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For my Mother, who is far prouder of me than I deserve.
 

#
 
There are those who believe every day should be full of meaningful tasks, rising before dawn and only seeking their beds when exhaustion overtakes them. I am not one such. Left to my own devices I would spend the whole day in the comfort of my bed, so the gentle knock at my door was enough in itself to make me frown. My household slaves know better than to risk awakening me rudely, no matter the hour, as I often sleep late. For such inconsideration I have sold more than one slave with a bad reference and thought no more of their fate. They should have thought of the possibility of ending their days in a mine in the provinces before hammering at my bedroom door like deranged and desperate debt collectors.
“Enter.” It wasn't what I wanted to say. I was reading and 'Tetrin's Study of the Barbarian Peoples' had me enthralled. There was food and drink to hand, all my comforts were met. I wanted instead to say nothing in the sure and certain knowledge that no second knock would sound should I choose silence. Yet the slaves, few as they are, are well trained and would not disturb me lightly.
Meran was possibly the ugliest human being I have ever encountered. His naturally misshapen features are enhanced by a patina of burn scars on one side and a long scar from a cavalry sword on the other; the blow from the saber (one of ours) also took out an eye. Still, he'd been cheap and had made himself indispensable once he had had the language beaten into him. Not that I did the beating, mind you; that's not my style. Get a slave to beat a slave, that's what I say. My overseer of the household slaves (all three of them) had done his job on Meran and then vanished under mysterious circumstances, a fact which hadn't come to my attention for several days. Of course I suspected Meran; who wouldn't? But what to do? Sell him and then be two slaves down? No, I'd reported the disappearance to the Vigils and forgotten about it.
“Is it true that the Retreni are shapeshifters?”
Meran shrugged. “They are liars; also thieves and murderers but the pertinent point here is the first. They lie, so I doubt it. Yelian Shen is here to see you.”
“I'm ill and contagious. Did you ever meet one?”
“He said that if you said that, he knows a mass grave for plague victims you might want to investigate. The only Retreni I ever saw was a rapist about to be hanged; he didn't turn into anything.”
“Damn.”
“Yes, I was disappointed too.” He held up a robe for my approval.
I gave him a filthy look, slipped out of bed, and pulled on the robe. “The floor's cold.”
“There is no coal. I'm working on it, master.”
I popped my freezing feet into the slippers he had put at my feet and headed for the door which he managed to open before I got there. Not because he is slim and whippety and I a tad overweight, but because that was his job and I let him do it.
“You will acquire sufficient combustible materials soon?”
“Before or just after nightfall,” he assured me as he once more nipped ahead to open the door to the atrium and announce me.
Assuming my most charming expression I strode boldly forward with arms akimbo and greeted Yelian Shen like a favorite relative long unseen and completely unexpected. He wasn't a relative but responded much the same way.
“Got some money for me, Sumto?” Yelian Shen looked like a weasel but taller. He was new nobility, not a social equal to one such as I, blessed with illustrious ancestors to the dawn of time, but unfortunately a man with money, which I sorely lacked; hence the current situation.
“My dear friend, do you feel how cold it is in here? Don't you think that if I had a penny to my name I would send my man directly to you with every coin?”
“No, I think you would drink it.”
Some of my creditors know me too well. I dropped the pretense of friendship. There really is no point in being polite to people who are willing to come to your home and pester you for money.
“I have prospects, Shen. Magisterial office awaits and with it, wealth and power.”
“You haven't held even the first military office, Sumto, despite your age. I checked.”
Damn. The law of the city is clear; first military service, then magisterial office. No exceptions, not even for someone with ancestors as illustrious as mine. There is an opportunity to make money in the military but there is also the opportunity to get killed. As I am over twenty, most people just assume, unless they know better, that I have done my duty. But campaigning is uncomfortable and dangerous by all the accounts I have read, and reading them was enough to put the idea firmly on the back burner of things to be considered seriously. Military duty wouldn't pay me, unless you count the potential gain in booty, which necessitated conflict, which I always considered it best to avoid. In theory ten years had to be served before standing for civil office, but in practice it could be as little as one year. Still, I doubted the weasel would wait even that long.
“I'll have something for you by the end of the month.”
“Tomorrow it is, then. All of it?” His eyes gleamed. He'd scored good points and knew it.
Taken aback slightly by the proximity of month's end I glanced about for Meran, seeking confirmation, but he was nowhere in sight. Determining to chastise him later for abandoning me to the vultures I nodded speculatively as I turned back to Yelian. “Out of the question, I'm afraid. Still I'm sure we'll manage to make a dent in the sum; three hundred wasn't it?”
“Thousand, Sumto, three thousand. Sell the house.”
“Would that I could oblige, but alas it isn't mine to sell. Family, you understand. In fact I'm sure we discussed it.”
“Then perhaps I should speak to your family? One of your prominent uncles perhaps? Or your father?”
“By all means! Speak to them, do. Ask them if they would mind dealing with the matter.”
“Don't you think they would be a little disappointed in you?” Now he was smiling openly.
“Don't you suspect they are already? Still, blood is thicker than water.”
“Ironic. A friend of mine heard your uncle Orlyan use that term just the other day. 'If he doesn't mend his ways, I will damn well find out if his blood is thicker than water,' I think he said.”
Bastard. Orlyan was military through and through, old and grizzled and not the least bit accommodating. I'd spent a wretched summer at his villa as a child in the company of a half dozen cousins and the man himself. One of the few years he wasn't away campaigning. Awake before dawn, thin breakfast and then work. Then 'run them till they drop'. Then combat training. He treated us like common recruits. Not fun. Still, there was a pretty slave girl...
“Shall I speak to him? Or might that not be politic?”
“I'll see you tomorrow.”
He smiled like a shark. “Of course.”
As soon as I had let him out I collapsed on a sturdy chair and stared blankly at the wall.
Money. I needed some. The slaves were worth about a hundred each for a quick sale. The house had long since been denuded of valuable statuary, furniture and such. Two horses, but I owed for stabling, and they were worth only as much as the slaves. Good horses. That made about six hundred which isn't three thousand no matter which way you look at it. And besides, I didn't want to sell my slaves or my horses. There was one thing in my possession, as a noble, that I could sell. I turned the gold ring on my index finger and examined the black stone that rested in a simple setting. One carat, black stone, twenty candlepower of magic energy. Illegal to sell to anyone outside the nobility, which would be where I would get the best price, it was the single possession (apart from a few clothes) that marked me as a nobleman of the city. Selling it, legally or otherwise, was clearly out of the question. I needed another plan. Relatives, I decided. Time to visit. Best bet first.
“Meran!” I heard his voice call back from the kitchen but didn't see the point in waiting until he arrived before continuing. “Get your club; we're going to visit my Mother!” I glanced down at my robe and slippers. “But find me some clothes first!”
 
 #
 
“Sumto!”
I strode on. I had a mission to accomplish and a time limit to accomplish it in. Sheo, the acquaintance who hailed me in the street would not, I knew, be able to help me with that. The streets were busy and noisy enough that I could realistically pretend not to have heard him, and with any luck he would not be able to catch up to me through the throng because of his ruined leg. A horse had fallen on it years ago and he had not then been able to afford a healing. Ironically, though he now hated and feared horses with a manic passion, he was damned to ride them if he wanted to make progress at any speed. A few months after the fall he had inherited a small fortune from one of his few surviving relatives, but by then the damage had healed as well as it was going to. He walked with a pronounced limp. I ignored his second hail, stepping out at a brisk pace in the wake of Meran who was clearing a path for me by the simple expedient of looking fierce and keeping his cudgel on the move. I was shocked and appalled when someone reached out of the crowd and grabbed my arm.
“Get your bloody hand off me... Kerral!” This last exclaimed as I recognized who it was who had caught me and plucked me from the crowd. A grin leapt unbidden to my face. I was peripherally aware that Meran spun about, cudgel raised, and that Sheo was rapidly gaining ground. Neither one mattered to me, though I was just as glad to see Meran relax. He might be a rangy and useful fighting man but Kerral was lethal. You will have seen short men who are unnaturally broad of chest and shoulder. Well, Kerral was my height and built that same way. He filled a doorway side to side, though not top to bottom. I have seen him pick up an anvil by the horn and hold it out at arm's length, a small smile playing about his lips and showing not the least strain.
“Sumto, my friend.” His voice was softer than you would guess from his size, though deep as a chasm.
“Kerral.” The hug was entirely spontaneous. It's not my custom to be over-familiar or physical, especially with men, but it's hard not to love a man who has saved your life. “How are you here? I thought you had been exiled! Why didn't you write?”
He grinned at me as he grabbed me and held me at arm's length. “So I was, but I managed to redeem myself. And I did write, at least once, I'm sure.”
“Sumto!” Sheo had caught up with me and I turned my face to him, smile still in place.
“Sheo! Good to see you.” I paused for a beat and then let the day go for now. “Let's go for a drink.” Yelian Shen was right of course. Drink has ever been my downfall, the cause and solution to all my problems.
“Good idea,” Kerral chipped in. “I'll buy.”
I heaved a mental sigh of relief at that and turned and gestured Meran to lead the way. “Find us an alehouse. The Damned Hangman is round the corner,” I reminded him.
 
 #
 
“I was lucky. Ran into a rogue sorcerer and broke his neck.”
It was only then that I noticed the red gem, glowing with that effervescent light that told of its origin, set in a gold ring on his finger. His hand was wrapped around a clay tankard of watered wine; anything smaller than a tankard would just look stupid in his big hand. Not that the stone would be any use to him until he learned to use it. Almost all nobles knew some magic, but I guessed Kerral would be the type to put his money and energies elsewhere.
“Is that it?" I couldn't help feeling his telling lacked polish.
He shrugged. “Pretty much.”
“How did you find him?” Sheo said.
Kerral shrugged. “I wasn't looking. Just out at night and saw him. He was using the power to lure a girl. It was obvious.”
“Not to mention base,” Sheo sounded genuinely offended.
I resisted the urge to shrug. Every noble-woman in the city wears a charm that will protect her against such inimical magic. As for the commoners, well, who cares, frankly? I had to agree it was a pretty trivial use of magic and a pretty stupid thing to die for.
“How ugly was he?”
Kerral laughed. “That's the funniest thing; he wasn't, you know,” he inclined his head toward Meran who was sitting a few yards away at the door. He watched us to see I was not molested but was not close enough to be privy to our conversation, “really ugly. Just a kinda ordinary looking Gerrian, really.”
“Retreni?”
Kerral looked puzzled. “Does it matter?”
“Not really, just wondered.”
“How would you know, anyway?”
I didn't feel it would help me at this point to ask if he had changed shape at all. Unlikely, as I'm sure Kerral would have mentioned it, as in “Strangled this shape shifting bastard,” for example. I thought it best to change the subject. “So you are a noble now! Congratulations, cousin!” Not all noblemen call each other that, but it's polite whether related or not.
“To the new knight! Welcome to the order.” It was the law that a commoner be raised to Knight status for services to the city, and taking down a rogue sorcerer who had been using our magic definitely counted as a service to the city. Bad enough that our potential enemies had spirit magic without them having access to the power of the stones. The magic that we dug from the volcano gave us powers we most definitely did not want to share. To sell a stone to anyone not of our own nobility was a crime punishable by death. Sometimes, through various means, foreign individuals would get their hands on a stone. Sometimes they caused problems, but large and powerful stones were rarely taken from the city, and then only in the hands of experienced and knowledgeable sorcerers. Getting one of them meant getting by the sorcerer. It doesn't happen often.
We drank a toast to our new cousin.
“Of course,” Kerral said, “I still need to make money, so I'm off to war!”
“War?”
Sheo looked disgusted. “Yes, Sumto, war. With the Alendi.”
“Oh.” It didn't seem like enough. “I've been busy.”
“You've been drunk. The patron Orthand is taking his clientèle to war. Tulian too. I'm going, of course,” Sheo said.
Of course. He was a client of Tulian, of the right class and unable to give money instead of service. Being of a more illustrious family I was no-one's client. Technically I should be a patron and have clients of my own, but having successfully ducked military service, I had not yet stepped foot on the lifelong Course of Honors, the political career that was my birthright and toward which my father's occasional stiff messages directed me. No one could make me do military service. I was a free born man of this city, my own master, and I owned no armor. My family occasionally had some delivered and I sold it. Weapons too.
“You should come with us,” Kerral said.
I'd known he would say it.
Sheo nodded enthusiastically. I had my cup to my face and was taking my time. They were both going to be disappointed; it was just a matter of how to say it without appearing spineless. Which I was, by the way. Have you seen what swords and axes, maces and spears do to a man? Well, neither have I, at least not that I remember well, and I have absolutely no desire to do so. I am fat and lazy and I like it, and anyone who doesn't can shove off, frankly. My family included; uncles, cousins, the lot. But I didn't want to upset Kerral. He was my friend and had saved my life once. Sharp things, dark alley, bad people, I was drunk. “I'll see if I can get some armor.”
“Good man!” Kerral said.
Sheo was smiling. “And see if you can get your father to give you that two hundred you owe me while you are at it.”
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“Not at home?” I was a little surprised. Mother never left the house. She was a good wife as these things are measured in the city and the home was her territory, supervising slaves and such, balancing the household budget and hopefully giving me three thousand of it without father knowing. “Where is she?”
The slave wasn't as deferential as I would like. He didn't actually try and stop me from entering, but I had the feeling that he wanted to. Damned impudent of him, if you want my opinion. If he were mine I'd slap him down a bit. Not that I'm a bully, you understand, but a slave has to know his place. Captured, born or self-sold, an air of deference to free men is the least they can offer for their food and board.
“Your mother did not see fit to inform me, young Master.”
At least he knew who I was. I'd never seen him before. Father had many slaves and traded them as some men trade horses. Buy or breed, train and sell. Actually, he kept other slaves to do the actual training. It was a classic case of have money make money, and he never missed a trick, which is why his fortune continues to grow. Personally, I'd never had enough of the stuff to make more than a token stab at it, and I was never very lucky at games of chance.
“When will she be back?”
“I was not informed, young Master.”
I kept moving, forcing the ignorant swine to follow me while we talked. I was heading for the private areas of the house, which I of course knew well. “Anyone else home? Sisters and such?”
“Lady Rhia is in the sewing room, I believe.”
“Get some food in my slave.”
It was an order, and he couldn't refuse. One less mouth to feed for the day is one less mouth to feed. I'd get Rhia to have someone bring me something while I was visiting. The household was busy with slaves, whom I ignored as I made my way through the public areas and back to the sewing room where half a dozen women were doing woman things with cloth, my sister among them. She looked up and smiled as I greeted her.
“Good morning, spinster.”
“Hello, fat boy. And not for long, haven't you been told? I'm to be married.”
“Commiserations,” I flopped down on a seat next to her and stretched out my legs. “Who's the unlucky fellow?”
“Lucky. Think of my dowry!”
“I do, with envy. Pity I don't get one.”
“Men are supposed to make their own money, Sumto. It's Yuril Kelenthis Terian. He seems nice.”
I shrugged. I knew the family, of course. As old and powerful as our own. “I don't know if I remember him. How old is he?”
“Forty this year. His first wife died. He wants another. Father arranged it.” She shrugged, accepting her fate. Not too horrible a fate, actually, when you consider that she would have control of her own dowry. Her husband could, in law, advise and request but not control her money. It belonged to her and her children, not to him.
“Does all this give me a clue as to where Mother is?”
She raised an eyebrow archly. “You wanted something?”
Wrapping myself in dignity, I told her that I was merely paying my respects.
“Instead of paying your debts?”
“Any hope of some food?”
One of the household slaves was up and moving to the door before Rhia indicated that food should indeed be provided. I noticed that the slave was a pretty little thing with the long blond hair and the blue eyes so sought after by brothel owners and carnally minded patrons alike. I wondered if she were originally from the Gerrian tribes, and if so, which one? If she could change shape, surely she would have turned into a bird and fled the city by now. Or would she? The life of a slave isn't so terrible; roof and food provided, duties usually not too arduous, especially if educated, quite a remarkable list of rights and protections under the law. A woman could bring a charge of rape against even the most powerful of patrons, for example, and be compensated. With a skill, a slave could earn and keep money of their own, sometimes enough to buy themselves free. A well educated person in dire straits sometimes sold themselves as the purchase price was theirs by law and could be invested; also a slave was no longer responsible for debts incurred while free. Only the most intractable slaves had a hard time of it, working the fields or worse, the mines. Of course, the downside to the whole thing was the simple lack of freedom to shape your own destiny, and I can quite see where, if a barbarian were captured in war and ripped from his home and society, he might take the whole thing badly.
“If you go to the war, I'll take on your debts.”
“What?”
She sighed, rather theatrically, I thought. “Sumto. You can't go on like this. Father will cut off your allowance soon enough, has threatened already to evict you, and will eventually disown you. You do know that don't you? He will do it. Don't think he won't.”
The thoughtful frown came naturally enough to my face as I avoided thinking about any of this. War and politics don't interest me, yet they were the only career open to me. It was a problem I had wrestled with through my teens and into my twenties.
“You can't avoid responsibility forever.”
Is that what I was doing? And if so, why not? I could speak and read seven languages, do numbers in my head, knew the whole history of our people (especially our family) and much of that of other peoples (some in their own words, which was a bit different than our version, I can tell you!). Also, I had some understanding of magic, though as such teachings have to be earned by status achieved or paid for in hard cash I had less learning in this area than I'd like. Actually, just a few cantrips; probably less than any noble in the city - apart from Kerral, of course, and he had only just this moment joined our ranks. And, of course, I was limited by the size of the one stone I owned. The Colleges, and some patrons, owned stones that you could barely hold in one hand.
“You have to do something!”
And I would, I would. I have skills, and could doubtless earn a living doing something. Not in the city of course, I was far too well known for that. I couldn't be seen to be doing something like some commoner. But in the provinces I might be able to set myself up in some style, provide a few small magics for some nobleman or some client king, in secret, anonymously, always at risk of being kidnapped or killed for the stone itself... hmmm, maybe not. Still, I didn't have to wear the stone openly, or bruit it about that I was of the city, or who exactly I was.
“Do you have any idea how angry father is with you? How close he is to carrying out his threat to disown you? Without your name to protect you, how would you survive? The only reason your creditors don't take you to court is because father made it quietly clear that anyone who did so would suffer unpleasant consequences for the damage done to his reputation; the reputation of the family name, of course, not for any consequences to you.”
Of course, she was right. If no one knew who I was, I wouldn't receive guest rights anywhere, so perhaps I should travel openly from court to court around the Client Kingdoms. That might actually be fun. Of course, I would need funds to travel with. But then travel was such an uncomfortable business even at the best of times...
“Sumto, are you listening to me?”
