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Orlek, who had ruled Darklake before me, had the biggest bed I had ever slept in. I guess he must have liked company. Or maybe he had just been ridiculously big.
I stretched out and found that I was on my own, in much the way that he clearly never had been. With a curse as thoughts of Jocasta began to drift into my mind, I climbed out of the pointless damn thing. When my feet touched the ground I cursed again, threw myself back across the bed and climbed out the other side where there was a rug between my feet and the cold stone of the floor. I had to remember to have someone do something about that. It was a perfectly crappy way to start the day. The hangover didn't help; it wasn't much of a hangover as these things are measured but I was still recovering from concussion, which exaggerated every throb and wave of nausea.
Maybe the beer hadn't been such a great idea, but I'd had to do something while I had listened as Meran detailed his actions since he had taken control of Darklake.
Dawn light was in an indecent rush to enter the room. I'd left the shutters open deliberately so that I would wake early. I'd gotten used to rising at dawn, and the cold of the night didn't bother me a bit.
I padded across the room to lean out the window and take a look at my new domain. Mine by right of conquest; a few hundred round-houses in a walled enclosure.
It was a mess.
There were thousands of people crammed into the town; homeless, but not yet hungry, refugees from Learneth and the Settlement of the Grave added to the few hundred widows and orphans of Darklake. It hadn't been just the dawn that had wakened me; it was the noise of other people waking to the day, a lot of other people crammed into a small area. Darklake now held something like six thousand people. Something had to be done about them. More specifically, something had to be done about them by me.
There were several problems. To begin with, Darklake was far too small to accommodate everyone. Meran had been remarkably restrained in the taking of Darklake and had left most of the settlement intact, which was all to the good. The granaries were not full but held enough to keep the population alive for a month. Long enough for me to come up with a solution that would lead to long-term food security, which was an absolute first priority. People needed to eat; they also needed shelter. There was plenty of space within the walls but the locals had not made best use of it; their dwellings were scattered more or less randomly, and there were as many animal pens as houses. There would have to be new buildings and if I paid to have them built it was only fair that I take a nominal rent for their use; the beginnings of an income.
Meran had already instigated a census; easy enough to arrange as hardly anyone had access to food apart from what was stored and controlled by us, so once a day there would be a queue at the granary for the food dole, which Meran had also instigated. If people wanted free food they would have to show a token that they were eligible for it; to get that they had to provide information for the census, so getting the information had proved to be simple enough. Analysing it and using the information to my advantage would take a little longer. The food dole could stand for now, but I wanted to get people out of the habit of looking to me for the basics. I needed to get money into the economy. Fortunately, I had plenty to spend, also mine by right of conquest. The treasuries of Darklake, Learneth, the Settlement of the Grave and the Keep of Duprane had mounted up to a pretty fair sum.
This was just as well, as I had lost everything else. Dannat probably had possession of my sword and armor; doubtless he also had my gold torc and the scrip and coin which had been my entire fortune. Certainly Dannat had disappeared and so had my possessions. He may have died in the inferno I'd made of Learneth but there was no evidence for that. It made more sense to assume he was out there somewhere, in hiding, with my gear. Still, I had his sisters and his wife and children; along with several other women and children of the Alendi, Orduli and Prashuli, and of the clans of the Urnalin mountains. I had yet to decide what to do with any of them. For now I would keep them as bargaining chips should that prove necessary. A decision on that could wait. In the meantime, I would have to feed, house and protect them while I fixed it so that everyone else could feed and house themselves.
Voices and sounds of movement from the outer chamber alerted me to the fact that it was time to start the day. I turned away from the window and pulled on some clothes. I seriously wanted to use one of my few handy cantrips to clean my teeth but Balaran had warned me off practicing any magic until I was fully recovered. Double vision and dizziness plagued me and would for some weeks to come, apparently. My left wrist ached bone deep and my ankle hurt just enough to make me limp. The burns that I had picked up at the Eyrie were still healing and my inner thighs were raw and tender. All in all, I was a mess. What I really wanted to do was eat, sleep and generally slob around and rest for a couple of weeks but it wasn't going to happen. There were a hundred things to do; a household to be organised, staff to be hired, duties assigned, an economy to be created. It was daunting, but I was sure I was up to the job. First things first: food security and then people who would make a profit out of it to ensure it continued; second, shelter. I would have to pay for materials and builders; that would get some people working, put some money into the economy. It wouldn't be enough, but it was a start.
I could hear voices in the outer chamber of the suite and headed that way, knowing who I would find there. I lifted the door catch and left the room with a last, longing look at the bed. I think Jocasta would have liked it, but there was no point dwelling on that.
The second room of Orlek's apartment showed his tastes as clearly as the bed. The walls were adorned with only two kinds of decoration: weapons and the hides and heads of dead animals. A boar, a deer with a good spread of antlers, a mountain lion, a few others, each with eyes of black glass; you can't stuff an eyeball successfully. There were couches and low tables set so that servants could move between them, with a clear area in the centre for entertainments. I eyed the hide of a mountain lion, thinking it would do for a rug. The rest would have to go when I got around to it. I'd make it an office where a man could do business. Meran had already made a start in that direction, placing a table and chairs in the middle of the room. He stood and turned as I came in; the two centurions were already standing. They saluted and presented themselves, giving name and title as Meran stepped aside from the chair, ceding the position of authority to me.
"Breakfast is on its way," he said.
"Good," I lied. I poured a small amount of wine into a cup and watered it well before taking a mouthful to get the slime of sleep out of my mouth and turning my attention to the senior centurion. I didn't sit down. I don't like being loomed over. "You were about to report, Parast?"
He looked unhappy. "Yes, Commander. Among the men, morale is high and discipline is tight; there are no formal punishments required. Among the population, things are not so good. The men are acting as vigils, a century active at all times. It is a small area but densely populated with a great deal of uncertainty and confusion. Despite segregation, friction is high and there were several clashes between the three population groups during the night, all of which were contained. There was one fire that we dealt with that may or may not have been arson. Also, one missing person reported and the death toll for the night stands at five, with two more prisoners awaiting trial."
"More prisoners?"
"Making fifteen in total, Commander, aside from the original male population of Darklake, who number sixty-three."
I turned and raised an eyebrow at Meran. "Fifteen criminals awaiting justice?"
"I have no experience of the process, Patron, and thought to await your advice."
To leave the problem to me, in other words. Thanks. "It adds to a problem that already exists. That has to stop." Justice has to be swift and sure, especially in a situation like this, where everything is in a state of confusion. The question was what, at this time, constituted justice? The people of Darklake were a conquered enemy and should have been taken south as slaves, which would have neatly dealt with the problem. I knew that Meran hadn't felt he had the manpower to spare an escort for them, and had agreed it retrospectively. Now, however, the women and children had mingled with those of Learneth and who knew who was who? Sorting them out would be a pretty much impossible task. I was left with a situation where I could either be arbitrary and still fail to clear the decks or deliberately leave potential enemies free to act against us. I held no illusions that they saw us as liberators. That would be too much to hope for and even if it were true of some it would not be true of all. If I left the women and children free, they would watch their surviving men marched from the town in chains and would not be human if they didn't hate me for it. It was a problem and I didn't know how to deal with it. I didn't have enough information, I decided. I knew nothing about Darklake or its people. Nor did I know what their situation had been before Meran had taken the town, apart from the fact that Orlek had been allied or strongly influenced by the Necromancers. I needed to know more and the only way to get that information was by talking to people.
"Fetch me one of the prisoners, the one the others look to. And invite representatives of each faction to join me If you don't know who the people look to for answers, then figure it out. I want to see them today." What else? "When the census is complete, start some men to picking out the skill groups available. Get them to scan for builders first, though, then quarrymen and stone workers. Find out if there is a quarry nearby. I plan to initiate a building program as soon as possible. Five coin a day for labour, up to ten for a specialist. Use your own judgement. If you have an engineer in the maniple, put him in charge; otherwise whoever you choose. Also, get someone who can make a passable map and get the area surveyed, paying particular attention to any land that can be cleared. It's early enough to get some crops in the ground. All clear?" They agreed that it was. "That will do for now."
They saluted, first me and then Meran, and left the room with a sense of purpose that was palpable. I turned to Meran; it was on my lips to say 'what the hell have you been doing?' but I bit it back. He'd had a campaign to fight, albeit a minor one, and he had done well enough there, all told. Darklake, Duprane, a strong Alendi force. Which reminded me. "What happened to the surviving Alendi?"
"They fled. I let them go."
Would they be a problem for later? "How many?"
"Over two hundred, possibly as many as three. They fled south."
I nodded. Unsurprised that they would head back the way they had come. I'd include the information in a report to Orlyn, who had, as far as I knew, two legions camped by the Eyrie.
"How far along is the census?" I wanted that information. It all comes down to information in the end. If you have it, you can make decisions. Without it, any decision you make is likely to be wrong.
"Should be complete. I ordered two copies made and we should have it today, I would have thought."
"Seed grain, tools," I was thinking out loud. "I want an inventory done, every damn thing here down to the last nail. How much material was scavenged from Learneth?" The place had burned to the ground, more or less, but there had been warehouses outside the town walls that might have survived.
"More than can be easily moved. I hired Lendrin Treleth into shifting it up here, as he has the mules and manpower for it."
I had forgotten about Lendrin and his trading post. "I'll talk to him later. I have no problem sourcing anything we need from him, for now. My biggest problem is getting money into the economy, getting it started." I wondered what else Lendrin had been doing over the last few days. In one way he was my competition, as he would be looking to extract wealth from the area for himself, but would probably also need to put something in to get things started, and so in one way was my ally. In any case, I would tax him; he was a noble and making money here, which made him liable to contribute to the administration, which was me for now.
Meran shrugged. "Why not just give everyone some money?"
I blinked three times before I figured out how to respond. It took so long because his comment displayed such a depth of ignorance on the subject that I kept discarding possible responses as being beyond his understanding. "It doesn't work that way. If you give someone money, they will spend it and then look to you for some more. It's human nature. We are what we are. You never give anyone money. Ever. It must be a transaction. It doesn't matter what kind of transaction, what they give in return, but they must give something. Don't even think about smiling." I knew what he was thinking. I'd been living off the largess of my family for most of my life. Which rather proved my point.
"I wasn't." But the effort was costing him.
"The problem is that no one here has any money or any goods worth talking about. Nothing to buy and nothing to buy it with. The trick is to get people working for me first, and I'll pay them as I have all the bloody money, which isn't the way it's supposed to be. Houses, everyone needs one, so the more we get built the better. Land clearance, ploughing - we will need oxen, remind me later. I'll pay them to get crops in the ground and they can rent the land from me after an amnesty. Same with the houses, actually. What else? There are a lot of people here; they all need to be working. I need that census to know what skills are available so I can fund workshops. That'll function somewhat differently, loans that can be repaid with interest on top of rent."
Meran had taken a seat and was taking notes. "How long will you keep the food dole going?”
"The sooner they start paying for food the better. As soon as there's some money circulating, I'll start selling grain at a minimal cost but I won't replace stocks so someone else will have to. It will work itself out. Find out who is working the land here. I noticed the hills behind us are terraced so with any luck someone is tending it as we speak. Anything being neglected will be rented to anyone who wants it. I'll have to fix a rental rate per Iugerum of land and I have no idea what that should be so we will offer to the best bidders, no man to offer on more than twenty Iugera."
"They probably haven't got any money," Meran reminded me.
"It doesn't matter. They can owe me. Am I forgetting anything?"
"Livestock. We recovered sheep, goats and cattle from around Learneth. There are plenty of pens but there isn't enough fodder here to sustain the cattle for long."
"Same deal. I need to get out of here and take a look at things." I'd started pacing and was beginning to feel hemmed in. Decisions and action go hand in hand.
"Breakfast," he reminded me.
Actually, I was ready for something. "Who is cooking? You hired staff? We are going to have to, a scribe, cooks, and so on."
"We're eating what the men eat."
On cue, there was a knock on the door and a soldier came in carrying food. The noise level in the hall beyond had increased steadily as we had talked. It was an intrusion I would continue to ignore for now but it made apparent what I already knew; there were too many people here, crammed into too small a place. I took a seat and forced down some porridge; there were a few bits of pork in it for flavour.
"Where are Sapphire and Dubaku?"
"Sapphire has the suite next to this but I haven't seen him this morning. Dubaku left with Jocasta. I thought you knew."
I hadn't. But perhaps it was just as well. We hadn't spoken since the burning of Learneth. I shied away from thinking about it. It was the past; no sense dwelling on it. "I owed him some money."
"He told me. I paid him."
I nodded and poured myself another cup of wine. "Good enough." So much for my promise to help him find his people. Doubtless he thought Jocasta a better bet for actually getting the job done. And he was probably right; she would be in the city soon enough, in the centre of things, and our influence spreads for a thousand miles in any direction. She would find them for him. And what would he do for her in return? I'd had an idea involving illusory spell-forms and spirits to research new spells. That is what she had in mind, I'd bet my last coin on it. But it was my idea. To do something about it I needed another shaman and an illusionist. I could send to the city and hire the latter, but where the heck was I going to get another shaman from? A possible answer tugged at my awareness but I was interrupted by raised voices before I could explore it.
I turned to glare at the door. "Who the hell is that?"
"Sounds like Orlek's widow, Anista. Want to see her?"
He sounded too cheerful. "Is she always that loud?"
Meran cocked his ear, the better to listen. He didn't need to make the effort. I could hear every word of her demands to speak with me, but not the more moderate response of the sentry on the door.
"If she marries again there will be at least one man who mourns her husband’s passing," Meran said.
I had a mouthful of wine, and managed to keep control so that I swallow it instead of spraying it across the room as Meran had clearly intended. "The guard isn't going to let her in, is he?"
"Not unless you change my standing orders, no."
"She can't be that bad," I told him as I opened the door and found out that I was wrong. Still, you don't solve problems by ignoring them.
The guard was standing with his back to the door. The frown that settled over my features was part irritation that there was a guard on my door and part confusion because he appeared to be calmly and patiently talking to himself. Beyond him, the room was full of women and children, the women clustered below the dais and the children running riot through the room and mingling with soldiers who were trying to rest. I stood in the doorway, taking it all in. Chaos. It wouldn't serve.
"As I have said, the commander is busy." The sentry half turned to look over his shoulder as the door opened. "Sir?"
I leaned to one side so that I could see past him. He wasn't that big but the woman standing beyond him, hands planted on her hips, was tiny and had been entirely hidden from my sight until that moment. Her gaze snapped like a whip to lock with mine and for an instant I froze in the open doorway as the force of her personality struck me an almost physical blow. She fairly crackled with controlled energy, quivering with suppressed anger so that she appeared to be in motion even though she hadn't moved more than her eyes, which were green and bright.
"This cannot go on." She snapped the words at me like weapons, her voice harsh and loud. "I will not be forced to ignore my responsibilities and duties to my own people. Their problems are mine to resolve and I will have the freedom to address them. From here I can do nothing to alleviate their suffering or reassure their fears, nor can I assure myself of their well-being." I was hardly hearing what she was saying, nor did I much care about it. I kept eye contact but deliberately adjusted my awareness to take in the scene behind her, partly in self-defence.
Despite its size, some forty odd paces long and twenty wide, the hall seemed crowded. Meran had used the hall as a barracks and his men had staked claim to the areas adjacent to the long walls of the hall, bedrolls spaced evenly and war gear set neatly to hand. Some few were gathered around the women, clustering like flies around a honey pot. The rest ate at the two long tables either side of the fire pit or sat on their bed rolls at their ease, and talked or watched the slew of children who besieged them. They looked weary but in the noise and activity that surrounded them there was little or no chance of sleep and the doors at the far end of the hall were thrown open to admit light. That door was manned by only one soldier. He allowed a young lad to swing his shortsword. I watched as he taught the boy how to grip the hilt correctly and explained how the balance of the blade brought the point to bear naturally on the enemy’s belly.
I stepped forward and Anista gave ground but didn't stop talking; the guard stepped aside, all too willing to leave me to deal with her, I thought.
"The spiritual needs of my people are also not met; our priest of Hesta is imprisoned and he must be released at once to minister to the needs of my people. Are you listening to me?"
She was wearing wool of a fine weave that clung everywhere and more enhanced than concealed her figure, which was very fine. It didn't work with her auburn hair. "Black doesn't suit you."
"You should have thought of that before you made a widow of me," she snapped and continued on a new subject without hesitation. "And the children must be allowed outside; how are they to grow strong cooped up in here all day?"
I'd thought to take the wind out of her sails. It hadn't worked.
"I also require to know our status. The women look to me for answers and I have none for them. It is well known that the men of the city take their enemies for slaves yet this has not been done. Is it your intent to torture us with uncertainty about our future?"
A high-backed chair of deeply carved dark wood stood directly in front of me. I moved to stand behind it, hands resting on its back. We stood on a raised platform, just one step higher than the rest of the hall. Here is where Orlek would have seated himself, raised above his fellows to preside over his small court. Here he would have heard complaints and resolved disputes, feasted with his household, his warriors and other notables, entertained guests.
It wasn't the way we did things. It was a symbol of authority, but it was a symbol of someone else's authority and it would have to go. For a moment I was tempted to make some dramatic gesture, like throwing it into the fire pit, but it was a nice piece of workmanship. It would serve some other purpose. In the office, I decided, and gave the order to the sentry.
Anista at once stepped forward and placed one hand on the chair. "My son's throne stays here," she stated it like a command, which I ignored; pretty much as I had been ignoring everything she said. So did the sentry. He moved slowly but with purpose and her strength was far from being a match for his. She gave it up as though it had never been an issue, her gaze never leaving my face as she continued airing her concerns. "And there are too many people here. Darklake cannot support half this number. The granary will empty in weeks and come winter, people will starve."
I noticed that Meran had come as far as the doorway and had to move aside as the sentry dragged the chair away. He was smiling, but not too obviously. His attitude reminded me forcibly of his origins. He was a barbarian, and I suspected he had been a chieftain among the Alendi. His attitude to women, and to ruling, was that of his culture. A chieftain rules by consent, he does not command but rather cajoles and persuades his people. He had had some days here to arrange things to suit himself and had approached the matter as an Alendi chieftain would. He had allowed Anista to continue to think and act as though she were a chieftain’s wife, responsible for the welfare of the people. She acted as though her power and influence were unchanged. It was a precedent already established and that was a problem that could be handled two ways; I could either make the change harsh and sudden or slow and subtle. The simplest answer for me would be to make slaves of the lot of them and get them out of here, but I had the same problem that Meran had faced; I really didn't have enough men to escort sixty odd men and some hundreds of women and children south.
"... and the hall is too crowded; I am sharing a bed with two other women." This last seemed to offend her particularly, but from the size of her husband’s bed I would have thought she was used to it.
“Do you ever stop talking?"
"Do you ever start listening?"
"I've heard enough." My attention had been snagged by movement at the far end of the hall. A prisoner was being brought forward by two soldiers and I let my gaze rest there as I answered her. "Every problem you have brought to my attention will be addressed once I have decided what might best be done about them. For now, the children may leave the hall but not the grounds." I wanted them out of here so that my men could sleep. "See that they are supervised," I glanced at Meran to be sure he knew I meant that last partly for him. He nodded and made off to see to it.
I was sure she had also seen the prisoner but she had kept her attention focused on me. "And if they disobey, as children are supposed to?"
I suppressed a smile. "See that they don't. I've a mind to let your people remain here but in what exact circumstance I have not yet decided. In any case, you and yours will be under probation. Understand that these are not your people and that your son will not be chieftain here. Your husband conspired with others to make war on the city without provocation and he has paid the price. Unfortunately, so have you and his people." I lifted a hand to stop her as she opened her mouth again. I wasn't done. "I have no idea if you were a party to his plans, or if you supported them, but I cannot doubt that you bear us ill will for your husband’s death, no matter that the risk was his idea and none of ours. I need to know if you are able to put that aside for the welfare of your children."
The nearest group of women had moved a little closer and were listening avidly. I meant them to hear.
Anista was also aware of them. "And our men?"
"They made war on us. What would you have me do with them?"
The prisoner was now close enough to hear this. I sized him up as his escort guided him to me. His arms were crooked around a stick and his wrists bound at his waist. He was a short but powerfully built man, shaven headed and his bare torso and arms smothered in tattoos and old scars. A warrior with a warrior’s bearing and attitude. He walked proud, as though the soldiers either side of him were his retinue rather than his guards. His gaze rested on me but I was sure his real attention was for Anista. I could practically hear him weighing up the situation, judging what authority she had here.
"Have them swear an oath of peace before Hesta and release them for my son to command."
"How would such an oath be binding? And have I not said I will allow your son no authority here?"
An expression of surprise flitted across her features for just an instant. "My son is not his father, and have I not told you there is a priest of Hesta here? He will summon a spirit to bind them to their oath."
The priest was another problem. He couldn't stay here, but maybe I could use him for this one thing before I sent him into exile. Of course, I could send a small number of people south, or just sell them to Lendrin Treleth and let him deal with the problem, but a priest wouldn't last long in the city; he would try and convert people to his faith and be condemned to death in no time. I didn't want the man's blood on my hands. Anista already struck me as a woman who didn't listen and would not easily give up her ambitions for her son. Treleth might be the solution for her, as well.
Meran was making his way back down the hall and the word of their freedom was spreading among the children; a distraction for their mothers, some of whom hushed them while others merely gave consent for them to leave the hall.
"I will give it some thought." I indicated that the guards should bring the prisoner and headed back to my chambers.
The throne had been placed against the wall beside the door. It would do there for now. I poured more wine and made to take a seat facing the door. Anista had been stopped at the door and was protesting that she had been included in the invitation, her voice again raised. "How can I represent my people if I am not part of your council?"
I caught a brief glimpse of her tiny form as Meran deftly slipped by the sentry and closed the door behind him. He came to stand beside the two guards who bracketed the prisoner.
"Cut him loose, for now. Is she likely to stay there for long?"
"All day," Meran responded cheerfully. "She used to sit on the throne there, so I couldn't see her 'til I walked by."
"My sister is a good woman but not one for listening to what she doesn't want to hear."
I gave the prisoner my attention. The guards had taken a step back from him and stood to either side of the door, the bindings casually set on the throne to one side. They regarded him with blank expressions, their hands on the hilts of their swords. There were weapons on the walls and I myself was unarmed. They were ready to cut him down and I guess he knew it. He didn't look at all like Anista, nor did he seem to share any of her characteristics. He seemed relaxed as he stood in front me and massaged his wrists while working the kinks out of his shoulders and arms.
"Help yourself," I gestured to the wine and spare cups.
His eyes glittered and an honest smile appeared as he poured himself a generous cupful. "I am Kathan," he said, "and you are not what I expected, cityman."
"Sumto," I gave him my name as bare of status and lineage as he had offered his. "What hold did Ishal Laharek have over Orlek?"
"None that I know of. Orlek was a greedy, selfish, power-hungry bastard and little more than that from all I could tell. The Necromancer promised power and Orlek wanted it." He downed the wine in one and poured himself another after I gestured that he should. "He was an ally, not a subject, or so he saw it at any rate. Laharek saw him as a tool for a job, I'd guess. The lot of them passed through here now and again, giving gifts and promising more, taking news of everyone who used the pass and anything else we'd heard. Orlek knew Duprane and was afraid of her, and he knew she and Laharek were of a mind. He knew she was watching him and would act against him or rat on him to Laharek should he take a step out of line, so I guess I should add cowardly to my list. So, he was a greedy, selfish, power-hungry, cowardly bastard, and now he's a dead one, which is all to the good as far as I'm concerned."
"Yet you followed him."
"He was married to my sister, the father of my nephew and nieces. I could hardly protect them if I weren't here and no sense being here and remaining obscure, so I accepted a place in his warband, and excelled. He was a little afraid of me, I think, just enough not to harm Anista, not enough that he thought me a threat or enough to make him pretend to give a damn about her."
"And the rest?"
"Just men who don't think too much. A man has to live somewhere and when a new arse sits the throne it's much like the old one to most. I don't think anyone loved him but he was no burden to his people, mostly. He took ownership of everything but gave most of it back to the people, so they were content enough. Better him than the Necromancers, most would say. I've been north and I've seen how they treat their own."
"Treated," I corrected him. "The Necromancers are broken as a power; it may be that some live but their lands are mine now," as soon as I got around to doing something about them. Another set of problems entirely, but simpler, I guessed.
"You citymen are mustard on the battlefield, I'll give you that." He eyed us up, me and Meran and a glance over his shoulder at the guards. "Can't help wondering how you'd be without your magic to support you." The humour went out of him just after he finished speaking. I guessed he was remembering how it felt to face that magic. I can't say I envied him the experience.
"I am inclined to clemency but I haven't decided anything yet, Kathan. Comments like that aren't helpful."
"What would you have me do? Grovel and beg? You defeated us. I never took well to coming second in a fight. It didn't even cost you."
I'd had the figures from Meran. He had been outnumbered more than ten to one and still prevailed handily. Many of his men had been wounded but were healed on the field and re-joined the fight, some more than once. Fifteen men were still on light duties due to serious wounds that would take time to heal fully, the worst of them a man who had lost an arm; he'd be a year re-growing it. He would be retired, but he had earned the right to vote, a raise in class, some land. I knew why my men were fighting; personal advancement. What I couldn't work out was why men like Kathan, who clearly had held his chieftain in no high regard, had fought for him.
"Wouldn't you have been better served by deposing Orlek and replacing him with someone more worthy?"
He shrugged. "Easier said than done, cityman. He had the backing of Duprane and her monsters. She was here often, bringing her Meldings and making her support for him clear to all. The threat of the Necromancers also hung over us. Laharek once made undead of a thief at Orlek's request; he regretted it and had Laharek take the thing with him when he left. There was never much crime here, but none after that, nor any opposition to Orlek's rule. Men who had argued with him before that, his own warriors and the elders, even me... we stopped arguing." He trailed off, looking thoughtfully into the past.
"And?" I prompted him.
"If I took his place I'd have his problems. Hell, who knows why one man follows another? Orlek wasn't so bad. He taxed trade through the pass, used a portion of the coin to buy in grain as the land here isn't fit for much. He was generous to his supporters and rarely arbitrary in his judgements. If you offer what you seem to be implying, will you be any better or any worse?"
Fair question. "You are not what I expected either," I told him. "Under city law, murder and treason are punishable by death and confiscation of goods. Other crimes are punishable by confiscation of a portion of a man's goods and exile. Of confiscated goods, half are returned to the heir, if any. Darklake has a decision to make and no representatives to make it, as yet. Protectorate or client kingdom; as a protectorate you pay a tithe and I leave you alone and good luck, but I'll have no mercy on the place or people if any act against me. A protectorate has no military but mine, no right to bear arms. A protectorate tithes to me until I die, and I don't intend that to be soon. But as my clients, the people would be under my protection and subject to no direct tax or tithe. When there is need, I would recruit men to fight for me, for which they would be paid. I receive my authority from the assembly of patrons and when that authority ends I will hand power back to the people in the form of elected magistrates and leave. The relationship of client to patron would remain but no longer be a political one. If your people can accept that, then all is well and good, but if you become my clients, then acting against my rule will be treason while I rule here and I have stated the punishment. Think it through before you decide, and talk to your people. We will talk again tomorrow and each day until I have your decision. As my clients, one of your numbers will be a magistrate here, with duties and authority to be decided at a later date."
He was frowning, thinking frantically or so it seemed. "What if some decide one way and some the other? Some to become a protectorate, others for clientship? What then?"
Another good question. "The lands I control are divided, my clients getting the best of it. The people of the protectorate are sold by loan what they need, hence the tithe to repay the loan. Right now, everything here is mine by right of conquest and anyone who wants any of it back will have to earn it." I shrugged. "It's remarkably simple, really. Most things are when you understand them."
"But the simplest thing would be to sell us all as slaves and be done with us as you did with the captured Alendi, wouldn't it? Why have you chosen not to do that?"
I hadn't been expecting him to ask. I should have. If someone offers you a gift, always look for the motive. You might accept the gift anyway but best to know what was in the mind of the giver. If he thought me weak and a fool, for letting my enemies run free to strike at me again, he wouldn't have asked. I'd like to claim cunning for that, to claim that I'd been waiting for the question or absence of it, but it wasn't true. The truth was that I hadn't given it any thought. I'd made the decision to offer them freedom for reasons which I didn't care to be thinking about while Kathan stood there before me, waiting for my answer.
"I need people who know the area, who will have some insight into how to make money here, people who are known to the traders who use the pass. The people of Learneth won't have all the information I need, not by a wide margin. It's a practical decision, nothing more. I think I can make more money out of what you know than from selling you into a market already saturated by Alendi." Like all the best lies, it was partly true.
His expression lost any warmth it had had. "You are a hard people."
"Harsh but fair," I shrugged. "And honest." Ha! "I could lie to you if you would prefer but I'd rather not."
"So, you don't want to sell me for a slave because you think you can make more money out of me as a free man? It's true what they say about you city men, isn't it? Ruled by greed."
"You say that like it's a bad thing," I couldn't resist baiting him. Besides, I wanted to know what kind of man he was, to know what he believed.
"That you think money is the solution to every problem." He flushed a little and his tone of voice had hardened.
"It is, and if you don't know that, it is because you don't understand what money is, what it represents and or what it is for. I do and I will make and use it and there will be no losers for that. You can stay and watch if you wish and when I'm gone you will have learned something."
He took a step closer to me but checked as two swords left their scabbards with the intense ring of quality steel. "I'll stay and watch, as I watched Orlek," his voice had become low and intense. "You were right; I should have acted against him when I saw his actions would harm my people. I won't make the same mistake twice." He put the cup he'd been holding carefully down and turned to the door and the two guards standing close by with naked steel in their hands.
I watched as they stepped back from the door and gestured him through. One of them took up the gear that had bound him and I caught that man's eye, shaking my head and pointing to the rod and ropes that had restricted his movements. The guard nodded acceptance of the silent order and followed Kathan out of the room, closing the door behind him.
"Was that wise?" Meran said, moving to the table and taking a seat.
"I got what I wanted. He will set himself up as a watchdog; represent himself to the rest as a guardian against tyranny. They'll trust him, and as long as he seems content to accept my rule, they will also accept it."
"And if he decides you are a tyrant he may try and slip a knife between your ribs."
I shrugged. "This job comes with a target painted on your tunic; if you can't accept that you shouldn't be doing the job."
"Was that rhetoric or did it mean something? About money, I mean."
I shrugged, lifting my cup. "What is money? What is it for?"
"I just think of it as being easier than carrying a cow around when I want to buy something."
He almost got me that time.
"And if the man you are buying from already has a cow?" I held up a hand to stop him from answering. "Forget it, I'll just tell you. Money is a medium of exchange, a unit of account and a store of value. People always want money because with it they can buy anything else needed, provided they have enough. Putting enough money into circulation is what governments do."
"By loaning it out, as you said."
I nodded. "And buying things, goods or services, and funding big projects like roads. A good road through the pass would increase trade." I noticed that he'd stopped listening. "What?"
"A unit of account, a store of value and a medium of exchange? All in one coin?"
"Effectively, yes; also a standard of deferred payment or debt but that's..."
"Irrelevant to my problem. If you store something you keep it. To be a medium of exchange it has to circulate."
I found myself smiling. Just because he was an ugly barbarian, that didn't make him stupid. "Exactly. It's a problem that happens all the time, money in conflict with itself. That's why we tax only the wealthy, where money tends to become stacked up, no longer performing its primary purpose. It's also why we use silver for coinage and encourage gold to be used as a store of value instead. It can't be forced, nothing can be forced despite what some people have written and the laws some damn fools have enacted, people are what they are and will do what they will do... Come!" I'd been warming to my subject but decided it was just as well to be interrupted by the knock at the door. 
One of the centurions came in and shut the door behind him. "You instructed me to find representatives of the people, Commander."
"That was quick work," I said.
He hesitated for a bare instant before responding. "From the population of Learneth, we selected from those who were waiting to have their grievances addressed." I let the implied criticism of Meran's inaction pass without comment. "For the others we had to make a selection based on other factors. The refugees you brought here with you were asking for instructions, I picked the healthiest and least frightened of them. For Darklake, there is only one reasonable candidate, Commander."
I knew who that would be. "How many for Learneth?"
"Four, Commander."
So, six in total. There was space enough that I could see them here. "Who organised the census and when can I expect to see the result, centurion?"
"Our seconds, Pendat and Yahret, took the information and listed complaints, Commander. They are making copies, as instructed." Two more implied criticisms; too many to ignore. I knew Meran had done a competent job of leading the men in a combat situation; I also knew that he had managed them well in the mop up. But I had seen and inferred that he was out of his depth dealing with the administration of the aftermath. The centurions knew it too, having seen it dealt with often enough in their careers to know how things were supposed to develop. Herding people together into one place, feeding them and using your military as vigils wasn't enough. Meran should have been organizing things and keeping people busy from day one, and he hadn't. Admittedly, I didn't have any direct experience myself, but I'd been brought up in an environment where these things were discussed and, when I had been forced to pay attention, actively taught. Meran hadn't.
"The combination of civic building and barracks is a bad one. Tomorrow you will take the men outside the town and build a temporary fortification to control the gate, then start making it permanent. Meran, you will base yourself there with your men. We will split the duties, military command for you, civil duties for me. Any questions?" I directed the question at the centurion and watched him swiftly change his thinking. He could patrol the walls from there, control the gate, patrol the town, but it removed him and Meran from the immediate situation, putting Meran firmly back in control of what he was clearly competent to deal with; and that I had put him in control of them would end any undermining of his authority.
"None, Commander."
"Good. Send me Pendat and Yahret, and send the representatives in."
Meran cleared his throat and made to speak as soon as we were alone.
"Later," I told him. "I'll keep ten men for my own use under Pendat or Yahret, whichever you decide. Apart from that, the military aspects of this administration are yours. You'll still be required to spend much of the day in my company," I gave him a grin, "if that's okay with you? I want you to be able to handle this kind of situation on your own, and there's a lot to learn."
"That was a punishment, wasn't it?"
I sighed as the door opened and the prospective leaders of the town were admitted. "Not quite," I told him, "but it was close. Welcome," I raised my voice slightly to stop any attempts they might make to speak, "and thank you for joining me. There is a lot to cover, so with your agreement, I'll start with the basics. The people here have a decision to make and I will explain it to you so that you can present the choices to them and then we will meet each day until all is decided. The choice is between client state and protectorate..."
"The people of Learneth are a free tribe of the Geduri nation!"
I faced the man who spoke. "So you personally are choosing protectorate status, which means I loan you some value of goods and you go away. I have no problem with that, in fact it suits me well enough to have fewer people here to accommodate. But, you might want to hear me out before you decide and I will be sure that you will represent the choice to be made honestly to the people. In fact I will be going among them myself as soon as time allows. Let me make the current situation clear before we continue. Darklake and the lands of the Necromancers are mine by right of conquest, having attacked my people without provocation and been defeated. The town of Hederan will bend the knee to me for similar reasons. As you know, Learneth is effectively no more, but I hope it will be rebuilt in time. For now, the people of Learneth are my responsibility because some of them are my clients already; having sworn what is in effect an oath of fealty to me that is as binding for me as it is for them. Also, as I have the lands between here and the former stronghold of the Necromancers under my control and Learneth lies within that region, not to mention that the people of Learneth are here in my territory, relations between us had better be good. The simplest and best solution would be for the people of Learneth to claim friend and ally status as my clients. This has many advantages for them and no drawbacks."
Anista wasn't listening, I noted, as I scanned the faces before me. I would have to go over the same ground again, but that could wait. The rest were listening but with the air of people who were merely waiting to speak. I held back a sigh of exasperation. They had been given time to think and make decisions, and once people have decided, they stop listening and stop thinking. I would need to make them listen and think, and persuade them to my point of view.
This was going to take time, and I'd made the mistake of pausing for breath.
"Our people have lost everything," one of the men stepped forward and spoke up boldly. "Their homes and possessions, their goods and livelihoods, livestock and money. This man," he pointed at Meran, "has looted the ruins of Learneth and taken great quantities of goods and livestock. Lendrin Treleth has been among the people each day preying on the people’s misfortune by offering tools and raw materials for their work in return for a portion of their profits, damning them to lives of perpetual debt to add to their misfortune. Who will pay for their goods when none here have coin to pay? They will end up selling their product to him at prices he sets and being in his debt in perpetuity. What are you going to do about it?"
He was right, of course, and doubtless that was what Treleth had in mind. I got to my feet. "By the end of the day you will have a fair idea of what I intend to do. For now, you will go back among the people and make it clear to them that there is a choice to be made. They will begin to make it today," I was done wasting time. Treleth had made a start and was effectively stealing my people. I should have guessed he wouldn't wait. That would have to stop. I didn't want these people indebted to him. I wanted them indebted to me.
"I have a stock of timber in Learneth. Treleth is moving it and using it to he's build a warehouse!"
Damn. I wanted them out of here. They were going to be no use to me yet, I could see that now, but I couldn't send them back in foul temper. I needed them to look unified; I needed them to walk out in my company looking like they had already decided to back me. "Present him with a bill and I will ensure he pays it if you can prove your claim."
"I lost all my records in the fire," he growled. "How can I prove that man is stealing my goods?"
"Find two men who will vouch for the veracity of your claim and have them put it in writing. If Treleth does not accept it, then you may prosecute him. Should I find against him he will be fined and you will be compensated."
"I lost a tavern and all my stock to the rioting," another man made swift to insert his words into the pause that followed my statement.
"Everyone has lost something," I told him. "We start here anew. You want to build and stock a tavern? Tell me how much it will cost you to do it and, as my client, I will fund you the money to get it done. This is the offer I will make to every man or woman who steps forward. What is lost is lost. Remember that Learneth was in chaos when I arrived and what happened before then is none of my doing. But here we begin again and every individual will find in me a patron who will back them in their efforts to rebuild. Beginning today in an hour, I will hear petitions and grant them, some immediately and others in time when costings are presented."
"What about my people?" Anista stepped to one side of the table that was between us and glared up at me. "The lands here belong to my son and are granted to the people by his will. These intruders take their homes, eat their food, steal their possessions, and now you are offering them money to build here and take further advantage of them?"
"The offer I make, I will make to all. Any who have the skill and desire to rebuild will be provided with the means to do so, be they of Darklake, Learneth or refugees of the Necromancers’ former rule. As to your son, Anista, I have already made it clear to you that I rule here. Your people will be provided for should they accept that, and the sooner you accept it, the better for them. There will be no group that takes precedent over another. Under city law all have equal freedom, and make no mistake that city law prevails here. This conversation is over. You will all wait for me in the hall and I will join you when certain preparations are made and we will begin to put things right. Am I clear?"
"What of those who wish to return to Learneth?"
I raised an eyebrow at the man who has spoken. I would have to get their names, I realised. But first things first. "Free men make their own choices," I told him. "But I would recommend they wait until I have secured Hederan to ensure that there is no threat to them from that quarter. You should advise your people that those who wish a return to the lands around Learneth will be supported in their efforts to reclaim what is there, but not until I have determined that Hederan is no threat to them. The sooner order is restored here, the sooner that will be. As the magistrates of this region, you will each take up duties and responsibilities to be determined. In time there will be a vote that will determine who holds public office, but for now those roles will be yours simply because I am informed that people look to you already." I locked my gaze with Anista. "It is a grave responsibility, to look first to the welfare of your people and the first step is to learn and recognise what is in their best interests. Right now, cooperation with me is certainly that. Do you agree?"
She didn't respond. I could see the anger and resentment in her expression and decided to leave it for now. I would keep her with me, I decided. I already knew she would take time to persuade; she had the most to lose, indeed, had lost everything already, and she believed she had the least to gain. I swept my gaze over the rest of them, noted their considering expressions as they realised they could make advantage to themselves out of the situation. "Well?"
"I am Vedat, Patron," the prospective tavern keeper spoke up. "Let me be sure I understand you. You intend that this region be a province of the city? That all the people here, regardless of origin, be free citizens under your rule? That each may make claim to you of goods and materials to rebuild their lives? That we, here in this room, will have authority to represent the people and act in their name under your rule and that we will be recompensed for our efforts?"
I had given a sharp nod to each of his points despite their inaccuracy in detail. Time enough to clarify the legal status of the area later. "In essence, Vedat, that is what I intend, yes."
He looked to each of his fellows in turn, judging their reactions. "And as magistrates we will have the power to promulgate and enact laws?"
"The laws of the city will pertain here, during my rule. They are few and clear and mostly pertain to protection of person and property. They will be made clear and posted, and read aloud for those who cannot read. They will not be added to or changed during my rule, but I will depart in time and how this region administers itself will be left to those who have ruled here previously under my authority," which by then, I did not add, will probably not be you.
"The people of Darklake should be given precedence," said Anista, fairly vibrating with suppressed rage. "The land here is theirs, inherited through generations, and now is for the use of the families of the dead. The people of Learneth are nothing but thieves if they remain here and take what is ours."
"Mine," I corrected her once more. "Your brother was right; you really don't listen to what you don't want to hear. Well hear this; if I decide that the people of Darklake would be better served by your absence then I will sell you and you alone into slavery. Now stop thinking about how things were and think about how they are. What role will you play for the next part of your life? A magistrate here with responsibilities and benefits accrued to yourself and what you think of as your people sounds like the better option. I would grasp it firmly were I you, while the offer still stands."
Her chin came up defiantly. "You make us slaves with your soldiers and your swords and your words that steal our land and property, but I will remain and protect my people from your tyranny as best I can."
Not quite the rousing endorsement I could have hoped for. "Good enough. Encourage them to obey the laws and keep the peace. Now, this meeting is over. If you would wait for me in the hall, I have some things to organise before we take our new found unity before the people." I couldn't keep the sarcasm out of my voice; hell, I didn't even try very hard.
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"This is all of it?"
Meran and I stood in a chamber that held the combined wealth of Darklake, the Keep of Duprane, the settlement of the Necromancers and what had been recovered from the husk of Learneth. Meran had selected a key from the large bunch he carried. The two sentries acknowledged us as we entered, accompanied by Pendat and Yahret. Chests and bags and sacks of coin and finger-bars and larger bars of silver and much less gold, all split into two roughly even parts. There was also a desk and chair; on the desk were assaying equipment and a written record of everything there, in my treasury.
"All of it," Pendat was terse, business-like. "That," he pointed to the left, "is the portion for the men, assuming standard divisions. The rest," he gestured to the right, "is yours."
Yahret crossed to the table as his opposite number spoke and picked up the bunch of papers there. He sorted through them and pulled out four sheets. "It has all been assayed; your entire share is in coin, but the weights vary remarkably. We bagged it by weight. It's all here," he passed me the papers and I scanned them, trying to make sense of the numbers, figure out the system used to organise the information.
"Good." There was a good amount, plenty enough to restart the economy. A good deal of it was city coin, old and worn but serviceable. There was also a chest holding bags of coin of a weight close to that of the base coin used in the city. Money spent outside our economy is lost but there's no shortage of silver and gold. Every now and then someone will pay a vast sum for the magic needed to find gold and silver in territory they control. Sometimes it is found without magical aid. The great thing about commodity money is that you can just dig it up out of the ground when you start running short. Still, we use small silver coins; no sense being profligate.
With a little help I located the right chest. "Bring that," I told them, then led the way back to the hall where my new magistrates were waiting.
It was time to get some money in circulation. Lendrin Treleth would have stocks that needed buying; I had money and people who needed his stock. I'd get some of it back off him later in the form of tax, and put it back in people’s hands one way or another. Money is useless if it isn't changing hands. That's what it is for.
Meran carried a portable desk and a copy of the census. He had paper and ink to write simple contracts. I was not planning on giving anything away, but beginning today I would loan money for specific projects, starting small so that everyone got something to begin to rebuild their lives with.
The new magistrates fell in around me as I headed for the door. Two soldiers carried a trestle table between them, another carried folding chairs. I don't much like being escorted by soldiers but they were needed for crowd control. Later, when things settled down, I would walk the city without them, but not yet.
I squinted as I passed out of the hall and the sunlight of the enclosed courtyard beyond flooded my eyes like acid. There were guards here as well, I noticed; standing against the closed doors of a stable across the yard. That is where the prisoners would be; a problem for later. I wondered where the horses were, just for a moment, then decide it didn't matter enough to fret about. They have a value and whoever turfed them out of their quarters would have put them somewhere almost as secure. Part of me wanted to find one of them and take it for a long ride, but duty held me. I had taken responsibility for a large number of lives, and though I wanted to and would shed that responsibility in time, I would only do it as fast as they could take up the burdens of their own lives. Right now they barely had food in their bellies and roofs over their heads. It was my job to give them hope and the belief that work would produce results for themselves and their families. 
I knew the way I wanted to go, though I'd only walked it once. There was a broad archway with an open gate that led into a narrow street between outbuildings parallel to the hall. At the far end there was another gate, then the communal ovens. I glared at them. Communal ovens. That had to go. A baker would rent them from me and sell the bread he baked. If another man wanted to make ovens and bake bread, I'd loan him the money to do it, but for now one would have to do. There is just no sense everyone wasting time baking bread when one man can do it for everyone. Still, I reflected as I passed it by and scanned the crowds who were milling in front of the hall, they will have to work damn hard to feed this many people; the ovens were made for far fewer.
Right now the ovens were in use. Crowded. Not far away a donkey ran a mill stone, turning the doled out grain into flour. Just as crowded. People waiting their turn in one place or the other. More coming from the granary, where Meran's men were stationed, swapping tokens for grain and issuing the next day’s token. The granary was close, too; part of the same complex of buildings that was my home for now, and the focal point of the community. There were far more women than men, children everywhere. Only the children seemed to have any energy and few of them had any enthusiasm; only the younger ones, the ones who didn't understand, who still saw life as one long adventure.
The noise was enough to make me wince, animals in the background, their constant distressed calls blending in with the angry and fearful vocalization of the people. There were soldiers in evidence, stationed in pairs, avoided by the crowds, acting as vigils and keeping a lid on things. People were wary of them, not openly fearful but not including them in the scene either. The soldiers were outsiders, symbols of the change that had ruined lives. For the women and older children of Darklake, they were the killers of husbands, brothers and fathers; the same soldiers who had evicted them from their homes and crammed them in with other families so there was space for the people of Learneth; the same soldiers who kept their surviving men prisoners, men whose fate was unknown.
For the men and women of Learneth, it was different; the soldiers were saviours, yes, but also a reminder of all that had been lost. They had come in the night, brought down a wall of Learneth with city magic, while Learneth burned and people died. Terrified, shocked, horrified by the loss of life and destruction the fire had caused, the people had allowed themselves to be led here; accepted assignment of accommodation; they had been questioned in a census and issued tokens with which to draw food. And then nothing. For days. They looked like what they were. Refugees. Among them I picked out small groups of thin, ragged men and women whose attitude was different; faced etched with years of hardship, hunger, fear and despair. These were the victims of the Necromancers; the sheep they kept alive to be shorn of whatever they produced. These were used to poverty; their situation had been changed the least and they were the most accepting of it. But like the rest, they were just going through the motions, surviving, not living.
Dull or resentful eyes turned our way and watched as we moved through the press of people that parted before us. Darklake was short on entertainment and we made an eye-catching group as we left the hall. Heads turned, people speculated, clustered and talked, knowing something was happening but not yet what. I heard Anista's name called out a few times but I didn't stop. It was the first time she had been seen in days and her people had wondered about her. Inevitably some followed as I led the way through the crowds that bunched around us, heading for what had passed for a market square among the wide-spaced round-houses of Darklake. Twenty tents were pitched here; normally camp tents for my maniple, they are now temporary homes. Among them a few other tents that had been scavenged showed a different style. The area was large enough that the crowd already here and the one gathering behind us left plenty of room. I settled on a clear area and stopped.
"Here will do," I said.
The trestle table was set up and the chairs placed. I took one, Meran another, Pendat took the third and Yahret opened the chest and begins pulling out bags of coin and setting them on the table. All the while the crowd gathered around us, not too close, watching and waiting and speculating among themselves.
I glanced around. Behind us the new magistrates had lined up. Apart from Anista. She was in the crowd, surrounded by women and children, talking, reassuring. I left her to it. Whatever she might say could be rectified later, should the need arise. I hoped she would say little, but suspected she would say too much and the wrong things, guessed that she would make promises she wouldn't be able to keep. It didn't matter. She had been seen in my company, just like the rest, accepting my authority. That in itself would help things along and it was early days yet’ early days, but time to make a start.
I picked out a random face from the crowd, one who looked more curious than afraid. A tall man wearing tradesman's clothes. A practical man. I waved him forward and he hesitated only a moment before he stepped up to the table to stand before me.
"What is your name and trade?" I asked him, flat voiced, emulating a bored bureaucrat.
He didn't let his puzzlement get in the way of answering. "Tanth Eparoth, millstone maker."
"Then all you need is tools and the services of a haulier," I made it half a question as I started counting out coins, guessing wildly how much money this man will need to start to ply his trade.
Pendat sat to my left, pouring through the census to find the man's name and mark it. To my right, Meran wrote a brief contract along fixed lines.
Tanth eyed the coins I stacked in front of me. "It takes time to raise a millstone, sir. And to transport it, and it's normal that a stone be commissioned. And I have to travel."
I held up a hand to forestall him. There was a crowd. I wanted to get through as many as I could. "But you had existing contracts to fill. And you can't have made a living simply by this one trade," I was guessing but it makes sense. How many millstones can a community need?
He shrugged. "Aye, one, but who knows if it's still wanted? I also make querns and do well enough as a jobbing builder and stone mason when there isn't enough work. Did well enough..."
I was already nodding. "There will be a market for hand-mills, don't you think? And I will employ builders and stone cutters for now," I glanced at the contract, eyeing the wording. I needed this man as a builder, quarryman, mason. I no longer wanted to fund him too much or he might set to work where I don't want him. Yet if he could make hand-mills on his own time and sell them, I wanted that too. "This is an advance," I told him. "We will be forming work parties of builders and quarrymen starting tomorrow. You will be paid eight coin a day if you want the work. You will need tools, no doubt." I stacked forty coins in front of him and stated the amount. Pendat wrote the man's name down and the amount, I saw he marked the census also. He might not always have time for that and I noted he had marked the name on the list so he doesn't have to look for it later and tick it off of the census. Meran finished writing, turned the contract and passed his pen over. Tanth made a mark, not quite a signature, and I guessed he was not literate.
"Thank you, sir," he said.
"The correct form of address is patron, not sir, if you become my client or not," I said.
"Oh, I'm your man, Patron." I could see the enthusiasm in his expression, the casting off of doubt and fear for the future, the birth of hope and purpose. He was a man of Learneth and I realised that he didn't know I was responsible for burning his town to the ground. Only Dubaku and I knew that for sure, I supposed. I certainly hadn't told anyone. I had been concerned that people might hate me, but if they don't know what you've done they can't hate you for it.
So it begins again, I thought. "As my client you can always turn to me in time of need, and I can always turn to you when I have need. There is an oath, but that can wait for another time."
I pick another face at random from the watching, growing crowd and gestured that man forward. Tanth scooped up the coin and moved away. As the new man took his place I stayed aware of Tanth moving into the crowd, watched him being stopped and talking to people, spreading the word of what was happening. Good enough.
"What is your name and trade?" I begin again.
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"Take over here," I told Meran.
Meran just nodded, accepting the burden of responsibility without a qualm. I had talked to a few dozen people; men and women both, some of Darklake, some of Learneth. None yet of the Necromancers’ people; they weren't much in evidence but whatever their problem was they could wait. I was tired, dizzy, my head hurt and my eyes ached and I needed to be doing something else. The crowds had grown, and more soldiers were called to control them. Confident that Meran knew how things were supposed to work, having seen me deal with a slew of situations both simple and complex, I wanted to leave him to it. He needed the experience. It would take time, days, probably. In the meantime everyone would draw the food dole and no one would starve.
Holding the back of the chair for support, I took a look around. People were still gathering. Behind me, the four new magistrates were talking to people at the edge of the rough cordon the guards had made. The guards were there to discourage crowding, not to stop people talking. I wondered how much attention the magistrates had been paying, wondered what they were doing other than consolidating their own positions by talking up their own importance and influence, promising advantage for support, striking deals literally behind my back.
For a second I was tempted to put them to work, tempted to call for other tables and chairs and coin and literate men, but I didn't want to give them any real power over anyone or anything yet. I didn't trust them. Not that I think a man in a position of power shouldn't take advantage of it; of course anyone will, it's human nature. But the point is that what is to their advantage should also be to the advantage of those they deal with. And everyone should have access; that's why the patron-client relationship exists. I'd take a little time to judge them before I gave them any real responsibilities.
Suppressing a sigh, I made a decision and pushed myself away from the table where Meran had already called another man forward. I picked out Yahret and stepped up to him. This needed to go faster.
"Get another chair, more paper, I want to double up here. And find Balaran." If he were my client he would have presented himself this morning. But he wasn't. He was a battle mage, and a noble in his own right, though attached to my command and under my orders. Still, I should have thought of him earlier. As a mage he would pretty much suit himself unless I actually gave him an order. "Ask him to join Meran and assist him."
"Yes, Patron," he sketched a salute and moved away, relaying the order to a subordinate.
Then I turned and looked at the magistrates, sizing them up. Anista was also there, a crowd of what I took to be her own people waiting to talk to her. Well, it is what they were there for, to address people’s concerns, to assist them in standing on their own, to make it possible for them to deal with their problems. What concerned me was the total certainty I had that whatever they agreed would be in conflict with what I was trying to achieve. The only way to find out was to let them do it and see how they performed. I decided to leave the men of Learneth to it, but not Anista. Her people were suddenly the minority here, and it was their home to begin with. They would want too much and she would promise it to them, and I would make her break her word. Better if she wasn't let loose to cause problems I'd have to deal with later. As I stepped up to her I noted the face of the guard closest and resolved to question him that evening to find out what she had been saying.
The woman Anista was talking to noticed me and fell silent. Anista turned to face me, her expression less than welcoming.
"Why are my people being kept from their land?" She demanded, gesturing to the waiting woman. "Larissa was the wife of a warrior, with land and livestock, her sheep are penned here, many have been slaughtered by your soldiers, the rest are short of fodder and suffering," she barely seemed to take a breath. "She needs to put them to the land where they can feed but is denied the freedom to do it. She will be left with nothing," Anista's eyes flashed with outrage.
I turn to the nearest guard, killing two birds with one stone. "You will attend me this evening with the Centurions, there will be a change of orders."
He nodded assent. I could see he knew the order wasn't routine. I could practically see him thinking, making mental notes of what he guessed I wanted to know. Satisfied with that, I turned back to Anista. "There will be changes. Starting tomorrow the gates will be opened and the animals pastured," I included the woman, Larissa, noted her tension, the harrowed look of her. She had lost her man, lost part of her livelihood, her position; her future was uncertain. I understood but couldn't ease her burden all at once. "How many of your flock were taken?"
"Seven yearlings," she said, "and two stolen," she seemed on the verge of tears, so I guessed the last was true, at least.
"You will be compensated when you choose to request it," I jerked my thumb over my shoulder to indicate Meran and the crowd slowly being dealt with. "But there are many people to see, many grievances to address. You will have to be patient," I was raising my voice only slightly. I wanted people to hear but didn't want to distract from the main event. "As for thefts, if you have an accusation to make there will be courts each day after noon and I will hear cases and mete out justice." I had no idea how much she thought her yearlings were worth, no idea how many she had actually lost since the town was taken, and I was confident that, overall, three times as many would be claimed for as had been taken. I didn't care, much. People will take advantage where they can, and my main objective was to get money into the economy. If it turned out to be too much it didn't matter; I could instigate mechanisms to deal with that problem.
"She doesn't need compensation," Anista snapped. "She needs her sheep back for the wool and the meat!"
I didn't even know how to respond to that, it was so stupid. "With money she can buy anything she needs."
"My home has been taken; I couldn't move all my possessions." Emboldened by her success, Larissa stepped forward as she spoke, looking up at me, her expression a mix of anger and fear and genuine distress.
I raised a hand quickly to forestall not only her but the guard who had moved to take a step closer, hand on his sword. She was too close for his comfort. "That also will be addressed when you make petition for restitution. You should know that I am instituting a building program and hiring masons, builders and carpenter and all skills needed to deal with the problem of overcrowding. New homes will be made available as they are built." Again, I let my voice carry, and also looked out over the crowd, seeing the scattered roundhouses these people had been using as homes. Better houses, I thought but chose not to say. Time would show them that life under city rule was better. "Now," I turned to Anista and dropped my voice to a lower pitch, "I have to go and speak with Lendrin Treleth. In your capacity as magistrate, I would like you to accompany me as a representative of your people."
She had been ready to speak, her face set and angry, wanting to continue as she had been, but stopped herself as I added that last point. As a representative of the people, I'd said, and she had taken my meaning, 'come with me and exercise your power or I will do it alone and without you.'
She nodded and turned back to Larissa, ready to walk with me. "Speak to that soldier, Meran," she said, hastily. "And you and your boys be ready to pasture your herd in the morning, Larissa. The gates will be open to you." She didn't look at me for confirmation as she spoke, deftly taking a portion of my authority for herself.
Well, it was more or less what I intended. One man cannot rule so many and I had no desire to rule at all, let alone take the whole burden of it. Delegate as fast as you can, I thought. Spending all day every day dealing with other people’s problems was something I wanted to get out of the way as soon as possible. And the more you spread the power around the less of it there is to be abused by any one person. Only tyrants want to decide everything. Only fools think they can.
Better if the people make a thousand decisions a day than one man try and make a thousand decision for them, I thought as I walked away, glancing back only briefly to be sure she was with me. I wondered if I could make her see it, see that letting people rule themselves was simpler and more effective than directing them. If I had heard it once, I had heard it a hundred times in my childhood; my father’s voice and my brothers echoing out of memory: "There are only two kinds of people; those who want to control other people and those who have no such desire. Keeping a check on those who want control is half the job of good government because they don't understand that good government primarily consists of the government keeping its big fat stupid nose out of other people’s business."
"What?" Anista's voice was sharp and critical as she walked beside me, looking up in surprise.
I hadn't realised I'd spoken out loud. The crowd was parting before us, encouraged by the presence of two soldiers I had not ordered to accompany me. Still, I knew that they knew their business and let them do their job. My uncle had provided me with veterans, experienced men who had seen it all and dealt with it all. The only reason I would ever have to issue orders was to remind them who was in command and arrange a few details to my satisfaction.
"What is government for, Anista? What is its purpose?"
She was surprised. It showed clearly on her face. "To rule, of course," she told me. "To direct the people along the path that is best for them, to ensure that all are fed and housed, to provide warriors to protect the people and fight their enemies, to sit in judgement where they are in dispute, to raise taxes and help the needy, to control land use, store and distribute grain, to control and coordinate the efforts of all to the benefit of all.”
I had a lot of work to do. I glanced frequently at her as we walked, meeting her gaze as often as I could. "Let me tell you, then, what the legitimate areas of concern for a government are. Firstly, to provide a military that is sufficient to protect the people from outside aggression so that they can live in peace and without fear that they will be harmed by enemies from outside the lands that they inhabit. Secondly, to provide vigils to protect the people from internal aggression from other citizens. Also to provide courts to mediate disputes in contract and to administer impartial justice in cases of violence and theft perpetrated by other citizens."
"Then you will punish the soldiers who stole Larissa's yearlings," she didn't quite make it a question.
"No, I will not. They would have compensated her had anyone had any idea which beasts belonged to who. This should have been resolved immediately, but Meran is not experienced in these matters and let things slide, which is my responsibility as I put him in that position. He has not had to do this before."
"And you have?" Her eyes flashed angrily. She still thought of me as a conquering enemy. Which, to be fair, I was.
"Yes," I lied. "As I was saying, an army, vigils and courts; those are the legitimate areas of interest to government," I said, getting back to the point. "Apart from that, control of the amount of money in circulation and setting base lending rate are the two legitimate areas of the economy controlled by government. And that is all. There are no others. Any other matters the government takes to itself is an infringement of the people’s freedoms and does no good and as a consequence can only do harm."
She was silent for a few strides. I could tell she wasn't accepting what I had said and was only marshalling her arguments, trying to control her anger. When people have made up their mind, they stop thinking; their emotions kick in instead. I looked around, caught a view of the gate we were heading for. The gate had been wrecked by my forces, the wall brought down for more than a dozen yards to either side. There was new scaffolding and twenty soldiers were rebuilding. Already I could see that the plans had changed since I had given the order to raise a fort outside the gate. The centurions were there, working with the men to peg off the intended structures and walls.
"And in times of famine you let your people starve?"
"In times of famine the price goes up, merchants respond by travelling further to buy and ship grain, they make more money until the market gluts and the price goes down again. It's self-regulating and no business of government. In a healthy economy, no one will just sit there and starve, they'll take action to deal with the problem, and the best thing any ruler can do is let them get on with it."
"You should fix the price of grain so that it's fair and merchants don't profiteer on other people’s misery," she sneered.
I'm not sure how I kept my patience with the sheer wrongheaded stupidity of that comment, but I managed it somehow. "As soon as there is a problem, make a law to solve it. And how would that law solve the problem? Would people suddenly start eating less because your limited reserve of grain is fixed at a low price? Would the food reserves grow larger now that grain factors know for a fact they can't make a profit? They aren't making a profit out of human misery and they are not making a profit out of hunger. What they are doing is solving the problem and making a profit out of making sure people don't starve. And what do they do with their profits? They spend them buying things that other people make so that those other people have money to solve the next problem whatever it may be."
We passed through the gate. I can't remember when I've been angrier.
I glared at the waters ahead of us. Darklake lived up to its name, sucking the light out of the day in a big black pool of darkness half a hundred yards away and spreading over twice that in any direction. The trading post of Lendrin Treleth stood on the opposite shore, a hive of activity that would take minutes to walk to. The path to the south looked the shorter walk, so I steered us that way and we walked along the shore of the lake.
"And your solution creates more problems. If grain merchants can't make a profit buying and selling grain they will stop doing it..."
"Orlek bought grain and gave it to the people," she interrupted me.
She was proud of that, I saw, and moderated my response. You can't persuade people by making them angry, and I wanted her to understand. When I left, someone had to rule here and I wanted the people to have gained something from city administration. "When he bought grain, where did he get the money?"
"The trade tariff on the pass and taxes, of course."
Of course. "By taking money from the people and giving it back to them in the form of grain."
She stiffened, head coming up and eyes flashing. Maybe I hadn't moderated my response quite enough. I pushed on.
"Anyone who grows grain will grow surplus if they can and if they know they can sell it for a profit. If you fix the price so they can't, they will do something else instead, maybe grow something else to vary their own diet and reduce dependency on others. If there is no surplus to be bought then it doesn't matter what the price is fixed at. No one can buy what doesn't exist."
"Orlek was a good ruler, he looked after his people. No one went hungry."
The height of human ambition should not be 'I'm not hungry.' I let it drop for a bit. Sometimes there's no point pushing. Still, "Have you ever heard of the law of unintended consequences?"
"What?"
Thought not. "It is a simple truth that every time you take action there are consequences. Some of those are predictable, others are not so obvious and can, in fact, work entirely against your intended objective."
"What?"
Too many big words? I stooped and scooped up a pebble, tossing it into the lake that was close enough now that I didn't have to put much effort into it. She started at the sudden movement a little more than I liked, and I learned that she was in fact afraid of me but hiding it. "It was my intent to kill a fish, did I succeed?"
She looked at the expanding ripples. "I don't know."
"Neither do I." I walked on and she caught up to me.
"Stupid way to go fishing."
"Exactly. But maybe worse if there were someone swimming there, an experienced fisherman diving for a catch and my stone cracked him on the head and killed him."
She snorted in derision. "No one swims to fish, that's stupid. It's too cold in Darklake for that, it would kill you. People throw nets from the shore and haul them in. But there aren't so many fish anymore, so it isn't done much."
"It was a metaphor, or allegory. A rubbish one but the first that came to mind. It wasn't meant to be taken literally."
"I know what you meant, cityman, I'm not stupid. You intended to catch a fish but instead you killed a fisherman because you didn't think it through."
"Call me Sumto. How could I predict there would be someone dumb enough to be swimming to catch fish?"
"You couldn't, there wasn't."
"Not this time."
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I knew at once that I wouldn't like Lendrin Treleth. He was fat. Not 'carrying a little extra weight' fat or the 'powerful man turned sedentary' fat, but the health-threatening fat of a man steeped in indolence and self-indulgence. The whites of his eyes were yellowed, clearly showing the consequences of gluttony.
The trading post was a hive of activity. Everywhere there were signs of preparation for commerce on a large scale. The corrals and stables were already in place, the warehouse only needed its roof, and smaller buildings, new dwellings, were under construction. The ground had been cleared in a narrow line outwards from each gate – the beginnings of a road. His people, and I'd had no idea there were so many of them, were harried and hurried, keen and focused. They were his clients and would share in his profits. What was good for him was good for them and they knew it by experience. They wanted this scheme to work, knowing they would benefit by it. He was a typical city noble, a merchant knight of some affluence and sharp economic acumen. He was going to be a pain.
The gates had been guarded and I'd checked them over for breeches of our laws. There were none. They were armed but wore only leather armor; private guards, not soldiers. I'd have nothing to rebuke him with there. One of their number had been assigned to escort us from the gate, and it was he who brought us to the tent where Lendrin Treleth oversaw his people’s efforts. A desk and ledgers and papers and plans, a scribe to one side at his own desk, and Treleth issuing instructions to cut timber and lay it down to dry.
"That will cost you," I commented as soon as the man was gone and we were greeted and settled in chairs across the desk from him.
"I have been anticipating your visit, Sumto. Wine?"
So he thought he knew me. "Yes, thank you. The trees are mine, and if you want to cut them down for your gain, you will have to pay."
He sighed theatrically as he poured the wine with his own hand and passed us a cup each. "I am your father’s client, Sumto, and I know he requires you to cooperate with me."
"I'm sure we are both aware of your relationship with my father," I took a sip of wine. "Now let's determine what our relationship will be. I have imperium, and these lands are mine by right of conquest to dispose of as I will for as long as my imperium should last. I have plans for the woodlands just to the south of here, and the land that the wood now grows on. If you want the lumber you can buy it from the men who cut it."
He shrugged. "If the price is fair, I'll be happy to do so. May I rent land from you to do with as I see fit?"
"You already do," I pointed to the dirt under our feet, "and we haven't set a price yet."
He shrugged. "It's barely an Iugerum and the buildings are being built with my own labour, so shall we agree a hundred coin a year?"
I shook my head, still forcing a friendly smile. I'd known I wouldn't like him. "You plan to dominate trade in the pass, to have the merchants who pass this way deal with you exclusively. You plan that the people buy from you and sell to you and you plan to control the prices. I don't know what goods come through this pass but I'm sure you have a fair idea and mean to capitalize on that knowledge. You plan to make a fortune, Lendrin Treleth, and you know I have no issue with that, but what you take from me will cost you a fair price. A thousand a year."
He looked shocked. "Outrageous! I haven't made a coin yet and my initial outlay and expenses are enormous. A fair price would perhaps be two hundred rising to three in the second year."
I'd noticed his eyes glittering avariciously when I had mentioned the trade through the pass and I knew I was right when I said he knew something I didn't. "Three and six in the second year to be reappraised after the fourth year."
"Two and four, and reappraised by who?"
"Whoever rules here, of course. The tax to use the pass will be set by me and be minimal. You can take four per cent if you gather it, the usual penalties for overcharging. I agree the rent." It was a good enough deal from my point of view.
He snapped his fingers but the scribe was already reaching for a pen.
"Agreed. The pass needs a road. I'll accept fifteen thousand coin to accomplish the task."
"The road would benefit you, why should I contribute at all? You will hire local labour?"
We were interrupted. "You will pay them a fair wage, feed them well and not overwork them."
We both looked at Anista. Treleth said nothing, just looked shocked, so it was up to me again. "Pay and conditions are irrelevant. No one will be forced to work or to accept the offered day rate, and it will be a day rate so anyone who feels they are worked too hard need not work the next day. They will be paid," I continued as her eyes widened in outrage, "and will be able to buy their own food."
"The work will take them away from their flocks and fields," she protested, "so how can they tend them and grow food at the same time as work for you? They must be fed as part of the agreement."
Treleth settled back with a contented air, satisfied that I was being distracted from business. He was right. This was irritating, but necessary.
"One man can produce much more food than he needs. Even here, where the land is poor and underdeveloped, that is true. If a man wants to work on the road and be paid he could, just for example, rent the land he usually works to a neighbour or any other man who claims the ability to work it. No one loses. Everyone gains."
"If you pay to work someone else's land you will profit by the use of it and he will lose that profit," she stated. "And when the road is built the man who has worked on it has lost the production from his farm and the fat merchant here gains from the road he has built."
"Of course," I said. "Why else would he build it?"
She was on her feet. Even standing she wasn't that much taller than me. "You both profiteer on others' labour and rob them of the chance to work their own land and feed themselves and their families. Have you no hearts?"
Have you no brains? I didn't say it. It was close, but it wasn't the way.
"No. Not really. Listen," she was shocked by the admission and I pressed my advantage, "because this is important. I don't care about the people and they should all be glad of it. No," she'd drawn a breath to launch into a further attack but she was still off balance. "If I cared about them I would feed them and house them and look after them like they were children all their lives, and I understand that that is a woman's instinct but it is not mine."
"This has nothing to do with me being a woman, cityman," she fairly spat the words. "It has to do with you being a heartless using monster. You will exploit my people, take them from tending their crops and animals and cast them off when they have done your work."
I glanced at Treleth. He was visibly enjoying himself. I could see his point, but I wasn't going to let him gain anything by it, this was just a side issue and had no direct bearing on our negotiations.
"Exactly so," I made an effort to sound complacent and the shock treatment worked again. She paused and drew a deep breath and I inserted a question into the silence. "Why is there no road here?"
She hesitated. "You are trying to trick me."
"It's a simple question. Why is there no road through the pass?"
"There was a road, once." I shouldn't have been surprised. The city had passed this way before. An army can build a road at better than a mile a day, and would have if they had passed through here in numbers. "The mountain rains are hard when they come. The rains wash out roads, even the trail must be repaired each year."
"And who does that work?"
"The men are chosen by lot and work one month of the year to repair the trail," she shrugged like it was obvious, and I guess from her point of view it was. Unpaid labour, everyone pitching in for the common good in a task they see as almost pointless and don't work at because they don't gain from it directly, and to show for it just a few miles of bad trail that you could barely lead a horse through. No wonder these people had nothing. 
"Why not build a road?"
She frowned at me, anger turned to exasperation. "It would take people from their land and flocks for too long, and why a road? The traders use the trail and they gain from it, let them build their own road!"
"But you repaired the trail each year and took a tax from the merchants who passed, so you gained from the work."
"The chieftain gained. It wouldn't be fair to steal the labour of the people to build a road for his gain and the gain of the merchants."
"But you told me he spent the money to buy grain in hard times, surely if there was a road then there would be more traders and more tax and more money for grain?"
She put her fists on her hips, still standing over me. I was okay with that. It was a nice view, actually. "I told you the men must work their lands and don't have time to spend away from their homes building a road."
She was mistaking food security for food self-sufficiency. All barbarians do, and I have no idea why. You work all year to provide enough food and still people starve the month before the harvest, and every year you're surprised. Meanwhile, thirty or forty miles away there are people pulling in bumper harvests of one crop they don't need half of and ploughing it into the ground or scattering it into the woods for wild boar to eat. I had in mind to buy all the grain I could get my hands on within a range, then let people in the Battling Plain region know there was plenty of grain to be had and have them come here with their trade goods and get it. I'd make money, we would always have grain and to spare, not to mention the gains from whatever they had brought here at their own expense to trade for it. To move the grain at a reasonable price there was a need for a good road. How complicated could it possibly be to figure this stuff out? And there she was getting mad at me and talking to me like I was the one who didn't understand... but I didn't want to get into that with Treleth in the room, so: "But one man can work land enough to feed many, not everyone is needed to grow food and nurture livestock." At least until the harvest comes, but that was off my point.
"If they don't grow their own food," she explained to me patiently, "they would have to buy food from those who do and how do they get the money to do that?"
"By doing something else, like build a road," I explained just as patiently, "or making millstones or plates and pots or knives and forks or shoes or any one of a thousand other things that people need." Generalities didn't matter; Treleth already understood this as well as I did. Well, maybe not as well... I'd read an awful lot on the subject and developed my own theories. Now was the perfect opportunity to put them into practice and see what happened.
"Most of those things they can make for themselves," her tone and speed of delivery exaggerated her extended patience with my stupidity, "and there is already one millstone, which is all that is needed."
"If there were two there would be competition and the price of flour would drop making it more affordable for everyone and freeing up money that could be spent on other things."
"And one miller would not be able to make a living for being undercut by the other and when he went out of business the other would raise his prices because he had no competition."
"Then another miller would step in and offer a better price. These problems solve themselves and are none of our business."
"There is a millstone already, everyone uses it, and why are we talking about something that isn't a problem when you were talking about using people to build a road?"
"Because it is a problem and it's all related. Right now there is a millstone that just grinds flour all day and makes no profit for anyone," I raised a hand to stop her, "and it isn't even a very good millstone and doesn't grind very fine," I hadn't looked but I just knew it was true. "Before this there was no incentive for anyone to build another until the first one breaks and then there will be no flour at all until someone replaces it and that takes time. Now anyone can commission a millstone and make finer flour and sell it at any price that people will pay and if there are two there will always be one that is working. Give me a minute and I will talk about the road," I drained my cup of wine and reached past her to pour myself another. She stepped back a little when I came close to touching her. I carefully didn't smile at the slightly flustered look on her face as she settled back into her own chair and took a sip of her wine.
"The road that Lendrin Treleth will build at his own expense," I ignored his splutter of protest, "will increase trade because passage will be easier and faster. More trade means more revenue but it also means more goods and more means cheaper and that will enhance the standard of living of the people here. Traders passing also buy goods, and the more of them there are, the more incentive to supply them."
She suddenly looked interested. "My people make..." she stopped as my hand touched her knee.
I had leaned close and my gaze locked onto hers. "It doesn't matter what your people make, but that they have free time to make it and a market to sell it into does matter."
Treleth chuckled. "I will find out anyway," he said.
"Of course you will. I want you to. But I'd like a brief moment to assess the market myself and see if I want to invest in it."
He scowled. "You intend to take advantage of your position to stop me investing?"
I shook my head and leaned back. Anista was watching me. I ignored it because I wasn't sure what the expression on her face meant and it didn't matter right now. This mattered.
"Not at all. I have received a complaint that you are using timber that you have not paid for. That is a criminal matter, Treleth, and when your accuser prosecutes I will doubtless fine you."
"These people have no status under our law; they are merely subjects, not citizens."
"He is my client," I said simply.
His face darkened. "Have you told him he can prosecute?"
I smiled. "Not yet," I said cheerfully. "But I will."
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We walked part of the way back to Darklake in silence. I had headed out the other way around the lake out of curiosity. The two soldiers trailed along behind.
"What is the penalty for theft under your city law?"
"Confiscation of goods, a fine in fact or effect, and maybe exile for a time."
"That doesn't sound so bad, but the merchant was worried about it."
"That's for a first conviction, the second time it's confiscation of all goods and, if exiled once, a longer exile. Third time, death."
"Your laws are harsh, cityman."
"Not really. Theft is a serious business. It takes time to accumulate money; that time is your life. When you steal from someone you are taking part of their life and we recognise that. I accepted his statement that he had intended to track down the man the timber belonged to and pay him, but I made him pay for the attempt to steal it, also."
"To your own advantage," she sneered.
"Of course. No sense having power if you don't use it. I'll make money out of the contract we signed today, but I am a patron don't forget, and will pay tax and that money will go to projects that benefit everyone in the long run."
She was silent for a few slow paces. "He stole with impunity because he is rich. What if there is need? Desperate people do desperate things."
"He paid for his attempt, and it could have been worse. Still can be, in fact; the private citizen is still free to bring a prosecution. I have no legal power to stop him and wouldn't if I could. I'll merely tell him what Treleth told me, a good price is going to be paid, no real harm done and now Treleth knows he won't get away with anything."
"But if the merchant hadn't been a merchant with money, if he had been a youth and hungry and desperate, what then? Would you have cut a deal with a starving boy who stole some food?"
"How could I? He'd have nothing to bargain with. Look, Anista, nothing is perfect. We don't even try for perfection because it's impossible to achieve and all you will do is ensure that everyone is poor and downtrodden and miserable because the fact is there isn't enough wealth in all the world to make everyone wealthy; how can there be? There are only so many people generating money and they can only generate so much. The small surplus one man can make will pass into other hands and some hands will be full if they are in a position to skim a little from many. There is nothing to be done about that. All we try and do is make as stable and honest a structure as we can for everyone to work in and find their own level according to their own will and ability. If a man is poor, it's not my fault, or my responsibility; it is his own. As for theft..."
"I thought you had forgotten what I asked," her tone was dry.
"Anyone can fall on hard times. A drought causes crop failure..."
"You have forgotten."
"And," I was enjoying myself, I realised. "And so food prices rise and not everyone can afford as much as they need. The price will rise for a time, and there is nothing.... believe me, a hundred things have been tried in as many lands and most of the solutions beget other problems and the solutions to those, which are in fact not the problem at all, just make things worse until everyone starves... there is nothing that can be done about this. Prices rise and fall; just live with it."
"So a poor man steals when he is starving and is punished and a rich man steals when he is not starving and is not."
"If I were ever in danger of starving I would sell myself as a slave, then feeding me would be my master’s responsibility."
She was looking at me like I was mad. "You would not!"
I almost laughed. "It's not so bad. I get to keep the money; it's me I'm selling, after all. I get some free time from whatever work my master requires, and I can buy tools and materials and work for myself then, so that I can earn the money to buy my freedom. I am housed, fed, and out of danger of starvation. And I still have some rights as a slave; not so many as a freedman, and still less than a freeman, but still I cannot be killed out of hand, because that is still murder, nor can I be worked into the ground or starved." Though, to be honest, some work is hard and also dangerous. And some patrons push the limits of the law harder than others.
"But beaten, yes?"
"Yes, but I have the right to prosecute my master should I be beaten sufficient to leave permanent damage. If convicted of that crime, every slave he owns is freed without recompense to him; indeed, their value is taken in fines and paid to them. It doesn't happen often. Most lands in close proximity to the city practice slavery in more or less the same form. Have you heard of the island of Enradia?"
She looked down and shook her head, possibly ashamed of her ignorance.
"They were harsh slave masters. A child born of a slave was a slave for life, there was no chance of freedom. Then a woman escaped and made her way to the city. She had been raped; the scars of several beatings were plain on her body. She was thin, half starved. She told her story to a citizen and he took her and her story to his patron; he in turn was outraged and was the client of a more powerful patron. That man heard her story and was also angered by it. He raised an army and a fleet and sailed to Enradia within a couple of months, having determined that her story was true. He found that more than half the population were slaves and treated with brutal indifference by the free. He easily defeated them and was not kind to the free men of Enradia."
"What did he do?"
"He killed them all to the last adult man. Every woman was flogged and they and their children were transported to the city and made slaves themselves, though they were protected by city law just as other slaves are, even though he argued in the assembly of patrons that they should not ever be freed. The slaves of Enradia were liberated, ceded lands to work and eventually left to their own devices. We do not practice slavery because it is a good idea, but because we have determined that it is necessary for everyone to have a bottom line, a fall-back position, a place from which they cannot fall further. There is no excuse for theft, no excuse or justification for stealing part of someone else's life, when you can choose to spend some of your own in preference."
"You make everything about the city sound so reasonable."
"It is reasonable. It is not fair, but we recognise it cannot be that, so instead we settle for even-handed and leave fair for stories and songs."
"Everyone should be treated equally."
"Equal men are not free, and free men are not equal."
"That is just clever words."
"No it isn't. If I am a better carpenter than you, then to be equal I must pretend to be only as good as you so that people would come and view our wares and 'treat us equally.' Essentially I become a slave without my consent, enslaved to the incompetence of the lesser man."
"You make slaves of people you conquer."
"We don't ask to be attacked, and what else do you do with an enemy when you have defeated them? Leave them free to attack you again?"
"Walk with them by a lakeside in the afternoon and talk philosophy and politics?"
I recovered as best I could, but she knew and I knew that she knew. "Show them in one way or another that our way is better, either by persuasion or direct and enforced example, so that they see it every day and come to know it is true. You can squander your whole life looking after other people’s needs and all you get is more needy people. Better if every individual spends their own life trying to better themselves, even though some will fail."
"And children and the old who cannot look after themselves."
I threw her a grin. "If they are your children, you look after them, but why would you want to look after everyone else's or try and make everyone a child to be looked after? It's a woman thing, to want to look after people. It's a man thing, to want them to look after themselves. The best thing you can do for them is teach them to look after themselves and then let them get on with it, and when I have children I will do that, but I won't look after anyone else's."
"Oh," she said.
"What is that?"
We had come to a place by the lake where a seemingly perpetual whirlpool roiled near the shore. I had been watching it for a little while as I talked and had lost interest in what was being said.
"What is what, cityman? That? There is a river underground, it runs fast and pulls water down into itself and away." She gestured from the lake to the river that I knew wasn't so very far away. "It runs to the river and breaks free in a torrent so powerful it has dug a trench in the far wall of the chasm."
I hadn't seen anything like it before, or read or heard of anything similar. "Well, no wonder there aren't many fish."
She very nearly laughed.
 
