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I didn't recognize myself.
The chamber in the Eyrie had belonged to an Alendi chieftain before I had taken it for my own. There were few luxuries to distinguish it from any other chamber, but one of them was a full-length mirror that stood against one wall. Naked, I stood in front of it and looked at myself. It was masochistic, in a way. I knew I wouldn't look good. I'd lost a lot of weight, way beyond what was healthy. A month ago I had been fat. Not any more. I needed to eat and put back on some of the weight I'd lost. What I wanted to do was drink. It was a problem. Still, it wasn't my weight loss that bothered me most. My face had changed from relaxed and carefree to grim and brooding. They say the eyes are a window to the soul; I didn't like to meet my own gaze. The magical stone set in my forehead was also a definite concern; it was linked to the stone set in my own signet ring, and through that link I could be found. Handy for a friend, dangerous in the hands of an enemy, and I had no idea in whose hands it was.
There were other things that I didn't like. I had not a single hair on my body, and the fire that had burned it off had left … well, burns. Lentro had healed me but there are limits to what magic can do and the body had to finish the job. It was going to take time. Some places were just red and angry, others worse. There was swelling, blistering, and some areas looked moist. As I stood there, head tucked and glaring back at myself from under hairless, angry brows, I noticed for the first time just how shockingly blue my eyes were and was reminded immediately of Sapphire. Cold eyes and the killing face. No wonder people had appeared a little tentative around me for the last few days.
Not Sapphire, of course. He was hurt and moved slowly but there was nothing tentative about him.
“You're a damn fool,” he'd told me when I had finally related to him just how I had turned the walking corpse Kukran Epthel into a non-walking one. “You should have broken his neck first and then thrown him into the fire.” In actuality I'd thrown both of us into the fire and then broken his neck. Sapphire's way did seem better, now that I thought of it.
I'd shrugged. “I didn't think of it at the time.”
“You were drunk,” he'd growled.
“A little,” I'd admitted. “But that is not my fault.” I hadn't bothered to explain that Epthel had slipped me a drug that made me addicted to the first substance I encountered thereafter. I wasn't sure he had believed me the first time. I'd always had a bit of an issue with booze, but now it was a full blown addiction.
“It doesn't matter,” he relented. “You did well, both at Undralt and here.”
Now I stood in front of the mirror and looked back at myself with cold angry eyes.
Done well, he'd said. The way he judged things, maybe I had. I'd learned not to let pain stop me doing what needed doing. I'd learned something of his own indifference to death and ability to deal it. Not traits I'd ever judged admirable. I had also failed. The massacre before we had been incarcerated at Undralt had seen my whole command destroyed, and that of my cousin Tulian. Him and two thousand men, more or less. I'd failed as a commander. My first command and possibly my last. I had been captured and tortured for knowledge I did not possess; I was no sorcerer and could not teach what I did not know. Torture had nearly broken me, made me crazy for a while, I am sure. And here, at the Eyrie, the stronghold of the Alendi, I had been captured again, failed in my objective. And once more, I was sure, either gone mad or still been half crazy. Violence had never been my way but now it was a part of me; at least the memories of it were mine.
So I assessed myself; a half-crazy, violent drunk. The way my body looked fitted the way my mind felt; raw and ugly.
Meran pushed open the door and stepped into the room, a bundle of clothes in his arms. He was limping from a half-healed broken leg. He'd jumped out of a second storey window, following my lead and landing badly. Sapphire had been beaten near to death and I had been badly burned. We had all received magic healing, in Sapphire's case from a spirit that I had called, yet we still had some healing to do. Magic can only achieve so much. We were resting, the three of us, recovering. Meran limped. Sapphire moved with care. And I brooded.
“What have you got for me?”
“Come and look,” he said, dumping the bundle on the bed.
Meran had found me in the Eyrie some hours after the battle was done. I'd left him in the town of Undralt several days before. With Dubaku, he was to protect Jocasta as best they could; they had done well, considering they were in a town occupied by barbarians. They had kept her safe until the town was liberated. Then they had stayed with our armies when they came north to smash the Eyrie, where I had been held captive.
He had found me drunk, probably. I didn't remember.
I did remember that Kerral had come to me briefly after the battle for the Eyrie. He had told me why they had not taken down the enemy themselves; Yebratt, Hettar, Lentro, Sheo, all under the sway of the last king's amulet, which powerfully and subtly urged obedience; all had served Kukran Epthel, and had briefly been my enemies. Gatren and Larner had also been my enemies and died for it. And one more; Ferrian. I didn't know what had happened to him, and resolved to find out. He had become a fanatical convert under the sway of the amulet; what would he have become without its influence? In any case, I had recognized the amulet for what it was, told Lentro, and he had told the rest; they all knew the history of it, that the last king of the city had made it and used it to become a tyrant. In the city, we do not suffer tyrants, and the last king had been slain, the amulet, according to the histories, destroyed. That had not been the only inaccuracy in the histories. Even though they had been able to work against him once they knew the source of his power over them, they had been unable to raise a hand against him. Unable to act against him directly, they had instead engineered my freedom and hoped I would act to free them. I had not seen or spoken to Kerral since then, nor had I seen any of the others. Kerral and Sheo had been my friends, once. Sheo had tricked me into taking a drug that caused my addiction to alcohol. He had been my friend, and had been my enemy. I didn't know what he was now but I considered it was just as well that he avoided me, just as well that they all did. I didn't want to speak to anyone, much, but I couldn't stay isolated here forever.
I had a roof, I had a bed and I had beer. I should be happy. I wasn't.
I padded across the room and started going through the clothes. My own had been burned off me in the fire that had consumed Epthel. What I had found since were coarse and basically hurt my skin more than it hurt already. I needed something softer and had planned to go looking for a few things after I'd found a room for myself. The chieftain's room had seemed most appropriate. I could see the armies of the city from the narrow, unglazed window of the room, should I choose to look. They had camped outside the Eyrie and their commanders remained with them, so there was no competition for rooms. The Eyrie was empty, the barbarian survivors having been taken as slaves and sent south under guard. The whole Alendi nation had been here, and now they were gone. I didn't mourn them.
I picked out some black linen trousers, and a white shirt of the same material. The cloth felt cool against my skin and didn't irritate. Socks I wasn't concerned about; my feet and ankles were not burned, having been well protected by stout boots. I pulled these on, grumbling as I did so; my hands hurt. When Meran had been my slave I would have had him help me. Now he was a freedman, and I didn't care to ask for his help.
Dressed, I was ready to face the world. Pity I had nowhere to go, really. I was superfluous at the moment, not being a part of any army. Kerral and Sheo and the others were in the same boat. I had no idea what boat Sapphire was in, not being party to his instructions or plans. My father's man, he would doubtless rest until somewhat recovered and then either travel back to the city or on to whatever duty my father assigned him. I was curious but had not inquired only because I knew he wouldn't tell me.
Still, there was one task I could be about. It would cause problems but that was just the mood I was in. I'd been through hell and come out the other side with nothing. If I could pass on a bit of my misery, that was fine by me. Not to Jocasta, who I had a mind to visit, but to her family who might want to stop me seeing her. Jocasta was with the army outside the Eyrie, and so were her brother and sister. Having stolen a stone from her family and travelled alone to help me, she was in disgrace - her reputation compromised, although we had both been too busy, and I too drunk, for anything carnal to cross our minds. Still, patrons can be touchy about such things. No one of her own class would marry her now, making her a liability to her family. She could not be used to make an alliance with a more powerful family, and noble women were not considered much use for anything else. For myself, I suppose I felt somewhat differently. She was a skilled sorceress. She had saved my life, nearly getting killed in the process. I owed her and there was a way I could discharge that debt.
“I'm going to the fort,” I said.
Meran held out a wide-brimmed hat and some linen gloves. “You will want these.”
I raised an eyebrow, then thought about it and nodded. The sun on my skin was going to hurt, and there was no sense being in more pain than I must already accept. I put them on, glanced in the mirror and frowned. I hoped I would look better in time, hoped the burns would not not leave permanent scars. I had the example of Meran's face to tell how that would look. The only difference was that he would be ugly even without the scars.
I pulled the brim of the hat down a little further. It didn't help.
I was not completely alone in the Eyrie. Apart from Sapphire, who was recovering from his injuries, and Dubaku, who was here for reasons of his own, there were also a thousand soldiers systematically looting the place. We ignored each other. Those we passed were going about their task with good cheer, knowing that they were due a portion of the loot. Most of it was weapon parts; barrels of arrow and spear heads, the blades of axes, sword blanks, iron links that were the makings of chain armor, as well as tons of pig iron. I let them get on with things. It had little to do with me. As I was not part of the command structure of the legions that had taken the Eyrie and ended the threat of the combined Alendi, Prashuli and Orduli tribes, none of that money was for me. I had not been a
part of a unit that had won a single engagement and by the time we started winning I was basically on my own. I'd sold my library to make a war chest and raised two cohorts and there was nothing left of them or the money. My financial losses had been high; all the horses I had brought had been lost one way or another, and the remaining coin taken and never recovered. My father's loaned weapons and armor, lost when I was made captive. Okay, they hadn't cost me anything but I didn't have them. That was the point. I would make some attempts to regain those possessions but had no real expectation of succeeding. All in all the expedition had cost me a great deal.
I became aware that the soldiers that had passed us stopped smiling, stopped talking, and looked wary. It was the kind of thing that had started to happen when people saw me, and now I had looked into a mirror I knew why. I looked like a man who was just about to kill someone. I made a conscious effort to relax the muscles of my face, to smile. Considering the state of my skin it probably didn't help much, just unnerved people a different way. Stories of me must have spread and people tend to be wary of man willing to throw himself into a fire in order to kill an enemy. It was a bit extreme, I had to admit. Just a month ago if someone had told me I would do that, the idea would have made me laugh. Me? Pick up an enemy and throw myself bodily into a fire? No way. Not me. Well, I guess I had changed. Maybe it was the torture that had unhinged my mind, then exposure to Sapphire, to whom such extreme violence was habitual. But I knew that wasn't completely true; I knew that it must have been part of my nature all along, just a part that I had not explored. I also knew that those who are tortured usually fall into two categories after the fact; one type is broken by it and fears violence, the other type needs to pass the pain on to others and frequently become torturers themselves. I wondered which I was. I knew from the events in Undralt, where I had killed indiscriminately, that I did not fear violence, in fact I now feared that I relished it, and pain too. Did that make me a potential torturer? I imagined myself in the role of torturer, pincers in hand, bound captive, pulling teeth. I shuddered. No; I promised myself that I would never do that to anyone.
In the past I have often been accused of not understanding, but that has never been my problem. It's never been that I don't understand, but that I understand too much. I resolved to stop thinking but doubted it was possible.
The single doorway into the stronghold led to a narrow bridge across a moat that we crossed into the main area of the Eyrie; a vast open pasture where formerly thousands of cattle had been penned and the clans of the Alendi tribe had formed tent cities. All gone now. There were a few horses corralled nearby, in one of the few remaining enclosures. But I didn't head for them. There was no way I was subjecting my inner thighs and butt to the pressure of a saddle. The burns were healing, but no way were they fully healed yet. I would walk.
It was a damn long way to the gate. There were gaps
in the walls that were closer but I didn't relish the idea of sliding down the slope beyond. It would be the long way, through the gate and down the long winding road between the long walls.
“You didn't have to come with me.”
Meran shrugged. “I know my duties.”
He was my freedman and my only client. He had previously been my slave. I still wasn't sure why I had freed him. But I had and that was that. There were consequences that I would have to live with.
“I wouldn't risk running, but it doesn't stop me walking.”
I had guessed from the way he was limping that it hurt, but he didn't slow me down. I wasn't moving too fast myself. The burns weren't anywhere near as bad as they would have been without Lentro's healing but they still hurt pretty badly here and there; elsewhere the healing flesh was still tender and sensitive.
A fort containing one legion is the size of a town. There were two on the clear area before the Eyrie, and the remains of two more forts, now abandoned. Sometimes we just make a bigger camp; it depends on who is in overall command, if anyone. It is not uncommon for two or more legions to operate semi-independently. Or completely at odds with each other. To place your force under the command of another chafes at the ego and means that the commander-in chief, a rival who is controlling your force, will get the lion's share of the glory and the loot. We are not good at giving away what we feel belongs to us.
It was over a mile from the long walls to the fort and I was getting tired. And thirsty. I took out a flask of whiskey from which I took a sip. Fighting the addiction was hard work and at the end of each day I was fairly drunk. I had been cutting down, trying to get it under control. It was hard work; a constant effort of will that got harder as the day progressed. Harder the drunker I got.
The guards at the gate watched our progress without showing any interest; we were only two men and no threat. It seemed to take forever and I was starting to drag my feet. My body had taken a beating over the last weeks and I was not in great shape; true I was in many ways fitter than before my military service began but I had been tortured and starved for longer than I cared to think about. There were consequences. I didn't like to think about it much. I'd been having nightmares. That was enough.
I was feeling weak and shaky when I finally came to the gate.
“Password?” One of the guards asked in a peremptory way that put my back up.
“I don't have the damn password. I am Sumto Merian Ichatha Cerulian, patron of the city and here on my own business.”
He didn't look happy but people do not lightly cross patrons. “I'll have to speak to my centurion. You will have to wait, patron.”
I nodded and he left.
Waiting, I looked around, vaguely hoping for a chair to materialize. There are no comforts for the guards. No way I could get a seat, so I waited under the eye of the other guard and ignored him. There wasn't much to look at. The remaining guard seemed to think so too, as he kept glancing at me sideways, trying not to make it obvious.
“What?”
“Nothing, patron.”
“You want to know why I'm looking so crispy?”
“No, patron. I know why that is, patron. You carried a man into a bonfire and held him there till he died, patron. Everyone knows,” his voice was admiring, proud.
I was a little taken aback but tried not to show it. He made it sound heroic; but in fact I had just been angry and desperate and a little crazy. And I hadn't held him there until he died; in fact, being a lich, he was technically already dead; I had worked at him until his neck broke and then twisted his head about and got the hell out of there and called for help to put out my burning clothes. The more I thought about it the more crazy I sounded to myself, but never mind that.
“So, what is it? Go ahead, ask, it doesn't bother me.”
“It's the stone, sir. Never seen one stuck to someone's head.”
I snorted. “I bet. It's embedded in my skull. They wanted a way to track me and had another stone attuned to this one. Magically enhanced dogs had the scent of it, to hunt me if I ran.” The other stone was mine, set in a gold ring, and gods knew where that was.
His eyes widened and he nodded. “I saw them, patron. The dogs. Just before we attacked, they came howling out of nowhere, heading for the Eyrie. They were after you?” He sounded impressed, like I'd fought them myself.
I nodded. I didn't tell him that one of our own battle mages had set the stone in my skull and created the dogs to track me if I should escape. It didn't seem relevant any more. I didn't blame the man for doing it; he had no choice. The lich had had the last king's amulet; that magical device that made obedience second nature to any who even once obeyed its wearer; it made them deeply susceptible to suggestion; and also, I had later learned, made it impossible for anyone who had obeyed to attack the wearer. And Larner was dead now. I'd killed him. In a way I regretted it now, as the others who had been in thrall to the lich were now free and Larner could have been one of them. Instead, he was dead. Still, I think he had become deranged by his experiences, so maybe it was just as well.
“I heard that when the Eyrie fell,” the guard interrupted my train of thought, “the stronghold had already surrendered to you, patron. Just you. Is that right?”
I nodded absently. It was true. I'd needed a drink. The fighting was still going on, our legions pouring through the breeches in the walls. No one needed me for anything, so I'd headed back to the stronghold, the only place I knew I could get a beer. I'd told the Alendi guards at the bridge that if they wanted to live they had better place themselves under my protection; and they had believed me and done it. Looking back it seemed a little reckless. I was trying not to think about these things; had been trying for days. I took out the flask and took a good long swig. When I glanced back at the guard he was stony-faced and looking straight ahead. Suddenly I was back to being Sumto the feckless drunk. From that moment on we ignored each other.
After a while the first guard returned in the company of his centurion, a hard bitten veteran whose kit was immaculate. He had several phalera, gold and silver disks fixed to his armor, awards for campaigns fought and won. He stopped in front of me and saluted. “Patron, you may enter. The password is bullfinch. The commander-in-chief is expecting you.”
He was? I didn't even know who was in command of this legion, or the other for that matter. I hadn't asked and no one had seen fit to volunteer the information. I had been content to be ignored while I licked my wounds and recovered a little. Only the Gods knew why he wanted to talk to me now.
“I'll go and see him, then,” I agreed, although it wasn't why I was here.
The centurion saluted smartly and stepped aside, the two guards also saluted as I passed them and entered the fort. I didn't return the gesture. I wasn't part of their command chain, of any command chain. Tulian was dead and he had been my nominal superior, and there were no troops under my command. I was in a kind of no-man's land as far as rank was concerned, but considered myself a civilian. My vaunted plans for a military career had been brief, and I considered them foolish now. My political career was over before it began. Ten years' military service was normally required before holding any civic title, but with my august ancestors a mere one year would have done. I had served for about a month. When drunk I had considered that I would renounce my family and join up as an enlisted man, but that would have been stupid and I had known at the time I wouldn't do it. The fact was that I didn't want to be a part of this; I'd tried it and failed. I had an induced drinking habit that basically meant no commander would want me on his staff, and no one would want to follow me in any case, and who could blame them? The fact was, I had no idea what I was going to do, and had been trying not to think about it. I had been left alone and had pretty much wanted it that way. Now, moving through the camp, having been saluted at the gate, I was made aware of what I had lost by my failure. It was depressing.
The commander's tent was at the centre of a cleared area in the middle of the fort, set to one side of a crossroads, each road heading for one of the four gates. I recognized the flag flying outside and so was not surprised when I entered to find a relative sitting behind the commander's table. He was reading reports and generally getting on with the business of the day, his staff busy around him. I was only glad it was not my father sitting there. That conversation might have become... awkward.
He looked up as I entered. He was an old man, maybe fifty, but big and strong as an ox. He had a face that looked like it had never smiled and he wasn't smiling now. My Uncle Orlyan and I had never quite hit it off. Actually, none of my male relatives were much fond of me, not without some cause.
“So, you decided to make something of yourself at last,” he greeted me.
“Sod off, Uncle, I'm in no mood to be talked down to.”
The corners of his mouth turned down a fraction. “It's custom to use the word sir when addressing your commander-in-chief.”
“So it is, but you are not. Tulian was and he is now dead,” I couldn't keep the bitterness out of my voice and he picked up on it at once.
“You blame yourself for that?”
“It was my plan that got him killed,” I agreed. I had formed the battle plan, it was me that presented it to him. And then I had recklessly changed it at the last minute and he had died for it. The whole command apart from a handful of battle mages and healers had died for it. “It was my responsibility.”
He snorted. “Rubbish. He was in command. His orders and his responsibility. From what I hear, it was a plan with a good chance of success. The enemy force was split into three parts. You were unlucky that the other two arrived just as you routed the first.”
I didn't respond to that. The original plan had been to let the enemy combine and take the town of Undralt, hitting them in the rear with half their forces inside and in disarray, spread out and looting the town. That plan might have worked.
The command staff around us continued about their business but it was clear they were listening in. My Uncle didn't let the silence last long.
“I'm offering you a position on my command staff.”
“I decline.”
He grunted. “My brother said you would. In that case, there is this.” He leaned down and dragged a satchel off the floor and dumping it on the table. He pulled items out of it, one at a time. The first was a gold and silver torc that he slid across the table. I picked it up and looked at it. We use the torc as an award, specifically for a man who has challenged and killed an enemy commander on the field; the gold and silver bands twisted together indicated an act of spectacular bravery. I frowned at it as I tried to think how this thing might apply to me. The warlord of the Alendi was surely in command of the army, not Kukran Epthel. And I hadn't challenged Kukran, I'd ridden into a mass of the enemy and leapt off my horse onto the bastard's back. I turned the torc over and over in my hands, frowning at it. My Uncle seemed to sense some of my reservations.
“The assembly of patrons has approved the award. Also there is this,” he tossed a letter across the table. “A vote of thanks from the whole assembly for your efforts in the war and a cash award of fifty thousand coin.”
I wondered what strings my father had had to pull to make these things happen. What favors had he called in or promised? What bribes made? How much did he think I was obligated to him? Mentally, I shrugged. The deed was done, the assembly had voted me these awards and there was no way I could refuse them. I put on the torc and picked up the letter. Things had gone quiet without my noticing. Then the stillness was broken by applause from the dozen or so command staff present. It didn't last long but it seemed sincere.
Well. I thanked them. What else could I do? The torc was a fairly rare honor and I could see that I just about deserved it, if I stood back and squinted at events from a certain angle. The letter of thanks was also not that common and the fifty thousand was welcome; it meant I wasn't broke.
“As commander in chief I am also awarding you a share of the booty from this campaign,” he held up his hand to forestall my protestations. “Only an equestes share, comes to about a hundred thousand. You took part in the fighting, commanded a unit, did some damage to the enemy. You earned it. Oh,” he dragged another letter from the satchel and passed it to me. “and there is this. A letter from your father. Dismissed.”
I saluted and left, slightly dazed. One hundred and fifty thousand. I wasn't rich. Not as these things are measured. But a hundred thousand was a knight's share, plenty enough to live in comfort if I bought a chunk of land. Of course, a patron heading up the course of honors uses money like water. And to gain a seat in the patron's assembly I'd need a million; it is the censor's job to make sure you have it, and I was way short of that. If I went that route I would still have to complete a year's military service, and I had just refused my Uncle's offer. Still, with the torc and the letter of commendation there might be other offers. I stopped thinking about it. It could wait.
I stood outside the tent, tapping my father's letter and the letter of commendation against the palm of my hand, thinking. Then I passed them to Meran. “Where is Jocasta?”
“This way.” He tucked the letters away and led off.
I had known Jocasta would be here somewhere, here or in the other camp, with her brother and sister. Her sister Orelia and I had once been betrothed, until her family had broken it off due to my... well, details don't matter. Suffice it to say they did not approve of me. I wanted to speak to Jocasta but did not want to speak to the others. There would be no choice in that, though. They were there to keep an eye on her and would be doing just that. As unfinished business, I was also curious about Tahal, Orelia's current betrothed. We had met in the vaults of the Eyrie; I'd intended to rescue him; instead he had made off with a ten carat stone that would fuel the spells we had planned that he use in our escape. He hadn't done so. The last time I had caught a glimpse of him was when I had thrown Kukran into the fire; he'd been there, with my other erstwhile companions. I didn't know what had happened to him after that. I wanted to know.
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It was not a happy scene.
Not my fault. It clearly had not been a happy scene before I arrived. Urik had been reluctant to admit me when Meran had had their slave announce me. Some harsh words were exchanged, some of which I had heard. They made me smile, which made my lip crack and ooze. Nice. I'd taken the handkerchief Meran supplied and dabbed it to my lip. No more smiling.
Urik was Jocasta's brother; a little older than I, and something of a prude in my book. He stood at the other end of the room - the pavilion was big enough to have rooms - and glowered at me. Orelia shadowed Jocasta, which was clearly annoying her no end.
“You look a mess,” Jocasta said, coming close and looking up at me critically.
“Thank you for that, if you hadn't told me I never would have known.” Still, I couldn't help smiling. Orelia wasn't looking at me. The floor, for some reason, was infinitely more interesting.
“Your lip is bleeding.”
“It happens when I smile.”
“So stop smiling.” Her gaze flickered over my face. “You really dragged that thing into a fire, then.” She shook her head. “Didn't you think to throw him in?”
I shrugged, winced as the cloth rode over sensitive skin. “Tried that. He climbed back out.”
“Oh.”
I tried to think of something else to say. There didn't seem to be much. “You look well. Recovered.” 
She did. She looked healthy, vital. Smelled good. 
She blushed and dropped her gaze.
Can everyone read my mind? I sometimes wondered. It couldn't be my expression, not with the mess my face was in. Some people say you can read people's eyes. Maybe that was it; but I had been looking at them myself a little while earlier and I hadn't know what I had been thinking.
She looked back up at me. “Will you be all right?”
“You mean, will I be horribly scarred and disfigured? No, I don't think so. I haven't seen anyone since Lentro healed me, but I'm guessing... I feel as though everything is healing.”
She reached up to touch the torc at my neck. Her sister gasped and stepped forward to pull her arm away at the same time as her brother took one step forward angrily. I wasn't carrying a weapon but my intent must have been clear because both of them stopped. So did Jocasta, just barely short of touching me. I held Urik's gaze.“We are going to marry, so I think you can relax.” My tone of voice was pretty clear – he had better relax, right now, or involuntarily lie down and rest for a bit. His eyes went wide and he opened his mouth to protest, then thought better of it.
I guess I understood him. As the head of the household he was supposed to be asked, not told; still, from his point of view the matter was moot. Who would marry his sister? Why not me? A link to my illustrious family by marriage was much better then he could expect now that his sister's virtue was in question. Even if it was only to the black sheep of the family, it was the best deal he was likely to make.
“Are we?”
I looked down into her eyes. They were flashing and she wasn't smiling. Probably bad signs. “Didn't we talk about this?”
She stamped her foot. “Dammit, Sumto, can't you at least ask me nicely?”
“You travelled five hundred miles alone into enemy territory to break me free from...” I shook my head. “I know you love me. Actions speak louder than words, Jocasta.” I hoped I was right, was almost sure of it.
“And you?”
What about me? Oh! “I love you. Marry me. You'll probably regret it but if you do regret it it'll be none of my doing.”
“There will be no dowry!” Orelia chipped in, sounding outraged for some reason.
Jocasta shrugged. “Sorry.”
“Don't be. I have money; a hundred thousand from the campaign and fifty thousand from a letter of commendation from the assembly of patrons.”
“Gods,” Urik exclaimed, “That is a torc!” It was the first thing he had said since I had entered the room.
“I thought it was,” Jocasta smiled, touching it. “For challenging and defeating an enemy commander in single combat.”
I shrugged, winced again. “I don't think anyone is going to argue the point that Kukran Epthel was not the enemy commander. He had the last king's amulet and by virtue of its power was clearly in control of the rising.”
“I heard that,” Urik was unwinding a little. His wayward sister would marry into a good family. She was not his problem any more. He could afford to be friendly. “The histories say it was destroyed.”
I shrugged. I had to stop doing that. “The histories lied. I may write something on it. I have time.”
“What do you plan to do?” Jocasta asked.
I stopped myself from making a smart remark just in time. Pain is a great teacher. “I don't know, yet. Recover. You didn't say yes.”
“I'll make the arrangements,” Urik said. “Tomorrow?”
It was a little unseemly to make the agreement and have the marriage so soon, but Jocasta nodded without hesitation. For myself, I saw no reason to delay. My father wouldn't like it but I had long since given up on trying to please him. He could not stop me; I was over twenty and beyond the point where my family could legally decide these things for me. Of course, were I a good son they could put enormous pressure on me to obey their wishes. But I was not a good son, and at this moment I was glad of it.
“Tomorrow, then.”
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If you are reading this then you have turned down my brother's offer of a command post. Perhaps this offer will more suit you. A client of mine wishes to establish a trading post in the north. I will supply 100 men to make this happen. You may command them and assist Lendrin Treleth in his endeavour. Also, I need reports from the north. Sapphire will travel with you and gain intelligence on all that is there. You will have imperium on my authority. This will be a command position. Inform Sapphire of your decision.
I had waited until I was back in the Eyrie before I'd opened the letter. I had not know what I had expected, but it certainly wasn't that. I tossed the letter onto my bed and paced the room, thinking. Not wondering first if it suited me, but why did he need reports from the north? What was he planning? What was on his mind? He had sent Sapphire north to seek and destroy Alendi, and probably also Necromancer spies. He'd known or had some hint of them. But why was he acting in this matter? He had no client kingdoms or states in the north. None. Did he plan to acquire some? Was that why his brother was here? Was my Uncle to lead an army north, acting on our intelligence? Was this client of his, this Lendrin Treleth, to be a precursor of things to come?
You will have imperium on my authority. Officially I would be on military service; technically I would be a general, with all that implied. The authority to raise troops, not that I would be able to do that in foreign territory, and the authority to prosecute a war. Difficult without troops. Still, a command position, technically a general. Eleven months sniffing about in foreign lands in Sapphire's company and I would have completed a year's service, enough to stand for election as a Ludile; though I would not have enough money to do so. Unless my Uncle led an army north and I joined them. Then there might be loot. But the north was not a popular destination for our armies; it was not wealthy. No gold, silver, gemstones, cloth or dyes. The north was a region of barbarians for good reason. They had iron and tin and vast tracks of wasteland; at least that's how it was further north, beyond the mountains. What was my father thinking? What did Lendrin Treleth want to trade for? Sapphire probably knew more than I did, so I sucked down a beer, picked up the letter from my father and went to see him.
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I found him in the central courtyard of the Eyrie. He was working out, or so I guessed. It looked to me like he was fighting invisible enemies incredibly slowly. He saw me but didn't stop. Dubaku squatted nearby, watching but without any apparent interest. After a while I joined Sapphire, started to copy his movements as best I could. He did not acknowledge me. Just kept moving, turning, stepping and striking with precision but no speed. It was a lot harder than it looked. Slow, controlled, balanced, it took effort and concentration. Three days ago he had been at death's door. He had been systematically beaten. He had lost a lot of blood. His arm had been broken. And ribs. One of the spirits controlled by the shaman, Dubaku, had come at my bidding and healed him. He still looked pale but otherwise seemed his old self. His arm must still hurt if the healing a spirit gave was anything like that that magic provided, and I had reason to believe it was, yet he did not favor it. True, he was putting no weight on his arm, still it must ache bone-deep. He was showed no sign of the discomfort he must be feeling. But after a few minutes exercising with him, I was. Muscles started to protest, small muscles that I didn't know I had. It was an odd sensation.
I had been fit enough when younger, made so against my will from the obligatory military training all nobles were put through, but had taken to a more sedentary lifestyle as soon as I could arrange it. From seventeen to twenty-two I hadn't done more than take a brisk walk, had eaten more than I needed and drank more than was wise. In the last month I had shed that excess weight and, I thought, tautened my flabby muscles. True, during much of that time I had been half-starved and endured other unpleasantness but I still regarded myself as a fairly fit man convalescing. Clearly I was wrong. When he finally stopped I was aching all over and breathing deeply, if slowly.
“You could be brothers,” Dubaku said.
I didn't say anything. Sapphire didn't say anything. It was an odd moment.
“My father sent me this,” I said, passing him the letter and pretending I had not heard Dubaku's comment. “What do you think?”
He read it, passed it back. “What's your answer?”
“What is he up to?”
“I am under instructions to discuss my mission with no one.” He walked to the wall where there was a bucket of water and filled a cup from it, drinking deeply.
I reached for my flask of whiskey, stopped myself and went to join him instead. “Tell me what you feel you can.” The line had worked once before.
He passed me the cup. “It's in the letter.”
I didn't want it but drank anyway. Water wouldn't kill me. “Set up a trading post? Explore the north?”
“More or less. Will you do it?”
“I don't know yet.”
“Let me know when you decide. I'm going for a run.”
There was no way I was joining him for that. He probably meant about five miles and I just wasn't up to it. Not to mention the fact that running would strip the skin off my healing burns. So I just let him go and drank a little more water.
“What about you?”
Dubaku looked up at me. “I search for my people. If I knew where they were, one direction would not be as good as another.”
“So if I go north, you will come with me?”
He smiled. “You are still paying me, aren't you?”
It was a joke. At least I thought it was. He had been part of a mercenary company, now destroyed, and I had once claimed authority over him on the pretext that I had not yet released the company from my service. Maybe it wasn't a joke. “Yes, I'm still paying you.”
“Fifty coin a day, just in case you had forgotten.”
See where the money goes? Still, if I wanted to pay a skilled artisan to paint murals on the walls of my house I would have to pay him that much a day. For Dubaku's skills, fifty coin a day was a bargain.
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“I want you to go back to the city.”
Meran stopped piling stew onto my plate and just looked at me. I picked up a fork and started eating anyway, talking thorough the food. “My house stands empty. I have a hundred and fifty thousand that I don't want to carry around with me. I need someone there. Someone I can count on.”
He thought about it; put some food on another plate and sat opposite me. We were in the kitchens of the Eyrie; rooms big enough to cook for a small army. One oven was up and running, baking bread at the moment, and one open fire had a large pot hanging over it in which he had cooked the stew. For now we were on our own, but doubtless Dubaku and Sapphire would turn up soon enough; the smell of cooking food would bring them. I wanted this settled before they arrived. I'd decided I was going north. Curiosity had overcome my reservations. And I wanted the one year's military service under my belt. This seemed like an easy way to get it. Maybe that was part of what my father had in mind. It galled me slightly to accede to his wishes but not enough that I would deny myself the chance to attain a goal I also desired.
“What will you want me to do?”
“Maintain the house, look after Jocasta, buy her some female slaves and hire a freedwoman. Make it a respectable household. Look after things. Jocasta will be making the financial decisions but you will be actioning them, and I will make sure she listens to your advice.”
He nodded. Of course. A woman of her class could not deal with men in business. If she were a commoner there would be no such bar. I had no doubt Jocasta would chafe under the restriction but there was no help for it. I intended a public career, in time, and needed all the trappings of respectability I could muster. “Try and make the money grow but be cautious.”
He nodded again. “Anything else?”
“Keep your ears to the ground. I need to know what is going on, all the gossip. Jocasta can help with that.”
“How will I be able to contact you?”
“I don't know yet.” I had no idea how, but I knew for certain that Sapphire and my father had a method of communication. With Sapphire's cooperation I would tack onto that. That would need my father's cooperation as well, of course, but I would work on that. “I'll keep you posted.” Father wanted me to do this, at least wanted me to do this rather than do nothing. If he wanted me to play ball he would have to make some concessions. I hoped.
“Where will you be?”
I hadn't told him. An oversight on my part, but he must have wondered why I hadn't said. “North. I don't think I'm going to say more than that.”
He accepted it. I could tell he didn't like it, any of it, but he was my client and pretty much had to do as I asked. That's the way it worked. I looked after him and he did what I asked. It was the basis of our whole social system. Our whole political system, come to that. It worked.
I forced myself to eat. I'd need to put on some weight. I needed to cut down on the amount of alcohol I was consuming. The two were not very compatible but I was working on it. I was still fairly drunk by the end of each day but I had a full belly as well. I was trying to get in the habit of eating and drinking at the same time, and not drinking when I didn't have anything handy to eat. I'd instructed the soldiers looting the Eyrie to leave adequate supplies for us. They hadn't argued, so I assumed they had orders along the same lines. I hadn't tested them to see how far they would obey. There was nothing else I needed.
“It will be a few days before we part company. Try and find my armor, swords, anything else lost during the campaign.”
“I already put in a claim in your name and a description of what was lost. Nothing yet.”
“Good. Should have guessed you would think of it. If nothing materializes I'll need replacement gear...” I thought about it. “We'll talk about that later,” after I had talked to Sapphire. “I'll give you the letter of commendation; it's worth fifty thousand. Chop it in for scrip and cash and get what I need.”
“Should be no problem,” he agreed.
The army was here.
There was loot aplenty and people willing to deal. No problem. I'd rather have my own gear back, but I doubted it would surface. It was worth too much.
I ate slowly, sipped beer, and thought about the north, trying to remember all I had read and put it into some kind of order. Directly north of us the highlands began, and there were more Garrian barbarians, more or less the same as we had recently defeated. Small tribes, and unattached clans spread from here to the mountains. There were several passes, each controlled by a different clan. Beyond that were vast tracts of wasteland, semi-arid and thinly populated, growing denser as Battling Plain was approached. They called the region that; Battling Plain. It was a large area where several rivers came together and merged, running through the only truly fertile land in the region. The surrounding people fought over it constantly, controlled areas expanding and contracting almost yearly, no one group powerful enough to take control of the whole. Surely that was enough intelligence for any commander? One legion could almost certainly take on the entire area should need for direct conflict arise.
Why am I doing this? The question just popped into my mind and I reached for the beer. I don't like doubt and uncertainty. Questioning my own motives made me uncomfortable, made me look for other options and wonder what my life would be if I chose another path and what would have happened if I had chosen another path in the past. I considered my past irresponsibility as objectively as I could. I had been born with wealth and privilege, into a prestigious and ancient family of the city, a patron by birth, and I had been pissing it all away. 'What do you know of suffering?' Kukran Epthel had asked me that. He had a point, as far as it went. Had I been born of a family of laborers my life would have been very different; working all day for twenty or twenty five coin a day, barely enough to live on, new clothes a luxury. It would have been a struggle to improve my lot, to learn a skill worth more, then become a master at that skill and advance myself enough to make enough coin to invest in business. Or, and this is where I guessed my subconscious had been going, I could have joined the army and become a career soldier. The pay for a common soldier was twice that of a common laborer, more for a centurion, more for first centurion. And that did not include shares of booty. And at the end of twenty-five years a pension and land. It is, I admitted to myself, what I would probably have done; the easiest thing. I couldn't see myself making bricks all day, that was for sure. Well, I'd failed as a soldier, but might yet succeed as a spy. I had to succeed at something. Or maybe all that was justification and I was doing it because I felt like it. Because I was curious. And I would have command of a hundred men, though Lendrin Treleth would set my objectives. I'd have to meet him and see what his mind was; set up a trading post, in the north, why?
I shrugged the matter off as Sapphire came into the room.
“I'm going north,” I told him at once.
He held my gaze for a moment, then nodded once and went to get some stew from the pot over the fire.
And that was it.
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I woke with a start.
It was the middle of the night. The faint light of the moon and stars sifted into the room. I could see well enough to pick out a few details of the room; a table, chairs, the mirror; Meran, half raised on a camp bed by the door.
“What is it?”
He turned to look at me. “I was hoping you would tell me.” A shout punctuated his comment, made indistinct with distance.
“The camp?”
Silence. He nodded, still listening.
I considered the matter. It was three miles or so from here to the camp; more than a mile to the gate, more than a mile across the open area beyond the walls. In the dark it would take an hour to get there, at least. My body complained at the mere thought of it, and I didn't doubt Meran would relish the idea about as much as I did.
I got up and padded across the room, knowing it was wasted effort but having to do something. Leaning into the deep crevice of the arrow slit, I stuck my head to the night, turning my head this way and that, trying to catch a glimpse of the camps. I couldn't make them out worth a damn. I could hear, though. Urgent voices; not many, not enough to indicate an attack. The power of the Alendi and their allies was broken; there were two other armies of ours in the field. This was something else. It would be an hour's walk in the dark to find out what was going on. If the sentinels were twitchy, and they would be now, they wouldn't be pleased to see me.
“Damn.”
“What?”
“Nothing. We'll wait till morning. There's nothing to be done now.” Whatever was going on would be done by the time we got there, and it was nothing to do with me anyway.
For a moment I stayed by the arrow slit, unable to see. “I'm going to the wall.” No sense going to the roof; it was a mile to the wall, and the stronghold was not even close to being high enough to give us a vantage.
I heard him sigh and get up. It was the work of moments to dress and then we were away. The moon was nearly full in a star-studded sky. The cool breeze was enough to chill me; I'd expected it to feel good against my healing skin. It didn't. It stung. Ignoring the discomfort I strode purposefully across the empty pasture to the wall. It took a while. I avoided the breech, too much loose masonry around for comfort; in the dark I could turn an ankle or take a fall, and it would be worse for Meran. The steps were narrow but even and easy enough to negotiate in the half light. I moved along the battlements a way, staring out into the night. From here I could just make out the forts; there were some fires, burning low, but for the most part it was in darkness. The battle mages enhanced the night sight of the sentinels. Torches on the walls of the fortress would ruin their night sight. I couldn't see much. There was some movement in the right hand fort, figures passing in front of the few fires. Not many. Something had happened to stir things up, but I had no idea what. The occasional shout rang out but the distance was too great for me to make out what had them raising their voices.
Meran joined me. “What do you think?”
“No idea. Not an attack. Assassination attempt?” Where was Sapphire? The thought came unbidden to mind, and was dismissed just as quickly. The only person down there important enough to assassinate was my Uncle, and I couldn't see my father giving that order. They were pretty tight, as these things are measured. “Something.” An hour away. “How long till dawn?” I asked.
“Two hours, maybe more.”
I pulled out a flask of whiskey and took a sip. It burned its way down to my belly and warmed me. I wanted another, but put the flask away. “So we wait till dawn.” I didn't like not knowing. Curiosity again. But whatever it was, there was nothing to be done about it here and now. “No sense waiting here.” The cold was getting to me. We turned away.
A thunderous concussion accompanied by a broiling cloud of fire and light froze us in our tracks. The sound rolled over us in stages. I had the feeling that if I had been looking at the fort I would be blinded. I looked now. The scattered wood of the gates burned and two horses and riders thundered through the gap in the walls at a gallop.
Rogue mage. The thought sprang to mind. Who else could cast such magic? A priest, maybe, but there were no priests in the camp... apart from, perhaps, the Necromancer who had been captured at the Eyrie. I had forgotten about him. I struggled for a few moments, and just as his name came to mind another rider pelted through the wreckage of the gates and disappeared into the night.
Ishal Laharek. I hadn't asked about him. Maybe I should have done.
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I waited at the bridge into the stronghold. I'd had Meran light torches and ram them into the ground. I was hoping no one would come, but I knew they would. There was only one reason someone would come for me, and that was if this did have something to do with me, and there was only one reason for that. I don't know why I was so sure. Nothing I could put my finger on, nothing I could explain. Still, Meran didn't argue. We waited.
I saw them long before I heard them. Torches at the gate, a mile away. Six torches moving in the night.
“Get Dubaku,” I told Meran.
“And Sapphire?”
“Check if you like, but he isn't there.”
He didn't ask how I knew. He just left at a fair pace, leaving me to my thoughts.
Sapphire would have been woken at the same time as us, if not before. He would have acted at once, not paused to think about it. If he were here he would be here, so he wasn't here. It was as simple as that. I didn't want to speculate on where he was or what he was doing.
I tried to count the spare horses as they approached. It was a while before I was sure. Three horses. So; my uncle, Orlyan was sending enough horses for all of us that were here. He knew where Sapphire was. One horse, for me alone, would have told me nothing more than I had already guessed. No horses would have been good news or very bad news. Three horses told me that my uncle expected me to move fast, and take all those who were here with me. He didn't know I had planned to send Meran south with Jocasta. That was redundant now. I'd send him anyway, I decided. There were things I needed done there and there was only him to do them; him or family.
I watched the horsemen close on me. The brands they held high throwing pools of illumination, combined light and shadow dancing in the night. It struck me as eerie. I tried to assess how I felt. I felt nothing. Distant. Calm. What the hell kind of man was I?
My uncle was with them, leading. He drew rein, walking his mount the last few yards.
“What happened?”
“I'm sorry. He has her. Ishal, the Necromancer. He killed Urik Habrach, wounded the sister, but Jocasta he took.”
I nodded. Better than it could have been. I walked forward, took control of one of the horses and pulled myself into the saddle. It hurt. It was going to hurt more. “Sapphire?”
He nodded. “He was in camp. Went after them.”
The second figure I'd seen ride through the burning gates. That was good. He might catch them. If he did, then he would surely kill Ishal. I didn't take seriously the possibility that he might die at Ishal's hands. Maybe I should have done, but I didn't. Why was Sapphire in the camp? “I had forgotten about Ishal. How did he get free?”
Meran and Dubaku appeared and, seeing us waiting, hurried across the bridge.
“Ishal was under guard. They are dead. He had help. Two freedmen, they both fell before they reached the gates. And Tahal Samant is gone; the freedmen were his. My guess is the damn fool has gone rogue, though he may have been coerced in some way we don't know about.”
I'd meant to ask after Tahal, and confront him, but I had forgotten. “The last king's amulet was destroyed, or so I was told.”
“I had a truth spell cast to verify it,” uncle Orlyn confirmed. “But there are other forms of coercion.”
I should have cornered Tahal when I'd had the chance. I hadn't thought of it. I berated myself for it now. To the best of my knowledge he still had a ten carat stone and I knew that Jocasta had a great deal of knowledge in her young head. Now Ishal had what he wanted, the same thing Kukran had wanted, stone and someone to teach him. That, if nothing else, made him the enemy of the city. We are jealous of our magic, and do not suffer others to have stone or knowledge, either one.
“He was questioned. Ishal. What did you learn from him?” I said.
He gave me a sideways glance, pretended to control his mount's non-existent skittishness as Meran and Dubaku took to the saddle. I noticed that Dubaku was remarkably agile for a man of his age, unnaturally so if he were well over a hundred as I'd heard he claimed.
I let my Uncle's silence pass. “I'm going to need supplies, armor, weapons.”
“It's all being organized. Sapphire told me of your decision. You'll have everything my brother promised and everything you need.”
“Except information.”
He didn't answer.
“Family secrets.”
He nodded, turned his mount and led off. We all followed, picking up the pace. I wanted to go faster but dared not, not here where so recently stakes had been driven into the ground to fence off the pasture for cattle. Hitting a hole left behind when we had stripped the place would break a horse's leg. As it stood, it would be light soon, and soon enough then for speed. I would still be two hours behind. I hoped Sapphire would get the job done, but couldn't bank on it. I would speak to Orelia before I left. Who knew what she might know? I had time. Jocasta might not. Ishal was no lich, but I doubted he would take time out to rape her any time soon, not when he must know he would be pursued. I wondered what I would do if she were raped. Apart from torture Ishal to death, of course. That was a given.
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Orelia would have a scar on her face.
“There is nothing more I can do,” the healer said patiently.
I had the feeling this was not the first time he had said it. Orelia was sitting up in bed, pale but seemingly whole. She was holding a hand mirror and crying as if the fresh-looking scar on her face were the worst of her problems. There were two slave-girls present, and my uncle. She was a noble woman alone in a military camp; the proprieties would be observed.
“Oh, Sumto, what am I going to do?” She must have seen my face, because she suddenly paled. “Oh! Poor Jocasta! You will go after her won't you?”
Of course I would go after her. "And Tahal Samant?"
Her attention drifted back to the hand mirror, as though she would find the answer in her own reflection. "He is implicated in the murder of my brother, Sumto. Even if he proves innocent, I can't possibly marry him now, can I?"
It seemed like a long time ago that she had asked me to rescue her betrothed from his captivity in the Eyrie. Her idea of love had ever been fickle; she had once been betrothed to me, after all. Narrow escape. Still, she had a point. I let it drop.
“The large stone that Jocasta... borrowed from her family. Where is it?”
Orelia looked blank. “I don't know. I mean, there...” She pointed across the room to a strongbox. Even from here I could see it had been opened. I didn't need to look but crossed the room anyway. Inside the chest were my weapons and armor, which was a surprise. I checked; there was nothing else. I pulled the armor out, and turned with the question on my face.
She sniffled, wiped her eyes. “Yours.”
I knew that. “I know that. Why are they here?”
“Jocasta was going to gift them to you on your wedding day.” Today. “She had tracked them down, and my dear brother bought them for her to gift to you, the ring, the armor and the swords.”
I searched the strongbox more intently. Found the belt that was in itself a covering of magical protection, but no ring. Then I smiled, bundled up the armor and weapons and left.
“Good luck, bring her back safe!” She called out after me. “Are you sure you can do nothing about the scar?” She asked more softly. I didn't hear the response. I didn't care.
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“You are smiling.” Orlyn was striding to keep up with me.
“They took my ring,” I told him.
“And?”
I strode on, heading for the healers and battle mages. “Who is your most accomplished battle mage, the best all rounder?”
“Balaran. Three colleges. Why?”
“This stone in my skull is Jocasta's. It is linked to mine. She could find me with her stone, and now I can find her with mine. Ishal took my stone, as well as the eighty carat monster.”
“Gods,” Orlyn swore. “Eighty carats?! Thank the gods they don't have the knowledge to go with it! Still, they must pay, these Necromancers. I could send a troop with you.”
I didn't contradict him. “Meran, you head south. You have your instructions.”
He stopped in his tracks and I stopped and turned to face him.
“I know you want to come with me. Think that everything has changed. It hasn't, and I don't have time to argue.”
“You will need me. I know the language, the people, and the terrain. And when you free Jocasta, who will escort her south in safety?”
I thought about it, quickly. He was right, and I was on the verge of changing my mind, but there was something I had been forgetting.
“Lendrin Treleth,” Orlyn dropped the name into the conversation like a brick.
“What?” Meran said.
I frowned at my Uncle but answered Meran. “Not what, Meran. Who. He is my father's client and wants to set up a trading post in the north. He will expect to find me here, expect me to lead him and a hundred men wherever he wants to go. I already accepted the commission. As my client you can take my place for now, so lead them north to join me, but at no great speed.”
“I'll loan you a tracker, and an extra hundred men; as soon as he arrives they can follow your trail. That should mollify him.”
I shrugged. My uncle was being very helpful. I tried to feel grateful, and failed. “Good enough. I'll join them as soon as I can. Or they can join me. Hell, Treleth isn't even here yet, and might be days away. Either way, you stay and represent me to him. I'll give you something in writing so he can't ignore your authority. Now, let's see this Balaran, and see if he can teach me what I need to know.”
It felt like nothing I can describe. When Balaran was finally content that I had the spell down pat and let me cast it, I knew where she was. I felt it, a sensation, off to my left and it changed as I turned my head, drifting over my skull, or inside my skull, until I faced that way and felt it on my face, like the warmth of the sun, in my face.
“I have it.”
“I'll pay for the teaching,” Orlyn chipped in. “Consider it a gift.”
I was half surprised, half accepting. It was the first thing my uncle had ever done for me. Well, possibly from his point of view, not. He probably thought the summer spent training with him was for my benefit, and maybe it was. Still, he was being very helpful. He wanted me to succeed... of course, he was a noble of the city and as keen to deal with a rogue mage as I. If it was confirmed Tahal had gone rogue, there would be a reward, or advantage from Tahal's family for keeping the fact quiet.
“Thank you. Is everything prepared?”
“Two horses, coin, a pack horse with tent and provisions, Alendi armor and clothing.” Orlyn listed his preparations; he hadn't stinted, and I was glad of it but I stopped listening as he began going into detail.
I'd picked up my armor, the swords strapped to my waist, the belt chafing. I headed for the command tent. All was in readiness, Dubaku waiting with the horses. The sword belt stung my tender skin with every movement. I'd take it off and put the swords in the saddle, I decided, looping them over the pommel or whatever else worked. I was ready, the sun was well above the horizon, and I wanted to be moving.
I eyed the horses. Local stock, I saw, smaller than the southern bred animals. But then, we were heading into the mountains. Orlyn was taking the long view. I would have preferred animals bred for speed but changing them would take time. I'd live with his decision.
I pulled myself into the saddle, stripped the sword belt from my waist and hooked it over the pommel. That would do for now.
“Good luck,” Orlyn said.
I nodded and we moved.
First task, find one of the traders who supplied the camp and buy a few flasks of whiskey.
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The Eyrie rested on a stark outcrop. Beyond it, the land was already fragmented into green foothills, ragged and irregular; the low mountains clear and stark beyond them. I picked out a trail that led up a broad but shallow incline between a long, rounded hill and a lower but more rocky mound. I set the pace at a canter, knowing I would have to slow the animals to walk periodically. I wondered how hardy they were, how well they would hold up to the pace I intended to set. Dubaku handled his horse with enough skill that I didn't need to worry about him and he handled the pack animal without drama. My enemy had two hours' head start on us. If Sapphire had caught up to him already, there was no need for this pursuit, but I wouldn't count on that. Nothing is certain; even if he had found them there was always the chance he had failed. I couldn't imagine that but still, rationally, I had to acknowledge it. He had the best chance to catch them quickly; over two hours' head start in this terrain could be anything from six to twelve miles or more. And I would not realistically be able to make up that loss so long as they were moving at the same kind of speed I was. I would catch them when they stopped travelling for a day, or deemed themselves safe from pursuit and relaxed their pace. Catching them was going to take time. I tried not to brood about it.
My awareness of their direction faded before we topped the first rise and I recast the spell, finding the tug of the stone in my mind and pushing in the way I had been taught. I wanted the practice, to fix the spell in my mind. Repetitive casting was the only way. The sensation returned, clear and strong. It was my only link to her, and I tried not to think what might happen if Tahal and Ishal split up. I might end up following a false lead, following Tahal alone and having to backtrack to find Jocasta with no clear notion of where to look. But I didn't see a choice; tracking would be even slower, even if I were competent at the task, and I had never attempted it before. Even if Dubaku were a tracker we would be moving too slowly to suit me and there was no point in thinking of it. We were not on their trail now and finding it would be a hopeless and unnecessary task. I wanted to travel faster as it was, not slower, but knew it would be counter-productive in the long run. The discomfort of riding intruded into my awareness constantly. I needed a distraction. I pulled rein and let my horse walk. The shallow incline was almost enough encouragement for her to obey.
“How many ancestors can you call on?”
“All of them,” Dubaku said. 
I put the question on my face but it wasn't enough to prompt him. “All of them?”
“I carry the history of my people in me. From the first to the time when I lost them. Every name and every deed. All of them are known to me.”
“How many?”
He thought about it, not seeming to pay me much attention. “Hundreds. More. I don't know. I never counted.”
“They all have powers to aid you? Hundreds? Thousands of them?”
He smiled, and I had the feeling he almost laughed. “No. Some. Only some. Those who had a skill or awareness or desire in life that become an obsession after death, those have some ability that they will sometimes use on my behalf. To find water, to bring rain, other things.” He shrugged his bony shoulders. “Others have knowledge, experience or wisdom. Some have become too far removed from life to communicate with. Most.”
I digested that. We do not permit religion in the city; the ability of the priests to call spirits is a competition for our magic that we have never welcomed. And those who adopt a belief structure become irrational and unreasonable. Allow them, and they would rule according to strictures dictated by their interpretation of the words of spirits. And life, as we say, is for the living. As a consequence I did not know much about the doings of spirits or of what one such as Dubaku, as shaman, could do.
Those who developed a skill or awareness or desire that they had in life, I thought.
“Dreams,” I said, thinking aloud. “Like the dream of healing a loved one?”
“Yes. Like the revered ancestor who answered your call to heal Sapphire; probably she was a healer in life who failed to heal someone.”
“Probably? You don't know?”
“The story of my people is only in my mind; it isn't like a book; I can't open to a page and read; I would have to begin at the beginning and tell the whole story. If I began to tell the history of our people I would reach the story of her life at some point, and then tell you her whole story. The desire, the longing, the regret, these emotions and some knowledge were doubtless strong in her. She desired it enough to continue to contemplate it, to view it from her new perspective, to develop the ability to accomplish her desire. And her name was known, her connection to life supported by the shamen. Eventually she became what she is; a powerful ally.”
