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  Forward


This is a story about secret codes and ciphers with activity pages for each code and cipher in the story. For greater immersion, you can use the Activity Pages to encrypt and decrypt messages along with the hero. Engaging in the activities will not alter the plot. 
Activities are designated by a box with instructions like this:

QFK: Use the information and printable plaintext and ciphertext strips to practice encrypting and decrypting messages using the new cipher.


You can download a standalone, printable Activity Pages booklet from: https://www.neuralsplyce.com/free-stuff   
The References section at the end of this book contains links to websites and books useful in learning more about codes, ciphers, and spycraft.






  
  Prologue


Two medieval kingdoms stand on the brink of war. The peaceful and prosperous Kingdom of Argonia basks in the sunlight of the southern end of the continent of Avalyrion. The Empire of Brindle occupies the cold and damp northern half of the continent. Separated by the Silvergleam River that fuels the economy of both countries, they have long been rivals. 
After two decades of peace, rumors of war once again circulate in both countries. Now, in the Argonian castle, their Spymaster lies dead. The young King of Argonia summons the spymaster's teenage apprentice, Ean Fleming, to an urgent meeting in the throne room. The young apprentice, who was a farmer until a week ago, is about to cross a threshold that will draw him into the center of events leading inexorably towards war.






  
  Chapter 1: The King's Quest

The King's Quest


Two weeks ago, Ean Fleming was out plowing fields and sowing seeds. He'd never met a king, let alone held a conversation with one. Now he was standing in the royal castle court in the capital city of the Kingdom of Argonia, his knees knocking so hard they echoed off the stone walls. 
The young King of Argonia, Edgard Lionshield, paced about the dais of his magnificent throne room, resplendent in his regal attire. In his right hand was a thin strip of parchment. He approached Ean and shoved the parchment into his face.
His voice a blend of intrigue and severity. The king asked, "Can you read this?"
Encrypted_Message-01 added to Inventory
Ean took the parchment and examined it closely. It had a single sentence written on it. 
ELDNIRB SERAPERP ROF RAW

The king wanted an answer, but no matter how Ean looked at the message, he couldn't get his brain to see anything but gibberish. "I… am afraid not, sire," he admitted, his voice respectful and slightly regretful.
A shadow of disappointment came over the king's face. "I see," he murmured, his lips curving into a fleeting frown.
As the king paced, Ean gawked at the opulent grandeur of the throne room. Intricate tapestries depicting the glorious history of Argonia adorned the walls. The heroic figures on the tapestries stared at Ean, challenging him to join them or fade into oblivion.
The King of Argonia's stern demeanor gradually relaxed, replaced by a hint of empathy. "Apprentice Spymaster, I realize you have only been on the job for a week. The poisoning death of your master, and my friend, leaves the kingdom in turmoil."
Ean's heart sank as he recalled the tragic events that had led him here. In a voice laced with sorrow, "It was… a terrible loss, your highness," he replied.
The king nodded solemnly. "There are rumors that in the north, the Empire of Brindle is building up their military. I must decide how the kingdom will react to the rumors. The most vocal of my advisors are demanding we scale up our military to match. Others advocate for diplomacy. The eldest assure me the emperor is looking for attention and counsel me to ignore him. To make the best decision, I need information.
"This coded message may contain vital information, so you and I will need to grieve your master later. He took you on as his apprentice because you are clever. Prove him right by deciphering this message."
Ean's gaze hardened with resolve. "I will not sleep until I find a way to read it, sire," he vowed, his heart echoing the weight of the task entrusted to him.
QUEST ACCEPTED: Q-001 Decipher Encrypted_Message-01
The king gestured approval. "I appreciate your dedication. That is why I am promoting you to interim Spymaster of Argonia."
Ean's breath caught in his throat while his mind reeled from the sudden promotion. "Your highness," he stammered, his eyes wide with shock.
The king raised a commanding hand. "Your first quest, interim Spymaster, is to find someone to train you in the ways of secret codes, ciphers, and spycraft." 
He stared hard into Ean's eyes. "What I am about to tell you is a state secret. Reveal it to no one upon penalty of death."
Ean's voice trembled with a mix of awe and trepidation. "Yes….yes, sire. I will d-die before I tell anyone." Who was a simple farmboy to do anything less when commanded by his sovereign?
The king's gaze intensified as he leaned in, his voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper. "When I was an infant, a Master Spymaster defected to our kingdom. He is retired now and runs a local bookstore." The king stared off into the distance, lost in a memory. "As a boy, he often read my favorite story, The King With Six Friends. I wanted to grow up to be like the king in the book."
He shook off the memory and addressed Ean. "Take the coded message and inform him I require his services. Study hard and repay the trust I have placed in you."
Ean's mind raced as he absorbed the king's words. A retired Master Spymaster? Hiding in Argonia Central? This was a game-changer. "I won't let you down, sire," he affirmed. 
QUEST ACCEPTED: Q-002 Seek out the master spymaster
The king nodded, his eyes reflecting a glimmer of hope amidst the uncertainty that clouded the kingdom's future. "Until we know how your master died, the castle is not safe for you. Find someplace safe but close enough I can call on you. I am counting on you, Spymaster Fleming."
With a final bow, Ean backed away from the throne, his footsteps echoing in the cavernous hall. As the heavy doors of the throne room swung shut behind him, Ean took a deep, calming breath. The weight of his new responsibilities settled upon his shoulders. He would honor his master's legacy and safeguard the kingdom, no matter the cost.
Feeling lightheaded and woozy, Ean exited the castle's imposing gates and entered the bustling commercial hub of Argonia Central. Surrounded by the structures that housed the hopes and transactions of his kingdom, he couldn't help but feel like an insignificant cog in the complex machine of governance.
The founders of Argonia Central gave the city and region its name as a grand gesture of bravado. The region was bordered by Argonia North, Argonia West and Argonia East. At the southern border was a vast ocean, which the first king bragged his mighty naval fleet would rule over as Argonia South. 
Around him, the residents of Argonia Central went about their daily affairs, unaware of the clandestine world of subterfuge and intrigue he now inhabited. In the open-air stalls, shopkeepers hawked their wares, merchants negotiated prices, and children darted between their parent's legs. No one was selling books.
Ean left the sounds of the market behind and ventured into the oldest part of town. Here, ancient two-story stone block buildings housed artisans on the top floor and their workshops and studios on the bottom floor. Blacksmiths converted ore into metal tools while glassblowers and pottery makers turned stone, dirt, and fire into glass and ceramic containers. In a back alley, between a butcher shop and a small grocer, he found a bookshop.






  
  Chapter 2: The Bookseller


The young, inexperienced interim Spymaster stepped into the ancient and mysterious bookstore. Unlike other lively shops that welcomed customers in with cheerful warmth, a dense silence hung in the air here, broken only by the faint crinkling of parchment. The air was heavy with the odors of old leather and candle wax. 
Leather-bound books and vellum scrolls overflowed from crowded bookshelves, each hinting at secrets unknown to most. There were thousands of volumes. Such an array of knowledge was unknown to Ean, who stood in amazement.
Behind the counter, hunched over a heavy tome, sat a solitary figure—the bookstore's enigmatic owner. The old man was stooped with age, his silver hair receding into bald patches. His shrewd, avian blue eyes peered at Ean from beneath bushy white brows, giving him the appearance of a wise old owl. Using his cane for support, the shopkeeper was barely able to stand straight, yet somehow, there was an air of authority and wisdom about him that demanded respect and attention.
"Hello and welcome to the Argonian Bookshelf," creaked the shopkeeper's voice as he rose from his seat and hobbled towards Ean. "How may I help you?"
A knot of nervousness tightened in Ean's stomach. If this old man was not the retired spymaster the king mentioned, he would be speaking of matters a common citizen should not be made aware of. The urgency of his mission helped him muster the courage to speak.
Inhaling deeply, Ean tried to settle his nerves. "Excuse me, sir. I'm looking for a retired master spymaster who is said to own a bookstore."
The shopkeeper's bushy brows furrowed as he peered at Ean. "An old spymaster, you say? While I am old, my class is bookseller." He chuckled, the lines around his eyes crinkling. "Though I suppose we bookworms do have our secrets, don't we?"
Ean's heart sank. "But I was told the spymaster owns a bookstore and this is the only one I've found. It's a matter of utmost importance that I speak with him."
The shopkeeper paused, stroking his chin thoughtfully. "Though I can't say for certain if the owner was a spymaster or not. You're welcome to come back in a week's time to ask him."
Ean sensed the old man was toying with him, concealing a secret through linguistic subterfuge rather than lies. "I said retired, not old although the two descriptions are not mutually exclusive."
"So you did. Still, you'll have better luck if you return next week." The old man looked at Ean in anticipation.
Ean examined the shop from top to bottom, looking for something to reveal what his instinct was trying to make him see. "You're trying to make me believe there's another person who owns the shop and they're away for a week. Yet, as I look around, I see floor to ceiling books and scrolls. Barely enough room for your tiny desk and single chair.  Everything says this shop is operated by one person."
"You're a bright young man but it's late, and as we've established, I am old. Too old to entertain fantasies of being a spy. Whoever put you up to this is playing us both for fools. I need to close up so hurry back home."
Ean turned to go. Could I be mistaken? Did I mishear the king? No. 
He turned back. "I'm here on the king's business," he declared, trying to sound more confident than he felt. "He told me you used to read The King With Six Friends to him as a boy."
The shopkeeper's eyes flickered with interest. "I see," he drawled, his gaze unwavering. "So, you're here to buy a copy of the book for the king then?" A hint of amusement laced his tone, and his eyes sparkled with mischief.
Ean shook his head, casting aside the bait. "No, sir. I'm here because the king told me I could get help with this."
Reaching into his pocket, he withdrew the crumpled piece of parchment—the secret message that he was tasked with deciphering. He held it out to the bookstore owner.
Alarm flashed in the shopkeeper's eyes as they fell upon the parchment. His voice was tinged with urgency and a warning as he hissed, "Put that away! You never know who might be watching."
Ean made the parchment vanish as quickly as it had appeared. The shopkeeper slammed the front door shut and bolted it with a resounding click.
"So, you are the spymaster he gave me a quest to find! Why were you so cagey?"
Ean stared in surprise as the now shockingly spry bookseller led him behind the counter and into a dimly lit living quarters.
The old man prepared two cups of tea as he spoke, "I am, or was, in hiding… and retired." He handed a cup to Ean. "What do you know about secret codes and ciphers?"
"Not much, I'm afraid," Ean confessed, his voice betraying his nerves. "I have only been an apprentice spymaster for one week. Please help me, sir. The king is counting on me."
A gleam of interest sparked in the old man's eyes. "As long as you prove to be a good student, I will help you," he declared. "While I put a tea kettle on to boil, tell me what you do know."
Ean's mind raced as he tried to recall the bits and pieces of information gleaned during his brief training. "I know a code is when you use a word or a symbol to represent a word, a sentence, or an idea," he explained.
The retired spymaster nodded approvingly. "Hmm, yes. If we met in a public place and I said, 'I feel ill,' most people would think I am sick. As a fellow spymaster, using our shared codes, you would know I am speaking in code to tell you it is not safe to talk."
Ean's eyes widened in comprehension. "I see," he marveled. "So, codes are a way to communicate secret messages in plain sight."
"Precisely," the retired spymaster affirmed. "And ciphers?"
"A cipher is generally a one-to-one substitution for the letters in a word," Ean recited.
"True, but not a random substitution," the old man corrected. "There must be logic behind the substitution so someone else can decipher the message."
Ean listened intently as the master spymaster expounded on the intricacies of secret codes and ciphers, his mind laboring to absorb the wealth of knowledge being imparted to him. Amidst the barrage of information, one word stood out.
"Decipher?" he asked with uncertainty. "I heard the king use that word, but I'm not sure what it means."
The old spymaster paused, regarding Ean with a mixture of amusement and exasperation. "An ordinary line of text is known as plaintext in the spy world. When you use a code or cipher to make the text unreadable by others," he explained. "The result is a coded message referred to as ciphertext."
Noticing Ean's empty hands, he frowned. "Why aren't you writing this down?"
Ean's face flushed with embarrassment. "Sorry, Master," he stammered. "I do not have a notebook. I do have a good memory…it's one of the reasons I was recruited to be an apprentice spymaster."
"A good memory is vital for a spymaster," the old man admonished, his tone stern. "But the information we deal in cannot risk corruption or loss by relying on memory alone."
Ean's shoulders slumped. "I am sorry, Master," he said contritely. "I will go purchase a notebook."
"Don't be sorry," he said. "Be prepared!" The Master Spymaster's expression softened. "I believe I still have an empty questbook from the days when I was training novice spymasters like yourself. Help me look for it."
Eager to rectify his mistake, Ean joined the retired spymaster in his search of the cluttered living quarters. The old man shuffled through piles of papers, opened and closed desk drawers with a clatter, and occasionally knocked books off shelves. Ean carefully avoided the precarious stacks of books and papers, his eyes scanning the room for any sign of an unused notebook.
The elderly man grunted as he straightened, a small leather-bound book in his hand. 
"Here it is."
He handed the empty questbook to Ean. "This should serve you well. Now it's time to fill those pages with the knowledge I'm imparting."
Ean nodded, clutching the questbook reverently. "Yes, Master Spymaster."
The old man waved his hand dismissively. "I am retired. No need to call me Master Spymaster. Samuel will do. Now, back to the lesson."
"Nice to meet you, Samuel," he said politely. "I am Ean Fleming."
"As I was saying, Ean" Samuel continued, "when you convert a plaintext message into a coded form, that process is called encrypting. The processing of converting the ciphertext into plaintext is called decrypting."  
Ean was too preoccupied with the squirming questbook in his hand. He tightened his grip, which made it vibrate more. When he loosened his grip, the questbook gently wriggled.
Samuel cleared his throat to get Ean's attention. "You act like you've never held an auto-writing questbook before. What did you think I was giving you?"
His mouth open in wonder, Ean replied, "I heard of auto-writing notebooks but thought people were making them up like dragons and fairies. Amazing."
"Plenty of time to be amazed later. Do you understand?"
Ean glanced at the ceiling, recalling what he'd heard. "Yes. Plaintext becomes ciphertext through encryption. Then ciphertext becomes plaintext again through decryption."
"Good. Allow me to demonstrate," Samuel said, while grabbing parchment sheets and quill pens.
Ean watched with keen interest as Samuel, with fingers gnarled by age, demonstrated the process of encrypting a message. The old spymaster wrote out two lines of words on a sheet of parchment, the top line in lowercase and the bottom line in uppercase.
"The general convention, Ean, is you write your plaintext on one line in lowercase letters," Samuel explained. "Then as you encrypt the message, you write the ciphertext on a line below the plaintext using uppercase letters. Like this."
Ean's eyes followed the lines of text as Samuel pointed to them.
meet  me at   the   bridge

OCFF NF UF HTJ OTUBMS

"In this example, the plaintext is 'meet me at the bridge,' and the ciphertext is…the unpronounceable uppercase words."
The teapot whistled and Samuel stopped to make them tea.
Ean glanced down at the questbook resting on his lap, feeling it vibrate gently beneath his fingers. Curious, he opened it to find a handful of entries about the kingdom and Argonia Central.
He flipped to the first page.
Personal Stats

Name: Ean Fleming                       Level: 1
Experience Points (XP): 1 / 3
Points to next level: 2
Gold Pieces: 7
Active Quests: 2
Completed Quests: 0
Failed Quests: 0

CLASS: Spymaster                        Rank: 1

CLASS: Farmer (Inactive)           Rank: 9
Plowing X                         (1/3) 
Sowing IX                         (2/3) 
Harvesting IX                  (0/3) 
Animal Husbandry VI   (1/3)

He flipped through the notebook pages until he landed on the Log section. His eyes widened as he saw a new entry titled 'Spycraft - Ciphers' had been created. The questbook had been annotating their conversation. The page glowed briefly as he read it. The entry contained a detailed explanation of the encryption process, complete with examples and diagrams.
Realizing that the questbook was not just a notebook but an intelligent tool designed to assist him, Ean couldn't help but feel a surge of excitement. 
QUEST COMPLETED: Q-002 Locate the retired master spymaster
REWARD: +1 XP (1/3)
CLASS UNLOCKED: Spymaster (1/3)
LOG ENTRY CREATED: Class: Spymaster
 LOG ENTRY CREATED: Spycraft
 LOG ENTRY UPDATED: Spycraft - Ciphers
>>> New Class Aquired - Spymaster <<<
Spymasters use the art and practices of espionage - including activities such as gathering and analyzing intelligence, covert communication, infiltration, and counterintelligence - to keep their government informed about foreign and domestic threats.
The questbook's intelligent capabilities piqued his curiosity. His curiosity would have to wait. He returned his attention to Samuel, sensing that the old spymaster still had much knowledge to impart.
Samuel placed the cups of hot tea on the table. "Any questions so far?"
"Why do you switch between lowercase for plaintext and uppercase letters for ciphertext?" Ean asked, his voice revealing his eagerness to learn.
"To avoid confusion, especially when deciphering a message using a substitution cipher." Samuel gingerly sipped his tea. "If you used the same case, it would be too easy to mistake letters in the plaintext and the ciphertext."
Ean nodded in understanding, his mind working through the implications of this seemingly minor detail. "That makes sense," he agreed. "If you got confused, then the message would never become comprehensible."
"You are a fast learner," Samuel remarked, his eyes twinkling with approval. "Now then, what can you tell me about the origins of the secret message the king gave you?"
Ean's forehead creased slightly as he considered how much to reveal to this enigmatic old man. "Only that a guard found it in the central park and thought it was suspicious," he replied with caution. "It looked like gibberish when I first saw it."
His tone eager, Samuel commanded, "Show it to me again."
Ean reached into his pocket and withdrew the crumpled piece of parchment, unfolding it with a mixture of apprehension and curiosity. 
As he pressed the wrinkled parchment into Samuel's hands, intrigue flickered across the old spymaster's face. A keen observer, his gaze skipped over the unfamiliar long words and focused on the curious pattern of the short ones.
ELDNIRB SERAPERP ROF RAW

"Rof raw," Samuel muttered, as he set the message on the table. In a tone both probing and patient, he asked, "What do you notice?"
Ean's eyes darted across the cryptic message, searching for clues to make sense of the seemingly nonsensical sequence of letters. It was like staring into a distorted mirror, where everything appeared backwards and unfamiliar. Then, a flicker of recognition sparked in his mind.
"It looks like…" he began, his voice uncertain at first, then gaining conviction as the realization dawned upon him. "It looks like… 'for…war' spelled backwards. That's it! All the words in the message are spelled backwards."
"You are indeed a clever one," Samuel remarked. As he spoke, his voice held a hint of wistful admiration. "No wonder your master chose you to be his apprentice. The message was written using the Reverse The Word cipher."
Ean's questbook updated. 
QUEST COMPLETE: Q-001 Decipher Encrypted_Message-01
REWARD: +1 XP (2/3)
SKILL UNLOCKED: Reverse The Word cipher (1/3)
 LOG ENTRY UPDATED: Spycraft - Ciphers
Decrypted_Messsage_01 added to Inventory

QFK: Practice using the Reverse The Word Cipher to encrypt the message: 
I know a secret



[image: image-placeholder]


'Brindle….prepares…for war.'" Ean's heart sank as the implications of the deciphered message struck him. He whispered, "Oh no." With a voice mix with fear and urgency, he turned to Samuel. "I must go tell the king the Empire of Brindle is preparing for war."
Samuel's hand shot out, halting the young man's impulsive movement. "Not so fast," he cautioned, his tone firm but fair. "Enthusiasm is commendable, but a spymaster must practice patience and gather all the facts he can before acting."
Ean faced Samuel, his brow knitted with confusion. "But…but we decrypted the king's message. Brindle is going to start a war. He needs to be told," he protested.
"Anyone can pass rumors and gossip. Besides, Argonian soldiers continuously prepare for war. That doesn't mean we intend to start one," Samuel countered, his voice steady and unwavering. "A spymaster must strive to only tell truths to their leader. The king would be displeased if you delivered unconfirmed information."
Ean's shoulders slumped as he fidgeted, unsure whether to sit or stand. "So what should I do?"
Samuel's gaze dropped to the torn edge of the parchment, his eyes narrowing as he examined it closely. "Curious. Notice how the right edge appears to be torn?"
Ean followed Samuel's gaze, his eyes widening as he realized what the old spymaster was implying. "Yes, I did. I assumed it was from rough handling."
Samuel's lips pursed into a firm line. "Assume nothing, young apprentice," he admonished gently. "Be suspicious and follow up on your suspicions. Assume the tear is not accidental."
Ean's mind raced as he contemplated the possibilities. "OK," he agreed, his determination reignited. "So we think the tear looks suspicious, but what do we do about it?"
"There is probably more to this message," Samuel explained, his voice steady and purposeful. "Therefore, you must find the missing piece."
A sense of urgency washed over Ean as he realized the gravity of the situation. He held out his hands, eyes pleading for an answer. "How do we find a scrap of paper in an entire kingdom?"
Samuel's eyes gleamed with the wisdom of experience. "You said the guard found the message in Argonia Central Park, correct? That must be where the dead drop of the spy who left it is located."
"Dead drop?" Ean questioned, his brow creased in confusion.
Samuel's lips curled into a knowing smile as he explained, "A dead drop is where spies conceal messages for each other in a public place. With any luck, the rest of this message is in the dead drop. Go to the park to see if you can discover it."
Ean's pulse pounded in his ears as he comprehended the significance of Samuel's words. His quest from the king was not to merely decipher a message—he was to embark on a journey into the hidden realm of secret codes and ciphers, the backbone of a spymaster's craft. 
Excitement and determination surged through him. He had no idea the seemingly mundane bookshop owner held such secrets, secrets that could topple kingdoms. Without hesitation, he set off for the park, his mind buzzing with anticipation and the weight of the kingdom's fate resting heavily upon his young shoulders.
CLASS RANK INCREASED: Spymaster +1 (2/3)
 LOG ENTRY CREATED: Spycraft - Dead Drop







  
  Chapter 3: Scrap Hunting


Ean's heart hammered against his ribcage like a war drum, convinced he was being watched. Unease prickled his skin as imaginary, unseen eyes observed from the shadows. Every creak, every rustle, every whisper set his nerves on edge, as his imagination morphed every passerby into a potential threat. What if he were discovered, or worse, captured by an agent of Brindle? He couldn't afford to make a mistake, not when so much was at stake. 
Eager to be rid of the gnawing sensation, he quickened his pace, darting his eyes around and scanning the people and their movements. His mind churned, desperate to piece together the puzzle that Samuel had presented him. He was certain that the other half of the message was hidden somewhere in this park, but where?
He delved into the park, studying each nook and cranny with the intensity of a hawk zeroing in on its prey. Bushes, trees, and benches became objects of suspicion. He crouched, sifting through the undergrowth and discarded trash, searching for anything unusual.
His first find was a wine bottle, a sensible place to stick a message, but it was empty. He cast it aside with a sigh, his frustration mounting. A torn newspaper, an empty jar, a broken toy-–none yielded the missing piece.
Ean fought to tamp down his growing impatience, knowing haste could lead to mistakes. He drew a deep breath, reminding himself failure meant a shameful return to the family farm and a lifetime of plowing fields.
As he recalled hours of traipsing back and forth behind a horse-drawn plow, a thought struck. I should be combing the park methodically. He tracked from one end to the other, scanning only the ground in front of him. His persistence paid off. 
Concealed beneath a clump of overgrown weeds lay a small, hollowed-out log. A piece of parchment stuck out of a broken end of the log. Ean's fingers trembled as he retrieved it, his excitement tempered by caution. Could this be the remainder of the message? 
He turned the scrap over and recognized the reversed writing. Against all odds, he'd found the one piece of scrap parchment in the kingdom he most needed. It was where Samuel claimed it would be, proving the old man was indeed the master spymaster the king had spoken of in reverence. 
Now to combine the scrap with the fragment at the bookshop.
message_scrap added to Inventory
Ean rushed to the bookstore and, breathless with excitement, burst through the door. "I found the rest of the message."
Samuel looked at him. "Go on then," he urged. "Put the pieces together."
message_scrap removed from Inventory
Ean aligned the torn edges and the full message revealed itself before their eyes.
"HTIW AINOGRA," Samuel read aloud. "Using what I taught you, what does that mean?"
"With Argonia." Dread washed over Ean. "The entire message is 'Brindle prepares for war with Argonia'." He looked at Samuel, his urgency growing. "I must inform the king."
Samuel held out his hand, palm out. "Not yet," he cautioned. "Recall what I told you about only providing leaders with facts? What additional information would he want to know?"
Ean thought for a moment. "When and where Brindle will attack."
"Very good. To answer those questions, we need to reestablish your former master's spy network. By now, they know he's dead. We need to send them a message that you've been appointed to take his place."
Ean's mind tripped over itself, trying to take in the deluge of information he'd received in a few short hours. Never had he imagined the world of espionage to be so complex. The thought of contacting spies he had never met filled him with a mix of trepidation and excitement. Even with the safety of the kingdom at risk, would seasoned spies accept an inexperienced farm boy as their new spymaster?
His voice betrayed his uncertainty. "How would I even contact them?" 
"Most spymasters and spies never meet," Samuel explained. "They communicate only through dead drops."
Ean nodded slowly, his mind grappling with this new concept. "What should I say?" he asked, eager to prove his worth.
"The message must be short but not ambiguous," Samuel instructed. "Remind them of their service."
QUEST ACCEPTED: Q-003 Encrypt Secret_Message-01
Ean scribbled furiously on the slip of paper that Samuel had provided. His hand quivered, knowing this message could determine the fate of Argonia. With great care, he encoded the words 'The kingdom needs your service' using the Reverse The Word cipher.
QFK: Use the Reverse The Word cipher to encrypt the message: 
the kingdom needs your service 

Once the message was complete, Ean looked up at Samuel, his eyes filled with both anticipation and trepidation. Now the success of his quest rested on the shoulders of a network of unknown spies.
 Secret_Message-01 added to Inventory
QUEST COMPLETED: Q-003 Encrypt Secret_Message-01
SKILL UPGRADED: Reverse The Word +1 (2/3)
QUEST ACCEPTED: Q-004 Deliver Secret_Message-01 to dead drop in Argonia Central Park

      ***Argonia Central jammed together over twelve thousand people during the day. Locals, residents of the other regions of the kingdom, and traders and diplomatic staff from the countries of Brindle and Creston all jostling elbows. Ean slipped into the bustling crowds, blending in with the throngs of people. Paranoia had taken root in his mind, whispering that he wasn't alone, that unseen eyes were tracking his every move. His eyes darted from one face to the next, searching for any sign of recognition or suspicion.
Placing the message in the dead drop only partially relieved him. The constant strain of maintaining such high alertness left him wired and on edge, yet exhausted by the time he returned to the bookstore. 
QUEST COMPLETED: Q-004 Deliver Secret_Message-01 to dead drop in Argonia Central Park
     Reward: +1 XP (3/3)
CLASS RANK INCREASED: Spymaster +1 (3/3)
# # #  CHARACTER LEVEL UP  # # #
Gain increased Intellect
+ + +  CLASS LEVEL UP: Spymaster Rank 2  + + +
Identify dead drops easier, increased encryption & decryption speed
His questbook vibrated the entire walk back. The intensity and duration hinted at a significant stat change, but he feared opening it in public. Back in the safety of the bookstore, he opened it to see how his personal stats had changed.
Personal Stats

Name: Ean Fleming                       Level: 2
Experience Points (XP): 3 / 3
Points to next level: 3
Gold Pieces: 7
Active Quests: 0
Completed Quests: 4
Failed Quests: 0

CLASS: Spymaster                        Rank: 2
Reverse The Word        (2/3)

He was no longer a common farmer, but a rank 2 capable spymaster. There was still plenty to learn, and he knew his progression relied on learning from Samuel.
"I placed the message in the dead drop. Now what happens?"
"The hardest part of being a spymaster, waiting and hoping your spies are not discovered," Samuel replied.
"There is something that has been bothering me about this. Why do we have a spy network inside Argonia? I thought spies only did their work in other countries. Spying on our own people seems unethical."
"The job of a spy is to gather information on enemies and potential enemies," Samuel explained. "Other kingdoms place spies in Argonia for the same purpose. Therefore, our spies are spying on their spies… and any Argonians who may be helping them."
"So our spies inside Argonia are more like informants?"
"With one major difference, spies are not interested in illegal or immoral activities," Samuel continued. "In time, you will find a significant part of your job is as a filter – discarding information not relevant to the security of the kingdom." 
Ean gave a whisper of a smile. "I think I understand now. A spymaster determines if information is just gossip and palace intrigue or a threat to the kingdom." 
While pondering everything he'd learned, he flipped through his new questbook and was impressed with how many entries and quests it now held. 
His daydreaming turned into dreaming. The notebook fell to the floor. 
He jolted upright. 
"You've had a long day Apprentice Fleming. Why don't you go home and we can resume tomorrow?"
"Home! With all that's happened today, I forgot the king told me to avoid the castle until it can be determined how my master was poisoned. Is there a place nearby I can rent an affordable room?"
"You're welcome to sleep in my guest room tonight. We'll discuss long-term arrangements tomorrow."
"Thank you. Good night, Samuel," Ean said as he wearily made his way to bed. "All this excitement has—" He yawned "—worn me out."






  
  Chapter 4: Into the Den of Ministers


As morning cast its golden rays upon Argonia Central, Ean awoke to the tantalizing scent of bacon mingling with the faint aroma of coffee. He rolled out of bed and made his way downstairs to the kitchen. 
"Good morning, Samuel. Uh… what's that you're eating?"
"Cake and bacon."
"Cake and bacon? Bacon, I can understand. But cake? For breakfast?"
"I like cake. I like bacon," Samuel stated. "At my age, I could die before the day ends. When I start each day by enjoying my favorite meal, I know if I die, I will die happy."
Ean chuckled. "Who am I to argue with your wisdom? Cake and bacon for breakfast it is."
"Not for you," Samuel corrected. "You're young and need to stay healthy. I made eggs and fried red potatoes for you. You can have two strips of bacon. Then it's back to the park to see if the spy replied to your message."
"A farmer's meal it is then," Ean replied. "When I return, I want to help you around the store to repay your hospitality."
"I appreciate the offer," Samuel said, "but you should attend to your duties as the interim Spymaster of Argonia."
"For the few days I was an apprentice, I tidied up the office. What exactly are my daily responsibilities?"
"To be the spy in plain sight. Wander the town listening for what people are gossiping about. Let the concerns of the citizens be an indicator of the information you should be gathering for the king before he knows he needs it."
"I serve by eavesdropping. Interesting. If I have to return early, what's the protocol for coming and going without disturbing your business?"
"Check the window display. If you see a single book bound in red leather, I'm with an important customer and you should wait. Two red books mean danger." Samuel set a plate of food in front of Ean. "Spare key for the backdoor is on the west side window casing." 
Ean savored his breakfast before leaving to wander the city streets.

      ***He meandered through the lively streets, scanning the crowd. His wandering brought him to the market square where vendors haggled with merchants, merchants peddled wares to customers, and the constant flow of customers' gold pieces kept the wheels of commerce turning.
As he strolled through the throng, he pretended to inspect the goods for sale while attuning his ears to the murmur of the crowd. A shopkeeper's voice caught his attention.
"Business sure has been slow today," she said with a sigh.
A shopkeeper in the stall next to hers nodded in agreement. "Fewer visitors from Brindle," he said.
"Where are they at?" she asked.
Her companion responded with a grim expression. "You haven't heard? A group from Brindle got into a fight in Argonia North. Guards roughed them up real bad. Now Brindlers are afraid to cross the bridge into Argonia."
"That's not good for business," the woman lamented. "Most of my customers come from Brindle."
Ean's concern grew as he listened to their conversation. The tension between Argonia and Brindle was palpable, even among the common folk. As he continued to eavesdrop, the questbook in his satchel vibrated softly, signaling it had recorded this new information.
LOG ENTRY CREATED: Rumors - Argonia Central
Recalling his primary objective for today was to reestablish communication with his local spy, he made his way, indirectly, to Argonia Central Park. He was hopeful the dead drop held a message with answers.
The park was full of young school-age children playing and exploring. His pulse quickened. What if a kid discovers the dead drop and takes our messages?
Trying not to look concerned, he made his way to the tree with the dead drop. It was still there. Someone had draped sap-covered branches over the hollowed-out log. His message was gone. In its place, a new message. 
 Encrypted_Message-02 added to Inventory
Ean opened his questbook and pretended to read while palming the scrap of parchment and placing it inside the notebook. His fingers trembled in anticipation of decrypting the message. 
HXOTJRK GZZGIQY GXMUTOG CKYZ OT ZCU CKKQY

Reversing the words, he only saw one word that might be reversed. He flipped the message end-to-end and then flipped it over. No orientation he tried made the message decipherable. His heart sank.
I hope Samuel knows how to decipher it.
QUEST ACCEPTED: Q-005 Decipher Encrypted_Message-02

      ***Samuel was busy poring over a large tome as Ean entered from the rear of the shop. He approached his mentor and held out the message. "The spy delivered this, but it's not encoded with the Reverse The Word cipher."
Samuel's eyes flicked over the parchment. "Let me see," he instructed. "The spy has anticipated this may be a trap so changed the cipher," he mused. "If they believe they are communicating with you, then they will have used another simple cipher."
"There are more ciphers?" Ean asked, surprise lacing his voice.
"Oh yes," Samuel replied, a wry smile on his face. "Many more. One of the most famous is the Caesar Cipher. It is named after a famous military general from antiquity who encrypted messages by shifting the alphabet 3 characters to the right."
SKILL UNLOCKED: Caesar Cipher
LOG ENTRY UPDATED: Spycraft – Ciphers
Ean used a blank piece of parchment to write the alphabet in two rows. In the second row, he started the letters 3 characters to the left. He stared at the cryptic message in his hand, his frustration growing. He had shifted the alphabet, as Samuel had instructed, but the resulting plaintext was gibberish.
uelqgoh dwwdfnv dujrqld zhvw lq wzr zhhnv 

Confusion and frustration filled his brain as he stared at the parchment. Two feelings he was growing accustomed to in his new role. His self-doubt whispered the safety of Argonia was in doubt if they were relying on a spymaster incapable of cracking the simplest of ciphers.
"What did I do wrong?" he asked, turning to his mentor with a perplexed frown.
"The Caesar Cipher is too well-known," Samuel explained. "The spy must have shifted the alphabet by another value, or 'offset.'"
Ean's shoulders slumped in defeat. "With twenty-six letters in the alphabet, the shift could be anywhere from one to twenty-six," he sighed. "Does the spy expect us to try every combination?"
"Sometimes, a brute force approach like trying every combination is necessary," Samuel replied. "However, I suspect our spy used another trick of spycraft to leave a clue. Examine the parchment for any clues."
Ean was inspecting the parchment when the front door's jingle prompted him to hurry upstairs out of sight.
While Samuel helped the customer, Ean stared at the parchment, but noticed nothing other than writing. Running his fingers across it, the bottom right corner had a slight roughness. He held the parchment up to the light streaming in from a window. His jaw dropped. The bottom right corner was pierced with six pinpricks that let the light through. Excitement surged through him. Were they made by accident or put there by the spy? A glimmer of hope flickered within him. 
He waited for the customer to leave and then rushed downstairs.
"Samuel," he said, his voice hushed with excitement, "Look."
Samuel leaned in, his sharp eyes examining the pinpricks. "Those are not there by accident."
Ean's anticipation mounted as Samuel continued, "The number of pinpricks is a message hidden in the message, telling you the offset value."
CLASS RANK INCREASE: Spymaster +1 (4/6)
Comprehension washed over Ean. "Spycraft holds so many secrets," he breathed, awestruck. "Nothing is ever what it seems at first glance."
"The point," Samuel explained, "is to try to hide information in plain sight in a way that only those trained in spycraft can see what is hidden. Try deciphering the message with an offset of six."
QFK: Try using the Caesar Cipher with an offset of 6 letters to see if you can decrypt the message before Ean.
HXOTJRK GZZGIQY GXMUTOG CKYZ OT ZCU CKKQY
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Ean sat down at the table, a fresh sheet of parchment before him. He took a deep breath and deciphered the message, one letter at a time. Slowly but surely, the plaintext emerged.
QUEST COMPLETED: Q-005 Decipher Encrypted_Message-02
REWARD: +1 XP
SKILL UPGRADED: Caesar Cipher +1 (2/3)
Ean's heart raced like a rabbit fleeing a fox. He looked up at Samuel, his eyes wide. "It says, 'Brindle assabs Argonia West in two weeks.'  What does 'assabs' mean? Is that a codeword?"
Samuel compared the ciphertext with Ean's translation. He pointed to the second word. "Try decrypting that word again."
A minute later, he replied, "I rushed and made a couple of mistakes. 'Brindle ATTACKS Argonia West in two weeks.' His face went white.
"Brindle attacks!" His voice urgent, Ean asked, "What do we do now?" 
"This spy has given us what is known as 'actionable intelligence,'" Samuel said, his tone grave. "Meaning the king can take actions based on this information. Go now and inform the king," he stated. "This is a matter of utmost importance."
Ean rolled up the parchment and tucked it into his satchel. With the help of his spy, he was going to prevent a surprise attack. Filled with adrenaline, he rushed out the door as his mind buzzed with the implications of the message he carried. 
QUEST ACCEPTED: Q-006 Inform the king of impending attack

      ***Once again, Ean stood in the throne room with knocking knees. This time out of excitement to demonstrate he had lived up to the king's faith in him.
"Follow me," the king instructed. "The King's Council is meeting and I want you to present your findings."
Ean's armpits grew damp with sweat as he trailed behind the king. Speaking to the king alone was nerve-wracking enough. The thought of briefing a room full of royal staff members was terrifying. His stomach twisted with anxiety. What if he had missed something crucial? What if the information was inaccurate or incomplete? Why had he agreed to a quest he was woefully unprepared for? He fought back against his self-doubt. Because no one else could and the consequences for not trying were too dire.
They entered an adjoining conference room. His eyes widened at the sight of the long table and the men and women in regal attire who filled the room. He felt conspicuously underdressed.
An attendant led Ean to a chair opposite the king. Everyone stood behind their seats, their eyes on the king. Ean tried to calm his nerves, but his pulse pounded in his ears, and his palms grew sweaty.
Finally, the king was seated, and the room fell silent. 
"Our first order of business today is a report from our new spymaster," the king announced, his voice echoing off the walls. "Until the death of his former master is solved, I decree that no one is to mention or acknowledge the existence of his replacement." He waited for the nods and grunts of acknowledgement of everyone assembled before continuing. "Spymaster, your report."
Ean's pulse quickened. Why did he have to remind everyone that my life might be in danger right before I speak?
His voice trembling, Ean began. "Your majesty, I, uh, took the, uh, encoded message fragment you gave me and found the missing piece. The complete deciphered message, umm states that… It says Brindle is preparing for war!"
A collective gasp swept through the room.
"I knew it," the Commander of Military Affairs exclaimed, his voice tinged with grim satisfaction. "We've seen increased activity in their military camp in Brindle East."
The Chancellor of the Treasury scoffed. "You say that at least once a month. I hope our new spymaster has more than a single message and rumors to support such a bold claim."
"I agree with my esteemed colleague," added the Minister of Foreign Relations. "This kid's inexperience is as likely to start the war he believes he's preventing."
Ean gritted his teeth as a flush of heat rose to his cheeks, a mixture of embarrassment and indignation coursing through him. He clenched his fists beneath the table, his nails biting into his palms as he fought the urge to defend his work. Did they not understand the challenges he'd overcome and that he was doing his best? Before he could speak, the king raised a hand, silencing the room with a single gesture.
The king's gaze settled on Ean, his expression unreadable. "He is nearly the same age as I," he said, a hint of challenge in his tone as he turned to the Minister of Foreign Relations. "Do you have some reservations about me you'd like to share? No?"
The king continued, "With only a week of training, this kid has deciphered two messages none of us would be able to. He has my full faith and confidence."
The Minister of Foreign Relations cleared his throat, drawing the king's fierce attention. "That said, while I thank you for your report, spymaster," he said, his words laced with a hint of condescension, "in the future, please provide confirmation."
Ean nodded, overcome by a surge of determination. "Your highness, I have also received confirmation through the spy network. Initial reports indicate they have already infiltrated Argonia West."
The king's eyes narrowed as he glared at the Minister of Foreign Relations. "Do we know when they will attack, spymaster?"
"Possibly within the next two weeks," Ean replied, his voice steady.
The king stroked his chin thoughtfully. "Argonia West is heavily wooded. That is where they attacked from during the last war. Seems too obvious a move by the Emperor of Brindle." He leaned forward, fixing Ean with a piercing gaze. "Has your spy in Argonia West confirmed the presence of Brindle soldiers?"
Ean hesitated before answering, "I will travel to Argonia West to contact them, sire."
The Minister of the Interior spoke up then, his tone cautious. "I also have my reservations about the spymaster's experience. However, rumors of war have been swirling around the court for days. Now we have this report." He paused, considering his words carefully. "As a precaution, I will restrict travel between regions. Though it will affect our commerce."
Ean watched as the king motioned for an attendant. The attendant handed a parchment from a folio to the king. The king scribbled his signature and passed the parchment back. The attendant then stamped the royal seal on the document and walked it to Ean.
"This travel pass with the king's seal will get you through the checkpoints," he said.
Travel Pass-Argonia West added to inventory
QUEST COMPLETED: Q-006 Inform the king of impending attack  
REWARD: +1 XP (5/6)
QUEST ACCEPTED: Q-007 Gather intelligence on potential foreign activity in Argonia West
Ean bowed his head. The king had publicly vouched for him, gambling his own reputation on his faith in Ean. He would not fail, no matter the cost. His voice was strong and sure as it echoed off the walls. "Sire, you can rely on me to find out if Brindle forces are in Argonia West."
The king nodded. "Be careful but be quick. If a war is coming and Brindle has already massed troops in our borders, every hour counts."
CODEX ENTRIES CREATED: Chancellor of the Treasury, Commander of Military Affairs, Minister of Foreign Relations, Minister of the Interior, Argonia West, Emperor of Brindle
Ean took his cue and hurried to the bookshop. He encrypted the message 'The kingdom requires your service' using the Caesar Cipher. Using the trick he'd learned from his local spy, he made six pinpricks along one side of the parchment. He then slipped it into his satchel, said goodbye to Samuel, and set off for his trip to Argonia West with trepidation.
 Secret_Message-02 Added to Inventory
SKILL UPGRADED: Caesar Cipher +1 (3/3)
QUEST ACCEPTED: Q-008 Deliver Secret_Message-02 to dead drop in Argonia West
=  =  SKILL LEVEL UP: Caesar Cipher II  =  =








  
  Chapter 5: Into the Den of Wolves


The midday sun blazed as Ean approached the guard post that marked the boundary between Argonia Central and Argonia West. Travelers lined up on both sides of the barrier, their faces etched with frustration. 
"Good day, citizen," the guard barked at a traveler ahead of Ean. "Why are you traveling to Argonia West?"
"To borrow a breeding ram from me brother's farm," the man replied.
"There is a travel restriction in place," the guard stated firmly. "Sorry, but I cannot let you through. Try again in a few days."
"I have to go today, or my ewes won't be able to breed until next month. Let me through," the man said as he pushed past the guard.
The guard grabbed the man, spun him around, and shoved him in the direction of the city. "No one gets through by order of the Minister of the Interior."
With a scowl, the man turned and trudged back towards town. Ean stepped forward.
"Good day," the guard greeted him. "As you heard, I cannot let you through."
"I'm on the king's business," Ean said. "I have a travel pass."
"My apologies, sir," the guard said. "What name should I put in my logbook?"
With the king's reminder his life was in danger still fresh in his memory, and the assumption a spymaster's business should remain secret, his answer seemed easy.
"I can't give you a name," Ean replied, "because I was never here… if you get my meaning."
The guard nodded. "Understood, sir."
Ean took a step forward, but the guard stopped him and stuck out a hand.
"Unnamed sir," the guard said, "were you going to leave without contributing to the Royal Guard Retirement Fund?"
Ean sighed and pulled a gold coin and slipped it to the guard. He was learning that in the capital, favors are never free. A new worry to add to his list was that payday was two weeks away. If he had to a pay many more unofficial taxes, his coin purse would soon be empty.
"Be careful," the guard warned. "Argonia West can be a lawless place."