#
 
"Where have you been?"
Balaran was sitting with two other men in the middle of a fiesta. Kegs of beer had been found and opened; not randomly, I noted as we came up to Balaran's table and greeted him; one man was clearly in charge, hovering over his barrels and the fire-bed where meat was cooking, skewered on withy wands. Half a dozen young girls moved among the tables and standing crowds, soliciting orders. Well, I thought, if you put money in people’s pockets someone will find beer to sell to them.
There were a good number to the crowd, drinking and talking. Most, I noticed were men or couples with children. I guessed that most would therefore be folk of Learneth. Anista was looking around and her darkened expression told me the same story.
"Ah, Sumto," Balaran looked up at me with a genuine looking smile. "Please join me. I believe we are done here for the moment, if you wouldn't mind?"
His companions got to their feet without protest and smiled a greeting and farewell as they withdrew, leaving their chairs vacant. There weren't many chairs, and as there was some good cheer to be had, we might as well take some for ourselves, I thought. My escort took up station nearby. I was getting used to their presence and hardly noticed them.
A girl joined us before we had finished sitting down and took our order. Anista denied the desire but I ordered two beers anyway; if she didn't drink hers then all the more for me. No sense wasting it.
"So," I rephrased the question, "what have you been doing with yourself?"
"Healing people, mostly. Some nasty burns. Other than that, investigating opportunities."
"Any luck?"
He shrugged. "Early days, Sumto. Early days. And you?"
I smiled. "Too early to tell," I said.
"Then we understand each other perfectly, as usual."
Anista was sitting stiffly in her chair and made no move to drink when the beer arrived. I frowned privately, letting no hint of the expression touch my face. If she was that unhappy, why was she still here? "It is the beginning of hope," I told her, gesturing around at the people. Some of their smiles looked almost genuine, relieved. Some of them even seemed pleased to see me.
"Where are my people?"
Oh. "The free people of Darklake are women and children," I tried to sound as though I were thinking it out, which I was. "Would they be comfortable here? Outnumbered by strangers that they must as yet see as intruders?"
"There have been deaths," she said. And now she looked at me, that anger back on her face and in her eyes where I was beginning to believe it belonged.
"Tomorrow I will begin judging the accused," I told her. "I will need you there, Balaran."
"Why?"
I blinked. It was obvious. "To cast a truth spell, obviously."
He shrugged heavy shoulders and smiled in regret. "I cannot do that, Sumto. I do not have a sorcerer’s loupe."
I closed my eyes and swore. Of course. They were not usually taken from the colleges, so he would not be carrying one and he would need a loupe to see the results of the spell, else it was useless. 
"Oh," I said.
"You will have to rely on your own judgement," Balaran said.
So I would. I wasn't looking forward to it. Tomorrow I would sit in judgement; I would hear stories I would probably rather not hear, weigh evidence and pass sentence. Men would die at my hand, not in response to a direct attack, not in self-defence, but in sober cold appraisal of their deeds, as a dispassionate instrument of the state carrying out the state’s laws. Government, I reflected not for the first time, was a necessary evil, with equal accent on both words. And anyone who wanted the job should be automatically barred from it. One of the benefits of a broadly class-based system was that half the people who did the job didn't want to be there; it helped keep a check on the excesses of the other half who did want control over others. Personally, I couldn't offhand think of anything I wanted less.
"City justice," her tone was scathing.
No, I thought. I wasn't going to rise to the bait. Enough for one day. I raised the beer, met Balaran's even gaze, and drank it down. She took the hint, dumped the other beer in front of me as she got to her feet and left.
"Nice girl," Balaran commented idly, his gaze drifting up and down her body as she walked away.
"In what way, specifically?" I took a mouthful of beer.
He grinned. "Figuratively," he said.
Nice try, Balaran.
The beer went down easy.
 
#
 
Some food and another couple of beers and it was time to find the latrines. They were in a large building against the wall, the end result leeching under the walls and down to the lake to feed the fish. There are worse systems. There may even have been a pipe acting as a sewer. I didn't recall any stink as I walked beside the lake and I'm sure I would have noticed. Buckets of water and sponges on sticks and a fussy old man keeping everything clean and working hard at it. The latrines hadn't been built with this many people in mind. There were queues. I gave him a coin, not having any bits on me, and didn't resent the paying of it even slightly.
"You need help here, old man. Hire some lads."
He eyed me through the one without a cataract in it, his chin wobbly due to lack of teeth. "Young'ns don't know nuthin of't, soor."
He was dressed in near rags, but clean. Of hair, like teeth, he'd none left, but his arms were bare and covered in tattoos and very old scars.
Gods, I thought. He'd been a warrior once. What a way to end up. How in the name of all the mythical hells had he managed it?
"We'll need to make the place bigger," I told him. "Get some help."
He chewed on the thought disdainfully and didn't answer before turning away with further wrinkling of his face that I took to be a scowl of negation. People were waiting. I was in the way. And, let's face it, latrines just aren't the place to hang around and have a chat, especially with a senile old git who cleaned them for a living. Then a thought struck me and I opened my mouth. "Old man!"
"Soor?" He turned from where he'd started cleaning my sponge.
"Who bought the sponges?"
"Who bought 'em? I bought 'em. They're mine!" He was suddenly quivering with rage. "Mine, do ya hear me?"
The stick he was waving was moderately clean by then, so it could have been worse. 
"Git outa 'ere! I got a spear in the corner and I knows howta use it an all..."
I got. It wasn't the spear that concerned me; it was the other sponges, the not quite so clean ones. And the fact that I'd asked such a pointless question. It had just struck me that they looked new and the sea was maybe eight hundred miles away and the cost... someone was making money and it seemed odd that it would be a toothless old man who cleaned latrines for a living. And a native of Darklake by his accent; doubtless deemed harmless by Meran and his centurions when the place was taken. But then there was that spear in the corner that he knew how to use. Odd. Or maybe I was drunker than I thought I was. Still, I'd eaten. How drunk could I be?
I dismissed the matter from my mind, not as easily as I'd have liked. I had other things to deal with. Things I had been putting off. Anista had mentioned a priest and I decided it was time to find him and deal with him.
But perhaps a change of clothes first.
 
#
 
It was only when I found myself standing alone in my chambers that I realised I didn't have any clothes apart from what I stood up in. I swore fiercely as I stood by the bed and cast around the room hopelessly. Suddenly dizzied, I sat down on the bed and ran one hand over my face and head. I felt the stone set in my forehead and wondered what had happened to its twin; had it fallen into the grave with Tahal? That brought thoughts of the Grave itself and the watch I was supposed to set on it. I had mentioned it to Meran last night but had he taken care of it? He hadn't arranged more clothes for me, had he? And there was stubble on my chin and head both. Two bald spots came under my hand and I gingerly probed the skin there. There was no bone underneath and I felt an absurd temptation to poke my own brain to make it work. Thankfully that was impossible. The holes in my skull were too small for that. There would be scars but my hair would cover them when it finished growing out. Flakes of loose skin fell in front of my eyes, the last mementos of being burned, apart from the sore skin of my inner thighs and butt. My wrist still ached and would be weeks in the mending. And my ankle gave continual sharp pains as I limped about the place. I felt tired, dizzy, and my head pounded. I must look as much of a mess as I felt, I realised, but I hadn't given it any thought before. I still wasn't functioning properly, not yet recovered from a traumatic concussion. There were so many things to do and suddenly I found the whole thing overwhelming. I couldn't do it alone. I needed Meran back in his old role, to pick up after me and provide for my needs before I knew what they were and take care of the details. But someone had to run the military and who else was there? And he was free now and my client, and it was my half of the contract between us to advance his career as best I could. Assuming I could advance my own, which I suddenly doubted. I needed to get the economy started, invest my own money well, weld the disparate people here into one and maintain peace and administer all of it. Find and eliminate Duprane, check on the Grave, make sure Dannat wasn't a threat, use the hostages that Duprane had held for the Necromancers to some advantage including their own, build houses and a road, get trade moving, deal with the rest of the Necromancers' people who still lived in abject poverty in the territories I'd claimed, and get control of Hederan, where there might still be one or two Necromancers, for all I knew. I needed to write a report to coordinate with my uncle, who held an army somewhere to the south of here. And I needed a bath. And a tunic that wasn't speckled with little droplets of my own shit would be nice.
I tipped my head back and blew out a breath. One thing at a time, I reminded myself. Just do one thing at a time and each thing as well as you can. It will all get done. The sooner I could palm off the responsibility onto other people the better; if everyone took a little bit and just dealt with that there wouldn't be any problem.
I glanced around the room from where I still sat on the bed. There were chests and maybe they still contained the clothes of my predecessor. But I couldn't wear them. It just wouldn't look good. It would have to be someone else's, then. I stood up and stripped off the tunic I was wearing, tossed it into a corner and walked out of the room. I ran one hand down each bare arm. The burns had mostly healed, the skin almost scar free; small motes of dead skin danced away and hung in the sunlight, little more than dust. I pulled off one or two thin strips of skin, like the residue of sunburn, then rubbed my arms briskly to get rid of the rest. The next bath I took would take care of the last of it and I'd not be reminded of the fire every damn time I looked at myself.
When I stepped out into the hall there were four solders waiting; the two who guarded my door and the two who had been trailing me all day.
"Get me a tunic," I said.
They looked at me, concealing their surprise. One of them acknowledged the order and turned away, heading for one wall. He was about my size and I guessed his intent. I followed him, and one of the other soldiers fell in beside me. Most of the spots along the walls were occupied by sleeping men on a variety of pallets and thin mattresses. The hall was quiet apart from their snores. The soldier I followed stopped at an empty pallet and dug into his pack, pulling out a clean tunic and passing it to me. I pulled it on without a word; good quality cloth, parade wear that was one step up from the two day wear tunics he would be carrying or wearing. Plain and simple but serviceable. It was identical to the one I had been wearing, so that made two of my men whose clothes I had borrowed. Well, I'd buy them all replacements, better quality. Make a joke of it before they did.
"I am told there is a priest," I said. "Where is he?"
The soldier gestured to the door. "This way, Commander."
I noted his face was professionally devoid of expression. Not even a hint of a smile for the patron who couldn't afford a tunic.
Just as well.
 
#
 
There were children playing in the gardens; they ranged in ages from toddlers to young adults and grouped together by age and sex. They were under the eye of several women who gossiped in groups, seated on the edge of a well or on benches.
The soldier led me out of the hall and through the courtyard in the opposite direction to the granaries and the gate into the town itself. A few steps led up to an arched gate in the wall. We passed through the gardens, ignoring the attention we drew. Flowering bushes, herbs and vegetables grew here and the scents mingled in the air, all shielded from the breeze. The earth must have been moved here at some expense in time and labour, but judging by the few gnarled trees that might be apple or pear, that had been an age ago. There was also a line of hives against one wall. The children were making too much noise for me to hear the bees in their hives but a few in the air told me of their habitation. We followed the line of the hall toward two buildings; one was an open workshop. Just enough light filtered inside for me to make out a small furnace and what I recognised as the tools of a glass-blower. It was the other one which was guarded. The guard was talking to the same lad I had seen earlier in the day with a sword in his hand. He saw us coming and shooed the boy away. I noticed the youngster look at us, thoughtful and appraising, then walk away with more dignity than I'd normally expect for someone of that age. Not that I know much about children, but I know a head with a brain in it when I see one. This morning he'd charmed one of my men into handing over his sword and letting the lad play with it while leaving himself unarmed. And now I'd seen him chatting to another of my men, as friendly as nephew to uncle. In just a few days he'd turned himself from the son of a conquered people into an indulged favourite of the soldiers. There was no way he loved them and they knew it from experience, so to worm his way into their affections took talent. I'd need to find out who he was and what he was planning. Then I decided I was being paranoid and focussed instead on the priest I had to deal with next. The soldier was rigidly at attention when I slowed to open the door. I barely glanced at him.
"Don't get too involved, legionary. There are dangers."
He didn't hesitate in answering. "Yes, Commander." He knew what I meant.
I stepped through the doorway and into a room that opened my eyes wide and made a window into my heart. I slowly closed the door behind me. The room was full of books. Hundreds of books and scrolls in scroll buckets and on shelves; open on tables, piled on the floor. A treasure I had so not expected to find here, that for a moment I was lost for words and lost to the world. I wanted to pick up a work at random and start reading and not stop until I was done with anything that I had not seen before. Who knew what knowledge was here?
I stepped further into the room, drifting on a sea of curiosity. I barely noticed the open door opposite, through which I could see another guard; the chamber in which he stood, bathed in sunlight, was so obviously a temple that my attention was then slowly drawn to it and my thoughts returned to the priest.
"You are welcome to borrow anything you wish to."
The voice made me start and turn. It belonged to a small man seated at a table in the shadows, his attention focused on a book that rested before him. His face was barely illuminated by a faint radiance that came from the book itself and my attention flickered from one to the other as I moved to better see him. The book was ruined by time and exposure, likewise the face of the old man whose attention was focused on it. Soiled grey robes hung off an emaciated frame; only broad shoulders and a deep chest spoke of a youth that had long since passed him by. Hair that was more grey than black hung lank about his face and shoulders. I moved forward, threading my way through the obstructing store of writings.
"You are the priest of Hesta?"
He tipped his head back slightly to look up at me. His eyes were gone; in their place rested two glass spheres that magnified and concentrated the crimson flesh of the sockets in which they were set. I dropped my gaze to the book before him, startled again to see that its colour and texture had improved; the time-darkened and brittle pages at which the book was opened become more pale, the writing dark and clear. The faint glow about the book shifted and flowed, focusing here and there and even as I watched, repairing damaged areas of the page. I looked up from the book, back into his disturbing eyes, dark red with black centres. They reminded me of the glass eyes of the stuffed animal heads in Orlek's private chambers.
"I am Caliran, High Priest of Hesta," he smiled with thin, purpled lips. His teeth were perfect; small and even, like a child's. "And you are Sumto Cerulian, presumably here to send me into exile. Will you send me with or without my library?"
"If I send you into exile it will be without the library."
"You covet it; but much is yet to be restored and will be lost without my efforts."
"What is that?" I gestured to the book before him.
"A practical application of mathematics to engineering problems, stress points, transference of load, base to height ratios and so forth. Very dry, but here it says that for every action there is an equal and opposite reaction; a principle that might be applied in other fields, don't you think?"
I did; immediately. He was applying it now. "I meant the .... glow."
"This?" He glanced down, seemingly surprised that I would ask. "Nothing of any importance. Merely a spirit of the temple, a servant of Hesta, the God who is the guardian of knowledge. A worshipper's remnant, a shadow dedicated to the restoration of damaged papers and faded inks; functionally far superior to chemical methods, not to mention being altogether less effort."
"On your part."
"Who else's part should I take? Surely you are not concerned with the tool I use? It is but an echo of life, not life itself, only a residue; the same as a corpse without spirit. To care for it is mere sentimentality. Or do you mistake the corpse for the being it was?"
"I'm told you strip away the consciousness, shape the spirit as a tool, paring away what is not needed..."
"Would you pick up a tree and try and use it as a bow-stave? The tool you desire is hidden in the wood, and must be cut out of it and worked to the shape required to fulfil your desire. As to consciousness; well, you would not want a hunting dog to have an ethical argument with you about the validity of the hunt, now would you? Nor to argue about the intent of the words you write with the pen you have fashioned for the purpose." His smile was disparaging. "Besides, the spirit consented to be bent to the task; in death as in life, this one was and is a servant of Hesta."
I was done with that subject. I had the measure of him. Dubaku would have hated him and what he did. I remembered Jerek, a spirit bent to the will of the Necromancer Kukran Epthel. But this spirit was a willing sacrifice, not a victim. I put it aside for later consideration, thinking to acquire more information before I decided finally what I thought of it. "What are you doing here?"
He spread his arms wide, indicating the library around us. "Performing my mission, rescuing and restoring libraries so that their knowledge is not lost. Every merchant that passes here knows that there is a market for the written word. Sometimes I would quest out myself to seek lost libraries and bring them here for restoration. But usually Orlek purchased them for me."
"And what did you do for him in return?"
"I taught. I am a full priest of Hesta, with great knowledge and learning at my fingertips. His sons and daughters learned all I could teach. Also, I have sixty-three spirits of the temple at my command. Where applicable, they were called to aid him."
Sons and daughters. Anista had mentioned only one son; hers? Probably. There were bastards, then, that Orlek had favoured with learning. I filed the fact away for future consideration and got back to the point.
"Against his enemies. To the furtherance of the desires of his allies."
"No longer. Orlek is dead."
"So are his allies."
His face became intently avaricious. "Duprane had a library, I believe. And the Necromancers? Do you know? Was it saved?"
So, he had no love of them, at least. "Is that all you care about?"
"It is. Knowledge is everything. Hesta teaches that knowledge is what saves us from being mere beasts. An ignorant man is no better than a dog. When the world was created he was there to teach and encourage learning. Other gods gave us fire and tools, but Hesta gave us the knowledge of symbols with which we could express complex ideas and set us the task of understanding the mechanics of the universe. When I die, he will bring me into his mind and learn all that I have learned. Perhaps, if I have developed new insights and understandings, he will permit me to remain a part of him, immortal and godlike. Or, perhaps I will be assigned a task and stripped bare of personality the better to achieve it. I hope and strive for the more glorious outcome, but must accept the other if I fail."
"How do you know that Hesta even exists? Or if he exists, he is not merely an ancient spirit grown powerful?"
He laughed, but gently. "I had heard that you citymen were atheists but not believed it. How, I asked myself, could a rational man not believe in the gods? But I will tell you why I believe. I believe because I have communed once with Hesta and felt his regard for me, his approval at my achievements, his pride that I had become worthy to serve him, and I saw into his heart as he looked into mine. I know that on the moment of my death he will come for me and I will feel his regard once more. I pray that I am worthy of it, and serve him to that end in my quest for new knowledge with which to please him."
Well, there is no arguing with the faith-holder. His mind is made up and closed to all argument and reason. I knew that, but had never seen it in practice before. His answer had not addressed my question. He believed and that was an end of it. I suspect that nothing that is believed is true. No one believes in rain or snow or fire; it is not needed because they are real. Anything which requires belief is clearly not real; if it were, belief would not be required.
He was watching me, or so I guessed - his strange glass eyes made it difficult to tell. They held no iris or pupil, just a darkness at their core. They were seemingly clear glass magnifying the crimson flesh within the sockets, and I couldn't help wondering how they worked.
"Here," he reached out a hand behind him, barely glancing that way as he picked up and then held out to me a slim folder. "A token of good faith. Proof of the value of my God's doctrine. An indication that I can be of value to you."
I took the folder and opened it. "What is this? And what do you wish in return?"
"Look and you will see that they are maps. I am not your enemy. I see that you love books and knowledge as much as I. You can hardly keep your attention on our conversation. Allow me to remain and continue my work here and I will be of use to you. I offer a bargain, one to your advantage, and mine. "
I leafed through the pages within the folder as he spoke. Maps, he'd said, and maps they were, each the same but each different. The region around Darklake in each case, but each showing different information in finely coloured inks and with charts to clarify their meaning. Topography, rainfall, mineralogy; a wealth of information held in a few clearly defined pages. "I would have found these even if you were not here."
"Doubtless, but not so soon. Knowledge is power; a lever with which to change reality; but information has its most apt moment of acquisition, does it not? Will they not be of more use to you now than later?"
They would. I looked around the library, seeing the works that had been saved and the greater number that were decayed and yet to be restored. I succumbed to temptation. "You may not leave these rooms, for now."
He indicated the doors, one at a time. "There are guards."
"You may not preach your doctrine."
"It is not necessary to me, though some take comfort in my message. Besides, I can hardly preach to those I do not see."
"Did you aid Orlek against us?" If so, he should have been killed out of hand when Darklake was taken. But I faced the same problem with him as with the survivors of that conflict. They were our enemies and should have been dealt with as such then, when the action would have been subsumed in other events. Now such a punishment would seem arbitrary and create enmities anew in the minds of people I was trying to turn into allies.
"He was my patron," he said, "and I owed him my loyalty; but now that he is dead I am without a patron and need another."
I shook my head. That would be going too far entirely. "You may remain here and continue your work for now. Be satisfied with that."
He leaned back in his chair, not having risen during the entire interview. "I am," he said simply, his gaze dropping back to the restoration work in progress on the table before him. "I am satisfied with that."
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Back in the gardens, I hesitated on the threshold of the door now closed behind me, trying to assess the threat that the priest posed. A keen mind with its own objectives and motives, and power I hadn't the measure of. There was no doubt in my mind that he was a threat but I had no clear indication of what kind. Influence; he had influence and relationships with how many people? Anista, her children, Orlek's children. Others. But what he seemed to want was merely the acquisition of knowledge, and how could that be harmful? Especially as I wanted what he had, and all of it made legible only by his hand. So he stayed, for now. But I would not have him free to pursue any other ends than mine.
"He doesn't leave his rooms, not for an instant, and no one is to be admitted to him, excepting only myself. Report to me the name of anyone who attempts to see him."
I barely heard the acknowledgement of the order. I was looking out over the garden and the numerous children who played and talked there. Wondering how many of them Caliran had taught, and more importantly, wondering what he had taught them. What attitudes had they inherited from his teachings and how would it affect their actions? Not only the children, I realised, but the people here had also heard his message. Anista had already demanded his freedom. I'd need to talk to her again. And read the report on the fighting so that I could judge what part Caliran had played in it and judge his abilities.
I realized I was still standing there, a folder of maps in one hand and a random scroll under one arm. I'd not been able to resist taking something to read. Caliran had played me; but did he know that I knew it? Probably not.
I blew out a breath and started walking, turning my mind to other matters. Was there anything I needed to do right now? There would always be things that needed doing until I was done with all of them. Many could wait, some had been scheduled. What was left? I had to write a report, a letter to my uncle and the army to the south. I'd borrowed his men and needed to formalize an agreement for their use. And I needed to let the events of the day settle in my mind, lest I miss something important.
I headed back to my rooms. I would write to my uncle, and to my father. Then I would rest and think and plan for tomorrow. I needed to decide on areas of responsibility for the magistrates I'd appointed and standardize a reporting system so that I could keep an eye on what they were doing in my name. And hire people to maintain the household here so that I could get a bath when I wanted one. And hire a replacement for Meran as my valet. And decide about Dannat's family and the other hostages in my care. I'd see them before the day was done, I decided. Find out at least who they were, and write letters to their families that they were safe and in my care. Have their families send representatives here to agree to terms for their release. There were a hundred things to do and it still seemed that there was only me to do them.
But one thing at a time, I reminded myself, one thing at a time.
 
#
 
"It isn't possible," Meran said.
He'd found me alone in my office, writing letters, and immediately broached the issue of moving the soldiers out of the hall.
I leaned back from the table and stretched out stressed shoulders. "You're right," I told him. "But get it done as quickly as you can. I meant what I said; the military and civil centres should be separated. Has Treleth contacted you yet?""
"Lendrin Treleth sent a messenger, asking where I wanted the wood, yes. There are carpenters among the men, but even so it will take days to get the job done. The centurions recommend a stone wall, extending the gate, essentially making a keep out of it. You approve?"
I nodded. I'd seen the stakes and strings marking the area when I had walked out to the trading post. "It'll strengthen the defences. Do it that way. Anything else?"
"I've called a halt to the hiring for today; at this rate it will take ten or twelve days to see everyone and everyone will want to be seen."
"Use more people tomorrow. The magistrates should have the idea by now, assuming they have been paying attention. Let them be seen to be figures of authority. And it will keep them occupied while I figure out what regular duties I'm going to permit them. I'll pull them off in a couple of days, one at a time."
He nodded agreement. "I've hired some people, mostly from Learneth, to take care of things here. Anista is up in arms about it."
I found myself smiling. Anista aired her views with gusto. "I heard."
He inclined his head and glanced at the throne. "At least she can't lurk in that anymore."
"But she will be waiting to harangue you further on the matter."
He shrugged. "This was her household. She was the keeper of the keys and had full authority over everything that happened here."
I nodded, thinking about it. "Well, I'd better give her back what she needs to make her happy, then." I raised one eyebrow at his frown. "What?"
"Including the kitchens? You will be eating here, I take it?"
I nodded. "That's my intent. You think she might try and poison me? I don't. But I'd intended to keep Balaran here with me if that will put your mind at rest. Do you think you can take control of Hederan without him?"
He hesitated. "He is the only battle mage we have. I could probably do it, but if there is resistance there will be losses, and I assume you want the town taken intact?"
I nodded. "A complete surrender will best serve my ends, yes. I think they will be ready for it. The last time Balaran passed there he made a dramatic statement. Take him and one century, a healer will serve my purposes well enough. Also, get the cattle out of here, we can't feed them. When you have Hederan to heel, buy provisions of grain and herds from them and head north through the Necromancers’ lands - Balaran knows the territory - and let them know they have had a change of administration that will improve their situation. Then check up on the Grave and leave a permanent watch there. What?"
He was looking dubious. "I'll need more men."
I thought it through. He was right. "There must be suits of armour that can be filled. Set the centurions to raising troops; say two hundred. Leave the centurion's second and twenty men plus one hundred of the auxiliaries in charge of Hederan. Good enough?”
He nodded. "I think so. It'll be a couple of days before I can head out."
I'd wanted him to move sooner but recognised that he was right. "Get moving on it, then."
He unhooked a bunch of keys from his belt and dropped them on the desk. "You'll want to give these to Anista yourself."
"Not all of them. Take off the key to the treasury. I'll give that responsibility to another of the magistrates, later. Did none of the magistrates of Learneth survive?"
He shrugged. "Not that has made himself known; I believe I would have heard by now. Men used to authority are seldom shy."
"There might yet be one. He left Learneth before it burned." I'd been avoiding thinking about it. Just as I had been avoiding thinking about my clients, probably all now dead, and their families, some of whom may have survived. "Have any of the people of Learneth made claim to be clients of mine?"
He hesitated, his expression appraising. "You asked me that last night. There are seven women, some with children. I had them brought into the hall, as you said, and pressed Anista to find them quarters. You said..."
I held up one hand to stop him from reminding me further. "I remember." I had forgotten, but now it came back to me. Just seven women and some children. That's all who had survived of the scores who had looked to me, who had put their lives and futures into my hands. I hadn't done well by them and I didn't want to face them yet. "Is there anything else? No? Then send Anista in here."
He was barely out of the room before Anista was standing before me, hands on hips and glaring at me and the keys in front of me in turn. "Those are mine."
I stirred the keys on the table, taking the key to the treasury and putting it to one side. I'd decide who would be responsible for that later.
"They are," I said, pushing them across the table and leaning back once more. I really wanted to get the letters written and out of the way. I briefly chided myself for not bearding Meran for not yet finding me a scribe while I'd had the chance. I'd write the letters myself, but there would be too much of that for me to enjoy the task.
She frowned as she sorted through the keys, alternately glancing at me, her expression appraising. "Some are missing."
"I know," though I didn't know which or fully know why, apart from the treasury key that I'd set aside. I'd ask later but wasn't that interested. "You will have other duties to occupy you aside from the running of the hall. Treleth will be delivering a full set of weights and measures; someone has to be responsible for them."
She frowned, looking almost offended. I almost sighed, but managed to hold it in check.
"It's important that when goods are sold they are measured honestly and by the same system to avoid skimming, to avoid people being cheated by short measures. Someone has to adjudicate and have control of a standard set of approved measures to do so. There will be traders who bring their own sets of scales and weights, some will be crooks. They need to be identified and fined appropriately."
I could see the light dawning in her eyes and decided to leave off further explanation. It could wait. There would be no markets for a while, after all. "And someone has to organise public entertainments."
"There are holy days of Hesta..."
I nodded. "Use those if you like, feasts, games, whatever. The market traders need to pay for a pitch, players likewise. I want to ride out to Duprane's Keep tomorrow. I'd appreciate it if you would accompany me," I tried to be as off-hand as possible.
She was thrown by the change of topic. "Why?"
"You know where it is?"
"Yes, but..."
"And you can ride?"
"Of course, but..."
"Good. I need a guide and it'll give me time to explain the practical aspects of your new responsibilities. Agreed?"
She dropped her gaze to the keys, leafing through them. I thought I detected a faint blush, but I wasn't sure of it. "And the hall is mine again?" She asked.
"Pretty much, though Meran has hired some people; they stay. And I'd appreciate it if you discussed any major changes you have in mind with me first."
She considered it for a moment, then gave a small nod. "My brother will be released?"
"That's another matter. He has a decision to make first, but either way he will be freed. I want him to decide before I release him, and if he is the man I think he is, to first influence the rest to choose as I think and hope he will."
She gave another nod, accepting what I said. "The main meal of the day is served at dusk," she glanced up at me, gaze racking over me once before she turned to walk away. "You will need a man-servant. I'll see to it."
"And a scribe," I called after her as I bent once more over the smudged pages in front of me.
"You drink too much," she said, closing the door firmly behind her.
"Define 'too much,'" I muttered to myself, once more deep in thought over what exactly I wanted to say to the assembly of patrons. Piss off and mind your own business sprang to mind, but I didn't think it would be well received.
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"This way, Patron."
It was the third time Renik, the fussy old man who was now my man-servant, had used the phrase since bringing me fresh clothing and pointedly informing me that there were baths adjoining the hall. I'd noticed steam earlier in the day, and steam meant hot water. I'd assumed a laundry but had been both relieved and glad to learn that there was also a bath room. 
Now I was hesitating in the corridor, thinking things through. We had passed the kitchens, which were busy and spread outside into the passage near the communal ovens. I'd glanced in as we passed and caught a glimpse of Anista supervising the head cook. There were servants to the soldiers in the kitchens also, but there seemed to be no friction, which I was glad of. I hadn't issued any orders and no one had come to me with a problem; they had just sorted it out between them and I left them to it. Next came the laundry room, the door also open, but the room cool and empty at this time of day. Just a few yards further down the corridor there was another doorway, from which came a great deal of noise, sounds that were strongly indicative of the kind of household Orlek had kept; one that indulged in fun. The squeals and laughter coming from the bath room were the kind made by both men and women when indulging in play.
"Patron?" Renik had turned back to see what was keeping me.
I was still thinking. "Tell me, Renik," I asked as he belatedly shuffled back to stand before me, "you are a man of Darklake, yes?" He wasn't the only old man I had seen kicking around the place, not deemed a threat and so free to roam within the hall, just as the women and children had been. It seemed reasonable to assume Anista would assign such a one to look after me; someone loyal to her, used to taking her orders. It was an obvious move on her part, and expected.
"Yes, master."
I let his mode of address pass, revealing though it was. "Tell me, how many of the women who live here were Orlek's playmates?"
He searched my face, trying to calculate what answer I wanted and also trying to look as though he were doing nothing of the sort. "Some few, perhaps," he stammered at last, looking away as though searching his memory.
"Apart from the hostages, how many women are there in the hall?"
He shook his head vaguely, raising his shoulders. "I confess I have never counted them. Perhaps twenty or so...servants and so on?" He glanced up at my face to see if I agreed with him.
"Right. Let me put it this way, Renik. And I would appreciate your honesty should you choose to give it. If I wanted a woman to share my bed, how many would be available to me?"
"Oh, all of them, master, most assuredly all of them."
"A number, Renik. On your life, give me a number!"
"Thirty-two, master."
"Good." Not the right word. "How many illegitimate children of Orlek are here?"
"Nineteen, master."
"And how many legitimate children are here?"
"One, master."
So. That clarified a couple of things for me. "Stop trembling. Bring hot water to my rooms."
"Master?"
"Patron, Renik. The correct form of address is patron. Bring hot water to my rooms. If you have difficulty, commandeer any help you need."
When I passed the kitchens on the way back to my quarters, I wasn't very surprised to glimpse Anista close to the open doorway. She'd been listening. Wanting to know what I would do. Well, I hadn't quite decided myself what to do, but joining the fun wasn't an option. And that, I guessed, was what she wanted to know.
It was clear to me that my soldiers were making free with Orlek's women. There just weren't enough other men here, and certainly none young enough to account for the volume and enthusiasm of the voices I'd heard. No one seemed to be complaining, so in some ways it wasn't a problem. From what I'd just heard, the women were willing enough. There would be no issues with progeny; any children would either be taken by their fathers and raised as citizens or not, and I didn't care one way or the other. I doubted any of the men would take a wife from among the women here, but it did happen, and again didn't matter. But this was a lapse of discipline. It is one thing to visit the whores and camp followers, but it is another thing entirely to turn the barracks into a brothel. I had to blame Meran, and would discuss the matter with him first, as any changes should come through the chain of command. But I'd also have a chat with the centurions who had allowed him to fall into error. They couldn't be unaware of the situation, and so their negligence was deliberate and would be punished. I'd had hints that they didn't much like being under his command, but this was the first clear evidence that they were actively working against him. And it was a well-chosen breach of discipline; not quite serious enough to require or deserve a corporal punishment, not trivial enough to be ignorable unless you were, like Meran, a barbarian freed man who didn't know any better. He had condoned it; so the men would have assumed that I condoned it. More to the point, so would Anista. Well, they were all about to find out that their assumption was unwarranted.
I stopped at the end of the hall. I couldn't just leave it. If I was going to do something about it, I had to do it now. The guard on my door remained, though I'd dismissed the escort as I did not intend to leave the hall again this day. The guard would see me return to my rooms unwashed; they would know I had encountered the situation and retreated from it. The result would be a loss of respect and authority. And that was not an option.
"Damn."
Anista had wanted me to encounter this situation. But she wasn't alone in that desire; the centurions and the guard on my door had allowed me to walk into it blind. Lessening of discipline should be a gift from the commander, and though that was me, it could be argued that they believed their commander to be Meran, the man who had led them up until yesterday. Had he given the men access to the women of the hall as a reward or had they merely assumed it as one or two couplings were ignored? I strongly suspected the latter, but I didn't know for sure. And meanwhile I was standing in the hall, thinking about it instead of acting.
"Damn."
I did not want to criticize Meran, he'd done a good job in the field. So, tomorrow the men would march out of here and have to sleep rough until they finished construction on the new barracks. Lack of access would deal with the problem, and let a few nights sleeping rough deal with the discipline. Meran had been competent enough as a commander in the field, he'd handled his men well and I thought they had worked well for him under those circumstances. It was the administrative situation that was causing the friction; he simply hadn't known how to deal with it. His lack of competence in that area was the problem and would take time to correct. But I still had to act now, having been seen to be aware of the situation. And I did not want to make a big deal out of it or confront a couple of dozen randy men who then might become insubordinate, which would require further and more drastic action. I needed another option. A way to cool things off. 
Ahead of me the door to one of the apartments opened and Balaran stepped out into the corridor to find me standing pretty much right outside his door, and the half-formed thought came together in my mind as he stopped and looked a question at me.
"Balaran," I greeted him with a smile. "I was just coming to see you. I need you to cool something down for me."
He raised an eyebrow. "In a manner of speaking?"
I shook my head. "Yes and no. Can you drop the temperature of all the water in there?" I indicated the room in question, leading him down the hallway.
"Easily, but people are mostly water and it might have some detrimental effects... how about rapidly cooling the air? If I understand your intent, that would work just as well, make the atmosphere a little less comfortable? The water would start to cool pretty rapidly, also."
I nodded. "Go ahead and do that then." I made to leave.
"Aren't you going to stay and watch?" He seemed surprised. "Could be good for a laugh or two and you will want to explain..?"
"No. Think I'll forego the pleasure. Perhaps best if I officially didn't notice or order any action taken."
"Wait a minute, they aren't under my orders and soldiers have been known to hold a grudge, Sumto."
"Tell them it was me who ordered this rather than take official notice and dish out punishments," I explained patiently.
"Good idea. I'll do that then."
I left him to it and heard the first cries of surprise, accompanied by the rapid movement of bodies and the inevitable sound of suddenly displaced water as the exodus began. The howls of outrage and complaint rose to a crescendo as I approached the door to my rooms. The guards had taken a single step from their posts, hands on the hilts of half-drawn swords, but relaxed back when they saw me coming.
I think it was the fact that I was laughing that reassured them.
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It was dusk by the time I bathed as well as I could with the water provided and towelled myself dry by the light of a couple of dozen candles. Tossing the towel on the floor, I cast an eye over the clothes Renik had set out for me, then I ignored them and put on what I had been wearing, only making an exception for a pair of felt boots that were a little tight but stretched enough to be wearable when I pulled them on.
"The clothes displease you, master?" Renik said, hovering.
They did, but I didn't see the point of belabouring the obvious. They were Orlek's finest and would give entirely the wrong impression to anyone who saw me wearing them. It is amazing how much of power is in perception. Renik was Anista's creature and his actions would be her instructions; he was a window into her thinking and I was happy to use that insight to my own advantage.
"I suspect they wouldn't fit," I told him. "Tomorrow you will go to Treleth at the trading post and purchase clothing from him or his agents. Whatever he has that you think will fit me. Have them open an account in my name. And address me as patron, Renik. Try not to forget again."
"As you say, Patron."
I could hear that the hall beyond my chambers was full and decided I was ready to go and see what else was in the mind of Anista, though I was really looking only for confirmation.
When I opened the door and stepped through it, a drum was beaten in a rolling crescendo. I stopped in my tracks and blinked in surprise; then I had to grit my teeth to stop myself laughing as I took in the scene that had been set. The hall quietened only for a moment, and then mostly in surprise. The soldiers looked, some half standing the better to see, then settled back to their own business with shrugs of indifference, a quick grin or derisory comment. They were a free people, my equals, not subjects but citizens and they knew the difference; they saw the pageantry intended for what it was. Nonsense at best, and a foolish attempt to shape and control their attitude at worst. They were having none of it and I saw the flash of surprised irritation that passed over Anista's face as she took in their reaction, or lack of it. She controlled it well, coming to her feet and indicating the place next to her that she intended me to take at the high table. Her gaze raked me up and down and I could see the dissatisfaction with my informal attire. As I stepped forward, she resumed her seat, watching me cross the few paces between us.
Apart from the soldiers, the hall was full of women and children, or so it seemed. A whole table was devoted to youngsters, the older ones supervising children of all ages. There were a good number of them, Orlek's bastards and others; some hostages, others the children of the warriors of Darklake. Some of the women were widows, others wives of men who languished in the makeshift prison that was the stables, and some Orlek's former concubines. The demeanour of each woman told clearly which group she belonged to. Half the hall was filled by soldiers and they were in good enough spirits, many the butts of rough humour and taking it well. A few longing looks at the women they had been consorting with were roundly mocked by any who noticed. It took only a moment to see that they had accepted the change, so I gave my attention to those who were seated at the high table as I reached the chair intended for me and stood behind it.
They were several: Vedat, Orasin, and Seldas of Learneth, and Mielkan, formerly a serf of the Necromancers. Anista had seated herself to my left, and to her left was the lad I had seen twice already this day; the one who had ingratiated himself with my men, and whom I now guessed to be her son and the one legitimate child of Orlek. To my right she had seated Meran, whose dissatisfaction with the situation manifested itself in a frown and the drumming of fingers on the bare boards of the table. Also seated in honoured positions were a handful of women that Anista clearly favoured. These I knew to be the former hostages; women and children gathered from the Alendi and others. I guessed that Anista had included them at my table because of their rank; they were her peers and she was thus promoting the idea that they were her guests. Balaran, and the two healers, whose names I had been given and promptly forgotten, filled out the company. Balaran's expression was fixed in a display of beaming good cheer and seemed to have infected his colleagues with good humour. They watched for my reaction, eyes dancing.
I had allowed Anista to arrange things according to her desires and had learned something from it. She was trying to make me look a chieftain. The physical layout of the building lent itself to this kind of public feasting, where a leader shared his largess and received public support in a show of unity. This was far from the kind of private dinner that characterized our culture; a few guests invited to discuss whatever might be relevant to the moment, politically or socially. In contrast, anything discussed here would be public. She was using the political tools she knew, and I had allowed it because I wanted to know how she intended to use them. I'd learned already that she intended to promote her son to me and have him be seen in the company of those in authority, while excluding the families of the other magistrates, effectively relegating them to a secondary layer of authority. Yet she was not so unsubtle that she attempted to seat her son at my side. I saw also that she intended to cement alliances and forge relationships with the hostages for her son’s later exploitation. She had not attempted to exclude the others whom I had promoted as magistrates, acknowledging by their presence that they were near equal in authority to herself; though she doubtless intended that that would change in time. She knew Balaran and the healers had real personal power and influence, and that she would insult them by trying to exclude them, or Meran. It had also been reported to me that she had earlier attempted to see the priest, Caliran, but had been denied access. I guessed that she had intended that he be present, as an ally not only of herself, but of her son.
She had set a scene. Here is the place of power. Here am I and here is my son, beside the throne and in waiting. Here are the people of power, seated at my table, and see they are each alone, that their children are not present? It was a game with rules, and should I accept them I would have to play by them because I would have been seen to accept them. To have witnessed the scene she had set told me all I needed to know, and now I would change the nature of the game, setting out my own rules.
I did not take the seat left vacant, nor hesitate long enough for anyone to speak beyond their greetings, which I returned. "Vedat, Orasin, Seldas, and Mielkan, join me in my chambers." I glanced at Anista. "Have our meals brought to us there." I turned my back on her protests and left her there, to preside over nothing. Renik nearly tripped over his own feet getting out of my way. I was getting impatient with people who insisted on following me around. "Bring more cups," I told him. "And more wine."
Back in my room I quickly gathered up the papers that littered the table and dumped them to one side. There were enough chairs in the room for the five of us, if I included the throne in the mix; it was the work of a moment to drag them into place. By the time I was done the four men had followed me into the room. I casually took a seat at the table where I did business, gesturing to the others to join me.
"We have things to discuss, and might as well eat as we do so," I said.
"Yes, Patron," Vedat said, recovering first. He glanced at the throne, which I had left vacant, but selected another chair and seated himself. "You wish us to take over the distribution of largess, I understand. We need to know more in order to address our people’s concerns. For example, some desire to return to their farms around Learneth and wonder if you will support that. Also, the warriors you wish to recruit... how long will they serve, at what pay, under what discipline? Will they have earned citizenship? Pensions and land?"
I listened to him as I also paid attention to the dance of throne avoidance going on about me. In the end it was timid and diffident Mielkan who was left to hesitantly seat himself there, clearly unnerved by being left with what he also saw as the seat of authority. It was going to take time to break them of such ludicrous habits of thought and I found myself wondering just how much basic political theory I was going to have to actually explain, and how much I could force into their thinking just by example. They saw it as a symbol of authority, I saw it as a chair, and if I was going to achieve half of what I intended I must make them see it the same way.
"That question is moot; at the moment they will be mercenaries should they merely accept payment for their services. Until a man accepts the status of client and makes oath to me, there can be no progress within our social system. You all could take a lead in that, if you choose to. As to a return to Learneth, I think that is clearly the intent of sending this force north, to secure the area and make that possible."
There was a sullen silence for a time and I spent it studying the thoughtful frowns of the men of Learneth. I wished Jek, and some of the others who had become my clients while I was in their town, had survived. But none had and I had to start again. I waited them out.
"I would wish," Orasin said at last, "that the Necromancers had never come to Learneth. I would wish that you had not come here, but now you are here and show no signs of leaving." He looked around the table, barely affording Mielkan a glance. "It seems we must deal with the situation as it is, rather than as we would have it be. Some of our people have already agreed to become your clients, seeing that your assistance is practical and immediate..." he trailed off with a shrug.
"Then I can rely upon your support?"
Orasin looked again at his fellows then nodded decisively. "You mentioned that you would fund me in the financing of my businesses?"
"And so I will; any client of mine who brings me concrete plans will be backed in full for a return on the capital invested. But I would prefer that you first acquaint yourself with the duties of the magistracy you will be holding. For now, distributing funds to the people so that they can rebuild, and advocating clientship as the most pragmatic course of action under the circumstances, will keep all of you busy. Be aware that as you disburse funds you will be accruing clients for yourselves; they may swear to you just as you swear to me."
The sudden sharpening of interest was palpable amongst the three men of Learneth. They understood the implications immediately. As for Mielkan, I wasn't sure he understood any of it and I knew I would have to take time with him in the days to come, and that his duties would have to be the least critical to the success of my plans.
"You are saying we should solicit clients of our own?" Seldas said.
"The practice varies. I know some Patrons who have hundreds of thousands of direct clients, all of whom have access to him, at least in theory; and others who have only a handful of direct clients, though some of them be kings." I shrugged. "I think it will go better here if I have only a few, though I'll accept as many as request it of me. Your clients will also be mine, after all. From your point of view the more clients you acquire the better; even if, in the future, you do not hold public office, remember that the man who does might still be your client and thus unable by his oath to act in a manner against your best interests. There are Patrons who have entirely retired from public life and yet still have a great deal of influence."
Seldas shook his head. "I confess I have some difficulty understanding how your city politics works."
"It is both simple and complex," I admitted as Renik bustled in with wine and cups. Behind him a handful of servants brought food. In moments the table was set and the room filled with the scent of cooked meats and freshly prepared vegetables. With the first bite I realized how hungry I was and tried to concentrate on what was said rather than sating that desire.
"The peoples around us are, for the most part, tribal, the chieftains rule through their warriors, mostly family members, and with their consent. We of Learneth have magistrates after the manner of the city but never adopted your client-patron relationship. It seems to confuse things."
I shrugged and talked around a mouthful of meat. "It's supposed to. The further you spread power around the less harm it can do to the people as a whole. The more loyalties are divided the less chance there is that one part of society will take up arms against another." I didn't want to get into it, the food was demanding my attention, but there was no help for it; it had to be understood. "The client/patron relationship is about wealth and influence, not directly about politics. It's easy to confuse the word patron and Patron, they sound so similar and have more than one meaning. The one is an acknowledgement of obligation and also denotes birth into a social class, the other a title and rank, yet can also be used to denote that the individual has clients but is client himself to no one. They shouldn't be confused but often are."
I saw the shaking of heads and confusion on their faces. "It really doesn't matter," I told them. "I could pick a man at random, call him king and back him with the full might of the city’s armies, putting all the power in one pair of hands. He would be my client and this a client kingdom and all in it my clients by his word, the region his to organize as he saw fit. But Learneth has not been ruled that way, and elected magistrates of the town could be any free citizen. So, we start with what you previously had and work from there. I will divide the authority for finance; external relations; building maintenance; water and sanitation; weights and measures; and eventually justice and peacekeeping among the magistrates I appoint. Later, when things have stabilized, there will be elections for the magistracies; that gives you time to influence people so that they see you are well suited to the positions you now hold by fiat. Use the money you will control to good effect and people will vote for you when a vote is called. What could be simpler?"
A few moments of thoughtful silence passed as we ate, but I knew we weren't done here and it was Orasin who finally gave voice to what concerned him.
"A magistrate of finance would be in charge of taxation and have authority over expenditure?"
I nodded, rapidly translating his real meaning. "Someone has to do it. Under city law only direct beneficiaries pay direct tax. They are the top five classes of society based on wealth who are assumed to be benefiting from expenditure by government, and I see no reason to change that. Here, that would be only landlords and as yet there are none; but the tax on use of the pass and markets will provide income for the treasury. For now, as far as the city is concerned, only I and the knight Lendrin Treleth will be liable."
There was a moments silence as they took it in. It was Vedat who put it into words. "You will pay tax?"
"Just one of life's little ironies. Trust me, it works. You will see in time. For now I'll keep control of the courts and the military. But I won't be here forever." The real power and the legitimate purpose of government was tied up in those two things, the courts and military; the areas of responsibility I was dishing out to the magistrates were just jobs. Later, the real power would have to be handed over, and I intended to hand it to as many people as possible, as many as I could prepare in the meantime. I could see the three of them exchanging glances and recognised the stirrings of greed and ambition as they saw where their advantage lay, saw that they had their feet on the path that led to power. I was content with that. Men must want to do things out of their own inner drives, and greed and ambition were normal human traits that would motivate these men to action. Government, I reflected as I judged these men, was a 'necessary evil', with equal accent on each word. It is the work of the entire people to facilitate the necessary aspect and restrict and restrain the evil component, the tendency to centralize control and power in few hands to the detriment of the majority. I would give the entire people the tools to do that, and make sure they understood what those tools were and how to use them. Anyone here planning to advantage themselves at the expense of the people was in for a nasty surprise. I had no sympathy for that; after all, there are plenty of ways for those who govern to advantage themselves without exacting a price from their people.
Of the four of them, Mielkan worried me the most. His experience was of oppression and I didn't doubt that he was still acting out of fear. I'd destroyed his town, slain his masters and led his people away from what they knew. When he realised that he had power, if he took it up and used it, he would be the most likely to wield it like a blunt instrument to the detriment of his own people. It was the way he had seen power used his whole life and was what he understood. He'd bear the most watching and had the furthest to go. The men of Learneth had been a free people with a stable government. The people of Darklake knew loyalty to their chieftain, at least. What did Mielkan and his people know? They knew fear and hunger, slavery and oppression. Still, I felt obliged to give them a chance at freedom and see what they did with it.
"Is it your intention to create a single kingdom here?" Vedat said.
"Not a kingdom," I said "a republic."
I reached for the wine. I still had some more talking to do and it was starting to make me thirsty.
 
#
 
Sleep fled me in an instant of panic and instinctive movement. The blankets were flying toward the noise at the window and I was on my feet with a sword in my hand before I knew what was happening.
"Not bad," Sapphire said, his face lit from the faint light that followed him through the open window.
I stared at him for a moment, heart thudding slowly back to calm and breathing settling into a controlled rhythm. It took effort. I wasn't going to swear. That took effort, too.
"What have you been doing?" I asked, as casually as I could, while I put the borrowed weapon back where it had come from.
"Spying. There are a lot of people here and you can't assess them all, or freely act on what you find out."
I frowned my suspicion. There had been deaths in the night. "I've had reports of deaths. Are you responsible?"
"For one or two of them, yes."
I closed my eyes, containing my irritation. "The laws are in place to protect people."
"The laws protect the guilty as well as the innocent," he shrugged as though the matter was of no importance.
"Stop killing people!"
"No chance of that. Besides, they were plotting to kill you, why would you want me to let them try?"
"If someone recognises you and prosecutes you, I will have to sit in judgement."
"No one is going to recognise me." His face and body posture shifted suddenly and I was looking at a completely different man.
I didn't recognise him, even though I knew who he was. The darkness of the room didn't account for all of it. "Illusion?"
He shrugged. "Drugs and training and fear of failure."
It was more of an answer than he'd give anyone else, I knew, with the possible exception of my father.
He shifted back to look like himself. "You do understand that if you so much as hint of my abilities, I'll break your arms."
"And Dubaku said we could be brothers."
"I had a brother, Sumto. I killed him when I was eleven. So, not brothers." He grinned "Friends, maybe. How would that be? I haven't killed a friend yet."
I didn't like the 'yet' part of that sentence. "Gods help your wife and children."
His expression went suddenly blank. "I won't have a wife, or children."
"I understand." Or I thought I did. He was afraid of hurting them.
"I doubt it. Remember, most of us were boys, the girls didn't tend to last long. Picture the scene, lots of adolescent males full of fear and anger and tension. What do you think happened?
"You're telling me..."
"I'm not telling you anything. You are inferring something. Let's leave it like that, shall we? Do you have anything to eat?"
"In the other room, or I can send out for something."
He moved to leave the room and I found myself following him after pulling on some clothes. I didn't like what he had possibly revealed to me. Nor did I trust it. Who knew what his motives were in anything he said? I knew from experience that he revealed little, and that he valued his secrets. I guessed he revealed them to me because I needed to know what he was capable of. I probably knew as much about him as anyone alive but had no idea how much of what he'd told me was true. Had he just thrown out the question of his sexuality to deflect me from the other issues?
I shrugged it off. It didn't matter; hopefully.
I found him downing the residue of my last meal. I'd been too tired to finish it myself. It had been a long day, but a good start to things, I thought.
"What are you doing here now?"
He shrugged. "Reporting, if you want to listen."
There was a movement outside the door and Sapphire backed against the wall before the guard looked in, sword in hand. "Sorry, Commander. We heard voices."
I gestured to the food. "Hungry," I said "talking to myself."
He frowned, sensing the lie but accepted it with a nod before he withdrew. 
Sapphire came away from the wall silently and gestured with a chicken drumstick to the inner chamber, passing me without waiting for my assent. I grabbed the wine and cups before following. He'd tested me to see if I was alert to danger, I realised, and he'd tested the guards at the door for the same reason. But he had succeeded in coming through the window unchallenged. I'd deal with that in the morning. It wouldn't happen again. I liked my sleep and he could find another way of reporting.
"So, report," I said, keeping my voice low looking around for somewhere to sit that wasn't the bed, where he'd taken up residence.
I heard his snort of laughter. "Sit on the damn bed, Sumto. It's a wound, not a sexual preference, and even if it were that, I'm not a rapist."
"What?"
"She got me in the groin but hit the wrong flesh," his voice was dark and cold. "She was the last girl left. I thought I loved her, and thought she loved me; we were fourteen. I still had delusions that more than one of us would survive the training; maybe that we would escape together. She had no such illusions. The knife sheered part of my manhood away... the important part."
I didn't wince. I couldn't muster any kind of response at all and he was relentless, voice calm like it didn't mean anything.
"I killed her then, of course. I had to act fast to survive all the same. I cauterized it. It was tricky, I had to seal some pipes and leave the important one functioning. It took time."
I couldn't imagine it. I didn't want to. But I couldn't help imagining it.
I sat on the bed. There was plenty of room. It was a big bed.
"When I was done with that, enough so that I wouldn't bleed to death, I dragged her body into the hall and dumped it for disposal. There were few being dumped by that stage. We were all good by then; the survivors. It was that night I realised for sure that only one of us was going to make it through, and that night I resolved that it would be me. I reasoned that if I could kill her, I could kill anyone. That if she could try to kill me, then anyone could. It was a long night."
I was stuck in my imagining of his memory. Sick with it, really.
"You have enemies here. Best deal with them before they deal with you."
I nodded after a while. There was nothing to say. I poured him a cup of wine and passed it over, then poured one for myself. A thought occurred to me and I bit my lip on it. Balaran or one of the top end healers could deal with even an old wound like that. But Sapphire would know that, wouldn't he? He wasn't looking for me to solve the problem; he was making a point.
"You've made your point."
"Good. The Necromancers’ leavings are rats, and you had better treat them that way. The women and children of Darklake hate you but are being bought, bit by bit. Those of Learneth are divided, some loved the Necromancers’ message and hold it in their hearts, but they hadn't been exposed to it for long and can be changed; some seem to have other loyalties that I haven't figured out yet. The rest are with you more or less, or looking to their own best advantage, which is the same thing for all practical purposes. It might have been different if Meran had acted sooner, but some of the resentments have been driven deep, and the fear-resentment-dependency-scavenger culture of the Necromancers’ lot have been more reinforced than anything. You'd be best off getting rid of them."
"How?"
"Why not shift them en masse to Duprane's Keep? Let them prey on each other and maybe grow into being able to handle the responsibilities of freedom."
I nodded. It was an idea. I'd looked at the maps, knew the terrain, and knew they could scratch a living there to begin with, and make better lives than that if they worked at it. But I wanted to take a look at the keep myself, first. I'd move that up to tomorrow. And I needed to talk with Anista more than I had. I'd take her with me.
"The wife of Orlek wants her town back to rule in her son's name until he's old enough, so you'd best be wary of her."
"How do you know that?" I asked, wondering if he could read my mind.
"She's a human being," he said. "Besides, her women are talking, what they say and don't say is instructive. What have you decided about the priest? He's another problem waiting to happen; some people revere him and that makes him a potential threat to your authority."
"I need him for now, so he stays. I have him under house arrest." I had read Meran's report on the battle here and knew that Caliran had probably played a part in it, but I didn't see that he could do much harm locked in his rooms.
Expression neutral, Sapphire was appraising me when I looked directly at him. He held the cup of wine untouched in one hand.
"Killing people isn't always the answer," I said.
He shrugged. "It's the simplest and most effective one, once you have identified a threat; but it's your decision."
"Is there anything else?"
"There are a lot of people here. I'll keep you informed. What about the rest?" He indicated the north and I took his meaning.
"I'm sending Meran and Balaran with a century to bring Hederan to heel and deal with any Necromancers who may remain there. I'm not anticipating any problems with that. They'll take a full baggage train and head on into the Necromancers’ territory and bring that under control. I'd an idea to send the refugees here back to their own lands, but the keep is another solution, maybe better in the long run. Some of the people of Learneth will return to their own lands when Hederan is secured. It's all going to take time to resolve and settle."
"So I told your father."
I'd forgotten that he had a way of reporting to him. "And is he content?"
Sapphire smiled. "Yes, well enough for now. Not that you are responsible to him. Still, he's mindful that you will be reporting everything to the assembly of patrons and needs to be aware of what happens here so that he can fend off possible problems there."
"And are there any?"
"He hasn't said so, but I'd be more surprised if there were none. At least one man won't take Tahal's death well, or the fact that the Grave is no longer a family secret. I'm wary of assassins."
I’d forgotten about that. It was just one more thing to be aware of that I didn't need to be distracted by. After a long silence, while I digested what he had said, I sucked in a deep breath and blew it out.
"So, that's all good, then," I downed the wine and put the cup on the floor.
"Good enough," he agreed, getting to his feet and downing his own drink. "I'll see you tomorrow night," he said, then slipped out the window and disappeared silently.
"Good luck with that." I intended to post extra guards.
After a while I rolled back into my bed, hoping for sleep but not expecting it. It wasn't long before I gave up on the idea and got up. I took the wine into the other room and sat at the desk with freshly lit candles and drank while I thought. It had occurred to me that I might have just been lied to. I knew Sapphire, or thought I did, as well as anyone could, and I had trusted him. I imagined the situation; a thousand boys pushed hard, constantly under threat from their masters and each other. Few girls, getting fewer all the time. They would have turned to each other for comfort, I accepted. It was almost inevitable that sexual tensions would be high under those circumstances, and that they would need an outlet. So, maybe the first hint had been the truth and the second story a lie to make a point? Or maybe both stories were true, or neither. I couldn't know for sure. What I did know was that Sapphire was not the kind of man to need to unburden himself, or so he had always seemed to me; but he had told me things that I was sure he'd never told anyone else. He'd broached the subject of his childhood reluctantly, that first time, when he had agreed to teach me what he had scathingly called 'swordplay.' Then, in the Eyrie, he'd been close to death and exacted a promise from me to destroy the culture that had made him what he was. The scars ran deep. He knew what had been made of him and hated it. How much of that was related to what he had just told me?
I sighed and rubbed at my face, feeling the fatigue and need for sleep that was going to be denied me. I poured more wine, staring into the dark. I was thinking myself in circles and getting nowhere. I did what I always did when something happened that I didn't understand. I forgot about it.
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After rinsing my mouth out, I nearly spat the wine out the window but decided it would be a waste. I wondered how long it would be before it was safe to attempt to cast even the few simple cantrips I knew. Judging by the way I felt, it would be a while yet. The interrupted night’s sleep had left me feeling slow-witted and groggy, and the light and noise coming through the window had barely been enough to wake me.
I watched a good number of my soldiers march through the settlement to their new, as yet unbuilt, quarters. They would be working through the day on that, I knew. The slope of the town gave me a view of the ruined gate and the marked off area outside; materials had been acquired and I figured that it wouldn't be long before there was shelter enough for the men. It's surprising how quickly a well-practised military unit can get things done. I leaned out the window and looked down; it was ten feet to the ground. I'd have to post a guard outside somewhere to watch my window; or maybe on the roof. As I looked down it occurred to me that there was room enough for there to be chambers under the hall and I found myself wondering what was down there. Storage rooms? I shrugged. I'd explore later, when I had time. There was a lot of exploring I wanted to do. The terraces behind the town, for example. How extensive were they? How well used? The maps indicated a shallow valley back there, and I wanted to assess its current use as farmland. And the area around Duprane's Keep was woodland, but I had no idea what kind of trees grew there or how deep and fertile the soil was. Darklake could not be self-supporting with its current population, and I also wanted to explore how it could make money to buy in grain. People would solve their own problems in time, but I knew I would have to continue nudging things to get them started.
The door opened behind me and I turned away from the window to see Renik entering with a bucket of steaming water, a clean towel thrown over one shoulder. Through the briefly open door I caught a glimpse of Meran and the centurions, and stifled a groan. Another day was starting and I'd just have to get on with it, regardless of how little I felt inclined to. Behind me, the rest of Darklake was waking and moving; many of them would be heading out to begin work on jobs I had hired them to do or to reclaim their land and work it. More and more of them would be waking with a purpose as the days passed, and soon enough I would be able to take time to indulge my own interests; the faster I shoved responsibility off onto other shoulders, the sooner that would be.
Renik poured some hot water into a bowl before leaving, and I made quick use of it before I dressed and headed into the outer room, looking like I was ready for the responsibilities of the day, even though I seriously didn't feel like it.
"Report," I instructed as I took a seat at the table and leaned back to eye the two centurions.
"Two people were killed in the night, with no clue as to who was responsible. Also one missing person. The day's vigil will be reduced in number as fifty of the available men are working on the new quarters. Also, our engineers are taking a work crew for stone; there is a quarry just three miles away. We intend to recruit through the day in order to carry out instructions regarding Hederan and the north."
I gave a nod to indicate that I had heard and agreed their actions. I didn't comment; who knew what kind of body count Sapphire was responsible for? For now, I'd be ignoring any unexplained deaths and disappearances. "I'll be holding court today; I'll be needing Balaran, if you'd inform him that I'd appreciate his making himself available. Carry on."
The centurions left and I reached for the wine; changed my mind and took water instead. I'd woken with another hangover and decided that had to stop. The compulsion to drink had faded, but old habits die hard. I was making critical decisions and didn't want to make them while half-cut.
"How much training time will I have for the recruits?" Meran asked.
"None. Just put some of your own men in charge of ten-man units and get moving. I have letters here that need to go south to my uncle and to the assembly of patrons and others," I slid the letters across the table and he scooped them up.
"I have six scouts, but they are all out. I'll send these south as soon as one returns."
I'd forgotten about the scouts my uncle had loaned us. "When do you expect them?"
"Tomorrow; and you requested a copy of the census," he placed a bundle of papers in front of me.
"Good." I immediately started reading, looking for men with skills I could invest in. 
"Where do you plan to hold court?"
I hadn't thought about it. The courts are usually public, but I didn't want to offer a distraction for what was already happening publicly. The hall would be full of sleeping men, resting from the night-long vigil. "Good question. Later, we will clear out the temple and use that, but for now the courtyard," I decided. The prisoners could be dragged out one at a time and dealt with before disposal. "Have the court announced so that any interested parties can come and stand witness and offer evidence. We'll start at noon."
He left to deal with it and I scratched at the bristles on my chin before turning my attention back to the census, picking out people whose skills looked promising; a brewer; a blacksmith; a cooper. I was still reading and marking names when Renik and another older retainer brought breakfast.
"Get me a razor and more hot water," I ordered as he made to leave. It was time I started shaving again. The skin of my face still felt sensitive but the burns had healed well enough for me to be able to face scrape off the several days’ growth of beard that had just reached the itchy stage. As he left, Meran returned with Kathan and two guards in tow.
"Well?" I asked without preamble.
Kathan grinned. "We are yours to a man, if you will have us."
"Good. There will be an oath to take, today at noon." I turned to Meran. "That's sixty-three men you don't have to recruit. Make sure the centurions know."
"We are to be warriors?"
I gestured to a chair and he took it. "Soldiers. It's not quite the same thing."
He shrugged, putting his brawny arms on the table and interlacing his fingers. "What's the difference?"
"The same difference as between barbarism and civilization; more layers of authority that promotes cohesive action." I briefly outlined the way we organise armies; units of ten with a first and second man and two non-combatants, ten units to a century with a centurion in command, two centuries to a maniple, three maniples to a cohort, ten cohorts to a legion. "The officers are separate from the structure of the units; even if you removed them from the picture the army would still function. They are only there to set objectives according to the commander’s orders; the officers provide direction, having an overall grasp of the objectives of the army and what place in that objective the unit he commands must play."
"And what will our objective be?"
I told him.
"Some of the men are married, they might not want to leave their wives and children," Kathan said.
"Persuade them," I instructed him. "Any who want to go can bring their women and children to the hall where they can be assured of their safety for the duration of the mission, which in any case should only take a matter of a few weeks. They will be my clients, so remind them that after they are discharged they will receive land and citizenship, entry into the fifth class and the rights and privileges that affords them."
He nodded his acceptance of it.
"You will have one day to arrange such personal matters. Tomorrow, you will march."
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"I can't help you with that."
Balaran was idly wondering around the room, studying the animal hides and the weapons used to hunt them. He had come to ask me why I would be needing him. His response was less than satisfactory.
"You know the truth spell?"
"Of course," he turned a surprised look my way. "But I don't have a sorcerer’s loupe with me." He shrugged. "Without one, the spell is useless."
I returned the shrug, remembering that Jocasta had once made a loupe simply to prove a point. "So make one."
His face scrunched up in puzzlement. "It isn't that simple, Sumto. Not only would I physically have to make the loupe, and I don't have the skills, I would then have to merge stone with it in a very complex spell. A loupe is an artefact, made with stone, not simply a couple of glass lenses mounted in a tube."
It was my turn to look surprised, then to feel a little stupid. Of course a loupe was an artefact; of course it would require a permanent expenditure of stone. Jocasta had lied to me. She had been making a point, not making a loupe to replace the one I'd lost. Why had I believed her? I knew a loupe was an expensive and rare item; I knew that they were not made casually in an instant, yet had completely believed her and changed my thinking as a consequence.
"Is there another way?"
Balaran shrugged. "Not that I can think of, no. I'm afraid you will just have to judge them without the aid of a truth spell, Sumto."
I supposed I would.
 
#
 
"Our father is dead?"
I've often wondered why people repeat back information to you as a question when you have just imparted that information to them. How did they expect me to respond? 'No no, not dead, "wed", I said; he's taken a new wife! Dead, indeed, perish the thought.' Idiots.
The three women looked at me with pleading eyes; two were young and the daughters of the chieftain of Twobridges, and one a little older and Dannat's wife. All three were recovered hostages; I'd been working my way through those and left these three until last.
"What of Dannat?" The older woman asked, offering me the opportunity to ignore the redundant question.
"I have no news of Dannat," I said. "I need you to write a message to whoever will be in control of Twobridges and inform them of your presence here under my protection." I indicated a chair, and Meran briskly placed pen and paper there. Dannat's wife took the seat and picked up the pen. "Have them send an escort here so that the daughters of Twobridges can be returned to them."
It was Dannat's wife who sat and picked up the pen to write. "And myself?"
"Until I am assured that Dannat is not a threat, you will remain my guest."
"And my children?"
"And your children," I confirmed. I had no idea where Dannat was or what his intentions were. The last I knew of him he was no ally of mine, having given me a blow to the head that nearly killed me. If he fell into my hands I doubted I would be gentle with him; in the meantime I would keep his wife and children here as insurance against him. When some representative of Twobridges appeared for his sisters I would exact a statement of exile from them so that Dannat would find no allies there. I had also recommended to my uncle that a route to Darklake be secured; Twobridges was on that route and without legitimate leadership, and I hoped they would choose to cooperate. I saw no reason why Twobridges should not become part of the client state I was building here.
"Do you consider my husband your enemy?"
I considered briefly whether I could keep the news of his actions from her, but knew that many in Twobridges would know he had betrayed his father. I knew also that he must have like-minded allies in Twobridges, either other family or well-placed friends. The news, when I chose to give it, that the Necromancers were destroyed as a power and Twobridges at my mercy would probably be leverage enough to browbeat them into submission.
"The last I saw of Dannat he was gloating that he had usurped his father and that Twobridges was his to rule as he saw fit. At the time, I was close to death at his hand. I cannot say that I am well disposed toward him; many good men, who were my clients, died as a result of his betrayal."
She dropped her eyes to the blank page before her, her face pale. "I see."
"I intend no harm to you or his children," I looked at each of the quietly weeping girls who stood holding each other closely for comfort, "or any of his family. But Dannat would be wise not to fall into my hands."
"I see." Her voice was hardly more than a whisper. "Is there no hope of your forgiveness?"

Was there? I thought of Jek, Pradas, Drant and Tain. Men I had come to begin to like. Men I could very well use here and now as my friends and allies. Men who were my clients. Men who were dead.
I leaned forward, turning my head as I pointed to the two fresh scars there. "No."
Without another word, she bent to the page.
"Keep it simple and short, if you would. I'll be adding a message of my own."
She nodded minutely, then gave her attention to the page before her and began to write. It didn't take long.
"Consider yourselves my guests; do not attempt to leave the hall."
After they left, I sighed and leaned back in my chair. It was nearly noon. I had one last task to perform before the judgements. Meran had located Jek's wife and surviving child. They were waiting outside. There was no delaying it further. I didn't know what I had that I could give them in the place of Jek, or to ease the loss of her son and her daughter. Nothing would be enough. I expected her to hate me for failing them.
"Bring them in, Meran."
I couldn't put it off any longer.
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"They're ready."
I glanced at the open door where Meran stood and nodded that I'd heard him. Renik had finally acquired new clothing for me and I was wearing the best of it. Some of it didn't fit; he was unsure of my size and Treleth had had a limited stock to choose from. Still, I'd found a pair of black trousers, a matching undershirt and a loose, short sleeved, green tunic that looked well enough together. I kept the felt boots that I'd filched from Orlek; they wore well enough. I finished notching the belt and headed for the door. Meran fell in beside me.
"Where do you plan to house Kathan and the rest?"
I was getting tired of making decisions. "They can squeeze into the hall overnight, and tomorrow you leave for the north. It's a problem that can wait, but I don't plan on building a standing army here." I thought about it as we walked through the empty hall. In a year we would be leaving; and I might not have my Uncle's soldiers that long. They were borrowed, after all. And these men would have to replace them in all their duties. "Have the centurion build enough room for them at the new barracks."
The day was overcast and cool. The courtyard was full of men in ranks, eyes on us as we stepped out of the doorway. Sixty three men of Darklake stood there, and beside each man stood a soldier. I'd dragged them from sleep and put them on parade to stand one-to-one with the men who were going to take the oath, in part to prompt them in the words and in part to witness that they were said. No man who broke oath to me would be able to deny that he had spoken it. I picked out Anista, standing by her brother, and the other magistrates. They'd agreed to take the oath also, and I was glad to see it.
We came to a stop behind a trestle table and a single chair. After we were done here I would sit in judgement on the prisoners. I wasn't looking forward to it, but it needed doing. To either side, around the walls of the courtyard, women and children had come to witness the event, fuelled by curiosity. Some were also here to witness and participate in the trials that would follow. They fell quiet as I appeared and took my place.
"Men of Darklake," I raised my voice to carry and echoes came back at me from all sides, "you have decided of your own free will to become my clients. From this time on your problems will be mine, and your welfare and that of your families will be my concern. Should you have need, turn to me and I will meet that need as gladly and generously as though we were family. Remember that you are not servants or surfs, vassals or subjects, but free men and citizens of Darklake. The penalty for breaking the oath you take can only be applied if you take action against my interests or raise arms against me or mine, and I swear that you will never have need to do that, any more than would my son or brother or cousin. Now take the oath and seal the bargain."
The soldiers took their cue and each prompted his man. The oath was short and simple, honed over centuries to express a binding agreement. At the end of it I was their patron and they were my clients. I told them so, reminded them that they would be under arms tomorrow and working to secure peace for their people, but until then they were at liberty.
The soldiers broke formation and drifted back into the hall to resume their interrupted rest as women and children surged forward to be reunited with their husbands and fathers. I watched my new clients as they were led into the hall by their women and hoped that I would do better by them than I had those of Learneth who had taken the same oath.
Kathan detached himself from the crowd and headed for me, Anista beside him.
"Don't tell me," I said, "you want something already."
Kathan grinned and Anista frowned. Expressions I'd come to expect from them.
"I'd like my own arms and panoply," Kathan said. "I'm used to them, you understand. My shield, my spears, bow and sword come easy to my hand. I asked Anista but she hasn't the knowing of where they may be."
I turned to Meran and looked the question. "Armory," he said shortly. "I'd intended to sell everything but now it will be distributed in the morning."
Kathan looked relieved. "I'll be first in line, then."
I nodded. "If only all requests were as easily solved. I'll be an hour or two here," I turned my attention to Anista. "Will you see two horses saddled for when I'm done?" 
She glared at me. I guessed she was still angry about the night before, when I had circumvented her staged event, but she could hardly say so without admitting her intentions.
"It's been a while, maybe she has forgotten how to ride," Kathan said. He seemed suddenly intent on digging dirt out from under a thumb nail.
Her glare transferred to him. "I've forgotten nothing," she snapped.
"Oh? And how long has it been since you have sat astride a horse? Or taken as much as a step beyond these walls, for that matter? Go for a ride, girl. I'll see to saddling some beasts, if you like; I'm sure there must be one there you can handle."
For a second I thought she was going to hit him. "You'd do better to tend to your own business, brother. I have things to tend to, so if you want clean clothes after you bathe, and Hesta knows you surely need it, you'll come with me now while I've a moment to see to it."
Without another word she left our company, heading for the hall. Kathan shot me a grin and followed behind her.
I took a long slow breath. "I get the feeling I missed something there."
Meran cleared his throat. "Well, you did give her the keys to the hall." He made it sound like the answer to a question.
I looked around the courtyard. We were far from alone and were being watched. Clusters of men and women remained to give evidence in the trials to come, and there were a dozen soldiers there to keep the crowd in check and control the prisoners. All of them were waiting for me to get proceedings under way. Still, first things first.
"What," I asked, measuring out the words carefully, "exactly is the significance of that?"
"A chieftain gives the keys to his wife or mistress," he shrugged. "I guess she is a little confused"
She wasn't the only one. I thought things through, trying to see it from her point of view. "Mixed messages."
"Perhaps you had better explain." I suspected he was trying not to laugh.
"Yes."
"When you take her riding." He definitely sounded like he was trying not to laugh.
"Let's get this over with," I gestured to the centurion to bring out the first prisoner. "Stop laughing and tell me what the man's accused of."
 