We crested the rise and began a descent into a long, dry valley between regular hills. The going would be clear and easy for as far as I could see, for some three miles perhaps. The trail did not lead directly in the direction I felt we should travel, but not far enough from it for me to want to climb higher or leave the trail.
“You said, sometimes. I remember you said that before, 'sometimes they answer.' Why only sometimes?”
“Have you never heard someone call your name and ignored it?”
More times than I cared to think about. Usually someone I owed money to, or a favor that I was not ready to repay at just that moment. More rarely, I was genuinely too busy with another task, had a more critical imperative.
“Do you think about your own death?” I asked.
“All the time.”
Well. There really wasn't anything I could say to that. I hadn't asked the question I meant to ask, and so had not received the answer I expected. I had meant to ask if he himself planned to develop a skill that might bring aid to another shaman. “I meant...”
“I understood. Yes. I think about it. Also, I worry that I might not find a son to teach before I die. It may be that all my skills will die with me, that all the names I know will be lost.”
“That would be...”
“No more or less tragic than any other sad thing,” he smiled. “The world is full of such inequities... is that the word?”
“In the sense of unfair, yes. I suppose it is. Do your spirits have anything to say about how damned unfair life can be?”
“Not much, no.”
I had utterly failed to steer the conversation the way I wanted it to go. I had eight cantrips of very little use to me, and one offensive spell that I had not enough stone to make useful. It worried me. I needed more, and had wondered if my own ancestors might aid me. It was contrary to our traditions, and not something I would normally contemplate, but if I could learn from Dubaku I might gain from it. I knew the names of my ancestors, seven hundred years' worth of spirits who might aid me if I could make them hear me; if I could persuade Dubaku to teach me how to call on them. And I still had in mind to experiment with the idea that had occurred to me when I was Kukren Epthel's prisoner; that what spirits accomplish and our magic might in essence be the same thing, that if I could call a spirit and show it illusory spell forms, it might be able to tell me what that form would do should I create it in reality. That would allow me to research new magic safely, something our sorcerers had never been able to do. Spell forms are non-intuitive, you cannot guess what a spell will do by its shape and form, so to create a new spell is risky. Sorcerers who frequently indulge in spell research die of it, sooner or later. If my idea worked, then the risk would be removed from the process. Having the ability to call spirits would make me a priest in the eyes of my peers, and should that secret become known to them I would doubtless be exiled for life. But nothing is without risk. I resolved to broach the subject again as we travelled. I had time. This was not a race, no matter how much I wanted it to be.
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After a few miles the long valley turned too far east for me to be comfortable with, so we left the trail and climbed out of the valley on the shallowest slope we could find, coming to a rolling hilltop that ran several miles north-west. The hill was covered in uniform short grass and peppered with rocks and small outcrops, broken by mounds and shallow depressions.
The link between the stone set in my forehead and my own black stone gave me confidence that I was heading the right way. At least so long as I believed that Ishal Laharek carried it, and so long as Jocasta was his captive, neither of which supposition I could be a hundred percent confident in. It was a worry, but I had no better plan.
My thighs hurt, the tender skin chafing against the saddle as the horse moved under me. It got worse as time passed and there was little enough to take my mind off it. There was whiskey, and it helped a little. I worried that I had not brought enough but there was a limit to how much I could carry. Eight flasks. I would need to supplement it with beer, so there would be no choice but to stop at settlements along the way. Going without alcohol was not an option. I recalled the list of equipment Orlyn had spoken of, recalling as best I could the items he had listed. Clothes, he'd definitely said 'appropriate' clothes. So barbarian made clothing would be there. Hopefully everything else, or at least most of it, was of barbarian manufacture. I would have to travel as Pel Epmeran, the name I had used to gain entry to the Eyrie. Sapphire had supplied a clan name that was accepted, a small clan but I couldn't remember the name right away. When I did, it would be the clan name I used. I spoke the language fluently, and had the same look as the Gerrian; I would pass. I remembered that Sapphire had given the clan name Liani, so I would be Pel Epmeran of the Liani. It would serve. But Dubaku would not pass. He was dark skinned, a man from the far south. I smiled and almost laughed at the idea of trying to pass him off as a northerner. I imagined a group of Gerrian as I introduced him as Tan Epthanad; the shocked looks on their imagined faces. Well, no. It wouldn't do.
“You will have to pose as my slave,” I told him.
There was a deafening silence. It went on for a while. I had to turn in the saddle a little to see his face. It showed nothing, as usual. He wasn't even looking at me. “I said...” He turned his head to face me and I chopped the sentence short.
His eyes blazed with anger.
“Well, maybe I'll think of something else,” I said.
“Do that.” He said in clipped, precise tones. “Do exactly that.”
Now didn't seem like a good time to explore his reaction. We rode on in silence.
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I dropped my trousers and slathered a salve on my painful thighs. It cooled and soothed the skin somewhat. Tomorrow was going to be murder.
The sun had dropped below the horizon, yet there was still plenty of light to see by. The hill country took away the sun early, dusk was a long slow process. A copse of stunted trees gave some shelter from the increasing wind. It was exposed and cold in the hills and I'd been forced to pull on more layers. In the packs I'd found densely woven woollen garments in earthy yellows and greens, and a mantle of dark blue. Alendi clothing that suited my purposes well enough. I didn't want the extra weight of them against my skin but the cold was a more bitter enemy.
Done with the necessary chore, I drew up my trousers and buttoned them. The horses stood nearby. Dubaku was about the business of making a fire. The horses needed tending and Dubaku's actions were tantamount to a declaration that he had no intention of taking care of them. I set about the task. It needed doing. We would talk about it later, I decided. It took a while. Eventually they were stripped of their burdens, brushed, fed and watered.
“If we don't look after the horses they die, and we walk,” I said as I approached the fire, getting as close as I could stand. Not close enough to warm me. For all the good it did me, the fire might as well not be there.
He nodded. “You know about horses. It's good.”
He had found a pot and was boiling water, cutting up dried meat and adding it piece by piece. A sack of lentils sat close by, and another of onions. He was intent on the food, presumably for his own benefit.
“It takes time to care for them,” I said, with more patience than I had believed I possessed. “I am going to need help with them.”
He looked up. Looked at the horses. Looked back at me. “I don't know anything about the care of horses.”
“I'll teach you.”
He looked genuinely puzzled. “I am a shaman. You know this.”
“I know that I can't spend two hours a day caring for the horses; not if we are going to make decent time. Only one of the horses is mine. And the third carries supplies that you are preparing to eat.”
He went back to cutting up meat. I wasn't sure for a while if he was thinking about it or not, but the silence stretched so I decided that he wasn't and walked away. It wasn't over, but I had to find some leverage to change his attitude before I tried again. Could I leave him behind? How much did I need him? It was worth a thought. But the chore was done for now and further consideration could wait. It was full dark and I wanted to find out something.
The copse where we had camped was only a few dozen yards across; the ash were low to the ground and provided broad cover. No one would likely see our fire, not only because of the trees but because I had chosen a place to camp that was on a height, and not immediately overlooked. Okay, the territory to the north rose in ragged stages to the mountains, but close by there was nothing higher than this broad ridge. Taking my time, I walked the points of the compass, finding the highest points to stop and look out into the night. The wind stung my face, and I wondered how long it would be before my skin healed enough that the wind would stop hurting me. I resisted the urge to drink, concentrating on my self-appointed task, to test the night, to see how many fires were out there.
I'd known the hills were populated, small tribes and clans in their hundreds spread thin in the rough terrain of the mountains' skirts, and maybe into the mountains themselves. I counted twenty fires in the night, the bulk to the east. It didn't tell me much, I guess. We weren't alone out here, but it didn't tell me what kind of fires I was seeing. I picked out one tight cluster that I was sure belonged to a community. But the others? Herders camped for the night, or Alendi and others fleeing from the south? Ishal Laharek and Tahal with Jocasta? I cast the spell that would help me decide and discarded both of the fires that I had for a moment thought might have been potential candidates. If they were close enough for a fire to be seen they were hiding it well or had camped cold. Still, I had learned one thing. There were too many people out there for us to travel without encountering others. I needed a role that Dubaku could adopt; something people would believe.
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Back at the fire nothing had changed, but there was hot food ready. Enough for me, I noted, and wondered if Dubaku thought I should be grateful. I didn't say a word as I served myself and ate. He sat by the fire, pretty much ignoring me.
When I had stripped the horses I'd pulled out some gear and dumped it near the fire. There was leather armor stitched with iron coins, a cheap sword and small round shield. I'd equip myself with it come daylight, packing away my own city gear, apart from the belt that invisibly added to my armor. There was also a tent. At least, it would be a tent when it was put up. Right now it was a large bundle that had conspicuously failed to assemble itself.
It was clear to me by the time I had finished eating that Dubaku had no plans regarding the tent, so I took a lead.
“Give me a hand with this.”
It took a while to figure it out; it was an Alendi effort of oiled leather and not the canvas we used. Dubaku stood around and did only exactly what I told him. He didn't seem to be paying attention and wasn't much help. Eventually I got the thing up, pretty much on my own and with no confidence that he would be able to break it or make it without me. There was a big bearskin that I dragged in as a groundsheet, which I guessed was its purpose. I got a couple of blankets for myself and wrapped myself in them just before I pretty much passed out.
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I deliberately set a slow pace. I had saddled my own mount and the pack animal, leaving Dubaku to deal with his own beast. He'd made no move to saddle his mount by the time I was ready to move, so I had left him there.
I headed in the direction I had seen the cluster of fires in the night, guessing they belonged to a community. I wanted news and a clearer path north, and I knew that if we could not travel without being seen, then neither could those I sought. I might hear word of them, and Sapphire might have left word for me.
Dubaku caught up with me some time later. He didn't look happy, though it was admittedly hard to tell with him. We ignored each other as we dropped down into a valley, at the far end of which nestled a settlement in a broad bowl of pasture with a stepped and wooded slope behind. I could make out a couple of dozen dwellings, loosely clustered. About an acre of land was under cultivation, surrounded by a fieldstone wall; in the pasture a couple of lads and a dog supervised a few dozen cattle and a flock of sheep. As we came closer the whole village dropped out of sight, obscured by a rise in the land and a few stunted trees. There was a clear trail again and we followed it, a crystal clear stream running alongside the trail for much of the way.
When we crested a rise in the valley floor the village came back into view. Little had changed, but a crowd had gathered to watch us approach and a rider came to meet us way before we reached the settlement. He rode a shaggy-coated pony, wore leather armor and carried a sword at his hip. He had both helm and shield looped by thongs to the saddle. As soon as I saw him I pulled rein and climbed down out of the saddle so as to appear less threatening. I kept a tight hold on the reins, though, and the sword was on my side of the horse, looped from the pommel. I could reach it in need. My barbarian armor was stowed behind the saddle; there was no way I could wear it with my skin so sensitive; it would have chafed the healing burns to a bloody mess in no time. I judged the man as he came closer, just as I could see him judging me. Was I a threat to him and his people? Not if I could help it.
As he closed on us, I saluted him in the easy style of the Gerrian tribes, right hand raised to shoulder height, hand open. He returned the gesture, seemingly relaxed, but eyes flicking to the sparse cover behind us, checking to see if we were indeed alone.”We will play it this way,” I said to Dubaku, having been thinking furiously, “you are who you are, seeking your people just as you told me. I'm guiding you in hope of success to cement a trade agreement with your people. What do you produce?”
He shrugged. “Food, clothing, dwellings, tools. What else is there?”
I sighed. Not helpful. “Animals then, rare and exotic animals for the menageries of the rich, or fighting animals for the shows. You know how to capture them in numbers sufficient to be profitable.”
“But I won't until my people are found and freed.”
“So we seek them. It will serve, even if seen as a lie. Greetings,” I raised my voice and switched to the Alendi dialect that Meran had taught me. “I am Pel Epmeran of the Liani. I offer news for news.”
He drew rein, close enough to be heard without raising his voice. “I am Oras, chieftain here. I have already heard news of the south. Is it true that the Lurians have broken the Alendi?”
The Lurians, the people of Luri; us. The city has a name, Luri, but we habitually refer to it as The City, as though it were the only one, and then forget to capitalize it.
“It is true, the Eyrie has fallen.”
He nodded, taking the news calmly, still scanning the land behind us, though now his gaze had a distant feel to it, as though he were looking beyond the hills behind us for the oncoming legions who might enslave his people. As Pel Epmeran I didn't know if they were coming or not. Though I knew at least one man was sufficiently motivated to bring a small force this way, I also knew he came to trade and not with conquest in mind. I couldn't mention Lendrin Treleth and his desire to build a trading post. For now I would have to let him make his own meeting when he passed this way. I would have to let Meran deal with it on my behalf even though a word here might make it easier for both of them.
He returned his attention back to me. “Did you fight them?”
“No. We are not fleeing their vengeance and bringing trouble to your people. I travel north on another matter, seeking word of dark skinned men, like my friend here,” I gestured loosely to Dubaku.
Oras turned his gaze to Dubaku, still impassive. “I've heard of men like him, their skin scorched black by the sun, men of the south. It must be hell there.”
“Heard of, but never seen one?”
He shrugged. “Once, when I was boy. She had been raided from the Lurians and taken as slave, but she was old and ugly when I saw her, tits sagged to her waist.”
Dubaku chipped in, speaking passable Alendi. “What was her name?”
Oras shrugged; I barely noticed it, as I was now looking at Dubaku in mild surprise. It hadn't occurred to me that he would speak any Gerrian. Still, any man who thinks a foreign tongue is a secret language is a fool. I've listened in on the conversations of many fools over the years and learned what was on their minds while they knew nothing of what was on mine.
“I don't know,” Oras said. “I was a boy. Why would I have cared?”
“Where was this?” Dubaku again.
Oras frowned and looked back to me. “Is he your slave?”
“No,” I said. “He is a free man. He is seeking his people, taken as slaves from his own land many years ago. I am helping him.”
He held my gaze and I wondered if he would ask why. He didn't. “It was at Twobridges,” he turned in the saddle and pointed north and west. “Two days travel, more or less. But this was fifteen years ago and more. Maybe someone there will remember her name. Maybe not.”
“Have you seen many heading north?”
He shook his head. “Just one, Lind Epbrath, a messenger calling on us to join his warband. I decided against and gave him tribute instead. There are many Prashuli, Orduli and Alendi who did not reach the Eyrie before the battle, he told me. They will seek allies and fight on.” He shrugged.
I felt sorry for him. It may have been the first but would not likely be the last time he was asked for men or tribute. By winter his people could be starving, or dead. “The clans of the mountains are many.”
He smiled. “But the hills lie between us.”
I had quoted the saying deliberately. It was one that Meran had taught me; the clans are many, but the hills lie between them, meaning that they are a barrier to unity. I nodded absently; I was now thinking of something else. The very real danger we might be in, two men and three horses in lands where now the dregs of the war made their lairs. “Which way did this Lind Epbrath travel when he left?”
“North,” Oras said.
Oh good.
“Can you spare a keg of beer to trade?”
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That night, a few miles north of the village where Oras was headman, I saw their campfires. Maybe a hundred of them; maybe four hundred men or more.
We had passed little more time at the village of Oras. I'd told him of the legions and recommended that should any of the city men come this way he offer to trade with them and not try to fight them. It was as much as I could do to pave the way for Meran and Lendrin Treleth when they tracked me here, as they must.
Now I was sipping the beer I'd traded, drinking slowly from a leather jack. I rested on a boulder in the night and counted fires. I would have travelled on, passing by them in the night, if the seeker spell were not telling me that what I sought was in that direction. Knowing Jocasta might be there, I sat and drank beer while I decided whether it might be best to scout the camp or wait for the dawn when I would be able to see and know for sure if Jocasta was there. Should I take a risk now, or wait for the certainty that daylight would bring? It was a hell of a choice to have to make.
It was a good brew. I couldn't make up my mind. A little more lubricant was needed before I remembered that Dubaku could sneak into the heart if their camp, invisibly, protected from sight by the magic of one of his ancestor's spirits. So, I went back to the hollow that protected our own fire from the eyes of the night and asked him.
“No,” he said.
It wasn't the answer I'd been expecting. “Why not?”
“There is a man who looks after beasts of burden. There is a shaman. They are not the same man.”
I couldn't think of anything to say. More honestly, I thought of several things but none of them seemed purposeful. Are you saying you won't help me because I made you look after your own damn horse? Yes, that's what he was saying. Are you saying you won't help me at all? Why did I bring you, then? Neither of those questions were helpful. Yes, he probably was saying exactly that, and I'm damned if I knew why I'd brought him along if that was the case. I had other questions, none of which I wanted the answers to. If I were wounded, would he let me die because he had to look after his own horse? The food he was preparing was mine and for a second I felt like pointing that out; not to mention the horse he rode in the first damn place.
I was going to negotiate, I knew it. It was ridiculous, a man of my rank, a man of the city, reduced to negotiating with his own hireling; and that's what is was, a paid man, a mercenary. “What use are you to me... why am I paying you if you won't...” His answer was obvious and I stopped asking the question, but it was too late.
“To look after a horse.”
I sighed. Gods. “Okay. I'll look after the bloody horse.”
He nodded. “I'll eat before I go into their camp.”
Perfect. Just bloody perfect.
I left before I said anything else. I took a bottle of whiskey with me. The beer just wasn't going to cut it. My night sight was ruined by the fire and I had to take it slow, picking my way with care, focusing on the ground in front of me. The slope varied and there were rocks to fall on or that might turn under my feet; neither one seemed desirable. At the top of the slope were a few gnarled trees and I slipped amongst them without paying as much attention as I should. The impact knocked me from my feet and I landed heavily on my side, another body on top of me, face close. My night sight had returned just enough for me to recognize him.
“Sapphire,” I wheezed. “How did you find me?”
“I smelled the booze,” he said.
It was a lie. Why had he knocked me down if he recognized me? To prove he could? Hell, I already knew that he could. I'd trained with him; or, more accurately, I'd been beaten by him consistently while I tried to learn how he did it. I clearly hadn't learned enough.
He eased away from me and rose to his feet. I followed his example, more slowly. “Dubaku is below,” I gestured to the edge of the depression. “He is just about to scout the enemy camp to the north.”
“I know. And there is no need. They are there; the Necromancer, Tahal and Jocasta. There is another black robe, another necromancer among them. No idea who he is but he's in charge of things in the camp. Or was.”
I was only half listening to the rest. I was thinking that I'd just made a deal with Dubaku for no good reason and when Sapphire paused I asked him the all-important question.
“Need a horse?”
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“What will you do?”
The three of us sat around the fire. Sapphire looked like hell, still not fully healed from the beating he had taken before being thrown into my cell a few days earlier. He had been dying, then, but one of Dubaku's ancestors had come to my call and healed him as best she could. Dubaku had since told me that he had sensed her unease at being called by a stranger and that he had asked her to respond. At that time Sapphire had been mere moments from death and owed his life to the fact that the spirit had come to me. I didn't know how he felt about that debt; we hadn't spoken of it. I wasn't even sure he knew of it; not for sure. As I said, we hadn't spoken of it.
“For now, there isn't much we can do. There are hundreds of them.”
“Three hundred and ninety, give or take,” Sapphire supplied a more exact count.
He had already told us how he had followed our quarry the night that Tahal had freed Ishal Laharek and they had together killed her brother and kidnapped Jocasta before fleeing the camp. The horse Sapphire rode had broken a leg as he chased them in the night. He'd continued on foot, until he could no longer hear the passage of their horses, then picked up their trail at daybreak and followed after as fast he was able. He'd told us he'd left sign, and I'd nodded, though I hadn't seen any. Sometimes luck is as good as skill.
I rubbed the stone set in my forehead and thought about the problem we faced. Sneaking into the camp and freeing Jocasta just wasn't a realistic option. “We will have to wait and see what they do next. The headman of a village we passed told us that the Alendi and others plan to regroup, gather allies, and continue the fight against the city. Maybe Ishal Laharek will stay for the fight, and maybe not. I guess it depends on how important he thinks Jocasta is to him, and where they might think the knowledge of magic she possesses safest. Who are the necromancers? Where do they come from? How many are there? What is their hierarchy, and how organized are they? Who does Ishal Laharek answer to? Without knowing these things we can only guess at what he will do.”
Sapphire shrugged. “We know little more than you know. They are from the north, probably Battling Plain or close by. They are not many, less than a hundred we guess, maybe much less. They control through fear, for to challenge them is to risk being made undead in one form or another. So the few rule the many. Some, the most powerful among them, become liches, undying yet unliving. They are expanding their influence at this time, though it is not known why. Possibly they face a challenge in the environs of Battling Plain and seek power elsewhere to combat it; that is just a guess, but a logical one. The individuals seek more power to rise in the hierarchy, so I would guess that Jocasta, Tahal, and the stone they have are very important to Ishal Laharek. I also guess that Laharek is in competition, either overt or covert competition with the other necromancer. To thwart them all is part of my mission, and always was.”
It was possibly the longest speech I had ever heard him make. “I thought you were under instructions not to speak of your mission.” I deliberately used his phrase, as close as I could remember.
“Things change. Now that you are a part of what I do...” he shrugged to finish the sentence.
I tried to remember the exact wording of my father's letter. You will have imperium on my authority... I remembered that phrase, it was important, giving me a great deal of authority to act in the name of the assembly of patrons. Inform Sapphire of your decision... that also. “You could not have known the contents of my father's letter... not this time. You are in contact with him,” I pointed an accusing finger.
“Little point gathering intelligence if there is no way of sending it back to where it's needed,” Sapphire said.
“He plans to send an army north.”
“I am not privy to his plans. But he deems the necromancers a threat to the city, one that must be decisively dealt with. Also there are other powers around Battling Plain that we are not fully aware of; it's been a hundred years since the city had interests there. Old news. So any other intelligence we can gather is of interest.”
“I want Jocasta out of there.”
He nodded. “We will do it when it can be done. For now, we must watch and wait as you yourself said. I'll keep an eye on them.” He turned to Dubaku. “Can you have your spirits watch over you while you sleep?”
“They always do,” he said.
Sapphire rose and left without another word.
“Always?” I asked Dubaku.
“You are not my son, Sumto. Stop prying.”
“You were teaching Jocasta.” Jocasta and Dubaku were having some limited success I recalled, though we had never discussed details.
“I was assisting her, not teaching, not revealing secrets.”
“But she must have learned something, just from observing you...”
He looked at me, face and eyes expressionless. “The names of some of my ancestors? That means nothing if they do not know you, and for that to happen you must become one of them for a time. Are you willing to die in order to learn, Sumto?”
Well, now you come to mention it, no. Still, he was not dead, was he? So how would you die for a time? A drug? I tucked the thought away for later contemplation. One day I would be back in the city and have access to the libraries. It wasn't the only thing I planned to research on my return. I might not know much of the ways of sorcery, but I knew the name of every ancestor I possessed for over seven hundred years. I didn't doubt that some of them would be of use should I call them. I would have to research in secret, of course, for we do not much approve of priests. My potential career was already damaged from neglect. And from taking Meran, an ex-slave, as my first client; in theory he would be dominant over all my other clients, should I gain any, and that meant no noble clients; for what noble would put himself beneath an ex-slave? If I were known to dabble in spirit magic, that would be about the end of it; not one step on the course of honors for me. Probably best to let the matter drop, I decided.
Belatedly, I realized he was waiting for an answer. “No. I don't think so.”
“Wise,” he said.
As Dubaku crawled into the tent I pulled my cloak about me and settled as close to the fire as my healing burns could stand. I was in no mind to sleep; not while Jocasta was so close, and not when the situation could change at any moment. I settled to thinking, having nothing better to do than fret and drink and wait.
What had I learned?
Knowing for certain that Sapphire had a way to communicate with my father opened up the possibility that I could send and receive messages from him. Did I have anything I wanted to impart to my father, apart from what we had learned already? Or should I let Sapphire deal with it, as he clearly already was? We had never been close, my father and I; his attention had been lavished upon my now dead brother when I was young, and since his death he had looked upon me as a disappointment. I could see it from his point of view: I had avoided military service, allowed myself to get fat, drank excessively and gambled heavily. Well, I had changed. True, I still drank, though that wasn't by choice. The addiction was induced, but I still had to live with the consequences. Even thinking of it made me want a drink, so I drank. While Jocasta, who had stolen a stone of great value from her family and travelled five hundred miles alone, discarding her reputation and risking her life to save me, was now held captive, I rested and drank. Yet there was nothing else I could do. Sneak into the camp and free her? Not a realistic option.
Wait for a better time. That was all I could do; drink and wait. I can't say I liked it.
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I'd become used to waking at dawn, despite a lifetime's avoidance of that unsavory practice, not that there was much choice when you sleep in the open. The light wakes you, willing or not, if the cold hasn't dragged you from sleep first..
There was no sign of Sapphire and nothing had changed in the night. I cast a cantrip to clean my teeth and drank some water, deliberately resisting the desire for beer.
Thinking that we had better be ready to travel, just in case, I looked over the horses and thought about it. We had been using one as a pack animal; that would have to change. There was no saddle but I knew Sapphire could handle a horse without one. The problem was how to distribute the baggage and rework the available straps to handle it. I worked on the problem, saddling the two horses and loading them as heavily as I could before transferring my attention to the third horse. I considered the problem of the pack animal. In place of a saddle the third animal had a frame that strapped like a saddle but in no other way resembled one; even after arranging things three times in order to accommodate a rider, it was clear some things would have to go. The biggest item was the tent and it was still standing. For certain, it would have to go; that and more.
Dubaku crawled out of the tent before I was half satisfied. The problem with horses is that they themselves require food; grass alone just won't keep them healthy. You have to carry grain to supplement their diet. By far the largest item was oats for the horses; followed by food for us, water, and then a host of small but useful items. There were also trade goods for those times when cash just wouldn't cut it.
The satchel that contained a letter of imperium and a white rod, with which I could raise troops, I tucked away. Not something I wished to leave behind. Technically I was a general, but without an army. Still, if I needed one I could theoretically raise troops. There was also scrip; effectively notes bearing my father's signature and seal which he would exchange for cash. My uncle had mentioned them, though I had hardly been listening.
Some things just took up space; pots for cooking, for example. One pot would have to do it, the second and larger could go.
“Leave the tent up,” I told Dubaku, “we're abandoning it.”
He looked at the tent and I thought I detected a hint of longing in his expression before he shrugged stoically and turned to the firepit.
“No fire; the enemy are too close.”
He joined me and watched as I continued about my task. I pretty much had it organized.
“You could always buy another horse at Twobridges,” he said.
“We are not going there.”
He placed himself squarely in front of me so that I had to stop what I was doing and look at him. 
“You told Oras we were looking for my people.”
I didn't know what to say to that.
“The woman at Twobridges might have been one of my people.”
Well, yes. Maybe so. I shook my head. “I was lying.”
He didn't respond for a moment and I had the distinct impression he didn't understand what I meant.
“When we pass through Twobridges you could buy another horse,” he repeated, as though trying to be sure I understood him. “Then we could keep the tent.”
“Dubaku; I am here to get Jocasta free, and secondly explore the region at the request of a patron of the city. Thirdly to assist a client of my father to set up a trading post in a location of his choosing. These things I will do. If,” I held up a hand to forestall him as he made to speak, “it so happens that we find word of your people, so much to the good, but it is not why I am here.”
“Of course you must rescue your woman, what kind of man would you be if you did not? But you must also keep your word. You said that you were helping me find my people; that was your word.”
I stopped talking and started thinking. Maybe there was an opportunity here. “If I do this thing, what return do I get?”
“Too late for trading, you already put your word to it.”
I sighed. “Do I at least get your full cooperation in my other tasks?”
He nodded. “That is fair. I will help you as you help me.”
“Fine. So go find Sapphire and see what he is doing.”
“He is behind you.”
I resisted the urge to spin around and instead turned slightly and looked. Sure enough, he was not fifteen feet away, taking in the way I had organized things.
“They are on the move?” I asked.
“They are arguing; the two necromancers and Tahal; but the rest of them are getting ready to move out. I'm not sure what is going to happen, I don't know what the argument is about, but no matter what happens, it won't be long before we need to be ready to follow. I have seen Jocasta. She looks unharmed.”
I moved, trying to keep to the plan of what to take and what to leave but now being much less rigorous about the matter. If I made what later seemed mistakes, well we would just have to live with them. At least I knew there was nothing left behind from what I had termed the critical/valuable pile, so we had salt, cash, fire-starter, winter clothing and anything else I deemed too valuable or useful to leave behind. We wouldn't freeze, or starve, and the horses would stay in good shape. Good enough. Creature comforts were, however, out the window. We were ready in minutes.
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Twobridges was a town clearly named with little imagination. It had the right number of bridges. Both stone, but of completely different designs; the first was a clapper bridge of rough fieldstone, probably granite, and consisted of some thick pillars and large stone slabs laid on top. The second was arched and of city design. At one time a city architect had come here and sold his skills to someone who could afford him. Our bridge was wider and longer. Ok, I'm biased, but it was in all ways a much better bridge.
We sat our horses at the top of a shallow slope and looked down on the long, shallow river valley where the settlement lay, sprawled indolently along the banks of the river. There had been no problem following our quarry. A dozen riders had left a broad and easy trail to follow. We had been obliged to wait until both the main force and our quarry had moved out of sight before following. The main Alendi force had headed east; I fretted a little about Meran and Lendrin Treleth heading into possible conflict, but they would have two hundred city soldiers with them and the usual complement of battle mages and healers, more than enough to take on a few hundred barbarian. I'd also chafed at the delay, especially since with less than a dozen barbarians as escort, Jocasta seemed as good as free in my eyes. I had seen Sapphire take down ten such on his own on an occasion when I had been too drunk to do more than stay alive. By way of contrast, at the moment I was quite pleased with myself that though I might never be quite sober, I was certainly managing to stop short of becoming actually drunk. I'm told there is a stage of inebriation where your reflexes are actually improved and I liked to think that that was where I was staying more or less all the time. True, Ishal Laharek was an unknown quantity in the conflict equation, but then we also had Dubaku with us, and I now had his assurance of complete cooperation in the endeavour. I knew what spells Tahal had, and he was a threat, but I still felt like this would be a good time to act. I wished I had thought to bring a bow; not that I could use one, but I had no doubt Sapphire could. Tahal could be removed by one easy shaft at the beginning of things.
But not now. We'd had to wait and then follow the trail at a distance now they were here, in the town of Twobridges. The three of us could not realistically attack a town.
“We should skirt the town and take them after they leave,” Sapphire said.
“No.” I was, for once, in complete agreement with Dubaku, who had answered at the same time as I had.
“Look,” I argued. “It's a big enough town that we won't cause too much of a stir on arrival.” There were over three hundred dwellings, perhaps twelve hundred people or more. “And I doubt Ishal Laharek would recognize any of us. The only time he might have seen me was the night I killed Kukran Epthel. You, he may have seen the night he escaped, but it was dark and again, he is unlikely to recognize you. Dubaku he never met. We should go in and try and rescue Jocasta now, tonight. I can find her with this,” I tapped the stone embedded in my forehead.
“It is not advisable to underestimate the intelligence of your enemies,” he made an offhand gesture, indicating my face. “You killed Kukran under his nose by dragging the lich bodily into a fire; you have healing burns. He would have to be an idiot not to become suspicious if he hears that a burned man arrived here the same day he did. And we have no idea of his status here; he may be a friend and ally for all we know, which would put the whole town against us. And there is Tahal; a city noble. Surely he would recognize you?”
He didn't sound concerned. He was merely stating the facts as he saw them. I had no sense that he was arguing against action for fear of the consequences. I had known him take on extreme odds cheerfully, I didn't doubt that he would do so again should the need arise. He was right and I knew it, but I couldn't not act now.
“To hell with this, I'm going in after her.” I said the words deliberately, using the same phrase Jocasta had used just before she had come into an enemy camp to rescue me. She had contacted me in a dream state, a spell of great complexity that was well beyond my abilities, and appraising my situation she had turned to someone and said those words; I was betting that someone had been Sapphire.
He nodded, ice cold eyes meeting mine. “So we go in. Be prepared for anything. If there is fighting stay close and follow my lead.”
He didn't have to say that. I'd fought with him before and knew how utterly lethal he was. He had been trained to kill since the age of five; twelve long years of training and killing many of the thousand boys who had been his peers. Not to mention some of the masters doing the training. Once, when he had expected to die from his wounds, he had asked me to promise to kill those who had subjected him to that training, those who had made him what he was. I hadn't forgotten that promise, though I believed that he had; he'd been near death at the time, both of us expecting his next breath to be his last. Still, a promise is a promise and I meant to keep my word one day; and for that I would need an army. A big one. It would have to wait.
“If we get separated?”
He rolled his hips forward and set his mount to walk down the slope. “Head upriver. I'll find you.”
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“Do you remember her name?”
Dubaku was playing his role to the hilt, though I now knew he was not playing. He genuinely had travelled over a thousand miles north in search of his people, presumably in order to free them and take them home. Now he stood in an open marketplace, wrapped against a fine drizzle of rain, and asked the name of a woman who might or might not be a distant relative of his. I paid as little attention as I could get away with. I didn't really care about Dubaku, or his people. True, he had saved Jocasta's life once, and for that I was grateful; also, he had saved Sapphire's life. I owed him something, but in all honesty I didn't care about him much, and I had never met the people he searched for, so why should I and how could I care about them?
“She was called Sunflower,” the market trader sounded nervous, though I couldn't imagine why.
I was aware of Dubaku shaking his head and asking if the man had heard any other name; just as I was aware of Sapphire pretending to haggle over a set of throwing knives as he in actuality watched everyone and everything, just as I myself was doing. A town has a pattern; every community does; a pattern of interconnected lives. What he and I were both doing was looking for were people who did not fit into that pattern; people like us; people who didn't belong. It wasn't a big town; you would have thought it would be easy to spot Ishal Laharek, Tahal, and his dozen warriors, but they were nowhere in evidence. Jocasta I did not expect to see; she would be held somewhere, safe and secret, kept for her knowledge. In time it would be tortured out of her. I didn't like to think of it. I had first-hand experience of their methods and the memories still haunted me. While they were on the move I felt she was safe enough; I didn't know how secure Ishal felt in his power over these people, or how much influence he had on them. Was he secure enough here to torture a city woman without fear of being challenged? We are known everywhere to avenge harm done to our people. Whoever ruled here would be wary of word getting out if he condoned such an outrage.
“She belonged to Yul Epherrat, he's dead now but his son works labor for the chieftain. The lad's name is Irral. He might know more, she lived in his household when he was growing up.”
There were only thirteen hundred people here, more or less, a few strangers should stick out like a sore thumb. Of course, I was aware of the other side of that coin. We should be equally conspicuous to them. Sapphire had been right and I had known it. My reckless streak had manifested itself again and I knew that, but didn't care. I can blame the drink, or I can blame my own basic nature. It didn't matter which was true, or if both had an element of truth, I would doubtless find myself throwing caution and carefully laid plans to the wind on a whim again and again, and I cautioned myself to be wary of it, knowing even as I did so that it would do no good.
“Where will I find this Irral now?”
The market trader shrugged. “He labors for the chieftain's brother, I said,” he pointed to the square cut keep on the edge of the town. It stood on an artificial hill, the top of which could be seen over the nearby rooftops; the tree trunks that dammed the earth of the man-made hill still stuck out of the earth here and there. What could be seen of the keep was surrounded by wooden scaffolding and work was in progress raising the keep to new heights.
“Thank you,” Dubaku said, turning away.
“I heard,” I muttered as I steered us to where Sapphire was tossing the knives casually into a round of wood thirty feet away. The blades struck with a solid and satisfying thunk, each one he threw as we approached marking off a near perfect square. He retrieved them, saw us coming as he turned away from the target and made to hand them back to the trader, placing them on the stall when the trader seemed reluctant to accept them.
“A gram of salt for the four, then,” the trader assayed a final price.
“No,” Sapphire said, joining us. “Anything?”
“Nothing,” I told him.
“There is a man who may know what her name was,” Dubaku commented, ignoring my answer. “His name is Irral, and he works there,” he pointed to the keep.
Sapphire eyed the keep with seeming indifference. “You want to go and ask questions there?”
“Yes.”
“Let's walk,” I said, and moved off without giving them the option of discussing it further. It felt conspicuous, standing around in the middle of a busy market. I didn't like it. They came with me. I wasn't walking toward the keep, but I wasn't walking away from it either. Intuition told me that that was where Jocasta would be, captive of Ishal Laharek who doubtless was trying to persuade the chieftain to cooperate in whatever plans he was hatching at the moment. I was nervous of this possibility. There is a standard math to how many fighting men a community can support; fifty people can support one warrior or soldier, it makes no difference which. So here there would be twenty-six warriors, if I had guessed the population of the place correctly. They would include the chieftain and his family, and possibly no more than the men of his extended family. It wasn't a great many to add to the dozen that Ishal Laharek had brought with him but it was more than I felt we could handle. In the larger scheme of things, they were very few to add to the couple of hundred that Ishal Laharek's colleague already commanded, if that is what he was about – fermenting a rising of the clans to join the rebel Alendi. He might have another agenda, but I couldn't guess what it might be. It was a possibility but not something I needed to worry about right then; I resolved to thrash the idea out with Sapphire for inclusion in a report to my father. It would be his problem, and my Uncle's problem perhaps. That greater threat might only become my problem if Meran and Lendrin Treleth caught up with me, bringing two hundred city soldiers nominally under my command into this potentially seething cauldron. I put that future headache aside as well. One thing at a time, I resolved.
Unconsciously I had been steering for an inn tucked away in the corner of the market square. I angled away from it as soon as I noticed what I was doing; we needed to talk and could not talk freely anywhere. I was suddenly conscious of the fact that we might be surrounded by enemies. As a patron of the city I should be able to declare myself and expect free passage and fair treatment, but I was not travelling as myself and my aims might be at odds with those of the local chieftain. Certainly they were at odds with the desires of Ishal Laharek. Would the local chieftain take my part were I to declare myself and my interest here? There was no telling, though I would normally have every expectation that he would; foreigners do not lightly challenge the power of the city. At the moment, however, with the rising of the tribes to the south just recently put down, I was not so sure. Any clan of the hills might be an enemy, possibly a long-standing ally of the Necromancers. There was no telling, and not knowing made me nervous.
“I will go and find this man Irral and speak to him alone if you wish,” Dubaku said.
“No. No, best we stick together. But remember why I am here. I will help you as I can, but try and remember to help me in return.”
Dubaku nodded solemnly and took a side turning off the street, heading obliquely for the keep. I kept an eye on the people we passed, ordinary people about their daily tasks, but I saw that they were wary of us. They would not meet my gaze, man or women. The town was big enough to attract people from the surrounding areas and sometimes from further afield. Dubaku might be a little odd to them, but Sapphire and I looked no different from any other Gerrian tribesman of the region. I didn't think to wonder how he had garbed himself to suit that role, doubtless someone had died to provide the tribal homespun cloth that he wore. We looked a pair and blended in well enough, I thought, and a town this size should have bred at least some tolerance for strangers. I thought about it as we walked, watching the children, gathered in small clusters, fearful with that thrill of excitement so common to children who do not yet know what true fear is. “They know that Ishal Laharek is a Necromancer,” I said softly.
Sapphire nodded. “They are afraid. They know what he represents, at least. Rumour has spread word of them.”
“The tinker was nervous,” I commented, “and the cutler that you spoke to.”
“The Necromancers are an abomination,” Dubaku murmured. “They are right to fear them. Better if they destroyed what they feared so that it no longer threatens.”
I grunted, half surprised.
“I have not forgotten Jerek,” Dubaku said.
Neither had I. I wished I could. Kukran Epthel had summoned a spirit named Jerek, a brutalized and broken shade of a child whose skill lay in knowing the weakness in a man's heart. Jerek had told him that mine was love and Kukran had determined to find what I loved and control it so that he could control me. Well, I had my own opinions about that. I had once characterized alcohol as the cause and solution to all my problems; I'd always drunk more than was good for me. Ironic, then, that I should desire not to do so just as Kukran's servants fed me a drug that made me an addict. If I let myself I would drink until insensible, then rouse and drink again. I can't describe the effort it took to resist the urge to do so, instead to sip only a little to stave off the craving for a time. Even though I seemed to be mostly succeeding, I was never quite sober and the temptation to get drunk was fierce.
“Is he...Jerek, what happened to him?”
“My family are caring for him, nurturing his spirit and protecting him as best they can.” Dubaku told me. “Yet still he is called by others and dare not resist the call. They broke his will, diminished him, these priests,” that last word was uttered like it left a bad taste in his mouth. I knew how he felt about priests, having once made the mistake of comparing him to one. He had characterized priests as rapists, taking what they wanted from the spirits they controlled, diminishing them in the process. Having seen Jerek with my own eyes, helpless and pitiable victim that he was, I understood what Dubaku had meant.
I shook off these thoughts, once more focusing my awareness on the immediate situation - my mind has a tendency to wander, especially during times of stress.
The keep stood some two hundred yards beyond the edge of the town, separated by a deliberately cleared area. The artificial hill rose at an acute angle and would be a complete bastard to climb, especially when defenders were busy throwing rocks, hot oil, and whatever other nastiness they could think of. Fortunately an assault on the place was the last thing I intended. I couldn't help a snort of derisive humour at the thought; the three of us attacking a keep, storming up that incline intent on taking the place by force. In fact, fortified positions rarely fall to enemy action; apart from by us, of course. Magic does give us the military edge. Any one of a number of spells will bring down a wall, and when serious about the matter we can bring large enough stone to bear, and sorcerers of enough skill to use them, to level a city in a few moments of extreme violence. Luckily for our potential enemies, gratuitous destruction has rarely been our objective. A ruin is no use to us and corpses generate no wealth or trade.
The keep was accessible by a path that spiralled twice around the hill. To run at full tilt up that path would take more than a minute, and end at a door that looked formidable. An assault by natural means would mean carnage to an enemy. Siege engines might bring down a wall in time but would not be able to level the entire keep or do anything about the artificial hill it stood on, so a large numbers of casualties would be taken by any attacker. It is common enough for sieges to be settled by other matters long before a military solution occurs. Often, I had read, disease or hunger would end it. Either side could fall prey to either malady. A besieging army goes through provisions at a more or less fixed rate, and can strip the surrounding land bare in no time, bringing starvation to people for miles around and eventually to themselves.
Again, I shook of these extraneous thoughts. We had been noticed by workmen and guards alike. Men either glanced our way or watched us openly, depending on their profession and how busy they were with it. I let my gaze roam freely, pretending indifference. I caught Sapphire's gaze for a moment, and he smiled like a wolf.
Oh, gods, I thought, not again. I'd had my fill of violence when we had together broken free of Kukran Epthel that first time. I didn't even know how many men I'd killed then and at the time I hadn't cared. My only other choice was to be their victim and I was damned if I was going to be that. Still, I did not like to think of myself as a killer, as a man who kills other men. Yet I could feel it now, that tension, that excitement, and that desire to resolve things now and without ambiguity. I wore the sword my father had gifted me, a good blade magically enhanced that balanced like a feather in my hand. I did not wear my armor though, aside from the protective belt, and that lack could be a problem; still, Dubaku was here and could summon a spirit to heal me should I take harm. I could feel the grim smile on my face and knew it was the twin of that Sapphire had given me. Was this who I was? Had violence stained my soul? Was it as addictive to me as drink had proved to be?
“We are not here to fight,” I said through that smile. “Not yet.”
Dubaku looked at me, his expression unreadable. Sapphire's grin widened, became more feral. “Not yet,” he agreed.
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“She told me her name was Tamaya.”
Irral was a middle-aged man, balding and grizzled, tall and strongly built. For some reason I'd been expecting someone younger. I pretended to listen as I eyed the keep, watching the guards watch us, trying to see through the walls and guess the layout of the place. I knew Jocasta was in there. I'd cast the seeker spell as we closed on the keep, and sensed the direction she lay in shift as we circled the hill, coming at last to the top. She was in there and I meant to get her out. Somehow. I examined the scaffolding and saw that it would, as I had suspected, give handy enough access to the roof and the new storey being added to the keep. But the guards would know that too, and doubtless keep watch well enough so that there was no way we could climb without being seen. At least, no way that I could do so. I knew Dubaku could summon a spirit to cloak him sufficiently that he could not be seen in full daylight. But my ego would not let me send him in alone. Still, he had come once to find me alone among our enemies, to meet with Sapphire who had also come to rescue me. Oddly it occurred to me only then to ask why Dubaku had done it; he had no real loyalty to me, why had he risked himself for my sake? It didn't seem like a good time to ask and I put the matter from my mind.
Dubaku smiled. It was a fleeting thing, more a twitch of the lips than a true smile, but to me, used to his expressionless features, it was clear. He had recognized the name.
A warrior was making his way toward us, not hurried but purposeful. I ignored him; men who have nothing to fear do not show undue tension when an official approaches. Doubtless he would want to know our business there, and we would tell him what had become the truth; we were seeking Dubaku's lost people. And if that smile was anything to go by, we were on their trail.
“Where did she come from?” Dubaku said. “I heard she was raided from the south, from the city?”
Irral shook his head. “From the south, yes, but not so far as the city.” He was pleased enough to answer Dubaku's question. “The way I heard it, the Alendi had been raiding us and we them in return. She came to us from a raid, but had come from the west. She and her husband had escaped from some western kingdom, only to fall again as slaves to one of the western Gerrian tribes. She'd been traded and stolen away a dozen times before she came to us.”
“Did she die peacefully?”
Irral screwed up his face, half puzzled at the question and half trying to remember. “Old age, I guess. She was sixty or more. Not a bad age.”
The guard was close enough that he couldn't be ignored. If we ignored him now it would be suspicious in itself, so I turned and gave a casual salute in the Gerrian manner.
He returned it. “What is your business here?”
“They want to know about the old black woman who died some years back,” Irral answered for us and I almost smiled my thanks, His acceptance lent us legitimacy.
“I remember her,” the warrior looked over Dubaku and drew his own conclusions. “Your sister, black man? She was a good woman, for all her strange looks. Had a way with children; they warmed to her, I recall.”
“Thank you for your kindness,” Dubaku said. “Did she have children of her own?”
“A couple; Murali and Aten; sold north as I recall.” The warrior shrugged, his attention already divided between Sapphire and myself. “You two look like you've been through the wars.”
Damn. Who had I told that we hadn't been involved in the fight against the city? No, that was some days ago, another place. “The Lurians are in the south,” I said, trying to sound disinterested.
“Alendi, are you? Come with me, my father will want to talk to you.”
Damn.
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I avoided looking at Sapphire as we followed the guard to the keep's single doorway. I didn't want to see his expression. I was thinking furiously but not making any headway. If Tahal saw me he would surely recognize me. If he saw me, there would be no choice but to declare myself and try and brazen it out. No chieftain, no king or prince of a foreign land would lightly harm a patron of the city. We were fussy about the safety of our citizens, we went to war to ensure their safety and everyone knew it. We'd been doing it for centuries. And there were legions just a couple of days south of here, ready to march. Still, a small war to avenge my death would not make me any less dead. What else might happen? Ishal Laharek might recognize me; but I really did think that unlikely. When I had dragged Kukran into the flames there had been plenty of other things to hold his attention; our advancing army for one, the sudden outbreak of violence from Kukran's former servants for another. I doubted he had caught more than a glimpse of me, and I doubted he had seen me since the fire had taken my hair and marked the skin of my face.
We followed the guard into the keep, and climbed a narrow stair. I could have brought him down then, but there was another guard at the entrance behind us. We would not get out of here without raising an alarm, so for now I decided to wait and see what happened. I was tense, yet oddly calm. If it came to violence, as I was now half convinced it must, then I was ready. The stairway led to a chamber some twenty feet square; a spiral stair led off to the left, and ahead of us a larger doorway into a hall. To the right was another door and our guide gestured that way. “Wait in there,” he said.
The three of us stepped inside. It was a small chamber, simply furnished. A wrought iron brazier filled with hot coals stood against one wall; a large table set four-square in the middle of the room; a chest, a bench and a single comfortable chair near the brazier. A deeply cut arrow slit provided light enough to see by. The shutters and heavy curtain that would keep out the cold of the night were pulled back. The keep walls were smoothly plastered and painted white, marked with the simple geometric shapes favored in the north.
He left us there, and we were alone for the moment.

“You have a plan?” Sapphire asked.
“Not really, no. If we have to fight our way out of here the entrance isn't far.” I looked around the room. “It could be worse, he could have brought us into the main hall, we could have been greeted by Tahal and Ishal and been surrounded by the chieftain's warriors and Ishal's men.”
“And then?” Dubaku asked.
“Then it would have gotten ugly,” I said.
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We three turned to the door when it opened. The guard was back, and with him an older man, something over fifty years. The chieftain himself. His clothing was expensive, imported from the west. I recognized the style. I guessed he was wearing something in the region of three hundred coins of material. He was not a poor man, but he was a worried one. His bearded face was creased in a frown of concern and he assessed us warily as he entered the room and crossed to the head of the table. He bowed to me respectfully as the guard closed the door and stood with his back to it.
“Ernath Epwhel,” he introduced himself. “Welcome to my domain, citizen.” He spoke the language of the city with some skill but a poor accent.
“Sumto Merian Ichatha Cerulian, patron of the city. What gave me away?”
He looked puzzled. “You wear a stone of the city magic in your forehead, Sumto Cerulian. If not a noble of the city, what would you be; an agent? An enemy thief of city magic?”
I am, I sometimes have to admit to myself, an idiot. I turned to Sapphire, then remembered the moment when we had been discussing going into the town, when he had gestured to my face, saying that it was unwise to underestimate the intelligence of the enemy. I'd completely failed to interpret the gesture. He'd been indicating the stone, as much as saying; “How can you keep your origin secret with that fixed to your skull? Who won't recognize you?” That is what he had meant. Yet he had said nothing. At some time I would ask him about it, but now didn't seem a good moment.
There was nothing left to do but brazen it out. “Ishal Laharek is an enemy of the city, he holds captive a noblewoman of the city. I want her freed.”
He nodded, as though he already knew these things. Maybe he did. “I regret I dare not act against the Necromancer, much as I desire good relations with you and your people. And Tahal is also a city man; either way I offend one of you.”
Damn. I hadn't thought of that, but decided to focus on the Necromancer “Why not? Ishal is one man, with perhaps a dozen warriors, you command more men than he.”
Ernath lowered his gaze, then looked up, pleading. “Sumto Cerulian, he and his kind hold members of my family. If I do not cooperate with them, he has promised they will be returned to me, not living and yet not dead.” The fear of anticipated pain was clear in his eyes, his face and his voice. “I am taking a risk even talking to you, even here in my own keep where my word is law. He has my daughters. If he knew...”
I nodded. I have no children of my own so I could not imagine what fear he must be feeling. The lives of his daughters meant nothing to me, but I did understand that they meant everything to him. I had never felt anything remotely similar, yet I knew he would do nothing that risked their lives. What would it be like, to have your daughters brought back to you as zombies? Their spirits trapped in unliving and unresponsive flesh? What would you feel? What would you do? I had no idea, and didn't want to know. I noticed that the guard was watching me intently, as though judging my reaction. “Yet you are taking this risk. Why?”
“The lives and well-being of my people are in my hands. Their lives are my responsibility. Ishal and his kind rule by terror, they care nothing for the people they rule and make no provision for their well-being. I would not have my people labor under their yoke. I've heard of the places they rule; the people have nothing; everything is taken from them to be “redistributed” at the whim of their masters. They say they serve the people, but to us the lie is so obvious as to be obscene. They take the best for themselves, their minions control the rest, and the people receive back little or nothing of what they themselves produce. Those who object are punished; in each square there are severed heads begging for release; in each town there are living dead, once members of the community, who act as guards to the Necromancers; and as a reminder. The people live in fear of a similar fate, and in poverty, as nothing they produce belongs to them. Like many in the mountains, I dare not oppose them openly, yet what little I can do, I will do.”
What could he do? I gave it some thought.
“How many are they? What lands do they control? How close simmers rebellion to the surface?” Sapphire was suddenly animated and full of questions. “How many men do they have under arms? How loyal are they? Spread over how large an area?”
Ernath raised one hand to stem the tide. “Wait. I understand what it is you need and I will set pen to paper and answer all those questions and more, but now I think it best that you leave. If we are seen talking...” he gestured to my face, and this time I knew what was meant. Who I was was written there for anyone with wit to see it. His lack of loyalty would be plainly seen also, and punished.
“Write your letter. We will wait, north of town. Send it to us when we you are done. We'll watch for you.”
Sapphire nodded, seemingly satisfied.
“I will send my son, Dannat,” he gestured to the guard and the man inclined his head, acknowledging the order.
“Just past the mill-race at the north of town there is path into some woodland. At the end of the path is a ruin, I can find you there, if that suits you,” Dannat said.
It did.
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“We are followed.”
I wasn't surprised as I twisted in the saddle to look back. After all, we were expecting Dannat to follow us; though it was a bit soon. We were barely out of the town, the bridges still in sight. Behind us I could see two riders. That was one rider too many.
I looked ahead; here was the mill that Dannat had mentioned, squat brick by the side of the river. I could hear the mill race, see the turning of the wheel that powered the mill. City work, like the bridge.
“We'll take the path Dannat told us about,” I decided, “then wait for them, if they follow us, and challenge them out of sight.”
Sapphire nodded.
“Could be nothing to do with us,” I muttered.
Sapphire nodded again.
The trail up into the woods was rocky and narrow and muddy; made by sheep. Good enough but we had to follow it in single file. Not ideal. Still I didn't doubt that this was the path Dannat had mentioned and he had said it led to a ruin and where there is a ruin there is a flat area around it. As it happens we didn't go so far; after a few hundred yards of mild incline the path spilled suddenly onto a broad meadow that sloped gently down to the south. I turned and rode onto the meadow, turning in a circle and pulling in tight to a dense hedge. No one on the path would see me. It would do.
Without a word Sapphire took up station a little behind and beside me. Dubaku further back. I drew my sword and heard Sapphire do likewise.
We didn't have to wait long. It felt like forever. Long enough to worry. Here I was, sword in hand, ready to kill; but I wasn't ready. Memories surfaced; faces of men as I killed them. Blood. Pain, horror and anguish on their faces. Surprise. The waiting moments as they froze, mind and body waiting, trying to cope with the new experience, the dawning horror that the blade was in them, cold and killing them. Working mouth with no words, or sometimes foolish words I tried not to think about. I tried not to think at all. Sapphire had said something about that once; I tried to remember what it was but couldn't. Apart from trying to remember, and listening, there was nothing to think about apart from who was on our trail and why. There were candidates but I was still surprised when they appeared.