I picked amongst the sweetmeats that had arrived at my side. “Of course. I'm thinking about it.” I turned my thoughtful face to her so that she could see that I was indeed thinking about it.
“What's to think about? Go with the army, do a year, with our ancestry there is no need to do more. Use your share of the spoils to start a career. It's simple. All you have to do is do it!”
“Like Kerial did?”
It was a low blow. Our older brother had gone to war and not survived. They hadn't even found a body to send home. As I should have expected, tears welled up at once and, quite honestly, I almost let my own emotions get a hold of me. I had been thirteen at the time, and Rhia eleven. It had been hero worship, pure and simple, and I recognized that now. Dashing and seemingly immortal older brother, everything I aspired to be, courageous, honorable, and suddenly quite dead.
“Sorry.”
She waved my apology away and made an effort to get a hold of herself. “That was unfair.”
“I know.” It was.
“I don't want you to come to any harm. It's not that at all. It's just... what else are you going to do?”
It was a problem. I could marry, of course. But it would be to someone of a station considerably lower than ours, a social climber wanting an association with our family and using his daughter to get it; and she would have control of the money. Not a solution, really. Besides, I doubt father would allow it to happen. He wouldn't want some new noble family feeding off our illustrious ancestors, or the embarrassment of a relationship by marriage to such a low bloodline.
We were interrupted by the uppity slave who'd answered the door to me. “Yuril Kelenthis Terian is here, mistress.”
“Oh!” She fluttered, looking around. “I can't see him, Mother isn't here, or father. He must know that! Sumto, you must receive him and extend my apologies.”
I was glad enough of the distraction. Rhia wasn't going to be the answer to my problem and, as she had just reminded me, Mother wasn't here. I crammed the last sweetmeat into my mouth and dusted off my hands as I rose to my feet. “I'll come back later.”
“Mother won't help, you know.”
It was a parting shot I chose to ignore. At the door I changed my mind. “Why?”
“Father has been working on her. They do live together, you know.”
Damn. “When's the wedding?”
“You are not invited, Sumto. I'm sorry. But the heads of our respective households insist.” She did look genuinely sorry, and to be fair I knew she couldn't do anything about it.
“Did you throw a tantrum?”
She smiled and dropped her head, looking up at me. “I did,” she admitted with mock shyness. “It didn't do any good.”
I smiled in return. “I shall be sad to miss it,” I said, and left.
Yuril Kelenthis Terian was a tall, broad man who looked effortlessly powerful. At forty he was in his prime, a martial man of our class and just the sort of chap father would approve of. His family was as illustrious as ours, and I had lied to my sister; I knew of him, and we had even met on a couple of occasions. He was well advanced on the course of honors, having been a Ludile in charge of public works at the proper age. I had no idea what public works he had been involved in and didn't care. Still, I could not help but be aware of who held what titles; it was something almost everyone I knew talked about. So I knew he held no title now but, being forty, would be aiming to be elected as a Judge as soon as he could muster enough votes. After that a seat in the patron's assembly, and so on and so on, ending in King or Censor, titles of much prestige but little power. The numerous nobility of the city devised ways of sharing power in order to avoid constant internal warfare, which disrupted trade, weakened the city and was generally thought to be a pain.
“My sister can't receive you, Terian. No other family members are at home, and I am leaving.”
His smile reminded me of a shark. “Perfect. It was you I wanted to talk to.”
Oh good.
“Well, let's walk out together, shall we?”
We turned right, our slaves following. In this area there were few people abroad; all the buildings on the Yurintal Hill were large and prosperous so there was little traffic and no street markets, just a few private citizens and slaves about the business of their masters, and us.
Terian didn't waste much time. “I knew you would turn up here some time in order to sponge off your family, so I had the place watched. Things have to change. I can't have my family name tarnished by association with a no-account layabout. I'm putting this bluntly as there seems no other way to do it. Leave the city and don't come back. Or go with the army and do your duty.”
“Or?”
“There is no or. If you have to be removed from the city I certainly have a large enough clientèle to get the deed done. If you come back, I'll have you killed. If I have to remove you I may have you killed anyway. Am I making myself sufficiently plain? I am not related to you and I will not be. Go or go or go. Those are your options. Choose one. Goodbye.” With that he turned and made off in the other direction.
I didn't think he was kidding.
Neither did Meran. “When are we going?”
“Today seems like a good time.”
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I like writing letters. I have a good hand and like to show it off. First, to my father. Loving son, doing duty, realized error of ways, hope armor and weapons dispatched to army for my use, etc. Simple. Second, to Kelenthis Terian. Greetings, I will not forget your advice. Farewell. Let him be in no doubt that I owed him one. Third, to my sister. I accept your offer to clear my debts and am joining the expeditionary force forthwith. Fourth through twenty-seventh. I hereby inform you that the sum of (varies) will be paid on presentation of this letter to Rhia Illana Solientina Cerulian on any day after her wedding to Yuril Kelenthis Terian. Done.
Meran had packed and arranged for my horses to be brought to the house by the time I was finished. I arranged that my other slaves move next door for the neighbors to look after and use as they saw fit while I was away, in return that they look after my home.
Standing in the doorway of my bed chamber, eying my bed with great regret and generally looking about the place I noticed that there were far too many books unpacked.
“Meran!” He appeared at my side. “There are too many books unpacked.”
“We can't take them all, master.”
“Why not?”
“Two horses, two people.”
I frowned. Of course he was coming with me. “We need another horse.”
“I already borrowed a donkey for the baggage train. Clothes, tent.”
“Borrowed?”
He looked embarrassed.
As it came clear to me in a sudden insight, I hastily dropped the matter. He had bought a donkey, with his own money. And a tent. No wonder he was embarrassed. So was I. “I need to take my books, Meran. It's important. Some are rare and valuable.”
“I don't think I can undertake to protect them all from the weather.”
Bugger. “How about a dozen?”
“Six. I can vouchsafe six.”
“Right. Six.” Picking the six books I could take with me took longer than writing thirty letters but eventually I was done and they were packed and there was nothing more to stay for.
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A bedroll and a tent are no substitute for a bed and a roof.
Sheo and Kerral were delighted of course. Tulian, who was now my commanding officer, had not been quite so happy to see me when I had presented myself to him as custom demanded.
“What the hell are you doing here?”
“Military service,” I effected to sound surprised.
He sat behind a table covered in papers I can only assume were necessary for the organization of an army. He looked over them and stared at me. “Why?”
“It's my duty, Tul. Why else?”
“Sod off.”
“No. You know the law. You can't refuse me. What duties am I assigned?”
He was defeated and knew it. “Stay out of the bloody way, Sum. Just stay out of the bloody way.”
I sighed. “Duties?”
“You are not going to be a member of my staff, Sum. Forget it. Join the equestes and ride with them.”
“Something nominal, Tul. Come on, cousin,” we really were cousins, “you know I can't just tack on. Family honor and all that.”
“All the command posts are filled.” Meaning he had enough officers to do whatever they were told; it was the centurions who really commanded, the first centurion of the cohort who interpreted orders on the field. The command posts were there just to make sure units went where they were supposed to go - like a rudder on a boat, they steered. “And I already accepted Gatren Teciba Orans as my aide.” In fact the aide was there just to observe and learn how to command. It was the post that would have been most appropriate for me, though I had no intention of learning anything other than how to stay alive.
“Think of something, cousin.”
He sighed. “Baggage train. Look after it.”
I gave it a thought. Too many animals. “Anything else?”
“Three battle mages and six healers need a wet nurse.”
“Good enough!” In fact, perfect. Might even get a friendly one to teach me something for free.
“Don't bug them.” It was as though he could read my mind, or my smile. “Just keep them safe and happy, and let them do their job when the fighting starts. They know their duties.”
I held up a hand. “I understand; one healer per century in the fight and protect the battle mages from enemy action. I'll need a bodyguard for them for that, of course...”
“Take six men of your choice. Now get out.” I got.
As I said, Sheo and Kerral were delighted. I'd pulled them from the equestes and given them something useful to do. Then I'd told Kerral, ordered – I was in command after all - ordered Kerral to pick four of the toughest looking bastards he could find and get them on board. Pakat, Geheran, Luk and Gobin had joined us. They were all big and scarred and had more weapons on them than I thought any one man could possibly use, but they fit the bill as far as I was concerned. That done we went to join the battle mages, who traveled in style. Big comfortable tents, several servants, and a wagon full of supplies. They were sitting around a fire pit on chairs. I was instantly envious, but presented myself with a pleasant smile.
“Yes?”
“Sumto Merian Ichatha Cerulian. At your service.”
“We don't need anything. Go away.”
Best to stay polite. Who knew what rank they were? Could be anything, though I didn't recognize any of them. I tagged them in my mind as Tall, Fat, Old and Skinny. “I'm here to protect you.”
Tall looked around ostentatiously. “We don't appear to be in any danger.”
“And to see you have everything you need.”
No answer to this, at least not immediately. Then Old pointed to a clear bit of ground off to one side. “Set yourselves up there and try not to intrude. We'll send someone if we need anything.”
“The Healers?”
Fat actually turned around in his chair to glare at me. Tall jerked a thumb to signal behind him, which I took to mean that they were not so far away in that direction. Thinking I might not improve things with further questions or one sided conversation, I left and put my subordinates to setting up camp in the space indicated. Then went to check in on the healers; just as well appointed as the battle mages but much friendlier. Invited to stay and join them for the evening meal, I accepted with alacrity. They looked like people who liked to eat, and I guessed the food would be good. A short time later I sat before a friendly fire in a comfortable chair with a small table to my right hand on which slaves dumped dishes and drinks. I did a head count, six healers and me, confirming that there was in fact one more battle mage than Tulian had said. Interesting. Or odd. Or maybe he was just visiting and would go back to the city when we moved out, tomorrow or the next day. With less qualms than I would have had with the battle mages, I asked about the extra mage.
“Ah, you mean the student.” Middle aged and plump, Lentro was the only healer whose name I had retained from the bombardment of introductions. He was the nominal leader of the healers, senior by some ranking system I didn't inquire about. On his right hand he wore a ring that encompassed two fingers, and the gently iridescent lilac stone upon it must have been nine carats or more. It was the most impressive stone in sight and I had only seen one or two greater stones in my life, both owned by my family and not much in use. Just because you have the stone, and the money, doesn't mean you are going to be any good at magic, even if you have the inclination to learn. Anyway, he'd answered my question. The fourth one wasn't a battle mage in much the same way that Tul's aide, Gatren Orans, wasn't a commander, or even in the command chain, but was there to learn how to command by observing. That was interesting. What was he observing and could I get to observe and learn with him? It was an intriguing thought. But later for thinking, I had my end of a conversation to keep up.
“Ahh,” I said. “I see.”
“Yes. He's here to learn. He won't do anything, just watch and see how his betters do what they do, and maybe as importantly, why they do what they do.”
“Hmmm?”
“Battle mages act pretty much independently on the battlefield. Unless asked to try and achieve something they just watch and intervene where they think they can do the most damage without harming any of our own soldiers. Tricky, that, if you think about it.”
I hadn't. Now I did. From accounts of battles I'd gleaned an idea of what battle mages can do; quite a lot in the way of lightning and fire spewing forth from the stone used, which is why most stones are worn as rings. Make a fist, cast the spell and point. Of course, personally I had no idea how this was done, I could never afford to find out and didn't ever intend to need to know. There were accounts of noxious clouds enveloping enemy units, walls of fire springing into existence, and so on and so forth. All of which could be as big a hazard to your own troops as the enemy if used without restraint. Battle mages were also useful in intelligence gathering; using magic to enhance their senses to see and hear what the enemy was doing or what they planned. It has been a truism that our armies could easily be one tenth the size of the opposition and still win. Magic tipped the balance in our favor. The elite units, and many of the nobles, had access to magically enhanced weapons and armor, including trinkets that enhanced strength, stamina and so on, making them easily worth ten men on the battlefield.
“Of course, our job is easier and safer. Surrounded by a hundred men or behind them, I am safe enough, and all I have to do is heal anyone who comes to me or who is dragged back to me.” He shrugged in self depreciation.
I had a mouth full of spicy meat ball at that moment and had some difficulty reassuring him that his efforts were in fact critical to the impending battle, not to mention very much appreciated by the recipients of his healing efforts. At least without choking. Still, I think he got the idea and seemed pleased that I'd made the effort.
“I would rather be working with the sick than the wounded, but I haven't been in the field for a few years and it was my turn. Our turn.” He apologetically gestured to his colleagues, belatedly including them.
“None of us like war. Healing is a peaceful man's occupation. But we can't have foreigners thinking they can kill our citizens with impunity! I think we all recognize that what we do is both just and necessary!” This from the pudgy and somewhat bald older healer to my left.
“Quite right, Ormal,” Lentro approved.
“Justice has nothing to do with it,” another healer piped up. “Our citizen was selling wine to people who have no head for it, in exchange for slaves that they had taken by force from another tribe, who quite understandably objected, found out what was happening and killed the greedy son of a bitch.”
“Oh, don't start that.” Ormal snapped back. “Our citizen was carrying out lawful trade in lands controlled by the city. If the Alendi had a problem with being raided their problem was with the raiders, not our lawful and legal trader!”
I had wondered what the war was about. Well, now I knew. Not that I cared much. I mean it wasn't my war as such, I was just doing what I had to do to avoid a more unpleasant fate; i.e. possible but avoidable death instead of pretty much certain demise.
I leaned closer to Lentro, “Is that all? The death of one merchant?”
“No. The Alendi are now at war with the Ensibi, our allies and Orthand's clients. He has to help them, of course.”
Of course. A patron helps his client and a client helps his patron in return. In the city, clients will arrive at their patron's door early in the day and say something like, 'Is there anything I can do for you today and thank you for the gift.' The fact that in this case the client was a whole tribe of three towns and maybe a hundred thousand people made no difference; 'Of course you can trade freely with my people for slaves from other tribes, and thanks for the military help when it goes sour.' Same thing.
“Where did he think the slaves were going to come from? Hmm? How moral is that?” The argument went on without us.
“Of course he has to help. Any news on how things are going?”
Lentro showed less interest than I thought appropriate. “Not much, a couple of strongholds have fallen, a few villages razed. The Ensibi have taken losses but it's early days.”
The Gerrian tribes are numerous, maybe as many as a hundred of them all told. The Ensibi had called for help from an ally and I couldn't help wondering if the Alendi might do the same. Still, no tribe had more than four others on its borders, and none of them were much larger in numbers than the Ensibi. Probably nothing to worry about. In warrior cultures any able bodied man could fight but the true warriors were only one in fifty; noblemen in other words, men who owned weapons and armor, so in a hundred thousand only two thousand were capable and experienced fighting men. In a worst case scenario, say three other tribes got involved; eight thousand against our seven thousand and whatever the Ensibi fielded. No real problem. Of course, spears are cheap and one in five of any given normal population base would be able bodied men. If the whole tribe rose, maybe twenty thousand men could be raised. Not much more than two to one, not worried. Four tribes would make eighty thousand, enough to stretch us if brought to battle all in one place. But that was unlikely, wasn't it? Allied tribes who felt obliged to help out, for whatever reason or incentive, were unlikely to send every able bodied man, right? So say, at a stretch, seven times four or twenty-four thousand serious warriors and maybe twenty thousand guys with spears, worst case scenario. What was that? Seven times our numbers? We could take down ten times our number, that was the tradition, right? So stop worrying.
Still I didn't sleep well. Camp beds and tents are not as comfortable as beds and roofs and I missed my bed. And I couldn't stop running numbers in my head.
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Eventually I must have slept because I woke up to the sound of trumpets and started the day with some choice curses and a groan or two. The healers' hospitality had been generous and I had a pretty good hangover. Being woken rudely at dawn was something I had experienced before under the savage tutelage of my Uncle and had never wanted or expected to have to deal with again, especially with a bad head.
There must have been a dozen or more trumpets, so there was no stopping them; which left waiting them out as the only option, so this is what I resolved to do. Cracking open one eye and waiting, I could see Meran sitting up in the doorway to the tent. There was enough room in here for my bed, such as it was, a small table and chair, a little space with nothing in it and a couple of chest-sized canvas bags that were my luggage. A pale, cool light poked its unwelcome way through the flaps of the tent and cut a sharp swathe across the limited empty space before stinging my one open eye.
“Don't say a word,” I warned Meran, barely raising my voice above a whisper. “Just get rid of the light.”
He took me at my word and slipped silently out the tent, closing the flaps behind him to kill the light that so offended me. He did a good job but the canvas of the tent wasn't going to be thick enough to protect me from all the sunlight when the sun finally rose. The pale half-light of dawn was not enough to push its way through but I knew already that it wouldn't last. The noise of the trumpets swiftly faded away but left behind the sounds of voices, some raised to a shout but most not, and of course the sounds of feet and movement. Lots of voices, lots of feet, lots of movement. I was surrounded by six hundred people and not far away another six thousand or more were also adding a dull background din that I felt sure distance should have reduced more than it did. I closed my eye and hoped that things would settle down. Things didn't. One voice raised in laughter, another shouted in anger and others less readily identifiable would suddenly ring out and die off to mingle with the incessant background noise.
I was in hell. No two ways about it. Just as I'd begun to think I could cope with the background rumble of voices and movement, something sudden and jarring would shock me and make it clear that there was not going to be any more sleep for me that day. The only thing that would make sleep possible would be to get away from all these damn people. Not an option right now. So, the only thing that would make me less miserable would be to transfer some of that misery to someone else. And I had six people under my direct command. They would have to do.
I threw back the eiderdown and put my feet on the floor. There was a rug, small but thoughtfully placed so my feet wouldn't hit the ground. Point for Meran. Less misery for him today. It was cold. Not seriously cold but dawn-chilly; not warm. Nothing immediate to be done about that. I pulled on a kilt and strode to the entrance, stooped slightly, and stuck my head outside. I would have thrown the flaps open boldly and stepped outside but frankly I'm a little overweight and don't look great in just a kilt. Across from me, about twelve feet away, Sheo and Kerral were ostentatiously up and awake. The flaps of their tent, which was every bit as large as mine, were thrown wide. They stood clearly visible bathing and shaving while a slave stood by with towels. Just to my left stood Meran, his expression devoid of meaning, a small brazier of hot coals at his feet right next to a bowl of hot water. He held a lamp in one hand and had a towel thrown over one shoulder. I nodded and stepped back inside where he shortly joined me, placing the brazier on a tripod. He slipped outside and then came back with the lamp and hot water. The bowl went on the table and the lamp hung from the place where two poles met to support the canvas of our ceiling. Seconds later the towel was laid on the back of the chair and a razor appeared with soap to be laid on another towel and a face cloth was placed beside them.