#
 
"Caliran could have helped you."
The rough ground to the east of Darklake made for slow progress; picking out a path for the horses to follow required some serious attention. Anista had led the way across the broken plain until we reached clearer ground between two peaks that bracketed the route to Duprane's Keep. Here, in a deep cut in the rocky ground, a turbulent river roiled, the sound of the white water reaching us at its edge. I'd stopped to look up and down the river, picking out a gushing torrent of water that broke from one wall, arcing across the river strongly enough to strike the wall opposite, sending up an enveloping mist. I'd been about to ask if it was the outlet from the whirlpool I'd seen in Darklake when Anista spoke and diverted my attention.
"How could he help?"
There had been enough evidence to convict all fifteen men held, though doubt held me back from issuing a death sentence on any of them; doubt and the pragmatic reason that I didn't want to give these people the impression that the city was an arbitrary power. I sent almost all of them to Treleth as slaves, ordering that he pay half their value to the victims of their crimes. I would have ordered that goods be confiscated in one or two cases, but they owned nothing save themselves, leaving me little choice in the matter of sentence if their victims were to be compensated. The bulk of them had been men raised under the Necromancers’ rule. Only two had been men of Learneth, settling scores, the fall-out of the brief rule of the Necromancers that had set them against each other. Only one was a local, a woman who seemed clearly to be guilty of theft. I ordered that her goods be sold at auction and that she give up half the value to her victim. She claimed and substantiated ownership of a smallholding in the valley behind Darklake when it became clear she would be sold as a slave if she had no goods to stand in her place.
By the time I was done holding court, there were no prisoners being held in Darklake. That's the way I wanted it.
"I told you, he commands a spirit that could enforce an oath; he also commands a spirit that forces a man to speak the truth. He could have helped you."
Anista had guided her mount close to mine but facing the other way so that she could look directly at me as she spoke. I'd been half surprised that she had appeared with two saddled horses at the appointed time. I had almost expected her to break our arrangement to ride out together. Two soldiers had joined us without comment, appearing at the gate on mounts of their own as though by mere coincidence. Right now, they were deliberately standing off a ways, trying to look like they were in the vicinity by chance. I hadn't felt like I could order them to stay behind. I would, in all honesty, have felt self-conscious about trying to engineer a situation where Anista and I were alone quite so blatantly.
"Well? Why didn't you ask him?"
"The thought hadn't occurred to me," I admitted. I did not admit that even if it had I would not have involved him; I didn't want anyone to infer that he had any authority. I considered his ability for only a moment; Balaran could, had he a sorcerer’s loupe, have cast a spell that would show him if someone were speaking truth or falsehood. To coerce a man into speaking only the truth was an entirely different matter, and one that I found disturbing. The only two abilities I had learned that Caliran had involved forcing people to act as he saw fit. I didn't know if any sorcerer had developed that kind of spell, but I instinctively doubted it. An individual should be free to take whatever action they considered appropriate, and then live with the consequences. Dubaku also, I was sure, would have no abilities that affected the will of the individual. Anista's words had simply made me slightly more wary of Caliran's attitudes. Still, I reasoned, he was isolated and harmless for now.
"Well, perhaps you should speak with him further," Anista said.
And I agreed. Perhaps I should.
I gave the water spout a last look before turning my mount in a circle and heading on up the trail. "We'd better move on if we intend to make it to Duprane's Keep and back before dark."
She gave a little snort and manoeuvred her mount on the trail to walk beside mine. "You said you wanted to talk to me."
"We can talk as we ride," I said.
The trail led away from the gorge and wound through the broad level between the two peaks. I could already see that the terrain ahead was different from the rocky body of the pass. Mixed forests coated the lower slopes and it wouldn't be long before we were among them. 
"Tell me what life was like for you, living with Orlek."
She went rigid in the saddle and didn't say anything for a moment. "It can hardly be said that I lived with him," she said stiffly.
"Hmmm. I gathered that he had a number of ..."
"Concubines? Mistresses? Slave girls to share his bed? He did. And preferred them to me." She couldn't keep the anger or bitterness from her voice, though I had the distinct impression that part of that anger was directed at me.
"I can't imagine why," the words came out of my mouth ironic and I bit my tongue, far too late.
She flashed me a look of pure venom and kicked her heels to her mount, which responded eagerly, moving to a gallop in a few strides.
The horse twitched and shifted under me, keen to take up the perceived challenge. I took a moment to curse myself, then another to wave off the two trailing guards before raking back my heels and giving chase. My left ankle gave a twinge of pain, which I ignored. The pull on the reins hurt my wrist far more, but I was just going to have to live with that as well. I didn't want to let her get too far ahead; I didn't want to let Anista out of my sight. The trail led swiftly into the woodland ahead and I didn't know the territory. She did. I didn't think she was making any kind of break for freedom; she just wanted to get away from me.
"Dammit, Sumto," I griped to myself as I gave chase, "can't you do anything right?"
The horse flicked an ear back at the sound of my voice but I had nothing else to add, concentrating instead on the trail and keeping an eye on the first of the overhanging branches that might be a danger. Anista and her racing mount disappeared into the woodland and I urged my ride to more speed, leaning well forward and rising slightly out of the saddle. The horse responded. He was a good sized animal and had plenty to offer; it was just a matter of getting the best out of him. Anista had a good few lengths on me and was a lighter passenger. I had little idea of her skills in the saddle, except what I had seen here and now. Better than average, I figured, but not as good as me.
A few moments later and I was into the woodland. The hard-packed earth of the trail was looser here, a dark, moist earth that rose in clods from the pounding hooves of the horse under me. The woodland was dense enough to throw a canopy over my head and take away some of the sun, casting the trees into an eerie half-light. The sound of the river faded rapidly and the woods gave back no sound other than the pounding of hooves and the pulsing breath of my horse. The trail turned in two long slow curves with an upward gradient and then lay flat and straight with a slope to the right. I could see Anista ahead, and assessed that I had gained a little. I didn't focus on her, just took in her racing mount with a glance, before turning my full attention to the trail ahead, concerned only with the risk of roots that might trip the mount under me. Having a horse roll over me is pretty low on my list of fun things to have happen and I had no intention of taking a spill here. I was enjoying the ride, my attention focused on it, all other concerns falling away into irrelevance. By the end of the straight, I'd gained another length and it was only a few moments before I came into the next curve. Just ahead, out of my sight, came the cry of distress a horse gives when surprised by sudden danger. I knew it for what it was at once and reacted instinctively, tightening the rein, knowing my own horse would react to the sound. I controlled him, slowing hard through the tight S bend; as I came out of it onto straight trail I could see Anista just ahead. Her mount danced and circled on the trail as she fought him for control. There was a flash of movement up the slope and I caught a glimpse of some grey animal that I didn't have spare attention to focus on. My own mount stiffened under me, blowing and tossing his head as he fought me, looking for the danger. I checked him, dropping the pace to a walk. He tossed his head high and I felt him bunch under me, ready to lift his forelegs off the ground. I curbed his intent and tightened the rein more, keeping him under control as I watched Anista fight her own panicked mount and bring him under control, her full attention focused on the task. Content that she was getting it done, I cast about, looking for that flash of grey and seeing nothing of it. Whatever it had been it was gone.
I walked my horse closer, seeing that Anista’s mount now stood stiff-legged and trembling, but that she had control of it.
"What was it?" I said.
She sniffed. "Wolf." She sounded sullen and defensive.
I scanned the slope that rose above us, smothered in trees and scattered brush that with the deeply creased bank gave plenty of opportunity for an animal to slip away and hide. I saw no hint of movement. "Well, it's gone now," I said. "You ride well."
She was still occupied with soothing her mount, but spared me a glance to judge my expression. She turned her mount so her back was to me and urged the beast into a walk. "Better than you," she quipped.
Well, I doubted that. "I would have caught you anyway."
I eyed the bank where the wolf had faded from sight as I urged my horse to follow. The trail here wasn't wide enough for two. I listened for any sign of movement over the damp thudding of the horses’ hooves on the dark earth beneath us. I saw and heard nothing. There was a sword sheathed at the saddle, a short curved weapon of the type that was pretty far from my ideal weapon, but it was better than nothing. Thoughts of Duprane and her beasts circled in my awareness, but I decided we would press on even as more rapid hoof-beats sounded behind me. I turned in the saddle and saw the two guards come up behind; they checked as they saw us and slowed their beasts to a walk. The lead man leaned back in his saddle, turning to look around him, then fussing with his reins. Their expressions were carefully neutral and neither one met my gaze. They'd ignored my order and we all knew it, but I didn't feel much like upbraiding them for it right now. I turned to face forward and ignored them. I'd speak with them when we returned to Darklake, I resolved. I would not have my orders ignored, and would find out why they thought they could do it. It was clear to me that Meran or one of the centurions would have given them orders not to leave me unguarded no matter what. I'd deal with that as well, but later.
After a while the trail widened, the gradient of the slope beside us easing to match the flat to our left, and I moved up to ride beside Anista as the Keep came into view. I'd chosen my next words carefully but they slipped from my mind unspoken as I took in the Keep of Duprane. It was not what I was expecting; the stone walls were covered in climbing plants in flower and the grounds were gardens, well-tended for a hundred yards or more in any direction. Even the horse under me seemed to falter; the Keep itself was more a tower, set square and on three levels, and might have looked ugly and martial if not for the blooms that smothered it. My eyes roamed over the scene at random as both our mounts came to a halt side-by-side near a covered walkway lined with wicker arches that supported a mass of flowering plant-life. The scents filled the air, as did the droning of bees at work among the blooms, seemingly as enraptured as I by the heady scents. The place was otherwise silent and had an air of desertion.
"Tell me about Duprane," I said.
She sighed. "Duprane is old, a hag; why would you want to know about her?"
I gestured helplessly at the visual and olfactory delight surrounding us, and then shrugged. "Every time I ask about you, you get angry."
"You gave me the key to the hall, and I accepted them. There is no need for questions."
Did she mean what I thought she meant? I responded instinctively. "But I'm still sleeping alone."
"That's your own fault. I'm not too big for you to carry; unless you citymen are particularly weak."
I was going to have to talk to Meran about the customs of these people, but I thought I could work this one out for myself. I kicked a leg over the saddle and slid to the ground, careful to keep out of the flower beds. It took but a moment to duck under my horse’s neck and come up beside her, take her by the waist and lift her from the saddle. I gritted my teeth against the pain in my wrist and held her off the ground, with just a small space between us. She didn't struggle or complain. Her expression remained coolly defiant. Slowly I eased her closer; she weighed next to nothing. Her chin came up, arrogant and proud, but her breath came in fast, shallow sips and she was trembling, her face slightly flushed. I tilted my head slightly, smiling, and touched my lips to hers. After the barest moment she responded fiercely, pressing so hard that she mashed my lips against my teeth. Tilting my head back didn't stop her, she just pressed closer. I slid one arm around her waist and held her against me, slid my other hand up her back to get a handful of her long hair, then firmly pulled her head slightly back so that the pressure eased.. "Gently," I said, out lips still touching, and proceeded to show her why. After a while she melted against me, her body utterly relaxed and I eased her slowly down until her feet touched the ground and straightened, still supporting her where she leaned against me, holding tight, her forehead resting against my chest. I had the feeling that if I let go, she would probably fall, or stagger, anyway.
"Now," I said, "tell me about Duprane."
Her head came up. Her eyes were liquid, still lost, smiling slightly. "Hmmm?"
The two soldiers had come up behind us, but had turned their mounts about so that their backs were to us and seemed to be intently examining the back-trail as though they expected some threat to burst from the trees. I slackened my hold and she took her own weight, smile fading as she came back to herself. I turned to the Keep, letting one hand stay at her waist to guide her.
"What kind of woman is she, that she invested resources into these gardens?"
She shrugged lightly, looking about herself as though noticing the sea of blooms for the first time. "One who like flowers, perhaps. Do you like flowers, Sumto?"
I raised my gaze to the sky for a moment. I didn't want to talk about me. Duprane was still out there somewhere, and if that lone wolf on the trail was no coincidence then she might not be far away. I was looking for an insight into her mind, and Anista was asking me if I liked flowers.
With a sigh, I ducked under the neck of my horse and released the short, curved sword that hung there. "She is still out there somewhere," I explained as I fixed the sheathed weapon to my belt. "Do you think she is a threat? What contact did you have with her before? How involved was she? Living so close, was she a frequent visitor to Darklake? Did you ever come here?"
She had come round my mount to stand close, looking up at me. "I never left Darklake." Some anger and bitterness had returned to her tone of voice.
"Did anyone come here?"
"Duprane discouraged visitors." She stood close, searching my face as though looking for something, her expression slowly settling back into hard angry lines. "She did not permit intruders into her territory. Her beasts kept within their range but hunted freely there. She would not guarantee the safety of trespassers."
I nodded, touched her arm and looked to the Keep. "Come, let's take a look around." I glanced back at the two soldiers, who were now moving their mounts in tight circles, eyeing the tree-line and the Keep warily. There was no need to order them to do anything, I decided. They knew their responsibilities. I turned my back and headed for the Keep. 
"And did she visit Darklake?"
Anista kept close to my side, glancing up at me every other step. "Rarely. When a Necromancer came to Darklake, she and some of her beasts would come and speak with him."
"Describe her."
She shrugged. "She is old but stands tall and straight like a much younger woman. She looked at people like they were food, talked to them like they were slaves."
The gardens ran right up against the walls of the Keep; wood-chip paths ran through them and led to the only doorway, which was some feet off the ground and accessible only by narrow steps that hugged the wall. Under its carpet of climbing plants, I had recognised the design of the Keep. It was city built, but archaic; perhaps as much as five hundred years old, I guessed.
"Tell me about the beasts; what were they like?"
"Men tainted with wolf blood; some more than others. Some were like men, but you would never mistake one for anything else but a wolf." She shivered. "Their eyes were animal eyes, and their fingernails like claws, and their hair was like the pelt of a wolf, tawny and with the long black guide hairs. Others were worse, as though more wolf than man and bigger than a man, and some were just wolves but you could see the intelligence in their eyes, that they were aware, and she talked to them like they were men and they understood like men."
I stopped at the bottom of the stairs, looking up at the door which had been shattered and lay in pieces on the steps and on the ground nearby. I knew from Meran's report that he had been here, and that when he had arrived the Keep had been found deserted. He and a few men had entered with Balaran and looted the Keep, then abandoned it rather than split his force. Since then, I guessed that Duprane had been back here.
"Is that all you can tell me about her?"
Anista frowned. "I never spoke to her, nor her to me. She would come, be admitted always, walk into the hall like she owned it and then she would speak only in private with Orlek and whichever Necromancer was there, if any. She never stayed long. She didn't like to come but would not allow people to visit her."
I nodded, looking around. The guards had picketed the horses and one had remained mounted. The other was close by, eyes on the Keep, then flicking to either side to the corners. His hand was on his sword and I could see he was on edge. But then, he had faced Duprane's beasts in battle and I guessed the memory of that was still fresh. He noticed my look and met my gaze. "I do not think we should stay long, Commander."
I nodded. "You feel like you are being watched?"
His nod was bare confirmation, his attention already elsewhere, focused on seeking out any hint of a threat.
"You think she is still here?" Anista said.
"I think she is close by, perhaps. Let's look inside." I mounted the steps. "We won't be long."
Stepping through the doorway, I moved to one side of the block of light that streamed through the door. After a moment, I reached out and pulled Anista to my side. It's not good to stand in the light when you might be being observed by someone whose eyes have adjusted to the gloom. Not that I expected that to be the case; in fact, I could feel that the Keep was empty. The stillness whispered of abandonment. As my eyes adjusted, I saw that the room took up the whole level of the Keep with smoothly plastered whitewashed walls. Nothing remained of furniture; a single staircase led up to the next level. It was the floor which caught and held my attention. It was made up of a large circular mosaic of complex design, and after a few moments I walked forward to examine it more closely, trying to make sense of the pattern. Blocks of varying size spiralled unevenly in to a central circle. Within each block were symbols, some of which I recognised from our system of mathematics, others more arcane and unknown to me. In the centre of each block of symbols lay physical representations of parts of the anatomy, and here the pieces of the mosaic were minute, the detail superb. At the centre a complete human figure lay within the inner circle. On an impulse I reached down and touched the mosaic, running my fingertips along the lines of a section of bone, showing the marrow within. The floor was smooth, untextured, the lines between each piece almost invisible. It might have been created as a mosaic, but then magic had been used to make it into something else. Like the Grave, I could feel the magic of it plucking at my mind.
"What is it?"
I glanced up at Anista, who stood to one side and watched me examine the mosaic. "I don't know."
"I don't think I like it here."
I straightened. I was standing in the middle of something arcane, and I didn't know what it was. I took a couple of quick steps to the edge of the mosaic and walked around it, back to the door where Anista was waiting for me. "Nor do I," I said. But I knew of someone who did like it here and I'd already decided what to do about that. I congratulated myself for thinking ahead and left what I'd brought with me by the door as I followed Anista out.
Outside, I saw at once that the guards were on edge. The mounted guard was leading our horses closer, his sword was in his other hand and he guided his own horse with his knees. The second guard also bore naked steel and was on the steps as we emerged. He checked and cupped his free hand to his ear, then pointed east and twitched his hand to one side. I stopped and turned, cocking my head to listen, but couldn't hear anything over the sound of our approaching horses’ hooves thudding dully on the dry ground. I raised a hand to check the guard that brought them and he brought the mounts to a halt. I could still hear slow hoof beats approaching, any view of what sounded like a single rider blocked by the bulk of the Keep.
There was nothing to do but wait and see. So we waited.
Everyone relaxed when Balaran rode around the corner and reined in on seeing us.
"Balaran," I greeted him. "What are you doing here?"
He walked the horse closer. "The same as you, Sumto, exercising my curiosity. Have you been inside?"
I told him I had.
"What do you make if it?"
He didn't have to say what. "City built. Old. It reminds me of the Grave."
He nodded. "Yes. Makes you think doesn't it? There is another one, identical," he jerked his thumb over his shoulder. "Want to come and take a look?"
I did.
He led us back the way he had come, through the gardens and up a shallow rise to a small plateau of bare stone where stood a circle of standing stones. In the centre of this lay a second mosaic which was, as he had said, identical to the first. We dismounted and left our horses with the guards at the head of the trail; they didn't seem eager to come any closer. Anista walked at my side but cast only sidelong glances at the mosaic, her attention more focused on the surrounding hills and the spread of woodland below the hill.
"Why two?" I asked.
"Good question," Balaran said. "Whoever made this and the other did not mind to spend a great deal of money; the amount of stone involved," he cupped his two hands together to encompass an invisible sphere as large as a small apple. "Expensive. But to answer your question, there are two because one would not serve. This is how Duprane made her beasts," he pointed to the mosaic. "A man would stand here, and I am guessing that inside the Keep there would be a wolf placed in a cage at a given location on the mosaic there. Then, when the artefact was triggered, there would be a merging between the two, the extent and direction of that merging depending upon where each was located. See the symbols? Eyes, ears, blood, bone, muscle, heart, sinew, brain, and the characters set around them? They indicate the extent of the change."
"How would she trigger the artefact? The Grave needed stone to trigger it, but the Necromancers gained abilities simply by study. Would it be the same here?"
Balaran nodded. "Artefacts bleed magic of their nature; they affect those who are close. This is how the Necromancers acquired their abilities, abilities in tune with the Grave’s power; but to use the full power of the Grave as it was intended, a sorcerer with knowledge and stone would be needed. But this, I think, was a little different from the Grave. Why do you think the standing stones are here?"
I looked around, taking in the stone circle, noting the shadows they threw in the afternoon sunlight. Then I shrugged. "I haven't got a clue."
He smiled. "I had to think about it but I think I have an answer. The stones are a calendar, the shadows tell the time of year. I think the process is triggered at set times on specific days of the year. Different effects on different days. Unlike the Grave, I think this artefact is self-contained and we see its entire purpose. No sorcerer or stone needed; simply knowledge of its workings."
"So who made it? And why?"
He turned to look back the way we had come. "You saw the Keep?"
I turned with him, nodding. "City built; old."
"Yes. In the early days, we were more profligate with our power, more experimental, and the sorcerers who emerged were less restrained; stone was more plentiful, used more casually. The Speculative Histories..." he broke off. "Well, today a working such as this would cost a vast fortune, but five hundred years ago stone was not accorded a monetary value in the same way, mining was not controlled because there was no one with the motive, the power or will to control it. So, my guess is that this is nothing more than an expensive folly, perhaps an experiment or made as a gift to some local king, long dead, or even created by a sorcerer for some personal purpose that will never be known to us. Perhaps what we would now call a rogue mage." He shrugged. "Who knows?"
I knew our history, possibly better anyone, yet I'd never read any mention of this place, any more than I had heard of a collection of works called The Speculative Histories. With the Grave, that made two such artefacts in close proximity that were unmentioned in the histories that I knew; with a hint that there might be more in and around Battling Plain. In short, I wasn't fully buying into Balaran's explanation. Not that that helped me much. I still had no idea why it was here or what its real purpose was, and only a vague idea of when it was made.
"Why wolves?" I turned back to scan the mosaic within the standing stones.
Balaran shrugged. "No reason I can see. I suspect it would work in the same way with any two living things, each taking attributes from the other and melding into two different forms or," he pointed to the centre of the mosaic, "one completely absorbing the other."
That thought made me shudder. "And so far apart so that it could be done without knowledge or consent?"
He looked thoughtful and slightly disturbed, looked back to the Keep with his eyes unfocused. "I suppose so. I can visualise a scenario or two involving both lies and coercion. Makes you wonder, doesn't it?"
"It makes me wonder about who made it and when and why."
"Why so complex? Why so many possibilities? A wolf like a man, a man like a wolf, two men made into one. You could steal a man's health or part of his mind; endless combinations of merging both subtle and gross." He trailed off, deep in thought.
"She won't give it up."
"No," Balaran said, "I don't imagine she will. Have you seen enough?"
I shrugged. There was nothing else to see. But there was plenty to think about. I thought about the value of stone that would have been consumed to make this thing, and came up with a pretty big number. It was a large investment to be just left here, abandoned. What had Tahal Samant said about the Grave? Family secret, too well kept and then more or less lost. And Jek had spoken of the Keeps in and around Battling Plain, the implication being that there were several artefacts like this, each granting a different power, each made by sorcerers of the city who had the knowledge of their full potential, though their secrets could be partly unlocked by study.
"It's like the Grave," I said.
Balaran didn't agree. "It's not a weapon."
"Isn't it? Duprane made wolf-man mergings here that fought well enough. You could put an insect on the pattern in the Keep and give a man chitinous armor, mandibles," I spread my arms in an expansive shrug, "or any combination and degree you can imagine, yes?"
"Maybe yes. You could make a monster or an invisible enhancement, say the bulk and muscle of a bear but no other feature. But only one at a time and only at set times. Not much of a weapon." He shrugged. "How long had Duprane lived here? Decades? How many mergings had she made with it? Not that many, not enough to be a threat to any but locals. As to who made it and why? It's a mystery."
I didn't mention the Keeps and what I suspected of them. "Yes. It is."
 
#
 
I got the baths to myself. I like to think in the bath and prefer to do my thinking on my own. I soaked in the hot water for a while, easing the aches and looking forward to being thoroughly clean again. Riding hadn't hurt my inner thighs anywhere near as much as I'd been expecting. I was pretty much better. My wrist still ached but I could tolerate to use my hand so long as I didn't lift anything with any weight to it. I was healing nicely and content with that.
After a while I let my mind drift over what I had achieved here so far. I was content, so far as it went. I was expecting more resistance to change than seemed to be happening, but thought I could let it develop and deal with it as it happened rather than attempt any pre-emptive action. People change but slowly and reluctantly. Let it happen in its own time as they saw their lives improve. Money was the key, for me as well as them. The rental income I would make from the new housing would always be there for me, once the initial investment was recouped. It wouldn't be enough for my purposes, not near enough. For serious money I needed to do more. I'd drive a road through the pass and improve trade before I left here, and make sure I got a good share of it. Trade in exactly what was what I considered next. I imagined the map that Caliran had given me, bringing up a picture of it and looking over it with a critical eye. There was lead, zinc, iron, copper, and gold, some of it close enough that I could be sure no one would contest the mining of it, and some doubtless already mined. To find out the scale and increase it would take time and investment; local crushers, separation and refining would be needed if it was to be viable as an industry. There was also slate to be investigated. So, an industry could be built around mining even if I had to hire craftsmen and bring them here; always better to move the craftsman to the raw material than the other way around. That would put some coin in my pocket and improve things here generally.
The presence of slate irritated me. I'd seen it used on some few roofs and so knew it must be available. What irked me was that it was probably mined locally, worked locally, but too expensive for most people to put on their own roofs. Hence the prevalence of thatch that had seen Learneth burn so fiercely. It was often the way; the product made so much money when transported away from the local area that few who worked in the industry could afford to have what they made with their own hands. Ironic. The only way to solve the problem was to increase production so that the price fell.
There was also peat to be had, and I wondered if it was known here that burning peat left a copper rich ash. Of course, I didn't know for sure that there was copper to be had this way, but I read about it somewhere and it was certainly worth investigating. I'd noticed peat being used as fuel, and guessed that the ash was ploughed into the fields. Worth checking, I decided. Depending on how much peat was available and from where.
I'd decided to start personally hiring the people I'd need and was thinking about distance and increased costs and risks of transport and how long it would take to realise a return when the door opened and Anista came into the room.
She didn't say anything; neither did I. She refused eye contact so I ducked my head under the water and came up purposefully to begin washing in earnest now there was a hint of a reason to be clean. As I washed I watched her organise hot water and drop her robe, her back to me. She began to lather herself without any hint of hurry in her movements. After a while I leaned back and watched, not having any pressing reason not to. The smile that came to my face wasn't the only thing that happened involuntarily. She lathered and rinsed and cleansed her body, clearly aware of me, more and more obviously putting on a show for me. By the time she decided she'd teased me enough and joined me in my bath, all without a word being spoken, I was more than ready for her.
 
 
#
 
I woke up in the night. Unusual. Sex usually puts me out like a candle.
A scratching sound from the next room caught my attention and I eased out of bed. Candles had been lit. A glance out the window told me that the extra guard I had stationed there was missing, so I guessed what the scratching was and wasn't disappointed when I went through to the next room. Sapphire was there, writing something in the semi-dark.
"You should have come through the door with a weapon in your hand," he said without looking up. "I was leaving you a note. I didn't intend to wake you, so it's good that you woke. But still, you should have come through the door with a weapon in your hand."
"Where's the guard?" I kept my voice as low as he had.
"Having a headache around the corner. He'll be fine."
"It will stir things up when he comes to."
"Good. They are getting complacent. Things need stirring up and you should always set a guard to watch the guard," he flipped the paper over as I came closer and started sketching. "Like this," he had broadly sketched the hall and a few surrounding buildings, then the walls. He marked crosses in several places. "Each guard is in the view of two others, no matter what. Someone is killing people in the night."
"Apart from you."
"Apart from me. I know he's there but I can't find him." He looked up and met my eyes and I could see how disturbed he was. Deadly serious. "It's the same someone who is snatching children. Nearly caught him at that, saved one at least. He has some agenda but I have no idea what. And he got away from me."
Snatching children? "That worries you."
"That he got away from me? It's a first. Can't say I'm liking it. Set the guards like this so that you are covered."
"And you?"
"There's work to do, and this child kidnapper to track. I can't do that and watch your back at the same time, not all the time. Set the guards, like this so that the hall is covered but just the hall; I want him feeling free to wander the night as usual so I can catch him."
"Alive?"
He looked thoughtful. "Maybe. I'm curious enough... and the why of what he's doing might be important."
He got up and moved to the open doorway and gestured to the bed. "Are you sure that is a good idea?"
It had seemed like it to me at the time and I told him so.
"I think Jocasta was better for you."
"Jocasta left."
He just looked at me for a moment, like he was trying to figure out who I was. "I find that what people do is a little less important than why they do it. If you want to be able to guess what people are going to do, then understanding their motives is a key to that. For example, you felt guilty about killing the men of Darklake in the woodland south of here. You feel guilty about the razing of Learneth, which is why you are here trying to make life better for the survivors. And you needed to ease the pain of rejection when Jocasta left, and there was an attractive and willing woman available for that. Now," he held up one hand to stop me protesting and I held back. "Now, examine Jocasta's motives for leaving."
I couldn't. I had no idea what they were. "Anything else?"
He shrugged off the edge to my voice, unimpressed. He pulled a small pouch from around his neck and passed it to me "What do you make of this?"
I took the pouch; if I made a circle of my thumb and forefinger it would be about that size; small. A leather thing stuck out of the closed end, long enough to pass around someone's neck and hang at their breastbone. There was also a fine drawstring. I opened it, the movement giving rise to a soft shifting of broken glass from within. I peered inside anyway for confirmation. "Broken glass?"
His expression was not one of approval. "A small glass sphere worn around the neck inside a pouch. Broken now, yes. But what was it when it wasn't broken?"
I shrugged. "I'll take a look in the morning."
"Good. If you arrange the guards the way I said, then I won't be able to get in here without killing your people, so I'll leave messages with the crazy old man who looks after the latrines. It's secure; no one listens to him anyway. Give him a coin and say 'this is from Sapphire' and he'll give you anything I've left there. You can leave notes for me with him also."
I hadn't anything to say, so I said nothing. After a moment he left.
There was no hope of sleep. Sapphire had named my motives, and I had been trying not to be much aware of them. I didn't want to think about any of that. Those decisions were made and done with. If I couldn't sleep, and didn't want to think, I'd better think of something better to do than stand in the dark and frown to myself. I decided a snap inspection of the guard was in order and pulled on some clothes. Anista didn't wake.
One of the guards on the door fell in and followed me, the other stayed put. They knew Anista was there, of course. I hadn't had to issue any orders on the matter; they weren't dumb. The guard grabbed a torch to light our way as I hesitated at the entrance to the hall. I didn't want to go directly to the guard I knew was incapacitated. I wanted to give no hint that I knew what had happened. I needed something else to do to kill a few minutes. Tomorrow, Meran would be heading out toward Battling Plain. I had a fair idea of what he would find, having travelled that way myself not long since, but it occurred to me that I might be able to send him better prepared than that, so I checked the guards in the courtyard and then led the way through the gate into the garden and checked the guard at the door of the priest, glad to see him alert. Without much more than a word, I pushed open the door and stepped into the darkened library.
The torch the guard held threw my shadow ahead of me. I didn't think the paper and the torch a good mix so snagged a handy candle, intending to light it from the torch before gesturing for the guard to wait for me and stepped inside. For a moment I was disoriented, but my mind cleared when I closed the door behind me, my gaze drifting absently over the darkened gardens before focusing on the guard who stood before me, torch held high. I glanced to my left, frowning, to see the guard at the door watching me. Both men appeared puzzled, but I would bet cash that they were not half as puzzled as I. I held out the candle and the torch-bearer dipped the burning brand so that I could light it. The candle flickered and guttered in a gentle breeze but did not go out. Without saying a word, I turned back to the door and opened it, stepped through and closed it behind me, only to find that once more I was standing in the gardens, bracketed by two guards and illuminated by crackling torchlight. The candle had gone out.
"Commander?" The guard holding the torch ventured to question my actions.
I glanced at the door and back to his confused expression. "What happened?"
The two guards exchanged a glance before the torch-bearer answered. "You stepped inside, Commander, then changed your mind and came out." He gestured to the unlit candle I held. "Perhaps we should enter before lighting the candle?"
I frowned at him then stepped aside. "Go ahead."
Again, the exchange of glances between the guards, then the torch-bearer stepped forward, opened the door, stepped inside, looked around for a moment, turned and stepped out of the chamber, closing the door behind him. It was a moment before he became aware of his surroundings, then he spun to glare at the door, swearing under his breath.
"It seems that Caliran, High Priest of Hesta, does not wish to be disturbed in the night," I said mildly.
The torch-bearer turned and locked gazes with me. "What do you suppose would happen if I opened the door and tossed this brand into a scroll bucket, Commander?"
I looked up at the eaves and saw that it was as I remembered; tiled in slate. It would contain the blaze, but I could not be sure there would be a blaze. If he protected his privacy in the night, might not Caliran also protect his precious books from fire? Aside from which, I was wary about starting a fire in the town. Remembering what had happened to Learneth, it didn't seem like such a grand idea.
"Tempted as I am, I think we will go around and try the other door instead."
The torch-bearer nodded assent and lead off across the gardens. I'd had a mind to ask the guard if anyone had tried to visit Caliran during the day, but remembered that he would have made a report to the centurions and that information would have landed on my desk somewhere. I'd find out. I was suddenly far more interested in Caliran than I had been. I considered rousting Balaran from sleep and going back with him to see if he could neutralize whatever warded Caliran's chambers, but decided to leave it for now. As things stood, I knew Caliran was protecting something, and possibly hiding something, and there seemed no immediate advantage to tipping him off that I knew that.
As we turned into the passage that led to the public ovens, two guards at the far end turned at our footfall and watched us approach, giving cursory salutes as they recognised me.
"All quiet?" I asked.
"Nothing to report, Commander," one of them allowed, his expression cautious. "Are you expecting trouble?"
I shook my head, scanned the darkened town; I couldn't see much. The torch had ruined my night vision. The muted sounds of the town were few and peaceful enough not to cause alarm. "No," I said, and moved on.
 The torch-bearer accompanied me round to the front of the hall. Ten feet of bare wall stretched above us before being broken by shuttered windows, one of them my own. I glanced over my shoulder, noting that the two guards were tucked around the corner of the building out of sight. The guard at my side was suddenly tense, hand drifting to his sword hilt.
"There should be a guard here," he breathed.
We stopped and stood a moment as he scanned the area. There was not more than thirty feet between the hall and the first round-house. Movement nearby resolved itself as animals shifting in their pens, the scent of them drifted over us on the breeze, and a lamb cried out, followed a moment later by the deeper call of a ewe.
"Sandir," the torch-bearer raised his voice just enough to be heard by the guards behind us and a moment later one of them came round the corner, hand on sword hilt, and quickly closed on us.
Only sparing him a glance, I turned slowly, scanning the immediate area, wondering where Sapphire would have hidden his victim, and how he had managed to do that and climb the wall to my room without being heard.
"Have you heard nothing?" The torch-bearer asked as Sandir came close.
Sandir cast about, seemingly unconcerned. "Talin," Sandir muttered, "maybe gone for a piss?"
"He wouldn't have gone far," the torch-bearer muttered, gesturing to the animal pens that were so manifestly close by. "If he's deserted his post the Centurions will have the hide off his back."
Sandir considered this. "No chance, Galten; Talin's a veteran of ten years; knows better than to abandon his post." He eased his sword free and the torch-bearer followed suit. "We'd better find him, but leave off crying the alarm for now, hey?"
Galten looked to me. "Commander?"
I nodded agreement. "As you would were I not here," I said.
They exchanged a glance.
"Right, then," Sandir said, gesturing with his blade to follow the line of the wall. Together they moved forward, calm but ready for action. I followed. We rounded the far corner of the hall, the recessed face of the temple visible by the torchlight from within. The steps that led up to the pediment were in shadow, the wooden pillars that marched across the face of the temple making alternating lines of shadow and light. A guard stood between two wooden pillars, watching us.
"See if he knows anything," Galten said, turning back the way we had come.
"He won't," Sandir said, but moved off, swiftly crossing the distance. By the time he got there the guard he approached had naked steel in hand and was scanning the night for any threat.
I elected to stay with Galten, who had his back turned to the temple and hall and was moving slowly away, heading for the nearest round-house and the animal pens by it, torch held high. Light reflecting from metal caught my eye. Galten had seen it as well and we both stepped forward at once, bringing the pool of torch-light with us. The sheep milled in the pen, disturbed by the light and crying out now en masse. Galten cursed under his breath. I gritted my teeth and said nothing. Talin lay on his back, hard against the fence, the hilt of his own dagger protruding obscenely from one eye socket. I made to step forward and found bare steel across my chest. "Your pardon, Commander," Galten said calmly, expressionless eyes fixed on mine, "but we will need Balaran to look at this before we mess it up, and the trackers. We have a couple of lads who are handy that way."
It wasn't what I had been expecting to find. I nodded and the sword fell away. "We will find out who did this," I assured him. 
"Aye, Commander. We will."
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"And I am telling you there is nothing I can do."
Balaran was testy. He had not appreciated being dragged out of his bed in the night for no good reason. We stood a little back from the body of Talin and watched the trackers do their work, the scene illuminated by the bright light of magically enhanced torches that Balaran had provided. Around us the night was busy; the Centurion on night watch had been alerted and the vigils turned out en masse to sweep the area and question anyone who might have witnessed anything. I'd had to curb them; one of their own had been killed and they manifested a tendency toward arbitrary and harsh measures. Beating people until they told you something seemed pointless to me; the victim might not have anything to tell. The inhabitants of the roundhouse close by had been the initial targets; over thirty women and children had been packed into that one dwelling and now they were lined up against the wall of the hall, under the hostile eye of soldiers wanting someone to punish. It had taken some persuading to make my men accept the possibility that they might simply have not heard anything. They had accepted that when I had pointed out that the shutters to my own bed-chamber were right over the scene and that I had heard nothing.
"He must have seen who killed him, can't you access the last image he saw before he died?"
Balaran was already shaking his head impatiently before I finished speaking. "This is why I loathe discussing magic with people who do not understand its workings. Pull the last image seen from a dead man's eye, Sumto? How?" He held up a hand to forestall me as I opened my mouth to reply, though I was only going to ask him how in the hells he expected me to know the answer to that. "Let me explain something. I know that you are aware of the spell used to give a soldier night vision; this is how it works; at the back of the eye there are receptor cells that react to different kinds of light. In some animals these cells have a different form and when we give a man night-vision we create false cells that emulate those of animals with better night-vision than men and for a time they rest among the natural cells and work similarly. When light strikes them they react, sending a small charge through the nerves behind the eye into the brain and the brain builds those numerous charges into an image. Knowing that, how do you think I can pull an image of the past from a dead man's eyes?"
I'd barely followed what he was saying. "So you can't do that." I was partly relieved. I knew Sapphire had dropped the man and tucked him away, though I was confident that he hadn't killed him. That would be someone else, someone who had come across a helpless soldier in the night and taken the opportunity to kill him. I wanted that one found, but didn't want Sapphire implicated. Nor could I reveal that Sapphire had been involved. It was a fine line to walk and I was worried that Balaran might discover Sapphire's involvement through magic; though that seemed to be becoming increasingly unlikely.
"People insist on thinking magic is some kind of miraculous cure-all," Balaran continued. "Really, it is merely a way of enhancing, adjusting and otherwise manipulating what already exists, and that it sometimes produces seemingly startling results is because most people have no conception of what reality is."
I was saved from finding something to say in response by the trackers coming to their feet; one loped off at a brisk jog and the other stepped briskly up to us. "We have partial boot prints, mage. Inesk has gone for candles."
"How many have you eliminated?"
The tracker looked back over to the body of Talin and the mud and sheep shit surrounding him. "Talin's own, of course. Then we identified and discarded multiples that would be people coming back and forth to tend the sheep and drive them to pasture and back." He stamped his foot on the compacted gravel and shale that was the common surface within the walls of Darklake. "Bad surface for tracking but close to the animals there's softer ground where they churn it up and add to it." He shrugged. "There's two prints we were keen on, but the first was only just one print and that looked like it was deliberately obscured." He made a scraping motion with the sole of one boot and shrugged. "It's useless. Could be chance. Doubt it."
Balaran nodded. "Get the impression in wax and we will see what we find."
The tracker nodded assent and moved back to his work. I watched him go, thinking that the one deliberately obscured print would likely belong to Sapphire. I hoped so.
"Where exactly is Sapphire?" Balaran said.
I looked away, knowing I couldn't keep my face from reacting. I hate it when people act like they are reading my mind. "Scouting," I said.
Balaran grunted. "Let's hope he has something interesting to report when he gets back from scouting."
I gave a nod. "There are still potential threats out there," I gestured broadly in the direction of the gates. "Dannat for one; and Duprane is unaccounted for; and I doubt that the undead of the Grave could have slain all the Necromancers there were, even one or two who were at the settlement that night might have escaped them. Who knows where they might be and what they might be doing?"
He kept his gaze steady on me. "Yet I would bet that there are none here, that they are not responsible for this," he flipped hand in the direction of Talin.
For the first time, I gave it some thought. "How would you know one if you saw him? Take the black robes off him and put him in peasant garb and you see a peasant. The night at the Grave the undead were killing any in black, isn't that what Tahal said? What would it take for a Necromancer to spot that and react to it? It would be the work of moments to shuck his robe and soon after take other clothing from another, living or dead." As soon as I voiced the idea I was sure of it and a chill passed through me. "There could be more than one of them here, first mingled with the refugees I brought here but now..."
"They could be anywhere," Balaran finished my thought. "Still a threat. How many could there be?"
I shook my head, thinking about it and not wanting the intrusion of his thoughts on mine. They were few controlling many, but I had no idea how few. A dozen? Two dozen? I knew there were some still free to act; on the way north we had seen one controlling a remnant band of Alendi. There would surely be some few others south of the mountains. And they had a hold on several clans within the valleys, possibly not so far away. And in the north, how far did their influence range?
"I think we have been complacent," I said. "To start we need to know their numbers, and we have people we can question to find the answers to that, at least. Then we need an accurate count of the dead. Did anyone think to count the bodies at the Grave?"
"Sapphire," Balaran said.
Of course. He would have. Sapphire had said 'Someone is killing people in the night. You have enemies out there.' Damn, he'd all but told me but hadn't told me. And I knew why. He had said it once before, hadn't he? You learn best from your own mistakes.
"We will question the refugees and get an accurate idea of their numbers. I can contact Sapphire and get a count of their dead. Tomorrow I will write Orlyn and let him know that the Necromancers are potentially still a threat." Jocasta. My head snapped round to look south. Jocasta had ridden south with only Dubaku and a handful of soldiers as guards. How long had she been gone? How far would she have travelled? They would have reached Twobridges, a town that might be in enemy hands. She had stone, I reminded myself. She was with Dubaku who was far from helpless, and they were not alone. "Can you contact Orlyn faster?"
"Yes," Balaran said. "I'll speak to him tonight, assuming he sleeps. I'll ask him for news of Jocasta, ask him to send a small force north to meet her, shall I?"
"Yes." He had seemingly read my mind again. "Thank you."
"I could use the forty thousand coin you owe me for the stone she has, by the way."
I could feel my face flush with anger as I glared at him. My jaw felt tight as I gave answer. "I'll write an authority for you to take the money from the treasury."
Unruffled he looked away, attention resting elsewhere. "Good." he said.
I wanted to punch him. Instead I followed the direction of his gaze. Inesk had returned with candles. He held one close to the ground, he blew through a thin copper straw into the flame, making a cone of blue flame that burned the wax fast enough to make a constant flow that dripped into the ground. He had melted two candles down to stubs before he was satisfied. When the wax had cooled to hardness Inesk gently picked up the wax impression and brought it to Balaran, who took it and looked it over, then looked around himself.
"Are you ready?" he asked.
For a second I though he was asking me, and wondered what he meant; then I saw Inesk had taken a step away from us and raised one hand in the air. In the distance torches waved in response. "Ready," Inesk said, turning away and moving back to stand nearer to Talin's body, eyes on the ground.
Almost at once there was an almost imperceptible flicker of light, like the faintest hint of sheet lightning. I looked to Balaran, knowing he had cast some spell and knowing also that I had no idea what. Almost at once several voices were raised in the night, a single word "Here!" called at regularly spaced intervals. Inesk and the other tracker were suddenly busy. They moved around Talin's body and examined the ground nearby. Here and there I could just make out smudges of pale light on the ground. The trackers moved from one to the other of these, viewing them quickly and consulting. A moment later and they were away, into the night, each heading in a different direction.
"What did you do?"
Balaran glanced at me then back to the wax impression he held. "It won't last long, all activity generates heat, even so minor a thing as this. The wax will melt, the impression will be lost, and the markers will fade. Watch," he gestured after the trackers without looking and I stepped away from him so that I could see. The two men were both moving fast and I decided to go with one of them. I wasn't alone, in that. Several soldiers were moving in groups after the trackers, matching their pace and hanging back so as not to impede them. I joined the small group heading after Inesk, for no better reason than because I now knew his name.
I kept with them, no closer to the tracker than they, and we were soon gathered around a soldier who had lowered his torch and stopped calling out as Inesk came close. In the night several other voices were being raised; 'Here!' called at intervals of a few seconds. I guessed that they had seen marks and were calling out so that the trackers could home in on them readily. We watched Inesk examine the ground, picking out the few gently luminescent marks and examining them intently but swiftly, then again picking a direction and heading towards a voice in that direction.
Tracking in the dark by magically illuminated footprints linked to a wax impression of one such print. It still took the skill and experience of the trackers to interpret the marks and make progress through the night. The scattered soldiers looking for marks and calling their locations helped, giving options to the trackers who chose which to head for next. But Balaran's magic eased the process remarkably. Balaran had said that people think of magic as some kind of miraculous cure-all, and it was instances such as this that made them think that, I guessed. I had to admit that I was impressed, and slightly envious of his knowledge and ability. But ultimately, I was also disappointed. Twice in the space of a few minutes, Inesk indicated a dwelling and ordered a soldier to guard it before moving on. But after a few hectic minutes there were no more voices in the night calling out to the trackers. Inesk and we few who had stayed with him stood at the foot of the wall to the rear of Darklake and Inesk was staring at the wall with a perplexed frown on his face.
"Well?" I asked coming to stand by him.
He shrugged. "It's a wall."
I glanced at the wall, some fifteen feet away. "Brilliant. What about it?"
He turned and pointed back the way we had come, at the ground close by.
I could see what he was pointing at, a piece of shale set in a minute patch of gritty earth that gave off a pale luminescence. "From the set of that print and the last one," he pointed further back, "I'd say he was running full tilt." He swept his hand in a wide gesture, ending it pointing at the wall. "And then the wall. He either ran right into it or jumped it or climbed it."
I looked the length of the wall. The west gate was a good distance away, and to the right the corner tower about the same. There were sentinels there; I could see the braziers glowing warmly in both locations and just make out the guards themselves by that thin light. "So let's climb the wall and see what we can see."
"No sense doing that, Patron. If there were anything to see the sentinels would have been calling, one would be here on the wall," he pointed up, "marking the place and calling it out."
"Assuming they saw anything."
"If there was anything to see, Commander, they would have seen it. They have the night sight; Balaran enhances it for the sentinels each night. It begs the question, how did this one run right at the wall and maybe over it and not be seen? Or heard, for that matter. Hetkla," he picked out one of the soldiers who'd kept with us and made a gesture to the gate, "you want to go ask the sentinels if they have anything to report?"
"Wasted effort," Hetkla grumbled but nonetheless moved off briskly.
"Well, we know where he went, as much as we are going to for now. Let's go find Jhen and see what he has learned about where he came from."
All the while, walking back through the town I was aware of shadowy figures crowded in doorways, woken by the calling in the night, aware that something unusual was going on, but observing curfew and unwilling to break it. Once or twice men called out for news but the soldiers ignored them, and so did I. I had a lot on my mind. I had been thinking that the area was subdued, that any conflict was more or less in the past. I had been concerning myself with purely civilian matters of the economy and the welfare of the people, not to mention my own best interests in terms of investment.
Now I knew that perhaps all was not well with my world. The main army was three days south, assuming they had stayed put. In the north, there was Hederan, a potential enemy, and those who had been the subjects of the Necromancers still further north. There was Duprane - I glanced at the moon, one day shy of new, and put her from my mind again - and there were the Alendi survivors of the battle for Darklake, fled south some days ago. If the scouts brought news of them it would be very welcome. Also, I knew that scattered through the mountains there were clans whose intentions and loyalties were unknown to me; though I had inherited hostages to influence them. And now I knew that there were enemies within Darklake, seemingly coming and going as they pleased and possibly conspiring against us. Paranoia stole over me; I felt surrounded by enemies and hampered by ignorance as to who and where they might be. The sooner Hederan and the north fell under our direct control the better. There was no decision to be made concerning the Alendi until I had word of their movements. I would soon enough hear from the clans for which I had hostages to ensure their cooperation. I expected representatives to begin to trickle into Darklake over the next few days and would treat with them as they arrived; the clans were small and few, and no threat individually. I put my paranoia away, knowing that I knew nothing and reminding myself to focus on one thing. One thing at a time.
Jhen was standing by the south wall, pondering the ground at his feet and stroking the line of his jaw absently. I looked to see what he saw but there was nothing. I stopped close by and left it for a moment, not wanting to disturb his train of thought. "Well?" I demanded.
He shot me a black glance and squatted, pointing to the ground while gesturing for the nearest torch-bearer to close-up. "You might not see anything now but there is a small sheep's turd here by the wall with a partial impression, just the edge of a sandal, really, but his for sure. I caught it just before the tracks faded. The back of a heel." He patted the wall with the knuckles of one hand then pointed to where he doubtless expected me to see something.
"And?" I said.
"Good question, Patron." He looked up at the top of the wall, maybe twelve feet. "He didn't jump down, the prints all wrong for that, the ground here is mostly shale raised to the top in layers like shale does. If he dropped to the ground twelve feet or more he'd leave a dent. No dent. No drop." He stood up and turned so that his back was touching the wall and carefully placed his foot a hand’s breadth from the stone. He looked at his colleague. "Not meaning to sound like a damn fool, Inesk, but near as I can figure it, he stepped out of the wall. Wha'daya think?"
Inesk looked at me and I looked around for Balaran who wasn't there. Inesk shrugged and I resisted the temptation to imitate his gesture. "Magic?" I ventured.
"Ain’t much that can walk through walls natural, Patron," Jhen said.
It was one of the soldiers who muttered the words we were suddenly all thinking. "Rogue sorcerer."
It had to be that, I thought. But who? And why?
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"There are things we can do about that," Balaran said. "There are tells and wards and counters. If we have a rogue sorcerer here, I will detect him and bring him down... unless he happens to be better than me, of course."
How reassuring.
"Are my orders changed?" Meran said.
We were gathered in the compound beyond the ruined gate. A bank and stakes had been raised, parallel walls between the gate and the lake, damp shale and earth glistened in the torchlight. The walls were manned. Simple box frames of timber were stark skeletons in the night; barracks in the making, prematurely occupied.
We stood outside Meran's command tent. I had found a centurion consulting with Balaran when I returned to the area outside the hall. The vigil's watch had been coordinated by the duty centurion and Meran had stayed in the command tent so everyone would know where to find him, fielding reports. The centurion had passed on a request that I pass by here when I was free, so I had. The men under Meran's command were calm, organized, efficient; I had no cause to complain of him.
"No," I decided. "Hederan and the north are important. You are expecting scouts in tomorrow?"
"Tomorrow," he agreed.
"Stand ready to leave, but we will wait till the reports out of the north are in," I decided. "No sense you’re leaving without that information."
I could hear the murmur of Darklake behind me. Several thousand people crammed into too small a space; their night's rest disturbed; many awake and nervous. My gaze fell on the trading post across the lake, calm and quiet, torches burning on the palisade. I wanted that tranquillity, that normality for the people of Darklake. I didn't seem to be any closer to it.
"I am increasing the vigil's patrols from three watches of twenty to two of thirty," Meran informed me. "If I am taking one century and the Darklake auxiliaries and leaving ten for the hall, then there is nothing I can do about sentinels. With two runners for the command tent, then eight men is all that is left. I have already armed the twenty non-combatants and assigned them to secure this area."
I blew out a breath. Stretched thin. My ten were covering the hall; I made it seven on duty and three resting, and now one man down. Sapphire's new dispositions were impossible. I didn't have the men. It occurred to me that of those ten men who secured the hall I knew only one name, that of Talin, who was dead.
"The funeral pyre for Talin will be tomorrow at dusk?" It wasn't really a question. It was the traditional time. We would burn his body and gather a handful of bones to put in an urn, which would be carried with the unit and given to the family on their return to the city.
"Tomorrow at dusk," Meran agreed.
I had already moved on in my thinking; I would post a reward for information. Someone knew something; those close to where Talin was found weren't citizens; no one in my world would censure me for torturing some truth out of them. No one but me. Greed works as well as fear, and greed works ahead of you in your favour, fear works against you. Whoever had killed Talin had been moving with a purpose; he had a reason for going where he was going and that had to involve other people. Someone knew something. I spoke these thoughts aloud for the benefit of the centurion and others. They seemed content with that. Someone would be implicated and come under their hands for questioning. "I will not tolerate torture," I continued. I had been on the receiving end; there is nothing I can imagine that is worse than being a rational man in the hands of irrational people intent on forcing from you information you do not have. I could see the centurion was not so happy. I held his gaze with mine. "We need answers and we will get them. We will see who comes forward and with what information. I will handle any interrogations personally. Understood?"
The centurion saluted. "Yes, Patron."
He was not happy about it.
Too bad. "Is there anything else?" I said.
There wasn't. I left them to it.
 
#
 
"Jocasta?"
I dreamed as I had dreamed before, wreathed in Jocasta's magic.
She smiled but just for a moment. "Are you all right?"
"No. Yes. I mean, there are problems but I'm working on them."
"Tell me."
I shrugged. Why? Then decided not to say that. Because she cared enough to ask. That's why. "It's complicated." I thought about it then remembered that she had had access to the colleges. "Have you read the Speculative Histories?"
She looked down at her hands, shrugged lightly and looked back up. "Sumto, I've taken the oath. Balaran insisted. He saw what I could do. He knew I'd not come by that knowledge legally. I stole it. He insisted... join a college or face prosecution." She looked down at her hands again. "I could have fought but I'd not have won and I'd already decided. It seemed best. There are things I can't talk about now. The oath is binding. If I speak secrets of the colleges the oath will kill me. I have to be careful."
I took that in. I hadn't known. We hadn't spoken since the Grave, and hardly even then. I knew about the oath, of course. Any noble can learn spells to a certain level if they pay, but beyond that the colleges require an oath of secrecy. It bars no public office so not much is made of it, but sorcerers can become incredibly powerful and dangerous individuals, and the colleges regulate their own, curb any excesses. I shook my head to turn aside from that line of thought. It didn't matter.
"So you can't tell me."
"It's difficult. I don't think I dare. I don't know what my limits are yet. I'll have to find out when I reach the city," She gave a little laugh, nervous, perhaps frightened. "I expect they will tell me, don't you?"
"Yes," I said. "But until you don't know..."
"Best not experiment. I'm sorry. You will have to ask someone else."
I nodded. Who? Sapphire could contact my father. Maybe he would know something. Balaran knew something but he wasn't talking, except cryptically, and there was no compelling him.
I didn't say anything for a while. Neither did she. It got uncomfortable.
"Why did you...?" I gestured around me, indicating the dream.
She glanced up, looking at me through her hair. "I wanted to know you were all right."
No, I'm not all right. Better for seeing you. Or worse. It would better if you were here. I miss you. But I couldn't say any of that. And then I did, all of it, and she kept her gaze on her hands that had she clasped in her lap. "I don't even know why you left," I said. 
She looked up then, looked away, back to her hands. "It's for the best."
No it isn't for the bloody best! But that I didn't say. It was best not to say that. How could it be for the best? I just looked at her. Really looked. Her hair hid her face but I was sure...
"Are you crying?" I stepped forward, or tried to but she faded to darkness and was gone. No!
"No!" I sat up in bed, tangled in coverings and with arms wrapped around my shoulders.
"Sumto? Are you all right?" Anista said.
I didn't answer. I didn't know what to say. "I'm fine," I lied. I hate lying. "I'm fine."
 
#
 
"Yes?"
I'd heard the morning reports, learning nothing I didn't already know, and had settled into some correspondence. I had been expecting to be interrupted at any moment; today was the first day I was permitting any who wanted my attention to seek me out in my office. There was a small crowd of them, each with his or her own concern to be addressed. Some of them I had sent for, having picked their names out of the census. The boy standing before me was the first to be admitted; I had learned that his name was Elendas; he was Anista's son by Orlek and I had not sent for him.
"I am to be your scribe."
I leaned back in my chair and considered him. He was of medium height and blond. He had some breadth and depth to him though he had not achieved his full growth yet. I guessed he was in his mid-teens. His face was open and friendly, his gaze direct. I felt myself warming to him immediately, and that made me suspicious.
"You have not yet taken the oath, Elendas; you are not my client." 
His steady gaze dropped away and he coloured slightly. "I cannot, as my father did not permit me adult status."
"He did not think you ready?" It was a common enough practice that the head of the family determined when a child was ready for the responsibilities of adulthood. I was seventeen when my father registered my adult status with the office of the censor. I had left the family home and was living elsewhere, borrowing from creditors in my own name, and otherwise functioning as an adult. He'd had other options but had decided to cut me loose to stand or fall on my own. It had been a year before my mother had persuaded him to begin sending me an allowance to help me survive. 
"Why?" Elendas had not answered my question, so I prompted him.
"I suspect he considered me a threat and was delaying."
That was a more honest answer than I was expecting. "Oh? And were you a threat to him?"
His gaze wondered over the room where his father had entertained, lingering on the weapons and hides that covered the walls and longest on the couches that had been pushed to the walls. "I don't think I care to answer that question."
A more mature answer than I had anticipated. The boy was full of surprises. "And if your father considered you a threat, shouldn't I?"
His gaze snapped to mine. "I should rule here."
"But you won't."
"That has become clear to me. But you won't be here forever."
I laughed. I couldn't help it. Arrogant pup, but a planner and honest. "True. I'll place a client or clients to rule this place when I leave, and you are planning to be one of them, am I right?"
"Order my mother to name me a man and I will swear the oath."
"You are literate?"
He switched to my own language. "Caliran has taught me several languages, I am not fluent in all of them for lack of practice but I can write several in a clear hand."
I made the same switch. "And as my scribe you will be privy to everything I write, say or do."
"I will learn everything I can from you and rule well when you are gone."
"If I give you that power."
"You are creating titles, magistrates, and there is talk of elections. One of those magistrates will become pre-eminent, it is the way of things. I will do well enough."
"Can I trust you?"
He seemed genuinely surprised. "Of course. My father might have kept me a child forever, or had me killed if he caught me working against him. Now that you are here I have a chance. Without you I would be nothing. I owe you a debt already."
Good enough. "Tell your mother you are to be declared a man. When that is done I will accept you as my client and as my scribe."
He beamed with pleasure and spun away. "At once, Patron."
I chuckled to myself as I returned to my correspondence. Honest ambition was a good thing, and better still when coupled with the ability to achieve those ambitions. I would remind him that he would have to do some military service to become a citizen; in time he would be an asset to us.
I was still smiling when a knock announced another interruption. I didn't recognise the man who hovered uncertainly in the doorway.
"Ulsan Epshannat, Patron. You wanted to see me..."
"Yes," I did. I gestured that he take a seat and he did. "On the census you list your profession as miner, is that right? Good, I have a proposition for you."
He was the first significant investment of the day. There would be others. I needed to invest as much money here as I could and ensure that I got a good income out of the place after I left. Digging wealth out of the ground was the best place to start.
 
#
 
"You plan to auction our land!"
I winced at Anista's loud and sudden protest. I had taken a break and was in the bed chamber, looking out of the window. In the distance I could hear axes biting into wood. Closer, soldiers and others were working on the new barracks and walls. Work had begun on the road south; it would be a long time in the making. In the town itself there was activity, but still far too many people milling aimlessly; though I noticed that the majority of these were women and children. The town was starting to come alive, but slowly. I had spent over an hour interrogating the potential witnesses to last night’s killing. They knew nothing; had seen and heard nothing. I had released them to get on with their lives, though I had taken names and descriptions just in case I learned something more at a later date. There could be liars among them, but I had no way of knowing that.
I turned in the window and sat on the sill, crossed my arms and looked Anista in the eye. Once again I had that impression that she was in motion even though she stood still just a couple of paces away, her eyes flashing and her face flushed. I smiled. She really was quite pretty.
"Don't sit there smiling at me!" She took a fast step closer and for a second I thought she might either slap me or try and push me out of the window.
I let the smile drop away. "The land can't sit idle," I said, "and the men who would work it are dead."
"Then their wives and sons and daughters inherit the land grant."
"And where they are working the land they will be left to do so if they so choose, but there are buyers and if they want to sell they are free to do so." I shrugged. "I don't see the problem, Anista."
"What will they do? How will they live?"
"They will do whatever they choose to do and live how they choose to live. They will have money, having been paid by the buyer and I expect they will use it wisely," I said.
"You are loaning the buyers the money!" She seemed outraged by the idea.
"And I expect to get a return on the investment, over time. It's a lease of land, not a purchase; they will pay a rent."
She gritted her teeth and visibly controlled herself. "You are using other people’s money to loan to men who are buying land already granted to others who will then no longer have a livelihood and taking a rent from the buyer who you loaned the money to in the first place." she trailed off.
I nodded. "Exactly. There are no victims here, Anista. Listen, imagine you are a young woman with two small children to feed. You have a bit of land, maybe some seed grain, maybe a few animals. Could you really look after two small children and also work your land effectively? Could you feed yourself and your children, let alone make a surplus to sell?"
"That's just an extreme example," she dismissed it with a wave of her hand.
"Is it? Let's go look."
"What?"
"I'm ready for some time out of here," I gestured to the office through the open door. I'd spent over an hour explaining tax and accounting to Orasin. He'd had a hell of a time understanding that if you add something to one column you have to take it away from somewhere else. It doesn't just appear; it has to come from somewhere. Elendas, my new young scribe, had grasped the concept faster and more completely. I'd not long since given Orasin the keys to the treasury and passed him on to Yahret for further instruction. I'd sent Elendas with him to assist. I had a suspicion that the boy had already grasped that a good measure of power resided in the bureaucracy; whenever a law is enacted or an order issued, a bureaucrat interprets it before it is actioned, and in that interpretation lies a surprising amount of power. I was tired of thinking; tired of organising things. "Order a couple of horses saddled and we will go see for ourselves."
"You are trying to distract me."
"Is it working?"
Her lips twitched as she repressed a smile. "Perhaps a little."
"Good. Go organize the horses and then you can shout at me some more. I need to go speak to Caliran." I pushed away from the sill, patted her bum in passing and headed for the door.
"You are going to release him?"
"No. I'm going to find out what he knows about Battling Plain." And why he is paranoid enough to bar his quarters with magic at night.
 
#
 
"When I am awake the library is protected by my presence," Caliran said, "and when I sleep I set spirits to protect it. A thief might come in the night and steal that which I value."
As he spoke, he barely glanced over his shoulder from the shelf where he was arranging books to his satisfaction. He had greeted me civilly enough, but did not more than pause in his task to answer my question.
"The library is guarded," I pointed out. "My men are at the doors."
"They are not my guards." He placed a book and picked up another, examining the cover. "For what did you come here in the night?"
I gave a little wintery smile, knowing he couldn't see it. "Knowledge."
"Exactly. I sleep deeply and am difficult to wake. If you had failed to waken me would you have sought out what you wanted and then left with it, no bargain struck?"
I shrugged. "Probably."
"And if you take something without consent and without giving something in return, is that not the very definition of theft?"
"You and the library are mine," I pointed out.
He turned and pointed one slim finger at me. "Not so. I could destroy the library with a word. He who has the power to destroy a thing owns it more surely than any other." He turned back to the shelf, placed the book he held in his hands and picked up another. "Knowledge is power. Can you blame me for taking steps to protect what little power I have?"
In all honesty, no, I could not blame him for that. The simplest answer would be to kill him but to kill someone for your own convenience is murder. Not something I felt comfortable with. "What happens if there is a fire while you sleep deeply and are difficult to wake?"
"The library is protected from fire. And before you inquire, should I die the library dies with me unless I first grant it custody to another."
"And if you leave?"
He turned and smiled at me, though there was no humour in it. "Then I have a decision to make, but I do not need to make it yet."
"Why didn't you tell me any of this before?"
He cocked his head to one side and regarded me, appraisingly. "You are a cityman; I assumed we could make a bargain. And we did; you permitted me to stay here and I gave you something of value in return. But now you sought to take something without giving something in return. Now you need to know."
"If I were to take knowledge it would still exist," I argued. "If I read a book and return it, nothing is lost."
"Mere sophistry, and you know it. I have invested my life in this work of gathering and restoring the written word, and to take some of that without payment is to steal a portion of my life. Without recompense that is little better than slavery."
He could have been quoting from the constitution. Not that it applied to him; he wasn't a citizen and had no rights under our laws. Still, the principles we live by should be upheld in any interaction. How else could we promote them? If I wanted information from him I was going to have to pay for it. The problem was, I knew nothing of his loyalties and could guess that what he would want was more freedom to enact his will, whatever it might be. I didn't want to add his influence to the melting pot that was Darklake, not until things had had time to settle down and become more stable. I knew there were people here who could be considered his followers; I would be adding a faction to the mix with no clear way to predict that faction’s actions, aims or ambitions.
"Is that not so?" He prompted.
It was. We think that every interaction should be a transaction. To try and get something from someone while giving nothing in return was the essence of slavery. Even our slaves gain something in return for their labours; food and shelter and protection, to begin with; and the prize at the end of it was citizenship for themselves and their children. The food dole was not a gift in my eyes but the discharging of a debt I owed.
"How many works do you have that relate to Battling Plain?"
He crossed the room and indicated a dozen or so volumes on one shelf. "These few. The observations of travellers, for the most part."
"And what would you want for access to them?"
He tilted his head to one side, regarding me with his unnatural eyes while seeming to consider the matter. "The written works found at Duprane's Keep? Does that sound fair?"
It did; after I'd picked over them, of course. "I do not even know if there were any; I haven't made inquiries."
"That should not take long, surely?"
"Probably not." There was a moment’s silence. Then another. "I'll take those volumes now." Another long moment passed before he turned and began to remove volumes from the shelf, making a small stack of them. I made no move to close the distance between us and after another long moment he picked them up and carried them to me.
"A debt," he said as he passed them into my hands.
"I'll discharge it at my earliest convenience," I said, and left with what I had come for.
A few moments later, I stood in the courtyard with an armful of books that needed to be read now, looking at two horses that were saddled and ready. Anista was already mounted and ready to go, also now. Across the courtyard, two soldiers were preparing two more horses, and conspicuously paying no attention to me at all. Sometimes a poor memory is a blessing. I'd half meant to order my seemingly spontaneous bodyguard to be discontinued, but things had changed before I had remembered to do it and now I had no such intention. There were people here who wanted me dead. The bodyguard could stay. True, being a target came with the job, but there was no sense being a damn fool about it. And they could serve other purposes, I thought, as I approached them. Both men looked up as I came close.
"Get these books to Meran at once," I said, pressing them into the arms of the nearest solider.
Unable to salute, he inclined his head. "At once, Patron."
The art of delegation.
 
#
 
The baker was busy and the mill was turning. Close to the hall there were people working at their crafts and others moving with purpose. The animal pens were empty, apart from a handful of milk-cows that might or might not become a permanent fixture, depending on exactly how far away the nearest pasture was and how well the cows could be fed. We passed a woman working at a butter churn, making butter for her family’s bread and maybe a surplus to sell. Darklake was beginning to come alive. Not everywhere and not all at once, but the heart of the economy had started to beat and the life-blood of money was starting to circulate. I heard laughter and saw the occasional smile, noticed earnest conversations and deals being struck. By the time we reached the gates behind Darklake I was confident that inside a year the town would be everything I needed it to be. I turned to Anista with every intention of saying something like 'See? I told you so,' but saw that she was frowning and not looking at me. I followed her gaze to try and pick out what she was seeing. As near as I could tell she was looking at the same things I saw and not finding them to her liking. I shrugged and left it alone, supposing it the difference between a pessimist and an optimist.
The west gate was open but no one was using it but us. The sun was high and dawn and dusk would be the times of heavy traffic. Just beyond, at the foot of the slope behind Darklake, the second soldier joined us and rode close to my side.
"Commander Meran bids me inform you that there are riders coming from the north, Patron."
Now what? I gritted my teeth and gave a nod. "Understood. Take your place, soldier."
With a cursory salute he dropped back and I urged the horse to walk on up the slope, following the well-worn trail and maintaining a slight forward lean to keep the horse moving. It wasn't long before Anista gave up on waiting and spoke her mind.
"You aren't going to send your men to meet them? Ask how many and with what intent they approach? Issue any orders?"
"None of the above," I agreed. I gestured to the slope ahead. "When we reach the top, I'll take a look, maybe."
She frowned at me in open disapproval. "You should do something."
"Why me?" I rode on alone for a few seconds. She had dropped the hand holding the reins and slumped back in the saddle. I'd managed to stop smiling by the time she regained control of herself and her horse, coming swiftly back to my side.
"You are the... you rule here. You can't let a subordinate usurp your authority or they will think he rules; and worse than that, so will he. You must do something."
"Half of good government is resisting the urge to do something. If I stuck my nose into every single problem every single person has I'd never get any sleep and the problems still wouldn't all be solved, or the solution would make more problems." I shrugged. "If I'm needed, someone will let me know but if someone else can deal with it, and has the authority to deal with it, let them."
She was silent for a while and for a moment I hoped she was thinking about it, but she wasn't.
"My father used to say that he was the father of his people and it was his job to protect them."
I was trying to think. "Mine used to say learn to wipe your own arse, boy."
Anista stiffened in the saddle and faced forward, expression rigid with disapproval. I left her to it, gaze wondering and mind working furiously. The stream that ran through Darklake pushed out of the side of the hill close by, a strong natural spring and probably one of many. I find the sound of running water soothing, and I needed to be soothed. My memory was failing me - ever since Learneth and that bastard Dannat. Meran would deal with the situation but that is not what I had intended. Just as Orasin was to be the magistrate with responsibility for taxation and the treasury, I had had another in mind for foreign relations; a man to act as ambassador. I had thought to issue an order that he be found and join me to meet with whoever was coming out of the north. The only problem was, I couldn't remember his name. I had met him twice, at least; shared a meal, spoken of my plans. Not Mielkan, the refugee; I had other plans for him. Not Orasin, of course. One of the other two, both men of Learneth, and I could remember the name of neither of them. Until I did, I couldn't do a damn thing but let Meran deal with it.
The sound of moving water faded as I reach the top of the slope and looked briefly over into a two-mile long valley that dropped slowly away from here; it was a view with mixed prospects. Some viable, arable land was under cultivation and fenced in, surrounded by mixed scrub where goats and sheep roamed; there was little pasture but where it existed there were cattle grazing. There were dwellings, small and tucked close to the cultivated land; here and there I picked out people at work. I didn't spare it much more than a glance before I turned back to look over Darklake. Anista passed me by, shooting me a glare that I ignored. She'd either get over it or she wouldn't and right then I didn't care. I scanned the area north of the town and picked out two dozen riders moving in deliberate procession. It didn't tell me much but two dozen was no threat worth the name. Whoever they were, they could wait. So let them wait. What was the bastard’s name? Sel-something. Selat? Selbar? Selcen? My men passed me and reined in close by. Orasin, Mielkan, Vendetta or something similar, and Seldan, no Seldas!
I turned to my men. "Go find Seldas and have him meet me in the hall as soon as he is able. You know the man I mean?"
The guards exchanged a glance and one of them gave a brief nod. "Yes, Patron. I know the man. I'll find you here when I'm done?"
I turned to look past Anista, who wasn't waiting but wasn't hurrying either; I noticed her stiff back and rigid posture as I gestured into the valley. "Somewhere there," I shrugged. "You'll see us, I'd guess."
He gave another thoughtful nod and walked his horse back the way we had just travelled. I watched him go for a moment, and then scanned the scene. Darklake, fairly active, the lake beyond, still and black, beyond it the trading post of Lendrin Treleth as active as an ants’ nest; to the south the ringing sounds of axe on wood and men with mules dragging felled trees out for the sparse woodland. The tentative and fragile beginnings of normality. I wondered if the men coming now intended to damage it; hoped they were not. There were problems enough and right now I had to make sure that Anista didn't become one of them. I urged my mount to follow her and it moved off at a walk; turning my face up to feel the warm sun, I took a deep breath and held it before letting it out in a long sigh. Why couldn't this woman be more like Jocasta? Talking to Jocasta had been easy; I just said what I thought and it was always all right. With Anista, every conversation was an argument. 
Thank fate she didn't talk much in bed.
 
