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 “They can't do that.” I rubbed at the stone set in my forehead.


My uncle Orlyan didn't look happy either. He leaned forward, heavy arms resting on the table between us. The wood complained loudly over the noises of the camp that filtered through the fabric of his command tent. Beyond that the sounds of a thousand axes reached us from the forest edge as land was cleared around the Eyrie, now to be known as the town of Roken, the northernmost point of the new Client State of Alendia. His own clients arrived in droves to make the lands of the Alendi their own. He and my father had succeeded magnificently and would both be the richer for it.


By contrast, I had just learned that I'd done even less well than I'd thought.

 “They can and they have,” my uncle repeated. “You were tried in your absence for the least of the charges against you, illegally raising troops in the name of the Assembly, and you were found guilty and sentenced.”

 “It's unconstitutional,” I protested.


It was; no citizen of my class could be tried on any charge unless he was present to defend himself. Aside from the fact that I would have argued that I was technically innocent of the charge, though it was true that I'd gained the authority after I'd raised the troops. Until now I had considered that a mere detail.

 “You think I'm making this up, Sumto? The official notification of your exile is on its way here as we speak, and the legality of it is beyond question. The junior Consul raised the issue of your legal status with the Assembly, the Censor consulted the roles, the Pontifical Maximus himself scoured the temple's records and found that you had not so much as an ounce of gold stored there. Your legal status is Freeman, not citizen, your rights under the law that of a commoner. The Consul feigned surprise, the matter of your trial was passed to the Urban Praetor and the evidence against you reviewed, a judgment made and sentence passed before the sun went down that same day. You are a commoner under the law and you raised troops. You are guilty by definition. It's done and there's nothing we can do about it.”


I watched him watching me as the news slowly sank in. “Tradition...” I let the sentence trail off. Traditionally the children of a Patron held the same class. But according to the constitution, class was established by gold held within the temples, relics of an ancient past where we had held such buildings sacred. There was no heredity of class within the constitution; that the absence of personal wealth was traditionally overlooked for the offspring of the highest classes had no weight under the law. I re-arranged my internal landscape to accommodate the fact. Under the constitution I was a commoner, a man without sufficient surplus wealth to secure even the sixth class. I was now unrepresented and unprotected by the rights gained by membership of a class. The consequences were enormous, and the implications significant. It was too much to take in. It changed everything.


I stood up and began pacing the confines of Orlyan’s command tent, thinking frantically. “My father was present at that meeting?”

 “He was. There was no division. How could there have been? It was a constitutional matter, beyond law or statute. It came as a complete surprise, but no one spoke against it.”


I kept my back to him as I poured wine for us and carried a cup back to the table for him, gulping down a good mouthful of my own as I did so.


I still couldn't sit, couldn't rest. I was lost and I knew it. “There will be other charges.”

 “Of course, and it is clearly planned that you be absent for each trial.”


At least there was that. Each charge would be tried individually, a calendar month between them. To bunch charges together was a tool of tyrants; the assumption being that with so many charges the defendant must be guilty of something; conviction of one or more charges was almost assured. Thank fate for the constitution, at least in this instance.

 “I need to get some gold lodged with the temples and secure a class before the next trial,” I muttered, glancing his way as I passed, heading back to get more wine. I was exhausted, despite two days rest in Twobridges as his client's guest. “That way I can't be tried in absentia again.” And as an exile I clearly couldn't attend, so the rest of the charges would then have to await my return from exile. It was just putting things off, but that looked like being the best I could hope for.

 “The price of gold is on the rise.”


It would be. Coin is an alloy, despite the gold content it wasn't the same thing at all. Patrons and Equestrian were scrabbling to buy enough to secure their children's class, and their rights under the law, lest the same trick be pulled on them. Doubtless my father was not among them.


I gave it a moment as I poured more wine, a moment where Orlyan could comment that my father was taking care of it. My uncle sat silent, just as I'd expected.


I turned back and raised my glass in ironic salute. “Next time you speak to my father, assure him that I have enough gold to secure at least the sixth class. No need for him to intervene on my behalf.” At least I hoped I had enough gold.


Orlyan's lips twitched but he didn't quite smile. He knew as well as I that no such intervention had been planned. “You managed to bring something out of the north, then?”


I had. Caliran had cleared the gold from my treasury at Darklake, but he and his men had been slain on the shore and the gold recovered by my men. I'd planned to use it to pay the maniple their spoils of the campaign. In fact, it had already been lodged with Orlyan's own camp treasurer for that purpose. I'd taken leave of Trethant and Parast, the two centurions, just minutes ago, having relinquished command of them as soon as we entered the camp. They were supervising the counting of the gold as their last duty to me. I just hoped there was enough to leave a little left over for my needs. I might be lucky. I doubted it.


I gave an absent nod as I paced back to the table and sat down again. If there wasn't enough for me, I'd have to borrow the coin. A problem in itself. I didn't have a good reputation for returning borrowed money. After the events of today became common knowledge I wouldn't have much of a reputation at all, with criminal and exile added to the count against me.






#






For the next two days I didn't do anything but rest, then I developed a wet cough that came with a fever. The healers called it pneumonia and weren't surprised to hear that I had nearly drowned in the waters of Darklake. Or maybe I had drowned. My memories were fuzzy and confused, though two visions stood out strongly; myself as the husband of Jocasta and at peace, and myself as blood drenched warrior bringing ruin to the world. I shied away from both visions of the future, deeming each to be as impossible as the other. Aside from which, prophecy and religion go hand in hand and I do not choose to think of myself as a tool in the hand of some mythical god. In any case, I spent the next days under the care of the camp healers. The fever broke and the cough faded fast under their care but I stayed where I was. I needed the rest. Also, I had nowhere to go.


The healers had put me in a room of my own, as though I were an officer. I still held the white rod, still had imperium until the letter from the Assembly arrived to strip it from me, so technically I suppose I was. Meran ran errands for me and gathered supplies for a journey. He'd taken the news of my exile well; but then he probably didn't fully grasp what it meant.


I slept and ate and healed. I saw no one, save Meran and the healers. There was plenty of time for the reality of my situation to sink in.

 “I can't have clients,” I told Meran as soon as the thought occurred to me.


He scrunched up his ugly, scarred face as he turned his attention from the clothes he packed. New clothes bought from the traders who had come to Roken to supply the burgeoning population. I didn't ask him where the money came from. It was probably his own. “It's temporary.”


I let the matter drop. He was a freedman and I was a freeman, our status under the law little different. He was free to do as he chose and had apparently chosen.

 “I have to write to Elendas.” I'd been meaning to do so anyway, to give him advice, make suggestions, formalize matters between us. His small kingdom would have no status under our law as the Assembly had already put it beyond our borders. No citizen could pass north of Roken under the agreement I had made with the Keeplords. Everyone seemed to want the same thing. But between Elendas and I, there were issues to be addressed. Our relationship would be informal, and in any military sense I could only have helped him with foreign mercenaries. To advise and assist him I could have sent only slaves or foreigners. Now I couldn't do anything. He was not my client.

 “Does he need to know?”


I leaned my head back against the wall and looked up at the ceiling. “News will reach him. From here to Twobridges, from there to him.” My gaze wandered around the room, fell to the bedside table where a few loose leaves of paper lay. They were the maps of Darklake that I had taken from Caliran before his library had burned. Somehow they had come through intact and been unpacked here as part of Meran's attempts to organize me. I'd send the maps to Elendas, explain the situation, and probably never hear from him again. At least someone would make use of them. Darklake might still develop into the wealthy town I had imagined. Not that it would do me much good. I wasn't his patron. He wasn't my client. He owed me nothing.

 “A year isn't so long,” Meran offered as he put a writing table on my lap, setting out ink, pen and paper for me.


I knew what he meant. In a year my exile would be over. After the gold from Darklake was disbursed to the men of my maniple there had been two thousand in gold left for me. Not enough, but better than nothing. I needed more. Elendas might not be my client but there were the maps, and they had a significant value. And he had money. My money once, to be sure, but it was his now. I'd have to word the letter with care, but I saw no reason why he should not buy the maps for a reasonable sum. Enough to fix my most immediate problem, at least.


That money, when it arrived, would be lodged with my Uncle. He had agreed that he would, when I made the money available, send word to my father to secure me membership of the sixth class. After my exile was done I would have at least that status, and my legal right to acquire clients would be regained. Although I would not have much to offer them. The rights and privileges of the sixth class were nothing compared to those of the Equestes or Patrons.


And I would have the stigma of exile permanently hanging over me. Sumto the exile, to add to the list of black marks against my name. True, the Assembly would not be able to arrange trials in absentia while I was exiled, but I would still face the remaining charges on my return. Any optimism about the future faded over the horizon when I thought of it.

 “Stop sighing,” Meran sounded impatient.


I didn't realize I had. “What about you?”


He shrugged. “I'll take my chances with you.”


I didn't want to point out how well that had worked out for him so far. “Tunics.”

 “What?”

 “Buy the men tunics, the centuries of Trethant and Parast. The best quality you can find.” My mind was starting to clear from the fever and exhaustion. I had promises to keep, even if they were promises I'd made only to myself


He shrugged and left, not asking why. I had always liked him for that.


With what I promised myself would be my last sigh, I bent to the task of writing to Elendas, organizing what I wanted to say and how best to say it.


It took a while.






#






Word from the Assembly arrived the next day. My Uncle Orlyan brought it to me himself. He also brought one of his officers with him.


He tossed the letter into my lap without any hint of formality. “As commander in the north, I've already been informed of the contents in dispatches. Read it and obey it.”


The room seemed crowded and I felt at a disadvantage. I was still in bed, though the healers had told me I was well enough to leave and should be moving if I expected to regain my strength. I'd pleaded exhaustion, which wasn't far from the truth. The last weeks had taken their toll, depleting my resources to the point where I felt I could lay in bed for weeks and do nothing but eat and sleep. And read, maybe. A woman would be nice but not really necessary. Nothing had been said, but I was sure they were rationing the amount of wine I took with meals. And it was well watered. If it weren't for Meran sneaking in the odd bottle, I would have been out of bed days earlier. As it was, I was content to stay there, crawling from my pit only to make the short journey to the latrines and the bathhouse. Slowly, I was starting to feel better.


Until now.


I eyed the letter where it lay, the seal of the Assembly seeming to glare at me like a malevolent eye. They were out to get me. Not all of them, certainly, but enough. They were putting their minds to it, whoever they were. First the charges, and then the idea of trials in my absence. Stripped of rank and class, and exiled, I would make an easy target should they want to finish the job.


I picked up the letter and broke the seal. There was really no other option. I skipped over the contents, picking out the significant meaning.


Having been found guilty of raising troops without authority... lay down imperium and its protections, giving them into the hand of the first representative of the city encountered... to be beyond a thousand miles of the city by the end of the sixth month, not to return within our borders for one year from that date on pain of death.


I didn't bother with the rest. Leaning from my bed, I scooped up a satchel containing my letter of authority and the white rod of my imperium and passed it to my uncle.


Orlyan took it without a word. He checked the contents and then passed the satchel to his witness. He frowned blackly at me for a moment and then tossed another letter on the bed at my feet. “Get up and be about it,” he told me, and left without looking back


The other letter was from my father. Well, I needed a distraction.


Sumto,


You were supposed to spy in the north, not embark on a war of conquest. I assumed you would understand that the imperium was a sinecure and a legal fiction, not a tool for your use. You have made a mess for us that it is going to take time to clean up. The ants' nest is stirred and will take time to settle. Better that you are out of things, dealt with as far as certain factions within the Assembly are concerned. Still, some good has come of it; I now know more than I did and have potentially gained some leverage over certain others of my peers. Better it had been done quietly, but at least it is done.


Sapphire will stay in the north, so don't wait for him. While you are in exile, you might as well be doing something useful. A king in my debt has recently died, leaving his Kingdom of Brithada to me in his will. I have no time to deal with this. Go to Brithada and interview his illegitimate heirs, for none are legitimate; select the one most likely to be malleable and offer him client status. The mere knowledge that he has my backing should be enough to quell opposition and see him to his throne. You may call for military support from Ysindral if needs be. Make sure there is no need. Armies cost money and that money would be wasted in this instance.


Orlyan will provision you.


Try not to make a mess. Destroy this.


The letter was unsigned.

 “Your loving father, Valarian,” I muttered sarcastically to myself.


Both angry and dispirited, perhaps depressed, I got myself out of bed and went for a bath. I needed to think and I always do my best thinking while soaking in hot water.






#






The afternoon found me wandering the camp, more or less aimlessly. I had fresh clothing and physically felt better than I had since my incarceration at Undralt. My body was looking forward to weeks, perhaps a whole year, without being battered, burned or half drowned. I felt well, both rested and recovering, but I still hadn't made any decision. I knew I would have to talk to my Uncle about Valarian's suggestion before I left, but the end of the next month was far enough away that I didn't feel pressed. Each day I remained here was a day that I was fed without cost. And money was the ever present problem. Trethant had come through with a little over two thousand in gold for my use but that was already earmarked for another purpose. If I didn't take my father's offer I would be pressed for funds. If I took the job on, I would be funded sufficient to make it possible to carry out the task. My choices were between penniless and idle or just hard-up and with a job to do.


Neither course of action appealed to me.


The camp was pretty much empty during the day. My Uncle was using his men to drive a road south; the road north having been abandoned due to recent events. To either side of that work in progress, the forest had been cleared for half a mile. The trees didn't lie where they were felled, but were dragged up to the new town of Roken, to be laid down for timber or fashioned into log cabins that would serve the new population for their first year or more, until they could afford better. I climbed the walls to watch the process for a while, until a sentinel politely asked me to bugger off. That stung, but he was right to do it. As I climbed down and turned to scan the near empty camp, I wondered what I thought I was doing.


Thinking. Or trying to. I had to go somewhere, and I would have to make a decision. Other Patrons might send their sons a long list of friendly clients who would put them up for a year in good style, but not mine. Not that I can blame him much; I'd abused his familial generosity shamelessly over the years. I could hardly blame him that it had run out now, when I actually needed it.


South would mean passing through, or at least close to, the city before I started putting eight hundred miles between me and it. That didn't seem like a good idea either. East would take me to Our Sea in fairly short order, and west would take me to the western sea almost as quickly. Of the two, I preferred Our Sea; we don't call it ours for no reason. It would be safer, and the western sea had nasty things called tides to contend with, not to mention fierce storms that could wreck any vessel not protected by a weather mage. Also in the west was Brithada, where my father wanted me to go; though it was rather more south than west, I'd already calculated that river and sea passage would be a far easier route than slogging through endless miles of dense and mountainous woodland..


In some ways the decision seemed an easy one. Do what my father wanted and take some money to get it done. But the simple fact was that I didn't want to. I ran through the options again, and again saw that there weren't any. Still I prevaricated. There was no rush. I could make the necessary journey in plenty of time. I could rest here before heading west, through the lands of the Ensibi, for whom this war had originally been fought, to the border of the Kingdom of Aratria where there was a mighty river and plenty of river traffic to the coast and the port of Vantira.


Then to sea. The dangerously storm-ridden western sea. There was plenty of time. I didn't have to decide now, so I wouldn't. I turned and walked in the shadow of the wall and let my mind settle on unnecessary things.


Maybe I should write some letters home; to my mother and sisters. Maybe later. Or Jocasta.


I winced. What would I say to Jocasta? You were right to leave me. I'm... I sighed, kicked a clod of earth thrown up by hob-nail boots. Broke. A commoner. An exile. Not worthy of you. Not by half. Maybe never was.


Damn.


I needed a diversion. Something to keep my thoughts from running in circles, something to keep me from dwelling on... well, the past. That was the problem. Everything I wanted was in the past; I was left with what was possible. All the advantages I'd taken for granted since childhood were gone. My Uncle hadn't so much as invited me to dine with him, though he must know I was well enough to make that short journey.


He wouldn't invite me. I was the wrong class.


True, I mused as I headed for the north gate, thinking to take in a view of the Eyrie as it transformed itself into the new town of Roken, true that Orlyan and I had never exactly been close. Also true that in other families I might have volunteered some of the intelligence I had gathered about the north. An invitation from him to speak more of it over a meal might then have been forthcoming. But he hadn't asked and I hadn't offered him anything. In fact, I'd sent but one letter to my father from Darklake, and that spare of information. I'd assumed that Sapphire would be giving regular reports, had alluded to that in the letter by use of the phrases, 'ask Sapphire for details,' and 'you will have learned from Sapphire.' Well, where was Sapphire now? In the north, doing the same job, the job that my father had clearly never truly needed me for. It had been, as he had said, a sinecure. Something to do that would advance my career and place me as a useful piece on his game board; just like my Uncle. I didn't doubt for a second that half the people migrating to Roken were my father's clients. Probably more than half. My Uncle may have fought the war but I was pretty sure my father had funded it.


I was doing it again. Dwelling, brooding. I lifted my head and straightened my back. Just ahead of me, the two guards on the gate turned at my approach. My footsteps crunched on the gravel that had been compacted onto stone slabs to form the surface of the road. They watched but made no move to bar my passage. Now that the area was secure, they were there to keep an eye on things, not challenge everyone who passed.


I looked past them at the mile or so that lay between us and the Eyrie. There were two or three hundred people in sight, leading draft horses that pulled out the stumps of trees or dragged the logs up to the new town. The cleared land would be used for pasture, I guessed. The walls were being repaired; Roken would remain a walled town. Behind me I could hear wagons on the new road, passing through the fort. The sound of it all drifted to my ears on a warm breeze as I stepped between the guards.

 “New tunic, patron?”


I stopped and glanced at the soldier who had spoken. His voice didn't seem baiting but good humored, so I responded in kind. “Can't afford one,” I told him. “And it's patron no more.” I was bored. If they wanted to talk, I'd stop and talk a moment.

 “We heard, patron.” He didn't sound happy about it. “Trethant's century is billeted by ours,” his attention was focused on the wagons behind me.

 “And that's not all we heard,” the other chimed in. “We heard you stood against an army on your own after doing for a priest by drowning him and damn near drowned yourself to do it, and that after a full night's fighting and worse the day before.”

 “Word gets around, patron.”

 “Hetkla told that they found you in Learneth, having taken on the whole town and beat them so thoroughly there was nothing left for the men to do.”

 “Then rode out after your enemies alone and dealt with the last of the necromancers while you were about it.”

 “And that with a head wound newly treated.”


That hadn't been the way it had happened, but I couldn't see any easy way to tell the truth of it. “I had good men with me all the way,” I told them.


The noise of the wagons was louder now and the two men moved a little to watch them as they closed on the gate.

 “Veterans,” the first soldier agreed. “Hard men to impress.”


I glanced over my shoulder. I needed to move to clear the road, and their attention wasn't on me any longer. I stepped through the gate.

 “You ever need the loan of a tunic...”


I glanced back but neither soldier was looking at me as they raised a hand to halt the wagons.

 “...you won't need to look far to find one.”


There was nothing to say and no one waiting to hear it, so I left them to their duties and headed for Roken. Maybe there was some beer left in the keep of the Eyrie. Though this time I'd have to pay for it.






#






The bar itself was just raw planks laid over a couple of barrels.


The sign outside had made me stop and stare for a while and by the time I went in I was ready for a drink. They served food with each mug of beer and the price was good, considering they couldn't be brewing it here yet. I had settled in and let my mind drift as customers came and went like the ebb and flow of the tide.


I'd noticed as I walked here that Roken was growing fast. It had been a huge fortress under the Alendi, and the space wouldn't be filled any time soon. There were herds at pasture inside the walls, just as there had been when Sapphire and I had come here, what now seemed like a long time ago. Nowhere near as many animals but the keep had been well stocked with fodder then, as the pasture, though extensive, couldn't feed hundreds of head of cattle for long. Crude log dwellings and larger buildings were being built rapidly by men in a hurry to make money. Roken was turning into a busy frontier town.


I couldn't see a single way to take advantage of the fact.


I had eaten well and drank steadily through the afternoon and into the evening, careful to maintain a steady buzz and not fill my belly with beer alone. The talk, when I could hear it, was all of opportunities and deals. That no citizen could legally pass north of Roken was a subject much debated and schemed on, with discussion of foreign traders with good reputations to take goods north and bring them south. Darklake might yet benefit, I thought, and was glad of it. Elendas wasn't my client but merely a contact I could perhaps use, if he could hold what I had given him and if he still acknowledged that it had been mine to give. When he heard that my fangs had been pulled and association with me no longer offered any advantage, he might turn to other alliances. If he did, I could hardly blame him for it. A man must look to himself first, after all.


When a musician had strolled in around twilight and agreed a deal with the landlord, I'd paid no mind but had moved to put my back to a wall beside an open window, knowing the place would fill to up to hear the musician and not having a mind to have people behind me. It was a mild night, and the breeze through the window was welcome. The kitchens were outside under a roof with half-walls and the interior stayed clear of smoke. Slowly the place had filled, drawn by the singer's strong voice and broad range of songs.


I felt no desire to move on. Lulled by that voice, accompanied sometimes by a lute and another time by a drum, I settled in to stay. Sure enough the place filled to capacity and spilled out into the night. I saw that many were soldiers, older men who'd ended their service here. They had land now, and money, and a new frontier to exploit. It would be a boom economy for a few years as the possibilities were explored and new markets developed.


A serving girl, young and bright eyed, was a little more attentive of me than others. I thought about it but decided against making any advance. Too drunk. Too introspective. And, no matter what angle I looked at the idea from, I couldn't imagine why she would be interested in me, so I took more beer when it was offered and left it at that.


My table filled up last. A veteran took the spot opposite me as the player began another song. The veteran gave me a pleasant enough nod of greeting but, like the rest who shared my company, didn't intrude when I barely returned it. Like me, he listened to the talk at the table, but after a short time half turned and seemed to be giving the player and the song more of his attention than the talk, which died down a little across the inn.


There were many more glances my way than I'd normally expect, until I realized I was the subject of the song. The battle of Undralt told in verses of stirring heroism with myself painted the hero who stood to the last against a horde of barbarians.

 “It wasn't like that,” I was annoyed enough to let the thought slip past my lips.


The veteran opposite heard me; he leaned forward and pulled up his sleeves to bare his forearms, crisscrossed with old scars and some not so old. “It's a cheery enough song, Patron,” he told me, “but I know what it was like.”


It came back to me. The press of the battle, hemmed in, stabbing through the gap between my shield and the next man's, the weight of the enemy pushing us back no matter how hard we leaned into them. No room to maneuver, pressed as much from the sides and the back as from the front. Shield and armor and magic take the edge off every strike but still some blades get through and bite deep. Wounded and falling back, covered by the men to either side as another pushed in to take my place. Pulled and pushed and dragged back through the lines. Being patched up by harried healers and then back to do the pulling and pushing and dragging of wounded men until I'm ready to take my place at the front when a man fell.


Sword and shield in one hand as you grab a belt and heave the man back and out of the way, as you hope someone will do for you if you're too bad hurt to move. Again and again as battle mages struggled to cast past you, deep into the enemy line. Their magic easing the pressure as the enemy died there, but the enemies were endless. The constant deafening roar and screams and clash of arms. Knowing you're going to die, that no one can be healed forever and still have strength left to fight, and hating the men who are going to kill you. Being constantly pressed back as fewer and fewer men can stand beside you, crushed into a smaller area and wounded and healed over and over until there's no-one left to heal you and you are alone in the thick of the enemy and taking wounds through your defenses even as you are still killing them and hating them and knowing any moment...


A heavy hand gripped my arm and shook me roughly and I realized I'd been glaring into the past and not seeing anything of what was around me, or hearing the words of a song that held no interest for me. “Doesn't bear dwelling on,” the veteran pushed a mug into my hand. “Best drink this and I'll go for more.”


I drank, focused on the taste and feel of cool beer in my mouth and throat and making that my world. I barely heard his next words as he stood to move away. “No one blames you for our losses, Patron. It wasn't your command and no one could have won that one.” His voice faded as he pushed into the crowd, so that I hardly heard him.


Someone blamed me, I couldn't help thinking sourly. It's me. And no one will ever tell me different. I should know who to blame. I was there.


Faces drifted up from the past. Men I'd known and led to their deaths.


I shifted along the bench a little. I didn't want to be there any longer, and the sill of the open window was low enough that I barely had to lift my leg as I stood and stepped out of the window, out into the night and into the darkness, where I could be alone. I took the beer with me.


In a gap between buildings there were rough tables and benches, filled with revelers, voices raised, though some had an ear for the music that drifted from the window behind me. I slipped around to the front of the building and sat on a barrel. From here I could see the sign and I sat in its shadow and frowned at it for what seemed like a good long time. The soldier held a burning skeleton by the throat with one hand and lifted a tankard of beer in the other. He had a big cheery grin on his face. The flames surrounded both of them, but burned only one.


I'll hold you here 'til you burn through,


You've been dead a while, now I'll kill you true,


For our city magic, it ain't for you!


I'll take these burns to kill ya'.


Those drinking in and around the tavern had learned that much of the song and the chorus thundered into the night.


I don't think anyone saw that I didn't join in.






#





 “You're drunk.”


I looked up. It took a bit more effort than I remembered it should. Meran scowled down at me. His scowls did no good. They never had.

 “Meran,” I greeted him as I had so many times in the past, “come to take me home?”


He gave a nod and looked around. The town was quiet and so was the inn behind me, with only a few die-hard drunks who talked in low tones and sometimes laughed softly in the dark of the night. I liked the sound. I'd always found it comforting. The wall of the inn felt solid at my back, and safe.

 “You'd better clear the bill,” I told him, letting my chin drop back to my chest.

 “I already went in,” he stepped closer and pried the empty mug out of my hand. “They say you already paid.”


It sounded like something I might have done, though I didn't remember it. I'd gotten to the stage where I didn't remember much, and I liked it that way.


Meran took my unresisting arm and slipped it round his neck, putting one shoulder under me and his other arm around my back. “Here we go, then,” he said, as he eased my weight forward and supported me to my feet. I would have swayed and might have fallen but for the solid weight of him; not tall but broad and strong.


My head and body buzzed and tingled and there was a ringing in my ears. It looked like a long walk back to the fort and I raised my doubts about making it.

 “Paid for a room,” he said, subtly maneuvering me into my first step. “Not far now,” he muttered.


I nodded. It was always true when he said it. “Best damn slave I ever bought,” I muttered. “I freed you, though, didn't I? That was a good thing to do, wasn't it?”

 “You did, and it was.”


I nodded as I matched my slow steps to his, concentrating on not pulling him off balance even when my feet wanted to go backwards. “They should make a song about that.”


He turned his head to look up at me but suddenly turned us both around smoothly. 


Someone behind us had answered. I reached for a sword and realized I wasn't wearing one. And noticed that Meran had a knife in his hand, the blade held flat against his forearm. I got my feet set and eased my weight off him just in case he needed to use the knife. Maybe I could fall at the stranger's feet and trip him. Even at the thought I staggered a half step and felt Meran's free hand grip my upper arm and steady me. The stranger's words trickled back through my consciousness. The people like songs that make them proud and certain...

 “Not,” the player went on, “songs that make them question themselves.”


I looked him up and down as I puzzled through what he said and shrugged. He was taller than me, which predisposed me not to like him. His hands were empty and held out from his sides slightly. Both face and hands were pale blobs in the faint light of moon and stars that eased the dark as much as the few lanterns and torches that spilled from nearby dwellings, and from the inn that was still close enough that we could hear a raised voice and laughter.


I leaned a little closer to Meran and canted my head to one side. I kept my voice soft, though surely the player would hear me. “Did you hear him coming?”


Meran shook his head. He had relaxed just a fraction, but still eyed the player warily. “It's late. A bad time to be sneaking up on people.”


The player ignored him, gaze fixed on me. “You've a covenant to sign, in case you've forgotten,” he raised one hand to his chest to indicate himself and inclined his head in a slight bow. “And the troubadour has been assigned to keep you company for a year and aid your cause.”


I puzzled out who he must be and what he must want. I'd made it law when I still held imperium, that no citizen should pass north, and my uncle had supported it, as he must. He hadn't liked it much, I had thought, but had signed and sealed it to raise its validity and make it harder for the assembly to challenge; not that I thought enough support would be found among them to do it. Too many factions wanted things left the way they were. I'd made the law as part of my agreement with the Keeplords of Battling Plain, and here was their part of the agreement come to help me. And to ask something more of me.


I shook my head and would have lost my balance if Meran hadn't shifted his weight to hold me still. “Find me tomorrow,” I suggested.


He stepped one pace closer and looked down at me. “There are Keeplords south of the mountains, Sumto Cerulian. The covenant is with them, and not one of them likes either fact. The sooner this is done the sooner they can be gone and the covenant secured. They want this done now and finished with.”


I felt my face stiffen and lips draw tight against my teeth. “Find me tomorrow.” It wasn't a suggestion now and I could see that he knew it. The scene held for a moment longer, tense and silent, both of us angry. Then, without a word or gesture, he stepped back, turned and walked away.


I looked after him, swaying slightly. I glanced at Meran as he slipped his knife away, then to the darkness-shrouded back of the retreating figure.

 “Well,” I said, sourly. “He's going to be cheery company, don't you think?”


Meran shrugged and turned us both about. “Not for long, if he makes a habit of sneaking up on people.”


I nodded at his wise words and let him take more of my weight. “Where's this bed?”

 “Not far,” Meran told me. “Not far now.”
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I woke the next morning with a banging head and a slightly lighter purse. I had found only companions reluctant to wager for larger stakes, so the difference was minimal. In the greater scheme of things it didn't matter, but I had learned something useful. In a week there would be games. There would be sword fights, boxing matches, and a whole host of other combative games that didn't interest me much. But among them, horse racing.


I lay with my eyes closed and the sun pounding through the gaps in the roughly made shutters as I thought it through. My Uncle knew I was a good horseman. He would also have a good horse. If I could talk him into letting me ride for him I could have Meran bet a substantial sum on me to win. Everyone bet heavily at the games. I could clean up. I could then leave right after the games and still put myself far enough from the city before the deadline. Five or so days to the Tracil river, as many again to make it to the sea; if I took passage on a foreign boat, no one would know exactly how far away I was, so if I cut it a bit fine there would be no problem.


The only problem I could see was that I wasn't in good shape for a race. I had a few days to eat and exercise and get fit for the event. If I could secure the loan of a horse from my Uncle. He would doubtless already have a man lined up to ride for him. That might be another problem. So, I would get his second best horse. Good enough. I was confident in my skill, just not in my physical fitness.


No more drinking, I decided, just as the door banged open and Meran ducked into the room.

 “Out,” I told him.

 “Room's paid for 'til morning,” he said, examining me critically. “It's morning.”


I eyed him through slitted eyelids as he stepped close, holding out a mug and small pot. He didn't look like he would take it well if I argued. It was my own fault; he'd been my slave and I'd freed him. Probably a mistake if you want unquestioning obedience.

 “Water,” he said. “Salt.”


A healer had told me that the bulk of a hangover is from lack of water in the body; the headache was the brain shrinking because it had dried out. Salt helps the body absorb the water, making the brain expand. Made sense to me, so I tried it. It works. “I should have drunk that last night.”

 “You wouldn't,” he reminded me. “Said it would make you hurl.”

 “It still might,” I grumbled as I pulled myself into a more upright position and leaned my back against the wall behind me.

 “Then I'll tell your visitor to wait.”


I took the water, poured in the salt and swirled it around to make it dissolve, while I pondered who might be calling on me this early. Someone who didn't know me, obviously. “That singer,” I guessed.

 “No. Kerral,” he said, his back to me as he headed for the door.


Or someone who did know me and didn't care.

 “Wait.” I drank while he stood in the doorway. I could see an empty kitchen beyond. Vague memories of the sounds of people moving around drifted through my mind from earlier, when it was still dark. Whoever owned the dwelling had been up earlier than I thought civilized and left long since. “What does he want?” My gaze drifted over the unadorned walls of what was basically a log cabin. The doorway was simply too small for Kerral to fit through; doors are relatively expensive, so if you are counting the coins you make small doorways and buy small doors. Even Meran had to duck through this one, and I remembered that I'd had to crouch at the knee and duck my head to get through.

 “He didn't say.”

 “You didn't ask,” I accused him.

 “He's waiting outside when you are ready to find out,” Meran shrugged and ducked through the doorway, closing the door behind him.


I stared at the closed door for what seemed like a long time. I hadn't seen Kerral since just after the Eyrie fell. He had been one of those who had fallen under the influence of the last king's amulet. He had been my enemy. I didn't know what he was now; and I wasn't sure I wanted to find out.


I drank the water and put the mug aside. Normally I'd go back to sleep while it did its work, and then wake up feeling considerably better. Maybe if I went back to sleep Kerral would go away.


I sighed and pushed aside the eiderdown that covered me. I was fully clothed, apart from my boots. I sat on the bed and looked at them for a while, feet to either side. Once I put them on, I was out of reasons to delay. I didn't know what to say to Kerral. I didn't know what I wanted to hear. We had been friends.


I didn't feel up to talking to him, so I pulled on my boots and climbed out the window.


The gate that led out of the fortress was closer than I thought it should be. A split-log road ran from the gate to the keep at the center of the new town of Roken. A cool breeze ruffled my hair and shirt, chilling my skin and making me shiver despite the clear sky and warm sun; a sun that was far too close to the horizon to please me. The town was busy. A dray dragged a tree trunk toward me, and I didn't like the noise. Cattle and sheep made their contribution and there was ringing of hammer on anvil, mallets on wood, hammers on nails, and generally enough racket to make me groan and pull a face. I didn't like the comparison with Darklake that sprang to mind. This is what I'd hoped for them; industriousness followed by wealth. We live to work – well, some of us do - and the migrants here were going at it with a will, improving their own lives and making their own futures.


Pushing myself away from the window, I headed for the gate. The camp must be quieter than this, I reasoned. Maybe I could crawl back into the healer's hall and get some more sleep.


I got about ten paces before I was hailed.


The voice was bluff and hearty. “Cousin!”


Cousin. Cheeky bast... “Kerral,” I turned, yielding to the inevitable. “It's good to see you,” I lied.


He had been standing to one side of the cabin, about twenty feet from the road; probably watching for me. I'd forgotten how big he really was. Improbably broad and deep in the chest, shoulders, arms... everywhere. He would make two of me with some left over even though we were the same height. I'd seen him lift the back of a wagon with one hand. Casually. Like it was nothing. To him it probably was nothing; or at least, nothing much.


I could see him eying me a little warily, despite his hearty attitude, judging my reaction. “I heard the news,” he said, coming close and stopping just in reach of me.

 “Which news?” I asked.


He grinned. “All of it.”


I grunted and glanced past him to the open doorway in the side of the building. “Meran!” I winced as the injudicious shout had its inevitable effect.

 “You look... tired.” Kerral sounded more amused than concerned. I ignored him, more or less unable to focus past the pain behind my eyes.


Meran stopped in the doorway and looked us over. I could see him puzzling it out. When he realized I'd tried to sneak away, he frowned his disapproval at me and I pretended not to notice.

 “We're leaving,” I told him.


Kerral fell in beside me as I set out. It was difficult to ignore his solid presence pressing in on me. It might have been easier if he stopped talking. “But it's the exile I'm talking about. I thought I’d go with you.”

 “That's not necessary,” I responded automatically.

 “It wasn't really a request, Sumto. You don't get a say one way or the other. I'm Equestes and you are a commoner.”


My next step faltered and I stopped, then turned to face him. My skull throbbed as the blood rushed to my head. I could feel my body tense, muscles taut and face stiff with anger. He stepped back from me, suddenly serious. “I'm joking,” one hand raised between us. It was that he had stepped back from me that cooled my sudden anger, replacing it with a tinge of surprise. Surely he could not possible be afraid of me? “But I am serious about coming with you,” he went on, expression considering. “I know what it's like to be exiled, to be alone in a foreign land, abandoned by...” he shrugged, frowned and looked away for a moment. “You are going to need company.”


Meran caught up to us, looked from one to another as though judging the temperature of our respective moods. I gestured his way, “Meran will be with me.”


Kerral cleared his throat. “An Equestes of the city, when traveling, will often be received as a welcome guest,” he trailed off, his tone of voice speculative.


I took his meaning at once. The overthrowing of centuries of tradition would be big news; news travels fast; people would hear that I was the cause of it. They would blame me, and many would deny me hospitality as a result. After all, as Kerral had said, I was a commoner; why would they entertain me? There were also foreigners to consider. As a commoner I had no clout with them. They would not be mindful of my safety, or feel obliged to ease my travel or help in any way. With Kerral along, things would go better for me. Of course, I might rise again, and there would always be a few who would assist me now in order to gain some future favor. But then I would be in their debt, and who knew what they would want? Also, if there were elements in the assembly who were out to get me, which seemed as clear as glass to me, then having someone like Kerral along might save my life, should these elements become impatient. A commoner in exile can meet with a fatal accident more easily than a patron.


But what did Kerral want and why was he offering to accompany me?


The dray dragged the tree trunk past us, the noise making it harder to think. The tangle of potential consequences writhed through my mind without resolution, but I still had to make a decision.

 “I need a bath,” I decided.


Kerral and Meran fell in to either side of me as I headed for the gate and the long walk back to town. I might be able to get a bath here, but in the fort it would be free.

 “How is it you are free to leave the army?” I asked, more to change the subject than anything else.


Kerral shrugged. “War's over. The Equestes are leaving, unless they have decided they have business here. Sheo headed back to the city a week ago, but I thought I'd hang around to see if I could gain some advantage.”


I didn't ask him if he had. I didn't care. We passed through the gate in silence and began the descent between the long walls. From there we had a good view of the fort; outside there were six thousand men engaged in weapons practice. From here, the noise of so many practice swords striking shields and armor sounded like an uneven rain on a tile roof. Orlyan was maintaining discipline, keeping the men sharp, keeping them busy. And noisy.

 “Is he expecting trouble?” I barely made it a question but Kerral answered anyway.

 “There are a few Alendi warriors on the loose, but they are not a substantial threat. The Preshuli are broken and large numbers have fled west to clash with the Herundi and Bruthi. Only the Ensibi lie close enough to matter, and they are the clients of Orthan; they have crossed the Denil river to claim lands as close as ten miles from here.” he shrugged. “They held against the Alendi as best they could, taking a beating along the way; but if they hadn't held, the Alendi and Preshuli might have pushed into Aratria and maybe as far as the Province of Ventria and gained a coastal port.”


I realized that I had had no significant news of the war since I'd left the Eyrie and prompted him for more. “In the east?”

 “Susi and Areludi have crossed the Eld and taken some Orduli lands, with our blessing. So, to answer your first question, if Orlyan or anyone else is expecting any trouble it would be from the north...” he raised a bushy eyebrow as he almost made it a question.


I shook my head as I walked on. “Not likely.”

 “The news is that you sacked a city north of the Urnalin mountains.”


I grunted noncommittally.

 “And that you rescued Jocasta Habrach and Tahal Samant, then tracked the necromancers to their lair and destroyed them utterly, though it cost Tahal his life.”


The official version. I made a noise that could have been taken for agreement. I've never been fond of lies.

 “Old man Samant is said to be distraught at the loss. At his age, there's little chance of fathering another son.”

 “So he will have to adopt an heir.” It was on the tip of my tongue to suggest that Kerral should put himself forward as a candidate, but I managed to bite it back. Samant would want some famous family to give him a spare son. He would want a son who would likely have at least some blood tie to him to inherit whatever fortune he had. There would be no shortage of offers for those seeking political alliance. Or he might adopt his highest ranking client, in a pinch.


The next few moments passed in silence. A feeling of unease stole over me as we paced along. It dawned on me that Kerral should have commented. It would be normal to suggest a couple of candidates and explore the political ramifications, or at least add to the gossip. That he hadn't done so was revealing.

 “He already has, hasn't he?”


Kerral kept silent another moment or two.


By that I knew he didn't think I was going to like the answer. “Who?”

 “You're not going to like it.”

 “Just tell me,” I snapped. I raised a hand to my pounding head. “I'll find out anyway.”


He glanced at me, then looked away as he answered. “Ferrian.”


I started swearing fiercely under my breath. Kerral had been right. I didn't like it. Ferrian had tortured me while he was under Kukran Epthel's influence. The last I'd heard, he had left Undralt at Epthel's bidding, still under his influence and about his business. He had been a madman. A fanatic. Broken and made anew into a tool for the Necromancer's use. And now he was the heir of Samant, the last man who truly controlled the grave, and whose son I had killed. It was too much of a coincidence to be ignored. The implications gathered and solidified as my curses wound down to silence. Ferrian Samant, I realized, would inherit the knowledge of the grave when old man Samant died. It suddenly occurred to me that Silgar, who was Sapphire's peer and every bit as deadly, was at this moment heading south. I might have been making connections where they didn't exist, but if Samant was her target, or one of them, then Ferrian might inherit sooner rather than later.


All of a sudden I wished that Sapphire were here. That way my father would hear of it without me having to contact him directly. As it was, I would have to at least talk to my Uncle. Alert him that Ferrian was an enemy in the heart of the city. And Silgar... well, Silgar was simply deadly and represented a handful of unknown agendas. Caliran was dead, but Silgar had accepted at least one commission from him. Men marked for death. Somehow I doubted Ferrian's name would be on the list.


We had closed the distance between us and the army at practice. The noise washed over us in waves. I picked out my Uncle where he fought alongside the men. There was no talking to him now. Even if it were an option I'd have to raise my voice to be heard, and I didn't feel up to it.


We headed for the gate and passed through unchallenged.

 “If you plan to come with me you'd best make some preparations,” I told Kerral as soon as I was sure he'd hear me without my having to raise my voice. “Coordinate with Meran,” I told him. A few paces later I realized that neither had taken that for the dismissal it was. “Do that now,” I told them and carried on alone.


I needed to think.

 “Where are we going?” Kerral called out after me. “And how far?”


I almost turned and shout back at him, but decided against it as my head throbbed warningly. Instead I raised an arm pointed vaguely toward the west.


If they didn't figure it out I'd tell them later.
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I sought out Orlyan later that day. He wasn't hard to find.


A wooden frame had been raised where the command tent had been. Soldiers swarmed over it and wagons laden with planks and barrels of nails stood ready. In a couple of days there would be a permanent building, just like the healer's hall and the baths.


Clean and dressed in fresh clothes, I scanned the scene until I located my Uncle Orlyan at the top of a ladder, doing something with a hammer and nails. Working with the men, setting a good example, focusing their efforts and generally contributing to getting things done. His example of good leadership niggled at me but I set it aside for later consideration as I crossed the space between us, working my way round stacked materials and men who didn't want anyone getting in their way. I snagged a free ladder and leaned it up against the frame next to my Uncle. He glanced round as it touched the frame beside him but paid no mind as I climbed up alongside.


He didn't stop working but mumbled something that sounded like 'what?' through the nails he held between his lips.

 “We need to talk.”


He nodded and mumbled something else that sounded like 'so talk.'

 “You're planning to stay here?” It wasn't what I meant to say but I was curious, even though it was obvious. After all, permanent buildings meant a permanent presence.


He looked thoughtful, banged a nail home, nodded and took another nail out of his mouth, placed it with care and tapped the head to get it started. Then he stopped, rested one hip against a crossbeam and spat the remaining nails into one hand. “We do. It isn't settled yet, but we mean to stay, so we act like it is settled. What do you plan to do?”


I shook my head. I didn't want to talk about that. I told him about Learneth and Hustlan, the two towns beyond the mountains that had clearly been built on top of city forts. The city tide had washed this way before and then retreated.


He scanned the mountains, his expression thoughtful. “Can't say I'm surprised.”


I told him about Ferrian.

 “We know,” he told me. “Ferrian is being watched. So are the others.”


I didn't have to ask who the others were. He meant the others who had been captured by Epthel; the others who had been under the influence of the last king's amulet.

 “Kerral wishes to accompany me.” When he didn't take his gaze from the mountains to the north, I went on. “He was pumping me for information about what happened in the north. He didn't get to it but I think he wanted to know the reason for the edict forbidding citizens from traveling north of here.”