“Good.” I meant everything.
He left without saying a word and was back by the time I'd washed and shaved, bringing with him a steaming cup that he placed silently on the table. I finished drying, took the tea and gestured to the water as I turned away. “Go ahead.”
I sipped the tea and grumbled to myself as he stripped, washed, shaved, dried, dressed and left. I kept up the grumbling until he had gone, then dressed in clothes that had been left on top of one of the big canvas bags, slipped on some boots and prepared to face the world with no clue what I was supposed to be doing but a clear intent to make my command more miserable than I was. More trumpets sounded before I pulled back the flaps but I carried on regardless. Outside the sun was finally clearing the horizon. The camp was set up across the river from the city in a big meadow that could, and sometimes did, hold four legions or more. There were no permanent buildings. The road was a mile away and headed north. There were two other fields like this; one to the south-east and one to the west of the city, each near a major road, the road intended to be used by the assembled army that camped near it.
Sheo and Kerral were outside their tent, fully kitted out in armor, swords strapped to their sides and generally immaculate. I cursed inwardly. No armor or weapons had arrived for me, at least not yet. It didn't improve my mood but didn't help my case either; without military apparel I felt that my authority was diminished. Unfortunately I couldn't fault either of my friends and as soon as Sheo spoke I stopped wanting to.
“Ready to parade, sir. Just waiting for the signal.”
Only then did I notice my other four men standing round a communal fire, putting breakfast inside themselves but otherwise ready for the day. That would be what all the trumpets were about then; wake up, get ready, and sometime soon, parade. I was starting to remember the lectures about this sort of thing that had been a staple part of my childhood. I had pretended to absorb it, been able to answer well enough, but it was a good while ago and memories fade, especially when the material learned isn't of interest. There were eight watches to the day, dividing twenty four hours; the first watch of the day was also the wake-up call for the army as a whole. The commanders would be returning to their units about now with the watch password and orders of the day. Technically I was a commander. I hummed and nodded as though in response to Sheo's comment, but really I was deciding that I would pop along and see Tulian or his aide a bit later and get the password, not that I anticipated needing it. Also, check to see if it was required for me to be up before dawn. Needless to say, I hoped for a negative response to that. Surely someone could drop by and give me the password?
Meran appeared at my side with a bowl of porridge. I took it with a nod of thanks, noticed that he had a chain mail shirt thrown over one shoulder, a sword belt hooked over the other and a helm on his head. The helm didn't fit but I really didn't need the extra clue. If he kept this kind of thing up I was going to have to think about thanking him in some way.
The porridge had some bacon for flavor and I forced the stuff into my rebelling stomach before I exchanged the empty bowl for the chain mail, which fit well enough. The cohorts around us were already moving through the camp, all heading the same way. I slipped the belt round my waist so that the sword rested at my left hip, tied off the belt so that the full weight of the chain didn't rest on my shoulders and slipped on the helm. It fit.
I didn't see who theatrically cleared their throat but both Sheo and Kerral were looking the same way when I glanced at them, so I did the same and saw the languid progression of the battle mages as they strolled past without so much as a glance at us.
“Time to move,” I tried to put some authority in my voice. Frankly I was feeling a bit off balance. I wanted to make someone miserable but events were putting me on the back foot and my stomach now hated me almost as much as my throbbing head did. I led the way and my command of six men followed. Walking into the rising sun didn't help but I didn't trip over any guide ropes and we were not last to the parade ground where something like seven thousand men, including the equestes, were forming up just as the trumpet sounded for parade. I followed the battle mages and healers who knew where they were going. Finding our unit was never going to be hard. The first centurion, a trumpeter and a standard bearer stood out in front of the cohort. Our cohort was slightly aside from the legion that Orthand had brought to arms, and I recognized the Verrans family standard, that of the family of which Tulian was the head. The battle mages and healers formed a rough block of ten and left room for us to form up in front of them, so that's what I did, turning and facing the camp which was being hastily struck by the slaves. For every eight fighting men there were two servants; we had two, Meran and whatever Sheo's slave was called. None of the four rankers Kerral had picked had come with his own slave or servant, so two was our lot. The battle mages and healers, nobles to a man, had one each. In times not that long past all fighting men for the city were landowners and the servants numbered as many as the army. In modern times this meant that a century was actually only eighty fighting men.
The whole army fell silent just as I turned to Kerral, intending to ask him if he had had any hint that the army was on the move. In the sudden silence I decided against it but saw anyway from his expression that he'd no clue. It was I who should know. That, I remonstrated with myself silently, will teach you to get up before dawn and check in with the commander in chief. No more surprises. No more not knowing the damn password. The camp was being struck and we were on the move. On the bright side the next few hours would not be spent practicing weapons, at which I was well beyond rusty and deeply into clueless. Another of our little military foibles is that the officers, including the commander in chief, join in this group activity which thankfully only happens when in camp. We would now be on the march, and riding a horse is one thing I can do with great skill and aplomb.
The two commanders rode out from the camp, with their subordinate commanders. They rode together but soon separated to move to the front of their respective armies. The fact that one was ten times the size of the other meant nothing in terms of who commanded overall. I wondered how they were getting along. Would Tulian have conceded that this was Orthand's party and he the uninvited guest? In short, would we operate as one army or two? My guess would be the latter. Shared command meant shared glory. Technically, being a noble of an ancient family, I could take my command and call myself an army. Of course, not having held any office of any kind ever, I had no authority whatsoever to do any such thing, but if I shouted enough and blustered enough and my men followed me I could do it. The idea amused me but wasn't something any sane man would choose to do.
Tulian rode up and down a bit, inspecting the men to see if we were any damn good for anything. He looked content enough for most of the time, though when he got to us he caught my eye and glared. I shrugged back and he wheeled his horse without comment and rode back the other way. His aide stopped and walked his horse to a standstill close enough that I could have petted it and leaned out of the saddle. “Be at the commander's pavilion before dawn.”
“Be good enough to get your horse out of my face or we will be crossing swords at dawn.”
“The commander in chief has instructed me...”
I cut him off. “To insult me and get yourself into a duel?”
It was pure bluff of course. Okay, Gatren Orans was a boy of seventeen or so, pretty much the usual age to be an aide and about the business of learning to command. In short, he was young and inexperienced. On the other hand he was a boy who was significantly fitter than I was, and probably trained with weapons every day as I had tried hard to avoid doing. It worked because of the arrogance of our class; and the fact that dressed and wrapped in armor I didn't look fat, I just looked big. He backed his horse away a pace or two.
“The commander in chief's compliments, he would be grateful if all commanders attended him for a briefing before dawn each morning.”
I nodded sharply. “Delighted.”
I held his glare until he had no choice but to accept that that was all he was going to get, at which point he turned his mount aside and walked the beast away, back straight and stiff with suppressed anger. I might have won the round but I'd made the beginnings of an enemy. It's a talent I have.
Having Gatren's horse in my face had put horses in general to the forefront of my mind, and when the parade broke up I asked Kerral if he had one.
“Sheo loaned me one of his spares.”
“Good, that's only three to find, then.”
“Three?”
“My slave will be traveling with the baggage so I have a spare for,” I gestured to my small command that followed me back toward the camp, “one of them.”
Most of the main force was still in place, the first cohort of Orthand's army marching off and the rest waiting for a hundred paces' worth of space to open up before following. Some of the equestes had struck out as vanguard and scouts, even though we were in about as friendly territory as you could get. My charges had wandered back toward the camp, presumably on the premise that standing around for an hour or more wasn't something they cared to do. Neither did I and there was the small matter of horses to consider. My charges surely were not planning to walk. I had a horse, and so did Sheo, and I now knew Kerral had one. That left four men of my command on foot, which I felt was just plain silly.
“Can they all ride?”
Kerral threw the question over his shoulder and got a few terse but disciplined replies before he turned back to me with the answer, “Pretty much, yes.”
“Give the best rider my spare. I'll see about the rest.”
With that I picked up my pace and fell in alongside the healer, Lentro.
“How's your head?” He asked.
“Not good,” I told him honestly enough. “Remind me not to do that again, would you?”
He smiled. “Gladly.”
“Do your people have three spare horses I could borrow?”
He looked instantly suspicious. “Why?”
I outlined the problem and he thought about it before gesturing vaguely toward the city and wondering aloud why I didn't send my slave to go and buy what I needed.
“He doesn't have the money,” meaning that I didn't.
“Sumto Merian Ichatha Cerulian,” reminding me of my position was a fairly polite rebuke, “if one of our mounts goes lame we'll need the replacements.”
I wrinkled my brow in confusion. “You are healers..?”
He sighed. “Yes, bone is bone and flesh is flesh but a man with a broken arm that I have healed generally doesn't have to put it under immediate and constant stress, whereas a horse, using all four legs and with a man on his back, would. Bone healed isn't perfect. The body still has to finish the process.”
“Oh," I said. "I hadn't really thought about it.”
“People don't.”
He hadn't point blank refused, but as we walked on he didn't say any more and actually seemed in bad humor about the whole thing.
“There is clearly more to your calling than I thought. Perhaps I should consider learning more on the subject.”
“The College of healers requires payment. The rules are very strict, the penalties for breaking them harsh.”
I gave it up as a bad job. No horses and no free training.
Meran and the other slave were where we had left them but now everything was loaded onto a cart; two more held the gear of my charges and horses had miraculously appeared. I needed three more. The indignity of having half my command walking was absolutely unbearable. Given a choice of two unbearable things, the least unbearable has to be done. I grabbed Meran and whispered to him fiercely for a moment, then ignored him as he jumped on my spare horse and pounded away as fast as he could, considering the press of men, mounts and wagons. Both Sheo and Kerral looked for a moment that they might ask but rightly judged by the look on my face that that would be a bad move if they wanted to stay on the right side of me. They merely exchanged glances and let the matter drop.  
My own horse was saddled and ready so I mounted and looked around from the higher vantage. The camp had become, in effect, the baggage train. There were damn few men here who were not slaves or freedmen servants. I could tell who was who by the hairstyles and clothing. It was obvious. It wasn't long before my charges started to get into the saddle without order, consultation or fuss. I gestured their way, addressing Kerral and Sheo but keeping my voice just loud enough so that all my men could hear. “Go with them. You four, come with me.” I didn't wait, but urged my horse forward trying to look like I had an important chore to take care of rather than not wanting to be seen waiting about with four men on foot while the rest of my command rode off and left us.
Once free of the baggage train I dismounted and started fussing about the horse, checking her hooves unnecessarily and looking at her teeth. She put up with it. I figured I had at least an hour to kill, maybe two.
“Sir?”
I sighed. It was much earlier than I'd expected.
“Waiting for horses,” I told him curtly, dropping her right foreleg and turning around to face them as I dusted off my hands.
It was Pakat, a tall soldier of forty or so years. He seemed calm as ice and met my gaze steadily. His nose was flat and his eyes hard, face expressionless. He looked exactly the type I had expressly ordered Kerral to get for me. Hard as nails, experienced, lethal. Perfect.
“Yes sir.” He put one fist to his chest in a salute as he said it then dropped into parade rest.
“Relax,” I told him.
“Yes sir.” He didn't move a muscle that I saw.
I sighed. It was going to be a long wait. Hell, I had nothing better to do and I knew it. “Pakat, isn't it? You a career soldier?”
“Yes, sir. Twenty four years, sir.”
I glanced at the others who also stood at parade rest, though a couple of paces back from Pakat, making him their leader either by arrangement or pure instinct. Who knows how rankers sort these things out?
In any case he didn't need me to ask. “All career men, sir. Not less than twenty years.”
“Clients?”
He shook his head slowly. “Paid men, sir.”
There was a big difference. A professional soldier could be in the clientèle of one man and only go to war when their patron required them to do so. At other times they bimbled about the world guarding his interests in foreign lands, be they client kingdoms, conquered territories, border territories, whatever. In short they only saw action when it happened. Paid men joined a unit, initially, when a new unit was recruited. They then stayed, were paid, and went to the war (why else would a unit be recruited?); but they, unlike a client, could leave any time not actually engaged in a war so long as they joined another unit. If refused permission to leave they could buy out of that unit by law. Any short-handed unit would take them. They saw more action than clients, had more experience, gained more booty. These four bastards probably had enough money to buy horses. Herds of damn horses. I carefully examined their gear. It was well worn, all of it. Well worn but of the highest quality, without being the gaudy stuff nobles tended to buy. They were each wearing a small estate's worth of equipment.
“Kerral chose well,” I commented under my breath.
“Good man, Kerral.”
No sir on the end of that comment. Oh no.
I felt like asking them if they had any spare gear but seriously bit my lip on that one. Father hadn't sent me a damn thing. Not that I could honestly blame him; I must have sold ten sets over the years, so why should he send another? Still, I admit to being a bit disappointed in him. After all, I was doing what he always wanted.
“Yes, he is. Saved my life once.”
Pakat didn't look surprised but his expression did relax just an iota. I guessed that he was relieved that Kerral thought my life was worth saving. Then I thought about it and decided that that was exactly it. These men were only following me because Kerral had asked them to do so and Pakat was a little relieved that Kerral thought I was worth it, worth enough to risk his life saving mine, not a fool, not someone who was going to put them in harm's way for stupid or trivial reasons. He didn't ask under what circumstances like anyone else would. For him it seemed enough that it was a fact. It occurred to me that these men would not consider having a casual chat with me, which left us standing around doing nothing while we waited. That just didn't seem right. Well, if in doubt, ask.
“We are going to be waiting for a while. What would you normally do?”
“Wait.” He said it as though waiting were an activity.
Well, I would normally read a book and I had been reading Tetrin's Study of the Barbarian Peoples, which seemed pertinent, so I dug the book out of my saddlebag, turned to the chapter regarding the Alendi and started reading. There was not much to distinguish them from the Ensibi; about the same in numbers and culture. Their lands edged the foothills to the Urnalin Mountains. Behind them a hundred smaller tribes controlled the valleys and highlands, generally a few villages and one stronghold to their name. The passes through the mountains were controlled by somewhat stronger tribes who controlled trade from the north. To the east were the Orduli and to the west the Prashuli. Much of a muchness. The Alendi produced charcoal and smelted iron. That was bad. Meant they had a good supply of weapons and armor, probably. And spare money if they sold their goods to other tribes. And trade relations and maybe treaties with some of the hundreds of small tribes at their back. But they were small tribes, a few villages. Say fifty to a village and ten villages each just for convenience. Populations of five hundred giving ten professional fighting men each tribe. Ten times hundreds weren’t many. Okay. No sweat. Memory told me that the other side of the pass was wasteland, hundreds of miles of it, but set in its center a place called Battling Plain which was hotly contested by the surrounding nomadic, semi-nomadic and settled tribes simply because it was a large and well watered fertile plain where the bulk of what rivers flowed out of the mountains to the south and west joined together and ran on to the sea. The area fell outside the scope of the work I was reading but it sounded from what I recalled that there was nothing there to fret about even if our enemies had allies there. There were wild tales of strange magics and so on but then, aren't there always? Having the only source of magic known to us made us slightly paranoid on the subject. Spirit magic, we knew about and didn't worry over. It was small scale stuff, the spirits of the dead molded by priests to perform single simple tasks when called. Other potential rivals made us uneasy. I put that aside and read on. The Alendi had a single mighty fortress called the Eyrie, large enough to hold the entire tribe and to which they had apparently withdrawn several times in defense against greater tribes that no longer existed. In part that was our doing. No one had had any inclination to take control of these areas, but battles fought in order to plunder material wealth and slaves had been numerous in this area for the last two centuries, chipping away at their numbers. To the east, I knew, there were more numerous tribes that might extend for a thousand miles for all I knew. These other tribes also played a part in keeping down the numbers of the Gerrian tribes by their own raiding activities. There was an extensive section on the Eyrie that I read through even though I wasn't that interested. This was, after all, a punitive expedition and not a war of conquest. March there, meet the enemy, hit them hard, grab some booty and go.
My reading was interrupted by hoof beats coming steadily closer. I closed the book with one finger marking my place and looked around. My men didn't seem to have moved an inch. From the direction of the city came three horses and three riders. Not what I was expecting. Two of them were women. Definitely not what I was expecting. As they came closer I recognized them as Orelia and Jocasta. The man with them was their brother Urik, all of the family Habrach, a family with a lineage not quite as ancient and august as mine. I had been betrothed to Orelia until her family decided I was a lost cause about five years ago. I put the book away and moved toward them, trailed by my own horse. I didn't see the point in mounting and I didn't want to hurry. I had guessed what was coming and wanted as long as possible to think about what to say in return. If I saw out some military time and returned, I guessed that the betrothal offer was on again. Well, did I want that? Damned if I knew but the best time to say forget it was sooner rather than later. The fact is, I like being single. Women consist of willing slaves or widows, neither of which expects any kind of commitment. Of course I could just put her off. After I had served a year we could discuss it. That, I decided, was the way to go.
I hadn't been paying much attention to the expressions on their faces as I thought through my own situation but all of a sudden they were close and no one looked happy. They looked worried, and that just didn't fit with what I'd been thinking. Worried for me? No. No, that didn't fit and would be insulting besides. Orelia wouldn't ride out here to insult me by showing contempt for my military prowess, non-existent though it might be.
As soon as they were close, Orelia pulled rein and slipped easily to the ground. She was definitely worried, not to mention cute and a very good horsewoman.
“Orelia, what is it?”
“Sumto, will you help me?”
“Of course.” Ouch. Suckered.
She took a step closer, almost close enough to touch. Her brother stiffened in his saddle and her sister came down off her own horse all in a rush. Overprotective, I thought, but honor can be a prickly thing amongst city nobles. I watched her expression change moment by moment; nervous, wary, worried.
“Orelia. Just tell me.”
“My betrothed is a prisoner of the barbarians,” she blurted.
I blinked. Something had flashed in my eye but I paid no attention to that. I was busy. I didn't know whether to sigh at the inevitability of it or swear aloud at the injustice. I'd already said I'd do it, whatever it was. Now I just needed to know if I was breaking him free or paying a ransom. I prayed briefly for the latter before I asked.
“His name and status is known to them, and they have asked for something,” her expression went deep into fearful and her voice dropped to a whisper. There was a hint of shame in there as well.
“They asked for something? Not money?”  
She shook her head. “Not money,” her sister said. “The head of the Ensibi King.”
That's when I started swearing.