#
 
"You should help her."
It was the first thing Anista had said in several minutes, and predictably enough, it was a demand that I do something. Kathan was right; his sister didn't listen to what she didn't want to hear. It was becoming a problem. We had ridden slowly through the valley, following the narrow paths that wound where the lie of the land was easiest and least fertile. Farming of any kind is a fairly labour-intensive business and there were not as many people active on the land as I knew there should be. Crops were growing, but so were weeds. There were women and children in fair numbers, tending herds and channelling water and weeding crops; but there was hardly a man in sight. The heavy work went undone, or was attempted but not achieved; like the porker that had managed to get itself into a hollow but couldn't get back out. It stood in the mud, forelegs up on the muddy ground and struggling to get purchase with its hind legs, squealing and grunting as it wriggled in the narrow channel. A woman and a boy stood by, watching, mud-splattered; she worried and thoughtful, the boy wary and dejected. I guessed they'd tried to lift the animal out. He'd tried his strength against the task and found it beyond him.
I steered closer, keeping to a walk. "And when she needs help tomorrow? What then? And the next day? Come harvest, what then?" 
"Everyone helps at harvest," Anista said. "Everyone wants to eat, don't they?"
The woman and the boy had looked up at our approach, both wary and hopeful, and I gave them a friendly smile as I swung down out of the saddle. "Going to give me a hand, soldier?"
"Not my pig," he turned in the saddle, scanning our surroundings.
"Exactly," I muttered as I passed him my reins. "Keep an eye out, then."
"Rider coming out of the west, Patron. Was that an order?"
"No." Like he said, it wasn't his pig. I looked. He was right. One rider, well over a mile away, not in any hurry. I looked back the way we had come. The second guard was on his way to join us, and would be with us sooner than the other. I wandered over toward the pig, shooting a brief glance at Anista, who had frozen in the act of dismounting, glaring at the indifferent soldier and then at me. I shrugged and focused on the problem.
The animal had reached as high as it could, had its forelegs out of the hole and flat against the muddy ground; it hadn't enough strength to pull itself out and couldn't get purchase with its back legs to push its own weight higher. I briefly imagined straddling the hollow and reaching down to get my hands under its chest to lift it high enough and forward enough that it could get clear. Good way to throw your back out, I thought. And it would only work if the pig cooperated, which it wouldn't, being a pig; it would wriggle and struggle and fuss and make the task impossible. Get in the hollow with the pig and lift? Not a plan of genius.
I looked up at the woman and grinned. "I suppose you could always butcher it where it is."
A look of horror, almost fear, flitted over her features and she dropped her head to look at her feet. I could see she wanted to say something but was afraid to voice her concern.
"Bad jest," I told her, looking at the boy who didn't look quite so terrified. Just wary, maybe a little angry. Much better.
"Sow's pregnant, sire," the boy muttered, gaze drifting away from mine, face flushed.
"Worth more alive, then. And it's patron, lad. I'm no one's king. Do you have a spade?"
The lad nodded.
"Go get it then," I could see a dwelling not much more than a hundred yards off. From a walled pen I could hear other pigs; so maybe only this one had gotten loose, or maybe they had fixed the wall and dealt with the rest, leaving only this one that had gotten itself into trouble. I couldn't tell how much damage the pigs had done while loose. Any was too much. The boy looked to his mother before going at her nod of assent.
"How did you get them out from the town?" Pigs don't herd easily.
She shot a glance up at me, then hurriedly lowered her gaze again. "Didn't have time to take 'em in, s..." She broke off, flushed. "Had to leave 'em." She shrugged helplessly; flustered, she looked for help and found Anista.
"Don't worry, Nila," Anista soothed, "I won't let him hurt you."
Hurt her? When I don't understand something I generally ignore it. "I'll dig the pig out," I looked over the hollow and pointed back of the pig, "there, then we'll get her to back out," I shrugged. "It shouldn't take long." I'd probably get blisters, though. 
They ignored me; Anista put an arm around Nila and walked her off, talking too softly to be heard.
You’re welcome, I thought, and sympathised more with the soldier’s answer. Not my pig.
The boy brought two spades. I took one and we got started on the task. He was too young and small to be much help and there wasn't enough room, so he more got in the way than anything else. Still, I let him, worked round him, and made sure he saw how I was approaching the task. Siege work is mostly digging, when magic isn't available. I'd done my share, thanks to my Uncle. I settled into the work and we got it done, talking only as much as needed. I hit rock pretty quickly and adjusted the plan, filling in as much as digging out. I warmed to the work; liking it. It felt good. Nothing hurt worth talking about. I felt well. The porker ignored the whole process apart from being spooked by the noise and motion behind it, occasionally scrabbling with its back legs and getting nowhere, grunting and sometimes squealing. After a while I got down in the trench, stamping down on the loose earth, tamping it into the exposed rock to firm up the impromptu ramp and getting pig shit on my boots and trousers. I walked out the way I intended the pig to back out and made it without much trouble. The other guard had joined us and both sat their mounts watching the approaching rider. He was close now.
"Scout," one of them said, seeing me look.
The pig was still resting against the end of the trench, forelegs splayed out in front of it. I walked around to the front, gesturing the guards to move. They hesitated. "I don't want the porker to run off," I said. With identical shrugs the two men walked their horses, leading mine and made a kind of wall of horses a little way back from the trench. The boy moved to plug a gap. Content with the arrangement, I stepped close and slapped the flat of the spade against the pig’s nose. It gave an outraged squeal and shuffled back, dropping into the trench and then kept moving, head turning from side to side, it backed slowly up the improvised slope and out. "Get it in the pen," I said, turning away and tossing the spade aside. The scout was close now and heading our way. I gave a wave and moved to meet him, ignoring the grunting of pig, huffing of horse and muttering of men behind me. My work there was done. In a moment I'd see about getting something for it; the least Nila could do for payment is feed me, I figured. Nothing is for nothing, after all.
The scout greeted me, dismounted and we walked together, heading for the nearby dwelling. I recognised him but couldn't bring his name to mind; he was the same scout who had travelled with Meran and caught up to me just north of Twobridges. "Well," I asked, "what do you have for me?"
"There's nothing out to the west that's a threat, Patron," he told me. "There are seven small clans within a day’s ride, twelve to fifteen miles distant, and none of them half the size of Darklake. Two are fortified, clinging to high ground but there'd be no need to take them. I've a couple of letters for you. Mostly they want to know what the city intends for them. They seem wary but not hostile; glad the Necromancers are ended as a threat and the two I mentioned will negotiate for their women. They will soon be coming here for that."
"The terrain?"
"Like this and harder; the trails narrow and the land not much use for anything. Everything's geared for subsistence," he shrugged. "They survive but little more than that; some low level mining at one place; they smelt it to pig iron and trade it out, not more than a ton a year. Small beans."
That was all about what I'd expected and as much as I needed to know. "Write up a full report and I'll read it later; report to Commander Meran and leave the letters with him. I'm just about to cadge a meal here; you can join me or ride back, as you please."
He stopped at once, eyed the pitiful dwelling we were closing on, and climbed back into the saddle. "I'm for a bath as soon as I can get one, so I'll go on, now I have your leave, Patron."
I stepped back from the mount as he turned it. "Rest up a day, I've letters to go south."
He saluted casually and rode away. I watched him go; after a short time I was sure that I didn't remember his name because I had never known it. I was glad of that.
 
#
 
"Rabbits?"
The woman, Nila, was combing the long fur of a rabbit that rested contentedly in her lap. It wasn't the only one she kept; the dwelling was full of hutches, full of rabbits. She glanced up at me and returned to her task. Saving the fur from the comb.
"For the wool," Anista said. She had moved to the door when I entered and was watching the pig being re-introduced to its rightful home; presumably checking that my men weren't carving off a bite to eat while they were unsupervised.
I looked around the room; one room, a roundhouse, many rabbits. A couple of sleeping pallets. No food. "Wool? From rabbits?" There was none of the associated tools for dealing with wool.
They both looked at me, then shared a glance before Nila dropped her gaze back to her task. Anista looked condescending. "I was wearing a dress of it the other day. You looked close enough, though I didn't think you were admiring the dress."
I remembered it. Black. A very fine clingy wool. "You make that cloth?"
Nila looked up at me again, glanced at Anista and lowered her gaze. She shook her head.
"There is a loom in the hall. The wool goes there," Anista said.
The wool goes there. "You buy it?"
"It's a gift, in return for the land."
A gift. "You weave it?"
Anista smiled and shook her head. "Nila and others do that work."
Work. "And you sell it?"
She answered absently, uninterested. "It's mine. Some is sold, some kept, some gifted to the wives and daughters of chieftains where it will do the most good."
I was sure of the answer but asked anyway. "And they are paid?"
They both looked puzzled. Paid?
I took a step away from Anista. I didn't want to give in to the urge to slap her. I looked around the room. "So, let me see if I've got this right. Nila and other women tend the rabbits for their fur, which they spin to wool and weave to cloth which is then used by you as you see fit and none of the gain is seen by those who do the work?" By the time I was done asking the question the anger had reached my voice and I was looking again at Anista. Her face was flushed.
"You make me sound like a thief," she snapped. "It's not like that at all."
"Not a thief," I agreed, still angry. "Let's use the right words. When you use someone else's work to your own gain and none of theirs, you make a slave of them. This practice ends. Now. No arguments." Anista had opened her mouth to protest and Nila was looking up at me, afraid. I met her gaze, still speaking through gritted teeth. "You weave your wool in the hall and take the cloth to Lendrin Treleth at the trading post and negotiate a price for it. You may pay Anista a price for the use of the loom but if it is too expensive," I shot Anista a glare, "I will buy another and set up a workshop that can collectively be rented from me at a better rate. Any other practices that force free people to bear the consequences of slavery will be dealt with under the law. Think yourself lucky, Anista, that I am dealing with this unofficially. The penalty is harsh."
Eyes wide and face pale, she stepped close, her voice a whisper. "How dare you? The Angora cloth is mine!" Her hand whipped toward my face. I blocked it without much effort to be kind. She was strong for a woman, but still the impact against my forearm hurt. She gasped with the pain and stepped back, gripping her wrist with her other hand, cradling it to her breast, head down. Nila cried out, dumped the rabbit and went to her side, glancing at me, fearful.
"Nothing is yours save what you earn through your own efforts. I have offered you a job of work to do and what have you done? Nothing, so far as I can see. You cannot continue to feed off other people and give nothing in return. You are housed, clothed, you eat and give nothing for it. That ends now also. Tomorrow you meet me and discuss your duties as magistrate and begin work or I will kick your sorry ass out of the hall and you can find your own way." I kept my voice level, though I was still angry. She needed to know I meant every word. "Clear?"
She cried and Nila held her and glared at me, white-faced.
Well. Women. What can you do?
I left them to it. The victimiser comforted by her victim. Sometimes I just want to give up.
Outside my guards waited, holding both horses.
"Leave that one," I snapped at the guard holding Anista's mount. "Find Kalan and tell him I want to see him in the hall. You know the man I mean?" I asked as the guard hesitated. "Bald man, local, powerful build." He nodded, passed the reins and left in a hurry.
The boy was nearby, looking at me. Wary. I frowned at him for a moment, then cleared my throat to make sure my voice was calm before I spoke. "This place needs a man to work it. Make sure your mother understands that; make sure to hire someone or make some other arrangement soon."
The boy jerked a nod and I left it at that. Taking the reins to Anista's horse, I tied them off so the beast wouldn't wander and climbed into my saddle. It was time the laws of a client kingdom were read in public so that people understood them. That was next. Whoever had come out of the north could hear them as well. It was past time everyone clearly knew where they stood. Old habits had to be broken, old ways of thinking abandoned and I hadn't the patience left to gently press for change. When my patience is ended and my temper lost it is lost forever. Best this be done before that happened.
"Right," I said. "Let's go see what these northerners want."
"Yes, Patron."
We left.
 
#
 
It was bad timing on their part, though they couldn't have known that.
I stared at the two heads displayed on spears and my blood thundered in my veins. How could they think murder would please me?
Meran had kept the self-proclaimed embassy out of the town, amid the on-going building work outside the gate. Two magistrates of Hederan, simpering and confident at the head of their bodyguard of twenty men, despite the cold faces of the soldiers around them, despite Meran's discomfort and the stiff-faced disapproval of the centurions, despite Balaran's red-faced but silent outrage, and despite the open disgust on the face of the healers. I'd ridden close and listened to their opening speech of greeting, not taking my eyes from the impaled heads.
"August Patron," he had bowed his fat head the smallest degree. "I have the honor to be the Magistrate Saulan, deputed to speak for our town. I bring this message," he gestured to the two heads, one either side of him, held aloft on long spears in the hands of two of his entourage. "The magistrates and town of Hederan capitulate; we have seen your demonstration of power and the fate of those that sought, against our wishes, to oppose you some days since, when you and your personal bodyguard sought free passage through the lands of the town. The Necromancers of Battling Plain connived to subvert our just and equitable rule and some among the magistrates and leading citizens were swayed by their threats and blandishments and forced us to submit to their tyranny. It took us some days since your brief transit of our territory to wrest control from the cruel hands of your enemies and thus be able to bring their heads to you, by my hand, as proof of our goodwill and cooperative disposition." His fat face had begun to sweat about half way through, eyes beginning to dart about, possibly for the first time noticing the lack of enthusiasm for his gift. Maybe he had taken a brief moment away from his own ego to observe a landscape outside his own internal fantasy version of the situation. He licked his lips. "Your enemies are our enemies..." his voice failed.
I had not dismounted. I had not taken my gaze from the severed heads. Just two heads. They could have been anyone. I could feel my own expression; stony and grim and set.
Saulan looked around him, taking in the sea of unfriendly faces, soldiers of the city. Hard men. Work had lapsed. They had drifted closer, instinctively drifting to ranks. They worked in armor, weapons to hand; I had to admit that were their ire directed at me, I would be a little intimidated. Saulan turned an expression of growing desperation to his companion, as extravagantly dressed, as wealthy, and possibly as misguided. The more slightly built magistrate was older, possibly wiser. He cleared his throat, obstinately refusing to meet his companion’s gaze. He opened his mouth, closed it and looked away.
"By your hand?" I asked Saulan.
"Your Eminence?"
I did not correct him. "You said, by my hand, so you claim responsibility?"
"By order... by order of the surviving magistrates of Hederan... our enemies were executed... your enemies..." he broke off, licked his soft lips again, "You are not pleased, Majesty?"
"No more than I am by your flailing around for a title that pleases me. Murder never pleases me. That's just a head," I pointed to each, "and so is that. They tell me nothing except that you are a bloody-handed barbarian." I raised my voice just a little to be sure I was heard. "You men of Hederan will dismount and lay down your arms. From this moment all of you are private citizens without authority to act in any matter." I dropped my gaze to the two magistrates, making sure they understood that they were included in this order. "You will return to Hederan in the company of Commander Meran Cerulian; you will obey his commands on pain of death. You will cooperate with him as he requires. That is all." I had nothing else to say to them. As I turned my mount away, I glimpsed Seldas' watching me, consideringly. As a first lesson in diplomacy it was exactly the opposite of what I had intended but it couldn't be helped. I caught Meran's eye. "Come and see me as soon as you are able."
He saluted crisply and I left him to it.
 
#
 
I was still angry as I strode into the hall and saw that Kathan was waiting for me, in conversation with his nephew. Both tensed as I approached, catching my mood.
"We need to talk," I said.
They followed me into my office. Elendas took a seat at the table and drew pen and paper close. Kathan closed the door and stood with his back to it while I poured wine. "The subject is family loyalty."
Kathan snorted. "Anista."
I handed him a glass and glanced at Elendas. "Mother?"
"You were right, Kathan. She really doesn't listen to what she doesn't want to hear."
He swirled the wine in his glass, watched it move. "Her attitude didn't work with Orlek, and I told her it would work even less well with you. What do you intend?"
I looked to Elendas. He gave a slight shrug. "I doubt you intend her any harm," he said. "So long as that's true, what matter?"
"What I intend is that Darklake and this region function without my presence or the need for my presence. What I intend is that city traders be able to pass here without undue risk. What I intend is that the people prosper. For that to happen, certain ideas of the contract between ruled and rulers have to change. Anista's actions damage my belief that that is possible. If she persists in being part of the problem then I will not permit her to be involved in the solution. She has other family?" I addressed the question to Kathan.
"Another brother; my elder by some years. He is the chieftain of our clan and holds land. He can support her should she go to him, but he might not be willing and.."
"And?"
He shrugged. "The people of Darklake are fond of my sister."
I sighed. For every solution another problem. "And you?"
"Am I fond of her? Of course. Should she be harmed her family will avenge her, but that is not your intention, is it?"
"Matters of family honor can be a prickly business."
Kathan cleared his throat, took a gulp of wine and shrugged. "I think you made a mistake in taking her to your bed. Putting her aside will only offend me if you do it without care for her future well-being. I have sworn an oath to you, Sumto. It won’t be broken lightly. I see a future for myself that was better than what I had. As I understand it, Anista has the same opportunity, to take or squander as she sees fit."
"She still has, for now," I said. "Elendas?"
He thought about it. "Men rule," he said. "Women don't figure much in that. They have their areas of responsibility, and we have ours. As to the oath, I've learned it but it might be better if we settle my mother’s future before I give it," he glanced at his uncle, a hint of disapproval in his expression, "in case of conflict."
There was a moment of tension between them, then Kathan shrugged and finished his wine. "If you put her aside, return her dowry and an honor-guard to go where she wills. That will satisfy me."
I frowned. "I'm not her husband. Her dowry is hers already. If she stays or goes it will be her choice. If she takes up the duties of the office of magistrate she will be responsible for her actions under the law. I can't change that. A fine and exile is the usual penalty for abuse of power, but for treason it is death."
Elendas looked up. "You suspect her of plotting against you?"
"No, but if she takes office she must understand her position. She will have power and should she abuse it, use it against the city, there will be consequences. How far does this habit of not listening stretch? By allowing her some measure of power, am I in fact putting her at risk?"
Elendas and Kathan exchanged a long glance. "With your permission, Patron, we will discuss this and perhaps speak with my sister on the matter. I assume you intend to speak to her yourself on this score?"
"That is my intention, yes." I downed the wine and grabbed a sheet of paper. "I'll leave you to discuss it;" I scribbled a brief note, sanded it, sealed it and headed for the door. "Should Meran come looking for me, tell him to wait."
 
#
 
The funeral pyre burned on the rough ground south of Darklake and we, the comrades of the fallen man, stood at parade rest and waited for the fire to do its work. It takes a good sized pyre to burn a man to ashes. The heat makes you stand well back if you value your hair. Dusk came on to dark in silent increments, moments when a man's comrades can think about the dead. If family are present, one of them will speak about the man; there were none of his family here so Talin's closest friend spoke for him. He kept it simple. Spoke of his life, his intentions and actions, his successes and failures, his plans and actions. Talin was a man of the city. Born a man of the fifth rank, he had died a man of the fourth. He had sons. He was a success. A wolf howled while his friend spoke, one long ululation. A good omen. There is a myth that the city was founded by orphaned twin babes, suckled by a she-wolf. Probably just a myth, but still. A good omen. I thought about my brother, having no other dead to think about. I'd liked him. Admired him. Doubted he would be much proud of me. He was a soldier in the mould of my uncle; and I am not.
Done with that, I turned my mind to other subjects. Anista would either come round to my way of thinking or not. Nothing to think about. She stayed and was useful or went; either way I doubted she would be sharing my bed again. I wasn't much troubled about that. I missed Jocasta.
I turned my mind to Sapphire. I had dropped a message with the mad old man who tended the latrines. I had learned that the old boy was proud of him, as though Sapphire, or Saff as he called him, were his son.
"Good man, Saff," he'd said, pride shining in his eyes. "Knows his dunnies," I had felt my eyes glaze over at the thought of Sapphire cleaning latrines, "And howter fight! Aye, fights like I uster when I were a young'en."
"Yes," I had been feeling singularly uninspired. "You will give him the message?"
"He saidter do 'et, Iyul doet."
"You will see him?"
"Boundter; he al'ays comes round with a bit o' fodder fer uz. Don'e fret. An anythin' fer e' Iyul see e' getzit."
I took me a moment to puzzle out what he had said, but after I had there didn't seem to be much point in prolonging the conversation. The note would get to Sapphire; he would know I wanted to see him, that I wanted an accurate count of the numbers of Necromancers there had been and how many in his estimation had been accounted for.
He had not appeared yet. 
I would stand like this for my parents one day. For my father. I wondered how I would feel about it.
Meran had caught up with me shortly after I had returned from delivering the message to Sapphire. I had not had much to add to his instructions; only that no serving magistrate of Hederan was to be left in power. Kathan would take charge and enforce order with most of his sixty men and a few hand-picked soldiers of Meran's command. Balaran was to accompany him. I had been in two minds about keeping Balaran with me, but finally the decision was made. One of the healers could stay with me, just in case of need.
"Before you move on from Hederan," I'd told him, "investigate the execution; be as sure as you can be that those two were Necromancers."
"You suspect a ploy?"
I'd shrugged. "I've no reason to, but take the robes off a Necromancer and put him in trousers and a shirt, how would you tell? Be sure. Then succour their subjects; secure the area; leave men in charge as soon as you are confident of each settlement; check up on the Grave itself. Send messages. Are all the scouts in?"
They were, apart from the scout who had gone east and the scout who had passed through Duprane's territory. He had given me the written reports. A representative of Twobridges was on his way to negotiate for Dannat's wife and children. There had been a letter from my uncle. He was pushing north with one legion, making a road as he came. It would be weeks before he got here. He approved my actions but made no mention of the Assembly of Patrons. That made me wonder how well my own actions had fitted into my father's plans. Made me wonder how much the Assembly knew.
In the cold night sky I could see a single star, glimmering in the south. The fire was dying down. It would be some hours before it cooled enough to be racked for the few slivers of bone that would remain, but dusk was turning to full night, there were stars out, and our ceremony was done.
It was time. "Dismiss the men."
I turned away from the centurions as they called the order and moved to walk beside Balaran so that we headed back toward Darklake together. "I'm having trouble seeing in the dark."
He cocked his head to one side as he regarded me, one eyebrow raised.
I didn't acknowledge his scepticism. "I plan to drop by the Trading Post. I won't be needing company; but maybe best if I can see, don't you think?"
There was the hint of a flash of light glimpsed from the corner of my eye and the world brightened to monochrome clarity. "That should hold all night," he said.
"Good," I said, and angled away. No one else had any night vision. No one was looking for me. I was beyond the edge of the firelight and pretty much invisible to men whose night-sight was ruined by the fire. Slipping away was easy.
 
#
 
Some things can't be delegated. Some things you have to do on your own. I couldn't remember the last time I had been truly alone. As I crossed the uneven ground, keeping a good pace, I entertained the fantasy that I could walk away, just keep walking. But reality intrudes on even the most appealing fantasy. Where would I go? And why? And to do what? Out of the highlands for certain; away from the barbarian north. How far would I have to go before I found something approaching civilization? I was heading east and the nearest city was either south, back to the life my fantasy rejected, or west, ten or more hard days’ travel to one of the coastal kingdoms. A town, a tavern, a beer. Then work, a room, a different life. It was a stupid fantasy and didn't last long. It was also empty. Jocasta and I had joked about running away together and starting a new life; just us. It was never going to happen; not then and even less so now. Some things you have to do alone. But we all live in the context that other people’s lives make for us. An echo of something someone had said came to me then. What freedom in that?
For the next few paces, as the woodland ahead edged closer, I frowned and tracked down the memory. It had been Dannat. Railing against his fate, justifying his actions while I, concussed, had barely understood his words let alone his meaning. Now I conceded that he had a point; we are not free; we are all constrained by the actions, the lives of others. Our options narrowed, our choices defined by the lives of other people. The invisible hand; the accumulated effect of every individual’s perceived self-interest and the actions they take in the belief those actions will achieve their desired goals. The invisible hand created a sea of eddies and currents and tides that impacted on every individual and turned their actions away from their goals, or sometimes strengthened them and pushed them to success almost without their volition. All invisible. All unknown but affecting your own actions, taken to achieve your own perceived goals. Had I a better idea of each individual’s motives I could better predict their actions, assuming they acted rationally, which was far from usual. Fifty per cent of people are below average. As I understood it, that is what average meant; they might believe that their actions would achieve their perceived intent, but those plans were rarely well conceived, as they were based on incomplete understanding and flawed reasoning. In the context of the city things were easier; we are an oligarchy, pure and simple. The motives were clear; greed, advancement and wealth. Stability, trade, wealth, power. Each individual wanted the same things and they were self-reinforcing; more stability, more trade, more wealth, more power, used to achieve more stability to encourage more trade, and so on. Any time I interacted with another man of the city I knew his goals and ambitions. He wanted more wealth and, more to the point, he understood that the best way to gain more wealth for himself was to promote situations where everyone gained. Lendrin Treleth was easy to deal with once I put him in his place and stopped him from usurping my authority. Work with me and you too will gain; work against me and I will crush you.
The slope under the woodland was harder on foot and I worked up a sweat before I reached the trail that Anista and I had ridden just the other day. I stopped at the top of the slope and turned back to look over the broken landscape to view Darklake. A cool breeze evaporated the thin sheen of sweat that covered my face. I breathed deep and slow and scanned the terrain, seeing no hint of movement between here and Darklake. I wanted to see a thriving town there; a place where even the poorest had as much as they needed, with opportunities and the ability to gain more. A place where my clients were content yet ambitious, where they used my money to make more for themselves and for me. I imagined a road through this pass, heavy with trade, a vein of increasing wealth pumped by the strong heart of the city. Anista did not see the same vision; she saw a humble cluster of hovels where everyone was fed and everyone looked to her for even that much. She saw wealth as something to control and hoard against hard times; I saw it as something to liberate and keep in free circulation to make sure the hard times never came. And at the heart of her attitude, it came to me, was that she had no skills or abilities to affect her own advancement; her only hope lay in the control of others, ultimately she was a parasite sucking the life-blood out of her host. Her primary host, the man from whom she derived her power to feed, had been Orlek.
And was now me.
"Shit." I turned and walked into the woodland and the potential meeting with Duprane. A woman I didn't know or understand; but not necessarily a more dangerous one.
 
#
 
A small flickering flame illuminated the dell below me as I crouched on the lip of the slope and soaked up the scene.
Once I had entered the woodland I knew I would have to find higher ground. I knew what I was looking for but had no real idea where I would find it. Only that it would be inconspicuous, a fire lit to guide me but not to announce her location to the world. I'd angled right and crossed the face of the slope, gaining height without putting myself to the strenuous exertion that a direct climb would demand. Gnarled trees clung to the rocky slope, sparse enough to let light pass and encourage a dense undergrowth of tangling bushes and brambles. It was slow going, but I needed higher ground. Maybe an hour passed before I was high enough to catch a glimpse of light to the south of Duprane’s Keep. Now I crouched at the edge of a slope that fell gently down into a dell, and more steeply to my left. One figure sat by the fire. It could be anyone, shrouded in layers of cloth, cloak and hood, but I was sure it would be Duprane. The message I had left for her to find had been short and simple. Make a fire on the night of the new moon, site it between Darklake and your Keep. I will meet you alone.
Was she alone?
I had remained still and hidden for some time and saw no hint that she was not. The figure below cooked meat over the small fire. In a small pot that hung from a triangular frame she brewed tea. She sipped from a white metal cup. She waited.
A slight movement drew my attention away from her. I was keyed to the night, senses alert, but still the wolf had come close enough to leap if it chose to. Up the slight slope to my right and slightly behind me. I turned my head to look. The wolf had frozen. Its gaze met mine. My legs were cold and stiff. I'd been crouching too long. I wouldn't be able to move fast. My hand strayed to the hilt of the sword I wore high on my left side. The ears of the wolf pricked, turned, its attention shifted as it growled deep in its throat, body tensed, teeth bared, snout wrinkled. Its focus shifted and so did mine; a whisper of sound behind me. Left knee grounding, I shifted my weight, turning, blade coming free. The wolf spun, lower and slightly back from us as the apparition ghosted toward me. A blur of shifting darkness merging with the shadows. A glimpse of steel, bright and sharp, held low. I slid slightly down the slope, blade coming up and round, too slow. Something struck the figure hard and both spun away down the sheerest of the slopes. The wolf landed a moment later, just beyond the reach of my blade. Hackles raised, feet splayed, fierce but still. Gut cold, blood tingling, breath slow and deep, I watched the wolf. It whined, turned its head to look at me. An explosion of sound burst from the undergrowth below us. Neither I nor the wolf looked. It blinked, deliberately looked at the sword in my hand, the point within a foot of its muzzle. Then it once more met my gaze and slowly it shook its head. It kept eye contact as it did so. Like a man would.
The voice behind me made me twitch, though it was raised just enough that I could hear. An old woman's voice.
"Leave him alone."
I didn't know if she was talking to me or the wolf. I had not thought that she was talking to Sapphire or whoever he had intercepted in the act of trying to stick a knife in my back. I was sure it was Sapphire, though I'd caught but the briefest glimpses of him, wrapped in shadow as he was. I breathed deep and slow, calming myself. The wolf backed away, circled around me and went down the slope to join its mistress. I looked down the slope that was much sharper than the one that now lay behind me. I couldn't see anything for the undergrowth and the trees. I wasn't sure I could hear anything either. Her voice came again.
"I thought you wanted to talk, cityman. So come and talk."
The wolf was gone. The shadow man was gone. Sapphire was gone. And I was alone on the lip of the slope with nothing to do worth trying to do. Sapphire would either win or lose, survive or die. He was on his own and it was far from the first time. I doubted I would even find him unless he let me. I puffed out a breath of air that misted in the cool night air then I climbed stiffly to my feet and went down the slope alone to talk to Duprane. Just like I'd planned.
By the time I got down to her level, the wolf was sitting close to Duprane, eyes on the night and ears cocked and twitching. I figured he could hear more than I could. Duprane dipped a second cup into the tea and held it out over the fire for me. I took it and sat on a log, big enough to be comfortable, cut and placed for the purpose.
"You said you would be alone."
I pointed to the wolf. "So did you."
Duprane was as Anista had described. Tall, straight backed, slender, old, yet vital; her eyes, maybe grey and maybe green, twinkled merrily but her expression was sharper and more judgemental. "I said nothing. My being here will have to do. What do you want of me that you don't already have?"
Good question. I was mustering an answer when I heard a twig break and the wolf growl low. My head was turning that way at the same time as Duprane spoke. "That's close enough, Iscarian."
I turned sharply, expecting to see the shadow man or some other threat. Instead, I saw that Sapphire stood not more than thirty feet away. I could see him clearly, though there was no way Duprane should be able to with the fire between them. There was a sheen to his tunic. Blood, perhaps.
"You are too dangerous to let close," Duprane said. "I won't have you near me. Another step and I'll kill you if I can." Her voice expressed her fear better than her brave words.
I saw him shrug but otherwise he made no move.
"Did you get him?" I tried to sound off-hand.
"Do I look happy?"
Not much, I had to admit. Definitely blood. One sleeve was also soaked. I could see blood dripping from his left hand. "Do you need a healer?"
He shook his head, still not looking at me, gaze fixed on Duprane. "How do you know my name?"
I wanted to interrupt and ask why I did not know it, but kept silent as Duprane dipped for tea, eyes still fixed on Sapphire. The wolf stared at him also. "I have spoken to your dead. I tracked your path through the otherworld. Not one spirit had a kind memory of you. There's more humanity in Velentin, here, than in your cold heart." The wolf’s ears twitched and it whined softly at mention its name.
"That's enough," I said, softly. "Dress your wounds, my friend. I'm safe enough here, I think."
Sapphire said nothing, just stripped his tunic and began the task, unmoved. Duprane watched, mouth bitter and eyes intent. The wolf, Velentin, shifted closer to her, close enough so that she didn't have to reach far to pet him. After a moment she fed the wolf some meat, blowing on it to cool it first. She never once took her attention from Sapphire as she did so.
I put my mind back to work. I was here for a reason and I could live without the distractions. She had asked me what I wanted, but I needed to know what it was she desired if I was to achieve my aims.
"What do you want, Duprane?"
She glanced at me and away. "I want what everyone wants. I want you to go away and take away everything you have brought with you."
It was not a good place to start a negotiation, and I said so.
"Drink the tea, it's not poisoned."
I did. It was good. Someone had to show some trust or I'd get nowhere. "Do you know who that was that just tried to kill me?"
"No, but I have some guesses. What are they worth?"
"You want the Keep returned to you."
"So I can dwell there as your vassal? A tool waiting to be used for your purposes?"
"Were you not that for the Necromancers?"
I had her attention now, or most of it. "Their power spread this far and further; I had no choice but to deal with them. Their threats proved credible. Resistance cost me a husband of fifty years and more. There's no price left for me to pay, no threat you can make. As they passed, so will you, in time. I can wait."
"You attacked my people," I reminded her, "they did not attack you."
"Had I stayed my hand when my aid was required it would have cost me more than my life. I had freed the spirit of my husband from the corpse where they imprisoned it; but who would free me? My knowledge and abilities would have passed into their hands, and what use do you think they would have made of it? I am glad their power is broken, but I won't aid you openly while any of them remain."
I wanted to smile at the exposed chink in her armor, but I didn't. I won't help you openly, she'd said. But I didn't need her to help me openly.
"The Keep is yours if you tell me what you know, everything about the Necromancers and whatever you guess about the man who tried to kill me tonight, about whoever is killing my people in Darklake. No ties and no interference."
She snorted. "You think they are your people? Well, maybe they are for now; some more readily than others. You should speak to the Necromancers’ ilk who dwell with you; they know that nothing changes. Subject to one or subject to another with little to tell between them. We are too close to Battling Plain for change to be tolerated. You are on the edge of their territory and they won't much like that. They will see you as the threat that you are and my guess is that one, at least, has come to test you."
"The Keeps?"
Duprane seemed to lose interest in me. She watched Sapphire for a moment and I glanced his way. His wounds were bound and he watched the night, seemingly giving us none of his attention. I watched her pull meat from the spit and cool some for herself and some for the wolf. She passed the spit to me without meeting my gaze. She took some more tea and settled to watch Sapphire, seemingly relaxed and disinterested in further conversation.
I had to prompt her with something. "How long did you hold the Keep?"
For a moment I thought she was going to ignore me, then: "Everyone abuses any power that comes into their hands. Human nature is what it is. Sometimes that can be forgiven," she ruffled the wolf’s fur around its neck and it glanced at her, mouth hanging open, tongue lolling, "so long as abusing power isn't all you do."
I let it pass. I had nothing to say to that.
"The Grave is a dark place. The Keep of the Grave always produces cruel masters; they stare into the Grave and learn about death and corruption and are both attracted to it and hate it, fear it. As you look into it, so does it look into you. If you dwell on visions of your own death and rotting flesh each and every day of your life, what life will you have? What kind of life will you want?"
I had no answer. I had looked into the Grave. I didn't remember what I had seen there, if anything. I hadn't looked for long.
"It is a good thing that you drowned it, but the Grave won't stay drowned forever."
So, she had ranged that far. Had she seen with her own eyes or sent another to see for her?
"My own Keep is different. It is about life. It offers the chance to blend one life with another, giving birth to something new." The wolf whined and snuggled close under her hand. "Velentin had taken a fall that broke his back. He had no life worth living and not long left to live it. The wolf was old. So I took as much of Velentin as I could and put it in the wolf and the age and infirmity of the wolf I put in him. Part of them is dead now, of course," the wolf whined and looked away, "but they also live on. It was the best I could do." Velentin's ears pricked up at the sound of a distant howl, long and warbling. Duprane cocked her head and listened. "They lost the scent of him, the one who followed you. Call them back, Velentin." The wolf lifted its head and howled, as mournful a sound as I've ever heard. The ululation sounded like language and my curiosity was piqued, but I didn't let myself think about that. Duprane had more to tell, I knew. Much more.
When the howl dripped to a bitter end, I asked her. "How many Keeps are there? What mastery do they offer?"
She gave a wry smile, a dance of humour in her eyes. "We haven't struck a bargain yet, patron of the city. You can't have everything I know; it would take a lifetime to tell it."
"I only need to know about the Keeps; what they are and who controls them, what powers they can bring to bear, and most importantly, how do I deal with them?"
"That last is seemingly easy enough. They will speak to me as an equal. But which of them would speak to you and to what end? There are many Keeps and many powers; there are rivalries and jealousies, alliances and enmities, thefts of abilities and gifts of knowledge, loves and friendships, betrayals and hatreds and a whole tangled mess of powers and politics that may be of no use to you. Who to deal with? One or all, it's all the same as none. They don't want you here, let alone closer. Same as last time and the time before. Deal with them?" She snorted, not quite a laugh. "Good luck dealing with them. Better to let the ants lay in their nest than stir them up and then ask how to deal with them. Kill them all? You could; the whole city could, but there would be a cost to that. Didn't the Necromancers cost you something and won't they still exact a price before they are dealt with? This whole valley and the Keep within it are mine and no one of yours or controlled or influenced by you comes here without my leave or invitation," she changed track so fast that I almost missed it, "and in return I will give word amongst the Keeps that you are willing to treat with them each alone or collectively as they see fit."
"And you give me your guesses about the man who tried to kill me tonight," I said.
"The one who is among your people and killing them in the night, him I'll talk of but no other. I'll not play traitor to my own kind for you and I will offer you no aid openly, no aid save these few words, are we agreed?"
"We are," I told her. "Now, tell me everything."
"Hard to see, wasn't he? Wreathed in shadows, and so a Shadow Walker; he has walked the path of thieves. Also I have heard that you think he walks through walls, so a Stone Weaver also. There are three it could be, then. But he is a match for Iscarian, so from the three I choose one, though Iscarian won't like to hear it. I think this one is Silgar, a Ku Mirt, an assassin out of the east."
I looked to Sapphire and his face showed nothing; nothing at all.
"There are others?"
He shrugged. My question deserved no other answer. Of course there were others. Sapphire didn't exist in a vacuum, he hadn't sprung from nowhere.
"He would be older than you?" Older, and more experienced, and a Shadow Walker and Stone Weaver with abilities that we could only guess at for the moment.
A minute twitch of the lips was Sapphire's only reaction. "His age didn't slow him down any. Either I will kill him or he will kill me. There's no other possibility now."
"You knew?"
Sapphire shrugged. "I suspected. He has tried to reach you twice; and we have tried to kill each other. One of us will succeed eventually." Our gazes held for a long moment. "I told you there were people trying to kill you."
People? "But he has killed others? Kidnapped children?" Is that the same man?
Sapphire inclined his head minutely. Yes.
I turned back to Duprane. "Someone will have hired him?"
"Almost certainly, though he is paid by everyone to kill no one," Duprane said. "Can we guess who is his paymaster in this? Three Necromancers are living corpses, and only two others survived your cull; one of the three liches holds a fastness deep in Battling Plain but close enough to hear word of the outside world, close enough to know of Silgar and pay his price."
"The other two?"
She shrugged her bony shoulders. "One hides from the others, and who knows where he is? The third is far to the north, living in the cold wilderness of Jharvind, too far away to know and too isolated to care. It can be neither of them; Chel Udrethen, then, is my guess for paymaster. You won't reach him without an army; all of Battling Plain would oppose you; all the Keeps would rise against you if you tried."
I thought about it. I had killed one lich; I could kill another. I'd carried Kukran Epthel into the flames and broken his neck, leaving him there to burn. I'd been burned doing it and those burns had barely finished healing. But I had killed one. I could kill another. What would it take? I thought about it and no one interrupted my thoughts. I thought of Chel Udrethen, a creature like Kukran Epthel, dead and emotionless yet animate. Seated in a cold stone hall, a recluse in his fatness deep inside Battling Plain. "It's not him," I rejected the idea. "It's too soon and too much. What's his motive for hiring an assassin to kill me? Revenge? He has no emotions left in him, just like Kukran Epthel; a desire to control, yes. But passions?" I shook my head. "Kukran reacted to everything slowly and deliberately; a creature of habit. Has Chel used Silgar before?"
Duprane sneered, shrugged. "How would I know that? Who else has a motive to see you dead, Sumto Cerulian?"
I looked to Sapphire. "What do you think?"
"You make a point. What motive? The death of Kukran? The destruction of the Grave? Word would have to reach him, a decision would have to be made, a message sent to Silgar, Silgar to travel. Maybe if the motive is revenge or to remove an obstacle to their ambitions of expansion, but you aren't that obstacle and their ambitions are failed. The destruction of the Grave? He doesn't need it, he has its secrets already. His power base is inside Battling Plain, away from the rest of his kind. I think you are right. But if not him, who?" We both looked to Duprane.
"How would I know? Your being here might be reason enough for some."
"Send word to the Keeps, then, that I am willing to meet and treat with them, to negotiate openly to achieve some agreement, whatever their desires might be."
"I have already said I will do that, and I have told you all I guess about Silgar and who might have hired him to kill you. Right or wrong, that's what I undertook to do and it will be done."
"Now tell me about the Keeps."
“Haven't I said I won't betray their secrets?”
She had. I tried to think what more I had to bargain with. “I will return your library.”
She closed her eyes and gave a slight nod and a defeated sigh. "I'm tired."
"Then tell me quickly."
Reluctantly, she told me what she knew. It took some time. The healers, the shape-changers, storm-bringers, face-dancers, fire-weavers, and more than a dozen others. Clans and families controlling what could only be made by city sorcerers and left in other hands. When and why, I could only make the broadest guess. The Grave had been made by an ancestor of the Samant family, an artefact crafted with stone, a weapon isolated but ready to be used in need. Where there is one there might be others. When? Long enough ago to be buried, to be stricken from the histories, and hidden, kept secret and lied about. No one could keep a secret like this today, I thought; they must have been created back in the time of the kings, when the orders of a tyrant applied to everyone. Murders and book burnings to keep secrets and even the actions themselves hidden and forgotten. It couldn't happen today; but then I wondered as I listened to Duprane's seemingly endless list of Keeps and powers. What would have happened if Tahal had killed us, would not the Samant family still want the family secret kept and be willing to kill to keep it? And who would be exempt from that threat? The sorcerers of the colleges who had sworn oaths of secrecy already, as I now knew Jocasta had done? And perhaps Balaran? Which families had made the other Keeps? And what would they do to keep them secret?
"What is it?" Sapphire spoke over Duprane. "What did you just think?"
I looked at him, my face cold and still. "I'll tell you later," I croaked.
If I was right, we were in a hell of a lot more trouble than I had thought.
 
#
 
There were riders on the plain before Darklake; half a dozen men heading our way.
Without consultation we had stopped on the edge of the woodland, standing in shadow and cover to watch the plain and see what moved there.
"Balaran," I said as soon as we saw them.
"Doubtless," Sapphire agreed.
I rubbed at the stone embedded in my forehead. He was tracking me, I suspected. He would always know where I was, or at least in which direction I lay. That thought might have brought me some comfort before; now I wasn't so sure.
"Why didn't you tell me?" My voice sounded petulant to my own ears and I didn't like it.
I would meet the riders to ensure they would not travel into Duprane's territory in search of me and thus break the fragile agreement I had made with her. Duprane, once my enemy and now... well, probably not an enemy but far from an ally. Duprane would resume residence of her Keep and I would prevent intrusion into her territory. That was what we had agreed and I would uphold the bargain. She had no word of the scout who had passed into the east; she knew he had passed through her territory but no more than that. He had not come to harm at her hands, or so she assured me; he simply had not yet returned.
"Why didn't you tell me you had encountered Silgar before tonight?"
"What good would it do?"
I thought about it. It was Sapphire's weakness, his only flaw. He wouldn't ask for help because he thought he was the equal of any situation; that he could handle it alone; always alone. He had known that Silgar was dangerous and hadn't asked for help. Balaran could have supplied him with magical enhancements, an edge. But he had not asked.
"You don't trust Balaran," it came to me, maybe because I was having doubts myself.
"Do you?" Sapphire asked. "Remember the Grave."
I did. Balaran had ridden ahead when I slowed us down. Sapphire had then said of Balaran, he is playing his own game now. Maybe he always had been. Maybe I was a player in a far bigger game than I knew.
"The Keeps," I ventured to express the thought. "There are a lot of secrets to be kept."
"You would think they would be known."
You would. Six or seven hundred miles north of the city? Well within our range; and we had been here before; Duprane's Keep, Learneth and Hederan all spelled that out clearly enough. Yet I had known nothing of the Keeps; and if anyone else did, they were not admitting it. I put that aside for a moment; there was something else bothering me.
"Why would someone be kidnapping children?"
Sapphire shook his head. "I don't know. The Necromancers took hostages; we know that. Maybe one of them is close by, maybe one of them is here, though I doubt that."
It was possible. "We need to speak to the parents. Figure out why their children have been taken."
Sapphire shook his head again. "Not possible. They are all orphans of Learneth, they seem to have nothing in common other than that."
That made no sense. It shamed me a little that I had paid so little attention to this. And that I still had to put it aside. There were other matters to consider. The Keeps. The whole situation.
"How much does my father know?"
Sapphire shrugged. "As much as I know; which is as much as you know."
"But he guessed. He wanted to find out more. The incursion of the Necromancers was an excuse to act. He sent you to explore. And me. My brother-in-law’s threat was made at his urging, wasn't it? He sent me here to act for the family; someone expendable in his eyes should things go sour, someone he could cut loose at little cost. That's why Orlyn stayed south, that's why he is moving north so slowly; plausible deniability. If challenged, if this all goes sour, if there are Patrons who would kill to keep these secrets, then Orlyn will be outside the situation, ignorant, safe. Just as he is, plump with what information I have gained for him, yet sufficiently removed from the situation to be overlooked."
"I think you judge your father harshly."
He had never liked me. "I don't. We will set a trap for Silgar. I want him alive. I want to know who hired him. Was it someone out of Battling Plain as Duprane supposes, or someone closer to home? Someone who knows more than we do. Someone intent on keeping secrets."
"Balaran?"
They were closer now, the riders who I had thought allies but suddenly suspected. Were my soldiers loyal to me? I shook that thought off. Paranoia. They were Orlyn's men, my uncle’s men, effectively my father’s men. Probably. But Balaran had worked with them and amongst them for a time... perhaps a long time. Perhaps long enough to subvert them. Yet he was a sorcerer of the city, a member of the first or second class, I supposed, though I had not heard his name mentioned as I had others who moved in the higher political circles. He could not be an enemy of the city. But that didn't mean he was not my enemy, or my father’s. The thought made me wonder if his first loyalty was to the city itself or to the college that was his home. Paranoia.
"Maybe Balaran. He is surely as hungry for wealth and advancement as any other of my people. Maybe someone else. But whoever is behind Silgar, we need to know. Think about it. We will talk later."
Sapphire shrugged and stepped out of the shadows to meet the riders. "We can talk any time you like. I'm done with skulking."
He walked away from me. After a few moments I joined him and together we moved on. After a short time we met with the riders on the plain before Darklake. As they came to a halt before us, two of my soldiers dismounted and led their horses forward for us.
Balaran leaned out of the saddle and smiled. "Ah, Sapphire," he said. "I wondered what you had been doing."
Sapphire gestured to his own blood soaked tunic and took the reins offered him. "Dancing with wolves," he said.
"I have made an agreement with Duprane; in return for her assistance in certain matters I have guaranteed her autonomy. No one is to intrude upon her lands. Not for any reason."
Balaran looked over our heads, gaze drifting over the woodland behind us. "I see," he said. "Well, perhaps that is for the best."
"For the best or not, it is done," I said, picking out a soldier I recognised by name. "Geltan, I expect you to make it known." I took the offered reins and stepped into the stirrup. "Anyone who enters Duprane's lands, save at her leave, will become my enemy by breaking my word to her, and I will react without restraint."
The man grinned. "Understood, Patron. 
I climbed into the saddle. The two soldiers who had given up their mounts doubled up behind their fellows. I turned my mount in a circle, nodded shortly to Balaran, who met my gaze without expression, and urged my mount into a walk. "Someone ride ahead and make sure a healer is awake and ready to tend Sapphire as soon as we arrive."
Geltan called an order, and one man kicked his horse into a canter.
Balaran moved to ride beside me. I tapped the stone in my forehead. "Can you remove this without killing me?"
He frowned at me, glancing at the stone in my forehead before meeting my gaze. "Not without a sorcerer’s loupe; didn't I say?"
Perhaps he had. My memory was not what it had been, and I was now enough myself, enough recovered from the blows to my head, that I was aware of it. I shrugged, trying not to show the fear I felt, the horror that I might have lost part of my mind, part of myself, that I might have become less than I was. Suddenly I snorted a half-laugh.
"What?" Sapphire asked, sounding tired.
I rubbed my hand over the lengthening stubble, which was the only thing covering my head. "Still not wearing a helm," I observed, wryly.
"Aye," he said. "Some people never learn."
"You aren't wearing one," I pointed out.
He shrugged. "I am not you."
 
#
 
We gave up the horses at the new fort that was taking place around the ruined gate, and took time to have Vesan heal Sapphire’s wounds.
"Move your things up to hall," I told the older healer as he worked. "I'm going to want you close."
"You can bunk with me and take my room when I'm gone," Balaran offered.
I noted the location of the guards and saw Sapphire doing likewise. He seemed content with the dispositions, and so was I. My gaze lingered on the temple and the guard there. I'd have to hold court again soon, cases were piling up. I would order the temple cleared, as I'd intended, and have it prepared as a courthouse and offices of government; the entrance was public, as it should be so that people had ready access to the administration. No sense magistrates existing if people couldn't talk to them. At some time I would have to appoint representatives of the people; officers whose sole duty it was to curb government, to stop it from doing things. There was no doubt in my mind that people would look to the magistrates to solve their problems. I let slip a sigh. There was so much to do, and so much that people had to understand before this place could become what I needed it to be.
Sapphire glanced my way, hearing my sigh. "What?"
"I was just wondering why people insist on thinking more government is any kind of solution."
He gave a grunt, neither agreeing nor taking issue. "How can government solve your problem when it is government that is the problem," he quoted one of my ancestors.
I gave a little grunt of surprise. "Chagan. You've read him?"
He nodded. "Your father insisted. And we talked. Endless talk. I preferred the thoughts of Oledarun;" he quoted again. "Remember that bureaucracies are the worst expression of government, that they will feed and proliferate on their host like ticks and will grow ever fatter, sucking the blood from the people even unto the death of their host. And worse, that they will see no evil in it, for is not the bureaucracy the very point and purpose of the organisation?" He shrugged. "I proposed allowing the people to prosecute them whenever they felt like it for anything they cared to, and make the penalty for conviction death."
I chuckled. "And what did he say?"
"That the representatives of the people did well enough at prosecuting bureaucrats, and that removal from office and confiscation of all a man's wealth was sufficient penalty; that and whipping them through the streets to their exile, of course." He shrugged. "I said that if you put someone in a position of power over you and they act against your interests then they are your enemy and should be dealt with as such. Not to mention that you are a fool for letting someone have power over you; what do you expect them to do?"
I knew what my father said. "And he said, a defeated enemy knows that you beat him his whole life and stands as a warning to others by living forever in your shadow; but a dead enemy does nothing to enhance your status."
We crossed the courtyard and turned into the hall, Vesan and Balaran with us and two guards behind. As we entered the silent hall, I became aware of how tired I was. I needed my bed. I wondered if Anista would be in it. I wasn't just physically tired, I admitted to myself; I could use some comfort. No matter how difficult and complicated and hard life is, it always feels a little bit better when there is someone to hold in the night.
As we split to head for our separate rooms I remembered something.
"What have you done about Talin's murder?"
Balaran stopped at his door and turned. "Everything I could. The sentinels are enhanced, sight and hearing as much as I can; also they have strength, speed and endurance as though for battle. I considered setting traps," he shrugged, "but anyone could trigger them and come to harm. It didn't seem like a good idea, on sober reflection."
I gave it a moment’s thought, and had to agree. "And tomorrow?"
Balaran glanced at Vesan, who answered. "I am a Battle Mage, Patron, as well as a healer. I can do what needs to be done in Balaran's absence."
Vesan was an old man; maybe fifty; his voice calm but with a hint of steel in it despite his kindly face and eyes. I gave a nod, accepting his assurance. "Good enough, then."
When I opened my door and stepped into the office, I found that Elendas was sitting at the table reading by the light of a dozen candles. He looked up as Sapphire and I entered then dropped his gaze back to the report in front of him.
"What are you doing?"
He glanced up again. "Learning," he said and looked back to the papers in front of him.
"Get some sleep," I told him. "The morning is soon enough to do more; first thing," the thought just occurred to me, "seek out all the orphaned children in Darklake and bring them here to the hall." At least no more would be taken if they were all safe here.
He opened his mouth to protest or to question me, but his gaze drifted past me at the same moment; he paled slightly at what he saw, then lowered his eyes and got to his feet. He came round the table and I moved aside to let him pass.
He stopped in front of Sapphire, deliberately. "We haven't met," he said.
"No, we haven't," Sapphire said.
I headed for my bed chamber. The boy was instinctively afraid of Sapphire, which showed insight; and brave enough to challenge him, at least verbally. I decided I liked the boy.
"I am Elendas, son of Anista and of Orlek, who was chieftain here before the patron came."
"I know who you are," Sapphire said.
"I am the patron's scribe, and privy to his counsel." 
I closed the door of my bedchamber on them. I didn't think Elendas would make much progress grilling Sapphire, but maybe the practice would be good for him. In any case, there was no need for me to listen. I had done enough for one day, and believed I had at least achieved one or two things of value.
The bed was cold and empty. I climbed into it anyway, too tired to care, and slept almost at once.
 
#
 
I woke at once when my bedchamber door opened, tense for a moment before I recognised Sapphire as he stepped through the doorway with a bowl of steaming water. The false dawn lightened the room. The start of another day. I groaned and sat up in bed as he placed the water and a towel on the cupboard close by.
"Where's Renik?"
"I removed him. He is Anista's creature and not to be trusted."
I sighed. "I knew that. Never mind," I swung out of bed and pulled on some trousers. "It doesn't matter now." Anista was an inept and obvious conspirator, the few people who were loyal to her were either old or women without much influence: letting Renik spy on me had made her feel like she was achieving something and cost me nothing. "Where is she?"
He gestured. "She took the room Meran had been using."
Right next door. Perfect.
"I'll bring breakfast."
"Don't forget to taste it first," I tried for irony but am not sure I succeeded.
"I won't," he said, and left.
Won't which? I wondered. Taste it or forget to? It didn't matter; as I saw things Anista's purposes would not be served by my removal. To begin with, I would be horribly avenged. I could only hope that she saw things as clearly as I.
I washed and dressed in fresh clothes, tensing and relaxing muscle groups and stretching to warm up for the day. By the time I stepped into the office the table was laid with food. Elendas was there, seated at the table with Sapphire. Both were eating, Sapphire seemingly absorbed in the task and Elendas watching him, sometimes glancing at a sheaf of papers placed close by. I noticed that Sapphire had chosen the throne as his seat, and that Elendas had noticed it too. I figured it was because the chair had a high back and no one could slide a knife in his back while he ate; I guessed Elendas conceived a different reason. He turned and greeted me as I sat and picked up a spoon.
"You made a deal with Duprane?"
I gritted my teeth for a second, then spooned in some gruel and swallowed quickly, nodding. "I did."
"She is your enemy."
"Was," I said, spooning in another mouthful.
"Do you plan to make allies of all your enemies?" The idea seemed to offend him.
"Not all, no. I'm content to ignore some of those who no longer oppose me."
"Speaking of which," Sapphire interjected, "I think we should visit Treleth this evening."
"He is not your enemy," Elendas said.
I ignored him as I tried to follow Sapphire's train of thought. "Late?" I asked, then turned to Elendas and answered him. "More a competitor; we compete for a greater share of the same things, but by our methods also increase the amount available for anyone who can grasp it; in the past he has committed what I consider unfriendly acts but no, we are not enemies."
"About time he invited you to dinner, don't you think?" Sapphire said.
Actually, it really was. He should have extended that kind of courtesy already; but then, so should I have, and I said so. "I'll send a messenger, one of the household, and plan to wander over to the trading post after dark."
Sapphire nodded. "Good plan."
"You two are up to something," Elendas said.
Sapphire and I exchanged a glance. "When you guess something," I said, "it is sometimes wiser to keep your guesses to yourself."
Sapphire did that thing with his lips that some people might think of as a smile. "Knowledge can also be a weapon."
"That is what Caliran says, and that knowledge is power."
Sapphire and I kept out eyes to ourselves. We both chose to ignore the comment, but I thought about it and I'm pretty damn sure Sapphire did, too. You do not think of knowledge being power unless you desire knowledge for the power it brings. You don't think in those terms unless you want power. So Caliran wasn't a bookish academic religious loon as I had pretty much supposed. Caliran wanted power, which meant that he was certainly taking action to acquire it. Caliran was a player. He was isolated, locked up in his library and no one had access to him. I worried at that for a moment. I had access to him, but that wasn't the exception that bothered me. Silgar might have the power to gain access; Caliran might have the power to sneak moments of freedom; I had no clear and certain idea of his capabilities. I had assumed that all his abilities centred around knowledge. But knowledge is power. Knowledge can be a weapon.
"What are you thinking now?" Elendas said.
"What are those papers?"
"These?" He ran a thumb through them, flicking the pages. "I was thinking that we should fix prices to make things fairer and stabilize the economy. There are many who cannot afford to buy but if the prices were fixed they might better be able to afford them."
I felt my eyes glazing over and deliberately blinked to stop it from happening. Randomly I picked up a glazed plate, spilling some bread onto the table. "So, what price should we fix this plate at?"
He looked at me, sensing something of my mood but not understanding; he began flicking through the papers, looking for something. "I stayed up through the night thinking about this... I'm sure I have it here..."
"We know, of course, where the clay comes from. Does the potter live at the source or does he have to move it? You have to keep clay damp when transporting it; hessian cloth and water carried in jars, fodder for the draft animal, upkeep of the wagon, the drover’s time and sometimes risk all add to the cost of the clay. The potter has to own premises and a wheel and maintain it, then there is the kiln to be made and maintained, charcoal is best to heat the kiln to fire the plate. How much is charcoal? Glazes must be made or purchased, mixed, the glaze applied and the plate fired again. Then the plate has to be transported to market, that's time and cost, plus market fees, and there is the potential for breakages. Do we know who makes the glaze? What is it made from? What is the extraction price, the cost per batch? Is it local or brought in?" Elendas had stopped looking through his papers, his gaze fixed on one page; but he wasn't seeing the page anymore. Now he was thinking. "What is the cost of fodder right now? How much does it take to feed a draft animal to travel the distance necessary to bring the clay, the charcoal, the glazes? Look at me." His gaze jumped to mine. "I have no idea of the cost of producing this plate. None whatsoever. And I do not need to know. The potter knows, or he’d better soon figure it out. It's his plate. He made it. He will bear all the burden and risk of its making and presentation at market. It is for him to know its value and for others to decide if the value is a good investment of their money for their purposes. He is free to make plates, others are free to buy them or not. I have no idea what the value of this plate is. Should I enact a law to fix the price and get it wrong, what would happen? Say my guess is close, say I fix the price at a coin a dozen. Say that is exactly right, exactly what it costs to produce them. What will the potter do? Don't answer. Just go think about it." I tossed it to the floor, where it shattered. Elendas jumped just a faction. I ignored the fact. "While you are about your thinking, go find out how much a plate costs. Buy one if it seems a good price to you. Look elsewhere if it seems too much. Make your own damn plate of wood if you cannot afford one right now. But never ever raise the subject of price fixing in my presence again except to explain to me exactly why it is one of the most stupid and most pernicious impositions of the state into the affairs of others ever conceived by a human mind."
Elendas was blushing. His mouth was tight, taking its cue from the rest of his face. I guessed he couldn't yet tell if he was angry, offended or merely embarrassed, or possibly all of the above and more. I didn't care much. I was too busy reining in my own temper and wondering when it had become so hard to do, when anger had become my default response to anything that happened.
Silently, and with surprising dignity, he gathered his papers and left, closing the door softly behind him.
"You were a little hard on the boy, don't you think?"
"Price fixing?" I ground out the words. "You fix the price of wheat so that everyone gets bread regardless of the simple fact that the volume of wheat available remains the exactly the same and you expect what to happen in the real world?"
"Hoarding, a thriving black market, supply drying up as farmers stop bothering to produce because it costs them more to produce than they can sell at market, almost immediate worsening of the problem you have tried to solve. Seed grain becomes too expensive to put in the ground and speculators will sell it for flour rather than see it planted. I know. Ultimately your people starve because you are too stupid or wilfully ignorant to realise that helping them is the worst thing you can do."

"Exactly."
"Better explanation than the plate," he said.
"The plate was handy."
"So was the bread."
I glared. "Price fixing kills people. It wrecks economies. It makes any effort to improve your life by your own efforts futile. It breaks the only system that works and everyone suffers. It wastes life. Makes lives worthless. It's worse than slavery because the bastards who do it have the gall to say they are doing it for the general good and won't give it up no matter how bad things get."
"I know." He shrugged. "To you it is the antithesis of everything we stand for." We. "To him it was just an idea he was exploring."
"It erodes ambition, promotes usury, destroys purpose, crushes hope, kills with kindness. There are plenty of examples in history; dammit, empires have crumbled into dust and they still wouldn't give up, just piled on more and more controls to force people to be what they are not and then puzzled abstractly at why it isn't working. Why won't you be what I need you to be to make this fantasy real? Forcing people to stay in the same profession and do what cannot be done for the price demanded and then punishing them, sometimes with death, for not doing the impossible!"
"You’ve made the point. Enough."
"Dammit! I know,” I told him. “I'm having trouble controlling my temper lately."
"The head wound."
I bore down on the anger and rubbed at my head, fresh with lengthening bristles that were beginning to itch. "It doesn't hurt any more."
"Concussion. Mood swings. It's normal. It's only been a few days. It will pass."
"Bastards." I wasn't sure who I meant. "Sooner the better."
"Give it time."
I sucked in a deep breath and held it a moment before letting it all go. I glanced at the broken plate, thinking that I had just increased demand and made plates everywhere just a little cheaper. "You think we can take him?"
"Silgar? Only one way to know for sure."
"Do we need help?"
"Best not. The fewer who know a plan the less can go wrong. Maybe you could get some enhancements, though, if you can do it at the last minute. Discreetly."
I nodded. "Maybe."
There was a knock at the door. I didn't answer. "And the priest?"
He shrugged. Glanced at the door. Shrugged again.
Later, then. "Come," I said, raising my voice just enough to be sure to be heard. I reached for some wine; enough was enough and I had no one left to make abstinence worth the trouble.
The senior centurion - I searched for his name and came up with Trethant - stepped in and closed the door behind him. I caught a glimpse of the hall beyond, cold and empty in the half-light of the false dawn. No orphans yet, then. Well, I'd only issued the order last night. Trethant saluted and I gave him my full attention.
"Commander Meran sends greetings; we are ready to march. Are there any further instructions?"
Meran would leave with one century and the centurion Trethant; also with him would be sixty men of Darklake under Kathan. With them went Saulan, and the other magistrates of Hederan, and their entourage; the magistrates stripped of their power and the soldiers of Hederan stripped of weapons and armor. Their fate was in Meran's hands and I gave them no further thought. With the small force went Balaran and one healer. I hadn't spoken again to Meran. He had his orders and knew what needed doing; how he did it was up to him.
I considered giving him what I knew of the Keeps, but held back. Balaran would be with them, and soldiers talk. The Keeps were an unknown quantity. I had no idea how many of them, other than Silgar, might be abroad, or what their intent might be. "Move with caution, Centurion."
A hint of surprise flitted across his professionally impassive features. "Yes, Patron."
"Commander Meran knows what needs to be done, bid him be about it but to bring every man back is his first duty. You have Balaran and one healer. Your assessment, cCenturion? Will you get the job done?"
He looked confident, perhaps with a hint of surprise that I needed to ask. "We will, Patron."
That wouldn't serve, I realized. Meran needed to know what I knew of the Keeps, what I knew of the people who might - or might not - be opposing him. From what Duprane had told me, I didn't consider any of them a serious military threat, not individually. They each kept few warriors, the territory they controlled insufficient to support more than a handful of fighting men. But even individually... some of the abilities at their disposal were formidable. He needed to know, so I needed to tell him. I should have met him last night, when it was all fresh in my mind. I should have, but I hadn't.
"Is there anything else, Patron?"
I nodded and got to my feet, trying to look decisive. "I'll talk with Meran myself before he leaves."
Trethant covered his surprise well, I thought. Kathan might be expecting me to make an appearance, to give a rousing speech and showy send-off, but our soldiers definitely would not. They viewed war as a job of work and went about it in a business-like way. Pageantry was for barbarians. I wasn't going with them, why would they need to see me? There would be a few raised eyebrows, maybe. And then I'd need to at least talk to Kathan lest I slight his barbarian sensibilities. For a moment I wished I were free to just get on a horse and ride away. A bath, a bed, a book and beer. A couple of other things desirable came to mind, but not all good things in life begin with a b'.
Trethant opened the door and held it for me. If he noticed my smile he didn't say anything. Sapphire moved to join us without being asked. Watching my back now he knew the risk was real. I was glad he was there. I'd missed him.
With the two guards falling in behind us, we made a minor procession of it. Any more of this and I would start to feel like a barbarian chieftain. It's but a small step from feeling to being. Maybe Anista would get her wish, after all.
The smell of freshly baked bread filled the air of the courtyard as we walked in the light of the false dawn. I approved of the bustle of activity around the ovens; judging from the early morning custom, demand for his product far outstripped supply. It didn't worry me unduly; someone else would build ovens soon enough, maybe someone was already in the process of doing so. As we passed, a young lad was wrestling a sack of freshly milled flour into the kitchen and I glanced in to see that a handful of women were kneading dough and setting it to rise. Baking looked set to continue well into the day, so the baker planned to supply more than just those who were working outside the town, those who were even now getting set to leave for the day’s endeavours. The gathering crowd slowly parted for us to make our way through the press of bodies. None were unaware of us, and I could sense the warmth of their regard; not that reserved for a beloved ruler, but the contentment of people who are beginning to believe that they have a future. Good enough.
As I passed, the baker pulled a dozen loaves from the heat of the oven, turned and slid them onto a table; he saw us as he did so and his contented smile broadened. I returned his greeting, started to raise an arm to give a cheery wave; stiffened the muscles of my arm as a blade glinted an instant’s warning. The edge scored my forearm from wrist to elbow before sliding clear as I stepped away, turned to face him, ducked under a wild swing accompanied by a grunt of effort that mangled a curse issuing from the same lips. A hand slapped me in the chest as someone came between us in a blur of movement and a moment later Sapphire stood over a man who howled as he thudded to his knees, one arm raised, knife spinning from a suddenly lax hand held in Sapphire's iron grip. The crunch of ligaments tearing in my would-be assassin’s wrist merged in my mind with his own cry of pain, a few short screams and shouts of surprise, the sharp stinging in the flesh of my arm, the look of almost comical surprise on the baker’s face, Sapphire’s appraising glance as he ran his eyes over me, his expression calm to the point of indifference. My gaze dropped to the knife, ringing as it struck the paves between us; I stepped forward to put my foot over the blade as the assassin reached for it with his free hand, his expression contorted by rage and pain. He howled and spasmed involuntarily as Sapphire applied more pressure to his damaged wrist and Sapphire's own booted foot kicked the blade away. A body pressed close by me and I tensed and swayed away before relaxing. It was Trethant, the point of his sword moving to touch the assassin’s chest.
"Don't move," Trethant growled.
"He can't," Sapphire sounded calm.
"Don't kill him," I said. I glanced around. My guards were at my back, facing the crowds who were backing away, voices raised in a chaos of differing reactions. "Blades away," I told them. "All of you."
The baker was coming round the table with a cloth but he froze as Trethant's sword lifted to point at his belly.
"Sheath those weapons," I barked the order this time. 
The reluctance with which they obeyed showed clearly in how slowly they moved but three blades sounded as they slid home.
"Rapist!" The voice of the assassin rang out over the other sounds, his voice twisted by pain and rage. "Defiler of children!" My gaze dropped to his face, noted the spittle flying and the expression twisted by pain and desperate anger. "Slaver!" I glanced at my arm. The sleeve of the tunic was soaked and dripping blood. I couldn't see the wound but knew from the feel of it that it ran the length of my forearm. My fingers tingled. Nerve damage. The stinging of the wound changed to a pulsing pain as I became more aware of it, imagining the damage. "Pederast!" Trethant took the cloth from the slack hands of the baker and took a knife to it while I frowned at the raging lunatic at my feet. "Paedophile."
The crowd was still in motion, still reacting, some moving away, others drawing close. I could hear them, voices and movement. Some had fled but many remained in earshot.
"What in the name of all that's sane is he talking about?"
Trethant put away his knife and took my arm. With practiced skill he began to bind the wound tight enough to reduce the bleeding. "No idea, Patron."
"Procurer of child sex slaves!" The assassin howled. His voice rang out, wild but clear. 
Sapphire had not moved. The assassin was on his knees, close enough that I could kick him in the face if I wanted to, but right now I was more puzzled than angry. The muttering of the remaining crowd was just beginning to impinge on my awareness; surprise and confusion dominated, but here and there I heard an angry muttering. I glanced around, judging expressions. They were recovering from surprise and fear still; but some were wondering, considering, listening. I glanced at the baker, closer than anyone. He stood with his head cocked to one side, looking down at the assassin, frowning, thinking. He caught me looking; met my gaze, his expression pale and horrified. "Is it true?"
"Of course it isn't true," I spoke calmly but with my voice raised somewhat. I had no intention of competing with the raving assassin, though. There was no gain in that.
"Don't think to deny it," the assassin shrieked. “Children are missing and I know who is responsible!"
Trethant tied a final tight knot and I grunted, half in pain and half gratitude. "We had better put an end to this," he said.
"Get him out of here," I said. Turning to the crowd, I continued, raising my voice in earnest now. "All those who witnessed the attempted assassination will attend this man's trial at noon today." The muttering of the crowd fell away as I spoke. "His accusations against us will be heard and answered at that time." I was aware of my two guards taking charge of the prisoner and hauling him away; his own rantings ran over mine for a while.
"You dare not practice your vile habits openly but steal our children in the night and sell them south to be used by the vile men of the city."
"I am aware that some orphaned children of Learneth have been kidnapped over the last few days. Only orphaned children are being taken. This is being investigated as a matter of priority. I have ordered that all orphans be brought under my protection and housed here for their own safety until the matter is resolved. Any who would speak on this matter, or who have any knowledge of it, should also attend the trial that will take place today at noon. Those who have had children in their charge taken away, must also attend and bear witness to those events."
Further away the normal sounds of the waking town continued, but around me there was little to disguise the last sally of the assassin as he was dragged away into the hall. "The truth is revealed by Hesta, cityman; I have heard the god's own words. I know your vile sins..."
His final words rang in near silence and I saw a change come over many of the faces I could see; doubt disappeared and cold angry certainty and resentment flooded over the expressions of the women of Darklake. The name of their god had been invoked. They now believed in my guilt. For them, there was nothing else to be said.
Still, I could not let him have the last word, and there was only one thing that would now satisfy them that justice was intended. "Caliran, the priest of Hesta, called the god of Knowledge, will also attend the trial of this assassin and speak for his god on this matter."
I picked up Sapphire and Trethant with a glance and walked on; the crowd melted to let us pass, giving us more room than we needed. All eyes were on me. And all the warmth had gone out of their regard, replaced at best by uncertainty.
It wasn't a comfortable feeling.
Away from the bakery the cool morning air was thick with other smells, none nearly so appealing as freshly baked bread. There were too many people here, carrying slop buckets to the latrines and to the stream that ran through the town, or simply tipping the contents into the street or animal pens. Despite a near imperceptible drift of people back to the dwellings in the valley behind the town, the population still needed to be thinned before disease did the job for us. I watched the people as we threaded our way among them, Trethant at my side and Sapphire one pace behind and to my right. Most paid us no attention, intent upon their own tasks. A few glanced our way only briefly and without perceptible reaction. Some expressions turned thoughtful; a few frowned; one or two glowered and turned away. It did my mood no good to glimpse fear on the face of one child before she fled. I'd spent little or no time judging the mood of the people. That they might think ill of me had not been a thought that had occurred.
My right hand felt chilled. Drying blood cooled by a light breeze. The wound throbbed in time with my pulse. Someone had tried to assassinate me.
"Whoever is in charge of sanitation needs to get a grip on it," I said.
Trethant grunted. "We do what we can, Patron. We can't dig latrines in the rock and if we dig them behind the town it will seep into the water. Too far away anyway. I calculated that the lake can handle the volume but the stream through Darklake isn't deep or fast enough to clear what's dumped into it on a daily basis. Fixing that would be a major undertaking. The existing latrine was built for a much smaller population and couldn't handle the number of people here even if we tried to enforce its use, and we are too few to enforce any edict on the subject."
I nodded absently, trying to focus on the problem, watching the faces as we passed, seeing only those whose expressions showed anger, resentment, fear, loathing. They were few enough, but any at all was too many.
"Mielkan," I remembered his name, "the representative of the refugees I brought here; get him started on clearing and deepening the stream."
Trethant cleared his throat. "I'll talk to Parast before I leave."
Of course. Trethant was leaving with Meran. Parast, the senior centurion was to stay.
I shivered. Reaction. If I hadn't been in the act of raising my arm to give a cheery wave to the baker I would now have a knife in my throat. I'd be dead, probably. This conversation wouldn't be happening. My ear suddenly throbbed and I raised a hand to it. Winced. He'd cut my ear. I'd barely noticed. Forgotten. Mielkan; had he heard the rumour? Did he believe it? Would he try and stick a knife in me? "Just have Mielkan report to me; I'll deal with it."
"As you say, Patron."
"Any thoughts?" I tossed the question over my shoulder to Sapphire as we passed through the gate, part of a steady stream of men heading out to work on the road south. 
"Get a fresh tunic."
The new walls outside the gate were now at waist level; I could clearly see the units I was sending north. They waited in ranks, ready to march. My gaze flicked over them and on to a group of civilians gathering nearby; men and women and children in equal measure, burdened with bundles and pushing hand-carts laden with possessions. I dismissed them as camp followers but then realized that they were the bravest of the people of Learneth, ready to follow the soldiers back to their own lands. There were farms standing empty, livestock scattered, crops untended. It was premature, I thought, but decided not to step in and deny them the right. Let Meran deal with their security as he saw fit.
Thinking of Meran made me look back to the waiting soldiers. Seeing me covered in blood would hardly inspire them to confidence that their line of supply was secure. I needed a fresh tunic.
"Good idea." There were plenty of soldiers close by.
One more borrowed tunic. This was getting to be a habit.
"Better idea, Trethant," I said. "Bring Meran here." He was the only one I wanted to talk to.
 