 “Sumto, we know,” he sounded more firm than impatient. “The official story is that we don't want to expand far enough to have a border with the Fortharian Empire. To avoid friction. Too big a risk of conflict. We'd end up conquering them if it came to war and expanding our borders again. Not a popular move these days. But a lot of people aren't satisfied with that. Some are curious. Some know it's a cover for something else, and others suspect it is, but I doubt Kerral is one of them. He's an Equestes, newly raised, and apart from being with you at Undralt, not of much interest. He has no connections worth talking about, and most of his class aren't keen to forge any connections with him. He has no family, no money and no clout.”

 “And Silgar?” I'd told him how dangerous she was and that she was heading south. I'd also told him of the deal I'd struck with the Keeplords. I'd had to do that. He was the commander here and I'd needed him to propagate and enforce my edict that no citizen pass north of Twobridges. The Assembly said no military north of Roken, and the local commander said no citizens north of Twobridges. He hadn't been happy about it; it meant more work, and that he would have to maintain a force at Twobridges itself, one that would patrol and scout into the pass to make sure that that law was obeyed.

 “Silgar may well find that she isn't the only dangerous person in the world.” He shrugged, unconcerned. “My brother is well protected.”

 “Sapphire?”

 “Sapphire is doubtless about my brother's business,” he told me, effectively ending the subject, “and you are in exile, Sumto, so go and be in exile and stop drawing attention to yourself by hanging around here muddying the waters.”


Sapphire was making sure Elendas lived long enough to secure his power base in Darklake if he was as good as his word to me, and I knew he was. It crossed my mind that my father might have other plans for him than accompanying me into exile. I didn't see any sense in asking; I'd find out soon enough, one way or the other. Still, I hesitated. I was sure there was something else I wanted to raise but couldn't, for the moment, remember what it was.


I apparently hesitated a moment too long. “Either get off that ladder or do some work.”


It didn't seem like a good moment to ask if he had a spare horse that I could ride in the games. If I did, he would probably insist I do some work in exchange, and there was absolutely no chance of that.


I started down without another word. An impatient soldier waited at the bottom of the ladder with a bucket of nails and a hammer. I got out of his way and watched idly as he scooped up the thirty foot ladder with one arm, leaving it vertical, and carried it to where it was needed. He made it look easy, which it wasn't. I'd trained with siege ladders. Even if you get the balance right, they don't stop being heavy.


Watching other people work is one of my favorite pastimes, but not when I'm suffering from a hangover and the work is noisy, or when there is a risk of being roped into any form of participation.


Time, I decided, to be somewhere else.
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 “I thought you would come back here.”


The bar still smelled more of green wood than anything else. The people who ran it were busy clearing up from the crowd who had descended briefly for a mid-day meal. It wasn't exactly quiet, but it was better than any alternative I could think of. I'd tried the healer's hall but they had not admitted me, declaring me well and no longer their concern. I missed the quiet room I'd had there; the regular meals; and the fact that it hadn't cost me anything.


Ignoring the player for a moment, not liking his familiar tone, I took a long look around the dim recesses of the bar. There was nothing to distract me as I sorted through the muddled memories from the night before and tried to get a grip on where we had left things. With a shrug I gave it up and moved to join him, stepping over a short bench and took a seat opposite him.

 “Why did you think I would come back here?”


He continued to lean casually back against the wall, long legs splayed under the table, the expression on his pale face bored, yet cool and appraising. “Your reputation precedes you.” With one elegant hand he pushed a jar of wine across the table.


Not wanting to disappoint him, I scooped it up with both hands and took a mouthful. A very small mouthful - the smell almost made me gag - but he wasn't to know that. My stomach grumbled, which may have somewhat given the game away.

 “You should take some food with that,” the player commented, wryly.

 “I missed breakfast,” I told him, dumping the jar in front of me and placing my forearms protectively either side of it. “If you are going to spend a whole year in my company I suppose I had better know your name, though I don't see how you can be of any use to me.”

 “Simeme,” his lips twitched as though the name secretly amused him, “and I have already begun to 'be of use,' as you put it; though that will end if you don't come with me now and sign the covenant,” he shifted his body, slowly making to rise.


I had not thought of the covenant as a document to be signed, though it now seemed obvious it must be. Secrets. I had the feeling that behind the world of politics I knew and understood was a secret layer of power and influence of which I knew nothing. “I need something to eat, as you yourself suggested,” I told him. “Tell me about the covenant.”

 “The ancient agreement between the city and the Keeplords, that we remain independent and isolated from city influence. Your breach of the covenant requires you to reaffirm it, as others have done in the past. The Keeplords are waiting for you, and there will be food there. No doubt the Keeplords will be glad to extend their hospitality,” he continued his slow preparations to rise, his gaze fixed on mine. “And when the covenant is signed, you can sleep a while at their camp in perfect safety, among allies and friends.”


Free food, I thought, and somewhere safe to rest, surrounded by allies. And if there were other signatures on this covenant, I wanted to see them. The whole idea seemed suddenly to be a neat and tidy package, almost irresistible; an idea so good that it could have been mine. “Tell me we don't have to walk.” I'd left my own borrowed mount back at the camp; primarily because it would be cared for there without me having to do anything about it.

 “I have a horse, if you don't mind sharing,” he told me.

 “That's good. How far is it?” I was already getting to my feet as I asked the question.

 “Not far, Sumto,” he told me. “Not far.”
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His horse was one of the mountain breed that I had recently become familiar with. It was barely big enough to take both of us and I almost felt sorry for it. Not enough to walk, though. Simeme rode well enough and the animal had a smooth gait, easy to match; I could keep my balance with just a light grip of my thighs and no need to hold onto Simeme. I already didn't like the necessary physical contact.


As we rode between the log walls, I let my hands rest on my thighs and idly watched men work as I considered other matters. I had a mind to speak with Balaran but hadn't been able to find him in the camp for the simple reason that he was no longer there. It had taken some time to find out that he had left for the city some days earlier, and I'd only learned that when I had questioned the battle mages still attached to the legion. It was still my intent to prosecute Lendrin Treleth, even though he was my father's client. He had caused the murder of a child for his own gain, or so I believed. A child who was under my protection. I hoped that Balaran had found proof of that when he had examined the child's body. Even if that were the case, and Balaran agreed to speak at the trial I intended to instigate, the whole matter would now have to wait until I returned from exile.


Simeme led us west. We passed scores of men and horses clearing the land in preparation for the plow, though I doubted they would get anything into the ground soon enough to harvest this year. Maybe they would, though. Farming wasn't exactly my area of expertise. Through the middle of this a road was under construction; the foundations already in place. There would be a quarry nearby, then, I thought. Sand, gravel and quarry dust would be compacted and well watered so that it set firm and hard, making a smooth surface for a road wide enough for wagons to pass each other. I scanned the now distant tree-line and saw men busy there too, pushing the woodland back one tree at a time, claiming land and making use of it. And behind me, a town already burgeoning. Everything I had hoped for Darklake, and failed to achieve, was happening here instead.


Simeme glanced back over his shoulder at me. “Why do you sigh?”

 “How many reasons do you want?”


None, apparently. He turned back to face the front and we rode on in silence.


Maybe in Brithada I would find something to advantage me, something to get my career back on track after my exile ended. It wasn't much of a plan but taking care of the problem there and improving my relationship with my father was not just the best idea that came to mind, it was the only one.


We kept our thoughts to ourselves as we entered the shade of the forest and Simeme guided our mount between the trees. The distant sounds of axes on wood still reached us as we climbed the side of a hill. I eyed the ragged incline above us as we began the ascent and was already frowning in disapproval long before Simeme told me what I already knew.

 “We are going to have to walk,” he said as we came to a slope the horse clearly couldn't attempt with us on its back.

 “Did they have to wait for us on top of a hill?” I asked sourly.

 “They aren't,” he said, shifting his weight so that he could look back at me, clearly waiting for me to dismount.


I let a couple of moments pass, then asked the inevitable question. “So why are we climbing the hill?”

 “Are you going to get down?”

 “Are you going to answer my question?”

 “Don't you trust me that I know what I'm doing?”

 “Are you aware that I am recovering both from illness and injury?”

 “Didn't your city healers take care of that?”


My head was still throbbing gently from the excesses of the night before but there was no way I was going to let him win this one. “Didn't you say it wasn't far?”

 “Isn't far a relative term?”

 “How much further is it?”

 “Didn't we just establish that that depends on what you mean by far?”


I had him. “Did we?”

 “Are you going to sit here all day arguing about it?”


Yes! “Are you?”


He didn't even hesitate. “Do you know how few people have beaten me in this kind of ridiculous competition?”


My mind raced. “Do you think I care?”

 “If you expected to win, wouldn't you want to know?”

 “What makes you think I want to win?”

 “Why else are you still asking questions?”

 “That question,” I said triumphantly, “works as a statement.”


He swore mildly in his own language but switched back to Lurian to respond. “Your grammar is ludicrously complicated.”

 “So that we can express complicated ideas,” I told him smugly. “Now, why are we climbing the hill?”

 “I don't know where the Keeplords are waiting; the top of the hill is small and barren; they are watching and will signal me when they see us.”


I turned the idea over in my mind for a moment, looking for a way out of making the climb. Then gave it up. “Are you going to clear the stirrup so that I can get down?”
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 “That way,” Simeme pointed out over the woodland spread below us.

 “I don't see anything.” I was looking for a signal of some sort; smoke, a flashing mirror, something. The slope was long and gentle and merged with flatter terrain much sooner than it had on the eastern slope of the hill. It occurred to me that we could have circled round in roughly the same amount of time it had taken us to make the climb. I suspected it was deliberate but didn't waste my time questioning him about it.

 “There's nothing to see,” he told me. “There is a Farspeaker among them.”


I rifled through the conversation I'd had with Duprane about the various abilities of the different keeps. “Oh,” I said. It was an ability that many a sorcerer could emulate, so why go to the trouble of making an artifact that would allow only that ability? “Tell me about them.”


He dropped down from our vantage and snagged the reins. “I don't know much,” he told me as I dropped down beside him. I fell in on the other side of the horse as he led it away from the peak, heading for a place where the ground was flat enough for us to mount. “I don't know much. They are as secretive as any of the Keeplords about the extent of their abilities. I know that they can project a thought into the mind of anyone they can see. Rumor has it that they can speak amongst themselves no matter the distance.”


He mounted, cleared the stirrup so that I could join him in the saddle.

 “And?”


He shrugged. “Really, I don't know. Isn't that enough? What one knows, they could all know. Coupled with the thieves keep, one of their number would make a superb spy.”


My experiences with Silgar came to mind and I saw his point. “And your abilities?”


He half turned in the saddle. “Haven't you guessed?”

 “Just tell me.” I was out of patience with games. The climb had been harder for me than I liked to admit.


After a moment had passed, he started to tell me. “Our keep is just the peak of a hill rather more barren than this one. At the summit is a stone...” he hesitated, “what do you call it? The box that some southerners bury their dead in?”

 “Sarcophagus,” I told him.

 “A roughly carved stone sarcophagus,” he went on. “It is ancient, made in a time when the Druids still lived. It was their place of testing before the citymen came and killed them all as rivals to their power. To learn from it, the candidate – who has already undergone some years of training in music and poetry, must lie inside all of the night and compose a ballad on a subject that is given to him only a moment before the stone lid is pulled into place to trap him inside.”

 “That doesn't sound so hard,” I commented idly.

 “The ballad is of great length and complexity. The keep only functions on the night of the winter solstice. The sarcophagus is filled almost to the brim with water, and on his chest is placed a stone block that weighs fifty pounds.”


I didn't comment. The water would be freezing; the block would press hard on the chest making it difficult to breath. It didn't sound like fun, so I didn't dwell on it. “And the point of this?”


He shrugged. “I suspect the point is to keep candidates to a minimum. Deaths are not uncommon.”


That was obvious. “I meant, what do you gain?”

 “The ability to influence men's minds with ballads, songs and stories. The magic is partly in the bard and partly in the story itself; the ideas spread, changes what people believe in their deepest hearts, buried so deep that they do not even question the ideas that have influenced them. The ideas held in the stories of the most powerful bards spread from mind to mind, from one speaker to another until everyone who has been exposed to the idea believes it to be true.”

 “The peacekeeper called you the troubadour.”

 “So I am. The troubadour. I have experienced the keep of the bards six times. There are few of us and each at different levels of accomplishment. Think about it; one night of the year, one candidate per year. Progression is slow; the right to immersion is contested; some don't survive the experience; some don't care to repeat it.”


I wasn't really listening. I was turning these new ideas over in my mind, looking to see how they advantaged me, and trying to piece together the reasons that the peacekeeper had chosen Simeme to aid me for the next year. “The ballad you sang last night...”

 “Yes,” he glanced over his shoulder at me, suddenly cheerful. “The song will spread and in a short time you will become known as the hero of Undralt. Public opinion will make any conviction impossible when you stand trial.” He shrugged. “I thought I might as well get a head start on the problem, though I had planned to stand as your defender in the court and win over both judge and jury with words they could not resist.”


But my enemies had stolen a march on us and held my first trial in my absence. It was almost as though they knew they would lose the case if I stood trial. And among the Keeplords were the clan of the Farspeakers, one of whom surely knew that Simeme was to travel back to the city with me and stand as my defender. If another of their number were in the city, companion of a Patron who wished me convicted...


I let the thought trail off. Simeme was speaking again and I wanted to listen.

 “My service to you will be over before you return to the city, so you may need to develop a new plan. But even so, by the time you return the whole of the people will think well of you. Even the attitude of the Patrons, who may have defenses against the power of my words, may yet be somewhat softened toward you.”


I began to see the scope of his power. “You can influence the thinking of a whole people? Make anyone believe whatever you wish?”

 “Battling Plain is sparsely populated, a virtual desert. A few barbarians squabbling constantly over a patch of fertile land that can barely feed their numbers. They are without power or numbers or goods to trade, nor any other wealth to be had in that small impoverished region. The mountains are harsh and all but impassable, filled with lawless clans who prey on traders. Isn't that what people say?”

 “Yes,” I murmured absently. That's exactly what the region around Battling Plain was like. I knew. I'd been there. Dry, barren, sparsely populated. The mountains harsh and devoid of mineral wealth, with a paucity of trade goods. The passes treacherous and narrow.... “But the passes aren't that difficult...”

 “They are narrow and few.”


Well, they were narrow. And I only knew of two. That wasn't many. The matter slipped from my mind as I began to grasp the scope and depth of the troubadour's ability and wonder what other lies lurked all unsuspected in the depths of my own mind. And who had caused the bards of Battling Plain to put them there, and when, and why? And who shared those beliefs? And, surely most importantly, who did not? All of a sudden the secret histories began to make sense; a few volumes of truth for those who had access.

 “I don't imagine keeping people away from Battling Plain is going to be much of a problem.”

 “No reason to go there,” Simeme said.

 “No,” I agreed, knowing it was a lie but still half convinced. “No reason at all.”
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 “There's a clearer path that way,” I pointed out as Simeme turned the horse to head down to a brook overgrown with brambles.


He reined in and looked around, considering the matter, then twisted to glance over his shoulder at me. “We must be close.”

 “And you come to that conclusion because...?”


He focused on causing the horse to back up a few paces and I had to concentrate on my seat as the animal resisted, bunching and twisting beneath me as it expressed its preference to turn instead.

 “...considering,” I said as I secured my balance, “that you don't know exactly where we are going.”


Before he could respond, a man dressed in gray stepped out of nowhere just a few paces away. The horse jumped under us and we both struggled to keep our seat until Simeme got the beast under control and quieted once more.

 “Troubadour,” the stranger made the word a greeting, though his attention was all for me, I noticed. His voice was as gruff and disgruntled as his bearded face was loaded with disapproval.

 “Warder,” Simeme casually returned the greeting.


The bearded man looked as though he were going to say more, his gaze still locked on me, but then he turned his back on us. “This way,” he growled over his shoulder as he began to walk in the direction I'd indicated.

 “Warder?” I asked, keeping my voice low so as not to be overheard.


Simeme threw a grin over his shoulder. “Warder of the ways,” he said, “as you've already guessed.”


I had, in fact, though a vague memory of something Duprane had said may have helped a little. “He deflects people from their chosen path,” I said. “But I wasn't making the decisions about where we went.”


And if I ever had occasion to send scouts into territory guarded by a Warder I now knew how to negate his ability. Double up the scouts on one mount and warn them what to expect. No wonder the Warder wasn't happy.

 “The Warders are hired to guard things,” I guessed, “and keep people away.”


Simeme shrugged. “People, places, things,” he said. “It's no surprise to me there are Warders here, not when the covenant itself is out of our lands. It's the most important thing they guard and is always in their keeping.”


If the Warder could hear us, he gave no sign. We followed him through the woodland for a hundred yards or more, neither of us having anything more to say.


After a while we broke through the undergrowth into the wide slash of a grassy clearing.


It could have been any casual camp for around twenty men and women. A dozen goatskin tents, a couple of fire pits. Horses hobbled in a clearing and casually watched over by a pair of men. The majority took their ease in the tent-openings or around the fires. Within a few moments of our appearance we were the focus of their attention. They drifted from their conversations and whatever minor tasks had engaged them and clustered in a rough group as we came close. At one tent there remained four men, dressed in the same gray and brown as the Warder who had led us. Of the others present, I recognized one; a man I knew only as the Peacekeeper. I was glad to see him in a way; not because I knew him well, but because no thought of violence could enter the mind of any in his presence. Not that any thought of treachery on their part had entered my mind; they had sent the troubadour as promised, after all. I had accepted their good faith even to the extent that I had not thought to bring a weapon with me.


It was the Peacekeeper who stepped forward as we stopped before them. Simeme cleared a stirrup and I climbed down, feeling one leg tremble beneath me for a moment before I had the other foot clear of the stirrup and placed firmly on the ground. I was not nearly as fully recovered as I liked to think. I held on to the saddle for a moment to secure my balance and then turned to face them.

 “Sumto Cerulian,” the Peacekeeper greeted me as he took a final step to stand a couple of feet away. “It is good that you have come, though I would wish it had been sooner,” he made a casual gesture to include all his fellows, who had arrayed themselves in a loose arc either side of him. “We have breached the covenant to be here, just as you breached it when you entered our lands. Now we must heal that breach and adhere to the terms of the original agreement.”


I glanced at the faces of his companions and saw that each man and woman among them looked at me with stern expressions, ranging through disdain and disapproval to border on anger, presumably at what they considered to be an unacceptable delay.


In that moment I decided that flippant probably wasn't the best way to respond. “I understand the importance of the covenant, Peacekeeper,” I told him. “Had I not been debilitated by my experiences at Darklake, I would have been here more promptly.”

 “In truth,” Simeme spoke up behind me, “I only made contact with the Patron this very day. The fault is not his.”


I resisted the urge to glance over my shoulder at the blatant lie but checked the impulse as I saw the people ranged before me relax a little, their expressions relieved and accepting. In that moment I saw a weakness in his power; I knew we had met last night; I knew it for a fact and he could not make me believe otherwise. I tucked the thought away for future consideration.

 “Come,” the Peacekeeper invited me with a gesture, “let us be about it so that our agreement is sealed and the covenant secured.”


I fell into step with him and the crowd melted to let us pass. The Warder hurried ahead to greet his fellows, who then ducked into the tent they guarded and emerged a moment later. One carried a wooden board, effectively a small table without legs. The other a fair sized box, much larger than the scroll case I had half expected.


The Keeplords spread in a rough circle around us with a gap for the Warders to pass through. The Warders stopped just short of us and the first placed the board flat on the ground; the other knelt to place the box beside it and took a neat set of keys to unbind the three locks before he swung back the lid and lifted out a bulky roll of vellum. He placed it carefully upon the board and with the help of the first Warden, gently unrolled the whole thing, taking extra care in places where one piece of vellum had been stitched to another. There were several pieces, and on each section were wax seals and signatures. The first section bore several seals, none of a uniform size and some as big as my fist. Each following section bore only one or two. The whole was perhaps four feet long and not much more than a foot wide.


I fixed my eyes avidly on each seal, noting it and the family it belong to, then read the name written beneath. The first was Chelant Kachira Elindin Tresial and my gaze rested there for a good long time before I could force my attention away. Twice Consul some five hundred years ago, head of an already ancient family, grandson of the Kingslayer, also the hero who had defeated the massed tribes of the Cetachuli after a war that lasted a decade and almost saw the city of Luria destroyed, briefly Dictator and the man who had decisively ended the following civil war, and the man who had, at the age of fifty, held the bridge at Helestin single handed against the rebellious Kechan for the hour the army needed to march from the coastal town of Retra. He was called the Second Founder of Luria, a man whose name rang clear and bright in our history. His was not the only name written there that I could not possibly forget; still I concentrated on memorizing names as the Peacekeeper spoke.

 “The covenant secures our freedom from Lurian influence or interference so long as we adhere to its terms. For centuries we have done so, though the covenant has been amended many times, and here is amended one more time. We accept the Patrons of the city are each a power standing alone and uninfluenced by their peers, that from time to time the covenant must be remade and each who discovers it and signs it independently adhere to it,” he pointed to a few lines of fresh script written on fresh vellum sown to the rest of the document. “Here is the amendment that pertains to the family Cerulian for all time,” he looked to me, “and here is where you must add your seal and sign for yourself, the head of your family and all the paterfamilias of the family Cerulian for all time.”

I had to kneel before the document to sign it, and that rankled. But what skittered over the forefront of my mind was that I was committing my father to the terms of this document and he didn't even know it. I wondered how well he would respond to the fact if and when I told him. That along with the more immediate problem, the fact that I had no seal ring to add our symbol beside my signature. 



As I knelt there and studied the details of the covenant, a Warder set pen, ink and sand at my right hand. I stalled for time, slowly taking up the pen and putting it to the well as I scanned the document; first checking the amendment I was to sign and seeing it as we had agreed it at Darklake, then looking to the top of the document and the original agreement; I committed every detail to memory as I let ink drip from the pen and then tapped it once to the side of the well. One phrase of the original agreement rang in my mind; that each Patron who signs the covenant may add one Keep to our lands to be in our care and used at his need. I wondered if Jocasta could, should I ever have enough stone to invest, create an artifact to serve my purposes. I put the thought aside for future consideration.


I signed my name in full, though I had to return the pen to the inkwell twelve times, each time slowly and careful to give myself time to absorb the meaning of what I saw, each word, each name and each seal fixed in my mind.

 “Twelve is a lucky number,” the Warder murmured as he melted sealing wax and dripped it in a fair sized pool beside my name.


I watched the wax cool as I put aside the pen. A moment later I reached out and pressed my thumb into the wax to leave a clear impression there. “Any sorcerer will know this mark as mine,” I spoke softly, barely aware that I had said anything at all.


The Warders, who were gathered closer than any others about me, each nodded. “It is good,” said one, “the mark of the flesh is more true than any metal,” and then another spoke until they had all said the words.


I leaned back on my heels, still kneeling before the covenant, and looked up at the faces around me. All of them smiled in approval and as I met each gaze upon me, in turn they gave a nod and said, “It is good.”

 “The covenant is signed and kept,” the Peacekeeper said behind me, his voiced raised to be heard, “and by its terms we who may not be here in these numbers depart for our own lands kept separate from Luria and its citizens, yet allied to some according to our separate agreements.”


As one the crowd around me began to melt away and the Peacekeeper spoke again. “Farewell, Sumto Cerulian, keeper of the covenant.”


Apologetically, the Warder to my right gestured that I should move back. As I shifted away and then came to my feet, many voices wished me well and named me as the Peacekeeper had. The Warders sanded the ink of my signature, blew on the wax of my seal, and with care and reverence, folded the vellum of the covenant and placed it gently back in the box that protected it.


I stood back and watched, alone, as the Keeplords began to pack their gear and bring down the tents. No one paid me any further mind. Horses were prepared and brought and the Warders took what they guarded and made it secure as others stowed and secured their own gear. After a few moments I became aware that Simeme had come to stand beside me and I glanced his way.

 “We should go now,” he said.

 “Yes,” I breathed. “I suppose we should.”


So much, I thought, for the promise of food and rest.
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Meran sat silently as I worked.


The scratching of pen on paper was the only sound in the room he had rented for us, but the new town of Roken was as noisy as ever. The hubbub barely intruded on my consciousness as I focused on the task at hand. I'd first made a list of all the names that appeared on the covenant with the Keeplords; then made another list of the current heads of those families, this on a separate page.


The current fortunes of those families varied markedly and I deduced from this that they did not form a faction; they were not a group that gathered to the advantage of all. But they might also not be the only individuals who had inherited the knowledge of the covenant and the Keeplords with which it had been made. The knowledge might drift within a family, from one branch to another and be shared injudiciously in one generation, or be kept a secret by one family head and be lost when he died prematurely. Yet those who had knowledge of this secret were inextricably linked by that knowledge, and now I was one of their number. I had time to think of how best to use that connection to my advantage, but I would have to be careful where and how I began to do so. Like the Secret Histories and the information kept there, it was another tangled web and I would have to be careful how I began to try and unravel it.


For now, I'd put the matter aside and concentrated on writing everything I remembered about the covenant itself. Not only the original document but each and every amendment and how it affected those who had put their names to those caveats. I was coming to the end of that difficult task, spending more time looking at what I had written than adding to or amending it, when someone knocked at the outer door and Meran went to investigate.


While he was gone, I stared at the pages before me and looked at the overall picture. I'd already guessed that the hidden truth contained in the Secret Histories and the secrets of Battling Plain were linked, and I suspected to the point of certainty that Balaran and others in the colleges of sorcerers both knew and kept those secrets. Balaran was a cognomen used by the Mastrial branch of the Valdrian family. And a Valdrian of a different branch appeared on my list as a signatory to the covenant. It was not impossible that Balaran knew of the covenant from that connection.


My Uncle had hired Balaran when he had formed his legion, and had chosen to send Balaran north with the maniple that had been assigned to assist me to aid Lendrin Treleth in his aim to found a trading post in the north; and Treleth was my father's client. I sifted the connections to see if they were significant. The colleges assigned mages as available to hire according to some system I was entirely ignorant of; but still, if my Uncle had asked for the services of Balaran, did that imply a connection? How well did my Uncle know and trust Balaran, if at all? The only way to get an answer to that was to ask. That I should probably tell my Uncle and my father, the head of our family, was an idea I was resisting for now; the urge to pass the whole matter to someone with greater authority ran against the grain; it would feel too much like a child running to a parent for help with a problem that was beyond him.


When Meran returned and stood in the open doorway, I was still brooding over that thought, knowing that keeping this from my father was tantamount to a rejection of his familial authority over me. That wasn't an action to take lightly. Deep in thoughts of family divisions and family secrets, I was only peripherally aware that Meran was waiting for me. I continued to stare at the far wall with unfocused eyes as I chewed over the consequences of my desire to keep this to myself. Maybe I could use this knowledge to force some cooperation out of him when I might need him to act in my best interests. That thought had some appeal.


My attention drifted over the pages in front of me and I picked out once more the name that concerned me most; an ancient member of the Terian family. Yuril Kelenthis Terian, my brother-in-law, was the current head of that family. The man who had started me on the path here might have had other motives than those he had declared at the time, convincing though they had then seemed.


As I saw how many powerful families appeared here, how much vested interest was wrapped up in keeping these things secret, I realized I would have to destroy these writings or make them very very safe. A secret, I reminded myself, was only truly a secret if only one person knew it. What these papers contained was more in the way of restricted knowledge, more like a membership list to a very exclusive club than truly secret information. Still, committing such information to paper came with risks that would have to be addressed, one way or another. For now I thoughtfully folded them and tucked them in my pocket before I looked up, only then noticing Meran's contained enthusiasm.

 “What?”


He held up a letter.

 “So bring it...” the unmistakable sound of a heavy bag of coins being dumped on a table came from the outer room. I let the sound settle into me and ease tensions I hadn't known I was carrying. “Elendas?”


Meran nodded and let the suppressed grin show. “His men, and a ton of money.” He gestured back to the open doorway as he crossed the room to pass me the letter. “We don't want it here, do we?”

 “Definitely not.” I cracked the seal and scanned the letter as I stood up. “Get it to the camp treasurer and get scrip,” I smiled as I found what I'd been looking for. Elendas had come through for me. There would be enough to secure membership of the sixth class and a little left over. It would no longer be possible for me to be tried in absentia. And I wouldn't have to beg for expenses to see myself through my year of exile.

 “Then I'll stop them.”


Meran left and I stood alone in the room and listened to him take care of things for me as I read the letter.


Patron,


Let me first say that news has reached us of your exile and that I still address you as Patron will reassure you of my honest intent to keep to our bargain. The other chieftains saw me receive my authority from your hand, after all, and a direct link to the city has already aided me in my discussions with them. Duprane came to me and apprised me of your agreement with the Keeplords, and with her. I will keep your word so far as Duprane is concerned, never fear. That she came to me and not the others, this also enhanced my status among the other chieftains. As I knew rumor would soon spread the word that the city will not encroach our lands, I had Duprane repeat the letter of the agreement in front of them, that no citizen may come north, and by questioning Duprane, made it clear to them that that did not bar mercenaries in your hire coming to my assistance should the need ever arise.


This will explain why I have sent to you the sum of money that I have. One day I may need you to spend it on my behalf. This is just a precaution, but one I think wise. I hope you approve it.


Your man Sapphire sticks to my side like a shadow. He unnerves people. That has proven useful, and I thank you for the consideration. My Uncle has now returned to Darklake with his men and happily pledged himself to me. As soon as he did so, Sapphire declared his intent to leave. I believe he went north. He has made a request of me that I regularly pass news of Battling Plain to your father by letter. I will await your word on that matter and act accordingly.


Your warning concerning Mielkan is appreciated. I executed him at once, along with a few other ringleaders in the attempted rebellion against you. The magnitude of the problems you faced here is becoming clear to me. Hustlan has fallen under my rule and I will send my Uncle there to control it in my name. With Hustlan under my control I see no reason not to allow those of Learneth to return to the surrounding lands, where many have abandoned farms. Many more have chosen to remain here, having already taken steps to establish themselves, and I have permitted this. In time, Learneth may be rebuilt. If and when that happens, that town will also be mine.


I cannot see a way clear to holding the lands north of Hustlan. Indeed, the Keeplords made it clear that such a move would not be welcome. As I do not want the former subjects of the Necromancers here, neither trusting them nor being able to think of a use for them, I suggested that the Keeplords should take charge of them. They agreed, each Keeplord accepting a number to be integrated with their existing populations. As to the territory of the Necromancers, I have already received news that they are severally disputed by surrounding clans. I cannot enter into that arena and still hold what I have. With the threat of your two centuries it might have been possible. Without them it is not. Also, such a move would bring me into conflict with the Keeplords, and that would be the end of me.


Speaking of the Keeplords, you will want news of them. The bulk of their force departed the day after you went south, though many of the Lords themselves remain. I do not know how many as they camp with Duprane and I am not welcome there – I understand that this is another agreement you made that I am expected to keep? Well, I will keep it, of course, and in any case the Keeplords would enforce it were I foolish enough to go against them. We have met several times, by agreement, and come to such arrangements as I have explained already. I do not anticipate any problems with them as a group, nor as individuals when they return to Battling Plain. It is far enough away that our interests are not in conflict, so long as I see that no citizen of the city pass through my lands unchallenged.


That I am expected to bar your people passage may prove problematic. You may not be aware that I have received a communication from the governor of Roken who shares your name. This includes a letter marked with his seal commanding any citizen to turn south, though realistically I can do no more than show the letter and request it. I do not see how anyone can stop any citizen of the city doing as they please in this matter, but the Keeplords seem oddly content with the arrangement. I would like to hear your thoughts on this, and any advice you might have to offer.


I have also received a letter from Hald Epwhel of Twobridges. It seems that we are to be allies, of sorts. He claims to be in the clientship of your Uncle, and a degree of cooperation is expected as we are both clients to members of the same family. I have responded warmly but without committing myself to anything. I would appreciate some clarification on this matter. Your ways of doing things are confusing to me, I must admit, so I had better just ask clearly and be done with it. If Hald Epwhel directs me in your uncle's name to do something on his behalf, am I bound by my link to you to do it? In short, and without intention to cause offense, as I ask in all ignorance and need to know, do you derive your authority from your Uncle's position? Am I, in effect, his man?


Now to personal matters. My mother is somewhat distressed at your sudden departure. I would appreciate it if you would write to her. I will make no suggestions as to the content of the letter, but for my sake make it good. I intercepted a letter she had written to your sister, of all people, and destroyed it after reading. I will spare you the details, both of regrets and self-recrimination, but you should know that my mother was basically asking, one woman to another, for advice on how to manipulate you into marriage. I know how impossible that would be for you, but apparently my mother does not. Try and be kind, but dissuade her from this foolishness. She is no use to me in her current state of mind and I can't see that anyone else can do anything to remedy the problem.


There is nothing else that needs saying. At least, nothing else I can think of.


I remain your client, though I do understand that, technically you can have none. The rest is details. Speaking of which, where do I send further letters to you? To the care of your Uncle so long as he is in Roken, perhaps?


Now I have a feast to attend. The chieftains are returning to their lands tomorrow. I have made them some gifts I can barely spare, but it was my father who originally held their people hostage and they expect some recompense. Even with all the people who have left Darklake, and will leave, yet many more will remain than were here before. I don't know how I'm going to feed them all. Don't be angry with me, Patron, it was a slip of the pen – I mean, I don't know how they are going to feed themselves. The maps you sent will be a great help but there is still the problem of... never mind. I'll work it out.


Elendas


I had everything to hand to reply immediately, and for a long few moments I stared at a blank sheet and considered how best to respond.


I could do no other than approve his dispositions and could not really find fault with them. The extended territory he held was a seed of change for the region, and I was both glad and relieved that Duprane and the other Keeplords had not pressured him more than they had. The loss of the territory north of Hustlan was not unexpected, and he was right, he couldn't hold it with the men he had available. The Keeplords had made it clear to me that the Grave was none of my business, and I had already conceded as much. So, when I wrote to him I would say these things. Hold what you have. Husband your resources and develop your economic base as you can. Otherwise, don't rock the boat or draw too much attention to yourself. Duprane will be watching, and through her the other Keeplords, all of whom have a vested interest in the status quo.


It concerned me that he made no mention of trials for Mielkan and the others he had executed, but he must rule outside our direct influence and must pick and choose which of our ways and laws to follow and which to ignore. I could require, request or suggest a judicial system be implemented, but at this time I certainly couldn't enforce it.


The other matters that bothered me were all related. Sapphire's request on my father's behalf that Elendas gather more information of Battling Plain and report to him. Hald Epwhel of Twobridges, my Uncle's client, and his statement that a degree of cooperation was expected. And that final question on the matter; if my Uncle issued an order through Hald Epwhel, should it be obeyed?


Under other circumstances, and were they not family, the answer would be an automatic no. As things stood, my Uncle and my father looked like they were both either taking advantage or assuming I would take a subservient role in what they doubtless thought of as the family business. If I rolled over for it, I would be setting a precedent.

 “I don't like it,” I muttered to myself. To just assume the cooperation of my client was damned rude if nothing else.


I left the page blank and wandered into the kitchen, where I located some beer and poured myself a mug. After a moment spent looking at the froth and frowning, I glanced around before putting it down and tearing off a generous hunk of bread from the remains of a fresh loaf. I covered it with butter and cut a chunk of cheese to go with it; then I took all outside and stood in the sun to eat and drink and think while I watched the world go by. It was pretty busy world to watch and a timely reminder of just how much better placed to advantage themselves both my Uncle and father were than I.


The cheese tasted good. Both the butter and bread were fresh, and the beer was fine. I sipped at it slowly.


There was still a chance that I could forge a public career. A year's exile would not bar me from public office, and my reputation was already dubious. I would still have to put in some military time, but that could be arranged easily enough. But if I gained a reputation for being a client, specifically my father's client, I would be dismissed as a lightweight any time my name came up. True, my uncle and father would be mentioned in the same breath, and I knew they cooperated and were part of the same faction, but their careers were not linked in the public mind. Each had his separate clients, a separate power base; they were equals and seen to be so. Now they both wanted me to knuckle under and both seemed to assume that I would accede to their requests without apparent gain to me; and that was the crux of it. Equals might engage in a transaction to mutual benefit; a client merely did as he was asked, knowing he would be aided in turn at need.


With a scowl of distaste, I took another mouthful of beer to wash away the bad taste of that thought.


No. Full Patrons of the city they might be, and I a no-hope exile, but I would not let them bully me into subservience. I already had plenty of indications that my father considered me a pawn in his greater game. I would put up with his low regard. I would instruct Elendas to gather what information he could and send those reports to me; then I would pass on what I chose. I would have to leave someone here to receive those reports, I decided. That would be Meran. And I would leave money here for him to invest here, in Roken. He could hire and send an adviser to Elendas, and that individual could act as a go-between and assist Elendas in the rebuilding and exploitation of his territories. I would permit Elendas to cooperate with Hald Epwhel but only where gains were mutual; should my Uncle make a request, he would have to deal with Meran, my most senior client, the ex-slave, and I would also make that clear to everyone involved. Elendas was my client, not the client of my Uncle.


I swirled the beer and frowned thoughtfully as I watched the froth spin. I'd intended to ask my Uncle what he knew of Balaran and judge the answer. That now seemed impossible without Orlyan taking it as a sign of subservience, a sign that I needed him and would knuckle under. The matter of the signatories of the covenant would have to wait for another solution to come to mind.


I also needed to wring some concession from my father, should I take on the task he set me during my exile. It shouldn't be difficult to choose amongst the two or three bastard children of the former king of Brithada and set him on his throne. Then I would gain some concession from, as I would be the one he would be dealing with, all-be-it with my father's backing. The sooner I got there and assessed the situation, the sooner I could decide what I wanted out of it.

 “Tomorrow,” I decided and decisively dashed the dregs of the beer onto the grass at my feet. I looked around for someone to give orders to and found myself alone.


Well, I had the rest of the day to set things in place. With a shrug I turned back into the house, ready to write to Elendas and make all clear to him.


I supposed that I had better write to Anista, also, though what exactly I might say to her I didn't yet know.


Something kind, I decided, but also cool.
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I stood on the wall in the late afternoon and looked down into the Eyrie, now named Roken. I could see the new buildings clustered around the gate where the long walls lay roughly a mile from here. The pasture within the walls was vast. Less than one hundred yards from where I stood on the wall there were work crews who marked out a racetrack that would run the entire distance around the town. It would be exactly six miles long.


I had not yet asked Orlyan about his racehorses but the thought was still on my mind; enough so that I had sought them out where they were pastured within these walls and close to the gate, close to where I was lodging. He had four beasts and they were aptly described by that word; big, strong, proud animals in the best of health. There can be no magical enhancement of a racehorse, of course; that would be a different kind of contest altogether. But there are always ways around a rule and the urge to compete and win will spur you to seek them out and find them. Breeding stock can be altered and put to the test and in that way the bloodlines can be enhanced. The horses that are changed will not be raced, but their descendants are free of magic, in a purely technical sense. It is just as livestock is normally bred for a desired trait. Only faster. And a little more extreme. My Uncle's horses were all lungs and heart and finely-toned muscle and strong bone; they were made to suck in air and metabolize it into power and speed and endurance. In their minds there was running and winning and nothing else. They were probably useless for any other purpose.


I looked down at the race track in the making. I had not yet asked Orlyan about his racehorses. I am a good horseman and he knows it. He might say yes. But he would want something in return. Whatever it might be it would be something I did not want to give.


I took a slow deep breath and puffed it out in a massive sigh. No. I would not put myself in his debt, no matter how much I wanted to race. Maybe I am learning, I thought. Maybe wisdom is not doing what you want. Or something.


It felt like a long walk back to my bed. One long lonely walk.
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I ended up checking through my own gear as Meran sat sullenly with his back to the wall and watched me, his scarred face scrunched up in a scowl of disapproval.

 “There isn't anyone else,” I reminded him as I emptied the bag I'd recovered from Dannat and ran through the contents.

 “I understand that,” he didn't sound mollified.


The chain armor was clean, well-oiled and undamaged apart from a few nicks in the odd link here or there.

 “Someone has to be here to respond if Elendas has need, and he will need help establishing markets for his goods and materials.” Satisfied, I stuffed the chain back in the bag; I'd no intention of wearing armor habitually while I traveled. It would just draw attention to us and I planned that we look as innocuous as possible.

 “I know,” Meran still didn't sound happy.


The cavalry blade and honor blade were in perfect condition. As I looked over the belt for cracks in the leather I found a ring attached by a leather thong. I recognized it as that which had cloaked me in illusion so that the world would see an Alendi warrior. I untied the ring and slipped it on to be sure I was right; reassured by the tattoo that appeared on the back of my left hand and suddenly brawny forearm. Satisfied, though no obvious use sprang to mind, I retied it where it had been. I would keep it with my blades. I set them aside for now. The cavalry blade I'd carry at the saddle and the other could sit at my hip just in case. I might not want to draw attention but there was no sense being a damn fool about it. Reaching for a blade that isn't there can be embarrassing. I missed the belt that would stand in place of armor, but Sapphire still wore it and I had not yet asked for its return, nor could I easily do so now.


With a mental shrug, I turned my mind to more important things. “I think the slate will sell well if you can get it moved in the right quantities.”

 “You said. It's a problem but the Seneschal I hired to help Elendas has some ideas. Mule trains bringing it out to the river settlements and barging it in bulk down river,” he grabbed a few pages off the table in front of him and waved them. “It's all here. Costings and cash and beasts needed. He thinks I should rent land from your uncle and start breeding mules; he says they're going to be needed by everyone who wants to bring goods out of the north.”


I gave a brisk nod and started shoving clothes on top of the armor. “Sounds good. Do what you think best. Put the money to work and try and make more.”

 “You said. I will.” He grabbed another bunch of papers and waved it at me. “We have plans and everything. It's going to be fun.”


I grabbed a new pair of boots and shoved them into the bag before picking it up and testing it for weight. Probably heavy enough, I decided, and dropped it to one side before replacing it with an empty bag that would balance out on the saddle. “Good. Spend some on yourself.” I wrapped whiskey bottles in clothes and started to pack my other bag.

 “Look after yourself.”


I looked up and saw that he was genuinely worried. “I have Simeme with me.”

 “And Kerral?”


Kerral had been my friend. He'd saved my life once. But now I didn't know that I trusted him, though I could see he could be useful to me and so had agreed that he would accompany me. I guessed by the end of the year I would know if I could trust him or not. I couldn't think of another way to find out and I needed to know. I needed allies and people I could trust. So far it was a pretty short list. “And Kerral,” I agreed.


And of the two I trusted best, Jocasta and Meran, neither one of them would be with me. My hands slowed at their task and I felt suddenly heavyhearted. “If there was anyone else I could trust...”

 “I know,” Meran suddenly sounded conciliatory. “Just take care.”

 “I will,” I assured him. Hadn't I always?


Tomorrow or the next day we would begin. There was no hurry, I thought. There was plenty of time.
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It was a dream and I knew it, so I also knew whose dream it was.

 “Jocasta?” My voice rang out in an empty hall of plastered walls and marble floors and came back to me unchanged. There was moonlight through one window; bright moonlight that reminded me that tonight was the night of the full moon.

 “Here,” she spoke softly but firmly.


Her voice came from behind me and I turned to pick her slender form out of the shadows as she closed the distance between us.

 “Where are you?” I knew that she created the dream from her surroundings.

 “Home,” Jocasta said as she came close and stopped before me. “My family home.”


I recognized the hall now. I had been here once before. Many years ago, or so it seemed, when our parents had thought Orelia, Jocasta's older sister, a good match for me.

 “Oh.” That she was home seemed odd but I didn't want to think about it. I was too busy looking at Jocasta's face as she looked up at me, her head cocked to one side and expression speculative as she examined my face as though looking for something. As usual, I saw nothing much else while she was near. No doubt her sleeping form lay nearby, but her mind was here and so was my full attention. “Why?”

 “My Sister is dead. An accident. She fell. I have inherited everything with all that implies.”


It took a moment to absorb that. It wasn't just the family property and wealth, whatever it might be, that she had inherited. She was now the legal head of the family Habrach, a family not quite as ancient and august as mine but a famous family none the less. Her status had just changed in kind, not just degree. “So you came home,” of course.