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I was still swearing in my head an hour later when Meran got back from the city. I could tell it was him at once; two riders, each leading a string of horses. Meran and the drover, ten horses for us and one for the drover to ride back on. I mounted as soon as I saw them. The wait was nearly over but I was no longer that pleased about it. I had already thought it through and there was no way I could get out of trying to get her betrothed out of there. The ransom was un-payable. To kill and extract the head of an ally was not an option. If Orthand got a hint of it I would have made a powerful enemy. Getting caught doing it just didn't bear thinking about. Orthand was a wealthy man and not one to be trifled with. Worst case scenario, death. Best, exile. Lots of unpleasant options in between. Even if I was lucky enough to get away with the enmity of a powerful man there are a hundred ways he could make life unpleasant for me, and would as a matter of principle even if he didn't take the matter too seriously. Of course, that was assuming the chieftain's protectors didn't get carried away or mistakenly believe they could get away with killing me. None of that looked good.
The army was out of sight and the baggage train was well on the move by the time Meran pulled up and my men took their mounts. I decided Meran had purchased good animals as I cast a jaded eye over them and judged their worth. Four extra sets of saddle and tack and I didn't suppose I could grudge him that. Let him have a horse to ride. Who knew? I might need him to ride messages. Relieved of his string of four horses, Meran took control of the other six and paused. I raised an eyebrow and he tapped his free hand to the saddlebags behind him. I gestured that he should keep the bags and he bowed in the saddle and headed for the baggage train. There was money in the saddlebags and I trusted him with it better than I trusted myself. I drank and gambled. I had actually decided to give both a rest for a year, but why leave myself open to temptation?
So. Paying the ransom was out. That left rescue. The bad part of that was who had him and where. The Alendi had him, of course. And they were keeping him at the Eyrie, their one serious stronghold. And I was on my own in this. No way would my six men follow me there even if I asked them.
I looked back at the four men who were with me and assessed their riding skills. All were fair enough in the saddle and I didn't have to worry about them falling off.  
Before I kicked my mount into a canter I asked one question. “How far to the lands of the Ensibi?”
Pakat considered for a moment. “About five hundred miles.”
That would take about twenty-five days or so. Plenty of time to worry about the details.
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Anyone who wants to know what it's like to ride five hundred miles can do it themselves. At the end of the first day I was shattered. I'm a good horseman but all day in the saddle was more than I was used to. Everything hurt. I dropped to the ground with a great deal less elegance than I had hoped. My lower body was locked in place and straightening my legs was an agony. I hung on to the saddle horn for a bit, but managed not to groan aloud as I straightened up as much as I could.  
It was a good two hours to sunset and the bulk of the army was busy building a fort around us. It was standard practice and good habit to do so, even though we were in friendly territory. Done for the same reason that we had scouts out in front, rear and to the sides of the army. It has only happened twice but the rivalry between patrons can lead to clashes within our own lands. It would be pretty embarrassing to run into an ambush within a hundred miles of the city.
For a while I walked the horse to cool him down and stretch out the rigidity of my own muscles. There was no two ways here. I was going to war and I had to do what needed doing. Primarily get fit enough to survive any fighting I might have to do. I figured twenty-odd days in the saddle would shed a good deal of the fat I was carrying and tighten up most of the muscles that counted. Sometime after these muscles loosened up I would start the morning with calisthenics and upper body exercises. I was looking forward to it, or so I told myself. I passed the horse to one of the men as soon as I figured I didn't need to hold onto the bridle in order to walk.
The camp took shape around us. There were seven thousand men doing the work so it didn't take long. A ditch was dug, the earth being thrown inward to form a rampart. Each man carried a stake which was then rammed home to form a short wall. Inside, a broad space was left clear with designated areas for horses and wagons. Tents were erected in an inner square with another more or less clear space in the center of that. In a permanent camp there would be a few buildings here, a hospital, command and administration building, and so forth. Accordingly, my charges being the battle mages and healers, it was from this clear space that I watched things come together. Our slaves and servants appeared and tents were erected in the place where the field hospital would be located in a permanent camp. As soon as my tent was ready I ordered hot water and ducked inside. I had nothing pressing to do that needed doing and the last thing I wanted to do was sit down so I stripped off the borrowed armor and paced back and forth and fretted while I waited. The other commanders would have duties to keep them busy but I was only responsible for sixteen men, my six men forming the bodyguard for the other ten, and all of them seemed able to look after themselves. In a way I felt pretty superfluous, which normally would have made me fairly happy. I could clean up, which I would do as soon as Meran brought the damn water, pull on a robe and stretch out in relative comfort to read till I fell asleep. It sounded good, but I couldn't help feeling like there was something I should be doing. There wasn't and I couldn't figure out why this bothered me. Perhaps it was just arrogance. A man of my class should be doing something, should be in control. And I wasn't. It was that simple. Damn. My upbringing had obviously affected me more deeply than I had ever suspected. I had the urge to compete with my peers, to shine, to put them in the shade, to blind them with my brilliance, I wanted to gather the reins of power into my hands, I wanted control, I wanted responsibility. I wanted all the things I had been meticulously avoiding my whole life. Or at least part of me did.
Well, I could take control of what I had control over.
Meran interrupted my introspective self-analysis with blessed hot water and fresh clothes. I washed and dressed and, feeling better for it, stepped back out into the dusk of the evening to take charge of things.
Kerral appeared as if by magic as soon as I barked his name.
“Sir!” He had snapped to attention and saluted in mere moments and I had to resist the urge to throw my arms around him and give him a big hug. It was as if he had been waiting for me to catch up, which I guess he had.
“Report.”
I could almost see him resisting the urge to smile. I had done nothing in the way of formalizing relationships with my command, appointed no one, fixed no chain of command. I'd ignored my responsibilities, light though they may be, but that was over now and he knew it. Dammit, I think he was proud of me.
“Our quartermaster has established contact with stores and our supplies of food and other necessities are secured, sir. The men are settled under discipline and prepared for their duties. Weapons and armor have been inspected and the men pass muster. Horses and spare gear have been checked and all is in order. Your charges are secure and their comforts are being attended to, sir.”
“My slave has the war chest. See that it is guarded, Centurion.” First Centurion would have been more pretentious than I could take, but he needed to know what I intended. Subconsciously, decisions had been made. We had needed horses and I had sent Meran back to the city to bring a librarian to my home and sell my library to him. The assessment would have been on the low side, due to time issues, but I needed that money now so now it was. I knew their value and guessed what I would get; enough to buy the horses and leave a good sum over, and that would become my war chest. I was as capable of raising an army as Tulian and to hell with taking his orders and there was nothing anyone could do about it. My soldiers would have to be raised on route but there were several towns between here and the end of our lands and I had five good men to act as centurions and doubtless Kerral could find one more. My men. My army. My command. My life. My destiny. And if I was going to keep my word I needed to do this, though I honestly think I would have anyway. Once the lion smells blood, it wants to eat.
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On the second day of the march I'd woken before dawn and presented myself at the commander's tent to receive the password. I had been given no other instructions. It felt like a waste of time, but there was no avoiding it.
Later that day we entered the Modrasin Hills and this is where my father's agent caught up with me. We were traveling in a loose group, two or three abreast, and it was a moment or two before I noticed the stranger, riding at Meran's side, leading a pack animal. My gaze traveled from Meran to his companion who caught my eye, held my gaze and moved closer. Pakat was between us with steel bared, his mount tossing its head and forcing the other's mount away. Meran made space and Kerral was on the other side of the man, also with his blade drawn.
“Give your name and business with the Commander!”
Pakat had the voice of command and I saw the smaller man pale slightly, his confidence dented. He had obviously asked for me, found my slave and commanded Meran to bring him into my presence. No faulting him for that but my men were having none of it and I chose to let them have their way.
“Give answer, man!” Kerral was just as clearly serious.
The newcomer didn't waste effort on bravado. Though I was pretending not to notice I could clearly see him eye the weapons and the men clinically. This was a man who had seen naked steel before and was not automatically intimidated by it. I re-interpreted his first reaction; he had paled in anger as some men are made flush by it. His sudden stillness had not been fear but preparation. By his hairstyle and dress he was a freedman, a former slave who had earned or bought his freedom. He answered Pakat but was more clearly addressing me. “I have messages and gifts for the commander. My name is Sapphire.”
I acknowledge that I had heard this and by gesture let it be known that Sapphire was to be passed into my presence. I'd guessed already who had sent him and, from the bundled goods on the pack horse, what he brought. A few moments later he rode by my side and held out a scroll for me. “A letter from your father,” he informed me.
I had already guessed as much and decided on my response. I took the letter and tucked it under my thigh. “Travel with my slave, I'll write a reply tonight and you can return with it.”
A cloud passed briefly over his expression and was gone instantly. He bowed in the saddle and dropped back out of sight. When I was sure he was gone I turned in my saddle and gave a nod of approval to both Kerral and Pakat, then broke the seal and read the letter.
Get this man safely to Gerria. Don't sell my armor. If you do, I'll disown you and let your brother-in-law do what he wants. Come back with money. Destroy this.
I set my stone to it, found the tug of the stone in my mind and pushed in the way I had been taught. The paper charred and burst into flame moments later, all of it in one. I let it go and it rose out of my hand before disintegrating into charred particles and drifting as black dust on the breeze. It was a little theatrical but suited my mood. Not a word of greeting or good wishes. Get this man to Gerria. Why? Not a word of explanation. Don't sell the armor. Can't say I hadn't earned that but I was going to war. Why would I? Come back with money. With your shield or on it. Sod you. Destroy this. Why? What was this man Sapphire up to that even the fact I was supposed to get him onto Gerrian soil in one piece had to be secret? Well, I had plenty of time to pump him for information. In any case, I'd certainly have him watched.
It was a few minutes later that it started bothering me that the whole thing wasn't very subtle. Did my father think I was stupid or such a lush that I just wouldn't be interested? Surely the best way to get someone there was just attach him to the baggage train as a drover or some such. Have the son-of-a-bitch enlist. Why have him travel with the army at all? It was a pretty safe road from the city to Gerria. Our lands, the provinces of Lirria and Muria which had been ours for centuries, the client kingdom of Wherrel, then the client Gerrian tribe of the Geduri and you were there. He could have traveled alone much faster, changing horses every ten miles. Pushing hard he could have made it in mere days. The more I worried at it the more weird it seemed and the more determined I became to have the bastard watched and find out what he was up to.
There is no ill wind, as the saying has it, that blows no good. Personally I kind of doubt that is true but in this case it was; not that I was sure that Sapphire was in fact an ill wind. If Sapphire could ride to Gerria in a few days, then so could anyone. I had been thinking in terms of recruiting along the way but, of course, I could send someone ahead to recruit near the border. It would give my agent time to knock a unit into shape, something that could not be done on route. Not that I wanted new recruits, as I couldn't afford to equip more than a very few men. They would have to be either landowners who had, as law decreed, armor and weapons, or veterans of one war or another who had run out of money and needed another stint. Veterans generally kept their equipment, especially on or near the frontiers where they might be needed at the drop of a hat. It was, I decided, the way forward. Now, who to send?
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“You want me to what?”
I'd called Sheo to my tent as soon possible after the army had camped.
“Think it through, Sheo. Who else can I send? I need Kerral with me since I made him first centurion. The other four are good men but I haven't known them long. And, as a bonus, you can take the two hundred I owe you.”
He frowned at my levity.
“I've never recruited.”
“Figure it out. How hard can it be? Get as many as you can get. A cohort would be perfect if you can get so many. Get them in shape and ready by the time we arrive. Take only landowners or veterans. No nobles.” I kept overriding him with instructions. “It’s better for us if they are all veterans. One year or the duration of this campaign only. The usual pay, small advances on signing up, and the usual shares of the booty. You'll have to assign centurions but make sure they know I'll be changing things. And get a banner made; you know what to put on it.”
He stopped trying to protest and started nodding at each point. “I'll prep a roadside fort. Will I have enough money to keep them fed and watered until you arrive?”
“Good question,” I raised my voice. “Meran!
My ugly slave was inside the tent in seconds and I gave him a smile. I was feeling generous.
“How much money in the war chest?”
“Twelve thousand four hundred and seventy silver.”
I nodded thanks. Plenty. “Get me some maps of Gerria and the surrounding areas.”
As soon as he was gone I started doing math out loud. “A silver will feed a man for a week so six hundred times four is two thousand four hundred, say three thousand to allow for delays. Six hundred silver for recruiting fees. Your expenses are the same, so another twelve hundred. So four thousand two hundred. Round that up to five thousand for unforeseen problems. Sound okay to you?”
“Alone on the road with five thousand silver?”
He had a point. It could all go horribly wrong. The roadwardens kept the roads free of bandits and thieves. Free trade is the lifeblood of the city. Trade is money and money is power. “Ride fast.”
“What's in it for me?”
I grinned. Greed. Damn but I loved the honest avarice of our class, of our people. “Best you be my second in command with an appropriate share of the booty.”
He gave a nod of agreement. “See you in three weeks.”
“With luck. You'll hear rumor of our coming. Watch the locals, there may be spies. Keep them out of the camp. Be careful who you buy food from.”
“Sumto, I know as much about warfare as you do.”
“Probably more,” I agreed cheerfully. That was a lie or half-truth at best. He had some practical experience, but I did not doubt I had more knowledge. I had read everything on the subject, and thought about it.
“I also know the law as well as you do. You have no imperium.”
I shrugged it off. “Technically we are all kings, my friend.”
“Don't joke.”
Technically we were in an interregnum as someone on the council of patrons would always veto anyone who was proposed to become king. The title held no power or prestige and it was to avoid the stigma attached to the title that friends or allies vetoed the nomination. It had been going on a goof few years. Without a king the few duties of the title devolved, in fact the title itself, devolved upon every nobleman of the city. King for a day or a bit of a king every day, and the king could raise an army if he wanted to. Actually a bodyguard but in the numbers I was thinking that would do.
“I am of age and from a patronial family as old as the city. Technically I'm right and you know it. So the council might not agree and might prosecute...”
“Someone will prosecute; you aren't without enemies, Sumto.”
“...might prosecute if my letter to my father doesn't bear fruit.”
“What letter?”
“I just thought of it and won't write it yet, but I can get him to write me an authority as an emergency measure. He is a proconsul and has a perfect legal right to do so. And even if someone does prosecute it will make a good story, and what's the worst that can happen?”
We moved to the entrance and stepped out into the dusk. Our camp fire was lit and a servant was cooking up the rations that had been passed out. Kerral sat on a stool outside the tent he shared with Sheo. The susurration of hundreds of conversations, both near and far, filled the air with an almost familiar current; the odd louder sound, physical or verbal, just a known counterpoint. Of my charges, the healers were louder and more jovial, the battle mages quieter and more secretive. I could hear and not hear them in exactly the proportions I already expected. I felt like I had always been here, like I belonged.
We crossed to Kerral, who stood as I came close, and quietly informed him of what I intended. He nodded his approval, not quite smiling, but clearly pleased. I hoped he would still be pleased at the end of the year.
“Exile.” It was Kerral who answered the question after having repeated Sheo's warnings.
“So I accept the risk. Any questions?”
At that moment Meran arrived with my maps so there were none. I unrolled them one at a time then and there until I had what I wanted. I gave the map of southern Gerria a cursory glance until I found what I wanted in the territory of the client kingdom of Wherrel. “The town of Yuprit. Don't camp close enough to upset anyone.”
I left the map with him and went back into my tent, taking Meran with me.
“I need you to steal something.”
“It's what I live for.”
“If you get caught you won't live.”
“Oh good. I'm so lucky to have such a considerate master, some of you city nobles are right bastards.”
“If you want to say no, say no.”
“What is it?”
“A white rod.”
He closed his eyes and deliberately didn't let out the explosive breath that he just managed to catch behind his pressed lips. Then he let it out. Slowly. “There are only two close. Either one will be missed.”
“I need one.”
“Make one.”
“What?”
“It's a rod made out of white wood with two gold tips, quite plain. Easy to make.”
I gave it a moment's thought. “I don't know how to make anything.”
“I do, master. Leave it to me. It’s safer than stealing and no one will know the difference. When do you need it?”
“By dawn?”
He gave me an openly filthy look. He didn't do that often, he is a slave after all. “Anything else?”
“No, Meran, nothing else.” That I can think of at the moment.
After he'd left I spent a time studying the maps, I really wanted to know the territory of the Gerrian tribes. Then I joined Lentro and the other healers for the evening meal. By the time I made it to bed the simple camp cot felt almost comfortable.
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Waking up before dawn was not as bad as I had been led to believe. I put on the armor my father had sent for me, magically enhanced and higher quality than the stuff Meran had acquired. He had sent two swords, a straight blade long enough to serve as a cavalry sword and yet be easily used on foot, and a much shorter sword that we commonly term an honor blade, not quite as long as my arm. Both were expensive items. There was also a shield suitable for use on horseback. And a belt which I recognized from the family armory and knew that a stone had been sacrificed to create it. It would envelop me in a finger-wide shield of near invisible armor. With or without the chain I would have some protection.
Now I looked as I should and I was glad of it.
Meran had come through for me. The white rod was given to recruiters, who could be commoners, by anyone with authority to raise troops. Some people might want to see it, but these things were fairly fast and loose. The fact that Sheo was a noble should be enough. Still, better safe than sorry.
Dressed and shaved before first watch, I wrapped the fairly good copy in cloth and crossed to Sheo's tent. I nudged his slave, who slept across the threshold, and indicated he should wake his master who soon came to the entrance.
“Tuck it away,” I whispered. “Only show it if you need to.”
He unwrapped the cloth enough to see what I had for him, then wrapped it tight and tucked it in his belt with a thoughtful nod.
“Good luck.”
I left him there and headed for the command tent. It was only the second time I had done so but it already felt like a habit. The camp was still and the early morning air was cool but not cold. I enjoyed the newish experience. There was hardly any movement. I could barely see the walls. There were no torches lit there; any such light would ruin the sentinels' night vision, which had been enhanced by the battle mages, one of them taking the duty each evening, wandering off and back again when the deed was done. Not for the first time, I thought that the battle mages had the best job in the camp; hardly any duties and no responsibilities worth the mention. Their booty share was high, too.
The commander's tent was lit from within already and I was not the first to arrive. Gatren Orans, the commander's aide, was standing just inside the doorway. “Mistletoe,” he told me before I had to ask for the day's password. There was no guarantee that the command staff would arrive and leave at the same time so this was one of those small duties that devolved to the aide. Other than that he stayed close to the commander and watched what he did, sometimes asked why he did it, and ran such small chores as the commander saw fit to entrust him with.
Knowing the password meant that my purpose here was served; there would be no daily orders for me, no briefing on a special task. Still, I had to wait until Tulian acknowledged and then dismissed me. It rankled. He was my aunt's son, my cousin and only three or four years older than me. He finished what he was saying, nothing important, and dismissed the commander he'd been instructing. Then he acknowledged my presence with a nod and beckoned me forward, which was a surprise.
“You have spent too much time with the healers. If you are going to dine with the sorcerers spread yourself about a bit.”