      ***Ean ventured into Argonia West, where untamed forests stretched to the horizon and teemed with wildlife. The dense foliage and calls of unseen creatures were a stark contrast to the bustling urban center of Argonia Central and the rolling plains of his Argonia East home. This was no place for the timid - only rugged farmers, skilled hunters, and daring trappers dared to call this untamed wilderness home. After a grueling trek, he reached Wildwood's Edge, a rustic town nestled within the forest's embrace.
Ean's jaw tightened as memories of his last visit to Wildwood's Edge resurfaced. As a boy, he had accompanied his father and uncle to purchase lumber for a new barn, only to be met with the locals' unpleasant reputation. The salesman at the lumbermill had been rude and insulting, sneering at their lack of knowledge about the precise types of boards and beams they required. Not until the new barn's walls warped and split did they realize the salesman had intentionally sold them green, subpar wood - a spiteful act that still left Ean bitter.
With the travel restriction in place, he was mostly alone on the road, with the occasional West Argonian sharing the road for a short distance. A lone rider, whom he assumed was a courier, galloped furiously past him toward Argonia Central. The man was traveling light and wore a purple-colored courier hat, although Ean was unfamiliar with any courier service that wore purple hats.
As Ean neared the town of Wildwood's Edge, the road became increasingly crowded with travelers. Everyone made their way to the trading post, eager for news and supplies. His instincts urged him to blend in, to become another anonymous figure in the throng. Slipping into a small group, he kept his head down, his ears strained to catch any whispered conversations that might yield valuable intelligence. The last thing he wanted was to draw the attention of a vendor who would surely try to peddle their wares.
Ean's ears perked up at the sound of an irate shopper's voice, laced with indignation. "Five gold for deer meat?" the man exclaimed. "It was three gold last week and two the week before!" The hunter behind the merchant table met the shopper's gaze, his expression heavy with concern. "There are no deer to hunt. Fewer deer, less venison meat to sell."
"Why should I have to pay more because you're having bad luck?" the shopper countered.
"It's not bad luck," the hunter insisted. "I've been hunting those woods most of my life. It's wolves. They're gettin' aggressive. No fear of man. Terrible omen that is."
LOG ENTRY CREATED: RUMORS - ARGONIA WEST
His questbook vibrated, signaling it cataloged the information. He made his way to the park with one eye on the setting sun. Even as far away as his parent's farm in Argonia East, he'd heard stories of the dangers of the Wildwood's Edge park at night for anyone not skilled at fending off wild animals.

      ***As twilight spread its embrace over the untamed forests, Ean's imagination painted a vivid picture of the park's sinister transformation under the cloak of darkness. With each step he took, the gnarled trees loomed like shadowy giants, their branches reaching out like grasping claws. The silence was broken only by the distant howls of wolves, their eerie calls echoing through the desolate wilderness.
Determined to complete his mission before nightfall, Ean scoured the park, his keen eyes scanning every nook and cranny. Finally, his gaze settled on an ancient tree stump, its roots jutting out of the earth like grasping fingers. Beneath its gnarled base, he spotted a likely dead drop, a small hollow concealed in the tangled roots.
With deft fingers, Ean carefully placed his message inside the dead drop. He was relieved when he recognized the pulsating feeling his questbook made when a quest was completed.
QUEST COMPLETED: Q-008 Deliver Secret_Message-02 to dead drop in Argonia West
REWARD: +1 XP (6/6)
The questbook wriggled so fiercely in his satchel that he was forced to take it out. The pages were glowing as he opened it.
# # #  CHARACTER LEVEL UP  # # #

Gain Increased Vitality, Intellect, and Charisma

Personal Stats

Name: Ean Fleming                       Level: 3
Experience Points (XP): 6 / 6
Points to next level: 6
Gold Pieces: 6
Active Quests: 0
Completed Quests: 4
Failed Quests: 0

CLASS: Spymaster                        Rank: 2
Reverse The Word        (2/3)
Caesar Cipher II            (0/3)  

His first quest away from his new home combined with leveling up his stats had him puffing up his chest. Ean hadn't felt this proud since he was fourteen when his father told him he could run the team of plow horses by himself. Unlike then, he was sure this moment wouldn't turn into disappointment and drudgery so soon after. 
As the sun dipped below the horizon, casting long shadows across the park, Ean realized that he could no longer stay. Creatures rustled in the bushes, and yellow eyes glared from the forest. The park was no longer the domain of humans. Deeper in the woods, he heard a lone wolf howl. It was answered by another wolf.
And then another close by.
The dangers that lurked in the darkness were not to be underestimated, especially for an inexperienced traveler like himself. He turned his back on the eerie forest and swiftly headed towards the safety of the inn, where he hoped to find shelter and respite for the night.

      ***Ean pushed open the heavy wooden door of the cozy two-story inn, its warm glow inviting him inside. To his left, he spotted the dining room and its long tables bustling with a lively crowd of patrons. To his right, a friendly innkeeper greeted him with a welcoming smile.
"How may I help you, stranger?" the middle-aged woman inquired.
"I would like a room for the night and something to eat," Ean replied.
The innkeeper smiled and gestured. "While your room is being prepared, please enjoy a free dinner in our banquet room to your left."
As Ean made his way to the dining room, he couldn't help but overhear the hushed conversations of the other patrons.
"They found another victim in the forest."
Their voice tinged with a hint of morbid curiosity, another patron asked, "Any idea who it was?"
"Definitely a foreigner based on what was left of his clothes. From Brindle if I were to guess," the first replied.
A third voice, laced with fear, chimed in, "I tell ya'. Someone is hiding in the forest. Killin' anyone that finds them."
An elderly female diner snapped, "Do you mind? Some of us are trying to enjoy our meals." 
LOG ENTRY UPDATED: RUMORS - ARGONIA WEST
Ean finished his meal in silence, the grim news weighing heavily on his mind. Returning to the lobby, he found his room key waiting for him at the check-in desk.
"Your room is ready, sir," the innkeeper said. "Have an enjoyable evening."
As Ean climbed the stairs to his room, the events of the evening replayed in his mind. The rumors of a killer in the forest and the dead foreigner worried him. What was happening here? Those were questions to be investigated tomorrow. A warm bath and sleep were what he needed now.

      ***He awoke refreshed after a quiet night. The scents of a hot breakfast made him salivate as he descended the creaky stairs. The innkeeper had prepared a breakfast large enough to feed a grizzly bear and he ate heartily. 
After exploring the village all morning, Ean made his way back to the park to see if the local spy braved the darkness to leave a message.
When he arrived at the park, bits of fur were being blown around and there were numerous blood trails. Worried someone might need aid, he grabbed a thick stick and ran around looking for any wounded survivors.
As he rounded a hedgerow, to his right and his left, he heard growling and snarling, followed by yelps. 
His blood ran cold. Wolves.
It's daytime. Only humans, someone I might beat off with a stick, should be here. Wolves were not part of the equation! 
The growling intensified. They had his scent. 
Tightening his grip on the stick, he stepped into the open, forcing the wolves to reveal themselves and foiling any plans to ambush him.
From out of the hedge, two battered and bloodied wolves moved at him on unsteady feet. Their eyes glowed with a fierce desire to seek revenge. Ean put his back to the hedges to narrow their avenues of attack.
His heart raced and the stick in his hand quivered uncontrollably. 
SIDE QUEST ADDED: SQ-01 Avoid being eaten by wolves.
CODEX ENTRY CREATED: Argonian Wolf
He changed his grip and stance half a dozen times, trying to find one he thought would give him an advantage. The last fight he'd been in was with an angry goose. Recalling how that encounter went, he was thankful wolves can't fly.
Step by step, the wolves inched closer. 
Ean reclassified their advance as a hobble and realized they wouldn't be charging at him. His initial fear subsided. Perhaps their growls were meant to announce their presence to discourage him from getting closer? Too late now. He took an aggressive lunge forward and shouted, "Bad dogs. Git!" 
The wolves stopped.
They exchanged a puzzled, concerned glance. In the laws of the jungle, prey flees as predators advance. This solitary human was doing both.
Ean lunged forward and swung his makeshift weapon wildly. He barely missed one of the wolves and it leaped backwards. His backswing caught the other in the ear so hard the stick cracked. 
Both wolves yelped and turned tail. Relief washed over him.
SIDE QUEST COMPLETED: SQ-01 Avoid being eaten by wolves.
REWARD: +2 XP (8/12)
Full of newly gained confidence, Ean continued his search for survivors… or any wolves looking for another beating. He found no signs of any humans.
He assumed his spy had battled the wolves when he found a new message in the dead drop. Whomever they were, they had his respect.
Encrypted_Message_03 added to Inventory
QUEST ACCEPTED: Q-009 Decipher Encrypted_Messsage_03
He examined the slip of parchment, trying to apply his current skills to decrypt the message.
ML ZXGRERGB GL IVKLIG

After ten minutes of trying to do the work in his head, he realized the message was encrypted with a new cipher. He returned to the inn to settle his bill, made a quick stop at the trading post, and then hiked back to Argonia Central.






  
  Chapter 6: Confidence Ratings


Ean returned to Argonia Central by late afternoon. His body ached from the long walk and the exertion of his close encounter with the wolves. Beneath the weariness, a spark of pride flickered as he entered the familiar confines of the Argonian Bookshelf. 
"Welcome back," Samuel said, his tone tinged with amusement. "How was your trip?"
Ean replied with a mixture of weariness and excitement. "I nearly got eaten by wolves. That was… interesting."
With a mischievous grin, he produced a package wrapped in parchment. "I have a gift for you. Something the seller swears is broiled bear meat."
Samuel raised an eyebrow, his expression a mixture of curiosity and skepticism. "Why would you think I'd want to eat that?"
Ean shrugged. "Because it's unusual and I thought you said you were dying."
"Well, I wasn't planning on doing it today," Samuel retorted. "And not from eating strange foods."
"I ate it and I'm still alive," Ean countered, a hint of pride in his voice. "Besides, the folks at the trading post said it will make you feel strong enough to wrestle an ox."
Samuel chuckled at Ean's enthusiasm. "I'm a bookseller, not an ox wrestler!" His empty stomach rumbled in protest. "But I'll try it, if only to disprove their claim."
Ean placed the package on the kitchen counter and handed the latest encrypted message to Samuel. "While I'm heating the bear meat for dinner," he said, "perhaps you can tell me what cipher was used to encrypt this message."
Samuel leaned forward, scanning the parchment. "You tried the Caesar Cipher with different shift values?"
Ean nodded. "Yes, but none of them resulted in anything readable. I even tried reading the words backwards."
A gleam of understanding lit up Samuel's face. "You came very close when you tried backwards writing," he said. "This message was encrypted with the Atbash Cipher."
Ean's eyes widened. "Atbash? Is it going to be as difficult to use as it will be for me to remember it's name?"
"Not at all. Atbash is similar to the Caesar Cipher with the difference being that the alphabet used for encoding is written backwards," Samuel explained. "Z to A."
SKILL UNLOCKED: Atbash Cipher (1/3)
LOG ENTRY UPDATED: Spycraft – Ciphers
"Can you take over with the cooking while I decrypt the message?" Ean asked.
Samuel handed the message back and watched the bear meat cooking with a wary eye. Meanwhile, Ean concentrated on applying the Atbash Cipher to the message. 
QFK: Use the Atbash Cipher to decrypt the message before Ean 
ML ZXGRERGB GL IVKLIG


[image: image-placeholder]


"The message says, 'No activity to report.' Something does not add up. I traveled to Argonia West because the spy here said Brindle forces were crossing the border there.  Surely, one of the messages is wrong."
Decrypted_Messsage_03 added to inventory 
QUEST COMPLETED: Q-009 Decipher Encrypted_Messsage_03
REWARD: +1 XP (9/12)
Samuel prodded the sizzling meat with a fork, his nose wrinkling at the unfamiliar aroma. "It is possible one of them is wrong. They could also both be true. Or, they may both be wrong."
Ean frowned. "Then how can I tell which is true and which is false?"
"You must use all the information you have to decide if a message is true or false." Samuel gestured at the parchment with his fork. "Look at the details in each message. Compare them to what you observed yourself in Argonia West and here in the capital. The truth will emerge from the contradictions and consistencies."
Leaning back in his chair, Ean tapped his fingers on the table. The conflicting reports swirled in his mind - the warning of Brindle forces amassing at the border, yet his own fruitless search in Argonia's western wilds. Could the spy have been fed false information? Or was the 'no activity' message an attempt to mislead him?
Ean's brain hurt as he grappled with the complexities of the task. His voice laced with exasperation, he asked, "Will I need to decide if a spy is lying every time we communicate?"
Samuel shook his head. "Unless a spy has been turned into a double-agent, they are not necessarily lying. The information they have may have changed. Their source may be mistaken or could have been fed false information themselves.
"Enemy spies may have learned that our spy discovered something which in turn led to plans being changed or canceled," Samuel continued.
Ean narrowed his eyes, deep in thought. "In other words, Brindle may have been planning to invade Argonia West but decided not to or postponed it. Which is why both spies may have provided 'true' information."
LOG ENTRY ADDED: Spycraft - Evaluating Information
"This job can be so confusing," he muttered, shaking his head.
"It takes smarts and determination, something you have both of," Samuel said, his voice reassuring. "Based on what you learned on your trip, which do you think is true?"
Ean paused, his mind racing. "I heard someone say the killings are by a person, not wolves," he said slowly. "I know nothing of the spy in Argonia West beyond this single message. My gut tells me the spy here is correct about Brindle invading."
Ean sat across from Samuel, his mind grappling with the complexities of his task. "Gut feelings are the ruin of spymasters," Samuel warned. "Intelligence requires multiple independent sources to verify it in order to really be 'true'. Rather than deal in absolutes of true or false, spymasters assign information a Confidence Ranking."
Ean's brow creased in consternation. "Confidence ranking?" he asked.
"In a way, your confidence in yourself, the spy who collected the information, and the information itself," Samuel explained. "Whenever you decipher a message, you must not assume the information is true."
"Assume nothing. Verify everything," Ean repeated slowly.
"Yes! How reliable is the spy based on the accuracy of their previous reports? Does the information make sense or contradict what you know? Are you letting what you think you already know color your judgment?"
"That is a lot of questions with uncertain answers," Ean admitted.
"That is why you want other information that can corroborate what is in the message. We are still rebuilding the spy network, so we must rely on the information you picked up on your travels."
"What do I do with the confidence ranking once I have made a decision?"
"Write it in your message journal along with the decrypted plaintext. It will help you to separate facts from red herrings."
Ean nodded thoughtfully. 
"Based on the information you have and your confidence rankings, what is your assessment?" Samuel asked.
Ean's eyes met Samuel's, his gaze steady. "That Brindle has invaded Argonia, even if it was only a scout."
"Are you certain? Our countries could go to war over that claim. Thousands could die."
"I… what do you think?"
"Ean, you're the spymaster, not me. What you tell the king and his council will determine the actions Argonia takes. Are you certain?"
Sweat stained Ean's shirt as he mulled over the impact of his analysis on the kingdom and the continent. Had he erred in his thinking? What were all the potential consequences? He'd been to Argonia West and gathered information himself. There was only one conclusion. "Yes. Although it might lead to hostilities, if I say no then we only embolden Brindle and open ourselves up to a sneak attack."
CLASS RANK INCREASED: Spymaster +1 (5/6)
"Now go report to the king," Samuel instructed. "Speak boldly and honestly to the king. Tell him with certainty why you believe Brindle has made incursions into Argonia West."
Ean rose from his chair, his stomach doing flip-flops from the mix of anxiety and foreboding. He knew that the fate of Argonia might rest on his words. It's better to risk damaging the king's confidence in him by reporting a false invasion, he told himself. 
As he left the bookshop, he took a deep breath, steeling himself for the task ahead.

      ***Ean trembled with knocking knees because he was again a simple farm boy in front of his king with information that could start a war. 
Unless he was wrong. 
He knew enemy spies could be hanged but couldn't recall if incompetent friendly spies and their handlers were hung too.
"What news do you bring from Argonia West?" the King inquired.
Ean swallowed nervously. "Brindle scouts are hiding in the forests of Argonia West," he reported.
A grim expression crossed the King's face. "Thank you," he said. "I shall send troops to deal with that issue. If they have infiltrated the west, they have most likely gone into the east as well."
Ean's pulse quickened. He hadn't considered that possibility. "Yes, Your Majesty," he said.
"Go to Argonia East," the King continued. "Find out what your spy network knows. Here is a travel pass to get you into the region and thirty gold pieces to cover your expenses."
QUEST COMPLETED: Q-007 Gather intelligence on potential foreign activity in Argonia West
REWARD: 30 Gold Pieces
TRAVEL PASS-ARGONIA EAST added to Inventory
NEW QUEST: Q-010 Determine status of Brindle forces in Argonia East
Ean tucked the travel pass into his satchel. He bowed deeply and turned to leave the throne room. As he walked away, he couldn't help but feel a sense of pride. He was a spymaster, entrusted with the safety of his kingdom. Argonia East was his homeland. If Brindle forces were there and posing a threat, he was confident he would sniff them out. 
I wonder if my spy is someone I know?






  
  Chapter 7: Military Camps are not for Camping


The following morning, Ean left the city with a spring in his step. His heartbeat quickened in expectation as he approached the security checkpoint at the boundary of Argonia Central and Argonia East. A line of disappointed travelers walked past him. Undeterred, he approached the guard. 
"Unless you're military, I cannot allow you through," the guard growled, his hand resting on the hilt of his sword.
"I'm not military, but I do have this," Ean replied, displaying his travel pass in one hand while gripping his coin pouch with the other.
The guard glanced at it. "Even better," he said. "Unless you have already arranged for accommodations in Argonia East, the only place to spend the night is under the stars. It's the rainy season, so I would not recommend that."
"Do I have any other options?" Ean asked.
"The king's signature on that travel pass means I am to treat you like an officer," the guard explained. "Go show that travel pass to the quartermaster in the military camp by the river. I am sure he will find you a tent to sleep in." The guard turned to address the next person in line.
"Thank you," Ean said gratefully and headed down the road, taking the left fork leading to the hamlet of Gleamridge on the riverbank and the military encampment.
Argonia East was a vast expanse of fertile farmlands known for its bountiful harvests and livestock. It was also home to the only permanent military camp in all of Argonia. As he ventured deeper into the countryside, he realized how far apart the family settlements were in comparison to the condensed layout of Argonia Central. The air was heavy with the scent of freshly turned soil, reminding him of his years behind a plow.
Before going into the market in Gleamridge, Ean stopped to use the Atbash Cipher to encrypt the message 'The Kingdom requires your service' on a slip of parchment.
 Secret_Message-03 added to Inventory
SKILL UPGRADED: Atbash Cipher +1 (2/3)
QUEST ACCEPTED: Q-011 Deliver Secret_Message-03 to dead drop in Argonia East
At the market, the buzz of activity filled the air as shopkeepers engaged in lively conversations. Ean overheard two of them discussing trade with Brindle soldiers along the riverbank east of the military camp, where the waters were wide but shallow.
"Those young Brindle soldiers sure like to spend money," one shopkeeper remarked. "I make more from them than Argonian soldiers."
"They do seem to have more money lately," another agreed. "And new armor and weapons."
"Very true," the first shopkeeper added. "My best-selling item is metal polish. Had to order more to keep up with demand."
Ean listened intently, absorbing every detail. The increased spending and upgraded equipment among the Brindle soldiers were troubling signs that he needed to investigate further.
LOG ENTRY CREATED: Rumors - Argonia East  
He ate a leisurely lunch before strolling around the park. Being midday, it was empty. The only place he saw suitable for a dead drop was a brick water feature that had dried up long ago. One brick inside the water basin was loose. When he removed the brick, a small piece of parchment fluttered out. He inserted his message and slid the brick back into the wall.
QUEST COMPLETED: Q-011 Deliver Secret_Message-03 to dead drop in Argonia East
REWARD: +1 XP (10/12)
Exiting the park, he took a left turn to follow the road to the riverbank and the military encampment. The road had a small rise and then sloped gradually until it ended at the main gate.
Ean approached the towering wooden palisade that surrounded the military encampment, his senses heightened by the rhythmic sounds of marching soldiers and the clash of steel on steel. The air crackled with the energy of weapons training as soldiers honed their swordplay, spear thrusts, and archery.
He showed his travel pass to a bored guard, who waved him inside without a second glance. Having taken tours of the camp as a teen, Ean easily made his way to the largest tent, which he knew belonged to the quartermaster.
Ean stepped into the tent, his senses assaulted by the musty scent of canvas and leather. A burly man with a salt-and-pepper beard sat at a wooden table, poring over bills of lading and manifests. He cleared his throat, and the man's head snapped up, his eyes narrowing as they landed on Ean.
"Is there something I can help you with, civilian?" the quartermaster asked, his voice gruff.
"If you're the quartermaster, the guard at the checkpoint said you could find me a place to sleep," Ean replied, extending his travel pass.
The quartermaster took the pass and examined it closely. "Yes, sir," he said, his tone softening slightly. "You can use Lieutenant Fuller's tent. He is the Officer of the Watch tonight and will not be sleeping in it."
"Thank you," Ean said gratefully. "Where can I find something to eat?"
Ean made his way to the mess tent following the quartermaster's direction, his stomach rumbling. He grabbed a plate and filled it with stew and bread, then scanned the room for a place to sit. His gaze fell on a group of soldiers exiting the tent and taking seats around a campfire.
He debated the risk of being recognized by a soldier versus the potential to pick up valuable information. He decided to risk it, hoping his travel pass would vouch for him if necessary.
As he sat down, the senior member of the group turned to him. "Ho there, mate. Who'd you upset to get sent out here?"
"Believe it or not, I came here willingly," Ean replied.
"No offense intended, but why would you do something so foolish?" another soldier asked.
"I'm a new game warden for the king. I came out here to do a survey," Ean explained.
"A survey? Like to ask people questions about how they feel about something?"
"Not that kind of survey. I'm here to count fish, rabbits, and other game."
"Counting fish. And I thought being a soldier was boring."  The soldiers guffawed at the remark.
"So, what do you do here when you're not training?" Ean asked.
"We monitor the Brindle soldiers training on the other side of the river. Fill out daily reports on what we saw."
"Ah, so you conduct a 'survey' of them," Ean said with a wry smile.
"…. well, if that don't beat all. We're glorified fish counters," one of the soldiers chuckled.
"And what have you observed about your fish soldiers?" Ean asked.
"They've stayed two weeks longer than normal so far. Getting some kind of enhanced training, they say."
"You speak to them?"
"On the weekends when they aren't training. We use a makeshift bridge downstream the officers don't know about to play card and dice 'games of chance' if you get my meaning."
"Well-trained soldiers, but terrible gamblers. If they stay much longer, I'll be rich enough to buy my own kingdom," another soldier joked.
The conversations turned to friends and family, and they pressed Ean about the latest news and gossip from Argonia Central. They talked until the quarter moon rose above the treetops before calling it a night.
Lying on his cot in Lieutenant Fuller's tent, Ean felt a sense of unease. The sounds of the soldiers training outside had ceased, replaced by an eerie silence. Only the gentle crackling of the campfire and the hooting of an owl broke the stillness.
He closed his eyes and tried to relax, but his mind whirled with thoughts about his mission. The casual interaction with Brindle soldiers was a goldmine of information but could hamper attempts to identify Brindle infiltrators and spies. That's assuming there were any. The failure in Argonia West and the relaxed attitudes in the camp contradicted claims of incursions and looming war.
Sleep finally took him. In the morning, the soldiers shared some bland gruel with Ean before he returned to the park.
His increased ability to sense dead drops served him well. When he pulled out the suspicious loose brick, he found a new message. 
Ean stared at the message. It was a series of numbers with no letters. "A few weeks ago, this list of numbers would have been meaningless. Now I recognize it as a cipher. Time for another lesson from Samuel."
Encrypted_Message-04 added to Inventory
QUEST ACCEPTED: Q-012 Decipher Encrypted_Message-04

      ***As Ean approached the bookstore, he noticed the stack of books in the front window. On top sat a red-colored book. A prickle of unease crept up his spine as he remembered Samuel's lessons on maintaining a low profile. Entering the shop while another customer was present risked arousing unwanted suspicion of himself and Samuel.
He remembered the lesson from his first day concerning his primary job duties and decided to wander the market, listening to the latest gossip and observing the mood of the citizens.
When Ean returned to the bookstore, he saw that the red book was no longer in the stack. He stepped inside. The smell of leather and parchment and Samuel sitting at the kitchen table, drinking tea left him happy to be home. 
"Welcome back," Samuel said. "How was your trip?"
"I got to sleep in a tent and eat gruel," Ean replied, recalling the musty odor of damp canvas. "Is there any cake left?"
"No," Samuel said. "I did leave you some bear meat. I'll leave it up to you to find an ox to wrestle with afterward."
Ean laughed. "I have something even better to wrestle with," he said. "The spy in Argonia East replied with a message that's just a string of numbers."
He placed the message on the table. 
09 19 05 18 22 05 20 08 05 11 09 14 07

"Now we're dealing with a veteran spy," Samuel said. "Letter-for-letter substitutions are limited, but Numbers For Letters open up new possibilities."
"Because numbers allow you to perform mathematical operations!" Ean exclaimed.
"Exactly," Samuel said. "Instead of 26 letters, you have 1 to infinity to choose from."
Ean groaned. "Which means infinite combinations to try and decipher."
"In this case, the spy was considerate enough to use a simple substitution," Samuel said. "Notice none of the numbers are greater than 26. You should be able to decode this easily."
QUEST COMPLETE: Q-012 Decipher Encrypted_Message-04
   REWARD: +1 XP (11/12)
SKILL UNLOCKED: Numbers For Letters cipher (1/3)
LOG ENTRY UPDATED: Spycraft – Ciphers
Cracking the encoded message proved thrilling, yet straightforward. The plaintext, while useful, didn't solve his quest.
I serve the King

Ean grumbled as he stared at the decrypted message. "I can't believe I traveled there and back for something they could have written in plaintext."
"This is a veteran spy," Samuel said, sipping his tea. "They won't divulge anything sensitive until they trust us."
Ean nodded, his mind churning. "If they've been observing the Brindle training camp, they should know if there's been an increase in the number of soldiers being trained," he said. "All I have are second-hand reports from untrained observers."
"Encode a message using the Numbers For Letters cipher," Samuel instructed. "Ask them, 'Is Brindle training extra soldiers?'"
QFK: Using the Numbers For Letters cipher, encrypt the following message:
Is Brindle training extra soldiers
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Ean jotted down the encoded message and tucked it into his satchel. "The message is ready to drop off,' he said, 'but I need a plausible excuse to return so soon."
"What was your cover story?" Samuel asked.
"I said I was a game warden doing a survey of the fish and game," Ean replied.
"I imagine a survey like that is similar to gathering reports from spies," Samuel said. "You need corroborating information. Tell them your survey requires multiple counts for better statistics."
"That will work," Ean said. his mood brightening. "It also leaves an opening for future visits.  I'll have to remember that when I create other cover stories." He made his way to the kitchen to reheat the bear meat. "The spy will have to wait until tomorrow because I have no desire to spend two nights in a row in a tent."
Secret_Message-04 added to Inventory
QUEST ACCEPTED: Q-013 Deliver Secret_Message-04 to dead drop in Argonia East







  
  Chapter 8: Mistakes Were Made


After a good night's sleep, Ean awoke refreshed. For a moment, he couldn't place his surroundings - the unfamiliar bed, the scent of parchment and leather lingering in the air. Snores from the room next door reminded him he was in a guest bedroom over the bookshop. He decided to stay in his room rather than risk waking the old man. The past few days had seen him running around half the kingdom and learning multiple new ciphers.  Good opportunity to study the Log pages to brush up on my knowledge. 
He was so engrossed in his studies that he hadn't noticed the absence of Samuel's snoring. It wasn't until the old man's voice called him to breakfast that he realized Samuel was awake. A quick meal of cake and bacon and he was on the road to Argonia East again.
Ean's mind was still focused on practicing his spycraft skills. He was so preoccupied that he almost walked right past the guards without showing his travel pass.
"Halt!" the guard barked, his hand gripping the hilt of his sword. "State your business."
Ean's throat went dry as he patted his pockets, searching for the travel pass. "I-I'm on the king's business,"
The guard scrutinized the pass. "Ean Fleming?" He stared at Ean. 
His heart fluttered in dreadful anticipation of the guard's next words. "Yes, that's me."
"A rider stopped by earlier with instructions to tell you the king has summoned you."
Ean's stomach dropped. The king's summons could only mean one thing–-he required an update on the mission in Argonia East. Without any new intelligence, Ean felt like he did as a student when he forgot to do his homework the night before. He pleaded with the guard, "Can't you let me through if I promise to return within the hour?" 
The guard's expression hardened. "The king's orders are clear. If my commander found out I let you through, it would be my job."
If I had delivered the message last night, I'd have a response and wouldn't be headed toward the castle empty-handed.
He turned around and quickened his pace. Like the spy in Argonia East, he too served the king.

      ***When Ean arrived at the castle, he was shown to the closed doors of the council chambers. The attendant scuttled away, a sure sign Ean was late. He braced himself and entered. 
The king was already seated at the head of the table, but the other council members were still settling into their places.
Ean took his seat at the end of the table and breathed a deep sigh of relief. For the next forty minutes, the king and council talked about the economy, the military, and the Fall harvest projections. Despite his good night's sleep, staying awake proved challenging if not for the hardwood chairs. The lack of cushioning left him too uncomfortable to sit still, as if they were designed to discourage extended sitting. He wondered why he'd been made to join the meeting since he had, so far, made no contribution to the discussions.
At long last, the king cleared his throat to speak. "The next order of business," he intoned, "is to discuss the matter of Ean Fleming's trip to Argonia West."
Ean squirmed in his chair and regretted wishing for more involvement. 
The Commander of the Military addressed the council. "We dispatched troops to investigate the matter. They found no evidence of military presence. It is most likely what the spymaster reported was a criminal transaction gone wrong."
Ean's stomach tightened as a chill went down his spine. This was not going to be good. He had no answers about Argonia East and his answer for Argonia West was false.
The Minister of the Interior turned his head to glare at Ean. "I told you he was not up to the job," he sneered. "We've wasted our time and resources on a wild goose chase."
The Chancellor of the Treasury nodded in agreement. "The travel restrictions have reduced daily tax revenue by sixty percent," she said. "If a war is coming, we need to raise more revenue, not less."
King Lionshield raised a hand to silence the council members. "I understand your concerns," he said, his voice carrying authority. "But I also accept that Ean is new to this job. He has made a mistake, but I believe he is capable of learning from it."
He turned to Ean. "I sympathize with your position," he said, his expression softening. "You have been thrust into the role of Spymaster without sufficient training. I went through something similar when my father died suddenly, and I had to become king. Mistakes will be made, even under the best of conditions." His sympathetic tone turned harsh. "Mistakes have consequences. Your mistake has unnecessarily upset the citizenry, resulted in lost tax revenues, and raised more doubts about you among the council members."
The malice in the eyes of the Minister and the Chancellor made it evident Ean was staring down another set of wolves. He was determined to put up a defense. "Personally, I am relieved to hear the rumors of Brindle soldiers in Argonia West turned out to be false," Ean said, sitting up straighter. "Now that the local populace has been made vigilant for such incursions, it will be harder for Brindle to surprise us from there. We also know about a wolf problem that can be addressed."
He turned to the king. "Your Majesty, the information I provided was inaccurate and has cost the kingdom. I vow not to let that happen again."
The meeting ended. He left the council chambers, both relieved and discouraged. Relieved that the king still believed in him. Discouraged by the realization he had tested the king's faith in him. To make matters worse, his failure reinforced the doubts of the council members bent on having him replaced.
Ean made his way back to the border checkpoint, his mind still troubled by doubts. He had to do better. Prove to the king and to the council that he was worthy of their trust.
Experience Points (XP) Reduced: -2 (9/12)
XP to Next Level Increased: +2 (3)
CODEX ENTRIES UPDATED: King of Argonia, Minister of The Interior, Chancellor of the Treasury, Commander of the Military

      ***It was mid-afternoon when Ean arrived at the dead drop for Argonia East. The park was empty, but instead of relief, he felt uneasy. His mind imagined eyes watching him from the shadows, making the hairs on the back of his neck stand up. For the trip to be worth the effort, he needed proof positive about the status of Brindle's forces and intentions.
The dead drop held no new message. Disappointed, he deposited his message for the spy and left. He stopped at the market, hoping for new rumors. Business was slow. The normally talkative vendors were more interested in counting the minutes until they could close shop and go home.
Secret_Message-04 removed from Inventory       
QUEST COMPLETED: Q-013 Deliver Secret_Message-04 to dead drop in Argonia East
REWARD: +1 XP (10/12)
When his grumbling stomach told him it was dinner time, he made his way to the military camp. The quartermaster provided him with a different tent for the evening. Although he'd hoped to get a quick bite to eat and return to the tent, he was recognized by a soldier who waved him over. Ean joined the soldiers again around the campfire for the evening, as they had been a good source of information.
They were engaged in a lively discussion.
"Back to count more fish?" one of them quipped.
"Something like that," Ean replied. "You familiar with statistical averages?"
"We are full-time soldiers and part-time gamblers," another soldier explained. "Beating statistical averages is our profession. The more times you go into battle, the higher your chances of getting killed or wounded."
"The closer you get to 21, the more likely you are to go over," the first soldier added with a chuckle.
"OK. You have the general idea," Ean said. "I need to make multiple counts and come up with an average for each region."
"Recounting fish may be the only excitement we have to offer," the first soldier offered. "Those Brindle recruits we were gambling with returned to their garrison in Northold. They've been replaced with a unit of reservists."
"Unfortunately, they were here a few months ago and are still too broke to gamble," the second soldier lamented.
Ean's ears perked up. "Is that normal to have a unit come back for training so soon?"
"No," the first soldier replied. "Special circumstances of some kind. They are getting new weapons and enhanced training. They will go back to their farms and businesses in two or three weeks."
Ean thanked the soldiers for their company and returned to his tent, glad he hadn't eaten alone. He had stumbled upon a potential lead. As he drifted off to sleep, the sounds of crickets and frogs filled the air.
In the morning, a different group of soldiers was sitting around the fire, eating breakfast. Ean had no desire for another breakfast of gruel, so he packed up his belongings and headed back to the park.
A rooster crowed in the distance as he extracted a message from the dead drop. A quick glance confirmed it was an encrypted message.
14 5 23 12 25 6 15 18 13 5 4 21 14 9 20 1 18 18 9 22 5 4 6 15 18 20 18 1 9 14 9 14 7 

It was becoming clear that his spies worked at night, living up to their popular cloak and dagger reputation. Recalling there were eggs and potatoes at the bookshop, he made haste back to Argonia Central.
Encrypted_Message-05 added to Inventory
QUEST ACCEPTED: Q-014 Decipher Encrypted_Message-05
QFK: If you recognize the cipher used, use the Activity Page to see if you can decrypt the message before Ean returns to the bookstore.
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  Chapter 9: Something Fishy


Ean swept away the crumbs from his late breakfast and tidied the parchment pieces he used while deciphering the encrypted message.  
QUEST COMPLETED: Q-014 Decipher Encrypted_Message-05
SKILL UPGRADED: Numbers For Letters +1 (2/3)
"Samuel, I think the information the spy gave me is false," Ean said while tapping his questbook in thought. "The soldiers said the unit from Brindle was a group of reservists returning for additional training. The message from the spy says a 'newly formed unit' arrived for training. "
Samuel glanced up from his book to peer over the top of his spectacles. "Conflicting information is not unusual, but it is concerning a veteran spy would provide inaccurate information."
A loud knock at the front door interrupted their discussion. Ean's pulse raced as he rushed to gather the slips of paper and dispose of the evidence of his work. He slipped into the living quarters just as Samuel looked out the window. "It's a member of the king's personal guard, you're safe," Samuel assured him before opening the door.
A stern-faced guard stood on the threshold and addressed Ean. "The king has an urgent assignment for you," he said gruffly, holding out a leather folio. "Take this travel pass for Argonia North. Find out why there have been protests at the border gate."
Ean took the travel pass and slipped it into his satchel with the other travel passes. "Of course I will do as the king commands, but shouldn't the royal guard be handling the investigation?"
The guard shook his head. "We arrest people for breaking the law. Under King Lionshield's rule, protests are not illegal." He turned and marched away.
Travel Pass for Argonia North added to Inventory
QUEST ACCEPTED: Q-015 Determine the cause of the protests in Argonia North
Samuel smiled and shook his head in wonderment. "To be so lucky. Riverside has an amazing restaurant that serves cuisine from the Sultanate of Creston. Just thinking about it makes my mouth water. "
"I'll be sure to have a meal there. Not sure what I'll be able to accomplish for the king, but it is an opportunity to contact the spy there," Ean said.
"Be careful," Samuel cautioned, "Argonia North is a veritable den of spies - not just for the government, but for every enterprise, be it commercial or criminal. Assume everyone from the wealthiest merchant to the lowliest street urchin has a master they serve. The city park is also the major crossroad for the city so will be busy even at night and early morning hours. I suggest you make a couple of false drops and see if anyone else reacts. Only make your real drop when you're certain you're not being surveilled yourself." 
"Surveillance and countersurveillance. More skills I need to learn. How do I detect if someone is surveilling me?"
"Remain vigilant at all times. Move with a purpose like you're a local townsperson in a hurry. Be unpredictable by crossing back and forth across the street. Blend into crowds. Oh, dress like a merchant and wear multiple layers of clothing you can take off and mix and match."
"Be unpredictable while blending in and change my clothes frequently. I will work on that," Ean said as he prepared Secret_Message-05 for the dead drop in Argonia North.
SKILL UNLOCKED: Surveillance & Countersurveillance
LOG ENTRY ADDED: Spycraft - Surveillance and Counter-surveillance
SKILL UPGRADED: Numbers For Letters +1 (3/3)
Secret_Message-05 added to Inventory
QUEST ACCEPTED: Q-016 Deliver Secret_Message-05 to dead drop in Argonia North
= =  SKILL LEVEL UP: Number For Letters II  = =


      ***Geographically, Argonia North is a blend of the other three regions of Argonia. The western boundary with Argonia West is lightly forested with foothills that abut the Ironstone Mountains. The east is a mix of rocky terrain near the river's edge and flat fertile fields like Argonia East. The main cultural feature of the region is the small city of Riverside, the harbor town on the Silvergleam River.
Ean knew just enough about the city to find his way to the markets on both sides of the approach to the bridge. Every year in autumn, he had accompanied his father to Riverside to sell their surplus crops and livestock. He had never seen the market when it wasn't full of crates of fruits and vegetables or penned up cattle, sheep, and pigs. The air smelled different in the late Spring. A brackish swampy smell suffused with the smell of fish.
What he had mistaken for lively commerce turned out to be squabbles between Argonians and Brindlers. 
Ean pushed his way through the crowded market square. All around him, tensions were high as Argonian merchants hawked their wares to distrustful customers. 
"Go back to Brindle!" shouted one angry Argonian, waving his fist at a potential Brindler buyer. "Your money is no good here."
Weaving between shouting matches, Ean spotted a pie seller calling out to the crowd. "Fresh baked pies. One gold piece for Argonians. Two gold for anyone from Brindle," the merchant announced loudly. 
A scruffy Brindler overheard and wheeled on the pie merchant. "Your pathetic pies are a guaranteed case of the runs at any price, you swindling Argonian!" he bellowed. The pie seller shrank back from the hostile customer, ending his sales pitch.  
Tensions between the two countries were always present. The animosity in Riverside was higher than normal. He needed to find out why before violence erupted in the streets. With emotions running so hot on both sides, that would be difficult.
The first issue he had to tackle was determining which of the three potential dead drops was used by his spy. The park benches were too obvious, and he assumed were used by criminal spies. The tree with a hollow could be used by corporate spies, or as a nest for owls or squirrels. Then he noticed the memorial to the fallen in the last war. 
A statue of the old king stood triumphant on a base of granite. On the pedestal, a bronze plaque recorded his victory speech. One edge of the plaque did not sit flush with the granite underneath. The barest hint of a piece of parchment was sticking out. 
Ean was tempted to take the message but recalled Samuel's advice. He left the park, found a secluded location to change his appearance and returned to the park. Leaving a blank slip of parchment in the first potential dead drop, he exited the park, switched clothing layers, and returned to observe the possible dead drop for an hour.
When no one went near the dead drop, he repeated the process for the next potential dead drop. Only by late morning did he return to the war memorial and pretend to tie his shoe next to the plaque.
Ean pulled out the message and saw the exposed corner was faded by the sun. The message had been there for days. He recognized it was encrypted with the Caesar Cipher and was able to decipher it in his head using the 6-letter offset.
XKGJE ZU YKXBK

QFK: Try solving this brief message using the Caesar Cipher Activity Page with an offset of 6.