 “The college could not hold me. I am the Patron of my family. Subject to no other man or woman,” she shrugged dismissively, just as I would have, “save those who hold some executive office or other.” Merely our peers. Men who would again be private citizens after a year in office.


We were still looking at each others' faces, both looking for something and not knowing what, but she would not meet my gaze nor I hers. “The patron of your family?”

 “Yes.”


It would be true in any event but she knew what I had asked and had answered that with one emphatic word. She had then declared and documented her status as a legal male and thus able to pursue a political career. She had threatened to do it when she had left my side at the grave but there was always a small part of me that didn't believe it.

 “I see.” I also saw something else. A shadow such as I had once seen elsewhere. Someone in the waking world was standing beside her, close enough to be drawn into the dream as a shadowy and indistinct figure. It made me frown but I don't know why. Maybe I resented it that we were not alone. “Who is that?”


Jocasta glanced sideways, expression masked like a child checking for a reaction. “Silver,” she said.


My heart beat hard in my chest once, then seemed to go still and cold, as the truth dawned on me. I could be wrong, of course, but dared not probe while Silver was present and possibly able to hear. I had no idea why Jocasta had come to me, no idea what she wanted to speak about, but whatever it was I did not want Silver to know. My breathing had gone shallow and fast with fear. I put that aside and looked for some way to divert Jocasta's line of thought, whatever it might be. “Why did you leave me?”


She looked surprised. “I'm not going to discuss that now.”


I really had no idea. It had been bothering me but I'd turned aside from thinking about it. Certainly I had never asked and would not be asking now if I did not desperately need a diversion. I had rescued her; everything had seemed fine between us. We were closer than ever. Then something had changed. We had both been captured again when Dannat betrayed me. When I had come to the Hall of the Grave, hard on the heels of Tahal, we had come together again. Everything about that encounter was hard to remember. I'd had a concussion so I was hardly surprised by that. I'd dropped a ten carat stone in her lap; our eyes had met; nothing had changed. Tahal had been speaking; he was scared; he'd talked about the Grave, about his plans for us, then... then we had killed him, Sapphire and I. Somehow I had taken another blow to the head. Was it any wonder I didn't remember much?

 “Was it something that I did?”

 “No!” Jocasta's gaze was fixed on me now. Her eyes glimmered with some emotion I couldn't pin down. She was close, hand raised to almost touch my cheek. “No, Sumto. It was something I did.”


The shadow beside her blurred and I was abruptly pushed somehow sideways and found myself seated on a horse in the first light of dawn, in a battlefield where our force had overwhelmed the enemy and I looked around nervously while our men mopped up. I was full of boundless energy; exhilarated from the victory but also uneasy. Something was wrong and only I seemed to know it. Come to the banners, the horns sounded, and our men came. Then Sheo appeared at the head of a unit of horsemen and thundered toward us. Behind them a hint of movement in the early light, barbarians appearing in streams that I knew was about to turn into an endless flood.


Oh, no. I thought. Not again.
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Soaked in sweat, I sat on the edge of the bed, head in hands and shivering as I pushed the memories away. The bloody battle which I had survived and so many others had not. All the blood and the killing and the dying that only went on for longer each time I dreamed it and more memories seemed to emerge from a fog of horror. A face, the remains of a man’s face, almost all but one eye sheared off by a bright blade that ended in my hand.


I shuddered and pushed the memory away. The widening eye, the seeping blood.


The room seemed tiny though at the same time the door seemed far away. It took a while to get there and drag it open. The kitchen was quiet and as dark as the rest of the night. Meran and Simeme shared another room and their snores sounded loud and annoying. It took a little time to find a drink, and get some of it inside me. I did it as quietly as I could and stared out the open door into the bright cool night, careless of the fact that I was naked. No one could see into my mind and that was clothing enough. I felt that being alone was a good thing to be as the wine eased me and the cool dark breeze dried the sweat from my skin and cooled me until my memory of the dream was gone and what had come before was revealed.


My blood ran cold with fear and I blinked once. Jocasta was in terrible danger and had no notion that it might be so. In the language of the north they pronounce the word “silver” similarly but not the same.


In the north it is Silgar.
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It had not taken long to dress. As I had done so I had thought with feverish haste about what must be done. Time was my enemy but there was no choice to be made. Jocasta had once traveled alone all this long way to free me from a nightmare prison and save my life. How could I do less for her? Part of me wanted to wake Meran and Simeme, to find Kerral, but I knew that I would travel by far the fastest if I traveled alone.


The sky was clear and the moon bright. I talked to myself softly as I walked through the night. I wanted them to hear me coming and not be spooked by my sudden appearance. There are predators in the night and I wanted them to be sure I was not one of them, but instead a familiar man perhaps come to give them the apples they could surely scent on me.


I was used to horses bred for war; they were aggressive but stable of mentality. They did not spook easily not would they do more than tense at a wound so long as it was not mortal or deep. A racehorse was a different creature altogether. I'd had little concern when I'd contemplated a single race but to ride an unknown beast until I could exchange it for a fresh mount would be a challenge.


My pack weighted less heavy than it had. The armor was on me, though masked by a baggy mantle and cloak; the gladius hung now at my hip and the cavalry sword was in my off hand and would be hung at the saddle. There was only one bottle of the good northern whiskey in the pack. I would not be embarking on a long leisurely journey with time to take my ease.


The bright full moon lit everything like it was a beacon for ships in the night. I had no problem coming through the new buildings and finding the paddocks. The big horses loomed and one was closer and faced me just beyond the fence. “Ho there, Champion,” I slid the words of praise into my steady stream of nonsense and saw him raise his head just a little as one focused ear twitched in recognition of the tone of voice. “Oh, you are the most superb horse ever bred to race like the wind.” His head came forward over the fence and he pressed his chest lightly against it. He did not know me but he knew my kind; my voice was pride and love and he knew the people who spoke to him that way. They brought treats and stroking of the nose and reinforced his pride with every word and touch.


The crunch of the apple I bit sounded loud in the night as I came close. He responded with a soft and almost silent nicker of hope and I could see his lips moving as he quested for contact. I smiled and praised him some more as I came close and let him have the apple while I caressed his face. His nose was big and I knew that he could suck down gallons of air in a single breath. In the bright moonlight we could see each other clearly and I judged his calm but attentive eye and the alert but unafraid ears.

 “Want to go for a ride, boy?” I asked him and was unsurprised when he tossed his head in a big generous nod. It was what he was born for. He knew the word ride so well and loved it so much that he stepped a couple of paces so that his back was presented. He looked over his shoulder at me as though to ask what I was waiting for. I smiled. It was going to be fine, I knew, as soon as I found a saddle.
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The road began at the fort and was a bright white line in the colorless night. There were no fires on the walls of the fort. Military discipline was still in force. The sentinels would see me but though they might wonder they would not immediately question. This was a pacified area and Roken was a town of allies. The town itself was so relaxed that the guards had proffered an explanation for my night time ride rather than question it. “Nice night, Patron,” one had greeted me. “Going into exile, then?”


I frowned into the night as the gate slowly closed behind me and I sat my new mount at the top of the slope. The cleared plain ensured that it would be difficult to lay an ambush for those using our roads. I did not yet know how far the road ran south; miles, surely, but not yet to the end of Alendi territory. But perhaps a new road was striking out to meet it; perhaps from as close as Yurprit, clients of the city. Though the Alendi and Prashuli had slaughtered the people in great numbers they would not have been able to do much damage to our roads, and Yurprit had been taken back by our armies in the north. East of the Denil river, the small town of Yurprit would have a temporary fort to give confidence to the returning population, and what greater confidence can there be than a new road striking north?


Still, there would be a gap and this would be the slowest part of my journey. From Yurprit there would be a road south into the Kingdom of Wherrel and to Neerthan and a route I knew, through Paresh, Huprew and finally the city.


I let the restless racehorse step forward and felt him hate the pace. “Slowly down here, Champion. There is a slope and the footing may be less sure than we like. And slowly across the track that will take us round the fort, into ground churned up and full of holes and debris.”


The fort and road slipped from my sight as we descended and one wall blocked our view, but it was still much in my mind. The new road might already have way-houses made and manned by discharged soldiers putting their money to use and making new lives, offering beds and food and fresh horses. It might even be that a unit of Roadwardens had formed to patrol the road and give focus to all who made their living from it. In any case, I would ride Champion until I was sure the road home would be uninterrupted. Then each ten miles I would change horses. It was a long road, perhaps eight hundred miles from here to the city and I would not sleep unless I must. Perhaps when I became so tired that I could not ride and still be safe in the saddle I would hire and ride in a gig to catch an hour or two's exhausted sleep while on the move. I would make sure they led a horse for me so that no matter when I woke I could mount up and ride on.


We rode down onto the plain and around the fort as slow as needful and each as restless as the other. If it were not for the gap in the road I might count on reaching the city in four or five days, without killing a horse but instead taking most of the toll on myself.


We came round the fort unchallenged and as we put hoof to the road and heard the confident crunch of it we relaxed a little and began to move. I let him canter and tried to feel the way he moved and let him learn about me. It took a while as we both looked forward along the long white road bright under the full moon. Were it not for the gap between here and Yurprit I might make it home in four or five days. I might add the crime of horse theft to my debit, and only should my Uncle choose to lay a charge.


I felt the confidence and sureness of Champion's gait and he in turn seemed to become more sure of himself, learning how my balance affected his. I felt him grow stronger under me and as soon as my own confidence matched his I let him change to a faster gait. I would miss him when he was exhausted; he would be the fastest ride of the journey. If it were not for the gap I would be home in four or five days.


As it was, I made it by dawn of the sixth.
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Home.

It is a strange word. Home. Short yet full of meaning. A word with many layers and textures. The city, the people, the family home and childhood, the training for war and politics that seemed to begin with my first breath. My brother, who was killed in just such a war as we were prepared for. My father, powerful and distant and demanding. Uncles and cousins, some now lost to me, and my sister married to a man who had threatened me and begun all the horrors that had changed me to a man who thinks nothing much of the pain brought on by riding for six days and nights with just snatched food and sleep on the move. 
My eyes hurt in their sockets and did not welcome the dawn light that lit the outskirts of the city not much more than a mile ahead of me. My body ached in every muscle but that was nothing to the pain in my legs and buttocks that were all bruised and battered as though they had been beaten with sticks. Were I not a horseman the ride would have killed me, I guess. As it was I just wished it had.


Home is a big complex word with lot of shades of meaning and intent. It demands of you and you require of it. It is a house, the certainty of food and shelter and safety. It may be just a room within the house, a room with a door that you can close and be alone. Home is also family and friends and people you greet when you step out the door. People you eat and drink and share with. It seemed a long time since I had a home, since I had been home.


Luria lay there in the bright dawn and shone back like the sun itself. Behind the hills on which the city sprawled exuberantly there stood the green slope of the ancient cold volcano from whose depths we drew our power. On my right as I approached from the north I saw glitters and gleams of the broad river that ran through Luria and then turned more west and ran to Our Sea where lay the port of the city. Between us there also lay the grand canal. Both river and canal were replete with boats, always full and always moving, transporting goods to and from the sea-going ships that filled our port day and night. From here I could see two of the many aqueducts that ran fresh water into our city day and night having marched dozens of miles across the landscape to bring their load from year round springs in distant hills. 



Home was also the concept of the Pomerium, which was right at this point. Marked by no one physical marker, no one wall or pillar or arch or building, the Pomerium was the intangible border between the city and the rest of the world, between inside and outside, between us and them. It is unmarked, but if you live here, if you are Lurian, you just know. Had I still imperium I would stop right here and go no further. I would send a message that I was ready to lay down my imperium and then wait for someone with the authority to witness that I had given up my badges of office, whatever they might be, and the legal protections that came with them, so that I might legally enter the city. It had started with weapons, of course, and I did not wear my swords now, but instead had them bound in a bundle of cloth. The law had extended to war-bands, then armies, and then any public office that gave the authority of the Assembly to one who must spend time out of the city. The reason is simple, really; if you give power to a man then he will certainly use it. Best he surrender that power before he comes back into your presence.


I was home and now there was no need to stop. I had given up my imperium, a gift by my father's authority. That my imperium had been unearned was the reason I should not be here, riding without much speed now toward my home.


I could not see them but I knew that there were eleven other roads just as broad and busy as this one, filled as it was with wagons and herds come to supply us all for another day. It was dawn and on the city streets I could see movement wherever I looked. People up and about and busy and doing and making and buying and selling. My people. I felt a surge of pride as I looked at my home and rode toward a wide open gate without a guard in sight. I would ride into the city unmarked, unchallenged and unquestioned.


I was home.
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 “Who are you?”


The doorman looked out through the metal grating and looked me up and down, unimpressed. I certainly stank and just as certainly looked like I should. My hair would have lost any hint of the dressing that would mark my status and the clothes I wore also gave no clue.


Walking had been a torture. Even the long thin package I carried bore me down, but from the wall districts there was no choice. Local laws prohibited any but foot traffic, so vendors and people who wanted to move goods during the day pushed carts. At night wagons were permitted, but even they were regulated. No one wants to live knee-deep in horse shit, though the blocks that stood in the roads so that people can cross were a reminder of when people did. One million people in one place was a lot of people, enough to be a problem in consequence of their numbers.


I was tired and hurting but the doorman looked to be the kind of slave who was irritating whenever he thought he could get away with it.

 “The lady Jocasta Habrach is at home?”

 “Who is it who wishes to know?” The doorman sounded suspicious.


I opened my mouth to answer, acutely aware of how bad I must look. And smell. I was also aware of the people who passed by in the street behind me, aware of the general hubbub of voice and movement and work that thrummed through the whole city and was just discernible even in this quiet district. I was wrecked by exhaustion and expended by constant effort. Lack of sleep tugged at me but I would not rest easy until I had met and warned Jocasta of exactly who and what Silver was. I stood a moment longer, eyes squinted in thought and mouth open. The servant had not sounded surprised that anyone would ask. Jocasta was well, then. Unhurt at this moment. And I had no idea of what Silver intended here. If it were Jocasta's death then surely she would be dead already.


Without another word, I turned and walked away. I heard the doorman mutter something about vagabond drunks but paid no mind. The street was what interested me now; the Quirinal Hill is in the heart of the city, where land is expensive and Patrons and Knights Equestes build sprawling villas to display their wealth to each other. Here we were on the edge of things, the Habrach family flowing at a low ebb of wealth these days. Jocasta's family home would once have been little more than a guest-house for friends or distant family.


Though the roads here were calm and fairly quiet, just one corner turned and one street walked and I was at the bottom of the hill and in a much more active thoroughfare. Here the commerce that was our lifeblood was in full flood. The women at the fountain gathered to fetch water but their gossip might pass news of work for the menfolk between them. On spare space between two shops a young woman in slave's garb sat and sewed, repairing clothes on her own account which she would be paid for, the work she did in her own time. Folk of all classes mixed and dealt with slave or foreigner alike and made no distinction. They were my very people and I loved them all and would gladly fight and shed blood on their account against their enemies. I had and I would again. I stood dizzy at the crossroads and looked for a slave or freedman who was at a loose end and in want of employment.


Foreigners constantly wonder how we tell one class from another, since all mingle freely on almost all occasions and a man of a lower class may be far wealthier than a man of higher status. For me it was effortless; this one a young Knight, that one of the fourth class, this of the second and that one a freedman. There are an endless number of subtle signals to look for; for example, cloth is hand woven and expensive, so the more cloth in a garment the wealthier the wearer. Colors are restricted, crimson for a knight and the darkest purple for a man who has taken a seat in the Assembly of Patrons. Beads in the hair denote a freedman, but they may have gold beads among them and precious gemstones that say plainly that a higher class is within reach, but as yet rejected. The only thing everyone has in common is that they are clean; and in that I stood out like a bloodied thumb and it wasn't long before a young slave and I marked each other and I beckoned him over.


He was still trying to puzzle me out as he stepped out of the crowd and stopped before me. “Do you speak Lurian?”


I smiled. “Clearly and well,” I told him. “I need some services for a few fingers of the sun, and have fair coin to pay.”


He grunted, surprised by my native accent; he'd taken me for some foreigner, no doubt. “What service do you seek, apart from directions to a bath-house?”

 “A hairdresser to meet me at the bath-house and also you must purchase new clothes for a man of my class.”

 “And what class is that, employer?”

 “You trust me on the price?”

 “I do, employer. You have money to burn and you are in a hurry and I have work to give. For each finger of the sun a coin seems fair, yes? So, what clothes am I to buy?”


I hesitated for the first time. He'd judged me well enough and charged a high price for his services. Well, like I cared. But now I'd decided what class to be for now. The truth was I might be caught here still when my exile began; better if few people knew that Sumto the Patron was in the city. I had no reason to touch with any officialdom; I'd already laid down my imperium and had no duty to report. Best not, then, to advertise my class of birth. “The sixth” I told him.

 “If you are a spy I warn you once, desist from this path or the full might of the city will swat you and smear you into a bloody mess as a mosquito on a whitewashed wall.”


This from a slave. Warning me and my whole country as though he had the authority to do it. If I'd been a foreign king he might have spoken to me the same way and it made me laugh with as pure a pleasure as I had not felt in a long time. I love my people. They bring me joy even in their very existence. “Thank you for the warning, lad. I'm no spy but a man of the city who has traveled hard and light for a good distance and now is home and glad of it.”


He looked me up and down and judged my clothes past the dirt and dust and grime and wear. His face scrunched up in thought. “I should have charged more,” he muttered.

 “You were born free,” I told him.

 “Of course,” he looked puzzled. “I sold myself to my cousin's patron and I'll buy myself free when I have learned my trade and can support myself.” He shrugged like it was nothing because it was nothing.

 “Maybe you should have charged more,” I accepted his point, “but we've an agreement and you are bound, so show me to a bath-house and bring me clothes.”

 “Yes, employer. This way then.”


I moved with care as I followed and he matched his pace to mine without comment. He looked for the big gaps and for where the people moved most slowly so that I would not have to dodge. He stepped in front of those who might bump into me and he led me so that no harm would come to me. I moved with great care; everything hurt, especially my legs, and I couldn't move with confidence or speed.

 “Are you hurt, employer?” His voice was honest concern. “Should I also find a healer? I know a good man of moderate skill and he may not be far away.”

 “No,” I did hesitate a moment but the truth was that I was worn out not hurt. A healer would speed my recovery but at a price as always. I'd no reserves of fat to burn in healing. I'd have to eat like a glutton and sleep and that time wasted played no part in my plans. “I'm not hurt. Just very tired and saddle-weary.” The bruises on my thighs and butt must go down to the bone and taking a seat would hold no attraction to me for a long time, if ever. I had decided, in fact, that I hated horses.

 “Here we are then, employer. Gissela will look after you.”

 “Huh,” I grunted, turned to thank him but found myself talking to the back of his head as he nipped into the crowd and was consumed by it. I turned in the wide stone entrance of the building and smiled to myself. He had chosen well. There would doubtless be a Gymnasium nearby and that would have a bath-house, but be full of fit men who would not have a care of me. The public baths would be full at any time of day and I would likely be jostled and bumped enough times to knock me from my unsteady feet. But here, at the whore house, I would be treated gently if expensively.


I smiled and stepped forward into the gloom of the doorway and found myself face to face with a giant dark-skinned man who was not smiling. His nose might have been broken many times but it was hard to be sure as I suspected it might have looked that way naturally.

 “Gissela?” I asked more in hope than expectation.

 “No.” His voice rumbled up from some secret cavernous otherworld that gave it more depth and timbre than seemed plausible. He still wasn't smiling.


He wore the clothes and hair of a freeman, so he had been born here and born free; it was impossible to tell if his ancestors had been here for decades or centuries. He was a man of the city.

 “I need a bath,” I told him.

 “No,” he rumbled again and now I knew what he had meant the first time.


I sighed. It would be normal for people to come here clean. If you bathe every day you are always clean and we are a people who like to bathe. I'd just as often bathe at home before going out to a place such as this. “I'll pay double.”


He didn't ask if I had coin enough. If I hadn't there would be consequences and the law looked unkindly on those who stole the lives of others by making them work for nothing. He looked me up and down before he decided. “You will strip here,” he said as he stepped back into the entrance hall. He pointed to a corner where there was a drain and nothing else. “And you will wait there.” He looked back at me before he turned away. “I will fetch Gissela but you will not enter the baths until you are clean, and if she refuses to tend you here then you will not enter the baths at all.” There was no hint that there was anything negotiable in this.


I didn't answer. My embarrassment would be heard in my voice. This had happened to me once before, after a night's heavy entertainment, and the memory was still raw. If I'd not been so drunk then I would never have presented myself to any establishment in such a state. Paying full attention to what I was doing let me keep my face free of heat; it took a while to fumble the buttons loose and find my way out of my clothes without falling over. The boots and trousers were hardest. All the while I paid no attention to the buckets of hot water being brought over to the drain, and no mind to the woman who brought them.


Finally naked, and without having fallen over once, I looked up as I walked toward the corner drain. The woman there was blonde and pretty and just out of her youth. She was also naked, but this was a matter of practicality and had nothing to do with sex. Or so I would normally assume. She was staring at my body with eyes widened and lips parted just a little. I stopped just shy of the drain and took a moment to look down at myself. I knew I wasn't erect so it surely wasn't the size of my member that shocked her; not that, in all honesty, it would shock anyone much. Better than average, I knew, and then only when involved. My legs, I noticed, were more badly bruised than I'd imagined. Multiple colors starting dark and working though purple and yellow with all sorts of interesting shades in between. Though green, I decided, was my imagination. The bruises started on my inner thighs and seemed to run everywhere from there, from hips to knees.


I looked up and met Gissela's gaze. “I've been riding,” I explained.


She nodded just once, accepting my explanation in the manner of one who assumed it was a lie. She gestured for me to stand over the cast iron grating that was inset into the drain. As I did so she soaped a hot wet sponge and stepped close. The heat of it against my skin made me hiss but then I shut up and put up with it.


Soap and hot water and a naked woman whose skin brushed mine at unexpected times. We both ignored my inevitable erection in a sexual sense, but she did her job there as well and soap and hot water came in cycles until I was clean from head to toe. I felt better for it and many muscles I had not even known were tense, sent good feelings to me as I stood in the cool air and felt the water begin to evaporate from my skin.

 “You need a shave,” Gissela commented as she wrapped a voluminous warm towel around me and began to gently rub my back and arms though the cloth.

 “I sent for a barber,” I said. “And new clothes.”

 “You have used yourself harshly, employer,” she said, still close and tending me. “Will you rest after you bathe? Will you stay?”


I hadn't cum in her hand, so I guess she liked me well enough and was offering further services.

 “With these bruises?” I didn't need to make a point of sounding surprised.


She laughed softly and wrapped a small towel around my head. She used one end to wipe my short beard dryer, all in no hurry. “I can be so gentle I'd hardly touch you,” she said.


I bet. “I'd probably be asleep on my back before you started.”


She gave a throaty little laugh, eyes suddenly demanding my attention. “And how would that be a hardship to me?”


My feet and face were the only part of me that didn't hurt. “I have business to take care of.”


She looked genuinely disappointed but that was an end of it and she knew it. “Your barber is waiting.”


I looked to see and sure enough there stood nearby a middle-aged man with a chair and a bag with the tools of his trade. He looked bored, so I guess he had been there a while.


I hadn't noticed.
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The clothes were what I had ordered but more. It was subtle and I couldn't decide if I was annoyed; the clothes said, in effect, I am of the sixth class but could be a Knight if I chose and I'm keeping my money in my own pocket thank you very much. Still, they were comfortable garb, simple enough in cut and cloth and I liked the colors well enough. Black trousers and tunic with a loose over-tunic of a good green. My boots had been cleaned and oiled and I had become used to the way they fit me. Gissela stood me in front of a mirror despite my protests and two young employees admired me as much as I did, though I tried not to show it. I looked pretty good.

 “I even have bruises under my eyes,” I commented.


I saw in the mirror that the young lad I employed had a long package thrown over one shoulder; the cloth binding it up was new, so he had looked at the contents. It is not lawful to bear arms of war in the streets, but they have to be carried about somehow and it was not that unusual. The swords were probably the reason he had so subtly enhanced the status my clothes displayed. I did not blame him for his decision. It might even be a good one. Who knew?

 “You need to sleep,” Gissela offered the suggestion with an unaffected smile. “Sometime, you will need to sleep, and my contract is up for renewal.”

 “Well,” the words just slipped past my lips, “let me think about that a little later.”

 “Don't think for too long, though,” she left a smile behind her but she left.


I turned away from the mirror and looked my other employee in the eye. Apart from my swords, the boy also now carried a club. His intent to escort me was obvious. “Well,” I met his gaze, “we had better go.”
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 “My employer wishes his presence announced to the mistress of the house.”


The slave and I stood outside Jocasta's door and I tolerated the insolent eye of her doorman as he looked me up and down and feigned indifference. “What's his name?”


I'd racked my brains over this one. Sumto was a family name and no one else would use it. Any name would be a clue to my identity and I didn't care to have that information in the public eye; one mouthy fool like this doorman and everyone would know. Yet I wanted Jocasta to not only open the door to me but know who she was opening the door to. Dubaku would be known here and Sapphire would be known to Silver. My own name, of course, would also be known to the assassin. It had taken some thinking before I decided on an utterly obscure mutual ancestor. Jocasta would know her family tree as thoroughly as I did; and she was bright. She would wonder.

 “Chicha Ichan,” my employee gave the only name he knew me by.


The doorman grunted. He only saw my apparent status. A man of the sixth class who fancied he could be of higher rank if he desired it. He knew and I knew that he would send word to his mistress just because I might be her client or some other agent or employee of hers, new and unknown to him. He had no choice and was just asserting his authority in what small way he could. His grunt was repeated louder and this time sounded like a word. “Boy,” he turned his head as a younger man stepped from inside the house and stood at his side. “Tell the mistress a man of the sixth class named Chicha Ichan is come to her door.”


The younger slave looked at me so he could faithfully report my looks, then turned without a word and hurried away.


Good enough, I decided. Now to take care of some other business while I was home. I gestured my employee away and we moved out of earshot of the doorman. “I will do well enough here on my own but I have another errand for you.”

 “How much?”


I almost sighed but I can't pretend it was unexpected. “Are we renegotiating?”

 “Of course,” the lad looked indignant. “This was not part of our original agreement.”

 “Right. I want you to go find a Battle Mage called Balaran and arrange a meeting between us. My name won't be enough for him, so also tell him it is about a thieving merchant we met in the north.”


My employee nodded. “It might take the rest of the day to find him.”

 “It might not, though.”

 “You are not using your own name,” he cocked his head to one side and smiled.

 “Don't think you are negotiating from a position of strength,” I let a little anger bleed into my tone of voice. “The same rate with a bonus of five coin, lessened by one per hands-breadth of the sun that passes before you find me with Balaran's answer.”

 “You won't be here, or sure to be anywhere when I'm done. Bonus of ten coins, then, as I may have to search for you.”


We both glanced left as we heard the bolts rattle and the door open. The doorman looked indifferent but the messenger was keen to get our attention.

 “No,” I thought fast and then gave directions to my family home. It was not far and he could find it easily enough. “I'll be a guest there, perhaps, or at least will pass by and see if you have left word.”

 “And my payment?”

 “Report to the master of the house,” it was inevitable that my father would hear of my return and I was set to have a word or two with him in any case. “You will be paid.” My father would recognize the name I was using, just as Jocasta clearly had. The boy at the door was fairly hopping with impatience as he held the door open.

 “It's my day off,” my employee informed me of what I already guessed. “If this cuts into my master's time I'll have to buy some free time from him to do your work.”


I gave him a flat look. “If you fail in the day you have then I'll pay you half and no bonus.”


He looked insulted. “I suppose,” he grumbled

 “Are you waiting for something? No? Then be about it, employee.”


He shrugged and fled in what I deemed to be roughly the right direction and I turned to enter Jocasta's family home. It had been a long time since I had been here but the years between dropped away. Then, we sons and daughters of our respective families had been young, between twelve and fifteen years old with Jocasta the youngest and Urik the eldest. Now Orelia and Urik were both dead.


The slave led me through the atrium, a room designed for no other purpose than to greet guests and display some tokens of the family's history and worth to the city. A client might not ever step further into the family home than this. I took in a few details as I was taken toward the gardens at the center of the house; here a chieftain's helm and sword from our ancient and long gone rivals, the Etrusk. And there a hearthstone from ancient Thebia from whence, I knew, one mutual ancestor had come here and prospered. There were tokens of wars fought and won by Jocasta's noble ancestors. Here also were displayed the busts of ancestors who had achieved the highest office of Consul, beginning with the one who had first ennobled the family something over six hundred years ago. I was not as impressed as the displays intended me to be. My own family went right back to the founding and we could trace our lineage even further than that.


We stepped from the Atrium and into the peristyle where the gardens were in full bright sunshine and there, seated on a marble bench beside a fountain that threw water sparkling into the light, there was Jocasta. And the deadly assassin who called herself Silver. I was struck by how well the name suited her when pronounced correctly. A pale, bright, glittering metal of significant value. Our gazes locked as she leaped to her feet with a bright smile and rushed to meet me, arms open wide.


Stopped in my tracks, my jaw felt lax as I checked her hands for weapons. There were none, save the hands themselves, of course. At my reaction, she stopped and her face fell from joy to despondency. Before I could react further, she turned that face to Jocasta and spoke. “You see? He spurns me. How can I stand it?”


What?!
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I spoke very softly. “I would like an explanation.”


Jocasta had risen from her seat and moved to stand beside Silver; all the while her gaze was fixed on my face, searching it for something I could not guess at. When she put her arm round Silver and turned her to face me again, offering both comfort and support, I shook my head involuntarily. Don't touch her, I wanted to scream. She is lethal, like poison on your hands; she could kill you in a breath. And me, for that matter.


A single tear ran down Silver's cheek as she turned her imploring expression to Jocasta; Jocasta who stood close and, I noticed irrelevantly, was a little taller than the deadly assassin she held in one arm. They wore dresses that matched in both color, a pale blue that suited them well, and cloth and cut. Their expressions did not match. Jocasta still stared only at me, her expression one of thin stony anger. “You are without a doubt the most heartless bastard I have ever met.”


I was tired. Exhausted, actually. My heart was beating painfully for some reason. I recognized the last ounce of adrenalin flowing into my veins and achieving nothing except a sick feeling in my stomach and a weakness in my limbs. “Why would you say that?”


Silver sobbed. I felt my incredulity wrinkle my face. It was obviously an act.


Jocasta gently pulled Silver close and turned to look down at her wet face. She kissed her forehead. “Calm yourself, now. You may harm the baby.”


My voice sounded flatly disbelieving to my own ears. It was not even a question. “Baby.”

 “Yours,” Jocasta's voice was just as flat, her attention all on comforting Silver

 “That,” I said, “is just impossible.”

 “Do you think I am a fool, Sumto?” Jocasta was back to angry in a flash. She reached into a fold of her dress, thankfully stepping back from Silver to do so, and pulled out a sorcerer's loupe. “I checked. A baby. Yours.”


I shook my head, utterly bewildered and said the exact wrong thing. “It's too soon.” It was, even if it were possible in any other way. “It's not mine!” I stepped forward, trying to impress the truth of my words by proximity. To my horror, they separated and I recognized the move. They felt threatened by me and were clearing for action. They stood in front of me, within arms' reach, separate yet clearly united against me. I felt cold.


Silver raised her face in defiance. “Not yours? You might not even know you slept with me, you were so free with your favors in the north.”


I didn't know because there was nothing to know. I hadn't! I know I hadn't.

 “You can't even know you are pregnant. Even if it were possible, which it isn't, it could only have been a handful of weeks...” I trailed off. Jocasta was holding up the loupe.

 “I looked, Sumto. Just a few cells newly implanted in the wall of my wife's womb, but there is no doubt that half the heritage is yours. I looked. I know.” 



Silver had inched back so that Jocasta could not see her face. She looked at me, her expression smug. Her voice didn't show that, though. “Then you just abandoned us. Where else was I to go?”


I barely heard her. “Wife.” The word came out of me hollow. I'd seen them touch. “Do you..?”

 “What?” There was ice in Jocasta's voice.

 “Oh, nothing.” I had lost track of what I was thinking, of what I was meant to be doing here. I had no control at all, not even of what I said. Did they sleep together? What was I thinking? My manhood stirred at the thought of them and I almost rolled my eyes in disbelief.

 “I married to protect your son,” she said icily. “So that he would have something at least. A name if not your name. An inheritance if not from you. Damn you!” She was genuinely angry.

 “You probably left a whole slew of bastards in the north.” Silver was gloating, eyes bright and smiling until Jocasta turned to look at her.


The sudden change of expression was rapid and masterful. She was an abandoned woman with a tear in her eye and she looked forlorn when Jocasta saw her.

 “Oh, you are good. You are as good as...”


The slap came from nowhere. So fast and hard that it cut me off in mid-sentence. Suddenly Silver was angry. “How could you abandon us? Your own child?!”

 “It wasn't me. I wasn't willing.” It couldn't have been me. If it was I knew nothing about it.


Jocasta had stepped between us and pushed my chest with one flat hand. I staggered back a pace. “Dammit, Sumto, we are not children. It's all right. You slept with her, and that barbarian princess. I accept that. It's all right, but don't lie about it. I slept with Tahal Samant on the way north. It's not like we are virgins.”


I looked at her, horrified. She stood before me, breathing deeply. Behind her I was aware of Silver, smug and enjoying everything. I wasn't enjoying this at all. “You...? He took you against your will?”


She sighed, abruptly deflated. Her head dropped and her hair fell over her face in a partial mask. She shook her head. I could see her expression, self-absorbed, scrunched up as though trying to make sense of a memory. “No,” her tone of voice told me little but that she was uncertain. “It wasn't like that. He was protecting me against Ishal Laharek. The necromancer threatened to torture me, constantly describing what he would do. I was terrified. Tahal helped me; he took away my memories so I wouldn't be so scared. I was glad of it. In part he was practicing the spell to hide the grave from me when the time came, but also with some compassion for when he could not protect me well enough. He healed me. We were together. I was grateful to him. I wanted to thank him and I expected to die.” She was crying now under the mask of hair. Crying but I could see it. “I kept expecting you to come for me and you didn't you didn't. I'm sorry.” She got a hold of herself then and shook her head. She stood back.


I had nothing to say. My soul had dropped into a big dark hole as deep as the grave and I was gone. I saw Jocasta watching me, face wet, lips working, all the muscles on her face twisted with despair.

 “Then,” she shrugged. “Each time he took my memories to protect me. But I have them back now. They are mine, do you see?”


But I hated Tahal. I hated him. Why him? I was tempted to go back to the grave and dig him out and make him alive by some miracle just so I could kill him some more.


Jocasta had been looking for something in my expression. I guess she didn't find it because she gave a little forlorn shrug and turned away. I had forgotten that anyone else existed until she spoke to Silver as she passed her. “I expect you two have things to say to each other.”


I stepped forward. My hand came up as I moved to step past Silver and my mouth opened to call Jocasta back. I was going to go after her, I was going to explain. I barely made a sound. I reacted way too slowly. Silver's fingers touched one eyelid and closed it for me. She stood close in front of me. She was right there. She touched her chest to mine, one hand tapped my lips, the other held something against my groin. “We have things to say,” she whispered.


Jocasta turned too late to see anything interesting. She would see Silver standing close to me and looking up at my face as I looked down at her, my expression surely one of bewilderment, just as a young man who has heard he is to be a father might be expected to look. To Jocasta, Silver would look small and helpless, as helpless as I was as I watched Jocasta turn and walk away.
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Nothing had changed. We stood close as we had when Jocasta had been with us. For a short time she just stood there closer than I liked and smiled up at me with triumph shining in her eyes.


I could barely muster enough breath to speak. “Whose idea was this?”


She tilted her head to one side and smiled more. I absently noted that she was pretty. I hadn't known that. “Caliran, the High Priest of Hesta, commissioned me to come here and be close to Jocasta so that he might have a threat to control you.” She smiled more broadly. “How was I to get to be close to Jocasta? I know the nature of women and men both. She would look out for your child on your account, so all I need do was get your seed inside me.” She shrugged.


As I shook my head at the impossibility, not to mention the devious mind inside her pretty head, I tried to figure it out. “I give up. How?”


She gave a quiet silvery laugh. “It was easy, and yet difficult with Sapphire roaming around,” her eyes then danced mischief, “being lethal in the night. I had to make sure he was busy and then slip into your room while you and your woman slept.”

 “Anista,” I supplied the name more to clarify things for myself than anything else.

 “You had had sex, rather noisily I thought, so I knew you wouldn't notice come morning.” She sighed and looked speculatively up at me. “From the sound of it you are pretty good in bed.”


I closed my eyes briefly to shut out the abrupt thought of sleeping with this lethal creature. “That doesn't work,” I met her gaze frankly. “I'm not the lightest sleeper in the world but I think I would notice...”

 “Fumes from the essence of a compound I shall not name. They made her sleep deep. And you, but your body still responsive. Then I rolled you onto your back and...”


I stepped back and held up a hand. “I get the idea.”


She licked her lips and then bit the lower one coquettishly, shifting her weight and looking coy.

 “Oh, stop it.” I looked around the garden and ignored her soft laughter.

 “Of course,” she pointed out for me, “the babe is your blood and is a further hold on you.”


I sank a little, deflated. She had me and she knew it. Jocasta threatened, and my child inside her. “What do you want?”


She came close again, close enough that I had to look down at her upturned face. “Want? Why nothing, Sumto. Nothing I don't have. I am the wife of a Patron, a Patron of the city. She is legally a man, and I am legally married to Jocasta, head of one of the oldest families in the city.”

 “You're not a citizen,” the statement was dully flat and made by habit.

 “Jocasta is determined to do military service and then pursue a political career, as is her right. Maybe I will persuade her to hold off until the baby is born and put out to a wet nurse; then I can join her and earn my citizenship. With position, wealth, her family's dignitas and my abilities... who knows how high we might reach? Joint Consuls? Rulers of all the world?” She swung her body at the hip, her gestures younger than her years, eyes bright and fixed on me, looking for something.


I glared at her. The thing was, it wasn't impossible. Unlikely in the extreme, but not impossible. “You will likely meet some opposition on the way.”

 “But not from you.” She was still smiling, but her eyes had become hard.

 “Not from me,” I agreed.


She didn't move. I didn't move. She still waited for something. Watched me and judged my expression as she looked for something.


But what? I thought about it and found a sudden question left hanging. “Caliran is dead.” I remembered what she had said at the edge of Darklake when she had thrown me a knife and watched me cut myself free. “His instructions no longer bind you.”


She shrugged and looked around at the flowers close by, seemingly uninterested. “True.”

 “You are not under any obligation to harm Jocasta if I fail to obey his instructions as he now can give none.” I suddenly remembered what Sapphire had said of her; so many masters she might be mad.


She looked up, feigning surprise so obviously that it was almost comical. “I hadn't thought of that.”

 “No one is paying you anything to harm Jocasta or the babe.”

 “That is true.”


I shook my head in wonder. Could it really be that easy? I wondered how she kept all the contracts she had accepted straight in her head. Maybe she was as mad as Sapphire believed. “How much not to ever harm them? How much, in fact, to protect them with your very life so long as you live?”


She threw back her head and laughed a wild and genuine laugh for just a few moments before she brought herself under control and locked her gaze to mine. She named a figure and I said yes.

 “Where should I bring the money?” I'd have to sell my soul to my father for it, but I counted the price cheap enough.

 “No need to bring it to me, Sumto. I don't need it yet. I will ask for it when I want it and you will give it to me, won't you.”

 “I will.”

 “I know you will. The price of failing to keep your word would be all the family you possess and everyone you love. So, we are agreed and bound to our contract. Jocasta and the babe will be safe so long as I live. And you?”


I shrugged. “I don't think you want me dead.”


She feigned surprise once more. “Oh, insightful.”


I found we had been standing there and looking at each other for a while and saying nothing. I was dazed. I was to have a son. Jocasta was legally a man and had married an assassin who bore my child. Jocasta had slept with Tahal. Willingly. Everything I thought I wanted had moved suddenly beyond my reach. A new reality had taken its place.


I had no reason to be here.


I had no reason to be anywhere.

 “I'd better go.”

 “Yes,” Silver looked gently at me, a delicate yet mature woman full of sympathy for my situation yet able to offer no comfort. “Yes, you better had.”


I picked up my weapons on the way out.
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 “Oi, you can't sleep here, lad.”

 “Ow.” The word held a world of meaning. The street was hard and I'd hit it at speed. The wild flurry of movement in very recent memory spoke of my balance being compromised and my body uncoordinated. I'd forgotten that falling over could take so long. I could feel a specific numbness on my forehead and a singing in my head and knew I'd have a lump there in a few moments, if not already. The rest of my body sang a similar song through pains that had already become familiar. My blood sang through my veins bringing a familiar anesthetic to every cell, and that included the ones in my skull. I was still moving, and so was everything else. I tried to get some limbs under me and succeeded after a few awkward moments. All fours seemed to be as far as I could go.


I found myself looking a pair of boots and the street detritus they stood in. Somewhere a flame hissed as it consumed coal dust and oil or pitch. The flickering light made things jump around even more than they were. My ears sang and the world spun no matter how hard I focused. The smell of the street was fierce and endless but I was more or less used to it. I would not speak to the boots. That would be undignified. Instead, attention focused around my full belly so that I could keep it that way, I knelt back on my heels and drew one hand and then the other onto my thighs so that I could push back. I had to spread my knees to stop from falling over and that nearly didn't work. I reeled for an instant and then got some stability.


After a few precarious moments I knelt steady and it was the world that spun around me. I had to force my eyes back to whoever it might be that stood before me. He had a hard face. I was familiar with the look but didn't want to think about it. He could be a thief or Protector. Better for me if he were a Protector, as there would be a transaction of sorts. Either way some violence might be involved.

 “You can't sleep in the street,” the hard face told me. “Not my street.”


He was a Protector then. Good enough. It's like being robbed but for a specific amount and without the violence. Unless you irritate them. The one in front of me wasn't holding a torch. I tried to look behind me but that took too much movement and destabilized me; I gave it up just before I fell over and instead assumed there was another Protector out of sight. There always was, so I didn't really need to look.

 “Do you hear me lad? I don't have all night,” he tapped a stick against his leg meaningfully. I call it a stick because it was made of wood; the business end was the size of a big man's fist and quite a lot harder. It was a versatile tool of the right length to be used two handed at need, capable of a gentle tap here or there; a stiff smack might well break an arm or a leg and a good swing to the head would kill. “You can pay a fine and move on, more if we have to carry you.”


After a moment I realized there was something wrong with this scenario. “Where's Meran?” I looked around as though I'd missed his presence. Almost, I fell over, even though I was on my knees. I decided I'd better not try and get up. Or if I did, I could head for the shadowy wall of the closest building and hope to make it. The torchlight made it look like the wall was moving, though, so I didn't rate my chances highly. “He always comes to get me.”

 “No one's coming and you are drunk enough to spew a good bit,” he spelled things out for me. “So you give me some coin or pick up a beating and move on or I take you in and roll you for more coin. But to be honest, I don't want you.” He seemed to consider the matter as he looked up and down the ill lit street. “You're not mine. Just a stray. But I suppose I could maybe do you a favor and take just a few coins to see you to the edge of my patch.”


The Protectors were just what they sounded like; in effect, a formalized protection racket. One with rules binding them to a protocol. It was cheap and pragmatic and it kept the streets safe from the worst excesses of human nastiness. If the Protectors themselves became a burden then the people of the neighborhood they watched would gang up and oust them; being always more numerous, they would always win. If there was a chance they might not, if the Protectors became too many or too well armed, then the City Aediles could be called upon to oust them. That was rarely necessary. The Protectors took money to look after the people of their own streets and I wasn't one of them. I could get moved on for the rest of the night and end up without a single coin left to my name. If I actually had any, that is. I wasn't sure about that so started to check.