Okay. Well that was a surprise, too. “Yes, sir.”
“That's all.”
I saluted and left and thought about it on the way back. Who cared? They were my charges and no more than that. My duties were to keep them happy and protect the battle mages on the battlefield, the healers having whole centuries intent on keeping them safe in their own self interest. Were the battle mages jealous of my attention to their rivals? No way. Probably no way. I'd spoken to them very briefly and they had spoken to me even more briefly. They had shown no indication that they were the least interested in me, and there was little reason why they should be, unless they were worried that I might do a sloppy job of protecting them if I didn't like them. It didn't wash. I reviewed the four in my mind, Tall and Fat and Old and their student, Thin. I didn't even know their names. I wondered if they knew mine. It was one more thing to mull over and leave semi-resolved. I'd prefer to have an answer that I could promptly forget about, but life is rarely that simple. Some things happen that you never understand.
I was still mulling it over while I gobbled down a bowl of porridge and supped a mug of tea. By the time I was done the camp was roused and we were off for another day of riding at walking pace and trotting when the soldiers were ordered to double-time. Anyone who wasn't fit now would be fit by the time we arrived. My body had not stopped protesting at the harsh treatment but I had tried to stop paying attention to it. I would toughen up soon enough - and Meran had appeared with ointment to rub into my legs, butt and back each night. Some nobles would have their slaves do it, some slaves would offer, and doubtless there were those who would make play of it. Meran had just tossed the jar onto my bed and left. Can't say I blame him. I tried to imagine how he would have responded if I'd ordered him to do the job for me and his imagined response made me laugh aloud. Kerral gave me a funny look which I affected not to notice. Still, the sudden laugh had unsettled even me. I didn't think I was under that much pressure but I had a nagging feeling that there were too many things going on that I didn't get. Sapphire's regular features and sharp blue eyes came unbidden to mind. The evening before he had brought my father's loans to my tent, guided by Meran who made it clear with his facial expression and shrug that Sapphire had insisted on delivering them in person. It was late. I had eaten and returned to my tent to find them there, waiting. They had followed me inside and Sapphire had placed the armor and weapons on my camp desk which was just up to taking the weight. I was put out by the lateness of the hour. It would have been more polite to visit earlier.
“Do you know the contents of the letter you delivered?”
He had turned his head and stared pointedly at Meran who had in turn looked to me for instruction, leaving my tent with clear reluctance as soon as I dismissed him.
“Well?”
“I was there when he wrote it.”
He was a freedman. He didn't have to be more than courteous. There were a few customs about these things. It would be normal for him to use the phrase “young master” as I was my father’s son and it acknowledged the fact that I had some authority over him in my father's name, that I was due a share of the deference and loyalty he owed my father. The fact that he didn't use it, even once, told me something.
“Did he have any verbal message for me?”
“Not that he entrusted to me.”
“Why are you traveling with the army?”
He held my gaze, neither arrogant nor defendant. “My Patron so instructed me.”
I didn't let my annoyance show. “What is your mission?”
“I am under instructions to discuss my mission with no one.”
“Then I have no need to speak with you further.”
“It was my understanding that your father intended that I travel with you.” He looked around the tent as though deciding where to sleep.
“That was not asked of me.”
He didn't respond.
“You are not going to tell me anything, are you?”
“Your father instructed me not to discuss my purpose with anyone.”
“Then get out.”
He had given a slight bow, and then, making his disapproval of my decision obvious, he had left.
I had called Meran in and told him to watch Sapphire and report anything unusual. Only then had I unpacked the weapons and armor and inspected them. They were good kit and I was content with them, but that didn't make up for my unease concerning Sapphire and I wished that my father had confided in me. So far as I knew our family had no interests in the north and no connections with any of the Gerrian tribes. It seemed unlikely that his mission was related to the imprisonment of Orelia's betrothed. That was not family business. Her family or his own family should take care of that. Why had she asked me? We had been betrothed once, but clearly that was very much a thing of the past. I was a little put out that she had chosen to ask me to help her, but also a little proud that she felt she could trust me. Clearly her family was doing nothing. Well, the two were not yet married, so her family had no obligation. But what were his family doing? She had told me, after I'd calmed down enough to ask, that he was Tahal Samant. The Samants were a noble enough family, but a series of reverses had left them small and no longer seriously wealthy. Still, they must be doing something to free their son. I wish I had thought to ask what, and why, if the matter was in his family's hands, she had felt the need to ask me for help?
The order came down the line to pick up the pace, the shout of the centurions of each cohort ringing out together to confirm the command, and I was forced to pay attention to my horse until she got the pace right and seemed happy enough to continue it without my attention. The day was wearing on and I had nothing much to do but worry and fret. How fast was Sheo traveling? Would he succeed in his purpose? How well would he do? What was the Samant family doing about their lost sheep? What was Sapphire's mission? I had no answers and it all just nagged at me. I have never much liked waiting. I resolved to write a letter to the Samant family head, who was named Irian and was Tahal's great uncle if I remembered correctly. I would tell him only that I had become aware of the situation and would try to find a way to help their son should an opportunity arise while I was in the north. The response might tell me something even if they did not open their plans to me. I could get an answer as early as the next evening if I wrote the letter tonight.
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The battle mages had set out an extra chair for me.
The tall battle mage smiled as I joined them, indicating the empty chair. “Please take a seat, Sumto. I am Larner Harrat, as you doubtless already know.” I didn't.  
The small table beside the chair already held a large goblet of a deep red wine. I didn't touch it. I might take a sip later, or I might not. I had been drinking watered wine but I could tell at a glance this was not watered. I'm not saying I didn't want the drink, but I was being disciplined about it and to my surprise I wasn't that bothered about it. My boozing days might not be over but they were over for now, which is what counted in my mind. I felt virtuous as I sat down and thanked my host.
“These are Abrat and Hettar. And the student is Ferrian.”
I greeted them all and received casual replies. First names. Very informal all of a sudden, I thought. Very friendly. I had recognized the family name Harrat, but only just. A new noble family, small and fairly insignificant. I guessed the others were of even smaller and more obscure families, knights perhaps. Technically nobles and so entitled to buy stone, and some knights were wealthy enough to buy stone and training. It was a route to greater wealth. A battle mage's time in an army counted as military service, the first step on the ladder of magistracies that lead to high office. More usually the colleges were careers for those nobles who were from big and powerful families but not of the main line. It was a way to get more power into the family as the colleges themselves had one seat on the assembly of patrons reserved for their highest ranking member. A matter they sorted out amongst themselves according to rules that were not made public. Also, of course, a family member who was a powerful sorcerer was a useful ally, though the colleges had first claim on such an individual's loyalty.
“Thank you for your hospitality.” It seemed the polite thing to say and I hoped I would get some insight into why their attitude had changed from edge of rude, through indifference to this.
“You are welcome, of course. If you and your men are to protect us on the battlefield, it seems only right that we be well acquainted.”
“So that I am motivated to do a good job?”
Larner smiled thinly. “Just so.”
It was a lie. I knew it was a lie and so did he. We were six men; our duties were a courtesy and little more. A battle mage isn't in much immediate danger on the field and they are, after all, battle mages. They can look after themselves. They didn't need us. I had been making a joke. Why would he leap on such an obvious untruth? Did everybody think I was stupid?
“I'm sure you are all quite experienced and able to keep yourselves out of harm's way.”
His smiled stayed frozen. “By way of contrast, I understand this is your first military expedition.”
“First practical experience, yes.”
“Oh? Is there any other kind?” The fat one, Abrat, chipped in.
“Much of war is strategy, tactics and mistakes. Knowledge, in fact. I read a great deal.”
The old one, Hettar, hunched forward, eyes bright. “Who have you read, young man?”
“Everyone,” I told him, truthfully. “I have read everything there is to read on the subject in every language I know.”
Hettar was smiling openly now, “And whose ideas do you most respect?”
“Mine.”
He laughed out loud and his companions joined him more politely.
“Tell us about them, please.” By his tone it was clear that Abrat expected to hear nothing new. He might as well have asked me outright not to speak on the subject.
“Every encounter should have a purpose and it is not my purpose here to share the product of my cogitations on the subject.”
“Ha!” Hettar couldn't restrain himself. “So, this is an encounter! We are at odds! Who's winning?”
I smiled in as light-hearted a way as I could manage. “Maybe it is my purpose that we negotiate a truce, or an alliance.”
Hettar turned to Larner. “Told you he wasn't stupid.”
Larner shrugged. “Let's call it a truce and have some dinner. Duck in an orange sauce,” the food began to appear even as he spoke, “and a few other nibbles. Water?”
I was never going to make a point of it, but confirmed to the slave who served me that water would be welcome.
Round one; a draw I could live with. I'd learned something and so had they. One, they knew full well who I was and had different opinions about me. Two, they wanted to know more, hence the round-about invitation. Three was just a question, why did they want to know more and why now? Sapphire was my father's tool and the day after Sapphire arrived they wanted to talk to me for the first time; was he meddling? And what had they learned; that I wasn't actually mentally impaired? I might be merely arrogant. They hadn't learned much. Not yet.
I ate some duck, drank a little water.
“What do you think of Urindas Het's Military Commentary?” Abrat brought the subject back to my arrogant assertion, clearly probing.
“The general who seeks to win makes many calculations before the battle is fought. The general who is to lose makes but few calculations beforehand. Many calculations lead to victory, few lead to defeat.” I shrugged. “Elementary in many ways, but one wonders how he thinks that anyone can know how well an enemy general has thought things through. True, he speaks of intelligence gathering and disinformation but the fact is, unless we have faced an opponent before and have experience of him we cannot possibly know how well or poorly he will do the job. So, what is Urindas actually saying? Try and think of everything? Make as many plans as you can? Nothing a functioning mentality would overlook. Much of his work is on that level.”
Abrat was glowering. “You would say more?”
If I were inclined I would say that all the calculations in a general's mind are worthless unless his command structure, indeed every single man, has a clear idea of what is to be achieved in the conflict. Units can get separated, the situation can change, and communications can break down, and take time even if they don't fail. If a separated unit has a clear understanding of what needs doing it doesn't matter if they haven't an officer left, they can still assess the situation and act to achieve the objective. Urindas speaks always as though the only person who has to know what is planned is the general. All the calculation in the world is useless if it only exists in the general's head. Not that it would be possible to share everything with everybody, but as much as they can understand and are likely to need should be drummed into their heads right down to the last soldier.
“In direct contradiction to what I am thinking, no. But then, I am not in command of an army.”
“Nor are you likely to face us in a battle,” Larner commented dryly.
“But I will be in competition with my peers. Why should I put my ideas in the public domain?”
“At twenty-two you suddenly decided to begin the career you should already be some years into? Do you have in mind a wholly military career, like your uncle?”
“I intend to be what I am to the best of my abilities, no more and no less.”
Hettar nodded approval. “A patron of the city.”
It is what I intended. I intended to succeed. And I would. However, I did not intend to bask in my father's pride. Or in that of anyone else. I did not intend to make friends or be loved. I intended to succeed as much as I needed to in order to be left alone to please myself. It was a short term plan, not a lifelong projection.
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“Strawberries.”
Gatren's disinterested voice giving me the password for the day as I entered the commander's tent had become familiar to me, a part of the daily routine. He always leaned forward slightly and pitched his voice for my ears alone. Pointless as everyone there would know the password.
I ignored him, as usual, and stepped a little further into the tent to wait to be acknowledged. In four days I had once more slipped into the expectation of a prompt dismissal to deal with my already assigned task – to do nothing, in other words. Again I was slightly surprised when beckoned to come forward.
“Sumto Cerulian, take command of the right flank for the day.”
I saluted and acknowledged the order, was dismissed and left. I didn't ask the reason, there could be many, ranging from a stomach bug to verbal dispatches that only a commander could be entrusted with. The commanders to hand were for Tul to use as he saw fit, changing their assignments every day if he felt inclined to do so.
Over breakfast I told Kerral to look after things and asked him where the hell I would find my command and who would likely be their captain. He did not disappoint me.  
“The knight Yebratt Shaheel will be with the vanguard by the time we are ready to march.”
I didn't berate him for stating the obvious fact that the captain, indeed all of the horsemen, would be knights. That is what equestes means, after all, of the equestrian rank. Pretty well off, basically, and of noble birth or raised to the nobility, though that happened rarely enough to be truly notable.
I guessed that he thought I should know who it would be and he was right. “I'll pick your brains about the complete command structure later, Kerral. I should know, and I don't.”
“As you say, sir.”
I found Yebratt just where Kerral had said he'd be waiting for me. He was a big, friendly man with ginger hair and, unusually, sported a beard. He saluted with a grin. “Orders, sir?”
I couldn't help returning his easy grin. “I think we will string out in two's a half mile out at hundred yard intervals and have two pairs take vantage runs from the lead and circle to the rear where it seems appropriate.”
“Sounds good! Password?”
“Strawberries.”
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I passed the morning in the company of Yebratt Shaheel pleasantly enough. Twice we rode to high ground and circled back to the rear of the column, taking the opportunity to vary the pace. He was a talker and I let him talk. He told me of his family, origins, intended career, bearing in mind that the higher offices were barred to him by reason of finance. To be a member of the patron's assembly you have to be of a certain class and have the money to back it up, a million in silver to be exact. A knight must have a personal fortune of a hundred thousand. We have no barriers to how you make the money; we don't care where the money comes from. A slave can become a freedman, and the son of a freedman is a free man and a free man can aspire to the equestes. Yebratt had designs on the assembly of patrons for himself or his son and I lauded his ambition.
“One day my family will be able to look back on seven hundred years of family history, just as you can.”
“I am sure you are right,” of course his descendants could never trace their people back to our founders and three generations before as I could, “and I am sure they will be proud of you and your efforts on their behalf.”
“If I don't make patron status one of my sons will.”
“Pray for lucrative wars and successful generals!” I laughed.
“I do!”
“Unfortunate that this isn't going to be one of them.”
He shrugged. “There will be booty. Even ten slaves is a thousand, and half as much or more in loot. Not bad for what will likely be one or two small-scale battles.”
I had to agree. Two months, maybe a little more. It is not the stuff fortunes are made of but there would be returns for what was a fairly minimal amount of risk and time. I asked about his estates and he was glad to tell me; two large farms, a factory and a warehouse from which a couple of wagons supplied a haulage and storage service. I tuned out as he went into detail, surveying our surroundings just as, to be fair, he was also doing. We were well past the Modrasin Hills. The lands we were traveling through were mainly flat with the occasional hill. To describe such terrain as flatland conveys the wrong impression; one could rarely see the horizon due to gentle undulations in the landscape. There were also some woodlands dotted about, but on the main visibility was good. We were coming close to a ripple in the terrain that would drop visibility to a hundred yards. Without discussion we turned that way and kicked the horses into a canter. There was no more talk as we concentrated on the path we were taking. No one wants a spill from horseback or to lose the value of the animal. But the ground was hard and dry, the low scrub sparse and it was easy enough to steer around any potential hazard. Before long we were climbing, the horses putting in more effort as we urged them on. As we breasted the rise I stood in the saddle and gave a signal as an instinctive reaction. Less than two hundred yards away, a band of armed men were making their way in loose formation toward us.
I divided my attention between the potential enemy and the next pair of horsemen back down the line. One split off at once, heading for the main body of the army. He didn't know what he was reporting in detail but the army would stop and prepare for anything. The other signaled back down the line and, when sure he had been seen, headed our way as fast as the terrain allowed. At the same time the men who were making toward us hesitated in a disorganized ripple, then responded to an order and came to a halt.
“What do you think?”
“Too early to be sure.” I started scanning the terrain all around as far as I could see, checking for any other threat. Yebratt was doing the same and, like me, also glancing at the armed band to see what they did next.
The sound of a horse pounding up the hill behind us, all powerful breaths and drumming hooves, did not distract either of us from our vigil. In the distance we could hear the march of the army, dull pounding of boots on stone.
After a brief consultation two men broke away from the armed band and began to move our way. They set a medium pace, purposeful but not hurried.
“They mean to talk.”
I shrugged. “If they have the password, all well and good.”
Our man joined us. He took in the situation but said nothing. I could hear more horses coming our way and now an occasional cry as orders began to be passed through the main army. I loosened my sword in its scabbard, making sure it would free cleanly at need, though I intended that we withdraw if the band moved our way. There would be only nineteen of us, assuming all my command had reached me. I resisted the urge to glance back; the rest of the tactical situation wasn't my business right now. Even if there were other units closing in, these hundred men in front of me were what I had to deal with one way or another.
When the next pair joined us I instructed them to hold this position unless threatened and passed control of the whole group to Yebratt. Taking one man with me I went to meet the two soldiers who were making their way forward. A hundred yards has never seemed like such a distance. As they had started moving first we arrived at a position where we were close enough to hail each other at about the mid way mark and here I halted and called out to them to identify themselves.
“Rastrian Bacht, bringing my unit to Tulian Dural Verrans at his order.”
“Give me the password.”
“Raspberries!”
I felt a chill in my stomach. “Say again!”
He raised his voice. “Raspberries!”
We were close, maybe only thirty feet between us. The rest of his band hadn't moved. They looked pretty relaxed. They were not in formation, but spread out and clustered as they saw fit. Quite a few of them weren't even looking our way. I made a decision and acted on it at once, kicking loose of my stirrups, I slid down to the ground and tossed the reins to my companion. “Don't do a damn thing unless I head back at a run.”
Rastrian Bacht was watching me. He knew something was wrong, maybe from the worried look on my companion's face. He stood with his hands ostentatiously away from his weapons and then began to move forward as I did. I watched his face as we closed the distance between us. Puzzled but hiding it, wary but relaxed. By his dress and armor he was not a man of the city. The short sword at his side was curved with the blade on the inside of the curve, a chopping weapon, not the straight blades or sabers we favor. His dark hair was bound back with a leather thong and he wore no helmet and carried no shield. I could see the others were more or less the same, no two identical. They were foreign mercenaries for certain. We stopped walking at a comfortable distance, close enough so that we didn't have to raise our voices.
“That is not the password I have, Rastrian Bacht.”
He didn't look too concerned. “I guessed something was wrong. This is the twelfth, isn't it?”
“I think we can agree on that.”
“So yesterday's password was Thistle.”
I didn't concede the point. “The fact remains that your password is incorrect, so I can't let you pass right now, Rastrian Bacht. Still, I'm guessing there has just been a cock-up here and that you are expected, so let's you and me go down to the main army and you can present yourself to Tulian Verrans; if he knows you, all well and good.”
“There's quite a force gathering at your back.”
“I can see your men starting to pay attention. Best reassure them or this could get ugly.”
He turned at once and called to his men. “Stand easy, lads!” He turned back to me. “Your turn.”
