebar bawl. Quill's tavern ha not had
a goodfight in some tine becaise no one lthhad the
enepgy to start one.tlused tdoe anightly event, bak
when times were lter andoeople wee hapier. You
could alwags count on leang a good days work
behind and seeing a good night’s brawl break out at
Quill’s. It was agrand time, those days.

Without meanindo, Talevin hadsparked a fire
in the people ofunketon. Peoplstood, ekitement
stirring them from their lethargy, and cheered. Most
cheeed for Buddy and Boo-Ray, the hometown
favorites,someevencheeedfor Tdevin (thoudn they
thought h&l get killed), and eveigne cheexd forthe
fight. Thoudn Quill stood back whe hecouldn’'t be
seen and witnesseal thetrashing of his esteblishment,
he had to smile. ridr to Tdevin’s arival, Hunketon
had bea a plae filled with the valking dead. Nw
his people were acting div e again, and tha gave him
hope.

Buddy and Boo-Ray were like most country boys,
used tofightingbut having no concept of howto do t
well. Theyflailed avay, missing mu& more ofte
than hitting,and when thg did make cont it was
usuallyin the wrongplaces, hurtingthemselves as
much as their opponé Talevin, howevelighterand
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wegker hewas phgically, knew somethingabout
scrgping. H had larned numeous lessons during
his childhood from matious noble bildren. Kids
with too mud power and not enough . . . wel,
nobility, gave him firsttand expdence on what
professional tainingcouldacammplish. Afte having
enoudn combat telsniquegested on gu, one beigs
to pick things up.

To eveyone’s surpse, Tdevin held his own
against the larger and stronger brothers. Eventually,
more of thetaven cromd was cheeng for him than
for the loca boys, so impressel were they by his
tenadty. Time and gain, just as it looked like heas
done for (Buddy would be winding back for a big
wallop, or Boo-Ray would betrying to stomp on hs
knees ohit him with a sbol), hewould suddenlbe
out of harms waa Slick as a geased pigon melting
ice, Tdevin would slip awg and comeback wth a
well-placed punch otwo of his own.

“I’ll teach you right gaod to attack Jugd” Buddy
bdlowed. Heswung had and Tdevin leaned back to
avoid the wild blow. tiwasn’t even tose.

“It an't far if ya keep movin’!” Buddy
complained.

“But | don’t want to get hit!” Taevin retumed in
exasperation. Hevas so ged to ding what he was
told (becase of higgoodupbringng) thathe fdt bad
for not doingas Buddy had requsted—Isuppose |
should mation hee that Talevin redly wasn’t that
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stupid. He was eeasonally intelligent boy It was
his naiwety that made Im appearan idiot . . .
gererally spe&ing.

“But I want ta hitchg!” Boo-Rayexclaimed, and
took a frustrated swingWhen Talevin ducked, d&-
Rays punch nealy took off his brother's nose
Luckily, Buddywas sending just out of range. If only
someoné&adn’tbumpechim from behind at that vgr
instant, placinghe vey tip of his rathe blessedn-
size nose in the pl of Bao-Rays fore knuckle, he
might have been dl right.

“Hey! Watch whee ya swingn’!”

“Watch whee ya putin’ ya boo@r blowe!”

Talevin jumped out im betwen the quaeling
brothers.Theycollidedtogetherandfell to thefloor,
kickingand gugng. He could immediatelytell that
theywere evaly matched.

Eventually, Buddy gained aset ontop d his
brother. He gabbel his shirt and raed a fist, but
before he ould swing, hisbrother bit his handral
threw him off. Then Boo-Ray tried to leap on him,
but Buddycaudnt his brother witthisfeet and pushed
hard. Boo-Raylandedatop a reaby tade. The legs
broke, dumpindghe county boyto the floor.

“0000, Ya gonna pay Boo-Raysaid, strugling
to his feet.

“No, yer gonna pay” Buddy retuned
emphaticlly. He targedhis brother, had loweed
like acharging bul.
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Remember Wen Isaidit was turning into aight
ole ba brawl? Wel, any right de ba brawl hasto
have ore thingto m&eit what it is: everyone has to
getinvolved. As thingswere, most of Hunkerton’s
finest stood nedéwy, contet to watch, shout, and
reman out of theway. Little were they aware tha a
presence had dropped into thar midst, determined to
be the bme of idleness. Awund the room, the
mischief monger floated, nudging here, muttering a
few words there—until everyone was suficiently
incited. Then it scapeed ba& to its perch and
waitedfor things to ignite lefore slipping quidly back
into the ensuinglin.