#
 
Meran had not been happy to hear my news. No happier than I had been to give it.
I watched my men move off. One hundred and sixty combatants, a mix of my own infantry and warriors of Darklake under Kathan, many had taken the horses of the delegation from Hederan. A fair price was paid for the mounts but I doubted the delegation felt adequately compensated as they were now on foot. Two scouts, one healer and Balaran. Not much for what needed doing; maybe not enough if things went sour. I watched them from a section the new wall that was going up outside the gate, constructed of fieldstone no bigger than a man could carry. It looked deep and solid enough. I hoped it was just a precaution.
The sky had lightened to the point where I could discern colors, though it would still be a while before the sun rose over the surrounding mountains. The clouds were high and few, bathed red and gold in the east. The noise of industrious people filled the air; the sound of the march blended in, faded. 
Silently I wished them luck and turned away. I needed something to do that did not involve going back into the town. I needed a distraction. My gaze roved over the trading post across the water; it wouldn't serve. I'd send a messenger there, not go myself. I wanted the message heard and word spread; a gossip. Renik, Anista’s spy would do nicely.
I moved to rub at the cut in my arm then stopped myself. It hurt enough already. I'd get Vesan to heal it later. The nick in my ear stung but I ignored that too.
My gaze ran over the work on the road; over a hundred men breaking rocks and as many women clearing the rubble. I could hear a smith’s hammer turning out new tools; pickaxes, sledge-hammers and shovels so that more men could be included in the work. The new road ran from the trading post, but Treleth would add a spur to the town, as we had agreed. My lips quirked in a brief smile; it was no surprise that he hadn't started work on that yet; it would be the last thing he did. Self-interest, as reliable as the sunrise.
I glanced at Parast. "Were there any books at Duprane's Keep when you looted it?"
"Sixty some volumes," he said. "Balaran sorted through them and took a few, the rest were sold to Lendrin Treleth."
I thought about that for a moment. "Send word to Caliran that his presence will be required at noon today, and tell him that a small number of books will be forthcoming as we agreed."
He acknowledged the order and I lapsed back into thought, my attention drifting over the rocky landscape around Darklake, lighting on the woodland to the south. I could hear the sounds of trees being felled, partly to make way for the road and partly because the timber would be needed. The last time I had passed through there I had left bodies behind me. Still, right now it was the least unpalatable option. 
"Have a couple of horses brought to me here."
This time he gave a sketchy salute and moved away to relay the order. It wasn't the sort of instruction that could wait.
"You told me there were people who wanted to kill me."
"I did," Sapphire said. "But this is new."
I nodded. "Whoever is responsible is shifting the blame. There are implications to that. Whoever is responsible has something to lose if his crime is discovered; whoever is responsible is part of this community, not an outsider, not Silgar. Not a Necromancer kidnapping for leverage, either."
"There may be one such here, hiding among his people, but I found no hint of that when I was among them. Just general resentment, unspecific fear for the future; people are afraid of change and hate what they fear."
I let that pass. They hated me because I represented change and they feared change, even though that change was liberation from effective slavery. Another time I would have dwelled on the irony but today I had other things on my mind.
"Motive," I mused aloud. "Why? Why is he, she or they kidnapping children? What is happening to them and where are they now?"
Parast returned at that moment though Sapphire had showed no sign of answering. "When the orphans are brought to the hall, make sure whoever was looking out for them has free access."
"Yes, Patron." Parast made no move to carry out the order. It could wait. His gaze roved over the work going on around him; some of his men leading and directing the work, others resting as best they could. "I have picked out a few men from the Learneth faction who might make acceptable Vigils. Do I have your permission to arm them as such?"
We could use them. "Do it, but ask Vedat first and put them under his command; he's to be the magistrate in charge of that." The Learneth faction. "Is it possible that there are any left alive from there?"
Sapphire didn't need to be reminded of who I meant. "It was chaos there at the end. I never saw any of them or their agents. It's possible. They are the biggest group, the easiest to hide in, from us at least; but they would have to be hiding; many of the people of Learneth were opposed to them. Yet there were also sympathisers."
There were sympathisers. Sapphire had found and killed some, then.
"And from Darklake itself?"
He shook his head. "Hard to say. It was a small community, close knit. Still is. Those among the former leaders would be the prime candidates."
Kathan. Anista. Caliran. I turned to the north; they were still in sight, and I had sent Kathan with them, in command of warriors of Darklake. Could I have judged his character so poorly? I didn't think so. He seemed to be direct, honest, honourable. Even if I were badly mistaken, Balaran and one century would make short work of them, unless they acted in concert with others. But Meran was warned of that. He would have to cope, I decided. Learneth had to be secured; as did Hederan and the lands that used to be the Necromancers’.
"How many were there?"
"Twenty-three," Sapphire answered at once. "Fourteen died at the Grave, almost certainly. One, you killed. Two are accounted for in the north, one in the south. Possibly two at Hederan, possibly one or two more at Learneth, leaving only one completely unknown. And their agents, of course, an unknown number. And willing allies, also an unknown."
Anista. I didn't think so. A barbarian, stubborn, she was afraid of the Necromancers, yes, but a willing ally? An agent? I didn't think so. Caliran. A priest who followed his own god; not one of them, almost certainly. But a willing ally? Well, I had him under lock and key. But Silgar could walk through walls. Maybe Caliran wasn't as isolated as I thought; if he knew Silgar, if they had friends and allies in common, or if Caliran had some similar ability of his own. Acquiring knowledge was his avowed goal; who knew what he could do? Who knew what abilities he had?
"When you see Caliran later today, give me your impressions of him."
Sapphire gave an almost imperceptible nod.
Duprane knew Caliran; she had surely met him. She would know more. But I already knew that any information she gave me would come at a price; and I did not yet feel I wanted to give her more than I had already. Anista also, but I could not be sure of her, apart from the fact that she was not on good terms with me right now. Well, I could do something about that perhaps. If she sought me out today I might see what could be done about repairing that relationship. There was no doubt that things would go more smoothly if I could gain her cooperation; to do that I would have to change the way she thought, and I hadn't had much luck with that so far.
I noticed a work party leaving the trading post of Treleth. I noted the tools they carried, did a quick head count, saw that one of Treleth’s men was leading them but not towards the road-gangs; nor did they head directly south to the woodland. Miners? Mining what and where? I'd known that mines existed, but had imagined miners buying tools and getting on with things, not being hired by Treleth as though he owned the mines. Something else I would have to investigate and deal with if it proved necessary. Treleth was greedy and sly and would bear watching.
The arrival of my guards distracted me. They were mounted and leading two spare horses. Not what I had had in mind. Still, there was never a realistic chance that I would be allowed to ride out on my own. I supposed I should be grateful that the number of people who wanted to keep me alive seemed to outnumber those in the other camp.
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The secret of success is to recognise an opportunity when you see it. And then to exploit it. Not that I had been looking, in fact. The truth was that I had been running away. Someone had tried to kill me, and not even for a good reason. Someone had started a rumour and the lie had been believed. The lie had festered in a man's mind and prompted him to act, to take a knife and wait for an opportunity to stick the blade in me. Luck had saved me, and not for the first time. Death was that close, that arbitrary. There were more than six thousand people crammed into Darklake. If they all decided to kill me, I was dead; simple as that. I hadn't been able to face going back inside the walls, to walk among them, to be a target for any damn fool with a weapon in his hand. I had not been able to face it, so I'd thought of an excuse to do something else. A little exploring, a casual investigation into what was happening outside the town, to judge how soon Darklake would begin to pay me back for my investment. A ride in the woodland to the south. Not something that needed doing, but an excuse to be doing something. The invisible hand would see my investments grow without supervision; each individual’s self-interest would motivate them to use the money loaned for their own benefit, and the consequences of that would benefit me to one degree or another. I could just let them get on with it but sometimes there was further advantage to be had by helping things along.
"A waterwheel?"
The turner seemed puzzled by the suggestion. He had stripped a sapling, bent it like a bow, a cord fixed to the end of the sapling, wrapped around the piece to be turned, and fixed to a foot treadle. Each time he pressed the pedal the wood spun so that he could work it with a chisel, then the sapling sprang back slowly but firmly. He'd stopped work as soon as we arrived. He stood now in a pool of curled shavings and looked up at me with a puzzled expression on his face.
"Like a mill?" He said.
He'd been nervous at first, him and the two lads building a charcoal stack on the edge of a small clearing. Four riders coming through the trees toward them in what for him must be uncertain times; I could see his point. But he'd recognised me and relaxed a little. Now he was just curious and a little confused.
"If a waterwheel provides enough power to turn a mill, don't you think you could syphon off enough to turn a lathe?" I was leaning forward on the saddle-horn, trying not to loom over him too much. Sapphire and my guards weren't far away but none of them seemed interested. I'm not sure the turner was, either.
He cocked his head to one side and considered it, then gestured to the sapling. "This works well enough and doesn't cost me anything."
I suppressed a smile as best I could. He'd already calculated that the waterwheel wouldn't be free. Smart man. "Yes, but the sapling has to spring back each time you release the pedal; a waterwheel would provide continuous power. And you could run more than one lathe off it," I nodded to the two lads; the family resemblance was unmistakable. "Can your boys use a lathe?"
He glanced at the boys, pretending to be busy with their work but actually watching and listening. Then he looked at his lathe; I could practically see him imagining the lathe turning continually, imagining how much faster he could turn one piece and move on to the next. Then he glanced at his boys again. Three lathes in constant operation, churning out table and chair legs and bowls and plates. I knew what his next objection would be and beat him to it.
"The road will be complete before fall, traders will be passing through."
He idly scratched his leg, thinking about it. "Not much wood in the north," he muttered, "none on Battling Plain. Not much clay worth talking about, either." Wooden bowls and plates. Hundreds of them.
"I need to build the watermill anyway," I said, straightening in the saddle. Not true, in fact. Darklake couldn't continue with this many people here. Learneth would have to be re-colonized and a better mill wasn't needed. But fine flour could be sold up to three days’ travel away. And there were other uses for the power generated. It could do no harm and wouldn't cost so much to build.
"Well," he leaned forward and set the chisel, "time enough to think it through, then."
I turned the horses head and walked her in a circle. He pressed the pedal and spun the lathe; a fine ribbon of wood peeled away from the wood he worked. He would rent space by the mill once it was made, I was sure. But that wasn't enough. "Any client of mine would be exempt from rent for the first two months," I commented.
He released the pedal and the sapling returned to true. I let the horse take a step or two.
"That would give a man a chance to get established, Patron."
Yes it would. Client.
I urged the horse to move on.
The secret of success is to recognise an opportunity when you see it.
 
#
 
A thirty yard swathe had been felled through the woodland. Axes biting into wood, the thunk of blade on wood echoing out and back, sometimes coming together in a crescendo and punctuated by the occasional cry of "Fall!" as warning and the following sound of a tree about to crash to the ground. Men gathered to strip the fallen trees and mules dragged the trunks away to be stacked to dry and later be used as timber. The sounds of industry; the music of men making a life for themselves and improving their situation. Work to make money to buy food and food production was another man's work. It was a cycle, but one that grew and progressed and became strong if you fed it on freedom. Turning sweat into money. I could watch people doing it all day.
We sat our horses and watched. People making money. You can steal it, cheat people out of it, but someone somewhere has to make it, and you can only make money with sweat. Turning sweat into money is the only way.
Sapphire stirred beside me and I glanced at him before turning to see what he was suddenly interested in. A hundred yards away a mule train was threading its way through the trees, accompanied by a handful of armed men to guard them, each mule heavily burdened with sacks and led by a muleteer. I'd been expecting it, more or less. Treleth would have sent word south; bring on the goods, I have a market. Well, he did, and that was all to the good for me. I was glad to see them. Not so glad to see the messenger who rode with them. Not one of Orlyn's but a messenger dressed in the livery of the Assembly of Patrons. There was only one reason he could be here. He would be carrying a letter from the assembly for me. And I couldn't think of any good reason why they would be in contact; which meant that it had to be a bad reason. Whatever they wanted I would have to obey them. Whatever they wanted me to do, I would have to do it.
 
#
 
"There is no damn way I'm doing this."
Apart from Sapphire, I was alone. Outside my office, the hall buzzed with noise and the occasional shriek of children's laughter, the sharp admonition to silence of a mother. Some of the children had no mothers, but were now the charges of the women of the hall. It added up to a lot of women and children. There were several others there, waiting for my attention. I was making some of them wait deliberately, others just so that I did not seem to show favour to one over another.
Anista, Vedat, Orasin, Seldas, Mielkan; all of the newly appointed magistrates of Darklake who either desired to report to me or had questions or sought instruction. Of them all, only Anista had not yet consented to become my client. They all needed my time, some more than others. But for now they would all have to wait.
Then there was Hald Epwhel, brother of Ernath Epwhel, uncle to Dannat, now chieftain of Twobridges, here to accept custody of his nieces and perhaps to negotiate for the release of Dannat's wife and children; doubtless also here to negotiate relations with myself. I had mistaken him and his companion for hireling guards attached to the mule train; armed and armored and wearing local garb, there had been nothing to distinguish them from the others except an arrogance and air of command that had me assuming he was the captain of the guard. I had joined them to ride back to Darklake and I had been chatting to him for a short time before it became obvious who he was. He had known me at once, of course. That damn stone set in my forehead gave me away every time; but he had not greeted me by name, nor announced himself. So he had the measure of me before I knew who I was talking to; by that I knew him for a sly clever man and by his laughter when I realised my error, I knew him for a man with an open and honest sense of humour.
Resh Ephannan was a different matter. He and five other leaders of minor clans out of the west had been waiting for me on my return. Their combined retinue of over sixty warriors was camped at the top of the rise outside Darklake. Their arrival had caused a panic; the valley behind Darklake was deserted, the populace fled to the safety of the town. The western gate was closed and as many soldiers as could be spared manned the walls. Their combined show of strength was provocative and they could also wait, at least until I got my anger under control. Resh Ephannan and the other clan leaders had refused an invitation to enter the town, preferring instead to remain with their men, and demanding instead that I ride out to them.
Then there was Elendas with his plate. Had he really taken me so literally? Or was he mocking me?
And none of it mattered. Not now.
Sapphire lowered the dispatch. "You have a choice?"
I didn't answer. Did I have a choice? The seal had been broken and the duplicate seal would have chimed. That it had been opened would be known to the Assembly. The messenger lived and knew when the letter had been placed in my hand. The only good news was that the messenger was no longer here, so he could not give witness to the time of my departure. The bad news was that he had ridden north as soon as he had word that Meran was not present in Darklake. Meran would also be ordered south, and doubtless also answer charges. He could not remain here and act in my name.
"If you ignore this it will mean one more charge laid against you when you appear in the courts."
I reached out and he leaned forward to pass me the letter. I set it before me and read again.
To Sumto Merian Ichatha Cerulian from the Assembly and People of Luria, greetings.
By our order you, as commander in the field in the disputed region of Battling Plain and environs of the Urnalin Mountains, are ordered to withdraw from the area. It is the opinion of the Assembly that no material benefit can be gained from this incursion into foreign territory and further that you have acted beyond the bounds of your commission, risking provocation of the Empire of the Forthar who have a declared interest in the region. No conflict is sought with Fortharian Empire, and it is in the interests of the assembly and people of Luria that no military presence be permitted north of the Alendia border set by our order at the town of Roken, formerly known as The Eyrie. At such time as this order is received, Sumto Merian Ichatha Cerulian shall return to the city by the most direct route and lay down his imperium at the border of the city, that he may answer charges of carrying illegal war beyond the boundaries of our territories, illegally raising troops in the name of the Assembly, murder of a citizen, and treason, not later than one month after passing within the boundary of the city. This instruction that the interests of the assembly and people of Luri be furthered and that justice be done.
By order of the Assembly of Patrons, enacted by and in the hand of Iolus Masan Alsingi Consare, Senior Consul for the year 553 after the founding of the Republic and by the will of the Assembly and People of Luria.
Bastard. "Why?"
"Secrets," Sapphire said.
I waved the letter in irritation. "The whole Assembly voted on this!"
He shrugged. "They need not all know there are secrets to be kept; bribery, canvassing, pulling in favours, faction loyalty." 
"A good and entertaining speech."
"Democracy in action," he shrugged.
I picked up on the dry contempt in his tone but didn't comment on it. Another time.
"He doesn't say when I have to leave; ordered to withdraw from the area, return to the city, lay down my imperium, answer charges of..." I broke off. I didn't want to think about that too much right now. Treason. "...but it doesn't say when I must leave."
Sapphire didn't respond. Arms folded across his chest, he leaned back against the chest of drawers and crossed his ankles, gaze wondering up to the ceiling. He pursed his lips but still didn't say anything. Impatiently I tossed down the letter and got to my feet to pace the room, thinking.
"Why didn't I get any warning of this?"
"I don't know."
"Why didn't my father contact you?"
"I don't know."
Jocasta might not yet have reached the city and may not have heard anything of this even if she had. But my father was a Patron of the Assembly; he would have voted on this! I could only assume he voted against, but why hadn't he warned me through Sapphire? Did he have a reason or was he unable to act? Was he ill? Or worse?
"Immediately," I turned and paced back. "One word added and I would have no choice. Why was that one word omitted?"
"I don't know."
I shot him a filthy look. He didn't know much. Treason! Bloody hell. That charge couldn't stick. What treason? Raising troops illegally, well yes. Guilty but I might get away with it on a technicality. Murder? Tahal was the only real candidate and I hadn't killed him; besides which, all those who were there had agreed a story and written letters home with the same version of the news of his death; that he had died honourably and heroically. 
I paused in the doorway of my sleeping chamber. The bed looked appealing. I had a book from Caliran that I hadn't read; I didn't even know what the title was. A bed, a book, some wine, no problems apart from a little negotiable debt. Okay, a lot of debt.
Well, wine I had. 
As I stood at the table and poured some into a glass, there was a knock at the door that I had been half-expecting.
"Come," I snapped out the word and filled my mouth with a quick gulp of wine that I swallowed before the door opened and Parast stepped into the room, all stiff military formality. Word of the dispatch had reached him and military law required that I reveal relevant orders to senior members of my command chain, and right now that was him.
The centurion saluted and I returned it more casually.
"Commander, in accordance with article thirteen I respectfully request to be informed of the contents of the dispatch recently received by you from the Assembly of Patrons."
I didn't hesitate. "I am ordered to withdraw to the Eyrie, and then to the city." Relevant orders. But I got to decide what was relevant.
"I understand those orders, Commander. Now, what are your orders to me?"
He had come alone to hear this; he could have brought a witness or asked in front of any number of his men but he hadn't. Did that mean he was willing to collude in circumventing the orders? Did that mean he was an ally? There had been hardly any losses so far and the men had made good money in loot. How loyal were they to me? How far was centurion Parast willing to go? In colluding with me in disobeying the orders of the Assembly he was risking his career, his property, possibly exile and even loss of citizenship, depending on the charge brought. Negligence, dereliction and mutiny were all possibilities. And he must know it.
"For now, none. The dispatch makes no mention of timing and there are matters to be dealt with; there are enemies outside the gates. We are engaged," I had already decided to be honest with him, "technically we are engaged by an enemy, and until that is resolved I cannot obey." Sometimes the mouth works faster than the brain. "Who can say how long the siege might last?"
Parast cleared his throat. "An enemy of equal numbers..."
"Wouldn't keep us tied up for long but who knows how many there are? Have you counted them, centurion?"
He raised his gaze to the ceiling. He might have to testify under a truth spell. "No," his tone was musing.
"And there are hostile elements within the town."
He glanced at my bandaged arm. "Inarguably."
"Of unknown numbers, posing a substantial threat, along with some six hundred hostile warriors who are actively besieging the town and thus keeping us from manoeuvring."
His eyebrow twitched. "I suspect estimates may vary."
"I believe we may initially have grossly underestimated their numbers."
"By a factor of ten?"
"Has anyone ridden up there and looked?"
Parast shook his head.
"So we have only the estimates of the local civilian population to go on, potentially hostile reports of a subjugated people." Idly, I poured some wine and passed Parast a glass.
"I would not recommend that we trust them, Patron." His tone of voice expressed caution.
"I will be acting on your recommendation that they are attempting to lure us into a false sense of security and I suggest that you warn the men to that effect."
He gave a nod of assent.
"It's a worrying situation." I tried to sound worried. But I wasn't so worried that I couldn't drink.
"Terrifying," Parast couldn't keep the ironic tone out of his voice. "I'll go and... comfort the men."
The involuntary snort of laughter made me choke on my wine. Well, someone was bound to score sometime.
 
#
 
"I estimated sixty or so." Vesan look up from the nasty gash in my forearm and peered at me in seeming confusion.
"Estimates vary," I told him.
"I'll say," he returned his concentration to my arm, stone raised. A moment later I caught the flicker of light at the corner of my eye that always accompanies the use of stone and felt warmth flood through the flesh in and around the wound. The pain eased.
I ignored the process, focusing my attention on his face and trying to read him. "And there are hostile elements within the town."
"Hmmm," he sounded non-committal.
"I feel it would be unsound tactics to attempt to withdraw at this time."
He glanced up at me then transferred his attention to my ear. "You should have done this sooner."
What? Oh, the wounds.
"There are also unknown threats from the north; our force is divided in hostile territory."
The flash again and warmth flooding through my ear.
He sniffed. "I am a healer, Sumto. The burden of command is not mine, nor does it much interest me other than insofar as it brings the men into unnecessary danger."
"I see." I didn't.
"I like to raise bees and make honey. I am required to accompany the army from time to time to permit me to do this and other things I enjoy. Where and why does not interest me much." He sniffed and headed for the door. "Neither has mathematics much interested me."
"I see." I was beginning to.
He opened the door, hesitated just a moment and glanced back at me over his shoulder. "Or politics," he said, and was gone.
I poured the last of the wine and leaned back in my chair to think. Sapphire hadn't moved, nor had he commented further. I wasn't sure how I felt about that. He hadn't asked me why I was doing what I was doing. That, at least, I was glad of; I wasn't too sure myself. I could lift the treasury and walk away; leave them to their fate without so much as a good luck on parting. I could do that. As soon as Meran and the second century returned, and I could message them easily enough even if Meran ignored the contents of his letter from the Assembly. And that bothered me; how did they know he was in command of troops? Would my uncle have included the information in dispatches? Maybe, maybe not. How was the Assembly getting their information? How much did they know?
"Bloody politics."
"Sometimes," Sapphire agreed.
That wasn't what I had meant, but I assumed he knew that. Should I send a message to Meran? Saying what? Meran, ignore any orders from the Assembly of Patrons. I am.
Damn it. "Right," I got to my feet, spilling a little wine over my fingers. "What's next?"
"Take a bath. Get something to eat."
It was nowhere near noon, the next time I had an appointment to keep.
"I have to decide what to do about those bastards outside the gate."
"You know what you want to achieve, the only question is how to achieve it."
True. I wanted them to stay put but not do anything. I wanted someone there to watch them and to reassure the people that there was no threat so that they would go back and tend their land. I needed someone there in the enemy camp, someone the people would be reassured to see there. I needed to open negotiations with them subtly so that they cooperated with my intent. I could send them a gift, maybe one of the hostages, in company with some prominent figure of Darklake; that meant Anista or her son, Elendas. And a letter, a carefully worded letter. I didn't want to put Anista at risk, not did I trust her not to discard the letter and instead push her own agenda; and Elendas was young, just a boy. Who else was there? No one. A third person with the letter then. The scout. Perfect. The scout who had already met these people. Now all I had to do was remember his name.
"I think some food might be a good idea. Have Renik bring it, he can take word to Treleth about our dinner engagement tonight."
"You want to go ahead with that now?"
"Why not? It's a good excuse to have Vesan give me some enhancements. Resh Ephannan and his retinue probably aren't a serious threat but they look like one, and that's all they have to do to serve my purposes. He is just sabre-rattling to enhance his image amongst the other chieftains, and by tonight he will know that I fully intend to give up the hostages and always did."
Sapphire just looked at me, his expression giving nothing away.
"You, me, Vesan and a dozen of my men could chew them up and spit them out. They would be stupid to start something when the outcome is so certain."
His gaze roamed the room while he thought about it. "People do stupid things all the time."
Well, I was hardly the right person to argue that point.
"I need a piss," I put down the wine and headed for the chamber pot in the bedroom.
"I'll send for Renik," Sapphire moved to the other door. "Anyone else you want to see?"
I shrugged, not looking back. "Have Elendas come eat with us," I said. "After all, he has brought his own plate."
 
#
 
"You have problems, Patron."
Hald Epwhel was a big bluff man with a ready smile coupled with a shrewd eye. I'd invited him to join us, along with Seldas, my choice for ambassador for Darklake. Seldas had to learn his job quickly. Hald had to be dealt with before I forgot about him again. Elendas had set his plate on the table and taken a seat without more than a quiet word of greeting. He hadn't said a word while Renik and a girl set out food and left. I'd taken the opportunity to instruct Renik to send a message to Treleth to expect me for dinner that evening. I was confident that before the appointed time everyone would know I was planning a casual stroll out to the trading post. Silgar would hear of it and tonight we would kill him, with any luck.
"It's best to deal with problems one at a time, I find."
Hald shrugged his broad shoulders, the material of a fine green shirt stretching over heavy muscles as he did so. "It is the only way, I find. Still, there appear to be many for you."
I smiled. "Not so many. Remember there is an army not far to the south."
He nodded and gulped heavily watered wine to wash down a mouth full of pork and winter roots. "Yes, I've spoken with their messengers. They drive a road north, intending to pass close to Twobridges. I am permitting this."
Like he had a choice. "The road will increase trade and prosperity for your people."
He smiled. "And there are rogue Alendi that your army frightens away. As you no doubt know, there have been a few skirmishes but nothing serious."
I hadn't known. My uncle had not seen fit to inform me of details. Nor I him, for that matter. "Peaceful trade is our sole intent."
"With your friends." He grinned then stuffed his mouth with more pork.
"I'm releasing your nieces to you as a matter of courtesy."
More wine. "So your letter said, my friend. Now, what of Liana and her children?"
"Dannat is not my friend. He tried to kill me and almost succeeded. He allied himself with the Necromancers, who for his sake murdered your brother, his father and imprisoned his spirit in his animated corpse."
"Of course I know this. I travelled with a few warriors to your army and made common cause with the general, your uncle. I returned in company of a small force of city soldiers and ousted the Necromancer and his allies, the Alendi along with some few of my own people." His eyes had become hard and narrow. "The small black man released my brother’s spirit and I burned his body on a pyre."
"I know Dubaku," I allowed.
"And the city noblewoman, Jocasta. She spoke well of you; she reassured me that you would allow no harm to come to my kin."
My heart leapt at mention of Jocasta but I kept my reaction from my face. "Except Dannat."
"Dannat is outcast, a wolfshead. His life is forfeit. What do you do when a son murders his father?"
Did he know? "We tie him in a sack with a dog, a cat and a cockerel and throw him in the river." It was true, but hardly ever happened. Of course, finding a dog can be a bit of a chore.
"We put them in a cage and burn them alive." His face was grim. "I would as soon my nephew did not come cross my path, you understand?" 
I gave a thoughtful nod. "I've had no word of him."
"But if you do?"
"He tried to kill me. I doubt he will survive a second encounter."
He pushed his empty plate away from him and leaned back. "So. But his wife and children are innocent of any wrongdoing."
"For now I would prefer they remain my guests."
"Dannat will not move against you while they are here; thus you will not meet again."
I nodded. I saw his meaning clearly and agreed with it, in part. "Yet he will want them freed. I believe he will make an attempt at some stage, having no allies among his own people to negotiate for their release."
He thought it through and I let him. "Perhaps."
No one spoke for a few moments. Seldas cleared his throat but I nudged his foot under the table and he took the hint.
"I have sworn the oath to your uncle," Hald said. "I am his client now, and all my people with me. So we are friends and allies, Sumto Cerulian." He stood up and quaffed the last of his drink, wiping his mouth on his sleeve. "I am going home with my nieces. I leave my nephews wife and her children in your care. If they come to harm, you and I will have a problem, Sumto. I speak to you as a man, not as the leader of my people. How do you answer?"
I kept the smile from my face, and the frown. So my uncle had beaten me to it and had this man as client; still this meeting had gone as well as it could have. "There are duelling laws to cover such an eventuality, Hald Epwhel, should it arise. But your people are safe with me and I look forward to releasing them to your care in due course."
He nodded. "It is good. We will send traders. I want slate and other things," he was already turning away and Elendas got to his feet to open the door for him. "But that is for the traders. We have nothing else to talk about."
"Hald." He stopped and turned in the doorway. "I may be travelling south sooner than I had thought. Will I be a welcome guest at your hold?"
He gave a huge grin and spread his arms in mock welcome. "Of course! We are friends and allies, are we not?"
I allowed a smile. "So we are. I look forward to being your guest."
"Just be sure to bring my kin with you."
Elendas slowly closed the door behind him and I let out a slow breath. Hald was a big man, a warrior in his prime, and the laws on duelling were specific; no enhancements, no magic, no armor. Two blades, two men and may the best man win.
And I wasn't sure I was the best man.
Seldas shifted in his seat. "That was diplomacy?"
I shrugged. "He is a client of the city, so we know we are playing by the same set of rules. What else is there?"
"But nothing was decided; no trade agreements, no discussion of tariffs or restrictions or anything."
"It is as Hald said, that is for the traders."
Seldas was shocked. "But leaders have to make decisions for the good of the people, to safeguard local production from foreign imports, other things…."
"Exactly, and it is the job of the people to stop them." I glanced at Elendas as he took his seat. I wanted to be sure he was listening. "Governments are a necessary evil. Just because something is necessary doesn't mean you should pretend that it is a good thing. Governments cannot do good, it is against their nature; it is beyond their ability; so curb them and curb the evil that they do."
"If they are so evil, why tolerate them?" Seldas posed the question, half challenging and half sly rhetoric.
"Because the only thing worse than government is no government at all. And there's the saddest sentence ever said by man. This evil is necessary. But keep it small, keep it quiet, and make it mind its own business. Always remember that ultimately you are stronger than it because you are many and it is few. Curb it. Hold it back. Bind it. Gag it. Stop it from acting. It will always grow in strength and return to victimise; doing evil no matter how hard it may try to do good. Do not think that by becoming it you will do good; you will not. You will become the thing you hate as surely as if you drank strong spirits to try and become sober. Governments are evil. Never forget it. Never think differently or that this time it may be different, or that this form of government may be better. Dictator, democracy, republic. They are all evil. Yet, they must be tolerated because the alternative is so much worse. Tolerate their existence, yes; but fight them whatever they try and do, because that which is inherently evil cannot do good no matter how hard it tries; and all you can do is fight daily to prevent it from enacting its constant plans to do good. It can do no good. Government does best when it does nothing at all. It is the job of the people to keep it still, to stop it from acting."
"I don't believe that," Seldas challenged. "For example, a trader once brought a knitting frame to Learneth; had we not confiscated and destroyed it the mothers and old women who knit wool would soon have been out of work and unable to make a living."
I closed my eyes for a moment and resisted the urge to sigh. It was the same old argument. "Locked into poverty, knitting gloves and hats they couldn't afford to wear themselves because they can only produce so many and need the money? How is that better than producing more and selling them cheaper so that everyone can have those goods? Don't answer," I raised a hand between us to check his response. "It will not be any part of your magistracy to make these decisions and these arguments can wait. Your job is to be on good terms with the leaders of other peoples, to be accommodating to their requests where you can and to be clear why you cannot when that is so, and to take the consequences of disagreement on your own shoulders rather than let your people suffer them. Speaking of which, you will be representing Darklake to Resh Ephannan and the clan chiefs who are camped outside our gates."
Seldas blanched. "But they are hostile."
"Exactly, and it is your job to mollify that hostility if you can. It should be no more difficult than what I have just done with Hald Epwhel."
His mouth worked for a moment but no words came out.
"Elendas here will accompany you. He is to remain with them as their guest, and you are to return with word of their answer to the letter I will send with you."
Elendas cleared his throat, his eyes narrowed slightly as he watched my face. "I am to be their hostage."
I nodded. "In all but name, yes. Just as we have hostages, inherited though they may be, to ensure their good behaviour."
For some reason his gaze drifted to the boar's head on the wall. "Should any of their families be harmed, my life would be forfeit."
"You could refuse."
His attention snapped back to me. "But you don't think I will when I know what you hope to achieve."
I smiled. "I don’t think you will even if I send you in ignorance; I think you care about your people and will put yourself at risk for them."
He nodded, thoughtfully, his attention directed inward. "I do and I will, but I still want to know what you intend."
"Good. It's necessary that you both do." I turned to Seldas. "You are to move between us as messenger and as my representative in what will doubtless be a long negotiation; it is your job to make the discussions both long and inconclusive. Talk and listen, but agree nothing. It is possible that they will cooperate with this prolonging of negotiations. Either way, agree nothing." He gave a small nod, his face pale, his lips compressed. "They will not harm you, I believe. The truth of the matter is that we could roll them up in less than an hour and that this is all display; Resh Ephannan seeks to make a name for himself as a leader of the other chieftains, and so long as at the end of the day it looks like he succeeded in winning the freedom of the hostages that we have, he will be happy. He will threaten and bluster and rage, but he will not act."
"You think," Elendas chipped in.
I agreed. "So I think. I could be wrong but I would bet my own life on it."
"But you are not."
I gave in to the temptation to sigh. "I cannot at this moment. I can't be in two places at once and I can't be seen to be too obviously involved in this. You," I glanced at Seldas, "have been appointed to this role and no one will question that it is appropriate that you fulfil that role."
Seldas squared his shoulders and gave a stiff nod.
"And me?" Elendas said.
I smiled. "You are doing me a favour, and I will owe you a favour."
His lips twitched as he suppressed a smile. "And when do I get to have this favour repaid?"
"As soon as the job is done. Go to Resh Ephannan. Be visible. Be seen to be calm and relaxed for as long as it takes."
"And how long will it take?"
"Who knows? Delicate negotiations take time. Now, go and get yourself ready; wear your most expensive clothing so that you look the part of a noble guest of chieftains you respect and honour by your presence."
They stood and made for the door. Elendas paused and let Seldas precede him while he turned back to face me. "Had I not been granted the status of adult I would have to ask my mother’s permission for this."
I have him a friendly grin as I reached for pen and paper. "Just as well we got that dealt with then, because now you don't have to ask anyone’s permission for anything."
"No," he said as he turned away. "I don't."
There was something about his tone of voice that bothered me but I let it pass. I had a tricky letter to write.
 
#
 
"What have you done to my son?"
There are times when people talk and I just have no idea what they mean. I recognise the words, of course, but it is still like they are talking a different language; noise with no discernible meaning. Anista's question, barked at me while she stood with her fists on her hips and anger flashing in her eyes, made no sense to me. In one way I understood exactly what she meant; my son has done something I do not like and that must be because you have controlled him and caused him to become someone who will act against my wishes. In short; your control is bad, while my control was good. To answer her question I would have to accept her premise. I didn't; she was talking a different language. In my mind I took a step back to a conversation we could have on the subject, then saw that fail for similar differences in perception of reality; I took another mental step back. Then gave up; there was no point. No gain.
Still, you have to try. "Elendas is a legal adult. He is free to do as he chooses. Nothing he does is my responsibility." Or yours, I might add, but didn't for fear of muddying the waters.
Sapphire had already moved. He ghosted from the room, but did not close the bedroom door behind him.
"You coward!" She threw herself forward, fists striking the table and leaning over me, almost in tears.
What? 
"You manipulate and cajole and seduce people with your talk of wealth and freedom and send them into danger to your gain and he could be killed!" She shrilled. "He's my son! If you ever cared about me at all you would protect him," there were tears now but oddly they didn't spill, they just shimmered in her eyes, "not send him to be a hostage in the camp of our enemies, putting him in danger in your stead."
Oh. She was thinking with that part of her brain. Her pup was in danger and because we had slept together I was his father and should protect him as I would my own son. I put a considering expression on my face as I poured some wine with the thought of offering it to her; then I changed my mind about that. Women have a habit of throwing wine in my face - at least often enough that I didn't care to put a perfectly good glass of wine at risk. I did think about it as she carried on talking, her own mind made up. I didn't listen. Were he my son, would I do any different? I can see that I would want to, but I was confident that I wouldn't. The truth is that the world is a dangerous place; the truth is that you can't keep people safe. Life is a terminal illness. There is no surviving it. It's only a matter of time. And delaying the inevitable is about strength and skill and ability; skills that have to be acquired. I did not consider the danger great, in fact; and I thought that he was able to master any fear he might feel and play his part well. That he would live through the minimal risk and walk out the other side of the experience stronger and more confident and better equipped for the next challenge.
"...but how could I expect you to care about that?"
Care about what? I chased after the fading memory of what she had been saying. When I caught it I picked the sense from it and discarded the rest. 
Resh Ephannan had been a rival of Orlek, had wanted to take her as wife. She had rejected Resh in favour of Orlek. Elendas was Orlek's son. How Resh felt about that would depend on what kind of man he was.
I held up a hand to stop her from continuing. "Elendas knew this?"
"Of course," she sniffed. "I talked about it often enough."
Of course you did. Well, Elendas knew, and had still gone. "Has Elendas gone?" I'd passed out the letter some time since.
"Yes. He's gone! I tried to stop him but he pushed me away." Drama. She wiped at her eyes.
I imagined Elendas taking her gently by the upper arm and easing her away from him so that his longer reach broke her grip on him. That is probably what happened.
Slowly, placing the wine carefully, I got to my feet and moved around the table. I'd finally figured out what she really wanted. Sometimes it's difficult for me to follow the torturous path of other people’s minds.
"He will be all right," I said gently.
Anista swallowed, looking up at me, searching my face to see if I was speaking the truth. As though I were a prophet.
"Resh cared about you, wanted to marry you, there is no way he would harm your son." I was close enough; I lifted one hand, offering a space she could step into, not sure she would.
"You're sure?" she moved closer, touched, accepted my arm around her waist.
"I'm sure." Of course I wasn't sure. Resh could be a complete bastard for all I knew. But Elendas had known the history and chosen to go. He was sure. And I trusted his judgement. He knew the risk better than I did and had accepted it, whatever it might be. It was his risk to accept or reject.
She put her head against my chest and I held her for a bit.
"I'm afraid for him. If he is hurt..."
I liked the boy. He was smart and confident and thoughtful. I did hope he came to no harm. I thought it might be a good idea to say so, so I did. Anista relaxed in my arms.
The unwelcome distraction dealt with, I let my mind drift to other matters. I had a trial to deal with, and I wanted a particular result. And I wanted to reinforce the structure of the judicial system in people’s minds. There was one advantage I could see; as the intended victim I could not sit in judgement. I had set Vedat the task of peacekeeping, in control of the vigils and courts. It was time he took up some of his duties instead of just being instructed in them. He would be the judge, then. I had already provided him with notes so that he knew the order in which a trial should proceed. I could not, or at least should not, tell him in advance what outcome I desired; but if I took on the role of prosecutor I would have the right to declare my desired punishment should the man be found guilty. His defender would also have that ability and would doubtless propose a lesser punishment. But it was up to the judge to decide, and he could give any sentence he cared to under the law, ignoring both proposals. Well, there was little I could do about that. The would-be assassin would just have to take his chances; I can't say I had much sympathy for him but it would be better for me if his sentence were exile. I'd do what I could to make that happen, but there are limits to what I was willing to do to achieve my goals.
Anista stirred in my arms. I relaxed my already gentle hold on her and she took a step back.
"I'm sorry."
For what? Oh, that. "There's no need to be sorry. It's hard to let go," so I'd heard, "to let them step away from the protection we give." We.
Anista wiped her eyes. "Yesterday morning he was a boy."
"And now he is man."
She looked down at the table, strewn with papers and with a pile of dirty plates in the centre, empty glasses acting as paperweights. "You have work to do."
"And so do you," I passed her the wine and rounded the table, snagging an empty glass as I went. "Let's talk about something else. It will help take your mind off things.
I really am a manipulative bastard. But what choice did I have? These people were my responsibility. All of them equally, not one above another. The only thing I could provide them with was stability. Nothing else was wholly in my hands; not safety or security, not success of failure, wealth or poverty; none of those things were mine to give. But stability I could provide for now, and put in place the tools for them to provide it for themselves. And I didn't have much time before I had to face my own problems. Having taken the task on, I would do whatever was necessary to see that they had that one small thing that I could secure for them: stability. A state that allowed the freedom and opportunity to work to better their own lives.
What they did then was not my responsibility.
"I'm still angry about the Angora," she said. "Those rabbits are mine, from my original breeding stock." 
Well, some subjects just never went away. "Then you need to be paid for them," I said. "Maybe a small percentage of the wool produced?"
Her eyes were dry and piercing over the glass she had raised to her lips but not yet tasted. "What," she said, "is a percentage?"
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Orasin had acquired ink stains on his hands and the distracted yet jittery air of the perpetually worried.
He paced. I sat. Sapphire watched, unmoved.
"At this rate of expenditure we will be bankrupt by the end of the summer, unless we increase taxation."
"Investment isn't quite the same as expenditure," I reminded him. "There will be returns, increased productivity. That in itself will increase revenues without the need to increase taxation."
He waved the sheaf of accounts, more displaying that they existed than making reference to them. "So you say, Patron. But when? When will this profligate expenditure end? When will we see returns? And how much? How can I plan without knowing?"
I shrugged. "I have no idea, Orasin. No one does. There are too many variables. Things could change in a moment making all projections invalid." They already had but I was hardly going to raise that point right now.
"The treasury is haemorrhaging money, Patron!"
"And so far income seems..."
"Non-existent!"
"Minimal," I corrected him. "Lendrin Treleth owes and will pay. He has brought goods through the pass and owes for that, the money will help pay for the road, and he is already the primary creditor for that project. Get the housing project speeded up and there will be rents to add to income."
"Tools, we need tools and there aren't enough, though there is no shortage of labour available."
"Treleth will have brought tools to trade; those who can use them and wish to work will buy them."
He waved the papers again. "With our money."
"It isn't your money."
"Yet it must come from the treasury."
"As a loan," I reminded him. "At least labour is plentiful, and therefore cheap."
He snorted. "This waterwheel madness."
"Will pay for itself and give profit; just make it happen and rent the power generated."
"It will take years to pay for itself. Years."
"Are you planning to go somewhere?"
He shook his head, still pacing and tapping the papers against his leg in time to his steps. I let him pace. It was close to noon. I had other things on my mind. The accusations of my would-be assassin had to be answered. I had nothing to offer. No witnesses. Except Sapphire. He has been stealing children in the night, Sapphire had said. He had been speaking of Silgar, though we hadn't known it then. Would Sapphire's word be enough? It's the same someone who is snatching children, Sapphire had said. Nearly caught him at that.
"You saved one." I turned to Sapphire.
Nearly caught him at that, he had said, and then he had said, saved one at least.
"One what?"
I glanced back to Orasin. He had stopped pacing and was watching, his expression questioning, as though he had thought I was addressing him. The expression of interest faded but still, I didn't want him here for this. I leaned across the table, one had extended. "You can leave those with me, Orasin. We will talk again when I have had a chance to look through them."
He looked at the papers, then at my extended hand and reluctantly handed them over. "Later today?"
I flicked through the pages. Small handwriting; neat list of names, purpose of loan or expenditure, amount, new balance. Thirty pages of it. I picked out a couple of large figures and noted the name against which they had been drawn. "Tomorrow," I decided. Or the next day.
I flicked through the papers as Orasin left, dissatisfied and muttering. I found the figure for the final balance. He was right about one thing, the treasury was bleeding coin. But the amount of coin in people’s pockets hadn't hit the point where I would start worrying about inflation. 
"A child, Sapphire. One Silgar was trying to take?"
He allowed that it was true. "A boy, about twelve," he gestured with his hand to shoulder height. "I can see where you are going with this and it's no use to you. The boy was unconscious, being carried. He'll have seen nothing..." he trailed off, thinking it through.
"Unless he caught a glimpse before Silgar knocked him out."
He nodded. "But what will he have seen? A shadow."
"Exactly. A shadow. Not me or you or Treleth or any of our soldiers. It will be enough to cast doubt and that will have to do. Can you find him?"
He thought about it for a moment. "I'd recognize him if I saw him. I checked the boy was alive, put him on his side and left him there. Silgar and I had made enough noise to wake a few locals and they would have taken charge of him." He nodded. "There is a path to be followed that will lead me to him."
"Find him then. I'll be fine," I added as he hesitated. "No one is going to burst in here and try and kill me."
He didn't look convinced.
"There isn't much time for this," I reminded him, keeping my voice calm and even.
Finally he moved, heading for the door. "It might not take long," he said, his tone of voice dry.
For a moment I didn't see his point. He opened the door and held it wide, admitting the full force of noise from the crowded hall, offering a view into a riot of movement and multifarious activity that was in part a consequence of my own orders from the day before. Bring the orphaned children to hall, I'd said. And there they were. A score or more of children mixed in with the children of Orlek's household and those of the hostages who were also my guests. I'd become used to the background noises of the hall and hadn't noticed the steady increase in the level of activity.
A few faces were turned to the open door; expressions a mix of hesitant, curious or questioning. They were all people I had to see, who wanted to report, had questions, felt they required something of me to further their own aims. Everyone wanted something. The demand for my attention only increased as some semblance of order developed from the chaos that Darklake had been. Self-interest was the prime motivator, as always. I wondered how strong thoughts of competition had become in the minds of these people. When I left here, how soon would it be before they each moved to secure a dominant position? How long before the knives were drawn and murder done? How many would die before one strong leader emerged from the fray? If I left today, would they wait longer than a day before making the first move? I'd thought I had a year to create a stable society. Now I had just a few days. It was an impossible task.
Taking a slow deep breath I stilled my thoughts. The door was open. I had to admit someone and deal with some one thing. One thing at a time. Just one.
"Vedat," I called out, catching his eye and waving him forward.
Sapphire cleared the doorway and Vedat strode in, looking pleased with himself. He now had men to command, I reminded myself. I remembered that in Learneth each magistrate had command of twenty soldiers. Here, only he had men to command. He would believe that that fact put him a rung above the other magistrates. He would feel it as a shift in the balance of power. I took in his new air of confidence as he entered the room and knew I had made a mistake.
I poured a glass of wine for each of us as he took the seat opposite. I knew the wine wasn't much of an answer to the problem. I knew I needed a better one. But it would just have to wait.
"I want you to sit in judgement today," I told him as I passed him a glass.
As he accepted it Vedat looked even more pleased with himself.
I resisted the urge to swear out loud. It took more self-control than I thought I had.
Closing my eyes, I rubbed at the stone set in my forehead for a moment, thinking fast and seemingly more clearly than I had in a while. "It is a duty that will fall on each of the magistrates in turn." Spread the power. I watched his expression stiffen as I continued. "Just as there will be vigils under the command of each magistrate." Spread power as thin as you can. "For now, at least."
His eyes narrowed. "For now, Patron?"
It takes some self-control to frown thoughtfully when you want to smile. "The situation here cannot remain as it is, Vedat. Darklake is overpopulated, don't you think?" I watched the wheels turn for an instant before I continued. "I noted that some took the earliest opportunity to return to Learneth." I left it another moment. "There will need to be government there, of course." Vedat stirred in his seat. "As with Hederan," I frowned in thought. "And the lands formerly occupied by the Necromancers cannot be left ungoverned."
Vedat cleared his throat. "Patron, I see the scope of the problem."
You see the scope of the opportunity, I thought, which was exactly my intent. "Perhaps one or two of your clients might be of use?"
He covered his surprise well but couldn't control the instinct to glance at me to read my expression, which I kept neutral. It had been a guess, but I had noted that Vedat had borrowed from the treasury. He must have been using the money for something. "If you will take my advice, you will spread the advantages of your patronage with an even hand, Vedat. You will find that raising one above the others will cause disputes that you yourself will then be called upon to resolve."
He made a show of considering the point. "That could become awkward," he allowed.
The door opened and we both glanced up. Sapphire stood in the open doorway for a moment. He shook his head. I barely had time to shrug before he was gone again, closing the door behind him.
So, the boy wasn't in the hall.
There was still time.
"Perhaps you should discuss the matter with your fellow magistrates and formulate a plan of action that I can review in due course."
It took a moment for Vedat to take my meaning. He flushed slightly, attention drifting back to the glass in front of him as he turned it this way and that. "I will be sure to raise the matter, Patron."
"At your next scheduled meeting; which will be when, by the way?"
Vedat cleared his throat and shifted in his seat. "The matter of regular meetings has not been formalized, Patron."
"Then perhaps you should raise that issue, also." That, I decided, would do for now. "As regards the trial, have you familiarised yourself with the procedure?"
"Indeed I have, Patron." He said. "There is the matter of sentence..." He almost made it a question.
"Which will be settled as part of the proceedings, as is normal. The prosecutor will call for a sentence, as will the defence. "
"And I will decide between these two extremes," he said, making a study of my expression, looking for a hint as to my desired outcome. "I have studied the procedure, Patron."
"Good," I picked up a random piece of paper and began reading. "Then you are as prepared as you need to be. 
Vedat hesitated then cleared his throat again.
"There's something else?"
"The accusations against..." he gestured vaguely.
Against me. He was right. There was more. "Not a trial, an inquiry. Call those you wish to speak in any order you choose. They may then present whatever information they wish. When all is done, you will make a declaration..."
He raised a hand to stop me. "Begging your pardon, Patron. I understand the procedure. My concern is more for the mood of the people..."
I let him struggle with it for a moment. "Yes?"
"There is a great deal of interest," he hesitated. "My..." he hesitated over the word still, "clients have reported a certain amount of restlessness. Questions have been asked, concerns expressed," gestured to the closed door. "It seems the... inquiry will be well attended, yet the courtyard can only accommodate so many..."
I kept my expression neutral as my mind raced. Six thousand people. That was potentially a lot of restlessness. With the west gate still closed and a potential enemy camped beyond, a degree of fear and uncertainty would be added to the mix. I suddenly had a burning need to turn to someone for advice; only there wasn't anyone. I had to make a decision and I had no clue what to do for the best. I imagined keeping a mass of people from witnessing the trial and subsequent inquiry. That image rapidly degenerated into chaos as the press of the crowd filled the courtyard. Not an option. It could get ugly before the trial had even begun.
Vedat was waiting. "I see your point," I said.
But I didn't have a solution for it. If Seldas returned swiftly enough - at once I resolved that proceedings would wait until he did return - and if Resh Ephannan was the man I thought he was and was playing the game I thought he was, then I might have an opening to proceedings that would relieve the fears of the crowd somewhat. Calm them for the trial itself; show clemency to my would-be assassin, if all things went well. Then display my witness, the boy Sapphire searched for, and deflect the accusation made against us.
I found myself nodding as I thought it through. "Then the trial must be held more openly," I said. For this to work I needed everyone to hear all that happened.
"Perhaps that might be wise, Patron." Vedat sounded relieved.
There was only one place inside the walls before which a crowd realistically could gather. Before the temple of Hesta there was an open space large enough to accommodate one or two hundred people; then dwellings and shelters and animal pens would break up the crowd to some small degree. If things got ugly, which I intended that they would not, then there would be a line of retreat through the temple and Caliran's quarters. I gave Vedat a more decisive nod and told him what I had in mind.
He seemed relieved. I had no idea if that was a natural reaction. I'd been in this situation precisely once myself.
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I didn't like the look of it.
Standing well back from the window, the gloom of the room itself allowed me to observe the crowd without being seen. It was a bright day. A slice of sunlight cut into the room. I kept well clear of it. The eyes of the crowd would be adjusted to the light. They would not see me so long as I stayed back from the window, out of the light.
"I don't like the look of it." Parast stood behind and beside me. His words echoed my thoughts.
No one could hear us. No voices were raised among the crowd, but there were thousands of them. Their combined voices rising and falling in natural rhythms; easily enough to mask our voices.
"Are we ready?"
I heard Parast shrug. "As ready as we are going to be." 
My gaze ran over the crowd, picking out individuals and details. A couple talking; the man looked my way and nodded as his woman bent his ear. He looked grim. A pair of children pushed through the crowd, playing, laughing. The gaze of one man followed them as they moved before him, his expression thoughtful. A heated discussion between two men who ignored the crowd around them. The turn of a head to look at a well-built man who held a smith’s hammer casually in one hand. The smith looked calm, almost indifferent. He wasn't the only man carrying what was, in fact, only a tool of his trade, but what might also be considered a weapon. There were not many, not many that I could see. I could not get an angle on the crowd that stood before the temple. The composition and mood of that section of the crowd was denied me. I could only infer that it was little different. The expressions of those who looked in that direction were resentful, I thought. Disapproving, perhaps. Offended. Angry. They varied in kind and in degree. There were soldiers on the steps of the temple and the people didn't like it. I was only surprised by how many didn't like it. I had not expected there to be so many. A sea of people with tides and currents, ebbs and flows. Not a storm. Not even choppy. But still a sea. 
I didn't like it.
There was no sign of Sapphire. It was past noon. Seldas had long since returned with word from Resh Ephannan. Public words and also a brief private letter. Both suited me well enough. From the letter I gleaned that my guess had been correct. He was using the situation to raise his profile among the clans. I had his assurance that he sought no armed conflict, yet would not shrink from such a confrontation should it prove necessary. I was content with that. The gates were open; protected with half the available force. People could return to the fields. They hadn't done so. They waited.
I could feel the tension rising as the crowd became impatient. They also knew it was past noon. I could not let them wait longer. 
"I suggest we do not wait longer," Parast said, reading my mind again.
I didn't like that either.
"I agree," I said. Yet for a moment I still didn't move. I'd prepared as well as I could. Sapphire had not returned with or without the boy he sought. I was under no illusion that the crowd had gathered for the trial of my would-be assassin. The accusations against us had spread. They had gathered to hear our answer. Such as it was, I would have to give it soon. 
"Now," I decided, and turned away from the crowd that could not see me, and moved toward a place where they could.
Parast followed me through the office. I let him pass me to open the door to main hall. A ripple of motion as those who waited turned to face me. Hald Epwhel, chieftain of Twobridges, then the magistrates: Vedat of Learneth, Orasin of Learneth, Seldas of Learneth, Mielkan, Anista of Darklake. I intended their presence to be a show of unity; representatives of all the people of Darklake. They parted as I moved forward, and gathered behind me as I passed, the guards at my door falling in behind. Beyond, the hall was quieter than it had been. Those who were at liberty had gone to join the crowd. Those who were not had made themselves scarce for the most part. Some small subdued groups remained. Only the youngest of children were unaffected by the mood of the adults with them. At the entrance to the hall the witnesses to the assassination attempt waited between the two guards. They also moved out of our way and then fell in behind us.
I hooded my eyes against the glare of the sun in the courtyard where we had previously held trials. There were more guards than usual and no one else was present, save Vesan. They looked our way as we emerged into the light. Veterans, all. They were fully equipped, yet in their hands they held practice swords, their blades sheathed. Vesan broke off from that group and joined us as we made our way through the courtyard to the small archway that led to the gardens. We would pass through Caliran's quarters and the temple, I had decided, rather than push through the press of the crowd.
The gardens were as quiet as the hall and courtyard; not much to hear beyond the murmur of the crowd and the buzz of the bees in their hives. Scattered groups of children and women confined to the hall watched us pass. The guards at Caliran's doorway were also armed with practice swords. The door to Caliran's quarters was opened for me as I came close, and I entered.
The doorway to the temple stood open but that made little difference to the light. It took a moment for my eyes to adjust to the darker interior. Two guards stood close by the prisoner. He held a cup in both hands, sipping from it, eyes darting. He was not bound. His guards were alert. He had nowhere to go. His gaze locked onto me as I entered and he glared at me over the rim of the cup. Beside him stood Caliran.
The priest glanced my way, smiled a thin welcome as I moved into the room, then he turned back to the prisoner. "Are you not thirsty?" Caliran asked, his tone of voice solicitous.
The prisoner drained the cup and passed it back to him without looking. "Thank you, your reverence."
Caliran turned to face me more fully as I led the way to the open door opposite. His artificial eyes glittered coldly. "I understand you wish me to attend..." he half turned and gestured vaguely to the open doorway that led into the rear of the temple.
"I do," I told him, giving him the barest nod and not so much as pausing.
He gave the merest hint of a bow as I passed him by, my thoughts on the crowd that awaited us. Hoping I'd got things right. In the city the people treat trials pretty much the same way as they treat politics; primarily as entertainment. I knew attitudes were different here, but human nature is the same everywhere. I hoped for the best, but had planned for the worst.
The temple was cool and lit only by the sun streaming between the pillars at the far end of the chamber. Beyond, the crowd was clearly visible. Ten soldiers stood beyond the pillars, facing the crowd. They carried shields and had sheathed swords; practice swords held casually. Unknown to the crowd there were more soldiers inside the temple. Only twenty more, but every soldier was enhanced by the magic of Vesan. I hoped they would not be needed. Their orders were clear; no one was to be killed even if the crowd turned into a mob. They knew as well as I that those orders would only hold for so long. The crowd were many and they were few. If the crowd turned into a mob, people would die.
Hald Epwhel and I stepped aside as we passed through into the temple, making space for those who followed to pass. I had led them this far but the order of precedence changed here. Vedat, as judge, would go first. The magistrates would follow, acting as impartial witnesses to the proceedings. The accused would follow, under guard. Then the witnesses to the case would join the magistrates. Finally, the prosecutor and the defence, myself and Hald Epwhel, would follow and the trial would begin.
"You owe me for this," Hald said, eyeing the stature of the god Hesta.
My attention followed his, taking in the details of the statue with one disinterested glance before turning away. Only the face of the statue showed any real attention to detail; an expression of furious concentration focused on a glass sphere held in both hands. I guessed the sphere represented the world that Hesta strove to comprehend. Good luck to him.
"Depending on the result," I reminded him.
Hald didn't answer. His attention was still on the statue. He touched one hand to his forehead and then reached out to the glass sphere.
"No!" Caliran's voice made me start and turn. I hadn't realized he had followed us. Still, he would be needed later.
"Your pardon, Hald Epwhel," Caliran said, moving calmly to stand between us and the statue. "It is a holy day, the day of Sivara'El, a day when Hesta may not be questioned."
I shrugged and turned away. The noise of the crowd had risen as Vesan stepped into view. The magistrates followed and the voice of the crowd rose further but sounded almost calmer. "It's time," I said and started across the chamber floor, Hald keeping pace with me. "We speak in turns," I reminded him. "The judge sets the charge, he will invite me to speak; from there we speak in turns and call witnesses as we see fit."
"I remember everything you told me," Hald growled. "You citymen make everything complicated."
"The principle is the same wherever there is any semblance of justice," I said. "When I am done I will suggest the sentence I would prefer to see, should he be found guilty..."
"And when I am done I will do the same; the judge will decide. I know."
We stepped out into the light and parted company, myself to the right and he to the left. I was aware that Parast moved to join the men under his command, saw him take up a shield and join them. Then I had no attention spare to be aware of anything other than the crowd and the trial itself. The crowd rippled, a tide turning, focusing on us, shifting forward and settling against the bottom step, a purely notional barrier marked by the ten soldiers. If the crowd became a mob they would be pushed back simply by the weight of numbers. Casually, I glanced back; seven pillars, eight spaces. A few moments there and then back into the main body of the temple, a fighting retreat against a contained mob, back to the door to Caliran's chambers. A smaller room, further compressing the numbers. People would die in the crush; some would be wounded or killed by my soldiers. Better if all went well and the crowd remained a crowd. As Vedat began to speak, his voice raised to carry his words, I put the worst-case scenario away and focused on the moment. The voices of the crowd died away as they strained to hear.
"This is the trial of Ulsin, accused of attempted murder," Vedat had a good voice that carried well.
"What about the children!?"
The question rang out clear as Vedat paused and was taken up by a dozen similar shouts that blended instantly with a rising mutter throughout the crowd as it shifted and surged slowly but with force. The sudden pounding of practice swords on shield rang out, shockingly loud and demanding attention. In the moment’s stillness after the drumming echoed to silence, Parast's battle-hardened voice rang out. "The trial will continue!"
The attention of the crowd focused upon him, drifted over the line of soldiers, noting armor and shields, practice swords and the weapons sheathed at their waists. Each individual assessing risk and personal danger. Every individual had some experience of city soldiers in action, the taking of Darklake, the night of Learneth's fall, and in the north. Outrage and anger gave way to fear and uncertainty and in that moment Vedat resumed, slowly drawing the attention of the stilled crowd back to his words.
"The charge is that Ulsin did strike as an assassin in an attempt to murder the patron, Sumto Cerulian, who will now speak as prosecutor.”
The crowd’s attention turned to me as I stopped at the edge of the top step, not ten feet from the front of the crowd, and looked out over the sea of faces focused on me.
I raised my voice to carry. I had chosen my words with care of simplicity and to achieve my intent.
"No great harm was done," I raised my right arm, baring the well healed wound for all to see. A ripple of low murmuring ran through the crowd but no voices were raised and none moved. "The number of witnesses puts the attempt beyond dispute," the murmurs rose but slightly, "yet in failure the crime is reduced to intent and I propose that exile is sufficient punishment." I dropped my raised arm and turned away, judging the voices of the crowd as I paced back to my place. They spoke to each other, their focus was broken as my words were discussed; for now the crowd was not one beast but a flock of birds, each interested only in their own twittering.
Hald stepped forward to take position at the fore, also raising one hand high for the attention for the crowd. In a few moments he had sufficient attention to be satisfied that he would be heard.
"As a chieftain, as the father to my people, I know that sometimes children act in error," Hald's voice carried well. "Each and every one of us has acted in error at some time." Many among the crowd nodded reluctantly. "Each of us has accepted another's word and acted as though it were truth, acted against another unjustly." he had their attention entire. "Knowing this, I speak as a father, and say that a child who acts in error should be corrected, not punished."
A wet cough sounded into the near silence. At the same moment a movement to my right caught my attention and I glanced that way. Caliran casually walked into the space between two guards and then into the welcoming crowd. The two guards stepped down one step. I took a single pace forward, opening my mouth to command them but unsure yet what command to give. The people closing in around Caliran were smiling, glad of his presence; the attention of the crowd was shifting. They had all seen him. Their interest was a solid wall washing over me. I hesitated, and in that moment of hesitation my own voice rang out louder than humanly possible, flooding the air with its volume.
"I have to leave; ordered to withdraw from the area, return to the city, lay down my imperium. Immediately."
If the crowd made any sound I could not hear it over the volume of my own voice sounding from within the temple. Everyone was frozen in the moment. Except Caliran. The priest moved deeper into the crowd, his small form suddenly hard to keep track of. He was gone and I had other concerns. I turned back to face the temple, hearing Parast's voice sounding impossibly loud from within.
“Commander, in accordance with article thirteen I respectfully request to be informed of the contents of the dispatch recently received by you from the Assembly of Patrons."
Everyone on the podium had turned to face the temple. Everyone except the prisoner who was held between two guards, held to keep him from falling, fresh bright blood on his chin and suddenly spattering through the air in bright droplets as he coughed violently.
My own voice boomed from within the temple. "I am ordered to withdraw to the Eyrie, and then to the city."
I stepped between two pillars into the shade. At the far end of the chamber the statue of Hesta was illuminated by a faint glow from the sphere into which he peered intently. I recognised it as the presence of spirit interacting with the world. Beside the statue stood a single soldier, sword in hand, arm raised, expression intent. Others were moving away from the walls, uncertain in which direction to go but certain that waiting passively was not an option.
The single soldier beside the statue made one step too close with the source of my voice which boomed deafeningly in the confined space. "The incursion of the Necromancers was an excuse to act." His arm fell with full force, the blade impacted and shattered the glass sphere the statue held.
From behind me another voice sounded. Caliran's voice, clear and sounding loud in the stillness. "Hesta has spoken!" I turned in the shade, hand drifting instinctively to where the hilt of a sword should be, and wasn't. "He needed an excuse to act." I hardly heard his words as I stepped out from between the pillars into the light, grabbed the arm of the nearest person, who happened to be Anista, and moved to guide her into the temple. "Ordered to withdraw, yet he remains." Anista snatched herself free of my grip and headed the other way, toward the crowd. Of the others gathered on the temple pediment, some were already moving. Parast had gestured his men to retreat and the line of soldiers were backing toward me and closing ranks as they came. Beyond, the crowd was turning ugly. And there was nothing I could do to stop it.
I stepped after Anista and nearly bumped into the healer, Vesan, as he hurried in the other direction. "Can't you stop him?" I snapped as I moved to pass him.
He half-turned to face me as I passed. "How? By launching a ball of fire into the crowd?"
He had a point, but I remembered that once Jocasta had silenced me by a spell that robbed me of my voice. I stopped, turned and grabbed his arm all in one movement. "Silence, I said, dammit. I know it can be done."
Vesan brought his face close to mine. "Of course it can be done, but I have to see him," he waved a wild gesture at the crowd. Those closest to us were slowly flooding the steps, though most were simply trying to get a better view of the priest who continued to draw the attention of the crowd to himself. "Hesta has spoken; the murderer of children is also a tyrant with no authority to rule here." The retreating soldiers came level with me as I stepped forward, drawing Vesan with me. Anista was already past the soldiers. She stepped into the crowd and was gone. 
Moving beyond the soldiers would be a risk. Following her would be an act of folly.
Vesan struggled ineffectually against my grip. "There is no sense remaining here."
I pulled him close, forced him to look at me. "Yet here you remain until you do something."
I saw the realization that I meant it sink in. "What would you have me do, then?"
"Distract them. Break up the crowd. Be creative. Be... bees," the idea leapt into my mind. The doors were open, the hives were full, the bees were numerous and expendable. "Bring the bees here, send them into the crowd."
He snorted, half laughter, half admiration. "I can do that," he said and raised the stone held ready. Until that moment I had not noticed it, and in that moment I was unsure if he had intended to use it against the crowd should he be threatened or against me to free him to avoid that threat. The briefest flash of non-light flickered on the edge of my awareness. I released him and took a step away. "Further, Sumto," he said.
I glanced around. Parast stood close by. The soldiers had formed a line in front of the gaps between the pillars. They waited for us. They faced the crowd that moved this way but paid us no mind, their backs turned, intent to see and hear Caliran. I stepped back another pace.
"Go," Vesan gestured toward the temple. The first bee arrived, circled Vesan and landed on his arm. Another suddenly appeared in front of my face for a moment and was gone. I stepped between the pillars and instinctively dropped into a crouch. The temple was thick with bees, they filled the air in a seething mass, had begun to pass overhead in swarms, the sound of them suddenly loud and demanding. I felt a nudge from behind. Taking the hint I moved aside, turned to look back between the two thick pillars as Parast passed me by. Vesan was already invisible. In his place was a roiling mass, a pile of bees six feet or more high and growing bigger by the moment. I could barely see that through the thick blanket of bees that filled the air between us. A few of those closest to him had begun to notice the odd bee circling. I heard a curse and saw one man swat at his hair. A woman turned and saw and opened her mouth in shock. Awareness spread like ripple, rapid and inevitable. As one, the crowd moved away from the threatening swarm. In that moment the mass of bees erupted and spread like a thunderous cloud, a wave that rolled thickly into the crowd, sweeping them before it in an eruption of screams and wild cries. In a moment Vesan stood alone, arms raised, a lone figure against the thick black thunderously angry stinging swarm that swept the crowd before it. I came slowly to my feet, ears full of shouts and screams and running feet and the dense and angry hum that filled the air. Panic will spread in a crowd like nowhere else. Like a rip-tide, it will carry you where it wills, and cast you effortlessly down and crush you. There were children in that crowd who would not survive the experience. I wanted to turn my back and walk away. Knowing I was responsible, I gritted my teeth and made myself watch.
I only closed my eyes for a moment at the first pathetic bundle of bloody rags I saw spin out from behind the fleeing mob. Judging by the size and dress I figured it to be a girl of two or three.
The worst thing about dying is that it starts out as just another ordinary day.
 