I turned and saw that thirty riders were bunched at the top of the rise, with more arriving even as I watched. I raised my hand and waved them back.  
“Coming?”
He grinned. “Surely. But let's each go talk to our men first, eh? Like you said, this could get ugly.”
I agreed. “Embarrassing, at the least.”
Without another word we walked away from each other. My back itched all the way back to where my man was waiting with my horse. Rastrian Bacht had a spring steel crossbow on his back. And as soon as I'd seen it I'd looked for others and seen that all of his men carried similar weapons. I was sure that Gatren Teciba Orans had given me the wrong password. I was also sure that he had done so deliberately. Still, I could be wrong. I could get a quarrel in the back any moment. It wasn't a comfortable feeling. My man was watching the crossbowmen intently.
“Relax,” I told him as I swung into the saddle.
“Ours, sir?”
“Pretty sure of it. I'll need your horse in a moment.”
We rode back to the main group, most of which had dropped back out of sight. Yebratt and the rest of my unit were waiting in a single line, ready to react either way. Someone else was with him, one of the commanders whose name I had not caught. I berated myself for that. I should know and I didn't. He sat his mount to one side, observing the crossbowmen but didn't acknowledge me, so for the moment I ignored him.
“Problem?” Yebratt said.
“Wrong password. I'm taking their captain in to meet the Commander and sort it out. I think they are ours. But keep an eye. I'll get some of them,” I gestured down slope to the hundred or so cavalry who were now gathered there, “to get out and scout, just in case. You stay put and watch them.” I'd pitched my voice so that the Commander could hear what I had in mind, and was watching him as I spoke. He glanced at me and nodded when I was done, informed me that he would take care of the scouts, then turned his mount and rode back down the slope. So, Tulian would know what was going on before I got there. I hoped he approved. I was going to catch shit any way it turned out but worse if I made what he considered an error in the meantime.
I took the spare mount back with me to meet Rastrian Bacht at the midpoint, watching his men as I did so. They were pretty much the same as before, but conversation had stopped and they were all looking my way now. He came alone, mounted without a word, and we rode side by side back toward my men.
“You don't carry tower shields,” I commented, making it a question.
“I requested that Tulian Dural Verrans buy enough for my men and bring them with the baggage train. It's a pain to carry them on foot, you understand.” He had used Tul's full name again, making it clear that he knew exactly who he was.
I imagined carrying a tower shield and guessed it would be a pain. “And you traveled cross country because...?”
He grinned at me. “Best route from where we were. Pretty good calculation, eh?”
I thought about it. Actually it was, depending on where they had come from. I would, now I thought about it, have expected them to hit the road either ahead or behind us. I thought about it some more. “You have a sorcerer with you.”
“Shaman, he calls himself. From the south.”
We passed through my men and over the ridge. Things had changed. The equestes had split into two groups, now each a hundred strong, and were well to the left and right of the place where we crossed the ridge and headed down toward the army. Another cavalry unit of maybe twenty men was making its way out from the main body. The army had stopped and formed up either side of the road facing both ways, ready for anything. It was an impressive sight, the men as still as statues, the light breeze moving the grasses around them and the occasional shadow of a cloud passing over them contrasting with their own lack of movement. We made our way down the slope at no great speed. I didn't want anyone getting edgy, best to keep things slow and smooth. The small group of equestes changed their line a little and I could see the commander's banner among them. Thinking things through as I rode, I knew my reputation was going to suffer. I'd got the password wrong and there were only two people who knew I had been fed the wrong information. His word against mine. I hadn't realized our first meeting, where I had almost invited him to duel, had stuck in his craw that much; but I should have. We are a prickly lot, our personal and family honor and dignity precious commodities. There was still a chance I was wrong but I doubted it. I was bloody furious and he would pay, but I held that at arm's length. Be professional and do the job. Take the lumps. State the case and leave it.
I pulled rein when we had closed with the commander's troop and they did the same, spreading around us. Gatren Teciba Orans was with the Commander, his face too carefully neutral. I found myself facing Tul and went for it.
“Sir, this is Rastrian Bacht, captain of a company of crossbowmen whom he claims are here at your request. There is some confusion over the password and I felt it better to be safe than sorry.”
Tul took this in calmly, nothing showing on his face. “The confusion over the password?”
“Your aide gave me the password Strawberries at this morning’s staff meeting. Rastrian Bacht gave the password as Raspberries.”
Tul turned to his aide. “Is this true?”
“No, sir. I gave the correct password. Raspberries. Sumto must have misheard me, or misremembered.”  
“Well?”
“I would thank your aide to use my rank when speaking of me and there is nothing wrong with my hearing or my memory, sir.”
I could see him decide to let it drop. “I will speak with both of you about this in camp this evening.” He turned his attention to the crossbowman. “Rastrian, well met. Bring your men in. Sumto, go with him and keep them for now.”
Gatren's eyes and mouth opened in surprise as though he were about to protest but caught himself in time. I was right, he'd lied to set me up for a fall and he was going to pay. For just a moment I watched the anger on his face, but not directly; I didn't want anyone to see that I was pleased by his reaction, then I saluted and obeyed my orders. Ha!
I could not suppress my grin of joy as I rode away, Rastrian at my side.
Behind me Tul was issuing commands and his staff broke up to obey, riders heading off in various directions at fair speed.
“So, Commander, what's got you happy? Pleased to be my boss?”
“Pleased enough,” I said. “How many are you exactly and what is your command structure?”
I listened attentively as he told me. In brief I gave him back the same information he'd just given me and asked for confirmation. There is nothing wrong with my memory. It occurred to me that Tul would know that. He was my cousin. Families talk about other family members. Hell, the whole class of patrons was almost all related on some level. Gatren had clearly just listened to the negative gossip and not the few gems that would have saved him from being on the losing end here. Sumto speaks several languages, is a scholar, has a remarkable memory; all he had heard was Sumto is a drunk, shirks his responsibilities, refuses military service on any thin pretext that comes to mind, is a bad debtor... I stopped myself there. The negative list was getting too long for comfort.
It completely slipped my mind to talk to my new men. I put it down to a mixture of relief and triumph.
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The next day the army picked up the pace to a forced march. Our men and horses were good for it but my new command was suffering. There were a hundred and twelve men of varying ages and from a range of lands. The most striking of them was an old, dark skinned man who wore no armor, his only visible weapon a stout staff. His clothing was mismatched and brightly colored, including bright yellow trousers and a shocking pink headband, the back of which was tied intricately into hair that had matted into several clumps which hung down his back. He dropped out early and I sent a man to find out why. The message came back that he could not possibly keep up the pace.
“He is demanding a horse. Not asking, sir. Demanding, like I was a servant.”
I thought about it and then arranged one for him and another for Rastrian and had them join me at the back of their troop. I rode at the back so that I could see how they were holding up and also see if anyone dropped out, as the old man had.
Rastrian took his horse with gratitude and fell in with me and my original command of six. The old man in the bright clothing did the same with an arrogant assumption that he would be welcome that I had to admire. They both rode well enough that I didn't feel I had to worry about them.
“You must be the Shaman.”
The old man turned his face to me, utterly without expression. His eyes were the same. It was like there was no one behind them. He didn't answer at once. If he had not turned to face me I would have thought he didn't know I was there.
“I am Dubaku, Shaman to the Urindu.”
I gave him my name and position. For some reason he demanded my respect on a level I couldn't quite define. I have met kings and felt less need to show them any respect.
“You're a priest, then?”
He tutted in disapproval and turned away. No, I corrected myself. He had said something. I reproduced the sound and he turned back to me, laughing openly, though none of his facial expression touched his eyes, which I thought was a neat trick.
“What does it mean?” I made the noise again.
He didn't hesitate. “Idiot.”
“Exactly that?”
“You could say callow, young, ignorant. Same thing.” He said something else, mostly clicks and plosives and I repeated it exactly.
“You are a mimic.”
“No. I'm just good with languages. What did that mean?”
“A Shaman is not a rapist.”
I said it again to make sure I had it. “And priests are?”
“They take spirits of their followers, binding them in life and warping them in death to serve as tools without minds or will. A Shaman touches the spirits of his own ancestors, and sometimes others, and asks those with ability for aid which they sometimes give.”
We of the city are not much interested in religion. The fact that there was some form of existence after death was well known and considered indisputable. Our philosophy teaches that life is for the living and death for the dead. The dead seem to feel the same way about it, revealing nothing of whatever their experience might be. I had not made any study of foreign practices, though I knew that priests could summon spirits that each had a power or ability. My ancestors had slaughtered many such and destroyed many temples. Most of the sacred writings were also burned. We do not like rivals, and priests were rivals to our sorcery. Individuals we now tended to leave alone as curiosities, but any attempt to preach or propagate a faith would still be mercilessly put down.
“I see the distinction.”
He looked away from me. It was so clearly a dismissal that I almost laughed aloud at his arrogance. What was he, a patron? I took no offense. I liked him. And I wanted to learn his language while the opportunity was there. I have a thirst for learning that is just fundamentally part of my make-up.
I turned to Kerral. “Look out for stragglers; I'm riding ahead for a while. Rastrian, would you join me?”
Together we rode out.
“Where did you find him?”
“Dubaku? A few years ago I was in the army of the King of Gherkellik, he was tired of pirates coming across the Prian Straits so he hired mercenaries and sent us and his own troops over the sea to take a piece of their lands. Dubaku joined us there after convincing me of his usefulness.”
“Whose side was he on?”
Rastrian shrugged. “His own. I think he still is. Still, it's a free company and as long as he obeys orders he will do for me.”
“As long as he doesn't try and convert anyone.”
“He won't. He says his teachings are secrets for his son.”
That struck me as sensible even as another aspect of it struck me as odd. “Where is this son he is supposed to be teaching his secrets to?”
Rastrian shrugged. “I guess he has children somewhere, and grandchildren, and great grandchildren. He says he's a hundred and thirty years old but I'm guessing he lost count.”
Magic could be used to extend life. The head of the healer's guild had two hundred years under his belt. But that was sorcery. What could a spirit do to extend life? I assumed he was lying for effect or using a different counting system.
We were riding beyond the ditch at the side of the road. Small bunches of trees had begun to spring up here and there on the otherwise bare terrain. A line of hills was angling toward the road, and ahead I could see a farm close to the road. We were entering the province of Lirria. Soon enough we would pass the town of Huprew. I decided I wanted to talk to Tul and ordered Rastrian back to my troop. They were still mine, at least for now. The earlier meeting with Tul had gone well enough for me. He had made it clear that as there was no proof either way he was going to let it pass, but that it or anything like it had better not happen again. He was staring at his errant aide when he said this so I knew that he was sure in his own mind that I was innocent of blame. He had given me the hundred crossbowmen to command on the basis that “someone has to command them and no one else is free” but I suspected it was a reward for handling things well enough. We were cousins and under normal circumstances he would favor me heavily as family and a natural ally. My reputation had scotched that but I was repairing things as fast as I could.  
I caught up with the head of the army a few minutes later and pulled up near enough to Tul that he could choose to acknowledge or ignore me as he chose. He decided on the former and I asked if I could speak with him. After a moment he nodded, commanded his people to keep the pace, and pulled his horse off the road. We sat for just a moment watching the army pass us by.
“If I might ask, why the increase in pace?”
“Maybe I'm just getting your crossbowmen fit.”
“Possible, but I don't think so.”
He watched me for a while, obviously considering. “Keep it to yourself. The Prashuli and Orduli are rising. There have been deaths among the merchants who have had free passage until now. The Ensibi have lost a town in the north of their territories. Orthand is in a fury. He can see his client people slipping through his fingers and they are worth a good income to him. He has sent back to his family and friends to raise forces and send them north.”
“So we are not just going to hurt the Alendi and leave.”
“No. I'm guessing that Orthand means to pacify the whole region as far as the mountains. Might take a year.”
Or more. There are other tribes that might get involved, they doubtless also have alliances and blood ties. I worried it over for a moment then told him what I had sent Sheo north to do.
He glared at me. Then laughed out loud, suddenly good-natured. “I should have guessed you would not sit back and take orders. Any news on how he is doing?”
I shamefacedly admitted that I had not instructed him to send messages.
“He will anyway. Wouldn't you?”
I nodded. “What about the crossbowmen?”
“Keep them. You and I will both be under Orthand as overall commander in any case. He has the biggest unit and the most seniority. Unless the assembly of patrons sends a consul or something drastic.”
“Peshna Itherian has his four legions busy in the east.”
“Yes, greedy bastard.”
The senior consul gets four legions paid for by the state. Then he goes and fights a war somewhere and makes a fortune. Everyone did it. Over the last seven hundred years we have conquered and either lost, sold or given up territories a thousand miles away and more as families rise and fall, as some sons are more industrious than others. A client state gives the best reward for the least administrative effort. Often we will trade freely with kingdoms we have once held, yet sometimes they will turn on us and have to be dealt with again. I couldn't remember what the situation was in the east.
“Will I get away with it?”
“You will now, I'm betting. Orthand can't take them off you, assuming Sheo has done his job and I'm sure he will. A magistrate could but Orthand isn't holding office at the moment, just dealing with his own problem.”
“Let's hope that's the way it stays.”
Tul snorted in derision. “Of course it will. When was the last time the state was at war?”
“A hundred and seventy two years ago.”
“Exactly.” He made no move to leave so I let him be for a while, eventually he changed the subject. “I'm not going to offer you joint command but if you join with my troops I'll let you have second and autonomous command of your own cohort so long as you obey my orders.”
I didn't say anything.
“I'll include you in my letter of authority to raise troops, loan your man my white rod. But keep it to yourself for now.”
“Agreed, cousin.” I didn't see fit to tell him that Sheo already had a white rod of his own.
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I worried about Sheo, now. It had only been a few days but I hadn't heard anything and it bothered me. Tul was right; Sheo would send me a message. I stepped over to my desk, which now had a few papers on it. A hundred men, and the healers and battle mages. And my original six. The demands of command were increasing. There was also a satchel containing scrip, promises that the war chest of Tulian Dural Verrans would pay cash to whoever presented it to him. The responsibilities of command.  
Looking down at the letter that Sapphire had delivered to my tent an hour ago, my initial anger flooded back.
I had taken the letter warily. “My father sent a letter for me to you?”
Sapphire had shrugged and said nothing, his cold blue eyes unwavering.
“Get out.”
When he'd gone I opened the letter and read it. It didn't take long.
I understand that you have not disgraced yourself. I am relieved.
That was it. Bastard.
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I had written the letter to the head of Tahal's family, offering my assistance in the rescue of their son should it become possible. I resolved to put it with the official dispatches in the morning. I was still curious about what, if anything, the Samant family were doing to come to the aid of their son, Tahal. They appeared to be doing nothing and that was not right. True, they were a small family and no longer wealthy. I could not remember the last time a Samant had been consul, for example, but it was impossible that they be doing nothing. Could they be so poor that they could not raise any troops at all? I tried to remember the family members but could not. Was Tahal the only man left of the line? Was Irian Samant recently dead and I hadn't heard? Were his female relatives reliant on friends and blood ties? Orelia had asked me to intervene because her family would not, on the premise that Tahal was merely her betrothed and not her husband, but what was his own family doing? Well, the letter was written and they might confide in me.
Meran cleared his throat and then stepped inside the tent. “Larner Harrat wants you to join him for the evening meal. He has that shaman with him.”
I gave a nod. “You met him? Strange isn't he?”
“His eyes. Yes. Reminds me of how my people describe the druids.”
“Druids?” I was a moment remembering the word.
“Your people killed them all centuries ago, but our stories persist.”
Priests. I remembered the word now; druid was just another word for shaman or priest. Though I now knew what Dubaku would say to that.
“What stories?”
“Stories of what they could do, what powers the spirits gave them. How they looked as though they saw another world than the one we do.”
Maybe that was it. Maybe his expressionless eyes looked into another world.
“Hmmm. Sapphire?”
“He has weird eyes too.”
He did actually, cold and indifferent. But that isn't what I'd meant. “What has he been up to?”
“Putting himself about. Talking to people. Nothing I could hear and I can hardly ask.”
“Talking to whom?”
“Everyone. Healers, battle mages, your men, although I can tell from watching that they don't talk back. Tonight he's getting cozy with your mercenaries.”
“Thanks,” I said distractedly.
He looked just surprised enough that I noticed. “You're welcome, master.”
“I don't reward you enough, Meran. When this campaign is over I will.”
He actually bowed, perhaps a little ironically, then asked if there was anything else. When I indicated not, he left without another word. I knew he would be close by, on hand if I should need anything and for the most part anticipating my needs before I voiced them. He was a good slave. Familiar to the point of rudeness, but I'd never minded that as long as he took care of the things I didn't want to waste time on.
I realized I was standing there doing nothing and left to join the battle mages for dinner. I was tired. It had been a long day in the saddle and my body ached like hell, but not as much as the day before. My trousers were a little looser and soon I'd have to get a new belt, and maybe a new wardrobe. Maybe I should give Meran some cash and send him ahead to attend to that. But then, he had the money and maybe he already had. It wouldn't surprise me, and I decided to wait and find out.
Dubaku was already installed when I arrived, and eating like he had been fasting. I gave a greeting and took the spare seat around the small fire that served mainly as centerpiece.
“What do the spirits tell you?” Abrat said.
I raised an eyebrow, but assumed that this was half way through a conversation I'd missed. The question seemed a bit pointed to me.
“I cannot understand them.”
“They don't speak your language?!”
Dubaku looked at him and Abrat seemed to quail slightly.
“They use the words we have but mean different things. They do not see the world as we see it.”
“Without eyes, I'm not surprised!”
I expected Dubaku to be sharp and was wrong.
“Exactly.”
Larner leaned forward slightly. “What do you mean?”
“Their understanding of the world is not ours. They are looking at it from a different place. What they know they cannot tell.”
“Why not?”
Dubaku was silent for a moment. “The world is made up of small things, smaller than the smallest thing you can image, so many that even in a grain of sand there are more parts than there are grains of sand on a beach.”
Larner and Hettar exchanged a significant glance and I was suddenly attentive.
“Even water is made up of these things. Now imagine you stand on such a small thing. It is on a ripple in a puddle of rainwater and it is the world. And you ask an ancient spirit, 'What is the universe?' How would the spirit answer?”
“It is a puddle of water?” I asked
Dubaku was no longer looking at Abrat. “It is a ripple on a puddle of water. And you would ask?”
I answered. “What is a puddle, what is a ripple, what is water?”
“And the spirit might say water is made up of the world you stand on, many the same and a ripple is caused by rain falling into the puddle and a puddle is where water collects in a depression.”
“And I would say, what is rain, what is a depression?”
Dubaku nodded. “Just so, and be none the wiser when he answered.”
