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The Tax Collector came at sunrise, astride a disgruntled palfrey. Blackrock Keep’s large gates

swung in to allow him entry, and he urged his hairy beast through into the bailey, where the King

was awaiting him. Beside him, wrapped in velvet, was Nictus Sharpe.

Alistair had asked for his elves, but he got the nobleman instead. The creatures were

indisposed, he’d said, and his orange eyes seemed to smile when his mouth did not. He had been

more than willing to accompany the King in their stead. Alistair shrugged his cloak up higher

around his neck - the biting chill was beginning to creep in over the curtain wall. It was scarcely

midday.

The Collector wore a patchwork cloak of many pelts, all severed from the corpses of

small animals. Most were ermine, though some of a darker hue were from something else

unknown. Beneath this was clipped a silk tunic of damask fabric, its collar skewered with a cast

metal pin in the likeness of a fist clenched around a clover. He dismounted from his horse and his

fingers began fumbling with a clasp on his saddlebag.

“Morning,” he said.

Alistair said nothing. Nictus echoed the greeting.

“Your kingdom is beautiful in the winter,” the Collector said, “Your subjects must take

pleasure in waking every morning.”

The King remained quiet. He had almost forgotten the world stretched on beyond his

castle walls. What his peasants thought of anything, he cared not. Nictus continued to converse,

seeing the grim shadow beside him had gone mute.

“It is,” he replied, “Though far colder than I would like. Most time is spent inside to flee

the chill, and we often miss nature’s charm.”

Once the saddlebag was open, the Collector frowned and fixed Nictus with a ruffled

stare.

“We have never met,” he said.

“My name is Nictus. I am a friend of the King.”

Alistair grumbled, and glanced down at the Noble. He received no look in return.

Only a friend if you serve your purpose…

“Nictus?” the Collector asked, “Your parents chose a queer name for you… Nictus was a

Western prince back when I was a young man. Do you know of his story?”

“Quite well,” the Noble said.
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They shared a moment of silence, the Collector looking the stranger up and down as if

doing so would reveal something to him. It didn’t, so he pulled a satchel from his saddlebag and

approached the king after fiddling again with the clasp to get it shut.

“Shall we go inside?” he asked.

“As you wish,” the King groveled, then he turned and led the way to the door of the keep.

Two guardsmen flanked the doorway, bound in fur cloaks so thick they could be mistaken

for miserable animals at a first glance. The shafts and heads of their pikes protruded from their

shrouds, the metal dripping moisture from melting snowflakes. They offered sullen glares to the

Collector as he passed into the dimly lit castle corridor. Nictus brought up the rear, and shut the

doors for the sentinels to keep them from having to expose their hands to the cold. Deep,

growling noises from within the cloaks were their expressions of gratitude.

“Such dark walls, Alistair.”

The Collector’s voice was reverberating off of them.

“Don’t remind me,” the King said, “Bloody masons could build a castle just as well as a

man could piss into the air and stay dry. I hope they’re all rotting in the Depths.”

“And yet, you owe a considerable amount of money for this terrible monstrosity of a

building,” the ermine-killer said.

Nictus’ voice seemed to come from everywhere at once in the gaping corridor.

“How much?”

“We can discuss figures in the King’s solar,” the Collector said, not turning to look back

at him, “These are private matters best kept out of common ears.”

He was a bald man, the Collector, and the cold, white sunlight was reflecting off of his

polished scalp. A healthy gut was kept in check by his thick, leather belt, under which rolls of

parchment were slid. Like a bird, the bridge of his nose was tall and angled - an exotic bird,

draped in silk and dusted with fresh-smelling rose powder.

“The Bank of the Farlands is forgiving at the best of times,” he explained, “Though such

an accumulation of debt is a serious matter that must be addressed. What do you spend money

on, Your Majesty? Horses? Soldiers?”

They were passing into a rotunda, and the King selected one of the seven doors around

the perimeter, flinging it wide and having to duck to fit through.
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“I spend money on what I must,” was his answer, “My previous Viscount collected taxes,

as was his wont, but kept a share of the earnings.”

“Are you collecting taxes now?”

A pause, then, “I have not sent out riders.”

“Why is that? You have a new viscount, yes? What does he do if not collect taxes for

you?” the Collector probed.

There was no answer from the King.

“How do you make money?”

Silence.

“Alistair?”

“It has been a hard year,” Nictus interrupted, “The peasantry are lacking in funds, and so

the gracious King has foregone any tax collection to allow them respite.”

Now the Collector turned to look at him.

“How is that possible? That would cause economic collapse.”

“Is this not economic collapse?” Nictus asked in return, “You would not be here if it

wasn’t, would you?”

“What about trade?” was the next query.

“There has been a lack of ships as of late,” was the next answer from Nictus, “The

peasantry spent money of foreign items from traders, then the harbors emptied. Word of the

Specter King is keeping wary sailors from coming near this country, and wary monarchs from

getting involved with it in any capacity.”