And relieved.
It was Meran and an army scout.
The scout came first; he had his eyes on the path and jumped in the saddle when he became aware of us, reaching for his sword.
“Hold!” I commanded. By then Meran had come into sight. “Relax, soldier! You have found who you are looking for.”
Meran grinned and pointed unerringly at where the soldier's arse was raised out of the saddle. “I think you made him shit himself, patron.”
Only the release of tension made me laugh. It wasn't that funny. Certainly the scout didn't think so; red-faced he growled something about 'hostile territory' and glowered about generally, turning his horse this way and that as though expecting sudden attack from another source.
I slipped my sword back to where it could do no harm and slid out of the saddle, wincing from the still painful burns.
“We will stop here for now,” I ordered, gesturing down the meadow, which was clear of trees and gave a good enough view of Twobridges below.
“Across the trail, in the trees,” Sapphire added. “From here we can be seen.”
I looked. I could just make out figures moving in the town. I could pick out the individual masons working on the walls of the keep. He was right. From there, in this open space we could be seen by enemy and ally alike.
I didn't make a fuss about being corrected, just led my horse across the trail and into the woods, talking as I went.
“Why are you here, Meran? I thought I made my instructions clear.”
“You did, patron. Lead them north at no great speed. Well enough, but Lendrin Treleth has been difficult. He was expecting you, patron. He is of equestrian rank. I am a freedman. He refuses to accept my authority over the men, and the first centurion is his man.” Meran shrugged. “There was little I could do there, except give him your instructions to me. He accepted that, at least. He is moving slowly.”
I was frowning. Trying not to grind my teeth. Trying not to let the anger rise and get a hold of me. As far as I was concerned this knight was questioning my authority and subverting my troops, usurping my command. Even if I wasn't there, it was my command and I placed officers where I saw fit. I had given Meran a command position, but I had to admit I had given him no symbol of authority. I had intended to, but hadn't done it. It was, in part my own fault, and making mistakes made me angry. I guess I am no different than most men in that regard.
“I'll put it in writing,” I growled. “Let the first centurion ignore my written command and I'll hang the bastard.”
Meran was rummaging through his pack, having tied the reins of his mount to a branch. “There is a letter from Lendrin Treleth.”
“You!” I barked at the lightly armored scout. “What's your rank?”
He saluted, still in the saddle. “I am an auxiliary scout, sir.”
I jerked a thumb at Meran. “This man is my deputy commander, understood?”
“Yes, patron. Understood, patron.”
“Good. Now get off that damn horse and go keep an eye on the town. I want to know if anyone leaves.”
He saluted again and moved to obey.
I took the letter that Meran was holding for me and broke the seal. As I started to read my face flushed with further ire. It was basically a list of complaints, demands, commands, and orders. I was aware of Meran pulling a portable writing tablet from behind his saddle, fixing the legs, unfolding a camp chair, and setting out paper and ink and a pen. I ignored it while I paced up and down and read, muttering such epithets as 'impudent bastard' under my breath, dropping the letter to my side as I seethed for a moment before I lifted the letter and read on.
“The white rod is in my saddlebags,” I growled to him. I didn't have my seal but the white rod had an imperial symbol engraved into one end, and that would do well enough.
I wrote this letter:
Lendrin Treleth,
I am Sumto Merian Ichatha Cerulian. My ancestors include Chatha Ceru and Rian Ian, whom you may have heard of if you have read the histories of the city I am proud to be a patron of; they are, should you be in ignorance, two of the founders of the city. My ancestors are of the Founding Families, and my family has served as Patrons since that time, and all have held public office to the highest office for over seven hundred years. That is who I am. My roots go deep; my family is ancient and vast.
Who are you, Lendrin Treleth? A client of my father, I am informed. I do not recognize your name and that tells me that it is not a name worthy of recognition, that your family has sprung up overnight like a mushroom and may be picked and eaten as a passing fancy.
The men you are commanding are mine! You are a private citizen! You have no authority over my command. Should you order them to any action you are inviting my men to mutiny. Should they obey you they are guilty of mutiny.
You I will prosecute.
Them I will hang.
Meran Cerulian (note the name!) is a member of my family, my freedman and my client and my officer in a command position as my aide. His orders are my orders and are to be obeyed by all of my command. For your sake I hope this is all clear to you, Lendrin Treleth.
Now to other matters.
There are Alendi and other refugees from the battle of the Eyrie in the north fomenting unrest among the clans of the hills. This may effect your plans to set up a trading post here, though I have not witnessed sufficient numbers to seriously threaten two hundred soldiers of the city. My orders to my men, through my Aide, are that they continue north and engage such Alendi and others who present a clear threat. Otherwise, the communities they may encounter are to be circumvented and bypassed, this is to include the town of Twobridges specifically, due to intelligence gathered by myself. That, Lendrin Treleth, is why I will not be returning to your position as 'requested' in your letter to me. I will continue north as far as I choose and continue to send intelligence back to my Aide who may relay that intelligence to you should he decide it is necessary. My men will follow me, at a pace set by my Aide. You may choose to continue with them and under their protection. Yourself, your drovers, your mules and your trade goods will be protected should you choose to continue. Do not think to approach any settlement or begin to construct a trading post until such time as I approve your action. This is a military decision and you will, as a private citizen, obey it on pain of confiscation of your goods by my authority. When I have approved, and you have agreed an appropriate location, my men will safeguard you until such protection is deemed unnecessary.
Sumto Merian Ichatha Cerulian
I signed with care and attention and reached for the sand that Meran was waiting to pass to me. I folded the letter, took the wax he had burning by then and sealed the letter using the embossed symbol of the white rod. I then wrote a brief letter of authority, naming him my aide and second in command, with full authority in my absence. I put the seal and my signature to that, also.
“Parade the men and read this to them. If you get any arguments from the first centurion, remove him, hang him. Don't hesitate.”
Meran saluted. “Yes patron.”
“Your orders are to be obeyed. Don't leave anyone in any doubt about it. And as for this merchant client of my father's, when you speak to him remember that you are Meran Cerulian, a member of my family by law and that he is only an equestes; any slight to you is a slight to me and to my father and my ancestors. Don't tolerate it.”
He bowed his head, “I accept the honor and the responsibility.”
“You already did. Don't forget it again, my friend. Now, let's get something to eat and relax. I have questions for you.”
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“Did you ever travel here?”
Dusk was settling around us. We had cooked and eaten around a single fire. I'd asked Sapphire to relieve the scout and send him back to eat.
Meran shrugged. “Only to raid, just as they raided us.”
I frowned. “But the Alendi far outnumber the clans...” I made it a question.
He shook his head. “Only in times of war. In other times the clans of the Alendi are the same as here, scattered chieftains looking to their own people. I think,” he said, “that it's the main difference between what you call barbarians and civilized lands.”
I thought about this for a moment. “So the Alendi here won't form another army?”
He shrugged. “Who can say? The warlord died at the Eyrie, so maybe the remaining warbands will unite under a new warlord, maybe not. Maybe some of the clans will join them, maybe not. Who can say?” He chewed his lip and thought about; I didn't press him. “The survivors and latecomers to the battle at the Eyrie may join up briefly,” he said, “but there will be new chieftains to be chosen, and then they must elect a warlord if enough of them desire it. Then the clans must be won over, and after they have heard word of the Eyrie they will not be keen on the idea, I'd guess. Either the Alendi and the others band together or they go their separate ways, but for certain there is no going back to their own lands. Either some of the clans join with them, are destroyed by them, are conquered, or raided or flee, depending...” he shrugged. “And add into this the necromancers and what influence they have and who can say?” He shrugged again.
I wondered how much of this Sapphire knew or guessed. And how much he would report.
In other words, the north was volatile and not to be imagined to be at peace. But unlikely to band together into one threatening army. And into this unrestful mess my two hundred men escorted a train of goods ripe for raiding. “When you go back, send out scouts, stay aware of any Alendi or other warbands. Make a proper camp each night. Move slowly at least this far. I made it clear to that merchant Lendrin Treleth that he is not to consider approaching any settlement without my express approval. That goes for you also; initiate no contact; don't rock the boat.”
He nodded. “I think you are wise, patron. The clans are small, isolated and touchy. The city has been here before in times past; sometimes remembered well in the stories of the tribes and clans, but sometimes not remembered so fondly.” He shrugged. “But there are often traders from the city here and usually they are treated well and fairly.”
“But two hundred city soldiers is an army to them?”
Meran nodded. “And thus a threat. I'll be as unthreatening as I can, with your approval, and I have the languages here should I be approached,” he worried at his lip.
“What?”
He shook his head. “It's fine, patron, I'm sure. Twice we have been approached by locals while I was with our force. Lendrin was a little...” he struggled for the right word.
“Arrogant?”
He nodded. “But despite that he made clear his peaceful intent. And so did I. It's perhaps fortunate there are Alendi warbands about; I tried to present that we are a peacekeeping force, that we would protect anyone who desired it from the Alendi threat and...”
“And?”
He shrugged. “And that we would withdraw when the Alendi threat was dealt with...”
I closed my eyes in despair. “So the Alendi will hear of this, do you think? What do you think they will do?”
“They may scatter, they may run and hide. For certain they will argue about what to do... there are many Alendi tribes and no warlord, no one to unite them. They know there are two full legions nearby and that the Eyrie fell.”
“And they may want revenge, and gather and attack a small force.”
“I don't think so, patron. Honestly I doubt it unless....”
“Unless?”
“Unless there is someone to unite them.”
“Like the necromancers, for example?”
He dropped his gaze, expecting a bollocking. Well, he didn't get one.
“Get back to your command, Meran. Bring them on slowly. Initiate no contact. Make it clear you are passing through if challenged by any clan or community, but also that you will use force if attacked and the city will consider it an act of war. Suggest that peace and trade might be better options, that if any incite them to attack us those people are not advising them wisely and it might be better to think of us as friends and those others as enemies. Otherwise use your own judgement as you have been doing. Now, tell me what's ahead of me, north of here.”
He shrugged. “I don't know. I haven't been this far before. All I know is rumour.”
“Give me that then.”
He shrugged. “It could be just stories but the tales are that opposite Darklake lies the valley of Duprane where the shamanka of that name rules a people twisted into monsters by her magic. People don't go there. If they do, they don't come back. The stories are that sometimes things come out of the valley and hunt.”
“Where?”
He looked apologetic. “Just in the north, patron. In the mountains. Near Darklake. As I said, it could just be rumor, just stories.”
I shrugged. “Never mind. Scouting is what I'm doing, at least it's a part of what I'm doing.” I looked south toward Twobridges and Jocasta held captive. Scouting was a by-product as far as I was concerned.
“Well,” I said “If people don't go there it's surely for a reason. But let's not fret about things that happen 'sometimes' in stories, eh? I'll be going north. That's as much as I can tell you for now. Get back to your command and follow slowly; send trackers after me,” I turned to the scout, “You found me once, scout, do you think you will have any trouble doing so again?”
“No sir, but if you hide your trail leave markers. Numbers is best, sir. Scratched into a rock or tree. I'll find them until I find you, sir.”
I nodded. “Good enough,” I turned back to Meran. “When you two get back send this one or other trackers to keep in contact with me. I'll send word and news by them and you the same.”
He got to his feet and the scout followed suit. Well, I hadn't particularly meant for them to travel at night but if Meran was happy to do it I saw no reason to keep them with me for now, and he had reason to go, so I let them.
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Dubaku was staring into the west, squatting with his feet flat on the ground in a way that looked to me to be absurdly uncomfortable. I kept expecting him to lose his balance, but he never did. The sun was low, dawning in the east; we'd waited out the night. Sapphire was preparing some food, and I was watching the town, waiting. Ishal Laharek would not stay there forever. I was torn; having acquired the cooperation of the chieftain Ernath Epwhel, I could hardly sneak into the keep, kill his people, and rescue Jocasta; okay, maybe we could do it without killing anyone but I could hardly bet on that. I ground my teeth a little; I wanted her free and I knew where she was but now I had to wait until Ishal was clear of Twobridges before I moved against him. Frustrating didn't quite cover it. I was also betting that Ernath wouldn't let Ishal hurt her in his home. Still, I'd been betting that Ishal would wait until he got wherever he was going before he started doing more than intimidating her. Well, no; not betting. Hoping. I'd been hoping he wouldn't hurt her. Now there was something I could do; I could go in there and get her, and the only thing stopping me was a man I'd just met who might well turn out to be a useful ally to the city. It didn't seem like a good enough reason. It wasn't; the real reason was that the odds were crap. True, Sapphire and I had gone into the Eyrie alone, to rescue Tahal, who was now my enemy and a traitor to the city. There had been tens of thousands of Alendi there. It hadn't stopped us. Okay, I'd been crazy and drunk. I had no idea what Sapphire's excuse was. And there had also been no allies who might get hurt in the process. If I took down one of his men, Ernath would no longer be of any use to me, no longer be of any use to the city. And we might need allies here. Lendrin Treleth was behind us, heading this way. Twobridges might make a good staging post for Lendrin Treleth in the future, he would have to move goods past it and safe passage from an ally was better for him than an expensive armed guard. I had accepted my father's commission, so even though Lendrin Treleth was an arrogant idiot I would still give him what my father had promised him. Also, the chieftain Ernath might make a good ally against the Alendi rebels and the Necromancers both. Politics. Duty. Obligation. How I hated them on a personal level, yet I must take them into consideration. The indecision had niggled at me all damn night, but I'd held back, talked to Sapphire, talked to Dubaku, thought about it. Done nothing. I hated it that she was in there and I'd done nothing.
Sapphire came up to stand beside me, a tin plate in his hand with some mucky stew that nonetheless smelled fine.
“Eat,” he said, “And stop fretting.”
“Anything could be happening to her.”
“They need her. Ishal wants what she knows, he wants her to teach him. He needs her alive for that.”
“Kukran had me tortured for the same information. He broke Sheo, tortured and broke Kerral, Larner, Hettar, Lentro, and Ferrian.”
“She was the same as you are now, back then. She wanted to go rushing in and get you out but held back, knowing that she would likely fail, and if she did there would be no one else to try. Wait until they leave here,” Sapphire advised. “The first night they camp in the open we can get her free.”
I nodded, grimly, not at all reassured by Sapphire's words, yet oddly comforted by stories of Jocasta. She had come after me. She had held back when she wanted to free me. She had succeeded. So would I.
I took the plate and fork and ate mechanically, thinking about my countryman, Tahal. I would have to counter what magic he had, when the time came. There was no one else who could do it. I could do it even if he were using the eighty carat monster. Counters are not a function of the power behind the spell, and the chip in my forehead would be enough to do the job. That left Sapphire and Dubaku to fight, assuming it came to that. Better to attack at night, though, better to take down any sentinels quietly, sneak in and get her out without rousing anyone. The temptation to slit Tahal's throat in his sleep would have to be resisted. It wouldn't be easy. Maybe I wouldn't resist. I'd try, though, rather than risk waking anyone and having to fight my way out with Jocasta at risk.
I looked over at Sapphire, who was standing nearby. “Can we do it? Sneak into their camp at night and get her out?”
“It's the sort of mission I was trained for,” Sapphire admitted.
I looked at him, expecting more.
He shrugged. “In a manner of speaking, at least. Sneak in, sneak out, kill someone or rescue someone, what's the difference? I think they are moving,” he gestured to the town.
We were in a clearing, on the slope about two miles north of Twobridges. I looked back, scanning for what he had seen. Horses on the move; over a dozen horses being led to the keep. Men moving to meet them.
“When can we go west?”
I looked at Dubaku, he had risen and moved to join us.
“When we are done in the north,” I told him. “A month, maybe two.”
“Good. If Tamaya was in the west, then so may be others of my people. But the north is also good; her children may be found there.”
Top of my list of priorities, Dubaku. Top of my list. Something of that must have shown on my face because he turned away without another word and moved to the fire, ladling some of the stew onto a plate for himself.
I turned my attention back to the town. “We hit them tonight, Sapphire. Before they meet up with anyone else.”
“Tonight,” he agreed.
Dannat still hadn't come to us when we decided to move. I was a little peeved by it, but there was nothing to be done. Maybe Ernath had changed his mind, or just hadn't had time or privacy, or thought that Dannat would be missed if he left. Either which way we weren't waiting. Ishal Laharek and his followers headed north, following the river, bringing Jocasta closer. We knew how long it took to reach the turn that would have led them to us if they took it, but I guessed they were heading north and would not turn as we had; there was nothing here but a ruin somewhere further up the trail, no reason for them to come this way. We also knew how long it would take us to reach the mill and how long it would take them to pass it, and so we timed it that they would be well past the turn and out of sight before we got there. Still, we moved cautiously just in case. I did not want to meet them head on on the trail. But I was sure Laharek would continue to head north as he had been doing.
There was no doubt in my mind we would be able to follow them; again they had left an easy trail in the moist earth. A fine drizzle was our ally in this.
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As we progressed, the hill country became more ragged, the hills higher and the valleys deeper and more narrow. The miles travelled bore less relationship to our progress north as the trail wound through the rough terrain, taking the path of least resistance. Ishal and his companions abandoned the river altogether about mid-day, we guessed, though up till then their trail had often led as far as a mile away from its rocky banks. It was well after noon by the time we came to the place where they at last turned their backs on the river. They had followed a narrow trail into woodland that blanketed a saddle between two barren hills to the west of the river. We followed them into the sparse cover of wide spread trees rooted in thin soil. I chafed at our lack of speed but did not want to get too close to them during the day, knowing they would always have the advantage of higher ground and were more likely to see us than we were to see them. If they checked their back-trail, as they must surely be doing, they had the advantage of knowing where they had been and so knew where to look, whereas we had little idea of where they were going. We were roughly two hours behind them and as far as we could guess they did not know about us, and that's as I wanted to keep it. I kept the seeker spell active, even though the tracks they left were clear, and when they moved to higher ground the story of their passage along the trail was still clear to read in the fresh mud.
“How do you keep in touch with my father?” I asked Sapphire, during one of the rare times we could manage to ride side-by-side.
“He comes to me in my dreams,” he said.
I grunted. I should have thought of it. When I had been imprisoned by Kukran, Jocasta had often come to me in my dreams, making a place where we could talk, drawing my consciousness to her. My thoughts drifted over the subject like mist, until one thought came to me and I felt my face stiffen in anger. If he wanted to talk to me he could do the same. He clearly had the spell and the stone to do it. If he could speak with Sapphire in that way, he could speak to me, but he had made no effort to contact me.
Well, I had never been his favourite. And honestly, I can't say I'd ever made any effort to win him over.
“Why do you think he offered me this...” I gestured widely, trying to express the breadth of my mission without words.
“Perhaps he thought you would be good at it.”
“Better at being a spy than a general? No argument there.” My first command had cost the lives of almost every man under me.
He reined in and turned his mount, stopping to view the back trail. He hadn't responded to my comment and I knew he had just abandoned the conversation as pointless. The more I thought about it, the gap between us getting bigger by the second, the more I realized how self-pitying I'd sounded. Well, hell. I'd failed. There was no way to feel good about it. But I resolved to stop dwelling on it. The past was past and cannot be changed. I'd counted myself a potentially great general; I'd read everything on the subject and had developed theories of my own. But when it came to it I was just reckless. Had been, I corrected myself, I had been reckless, spotting an opportunity had just thrown our men into the meat grinder on a wing and a prayer. No, I stopped myself again. It hadn't been a bad plan, in many ways. We had battle mages to give us night vision and douse the campfires of our enemy. We had made a mess of them in the night and routed them by dawn. If I had had better intelligence on the rest of their force, if I had known that the arrival of the other two divisions of their army was imminent, things would have been different. I had, I remembered now, been uneasy. We'd routed them from the field, and Tulian – who had been in overall command – had let the men loot, left them to spread out and finish the enemy wounded. I'd been uneasy for some time, unsure why. I only remembered it clearly now, and remembering I knew why I had been uneasy; I'd known we should be moving, getting some distance between us and the battlefield. It had been my first battle; I'd killed men for the first time, the torrent of emotions had left me tense and drained at the same time. I hadn't been thinking clearly, but I had been on edge, knowing something was going to happen. Next time would be different; next time I wouldn't be so involved, so shocked by the violence of battle. If I hadn't been a virgin I would have taken control, gathered the men and moved out as soon as the enemy were routed. Back to our camp or on to the town, either would have served.
A low whistle from behind brought me out of my self-involved thoughts. I pulled rein and turned in the saddle; Sapphire was waiting for me to look; as soon as he knew he had my attention he pointed back down the trail. I picked out the single rider almost at once, perhaps as little as a mile away in a direct line, but probably three miles distant and far below on the winding trail we were following. I couldn't tell much. One rider. Nothing to worry about; not in itself.
“Dannat?”
Sapphire turned his horse about and moved closer. “Possibly.”
I worried at it for a second. Dannat had missed us at the ruin – we hadn't gone so far but our tracks would be as easy to read as those we followed. The rider, Dannat or not, was about an hour behind us, so he would probably catch up to us when we stopped for the night, assuming we stopped early, say an hour before the light faded to dusk. That lost time might increase the distance between us and Ishal, which we would have to close on them in the dark. But I was in no hurry to get to them, so long as it happened tonight. And I wanted this rider to catch up to us while it was light,
I put my thoughts into words and Sapphire gave an approving nod as he passed me on the trail.
“I didn't do too badly, considering it was my first battle,” I added.
“You didn't do too badly,” he agreed mildly. “Learn and move on.”
“Why did you not remind me about this damn stone stuck in my forehead?”
He chuckled grimly and flashed me a glance that let me see the glint of genuine amusement in his eyes. “You learn more from mistakes you make than those you are prevented from making. Learn and move on.”
I resolved to do just exactly that.
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I started swearing softly under my breath.
I should have guessed, of course. Ishal had a set goal, a pace to his journey. He was not randomly moving north but was following a planned path according to his own agenda. He was moving from settlement to settlement. And in these hills they were about a day's travel apart.
We had ridden into a shallow bowl and then begun a long ascent up a gentle but constant slope covered in highland fir, a few rocky outcrops sticking out of the slope, and the odd wide bare patch of stony ground that denied purchase to any root. At the top of this the land had levelled out, the fir trees thinned to nothing and the land had become abruptly barren. Still, in the distance, a settlement was clearly visible, nestled up against the foot of a cliff with a wide lake in front of the settlement. The land remained level enough to pass, a wide barren valley between two stocky peaks. We were in the mountains now, in one of the passes that led eventually to Battling Plain and the homeland of the Necromancers. Dusk was not much more than an hour off, I guessed, and we sat our horses at the edge of the woodlands and looked out across the barren stretch between us and the lake and the settlement where Ishal would be sleeping tonight, once more safely beyond our reach. I could see them, rounding the lake, riders coming out to meet them. I watched them, and swore.
“Give it up,” Sapphire said quietly. “We are not getting her out of there tonight.”
He was right. I already knew it. That's why I was swearing.
The settlement was walled; nothing elaborate, just a low stone wall, not much higher than the average house that was protected by it. I guessed only fifteen feet or so, maybe less. And there would be guards on the wall, dogs inside; hell, I could hear them from here, yapping away, disturbed by the riders going out to meet Ishal and his party.
I had no intention of repeating my earlier madness of going in to look around. It was a small community, less than a thousand people. We would stand no chance of blending in. I'd wrapped a bandage around my head, covering the stone set in my forehead; I figured the healing burns on my face gave credence to the bandage. But the tell-tale stone in my forehead wasn't the problem; in a small community we would just attract too much attention. Ishal would know we were there in minutes. And, of course, I had no idea what attitude the local chieftain had to him. The same as Ernath? Not likely. We were unlikely to be so lucky again.
“So we camp,” I said. “Back in the trees; now. If we can see them, they can see us if they care to look.”
Without further discussion we retreated a ways back into the cover of the trees, then moved off the trail a few dozen yards.
Sapphire dropped from his horse and began stripping it of gear. I looked around. The trees were dense enough to cut visibility to fifty feet or so. It would do. No tent, I reminded myself. And too close to the settlement to set a fire. Perfect. It had become noticeably colder over the day's climb into higher country. It was going to be an uncomfortable night.
I climbed down and walked the horse for a while, also getting the stiffness out of my legs. The damaged skin hurt like hell, but I was putting off checking it. I didn't want to know what it looked like, but knew I would have to. I still had some ointment, and I would soon enough go through the indignity of dropping my trousers and slathering the stuff on. It helped. Mostly the burns seemed to be healing well, drying and scabbing and generally well into the process of becoming healthy flesh. But where my thighs and butt were constantly in contact with the saddle... well, that was a slightly different story.
After a while, I stripped the horse. Dubaku had taken care of his own animal and was busy with the supplies, making something cold to eat. I hobbled my horse so she couldn't stray far, gave her some oats and water, then tended to my own tender flesh. It looked raw and unpleasant but felt better after I was done. I was just hitching up my trousers when I became aware of the sound of horse's hooves not so far away.
“Dannat?” I said, not raising my voice.
“Get your armor on,” Sapphire said.
I was already aware that I had been wrong in my assumption. More than one horse. Whoever had been following us was alone. This was a group. I moved without thinking further; chain is fairly quick to put on and I was soon enough done. With sure, calm hands I slipped the armor-enhancing sword belt about my waist and tightened it. I'd had once had a helm and shield but had not found those, nor replaced them. I worried about the lack of a helm, a single blow on the head would drop me and I would have to be keenly aware of the risk in any fight. The horses had been closing on us and now they were near, not yet visible but soon, very soon. There was no point trying to avoid them; if we mounted and moved they would hear us anyway and there would be a chase. Guilty by virtue of fleeing, there would be little or no opportunity to talk. I was sure that whoever was coming was from the settlement, come to see why we had stopped short, why we had avoided them. It wasn't the kind of thing an innocent group of travellers would do.
Sapphire had taken care of the horses, re-saddling two while I got my armor together. He was mounted and holding the reins of the other; waiting for me. I joined him, mounted without groaning as my sore flesh once more made contact with the saddle. Dubaku simply waited. There was no proper saddle for the last horse and he clearly preferred to meet the potential threat on foot.
I saw Dannat first. A flicker of movement to my left drew my gaze. He was moving toward the oncoming horsemen, toward us, glancing over at them and only seeing me as he turned back to pick his path. I waved, casually, grinned. He returned the grin wolfishly, also seeing the grim humor in it. At that moment further movement got my attention as several horsemen moved into view in quick succession, following our trail and coming more or less straight for us. In a second or two they would see us.
“We are not going into the settlement,” Sapphire said softly, just loud enough for me to hear, “so we have no choice but to kill them.”
My stomach lurched. I knew he was right. If we talked, even if they believed whatever story we might fabricate, they would still expect us to go back with them. That wasn't an option, and they had to die for it. It was ridiculously unfair that these men, who were just doing their chieftain's bidding, satisfying his curiosity and ensuring that his people were safe, had to die just because we did not want to encounter Ishal at this time. I was counting them, even as I thought this, and before I had done with that the first of the seven men saw us waiting for them and hesitated. They were fifty feet away, spread in no particular formation, trailing back through the trees, casual, relaxed, not really expecting a fight.
There was always the chance, of course, that I would die here. The thought made me shiver.
“Now,” Sapphire said, drawing his sword and kicking his mount into an almost instant gallop even as he did so. I followed his lead as best I could. I have always been a good horseman and I wasn't more than a second or two behind him. Not all of them were aware of us, only the first rider had time to react before Sapphire was on him, his blade taking half the man's face off. I marked a man and steered toward him, striking as he drew his sword and making a mess of his arm, steering to intercept another who was turning and trying to free his sword at the same time. My slashing blade loped off an ear and hammered into his shoulder. Then I was past them, hauling back on the reins and turning as fast as I could. It didn't get any better for them. Sapphire had already turned, was already in the process of meeting a rider who had at last freed his weapon. I chose my man and kicked my horse forward, feeling the powerful movement of the animal under me and matching myself to its motion, aware of Dannat riding in hard and fast from my right side. I swerved left of the warrior and slashed hard. Our swords met, ringing out, but the city steel snapped his blade and my blow, though lessened in power, continued its arc into his thigh near the hip. I deliberately steered into another rider, the impact knocking his horse from its feet and making my own mount stumble and trip. It half jumped and half bucked, then caught its footing and responded as I pulled back on the reins, turned and slashed down at the unhorsed rider who was doing well to get to his feet. His helm crumpled under my blow and he fell. I looked around and it was all over. Dannat had taken down the man I'd wounded in the thigh. He was an ally then, I thought, not an enemy. And it was over now.
No, I thought, gritting my teeth. Not quite over. The wounded still had to be killed.
I swallowed hard and set about it.
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“We had better move,” Sapphire said. “They will have heard the screams.”
The screams. Yes. The wounded. Now the dead. I closed my mind to that ugly work and tried to think. Succeeded. “Loot them, it will make us look like bandits... Yes?” I looked hard at Dannat. “You looked as though you were about to say something?”
He shook his head. “Not a thing.”
“Quickly, then.” Sapphire agreed. “Armor, weapons, coin, anything of value. Dubaku! Get a horse.” He walked his horse back to where we had started to make camp and dropped from the saddle. With quick, economical movements, he began assembling our gear and getting it back on the pack animal.
Four horses the richer - seven suits of chain mail, four swords, three axes, seven bags of coin, several bracelets and rings the richer - we moved out. Staying in the trees and heading east. Seven dead men behind us had lost their lives just because we didn't want to confront Ishal at that time. I can't say I felt good about it.
“We are leaving a hell of a trail,” I commented.
“It'll be dusk soon. Then we head out, circle north into the pass. It's broad enough that we can be past the settlement without them being aware of it. The terrain looks barren enough that we can pick a path over rock that won't leave much in the way of tracks to follow.” Sapphire sounded calm, almost indifferent.
I thought about it. Even shaky as I was, I was still thinking. We had, in fact, just taken down a good portion of that settlement's fighting men. There would only be a twenty or so warriors in a community of a thousand. They had armor and swords; spears would be the weapon of choice for the militia, the men who worked for a living yet manned the walls to repel an attack. Spears are cheaper and easier to produce and have other uses. Maybe that was why Sapphire was unconcerned. The bulk of any serious opposition was behind us, already taken care of. I had a brief fantasy that we could take the settlement, just the four of us. Then I snorted in self-derision. There would be - what? - two hundred men of fighting age, and those still led by thirteen or more warriors. One battle mage and twenty men and I would do it, but just the four of us – assuming Dannat would be willing – was not a realistic option. We would be swamped.
“Do you think Ishal will guess he is followed?” My mind changed tracks and I asked the question before thinking.
Sapphire shrugged. “It's bound to make him more wary.”
There goes the element of surprise.
“He knows,” Dannat said.
I turned in the saddle and fixed him with a glare. “How does he know?”
“The patron Tahal; he heard there were strangers who arrived just after them. He got your description,” he indicated me, “and clearly recognized it. Ishal was in a fury but accepted my father's plea of ignorance. It is why I took so long to come. My father did not dare commit to paper the information you wanted while they were still in Twobridges. I have it with me now though.”
“If he knew, why did he not send more men?” I asked, using my thumb to point behind us.
“Those seven were free,” Sapphire said.
True. From his point of view, they cost Ishal nothing. If they took us, all well and good, if we killed them and they killed only one of us, all well and good. For him, no risk and a possible win. It was a cynical attitude, but I had every reason to accept that the Necromancers were that callous. I winced as it came to me that I had been assuming the moral high ground, and just how unjustified that position was right now.
“He will be expecting us,” I said.
“He will,” Sapphire said.
I worried at it like a dog with a bone. If I were Ishal, what would I do? If I knew I was being followed I'd set a trap. I voiced the idea and turned to our newest companion. “Dannat, do you know the pass? Is there a place where they could attack us with little risk to themselves?”
Dannat nodded. “Yes. The pass is broad for the most part, but there is a place where a river comes in from the east and cuts a deep gorge, heading north. There, the path holds to the west and hugs the mountain for a mile with the river below. The trail is only wide enough for one man and horse, and even then you have to lead the horse in places. The slope isn't sheer, but it's steep and would be a dangerous climb, especially if you were in a hurry.”
That sounded promising. I pictured it in my mind; the four of us passing along a trail in single file, the enemy on the slope, high up. They could throw enough rocks down to take some or all of us over the edge even if they had no missile weapons. I briefly imagined the same scenario reversed, until I imagined a rock knocking Jocasta from the saddle; the image made me wince and I abandoned the idea.
“I think we should assume that's what they will do. Best way to counter it is to go ahead of them and get through the pass first. Dannat, best you come with us, at least that far.”
He smiled a thin smile at me. “I'd planned to. My father ordered me to accompany you and assist you if you would allow it.”
“Why?”
His face darkened. “My sisters. If I can find out where they are, there is at least a hope of getting them free.”
I'd forgotten. “I don't want him getting through the pass, at least not with Jocasta...” I trailed off; I was going to say that he would have allies there, and getting her free would then be that much the harder. Well, getting Dannat's sisters free was already going to be that hard; harder, in fact, as he didn't even know where they were. “When that's done, we will help you find your sisters.” I made the offer spontaneously, and regretted it just as fast.
Sapphire turned in the saddle and looked back at me, his expression unreadable.
I almost opened my mouth to justify myself, but there was no justification. I was, I decided, an idiot. It was just something I would have to learn to live with. One more obligation I could live without. And why had I undertaken it? What did I owe Dannat, his father or his sisters? I didn't say anything for a while. I didn't know what damn fool thing I might commit myself to next.
I'd put off having a drink as long as I could stand. Fiery whiskey warmed my belly as we rode on into the dusk and I contemplated the tasks ahead of me. It seemed that they just kept mounting up as fast as I could open my mouth. One thing at a time, I kept reminding myself. One thing at a time. Jocasta first, the stone and Ishal and Tahal second, then help set up and safeguard a trading post, then the Necromancers and Dannat's sisters, spy in the north and find and free Dubaku's people. I wondered if the list would get any longer before I was done with those tasks. There was a lot to achieve. It was daunting. I sipped more whiskey and reminded myself to take one item at a time. Free Jocasta. It's the only task of all of them that I actually wanted to achieve.
As dusk deepened, our rate of movement became increasingly slow. The terrain between us and the town was clear of cover, barren and flat, the lake a flat mirror before its walls. In the diminishing light of dusk, two dozen men rode out with burning brands, heading south, doubtless in search of their fellows who had not returned. They would no doubt find their bodies, but even if they tried to track us in the night we would see them and have plenty of warning.
We pushed on slowly, leading the horses until full night forced us to stop. The settlement was to the west, clearly visible, the light from torches on the low wall reflected in the lake below them. I sat in the night and watched the walls, brooding. At regular intervals a light on the wall would fade for a moment as a guard passed in front of it.
“Darklake,” Dannat said softly as he came to squat by my side.
“Hmmm?” I'd been scratching a number on a rock, idly, leaving a marker for my scout.
“The name of the town.”
“Oh.” I recognised the name Meran had mentioned. A light on the wall faded briefly, its dimming mirrored in the dark waters, then brightened as the guard moved away. I wondered what they were thinking, those distant men on the walls. Seven of their number had left on what would have been thought a simple, almost routine task and not yet returned. Another two dozen had followed, seeking them, and were out in the night. I tried not to think of wives and children, tried not to feel guilty. I looked to my left, searching for the tell-tale glimmer of torches and found them intermittently winking back at me from the woodland rising to the south. I wondered how persistent they would be, how determinedly they would come after us. I doubted they could track us over the rocky terrain that surrounded us, but by the same token we would be exposed to their sight just after dawn on this barren landscape. So we would have to move before then, move out as soon as there was light enough to see the barren ground under our feet.
“Lenya and Celi,” Dannat said.
I thought about it. “Your sisters.”
“Yes. They are thirteen and fifteen. Did you mean it, going after them?”
I had. I guess I did. “Do you have any idea where they are?”
He hesitated. “Just a name. 'Duprane is taking care of them.' But who is Duprane, and where? I don't know.”
One of the horses started suddenly and was still. I didn't say a word. I recognized the name, of course. The wonder was that Dannat said he did not. One more thing to worry about. I resolved to discuss the matter with Meran as soon as I could. It might be a while.
“We'll find them,” I said. “As soon as we are able.” Darklake and Duprane in the north, Meran had said, and him an Alendi who had not before travelled as far as Twobridges; yet he had heard stories. Dannat was lying, I decided. He knew at least those same stories of Duprane. He must.
He was silent and I let the silence last and wondered why he pretended ignorance of Duprane. And I wondered what the stories were. A shamanka, a female shaman, and monsters. That's all I remembered of what Meran had said.
The silence dragged on. I asked him about the pass and what lay beyond,. I took note of what he told me and worried about what he was not telling me.
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We hobbled the horses, wrapped ourselves in blankets and slept, keeping a watch in turns. Watching the torches of the horsemen move in the night until they at last returned to the town of Darklake, taking back their dead and waking the place, and waking me with their cries of anger and the weeping of the widows.
No one slept after that; we waited tensely, watching and listening as the whole town lit up with torches and the roaring of a crowd. No one slept in Darklake. We didn't sleep either. We watched until the thin light of the false dawn began to seep across the land. Then we moved as fast as possible, leaving the settlement behind us and out of sight well before sunrise. 
I called a halt when we re-joined the trail, well north of Darklake. “I want to be sure they come this way. I know it's almost certain, but I want to be sure.”
No one argued, so I passed control of the spare horse I was leading to Dannat and turned back the way we had come. “Keep moving, I'll catch up to you when I'm sure.”
“Don't let them see you,” Sapphire advised, unnecessarily.
I looked down at the trail, eyeing it almost suspiciously. “At least the path is rocky enough that they won't see fresh tracks.”
Sapphire nodded. “I'd thought of it, but it's not likely they will be looking, and the trail looks well used in any case.”
I gave a nod of agreement and moved off. The terrain was mostly flat, gently falling and rising in undulating ripples, but the trail hugged the bottom of the hill all the way back to Darklake.
I didn't have far to go before I could see the lake and the walled town beside it. Here I dismounted, walked the horse back out of sight and returned to settle down and wait and watch.
There was plenty to watch. Men were spilling out of Darklake like ants, a good number on horseback, many many more on foot. The horsemen divided to move both south and north around Darklake. They were hunting; the men on foot much slower, spreading out as they rounded the lake and headed in a broad arc east, all searching, searching for us. They didn't know we had passed them in the night. I saw no sign of Ishal Laharek, no sign of Tahal, none of Jocasta. I studied each group as well as I could. I was sure they were still in the town.
I waited and watched. It was a thorough and methodical search. The lord of this place wanted us badly, it seemed. I kept still and watched and thought about what might happen, what might Ishal do next? I had plenty of time to think. On the far side of the pass Ishal would have allies, somewhere. How long until he reached them? How long until my task of freeing Jocasta became harder? Time was running short. I would have to act to free her soon. Was I doing all that I could? I thought about it. Was I using all my resources? That, I decided, depended on Dubaku. Even after all this time together I still had no clear idea of his abilities. More accurately, I did not have a clear idea of the abilities of the spirits he commanded. What else could they do? Was there a way he could communicate with Jocasta? At least reassure her that she was not forgotten, and maybe coordinate some kind of escape plan in which she could actively participate? I resolved to raise the matter with him as soon as possible.
What else could I do? I berated myself silently, I could have been sitting here reading the letter that Dannat's father had prepared for us. Any information might help us. It would have to wait. 
Sapphire... I had a fair idea of where his skills lay. He was a spy, an assassin, and a peerless warrior. He had come into the palace at Undralt and got me out of there. With Jocasta's help, I remembered; she had laid down a fog to cover his movements. If she got her hands on the monster stone that Ishal had stolen from her family she would be able to free herself, I didn't doubt. Still, there was no point in thinking like that. I had to get her out of there. I needed a plan, something solid that would work. They thought we were behind them, so an ambush? More than three to one odds, and the risk that she might be hurt while we were about it. No. Sneak into their camp at night; not a plan that had seen much success so far – I needed to talk to Dannat, see that letter, and get more information. It may be that there were communities they could hole up in every day of their journey to wherever it was Ishal was going. A big enough community, one that would not pay us much mind, might be an option – but that would likely be the kind of town they were actually heading for, and that would put Jocasta in immediate danger of torture and other violations. I ground my teeth in angry frustration. I wanted her free. Now. And there was not the slightest damn thing I could do to make that happen. I stopped myself; there were things I could do – talk to Dubaku, read Dannat's letter and get more information.
What about Meran? I worried about that. He and my two hundred men were heading this way. They were heading into a heated situation. I'd instructed him to bypass any settlement. They might be attacked, but I'd warned him to be cautious of that. If this town turned on two hundred city soldiers complete with battle mages and healers there would be a massacre. Would Meran be ruthless? Was there any way I could stop that from happening?
I scratched a number on a rock. Frowned at it. Tahal might see it, and understand. I tossed it amongst some others by the side of the trail. Just another rock. My scout would have to work for his pay. Meran would just have to cope with whatever happened. I hoped they'd leave him alone, hoped Darklake was not strongly allied to the Necromancers, hoped there would not be a massacre here – I had no doubts who would be massacred and who victorious. But I already felt guilty enough at the deaths I'd caused. Yet I could think of nothing I could do to change things.
My thoughts ran on in this vein for an hour and no one headed my way. There must be two hundred men of Darklake out on the plain and none had picked up our trail. Not yet. I watched and waited until at last there was further movement from the settlement. I counted the riders, they were too far away to see clearly but I was sure in my own mind that it was Ishal and his party. One dark robed figure in their midst. To be more certain I recast the seeker spell and watched them as they wound their way along the trail toward me. It was a match. It was them.
Satisfied, I retreated to my horse, mounted and rode hard to catch up with Sapphire and the rest.
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The trail was just as Dannat had described it; narrow and winding, a slope up to the left that was fairly stable looking, and a sharp drop to the right, a busy river frothing below.
I looked back down the trail, seeing only short stretches as it wound raggedly along the slope, sometimes in view but more often not. I was concerned that Ishal might round one of those turns at any time and see us ahead of him; but even then, what would he see at a distance? Four riders, eight horses. A standard looking trading group. He would still expect us to be behind him and may even stop on this trail and wait in ambush. If so, how long would they wait? And what would they conclude when we never arrived? I put the thought aside, there was little to profit from speculating further. I knew what magic Tahal had, and though he was far more accomplished than me it still wasn't so much, but I had no idea what capabilities Ishal had. Keep moving, I decided, and get off this trail, get far enough ahead of them that they wouldn't see us. And then what?
I faced forward and spent some time resisting the urge to reach for a drink. I wasn't sure if it was getting easier or if I was just getting better at it. The shakes had diminished to nothing and I hadn't been seriously drunk in days. Still, I had to work at it, setting a target and then when I got there, setting another instead of taking my reward. It wasn't easy, but I was doing it. Food helped, I tended to dip into the supplies as I rode, water helped also; as long as I was putting something in my mouth the craving for booze was eased slightly. But it never damn well went away.
For a while I thought about what Dannat had said about the far side of the pass. There was not much; he had only been as far as the town of Learneth, where the northern traders entered the pass. Of the lands beyond he had only rumor; a thousand tribes clustered around Battling Plain and fighting for its resources in an annual dance that seems to have gone on forever. The people who actually lived there were dirt farmers who worked the land for whichever master currently surrounded them with steel. One or two strongholds existed within Battling Plain itself, but none was able to dominate more than a small area. The tribes on the outskirts prospered on the excess production of the region, raiding and fighting each other, sacking any village that resisted, protecting those who knuckled under until the growing season was over. Next year, the same again. It sounded like chaos, and I wondered that no one group had ever emerged to control the region.
“The tribes hate each other, and the keeps fear and hate the tribes."
“The keeps?”
“They say that there are old magics that surface in places that they call the keeps; some who are born in those places are blessed with a talent, a different talent for each keep.”
“Like the Retreni?” I'd asked, sceptically.
To my surprise, Dannat had agreed. “They are one such, the true Retreni are refugees from the ceaseless wars of the north. They dominated one of the smaller Gerrian tribes and that tribe became known as the Retreni. I can't remember what they were called before. But the true Retreni, the blood of the chieftain's household, they were shapeshifters from the north.”
“What kind of magics, apart from the shapeshifters?”
“Well, the Necromancers are surely one,” he had said.
He went on to list a few more but I had stopped listening. I had thought the Necromancers were just priests, as Dubaku would say. Their power derived from spirits that they controlled. Doubtless the rest of these keeps were the same. After all, there were only two kinds of magic in the world, ours and spirit magic, and I knew from experience that the Necromancers were not rogue mages and that they did summon spirits.
The pass followed the river for a couple of miles but stayed well clear as it cut deep and rough through the mountains, then turned away into a broad valley that was the northern end of the pass. Suddenly we were looking out over the region that surrounded Battling Plain. The landscape was bare and dry, low shrubs clinging to what little soil was in evidence. If this was typical of the region, it was no surprise that the competition for the one fertile area at its centre was so fierce.
The trail broadened as the immediate terrain flattened out a little. The sun edged toward the horizon and my thoughts turned to worry over our next move. Now that we could ride side by side I moved alongside Dannat.
“How far to Learneth?”
“From here? A day's ride,” he pointed, “through this valley then up between those hills to the river on the far side.”
I could clearly see the way. There was little cover and we had no real idea of how far behind us Ishal and his party were. I'd been obsessively checking our backtrail and seen no sign of them. If we let them follow on behind us as we were doing they would surely see us eventually and might make the connection. It was not something I wanted to risk. What little chance we had of taking them by surprise should be kept intact. I looked around, scouring the terrain and hoping for inspiration. The valley broadened our from here, the ground uneven, deeply cut in places, outcrops of rock pushed through the thin soil. There were places we could shelter from view and wait. Getting to any of those places was the problem; the ground was so rough away from the trail that any movement would be a slow business. The trail itself was a long slow switchback down into the valley bottom and across it in the direction Dannat had indicated. I could see damn near all of it, and if we were on it when Ishal reached this point he would see us for certain; he might not know it was us, but he would by now have guessed we were not behind him, especially if he had wasted time setting an ambush.
“I would like to get off the trail and into cover, and let them pass us.”
Sapphire glanced back at me. “And then attack them in the night as you originally planned?”
I nodded. “I think it's the only way.”
“Good,” Sapphire said.
I wasn't sure how to take that so I let it pass.
Sapphire stood in the saddle and scanned the terrain ahead of us, looking down the trail. “There,” he pointed. I looked and it didn't take more than a moment to see where a gully intersected the trail about a mile away. From here I could see into the gully itself; there were a few stunted trees but the fissure in the landscape narrowed and turned beyond them, its own wall providing cover from this vantage. If we were there we would be invisible from the trail. It would do, I decided, and said so.
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Some plans are just designed to go wrong.
It was dusk when Ishal and his company joined us in the gully, the clearest and most obvious choice of a place to camp for the night. Sapphire, who had been keeping watch, came back with the news. 
Luckily we were further back, around a corner, where the gully narrowed and a stream ran out of the hills and soaked into the ground amongst the stunted trees that were scattered thinly all the way to the trail. We were out of their immediate sight but with eight horses here, it was unlikely we would escape their attention for long. And if they needed water, well that would just hasten things along.
“Three each,” Sapphire said, keeping his voice low.
“You're going to attack them?” Dannat said.
“What else?” he said. “Wait for them to attack us? It's dusk, they will be at a low ebb, preparing a camp, tending horses, scattered. It's time to act. No more thinking. Dubaku?”
Dubaku nodded. “I'll do my part; the Necromancer will die if I can get to him.”
Sapphire looked at me. Hell, what else were we to do? As he said, wait until they attacked us? I reached for my armor and started pulling it on, heart beating hard and fast. Maybe it was better this way, I thought. Better to just get it over with. Twelve of them; plus Ishal and Tahal, and I would be occupied keeping Tahal from casting. And I didn't have a shield or a helm; neither did Sapphire. Dannat did; I watched him strap on the helm, reach for the shield.
“This isn't your fight,” I said. I had to say it; hell, it was true, and also true that we needed him. The odds were bad enough without him. I didn't see us coming out of this unscathed.
“It is. He has my sisters.” He indicated the helm, which covered most of his face. “If he lives, he is unlikely to recognize me.” The shield was plain, absent of all insignia. He'd thought ahead that far, at least.
“Ready?” Sapphire sounded impatient, eager to be about it.
I drew my sword, the straight cavalry-length weapon my father had loaned me. Dannat's weapon was similar, though nowhere near as well crafted and absent of any magical enhancements. Sapphire slid the short sword he favored free of its scabbard and we were ready. Dubaku, I noticed, held only a knife. I hoped his spirits would prove their worth; sometimes, as he had said himself, they don't answer. I had to kill three men, I thought, that's all; it could be done, I had done it before. Just three. Fast, hard, merciless. Just three.
We moved through the trees like ghosts, spread twenty feet apart, barely visible to each other in the failing light of dusk. I tried to re-capture the attitude I had learned from Sapphire; don't think, act, move, cut; get the blade into the enemy, anywhere, anyway you can. I didn't hesitate when I saw a figure ahead of me, gathering wood. He saw me, dropped his bundle and reached for his sword, at the same time opening his mouth to cry out. I was too fast, or he was too slow, it makes no difference which. Two running steps forward. The point is faster than the edge. I trust for his throat and his cry turned into a desperate gasp as he moved his head aside; I sawed back, cutting his neck, slicing back hard and deep, stopping myself from running into him, but still shouldering him aside. Hot blood spurted from the wound. Forget him; I didn't think it, just moved on, he was down and that was all I needed. I moved on, out of the line of trees. Moving fast, seeing everything and concentrating on nothing. There were three fires, several targets, many horses, already moving nervously and more aware than the men of the sudden danger. I headed for the nearest fire at a dead run; one man this side, not seeing me, two the other. The light was still good enough that they saw me, reached for weapons, cried out a warning. The man with his back to me turned; he wore chain, I saw, city make, probably looted from our dead. He didn't have time to clear a weapon, but ducked aside as I swung at him, not well enough; I changed the angle of my swing catching the back of his neck, blade biting deep. Maybe deep enough to kill, maybe not; I didn't stop to think but jumped the fire, swinging wildly, cringing inside at the proximity of the flames. Cries filled the air, several voices raised at once, each different and each the same in intent. I twisted in the air as one of the two men who faced me kept his cool and thrust hard for my middle; the turn was enough so that the blade touched me but ran harmless over the chain that protected my belly. Arm extended, balance compromised, he was helpless for the hard cut that hit him in the face. I didn't see where, just felt the impact as I landed, spun and stepped away, turning back to face the last of the three and swinging wildly as I did so. My blade rang on his, I didn't hesitate, just stepped in, controlled my blade and thrust. Tahal was beyond him, his arm thrust out. I countered the spell, whatever it might have been, leaping back from a wild swing that would have taken my head off. Both our stones were now useless for a moment or two. A moment or two that I needed. The warrior facing me stepped in and swung again, pressing his advantage. I'd lost it, lost the feel, lost momentum, lost the attitude; he was bigger, stronger, more experienced, and I retreated, stepping back, blocking or dodging blows, any one of which would have killed or maimed me. Tahal had cast around, realizing his spell was countered; he caught sight of me and shifted, angling to be able to cast at me without striking the man whose attacks were making me feel increasingly desperate. I caught sight of Jocasta, hands bound, watching me. Near her stood Ishal, robed in black, a shimmering figure in front of him, seeming to grow. Tahal stabbed his fist my way and I countered again, stepping rapidly back and into something firm yet yielding. Suddenly something impacted me hard in the back and I was thrown to the ground, distantly aware of a snort, a stamping of hooves. I rolled away, caught a glimpse of a sword stabbing down, point buried deep in the ground. Winded, I still reacted, up on one knee and thrusting over the useless weapon, my blade riding up the sleeve of the chain mail that should have protected his arm had my blade not by blind luck passed inside. He let go the sword with a hiss of pain and I was up, on my feet. He ran. Everyone seemed to be running, except me, and Jocasta. Our gazes locked for a second only and I saw the expression on her face; relief, joy. Beyond her, three figures were ahorse and fleeing; one in a black robe, a warrior and Tahal. I becoming aware of Sapphire, who was turning and taking in the scene; Dannat, standing over a fallen foe, gazing after the fleeing horsemen; Dubaku, seemingly wrestling with an ethereal figure wrapped around him. I watched, blinking, slightly dazed, seeing but not really understanding what was happening to him, and unable to help. What could I do? There was nothing, so I watched even as I began to move toward Jocasta, dividing my attention between them. It had been so easy, in the end. One short fight, some of our enemies killed, some fled, and Jocasta freed. I felt elated, even as I felt nervous about Dubaku's struggle, a struggle I could influence not one bit. He would live or die, succeed or fail by his own skill alone in whatever contest was actually occurring. Suddenly he crumpled boneless to the ground but the spirit, for that is clearly what it was, vanished. The night was still, apart from receding hoofbeats and Jocasta's voice.
“I knew you would come,” she said, with fierce pride. “I knew it!” Then she ruined the effect by bursting into tears, because she hadn't known it at all, she had only hoped.
I held her for a while; it felt good. It didn't taker her long to get a hold of herself. 
“Don't kill them,” I said. Not exactly the first words I wanted her to hear me say, but I needed to respond to what was happening, not what I wanted to happen.
It was something that had been bothering me, and when Sapphire made to dispatch the wounded, I intervened. It was his way; your enemies are dead, you've won, but if they still live you haven't won yet, so kill them. But it wasn't my way, it wasn't the way of the city. We won by beating our enemies, and letting them live with the knowledge they had been beaten. A dead man is no use for anything but fertilizer, but a beaten enemy can be productive. We taught them that opposing us was not only futile but wrong, that our way was better, that peace, safe passage and a free market enhanced their lives. It wasn't the time to preach; I didn't think the wounded men would be receptive, but it was an opportunity for me to stop them from becoming so much meat, so I did.
 Still, I had to tell them why I was sparing them; no sense doing it else. There were only four who looked like they might live, and I picked the most attentive, addressing myself to him; he clutched a wound in his thigh, keeping pressure on so that he did not bleed out, eyeing the wound dispassionately, and regarding me with masked fear and open hatred.