#
 
I wasn't aware of how I'd crossed the distance between us, but once again I had Vesan by the arm, held my face close to his. "Call them back!"
He shrugged lightly, looking away. "There's no need."
I looked after the mass of fleeing people. A slowly receding sea of chaos leaving the fallen in its wake. It was true, I saw almost at once. Where there had been a swarm acting with one mind, there now were so many thousands of individual insects rising above the crowd. They filled the air and the space before us. A hundred yards of empty space had opened up between us and the nearest people. Between us and the nearest living people. Most still fled, but now they fled the crowd itself. Some few stood in place, turning this way and that, still thinking themselves assailed by the swarm. Some lay still. Still others dragged themselves to their feet. By far the vaster number was still moving away from us, a receding tide that would stop, in time. But they were no longer a crowd, or even a mob. Each was an individual seeking safety from their fellows. For now, at least.
I let Vesan go. My gaze drifted over the fallen and trampled. There were dozens of them. Some at least still moved, still lived.
"I will tend to the wounded," Vesan said as he turned away and made for the steps.
"Children first," I told him, probably unnecessarily.
Parast stepped close beside me. I glanced at him and looked away. All of the soldiers had emerged from the temple behind us and stood in a line, awaiting orders. Parast waited to hear and relay them. I waited for my mind to clear so that I could formulate them. A lone bee hovered before my eyes for a moment. I felt like we were staring each other out. Then it was gone. I shuddered. 
Parast cleared his throat. "Get the wounded into the temple," I told him. 
I could smell smoke. I didn't think anything of it. People cook. People have fires in their homes to keep warm. There was always smoke. I wondered what would happen next. The crowd would turn on itself; it had already done so. In a fleeing mob it is the people around you who are the threat. Each seeking safety from the rest. It would take time to come to rest, to gather in groups, to recover, to talk. For now the threat was past. Only the consequences remained. I became aware that I wasn't doing anything. Parast had moved away, his men had followed; Parast had lain down his shield and tucked his practice sword into his belt. His men had followed his lead. His men. Maybe thirty of them now moved out among the fallen, doing what needed to be done. What needed to be done? Help the wounded, I decided, and stepped forward to do just that, then spun as someone grabbed my arm.
As I turned I broke the grip, moving on instinct, and raised my fist to strike. Orasin leapt back from me as though he had been burned. "The priest’s quarters are on fire," he gabbled.
For a moment I couldn’t take it in. My attention was fixed on the ink-stained hands that fluttered before me, the old man's panicked face behind it as he looked this way and that not knowing what to do. For some reason a voice from my past drifted through my awareness; my uncle’s voice during that summer of gruelling military training. Do something, he had said, if it happens to be the right thing, so much the better.
"Go round to the hall," I snapped at him. He leapt and scampered away so that I had to raise my voice to be sure he heard me. "Use buckets from the fountain in the gardens," I shouted after him. Swearing vehemently, sure that I had not been heard, I turned back to the temple and stalked between the nearest pillars to verify what he had said. Not that I doubted it. Caliran was gone. He would not leave his library intact for my use. Vesan might be able to douse the fire but I wanted him where he was. The smell of smoke was stronger inside the temple. Beside the statue of Hesta, with a carpet of fine glass lying beneath its feet, a group of figures clustered around the closed door, manifestly undecided. Around their feet smoke oozed from beneath the closed door. In the gloom I could still make out faces and knew them for the witnesses; I picked out one or two faces I knew, but had no time or patience for names.
They started and turned my way, one or two leaping back from the door as I bellowed at them. "Leave that door closed. Head round to the hall," I kept my voice raised and worked to keep my tone of voice calm. "Organise a bucket chain from the gardens."
They hesitated, looked to each other for guidance. I suddenly knew that they wouldn't move without being forced. That they were afraid to move. Afraid of the non-existent mob. Like rabbits that had fled into their hole only to find it netted, they were panicked in the net. "Dammit," I swore, searching for a face that showed any resolve. Hald would be the best, the one to keep his head, the man used to command, the chieftain used to being obeyed. He wasn't there. He was then either in the room, dead or dying, or already through and in the gardens beyond and already doing what needed to be done. Either way, these sheep had to be herded out of here. I strode forward, shouting my instructions again. I was half way across the room before they started to move and then they bunched like sheep, drifting away from me as though I were a wolf come among the fold.
Maybe I was. I'd killed a few lambs, after all. The thought just made me angrier. Orange light was bright through the smoke at the gap at bottom of the door. Now I could hear the flames, a dull and fierce roar. Part of my attention was there and part on the group who shuffled away from the door and away from me, huddled against the wall, reluctant to move yet more reluctant to stay by the burning door. I was close enough that I could feel the heat of it, but not close enough to the statue that broken glass could crunch under my feet. That and suddenly wide eyes and opened mouths was all the warning I had. Had I been calm and at my ease it would not have been near enough, but I was angry and tense and on the cusp of action. Instinct took me down and to one side, a whisper of movement passed me by, a flicker of bright edged steel wreathed in shadows and almost unseen.
The screams and sounds of running feet drowned out all other sounds as I corrected my balance and stepped into a crouch seeking an enemy and seeing only roiling shadows, drifts of smoke lit by the glow of fire from under the door on one side and silvered by sunlight through the pillars of the temples entrance. Thought and action became one as I backed away from where the shadow was dense and dark. Wet warmth on my forehead. Stinging. The blade had touched me. 
Panicked voices faded from my awareness. The distant sound of a barked command, the sing of freed steel almost masked by fear and the fierce roar of the fire that covered any slight sound close by. Shadows shifted and a bright glint flickered impossibly close and fast, followed me as I twisted away, arching my back, snapped one arm up to block. My skin brushed loose cloth for an instant before it was gone. A sharp sting at my lip where the blade had just touched. A backward step and I caught my balance, crouched, arms raised, stepped back again. Thinking and acting. Another head-shot. 
Shadows danced densely before me, and somewhere within them, Silgar was hidden. Without Vesan's enhancements I would be dead already. I was unarmed and alone and the enhancements weren't going to be enough. Silgar was here and I was going to die. I backed away from the thought and from the suddenly roiling shadow. Not time to question or hesitate, thought and action were one. Block high. I brought my arms together hard and fast; head back, blade bright, contact. My right arm struck his forearm, left made contact with his elbow. The unseen impacts came at once, a blow to the chest and my back and head hitting the ground hard. The light in the room dimmed in a slow blink of a moment as I centred myself, rolled away and got my feet under me as shouts and a thunder of footfalls filled the room. A glimpse of dense shadow concentrated suddenly on one wall as soldiers passed me fast and furious, then the shadows were gone. The soldiers slowed, stopped, tense and ready. I straightened between two soldiers who stood ready either side of me, bright steel in hand. The room was full of men who sought an enemy where there was none.
I wanted to swear but my chest was a knot of conflicting pains and I couldn't breathe. My hands ran over my belly and chest as I looked down, too stunned to feel relief that there was no knife hilt jutting from my chest. My right hand was dark with blood. More blood dripped from my face. I licked my lip, tasting it there and feeling the sharp sting of a cut. Then the palm of my hand joined in.
"Bastard," I ground out the word after I forced a breath into my stunned lungs.
The soldiers to either side glanced at me, then away.
Parast turned and paced back to stand in front of me. The soldiers now behind him moved cautiously through the room, assuring themselves that they were indeed alone. They kept back from the smoke that slowly filled the far end of the chamber and drifted up to cling to the ceiling. Most of the shadows were gone as though they had never been. Parast eyed me up and down, taking in the blood and assessing the wounds.
"What," he asked calmly, "was that?"
I gripped my right wrist with my left hand in an effort to cut down on blood loss. It would be better to apply pressure directly to the wound but I didn't feel up to it. The smell of smoke was thick in my nostrils and it and the wounds made me feel sick. I coughed a couple of times and then controlled it.
"Damned if I know," I said. If he'd asked who, I would have answered that. But he'd asked what it was. And that had me puzzled. It was hard to be sure, but I suspected I should be dead; that I would be dead if that had been Silgar's objective. "But I think it was a warning."
Parast frowned at me a moment longer then glanced up and around. The soldiers were already closing on us, retreating from the far end of the room, still alert but forced back by the smoke. I glanced up. A blanket of smoke clung to the ceiling, drifting like a cloud bank toward the doorway behind us and at the same time slowly descending in lazy tendrils. I was suddenly aware that we were in a chamber that was fast becoming an unpleasant place to be.
"Out," I said, and walked away.
Behind me Parast repeated the order.
Back in the sun and the clean air, I stood at the top of the steps with Parast at my side as the soldiers passed us and returned to their task. Vesan was busy, working his magic on the fallen who were not moving. Many had climbed to their feet; they helped each other limp away and gathered in small, subdued groups. The tide of humanity had shattered on a cliff and dispersed into myriad small droplets spread throughout the town. I could hear them, but could make nothing of the disparate sounds they made. Some score or more were in sight, shocked and bewildered, inward looking or seeking out a familiar face, assuring themselves of the safety of others; each intent upon his or her own business. Men, women and children gathering again, and as those groups gathered who knew what form they might take? Who would be at their centre, focusing their intent? Caliran was out there. So was Anista. Were there others unknown to me?
I wiped blood from my eye onto the sleeve of my upper arm; a pool of blood that had settled in the palm of my hand spattering on the steps in a wide arc. Some fell in a pool of another's blood like rain on a red pond. Following that trail led to the splayed body of the would-be assassin who had been on trial here. He lay like a drunk who had vomited pints of blood instead of beer. Dry sightless eyes staring at nothing. Caliran had fed him poison under my nose and I hadn't suspected. That much seemed clear, but nothing else did.
"Better get Vesan to look at that."
I glanced at Parast and nodded but made no move. Absent-mindedly, I watched the smoke that leaked out from the temple entrance and drifted and dispersed in lazy tendrils. I needed to get the sequence of events clear in my mind. Caliran had poisoned the prisoner to keep him silent; that seemed clear, at least. Caliran had then passed into the temple behind us. I gave a thoughtful nod; that was clever of him. He had my tacit approval to do so, though he hadn't asked for it. I'd intended him to speak. That was known. He had been allowed to follow us. Then he had stopped Hald Epwhel from touching the glass sphere that the statue of Hesta held in its hands. Stopped him on a pretext. The sphere was the key to Hesta's booming voice, repeating my words in my own voice. Words I'd spoken in private. The guard had shattered the glass; he had been close enough to be sure that it was the source of the voice of Hesta. And Caliran had triggered it, by touching it. I nodded to myself. That made sense. He had stopped Hald from touching the sphere because it was too soon. Now, how had he gathered my words? I didn't care how he had stored them for later use, that was unguessable. But that he had a means to spy on me and hear what was said was certain. Where had I been when I had spoken them? I had been speaking to Sapphire, and possibly Parast, but in any case certainly in the outer chamber of my suite. I gave a slow nod, my attention shifting to the body of the prisoner, staring at the sky with dead eyes. Something in the room that I used as an office allowed Caliran to hear everything that transpired there. I started to imagine the chamber in my mind, building a picture of it. Then shrugged. Why bother? I could be there in moments. I could take my time and look. And I wasn't doing anything worth doing trying to out-stare a corpse and bleeding all over the place. He couldn't tell me anything. His glassy eyes would never blink again.
"The boar's head," I muttered.
Parast cleared his throat but said nothing.
Glass eyes. Next to the priest’s quarters a glass blower’s workshop. No one was working it now because it was Caliran who worked in glass. His own glass eyes, the glass sphere that the statue of Hesta had held, triggered by a touch. The glass eyes in the boar's head. And the broken glass sphere that Sapphire had given to me. Was it possible that Caliran had been giving instructions to his allies through such glass spheres? Glass spheres that they perhaps touched to alert him that they were free to hear his words? I suddenly began to see Caliran differently; a fat spider safe at the centre of a web of communication, information... knowledge.
"I want to talk to the soldiers who guarded Caliran," I told Parast.
"What do you want to know?"
I didn't answer for a moment, thinking about it. Confirmation? I turned and scanned the area, looking for the one who had been guarding the temple door earlier. I didn't see him. The last of the injured were being moved, those who needed to be carried. Beyond this, people were gathering, but cautious and fearful. I couldn't see the one I was looking for, but it could wait.
"How many people enter the temple and what do they do when they are there?"
"More than a hundred a day," Parast said. He suddenly had all my attention. "I get reports," he explained.
Of course he did. I probably had them in writing and hadn't read them. "That seems like a lot. What do they do?"
"They enter, bow their heads, perhaps praying, sometimes speaking but as often not. They then touch their foreheads and touch the sphere held by the statue," he sounded like he was reading from their own report. "They wait briefly in silence, and then leave. Those who attend are as often from Learneth as from Darklake." 
Praying. Asking questions and leaving unanswered. As many from Learneth as Darklake. I wondered if there had been a temple to Hesta in Learneth or if worshippers had had to travel here to question the god. Probably unknowingly to question Caliran, I thought. Learneth had been but one day away from here; of course there had been travellers back and forth. No community lives in isolation. Deference to Hesta meant deference to Caliran, the representative of the god. How many followers would he have? How many would obey him? I had assumed that the people of Learneth were my natural allies. I had not thought through the consequences of the fact that they had lived but one day’s ride from Darklake. Close enough for relationships to be strong; close enough for ties of loyalty and common interest to have been built up over years. I had treated my enemies as allies. And now I could only hope that I wasn't going to pay too heavily for that mistake.
"Patron." Parast's tone of voice required my attention. He wasn't looking at me.
I glanced around, seeing what he saw. More people had gathered; still in small groups and still not coming close; but now some were looking our way. Their expressions were not friendly. Sullen, resentful, angry faces looking my way. Not a threat; at least not yet. As my attention drifted over the faces I caught a glimpse of someone I recognised. It took me a moment to place the face, as I had only seen it once before. Sapphire but not Sapphire. He sat casually on the rail of an animal pen, talking and gesturing casually. Some of the people close by were paying attention to him. For a moment our gazes met over what must have been sixty yards or so. It seemed to me that the elaborate shrug was for my benefit but one or two in the crowd laughed. Further away a couple of heads turned at the sound of laughter. A small island of normality in a sea of tension. I wondered how far he could make that mood spread. Then I wondered how much easier it would be if I were not standing here in plain sight, a focus for the anger of the people.
It occurred to me that right now he was doing more for my cause than I was.
"Time we weren't here," I said, and at once put action to the words.
Parast fell in beside me and we walked together back to the hall. I didn't hurry. Instinct, not reason, told me that any sign of fear might raise resentment to anger and possible action. I felt the attention of unfriendly eyes on me the whole way.
It felt like a long walk. I didn't feel safe until I had passed through the archway and back into the courtyard in front of the hall. Even then, I knew that the feeling of safety was an illusion. Eighty soldiers cannot rule six thousand without their consent. My enemy was loose among the population, and Caliran would not be idle. I could not guess how soon he could begin to build opposition, nor how effective he could be, nor how quickly he could consolidate his position and act against us. I had no illusions as to his intent, not now. He wanted to rule these people and had been working to that end the whole time that I thought him isolated and harmless. I could not guess how many allies he already had, though I guessed he was somehow in communication with them; possibly through Silgar, who could have simply walked through walls to consult with him. Possibly through some application similar to the glass sphere with which he had somehow contrived to broadcast my words to the crowd. The strength of his position depended on too many factors. And I didn't know what I could do about stopping him.
I caught a glimpse of the old healer as Vesan stepped across the threshold into the darkened hall; saw that he carried a child in his arms. I decided that my own injury could wait a bit longer. Smoke billowed in a pale and dark cloud rising over the gardens, driven by a mild breeze. I could hear raised voices in the gardens beyond the wall, could hear enough to know that some sort of fire-fighting effort was going on there. The smoke would act as a signal, if any were needed, to those beyond the walls that all was not well within the town of Darklake. Would Resh Ephannan and the other clan chiefs act? I gave it a moment’s thought; the gate was held by half my men. They were enhanced. Even without a battle mage, they would be able to hold, if there was an attack, which I hoped there would not be. I could hear no sign of it, and surely I would. No horns had sounded. Yet. My men had orders to let civilians pass through the gate, they would obey those orders, so no fear of a massacre should panicked crowds have headed that way. Best leave well enough alone, for now. The east gate hardly had a man to guard it; just watchmen on the walls. Any civilians who had passed that way would only have been harmed by themselves.
I took in the situation in the courtyard as I kept moving, not yet sure where I was heading. The soldiers here were calm but grim; ready but inactive. There were more civilians here than I had expected to see; a hundred or more crowded around the edges of the courtyard. Shocked, fearful, some bloodied but all on their feet as far as I could see. It was Parast who called for a report just as I was considering the wisdom of ordering some of these men to assist in the fire-fighting effort.
I stayed to hear it. It was the tracker, Inesk, who stepped forward and delivered a brief and succinct report. Those who had fled into the passage during the panic had been allowed to pass. No conflict and no casualties. Four men had been sent to supervise and assist the fire-fighting. Last word, that effort was progressing well.
Parast glanced at me. I had nothing. I'd left the details of military matters to Meran and the centurions. It didn't seem smart to take back control now, especially as I had no orders to give. "Let things settle as they will for now," I said.
It was the best I could come up with. It didn't feel like much.
Parast accepted it without comment and turned back to Inesk. "Get these fed and watered," he ordered, "Give them something to occupy themselves with. Send any injured into the hall for treatment. Allow free passage but control any mob that attempts entry. Use your own judgement."
"Sir," Inesk gave a brisk salute to both of us and turned back to his men.
Parast turned back to me but made no move to speak or act. I let my attention drift through what I understood of the situation. "What a bloody mess," I said, calmly.
"Yes, Patron," Parast seconded the thought, "But it could be worse."
"I suppose it could be," I gestured to the fire, left hand still griping my right wrist. "Keep an eye on things while I go wait to get this tended to." We both ignored the brief patter of blood on flagstones at our feet. "Make sure that fire gets doused. Keep things calm. You know what to do."
"Yes, Patron." He gave a salute of his own and headed for the gardens to supervise. I watched him go for a moment, then cast a glance about the courtyard before turning to head into the hall.
Everyone knew what to do except me, I thought. I hadn't got a bloody clue.
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Seldas hesitated in the broad doorway of the hall, backlit by the brighter light outside. I remained where I was, perched on a table, waiting for Vesan to get around to seeing to my wounds. He had been busy in the crowded hall and I'd decided to let him decide where I fit into the rankings of the wounded. I wasn't going to bleed to death any time soon. A few moments would pass and a drop of blood would drip off my eyebrow. Each time it happened, my thoughts were interrupted. Not that I'd been thinking that well. I was hung up on Silgar, trying to wrest his motives from his actions. I'd been unarmed; he had been all but invisible, cloaked in shadows. Give Sapphire the same advantage over me and I would be dead. I had no illusions about that. I had good reason to believe that Silgar was every bit as lethal as Sapphire. He hadn't wanted me dead. It all came back to that. But then there were only questions. What did he want? Why was he here at all? Who had hired him? Who was he trying to kill, if not me? Why wasn't his intended target dead already? The questions were endless and answers unforthcoming. Caliran was also a puzzle. I saw him now as a spider at the centre of a web, and even had a clue as the nature of the threads that connected him to the outside world; had he contacted Silgar and hired him? If not to kill me then to do what? The questions circled like vultures but refused to settle and feed. That was what I was thinking when Seldas finally picked me out from the crowd and headed my way.
I gave him my attention as he came close; his expression a mix of nervous and shocked. A drop of blood dripped from my eyebrow. "It looks worse than it is," I said as he came to a halt before me, hands fluttering nervously. "Head wounds," I explained, "always bleed more than you'd think." I spoke with care of the cut on my lip; it had sealed and I didn't want to re-open it. 
He looked away, his twitchy gestures taking in the whole hall. "What happened?"
"You were with Resh Ephannan?" I asked in turn.
He nodded emphatically. "And the other clan chiefs, negotiating," he shrugged, "to little effect as both you and he seem to desire," he hesitated, waiting for me to offer some clarification. I didn’t, so he went on. "Word came that a crowd was gathering and we went to the crest of the rise to watch. He wanted to know what was happening and I told him."
"How did he react?"
"He is a barbarian," Seldas said it like it was an answer.
"So how did Resh the barbarian react?"
Seldas looked embarrassed. "He was amused. He said what I already knew; that a chieftain gives judgement in his hall, surrounded by his warriors; that to make a public spectacle of a trial was stupid."
I gave a little frown then winced as the scabbed-over cut on my lip stung sharply. I could feel a drop of blood run down my chin.
"His words, Patron," Seldas protested, assuming my scowl of displeasure was meant for him.
I shook my head, dismissing his concerns. "Then what happened?"
"We watched. Then the crowd panicked and fled in all directions." His eyes widened.
"And how did Resh react to that?"
"He laughed." Seldas looked embarrassed, but I saw he watched for my reaction. "The clan chiefs were making bets on how many would die and speculating on how soon the people here would rise up against you and force you out of Darklake. One or two of the chieftains said they should attack the town while all was confusion but Resh shouted them down. He reminded them that the city is not known for clemency for those who kill its citizens. Better, he said, to seem a threat and negotiate from strength than to be an enemy of the city and suffer the consequences."
"And they accepted that?"
His gaze darted around the hall as he hesitated a moment. "Not at once." His gaze met mine for a moment. "Some argued that if no citizens were left alive, then no word would reach the city. Resh reminded them that hostages had been taken, that there was not one of the chieftains present that didn't have a family member held here at your mercy." Seldas licked his lips nervously. "Then we were sent away. I don't know what was said after that, Patron."
"We?"
"Myself and Elendas, Patron. He was there, of course."
Of course. "And had Elendas anything to say?"
Seldas shifted his feet nervously. "He didn't say much, Patron."
"What," I insisted, "did he have to say?"
He looked away and then back, firming his resolve. "He said, when the chieftains were arguing for an attack, I mean, he said that in his opinion no attack was needed. He didn't say it loudly, Patron. I don't think many heard him. But I did, and I think also Resh heard; he gave a nod at the words but didn't stop what he was saying."
I digested that for a moment, though I didn't yet know exactly what to make of it. "And what message does Resh have for me? I assume," I went on when Seldas hesitated, "that you are here for a reason?"
He gave a nod. "He says that he now fears for the safety of his family and those of the other clan chieftains. He says that you can no longer guarantee their safety. That you cannot negotiate terms for their release when he has no guarantee that they even live. He asks that you decide now in this way; either release the hostages without terms or allow him and his men to enter Darklake and assist you in protecting them."
Well that's just bloody perfect. A drop of blood dripped from my eyebrow, adding punctuation to the thought. Bring the wolf inside the fold or give it what it wanted so that it was free to act as it saw fit. Not the best range of options. I had thought he was playing the same game as I, and according to the same rules; now I wasn't so sure. What had Elendas meant when he said no attack would be needed, and why had Resh agreed with him? Did Resh carry a small glass sphere in a pouch around his neck? Did Elendas? Did Anista?
"He required an answer immediately, Patron," Seldas said. He made a gesture that made me aware that Vesan was heading our way.
I ignored him. Instead I thought about Elendas. "When the crowd panicked, did Elendas look surprised?"
Seldas was crowded to one side as the healer pushed in front of me and began to clean the cuts on my face with brisk, sure movements. I kept my attention on Seldas. I watched him think about what I had asked and then answer with a display of uncertainty. "He took it calmly, Patron," he shook his head, "but he was among chieftains, a lad newly raised to manhood and among what he must surely think of as his peers..." he trailed off.
Among his peers, yes. But was he also among his allies? I added it to the mix of things to think about as I waved Seldas away. "I'll give you an answer to take back when I'm done here."
Seldas gave a little bow and moved away just as a brief flash of non-light presaged a growing warmth in the tissue above my eye. At least I wouldn't have to worry about blood dripping into my eye any longer; not that I was sure that that would help me see any clearer than I had been.
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"I wouldn't do that."
I ignored Vesan's advice and continued to close my right hand slowly into a fist. It was only a moment later that I gave it up. The cut across the palm of my hand was deep and the half-healed muscle stiff and resistant to movement. Not to mention the sharply increased pain when I tried. If I had to reach for a sword I was in trouble. Especially as I wasn't even carrying one. It had been years since I had picked up a weapon left handed and I hadn't been much good at it even then.
I rolled my shoulders and made a conscious effort to relax. There was no sense fretting about a problem that had no solution. I needed to sift through the problems I could solve and begin to take care of them. Caliran first. He was a threat that needed to be dealt with. The problem was that he was out amongst the people, free to act and speak as he chose, free to consolidate whatever power base he already had and gather more followers to his cause. I couldn't let him do that but I couldn't stop him either. The solution was to find him and isolate him but I didn't have enough men to do that. Even if I put every soldier I had to the task they would be grossly outnumbered by a population of very uncertain mood. It is one of the basic problems of all rulers; you can only rule with consent of the people, and for a very simple reason - they outnumber you.
I imagined the bloodbath that would result from conflict between my soldiers and the civilian population. The fleeting thought made me wince. It couldn't be allowed to happen. To stop it, I needed more men.
"I can ease the pain if it bothers you," Vesan offered, noting my wince and mistaking its cause.
I frowned at him for a moment as I dragged my thoughts back to the present. I shook my head, "No need." I'd learned all I need to know about dealing with pain. It didn't bother me much.
"Then, unless you need me for something I have other work to do."
I gave an absent-minded nod and watched him walk away through the crowded hall. I was back to thinking through the problem. I needed more men; where was I going to get them? Resh Ephannan? Well, that was part of a solution in a way; though I didn't count him an ally, I also had no proof that he was an enemy. At least if he and his men were here I would have the opportunity to find out. The other half of the solution was traditional; one tried and tested any number of times in our history. You call in your clients and arm them. The magistrates had been enrolling clients, and their clients were effectively mine. Time to find out exactly how many clients I had. Again, not a perfect solution under the circumstances, but it was what I had. Then there was the third part of the solution. I'd left Lendrin Treleth out of my thinking until now; but I had the authority to take command of his men if I needed them. And if I was going to keep a lid on things I was going to need every man I could get.
I pushed away from the table where I'd been resting and nearly tripped over Seldas who had been hovering closer than I'd expected. I took his arm to steady him. Vedat and Orasin were not far behind him, both looking rattled and indecisive as they waited to speak with me.
Good. I had a plan and the instruments to implementing it were close to hand. "Seldas," I kept a grip on him as we both regained our balance. "Send for your clients and have them come here at once; time they paid you back for your generosity." He gave a little start of surprise, which I ignored. "When you have set that in motion, report back to me yourself; by then I'll have a message for you to take to Resh Ephannan." I gave him a gentle shove as he looked set to question his instructions. "Go, and keep your questions for later." I turned to the other magistrates as he reluctantly moved to obey. They were as hesitant as Seldas but I swept them and their objections out of the hall ahead of me, casting about the square for Parast as I crossed the threshold into the light. Fear and uncertainty had to be transformed into resolve and determination. I had invested too much of myself in this place and these people to form up my men and march away from it. Darklake would not sink into chaos while I had breath in my body, and when I did leave I would be leaving a people who not only were free but knew they were responsible for their own freedom. Not a gift given, because freedom cannot be given; but a treasured possession they had fought for and earned. The first step was to gather those who knew what freedom was, and then arm them so they could fight for it. I knew I was taking irrevocable steps toward conflict but I also knew I had damn little in the way of choices. Caliran had declared himself my enemy and was attempting to turn the people against me. He was my enemy and so were any who allied themselves with him. It was war, pure and simple, and the first step in any campaign is to gather your allies, then identify and isolate the enemy. 
As I cast around the square for Parast, I also kept an eye out for Mielkan, knowing that if I did not see him soon I would be forced to list him among the enemy. Seldas, Vedat and Orasin were here; their loyalty might be suspect but for now I counted them among my allies simply because they were here and not elsewhere. Sadly, Anista's name was already on the list of my enemies.
When Caliran had walked into the crowd Anista had followed him.
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Caliran's quarters had been completely gutted by the fire. The room was thick with the stink of burned wood, and a haze of smoke clung to the charred beams. Furniture, shelves and books were all turned to wet black ash that lay thick on the floor. I nudged the ashes with the toe of my boot. Maybe some few pages at the heart of some of the books would have survived, but add water damage and I figured there was little hope of finding much of value. I let my gaze roam over the room, carefully avoiding a misshapen lump that lay in the middle of the room. Someone hadn't made it through. I had no idea who and could think of no easy way to find out. Certainly I had no inclination to look closer.
"He planned this," I said, pretty much to myself.
Parast and Hald Epwhel both glanced at me but said nothing. They stood on the opposite side of the doorway to me. We were not making ourselves useful but weren’t in the way either. Buckets were still being passed into the room and two soldiers were kicking at the hot ashes and dumping water where sudden sparks and smoke revealed a trapped heat that was a threat of further fire. The very hearts of books I would want to save. No hope of that, I decided. Whatever knowledge had been here now existed only in Caliran's head.
"Something must have made him tip his hand, though."
Again the glances.
Hald scratched in his somewhat singed beard and stepped into the doorway. "The hells with this," he said. "It stinks in here."
I nodded. He was right. After only a momentary pause, I shrugged and followed him. He was right, and there was nothing to be achieved for now - well, maybe one thing. I turned back to the two soldiers before leaving. "If you come across any melted glass I want to see it."
They barely glanced up from their work but both gave a nod assent.
Parast joined me outside and we moved to join Hald. I ran my eye over the depleted bucket chain, then over those who had obviously organised to make it happen in the first place; dozens of tired faces both sweaty and smudged with smoke. They clustered at the benches around the fountain and took turns to clean and cool themselves with fresh, cool water. Mostly women and older children. They'd done well and I wanted to reward them somehow. Fire is everyone's enemy but still, they deserved something.
"Any idea who that was?" I asked, jerking my thumb back to the room.
Hald shook his head, brushing singed hair and ash from his beard and scowling. "No. Could have been anyone who followed me through; whoever was last, but," he shrugged, "I was leading them, you know? They were all behind me." He shrugged. "Could have been anyone caught in there when the fire came. It was very fast," he added, leaning forward and rubbing at his head, giving off a fine shower of singed hair and ash that drifted on the cool breeze. "Very hot," he straightened again and looked my way. "Very hot and very fast."
I nodded. "It was you who organized people to fight the fire?"
He shrugged. "It wasn't so hard to do; except when the bees erupted from the hives." He gestured to the exhausted people, some of whom still brought water to the doused fire. "They panicked a little, but held when I ordered them to it. They are good people," he added.
I eyed them, picking out some who were hostage. Well, they'd earned their freedom; not that I'd intended to keep them long in any case. Well, no longer than necessary, anyway. Dannat's wife was there, I noticed, and frowned, wondering what I would do with her when I left.
"I would like to gift you with something," I said, absently. "And all who worked to put out the fire. Coin, if that's acceptable?"
He grinned. "Everyone can always use more money."
I nodded. It was true. "So, if you will come with me to the treasury we will organise something and, if you're willing, I will leave you to give what you see fit to the others." Without waiting for him to respond, I turned to Parast and the more important reason I was here. "I'm calling in my clients to arm them in case we need more men."
Hald didn't give him a chance to respond. "You intend to stay?"
"What business is that of yours, Hald Epwhel?" Even as I asked the question the answer came to me, pretty much as he gave it.
"I speak now as your uncle’s client; I have a responsibility to see his best interests served. He is the commander of the army in the north, and unless that was not your voice we all heard, you have orders to return to the Eyrie and then to the city. If you disobey them, that act of defiance will involve my patron, will it not? I just want to be clear, are those your orders?"
"Your concern for your patron's best interests does you credit, Hald Epwhel," I softened my expression. "Rest assured that I hold an independent imperium from your patron. My actions in no way reflect on him, nor involve him, nor is he responsible for them."
"Then you can produce a white rod and a letter of authority from the assembly granting you that authority."
Well, no, I didn't actually have them; Dannat had taken them from me, along with my sword and armor, and a gold torque awarded to me for defeating an enemy general in single combat. "You are talking like a lawyer, Hald. I had no idea you were so well versed in our laws."
He scratched in his singed beard, thoughtfully. "Well, the city is not so far away and can’t be ignored," he shrugged. "Should you defy your orders there will be a trial when you do return, not so? Will this not disadvantage my patron by association? You are of the same family and bear the same name. If that name is tainted by your conviction, then his authority and dignity are also sullied, not so?"
Hald was starting to irritate me. I glanced at Parast, but he was busy pretending to be invisible. He had already given me his support. I didn't need the approval of some barbarian client chieftain of my uncle's. Still, as a client, he could be brought as a witness against me should there ever be a trial.
"For the record, it may have escaped your notice," I pointed to where the small cluster of tents, men and horses were just visible over the wall of the town, "but we are under threat from a potential enemy that is camped outside out walls; effectively under threat of siege." A potential enemy that I was seriously considering bringing inside the walls, I thought, but it didn't seem politic to mention that at just this moment. "Under those circumstances it is my decision to remain here until that threat is neutralised."
He turned a glance to the west, sizing up the threat beyond the walls, then back to me. "I see."
"Of course, there is no reason for you to remain here, Hald Epwhel. I am sure the enemy would freely grant you safe passage."
He glanced up at the rise and shrugged. It was obvious to both of us that if he left by the east gate they would have a pretty much impossible task trying to stop him.
"No," he mused, "I do not think I can leave the nephew of my client in such a... risky position, do you?"
I decided to push it. "Then you will place yourself under my authority?"
His face split into a grin. "As a friend and ally, what else can I do but place myself and my few men at your disposal," his eyes glinted with humour, "for the duration of the siege."
"Glad that's settled." I worried at my lip for a moment, trying to think how best to use this new asset. It didn't take long. "The first thing you can do for me is take your men and get out among the people and judge their mood; they should have no animosity toward you," I assured him. "As a chieftain out of the south you have both standing and a certain neutrality."
He gave a slow, thoughtful nod. "And what do I tell them? You have a demagogue loose amongst the people. The priest will be rousing them against you, yes?"
I glanced around, seeking inspiration. There were people on the road, leaving the town and heading for their farms. Some were clustered at the camp, mixing with the followers of Resh Ephannan and the other petty chieftains. Or perhaps seeking out Elendas, the son of the former chieftain of Darklake. How well, I wondered, did Elendas and Resh know each other? What was their relationship? How close was the bond between these different peoples who lived, after all, only one or two days’ ride from each other? "Hald," I was almost thinking out loud, "how many times have you been a guest of this hall?"
He followed the direction of my gaze, then turned back to regard me, his expression puzzled as he tried to follow my thoughts. "Many times, of course. Darklake is too close and too large to be ignored," he shrugged, "and Orlek controlled trade through the pass. He had to be paid to protect our traders."
Of course he did. It was a factor that had been totally absent from my thinking until I had learned that many of the people of Learneth had come to pay their respects at the temple of Hesta, here in Darklake. There would have been commerce between the two towns; relationships would have been formed over time, marriages made. There were ties of blood and commerce between all these people and I hadn't given it a thought. "And Resh Ephannan, you know him?"
He seemed taken aback by the question. "Resh? He spent some summers in Twobridges when we were boys," he shrugged. "He married my cousin, Pliana. What has this to do with what I tell the people?"
Only everything, I thought. It took only a moment to pick her from the crowd around the fountain and point her out. "Your cousin, Pliana?"
"The same," he said, having taken only a moment to glance that way and back. "Pliana, who was held hostage by Orlek until you rescued her."
Until I had rescued her. And then held her hostage for Resh's good behaviour, though clearly that was not the way Hald saw it, exactly. I had stumbled into a spider’s-web of existing relationships, all unknowing, and they were tangled around me. "I see," I said. "I think we should talk some more before we do anything else, and I think I need a drink. Parast," I barely glanced at the straight face of the centurion, "open up the armory. As they arrive, you are to arm and organise the clients how you see fit, put them under the orders of your men. Come find me when you have arranged that."
Parast gave a brisk salute and strode off ahead of us. Hald fell in beside me as I began to wander toward the hall. After a couple of paces I stopped and turned back. Quickly I stuck my head into the burned out quarters where the two soldiers were still at work "When you are satisfied that the fire is out," I told them, pointing across the room, "barricade that door."
One route into the compound was enough. As I re-joined Hald, I glanced again at the rise where more of my people were gathering in the camp of Resh Ephannan; Resh Ephannan and Elendas, I corrected myself. For all I knew they were related; for all I knew they represented just one more faction in an already divided population. It occurred to me that the best thing I could do was get myself and my men out of here and take the treasury with me. But what then of the people for whom I was responsible? The second best thing would be to get as many people as possible out of Darklake; the fewer civilians here the fewer could take up arms in any future conflict.
"How big a population increase could Twobridges accommodate?"
His eyes widened slightly but he showed no other sign of surprise. "One," he said, as he fell in beside me, "maybe two hundred."
A drop in the ocean. It needed to be more. "And there is land going cheap throughout Alendi lands, so you could take more on a temporary basis, right?"
"But how would I feed them?"
"That shouldn't be a problem," I thought of the baggage train that had recently arrived. Goods were moving north already. "Here's what I want you to do; gather clients and take them south, as many as you can and as quickly as you can. Offer them land in the south or a new life at Twobridges, and money if that isn't incentive enough."
"They will be my clients," he clarified, "effectively your uncle’s clients, not yours."
"That's right," I told him. Not mine, but still in the family. "I will fund this for now, but I want as many civilians out of here as I can arrange and I want it to happen quickly. Do you think you can handle it?"
"How many? How quickly?"
I stopped short as I ducked through the gate into a courtyard that had become crowded. The way to the hall was thronged with people seeking safety from the mob, and I could tell at once that the hall itself was just as crowded.
If it came to violence, I wanted these people out of here. I had to raise my voice to be heard. "Today, tomorrow. A thousand, two thousand, as many as you can persuade and get moving. Consider it the repayment of the favour you did me; I'm giving you clients that I could make my own if I had more time. Can you do it?"
He stood beside me at the top of the steps and looked out over the crowd. He rested a hand on my shoulder "I'll have to come back for that drink, Sumto. If I am to do as you ask, I had best begin now, yes?" He made to duck back through the archway.
"Where are you going?"
He hesitated and gestured to the crowd. "These are your people, looking to you for safety," he pointed back the way we had walked and grinned. "I will go through the temple to find mine."
I let him go. He was right. Some were looking to Resh Ephannan, some were looking to Elendas, some to the priest, Caliran. Some perhaps were looking to Anista and others. They were gathering together where they felt safest. The population of Darklake was fragmenting, dividing into separate camps. Prior relationships were being cemented, old loyalties being renewed. Darklake was moving toward a miniature civil war. 
And there wasn't a damn thing I could do to stop it.
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I don't know how long I stood there after Hald had gone. I stood in the cool shade, looking out over the teeming crowds of people who had come here looking to me for safety; safety that I was by no means sure I could provide. And more were coming. At the far end of the courtyard a line of soldiers stood in the wide archway and let people through a few at a time, just as I had ordered. As my attention rested there for what may have been the third or fourth time, I noted two weary horses being led by the reins, heads drooping. It looked like an argument was brewing there; there was not enough room for the people, let alone horses, though the stables were more empty than full. So there was room there. I let my attention drift away, running an inquiring eye over the buildings that surrounded the courtyard. I had little idea what any contained, how many were full and how many empty, or even what purpose each served, aside from the nearly empty stable. That broad door was closed and had people pressed in a tight knot against it. Better, I thought, if it were open and had people in it. The crowd needed to be moved before it became a crush and people were hurt. And the crowd needed to be thinned so that I could get across the courtyard and find out who those riders were and what they wanted.
Well, there was room in the gardens behind me for a couple of hundred people, and that would help, that would make a space for me to move into for a start.
I stepped down off the bottom step and grabbed a middle-aged man by the shoulder to get his attention. "Get people moving back there," I pointed to the arch, hardly pausing long enough to be sure he'd got my meaning. As he gathered his family and started them moving, I took a step away, passing the word as I moved into the crowd. It wasn't long before I felt intensely alone. A single dagger in this press would put an end to me before I knew it was there. I gritted my teeth and swallowed the thought with a mouthful of metallic tasting saliva. I really wanted that drink, and the sooner I got done here the sooner I could have it.
It took a while to force my way through the crowd to the stables. I'd been urging them to head for the gardens but stopped after a while as I felt the crowd thin around me. Once I'd gotten the stable doors open and nearly been swept inside by the press of the crowd, I turned and headed for my next target. I came face to face with Dannat in the crowd and my blood ran cold. Images of our last meeting flashed through my mind; concussed, crawling around in the mud while he ranted, bragging of his betrayals. I stepped back and reached for the sword I wasn't wearing. It was only then that I noticed the lightly armed and armored man beside him; one of my men; a scout. Dannat himself was not armed. He carried a heavy bundle in both arms. I got a grip on myself; still wanting a sword in my hand. Wanting to stick that sword deep in his gut and twisted it hard. I realised I was panting, my guts watery and my legs trembling.
Dannat dumped the bundle at my feet. "Your sword is in there; and your armor," he said, glancing nervously to the scout who stood beside him. Both looked like they had travelled hard and far. "Duprane says you will be needing them."
The crowd had cleared a small space around us, seeing my reaction and sensing the tension. They had turned to watch us, possibly ready to flee. A panic wasn't something I needed right now.
Slowly I stepped forward to put myself over the bundle he had dropped. I watched him, noted that he stepped back a pace, pressed into the crowd, eyes downcast. The scout stepped between us. Without taking my gaze off either of them for more than a moment at a time, I worked the ties that held the bundle together. "You had better report," I managed to say.
The scout looked over his shoulder at Dannat and then back to me. "That is going to take some time, Commander."
I fumbled in the bundle, left hand touching the cool metal of my armor and moving on until my hand fell on the sword. I didn't lift the blade. It was enough that I could. For now it was enough. "Then you had better get on with it," I looked around the crowd, gaze drifting to the entrance to the crowded hall. My office wasn't an option; not until I was sure I couldn't be spied on there. "Somewhere quieter." I made an upward nodding gesture in the direction of the hall. "After you." The hall would be packed, and the kitchens too. But I had an idea where we might find some peace and quiet.
 
#
 
"You just missed your uncle, Hald." The walls of the empty bathhouse made my words echo both hollow and harsh. I sat perched on the edge of a bathtub, sheathed sword in hand, the bundle that was my armor and effects at my feet. The scout sat opposite me and Dannat paced behind him like a caged animal, looking anywhere but at us. I had positioned myself close enough to the door to get there before him.
"How is he?"
"He doesn't want to have to kill you himself," I told him. "He'd rather I did it."
Dannat glanced at the sword in my hands and as quickly away. "I'm under Duprane's protection. Her continued goodwill is dependent on my safe passage and the release of my wife and children." He couldn't stop himself from glancing at my face to see how I was taking it. I wasn't looking at him; my gaze rested on the inch of steel I'd freed from the sheath. Whatever he saw made him look away in a hurry. "She said you were a man who kept to your bargains."
"But we both know that you are not." His face paled but he didn't argue it. I just barely kept a rein on my anger. Dannat had nearly killed me in Learneth. I didn't remember much of that night, but had since learned what had happened. I had held a small compound outside Learneth while Hathen Elt controlled most of the town. I'd been building a force to resist him. Hathen Elt had come against us in the night. Dannat had surprised me alone in the dark as I went to lead the defence. He'd nearly killed me.
I resisted the urge to run one hand over the short stubble that was beginning to cover the scars on my head. My fist tightened on the hilt of the sword I held. Dannat had subverted the loyalty of some of my men and turned them against us during the fight. We'd lost badly, and not many had survived. Hathen Elt had entertained himself punishing the survivors. Only a handful had made it out. I remembered the fires; I'd had Dubaku set fires in the night to aid my escape. The whole town had burned. Dubaku and I hadn't spoken a word to each other since; he blamed me for the destruction of the town and the lives lost in the fire. So did I.
"Stay away from the damned door," I growled. Dannat had been pacing that way.
He turned away from the door at once and continued to pace. "I have messages from Duprane."
"They can wait," I decided. Let him sweat. I transferred my attention to the scout. "Report," I told him.
He reached into a satchel that he carried at his hip and pulled out a few pages that he passed to me as he began to speak. "Beyond the valley of Duprane are numerous narrow, rocky ravines, gorges and glens, as well as a good number of larger valleys." My gaze drifted over the top page; it was a map of the hills and valleys to the east and I let my attention wander over the features of the map as I listened to the scout's report. "Most of the clans are not much more than extended families, but a few number in the hundreds, depending on the size and fertility of the valley they control." I held up a hand to stop him; my attention had drifted over the network of valleys and ravines, following a line that ran both east and north. The map had notes of communities, with names and an estimation of numbers. Fastness of Inesh, Kilek's Hold, and so on. My attention had drifted over them until my gaze rested on a broad valley that opened out north of the mountains, some fifty miles east of Learneth. Here there was marked a camp and a legend that had caught my attention and held it.
"Army of Battling Plain?"
"I was coming to that." He nodded and glanced over his shoulder at Dannat.
Dannat had stopped pacing and stood to one side of the scout, looking intently at the floor. "The night that Learneth burned, I barely got out alive." His hand drifted to his eyes, seemingly of its own accord then he turned away and began pacing again. "I got separated in the confusion, didn't know which way I was heading for the smoke and the panic. Seemed like the whole town was on fire when the walls came down in front of me and the city soldiers were suddenly there, climbing over the rubble, appearing out of the dust and smoke. They were letting people through their lines but I was armed and ended up crawling over the rubble with blood streaming down my face. Couldn't see anything. I grabbed a man who was wounded but could see and we made it out together. I half carried him and he told me the way."
"Get to something I will care about," I told him. What did he expect from me, sympathy?
"We made it out and headed east; found some horses that had been let loose somehow. It went easier after that. It's dry in the north and the ground's broken and rocky; hard going; it was maybe five days before we came across the tower. Not much of a place, just a tower by a stream and a small village. We had to stop there and seek help; either that or die. That's where I met Duprane and the remnants of her pack."
I leaned forward. Now he had my attention. Five days would be maybe three days after the Necromancers’ town had fallen. "She'd fled there after the battle here?"
He nodded. "To one of the other Keeps; an ally. We made a deal." I gave a snort of derision but he ignored it and pressed on. "Word had already gone out to the other Keeps that the armies of the city were here in the mountains. Representatives of many of the Keeps were already on their way and Duprane was set to leave, to keep an eye on Darklake for them while they gathered. So I went back with her to seal our bargain."
"And what was your bargain?" I couldn't keep the sarcasm out of my voice.
"I'd lost everything. My wife, my children, my home, and my sight." He turned and looked at me directly and I met his gaze for the first time and found myself looking into the eyes of a wolf. "I agreed to serve her faithfully, and she agreed to give me back my sight."
I just stared for a moment, remembering Velentin, wolf and man combined in one, and here a man with the eyes of a wolf. Dannat bared his teeth in a grin and I noted that they were not now entirely human, either. "She didn't leave it to chance though," he let his grin slip and turned away. "There's something in a wolf’s mind that demands loyalty to the pack; now that is in me too."
I kept silent for a few moments, thinking it through. Deliberately I put aside any thoughts of revenge on Dannat. There was no point. The Dannat I might have killed didn't really exist anymore. In his place was someone else; one of Duprane's creatures, like Velentin. And I had back what I had lost.
As Dannat went back to pacing I pulled open the bundle at my feet and sorted through it. My armor, the belt that enhanced it; the white rod of my imperium and the papers that supported it were all there. Well, at the end of the day I had some unpleasant memories but had lost nothing. I decided to let it go and turned my thoughts elsewhere.
"So when I met Duprane two nights ago, this was already in train? An army out of Battling Plain was already gathering?" I wanted to stand up and start pacing myself as I thought about the implications, but held myself in check.
He gave a nod, still pacing. "More a council than an army, but they were each bringing a small force. There isn't that much trust among them. The balance of power in Battling Plain is delicate and the network of alliances and agreements complicated, or so Duprane says. But you haven't won any friends there. The Necromancers were a known factor, part of the balance of power; and the river you diverted and poisoned was important to the fertility of Battling Plain itself. None of them is happy about that, nor about you being here."
Duprane had hinted as much. "What do they intend to do?"
"We don't know. Duprane now has an agreement with you, and she will stand by it. After you met, Duprane sent the message that you agreed. We just got word back and Duprane instructed me to bring you that word," he made a gesture to the bundle at my feet, "and return your effects."
"What word did they send?"
"Not much, actually," he turned to look at me as if to judge my reaction. "Just this: we are coming."
So, I summed it up for myself just to be clear. I'd been ordered to return south and face charges of, amongst other things, treason. Darklake was fragmenting into factions and on the edge of civil war. Meran and Balaran were in the north bringing under my control lands I couldn't possibly hold. Silgar was probably trying to kill me, and wasn't alone in that intent. And the leaders of Battling Plain were sending an army here, complete with an unknown number of people with powers to rival the average sorcerer. They were coming in answer to a call to parlay; but they were probably bringing a small army with them. On my side... well, I didn't even bother to consider my slender assets, stretched as they already were.
"How many?"
"As of two days ago, there are two thousand three hundred, both foot and cavalry with a wide variety of weapons. When I came across them there was already almost two thousand. I had watched more arrive over the following two days when I saw Dannat come out of the hills and ride into their camp. When he left, I followed him, thinking to see where he was heading and then to head back and report. But somehow he knew I was there and a trap was set for me."
"I could smell you," Dannat growled, glancing at the door before making a show of pawing through the shelves of soaps and cloths beside it.
The scout shrugged off the comment. "Duprane told me she had come to an agreement with you, Commander, and that though I was technically in breach of it for entering her lands, she would release me unharmed if I agreed to bring Dannat safely to you."
"And she relies on my agreement with her to keep him safe." I glanced at Dannat. "You have safe passage as far as I'm concerned, but I can't speak for Hald or be sure I can control him if he decides to act against you."
Dannat nodded and took up his restless pacing once more. I turned back to the scout. "How soon can they be here?"
"Depends what happened when I left them, Commander; they could be as close as a day behind me."
I looked down at the sword I held in one hand and the scout's report I held in the other. For a moment I couldn't make sense out of either of them. I didn't need either of them to tell me that things were about as big a mess as they could be and I didn't see that either one would help me get out of it. I followed the line of my legs down to my booted feet. They could be a help, of course. I could just walk away from it. And leave Meran in the north without a line of retreat? And leave the people here who looked to me for protection? Who knew what would happen to them, then?
"There's one more thing," Dannat said.
Oh, good. "What?"
"Duprane said to tell you that she will not yet reside at the Keep." He looked at me with his wolf eyes and I noticed for the first time the scar tissue around them where someone had laid a blade across his eyes. For a moment it reminded me of Meran, who had a similar wound, though it had only cost him one eye. I began to wonder what progress Meran had made, and hoped to have word from him soon. It might be best, I thought, to send word for him to abandon his missions and return. "She said to tell you that there are signs that someone else has been using the pattern, and there are fresh graves close by."
"Hmm," I said, hardly aware of him. That, I thought, would be best. Let everything north of the pass go, I decided, and bring Meran and his force back here. I needed them, and his missions in the north just complicated matters. Worse, they would perhaps stiffen opposition from the Keeps of Battling Plain. When had they left? Hells, I thought, had it really only been this morning? I rubbed at my eyes. That was good, I thought; he could be back here tomorrow if I sent word after him now. If he hadn't already been turned back by the messenger from the Assembly. But that, I decided, was something I definitely didn't need to be thinking about. Not yet, anyway.
I tossed the scout's report into the open bundle at my feet and stood up. At that moment the door opened and a group of boys and women began to file in, carrying buckets of steaming water. I recognised the woman who led them as she bobbed a curtsey my way but couldn't place her name. I blinked in surprise and watched a steady stream of them begin to fill a bath. Steam began to fill the air. For just a moment I was half tempted, but I didn't have time; and the thought of bathing in the company of Dannat did not have much appeal. Just because I pretty much had to let him live if I was to stay on good terms with Duprane, that didn't mean I had to keep his company.
Dannat was looking at me as though he was waiting for something and the scout was eyeing the fast-filling bath with definite signs of interest. "She thought you might want to know," Dannat said.
What? "Oh." Graves. Someone else using the pattern. "I thought she was the only one who could use the pattern?" Hadn't she said that? "Is she sure? Are the graves..." related to that? Of course they were. Why else would he mention them in the same breath? For a moment, despite the sudden bustle around us, something almost came together in my mind, but then Parast appeared in the doorway and I caught his surprised look and the raised eyebrow.
"Centurion," I reminded him of our respective positions. "Send a messenger to Meran, have him abandon his missions and return here at once." And, I thought, there was something else, what in the hells was it? Oh, yes. "And send word to the trading post; tell Lendrin Treleth that I want half his fighting men sent here without any delay. And tell him..." damn, it was too complicated and he might not accept it from anyone else. "Belay that," I said, "get me an escort and I'll go and see him myself. You," I turned to Dannat, "will come with me." I turned back to Parast. "We'll need horses for the two of us and a small escort," I worried at that for a moment, men were in short supply. "Six men. We'll meet you by the granary. And have Seldas meet us there."
As Parast gave a casual salute and turned to obey, I grabbed a bucket from the hands of a surprised servant and placed it on a stone counter. I didn't have time for a damn bath, no matter how much I wanted one, but a quick splash wouldn't do me any harm. There was still dried blood on my hands and arms and my tunic was a mess. Do something, I thought; if it happens to be the right thing, so much the better. I stripped off my tunic and pressed it into the hands of the serving girl who was still standing there. "Go to my chambers and get fresh clothes for me, would you?"
As she hurried away, I called after her. "And also bring a hood, a scarf or a hat or whatever you can find." The last thing I wanted right now was for Hald to recognise his nephew and try and kill him as we left the town.
Dannat casually snagged a clean towel and tossed it my way. I snatched it out of the air and glared at him for a moment before glancing at the scout. "Well, there's plenty of hot water, so get a bath while you can; then get some food and rest; report to Parast when you feel up to it."
The scout gave a grateful nod and began to strip.
I envied him the luxury. A long soak and time to think would ease my mind considerably. But I didn't have time. I had a definite sense of events outpacing my ability to react to them. One thing at a time, I reminded myself. Just do one thing at a time.
I cleaned myself up; then put on my armor, feeling better for it, my own sword a familiar and comforting weight at my hip.
 
#
 
I put my back to the wall to avoid running into a young woman who bustled through the kitchen doorway, her hands full with a large platter of cold meat. She called out a hurried apology but didn't let it slow her down. Beside me, Dannat growled and I glanced at him in surprise. He caught my look and cleared his throat.
"Hungry," he said, as though it were an explanation. Perhaps it was.
"Well, we're in the right place," I said, and followed him into the organised chaos of a busy kitchen. The place quietened some as we eased our way through the press of busy people. A few nervous glances were thrown my way and activity slowed down some. I smiled back my approval, snagged a fresh pastry from a tray and bit into it. "It's good," I said to no one in particular, then grabbed another and moved on. The noise level picked up around us.
Someone had taken charge. I wanted to find out who it was and bless them. There were a lot of frightened and nervous people flooding into the compound of the hall, and putting food in their bellies would calm them, would promote an air of normality. Doubtless the same someone had noticed me enter the baths and sent hot water for much the same reason.
The ovens were hot and redolent with the smell of baking bread as I stepped out into the thick of them. The baker wasn't in evidence, but it was all men here. They were on edge; too aware of their surroundings and not fully focused on their task. I noticed that there were a good many kitchen implements close to hand; the kinds of items that could double as weapons in a pinch. As I stepped out into the passage between the bakery and the granary, I could see why.
Half the people I could see either leaving or preparing to leave. Then there were the others. Too many of them stood in groups, staring at the hall. Not close, but visible. Not aggressive, not threatening; just watching. Islands of stillness amongst a sea of activity. I counted to fifty and then gave up trying to pick them out. Even as I was counting them, I saw that my presence had been noted. I saw a man nudge a lad in the ribs and whisper in his ear. The youth gave a nod and slipped away. Someone, doubtless Caliran, would hear word of my movements.
We stepped into the space behind the guards who held the entrance to the passageway. They were a mix of soldiers and armed non-combatants; men who would normally break camp, cook, lead mules and generally take care of the logistics for the other eighty men of the century they were attached to. Still, I could tell at a glance that they had seen fighting in their time. They ranged in age between twenty and forty and damn few of them lacked visible scars; the baggage train is a legitimate target in any campaign, and these men were all veterans. I was glad of them. Apart from holding the entrance to the compound of the hall they also controlled the granary, the mill and the bakery. There was a wide open space of maybe twenty yards between us and the nearest civilian. None were heading this way now, and I guessed that all who sought our protection were already here; maybe a thousand of the citizens of Darklake. Apart from those preparing to leave, it was hard to tell what the rest were doing. Huddling in their homes? Gathering those they considered able to protect them? Each looking to their own advantage and acting in what they perceived to be their own best interests. The invisible hand at work. You can never know every motive or every objective, or calculate the consequence of every action even if you did know. In economic terms, the invisible hand was not a concern; but in politics, the invisible hand must be made visible before it can be countered.
The unit commander dropped back from his men and gave a casual salute. I recognised him, but it took me a moment to place him and remember his name.
"Any trouble, Hetkla?" He was one of the men who had been with me the night that Talin was killed.
"Nothing we can't handle, Commander," he said. Together we eyed the town, watched a small group scurry past us as they headed for the west gate, carrying what seemed to be everything they owned.
"How many have been leaving?"
Hetkla shrugged. "Can't see everything," he said, "but from what I can tell, something like three hundred have left that way," he gestured after the group who were passing out of sight behind the granary. "More than twice that number have left by the east gate."
We had a clear view down the gentle incline to that gate, maybe a hundred yards away. Even as we watched, a group of twenty or more passed through and turned north before disappearing from view. The guards there watched them from the walls; there were not many there and they were isolated. I debated calling them in. They served no real purpose right now. A hundred yards is only a few seconds away, but could be much further if the road was full; and Hetkla could back them up only if he weakened his own position. I'd bring them back with me when I returned from the trading post, I decided. Then I would have enough men to bring some order back to the town. 
"Any sign of Caliran or Anista?"
"Largest groupings seem to be north of the market," Hetkla gave a nod in that direction. "I'd guess they were there if I had to guess."
I looked that way but couldn't see much. Two hundred yards of dwellings and animal pens were in the way. I could see only a few people, some on the move. The whole town seemed quieter than it should for all the signs of activity, yet I could still easily tell that there were far more people north of the road than south of it. I gave it time, but couldn't tell much. Glimpses of people on the move and little more than that. I moved so that I could see more of the area south of the road, the area that fronted the temple. It was easy to see that that smaller area was much quieter. That fact fit in with my plans well enough; with enough men I could split the town in two and quickly gain full control of the area south of the road. Then we could move slowly north and sort people as we went. At some point we would isolate Caliran and his followers. I figured we had just enough daylight hours to get the job done. The less time Caliran had to organise, the better. And one night where he was free to consolidate his position might be one night too many.
"You've marked the men watching us?"
Hetkla threw me a filthy look. "Of course. Them and a few others who look like trouble."
At the sounds of horses’ hooves, I turned to look back up the shade of the passageway. Parast came ahead of four guards and six horses. Behind him was Seldas, leading a dozen armed men, none of who I recognised. His clients; I didn't wonder that he had gathered a few around him; the town might not be safe to travel alone. I couldn't blame him and wouldn't deny him his escort. But it was just one more sign that the unity of the town was broken, and when he was seen travelling with an armed escort, a few more who were undecided or uncertain would pick a side and join it. Well, in some ways that was a good thing. The invisible hand becoming visible, so I knew who was friend and ally and who was my enemy. Let them gather into groups and then I could deal with the head of the group. In Caliran's case, I rather thought that I would deal with that head by severing it from the body; and the sooner the better.
Dannat and I took control of the spare mounts; I spent a moment to outline my plan of action to Parast and then climbed into the saddle. I felt better there, somehow more in control. Armed, armored and mounted. My thinking completed the shift from civil to military. I had enemies; some known, some unknown; some close and some distant. Locate them, isolate them and then fight them. I turned in the saddle and looked back over the wall to the ridge where Resh Ephannan and the petty chieftains waited with their small force of warriors. Were they allies or enemies? And the boy Elendas, who I had sent among them; the man, I corrected myself. Was Elendas a tool of Caliran or his own man? He'd had plenty of time to work his mischief if he was working against me. If I let them into the town now I could be bringing an enemy into my own camp. I turned back in the saddle and glanced at Dannat, mounted beside me, a hood masking his features, a living example of how dangerous it could be to have an enemy in my camp. If I released the hostages he would be free to act, and might well act against me. Better not risk it, I decided. Turning to Seldas, I gestured him forward.
"Here is my message to Resh Ephannan. Tell him I will allow him to send one man to assure himself that my guests are safe and well. Tell him that I require Elendas to return." I wanted Elendas here where I could keep an eye on him, and perhaps test him. "Also that when his own man leaves he can take one, and only one, of my guests with him as a sign of my good faith." That should make little difference to the status-quo; and would ensure Elendas was permitted to return. Or, if he was reluctant, forced to return.
Of course, I couldn't help thinking as Seldas indicated his understanding and turned away, that I was assuming that Seldas himself was free of any other influence and would communicate my message as I'd given it. But that, I decided, urging my mount into a walk, was pure paranoia.
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Being on horseback gave me a better view. Not that there was much to be made of it. Just people. People in groups, people on the move, or preparing to move; glimpses of people in doorways. I spotted Hald Epwhel and a handful of his men bringing a group to the gate; the same gate we were heading for. I glanced at Dannat, riding at my side. I let my gaze run over him from head to toe. There was nothing to mark him for who he was. Nothing I could see, at least.
Still, better safe than sorry. "Drop back," I told him, then turning in the saddle, I raised my voice just enough to be heard by the guards who followed us. "Don't stop when I do," I told them. "Head north round the lake and I'll catch up."
Facing forward again, I nudged my mount to move to the right, putting myself between Hald and Dannat. His people had already seen us and slowed; they bunched up and huddled like sheep who had glimpsed a threat. Hald said something to them but they weren't listening. After a moment he turned and headed my way. Like it was the most natural thing in the world, I turned my mount off the path and moved to meet him, reining in just off the road, forcing him to adjust his route slightly. He barely gave my escort a glance as they moved on down the road. Still his gaze lit on the hooded rider and he frowned, more curious than suspicious.
"Hald," I called out, urging my mount forward a few steps before stopping again as his attention once more focused on me.
"Patron," he called out as he advanced through the wide open space between two roundhouses not more than forty feet away. "Your soldiers are making them nervous," he jerked a thumb over his shoulder at the group of fifty or sixty men women and children, who carried pretty much everything they owned. I recognised one or two as men I had loaned money to, and sighed.
I turned my mount around. There were plenty of other people not so far away and I wanted to be back on the road and out of here as soon as I could. I was also painfully aware that our exchange could be heard, that we made our exchange in an island of quiet tension. "Why? We are here to protect them, after all," I tried to sound as casual and cheerful as possible considering that I could feel the tension in the air, as bleak and dense as a threatening thunderstorm.
He stopped not thirty feet away and shrugged, saying nothing. Over his head I could see a section of path where Dannat and my men passed. Beyond that, the gate. He shifted his weight to turn away and see what I was looking at.
"How many are choosing to leave for the south?" I asked him.
Instead he glanced at the people waiting behind him, listening to our exchange. "Nearly three hundred so far," he said as he faced me again and took a step closer.
A subtle nudge and my horse moved forward half a dozen steps before I checked it.
Twenty feet; and if he looked now he would see nothing but a roundhouse between him and the gate. I smiled. "They go with my blessing," I said, keeping my voice raised enough to carry. I noticed the tensions in the faces of the group behind him eased; there was even a smile or two of relief.
"So I told them," Hald said, taking one step closer and half turning to look back over his shoulder.
The sound of horses’ hooves had faded. Time to go. "They are, after all, a free people; free to come and go as they choose." With that I rolled my hips forward and walked the horse back to the road, giving Hald a casual wave as I went. I didn't see if he returned it. My attention fixed on the gate as soon as I could see it. Dannat and my guard were through. On the walls, the gate guard was watching. Behind me, more of my men stood too far away to be useful to me. All around I could see people watching me and I suddenly felt very isolated. I gritted my teeth to keep the calm smile on my face and headed for the gate. I'd almost reached it before a single voice rang out somewhere off to my left and behind me. "Where are the children?" A muttering of voices were raised in the wake of that single voice, but then I was through the gate and kicked the horse into a trot as though I had not heard.
It was, I thought as I caught up with my guard on the path around the lake, a damned good question. I guided my mount to a walk beside Dannat and set about finding an answer.
"Tell me," I instructed him as he turned his hood shadowed face to look my way, "about these fresh graves you and Duprane have found."
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While Dannat and my men waited, I walked my horse in wide circle, looking out from the centre and thinking about each direction and the problems it represented. East. Duprane, an ally. The Keep and the pattern, an artefact. Fresh graves containing unidentified bodies. Beyond that, maybe as close as a day, an army out of Battling Plain, led by a number of individuals empowered by other artefacts.
North; refugees leaving Darklake, heading for Learneth. Beyond them, Meran and my second century. And Kathan, brother to Anista of uncertain motives, and in command of a small force of warriors. And Balaran, whom I no longer trusted. A scout with a message to abandon his mission and return here at once. And a messenger from the assembly of patrons bearing a letter for Meran, which he would now doubtless at least seem to obey.
West; Resh Ephannan and a group of other petty chieftains with a small force amounting to a total of sixty warriors. Held in check from whatever they might intend by the fact that I hold hostages once held by Orlek and a now dead Necromancer. And Elendas, a lad of uncertain loyalty and unknown ambition.
South; the people Hald was sending to Twobridges. Also there, I could hear in the distance, a number of men still at work, felling trees and working on the road. They were men loyal to Lendrin Treleth, no doubt. Lendrin Treleth, a trader knight, client of my father and so not an enemy. But not an ally either; more a friendly rival. And a citizen of the city, subject to my imperium - he and every man inside the fortified trading post, an island of normality that squatted on the other side of the lake from the town.
In the centre, Darklake. A town inhabited by the remains of its original occupants, once cowed by a Necromancer and their chieftain, Orlek. The bulk of the population of Learneth, those who had not fled already. And the refugees I had brought from the lands of the Necromancers. And Anista, somewhere. And Caliran, somewhere. And Silgar, possibly. And the magistrates whom I had given power and authority; men in whose loyalty I was far from certain. And my first century; the only people apart from Sapphire whose loyalty I could be certain of. And, of course, Sapphire. Somewhere.
And so north again.
"Tell me again," I said as I passed close to Dannat and my men and drew rein.
He sighed and threw back his hood. "There are seven bodies," he said patiently. "Children, as I said. One has a mouth full of rotting teeth; another has fingers twisted by arthritis; these are the clearest signs but there may be others; some you wouldn't see unless you opened them up. Diseased organs or weak hearts, for example. It's clear, Duprane says, that someone has been using the pattern to steal their health and vigour. There were signs that someone was using the pattern, so she was curious. It didn't take long to find the bodies, to see what had been done to them before they were killed."
I couldn't get the image of Caliran's small and perfect teeth out of my mind.
"Bastard," I muttered, and kicked my mount once more into a walk, thinking about each thing separately. Each person. Judging them afresh.
"She kept a log of her investigations into the working of the pattern," I called out. "Didn't she?"
"So she says; they were taken by your soldiers."
And then taken by others. Lendrin Treleth; not an enemy but not an ally; he had taken some of the books from Duprane's library. And I had promised some to Caliran, but had he been taunting me? Laughing at me? Did he already have what he wanted? Silgar was stealing children in the night, and now I knew why, and for whom; Caliran. The question remained, how had he gotten his hands on the books, theft or trade? And had he used the youth and vigour of those children only to revitalise his own ageing body, or had he traded the ability to buy the loyalty of others? And if so, how could I tell? Whoever they were, they were on the list of my enemies. I could only think of one way to find out exactly what had been done to those children. They would have to be cut open and examined by a healer.
"I want those bodies brought to the edge of the forest," I told him as I drew rein once more at his side, "by tonight." I didn't want anyone going in there, not just because of my agreement with Duprane but because somewhere out there was an army of unknown strengths heading this way. "Can you do it?"
His expression wrinkled in disgust. "Why should I?"
"You owe me for not turning you over to your uncle, for one, and for not taking your damn head for the damage done to mine, for another."
He looked away, then back; his wolf eyes met mine. "Duprane will want something for her cooperation."
"Tell her I'll return her library," I couldn't remember if I had already promised that, but it didn't matter. I still had her books, or at least some of them, and planned to recover the rest.
He didn't respond for a moment then gave a single nod. "If Duprane agrees to that, I'll do it," he said.
"Good," I said. "She'll agree to it; the last thing she wants is a rival for control and use of the pattern, and this will lead to the removal of that rival."
He gave another more thoughtful nod. "I'll tell her that."

"So go," I told him. As he turned his mount to go I thought of one more thing. "And guard them when you have moved them; I don't want them chewed up by anything, understand?"
He gave an offhand wave to show he'd heard, then kicked his mount into a canter and was away. 
Well, I thought as I watched him go, I don't suppose I can grudge him the horse. Much.
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I wouldn't have noticed if I hadn't been looking for it.
"I wasn't expecting you till dusk, Sumto," Lendrin Treleth got to his feet with a friendly smile as I strode into the room an instant after his servant announced me.
It was obvious, though, as soon as you knew to look. A little less fat, perhaps; eyes clear and bright, the whites no longer yellow with jaundice. The way he moved as he came around his desk to welcome me, vigorous and energetic. I wanted to draw my newly restored sword and cut him down on the spot, but he was a citizen and to kill him out-of-hand would be murder. Instead, I smiled, perhaps a little grimly.
"Plans change," I told him. Don't they just.
He gave me a concerned look as he ushered me into a chair and bustled over to a side table to pour us drinks, talking all the way. "I haven't had any problems here, though it's good of you to be concerned." I wasn't. "Of course, civil disorder is bad for trade generally but I'm sure you will have things back under control in no time. Always a risk, having a trial in public, especially when there are potential enemies at the gate, makes people excitable. Not that Resh Ephannan is a threat, of course, as you and I both know, but it might have been an idea to make that clear by inviting him to the town, don't you think? And I would have advised you to hold that trial in private, had I been asked."
I accepted the proffered wine and set it untried on the desk while he beamed at me in a friendly and distracted way.
He is not, I reminded myself, your enemy. Just a murdering bastard who needs to be charged at a convenient moment. A moment not now. Still, he had given me an insight into just how involved he was with events, and that was something I hadn't been considering. Fingers in every pie, looking to his own advantage, manipulating to his own benefit; another invisible hand suddenly revealed. The only thing I really wanted to know was something he would not tell me; what exactly he had paid Caliran for the new liver that made him so bright-eyed and bushy-tailed all of a sudden.
"There was too much public interest for a private trial," but I didn't want to get into the why of that right now, lest I tip him off that I guessed that he had benefited from the child kidnappings that were the cause of it, "and what is done is done. What I need from you is men with which to restore order."
He blinked at me owlishly. "But I understood that you had been recalled to the city, isn't that so?"
I smiled back at him, glad to know that he wanted me gone. It helped clarify his position. "True, but I need not lay down my imperium until I cross the boundary of the city, and as there is a clear and significant threat to my command, I will not be leaving here until it is neutralised."
He looked bemused, slightly overdoing it. "But have we not just agreed that Resh Ephannan and his modest bodyguard are not a threat? Surely that would be clearly seen by the assembly as a mere pretext!" A threat to reveal what he knew of Resh Ephannan’s dealings clarified his motives nicely. He wanted me out of the way so that I couldn't compete with him for profit. Greed, pure and simple. If we have a flaw as a people, greed is surely its name.
I kept my smile in place, more or less. "Possibly. Although Resh Ephannan is of uncertain intent, he is not my primary concern," I told him, "the approaching army out of Battling Plain is."
His face went still and his pupils shrank to pinpoints. "Army?" He didn't know. And an approaching army meant he might need me.
"Two or three thousand," I said, being deliberately vague about numbers; "Warriors," I clarified, "and a few dozen..." I pretended to struggle for an appropriate description, "...priests of unknown abilities." I shrugged.
He blinked, more than once, and settled back in his chair. "I see," he said, softly, already thinking hard. "That is... disturbing news. Have you any idea of their intentions?" He'd thought he knew who he would be dealing with in my absence; now he wasn't so sure.
"No, but I'm sure we will find out soon enough." I let it hang for a moment. "Now you see why I'm going to need to restore order quickly, and why I need your men."
His eyes narrowed as he focused his attention again on me. "You are not going to expect them to fight in a battle, are you?"
I had no illusions that he was concerned about their safety. None at all. He was thinking about the cost of replacing them. It is the only real problem with a completely free market. Everything has a price, a cash value. Everything becomes a commodity to be bought and sold. The life of a man; the life of a child. And there are people who don't have a problem with that. People like Lendrin Treleth. He was the kind of man who would say that life is cheap, thinking of its cost; where I would say the opposite, thinking of its value.
"It's too early to tell, but should it come to that you are better served if your men are under my command. In any case, you will be compensated, of course."
"Of course." Nothing is for nothing. "Will thirty men do for now?"
"Twenty." I didn't want more. I couldn't trust them "Five coin a day."
He looked happier. The prospect of money will do that to some. "Agreed. I have too much invested here to walk away from it, Sumto. If there is a battle, you will win, won't you?"
I smiled. "Two centuries of veterans, sixty barbarians, your irregulars, two battle mages and healers," I listed my assets, "against a couple of thousand barbarians and a few priests." I shrugged. "What do you think?"
He looked reassured. “Odds of ten to one. We can handle those odds." I wished I was as confident. Those that I had been characterizing as priests were anything but, an unknown quantity with abilities I was guessing at from what Duprane had told me. If there were many of them, and I guessed there were, they would be a serious threat. If it came to a battle.
It didn't take long to gather twenty of his fighting men. We stepped outside and stood in the open while we waited. The trading post was busy. I watched people setting up tents and more arriving by the minute. People of Darklake were coming here, seeking safety. I wasn't surprised. I already knew that Lendrin Treleth was one of the factions in the game; it was no surprise that he was attracting people looking for his protection. Good luck to them, I thought. I noticed that Lendrin Treleth was also watching them, and eyeing up the stockade itself, looking to his defences. I knew what he was doing; a risk assessment, balancing risks versus potential gains. I wondered how it would balance up in his mind. If I fought the army out of Battling Plain and lost, he would lose everything. And right now he didn't know, and couldn't know, that there was a good chance they were coming to negotiate, and not to fight. At best, he might try and characterize himself as neutral, sacrificing the men he'd lent to me. The possibility that he might come down on the side of the enemy did not concern me. Whatever else he might be, he was a citizen and a knight of the city. My rival; not my enemy.
We didn't say anything more, other than pleasantries. There was nothing more to say.
As I lead the twenty irregulars around the lake, I watched people leave the town. Groups of between twenty and a hundred trailed away to the north and south. Others made for the Trading Post, and still more climbed the slope beyond Darklake to join Resh Ephannan. When word of the approaching army got out, that constant stream would turn into a flood. When the dust settled, how many would be left? How many would later return? And perhaps most importantly, who would govern them? I already knew for certain that it would not be me. What then would be the fate of these people? It took an effort of will to put it out of my mind; the fact was that their fate rested where it always had, in their own hands. All I could ever do was make stability possible, put wealth within their reach. There is an old saying; you can lead a horse to water, but you can't make it drink. Still, I hoped to pull something positive out of this mess. And the first task was to find and eliminate Caliran, now that I had the manpower to attempt it.
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The last buildings secured were a group of hastily erected shelters, little more than sloped roofs of thatch on rough-cut poles with the walls of the town as back wall and rough wattle and daub windbreaks for the rest. Humble as they were, the amateur thatch gave some shelter from the drizzle that had begun as dusk settled around us. 
We had swept slowly through the town and ended here, under the north wall. As the last few dwellings were searched, I stood in the doorway and looked out at the huddled families whose homes these were. Like the rest, they showed no signs of resistance, they bore no weapons and offered no threat, posed no danger. As the long afternoon had worn on and the thin line of soldiers swept slowly and inexorably across the town, freeing up larger areas to normal activity, I had felt the bitter and frustrating taste of defeat strengthen until it saturated me. There was no enemy. Caliran was no longer here. Neither he nor any of his supporters were in the town. Somehow, he and his adherents had passed out of my reach. I had wasted half a day and no matter what Caliran been doing, he must have achieved more than I.
I listened to the rain and wondered where Caliran had gone, as well as how. Silgar had some power over stone; maybe that accounted for how. That still left where, and how many had he taken with him? Hetkla and others among my men had been watching, making note of those they suspected. None of those men had been found in the town. They had been in evidence when I hadn't the manpower to do anything about them, and slipped away as soon as I had.
My men were stepping back out into the rain, empty handed. The whole enterprise felt like a waste of time, though the town itself was now secured. But Caliran and his followers could doubtless return as easily as they had apparently left. I'd be a fool to think the night would pass without incident. My enemies were free to come and go as they chose. I was trapped here within the walls of Darklake. And there was damn little I could do about it. Of those who were here with me I had no sure way of telling who was ally and who was enemy. And there was damn little I could do about that either. There was no sign of Anista. I could only presume she had gone with Caliran, however and wherever he had gone. Not through the gates, I was assured, though I didn't doubt it was possible. And Sapphire. Sapphire was also gone.
Parast ducked through the low doorway of one shelter and stepped into the rain. I moved out to meet him. We stood together for a moment in silence and looked around, taking in the bastion where the east and north walls met; I glanced at the stone steps that provided access. They had no information to impart. The last of the soldiers gathered around us in a loose formation. Slowly, I became aware that Parast was watching me, waiting for my lead. Somehow I resisted the urge to sigh. A shrug would also not serve.
"Organise vigils," I told him. "Two of our men in command of any group."
He nodded but made no move, which I took to mean that he had already taken care of it.
"Hold the gates and the road between them most secure," I told him, "and for the rest, patrol lightly and in good sized units."
Parast nodded again. I was telling him things he already knew. I felt superfluous. Frustration made me angry and I tried to keep that anger in check. Emotions are the enemy of thought and I had to think. What was the worst that could happen? Caliran might return in the night, rouse the people to rioting and make an attack of his own in the confusion. Resh Ephannan and the other chieftains might be his allies and join that attack. I'd had no word from Elendas, so he could be with them. He had not returned to Darklake. Resh had sent one man back with Seldas to assure himself of the wellbeing of the hostages. That man had done just that and nothing else before leaving. Resh Ephannan had sent no word to me with Seldas, who now remained with the walls of Darklake.
Again I resisted the urge to sigh. I was spending my time thinking, but without profit.
"The gates and the hall are the key points to hold when the troubles begin," I said.
Parast nodded again. He knew.
I turned away and looked through the rain. In the half-light of dusk I could see the roof of the hall. Though right now it looked uninviting to my eyes, I had no better place to go. I gave in to the urge to shrug. "Carry on, Centurion."
Two soldiers fell in behind me as I moved away. Parast barked a handful of brisk commands and soldiers began to move to their tasks. Behind us, those families who had waited in the rain returned to their cheerless homes, damp and cold. I can't say I felt I had done well by them. Some of them might not survive the night. And there was damn little I could do about it.
As we walked back in the rain, negotiating through the darkening town, I felt both tired and defeated. I could feel the grittiness in my eyes that signalled the weakening of the enhancements that Vesan had cast on me earlier in the day, what seemed an age ago. When they wore off I would feel weak and shaky, I knew. Ravenously hungry and too tired to eat. Parast and his entire century would be in the same state. I thought to send a message reminding him of it, but that would be foolish. He knew. What he would do about it was up to him. I guessed he would have Vesan recast the spells, or at least some of them. That came with its own dangers. A body could use itself up. Hearts could burst and men could die without as much as a hint of warning that they were pushing the limits of their endurance. If any thought could make me feel that things were worse than I already thought, that was it.
The lump of dung that spattered in the street not ten paces in front of me made me jump, hand going to sword hilt and drawing fast and smooth, head turning as I dropped into a defensive crouch. My gaze came to rest on a movement off to my left; a figure stood beside a naked hay rick; it should have been covered in tarp, I noted absently, but doubtless that was being used as a shelter somewhere. The hay would start to moulder if the rain continued, I thought as I straightened into a more relaxed posture. I'd immediately recognised the old man who had thrown dung to get my attention. Somehow I couldn't help feeling it was an appropriate messenger. The old man who looked after the latrines gestured for me to follow and moved away into the shadows. I glanced behind me as I turned full to face that way. The two soldiers stood behind me, back to back and swords drawn, scanning the night for whatever threat had made me react. A lump of dung landing in the street. I'd be jumping at shadows next. I was tired of reacting to events.
"Relax," I said, and pointed into the gloaming with bared steel. My own sword felt good in my hand. Comforting. Reluctantly I sheathed it and moved off to follow. He was Sapphire’s agent, I remembered. He would be acting at Sapphire’s bidding. The old man led us a twisting path through the deepening shadows, going around huts, staying away from doorways, keeping to the shadows and avoiding even the patrols of my own men. He hesitated every now and again and turned to beckon me on, visibly wincing as I made no effort to hide my movements. After a far longer walk than was necessary, he took us at last, and inevitably, to the latrines and ducked inside, briefly silhouetted by the flickering torchlight from within.
I tutted under my breath at the trickle of water that ran out through the doorway and stepped into it after him. The latrine had been flooded again, and stank as bad as I'd anticipated. The difference from my last visit under such circumstances was clear. To one side of the room a flagstone had been lifted to reveal a square shaft. Sapphire stood over it, looking down into the shaft at the water which gurgled and moved just below the lip of the hole. He was drenched. On a ledge behind him were laid out clothes, towels, soap and a large bowl of hot water.
"What," I said, very slowly and carefully, "the fuck is going on?"
He glanced up and then followed the direction of my gaze to the bathing gear and clean clothes. He was breathing deep but slow and calm. "We have a dinner appointment," he said, casually. "We will be late if you don't hurry." 
The old man moved out of my way but stayed by the door as I stepped further into the chamber and looked down into the hole. There was nothing much to see except moving water. The sound of it filled the room, muted but insistent, echoing from the walls. Sapphire stepped back a half pace and began stripping off his wet clothes. I noted the fresh blood and the scrapes where flesh had been torn from knuckles, elbows and knees. "So what's down there?"
He tossed his soaked tunic to the floor where it landed with a heavy splat. "Tunnels," he said, shortly. 
I shrugged. "Tunnels filled with water. And that's important because...?"
"Because they aren't always," Sapphire continued stripping as he spoke. "He can push the water back and uses them to move about the town."
"Caliran?" I imagined it; a spirit pushing the water back against the walls of the tunnels, pushing water out by displacement. I remembered the freshly mopped floor of Caliran's chambers; the flooding of the latrines. Where else? Well, that could be investigated. 
Sapphire turned away and grabbed a cloth, dunking it in the hot water and making a lather with the soap. "That's the he that I meant. I followed him but had to stay well back." He started to clean up, his voice still calm. "When he knew everyone was out he released the water." I glanced down into the roiling flood. He glanced my way and down into the water. "I'd rather not have to do that again."
I imagined the dark, the narrow passageway, the heaving water slamming into me and pulling me with it. I decided that I didn't want to do it once. One of the soldiers had moved up beside me. He shuddered and glanced at Sapphire with a mix of awe and respect, his thoughts apparently mirroring my own.
"Where?"
"North, about two hundred yards and I'd say somewhere out of sight of the walls. I'd guess Silgar made the tunnels for him at some time. Not too recently, I think. They lead other places, too," he sounded disappointed, "but I couldn't investigate that."
"So he has been free to move about the whole time."
Sapphire nodded and returned his attention to getting clean and dry while I mulled this over in my mind. Not only had Caliran had a way to spy on me, and a way to communicate with his agents and allies, he had also had a way to move freely whenever he chose. He had the books of Duprane and some knowledge of the workings of the pattern at Duprane's Keep. I thought of the small, perfect teeth displayed when Caliran smiled. He'd been sneaking out there at night with kidnapped children and using them to bestow physical gifts of health on himself and others, buying allies. If the children survived the process, he'd killed them to hide the evidence. He had been building a rebellion under my nose and I'd suspected none of it. I told Sapphire about Lendrin Treleth's new-found health and vigour, then about the bodies Dannat had discovered and what I had instructed him to do about it.
Sapphire grunted. "There will be others. Not just Treleth." He grabbed a towel and gave me room, indicating that it was my turn to get cleaned up.
I let out the sigh that had been building up all day. "Do we have to do this?"
Sapphire just looked at me, face expressionless.
"Right," I gave it up. "Get Silgar out of the way. It's one less thing to worry about." As I started to strip I told him about my encounter with Silgar in the temple. "So," I ended it, "if that was you would I be alive?"
I'd dumped my armor and stripped to the waist as I talked. I had a soapy cloth in one hand but hadn't done anything with it yet. I watched him consider the matter. It took longer than I expected before he shook his head. "You were fully enhanced, granted. And you are a better fighter than when we met..." he shook his head again. "No."
"That's what I thought," I turned away and started to clean up.
"Whatever his intent is here, killing you isn't part of it. He came close in the forest when you met Duprane, but didn't so much as cut you. A couple of times before that..." he trailed off. "I think you are right. He's trying to scare you off, not kill you."
Why? "Why?"
Sapphire didn't say anything until I'd finished cleaning up and turned with a towel in my hands. He was buckling my belt around his own waist, attention on the doorway where the old man stepped out into the night. I heard his harsh voice call out. "Latrines is flooded ag'in, cain't be used, you. Bugger off an' piss ag'in the wall." Sapphire smiled at the old man's words. He finished buckling on my belt and gave me his as the old man came back in, running his hands over his head to shuck off the rain, and then turned to stand in the doorway and keep a watch.
"If he's not trying to kill you," Sapphire told me, "then I'll need this more than you will."
I shrugged. He was welcome to it. "Why?" I asked again.
"Let's try this," he said. "Duprane told you that Silgar accepted money not to assassinate the masters of the Keeps on Battling Plain, yes?"
I nodded. "So she said."
"And we have no reason not to believe it. So shall we surmise that someone had already paid him not to kill you?"
It was a thought.
"And if we surmise that," he continued, "then there are very few candidates as to who that might be."
I blinked as it came clear to me, and the implications of it. "My father." The power play amongst the Patrons that I had, to some extent, already considered. Threads running north into Battling Plain from several families, my own included. And me a pawn in my father's game.
"That would be my guess. His motives are obvious. He knew you would be coming here. Pretty clear that no matter what happened you would likely put some noses out of joint, and not much of a leap to think they might hire Silgar to make an end of you." He looked thoughtful for a moment then seemed to dismiss the matter.
"Of course, that means that he knew more about all of this than he chose to tell you. Specifically, that he knew how to contact Silgar."
Sapphire nodded. "It does. I'll be sure to ask him about that when I see him. Are you ready?"
It was obvious that I wasn't. I cleaned up, dried off and dressed without saying another word about it. That didn't stop me thinking, though. I'd always known that my father was a secretive bastard, and a selfish one. But the full extent of that was only now becoming clear to me. He had sent me here without sharing anything of what he knew, or intended, or expected me to achieve. He'd known that I would get involved, take action, cause reactions, play a part on a stage that he had set and that I knew nothing of. Like an actor forced to improvise a role in a play he had not rehearsed, I was struggling, making it up as I went along, fighting to figure out what the intent of the playwright was and what his intended resolution might be.
Not for the first time, I toyed with the idea of walking to the stables, climbing on a horse and riding away from it all. And if it were only me who would have to live with the consequences of that, I might have. I just hoped I could wrestle some advantage for myself out of the situation and avoid leaving a smoking ruin behind me when I did take my leave. That would have to be soon, now. And I had to find a way to leave some kind of stability behind me, wrestle some kind of gain for myself out of the situation.
I pulled on the loose black robe that Sapphire had provided and used his belt to strap my sword to my hip. "If Silgar isn't trying to kill me, then will he even make an attempt on my life?"
Sapphire shrugged. "He isn't the only player in the game. We've set the trap, it would be a waste not to spring it."
Sapphire, myself and two soldiers, our enhancements fast failing. Some trap.
"Maybe I should pick up another couple of men at the gate," I said as I headed for the door and passed out into the fine, misting rain that fell out of the darkness.
"It's not far to the trading post," Sapphire said as he fell in beside me, scanning the night as we walked. "Your sentinels’ vision will be enhanced. They'll be watching us."
I almost groaned aloud from thinking about it. The enhancements were wearing thin. They might have failed completely by the time any action started. "All I want is a meal, a bed, a book and some wine," I muttered to myself.
"I expect there are beggars saying the exact same thing."
I took his point and shut up, took a deep breath and let it out. Then rolled my shoulders to get the kinks out and tensed and relaxed my arms to warm the muscles. I focused on the moment as we passed through the gate. Firebrands on the walls of the trading post danced in reflection off the waters of the lake. Cloud cover killed the light from stars and moon. I couldn't see half-way clearly for more than a few yards and beyond that all was darkness in which the shadow-hugging Silgar might hide, ready to... what? Not kill me. To pretend to try and kill me for reasons I'd hardly begun to think about. I kept myself from scanning the night nervously by thinking it through. Caliran had hired him; that was clear. To make the tunnels, for one. Probably to kidnap children for him without being seen or heard. Why children? Well, Caliran was small. Maybe they were just easier to take. I dismissed it for the moment, and returned to the main thread of my thoughts. Then Silgar, already in Caliran's employ, had been instructed to kill me. But he had already accepted payment not to do so, presumably from my father. Paid by both sides he could satisfy only one, or by trying and failing seem to satisfy both. Accepting that, what would he do now? Caliran doubtless knew, for certain he knew in advance that I was right this moment heading to the trading post almost completely unprotected. I glanced at Sapphire. Well, not completely, but Silgar had tackled Sapphire before and survived. It was a good opportunity; Silgar could not be seen to pass it up without tipping his hand to Caliran. He had to do something. He had to make it look like he was trying to kill me, even though he couldn't. But he could kill someone else while trying, couldn't he? And there was an obvious candidate. I turned to Sapphire and opened my mouth to warn him but he spoke first.
"Sound travels near water," he said softly.
It did. The sound of our feet crunching on shards of wet slate was loud in my ears but unavoidable. We had come close to the lake shore and followed its line with the town now behind us and the trading post ahead. Halfway. Voices sounded from the trading post; not the subdued and fearful mutterings of Darklake, but voices confident and filled with robust good cheer. Treleth's people had suffered none of the problems of Darklake. His people were content. The thought of him being more successful than I sickened me, especially now that I knew what evil he was capable of, profiting from the murder of children just as callously as my would-be assassin had so loudly claimed. Caliran was behind that, and behind the assassin, and maybe behind everything; the invisible hand pulling the strings and making the puppets dance. Just like my father, in fact. And it was only with that comparison that I hated Caliran, the emotion rising in me like a tide. My breathing deepened and my body tensed with it. Flushed with anger, my mind focused and my senses sharpened as though there were an enemy before me to fight. The creak of stressed wood came crisp and clear to my ears, my mind interpreted it instantly and I stopped mid stride, started to turn, deliberately fell as both Sapphire and I barked the word in unison.
"Bows!"
The sound of the loosed strings thrummed out of the night and the hiss of arrows whined overhead as I broke my fall with both hands and bounced back to my feet moving fast away from the lake against which I knew I was silhouetted, an easy mark. Missed because I had heard and known the sound of bows coming under stress. Because I was angry and tense and ready for action. My blade came to hand fast and strong as I pumped my legs hard, heading into the night almost blind but knowing I needed to close with them before they nocked and drew another flight. To left and right there was movement that I knew was Sapphire and my soldiers coming with me, reacting as fast and as well. A fierce joy flashed through me and I grinned as I ran. Seven, eight, maybe ten bowmen were just about to die in the night and I loved it. I focused on moving, barely able to see in the dark and the drizzle, the rocks merely vague shadows. Just enough contrast to avoid them as I also sought any movement that would betray a bowman come to kill me. Pale face and hands betrayed him as he moved, the creak of a straining bow causing me to dodge right, kick to a stop, turn as the bow thrummed, duck and step as it whistled my way, start as it whipped between my legs and bounced from rock with a distinct clink of steel against stone. Aimed low, he'd missed by nothing more than random chance but I was vaguely aware of other arrows hissing in the air and who knew which one might have struck home had I not ducked? The realisations flashed through my mind as I returned my attention fully to my target, saw him start to move and drop the bow, as I closed on him hard and fast with no shred of mercy in me. Satisfaction, culmination, success, power. Certainty. He knew I was onto him, too close to flee my retribution. He turned back, a long knife in his hand, raised it wildly to block the blow I had already committed to. I turned my blade slightly to strike his wrist, biting deep as the blow bore down his arm and chopped deep into his shoulder, heard the crack of his collarbone breaking, the meaty thunk as the blade dug deep. I caught a glimpse of his face, suddenly blank with shock as I ducked my shoulder, twisted the blade and barged into him, knocking him from his feet and tearing my blade free, hearing the popping sound as some bone in him was dislocated. Without pause, I stepped past him, eyes wide, moving parallel to the shore, seeking and finding shadowy movement not far away. Deep shadow. Black shadow. A stain in the night drifting silently closer. I checked, my heart thudded once then seemed to lie still inside me as my blood ran cold.
"Silgar," I whispered the word, barely able to breathe. I was alone. If Silgar wanted me dead then I would die here and now. But that wasn't what he wanted, was it? "You," I said, mastering my fear, "do not want to kill me."
The shadows dropped away like a fallen curtain, revealing a man, shorter than I, slender as a knife blade. Pale face, just visible in the light of flickering distant firebrands. Large eyes. Small features. Hands slowly raised out from the body. Slender, small hands. Something glinted in her left hand but I was not distracted. Her lips parted as my expression showed my surprise. "Then I need not pretend to try." Her voice was soft and distinctly feminine. "Caliran will be no more or less disappointed than he would have been."
A scream of pain sounded in the night, close by. She didn't so much as twitch. Nor did I. She held my full attention, a creature both fascinating and deadly. The knife glittered in her hand. I didn't dare take my gaze from her; she might, after all, change her mind.
"My father paid you not to kill me." It was a guess, but nothing else made sense. Who else?
"People do. It sometimes makes my work more complicated."
"Caliran paid you to kill me."
She cocked her head to one side, listening, considering. "Caliran retained my services for several purposes, Sumto, but the most relevant to you is the task of protecting him from assassination."
The problem was clear. "I mean to kill him."
"And I won't let you." She returned her attention to me. "Sapphire won't be long and I'd rather we not meet again," she spoke softly, intimately. "So here is my word. The north is not for you. The Keeps are roused, a delicate balance disturbed. Caliran's ambitions are not mine, but I will safeguard his life." She took a step backward. "Don't forget to search the body," she said.
"What?"
She retreated another step into the dark. "The touch of skin wakes the spirit, the clothing in the pouch puts it to sleep." The hint of a sudden, playful grin disappeared as she turned her head sharply. Her body followed in a crouched spin and the darkness of the night crowed in around her like a cloak that swirled the briefest hint of movement. "Fare well, Sapphire!" Her voice rang loud and laughing, and then she was gone.
For a long moment I stood sweating and shaking in the chill night air and stared into the night trying to mark her movement. Instead it was Sapphire who appeared like ghost moving fast through the space she had occupied. I gasped and stepped forward, mouth opened to stop him but he was gone before I could make a sound, swallowed by the night. He'd passed close enough that I'd caught a glimpse of his intent, predatory expression. I shuddered as though coming out of a trance and looked around me. I was alone.
Alone. But not apparently in any danger. The lights of the trading post still glimmered on the water. The rain still fell gently. Nothing had changed. A slight movement and a wet cough sounded behind me. Distracted, I turned and watched the bowman die. Not so far away I could hear footsteps crunching in the dark. They did not sound threatening. Still, I moved with care to make no sound as I stepped closer to the corpse of the bowman and squatted down by his side. My hand found his neck, soaked in fresh warm blood, and found the cord of leather that I had only half expected to find there. With care I pulled free the small pouch that hung around his neck and lifted it clear. The pouch weighed almost nothing and I had a good idea what it contained. I crouched there, alone in the night and waited. There was nothing else to do until Sapphire returned. If he returned.
Moments stacked up on each other, built into a pile of tension that began to be a strain. Odd sounds in the night. A groan. Footsteps. A gasp. Then a low growl that made me stiffen, made my fist tighten on the grip I still held on my bared blade. Slowly I turned my head to one side, seeking the source of that low growl. I didn't have to look far. Backlit by light reflected on water, shadowy but distinct, the wolf stood four-square not fifteen feet away, head lifted, sniffing the air and growling low in the back of its throat. In the night, a different kind of growl sounded and the sharp snap of a stick mingled with a curse from nearby. I recognised the voice. One of my guards.
"Over here," I said into the night before turning back to the wolf. "Velentin?"
The wolf met my gaze squarely and gave a single, unmistakable nod that I found unsettling.
"If I ask what you want I'm just going to sound like a fool," I mused aloud. There was no way he could answer me.
Velentin padded toward me a few steps and turned slightly away before moving his head again, beckoning. A different but still unmistakable human gesture. Come on.
I gave a snort of not-quite-laughter before getting a grip on myself. I couldn't decide if the human gestures the wolf made were humorous or frightful in their implications. Either way, I could not leave here yet. "I can't go anywhere," I told him. "Not yet."
Velentin padded closer, close enough to touch. Slowly he stretched his neck and clamped his jaws gently on my wrist. He tugged firmly. I resisted just as much as I needed to. "Duprane sent you to fetch me?" Eyes rolled up to meet mine and he growled deep in his throat. It sounded like frustration. Letting go my wrist, the wolf gave that all-too-human nod and then looked over his shoulder into the night and suddenly back, gaze sliding past me, muzzle wrinkling, teeth bared. I'd heard it too, approaching footsteps, sounding slow and cautious close by. I glanced over my shoulder, knowing what I would see. I'd been listening to them. My own men. I knew that at least one had taken an arrow. I'd heard him growl as he built his resolve, heard him break the shaft of the arrow, then curse in the night. Now he and his companion were close enough to see, weapons still in hand, attention fixed on the wolf, both men tense and ready to kill.
"Patron?"
"Relax," I told him, "the wolf is no threat. Did we get them all?"
I saw the tension go out of them as they closed the remaining distance between us, eyeing the wolf warily. "Two or three ran. They won't be back."
I guessed he was right. They had been cover for Silgar, to help ensure success. But Silgar had had other ideas, as she had always had.
"How bad is it?" My attention had slipped past him to Darklake. Shadowy figures were moving there. Moving fast and coming our way.
The soldier shrugged, but slowly. He held one arm across his chest and I could hear the patter of blood on stone, like rain. "Bad enough."
"Go back. Get it healed. And head them off," I gestured to my men coming on fast to help us. "We don't need them and Darklake does."
The soldier gave a nod of assent and moved away without a word. The other remained, watching the night and waiting. Just as I was waiting. Waiting for Sapphire and hoping he returned. He did not know that Silgar was no longer a threat, and might not care if he did. Better if he had let her go. Dead or gone was all the same to me. But I didn't think it was all the same to Sapphire. He'd try and kill her if he caught her; die trying if he failed. Either way there was nothing I could do about it right at that moment. I contented myself with the thought that they had met before and Sapphire had come away from the encounter wounded but alive. 
My attention dropped to the small pouch I held gently in my left hand. I didn't know yet what I would do with it, though I guessed what it was. I lay the sword down and opened the pouch. With care I drew the contents free of the pouch, holding only the leather thong that attached to a fine net that held a gently glinting glass sphere no bigger than the egg of a lark. Should I choose to, I could touch the glass through the net that held it. But not yet. With care, I slipped the sphere back inside, drew the neck of the pouch tight and slipped the thong over my head. After I was sure the pouch would not fall free, I settled it safe inside my armor. Safe until I decided what use to put it to. Velentin gave a low growl as I took up my sword and got to my feet. A moment later, Sapphire emerged silently from the darkness as the growl turned to a thin whine and died away. I glanced at the wolf, saw him shifting nervously and backing away a step or two, then looked back to Sapphire, trying to read his expression as he came close and running my gaze over him quickly to see if he was wounded. I couldn't tell much about either in the dark.
"She got away." I didn't make it a question. I didn't imagine he could have killed her without taking some harm himself.
He wasn't looking at me. "Velentin," he said. "You have her scent?"
Velentin whined and circled away.
"No," I said. "We are not going after Silgar."
Sapphire was close now and I suddenly had his full attention. Velentin continued to circle, tail between his legs, he come close to my side and nuzzling my hand, took my wrist gently in his jaws and tugged firmly enough that I took a half step to keep my balance.
Sapphire let out a long slow breath, looked down at the wolf and back to me. "Why?"
I wanted to pull the small pouch to show him and explain but I didn't have a hand free. "I'll explain on the way to wherever Velentin wants us to go." The wolf immediately let go of my wrist and moved away a few paces.
"We are passing up a good opportunity to be rid of her," Sapphire told me. "The wolf has her scent. There might not be a better time."
"Forget her." I glanced around. Me, Sapphire, one soldier, and Velentin. I could just make out a small knot of my men returning to Darklake. Maybe I could use them. Maybe I would need them. But the people of Darklake needed them more. Whatever happened there tonight, Parast could handle it, if he had enough men. I stepped out after Velentin, wishing the wolf could talk, wondering why Duprane had not instead sent Dannat. "You heard her voice?" I tossed the question over my shoulder to where Sapphire stood, reluctant to leave off the chase. He didn't answer and I didn't wait. Velentin moved ahead of me and I followed where the wolf lead. I'd gone a good few paces before Sapphire ghosted up to walk beside me.
"How else would I know Silgar was a woman?"
I could hear the footsteps of the soldier behind. And my own. Sapphire seemed to make as little sound as Velentin. 
"Why did she call out to you?"
He didn't answer. I concentrated on walking as the strength drained out of me. Velentin led the way past the trading post, heading directly toward the woodland that held Duprane's Keep. I knew where we were going, then, but didn't know if I would make it. I was beginning to feel weak and shaky. The enhancements were wearing off fast. I spent a moment wishing for a battle mage, but Vesan was right where I needed him to be and there wasn't time to go to him, not if Duprane's summons was as urgent as I guessed.
"I don't know," He admitted at last. "Do you?"
I did and after a moment allowing myself the luxury of feeling smug about it, I told him.
 