QUEST ACCEPTED: Q-017 Decipher Encrypted_Message-06
QUEST COMPLETED: Q-017 Decipher Encrypted_Message-06
Decrypted_Message-06 added to Inventory
SKILL UPGRADED: Caesar Cipher I +1 (1/3)
'Ready to serve.' The situation must be grave if this spy took the initiative to reach out, not knowing how long before they would receive a response. 
Ean slipped Secret_Message-05 behind the plaque and hoped the spy hadn't given up on being contacted.
With time on his hand, and an empty stomach, he searched for the restaurant Samuel had mentioned.
QUEST COMPLETED: Q-016 Deliver Secret_Message-05 to dead drop in Argonia North
REWARD: +1 XP (11/12)

      ***Ean had never been to the Sultanate of Creston, but he had heard it was mostly desert. The Taste of Creston restaurant is what he imagined life was like there. Palm trees lined the outdoor seating area in the front of the restaurant. Canvas awnings and the canvas door flaps gave the illusion of stepping into a large tent.
The dimly lit dining room held six knee-high tables surrounded by cushions for seating. The clinking of plates and glasses, frying food, and meat sizzling were amplified by the vaulted stone ceiling. His appetite was multiplied by the aroma of the exotic dishes. 
A hostess greeted him near the entrance. "Good afternoon, sir," she said, giving him a critical once-over. "Are you from Argonia… or Brindle?"
The question caught Ean off guard. "Argonia. Why do you ask?" 
With a weary sigh, she grabbed a menu and ushered Ean toward a table. "We had to start seating people from Brindle in the back room," she said, voice laced with exasperation. "Argonians were complaining."
This piqued Ean's curiosity. "Do you still serve many diners from Brindle?"
"Until a few weeks ago, over half of our business came from visitors from Brindle." Her voice filled with disdain. "Now it's a third that. Good riddance I say. Bunch of thieves. Whenever they see any of the royal guard come to eat, they often scurry out the back door without paying."
Her words painted a picture of rising tensions between the two nations. Ean thanked her and was seated at a low table beneath painted palm fronds. An array of spices perfumed the air. 
As the courses arrived, one by one, Ean found himself torn between the temptation of the exotic flavors. Flatbread piled high with braised lamb and plums, soups perfumed with saffron and ginger, skewers of chicken simmered in pomegranate sauce - each dish more delicious than the last. By the time he finished, the sun hung low in the sky. 
As good as Samuel said it would be.
Ean nursed a thick, bold coffee until an hour before sunset. The tensions in Riverside weighed on his mind. He was determined to find answers. 
Feeling refreshed from the meal, he returned to the park, hoping for a message from his spy.
He was not disappointed. Most park goers passed the memorial by. Whoever the spy was must have been watching and saw him stop. The thought of being watched, possibly even now, was worrying. Anxiety dampened his shirt with a nervous sweat.
If I'm being watched, retrieving the message now will definitely give away my identity. On the other hand, when the king confirms my position, my identity will be revealed to everyone… and time is of the essence. This is either the key to unraveling this mystery, or it's a trap, waiting to be sprung.
Pretending to drop something, he bent over and extracted the new message and slipped it into his satchel without looking at it. He stood and forced himself to stroll out of the park at a casual pace. Just another visitor weary from a long day and heading home. He calculated that if he hurried, he could be back in Argonia Central within the hour. The open road between the two regions would make it apparent if he were being followed.
Encrypted_Message-07 added to Inventory
QUEST ACCEPTED: Q-018 Decipher Encrypted_Message-07 







  
  Chapter 10: Letter Frequencies and Pigpens


Ean sat across from Samuel in the back room of the Argonian Bookshelf. He pulled the spy's message from his satchel and showed it to his mentor. 

[image: image-placeholder]
"What kind of message is this? It's a bunch of squiggles and dots. No letters. No numbers. If the doodles weren't in a line and repeat in some places, I would have mistaken this message for a child's scribbles. Is this another form of substitution cipher?" asked Ean. 
Samuel looked downright gleeful, his eyes sparkling with excitement. "Indeed it is. The fact that it doesn't resemble a written message at all is precisely the point. Those symbols are substitutes for letters."
Ean's frown deepened as he studied the symbols, his fingers tapping a restless rhythm on the table. His voice filled with increasing frustration. "So, without any clue as to which letter each of these represents, how exactly am I supposed to decipher this?"
Samuel leaned forward, a knowing smile playing on his lips. "Oh, a brute force approach would work, but it would take you hours." He paused, his gaze piercing Ean's. "And a more complex cipher could take weeks, even months to crack." His eyes sparkled with excitement. "Unless, of course, you know a few tricks to outsmart the cipher." 
Ean's eyes lit up. The old spymaster was about to reveal another secret that would help him rank up his class skills. "Tricks? What kind of tricks are you talking about?"
Samuel's smile widened, a glint of mischief in his eyes. His voice was low and conspiratorial, while also being giddy. "The spymaster's ultimate secret weapon." He looked at Ean with anticipation, cupped his hands around his mouth and whispered, "Letter frequency and word probabilities."
Scratching his head, Ean asked "What are those?" Eager to learn, yet struggling to grasp the cryptic concepts. 
Patiently, Samuel explained, "Not all letters are used in equal combination in our language. Did you know if you counted all the letters in any book, the twelve most commonly used letters would spell ETAOIN SHRDLU?"
Bewildered, Ean responded, "I did not… because I do not know what those words mean. It sounds like a magical spell."
"It is magical, in a way. By doing a letter frequency analysis of an encrypted message, you can guess what the twelve most commonly used letters are by matching them to the letters in ETAOIN SHRDLU. From that, you can then make guesses about entire words." Samuel's eyes shone, enjoying the challenge of imparting his knowledge.
Ean pondered this for a moment. "That makes sense. I can think of lots of words that use those letters. But how does that help break the cipher faster?" 
"You identify the most commonly used letters, numbers or characters in the message. Then based on their location within a word, you make an educated guess which letters it would be. For example, when you see a three-letter word. The most commonly used three-letter words are 'the' and 'and'. Ask yourself, does it make sense that the last letter might be an E or that the first letter might be an A?" 
Ean eyes widened. "I am beginning to understand. By making a few educated choices, you can reduce the possible cipher combinations from 26 down to 4 or 5."
Samuel smiled in approval. "Very good." He scribbled out an encoded message from memory. "I've encoded a short message with the Caesar Cipher using a different offset. Use Letter Frequency Analysis to see if you can work out what the offset is." He slid the message across the table, the scrambled letters beckoning Ean to decipher their meaning.
KYZJ ZJ R JVTIVK DVJJRXV

"Let's see. The letter J appears seven times so I'm guessing it's the letter E." Ean took two slips of parchment and wrote the alphabet on each. He then aligned the J of the second alphabet with the E of the first alphabet. 
QFK: Using the information in the Activity Page, see if you can decipher Samuel's message using frequency analysis and guesswork.
KYZJ ZJ R JVTIVK DVJJRXV
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"Nope. That decrypts into nonsense. Let's see, the second letter of ETAOIN SHRDLU is a T."   He lined up the T with E. 
Same result.
He worked his way through the letters of ETAOIN and looked at Samuel with skeptical eyes. "Are you sure you encoded this correctly?"
"Like I said, they're the twelve most common and you still have the letters of SHRDLU to get through."
"Knowing you, it's a trick and the J represents the last letter, U." Ean laid out the two alphabets again, only to fail again.
"No short cuts apprentice."
Ean sighed and aligned the S with the J. Everything fell into place. "This is a secret message."
Samuel chuckled. "It's not a secret anymore. You just might make a spymaster after all."
LOG ENTRY ADDED: Spycraft - Letter Frequency Analysis
SKILL UNLOCKED: Letter Frequency Analysis (1/3)
CLASS RANK INCREASED: Spymaster +1 (6/6)
+ + CLASS LEVEL UP: Spymaster Rank 3 + +

Increased encryption & decryption speed, intuitive letter frequency calculation, enhanced subterfuge, improved countersurveillance
After successfully decoding the message, Ean's excitement and enthusiasm for the trade of spycraft had grown. Now he had a way to decrypt messages when he didn't know the cipher used. 
Samuel watched the young spymaster with an amused look. "It does me good to see your excitement for the job," he said. "However, I can save you a lot of time and effort. Your spy in Argonia North wrote this message using the Pigpen Cipher, named because the shapes resemble pig pens."
LOG ENTRY UPDATED: Spycraft – Ciphers
QFK: Use the Activity Page for the Pigpen Cipher, decrypt the message left for Ean. 
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Blinking in surprise, Ean said "Now the shapes make sense. Give me a moment to decode the message." He took out the parchment and studied the strange symbols with new understanding. After a few minutes of analysis, he looked up at Samuel. "The spy says the protesters are outsiders… and he wants to meet in person," Ean reported. "The last line seems unnecessary, 'It is a time of troubles.'
Samuel's expression turned serious. "Meetings are the most dangerous activity a spy or spymaster can perform. The last thing they want to do is expose their identity to the wrong person. That's the purpose of the last line. It's a passphrase. They'll 'challenge' you with something innocuous like asking what the time is. When you respond with the passphrase, they know you're who they are supposed to meet."
 LOG ENTRY ADDED: Spycraft - Challenges and Passphrases
"I feel like I should wear a cloak and carry a dagger. What if it's not a trap? Why would they risk exposing themselves except to double-cross me?"
If it's not a trap, it means they have urgent information that would take too long to pass by message. The choice is yours." 
Ean considered the risks carefully. Being killed was not desirable. Getting captured and tortured, in his imagination, was less desirable than death. He had a duty to fulfill and a quest to complete so his decision was obvious.
"We are at the brink of war. I must take the risk and meet the spy," he declared with quiet resolve. A sliver of unease crept into his thoughts at the dangers of such an encounter, yet the needs of his kingdom demanded bold action in response to this unexpected development.
Decrypted_Message-07 added to Inventory
QUEST COMPLETED: Q-018 Decipher Encrypted_Message-07 
Reward: +1 XP (12/12)
SKILL UNLOCKED: Pigpen Cipher (1/3)
LOG ENTRY UPDATED: Spycraft - Ciphers
QUEST ACCEPTED: Q-019 Meet with the Argonia North spy
# # #  CHARACTER LEVEL UP  # # #

Gain increased Endurance, Intellect, and Charisma
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      ***As Ean ventured into the Riverside park, his resolve wavered with each step. Doubts gnawed at him, whispering that this could be a trap, a deceptive ploy to lure him into danger like the wolves in Argonia West. The thought of facing a far more perilous threat than he had anticipated left him questioning his own abilities.
"Relax. I'm not in any danger," he muttered, his voice betraying a tremor he couldn't quite suppress. Tension coiled in his neck, and he rubbed the area in a futile attempt to ease it. "I'm being paranoid for no reason," he reassured himself.
As a well-dressed man changed direction to approach, Ean's stress levels spiked. The man moved with a purposeful stride, exactly the image Ean had of a spy.
"Pardon me, but can you tell me what time it is?" the man inquired politely.
Ean paused, his heart racing. "It is a time of troubles," he uttered, his voice tinged with a cryptic undertone.
The man's face darkened. "I need the time, not useless commentary on the world," he snapped before storming off.
Ean's face flushed red. How had he misjudged the encounter so thoroughly?
Moments later, a harried-looking woman approached Ean, her arms laden with baskets of groceries.
"Sorry to bother you, but do you know what time it is?" she asked, while shifting her grip on one of her baskets.
Ean hesitated. Two people asking for the time seemed suspicious, but it was a busy time of the day, and she looked like a harried housewife. The last thing she needed was some oddball wasting her time with a nonsensical response.
"Yeah, I think it's—." He noticed a seriousness in her eyes. They were in constant motion, scanning her field of view for threats. Her stance wasn't as casual as it appeared. Feet spread and right arm coiled to use the basket like a cudgel. This woman was prepared for a fight. 
With a subtle nod, he proclaimed in a low, steady tone, "It is a time of troubles," echoing the cryptic words he had spoken earlier.
To his surprise, the woman's tense expression melted away, replaced by a sense of relief. She relaxed her posture and sank down onto a nearby park bench, her eyes revealing a deep sadness.
"Thanks for meeting me," she whispered. "Your master was a good friend and a great spymaster. I miss him dearly."
Another surprise, if it was true. "We didn't have much time. I'm surprised he didn't mention you," Ean replied, still dubious of her identity.
"Our job is to keep secrets, even from those closest to us. Like you, I was recruited and trained by him. He spoke highly of you and was excited to train you. I can only imagine the pressure you're under, especially with all the turmoil and rumors swirling around," she said.
"That's why I agreed to this meeting. The king needs answers fast about what's happening here."
She leaned forward and dropped her voice to a hushed whisper, her gaze darting around the park. "People on both sides of the border gates are agitated. My assessment is they will soon turn violent. The war in the shadows already has and now my life is in danger."
Ean's heart skipped a beat. "Turned violent, how? What danger are you in?"
The woman's voice dropped to a conspiratorial whisper. "What I'm about to tell you could be considered treason," she said. She took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. 
"I… discovered the Brindle spy stationed here." She wrung her hands while engaged in a mental debate before blurting out, "We met, fell in love, and married in secret."






  
  Chapter 11: Spies, Romance, and Intrigue


Ean froze, his mind reeling from the spy's shocking revelation. It had never occurred to him that rival spies might meet and become friends, let alone marry. He was still grappling with the fundamentals of spycraft, and now he found himself entangled within an international web of deceit. The very spy he needed the most from had divided loyalties, casting suspicion over everything she reported. 
He scrutinized the woman's every gesture, every subtle shift in her expression since they'd met. The warmth that initially had put him at ease now felt like a calculated deception to mask her dangerous secret. Why reveal such a vulnerability to someone she barely knew? Perhaps she and her lover were responsible for his master's death and now were targeting him? If this was the trap he'd been worried about, perhaps he could turn the tables.
Ean leaned back, his eyes narrowing with suspicion. "If the king found out, you will surely be imprisoned, and your husband executed." He shuddered at the visions his mind conjured up. "Why should I risk being punished as well to help you?"
"I took a leap of faith to trust you which is why I confessed to our crimes." She scanned the park as if looking for someone. "It's not our king I'm afraid of, at least not right now," the woman replied grimly. "I believe the Emperor of Brindle has learned of our marriage and sent an assassin to eliminate my husband."
Her words shocked Ean again. "Are you certain? How do you know there is an assassin looking for your husband?"
The woman explained how, two nights prior, an assassin had tried to kill her husband after they visited family in Brindle West. They had only just managed to defeat the assassin before fleeing back through the border gate. Ean knew the body would have surely been discovered by now, putting the couple in even graver danger.
"You will be safe as long as you stay in Argonia," Ean assured her. But even he knew the limits of that protection.
"Until war breaks out," the woman said darkly. "Then the Emperor's assassins will be free to cross the border."
Ean recognized the grim truth in her words. If open conflict erupted between their nations, no lines on a map could shield them from the Emperor's wrath. But perhaps they could turn this situation to Argonia's advantage until that day came. "Are you willing to continue to serve the kingdom?"
"We both love Argonia and will spy for our king," she said resolutely, "but we have conditions."
"I sympathize with your situation. However, both countries are about to go to war." His voice pitched up. "Violence has already broken out here and you're telling me, your handler, you'll only do the job under certain conditions? I may be new to the job, but I report to the king and you report to me. This is not a time to be setting conditions, especially after boxing me into corner so I have to stick my neck out for you."
She placed her hand on his and waited for him to regain his composure. "No offense intended. Of course we want to prevent a war, but we've been targeted. Would you prefer conditional spies who are alive or dead spies?"
Even in his agitated state, he knew her logic was sound. She was an intellectual match he was inexperienced with. She'd won his begrudging respect, but also revealed herself to be a different type of threat than he anticipated. "What are your conditions?"
"Our only condition is we be given a Letter of Safe Passage, signed by the king. We need to be able to flee at a moment's notice."
Ean took a moment to size her up. Her eyes, though fearful, projected an inner strength. She was no timid soul. When she spoke, her voice held conviction but also weariness. 
What they were asking for wasn't just for protection, but immunity from their actions. He was the spymaster. The one in charge, and she had yet to prove useful to him. He leaned closer, his gaze narrowing as he fixed the woman with an unwavering stare. "Before we discuss anything further," he said, his voice low and measured, "I need you to tell me what you know about the protests and demonstrations happening here."
"You have to promise you'll plea our case to the king and secure the letter." She looked into his eyes. "I want to trust you, but the information you're asking for is our only bargaining chip. No offense, young man, but you're only risking your reputation. We're risking our lives."
Ean bristled at being called a kid, but could see her position was stronger than his, again. He said, "You're right. I am young and you've placed more trust in me than I deserve after just meeting each other." He met her gaze. "Know this, the king has placed his full faith in me and what I know of him is he is fair and just. I give you my word, I will secure those letters if you can help me stop the escalating tensions."
The woman considered his promise briefly before speaking again. "There are genuine grievances on both sides of the border. It has always been that way. What is new is agents provocateurs have come in and stirred up trouble. We have also noticed numerous outsiders attending the protests."
"Outsiders and agents provocateurs? Who are they working for?"
Her grim tone did not lift as she replied, "Someone known as 'The Man In The Purple Hat' is pulling the strings. We haven't learned who he works for. Although our leaders talk peace, both sides are busy sharpening their swords for war. Somebody is looking for an excuse to use them." 
Her words were foreboding. Dark forces seemed to be at work beyond what was apparent. Her suggestion the dark forces could be Argonian was troubling. If so, either the king was playing him for a fool, or someone was acting without the king's authority. No wonder the spy wanted to meet in person.
He told her solemnly, "I thank you for your service and will speak to the king on your behalf when I relay this information to him."
She thanked him, picked up her groceries, and disappeared into the crowd.
Ean's mind was like a novice swimmer managing to keep their head above water but convinced they were about to drown at any second. He had entered the park prepared for a physical confrontation from ambush or a double-cross. She had proven he came mentally unprepared. A forbidden love affair threatened by assassins. A plea for the king's amnesty. Finally, the revelation that Argonians were being manipulated by a puppet master. 
Any single one of those revelations would have been earth shattering. The fact she had delivered all three would have seemed inconceivable an hour ago. Hurrying back to enlist Samuel's aid, Ean couldn't help but grin. She had done all that and earned his respect without ever revealing her name to him. Truly a professional spy. 
 SIDE-QUEST ADDED: SQ-02 Obtain a Letter of Safe Passage for the married spies 
QUEST COMPLETED: Q-019 Meet with the Argonia North spy
CLASS RANK INCREASED: Spymaster +1 (7/12)
LOG ENTRY ADDED: Spycraft - Double Agents







  
  Chapter 12: Test of Loyalty


Ean's hand trembled on the knob as he hesitated at the back door. He was about to involve his mentor in a situation that could lead to all their executions. He pushed the door open, wincing at the creak that startled Samuel from his nap. 
The older man's eyes snapped open, narrowing as they landed on Ean. In a voice laced with a mix of relief and reproach, he said, "Glad to see you are still alive."
Ean swallowed hard, struggling to keep his voice even. "The meeting was genuine, and I don't believe I was ever in any danger," he said. "She, however, is—" He paused, the unspoken words hanging in the air like a noose. "Or claims to be, in serious danger."
Samuel studied Ean's pale face, taking note of the panic still simmering beneath the surface of his usually calm demeanor. "A spy is always in danger, but this must be something unusual to rattle a veteran spy," he remarked.
Ean recounted what the woman had told him. "An assassin, likely sent by the Emperor of Brindle, attempted to kill her husband."
Intrigue sparked in Samuel's eyes, and he leaned forward in his chair. "What did her husband do to warrant assassination?"
This was the moment of no return. Once he spoke the words, there would be no deniability to protect the old man. With trepidation, Ean revealed the spy's secret. "Her husband is Brindle's spy in Argonia North." 
Samuel sank back in disbelief. "Forty-five years working in the spy business. It's not unheard of for adversaries to become friends, but marriage.  That's unprecedented."
Ean's voice wavered, betraying the turmoil within. "Is it treason?" He knew the answer but held out hope for an exception for spies. "How are friendships between spies usually handled?"
Samuel's tone darkened. "Respect doesn't usually turn into friendship until one of them retires," he said, his gaze unwavering. "Until then, it is not uncommon for one to have to…" He stared at the floor for a long minute, his face haunted as long suppressed memories played out in his mind "Kill the other in service of their country."
Ean struggled to bear the weight of the decisions facing him. "How should I handle this? Do I tell the king and risk their arrest for treason and spying? Or do I sacrifice the truth in order to protect valuable assets?"
Samuel carefully considered the question. "Did she provide any actionable intelligence other than asking for you to speak on their behalf with the king? Are either of them valuable assets and if so, how valuable?" He paused to collect his thoughts. "You need to confirm the assassination attempt story. If it pans out, that seems to indicate at least he is highly valuable."
"She told me the uprisings are the work of a puppet master, someone known as 'The Man In the Purple Hat' but she doesn't know whose side he's on," Ean recalled. 
Samuel's eyes went blank and he visibly paled. He clutched at his chest and his breathing grew labored. 
"Do you need help?"
Through gritted teeth, Samuel replied, "As much as I talk about dying, this is only heartburn."
Ean jogged to the door and gripped the handle. "Are you sure? Let me get an apothecary."
"It will pass." Once he had regained his breath, Samuel said, "I cannot make your decision for you. I can tell you that all spymasters are eventually forced to make this choice. Strict adherence to the laws of their country, or loyalty to the cause and the people who risk their life for the cause."
Ean nodded solemnly. "Thank you, again, for your council. Go take care of your heartburn. I'm still undecided how to handle the spies. Regardless, I need to report what I've learned to the king." 

      ***Ean's fingers quivered as he thumbed through his leatherbound questbook. His eyes scanned the entries, the words blurring into an indecipherable mess as doubts clouded his mind. Twenty minutes had passed since he submitted his request to speak with the king. The wait was chipping away at his nerves. 
Castle staff moved in and out of the throne room. Most ignored Ean or chatted indifferently as they gossiped. A pair of courtiers exited and stood within earshot of him. "I've never seen the king so tense. Mark my words, trouble's brewing." 
The other replied, "I've heard rumors the ministers are worried he's not up to the task."
The throne room door swung open, sending the courtiers scuttling away. A palace attendant strode out, back rigid, expression unreadable as stone. With a curt nod, they gestured for Ean to enter. He took a deep breath, steeling himself for the impending conversation.
The king dismissed the servants and guards with an annoyed wave. His eyes looked worried, and trouble lined his face. "Please, come closer, Spymaster Fleming. I hope you have information that can dispel the uncertainty and doubt that paralyzes the castle staff in a death grip."
Ean cleared his throat, his mouth suddenly dry. As he stepped forward, he couldn't help but recall the council's doubts about his abilities after his flawed Argonia West intelligence report. The memory still stung, a constant reminder of the high stakes he faced. His success to failure ratio with the king was not favorable. The news he had wouldn't go into the win column.  
"Sire, I have re-established the spy network in every region of Argonia. All the intelligence I have gathered tells me—" Better to proceed with caution than make another mistake. "—Brindle is actively preparing for war and, despite my failure in Argonia West, I believe may have already infiltrated clandestine forces across our borders. I am still gathering confirmation on this information. The riots and protests in Argonia North appear to be designed to undermine your authority and public confidence, perhaps as a prelude to war."
The king listened gravely. "Thank you. This information does make the situation clearer. I am relieved to hear the people are not looking to rise up against me. However, your assessment is correct. The instability could serve the purpose of causing an incident Brindle can use as a pretense for military incursion, if not a full-scale war." 
Ean met the king's gaze steadily. "There is one more thing I need to report, your majesty."
Ean's palms were sweaty. His heart pounded, knowing what he was about to say was a half-truth that, under the current circumstances, could be considered borderline treason.
"Our spy in Argonia North has been a valuable asset for many years and was highly regarded by my late master," he began, his voice trailing off in reverence. "Now, due to family affiliations in Brindle, she and her husband are being targeted by the Emperor's assassins."
The king's eyes widened as a flicker of alarm crossed his face. "Assassins! I will notify the commander of our border forces to be on alert. What is your plan for your spy and her family? While their safety is a grave concern, we need to maintain Intelligence resources in Argonia North."
Ean took a deep breath. "They continue to be servants of the kingdom and provide information. I ask your highness to reward their dedication with a Letter of Safe Passage in the event they need to flee the kingdom."
The king nodded. "Out of respect to your master and the spy's long service, consider it done. Ask my secretary for a letter on your way out. And tell her to increase your stipend to 30 gold pieces for the additional expenses."
Thirty! That's enough for a draft horse and a plow back home. Ean stammered out a thank you. 
The king carried on speaking. "As for Brindle, I personally know the Emperor and my instincts tell me Riverside would be his most likely invasion route. He's always wanted complete control of commerce on the Silvergleam River. It is vital you have a suitable replacement in place should your spies flee."
"Yes, your highness." Ean set his jaw with determination. "I will recruit a replacement immediately."
The king locked eyes with Ean. "Make it your top priority because I have more work for you. Your report has lifted the fog of war in Argonia, but Brindle remains a mystery. When you return, I must dispatch you on your most dangerous mission yet."
Ean gulped. When he started his apprenticeship a few weeks ago, he expected it to be an office job. Fending off wolves and avoiding discovery and entrapment in Riverside were more danger than he ever anticipated. The only thing he could imagine more dangerous was unthinkable. Suicidal.
One thing at a time. What he needed now was to ask Samuel how to recruit spies.
  QUEST COMPLETED: Q-015 Determine the cause of the protests in Argonia North
Reward: +30 Gold Pieces. +1 XP (13/24)
SIDE-QUEST UPDATED: SQ-02 Obtain a Letter of Safe Passage for the married spies.
Letter of Safe Passage added to Inventory
QUEST ACCEPTED: Q-020 Recruit replacement spy for Argonia North







  
  Chapter 13: Girl with a Green Thumb


Ean returned to Samuel's bookshop, his mind in turmoil. Samuel was sorting and stacking a shipment of books. Ean assisted in silence until they finished.  
"Thank you, Ean. You're unusually quiet."
Flipping through the pages of one of the new books, Ean replied, "The king has ordered me to recruit a replacement for our spy in Argonia North."
"A sensible move given her situation. You'll want someone familiar with Riverside but not well-known."
"Which is why I believe she should be involved in finding her replacement. Do you have any ideas how I might find her?"
Samuel pondered this for a moment. "Our only clue is that she had just purchased groceries, yes? Then the sensible first step would be to check the markets near where you met. Someone relying on fresh ingredients is unlikely to have traveled far."
"Great idea," said Ean. "I'll start at the stalls in Riverside and see if any of the merchants recall a woman matching her description."
Ean ate a quick meal and packed a sandwich for the road. He changed clothes and then made his way to the Riverside market.
He didn't see the woman from the park, so decided to ask around. At the first grocer's market stall along the thoroughfare, he approached the grizzled shopkeeper. "Begging your pardon, I was here the other day. There was a woman, early-30s, here too. Somehow we swapped baskets and I'd like to return her items. Do you know who I'm looking for?" 
The man eyed Ean with undisguised suspicion. "Ain't seen you around here before, lad. Even if I knew the woman you spoke to, I wouldn't be so quick to betray a customer's privacy."
Undaunted, Ean moved to the second stall, where the ornery grocer scoffed at his tale. "You come over here from Brindle? Only someone from Brindle would be so stupid they'd mix up their bags." The man pressed his face closer. He sneered, "I'll have no business with a Brindler."
Ean mustered a polite smile, though inwardly his hopes were fading. He paused before approaching the third market stall. Recalling his costly lessons about favors in Argonia Central, he first made a small purchase. As the woman bagged his items, he posed his question. 
To his relief, she nodded thoughtfully. "Sounds like you may be talking about Lila Skye. Runs the herbalist supply shop down the lane."
He walked in the direction the woman pointed until he came to the outskirts of the warehouse district. Here, cargo ship captains and distributors traded bulk goods. The buildings were unadorned rectangular boxes built of clay brick for function before aesthetics. 
When he reached the end of the row of warehouses, he started to turn left to search the next row. He stopped when he noticed the guards at the bridge marking the passage of people using the bridge in a logbook. If clandestine agents had crossed over and not returned, perhaps the guards would have logged more entries than exits.
He stood in the short line to pass through the security checkpoint. The brackish fishy smell of the river was overwhelming. Seagulls lined the bridge rails and harassed passersby for food. A married couple in front of him were engaged in a quiet argument.
"Mind your manners," the wife said. "I heard these guards roughed up the neighbors the other day."
"Fine. Last time I buy anything with a 'Brindler tax' from these cheating merchants anyway."
Ean pretended not to hear or notice them until he was facing the guard. "I'm not crossing. I wanted to ask how closely you track the number of Brindlers, like that couple, who cross over and return."
"Everyone who crosses gets logged. Why do you ask?"
"A friend of mine got swindled by a low-life Brindler merchant. The inn claims he didn't check out, but they hadn't seen him since the day before yesterday. I thought if you were one head count off, that would mean he's still on this side."
"If this merchant is the low-life you claim, he didn't use the bridge to get here."
"How else would he have come here?"
The guard turned his head to the left and looked at the boats and ships docked at the harbor. He turned back and looked at Ean with a single cocked eyebrow. "Tell your friend the next time a low-life takes advantage of her to report it to the royal guard." He clapped Ean on the shoulder. "Not wait two days to send an amateur sleuth."
Ean's ears burned red hot. "My apologies for wasting your time."
He turned and walked back to the warehouse district to continue his search. While he walked, he contemplated his naivete to the ways of the criminal underworld. It hadn't occurred to him there were people who would regularly pass between borders without going through official checkpoints. This oversight was one reason he hadn't considered that the sightings in Argonia West were criminals instead of soldiers.
A dark voice inside himself he didn't like to acknowledge whispered his career in the shadows of society would rely on associations with people who lived outside of the law. As that reality took hold in his brain, he located the only warehouse building with a sign about herbal supplies.