“That's just a metaphor,” Abrat scorned.
“A metaphor may be a lie,” Larner said thoughtfully, “but it can also be a useful lie.”
“One day we will see things as they see them and know what they know. Until then there is nothing to be learned from spirits.”
“Life is for the living,” Larner said.
It was a city saying.
I doubted Dubaku told the whole truth. Surely a spirit must have memory of life? There would be things to learn from them. Perhaps much more than Dubaku was intimating. Perhaps he wanted to disarm these sorcerers, make himself seem nonthreatening.
“How do spirits do what they do? Affect the world.” Larner sounded genuinely interested, and for that reason so was I.
“They say the universe is empty. I do not know what that means.”
Unfortunately neither did I.
Larner also looked a little disappointed. “Empty? But they also say that everything is made up of particles?”
“Yes. You see? They contradict each other and themselves. I long since gave up trying to understand the how and contented myself that they could come to my aid if they chose.”
Particles. I kept my face absolutely neutral and reached casually for a drink. Larner had used the word naturally. He had already known about the 'small things that everything was made up of' and he called them particles. That mattered. Sorcerers manipulated particles. I sipped my drink and leaned back, focusing my memory on what small magics I knew and how they worked. Shapes and movements were what a spell most resembled when you thought of it, or shapes in movement overlaying the place you wanted the thing to happen. If I could see particles would I recognize something of those shapes and movements? The patterns are non-intuitive. Were the patterns and movements so non-intuitive because we couldn't see what they related to? Because the things they related to were very small?
I resolved to find a lens maker as soon as I had enough money and the time.
“You are thoughtful, Sumto. What are you thinking about?”
“I was wondering if what we do as sorcerers, pardon the presumption, might be similar in any way to what spirits do to perform their effects.”
All four sorcerers laughed. But I noticed that Dubaku did not.
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When I got back to my tent from the morning staff meeting (Geranium) it was to find Pakat and Geheran either side of a somewhat smaller man, each holding one arm. Kerral stood to one side in conversation with Rastrian. Nobody looked happy, least of all the guy under guard. He looked sullen and angry, maybe it was a talent.
“Report!”
Kerral turned to me and saluted. “One of the men caught pilfering, sir.”
The standard punishment is ten lashes for a first offense. “Witnesses?”
Kerral indicated the two men who held the prisoner.
“Muster the men to parade. Ten lashes. Rastrian, choose a man to administer the punishment.” I stepped into my tent. There was nothing else to say and no one I cared to say it to. Everything I'd read made it clear. Discipline means just that. No exceptions, no arguments. Men under arms have to be in a certain frame of mind; they expect rewards, and they have to hate the enemy to some extent. The opposite of a reward is a punishment and all punishments have to come from the commander. And all rewards. They must see you like a father. Well, not my father obviously. I hadn't seen him for years.
Meran was inside my tent, packing for the day's march. He'd got it off to a fine art, learning from a standing start.
Rastrian was right behind me. “I'd rather make the decisions concerning my own men.”
He hadn't saluted, addressed me by title, or even been civil.
“You and your men are under discipline, there is nothing to discuss. I admit a degree of culpability as I should have addressed the men as soon as they came under my command and made things clear to them.”
“Ten lashes is excessive.”
“Your man will be laying them on, don't let him pull the blows too much or I'll have the man he tried to steal from do it again.”
“Alleged to have tried to steal from.”
“This isn't up for discussion. I know my men. They caught him red handed. Let it go. As I said, your man is laying on the strokes. Don't let him pull them much. And remember, you and your men are under discipline and under my authority. I could have had him strangled.”
He didn't like it but it was true. After a moment he nodded acceptance. He had no choice, really.
After he had left I turned back, trying to remember what I had come in here for, then realized that it was instinct. Give the order and go away. No conversation. Not quite like a father, then. I must have sighed out loud.
“Well done,” Meran muttered.
“You think?”
“Spank them then give them a hug. Fighting men are like children.”
“You were reading my mind.”
“Actually I have been reading your books. Little else to do sitting in a wagon all day.”
I hadn't given his days a thought. “Ichmedrial's Practical Considerations of Command, I assume.”
“The one you brought with you, yes. I hadn't time before this to sit around and read.”
“Making up for it now?”
“I should have let you bring more books.”
“I told you that.”
“You here for a reason?”
“Just thought I'd stand around and get in the way for a bit.”
“Perfect,” he muttered and got on with his job, working around me without further comment.
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Rastrian had chosen a big man to do the job. Everyone of my unit was paraded to witness, apart from the battle mages and healers. Well, one was there just to be sure that the thief didn't die or something. It was a dawn parade. Everything had been cleared away in double quick time to make sure we were not late for the command to fall-in and begin the day's march.
Kerral read out the charge and the discipline ordered. The thief was tied to a wagon. I watched the big man stretch, then look to me for the command to begin. I nodded and he made a fair show of striking. I could see the welt and that was good enough. The thief grunted in pain and I was satisfied that the man Rastrian had chosen understood his task. Don't rip him apart. Don't make it impossible for him to march. Make it hurt and make it look good. Ten strokes passed in no time and he was cut free. The healer took a quick look at him and was satisfied. The thief was not. Even pulled somewhat the lash hurts like hell and I hoped we wouldn't have to be punishing anyone else in the same way; that was the objective, one example and forget it.
Around us camp was being broken in just the same way as every other day. Wagons dragged in, and filled so that the baggage train was in the center and the cohort formed up around the edge of the camp as the men came free. This last night, and three or four others for that matter, we had used the slightly more permanent forts that litter the road. The ditches and banks had been lined with stone and only the stakes had to be added to make the place secure. There wouldn't be many more of these. Not that we hadn't built forts further afield on a regular basis, it's just that nature reclaims them quickly unless they are made semi-permanent. No sense doing that in territory we didn't know we were going to hold forever, and we were halfway through Muria. Soon we would be in the Client Kingdom of Wherrel, of which we were not so certain. We were better than half way to our goal.
Moving a large body of men out of camp takes a while even though things are organized so that the vanguard gets away before other units are ready and so forth.
I didn't envy the whipped man his day's march today. I told Kerral to keep an eye on him and chuck him in a wagon if he couldn't handle the pace. Then I amended that. “Let him march for a bit then chuck him in a wagon anyway.” A hug after the thrashing. “Have him ride with my slave.” Let Meran talk to the man, and more importantly, let Meran report to me what the man said.
By the second hour of the day we were on the road, the pace the same as the day before. I figured we would shave five days off the twenty five days I'd estimated for the march. Three or four days should see us as far as the town of Yuprit where Sheo should have a small encampment of troops for me. I was beginning to worry that I had heard no word from him, but I need not have done. Two hours into the march we encountered a patrol of roadwardens. As usual, they pulled their horses to the side of the road to let us pass. The roadwardens patrol the roads on a daily basis, keeping an eye on their state of repair, checking with roadside communities for news of bandit activity and dealing with said bandits even if a few of their own small camps needed to band together to have sufficient numbers to deal with them. The state pays for their upkeep as the complexity of having such a service paid for by individual patrons would be inefficient. They are lightly and cheaply armored and carry short bows and cavalry swords for the purpose of keeping the peace on the roads. They also acted as a courier service and provided way stations for travelers to change mounts, exchange scrip for cash and grab a meal and a bed for the night if necessary. It is a good career for commoners, just as is the military. A piece of land and a cash sum are given on retirement, twenty five years being the normal term.
When we drew close, one of the dozen roadwardens called out my name, raising a scroll. The roadwardens had been traveling in the opposite direction to us, and so I knew it was a message from Sheo and eagerly steered off the road to take it from him. I opened it then and there and scanned the contents.
I am ensconced in a small temporary fort some ten miles south of Yuprit, just out of sight of the road and close to the border with the Geduri tribe. I consider that the recruiting is going well, having pulled together four hundred men so far, all with some service history. My first centurion is a chap named Quail and people tend to do just that when they see him, a bigger meaner looking man I have seldom seen. He has a dark temperament but knows his place. Discipline is not a problem and the man has five years' experience as a centurion to draw on.
Sumto, I hope the army is not moving too slowly. There have been killings in tribal regions other than that of the Alendi and Ensibi. I have a man in Yuprit sending me news and there is rumor that the war is not going well. There are refugees, ordinary people of the city fleeing south. There have been a few civilian clashes even in Yuprit, locals and our people at each others' throats. There are few sympathizers with the Alendi but they are a thorn in the side of the local chieftain, a client of Hadrin Ichal Merindis, and he is hesitant to act against his own people. A few city-run businesses have been hit by looters, a few citizens beaten and left for dead, though there have been no fatalities so far. He will have to act soon, no doubt. We will see.
I hope to have the full cohort you desire by the time you arrive. I have men watching the road and will know when to join you.
There are also one or two rumors I will not commit to paper at this time. I am not sure whether to dismiss them or worry about them, and so do both.
Regards, Sheo
For some reason I felt disappointed, as though I had been expecting more. Details of the force he had mustered. Four hundred men, all experienced. What more did I need to know? He was doing his job. Good enough. As for his mystery rumors, I wish he had shared them but he had not and that was that. I was concerned that there was unrest in Yuprit, but we would be there soon enough to put paid to that. Also there were plenty of city men there, some of minor rank, and they would pull together to get the client king to act. If he did not protect our people he would be replaced.
I stashed the letter and moved on.
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We reached the downland toward the edge of Muria in the afternoon. The down was a long ripple in the earth, a bank that dropped two hundred feet uniformly for as far as the eye could see to east or west. The lands below were flat with only the occasional hill to mar a perfect view. The land was fertile and farming communities could be picked out from here by the dozen. The town of Paresh was clearly visible sprawled against a shallow hill some five miles away and I expected that we would camp close to the town that night.
Meran collared me as soon as he could after we camped, coming to my tent with news. “That crossbowman is going to be trouble.”
“That's why I had him with you, so you could judge his mood. What kind of trouble?”
“So I gathered. Probably desertion, maybe a little knifework first.”
I called for Kerral who promptly stuck his head through the tent flap. “Send for Rastrian, please.” Then to Meran, “Anything else I need to know?”
He shook his head, tossed a bundle of cloth on my bed and left.
It began to rain gently. I resisted the urge to stick my head out the tent flap and glare enviously at the nearby town. We had passed it by two miles before making camp, but it was close enough to run to. If the man with stripes on his back made a run for it I would have to send men after him. The fact that I wanted to be under a roof and in a proper bed myself didn't help my mood.
Angrily I turned to the package my slave had left for me and opened it. New clothes. Smaller trousers, three pairs and under shirts and shirts and a new jacket, all good quality. He was a good man, Meran. I smiled and thought what I might gift him with that would please him.
Rastrian was not long in coming.

“I hear your man is thinking of deserting. It better not happen, Rastrian. If it does I'll stick his head on a pole. If I can't find him I'll take two of your men by lot and stick their heads on poles. Understand this, captain. I am in command of your unit and they will be a credit to me. I am a patron of the city. If I meet a king I expect him to bow his damn head, and I won't have less from you or yours. Anyone under my authority who doesn't toe the line will have a line drawn round his bloody neck one way or another. My soldiers will be a credit to me, not an embarrassment. Deal with the problem or I will.”
“Is that all?”
“No. After you have dealt with the problem come back here and dine with me.”
He was mad but holding it well. “Is that a request?”
“No. It's an order.”
Suddenly he snorted with humor and shook his head. “Some of your commanders say that you aren't worth much, never had a command and don't know your business. That you are soft. They are about as wrong as they could be. I'll make sure my men are a credit to you, as you say.”
“Then I'll consider the problem dealt with. Focus their minds on the enemy and the booty to be had. I'll be generous if they do well by me, but by all that's holy I'll hang the damn lot of them if they make me regret not being harsher now.”
He nodded. “You have made your point, sir. I'll take care of it.”
When he was gone I stripped off my armor, picked up a book and started reading. It was hard to settle to it. The other commanders, all noble, thought I was soft; didn't know my business. Well, nothing had been proven yet. The days of hard travel had thinned my waist and shed some of the fat off me. I didn't hurt near so much as I had; my body was getting harder and more used to the pressure I was putting it under. I worried a little about my lack of experience in arms. As a boy I had trained with the others of my class, spending hours a day in exercise and lectures from military men. From twelve to seventeen that had become more serious, with weapons training, ten mile runs and horse riding and so forth. I had been fit and lean for most of that time, but I liked to drink and gamble and take what women were willing and those activities took up so much of my time that I had begun to avoid the military service that should have begun then. I hadn't held a sword in five years, or any other of the weapons I had been trained in. How would I handle the battlefield? How would I react to an enemy intent on killing me? I didn't know and the not knowing more than anything else made my belly pulse with fear. Not fear of dying, but fear of failing and fear of shame. I would put myself in the fight, hoping it was a small engagement, with good men to my right and left, and I would pray that I did not disgrace myself. Self doubt is a cancer that can eat at you if you let it. What I needed, I realized, was to get on with it. To fight an enemy and kill him and be done. Still the thought made me sick inside. I had never killed anyone and to be completely honest I really had no desire to do so. I guess some men are born bloodthirsty. The flush of youth brings anger from the desire to compete for women. I understood that any other man was a threat to the need to reproduce. To take women from other men was our nature. That is why we send our young men into the army, for that is when they are most likely to accept that way of thinking. Even if they don't recognize it in themselves, that is when they are most malleable and able to be turned into men who can kill. By avoiding that route I had lost that opportunity. I would have to do it cold and critically conscious of what I did. But I would do it. There was no turning back.
I had lost the mood for company, let myself become introspective. With a curse I got up, stuck my head outside the tent and looked around. Kerral and Pakat were seated in the entrance to the tent Kerral had used to share with Sheo, sheltered from the rain but easily close enough to hear me. They moved to stand up and I gestured them down, then on impulse crossed the distance in five long strides. They shuffled round to make room for me and without a word being spoken Kerral made a long arm and dragged a camp chair close, flipping it open and set it down between the two men.
Pakat leaned out into the rain and scooped a cup of hot tea out of a small pan hanging over the fire. He passed it to me without a word and for some damn reason I almost felt like crying.
“Hell of a thing, war.” Kerral commented, eyes fixed on the rain, elbows resting on his knees.
Pakat answered him without missing a beat. “Has its good points, though.”
“Winning.”
“Money. Women.”
“Much the same thing really.”
“True. You don't get women without money.”
“Different species.”
“Some men forget that. Think 'cause they walk upright and talk to us they are the same.”
“Who knows what they think?”
“Who cares, as long as they spread their legs regularly.”
I found myself smiling but didn't laugh. They fell silent for a moment, but just for a beat. I guessed they wanted to see if I felt like chipping in. At that moment Meran came back to my tent, glanced at me, said nothing and popped inside. Doubtless he would settle himself for the night.
“I was married once,” Kerral continued. “Older woman. Cozy. Had to divorce her in the end though. Got old, stopped being interested in my cock. No use to me after that.”
“I've got one at home. Don't see much of her though.”
I involuntarily cleared my throat and they gave a bit of silence to the night. The rain was fine. I felt a little happier.
“I was betrothed for a while.”
“Orelia,” Kerral chipped in. We had been friends, and he knew of course. I was shocked for a second. I'd forgotten that we were friends, that he had saved my life. I suddenly felt ashamed.
“Did I ever tell you that I liked Jocasta better?”
He shook his head. “No, but I would have guessed. Orelia is pretty but that's about her lot. Jocasta has a brain and likes to use it. Would have figured you'd like that.”
“You think I think too much?”
He laughed. “Only about some things, sir.” The sir was a reminder not to be too familiar.
Only about some things. I wondered if my face were an open book. People seemed to be able to read me like one. Those that could read at least.  
“I need to brush up on my blade work.”
“There'll be times when we camp for a few days after we hit the war zone.”
I nodded. “That's good. Thanks for the tea.”
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I did not go back to my tent despite the rain. I didn't want to make it seem as though I had needed their company, even though they both doubtless knew it. I had stuck my head inside my tent to warn Meran that Rastrian would be arriving to eat with me shortly, but I also wanted to be alone for a while.
I wondered in the direction of my charges. I had no plan in mind, maybe drop into the healers and see how they were, not that I expected them to be anything but fine. It occurred to me that I might want to thank them for tending the crossbowman's lashes. Seemed like a reason to do something, so I headed over that way.  
The silence is what struck me first. There was something ethereal about the scene. He stood facing me, his back bowed and on his tiptoes, his mouth open in a silent scream, an arm wrapped about his throat. Next to his face was that of another man. For a second I didn't know what I was looking at, it didn't make sense. Then Sapphire eased the dying man to the ground and stood slowly upright, all the time his eyes fixed on mine. The distant light of camp-fires threw slow shadows everywhere. I had stopped walking. Stopped moving would be a better way of saying it. We just stood there for a moment looking each other in the eye. He had a knife in his hand. I saw the gleam.
Why aren't I calling out? Am I afraid? I should call out, I thought, but didn't. He was my father's man about my father's business. As awareness of that inhibition seeped into my mind, Sapphire eased away silently and was gone in less than a moment. There was something almost supernatural about his leaving. There, then gone, though I saw him move. Moments passed. A man had been murdered and I had done nothing about it.
I took a deep breath and let it out almost silently. Then another. I should call out, but I didn’t. Not yet. Maybe I should look first. See who it was. I stepped forward, movement giving assurance that I was acting and doing the right thing. That I had done the right thing. Why Sapphire had killed him could wait, but I would know in time.
I went forward and knelt by the body. It was one of Rastrian's men, as I had somehow known it would be. He was wearing no armor, and carried only a sheathed knife, but I recognized the style of clothing, casual and flamboyant. I took his face in one hand turned it one way and the other. I wasn't sure that I recognized him. It was at that moment, of course, kneeling by the dead body of one of his men, that Rastrian caught up to me. I heard footsteps heading my way, turned and saw him. Damn. Not good. Not good at all. I stood up, holding my hands out as he approached, showing they were clean of blood. “One of yours, murdered, but not by me.”
He didn't speed up or slow down. No stranger to death, he came close enough to see, but carefully not close enough to be in range of a lunge.
“I'm going to show you my knife, just to reassure you.”
He nodded, looking down at his man and I drew the short blade free and showed him it was clean.
He looked at it. Nodded again. “Preth.”
“What?”
“His name was Preth, joined us six months ago. Any idea who did it?”
“None.” I put the knife away. This was a problem. The threats I'd made, a dead body; me standing over him. Not ideal. Not by a long way.
“I'm going to take him to your men. You come. Vouch for me. If the killer comes to light I'll see him dead.” I didn't wait but leaned over and grabbed an arm and his shirt front, pulling him up, then both arms under armpits, gripping tight, drew the body to his feet. Leaning and bending at the knee I let him fall over my shoulder, one hand sliding down his arm the other down his back. Gripping his arm I lifted, brought my right arm round and slid it between his wet legs to grip his calf. He smelled of shit and fresh piss. I'd not thought of it. Too late now. “Lead on.”