#
 
Torches burned in Duprane's Keep. Flickering light spilled from the single door and over the steps that led up to it. But we were in darkness. The single guard at the door sat on the top step and saw nothing, but we could clearly see him. The four of us stood openly at the edge of the forest and watched. There was no way we could be seen by the guard whose night vision was spoiled by the light that surrounded him. For myself, I was glad of the light. The walk through the forest, though we had kept to the path, had seemed an endless round of slow stumbling. Had Sapphire not taught me the trick of walking with one eye open and the other closed, I doubted I would have managed to make the distance without turning an ankle or straying from the path. A simple trick, but it worked; and worked better if you kept the single eye moving, otherwise the darkness closed in after a few moments, leaving me all but blind. All the while I'd hoped that Velentin would lead us to the dell where I had met with Duprane once before, but he had not turned from the path until the last moment.
"One guard?" I kept my voice low.
I watched Velentin, who gave a single nod, not looking at me, but Sapphire answered also. "Just one, but maybe more inside."
"Is Duprane captive? Inside the Keep?"
Velentin looked up at me, whined softly and gave that eerily human nod.
I wasn't sure I owed her anything. But if Caliran was here, at the other pattern, prepared to meld bodies to benefit his own interests... I couldn't let that pass. And Duprane was my only link to the Lords of the Keeps. Should she die I would lose my best chance of negotiating with them. My hand drifted to the thong about my neck and I glanced at Sapphire, drawing strength from his calm, relaxed stance.
"Are you sure you can imitate her voice?" I was sure he could, sure that that was why she had called out to him.
He leaned close and spoke in a soft, feminine voice. "Years of training, Sumto. Years. And pain or death the price of failure. But what would you have me say?"
It was damned eerie. It made me shudder, imagining what his childhood must have consisted of. His and Silgar's both, I reminded myself. "I don't know. But Caliran will be expecting Silgar to make contact. And she won't go directly to him. There would be no sense in her giving us this tool and then making it useless." I could only hope I was right about that, but it was clearly true. There would be no sense to it.
"Unless she leads us to a trap of her own. She can't kill you, but she has no cause to stop others from doing so. She could be standing right next to him right now, quite content that all her purposes are served."
"You could tie yourself in knots thinking like that."
"A startled rabbit runs for the burrow."
I closed my eyes and gritted my teeth. "What the hell is that supposed to mean?"
"People are more complicated than rabbits, but if you are going to kill either it helps to know how they think."
"So what will she do?"
He shrugged again. "Protect Caliran, as she has agreed. Not kill you by her own hand, as she has agreed. That much I'm sure of. But she serves several masters. Who knows how many? Who can guess what else she has agreed to? How tangled are the threads of her motives? I think that conflict may have driven her mad."
I stared at him for a moment, wondering if he was as mad as he thought she was. "That doesn't help."
"If she were dead we wouldn't have to think about it."
I didn't argue the point. I'd made up my mind. "Do it.”
Without hesitation he touched the glass.
"Who is it?" The querulous voice that came from the sphere was barely above a whisper.
"Silgar," Sapphire said in her voice.
"Well? Is he dead?"
He meant me. I nodded vigorously.
"Yes."
"At least that's done, at last. Dead or captive, either will serve. Alert the captains, then. Have them arm. Have them keep the citymen busy, spread them thin. By moonset I'll be done here. Meet me then and we will take Resh Ephannan's people out of the hall and gift him with one of them."
"And then?"
"We will attack at dawn and finish the rest. When the Plain Lords arrive I want this ended. They will find only me here and accept me as the guardian of this Keep. With a puppet chieftain in Darklake, the area will be mine."
"As you say."
"Tomorrow I'll have the money to pay you what you asked and you can head south. Agreed?"
Sapphire met my gaze as he answered. "Agreed."
The faint light of the glass sphere faded to nothing as I watched. Carefully, Sapphire placed it back in the pouch and made to hand it back to me. 
"Keep it for now," I told him, thoughts elsewhere. "It's no use to me."
He looped the cord round his neck and tucked the pouch into his tunic. I paid him no mind, staring at the ground and thinking bad thoughts. South. He could only mean the city. Who and how many was he sending her south to kill? And what else might she be contracting to achieve?
Velentin's low growl brought me out of my tangled thoughts. The wolf was staring at me. So was Sapphire. I looked around and saw the one soldier left to me was also watching, waiting for me to decide what to do. I told him. "Get back to Darklake. Warn Parast there's going to be trouble; tell him to keep the men together, not to let them get spread out. Protect the people as best he can but with as little risk as possible. And fix a guard on the hostages. Put them all in the hall and keep them there. Do it now."
Reluctance showed clearly in his slow salute. "And you, Patron?"
I glanced back at the Keep. One of Caliran's rivals was in there. I meant for her to live. And for whatever else Caliran planned to happen before the setting of the moon to be disrupted. "Don't worry about me. I'll return soon enough." Still he hesitated and I turned back to face him fully. "Whatever secret orders you have from my uncle or my father, try and remember that I am your commanding officer in the field and you are subject to my discipline, soldier. Now go."
He didn't waste his breath denying it, but gave a stiff nod of acceptance and went.
"That took you long enough," Sapphire murdered.
"No chance of it working on you," I guessed.
"None at all," he told me equitably enough. "I'm your father’s man, not yours. Now, what are we going to do?"
"Go ahead and kill that guard," I told him. "Velentin and I will follow."
He did that thing with his mouth that he thinks is a smile and ghosted away without a word or a sound of his passing. In a moment he was swallowed by the shadows as thoroughly as though he had been Silgar herself.
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When I stepped over the body on the stairs I looked down at his face. I recognised him. Only days ago I had given him money. A loan. I couldn't remember his name. A man from Learneth. A haulier, I seemed to remember. A dead haulier now. He wore leather armor with chain sown on at the shoulders, a long knife sheathed at his waist. A short spear leaned against the wall beside the open doorway. He'd sworn to me and broken his oath. I had no sympathy for him. I turned my attention to the light-filled doorway and stepped inside. I didn't look down as I negotiated the next body. It could have been anyone. I was aware of Velentin sliding into the room behind me and skittering away into the shadows. My own attention was focused on the pattern. In its centre stood a cage just big enough to contain the cramped figure it held. The burning brands sent shadows skittering across his face. I didn't recognise him. A young man, not much more than a boy. From his tattered clothes I knew him for one of the refugees I had brought out of the Necromancers’ burning town. He shifted against the bars of the cage, trying to get leverage, his movements becoming frantic for a moment before he sobbed and ceased his struggles. I moved toward the pattern, taking in the rest of the room. Sapphire closed on him from the far side, another body in his wake. Around the hall were many other cages, some contained living people. Some held only shrunken remnants of bodies. It was hard to make out details. I didn't try too hard Focusing on the cage and the boy, I closed on the pattern, meaning to stride to its centre and drag him out.
"Don't enter the pattern!"
I checked at its edge and turned, looking for the place from which Duprane's voice had come. I found her. Velentin lay by the cage that held her, belly to the floor and whining. She was crouched down on hands and knees, filling the cramped space and just able to turn her head to look my way. 
"It's active?"
"Rope," she said, not answering. She painfully forced her bound hands hard against the narrow bars, pushing half a hand through so that she could point. "There's rope over there."
As I looked for the rope I considered how best to use it to get the boy out. I found where it lay in a scattered pool, casually discarded. I snatched up one end and began to organise it as fast as I could, turned and walked back toward the pattern, saw that Sapphire had positioned himself on the far side. Nodded, satisfied. It was the only way I could think of that this would work. I worked as fast as I could, untangling the length of rope, using my forearm as a measure and looping it from hand to elbow. I felt cold. The chill horror that I might not be fast enough, that the boy might shrink and shrivel before my eyes as he was consumed, as others had been before him. Finally ready, breath coming hard and fast, I took one end of the rope and tossed the rest toward Sapphire. He took a half step, snatched the unravelling end from the air and flipped the length of rope in one movement so that it fell behind the cage. Together we pulled it tight and then began to drag the cage across the floor. The wood shrieked as it scraped across the mosaic. I hauled as hard as I could, legs and arms shaking with the weakness that had come over me after the enhancements had worn off. I gritted my teeth and kept at it, keeping the pressure as even as I could. Sapphire made better progress and the cage spun slowly as it moved. Sapphire cleared the pattern on his side and turned to haul with just his arms, hand over hand. I caught the frantic gaze of the boy and he whimpered, forming words I only half understood. "Hurry. Please." I turned as Sapphire had done and began to haul hand over hand. It was faster, but not fast enough. Abruptly the boy gasped and then panicked in the cage. He thrashed wildly and began to howl. Moments later the cage was clear of the pattern and we dropped the rope. I moved forward as Sapphire, indifferent to the boy, turned calmly away and headed for the door. As I came close to the cage the boy turned his face my way. His eyes were filmed with cataracts and wept thin lines of foul green liquid. At the other pattern I knew that someone could suddenly see clearly, perhaps for the first time in years. I cursed them and leaned over the cage, working on the short length of rope that held the top secured. Bound as he was, he could not have forced his hands up past his own head, nor turned in the cage to be able to reach. It didn't take me more than a moment to free him, but he himself had been helpless to do it. I flipped the lid up and reached in, gripping him by the upper arms and lifting gently so that he came up onto his knees. He cried out with the pain of cramped muscles suddenly released. A moment later and I had his hands freed. Supporting him with one hand I reached in and cut the bounds around his ankles. I didn't say anything. I had nothing to say. He wept and shivered. I guess he had nothing to say either. I lifted him again, helped him step out of the cage, then pressed him gently down so that he could perch on the edge of cage. "Massage your arms and legs," I told him. "Try and get some feeling back into them."
"My eyes," he whispered. "I can't see."
"My healer will tend to that," I told him, and hoped that I was right. If not, I'd find some other way. Maybe tear those glass eyes out of Caliran's head and give the boy the use of them. If not that, something else. "Just wait here and get yourself ready to move," I turned and left him there, feeling grim about it but knowing I had not much time to waste. Caliran would know something had gone wrong here. The boy had been in the centre of the pattern. Some old man's cataracts had been healed, but not the rest of what ailed him. Caliran would know that something had gone wrong and either come here or send men to investigate. I wanted to be gone or at least ready to go before that happened.
A moment later I stood over the cage that held Duprane and worked to cut her free. "The centre of the pattern, what does it do?" I thought I knew but wanted to be sure.
"Merges the whole of one with another," Duprane sounded weak and frail as she answered. "More or less that. Some is left untaken. Skin, veins, blood, sunken eyes, thinned bone. If you want to know all of it go look at some of the remains."
I didn't. I lifted the lid of the cage and Duprane slowly moved to sit back on her heels. I wasn’t done with my questions and didn't immediately reach to cut her hands free. "If he intended that, if Caliran intended that, how come the boy lost just his sight?"
She didn't answer. After a moment I gently reached out my hand to her back and pressed her down, back into the cage. “I could leave you here, Duprane. I don't owe you anything."
Velentin growled close to my groin and I glanced at him. "Do you think you could take Sapphire down, Velentin? Would you care to find out?" The wolf whined, looked across the room to where Sapphire was busy cutting people free, knowing, I supposed, that I wouldn't leave them.
"Well?" I meant the question for both of them but gave my fullest attention to Duprane.
With a gasp of pain from her cramped muscles she gave it up. "The segments are active in a sequence across the pattern as the moon moves across the sky, larger and smaller numbers as the moon waxes and wanes, sometimes including the centre, sometimes not. And that is all I'm going to tell you about that."
"What happens to the... what happens to those who..." I couldn't find a way of saying it and gave up, letting off the pressure on her back so that she could rise.
"The recipients gain bulk," Duprane said as she sat back on her heels and extended her bound hands for me to cut. "The one at the standing stones would gain some height but more bulk. The boy weighs what? Ten stone? So the recipient would gain maybe nine stone in bulk and maybe as much as a foot in height. The boy is young, so the recipient would become younger, young enough to still be growing." I was almost glad to see her shudder at that. At least she still had some humanity left in her.
I was done with my questions. I had all I wanted to know. Possibly more. I cut the bonds that held her wrists and gave her the knife. I drew my sword as I crossed to the next nearest cage and began to move faster, just cutting the cage open and moving on. As I moved I counted the cages that I need not bother with. There were seven. At least they would be easy to spot. Whoever they were, that they would accept this was enough to make them enemies of mine and I would see them dead. And Caliran, regardless that that put Silgar in my path.
Duprane hobbled from cage to cage, following my lead and cutting the bonds of the young men, the boys who were bound within. Sapphire was faster and it wasn't long before I was awkwardly using the edge of my sword to cut bonds rather than open cages. The young men, boys in truth, were all of the Necromancers’ ilk. Thin, short, stunted and doubtless to Caliran's mind, useless and therefore expendable. I'd cut the last one free, a stoic young lad who climbed stiffly from his prison and glared around him, face pale with a mixture of anger and fear. I watched him limp across the room to a cage from which no one need be cut free. He leaned on it looking in. His shoulders heaved once but no sound of a sob came from him. I looked away. Velentin, I saw, had moved to the doorway and stood just outside, head lifted as he scented the breeze.
"What happened to the rest? The other wolves," I clarified as Duprane turned a puzzled look my way.
"Dead," she told me shortly. "They died trying to protect me, though I ordered otherwise. Only Velentin was wise enough to obey me."
I caught a glimpse of Velentin as he looked back at us and then away. "You plan to attack him?"
Her gaze was fierce but restrained as she looked at me. "No. He has a hundred with him, now with seven merged men. Velentin and I can't touch him. But the Plain Lords are coming, and they are my allies to some degree. With their help, and yours as you have given your word, I'll secure control of my Keep." She straightened her long back and rolled her narrow shoulders. "What do you intend?"
I glanced at the lad who was bent over one particular cage, a cage that I guessed had held someone he knew and now held nothing human. As my gaze came to rest on him he pushed away and looked about himself. His gaze lit on the body of a guard and he closed the distance purposefully. Still stiff from being bound, he bent and began to unbuckle the sword-belt the guard had worn. His purpose was clear and I left him to it. I turned my attention back to Duprane.
"I plan to kill the bastard," I told her. "No matter what it takes."
A low growl sounded from the doorway. I glanced around to see that Velentin backed stiff-legged into the room, hackles raised. Sapphire moved that way, fast and smooth, sword in hand. I glanced about the room, picked out the fourteen lads who stood huddled here and there. Most seemed uncertain of what to do, but two of them had followed the lead of the stocky youth and were arming themselves. The blind lad sat hunched and miserable where I'd left him. Duprane watched me and waited.
I glanced at the pattern and wondered briefly if there was a way to break it. I knew that Duprane would try and stop me even if I could think of a way. And there was no time. I'd done everything I could here. It was time to go. If we could.
I pointed out the blind lad to Duprane. "Bring him."
Without waiting to see if she obeyed, I went to the door. Sapphire had slipped through, gone to meet whatever threat approached. Velentin stood back from the doorway. The wolf looked to Duprane, maybe waiting for instructions. We couldn't wait. If we waited we could be trapped here. "We are heading for Darklake," I raised my voice just a little to be sure I was heard. "Keep close and keep moving." I passed the wolf. "Velentin, you are with me." I stepped through the doorway, blade first, and went down the steps as fast as I could, torn between the need for speed and silence. I didn't want to be standing there in full view. I wanted to be hidden in the darkness below, and time for my eyes to adjust. Nor did I want to clatter down the stairs, not knowing how far away any threat might be, or how aware of us they were already. At the bottom of the steps, I slipped into the gardens, straining to hear and see. The light from the doorway pooled around the steps, sent glints of reflection from leaves here and there, gave enough light to allow me to pick out the vague shapes of bushes and shrubs. I stepped among them. Even as I did so, I was aware that there was more light than the burning brands inside the Keep could account for, dancing across the gardens and in the branches of more distant trees. Low voices, footsteps and the jingle of chainmail brought my attention to the corner of the Keep. I couldn't tell how many were coming. Five? Ten? They were beyond the Keep, moving this way, not in any hurry but purposeful. It wouldn't be long before they rounded the corner. There was no sign of Sapphire. Velentin had followed me as far as the bottom of the steps, where he stood and looked back to where Duprane was leading the blind boy, the rest clustered behind her. Too slow.
"Shit," I hissed. I wasn't fit for this. My sword felt heavy in my hand. My armor weighed heavy on me. The enhancements had used me up and then fled, leaving me weak and shaky.
Duprane and the blind boy made their way slowly down the steps. I couldn't blame him for his hesitancy, or the fear the newly blind must feel. The others bunched up behind them. Frightened faces turned to the oncoming voices. One lad stopped and bent to the dead guard, straightened with a long knife in his hand. He looked at it with fierce intent, then to where the enemy would appear. My heart sank. It wasn't going to happen the way I wanted. They just weren't moving fast enough. Even if they started now it would be too late. The flickering light brightened steadily, voices and footsteps sounding louder by the moment. I could abandon them. I closed my eyes, just for a moment. I remembered the last time I had been here. Horses’ hooves that sounded out, that came closer, signalling a possible threat – but on that occasion it had been Balaran.
Not this time. 
If I waited here until the enemy turned the corner I could imagine what would happen. Give them a moment to see, another moment to react, then they would fan out and move in. Some of the lads would flee and some would turn to meet them. I could step out of concealment and take one or two, confident that Sapphire would do better, but some would close with the lightly armed lads who suffered still from their cramped confinement. Some of them would die.
Not this time.
I gave it up, stepped from my concealment and walked calmly toward where the enemy would appear. My feet crunched gently on the gravel as I walked through a world of shadow bordered by highlights of flickering light. I glanced back over my shoulder as I closed on the corner of the Keep. Duprane had made the bottom of the steps and the rest crowded down them. Not fast enough. Not by far. The low murmur of voices was close now, footsteps crunching on gravel. I put my left shoulder close to the wall then stopped. The light from torches shimmered across the bright gravel, throwing shadows ahead of it. A deep voice rumbled something and was followed by laughter that sounded confident but held an undercurrent of fear. I frowned to hear it. Shook my head, tried to concentrate on voices and footsteps, to guess how many there were. More than five, less than ten. Any moment now. I could practically smell them. I glanced back for the last time. Two of the lads were headed this way, weapons raised. A glimpse of movement to one side might be Velentin. The last of the boys were still at the top of the steps, then, with a nervous glance my way, the boy started down. 
Of Sapphire there was no sign. I turned back. In moments they would be in a position to see me. I set myself. Reached for my resolve and let it fill me just as the first of them came into view, maybe twenty feet out from the corner. He was big, taller than me and heavy. He held a wood axe lightly in one big hand. His gaze flickered to me. He was too far to reach and I could tell already that there were more just around the corner. If I moved I would be exposing my flank to them. I held still, forced myself to wait. Tense. Ready to move as soon as he began to react. The moment seemed to hang forever as he hesitated, failed to react, wasted the moment.
Then the rest appeared in a loose group, torches and weapons held casually as they rounded the corner en-masse. Bright light flared in my face and I was face to face with one of them. I was set for him. Ready. Sword point raised. He froze, opened his mouth, tensed to step back. Calmly, almost slowly, I thrust firm and accurate. The point of my blade hit the centre of his throat, slid deep, and met solid resistance as it touched bone. Someone shouted wordlessly. It wasn't him. I forced my gaze to slide from his eyes, widened in shock, somehow knowing he was going to die though he could have felt no hint of pain yet. I shoved him in the chest with my free hand and stepped forward among the suddenly chaotic mass of movement. Careful to keep my back to the wall I took in the enemy as a whole. Spear points dropped to block me. Two men faced me square, reacting defensively. Beyond them the big man had turned his back to me, blood spurted from a long wound across his spine. The rest a sudden riot of movement. I stepped to my right and swept my blade across one spear, knocking it aside and 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 point of another spear came fast and low and I turned so that it touched armor and was guided by me. I was too close to use the blade so I hammered a punch into his 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 touching my own groin. My slight forward momentum tripped me as he fell at my feet in the same moment that I tried to take a step. In an instant I was half kneeling on his back and half staggering as I tried to recover my balance. The breath came out of me explosively in a panicked snort of spittle. Hints of movement close to right and left. Instinct cut in and I gave it up, throwing myself backward, something tearing slightly in my leg. A breath of hot air from a fallen torch, the bright flash of a blade in the reflected light. I was on my back for a moment, surrounded by incoherent movement in the chaotic light. I rolled away and came to my feet. Something moved past me and I slashed at it wildly.
A frozen instant then. A head leapt into the air. A too small body half completed a step. Blood spurted powerfully in a jet that spattered the head from below as the body of the boy collapsed. A howl that maybe one day I would recognise as something from inside me.
Whatever happened after that happened in another world. To someone else.
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"We have to move."
I was nodding. I didn't know why I was nodding. I looked around, barely registering what I saw. Burning brands littered on bright gravel. Bright sheens of blood. There were bodies everywhere. Parts of bodies. I looked away from that. Light reflected from leaves and blooms. I focused on that for a moment. Wondered where I was. The garden. The Keep. I gave one more nod, finally realised that it was Sapphire who spoke and that he stood right in front of me. I saw the blood on his face. Felt the drying wetness on my own. I cleared my throat. It felt raw. The shouting. I heard an echo of my own voice in my mind. Then a cascade of images spilled through me, of a berserk madman filled with a frenzied fury, hacking wildly at anything that moved. Including, at the end, Sapphire, when only he and I were left. My body still ached from it, muscles exhausted.
I flexed my hands. They were both empty. I didn't want to think about that. In the distance there were shouts. The fighting had been heard. Caliran was reacting. I didn't want to know about that, either.
"We have to move," Sapphire said again.
I met his gaze, saw him study me and judge me. Seemingly satisfied, he pressed the hilt of my sword into my right hand. He had taken the sword from me when I had tried to kill him. When only he and I were left alive. I took the sticky hilt and reluctantly firmed my grip on it. Sapphire then laid one hand on my arm and calmly turned me away from the encroaching voices of a closing enemy. "We have to move now," he said.
I gave one final nod and started to walk away from the light. I went willingly enough, oddly numb, strangely calm. I picked up my pace, focused on the night in front of me and found a way through it. We fled, and part of me knew it wasn't just Caliran that I ran from. Just as part of me knew that you can't run away from yourself.
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"If we stay on the trail they are going to catch up," Sapphire's voice was as calm and certain as ever, both a guide and a comfort.
I staggered to a ragged halt. He was right and I knew it. I looked around and saw nothing but the darkness pressing in around me. I could hear the slight rustle of a breeze in the trees, the uneven drip of rain on the forest floor. Duprane and her charges were nowhere in sight. Ahead of us or away into the woodland, it made no difference. They were gone and there was nothing to be done about that. She and Velentin hadn't aided us, though; the thought touched my consciousness fleetingly. She had no loyalty to me; owed me nothing. I glanced behind us, saw the shimmer of torchlight, heard the pounding of feet on bare earth. Distant but closing. I was aware of Sapphire's hand on my arm. He held tight. He had been guiding me through the night. Now we faced each other, our breaths mingled with each exhale as he patiently waited. There wasn't time to wait. They were too many to fight. If there had been only one it would have been too many for me. I was a mess. I shivered, limbs weak, fatigue rather than vigour pumped sluggishly through my body. And my mind shied away from the half-formed thought of violence. Without a word, I turned and headed for the forest. At once Sapphire stiffened his grip and guided me away from my blindly chosen course. In a few moments we were through the undergrowth that bunched at the trail’s edge and into the open woodland under the dense canopy. Our footfalls crackled softly on the detritus of the forest floor as Sapphire steered me an uneven path that trended downhill. 
Behind us the footfalls sounded louder, torchlight flickered in the branches overhead. I imagined them, a group of who knew how many, bearing burning brands as they jogged along the trail in the misty rain, looked at the trail.
"The rain," I said.
"I know," Sapphire sounded impatient. "They may see where we left the trail and it doesn't matter. Tracking will slow them."
"Duprane," another half formed thought drifted through my fatigue blurred mind.
"Went a different way," he told me. "Quiet."
There wasn't anything I could think of that he hadn't already considered and decided upon, I realised.
Not that I was thinking clearly or well. Random thoughts surfaced as my mind drifted, unguided. I was glad of Sapphire, and not for the first time. No matter what happened he kept his mind clear, focused on the immediate problem as he dealt with it, an eye on the next, considering. The past for him was nothing. For me, the past was too much. I didn't want to face it, and that reluctance dulled my wits more than fatigue alone could account for.
"We should go back." If only we could.
By way of answer, Sapphire pulled me to one side and slowly but firmly pulled me down. "Quiet," he said again, but more softly. "There's nothing to go back for," he softly, mouth close to my ear. "If Caliran is not with them he will be on the move and there are too many."
I turned my head a little to look back the way we had come. Torches moved on the trail. Two dozen, three dozen. Too many. Footfalls sounded, regular, bunched to a blur of sound. Two hundred yards away or maybe more. We watched them pass for a time. "We are too far away to be seen," I said, but quietly.
"You assume," Sapphire said, voice even softer.
I wondered what he meant, then remembered. Caliran was a priest. Maybe he could see perfectly well with the aid of a temple spirit. Maybe his glass eyes saw better than natural eyes ever could. But he was old. They were moving fast. He wouldn't be able to keep up. He wouldn't be with them. Even as I thought that I knew I assumed again. Maybe he wasn't old anymore. Maybe he had stolen the youth of another. There were too many trees in the way for me to see clearly. Maybe he was there and maybe back at the Keep. Either way he was out of reach. Even if he was at the Keep he wouldn't be alone. Going back for him wasn't an option. There was no going back. I closed my eyes but only for a moment. As soon as I closed them, ugly images began to play against my closed eyelids. Better to keep them open and see nothing, or next to nothing. The light from the bunched torches moved steadily away, and had long since passed where we had left the trail.
"What do we do?" Sapphire asked.
Good question. I didn't have any answer, let alone a good one. Duprane and the boys we had rescued were on their own. I could only wish them good luck. I didn't want to think about them anyway, though I couldn't help but wonder which way they had gone and where Duprane was leading them. I shook my head in the dark. Tried to focus my mind on things that mattered. "Soon enough Caliran will know that Silgar hasn't passed on his message, that there is no rioting and disorder in Darklake as he planned."
"If she hasn't," Sapphire half agreed.
I wondered what he meant. How could she? She hadn't received the order; we had. She could hardly pass on an order she hadn't received. Unless she guessed what it would be. "If she guessed you would claim I was dead and knew what Caliran would order if he believed it..." I trailed off. You could tie yourself in knots thinking like that. Yet it was better than thinking of other things. "If I'm seen Caliran will know..." what? That she aided us? Not for sure, but he might guess. Think it through, I admonished myself. "If I am seen and word gets to him he will know that Silgar did not kill me as we claimed." What else. "He will know that we have a glass sphere, might conclude that we killed Silgar." So, best if he didn't see me, did not find out I lived. "If he sees Silgar, meets with her, he will expect her to have carried out his orders. She will not want him to doubt her..." I trailed off again; it was no use, trying to think from Silgar's point of view was just too much for me. "We go back to Darklake, either way," I decided. "My men have to be prepared to fight their way out or fight and hold."
Sapphire stood, pulling me with him. Without a word he began to lead me through the woodland. I let him lead and tried not to think. It wasn't hard.
 
#
 
There were too many lights in Darklake. Even at this distance I could see flickering shadows thrown against the walls of buildings within the town. There was too much movement. Fires burned and I'd no doubt people fought and died in the night. I was glad of the roaring water from the gorge behind us that drowned out any sound from the town. My people were killing each other and I couldn't stand to hear it.
"It's started!" I had to raise my voice over the thunderous sound behind us. We'd followed the ravine where the river cut deep and now stood above the torrent of water that gushed from one wall with such force that it crossed the ravine and struck the other.
Sapphire said nothing that I heard. I scanned the plain between us and Darklake. Nothing moved there. The trading post seemed calm. No lights moved on the plain. Caliran's men had not come here, or if they had they must have doused their torches to be less visible as they moved.
I stepped forward and Sapphire moved with me, guiding me in the darkness. "Can you get me in there without my being seen?"
 "Yes," he too had to raise his voice even though he was close. "But even if you are up to it, you won't like it."
It didn't matter how much I didn't like it; what mattered was not being seen. Caliran thought I was dead; on that basis he had made his move prematurely. I clung to the hope that he needed me dead before he attacked, that I could make a difference, bring ruin to his plan and peace to my people. Whatever his plans were, he must consider me to be a threat to them, or else he would not have needed me dead before he made his move. It must be so, even though I couldn't make sense of it.
As we moved on through the night, heading across the broken plain before Darklake, he explained what we would have to do. I wasn't sure if I was up to it. But I was sure that I didn't like it.
 
#
 
I threw up again. There wasn't much left in me so it just hurt my guts and made me more wretched than I already was. On my hands and knees, I stared at the soiled stone flags a few inches from my face. I shivered so violently that I thought I was going to throw myself off balance despite having four solid points of contact with the floor.
"Wusa madder wi'im?"
I recognised the voice. Hated it for reminding me where I was. As if I needed reminding. The stench was enough to do that. I retched again, my guts a knotted fist of pain. The freezing and sodden clothes I wore clung to my skin. Darklake had been colder than ice. And the sewer pipe stank beyond imagining. "Breathe through your mouth," Sapphire had said. "Hold your nose." It hadn't helped. Or maybe I'd forgotten. The cold had hit me like a hammer blow as we slowly slipped into the waters of the lake, far enough away to remain unseen, or so Sapphire had assured me.
Strong hands gripped me by the shoulders and pulled me slowly back so that I sat on my heels. I didn't resist. I couldn't have even if I'd gathered the will to try. A moment later my tunic covered my face as it was pulled over my head. It felt like I was drowning and the stench of it filled my senses. A convulsive heaving combined with Sapphire's efforts to wrench it over my head. I struggled weakly, to absolutely no effect. I was held still while the sleeves were pulled free. A moment later I felt what was clearly a damp towel being rubbed vigorously over my back and shoulders. It hurt. I hissed and tried to move away from it. A strong hand on one shoulder held me.
"Hold still."
I did. Sapphire had sounded impatient. Bastard. He hadn't thrown up. His teeth weren't chattering. He wasn't shivering. The man was inhuman. I tried to say something but it came out as an incoherent, chattering stutter. I gave it up, reached over my shoulder and grabbed what I thought might be a handful of towel. My hands were numb. I pulled the towel over my shoulder and wiped my face with it, trying to get the stink away from my nose. It didn't help much, so I gave it up and started on my arms and chest. My hands, I noticed in the flickering torchlight, were blue. My arms seemed to float randomly, unable to interpret or obey my intent. I concentrated on controlling them.
I leaned back as the old man who tended the latrines bent down to peer into my face. I tried to ignore him. He stank too.
"Wul 'e be a'wright?"
I heard the slap of soaking wet cloth striking the floor. "He's moving on his own isn't he?"
Bastard.
"A'wright."
I grabbed the towel in both unfeeling hands and put it to my head, arms so weak they barely made it that far. I started to try and get my hair dry. I'd already found out that if I closed my eyes I lost my balance, and I didn't want to be seeing the face in front of me.
"Oy wrong dry t'other clothes, soor."
The moment I sensed he'd moved away, I dropped the towel to my shoulder and started working there. 
"My thanks," Sapphire sounded sincere. "How long has this been going on?"
Arms next, I decided. At some point I was going to have to pull my trousers off and dry my legs. That seemed like a long time off. I became aware right then of what I had been hearing all along. Fighting in the streets; shouts and screams and running feet. The sounds of chaos, but not close enough to be a threat. It would have to wait. Even if I could do anything about it, it would have to wait.
"Af'er youse left 'ere." 
I gave a snort of almost laughter. Well, it hadn't started before we left, had it? We would have noticed. Still Sapphire seemed satisfied, or maybe just knew he'd get nothing more useful out of the old man. I started work on my chest.
"Stay here." Sapphire moved to the door, fully dressed and ready to move. He hesitated at the doorway for just a moment and then was gone.
I shuddered and carried on drying myself as best I could. Stay here, he'd said. As if I had any bloody choice. A thin thrill of anger ran through me, warming me slightly. I gritted my teeth to stop them chattering and fed the flame. Competent bastard. The anger warmed me as I breathed in and out with deliberate concentration; maybe this was how he coped with everything. Maybe he walked through the world hating everything and that's how he dealt with it. I forced myself to my feet and staggered to lean against a wall so that I could pull off my trousers. In a while I'd be dry and get fresh clothes on me. I was determined that when Sapphire returned he would find me ready and waiting.
When I tried to step out of my trousers I was reminded that I was wearing boots. That's when I started swearing out loud.
 
#
 
Pacing up and down isn't so satisfying when you have to keep one hand against the wall to stop yourself from falling. I didn't miss the weight of my armor; I'd regretfully stashed it beyond the walls before taking the plunge into the waters of the lake. There had been little choice in that. I doubt anyone could swim far weighed down by chainmail. Right now, I doubted my ability to walk had I been burdened by the weight of it. Every now and again I'd stop where a brazier burned in one corner and lean over it until the heat began to burn my thighs and groin, a clear signal that it was time to move again. I missed my armor. Not the weight of it, though. That would have dragged me to the bottom of the lake. I turned and paced away from the brazier. It felt like I had been doing this for a long time. I seemed to be getting the hang of it when footsteps sounded at the doorway and I turned to see Sapphire and two of my men slip through the doorway. Sapphire tossed me a hood. I dropped the thing, of course; at least the time it took to bend and pick it up gave me a chance to remember the soldiers’ names.
"No more saluting, Hetkla," I gave a token response and then pulled the hood over my head. "The official story is that I'm dead, Inesk." I was absurdly pleased that I'd gotten both their names right. "We are merely a couple of prisoners you are taking to the hall." I glanced at Sapphire. "I'll pass for a local with this over my head but you..."
Sapphire shrugged and shifted his posture. A moment later his features twisted and changed. The effect was subtle yet profound; I wouldn't recognize him by his face or the way he moved. I'd seen him wear that face once or twice before. No one would recognise him; at least, no one would recognise him as Sapphire. "Good enough."
"And then?" he asked.
"We know what Caliran plans," I turned to Hetkla. "Where are the hostages?" 
"In the main hall, Patron. On the centurion's orders."
Good. My messenger had made it back. "Drop the patron, sir, and commander as well. Have Resh Ephannan and his warriors made any move?"
"No. They watch, wait, but have made no move."
Of course not. That's what Caliran wanted the hostages for, to compel him to attack us. "Good enough. Get us back to the hall." I thought about it, where to place myself where I wouldn't be seen. After a moment, I decided that my best choice was the obvious one. "Take us to the suite of rooms where the hostages were kept, I think. Then have Parast meet me there." We would set a trap for Caliran. When he came for the hostages, we would be waiting.
On shaky legs, I headed for the door and passed out into the night. The smell of smoke hung heavy in the air and there were the sounds of running feet, the odd cry and clash of arms. I felt the pressure of fretful eyes upon us as we moved through the night. No one slept. I kept the hood close around my face. I didn't want anyone coming to me for answers.
I wasn't sure I had any.
 
#
 
It felt good to sit. I felt like a puddle of water poured into a bowl, like I'd melted there. On a low table in front of me there was food I'd hardly touched and wine that I'd gulped at before thinking better of it. A bowl of filthy water and a towel that wasn't as clean as it had been. My sheathed sword also rested there; it would need drying and oiling at some point, but that wasn't a task I relished.
Parast stood between me and the door, waiting. I was aware of Sapphire as he paced around the chamber, moving rugs and examining the floor. I knew what he was looking for and left him to it. The suite of rooms where the hostages had been held was incongruously empty, considering that I'd had a hard time getting here without stepping on anyone.
Parast made no comment but watched Sapphire, his curiosity aroused but held in check. We were in a small hall with the doors to eight bed chambers spread evenly around the walls. There was only one way in and out of the suite of rooms and it was open, with Hetkla on guard. Inesk had gone to seek out and bring Vesan and Seldas. Vesan because I needed a bit more energy than I had left in me, Seldas because I had a message for him to take to Resh Ephannan. I wanted the barbarian chieftain to know what Caliran planned; and that all I asked for the return of the hostages was that he stay out of it.
"How many people are still in Darklake?" I already knew the hall was packed.
"Perhaps as many as four thousand," Parast told me. "They are still leaving a handful at a time."
I didn't blame them. Darklake was not a safe place to be.
"When we are done here, bring all our men back to the hall and leave the town to fend for itself; the morning is soon enough to restore order.”
He didn't like it, I could see, so I began to explain. Caliran, the pattern, the constant subverting of loyalties that had been happening under our noses, his plans for the hostages and Resh Ephannan, Caliran's intent to spread our troops out through the town and keep them busy and distracted. Caliran's planned attack at dawn and the imminent arrival of the lords of Battling Plain.
When I was done he was silent for a moment, considering. "We could abandon the town entirely," he suggested. "Form up and march out of here, take control of the trading post and hold that. It would be easier to hold."
It would. I'd thought of it. But I was not sure of Treleth's loyalties, and having enemies inside the trading post did not strike me as much of an improvement. Aside from which, I was already facing charges when I returned to the city, and pushing Treleth into a position where he might act directly against me, where I would have to kill him, would just add one more to the list. But I didn't want to muddy the waters by explaining all that, so I gave a different reason. "And abandon those who have come here to seek our protection? No, we will hold the hall."
"If the hall is riddled with tunnels that Caliran can use to bring people inside our defences..."
"He doesn't know we are aware of the tunnels," I reminded him, "and we know where he plans to bring them..." I pointed to the floor.
"Set a trap for him here, where we know he will come," Parast tested the idea aloud. "Cut the head from the rebellion and it will collapse."
Vesan appeared at the doorway and I waved him over. "Exactly. Caliran plans that when the Plain Lords arrive he will be the only man to negotiate with. I plan the opposite. So far, it's looking like a draw. Duprane is still free and alive," though I had no idea where, "and so am I." I gave a slight smile. "I'd be happier about things if Caliran was dead before they arrive."
Vesan had crossed to my side and was taking my pulse, examining me with a critical eye. "I know what you are going to ask and I'm not going to do it."
My smile faded to a frown as I gave him my full attention. "I can rest later," I told him, irritably.
"You picked up a concussion at Learneth, were recovering from burns received at the Eyrie, and before that you were tortured and starved at Undralt. You don't have any reserves left in you. More enhancements now would probably kill you."
"I am not going to sleep through tonight," I told him. My head swam and I could barely keep my eyes focused.
"And I'm not going to risk killing you by casting further enhancements. If I heal you again it will only be because you'll bleed out if I don't. Your body can't take any more. You need to rest, eat, sleep, build up some reserves."
I closed my eyes. Decided it was a really bad idea and forced them open again. "Think of something you can do," I told him.
He did me the courtesy of pretending to think about it as he stepped away and looked me over, shook his head. Then he shrugged. "Eat and sleep for an hour, then I'll decide. I may cast a low level vitality spell but nothing more. It'll burn up what you've eaten and when it wears off you won't have any choice but sleep," he told me.
The plate of food seemed a long way away but I pulled myself straight and reached for it. Dumping it in my lap I grabbed the first thing to hand and began to eat mechanically. 
Vesan settled on a couch, seemingly intent on watching to be sure I ate enough to suit him. The only way I could force the food down was with more wine. I concentrated on the task and remembered a time when I'd no responsibilities, a time when I wasn't responsible for anything. The only decisions I'd had to make were which book to read next, where to drink, and how to get enough money to do both. There are people who are inclined to take up a burden of responsibilities and I'd come to the conclusion that I wasn't one of them. After this was over, after I'd returned to the city, I determined that I would go back to my old, simpler life. After the trials were over, of course. Maybe I'd be exiled. That would be the end of any false hopes for public office and a distinguished career, no matter how late started.
"What is he looking for?"
I looked up, resumed chewing and glanced to see that Vesan watched Sapphire at his task. I swallowed the mouthful I'd been chewing and explained about the water-filled tunnels that Silgar had made, and how Caliran made use of them. Then I told him the rest of it.
Vesan considered for a moment then pulled free the six carat stone he wore as a pendant around his neck. "If you'd told me sooner," he muttered, brow furrowed in concentration as he slipped the chain off his neck. He held it up and let the stone dangle from the chain.
If I had known sooner I might have told you sooner, I nearly retorted, but luckily my mouth was full. Apart from a few cantrips, I knew nothing much about magic. It suddenly occurred to me that if my concussion was more or less healed I might be able to use them again; the hot oil I could spit from the stone in my forehead would have been useful once or twice in the past couple of days; maybe I'd try it out, when I was feeling a little less of a mess. The extraneous thought was wiped from my mind by the flash of non-light that heralded the use of magic.
Nothing appeared to happen. I watched Vesan as he peered at the hanging pendant for a few silent moments. I noted his frown, saw him shake his head in irritation before he spoke. "Not within forty feet of this spot."
"You're sure?"
He gave me a reproachful look. "Of course I'm sure, I wouldn't have said it otherwise. There is no running water within forty feet of where I'm sitting."
"So move." I leaned forward, suddenly anxious. Sapphire passed me, heading for the door. "Find the tunnels." I put the plate on the table and started to struggle to my feet. "Find the closest entry point and we'll set a trap there..."
Vesan laid his free hand on my arm to stop me. "I will, if you stay here and eat, and then sleep. Nothing is going to happen till moonset, you say, and you are going to be no use to anyone if you don't rest."
I gave it up. He was right. I felt as capable as an abused kitten. "So go with Sapphire and Parast," I collapsed back into the chair and turned my attention to the centurion. "Bring our men back to hold the hall, and make damn sure there are enough men to take Caliran when he does make an appearance. The last thing I need is Resh Ephannan forced to act against us."
They went, leaving Hetkla guarding me. Not that I felt like I needed it. Or the food, for that matter. What I needed most was sleep. Still, Vesan would check my plate to see if I'd followed his instructions, so I forced myself to take it back into my lap and eat. I'd barely finished that when Seldas made an appearance, complete with a couple of his armed clients. Inesk was with him, and there was Hetkla at the door. They admitted Seldas, but kept the clients outside. I was glad of it; I wasn't feeling very trusting at the moment and caught myself searching Seldas' face for signs that he had been affected by the pattern. Not that I was sure what I was looking for. Whatever it was I didn't find it and so put my paranoia aside. I had a message for Resh Ephannan, and wanted news of Elendas.
"Elendas is well," Seldas said, taking the seat recently vacated by Vesan, "but refused to return, saying he was achieving more where he was."
I didn't know what to make of that, but was loathe to just put it aside. "Did he seem coerced?"
"Tense," Seldas admitted, "but that is true of all the chieftains gathered with Resh Ephannan. They are concerned for the safety of their wives, sisters, daughters and children. Ephannan silenced the most actively aggressive chieftain by choosing that his daughter be the one released from among the hostages. Still, some press that force be used, others see Elendas as a bargaining chip and counsel patience, but Resh Ephannan openly gave him permission to return if he so desired. Elendas refused, possibly concerned for his own people who have gathered at the chieftains’ camp, seeking his protection."
I could see his position and sympathise with it. Even had I not, I would just have to live with it for now. I related as much as Seldas had to know of the situation and bade him tell Resh Ephannan that though Caliran planned to use the hostages to force him to act, I had no such intention. "But remind him who he will face if he attacks us, and that the enmity of the city is assured should he do so."
Seldas inclined his head, calmly accepting his instructions, though I could see the hint of concern in his expression.
"There's something else?"
He frowned thoughtfully. "It may be nothing, Patron, but one of my clients reported a rumour amongst the people out there," he made an offhand gesture of dismissal. "It's probably nothing, yet I should report that there is a possibility that some of the chieftains have sent for more warriors to join them here..." he trailed off uncertainly."It is hard to be sure how effective such a call would be or how soon it might be answered but I thought you should know of it."
I resisted the urge to close my eyes and groan in despair. No matter how bad things got, they could always get worse. More hot-headed young warriors gathered with Ephannan and the other chieftains could tip the balance in favour of direct action. I was tempted to send the hostages out and bid Ephannan be gone, and would have if I could be sure that he’d take all the rest with him. "How many could arrive, and how soon?"
Seldas considered. "The worst... a hundred, possibly more. When, that would depend on when the call was made, which may have been even before they set out to travel here."
I had a sudden vision of over a hundred more young warriors encamped scant miles away, chafing at the bit and eager for action. It wasn't a comforting thought. And I hadn't a spare man to send as scout; nor could I be sure that sending a scout past Resh Ephannan would not be negatively interpreted. There didn't seem to be anything immediately to be done about the situation. The most important thing was to keep the hostages safe, and I trusted to Parast, Sapphire and Vesan to do that.
"You look tired, Patron," Seldas said smoothly. "You should get some rest."
I nodded absently, and waved a dismissal, barely aware of the ironic understatement. "I'll rest now," I told him.
As I watched him go, I reached for the last of the food, and took some wine to wash it down with. I considered making for one of the bed chambers, but the couch was closer and looked just as comfortable. I barely made it, rather more passing out than falling asleep.
 
#
 
Images of violence danced in the back of my mind, kept at a distance by my own unconscious decision not to think or remember. I drifted like smoke, aware yet unable or unwilling to focus.
"Can you hear me?"
I didn't want to hear the voice so I drifted away from it, deeper into the shadows of the library, past shelves of books shrouded in darkness. I couldn't feel anything. Maybe I dare not feel anything. There was darkness, and hints of light that I turned away from. Each time I turned away the light shifted so that it was in front of me. Candles forming twin pools of light, illuminating a desk, and seated behind the desk a figure I recognised and was drawn to but, like everything else, did not dare face.
"Sumto?"
Darkness as I turned and fled the voice, then light as I found that the figure behind the desk was before me once more. Her face was lovely, full of a gentle innocence that burned me like the sun. I didn't want her looking at me, seeing me, so turned away once more.
"You need to know about this, Sumto, so stop moving and listen."
There was no running away in a dream, I realized. No hiding. I gave up, turned and looked at her. Really looked. Somehow she looked older, more mature, more... I shied away from the thought. She looked now like a woman, and somehow I was sure she had taken someone to her bed. Envy and anger welled up in me, and pain burned deep in reaction. She wasn't mine. She would never be mine. Someone else’s.
"You asked about the Speculative Histories," she reminded me. "I heard of them, hints anyway. They are also known as the Unwritten Histories."
"Is it safe to tell me? What about the oath?"
She gave a quirky smile, almost derisive. "I circumvented the oath; every time I break it a rat dies." She shrugged. "I'd hardly be telling you if it weren't safe for me to do so. Whether it is safe for you to hear it, that's another matter."
I shrugged. "So tell me."
I watched her frown, her gaze both considering and appraising. Her voice was also considering, as though she wanted to say something else but thought better of it. "The Speculative Histories relay not events but the political manoeuvrings behind them. There's no proofs offered, just a pattern of hints and clues, movements and outcomes. The theory is unproven, and any one event is easily dismissed, but taken as a whole the..." She must have noticed how little attention I was paying. "It comes down to this; factions regularly arise within our own assembly, amongst either the patrons or knights. The extremists in opposition inevitably move toward war, civil war in effect, but these civil wars are fought in secret and outside the provinces. The bulk of the Patrons stay out of such conflicts, and would unite against any that threatened stability, that threatened true civil war."
I can't say I was surprised, and said so. That factions came into conflict politically was well known, that war is just an extension of politics is a given.
"You are missing the point, Sumto. It's the consequences that matter, not the fact. These wars are covertly carried out in other lands, don't you see? Started by us for our own ends, manipulating events, bring war to others to resolve our own political differences. You know the consequences of war to the people."
I had a fair idea. Troops need to be fed. War brings famine as sure as fire brings ash. Innocents suffered even if they didn't get caught up in the fighting.
Wait a minute. "Are you saying that the war against the Alendi... that the Necromancers were encouraged to bring the Alendi and others to make war on us? That this whole conflict is the result of two political factions resolving their differences?"
She worried at her lip. "It looks possible, if the theory is correct. That theory is what the Speculative or Unwritten Histories are all about. Provoke a nation to war against an ally of the city and inevitably certain specific individuals will move to counter the enemy. The assembly itself rarely becomes involved. If some other patrons or knights covertly aided our enemies the political opponents might be eliminated in the conflict. Those on both sides of the political conflict trying to kill each other in a foreign war they themselves started to mask their actions. Any deaths would be unattributable, thus preserving the illusion of unity and a purely political resolution to the point in contention. Dead people can't vote, or push forward their political agendas, or..."
"Wait." My head was swimming. For a moment I was lost in the complexity, consequences crashing in from all sides, but then it all became clear for a moment that bordered on revelation. It would all make more sense if it were two nations, each too powerful to oppose each other openly, instead using proxy nations to fight for them to resolve points of contention. But we are one nation, one people, one body politic. If this were true, then we warred amongst ourselves but made others suffer the consequence, mere tools of our political squabbling. Using weapons like the Plain Lords, kept isolated as a matter of policy, and brought out by one family or another, one faction or another, as needed. "That would be an abomination," I rejected the idea. "My father would never be a party to that." I didn't like him, but he wasn't evil, and there was no other word I could think of for this monstrous idea. 
"Maybe not, but he can't be ignorant of it, though I don't doubt many are..." she trailed off for a moment, head cocked to one side, considering. “Maybe he isn't a party to it, though. Why did you join up in the first place?"
The point of her question struck home. My father hadn't sent me here, he had sent Sapphire after me, yes, but he had nothing to do with me being in the north. That responsibility lay with Yuril Kelenthis Terian, my sister’s new husband. He had threatened me, coerced me to join the army heading north. I gave a small contemptuous snort, imagining how I would now react to such a threat and amazed I'd so meekly caved to his will. In any case, I'd assumed at the time that his motives were purely to do with his own reputation, which would be tainted by association with a ne'er-do-well like myself. Now his motives took on a more sinister tint. Had he sent me here to serve his own ends, to die in such a way that he could not be implicated? But that made little sense; if he was marrying into the family he must surely be an ally? I shook the thoughts away and returned my attention to Jocasta. I was starting to tie myself in knots again and none of this would be resolved until I returned to the city and confronted my father. Whatever he knew I resolved to learn from him. I thought of all the Alendi and others who had died and been taken as slaves just to resolve a political spat between two rivals in the Assembly of Patrons. It was an obscenity. And I had been made part of it.
If it were true. "Is there any proof?"
Jocasta gave a light shrug, her gaze dropped to the open book in front of her. "They are not called the Speculative Histories for no reason, Sumto."
It didn't matter. I knew it was true. Nothing else made sense. I already guessed there were factions at play here. Already knew that Silgar had been paid by my father not to kill me; that the Keeps had been kept out of the official histories, that every knight and patron here had hidden agendas and secrets of their own. Apart from me, a dupe, a tool in the hands of others. What was it Elendas had told me? Knowledge is power, but that so is ignorance; that the difference is that ignorance is power in the hands of another.
The thought depressed me and I opened my mouth to say so when a scream wrenched me from the dream and I came awake already moving.
 
#
 
One foot came down on the table as I rolled off the couch. Everything on the table shifted, the empty bottle of wine fell and rolled away. Bleary-eyed, my gaze lit on my sword and I steadied myself, caught my balance and snatched up the blade. As I pushed myself to my feet, wobbling on shaky legs, I shook the blade free and let the sheath fall to the floor. Screams, shouts and the clash of arms sounded from nearby. Closer still, the echo of running feet. Barely able to focus, eyes stinging with fatigue, I headed for the door where Hetkla and Inesk stood, swords drawn, both tense and aware.
Inesk had half turned my way, taken a step into the room. "The hall," he said, as soon as he was sure he had my attention. I closed on him as fast as I could.
"How long," I struggled to articulate the thought through a fog of fatigue, "did I sleep?"
"Barely," he let me pass.
I wasn't sure why it mattered and didn't have time to think about it. "The hostages," I barked as passed into the corridor. I glanced about, struggled to get my bearings through a fog of exhaustion. Right, past the passageway that led to the treasury, a straight corridor to the hall. It wasn't far. Hetkla was already on the move and we followed close behind. Dim light made everything unclear but there were a mass of people in the corridor ahead of us, heading for us, and a riot of movement beyond them.
Soon the crowd threatened to engulf us. I put my back to the wall and set myself against the press. Across from me, Hetkla had done the same. Beside me, Inesk cursed in a low monotone, chafing at the delay. All I could do was press against those who tried to push me back and take slow half steps the way I wanted to go. Hetkla fared no better and we slowly inched our way forward. I seethed with frustration but there was nothing else to be done. I leaned into the task and moved as best I could against the tide of humanity that pushed against me. I could hear the violent struggle ahead of us but there was no way to get there any faster.
A boy stumbled and fell at my feet. I reached down, grabbed him by the shirt, hauled him up and pushed him past me. I grabbed the corner of the wall and levered myself into the hall.
Just at that moment there was a flash like lightning and a deafening crack of thunder that both blinded and deafened me for a moment.
A crescendo of screams and curses followed but the pressed melted away and I staggered clear, tripped and stepped on something soft and yielding. I caught my balance, as my senses cleared and I came up from a crouch, blade raised instinctively before me. I could see bodies scattered across the floor, had almost fallen over one. The main fight was focused in and around the far corner of the hall. I caught a glimpse of Sapphire as he cut a ruthless path to where the shadow was dense, to where Silgar was masked by the darkness she had wrapped around herself. Within the gloom that spread out from her, I could see dim figures swirling, punctuated by glints of reflected light from armor or helm. Across the floor of the hall several of my men lay scattered, downed and bloodied, dead or too badly wounded to move. I resolved that if Caliran was here, masked by the shadow Silgar had brought, I would pass into it and kill him. A painful, slow burning anger gave me the strength I needed and I forced myself away from the wall. After the first few steps, Hetkla and Inesk passed me on either side. Enhanced, they moved faster than I could. Together they passed into the mass of shadow and became a part of the chaotic scene before I had more than half crossed the hall. Anger and determination were all that kept me on my feet and moving.
A soldier staggered out of the shadow and caught his balance. He clamped a hand to a wound at his side, set himself and moved back into the fight.
I took two more steps.
I caught a glimpse of the healer, Vesan, where he leaned against a wall. His flesh was charred and his clothes smouldered. I couldn't tell if he was dead or alive.
I jumped a prone body that lay in a spreading pool of blood.
Two bulky forms bundled a woman into a half-seen hole in the floor. A glimpse of Caliran behind them, his glass eyes unnaturally bright, one hand wreathed in the pale flame of a spirit bound to his will. Inesk downed his man and turned to Caliran and his two massive guards.
I slipped on blood and fell to one knee, pushed myself up and on.
The pale flame in Caliran's hand flickered and faded. One of the big men helped lower him into the hole as the other drew a sword and turned to cover his escape. Inesk stepped in to engage the bigger man, dodged a powerful overhand blow. His own blade rolled over the bigger man's arm and he scored a neat cut that opened his enemy’s throat.
I closed the distance, vision further dimmed as I entered the shadowed area.
The man Inesk had cut staggered back, free hand clamped to his throat in a futile attempt to hold back a cascade of blood, sword held in front of him in a feeble defence. Inesk neatly switched his sword from one hand to the other as he turned away, slashed almost casually, opened a wound the length of his opponent’s forearm, effectively disarming him. Inesk's attention was already elsewhere as he stepped into the deeper shadow around Silgar.
Nothing stood between me and the hole down which Caliran had escaped. My attention was fixed there, determined that he would not escape, that he would not take the hostages which were all that kept Resh Ephannan from becoming my enemy. I was four paces away. Still, I had no intention of going after him alone. "Inesk!"
Inesk dropped into a crouch and spun, blade flashing to guard, ready to attack or defend. A great gush of water leapt from the hole two paces in front of me and washed out over feet. I let my instructions to bring men after me die on my lips. I stood a moment and looked down into the hole through which Caliran had fled, saw that it was now filled with roiling water, knew I hadn't the courage to go into that, even though Caliran and his men must surely not be far away and must be protected from it, must even now move through tunnels beneath our feet, surrounded by a pocket of air, holding the water at bay.