      ***Ean gathered his courage and stepped inside the herbal supply shop. A musty scent clung to the air, assaulting his nostrils. Dried herbs, roots, and flowers with elegantly scrawled labels lined the shelves. A woman stood behind the counter; her head bent over a ledger. As he stepped forward, the floorboards creaked beneath his feet. She looked up, her eyes widening in surprise, followed by a caged wariness. Her gaze locked onto his, a silent challenge.
He had found her.
The woman's voice was soft, almost hesitant, as she spoke. "Can I help you?"
"Yes," Ean said. "I'm looking for Lila Skye."
The woman's eyes flickered with something akin to fear. "I'm Lila Skye," she said, her posture tensing. "What do you want?"
"I'm here about…" He lowered his voice. "The matter I promised to help you with."
Lila studied him for a moment before replying. "Not out here. Come to my office." She led him down a short hallway to a cramped room.
Inside, Lila gestured for Ean to sit, closing the door firmly behind them. She positioned herself between him and the exit, her shoulders squared, and her gaze locked onto his every movement like a hawk watching its prey.
Ean slowly reached into his satchel to remove a folded letter. He spoke calmly. "I persuaded the king to provide you with a pass, but on one condition." He handed her the letter.
Letter of Safe Passage removed from Inventory
SIDE QUEST COMPLETED: SQ-02 Obtain a Letter of Safe Passage for the married spies 
Lila's fingers trembled as she unfolded the Letter of Safe Passage. Her eyes scanning the words while struggling to hold back tears. She sniffed and wiped her eyes. "I thought for sure you had come to arrest us, like any sensible person would have done."
"I took my own leap of faith that your stories about being a friend of my former master and the assassination attempt were true."
Lila's voice wavered with emotion. "We both owe you a gratitude we'll never be able to repay.  Name the condition, we'll do it."
"Train a replacement before you leave. In these tumultuous times, the kingdom can't afford to go blind to events in Riverside."
Lila nodded. "I believe my assistant Aria Winterbourne would make an excellent replacement. She's sharp as a tack and resourceful too." 
She leaned out the office door. "Aria, could you join us please?" Moments later, a young woman appeared, her expression aloof and guarded. A sharp intelligence glinted behind her eyes.
He rose and extended his hand. "Fleming. Ean Fleming. A pleasure to make your acquaintance. Lila speaks highly of you."
Aria studied him coolly, her gaze unwavering, before accepting the handshake. "Does she now?" Her tone held a hint of challenge. "And why would you be asking about me?" 
Ean met her gaze calmly. "I have a business proposition."
She considered him a moment longer. "Well now. We just met and you're already proposing." She harrumphed and raised an eyebrow. "If you're the one Lila has spoken of, I know why you're here. Before I agree to work for you, I have a proposal of my own."
Ean knew a test when he faced one.  
"I'll listen to your terms," he replied evenly. "Though I must inform you, I'm interviewing other candidates as well. I only approached Lila out of professional courtesy."
Aria's aloof expression gave little away. "You're wasting your time on the others," she said, resting a hand on her hip. Reaching into her work smock, she pulled out a folded parchment. "Prove you're not wasting my time. Here's a list of plants found all over the continent. I need five of each."
She handed him the slip of parchment. Ean glanced over the names - most were unfamiliar to him. 
"The one at the bottom is only found in North Brindle. I doubt you can acquire it, so I'll scratch that one off." She grabbed his hand and pressed the slip against his chest so she could run a line through the name.
His gaze met Aria's cool, gray eyes. She wants me to gather mushrooms and flowers. Should be simple enough to do while I check all the dead drops again.
"Challenge accepted Miss Winterbourne. I'm disappointed you thought so little of my abilities." 
A small smile played at the corners of Aria's lips. "Is that so?" She gave him an appraising look that told him she would be the real challenge.
Aria walked away with a haughty toss of her head. Ean leaned forward, his voice low. "Lila, where can I find these plants? And what do they look like?"
A soft laugh escaped Lila's lips. "If you're only trying to recruit her, the local plants will do the trick." Her expression turned thoughtful. "If you're after Aria's heart, you need to bring her something she can't find growing in Argonia or buy in the market."
Ean nodded slowly as he looked at the crossed-out item. A trip into North Brindle for a flower was out of the question, even if his beating heart told him he desperately wished he could. "Thank you. I'll be back in a few days."
"In the meantime, I'll start training her," Lila said. She gripped Ean's arm. "Thank you for speaking to the king on our behalf. Although we have the letter, we will stay to help Aria as long as we can. "
The encounter with the two women left him flustered. "You're part of my herd and it's my duty to protect you."  As soon as the words left his lips, he realized how cringeworthy the statement sounded. "What I mean is that—"
"I know you were a farmer and understand the intent behind it. I am grateful," Lila said. She reached into her desk drawer. "Before you leave, I want you to have this."
She placed a coin the size of a medallion in Ean's hand. It was made of a strange metal, and on one side was the outline of a man's head facing left, and on the other, the outline of a man's head facing right.
"We found this two-headed coin on the assassin," she explained. "Neither of us recognizes it, but we are sure it is important. Keep it with you at all times, if only for luck."
Ean placed the medallion into his coin pouch. "Thank you, Lila. I will."
Two-Headed Medallion added to inventory
And with that, Ean turned and left the herbal supply shop, his mind buzzing with thoughts of Aria and the strange coin. With a greater sense of the threat facing the kingdom, he was going to need to increase the communication with his spies. Repeated trips without a believable reason would be suspicious, especially if Brindle spies were afoot. He would need the help of a member of the king's council if he wanted to simultaneously accomplish all his goals.
SIDE QUEST ACCEPTED: SQ-03 Acquire five of each plant on Aria's list
SKILL UNLOCKED: Flirting







  
  Chapter 14: Fish and Game Warden


Before returning to the bookstore, Ean went to the castle to consult with Aldric Everstone, the Minister of Trade. If he was going to travel around the kingdom incognito by posing as a game warden, the cover should hold up under normal scrutiny. 
The Ministry of Trade sprawled across the entire first floor of the castle's ministerial wing. Ean entered through a series of open-faced storage rooms, each overflowing with samples of goods from across the continent and beyond. The air was thick with the enticing aroma of exotic spices and rare wood and ores.  
He then navigated through the central space, lined with towering walls of meticulously organized ledgers and scrolls. Dozens of scribes, hunched over their desks, efficiently processed bills of lading and tax calculations. The incessant scratching of their quill pens formed a continuous, rhythmic background drone. Finally, he reached the back of the hall, where sunlight streamed through the windows and fresh air circulated. Here, bathed in natural light, were the offices of the minister and his staff.
"Spymaster Fleming, how may I be of service?" the old man asked, looking up from his desk with a polite smile.
"My apologies, esteemed sir, for arriving unannounced."
The minister harumphed. "No need for formalities outside of the Council. If you'll allow me to call you Ean, you can call me Aldric."  
Ean scarcely recognized the man without his elegant council robes and fine attire. In the Ministry of Trade offices, he looked like a typical elderly man puttering around to keep active. 
"Thank you, Aldric. I was raised on a farm in Argonia East so I know a fair bit about wildlife. I can track, hunt, and fish most anything," he said with pride. "Officially, and out of professional caution, I can't tell people I'm a spymaster. Instead, I've been telling people I'm a game warden." He watched the old man for any sign of irritation before continuing. "I know the actual wardens report to the Trade Ministry. If you'll permit me, I'd like to continue using the cover by becoming a warden."
"You want to do two jobs? You are an ambitious young man."
"Sort of. If I'm listed as a warden and have the badge of station, my cover will hold up under normal scrutiny. I am willing to do work for the wardens." 
Aldric stared at Ean, one quizzical eyebrow raised. "Sounds like you're not just asking permission to continue posing as a warden, you want me to create a new position. What kind of work could you do the wardens aren't already taking care of?"
His voice pitching up, Ean's thoughts tumbled out. "When I first used the cover, I told some soldiers I was there to do a survey of the fish and local wildlife. While I was in Argonia West, the hunters complained there were fewer deer to hunt and more wolves in the area."
Aldric's voice was gruff. "And my wardens will handle the wolves if it gets worse." 
"I'm thinking about taking proactive measures. By putting my survey idea and the anecdotal evidence together." Ean held out his hands and brought them together, interweaving his fingers. "I was thinking I could conduct real surveys. We could use the data to identify trends in how much wildlife, even plant life, there is. Maybe we could do something before there are shortages."
Aldric sat back in his seat and stared into the distance so long that Ean worried he wasn't mentally present. The silence stretched on. Finally, the old man replied. "Cataloging natural resources before they are harvested? That is an excellent idea. The ministry only tracks the import and export of natural resources for tax purposes. Taxes are collected at the end of harvest and hunting seasons." 
Warming up to the idea, he spoke faster, a newfound enthusiasm in his tone. "Which means we don't know there's a bad year until disease or famine have already run their course."
"Does that mean you'll allow me to act as a warden?"
"If you bring me surveys every season, I'll keep you on the payroll." Aldric looked over his shoulder. "Deputy Minister Greystone, you have a new game warden, please bring him a badge."
A sinewy middle-aged man with sun-tanned skin joined Ean and Aldric. He deputized Ean and handed him a warden badge of station.
SECONDARY CLASS UNLOCKED: Game Warden (1/3)
SKILL UNLOCKED: Fieldcraft  (1/3)
Game Warden Badge of Station added to Inventory
LOG ENTRY ADDED: Class: Game Warden
Ean admired the badge, tracing the intricate design with his fingertips, before slipping it into his satchel. "Thank you. To conduct the surveys, I'm going to need to recruit local hunters and fishermen. Can I have a small budget to pay them for completed surveys?"
Aldric unlocked a desk drawer, pulled out a coin purse, and handed it to Ean. "Wardens receive 10 gold pieces a month. For the surveys, I will allot you a 25-gold piece stipend at the start of Spring and the end of Summer. You also draw more Stable Tokens as a warden. How many do you need?"
Ean stared at Aldric with questioning eyes. "Stable Tokens? What are those for?" 
Now it was Aldric's turn to stare in astonishment. "Ean, how have you been traveling around Argonia?"
Ean's faced flushed red, although he was confused about what embarrassed him. "I've been walking."
Aldric became agitated. "Did no one tell you what the perks are to being on the council? You're supposed to receive four Stable Tokens every month to check out a horse from the royal stables. It's a good thing you're young and healthy." He shook his head and muttered, "Walking to Argonia East and West. As a member of the King's Council, no less!"
The flustered minister pulled another pouch from his drawer. "I rarely leave the city. Here's my last three months allotment of tokens. Get a horse. Save your knees, and your back. You'll appreciate it when you're older."
Ean pocketed the tokens, thanked Aldric, and departed for the bookstore.

      ***"Did you know I could have been riding a horse all this time," Ean asked as he walked through the door of Argonian Bookshelf.
Samuel scowled. "Only nobility and wealthy merchants ride horses," he chided, wagging a finger. "Walking helps you blend in with the common folk. Remember what I said about being unseen in plain sight."
"About that," Ean replied, puffing out his chest. "It will be hard to look like a commoner when I'm riding around the countryside as Game Warden Fleming." He flashed his new badge of station.
Samuel's gaze hardened, a faint note of disapproval in his voice. "Congratulations. Spymaster apprentice Fleming can stay here free. Game Warden Fleming, however, has to pay 2 gold pieces a week for room and board." He paused, his eyes narrowing. "No pets allowed, including horses."
Ean's chest deflated, and he looked away. "I've been taking your hospitality for granted. From now on, I'll pay my share of expenses. At least until I can find a place of my own." He fished a couple of coins from his coin purse.
Sounding exasperated, Samuel replied, "You've been a tenant all of two minutes and you're already planning to move out?"
Realizing Samuel had been joking, Ean grinned. "Well, if I'm going to be bringing girls around. Shouldn't I have a place of my own."
Samuel snorted. "Girls? Are ladies these days so attracted to game wardens that you'll be courting them in groups?"
"No. Hopefully, it's just one girl." Ean tried and failed to hide his ear-splitting grin. "I haven't told you about my trip to Argonia North yet." 
"I thought you said the spy was married. Did the marriage not work out?"
"Huh? Oh. Lily is still married. When I told her she needed to find a replacement she introduced me to the lovely Aria Winterbourne."
"Tread carefully when mixing business and pleasure," Samuel warned. "I hope you didn't recruit her just because you're attracted."
"It's more than that," Ean admitted, heat creeping up his neck. "She's intelligent, brave, everything I could want in a romantic partner."
"She would be one of your spies," Samuel stated, his tone even. "Risking her life for the kingdom."
Ean nodded, shoulders slumping. "Exactly. How can I put someone I care about in that kind of danger? But at the same time, she's perfect for the role."
"Being a spymaster means making difficult choices," Samuel replied, leaning back in his chair. "You cannot allow your personal feelings to cloud your judgment when the stakes are so high."
"I know, I know." Ean dragged a hand through his hair. "It's just… the pressure to fill this position quickly is immense. And Aria checks every box. She's already been training under Lila. She has the perfect cover as an herbalist and merchant to travel freely. Brilliant, resourceful, everything we need."
Samuel nodded slowly. "Those are worthwhile traits. But you must be prepared to set aside your feelings for the greater good, if needed. Do you want a girlfriend, or do you want a spy?"
"Isn't there some way to have both?" Ean asked, desperation creeping into his voice. "To be with her and still utilize her skills for the kingdom?"
"Perhaps, but you must accept that one day, you may be forced to choose between your heart and your duty." Samuel continued solemnly. "The decisions you make impact far more than just yourself. The loss of even one spy weakens our defenses. Losing our only spymaster…" He shook his head. "Well, that would eliminate an entire defensive layer for the kingdom."
"It may be a moot point on both accounts. We've only been on one date and she hasn't accepted the role yet. I have to complete a side quest for her first. Which is what led to me becoming a game warden. 
Lily and Aria run an herbalist supply shop. Aria asked me to gather some Argonian plants. I realized if I created a network of locals doing surveys of natural resources, I could use them as a secondary source of Intelligence and information about herbalist plants."
"Clever. Soon you'll be giving me lessons on spycraft. Be careful not to lose sight of your primary duties to—." 
Ean had emptied his inventory pouch onto the table while Samuel spoke. He was separating items he wanted to take on his journey and items to leave behind. When he pushed the two-headed medallion into the take pile, Samuel's face went ghostly pale.
Samuel pointed a shaky arthritic finger at the medallion. "Where'd you get that?"
"Lily gave it to me. Said the assassin was carrying it. She thought it might bring me luck. Do you know what it is?"
"It's a relic from the last war. Keep it on you but don't go showing it off. It could bring up painful memories at a time we're trying to prevent the next war. If you'll excuse me, I was searching for a book for a customer. Enjoy your trip by horseback."
Sensing an uneasy change in Samuel, he gave an awkward goodbye. "OK. See you in a day or two."
Ean slung his satchel over his shoulder and returned to the castle to pick up and pay for his survey forms copied by the scribes. Then he used a stable token to check out a horse. He checked the list of plants from Aria, unsure if it still held her scent or if he was imagining it. He placed the list back in his satchel and slapped the horse's reins.
First stop, Wildwood's Edge in Argonia West.






  
  Chapter 15: A Survey of Argonia West


The horse's leisurely trot whisked Ean to Wildwood's Edge, arriving in half the time of his usual brisk walking pace. The inn clerk, a thin-lipped woman with narrowed eyes, recognized him and nodded stiffly. "Welcome back, Warden." She wrinkled her nose at the smell of horse on him and said, "Your horse will be stabled and fed, if you want to freshen up." Ean took the hint and washed and changed into fresh clothes before going to the trading post. 
Pungent scents of cured meats, tanned hides, and seasoned wood wafted out of the opened double doors. Business was slow and bored vendors sat sleepy-eyed behind their tables. Ean spotted the gruff-looking seller he had purchased the bear meat from the previous week. 
The seller's expression darkened as Ean approached, his hand twitching near the hunting knife at his belt. Hostility filled the air like a heat wave. Ean swallowed hard but pressed on. "Hello. I, uh, I bought some bear meat from you last week and wanted to say it was delicious." 
A bead of sweat trickled down Ean's back when the man's eyes narrowed to slits. "When I was here, some of the sellers and hunters mentioned there was a lack of deer and a surplus of wolves this year."
The man's expression remained guarded as he swatted away a persistent fly. "That is correct," he said, his voice gruff, "if you're wondering why there's still a shortage of venison."
Ean took a deep breath, steeling himself. "I'm Game Warden Fleming now." The man's eyes narrowed as his grip tightened on the knife hilt. A chill run down Ean's spine. Apparently, that was not the best thing to say. He swallowed hard, his throat suddenly dry. "I'm hoping you can help me with my first assignment." 
He extended the survey form, his hand trembling slightly. "If you and your fellow hunters, trappers, and fishermen would fill out a survey two or three each season, I'll reward one point to the Fieldcraft skill." The man's lips curled into a sneer, and he couldn't help but wonder if he had made a grave mistake.
The man snatched the survey form from Ean's outstretched hand, his face a mask of irritation. "In return for providing something useful to you," he growled, "you're going to give us something we'll already get through our livelihoods - practicing our class skills." His tone grew dismissive. "Are you trying to make everyone dislike game wardens even more?" 
Ean's heart quaked, and his knees shook. The man's hostility was so palpable. Surveys seemed like an idea of obvious benefit in the urban environment of Argonia Central. Encountering resistance, he was no longer certain. He would need to work harder to sell the idea to the locals. If not, his expensive survey forms would never leave the trading post, ending up as wrapping paper instead. Recalling the encounter with the border guard, he replied, "Did I neglect to mention the gold piece for every completed survey?"
The man looked at him with a critical eye. "What's the catch? No one pays one gold for us to count animals and trees and such. Why not post these surveys on the quest board?"
"The data will be more valuable coming from skilled people who can be trusted for repeatable accuracy. The quest board attracts people of unknown skill who might do it once and not follow up."
"What do you plan to do with this 'valuable' data? Why not just keep it to ourselves?"
"I need data to inform the king's council of problems like with the deer and wolves. They can't fix what they don't know about."  Ean pointed to the large box at the bottom. "Anything strange or unusual, like those killings in the woods, you can put in here."
The man looked up at Ean. "So you're the reason those soldiers took an interest in the killings." It was less a statement than an accusation, making Ean further doubt his wisdom in asking the man for assistance. The man shook his head and let slip a chuckle. "They tramped around the forest and made hunting impossible for a day, but the wolves have stayed away… and the less desirable human elements, if you get my meaning." He took the sheaf of surveys from Ean. "I'll distribute these to the mates most likely to fill them out."
"Thank you. I'll be back in a week or so to pick them up." He pulled Aria's list from his pouch. "If I could trouble you with one more favor, I've been tasked with gathering these plants. Can you tell me where I'm most likely to find them?"
"Let me see." The now hospitable man he ran his finger down the list. "Those grow along the banks of the pond and stream northeast of town. These can be found near the edge of the woods. The last ones here grow in fields on either side of the south road out of town. They're medicinal so ask any farmer's wife you see to point them out."
"You've been a great help…"
The man stuck out a beefy hand that swallowed Ean's. "Garland Everstone. Anything I can do for our new game warden."
It finally dawned on Ean why Garland was so eager to help. Until the locals could learn to trust and respect him, their fears of how a game warden could harm their business was a greater incentive to complete the surveys than a gold coin. He made a mental note on to counter that fear first in his next encounter. 
Ean left the trading post and went looking for the forest flower as an excuse to visit the park. 
Although it was late morning and the sun was high, his heart raced as he entered the park. His frantic, unheroic battle with the wounded wolves was fresh in his memory. The imaginary dangers in his mind as he approached the dead drop failed to materialize.
The spy had left him a new message. This time using a Caesar Cipher with a key shift of 6. 
QFK: Use the Caesar Cipher with a shift of 6 to decrypt the message before Ean does:

LUXKOMT ZNXKGZY XKSGOT UT ZNK HUXJKX

SKILL UPGRADED: Caesar Cipher II (2/3)
Ean decrypted the message and wished messages could be longer to make them less cryptic. The new message stated, 'foreign threats remain on the border' but didn't define the threats or specify which border. Whatever the threat, and wherever it came from, he felt confident his network of surveyors and his spy would find them and notify him.
He encrypted a message of his own with the Pigpen cipher to test the abilities of the spy. His message encouraged the spy to assist his surveyors because their work is important to the kingdom.
QFK: Try using the Pigpen Cipher to encrypt this message:

remain vigilant assist surveyors when able


Mud-caked and scratched from head to toe, Ean trudged back to the inn after gathering Aria's plants. He thanked the hostess for taking care of the horse and slipped her an extra gold coin. He assumed, 'Don't look a gift horse in the mouth', also applied to not questioning the bizarre activities of a generous customer.
Feeling too exhausted to ride, he bathed and ate dinner. Before he turned in for the night, he checked for updates to the stats on his character profile.
SKILL UPGRADED: Pigpen Cipher +1 (2/3)
SKILL UPGRADED: Fieldcraft +1 (2/3)

Personal Stats

Name: Ean Fleming                       Level: 4
Experience Points (XP): 13/24
Points to next level: 11
Gold Pieces: 66
Active Quests: 2
Completed Quests: 18
Failed Quests: 0
CLASS: Spymaster                        Rank: 3
Reverse The Word        (2/3)
Caesar Cipher II            (2/3)
Atbash Cipher               (2/3) 
Numbers For Letters I (0/3)
Letter Frequency Analysis     (1/3)
Pigpen Cipher                (2/3) 
Fieldcraft                         (2/3)








  
  Chapter 16: Home Again, Home Again


The next morning dawned overcast and gray. Despite the weather, an excited Ean packed his bag and prepared a horse for the long ride across the kingdom and into Argonia East. He led the horse to the boundary checkpoint, his pulse quickening at the sight of the same guard who had given him trouble before. 
The guard's eyes narrowed as he scrutinized Ean's travel pass. As the moment dragged on, Ean feared he would be turned back. But with a curt nod, the guard waved him through. Ean released the breath he hadn't realized he was holding.
As he rode through the lush countryside, he couldn't help but his chest swelled with pride in his old homeland. A breeze carried the crisp, earthy scents of the soil and the perfume of wildflowers in bloom. He thrilled at the familiar calls and songs of birds missing in Argonia Central. The tranquility of the countryside, free of the hustle and bustle of the cities, was refreshing.
At the fork, he turned left off the main road toward the market and military camp. However, dark clouds rolled in, and he smelled rain on the air. The first drops of rain fell just as he dismounted near the outpost. He hurried to seek out the soldiers he'd befriended, noticing others scrambling for shelter.
"Ho there, Warden. Good to see you, but how many times you going to count the fish?" one soldier called out, his jovial tone at odds with his hurried movements to an open-air tent.
Ean laughed, pulling out his badge of station and the survey forms. "The Minister of Trade has decided in his wisdom that I am being selfish and should share the joys of counting wildlife with others. Would you or your fellow soldiers be willing to conduct surveys on my behalf? I'm offering hunters and fisherman one gold piece per completed form. I know regulations forbid me paying you, but it doesn't say I can't set up a tab in the tavern for thirsty soldiers."
The soldier looked over one of the forms as the rain intensified. "While our duties often leave us ample time for bird and fish watching-" He returned the form to Ean. "Full-time soldiers aren't permitted to have secondary jobs. Sorry."
"I appreciate your willingness to help." Ean nodded at the far riverbank, raising his voice over the increasing patter of rain. "What's the latest on our friends on the other side?"
"They keep cycling reservists through, giving them new gear and training. Most of them are farmers and they're unhappy about missing planting and birthing season."
Ean thanked the soldier again for his time. Disappointed but undeterred in his mission to recruit surveyors, Ean turned back and rode to the market, the rain now coming down in sheets.
He approached several vendors, explained his mission, and offered payment for completing surveys. Unfortunately, most of the vendors declined, stating that their time was worth more than one gold coin. Many were already packing up their stalls, eager to escape the impending downpour.
Shoulders slumped in frustration, Ean turned his horse back towards the main road and urged it into a steady canter, determined to continue his mission despite the setbacks. As he continued riding east, the road narrowed to a single lane cart trail lined with trees and bushes. Thick mud made progress treacherous.
Ean pulled off the trail and dismounted under a shade tree. He spoke to the horse while feeding it oats. "My mistake was to ask soldiers and vendors. I need to find people who live off the land. People who will understand the importance of my task and be willing to help." The horse whinnied in apparent agreement.
Ean patted the horse's neck as he weighed the consequences of a decision he was contemplating. Why not? I am on official business, and they'll have some suggestions.
With renewed purpose, he mounted the horse and spurred it on. He rode another half hour, battling slippery roads and poor visibility. At one point, his horse nearly lost its footing, almost throwing him off. Finally, he came across a rustic farmhouse and barn set off on a gently sloped hill. The familiar sights and smells brought back memories of his childhood, eliciting a pang of nostalgia.
Ean's breath caught in his throat as the familiar farmhouse came into view. A figure in the distance, toiling in the fields despite the rain, suddenly straightened and turned towards him. Ean's heart raced as he recognized the broad-shouldered silhouette of his father, who was now breaking into a jog, a wide smile spreading across his weathered face.
"Ean! My boy!" His father exclaimed, embracing him tightly and clapping him on the back. "It's been too long. What brings you all the way out here, and in this weather at that?"
"I know, Father," Ean replied, returning the embrace before tying up the horse. "I'm here on official business."
Ean's father dragged him inside where his mother, a sturdy woman with a kind face, was preparing dinner. "Ma, look who came for dinner."
His mother gave him a big hug and set out a plate and utensils for him.
The comforting smells and tastes of his mother's cooking stirred up a mix of emotions, and a bittersweet realization this was no longer his home. He was not the young man that had left her weeks ago. "Father, Mother," Ean began. "I have some news to share. I've been appointed as a game warden."
His mother looked puzzled. "Game warden? No offense son," she said, "but the man who came to interview you quizzed you extensively on a variety of intellectual matters. We expected they wanted more out of you than a game warden. What happened?"
Ean nodded. "I know, Mother," he explained patiently. "The king and his council need me to be a different type of game warden. Believe me when I say, the work I do is very important. "
"Well, as long as it's not dangerous." She pursed her lips. "Still, I wonder what the point of asking all those questions was if they didn't intend for you to work in the castle?"
Ean weighed the risks of telling his mother about the danger he was in, but decided against worrying her needlessly. "I need both of you to promise to tell people I'm an ordinary game warden and nothing more."
His father helped himself to a second serving. "If you say you're a game warden, then you're a game warden. What exactly does the new job entail?"
"I need to recruit local hunters and fishermen to help me survey the natural resources so we can manage them better," Ean replied. "And in return, they will receive compensation from the kingdom. I was thinking you or Uncle Jim might be interested in participating or help spread the word for me."
"Planting's all done so I can help. If you need someone to talk up the work, but not actually do the work, you can count on your Uncle Jim."
Ean's mother sighed in contentment as she gazed at her son. "It warms my heart to see you, dear. Tell me, what news is there from the capital? How do you find living in the city?"
Ean swallowed a mouthful of stew before responding. "The city has been an adjustment," he admitted. "It's noisier and busier than what I'm used to. But I've been learning so much. I've been very fortunate to find a good mentor after my master died."
His mother gasped.
"So much has gone on and so much to tell, I forgot to mention that. He was a good man and it's a tragic loss to the kingdom."
"You seem to have done well for yourself in spite of the circumstances," his father said.
His mother gave him a knowing smile. "And have you met anyone special in the capital, Ean? A nice girl, perhaps?"
Ean's pulse quickened, and he stammered, "Well, there is, maybe, someone. She's an herbalist, and likes me too, I think." He hesitated briefly before continuing. "In fact, she gave me a list of plants that she needs. I was hoping for your help while I'm here."
Reaching into his pack, Ean produced the list from Aria. His mother took it eagerly. "Let me have a look, then I'm sure your father and I can show you where to harvest a few of these."
The three of them cleaned the table and then, despite the persistent drizzle, ventured out to hunt for Aria's plants. For the final plant on the list, Ean had to brave a thorny thicket. The rain-soaked ground was unstable, and he slipped multiple times. His clothes were torn by brambles, and he was covered in mud by the time he retrieved the plant.
As they returned to the house, soaked and muddy, Ean's father chuckled. "You've certainly gone to great lengths for this herbalist, son. She must be quite special."
Ean felt his cheeks flush. "She's… unique," he admitted, thinking of Aria's sharp wit and mysterious demeanor. The spent the rest of the evening reminiscing. The stress of the day and the flickering candlelight had him struggling to remain awake. He gave up and crawled into his old bed.






  
  Chapter 17: Duties of a Game Warden


The soft glow of dawn crept through the kitchen window as Ean and his father sat at the worn wooden table. Steam curled from their mugs, filling the air with the rich aroma of freshly brewed coffee. Ean's father leaned forward, his weathered hands wrapped around his cup. 
"So, tell me about this surveyor business of yours," he said, his voice low to avoid waking Ean's mother. "What's the purpose behind it all?"
Ean took a sip of his coffee, gathering his thoughts. "It's part of the reason I'm a Game Warden," he explained, reaching into his satchel. "It was my idea to catalog natural resources. That way we could identify any shortages early." He pulled out a form and slid it across the table. "This is what we're asking people to fill out."
His father picked up the paper, squinting as he scanned its contents. His forehead wrinkled he reached the bottom. "Unusual activities?" he read aloud, glancing up at Ean. "What's that about? And what do you do in the city when you're not… warden-ing?"
Ean's heart quickened. He hadn't prepared for this line of questioning. "Well," he began, choosing his words carefully, "there have been… rumors. Of war." He watched his father's face closely. "The box is there in case someone sees something that might spark new rumors or confirm old ones."
A heavy silence fell between them. Ean's father set down the form, his expression grave. "War," he repeated, the word hanging in the air like a storm cloud. "I'd hoped you'd never have to experience that."
Curiosity gnawed at Ean. "Dad," he said softly, "what do you remember? From the last war?"
His father's eyes grew distant, focused on something beyond the kitchen walls. "Your Uncle Jim," he began, his voice thick with emotion, "he was conscripted. Smartest guy I knew. Ambitious, like you. Had big dreams." He paused, taking a long drink of coffee. "Two years of war changed him. The man who came back… he wasn't the same Jim we'd known."
Ean leaned forward, hanging on every word. His father continued, "If you can do anything to prevent war, Ean, give it your all. Nobody wins. Both sides lost some of their best young men in the last one. Brindle's poorer and are reliant on us for food. We had to rebuild most of Riverside by paying more taxes."
His father reached across the table, clasping Ean's hand. "I'm glad you're a game warden, son," he said, a sad smile on his face. "At least your mother won't have to worry about you being in danger." They sat in silence until his mother woke up.
The enjoyed a warm family breakfast. With the rain still falling steadily, Ean and his parents set out to recruit locals for the surveys. The persistent downpour forced them to go door-to-door instead of meeting people in the fields or at a community gathering, making the process time-consuming and less effective.
At each house, Ean explained his mission, with his father adding credibility to his words. Some were skeptical, others intrigued, but the weather dampened enthusiasm across the board.
"Everyone is antsy about their crops," Ean's father explained as they trudged between houses. "You know how important these handful of weeks are for a good harvest. They're more worried about their farms than filling out surveys."
By midday, they had managed to secure a few willing participants, far fewer than Ean had hoped for. As they returned home, his mother prepared a warm lunch to chase away the chill.
"You've done what you can, son," his father reassured him. "I'll keep spreading the word once the weather clears. And remember, Uncle Jim will talk it up too."
Ean nodded, grateful for their support but frustrated by the setbacks. As he prepared to leave, the internal conflict he'd been battling intensified. He longed to share the full truth with his parents. Deceiving them felt wrong, but he knew that every secret shared was a potential danger to them.
"Thank you both," he said, embracing each of them tightly. "I can't express how much your help means to me."
His mother cupped his face in her hands. "Just be careful out there, Ean. Whatever your real job is, promise me you'll stay safe."
Ean's throat tightened. "I promise, Mother. I'll do my best."
As Ean mounted his horse to leave, the rain seemed to intensify, as if nature itself was reluctant to let him go. He waved a final goodbye and set off, his heart heavy with unspoken truths.
The return journey proved a greater challenge than his arrival. The persistent rain had caused a small stream to swell, blocking Ean's direct route back to Argonia Central. He was forced to find an alternative, less trodden path, adding time and danger to his journey.
The detour took him through unfamiliar territory, the muddy ground threatening to mire his horse with each step. Twice, Ean had to dismount and lead the animal through particularly treacherous patches, the cold rain seeping through his clothes and chilling him to the bone.
As the city gates of Argonia Central finally came into view, Ean was exhausted, mud-covered, and soaked to the skin. Argonia Central had only received a smattering of rain and the roads were barely wet. His disheveled appearance drew constant looks and hushed comments from passersby.
"Rough journey, eh?" one guard remarked, eyeing Ean with curiosity.
"You have no idea," Ean replied, producing his travel pass with mud-caked fingers.
As he made his way through the city streets, Ean's mind raced with all he had learned and experienced. The challenges posed by the weather had made his mission more difficult, but they had also taught him valuable lessons about adaptability and perseverance. Skills that would serve him well in his role as a spymaster.
With a mix of relief and anticipation, he returned the horse to the royal stables. Still damp and mud-covered, Ean walked to the bookshop, eager to take a warm bath and change into dry clothes.






  
  Chapter 18: Plant-based Magic


After drying off and cleaning up, Ean returned to the castle. He made a quick stop with the royal herbalist to purchase one of the plants on Aria's list. His next stop was the Ministry of Trade to provide an update on building his network of wildlife surveyors. The trade minister wasn't in his office. Instead, Ean briefed the Deputy Secretary who had deputized him, about his success.  
The Deputy Secretary's face and demeanor were inscrutable, although Ean suspected the man was not fond of him. In a flat tone, the deputy stated, "The minister finds your survey important, so I find it important too. However, none of my wardens will be assisting you. Is that clear?"
Ean nodded. "That is only fair since I'm not doing anything to contribute to their quests either."
He dismissed himself and walked to the market square. A florist had the last two flowers he needed from Argonia Central and one from Argonia North. With nothing more to gather, he went to the bookstore to prepare for his trip to Argonia North.
At the gate leaving the city, Ean joined a group of miners and gemsmiths returning to Riverside. They discussed working in the Ironstone Mountains. Ean talked about his work as a game warden. He convinced two of them to be wildlife surveyors by the time they reached the city limits. 
It was late-afternoon and Ean worried the market sellers might call it an early day. He rushed to the herbalist and florist stalls half-winded and looking flush. An herbalist had three of the plants on the list. He was short one flower to complete the entire list when he spotted a florist packing up for the day.
"Excuse me, I'm looking for a Blue Trumpet Iris, but I don't know what they look like." Ean showed the woman his list. 
"You're in luck. It's the end of their flowering phase. I have six left and then no more until next year."
"Excellent. I only need five though."
"Most people buy them in threes. Surely you won't leave me with a single flower."
The irises were extraordinarily beautiful, with a powerful fragrance. Not buying all of them would be a crime. "I suppose… how much are they?"
"Tell you what, I notice the handwriting is a woman's and by the sparkle in your eyes, she's someone special. You buy all six and I'll give you half of my last dozen pink carnations."
Ean checked the list. "Pink carnations aren't on the list."
"Oh, you sweet dear boy. Don't you know pink carnations possess a power over women's hearts? You give your lady fair carnations and she's guaranteed to be sweet on you."
Ean purchased the six irises and all dozen carnations. He pulled out two and gave them to the middle-aged vendor, causing her to blush. "What are these for?"
"I wanted to verify they work."
"Looks and charm,' she said while appraising him. "If she doesn't fall for you, send her to me to straighten her out."
He thanked her and walked to the herbal supply shop. Using his reflection in the door window, he straightened his hair and smoothed the wrinkles in his shirt.
The door swung open, and Aria gave him a look. "If you're done preening, come inside." She pointed to the wrapped bundle he was carrying. "Are those my plants?"
"Is Lily here?"
"She's out running errands and then going home. Don't count on her to rescue you if I find out you brought the wrong plants."
"Do you really need the plants or was running me all over the kingdom a practical joke?" he asked, while handing the bundle to her.
"They'll all have a purpose when I'm finished with them." She peeled back one side of the bundle wrapping. "Looks like you managed to acquire everything." She pointed at the pink carnations. "What are these doing in here?" 
"I was told they have the power to warm a pretty girl's heart."
Aria's demeanor softened, and her cheeks flushed pink. She was rendered speechless for a couple of seconds before asking, "Why are there ten when I only asked for five of the other plants?"
"I don't know what your intentions are for those plants. I do know my intentions for the carnations. Someone as spirited as you won't be easily won over with five carnations, so I doubled them. "
His reply elicited the first genuine smile he'd seen, and it made his heart do backflips. She met his gaze for a few seconds before her emotional wall went back up. "I acknowledge the attempt by awarding you +1 to Flirting. Fleming. Ean Fleming," she mocked.
He'd clearly knocked some holes in her wall.
QUEST COMPLETED: SQ-03 Acquire five of each plant on Aria's list
SKILL UPGRADED: Flirting +1  
STAT INCREASE: Charisma +1
She rewrapped all the plants and took three steps down the hallway. She looked over her shoulder, arching one eyebrow. "Well? Don't you want to find out what the plants are for?"
Ean followed her into her office. It was twice the size of Lily's, with only half the space. A crowded bookshelf covered one wall. Most of the left side was taken up by an alchemist's workbench. A paper screen barely concealed a small bed and wardrobe in the back corner.
Aria placed the bundle on the alchemy bench and unwrapped the plants. She pulled out the carnations, smelled them, and handed them to Ean. With the back of her hand, she gave his cheek a light caress. "Be a dear and put those in some water while I get to work."
Although his eyes watched her work, his mind was elsewhere for the next half hour. When she finished, there were four corked bottles of assorted colors, and a soft leather pouch on the alchemy bench. 
She wiped the sweat from her forehead and scrubbed her hands. "The clear bottle," she said while pointing, "is invisible ink. Dip anything that will write into it and write a message. Exposure to a high heat, like a flame, makes the message visible."
"That's ingenious. I assumed these were purely medicinal plants."
"Some are," Aria said and pointed to a green bottle. "Poison antidote. It takes twenty-five to thirty seconds to act. If you can stay alive that long, it will neutralize all poisons."
Ean looked at her with new wonderment. "Where did you learn how to do this?" 
Her eyes clouded with pain as she said, "Mom was an herbalist and father was an alchemist in Northold. I learned both skills from them…" She swallowed hard. "Before the previous Emperor had them, and every other alchemist and herbalist, put to death."
"I am so sorry to hear they died. Now I understand your desire to become a spy even after the assassination attempt on Lily and her husband."
"Being a spy is the most effective way I can make the empire sorry they were taken from me." She wiped away a tear that had rolled down her cheek before pointing at the vials. "The red one contains an atomizer. Be very careful because it's wolf repellent. Within a second of exposure to air, the spray smells something awful and makes any skin it comes into contact with feel like it's on fire."
"I will be extra careful with that one. What's in the blue bottle?"
"Knockout gas. Wave it under someone's nose or apply to a cloth and put it over their mouth. Puts them to sleep in two seconds."
Half-joking, he took a step back. "Remind me not to make you angry."
"You haven't seen the best one," she replied as she picked up the leather pouch and a lit candle. "Hold this candle out at arm's length."
He took the candle, spread his feet shoulder width apart, and held his right arm forward. 
"To demonstrate properly, I need to lean against you." She pressed her back to his chest. "Don't move!" she commanded. 
With her face between his head and right shoulder so she was looking down his arm, she stuck two fingers into the pouch. She pulled out a pinch of fine brown powder, put it next to her lips, and gave it a hard puff.
The powder flew toward the candle, expanding into a cloud. When the cloud reached the flame, it exploded into a brilliant, but brief, fireball. 
"Dried mushroom spores. Magicians mix them with dried and ground up moss to make their puffs of smoke for their final magic trick."
"I see purple spots."
"Sorry. I forgot to mention to look away. The spots go away in ten or fifteen minutes." She placed the bottles and pouch of powder into his satchel. "Go wait in Lily's office while I wash up. I'll come get you before we head out."
"Ok." Ean stumbled with his arms sticking out as he felt his way to the door. "Wait. Where are we going?"
"You're taking me on a dinner date. Some place nice."
As he felt his way down the hallway, he couldn't stop grinning. The florist was right, the carnations worked.