A new voice interrupted me. “There are swords in this bundle.”


I looked down, then left and right. I couldn't see a bundle, with or without swords in it. I had had one though so I claimed them as mine, even as I began to turn and look further afield for them. The business end of the Protector's stick drifted into view and suddenly had my full attention, like a snake that swayed before my eyes. I looked up and met the gaze of the Protector as best I could.

 “I don't like swords on my patch,” he said, his voice and expression hard and flat. “Swords are extra.”

 “Oh,” the world spun as I turned my head to look up at the hard-faced man who stood just out of vomit range. Everything was blurred. It was a warm night, so I could sleep out without freezing. He didn't sound happy and suddenly neither was I. I didn't want to sleep out. Or in a crossroads college. I couldn't figure out why I was alone. “Where's Meran?”

 “It's gone midnight and this is dockland,” the hard faced man said. “No one is coming to help you.”


Oh. It took a moment for me to pick out details from the blurred figure, the torchlight made dark shadows and bright highlights jump all over him. He wore a leather cap. The velvet covered vest looked stiff, as though it were layered with other materials; leather perhaps. He was a Protector, all right. The Protectors took up residence in the ancient crossroads colleges, small temples to small gods who had once guarded the crossroads and made traffic and trade safe. The Protectors still did that job, though there was no hint left of any sacred or religious role.


I'd found a purse with some coin that chinked when I bounced it. It sounded enough. There would be somewhere safe to sleep, at a price that he would decide. “You better take me in.”

 “You throw up in my place,” he sounded annoyed, “and you better be prepared to pay.”


I didn't think he meant money. I'd already be paying that. I reached out a hand and made to stand up. He didn't bother taking it. Instead I was grabbed from both sides and manhandled to my feet, more or less.

 “You wearing armor under there? Armor is extra,” he sounded even more annoyed than before.


They didn't trust my balance, so I was more carried than assisted. I'd known there would be two of them and said so, proudly.

 “Shut up,” the first Protector instructed. “Talking is extra.”


The crossroads college was on the corner and took up one level of what might otherwise be a workshop. Groups of candles made pools of light here and there about the one big room. Figures of what amounted to a legal gang of thieves were clustered here and there, some horizontal and snoring, others seated with their backs to walls or behind tables in corners. Some would be guests for the night; paying guests who had previously disturbed the peace. This wasn't a prison, not in any meaningful sense. The door wasn't even shut, let alone locked. The jailers didn't pay me any mind. As soon as I walked through the door, I was left to my own devices and made it across the room to where there was a table that had food on it, lit by its own pool of candlelight.


The Protector who had brought me into the college came over with a portable writing desk and dumped it on the end of the table. “Name,” he demanded.

 “Sumto,” I told him absently as I eyed the food and wondered if I dared. If I ate I might not throw up. Maybe.


He scribbled the name and spilled my purse on the table before picking out some coin. He wrote something, then put the little remaining coin back in the purse and tossed it back to me. I hadn't even noticed him take it from me. I glanced back to the door where his partner waited outside with the torch. There was something else missing but I couldn't quite bring it to mind.

 “Eat if you want,” the Protector told me as he got up to leave. “No drinking mind. And if you are going to throw up, go outside first.”


With that he scooped up the writing desk and left me alone. I didn't want to be alone. I was in an unfamiliar place, surrounded by people I didn't know. And I was drunk. Really very drunk. I got my feet under me, without any particular plan, and headed for the door. The two Protectors who had brought me in were there, in the street. I leaned on the door jamb for support and looked out into the dark of the night and the pool of light and the two sober, purposeful men who stood there idly chewing over which street to walk next.


It was a good question. By the door was an hour candle and I watched the flames flicker and counted the remaining markers. Tried to, anyway. I kept losing count and gave it up. The one sure thing was that the next hour would pass. No matter what I did, what anyone did, the next hour would pass. It would pass with me asleep on the floor of a crossroads college somewhere in dockland. Time. If you waste time it will eventually waste you. But I had plenty of time, didn't I? I was young and free and single, at liberty, at least until I had to go into exile. “Oh, bugger.” My time of exile was close. Exactly how close I could not recall off hand. I didn't know for sure but I suddenly felt that I did not, in fact, have time to waste.


The two Protectors had looked at me when I'd spoken but swiftly lost interest. Now they had made a decision and turned to walk away.

 “Wait.” No one coming. It was all down to me. I needed to be sober. I needed to think and make decisions that no one could make for me. I was alone. I'd better both get used to that and get on with it. “Get a healer.”


They looked me up and down, judging my status as they'd already judged the contents of my purse. “You can't afford one.”

 “I am Sumto Merian Ichatha Cerulian.” I didn't need to say anything more and barely managed to say that.

“Oh,” the first Protector said. “You’re that Sumto.” He looked me up and down and this time there was little but contempt in his expression. “I'll get you a healer to sober you up.” He turned and as they walked away I heard him continue to his friend. “Glad to see him gone. All that advantage just to be a drunk. Damn shame.”


I ignored them. I had far more significant contempt to deal with than his. My own, to begin with.


I was going to need a bath. And fresh clothes.






#






Home.


The door to my family home was closed and the doorman looked at me bleary eyed and confused. More to the point, he wasn't very interested in being anything other than bleary eyed and confused.

 “Open,” I spoke slowly, as though to a simpleton, “the door.”


His dull gaze roamed over me from head to foot. I didn't look too bad. I'd thrown up before the healer arrived but managed to avoid myself. I'd managed to get hold of a brush and with it I'd cleaned up as well as I could. I'd still plenty of scrip, so paying the healer for flushing the poisons out of my body hadn't been a problem. I'd taken some salt and water and food, then given a modest bonus to the Protectors, taken my bundled swords and left. By then there was some light in the sky and by the time I'd walked to my family home on the Yurintal Hill the sun was on the horizon and people were up and busy. All except the doorman, who had been asleep until I'd poked him through the bars of the gate.

 “Master's not home,” his accent was thickly northern, and suited him.

 “Did I ask after him?”


He puzzled over this for a moment. “Who're you?”


I sighed, less than patient. Still, to be fair, I didn't recognize him either. “I am Sumto Merian Ichatha Cerulian.”


I watched him run through the names and try and figure out which ones were important and in what order. He was some cheap Alendi, Prashuli or Orduli, then, brought from the north as part of a job lot and deemed suited to this role because he could talk a bit of our language. I gritted my teeth and put up with it for as long as I could as I cursed my father for his habit of buying and selling household slaves. “I,” I spelled it out for him, “am the son of your master.”

 “No you're not,” he told me authoritatively. “He’s in exile.” He shifted further away from me toward the inner door and took his club with him.


I chewed on my frustration for a moment then tried again. “No, I am not in exile yet. Send word then to my mother.” Whoever came to take the message into the house might know me.

 “Mistress isn't home either,” he said. “Was you their son you might know that.”

 “You,” I'd tipped a little more toward losing my patience, “are going to get sold with a bad reference if you don't get the head slave here right now. If no other family is home, then I am the head of the household and keeping me waiting at my own door is not the way to get on my good side.”


With a grumble and a dark look, he got to his feet and opened the inner door. He kicked someone awake and muttered some message or other that I didn't bother listening to. This would all work out better than I'd thought. With no one home, I'd have the place to myself. True, there would be no confrontation with my father but on the plus side, there would be no confrontation with my father.


The new slave stood with his back to the door and glared at me. I ignored him. I'd only decided to come here because the house I had once used would be empty. Granted, it would mostly be empty because I had stripped it of assets, but that wasn't the point. My few slaves were housed next door and were fed and watered at someone else's expense. If I took them back I'd have to send them out to bring comforts back to a cold and empty house. That would take time and leave me with little to do but wait; and slaves gossip. I didn't want word I was back to spread further than it had to; part of the reason I had bribed the Protectors before I left.


The door swung wide to reveal another slave. One I recognized and had known me since I was a child. The head of the household slaves was the one position that never seemed to change. Plenar had been with my father since before I was born and I suspected his status was optional. Surely he must have made enough money from his position to buy his freedom, but just as surely my father would have made him loyal somehow and made it worth his while to keep himself as he was.


Plenar barely glanced at the doorman. “Open the door to the young master.”


The doorman paled and hurried to do exactly that and step quick out of my way. As I passed I made a decision. “Keeping people out is half of your job,” I commented as I passed him and saw his body slump a little in relief. A bad reference would mean a lower status owner; a farmer, for example, or perhaps a mine owner. He knew when he was well off and presumably knew how close he'd come to having his good fortune reversed. “But letting people in is also important; a young slave may have come looking for a man called Chicha Ichan; when he comes again, have him admitted to my presence.”


Plenar cleared his throat, his expression disapproving. The household slaves were his province, not mine, and I'd known he wouldn't like it. But the truth is, I didn't like Plenar and I didn't much need his cooperation. He stepped neatly aside as I strode into the atrium and kept pace at my side. “Will the young master be staying long?”


I didn't answer that. My attention had been snagged by a slave girl who had warmed my bed a few times. My age and nicely rounded. She smiled as she continued about her business and I smiled back just a little.

 “Tilla has married,” Plenar commented absently as he deftly maneuvered himself between me and my father's study. “And the study has been secured by your father, young master.”

 “Has anyone tried to open the door?”

 “Does the young master see a pile of ash?”

 “I would have thought you would clear up any such mess before the ash had finished settling.” I frowned at the closed door. I wanted to leave at least a message for him, if not have a good rifle through his papers while I was here. “When will my parents be back?”

 “They are in the east of Our Sea,” he said it as possessively as I did. “The master has received a special commission from the Assembly to deal with a problem of pirates. He and your mother are based in Knossala until the matter is resolved.”


Months, then. “I'll take my old suite for now,” I told him, knowing it would be freshened in no time even if it was not habitable at this moment, “and I don't plan to sleep alone, so arrange something.” Later, I would think about how I might best leave a message for my father that would remain unseen by other eyes. “Right now,” I headed deeper into the house, its old familiarity settling over me like a comfort blanket, “Right now I'm going to bathe.” I knew there would be hot water. There always was. And someone to scrub my back. Knowing Plenar it would be someone unavailable because he didn't like me much either. But it would also be someone female because there are limits to civilized enmity. A new slave for my bed might be bought if willing to the role and that brought to mind what seemed like a really good idea. “There's a bathhouse on the via Asalia where a girl called Gissela is looking for a new contract; invite her here to come meet me.” I smiled.


She was nice and wanted me, so why not?
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I didn't want to be here.


The square built tower stood close by and was lit by burning brands that flickered ominously. There were stairs up to a door and inside there was something I was meant to protect. A cold gasp shivered through me as I was abruptly shifted closer to the keep, fast by one wall. I stood in a world of shadow bordered by highlights of flickering flame and surrounded by shadowed figures in the gloom. They were harsh looking men and armed. Abruptly I held a sword in my hand. Abruptly they had closed on me. The first raised an ax to kill me. My sword thrust was firm and accurate. The point of my blade hit the center of his throat, slid deep, and met solid resistance as it touched bone. His eyes filled my awareness for a glacial age, widened in shock, knowing he was going to die just as I knew I had killed him.


Abruptly I swept my blade across a spear held by another warrior; my sword knocked the spear aside and executed a solid step thrust to his face. The point of my blade struck his cheek bone, deflected down and broke a tooth, penetrating his mouth; came free easily as he leaned and then staggered back a step.


The scene shifted in a blur of movement. I was too close to use my blade so I hammered a punch into a man's face, stepped in to follow up as his head jerked back from the blow. Still too close as I completed the step, perfectly balanced, I hesitated while he stepped back half a pace, then kicked him hard in the gut and he folded in front of me to waist level. I brought my blade down hard on the back of his skull, the hilt of my sword brushed my own groin.


The moment froze. White bone now in broken bits was visible through parted flesh.


Surrounded by enemies, unbalanced, half kneeling on the back of a dead man and about to die from the bright blade of the shadow men, I threw myself backward. I rolled away and came to my feet. Something moved past me and I slashed at it wildly.


A frozen instant then. My hand swept the blade. I saw the boy, the boy running to help me, one of those who I had come to protect. My blade passed under his chin and touched the skin of his throat. I saw one bright moist eye in profile, fine features, a youthful face. I wanted to stop the blade, but slowly the skin of his throat parted as the blade sliced into him. The edge bit deep, pressing into his flesh. Blood welled. The boy's mouth opened a little wider. The flesh around the one eye I could see twitched. The edge of my blade cut through bone as effortlessly as flesh and the boy's head leapt into the air as my blade came clear of the back of his neck. Hair swirled. I watched as the boy's body half completed a step. Blood spurted powerfully in a jet so sudden that it spattered the head from below as the body of the boy collapsed.


The howl rang through me. In the dark, the dark of a room as I struggled up in a tangle of covers and flesh that sought to restrain me. My heart thudded hard and painful inside me. My throat felt raw and suddenly I knew I was awake and some primal utterance had lacerated my throat. I gasped and shuddered.

 “Sumto?” Gissela was there, soft flesh held against me, a thigh against my hip, a breast touching my arm, her hand on my face, her face close to mine. “It's okay,” she said. “It was a dream”.


It was okay, I thought. It was a dream. I closed my eyes and breathed in and then I remembered. It wasn't a dream. I groaned a brief low and wordless sound. I'd killed the boy. The boy we had rescued from the tower had come to help as I was about to be overwhelmed by the men who had imprisoned him and the other children and were set to use their lives to their gain. And I'd cut his head off.


My lips trembled but the words wouldn't come. I grit my teeth and stared across the dark room to the far wall and focused on the pale wall that I could just make out. I breathed, nodding.

 “Are you all right, Sumto?”


I nodded. I didn't want to be there. “Awake,” I said and pushed myself away from her and out of bed. The marble floor was cool under my feet. I remembered where a slave had left some house clothes and found by feel a robe that would serve as one garment. I wrapped it round me fast and tied off a belt. Gissela was by my side, her hand on my arm. I froze and looked at her upturned face, darker than mine, harder to read in the poor light. I could see her worry for me, though it didn't ease me; I didn't deserve any compassion from her or anyone. “Go back to bed, Gissela. Go back to sleep.”


Her hesitation was a long moment of puzzled indecision. I forced a smile. I could see her well enough to appreciate the curves of her body, naked beside me. I slipped an arm around her waist and pulled her gently close. “I'm fine,” I said a moment before I kissed her full firm lips. “I'm fine but I'm awake now so I might as well get some work done.”


She studied my face, then accepted my act as real. “I'll light a lamp.”

 “Thank you.” I nodded and let her go. As she turned away I struggled to think of something to do other than pace around the villa brooding on things I could not now change. As a golden glow rose in intensity from the lamp, my gaze fell on the clothes I had discarded on the floor. A piece of paper stuck out of one pocket and I frowned.


That would not do, I decided, and scooped it up. It was what I had written in Roken about the covenant with the Keeplords and the names of all who had signed it. I would have to do something about it now, while I remembered. Make a copy, then, I decided; there was no sense risking the information to one single copy. I could hide them here in the library. I should write a letter to my father and leave that here also. Sweating on what to say to him, and what not to say, would occupy my thoughts nicely. I should also leave a letter for my mother; after all she had helped me financially many times over the years and deserved a little courtesy.


I turned to find Gissela more or less dressed in a loose robe; she stood with the lamp in her hand, waiting for me. “Are you ready?”


I smiled for her and it felt good. “Yes.”

 “Where are we going? I'll find some food and something to drink.”

 “Yes,” I said. “That would be good.”


We went to the library and she lit another lamp before going away for a while. I worked on making copies while she was gone. Later, when I was done, I would hide a full copy here. In the letter to my father I would give a bare minimum of detail and offer all the information for something that I had decided I wanted. I didn't know if he would accept the deal, but I had some hope that he might.


When Gissela came back she was a quiet presence; she set down food and drink close enough for me to reach but not close enough to be in my way. Then she took what she had brought for herself and set it down by a couch. I continued with my work, aware of her as she selected something to read and settled down on the couch.


Every now and again I would pause in my work and then I would be aware of her, aware that I was not alone.


I smiled. But she did not see me.
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To my immediate right there were a lot of steps; technically, they represented the long way down. A cool breeze of clean air stirred my hair as I stood slightly back from the edge of the Tarpeian rock; named after the first traitor to the city to be thrown from it. I stood just back from the line of iron baskets that held coal to burn through the night and mark the edge of the cliff. Behind me lay some ancient temples, the larger buildings long since appropriated for other uses; the state treasury was there, also the record office where statutes were kept. There were two colleges of magic and also a few unprepossessing old buildings from antiquity, maintained from sentiment. The home of the founders and Asylum were two ancient huts just a hundred yards apart. It was pretty clear to anyone who read the histories that the city had been founded by a gang of thieves who taxed the trade routes that naturally crossed here. Asylum had been one of the earliest structures built; any foreigner who could reach it was automatically forgiven all crimes and also won citizenship.


Yes, we were mostly foreign thieves and murderers at our very beginning. We were pragmatic even then; it would take a resourceful individual to achieve the objective; such an individual would be an asset. Asylum was, of course, right at the heart of the settlement and in those days the chances of making it were pretty slim. Now it didn't matter, of course; it was deemed a sacred matter and therefore nonsense.

 “Any particular reason why you wanted to meet here?” Once, as a boy, I had seen a traitor thrown from the rock. I knew how far the fall was and how fatal. Later, curious, I had taken a small bread roll to the top and dropped it off the edge. I had counted four slow breaths before it struck the bottom. I looked to my left, where Balaran stood just a half step further back from the edge.


He made a wide gesture. “Nice view?”


I took the opportunity to take one step back as I scanned the whole scene. To my right lay the river and the bridges that crossed it. There stood a significant theater, the vegetable market, the meat market. Then between the hills, a good number of ancient buildings that dated from the time of the kings. Foremost among them the Hall of the Assembly; a relatively small, low building of no particular note. The open space before it was where the people would come and vote, in their tribes or centuries, on matters brought before them. As many as turned up. When in the mood. Unprepossessing though it may be, it was still the business end of the city, the place where the politics went on. The colleges of magic clustered close by, along with various ancient temples that were basically banks and libraries and such. There were also lots of shops that here usually took the form of covered markets. Places where people met to conduct business of one sort or another.

I had to smile. The Aranine Hill, Palatine, the Eruiline, Vamanil and Yurintal were all visible and covered by dwellings. I could see the largest circus and Coliseum from here. But from this exact location it was the public buildings and the palaces of the Patrons and Knights Equestes that dominated. All the significant power in the world lay under my eye and it was no small thing to behold.

 “Lendrin Treleth,” I named my father's client, the one I had assisted to establish a trading post in the north. He had, I believed, caused the deaths of children so that he could improve his own health at little cost. “He is unfinished business.”


Balaran nodded. “You asked me to investigate the bodies. Well, the essences of the children’s tissues are known to me and will match those in Treleth's body for some years to come, assuming he is guilty.” Balaran had turned to face me as he spoke and now continued to turn. I matched him and we walked back from the edge, toward the heart of the Capitoline Hill. “But why prosecute? You own him if he is guilty. If brought to trial, my proofs, if he does indeed have those children's organs in him, will see them stripped from his body and used by the healers and that will leave him dead. So, we could bypass the law with a threat to swap diseased organs for healthy to the same purpose, putting him back where he was before, old and dissolute and dying. ”


We walked past the hut of the founders and toward Asylum. I kept silent for a while as I thought about it. “We?”


Balaran shrugged, unrepentant. “You need my proofs.”

 “No chance of you simply doing what you think is right, I suppose?”

 “And give away some leverage for nothing?” He smiled my way. He turned serious at my expression. “True, I'm angry that Treleth did murder just to save some coin he could have spent on a healer, but even so.” He gestured to a grassy slope that led down to the center of things and we turned together and walked that way.

 “I can't stay and prosecute him myself.”


Balaran cut me off. “So you are determined to prosecute him?”

 “I am. You can do that for me.”

 “And earn the enmity of Valarian to no gain? I don't think so.” Balaran shook his head, feigning regret.

 “I will explain all to my father...”

 “Who is not here.”

 “...in a letter.”


We came to a balcony that more fully overlooked the Hall of the Assembly. “And what, not to put too fine a point on it, is in this for me?”


I examined his face, trying to guess what he might ask for. He looked both avaricious and confident. “What do you want?”


He smiled, not unkindly, I thought. “You made a deal with the Keeplords of Battling Plain.”


He must already know that. He was there, though not witness to the details. “And?”

 “Your side of that I know by consequences; there are no citizens of our city to pass into their lands. We continue to leave them to their own devices, as we have for centuries. That was always going to happen, one way or another.”


I gave a thoughtful nod. Was he admitting that he was there in part to ensure their secret was kept? That it was, in part, also his secret? I held his gaze and waited.

 “But what did you gain?”


I tipped my head to one side and openly thought about it. “If I tell you that, you may be able to predict my future actions. You are not asking for nothing. And we have no agreements between us.”


He smiled and I knew then that he was at least potentially an ally, of sorts. “Is there any reason we should not make some agreement?”

 “You represent the status quo,” I decided to sound him out.

 “Implying you don't and we might come into conflict as you are determined to bring change.” He shrugged. “What of that? I won't stop you trying,” his eyes danced with merriment, “though I don't expect to see much success.”

 “Are you saying you won't oppose me?”

“Is that the agreement you want? That I, Dvorian Dueele Culchien Sinterra Mastrial
Valdrian Balaran stand neutral in all your future endeavors?”


My mouth went dry and my belly cold. “At least neutral,” I managed to sound calm even to myself as my mind ran over the massively complex and convoluted family and political connections he had just revealed. I'd had no idea. I started listing relatives of his who sat in the Assembly; the most obvious was the current junior Consul. Then there were half a dozen ex-consuls who held post-consular posts; three of them were governors. His great uncle was Censor. But he himself, Dvorian who chose to call himself Balaran was a private citizen, a battle mage, not even the head of a college of magic and thus a member of the Assembly by that route; he was a nobody. By connection, though, by connection he had massive influence.

 “Well,” he shrugged. “I suppose I can agree that. Now, what did you gain from the Keeplords?”


I didn't even think of asking for anything more formal than his casual word. His word was good. “The services of one representative of each keep for one year each until every keep has served.”


He blinked. “That's going to be quite useful.” He held his jaw and tapped his lips with one finger. “Were I to go and look,” he began, speaking thoughtfully, “would I find your name inked at the bottom of a certain document?” He didn't give me a chance to answer. “I would. It hasn't been done in a long while but I would indeed, wouldn't I? You made an agreement with them and put your word to it, and that makes you a member of a very exclusive club.” He shrugged. “Not that we have secret meetings or anything,” and smiled, “or even a mutual agenda other than helping each other keep our collective word and keep our respective assets secret. No problem there, I trust?”

 “None at all,” I managed not to croak the words out.

 “Good,” he gave a casual nod and turned to retrace our steps. “We wouldn't want you becoming a footnote in the less read histories, would we? I'll check to see if he is guilty and prosecute him if he is. Be sure Valarian knows there is no enmity intended and that it is, in fact, solely your idea.”


I agreed that I would. We came back to the head of the stairway that led down to the Via Jugarius, one of the main roads into the forum, and together we descended in what almost felt like a companionable silence. Balaran and I might in one sense be considered to be on a level of obscurity. Also, it was true that our respective families were almost equally august and ancient, though there is a lot of room in the word almost. What really gave him the upper hand was that even though he had held no public office, he had access to pretty much all of them. Treleth, just for example, would likely be judged by a family member. Treleth's fate would be sealed even were he innocent, if Balaran wished it.


It suddenly chilled my blood that he had wanted to meet at the Tarpeian Rock. My fate, too, I realized. But we had agreed that he would at least not oppose me. It was, all things considered, an enormous concession. Not that I'd gained an ally, I had no illusions about that, but a potentially overwhelming enemy had appeared quite suddenly and then shrugged and quit the field.


We parted on the Via Jugarius, cordially enough, and I decided on a route home that took me between the ancient dusty temples of Hope and Fortune.






#





 “You have visitors, young master,” Plenar informed me as soon as I walked through the door.


My good mood evaporated.


It was a bright hot day and my walk had been enough to work up a sweat. I was looking forward to a bath and some slippery fun with Gissela before I took a nap that would lead up to a leisurely evening meal. I had one or two things to decide on, but nothing pressing. True, I had better begin to move pretty soon if I was going to travel a thousand miles before my exile started, but I was confident I could make it. Even if the day of my exile found me at sea, I could arrange things so that no one aboard was aware of it by the simple expedient of putting into some harbor and changing boats.

 “For me?” I went to the heart of my annoyance. No one was supposed to know I was here.

“Yuril Kelenthis Terian is here to see you, young master.”

My frown deepened. I had little interest in any kind of conversation with the man who had married my sister; there was an implicit alliance with my father but there was no such agreement with me. In fact, his last words to me had been a threat. I had knuckled under, joined a military expedition north and, well, every unpleasant experience I'd suffered thereafter had ultimately been down to him. “Pity I'm not here,” I turned on my heel and headed back toward the door.


Plenar tagged along, still talking. “But a Brithadan prince and his escort are here to see your father, young master.”


And he wasn't here. Which made me head of the household. And the Brithada problem was one I'd more or less decided to take on.


I stopped in my tracks just a couple of paces shy of the door where the doorkeeper was ready to let me back onto the street.


I hesitated while Plenar hovered beside me. Duty called and for a moment I tried to pretend not to hear it. “You separated them, of course.”


He shook his head and pointed through the open doorway to the gardens at the center of the house. “I did try but Yuril was unwilling to be guided.”


I swore softly and headed out into the gardens. I'd no idea how privy Yuril was to my father's business, nor how well they trusted each other, but I knew one thing for sure; if Yuril smelled something he could turn to his own advantage he would follow it up.


I found them resting at ease in an intricate arbor where four white marble benches focused on a fountain that cooled the immediate area by a small but pleasing amount. The dense climbing plants also provided some shade from the bright sun that burned in a clean blue sky. There was food and drink to hand. I would have known the two whose attention were focused on him for foreigners by their clothes; airy garments that fell in cascades of expensive cloth.


One wore blue, and the other wore a buttery yellow that either was cloth of gold or emulated gold so well that I could hardly tell the difference. They were tall, slender and had the same look; tall, fine-featured with the hawk nose, dark hair in oiled ringlets and skin tones that told me they'd come from the eastern end of Our Sea, originally. They were undoubtedly Pharisian, one of the two ancient cultures to have extensively colonized Our Sea before we took control of it. None of those colonies within the bounds of Our Sea had persisted into modern times.


Yuril was a tall and broad man of forty with no no-nonsense features. He had rested against the fountain edge and held court. As I approached, he saw me and got to his feet, his expression neutral. He kept his attention on me and stepped forward. I was fully ready to be rude to him but was distracted by the odd behavior of the Brithadans. Having been clued in to my approach by Yuril's reaction, they had turned and now stood with their hands at the level of their shoulders and waggled their fingers at me, grinning.


Yuril saw my expression and stopped where he was. He turned so he could watch both them and me.

 “What,” I asked him, nonplussed, “are they doing?”

 “Showing off their fingers,” he shrugged.

 “Get out,” I told him, remembering to be rude. “You're not welcome.”


He ignored me and watched the Brithadans, still finger-waggling for all they were worth. “I just dropped by to invite you to dinner at my wife's insistence and to pass on a message from Valarian.”


Damn. The only way he could have a message for me from my father was if they kept in touch regularly, probably in the same way that Jocasta and I did, or had. I shied away from thinking about that and found myself genuinely annoyed.

 “My father is away and in his absence, I am master of this household and the representative of his wishes.”


Yuril's mouth was already open but his breath caught at my words and he hesitated in order to reevaluate.

 “Greetings,” I said to the Brithadans who were still waggling their fingers, “My father has asked me to look into and resolve your problem.” Was it my imagination or did I see a flicker of interest on Yuril's face?

 “You,” my brother-in-law enunciated clearly, “are exiled and have no authority to act in political matters.”

 “Don't need it,” I barely glanced at him, “the last king of Brithada left the country to my father in his will so it's nothing whatsoever to do with the Assembly. And I will remind you,” and now I looked at him, “that my exile has not begun yet and as the master of this household I have absolute authority within its walls.”


He closed his mouth and then compressed his lips as he struggled for control of his temper.


I held his furious gaze calmly. “You are not welcome.” I reminded him. “The only question,” I kept my voice calm and quiet, “is in what condition you leave.”


It took another couple of moments but he mastered himself, cleared his throat noisily and looked around the garden as though orienting himself before he looked at me again. I could see it was on the tip of his tongue to offer some parting insult and I fully intended to step in and break his nose when he did. He must have read my body language because he changed his mind after considering me for a moment, then gave a little nod as though deciding something.

 “Well, I mustn't hang about,” he said with a forced grin.


I stepped aside. “I would see you out, but I have business to conduct.”

 “Of course,” he stepped past me and walked away. After a few steps he stopped and half turned back. “Valerian will be glad it wasn't too late for you to grow a spine.”


Instead of getting angry, something came together in my mind with an almost audible snap. “It was my father's idea, wasn't it? He induced you to threaten me.”


He nodded absently. “Part of the deal. He said he needed a plausible threat to get you moving.”


Like a puppeteer, he'd pulled my strings from the beginning. But I was not a very amenable puppet, I consoled myself. I'd carved a chunk of the pie for myself with the tools he'd given me. The thought almost made me smile.

 “Come for dinner one evening,” Yuril continued, his tone considering, “your sister my wife will be glad to see you.”


Your sister, my wife. I gave it some brief thought. He was right of course; she would be unhappy if we were at each others' throats and if I did not take time to see her. But I had no wish to put myself in the position he had just most uncomfortably found himself in. “I don't know that I will have time for family gatherings.” I shrugged. “I'm going to need to travel soon.”


He gave a nod. “Then I'll extend your apologies?”


I nodded acceptance of that. “Please do.” When I turned back to the Brithadans their hands were still raised. “Whatever that means,” I pointed to their wiggling fingers and only then noticed that there seemed to be rather a lot of them, “please stop it.”

 “As you wish, Great Patron.” The one dressed in blue gave a big grin. They both dropped their hands as though it had never mattered and the one in gold drifted away to look at flowers. “It is merely the custom among our people to greet each other by making clear one's status,” he held up his hands and spread the fingers wide. The left, I noticed now I could spare some attention, had six fingers. “My master prince Farrik,” he gestured to the other Brithadan who glanced our way on hearing his name but swiftly lost interest, “is a prince of the royal blood with six perfect fingers to each hand,” he touched his hand to his chest, “while I, the humble Inhalash am of the third class, a Royal Scribe.”

 “And the second class?”

 “Royal Warriors, Great Patron.”


I briefly wondered what happened to children born with seven or more fingers. “Priests,” I guessed.

 “Great Patron?”

 “Those with more than six fingers? What happens to them?”


He was grinning again but I got no sense that he was expressing pleasure; rather that it was something he did as displacement activity. “That never happens, Great Patron.”


I bet that it did. If polydactyly was in the royal bloodline and they interbred, which they clearly did, then there would be children who were born with more than six fingers to a hand. Which meant they killed them to avoid confusion of their absurd system, or mutilated them to reduce the number of fingers. I was guessing but I didn't think there was any doubt that my guesses were right.


Prince Farrik drifted over to the fountain and picked over the food that had been left there until he found something to tempt him. He popped a sweetmeat into his mouth and then tapped his fingernails against the wine jug so that it rang. Inhalash immediately broke off and went to pour wine for his master.


Done with his task, Inhalash once more gave me his undivided attention while the Farrik drifted away to take in the sun and sniff at flowers.


I didn't like these people, I decided. “Why doesn't the prince speak for himself?”

 “Regrettably, Prince Farrik doesn't speak your language,” Inhalash informed me with another grin.


I shrugged and began to run through a list of languages he might speak, starting with the most likely, but each time I named one he shook his head and expressed his regrets. I soon got tired of the game. “Then you will teach me yours,” I told him and saw he didn't like it, “while you are my guests.”


He perked up. “We came by ship, Great Patron, and hoped your father's envoy, your good self it seems, might wish to travel with us to our glorious homeland where we might beguile you with tales of our great culture and the most magnificent qualities of the Prince Farrik whose generosity,” he waggled his eyebrows, “and noble nature will doubtless impress you to choose him as the next king.”

 “You want to bribe me to choose him over his peers and trap me on your ship so you have plenty of time to haggle a price.”


He grinned wide enough to split his face. “The Great Patron jests with his humble servant.”

 “How would you say that in your own tongue?”


He licked his lips, his reluctance clear, but there was no getting out of it. He said something so fast as to make his lesson all but useless, then grinned as the prince barked something harsh sounding. “Excuse me, Great Patron,” he bowed himself away and then rushed to his master's side. It was obvious he was being reprimanded; his subservience was made clear by how much he cringed while they spoke.


No, I decided, I already didn't like these people. But I supposed I would have to make them my guests while I tended to one or two other matters that I felt needed my attention. I added to the list the purchase of a slave to teach me Brithadan. If they wanted me ignorant of what they said to each other I'd best be very sure that I was not.


I had Plenar settle them in a suite of rooms and left. I wanted to be armed with a translator before we spoke again.






#






It was still only mid-morning, so I had plenty of time. The first thing I did was hove off to the slave market and hunt down someone who had a slave who spoke Brithadan on his books. It took a while but eventually I found a dealer who had what I needed; a lad named Tanim who had the language. I spoke with him briefly and found him acceptable. The dealer took my money and promised the slave would present himself to my home before nightfall. That done, I took a few minutes to find a present for my sister. When an amethyst brooch caught my eye, a brief haggle made it mine. I found a scribe, penned a brief note and hired a messenger to deliver it.


Then I found a hospitable place to sit in the shade and take a bite to eat and a beer while I made a decision or two.

 “Sumto?”


My mistake had been that I sat outside where anyone walking by could see me. I'd recognized the voice, so when I looked round I was unsurprised to see that it was Sheo who stood over me, himself looking surprised.

 “Sheo.” My voice sounded flat and unwelcoming to my own ears, and I guess that was about the way I felt. The last time I had seen my erstwhile friend we had been on opposite sides. Like Kerral, he had been acting under the influence of the last king's amulet, but what came to mind was a memory of him bending the knee to Kukran Epthel as the lich sat on a throne and my face stiffened in anger. It was he who had fed me the drug that addicted me to alcohol. But to balance that, he had also, I reminded myself, seen me enter the keep of the Eyrie and neglected to raise the alarm; and he had not searched me when I was later incarcerated. I suspected he had been fighting the influence of the amulet and had aided me as much as he could.


Sheo had looked away under my angry gaze but then looked back deliberately. “I'm glad to see you,” he said. “I never had the opportunity to thank you.”


I was still frowning but it was more in consideration than anger. I gestured to an empty seat. “Or explain,” I said. “I think I figured it out; you and Kerral, and maybe the others, did what you could to help me at the Eyrie.”


He sat with a shrug. “Use you, really. We couldn't act, but we knew that if we left you the tools to do something, you would.”


I had. I'd picked up the lich and carried him into a fire. It had seemed like a good idea at the time. Then I'd broken his neck and climbed out. I'd been pretty badly burned.

 “We couldn't do anything to harm him ourselves, the amulet inhibited that, and we had to obey any direct order. We were lucky he was not very intelligent about his orders. As soon as you attacked him, though, we turned on his bodyguard so as to keep them off you.”


I nodded. I remembered, more or less. “You did what you could.”


His face scrunched up for a moment and he looked away. “But only when we knew he had the last king's amulet. Before that...” he trailed off helplessly.


Before that he had caved under torture and completely given himself over to Kukran Epthel and abetted his crusade against the city. There was nothing more I wanted to say or hear about that. In a way I'd already made my mind up. “What are you doing now?”


He leaned back with a gusty sigh. “Nothing.” He cast about and waved for attention from the serving staff. “It has been made clear to me that there is no point applying for any public office, and that no army will have me.” He shrugged. “I have some money but nothing whatever to do with it except please myself. Even business is difficult; I am not exactly the flavor of the month. No charges were brought against any of us but it's the same for Hettar, Lentro and Kerral; we are all in the same boat. No future prospects at all.”


I sipped at my beer, considering. “I need someone here to look after things for me while I'm in exile.”


He went still as he considered my expression carefully. “I'd heard about that. The exile, I mean. Everyone has, of course. The way they got you was big news,” he shrugged. “Quite a lot of Patrons had to scramble for gold to secure the status of their children.” He smiled. “It was pretty good theater, actually.” He turned serious. “I won't be your client, though; your first client is a freedman and I won’t be subordinate to an ex-slave.”


I'd been expecting it. It was going to be a problem for the rest of my life. “Why not?”


He looked shocked. “Why not? No one would ever take me seriously again!” His expression abruptly changed as he saw my point.


At that moment a bottle of wine and a glass was placed in front of him. He poured and drank some. “You're right. I have absolutely nothing to lose.”


He said the words.

 “Your first job is to seek out Hettar and Lentro and see if you can recruit them.”


He looked surprised. “Not Kerral?”

 “I already spoke to him,” though he hadn't told me everything, and I planned to beard him about that as soon as I joined him in Brithada.

 “I see.” He straightened and put down the wine glass. “Well, that will give me added leverage with Hettar and Lentro when I find them. And the sooner I start, the sooner I'll be done. Where shall I find you?”


I told him, and after he left I sat and thought and after I finished my beer I drank his wine rather than see it wasted.






#






Jocasta's doorkeeper was as unimpressed to see me as before.


I was, I have to confess, a little drunk. But only a little. Exactly at that stage where some random damn foolery seems like a good idea. Going to see Jocasta and tell her I loved her, for example. The thought had made me giggle; she was, after all, a married man. I didn't know how much of that was a sham but I assumed I could take her at her word; that she had married Silver only to give my child a home, a name, and an inheritance. The more I'd thought about it the more that seemed the act of someone who cared about me, at least a little. Silver now worked for me, to some degree, so she could hardly object. I don't know what I hoped to achieve but as luck would have it I achieved nothing.

 “The master and mistress of the house are not home,” the doorkeeper seemed uninterested in how I took the news and could offer no details.


I gave it up and went home in the rain.






#






The door to my family home was open. The doorkeeper was absent.






#






The atrium was darkened. I recognized the dead slave sprawled in the doorway to the peristyle. He held a kitchen knife in one bloodied hand.
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The rain filled my ears as I circled the gardens and checked each area of the villa. My own rooms were mercifully empty. I found my swords there.






#






It was cold, the rain had soaked me to the skin and chilled me to the bone but it meant nothing. The lamps around the peristyle barely reached this far into the garden but a gleam of reflected light had brought me out into the rain and onto the grass where Tilla lay alone.


The rain had stopped. The last drops ran on her face like tears. On my face too; the difference being that I could feel them. Her eyes were open but there was nothing to gain from looking into them now. Her hair was sodden and stuck to her face. Lips slightly apart. Head turned to one side. Her body looked discarded. The rain had pooled in her navel. I looked away. I was cold all the way through. I went and brought something to cover her with. No need for anyone else to see her like this. Two was enough; he who had done this thing and myself.


As soon as I could arrange it there would be only one of us with that memory and that would still be one too many.


The night was silent after the rain so the creak of the door and the sound of footsteps alerted me. I finished what I was about before I turned and went to where Plenar stood in the doorway and wrung his hands in misery. His face was bruised and battered and he held himself stiffly, clearly nursing other hurts.

 “What happened?”


He looked past me. “After you left, two other Brithadans came and I allowed them entry. They talked and drank. Later, we were told that the prince wanted a woman. We told him to go to a house where he could buy one, but they wouldn't go. He made advances to Gissela and we told him he could not, she was a freedwoman and had rights so he picked on Tilla. She was a slave. We told him she had rights also but he laughed and wouldn't believe us,” he reached up to touch his face.

 “So you tried to stop him.”


He nodded. “Of course. But they were armed. Weapons hidden under their clothes. The prince was outraged that we would oppose him. They killed some of us. They killed Tilla's husband. The others fled.”

 “And you?”

 “Inhalash beat me nearly senseless.” He was still looking past me. “He held me helpless and made me watch.” He looked away. “Then the boy came, Tanim. He spoke to them, some in their own language. They didn't want to hear him; they didn't want to believe what he was saying. They talked casually about compensating you, and said it didn't matter as the dead were only slaves. He told them it was different here, that he had been a slave in both places and he knew. He told them what would happen to them. Then, when they understood, they became frightened and fled. They took him with them.”

 “Why did they kill Tilla?”


Plenar nodded, like he knew I would ask. “The prince was strangling her. I begged him to stop. He said he didn't want to risk planting his Royal seed by accident. It was only for the royal line.”


A cold silence enveloped me as the full implications of that sank home. My heart was like a frozen wasteland. They had been right to flee but they could not run far enough.

 “Where did they go?” Even as I asked the question, I knew the answer. They had come by sea. They would have a ship. They would be on their way to the port.


I was headed for the door before Plenar told me what he had heard them say, confirming my thoughts. He kept pace with me, though it must have hurt him.


Stay here,” I told him. “Take care of them.” With just a moment's hesitation to be sure he would obey, I was out the door. I almost collided with Lentro.


We steadied each other. He took in the swords I held in a bundle and my soaked clothes. “What happened?”


When I had first met Lentro he was overweight. Since then he had endured much. He seemed, I thought, to have more gray in his hair and more lines on his face. He carried a kitbag over one shoulder. “Sheo found you?”


He looked suddenly somber. “He did. And persuaded me.” He said the words then, as we stood in the dark rain soaked street with water gurgling past us in the drains and on the road.


I wasn't surprised. It would be the same for all of them. Technically they were traitors; they had aided an enemy of the city and taken arms against us. No one wanted to bring charges; no one wanted it known that the histories were wrong, then to wonder what else might come to light if the past were studied too carefully. Instead they had been condemned by my peers without trial. They should seek no advancement, and would gain no advantage, neither through public office or the military. “They kicked you out of the college?”


Lentro was a healer of some ability, I knew. I had no idea if he had learned other magics but I would be surprised than otherwise if he had not.


He nodded shortly. “Yes, now tell me what happened.”


I told him. As I talked, his gaze focused behind me. “Wait,” he put his free hand against my chest as I began to move. “You have time to towel yourself dry and change clothes while I work.” He patted the kitbag significantly. “I managed to keep hold of some of my gear.”


I shrugged him off. “I know where they are going,” I told him. “Do what you need to and catch up with me if you can.”


I left him there and hurried off into the dark. I heard him mutter an impatient oath under his breath. I knew what he was thinking; I couldn't take them all alone. But I had no intention of trying.
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 “You are still carrying those swords, I see.” It was the same Protector I had encountered in the docklands the night before. We stood outside the crossroads college and argued.

 “They're covered and bound.” They were, and so they were legal whether he liked it or not. He eyed me without enthusiasm as I told him what had happened in as few words as possible.

 “This happened on the Yurintal hill?” The Protector asked, and when I confirmed it he looked pained and shook his head. “That's not my patch.”

 “It doesn't matter,” I told him, impatiently. “There are armed foreigners on your streets.”


He shrugged. “I haven't seen them.”

 “They're heading for the docks.” I was getting annoyed. I didn't want to be wasting time on this. “They have a ship and they are heading for that.”

 “There's a foreign ship involved?” He raised a questioning eyebrow, and I saw the greed shine through. “Why didn't you say so in the first place?” He stuck his head through the door and shouted for his men to get armed and ready to move. In a few moments we were ready and on our way. I'd judged it right. It wasn't far. When we arrived, the Brithadans were easy to pick out. They were already in a fight, of sorts.


They had had time to get aboard a boat and be away, and I'd known it. But Princes and Warriors and Scribes are not usually well versed in boats. Their ship would be at the port of the city and they would need help to get there. And nor were the foreigners familiar with our ways. The river and the canal that runs parallel to it, cutting deep into the city and running all the way to the port, were thick with traffic during the day but no one plied the river by night. The wharves were thick with boats but completely lacking in people. Too late for bargemen, too early for fishermen, and unfamiliar with boats, the Brithadans were stuck. The bars that clustered between the warehouses were full of men who owned boats and had no intention of being coerced into them. 