“I am Sumto Merian Ichatha Cerulian, patron of the city. Understand this; if you had not raised arms against our people you would still have a land to call your own. Go back among the Alendi who still oppose us, and tell them this; we will not tolerate that our people be harmed, so it is too late for them to reclaim their lands or seek our forgiveness; those lands are ours now and we will doubtless keep them for a time. Tell them to go where they will and make what lives they choose elsewhere, but not to seek to oppose us, for we will surely destroy them. Tell them to remember that in times to come we will hold no grudge and treat fairly with them, but for now they had best not fall under our sight. Tell them to look to the future, while they still have one to look to, and not oppose the city again, nor ally with our enemies, for their lives and freedom depend on it.”
Sounded a little portentous even to my ears, but the point was made. Live in peace and leave us in peace, no problem; anything else, you'll regret it or not live to feel any regret.
When I turned my attention to Sapphire, he shrugged and looked around, seeking some other task.
“We'd better camp here for the night; secure them for now, tomorrow is soon enough for them to go free.”
“Speaking of freedom, are you planning to untie me at all?”
Yes, well; that was how long vulnerable and tearful lasted. I stuck the tip of my sword into the ground and pulled free my belt knife to work on the ropes that bound her.
Even as I cut her free, my attention was drawn elsewhere. Dubaku had sat up, and that drew my eye. I was glad he was unhurt, but that wasn't what held my attention; it was the way he was looking around, as though he were unsure where he was and was trying to get his bearings. He saw me watching him and grinned, eyes dancing with mischief, then gave a friendly wave and climbed to his feet. The hairs on the back of my neck and on my arms stood on end. “That isn't Dubaku,” I muttered, dropping the knife with which I had managed to free her hands and taking up my sword once more; wary, I went forward.
Dubaku stepped to meet me, still smiling, eyes still dancing.
“Who are you?” I said.
He cocked his head to one side, peering up at my face, expression thoughtful. His lips moved as though he were testing out the words, or experimenting with how lips and tongue moved to form them. 
“You wouldn't understand,” he said. It was Dubaku's voice, but slower, almost questioning.
I didn't know what I faced. But I knew it wasn't Dubaku. He had never smiled, or frowned. In fact I'd barely seen his face show any expression, and his eyes too gave nothing away. This man wore emotions on his face freely; this man's eyes danced with humour, were wide with delight and a kind of wonder as he looked around, only returning to my face for a moment at a time, as though to check I was still there.
I raised the tip of my blade slightly, not quite a threat. “Just tell me. I'll understand.”
He glanced toward the blade, then to my face, then away again, taking in everything and settling on nothing.
“You are not Dubaku,” I said.
His gaze snapped to meet mine, then away again. “Of course I am, though of course I am not. I am his eyes and ears, his other spirit, his guide and mentor, his fetch. I am Quickmoon. I don't get to do this often. Is there any food? It's been an age since I ate something. And drink. Drink is good.”
He had been right, I didn't understand a damn thing he said. His other spirit? What did that mean? Fetch? I just plain didn't know the word. “Where is Dubaku?”
He waved one hand airily. “Over there, fighting. It has to be him, the other spirit touched him, not me. It's better if he is there than here,” he touched himself on the chest, then rested his palm flat and smiled in delight. “A heartbeat,” he looked at me in wonder. “Isn't it fine?”
“Will he be all right?”
He looked puzzled. “When?”
“What? I mean, will he win?”
His gaze slid past me. “His will is like water, fluid and strong, I doubt the other will dominate him. I think she is angry.”
I took a couple of steps back before I glanced over my shoulder. Jocasta was sitting down, using my knife to cut the rope that restricted her stride, and as she sawed away she glared at me.
I looked at things from her point of view for a second and then winced. I hadn't been playing my role very well.
“Yes,” I said. “I think she probably is.”
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We took care of the ugly details; stripping the dead of their armor, weapons and valuables, moving them away from the camp that we had decided to take over for the night, building cairns to cover the dead. The wounded had to be guarded, and Sapphire had agreed to do that while Dannat and I took care of the rest. After the dead were dealt with, we led our horses back through the trees, into the firelight and hobbled them to keep them from straying.
To my surprise, Sapphire had spent some time helping the wounded. They were clustered around one of the three fires, wounds bound, sullen but uncomplaining. Sapphire was standing close by, watching them but seemingly unconcerned. He turned his back on them and came to join us as we worked on securing the horses.
“They want to talk to you,” he jerked his thumb over his shoulder, indicating his charges.
I glanced at them. One, at least, met my gaze. I didn't know what to make of his expression but I nodded assent. “I'll hear them in a minute.”
Sapphire pitched in to help us with the horses. “When you leave a living enemy behind you, you may feel a knife in your back.”
I frowned, giving him the respect of actually thinking about it even though my mind was made up. “As I understand it, the Alendi and the others were acting out of fear of the Necromancers, not out of hatred for us. They had traded peacefully with us for decades...”
“Since the last time you trounced them. And why a man tries to kill you hardly seems relevant.”
I couldn't argue with the first point; it was true enough. “The men we killed in the pass were doing their job, finding out why we were acting suspiciously instead of openly approaching their settlement. We killed them because they were inconvenient. So, does the reason we kill matter?”
He didn't answer for a good while as we continued about our tasks.
“Survival isn't a popularity contest.”
Well, I couldn't argue with that either. For the first time in what seemed like forever, I wished I were at home in the city, comfortable in my own bed with a book in one hand and a glass of wine in the other, dealing only with abstractions and theories instead of messy reality. 
He wasn't quite done. “I've been killing people my whole life; we weren't much encouraged to consider the ethics of things, and those that by inclination did so anyway didn't make the cut,” he grinned suddenly, facing me fully. “No pun intended.”
It was a fierce grin, with something deeply disturbing about it, but I sensed there was a hint of genuine humor there, somewhere. I let a smile relax my features. “I'll try not to let it bother me.”
“Do that. If it bothers you, you will think about it and it will slow you down, and then it will be the other man agonizing over your death. That's not an improvement, as far as I can see.”
I left it at that. There really was no point arguing with him; his nature had been forged in blood and death since childhood, and there was no changing him now. But I would try and make better choices in the future, try not to repeat the mistakes of the past. Someone had said something similar in something I'd read; those who do not heed the mistakes of the past are doomed to repeat them. Or was it history? Never mind, the idea was clearly sound and easily applied. I stopped thinking about it for now and went to see what our prisoner had to say. What I really wanted to do was talk to Jocasta, but once this was done I could spend as much time with her as I liked. Right now she was talking to Dubaku, or Quickmoon. She was safe. She was free. To say I was glad just doesn't cut it.
It was the man with the wound in his thigh who paid me the most attention as I approached the four warriors, so I addressed my question to him.
“You wanted to talk to me?”
He looked pale and drawn; his thigh was now heavily bandaged and it looked as though the bleeding was staunched. I guessed he'd live if he didn't move for a few days. I'd make sure we left enough supplies so that they could stay put. Any or all of them might die of infection, of course, but there was nothing I could do about that. I was giving them the chance to live, not taking responsibility for their lives.
“Why did you spare us?”
Guilt. But I wasn't going to say that, and it wasn't the whole reason, so I didn't have to. But instead of giving a direct answer I asked a question. “What will happen to your lands now?” He didn't make an immediate answer, so I went on. “Some of our army will be settled there, granted land that was yours. They will bring families, build towns, work the land and prosper. In time, some of the Alendi slaves will win their freedom and return there and also settle. They will be clients of a patron of the city, so the roads will be safe to travel, trade will flow freely, the people who reside there will be secure and prosperous. If you had not made war against us much of this might have happened anyway, but the difference is that your people would still be alive or free. So let me ask you this, how did rising against us benefit you?”
“We could have won,” he seemed serious. “It won't do any good, and I won't throw my life away by trying.”
I guessed he meant that he wouldn't convey my message to his people. Well, I couldn't force him to do it. “If your people attack lands controlled by the city, they will die or become slaves. Are you saying you won't try and save them from that fate?”
He scowled up at me from where he sat with his back against a rock, the fire throwing a patina of light and shadow over him. “Ishal Laharek said you were a city built on the backs of slaves and you threaten us with that evil even as you try to make me betray my people. Your roads are like the choke-weed, seeking to strangle us and re-make us in your own image.” I couldn't argue with that, we'd long believed that if everyone followed our methods the world would be a better place. “You are the enemies of faith.” I wouldn't argue with that, wither; religion and unreason go hand in hand and faith gets in the way of thought. When you believe something you cease to question, and how can that be a good thing? Belief requires ignorance; we think it is better to know you do not know than to pretend you do. “Your godless obsession with trade consumes you.” Well, that at least was arguable; but the creation of wealth, that we are guilty of, yet we seek to make an even playing field, not force everyone to play. And wealth means a better life for all. Even at the simplest level, free trade and safe roads means no starvation when the the local harvest fails. And the benefits went far beyond that.
I almost sighed. “I am not going to argue with you, I doubt you would understand the arguments, or even listen to them as you believe you already have the truth. I am just stating facts. If you oppose us you will die or be made a slave, and that goes for all your people and any people. But if you do not, we will not. You said you would not throw your life away by trying, are you saying that your own people would kill you for advocating peace?”
He looked uncomfortable. “Our chieftain has spoken. It is war.”
“And how long has this chieftain ruled you? And how well? I am willing to bet that it is not long, and I know it is not well. I am willing to bet that Kukran Epthel killed his predecessor and made him into a zombie, a walking corpse moving among you as you chose another and more malleable leader, one who you knew would obey Kukran.”
He looked away, saying nothing. I left him to his silence, confident that my guess had been correct. Ruled first by fear and then controlled by lies. They were already slaves, knowingly or not. I left him to it. There is no cure for stupidity.
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“Now you have time for me?”
I was bone weary; travel was making a mess of me, even though I was healing. My skin peeled, scabs dried, and only my thighs were still raw and ugly, and that only from riding. But the day's travel and the fight at the end of it had worn me to the bone. Still, I smiled. “Yes. Now I have time for you. I'm sorry,” I gestured pretty much helplessly. There really wasn't anything else to say about it. I was sorry. I'd wished for a better meeting, to offer some comfort, for there to be some warmth and tenderness between us, but things needed to be done and I needed to do them.
She nodded and looked away. When she spoke, she addressed her remarks to Quickmoon. “Are you saying that you were an animal when Dubaku found you?”
Nonplussed, I looked from her to Quickmoon and back again.
“Once, in life, I was an Owl. Not smart, but still I remember something of it, an impression only. Being in spirit was easy for me then, I soared, accepting everything I experienced, and I grew. Then Dubaku came, his spirit found mine and we contested our fates.” His eyes danced with vitality, his expression animated, so much in contrast to Dubaku that no-one could mistake them for the same man. “Instead of making one a part of the other, he took a little part of me into his spirit, and I a small part of him. We became linked, and with that exchange our fates were sealed together.”
I laid aside my weapons, stripped my armor and sat down, closer to the fire than I could have tolerated even a couple of days ago, the last time we had a fire. I didn't interrupt. I knew what she was doing.
“When you say you contested your fates, do you mean you fought?”
“You would say yes; he thought yes; but I did not. We were merely contesting the path I would walk, and in so doing made a new path we both walk. With a small part of his spirit made mine I grew again,” his eyes danced. “I became more than I was, became a creature with words. And he was touched by my strength, my perceptions, and grew also. The contest was over, our fates decided. He yet lived, though his spirit danced, so he must return. I approve of it, and since then I stay close, watching the dance for him. Sometimes, I become him to maintain his body and he dances alone.”
“How did he come to you, when he came to contest your fate? How did he... dance?”
Quickmoon grinned. “You burn here fiercely, your attention consumed by your own heat, but everything burns out in the end and dances coolly instead. He burned cool and so I could see him clearly. If the contest had gone differently, or if he had not found me and made us one, he would not have found his way back. From there only I could guide him. The thread was clear to me, but his mind could not see it, his cool eyes had not learned to see.”
“The thread?”
He plucked a blade of grass. “See? It fades now, growing stronger elsewhere, but part of it still thinks it is here. Between the two beliefs is a thread. Soon the thread will fade as the spirit learns it is no longer here, its unsupported belief fades, its fires burn out and it becomes cool. No point being both places now, nothing to hold it here. It was the same with Dubaku. I could see his thread, his other belief unsure what it was, and he himself could no longer see. When we had agreed to be linked I became his self, strengthened it and he came back along the strengthened thread, and when we touched again, I let go.”
Jocasta hadn't looked at me once. Her expression intent, puzzled yet concentrated; trying to make sense of it and trying to ask questions that would help her understanding. “How did he let go the ties and become a spirit?”
“His body burned low,” Quickmoon said.
“I think he took a poison,” I chipped in.
Jocasta glanced at me but Quickmoon cocked his head to one side, as though listening. “Time to go. Dubaku is coming. Pity you didn't want to have sex with me,” he smiled at Jocasta. “Dubaku thinks about sex a lot; his body remembers it fondly.” He looked down, his body suddenly relaxed to the point that he nearly toppled over, but then he caught himself, and when he looked up, he was Dubaku. Personally, I could have lived without that last revelation; it made it hard for me to think of something to say.
“Welcome back,” I said at last.
He ignored me, turning first to Jocasta. “Quickmoon is not well versed in social matters. Forgive him his rudeness.” Then he turned to me. “It was a poison, but I thought we had settled that?”
Well, that answered one question that I had not even thought of. Dubaku remembered what Quickmoon did with his body, just as Quickmoon clearly had access to Dubaku's memories. I still had some trouble imagining someone as old as Dubaku thinking about sex 'a lot,' but it wasn't a matter I felt I wanted to pursue.
I shrugged. “Just curious,” I offered. “What happened?”
He sighed. “No. I will not tell you. You are not my son and my secrets are not for you. Are you not content with your city magic? Is it not enough power for you? Or do you seek a more harmonious path?”
I had no idea what he meant. I had hardly any magic to speak of, and as for harmony... what did that have to do with power?
When I did not answer he stood up. “I need to eat and rest.” He turned to Jocasta before moving away. “I am glad to see you free and well,” he said, and left us alone.
“And are you well?” I asked her.
“They didn't rape me, if that's what you are asking,” she met my gaze defiantly.
It was, in a way. We were not married yet, and for any man of my class it would be a primary concern. But that wasn't why I'd asked. I could see she had not been beaten or tortured. Yet I knew from my own experience that the Necromancers are not kind to their prisoners, not lacking in ruthlessness when pursuing their goals. “I am glad, but only because you do not have that scar in your mind.”
“They would have. Not, I think, Ishal himself, he didn't seem interested. No passion. Yet he threatened to let the men have me if I did not cooperate. Tahal also made threats, but he is still a man of the city at heart. He would not violate a woman, at least not one of his own class.” Her voice wasn't as steady as it could be, though she was putting on a good show. “Dammit, I don't want to talk about this now,” then her voice broke and she held in a sob, but couldn't hold back the tears. I moved closer and held her; she resisted for a moment, then gripped me hard and wept in earnest, face pressed to my chest.
I just held her for a while. Then, as I felt she had cried out, spoke softly. “I tried to get to you sooner, but the first night I was close enough to try he was surrounded by an army, then twice he stopped at settlements along the way.”
She nodded against my chest. “I know,” she said. “I was there, remember?” She sighed, her body relaxing. “It was the same for me at Undralt; I knew you were there, but I couldn't get you out, not right away.”
I couldn't think of anything to say. We sat in silence for a short while. I hoped she took some comfort from me, and knew I was relieved that she was there, with me, safe.
“You stink,” she said after a while.
I laughed. “I haven't bathed properly in days. I'm looking forward to it.”
“Me too.” she laughed with a hint of a sob still in her voice, getting control of herself. “So,” she pushed back from me, but not far, and wiped her eyes and face dry with one hand, “still want to marry me?”
“Of course,” I said. “Nothing would ever change my mind about that.”
“Nothing?” Now she met my gaze, looking to see if I spoke the truth.
I touched away a tear, then cupped her sweet face with my hand, looking into her eyes. “Nothing,” I said, and realized it was true as I said it. Not love. Not yet. But the beginnings of it, perhaps.
She kissed me, just a fleeting kiss and I didn't press it. “Good.”
“I think so. Hungry?” I had become aware of the smell of food cooking.
She nodded emphatically. “I'll go get it.” She shot a look at me, her expression wry. “It's a woman's job.”
I laughed. “Feed me, cook, clean, rescue me from my captives when the need arises. A woman's work is truly never done.”
She laughed a little but quickly turned serious. “I think we'll be all right, don't you?”
My eyes locked to hers, I nodded slightly. “Yes, Jocasta. I think we will be all right.”
“Good.” She gave an emphatic nod and turned away to fetch me some food. 
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“What?” Jocasta looked amazed at my suggestion. “Tahal may not have one tenth my skill but he is still a rogue sorcerer; he has an eighty carat stone and ten carat stone; of course we have to go after him.”
I knew what magic Tahal Samant had, or at least what he had told me when we had been imprisoned in the Eyrie together. A few personal offensive and defensive spells, and not much more. At that time I had given him the ten carat stone so that he could get us out of there; instead, when Sapphire had been thrown into the same cell, he had simply left with my one-time friend, Kerral. I had seen him again when I had killed the lich, Kukran Epthel. I'd been burned. I hadn't thought to challenge Tahal at that time; and had not thought to do so later. But now I would. That we would go after him wasn't at issue in my mind. Or, more accurately, only the 'we' part was. I had a job to do in the north and while I was here, clearly I would make every effort to find Ishal and Tahal and take back our stone. Sapphire was part of my mission in the north. No one else needed to be here. Least of all Jocasta, who I wanted safe back in the city. I had expected her to assume that her rescue was the only reason I was here, and that we would head back at once. But when I had suggested getting her back to the city - and I had phrased it exactly that way - she responded with that.
“Sapphire and I can take care of them,” I said, trying to sound casual and idly poking at the fire we shared, edging the fresher looking wood to the middle and stirring a few flames to life.
“I hope you are not suggesting sending me back, either alone or in company.” 
I glanced at the next fire over, where Dannat and Dubaku slept. Sapphire was out in the night, keeping an eye on the trail. When he returned it would be Dannat's turn, and lastly, mine. I hoped to get some sleep before then, but the wounded Alendi needed watching as well and that was half the reason I was still awake. The other half of the reason sat next to me.
“I don't know what the situation is in the north, or how dangerous it will be; but I do know that I didn't come here to put you at risk. In the city, you would be safe.”
She made an exasperated noise. “Safe?” She leaned closer, grabbed my arm and my attention, forcing me to look at her. “Sumto, in the city I would be alone. My brother is dead, my sister is a fool but still my elder and the head of the family; my reputation is ruined, society will shun me, we cannot be wed until a senior magistrate is available to preside and I cannot live under your roof until then. What, I ask you, am I supposed to do? Live at my sister's tolerance so long as I keep myself invisible to her friends and suitors? She will not thank me or make my life easy. There is no going back except with you. So, tell me you were not thinking of sending me back, because I won't do it.”
I grinned my best 'I'm lying and we both know it' grin. “Of course not, my love. I had no such intention.”
“Liar,” she laughed.
“Yes, but if you know I'm lying it doesn't count; so that's all right, then.”
She cocked her head to one side, thinking that one through. “Hmmm, as long as you know that I know what the truth is, there is no intent to deceive?”
“Exactly. The only reason to lie is to control someone's actions by feeding them false information. In short, an attempt to make someone your slave.”
“And you hate slavery...?” She left the sentence hanging.
I sighed and poked at the fire some more. “I think it's fundamentally wrong for one man to own others and profit from their labor. But I can't think of anything better to do with our enemies. Leave them free to attack us again? Kill them all, just for opposing us or being a party to that opposition?” I shook my head. “If I had a better idea than taking them into our society and trying to turn them into citizens, or at least their children into citizens of the city, then I would advocate it. But I don't.”
She looked at me for a long moment. “I'll give it some thought for when you are king and can change the constitution.”
I laughed. “Oh, no. Two things wrong with that idea, my sweet. One, I will not likely make it that far up the course of honors, and more importantly, I don't like the idea of standing in front of the patrons with a noose around my neck to propose a change of any kind, let alone one so likely to get the chair kicked out from under me. It wouldn't even come to a vote. Three hundred patrons racing toward me; I can hear the thunder of their feet now.”
Now we were both laughing. It was one of the few privileges of what was for the most part a purely honorary post consular title; the king had the right to propose a change the constitution, the basic set of laws of society. The snag was that the king literally had to advocate the change in the assembly with a noose around his neck and standing on a chair; and anyone of the patrons present could kick the thing out from under him if too outraged by the proposal. If he lived, the idea was at least voted on. It was a little extreme, but it did stop people attempting self-serving or stupid changes to a constitution that basically worked well enough as it was. For a moment I began to wonder what change I might propose, but then Jocasta interrupted that line of thought.
“Where do you think they will go?”
“Ishal and Tahal?” I cast the seeker spell and knew at once in what direction they now lay. I pointed, “They are there, or at least that direction. I can't tell how far.”
She turned to look the way I pointed. “How do you know?”
“ A seeker spell, the same you used, I'd guess,” I touched the stone set in my forehead. “It's still twinned to my stone, and Tahal has that.”
She smiled, almost proudly, her gaze resting a moment on my sword and armor, which lay nearby. “Of course, I had Urik buy it back when it was found, the ring with the armor. And Tahal stole it along with the other stone. I hadn't noticed; he wears the eighty carat stone but not yours.”
I shrugged. “He can only use one at a time, and would choose the large no matter what his skill.”
She nodded agreement. “Pride. He knows nothing that needs that much stone. He's not that knowledgeable. I could make a good guess from the questions he was asking...” Her gaze turned inward, remembering, then she shook her head and looked up. “I don't have any stone at all.Without it I'm not much use to you.”
It was worse than that. We had been speaking our native tongue the whole time, and it occurred to me then that she knew none of the Gerrian language. Every time she opened her mouth she would declare our origins, so travelling incognito was out. I didn't mention it then, though. She looked forlorn enough. “Magic isn't your only skill.”
She tried to look demure, but her smile put the lie to it. “Really, Sumto, my reputation may be in ruins but I still think that was a little forward of you.”
I chuckled and took her hand, giving it a gentle squeeze. “Not what I meant, but still... my skin won't always be a mess.”
She looked at me appraisingly. “How bad is it?” He eyes danced with wicked humor.
“Too bad to even try,” my disappointment was genuine.
“Does it hurt?”
I shrugged. “Not so bad as it did. Another week and I'll be fine.”
She leaned in and ran a finger gently over one eyebrow. “Your hair is growing back, a little.”
“Good. I looked ridiculous.”
“Not to me,” she said. “Never to me.”
Our first real kiss was sweet and lingering, a promise of pleasure to come. Still, I really was in no condition for more, and we were hardly alone. But then, I had nothing more to say that was worth interrupting a genuinely delightful kiss for. “Ow,” damn. Burns.
“Sorry.”
I laughed. “Not half as sorry as I am. I think you'd better get some sleep, while you can.”
“I'm fine.” A moment later she yawned. “Okay, I'm tired.” She arranged some blankets and made herself comfortable.
I kept watch over her.
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A kick in the ribs had me moving, reaching for a weapon. Sapphire took a seemingly casual step back as my blade came to hand. “Not bad,” he said. “next time, attack first, a weapon is a luxury.”
I put the sword back where it lived and looked around at the burned-out fires and my companions. Dubaku was awake, watching us and the prisoners. It wasn't yet dawn. I'd had about an hour's sleep. It felt like it. “What is it?”
“Riders on the trail.”
I got to my feet, bringing my sword with me, suddenly much more alert. “How many?”
“I counted twenty-two torches. They are coming from Learneth, so I'm guessing Ishal reported being attacked by bandits on the trail. Or has allies there. What do you think?”
I cursed. “I think the first story told is the one believed, and that Learneth has a vested interest in keeping her trade route clear of bandits. I think it doesn't matter right now.”
He nodded. “That's what I thought.”
“Twenty-two is too many.”
“I thought that, too.”
 I thought of the seeker spell; it would give me an indication if Tahal was with the riders or not. Ishal too, by association. “Wake the others and get the horses ready, I want to take a look.”
He didn't say anything, just moved away from us as I squatted by Jocasta and shook her gently awake. She was a light sleeper, eyes open in sudden fear, then relaxing as she saw my face in the glow of the fire's embers. “What is it?”
“Riders. Get ready. I think we are going to run.”
“Ishal?”
“I'd guess that it is. I'm just going to check. Back in a moment.”
She was already moving as I left, hurried but calm. I liked her for that. No panic, no nonsense, just getting on with what needed doing.
Picking my way through the dark wasn't easy. Just a short distance from the low gleam of the fire I might as well have had my eyes closed for all the difference it made. I could hear the horses in the distance as I moved to the trail, one careful step at a time. It still wasn't long before I could see the light of their torches. Habitually, I did a quick count, twenty-two, just as Sapphire had said. They were still a good way off, maybe two miles away. Without waiting longer than it took to count them, I cast the seeker spell. Tahal was either there or in a direct line between us or beyond, and that would have been too much of a coincidence.
Damn. Now what? Declare myself and face them? It would take a brave ruler to have me publicly executed but it had been known to happen and these things could be done quietly. Or be 'accidents.' Not that that was likely, in any case; much more likely Ishal would cut a deal with one or some of the magistrates to take custody of us – of Jocasta and myself at least. If he had already cut such a deal we would never get to Learneth to dispute the matter and find allies of our own amongst the magistrates. Best assume the worst, and act accordingly. I did not relish being in the power of a Necromancer again, and I had only just got Jocasta free of him.
I realized I was standing in the night debating with myself when I should be acting. The time to think is over, I reminded myself; now it's the time to act. I moved. Going back to the camp was a little easier; the three dim beacons of light that were the burned down fires showed me the way, one or another suddenly dimming and brightening as people moved about the camp. I was glad no one had stirred the fires to life; not that they were in line of sight of the enemy but even so, the brightening of the area would be seen, no doubt, and tell them not only that we were here but that we were aware of them. Even as I was moving, I was thinking. They wouldn't be riding fast, even with torches, no one would be inclined to take the risk of moving faster than the horses cared to walk. We had an hour or less to put as much distance between them and us as possible; but which way? I was betting that the city guard would not pursue us forever; at some point, some distance from the city or some period of time – maybe a number of days – they would give it up as a loss and return to Learneth. Back the way we came seemed like a bad choice for us; Darklake had been stirred up like an ants' nest. Bad idea to try and pass there again. Maybe Meran and my two centuries were close to there by now, but maybe not. Not worth the gamble.
I was almost smiling as I walked into the organized chaos of the camp. “We take only as many horses as we need. We'll need torches, unless you can make a light, Dubaku? I can, but it won't be much, roughly twenty candles-worth.”
Dubaku was saddling his own horse, for a wonder, and paused to answer. “Lareto can make light, as much as a large campfire would give. But won't stay long. It's hard for spirits to maintain focus. They come, they do, they go.” He shrugged.
“Good to know, but we take torches anyway. We'll have to be quick.” Even as I spoke I was rummaging into the baggage, after oil and some cloth that I didn't mind too badly to burn. “We will head back of the trees there and then cross country. Sapphire? Wasn't there a way up at the end of the gully?”
“There is. We will have to lead the horses up, though, and I didn't go looking to see what the lay of the land is up there.”
Damn. Neither had I.
“Why not submit to the will of Ishal?” One of our prisoners said.
“Why not shut up before I decide letting you live was a mistake?” I answered the Alendi's unnecessary question. “Best gag them,” I decided. “Dannat, when I have my first torch lit get moving, head back there and get up to the top of the gully and see how it is up there. The torch will ruin your night-vision but do the best you can.”
He didn't answer, just led his horse to where I was busy making torches, wrapping the oil soaked cloth as tight as I could. Jocasta was beside me, stripping cloth and soaking it, making the work go faster. I like that about her; she just got on with things. I lit the first torch from the fire and gave it to Dannat. There weren't many branches that would serve so I cast the illumination spell on the first thing that came to hand, which happened to be the blade of my knife. It glowed bright, casting a clear white light that didn't waver. Far better than a torch and I wished that Jocasta had stone she could use, berating myself for not taking the time to think of it before I set out after her. I rapidly found enough dead wood to cut four more lengths that would serve, giving us seven in total. It would do, with my own light and whatever Dubaku could provide. It would have to do, as I didn't want to spend more time on it. By the time I got back, everyone was ready. “Don't wait for us. Dubaku, don't call for light until you are well away from here, I don't want to alert them to the fact we are up and about.”
“I hear you,” he said.
Jocasta and I were alone with the prisoners, who were tied and neatly gagged, I saw. I wrapped and tied the last four torches as fast as I could and still make a good job of it. Jocasta had a bag full of strips of cloth soaked in oil that she tied to the saddle of her horse. “We can re-make them as they go out, if we need to.”
“Good thinking. Let's get out of here.”
We got.
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There was no way to pick a trail in the dark. Still, I knew the way I wanted to go; north with a westward trend. Dawn would make things clear enough. Getting the horses up the slope at the end of the gully had been difficult and took longer than I liked, but it was still achieved in plenty of time. From there we picked our way in single file, Dubaku leading, the spirit ahead of him glowing more brightly than any torch, and far more brightly than I could manage. We walked the horses in single file. Myself behind Dubaku, Jocasta close behind me, Dannat following, and Sapphire bringing up the rear.
“They can't push their horses faster than we can; Dannat, how far away was Learneth?”
“Seven miles, more or less.”
“Good enough. So they have been on the road that much longer, their horses will tire first, the only advantage we don't have is that we don't know the terrain, so we pick the clearest path and don't worry about being seen, though I hope we will be able to drop back onto the trail at dawn or soon after. Do you hear me, Dubaku?”
“I hear you, head back to the trail, but not yet.”
“No, not yet. I want them well into this rough terrain by the time we do that; if we time it right we will be back on the trail and moving faster than them in good light while they are stuck up here for a time.”
I hadn't said that in front of the prisoners. Ishal would have a somewhat false idea of my intentions. It might be enough. Of course, the Alendi would be back under his influence, but still I did not regret letting them live.
It seemed to take an age before the sky began to lighten as dawn approached. The terrain was difficult and we had to walk the horses, for which I was personally grateful. My thighs were chafed raw and walking was just that little bit less painful. Soon I'd make for a settlement and stop for a few days to give myself a chance to heal, but that was a dream for now, and one I tried not to dwell on. It might not happen. I looked back often, seeing the torches of the riders behind us; over a mile away, they were moving as slowly as we were, and doubtless seeing us just as clearly. When the night began to lift with the false dawn and the terrain become just a little more visible, we began to turn east and when we stumbled into a dry river-bed that thankfully ran that way, I became more confident that we would gain the advantage I had wanted. The only down-side was that I had to get back on the horse. I looked back just before I rode down the shallow incline, and checked that our pursuers had not gained any ground. I don't doubt that they saw me, but there was nothing they could do.
In the river bed, we moved a little faster; not much, but enough to make the difference. An hour later we were back on the trail, already a good way ahead of our pursuers.
The path was clear of traffic, the cool morning bracing, the sunrise bright, and we had the advantage I'd wanted. The trail snaked across the dry valley, rising again to disappear over a saddle between two low hills. And beyond that lay Learneth, so I'd been told. We would almost certainly have to ride in sight of the town, but I did not want to risk getting too close. Now that I had had time to think it through, I was sure that Ishal had allies there – he wanted Jocasta's knowledge, and she would be no use to him if she were executed for a bandit. Either he had coerced an ally into loaning him warriors, or he had every expectation that he would be able to arrange that Jocasta be placed in his custody. Either way, it didn't change my plans. I still hoped that the men loaned to him would give up the chase soon enough from lack of motivation.
We cut north as soon as the trail allowed, avoiding the town of Learneth that lay less than a mile away on the other side of the river.
Learneth was a city fort. There was no mistaking it. The walls had been made permanent with stone but the design was identical. Outside the walls the town had spread, but not far. A river, probably the same one that we had shadowed through the pass, ran alongside the fort, a single bridge providing passage across the waters.
So, at one time the city had been a presence here; some patron or another had ruled from this fort town. Probably only briefly, as I had not come across anything in the histories that I had read. Maybe it was merely the residue of a punitive expedition, a footnote to the histories and one that I had overlooked. The libraries of the city are extensive and it would take many years to read every work stored in them. As we headed down a long slope overlooking Learneth, I could make out where there had once been good roads leading to the town, their stone long since quarried for other uses; even from a distance it was clear that the walls and houses of the town were fabricated of the paves that had once been roads. Inside the wall, the buildings were even laid out in a the same fashion as the tents of a fort, an inner area cleared except for a scattering of significant buildings, doubtless where the Magistrates and city guard made their home. The rest of that central area was empty of buildings but full of bustle, and I guessed a more-or-less permanent market was in progress there. Beyond, where the army would have pitched their tents, in four roughly L shaped sections, were dwellings and warehouses, densely packed. I paid attention, because I planned to be back, sooner or later. If the Necromancers had any influence there, I wanted to at least know about it.
We moved fast. The northward trail had become wide enough to take wagons, and passed through land irrigated by the river; the fields providing plough-land for any number of small farmers. The town was too far away to send warriors after us - too far away to really be aware of us unless they had sentinels with unnaturally keen sight or spy-glasses imported from the city. We kept a watch on our back-trail, but spotted no pursuit as the day wore on. We had opened a gap, and now all we had to do was keep the advantage until nightfall.
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“What are they doing?” Jocasta said.
We watched from a distance.
We had just cleared a rise and below us lay the river, the trail leading to a simple stone bridge, and beyond that, a village. It was the first significant community we had encountered since bypassing the town of Learneth. The shadows were growing long and we had seen not so much as a glimpse of pursuit. For a moment I had been glad to see the village, dreams of a bath and a bed had passed rapidly through my mind, and then I had seen the crowds and had instinctively reined in, the others coming abreast of me before bringing their mounts to a halt. Crowds can be a good thing; a festival or a marriage for example. But I could see right away that this wasn't that kind of crowd.
“I don't know, but we are going to find out,” I said. “There is no other way to go, except cross-country and that doesn't strike me as a good idea in this terrain. We'd lose time, if nothing else.”
“You plan to get involved?” Sapphire said.
I shook my head. “Not our business. Must be nearly a hundred people down there; things could get ugly. Best if we just ride through; they're distracted enough to leave us be, probably, and if challenged the horses will give us a brief advantage. Enough to get clear.” I was dubious about that last comment; we had rested them as much as seemed prudent, walked as often as not, but still the horses were tired. Fresh mounts would be better but now I had no inclination to try for that here; tomorrow we would have to slow the pace or risk the health of the horses. “Keep close, and be ready to move fast at need.”
I didn't wait for further discussion, but rolled my hips forward and urged my mount into a walk. She was tired but moved out willingly enough. I kept an eye on the village, watched the crowd roil, tried to see what was happening at the centre of things, but could not see clearly for the distance and the buildings in the way, even though we were on higher ground; and I swiftly lost that advantage as we dropped down to the river and crossed the bridge, unseen by a populace whose attention was fixed elsewhere.
I listened to the mood of the crowd, hidden from sight by their own dwellings; their voices reached us clearly enough. They were a rabble, voices raised in angry waves as they listened and responded to a single leading voice.
“And when crops fail, do they go hungry? No!” The crowd echoed him with a resounding 'No!'
“And do they use the wealth that is yours to buy grain for the needy? No!” The crowd again, 'No!'
“The crops of the field belong to all, yet they take one tenth of every harvest for their own selfish needs! And do they sow the fields? No!” The crowd once more responded. “Do they till, or weed, or harvest, or thresh, or bake?” The crowd chanted their response without prompting. 'No, no, no!'
“They only consume! Like ticks, they suck away the very lifeblood of the people who work so hard simply to survive! To them, you are no more than slaves! But you are the many, and they are the few, as we have proven today, they have no power over you! Here they are, those who would be your masters, answer them now, tell them! Will you be their slaves?!”
The roar of the crowd rolled over us, their answer all too predictable, suddenly louder as we rode into a wide gap between dwellings, a gap that afforded us an uninterrupted view of the crowds, the lone orator, and the object of their anger. But, of course, the orator wasn't alone. His kind I recognized at once; cadaverously thin, dressed in black robes; he was clearly a Necromancer. He stood on a platform made of bales of hay, putting him head and shoulders taller than the crowd. To either side of him stood soldiers of a kind I had not seen before; they were of a height, both tall and well muscled, their armor showing this to good effect: breastplates, shoulder-guards and vambraces, kilts including steel sewn to leather strips. They bore long spears with a lot of blade, and carried tall shields that looked like the figure eight. Between them, hands bound, stood a family of five, husband and wife and three children aged from twelve to twenty. They had been beaten. Bruises and cuts covered their faces, their clothing was torn and bloody. 
“You have chosen freedom! Now, through the power of the Divine, your former masters will walk among you as undead servants as a constant reminder to others of what fate awaits those who would enslave you!”
“Bogani Iodya,” Dubaku said. I had heard the words before, but for a moment I couldn't remember the context. I turned in the saddle to see him pointing. My question died on my lips as I remembered and I turned back to see the spirit manifest and wrap itself around the Necromancer. A frozen moment later he burst into flames.
I don't know who was more surprised. I twitched, Jocasta gasped, the guards and prisoners flinched away, some in the crowd screamed, some ran, the rest froze in place. Engulfed in flame, the Necromancer flailed wildly, twisting blindly, staggering as he tore at his own clothing, half falling from the now burning bales, staggering into the crowd. More screams and shouts sounded out as they danced back from him lest they themselves be burned.
My hand had fallen instinctively to the hilt of my sword, and when Dubaku rode forward into the scattering crowd, guiding his mount into them without much care for whom it pushed aside or knocked sprawling to the ground. I drew the weapon and heeled my mount forward. There seemed little choice but to join him; the decision had been made for me. Sapphire and Dannat came with me; I caught glimpses of them as I rode, steering a path between the scattering crowd without regard for those who moved suddenly into my path to be knocked from their feet. My attention was focused on the two soldiers, who had begun to recover from their shock. The Necromancer spun in place before falling and rolling on the ground, still desperate to douse the flames that engulfed him. The soldiers had seen us coming. One stepped forward, lowering his spear and hefting his shield at the same moment as the other turned and fled, giving him pause. I saw him look to the Necromancer, look to us, then over his shoulder to his fleeing companion; then he too turned tail and ran, dropping his spear and discarding his shield to make better speed. I let him go, drawing rein. I had wanted no part of this and, had it not been for Dubaku's precipitous action, would have ridden by, probably unseen. I was aware of Jocasta at my side, and Dannat nearby. The crowd was still running, clearing the area fast. And lucky for us they had panicked. I watched as Sapphire thundered on, going after the guards. Time. He was wasting time. And risking himself for nothing, though having seen him in action I did not think the risk was very great. I let him go, turning my attention to Dubaku, who had dropped from the saddle and snatched up the discarded spear. I watched him approach the writhing figure of the burning Necromancer and put an end to him with one clean thrust. He'd clearly used a spear before, hefting it effortlessly and using it effectively.
Pretty soon we were alone with the captives. They could not run, their feet bound together by a foot of rope so that they could walk, but only slowly. They were huddled like sheep, shuffling away from the flames, shepherded by the parents, shielding the children from us and the flames. They were watching us, or the man and his elder son were. The other children were holding their mother, weeping even as she wept while trying to comfort them and still move. I sighed.
Well, we couldn't just leave them. I sheathed my sword, dropped from the saddle and pulled a belt knife clear as I approached. Jocasta joined me before I reached them.
The man held out his bound hands wordlessly and I cut them and handed him the knife.
“Don't thank me,” I told him. “Thank him," I pointed. "His name is Dubaku.”
I turned without another word and walked the few paces to where Dubaku still stood, spear in hand, looking at his handiwork. “Why?” I demanded.
“What they do to spirits is evil.”
“What they do to men is also evil,” the man behind me said. “He was about to kill us and re-bind our spirits into our dead bodies, animating them with his vile magic. It was no idle boast he was making. I have seen the walking dead they have made of those who oppose them.” 
I had seen them too. I knew it could be done. Kukran Epthel had a guard of Alendi chieftains made into animated corpses. Examples to the Alendi and the new chieftains of the price of resistance to his will.
I glanced over my shoulder. Jocasta was helping to free the woman and children. “I know," I told him. "I've seen them too, in the south. You are the headman here?”
“Not any more,” he didn't even try and disguise his bitterness. He'd been betrayed by his own people and his anger showed clear. “They made their choice. Let them live with it.”
I looked around. There wasn't a villager in sight. I spotted Sapphire making his way back to us, in no hurry and looking calm and relaxed. I didn't have to ask him about the fleeing soldiers. He was back too soon for there to have been any other outcome. If he was here, then they were dead. Well, I couldn't work up much sympathy for them.
“Can you get horses?” I said. “You are not going to want to stay here.”
He nodded decisively. “We'll get our possessions.”
“Dannat, go with him,” I said. “Make it quick.”
The father and son headed off with Dannat in tow. Jocasta stayed with the women and children, calming them down and talking quietly. I left them to it. Sapphire rode slowly in a circle around us, looking coldly menacing. He didn't look happy. Neither was I.
The Necromancer was still burning, the flames slowly dying away on the charred flesh of his corpse. The stink was nauseating, but that wasn't why I was frowning.
I turned to Dubaku.
“If you ever do anything like that again, putting us all at risk for your own ends, you will be going your own way, Dubaku.” I held up one hand to silence him as he began to speak. “I don't want to hear it, man. It's not up for discussion. On your own you are responsible only for your own actions, but here you are accountable to me and we have to pay the price of your choices. Try and remember that I am paying you as a mercenary, and as your commander I expect you to obey orders and not act on your own whims. If the crowd had fought, if the Necromancer had resisted you and fought, things could have been very different. Ishal did not fall so easily, I seem to recall. If Jocasta had come to harm through your actions don't think I would be in the least forgiving.” I had pretty much worked my way into a cold rage and I guess it showed.
Dubaku inclined his head. “I apologize. My reaction was unmeasured. But I could not see harm come to these innocents,” he indicated the children. “And what this one,” he gestured to the corpse, “planned to do to them is an abomination.”
Dammit, he wasn't wrong. The Necromancers were vile and deserved opposition. Ishal was one of them and he was surely my enemy, but to be sure of taking him down I needed allies. And here they were. The enemy of my enemy, and all that. “They have enemies. Maybe that's something we can work with.”
Dubaku smiled, just a little. “You are going to change the plan.”
I nodded. Hell yes, I thought. “Let's get clear of here and find out what this headman knows before we make a decision,” I said. But in my heart the decision was made.
 
 #
 
“They took us in our sleep.”
We had travelled a good way further before making camp at dusk. There were lights both near and far from the lanterns burning from the windows of scattered farm houses. I felt secure enough to allow a fire. There were enough lights in the night so that we wouldn't stand out too much. Rian, the wife of the headman, and Jocasta had set about cooking a meal without discussion, as though they assumed it was their job to do it. I let it stand; I was actually curious to find out if Jocasta could cook. Not that I was expecting anything wonderful from the provisions we had available. Sapphire was keeping a watch on the road, a few dozen yards distant. That hadn't been discussed either; doubtless he would come and wake someone when he was ready.
I was putting off having a drink by talking to Jek, the headman.
“And your people just stood by and let them?”
Jek shook his head. “It wasn't like that. Furnan, the one you killed, he came alone at first, a wandering priest, one of many who came to the area this last year. He talked fair enough, and we have a tradition that allows freedom to follow what gods you will.”
Dubaku snorted in derision and I shot him a glance to shut him up. “So the soldiers came later?” I asked.
“In the night, last night. I guess now that Furnan had been turning my people against us for a time, working them up to this,” he shook his head, trailing off to silence. The betrayal had obviously hit him harder than he had earlier admitted.
“How many are there? These priests. And what do they preach?”
He shrugged. “I don't know how many, they move around from place to place, but not many. In the north I have seen the places they control. Briefly. There is no freedom to trade there, no profit in the journey. Once I would seek out new bloodlines for the livestock...” he shrugged. “It doesn't matter. The blackrobes say there is but one god, and that life is a test, a burden he places on us to find those worthy to join him in spirit. The selfish will suffer at his hand and the selfless will be exulted.”
I stopped paying attention right there. It was a common theme of religions, or what little I had read of them. Worthless in life, worthy in spirit; weak in life, strong in the afterlife; self-sacrificing in life, rewarded in the afterlife; and so on and so on. Teachings designed to make people meek and obedient. Designed to make people sheep for wolves to prey upon; for, make no mistake, there will always be wolves who think of themselves as predators and other men as prey. Any man who teaches that meekness and suffering are virtues is not your friend, but a predator or tool of predators or, at best, merely a fool. But it is an insidious teaching, it is comfort for those who have nothing, and there will always be more people with little than those with much. The thought that poverty in life will be rewarded is a comfort to some, and that those who have more than you will be punished is a comfort for others. For myself, I think it is better to struggle to achieve all you can in life. Life is for the living, as we say. Time enough to worry about your spirit when you are dead.
“So, there are few. They preach revolution, but only in secret until they are ready to move? Do you think you are the first here?” How coordinated are they? That's what I wanted to know.
He shook his head. “I don't know. At least, I didn't. Now I think I do. No, we are not the first. I had heard two rumors from other villages; one told that the headman had gone mad and murdered his family before fleeing into the night. Another that the headman and his family were killed in a fire. I guess that those villages at least are under the control of these...”
“Necromancers.”
Jek nodded. “Blackrobes. Not all of them have the powers of the true Necromancers of Battling Plain.”
“You knew who he was? And let him preach?”
Jek shook his head. “The blackrobes are priests, as I said. I didn't know they were the same, not until he made his threats. Then it was clear that the blackrobes and the necromancers of the north are one and the same. The necromancers of Battling Plain were always so few, holding to their town and the area around it...”
I held up a hand to stop him. I wanted the information but for now I wanted to know what was happening here. “So you now think they have taken control of two nearby villages?”
He nodded, looking both worried and thoughtful. “So I guess. And I have heard some rumours of conflict in Learneth itself.”
“Conflict?” I prompted.
“Magistrates killed, replaced, factions growing, some fighting in the streets.” He shrugged. “Just rumours.”
Good. Factions meant that Ishal did not have the whole town in his hands yet. There would be something to work with. “So they are growing and spreading their influence. As far as Gerria, beyond the mountains, where we stopped them.”
“We?”
I told him who I was. I wanted his help and cooperation and that kind of thing is not best built on a lie.
“And that is your interest in this, Lurians? Do you seek to spread your influence north once more?”
I smiled. “We are the friends of traders everywhere.”
He looked speculatively into the flames. “I'd like to go south, one day. To see the city.”
“Travel there as my guest, if you help us now.”
“The famous city bargain,” he smiled. “Be sure you phrase your words carefully, for the cityman will adhere to the words, not the intent. And if you bring your armies here, Sumto, what then?”
“We only bring armies to bear against our enemies, never our friends.”
“In war, everyone suffers.”
“Sometimes there is no choice. Your enemy has already found you, and is our enemy also, and that makes us allies.”
“I am only one man, headman of only one village. Not even that, now. What would you have me do?”
It was a good question. “Persuade others to your cause; spread the word of what happened. What would you do if we were not here? Not nothing, I think.”
Jek nodded acceptance of that. “I must act. I have family and friends. I will go to them and rouse them to action if I can. The magistrates of Learneth are the final authority; they must be made aware of what is happening, though I now suspect that some at least know at least something. I will not let these Necromancers take my people's lands without opposition.”
“That is all I ask. I can arrange for a small force to be sent to your aid, and all we will ask in return is free trade with your people.” I did not tell him that that force was already on its way.
He sighed. “The city bargain. Once before you sent an army here, built forts, traded with our people. What you brought then is what you would bring now – change.”
“There is nothing so certain as change. And was it not change for the better?”
He shrugged. “It was generations ago. How can I tell? Before, the tribes were free, each a law unto itself. After a time the tribes were united under the rule of the magistrates. Before, our society was our own; after, it was a mirror of yours. Better or worse, who can say? Thankfully the decision isn't mine. What I can do to oppose the Necromancers, I will do. If the magistrates allow you to bring an army here, if they deem it necessary, then so be it.”
“Can you bring us safely into Learneth, to a meeting with the magistrates so that I can offer our aid and present our case?”
Jek nodded. “I think so. No-one in Learneth will challenge my right to travel in the city, and I think I can arrange that you are able to speak to the council of magistrates. But I cannot answer for what their response will be.”
“I should tell you that I think the Necromancers have allies in the council, and I have no idea who they are.” Ishal had gathered a force from Learneth in short order. Someone must have given him that authority.
Jek lowered his gaze to the fire and sighed. “So I now think also. But nothing worthwhile is ever easy. You will be taking a risk then, in travelling with me to Learneth?”
“Yes. Nothing is certain. We are at this moment pursued by Ishal Laharek, another Necromancer; he has with him twenty warriors of Learneth and I don't know why they follow him or how he raised them so quickly. I don't know enough about Learneth to guess. Who controls the warriors of the city? Who can give them legitimate orders?”

“There are eighty warriors of the city guard, twenty each under the command of the four magistrates who hold the joint responsibility for keeping order in the city. Any one of the four could have given the order. So, at least one magistrate is under their influence. Why does he chase you, this Ishal Laharek?”
“He seeks knowledge of city magic,” I touched the stone set in my forehead, “and he knows that we have it. It seems they are seeking power of any kind, wherever they can find it.”
“Tomorrow we will move toward Learneth. We will trade for old clothing from a farm or two along the way and disguise you as locals; no one will question me if we quickly outrun any lies that might spread from my village.”
I shrugged. “With the Necromancer dead, I'm willing to risk that no lie will be either thought of or spread.”
He nodded. “It may be as you say. In any case I have enough influence to ensure you get a hearing before the council, I think, but if as you say there are already enemies within, that hearing may not go well for you, and then I am afraid you will bring strife to my people.”
“It is already here,” I told him, “As you saw yourself.”
He nodded. “True. We are already in the fight, my friend. Now all that remains is to make sure my family survive it.”
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“Tell him I plan to offer them the status of friends and allies of the city.”
I saw Sapphire nod in the gloom of the night. So far I had let him report to my father as he saw fit; he had found time to digest the information that Dannat's father had prepared for us and doubtless relayed that information, but now I wanted to be sure my father knew what I planned.
“With imperium, I have the authority, so I don't need his permission. Make it clear I am informing him as a courtesy. The Necromancers are a clear threat to us and we will need allies here and a base in order to deal with the problem.”
Another silent nod. His attention was fixed on the road.
“Better our enemies focus their attention here, where we choose, than closer to the city itself. See if Uncle Orlyan will send two cohorts across the pass. I might need them, one way or another.” I was going to take us back to Learneth, into the thick of things. The fact that I was running short of booze had nothing to do with my decision. Nothing whatsoever.
“And if he won't?”
I shrugged. “In any case we get word to Meran and my two centuries to move here fastest. As soon as we get to Learneth someone will have to go on from there and get a message back to them. I can't recruit here, these people aren't citizens and have no loyalty to me, but if I can find mercenaries then I can hire them. Either way, we deal with this here and now – make Learneth a target and have the enemy attack it or retreat from it before we move on.”
“What about Ishal?”
“He'll still come after us. I'm betting on it. Openly if he and his allies in Learneth are bold enough, but I'm betting they aren't ready yet. We'll be ready for him when they are. We will have to see what the situation is in Learneth when we get there, and then work with it.”
“If they accept friend and ally status they will be your clients.”
I smiled into the night, just briefly. “The thought had occurred to me.”
“And if he is bold enough to move openly against us? If we are recognized and the town guard attempt to arrest us? If he or another Necromancer has the city in his fist already”
“We don't let them, of course. We go in cautiously, try politics. Later, with Meran and my centuries we can do it the other way if need be, but Jek is confident he can get me a hearing before the magistrates. I need to speak to Dubaku.” I'd meant to do so at some time, to find out more about the abilities of his ancestors. Now it couldn't wait any longer. I needed to know what he could do.
“I'll inform Valarian of your plans."
There he was, calling my father by his first name again. “How did you meet him?”
He glanced at me briefly, then away. “He inherited me.”
It didn't explain how they were on first name terms. In fact, it didn't explain much of anything, but he didn't say anything more so after a while I left it that. “I need to go and speak to Dubaku.”
“You said.”
So I left him there, standing in the dark, watching the road.
Dubaku was wrapped in blankets by the fire and I knew he would not respond well if I woke him, so that would have to wait. Jocasta sat nearby; she was the only one awake, obviously waiting for me. All of a sudden, I didn't know what the hell to say to her. Here she was, recently freed and I was just about to take her back into danger. I tried a smile on for size and it didn't feel like it fit really well. Still, she smiled back as I came close and then sat beside her at the fire. I was closer to the heat than I liked, but it didn't hurt much. I ran my hand over my scalp, feeling the stubble growing there; it was longer than I remembered. Soon I'd have a full head of hair again. I ran one finger over each eyebrow. Yup, eyebrows too. And my face. Damn, I'd have to start shaving soon
Jocasta giggled. “You look fine,” she said.
I smiled ruefully. “It's not something I think about much.”
“No, you never struck me as vain.”
I shrugged. “What's to be vain about? I'm not particularly good looking.”
She snorted gently, holding back a full blown laugh with difficulty. She reached out and gripped my thigh, getting her laughter under control. “Oh, my dear sweet man. You really believe that, don't you?”
I could feel myself blushing. What difference did it make how I looked, for gods sake? I mean, well, I knew I was not ugly, but just didn't think it mattered. “Is this where I'm supposed to compliment you?” I put on a mischievous smile.
“It wouldn't hurt, but I wasn't fishing for compliments. I know how I look; not as flawless as my sister, but not as flawed in the head, either.”
My turn to snort with suppressed laughter. “Unkind, but true. I never properly thanked you for your gifts.”
“The ones you lost?”
“I still have this,” I touched the stone in my forehead.
“So you do.”
“And you are beautiful, Jocasta. Don't doubt it.”
She fluttered her eyelashes at me, very deliberately. Then, apparently deciding it wasn't enough, scooted round and lay across my lap, dramatically, “Oh, Sumto,” she said, mimicking her sister's voice perfectly, “Our love is as undying as the stars.”
“And burns brighter,” I said. “I'm sorry I'm putting you at risk again.”
“Best steal a kiss before they kill me,” She cupped one hand behind my neck and pulled herself up to kiss me.
I met her halfway. It seemed only fair. She has nice lips, my Jocasta.
“Seriously, though,” she said after a few pleasant moments. “I'd be happier if I had some stone. Any amount would do. I can't help you much without it.”
“Do you think I'm right to go into Learneth?”
She sighed. “Not right or wrong. Until Ishal is dealt with we can't move on, not freely. Learneth is as good a place to face him down as any. I'd like to know more, but as Jek said, the fight is here, best start punching.”