  
  Chapter 19: A Dangerous Mission


The next morning, Ean's memory of the previous night was a wonderful hazy blur. Flashes of Aria's radiant smile, the candlelight dancing in her eyes as she wore that pretty dress, assaulted his senses.  
The rich aromas of their meal at Taste of Creston lingered, intermingling with the echoes of their hushed conversations. His heart still raced at the memory of her laughter and the way her hand had brushed against his as they talked late into the night. The date felt like mere minutes had passed between the time they sat down and when the restaurant staff had to politely usher them out. Somewhere in the midst of it all, Aria had agreed–no, sworn–to join his spy network, her words both thrilling and terrifying him.
His head was still in the clouds when he went downstairs to join Samuel for breakfast. 
"I know that look. The look of a young man in the first stages of love."
"Any advice?"
"Only the same advice I've already given you. Be careful when mixing your professional and personal lives," Samuel said while slicing up his cake. "The day will come when you have to choose one over the other. The decision, whichever one you choose…" He paused, his eyes distant. "May haunt you the rest of your days."
Barely listening from his lofty position on cloud nine, Ean replied, "In this case, I think I made the right decision personally and professionally." The seed of doubt had been planted, turning him defensive of Aria and his decision. "Aria is not just a skilled herbalist, she's also a skilled alchemist. All those plants she had me gather, she turned into alchemical concoctions like knockout gas and invisible ink."
Samuel harrumphed. "Useful tools for a spy, which you are not." He pointed his fork at Ean. "You're a spymaster and your tools are books, pen, and parchment. Focus on your skills so you can better serve the kingdom and the spies in your employ."
"I have been using the ciphers you taught me and leveled all of them to level 2 or higher."
In a voice gruff and with a tinge of annoyance, Samuel said, "Since I know you're looking for an excuse to go back to Argonia North, I have a quest for you."
Speaking around a mouthful of fried potatoes, Ean said, "You know I'd do anything for you."
Samuel shook his head. "I have a collection of books a client in South Brindle ordered a few weeks ago. With the current state of affairs, I can't deliver them myself. Your quest is to find a reputable merchant, or ship's captain, who will take them to the post office in West Brindle. Unless your militia buddies are stopping postal deliveries, Brindle's postal service will get the books to the buyer."
"I, Ean Fleming, accept your quest. I'll start on it as soon as I brief the king on my quest to find a replacement spy."
SIDE QUEST ACCEPTED: SQ-04 Find someone to deliver Samuel's book bundle into West Brindle

      ***At the castle, an attendant took Ean's request and told him it would be an hour or more before the king had an opening. Ean used the time to explore the castle. Despite being a council member, he'd barely spent any time in the castle. 
He made his way through the winding corridors of the castle, his footsteps echoing off the stone walls. At last, he reached a narrow wooden door with a well-worn brass handle. He fished a key from his pocket and unlocked the door. The scent of dust and secrets hung in the stale air as he entered the office of the late Spymaster. 
Shelves lined the carved stone walls from floor to ceiling, filled with rows of leather-bound books and scrolls Samuel would be jealous of. Their titles hinted at histories long forgotten, languages dead for centuries, and arts mysterious. The accumulated knowledge of generations of spymasters. He felt a pang of envy and inadequacy. How could he ever hope to match the expertise of the men who had once occupied this space? How would future spymasters view his time in the role?
Ean continued his tour of the office. Tattered maps of the continent and all three countries were pinned up everywhere. Layers of notes and revisions were scribbled in the margins. During his apprenticeship, he's seen the scribblings but did not discern their meaning. Now, with field experience, he recognized the margin notes marked dead drop locations. He pulled out his questbook and manually instructed it to create a new Log entry.
LOG ENTRY ADDED: Spycraft - Dead Drops
In the center of the room sat a large oak desk, its surface covered in an organized clutter. Feather quills and ink pots were arrayed next to bundles of sealed letters tied with vibrant ribbons. Nearby, a brass spyglass on a tripod stood ready to survey distant landscapes.
Rounding the heavy oak desk, Ean sank into the high-backed chair, the worn leather creaking beneath his weight. He closed his eyes and imagined receiving a steady flow of Intelligence from spies across the realm. Royal advisors lined up outside the door, waiting to glean his counsel. At home, Aria spent her days teaching herbalism and alchemy to their children…
He was startled from his daydreaming by a bird pecking at the window. 
Ean hadn't forgotten the title was interim. His to lose. He renewed his promise to himself and the king to study diligently and prove himself worthy of the title Spymaster of Argonia. 
The office and his visions of the future could wait. His king was struggling to keep the kingdom from dissolving into chaos while staving off a potential invasion from Brindle. His father's words also echoed in his mind. Ean pushed the chair underneath the desk and locked the door on his way out.
He walked briskly through the winding corridors, determined to deliver his latest intelligence to the king with urgency. Upon arriving at the throne room, a different royal attendant informed him the king was in a side chamber. Ean was promptly escorted inside. 
The king sat perusing an aged tome, its leather binding worn and pages fragile with time. Hearing Ean enter, he slid a ribbon between the pages as a bookmark and closed the volume. 
"A chronicle of the wars of our forefathers." The king glanced fondly at the cover. "Though the scribes wrote diligently, they focused too heavily on brave deeds and battle prowess, glossing over the sequence of events that led to conflict. As a young man yet untouched by war, I find myself thinking of the kings before me. Did they know with certainty war was coming, or were they blindsided by an attack their counselors promised would not happen?" He set the book aside. "What do you have to report, spymaster?"
Ean responded, "All I know of war is what I've heard from our elders as well. Your Majesty, in Argonia North I've set a replacement spy to work. In the course of my efforts to complete this quest, I was sworn in as a game warden."
The king cocked an eyebrow. "Are you not compensated well enough that you need to moonlight in another role?"
"Your highness compensates me well. I took the position to use as a cover for my work in the field. The title also provides an opportunity to create a secondary network of agents to warn of any natural or man-made troubles."
Sighing heavily, the king asked, "Have you discovered any new troubles?"
"No, sire. There is a continuing sign of trouble, however, in Argonia East. Brindle's military camp on the opposite shore of the Silvergleam River continues to train their reserve military units. The reserve units are comprised of farmers and other laborers who should be planting crops this time of year."
"So Brindle continues to prepare for war." The king stood and placed his hand on Ean's shoulder. "You have done well. I had hoped the rumors were baseless and I would not have to task you with this quest." He shed the casual tone. "Spymaster Fleming, I need you to go into the Empire of Brindle and re-establish contact with our spies there. If war is coming, we need to know unit strengths, the invasion timeline, and where they will strike."
Ean's pulse quickened. 'Your Majesty, I… I'm honored, but are you certain I'm ready for such a task?'
The king's eyes hardened. "Ready or not, Spymaster Fleming, this is the reality of OUR position. The fate of the kingdom rests on our shoulders." He picked up a leather valise and pulled out a folded-up letter. "These Diplomatic Papers will get you across the border and protect you as long as the peace holds. Speak of this to no one and be careful."
Ean took the papers with a trembling hand. "Thank you, sire. The bookseller has trained me well. I will get you the information you require."
As he made his way out of the castle, Ean's earlier daydreams seemed like childish fantasies. Like those fanciful visions, his confidence evaporated into nothingness. He was about to go up against something more terrifying and vicious than hungry wolves. The spymaster in Brindle would be looking as diligently for invaders from Argonia as he was from Brindle. Ean would be in foreign territory and matching wits with someone more experienced. Someone who likely had an office full of books and the time to study them. He needed Samuel's wisdom now more than ever, but for the first time, he wondered if even that would be enough.
QUEST COMPLETED: Q-020 Recruit replacement spy for Argonia North
REWARD: +2 XP
CLASS RANK INCREASED: Spymaster +1 (8/12)
QUEST ACCEPTED: Q-021 Re-establish contact with the spy in West Brindle  

      ***Ean entered the Argonian Bookshelf to find Samuel struggling with an old chest near the back of the store. The elderly man was grunting and breathing hard as he struggled to push it back into a closet. 
"Let me help you with that," Ean offered out of concern. 
Samuel wheezed, "No need, I've… got… it." His voice betrayed the strain of his efforts. A guttural groan escaped his lips as he heaved against the chest, managing to nudge it a mere inch forward. Sweat beaded on his brow, and he swiped a trembling hand across his forehead as he prepared for another assault on the chest.
Ean chuckled. "Don't be stubborn. Your age is showing. There's no shame in accepting assistance."
Samuel relented and stepped aside. Together, they pushed the chest with ease. "Thank you. Sometimes I forget I'm not as virile as I used to be." 
After tidying the closet, the two sat down to a simple lunch of bread and cheese. Samuel inquired about Ean's meeting with the king.
"I gave the King all the information I have. He tasked me with a very dangerous mission so I do not know if that means he trusts me or he's trying to get rid of me," Ean replied.
"Unless it's a state secret, what can you tell me about the mission?" 
Ean's fingers tightened around the edge of the table, his knuckles turning white. "He wants me to travel into the Empire of Brindle and gather intelligence from any spies we still have there."
"The king trusts you. Otherwise, I'd be teaching someone new. The king is only asking you to do your job… or did you think you would remain safe and sound in Argonia your entire career?" Samuel stated sagely.
Ean's wavering voice gave away his concern. "Won't I look suspicious snooping around? What if I get caught?"
"That is a risk everyone who engages in espionage must make. You will be fine as long as you stick to your cover story," Samuel assured him.
"I guess I'll need a new cover, or a very good reason for an Argonian Game Warden to be in Brindle." 
"You need to be someone who is not out of place wherever you are. Yet is unimportant enough not to be noticed or remembered. Being memorable is your biggest risk. Uninteresting in appearance and personality is your goal." 
"How do I do that?" Ean asked.
"Be someone boring." Samuel retrieved a worn clipboard from his desk and handed it to Ean. "Here, take this. A low-level bureaucrat with a clipboard can go anywhere and not be missed when they leave."
Ean noticed the bundle of books Samuel needed delivered to a post office in South Brindle. "What about a postal deliveryman? I can deliver your books and not look suspicious."
Samuel thought for a bit. "That will only hold up until you drop the books off. However, a postal inspector can travel without any post and not get questioned."
"And the clipboard will look natural as well."
They finished their lunch in silence. Ean was cleaning the table when he stopped and turned to Samuel, his voice serious. "Thank you, for all of your training and faith in me. As nervous as I feel, I'm confident I will succeed due to your mentorship." His throat tightened, making it hard to speak. "I… owe you a debt I can never repay." 
They stood in silence, neither willing to vocalize their shared concerns about the mission. With his future uncertain, Ean tucked the clipboard under his arm. "I'm going to pack my things and then head out. I'll see you in a few days."
Ean dumped everything out of his inventory pouch onto the bed of his rented room. He removed everything that could give away his identity as an Argonian. The two-headed medallion went into the pile of things to leave behind. Then he reconsidered. If an assassin from Brindle was carrying it, it may have some utility I'm not aware of. 
He dropped the medallion into his coin pouch and headed for the bridge in Riverside.






  
  Chapter 20: Bridge Over Troubled Waters


Ean approached the formidable closed gates at the border checkpoint on the bridge over the Silvergleam River and into West Brindle. Two royal guards stood watch, their hands resting on the pommels of their swords. 
The first guard approached him and scoffed, "Behold, the great sleuth returns." He placed a gentle hand on Ean's shoulder. "If you're thinking of going into Brindle to find your lowlife, we're not allowing Argonian citizens into Brindle."
Recognizing the good-natured guard from the other day, Ean accepted the jibe in good spirit. "Travel restrictions? I wasn't aware of any new orders."
The other guard, whom Ean didn't recognize, scowled. "We're taking some initiative to keep Argonians out of Brindle for their own safety!"
Ean maintained his polite demeanor. "I appreciate the concern. However, I'm on the king's business and…" He produced a sealed letter bearing the royal insignia. "I have these diplomatic papers to protect me." 
The first guard took the letter with reluctance. "If you'd heard half the barbaric things I've heard, you'd know those papers won't mean a thing over there. Turn back now while you can." 
Ean met the stern gaze of the guard evenly. "I appreciate your concern, Guardsman, but I must serve my king when he calls on me."
The guardsman stood up straight and stuck out his chest. "My apologies, sir. I did not mean to imply you should not." 
Ean gave the man a hard stare. "What's your name, guardsman?"
"Royal Guardsman, Second Class Aaron Blackwood," he replied.
Ean stuck his chest out and spoke with authority. "Remember my face, Guardsman Blackwood."
Guardsman Blackwood flinched at the command, but held Ean's gaze. "Yes, sir. Burning it into my memory now, sir."
Ean allowed a grin to relax his stern demeanor. "Good, because if you see me running back across the bridge, you'll know you were right about the papers being useless." 
The guardsman broke into a relieved smile of his own. "You can count on me, sir. Best of luck to you."

      ***Ean's pulse quickened as he stepped up to the security gate into West Brindle, clipboard with attached paperwork in hand. A guard inspected his papers. "What's in the parcel?" he asked.
Ean swallowed hard, fighting to steady his voice. "Delivery to South Brindle," he replied, feigning confidence.
"Hand it over."
Ean's gut clenched as he handed over the parcel. If he opens the parcel, I have no idea what kind of books are in there. What if they're contraband?
The guard rotated the parcel, inspecting the packaging. He gave Ean a tired look. "It's missing the postal tax stamp."
Without missing a beat, Ean replied, "As a postal inspector, I have a waiver for personal deliveries."
The man sighed. "I'll let it through this time, but you should know the emperor suspended all tax waivers to help pay for increased defense."
"Right you are. I'll pay it at the post office." 
The guard waved him through. 
Ean's false sense of confidence evaporated, his knees trembling as he walked away. He wasn't entering Brindle as a visitor - he was a spymaster in disguise, an enemy of the state. A single misstep now could cost him his life. It was too late to heed the Argonian guards' warning to turn back.
Exiting the bridge into West Brindle, he was struck by the region's similarities to Argonia North. Though the peoples had grown apart over the centuries, vestiges of their shared ancestry still echoed in the architecture of Bridgewater. Rolling fields stretched as far as the eye could see, dotted by the same oak and ash trees that populated Argonia's landscape. On the western horizon, the telltale silhouette of foothills rose up to meet the Ironstone Mountains, their craggy peaks split evenly by the political border. 
As he approached the central marketplace, the air was thick with shouts and accusations from protestors. A frustrated shopper approached him and pointed at the market. "If you're looking for any deals, don't bother. The new tariffs and embargoes on Argonian goods has made it impossible to afford even basic supplies." The woman walked off in a huff. 
Ean skirted along the edges of the market as he made his way toward the post office, weaving between clusters of arguing citizens. Most shouts echoed the same frustrations at rising food costs and diminished trade he had heard in Argonia. The Brindle protestors laid the blame on King Lionshield and Argonians. 
After delivering Samuel's package, Ean inquired after lodging. "The Border Inn is your best choice, sir, though I'd keep your head down in these parts," the postal clerk replied before returning to his duties.
SIDE QUEST COMPLETED: SQ-04 Find someone to deliver book bundle into West Brindle
Satisfied with the recommendation, Ean exited the post office and turned north toward the park. As he walked, his mind wandered to the mission that lay ahead. He found a secluded bench and encrypted the message 'The kingdom requires your service' in the Pigpen Cipher. 
SKILL UPGRADED: Pigpen Cipher +1 (3/3)
= =  SKILL LEVEL UP: Pigpen Cipher II  = =

Once complete, he searched the park until he located the dead drop. He placed the encoded message behind the access panel at the base of the hollow brass column supporting a broken gas lamp.
As lovely as the park was, Ean decided he would feel safer hiding out in a room at the local inn. The stress of being in hostile territory was taking a bigger toll on him than he anticipated.
The Border Inn turned out to be easy to find. It was one of the largest buildings in the town. 
Ean entered the inn and was surprised to find it quiet and empty in contrast to the commotion outside. The interior was spacious yet cozy, its wood-paneled walls radiating warmth. 
The innkeeper eyed Ean with thinly veiled suspicion as he approached, his posture tense. "Welcome to The Border Inn. How may I help you?"
"I just came up from the North and would like a room for the night." 
The man relaxed. "You can have a room on any floor. Business has been slow since the troubles started." He lowered his voice. "At first, I thought you were another protester wanting to use the facilities — or complain that we do business with Argonians."
"Not me. Here on business," Ean said as he eyed the staircase spiraling upward. "The third floor, if you please."
The innkeeper nodded. "Very good, sir. I'll have it ready presently."
While the innkeeper disappeared through a doorway, Ean took a seat in the adjoining dining room. A fire crackled in the hearth, its dancing flames casting the only light in the otherwise dim chamber. Ean stretched his legs out with a sigh, glad for a moment's rest.
He ordered a pint of ale and scanned the room, looking for any sign of trouble. A couple of middle-age dock workers two tables over were blowing off steam.
"Did you hear about the new tariffs on Argonian goods? Prices have gone through the roof." The first man shook his head. "I can barely afford a loaf of bread these days."
His co-worker swallowed his food and replied, "It's only going to get worse if things don't return to normal. Less goods for us to handle, less pay."
A third voice spoke up, "Blame it on the greedy Argonians!" 
The voice drew Ean's attention to a group of rough looking young men sitting in the corner, their faces flushed, and voices raised in anger. They were talking about the protests and the rising tensions with Argonia. He listened closely to the men's conversation as he sipped his ale, hoping to glean any useful information. 
"I heard Argonian spies are swimming the river to sneak into Brindle. Be wary of strangers," said the first patron.
"How can you tell if someone is a spy?" asked the second. 
"They could be sitting next to us, and we wouldn't even know it," replied the third grimly while his eyes darted in Ean's direction.
"Spies wear strange clothes, like purple hats or red shoes. And they speak with an accent," the first patron offered.
Just then, the innkeeper walked in with a brass room key. He loudly stated, "Your room is ready, sir. Always good to have someone from North Brindle staying here. Please let me know if there's anything else you require."
Confused by the innkeeper's comments, he noticed the group of angry men had stopped eyeing him with suspicion. Ean turned to the innkeeper and responded in his approximation of a North Brindle accent, "Remain vigilant. The Emperor is counting on us all."
Ean drained the last of his ale and headed upstairs.
His room was small but tidy, with a sturdy bed, nightstand, and washbasin. He locked the door behind him and sat heavily on the bed. Being in hostile territory had worn on his nerves. He flopped onto the bed. For the first time that day, Ean allowed himself to lower his guard.
LOG ENTRY CREATED: Rumors - West Brindle

      ***In the morning, Ean ate breakfast in the empty dining room. The absence of customers was a clear sign the town of Bridgewater was also suffering from the growing animosity between both countries. 
Ean finished his breakfast and approached the innkeeper to check out. "Leaving already?" the innkeeper asked. 
"Duty calls," Ean said. "The work of a postal inspector is never done. How's your mail service been?"
The innkeeper reached under the countertop, retrieved a letter, and slipped it to Ean. "I'm actually in need of a delivery. I thought since you're headed that way." He tapped his finger next to the address.
Ean looked at the letter. It was addressed to a woman in Riverside. He hesitated. Was the innkeeper trying to set him up? "I've no business in Argonia," he said stiffly. 
"I know you're not from North Brindle," the innkeeper replied with a knowing look. 
Ean tensed, preparing for a fight. His gaze darted toward the door, mentally mapping out a route to the bridge if he had to flee.
"Relax. Your identity is safe." The man checked to ensure they were alone. "Yesterday, you said you 'came up' from the North. A Brindler would say down."
Ean said nothing but took the letter. 
"Please deliver this to my girlfriend," the innkeeper said. "She runs the flower stall in the market."
Ean remembered the carnations. "Your girlfriend helped in winning over my own," he said. "I will hand-deliver it to her." 
The innkeeper glanced around the empty room, then leaned in, his voice barely above a whisper. "I'll give you the same advice I'm sending her." He paused, his eyes narrowing. "In two weeks, find a place to stay in the countryside, far from the major cities."
SIDE QUEST ACCEPTED: SQ-05 Deliver personal letter to the florist 
LOG ENTRY UPDATED: Rumors - West Brindle
The innkeeper leaned back and said, "Best be on your way before the market square fills with protestors again."
Ean tucked the letter into his satchel, paid his bill by slipping the innkeeper a few extra gold coins, and then hurried to the park. 
He found himself involuntarily suspecting every passerby was scrutinizing his every move with watchful eyes. The innkeeper's keen perception in penetrating his disguise left Ean deeply unnerved. Did he look Argonian? Some physical difference he wasn't aware of? Was he wearing an outdated style of Brindle clothing? With each step, he battled an increasing sense of vulnerability.
As the sun's warmth pierced through the dissipating fog, a cluster of elderly citizens was engaged in synchronized stretches. The steamy ground beneath their feet obscured their figures, resembling a sauna. Ean, feigning his own stretching routine, paced the perimeter of the park. He patiently tracked their movements until they finally ambled off into the early morning gloom.
The dead drop held a stack of messages with crossed out ciphertext. A clear indicator the spy had waited impatiently for weeks. The only message not crossed out was encrypted as a string of numbers. However, the first set of digits ruled out the Numbers For Letters cipher.
35 42 34 44 15 43 44 31 15 11 14 15 42 43 11 42 15 33 34 44 12 42 24 33 14 31 15 42 43

He sat on the park bench and identified the most frequently used numbers and did a frequency analysis. 
Nothing but gibberish came out of his attempts. 
It appeared to be a new cipher and if he were going to crack it, once again he would need Samuel's assistance. A trip across the bridge would be necessary. Should he take the risk of exposing himself to scrutiny by the guards on both sides so soon? What if one of the Brindle guards recognized him from yesterday?
The spy had strongly indicated their message contains actionable intelligence. If so, every hour wasted made the intelligence less timely.
Encrypted_Message-09 added to Inventory
QUEST COMPLETED: Q-021 Re-establish contact with the spies in West Brindle 
REWARD: +2 XP (15/24) 
CLASS RANK INCREASED: Spymaster +1 (9/12)
QUEST ACCEPTED: Q-022 Decipher Encrypted_Message-08
He departed the park and headed straight for the bridge. Fortunately, some Brindlers continued to travel into Riverside every day for business. Crossing over with the group drew less scrutiny from the guards. However, the furtive glances and whispers in the group let him know they found him suspicious.
Stepping onto Argonian soil lifted a cloak of anxiety he hadn't noticed. A feeling of patriotism welled up in him and drove him across the miles back to the bookstore. If the message contained information that would protect the kingdom he loved, he was determined to extract it and pass it to the king and the council for action.






  
  Chapter 21: Bridge Out


Ean entered the bookstore, his steps light and purposeful. He had returned from his mission in West Brindle earlier than expected, and he was eager to share the news with his mentor. 
Samuel glanced up from the books he was arranging, a warm smile spreading across his face as he spotted Ean. "I was not expecting you back so soon or I would have gone grocery shopping."
Ean shook his head. "I ate earlier, thanks. The spy in West Brindle left me a lengthy message I believe is encoded with a new cipher. It looks similar to the Numbers for Letters cipher, but the numbers don't appear to be sequential."
Samuel nodded thoughtfully. "Makes sense that spies inside Brindle would use more secure ciphers. Let me take a look." He picked up the message, examining it closely. "Ah… this is a cipher I have not seen in a long time. The Polybius Square."
QFK: Use the Activity Page for the Polybius Square to decrypt the spy's message:

35 42 34 44 15 43 44 31 15 11 14 15 42 43 11 42 15 33 34 44 12 42 24 33 14 31 15 42 43
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"How does the Polybius Square work?" Ean asked.
Samuel smoothed a sheet of parchment and wrote the alphabet in rows of five letters rather than a single line. "You create a 5 x 5 grid arranged in a square," Samuel said. "Inside each grid, place each letter in a box, with I and J sharing the same box. Then number each grid row and column 1 through 5."
Ean studied the grid and nodded, his mind already racing ahead. "So, to encrypt a letter, you find the letter in the grid and join the row number with the column number to create the number pair," he said. "For example, the S in the word 'secret' is row 4 and column 3, creating grid coordinate 43."
"Correct," Samuel replied. "And to decrypt a message, you use the first number in the number pair to find the row and the second number tells you the column."
Ean's eyes lit up. "No wonder the numbers don't run from one to twenty-six."
He picked up the encrypted message and used Samuel's Polybius Square to decipher it. After carefully converting the number pairs into letters, he knew what the spy was so anxious to inform him. 
"The message says, 'Protest leaders are not Brindlers.' The spy in West Brindle confirms what the spies in Argonia North have said - the protests are being organized by outsiders."
SKILL UNLOCKED: Polybias Square cipher (1/3)
LOG ENTRY UPDATED: Spycraft - Ciphers
QUEST COMPLETED: Q-022 Decipher Encrypted_Message-08
REWARD: +1 XP (16/24)
CLASS RANK INCREASED: Spymaster +1 (10/12)
"It's curious that outsiders would appear on both sides of the border and rally in favor of a war against the opposite country," Samuel mused.
Ean shook his head. "I've heard the people on both sides of the border. They are genuinely angry. No need to invent a conspiracy about outsiders starting protests."
Samuel looked at the message, but his eyes were distant. "I certainly hope no one is actively trying to provoke a fight."
"The innkeeper in Bridgewater warned me to avoid major cities in two weeks. Somebody must be coordinating something bad."
"It's only a matter of time before people stop yelling and start attacking each other." The concern etched into Samuel's face hinted at terrible things Ean was afraid to ask about. "Once the bloodshed starts, it will be reason enough for either side to go to war."
Ean's mind raced. "What can we do to stop it?"
"You cannot have a war without a military prepared to fight it," Samuel replied.
"And every report from Argonia East has been that the Brindle military has new gear and is training, even at the expense of planting crops," Ean said. A grim expression crossed his face. "I need to return to Argonia East to observe the Brindle training camp myself."
Samuel shook his head. "I disagree. You already have people doing that. You need to know what the Brindle soldiers are saying, not just doing. If they are talking about going to war, the spy in South Brindle will be able to confirm it. That's the objective of your quest from the king."
Ean sighed. He needed more information before he faced the king and council again. "You're right. Which means I have to cross into West Brindle again."
"Stay safe and good luck," Samuel said.
Ean left the bookstore, his mind heavy with the weight of his mission. He knew he had to tread carefully in Brindle, but he was determined to uncover the truth about their military preparations.

      ***The road to Riverside had become so familiar to Ean that he was able to dedicate his mental effort to thinking about his mission and spycraft.  In what seemed like minutes, he was knocking on the door to Lila's herbalist supply shop.
Lila's face remained neutral, but her voice was louder than normal. "Mr. Fleming, welcome back. I'm with another customer right now. Can I have my assistant take your order?"
Matching her tone, Ean replied. "Yes, ma'am. It's an easy order." Lila returned to her office and he walked to Aria's office. He stopped to finger-comb his hair and brush the road dirt from his trousers and boots.
When he opened the door, Aria ran to give him a hug. 
Ean returned Aria's embrace. As they pulled apart, her grey eyes sparkled with curiosity.
"What brings you here?" she asked, a hint of excitement in her voice. "Anything I can help with?"
He couldn't bear the thought of worrying her with the truth. Someday, when all this was over, they could be completely honest with each other. Not today. "Oh, you know," he said, forcing a casual tone, "just the usual errands." His gaze darted around the room. Containers and paperwork covered every surface. "You look busy. What's all this?"
She spent ten minutes explaining the process of doing inventory reconciliation. What he managed to pick up is the task involved her counting every item in the warehouse and writing it on a list. Then she compared the list to the old inventory list and checked the difference in quantities with the ledger of purchases, sales, and discarded items. 
He would have listened to her all day if Lila hadn't come to ask if he needed anything work related. 
"Only that you both keep doing what you do. I have confirmation on your report about the protests being organized by an unknown third party. Your counterpart in West Brindle said the same thing about the uprisings there. I'm actually going back to make contact with your peer in South Brindle."
Both women looked at him in shock. 
Aria put her hands on her hips. "What do you mean 'going back'? You know how I feel about that place."
Lila stopped Ean before he could reply. "You're not planning to use the bridge again are you?"
"It's the only way I know to walk into Brindle."
Lila shook her head, disappointment souring her face. "How did you manage to get the guards to let you pass?"
"Diplomatic papers from the king got me onto the bridge and a cover story of being a postal inspector let me through the other side… although I was carrying a parcel with me."
"You need to find another way into Brindle. Something less dangerous," demanded Aria. 
"She's right," Lila said. "Even under normal circumstances, crossing back and forth so frequently and at different times of the day would draw suspicion." 
Ean's ears grew hot. He was ashamed he hadn't figured that out for himself. "You're right. I was careless."
Lila rubbed her temples in thought. "You can stay here until nightfall and swim across the river."
"Swimming is too obvious, and I know the Brindlers are already watching the riverbanks." His voice grew small. "Besides, I grew up on the plains and can barely swim." 
Aria's face was stuck somewhere between anger and wanting to cry. "Take me with you. You know I'm good in a fight—" She shoved him. "And I don't want you risking yourself again."  
"I'm afraid this isn't a co-op quest." Ean told her. "Getting across the river and gathering intelligence is my duty to the king and the kingdom." He sat silently while considering alternative plans. "I think I know a way to get into Brindle undetected. Mostly undetected."
Lila left the two lovers alone to say their goodbyes. Before he set out for Argonia East, Ean promised Aria to stay safe and that he'd return to her.






  
  Chapter 22: Suspicious Men in Funny Hats


Ean's boots squelched in the mud, each step a frustrating reminder of the time lost. Despite taking shortcuts, the trip to Argonia East took far longer than he anticipated. He wished he could have taken a horse, but his plan wouldn't allow for it. 
Flashing his game warden badge got him through the gates of the military outpost. Within minutes, he located his soldier friend Brynn to ask for his assistance.
"Your preoccupation with fish is concerning, even for a game warden," the soldier laughed.
"Fish are essential to our economy and a crucial food source for the cities. I suspect Brindle is taking more than their fair share."
Anger lit in Brynn's eyes. "Brindlers can be deceitful cheats in card games, but installing underwater diverters to guide fish to their side of the river? That's despicable even for them. My family fish the Silvergleam for a living. If you say they're robbing us, tell me how I can help!"
"Show me where to cross the river safely. I'll conduct my investigation and sneak back across without being spotted."
Agitated and grumbling, Brynn stomped off out the back gate. Ean followed him a few hundred yards to a lightly wooded section of the riverbank.
"See how this tree and the tree on the other bank look perfectly lined up?" Brynn said while pointing to a tree on the opposite bank.
The trees looked almost like twins. "I see it," replied Ean.
"Walk straight in either direction aiming for the opposite tree. When the water gets over your knees, you'll feel a path of stones underneath your feet. As long as you stay on the path, the water won't go above your waist.  We only built the path one man wide so if you stray, you'll be in over your head in a heartbeat."
"Thank you. Anything else I should know?"
"Don't be gone until dark. We lock the back gate at sunset and there's no getting back in."
"About that." Ean hesitated, but decided to be honest with his friend. "There's something you should know - I won't be returning this way. I don't want you to worry if I'm not back tonight or tomorrow." 
Brynn looked Ean in the eye. "I suspected as much. My cousin Nedry has been a game warden for years. He barely leaves his own property. After the first night we met, I figured whatever 'game warden' business brought you out here from Argonia Central, it's none of my business."
Ean's shoulders dropped, and he sighed. "I thought I was doing a convincing job too."
CLASS RANK DECREASED: Spymaster -1 (9/12)
"Only a couple of us figured it out. Whatever you're doing here, just know every soldier in camp," Brynn pointed back the way they had come, "earnestly wants you to succeed. Once you see past the patriotic slogans and petty squabbles between our countries, we're all the same. The soldiers in the Brindle military camp are just like us. They'd prefer to meet around a campfire for some ale and a game of cards instead of on a battlefield."
"I appreciate the vote of confidence and your perspective. My goal, even before we met, has been to keep you off the battlefield."
Brynn clasped Ean about his forearm in a soldier's handshake and wished him good luck before returning to the camp.
Ean pulled the straps on his satchel tight and stepped into the river. The water was much colder than he expected it to be so close to summer. 
He stepped gingerly from stone to stone, the frigid river water swirling around his thighs. He kept his eyes fixed on the twin tree on the opposite bank. The current tugged at him, testing his balance, but he focused on each step, determined not to falter. As he reached the deepest point, something large and sinuous brushed past his legs. 
A huge fish, no doubt, but in his panicked state he imagined far worse - a snake, an eel, something with fangs and venom. 
Startled, he lost his balance and lurched forward, his foot slipping off the edge of the path. He thrashed wildly, trying to regain his footing, but only managed to plunge deeper into the river. Panic seized him as he slipped beneath the surface, struggling to reach air with his limited swimming ability.
The weight of his satchel dragged him down like an anchor into the murky depths. Ean kicked and paddled, every muscle straining, but the surface seemed impossibly far. His lungs burned, and blackness flickered at the edges of his vision as he fought against the relentless current. Panic threatened to consume him, but still, he fought.
In a desperate final effort, he reached out blindly, his fingers scraping against the slick, river worn stone. He found purchase on the path and crawled along the bottom, pulling himself forward, inch by agonizing inch, with every ounce of strength he could muster. The sunlight above beckoned him onward, and he pushed through the pain and darkness that threatened to overwhelm him.
Mustering his last reserves of strength, he kicked with all his might. His head finally broke the surface, and he gulped down the sweet, life-giving air. Exhausted but unyielding, he hauled himself onto the riverbank, collapsing onto the solid ground.
He took deep breaths as he stared at the blue sky and cottony clouds. Once his heart stopped racing and he had drip-dried, he forced himself to stand to get his bearings.
The trees and fields looked the same as in Argonia East. Then he spotted a tree with a shattered limb he'd passed on his way to the river. He stifled a scream of frustration.
He was back on the Argonian side of the river. 
Ean snatched up his satchel and found the crossing point again. Taking care to stay on the submerged path, no matter what, he made his way to the other side. He was so upset with himself and the time he had lost that he stomped upstream. The sun was going down, and he was wet and cold. Finding an inn or tavern with a room was his only priority. 
Ean froze as he caught sight of the men gathered around the campfire, their voices drifting through the twilight. He tensed, realizing they had heard his approach. Slowly, their heads turned in his direction, their eyes narrowing as they studied him.
Run, hide, or approach them like I'm supposed to be here? Does he have? No. It's not just him. They all have short swords. Running or hiding is sure to result in a chase and end with my corpse floating down the river. 
Ean psyched himself up. If you believe it, they'll believe it!
Raising a hand in greeting, he shouted. "Am I glad to see you men. I took a spill aways back and fell in the river. Mind if I dry off around the fire?"
The dangerous looking men looked at each other in disbelief. Their weapons glinted and reflected the fire's light. The largest among them, likely the leader, smiled and waved Ean over. "Good thing you ran into us. It's dangerous for a person to be out here alone, especially with nighttime coming fast."
Forcing a smile, Ean pretended he was with friends, maintaining a calm demeanor, speaking in a non-confrontational tone. "As a Postal Inspector for the Emperor, I travel these lands regularly without any problems, at least during the daytime."
The leader nodded in understanding. "The rumors of war have emboldened cutthroats and criminals. Fortunately, loyal citizens like us have taken it upon ourselves to protect unarmed Brindlers like yourself." The man's smile did not extend to his eyes.
"That is very admirable of you," Ean replied, noticing how well-armed the group was. A small supply tent with an open flap showed stacks of spears and barrels filled with swords and arrows. Enough to outfit a group three times their size. "I shall make mention of it to the emperor. Now if you will excuse me, my clothes have dried, and I must get to my destination by nightfall." Ean stood to go when the leader placed a muscular hand on his shoulder.
"See, here's the thing," the leader said, his tone turning menacing. "The emperor doesn't fund our militia, so my men and I have taken the initiative of implementing a 'road tax' for our services."
Ean Fleming grabbed his coin purse. "I see. How much will this tax cost me?"
"Being an equitable tax paid fairly by peasants and princes alike, it's a percentage of whatever coin you have on you," the militia leader replied.
The stocky man took the coin purse from Ean's hand and dumped the contents into his own hands. The man counted the coins but skipped every third or fourth number, inflating the tally. When he uncovered the two-headed medallion, he stopped and quickly returned all but one gold coin to the coin purse. He handed the coin purse back to Ean with a nervous smile.
"All paid up on your taxes," the militia leader said. "Me and my men thank you and wish you safe travels." He leaned in. "Inform The Man in The Purple Hat the Spymaster of Brindle has been taken out, as requested."
Not willing to question his luck, or what had just happened, Ean walked away from the militia camp. Every muscle was tense and his breathing rapid and shallow, half-expecting a sword or spear thrust into his back. As soon as he was out of sight, he jogged toward the lights of the town in the distance.
With his life no longer in danger, his focus turned to making sense of what the leader had whispered to him.
Who is The Man in The Purple Hat? Why did he have them kill Brindle's spymaster? Could this shadowy figure have ordered his master killed as well? What is the medallion and would he have been robbed and murdered if he had left it at home?
The last question troubled him. If he encountered similar groups, they might decide to murder him before discovering the medallion. Samuel claimed the medallion was an old relic likely to get him into trouble. Could Samuel have been wrong?
Ean had come to Brindle to answer one question, and now he had half a dozen. His first order of business was to find a safe place to spend the night and get something to eat. 
CODEX ENTRY CREATED: Man In The Purple Hat
LOG ENTRY CREATED: Rumors - South Brindle
SKILL UPGRADED: Fieldcraft II +2 (2/3)







  
  Chapter 23: Room 21


Ean sneaked into Fortside, the hamlet in the center of South Brindle. As he drew closer, he noticed that the settlement was little more than a tavern and a few shops, all of which catered to the soldiers of the nearby training camp. There was no park or other common area, giving the town an uninviting feel. 
To Ean's surprise, the army training camp was much larger than it appeared from Argonia East. It had been expanded well beyond its original boundaries, now stretching north to south and taking up the entire eastern edge of the region. The camp was bustling with activity, even this late in the day. The sounds of clanging metal and soldiers marching created a non-stop background noise.
Ean entered the tavern, hoping to find some good food and an opportunity to relax. The tavern was dark and smoky from a defective gas lamp. A rough-looking crowd of soldiers were inside, blowing off steam after a day of training. 
The soldiers resembled those in Argonia. He knew many of them were also farmers. Those shared traits did little to settle his nerves. He was an infiltrator from the country they were training to fight.
"What are you drinking?" the tavern owner asked.
"I'm on duty so a glass of water," Ean said. "I'm a Postal Inspector. Can I ask you some questions?"
The tavern owner let out an exaggerated sigh. "I can spare you about two minutes. Make it quick."
"I'm trying to determine if I need to increase postal pick up and drop offs," Ean said. "Are there always this many soldiers here?"
The tavern owner shrugged. "Normally, it's only like this twice a year. The rest of the year we only see the soldiers permanently garrisoned at the training camp."
"You said 'normally'," Ean pressed, sensing there was more.
"A third group started training recently without any prior notice."
"Regular military or reservists?"
"Couldn't tell ya what type of unit they are," the tavern owner said. "They're all just thirsty soldiers to me. Now if you don't mind, I need to get back to work."
Ean ordered a meal and sat at a table in the corner. As he ate, he listened to the raucous laughter and conversations of the drunken soldiers.
"I'm telling you, I used to be able to hit a running man from 100 paces," the first soldier boasted. "It's these new bows. Something different about them."
"That's nonsense," the second soldier scoffed. "YOU couldn't hit a man standing still at 100 paces with the old bows. I like the new bows. You just aren't strong enough to use them."
"A bow is a coward's weapon," the third soldier interjected. "It's all about getting in close and using your sword."
"That's right," the first soldier agreed. "With these new swords, I bet I could take on a dozen men at once."
Ean listened intently to the conversation between the three soldiers, their voices growing louder as they bantered back and forth.
"I could," said the third soldier confidently. "You would be lucky to take on a dozen old women. Which is why I will get assigned to train with the secret army up North."
The second soldier scoffed, "I'd wager both of you would take a serious beating from one Argonian soldier. Neither of you are going to be picked for the secret army. Only elite soldiers are being chosen for it. We'll be sent back to our farms without seeing any action."
LOG ENTRY UPDATED: Rumors - South Brindle
The first soldier bristled at this comment. "Then we should find some Argonians to fight before we do. I'll show you who's the better fighter."
With a smirk, the third soldier stated, "I'd like to see that. We can cross the river and tell them you said you can take on a dozen of their best." He stared at the first soldier, waiting for a response. "That's what I thought. Which one of you two 'warriors' is going to cover my bar tab?"
The soldiers squabbled over whose turn it was to pay. Ean had watched his father and uncle get drunk enough times to know when a fight was brewing. Staying much longer might turn him into an outsider to fight or an unlucky bystander when the soldiers turned on each other. He swallowed the last of his food and paid for an upstairs room.  