About fifty yards down the wharf we could see the four tall, brightly dressed men being driven away from a bar with thrown bottles, empty and full. With them, the slave boy Tanim. As we approached, I watched the Scribe, Inhalash, abandon the bar they were being driven from and run a few paces to beg at another for a boatmen to get them on the river and away. He was met with jeers and contempt. He waved a bag of coin and maybe that would have worked, but I was willing to bet they had tried arrogance and orders first, and word had soon spread. One man stood and dropped his trousers to piss toward the Brithadan Scribe, who danced away. And as he did so, he turned and saw us.


I saw his eyes go wide at the sight of me. As I surged forward into a sprint, he screamed something that might have had words in it and fled. The prince howled a word or two as he fled without hesitation, gone into a dark alley in moments. The warriors turned to face us and brought curved swords out from under their loose and flowing red garb. I checked at once and swung the bundle I carried round in front of me; it took a moment to fumble into the bundle and grab the hilt of a sword. The already prepared Protectors surged past me as I drew the gladius and moved to catch up.


It was obvious they had been ordered to fight to the death. They were good but outnumbered and up against men who were the veterans of lifetimes of street fighting. There wasn't much they hadn't faced over the years, and the crowd knew them and was on their side. It was instantly apparent that I wasn't needed here. I slipped past the fight, through the crowded corner of a bar where the people made way for me instinctively. On the far side of the fight I caught a glimpse of a golden figure slip from sight around a corner. Without hesitation I gave chase. There were three of them. A Prince and a Scribe and the lad who ran with them.


I was confident I could handle them.
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It isn't more than half a mile from the docklands to the Forum. The Aranine hill is in the way and they hugged the river to avoid it. They probably thought that the wall that runs around the Aranine was guarded; they probably thought they had no choice but to slip between the narrow fort and the river to get to where they felt they needed to go. They were wrong but I was glad of it for two reasons; it made it easier for me to keep them in sight and I was not running well.


Before I had discovered horses and debauchery I'd had to run miles a day. I'd been no better at it than most but I'd not had a problem with it. That sixteenth summer that I had spent training with my uncle had been the pinnacle of my physical fitness, but even so, half a mile should be no problem. But I had been pushed hard in recent months and weeks. My body had no resources left to offer me. I ran on legs that felt like bunches of wet cloth. The Scribe and Prince weren't moving fast either, but I guessed that was because they were indolent from long habit. They ran together and looked over their shoulders. Every now and again they would put on a spurt of speed to try and shake me off but it was wasted effort. They were headed in a more or less straight line and I'd guessed where they were going. In desperation they would be heading for Asylum; they would have heard that within its doors they would be forgiven all past transgressions.


Beyond the narrow fort that overlooked the river, the Aranine hill falls away from the river. The western end of the great circus looms large. Here there were people on the streets. Most were out to sample the night theaters or simply eat street food, socialize and drink in a bar. None of them paid us much mind as we rounded the circus and ran under the low arches of the Appine Aqueduct. We had all concealed our weapons. They were a bright clad curiosity, no more. I suppose I was the same, in less gaudy plumage. I chased them slowly past the cattle market and between the temples of Hope and Fortune. I was unsurprised to see them cross the lower forum and head for the stairs that lead up to top of the Capitoline.


They lost me on the stairs. I couldn't move so fast, not on legs that had recently been only partly healed from taking such a pounding as they had on my ride south. I saw them reach the top and disappear from view.


It felt like a long way to the top but I forced each leaden leg to move in turn until I made it.


The top of the Capitoline was dark, clouds still covering the moon. I limped past the Tarpeian rock, thankful for the braziers that kept me safe from the edge, and toward the heart of the Capitoline where lay first the hut of the founders and then Asylum, both lit by burning brands that made holes in the darkness of the night. I was suddenly aware of a cold breeze that chilled me to the bone despite my feverish hot and sweaty skin. I was breathing like a bellows, big deep breaths that slowly came under my control as I passed the hut of the founder and approached Asylum. As I closed on the small building I found and drew the gladius. I took a couple of swings to loosen my shoulder as I approached the always open doorway, and stepped over the threshold and into the small building, lit by candles wrapped in glass to protect them from the wind.


Asylum was one big room. And the room was empty. I stood in the doorway and frowned around the circular hut. There was a fire pit in the middle of the room; a dome-shaped fire guard of fine mesh stopped sparks from spitting across the room to land on things that would burn. The smoke from the banked fire drifted lazily past beams and up to a high ceiling where it hung around before it dissipated through the thatch. A table held fresh food that was replaced every day. There was a bed and on it lay fresh clothes. We maintain these traditions out of sentiment.


It didn't matter how many times I cast my gaze over the room the net remained empty. He wasn't here. But he had to be.


I stepped a couple of paces into the room. My body was cooling down and I became aware of the wet clothes and how my skin was chafed here and there. There was no need to be cold while I thought, and the fire shed warmth everywhere in the room. I shrugged and tossed my swords on the bed. I stripped off the wet clothes down to the skin and put on the warm dry clothing left for anyone who made it to Asylum. While I did this I thought it through. I imagined the two of them running in the night, fleeing onto the Capitoline, suddenly confronted by a random selection of large and impressive buildings bordering the open space with a few more modest buildings scattered haphazardly around. I pictured it as they would see it on the run. They would have a description of Asylum, a small primitive building marked by a fire at the entrance.


With a satisfied nod as I saw what must have happened, I picked up my swords and left.


It wasn't far.


I walked back the way I had come, passed around to the front of the hut of the founders and entered.


He was there. He stood on the far side of the fire, hands by his side, dressed in cloth of gold. He was alone and I didn't trust that.


He smiled the big smile. “I am safe, my crimes are forgiven. I am a citizen now, cousin.” His ignorance added unintended insult.


I paid him no mind as I looked around the hut. The room was not so very different to Asylum and just as open. There was nowhere to hide. There was no one else here.


Well, I decided, the other could wait.


I sheathed the honor blade and tossed the two swords onto the empty bed. As I closed on him I was wary for a weapon, but he was confident and his hands were empty. He turned a little to face me as I closed on him. When I came close enough I struck him hard in the middle and he folded. I caught a wrist and pulled it behind him. I'd wrestled and boxed when I was younger so I knew how to hold him and control him. A moment later and he was face down on the bed, gasping. I put my knee in the small of his back and with one hand took a binding from my bundled swords. He struggled, still unable to talk past the stunning pain in his belly. I hit him a couple of times so he stopped struggling. A few moments later I had his wrists bound behind him. I did the same to his ankles and then dragged him to the floor. He was shocked, hurt, but recovered some. I was in no hurry.


I took hold of his hair in one hand. His long oiled locks felt greasy to my touch but I wrapped them around my fist to be sure of a good grip and then I dug my knee in his back and pulled him so he knelt before me. I pulled his head back slowly so that he looked up at me.

 “You can't do this,” he gasped. “I am in Asylum.” He sounded affronted.

 “Actually,” I said, my voice dead calm to my own ears, “you are not.” I took my sword up in my free hand and showed it to him. He tried to jerk away but I held his head still. My foot was between his calves, my knee in his back. I had him pulled back against me and held him still. I'd seen it done at executions. It was easier than I'd expected. The blade gleamed in the fire light. “One old hut must look much the same as another to you,” it was not a mistake I would have made even as a small child, “but this is the hut of the founders.”


He whimpered. I continued to explain as I steeled myself for what I was going to do. “Not that it would have mattered. The first constitution was burned and re-written because we decided we no longer needed men like you.” I thought of Tilla and used the anger to feed my determination.


He was sweating now and breathed hard, eyes wide. “We can pay,” he gasped, “She was your property. We understand that now.”


I pulled his head back a little further so his face entirely faced the ceiling. I stood over him, controlled his futile struggle. My face compressed in disgust. “It was never about that.” You just can't talk to some people. “She was under my protection and I failed to protect her from you. It didn't occur to me I needed to.” I held his desperate gaze. “If her owner, a Patron of the city did that to her his punishment would be no less than this.” I brought the point of my blade to his mouth. His lips peeled back and he clenched his teeth. My own grimace was intended to be a grim smile. His clenched teeth would make no difference. I gently inserted the point of my blade under his front teeth and pushed the blade slowly between his teeth; with the lever that was the length of the sword it was easy to prise his teeth apart and lever the sword so that it was point down.


He tried to say something around the blade while still holding onto it with his teeth. I half guessed and half understood what he wanted to say. “I am not Prince Farrik.”

 “I know,” I told him. I'd not been fooled by the switch of clothes despite their similar look. “Imagine what I will do to him when I find him and be glad of it.” My voice sounded ugly now to my own ears.


I held him still for a moment longer. His desperate eyes flicked around as he looked for salvation and then came back to meet my gaze, the only hope he had and found it was none. His eyes went still, then. He still gripped the blade with his teeth, jaws locked and muscles straining. It would do him no good. It would make no difference. His jaws were no match for the strength in my right arm and the weight of my body. I slowly pushed the blade down into his mouth. He made a long noise that might have been the word no; or something else. His breath went wild. I heard him. Huh huh huh. I ignored it. Flecks of bright blood escaped from between his teeth. I paused and thought about it. His tongue, I decided. I wanted to do this right so I twisted the blade a little to force his teeth wide so I could see. There was blood in his mouth but I could clearly see the blade had nicked his tongue, a tongue that now writhed away from the edge of the blade. I adjusted the angle of the blade to the back of his throat. Blood was pooling there and he huffed an explosive breath to avoid drowning in it. Blood spattered up the blade and over my hand, some touching my face like fine warm rain but I did not react. I let him close his teeth on the blade again. He gripped the blade with his lips, blood pooling at the corners of his mouth. His whole body thrashed powerfully but I was set like stone and held him fast until he was still again. Then I inched the blade down his throat; then pushed firmly as it grated on bone. The muscles of his body locked up but more in a struggle to stay still, as if by doing so the blade would pass harmlessly down his throat. The blade was too wide for that and it was already too late. I held his gaze as he began to drown, held him as his small useless struggles wound down. Blood sprayed out of his mouth with each breath. Then gushed as the tip of my sword found his heart. Eyes still wide his body stiffened and he moaned. I held him like that until he stopped breathing and there was no need to hold him longer. The blood still pumped out of him for a while, spilling over his face and down his body, weaker and weaker until it stopped. I held him like that and watched the life go out of his eyes. I wanted no illusions about what I had done. Tilla had been murdered, her and her husband and the men who had tried to keep her safe. And for revenge I had done this. It was also murder.


I stood over the body for a very short time. I thought of Tilla. Her unnecessary death was my fault. It was my misjudgment that let these people into my father's home. It was one more guilt to add to the rest. This murder felt less than some of the guilt I carried. I had caused the deaths of children; I had killed one with my own hand; cut his head from his body as he came to help me. This murder did not matter so much, somehow.


I already knew I was evil.
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I stood in the night outside the hut of the Founders and thought.


I'd sheathed the sword without cleaning it. It was part of our training. Animalcules lived on the blood and promoted infections in a wounded enemy. Infection would kill an enemy later rather than sooner but a dead enemy was still a dead enemy. I'd left the body where it fell as there was no need to move it. The huts were tended and someone would deal with the dead foreigner come morning. I might be asked a question or two about the matter at some time, but probably only in casual conversation. No one would attempt to prosecute on his behalf; his crime had been committed in my home and in that place my word was law. It was my father's house, of course, but it amounted to the same thing.


The night was cold and quiet and seemed empty. Only in the distance could I hear the odd voice raised in revelry, but nothing else. I stood for a while and thought but no new ideas came to me. They had swapped clothes, the prince and the scribe, and the blue clad prince had fled on across the Capitoline to... where? I had no idea. After a time I admitted to myself that I would have to think of another way to catch him. Dissatisfied, I strolled back across the Capitoline on tired legs. I was exhausted all round, in fact. I would rest later. I was eating well but my body had been healed too many times over the last months to have had a chance to build up any reserves of strength. I needed a long rest but didn't see it happening any time soon; maybe when I got on a boat and had nothing else to do.


My thoughts were drifting this way and that as I came close to the line of iron baskets that burned coal to mark the edge of the Tarpeian rock at night. I angled to my right and headed for the steps down into the lower forum. Then I stopped.


I was no longer alone.


It was hard to tell in the night but I knew he wore red. The Brithadan carried a blade that curved gently and gleamed in the available light. He had not been coming after me but had checked when we saw each other in the same moment. He had padded away from the steps and had been heading toward the center of the Capitoline. As he turned to face me, I was now closer to the edge of the cliff that fell into the lower forum than he was.


I had time so I drew the longer of the two swords. “He's dead,” I told him.


The Royal Warrior shook his head. “You said he, cityman, not they. My prince lives.”


They must have concocted the plan quickly. So this one didn't know they had changed clothes but he knew what the original plan was. If I could take him alive I would find my Brithadan prince. “Surrender to me and I will spare your life.” I would take both his hands off and make him a beggar for life, but I would keep my word.


He stepped toward me, wary but clearly determined. “I am to buy my prince time to make good his escape, just as I believe Inhalash has done.”

 “If he goes to Brithada he won't be able to hide there.” I realized that the prince would know that was true even as I said it. He would head home and set traps for me. I remembered the cloth of gold garment he wore and guessed he had wealth enough to cause me some trouble. I'd have to be increasingly wary the longer the chase went on.


The Royal Warrior didn't respond. He looked grim but determined and I felt at a disadvantage. I wished I dared use magic. I had not dared cast any spell since I had been concussed. I still didn't dare; and the only stone I had was set in my forehead and I wasn't even sure I could still use it since Larner had placed it there; maybe it was supporting the spell that linked it to the blood vessels in my head so I could not remove the stone and live. I was suddenly annoyed with myself, this wasn't the time to be thinking about this.


I had the advantage in weapons. The blades were of a length, the length of an arm, but mine was a straight blade and good to thrust as well as cut, while he gripped the hilt of a curved blade that relied more on the draw to slice into flesh. He could thrust but it would be less effective; I knew he would slash or if in close he might lay his left forearm on the back of the blade, point close to elbow, and use his weight to slice into me. Such wounds would part muscle and bleed like water poured from a jug but they would not find vital organs. We were of a height so there was no advantage there. I watched how he moved. He was fit and healthy and looked fresh. He closed without haste and to keep him the focus of my attention I had to put my back to the cliff edge. I didn't like to do that so I began to circle to my left and as soon as I took a step he charged.


The scimitar sliced in glittering flashes that hissed through the air. I danced back unsure of my ability to block strikes that were so fast and wild but certain I could simply step out of his reach. An iron basket of burning coals flickered in my peripheral vision and then I was behind the line that burned to mark the edge of the cliff. I turned myself side on to him and danced back a couple or quick paces, angled so the cliff edge was to my right. He broke off his advance and circled to keep my back to the cliff. I couldn't move fast enough to get around him and stopped trying.


It wasn't a standoff. He closed with slow determination and I needed to get away from the cliff edge. I snapped a couple of shuffling step thrusts and he parried both confidently, low on his blade near the hilt and then he was suddenly inside my guard and close as he collapsed his blade back onto his left forearm. As I drew back to get my blade on him he sliced inside my forearm, wrist and heel of my hand in one swift draw of the blade. I hissed out a breath and he danced away, flicked a blow toward my eyes that I failed to duck far enough to totally avoid. I felt the edge bounce off my skull and as I straightened I knew that blood would soon me pouring from the wound onto my face. The sting in my forearm burned more painful by the moment. I could feel the blood pouring over my hand.


The Royal Warrior stood back from me and smiled. He could see I was hurt. He was happy enough to wait while I bled out. I glanced down at my arm and saw the sheets of blood welling from the wound in a constant sheen, my blood looking black in the light of the fires. Blood began to run on my forehead and dripped from my eyebrows. Soon it would be in my eyes and then I would be dead, I knew. Blood sheeted over my hand and spattered on the rocks like rain; my hand was numb and I knew my grip on the hilt was weak.


I glanced back over my shoulder, knowing I would likely die here and fall from the rock and hating it. The rock was for traitors. The edge of the cliff was just one pace behind me. In the Forum below a small group of people ran. They were not hard to recognize; Sheo and Hettar followed Lentro who looked down at something he held in his hand and with his other hand he pointed toward the river.


I only gave it the briefest glance but the Royal Warrior had obviously changed his mind in the moment, the opportunity too good to pass up. I was already bending my legs at the knee as he closed fast. In the moment I had glanced down I'd seen Hettar look up and see me; I just hoped he was watching with care and could react in time. I swept a wild swing toward the Warrior's legs and he blocked it as I knew he would; he turned his right shoulder to me as he continued to step closer; let his blade move past the point of contact, gripped his own right wrist again and laid the back of his blade against his left forearm ready to turn into me and slice into my flesh. But I had dropped down and back and curled my left arm round his left leg. I fumbled for a grip and found it when my elbow locked behind his knee; my own weight went back over the cliff as I straightened my legs with a solid heave and his knees buckled as he sagged toward me. He tried to keep his balance. He tried to hold us back but it was way too late for that and an instant later we fell together. For a moment I hardly seemed to move. For a moment the air was still around me but then it roared and whipped at my hair and clothes. I let go my sword and spread wide my arms. As I let him go, I pushed and kicked to be sure we didn't fall together.


I couldn't help counting my breaths as we spun down.


One; the sickening lightness in my belly as my body sensed the fall and knew it fatal.


Two; the rush of wind and the gasp of fear as my arms spread out to catch something, anything, and saw the hard paves expand as I rushed to meet them. A glimpse of another flailing body in the air to my side. Red. A terribly apt color. I'd been wrong. We would both die here. I closed my eyes.


Three; suddenly the wind increased a hundredfold, the wind pushed into my mouth and nose, choking me, it roared in my ears, it was impossible to force a breath. The wind pushed against me like a physical force. A sharp but dull thud echoed once and was gone, loud even over the force of the wind sheeting past my ears. I'd lost count of my breaths and because of that I knew it didn't matter. I forced my eyes open. Arms wide, legs spread, the force of the wind under me, I hovered in the air about five feet from the solid stone paves of the lower forum.
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I stood weak and shaking. A spray of blood had fallen in a circle around where I had hovered and I had trouble taking my eyes off it as we spoke.

 “You are going to have to rest, Patron,” Lentro was firmly insistent. He had healed me only a little and would not be moved on it.


My right arm was bandaged and so was my head. I held my arm against my chest, hand against my shoulder, because it hurt less that way. “Show me the compass.”

 “Did you hear me?”


I nodded, winced. “I heard. I'll rest. Later. Show me the compass.”


He sighed and handed it over. The compass was a fine instrument in a small black box covered with glass. The needle wobbled a little but strayed true no matter which way I turned it. It pointed, as near as I could tell, more west than north. Even as I watched, I saw the needle smoothly change a little. “How does it work?”

 “He left his seed behind,” Lentro told me dispassionately. “I isolated a drop of his seed and put it on the compass. His essence is in his seed as well as in him, both exactly the same.” He shrugged took the compass back. “The compass is an artifact, of course.”


An artifact, and therefore extremely valuable. I didn't have a very good record with artifacts. I'd lost a sorcerer's loupe and maybe that accounted for Lentro's apparent reluctance to let me hold the compass. “So we know the direction, but not the distance?”

 “Exactly,” Hettar butted in, “he is that way,” he pointed toward the river a little north of where we were, “and I suggest we move if we intend to catch him.”


I gave him my full attention. Hettar was old and sounded annoyed. He had a full head of hair that was as near white as made no difference. His face was wrinkled but his eyes bright. He carried himself well for his age, neither infirm nor stooped though he was a little round-shouldered.


He frowned back at me, eyes glittering. “What?”

 “What are you angry about?”

 “You,” he told me in one clearly enunciated word. “You are reckless and a gambler and foolish. You saw us, and gambled everything on my ability to react and on knowledge you could not know I possessed.”


I was still feeling a little queasy about what might have happened, a messy example lay to hand at the bottom of the cliff. The fall had killed him outright. A pool of blood had spread round him but it would get no bigger now. There were puddles of it where his body lay on the uneven surface of the rocks. He lay face down, half on and half off the paves of the lower forum. The shape of his head was not as it had been. His limbs were twisted to angles unintended. White bone showed here and there where they had broken and punched through the flesh.

 “I didn't have much choice,” I gestured to my head and bandaged arm. “I didn't have any choice in fact. Stay and die or take him over the cliff and kill him.”

 “And that priest you drowned? And Kukran Epthel? The stories get around, you know. You risk yourself recklessly by habit. You lack self-control not to mention a sense of self preservation.”


I was getting annoyed. “I'm here aren't I? Alive, am I not? My enemies dead, yes?”

 “And friends?”


I winced. A whole army didn't count as friends, technically, but there had been friends among them.

 “You risk others as recklessly as yourself; you are the kind of man who would rather do nothing and so you are pushed until you lose control and temper. You need to plan and plot and scheme and if I'm going to wed my fortunes to yours I want to know that you know these things and will work to address them.”


I didn't respond. Couldn't find fault with what he had said. I gave a little nod, more in thought than acquiescence.


It seemed to mollify him. “You need me, and right now I don't need you that much. I have some money, some land,” he shrugged. “I could retire.”

 “But you don't want to,” I could see it in him. Across the forum I could see the local Protectors on their way to investigate so I hoped this would be done soon.

 “No,” he enunciated clearly, “I don't. So here it is,” he said the words then and became my client. “Don't make me regret it.”

 “I won't,” I hoped.


The Protectors arrived and wanted our attention for a while. But they didn't keep us long. I was a citizen and the dead weren't. They had violated my hospitality and therefore my word was law. I'd executed them for their crimes. The Protectors had undertaken to deal with the bodies for a small fee and I paid.


As soon as we were free we headed across the lower forum toward the river, but it was already clear he was out of our reach for now

 “He's going down river,” Lentro told me as we stood at one edge of the first bridge and looked out over the dark waters.

 “So he has a boat. And at the port he has a ship and men.”

 “And he's ahead of us,” Sheo pointed out. “He'll get there first and be away.”


I rolled my shoulders to loosen the tense muscles there. I was tired and hungry and now I felt cold. I stared down the river for a time, deliberating. Somehow Hettar's words had sunk into me and stayed close to the surface. “We can follow him anywhere,” Lentro had made it clear that he would never be beyond our ability to find him. “So he can wait. We have plans to make and things to agree,” I told them, “and I have people to bury.”
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The port of the city was not so very far away. I was annoyed as I stood on the dock and argued.

 “We seized it,” the Protector protested, gesturing at the Brithada ship that was no longer the property of Farrik. “They put up a fight,” he continued, “and some of my men were wounded. Every man amongst us needs paying.”


I cast my eye along the length of the monoreme, judging her value more than paying attention to the red clad bodies that were being removed from her deck. “The owner killed my people; they have families who need compensating.” I met his gaze and let my determination show on my face. “And had I not drawn your attention to the presence of armed foreigners in our streets and led you to them there would be no prize to dispute.”


He was unimpressed. “You didn't fight for it. Me and my men did.”


I decided to change tack, and maybe lie a little. “Come now, let's reason together. If we take this dispute to court it will be a court of the first class, as I am a Patron. They will likely find for me and take the fees from the prize. You will get little or nothing.” He was annoyed but I could see he accepted. “So take half by agreement. I'll pass half the value on to the families of those I lost. For myself, nothing.”


Disgruntled, he sniffed. “You Patrons are tight as ducks' asses. You pay the auctioneers fee out of your half, then.” He agreed it with bad grace, determined to score a last point.


Good enough, I decided. “I'll have one of my clients arrange things.”

 “I want to agree the auctioneer,” he stipulated.

 “Of course.”


For a time we watched the bodies being cleared and said nothing. I wanted to talk to Jocasta. Share the loss of my people with her. Be comforted. Tell her I had become a monster. Have her deny it. But I wouldn't go to her now. It was over. It was too late. Not for me the future with her and our children, happy together. For me the future where I waded through a sea of blood. Other peoples' blood.

 “You looted the bodies?”


He looked offended. “Didn't touch a thing.”


In a better mood, I would have laughed at the obvious lie.
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My clients had resources. Things happened. A ship was made available, a single mast and foresail cargo ship with twelve-a-side oars. A crew and supplies were organized. We found a cargo, because there was no sense traveling with an empty hold, and the merchant who would travel with it spoke Brithadan. It was no coincidence; the cargo had been chosen because it was going to the same place I was. I didn't need to do any of the organizing; what I needed to happen happened. The funerals were organized, the ashes put in the family crypt. I paid for everything. The trip was supposed to be financed by my father but he wasn't here and no message had reached me, so he would have to owe me.


I worried about money; it always comes down to money in the end. I had left the bulk of what I had available in the north with Meran. What I had brought south in scrip was that which I had earmarked for a year's expenses for three people. There would still be three of us, although a different three, but I'd gone through most of the money already. I claimed Prince Farrik's garments and was awarded them for doing a service to the city; pest control, basically. The cloth of gold was sold at auction as a novelty garment and made a useful amount of money; enough to keep the three of us for over a month. I hated fretting about our day to day expenses so I gave the job to Lentro. He immediately saw the problem and loaned me some money without interest and I wished I'd thought of it before.


In a week we were ready to depart. I left Sheo behind to look after my interests in the city and to liaise with Meran. I wrote to Meran to inform him that I had three new clients, and told him who they were. Information would flow; decisions would be made and things would happen. I left Sheo and Meran free to scheme as they would. They both had one major task; make money out of the new frontier in the north. I expected that they would do well.


Lentro, Hettar and I took a boat down river to the port of the city, a great octagonal harbor dominated by the massive presence of the lighthouse that guided boats in at night. We boarded Hettar's galley and put oars to the water. Soon enough we were at sea and headed into the west.
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 “Impressive, isn't it?”


Ten days travel, our speed only a little assisted by Lentro's weather magic, had taken us a thousand miles west to the very end of Our Sea. The sun was low in an azure sky and shadowed the hills behind the nearby shore. Directly ahead of the ship lay a broad canal that cut through the heart of the hills in a line as straight as any road. It was this to which the merchant Chethyn referred.


The spit of land between Our Sea and the western sea had been a barrier to travel since time began. Ships don't work on land, so cargoes had to be unloaded and taken over the neat strip of highlands that lay between like a giant snake that's eaten a dozen mice in short order. Nearly four hundred years ago, the consul Tethelion had been embroiled in a war that necessitated a fleet in the western sea. The Calier-Rhias canal had been his solution; a canal that ran through the hills in a straight line to join the two port towns and allow his fleet passage. The massive cut through the hills had been achieved swiftly, the stones of the hills turned to sand. Induced thunderstorms had taken care of the rest. The stone used to enact the magic had been bigger than a fist. He had taken the stone with his fleet when he had been able to sail on.


His enemy had not held out for long.


I glanced at the merchant, Chethyn and gave a shrug before I looked back to the port of Calier and the broad V that cut through the hills behind. Five miles of broad canal would bring us to Rhias and the western sea. The waterway was subject to the tides of the western sea and passage must be timed to accommodate them.

 “What? You don't think so?” He seemed surprised. “A hundred thousand laborers could not have burrowed down through those hills in a century of labor. Look,” he pointed to the shallow slopes of the cut, the top almost a mile wide, and the bottom perhaps three hundred yards, the canal itself wide enough for ships far larger than this to pass without paying attention to each other. “Look,” he repeated, “and imagine the sheer tonnage of rock displaced.”


I had to get him to clarify what he'd said. I pick up languages fast but ten days was pushing it even for me. The amount of rock removed was a lot, I had to admit. But I didn't see why Tethelion had stopped there. A broader channel, say a mile or two, would have removed the tidal problem. And he had the stone to do it. At least he had made the canal deep enough so that it wouldn't silt up.

 “I just find it hard to get excited about what isn't there.” I shrugged and turned my back on the town and the canal. The tide was coming through and the waters of the channel rose a couple of feet and moved fast when that happened. There was no sense trying to sail against it when all we had to do was wait a little. After the waters settled we would enter the canal and put into port for fresh water and other supplies. Until then we were just waiting. “I'm going to get something to eat,” I told him.

 “It is a magnificent achievement,” he complained to my back, disappointed by my lack of enthusiasm.


I ignored him. I was hungry. Lentro had been all but force-feeding me, insisting that I gain weight in case he needed to heal me. I was getting used to eating several times a day and had disciplined myself to some moderate exercise. I felt okay. Lentro had also admitted possession of a sorcerer's loupe when I had explained that since the concussion I dared not cast the spells I knew without assurance that I did not misremember them. He'd guided me through them and made me a loan of a two carat stone that I could use to cast the few cantrips that I had. I was enjoying truly clean teeth for the first time in weeks. Lice and other pests of that nature would no longer be a worry. I could make light in the dark, make a small flame that would catch on the wick of a candle or suitable kindling. A few other tricks of no account. He didn't know the boiling oil spell Jocasta had taught me but Hettar did so there was that. I tried to get them both to teach me more but they both told me I couldn't afford to spend the money. I had had a vague hope that my own clients would bend the rules for me. It was so rare a thing for a Patron to have sorcerers as clients that I hadn't known the precedents.


I met Lentro in the galley. He liked to eat but I suspected he hung out there just to be sure I turned up regularly. I gave a greeting, then grabbed some perpetual stew to eat and joined him.

 “Has he moved?”


Lentro gave me a long-suffering look but pulled the compass from a pocket and opened it. “Hard to tell,” he admitted. “If he has, then not much.”


Good enough for now, I decided. I'd been checking several times a day. Once a day we got bearings from the ship's compass and checked more thoroughly. Once a day, Lentro insisted, was more than enough. I supposed I agreed. Farrik was somewhere to the southwest of us, we knew, and from the maps on board we guessed he had made Brithada and moved inland. In two days we would do the same.


I gestured to Lentro to put the compass away and began to eat. I didn't think much more about Farrik. I would find him and kill him. If anyone obstructed me they would regret it. While I was about that I would complete the task which my father had asked of me and choose one of his bastard brothers to be king of Brithada and client to my father. I knew now what I would gain for myself; Chethyn had told me that each of the king's bastards held a territory for his own upkeep. Farrik's lands were forfeit to me. I couldn't see the new king denying me that; after all, he might be my father's client, but he would owe his crown to me.


I was back on deck by the time the tide changed and we rowed easily into the canal and then the harbor of the port town of Calier. Chethyn covered the harbor dues, it was his cargo after all, and organized the unloading of some goods. He had made clear that he intended to deliver commissioned cargoes here as well as trade speculative cargoes purchased on the back of the commissions. He also intended to seek out fresh cargo and make purchases for the onward journey to fill the vacated space.


I didn't mind. I was keen to press on but not anxious. I knew Farrik could not escape me.


Calier was a far smaller harbor than the port of the city but still intensely busy and crowded. Together Calier-Rhias was where two vast continents and two great seas met. The two ports each vied for the lion's share of the cream to be skimmed from the trade that passed. Here resided agents from every culture that had a coastal town for two thousand miles east and a thousand miles north and even further south and west. All the peoples of the world seemed to be represented here, a vast array of skin tones, facial features and morphologies that must surely represent the full spectrum of humanity.


With great difficulty I resisted the urge to go ashore. Calier was a new town to me but I was well aware that it had no shortage of taverns to distract me. I chewed the idea over for a while but decided I would be better served by some moderate exercise, food and rest; even though I already felt better than I had in what seemed like forever. I had to favor my right arm a little. A thick scar ran in a long ridge down my inner forearm and onto the heel of my hand. It was a little tender still, but well on the mend. I could do push-ups so long as I kept my palms off the deck; I alternated between splayed fingers and balled fists. I kept it slow and controlled, nothing rigorous. I'd pushed other muscle groups back to the numbers of repetitions I'd found easy in my teens. I'd also tried to reproduce the slow combat-like movements that Sapphire had shown me. I hadn't ground them into body memory but recalled plenty enough to be going on with. The exercise reminded me of him and I gusted out a sigh as I became aware that I missed him now that he wasn't watching my back.


Perhaps, I thought as I shifted into another series of fluid movements, twilight closing in around me, I had better learn to watch my own back.


As I exercised and let my mind drift I could not help but be aware of the bustle of the quayside. It was not that there was a greater variety of peoples here than in the city itself, rather that each was a greater percentage of the population. Contrasts abounded as cultures mixed freely under the enforced peace of Luria. Maybe I was subconsciously expecting it but I noted that my mind focused at once on a glimpse of red, blue and gold cloth worn separately by three figures who separated from the flow of the crowd and approached the gangplank of our ship. The three looked remarkably similar to the Brithadans I had already encountered but it was clear to me in mere moments that they were not known to me. They stopped at the foot of the gangway and called a question to the ship's mate.


Surprise vied in my mind with the sheer inevitability that he asked after me by name.
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 “I know,” I couldn't help frowning as they stood on our deck, their hands raised, fingers waggling and displaying their teeth with ingratiating grins, “that you measure seniority by counting digits but we do not.”


We had an audience, though the sailors kept a discrete distance. The Captain, whose name I didn't know, stood by my side, clearly taking the view that anything that happened on his ship was his business.


The three Brithadans stopped their posturing. “Of course, Great Patron,” the blue-clad Royal Scribe stepped forward and the prince immediately feigned disinterest and drifted back from us, the Royal Warrior at his side. “Our customs are unique,” he ducked his head, looked up at me with a false grin. “I, humble Ostranu speak for my master, Prince Traldos, when I extend gracious greetings and offers of hospitality, Great Patron.”

 “Patron,” I told him flatly. “I am not much influenced by flattery.”

 “Ah,” his face lit up in a parody of gratitude. “You are most generous, Patron.”


His pronunciation was a little off, making it sound as though I were a Patron who had held high office, rather than merely a member of a noble family. I decided to assume that that was deliberate and he was flattering me still. I looked at Prince Traldos, who seemed more interested in the gulls that swooped and dived about the harbor. “Am I to assume that Traldos,” I used his bare name deliberately and was content to see a twitch of annoyance pass over his face, “doesn't have this language?”

 “Indeed and sadly,” Ostranu nodded. “It is for my humble self to translate for Prince Traldos.”


I was confident that that was a lie but I could also lie, even if it was a lie of omission. “Then we must be content with that. What did Farrik tell you?”

 “Farrik, Great Patron?” Ostranu paused a moment too long, then shook his head. “I don't understand,” he grinned, “I know of no Farrik.”

 “You just thought you'd stop by every Lurian ship and ask after me by name on the off chance I might be passing this way?” I deliberately stepped past Ostranu and placed myself in front of Traldos. “What do you want?”


Traldos spared me a glance and turned very slightly aside and gestured at Ostranu. “Speak to the foreigner,” he said in his own language.


Ostranu was back in front of me, drawing my attention. “It is our purpose to impress you with the magnificent qualities of the prince Traldos, whose generosity and nobility are such you will doubtless see that he alone is fit to sit the throne of his father.”

 “He will have to do better than Farrik.”


Traldos spared me a single hard glance and then looked away. Ostranu's own surprise could have been feigned. “Do you mean Farrik ul Yalaltni? That vile villain has dared present himself to your most august and munificent self? His perfidy knows no bounds,” Ostranu protested, “his crimes are legion, his dishonesty endless, his perversions too numerous and vile to think on.”

 “No one is going to mind when I execute him, then,” I interrupted.

 “It would be only simple justice,” Ostranu told me. “Why, were it permitted amongst us, every hand would long since have been turned against him.” He held up his hands and briefly waggled his fingers. “Alas, the blessed six fingered are inviolable under our most ancient and sacred law.”

 “But not under mine,” I told him firmly.


He smiled ingratiatingly and ducked his head so that he could look up to me. “Indeed not, Great Patron.” His look of cunning pleasure was not as well masked as he might think. “You, Great Patron, are a force outside our law.”


I let that lie, but it was useful to know I'd likely meet no real opposition. “What do you want?” I asked, still keeping the questions almost insultingly direct. To be honest, I could not quite bring myself to treat them without some degree of prejudice. My previous experience with the product of their class and culture predisposed me to dislike them even if it was unfair to judge these by the actions of others.

 “My master offers you his hospitality in the town of Farishe, where each prince may come and present themselves at your pleasure.”

 “And all the time I will be his guest and beholden to him and he will have access to me,” I pointed out, “and that is hardly the way to make a fair measure of the late king's heirs. No,” I didn't let him interrupt as I put the matter beyond argument, “I will travel through the kingdom and visit each in turn and if by some chance I miss one or two, then they may find me as I travel.”

 “Prince Traldos will happily meet all expenses of food and entertainment incurred during your arduous and wearying journey through his humble lands,” Ostranu began.


I cut him off. “No,” I told him, “that will not be necessary.” I could just soak up bribes, ignoring how carefully dressed up in other garb they were, and then simply disregard the implied deals and choose as I willed, but that would not be honorable. “I will travel at my own expense and entertain each apparent heir for up to three days. After that I will make a decision. Aren't you going to translate any of this?” The prince was still idly bird watching.


Ostranu blinked. “My master's wishes are known to me, Great Patron. Your will is to be obeyed regardless of what kind offers of his are cruelly rejected. My master seeks only to please and impress upon you his munificence. My master's noble father has given care of Brithada to your father and my master seeks then only to be client to your father in whatever humble capacity may be entertained.”


I shrugged, unimpressed. “Is there anything else?”


He maintained a self-effacing posture. “Great Patron, we are a desert people who have no vessels to command.” He paused significantly, his expression expectant. “We are stranded in this foreign port,” he went on, and when I still didn't respond, “we wonder if you could extend your generosity to permit us to provide company for your voyage?”

 “Patron,” I corrected him again. “I have no spare cabins to offer,” which was true enough. “And the port is full of ships,” I pointed out, “not to mention that I have stated clearly that I will spend three days only in the prince's company. No more time will be inveigled out of me. Any such attempt will not aid your cause.”


The prince raised his hands to shoulder level and waggled his fingers at me, his expression blank.

 “My master wishes to depart,” Ostranu and the Royal Warrior joined their master in the display of digital superiority before all remembered I would not be participating, at which point they dropped their hands and left.


I glanced around and saw that both Lentro and Hettar had joined us without my noticing. “What do you think?” I asked them.


They exchanged a glance and Hettar shrugged. Lentro watched the Brithadan's backs as they stepped onto the dock and strode away. “The prince understood you perfectly well,” Lentro ventured.

 “I guessed that.”

 “The one who did all the talking was humiliating himself so the prince wouldn't have to.”


I gave a nod to agree that that made sense to me. “Anything else?”

 “They gambled by being here, just as the other gambled by traveling to the city. Why? Why not just wait until you arrived? Have others traveled to cover other possible routes? Again, why? Ostranu was quick to damn Farrik both roundly and unnecessarily, seeing as you'd already made it clear Farrik was not likely to be your choice. Again, why?”


I shrugged. “Get in first is a standard tactic,” I commented, “and slandering your rivals is hardly a new idea.”

 “I don't like them,” Hettar commented idly. “How many are there?”


The question hadn't really occurred to me. “I don't know. But I guess we will find out.”

 “I only ask, really,” Hettar said, “because you undertook to spend three days with each... so if there are a dozen, say, then you are going to be there a month or more.”


I gave up looking after the prince and his small retinue. “I doubt there are so many,” I remembered what reason Farrik had given for killing Tilla. “And it isn't them I want to talk to, anyway,” I made my intentions clear to them; “it's the people they rule.”
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 “I'm sorry to cause you to delay, patron.” Chethyn's expected cargo should have arrived shortly after dawn. We had breakfasted long since and the sun was well up.

 “I'm in no hurry, Chethyn,” I told him. The task ahead of me would take as long as it took and now that my year's exile had begun I was in no hurry. And Farrik could not escape me. “What do you know about them?”

 “The six fingered? Little enough, I supposed. The Royal Scribes deal with foreigners. The coast is riddled with inlets that are the mouths of seasonal rivers that have their sources in the hills; between the coast and the hills there's desert. No one goes inland. It's forbidden but the Royal scribes are the only ones to trade with so there's no cause to try.”

 “Hmmm,” my attention was only half on what he said. Across the water, maybe four hundred yards away, my attention had been drawn to a sleek monoreme that was headed to the mouth of the port. The neat, swift movement of the thirty oars had drawn my eye. The next thing I'd noticed was that the oarsmen were all clad in red, which was an expensive color for modestly paid laborers to be wearing. The design was the same as the ship we had taken from Farrik. A brief glimpse of gold and blue lent weight to my instincts. “My guess,” I pointed the ship out to Chethyn, “is that that is Brithadan. Am I right?”

 “Warship,” Chethyn agreed. “The only kind of ships they have.”

 “I thought they were a desert people,” at least, that's the reason Ostranu had given for his lie about not having any ships.


Chethyn gestured to the boathouse opposite. “They buy them from here. You'll excuse me, Patron, but it looks like my cargo is here.”


I was suddenly curious. “What kind of goods do you take to a humble desert people with no ships of their own?”

 “Luxury goods,” his answer was distracted but to the point. “The best. It's all they buy.”


I looked after the Brithadan ship as it pulled free of the harbor, into the wide channel of the canal and out of sight. Both Farrik and Traldos assumed too much and neither was subtle. I gathered from this that they were princes whose whims had been catered to from earliest age. Most people learn to lie well enough to at least make some attempt to support the lie with evidence but Traldos had rowed his ship out of the harbor right in front of me. Farrik had wandered artlessly into the heart of the city and abused the hospitality of a patron in his own home; had sexually abused and murdered a slave, apparently oblivious to the protections she enjoyed under our law. That they had not been able to readily accept that they had committed an offense, even when explicitly told that they had, did not bode well for their own people. Traldos probably did not know that his own chance to inherit his father's throne had already been lost. The assumption that a lie would be accepted regardless of the most obvious evidence betrayed his habitual mendacity, and that those who he had power over did not dare contradict him. If these traits were nurtured in the ruling class then finding an heir who had any virtue at all was going to be a struggle.


But at least, I thought as the Brithadan ship disappeared from view, it hadn't taken me long to remove Traldos from the list of candidates. With any luck they would all prove as easy to judge.
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The passage through the artificial valley of the canal had taken much of the morning. We passed several boats kitted out for the comfort of passengers who were at leisure. The wealthy from the lands we rule or influence come to see one of the wonders of the world. But far more in number were the cargo vessels that transported goods from producers to consumers; in large part these were raw materials and consumables shipped to the city and finished goods shipped back. The bigger the ship the better the profits. Every merchandiser knew the best profits were to be made by moving goods by sea, second best being inland by river or canal, and least by road. A wagon is smaller than a barge and a barge smaller than a ship and the cost per ton per mile transported played a significant part in the final price of the product. Cheaper to move a cargo a thousand miles in the hold of a boat than a hundred miles on the back of a wagon. No wonder then that civilization nestles snug against the coast of our seas and fades gradually to barbarism the further inland you travel.


The western sea proved tractable enough and as our journey neared its end the number of times I caught Chethyn humming happily to himself increased. He looked forward to a healthy profit on the capital he had risked in buying and moving his cargo. Lentro and Hettar looked forward to being paid for transporting the cargo. The captain and the crew looked forward to being paid for their efforts. And I looked forward to swiftly finding Farrik and removing his head.


Journey's end held something for everyone aboard and I stood side by side with Chethyn, the sea breeze fresh in our faces and the ship rolling over each large swell as he hummed happily to himself and pointed ahead. “Beyond that headland lies Ysindral, the last outpost of Luria in the south.”


My father had told me that I could call for aid from Ysindral if need be and I had planned to put into the port and make my presence and purpose in the area known to the local magistrate, primarily to make my job easier. He would likely know if any of the claimants to the throne had any virtue. The solution might be as simple as asking a single question.


The port of Ysindral was nestled between two low hills; two channels cut deep into the rocks gave safe harbor for shipping. The walled town behind lay supine on the slope; two spur walls reached to the channels, one with a tower, the other merely broadened at the end. There were vigils on the walls; no doubt they were long since aware of us. Neither channel was occupied, but one had a gathering on the dockside, and the captain took his cue from that.


Both Lentro and Hettar came to stand near the prow as we closed on the port. They waited to know what I might want of them here and now. I had no expectations of needing them at all but it was a gesture well meant by them and well taken by me.