“You step on mytoes onamore time and+"

“I neverstepped ongur toes! But if you sayone
more thing about my momma, you can chew on my
boot leathdf

“First you stomp onmy toes,thee@eeesn you
accuse me of taking about that hary beast you call
‘Mother’?" Thespeakehoppelin his dair, holding
the seatightly in both hands to drop wooden leg
firmly onto theneighboringpatron’s bot. “How’s do
you like it?”

“YAAAAAAOOOOOOOOOOWWWNVWW?

Throughout the tava, eveyone, with the
exception of Talevinrad Quill, was suddenlgaudnt
up in a rip rodn’ barroombash. Talevin, the pung
man that hevas, deftlydodged most of the &eflying
limbs and furniture, but finally thought beter of his
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posiion in the centeof the room ad climbed over
Quill's bar. Thee hesquatted vih his bad to the
bar, onlya few feet from the innkeper. And fancy
that Therewas afresh loafof bread coolingon a
shelf right before him.

“Not the window! Quill’'s hands squeezed the
sides of his headsaf trying to keep the stm from
coming out of his ears. Talevin was far from his
notice. t was one thingor the cheap tbles and
chairs to be broken, but tiveindows wee anothe
matter. They wereexpendve, and thewinte would
be mighty cold without them.

But there was no helping it. Guss Roberts' boy,
Russ, had pickd up abench to smdc Panky
Turgawits with. He raised it high ovehis head ad
right into the window behind him. Theéags qve a
loud pop ast broke andinkled asit fell. Russ tried
to bring thebenchforward againonly to have it hitch
up on the top of the windoframe, yankingit out of
his hands. A split secondter, Pankywvas ranming
his shouldeinto Russ’smidsection,andboth went
flying through the inn's brand new, used-to-be-a-
window exit.

The detruction wenton for some tim. Roor
Quill watched his livelihood aumple before his eyes.
His heppiness @mpetely forgotten, heflopped onto
the bar ard dropped his headonto his ams, sobbing,
“No, no, nooh-oh..."

Taevin, dways the sympahetic sat, placed his
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hand ontheinnkeeper’s shaulders (theone nat busily
putting food into hs mouth). He was trying to think
of somethingcomfortingto saywhen ashout ofalam
broudht the brawto an immediatered.

“THIEEEEEEEEEEEF!” Juggs deep voie
bellowedovertopof theruckus. He wa standing; one
hand held the serspot whee Tdevin’s chair had
struck him, the dter tightlygripped the @irry arm of
the most biarre looking creaure Talevin hal ever
seen.
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“It's thievin’ fingers werein my pocket wha |
cameto. Ithink it's a demon!"Juggs proclaimed.

“That ain’t like nodemonl everseen,’Boo-Ray
said.

“You ever sen a cemon? Buddy inquired
disdainfully.

“Uh, no, ‘spose not.”

Long, folded ears bolbed and flopped aout,
neaty reahing the ceatue’s rounded jawine, as
Jugys gaveit anather shake. Its tiny nose tipped with
pink and upturned likea pidgs snout, twitched
nervously Wide, innocentyes of & unnaturfly blue
hue flutterel around thdaces of the townspeople
fearfully. It smiled tentately, exposing triangular
teeth, small but sharp, waistill hangingby the am
from the ¢enchel fist of uggs the famer.

Dressed in clothes degmed forchildren, mub of
the ceatue’s body was coveed, but what was
exposed was coved infur. Thefur was pink like the
tip of its nose though severa shades lighter. Atopits
head, atri-com hat coveredh mop of longer, har-
length fur, darker in color likethenose Andfrom its
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hip hung arapier, still in itssheath, looking like little
more than aneedlenext b Jug® impressive igth.

The ceaure’s feehard lifted the threecomered
hat from its hed and @vea flamboyant swep and
bow. “Pifer theFamed, atyour sevice,” announce
Juggs’ captive.

“Hey! You's theone thawarnal him’—Buddy
pointed & Talevin—*when we was atackin’ him
from behind! That wan't far! Thatwas yu, wasn’t
it?”

“All in good sport, chap,” Pilfer responded. It
looked as if hetried to shrug his shoulders
indifferently, but it was hat to tdl in his current
position. “Sg, be a god mateand set abloke
down,” hesad to Jugys.

“Not ‘til 1 get my can back! What are gu
anyhow?”

“He's a spite,” Qull spoke up. “There dl
thieves, the lot of them.”

“Please let’s not profle—" Pilfer began.

“I've heard storis of them thievin’ critters,”
declaed Russ. “Bt | thoudt they were cdled
Kendds, or, or Kaders, o some such thing

“You don't know nahin’.” Panky Turkawits,
now sitting on tle windowframe, picked gieceof
glass out of his elbow as he spoKehead storys of
this one—the famouws highway hdfling, ‘cept hs
name @'t Pilfer in the stories. t's Oliver De
samething-r-other, and he travels with an invisible
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companion.”