      ***Ean reclined on the bed, striving to forget he was mere steps from hundreds of hostile soldiers. He flipped open his questbook, scanning the notes from his time in South Brindle. It contained many questions and few answers.
"Who is this Man in the Purple Hat?" Ean wondered aloud. "And what does he have to do with the death of my former master and Brindle's spymaster?"
As unsettling as those questions were, they paled in comparison to the weight of the questions asked of him by the king.
The soldiers' conversation had confirmed Ean's suspicions. He needed to inform the king that Brindle's entire military had been mobilized and was actively preparing for war.
He also knew he would do the king a disservice if he returned to Argonia now. The rumors of a secret army being assembled in North Brindle demanded investigation. His first step would be to make contact with his local spy to focus their activities here.
He retrieved a damp parchment sheet from his pouch, fanning it until dry. Then he used his Polybius Square skill to encode a message asking for confirmation that Brindle was forming a secret army and if they knew what would happen in two weeks.
QFK: Using the Polybius Square cipher, encrypt a message to the spy:

Is Brindle training a secret army What happens in two weeks

Secret_Message-07 added to Inventory
QUEST ACCEPTED: Q-023 Deliver Secret_Message-07 to dead drop in South Brindle.
SKILL UPGRADED: Polybius Square cipher +1 (2/3)
Ean then checked the sketch of dead drops he'd copied from the maps in his master's office. It listed a room in the inn.
He folded up the message until it was little more than a sliver of paper and tucked it into his waistband. The message would be safe from a cursory search if here were stopped for questioning. Pausing at the door, he held his breath, straining to hear any sounds from the hallway. Silence.
Ean eased the door open. His nerves were on high alert, so every creak made him flinch. He crept down the empty hall, looking for room 21 listed as the dead drop location. Ean turned right and walked to the end of the hallway. 
The room numbers stopped at 20. 
Perhaps it's a hidden room behind the wall?
He ran his fingers over the wall but found no signs of a hidden doorway. He pulled on the lamp sconce and experienced a tinge of disappointment it was not a secret switch mechanism.
Ean doubled back and checked room 12—in case there'd been a transposition error in the notes. Room 12 was a regular room, currently occupied by a family of four. Embarrassed at disturbing them, he quickly retreated.
He returned to the bar and approached the barkeep. The man pretended not to see him before finally glancing up, clearly annoyed at being interrupted.
Noticing Ean wasn't getting the hint to go away, the barkeep barked, "What do you want, water drinker?"
"A buddy of mine asked me to join him in room 21, but I'm so turned around I can't find it."
The barkeep looked both ways, pulled out keys and unlocked a door behind him. He scanned the room again before whispering, "Follow me," and urging Ean inside the storeroom.
Ean ducked between two barrels in the small storeroom while the barkeep pushed a crate aside to reveal a door in the floor. "He's downstairs. Make it quick before my absence is noticed."
The confined space worried him, but he dismissed his concerns. It made sense to have a hidden room here than in a hallway where it might be discovered. As Ean bent over to lift open the door, the lock on the door behind them clicked shut. Before he could react, the bartender grabbed him from behind and held a dagger to his throat. He had never been so scared in his life.
He'd been in the presence of hostile guards, nearly drowned, and surrounded by thieving militia. The threat of dying had been present, but this was the first time he was certain his life was about to end.
The barkeep pressed his face to Ean's ear and growled, "Think carefully about how you answer this question. Who do you work for?"
Ean's heart pounded as the cold steel pressed against his throat. His mind raced through his options. The obvious answer to maintain his cover would be Emperor Stormfist. If the barkeep thought for a second that Ean worked for the emperor, he wouldn't have dared to pull a dagger on him.
That left Ean with two choices - claim to work for the mysterious Man in the Purple Hat or reveal his allegiance to the King of Argonia. He considered saying he served the Purple Hat, assuming this violent bartender was associated with the militia. But then he remembered the two-headed medallion, still tucked away in his room. He couldn't produce it as proof. 
As the dagger dug into his skin, Ean calculated he had maybe a fifty-fifty chance of surviving if he picked the wrong answer. His palms grew sweaty as indecision gripped him. Should he gamble on the truth and risk everything? Or try another lie, and likely meet his end on the blade's edge?
He racked his brain for a cover story or explanation. Then he recalled his previous failed attempts at deception. Lila and Aria who pretended not to know when he stretched the truth. The innkeeper in West Brindle who realized he was Argonian. The soldiers in Argonia East who knew he wasn't a game warden. The same with his father. Everyone always managed to see through his lies and deceptions.  
The bartender growled menacingly. "Last chance. Who do you work for?"  
He was going to die and nothing he could say or do was going to change that. In an instant, his fear evaporated, and a sublime peace filled him. The only thought he had now was a wish that Aria would find someone new and live a long, happy life.
Ean opened his mouth, his next words poised to seal his fate one way or another. He prayed he chose correctly.
He stood erect, being mindful of the dagger. "I serve the king."
The blade's edge grazed his throat. He closed his eyes and prepared to die.
The barkeep withdrew the dagger.
"My business partner and I heard the spymaster in Argonia died," said the barkeep. "We're your spies in South Brindle and we've been waiting to hear from you." 
"It's been a rough couple of weeks," Ean said as he rubbed his throat. "What are you hearing about a coming war between our two countries?" 
"As you've heard, the Brindle military is spending large sums of money to re-equip and train their soldiers."
"And the secret army training in North Brindle?"
"The soldiers started talking about that two days ago," the barkeep replied. "Then yesterday, we heard the Emperor's Spymaster was killed. My business partner headed to the capital to purchase more food and alcohol for the soldiers. His quest was to learn more about the army and the spymaster's death during his stay. He should have returned by now, which has me worried he was captured or killed. I thought maybe you were an assassin sent to kill me too."
"I can assure you I'm not an assassin," said Ean. "You're right to be worried. Some man in a purple hat appears to be behind multiple attacks on spies. I ran into local militia outside of town working for this man. They let me go after I convinced them I do as well."
"Outside of town? You don't think they might have found my partner do you?"
"Even if they don't know who he is, this group wouldn't let a cart full of alcohol and food go 'untaxed'. I have business in North Brindle anyway. Where would I find your partner if he's still in the capital?"
The barkeep considered this for a moment. "We have a childhood friend at the Old Oak tavern. If he felt he was in danger, that's where he'd hide out."
"How can I identify myself as a friend, so I don't end up with another dagger at my throat?"
"Tell them that 'stew you can't eat with a fork is soup.' Long-standing joke between the three of us."
"Thank you. I will get some sleep and leave before dawn. Hopefully, your friend shows up before then."
QUEST FAILED: Q-023 Deliver Secret_Message-07 to dead drop in South Brindle
QUEST ACCEPTED: Q-024 Re-establish contact with the spy in North Brindle 
SIDE QUEST ACCEPTED: SQ-06 Locate missing spy from South Brindle







  
  Chapter 24: Northward Bound


The next morning, Ean awoke from a bad dream, momentarily disoriented. Then he remembered he was in Brindle and his guard went back up. He listened for the sounds of other occupants before opening the door. A tray with a warm breakfast had been set outside his door. The note underneath the plate informed him the other spy still had not returned. Ean tore the note in half and used it to encrypt the message 'How large is the secret army?' using the  Polybius Square and tucked it into his waistband. Then he wolfed down the meal and set out for North Brindle.
Secret_Message-08 added to Inventory
SKILL UPGRADED: Polybius Square +1 (3/3)
QUEST ACCEPTED: Q-025 Deliver Secret_Message-08 to dead drop in North Brindle
= =  SKILL LEVEL UP: Polybius Square II  = =

Ean's feet ached as he trudged across the rocky terrain of North Brindle. He had traversed game trails and scrub brush all morning, avoiding the main roads to avoid unwanted attention. The sun beat down relentlessly, and his water skin had run dry. 
He paused, gasping for air in the thin, dusty atmosphere. All around him stretched an endless expanse of desolation - not a tree, not a roof, not even a wisp of smoke to hint at life. Ean's gaze instinctively fell to the parched earth, and he scrutinized the soil with his Plowing Skill. The dirt was little more than hard clay and stone, nutrient-starved and incapable of supporting crops. North Brindle made up half of the Empire of Brindle. If all of it was unfit to grow crops, then he finally had an answer to a question he'd had as a boy. Why did most of his family's crops every year end up sold to Brindle and not to Argonians? 
Ean knew he should press on, but hunger gnawed at his insides. In his haste to leave that morning, he had neglected to pack any food. The thought of crops compounded his misery. 
The quiet desolation provided ample time for contemplation as he tried to ignore his hunger. If a few hours without a meal made him aggravated, he could only imagine what people deprived of food for days were capable of. A war could see hundreds of Argonians put to the sword by Brindle soldiers as their families back home died of starvation. Surely both sides knew this, which made the prospect of war a lose-lose situation. So why were both countries marching lockstep toward war?
The advice his father gave him to do everything to prevent a war came to mind. Witnessing Brindle's pitiful living conditions, Ean recognized his mission had expanded to encompass both countries, particularly if the reports of third-party interference proved accurate.
His stomach growled loudly as he scanned the horizon, hoping in vain to spot a roof or column of smoke that might indicate an inn. There was nothing as far as his tired eyes could see but scrub and stone. With a sigh, he pushed himself onwards once more. 
A continuous cold breeze cut through his clothes as he walked. The wind and dust stung his eyes, and his mouth felt like sandpaper. Black spots danced at the edges of his vision. Still he walked, putting one foot doggedly in front of the other. One last stop and then he could return to Argonia and Aria.
As the sun hung low in the sky, Ean at last spotted a shape in the distance—tall, grey walls rising above the frigid, barren landscape. He had reached the outskirts of the capital city of Northold at last. All he could focus on was finding something to eat, but the message in his waistband needed to be dropped off.
According to the map in his questbook, the dead drop was a maintenance closet inside a place known as the Glorious Emperors Legacy Pavilion.
The pavilion was easy to find as it was near the front gate of the city. It was also the only place with green grass and tall, leafy trees. Other than the groundskeepers watering the foliage, the inside of the pavilion was empty. Placing a dead drop inside a national museum made sense now. Expensive facades no one visits. 
Ean placed the message and went in search of the inn.
QUEST COMPLETED: Q-025 Deliver Secret_Message-08 to dead drop in North Brindle
REWARD: +1 XP (17/24)

      ***The Old Oak Inn lived up to its name. It was an ancient wood structure that had stood for hundreds of years. Ean was too hungry and tired to care about the raucous sounds of dozens of Brindlers who would run him off if they knew he was Argonian. The warm lamp glow and tantalizing aromas of sizzling meats and vegetables beckoned him inside. Unlike the Pavilion, it was the most glorious sight he had seen in days. The spacious interior buzzed with activity, nearly filled with Brindlers enjoying their meals and drinks.
"Good evening," the innkeeper greeted him. "How may I –"
"Food and a room," Ean interrupted, his voice gruff and feral. "Any room will do."
The innkeeper chuckled. "Straight to the point. You will be pleased to know we have the finest dinner buffet in the empire. All you can eat for 4 gold pieces."
Ean raised an eyebrow at the high price. "Even at 4 gold, you're going to lose money. My empty stomach feels like a cat is inside trying to claw its way out."
"Grab a plate and enjoy your meal while I have your room prepared," the innkeeper said, leading Ean to the dining room.
He sat down at an empty table, his stomach growling in protest. Even in his state of exhaustion, his keen ears remained attentive to any interesting conversations. 
"If taxes increase one more time, I may have to stay at cheaper hotels," a patron grumbled.
"Same with me," another customer agreed. "These taxes have cut my profits in half!"
"Why is the emperor buying new weapons and armor?" the first man asked. "We haven't had a war in decades and what we need is more roads and new farm equipment!"
"And farmers working their fields instead of away at training to use the new weapons."
"I heard it's because Argonia is planning to invade," his dining companion replied. "Hard to know. With the travel restrictions in place, I haven't been able to check on my business holdings in Argonia for days."
The two patrons got up from their table and walked away before Ean could overhear anything else of interest. He sighed, shoveling a forkful of tender roasted chicken and vegetables into his mouth. 
Brindlers seem to be as suspicious of the rumors of war as Argonians - and as unwilling to pay for one.
After polishing off three heaping plates, Ean was full. He stood, cracking his back after the long day of abuse. It was time to get his room key and retire for the evening. At the front desk, the innkeeper gave him a broad smile.
"How was your meal, sir?"
"It really hit the spot, thank you," Ean replied. "I was actually hoping to see an old friend here, but it seems he hasn't arrived."
The innkeeper raised his bushy eyebrows. "Oh? And who might this friend be?"
"Well, he's the sort of fellow who believes that any stew you can't eat with a fork is just soup."
The innkeeper's eyes sparked in recognition and he leaned in close. "Our mutual friend stopped in last night. Said he was going to take the long way home. Believed he was being followed."
"Interesting," Ean remarked, rubbing his chin thoughtfully. "Sounds like he'll be back home tonight. I'll have to catch up with him another time."
The innkeeper gave Ean his room key, and Ean went and promptly fell into a deep sleep.

      ***It was late morning when Ean awoke, still feeling full from the dinner the night before. He paid the innkeeper and thanked him for his hospitality before going back to the Legacy Pavilion. A handful of parents with their children were visiting. He walked in without raising suspicions. 
The dead drop held a message written on a torn-up piece of letterhead parchment. All that remained of the printed letterhead was the word Brindle. The message was written as: 
TVKEHE ESDG EHLHZ WWE FLWUCM NVDEVCB VQ ZRF NMRN

Ean tried all the ciphers he knew. Letter frequency analysis proved fruitless, as well. He could see a two-letter word and a three-letter word. Using his spycraft skills, he sensed each letter was encrypted differently. 
Leaving North Brindle without visually confirming the existence of a secret army frustrated him. Staying longer only put himself at risk. The information he had gathered in South and North Brindle indicated the Empire of Brindle was not just preparing for war. They were planning on it. 
Time to go home.
Not wanting to repeat his mistake yesterday, he stopped at the market for bread and hard cheeses he could eat on the go.
  QUEST COMPLETED: Q-024 Re-establish contact with the spy in North Brindle
REWARD: +1 XP (18/24)
SKILL INCREASED: Spymaster +1 (11/12)
STAT LEVEL INCREASE: Endurance +1
    Encrypted_Message-10 added to Inventory
QUEST ACCEPTED: Q-026 Decode Encrypted_Message-10    







  
  Chapter 25: Spy Trade


Traversing the roads of a country gives you a true sense of how large the country is. The Empire of Brindle was one-third taller and longer than the Kingdom of Argonia. Ean walked for hours before crossing into West Brindle. His boots grew heavier with each step, as if the very land itself sought to impede his progress. Recalling his geographic mistake at the Border Inn days earlier, his rubbery legs felt like he had come 'down' from the north.  This was supposed to be an easy office job.
The few travelers he encountered on the road paid him no attention. Farmers and merchants moving merchandise between the two regions. In due time, he reached the town limits of Bridgewater. Approaching the Border Inn near the bridge, he spotted a group of rough men harassing a man they had tied behind a horse cart laden with supplies. 
With his head lowered, Ean skirted around the agitated group. He stole a glance at the contents of the cart. Crates of food and alcohol… His blood ran cold. That man must be my spy from the South Brindle tavern. But how can I intervene without becoming a victim myself?
Before Ean could react, a burly figure reeking of sweat and stale booze clamped a meaty arm around his shoulders, yanking him closer with surprising force. Ean tensed, his muscles coiled and ready for combat. Then, a familiar voice cut through the tension. Its mocking tone sent a chill down his spine.
"Well, well. If it ain't our friend the postal inspector," jeered the militia leader.
Ean steeled his nerves. "I've already paid your tax." He nodded at the inn. "Perhaps I can pay your bar tab."
The militia leader threw back his head and laughed. "You're in luck. We ain't collecting tolls or tabs today. We caught us a spy and we're taking him to the capital for a fat re-ward." 
Thinking quickly, Ean replied, "Perhaps I could save you the trip and pay you on the emperor's behalf?" As a show of good faith, he took a handful of gold coins from his coin purse. He discreetly flashed the strange two-headed medallion Lila had given him. 
"He works for the same organization," Ean added as he handed over the gold coins.
The leader scrutinized Ean. After a tense moment of consideration, he whispered, "I didn't realize he was one of ours. No medallion on him." He handed back Ean's empty coin pouch. "Release him boys. We have our re-ward and a month's worth of booze and victuals." 
Ean breathed a sigh of relief as the spy was untied and joined his side. For the moment, a potentially violent confrontation had been avoided.
The militia group pointed the cart east and headed for the camp Ean had stumbled on a few days earlier. 
Ean examined the beaten and bloody man. His clothes were torn and dirtied. Deep purple bruises dotted his exposed skin. Though the bandits had released him, it was clear the man could barely stand on his own.
Helping to prop the man up, Ean asked gently, "Can you walk if I support you?" 
The man coughed and winced in pain, but managed a small smile. "I thought for certain I was done for back there. Why did you risk your money and your life to help me?"
Ean whispered in his ear, "I recognize a man who thinks watery stew is soup."
Tears flowed down the man's face. "Never did I imagine my savior would be someone I've prayed to hear from. How did you know to come save me?"
"We'll discuss that once we're in Argonia," Ean replied. "For now, lean on me and follow my lead."
The man nodded weakly. 
Ean led him to the guards at the bridge checkpoint. "I need to get this man across the bridge before someone else decides to assault him."
The guard sneered. "The border is closed by order of Emperor Stormfist."
Ean reached into his satchel and pulled out his Diplomatic Papers and a small leather pouch. "As you can see from my Diplomatic Papers, I'm an envoy of Argonia. Your Emperor sent me down here to trade this Argonian spy for one of ours."
Hearing this, the second guard came over. "Argonian, maybe you didn't hear my friend say the border is closed." He looked long and hard at the pouch in Ean's hand.
"Why don't I give both of you my donation to the guard retirement fund." 
The guards crowded in close. The heat of their torches uncomfortably warm on his face. With one hand, Ean opened the leather pouch wide. With the other, he pushed the injured spy's head downward. 
In a single motion, he tossed the contents of the pouch into the air, yanked on the spy's arm, and shouted, "Run!"
There was an explosion and a brilliant flash behind them. The guards stumbled around screaming, followed by the splash of one of them going over the side of the bridge. 
     Explosive Mushroom Spores removed from Inventory
CLASS RANK INCREASED: Spymaster +1 (12/12)
+ +  CLASS LEVEL UP: Spymaster IV  + +

Ean half-dragged the spy as they ran across the bridge. At the halfway point, he noticed a closed barrier on the Argonian side. 
"We're Argonians. Let us through," he shouted. The two guards unsheathed their swords but remained still. 
They were nearly to the barrier when Ean recognized one of the guards. "Aaron. It's me. They didn't accept my diplomatic papers," he yelled. 
The guards looked at each other and then moved one side of the barrier to let him through. 
Both Ean and the spy doubled over as they fought to catch their breath. "I may have upset them slightly." Ean looked back to see pandemonium on the Brindle side. "You should double, no, triple the guard."
"Who's your friend," Royal Guard Blackwood asked.
"This is one of my spies. He was captured and beaten but I asked them nicely to give him back."
Aaron shook his head in disbelief. "I knew I'd come to regret letting you through. I'll wake up the entire garrison. Go. Get him some help."
QUEST COMPLETED: SQ-05 Locate missing spy from South Brindle
REWARD: +1 XP (19/24)

      ***Ean guided the injured spy through the dark streets of Argonia North. The man's wounds were severe, his clothes were soaked with blood and his breathing ragged. Without immediate medical attention, he would likely die. 
His neck hairs stood on end as they neared Lila's shop. Every shadow seemed to conceal a threat, and distant footsteps made his grip tighten on the wounded spy. Had they been followed?
He shoved the door open with his shoulder, half-stumbling into the shop under the spy's dead weight. Lila emerged from the back, a startled gasp escaping her lips as she took in the injured man. Without a word, she gathered medical supplies and tended to the man.
Ean watched, his own hands clenched into helpless fists, as Lila's skilled fingers worked with an eerie calm. Her face was a mask of grim determination, betraying none of the turmoil that must have raged beneath the surface. He admired her skill and composure under pressure.
As she worked, Lila whispered harshly, "You've brought trouble to my doorstep," her gaze locked on him. "Assassins and who knows what else will be heading this way." Her words struck him like a blow, and he felt a pang of guilt. He had endangered her by not considering the implications of his actions. Samuel would surely scold him for putting the spy's life before the mission. So be it. Sacrificing lives is not a decision I'm willing to make. 
She finished tending to the spy and stood up, wiping her hands on her trousers. "He'll survive but he needs rest. Before you ask, no you can't leave him here," she declared firmly. "My husband and I… we can't risk staying in Argonia any longer. We're leaving. Tonight." Her voice was resolute, but Ean could see the fear in her eyes.
He nodded solemnly, respecting her decision. He had come to rely on Lila and would miss her dearly. She hugged him tight. "Thank you for giving us the chance to start a new life. Take care of Aria." She gathered some things from her office and disappeared into the back of the shop.
Ean helped the injured spy to his feet and led him out into the night. The streets were quiet now, the city settling down for the evening. Ean kept a watchful eye, expecting assassins to leap out of the shadows at any moment. 
They shuffled toward Argonia Central, each step feeling like an eternity. As they neared the castle, he couldn't help but feel a sense of foreboding settle over him. The events of the past few days had taken a physical and emotional toll on him. He had saved his spy, but in the process stirred up a hornet's nest at the border. Things were certain to get more difficult from here on out.






  
  Chapter 26: Vigenere Square


With the spy safe and recovering in his office in the castle, Ean made haste to the bookstore. The shades on the windows were drawn so there would be no going in the front door like a customer. He slipped into the shadows and made his way to the back entrance, glancing over his shoulder to ensure he hadn't been spotted. Three sharp knocks on the top left corner of the door let Samuel know it was him. 
Samuel unlocked the door to let him in. "You look, and smell, like you need a bath," he said, wrinkling his nose.
Ean looked himself over in the light of the kitchen. He was covered in road grime, blood, and sooty residue from the mushroom spore explosion.
"And some dinner. But that can wait. I'm uninjured, but I had to make a daring escape with one of my spies. The good news is, I re-established my network and obtained proof Brindle is preparing to go to war. That's not the best part."
Ean pulled the medallion from his coin purse.
"I ran into a local militia group – twice. The first time they were collecting a 'road tax'. When the leader saw the two-headed medallion, he told me they had killed the Spymaster of Brindle just as the 'Man In The Purple Hat' requested."
"The second time, they had captured my spy from South Brindle, who had traveled to North Brindle to learn about a secret army, and then tried to sneak through West Brindle. They released him when I flashed him the medallion again. The leader said he didn't know the spy was 'one of ours'."
"Sounds too coincidental running into them twice," Samuel said, knitting his brow. "Also, very odd that a militia would be allowed to roam so freely without a connection to the emperor's advisors or the military."
"Fortunately, I won't be running into them again to question them," Ean replied. "They departed with enough food and alcohol to party for a month… and I sort of nearly blew up the Brindle guards at the bridge when I escaped with the spy."
Samuel glowered at Ean. "You triggered an international incident and your first instinct was to come here?"
"Not exactly. And I used the back door and secret knock," Ean answered sheepishly while pointing at the door. "First, I went to Lila's and spooked her into fleeing Argonia. Then I took the spy to my office in the castle. And then, I came here."
Samuel rushed around dimming lights and peeking out the windows. "Oh, so I'm the fourth big mistake you've made today?"
Ean's mouth dropped. He struggled to speak before reconsidering. Finally, his head dropped. "You're right. I screwed up and I've put multiple lives in danger. But, I saved the life of a spy with intimate knowledge about the Brindle military."
"Did you encounter the Man In The Purple Hat during your trip? Does he know of your existence?"
"No. I'm not sure he exists as more than an urban legend used to justify their actions."
"Not that I'm unhappy to see you, but you know how tightly I keep my true identity concealed." Samuel's words lacked warmth to back his expressed sentiment. "What possessed you to come here after all you've done?"
Ean retrieved the message from the North Brindle spy. "I came because I desperately need your help to decrypt this message. It holds information about a secret army the king needs to know about."
Samuel pinched his thumb and index finger together and held them up to his eye. "You were this close to getting thrown out for good. Let's see the message."
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"I tried every cipher you've taught me and when I started doing frequency analysis, it felt like the encrypted letters were representing different plaintext letters. How is that possible?" Ean asked.
Samuel stroked his chin. "Many ciphers can be modified by using a keyword. Take the Caesar Cipher. Instead of using a numeric offset that's the same for every letter in a message, you choose a word like SECRET. To encrypt or decrypt the first letter, you align your ciphertext alphabet with the letter S of the plaintext alphabet. For the second letter, you align the ciphertext alphabet with E. You do this for each letter in the keyword and repeat the process until the entire message is finished. With five unique letters in the keyword, you end up with five different offsets."
"Without the keyword, it sounds impossible to decrypt."
"There are mathematical attacks you can use but advanced math was never a strong suit of mine." Samuel held the message up to the light. "Hmm. I'm not seeing any pinpricks or traces of a watermark. Did you find any codebooks in your master's office that might contain the keyword?"
"No, but surely the spy in North Brindle has heard about his death and wouldn't expect me to know it. My gut tells me there's something about the parchment. Why write on the side with the letterhead fragment and have to squeeze the letters together?"
Samuel smacked his forehead. "I'm getting slow in my old age. The letterhead fragment is the clue. The keyword must be 'Brindle'. The spy would also use one of the easiest keyword-based ciphers - like the Vigenere Square. You're going to need a full parchment sheet for this one."
Ean laid a clean sheet of parchment on the table.
"Along the left margin, write the alphabet vertically in a column of bold letters. Do the same along the top edge in a row to create a coordinate system of letters."
Using heavy pen strokes, Ean wrote the two lines of alphabet letters.
"Now, on the first row write the alphabet again so the A aligns with the A of the column alphabet. On the second row, write the alphabet starting with B and placing the A under the Z column. Repeat shifting the alphabet one character until the last row starts with Z under the A column heading.
Trying not to rush and to write legible letters, Ean wrote out twenty-six lines of the alphabet, shifted by one letter each time.
"Next, apply the keyword to the column row and run your finger from the letter B down the column until you find the row with the letter T, the first letter in the ciphertext."
"That matches the row coordinate for S.  Now if I find R in the column heading and go down to V, that's an E." Ean decrypted the first word as 'secret'. When he finished decrypting the entire message, he and Samuel were left trembling. The message was already a day old. If he had lingered in Brindle longer or gone to bed, the kingdom would have even less time to prepare.
He and Samuel raced to the castle.
  Decrypted_Message-10 added to Inventory
QUEST COMPLETED:  Q-026 Decrypt Encrypted_Message-09
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QFK: Using the Activity Page for the Vigenere Square, decipher the message to find out what Ean and Samuel are about to deliver to the king
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      ***The poor king's attendant on night duty at the castle probably expected another quiet, boring evening. Instead, he was physically dragged to the king's private office, where he nervously announced Ean and Samuel's arrival and request for an audience.
"Thank you. You may go attendant." The king waited for the attendant to leave and close the door. "Spymaster Fleming…" The king's voice trailed off as he turned to Samuel, his voice shifting from annoyance to warmth. "And is that my old friend Samuel?" he asked with a wide grin.
Ean and Samuel bowed. "Begging your forgiveness for the intrusion at this late hour, but I have time-sensitive intelligence," Ean stated as he handed the decrypted message to the king.
"Secret army ready for castle assault in one week." The king turned his worried face to Ean. "Have you confirmed this?"
"Yes, your highness. From multiple sources inside the Empire of Brindle."
The king poked his head out the door and shouted. "All attendants to me. Now!"
The king's bellow shattered the castle's tranquility. Doors burst open as royal attendants materialized from every corner and rushed to the king's office. 
"I'm assigning all of you a quest to find my council members and tell them to meet here in thirty minutes."
A nervous attendant spoke up, his voice squeaking. "Sire, many of the older members have retired for the evening."  His eyes pleading for understanding for the abuse they would receive for waking them.
Ean had never seen the king angry, let alone furious. "THEN WAKE THEM UP. I don't care if they arrive naked, they will be here thirty minutes from now!"
As the attendants rushed off, a guard approached. "Master Fleming, you have two visitors in your office. They asked to speak with you immediately."
The king waved them off. "Go. Be prepared to fully brief the council in twenty-nine minutes."
Ean and Samuel bowed and then scurried off to his former master's office. With everything that had happened today, Ean's heart was racing in anticipation and worry. Who were these visitors and what additional bad news were they sure to be bringing with them?






  
  Chapter 27: Riverside Incursion


When they entered the Spymaster's office, the first thing Ean noticed was a stack of packages on the desk. In the corner of the room, a figure in a Royal Guard uniform stood rigidly, his face obscured by the shadows. Next to him, a woman leaned over the prone form of the wounded spy. Ean's heart stopped. Had the spy died? Were they here to kill him? 
He rushed to the woman, clamped his hand on her shoulder, and spun her around. His face lit up. Before she could react, he pulled her into a fierce embrace and planted a rough kiss that was equal parts relief and desperation.
"Aria," Ean breathed, his voice thick with emotion as he took in the sight of her. "And Guard Blackwood. Thank goodness you both made it out of Riverside safely." He turned to Samuel. "This is Samuel. A good friend and advisor to the king and me. You can trust him with anything you have to say."
He reached down to hold Aria's hands, but she flinched and pulled away. She held up hands swollen with red blotches and blistered in places. "What happened?"
"Oh, Ean. I thought I might never see your face again. Minutes after you left, an assassin broke in. He tied me up and ransacked the office, looking for Lila but she and her husband were long gone. I used the crushed leaves of an acidic desert cactus to dissolve the rope, chemically burning my hands in the process. I escaped and made my way through back alleys to the city gate where I met your guard friend." Aria turned to Guard Blackwood who took her cue to share his story.
"An hour after you and our friend here," he said as he pointed at the wounded spy, "made my evening interesting, Riverside experienced an 'incursion event'."
Ean raised an eyebrow. "Could you explain what happened in plain English?"
"A group of drunken, rowdy Brindle soldiers stormed through the bridge checkpoint. My guards and I did our best not to kill them. Unfortunately, they were better armed and armored and intent on exacting revenge. Two of my men were gravely injured before we fell back to the city gate to prepare defenses to contain them. That's where I met your friend and listened to her story. Lowlifes I can handle, but not assassins. That's when I knew we had to come here to inform you and to rally the Royal Guard garrison."
"Your timing could not have been better. I have to brief the king's council in ten minutes. I will relay this information to them." Ean pointed at the packages. "Were those here when you came in?"
Aria spoke up. "When we told the guard at the castle gate we were coming to see you, he handed those to us. Said someone from Argonia West dropped them off with—", she said as she gingerly pulled a letter from a pocket, "this letter."
"Thank you. Stay here while I brief the council. I'm sure the king will assign me a quest I will need your assistance with. Aaron, where can I find you if I need you?"
"I'll be in the garrison working with my commander on a plan for Riverside."
Ean thanked his friends and ran to the council chamber, unwilling to suffer the king's wrath if he was late.

      ***All the council members filed into the chamber, their disheveled appearances and bleary eyes betraying their exhaustion from the late-night summons.
The king's words broke the silence, his voice sharp and commanding. "War is coming to the Kingdom of Argonia." A collective gasp echoed through the chamber. "This is no longer a rumor, but a fact. I sent our interim spymaster on a mission into the Empire of Brindle to gather intelligence on their intentions."  
The king brandished the message. "This information came straight out of Brindle. Spymaster Fleming, please brief the council on your mission and what you have learned."
Ean swallowed hard, his eyes darting between the king and the council members. He senses the undercurrent of mistrust and resentment, their eyes narrowing as the king mentioned his role. Without going into the specifics, he recounted his mission.
"I slipped into Brindle and soon encountered a militia group who claimed to have assassinated the Brindle spymaster." Ean paused, gauging the council's reactions. "Once in town, I observed their soldiers training with new weapons and armor and heard rumors of an elite secret army.
"Knowing I couldn't leave this rumor unconfirmed, I went to the capital city Northold to contact our spies. The city is full of rumors of a pending war. After I received the encrypted message, I rushed back to Argonia only to find a spy captured by the same militia. When they recognized me, I negotiated release of the badly beaten spy… but then I had to use force during our escape from the Brindle guards and soldiers." 
He concluded his report without telling them about the medallion and the fabled Man In The Purple Hat. As he'd told Samuel, he had no concrete evidence the mysterious individual wasn't a bogeyman to blame the irrational actions of people on both sides.
The council sat in stunned silence, exchanging glances to decide who would question him first.
The Commander of Military Affairs, his face purple with rage, rose to his feet. His thunderous voice threatened to bring down the castle walls. "You foolish idiot. Those actions were not heroic. Whether we like it or not, you are a member of the king's council. It would have been a major coup for the emperor if you had been captured and tortured for information." His crushing grip on the table edge made the wood groan. "If you were one of my soldiers, I would strip you of your rank and throw you in the brig for a month on bread and water rations!"
The Minister of Foreign Relations continued the general's tongue lashing. "By your own admission, your reckless actions may have triggered the war you were supposed to be preventing. My fellow council members were right in not endorsing your promotion to interim Spymaster."
"See how confused and clueless he looks," the Minister of the Interior sneered while addressing the council. "This is exactly why I counseled that he is too young, too naive for the position." He turned to sneer at Ean. "The next time one of your spies is captured, you deny knowing them and leave them to their fate. Spies are second only to traitors as the most reviled criminals by state governments. Neither are rescued or bargained for. They are executed as a means of keeping the peace. Be grateful our merciful king hasn't offered you to the emperor."
The king raised his hands, silencing the room. "Enough. His brash actions upset the timeline for their attack, denying them the element of surprise. We need to capitalize on that. 
"From this moment forward, consider the kingdom on a war footing. We will continue to search for a diplomatic solution, while we prepare for war. The first thing we need to address is the soldiers occupying Riverside." The king turned to the Commander of Military Affairs. "Ensure there are no more incursions in Riverside or any other of our borders. Interior Minister, your Royal Guards will deal with the incursion as a criminal affair unless and until soldiers are required."
"Yes, your highness. I will have the guards lock down the city and border checkpoint to contain the situation until order is restored."
"Good. Refugees will be flowing out so we'll need to ensure they are safely dispersed to Argonia East and West. If the castle is to be stormed, the capital needs to be free of innocent civilians." The king's gaze swept across the council. "You know your duties. Get to them."
The council members stood and bowed before filing out the door.
"Ean Fleming. Join me in my office," the king commanded.
A cold sweat covered Ean's body. The king said he wouldn't be sent to the emperor. Did the king intend to have him executed as a traitor? He trailed behind the king, wondering if he'd be given an opportunity to say goodbye to his family and friends. His mother would be devastated. His father, who would never know the true story, would be ashamed to show his face in public. How could saving another man's life have gone so tragically wrong? 
The king ushered Ean into his office and closed the door. He strode over to the armor stand that held his formal plate armor and drew his sword. "Come to order," he told Ean.
Ean stood at attention in front of the king, his knees again knocking so loudly they echoed off the walls. 
The king executed a flawless sword salute and then raised the sword above Ean's head. He brought the flat edge of the sword down on Ean's right shoulder, arced it over Ean's head, and touched his left shoulder. "Ean Fleming, I hereby appoint thee Spymaster of Argonia." He returned the sword to its scabbard.
Ean hyperventilated and began to wobble.  
"You don't look well, Spymaster. Perhaps you should sit."
Ean stammered, "Thank you, your majesty. I, for a second, thought - especially after the council meeting…" 
The king waited until Ean recovered. "While I would have preferred a different outcome, you have kept your word every time I have given you a quest." The king reached into a desk drawer and withdrew a signet ring and the Spymaster Badge of Station. He handed them to Ean. "While you deserved the criticisms of the council, you might prove to be the savior of the kingdom if we succeed."
"Thank you, sire. I will redouble my efforts. There may be a way I can undo the consequences of my mistakes."  
"Don't thank me yet. If we fail to repulse the attack or lose the war, you'll hang with the rest of the council." The king sat back. "Much of their hostility they leveled at you was because you made them afraid. One of the things I've learned about human nature is the older we get, the more we fear we have to lose. Which means we go to greater lengths to protect what we have. Now it's my job to channel that fear into ensuring we can win a war, if we fail to prevent it."
Ean thanked the king again and made his way to what was now officially his office.






  
  Chapter 28: Traitorous Gifts


Despite being emotionally drained, Ean couldn't help grinning from ear to ear when he walked into his office. 
"I didn't expect you to return smiling," Aria said. "Why so cheerful?"
Excited, he proclaimed, "The king officially appointed me the Spymaster of Argonia."
"Congratulations," Samuel said as he patted Ean on the back. "I hope you still hold the title of game warden because that's who the pile of packages were addressed to. They should be our next priority. You don't want the recipients to become suspicious when they fail to arrive on time."
Ean asked Aria, "Where'd you say they come from?"
Her hands now properly bandaged, she held out the open letter. "According to this letter, hunters in Argonia West stumbled on a smuggling ring in the Untamed Forest. The smugglers fled, leaving behind contraband items and these packages addressed to people all over the kingdom."
Samuel held up a package so Ean could see the address. "This one is addressed to the castle."
"Why would smugglers have a package for a member of the king's council?"
Ingar, his wounded spy, shrugged. "Maybe it's something innocent they all ordered from overseas and the smugglers robbed a postal delivery agent?"
Samuel tore open the package. "We won't know until we open them."
The packages were of a uniform size and weight, slightly larger than a clay brick and as heavy. Ean, Aria, and Ingar all grabbed a package. They carefully opened them to ensure they could be resealed.
Each package contained a stack of gold billets and an encrypted letter. 
Ean examined the letters. The ciphertext consisted of strings of three numbers. The smallest number he saw was 032 and none of the numbers exceeded 122.
Samuel looked at his message wide-eyed. "I've only ever seen this code once before. No one uses it because it's rumored to originate from overseas. There's a myth among cryptographers about a shipwreck survivor named H. Tiem-el. He claimed to be from an advanced civilization with machines that spoke this Ask-ee Code."
"The spymasters of Argonia and Brindle are dead. Samuel, who else would know this obscure code?"
"I suspect the shadowy figure you've been chasing after."
"If he exists, then use of this code implies he's a foreigner. This must be how he's been coordinating activities in both countries without drawing attention." Ean glanced at Aria and Ingar. "Ok, Samuel. You have a room with three other people skilled in spycraft and a dozen letters to decrypt. Teach us the code."
Samuel painstakingly recreated a table from memory, meticulously aligning the uppercase and lowercase alphabets with their corresponding three-digit codes. He posted the table on the back wall where they could all see it.
When they finished decrypting each message, it was clear the messages were instructions to the members of the network run by the Man In The Purple Hat. Each recipient was given a task to accomplish by the end of the week. Ean, Samuel, and Ingar wrote new letters with a different set of instructions. Aria, whose penmanship was too neat to pass for a man's, helped with the encryption. 
SKILL UNLOCKED: ASCII Code
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SKILL UPGRADED: Spymaster +2
QFK: Use the Activity Page to encode 'Hello world' in ASCII.
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Ean stared at the inconceivable wealth on display. "Can we at least agree to only send half the gold billets? I'm concerned what kind of favors so much gold could purchase."
Samuel replied, "Doing so might tip our hand, making our modified letters useless."
"There must be a way to track who receives the packages and who they give the gold to."
Aria turned to Ean. "I have an idea. Where can I find the herbalism and alchemy offices?" 
He gave her directions. When she returned twenty minutes later, she held a bowl filled with a fine, multicolored powder. "This is a gift from 'Argonia South'," she said, a sly smile playing on her lips. "Crushed Abalone shells."
Ean explained to Ingar that the first king of Argonia had ambitions of ruling the southern ocean with a vast navy. He even renamed the ocean Argonia South as if it were already sovereign territory.
They watched as Aria carefully sprinkled the powder over the letters and billets. Paying special attention to detail, everyone set to sealing up the packages. The work was tedious and lasted into the evening.
Ingar's hand trembled as he worked on a package, and suddenly, he collapsed, his face pale and sweaty. Aria and Ean rushed to his side, helping him onto the bed.
"I'm ok," Ingar rasped, his voice barely above a whisper. "Just need to catch my breath. The last few days have taken a lot out of me."
"You've been standing when you should have been sitting. When's the last time you ate?" Aria asked.
"Lunch."
Ean helped Ingar up. "Let's break here and get you some dinner."
Samuel, who was still struggling with a package said, "The three of you go ahead. I'm not hungry and I can finish the last of the packages."
Ean led Aria and Ingar to the kitchen where he roused a staff member to fix them a quick meal.  When they returned, Samuel had finished and was cleaning the office.
It was midnight, so Ean told Samuel and Ingar to go to the bookstore and get some well-deserved sleep. He slept on the floor of his office while Aria used a cot stored in the closet. Tomorrow was certain to be busy.

      ***Ingar arrived at dawn without Samuel, saying, "The old man insisted on waiting for the butcher shop to open to buy bacon.  He promises to be here after he eats breakfast."
Ean, Ingar, and Aria ate breakfast in the royal dining hall. The normally vacant room was full of castle staff with dark rings under their half-closed eyes. If his plans succeeded, everyone would sleep soundly tonight.
After breakfast, Ean tasked Aria and Ingar with transforming his office into an Intelligence hub for all ministries. He then used his stable tokens for two horses and raced the rising sun to Argonia West.  
His first stop was the trading post to see Garland Everstone, the overseer of his wildlife surveyors. He handed Garland a stack of survey forms and a large bottle of clear liquid.
"The hunters that ran off the smugglers uncovered a massive criminal organization led by a man known to wear a purple hat. He and his associates are wanted for questioning in several murders. We believe some of them may be hiding here. Do not approach or confront him or his gang."
Ean held up the bottle. "Tell everyone to fill out a survey every day for the rest of the week. The numbers aren't important. On the back, I want you to use this invisible ink to write the time and location of any suspicious activity. I'm leaving a horse with you. At midday, ride to the castle with any surveys you have. Do the same in the evening."
"I can do that. How do I get a horse in the afternoon?" Garland asked.
"Good catch," Ean said, handing over six tokens. "Return the horse, trade a token for a fresh one. And if you find any indecipherable letters addressed to me, deliver those to the castle as well."
"So, the rumors are true? Riverside was invaded. Are we going to war?"
"Riverside was a… misunderstanding. The criminal gang has killed people on both sides and blamed the other side. If we stop them, we can prevent a war." Ean placed a hand on Garland's shoulder. "Good luck."
Ean mounted his horse and rode into the park. In the dead drop, he left an encrypted message with instructions to covertly assist the surveyors and to drop messages at the trading post until instructed otherwise. 
It was now mid-morning, and he had miles to cover and hours of work ahead of him. He pushed the horse hard for a speedy return to the stables. With two more stable tokens, Ean journeyed to Argonia East to repeat the task.
He didn't make it far.