“He didn't say that.”
“I was paraphrasing, how do you like it?”
I smiled. “Well enough. I wanted to talk to Dubaku, to find out what he can do.”
“He has a lot of ancestors, many of them have skills.”
“I wish I knew whose side he was on.”
Jocasta just raised an eyebrow, not so subtly hinting that I did know. And she was right.
“I know, he is on his own side and nothing wrong with that. I do wish he would be a little more forthcoming and not make me push for every piece of assistance I wring out of him.”
“Have you looked at it from his point of view?” She said.
I hadn't, much.
“I find that helps, sometimes.”
Hmmm. Well, ok. What did he want? How much did he want it? Why should he help me? The line of reasoning was not straight but it all came together quite simply, really. I hadn't exactly done much to help him achieve his goals; and I could, easily enough. If I had the names of all his kin that were taken, and I knew he would know all their names, then I could have people searching for word of them for hundreds of miles in all directions. My father could take care of it. I could relay the message through Sapphire and my father. No, I'd need to send a letter back with all the damn names. It would have to wait for now but I could do it. If I promised to do that, Dubaku might be a bit more forthcoming.
“Now that's why I love you,” I told her, and meant it. “Catch me being stupid again, feel free to speak up.”
“I will,” she said.
Sounded like she meant it.
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The east side of the river was much the same as the west had been, irrigated farmland packed close to the banks, breaking into moorland inside a mile or so. Small fields of plough-lands with their attendant farms and small communities, sheep herded on the moors. But the road south was clear and broad, following what had clearly once been a city-made road but now was a grassy track since the foundation stones had long since been removed for building materials. Out of curiosity I asked Jek where the road went.
“North? It leads to Hederan, another city fort from before. There were mines there. The story goes that the citymen came, mined the place out and then left again.” He shrugged.
I let it drop. It was as much as I had suspected. And I could infer what I wanted to know from his answer; that there were no further forts turned towns in the north. Just these two. Curious, but not that interesting. If Hederan had already fallen to the Necromancers he would know of it and would have said. I guessed its situation was much like Learneth's. The Necromancers did not seem to be coordinated. It was clear that they had not secured this area before heading south to stir up the Alendi and other tribes against us. Ishal Laharek had a few allies south of the mountains and clearly had some influence in Learneth, but the lands around and between Learneth and Hederan were only now being subverted. I already had some indications that there were rivalries between the Necromancers, that they vied with each other for power and influence. I decided to stop thinking of the Necromancers as they, and start thinking of them only as individuals with similar methods but greater and lesser industry and competence. Ishal, who had influence in Twobridges and Darklake, possibly an ally in Duprane, and clearly some influence in Learneth. Another who worked his will among the surviving Alendi who had fled into the hills. And surely a third Necromancer worked in Learneth and had some influence there. Then there was the one Dubaku had killed, and maybe a handful of others not so far away.
“How many Necromancers are there?”
Jek shrugged. “I don't know. How could I? From what I have heard, they were never many. A dozen, two dozen. Not more, I would guess. They are are jealous of their power and do not spread it readily, so they are always few. In the past they have focused their attention around Battling Plain. I know that ten or twelve years ago they extended their influence to within a couple of days travel of Hederan in the north. I used to travel that far to trade.”
“Why did you stop?”
He looked at me, face grim. “They mark their borders with talking corpses, Sumto. They don't encourage outside involvement in their business. I took the hint.”
“But you didn't guess that the Blackrobes and Necromancers were the same?” I couldn't see how he had not made the connection.
He shook his head. “I'd never seen one of them, or spoken to anyone who had. I suppose I thought I would know one of I ever saw one. I was wrong.”
I could understand that, I guess. It is easy to assume that you will know evil when you see it. Easy to be wrong.
We made good time, stopping for the occasional rest break, until about noon when Dannat's mare picked up a stone in her hoof. He called a halt, dropped to the ground and expertly dug the stone free before walking her in a circle. The mare still limped and I muttered a curse. The road behind us was clear. We'd seen the odd farmer about his business, but no sign of Ishal behind us. The road ran straight and true with no overhanging trees to ruin the view, so I knew he wasn't within shouting distance of catching us. Still, now we were slowed and he might catch us before we came to Learneth.
I looked around and picked out the biggest horse. “Double up with Jek and lead her.” It was the best we could do. The pace slowed, and the delay chafed at me. I didn't want to confront Ishal on the road, not now. I nervously kept a better eye on our backtrail. How far back there were they? Had the men from Learneth given it up by now or did Ishal still have them with him? There was no way of knowing and it worried me.
Around noon we stopped at a farmhouse and Jek traded for local clothing for Jocasta. It was a struggle to get the family of farmers to part with anything; cloth is time-consuming to weave and expensive because of it, and it cost us more than I'd hoped; the clothes forthcoming were threadbare and patched. Still, now all of us looked more or less like locals. There was no purpose to be served in buying clothing for Dubaku. I'd spoken to to him on the road, outlining my plan to seek out his people. It was hard to tell if he was grateful, but he had thanked me solemnly. When I had raised the issue of his disguise he had informed me that he intended to be unseen. He had then volunteered the information that if he should take a weapon into his hand he would become visible again; the spirit who cloaked him would do so only for his own safety, not to aid him in an assassination attempt. It was, I think, the first time he had volunteered any information about his abilities, and I guessed that it would have to do for now. Yet I suspected that it indicated a new level of cooperation.
We also traded Dannat's lame horse for another. Seeing horses at pasture was the reason we had chosen that farm to stop at. Dannat was reluctant at first, claiming a fondness for the animal. After a time I lost patience with him.
“If you want to walk, then walk, we won't wait. Otherwise, leave your lame beast here and let's get moving,” I'd snapped. It was no idle threat. I sympathized with his objectives, wanted to see his sisters freed, but wouldn't endanger the rest of us for his sentimentality over a damn horse. Ultimately, I didn't need him and he had no claim on me. He'd relented and we had moved on.
Learneth came into sight in the afternoon, in the rain. Apart from being wet, cold and miserable, I was happy enough. Guards and rain don't mix, and whoever they had at the gates was less likely to be attentive because of it. It had been agreed that Jek and his family would lead us in, claiming us as relatives from the south. I took a long look at each of us as we approached the town, and caught Sapphire doing the same thing, seeing if we passed for what we were purporting to be. He seemed happy enough, except for Dubaku, who took the hint and called on his ancestors to hide him from sight.
“I smell smoke,” Sapphire said calmly.
I tipped my head back and scented the air. It was a town. They would have to burn something for heat and cooking. I wasn't at once surprised or concerned. The light was poor, the clouds low and the rain constant and misting in the wind. The rain was driving down any scent, but still I faintly caught a hint of the smell of burned wood. I grunted non-committally. It might mean nothing. I squinted through the rain, looking for details. Before the low walls and squat towers typical of a city fort lay a scattering of buildings and holding pens. Flickers of movement caught my eye, men and beasts in swirling and chaotic motion. Cattle bellowing in distress. A flicker of flames, bright through the rain. A scream sounded loud, and suddenly cut short. A shout. And then, suddenly clear, a clash of arms. I didn't think coming in secret was going to be an issue any more.
Learneth was at war.
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“It's hard to tell,” Jek said.
War is about control. Control of water, food, money and materials, resources, men and strategic strongholds. That is what Issarin Carrul says, and I know him to be right. The fight before us was a battle, all-be-it a chaotic and disjointed one with relatively few people involved, a battle for food in the form of livestock. I had no idea who was in conflict, or whose side I wanted to take but I knew for certain that I did want to take sides and lend my weight decisively to one side or the other. Yet I needed it to be the right side, the side in opposition to my enemy. I really needed to know who was who, and Jek's ambiguous response wasn't helping.
“Just tell me what you think. Quickly.”
We had stopped and fanned out across the road. The chaotic fight ahead of us seemed to be taking place in small engagements all over the area outside the gate and it was impossible to tell how many people were involved or even how many sides there were. The road led through this to a gate that had burned; a haze of smoke lay over the town, speaking of other burned buildings inside. We could enter the city or, as I thought best, we could begin here and now to take control.
“Those are stockmen,” he pointed out a group of men to the right of the road, manning a makeshift barricade between two large buildings, “and slaughtermen mixed among them. No soldiers that I can see there.” He pointed the other way, standing in the saddle. “That is a clash between city guardsmen fighting each other with a few citizens mixed in.” So the magistrates are at odds. I'd guessed and hoped that would be the case; power vacuums will be filled. By me if I had anything to say about it. “And further away there is some fighting among the stockmen's homes, closer to the walls. No idea whose involved, it's too far to see.”
“Right.” This wasn't helping. What were the sides? Where had the lines been drawn and who had drawn them? Where did I need to be for best advantage? “See those stockmen?” I pointed off the right at the men who manned the barricade and watched things unfold, just as we did. “We are going to join them and see what they know. They are not going to be pleased to see us and may not play ball, so weapons away and try and look innocuous.” Yeah. That was going to happen. Still, I didn't have a better idea and we had planned to blend in, dressed for it, prepared for it. 'Just some folks come in from the country with no clue what was happening... so, what's happening?' I kicked my mount into a canter and headed hard that way. I needed information. They had it. And they were just citizens; either they were under orders or things had degenerated so that no one was in control. They weren't actually fighting anyone, so they were my best bet at getting some idea of what was going on with least resistance. I hoped they were not too jumpy to talk.
I did a headcount as we came closer. I made it eighteen at the barricade. They had spears, not bows, which was good – though it was raining and the strings of bows would soon be useless in the wet. They looked grim and determined, edgy and nervous, frightened and excited, typical mixed emotions of men thrust into the fight unexpectedly. They were aware of us and watched us come without a sign of pleasure at the prospect of an encounter. They didn't know if we were friend or foe; despite our look, despite the fact there were women and children with us, they were wary, uncertain, defensive. Things must be a mess.
I reined in before we were close enough to be challenged and as my companions gathered around me I dropped from the saddle. “Wait,” I said.
“I'd rather you didn't do that,” Jocasta said, and I could hear the worry in her voice.
“I want information, not a fight. Look at them. To them we are locals, countrymen and with us women and children, and still they are nervous. Best to take their fear away before they feel threatened, don't you think?”
“I didn't say I thought you were wrong, just that I'd rather you didn't do it.”
“I could go,” Jek chipped in. “I may be recognized. It may go easier for me.”
True, but he didn't know what I wanted and I wouldn't let anyone negotiate on my behalf if it went that way, and there wasn't time to play send the messenger back and forth, and Ishal was behind us, who knew who far? And most importantly I didn't want to stand here arguing about it in the rain. “Then come with me, Jek.”
I heard him dismount as I walked away. I was half way across the thirty-odd yards between us and the barricade before he came up beside me. “Do you think women know how it undermines your authority when they challenge your decisions in public?” He said conversationally.
“She'll know later when I tell her.” If I remembered. “Do you think it's worse when they are right?”
He shrugged. “Hard to say. Right or wrong I recognize that man on the wall.” He raised his voice. “Pradas! What the hell is going on?”
One of the men leaned even further forward onto the piled cart in front of him, a short length of wood in one hand, the other sheltering his eyes as he peered into the rain. “Jek? Is that you? What are you doing here?”
“Long story, friend. And I asked you first!”
“Hold it right there! That's close enough!” The new voice belonged to a big, meaty man who clearly ate to support a level of exercise he no longer indulged in, a man with big arms and shoulders but also a big belly. “What do you want?”
“News,” I hardly had to raise my voice over the sound of the rain all around us, or the sounds of fighting not so far away, we were so close. “What's has happened here in Learneth? Why are you at arms? Are we invaded?” I thought the 'we' was a nice touch.
“Who are you?” The big man called, and I suddenly wished I'd kept my mouth shut, but Pradas came to my rescue.
“Leave it be, Drant. I know Jek as headman of Tael, and any man with him is sound, I tell you.” He didn't stop for an answer, even though Drant turned an impressive frown of displeasure on him. “There's no telling what's happening, Jek. I'd get out of here if I were you.”
Jek shrugged. “We may do that, but I still want to know what happened.”
“There's nothing here for you!” Drant called out. “We are hard pressed enough to care for our own and protect what we have!”
“The Magistrates are holed up in their homes and all have men under arms now,” Pradas said, ignoring his companion. “The crowds have been looting for days, egged on by Hathen Elt, a priest out of Battling Plain who preaches that those with the most should tithe to those with the least, and those with less should give their possessions to those with nothing. Madness, but the majority lapped it up, and those who are idle and feckless loved it best of all. Easy to rouse a rabble who are motivated to steal and believe themselves just in doing it. But who's to stop them when they get started? At first it was just few, and some others gathered to protect themselves when the city guard proved unwilling to do it, or even helped the rabble strip the wealthy. Now the whole town is in chaos. The magistrates are holed up and every one of them has men under arms and they are fighting among themselves, some for Hathen Elt and his teachings and some against and some just out for themselves. The council isn't meeting and no one seems up to the job of taking charge.” He shrugged. “There has been no market for days. No trade. No baking of bread or any normal commerce. People are hurting, some have fled. It's chaos, man, and you are better off out of it.”
I'd been listening but also casting about, aware of the sounds of fighting as the rain eased off, the sound of its drumming lessening and finally petering out as Pradas spoke. “Why has the council not declared martial law?” It was a city term but I had no doubt he would understand it, Learneth had been a city fort and had adopted our political system in miniature, which was common enough.
“Didn't you hear me, man? The council is broken, divided. There is no law here but that of our own arms and will to protect our own.”
A ripple of interest passed through the men in front of us; they nudged each other and pointed off to one side; over the space of a few moments their attention focused away from us. I glanced that way, as did the men we were speaking to, and saw a group of men gathering at the edge of the pens across the road and a little closer to the city walls. Their interest was in us and they were armed with spears and clubs. I could see them clearly now the rain had ended and made out one sword among them and two wearing chain hauberks and helms. A quick head count gave me a number. Thirty-two men, and so clearly preparing to move against us that they might as well have worn signs proclaiming their intent. I glanced back to see Sapphire and Dannat had turned to face them, still mounted and weapons ready, the women and children behind. There was no time left for talk, and sometimes actions speak louder than words.
“Come,” I told Jek and made haste over the slippery ground to join our own even as the attackers began to move our way. Behind us Pradas called an instruction to 'warn the others,' telling me clearly that the eighteen men we had seen at the barricade were not alone. There was no doubt in my mind what we must do, but no guarantee that it would have the desired result either. Still, I thought as I climbed into the saddle of the horse Jocasta held for me, one had to start somewhere and this is where we were.
“We move away fast,” I ordered and put words to action. We were clumped close and it took a few moments to negotiate space to kick the mounts to speed. The attackers closed the distance but not fast enough, howling insults as we galloped clear of them. As soon as I was sure they could not catch us I drew rein and called a halt, turning my mount in a tight circle to see what transpired. As I'd guessed, the enemy had already changed course to attack the barricade of Pradas and Drant, which had been their original intent.
“And now?” Sapphire asked calmly.
“Dubaku, Jocasta, Rian, keep the children here till this is done.” I didn't wait for answers but instead began to walk my mount back the way we had come, watching a surprisingly coherent and determined attack unfold. I drew my sword and waved to indicate my men should form a line. To my right Jek came abreast of me, and to the left Sapphire and Dannat.
“We will take them in the rear and break them if we can. If they set spears, draw rein and look to the flanks,” I ordered, watching as we came slowly toward my target. One of the men in armor was walking up and down the line, either facing us more or less or partly with his back to us. His men were two deep at the barricade, the second line thrusting hard with long spears to keep the enemy back and let the first rank climb. He was urging them on, watching for slackers and giving them an earful where needed. He was busy but managed as well to keep an eye on us. He glanced our way every third second even when his back was to us and I marked it. As soon as he turned away I gave the order, “Now,” and kicked back my heels. Mud and clods of earth flew as our mounts' hooves dug into the earth and together we gathered pace to a gallop in the seconds he was not looking our way. Still we had closed no more than half the distance before he knew we were coming; then he faced us boldly and snapped crisp orders. His men fell back a pace from the barricade, disengaging easily from the fight, and the rear rank turned, set the butt of their spears into the earth and crouched so that we would run onto them should we continue.
At once I drew rein and was glad to see that everyone of mine had marked my orders. Sapphire and I turned left as soon as our speed was manageable, well short of the spears levelled at us. Our man would have to manoeuvre if he was going to protect his flanks. I glanced over my shoulder and was glad to see Dannat and Jek heading to menace the other flank. Drant and Pradas were facing off their enemy but making no move to come over the barricade in force, and so the attack had faltered there;. threats and taunts filled the air and men made the occasional move as if to attack but none amounted to more than bravado. Our man watched us from behind his spear line, each man turning slightly to keep the point of his weapon levelled our way. Stand-off; but when Sapphire came to the end of their line and threatened their flank they would be forced to act, dressing their line, and that would give us an opportunity.
I was wishing that I were more confident those we were effectively defending would act to support us. Then Sapphire took matters into his own hands. 
Ahead of me, Sapphire wrenched his mount around in a tight circle and one of the spearmen attacked, stepping forward and thrusting his weapon hard up toward Sapphire. But Sapphire had anticipated the move and was already sliding out of the saddle, using the mount as a shield. Setting his feet firmly he pushed and manoeuvred the struggling horse to sidle toward the spearman. In an instant the mount panicked, spinning, bucking and kicking wildly, knocking the man from his feet. I didn't watch further. Unorthodox, unexpected, insane even, the tactic was breeching the enemy line and causing chaos. Without hesitation I emulated the manoeuvre, knowing that my horse was not sufficiently well trained to even think about riding forward into a line of spearmen, knowing that even at a gallop it might baulk and shy away from the spears, or be killed; even so I had seen from Sapphire's example that a ton of panicked animal was still a viable weapon. If I hadn't been a damn good horseman I wouldn't have been able to pull it off; my own mount was spooked and barely under my control even before Sapphire's mount panicked close by. Still, I made it happen, then nearly got knocked from my feet as the horse plunged away. I was left staggering, facing chaos and had only a moment to set myself and step forward before the closest spearman regained his balance. I got past his guard easily. Wounded, he fell back against his comrades, near knocking one from his feet. But they were not merely civilians with weapons, their discipline had spoken of training and experience; yet they were unarmored and we had broken their line and Sapphire had killed their officer. Those who faced the barricade turned back and forth uncertainly, fearful of us yet unable to stomach turning their backs on the enemy at the barricade, needing to answer the threat we represented. I parried a spear, ran my sword down its shaft and took a couple of fingers of the man's hand. He cursed and stepped away, then turned and ran. No one seemed willing to take his place; I was too close for the men who had their backs to me to ignore and they parted, turned to
face
me, eyes wide and taking in everything. They stepped back, realized they had nowhere to go without presenting their backs to a foe and when their comrades broke and fled a moment later they didn't hesitate to abandon the fight, followed by jeers and catcalls from our potential allies and leaving more than a half dozen dead or wounded and unable to flee.
I assessed my own people briefly; Sapphire watching everywhere, Dannat grim and dour, Jek looking sick as he surveyed the wounded. Not one of us had a horse to our name and I quickly scanned the area to see that only two had been caught by our comrades, the rest fled beyond a reasonable chance of recovery. I took a moment to look back down the road we had travelled, not having forgotten that we were pursued. Satisfied for the moment that there was no sign of Ishal Laharek and his men, I waved to Jocasta and the rest that they should join us, then turned back to the barricade, looking for Pradas, then decided it didn't matter. I wasn't going to make a secret of what I intended, there was no point, so the more who heard the better.
I raised my voice above the general hubbub or celebration and let them have it. “I am Sumto Cerulian, Patron of the city, and I offer friend and ally status to Learneth. A cohort of city soldiers accompanied by sorcerers and healers march here to your aid. Hathen Elt thinks he rules here and chaos in your streets is the result. Join with me and you will re-gain your city.”
“At what price?” Drant raised his voice angrily over mine. He stood on the barricade, leaning over and waving an axe in my direction.
“You need allies if you are to restore order. I am offering you salvation, and as to price, there is none that cannot be borne. As a friend and ally of the people of the city, as my clients, your trade routes will be kept clear of bandits, your people protected, your freedoms assured. The price is only this, that as I aid you so should you aid me at need. In return...”
“And if the aid is more than we wish to give?”
I ignored the interruption. I was on a roll. “In return order is restored and your lives continue. Would you be as you are, merely protecting what you have against your own people? Protecting less each day? Would you continue in the chaos of Civil war? Will Learneth even survive should things continue as they are? Where are your women? Where are your children? What future for them in chaos? You must gather in strength and move against your enemy, or at least defend yourselves against him until such time as your allies arrive. Begin now. Let those who accept my offer of aid step over the barricade and join me now!”
“Wait!” Drant's voice was heeded by some, but others were already moving.
It was deftly done, even if I do say so myself. Aid them first so that they can see that my offer has substance. Then give them a clear choice and enjoin them to act at once should they accept it. Some would always chose and act at once. And some did. Most did.
“Why wait?” Pradas called back, already on our side. “The choice is clear. Who wants to be on the wrong side of a city cohort?”
We have a reputation for fair dealing. We also have a reputation for ruthlessness. Both are deserved.
“The choice is clear,” I didn't raise my voice, but made it resonate. “Be our friend or be our enemy, for we are coming. Hathen Elt is our enemy. He and his have made war on our people. Do not be his ally. Be mine.”
It was all done bar the shouting. They were mine.
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Out of sight, out of mind. At least, that was the theory.
The compound was well structured. A small section of warehouses with barricaded roads, inside which thirty men and more than twice that number in women and children found shelter. I didn't have time to do more than take a quick look around and satisfy myself that all was as well arranged as possible. Ishal Laharek was behind us and I didn't know how far or how fast he was coming. When he arrived I had to be ready for him, at least as ready as I could be. For now, I had a base and we were out of sight. I couldn't match him in magic, but I could theoretically outstrip him in numbers. But I needed more numbers. I could also out-think him. I hoped. The horses were gone. Stripped of gear and led hard away by Sapphire, who would scatter them to the north of the town and then ride hell-for-leather to fetch Meran and my two centuries. I needed them and had decided that this is where Lendrin Treleth would have his trading post, and a stable town to trade with when I was done with it. For now, no trail would lead Ishal and his men directly here. When he came to the city, he would not know where to look. At least, not until I was ready for him. And by then... well, I would be ready for him.
“When will they get here?”
It was Pradas who asked the leading question. I looked him over; he was one of the two that I had already issued with the weapons and armor that we had looted from the men we had killed at Darklake and he presented a suitably martial aspect. He already looked like a soldier of mine to his fellows, representing me to them and showing that my leadership had value.
It took a moment for me to realize he did not mean Ishal Laharek and his cronies whom I'd been thinking of, but instead Meran and my two centuries. I didn't know the answer.
We had taken residence in the largest dwelling attached to one of the four warehouses that formed our enclosure. It was a many roomed building and well appointed. The main room was comfortable enough, with a long table and a well fed fire. We, however, were not well fed. Food was in short supply. I'd ordered an inventory and it was underway but would take some time to conclude. In the meantime we had gathered to wait and plan. Leading questions were what I wanted to be asking, not answering, but Pradas had cut to the heart of it, knowing he would have to give an answer when he himself was asked.
“Two or three days,” I said casually, casting around for something to distract him with.
He was not alone. Apart from my own people, Drant and a man called Tain were with us, representing the townsfolk who had become my clients. I needed them busy, not hanging around picking holes in my plan.
“I need to get word out of what is happening, to persuade people to our side. The more of the good citizens of Learneth who are in our ranks, the fewer may be put at risk when it comes to fighting. Which it will, make no mistake. Still, no reason why we should risk more than we have to.” I didn't pause for breath, or thought. I was making it up as I went along and had time for neither distraction. “Pick your most well known men and send them out to spread the word; there will be food and safety in my camp for any who come to claim it.” Rioting and civil disorder bring food shortages in no time. People would be hungry and desperate. An offer of food and safety would bring them to me. “Jek? You are a certain candidate to organize this, a headman of a village and well known. You and Pradas, get on it. Drant.” I dared not leave him with time on his hands. “Everyone else must be gathered as soon as can be to make the oath of clientship. Don't fret...” I raised a hand to forestall him; he had opened his mouth and I didn't want anyone else talking or thinking. “...I will make their burden to me light, and the benefits high. I have wealth enough for everyone with me, and everyone will need wealth to rebuild after this is all over. I have one hundred and fifty thousand coin, mostly in scrip but none the worse for that. City scrip is trusted.”
Drant's eyes had gone wide. Good. Greed worked in my favour.
“I look after my own,” I was deliberately holding Drant's greedy gaze with my own. “Each man who joins me will receive fifty coin.” I hastily did the math; guessing the population here at eight thousand there would be roughly two thousand adult men who could fight. That took care of a hundred thousand coin. “Fifty thousand will be spent on any rebuilding to be done after things are settled.” I was broke. “After that, we will see. But no client of mine sees hardship. And the enemy must pay, and when they have paid there will be booty to spare.”
Drant's eyes narrowed. “You are thinking of taking the war to them?”
“They brought the war to us,” Jek ground out the words fiercely. He and Pradas had moved away to stand by the fire and put their heads together, but both could still hear us. “The blackrobes are Necromancers out of Battling Plain. You have heard the rumours of them? Well I have seen the reality in the north and now in my own village. What would you have us do? Be ruled by them?”
“Or ruled by the city.” Drant stated it plain, but inaccurately.
“Friend and ally status does not imply rule, Drant There will be no city magistrate here, your council will remain, except for those upon it who have proven themselves your enemies by allying themselves with the enemies of your people. Look at your town. Look what they have brought to your door already. Strife and chaos. How many have died already at their instigation? I tell you plain, as the patron of Learneth I will take nothing from the city, not one coin. The benefit is all yours.” I'd tax the trading post and Lendrin Treleth to make my money back, so in a way the town would pay in higher prices for city goods, but there would be no direct tax. “You benefit from our armies when you need them.” My armies, if I could raise them. “You gain the benefit of free trade with the city, and safe passage wherever your people wish to trade, and protection and redress under our laws. I will not loot Learneth to give wealth to my clients, nor will I tax it once peace is established. All I will ask is that if I choose to raise troops here that I may do so, taking those who come freely to my call and paying them, training them and equipping them out of my own pocket. Not much to ask, really, is it?”
He was thinking about it. I let him think.
“Jek? Pradas? You are still here?” I had been aware of them, both armed and armored. I'd noticed that Jocasta had joined them and that she was clearly done talking to them now.
“I thought to take the oath before we went about your business, Patron.” Jek gave the word emphasis and I almost smiled. I'd often enough been addressed as patron, but this was the first time I had been called Patron. It's like the difference between sir and Sire. I nodded assent.
“I swear to serve the interests and obey the wishes of Sumto Cerulean,” Jek began. There was more. It was a simple oath, but binding. Jocasta had primed them, I guessed, given them the wording of the oath. In essence they agreed to be my men, to obey my orders and look out for my interests in all things. In return I would look after them as though they were family. In essence they did become family, and one does not see family starve or suffer hardship without intervening. There were things I would not, and by tradition could not ask them to do. For me it wasn't actually such a great deal, but the bigger my clientship the more clout I had back home. And I meant to have plenty of clout, in time. The injustice and the evil of the Necromancers' intent had sparked a fire in me, a determination that people not be subject to the rule of such as these. Better the city. Better me. I was no longer here to explore, no longer here to scout and send reports home. Now I was here to rule.
When they were done, Drant and Tain followed suit, having clearly made up their minds that I was the lesser of two evils. As they spoke the words I caught sight of Jocasta's expression, her eyes shining with pride. I managed not to smile; the words being spoken would be diminished by levity, but I did not doubt she could read my pleasure in her pride in me. But there was no time to bask in her approval. I needed to act. The civil disorder in Learneth needed to be put down fast, and when the dust settled, me and mine needed to be in control. Food was the key; civil disorder disrupts trade, markets are wrecked, bakeries looted, drovers stripped of their flocks. All this and more had been happening over the last few days, as I'd already heard. What I needed was control of livestock and slaughtermen to turn it into food that I would then distribute to the needy who would then become the loyal. I'd need to move quickly.
I pointed to the pile of armor and arms. Five left from Darklake and the two sets from the men we had fought at the barricade. “Pick two sets that fit well enough and arm yourselves the better to protect your people,” I told them.
When they were kitted out I sent Drant to gather the others and put it to them that they should swear to me. I had no doubt he would be persuasive. He was a convert. A sword, a helm and a shield, and money promised, his lot was already improved as my client. While he was gone I began to gather intelligence from Tain. I began to lay plans. A soon as I had enough men sworn to me and under arms I would strike out and make sure I could make good on the promises that Jek and Pradas would be spreading among the people of Learneth. One empty belly could ruin my plans. I couldn't let that happen. I remembered the conflict outside our walls and the herd animals being fought over. I needed them, not just some but control of all. I'd have a better picture of what was happening in the town when Jek and Pradas returned. Until then I could pick the brains of Tain concerning the layout of Learneth, which would have mutated over the years from the basic plan of a city fort to something new. I needed to know where the infrastructure of the town was located, where the civic buildings were, and so forth, and who had control of them. And I needed a drink, and sleep and time to think but first things first. Look after my people. Because having taken responsibility for them, they were my responsibility. So while my men worked on my behalf I asked Tain questions and he answered them. My man, dressed in armor and carrying weapons I had supplied. My client, and I was his Patron.
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“I may need your help, Dubaku.” I kept my voice low. Twenty men walked with us and I didn't want them to hear me.
Bodies littered the open ground. The fighting I'd witnessed when we arrived had slackened; and though I could still hear sounds of conflict, I couldn't see any immediate threat. My potential enemies had thinned each other out somewhat; the bad side of that was that my potential allies were weaker as well. I didn't trust any of the city guards; Tain didn't know who they followed and there was no easy way to tell them apart. Still, there were no guardsmen in sight at the moment. And no livestock either, though again I could hear them, cattle and sheep, both panicky. I needed them, no matter who had them, so my choice was made for me. Head for the sounds of the livestock and fight for them if need be, or gather whoever had them as allies, if they would talk.
Dubaku, who walked beside me, nodded but said nothing more. I prayed he would be able to make a difference if needed. I had only twenty men with me and only seven of them were properly equipped. Right now, in the chaos of the city, this might be as good as any other band. But none of them were experienced fighting men. We would need all the help we could get if we found ourselves outnumbered. I needed to blood them, I needed an easy victory, I needed to turn them into soldiers fast.
“I don't know what you can do,” I kept my voice low, “so I'm going to have to let you judge it. Act only if we need help. I don't want the victory to be yours. But I can't lose men either. It's in your hands.”
He nodded again. I'd never gotten around to asking him what he could do. Now it was too damn late. I'd have to trust him.
I glanced right and left, assessing the men but not letting my gaze linger on them, trying to look confident in them. I'd dressed them in two lines, the seven armored men tight behind me with myself and Dannat to stiffen them, and the second line of thirteen following. My instructions had been simple. The seven, with Dannat and myself, would fight and the thirteen would close around an enemy once we had engaged them and strike as they could.
A thousand things could go wrong.
They weren't warriors. They might not fight. They might break and run. Worse, they might try and talk. Even worse, they might listen. It was my job to do the talking for them. My job to lead them. I'd given instructions that no one talked save me, that no orders be obeyed but mine. But would those instructions be enough? Would they stand? Would they hold? When one of their number fell would the rest freeze or break and run? Would they fight their own people, some of whom they might recognize and know?
A thousand things could go wrong. But I needed those herds. War was about control. And I needed to feed my people. So I led them to take the herds, to take control of one resource. And when we had that I'd lead them to take control of another.
I just hoped that Ishal Laharek didn't turn up while I was doing it.
A thousand things could go wrong.
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The cattle were being herded toward the burned-out gates of the town. The men herding them were few and there was no one else in sight. We were behind them and I needed to be ahead of them. I didn't want those cattle getting into the town. I counted quickly. Eight men. Each one I counted I judged. No armor. Tools for weapons. Good enough.
I stopped, held up a hand and turned to my men who came to a ragged halt, eyes on me. I didn't give them time to think or question. “We run around the herd,” I pointed, “to the front of them, to the gate, then reform as you are but facing them. Come!” I moved confidently, jogging until I was sure they were pacing me, sure they would obey. Then I began to speed up in increments. We were seen as we started to come round the herd. There were shouts of warning. I sped up, glancing left. The herd was reacting, skittish and some of the men with it re-focused on the herd, keeping them together. The men closest to us shied away, into the cattle, confusing and slowing and stopping them. Then we were ahead, close to the gate. Each side of the gate a corpse was staked to the ground. I ignored them. Close enough, I decided. I stopped, facing the herd, spread my arms in a line left and right. My men were with me; ragged and slow to form up but there. Dannat at the end to my left; if it came to a fight I'd move to the right of the line and take it from there. Some thirty cattle were milling, the eight men who had been herding them spread out behind and to the sides. They hesitated, their uncertainty tangible.
Behind me I heard voices that made my skin crawl and the hairs on my neck stand on end. I didn't need the distraction and tried not to listen.
“Obey the brotherhood.” The first voice was saying over and over again, the words sounding mangled.
“Do not resist.” The other voice groaned.
I glanced back and confirmed my guess. The two voices were issuing from the dead throats of the two staked corpses. They were a threat to the people and a horrible warning and I floundered for a moment, seeing that my men were thrown by it and edgy, listening to the voices, looking back at the corpses. Then I spied Dubaku and thought to ask him to intervene. I didn't need to. He was already moving away, he raised a hand to point at one of the corpses and muttered something that I didn't catch. A spirit answered him at once, shimmering into existence and speeding across the intervening ground to impact with one of the corpses and fade from sight. The corpse sagged, chin falling to its chest and voice silenced. Just a dead body now. I nodded and turned away, back to the problem in front of me,
“Do not resist,” the second corpse repeated it's message.
I raised my voice, well above the level of the lone voice behind me and the nervous muttering of my men. “You are outnumbered. If you choose to fight us it will go badly for you! Your only choice is this, you can join us or you can leave now.” I had their attention, at least some of them. They were starting to group, but some were listening. “If you choose to join us then turn this herd about,” I pointed back to the compound and sure enough one or two herders looked, “and move them to safety.”
Tain was suddenly by my side. “Jern, join us man! You won't regret it!”
One of the herders answered. “Tain?”
I waved Tain forward, ignoring the fact that he had disobeyed my orders and broken rank. “Talk to them but make it quick. Don't go into details. Offer them safety for their families. Promise them we'll go in and get them out after the herd is secured.” Quickly I turned back to the rest of my men, walking down the front of their line and growled at them. “Eyes front! Focus on the threat, not the voices of those already dead.” At the end of the line I spared a glance for Dubaku and looked through the open gate as well. There was no threat behind us. Dubaku was standing in front of the second corpse, the one still repeating its strained message. For a moment Dubaku sagged and I thought I saw a flicker of spirit stuff leap between him and the corpse. He only sagged for a moment, then straightened and looked around. Seeing me he waved and smiled. I nodded and turned to walk back down the length the line of my men. “We herd these cattle back to the enclosure. Move calmly and confidently. There are only eight men there,” I glanced left to see that one of the herders had come to meet Tain half-way between both groups. “And they will not resist you.” I hoped. When I got to the end of the line I turned and began to walk, waving them forward. They moved.
And no one moved to stop them.
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As an afterthought I had the men herd the cattle over the tracks our horses had made earlier. There was time; the way into the enclosure had to be cleared for them to pass and it seemed like a good idea. While I watched I cast the seeker spell and discovered that Tahal, and therefore Ishal Laharek, was still somewhere north of us. Doubtless they had lost our trail, else they would be here by now. But that didn't reassure me much. It was only a matter of time before they came here.
“Time to go.” Quickmoon, standing by my side, sagged and staggered before recovering himself. When he looked up, I could tell that Dubaku had taken back control of his body.
“Thank you.” I said, watching my men guide the herd into the enclosure.
“To release entrapped spirits is part of my purpose.”
I nodded. “Dubaku. I need to know what you can do.”
He spread his hands. “Many things.”
“In a fight, to ruin the enemy. How can you help?”
He thought about it. “I could blind the enemy, but only for a few moments. There is one who can bring a cloud of darkness to envelope an enemy, but it doesn't last.”
I nodded. That would do. “Other than that?”
“You have seen me ask a spirit of fire to kill; but that is only one man at a time, or to burn one building and then he goes. There is another who will make a man strong, strong as a bear, but that is a form of possession and must be accepted by the man possessed. And again, the warrior who is strong would not stay longer than a day, if he did he would never go away again and the man possessed would be lost. And I would need to have Quickmoon guard his spirit; that is frightening for the dispossessed one.” He shrugged. “Another time I could bring a storm and then a spirit to direct the lightning, but it takes time to bring a storm, it must be planned.” He could see me scowling, I guess. “Sumto, a shaman's task is not war. I am not helpless, and there are spirits that can harm, but not so many. I'm thinking, remembering names and tasks I don't much use. When we met I was a healer for the mercenaries. A shaman is not a tool of war. Sometimes spirits become trapped, associated with places and things; to the living they can be troublesome. It is the purpose of the shaman to redirect them, to free them and to protect his people from them. The spirits of my ancestors help me, yes. But their intent, their purpose is their own in many cases. To bring rain, having watched their children die in a drought. Do you see?”
I nodded. I knew he could bring a powerful spirit of healing and he had explained the motives of spirits once before. The healing spirit had healed Jocasta, and once she had come when I called her and healed Sapphire. “So, the spirit who blinds, how long does that last?”
He glanced a frown at me, then shrugged. “A few moments only. He comes, he darkens their eyes, then he goes and the darkness fades. Enough to frighten, enough to disorient a handful of men.”
“That could make the difference.”
We followed the cattle into the enclosure. I was already thinking of other things. It was time to bind the eight new men to me and then to go and get their families and bring them safely here. I had to keep my promises; be seen to keep them.
As I entered the enclosure in the wake of the herd I looked about, taking in the scene. Most of my clients had turned out to watch, having been made aware of our arrival by the clearing of the barricades. Behind me the work of re-setting them had already begun. The cattle milled, turned about and looked for a way out.
“Get them settled somewhere!” I called it out as an order, voice raised and meant to be heard and obeyed. “And get one of them slaughtered and dressed. Roast beef tonight!” I claimed the cattle as a gift to my people deliberately. Do you see that I provide for you? Do you understand that you chose well? Do you see that I look after my clients?
It was enough to get a cheer and a few grins thrown my way. Later I'd make some attempt at redress for whoever actually owned them; if he could be found; if he was still alive.
Off to one side Tain held the attention of the eight and was talking them round. They were surrounded by my men, nervous and edgy because of it, but listening.
I'd been doing a head-count and come up with a dozen more men than I'd expected and twice that of women and children, so I looked for Jek and Pradas and found neither. 
I picked out Drant, called his name and waved him across when he looked my way. He detached himself from the rough circle round the herders and joined me. “Take a look around. See if Jek or Pradas are here. If they are I want them to report.”
He nodded and headed off.
Well, I thought, casting around, now what?
My eye lit on the herders and Tain. Yes, I decided, get them sworn in. And any others who are newly arrived. No one stays, I decided, who are not my clients. I'm not a bloody charity.
“Tain,” I called his name sharply as I came close and he turned. I wanted everyone's attention on me as I spoke to him. “These men have agreed to become my clients?” I made it sound like a statement and he nodded.
I turned to them. “You won't regret it. Order will be restored to Learneth. Your families will be safe.”
“What about my cattle,” one of the men spoke up gamely. He looked like a farmer.
“If they were yours I will pay for them,” I told him. “We are going into the town to get your families and bring them here where they will be safe. I want four of you to come with us; choose well so that all of your dependants will know who they come with. But first I need your oath to me; Tain will teach you the words.”
“You expect us to fight?” another of their number spoke up.
I glared at him. “Weren't you already fighting? Have not the Brotherhood, the Blackrobes, the Necromancers” - I gave them all the names I'd heard them called by - “already usurped your town, caused riots and conflict and chaos? Would you rather just fight for your own selves and your families, or to restore order and peace to your town? Make no mistake, that is what I offer and two centuries of city soldiers will be here in short order to see my commands carried out. There will be an end to this. In the meantime I ask that you become my clients and reap the benefits of that relationship. Learneth is lost to you as it was, but I will give it back into your hands when order is restored. Does anyone have a problem with that, let him leave now.”
No one moved. I had raised my voice to answer him. A lot of men and women were watching and listening. There were a few low conversations in the crowd but no one moved.
“Those who would swear the oath that binds my fate to yours, that commits me to shed my blood on your behalf, come forward and Tain will teach you the form of the oath that binds us.” I nodded to Tain and lowered my voice. “I'll be back.”
I turned then and walked through the crowd. Those who were already my clients were happy enough, smiling as I looked this way and that, catching the eye of one or the other and nodding a greeting. A few looked doubtful or thoughtful but most of the faces I had not seen before seemed relieved. I knew what they were thinking. Someone was in control. Everything would be all right.
I passed into the merchant's house where Jocasta was waiting in the entrance with a smile for me. I hated it that I had left her here alone but there was no help for it. I wished Sapphire were here, or someone else I trusted. Soon, I told myself, soon Meran and Sapphire would be here and she would be safe. Safer.
“Are you all right?” I asked her.
“I'm fine, Sumto. I have the inventories. Not much of it is of use. No foodstuffs worth talking about. A lot of leather, tons of bales of wool, a heck of a lot of wood that I'm guessing came over the pass,” she shrugged. “It's all like that, raw materials to trade out or traded in and stored here to be ordered off by workshops. There is a slaughterhouse with a cold store dug behind but that's empty. People have been talking to me,” she went on. “The people who were here had come back after fleeing a riot. The place was pretty much cleaned out by the mob. The women are glad you are here, that someone has taken charge of things. They didn't know what was going to happen. Some of their men aren't happy, but the new ones brought foodstuffs, some wheat and vegetables. There are ovens here and I've set the women to making bread.”
“Jek?” I interrupted her.
“I'm getting there! Jek has made contact with his friends here. The situation's fluid. The brotherhood don't have full control. Of the four magistrates who control the soldiers only two are with the brotherhood. One has left town with his men and some others. The last of the four is known to Jek, and he has set up a meeting. Jek guesses he will want you to join him, but Jek said he will make the case for him to join you. He holds a few streets by the north gate and one of the towers which he is using as a base. Like Jek, Pradas has sought out people he knows and brought some here already. He has gone again as well.”
“That's all good. I have to go again also. I wish I could leave someone here with you.”
“But you can't. I'll be fine. The women like me,” she grinned.
I held up a hand. “Wait a minute. You speak Gerrian?” I'd been switching languages as necessary. I seldom think about it. It's easy for me.
“Don't interrupt. How else would I talk to them? I also speak Mieln and passable Arlathian. Household slaves.” She shrugged. “It passed the time.”
“Oh,” I hadn't asked. I'd assumed. I'd been wrong. It happens.
“In any case, they are leaning on the men. Telling them how smart and wise they are to join cause with you. It's enough,” she was looking over my shoulder. “You are wanted,” she gestured behind me and I turned.
The crowd had formed on us, separated into two parts. On each side and behind were those who were already my clients, by far the greater number. In the middle, in two lines, were men who were not. More than twenty of them. Jek and Pradas had had some success.
Tain led them in the oath, line by line. He got it word perfect, I noticed. He would do. I marked him for advancement.
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“Get back,” I said.
We were at the barricade. I'd assembled Dannat and the same seven men who were clad in armor and bore weapons, but this time twenty others were with us, including four of the drovers. They were variously armed with hatchets, hammers and whatever else came to hand. And I had Dubaku for magical support. I was beginning to feel like I had a force to be reckoned with, but I wasn't ready for Ishal and his twenty warriors.
The sun had dropped behind the mountains and the long slow dusk was upon us. It would be a good while yet before full dark, but the gloaming of evening had settled in. The riders were a good way off yet. We were in deep shadow and I was pretty sure that we were all but invisible to them.
I faded back over the barricade with my men.
“Get out of sight,” I gestured right and left and men moved. “Here, give me your hood and then go quieten the people.” I took the thing and he moved to obey. I slipped the darkly-dyed woollen garment over my head and shoulders; satisfied, I turned back and leaned my arms against a crate, head lowered, hood pulled down. I waited, listening to the closing drum of hooves on the damp earth as it closed in on us. Tain sneaked up beside me and adopted a similar position.
“Expecting company?” He said.
I nodded. “Watch.”
Dannat joined us. I frowned at him but didn't say anything. Instead I took a moment to look around to see if anyone else felt like crowding the barricade. Satisfied that no one else seemed set to join us, I let it be.
It was a good while before they came into sight once more, moving slow, heading for Learneth. They trooped past us, two abreast, eyes on the road. Tahal and Ishal were close to the front; the one in city armor and the other in the black robe of the Necromancers. They rode into the ground churned by the hooves of cattle and slowed, spreading out. Tahal and Ishal turned their mounts to one side of the road and cast about, taking in the scene. Their gaze passed over us, not noticing three shadows in deeper shadow. I knew what they were seeing, the road and all the area around muddied by rain and the movements of men and livestock, a few bodies scattered about.
The tracks of our horses had led into a riot of others and were lost lost. They were seeing fires both inside and outside the walls. And movement close by, here and there, with nothing to distinguish one group from another.
And there were sounds. Sounds. Plenty of those. The dusk was alive with them, mostly from inside the walls. But also from behind me. They would hear that there were people here, but what did that mean? There were many people scattered outside the town and I could hear them just as clearly. There was nothing to distinguish us from any other group, nothing to draw their interest here.
Tahal walked his horse slowly toward the town, following the soldiers, one of whom was pointing here and there amongst the chaotic mass of tracks.
“Well?” The voice of Ishal sounded like it was formed by a mouth that had never known a smile.
“They went round the town,” the soldier gestured the way Sapphire had taken our mounts. He sounded tired and impatient. There was no gain for him in catching us. Quickly I assessed the rest of them. Every face I saw looked dissatisfied and tired. I was willing to bet they hadn't drawn provisions before they chased after us. Then they would have seen the dead in the gully and known they were after dangerous prey. Briefly I wondered what had happened to my captives, but dismissed their fate as irrelevant. Later, they will have seen the charred remains of the Necromancer we had killed at Jek's village. They were, I decided, tired and hungry and demoralized. I almost wished I'd had time to set an ambush for them. Hell, I'd had time but had decided against it. My men weren't ready for that. Not yet. Twenty armed men, armored and experienced and mounted against my civilians in soldier suits. Not a good bet. Not yet.
“They will be heading back to the army,” Tahal said. “Sumto has what he wanted.”
“Follow,” Ishal ordered. The soldier led off, followed by the rest. Ishal rode on and Tahal trailed him.
“If they re-join the army we've lost her for good, and no fault of mine.”
“You haven't failed yet," Ishal told him. "Perhaps we will find them at Darklake. Orlek will hold her for us; or Duprane. You might yet reap your full reward.”
At my side, Dannat had twitched in reaction when Duprane was named and then was suddenly still. I ignored him, straining to hear any more that might be said.
“I want to stand at the grave. You agreed that already.”
“That you will have. The stone you placed in my hand has bought you a place among us. You will don a black robe and stand at the grave, in time.”
“If she is lost to us, we go north?”
“If she is lost I will be content with what you can teach me until we can capture another.”
“And we will go north.”
“If she is lost.”
If anything else was said, I didn't hear it.
I listened to their hooves fade into the night and then waited some more while I thought about what I had heard.
For the first time I wondered about Tahal's motives. He was of the Samant family; a family every bit as eminent and ancient as my own; it was a lot to throw away. What did he stand to gain? 'I want to stand at the grave' he'd said, and I assumed that that was the source of the necromancers' power and that that was what Tahal had come north for; though I had no idea what the grave might be. Or why he would want it when he had access to all the magic of the city. The tricks of the Necromancers were nothing by comparison. I tried to remember what he had said to me when we were held prisoner together. He had pretended to be persuaded to their cause, written letters on their behalf to try and gain support in the city but worded them with care so that they would be discounted. What else? Given them information, but again he had claimed it useless and I had no reason to doubt that. Then he had tried to escape, or so he said, and been caught and tossed into the cell where I found him. I had given him the ten carat stone that had been overlooked when I was captured. When it came time to use it he had simply left. Kerral had opened the cell, ordered Tahal to accompany him, and Tahal had done so, leaving me captive.
“They are gone,” Tain said.
“Wait.” I was still trying to puzzle it out. I tried to put myself in his position; everything Tahal had said made perfect sense up to the point where he had left me in the cell. I had little cause to disbelieve him. But the next time I'd encountered him he had been with Kukran Epthel, with Ishal Laharek and the Alendi warlord. Sheo, Kerral, Hettar and Lentro had also been there and I knew they were under the influence of the the last king's amulet, obedient to the will of Kukran Epthel because of the power of the amulet to reinforce submission to any who obeyed the commands of the bearer. So far as I had thought about it at all, I had assumed that Tahal was under its influence, and that that influence was broken when the amulet was destroyed. Like Sheo and Kerral and the others, his treason had been overlooked as unwilling. I had intended to beard him about leaving me in that damn cell but not made a point of doing so. And then he had assisted in the escape of Ishal Laharek, the kidnapping of Jocasta, the murder of her brother, the theft of stone. All of his own free will. Why? What could Tahal Samant, patron of the city, sole scion of the Samant family, possibly hope to gain that would be worth what he stood to lose?
“Patron?”
I turned to Tain and shrugged off my musings, becoming more aware of my surroundings. I had been staring into the deepening shadows of dusk, frowning into the dark and trying to see what Tahal saw, trying to think as he thought. And all I had to show for it was confusion and questions. Enough. I had more immediate issues to deal with. Tahal could wait. With any luck they would run into Meran and my centuries and be slaughtered out of hand, thus solving the problem. Right now I hoped so, as I became aware that they had just caused me one more problem. To both sides my men shuffled and whispered, their nerves and uncertainty suddenly filling my senses. No one likes to see their commander uncertain. Hesitation and confusion are not good traits in a commander. Leaders need to lead. I was losing them and now I had to gather them back, fill them with confidence in my command and get them moving.
“That went well,” I asserted confidently, and tried to think in what way it had. “They follow a false trail away from Learneth. That's twenty less men to concern us. Twenty have already fled the town under the command of one magistrate. Another twenty will soon join us. That leaves only twenty fighting men to oppose us,” plus the rest of the town, but that was crowd control - kill and wound a few and the mob will scatter, or so I hoped. Offer them food and security and they will flock to your side, and then I wouldn't need to kill any; but that would be asking too much, “and we already outnumber them. Now,” I picked out the drovers, “we go and fetch your families to safety.”
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The gutted tavern was just inside the gate. The door was ripped off its hinges and, along with benches and tables, had been used as fuel for a bonfire in the street,. It didn't bode well for the state of the stock but I had to check if the looters had been thorough. I was nearly out of booze and the thought of running dry was beginning to prey on my mind. I knew how bad the symptoms could get and didn't want to repeat the experience.
My men had come to a halt, alternately looking at me and up the length of the three streets that were available to us. The drovers were clustered together and had moved a few paces away before coming to a halt and looking back. They were edgy. The streets were darkened. There was no one in sight right now but the sounds of violent activity came clear to our ears, drifting across the town like smoke. The tavern would wait, I decided, turning away from it.
“You five,” I picked armored men at random, “rearguard. The rest of you to the front with me. Keep tight and pick up the pace.” I gestured one of the drovers to my side as I led off, everyone else falling into place with a minimum of fuss.
The street we followed ran along the inside of the wall, buildings nestled tight against it; workshops and warehouses with small dwellings tucked in amongst them. Every single one had been broken into and discarded goods lay scattered in the street. If the town of Learneth had fallen to enemy action it wouldn't look much worse than this, I thought. Some buildings had been damaged by fire, but not substantially and in each case the street nearby was littered with abandoned buckets. I looked up and saw why; most of the houses had thatched roofs. If a fire were allowed to take hold here there would soon be nothing left to save.
The street ran along the wall all the way to the tower that squatted at one corner of the town; torches burned there, and figures moved on the ramparts. I imagined all four towers the same, bastions seized by groups who intended to survive the chaos; rats in a drainpipe, waiting for the rat-catcher to move on.
The twilight had deepened, the sky to the west the sullen red of a reluctant sunset; inside the walls the streets were deeply shadowed. Twilight would imminently turn to full dark. My gaze flitted everywhere as we approached a junction half way between the gate and the tower, picking out details from the enveloping darkness. My gaze swept over bundles of cloth lying in the street, then snapped back as details jumped to the fore. A hand; a pale face. What I had almost dismissed as bundles of cloth were bodies.
A breath of denial whispered from the throat of the drover beside me. He began to run, joined by his fellows.
The building stood on a corner, larger than most and with a low wall hemming in a yard. The stillness emanating from the building was deafening, telling me everything I needed to know, but two of the drovers needed more and headed through the gaping maw of the doorway.
The blood in my guts ran cold and a fierce wave of anger washed through me. Someone had killed my people. My promise of safety had been made empty. I had failed to protect them. But I would not fail to avenge them.
With a few words and a gesture I placed Dannat and a handful of men across the street ahead of us, another line across the street that led deeper into the town, the rest facing back the way we had come. The deepening night was alive with sounds but we had seen no one yet. I didn't want to bet on that continuing.
I picked out Dubaku from the shadowy forms and crossed to his side.
“Dubaku, I need to know exactly what happened here.” I'd made a promise to bring their families to safety. If any survived I would still keep my promise, at least that far. And exact a price for the rest.
The old man nodded. “I need the name of one of these two.” He kept his voice low as he pointed out the two young lads and the man who knelt between them, touching both, turning from one to the other and back again, searching over and over for a breath of life that he would never find.
The last of the drovers was standing back from the scene, his face white but whatever he felt held in check. No, I decided. I couldn't ask. Not yet. I needed another option.
“Come with me,” I said, and headed for the house. Dubaku trailed in my wake.
At the threshold I drew energy and shaped it into a source of light, the blade of the sword in my hand glowing bright enough to illuminate the room, shadows leaping into existence all about. The drovers looked up from where they were working with a tinderbox. I was intruding. I felt it at once. But I had to be here. After a moment's hesitation, I stepped forward and offered them the sword, the only light source in the room. One of the men took it with silent gratitude and held it up while we took in the wreckage of their failed sanctuary. His attention drifted around the room.
“My nephews,” he gestured to the open doorway.
It was hard to look at his face. His eyes.
“I have no words,” I said.