As we sidled gingerly into the dock I looked over the men who waited. The crowd was made up of a range of people, from the Phendrians, from which stock came the Brithadans, to pale skinned northerners and far darker southerners, all come to be men of the city together; freemen, freedmen and slaves all set to do the job of longshoremen and take down our cargo. Here and there were groups of men from higher classes; one a knight by his dress; waiting to bargain for our goods. They all would have heard the alarm from the vigils and hurried to take position to reap some gain from our coming. I paid them little mind, and less still when my gaze came to rest on a brightly clothed man who was unique only in that he was seated while waiting. He was small, dark skinned and old; and I knew him, though I had not expected to see him here. The last time I had seen him our relationship had been strained. He had set the fires that destroyed a town. I think he had felt a great deal of guilt over it. And he had done it on my behalf. And I also owed him the fulfillment of a promise I had made.

 “Dubaku,” I murmured under my breath.


My clients looked at me, curious. “What?” Lentro asked.

 “The man in the outrageous yellow trousers,” I said. “He went north with us against the Alendi.”


Lentro frowned, picked him out by eye and then frowned deeper. “I remember him,” he said. “The mercenary priest.”

 “Shaman,” I corrected him. “He preaches no religion and breaks no laws.”

 “As far as you know,” Hettar interjected, though he spoke softly enough that it didn't sound like a contradiction.


The oars were shipped with a casual clatter that was perfectly judged and we drifted further into the narrow channel. Then the ropes were thrown and caught and we were dragged in to press firmly against fenders set to protect the timbers of our vessel from the solid stone wall. We rode high, the deck six feet or so above the dock. I let things proceed around me and watched Dubaku as he watched me. His face expressionless, he gave nothing away. He was waiting and I knew it was me he waited for. I also guessed why, though I dreaded knowing. My tasks here were enough of a burden without having to keep my word to him as well.

 “Damn,” I muttered as he got to his feet and moved to be closer to the gangplank. He did not press against the merchants who also drifted forward, their attention made to seem disinterestedly casual by their lack of speed. Ready to bid on our goods and bargain for passage of their own, they knew business would be attended to shortly.


I guess Dubaku knew the same.
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He stood before me, waiting. Impassive, calm, expressionless. In a way I had always envied him. I took a moment to look around, to get my bearings.

 “I have to go and see the magistrate,” I commented, almost to myself. Dubaku had not greeted me and I saw no reason to greet him.

 “I know the way,” he said.


I gave a stiff nod. Still adjusting. Around us the merchants were busy; they wanted to know our cargo, what goods we might buy and what space we might have in our holds. A gesture for him to lead on was enough.


We walked away together, Lentro and Hettar in train. “You’ve been watching me.”


He looked at me sideways. “I have not.”


He sounded sincere.


We walked on in silence for a while as I tried not to think about it.

 “Why are you here?” I eventually asked him.

 “Waiting for you.”


Sometimes talking to Dubaku is like extracting teeth. “How did you know I was coming here?”

 “Jocasta told me,” he said shortly.


She had not told me, though. “Why are you here?” I asked again.

 “My people are here,” he pointed. “To the south. We found them. Jocasta and I. You said you would help me free them, so when I knew you were coming, I waited for you.”


I had. I'd promised. I struggled to remember. “Tamaya. Her children were sold north?” I gestured. We were clearly nowhere near the right place. “Hadn't she herself escaped from a kingdom to the west of Battling Plain?” Part of my mind was working numbers; how much was it going to cost me to buy and free Dubaku's people?

 “The children are not found, yet. Tamaya was traded many times, but the bulk of my people were sold here,” he pointed south, “to the Brithada. And this is where you go, yes?”


No arguing that. “Yes.” It crossed my mind that if I picked the right man to be king I could get the slaves for nothing. No gain to me, true, but at least my word would be kept.

 “Good.”


I could tell that for him the conversation was over. We had passed the length of the docks and into the town. I guessed there were only three or four thousand people here; many had the look of veterans from the legions. Powerful scarred men with big right arms. My father's men, retired with land here to fix our ways into the minds of the locals. Probably not the first time the city had been here; probably not the last. The town was busy. Making money. Lives being lived. All as it should be. This is what I'd hope for Darklake. No one here looked hungry. No one ever would. The people were busy generating wealth and prosperity, forging a dynamic economy with which they could protect themselves.


There is speculation as to why we always win wars; some assume it is because we are alone in having magic to aid us, but the truth is that we have wealth. We may lose a battle but there is always money to raise, train, equip and arm another army. No war will bankrupt us or see our people go hungry. I soaked it up as we headed for the center of town. The people here were made safe by the wealth they generated. They did this because we made it possible.


The market square dominated the center of the town; here were the usual range of long, low buildings where craftsmen rented workshops and merchants rented warehouses. Everything was as I expected to see, the patterns reproduced throughout the lands we controlled, but the magistrates' hall had a new built annex which caught my eye. It looked like a private warehouse tacked onto the side of the building. The magistrate could rent warehouse space, just like anyone else. There was no need to build his own.

 “What's that?” Curious, I pointed it out to Dubaku.

 “You can see from inside,” he told me. “The magistrate is a collector.”
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The hall of the magistrate was plain stone without but inside covered in expensive cedar panels, both the walls and the columns that doubly lined the hall. Tapestries of hunting scenes hung on the walls and there were two long carpets that threaded along the spaces between column and walls. Carpets on the floor. Even with the larger water-powered mills that we installed where we could, carpets on the floor was a massive extravagance. In the center we walked on fresh rushes that rustled underfoot and were obviously cleared daily to avoid insect infestation. Two chimneys burned coal; a little imported coal for show, not warmth; the day was hot and even with the two low burning fires the air in the hall was cool, doors and windows and iron vents in the flat ceiling wide open.


A broad, open doorway led to the warehouse-sized annex the magistrate had caused to be added to the hall. I crossed the room to take a look. Some people collect statues, others jewelry; some collected books and others cherished furniture. As big as a warehouse and organized similarly, the building was a storage area for armor and weapons. Here, shields lined the walls, manikins sported armor and there were endless racks of weapons. The collection ranged in age and style and type in an almost bewildering array. Enough weapons and armor to equip a legion. More if the storage units were all full, and I didn't doubt they were.

 “Well,” I muttered to myself as I crossed back to where Dubaku waited, “there is no accounting for taste.”


Personally I would rather own a collection of books. Looking at them is far more interesting.


We were kept waiting far longer than courtesy permitted to one of my rank of birth; exactly correct for an exiled freeman. The magistrate clearly did not know I had purchased the sixth class recently. I mused that his news was not quite current, then. I mused on many things as we waited. The expense of the hall was beyond the means of the town by trade and infrastructure paid for by those who paid tax. The magistrate was a thief or had some other source of income to sustain himself; it was possible he had great personal wealth but low class by choice. But I could call for aid here. He must be my father's man. I doubted now how loyal a client he was.


I had time to think and look. Dubaku stood calmly by me, indifferent.


Apart from the clerk who had gone to announce us there were other household staff busy at their errands. There were no guards. We do not, in normal times, guard our magistrates. It is not needed. So there was that in his favor. No one here felt hard done by or used or abused. The people he represented were well served by his application of our laws.

 “Tell me about the magistrate.”


He looked at me then away. “While I waited some people were in need. I helped them. They could not afford the prices of the healer here, or chose not to become indebted; I saw no difference and helped them, healed them. The healer did not like that and denounced me to the magistrate as a priest.”


I waited a moment or two but he was done. “And?”


Dubaku looked at me again. “I am not a priest,” he imbued that word with what should have been familiar contempt.


I knew he despised priests. For a moment I wished I had had him with me at Darklake. He would have made me more wary of Caliran, High Priest of Hesta who had nearly bested me.


I decided I had to tell Dubaku some of it. “I fell at Darklake; I think I drowned in the lake. A spirit came to me and said he was from you. It was like you explained with Quickmoon, your fetch. He took over my body, saved me when I could not save myself, and for a time I saw the world...” I shrugged helplessly.

 “You saw reality as a spirit does,” he supplied. “Be careful how you interpret what you saw, then. But no, I have not done this. At least I did not yet do this. Time is different for them. More malleable. I have an idea, though, what must be done and I will do that as this thing happened and someone must attend to it.”


I puzzled over that for a moment. “Someone else could?”

 “Another shaman.”


I heard raised voices within and turned my attention back to the closed door. Birch, I decided, and well varnished. Expensive. I had thought about entering without direct invite but was distracted, the opportunity passed and perhaps just as well.


The door opened and we were ushered in.


The private quarters of the magistrate were well appointed. More lavish than the hall. I'd expected it and wasn't surprised. The magistrate wore draped robes of fine linen. Gold rings but no stone; he was not then a knight or better and obviously not a sorcerer. Third class or maybe fourth, then. His dress was not usual and so blurred my guess. That and the fact that I spared him less attention than I had intended.


He was not alone. The corner of the room, near a window giving light, brought together two narrow bookcases of teak. A gold robed man stood there; he turned to face us as he placed a book back on the shelf. He smiled broadly and raised his hands to waggle his six fingered hands at us.
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 “Dubaku!” The magistrate was bold and generous in his greeting. “Here again? Another denouncement?” He turned to me with a raised eyebrow. “So soon on arrival, exile? You know you have no rights here, surely?”


The Brithadan had dropped his hands and clasped them lightly together in front of him. He directed an angry frown at Dubaku. I didn't understand why so I ignored him. I had other concerns.


I put on a slight smile. “I am a citizen of the sixth class by gold and yes, exiled. Still as a citizen of the sixth class I may not be summarily executed for a noble witnessed crime, tortured for information, or whipped for any crime, nor punished without trial by a judge of the same class.”


His grin faded. “I am a magistrate, citizen in exile. I know the law.”


I smiled. “Of course you do. You are my father's client?”


He did not smile back but gave a stiff nod of acceptance. “I am.”

 “Then in my father's name I have private business of his to discuss,” I glanced at the Brithadan, “though briefly and before other business, by precedence.”


He didn't like it. He had to lump it. “May I introduce Prince Jethklarn as the most amenable to his late father's intentions for his country?”

 “Later.” I ignored his attempt to include Jethklarn in our company.

 “Later then,” he smiled stiffly and turned to Jethklarn in apology. “Perhaps you could wait without for some moments?”


Jethklarn had already begun to move, slowly. He passed behind us across the carpeted floor and let himself out.


The magistrate indicated Dubaku but I shook my head. “Dubaku is part of my entourage. “


He accepted it. “You have a letter from my Patron,” the magistrate distracted me smoothly, reaching easily to his desk where the letter was to hand and extended it to me.


I had no choice but to open it at once, not while under the eyes of his client, not as a citizen of the sixth class and in exile. All the rules changed. Etiquette as strong as law bound me and him both as tightly as irons. The letter was well sealed, it broke crisp and even. Inside was another sealed letter, smaller than the first. The contents of the first were brief and to the point, as I had come to expect.


Give the contents to the heir of your choice. I am distracted by a special commission of the Assembly.

 “No new instructions for you,” I commented as I put the letters away. I would destroy the one I'd read later. I'd absorbed the hint. My father was in contest and keeping his secrets was important to him. “My father instructed me that if in need I could call for military support from you.”

 “If needed,” he specified, his narrowed gaze speculated.

 “If needed,” I allowed the clarification. He had his instructions and they matched mine. “But I decide if it is needed.”

 “An exile and of the sixth class,” he pointed out. “You cannot command troops. They will be under my orders, if called for.”


That was the law. There was nothing to argue. He had imperium for Ysindral to the borders. He could take troops into Brithada as it was effectively in the same clientship. He could lead them himself and I had a feeling he would. “How many could you send, if needed?” I didn't expect to need them. I certainly wasn't going to rely on them if I did.

 “Four hundred, not a man more. The veterans would be called back to the legions but they would take some time to muster.”


Not long. Not veterans. A day, maybe two. I was sure now that he would send them reluctantly and slowly if I needed them. “I don't expect to need them, of course.”

 “Of course,” he gestured to the closed door. “Jethklarn is without. The matter could be done with in a moment and you could settle into a year of comfortable exile.”

 “You are preferring him? Why?”

 “It is as I said. He is the most like-minded to the late king, who desired to adopt our ways.”


I doubted it. I thought of the cloth of gold the princes wore and wondered how much gold there was in Brithada, and how much of it had found its way into the magistrate's pocket. “I'll speak to all of them and then decide,” I noticed the flicker of annoyance that crossed the magistrate's smooth features. He had expected me to be easily swayed by promises of comfort. He thought he knew me.

 “Well, Brithada is not so far. Perhaps you would accept a passenger?”


I thought about. It was maybe three days by sea to the first inlet along the coast of Brithada, the start of the territory. Close enough. “Very well. He can travel with me.”


The magistrate looked relieved. No doubt about it in my mind. He'd taken a bribe and had much to gain by Jethklarn's rise to power.


It didn't automatically exclude Jethklarn from consideration, though.
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 “Where is he?”


Lentro and I stood on deck, watching the land and aware of the progress. The terrain had dried and the vegetation thinned as we beat south three solid days and nights without mishap. The wind off the ocean was firm and the sails full. The sea was calm with solid swells that moved us in predictable patterns.


Lentro consulted the compass and pointed, both south and inland. “There.”

 “Inland.” I turned and scanned the deck. I found Jethklarn where I expected to find him, though it changed from time to time. He was in the least occupied area of the deck that was furthest from Dubaku. I'd noticed the pattern. Curious.


Maybe he just didn't like us.


Jethklarn knew everything about his lands. I knew very little. Dry, seasonal rivers, small lakes. These things I'd picked up without making an effort. Now I needed to know more. As I crossed to speak with him, I remembered to ask something I had been meaning to ask since I had first seen him.

 “Why are you on your own?”


He'd watched me cross the deck and had turned to face me fully as I came close. He smiled that overly wide, teeth-showing smile they all affected. “When our father died with no heir, there was competition to eliminate each other. The dead can inherit nothing. So far I have done well; my relatives not so well.”


Well, I suppose that was not unexpected. “Relatives? The Royal Scribes and Royal Warriors are your relatives?”

 “By one parent or another, yes. The blessing does not always breed true.” He displayed his perfect six fingered hands. “Their status is lower but honorable.”

 “And those who have different,” for the first time I held up my hands and waggled my fingers, slightly ironically, “variations?”


He shrugged and looked away with deliberate disinterest. “The hierarchy of the commoners is their own affair.”


I didn't ask again about those who had more than six fingers. I gathered that he would say it didn't happen.

 “How many are you?”

 “I'm thirsty,” he said and waited a moment.


I turned and walked to a nearby water cask. I took up the ladle and drank. Putting it back, I clarified my question. I only need to raise my voice a little as I watched him watch me. “How many are you now?”


He frowned at me but gave in to his thirst and the certainty that no one on this ship would be his servant. With a sigh he crossed the deck and drank.

 “How many,” I enunciated clearly to be sure he heard the loss of patience in my voice.


He waved a hand negligently at the coast. “They are there but I do not see them. Less today than yesterday, I would guess. Maybe not though. Twenty perhaps?”


Twenty. “How many to begin with?”

 “Sixty three illegitimate heirs,” he shrugged negligently. “Numerous warriors and scribes, they also have their own lines that often breed true. How many of them left I would not guess at.”

 “And the king has been dead how long?”


He looked annoyed at all the questions, taking his mind and memory. “Two months.”


An attrition rate of twenty a month. More than one killed every other day. That would slow probably as fewer targets were available. That reduced my agreed burden of time but still it was far too long when my main target, Farrik was still on the loose. I would drive directly to him first and foremost.


I thought of a solution. “Is there any way to call for a gathering under truce?”


He looked at me. “Of course. At Orlda, the capital where the king resides, there is a perpetual truce. How else would he call us to make his will known? We meet there. Messengers are inviolate. How else would anyone talk to anyone?”


How else indeed? “You can do this?”


He pointed forward. “At the first settlement, as long as none of my brothers are there.”


I looked forward, thinking about that. “They are nomadic?”

 “We each process freely.”

 “Freely?”

 “Where one is, he is the law; where two are there is war.” He said it like a proverb.

 “But you each have strongholds, also.”


He looked offended. “We each maintain a land grant with some defensible center.”

 “Farrik?”


He looked away, indifferent again. “I do not know the name.”


It didn't matter. I would find him regardless. “When we put in to shore I want you to send messengers to all the king's bastards. Will they know how to find them?”

 “They had better or pay for failure.”


I assumed he meant money.
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We stood on the beach with our resources around us; twelve sailors, me and Dubaku, Lentro and Hettar, Chethyn and Jethklarn. Two longboats were beached in the inlet, a tight V into which what was little more than a stream ran. The land on either side rose in shallow slopes to low hills that would take little time to climb. On either side of the stream, huts. People moved around them, crossed the stream, watered animals; goats ran on the sparse grass of the hills. The huts were ill-tended and primitive. The people dressed in what might be the one set of clothes they owned, short tunics and sandals. By far the greatest number worked at the river; they squatted at the banks or in the stream and swilled mud and silt in shallow pans. The majority of the people here were as dark-skinned as Dubaku but many were Phendrian, with the features of the east and their ancient colonizing ancestors. They were the ones who had come to greet us and cluster on the beach before us. It was they who had knelt in the sands when Jethklarn raised his hands and displayed his fingers. Each and every one of them knelt before us with their hands raised. Some had fused fingers, some an added digit that was small or twisted or a mere stump.


Beyond this group who displayed their servility the rest of the community followed suit. They had not come to the beach, yet the moment these Phendrians dropped to their knees the reaction had spread like ripples in a pond. They didn't even come out of the river before they dropped to their knees and bowed their heads. I noted that only the Phendrians raised their hands to display their complement of fingers. Only the Phendrians had inbred the deformity, I guessed.


I watched the display of obeisance and frowned in mild disapproval. Such displays of subservience are demeaning to both those who grovel and those who are the object of their veneration.


After a moment I couldn't bear it any more. I reached out and slapped his arm down. It was instinctive, not deliberate. “Enough!”


Jethklarn looked shocked and appalled but I wasn't paying attention to him.

 “We are going to need horses,” I was looking at Lentro and saw him nod. Inland. That's where Farrik was. That's where I needed to go now.


One of the kneeling serviles looked up, saw that Jethklarn had lowered his hands and hesitantly stood. Others followed his lead as he responded. “Horses, Great One? There are none.”

 “Mules,” Jethklarn supplied. “The commoners use mules for transporting goods. You have mules?” This he snapped at the servile and that one twitched and nodded jerkily. “Then fetch them!”


I myself twitched as they all reacted as though struck by whips and I saw that many of them had been, raised scars crossing their backs. They rushed away; each ran to do something, even those who didn't know what they would do. In moments the beach was clear. Slowly the others, those who had not come to the beach, hesitantly returned to their tasks. They were slower and more hesitant, aware of us but not openly watching.


Jethklarn strode forward on some mission of his own. I watched him head for the only solid-looking building in the settlement. Those who had watched over those who panned for gold hustled toward him; each reached for a pouch at their belt as he did so. I understood then. He was after the gold; the building held it stored and those who rushed to meet him had what they had gathered this day. He would take it all. His kind processed.

 “Pret'chk,” Dubaku said, his attention directed at those panning for gold.


It took me a moment to get there. He had taught me some of his language but it was a time ago and I had to look for the meaning.


My people, he had said.


I knew I would have to free them but I had no idea how many they were or exactly where. There could be thousands. “Give me time,” I said. “Now that it's what I'm here for.”


He gave no sign he had heard me.


Chethyn had stepped forward a pace or two; his attention drifted over the village. He had the look of a man searching for something and not getting it. “There's nothing for me here,” he decided.


It made me wonder, so I asked him. “How do you know?”


He glanced at Jethklarn. “He isn't going to want to pay for anything. I'll move down the coast and find a market.”


Suddenly I hated him. He was one of us. He saw what he was dealing with as clearly as I did. This, I decided then and there, would change. Like Lendrin Treleth, his sole motive was profit. Nothing else mattered. The gods were exchanged for gold and the suffering and poverty of those who did the work to acquire the gold meant nothing. The wealth should spread, all encompassing, not concentrate and oppress and diminish one for the benefit of another. Of course there would always be some wealthier than others, but this? This was obscene. Everything to the gain of - how many? - twenty princes, and maybe sixty Royal Scribes and then however many Royal Warriors, there were... in any case a fraction of the population with all the wealth in their control and the rest with nothing.

 “Go, then,” I told him, but told him nothing else. This would be his last profit from this place as it now was. I had no leverage to use to stop him. A drop in the ocean meant nothing, in any case. He might as well take his gold, but it would be the last time.

 “I'll be back here in ten days,” he told us.


I was tempted to tell him to unload his cargo from our ship now, but that would serve no purpose, and he had contracted in good faith, so I said nothing and let him go.


As he left for the boats, I looked at Hettar and Lentro in turn. I lowered my voice. “Did either of you know about this?”


Their expressions were set, so I knew the answer before they both shook their heads. No.

 “But the magistrate of Ysindral does.” Jethklarn had been his guest. Ysindral was too close for ignorance to be a possibility.

 “It's not a province in any sense of the word,” Lentro said softly.

 “It will be. Jethklarn!” I barked the word. “Where are these messengers?”


He was at the door of what was effectively a large strong room, accepting proffered purses as one of the serviles held the door open for him. He turned to me, surprise on his face at being addressed so abruptly. He changed his expression to a disinterested sneer and gestured absently. “The message will go out and spread from here as soon as I give it to one of these.”


His indifference made me angry. Would any of these petty greedy princes be a choice I could make?


I couldn't look at him any longer. I'd decided he was no use and dismissed him from my mind even as I would dismiss him from my company. I turned to watch the boats head back to the ship.


Dubaku had not moved, nor did he look as though he were moved. His face was expressionless as ever. Hettar and Lentro stood by and waited for me. I waited for the mules, the absence of which, unpaid for, would hurt these people. I had no way to trade with them for the mules; their society gave me no access, had no tools available to make it possible. They would have to wait. But I would pay them and make it possible for them to be paid.


All of them.
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The messengers to the Royal Princes turned out to have only one distinguishing feature; a green cloth that Jethklarn bound around one wrist. He selected several young men and women and sent them on their way with the message that there would be a meeting in Orlda, the capital, so that I could choose among the princes.


Then mules came in and I worked with them.


Mules are not trained to be ridden. Like any animal, they hate unexpected sensations. They are calm and docile but these were unused to being ridden. It took time for us to bring them along. Most of the work was mine as Dubaku was indifferent and Lentro and Hettar too old or merely inept. Lentro cast a spell on them for calm and that helped me a great deal. We had to work on it and it took time.


In the meantime, Jethklarn left us in anger. I had dismissed him in as many words and he resented it. I imagine he guessed my decision about him. I could see the restrained resentment and anger in him. I watched him go without regret. And frankly hoped one of his bastard brothers would get him.


For three days we ate the fish Dubaku caught in the sea with a spear, both conserving our food store and to avoid being a burden on the people around us, whose resources were already meager. They continued as they would, panning for gold and scraping a living from the soil around the seasonal river. My heart bled for them but attending to a minor problem is useless when I could and would solve the whole problem for all of them.


Somehow.


Three days later the mules were as ready as they would be and we rode out, cushioned by blankets on their broad backs and at a mild pace. Lentro had made them calm and we headed inland after Farrik. I would see him hunted down and dead before anything else. I needed that for myself. After that I would tend to the rest. Surely there must be one heir who was worthy of his people?


Lentro gave us a bearing on Farrik, more south than inland. We traveled sedately for a time, little said among us. There was little to say.


The terrain was easy to travel. Inland were hills and beyond them mountains but Lentro’s compass pointed far more south then east. The sky was clear and hot and we had to cover our heads and sweat, but the land was green though not lush. Trails were few but on flat grassland we had no problems finding a way forward.


After the sun had passed a few finger widths I was content with the mules and after a rest, calmed once more, decided they were ready for us to force them to progress faster. We were ready to go, fed and the mules ready for us to mount.

 “Give them some fleetness, Hettar.”

 “Mount, then,” he told me. “It'll go easier for them if they have our weight settled on them.”


We did and I caught at the edge of my field of vision the rapid flash of spell after spell cast. Calmed already, the mules accepted their new vigor and endurance easily enough, barely a startle among them.


After that we progressed at their best pace for mile after mile. Lentro kept us from fatigue with spells of his own to bolster us, and healed the pain of a hard ride for both us and the mules.


We would close the distance on Farrik swiftly. He would not know we came for him so soon. I would take him unawares.
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The days passed. Two, three, four. We headed inland and south at a pace, our supplies refreshed from the odd settlement in an increasingly dry landscape. We took news and gave news; seek out the Royal Princes and tell them there will be a meeting with me to decide which shall be heir. Bid them go to Orlda, the capital. I will attend them there. The word spread as we moved on.


At noon on the fourth day, we stopped in the shade of a grove of fig trees and rested. The mules had held up well enough. We kept the best pace we could without hurting them or us and when we stopped they ate deeply and rested well and so did we.


I had Lentro check the compass with me before we mounted up and moved on.

 “Is he on the move?”


Lentro cocked his head to one side as he looked at the compass, then up at the mountains to the east that we used as a reference. “I wasn't sure. But, yes. I think so.”


I gave it some thought, chewed on my lip. “Do you think he has gotten word of the meeting in Orlda? Will he go there?”


Hettar had obviously been thinking along the same lines. “Jethklarn said there was a perpetual truce there, did he not? Why wouldn't he go?”


I wondered. Did he assume that truce would bind me? Would it? I voiced the thought out loud and no one offered any thoughts for a moment.

 “Maybe,” Lentro said. “People assume, don't they?”


I thought on his arrogance. And of Prince Traldos who had rowed out of the harbor at Calier, who under my very nose told me he had no way to travel but my hospitality. His assumption that I would accept the lie despite the clear evidence told me what I needed to know now. “He's heading for Orlda,” I said. “So we will head there as soon as we get directions from the next settlement we encounter.”

 “Good,” Dubaku said. It was the first thing he had said in days. “While we waste time, people die.”


It was true and I was shamed. Farrik could wait. He could never escape me. The heart of the problem was at Orlda and the meeting of the Royal Bastards.

 “We will go there,” I reiterated. “Now.”
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Orlda turned out to be almost back the way we had come. We must have almost passed it, perhaps just over the horizon as we traveled south and west. We wasted a day finding that out, but Farrik would not beat us there.






#






We could have been here in only two days from Ysindral had we known. We had actually put in to the coast somewhat south of the capitol.


Under a late afternoon sun, the town rested in a broad and shallow horseshoe shaped bowl of land where two thin rivers met and made the ground fertile. The fields were irrigated by ditches. Workman's buildings were spread throughout the fields where men, women and children tilled and worked the land. I did not know for sure that they were Dubaku's people and I did not ask, nor did he volunteer anything, but their skin was as dark as his and so I assumed that some or many were.


There were no roads, just narrow paths through the fields and we pushed single file along one path toward the unwalled town. The buildings were simple, mostly small. In the center of Orlda rising above everything else, stood one large, extravagant building. A sprawling palace with courtyards and gardens that were in stark contrast to everything around it. The squandered wealth of a nation amidst the ruins of so many lives.


As we closed the distance, the angle changed and the palace dropped from sight, invisible in the shambolic, poverty ridden town. The people in the fields slowed at their tasks but did not look up. They were clearly aware of us but did not look at us. They had the air of people waiting for us to command them and maybe the hope that we would not.


The town itself stirred. Here a flash of red amongst drab colors, there another. Royal Warriors, clad in loose robes of red and armed with the same scimitars I had become unintentionally familiar with. They made sense to me now, the weapon and the way they were used. A gladius or honor blade both are designed to thrust, they are weapons of war. These were weapons designed to control unruly crowds, to wound and disable as many as possible as they scythed through a riot and quelled it. It is possible to duel with a gladius, indeed there are manuals, but it is primarily and most appropriately a weapon of war.


I counted nine Royal Warriors before I began to see also a flash of blue. The Royal Scribes emerged, each to stand by a Warrior, and then they moved forward to form in a cluster directly in our path.


As we came close enough that we must stop or ride them down they raised their hands and wiggled their fingers and it annoyed me. I tried not to let it. There was nothing to gain from that. Instead I pulled rein in front of them, my companions to either side. I noticed the sudden flicker of smiles fading as they noticed Dubaku but after that moment they ignored him and their broad smiles fixed on me. They waited. I wasn't going to.

 “I am Sumto Cerulian, envoy of Valarian, Patron of the city, who is given mastery of these lands in the late King's will.”


The Royal Scribes dropped their hands slowly to their sides and looked from one to another, perhaps deciding seniority. After a moment's hesitation one stepped forward.

 “Welcome to Brithada. Word of your imminent arrival reached our masters. Your message reached their ears and they have come here to enjoy the truce of the capital. There are gifts for you, first of water and salt, food, women...” all of a sudden they were all babbling broad smiles and welcoming gestures, vying for my attention while trying to seem not to. Each had gifts; jewelry, gems, oils and scents, a songbird.

 “Please dismount,” the spokesman came close and took the head of my gentle mule. “Be refreshed by any drink you care to name,” he smiled. “I have rare whiskey from the north, aged in oak used for fine wines.”


Well, he at least thought he knew me.


I let my gaze roam over the shambles of a town. I saw only a glimpse of red. The Royal Warriors were gone; presumably they considered us not a threat to their charges.

 “How many heirs to the throne have arrived,” I asked the Scribe who waited for me to dismount and to follow him where he wanted me to go.

 “Nine, patron, as you see,” he looked around, all smiles. His fellows, clustered around us, smiled back.

 “How many are expected?”


His face fell. “How could I know, patron? The other Royal Princes do not speak their plans to me. Those who come will come.”

 “Those who are alive,” I amended.


He turned his head to one side and gave a barely perceptible shrug. “Come to the palace, patron. The others will arrive as they do until no more do. Let us care for your mules.”


I looked left and right to my companions and read their expressions. I decided they thought as I did. There was nothing else to do. We dismounted and gave over charge of our mounts. Dubaku slid easy from the back of his mule and took charge of his own animal. No Scribe had come close to him. It was clear to me that they ignored him deliberately but I didn't wonder about it. A moment later there were several serviles who bowed subserviently to the Scribes even as they took care of the mules. None of them came close to Dubaku who held his own mount as the others were led away. Annoyed, I took the rein from him and thrust it into the hand of the nearest Scribe. He looked shocked but a moment later a servile accepted the reins from him and led the animal away.


The Scribes made small motions that we should follow them as they edged away, smiling back at me. I collected my companions with no more than a look and we followed.


The streets were wide, formed from a mixture of compacted earth and stones of all sizes. The buildings low enough that I thought I might almost be able to reach the roof with my outstretched hand.


There were signs of neglect everywhere. Filth and decay heaped in side streets.


But I knew the truth of what people are and by glimpses through an open doorway my belief was vindicated. Inside these buildings, where these scribes and their ilk would never think to go, all was impoverished order. All was arranged to best advantage. What could be cleaned was clean. What could be repaired when broken was made as whole as possible. What they lacked in raw materials would be made up for in effort and sweat.


The last buildings of the town proper dropped away and we were suddenly in a moat of market stalls that surrounded the palace. All day to day goods and livestock were here in open stalls with woven rushes to provide shade. The people fell easily into two classes to my eye; those related to the Phendrians, each with their own variation of deformed fingers, lean and olive skinned; then those related to Dubaku, far darker and clean of natural deformity.


Not far away I could hear singing. A single clear voice raised in song, only some of which I understood.


I smiled. Simeme was here, doing my work though I had not thought to ask him. He sang of the might of the city, the endless armies, the wealth and power they brought, the magic that crushed those who made themselves our enemies. He sang a song to quail the heart of dissent, and he sang in Phendrian considerably better than my own. For a moment I was envious but I put that aside in a moment. I was glad he was here. Glad to hear his voice and only a little intimidated by my own people.


I was aware of a stiffening in the bodies of the Scribes around me, a frown of disapproval in their eyes, and as I took the trouble to look, a little fear rippled over their features and lingered.


Good, I thought, and headed that way.


At once the Scribes focused their attention on me, “This way, patron,” one said. “The palace awaits,” another gestured toward the center of Orlda. “Come, be refreshed.”


I ignored them and they made no move to impede me as I threaded my way through what was obviously more a supply staging post of consumables for the palace than a market for the town. The people were aware of us and I took notice of who shrank back unobtrusively and which class they were. Some surreptitiously put themselves forward to be noticed if needed, eager to please, hands raised above the waist, fingers splayed. They were ignored by the Scribes and after a while it became boring and I also ignored it.


Shortly, we rounded a good sized wooden granary filled with burlap sacks of grain, some spilled. An open sack with a scoop was in use by an overseer. A woman lifted the cloth of her ragged skirt to accept the grain and displayed a good deal of soft looking thighs in the process. Her skimpy tunic was also revealing. I noticed the overseer leer. The lowered eyes and the humiliated expression on her face were also instructive.


A slow anger began to build in me.


I passed without hesitation. What I had seen there I now saw everywhere. Each one degree above the other, each layer suppressed the one below. At the top, all the King's bastards, one of whom I would install as king and cause him to change everything. There was nothing to be served by plucking one person from this filth. I banked my anger low, glanced to catch Dubaku's eye. He showed nothing of what he felt but I guessed. If he could consume in fire everyone that was not one of his own, he would. 



The lessons of Darklake and before it Learneth weighed on me, though. I could allow no conflagration here to consume the guilty and innocent alike. What change I could bring I would, and his people would be free. That was all I could give him.


I saw Kerral first. He was a great lump of muscle that stood out from any crowd, even in shadow, half hidden in the middle of a sprawling market stall. He stood at ease, his back to a beam that he made look like a twig. I picked out a gap in the stalls and stepped into it, everyone else bottle-necked behind me. The small crowd that had been focused on Simeme, who sat cross-legged and sang, scattered and faded from sight in just a few moments; some stepped between stalls, others rolled under them and some suddenly made themselves busy about other tasks. The few overseers turned their attention on the Scribes and I ignored them. That the Scribes did not approve of Simeme's entertainment was obvious. That Simeme didn't care was just as clear, though he fell silent.


He looked up at me and smiled. “Did you like it?”


I smiled back. “Perfect,” I told him, then glanced at Kerral. “Are you well?”


He gave a lazy nod. “Nothing wrong here, Sumto. You?”


I glanced at his knight's ring, the small bright stone there gave him every right to be familiar, though for a moment it had irked me. For a moment I thought it was a residue from the song, then I recognized it as selfish; I resented that he still had his rank and I was merely an exile of the sixth class. Also, he should have been as forthright as Sheo, and had not been. Mentally, I shrugged it off as unimportant. He could wait. Technically I couldn't have clients but I wasn't going to let that stop me and he could be useful.


A pace into the shady space gave room for Hettar and Lentro to follow me and I saw Kerral raise an eyebrow as they exchanged greetings. He ignored the Scribes. So did Simeme.


But they were an intrusion.


I faced them. “I will come to the palace in my own time,” I told them and watched them react.


Most gave Kerral and Simeme at least a glance. One or two protested that I deserved more luxury, that they had gifts for me, that I must be fatigued and seek refreshments and bathe.


The bath tempted me.

 “No.”


The shock on their faces was a picture. I wondered if any had heard the stark rejection at any time in their lives; well maybe from a Royal Prince. I caught a glimpse of the reaction of an overseer as he heard this. He looked as though he expected a horde of demons to throw themselves on me from some imaginary hell. 



They didn't.


After a moment's silence they consulted each other in consternation, then displayed their hands and almost bowed themselves away. I watched them but did not really see them. Everything I had seen so far filtered through my mind, cold and stark, then cool and gray. Then I turned back to Kerral and Simeme who had waited patiently for me.

 “How long have you been here?”

 “Three days,” Simeme struck a gentle chord from the lute he held. “We've been waiting for you.”


Kerral shifted his weight. “It's a cesspit,” he muttered.


I looked at him. He would think that. “Why aren't you at the palace?”

 “I meant the palace.”


Oh. “I've summoned the potential heirs,” I looked and saw their gear was here. “You look like you've made yourselves at home.”


Kerral shrugged. “We made a deal.”


Of course. It's what we do. “Better renegotiate.”
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Inside the hollow square of the surrounding market stalls a kind of makeshift tavern was in operation. Kerral rented sleeping mats for us, and also arranged food and drink.


A warm breeze washed over us. “Where the heck is Dubaku?”


Everyone looked around but no one answered me. It was obvious he wasn't there. I'd intended to ask him if he knew for sure which were his people. I guessed that he had gone to find out but I hadn't seen him go. I guess no one else had either.


I put it from my mind. We were alone enough to not be overheard. Though serviles and overseers alike filtered back into the space, none came near us and no one was paying us much mind, though some glanced at Simeme. I guessed that musicians and songs were rare here and they coveted them.

 “Tell me about the palace.” It wasn't far away. Over the subdued noise of the market I could hear peacocks calling to each other.


Kerral looked disgusted. “Go see for yourself.”


I could guess but I would have to see for myself, though his attitude hinted at what I would find. I sighed. There was nothing to say and nothing much to do until all the princes had arrived. I had nothing good to think about that. Maybe one of them would do, though. One would have to.

 “How long have you been here?” I pointed down to make my question clear.

 “The whole time,” Simeme told me.

 “They didn't want me here,” Kerral frowned but there was a gleam of grim mischief in his eyes, “but I am a knight of the city and I'll be where I damn well choose.”

 “They want to control you,” I commented absently as I looked through the market to where the sprawling palace grounds lay. It came to me that I could wait until all the princes were here with their Scribes and Warriors and have Hettar destroy the place. The thought must have occurred to him as well.

 “With what we have here we could clear this place.”


I looked at him. “And who would rule? It would be a mess. You know better than that; when you remove stability from a country the people turn on themselves.”

 “I know better,” he said mildly. “I was wondering if you did.”


I tried to pretend to myself that I didn't deserve the comment, but the fact was I did. There are responsibilities to rule; the primary one is provide and maintain stability. If I destabilized this place then all that followed would be my responsibility. Of course, it could be that the overseers were well enough established so that things would continue unchanged. That would not be a result for the serviles, though.

 “So what are you going to do?” Hettar asked.


Whatever it took to get the best result for everyone here. Radical change would bring an endless string of problems. I couldn't punish the overseers, though I wanted to, without it touching their families. I couldn't free Dubaku's people in an instant; where would they go? How would they get there? How could I watch each one every step of the way to see no harm came to them from the overseers? No solution of that kind could work. I would have to work with what I had and change would have to be ordered and orderly, commanded by an authority everyone here already recognized. A Royal Prince made King. His orders would be obeyed regardless. But until all the Royal Princes had arrived I could do nothing to choose among them. In the meantime I would take a look around and take stock. I wanted to be prepared so that I could give a list of edicts to the king and have things proceed smoothly and calmly without disruption and disorder.

 “Well,” Lentro prompted, his curiosity obvious.


I shrugged. “Go take a look at the palace,” I sipped a beer, it was weak but good. “No need to hurry.”
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It was coming on to sundown before I decided to move.


I had wanted to be still for a time, settled, so I could think. I wasn't sure what I was looking for as I decided that Hettar should go with me to take a look at the palace. I had no intention of going inside; I just wanted a closer look right now.


I was in no hurry, it wasn't far.


Serviles were returning from the fields as we ambled through the market. I watched them. The contrast between what we call slavery and this was stark. No one here had chosen this; no one sold themselves and kept the money for their own self-improvement. No one here had anything else or hope of anything different. They had nothing but I could see they had not lost all of themselves. A woman smiled as her man came to the door and they embraced. I looked away, ashamed that this had been going on only a thousand miles from home and not one of us had done anything.


I turned my attention to the overseers. Arrogant, self-satisfied, dominant. Yet as I watched them I saw that they also had nothing. I saw that their sullen anger was misdirected. In some ways they were no different from the serviles. A different bloodline gave them a very slight edge but they too were slaves.


I guessed there was one overseer to three slaves so they too worked the fields and labored. Only a few held positions of dominance by some hierarchy based on degree of deformity. Every now and again I would see the hierarchy in operation; a meeting, raised hands to display fingers, then one resigned to obey another. The whole system offended me but I kept my anger in check. I wanted a clear head.


At the edge of the market was an open space. The first thing I noticed was the clear demarcation between the compacted earth of the town's streets and the paved area that was the beginning of the palace proper. I can only assume that the division was on my mind enough to snag my attention, because the palace itself was stunning. It had no place here. Details stood out as I looked around at the indiscriminate sprawl of stored wealth. The walls were faced in marble, veined through with a variety of colors and ornately carved. A string of life-sized gilded lions stood inanimate sentry duty.


A screen of glazed stone caught my eye, it took up one wall, twice my height and as long as a ship, with what I took to be stylized mythic creatures sprawled along its length. Carved waterspouts lined the tops of the walls and the roof was of peacock blue and ornately carved tiles. The nearest door looked to be made of gold but that must be either gold leaf or perhaps golden bronze, I decided. If you mix gold and bronze and dip it in acid the bronze is dissolved and the gold remains as the surface.

 “A little overdone, don't you think?” Hettar commented mildly.

 “Not to my taste,” I utterly failed to match his tone.


My attention had caught on a flash of red and I began to be aware of Royal Warriors, their backs to the palace. They were aware of us but made no move. I imagined being a servile, living in poverty, dominated by overseers, cowed by Warriors, in awe of the opulence that splayed over the center of the town. I looked again at the supremely confident Warriors, their crimson garb, curved blades. I knew how lethal they were at close quarters. One Royal Warrior would scythe through a crowd leaving terrible wounds in his wake.

 “About a million gold pieces?”


I looked at Hettar, surprised. I hadn't even begun to think about it but the estimate seemed woefully inadequate.


He noticed my surprise and clarified. “For the dragon screen.”

 “Oh, is that what they are?”

 “From the east. No such thing, of course. I saw a smaller version for sale once.”


I started to count costs. Labor, materials, transport, tools, specialists, the list went on. The numbers began to get too big to be bothered with. “I wonder what the inside is like.”


Hettar looked up and down the length of the wall. “Big, I should think.”


I didn't laugh. It didn't seem funny.
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Curious, I had led us through the market in one complete circuit. In many ways it was like any other I had seen. Though the constructions were clearly intended to be permanent, they were also improvised. They clustered in blocks that varied in size, the center of each was hollow, the space used as needed for goods and for living space.


It was as though a refugee camp had suddenly been tasked with the work of distributors. I could see how it worked. The goods were all paid for by the Scribes, shipped by overseers, an unending surplus stored where they would not be a burden to their owners. The overseers bartered with what they received, and they had control of everything. Staples were stored in warehouses, islands of security.


We'd worked it out between us as we walked and watched and thought and talked. There was plenty of evidence.

 “I wonder what happens when the palace calls for something that isn't available,” Hettar commented.

 “I bet it doesn't happen often.” There would be punishments.


I marveled at human ingenuity. This sloppy haphazard system worked after a fashion. It was the worst system I had ever heard of. The small top class paid for everything but did not receive the goods direct. Every intermediate had controlled the wealth but dared not use much of it for their own ends lest the purchaser notice. The stricture of control would vary by the item; on staples and common goods it would be more lax, rising to a fever pitch of fear for more uncommon and rare goods. In effect, everyone here was the thief their masters made them, and stole in terror of the potential consequences if caught.


Simeme's voice came to our ears as we headed back to the makeshift tavern. I had heard the song before but now it made me smile, though wryly. I knew the song had no truth in it, that it was a tool for a job, part of an agreed payment. Simeme would use his skills for me for a year and this was what he did, put ideas in people's minds. Sumto the hero, Sumto the brave, Sumto the champion of the ideals of the city.


I let out a significant sigh; even knowing he lied, his song had an effect on me. Maybe I wasn't so bad after all. Then I remembered the execution of Inhalash. I should have just killed him clean. There was no purpose to be served by making him suffer.

 “Look,” Hettar touched my arm and brought my attention back to the market around us.


I stopped with him and looked, seeing nothing much as I paid attention to my surroundings. It took me a moment to see it. We were not the only ones who were still. Like islands of attention, diffuse at the ragged edges, more concentrated toward the center. Anyone who had no immediate task paid attention to the song of Simeme; the rest seemed merely distracted while about their task. Their expressions varied; the overseers concerned, troubled, the serviles hopeful.