      ***Six royal guards manned the boundary checkpoint, their expressions stern beneath the gleam of their polished helmets. Agitated citizens lined both sides of the barrier, but the guard allowed no one to pass through.
Ean sat high in his saddle and shouted, "Who's in charge here?"
"I am," replied a Guard Corporal.
"Why is this checkpoint closed? It should be open to allow refugees into Argonia East."
"Direct orders last night from the Minister of The Interior. No one passes through without authorization from him." He paused, his gaze sweeping over the restless crowd. "We were told it's to prevent Brindle spies and traitors from approaching the capital."
The checkpoint in Argonia North is the only one that should be closed, and only for inbound travelers. This is not what was agreed upon in the council meeting.
He shoved his travel pass and Badge of Station in the man's face. "I'm the Spymaster of Argonia," he said, his voice ringing with quiet authority. "I need to get into Argonia East to catch the spies and traitors you're guarding against."
"Sorry, sir, but my orders—"
Ean pulled hard on the reins, causing his horse to prance and paw at the ground near the guard's feet. "My orders come from the king who, last time I checked, was a higher authority than the minister."
The corporal hesitated before commanding his men. "Hold everyone back and open the barrier just enough to let the horses through."
Ean thanked the guards and guided the horses through the checkpoint before pushing them to make up for lost time. He stopped at the tavern and gave the owner the same instructions for using invisible ink, and left him the second horse. Then he went to the dead drop and left similar instructions to his spy. Finally, he went to the military camp to complete a side quest he'd given himself. 






  
  Chapter 29: Aggressive Diplomacy


For the first time, the guards meticulously examined Ean's credentials before granting him access to the military outpost. The base hummed with a frantic energy as soldiers rushed about, preparing to man outposts along the borders. The familiar base felt hostile as he sought out Sergeant Wulfstan to pitch his proposal. 
"Brynn, I am the Spymaster of Argonia, not a game warden as you suspected. When I crossed the river, it was to gather intelligence on the Brindle army. The military incursion into Riverside, the cause of all the activity in the camp, is the consequence of me rescuing one of my spies."
Sergeant Wulfstan's face, which had been a mask of military discipline, turned into a scowl. "I figured you'd done something worse than disagree about fish population tallies."
"I have a plan to fix the mess I made. The Brindle soldiers occupying Riverside are reservists from across the river, men you likely know." Ean looked Brynn in the eyes. "Come to Riverside and talk to them, soldier-to-soldier. Get them to withdraw peacefully."
Brynn stared back. "I wish I could, but my duties are here helping my men prepare for deployment."
"I understand that, but if we can defuse the situation there, you and your men may not need to deploy."
"That's a big if. The military always expects the worst and plans accordingly. I can't afford to be gone at a time like this." Brynn turned to go.
"I wouldn't have come all this way if it wasn't important." Ean grabbed the soldier's arm, his eyes pleading. "A few hours, that's all I ask. A chance to prevent a war before it begins."
The sergeant mulled over his request. "I'd hate myself if I didn't try. I'm not a diplomat so make no promises we won't permanently be assigned to fish counting duty." He straightened his uniform. "Let me clear it with my commanding officer and I'll meet you at the front gate."
Ean retrieved his horse and waited outside the gate. The minutes ticked by. Sergeant Wulfstan was nowhere in sight, and he considered returning to Argonia Central. He was about to leave when the gate opened and out rode his buddy in his parade armor looking like the hero of a fantasy story.
They rode to the boundary checkpoint of Argonia North. The guards had locked down the checkpoints, allowing only foot traffic out of Riverside. They left their horses in the care of the guards. Before proceeding on foot, Ean pulled Royal Guard Aaron Blackwood aside and handed him a list of names and addresses to investigate.
Aaron gave the order to allow Ean and Sergeant Wulfstan through. "Stay safe. Most of all, don't do anything that will require me to save you again."

      ***As they approached Riverside, they heard singing. The once-bustling market square now served as a makeshift camp, crowded with Brindle soldiers, guards, and civilians of both nationalities. The air reeked of alcohol, vomit, and body odor. The group fell silent, hands gripping the hilts of swords and pikes, as Ean and Wulfstan approached.
Sergeant Wulfstan marched forward, his gleaming armor commanding everyone's attention, and spoke in his most authoritative voice. "Brothers-in-arms, many of you know me from our off-base liaisons. I respect you and count many of you my friends…" he cracked a smile. "At least the ones I don't owe money to."
This elicited a few chuckles among the soldiers and a relaxing of their aggressive stances.
"We both know our friendship will mean nothing when our commanders decide the 'misunderstandings' on both sides requires a military solution." He made eye contact with each soldier. "I know you. You're farmers, hunters, fishermen with families to go home to. Please, return to Bridgewater in peace."
From the heart of the assembled soldiers, a gruff voice called out. "Wulfie," the senior reservist said, his tone equal parts relief and wariness. "I am glad it's you and not some hard-nosed officer. We never intended to harm anyone." The other soldiers murmured assent. "Out of mutual respect and friendship, we will withdraw."
The tension dissipated as the soldiers gathered their belongings. A familiar voice cut through the relative calm like a blade, rage and venom dripping from every syllable. Ean's gaze snapped to the group of civilians flanked by Brindle guards. Like a persistent itchy rash, Ean was not surprised when the militia leader stepped forward, fists clenched.
"You spineless cowards!" the leader spat, the words landing like a slap across the face. "The man next to your soldier 'friend' sneaked into Brindle and killed a guard while fleeing with a traitorous spy. Then they ran away like frightened rabbits.  For weeks, honest Brindlers have been mistreated by Argonians. You finally have a chance to get revenge and you want to go home? The emperor gave you new weapons to take Argonian blood, not play cards together."
Some of the soldiers stopped packing and took up their swords again.
Ean stepped forward, declaring, "I am the Spymaster of Argonia, and I speak the truth," as he pointed at the militia leader. "That man is a liar and a cold-blooded murderer. He and his men are responsible for the murder of Brindle's spymaster - and possibly Argonia's too."
He softened his tone and hung his head. "I was unaware a guard died during my escape from him and his murderous militia. For that, I am deeply sorry. Like you, I never intended to harm anyone." He lifted his head and caught the eye of each soldier. "The man I rescued from him is Ingar, the tavern owner in Fortside." He pointed at the militia leader. "That criminal and his men attacked Ingar, made up the story of him being a spy, and stole the cart of ale and food he was bringing back from Northold to serve to you."
The militia leader glowered at Ean. "He's lying. Trying to confuse you. He's a spymaster, a master of deceit after all."
Ean addressed the soldier leader. "When you crossed the river, it was evening. The Riverside market stalls were empty, were they not? So ask yourselves, where did he find the food and drink you've been enjoying?"
"Don't listen to him. He's a lying Argonian," shouted the militia leader. 
The reservist leader asked, "You raise valid questions, but what proof do you have?"
"He works for a foreign criminal organization that has been goading us into a war neither side wants. The chaos made it easier for them to move about freely and profit from mandatory protection and road 'taxes'. I've paid him my share more than once. He and his militia group are nothing more than criminals loyal only to themselves."  
Ean held up the two-headed medallion. "This was recovered from an assassin in the same organization. It's how they recognize each other. Search him and you'll find one just like it. If I'm lying, you can take me straight to the emperor."  Why did I say that? If this doesn't work, I'll be dragged to Northold and executed.
The soldiers turned to the militia leader. "Did you really steal all this from Ingar?"
One of the Brindle guards chimed in. "I did see him and his men on the afternoon of the attack struggling with a loaded horse cart."
The militia leader extended his hands, pleading, "Friends, I didn't know who he was when we borrowed his cart."
Two soldiers grabbed the man. "Everyone in South Brindle knows Ingar. Maybe you are the foreign criminal he says." They searched him until they found his coin purse and dumped it out.
A pile of coins grew as they continued to tumble onto the ground. With a loud metallic clank, a two-headed medallion landed on the pile.
The militia leader thrashed and struggled, hurling insults at Ean in a desperate attempt to break free. His face flushed with rage, spittle flying from his lips as he strained against the guards' grip. "The Man in The Purple Hat will free me after he takes care of the traitorous spymaster hiding in Argonia. Then I'm going to kill you and everyone you care about." 
The guards cuffed him on the head and dragged him across the bridge.
Ean's blood ran cold and he felt paralyzed. "Sergeant, can you coordinate with Royal Guard Blackwood to restore Riverside to normal? I believe another friend of mine is in mortal danger."






  
  Chapter 30: Trust No One


Ean pushed the horse as fast as it would go to get to the bookstore. He burst through the front door to find Samuel helping a female customer. 
"Thank you for your business. Say hello to your husband for me."
The woman waved at Samuel and walked out of the store. 
Samuel turned to Ean. "You smell like you need a hot bath."
"Grab some clothes. You're sleeping in the castle tonight," Ean demanded.
"What's going on? Have things in Riverside become worse?"
Ean grabbed Samuel's shirt sleeve and pulled him toward the living quarters. "Riverside is back in Argonian hands. I encountered the militia leader again and had the Brindle guards arrest him. As they dragged him off, he said the Man In The Purple Hat was coming to eliminate a spymaster hiding in Argonia Central."
Showing a speed and strength Ean had never seen before, Samuel yanked the footlocker from the closet. He rifled through its contents, pulled out a long, thin stiletto knife, and strapped it to his leg. His grim look let Ean know not to ask about it.
Ean grabbed a change of clothes for himself and clothes he thought might fit Aria. Minutes later, he and Samuel were both astride the horse and racing to the safety of the castle. 

      ***Ean entered his office to find scattered papers and notes covering every surface. Aria and Ingar looked at him with worried expressions.
"Dozens of survey reports have come in about suspicious activity throughout the kingdom," Aria said, her voice tense. "Events are escalating faster than we anticipated."
Ingar nodded in agreement. "There are multiple sightings of someone in a purple hat," he added, his eyes narrowing. "It's as if he's a phantom taunting us, appearing and disappearing at will."
Ean and Samuel shared a glance, then began arranging the sightings in a timeline, searching for patterns to predict the movements of the Man in the Purple Hat. A puzzling conundrum soon emerged - either the sightings were false reports, or their elusive opponent had the ability to be in multiple places at once.
"This doesn't make any sense," Ean muttered, rubbing his temples as he felt a headache coming on. "How can one man be in two regions simultaneously?"
Ingar hesitated before speaking up. "My business partner is a triplet," he said slowly. "When they were kids, the three boys played pranks on people by appearing to be one boy coming and going from different directions."
Ean shuddered at the implications of Ingar's words. If the Man In The Purple Hat was working with others pretending to be him, it would explain the impossible sightings. To hunt him down, they'd have to scour the entire kingdom, seizing every person they found wearing a purple hat. Meanwhile, the ringleader could move about in the confusion, orchestrating the chaos.
"Everyone keep up the good work. I have to put another plan in place. Aria, while I'm gone, do you think you could make a dozen bottles of knockout gas?"
"Certainly. The royal herbalist has all the ingredients I need."
Ean thanked her and headed for the Royal Guard barracks.
Guard Blackwood spotted Ean and ushered him into the guard's operation center. A large map of the kingdom was unfurled on a massive map table. Little guard figures were placed on points in each region.
"I took your list of names and addresses and dispatched a guard member to each to perform covert surveillance as you requested. Can you tell me why I did that?"
Ean addressed Aaron and the other guard commanders. "An evil genius known as the Man In The Purple Hat has established a network of agents in Argonia and Brindle. They've carried out assassinations, spread rumors, and fomented riots and protests in both countries. Yesterday, we intercepted his instructions to his agents. I altered the instructions, sending each agent to a different address tonight. That's what your guards are watching for."
"What's your next step?"
"To give the Royal Guards the privilege of taking apart his network. We want these individuals taken alive which is why I'm having knockout gas created."
The garrison commander addressed Ean. "I'm putting a lot of trust in your information. We can't just knock out and arrest citizens for being in the wrong place. How do we positively identify them as agents?"
"The instructions were included with a package of gold billets. When they open the packages, they'll be exposed to a fine powder made of ground seashells that is highly reflective and nearly impossible to wash off. You'll notice it on their hands and clothes."
"I'll ensure each team is informed to look for the powder. If you don't mind, we have multiple raids to plan. I will let you know how it goes."
"Best of luck," Ean said and returned to his office.
He assisted Aria with the knockout gas and delivered the bottles to the garrison. 
Until he felt that his friends would be safe, he coerced them into remaining at the castle with him. 
Two hours after sunset, Aaron informed him the guards had a ninety percent success rate. One target hadn't shown up. Ean thanked him and promised the king would be informed of what they had accomplished.
"What was that all about?" asked Ingar. 
"The new letters we put in the packages the other day instructed the recipients to meet in different isolated or abandoned buildings around the kingdom tonight. I tasked the Royal Guard with capturing the agents. Guard Blackwood informed me of their success. They'll interrogate the agents until we get a location for the Man In The Purple Hat."
Samuel gave Ean a pat on the back. "Congratulations on a successful operation. You've proven the king's council was wrong about appointing you as the Spymaster." He yawned deeply. "Now that you've made the streets safe again, I'm going back to the bookstore to do some additional research."
"With the agents in custody, it should be a slow night here. Why don't you spend the night in your own bed. Come back in the morning," Ean said as he escorted his mentor out.

      ***With the Man In The Purple Hat's network disassembled, the information flowing into Ean's office slowed to a trickle. With war still a very real possibility, it was a certainty Brindle had agents in Argonia. With his networks on high alert, he shifted focus to discovering and capturing them as well. He established a two-hour watch schedule for the night. He, Aria, and Ingar took turns sleeping while one of them remained awake and working. 
As the first rays of dawn illuminated dust motes dancing in the air of his office, Ean anticipated Samuel's imminent arrival. The roosters crowed, dogs barked, and the castle stirred to life, but the minutes ticked by. Where was Samuel? The knot in his stomach tightened with each passing moment.
A soft knock. He opened the door to find Guard Blackwood, his expression grave. With a subtle nod, Aaron beckoned him into the hallway.
"During our inventory of everything seized in last night's raids," Aaron began, his voice low, "we found this letter. It was taken from a location where the suspect eluded capture."
The letter was one of the replacement encrypted letters. A corner was torn off and the paper was browned where it had been passed over a flame. The flame had activated neat block letters in invisible ink, revealing a chilling message: 'Get out. It's a trap.' Ean's hands trembled as he clutched the letter.
"Aaron," Ean managed, his voice strained, "Did any of the captured individuals confess to being the Man In The Purple Hat or implicate someone else?"
"No. Most of them were unaware of each other. They were all captured with crude purple felt hats in their inventory which explains the rash of sightings. Unfortunately, we missed the ringleader."
"Thanks to the warning on this letter." Ean's mind was scrambled. He couldn't think clearly. What the invisible message indicated was unthinkable. Only four people had access to the letters before they were delivered. One of them was a double agent.
He knew he hadn't written the invisible message, and it wasn't something Samuel would do. That left Aria and Ingmar as the remaining suspects. Aria hadn't written any of the letters, but she knew how to craft the invisible ink. Ingmar had rewritten some letters and was an experienced spy.  
As much as he hated admitting his bias, the fact they both had been raised in Brindle put their loyalty into question. A war would provide Aria opportunities to exact revenge on the empire. The militia camp so close to Ingmar's tavern rather than some place isolated seemed suspicious as well. Once he started pulling the threads of doubt, he realized he knew very little about Aria or Ingar. Everything about his networks and travels he'd revealed to them was potentially compromised.
Ean returned the letter. "Keep this letter locked someplace safe. It may be the only evidence we have that someone in my network is a double agent."
Guard Blackwood turned and walked away. Ean stepped into his office to find Ingmar and Aria had roused. 
"Any news?" asked Aria
"The Royal Guard believes the person they missed last night is likely the Man In The Purple Hat so we still need to hunt him down."
"They didn't find any clues to who he is or his whereabouts?"
"Nothing so far." Technically, the letter Aaron showed him didn't provide that information, so he wasn't lying. 
"Maybe he got spooked and went back to wherever he came from, and we can all sleep easier," Aria said. "Speaking of sleeping, where's Samuel?"
"It's not like him to be this late. I'll go check on him. Keep working on the briefing for the king's council," Ean said as he walked out, making a beeline to the royal stables.
If one of them is a double agent, Samuel will be able to ferret them out. I need to find him.

      ***Ean's equestrian skill had improved with recent practice. He deftly guided the horse around, rather than through, the growing numbers of citizens going to work or the market. While citizens went about their mundane routines, unaware of the fragile peace, Ean's mind raced with the import of last night's revelations, a burden he couldn't share with them. As the king had reminded him recently, success rarely receives fanfare or reward while failure is loud and can result in execution. Samuel's contribution to making Ean quietly successful was underappreciated. He committed to letting his mentor know that when he saw him.
He tethered the horse and approached the front door. Something felt off. The shades were drawn which he expected since Samuel wouldn't be opening the store today. The street was no more or less quiet than normal. Then he became aware of what his subconscious had picked up on.
The window display contained two red books in the stack. A silent alarm. One he had never experienced but whose meaning was instantly, viscerally clear: danger. 
He ducked down and crept past the windows toward the back of the shop. Realizing the door would be locked, he backtracked and felt for the key hidden above a side window. 
Certain he would be heard at any second, he was tense as he inserted the key and turned it as slow as he could. With a gentle push, he cracked open the door and squeezed inside. 
Samuel's spare walking stick was in the corner of the doorframe. Ean wielded it like a sword as he crept into the kitchen.
The place was silent. Not even the crackling of a fire in the stove. The kitchen was in disarray, with dented pots, pans, and shattered jars littering the floor, indicating a violent struggle.
Neatly placed on the kitchen table was a dinner plate streaked with bacon grease, a half-eaten piece of cake, and a letter pinned to the table by a blood-stained stiletto knife.
Ean checked upstairs and found no sign of Samuel. As unthinkable as it was to admit, someone had kidnapped Samuel.
He went back downstairs and picked up the letter. It was encrypted. Ean recognized at least four different ciphers used to encrypt each line. Whomever had written the letter clearly intended it for him, but they also wanted to make decryption a challenge. 
As desperately as he wanted to know what the letter said, alerting the royal guards was his first priority. With luck, they would locate Samuel and his kidnapper before he decrypted the letter. He was not about to lose another mentor and vowed to turn the kingdom upside down, if necessary. He locked the back door, returned the key to its hiding spot, and then rode to the castle.
QUEST ACCEPTED: Q-028 Rescue Samuel from his kidnappers







  
  Chapter 31: Double Trouble


Ean burst into the Royal Guard garrison commander's office, gasping. "The Argonian Bookshelf's owner has been taken by the Man in the Purple Hat. I'm certain of it." 
The commander asked, "Why would he kidnap a bookseller?"
Ean hesitated before crafting an answer. "Samuel is a close family friend of the king. Perhaps he wants to exchange Samuel for his freedom or to simply inflict pain on the king."
"Did he leave a ransom letter with demands?"
"I'm not sure yet. The message is strongly encrypted and could take me a few hours. In the meantime, can you alert all checkpoints to be on the lookout?"
"Right away, Spymaster Fleming."
Ean sprinted to his office, taking the stairs two at a time. He crashed through the door, panting. "Stop what you're doing. Samuel's been kidnapped!" He braced himself on the desk, trying to catch his breath while observing the reactions of Aria and Ingar. Both appeared genuinely shocked. If they were double agents, the kidnapping didn't involve them. With every minute counting, he had to risk trusting them.
Ean set the ransom letter on his desk. "This is the only clue. As you can see, it uses multiple ciphers. Help me decipher it."
Aria weighed down the edges with paperweights. Ean assigned the first two lines to Aria and Ingar and tackled the last two lines himself.
QFK: Use what you have learned about ciphers to decrypt the ransom note.
Hint: the message starts with easy ciphers and get more complex with each line.
EMOC OT EHT ECALP EREHW SKOOB NIGEB
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Ingar stared at their assembled lines of plaintext. "They're riddles, but I can't think of any answers."
Aria reread the message. "Me neither. Ean?"

Come to the place where books begin

Seek sanctuary where wolves howl

If gathered souls count four

The bookseller will be no more

SKILL UPGRADED: Reverse The Word +1 (3/3)
SKILL UPGRADED: Atbash Cipher +1 (3/3)
SKILL UPGRADED: Numbers For Letters II +1 (1/3)
SKILL UPGRADED: Pigpen Cipher II +1 (1/3)
= =  SKILL LEVEL UP: Reverse The Word II  = =

= =  SKILL LEVEL UP: Atbash Cipher II  = =

Ean was conflicted. They had helped him decrypt the message, but he still didn't know which of them was the double agent. The more he involved them, the greater the risk of interference or delay. He needed to sideline them. To do that, he must choose duty over his heart.
"The first two lines are clues to his location known only to me. If he's trying to lure me away from here, he wants to separate us. He probably has more agents than the ones the guards captured, meaning we're all at risk."
Aria gripped his arm. Tears welled up in her eyes. "Then don't go. If we're going to be attacked by assassins, I don't want to go through that again without you."
Ingar placed a hand on Ean's shoulder. "I owe you my life and will ride into the face of danger if you ask."
"I appreciate the offer. However, the last two lines are a warning to come alone. The kidnapper, Samuel, and me make three souls. One more and he kills Samuel." 
"Then I'll stay here and protect Aria if needed. You should listen to her and let the Royal Guard handle rescuing Samuel."
"Thank you, Ingar. Believe me, if I could send the Royal Guard, I would. They can, however, play a part in keeping you safe."
Ean led Aria and Ingar to the Royal Guard garrison and asked for Guard Blackwood. 
"Aaron, I need another favor from you. For their safety, please lock Aria and Ingar in separate cells."
Ingar and Aria stared at him, dumbfounded. 
"A jail cell inside the Royal Guard garrison is the safest place in the entire kingdom," he explained. "If there are assassins in the city, it's the last place they'd look and certain death to try."
Guard Blackwood and Ingar carried Aria into a cell. She struggled and pleaded, "Don't go. He'll kill you too."
Ingar tried once more to convince Ean he should accompany him.
Before leaving to save Samuel, Ean pulled Aaron aside and whispered, "Don't let them out or allow them to communicate with anyone under any circumstances. One, or both, of them is a double agent."

      ***Ean raced the fastest horse in the royal stables to Argonia West, the answer to the first two riddles. The Untamed Forest is where books begin - as the source of their paper. The sanctuary 'where wolves howl' could only be the park at the forest edge. Its maze of hedges was an ideal location to make pursuit difficult if the kidnapper decided to flee.
The demand he come alone was certain to be a trap. Ean formulated a plan to turn the advantages of the park against the kidnapper. He stopped at the trading post to gather what he needed. "Garland, I need your help," he said as he tossed his coin purse at the startled man.
"Warden Fleming, what's going on?"
"The man I've been chasing for the last few weeks. The one trying to start a war, is holding a hostage in the park. I need men capable of silently surrounding the park to ensure he can't escape."
Garland Everstone grabbed an axe, cinched his belt tight, and moved like a man on a mission. "Consider it done."
Ean purchased a stout walking stick and made his way to the park. He crept through the hedge maze, ready to strike anything that moved.
At the center of the maze, Ean saw a middle-aged man in a purple-colored leather courier hat. "Stay back!" the man shouted. He then flipped a coin and looked at the result before squeezing Samuel's mouth and forcing a liquid down his throat. 
 ===================

  =   BOSS BATTLE      =

===================

Ean charged and swung the stick, but the man parried his blow with lightning-fast reflexes. The man crouched into a fighting stance. Ean slid his left leg back to improve his balance while raising the cane overhead.
"You must be the apprentice who stumbled his way around Brindle like a drunken elephant."  The man turned to Samuel. "You've lowered your standards in your old age."
Ean growled. "What did you do to him?"
"I'm giving him a traitor's death. A slow-acting poison. You could try to fight me, and lose, or we can have a candid conversation about your mentor. Prove yourself worthy and at least one of you will walk out of here."
Poised to strike again, Ean said, "Why would I do that? I've fought off wolves armed with nothing but a stick. I'm not going to watch him die."
"Regardless of which option you choose, you will watch him die. He's an old relic of the past. You need to think of your future. Once my network of agents sabotage Argonia's defenses, we're going to deliver you to the Emperor of Brindle. I'm sure he will reward us for delivering the man who assassinated his spymaster, killed a guard while escaping with a spy, and has stirred up rebellion in his empire. Or you could become my apprentice."
"I'm a loyal Argonian and will never join you. Taking me to the Emperor would be your second biggest mistake. I have plenty of evidence to prove you did all those things."
"Bold talk young man. What's my first 'biggest' mistake?"
"Underestimating me as a Spymaster. I intercepted your packages. Samuel taught me the ASCII code you used and I changed your instructions. All your agents were captured last night and are being interrogated as we speak." Ean then recited a list of names and addresses for the agents.
"A handful of pawns in a larger game whose scope you can't imagine," the man boasted. Despite his bold words, his confidence was shaken as worry crept over his face. He looked at Samuel. 
Despite his pain, Samuel managed a smile. "You mistake lack of experience for lower standards. Spymaster Fleming started as an apprentice a month ago and is already outsmarting you."
"I'm normally not one to brag, but he is right," Ean said. "For the longest time, I doubted your existence, yet managed to outsmart you at every turn. Your militia group lackeys in Brindle, I handed them over to Brindle soldiers two days ago. Your network of agents in Argonia I had captured. Knowing you'll run like a coward, I have a group of hunters and woodsmen surrounding this park."
The man scoffed. "You're bluffing. You have a single spy in the region, and she wouldn't think of leaving the inn during the daytime."
Ean was surprised to learn the spy's identity. He had assumed the spy was a hunter or lumberjack - someone you'd expect to fight off wolves. He made a mental note to always tip the innkeeper well. For now, he had more pressing matters. He shouted, "This is Game Warden Fleming. Please show this criminal I'm not bluffing."
An arrow whistled past his head and deftly removed the purple hat from the kidnapper's head. Two more arrows soon followed to pin it to the ground. 
The man cowered, looking for the source of the arrows, terror in his eyes.
"Now let's talk about your future," Ean said, squaring his shoulders and meeting the man's gaze with unwavering determination. "Surrender to me now, and you'll walk out of here. I know my king will reward me well for capturing you."
The man reached into his inventory and pulled out a vial with green liquid and a small white pill. He flipped his medallion in the air and caught it one-handed. A smile crossed his face as he looked at it. "I told you you'd watch him die," he sneered as he smashed the vial to the ground. 
"And I'll see you hanged for murder!" Ean shouted as he swung the walking stick at the man's face.
Without flinching, the Man In The Purple Hat grabbed the staff and effortlessly disarmed Ean. Then he flipped the medallion high into the air and swallowed the pill. "I'll die before I let a lowly apprentice take me." 
Defiance burned in his eyes as white foam bubbled from his mouth. He fell to the ground dead at the same time the medallion landed, left-facing head up.
Ean rushed to Samuel, pulled the poison antidote Aria had made him from his inventory, and helped Samuel drink it down. 
Garland and his men rushed to Samuel's aid. 
"Thank you, all of you," Samuel slurred as he clasped Ean's arm. 
Ean looked each man in the eye. "You've done the kingdom a great service today."
"I don't know everything that went on here," said Garland. "But I do know, he didn't mistake you for a game warden." He handed Ean's coin purse back. "We're loyal Argonian's too," he said, hands on his hips. "We don't need payment for defending our kingdom."  He gathered up his men and returned to the trading post.
While Samuel recovered, Ean searched the Man In The Purple Hat's body. He seized the man's purple hat and shoved it into his inventory. In addition to a large sum of gold coins, the man carried a plaintext letter addressed to the castle, and a letter-sized copper sheet with square holes randomly cut into it.
"Bring that here," croaked Samuel. 
Ean laid the letter and the copper sheet in front of his mentor.
"The letter looks innocuous and boring, correct? Watch what happens when I place the Cardan Grille." He placed the copper sheet over the letter. A handful of words were exposed through the square holes. They made no sense. 
"The grille makes it easy for untrained people like diplomats to read and write secret messages. The key is to find the right orientation." Samuel flipped the copper sheet over and a message leaped from the page. 
The message hidden in plain sight confirmed the recipient would receive a large fortune and the position of Governor when Argonia was defeated. 
              ======================

  =   BOSS DEFEATED      =

======================

Purple Hat added to Inventory
Cardan Grille added to Inventory     
LOG ENTRY CREATED: Spycraft - Cardan Grille
CLASS RANK INCREASED: Spymaster +1 (15/24)
QUEST COMPLETED: Q-028 Rescue Samuel from the Man In The Purple Hat
REWARD: +2 XP (22/24)
With the danger passed, Ean realized he had witnessed a man's death while barely escaping with his life and the life of his mentor. He vomited up what remained of his breakfast.
More work remained, so he cleaned himself up before returning his attention to Samuel. "I have a horse at the trading post. You feel well enough to travel?"
Samuel stood, grabbed Ean's walking stick off the ground and together they made their unsteady way to the trading post.
QFK: Use the Cardan Grille in the Activity Pages to reveal the hidden message.
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  Chapter 32: Showdown


As they rode, Ean followed through on his commitment to express his gratitude. "I appreciate the words you said to that man," Ean said, his voice thick with emotion. He swallowed hard. "None of what I've accomplished would have been possible without your training and friendship." 
"I serve my king and my kingdom," Samuel replied.
"An old spymaster is never truly retired, are they?"
Samuel was racked by a bout of coughing, each ragged exhalation a grim reminder of the poison that had nearly claimed his life. At last, he spat out the lingering remnants, his voice emerging stronger. "Well, I was doing a pretty good job of it until you showed up!" He poked Ean in the ribs. "Scared off my customers. Ate up all my groceries…"
Ean laughed. "Admit it, you've enjoyed this more than cake and bacon."
Samuel grunted. "You underestimate just how delightful cake and bacon are." His voice softened. "I've enjoyed training you and I'm very proud of what you've accomplished."
Ean smiled back. He had come a long way in a short amount of time. "I couldn't have done it without you."
Samuel shrugged. "You had the potential. I just helped you realize it."
Ean's voice turned serious. "Whenever I previously mentioned the Man in the Purple Hat, you avoided my questions. Don't you think I've earned the truth about how you knew each other?"
"When I was a spymaster, he was my apprentice for two years. Intelligent but prideful. Being defeated by you was more insulting than being captured."
"So he swallowed cyanide rather than admit defeat to someone he considered inferior."
"That was a matter of choice and of Fate. The two-headed medallion you've been carrying around isn't a form of identification, it's used by believers to make important decisions. The two faces are used to decide between taking an action to help or harm others."
"When he smashed the antidote vial, that wasn't an act of vengeance or spite?"
"No. The medallion landed on the left-facing head - harm."
"If the medallion landed right-face up, would he have allowed me to capture him?"
"Unlikely. Once he realized capture was inevitable, death was the only fate for him. He chose the manner."
"I would have preferred him alive as proof of everything we've uncovered and I'm sure Brindle would like him to answer for his crimes too."
"Without a spymaster, Brindle is blind to what my former apprentice was doing. You should pass information to a Brindle representative about how they've been deceived too."
Ean stared ahead as they rode, his mind turning over recent events. His grip tightened on the reins. "There may be an easy way to do that. Too easy, if my suspicions are correct." He took a deep breath. "I need your advice on a very difficult decision I have to make."
Samuel's eyes narrowed. "Go on."
"Aria might be a double agent. I found a message in invisible ink on the letter in the package delivered to the Man In The Purple Hat. She warned him it was a trap."
Samuel replied, "She's not a double agent. The message with invisible ink was my doing, not hers."
Ean's head whipped around to stare at his mentor in shock. "What? Why?"
"I wanted to lure him into a confrontation," Samuel admitted. "To settle things once and for all between us… and to protect my secrets."
Realization dawned on Ean. "You meant to kill him all along."
Samuel nodded slowly. "I trained that man. His betrayal, his actions… I felt responsible for stopping him by any means necessary. That's why I hid what I knew about him." He shifted in the saddle. "In my stubborn pride, I underestimated him. He was hiding in the bookshop when I returned from the butcher. He must have drugged my cake, because the next thing I knew, I was stumbling around like a drunken sailor."
Ean shook his head. "Samuel, you could have been killed! What were you thinking?"
"It's not easy to admit weaknesses. I thought I was still mentally and physically capable of defeating him," Samuel said firmly. He exhaled slowly, his shoulders slumping. "I'd eaten my bacon and cake so when he beat me, I accepted that my time had finally come."
Samuel looked at Ean, his eyes shining with gratitude. "But you saved me from that fate." He placed a hand on Ean's arm. His voice trembled. "Thank you for letting this old man relive the life he loved, to use his spycraft once more and make an impact."
Ean patted the old man's hand. "Your involvement isn't over yet, spymaster. We still have a war to prevent. There's also the unfinished matter concerning the letter the Man in The Purple Hat was carrying and the package addressed to the castle."
"Now that my cover is blown, I have some secrets to divulge - when the time is right - that will make those tasks easier."
They arrived at the castle, so Ean wasn't able to press Samuel for a further explanation.

      ***Ean rushed to the Royal Guard garrison, his heart racing at the thought of reuniting with Aria. "Guard Blackwood, you may release Aria and Ingar immediately. The threat has been neutralized."
Soon, Aria and Ingmar emerged, their faces etched with confusion. Aria's initial delight at seeing Ean soon hardened. "Did you order the guards to imprison us?" Her voice dripped with accusation.
Ean sighed heavily. "I had to ensure your safety until the threat was contained."
Ingar, in his calm and steady voice, cut to the truth. "They told us they were under orders from you to keep us locked up. Not for our safety, but because we were suspected of being traitors."
"No, I didn't mean for them to…" Ean faltered, then confessed, "We found a letter to the Man in The Purple Hat with a message written in invisible ink. I suspected one of you might be a double agent."
Aria's eyes widened in disbelief. Her body quivered with barely contained rage. "You doubted our loyalty? After everything we've both been through?"
Ean's shoulders sagged and looked away as he rubbed the back of his neck. "I'm sorry. I never believed it was true. Until I was certain, I couldn't rule it out though." His pleading eyes met hers. "You saw the gold in those packages. Anyone would be tempted."
With a gaze like daggers and fury in her voice, she yelled, "Anyone except the people who put their lives on the line to work for you!  What makes you so certain now we didn't do it?"
His emotion got the better of him and he shot back, "Because Samuel wrote the message, for reasons we'll explain later because we don't have time to argue about it."
Her jaw tightened and her fists clenched. "You know my feelings about the empire and how much this role means to me." She thrust a finger in his face. "If you can't trust me, then perhaps you should replace me with one of the other candidates you were considering."
An awkward silence fell as Ean shifted his weight. "There… weren't any other candidates. It was a ruse to get you to agree to be my spy."
Aria stared at him, aghast. After a tense moment, she shook her head. "Unbelievable. You initiated our relationship with a deception." She threw her hands up. "This is what I get for listening to my heart instead of my head." She pointed at the door. "Let's go! If I'm no longer in danger, then I want to go home."
"You were the only person I've ever wanted for the job. You're right to be angry, but I still need your assistance," Ean pleaded. "Now more than ever."
Her eyes narrowed. "You've stated many times that we need a spy in Riverside. I think it's best for both of us that I get back to work."
Ean took a deep breath, trying to compose himself. "You're right, Aria. At least allow me a chance to make amends by escorting you back home."
She studied him for a moment, then gave a curt nod. "Very well."
Ean turned to Ingar and asked, "What are your thoughts on conveying a message to the emperor about the Man in the Purple Hat and his plans? With proof of his treachery, we may be able to prevent this war."
Ingar frowned, stroking his chin thoughtfully. "I would prefer not to reveal my identity as a spy, even with your assurances. You stopped the immediate threat, but even if we prevent this war, I still must live under the emperor's rule. He won't reward me for spying against him."
"You could relocate to Argonia," Ean offered in earnest. "We would welcome you with open arms after your service. And the other spies too. If a war begins, we must consider evacuating them to safety as well."
Ingar considered Ean's offer. "Brindle is our home," he replied gravely. "We have family and friends there. Like me, I suspect many of them grew up in the aftermath of the last war. We don't want our children to experience the same hardships. We became spies with the idealistic goal of helping to stop wars."
Ean nodded, a glimmer of respect in his eyes. "Then I'll make preparations to return you home as clandestine as possible."
"Thank you," Ingar said.
Ean led Aria and Ingar to his office, where Samuel was waiting for him.