He nodded and started for one of the doorways, his reluctance evident in the way he moved. The three of us followed. Part of me wanted to hurry. Time was passing. There were things to do. And anger made one of those things urgent.
The doorway led into a short wide corridor. Two doorways led off the corridor. We found another body here.
“Prestu,” the drover's voice nearly broke on the name. He stooped to kneel beside the still form and checked for signs of life despite the clear evidence that he would find none.
I caught Dubaku's gaze and he nodded. He'd caught it. Good. I'd dreaded asking for names, especially when I'd made no effort to find out what these men were called. There hadn't been time. I hadn't thought of it. I didn't care. I should care. I watched them take a few moments to grieve for Prestu, feeling like shit and worrying that we were wasting time here, time that could be spent to some effect.
When we left, I closed the door behind me, leaving Dubaku alone to find out what he could. The drovers didn't notice. They had other things on their minds. Other people to find.
We searched the rest of the house. It didn't get any better.
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I kicked the drover in the back of the knee. As he stumbled I stepped in and drove a rabbit punch into the back of his neck, though I hoped not to harm him too badly. I'd been ready, expecting his move. It was the screams that had overturned his reason, made him open his fool mouth and move to run forward. I sympathized, but I wasn't going to die from it. Without pause I spun and hissed at the other three, “You will be silent and make no move save at my command or you will be bound and gagged and left to wait here! Dannat,” I picked him out because right then his was the only name I could remember, “watch them like a damn hawk and don't hesitate.” A growl and some sounds of movement alerted me, so I turned back to the man I'd dropped. He was still facing away from me, on his knees and making to get to his feet. I grabbed him by the collar and pulled his head close to my chest. “Wait!” I hissed into his ear, making my grip firm. “We will free them now. It has to be planned to succeed. I know you need to act but hold it back, man! Hear me?”
He nodded, grunted and assent, half sobbed. Words were beyond his reach. I knew why.
“Stay by me, follow my lead,” I told him, “and then we will kill the bastards together.”
He came to his feet as I relaxed my grip, and rubbed the back of his head with one hand. He turned his head slightly when I released him, caught my gaze and nodded assent. In his other hand he held a meat cleaver. He hadn't dropped it.
Without another word I moved forward, seeing damn near nothing now that full night had stealthily crept over the town, sending the vultures back to their nests only to be replaced by braver scavengers. The street was deeper into the town than I wanted to go and the town was more active than I liked. Three times we had encountered small groups. The first had been a mob and I'd blooded my men on them gladly enough. The second were a small group of would-be refugees, trying to get themselves and their goods out of the town. Too burdened to run from us, they had talked and been recruited. I'd sent six men to escort them back. The third had been too small to challenge us and I'd let them go when they ran.
Ahead of us danced shadows and light, giving tantalizing glimpses of a square in which sat a single warehouse, squat stone and flat roofed. Staying in the dark, I led my men as close as I wanted to get and stopped, turning to the drover who shadowed me. I'd been intending to ask, just to be sure, but from the grinding rage on his face as he stared at the place I knew we had it right. I picked out Dubaku in the dim light and waved him to me. He had come out of the building with three names after talking to the spirit of Prestu, names the drovers had known; names that belonging to a gang whose lair they also knew. The names had been enough to bring us here. Now I had to decide what to do and how best Dubaku could help. As he came to my side I turned my attention back where it needed to be.
The flat-roofed building was well-lit; torches revealed two bowmen passing the time with tankards of beer while they pretended to keep watch. If they were intended as more than a deterrent they would not have torches to make them easy targets nor beer to dull their wits. Inside there was a riotous feast in progress. The noise they were making might work in our favor. Laughter and screams.
Six women, three girls, two boys. Not the list of the dead, but the count of the living. The drovers' families. The guests.
A big pair of doors to the front of the building was closed and doubtless barred. There were shuttered windows that looked no better means of ingress.
“Is there another way in?” I brought my head close to the drover and kept my voice lower than needful just to remind the man of the need for stealth.
“Just the door,” he hissed, glaring at it.
Damn. I turned to Dubaku. “The door?”
He looked and shook his head. He looked up to the roof and after a moment shook his head again.
I followed the direction of his gaze and thought about it. The bowmen had to go.
“Is there a way up to the roof or did they get there from inside?”
The drover turned a look of anguish my way. I could see the pressure building in him. He knew who was screaming.
“Just answer the damn question,” I hissed, holding his gaze.
“Inside,” he growled.
I couldn't hold him much longer. He'd go mad.
I turned back to the building, looking for a route and found it in the way the building was made. The corner was staggered, bigger blocks between pavings looted from our road. The difference in the sizes of the materials would give me a grip. Maybe.
I started unbuckling my belt, turning and moving away, deeper into the darkness, taking the drover and Dubaku with me.
“Hold this.” I passed the sword belt to Dubaku..
The armor came off quickly. I didn't need the weight if was going to go up that wall fast.
“Wear this.” I pushed the chain into the arms of the drover. He was about my size and it might keep him alive.
Taking back the sword belt, I hesitated. I didn't want it at my hip where it would be in my way as I climbed. Quickly, I stripped the sheath from the belt, tucked the weapon between my knees and buckled the belt at my waist. I felt the now familiar pressure of the magical armor it provided. I needed another belt and told Dubaku to get one. The sword slid snug through the back of my belt and I held it there, hilt jutting over my shoulder, and waited. A belt came my way out of the dark, thrust into my hands. I grabbed it and looped it over one shoulder.
“Help me with it,” I only had one hand free.
Dubaku looped it round my chest, found the other end and tightened it, slipping the tongue through the eye and securing the buckle. I moved, rolled my shoulders, raised my arms above my head, then tightened the belt at my waist another notch, all the while watched by my men, though I could see little enough of them. I didn't doubt they saw me as a shadow against the light behind me. I didn't worry about the archers. Their night vision was ruined by the torches. I could walk half way across the square without them seeing a thing. Satisfied that the sheathed weapon wasn't going anywhere, I could move.
“What are you doing?” The drover whispered, his surprise at my actions and obvious intent bringing him to something like sanity.
“The roof,” I whispered back. “The archers have to go. Dannat, bring the men on when I'm up. Dubaku, can you blind them?”
“I hope, Sumto, that I can.”
Gods. Sometimes the spirits didn't come when called, I remembered. Hope wasn't good enough.
“If not that, think of something else. Quickly.”
“I will. I am. Good luck.”
“Luck be damned.” I turned and moved away before I could think more on the matter. It would work. Tonight these bastards died. The fear was feeding my anger.
I walked softly, watching the bowmen and giving Dubaku time, letting him judge it. I snatched glances at the corner of the building where I intended to climb. I made it seventeen or eighteen feet straight up. The darkness made me unsure but it looked climbable. A big block to start, a couple of paving slabs worked into the corner, another bigger block. Foot on one block, hand on the other and other hand on the third. I was tall. I could do it. The archers fell silent. I moved faster.
“What the...”
I didn't pay any more attention to them, a few fast paces and I was at the corner, reaching high, foot up and just finding purchase, other foot higher, I gripped and pulled. It hurt my hand but I reached and pulled again, moving one limb at a time. I moved as fast as I dared, ignoring the voices that questioned, then cursed. The belt across my chest snagged on the bottom of a block and I had to stop, drop, lean back and move on, mindful not to let it happen again. The roof was close. I didn't know how long I had. I tried not to think about it. My head came over the lip of the roof and I snatched a glance before pulling myself over, unmindful now of the noise I made. Any noise might be covered by the din coming from below and I didn't have time to be fussy. I scrambled over the top and got to my feet, reaching back for the hilt of my blade and hoping I'd find it. The archers were together at the edge of the roof, each with a hand on the other's shoulder, bitching about their plight and cursing but not doing anything. I grinned fiercely, finding the hilt of my sword, pulled it awkwardly free and moved forward.
Then their darkness lifted. The one facing me over the shoulder of his fellow saw me and pushed him into turning and bellowed a warning. That one reached for a knife as he was turning. His eyes widened as he saw me and he began to crouch, pulling the knife free and trying to step away from my thrusting blade, much too late. As my blade slid into him I relaxed my sword arm and shouldered into him, knocking him back and all but jumping over him; he fell into his fellow, who went down under our combined weight. I landed on the dying man with one knee and pushed myself up with the other, my foot well braced on the roof. I wrenched my blade free of him as I lurched forward, bringing the sword in front of me and stabbing down as I stepped forward heavily to catch my balance. My foot came down at his side and the point of my blade slammed into the centre of his forehead, knocking his head back and bashing his skull on the roof. He howled and twisted, rolled hard against my leg and overturned me. My guts lurched as I went over the edge with no hope of doing anything else. The fall lasted long enough to swear and twist pointlessly in the air before I hit the ground hard. The wind came out of me explosively and I found myself lying on my side facing the door. Nothing hurt until I moved. Then my left arm screamed at me. I wanted to swear but couldn't breathe. I tucked my left arm slowly against my chest and hoped it wasn't broken, then forced myself to my knees, taking my weight partly on my one good arm. I was a foot from the door, facing it.
“The drunk probably fell of the damn roof,” a voice said, coming from just the other side of the door.
True, I thought. I'd lost my sword; I looked for it and saw it behind me and to my right, turned to reach for it and sucked in my first lungful of air just as the door opened. A big gutted man with a heavy black beard looked down at me.
“Who the...?”
The sword was too far away. I had only a moment to act. I bunched my fist and slammed it into his groin, ducking into the blow and putting my shoulder into it. He folded and I slammed my head up so that the back of my skull smashed into his face. I remembered to grit my teeth just in time. A flash of white light burst behind my eyes. My grunt of pain was for the movement in my arm not the impact. I was aware that he went over backwards, crumbled into a heap in the doorway, though I wasn't paying attention. I got one foot under me and reached back for my sword, stepped up as soon as I had a grip on it, turned into the open doorway and walked through.
Only two men were aware of me, the rest intent on their own business. I grinned as I stepped in, left arm still pressed against my chest, swinging my blade hard and fast to kill one and then the other before they could do much more than begin to move. A couple of shocked faces turned my way but still the room was mostly unaware of me. The lower spine above a pair of pale, bare buttocks was my next target; I slid the blade home with deliberate care, not wanting to slice open the slender legs that he was holding up with both hands
“Why, you bast...” A big man, maybe a blacksmith who'd been sitting and watching, didn't finish his thought before he felt my sword in his mouth. He wasn't even reaching for a weapon.
I maimed or killed two more before the room was full enough of my own men that I could put my back to the wall and let them get on with it. They didn't hold back.
I was drinking beer long before they were done, but when the drovers wanted to settle into torturing the survivors I put a stop to it.
It took time to get control of them. Time to finish the survivors and more to loot the place and get the men moving. Every moment's delay made me nervous and I longed for more experienced soldiers. Luck alone kept other scavengers from finding us in disarray.
I was sick at heart as we trudged back through the town. I could hear other screams in the night, other laughter. The women could hear it as well and every scream was echoed with a sob or a whimper, a gasp. I didn't dare try and bring anyone else out of it. It would have to wait. They would have to suffer. I hated myself for it but if we stayed longer there was a chance of a force gathering against us. It was a risk I was already taking and counted us lucky as, although we weren't alone in the streets, all of those we saw were small groups and none came close enough to threaten. Every available hand was laden with sacks, bundles and boxes and casks containing hams, cheeses, bread, and most importantly, beer. All the way back through the city I hoped we wouldn't run into a mob; if you drop a cask of beer to reach for a weapon, the cask breaks.
When we got back to the enclosure Jek was waiting for me. He'd brought the magistrate in and the magistrate had brought over a hundred people with him.
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The compound was bristling with activity.
The population of my embryonic community had more than doubled in my absence. The open space between the warehouses was full of people. Cooking fires and torches burned everywhere. The well was in constant use. Dozens of men carried a variety of goods from the warehouses and stacked them against walls outside. The space was needed for people. Through the efforts of Jek and Pradas, many had come to shelter beneath the protective wing of the patron who had come from the city bringing a cohort of city soldiers with him, a cohort or a legion depending on who was spinning the tale. I wondered how many had come out of fear of us.
I stood on the steps to the merchant's house and watched them. And they watched me. I could see them looking as they went about their tasks, settled to eat what might be their first decent meal in days, talked, comforted each other, swapped news and gossip. Some smiled as their gazes rested on me; some frowned thoughtfully. My clients, every one of them.
Including the man who stood at my side. Tal Ephalan, the magistrate who had brought twenty soldiers with him. He had also brought the siege stores from the tower he had held. And a hundred suits of chain, helms, shields, spears and swords. He had brought bows, bundles of arrows, javelins and darts. Not a man in sight went without armor and weapons; even though I wouldn't let a man under twenty bare arms, there were no suits of armor unfilled. I could make out one or two of the younger men as I scanned the roofs. They were armed with javelins and darts and, for those who could use them, bows; including the one I had brought back with me. The second bowman had escaped in the confusion but I remembered his face on the off-chance that we might meet again. Not that I am vindictive or anything. I could move the fingers of my left hand so I knew the break wasn't bad. My hand hurt some but the wrist ached bone deep. I'd landed on my right side, left arm across my body, hand to the ground in a stupid and futile attempt to break my fall. If had been wearing physical armor I didn't doubt the damage would be greater. Luck, I thought again. Pure, blind, stupid luck.
“Well?”
I'd forgotten that Tal Ephalan had asked me something. I was hungry and tired and hurt. I wanted a bath so bad I could taste it. And sleep. And far more beer than I had allowed myself so far.
“No.” I'd been thinking about it. Fatigue and beer didn't help. I had to take it slow and debate every decision with myself. Asking myself questions and getting answers, projecting into the future to guess or reason out the consequences of each action.
“But they might turn to our side. I know them. If I can get a message to them...”
“I said no; did you think I meant maybe? Listen,” I said into the abrupt silence, “a message means a messenger and a messenger will know our exact numbers and disposition. I won't risk sending intelligence to the enemy. The risk doesn't balance the potential gain. Your colleagues have made their choices. Look at what they have reaped and sown already. Would you have them pay no price for their betrayal?”
He was a tall man, Tal Ephalan, and filled the stylized scale armor he wore with a bulk that was half again my own. I had to tilt my head slightly back to meet his glare. He gestured to the crowd. “You can't think to keep this secret,” he almost made it a question.
“There is a difference between an enemy knowing where you are and knowing exactly who you are and how many, Tal Ephalan. Forget my question and think of my statement. I'm not motivated by revenge but military sense. If we send a messenger he will be taken and questioned and I will not permit that. Now remember that you have sworn an oath and are my client.”
I saw him bite back a response and wondered what it was as he reluctantly nodded acquiescence, still holding my gaze and glaring. It wasn't enough. I held his gaze and took a deliberate breath before speaking.
“I've had to kill friends before,” I lied. “It's a hard thing to realize that a friend has so badly erred that he must pay with his life. The temptation to spare them is strong, I know. But those men have turned on their own people and caused deaths, violation of women and children, and ruin to your town by joining with the enemies of your people. They must be punished for that if there is to be any justice here. Doubtless some few will escape with their crimes unknown and live the rest of their days without paying the price, but not these public figures who betrayed their people.”
He frowned on for a moment after I stopped speaking. Then he nodded agreement and blew out a sigh as he looked away.
For a moment there I had felt the temptation of dictatorship. I'd wanted to tell him to shut up and do as he was bid or die. I'd had to force it away and try to persuade him to my view. I was glad I had succeeded. Had he not accepted my order the next step would have been necessary but would have risked starting a conflict within our own ranks.
I had to get them all to understand that they were under military discipline and I couldn't even start on that until the morning.
“But send someone to track down Shel Epthir, if you wish.” This Magistrate had fled the town with his men rather than fight to restore order or join the Necromancer. He didn't sound promising to me but one man could be spared for the task. I'd confirmed Tal Ephalan in his rank as Magistrate; the people he had brought to me already looked to him and I needed a command structure. I'd given Tain and Jek pro-tem rank equal to Tal Ephalan and command of equal numbers. I now had one hundred and thirty men under arms. I'd split them into three units of forty, taking one under my direct command, Tal another, and Tain the third. I'd given Jek command of ten men, plus the youths for whom there was no armor.
Tal Ephalan turned his face back to me. “And how many of our people will become slaves of the city?”
Damn, but I was tired.
“Only those men taken prisoner in an armed encounter. That may yet be none, Tal Ephalan. It may be that tomorrow my maniple marches over the breast of the hill behind us and crosses the river. It may be that all opposition crumbles at that point.” It was possible. “I know you think me the lesser of two evils, but the constitution of the city is clear, we offer freedom for those who want it or security and safety for those who don't. You can't have both. Or equality,” I shrugged. We are not born equal, in ability or circumstance. Free men are not equal and equal men are not free; equal men cannot be free because equality must cater to the average at best, and penalize the exceptional. “But that isn't my point. Look at what I offer and will deliver. Autonomy of rule; I won't make myself some petty tyrant. There will be a trade post,” I was counting on it, I needed the source of revenue that Lendrin Treleth would provide, “and safe passage for goods and people. Paid for, but real.” The system was simple; travellers paid a fee to the Roadwardens and received compensation should they fall prey to bandits on the road. “And I will not tax the town a single coin, ever.”
“But you will take our men to war.”
“Should the need arise I'll recruit those willing and able, yes. And should they sign up for a twenty-five year stint as auxiliaries they will receive citizenship on retirement and a gift of land.”
“You will turn them into men of the city.” And that was his real fear. That his people would no longer be his, but mine.
I shrugged. “Only those who want it. Compare what I offer with what Hathen Elt, Ishal Laharek and the Brotherhood offer. No, don't,” I held up a hand to forestall further comment. “You already have made the comparison and the decision, Tal Ephalan; and sworn the oath. You are my client and your people will have friend and ally status as a consequence. It's done. We can talk about these things later as much as you will, but now I need as much sleep as I dare steal.” A bath first, if I could get one. Food. More time with Jocasta than the brief moments I'd snatched since bringing the drovers' families out of the city. And I needed to make sure they were made secure.
Later, it could wait till later.
“You have made the right decision, man. Now go reassure them,” I gestured to the crowds, “that they also have made the right decision.”
He accepted it. “We will talk later, then.”
I turned and limped into the merchant's home. My ankle had started to complain. Damage I'd sustained in the fall but not noticed at the time. I hate it when that happens.
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I stood naked and looked at the clean water with a deep appreciation.
The bath was enormous, carved from a solid block of soapstone. There was room to spread out and soak. There was a plug hole in the bottom and a tiled channel leading to a hole in the wall. There was soap, cloths, scented oils, towels and a clean robe. Luxury. Better if the water were steaming but I knew my healing skin wouldn't tolerate that.
I climbed in, leaned back in the bath, and settled in to soak and relax and, after a while, think.
I couldn't understand Tal Ephalan's attitude. We rule with such a light touch that it can hardly even be called ruling. Certainly compared to other cultures, that restrict movement and enforce a thousand petty laws that restricted freedom of thought, speech, movement trade and action. Free people were often less free than the slaves in our culture.
In what other culture could a conquered people really expect to rise to the ruling class? Accepting, of course, that there had to be a ruling class. True, it was only just possible that a freeman of whatever background could raise his status to that of Patron and hold the highest elected office; it was a monumental task and usually took generations. In practice it was usually men lucky enough, if you hankered after responsibility, to be born into the top two classes of the city who became its elected officials. There had been philosophical works that toyed with the idea of a perfect culture; I read some of them and dismissed them on the grounds that they seemed to require that people not be what they are for the abstract house of straw not to collapse. Well, people are what they are and no culture or society or political system is perfect. Movements for political change occurred every now and again and the king was sometimes persuaded to stand on the chair with the noose around his neck and make the proposal to the patrons' assembly. It didn't happen often. Most were hanged. Any patron could cross the floor and kick the chair out from under him. To be fair, any Patron could move to restrain another. A dangerous proposition with consequences of its own; the enmity of a patron is not something desired even by another of equal power and influence. All in all the checks and balances to our political system were fair and ensured that no one person held the power of the entire state in his hands. Of other systems, benevolent dictatorship functioned well enough but relied on the character of the ruler, and the obvious problem with that is that such benevolence might not exist. Fifty percent of people are below average, after all, regardless of the quality being measured. There are as many people who want to tell people how to live, think, act, who want to interfere in people's lives, as there are people who have no such desire and the basis of all politics was right there – the latter keeping the former at bay. There are as many cruel people as kind, as many at either extreme of any quality anyone might care to name. Having a ruling class at least ensured that half the people in government were not those who desired control, and would be inclined to restrict draconian laws proposed by the other half. And any who entered government had to be willing to risk their lives in order to take the first steps along the course of honors by serving in the military. Still, we are all flawed - hadn't I just been tempted to play the dictator myself? - and it was as well to recognize that fact in all aspects of life, let alone politics. 
I ducked my head under the water and began to get clean as best I could with the one hand I was content to use, and still thought idly on the perversity of human nature, wondered why men like Tal Ephalan did not openly embrace our rule. It isn't even as though we much want to rule other peoples. As soon as a people looked like they were likely to be willing trade partners and occasional allies where our interests coincided, as soon as confidence was high that they wouldn't raise arms against us again, we let them rule themselves as they would; almost invariably. If not, self-rule would revert on the death of the patron in any case. Only where the patrons' assembly held the territory did the control remain, attached to a given office instead of an individual; a few no-longer-foreign lands held for strategic reasons, such as grain supply for the city or control of shipping or important trade routes. We had once held this territory, probably only briefly; the town itself was sufficient evidence that we were once here. Possibly more than once. It did strike me as odd that I'd never read of it but the libraries of the city are extensive and some books are rare. I sighed and dismissed the matter from my mind.
I had more immediate concerns. 
Dannat. I'd excluded him from the chain of command deliberately. Not only because he was not my client and therefore not bound to obey my instructions, but because I didn't trust him. He must have heard of Duprane, that's what it came down to; her territory was little more than a days' ride from his own, yet he had said that the name meant nothing to him. If she held his sisters on behalf of Ishal Laharek then she was an enemy, and if he hadn't volunteered the fact that he knew where they were held, then his motives and actions were suspect. I'd meant to have someone watching him but it had slipped my mind. I resolved to deal with the matter as soon as possible. I had said I would free his sisters, and so I would if it were at all possible. But I had made no promises to him about his own safety. If he betrayed me he would pay for it. If people lost their lives because of that betrayal he would lose his. I was worried about numbers. Tal Ephalan had corrected my guess about the population of the town by over a thousand, reporting it to as eight thousand four hundred odd when I'd asked him. Say a quarter were able bodied men of an age and inclination to fight. Two thousand and one hundred men. A mob, true, but my own weren't much better. And the numbers had been thinned by refugees and deaths, but by how many I had no information on which to make a guess. A hundred? Two? Say two hundred left or gone. Less those who had so far come to me that left one thousand six hundred men, more or less. If Hathen Elt controlled all of them and learned, as he must in time, that I was building a force here he would swamp me with numbers before Meran and my maniple arrived. It was a worry.
I set about shaving, taking my time with it.
How many men did he control and how well did he control them? Even a quarter of them would be four hundred and fifty men, and if the other towers held arms and armor then a good two hundred or more would be equipped. I'd seen plenty of evidence of men who'd acquired armor and weapons already and had some reason to suppose that not all of those men were under Hathen Elt's control. Yet he would likely have some hundreds of men looking to him. But how willing were they? I knew the Necromancers ruled through fear and rigid control of wealth. Redistribution seemed to be their big idea for government. Stupid idea; people who make wealth spend money, and they have to spend it on something, giving others a shot at gaining it. To take from the wealthy is like killing a milk cow – you might eat well for a day but there would be no more milk. Fear of the Necromancers and envy of others; a carrot and a stick. And people fell for it. Wanting wealth wasn't enough, it had to be worked for. There will always be people who are better at acquiring wealth than others; it was like any other skill - if you liked it you put time and effort into it, then you got good at it. There are no musicians who don't like music, and for the best there aren't enough hours in the day to practice. Those who don't like the process of wealth acquisition don't get good at it, and envy those who do. That disparity of wealth causes friction in any society. Yet I could muster no sympathy for those who were hale and yet had little or nothing; their lives were their own responsibility, not mine. I know that life for the average labourer was hard and offered little reward, and telling a man to learn a better skill was no answer; he might have no talent for it, or by adulthood might not have the time to put into the necessary learning. Money might also be a factor, but not much of one; learning is cheap as it only takes two things, someone willing to teach and someone willing to learn. But the fact is that there are only so many engineers or painters or other well paid professionals needed, so those who gained real wealth and status were usually extraordinary or extraordinarily lucky or both.
I paused in my attempts to shave and settled back with a sigh. I was tired. My thoughts were drifting and I kept losing focus. What did it matter how the Necromancers intended to rule or how stupid people had to be want them? I wasn't going to let them; that was the thing to focus on.
Numbers. How many men would follow Hathen Elt? How willingly would they follow, and how hard would they fight? If they'd joined him for what he was promising, a free ride, fooling them into ignoring the fact that dead bakers don't bake bread, then they would not be the kind of men who would put their all into anything. What kind of mechanisms could he put in place to control his men? From Tal Ephalan I knew he had eight soldiers from his own land; I recognized them from the description Tal had given me, they wore the same plate armor and bore spears as had those we had encountered in Jek's village. It would all be about intimidation; a professional and experienced soldier could keep the lid on twenty men, but not even that many were they unwilling. He'd kill one, or have them decimated – nine men killing one of their own. However it was achieved, those eight could effectively control a hundred and sixty. Plus the Magistrate's twenty. And I still had no real idea of the capabilities of the Necromancer himself, though I knew if he raised zombies they would not be particularly effective. I'd fought them before, they were slow to respond and slow to move. Fire destroyed them.
I finished shaving, satisfied that I had a fair idea of what to expect when Hathen Elt became aware of me and decided to act. A mob of some hundreds who would likely break and a core unit of one hundred and twenty or so of men who would fight, probably less than half of them with any real determination.
Unless he worked them into a frenzy of hate such as I had seen at Jek's village – in which case we could expect to kill a lot of them and still take serious losses; and maybe even fall to a man.
With that cheery thought I climbed out of the cooling water and gently towelled my healing skin dry as best I could with one hand. That done, I pulled on the clean robe that had been left for me and bundled up my armor, sword, and dirt-encrusted clothes and went looking for my bed.
 
 #
 
“What is it?” Drant came up from under the bedclothes on one elbow, glaring my way.
I had opened a door at random, looking for a bed. Jocasta had said something firm about that when she had forced food down my throat and packed me off to bathe but I didn't remember what and I didn't want to have to ask someone. Clearly I should have.
“Sorry,” I could make out another form in light thrown from the hallway behind me. “Looking for a bed,” I explained.
He pointed wordlessly and I made to shut the door, then paused and looked back, a bizarre possibility having crossed my mind. “This is your home isn't it?”
He nodded, not changing his less than welcoming expression.
“Well,” I said, “thanks for the hospitality”.
He snorted a laugh. Which was good. I was beginning to think the belligerent sod didn't have a sense of humour.
I closed the door and walked down the passage to the next door. There was a third. He would have said if it was the third, wouldn't he? I heard voices, followed by more laughter. I didn't think I wanted to go back and ask him, so I just went ahead and opened the door.
Jocasta was comfortably stretched out in the bed, looking like she belonged there. I stood in the doorway, doubtless looking like an idiot.
“Now, you are not really surprised to see me here, are you Sumto?” I obviously wasn't quick enough. “There aren't that many beds and a lot of people wanting them,” she said in a matter-of-fact tone, clearly attempting to be patient. “The warm but less comfortable kitchen is full. Every room is full.” I still hadn't moved. “It was either share a bed with you or share a bed with someone else.” A slight edge had crept into her tone. “Or sleep outside or on the roof!”
“Good choice. Tired,” I said by way of explanation, and stepped fully into the room before closing the door behind me and crossing to the bed. It looked comfortable. A proper bed. And a woman. How long had it been for either? Too damn long. “How's the bed?”
“I should make you sleep on the floor.”
“Only threaten what you can make happen,” the political maxim sprang from my lips before I thought it might be tactful to refrain from using it.
“I'll remind you of that comment when I next have stone to hand,” she said with a flash of what might have been genuine anger.
“Sorry.” The sooner you say it the less it's going to hurt. “Tired.”
“Forgiven.” She worried at her lip for a moment as I crawled onto the bed and I caught a glimpse of what she was really feeling. Nervous. Anxious. A little frightened, maybe. She had put herself a little out on a limb, I guessed. “How are your burns,” she winced as soon as the words were out of her mouth and the potential implication occurred to her. “Sorry, I didn't mean... Damn, I'm messing this up.”
I controlled my laugh to make it as gentle as I could. “It's fine. It's a big bed. Plenty of room. My skin is healing well enough but, as you can see, it's still not pretty and plenty tender in some places. Too tender to make the thought of sex appealing, and I'd rather I were fully healed in any case; I don't think my skin would be nice to touch, not yet. And my wrist is pretty busted,” I raised the swollen hand as evidence.
She reached out a hand and gently touched my face with cool fingers. It felt good. Caused a tingle down my spine, my belly to lurch and a throb of interest from another area. “We need to be able to truthfully say we were not lovers before we were married, in any case. Our reputations are bad enough without that handicap to your career.”
“We could always run away with the money and buy a farm. And a couple of town houses for rental income. We would be almost rich.”
Her finger was on my lips before I finished talking. “I don't see you as a farmer, do you? I wouldn't mind but it would mean breaking your word and your mother's heart.”
I grunted. “You're right. It was just a thought. I'd make a lousy farmer. Lying in bed and reading books with nibbles and wine wouldn't get the crop harvested.”
She smiled. “Nice idea but we are who we are and we will do what we must.”
“I could raise horses though. I'm good with horses.”
“Stop it,” she sounded stern but ruined the effect with a suppressed giggle.
I smiled as I slipped off my robe and climbed into the bed. She was naked. I put on my best country accent. “Well, you're a bold lass and no mistake!”
She was blushing. “Not really. It just seemed silly.” She gestured across the room where a nightgown lay over a chest of draws. “One of the women gave me that but...” She shrugged.
“Silly.”
“Yes. I mean, how long until we are married?”
Ouch. Leading question. I had no idea. I didn't even know if we were going to live through the next day.
“I should have sent you with Sapphire.”
Her face clouded over. “You didn't try. And I'm not your wife yet, Sumto. And you had better not try and take advantage of my oath of obedience when I am.”
I nodded absently. “I should have thought of it, at least. But there will be a battle mage or two with the centuries; they will have stone, and with that you won't be helpless.”
She shrugged. “No dowry, Sumto. No wealth with which to promise payment for stone. And they'll know it. Gossip spreads faster than fire.”
I nodded. It might be an issue. No, it would be. Mages do not lend stone to each other, let alone to young noblewomen of no known skill. “I have money; I'll secure some as soon as they arrive.”
“I'll be glad to have it. Then I can help you.”
Everything would be fine. As soon as the centuries arrived. Two or three days. Or four. Or five.
“Damn,” I sat up so I wouldn't fall asleep, pulling a pillow into place behind me.
“What is it?”
“Gossip spreads faster than fire, you said, and you are right. Pradas and Jek have been spreading the word; Hathen Elt will know by now, he will have spoken to Ishal Laharek and he will know who I am and know what I intend. If he attacks tonight we are not nearly ready.” I imagined a mass attack and shuddered at the chaos wrought amongst our inexperienced people. I thought how I would enact such an attack; I'd make it sudden, planks of wood run up against the barricades so that men could run up them and jump down behind the makeshift barriers; decent armor would give a good chance of making it without a wound to speak of, so that fight could be over in moments if all went well. If the attackers moved with care and forethought in the night then no one would see them coming. The boys wouldn't have time to react even if they were emotionally ready to kill first and think after, and few of them would be. Not an arrow would be loosed. The enemy could be moving into the centre of the compound in moments. Then flooding in and opposed by who? Yes, our men had assigned positions but we had not practised to get their reactions up to speed and the habits developed from training are what make a soldier fast and effective. There would be hesitation, confusion; it is amazing how stupid people can be when taken off guard, how far away from rational action they can travel when surprised. If I had a hundred and sixty men under arms I would attack tonight and I would win. I'd planned ditches and stakes but let it slip my mind, a job for the morning. If Hathen Elt were half as sharp as a city soldier there wouldn't be a morning.
Jocasta was up before me and across the room, digging in the saddlebags and tossing clean clothes onto the bed. I fielded them as they came, but still snatched seconds to admired the view as I pulled on clothing, careless of the pain. She was a pretty lass. Pretty and smart and young and mine. I never should have let her stay here.
She grunted with the weight of my armor as she dumped it on the bed and caught me catching a glimpse. “Focus! You'll have the rest of your life to look at my tits, Sumto!” She was blushing furiously. She hadn't taken time to bend at the knee and it wasn't her tits I'd been looking at.
I grinned but didn't take time to answer as I sat to pull on stockings and boots. It was true, I hoped, and I was also trying to listen to the night. Nothing learned from that, though there was only a shuttered window between us and the cool night air. It made me even more nervous. If I was wrong I would call it an exercise, I decided, and then make enhanced dispositions to see out the night. There would be no panic after the first shock of the alarm. What bloody alarm? What was the signal? A bell? I hadn't specified and I hoped to hell someone had. How much had I drunk? Too damn much.
I cursed, fumbling slightly with my bootstraps, then forced myself to calm and tied them methodically. Jocasta was standing beside the now open door, sword belt and sheathed weapon in her small hands. A couple of seconds gained by it, and she had a few to spare. Good girl, I thought, as I stood and spun to snatch up my mail coat. I still hadn't picked out a helm or shield. Forget it; with a bare head my men could pick me out more easily from the crowd. Less chance of getting swiped by one of your own people that way. I turned and took my sword from Jocasta as I passed through the door.
“Better get some clothes on, just in case,” I said over my shoulder as I passed. I had wanted to stop and kiss her more than I'd thought possible and made a note to tell her that later.
I hammered on Drant's door in passing, “Put the woman down and pick your other weapon up!”
“What the hell is it now?” He yelled back.
I paused at the top of the stairs before heading down. “Just get everyone up and moving, and no alarm, hear me?” If I was lucky enough, or unlucky enough, to be right I wanted us ready and the enemy unaware that we were.
“I hear you.” I hardly heard his reply over the thumping of my booted feet on the stairs.
The hall below was quiet bar sounds of movement from the top of the stairs as Drant got himself moving. Trusting him to deal with things there, I tied my sword belt around my waist and strode out of the building and down the stairs. The courtyard was quiet, fires burned and lit the area within the compound well enough for me to see that all was well. There were small groups still awake about the fires and more than a few sleeping in the open air; not enough space had been cleared to get anywhere near everyone into shelter for the night. Those who were still awake had kept the fires burning; great pools of light thirty feet across near filled the courtyard, only the edge of things was in shadow. Outside those pools of light they wouldn't be able to see a damn thing. Ahead of me and to my right I could see into two of the shadowy spaces between buildings with the barricades at their far ends. To my left there was another opening, but it was out of my line of sight. I didn't hesitate for more than a second before heading for the nearest fire, a couple of men turning to face me, tensely questioning, as I approached.
I waited until I was close enough that I wouldn't have to raise my voice before speaking. “Shield that fire. Then take your positions. Keep things as quiet as you can. No questions,” I added as one of the men opened his mouth to speak. Without a pause I moved on. “Get boxes or bales from the walls and get this fire shielded. Don't wake anyone you don't need to.”
A figure detached itself from another group and drifted my way, speeding up a bit when he saw that the men I'd talked to were moving. I recognized Tal Ephalan by his size; waving him forward I continued to the next nearest fire. No one awake here, so I kicked a man at random. He grunted and rolled onto his back to look up at me, then started and sat up.
“Wake the men here but keep things calm and quiet. Douse that fire and get to your positions.”
He was moving before I finished speaking. I didn't wait.
“What is it?” Tal Ephalan showed not a hint of agitation in voice or posture as he fell in beside me on route to the next fire.
Four to go I thought. “Get people awake. Douse or shield the fires. I want the men's eyes adjusted to the dark.”
“You expect an attack?”
I nodded. “If not we will call it an exercise. I want to see how fast and well the men react in any case and make a few adjustments to their orders. I can already see there is too much light here; if the boys on the roofs or the men on the barricades look here, as they are bound to do, they'll not see a damn thing when they look back into the night. Details, Ephalan, details that will get them killed if we don't do something about it. Get things moving, but quietly and calmly. I'll catch up to you later.” We were close to the next fire before I was done talking and two men had moved to meet us. They were Jek and Pradas, looking tired but alert; they took in Tal Ephalan as he moved purposefully away from me, then turned their attention my way as we met on the edge between light and shadow. The light on their faces dimmed as the fire behind me was shielded, their forms now outlined by the brightness of the fire behind them. Behind me I could hear people coming awake, voices raised and hushed, and most importantly, the sounds of people moving.
“Wake people. Get the fires down to nothing or well shielded, as you see fit, it's ruining your night vision. Then get your men to your positions. Keep things quiet and keep everyone calm.”
Jek nodded and turned away without a word, moving to the nearest sleeping man and shaking him awake. After a moment's hesitation, Pradas moved away purposefully.
Good, I thought, looking around. Now what? I knew what I expected, more or less. Now I needed to decide what I wanted to happen if we were attacked. Do as much damage to them as possible, of course, and at as low a price as could be managed. I headed toward the barricade where we had first entered the compound, thinking furiously, imagining the attack I expected and making it as bad as it could be, then picturing our response. By the time I got where I was heading I had a plan that was far better than how I had previously left things; just man the barricades with men and the roofs with boys with bows. It would never have served. Not even for one night. Not even if we were lucky and rumor did not spread faster than fire.
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Tal Ephalan was looking at me askance again. “Hush,” I said. “Listen. Watch. Wait.”
He shrugged and turned back to the night.
We stood together on the roof of the warehouse closest to the town. I'd ordered some of the fires left shielded so that I could have light when I wanted it, if it was needed, as well as to protect the night vision of my men. Here, we wouldn't be silhouetted for any enemy to see, no bright blaze behind us. I took a look behind me, one more time, just to be sure, even though I had checked the job done and rechecked that and every other order over the last hour and more.
I'd issued new orders. If they carried planks to cross the barricade, let them cross. Move back just as they reach it and join the main groups. Let them come and fill the gap between the warehouses. Listen for the command, then fill the far end and hold them hard. The other two barricades were also lightly defended and I had placed a large reserve in the courtyard, well out of sight of any attacker. Wherever an enemy attacked would be swiftly and well reinforced. I didn't expect the first line to hold well, and I wanted it that way; let the line bulge, just so long as there were more men coming to lengthen and strengthen it. You can't kill them if you can't reach them.
If they came.
I'd let the men stand for another hour. I'd already passed the word that it was an exercise, but that the new positions were to be standard practice.
Would there be any oathbreakers in my command? Any who were agents of the enemy? Doubts and fears chased each other through my mind. How would the men do? Tal had some experience, his men were warriors fit to raid or chase bandits; but the rest were inexperienced and might break and run, or just die; how well would they hold? I had placed Dubaku close to the reserves with instruction to give aid where he could, but would it be enough? What could Hathen Elt bring to his people in the way of magical support? What spirits did he command? Would he lead his men or keep his distance and leave that task to another? Would Dubaku be tied up in countering his magic? Could he counter spirit magic? I fretted away an hour thinking of all the things that could go wrong with the plans I'd laid and explained and had repeated back to me by the commanders more than once, to be sure they were clearly understood, and then had them explained to the men so that they all knew what was expected of them. I wished Sapphire were here. I wished Meran and my maniple would march up and make things more clear cut. No one came.
I could feel fatigue stealing over me, making my eyes gritty and heavy with the desire to close, to rest. It was almost time to get some of them sleeping while the rest watched. If a threat didn't manifest itself soon I'd stand the men down; there was still much to do from dawn the next day and the chance of conflict would remain high. I wavered. Should I let it go? Admit I was wrong, that the enemy hadn't heard of what we did here, or didn't care as much as he should, or wasn't able to mount an attack? My bed was calling me and I was on the verge of giving in to the temptation.
And then they came; like smoke, drifting shadows in the dark, hints of movement that I wouldn't have seen if there had been a fire near enough to take the edge off my vision. They were moving slow and quiet, but not slow and quiet enough; just a hint of movement in the dark, sighs of sounds. They were as unpractised as my own men, not taking things seriously enough; a scrape of wood against metal betrayed them, a hissed reprimand. They were coming, and I was going to hurt them.
I was far from confident of a decisive victory but any victory at this stage would be perfect; and for them a defeat, any defeat, would be a major blow, would make it that much harder to bring them to battle again.
I slowly bent my knees and sank down so that I was certainly shielded by the roof's edge from their view. I turned slowly and duck-walked with great care the few paces I'd already established would take me out of an enemy's view when I stood. The boys were watching me, pale faces barely visible in the shadow from the low light of the shielded fires. Still I could see that they were nervous, sweating, pale and wide eyed.
I came close to their leader, kept my voice low. “Don't answer, just nod. You understand your orders?”
He nodded.
“When they are in the gap, don't hesitate to put arrows in them,” I felt his hair move against my face as he nodded again. “Don't think about it. Just do it. Then javelins if you run out of arrows, then darts. Just keep pouring fire into them for as long as they are in the gap. Understand?”
He nodded again.
“Then stop. Your job will be done when there is no one in the gap. And the last thing?” He hesitated. “Remember it, lad, it's important, just whisper it too me.”
He twitched, remembering; his whisper was fierce with excitement.“If they fire on us, get down and if they use ladders to get up here here, then we get down from here, into the compound.”
“Good lad. Stay calm. Protect your people.” One more nod and then I moved on, heading for the stairway that led down into the warehouse.
Thank fate for flat roofs, for the low rainfall and little snow that made them a viable option, that here the builders had not used thatch and a sloped roof. There was plenty of room; they wouldn't be in each other's way. If the roofs here had been sloped I would have put the boys in the compound, firing over the heads of their kin, wasting arrows in the dark and risking the careless or panicked release that would put an arrow in the back of one of their own. 
I had wanted to get the boy to repeat back his instructions one more time, just to be sure, but I didn't have time for more. The enemy were coming and there were other men to talk to, to steady and prepare as best I could. Tal Ephalan hadn't waited for me and I picked up my pace a bit, heading for the small room that shielded the top of the stairwell from the weather.
I worried about the youngsters. I knew that the enemy would likely have bows and some men who could use them. Firing into the gap between the walls wouldn't do them much good, and the men down there had armor and shields. These lads had nothing. I didn't want to lose any of them; the women wouldn't stand for it; their men, maybe they would take it, knowing they stood to defend their lives and homes and families, but their boys? Not their boys. I needed the women as much as the men and if the women turned against me the men would be half a step behind.
I let the matter rest; I'd done what I could in the time and would do better later, with luck.
The tight stairway down would have been hell to negotiate in the dark; I'd allowed a couple of well shielded lanterns as a concession to necessity. The faintest easing of the pitch dark illuminated a small patch a couple of paces away from the doorway into the stairwell. It had taken what seemed like an age before I was satisfied that nothing would show from the ground. Still, I took the stone stairs with care. A misstep with wet and muddy boots would lead to a fall that would spook the enemy, make them hesitate, make them think again. I didn't want that.
The interior of the warehouse was also sparsely lit, just enough for me to pick out the passages but not enough for me to see what it was I stumbled over, coming down on both knees and sliding off something bulky and swathed in cold metal. The impact threw my head forward, sudden light flashed and a hollow sounded echoed through my skull. I heard myself moan as ice seemed to run through my veins and I tried to crawl away on limbs that were shaky and cold. The hollow sound rang out again and the rest of the world went away.
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The light was so bright it hurt, twin daggers piercing my eyes; that pain in stark contrast to the evenly paced throbbing in my head that threatened nausea.
I attempted to get to my feet but the world spun violently when I tried to manoeuvre limbs that twitched weakly and felt three times the right size; the combined confusion of motion left me on my hands and knees, vomiting violently and believing that my head would explode. The pressure in my head was enormous, pushing behind my eyes so that I knew they were bulging out of my head. Sounds were confusing. Over the atonal metallic drumming, there were too many other sounds and their temperatures varied too much to make sense of them; hot laughter, freezing screams, and tepid sobbing that tasted of vinegar.
I forced my eyelids down over my too-large eyes and squinted at the ground, trying to make sense of it. Blood and vomit pooled in mud.
“What happened?” The words scoured my throat. I couldn't think where I was. I couldn't remember anything that might help me guess.
I crawled backwards, away from the stink and sight of the blood. Not recognizing it was mine. My feet bumped into something soft and a high pitched curse and ineffectual blows batted against my calves and thighs. I tried to turn around as the beating dissolved into hysterical sobbing and a mad scrabble of movement. The attempt made me dizzy and I stopped and tried the other way. Words were spoken nearby, and shouted, and screamed at me. Too many and I could make no sense out of any of them. I focused for a moment on what was important; a string of bloody snot slowly extending down to the ground, some of the blood had clotted and the snot was grey. Puke. Had I gotten puking drunk? Was this a hangover? And blood. I must have fallen, drunk in the street. I looked at my four hands, pressed into the mud, and wondered why no one was helping me to my feet. I never drank alone. That was for sad people.
With great deliberation, I cleared my throat and spat.
The light was too bright. I closed my eyes but that made the nausea worse. Dry heaving would kill me. I wished something would. I tried to get to my feet but the world spun thrice and threw me violently to the ground.
I lay on my back and cried. Hot tears dripping down my cheeks and into my eyes.
“What happened?” My voice broke on the words.
I was whimpering every time I breathed out. Breathing took over my world and everything else went away suddenly and then rushed back. My stomach rebelled at the sudden movement; I twisted onto my side as my belly heaved, doubling the pain in my head, and when the fit subsided I was left weak and shaking and cold, curled into a ball with puke on my arms and hands. 
The shadow didn't make much difference to the pain. Two men were leaning over me. I didn't recognize either of them. They spoke, lips moving in synchronized whispers that felt like a hot brand close to my face.
“My father was a fool to trust a drunk to bring his daughters safely home. I expect you have spent most of your days crawling in your own vomit. Watching you drink all damn day long made me sick that I had even thought to trust you. Well, that thought soon passed.”
“What happened?” I looked from one to the other, searching for sense and meaning in the noises he was making and finding nothing.
“I hit you on the head. Twice. Hard. I expect it hurts. It certainly looks like it hurts. But don't worry, I expect Hathen Elt will take the pain away soon enough; then you can stagger around as a corpse warning everyone of the consequences of opposition, like my father now does.”
The light hurt my eyes. There was pain. I was crying and I couldn't think why. Where was I? “What happened?”
“I betrayed you after your drunken foolishness betrayed me! He has my wife and children as well, Sumto. How old am I? Didn't you think to ask what hold he had over me? My sisters I might risk to your feeble efforts, yes, but my children? My wife? Never!”
I tried to close my eyes from the glare but my eyeballs seemed too large and dry to force the lids over. It was frightening. I tried to move away from the light, rolling onto my side so that I was face down in the dirt. It didn't help. Slowly, twitching arms that moved unwillingly, I again curled into a ball. Maybe if I got small the pain would get smaller too. A solid kick in the side rolled me onto my side. I gasped and whined with the pain and confusion that seemed to come from everywhere, pressing into my head from all sides.
The two men were back, looking up at me from where I hung over a pale sky, feeling as though I might fall at any moment. “I told the people that your maniple was a fantasy. They are at Darklake and Duprane will have crushed them by now, aided by the army of Alendi that Ishal Laharek long since ordered to find and follow the men he knew you must have at your back. They walked into a trap. They are all dead, do you hear me? All your clients, all your men are dead. Except me and I was never your man. I broke no oath. You have been out-thought every step of the way, you and all your kind. The city will fall and a true empire will take its place. One that is not afraid to rule.”
“And what of freedom?” It was our guiding principle, our golden rule, the very heart of who we are and what we do, and I had to say it.
“Freedom? You fool, what freedom is there? There is no freedom for anybody. You have to exist somewhere, in some society of some sort, in some context. Try living anywhere and being just you, living as you choose and being only yourself and saying only what you think is true. There is no freedom, we are all slaves, there is only slavery of one sort or another. The only choice is what kind of slavery you will accept, what form of slavery you can live with!” The world went white then. I think he struck me. “There is no freedom for anybody, ever!”
It was too bright. The noises the men made too confusing, too hot. I manoeuvred one arm to cover my eyes. The muscles felt wrong, full of an odd tingling that washed in waves of discomfort up and down the length of my arm. I continued the movement, rolling slowly to one side and then getting my hands and knees under me. I'd stand up in a moment. Find out where I was and what had happened. 
“You haven't heard a word, have you? How pathetic you are. To think I almost threw myself behind your leadership, almost betrayed my benefactors. Well, I'm glad I brought you down, Sumto. Hear me? I will be a King and I'll have you as part of my court in Darklake, a stark warning to my subjects of what happens to those who oppose me. I'll have you kneel before me every day to show my subjects that I am your master and that the feared Lurians can and will be brought low.”
I started crawling. Maybe I could find something to climb up and get myself to my feet. It would all be better when I was standing. I crawled through something warm, wet and sticky. It seemed to take a long time to get anywhere. I wondered what those men had been saying to me. I wondered why they hadn't helped me to my feet. I never drink alone. Meran should be here to help me home.
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Looking at the confusion around me, I tried to think of a reason to move and couldn't think of a single one. It was cool here and something solid supported my back and pressed gently against my arm. I had to concentrate to keep my head from wobbling on a neck that seemed too weak and brittle to hold it up. I found that turning my head slowly from left to right seemed to help. It was a gesture of denial but I couldn't remember what it was that I was saying no to. Something. A slow and constant no, no, no, as my head throbbed with an all consuming pain.
Several figures in a confused cluster moved across my field of vision, blurred twins twisting and struggling in the centre of a blurred group of men who dragged someone who kicked and screamed and begged. I tracked their movements without interest as my head turned to the right, then lost awareness of them as I began to turn it slowly the other way. The slow shaking of my head merged with the shrieking hysteria of the voice that danced around the stone square, accompanied by weeping and wailing and gasps that susurrated through me like a blustery wind in a forest. The pale undersides of green leaves danced before my eyes and waves crashed on a rocky beach somewhere far away.
Someone was kneeling in front of me, knees planted either side of one of my long legs. I looked at how they stretched out in front of me. Bare toes of the one foot I could see twitching far away.
“I don't blame you,” the figure was saying. “Anything would have been better than this. Death would have been better. We were betrayed. It wasn't your fault. We fought but they were amongst us, inside the compound.” He was crying. I watched the tears track down his face, like drops of condensation. He must be cold then, I thought. The cold pulls water out of the air. How did I know that? I reached out unsteadily and dragged a finger over his face. Not what I'd intended. It didn't matter. “Patron? Can you hear me?”
A face loomed in my vision, filling the world, making me grunt in fright.
“Can you help us? You have magic, patron.” The voice hissed like the wind in the leaves and a hand spun crazily past the face, touching my forehead. “Is there anything you can do? They are going to turn us all into zombies,” the voice broke. “Do you understand?”
“What happened?”
I heard a sob. I wondered if it was me. No one answered. The hand went away. My head wobbled. My neck felt too weak and thin to take the weight of my head. I slowly turned it to the left and then slowly back to the right. There were people. Lots of people moving. The light was bright. It hurt my eyes, Maybe I should close them. No, I thought, no, no.
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I wanted to move.
Something was stabbing into my head and making it hurt. I was cold. Sitting in a puddle. I wondered if I was all right. Maybe I needed help. If I moved, maybe I could find someone to help me. Meran was always there to help me get back home.
My hands were in my lap. My legs stretched out in front of me. My feet were bare. I watched my toes twitching. The light was too bright. I'd have to move to get away from the light. My hands were in my lap. Id have to move them. Slowly I dragged one heavy arm away from my body and set it on the ground by my side. There was something tight against my side, holding me up. It was a barrel. I wouldn't be able to go that way. I'd moved the wrong arm. I moved it back. My arm would be more comfortable in my lap. It seemed to take a long time.
I watched the movement around me, there were people. Lots of people. Most were still. Those close by. There were many others. Some of them were shiny. Armor, I thought The shiny ones were wearing armor. I wished they would take it off; it was too bright in the sunlight. The sun was overhead and it beat down on my skull rhythmically, hurting, making me feel sick. I tried to think of a reason to move and couldn't think of a one. Where would I go? Why would I go there? Maybe I could get out of the light. I tried to move but my arms were weak and it seemed entirely too much effort. Something solid supported my back and pressed gently against my arm. I'd have to give up that support if I moved.
A shiny group of men stepped out of the crowd that stood all around, seemingly very far away. I could tell they were upset. It was the wild cries, the sobbing, the stifled screams. Those closer to me were moving but not going anywhere. I wondered why they didn't just go if they wanted to go. The shiny figures closed in and dragged one man away. They dragged him as he twisted to break free. For a while they stopped and beat him. Then they dragged him away. I wondered why he didn't just walk. 
I closed my eyes slowly. It was hard. My throat was dry. I wanted something to drink. The thought of beer made my belly lurch and I gagged, once, a painful choking cough that brought nothing into my mouth.
The light faded abruptly and I opened my eyes. A black robed figure stood there, looking down on me and a voice rang though my head. “Your woman is asking after you,” the voice said. “I said I would see and tell her of your condition. It isn't good, cityman. I will tell her. If she cooperates then maybe I will have someone do something to help you live. But no, no of course I will not. I will say that but I will lie to her. She is just one of the sheep, after all. We have great deal of experience with reluctant sheep, cityman; they bleat and mill and scheme and plot and plan and it is all the mindless bleating of sheep in the end; among them we have sheepdogs who watch and listen and herd them as needed and one way or another they are used to further our ends.” 
I looked at him. Wondering who he was and trying to make sense of what he was saying. I could hear a babe crying, its primitive distress uncomforted.
“She may want to see you, I suppose. She is a stubborn one. Arrogant as all of you are. But she is mine now. Ishal Laharek will be upset. He will have to bargain with me.”
The babe was crying and crying and wouldn't be comforted. The dark figure before me sighed and turned to look over his shoulder at two figures hazy behind him. “Kill that noise.” He turned back as one of them moved purposefully away from us. “Don't fret. Not you. I hear you are useless but I have decided to let death decide your fate. If you live to see the dawn we will take you with us. If not, I will call you back and let the barbarian Dannat have you, as Ishal promised him.”
The babe went suddenly silent.