“Itell you, it’sasprite!” Quill said emphaticaly,
but no paid him anynind.

“Heain’t invisible right now, but Ibe they'rein
league with one ancther!” Russ declared, clearly
implicating Talevinwho was caulgt with half a loaf
of bread hanging from hs mouth andtheother half in
his hands. “Where's yer cloak?”

“You cant see it. It's invisible, pea-brain,”
Panky reminded them.

“I knew there was something alout you,” Juggs
said loudly “I knew you was no god.”

Talevin swlowedwha hecouldand said, I've
neverseen him befre. Honest.”

Quill raised a hand'Hey! That's mybreal—!"

“You think were gonnatrust the words of a
thief?” Juggs grabbel Pilfer by his ankles and shook
him, ignoring the sprite's indignant aies d protest.
“Let’s seawhat’s ben talen from us!”

Of course, nothingfell from the pockés or
pouches othe upside dow sprite. This was not an
unfamiliar stuation for Pilfer the Famed. All of his
poudes were tightly closed, and al of his pockets
were coveed with flaps buttoned in plac His legher
hat droppd tothe floorandit sounded as a hundre
bells were hidden all alout his person, but Juggs
vigorous shakes we in van.

“Seeee-e¢’ Pilfer's voicebounced & he wa
jerked about. “Im compldely innocent othe cimes
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you sounjustlyaccuseane of.”

“Set the foolish thing down,” Stanjah’s gruff
voice sd.

Juggs gunted ad droppé the halflingcreature
onto its tri-comn het. Rilf er, goparently quite used to
such teatment, skillful rolled over his shouldand
backto hisfed, soméow managng to slip his hat
back on in theprocess.

Giving eachshort legaquick brush with the tips
of his fingers, thendjustinghis ollar, Pilfer gave the
throng a genemus, toahy smile. “Well, pleasal to
meet pu, but Iredly must be of~"

Stanjah gabbel the scuff of his neckpreventing
the sprite’s hsty exit. “My coin, Sprite.”

“Why, good sir, | bdieve you are remiss. |
possess nothing gburs.”

The trader ignored him and dipped a knife
through theties d oneof Pilfer's rumeouspouches.
It fell to the floor with aka-chunk Caeful not to
touch it, Stanjah used his knife to tip the pouchnope
spilling its contents over thetraw ©verel boards &
his feet. “Hmmm, fourteen coppers and two slivers,
beaing theverysamamprint of the fourten coppes
and two silvers thatra missingrom mypouch.” H
bent low,placinghis faceright next to Pifer’s floppy
ear “Must be a oincidene.”

Cleaing his throd the sprite gd, “Ah-
hem—um, that surelyas your coin, but a—a
hem—abagain is abagain, and I'm afraid | mug
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insist on keeping it.”

“Perhas we an work out another bagain, then.”
Stanjah’s voice lowed ttredenindy. “I will trade
you this litle trinketl found inmy moneypouch, that
just happens to look lotlike an ordinarypebble, ér
those skteen cans there—"

“She’s abeaut, but'm afraid 1—"

“I’'m afraid | wasn’tfinished. This stoneof the
coin, and | let you leave here with your hands 8l|
attache to your wrists.”

“l see..” Pilfer's mouth workd noiselesslyor
a second."Yes, well, I've neverbeen ondo pass up
a good business opportunity

“Wha was thet dl about?” Jugys asked. “Just
take it back from théttl e devil.”

Stanjah smiled enigaticdly while he picked up
his silvers and coppe “Try it at find out,” he
muttered.

Meanwhile, Pilfer preparel to exit once agin.
As he wiked tothedoor,hesaid, “So pleagkto meet
you dl, bu it has keen a long day and | redlly mug
part until another time.”

“You ain’'t goin’ nowhees until we ge our
moneyback! Juggs slipped a finger beneath the
sprite’s momy belt, fran which hung seveal
pouches. Perhaps lll just take this from pu and
throw you out.”

Pilfer the Famed stopgden his tracks. His b&c
stiffened with his hand on the daor“Removeyour
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hand fom mybelt, sir.”

The large farmer laughed. He lifted the smadl
creature with onethick finger. “I hardly think yer in
a position to—"

Ingantly, Pifer’s tiny sword deared its sheath
and priked the deryin Juggs’ ne&k. There vasno
mistaking thelook in the sprite's eyes; he was ceadly
saious,as ridculousas helooked hanging by hisbdt
seveal feet from the foor. Ncse to nose with the
farmer, his smal features ro longer seemed quite so
cute whe he snded, “Unhand mybelt, fiend!”
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