I looked up. The dense shadow seemed to wash against the nearest wall and dissipate. In the sudden natural flicker of light and shadow I saw only Sapphire. He glared at the wall, chest heaving. Blood soaked his clothes and dripped from his hair, ran down his legs.
I looked back down the hole, at the cold, fast moving water. If I hadn't tasted Darklake in the night, maybe I could have forced myself into it. Maybe if I weren't exhausted; maybe if I didn't have a clear memory of Sapphire, soaked and beaten bloody by a brief encounter with the flooded tunnels.
The big man who Inesk had fought leaned against the wall, slid down it until he sat, legs splayed. His eyes were wide, fixed on me. I could make out his features now and half recognised them; a man I had seen but whose name I could not remember, made youthful by a melding with some unknown child. One hand was clasped to his throat, blood frothed between his fingers in a weak, irregular spurts; the other arm raised in mute appeal and raining blood on the floor. I turned away, indifferent to his plight.
Parast stood beyond Sapphire, amid a small cluster of soldiers who methodically finished off the wounded enemy. The centurion appraised the situation, taking in both wounded and dead. I followed his lead, noted three of our men down and not moving. Another sat on a bench, elbows on knees and one arm clamped to his side, a red stain grew there and blood pooled on the bench. Fresh soldiers flooded the hall, began to tend to the wounded, exchange a word here or there. I could still hear hurried footsteps, the odd voice raised throughout the hall, fearful or questioning, reassuring or seeking reassurance. My gaze drifted over the enemy dead, and one or two men whom I could not identify as either ours or theirs, then Vesan at the far side of the hall. He sat with his back against the wall, charred clothes still smouldering. He didn't move. His eyes were open but he saw nothing.
Sapphire sheathed his sword, failed on the first attempt. He limped over to stand close, his attention focused on the water that churned three feet below us at the bottom of the square shaft. He was covered in blood, far more than even the several small wounds he bore could account for. I had counted eleven dead of the enemy and wondered how many of those were down to him.
"Forget it," I said. "I'm not going down there, and neither are you."
He nodded absently then began to methodically check his wounds.
"Vesan is down," I told him.
He shrugged and peeled off his shirt. A knife appeared in one hand from somewhere and he began cutting the garment into strips. I could see it wouldn't serve, blood soaked as it already was. A wound on his upper arm bled too much for any bandage to staunch. "Here," I tossed my blade on a nearby table and stripped off my own tunic. He passed me the knife without a word and stood impassive while I made bandages and bound the wounds as best I could. I left the wound in his arm and another at his hip. Too deep; bandages wouldn't serve.
"Silgar again."
"She was already here. She had deepened the shadows, masked what they were about. The guards here slept; everyone slept. They just carried the hostages here," he pointed down at our feet, "and no one was awake to oppose them."
"So you and Parast pitched right in, thinking you were enough for all... how many? Twenty?"
He glanced at me and then away again. "Parast called an alarm, but we didn't wait. Everyone woke as we fought. The soldiers redeemed themselves," he glanced meaningfully at the dead. "Parast did well. They all did well."
"Caliran?"
"Silgar guarded him. Vesan cast a spell or two, but with so many in the hall there wasn't much he could do. Battle magic isn't meant for this kind of fighting. But then Caliran dropped him with a bolt of lightning from some spirit that filled his hand."
I glanced at Vesan. He was attended by two men. One of them held him, the other held his hand, the necklace that held his stone dangled uselessly from it. I knew what the soldiers hoped, saw at once that they knew their hope was empty. Without a healer men would die who need not. I turned my attention back to Sapphire. He bled freely from the two deep wounds at hip and upper arm. "She nearly had you," I commented as I cast around to see who was close. With Vesan dead, Sapphire's wounds would need more mundane attention.
"And I her," he replied, dryly. "Next time we'll end it, one way or the other."
Inesk stood close to us. He warily eyed the hole over which we stood, as though expecting something to emerge from the water at any moment. "Get me needle and thread," I told him. He moved at once to obey.
"I'll do that myself," Sapphire told me, his voice flat.
I watched him as he followed Inesk, and wondered if there was anything I could do to make sure that he and Silgar never met again. Considering how little I was able to affect events, it seemed unlikely. Caliran's plans were advancing, and my efforts to counter him failed at every step. Even knowing what he planned I was unable to stop him. The hostages would now be used to coerce Resh Ephannan to action, joining a coherent attack at dawn... I ruthlessly cut that thought down. It wasn't moonset yet and Caliran had made a successful play for the hostages; how could I be fool enough to assume he would wait till dawn to attack? I worried at it, tried to recall exactly what he had said to Sapphire, thinking he was instructing Silgar. Thinking I was dead, he had said, "At least that's done. Alert the captains, have them arm. Have them keep the citymen busy, spread them thin. By moonset I'll be done here. Meet me then and we will take Resh Ephannan’s people out of the hall and gift him with one of them." Well, the captains were alerted, his people in the town had begun to act to keep us occupied. Silgar had met him, helped him take the hostages, sooner than we had thought he would.
I heard Parast issue my orders to bring all our men into the hall, effectively abandoning the town and its inhabitants to their own devices. Resh and his people would receive their token hostage from Caliran and doubtless bow to his will. They would enter the town and join Caliran's people, adding their numbers and increasing the threat to us. I looked around the hall and noted the civilians who had not made it out during the fighting. They gathered in the corners, comforting each other as they waited to see what happened next.
What would happen next?
"We will attack at dawn and finish the rest. When the Plain Lords arrive I want this ended. They will find only me here and accept me as the guardian of this Keep with a puppet chieftain in Darklake." Caliran aimed to meet the Plain Lords as the sole inheritor of the Keep, but Duprane was free to act. If Caliran kept to his aims he would try and hunt her down, would even now have some of his people assigned to the task.
I frowned as I worked at the thought, tried to bring it into focus. If that were the most important thing to him, would he not have gone after Duprane first? Surely he would, and take his best asset with him to be sure of success. But both he and Silgar were here. It wasn't his primary goal. Then what was? What else had he said?
"Tomorrow I'll have the money to pay you what you asked and you can head south. Agreed?" 
Money.
Parast came to stand in front of me, his presence demanded my attention and I reluctantly gave it. "Centurion?"
"Patron, if Caliran can enter the hall where and when he pleases, our position here is compromised."
I gave an absent nod. It was true. Caliran could breach our perimeter and attack from within. He wanted the hostages and had come into the hall and snatched them away. A sudden audacious raid, coming up from under our feet to take what he wanted and slip away. My attention drifted away from Parast and I imagined Caliran pushing aside a flagstone within the treasury. Could he think to control the hostages and still have his men get the money? Could he really be that bold?
Parast shifted slightly, as if doubtful he had my attention. "With Vesan dead, and our perimeter breached, I would suggest that our position here is untenable."
I calculated distance. He could be there now, under the treasury as the spirit he commanded held back the water. The hostages couldn't go anywhere. The water trapped them and his men would be in the treasury above. Right now the hall was in disarray; were the guards stationed outside the treasury even there?
I calmly took my sword from the table and began to drift in that direction. It wouldn't take but a moment to leave the hall and glance down the corridor to check.
"Patron?" Parast questioned me.
"I'm listening," I reassured him. "What do you suggest?" I asked him, absently, still thinking and acting through a fog of fatigue.
"Vesan is dead and we have no magical support."
I glanced at the dead healer as we passed him. There was no doubt of that, nor did I have any illusions about what a disaster it was for our position and for the morale of the men.
"We have lost control of the town and enemies can enter the hall unpredictably."
The place might be riddled with Silgar's tunnels. Caliran could move through them, and we could not. I knew that too.
"We shelter people here with no clear idea if they are ally or enemy, and their loyalties might change without warning."
Especially if it looked like we were losing, I thought.
"We are isolated and vulnerable in what has become hostile territory. I suggest that we act accordingly. I suggest we abandon both the hall and the town," he sounded more urgent. The loss of Vesan changed everything. "The trading post is secure..."
"I am doubtful of Lendrin Treleth's loyalties," I told him.
That rocked him but he recovered fast. "Then I suggest we head north and re-join the second century. With magical support and sufficient men we can re-assess the situation and act with some confidence."
Further down the corridor, nervous faces looked our way. I had promised to protect them and failed. I had held out the promise of freedom and wealth, and failed.
"If we abandon Darklake, Caliran takes it unopposed. Resh Ephannan and the other clan chieftains will enter the town, solidly under Caliran's control. Lendrin Treleth will have his loyalties further tested and whichever way he turns, the trading post and all there are with him. Caliran sifts the people here, friend from enemy, and how will he deal with his enemies? Then, perhaps the Plain Lords arrive while we are absent, and finding only Caliran here, negotiate with him and unite against us. Now, tell me again why we should abandon Darklake to its fate," I stopped and looked down the long empty corridor at the treasury door, "but first, tell me why the treasury is unguarded."
Parast stood close beside me. "They will have reacted to the alarm" he dismissed my concern. "Doubtless they will return soon enough. The hall is not a good place to defend," he returned to the point he considered more important. "There are too many people here and no room for manoeuvre. Any serious fighting here would be a bloody mess. We would be better served by leaving the town and building a temporary fort outside, or hold the pass and wait there for Meran and our second century."
"And what about the people here who look to us for protection?"
He lowered his voice and leaned close. "They are not your primary concern, Patron. Getting your command out of here in one piece is."
I gave him my full attention, then. Noted the tension around his eyes, saw the set of his jaw, a hint of anger in his eyes. I tried to put everything aside, to see the situation from a purely military perspective. He was right; we were surrounded by potential enemies, maybe even here within the compound of the hall; and they were growing in numbers. On top of that, Caliran had a way to move within our defensive position with impunity and bring forces to bear where ever he chose. The situation had deteriorated to the point where it was untenable. And our healer and battle mage, our one essential man who gave us the edge over any enemy, was dead.
I pointed with my sword. "If we cut off the head of our enemy, the opposition will wilt."
Parast looked down the corridor to the treasury. He swore. "You think he's in there now?!"
"He is," I was sure of it. "He has been plotting and scheming, building opposition and acting against us under our noses the whole time. It's what he does." I imagined him laughing to himself as he stole our wealth while we licked our wounds and recovered our balance. "Go gather some men. Quietly."
He hesitated. "And if we don't get him here and now, then we leave and hold the pass."
He hadn't made it a question. He was pushing it. "You really think it's that bad?"
"Commander," he answered without inflection, "we can't hold here."
I nodded. "So we won't," I told him. "Now get some men and maybe we can end this."
"There's only one door," he reminded me.
"So we go in hard and fast and get in amongst them before they are aware of it."
"It's locked."
I gritted my teeth and closed my eyes against frustration and fatigue and anger. To take the time to find Orasin and the key wasn't an option. "So we kick it in." The men were enhanced, not one of them should have a problem with doing what needed to be done. "Now go."
He went.
I slipped silently down the hall. I could hear movement within. The chink of coins as sacks of money were moved. A low chuckle. A hissed command. The scrape of wood on stone as a chest was lifted and passed down into the tunnel. 
The bastard was stealing my money.
I gripped my sword and glared at the door. I set myself to wait. It wasn't easy. I wanted to kick the door in myself. Tension as much as fatigue made me shake. I set my balance, imagined the kick, booted foot planted solidly on the lock. I leaned forward slightly, attention suddenly fixed on the lock itself. And the key. The key was in the lock. I drifted a half-step forward as the door abruptly opened half-way and Orasin leaned out into the corridor. He saw me and froze. I didn't. His mouth opened to shout an alarm and his hand reached for a knife at his belt. At the same time he made to step back and close the door. He didn't make it; his panicked reactions were his undoing. I put my sword deep in his belly, gripped his tunic with my free hand, went with the thrust and pushed the blade deeper. At the same time I forced him back into the room, shouldered the door wide open. I felt spittle on my face. His eyes widened, and he gasped and wheezed and clawed feebly at my arms and chest. Behind him, clearly visible in the light of a lamp, were a handful of men, each burdened by a sack or chest. In the centre of the room a flagstone had been lifted to reveal a shaft from which issued the faint sound of churning water, doubtless held back by Caliran's magic.
Heads turned my way. I held a dying man. They held sacks and chests of coin. I was armed. They were many. I had surprised them. They wouldn't stay surprised for long. The scene held static for a moment. Then I pulled my blade free, a spatter of blood coming with it and a gust of hot gas that stank. Part of me was horrified, but that part seemed far away as a cold certainty washed over me. I shoved Orasin hard and he staggered back limply; his hands moved ineffectually to stem the tide of blood that washed down his belly and legs. The back of his calves hit a chest and he buckled at the knees. He fell backward, one hand flailing for balance. None of it would save him. His near dead weight struck one of the two men close to the opening and knocked him off balance. He clasped the weight of the sack to his belly and took a step over the shaft, caught his balance and hesitated. I had already moved, two quick paces into the room brought me close enough to strike at a man to my right. He lifted a sack of coins and my blade sliced it open, taking off two of his fingertips. Coins cascaded at my feet as he leapt backward, dropped the sack, reached for a weapon with his mutilated hand, only when his grip failed did he look and see why. It was almost the last thing he saw; the last thing was my blade as it flashed in front of his eyes and slid deep into one socket. He fell without making a sound. As I recovered from the thrust and turned, my footing went sour, coins sliding under my foot. I fell, landed heavily across his body. As I rolled away, trying to get my feet under me, something hit my hard on the back of the head.
It felt like a sack of coins.
It was the last thing I felt. Not quite the last thing I heard, though. That was Caliran's voice, I think. It was only two words, drifting through the growing darkness that filled my head. "Bring him," he said.
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"There you are."
I blinked in the dim light, slowly focused on the twin pools of light and the woman who sat behind the desk on which the candles rested. The rest of the library was shadowy and indistinct. A dream.
"'Casta?"
Jocasta sighed. "Please don't call me that."
I drifted closer. Tried to clear my mind. "Sorry," I told her. "not thinking straight."
"I've been looking for you. I lost you and I wasn't done. Have you thought about what I told you?"
Not much. Too busy trying to get myself killed. I didn't think I had, though. Bring him. That's what Caliran had said. You don't bring a corpse. Yet he had wanted me dead, hadn't he?
I didn't say any of that, though. "No."
This time her sigh was clearly one of exasperation. "Why not? You've been awake or I would have found you."
I shrugged. "I was busy."
"Well think about it now. It may be important. You could be in danger."
I almost laughed. "Could I?"
"Sumto, are you all right?"
I made an offhand gesture. "I'm fine," I told her. "Tell me what I should be thinking." Her hands toyed with a stone that looked like jade, thirty carats or more. It reminded me of something. "You lied about making the sorcerer’s loupe."
"What? Oh, that. I was making a point, Sumto. It was the first thing that came to mind. Haven't you ever stretched the truth when making a point?" She stood up and came around the desk. "Are you sure you are all right?"
"I'm fine," I lied. "Now tell me."
I backed up a step as she came close. It was involuntary, a rejection that had nothing to do with my conscious mind. She saw it and froze in the act of reaching up to touch my face. She looked hurt then turned away so that I couldn't see her expression. I reached out to touch her arm and turn her around to face me. Stopped myself. Maybe it was better this way. I wanted to ask why she had left me, but couldn't think of a single reason why she would stay. The question died on my lips.
I wrestled my thoughts into some kind of order, tried to get back to the subject in hand. Not that it mattered much. I was captured, in Caliran's hands. The thought reminded me of the last time I had been captured by an enemy. They had tortured me. I shuddered and turned away so she wouldn't see my face. The fear and horror there wouldn't be pretty, I knew.
"The colleges of magic have to be involved." Jocasta's voice was faint, distracted. I listened anyway, tried to focus on her thoughts and not the sound of her voice. Crushed. Hurt. I listened to the words and pushed the rest away. "They say the Secret Histories are a myth, that they don't exist but I found a copy here in less than an hour of looking."
"How did you get in here?" The thought occurred to me and I blurted it out, just to be saying something. It was odd, though. This must be her first night back in the city, even if she had travelled fast.
"Getting around wards was the first thing I learned, Sumto. I'd hardly have learned anything else." She sounded impatient.
It made sense. "So the colleges know about the Speculative Histories. I knew that," I turned back, my expression under control. She had done the same and was back behind the desk. "Balaran asked me if I had read them."
"Exactly. Why did he ask you?"
"I don't know." I couldn't remember what we had been talking about. "Does it matter?"
Her expression flickered through exasperation and back to impatience. "Of course it matters. I think he was sounding you out. Think about it; some people know about this. To some it's accepted, or assumed, or at the very least guessed at. You can't play the game if you don’t know what the game is. He was sounding you out. He would probably think that your father knew, don’t you see? The war in the north had nothing to do with the family Cerulian but you go north with the army; in some circles that might be tantamount to your family declaring an interest, choosing sides. And Balaran knows about the Secret Histories. He has chosen a side. Whose side?"
I blinked. "You say the colleges are neutral."
She shrugged lightly and glanced down at the open book in front of her. "They have to be, don't they? Otherwise any conflict would escalate out of control. Almost all nobles know some magic. Everyone in the first three classes can at least afford to learn, but very few know much unless they are members of the colleges and therefore outside politics. If only the nobles are involved in this, then magical conflict is kept to a minimum."
I thought about it. It made sense. Any Patron going to war petitioned the colleges for magical support, hiring sorcerers, in effect. The colleges supplied them, mostly Battle Mages and Healers. They were there to aid the army, to assist the commander. But there might be nobles involved with the enemy, if the Secret Histories were right. At least behind the scenes. And some among the sorcerers would know that. "The more senior sorcerers would be set on maintaining the status quo, keeping things under control, stopping nobles from coming into direct conflict." Like parents supervising a child's game that might get ugly at any moment. Making sure everyone played by the rules, and that things didn't get out of hand. "Stepping in to stop play," I mused out loud, "and with the power to end the game. But the only way to do that would be to take sides."
"If the conflict got too large, became a genuine threat to the city."
I remembered Balaran at the Grave. He had ridden ahead of me, got there first, and then done... nothing. He'd been there, but passive, watching. He is playing his own game, now, Sapphire had said. Playing his own game or making sure the game was being played by the rules.
What Jocasta had just said filtered into my thinking, merged with the rest. Everything that had happened since I had left the city ran through my mind, but this time each event took on a different meaning. My father’s new son-in-law threatening me, forcing me to join the army. Sapphire, moving in the background, killing enemy spies and agents. But to whom were those agents loyal and on whose orders were they acting? And Tahal Samant among the Necromancers, aiding them a little, here and there. But then at the Grave, he had taken full control of that artefact and turned the undead against the Necromancers. Was he trying to get out of the game, trying to signal that the conflict was resolved, trying to signal to Balaran that it was all over? Had he tried to end the conflict to save his life?
"If the real reason for this war is over," I looked up and saw that Jocasta was studying me intently, watching me think it through, "then Balaran must be asking himself why I'm still here."
She nodded. "And not just Balaran. The factions in the Assembly who were in conflict."
"The Assembly ordered me to return to the city," I told her. "I'm to stand trial."
She closed her eyes, expression and body slumped. "Oh, Sumto. What are you going to do?"
I didn't know. I really didn't know. "Try and get out of this alive," I said softly. Other thoughts were surfacing. Silgar would be going south if Caliran had the money to pay her. Why would an assassin of her calibre be going south? Who was her target? Who was behind Caliran? I no longer entertained any illusions that he was acting alone. Someone in the city was behind him. Someone in the city was behind everyone. Even me.
"It was Balaran who persuaded you to go, wasn't it?" It suddenly seemed inevitable; removing a piece from the board now the game was supposed to be over. But it wasn't over, because I remained. And so other players remained involved, or had become involved, wondering what my game was without guessing that I had no game.
Jocasta looked down. Her face flushed. Was it shame? "I didn't need much persuading," she said softly. She hesitated then looked up to meet my gaze with sudden resolve in her expression. She opened her mouth to say something else but I couldn't hear anything for the sudden roaring in my ears.
I raised one hand to my forehead as something cool and wet seemed to touch it. Suddenly dizzy, I closed my eyes.
"Sumto?"
Was that Jocasta's voice, suddenly faint and distant?
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"Sumto?"
Both hands. Both hands were at my forehead; my wrists were bound. My fingers touched another hand at my forehead and I opened my eyes to see a woman's face looking down on me, framed by stars. I closed my eyes rapidly. Tried to set myself in a time and place that made sense. I could hear moving water close by. I was outside, under the stars. I could hear sounds of conflict; confused, distant and muted. Fighting in Darklake, I decided. Which put me outside the town and not alone. I opened my eyes again.
She was still there.
"Anista." I just managed to keep the disappointment out of my voice.
She leaned down and kissed me before I could react, her lips moving against mine as she spoke softly. "He'll kill you if you make any trouble, so lie still." Her hair had fallen over my face. It tickled irritatingly. I wished that she were Jocasta. I was angry with her because she was not, and knew that my reaction belittled both of them. I'd found some brief comfort in her bed, yet bitter anger washed through me at thought that Jocasta had also taken a lover. Sorting out that tangle would have to wait. I forced myself to accept the kiss and concentrate on what she had said. What she had said was important.
"Caliran?" I whispered back. My body felt like it belonged to someone else. Lying flat on hard stone seemed about all it was capable of doing.
"I was wrong about him. I thought he was a good man. He's a monster. Don't blame my son, he has no choice."
Suddenly she was gone. Her hair whipped away from my face as she was kicked aside. A footstep and the sound of a boot in her side only made sense to me after the fact. In her place, a massively powerful figure stood over me, glaring down at both of us. The light was poor but I could just make out the young-old face of one who had absorbed the body, youth and vitality of a child. One of Caliran's brood of monsters. He peered down at me then looked away. "He's awake."
I groaned as I sat up, slowly, making an effort not to look like a threat. I didn't have to try hard. Even so, the guard took a step back and set himself to react to any attack. I looked around, automatically, searching for a way out. There wasn't one. We were in against the cliff walls, not far north of Darklake. The lake itself was close enough to see the light of fires reflected in its surface. The whirlpool danced as the waters were pulled into some underground chasm. I watched the waters swirl and the distorted images of Darklake in flames for a moment and then looked away. Women and children clustered in a fissure in the rock. We were closer to them than the semi-circle of armed men around us. Among them was Caliran. His face twisted into a warped smile, half humour, half contempt. He came nearer, in no hurry.
"From the reports I'd heard, I thought you were dangerous," he said. "If I'd know you were stupid I wouldn't have been so worried about you." He turned away, looked at Darklake and then across the rocky plain toward the woodland and Duprane's Keep. I got the feeling he was waiting for something. He didn't seem to want a response and I surely had nothing to offer in my own defence. 
"What are you waiting for?" I looked around, searched for any avenue of escape, and tried to piece together what must have happened while I was out of it.
"Plans to come to fruition, one way or another," he glanced back at me. "I heard you picked up Kukran Epthel and carried him bodily into a fire," he cocked his head to one side.
I looked away, remembering. Nodded once.
"I thought that was extraordinarily brave, but now I realize it was remarkably stupid."
That was enough about that, I decided. "You seemed happy enough when you thought I was dead."
He shrugged his skinny shoulders. "Dead will do, but alive is better. Power is a constant juggle. I had to give up most of the treasury to take you, but there will be other opportunities to get control of the money I need, and there was only one chance at you. It was an easy choice. Even now your soldiers receive word that you are held hostage, along with their instructions for your safe return."
I thought about it. Wondered if they would obey.
"It doesn't matter if they obey," he told me, reading my mind. "As long as they are kept busy until dawn. I'll crush them if they are still here, though if they march south before then I'll let them go. But I'll keep you, I think. I wonder what your father will do to keep you alive or have you returned? Hostages are useful levers; the Necromancers used them to great effect."
I glanced to where Anista had pulled herself up to sit nearby, holding her ribs where she had been kicked. She was looking at me, her expression pleading for understanding. Her whispered words made sense, then. Her son worked against me in order to keep her alive. As Resh Ephannan and the other chieftains would.
I didn't have anything to offer Anista, so I turned back to Caliran. He wasn't looking at me; his attention had drifted to Darklake, head cocked to one side as he listened to the rise and fall of chaos and violence there. "I underestimated you."
He turned back to look at me from his cold glass eyes and sneered. "Don't dignify yourself with insight you don't possess, Sumto. You walked into the seat of my power in ignorance, put the focus of your attention in areas where it would make no difference and I manoeuvred around you as though you were blind. While you tried to buy loyalty with money and the promise of prosperity to come, I sorted through the reins of power and took control of everything around you. I thought I was taking a terrible risk, remaining in Darklake until you came, but one look at you when you walked into my library and I knew I could control you. When you saw the books there your eyes lit up like a child offered a sweet. You looked at me but saw nothing. I knew you were a fool. Really, the list of your inadequacies is almost endless; impulsive, rash, naive, ignorant, arrogant," he broke off and turned away. A cheer had gone up in Darklake, ragged at first but rising steadily. "Ah, Elendas, the son of the former chieftain arrives home in Darklake with Resh Ephannan and his force of liberators. How comforting for the people to know they will be ruled by a familiar lord. What a relief for those of Learneth to know they will soon be able to return home to live free from the tyranny of the city." He turned back to me. "It is all in the perception, you see? People will always return to what they are used to, always find comfort in the familiar. Offer them something new and they are suspicious, but offer them what they already had and they are grateful."
"And the Necromancers’ people?"
"Are the Necromancers’ people still. You brought one of them with you and they obey him as they always have and always will. They were trained in fear and obedience from birth; what could they do with freedom? The Necromancers kept wolves among them to keep them in check, like shepherds among sheep, to remind them of their fear and the consequences of disobedience. It only took one to herd them. You even brought him onto your confidence, made him a magistrate, and they of course assumed you knew." He cocked his head to one side, expression bright with malicious curiosity. "Tell me, when you chose one among them that they looked to, as you put it, didn't it occur to you that that one might be a Necromancer or their agent? Did such an obvious conclusion even cross your mind for an instant?" He didn't wait for a response. He probably saw it on my face. He cackled and turned away. "We don't need to be here any longer," he addressed his men with confidence, and moved to lead the way. "Time to let things here play out as they will. No matter which way things fall it will serve me well enough," he turned back as his men gathered the prisoners and got them moving. "Are you not going to ask where we are going?"
I had pulled myself to my feet to avoid being dragged there. I set my balance and hunted through my body for any hint of strength as I studied him. There wasn't any strength in me, so I would have to do without. "Duprane's Keep."
He smiled thinly. "My Keep."
"Not while Duprane is still free."
He giggled and started to walk away. "She isn't free. Even now she is being brought back, bound and gagged and once more mine." He sighed. "Of course, the contents of her mind will not be mine tonight," he glanced back at me, "but there will be other nights."
I watched him as he stood there, waiting for something, malice writ large on his small features and seeming to glitter from his artificial eyes. I searched my fatigue-fogged mind but couldn't see what it might be. After a moment he shrugged and turned away. One of his men shoved me in the back and I staggered after him.
"Kill anyone who makes a sound or tries to run," Caliran told his men as we began to move. "Anyone at all."
There was no track and I had to concentrate on where I placed my feet. The odd brief glance made it clear there would be no chance of escape, not that I honestly thought it possible. Surrounded by armed men and physically exhausted, I wouldn't make it more than a few steps before being brought down. I saw that our path would take us close to the lake, and that we would probably walk along its shore. I briefly entertained the notion that I might dive into it and... well, drown with my hands tied. If the guards didn't fill me with arrows before I had the chance to drown.
Caliran walked even more slowly than I did and cast glances my way with every other step. Reluctantly I came alongside him and matched his stride. He edged away, his smile telling me that he didn't want me too close. Beyond him I could now see the town. Buildings were burning here and there. The sight offered me no real clue as to what happened within. I had no idea how well or poorly my men fared. Neither they nor I were in control of events. Caliran had made it clear that any belief that I ever had been was pure illusion.
"You citymen astound me; you have all the tools necessary to rule the world and gather every land and all peoples into a single empire, and yet you do not use what you have for that purpose. You conquered the Alendi and took their lands, and yet you will inevitably return them. Of the slaves you took, many will buy their freedom and return home to buy back their territory, resettle and eventually form an independent government. And you will let them! Why?"
He sounded almost offended. I considered the answer to his question while I checked my surroundings and tried to glimpse some hope of rescue. I knew the solution to the puzzle but saw no advantage in telling him. I could have answered flippantly, that it was because you cannot trade with yourself, and that would be a true answer, though not one he would likely understand. Or that empires rise and fall inevitably; and adding one more to a long list of such empires served no purpose. That central control subverts the freedoms of the individual, and that we hold such freedoms dear to our hearts, knowing from our own history that eventually it would be our own freedom that would also be lost. The last king made that truth manifest, and he is why we keep the title of king amongst the senior magistracies. Not as a title to be aspired to, but a joke, as a position that confers no power and only one privilege. A privilege that few choose to make use of.
"You have conquered some territories a dozen times in your seven hundred and fifty year history and always cast them adrift, only to see them make war against you again. Why?"
Because people are resistant to change. What child learns to tie shoe-laces the first time the task is demonstrated? In a generation or two their governments grow to control the people again and take them unwilling into war. The lesson was clear and manifest in our actions; you were slaves of your own rulers and now you are slaves in fact; but here is freedom, this is what it is and how it works and how to earn and keep it. Now go and be free and we will respect you as equals. Yet they often failed to keep the lesson close to their hearts, allowed their rulers to once more chip away at their freedoms and control them in thought and deed. So the lesson had to be taught again.
This is what I would have said, had I not learned differently. Perhaps half those wars were fought at our own instigation to create a situation where we could resolve our own political disputes without causing a civil war. What more clear abuse of power was there than that? Tens of thousands of people slain or enslaved so that we did not have to suffer the consequences of war on our own soil and among our own people. I would not have believed it possible. I hadn't known. But now I was aware of it I had to try and change it. The only way to do that would be to become king and propose a change in the constitution; and probably die for it instead of successfully seeing the change enshrined in law. To try to change the constitution would put me at odds with my own class, my own culture, my own people.
Yet I would have to try, if I lived to make the attempt.
The voices in Darklake raised again in waves of sound that washed over us. Half celebration, half mocking jeer, and still some cries of anguish and pain mixed in. Caliran stopped and turned to watch. Without instruction his creatures came to a ragged halt in a loose semi-circle around us. I watched also. Watched as my own men marched out of the gates of Darklake amid a milling crowd of those who rejected them in word and deed, hurling stones and insults. Shields raised in defence, calm and controlled, my men marched out of Darklake and turned south. With discipline and order and restraint, my men left me.
Was Sapphire among them? What would he do if he were here? What would he be doing? I knew the answer. He would be killing people. And he would keep fighting until his enemies were dead, or he was. He would be ashamed of me if I did nothing. He would be contemptuous of any concern for consequences. He had no restraint in him. And he wasn't here. I was.
My gaze focused on Caliran's back. He watched my men leave Darklake. I could practically feel his satisfaction. It kindled an anger in me that grew and spread through my mind and body. He was close. There was no one between him and me. He was three steps away. I had no weapon. And he was a priest. If I tackled him unarmed he would call a spirit to his aid; one that threw lightning, or a spirit that would make me sleep, or some other being I couldn't guess at. His men would close in fast. They were armed. I was not. That wouldn't stop Sapphire, but I was not Sapphire. I needed to get Caliran away from them. I needed to stop him from summoning a spirit. The dark waters of the lake gleamed in front of us. Every muscle in my body slowly tensed. The idea flooded through my mind, mingled with my anger, merged with my need to act, and triggered that need.
When I hit him I was already moving fast. He had heard me, begun to turn. Too slow and too late. My arms looped over his head and wrapped around his body. I lifted him from his feet, hugged his frail body against my chest, squeezed the breath out of him. Shouts of warning, a curse and startled cries erupted around us. I ignored them as I staggered, my momentum checked by the impact, then recovered my balance. He was heavier than he looked. I held him tight, squeezed his chest. His arms flailed ineffectually as I took another step, regaining my momentum, my attention fixed on my goal. Something hit me in the back, pushed me forward even as I kicked off from the shore and threw myself bodily into the lake.
The cold hit me like a sledge-hammer. Had I not been here before, I might have gasped involuntarily and begun to drown in an instant. My muscles relaxed against my will and Caliran writhed in my grip, shock or desperation lending him strength. The cold nearly forced the air out of me but I held on. Grimly, I tightened my grasp, held him close, squeezed his body against my chest. The shock of entering the ice-cold waters had passed over me like a wave and receded. I bent at the waist, knowing only which direction was away from the shore and guessing which way was down. Kicking with my feet wouldn't be enough to get us away from his men, who must be crowding the shore, perhaps following us into the water. I kicked hard and pushed us away from the surface, down into the dark. Caliran twisted and turned into my embrace. His forehead struck my face as bubbles streamed past my eyes. His teeth found my flesh and he bit deep. My lips peeled back from my teeth in an involuntary grimace; cold water streamed into my mouth and I blew it out, pressed my lips closed. I squeezed, trying to force the breath out of him. I could barely feel my own body; the cold had penetrated deep into my bones and sapped my strength. I needed to breathe. Needed to get his teeth out of my face. Needed to let him go and strike for the surface. But if I did, he might live, and most of all I needed him to die.
When the water seemed to close in around us with a firm yet even pressure, I was barely aware of it. For a moment after that, as I struggled with the pain in my face, fought to squeeze the life out of him, I was uncomprehending of what that pressure meant. Then it hit me. The whirlpool that drew water out of the lake and forced it through a narrow tunnel of bare rock before spewing it violently out a quarter of a mile away. The current had us.
I almost panicked. I twisted in the water. I couldn't let him go. If I escaped the current, he might. Yet I needed to get rid of him if I were to stand a chance of saving myself. All my anger turned to fear. The thought of being dragged down to drown and be battered by rock as I fought against the implacable power of moving water terrified me. I relaxed my grip, fought to get my bound hands round his neck as he twisted in my arms. His teeth tore free of my cheek as I tried to get my legs between us and kick him away. It was too late. The water moved around us, spun us both with a casual strength that overwhelmed me. I didn't know which way was up. A booted foot struck me in the chest as Caliran flailed to be free. I didn’t care anymore. I tried to let him go but the cold had stripped the feeling from my body and I could not feel if I succeeded. I tried to move through the water but might as well have tried to lift a mountain. A moment later my whole body slammed into solid rock and was dragged along the surface. Bubbles erupted around my face as the breath was forced out of me. I clamped down on my jaws, fought my heaving chest, tried to keep some air in me. I couldn't feel if I succeeded but must have. Darkness, cold and the hard rock still surrounded me. I could feel Caliran's body half under me as we were dragged along together. Hands bound, I flailed for a grip, felt one finger break against rock, felt one hand grip. I clung to the rock desperately. And Caliran clung to me.
My mind felt sluggish. The cold waters powered past me. I barely kept enough awareness to hold on to the rocks. I kicked my legs feebly, tried to dislodge Caliran so his weight did not bear down on me. I needed to breathe. My chest hurt deep inside. Somewhere inside me a powerful muscle demanded to move. My lungs ached. I knew I was going to die here. When Caliran finally slipped away, one hand clutched desperately at my ankle only for a moment before he was gone. I felt no satisfaction in it. Just an awareness of his grip as it broke and he was pulled away into the dark. Had he not touched my ankle I think I would not have thought to move my legs. I fought the current to find a foothold, wasn't sure I had but pushed anyway. I moved a few inches, elbows bent. I let go the rocks and reached for another grip. A higher grip. Sobbed inside my head as I realised I had no idea which way was up. I fought for enough control to blow only a small amount of air out of my lungs. Felt the bubbles roll up my face. I was rising. It would do no good. I had to move slowly, each foot individually, hands together, elbows hugging the rocks, desperate to keep from being snatched away from the rock by the pull of the current that rolled over me. The darkness that swallowed my senses began to feed on my mind. The cold had sucked the strength out of my body, stolen away all feeling and now stole into my heart, sapped my will, demanded I surrender. I moved like a crab, as mechanically as a water wheel, an unthinking machine intent on its purpose. Sharp rocks cut into my hands and scraped against my face and body. The pull of the current eased. Bubbles rolled over my face as I crawled along the rocks. There was pain in my chest. I wasn't sure if I had breathed in. I stopped moving. For a moment I focused on myself. I was still here. I must still be alive. I moved again. The power of the current had faded, was almost gone. I could move faster. If I could move faster. If I could move. Something broke deep inside my mind. My body was lost to me. I felt as though I were outside it. As though I surrounded it. Darkness seeped through me. All feeling faded and I drifted mindlessly away.
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An endless flow of images slipped past my senses. Some clear and close, others distant and vague. Some so large as to be overwhelming were shot through with an endless number of minuscule particles that hummed with hidden power, smaller than dust yet more powerful than suns. Fractions of myself vied for my attention. I was none of them. All of them. Apart. Diffuse. Watching from distances. More aware of some, unaware of everything. Everything was all right. Just as it should be. Nothing was wrong or right. Moonlight through drifting clouds. Endless drops of rain fled before the wind over a grey sea that thrashed silently. Trees bent before a storm on an island. On a shore I sat and threw stones at a cairn of pebbles, dull and listless, unfeeling, involved yet separate from a task that meant nothing. 
You were the one.
Far away, above and beyond me, a door opened. Someone huge leaned over me and filled my world. He bent close, the pressure of displaced air pressed against delicate skin. A slow voice spoke, echoed over time. "My son?"
You came with me.
Two figures struggled on atop flat-roofed building in the rain-darkened night. I was one of them, hurt and desperate. Pushed to an extreme where any resolution was better than none.
A grey sphere hummed in tune with endless numbers of others that were identical yet unique, they moved yet were still. The table stood alone in a dusty wood cabin far away from anything. There were footsteps outside.
Dubaku will ask me to watch for you.
The sliding crunch of footsteps over the wet pebbles faded into the listless clack of practice swords, one held by someone for whom I felt a brief affinity. A screaming horde of warriors thundered through the breach in a wall and I almost felt some emotion, perhaps fear, but distant and far away.
I am moving you when you left. Will find you when you came away.
Snow fell silently around a distant point of awareness where a forest cooled as trees pulled in on themselves. Footsteps crunched through the snow and I drifted through city streets. A million voices spoke and I didn't hear one of them.
You have to come with me now.
And there am I, lying in bed, surrounded by books and half eaten food, a goblet and book in hand. Overweight. Dissolute. Alone. I wade through a steaming sea of blood and body parts, face and body scarred and hard, my expression implacable. Far away, I sit on a fountain’s edge with a child on my knee and others playing around me. I am laughing. Jocasta is middle aged, softened by time, she is watching. She is smiling. Her smile is love. A hand touched my shoulder, my heart, closed around my mind, focussed my attention as my perceptions dropped away to a sea unseen, a million mingled images, none of which filled my awareness.
Come away.
Glimpses of Jocasta washed through me; or I moved through them. They separated into different times and places as I moved through them faster than thought. "Magic is in everything." Her voices filled me and were gone like the tide. The loss tore through me like glass. Endless shards of glass filled my chest and fought to break free, lacerating me.
Be here.
Pain closed in from all sides and began to define me.
Be now.
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My eyes snapped open as I jack-knifed around an explosive racking cough that ripped through my whole body. The violent spasm consumed my awareness. Something struck my head as I jerked violently forward but the pain was nothing compared to the fire that ran through my veins and howled deep in my chest as I sucked in painful air and coughed it out like shards of broken glass. I was wrapped around the act of breathing, struggling not to, even as my body demanded it from me. Each choking breath pushed away a chaotic swirl of confused images and replaced them with stark simplicity.
I lay on my side in the dark, my legs in the water even though I had pulled them up and wrapped my arms around them, body shuddering uncontrollably. Beyond the rocks directly in front of me lay dark, still waters and then a distant shore where blurred figures moved violently. I easily ignored it. It happened far away and breathing consumed all my attention. After a while I began to become aware of my self as an entity separate from my body. Like veils being lifted one by one, I was revealed to myself. I wasn't sure I liked it much.
Painfully, slowly, I forced myself to move. I rolled onto my belly, pushed awkwardly with bound wrists until I came to my hands and knees and crawled out of the water. My hand screamed at me as an already broken finger bent against a rock. I grunted with the sudden pain but deliberately put it aside. I stayed on my hands and knees for a moment longer. Coughed and spat and breathed. My arms shook with weakness. There was no choice but move, or collapse. I sat back on my heels and looked around.
The world eased into focus. The sky above me was still dark but few stars showed. The false dawn had begun and gently pushed back the night. It was later than I'd guessed.
Cold water dripped off me. I blinked it from my eyes, tried to separate images at the same time as I tried to take stock of myself, to make sense of my position in the world as memories of the immediate past stole into my consciousness. Other images faded away, strange perceptions that made no more sense than a profound dream considered moments after waking. Had I been asleep or had I been dead? Had Dubaku sent a spirit to bring me back to my body? Did I have a future where Jocasta was my wife and our children played around us? Or was I to be the grim figure wading through a sea of blood? Several deep breaths later and only a few perceptions remained, and even these were pushed from my mind as I took stock of my surroundings.
To my right lay the trading post. It was the closest destination, yet it still seemed far away. Distant sounds of fighting intruded on my awareness but I could not bring myself to focus on that. The memory of cold waters filled me for a moment. Caliran struggling for life in my arms, even as I struggled to end him. The sudden black impact as I struck rock. The overwhelming power of the water that surrounded me.
Caliran had been sucked away, into the underground stream. 
I tried to imagine the path through which his body might have been dragged. He couldn't breathe underwater. He couldn't speak the name of the spirit that would push the waters back. Surely he was dead; his broken body thrown out into the chasm half a mile away, to strike the far wall under the pressure of the torrent that emerged there and then fall lifelessly into the river below. Half a mile away, where the woodlands began. A small fire burned there, a flicker of flames and a thin column of smoke; Dannat, I guessed, but it could be anyone. I would have to find out, but later. Behind me, Darklake lay in enemy hands. To my right, the trading post and Lendrin Treleth, untrusted. Beyond, my men marched further away. To my left, the hostages held still by Caliran's men. I felt myself at the centre of things, yet disconnected from everything. Alone and in the wrong place. No more a part of things than I would be had I died. The world went on around me as though I had never been. If I were going to reconnect to reality I had to move, and to move I had to decide where I would first go and begin to try and pick up the threads of my life.
Even the thought of taking action was too much for me. I bowed my head and let the choices drift away from me. My gaze rested on my bound hands where they rested on my thighs. One finger was bent unnaturally. It reminded me of the torture I had endured and a shudder passed through me, leaving me even more sick and exhausted than I had been. I tried to focus my mind on something else. My hands were bound. I would have to cut the cords if I was to have some hope of keeping my balance. If I could find the will to move. I knelt in a sea of broken slate; their edges might be sharp enough to cut the cord that bound me. I shifted my knees further apart and reached between them to find a shard of stone man enough for the job. A bright movement was followed by the ring of steel as a knife struck stone and bounced once to land between my legs. I barely reacted. I was beyond surprise. Too exhausted to react. The knife lay there, a small throwing knife, blade and flat hilt together no longer than my hand. I leaned back from it a little and looked up. It took a moment for me to pick out the figure squatted a few feet away.
It was a moment later that I recognised her as Silgar. It didn't surprise me. I was beyond surprise.
We watched each other in silence, unmoving, for a good few moments before she prompted me. "You might have better luck with the knife."
I struggled with the blade. Numb hands made hard work of it. After a while I gave up on my attempts to reverse the blade and hold it in one hand. Instead I held the hilt between my knees and worked at the cords that way. Slow even movements with little pressure seemed to work best. Silgar said nothing. I said nothing, though vague ideas struggled to make sense of themselves. I cleared my throat, coughed and spat out the result before I tried out my voice. 
"Why?"
Silgar watched me and I watched her watching me. Her head tilted to one side, she considered my question. "Why not?"
I shook my head and focused on the knife and the cord that bound me.
"I don't like to be beholden to anyone?" Silgar made it a question, as though she mused aloud. Maybe she did. "You resolved a problem for me, after all. I feel indebted and don't care for it." 
I shook my head again, part denial and part pure bemusement. It wasn't all of it.
"Caliran didn't hire me to protect him the way Sapphire protects you. I'm glad of that; it would have made my position far more complicated."
Moving only my eyes, I looked up. I could barely make out her expression in the faint light; was that half-smile wistful? She wasn't looking at me. Her attention was focused elsewhere, across the lake behind me.
"He has seen us now."
I looked that way, saw that she was right. Sapphire was running flat out to reach us. The curve of the shore was between us. Behind him a handful of my men, Parast among them, were clustered around the huddled hostages. My attention returned to Sapphire as he sprinted around the shore. As fast as he moved, it would still take him time to get here. If Silgar were a threat to me, his effort would have been wasted. But whatever she wanted, killing me didn't seem to be it.
"You were watching."
Her lips twitched in a brief, private smile. "Your solution was extreme." She sounded as though she approved, her tone soft and warm for a brief moment. "Sapphire came too late. Imagine his frantic search. Imagine his fear of failure. He saw you take Caliran into the lake. Knew he was too late. Imagine his despair as he passed through Caliran's useless guards, killing them only because they stood in his way. His helplessness as he stared into the waters of the lake, knowing he could do nothing. Then his relief when he saw you move here on the far shore."
"You envy him."
She turned her attention back to me, her face hard and expressionless. "I pity him." Her expression softened a little as she looked past me once more. "Why do you think I let him live so often? Only because I hope he will one day grow out of his fanatic need for a master to give him purpose," she gave a bitter little laugh. "He is still only the product of his training, still what they made him."
"And you are not?"
Her gaze came back to me, hard and dangerous. "I choose my own purpose, and act to see it realised." She came gracefully to her feet and stepped close. "Give me my knife, now you are done with it. I don't want to stay here longer."
I passed the knife up and she took it. She stepped back out of my reach and stood a moment, head cocked to one side as she assessed me. After a moment she shrugged. The knife disappeared and a moment later she held something else in her hand. "You are at the end of your strength, Sumto. So when you need to act, chew this." I barely felt the small and almost weightless object bounce off my chest and fall to the ground between my knees. I reached for it, so small a thing that I knew I'd lose it if I didn't pick it up at once. My fingers found it quickly and I gave it a brief look; as small as a pebble and wrapped in a leaf. I guessed it was a drug and wondered at her motives for giving it to me. I looked up to ask, but she was already several paces away.
She seemed to merge with the half-light far earlier than would be natural. I closed my mouth, my question unasked. She was gone. I knew she wouldn't answer. It was clear that whatever her purpose was she would not tell me. I had no control over her or what she did. If Silgar headed for the city it could only be to kill someone. The irony that she would have been paid by Caliran with my money did not escape me. Maybe our paths would cross again. I fervently hoped that was not the case.
I dismissed the thought. It changed nothing in the here and now. I was alone again. I needed to move. There were things that needed to be done, as soon as I decided what they were. Maybe I could still pull some gain out of the mess that surrounded me. Maybe I could still do something.
Standing up would be a good first step.
Getting my feet under me seemed to take an age to achieve. Each movement focused my mind a little more. It felt better to be moving, even though it hurt more. The pain gave me something to fight against. I needed that. My legs trembled but held me. I swayed slightly but kept my balance. I took a few breaths as I focused my will, looked each way, tried to see clearly, think rationally, make a decision. Sapphire was on his way. Maybe he would know what to do. Maybe I'd have a better idea than that by the time he got here.
To stand and wait wasn't an option. I wouldn't be able to do it. I'd sit or fall and never stand again. But if I moved I might be able to keep going. I took the first hard step weakly, found I could do it, that it felt better even though it hurt more. I followed the first step with another; kept my balance and didn't fall. The third was easier. After that, I stopped counting. Each step took me closer to my goal, even though I barely knew what it was. 
A wracking cough stopped me in my tracks. I leaned forward with my hands on my thighs; I spat, breathed. The coughing fit left me shaky and weak and deep down cold. Unable to move for a moment, I stood like that and assessed my own state. It wasn't good, but nothing hurt more than it had. I steadied myself and straightened, ready to go on; found that Sapphire was there, a few paces away. I watched him as he closed the distance between us, saw him assess me critically. He seemed more satisfied with my condition than I was.
When he stood in front of me, he looked across the broken plain and gave a little nod that way. "What do you want to do about them?"
I shook my head. It wobbled. No offer of help. No expression of concern. Nothing but the next task, the next problem. He wasn't human.
I cleared my throat, coughed and tried out my voice. "Who?"
He didn't answer so I looked the way he had indicated, squinted through the half-light, tried to make sense of what I saw. There was movement at the tree-line about half a mile away. A lot of movement. In the light of the false dawn an army had emerged from the forest and begun to array itself there. The Lords of the Keeps had arrived. And they had brought their army with them.
The laughter of despair and exhaustion is soft and brittle and doesn't last long.
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"Well?"
I didn't answer. Fear thrilled through me, releasing reserves I didn't know I had. I began to walk. A chill breeze blew out of the south and seemed to pass right through me. A shudder ran through my body but I pushed through it with my teeth gritted and my mind focused on what I needed to do. In the open and divided, everyone was vulnerable. If the Plain Lords attacked us, we were done for.
I gestured ahead of us. He could move faster than I and there was no time to waste. "Go. Parast. Get the men back here."
He didn't wait to question. In an instant he was gone. I fixed my attention on his receding back and followed as fast as I could. Behind me stood the trading post, an unknown. Across the lake, stood Darklake; in enemy hands. To my right, an army replete with individual powers whose abilities I could only guess at. Behind me, my men retreated. I had no idea where Meran and the other century were. Things couldn't be worse. I needed to draw things together. I needed solutions. I needed to think more clearly. I needed to act.
When you need to act, chew this.
Silgar's words drifted back to me. I had no clue about her motives, but I did know she didn't want me dead. If she had she would have just slipped a knife into me when I was helpless. I'd half thought to ask Sapphire to identify what the drug was, but there was no time for that now. Whatever the cost of its use, I'd have to risk it. With fumbling fingers, I unwrapped the small nugget of resin and popped it into my mouth. It was both bitter and sour; the flavour flooded my mouth with saliva. I swallowed. Warmth built slowly in my belly and began to spread. My pace firmed. My back straightened and my mind cleared as I began to incrementally increase my pace. My senses cleared. Energy flooded me in a slowly rising tide. I began to burn with it, suddenly as hot as I had been cold, as fresh as I had been exhausted. Confidence filled me. And strength. I began to laugh, flooded with a joy for life itself that I couldn't remember ever having felt. I couldn't contain the energy that flooded me. I needed to burn it off.
With a whoop of pure pleasure, I began to run.
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Fast as I ran, Sapphire still beat me to it. I saw Parast issue orders and a man move away around the other side of the lake from me. He would pass under the walls of the town, but there was no one on the walls. Darklake was no threat, not yet. They would still be organising, consolidating, celebrating. My mind rushed through the thoughts, my senses clear and the world bright. Everything was going to work out. I just had no idea how. It reminded me of being drunk. A wide grin spread across my face. Maybe better than being drunk.
They saw me coming. Sapphire and Parast and the rest of my men turned to watch me. Their faces identical in degrees of concern and confusion. I laughed to see them. I wanted to hug them all. I'd missed them. I loved them like brothers; better than brothers. When this was all over I would throw a party for them. Dancers and drink, feast and festivity, laughter and light and whores, mustn't forget the whores. And gifts, gifts for all. Something for Sapphire. A sword - where was my sword? - it didn't matter. I'd fight my enemies barehanded and bare of armor; they would fall anyway. Victory was a foregone conclusion. 
The first flush of fiery energy began to fade but I hardly noticed. I slowed as I reached them, my grin faded to a broad smile; air filled my chest and each exhale was a pleasure. My legs felt shaky but strong. My whole body tingled, and under that a febrile trembling that sang of strength and vigour. I glanced around the huddled hostages and gave them a broad smile as I slowed to a walk and stopped an arm’s length from Parast.
I couldn’t keep still. "We need to be moving," I told him, lightly.
He gave a measured salute as he studied my face intently. I could see the doubt in his eyes. I wasn't interested in dealing with it. There was no reason to wait, so I walked past him. "Bring them," I gestured vaguely to the hostages. I didn't need to give them any attention either. Ultimately they would do whatever they wanted. And so would I. Everything would work out. “And the money.” Everything.
I centred my attention on the town of Darklake and headed that way. The first thing to do was get rid of the hostages. If I returned them to their families they would no longer be my concern. Possible outcomes drifted busily through my mind but I paid them little heed. Whatever happened would be what happened and would be the right thing. Confidence and optimism filled me to overflowing. I only glanced back out of curiosity. They followed in my wake as I had known they would, Sapphire first and closest. A moment later he was by my side. I faced forward and continued on my path. He studied my profile intently but I paid him no mind. Whatever he did or said was fine. Or if he said or did nothing, that would be fine too. 
"What are you planning to do?"
I wasn't planning anything and nearly said so. "Give these people back to their families, first." I gestured vaguely at the assembling army. "Then deal with them."
He gave a nod, then a shrug, and then said nothing. That was Sapphire. Whatever happened was fine by him. We were like brothers; I felt that very keenly right then. That we were the same. We lived in the same moment, lived life the same way. No consideration of outcome, no fear of consequences. Just what seemed right and see what happened, and then react to that. Win or lose, succeed or fail, live or die, it was all the same. All the same as long as you did what you felt was right, as long as you kept moving forward.
We were halfway to the gate when a troop of riders began to emerge. They turned our way and spread out as they rode toward us. They spread out and approached on a wide front as we closed the distance between us. There were fifty of them and only a handful of us. They were mounted, armed and wore armor. It didn't worry me. I focused on the centre of the line, where Elendas rode unarmed. One of the men beside him was Resh Ephannan. If there was violence I would kill him, and as many more as it took to end it. It wasn't an issue. Their loved ones were here; they wouldn't risk harm coming to them in the midst of a melee. None of the riders bore naked steel. They thought they had won just by force of numbers. They had seen the runner pass before Darklake; seen his goal; knew that he would bring back my men. Doubtless knew what would happen to them if I was killed. And that was the worst that could happen. It wasn't that it didn't matter. More that it didn't signify anything. Things only have the significance we attach to them. My death was no longer a significant outcome. The world would go on without me, and I would go on without it. Maybe that's the way Sapphire felt all the time; maybe that was how he could be so reckless with his own life.
I took a quick look around me, to make sure I was aware of all that was happening. The army of the Plain Lords had completed its manoeuvring and was arrayed in strength. They could wait, would wait until I was ready to deal with them. My confidence and optimism were so strong that I felt no surprise when I looked to the north and saw movement there. There was no doubt as to what I saw or what it meant. It was a clear as the brightening day that it was the vanguard of Meran's force that marched into view at the far end of the pass. They must have forced the pace through the night to arrive now. I'd almost been expecting them. Of course they would come just when I needed them. The world was mine and marched to the beat of my drum. Everything would work out and be perfect. Everything was perfect.
Resh Ephannan had also seen them. He called a halt and reined in his own horse. The line of mounted warriors came to a ragged halt. The illusion of unity collapsed as arguments broke out and some moved on to meet us, others pushing forward a few hesitant steps. A moment later they all came on again, their cohesion turned to confusion. The woman and children bunched behind me began to spread out. One or two passed me.
I glanced over my shoulder and saw my men close up behind me, attention focused on the potential threat of the warriors ahead of us. They were too few to stop it and made no attempt to do so. They knew better than to attempt the impossible.
The trickle of movement rapidly turned into a flood on both sides. I slowed my pace just a fraction. By the time I stood before Resh Ephannan and Elendas there was no cohesion left to his force. We were ignored by families joyfully reunited. Two women stood close to either side of Ephannan's mount, tears in their eyes. As I closed the distance between us, he reached to exchange a touch and a word or two. Anista and her son were also reunited, but there were no tears there. Elendas watched me intently. Ephannan divided his attention between his loved ones and me. No one else paid us any mind.
"You are no enemy of mine," I told them. "You have your people back, and I ask nothing in return."
Ephannan cast his gaze over the men and women around us. They weren’t listening and I could see his dissatisfaction with that. The safe return of their people should have been a triumph for him, binding them to him. In this moment they were not a gift given by his hand, no longer proof of the value of his leadership. Caught up in the moment, the men and women here attached no significance to their reunion.
I lowered my voice. "You turned your hand against me, but only because your loved ones were threatened. I have returned them to you and make no demands in return. Let it end there." He saw it and accepted it. With poor grace - but he accepted it. Whatever else he had hoped to gain, the opportunity was lost.
"Elendas," I turned my attention to Anista's son and raised my voice as I did so; "Darklake is yours. I endorse your rule and will support it with force of arms should the need arise." I fixed Ephannan with my gaze and let him see my determination. "I do not expect that need to arise."
Ephannan didn't like that either. Nor did I, much. I could retake Darklake with my forces united, but it would never be mine. Right now, under the circumstances, this was my best option. Elendas was my client and with that relationship I would still gain something from this mess. At least, if the lords of Battling Plain did not take all for themselves.
Ephannan took a moment to glance around him, saw how little attention the other chieftains and warriors were paying to us. He hesitated; I could practically see him thinking it through. I didn't want him thinking; I wanted this done. I'd have to push it further. I turned to one of my men and pulled free his sword. As I turned back I saw that some of the warriors around us were suddenly looking my way, and more than one reached for their own weapons. Quickly I reversed the blade, saw them relax a little. But now I had their attention as I stepped close to Elendas and held the hilt up so he could take it. It hadn't passed my notice that he was unarmed. And now I knew these people. Symbols. It was all about symbols. If he took the blade from my hand he was accepting the rule of Darklake in my name. The words patron and client meant little to them; but they understood liege and vassal. They also understood that armed, he was raised to the level of a chieftain, their peer, and with my backing and the backing of the city. He would gain both status and the clout to back it up.
I stood there a moment, offering him the sword, and Elendas hesitated. Our gazes locked and he searched my face, trying to read my intent. "Rule as you see fit, Elendas," I told him. "With my blessing and my backing."
He gave a single nod and took the sword. "What about them?" He gestured with the blade, indicating the army of the Plain Lords.
"They are my problem and I will deal with them. Go back to Darklake, they are no threat to you." 
A stir at the back of the crowd drew my attention. Meran’s men were getting too close to be ignored. They marched hard and were headed our way. It wouldn't be long before they were here. But I didn't want them here. I turned to Parast. "Go to your century," I told him. "Get them there,” I pointed to the trading post. “Men were on the walls there, watching. Use it and the lake as an anchor for the flanks. Lendrin Treleth will either do nothing or be drawn into any fight by obvious association with us."
That reminded me that I needed to know what Meran was doing and get word to him of my intent. It would all come together, I knew. Everything would go my way. My mind and body were abuzz with energy and confidence. I turned to survey the scene as Parast detailed two men to stay with us and took the rest with him. The army of Battling Plain had arrayed itself in martial display, ready for engagement. Two dozen men rode slowly forward of the main body of the army, heading slowly our way. It was clear that they came to talk before they enforced their will by battle. Content with that for now, I turned my attention to Meran's force, to judge his speed and immediate objective. They marched in a narrow column, constrained by the width of the pass. At their fore, a single rider had broken away and was coming on fast.
"Balaran," I muttered under my breath. Balaran playing his own game again. I had no doubt where he was heading or why. If the Plain Lords came to negotiate, he was determined that they would negotiate with him. I had other ideas. "I have to get there first." I judged distances. It would be close.
"Resh Ephannan," I turned back to him and stepped closer. "I need to borrow your horse."
As he considered it, I chewed and swallowed more of the juices of the drug Silgar had given me. A fresh flood of energy and optimism ran through me. I saw him consider the approach of my century, take in the broad sweep of the army of the Plain Lords; realize that he need play no part in what was to happen. He looked to the two women who stood close to his stirrup, holding his legs. He had what he had come for. He turned in the saddle and ordered four of his men to dismount, then turned back to me. "Consider these horses a gift of gratitude for the return of my people."
I almost smiled as I moved to take control of one of the mounts. He'd already begun to subtly claim responsibility for the safe return of all the hostages. If he repeated the lie often enough unchallenged, it would become the truth. I pulled myself into the saddle and urged the horse forward, Sapphire and the two soldiers close behind. His status among the other chieftains would be enhanced, which was his entire purpose for being here. His purpose was served, and, to a degree, so was mine. The test of that would have to wait until after I had dealt with the lords of Battling Plain. If I could. If I could get there first.
I kicked the horse into a gallop and leaned forward over her neck. The mount was fresh and eager for the run. My arms and legs felt strong, my balance secure. Balaran was coming on fast, but I was closer. I wasn't sure what he intended, but I knew instinctively that it would be to his gain and my loss. He knew, as I now did, that the Plain Lords were tools in the hands of many patrons. Maybe keeping that secret was his sole intent; and maybe he intended more than that, perhaps to gain some advantage for himself. That he wanted to get there first was reason enough for me to stop him. Whatever he intended, I was determined that he would not achieve it. By the time he got there it had to be over. Whatever they wanted they would receive at my hand; and whatever could be gained from it, I would gain. 
As we thundered recklessly around the curve of the lake and headed out across the broken plain between us, I saw the cluster of riders who had moved out from the army come to a ragged halt. They had seen us and seen Balaran. As we closed the distance they waited. I shot a glance to one side. Balaran was coming on fast, but not fast enough. He'd seen us and urged his mount to more speed. But he was too far away. I didn't doubt that he had enhanced his mount with magic, but it wasn't enough. I'd get there first, but I wouldn't be alone for long. I needed more time.
"Slow him down," I snapped the order as soon as it occurred to me.
Sapphire and my men angled away from me at once. Exulted, I focused on gaining the last ounce of speed out of my mount, using her hard. Ahead of me, a lone rider moved out from the group. They meant to talk. And I knew what they wanted. Duprane had told me. They want what everyone wants, she had said, they want you gone. Well they could have that; I'd already committed to it. But they didn't know that. I had failed to achieve what I'd hoped, but I could still gain something. I had no idea what, but confidence filled me and I embraced the feeling.
Without warning, my mount missed a step. Her head dropped and she stumbled under me. I was already reacting as she staggered, her body tensed, muscles bunched as she reacted to some inner pain. A great gout of blood spewed from her mouth and nostrils in a piteous scream. I kicked clear as she went down, landed on my feet and rolled as she rolled, desperate to get clear of her mass as she writhed and kicked. The hard ground tore me up as I skittered across its surface, sharp slate penetrated my skin and scraped swathes of flesh from my arms and back. I paid no mind to any of it; I felt the damage but was not aware of the pain. 
As I came to my feet, I staggered. It was a moment before I caught my balance and began to run. Despite how I felt, I knew my body was a mess. I would pay for this later, I knew, but couldn't bring myself to care. Just as the dying horse behind me signified nothing, or the broken hoof-beats further distant, that told of Balaran being blocked and slowed by Sapphire and my men. What might happen there didn't interest me; what was to happen when I reached my goal did. I found a rhythm and increased my pace. The thunder of approaching hooves was still distant. I still had time.
Ahead of me, the lone rider dismounted and stood by, reins held loose, a picture of calm. That he matched my status told me he intended to talk. As I came close I evaluated him. A tall, spare man, beyond middle age. He wore a simple robe of undyed wool. He was unarmed. He waited impassively. As I came close he fixed me with a look of calm indifference. I slowed my pace and approached at a walk. I mustered my thoughts. I didn't have much time. I stopped a few paces away from him. He ran his gaze over me from foot to face. He didn't look impressed.
A grin came to my face, unbidden and uncontrollable. I must look a mess, I realised, and he must think me a madman to gallop and run alone across the plain to meet him. He probably had no idea who I was. I didn't have time to care what this man thought of me. Whatever happened here, I didn't want Balaran to witness it or be part of it.
"I don't have time for subtlety," I told him. "Despite appearances, I am a patron of the city and have full authority to speak for the Assembly and People of the city. Do you have full authority to represent all the Lords of the Keeps?"
He looked me up and down once more then met my stare. "Good," he spoke with calm authority, and responded to my statements and questions in turn. "Straight talking costs less lives. I am the peacekeeper and avoiding conflict is my sole purpose and ability."
Ability. I nodded even though I could only guess at his full meaning. The night that I had spoken to Duprane of these things seemed a long time gone but slowly the details came back to me. She'd mentioned the peacekeepers; they were few, but politically significant. Their power was simple but profound; in their presence there could be no physical conflict. They were used as arbitrators of disputes, to ensure there was no betrayal when enemies came together to negotiate. I imagined him in the midst of my men, compelling them to peace while the enemy cut them down with missile weapons. The thought made me shudder inside. "What do you want?"
The sudden smile was genuine. "Plain speech indeed." His smile disappeared like the sun behind a dark cloud. "We want you to honor the covenant and be gone from here."
Covenant. I managed keep the smile off my face, and the triumph. There was a secret agreement between these people and the Assembly; against all tradition, precedent and law. The Assembly, or some part of it, had at some point broken the constitution. Secret legislations were clearly prohibited. The certainty of that fact alone was a solid gain.
"I'm amenable to that, now I know of it." His expression stilled as he considered that. I got the feeling he didn't believe my claim to ignorance.
"And in return?"
He blinked, seemingly incredulous that I would seek to bargain. "Your life?"
I heard hooves clatter on stone, slowed and still distant enough to ensure privacy, but not for long. I glanced over my shoulder and back. Balaran came on at a measured pace, Sapphire and my men with him. His attention was focused on us but his expression was calm with feigned indifference. He'd concede rather than kill them before witnesses. I'd won, but maybe made an enemy. Maybe many enemies. There was no going back from that, so I had little to lose.
I faced the peacekeeper and met his gaze squarely. "Not good enough," I told him. "I speak now only as an individual patron, representing only myself. I have too much invested here in the people of Darklake and Learneth, Hederan and the Grave, whose masters were and are my enemies. I will not leave here with nothing, nor see them left to your mercy."
He indicated the army at his back, their threat, though distant and passive, was clear. "You will leave, one way or another. As to Darklake and the people here, we have no interest in this place or these people."
"If we fight a battle here, we might win. Even if we lose there is at least one full legion not more than three days’ march south of here. They'll annihilate you in retribution for our deaths. The Keeps will remain and new people will occupy them and replace you in time, but you will be gone. Maybe a new covenant will be made with them; maybe the old one will hold; I do not believe the Assembly of Patrons will much care either way."
He kept his face calm, though I could see he didn't like the truth of it. "What do you want?"
The question had me floundering for a moment. Some advantage. Something to take out of this mess. Or someone. "That you leave Darklake and the peoples I've named to their own self-rule." He gave a nod of acceptance and I judged that he meant it. Perhaps I could gain some advantage from that, even now. But I didn't want him guessing I might retain some influence here. I needed something else, something he would see as a direct gain to me and only me. "One of you will serve me."
An expression of astonishment passed over his features before he could mask it. "Not in perpetuity, that is not permitted."
I tried to keep the smile off my own face. The covenant allowed for this. Someone had used the Necromancers in exactly this way. I glanced back again; Balaran was close. I didn't have much time. I wanted to know who was behind the Necromancers' but I didn't dare muddy the waters with that line of questioning. Maybe only the Necromancers knew. I didn't have time to find out, not if this was to be over before Balaran came close enough to hear. "One year’s service from each of you."
"You will leave here immediately, taking every citizen of the city with you, and you, having broken the covenant in this regard will work to ensure that it is upheld and no more citizens come this close to Battling Plain. We will similarly withdraw. In return, a representative of every Keep will serve you for one year until each has served for one year. This is our agreement."
"There is one more thing," I said.
His face and eyes went suddenly hard, his tone of voice icy. "What?"
"You will ensure that the Grave stays drowned."
He shook his head at once, not even considering it. "That is impossible. The river you diverted is already being freed to run in its natural channel. Battling Plain needs the water; the water and fertility of Battling Plain is part of the balance of power among the Keeps. That you broke that balance is why the armies of the Keeps are here to see you gone." He leaned toward me, his stare fierce as a hawk, as though he tried to force the meaning of his words into my mind. "The Grave is also part of the balance of power. Should it no longer exist, others will fight over that territory in costly and unnecessary wars. You have interfered enough. No more. Our agreement is made; now honor it or face the consequences."
I held his gaze for a moment longer then conceded that what I had asked was impossible. I glanced back. It was too late. In moments Balaran would be close enough to hear us. Sapphire rode close by him, hand close to the hilt of his blade. I knew he was ready to kill Balaran at my word and damn the consequences. I shook my head. No. It wasn't needful. Just like Balaran, I was constrained by the number of witnesses. Nor was I sure that Balaran was sufficiently an enemy to warrant his death. He just wanted to preserve the status quo, to keep the secrets that were entrusted to him. Secrets that he doubtless knew or guessed that I was now privy to. We would have to talk about that, come to some accord. I didn't doubt he would accept it, even if he didn't like it. I was, after all, a patron and bound by the same ties of loyalty and duty to the city that bound him. I might hate what we did by involving innocents in wars to settle our own political disputes, but I couldn't change it now. Maybe in time. But not now.
I turned back to the peacekeeper. "Our agreement is made, as you stated it," I told him. “Now, who will serve me first?" I'd lowered my voice, though Balaran was probably not quite close enough to hear.
"That is for you to decide, if decide you must."
I chewed the drug and swallowed more juice. It tasted of almost nothing. There was no more strength or certainty to be had from that source. I tried to remember the powers of each Keep. Duprane had told me but I couldn't bring them all to mind. Not Duprane, I decided. She would not thank me for that. Maybe I could get more of the drug if Silgar was the one. "Silgar," I told him.
He shook his head. "Silgar has no Keep of her own. She is not one of us and can be no part of our bargain. Silgar is a law unto herself, bound only by coin to keep her from settling disputes amongst us by her blade. She will not bide by this agreement between us and I cannot force her."
I waved his explanation away and tried to think of an alternate.
He gave a small sigh, seeing my indecision. "What challenges do you expect to face?"
I shrugged. "A trial."
His expression softened a little as though some thought amused him. "The troubador," he said as he turned and made to remount his horse. "I will send you a troubador for this year."
"A musician?" What in the name of the gods’ use would a musician be to me?
"You will see," he told me.
I stepped back as he seated himself in the saddle and turned the horse’s head to make it circle.
He looked down at me as he urged the horse into a walk. "The decision is made, you and yours will leave here, and leave now; in return we will aid you by one of our number, each for a year. Our bargain is made. There is no more to be said."
No citizens to remain here. I'd keep the bargain. But what use a troubador would be to me I couldn't imagine. And for a whole year. Well, it would be a year of free entertainment at least. If he was any good.
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I was done here. I'd been left no time to achieve any of my much reduced objectives. Darklake and the people there would have to take their chances with whatever rule Elendas imposed, assuming he was able to hold the reins of power. I'd wanted to speak with him at least for a while, but that could not happen if I was to keep the agreement I'd made. The consequences of breaking it were too high. He would rule here, partly in my name and with my support, either well or badly, either to the benefit or the detriment of the people. I'd lost my chance to influence the lives of these people and would have to live with that should things not go well for them.
My thoughts were turning dark as I watched the straight back of the peacekeeper as he rode away from our agreement. Beyond him waited others, his peers keen to hear what he had achieved. Among them I noticed Duprane, and was relieved that she had been freed from Caliran's men. She was one of them, and they clearly looked after their own to some degree. Beside her stood Dannat. I wasn't so pleased to see him. I'd set him a task and he had agreed to it. That he was here and not about that task did not please me at all. He met my gaze of the distance between us and held it for a moment before he turned to Duprane and spoke with her.
I couldn't watch any longer. I was no longer alone. I turned my back on them all and confronted Balaran.
Flanked by Sapphire and my guards, Balaran reined in his mount close enough to reach out and touch if I but stepped one pace closer. Balaran had wrapped indifference around himself like a cloak. I held back a swagger and an insouciant smile with difficulty. I'd won a contest neither of us could acknowledge, and we both knew it.
"Balaran," I greeted him.
"Sumto." He idly brushed dust from his trouser-leg. "I thought you might be in need of some assistance," he said as he let his gaze wander over the scene behind me.
"Your concern does you credit," I told him, weighing my words with care, "but the situation is in hand. I have agreed that we will withdraw. No cost to us, as we have been ordered to return to the city in any case."
He returned his attention to shifting dust. "I see," he drawled. "You... conceded the field?"
"It seemed best. I judge that there is no benefit to further conflict here." I rolled my shoulders and stretched my muscles. I was beginning to feel a little physical discomfort. I craned my neck and looked back at the dead mount so recently gifted me by Resh Ephannan. "I'm going to need another horse."
Balaran shot me a glance from under hooded eyes but refrained from comment. Both soldiers moved to dismount but one was faster. He led the horse to me but I barely noticed. Colored lights flashed at the corners of my eyes and I felt dizzy. The effects of the drug were fading. I wondered how long it would take, and how bad it would be. I wondered at Silgar's motives in providing it. I would have to think about that later. I deliberately pushed the matter to the back of my mind, and knew as I did so that I might forget. Right now there were other matters that must be dealt with. I hoped I had time to get everything in train before I collapsed, as I now knew I inevitably would.
"Patron?" The solder held out the reins to me.
"Thank you." I realized he had been standing there for some moments, waiting for me to act.
He eyed the passive army that had been arrayed against us. "You’re welcome, Patron."
I took hold of the saddle-horn and placed a foot in the stirrup, then hauled myself into the saddle. "The soldiers of the city are the best in the world," I commented. "And the two centuries here are the best of them."
The soldier who'd given up his horse moved to double up with his companion, who looked me up and down with considered deliberation. "Going to need to borrow another tunic, Patron?"
Cheeky sod. "Not right now, soldier." I glanced around me and took in the scene. Meran's century marched to join with Parast, who now had his force arrayed as I'd ordered. That would not do. I needed to be seen to be acting on our agreement at once, not look like we were preparing for battle. "I need you to ride to Commander Meran and Centurion Trethant. Meran is to join with Parast and withdraw to the south at once."
"As you say, Patron.”
As I watched them go I remembered the coin that Caliran's men had carried. It lay discarded at the shore of the lake. Well, that would just have to wait, though I doubted I’d be the only one to remember it.
"At once?" Balaran sounded surprised.
"At once," I told him.
He turned in the saddle to survey the town. "And Darklake?"
"Darklake is in the hands of my client, Elendas," I told him, absently. My attention had been drawn to Dannat. Duprane and the Lords of the Keeps had retreated, but he remained. He walked our way. I decided to wait for him. "You know, I was thinking about something you said..."
Balaran turned to face me with an expression of polite inquiry. "Oh?"
I shook my head. "My memory sometimes isn't the best," I made a self-depreciating gesture and tried to look a little embarrassed. "You asked if I'd read the Speculative Histories and I'm sure I said I hadn't." I had his full attention but nothing showed on his face as he waited for me to continue. "It was a long time ago, but I did read them. My tutor used them to teach composition," I gave an offhand shrug. "The work struck me as the most fantastic nonsense," I told him, meeting his steady gaze, "which is why I made no effort to remember them, I suppose."
He looked away, feigning disinterest. "Yes, that's what I thought of them. Hardly worth the shelf space. Still, I'd like a copy for the archives, if you think your father would be willing to part with them."
"Not possible, unfortunately. The copy my tutor used was on vellum and we sanded each page smooth after I'd read it. As I said, he used it to teach composition." I shrugged apologetically.
"I see," he didn't sound as though he believed me, but could hardly say so. "Who's this?"
Dannat had almost closed the distance between us. "I'm hoping it's someone with some corpses for you to examine."
Balaran shot me a glance. "Oh, joy," he drawled. "Might I ask why?"
"No sense you examining them if you don't know why." I told him who Dannat was, and everything I suspected. By the time I had finished he had turned in the saddle to glare angrily back at the trading post and Dannat stood before us. I didn't need to ask him if he had moved the bodies. That he was covered in mud made that clear enough. "Do you think you can gather some hard evidence for the trial?"
Balaran's expression was set in a cold fury when he turned back to face me. "I'll get you what you need, if the evidence is there." He urged his mount forward a few steps, cleared one foot from a stirrup and reached down a hand to Dannat. "Show me where the bodies are, Dannat."
A moment later Dannat was behind Balaran. As they rode away, Dannat turned back and raised his voice a little so that I could here. "Duprane sends her thanks," he called out. "And I add mine, for what it's worth."
He turned back to face front before I had a chance to think of any response above a casual wave. Probably it was just as well. The man had nearly been the death of me once. I might have forgiven it, to some degree, but I doubted I would ever forget. I watched them go, memories of being corralled with other prisoners back in Learneth. Crawling through the mud, my mind destroyed by concussion. They were not happy memories.
After a while I took a deep breath and let it out slowly. My body tingled with fatigue and my eyes stung with it. A subtle craving had begun to gnaw on the edge of my awareness. I set it aside. Hoped it wouldn't get too bad.
"Are we done here?"
I guided my horse in a slow turn and headed for the trading post at a walk. "Not quite yet," I told him. "I have to give Lendrin Treleth the good news first."
I was looking forward to it.
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As the two centuries came together and marched south, Meran and the imperial messenger moved to join us. I noted their approach with a mental shrug and kept to my course. Whatever arrangements Meran had made in the north would either stand or not, and were no longer my concern. It was only as I considered this that I noted the absence of Kathan and the warriors of Darklake. A thoughtful frown settled over my face as I considered the implications of that. I didn't doubt that Kathan would support his nephew as soon as he became aware of the situation, but I had assumed Kathan and the warriors who looked to him would be here to perform that role at once. For the moment, Elendas was on his own and any opposition might prove to be too much for him to handle. I wanted to give him some support, but every man at my command was a citizen.
Except one.
"I want you to stay and protect Elendas until Kathan gets here," I spilled the idea as soon as it occurred to me, then watched Sapphire think it through and nod.
"There are possessions of yours in Darklake that need to be recovered."
Of course there were. The white rod of my imperial authority, to name just one. "That's what I was thinking."
His lips twitched. "Of course it was," he said blandly. "Shall I give your farewells to Anista while I am there?"
I winced, sighed and shrugged in quick succession. "Think of something nice to say." I was damned if I could. Goodbye? Thanks for the sex? Whatever Sapphire thought of, it had to be better than that.
He angled his mount away from mine without another word and a space began to open between us. I turned things over in my mind, looked to see if there were any other loose ends he could tie up. Was there anything else I wanted him to do? Anything else I wanted to know? Only one thing came to mind and I raised my voice a little to bridge the gap between us. "Don't kill anyone unless you have to," he nodded but didn't otherwise respond. "Unless you find that Caliran survives." I doubted it but there was no way to check.
He turned in the saddle to look at me then patted his chest where the glass sphere would be, wrapped in the small pouch that protected it. "It's just glass," he told me.
I nodded and looked away, suddenly embarrassed by my concern. If the spirit held within had fled, it could only mean one thing. Caliran was dead. It felt better to be sure. One less thing to worry about. As the gap between us grew, I kept half an eye on him. Sapphire didn't look back. I tried to remember if he had ever given me a greeting or a farewell. Or I him, for that matter. Maybe we were two of a kind.
The thought depressed me and I was feeling pretty glum when Meran and the imperial messenger came close and steered their mounts to fall in alongside me. Meran opened his mouth to speak but I held up a hand to forestall him. "Do you have anything to report that I need to hear right now?"
He screwed up his ugly face, his one eye squinting as he assessed my condition. Then he shook his head and looked forward. The messenger took his cue from Meran and similarly held his peace.
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No one was working on the short length of road that led south from the trading post. It stretched about a quarter of a mile, clean and straight and empty. It was such a short stretch that my maniple hadn't bothered to use it. I wondered if anyone would; wondered if it would one day be finished and used to bring trade and prosperity here. Maybe I had persuaded Elendas of its value; if not, then maybe I still could. Not that I expected to speak with him again face to face, but I could write to him. In fact, I would have to. As my client I had a responsibility to keep the lines of communication open, just as he had a responsibility to me. I briefly turned my mind to the money I was leaving in his care; wondered if he would see it as mine or his, or if he had learned yet that money belonged only to the hand that held it, and that hand should hold it only briefly. A twisted half-smile twitched my lips as I realised how briefly I had held on to it. I'd set a good example.
As we moved onto the road I saw that the nearby gates of the trading post were thrown open now that all was resolved and it was safe to do so. A group of men were clustered there, foremost among them was Lendrin Treleth, come to see how he was affected by events. He waited at the gate, surrounded by his men. He was mounted but made no move to close the distance between us. That he made me go to him just made me even more glad that I bore no good news for him.
He walked his horse forward a few paces as we came close, then stopped, attention fixed on the retreating soldiers of the city, his face a mask of confusion and concern. His gaze flicked to me when I drew rein in front of him. He looked me up and down once with evident distaste at my condition before offering a hesitant greeting.
I did not return it. "You have to leave," I told him. "You and every citizen. You can leave a proxy but not a citizen; from here and north through the region around Battling Plain and the plain itself; not one citizen may reside.
His eyes widened and his face paled before he abruptly flushed crimson. "I know you have been recalled to the city, Sumto Cerulian, but there was no letter from the Assembly of Patrons for me! I can't possibly leave here, I have too much to protect. I..."
"Do it," I snapped, cutting him short. "I'm the Commander of this region and have full imperium until I lay down that authority on my return to the city; until then my word is law. You can leave a proxy, you can still make money here," as could I if my client Elendas would cooperate, "but you cannot stay, not you nor any citizen. If you do I will prosecute," I would anyway, but on another matter, "and I will win and you will lose a fortune and face exile. Understand?"
He got control of himself. His expression turned neutral but I could see the defiance in his eyes and knew I had to quash it before I was free to leave. I pointed to the army that still stood on the edge of the woodland to the east. "If you remain then you break the treaty I have negotiated with these people. You will have forfeited any claim to my protection. I would expect them to kill you and take your goods in compensation for breaking the treaty. And if that isn't enough, then understand this; if you remain against my orders, spoken here before witnesses, even if you are killed, it's your family that I will prosecute."
I watched him cave and once I was sure he would do it I started to turn my mount away.
"Why?"
I checked my horse and looked him up and down, not bothering to keep the contempt from my expression. "I made a deal that was to my advantage. Did you think I would put your advantage above my own?"
His shoulders slumped. "No."
"No," I said and completed the turn so my back was to him. "You can leave a proxy."
"And be robbed blind," he called after me, obviously mistaking me for someone who cared.
"Then choose wisely," I called back.
"Everyone is trustworthy until they are tested!"
I smiled to myself, knowing he couldn't see me and that what he said was probably true, at least for him. "Then choose someone you have already tested."
"Everyone has their price!"
I didn't bother to respond to that. I was done with him, at least for now.
We followed the road. I used it almost deliberately. Leaving Darklake and the north at last. I put the past behind me and looked forward. It was over six hundred miles between here and the city. A long journey and at the end of it, a trial that would include a charge of treason. If found guilty of that I would be hauled to the top of cliff and thrown to my death. 
All of a sudden, looking forward didn't seem like such a great idea.
 
#
 
The End
 
Author's Notes
 
Early on in this book, Sumto offers the choice between Protectorate or Client Kingdom, totally neglecting to mention that there are other possibilities. He doesn't want to muddy the waters, and of the available degrees of relationship between the city (meaning just the city itself) and the territory, he mentions only these two. These are the others. A Province is ruled by a governor directly appointed by the Assembly, a Client State is ruled a patron, either directly or by proxy, a Vassal State is ruled by a client of the Patron, and usually only that individual or the ruling class are clients, Friend and Ally describes a state with its own laws and government but one with trade and other agreements, a Tributary merely pays tribute to be left alone, and the Protectorate, which is permitted no military and is protected by the patron in return for tribute to pay for the protection. There is variance in each status, but that kind of detail isn't relevant at the moment. It is often the case that Sumto will fail to explain things that he understands so fully that he doesn't even think about them. It is also common enough that he is so familiar with a subject that he doesn't really understand it as well as he thinks he does. 
Taxation is another example; he completely fails to mention that there are differences between taxation systems in the different forms of province listed above. Nor does he explain that for citizens of the city, only the six classes pay direct tax, or the differences between direct and indirect taxation, or that within the city there is no representation without taxation – meaning that only those who pay direct tax get to vote. He doesn't mention or much explain these things because he assumes everyone knows them already.
The six classes, for anyone who is interested, were originally based on land ownership but now are represented by money. A Patron must have one million in cash (gold lodged with a temple – even though there are no temples in active use the buildings still exist), an Equestes must have 100,000, the third class 50,000, and so on to the sixth class who must have five thousand. Direct tax is six percent per annum of the gold lodged to secure the class and the benefits of being that class. If unpaid, it is taken from the stored gold and the class of the individual drops. The majority, who don't have spare money to store, don't pay direct tax, but don't have a vote or the benefits associated with the class.
As usual with city politics, it's quite complicated. My best advice, as ever, is not to worry about it. Sumto certainly doesn't.
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