The Collector entered a phase of reflective silence, much to Alistair’s delight. As they

reached the door to the solar, the King found himself glad that the orange-eyed nobleman had

joined him.

He is clever… It is best I keep him on my side…

The solar remained unchanged since they’d used it two days prior. It still reeked of

candlesmoke, and the wax from melted candles still coated the wooden desk. Papers due for

reading remained untouched where they were piled. On the wall, hung from a wooden rod, was a

black banner emblazoned with the ram sigil of House Wildlight.

A chair was already pulled out, and the Collector sat in it, leaving Nictus to stand by the

wall. Alistair crossed the wax-streaked, mahogany beast and found his own ornately carved chair
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to collapse into. Now the bald man was rifling through his bag. Since he’d entered, the room

took on a new bouquet: rose petals and burnt wax coupled with the bitter twang of melting snow

on fur. The King refrained from breathing too deeply.

Between pauses to pull items from his bag, the Collector said, “Now… this… is a

collection… of all the records we have of payment from you.”

There was now a pile of tally sticks on the tabletop - more clutter. Alistair wore disdain

when he looked down at them.

Wood… Easy to burn…

“You have the matching pieces here somewhere, I assume.”

“Buried,” the King said, “Do you want me to look for them?”

It was not a question meant to be answered. The Collector shook his head and began

organizing the sticks in neat rows.

“Seventeen loans taken from us over thirty years,” he explained, “A fair sum. Do you

know how many loans you have taken this year?”

Silence. Alistair disliked rhetoric.

“Seventeen,” the Collector said, “This year. That amounts to two-hundred-thousand,

five-hundred, and sixty crowns… and seven crescents.”

“And what am I to do?” Alistair asked, “Have you come to take my castle from me?”

Thin, powdered lips feigned a smile.

“We have no power to, as it happens,” the Collector said, “Though we can take you to

Velerin, where you will be imprisoned for evasion.”

“I am a King.”

“And we have imprisoned many. Dukes, Duchesses, Viscounts, and Kings. Wilfred

Passerine of Willowrock attempted to cheat us. I believe he died of a flu in his cell.”

“That sounds like a threat,” Alistair growled, “Are you threatening a King?”

The Money Collector was unfazed.

“Shall we discuss payment?” he asked.

“How am I to pay with no money?”

A gesture was made across the table; hands and shoulders lifted in a shrug. There would

be no recess from the Collector. Plans were forming in Alistair’s mind on how to escape this,

execution being first among them.
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“You can pay, or go to prison,” was the answer.

From across the room, a voice said, “Hardly an amicable proposition.”

The chair groaned as the ermine-clad visitor strained to turn around. Nictus was standing

by a bookshelf, a tome spread open in his one hand, its pages being turned by the other. His eyes

flitted back and forth, following the scratchy black lines on the parchment.

“No,” the Collector said, “But a real one.”

“Does the Bank have no sympathy for a King who has given all for his people?”

“The Bank deals in coin, My Lord, not favors and sympathy. If it did, there would be no

bank.”

Dust came off the book in a cloud as the covers snapped shut. It was replaced on its filthy

shelf, and another was taken in its place.

“If I kill you, none will know.”

The Collector turned back around in his seat and regarded the King with amusement.

There was no laughter in Alistair’s eyes.

“If you kill me - you or any of your men - there will be swift retribution.”

“Of what kind?” was the King’s query.

The Collector, placid, said, “A siege of your castle. An assassin to poison your wine. It is

a decision for the Bank to make.”

“It seems, then, that His Majesty has no choice but to allow himself to be whisked away

to Velerin,” Nictus observed.

Alistair shot a surly look in the direction of the crowded bookshelf.

You’d better be acting clever again…

“It is not something I wish to do,” the Collector said, “But it is my duty.”

“And duty is a pervasive nag,” replied the Noble, “More so than love or solitude.”

An eyebrow was raised on a powdered brow.

“Ah… Yes,” said the Collector, “Quite.”

He turned back around in his chair and gave the King a half-smile.

“What will it be, Alistair?”

⬩ ⬪ ⬩
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The horses were brought out from their stables, already saddled and equipped. The King

was a solemn monolith of black fur standing amidst a backdrop of trodden, mud-washed snow.

Beside him stood Nictus, and in front of the two stood the Collector, his ermine cloak yanked

tight around his exposed neck. Once he saw his horse, he turned to address his new prisoner.

“Pity, Alistair,” he said, “But that is how the world works. Consequence will follow

action. If it were not so… well, we wouldn’t have much of a world, would we?”

“Are you going to tie my hands?” the King asked.

“Are you going to come peacefully?”

No answer. The Collector nodded to himself, then pulled a rope from his saddlebag. He

trudged through the slush to the back of the disgraced royal, and bound his rough hands at the

wrists.

“Shame your Noble friend did little to help you,” he said, though the Noble friend was

standing right next to him.

Alistair turned very slowly to look at Nictus. His orange eyes looked back, flickering.