We looked at each other for a while. I couldn't decide why I was looking at him; didn't know why he was looking at me. After a moment he nodded. “Yes, I think I can describe you to her well enough to suit my purpose. Blood matted hair down to your eyes, sitting in your own filth like the animal you are. Doubtless she would be impressed if she saw you herself. Maybe I will treat her.”
Abruptly he was gone.
I closed my eyes against the light and tried to remember what sounds I should use to ask for something to quench my thirst. It raged. “Water,” I remembered, but then couldn't think what I wanted it for.
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Someone was squatting in front of me. He held my jaw in one gloved hand, steadying my head so that I was forced to see him.
“It's me, Sumto. Tahal Samant.”
I blinked. It hurt. He'd said that before. It still didn't make any sense.
“Well, it all seems to be over for you. I would help if I could... well, perhaps I would. You have been no friend to me, trying to spoil plans well laid and set. Still, we adapted, we knew you would come after us. We knew some force would come with you. We knew in your arrogance it would be a small force. We knew where we were going and so where you would follow. As it turned out your force followed along behind you, but that changed nothing. When we met the Alendi we forced them to change their plans, to gather up their forces and head for Darklake where it was always planned that Orlek and Duprane would meet your men and the Alendi would aid in their slaughter.”
Tahal, I thought. “What?”
“What? What slaughter? You really learned nothing from the battle of Undralt, did you? With no effort to prepare yourself, you stumble blindly into the sea and wonder why you are suddenly out of your depth and drowning.” He leaned forward and hissed into my face. “What are my real plans, Sumto? What are my real motives? Why am I here? Why are you here? What do you think? Do you think?”
He leaned back and slapped my face. I whimpered and raised a hand in a feeble attempt to fend off another blow.
“Really, Sumto, you are all that rumour had you be. A drunken, immature fool. You assume too much. But assumptions are useful. I had it that I was under the sway of the last king's amulet and no one questioned it, any more than you would have had the occasion arisen.”
“Just die,” I said, my voice breaking.
He smiled. “What? Me or you? I know which I would bet on. I'm going to leave you here and I'm confident all will be well with me, sot. Just as I am confident that all will not be well with you.” He sighed. “You would be well served to have spent more time studying strategy. No sense having a sound grasp of tactics if you have no strategy to define what you intend to achieve. I know what I intend to achieve; do you?”
I didn't answer. I couldn't. I had none.
“Time to go. I just wanted to say goodbye, Sumto. So, goodbye.” He raised hand, holding a large bright stone. “Now forget,” he said, “Just in case you survive, you will be as clueless as ever.”
My vision swam and the world spun. Dizzy, I set both hands to the ground to support myself. Swallowed a desire to vomit, knowing how much it would hurt. 
When I managed to look up, someone was walking away from me; I had no idea who.
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Something cool touched my lips and I opened my eyes. The sensation of cool moisture was a delight and I pried my gummy mouth open to take the cloth between my lips and suck the moisture out of it as I studied the shadowy figures that trembled in my vision; dark on dark, they were, but the whites of their eyes were bright.
I swallowed, let the cloth fall from my mouth and asked them what had happened.
They said something and a black woman appeared, seeming far away even though she must be right there in front of me. She looked at me, looked into my eyes and judged me as she moved closer and closer until she touched me and faded into me; I could feel her skin, cool and gentle as it washed through me and I gasped and wept as the coolness swept through my blood and washed the pain away. She leaned my head back against the wood behind me and I rested it there, looking up at the stars as their fuzziness resolved itself into clean, crisp points of light that didn't hurt at all. Her words whispered gently though my mind and cleared it. I breathed and felt the clean air in my mouth and lungs. Smelled the ill scents of sick and blood and piss and shit around me. The cold air resolved itself against my skin and I knew it for what it was. The wood against my back and shoulder was painful. I must have been leaning there for hours. It was night and I was Sumto Cerulean and I sat in a pool of my own filth. I hurt everywhere. I moved my head forward with care and focused on the man in front of me. His name was Dubaku.
“She's gone,” I said.
“Hush,” he said. “Speak as though you are ashamed of your words or they will hear us.”
I nodded. Regretted it. Better if I kept still, I decided. I could feel the blood encrusted on my face. Feel the stiffness of my tunic that was doubtless dried blood and filth. A shudder rippled through my body as I became aware of how cold I was, how hurt I had been.
“What happened?”
“We were betrayed. I did what I could. It wasn't enough. Of the people who looked to you, many are dead. Not all. Not yet.”
I moved gently, easing myself away from the filth I was sitting in, testing my strength. I didn't have any. “Damn, I'm a mess.”
“You're lucky to be alive. There was nothing I dared do until the dark came. I feared you would die before I could help you. I didn't dare risk exposure. Held in my mind are the names of many spirits and I could not risk putting them in the hands of such evil mastery. They would not serve willingly. They would be... harmed.”
I thought to nod but decided against it.
I remembered... I remembered a spirit that was called by someone, some time ago. I couldn't remember his name though and my head started pounding warningly as I tried. I stopped trying, leaned my head back against the wall behind me, closing my eyes. “Thirsty.”
“I have water. Move slowly. Even in the shadows movement attracts the eye.”
I did as he asked. Taking a flask and sipping at its cool, clean contents gratefully.
“Jocasta?!” How could I only have thought of her now?
“Hush. She is safe enough for now. Alive.” He jabbed a thumb over his shoulder and I looked to see a large building with an ornate frontage above steps that lead to a pillared portico. Here we were in moonshadow but the building was lit up by moonlight and torches; figures stood in the pools of light that the burning brands shed. Even from here I could tell that most were dead men standing, but two that stood at the entrance were living men, spearmen of a type that I recognized.
“You have seen her?”
“I have seen her. She is not harmed in body. She is distraught but holding in her terror and fear bravely.”
“You spoke to her?”
“No. I could not. A glimpse only, through an open door.”
My gaze fixed on the doorway across the square, it suddenly blurred and came clear again. “We have to get her out of there.”
He nodded but didn't say anything.
We were silent for a time. I remembered the water and drank. I was thirstier than I had ever been in my life, still I was wise enough to take only small swallows. I kept my eyes moving, assessing everything I saw.

We were in a fenced enclosure of heavy posts and rails such as farmers keep livestock in. Doubtless cobbles had been raised and the posts driven into the earth below. Inside the pen the cobbles were now covered in a layer mud and filth. The whole area reeked of piss and shit and fear. In each corner bales of hay had been strewn about to make bedding and a few shadowed figures rested there, a dozen or more to a corner. The message was clear. You are livestock waiting for the slaughter.
“Is this all that is left?”
“All of those that were deemed loyal to you. Most are women and children. A few of the men remain. It takes time, the capture of the departing spirit, the raising of a corpse, linking it to whatever power animates the corpse, the binding of the spirit into it. It all takes time. Some remain.”
A kaleidoscope of images from the long day of horror scudded like storm-driven clouds through my mind and my blood ran cold. The screams. The terror. Knowing their fate. Fighting it. Walking back as obedient corpses through the crowds, showing those still living what their fate would be and displaying to the crowds why it was wise of them to obey their new masters. I suppressed a laugh, shocked at myself and horrified that any part of me could find anything to laugh at in this. “I'm going to kill them all,” I said cheerfully. “You know that, don't you?”
“We will destroy them utterly, Sumto. The two of us.”
I bit my lip, chest heaving with suppressed laughter. What the hell was wrong with me? Madness; was I going mad? I calmed as suddenly as a small fire doused with water. “I think I'm losing my mind.”
He nodded. “The blow to the head.”
I reached up a hand to my blood stiffened hair in surprise. “I was hit on the head?”
He nodded. “I can just make out your eyes. One pupil is bigger than the other. Your brain is hurt.”
“Oh,” I said. Concussion. I should have worn a helm. A helm might have saved me and saved many of my people. “What happened?”
He sighed. “Sumto, you have been asking that question all day. It is almost the only thing you have said. I watched you crawl from one end of this pound to another. Then all the way around, taking hours. Then here. Please, tell me you remember what we have been saying.”
I nodded. “We were betrayed. By who? How?”
“He told you. I was close by, listening... you don't remember?”
I shook my head. I didn't remember. “Just tell me.”
“Dannat. He had betrayed you already in his heart, though I think he wavered for a time. His father is made undead, and these lands are promised him. They have not only his sisters but also his wife and children. He is an angry young man, Sumto. Trapped. With no good choices.”
“He made his choice. What happened?”
“He told some of the men, those who came with the magistrate, that there was no hope of victory, that your maniple was lost, destroyed at Darklake with the aid of Duprane and an army of Alendi. He turned them and they betrayed their fellows.”
I blinked. Trying to absorb the information. Could it be true that my maniple was lost? Of course it could be true, but what were the odds? What kind of numbers were we talking about? Who was Duprane? What kind of power did Duprane have? Could she defeat a city battle mage? I tried to imagine the battle that might have happened. My attention wandered, my gaze drifting from one cluster of sleeping forms to another. Sheep. Sheep in a pen awaiting slaughter. “Did they fight?”
Dubaku followed my gaze then nodded. “It was hopeless. The reserve unit that would have been controlled by you and the magistrate hit them from behind as the attackers came from the fore. They were slaughtered, but they fought.”
“Where is Jocasta? No, you said.” I looked at the building over his shoulder. I guessed it to be the hall of magistrates, where they would have met and where the day-to-day business of administering the town took place. “We have to get her out of there.”
“There are guards at each entrance to this square, both alive and dead. There are guards on the doors, as you see. There are guards inside. The dead are not a threat for now; they obey only Hathen Elt and they do not make decisions for themselves. Their will, their desire to act, these things have gone from them. But the living guards are enough. You are in no condition to walk, let alone fight. I am an old man with a few tricks. The town is subdued; many are dead and the rest live in fear. There are no allies here, Sumto, and many enemies. The one who hides me can only shield me from view, not any other. Not you.”
The situation was hopeless. He couldn't help me. I couldn't even get myself out of here. I closed my eyes. I was exhausted. I wanted to sleep, to give up and let the darkness take me.
What should I do? I almost spoke aloud but something in me baulked at that. Think, I told myself, that is what you should do. In the darkness behind my closed eyelids an uglier darkness settled over me.
“Go and set fire to something,” I told him. “As many somethings as you can. Leave the rest to me.”
Burn the place, I thought. Burn it and everyone in it.
Dubaku didn't answer and after a time I opened my eyes.
He was close, squatting before me with his feet flat to the ground, his face close, eyes searching my face while his expression revealed nothing. “People will die,” he said without inflection.
“People die all the time,” I said. “People have already died. Everyone dies. Death is nothing. Set the fires. As many as you can. As big as you can. There will be barns. That straw came from somewhere. Find it. Burn it.”
“Hathen Elt won't care that people die. He won't care about the fires.”
“Fire is a threat to everyone. People will act.” I remembered empty buckets littering a street. “He'll have to act as things get worse. Whatever he does will give me an opportunity.”
“To do what?”
“Whatever is necessary.”
He didn't answer. His expression settled slowly into one of deeply troubled melancholy. “Sumto, I don't like this. People will die. There is a difference between killing and murder.”
“Tell Hathen Elt that.”
He turned his head and I turned to see what he saw. He was looking at the huddled figures in one corner of the pen. Most of them were women and children, he'd told me. Come the dawn, they would also become Hathen Elt's victims. After a moment he turned back to face me and nodded. “This must end,” he said.
“I'll end it,” I said.
He whispered a word I didn't catch. A spirit flickered between us and settled around him, taking him from my sight. I didn't hear him move, but saw footprints appear in the mud as he walked away from me. He would do it. He would set the fires. Sow the seeds of chaos. Tonight Learneth would burn; and there would be an end.
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I watched the line between moonlight and shadow creep slowly toward me as the night wore on. The cold was burrowing into my flesh and bones. My wrist ached deeply and my head pounded. There was nothing I could do without drawing attention to myself. I tensed muscle groups in turn, trying to generate some warmth; my arms and legs were weak and shaky, my guts felt queasy and cold. I was dizzy even though I didn't move. I kept feeling that my body was drifting, floating away from me, then snapping back when I twitched involuntarily. I felt that my body had betrayed me. I had no confidence that I would be able to move with sureness or ability when the time came. I would just have to move slowly and resolutely, I determined. I had no idea what I would do. I had no conception of where I might go. I only knew that whatever happened was better than whatever fate might await me if I did nothing.
The passage of time dragged and jumped alternately. I listened to the night, trying to hear over the persistent ringing in my ears. Sounds seeped into my awareness but nothing that added to what I knew. The crying of a baby. A broken and fearful voice attempting comfort. Hushed voices in the night. The ringing echo of booted feet on cobbles. I kept my eyes open by force of will alone and tried not to be over-aware of the dizziness and nausea that threatened to overwhelm my senses and rob me of my self-awareness. Movements caught at my attention and sometimes captured it for a moment at a time. The shifting of a body on a bed of straw. The marching of a pair of soldiers across the square. My body trembled and shook uncontrollably and I hoped, knowing it was just an attempt at self-delusion, that it was only the cold of the night effecting me.
One of the soldiers had gone, I noticed. Time had jumped. Maybe I'd become inattentive or passed out for a moment. I couldn't tell which. I focused on the other, standing to one side of the doorway. He had moved forward to the edge of the portico and stared into the night, spear butt grounded at his side, shield held over his shoulder by a strap. His face lit by moonlight, head tilted back and cocked to one side; he barely seemed curious by what he saw, frowning into the night with an expression of mild irritation. He turned back as his companion emerged from the building, a brief revelation of light from the interior as the door opened and close behind him; they passed a word and resumed their positions either side of the doorway.
I watched their indifference with curiosity. What had I missed? I looked around the square without moving more than my head, slowly from side to side. I could see nothing new and hear little over the metallic ringing in my ears.
The shadow moved closer to me, beyond it light gleamed on moist cobbles and on the building opposite, a sharp line of shadow eased down the wall above the soldiers' heads as the moon rose steadily. Resting my head back against the wall, my gaze fell naturally there and I let myself rest. I was thirsty. The flask that Dubaku had given me was still in my hand, held in my lap. I sipped what was left of the cold water it held. My mouth felt odd and the sensation spread to my face as I became aware of it. My whole body, oddly disjointed and vague, not fully mine. I tensed my shoulders and relaxed them. I felt that I could easily take on a half-drowned kitten and win. The thought filled me with a black fury that swept through me and left me dizzy and exhausted. I wondered if I would always feel like this now, if the the damage was permanent. Head wounds, I seemed to recall, could cause all manner of long-term symptoms. The ringing in my ears might continue for the rest of my life. The blurring of my vision might be permanent.
The soldiers were conferring and I'd almost missed it. Something was happening. I had no idea what. They talked softly and one shrugged, headed back into the building. When he came back he had another spearman in tow, who looked out into the night for a time and then walked back into the building, closing the door behind him.
Shivering violently, I looked around me, wondering where I was and what I was doing sitting out in the cold night. Then I remembered and moaned softly to myself in horror and fear. I bit my lip, fighting to stop the tears that drizzled from my eyes and dripped onto my arms. Get a grip, I told myself, and tried to focus my eyes. I was looking at my lap, chin resting on my chest. I forced my head up slowly, letting my gaze drift down my legs to my bare feet. Then away, vision clearing and blurring as my gaze drifted over a group of men back-lit by torches. My scattered attention passed over them as I forced my aching neck to straighten and rested the back of my head against the wall. I became aware of an odd orange flickering at the top of the facing of the building opposite. Some light was competing with the moonlight and winning. I could smell smoke. Random shouts and screams sounded in the distance, surfacing from a turbulent sea of voices. A flicker of movement tugged at my attention from the corner of my eye. Turning that way I could see flames leaping into the sky and dancing amid illuminated smoke and drifting sparks. The fire was far away in the night and for a time seemed unrelated to my misery. Then I remembered. Dubaku was setting fires throughout the town. I was watching and waiting for an opportunity to move, to act.
Should I do something now? I wondered.
A distant scream was followed by hysterical shouted words that I could not make out. There was movement in the corners of the pen that snagged my attention. The people clustered together, looked into the night and whispered and sobbed and held each other, fighting the fear and hope that warred inside them. Beyond them the square began to fill up with soldiers moving purposefully; other figures clustered together throughout the square, moved by forces I couldn't grasp. I caught a brief glimpse of a robed man on the steps of the portico, surrounded by a crowd who attended him. I listened avidly, trying to make out his words over the distractions that tugged at my tattered attention. Odd phrases filtered through to where I sat in the cold shadows. Gather here. Secure a route. Gate. Block the roads. Keep the sheep away. My attention was caught by another bloom of flame in the night, making two fires that I could see. I wondered how many others there were, wondered how full the town now was of fire and fear. The enemy was reacting. Now that they were active one or more might think of me. I couldn't sit still longer and wait to see what happened. It was time to move. I tried to remember what I needed to do as a sharp breeze brought the first whiff of burning wood to me; a thrill of fear trickled through me in its wake. It was time to move. Every muscle in my legs was stiff and my knees hurt when I tried to bend them. It took time and all my concentration to manoeuvre myself onto my hands and knees and then sit back so that I knelt beside the wall, hands on my thighs, panting the smoke-tainted air and shivering with reaction to the effort it had taken to get that far. I was facing the wrong way. There were other fires bright in the night. More people spilled into the square. Disorienting shadows danced around me and voices echoed meaninglessly through me. I wanted to shake my head to clear my wits but remembered in time what a terrible idea that would be. Instead I groaned deliberately and brought one leg round to get a foot under me, shifted my weight onto it and using the wall to prop me up, forced myself to my feet with another pained sound escaping my lips. I had to move now, I decided, before the growing light of the fires made me too visible. The moonshadow that had hidden me was gone but the night remained an incoherent dance of flickering shadows. I shuffled along the length of the wall, still not focused on more than moving and forcing my body to respond to my will.
I could hear the crackling of the flames now, and a subdued roar that underpinned everything else, defining the screams and shouts, the crying of children, the sound of running feet, the noises of purpose and panic. My own mind was like an island of confusion in a storm of chaos.
Where was I heading?
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I'd come to a halt, my feet in straw that bunched around my ankles and my hands resting on the smooth wood of the fence rails. There were others close by, shifting weight pressed against me briefly.
I looked up, squinting against the wavering light of the fires. On the other side of the rail fence scores of people milled chaotically in front of me. Some passed almost close enough to touch. Someone near me ducked through the rails and joined the confusion, swallowed up and lost in a moment. Mechanically, I followed, moaning and nearly passing out as blood rushed to my head in a tide that threatened to burst my skull apart. I hung there for a moment, chest on one rail, one leg and arm through, then pushed myself up, brought my other arm through and gripped the rail with both hands; I grunted again as white hot pain shot through my left wrist, but a moment later I was out and a mad scramble of other bodies washed around me, nearly brushing me from my unsteady feet.
I moved into the chaotic press and swirling confusion of people; flickering light and shadow danced among them and confused me further. Almost at once I was knocked from my feet and landed heavily on my hands and knees. Jarred, my head pounded and I found myself whimpering pitifully to myself. I hugged my left arm to my chest and crawled for a couple of moments, moving blindly, but didn't dare stay down amongst the profusion of legs that flashed by me. If someone kneed me in the head I thought I would die, or want to. Dizzy and disoriented, I forced myself up to my knees and looked around, trying to make sense of what was happening. The soldiers were driving people from the square. Striking randomly, they pushed and shoved and herded those they did not fell. As I came to my feet and turned about, I caught a glimpse of a familiar face locked in an group that moved with purpose on the steps of the council building. Jocasta was there, being bundled into the centre of a group of soldiers.
My chance to go to her and bring her out was gone. I would have to content myself with survival for now. There was nothing I could do from inside the crowd being herded violently from the square. I went with them, bumping and staggering with every fumbling step. Off balance, I grabbed an arm to steady myself; the woman I held turned her face to me and screamed, danced back and nearly pulled me off my feet before I let go and staggered to keep myself upright. I must look a fright, I thought as I turned away from her and staggered on, losing sight of her almost at once. Increasingly I was supported by other bodies pressing close, even as the random nudging threatened to drive me to the ground. I went where the crowd went, jostled and pushed and shoved, struggling to keep my feet as the crowd forced its way into the mouth of a street where the full force of the distant but rapidly moving fires was revealed. For the first time I could feel the heat of the flames against my face, and like others decided at once that this was not the way I wanted to go; I turned to move back the way I had come but there was no hope of that. The press behind me was too dense and behind them soldiers pushed with spear butts and struck with the flats of flashing blades. An arc of blood rose through the air where one soldier was not so careful about what part of the blade he used. I turned back and started to try and move determinedly through the crowd, unable to make much progress for the bodies that now pressed on me from all sides. I could see a side street not too far ahead and decided to make for it. I wasn't alone; the press eased as people began to spread out and move faster. I nearly tripped over someone who had been knocked to the ground. For a split instant I thought to stop and help that person to their feet but I knew if I tried I would be knocked down and trampled also. Staggering, I headed for the wall nearest the street I wanted to reach, desperate for something to help me keep my feet, dizzy and weak and disoriented. My goal seemed to get further away as often as closer for a few frantic moments, then I was knocked into a doorway. I clung there, thankful for the respite even as I knew I dared not stay. In the confusion there was little chance of being recognized by soldiers, and I didn't believe would be actively looking for me, but the risk was still to great to wait until the crowd thinned. I took a moment to look back into the square, cast my gaze over the council building; behind it there was no fire. If I could make it around the square I was confident I would find a way out of the city. Yet the fires were spreading fast, the air now full of sparks and a rain of burning thatch. I would have to move fast. I would have to move faster than I could. With a sob of fear I stepped back out into the press and was instantly caught up in it, scraped down the wall by passing bodies that took no heed of who they pushed and shoved out of their way. 
At the corner I was afforded a view down a long street. Figures hurried ahead of me, blurred past me; in the distance I could see one of the towers at the corner of the town, its walls brightly lit by the dancing light of the flames that now seemed to be almost everywhere except directly ahead of me. The tower suddenly moved, seeming to leap upward six feet or more before dust thinly obscured it for a moment and it fell. Pressure slammed suddenly into the soles of my bare feet and I staggered. If I hadn't been hanging onto the wall I would have fallen for sure. As it was I danced a couple of random steps and staggered forward. Half the people I could see ahead of me were thrown from their feet amid a renewed barrage of screams and shouts of shock and fear. A cloud of dust was rising around where the tower had stood a moment before and spread in two lines that cut away from it, marking the walls of the town. For a moment, as I staggered forward uncertainly, I had no idea what had just happened. Those who had fallen were getting to their feet; others stood frozen to the spot or ran in random directions. Some didn't make it and some were knocked back down as panicked figures bowled into them. A flash of billowing skirts and hair and a woman disappeared from sight; I tried not to imagine the fate of the child she had been carrying. The crowd closed in around them and they were gone. There was no chance I could do anything for them. I could barely keep myself on my feet as I staggered down the length of the building, heading for where I now knew my maniple had arrived, their battle mage bringing down the walls and allowing them a broad line of attack into the town. The people heading that way were going to be caught between the fires and the attacking city soldiers with a battle mage who seemed in no mood to show restraint. I had to get there, to stop them from slaughtering these people who were already victims. I doubted I had any hope of saving any of them any more than I thought much of my chances of saving myself.
Something hot brushed my head and landed on my shoulder; the flaring pain from the heat made me gasp as I slapped it away. Burned straw sparked and scattered away from my hand. I was suddenly mortally afraid of the fire, struggling to contain the panic that threatened to overwhelm me, near ready to add my own cries of fear to the crowd that surged past as I staggered on, staying close to the wall, trying to move faster, to flee the fire. Ahead of me a figure moved alone through the thinning crowd, an island of calm in the panicked mass of of the riotous mob surging around him. Anyone who got in his way didn't stay there long; a shift of balance, a touch and he was past, while those he made brief contact with spun away to be lost in the swirling confusion. His balance never faltered, his head turned, eyes seeing everything and concentrating on nothing. He became the focus of my attention as I faltered and came to a halt. I watched him sidestep, the blade in his hand licking out to kiss the back of a knee, left arm drifting up to catch a man under the chin and throw him from his feet, a woman spun away to crash into a wall. I had never seen anyone so ruthless, so utterly lacking in compassion or mercy.
Well, maybe I had. Should I ever again look into a mirror, then I might see such cold and callous blue eyes looking back at me. Sapphire made steady progress against the tide of humanity; no one stayed in his way for more than an instant. I glanced away. Behind me the whole town seemed to be ablaze. When I turned back Sapphire was much closer. A moment later and he was beside me, hand on my arm to support me, gaze flickering up and down, assessing my condition.
I knew how I must look; covered in blood and filth and barely able to keep my feet under me. “How did you recognize me?”
He glanced around at what I had wrought and shrugged. “When have you ever looked any different?”
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“There will be nothing left alive in there now,” Meran said.
I washed the filth from my body in the cold waters of the river as waves of warm air washed over me from the burning town. The night was alive with its light, the air full of rising smoke and sparks that spun and drifted in the swirling air. To one side of me the bridge was packed with people, guided across in droves by my soldiers. It hadn't taken long to shift the emphasis of their attack as soon as Sapphire had guided me to them.
I took care for my balance in the racing waters, chilled to the bone and gasping but determined to be clean. Meran and the commanders of my maniple stood in an island of calm on the gently sloping bank of the river, backlit by the raging inferno that had been Learneth. Sapphire squatted on the bank not more than two feet away, watching me calmly. I had the impression he was ready to grab and support me should I completely lose my footing, which is something I struggled more or less constantly not to do.
“That is where she was,” I said. “Find out where she is now.”
“The centurions have put out the word already,” Meran responded calmly. “There is a lot of movement but the men well know who they are looking for. Each road will be checked and my men will question everyone, given time. We will hear word by dawn, or before if we are lucky.”
I carefully refrained from nodding. My thoughts were spinning badly enough as it was.
“You are clean enough,” Sapphire said.
I'll never be clean enough. How many children were crushed in the crowds? How many choked on smoke and died before they could get out of buildings that burned? How many of them burned alive?
I staggered half a step as I turned in the knee-deep water. As I caught my balance I stopped myself from shaking my head to deny everything, stopped myself from saying any word of what I was thinking. Instead I inched my way to the bank and climbed out onto the rough stones there, watching my bare feet and picking where I placed them with as much care and precision as I could force into my movements. Sapphire gave me a towel and I began to dry myself.
“Tell me what happened.”
“Your trail ended at Darklake,” Meran said. “I knew that there was a force following us and it seemed a good time to deal with them; two thousand Alendi attacked us joined by men from Darklake. We repulsed the attack. I'd had the men build a fort tight against the lake, opposite the town. We were attacked again in the night in greater force; two kinds of beast were among the attackers. Duprane's creatures.” He shrugged. “I knew from the stories what to expect of them and had an idea of their numbers. The next day the Alendi army fell on us in a coordinated attack supported by Darklake and Duprane. It was fierce fighting but we prevailed. I then sacked Darklake and made it a base of operations while I sent out scouts to try and pick up your trail, and to monitor the scattered forces of the Alendi. I also moved against Duprane; there is a stone fort there, ours now. Duprane escaped but we rescued dozens of hostages; wives and children of clan chieftains; dozens of them.”
“You let them go?”
“No, I have them as my guests,” he said.
“Good.” Among them would be Dannat's sisters, and his wife and children, no doubt. The rest might be useful bargaining pieces or tokens of goodwill, later. “Anything else?”
“Money. Quite a lot of it at Darklake and the keep in Duprane's lands. It's secure. There were minor skirmishes still, but nothing we couldn't handle. During one of these Sapphire came with your orders. We arrived here to find Learneth burning. I ordered an attack anyway with specific instructions that only those who opposed us with arms were to be harmed, and specifically that you should be sought out if you were present,” he gestured to the refugees crossing the bridge. “That operation is nearly complete.”
I made the mistake of nodding and lost my balance, sitting down heavily on a rock, guided there by hard hands and strong arms.
“You need to rest,” Sapphire said, his face intent, gaze meeting mine, hands on my arms.
I shifted my weight, spread my feet and straightened my back until I was sure I could sit on the rock without falling off it. The firelight flickered over his face in random patterns of light and shadow. 
“No,” I said. “Get me some clothes, a sword and a horse.”
He straightened and stepped away; grabbing a pile of clothes taken from some soldier's pack, he half turned and tossed them into my lap before walking away.
“I'll need stone from one of the healers or your battle mage.”
“They are tending the hurt,” Meran said.
I looked up at him; his face was in shadow and I couldn't read his expression. “They will have more stone with them than they need. Promise them payment in my name or if that isn't damn well good enough use my father's name, but get it done.”
He nodded. “What do you plan?”
“As soon as I know which way they went I'm going after them. You are staying here. Get these people fed and sheltered. Protect them from any threat. Keep them safe. All of them.”
Meran twisted at the waist to look back at the ruin I had made of Learneth, then turned back to me. “It will be as you order, Patron. There are few horses. I assume you mean to move fast. I can't send many men with you and still accomplish your orders.”
“I guessed as much. It doesn't matter.” I'd been staring at the flaming ruin of Learneth, squinting into the bright light reflected back down off the clouds of smoke that rose of the burning town. “What happened?”
“Patron?”
I looked away from him, down at the clothes laying in my lap, at the towel held loose in my hands. Slowly I began to move, drying my legs, then giving up the task, as leaning forward made my head spin and threaten to throw me from my perch. Meran was there in a moment, steadying me with a hand on one arm then kneeling in front of me. “Allow me, Sumto,” he murmured. I let him help, tears dripping unnoticed from my eyes.
I tried to think as he worked on my legs and feet, pulling on dry stockings and then helping me with the trousers like a mother assisting her invalid child. It was hard to think. Hard to keep one thing in mind, and when I could manage that it was the wrong thing. Dying children came too often to mind.
“Tahal and the other one,” I couldn't remember the Necromancer's name, “they headed your way with a troop of warriors. What happened to them?” A fragmented memory drifted to mind; Tahal, leaning over me, speaking to me. I dismissed the ghost memory and concentrated on Meran's answer.
“I had no reports of that. When was this?”
I told him.
“I'll check with my men, but I would have heard.”
“You did well,” I told him. “I could almost believe you had commanded men before.”
He met my gaze. “No, patron. The city doesn't make slaves of enemy chieftains.”
No. We kill them, of course. Too risky to have leaders of men left alive to ferment rebellion.
“You've changed,” I told him.
“We all change. Wasn't it you who said that there is nothing so certain as change?”
“Was it?” It could have been. A lot of things could have been. I could have stayed home and read books and drank too much and gambled recklessly. I could have lived my whole life and never killed or harmed anyone. When this thing was done I would try and go back to that equally pointless but less harmful life. If I could stand it. But first I would find Jocasta and bring her out of this mess; I would free her and tell her what I had done. And she would hate me. Gods knew, I hated myself.
I put it aside. There were things that needed doing. Sick and dizzy, I tried to do them. “Get these people somewhere safe. Feed them, clothe them, shelter them. Keep them from harm. Take them to Darklake. Make the merchant,” I couldn't remember his name, “build his trading post there. The pass will make money.” The fire from the town was hot on my face, the crackling roar of its death throes loud in my ears. “They are going to need money. The orphans. The children.” I forgot what I was saying and my attention drifted. The river ran close by and I watched the dancing light on its surface.
“You need to rest. Head wounds are dangerous.”
I tried to make sense of what he was saying. Then it came back to me and I raised one hand to gently touch my head where two wounds had been stitched and bandaged by one of the healers, who had refused to try and do more than relieve the pressure on my brain. He'd used his craft and trepanned my skull in two places. I had two coin-sized holes in my skull covered only by healing flesh and bandages that were soaked in blood. I wished he could have gone into my brain and taken some of the memories away. A flash of swirling skirts. The skittering of a dropped child across hard cobbles suddenly obscured by flashing legs and trampling feet. Either of those I'd rather be without.
“Here,” Meran took my arm gently and fed it into the sleeve of a shirt.
I concentrated on putting on the shirt and then a tunic.
“You need to rest.”
I didn't answer. There would be no rest for me. None.
“Find out which way they went. They will have secured a way out. He said to do it but I don't remember which gate. Get me a horse.”
Meran sighed. The sound made me angry and I grabbed him by the shoulder and hauled myself to my feet; I grabbed the back of his head and pushed my face close to his and stared into his eyes. “I'm going after her. Do you understand me? Now get me a horse. Do it now.” I pushed him away.
I turned and climbed the bank where someone grabbed and steadied my arm. I pushed the soldier away.
“I don't need any help,” I said.
I turned away. Made dizzy by the movement, I staggered and fell to one knee, catching my balance with one hand flat to the ground. I steadied myself and got to my feet, stepping past the soldiers who moved aside for me. Sapphire was there in front of me, mounted and leading a second horse. Behind him someone else sat a third beast. I recognized him. It was Dubaku. I didn't meet his eyes. I didn't want to see him. I didn't want to talk to him.
I took the reins of the horse Sapphire held for me. I staggered and gripped the bridle. The horse lifted its head, snorted and sidestepped into me. Pulling myself into the saddle took all the strength I had but I made it. I would be better on the horse. It was tired and covered in sweat. I knew how it felt. I'd be better on the horse, I thought. Better now. Better now I was moving.
“They went north,” Sapphire said. “Dubaku followed them to the gate, found horses. He was looking for you when he found me.”
I turned the horse to walk alongside Sapphire's mount and let it have its own way, set its own pace. “Good,” I said. “That's good.”
I didn't look back to see if Dubaku heard me. I didn't look back to see if he followed. I hoped that he would not.
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It was hard going. The horses Sapphire had found were tired and I was unsteady in the saddle; I couldn't seem to match my movements to the pace of the horse even at a walk. Sapphire solved the problem by tying me into the saddle. The rope gave a tug and forced me to adjust my balance often, a constant irritant tight around my waist. After a time I simply gripped the saddle horn, leaving the reins loose, feeling the line wrapped around it with the taut and slack movement under my thumbs; I let others set the pace. The world drifted in and out of focus, bushes, trees and hills flickered and danced spasmodically in an eerie reflected light that lay behind us. Above us the clouds glowed in a fading sea to darkness far away. Sometimes I thought about what that meant. Sometimes I tried not to. Time jumped and twisted oddly. I felt a belt under my hands and glanced down to find a sheath and sword also hanging from the pommel. I remembered someone passing it to me; maybe just a moment ago. I looked around. Sapphire rode on my right, his attention ahead of us and constantly moving as he searched the night for threats, half his face illuminated by an ethereal silver light. To my left a shadowy figure rode close by. I recognized him. We'd spoken once before, and again just recently. The sounds of a dozen walking horses suddenly grabbed my attention, washing through my mind, over-loud in sensitive ears. I started to turn and look around, but a sudden wave of dizziness dissuaded me as the line tugged at my waist and held. We weren't alone. Riders had caught up to us, I remembered, men sent to me by Meran.
The figure who rode beside me turned his head my way, his attention caught by my injudicious movement. I could see his face full on now, even though it was slightly in shadow, slightly lit by a feint orange glow that flickered oddly. I remembered where I had met him. In the camp of my Uncle an age ago. He'd taught me a spell. I tried to remember the shape of the spell and my head throbbed alarmingly. I gave it up hurriedly and his name drifted to the surface like the detritus of a shipwreck.
“Balaran,” I said.
“Sumto Merian Ichatha Cerulian,” he said with a smile. It sounded like an awful lot of name to describe me.
“What are you doing here?”
He studied my face carefully before he answered. “Your uncle asked me to demote myself and travel with your man Meran, putting myself at his disposal and yours when needed.”
“You are a battle mage,” I reminded him. “Three colleges.”.
He inclined his head. “At your disposal, patron.”
I looked front and adjusted my balance again. “Good,” I said to myself. “We might need you.”
“Indeed.”
I remembered now. We had travelled maybe an hour, and slowly. The sound of horses coming on behind us had made Sapphire turn about and scan the road behind. I'd barely noticed. Balaran had come to join us. He had brought a sword, eight soldiers. He'd brought stone but refused to give it to me for fear I might attempt to use it. He had relayed his orders; to travel with me and obey mine, “but remember that I too am a noble and a mage and may choose not to obey you,” he had added. That seemed wise. After all, what kind of fool would follow my orders?
I turned back to him. “I'm not myself.”
“I know,” Balaran said. “You should rest. It doesn't help much but it does stop you doing yourself further harm.”
I didn't much care about that. There was something more important.
It seemed that we looked at each other for a long time, then my attention wandered and my gaze drifted and found the horse's head directly in front of me, nodding gently. Maybe the horse was wiser than I..
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I awoke on the cold, hard ground, surrounded by the light of a false dawn and wondering where I was and how I'd gotten there. I looked around me as I sat up carefully, unwrapping myself from a swaddle of blankets. There were horses close by, and men to roughly the same number scattered about two fires. I recognized Sapphire even though his back was to me; he stood a little way off, facing south where a thick pall of smoke was splashed across the sky, moving gently in an easy breeze and looking far more benign than it was.
I came to my feet with care and Sapphire turned to watch me as I moved to stand by him and look back at the evidence of what I'd wrought. I didn't want to talk about it; instead I glanced at Sapphire, snagging his attention and meeting his calm, cold eyes.
“Do you ever sleep?”
His lips twitched in what might have been the beginning of a smile. “Yes, but I don't have to. It's a trick my teachers imposed on me long ago. I can rest while awake,” he shrugged.”It's hard to explain... different from being fully awake, but there are times when half awake will save you from not waking.”
He had pitched his voice for my ears only. Almost a whisper. Sharing a secret.
I turned back to watch the drifting evidence of what was left of Learneth. “I made a bloody mess, didn't I?”
He shrugged. “Life is messy.”
“And brutal? And short? And unfair? Children died in that fire. I have the blood of children on my hands.”
He shrugged again but didn't answer.
After a moment I knew why. So did he, and far more intimately than I.
“We had better be moving,” I said, using the words to smother the unwanted images that raced through my mind.
“Yes,” he said. “It's better if you keep moving. Better than the alternative, at least.”
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The village where Jek had been headman was deserted apart from a single goat that wouldn't voluntarily come down from the roof it had made its roost. One of the soldiers brought it down with a javelin. It didn't take long to dress the animal and cook what we needed. I hadn't ordered the cast but it seemed churlish to waste the animal when it was dead.
I didn't eat, sure that my stomach wouldn't tolerate food; especially meat; especially meat that had been a living thing not long since. Instead I padded about the village with blurred vision and a layer of memories adding to the mix, avoiding the fresh fire and the old one where Dubaku had burned the Necromancer. I didn't want to be too aware of fires, they stirred up a mixture of emotions where horror and fear predominated. I was struggling to keep my resolve and my mind focused on my sole objective. Jocasta. Maybe she would forgive me. Maybe if she did I could begin to forgive myself.
Dubaku and I surprised each other as I came round the corner of a house. I lost my balance as I came to a halt in front of him, staggered and caught myself on the wall with one hand. He had also stopped. We looked at each other for a moment that seemed endless. I guessed his motives for being away from the cooking meat were the same as mine. I let go of the wall, nodded without speaking and turned back the way I'd come.
I hadn't been able to read his expression.
I wondered what he had been able to read from mine.
I walked to the river and stood on the bridge, facing north, looking down into the waters.
No one came for me until it was time to move on and Sapphire brought my horse.
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The road was empty now but there was plenty of evidence that people had passed in a hurry; discarded goods littered the roadside. We didn't pass a single farm that still had livestock or people. The first evidence of life was at the end of the broad way that marked where a city road had run from Learneth. A little over a mile ahead, Hederan squatted sullenly on the banks of the river. The town looked as Learneth had. A stone town built on the skeleton of a city fort. Along either side of the road figures hung impaled at set intervals, forming a grim processional.
Dubaku didn't speak as we came close to the first pair of twitching corpses; but as they stirred and bid us obey the brotherhood, he slumped in the saddle. I knew it was Quickmoon who straightened and took control of the horse under him, then took in his surroundings with a broad smile. He caught my eye and winked. Behind him, the first corpse jerked and slumped to hang limp. 
Balaran turned in the saddle to study him as we passed. “What is that stinking priest doing in your company?”
“He is not a priest, he is a shaman,” I said.
“There is a difference?”
Quickmoon moved to ride along side me. “They say one name is as good as another, but if that is true why have one word for king and another for pauper?”
I ignored him. Balaran did not.
“Already you use words to hint at hidden meaning and secret wisdom; you won't persuade me to irrational belief, so save your breath, priest.”
“Save it for what? Another saying without sense; breath is only of use if you suck it in and blow it out; what sense in saving it?” He filled his lungs and sighed the deep breath out with evident pleasure. “Pity these pour souls who take no pleasure in so simple an act.”
I did. A sullen anger built in me as we rode on. I didn't mind that we were seen from the walls or that a force was sent to deal with us. I was content to let them come half the distance between us. My soldiers dismounted after a terse order from their sergeant and picketed their horses to one side of the road, then formed up in a line before us. They moved without seeming haste but with smooth skill and discipline. I counted the enemy, saw the black robe of a Necromancer at the head of thirty men on horseback. They were nearly two hundred yards away when I turned to Balaran.
“Deal with them,” I said. “Not fire,” I clarified. I didn't want anything much to do with fire.
He nodded. He had already been rubbing at the stone he wore set into a broad gold bracelet on one wrist. The earth jumped under me and I struggled to control my suddenly plunging animal, catching only a juddering glimpse of what happened as I fought the beast to stillness. Men and horses bounced into the air and came down in heaps within a broad depression some twenty feet wide. Not a man kept his seat and the horses scattered, even those that were lamed. I just had my mount under control and caught a glimpse of men pulling themselves to their feet and starting to move when the sudden slamming of the earth under me came again. A few seconds later it came again. In each of those few frozen moment of stillness I was aware of our own soldiers moving calmly back to their picketed mounts and taking charge of them, knowing that their own efforts would not be needed.
When I was sure Balaran was done and that my mount would not bolt at any instruction I gave it, I walked the beast forward until I came to the edge of the fissure that now lay between us and the town beyond. It ran for as far as I could see, ending in the river at one end. The bottom filled with rushing water that swept up bodies and dashed them down its length. I looked that way, following the line for what might be as much as half a mile.
“We'll have to go round,” I said.
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“They are still ahead of us,” Balaran told me.
We had skirted Hederan without any further hint of interference and now followed a track north through sparse and stunted woods that sucked the earth dry around the banks of the river that ran more west now than north. The sun threw long shadows more or less ahead of us.
“Yes, but can you find out more?”
He shrugged. “Of course. What do you need to know?”
“How many, who, how fast they are travelling, the lay of the land and a hint of where they may be going.”
He smiled wryly. “You are feeling better.”
“Some,” I admitted, sounding far angrier than I thought the situation warranted. I had no idea what I was angry about or who I was angry at, the emotion simply flared up bright and hot and roiled about inside me, making muscles bunch and teeth clench. I tried to control my breathing and bring myself under control as I stared Balaran out for a few seconds, then deliberately looked away from his calm regard and glared at the horizon until the rage leaked slowly away. Its absence left me weak and shaky.
When I looked back he had dismounted and passed control of his mount to one of the men. He walked a few paces away and then sat down with his back to a stunted tree, made himself comfortable and then seemingly went to sleep.
I walked my horse in a circle ahead of my men, looking all ways and wondering how long I would have to wait. I caught Sapphire's gaze on me and met it. He shrugged and I smiled a half-laugh back, then fought down the emotion that threatened to bubble up out of control. Hysterical laughter would have hurt. Instead I concentrated on walking the horse in circles. It was in better shape than I thought it should be, then remembered that Balaran had worked some magic on all our mounts. My mind was still playing tricks on me but Balaran had been right. I was feeling better. Some better, at least. Maybe soon I'd feel up to picking up the pace.
I reached up one hand to touch my tender head but then thought better of it. Still no helm, I thought. Bandages instead. I'd have to be careful. No more head wounds, I promised myself. Never again.
On my next idle circle I swept my gaze over the mounted soldiers who waited patiently behind me. Veterans all. Experienced older men. Quality armor swathed their bodies and calm indifference masked their faces. Possibly the best my Uncle had at his disposal. Seven of them. Good. No phantom memory there, then. I had issued the order, sent one man back to bring a small force north to take charge of the twin town we had passed, where Balaran had wrought a fissure in the ground to swallow the men sent out to challenge us. An extravagant display of power that would probably pacify the place without any need of further action. As we had bypassed the town, no further force was attempted against us. Dust rising from within the walls had shown me that some buildings had collapsed. I hoped no one was killed. I'd resolved to be more precise with my instructions to Balaran. Still, I thought, his series of localized quakes had been deliberate and the horses had been saved, though perhaps that was chance; the series of minor quakes seemed wrought more to keep the town more or less intact. Who knew? I didn't know. I didn't feel like pressing for clarification.
On my next lazy circle I looked around, wondering why we were waiting, then caught sight of Balaran resting in the shade of a tree and remembered.
How long was this going to take?
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We rested from sundown to moonrise, but only because I didn't remember until we were moving again that Balaran could grant man and beast sufficient night vision to keep moving. That and the fact that I had fallen asleep in the saddle and didn't have any say in the matter until I woke in the night. The moon seemed painfully bright to my eyes.
I came to my feet too fast, staggered and caught my balance. Waited until the dizziness passed. Sapphire had got me out of the saddle, ignored whatever protest I'd made. We'd camped and I had eaten something, I remembered. I hadn't had a drink. I hadn't wanted a drink. I couldn't remember the last time I did.
I didn't want a drink. The thought struck me again as I stood in the night, feeling reasonably alert and maybe almost myself. The watch was changing; two men were returning to the damped down fires, and I picked out the two fresh guards watching the night. Doubtless their movement is what had wakened me.
“We move on now, as soon as the men are ready,” I said to the nearest of the two returning men.
He saluted without a word and began waking men at random.
I was hungry. And thirsty. But I didn't want a drink. There was food and water, so I ate and quenched my thirst as men prepared themselves. Balaran and Sapphire joined me at the fire.
“Tahal and two blackrobes,” I mused on Balaran's report earlier in the day. “That will be,” I couldn't remember their names, “the two necromancers we know about. And Jocasta. And twenty men at arms, warriors who don't come close to our own men. No indication where they are heading?” I asked again.
Balaran shook his head. “Not really. North and west, yes. Toward what the locals call Battling Plain but not necessarily so far, and they may change direction yet. I'll monitor them.”
“Good. I think I can travel a little faster.”
“Not in the night,” Balaran warned.
I shrugged. “No, not in the night. But come the dawn I think I can move a bit faster.”
“Don't push yourself,” Sapphire warned, talking around a mouthful of goat meat. He swallowed. “Head injuries can be funny. They can kill you days after the event. Suddenly. For no apparent reason.”
“Blood clots on the brain,” Balaran supplied. “I've been checking while you were sleeping. The wounds look like they happened a week ago. Everything's holding together nicely. I won't let you push it, though.”
“Dizziness? Blurred and sometimes double vision? Bad memory? Confusion? Intermittent ringing in the ears?” I got bored with listing symptoms and ran on without giving him a chance to answer; “Won't let me?”.
“All normal. All may pass. Your uncle was specific. Make sure you don't get yourself killed. I assume your father would be upset also.” 
“May pass?”
He shrugged. “In time usually all symptoms pass, but not always and some are more prone to stay. How's your sense of smell and taste?”
The goat's meat tasted just the way it usually did. “Fine.”
He nodded. “Good. Once lost they don't usually come back.”
I was getting tired already. Not physically; if anything I was far less shaky than I remembered being. But too much information seemed to make me want to sleep.
By mutual unspoken agreement the three of us got to our feet and moved away from the fire as a soldier began to bustle about his business of stowing gear.
“How fast are they moving?”
“They were moving faster than us. Pushing their horses pretty hard.”
I frowned. “Get us some night vision and let's get moving.”
“Not you,” he said.
I wasn't surprised.
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The river trended north and east through lowlands that sprawled between rugged hills. Here and there tight communities were compressed within green patches of fertile soil, dozens of these oases visible at any one time, clinging to the surrounding slopes or nestled tight against the river. The fertile areas and the bunched dwellings at their hearts were walled. Outside the walls, goats and sheep were herded in small flocks. Inside, figures were busy among the fields. The buildings clustered together to form an inner defence; they had a shabby and neglected aspect. We followed the path close to the river, often coming close to the scattered communities as we pressed on. We were seen, watched, but not threatened. Livestock were swiftly herded into the enclosures, the workers in the fields hurried to the walls and in readiness the people watched but made no move to act against us, seemingly content to protect what they held from our potential depredation.
Every mile along the rode a crucified corpse hung in rank decay and muttered its bleak message.
'Obey the brotherhood.'
Each time we came close to one of these grisly threats, Dubaku paused and released the spirit. Every time he did so, Balaran baited him, and always Dubaku ignored the slight. He had not said a word in my hearing since the night of the fire that consumed Learneth. I began to wonder if he would ever speak again. He did not look at anyone, and never met my gaze should I look at him. He rode alone at the back of the column. He was with us, but not one of us.
Our path led through the heart of only one village, bringing us close enough to see the men and women who manned the walls, though I ordered that we skirt them and offer no threat as soon as I came close enough to see them. The wall was fieldstone and no higher than those that might enclose a field; the gate was just as low, of wood and poorly fashioned. The men and women spread along a short length of wall; they were no more than fifty, and not a credible threat. Uniformly they were wearing rags, and were as thin and sickly as a beggars, their expressions bleak and devoid of hope or expectation. Men, women, teenagers and children all gathered to protect what little they had with fire-hardened spears, stone axes and rocks. There was no hint that of any one of them fared better than the rest. No sign of a headman or of warriors there to protect them. I guessed that whatever such men there might be kept themselves out of sight within the heart of the community; or that no such guardians existed.
At the gate another corpse twitched, impaled on a stake and positioned to face the trail as it passed through the wall. It mouthed its message of obedience bleakly so that any who passed in or out of the community would hear it. The voice was the only sound heard in the stillness while I assessed the silent watchers as they waited apathetically for events to unfold, and decided to ride round and leave them in whatever peace I might vainly hope they had. Their expressions were not much less vacant and uncaring than the corpse who was staked between us. Not one of them was clean or cared for.
“We go round,” I said bleakly, even as Dubaku made to ride forward. A few rocks were raised and bodies tensed in readiness. “No, Dubaku,” I called out. “Not this one. Not now.”
He had already stopped, not a horse-length ahead of me. He slumped in the saddle and straightened as Quickmoon, grinned at me, then turned the horse to cross before mine. “He won't let them be, you know. No sense asking him to.”
The corpse twitched spastically and fell still and silent, just a rotting corpse. On the walls a gasp of horror and fear rippled through the tattered remnants of people as they became aware of what had happened. The first rock arced our way, followed not more than moments later by dozens of others.
“Leave them be,” I ordered, concerned that Balaran would retaliate. I protected my head with one arm just in case a lucky throw should strike me and with the other turned my mount's head and guided it into the broken ground beside the path.
“If they come out from behind their wall we will have to kill some of them,” Balaran said.
The sound of a stone striking a raised shield punctuated his remark and I snarled silently to myself, angry both at Dubaku who had made the defenders react and at Balaran for suggesting we harm them. What harm did he think death would be to those pitiful remnants of humanity? “Leave them be,” I commanded. “Throw up a fog or darken their sight or whatever other harmless distraction you can think of, but do not harm them. That is my order, do you hear me?”
“I hear you, commander,” Balaran responded. “Don't look back,” he shouted.
A sudden brilliant flash of light threw black edged shadows of man and horse ahead of us and was gone in an instant.
I controlled my startled mount and came to a stop. Balaran pulled up nearby and I glanced back over my shoulder at the sudden chaos he had wrought, then back at him. “They will recover?”
Balaran snorted in disgust. “From what? The blindness? Yes, almost certainly all of them. From the rest of their afflictions?” He shrugged. “Did you see them? Malnutrition causes permanent damage in the young and I don't think there was a one of them without the trace of some disease or other written on their bodies. Keeping them alive might not be much of a kindness.”
Yet it was all I could offer for now.
I continued to stroke my horse's neck, as I had been doing since the sudden light spooked it, and tried not to listen to the wails and cries of despair and fear that washed up from our wake. I don't think I had ever felt so depressed or dejected in my life. I couldn't think of a thing to say or even a thing worth thinking, so after a moment I eased back in the saddle and urged my mount to move.
“We will go round them at a distance in future,” I said after a time. “Unless we come to one where the Necromancers gather. When we reach that one we go in and destroy them to a man, Balaran. No restraint and no mercy.”
“No restraint,” he confirmed calmly. “No mercy.”
I looked back one time at that community, seeing nothing but its abject and enforced poverty. The people of Learneth should see this, I thought. All those men and women who had thrown in their lot with the Necromancers should see the lives they had really wanted for themselves and their children. What horror they had seen already was just a foretaste.
We moved on.
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“They are gathering a force,” Balaran reported, climbing to his feet.
“Then they know we are coming,” I said.
We were resting the horses and taking the opportunity for Balaran to determine the location and movements of those I followed. I didn't ask how he was gathering the information; I didn't care. He was a battle mage and tactical and strategic information gathering were part of his job. As long as he did his job I didn't care how it got done, or care to know. 
Balaran shrugged his narrow shoulders. “Know or merely guessed that someone would follow them; that is not an unreasonable assumption as they well know that our forces are in the field and on the move.”
I glanced around our group. Six soldiers, Sapphire, myself, Balaran and Dubaku. Our forces. It wasn't much. With Balaran it would be enough. Probably. Of course, he hadn't meant us. Ishal Laharek and Tahal would know that a maniple had been engaged at Darklake. Hathen Elt would know that a force had attacked Learneth.
“How many?”
“Depends if we let them gather. Our quarry now numbers forty and are still moving hard away from us to join a hundred men and as many dead men moving at no great pace from what might loosely be called a town some twenty miles ahead of us, and there are sixty more in small groups coming out of the hills to meet them. There are also many similar groups heading for the town but they are too distant to be a consideration. If I enhance the horses and we ride hard we could hit those we pursue before those disparate forces join together.”
I pointedly didn't shake my head. It still hurt, I was still dizzy and my limbs were still weak and shaky, my coordination was shot and my vision still blurred. 
“Can you break three hundred?” I asked him.
“Only if you don't care who gets hurt in the process,” he said.
I did care. “If you don't do it all at once?”
He shrugged his narrow shoulders. “Bearing in mind that they move over rough terrain and there are three hours to sunset, let's assume that most will gather by nightfall and then camp before they make their next move. There will be plenty of time for me to cast a variety of spells to enhance you all with everything I have. We attack at night and I take down anything that isn't near our objective while you keep me from getting killed. Yes, we can do it. Shouldn't be much of a challenge, really. Except the unknown quantity of the Necromancers' abilities.”