My stomach grumbled and the spell of the moment and the emerging concern were lost. I wondered if Dubaku had returned.


He hadn't.
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Knowing you are dreaming changes nothing in the moment.


The dream was abstract; I both watched and was part of an insubstantial U shape. From the top of each arm different yet identical living motes streamed down. They pooled and conflicted in the lowermost point. It seemed I had watched this for a long time yet I felt no urge to move.

 “Sumto?”


Brought to myself I turned around. I was calm, abstracted. “Jocasta.”

 “What was that?” She stood on the kind of flat roof I was familiar with. She was at home under a starlit sky, though I could not see much. A vague shadow would be Silver, I guessed, but we both ignored her.


I glanced over my shoulder but the dream was gone. “You saw that?”


She came close. “Real things intrude here,” she explained, her expression distracted. “Whatever it was it was real, at least in some sense.”


Well, I hadn't the wit to guess what it might have been and saw no need. But I couldn't think of anything to say.


She looked up at me, then away and back. “I didn't like to leave things as we did.”


Neither had I. It came to me that the past cannot be changed, that the future is not owned; only the moment you are in is yours. “I don't know what to say.” It was the truth, neither more nor less than that. Her expression went cool and she looked away. I decided I'd better think of something. “I would not have it that we be angry with each other.”


She gave a stiff nod, maybe agreement. It didn't seem like much. She walked around me to stand at by the low wall at the roof's edge, then turned back and caught my gaze. “Silver said there was no reason now not to tell me.”


Oh, I thought. “Oh?” I looked over to where the vague shadow stood by what might be a bench. “She did?”

 “Yes.”


I looked back to where she had half seated herself on the wall. And? Did she tell you or not? What did she tell you? What did you think about what she told you? I tried to judge Jocasta's expression, I sought answers there but she looked down at the surface of the roof that stood between us, her hair falling to shield her expression.

 “Of course,” she said softly, her expression almost puzzled, “for all practical purposes it makes no difference.”


It didn't? Oh, right. She was legally a man; married, in fact. “No reason we shouldn't be close,” the words just slipped out of my mouth from wherever they had been lurking.


She came to her feet, coolly resolved and, without sparing me a glance looked to where Silver stood. “If you need me,” she said, not looking at me, “you can call me if you touch the stone in your forehead. I'll see what you see and hear what you hear.” Without looking at me she walked past and toward where I guessed her body lay in sleep. The balcony began to fade.

 “Wait,” I started to say but woke in the dark instead.
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The night air was cold, the ground under me cool through the bedding I had taken for myself. There were no lights but my eyes were adjusted from sleep. Every object was a shadow, near and far and large and small.


Close by, a vague form resolved itself into a figure seated with legs crossed. I had the impression I was being watched, that the figure waited. I knew who it was almost at once.

 “Dubaku.”


He spoke softly. “You died.”


I frowned. I had? I checked myself and felt fine. “What?”

 “At Darklake you touched the world of spirit,” he said so quiet I could hardly hear.


I sat up and shifted my position to be more comfortable as I tried to get my sleep-fuzzed brain to work. I remembered Darklake but didn't see what significance it had but as I was about to say so he continued to say what he wanted to say.

 “You are touched by it, it reaches to you.”


A chill ran through my stilled body. I decided to listen instead of think.

 “What cannot be undone must be dealt with,” he said, his quiet voice resolved, “and it falls to me.”


What does? “What?” The word came out little more than a breath.

 “Someone must take the responsibility to teach you, and it falls to me.”


Teach me what?

 “The responsibilities of a shaman are not few. Your entire people will become yours to cherish and nurture.”


Cherish? Nurture? “Dubaku, what are you talking about?”


I heard him sigh.

 “Dubaku?”


He was silent for a long moment. “When you quest, remember that submission may give you a path to success.”


I blinked in the night as I tried to make sense out of what he had said. He moved away, but not far. He lay down and paid me no more mind as I sat there and puzzled it out. What seemed like an old memory came back to me. We had been talking, I had been prying into the powers Dubaku had available. He had stopped me with a few words. “Are you willing to die in order to learn, Sumto?”


My eyes grew wide in the night. Did he mean...? There was no need to think it. It was clearly what he meant. I remembered Darklake. I remembered the strange dream that Jocasta said was real. “You are touched by it, it reaches to you.”


I sat in the dark and stared at the idea for a long time. I wasn't equipped for this. I had no idea what to expect, no idea what might happen and no idea how to deal with it when it did. “What cannot be undone must be dealt with.”


I wrestled with the implications, remembered the conversation I had witnessed between Jocasta and Dubaku's fetch, Quickmoon. I remembered something he had said. “Instead of making one a part of the other, he took a little part of me into his spirit, and I a small part of him. We became linked, and with that exchange our fates were sealed together.”

 “Dubaku,” I whispered, “I'm frightened.”


He didn't say anything.


I didn't sleep. The fear didn't go away. It was a long night.
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It was a distraction.


One more thing to think about that I didn't need. Maybe I did though; certainly the sight of an heir in procession didn't help me in any positive way.


Three days had passed. Two princes had arrived unobserved but with Dubaku's help we had set up a small but useful network of children who we used as eyes and ears. They had to be careful to be unobserved, but were used to that. In some ways the attitude of the overseers helped; they were used to one servile being the same as another. Those of the immediate royal bloodline were not a factor. They were unseen, save for a Scribe now and again come to offer me some new inducement to entice me to the palace. A soft down feather stuffed mattress, some delicacy a chef had invented for me but that would not travel.


They did not like it that I showed no interest. We have wealth in the city, it's more than true, but self-indulgence is not a habitual vice.


Lentro and I had come to observe the prince arrive. Word had come to us in good time. They did not move with any speed. As they closed on the town we picked out details, sometimes we would mention them. The Royal Prince was carried in a litter, his flowing dress of gold would have marked him even if it had not been obvious who was master and who servant. He was overweight, middle-aged with jowls that drooped, and wore a wig of fine black hair. He looked absurd but I doubt he knew it.


With him were two Scribes and four Warriors, two dozen overseers and fifty serviles. Pack mules heavily burdened, no doubt with personal items he did not feel he could live without. A chair, as far as I can see is a chair, and that is how I tend to think of them. He probably felt he needed one crafted to his own particular dimensions.

 “Not him,” I murmured.


Lentro snorted in disgust. “Of course not.”

 “Do you think he knows that?”

 “He will have gifts for you.”


I closed my eyes for a moment, reminded of my innate dimness. Of course, much of what he brought with him would be bribes. “Well,” I looked around, “no sense being here.”


Lentro shrugged his own plump shoulders. “Was there ever?”


I wasn't sure. I wanted a feel for how the princes traveled and now I knew. Farrik would be coming, one way or another, perhaps trusting in the truce imposed by their law. But perhaps not. How this one arrived told me something. “Four Warriors,” my thoughts nudged themselves to some meaning, “I wonder if that's normal.”


Lentro looked at me, looked back. “Ah,” he said, understanding me. “How many does each possess. Where are they?”

 “They will have rules about this kind of thing.”


We turned away and began to stroll back into the town. “Might be an idea to find out what they are.”


I nodded. It was what I had been thinking. “And an idea of numbers. What we see isn't always all that is there.”

 “They need you, they surely won't attempt to harm you,” Lentro said.

 “No,” what had been vague suddenly came clear to me, “but what about each other? Farrik,” I lowered my voice further, “already knows he has no chance of being chosen.” Or even surviving.


We walked on in silence, no longer evaluating our surroundings though we were aware enough. We already had a good inventory of what was here. I had already drawn up plans about how the new King would begin to feed stored wealth into the economy. He would have no choice in that. He would damn well do as he was told.

 “Twenty times four is only eighty,” Lentro mused.


I switched tracks back to what we had been talking about. If Farrik was going to make the attempt, both eliminate me and ensure that there was no one left for my replacement to choose, he would need a scapegoat.

 “He'll need someone to blame,” Lentro read my mind.


I made a general gesture to include the whole town. “Plenty of people to blame, but he won't want any witnesses to dispute his account either.” The implications of my words sank in. “He'll come here and kill everyone if he makes the attempt.”


We had stopped walking. “He could place some of his own people to tell his own story.”

 “It wouldn't work.” On my violent death my father would certainly investigate. Any subterfuge would be laid bare in that investigation.

 “Do you think he knows that?”


Remembering how casually Traldos had lied and then rowed out of port in a ship he professed not to have. How Farrik had not believed my father's servant, Plenar, when he had protested his actions. They heard what they wanted to hear, believed what they chose.

 “No,” I decided, “he does not.”

 “Then we had better have a plan,” Lentro suggested the obvious with a sigh.


My needs prompted me to a solution. “We can use magic to at least gain enough intelligence to be warned if Farrik brings Warriors here. Dubaku,” I thought aloud, “and you and Hettar.” I nodded decisively. “We are not without resources.”

 “Hettar doesn't like him,” Lentro offered, his own tone of voice saying the same thing.


I saw at once who he meant and what his problem was. “He's not a priest.”


Lentro didn't look convinced. The difference between a priest and a shaman was too subtle for him to be comfortable with. I wondered what he would say if I told him I might have no choice but to become a shaman myself.


It didn't bear thinking about. It was one more thing I had to think about.


It was a distraction.
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Simeme played, people listened, Kerral watched indifferently and Hettar heard me out but didn't look happy.

 “I was hoping you wouldn't think of it,” he said.

 “What? Why?” I was honestly nonplussed. Now that I had thought of having him use magic to scout for any threat to us I wondered why he hadn't volunteered.

 “Because now I have to sit around all day getting a sore arse, while I look at the world through a bird's eyes, that's why. And when I'm done with that, to your complete satisfaction, there will be something else, listening at the palace perhaps?” He wasn't done. “And then what? Just wave my hand and solve all your problems all day long for the rest of my life?” Still not done. “Go talk to people,” he turned and stepped to his bedroll, turned and sat down. “I'll go take a look but not all day.”


I watched him lie down and with the briefest peripheral flash of light, seemingly go to sleep.


I frowned at him for a while but he ignored me. When I looked around to decide what needed doing next, I noticed that Kerral was on the move. Half a dozen barrels were being brought to refuel the impromptu tavern. The overseer had begun to move stock aside so they could be rolled through a larger gap but Kerral waved him away. They came to mid-thigh; filled with liquid. I guessed what they would weigh. He picked one up and carried it through the narrow gap at chest height. He did it effortlessly and I felt a renewed respect for his immense physical prowess.


I shrugged. Maybe he felt he needed the exercise. Then, looking around I noted that the overseers were awed, eyes wide, nudging each other and shaking their heads, equally impressed. Simeme was doing his part, and Kerral was doing what he could. Hettar was busy and Lentro had gone to make contact with our spies. Who knew what Dubaku was doing but I bet it was something useful.


The problem was that people had minds of their own.


Sometimes it isn't a problem.


I decided I myself had better go do something useful.


I didn't like it but it really had to be the palace.
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I waited in shadow and watched as the latest heir arrived.


No-one paid any attention to me; I had not hidden, nor was I particularly well concealed at the edge of the market. Rather, it was that no-one had spare attention to pay to me. No-one looked so no-one saw me.


The prince stopped the litter with a word to a Scribe. From his comfortable position, the serviles still bearing his weight and sweating freely in the mid afternoon heat, he issued some instructions to one Scribe then gestured ahead to the other. It was obvious he intended to ride the litter all the way into the palace. My thoughts revolving around my own disgust at his sloth, I stepped into the clear space in front of the palace and ambled after him. As I passed them the serviles set to work unpacking the mules under the supervision of a Scribe. The four warriors detached themselves as the litter began to move. Without a word spoken that I had hint of, or a gesture that I noticed, all the Warriors in sight adjusted their positions so there was room for all to be equally spaced.


The heir was obviously looked for. The doors were pushed wide and an orderly crowd spilled out. They were different again from what I had so far seen. To begin with they were from all parts of Our Sea and beyond. They were of all ages and both sexes. They were dressed in skimpy green tunics and were scrubbed clean and had an aura of health and well-being. In moments a dozen girls had scampered down the path and began strewing petals in the path of the litter, which immediately stopped and was gently settled to the ground at a command from the attending Scribe. The prince stood and stepped carefully down, assisted by two healthy young men who each took one proffered hand more in gesture than because aid was needed. I was in no hurry and slowed my pace so I could take it all in.


The servants cleared the doorway. One bore a golden bowl, the second a cloth and a third a towel; behind them, one bore a tray of tidbits and another a goblet that doubtless held some cool drink or other. Then a chair, and a footstool. The last one I noticed almost with disbelief; slippers borne on a cushion. I contrasted this with my welcome in my father's home and a snort of laughter broke out of me.


In the doorway a cluster of Royal Scribes appeared and almost at once the fingers were waggling. This the servants ignored other than to remain entirely still.


I shook my head almost in despair. Whether I was to meet the senior consul of the city in his office, or a slave who wanted my attention, there would be no ceremony or formality. There was none needed. No-one's ego needed feeding; no-one was willing to supply the fodder.


The prince's own Warriors had now taken up position next to the doors he was approaching. It was a moment before they noticed me and at once they rested hands on the hilts of their swords and moved forward, grim-faced and threatening. The green-clad servants reacted at once, they dropped to one knee and bowed their heads in a ripple of submission as the first to notice the movement of the Warriors reacted and the rest followed suit. The Scribes also saw me and barked a command to the newcomers that checked the warriors before they could move more than a few paces. It was clear to me that the newcomers did not know who I was had reacted to me as they would any stranger.


I let my hand fall away from my own sword at once and hoped no one had noticed.


I let out a small sigh and continued as though I had never reacted. Four to one would not go well for me; even though I'd known no-one here had anything to gain from my death the thrill of fear that had run through me was very real.


There was some confusion as the Royal Scribes flocked toward me, all broad grins and welcoming gestures. The prince stood his ground, obviously affronted, then caught on; he turned to his own scribe and gave a curt order that sent him hurrying my way also. “Great Patron,” I heard him cry above the babble of the others, “my prince has gifts for you.”


I suddenly felt tired. I was going to have to ignore a lot of nonsense to get what I wanted out of these people. They were going to waste a lot of effort trying to get what they each wanted for the prince they served, each so that their own situation would be advanced. It suddenly occurred to me that any of these, Scribes or Warriors, could spawn a child with six perfect fingers on each hand. It was clear to me that a lot of inbreeding was going on between comparatively few people, each with that aim in mind. I wondered what the infant mortality rate would be if these people were left to their own devices; no new heirs would be tolerated, but what of Scribes and Warriors born now?


Now my mind ran along these lines I realized I had other questions. In the same moment I was unsurprised to see the heir roundly pampered; nor now was I surprised to see that he paid me no attention. I picked a Scribe at random as they clustered around me. “Where were you born?”


The surprise on his face was almost comical. “Great Patron,” he looked around for support, “how would I know?”


What? How would you not know? The answer was obvious. “Your parents gave you up at birth?”

 “Of course,” he raised his six fingered hand as though giving evidence. “The palace is the proper place for such as I,” his expression was condescending.


I stepped around him and space was reluctantly made for me. The Scribes parted as I headed for the palace gate; they each vied for my attention, subtly and not so subtly maneuvering for position.


We passed through the doorway into a chamber that was itself the size of a modest building. The Scribes and the green-clad servants who hovered behind them obscured my view, but wealth had been lavished on decoration and ornament. My attention was drawn up to the ceiling, richly painted and gilded. I imagined the skills needed, the time and cost in artisans and materials.

 “So how is it that you serve your prince and not another?”


A big smile, widened eyes. “I was given, Great Patron. I was given in celebration of his birthday. Given to tend his needs and ease his burdens.”


A birthday present? Well, it had to be decided somehow. “So however many Scribes and Warriors are born between one prince's birthday and the next are given to him?”


A look of confusion passed over his features. “The king decides, Great Patron. All gifts are from him.”


Of course. I'd forgotten these were not normal times. “And now?”

 “There will be a king,” he looked around for support, received nods from his fellows. “The king will decide to keep or give, as he sees fit.”


The door I headed for, picked by proximity, was itself only a painted screen. It was opened by a servant. Either side stood a pair of waist-high porcelain vases; blue and aquamarine glazed, they were works of art. The Scribes bottle-necked in the doorway behind me, and this gave me a moment to take in my surroundings.


I walked on a long carpet that crossed the mosaic floor; the carpet itself intricately designed and finely crafted. A glint in the mosaic told me there were semi-precious stones incorporated into the design; eyes, a raindrop, a marking on a butterfly's wing.

 “What about them,” I pointed to the nearest servant.


Nonplussed. “The palace servants?” He sounded like he wasn't sure. “What about them?”


 “Where are they from?” It was obvious they had no link to any bloodlines I'd seen so far.

 “Oh, I see, forgive me; artists and entertainers are hired as desired, Great Patron, of course. Poets, painters, singers, dancers, cooks and so on,” his tone was dismissive. “Some choose to remain,” he watched my face for reaction. “There are children,” he continued, as he saw I didn't yet understand. “The palace needs servants.”


I supposed I could see it. Hired specialists, well rewarded, able to live in comfort, provided for. I put it aside. It was what it was.

 “How many Warriors does your master command?”


He flushed, looked around at his fellow. “Why I do not know, Great Patron. The numbers escape me; it is a matter for the Warriors.”


The next room was as lavish, smaller but with a few pieces of furniture tastefully arranged, each piece made by a craftsman of skill.

 “Perhaps I could guide you to an audience with my master?” A Scribe ventured the idea diffidently.


At once a babble of other invitations sprang up around me, as each vied not to be preempted by the other. Scribes spoke up with suggestions of gifts I might receive in return.

 “No.” There would be time for that when I was ready.


They fell silent in consternation and I passed through into a garden of dwarf trees and scented shrubs. A handful of scantily clad girls were playing some word game and giggling. One had the same look as the royal caste but the others had no look in common, each different yet the same; young and desirable.

 “These would be your quarters,” another Scribe managed to sound diffident as he pointed across the garden to a corridor that led into a darkened, cool-looking interior.


I decided it wouldn't hurt to take a look. If I was going to spend time here I would have to sleep somewhere.


The suite of rooms I was taken to was both lavish and sumptuous to the point of absurdity. In self-defense my eye was drawn to the simplest item in the room, a lapis lazuli wall plaque. It was a work of art and I certainly didn't resent that it existed; a skilled and talented artist and craftsman had spent time on it. What I didn't care for was that it was possibly the least expensive item in the room and no one was using this wealth; it was all stored wealth. The gold that the poverty-wracked serviles dug out of the ground concentrated and permanently out of reach, beyond use.


Seeking something simpler, I paced into the bedroom. I should have known better; far too much silk and satin and such for my tastes. A walnut wardrobe seemed simple enough, so I crossed the room and opened it. There were more clothes there than I'd expect to wear in a lifetime.

 “The slave-colored coat of silk would suit you,” the Scribe commented.


As I turned to look at him he must have mistaken my expression for confusion.

 “My apologies, I thought you had been learning our language,” he crossed the room and pulled out a black coat.

 “I have,” I said, my anger cold in my voice. I just hadn't made the connection before. “You choose who will be slaves based on ethnicity?” I wanted to be sure. Very sure.


He blinked. “Of course. When we came to this land in ages past there were slaves here, so we took them.” He looked puzzled.


I thought of the current Censor, darker skinned that Dubaku. I wondered what he would have to say were he here? Would he be more angry than I was? I doubted it. Persecution based on ethnicity is forbidden in the constitution; it has been there a very long time. The worth of the individual belongs to the individual and ethnicity can play no part in that. The whole system here came into clear focus in my mind and the anger flared up in me worse than before. Bad enough that injustices were rife but that they were based on this was intolerable. I had a sword and none of them did, but I would only get two or three before the rest had fled. I put the temptation away with great difficulty.


If this was the kind of thing they believed then I barely had hope I would find a good man among them. The possibility of eliminating the lot of them and appointing a regent crossed my mind. Then I remembered the chaos that would come if the transfer of power were not orderly. I might have to send to Ysindral for troops to ensure stability after all.


The thought that the magistrate would delay in favor of Jethklarn came back to me. Maybe, then, I would send Kerral to commandeer the magistrate's armory and see if we could make a solution of our own.

 “Great Patron? Are you well? You look flushed.”


I didn't care to respond. I'd had enough of them for now, so I left. They trailed me all the way to the gate of the palace, entreating me to stay and sample this or that and bathe and rest.


I ignored them. Nothing they said would touch me now. I had no interest in their words, or their future.
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 “What is it?” Kerral asked me, first to see my expression as I entered the makeshift tavern.


They were all there. Simeme resting and, I was glad to see, unattended by an audience. I gathered them together and told them.

 “This has to stop,” Hettar said.


Lentro nodded vigorously, his dark eyes dancing with anger. Kerral looked around, eyes glittering dangerously. Anyone close enough to feel his gaze shifted away. I can't say I blamed them. All in all we were a pretty angry group. Only Simeme seemed unperturbed, a man who grew up in a culture with only one ethnicity, he didn't see the issue. The issue is simple; the worth of an individual belongs to the individual, regardless. When one group dominates another a cycle of abuse begins, in self-protection for the group or just on a purely emotional level.

 “Are you going to talk to any of them?” Lentro asked.

 “Why? I'm not interested. If they tolerate and perpetuate this kind of abomination they can say nothing to me to sway me.”

 “What do you plan to do?” Kerral growled.


I'd thought about it. “A child, a young enough child wouldn't be tainted. I'll set up a regency.”


Lentro looked thoughtful. “Comes with its own problems.”


Who to be regent. “We'll work something out. One of our own.”

 “And the ruling class itself?” Hettar ventured.

 “We'll kick them out without a coin between them. A ship and nothing else.”

 “Exile,” Kerral told me, “is too good for them.”


This is the kind of thing we feel strongly about. The kind of thing that unites us. To prevent this kind of thing is, in fact, what the constitution is for.


I was unsurprised that I heard no voice of dissent.


Exile probably was too good for them but it was as much as I would do. They would not do well without their wealth. “Kerral, I'm going to send you with Lentro to Ysindral. Commandeer his armory, enough for a hundred men at least, if we keep the numbers down we should be able to control them and with magical support apparent there should be no resistance worth talking about.”


He didn't look happy. “On what authority?”

 “You are a knight of the city. On your own authority, of course.”


He looked thoughtful but gave a nod of assent. “It might not serve, though.”


The magistrate was my father's client. An instruction from my father would put the matter beyond dispute, and I had letters with his seal. I glanced at Hettar. “Can you reproduce a seal from the wax?”


He gave a slow nod. “I can, but that I did it may leave me exposed to prosecution at a later date. It's a simple enough sympathetic magic, like for like.”


I fished out the letter from my father that the magistrate himself had given me. Inside was the other letter, intended for whoever I chose as King here; it would not matter now, babes in arms cannot read, but I kept hold of it anyway. “Use this, then.”

 “You'll need paper,” he scrunched up his face. “I can clean this and remake the seal after you write; that might serve better, if you can copy your father's hand?”


I had no doubt of it. Copying from his writing was how I had learned. “Do that then. I'll need ink.”


Simeme at once reached into his kit. “I have ink and a pen.”


While Hettar worked, Kerral gave me a long considering look. I waited him out.

 “We've been talking,” Kerral gestured to Hettar and Lentro. “Not meaning to shirk my responsibilities or anything,” he said the words then, becoming my client.


I gave small sigh. “You all know I have no right to clients at this time...”


Lentro interrupted me. “It isn't important. A year isn't that long.”


I was almost touched by their faith in me. Not that any of them had much choice. No one else would have them.

 “Hettar, anything for me?”


He shook his head. “Nothing untoward nearby; two more heirs progress this way, they will arrive tomorrow. What do you plan to use for troops?”


I knew it was a risk but there really was no choice. “We'll need Dubaku's help for that.”
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Kerral and Lentro had left Orlda as soon as things were ready and the four of us sat around waiting. Two days to Ysindral, a day to gather and pack mules, two days to return. It might be that all the king’s bastards were here by then, concentrated in one place. My solution could be implemented in one all-encompassing action.


Simeme seemed deep in his own thoughts, probably composing. Dubaku slept. He had made a habit of sleeping here during the day. Apart from that first time I had not seen him at night.


Hettar and I sat together and talked. Around us, the low-key activity of the market ran on as ever. An expression of a manifest injustice that offended both of us equally.

 “This could all go horribly wrong,” Hettar said after a while.

 “Dubaku knows his own people.” I had guessed before I knew that he had been spending time among them. Our network of spies was proof of his ability to influence them. “He can choose mature men, men with restraint and self-discipline.”

 “Even so.” He leaned to one side and smoothed a pile of spilled lentils with the palm of his hand. He drew a circle and put a dot in the middle. “I don't see any choice but to arm and assemble outside the town,” he drew a line from outside the circle to the dot, “and march to the palace. The overseers will react, there will be a disturbance, they will run ahead to give warning. If we have our force run they will be hard to stop, they will be seen as an obvious threat and the warriors will react.”


I saw what he meant. If our force appeared with us at its head the Warriors would not attack as individuals; but give them time to gather, and then see an oncoming threat, and they might. “Night,” I decided, “just before dawn. We gather and arm in the night and move to the palace before dawn.”

 “That's half the problem dealt with. The overseers’ reaction?”


I remembered that once Jocasta had cast a spell of silence around me, to keep me from making a noise so that we could escape in a fog she had also caused. “Silence? Fog?” At his nod I felt relieved. “I'm putting a lot on you.”


He quirked an eyebrow. “Battle mage. I can handle it. ”


Good. I ran the sequence through my imagination. Kerral and Lentro bring the arms, Dubaku brings the men in the night, they prepare, Hettar casts what is needed, we move at a controlled pace through the town, a sudden force to intimidate and hold the Warriors in check, supported by a battle mage. I proclaim, they capitulate, they are marched to the sea and put on a ship. A regent is appointed and the job is done.

 “Kerral and Lentro will need to know where to go,” Hettar commented.


I ran the plan though my mind once more. The two things came together because they were the same. “We'll have to choose a place to assemble, and set a watch for Kerral.”

 “I can keep an eye on their progress and we can move to meet them when they arrive. Dubaku knows his own people, to select the best location will be up to him.”


Good. “That may be everything.”


He swept the lentils away, expression thoughtful. “Keep thinking anyway. We can talk again if anything comes to mind.”


I looked around. Simeme was still deep in his own thoughts.


We were alone. I wanted to talk to Dubaku but I did not want to wake him.


It would wait.
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Dubaku was there when I woke in the stillness of the false dawn. I was used to it, waking only to find him waiting for me to wake, there after his night's work. He could not move freely here in daylight, though I had barely noticed. Now I knew why.


He looked unchanged but something hard and dark had taken up residence in his eyes. I had not noticed this before.


He sat nearby, face without expression and watched me as I stretched and rose. I made my teeth clean with a simple cantrip, found watered wine already negotiated for, then came and sat again opposite him. We didn't speak for a long moment as we remained still and regarded each other.

 “Our plans have changed,” I whispered.


His regard did not waver and I realized he was waiting for me to explain, so I did.


He still did not say anything and I let him consider what I had said without elaboration.

 “Five days,” he said at last. He shifted his weight. For him an anxious fidget. “It will seem a long time.”


I wanted to say I was sorry. I wanted to say I would work faster if I could. I wanted to tell him I wished now I had worked more diligently to find his people. Had I known what I knew now I would have done. I said nothing, though. Words are nothing.

 “It is right that my people take freedom and are not just given it.”


I agreed with him. I wanted the best outcome. The past cannot be changed. The future is too unknowable, replete with complexities unknown. Only in the moment can we attempt to effect change. Maybe I was becoming wise, I thought. I hoped so. I wanted to do good.


He said nothing more for a time. It was as though nothing had changed. His thoughts were his own and I left him to them.

 “I will begin this.” It sounded to me that he had accepted a burden.


Without waiting for me to respond, he lay down and made himself comfortable. He closed his eyes.


I was glad. I knew that we had both accepted a burden of responsibility if things went badly.


The day had already come upon us. I wondered if I would think of anything better to do with it than sit and worry.






#






It had taken a while to find a place where I could be concealed from casual sight without it being obvious. There were connections I did not want made in other minds. It took some thought but eventually I found a place as I wandered through the town alone. Dubaku slept, Simeme kept his own counsel, Hettar watched. There was nothing for me to do but think. Finally I'd thought of something I could do that was not thinking and might help us. But to do it without rousing suspicions I had to be someone else.


The crumbling archway and a few feet of ruined wall lay toward the edge of town, away from the palace and the market that surrounded it. The streets were not busy, the hot sun made them white and no one had business here that caused them to stand idle in the heat of the day.


I stepped into the shade of the archway and stood a while to be sure no one watched me. As I waited I ran through my plan again, examining it for flaws. I saw none but that did not mean there were none.


I don't like lies, deceit or subterfuge; I do not like manipulation and deception, so I had been avoiding them. To manipulate the mind of another is to make a slave of the one who hears the lie, all unknowing. Though I now saw they were the tools I had available and to not use them was a mistake. My motives, actions and outcomes had never matched. Maybe my father would have done better to leave me unconnected to the world; it was also too late for that. Time to begin to use the tools I had, to achieve the outcomes I desired.


I removed the plain silver ring from where it was tied to my belt, and sure I was unobserved, slipped it onto a finger where it fit snugly. I looked at my hand, the tattoo that assured me I appeared to anyone who saw me as an Alendi; I pulled back my sleeve and looked at the tattoo that ran up a brawny arm that was not mine. I wondered if the Alendi whose image I held were dead or alive and decided it didn't matter to me. It probably mattered to him, though. But that was not my problem.


My problems lay ahead and it was time to address one.


Continuing through the arch, I stepped out into another street and headed for the palace. I wanted information and as I could not gain access as myself without distractions or obstruction I would attempt to gain what I needed as someone else.


It seemed like a plan.
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An overseer paced past me with a smug expression on his face that turned into a casual sneer as he noticed my regard.


I stood on the edge of the paved area and as I had expected did not have long to wait. The two nearest warriors had stirred and looked menacing as they approached; hands fell to sword hilts, aggressive scowls darkened their faces. I stopped where I was, took one pace forward, and stopped again as they began to move. Three fingers of fine steel were exposed but they did not draw fully as they came on.


No one had paid me much mind as I'd strode through the town. I knew traders came here. I knew who they traded with. I knew the green-clad servants came from somewhere. I'd put it together in my mind to form an imagined version of these events. And I was right. The overseers brought word of outsiders but did not deal with them. They had no authority to do so and nothing to trade; no transaction was possible but one; inform their masters for higher regard or possible reward.


Now the Warriors would deal with me, decide if I had anything to offer, decide if a Royal Scribe should be troubled with me or some other action taken.


The Warriors glanced at each other as they closed with me and something was decided between them. As they stopped just beyond striking distance, they turned their angry attention back to me.

 “Tell us why you are here.” It was not to be mistaken for a request. Another finger width of bright blade slid clear to prove it.


I stayed relaxed, non-threatening, and gave an easy smile. “Pel Epmeran.” I gave a name I had used before for ease of memory. “I am an Alendi from the north.”


They did not react physically in any way. “Tell us why you are here.”

 “My people are enslaved or destroyed. We made war on the men of the city and lost.” I saw their eyes narrow and their frowns edge toward concern.

 “Tell us why are you here.”


I shrugged. “I heard you paid well,” I complimented them, knowing they probably had little or no control of the wealth that resided here. “I have skills to offer,” I smiled but I didn't pause, my plan rested on this. “I juggle and tell stories for children.” I looked like an Alendi warrior but held myself relaxed, unarmed, an easy smile on my face.


A look of contempt passed over their faces and one shrugged and relaxed his posture. They looked at each other for a moment before one spoke. “New stories to hear,” he pushed his blade back into the scabbard. “The novelty might be wanted.”


The other shrugged in turn and followed suit with his sword. They both regarded me now, relaxed but appraising. I only had a moment to wait and wonder how they would proceed.


Another shared glance. “Go speak to the first green-clad servant you see,” and they left the path clear for me. “You will be taken to someone who can appraise your skills and decide your worth.”


I found the arrogance breathtaking but didn't react to it. I did not let my smile broaden more than the situation warranted. My relief might be seen as natural if they did not know it was because I was pleased with myself for being right. I do so love to be proved right by events.


Fortunately I actually could juggle. It was part of the weapons training my uncle had demanded. A way of getting the mind and body used to reacting with both hands equally.


As I stepped between them and headed toward the palace proper I wished I had learned to juggle events so easily. But cloth balls filled with peas are not the same as people; they react to an applied pressure - people are far more unpredictable.


At least some people were.
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 “You are a terrible juggler,” the old man said. “If that's the best you can do I cannot use you.”

 “I have stories to tell,” I offered as I kept the three batons spinning with more difficulty than I remembered, aware of all of them and focused on none even as I flicked my attention swiftly from one to the other in a never ending adjustment. “Novelties that might amuse.”


He looked doubtful but also wasn't very interested. He was a man well beyond middle-aged, soft from an idle life and self-indulgent pleasures that he wanted to get back to. “One shave of gold a day but no commitment to more than one day,” he decided.


I stopped what I was doing and ended with two batons in one hand and one in the other.

 “What's a shave?” I really was curious. No hint of how they paid anyone had been forthcoming until now.


Impatiently he opened a cabinet, the doors and body inset with ivory figures of something similar to an antelope. It was not locked, I noted. He took out a clear glass jar and shook it, producing a clear and gentle rustle from the contents. The butter yellow, unalloyed gold looked like it had been cast into coins, probably blanks, and then shaved with a tool to produce small, fairly uniform crescents. I did a quick count; twenty to a coin, alloy with silver at ten to one, maybe three coins a day.

 “That seems fair.”


I had gone through the process automatically even though I had no interest in how much he paid me or if he paid me at all.


Some habits are automatic.
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I had a problem and I was thinking about it furiously as another young woman servant led me through the halls and chambers of the palace. I wasn't surprised by the size but had not realized how many gardens punctuated the buildings, how many short galleries connected one section to another. The architectural styles varied but each blended elegantly into those around it. Each room different; one replete with stucco facing, a fresco adorning another; one floor of wood, another mosaic. Nothing was left unadorned and then there was the furniture, paintings, porcelain, collectables of all kinds. Everything cleaned by an army of servants clad in green.


The servant who walked with me paid no attention to her surroundings as she told me she was taking me to a bath and a clean green tunic identical to hers.


A jadeite cabbage on a marble-topped table caught my eye but I dismissed my brief attempt to guess its worth as unimportant to the moment.


A bath and a change of clothes would leave me looking unchanged. The illusion was complete and as it stood. I would be revealed. It was a problem.


We passed an open doorway to a chamber where musicians played gentle music. I looked as we passed and caught a glimpse of a small audience focused not on the music but a prince who sat pampered in their midst. Tidbits of food and wine to hand. His belly wasn't the only thing being attended to by a girl who looked a little young for it while others provided visual accompaniment. I'd briefly attended similar parties myself, and not so long ago, but they were never to my taste.


As we walked on I reminded myself that none of these people were slaves. Then I thought that they had been brought up here in isolation. Maybe they were slaves after all. The slow burn of anger came back.

 “How far is it?” I needed a distraction.


We were at the end of the hall and she glanced at me as we stopped by a door. “Patience,” she smiled. “The path may be pleasant enough to be anticipated but there's no need to hurry.”


I noticed again that she was young and pretty. The smile came unbidden but I let it drop fast enough as I saw I would be taking advantage. Even if she didn't know it, I would.

 “I want a glimpse of the children to be entertained before I meet them properly,” I improvised a distraction and even as I said it and saw her reaction, I realized it would work to my advantage.


She looked a little disappointed. “This way, then,” she started off again and I stayed with her. “It's good that you care about the children, I suppose.”


She sounded wistful but I ignored it. I couldn't help but note the way she moved. Light steps but deliberately enticing. This is what you are missing, she was saying and I noticed but still held my peace. I might be tempted but it wasn't what I was there for.


No matter how much I wanted a bath.
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Children are not adults, I reminded myself.


We watched them through a screen of finely carved white wood. A garden of herbs shaped into low hedges was in itself a minor masterpiece, and I was acutely aware it was so undervalued that children played there. I knew enough to know the gardener was either an outsider, a hireling made somewhat pampered servant, or the descendant of such. I also knew that these seven were potential heirs, princes by virtue of their perfect deformity. We had passed other crèches on the way, traveling in a fair sized circuit. The Warrior to be trained at their birth-dictated task, the Scribes sat at desks and worked at theirs. The princes were busy learning to be princes and only they were having a good time of that.


Children are not adults. Children are not born with an innate sense of right and wrong, they are not born moral, they are not born kind. They are born animals and will exploit any weakness. These children had never been punished and never would be. They ranged in age from what I guessed to be four to maybe nine or ten. I supposed there would be others but they would have become independent enough to explore their environment unchecked. They never would be checked or their behavior corrected.


One child had a cat in a cage. I gathered it had been played with without care for its nature, and in the manner of cats expressed its displeasure.


The children were unsupervised. There were adults, clad in green, who watched indulgently and praised and pampered. It was clear they were there only for the physical well-being of their wards. Doubtless they had been exposed to teachers of similar temperament and when they scolded it was gently, making the words as good as encouragement.


There were other unpleasantnesses but it was the cat that held my attention. The child, a fresh and certainly unnecessary bandage on her arm, dunked the caged cat in a fountain and held it there for a while before bringing it frantic to the surface. The cage was big enough to make things difficult for the child, the cat heavy enough to make the cage hard to control as it thrashed. Someone had provided the cage, I saw. There were handles on top, far enough removed that the cat's claws could not reach through the bars to claw small, dimpled hands.

 “Be sure you don't drown the nice kitty, precious,” one woman called out lightly. “You might want to play again later.”


The girl looked at the woman who had spoken, expression flatly angry but said nothing. She said nothing but dunked the cat again.

 “It's only a slave cat,” she said scornfully. “And it scratched me.” She pulled the cat back out of the water. “Bad kitty,” she told it.


I doubt the cat understood.
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I was silent and thoughtful as we continued what had become a tour of the palace. No one noticed us much and if they did the girl explained me with a disinterest that was instantly reciprocated. We passed Scribes who barely noticed us as the girl unnecessarily nudged me aside from their path so that there was no chance they would be impeded. Only once did we pass a prince and here she did the same but also stopped and waited until he had passed by with a small flock of servants in train.


He was in no hurry. Neither were they. Time and the outside world did not touch the palace.


I would.

 “And here,” the girl stopped with her hand on a door handle, a cast bronze of a couple lying together, and polished by use. “These are our apartments.”


She opened the door and passed through. I'd been so wrapped up in my thoughts I'd neglected my concerns about revealing the illusion I wore. The corridor here was narrow enough that walking side by side would be difficult so she led the way. I decided the opportunity would do and so turned and ducked back through the door. I didn't think I could do it unnoticed but she was not paying attention to me. I slipped off the illusion ring I wore as soon as I was through the door and strode out. I'd turned a corner before I heard her call after me. Through another chamber and into another before I heard her voice again, louder and more insistent, tinged with alarm.


She never did catch up with me.


She would not have recognized me if she had.
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I had walked unheeded though the palace for a while. It was the jadeite cabbage on its marble table that gave me my bearings. Even then it had taken a moment as I oriented myself and checked my memory.


I was going to have some difficulty leaving and I knew it. The Warriors would not have failed to spot me entering, nor would they forget the Alendi who had. It would take an idiot to fail to make the link between the disappearance of one and the sudden appearance of the other.


There was no choice but to wear the ring as I came close to the entrance. But I delayed. The Alendi might be challenged but I would be welcomed if seen as myself. I knew which I was better served by but still worried. I had the information I needed. There would be no consequences to me if it were discovered I'd tricked my way into the palace to snoop around. What could they do? What might they conclude that would damage my plans? They were in ruins already.


The children were already monsters, not to mention being tainted with the idea that one ethnicity was innately superior to another. Maybe they could be rescued, guided, corrected, but I had not time for that. An adult might be coerced but children have no understanding of consequences or regard for them. To a child the future is not a real place. But they are cunning. Their brains might not be fully developed but they are smart enough to seek allies and identify enemies, smart enough to work to get their own way through adults and to circumvent restrictions. Having no experience of adult controls, these children would not hesitate.


They would not serve. One of them must though, as I had no better idea.


The noise ahead gave me pause for a moment until I realized I was back where I had begun. The hall at the entrance was just ahead and servants clustered there. They made swift preparations that I recognized to be for the imminent arrival of a prince. I slowed my pace a little.


Making a decision I ducked into a side room that seemed silent enough to be empty, and was. I slipped the ring on my finger. I waited just to one side of the door so that I could see only a thin line of corridor. Time passed and I resisted the urge to count. Instead, I listened and waited.


The preparations went on; more green-clad servants arrived. Then a trickle of Scribes, then a small flood. As things quieted I moved back to the doorway, slowed. Listened and waited until I was sure no one else would come. Then I heard the golden bronze doors open and a slow wave of heat reached me.


I decided it was time and walked out into the corridor, unhurried. My prior experience told me that the servants were likely to be indifferent to me. To the Scribes I was an irrelevance. To the arriving prince less significant than a raindrop.


I was unsurprised to pass by all of them without attracting more than a curious look.


Even the Warriors paid me no mind. Anyone leaving was no threat.


I left and headed back through the market, back through the town to the archway I had found. No one would notice I had become the Alendi. No one would know the Alendi had become me.


Once I was done I stood as myself in the cool shade of the arch and sighed a long sigh of relief.


This wasn't getting any easier.
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 “That was reckless,” Hettar told me blandly.


Had it been? “I got what I went for.”


We were back at the makeshift tavern. Alone, for the moment. Simeme had gone to deal with some matter of his own and without a word. It had struck me that we had had little to say to each other. I suspected he just plain didn't like me very much. Maybe he thought if we talked I would let others hear secrets that were not mine to reveal. It was probably that, I decided. I am, after all, quite likable.

 “And what use is what you know? We have no choice.” He kept his voice his as low as mine.


A regent, maybe Kerral, could control a child, surely? But what when the child was too old to control effectively, what when someone saw the child as a route to power and used him? Or her, I thought. Personally I saw no reason why it should not be a her. Not the cat girl, though. I'm fond of cats and it tore me to have to leave that one to its soggy fate. I hoped it might live.


I was thinking about the wrong things. I sighed. “No,” I admitted. “No choice. I guess we pick the youngest and least... damaged.”

 “Which is what we were going to do.”

 “Well,” I was offhand, looking for self-justification. “At least I know where they are.”


We were silent for a while. I was tempted by beer but kept it at bay. “Anything moving?”

 “Just as I said,” he looked irritated. “Nothing but what we expect already, save another procession, three days for that one I'd guess.”

 “I hope there aren't many more,” I said, absently.

 “Why?”


I thought it was obvious. “I want them all safely in the palace before Kerral and Lentro get back here.”


Counting today, all things going well, we had four days.


Four days to wait.
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It wasn't as bad as all that. Dubaku came and went. We talked but not much; he described his selected muster point and Hettar found it for us. He assured us he had selected only mature men that he had cautioned to take care in their words and actions. It was the best we could do so I tried not to worry about it.


Most of the time Hettar and I listened to Simeme sing. We rested, ate and drank. Gifts arrived and we ignored them until they mysteriously disappeared again.


I made a point of engaging Simeme in casual conversation but he didn't seem much disposed to be more than friendly. I learned that he didn't like the heat. When pressed he made it clear he did not want to be disturbed; the new compositions consumed his attention.


He gave a wan smile, “We can talk all year, Sumto,” he said.


After that we pretty much ignored each other.


Three more princes arrived. More visits from scribes, more disappointment from them. More gifts.


Time passed.
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 “They're back,” Hettar announced without fanfare.


He got up, stretched and left. I didn't inquire why and I had no need to talk to him about what he had said. And that, because I had been taking a nap myself, was a lie to myself that I instantly caught. “Did they get it?” I asked what turned out to be myself.