This will end poorly for you…

“Yes, what a shame,” Nictus quipped.

The Collector chuckled as he finished the knot. Once it was done, he stood up straight

and put his hand on the King’s shoulder, ignorant of the murder in the man’s bearded face.

“Choose your friends wisely,” he said, “Though I imagine you won’t have to worry about

such things for much longer.”

A horse was brought for the King. He clumsily ascended a short step ladder, then heaved

himself with much assistance into the saddle. From his new vantage point, he could see the

gathered soldiers watching with bewilderment.. and his wife emerging from a postern door.

“Stop!”

Lyndis made haste across the yard, trying not to trip in the snow. She was hardly dressed

for the weather, with little more than a sheepskin coat unclipped over her gown. Tousled hair fell

in strands over her face, the blue intermixed with the black.

“What is happening here?” she demanded, “Untie him now!”

Alistair saw a different woman standing where his wife should be. There was fury in her

twisted expression, and he half expected flames to come flying from between her lips.

Lyndis…
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His Elvish Viscount had told him his family cared little for him.

“Who are you? Untie him now - are you all deaf? Untie him now!”

The Collector approached as calmly as he could manage. He tried for a reassuring smile,

but got a meager smirk that only seemed to anger the woman more.

“Your Majesty,” he began, “Your husband is being taken to Velerin”

“Why?” Lyndis snapped.

“On business with the Bank,” was the answer, “All is taken care of amongst us. No need

to involve yourself.”

“Involve myself? If I cut your lips off to save me from seeing you smile like that, that

would be involvement. That is my husband on that horse with his hands tied. I am his wife, and

you will speak to me as such or I will follow through on that threat.”

The Collector’s lips mouthed words, but no sound was made.

“Lyndis!”

She looked up at her fettered husband.

“Go inside,” he said, “Please.”

“No. I won’t go until they promise to unt-”

Louder this time, the King bellowed, “Lyndis! Go inside! Take care of Camus until I

return.”

She made no move.

“Did you hear me?”

Her hand came up to wipe away a tear, then she turned and stormed off towards the keep.

The postern door slammed shut, filling the cold air of the bailey with a sound that lingered.

Regaining his composure, the Collector wheeled back around and made his way to

Alistair’s horse. His plump fingers began to tug on the straps to ensure their strength.

“Quite a woman,” he said.

The King’s silence was layered with disdain.

Now the Collector turned his attention to the Nobleman. He buried his hands beneath the

pits of his arms, taking refuge in his ermine wrappings as he strode over.

“You are a just man,” he started, “The Gods smile upon you for this, friend. Unlike many

others I’ve met, you are one who values justice and equity - I see that. If I misjudged you when I

arrived, I do apologize.”
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“No need,” was Nictus’ response, followed by a grin.

The Collector, satisfied with his day’s work, took his leave of Nictus and picked his way

through the muck to his palfrey. His satchel of tally sticks were swallowed by the leather

saddlebag, then the fastenings were done up. He was ready to depart.

“Excuse me?”

He looked down. There was a child, eyes big and round, shining in the pale sunlight.

Locks of dark, curly hair grew from his little head, kissed by moisture from the fallen snow. The

Collector’s face creased into a wide smile - he loved children.

Something sent sharp pain coursing through his body. He looked down and saw his tunic

darkening with red, flowing blood. The child’s small fingers were tightly bound around the

handle of a dagger, its hand stained crimson to the wrist. A gasp left the mouth of the Collector,

and he stumbled, losing his footing and tumbling to the ground. Biting chill slapped him in the

cheek, then started to burn against his skin. After a moment, it dissipated, and he felt nothing.

The last thing his clouded eyes saw were the boots of Nictus Sharpe, then the shoes of many

children swarming, filling his vision.

Alistair, atop his horse, was gaping in horror. Ten children had gathered to unclip the

Collector’s ermine cape, and once they had it free, they fled like vultures into the dark corners of

the bailey, vanishing from sight. Blood was seeping into the snow, mixing with the mud and

murky water.

Two soldiers assisted the King down off of the horse, then his hands were untied. Before

anyone else, he went to Nictus, who had hardly moved a muscle, if he’d moved at all. He stood

over him, trying to find words. Nictus found some first.

“As per the rules of the Bank of Velerin,” he began, “If a collector is ambushed on his

return journey by highway brigands, any debts paid to the collector are erased forthwith. They

were paid, after all.”

“But we didn’t pay,” Alistair said.

“They will send scouts to survey the road, on which a scene will be found. Collector and

horse will be lying in a ditch, fully bled, saddlebags looted, and a few scattered coins embedded

in the dirt.”

The King could hardly believe what he was hearing.

“Good day, Your Majesty.”
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Nictus retreated to the keep, leaving Alistair alone in the yard. He watched as the

Collector’s body was heaved onto his horse’s back, and the beast was led to the gate. He was

never bothered by the Bank of Velerin again.
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