“How many of them are there?”
“Two with the group we chase, three with the other main group. No others that I saw. And Tahal, of course, but he is a minor talent and no threat to me.”
I glanced back at Dubaku. He stood nearby, his attention down the track we followed. He must have been aware of my gaze but did not look my way. I let it go. There was no sense asking him. I knew he would slay Necromancers when they were within his reach. And his own abilities gave me a hint of what the Necromancers might be capable of.
I turned back to Balaran. “Can you protect Jocasta?”
“As soon as I see her I can make her safer, but nothing is certain.”
Not good enough. “Sapphire?”
He was at my side, silent until now. “I'll make it my first priority.”
I worried at the problem, thoughts fighting through my pounding head. It wasn't going to get any better if we didn't act. There are more forces gathering that would add to their numbers or give them a supporting force to retreat back to during the following day. The timing was good for a night attack that might break all resistance. Even if Balaran enhanced our horses and we caught them before nightfall, before they gathered more forces, they would still have ample warning of our coming, whereas a night attack would lessen the risk that they might attempt to use Jocasta as a bargaining point or, gods forbid, kill her from spite. I didn't see a better course of action.
“I can reach Jocasta without being seen. I will be beside her from before the beginning of the action and strive to keep her safe.”
I turned slowly. Dubaku still wasn't looking my way, but it was he who had spoken. The first words he had spoken to me since the burning of Learneth and I didn't know how to respond to them. So I didn't try. Instead I turned back to face Balaran, who waited my decision.
“I'll need your spare stone,” I said.
The battle mage's eyes narrowed and he frowned. “Don't try and use stone, Sumto,” he shook his head in negation. “You are not fit to use it.”
I wondered for a moment if he meant generally or specifically because of my concussion. It didn't matter. It wasn't for me. “Give me a piece of stone, Balaran. I'll pay twice the value.”
He winced.
“You just found my weak point,” he said with a smile and reached into his clothing, bringing forth a twenty carat violet stone that felt warm in my hand as he passed it over. “Don't use it,” he cautioned. “The price is seven hundred and twenty thousand.” It was my turn to wince. “Standard interest rates,” he smiled at my reaction. “The enemy better have plenty of gold, commander, or you will be in my debt for a while.”
I nodded. “Agreed.”
“I've no idea why you want it but I mean it Sumto; don't use it. Your brains are scrambled. Anything could happen if your spellform isn't perfect.”
“Don't worry,” I told him. “Counters are simple.”
He grimaced. “Yes. Counters are. Still,” he said, eyeing me speculatively, gaze flickering briefly to my forehead and back to meet my gaze. “Don't use it.”
I smiled. He knew I didn't need it for the use I'd claimed. But he didn't know why I wanted it. With this stone in her hands, Jocasta could protect herself. And that was what I intended. That she had stolen knowledge from the colleges was a secret she had entrusted to me, and I also intended that that secret be kept. Her use of the stone would have to be subtle and circumspect if Balaran was not to notice it.
But I thought I could trust her with that.
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A scattering of small fires marked our target as we rode forward in the night under a blanket of silence. Dubaku had gone ahead on foot and was perhaps already in the camp, closing on Jocasta so that he could stand ready to protect her for as long as necessary. If all went well, that would not be long. I'd given him instructions and the stone that I had bought from Balaran in a moment when I was confident we would not be observed. We would ride close, dismount and form a line. Then move fast in a lightning strike to the centre of their camp, killing as we went. As soon as Jocasta was located, Balaran would be free to let loose with whatever magic he chose. By then it was likely that she too would be able to act in her own defence. I had no doubts about how the engagement would go. A battle mage and eight fully enhanced veteran fighting men would cut through them like a hot knife through butter. Nine would have been better but Balaran had refused to cast any enhancements on me.
“You are recovering from a concussion, Sumto. If I enhance your sense and fill you with strength and speed you will likely die of brain haemorrhage,” Balaran had hissed irritably. “I won't do it.”
There had been no moving him on the subject, so as I rode toward the enemy I saw only as well as I would on any other moonlit night. I could feel the gentle pressure of ethereal armor against my skin. He had not stinted there, nor on the enhancements to the strength and keenness of the blade I held. 
We came to a halt and dismounted. My balance was still not up to much, my vision still blurred and I felt weak as a kitten. I would not attempt any fancy footwork, keep each movement simple and solid and just work my way through them as best I could.
Deep in the enemy camp two shocking columns of fire erupted into the air ahead of us in quick succession, each a burning man staggering and flailing in the night. Dubaku, I thought. He had begun the fight before we were there, and that could only mean that Jocasta was at risk.
“Now,” I cried.. And began to run.
Once before I had taken part in just such a night attack, though with far greater numbers involved, and then I had been enhanced as thoroughly as my men. Now I had a glimpse of what the enemy had seen when they fought us. My men moved rapidly away from me, taking half a dozen strides for every one I could manage, eating up the ground and fading like ghosts in the night as the fires suddenly died, leaving the scene lit only by faint moonlight. The sounds of cries and blows being struck rang out in a sudden clamour that was soon joined by the screams of the maimed and the cries of the enemy rousing from their rest all around us.
I moved as fast as I could over broken ground in poor light. I was totally unchallenged as I headed into the camp. There was no one in their wake alive to challenge me.
A roiling mass of flame suddenly rolled out from the centre of the camp, lighting up the night and forcing my eyes closed for an instant while my sight adjusted to the brightness. A shadowy figure moved suddenly my way and I brought my sword up into a simple low guard that was instantly brushed away. Someone gripped my wrist and a blood-spattered face came close to mine.
“She isn't here,” Sapphire said. He was beside me and guiding me forward in an instant. “We need to get in closer to Balaran or be at risk from what he's doing.”
What he was doing, of course, was killing them.
No wonder we are pre-eminent on the battlefield, I thought. Each one of us is thirty of them; more than thirty, a hundred. I'd known it all intellectually, but now I had felt a taste of it from the enemy's point of view. I hadn't even reached the fight before it was all but over. I hadn't seen more than a glimpse of it. The only potential enemy I'd seen had brushed my weapon aside without effort and if he had chosen could have cut me down and moved on in the same fast, fluid, effortless movement. I was literally no threat to him.
And then there were the battle mages. Free to act, Balaran was turning the night into an abattoir all on his own and we hurried to get close enough not to be mistaken for enemies.
“You are sure she isn't here?” Bitter disappointment washed through me.
“Dubaku saw them leave almost as he arrived. He followed them to the edge of the camp; two Necromancers, Tahal and Jocasta. They were arguing. Then Tahal raised a stone and burned the Necromancers. That was what we saw before the fight started.”
“What?” That didn't make sense. Why would Tahal turn against his allies now? What was he playing at?
The enemy was breaking as we came within the protective cordon of soldiers. In their midst stood Balaran, stone in hand. I caught a glimpse of his pale face as he looked at us, then turned back to his work. A sudden fog of green gas leapt into existence and spread out into the night, glowing faintly, enveloping a confusion of figures, some pacing toward us and others attempting to flee. Screams began to issue from the sickly fog and I winced at the terror and pain conveyed by their hopeless cries that warped into choking wails and soon failed entirely. A few thin figures limped from the fog, still heading our way with mindless determination.
“What was that?” I asked, trying to keep my voice steady.
“Acidic fog,” Balaran answered calmly, turning slowly and throwing more sorcery into the night. “I'm experimenting. Seeing what other than fire will most readily bring down the animated corpses.” He turned and pointed at the drifting bank of acidic fog. “See?”
Highlighted against the faintly glowing mist that was drifting away from us I could see the dead begin to fall, see muscle and tendon turn to liquid and drip from the animated corpses until they simply no longer functioned.
“We will have to ride over that,” I observed.
“Don't worry. It breaks down rapidly. Designed so that troops can manoeuvre over the same ground without coming to harm.”
“Good, because we are moving on as soon as you can wrap things up here.”
“Of course, your quarry has fled. Any thoughts on that?”
I shook my head. “None, but I don't like it.”
He shrugged, casting around for more enemies. “I think we can move on now.” He sounded almost disappointed.
I picked out two soldiers and sent them back for the horses. They moved fast, heading back the way we had come, fading into the night as silently as ghosts.
“Why would he turn against his allies here and now? Where is he going and why?”
“Good questions. Probably fear had something to do with it; it is clear he knew we were coming, after all, and must have known what would happen when we reached here,” Balaran gestured into the slaughter that surrounded us.
I picked out Dubaku's subdued form. He was close but seemingly paying no attention to us. “What were they arguing about?”
Dubaku didn't look at me. “Tahal was demanding that he be taken to the grave at once; one Necromancer was raging that it was forbidden to outsiders and the other that it was already promised but Tahal must wait and be escorted there. Tahal was carrying Jocasta over one shoulder. He settled the argument with fire, then climbed into the saddle of his waiting horse, pulled Jocasta before him in the saddle and rode away before anyone reacted. Around him, men suddenly became confused. I think he was responsible. No one followed them in the moments before you attacked.”
Tahal was clearly more accomplished than he had led me to believe when we were imprisoned together in the Eyrie, and I said so.
“Tahal? Oh, yes, he is quite accomplished for a young man,” Balaran allowed. “I have had occasion to teach him myself.”
I turned a slow angry glare his way.
“What?” Balaran protested. “He is a patron; he paid; I taught him; it's what we do.”
I shrugged away my ire. He was right. I was just irritated that I hadn't known. “How accomplished?”
“Not a threat to me, don't fear for that. I'll bring him to heel easily enough once we catch up to him. I admit a certain curiosity to hear him defend his actions.”
I frowned. “Of course he will have to be prosecuted?”
A little wintry smile passed over Balaran's lips and was gone. “Of course. He is a patron after all, and we can't pass summary justice on our own, no matter how tempted we might be; where would that end?”
Civil war and chaos.
Still, I thought as the sound of our horses being brought intruded into my awareness, we were a long way from home and accidents happen. I caught Sapphire's eye as we moved toward our mounts but he kept his expression utterly neutral, giving me no clue to his thoughts.
As we rode on the sky lightened ahead of us. Not with the false dawn that was many hours away yet. With fire.
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The settlement roiled in chaos below the ridge where we sat our mounts and assessed the situation. Bigger than other settlements we had passed, this nestled in a shallow vale criss-crossed with irrigation ditches that watered the fertile ground. The walled settlement at the centre of the vale was the size of a city fort but not similar in any other way. A bank of earth topped by a wooden palisade ran in an uneven circle, enclosing an area where wooden buildings were scattered randomly, ranging from clusters of hovels to larger buildings standing alone. Here and there livestock were penned; panicked by the fires, some had broken free, adding to the chaos. At the centre of the settlement a second ditch and bank topped by a palisade stood in an island of clear space; within this inner wall there was but a single large building. Between the two walls a dozen fires raged through the settlement and figures scurried to fight them. There was no clear sign of Jocasta and Tahal; and apart from the otherwise inexplicable fires, no sign that he was even there. I struggled against the temptation to use the seeker spell, knowing that I was not fit to do so, warned by Balaran against any magic while I was still suffering the effects of concussion. With the spell in action I would be able to follow him even if I were blind, but I dared not attempt to cast it.
“Can you see them?” I asked again, frustrated that Balaran had again refused to augment my vision. I wanted to be moving but we would never find them in the chaos below, not unless we knew where to look. From this distance I could only pick out those figures that moved in the light cast by the raging fires. Even as I asked the question another fire bloomed suddenly, lighting an area deeper in the town.
“I see them now,” Balaran allowed. “There,” he pointed. “He rides toward the centre.”
I fought my blurring vision, hoping to see even though I knew it was wasted effort. Even with clear vision I'd be making little sense of the burning town without augmentation. “And?”
“Jocasta is with him, before him on the horse.”
Another fire sprang into life, raging through a building closer to the centre than any before. “That's him,” Balaran confirmed, and I scanned the immediate area, catching a glimpse of a horse and rider for an instant before he moved into the lee of a building. I fixed my attention there, searching for where he might re-appear into my line of sight but if he then emerged I didn't see him. My hands were knotted into fists at the reins as I fought with frustration and the desire to move. 
“Ah,” Balaran said. “That helps.”
“What?” I snapped as the pause lengthened.
“He is interrogating a Necromancer,” Sapphire supplied. “With magic, I assume.”
“Yes,” Balaran offered, “He is not being subtle. There, the man folds and we have our answer, I think. The hall at the centre of the town. That is where he wants to go.”
“We could have guessed that, dammit,” I snarled and kicked my horse into motion.
“Yes, but we would not have been sure,” Balaran's voice was calm behind me.
I paid him no heed, struggling to keep my seat as the horse moved under me in what would normally have been an entirely predictable way, but now I was struggling to accommodate myself to the movement, my body refusing to react as swiftly as I directed. Balaran and the seven soldiers under my command outpaced me, seemingly unaware that they were forging ahead as I was forced to reduce the pace or be thrown from the saddle. Dubaku also passed me, head down and attention fixed ahead. Only Sapphire stayed with me.
“Bastard,” I snarled.
“He is playing his own game, now.” Sapphire said, matching his mount's pace to mine.
“I know. But what?”
Sapphire shrugged. “I can guess. The Necromancers' powers come from somewhere.”
“The grave,” I said.
He looked at me, suddenly appraising, his face half-lit by the fires ahead. “You know that for a fact?”
The memory had just come to me. Tahal and Ishal Laharek arguing in the night as they followed our trail. I'd watched from the barricade, and listened. I related the events to Sapphire, my attention fixed on our goal and my seething frustration that I could not get there faster. “Tahal wanted to be taken there. He was impatient but Ishal was not cooperating, he had other goals.”
Sapphire nodded. “Then we can guess that he found out he was close, that it was located here, in this town. He knew we would win that fight and his allies were superfluous to him. Best we not leave him alone with his prize longer than necessary, I think. We will have to move faster.” He nudged his mount closer to mine, then he stood in the saddle and in one lithe movement he stepped across to the rump of my horse.
I controlled the horse's twitch of surprise at the unexpected weight. “What are you doing?”
He slid down at my back, settling himself behind me, and reached round to grip me with one arm and the saddle horn with the other. “Gallop, Sumto. I have you now, you can't fall.”
I didn't need to be told twice. I yelled and kicked back. The horse kicked out hard, coming to a full gallop in less than half a dozen strides. Were it not for Sapphire's firm grip, I would have fallen.
Ahead of us, Balaran and my men had already passed through the ruins of the gate. I headed the same way, held fast in the saddle and kept steady by Sapphire's strength and agility.
Whatever Balaran had in mind, whatever Tahal planned, Jocasta was in the middle of it and I wanted her out of there. To get her out of there I had to be there. I headed for the ramp that sloped sharply up to the gate and pressed the horse for more speed. She was a handful, her instincts to flee the smoke and fire at war with my command, but now that I was secure in the saddle I could bring all my skill to bear, and I am no novice horseman.
We were unopposed as we thundered up the ramp to the broken gates, slowed only slightly by the slope, effortlessly avoiding the few who fled the fires within. Those same fires were no threat to us, I saw, as we passed into the town; the buildings were well spaced with great stretches of open ground between them where there was nothing to burn. There was no other threat present; Balaran and the soldiers had passed this way before us. The dead and dying were strewn in our path like autumn leaves, made flickering crimson and scarlet by the light of the numerous fires that filled the night with their crackling roar and the crash of collapsing timbers.
I kept the pace to a canter to avoid a stumble in the confusing light and focused on the most direct route to the centre of the town, following where Balaran and Tahal had both already gone. The only people close enough to be a threat were those people fleeing them or those who lay dying in their wake. I picked a path through the carnage and chaos of panicked people and animals and kept moving. Further from us there were islands of organized men and women still intent on fighting the many fires that were spreading through the town. Among them were sure to be Necromancers and others who might be a threat to us but they were too far away for now and I paid them no heed, instead focusing on the path ahead and the most direct route to the centre of the town, though I had no idea what I would find there or what we might be forced to deal with. Who now was ally and who enemy? What were their objectives and how much of a threat were they to me and my own desires? I had no idea and no time to think about it.
The way was clear ahead of us, a wide corridor that led directly to the inner wall, and there a cluster of riders raced ahead of us. We had a unobstructed view of a sudden concussion that tore the gate apart in a cloud
of flying debris and flaming wood. I caught just a glimpse of a horse and rider passing through the gap in the ruined wall. Tahal, then, had almost reached his objective. Balaran and the others were not far behind him. Whatever was to happen, we would not be there to influence it. I kicked back and urged my mount to more speed. None of their horses had made a jump and Sapphire had given no warning, so I pushed the pace, confident there were no fences in our way even though I couldn't see the way clear enough to be sure. In moments we were out of the worst of it, most of the flames now behind us and only the clear ground between town and the inner wall well ahead; Balaran and the rest were already there, passing through the ruined gate ahead of us. I hoped Dubaku was among them. Hoped he would be able to reach Jocasta before anything happened to her, not only for her sake, but also because she would be our only sure ally when we entered the hall and whatever we might find there.
We closed on the gate at a gallop. The screams of panicked horses sounded from ahead of us, accompanied by the cries of men that mirrored them. My own mount checked but I controlled its fear and forced it on at a slightly slower pace, closing on the shattered gate. Two terrified horses bolted through, blindly heading our way, frothing at the mouth and eyes wide with terror. I barely controlled my own horse as it checked and tried to turn and flee with its fellows. In moments they were past us and I had my own mount still, head tucked down against its chest, forcing it to stand. It backed away a pace, trembling under me. No matter what I did I couldn't make it take a single step forward.
“Give it up,” Sapphire said.
“She's going to kick off as soon as we are off her back,” I warned him, sliding my feet slowly clear of the stirrups.
“Let go,” he ordered and I dropped the reins, holding my hands clear and bringing my right leg up.
One arm tight around my abdomen, Sapphire threw himself backwards, arching his back and pushing off. I raised my right knee to my chest as we were half thrown and half threw ourselves clear of the saddle. Sapphire arched first back and then forward, chest tight against my back, thighs against mine, bending me at the waist. Somehow he was controlling me and himself as we fell, blurred images spun before my eyes. He took the impact as we hit the ground feet first, still holding my whole weight and at once stepping away from the wildly kicking mount. My feet touched the ground but it was a moment before I had them solidly under me. My head continued spinning for a moment after we were still and he held me for a second to be sure I had my balance before letting go.
We stood in the gateway and and turned as one to face the hall. The inner enclosure was dark, the fires in the town showing only flickers of light and shadow between us and the open doorway of the hall. I could still hear terrified horses running wildly within the inner defences, and an enormous crash as one horse ran blindly into a wall, screaming its distress. The open doorway was lit from within and out of it shadows spilled into the space between us. I forced myself to draw my sword and step forward, Sapphire moving easily at my side. My eyes flicked from side to side as we walked through the gateway; the hall was large but simply crafted. Dozens of shuttered windows were opened to the night and from them clambered more of the shadowy figures in a constant stream. They flowed from the building, came closer, moving rapidly and lithely despite the fact that they were obviously corpses.
I swallowed bile. They stank. As they moved into the light I could see those on the leading edge more clearly. Their bodies were slender but not in any way healthy. Their flesh was covered in fresh clay and through that wet coating, their burst flesh oozed a clear liquid. Eyes hunted the night, mouths gaped in feral grins that spoke of a cunning awareness. These were nothing like the undead I had seen before. These were hunting creatures, alert and intent on the chase. They were aware of us, their predatory gazes flicked over us and away with barely an instant of interest. They were moving our way but not directly toward us. They were hunting, but we were not the prey. A dozen of them swarmed over a black-robed figure, literally tearing him apart. Around them danced spear-carrying soldiers in archaic plate armor, struggling to save their masters, and succeeding only in sharing their fate.
Several of the dead moved our way.
“Sapphire?” My voice didn't break, not quite. My muscles ached with tension. If they attacked us there were far too many to fight and hope to survive.
“Wait and see,” his tone was as cold as ice, it betrayed nothing of what he might be feeling.
The first creature came close, gaze sliding toward me, then brushed by me. The next came nearly as close and then another; two more parted before us, passing to either side. And all the time more of them were spilling from the doorway and open windows. A flood of predatory corpses sliding past us, moving out from the hall and away into the night. Sapphire and I exchanged a glance, then moved forward as one, taking each step as a single action. My whole body tingled, hyper-alert and ready to move at any time. My breathing was slow and deep, barely controlled but not the rapid panting of panic, despite what I was feeling. If they turned on us there was no hope of surviving it.
Each and every one of them looked at us with their dead eyes and then looked away and past us. The closer to the doorway we came, the more densely packed they were, glistening flesh damp against me, smearing wet clay on armor and clothing. The smell of the grave and the things that rotted in it filled my senses, made my head swim, my eyes water, and my guts tremble on the edge of rebellion. Somehow I controlled the urge to retch and moved on.
In the doorway itself we pushed through one at a time, jostled and pushed as the walking corpses forced their way past us. They growled deep in their fetid throats but not one made a move against us. The pressure eased as we passed through the doorway.
The hall was well enough lit, burning brands and braziers illuminated everything. Slowly, mind and body trembling, I took it all in. The sea of dead surged through the hall, seeking any egress. Their movement dominated the room. It was moments before I saw anything else. That first thing was a body at my feet. I nearly stepped on him. He lay in a heap, drowning in a spreading pool of his own blood that still trickled in runnels across the dirt floor. The blood dripped from raw wounds all over his body where the dead had bitten great chunks of flesh away from the bone. I looked down at him him, my feet in his spreading blood, taking in the remnants of a tattered black robe and the torn flesh beneath. Parts of his face were missing. I stepped round him, gaze flicking here and there, until I saw Jocasta huddled on the floor. My heart leapt painfully, thumping harder than if I had been punched in the chest. She was bound but unhurt. Her gaze met mine in mute appeal. Without deciding what I would do, still taking in my surroundings, trying to understand what was happening, I stepped closer to Jocasta. Not far away, Balaran stood still as a statue, his back to me. Around him the soldiers had formed a useless protective cordon, now breached by the dead who paced between them, eyes darting, probing briefly and then, not finding what they sought, moving on. Another step and I saw Tahal through the steady stream of dead; he stood in the centre of the hall. At his feet lay a grave dug into the dirt floor, and from it the creatures climbed in a steady stream, clawing their way out of the earth, their skin slathered in wet clay as they gripped the edges of the grave and climbed free of it.
Outside a wild scream sounded, shocking in its frantic intensity..
“Sumto,” Tahal drawled. “I wasn't sure you were going to make it. How's the head?”
I shuddered. Tahal was trying to seem offhand, relaxed, but the fear and tension radiated off him like heat from a fire. As Tahal spoke, Balaran looked over his shoulder at me, white-faced and wide-eyed. He shrugged, and turned back to face Tahal and the grave
“Rattled your brains a little, eh? Well, probably no appreciable difference there, then. Any idea what's happening? No? Well, you do surprise me. Charging in to the rescue, yes? Well, no one needs rescuing here, Sumto, so you might as well sod off.”
I shook my head, took another step forward, and another.
Tahal shrugged. “As you will. Balaran is as close as I want anyone to get for now, so don't come past him. I don't suppose I have to spell out why not, even to you. They know my mind and are about my business. You would be wise not to be...”
“Conspicuous?” I said.
“A threat, Sumto. Wise not to make yourself a threat.” His eyes glittered dangerously for a moment. 
I kept moving, hardly aware of what I was doing; certainly I had no plan of action. There was nothing to be done. We had lost; Tahal had won; whatever these things were, they were his and far too many to consider fighting. I was aware of Sapphire close by, knew that I was moving closer to Jocasta. And I was critically aware of Tahal, watching me, his body language jittery and his words edgy and clipped.
“We just have to hang on for a while. Let these beauties do their work. It's really just the Necromancers I'm after,” he winced. “Pity about the others but...”
“You can't control them.”
I'd almost grown used to them, crawling from the grave in an endless stream, passing by us, between us, ignoring us. Then they all hesitated at once, began casting about; fixed their attention on me and headed my way. The blood ran like ice through my veins and I dropped into a defensive crouch, Sapphire by my side, ready to strike the nearest creature. Then they lost interest, like a ripple spreading from a pebble dropping into a pond; they turned away and began to head once more to seek the closest way out of the hall.
I straightened slowly, heart beating fast and fluttery in my chest. I turned back to Tahal. He was sweating.
“I can control them well enough,” he said. “But their instructions do have to be very specific. Right now they hunt the Necromancers, seeking any of the black robes,” his face twisted into a grimace. “I expect there will be a few regrettable errors. I doubt they will understand the difference between a robe and a dress, or a man and a woman for that matter. And anyone foolish enough to attack them will probably die, of course. Their guards, for example; I doubt there are many of those left alive, unless they flee.”
I stepped past Jocasta, putting my body between her and Tahal, turning sideways and glancing back and down to find her frightened but calm; my gaze took in her bound hands, empty of stone; I searched the dirt floor around her but found no sign on the compacted earth. It might not mean anything. I had not seen Dubaku. I guessed he was close, shielded from view by his ancestors' spirits, biding his time, waiting for the right moment to act. I hoped he would find it. I hoped there would be a right moment.
I turned back to Tahal, who was still speaking, and stepped closer to him. “When they are done, or when I'm fairly sure they are, when they've broken the back of the Necromancers' power, I'll bring them back and send them home,” he gestured down into the grave. Even at the thought the flow of creatures stopped, every one hesitated for just a moment before beginning to move again. Tahal shook his head. I was close enough to see beads of sweat on his lip and brow. “Nasty kind of mind my ancestor must have had, to have created an artefact like this.”
So, that's what it was. A stone-crafted thing. Made like any other magical item, by consuming stone. A large stone, in this case. It must have cost a fortune. A large stone and a grave, and a warped and unusually talented mind.
“And the Necromancers?”
“Sit around staring into the grave for a few years, I suppose. If you do that you'll learn something of its nature, be changed by it just by proximity. It's very...”
“Influential.”
He nodded. “Yes. But they can't master it, of course. They gain some abilities, develop some talents, but the key to the grave is here,” he held up the stone he held and then pointed to his temple with his index finger, “and here. We don't mind the Necromancers using it, but when they get a little too ambitious they have to be...”
“Curbed.”
“Exactly. Curbed. Doubtless someone will find it again in time to come, study it, learn what they can and then a new group of Necromancers will emerge. This is not the first time it's happened; and they always grow, spread, then someone has to come out here and deal with them. Not exactly convenient. Still, you wouldn't want this sort of thing in the city would you?”
I shuddered in horror. “Gods, no. Why didn't you just come straight here?”
He looked up, suddenly meeting my gaze. “We lost it. Family secret. Too well kept. In the north, well that could be bloody anywhere couldn't it? So I had to get close to the Necromancers and gain their...”
“Trust.”
“Hmmm,” he glanced back the grave, shuddered and looked back to me.
“By betraying the city.”
“Yes. Well. Not much, actually. Not usefully. Not in any way that mattered. We'll make a deal, your father and mine, your family and mine. You know where this is and what it is, but not how to use it. Actually, that can't stand, can it... no, that won't do at all. Family secrets should stay in the family, yes?” He giggled. “I had your girlfriend a few times on the way up here, by the way.”
I shrank, somehow. As though my soul sank into my gut. My body felt heavy and dull. My mind stopped working.
“Seemed silly not to and she won't remember; and neither will you,” he held up his stone and I was suddenly confused. At the same moment the dead hesitated, stopped moving in their unending stream, began casting around, just like me; seeking something, something they had lost. Then they were moving again, as before. Tahal took a deep breath and let it out slowly, attention once more on me. I couldn't think; I'd lost the thread of the conversation. I looked around me; seeing everything but understanding nothing. Something had happened. I caught Sapphire's eyes on me and I met his gaze... Sapphire? Was that his name? A wave of dizziness swept over me and the room spun. The sudden pain felt like someone had driven a spike between my eyes. My lids dropped closed and I heard my own tortured grunt of pain. A moment later I gritted my teeth and forced the lids apart. Things hadn't gotten any better. The dead filled the room, fifty or more of them, heading for the door and climbing through the windows. There must be a hundred or more outside. And more were climbing out of the grave. I shuddered and tried to look away, but they were everywhere.
“No thoughts of revenge, Sumto? No? Good. Too many of you to kill, you see; the death of three patrons would cause interest, cause too many questions; and this way no one dies. And for me, no prosecution, no trial, no punishment. You will forget all about this and we won't have a problem. And if there is ever civil war in the city and my family need something serious to deal with it, well, the grave will be here to give us the edge.”
I was shaking my head. Dizzy. My vision was blurring and I had trouble keeping my balance. Was he talking to me? I tried to focus on the man standing by a hole in the ground, talking. Who was he? What was he saying?
“Who's next?”
Sapphire stirred at my side. He strode past me, heading for Tahal, whose eyes widened in surprise as he realized Sapphire's intent. I followed hesitantly, fighting through the pain in my head, instinct pulling me in Sapphire's wake. He was moving fast, brushing by the dead, who paid him no mind for a moment, but then turned as one and closed on him from all sides.
It all happened very fast. I saw it all, took it all in, confused, unable to think or react fast enough to make any difference. The city soldiers spun into defensive positions and hacked into dead flesh that cared nothing for the blades that struck limbs from their bodies or slid deep into them. Clear liquid spurted from the wounds, clearly under pressure but as colorless as water.
 Sapphire was swamped in moments but bulled forward. He was not fighting them, not trying to kill the dead, but instead threw them off with sudden supple movements, slipped through them, sending them flying almost as fast as they closed on him; but in moments their sheer numbers began to slow his progress. Beyond him stood Tahal, hand raised, stone flashing, seemingly to no effect. To one side I caught a fleeting impression of Balaran, stone in his hand, his attention fixed on Tahal, and knew that he had countered Tahal's attempted spell casting, hoped he would continue to do so. In front of me, Sapphire was swamped by the dead but still in motion, spilling them around him; his movements were fast and sure, but they bounced up from the dirt floor to leap at him again.
One of the dead slipped past me, lithe and predatory, attention fixed on Sapphire's back. I felt the sweat-slick grip of the sword in my hand hand and instinctively lashed out, shearing through its shoulder and deep into its back, severing the spine. The impact jarred through my head and my vision blurred as the body fell to twitch and flop at my feet. I wrenched my blade free and stepped over it, surrounded by others of its kind. The soldiers were moving faster than I, but they were fighting the dead, and I knew that that wasn't the point, that I should ignore them, that Sapphire had understood the opportunity before I had, and acted on it. Tahal had focused the dead on the threat to himself; Sapphire was their target. The rest of us could move freely, but only if we didn't fight. I knew that Balaran was intent on stopping Tahal from hurting us with magic. The soldiers were fighting and not moving against Tahal. I glanced back over my shoulder; Dubaku had appeared beside Jocasta and was cutting her loose. Around them the dead were heading towards me, and even knowing I was not their target, the urge to defend myself from them was almost overwhelming. With an effort of will I turned my back on them and aimed for Tahal, knowing I couldn't get there fast enough, that too many of the dead were clustered between me and him, that Sapphire would be torn to shreds before I could end this.
I began to circle but more of the dead now were sliding in through the windows and entering the hall with every moment that passed, beginning to crowd the hall. Fear thrilled coldly through me. Whatever these things were there were too many of them, far too many, and they would kill us all. I turned my attention this way and that as I pressed forward. The hall was full of movement. The soldiers had formed a circle around Balaran, protecting him, striking at the dead, severing a limb or head. Their swords blurred brightly though the air, fast and precise. But they couldn't win, not against so many, not when even more of the creatures were still crawling out of the grave in an endless stream. They were making a terrible mistake, drawing the attention of the dead, fighting them; they needed to strike Tahal. Only I seemed to understand what Sapphire had in mind but I was hampered by lack of magical enhancements; I was too slow to make a difference. Too hurt. Too confused. I pressed on, sluggish but pulled forward by some need I could barely define or express, trying to keep up, almost borne forward by the dead who pressed past me to close on Sapphire. 
My gaze fixed once more on Tahal. Our gazes met and locked for a moment. His face was white, his eyes wide with fear, almost pleading. The dead surged between us, blocking him from my view; in their midst Sapphire was still moving away from me, too fast for me to keep up with him despite his constant struggle with the crowding dead. The back of one of the creatures presented itself and I again struck instinctively, near severing the creature's head from its body. Its falling weight tugged me down and I twisted the blade free, straightened, glanced to one side, seeing more of the dead climbing back into the room. In that moment the whole wall disintegrated, throwing them and shredded wood spinning out into the night and leaving a gaping hole half the length of the room. The concussion slammed into me, and I staggered, fought to keep my feet under me, ducked instinctively. The noise rang through my head, stilled me for a moment in which I fought for consciousness; then fought to regain control of my rebelling mind and body.
Straightening from the involuntary crouch that had taken me seemed to take an age; then I saw a knot of writhing figures, amidst which I caught a glimpse of both Sapphire and Tahal.
Surrounded by the dead, I had little choice but to go with them, still too slow to effect the outcome. Blood spurted from some unseen wound in an arc that glittered, separating into individual spheres. As I closed on them, the mass of bodies heaved convulsively, bulging as Sapphire lifted Tahal and heaved him bodily into the grave. Swamped by a dozen clay covered figures, Sapphire lost his balance and fell with him; I threw myself forward, sliding between slick bodies, trying to reach him. I saw him twist among the dead, the weight of them bearing him down into the grave, saw Tahal slip from sight, other bodies falling with him, saw Sapphire reach out one hand to grip the edge of the grave as he fell, clay bunching around the fingers as they dug deep grooves in the wet earth. The rest of him was lost to sight as I was thrown forward by another concussion. I tried to break the fall, the point of my sword striking the earth near the edge of the grave, my weight pushing the blade to its hilt into the wet clay. Inches from my face, Sapphire's hand slipped out of sight amid the flashing movement of grey bodies all around. My head and chest slid over the edge, one arm reaching down into the roiling mass of flesh. Around me, wet bodies slithered past, feet trampled me as the dead climbed over me, and down. I ignored them as they ignored me, and pushed myself deeper into the grave, reaching for a hand that I could no longer see but could suddenly feel clamped against my wrist hard enough to make bones grind together. I found his wrist and gripped back, panting with pain and confusion.
For an endless time I hung there, looking down into the grave and the stream of creatures who climbed unheeding into it, over me, past Sapphire, deeper into the endless dark. Every muscle in my body was locked solid, one hand still gripping the sword that stopped me from slipping over the edge, my eyes focused down into a writhing mass of bodies that buffeted and swung the man I held onto as though my life depended on it. I could see but glimpses of him, a flash of cold blue eyes looking up at me. The dead climbed over him, past him, all around us. His face was a study in grim determination beneath a wash of blood. Wet clay smeared his face and hair, his arm, his hand where it held mine, and my hand where it held his wrist, threatening the hold I had on him. I gripped harder, groaned with pain as the bones in my wrist ground together. My head pounded in time with my heart. My vision blurred and began to darken. I fought to stay conscious as another hand reached slowly out of the mire, inched up my forearm; the cold glitter of a knife blade flashing. I could feel the hand that gripped my sword weakening, the hand that gripped his wrist slipping. The knife Sapphire held turned and slid deep into the clay of the grave, point angled down. Some of the pressure eased on my wrist as he pulled himself tight in against the side of the grave and inched toward me.
“Let go of my wrist, Sumto.”
I became aware that he had let go of me, was hanging by the blade he had thrust into the wall and by my own grip on his wrist. He was forcing my arm up, trying to find another hold higher up. Other hands reached past me, over me, gripped him by the arms and lifted him onto me. His knee suddenly flashed before my eyes and filled my vision. I barely felt the impact. There was a flash of white that faded to nothing. Ringing voices danced through my awareness, following me down into a seemingly endless pit. A voice calling a word, a word I didn't know.
Sumto, a woman called out, meaninglessly. Sumto.
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I was looking up into the face of a gaunt, middle aged man. He moved a finger before my eyes from one side to the other. He dropped his hand, rested one hand on my forehead. “Do you recognize me?”
I shook my head slowly.
“Balaran, is he awake?” A woman's voice came from across the room.
“No, no. Still out. Amnesia. It usually passes but when Tahal tampered with his memory... who knows? He was already badly concussed, confused, his brain bruised and swollen.”
Was he talking about me? I closed my eyes against the litany of abuse.
“As for what Tahal snatched from him, he will probably never remember that.”
“It doesn't really matter if he remembers or not,” a woman's voice was saying softly in the dark as I drifted in a warm haze, thinking about waking. “To wed I have to stand before a mage casting a truth spell, and I cannot. I will not. It would cost him too much.”
“It's going to hurt,” another voice said calmly.
“It already hurts,” the bitterness in her voice almost brought me to full wakening but the darkness dragged me back. It could wait, I felt. It could all wait.
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I seemed to have been staring at the rough wooden boards of a low ceiling for a long time. I blinked away sleep and tried to order my thoughts. The light was too bright and hurt my eyes so I raised a hand to shield them from the glare.
“Sumto?”
“Yes,” my voice croaked; my throat was parched. I tried to sit up; it was harder than it should have been. My eyes focused on a girl leaning over me, reaching to support me. I recognised her, then remembered, opened my mouth to say her name but couldn't force another sound past my parched lips and throat..
“Here, drink this,” Jocasta said, one arm coming behind me to support my back and another holding a cup to my lips. I held her hand and the cup, sipped, swallowed, cleared my throat and sipped again.
“What happened?” I got one elbow under me to support my weight and Jocasta moved back, letting me take the cup from her hand.
“What do you remember?”
I looked around, squinting into the light and tried to think. What did I remember?
“Where am I?” I focused on her face. Taking in the clean look of her.
She searched my face, questioning, then her face settled into calm, cool resolve. “Still here,” she gestured to the window behind me; the shutter was pulled back and bright light spilling into the room. I looked past her but the light was too bright. I could make out the rough shape of a building or a wall, the slope of a hill beyond it. No details. Everything was blurred; my eyes watered. I closed them.
“Too bright,” I said.
I heard her moving, crossing the room, the shutters being closed; the light dimmed.
“Is that better?”
I nodded. My head pounded and I felt dizzy for a moment, but it passed. I opened my eyes. Jocasta still stood across the room, in shadow now, her back to the closed shutters. “You took a blow to the head. Concussion. You've been unconscious. I need to know what you remember. To know if you are recovering.”
I thought about it. Remembered the cup of water in my hand and sipped some more. “I don't know. I'm tired. I can't think.”
She crossed the room, peasant skirts flowing around her legs. She bent over me, took the cup from my hand and gently helped me rest back onto the pillow that softly supported my pounding head. “Then rest, Sumto. Sleep if you can.”
Her face was close to mine. I watched a single tear slip from one eye and slide down her cheek. I reached for it but the effort was too much and I let my arm drop to rest on my chest. Looking up at her, the darkness closed in and I let it roll over me.
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My eyes fluttered open on the soft light of dawn. I sat up fast, my head suddenly spinning.
“Slowly,” a voice commanded, a hand grabbing my arm and another at my back, supporting my weight.
Good advice, I thought but didn't say. After a moment I managed to shift my weight and shuffle into a sitting position, resting my back against the wall behind me. The supporting hands dropped away and I watched Sapphire settle back into a chair by the bed. His face was covered in scabs that showed where he had been bitten, and how often.
“You look a mess,” I croaked.
“You don't look much better,” he said, filling a cup with water and passing it to me. He gestured with the same hand at my face as he settled back in the chair. “One big bruise; lots of colors.”
“What happened?”
“We survived,” he said.
A cascade of memories swirled through my mind, making me dizzy. I sipped the water and tried to sift through them and organize them. “You attacked Tahal.”
He nodded. “I'd noticed how they all reacted to his thoughts. I thought that if I was a threat they would all attack me, giving everyone else plenty of freedom to act.” He shrugged.
“Didn't do too well, did we?” I asked, remembering how it was Sapphire who had reached Tahal and Sapphire who had nearly been lost in killing him.
He slowly raised one hand above his head at full stretch, looking up at it, desperately. “You got the hint,” he said, dropping his hand back into his lap and his gaze back to my face.
I snorted a laugh and stopped at once. It made my head hurt even more than it already did.
“What happened after?”
“The dead things went back to the grave.” he shrugged. “Following Tahal's thoughts of it, or just heading back because he was dead and not directing them. It took a while. There were a lot of them.”
“How do you feel?” he asked after a few moments' silence.
I thought about it. “Tired. Hurt. Numb.”
He nodded. “It will pass. Everything does.”
I didn't say anything to that. It seemed a far gloomier thought than I suspect he had intended.
“Is it over?” I asked, though I wasn't sure what I meant by it.
He nodded. “It's over. We can leave when you feel up to it.”
“Is this what you were here for? Tahal? The Necromancers?”
He studied me for a moment, head back against the chair, gaze appraising. “We didn't know much, but we had suspicions. The Necromancers had become a threat we were aware of. Spies and agents. I killed some, fed others false information. I needed to get closer to their source, find out what I could and act as I saw fit. Tahal... his family's involvement was also suspected by your father but there was no proof of how they were linked to the Necromancers. Now we know and can find a way to destroy that weapon. Part of the constant struggle for power that occupies the thoughts of many patrons, those who want it all for themselves, and those who don't.” He smiled. “The price of freedom, as your father explains it, is that you constantly have to fight for it even if you already have it.”
I let the words wash over me, unable to really pay much attention, unable to organize my thoughts. Something my father once said drifted to mind. 'There are only two kinds of people, those who want to control others and those who have no interest in doing so. It's your duty to fight against those who want control, boy. Remember that, if you forget everything else I tell you.'
Well, I remembered it. I sighed and closed my eyes for a moment. I didn't want to think any more or remember any more. I was tired.
“Stay awake,” Sapphire snapped. “You've been asleep too long.”
I heaved another sigh and opened my eyes. I knew he wouldn't let me drift off to sleep now he'd said it. “Where are the others?”
“Balaran and the soldiers are out making cairns to cover the dead. The creatures out of the grave made quite a lot of them and Balaran thinks the men should be busy while you recover your strength. Jocasta is sleeping. She wants to talk to you as soon as you wake but I think it can wait. She hasn't rested much. Let her be, for now.”
Somehow I didn't feel like arguing with him. There was something in his voice that warned me I should do as he said and let it be.
“And Dubaku?”
“He is here, somewhere,” Sapphire said.
I was glad he was alive. Maybe I would be able to repair our relationship, such as it was. I remembered my promise to find his people, and resolved to keep it. I felt that I owed him something. I remembered talking to him in the night at Learneth, before he had set the fires that burned the town to the ground. 'There is a difference,' he had said, 'between killing and murder.' I shied away from the thought and it was replaced by another memory. Dannat, leaning over me, voice raised. Angry. 'There is no freedom, we are all slaves, there is only slavery of one sort or another. The only choice is what kind of slavery you will accept, what sort of slavery you can live with! There is no freedom for anybody, ever!'
I thought about that. Wondered if it was true. It made a kind of sense. You have to live in some society, fit into it according to your place in it, abide by its rules, be defined by it. We are what we do, and choices are always limited.
“You think too much,” Sapphire commented when I had been silent for a while. “See with your eyes, hear with your ears, decide with your mind and act with your body. Then move on and forget it.”
“Maybe your are right.” I told him what Dannat had said, then asked him if he thought it was true.
“It's a kind of truth, perhaps. But does it matter?” He met my gaze for a long moment, the dawn light filtering into the room through the gaps in the shutters behind him. “I was reading one of the books in your father's library.” That surprised me. I didn't know he could read. Just the thought of him with a book didn't fit, somehow. “It maintained that we are all three people; the person others think that we are, the person we ourselves think we are, and the person we really are. The only way you can really know who you are is by your actions. Your actions define you. So, are you free? Look at your actions honestly and you will see the truth.”
“Are you?”
His expression went still and he was silent for a moment, then spoke softly. “My master became your father's client and left me to your father in his will. I came home to the city with him. There I saw for the first time that a slave could become free. It was a new idea. Can you understand that? It had never occurred to me. I told your father I would serve him if I were free, die if I were not. He wrote the papers at once, but freedom doesn't come from them. Freedom is in here,” he touched his temple with one hard finger. “You see, your father didn't give me my freedom. I took it. I am free because I say I am free. Care to argue with me?”
I shook my head, affecting a wry smile that I didn't feel. What I felt was afraid. I had a strong instinct that Sapphire would kill anyone who challenged him on this.
“You need to eat, get up and move about, you've healed as much as you will with sleep and idleness,” he made a long arm and snagged a plate of cold food from a nearby table. “And you need to stop dwelling on the past. Life is for the living, isn't that what you city men say?”
It was.
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The clouds to the east were bright with color. I rested on the palisade and looked out at the sunrise, and the land it illuminated. The lay of the land trended downward, the river we had followed flowing on toward a fertile land that stained the horizon in shades of green.
“Battling Plain?”
At my side, Balaran nodded. “So I would guess. Doesn't look much, does it?”
It had taken me an age to make it as far as the stockade but Sapphire had insisted, and allowed me to rest on the way. 'Time to be moving. You can only do so much healing lying still,' he had instructed. When we had reached the stockade we could see Balaran and the seven soldiers making cairns to cover the dead, just as Sapphire had said. There were others moving among them; thin men and women dressed in rags; the Necromancers' people, survivors of what had happened here. It was a depressing sight. Too many of the wrapped bundles were small. Balaran had seen us on the wall and waved, then come to join us. Sapphire had walked away a short distance when Balaran had arrived, probably so that we could talk freely. But nothing important had been said, yet.
“No,” I turned to look back into the ruined town, gaze resting on the inner stockade and the hall of the grave. “But then, neither does this.”
“Hmmm,” he followed suit. “What do you intend?”
I hadn't given it any thought and said so.
“Irian Samant will have to be told of his nephew's death. To be useful as a lever, only the truth will serve.”
I glanced along the stockade to where Sapphire leaned, looking out toward Battling Plain and seemingly ignoring us. Had he slept? Had he already informed my father of events?
“True,” I turned back to Balaran, “but the public story need not be so accurate.”
He nodded. “Old family. Quite a lot of influence even though they have known better times. Useful concessions could be won in return for our discretion.”
“Though a truth spell would give the lie to the public story,” I thought aloud.
He looked surprised. “Who would demand one? There is yourself, Jocasta, and I, three nobles all telling the same story. It would take a fairly brave man to risk offending all three of us, and who would have a motive? Irian Samant? I don't think so. No, any public lie will serve, so long as we three agree it.”
I suppressed a sigh. Politics. I hated politics. “I'll give it some thought. Something simple. Tahal infiltrated the enemy, led us to their centre of power, instrumental in their downfall, tragic death, sacrificed self, so on, so forth.”
“Yes,” he agreed. “All the best lies are founded in the truth.” He turned his back on the hall of the grave and leaned over the stockade. “And do you plan to be Patron of these people?”
I remembered the settlements we had passed, their poverty and despair. Things were no better for those who remained here. Someone had to look after them, I thought. And Darklake and Learneth were my responsibility.
“I am a commander in the field, Balaran, with imperium and all it implies.”
“Yes. Irian might have it in mind to contest that,” he jerked a thumb over his shoulder.
I shuddered, thinking of the dead flooding from the grave. Balaran was right, of course. The artefact belonged to the Samant family, a weapon they would not tolerate in other hands. If I controlled this area they would fight to wrest control from me, even if they then let it lie fallow as they had before. One way or another, there would be conflict. Not openly; they did not have the power for that, not if my father would back me, and I suspected he would. But Irian might incite other peoples to take control of the area, send assassins against me, or use magic or other means to bring me down. Yet I did not want to hand control of the grave back to the Samant family, or to anyone for that matter. Better if it didn't exist.
“Can you destroy it?”
He threw a small smile my way. “Good idea. Best if the problem just went away. I've discussed the matter with Jocasta. We have an idea or two between us. She is a remarkable young woman. I'll be glad to sponsor her when she applies to the college. She will be an asset. I'm sorry that she decided not to go through with your planned wedding, Sumto, but I'll honestly be glad to see her forge her own career. I think it will be spectacular once she has overcome the initial obstacles.” He fell silent, seeing my surprise and confusion. “You haven't spoken to her, have you?”
“She sleeps,” I said, my voice quiet as a whisper.
“I'm sorry.” He looked as though he genuinely was. “That was clumsy of me. I thought you would have spoken by now.”
“No.”
He fell silent, looking out over Battling Plain. “Well, she seems determined but... who knows, you could change her mind?”
“Go away, Balaran.”
He cleared his throat and straightened, patting the wood of the stockade absently - made to say something and then changed his mind and simply left. I stared into the middle distance, thinking nothing and feeling small. Every time I started to think something, my thoughts crashed into chaos.
After a time, Sapphire stirred and moved my way. I looked at him and he stopped. After a moment's appraisal he nodded and left me alone, as I clearly wanted.
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“This is yours.”
I had been standing by the grave, close to one narrow end and looking into it. The wet clay of the edge deterred me from getting too close, but I could still look down into it. A faint stirring of cool air whispered about me, being slowly sucked into the grave. In its depths was a hint of something stirring. The movement seemed to have meaning, somehow, and I was puzzling at it, trying to make sense of it, even though it repulsed me. I was glad of the distraction when Jocasta joined me, though by no means glad of what that distraction was sure to be.
I looked at what she held in her open hand; the stone I had given her; then back to the grave.
“You are going to destroy this,” I said, my voice flat.
She winced. Nodded. “I think it's best.”
“You are probably right,” I told her. “Your sister will be disappointed.”
“To hell with my sister,” she said, her voice flat and angry. “I will not be part of her household. I have decided to petition for paterfamilial status.” She held her head high. “Legally, I will be a man. I will not be part of her family.”
I was stunned. Not that it never happened. There have always been women who were not content to be wives and mothers and run a household. For the common people it wasn't a problem, many women forged their own way. But to progress as a noble, military service was mandatory. Purely practical considerations kept women out of the military; apart from the fact that they were simply too valuable to society to throw their lives away on a battlefield - demographics would kill any society that did that habitually. Still, we uphold personal freedom, so there was a way for those few noble women who wanted to make the attempt. It didn't happen often, what was the incentive, after all? Still, there had been a few times when women had survived their ten years of military service, been elected to political office, and become members of the patrons' assembly.
“Serving as a battle mage counts as military service,” I said, understanding what she intended.
She jerked her head in a fierce nod.
“You are determined.” I could see she was.
Again the fierce nod, her eyes challenging.
“Then there is nothing more to be said.”
“No. There is nothing more to be said. This is yours,” she held out the stone.
“Keep it,” I told her. “You will need it.”
She hesitated only a moment. “I am not sure I want the debt to another patron.”
She had the status already. Being legally a man she would be a patron. Head of her own family. A family of one. I had no doubt she would succeed. Politics had already come between us. We were rivals.
Well, then. That was clear. I held out my hand and she tipped the stone into it. Then she turned and walked away.
I turned back to stare into the grave for a while. I didn't stay long.
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On the long road back we didn't talk, Jocasta and I. There wasn't anything I wanted to say. There wasn't anything I wanted to hear. Doubtless she felt the same.
Balaran had diverted the river to flow into the grave. A small lake filled the ruins of the town, bubbling at its center as air was forced out of whatever kind of hell the grave led to. Thankfully, nothing but air came out of it. I had expressed concern that it might not work as a permanent solution and been advised to keep a watch. One more responsibility I didn't want. I considered the fact that there was one less river leading into Battling Plain, reducing its fertility. I didn't doubt there would be consequences, but they were none of mine and I couldn't muster any interest in that problem.
It felt like a long lonely road back, leading the refugees that I had created. Jocasta and I avoided each other. Dubaku said not a word to me. Sapphire seemed content to keep his own counsel. No one seemed to want to talk to me but that suited me, well enough. I wanted to be alone.
We passed the ruins of Learneth. They still smouldered accusingly. Some of my men were picking through the ruins for whatever they might find. Maybe the treasury of the town, molten gold and slagged silver. Something to give back to the people. I owed them that much.
At Darklake I arranged an escort to take Jocasta home to the city. From the walls of the battlements, I watched her go, while Meran waited to give his report. It was a dull and depressing day, overcast and cheerless. It suited my mood.
On the far side of the lake I could see Lendrin Treleth and his people creating what would be his trading post in the place where Meran had constructed a small fort; Treleth would have the trade through the pass and I would have a share of that in return for ensuring safe passage. In truth, there was no shortage of money, the loot from Darklake, Learneth and Duprane's keep was enough to make each soldier who fought in the campaign a fairly wealthy man. My share was a little over half a million but that would soon go; there was a great deal of rebuilding to do, many lives to mend as best I could. 
I stood on the wall until Jocasta and her escort were out of sight, then stared at the woodland where she had disappeared into the trees. For a time, I wondered why I had made no attempt to talk her round, no attempt to find out what had made her change her mind about me, or to at least find out why she was leaving. It was a matter of freedom, I thought. 'None of us are free', Dannat had said, but I did not think that was true. We are free to seek out the facts, if we choose, or remain ignorant of them. We are free to think, or blindly accept other people's opinions. Free to act or be passive. Free to conceive a goal and work toward it, or free to believe our dreams unachievable and let them die. Free to strive to master a skill, or free to waste our efforts in idle pursuits that gain us nothing.
Jocasta might think that my lack of interest in her motives showed a lack of interest in her. But from my point of view, I had simply acknowledged that her freedom was as important as mine.
I let it go and turned to Meran, who had been waiting patiently for my attention.
“I know there's a lot to do, so I'll make you a deal,” I said. “Join me in a beer and I'll let you give me your report and we can get started.”
He looked at me askance, smiling wryly. “You will never change, Sumto.”
“Probably not,” I conceded, though I knew that I didn't really want the beer; but it was what I could have and it would just have to do.
What I really wanted wasn't available.
 
 
 
THE END
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Author's Notes
 
Sumto's story is taken up in The Invisible Hand, which is book three of The Price of Freedom (or Freedom's Fool, depending on what day you ask me the overall title of the series) and continues Sumto's adventures in the north. That book is complete and will be available as soon as possible.
The price of freedom is eternal vigilance. This is a quote, of course, and attributed to several people. I don't think it matters much who said it first. Freedom is a concept deeply ingrained in Sumto's thinking, so the subject is bound to crop up.
Concussion can be a very unpleasant experience indeed. Sumto's symptoms are fairly accurate - serious confusion, inappropriate emotional outbursts, and so on. He is lucky to get some magical healing; it isn't enough but he certainly would have died without it. These are not the kind of stories where the hero takes a blow to the head and just carries on as though nothing had happened.
I am completely happy to answer questions from readers of the series. I can be contacted at shasqa@yahoo.com
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