  
  Chapter 33: Interior Infiltrator


Ean and Samuel met the king in his private office to brief him on the events of the last twenty-four hours.  
"Your highness, Samuel and I traced the source of tensions between Argonia and Brindle.  An individual known as The Man In The Purple Hat ran a network of agents provocateur inside both countries. Thanks to the Royal Guard and some Brindle soldiers, he and his network have been neutralized."
The king's expression brightened. "Good work with the Riverside issue. I will countermand my orders for the military to go in. You say this purple hatted individual was destabilizing both countries to start a war? For what purpose?"
Ean glanced at Samuel. "We're still gathering proof and will be able to present it soon. We request your assistance with that."
"How may I help?"
Samuel replied, "Call a mandatory meeting for all castle staff. A member of the ministerial staff is a traitor. Begging your forgiveness, but we need the meeting to start immediately so no one has time to destroy any evidence."
The king's nostrils flared, his gaze intense. "Your evidence must be irrefutable to accuse royal staff of treason."
"Your excellency, I believe Spymaster Fleming already has the evidence. It's the extent of the treason we need to confirm."
"Then, spymasters, I hereby formally task you with the quest to find the evidence for your claims."
Ean bowed. "Thank you, sire. We will join the meeting as soon as we do."
QUEST ACCEPTED: Q-029 Find evidence a minister is a traitor

      ***Samuel and Ean rushed to Ean's office to grab Aria and Ingar. They quickly briefed them on what they were looking for. They searched every desk, but it was Ean who found the evidence. In a bottom drawer, he found a stack of letters. They appeared innocuous until he spied the metallic gleam of a Cardan Grille. It matched the one found on the Man In The Purple Hat.
Ean rounded up his team, and they used both grilles on the letters to piece together the full extent of the treason.
He sprinted to the ongoing council meeting. The king was stalling for time by filling it with the empty words leaders use before announcing bad news. Relief washed over the king upon seeing Ean. He waved Ean and Samuel forward.
"As you all know, our spymaster died a few weeks ago. I recently appointed his apprentice, Ean Fleming, as the Spymaster of Argonia. Spymaster, please tell everyone about the important work you've been doing."
Ean stepped onto the dais and turned to face the crowd. A hundred faces looked back at him.
"The former Spymaster was poisoned as the first step in a conspiracy to destabilize and weaken our great kingdom. The Empire of Brindle has long had a contentious relationship with Argonia since the war a generation ago. All signs pointed to Brindle as the culprit and source of growing instability." The crowd nodded in agreement.
"However, our good king suspected things were not as they seemed and tasked me to find evidence about the true nature of Brindle's plans. In my quest, I learned that similar events were occurring in Brindle, including rumors of Argonian aggression and the assassination of their spymaster." 
The Commander of Military Affairs spoke up. "Nonsense. If Brindle's emperor isn't spoiling for war, then why has he rearmed and retrained his military to conduct an invasion?"
"All of this was a grand deception carried out by an individual known as the Man In The Purple Hat. He is—was, working on behalf of the Sultanate of Creston to start a war between Argonia and Brindle. After one side was defeated, Creston would then attack the weakened military forces of the victor. The goal being the subjugation of the entire continent."
Everyone gasped. The notion that the tiny, resource-poor desert nation of the Sultanate of Creston could be so bold was too incredulous. To some, it was preposterous, and they grew louder the more they discussed it.
The Minister of the Interior elected himself their representative to voice their disbelief. "No such person exists. If someone were running around in a purple hat causing mischief, my Royal Guard corps would have seen and reported him."
Ean pulled the purple hat from his inventory and held it over his head. "I took this from his corpse this morning when he committed suicide rather than surrender for questioning. Minister, last night, using information I provided, your Royal Guards arrested nine of his agents. All of them had purple hats. They're being held for interrogation in the garrison if you don't believe me."
"I don't. No sane, rational person should believe you either. The Man with the Purple Hat and the conspiracy are a fairy tale concocted by an incompetent, inexperienced, adolescent spymaster who has screwed up everything he has done and brought us to the brink of war. You're going to need more proof than some hats."
More murmurs of dissent were heard from the crowd. Before Ean could respond, Samuel joined him on the dais and held his cane over his head with both hands until the crowd quieted.
"Many of you know me as Samuel, the owner of the Argonian Bookshelf for the last sixteen years. My real name is Sam-el ibn Rashid. I was born and raised in the Sultanate of Creston. When I was Ean Fleming's age, I joined the previous sultan's security services as a spy. Within a few years, I worked my way up to the highest rank possible."  
He reached into his satchel and pulled out a worn purple hat and placed it on his head. "I am a former Man In The Purple Hat. The man Spymaster Fleming saved me, and the kingdom, from today was my protege. Where I had limits in my devotion to the machinations of the Sultan, he did not. When I refused to assassinate King Lionshield as an infant, my former protege killed my wife and daughter."
A shocked silence settled over the gathering. Even Ean's faced had paled at the revelation.
The interior minister sneered. "Your majesty, surely you can see these two conspired to deceive you with this nonsense story. Fleming was probably captured and turned into a double agent when he was in Brindle. And this Sam-el has already defected as a traitor from his own country and can't be trusted."
The king rose from his throne and roared, "I have known Samuel, and his origins, since I was a small boy and vouch for him." He regained his composure and sat. "Cedric, you should be more concerned about how long I continue to believe your lies."
All eyes turned to the Interior Minister whose face was purple in barely contained rage. 
Ean pointed an accusatory finger at the minister. "In his desk, we found letters from the Sultan of Creston." Ean pulled the letters out and held them aloft. "Is anyone else curious why he was corresponding directly with the Sultan?" Murmurs of ascent echoed from the crowd. 
"On the surface, the letters look ordinary." He handed a letter and the Cardan Grille to a staff member. Samuel followed his lead and handed a letter and his grille to another person in the crowd. 
"Place the metal sheet over the letters and read the hidden messages."  
The individuals did as instructed, looked at each other, and then at the crowd. The first one spoke up. "They're negotiations for bribes and thanks for providing blackmail information about the king's council members."
The interior minister's eyes flared, and he roared. "Enough of these lies. You planted those letters. You've had it in for me ever since I tried to dismiss you from the council."
Tension gripped the crowd. Council members rarely fought openly, and the protocol and potential political fallout of taking sides was unknown. 
Ean stared at the minister as he revealed his final piece of evidence. 
"Two days ago, a bundle of postal packages was smuggled into Argonia West. Fortunately, brave hunters ran the smugglers off and had the packages delivered to the castle. Inside each package was more gold than most of you make in a year. There was also an encrypted letter with instructions on how to disable or counter the castle's defenses so a secret army in Brindle, generously funded by the Sultanate, could seize control and execute the members of the council.  Well, all the members but one.
All eyes focused on the Minister of the Interior.
"You see, one of the packages was addressed to the Ministry of the Interior. The letter it contained was confirmation that the recipient would be appointed the governor of Argonia once Creston was in control."
The minister's voice was weaker, less sure when he retorted, "More lies and more fake evidence."
Ean grinned, pleased with how the confrontation was playing out. "Can someone hold a lamp up to the minister and tell me what you see? Pay careful attention to his clothing and his hands."
A nearby guard lifted his lamp and swung it around the minister. "He's covered in miniscule flakes of something that reflects the light in an array of colors."
"It's the pearlescent dust of finely ground Abalone shells. A contribution my alchemist girlfriend made to each of the packages before they were delivered to their intended recipients. Only someone who opened their package and read the letter addressed to themselves, would get coated in the powder." Ean turned to the king. "Your highness, in his own words, I give you the most heinous of state criminals – a traitor."
The king jumped up, enraged, and pointed to the guard. "Arrest him for—"
In a blur, the minister drew a dagger and plunged it into the nearest guard's neck. The guard grabbed his throat and collapsed as the minister sprinted forward. He was on the dais next to the king before anyone could react. Waving the dagger in the king's face, he screeched, "Stay back or I end the boy king's life."
While he made his threats and had the crowd's attention on his dagger, Samuel and Ean crept closer until they were on the right flank of the king. Noticing them positioning for a strike, the king mouthed, "Now."
As the king dropped onto one knee he swept his other leg out, hitting the minister behind his knees, causing them to buckle. Samuel swung his cane and struck the falling minister on the bridge of the nose. The combination of blows sent the minister toppling onto his back. Ean whipped out the bottle of wolf repellent and sprayed him in the eyes.
The crowd cheered as guards rushed in and dragged the screaming and cursing minister away. Staff members and ministers thanked Ean and Samuel for their service before returning to work. The king, still visibly shaken, instructed them to hand over their evidence to the Royal Guard. They were to bring Aria and Ingar to his private office after lunch.
QUEST COMPLETED: Q-029 Find evidence a minister is a traitor
REWARD: +1 XP
CLASS RANK INCREASED: Spymaster +2 (22/24)

      ***In the king's office, all four spies stood at attention as they were awarded the Royal Service Medal. The weight of the medal barely noticeable as Ean's chest swelled with pride.
"Despite the public exposure of the plot and the Interior Minister's treachery, you all know why I cannot hold a public awards ceremony for my spies. You deserve time off, but we still must come to terms with the Emperor of Brindle. He lacks the benefit of having the finest spies working for him. That is why I need you to compile all the information you have and deliver it to him, along with any Brindlers we captured. He needs to be convinced that war was never our intent. Inform him we are standing down our military and request he do so as well." 
The words tumbled from Ean's lips before he could stop them. "What if the Emperor has already decided on war? He's spent considerable expense equipping and training his military and may be compelled to use it."
"Excellent point," the king replied. "Remind Tiberius of our childhood friendship. We are not our fathers and don't need to repeat their mistakes."
"If I may make a suggestion, your majesty," Samuel said. "Instead of standing down, propose joining the Emperor in invading the Sultanate of Creston. I worked for the sultan and his father. They both had ambitions of conquering the continent. He nearly succeeded this time. If he is not removed from power, he will never cease his destabilization efforts."
King Lionshield paced about the room while the quartet waited for a response. "I had hoped we could avoid war, but it seems inevitable even if the opponent has changed. Privately convince the emperor to form a coalition. In public, we will give the appearance of deciding on war."
Aria was the first to comprehend the king's strategy. "Both countries face off as expected, but Creston is taken by surprise when both armies instead unite to invade them."
The king smiled. "I'll be appointing a new Minister of The Interior, which will leave vacancies in the ministry you should apply for Miss Winterbourne."
She stammered back, "Yes, of course, your highness. I would be honored, sir…sire."
"Very good," the king replied. "Lady and gentlemen, much work needs to be done before you depart. If I recall correctly, Spymaster Fleming, you reported an assault by a secret army is still scheduled in two days hence. Time is of the essence."
The group bowed and returned to Ean's office to create the briefing for Ean to give to the Emperor of Brindle.
QUEST ACCEPTED: Q-030 Broker peace treaty with the Emperor of Brindle







  
  Chapter 34: Tearful Goodbyes


The group scrutinized every word while compiling the brief for the Emperor of Brindle, knowing Ean's life depended on it. The brief needed to be compelling but concise. Ean might only be given five minutes to present the information. Failure meant war and its devastating consequences. 
They broke into teams to tackle both concerns. Aria and Ean compiled what they believed to be the most compelling and relevant information. Samuel and Ingar role-played the emperor's advisors, displeased with every second an Argonian had the emperor's ear.
After honing the brief into a concise, impactful five-minute presentation, they prepared for the journey north.
Ean checked and re-checked his satchel, ensuring it contained diplomatic papers and his props for the briefing - the hat taken from the Man In The Purple Hat, and the two-sided medallion. 
Ingar was the first to say his goodbyes and leave. "Ean, I owe you my life. Stop by the tavern for a hearty bowl of stew any time you're in Brindle."
"First chance I get. Don't forget what I told you to tell Sergeant Wulfstan when you get to the military camp."
"Tell him I'm there on Game Warden Fleming's orders to count the fish on the other side of the river."
"He will understand. Oh, I almost forgot." Ean handed him a bulging coin purse. "Give half this to the barkeep in town to set up a tab for all the soldiers. Use the remainder for a tab at your tavern."
Aria and Samuel wished Ingar safe travels, and then it was Samuel's turn to leave.
Samuel poked Ean in the chest with the walking stick from Argonia West. "As much as I wish I could go with you, the journey will probably prove perilous. I draw the line at staring death in the face to once a day."
"You deserve a rest, Samuel. Or should I call you Sam-el?" Ean asked.
"Sam-el died, once and for all, in Argonia West this morning."
Aria hugged Samuel. "Yes, go rest and get your strength back. I need you to show me around your bookstore when I return."
The moment Samuel departed, Ean enveloped Aria in a tight embrace. He inhaled the familiar scents of herbs that always lingered in her hair. He closed his eyes and committed every detail of this moment to memory.
"I'm sorry," he murmured, his voice thick with emotion. "It seems like ever since we met, we've been forced apart time and again by some new crisis."
He swallowed hard against the lump forming in his throat. "I had hoped that after dealing with the Man in the Purple Hat, things might settle down for a while. That we could enjoy some peace and quiet together. But duty calls once more."
Aria leaned her head against Ean's chest. "I knew what I was signing up for… mostly," she said softly. She pulled him into a fierce kiss, pouring all her emotions into it. When they finally broke apart, she rested her forehead against his. "You saved Argonia today. Time to go save Brindle."
* * *
Ean and Aria traveled to Riverside under the protection of Guard Blackwood as he escorted two Brindle spies to the bridge checkpoint. They were joined with some other Brindlers who had been stuck in Argonia while Argonia North had been closed off.
Ean followed Aaron and the Brindle spies through the crowded streets of Riverside, the air thick with the scent of fresh bread and flowers. As they neared the bridge, Aaron halted and turned to the Brindle spies.
"You two, cross the bridge and wait at the Border Inn on the other side. Spymaster Fleming will meet you there shortly." He faced Ean. "Don't cause any trouble." He nodded toward Aria. "And don't let go of that one."
The Brindle spies muttered acknowledgments and hurried across the sturdy stone bridge spanning the Silvergleam River into West Brindle. Ean watched them go, hopeful they would not betray his trust.
He was about to say his goodbyes to Aria when he remembered the letter from the innkeeper at the Border Inn. "I have a side quest to complete. I'd like you to accompany me to meet someone special."
The vibrant market buzzed with life, but his gaze was drawn to a flower shop at the far end. He took Aria's hand, and they wove through the throngs of people. As they approached the flower stall, a petite woman with graying hair tied back in a bun looked up and broke into a warm smile.
"Hello handsome. So good to see you again." She emerged from behind the stall and embraced him tightly. "And who is this lovely young lady?"
Ean returned her hug. "Hello, Beatrice. This is Aria, the amazing woman your carnations helped me win over."
"A pleasure," she said as she gave Aria a squeeze. "She certainly is lovely."
"I owe you more than I can ever repay… which is why I feel especially awful about the delay in delivering this letter from your boyfriend."
Tears streamed down the woman's face as she recognized the handwriting. Ean hugged her again. "The warning he makes is no longer relevant. I have a quest in Brindle that will see the travel ban lifted so you can be reunited."
The woman pulled a red rose from her stall and gave it to Aria. She handed a white lily to Ean. "Give this to him and he'll know you succeeded with your quest."
SIDE QUEST COMPLETED: SQ-05 Deliver personal letter to the florist
As they walked to the herbal supply shop, Aria's hand slipped from his and she put some distance between them. Ean remained silent, aware of what was coming. What they'd delayed resolving.
The aroma of drying herbs and sweet floral scents hung heavy in the warm air of Lila's former shop. The place had been ransacked by the assassin, probably in a rage at missing Lila and then losing Aria.
Aria dove into cleaning the shop. Ean couldn't shake the feeling that her actions were driven by more than a desire for order. His gaze lingered on her as she meticulously arranged jars on the shelves. A tightness gripped his chest, fearing this could be the last time he saw her. He couldn't leave with this uncertainty.
"Aria…" He stepped closer, his voice thick with emotion while searching her eyes for insight to her feelings. "Before I leave, I need to know where we stand."
She paused, not meeting his eyes at first. When she did, there was a deep sadness there that pierced his heart. "Ean, I have a lot of work to do here with the shop and my… side duties." Her eyes dropped again as she busied her hands, straightening jars unnecessarily to avoid his gaze. 
Avoiding looking at him, she continued. "I know you love me deeply." The words seemed to catch in her throat. "And I love you. But your accusation that I was a double agent… wounded me in a way I can't express and don't know how I'll forgive or forget." She paused to blink back tears.
Ean opened his mouth to protest, to beg her forgiveness, but Aria held up a hand. "This isn't a break-up. At least, I don't want it to be. But we need to put our relationship on hold until I can process everything that's happened."
The words cut him deep. A hold? How could he put a hold on his feelings? 
Pausing her work, Aria clasped his hands. Her familiar, warm touch stung him with a bittersweet ache. "Swear to me, when you return from Brindle, you'll come let me know you're safe." Her eyes shone with unshed tears. "Promise me."
Ean pulled her close in a tight embrace. "I swear, my love. I'll return to you." His voice cracked. "You mean everything to me. I'll make this right, no matter how long it takes or how many herbs and mushrooms I have to gather."
She laughed and kissed him on the cheek. "I know you would."
With an aching heart that felt like it was splitting at the seams, he left the shop. He'd hurt the most important person in his life. Completing his quest and repairing the rift in their relationship was his only goal. 
He hurried across the bridge, hoping to leave his feelings behind as he raced to the Border Inn. 
The innkeeper recognized Ean and the significance of the white lily in his hand. He offered Ean a quick thanks, but Ean found himself unwilling to end the conversation. He repeatedly assured the man his girlfriend was well, she missed him, and eagerly anticipated seeing him soon. The innkeeper silently waited for Ean to purge the emotions that were troubling him before handing over a room key. 
Ean took the key and checked on the spies before settling into his room for the evening.
In the morning, he paid the bill before they set off for Northold, the capital city, and his meeting with the emperor.






  
  Chapter 35: International Spymaster


The imposing walls of the colossal castle fortress at the center of Northold loomed before Ean as he approached the gates. He steeled himself, gripping the satchel containing the intelligence briefing as if it were a lifeline. This was the moment he had been preparing for - requesting an audience with the very emperor whose forces were preparing to start a war with Argonia the following day.  
Ean nervously presented his credentials to the guards. So many things could go wrong. If he were lucky, the emperor would simply refuse and tell him to leave. If the emperor knew half of what Ean had done, the rumored tyrannical leader could view his very presence as an act of war itself and have Ean imprisoned or executed on the spot. He tried to push those thoughts aside, focusing instead on the potential to avert conflict through diplomacy.
The guard frisked Ean and searched his satchel before leaving him to wait in silence. After what felt like an eternity, an attendant emerged and gestured for Ean to follow. He took a deep breath and stepped across the threshold, entering the menacing throne room where the emperor awaited.
Ean strode to within six paces of the Emperor of Brindle, appearing unimpressed with the throne room's majestic opulence. The former nervous farm boy who'd never seen a king or emperor until a month ago stood confident, without a hint of knocking knees. What he saw was a man slightly older than him, also bearing the weight of responsibilities and expectations that exceeded his years.
"Sire, I am Ean Fleming, Spymaster of Argonia. I have come with evidence of a plot by the Sultanate of Creston to deceive your great Empire and the Kingdom of Argonia into going to war." He tensed, awaiting a response while praying the rumors of his wrath were untrue. Only now did he notice the numerous stained-glass windows. The copious use of red glass tinted the room blood red.
The emperor's eyes narrowed as he considered Ean's bold claim. "The Sultanate of Creston is a trusted ally and key trading partner," he said, his voice laced with skepticism. "They recently gifted our empire with arms and armor of the finest quality. Why would they do such a thing if they had false intentions?"
Ean took a deep breath, having anticipated this very question. "Your Majesty, the Sultan's gift was a calculated move. With your soldiers outfitted with superior equipment, he knew you would feel emboldened to commit the bulk of your military might to the conquest and holding of Argonia's territory. Brindle's own defenses would then be left woefully undermanned - the perfect opportunity for Creston's well-equipped forces to launch a surprise invasion. Faced with fighting a war on two fronts, you'd have to choose which country to surrender to. It wouldn't matter who you chose, because the Sultan's next move would be to attack a weakened Argonia to seize it too." 
A quizzical look covered the emperor's face. "I can't tell if you're a great storyteller or a psychic to speak with such authority about the plans of the Sultan."
Ean met the emperor's gaze unflinchingly. "His ambitions are spelled out in the intelligence brief I gave your attendants. The Sultan's true goal is the conquest of the entire continent, starting with your empire."
The emperor steepled his fingers as he considered Ean's words. "My former spymaster argued vehemently against accepting Creston's 'gift' of arms," he said at last. "He warned me of a plot not unlike the one you described, shortly before his death."
Ean inclined his head solemnly. "You have my deepest condolences on the loss of your spymaster."
The emperor appraised him before responding. "I'd heard your old Spymaster died recently as well. You're much younger than I expected based on what my spies have reported about you."
Sweat beaded on Ean's forehead, wondering how detailed the reporting was. "Yes, sire. He was poisoned by the same people responsible for the assassination of your spymaster."
"How did you learn of that?" The emperor demanded as he leaned forward on his throne. "His manner of death is a closely guarded secret known only to my closest advisors."
Ean struggled to suppress a prideful grin. "Through an… artful manipulation of events, I made the men responsible brag about it to me. Their confession led me to discover a top agent of Creston known as the Man In The Purple Hat who masterminded both assassinations as well as the uprisings in both our countries."
"It seems our countries share an interest in capturing and executing this man for these unwarranted acts of war."
"He and his network have been dealt with." Ean showed the emperor the purple hat and medallion. "I retrieved these from his corpse. His agents are imprisoned awaiting trial. During our efforts, we also uncovered two of your spies. As a show of goodwill, King Edgard Lionshield instructed me to return them to you, unharmed, along with a proposal."
"Edgard always had a stubborn noble streak and sense of fair play. Give me his proposal." He rolled his eyes and feigned annoyance, briefly revealing the man beneath the crown. "I owe him the courtesy of reading it before I reject it."
Ean handed over the sealed letter from the king. The emperor cracked the seal. The emperor's eyebrows slowly inched up his face as he read each line.
"Bring me the medallion," he ordered. 
Ean presented the medallion and stepped back.
While twirling the medallion, the emperor spoke. "My father followed the stoic fatalism practiced by those who relegate their decisions to this medallion." He flipped it in the air, caught it, and showed Ean the left-facing head it landed on. 
"He would have taken this as a sign that I should burn you alive along with this letter." The emperor stood and stuck the letter into the flame of a nearby torch. 
The room was deathly silent as Ean watched fire consume and burn the letter to ash. 
"I watched his medallion dictate harm countless times. Even personally suffered abuse as he mindlessly carried out its whims. I still believe, like your king, that we are not our fathers. We determine our own destinies and bear responsibility for our actions." 
He snapped his fingers, and an attendant came running with parchment and pen. After a few minutes of furious writing, he folded up the parchment and sealed it with wax and his signet ring.
The emperor handed the letter and medallion to his attendant and instructed the man to give them to Ean and to provide him with a horse.
"Spymaster Ean Fleming, I, Tiberius Stormfist the Fourth, do hereby charge you with the quest of delivering this encrypted letter to his grace, King Edgard Lionshield. Long may he 'rain'." He flashed Ean a mischievous grin, hinting at a private joke between him and King Lionshield.
Ean bowed and set out on the final quest of his whirlwind journey from spymaster apprentice to being recognized as the Spymaster of Argonia by the supreme leaders of two nations.






  
  Epilogue


Emperor Stormfist's encrypted letter endorsed the alliance proposed by King Lionshield. After both sides engaged in extensive deception campaigns to foster the illusion of escalating tensions, the two armies confronted each other across the river a week later. 
Both leaders met on the bridge over the Silvergleam River to shake hands. They issued joint commands for their armies to cross their respective borders and march into the Sultanate of Creston.
Facing the threat of annihilation, the Sultanate of Creston fiercely battled both armies for seven months. Their tenacity proved the tiny nation might have defeated the weakened and exhausted victor of a war between Argonia and Brindle. 
Samuel spent the war in Northold training up a new spymaster for Brindle. During the war, both nations had to defend against spies and saboteurs from Creston.
When the sultan finally capitulated and accepted exile overseas, the triumphant countries divided up the territory of the former Sultanate of Creston. Argonia annexed South Creston, while Brindle claimed North Creston.
The shared sacrifices and loss of life by both countries served to strengthen their ties. Both countries experienced a minor renaissance fueled by the advanced knowledge and technologies seized from Creston. With access to the warm waters of the Western Sea, both countries embarked on a collaborative endeavor to build a fleet for ocean farming, ultimately realizing the long-held dream of Argonia's founder.
When the war ended, the fallen were honored, medals were handed out, and life returned to normal. Samuel returned to the peace and quiet of his bookstore. Ean remained busy as the Spymaster of Argonia, engaging in a friendly rivalry with his counterpart in Brindle. Even during peacetime, spies from both nations played a vital role in diplomacy between the allies. 
On the yearly anniversary of the end of the war, Ean, Aria, and their children joined Samuel, and thousands of households in both nations, for a celebratory breakfast of cake and bacon.
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ACTIVITY PAGE
NUMBERS FOR LETTERS

BACKGROUND: One of the easiest substitution ciphers to use.

ENCRYPTION INSTRUCTIONS

1.- Create a 26-column wide grid and write the alphabet in lowercase letters in the top row.
2.~ Write the numbers 1 - 26 in the bottom row.

3.~ Write your plaintext message in lowercase letters on one line.
4.~ Match the lowercase letter of each word to its number in the bottom row and write those
numbers beneath your plaintext line.

ik nowasecret
9111415231195318520

DECRYPTION INSTRUCTIONS
1.-> Write the ciphertext on the first line.

2.~ Match the numbers to its lowercase letter in the top row and write those letters in
lowercase beneath your ciphertext line.

9111415231195318520
Ik nowasecret

ADVANCED USAGE
Reverse the numbers in the ciphertext line to go from highest to lowest.

ONLINE ENCRYPT/DECRYPT TOOL

WEBSITE QR CODE 1 QR CODE 2

1. https://www.boxentrig.com/code

-breaking/letters-to-numbers

2.- https://www.boxentrig.com/code

-breaking/numbers-to-letters

Numbers For Letters

a[blcldle[flalh[i]j k[T [m[nfof[plalr]s[t]ulv]w][x][y
12 s]als5]6]7
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ACTIVITY PAGE
ATBASH CIPHER

BACKGROUND: The Atbash Cipher is considered the first true cipher and dates back to the time of
Ancient Egypt. The cipher was used by Israelites and the names comes from the names of letters of

the Hebrew alphabet (Aleph, Taw, Bet, Shin).

ENCRYPTION INSTRUCTIONS

1.- Create a 26-column wide grid and write the alphabet in lowercase letters in the top row.

2.~ Write the alphabet backwards in uppercase letters in the bottom row.

alb|c|d
z[v[x[w]v

»
=
<
o=
x
W<
~

e|flglhlilj|k|l|m|n|o|p|q]r
T[s|R]a[P[o|N |M[L K

3.~ Write your plaintext message in lowercase letters on one line.
4.~ Match the lowercase letter of each word to its uppercase letter in the bottom row and write
those letters in uppercase beneath your plaintext line.

iknow a secret
R PMLD Z HVXIVG

DECRYPTION INSTRUCTIONS

1.-> Write the ciphertext on the first line.
2.~ Match the uppercase letter of each encrypted word to its lowercase letter in the top row
and write those letters in lowercase beneath your ciphertext line.

R PMLD Z HVXIVG
I know a secret

ONLINE ENCRYPT/DECRYPT TOOL
WEBSITE QR CODE

https://www.boxentrig.com/code-

breaking/atbash-cipher

ATBASH Cipher
a|lbjc|d|e|flglhli|j|k[l]|m
Z|Y|X|W|V|U|T|S|R[Q|P|O/N|M|L

>
o
= |T

- la
-
»
-
c
<
;3
x
<
~N
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ACTIVITY PAGE
FREQUENCY ANALYSIS

BACKGROUND: Frequency Analysis uses the mathematical distribution of letters in written language
to make educated guesses when associating symbolic reference in a substitution cipher with the
letters in the alphabet. In English, vowels are used more frequently than consonants. Therefore, the
most frequently used symbolic references in a ciphertext are more likely to represent a vowel.

INSTRUCTIONS

1.- Create a table or grid with three columns.

2.~ In the first column, write all the symbols (letters, numbers, shapes) used in the ciphertext.

3.~ In the second column, write the total number of times the symbol occurs in the ciphertext.

4.~ Use the third column to write the letters of the alphabet the symbol represents. This is a
matter of guesswork, so use a pencil (paper) or electronic document that allows erasing.

5.~ Match the most frequently used symbols to the most common letters first and then see if
parts of the ciphertext make sense.

6.~ Look for one-, two-, and three-letter words and letter pairs that are easy to guess.

7.~ Through a process of elimination, associate every symbol with a letter in the alphabet and
decrypt the message.

LETTER USE FREQUENCY IN ENGLISH - d d COMMON SHORT WORDS

Letter Percent A
E 12.7 |
T 9.1 OF
A 8.2 TO
[0} 7.5 IN
| 7.0 T
N 6.7 AT
S 6.3 THE
H 6.1 AND
R 6.0 FOR
D 43 You
L 4.0
U 2.8 LETTER PAIRS
C 2.8 TH
M 24 HE
w 24 IN
F 2.2 ER
G 2.0 AN
Y 2.0 ND
P 1.9 AR
B 1.5 RE
\4 1.0 EN
K 0.8
J 0.2
Q 0.1
X 0.1
Z 0.1
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ACTIVITY PAGE
REVERSE THE WORD

BACKGROUND: Reverse The Word is the easiest method for encrypting a message. However, its
simplicity makes it easy to decrypt even among people who are not familiar with the process.

ENCRYPTION INSTRUCTIONS
1.-> Write your message in lowercase letters on one line. This is the plaintext line.
- - jknow a secret

2.~ Below the plaintext line, reverse the order of the letters in each word and write them in
uppercase letters. This is your ciphertext.

| WONK A TERCES
DECRYPTION INSTRUCTIONS
1.-> Write the ciphertext on the first line.
| WONK A TERCES

2.~ 0n the line below the ciphertext, reverse the order of the letters in each word and write
them in lowercase letters.

I know a secret

ADVANCED USAGE

Reverse the order of the words in the ciphertext to add a second layer of complexity.

| WONK A TERCES
becomes - TERCES A WONK

ONLINE ENCRYPT/DECRYPT TOOL

WEBSITE QR CODE

https://www.boxentrig.com/code-

breaking/reverse-text
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ONLINE ENCRYPT/DECRYPT TOOL

WEBSITE

QR CODE

https://www.boxentrig.com/code-

breaking/caesar-cipher

Cipher Wheel

https://www.topspysecrets.com/secret-codes-

for-kids.html

Plaintext

Bolc[d[e]f[g]n

Ciphertext - Universal

B scofe[F[6]H]I])

Left Appendix

N|/O|P|Q|R|S|T|U|V

Right Appendix

A|B|C|D|E|F|G|H]I

K

LM

1.~ Cut out all four grids and attach the left and right appendixes to the Ciphertext — Universal
grid to make it easier to use shift keys from 1 —25.

2.~ The new grid should be twice as long as the plaintext grid and start with the letter N and end

with the letter M.

noparstuvwxyzacdefghijklmnopgrstuvwxyzabcedefghijklm
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ACTIVITY PAGE
CAESAR CIPHER

BACKGROUND: The Caesar Cipher is the most famous cipher for its association with Julius Caesar
who used it the encrypt his military communications when he was a Roman general.

ENCRYPTION INSTRUCTIONS

1.~ Create a 26-column wide grid and write the entire alphabet in lowercase letters in the top
row.

2.~ Write the alphabet in uppercase letters in the bottom row. However, shift the alphabet 3
letters to the left. Place the trailing letters at the end of the row.

(1)
—
o
>
~
>

a|bjc|d m olp
S

q
DI E|F|G|H|I[J|K|L[M|[N|O|P|Q]R TIU|VIWX|Y|Z|A|B|C

3.~ Write your plaintext message in lowercase letters on one line.
- - jknow a secret

4.~ Match the lowercase letter of each word to its uppercase letter in the bottom row and
wrote those letter in uppercase beneath your plaintext line.

L NQRZ D VHFUFW

DECRYPTION INSTRUCTIONS

1.-> Write the ciphertext on the first line.

L NQRZ D VHFUFW

2.~ Match the uppercase letter of each encrypted word to its lowercase letter in the top row
and wrote those letter in lowercase beneath your ciphertext line.

I know a secret

ADVANCED USAGE

Print and assemble a Cipher Wheel to make aligning plaintext and ciphertext alphabets easier when
using a different shift keys.
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ACTIVITY PAGE
PIGPEN CIPHER

BACKGROUND: The pigpen cipher was developed and used by the Freemasons. The name comes the
the resemblance of the shapes to the shape of pens used to hold pigs.

ENCRYPTION INSTRUCTIONS

1.-> Write your message in lowercase letters on one line. This is the plaintext line.

i.~iknow a secret

2.~ Draw the following shapes:

AlB|Cc 1 |K|.L

ol o |o®
DIE[F  wlalo
slH|1 8%

3.»Where Ais _landJis =l and T is > and X is > associate the letters of the plaintext with the
appropriate shape

L UEEY 1 vOoOLro>
DECRYPTION INSTRUCTIONS

Associate the shapes in the ciphertext with the letters in the alphabet.

L HEEvY 1 vOoorFo>
I know a secret

ADVANCED USAGE
Download and install the Babelstone Pigpen font to easily switch between plaintext and ciphertext.

WEBSITE QR CODE

https://www.boxentrig.com/code-

breaking/pigpen-cipher

Font
https://www.babelstone.co.uk/Blog/2008/02/pigpen-

and-fowl-fonts.html
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Vigenere Square

MNOPOQRSTUV WXYZ
M/N|O|P|Q|R|S|T|U|V|WX|Y|Z

L
L

K
K
L

J
J

G H
J

F
3

A B CDE
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L
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J
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J
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3

G|H

J

K
L
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3
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J
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J

K
L

M{N|O|P|Q|R|S|T|U|V|W[X]|Y

3

G|H

J
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L

M{N|O|P|Q|R|S|T|U|V|W[X|Y|Z]|A

3

G|H

J
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M/ N/ O|P|Q|R|S|T|U|V|WX|Y|Z|A|B

3

G|H

J

K
L

M{N|O|P|Q|R|S|T|U|VIW/X|Y|Z]|A|B|C

3

G|H
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L

M{N|O|P|Q|R|S|T|U|V|W|X|Y|Z|A|B|C|D

3
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J
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L

M/N|O|P|Q|R|S|T|U|V|WX|Y|Z|A|B|C|DJE
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3

G|H
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L
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J

K
L

F
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M M/N|O|P|Q|R|S|T|U|V|WX|Y|Z|A|B|C|D|E

N/ N|O|P|Q|R|S|T|U|V|WX|Y|Z|A|B|C|D|E

O|O|P|Q|R[S|T|U|V|W|X|Y|Z|A|B|C|D|E

P/PIQ|R|S|T|UJV|WX|Y|Z|A|B|C|D|E

Q|Q|R|S|T|U|V|WX|Y|Z|AIB|C|DJ|E

R|R|S|T|U|V|WX|Y|Z|A|B|C|DJ|E

S|S|T|U|V|W|X|Y|Z|A|B|C|DJ|E

T|T|U|V|W[X|Y|Z|A|[B|C|D|E

U/U/V|WX|Y|Z|A|[B|C|DJ|E
V|V|W/X|Y|Z|A|B|C|D|E

W W X|Y|[Z|A|B|C|D|E

X[X|Y|Z|A|B|C|DJE
Y|[Y|Z|A|B|C|D|E
Z|Z|A|B|C|DJE
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3.~ Use the first letter of the plaintext to find the column (f = column F)

4. Run your finger down the column until you find the row with the first letter of the keyword
(D)

5.~ The letter at the column and row intersection is the ciphertext (1)

6.~ Repeat using each plaintext letter and keyword letter as the column and row (Y and X)
coordinates.

A B CDETF G
A|/A|B|C|D|E|F|G
B|{B|[C|D|E|F|G|H
C|C|D|E|F|G|H]|!I
D|D|E|F|G|H|!I |J
E|E|[F|G|H|I |J]K
F{F|[G|H|I [J|K]|L
G|[G|H|I |J|K|L|M

DECRYPTION INSTRUCTIONS

- - Ciphertext: IOJHR
b - Keyword: DOGDO

- - Plaintext: faded

1.-> Write the ciphertext on a single line (e.g., IOJHR)

2.~ Write the keyword on a line below the plaintext (e.g., DOG). Repeat until every letter of the
ciphertext has a letter from the keyword (DOGDO).

3.~ Use the first letter of the keyword to find the row (D =row D )
4.~ Run your finger across the row until you find the cell with the first letter of the ciphertext (I)
5.~ The letter of the column is the plaintext letter ( column F =f)

6.~ Repeat using each keyword letter and ciphertext letter as the row and column (X and Y)
coordinates.

ONLINE TOOLS

WEBSITE QR CODE

https://www.boxentrig.com/code-

breaking/vigenere-cipher
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ACTIVITY PAGE
VIGENERE SQUARE

BACKGROUND: Attributed to Blaise de Vigenere, the Vigenere cipher / square / table is essentially a

table of 26 Caesar Cipher shifts. It is easy to use and was long considered ‘impossible’ to crack

without the keyword.

INSTRUCTIONS

1.- Create a table or grid with 26 alphabets shifted by one letter from the previous alphabet.

2.~ Label the columns and rows A —Z

KLMNOPQRSTUV WXYZ

K
L

J
J

J

ABCDEGFGH
A[A]B[c[D[E
B[B[C[D[E
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L
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S|S|T|U|V|W[X|Y|Z|A|B|C|D|E
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ENCRYPTION INSTRUCTIONS

faded
Keyword: DOGDO
Ciphertext: IOJHR

Plaintext:

>

>

>

1.- Write the plaintext on a single line (e.g., faded)

2.~ Write the keyword on a line below the plaintext (e.g., DOG). Repeat until every letter of the

plaintext has a letter from the keyword (DOGDO).
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ACTIVITY PAGE
POLYBIUS SQUARE

BACKGROUND: Developed by the Greeks, it was used to reduce the alphabet to a smaller set of
symbols that could then by relayed for fire signalling.

ENCRYPTION INSTRUCTIONS
1.- Create a table or grid 5 columns wide and 5 rows high.
2.~ Label the columns and rows 1 -5
3.~ Fill the grid cells with the alphabet, using the same cell for the | and the J

4. Find the first letter in the plaintext and use the row and column numbers as the ciphertext.
For example, if the plaintext is ‘secret’. The S is in row 4, column 3 so its ciphertext
equivalent is 43.

1.2 3 4 5
1/A|B |C|D |E
2|F|G |H|IN|K
3/L|M|NJO [P
4|Q[R |S|T |U
S| V|W|X]Y |z

DECRYPTION INSTRUCTIONS

1.- Use the first digit of the ciphertext to identify the row.
2.~ Use the second digit of the ciphertext to identify the column.
3.-The cell at the intersection of the row and column is the letter in the plaintext.

ONLINE TOOLS

WEBSITE QR CODE

https://www.boxentrig.com/code-

breaking/vigenere-cipher
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CARDAN GRILLE

BACKGROUND: A Cardan Grille is a mask placed over plaintext to conceal everything except the
components of the secret message. Named after its Italian creator, Jerome Cardano.

INSTRUCTIONS

1.~ Create multiple copies of the Cardan Grille out of a stiff material and give one copy to
each intended message recipient.

2.~ Place the Grille on top of a blank piece of paper and write the secret message inside the
cutouts.

3.~ Write an ordinary looking message around the secret message.

4.~ While keeping the secret components inside the cutouts, rewrite the message on a new
sheet of paper so the words look natural without obvious gaps around the secret words.

ADVANCED USAGE

Rotate the grille to write on different parts of the paper. https://youtu.be/IbmOJEGFIK4?si=vr-
XPeO60LabKLaz

---------------------- CUT HERE - - - == === mmmm oo
Message
Hello Samuel
Thank you for the book. It
is very informative and is keeping
me entertained a great deal while
teaching me to use secret codes.

Cardan Grille
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ACTIVITY PAGE
ASCll Code

BACKGROUND: American Standard Code for Information Interchange (ASCII). Used in digital
communications. All characters, visible and hidden, in a webpage or document are encoded in ASCII
because digital devices, like computers, manipulate numbers. Text, digital pictures, videos, and
music are all number sequences to a computer.

ENCODING INSTRUCTIONS

1.- Create a 26-column wide by 4 row grid and write the alphabet in uppercase and lowercase
letters in the odd rows.
2.~ Write the numbers 65 — 90 in row two and 97 — 122 in the fourth row.
a.~>NOTE: the space between words is 032 in ASCII

~oly|vals
®olo|oo|m
volo|~alo
@ orl—|o |~
worlzlvvlz
orrls o~z
wenlo e <o
[ P R
P RN ]
areln (woln
B N
Neelenelc
@l ool
orrlz|vels
ol [0 o[
el oo (<
NN

wrrlg low|o

~or|xloN|x

corla|ealo
worlo|oa|m
v o n|=wo<|n
w okl |- vo
R EENES
@ o ke o ]|—
oo rl—|s uf=

3.~ Write your plaintext message in lowercase letters on one line.

4.~ Match the lowercase letter of each word to its number in the row below it and write those
numbers beneath your plaintext line. Pad two-digit numbers with a 0 to make three digits.

| k n ow a s e cr e t
073032107 110111 119032 097 032 115101099 114 101 116

DECODING INSTRUCTIONS

1.-> Write the ciphertext on the first line.
2.~ Match the number to its associated letter and write those letters beneath your ciphertext

line.
073032107 110111 119032 097 032 115101099 114 101 116
| k n ow a s e cr e t
ONLINE TOOLS

WEBSITE QR CODE 1 QR CODE 2
Text-to-ASCII
https://codebeautify.org/text-to-ascii T

H

ASClI-to-Text :-
https://codebeautify.org/ascii-to-text
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