It was late afternoon on a lazy day and I'd taken a nap for want of things to do, exhausted more from thinking than anything else. Worry, stress, uncertainty, planning and re-planning until I was sure that all would go as I intended. Of course, there was one uncertainty that no one could answer with confidence. Twenty-one princes had arrived. According to Hettar another would arrive. Other than these facts and the so-far absent Farrik, I had no idea if that was all of them. None had arrived for two days but the absence of something in no way implies its non-existence. Farrik himself was proof of that. When Lentro got back I could get another fix on Farrik. He was not here.


I glanced at the mat where Dubaku normally slept through the day. He was not there either and that worried me.


I used a cantrip to clean my teeth and drank some water. It sat uneasily in my belly so I got up and took some dates steeped in honey. Then I cleaned my hands and drank more.


Simeme was close by but looked to be dozing, resting back on a support for the roof that gave us shade. We no longer paid for food or drink or shelter. The gifts continued to arrive, bribes unasked for and unkept. The pile did not grow as much as it should. People pilfered from it and the impromptu tavern keepers had best access, but other people also lived under the same roof, even as they tended their stalls and bartered , as often stolen goods as not. It was, for them, effectively the same. Much of what they took would be effectively useless to them, stored against better times. I was determined to bring those times to the fore. And I fretted that Hettar had said no more.


I paced until Hettar returned, old but still virile; he strode into the tavern and looked me over.

 “Relax,” he told me. “I would have said otherwise.”

 “The dates are good,” I tried to sound indifferent but probably didn't fool him.


He snorted a repressed laugh and went to get some for himself.


Certainly hadn't fooled him.


Another thing I worried about was rumor. Dubaku assured me that he had impressed on the people he had told that no word or hint of what was planned must leak out. I was partly relying on the highly divisive nature of the culture here. No servile would have a conversation with an overseer. But if an overseer suspected, he would certainly convey his suspicions to a Warrior.


My biggest fear was confidence. Anyone who knew what was planned, and they must know in order to play their part, might become confident. Pressure would build and tensions have to be released. It's a part of human nature I understood well enough. A knowing look, a hint, a moment's rebellious attitude would convey much to anyone who was paying attention. But the overseers didn't pay attention, I assured myself. Surely if something had leaked I would know. I wasn't much reassured. There were many moments in a day and many people involved. It would only take one slight slip and the Warriors, Scribes and Princes would be warned.


I reassured myself that with magical support from Hettar and Lentro no response would suffice. It would be over before anyone could react. More a brief scuffle than a knock-down fight.


If all went to plan no one would be harmed. The ruling class would lose its position, be exiled, survive how they might on their own meager resources. No lesser result looked likely.


I stepped up beside Hettar and helped myself to another date, just to be sociable. “Where?”


He gave me a sidelong glance. “I've spoken to Lentro. They will head into the gully Dubaku chose. No one has any reason to go there but us.”


We would have to go there. Organize, explain the plan, walk them through it, practice as much as possible. A few distinct commands, nothing complicated. They wouldn't have to do much. Jog into the city in the fog, silent and swift, halt and form up and look threatening. The fog would lift; we would take care of the rest. If Hettar and Dubaku were needed, I knew they could spectacularly destroy a Warrior, sufficient to give the others pause to consider.


Kerral would have a small force of his own outside the town. With Lentro as magical support they were partly a reserve but they were mainly in place to intercept any who tried to escape. They wouldn't get far.


Tonight a trial run, to get them used to the feel of armor, the weight of a weapon. To practice the commands. We could give no instruction in arms but these were laborers and used enough to wielding tools with purpose and determination. It would have to do.

 “I'm going to call the song the price of freedom,” Simeme spoke up unexpectedly.

 “Good,” I wasn't interested in distractions.


He didn't say anything else. I didn't ask anything.
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Hettar and I left the town in the night. Simeme remained to cover for us should the need arise.


Moving in the dark was not so bad under a half moon on a bright crisp starlight night. The ground was darker than the sky but with attention focused on the ground it is not so difficult to pick a track through fields where paths are plentiful and well worn. It could be done without much noise.


That's what I told myself. We had an advantage; Hettar had enhanced our night vision. We were in no hurry; the chosen hundred men would each choose to leave the town at different times, it had been left open deliberately so they would not coordinate. Random actions are just that. The chance that they would all choose to move at the same time was remote.


We did not speak as we walked but now and again Hettar would tap my arm and point out a figure walking in the night. Or I would. Some moved alone, but for the most part two or three walked together. Human nature is nothing if not predictable. If they spoke we did not hear them. The night was loud with insects that made noise for their own obscure reasons. They provided cover for us, all unknowing.


When we saw people, we did not steer toward them. We did not want people bunched up, though that was inevitable as we neared our goal. We had tried to think of everything. The fear in the night as unseen others were heard would cause delays; fear, hesitation, nervous waiting, the looks, the cautious movement, relief as the others were identified, greeted, joined... all this would slow the men as they gathered.


Dubaku waited with Kerral and Lentro, with the mules, the weapons and armor. Dubaku would meet each group and assure them all was well.


We knew all this would take time. We waited until late and moved easily in the night. We took care not to be seen; we would not be immediately recognized and sudden fear can provoke undesired reactions. It would have been an unnecessary risk.


We took enough risks. I manipulated people toward a goal of my own. It bothered me. They chose, but with what we offered them I knew they could make no other choice.


We stopped and waited in a walled orchard, the wall and squat trees concealed us. We watched the city and waited until we were sure no others would come. Then we moved on.


We were the last to arrive.






#






Dubaku had played his part. The men were calm when we arrived.


The five of us stood in a loose group and consolidated our plan.


Kerral and Lentro had done their bit too; the mules had been picketed far enough away not to be disturbed by the noise we inevitably made in the night. The collection of weapons and armor had been set out, issued as men arrived. Light armor, short weapons, essential shields, if any matched another it was by chance. The magistrate's collection was diverse. There were no helms; that decision had seemed obvious that I'd almost laughed when I thought about it.


The armed men separated into small groups to maintain tension and avoid talk and comparisons and laughter as the work became a game. It was fortunate for us, though I detested the cause, that they were habitually restrained and subdued. It worked in our favor.

 “Move among the men,” I reminded Dubaku. “Reassure them and keep their minds focused,” I'd said this before but it mattered so I said it again. “Keep them calm and quiet. Answer questions but keep it brief, keep moving and don’t let them gather on you to talk.”

He paid attention to what I said but I worried that he didn't know how important his role was. These were his people. He knew them, had spoken to each individual, had brought them together. They were attentive to him. I had explained it in military terms to him already, knowing he had served with a mercenary unit and would understand. He was their captain and we would play the roles of Centurion, Option and Decurio combined.
I mixed designations in my mind, ours and those he was used to; but to him I had been clear. These would be his men; he would lead them; we would train them and hold them to discipline.

 “I understand,” he assured me again.


I knew he did. “I know.” There was nothing else to say.

 “This will take time,” Kerral expressed his doubts as our brief discussion came to an end.

 “I know. Best be about it, then.”


It did take time. Dubaku had taken me at my word and brought exactly one hundred. We moved among them and organized them individually with a quiet word and a nudge into a unit four by twenty-five. Each man one arm's length from the next to him, and the same distance from the man in front and behind. As we did so we each repeated the importance of keeping this distance constant when on the move.


At last we were done and after a brief word we took up positions, one on each corner beside the lead and trailing edges of the formation. Dubaku in the middle where his words could be heard without raising his voice more than needed. The night was busy with the sounds of insects but otherwise silent.


The odd shuffle, the noise of casual movement in unfamiliar armor and with shield ready and weapons in hand spoke of subdued disorder and chaos.


We all waited for Dubaku to give the command, then when it came we walked forward at a slow, even pace.


The effect was immediate. One man's idea of slow and even varied enough to send ripples through the lines, breaks and pauses and hesitations and variance. Words spoken, responded to, heads turned, adjustments made.


I despaired but kept my voice even as I repeated two words loud enough to be heard by at least the closest quarter. Lentro, Kerral and Hettar did the same; used to military discipline, used to the cadence and pace of the words, set initially by Dubaku so we all heard; it meant we had no problem coordinating.


We had chosen the words with some care, assured that even though some might not know the difference between left and right, they did know crops.

 “Maize, wheat, Maize, wheat, Maize, wheat.”
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My throat was raw.


We had tried the impossible and of course we had failed.


Alone now, at the first lightening of the sky we rested and talked. Kerral alone seemed unaffected by the constant use of his voice.

 “I've seen worse,” he said again.


I hadn't but didn't say so. They had done well enough all things considered. The first halt had been the worst, itself a floundering mess. To begin again almost immediately was demoralizing but we kept it to ourselves, kept our tones firm but calm. Measured a step for each man by agreement amongst ourselves. Then we began again.


And again.

 “I could have bound them all to one man's movement,” Hettar said again, knowing himself that it wouldn't work for our purpose.

 “No,” I went through it again. “Binding them together to one man will not serve us here.”

 “There are degrees of the spell,” Hettar offered again.

 “One man cannot turn both left and right.”


He let it drop. I let him; the decision was made, there was no sense recapping it.


The third time we had abandoned the complexity of marching to fixed and exact pace. It had been, in fact a stupid idea. It takes weeks to master and some marching paces are harder than others and take even more time. Time was what we didn't have.


It was Dubaku who had given the answer, and a standard one used by military units since the beginning of time. A drum would set the pace and no one would care which leg moved first. We had explained, Dubaku had set the pace, using the same words but with new context. They'd got it at once; music is universal and dance a natural expression of the body. They had both already so we used them. I wished one of us had thought of it before.


We only practiced one maneuver. The column would divide and become a line, two men deep, shoulder to shoulder. From there stand fast and prepare to defend was all anyone needed to understand.


It had taken time. The end position needed to be set in every mind. The divide needed practice. Column to line, again and again. Keep the shield tight to the body, keep the weapon low. Strike for the belly, strike low and strike again and again. Don't think, don't hesitate, don't look at what you have done, don't step forward. Trust us. If it comes to it there will be magical support.


I had decided not to put the idea to them that it would not come to conflict. Added complexity gives the opportunity for confusion.

 “They will do well,” Dubaku said.


I looked at him, thought about it.

 “They will,” I agreed, reluctantly. The last half a dozen trials had needed no correction to the basics for the unit; only some individuals who dithered in the moment. I worried only that the basics were not ground into reflex. That takes time; and then troops must be blooded, experience the real thing with trained reflexes and force of habit.


The tools of a soldier's trade were laid out. Hettar and Lentro would remain here to keep away any curious individual; a simple spell from either would do that and they could cover each end of the barren ravine without being seen and attracting attention. Kerral would move the mules further away from the town.


Everyone had left long since and dawn was not far away.

 “We are done here,” I decided.


The night was over. We were as prepared as we could be. Tomorrow night we would form up our makeshift troops to go into the town at dawn.


Sometime today, I remembered, another and maybe last prince would arrive. It didn't worry me.


We had all day to wait.
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I slept.


The simple, yet vastly complex in implications, image returned. A U-shape that I was in and part of, from each side a cascade of similar yet different motes of activity. I felt only awe as I watched and participated in the endless dance. No matter how many fell to the bottom the heap did not increase in size. Where did they go?

 “Sumto,” someone unwelcome shook my shoulder. I opened my eyes to a shaded face haloed by bright light that burned through a layer of rushes. The sun was directly above me and I felt groggy and slow. Hot.

 “What?” I squinted up into a face I could not see clearly. Lentro?

 “You should hear this,” he moved back and made room for me to move.


This had better be good, I thought as I stretched with my eyes closed briefly and then climbed unsteadily to my feet. There were teeth to clean, food to eat, water to drink, a Scribe. I couldn't decide for a moment which felt more important.

 “Great Patron, we have a gift for you,” the Scribe said.


Another one? “Don't want it, whatever it is. Go away.” I turned my back and headed for the water. It's easy to get ill from the heat if you don't take enough fluids. I'd had sunstroke once; once was enough.

 “He was very insistent,” Lentro told me, hovering at my shoulder.

 “Did he go?”


Lento paused. “Yes.”

 “Then not insistent enough.” I drank, consulted the spell in my mind and made my teeth clean.


He said nothing else. I was awake with nothing to do. Simeme was silent, though his slender fingers ran over the strings of his lute, making barely a sound.


I hated my dreams.
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I must have slept again because I woke in the shade, the sun fallen low enough for the nearest building to throw a shadow.


I was not sure if I had dreamed. I wanted to talk to Jocasta. Wanted her to want to talk to me. Every time I went to sleep in hopes of dreaming. Every night I went to sleep hoping not to dream true dreams. Sometimes I did and woke cold and sweating from past horrors and did not sleep more that night. More recently there was that new dream; calming in a way but profoundly disturbing in another.


I became aware that I was being watched, possibly judged. Can't say I cared for it; I felt judged enough by myself as it was.


I closed my eyes again and huffed a sigh to relieve the sudden tension that ran through me. There was no hiding, though.

 “Now what?”


It was Hettar who sat by me now, waiting. “You are wanted,” he told me. “I made him wait but he is agitated.”


I looked at him, my face held deliberately blank of expression.

 “It isn't getting any better,” he explained with a shrug and a rueful expression.


I gave in and got up. My clothes were damp with sweat and the afternoon breeze chilled me. Kerral stood with his back to me and kept a blue-clad Royal Scribe at bay. The Scribe fidgeted. He looked at me past Kerral and in that moment could not help but fall back on his own cultural formalities. He grinned ingratiatingly and waved his eleven fingers in the air.

 “What?” I didn't feel any need to be polite. My patience was wearing thin.

 “Great Patron,” he began and edged around Kerral, who allowed him to pass. “Great Patron, we have a gift for you but you must hurry.”

 “I don't want any gifts,” I told him again.


He wrung his hands. I'd never seen any one of them so agitated. “The time will pass, Great Patron.”


I felt my face scrunch up in confusion. What was he talking about?

 “The gift will be gone, Great Patron, if you don't come now.” He reached out to pluck my sleeve, shrank back.


I hesitated, undecided, uneasy for some reason I couldn't put a name to. But I couldn't help it. He had me. I was curious.


I glanced at the setting sun and did a quick calculation. I didn't want to refer to what we planned, no matter how obliquely.

 “This won't take long,” I told them, and then ignored their exchange of glances and restrained reactions. It would be full dark soon. They would go and prepare. I saw no problem in my joining them in plenty of time. This couldn't take long.


The Scribe's face glowed with immense relief. “We must hurry, Great Patron,” he jabbered excitedly. “Time is short.”


It was, but he didn't know it.
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Initially subtle, the scent of fragrant incense deepened and became pungent as we moved deeper into the palace. Servants must walk through the halls swinging burners at regular intervals but now the scent was stronger, denser, almost overwhelming.

 “We must hurry,” the Scribe repeated, once again turning back from where he had hustled ahead and gesturing me onward.


I increased my pace slightly to catch up but he pushed ahead, almost running.


He turned back, urgent. “The gift fades,” he said again.


The air was thick with fragrance now, a strong mixture of heady perfumes. Ahead I could hear music accompanied by conversation that lulled and then resumed in waves as we strode on, the Scribe with rapid anxious steps, myself sensing somehow that I wanted to slow, to stop, to turn around and leave. I felt my lips compress into a hard line. Something was wrong with this but I couldn't see what it was that bothered me. 



Then we strode into the room and I did know.


The Scribe stopped and turned, gestured. I didn't move.


The room was one of the largest I'd seen. Couches had been arranged around the edges and on them lay all the princes of the city, each with his attendant Scribes and behind and around them green-clad servants. They did not hold my attention.


The center of the room was a pit, maybe ten feet deep. I could see where large square tiles of the floor had been removed, along with the grid of iron that supported them. I could smell what the heady scents were there to disguise. At the bottom of a dozen steps, in the bottom of the pit a man stood and looked up at me, a satisfied smile on his face, a man awaiting praise. Across the chamber stood another, similarly content. There were two other men in the pit. I didn't recognize either of them. One might not recognize himself. He lay supine on a marble table. The marks of what must have been days of painstaking torture ran rampant over his flesh. He had no eyes, the lids pulled down and sewn to his cheeks. No nose or lips remained, both cauterized. His fingers were flat, mashed together in a lump that left no opportunity for counting. The meticulous damage done him ran on and on.


I looked away, slowly. The tools of the torturers' trade were everywhere and little seemed to have been unused. The second victim was strapped to a chair. He did not move. A mass of swollen bruising disfigured his face.


I looked up, swept a bemused look over the crowd of smiling, contented faces whose attention was focused on me. Jethklarn stood up, looked for encouragement that he might speak, might act as their agreed spokesman.

 “All of us agreed, Great Patron, that your enemy should be gifted to you in the only form deserving of one who abuses the hospitality and generosity of such august a representative of so great a people.”


I was cold. Chill blood ran through me. My skin prickled and my belly felt weak.

 “You might want to speak to him,” the Scribe gestured encouragement. “The gift fades.”


I needed to look at what had been done in my name. I needed to know who it had been done to.


The steps looked a long way away but my body moved, though it felt light and disconnected.


The broken feet were close to the bottom of the stairs. I looked away, but there was nowhere else to look. Legs broken, burned. Groin. Belly, opened so that organs could be accessible yet cunningly sutured and the wounds stuffed with blooded padding so that he did not bleed out. Internal organs, things I'd glimpsed only in ugly moments, protruded; blood still pumped through veins, seeped silently, congealed. I walked the length of him. Ribs bruised black and raw. Arms burned, each wound healed less than the last. Face a ruin. The flesh twitched a little here and there. Flinches, maybe. Maybe not though. I doubted anything sane lived in that body even if it was conscious.


I looked up, resented that I had to. “Who is this?”


Jethklarn looked surprised, glanced around his fellows. “Farrik. Who else? We agreed to break the truce. As you had spurned all material gifts we gave you a gift of vengeance on one of our own. No special favor owed any one of us, but to all.”


The compass had shown Farrik was to the east. Not very far east, it turned out. But east, nonetheless.


I looked down at the tortured body of Farrik.


I wondered if they knew I had been tortured. They cannot have known. The sudden empathic reaction nearly broke me but there was something I had to do first. Some later time for weakness and uncertainty. I reached out to a tabletop laid neat with instruments; I selected something sharp and used it in one deep cut to the throat. I doubt he felt anything, certainly nothing other than pressure. The wound bled freely for a short time; he bled out fast.


I turned my attention to the other victim. Moved closer. Stood over him, trying to guess. “Who?”


The head stirred, lifted at my voice. A hand shifted in a desperate plea, wrist held by an iron band, locked and bolted to the solid wood of the chair.


I didn't recognize the name given. “We tortured him for the truth of the story of what this Farrik perpetrated in your very household, Great Patron. He was the only witness we could find.”


I knew him then. The slave I myself had bought to teach me the language we used now. The boy, Tanim. I had made no use of him; Farrik had taken him, I assumed, to learn our ways from him. Pity none of them had learned them.

 “Unbind him.”


The torturer came to hover at my side, confused.


I looked at him. “Unbind him.”


He hesitated, looked up for instruction. My hard hand hit his throat a deeply solid blow. He staggered back, hands gripping his throat. Eyes wide, desperate to breathe. Unable. He bumped into a table, complete with devices to crush and crimp flesh. He sat, face swelling with blood. I followed him and took a bunch of keys from his belt. I tossed them to the other.

 “Unbind him.” My voice was soft, cold and emotionless to my own ears. I wondered if I would ever feel anything ever again.

 “Great Patron,” Jethklarn asked, uncertainly. “Are you displeased?”


I gritted my teeth so as not to attempt to make answer. Anything I said would leave me without any control at all. I watched as the boy was released. He couldn't stand, but he was game. He tried. I was there in an instant, eased him, and soothed him with a noise. As gently as I could, I picked him up. I could carry him, I decided. By the time I was done it would hurt a great deal, but I could do it. The stairs were first and I was glad; they would be hardest to negotiate.


I climbed out of the pit, heard no words spoken to me.


We left.
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No one tried to stop me.


By the light the sun was on the horizon. Nearly dark. Cool shadows surrounded us. The blue of the sky dimmed. Where would my clients be? I needed them. I didn't stop and think about it. I walked on smooth paves and then on compacted mud, into the street that was the most direct way back to the makeshift tavern we had made home. Lentro should be there. The boy would be healed.


There was movement but none of it touched me until I saw a procession that came toward me. A prince, gold-clad, resting on a litter borne by slaves. Four Royal Warriors, one at each corner. Two Scribes, a dozen overseers.


The rage burned through me. If I'd known from the beginning that they were evil I would have given none a chance to live.


I hurt, but didn't stop moving. My arms ached and felt heavier than the burden I carried, my shoulders burned, back ached, legs felt week and shaky. I hurried now into the market toward the tavern. It didn't take long. It wasn't far. They were there, waiting for me.


Kerral was there. He moved to take the burden from me. “Be gentle with him,” I managed to say, softly.


Lentro had already come forward. I knew I didn't have to say anything. The boy would be healed.


I scooped up my sword belt, arms suddenly light, and walked away.


I heard Hettar call out. “Where are you going?”


I didn't answer. I quickened my pace as much as my recovering legs would allow. Slung the belt at my hips and tightened it, both blades settling into place. They would not stay sheathed long.


At the road, I turned to the arriving procession and strode forward to meet it. A moment later Kerral was at my side. He glanced at me, saw my face, and said nothing.

 “Kill the Warriors,” I muttered.


He nodded. Just that. Nothing more.


They saw us coming. Saw me. The two lead Warriors dropped their hands to their sword hilts and looked fierce. I knew them now, they did not intimidate me. They used their swords to disable, for riot control. We used ours to kill soldiers in battle.


They didn't stand a chance.


Around us there was sudden pandemonium. The overseers tried to resist us, fought, died, fled. The Scribes talked. Died. The slaves dropped the litter and fled. The prince spilled at our feet. I wanted it done. I wanted it all done. I wanted to kill all the king's bastards. And I knew how I could. Hettar would not, but Jocasta knew nothing of the situation here. I knew she loved me and would do as I asked. I would be using her and I knew it but I didn't care. I needed this to be over.


I touched the gem.

 “Sumto?” her voice whispered in my head.

 “The spell that binds people together,” I said, my voice calm and even, despite my exertions. “There is a degree of that spell that binds even to life, yes?”


She hesitated. The prince tried to crawl away and get to his feet; I stamped on his ankle, fell on his back and dropped my swords. Kerral stood by, calm but determined. I caught a glimpse of Hettar as he ran toward us, calling to me.

 “What are you doing?” Jocasta's voice whispered. “What are you trying to do?”


I grabbed the prince's wrists and pulled his hands up so Jocasta could see them through the gem.

 “Bind this one to all the others with hands like these.” I didn't ask if she could. Somehow I knew.

 “Completely?” she sounded only surprised.

 “Utterly,” my tone was as implacable as my intent.


Hettar called out again. He moved as fast as he could but was still a distance away. He was the only one who moved. Around us everything had gone still. I was aware of it. People watching. Spellbound. Unbelieving.


The flash of light blinded me, rocked my mind for a moment as she cast through the stone in my forehead. At once I dropped the prince's hands, snatched up the honor blade and plunged it into the prince's back. Hettar staggered to a stop, swore, looked around. I paid no mind, but stood and took up the cavalry blade from where I had dropped it. I pressed it to the back of the prince's neck as he twitched and struggled to live. Then I decided to leave him. He wouldn't be long in dying. Mere moments. Barely enough time for the pain to start.

 “Sumto?” Jocasta's voice, quiet. “What have you made me do?”


Nothing, I thought. No one can make anyone do anything. Ever. Everyone chooses.


In the distance I could hear music, a song. A line sounded clear to me, the price of freedom bought with blood. Simeme's voice high and clear.


I looked that way. Stared back into as much of the market as I could see. Wild cries in the distance. Screams from the palace. My hand gripped the hilt of my sword hard. 



Whose blood, Simeme?


The stillness around us persisted for a moment. Then it began.


A servile, a big broad man with heavy arms, slowly turned to the nearest overseer and gathered himself to strike. I saw his hand lift to his broad shoulder, the determination settle over his face. He heard Simeme's song. He had seen the impossible, a prince killed in the street, and for them I had made the impossible possible. He struck.


It was like a bushfire, sudden, rampant, out of control.

 “No,” I whispered. I saw that Hettar stared at me, accusing anger stark on his face. “Oh no.” My heart went cold.


People would die now. And I was responsible. My strength seemed to drain out of me and left nothing behind.


That is when the spirit struck.
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Suddenly disoriented, I hung motionless, surrounded by particles that conflicted, hummed with stored energy. They were as cold as ice and burned like the sun. Images streamed through my mind; endless sequences in motion, some caught my attention.

I held a man by the throat. Held him off the ground. He had said something that annoyed me. Commented on something he knew nothing about. His face bloated with his own compressed blood and... A child laughed; my child; Jocasta chased him playfully through a garden, glanced at me and her smile deepened, my heart swelled... You are no son of mine, I disown you; a door slammed with finality... looking out at the snow... No Sumto, it was her voice, it's too late... her grave, looking at her grave, how do I bear it?


Like this. The thought came unbidden and everything contracted to a single moment and mind. My moment, my mind, surrounded by light as bright as the sun.


Give it up. I was surprised by the fiercely possessive reaction, overwhelmed by need to keep my pain. It was mine, it belongs to me, I need it. You can't have it.


And joy? My heart burst open and I spread out again, giving myself up to both, to every emotion in between and Jocasta was everywhere, endless memories of moments and emotions felt and shared, given and taken, arguments, laughter, sighs, rows, touching and seeing and feeling and knowing...


Through it all a sigh shivered from outside yet through me, a glimpse of another life shed in a moment and instantly unknown; my mind contracted slowly to a pinpoint in darkness and beside me, touching me, was another mind. An age passed in an instant. I could feel the other mind, bright, hot, fierce, a hawk floating focused, attention fixed on me.


Your fate is greater.


A road of beaten earth below me and beneath my feet. Swiftwind, the name came to me with a fragment of the mind that owned the name.


Go, Sumto.


Noises, angry cries, the meaty thump of flesh on flesh, wood on flesh. A scream.


I await your call.
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I staggered, confused by a cascade of images, memories both mine and not mine, memories that could not adhere and so faded in the same moments that my surroundings became clear to me.


Kerral was there, close by. Hettar was there, not far. We were an island in a confusion of noise and movement. People ran, fought, hid or watched in a chaotic mess that might go on for hours or lifetimes of vindictive, hate-fueled violence.


It was my purpose to provide stability. I'd created chaos.


It had to stop. Jocasta had gone. I was alone.

 “Can you do anything?” I had to raise my voice to be heard, the chaos was spreading.


Hettar looked helpless. “What? What can I do? Kill some of them?!”


Our troops were here, dispersed, not any kind of solution but instead part of the problem.


Kerral said nothing; he looked grim but calm as he waited for my decision. I had none. They needed a figurehead, a focus, something they recognized and would respond to from long habit. They needed one of the six fingered to restore order. The habits of obedience ran deep and we would protect him until order was restored.


But I'd just killed them all. I looked down at the body at my feet. Not a real man at all, now. An empty shell. An illusion of a man.


The idea came to me in a flash of inspiration.

 “Hettar,” I got his attention. “The illusion ring.”


He looked at me, down at the body at my feet. Relief flooded his face as he saw what I meant. “I'll need my loupe.”


Without saying more I reached and ripped my sword free of the prince's body and sheathed it. Kerral passed me his blade. I'd automatically thought to carry the body myself but he was right. I took the sword from him and stepped aside. He grabbed the body and lifted. A moment and he had it slung casually over one broad shoulder, his arm looped over the body and one dead arm round his neck to be gripped by the same hand. As soon as he had a hand free he took back his sword.


Hettar hadn't waited. We ran after him as fast as Kerral could move, aware of everything around us. A glimpse of red cloth through the random noise and movement. It was just enough to tell me that the Warriors had come and were prepared to quell the riot. They would likely fail, but more indiscriminate deaths would result from the attempt. I spared them no more mind as we hurried on.


The market seethed with violence and fear. Hatred and shock. It was already spreading, the death, the killing, the sudden release of restraint tearing them apart. They would kill until they were sated. And when that happened there would be survivors and they would seek revenge. There would be no forgiveness on either side; each had made the other and new hate would ring fresh through each generation, would ring hollow down the ages as they killed and killed again.


We moved fast and it wasn't far. Hettar had his pack open when I rushed into the impromptu tavern after him. There were bodies there. Simeme was there, a table leg in hand, his back to a support post. I was furious with him but didn't need the distraction. “The price of freedom is blood?” The words tore out me anyway. “Whose damn blood, Simeme?”


Lentro glanced up from the lad he tended but said nothing.

 “The ring,” Hettar's tone was peremptory.


I fumbled for the ring where it was tied at my belt as Kerral laid the body down.

 “That won't do,” Hettar told me, pointing at the body. “He'll look as he does now, and that's a little more blood than people shed every moment of the day.”


I passed him the ring and sought out water and a cloth. It was a grim task but I set to it. A moment later I was being helped. I glanced over and saw Simeme, face pale and lips tight. I wanted to ask him, where did you get the idea? When did I ask you to put that in people's minds? What good did you think it could possibly do? I was too busy. There wasn't time, or an immediate purpose to be served.


I glanced to Hettar, he held the ring and had the loupe to his eye, gripped by the surrounding socket.


We had to hurry. “What are you doing?”

 “I need to know if the spell is one I know; if it's the same I can do this. If not not.” He hesitated. “Best think about who will wear it.”


And what we will do if you fail. I shied away from the thought and looked around, frantically. I met Lentro's gaze, and I hated the calm judgment of his expression as he regarded me. I shifted my attention to the lad in his care. He was seated, rested against sacks of grain. He was conscious but huddled miserably into himself; the swelling on his face had receded and he looked at nothing, eyes haunted, expression fixed.

 “Damn,” I swore. He was the only candidate but if he was broken he would useless.


Suddenly I felt ashamed. But need drove me. I looked back to Lentro.

 “I need him functional.” My words sounded ruthless to my own ears. They were.

 “Why him?”


I tried not to be distracted by what was going on around us yet also aware if it in case of need. I seethed with impatience. I didn't want to explain. “Because,” I said through gritted teeth, “He knows this place, has the language, knows these people, how to act, and as a bonus he knew us. It has to be him.” I had loosened up as I spoke. “Do you have a better candidate?”


Lentro considered for what seemed like an age but must only have been moments. “I don't like doing this,” he admitted. He snagged his pack and started rummaging through it. I looked around briefly, aware of every flash of movement around us but focused on nothing. Kerral did the same, watching out for us. When I glanced back to Lentro he held a slender gold diadem that he had taken from a flat box. He slipped it onto the boy's head, gently but firmly pressing it down until the gap in it stretched and the gold band nearly touched his ears, ran across his temples and forehead. The lad had flinched into himself and froze like a statue but after a moment his body relaxed, so did his face, so did his eyes. He blinked, seemed to settle into himself, and became aware of his body incrementally.


Lentro looked back at me and I met his gaze. “The mind will heal in time, but this isn't helping. When we remove it he will fall apart.”


I understood, or thought I did. “He'll have help,” I offered.

 “He will,” Lentro made it sound like a commitment and I guess it was.


I turned back to the task at hand only to find Simeme had mostly done the work for me. “Roll him over,” I snatched a bedroll and lay it out beside the body. “Back too,” I explained. “He must be cleaned of blood everywhere.”


We did the work. Shut out everything else. Hoped. It took time. Eventually we were done.


Thankfully Hettar was waiting for only that.
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Peace. It had taken most of the night and next day to achieve but we had it. Torches, a procession, the chosen King, an impostor cloaked in illusion, paraded through the town. All the Royal Warriors and all the Royal Scribes, their masters dead, accepted the new King and gave themselves to him. None of them knew he was an imposter; or, if any did know they kept silent. They understood which outcome was best for them.


We stayed with him. Our protection of the new King was unnecessary but it would be madness to leave it to chance.


I'd been mad to spawn chaos and leave things to chance.


My guilt burned deep and branded itself on my soul.


Never again.
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I didn't apologize to anyone. I knew what I would have meant by it – I'm sorry my actions didn't achieve my desired outcome. Apologies can be terrible things to hear when you understand the motive behind them. I'm sorry I did not manipulate you to your best advantage.


I sighed; even that thought hurt.


Days had passed. The bodies had been burned. The new King of Brithada was installed. He had Lentro, Hettar and Kerral as advisers and protectors. Change would be ordered, orderly, and guided. No one else would be harmed by it. Dubaku was content; he had asked his people to be patient and to trust the future. Simeme remained at my instruction to sing songs of peace and harmony and forgiveness. The new King had my father's letter. I had been surprised by the contents. My father had transferred the clientship to me. I'd thought to reject the responsibility but I had not.


I am not a fool.

 “You're a fool,” Dubaku said.


I had already arranged to have gold shipped to the city and entered in the treasury against my name. I would again be a Patron, but now by right, though the year's exile must be still endured and the trials faced at the end of it. I was also wealthy in my own right; able to forge a path in city politics and effect some change in time.


I sighed, glanced at Dubaku who sat on the beach by my side. We waited for a ship at Ysindral. The magistrate had his collection back intact, so he at least was content. Nearby, a woman nursed a babe. We didn't disturb them. No one else was near enough to disturb us.


I just looked at him and waited.

 “Love,” he said, gaze locked on mine, “is precious.”


I'd told him everything. He had insisted. I was his apprentice in this and he required respect and obedience and, worst of all, honesty.


I'd used Jocasta ruthlessly, callously, carelessly, knowingly and without her consent. That guilt was still settling into my soul where there seemed to be little room.


I didn't make answer. He was instructing me. It was my place to be instructed.

 “Be in the moment,” he said, seemingly absently.


I took a deep breath. Let it out. The sea moved, there were gulls, fishing vessels. Some with their accompanying sounds close enough to be heard, others far away and silent. The babe made a noise, meaningless for me but full of meaning for the infant. A sea breeze stayed with us, cooled the sweat on my brow, ruffled my hair. I was still.

 “Teach me to care and not care,” Dubaku said. “Teach me to be still.”


He read my mind. Everyone could. He wanted to break me, and I knew it. But I would not be broken.

 “Emotions belong in the moment,” he instructed and I accepted. “They are wasted, coupled with memories of the past, tangled with thought, spent recklessly in future possibilities.”


Some of what I had seen in the spirit world swept through me, broke my heart, passed and faded away. I deserved none of them. Nothing good was mine.

 “You saved my people,” Dubaku told me.


I didn't believe him. Some had died unnecessarily because I could not keep myself under control.

 “You waste yourself needlessly.”


I took a deep breath, heard the sea, smelled it and saw it. The sky framed us. The beach. Birds. Free as a lone bird, I thought meaninglessly.

 “Freedom should be tempered by others,” Dubaku took up my thoughts. “The price of freedom is loneliness.”


I turned the idea around in my mind. Saw the truth of it. Only in complete isolation, or with complete disregard for others could you be truly free. Loneliness would be the price of that.

 “Who are you?”


I don't know. I watched the sky, thought of my fetch, who named himself Swiftwind. We had spoken of it, Dubaku and I, but very little. Apart from he and I, no one would know. I think my father would certainly disown me if he knew I had become, in his eyes, a priest. Exile might become indefinite, certainly high office would be barred to me permanently.

 “Who are you?”


There is no meaning to the question. I've forgotten what the words mean. I tried to do good and instead brought harm.

 “Look at the child.”


I did. Why not? It meant nothing. There is no meaning.

 “There are words to say to him. Find them.”


Briefly, before this, selfishly and absently, I had wondered why the child was there. Alone of all Dubaku's people he had brought one child, a wet nurse to tend him. No one else had he rescued from that infernal mess I had made.

 “The babe is an orphan now.”


An orphan I had made. I couldn't bear it.

 “You can bear anything. Love ungiven is wasted.”


I shuddered.

 “You are my son now.” Dubaku said. “I will teach you everything. Nothing ends.”


I gave up. I submitted. I saw what was needed. I went to the child, took him and held him. Because of me the child had unmet needs, so it was for me to meet them.

 “I am your father,” I told the child. “I, Sumto Merian Ichatha Cerulian adopt you as my son, Dubaku Sumto Merian Ichatha Cerulian, heir to my gain, product of my life, purpose of my life's blood. I wish for you patience and peace.”


Dubaku smiled. And I saw it.
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Epilogue






My name is Dubaku Sumto Merian Ichatha Cerulian.


There are some people who believe in rising before dawn to begin the day, and I think they are wise. None know how many days will come. Spend each well and wisely, my father said.


Clients arrive early; they need to be greeted, given some small gift to bond them to me. They are like children and I care for them, and because I do care they must know it, and to know it they must feel it.

Today the forum is full. The citizens of all tribes come to see the swearing in of a new Consul. Myself. I am a man who will strive to make this a better place to live; not fair, because life is not fair, but even-handed to all.
Our laws are few, in place to achieve only stability and remove inequity. No group may be allowed to prosper above another. We are men of the city, and we are, on the whole, good.


I am not alone on the rostra, no honor is so great that one should accept it alone, no duty so grave that it must be borne alone. My junior consul stands at my side and we wait to accept the burden freely given and gravely accepted. Today I will be sworn in as Consul, as many of my ancestors have been before me, providing stability to all, paying any price, counting no cost, allowing no inequity or inequality to inhabit our society. It is a grave responsibility and I give myself fully to it.


But I have a secret.






#





Author's Notes

One reviewer spotted that this series is essentially one long novel. It was pretty much always intended that way and this book is then fairly well endowed with resolutions that could have come at the end of The Invisible Hand; the four books belong together, as one, so that works well enough, I think. There are still things that are not resolved, of course. Sumto's relationship with Jocasta is complicated. It's going to take time to explore, so another book must be written. Right now, in this moment, I do not have that story in my mind. There are decisions that I must make before I look to that. But for now, let's say that the novel read so far is complete, hence the epilogue.

The people of the city pay no attention to ethnicity; citizens share a culture and a mindset and that is what binds them together. That Sumto fails to notice some things, fails to be aware of some things, is fairly well established. Even though it is right there in front of him he could not see the ethnic divisions in the culture he encounters here as significant in that way. It had to be made clear to him and having words with dual meanings is not uncommon in many languages.

Polydactalism is fairly rare in the western world but there are isolated communities where it is not uncommon. I didn't do the research but worked from memory. A geneticist could probably tear wide holes in my invented society but this is a story, not a text book.

As usual, there are historically true things here. I like to include them just for giggles. The scene where the recruits are marched and are instructed left and right by substituting crops is true. It happened at one time in the British army to my certain knowledge and perhaps elsewhere. Barley and wheat were known to the recruits, left and right were not always known.

Shall we talk about Sumto? I've been asked. Am I he? Well, clearly not, but I am fond of him. His motives are good, on the whole, but he fails to link motive to action to consequences. I guess he will grow up in time. As this is a first person narrative it is impossible to keep some of my own thoughts, attitudes and conclusions out of his personality. They intrude sometimes, and are sometimes removed, but where they are consistent with the intended story I leave them.

Projects grow and develop and this is no exception. I originally, with the first words written, intended a kind of cross between Hawk & Fisher by Simon R Green and the Falco stories by Lindsey Davis. A fantasy detective story set in a city. The marks of that beginning are still in place but Sumto had other ideas; so did the people around him. Breaking and remaking Sumto became part of the project. Having people love him and he not notice became another. There are many layers here but those two are at least some of it.

There was one place in this story where I knew I would be stuck. Dubaku rescued me. I had forgotten about his influence on Sumto but thankfully he did not.

There will inevitably be some readers who saw the plot developing and thought, “Again?” Well, that was intentional. Some lessons have to be driven home with a sledge hammer and Sumto is particularly dense in some ways. But he is growing. Also it is a matter of outcomes. Also, he is deliberately placed in these positions, as I am sure you will have noticed. His choices are limited.

Despite what is effectively an epilogue and thus a conclusion, I do intend at least one more Sumto book. No one exists in a vacuum and ensuring that Sumto had family who affected him was a very early decision. Life is, as I am fond of saying, all about people.

For those who have stayed with me this far, thank you. No one exists in a vacuum.

I think that's all, for now.
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Dancing with Darwin

 

 Rapture Ready: Dancing with Darwin

 Headed Home: Dancing with Darwin

 Evolving Environment: Dancing with Darwin

 Dangerous Delusions: Dancing with Darwin


The Price of Freedom Sequence (Fantasy)


The last king's Amulet (Book One of The Price of Freedom)


The Key To The Grave (Book Two of The Price of Freedom)


The Invisible Hand (Book Three of The Price of Freedom)


All The King's Bastards (Book Four of The Price of Freedom)


The Last King's Amulet (Book One of The Price of Freedom)

 "The Last King's Amulet" is an engaging work of fantasy grounded in historical analogies to antiquity, most especially ancient Rome, which makes it quite intriguing (and also makes me hope this talented writer will try his hand at historical fiction). The plot is solid but where Northern most shines is in the fine art of character development. At first blush the protagonist, Sumto, appears to be a spoiled, indolent, thoroughly self-satisfied slackard who might be easily dismissed as totally disinteresting were it not for his ability to be remarkably honest about himself. Northern does an excellent job of revealing Sumto's true measure early on, using Sumto's sardonic humor to reveal a bittersweet self-awareness about his character flaws. Sumto's brutal honesty about self is his saving grace and sets the stage for Sumto's plausible development into a thoughtful man, a person who raises eternal questions about life that are as important today as they were long ago. - Maureen Gill


The Key to the Grave (Book Two of The Price of Freedom)

In this book we see Sumto’s earlier sardonic wit and hedonism ripen into a mature and well reasoned pragmatism as his irresponsible preference for the easy way out is replaced by a warrior’s commitment to values beyond one’s own immediate self-interest. In this sequel, Sumto’s amorality is replaced with a moral awareness and his innate cleverness is morphed into a richly nuanced intellectualism and wisdom. I especially enjoyed how Sumto respected and then came to deeply love Jocasta and, in the end, found it remarkable that after fighting so savagely for her he had the wisdom and reserve to allow her to claim a far different destiny than the one his own dream envisioned. - Maureen Gill


The Invisible Hand (Book Three of The Price of Freedom)

Third in the series and I seriously hope not the last. Chris Northern has created a detailed and exciting world full of adventure, political intrigue and fascinating magic. The two previous books in the series, The Last King's Amulet and The Key To The Grave really do mean you should not read this as a standalone book, it's the extension of both the previous books and massively absorbing. If you like the kind of intelligent writing that means you genuinely cant guess ahead and honestly can't put it down, then read these books. - Clive Butterfield


Other Fantasy Works

Prison of Power

All the powers of the world are seeking for an heir to the Crimson Throne, an heir to inherit all the powers of the long dead High King. Many have been found; none have lived. The Yhar'sharem seek a restoration; the Unbound Enchanters control kingdoms surrounding the capitol city, where lies the Crimson Throne, and kill any of the royal blood that fall into their hands.

Yissa is the concubine of Duke Castal and childhood sweetheart of Clavis, a mercenary enhanced with powerful magic designed to keep him alive no matter what. When Ormindas, a sorcerer and priest under Castal's protection, creates a functional gate through which troops can be rapidly moved, the Unbound Enchanter known as the Eyeless King perceives a threat and moves against Castal.

Regret Yhar'sharem senses an heir in the region of the first battle, but loses him again in chaos of the following rout.

Further from the field of battle, Hebron feels he can no longer wait for his masters return and sets off on a voyage of self-discovery. He can wield an ancient power but insists he is neither prophet nor angel; though cannot say what he truly is, because he does not himself know.

Abbethia, the greatest general of her age, is content with her retirement from the battlefield, but old habits are hard to break.

Grylantha stands in every camp and has a talent for mayhem - but no one knows his secret heart.

When the High King was slain his bloodline numbered in the hundreds. Ninety years later, there remains only one. One last chance for a restoration, a restoration that many fear and few desire. Unknown to himself, the last heir is caught in a Prison of Power that he quite simply cannot escape.
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Chris Northern's random ramblings can sometimes be found at forwardviewmirror.blogspot.com

I gladly answer questions to the best of my ability, email me here: shasqa@yahoo.com.
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