Keep things moving. I was thinking. Keep Rastrian moving before he starts thinking. We were right next to the mages, who might have a way to learn something of the killer. Get away from there. Dubaku! Damn. Dubaku. The shaman would surely be able, may be able to call the man's spirit back but that was ok. That was ok, the man hadn't seen who was behind him. You don't grab a man by the neck and stab him in the kidneys after he has seen you. And if Dubaku could and did call the spirit I would be off the hook. Good. Dubaku was good.
“Could Dubaku call back his spirit? Maybe he saw who killed him?”
Rastrian turned only his head as he walked slightly ahead of me and to one side. “Maybe. I'll ask him.”
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The crossbowmen had not been happy to see me dump one of their own in the center of their camp, the place where they gathered around two long fires to cook and eat and drink and talk and bind themselves together into a group.
Here, I think this is yours, I felt like saying. It was what I was doing, in fact, but it would have been a travesty.
Rastrian raised his hand high for silence as the hum of voices grew and raised his voice. “We found him by the mages' wagons. We don't know anything yet. Where is Dubaku?”
He was behind us.
“Here.”
I had put the man down with some care, his compatriots gathering round, naming him, asking what the hell had happened to him. I'd moved his limbs gently into a less grotesque position. Then I had stepped back, letting them have him. And had nearly jumped out of my skin when Dubaku spoke at my elbow.
“Can you call his spirit? Ask him what happened?”
“I can. It will take time. I will need to be alone. Bring him to my tent.”
I watched the scene play out. The men picking him up, carrying him after Dubaku. Then I left, telling Rastrian I would be in my tent.
I didn't need to tell him our dinner was canceled.
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Sapphire was waiting for me. I'd half expected it.
“Why?”
He had been sitting on my bed in the shadows thrown from the lamp on the table. He got up and faced me, his cold blue eyes like ice. He didn't speak.
“I could have you killed just on my word.”
He didn't respond in any way I could detect. His eyes were willing to sacrifice his own life, coldly and with calculation, as though it were nothing. And he was my father's servant. My father was a patron and no man's fool. I had no love for him and he none for me. Sapphire knew secrets that my father did not trust me with. He was here on my father's business and would tell me nothing. Part of me was outraged, and part of me understood entirely
“I am under instructions to discuss my mission with no one.”
His expression gave me nothing. He didn't move. Didn't blink. Just watched me and waited. I thought about it. He was willing to die for this. Or kill for it? Kill me, I mean. I already knew he would kill. So. It must be important.
“Tell me what you feel you can.”
I didn't think he was going to answer. Then he did. “He was an Alendi agent.”
I didn't say anything either. Sapphire was a spy. And an assassin. Sent by my father to track down and eliminate just this agent, or others? How did he know Preth was an Alendi spy? I decided to let it go for this moment. Let him go and think some more. Part of me knew I was doing this out of loyalty to my father and was surprised. I nodded acceptance of what he had said and he at once slipped his hand inside his shirt and came out with a letter which he passed to me. I opened it at once. It was from my father.
Trust Sapphire. He is on my business.
“Do you know the contents of this letter?”
“I was there when it was written.”
“Are there others?”
He did not answer. Eyes cold. Expression blank.
I nodded acceptance and stepped aside. He left without a word or a backward glance.
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There was no way I could sleep.
“Where were you?”
Meran affected not to know what I meant.
“When Sapphire dropped by for a visit.”
“Watching him.” He pointed to the floor of the tent. “Saw him come this way when I came back from arranging dinner. He slipped in that way and I stayed there and watched.
“Until he left?”
“Until he left.”
“I never asked what tribe you were, Meran. No sense doing it now, is there?”
He grinned. “Thank you for not insulting my mind. No, no sense at all. But for what it's worth I was Alendi.”
“Was?”
“I like civilization. Warmed floors, hot baths regularly, raised bread, books, beds, roofs that never leak, not having to...”
I held up my hand, “Enough, I get the idea.”
“I would rather be a free man but...”
“You know the law. Freedman, your children can be free.”
“I would still serve you if I were free.”
“I'd have to pay you.”
He grinned wickedly. “Owe me!”
“And have my ex-slave be my creditor? I'd never live it down.”
I was joking but I could see that partly he had not been and that he was disappointed. Dammit, everyone wants something and now here I was hoping the spirit of a murdered man was not going to point the finger at me and concerned that my slave was unhappy that I wouldn't free him.
“How come you didn't see the murder?”
“I had to see about dinner.” He winked and dropped his voice. “But don't worry, I saw another earlier.”
“What?!”
“Him again. Sapphire. A slave. I would guess that the slave was the contact or go between for someone else. The slave spoke to the crossbowman and that one left. Sapphire killed the slave, then split. I lost him. He moves sneaky.”
I swore. There didn't seem anything else to say on the subject so I left it.
“Meran.”
He turned at the doorway. He had some dirty clothes in a bag. I was going to say that if I freed him my reputation would suffer, but that seemed insufficient. My reputation was in tatters and ultimately meant nothing to me and he knew it, or guessed confidently enough to be said to know. “You're free.”
He froze in place. It was a long time before I realized he was in fact on the verge of tears. “Don't joke.”
“I'll draw up the paper now,” I moved to the desk. “It's normal that you become part of my clientèle. In fact, you will be my first client.”
“An ex-slave that you freed yourself? The stuff mighty legends are made of!”
Then we both laughed. And I'm not sure, but I think we both shed a tear. It really was very funny.
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Before any hint of dawn, Dubaku was my first visitor of the day. Meran was half way up with a knife in his hand when Dubaku bid him be calm and announced himself.
“I wish to speak with your master.”
“I'm awake.” I had heard Meran move and awoken at once. I was becoming a light sleeper, rarely more than a moment from wakefulness.
Meran made way for him and Dubaku stepped fully into the tent. The residue of a fire burned outside, giving just enough light that I could discern both men as shadows against a paler background.  
“I thought you would like to know as soon as I did. Preth did not see who killed him. He saw you but was already dying and you were far away. Then he was confused. He is still confused. His perceptions have changed. The world is not what it was or how he saw it. It will be many years before he can choose to remember and interpret what he saw immediately after he died. And then he will be focusing perhaps on things that are not important to us.”
“You lost me, but he can tell us nothing?”
“I did not lose you at all, Sumto. He can tell us many things, but none we are equipped to understand.”
I sighed. “And his compatriots are aware of this?”
“They are all awake. They all know that you did nothing.”
I winced at his turn of phrase but assumed that it was just that. Then I wondered how adept he had become at interpreting the confusion of spirits. Did he guess that I had known the killer from what the spirit of Preth had said?
“The usual monies will be paid to his widow, heirs or assigns. I have written the papers and need only pass them to the commander.” I hoped our private agreement was not yet in force in Tulian's mind or I would be liable for the money. Then I winced again at my parsimony. What is a man's life worth? To him it is worth the world. To me, five hundred coins. To Sapphire, nothing.
“Of course.” I watched his shadow move against the pale wall of the tent, the flap opened, he was a brief silhouette and then gone.
“What time is it?”
“I don't know.”
I sighed. Should I rise or try to sleep? The eternal quandary.
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The dawn rose pale in the east and gently lit the white walls of the town behind us. I took pleasure in the sight as I walked back from the commander's tent (tulip), the routine of the camp going on around me almost without notice.
I walked through Rastrian's area, passed a few words with him, letting him know the commander had approved payment and asking for the man's will. I was a little ashamed that I could not remember the man's name; Prit, Preth. Something. He was dead and I was alive and it was a perfect morning, cool and crisp and the light was stunning. I was breathing the air deep and loving life and I didn't know why. I felt good. That was all.
When I reached the center of our area all was ready for the march and there was nothing for me to do but mount and wait a while.
Meran wore his hair in the style of a freedman and it seemed like he always had.
Kerral and the others all raised eyebrows. I ignored them. Would it occur to them that he was my first client? I prayed it would not. If there is any pity in the world, let them please not think of it. Someone would. No doubt of it. But like all decisions made and actions taken I would have to live with the consequences. The hell with it; I wasn't going to let anything spoil my mood.
Life was good.
The day's march was utterly uneventful. I chafed at the bit, wanting more to do, more to think about. I felt like everything had been resolved. We would do war, win, go home. What could be simpler?
Of course, there was always one fly in the ointment. Larner Harrat and Lentro rode up to my position and bearded me in my den.
“A man was killed at our tents last night, Sumto. What are you doing about it?”
“Burying him,” I quipped cheerfully.
“Sumto,” his voice held a hint of warning.
“Commander,” I snapped. “There is nothing to be done. The shaman interrogated his spirit and the dead man knew nothing.”
“We could perhaps have learned something. A scout could have followed the tracks! I am told you did nothing!”
There was that word again. Was it going to haunt me? “A scout following tracks in a camp of seven thousand men? And what, might I ask, could a battle mage do?”
Larner cleared his throat deliberately. “Commander. No offense intended but you are somewhat more ignorant in matters sorcerous than I. I assure you, had we been summoned at once there would have been at least some information gained.”
Then I'm damn glad I didn't summon you. “I accept that. And it was remiss of me. That I have the right to command your services had escaped me.”
“Now, here, Sum... Commander. That is overstating the case and you know it.”
I shrugged. “I am in command of the unit you are attached to. Shall we bring the matter to the attention of the commander and have it clarified.”
“I think not, and you are evading the subject.”
“I have given as much apology as I will, and assure you it will not happen again.”
“I wonder if you are in control. If our area of the camp is safe.”
I hadn't given the matter a second's thought, we were inside a fort, patrolled, but now I knew that there were threats within. “My men patrol the area,” I said, hoping it was true. Where had Luk and Gobin been last night while I passed time with Kerral and Pakat? I had not seen them at their tent but I had not been looking. I had reason to trust them, their experience, knowledge, competence. I'd check discreetly as soon as I could. “And if you are concerned, you are, as you have reminded me, battle mages. Can you do nothing to enhance our security?”
Larner snorted, half derision, half humor. “We will take such measures as seem discreet and appropriate.”
“Do that, please. But keep me informed.”
He glowered for a moment, but acquiesced. He or one of his would have to come and report to me. It was a mistake I had been making and now it was corrected. I was in command. They would obey my orders. I didn't think for a second that this was the end of it, but it was a start.
When they left I settled back to enjoy the rest of the ride. And planning. Always planning.
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The region adjacent to the road was far more densely populated than the previous provinces. The fertility of the terrain saw to that. As a consequence the road was busier, or would be if we were not using it. Common people did not get in the way of an army and they could hear us coming. We passed them in groups; wagons, flocks, on foot and on horseback. They waited at the side of the road and watched us pass. No one seemed unhappy to see us but no one seemed overjoyed either. We were a friendly force, no doubt of that, but where there is a friendly force there is an enemy force and the people suffer. Actually that is a lie. A friendly force will consume two tenths of the total produce of their own people in the area of conflict. They knew it even if the nobility chose to ignore the fact. We paid, yes, but you can't buy what is no longer there. Imagine two men with their surplus stocks gone, each with some new money in his pocket. Neither can buy from the other. It isn't quite that bad but the lie is a useful one. That is why it is advantageous to take enemy supplies. The rule of thumb is an enemy wagon of supplies is worth twenty of your own. It hurts them that badly.
Of course most people don't think these things through to that extent. The people we passed were more glum than happy because they knew that war is a bad thing for them. The young were excited, of course. An army on the march is a spectacle, an event to be enjoyed. So there were mixed feelings on the faces of the people we passed. They knew there was war in the north and hoped it stayed there. In the north it was a topic of gossip and speculation and excitement. On their own fields it would be a nightmare. A hell. Maybe the end. Some knew that and feared it. Can't say I blamed them. Of course, there are some who see profit in war, and there is money to be made. Our baggage train increased in size as merchants tagged on the back. They were kept at a distance. When we camped they would be interrogated by a commander and accepted into the baggage train depending on what they had and who they were.
At one point I passed a large group of men and horses a good way off the road and was surprised to see our banner there, and others that I did not immediately recognize. I glimpsed Tulian and a couple of other commanders, then Orthand himself. Interested, I pulled off the road and watched for a bit. I started picking out banners and trying to identify them from memory. I just never put the time into studying them, so if I recognized one it would be luck. Finally I figured it out, more by the intricacy of one of the largest banner than anything else. Here was the King of Wherrel, a client and put on his throne by a patron - but still a king. He was in company of his most notable barons, plus some key local citizens. Come to meet with the army and discus transit, supply and other issues. Doubtless there would also be an agreement of aid, local forces to assist us in the coming conflict, as the north was rising, according to all rumor and intelligence. Satisfied, I turned away and tacked on to the end of my troop, then moved forward to join Rastrian. We seemed to have settled back into a friendly relationship after our clash. My innocence in the death of his man had helped, I think.
“When do you think they will join us, and how many?”
“Depends on how serious they take the threat. If the Ensibi fall completely it isn't far through Geduri territory to the north of Wherrel. I guess that we will join them, in fact. Somewhere near the northern border. If it happens.”
“Then you will fall to squabbling over command.”
I laughed, lightly. “Probably.” It was true. The patrons did a great deal of maneuvering and in-fighting to gain command of any force in the field. Orthand, Tulian, the King of Wherrel's patron, or chosen general should he not take the field himself, all would want Command. Tul didn't control enough men or have enough status to be a contender and had already aligned with Orthand. But the other two would fight tooth and nail for overall command. There had been cases where two and three patrons had split their forces and acted independently rather than share command. Sometimes with disastrous results. A divided army rarely prevails. It had happened that such armies refused to acknowledge each other's existence, messages and intelligence, even stark warnings being ignored through the assumption that they were misinformation. Slaughters had resulted, yet we are still the same. Despite our faults and flaws we are still a dominant power. None greater in all the world. The stones that feed the magic of battle mages and healers have a part in that, agreed. But even without them I believe we would have done well, internal competition and rivalry breeds both results and competitive men. Even I was prone to it; pride and competition, the desire to shine, and I am the least like my fellows of any of us that I know.
“Maybe the king has already sent an army ahead of us to attack the Alendi? Maybe the war is already over?”
I was looking at him and the shock must have been obvious because he trailed off and fell silent, puzzled. He really didn't understand us at all. The Ensibi were Orthand's problem. Why would anyone put his own power base, money, efforts, forces, anything on the line at all? Least of all first!
Okay, if the Alendi or a general rising in the north looked like it might be a threat to the city, the city would act. Some might be acting now, just in case, making preparations, but little more. Latandin Keshil Herrap was the patron of the client Kingdom of Wherrel, and his concern would be his clients, nothing more. If it looked like the only way to safeguard his own property was to strike north he might consider allowing Orthand to join his army and help. That's the way he would look at it. Orthand would be thinking in terms of not having to share the profit of war if he could help it but if he needed some more troops then allowing Latandin to supply them would not be out of the question. I tried to explain this to Rastrian, a foreign captain of mercenaries, but he just didn't understand it.
“Even if there were no consideration other than an overwhelming enemy approaching the city there might be arguments about who leads the armies, and there would be armies, dozens if the  
city looked like it might be threatened.”
“No offense but I think you people are crazy.”
I laughed again. “Yet here we are, the greatest nation on earth.”
“Not the largest.”
I shrugged. “The city is only three miles square.”
Now it was he who looked at me with a profoundly shocked expression on his face.
I chose to ignore it. There was no explaining some things to foreigners.
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As I predicted, Latandin Keshil Herrap had ordered the King to give no aid apart from purchased material comfort. Not a man, not a bag, not a barrel.
“If you are overwhelmed and lost we will still be here to protect our own against the enemy, and reap the reward when we have won.” Tul mimicked another man, I assume the King.
We were in the private quarters of his pavilion. For reasons best known to himself, he had requested that I join him for a meal, and it turned out he had meant alone. Just the two of us. Cozy. I had become instantly suspicious. Two chairs at an angle, two small tables, a brazier as a focal point.
“Those were his words?”
“The King? No, no; he made it very clear with great groveling apologies and assurances that if he alone were to choose he would aid us with every man, every ear of corn and every wagon, his loyalty to the city and its assembly of patrons unwavering.”
“If he alone were to choose?”
Tul snorted in derision. “Like he has a choice. His throne belongs to Latandin and he sits his bum on the throne as long as Latandin says he can and not a second longer.”
“Assembly of patrons,” I sighed. “At the moment the assembly probably hasn't even discussed the matter except in passing.”
“They'll never understand us, cousin. No point in trying to teach pigs to sing.”
“Annoys the pig,” I agreed.
“Are you in control of things?”
If I hadn't been expecting it I would have spat my wine on the floor. It was well watered and might not have left a stain on his expensive rug. “Yes.”
“Sheo? A murder in your area of the camp? Another in the baggage train close by to your wagons?”
“Sheo is on schedule. And grudges get settled in camp sometimes. These aren't the first, are they?”
“You don't know?”
“I don't spend time in camp gossip, Tul.”
“Hmmm.” He frowned into his own goblet of wine, golden goblet no less! “One other killing since we marched.”
“It happens.” I put some food in my mouth and chewed it. Tul kept a simple table as befit an army on the move. There were commanders who had luxuries sent after them from the city on a daily basis. Extravagant and not good for the morale of the men.
“Three killings and no idea who killed them is a bit excessive, Sum. I want to know who is responsible, be it one or three men. Find out.”
“Me? Why me? And how?”
“Why not you?”
I had no real answer to that and felt a little paranoid, so best not to protest too much. I shrugged and said, “I'll put as much time into it as I can.”
“Good! That's settled then. How are you finding command.”
I didn't have to think about it. “It is what we are bred and trained for.”
“True.” He raised his wine in salute and we drank. “But the details, any problems?”
“Not really. Had to discipline a man the other day and I would rather not command mercenaries; their loyalty and motivation are suspect. Sorry, that could be taken as a criticism.”
He had nodded at what I had been saying. “It could. I decided we needed missile troops and we don't raise them. There are auxiliaries from the client kingdoms but I have no client kingdoms so I had to hire them. You're right. Don't trust them. Use them.”
“You are not giving me much in direction.” That had been the first piece of advice given unless I misremembered.
He shrugged. “I'm assessing everyone. When we hit the border I will camp for a couple of days while I wait for reports and we will talk strategy and tactics. You are up on battlefield signals? Drums, flags and so forth?”
“I've studied them, but it's not instinctive.”
“It's one of the things I'll cover later.”
I nodded, accepting the reassurance. We fell silent and just ate for a few moments, me picking at the new plate a slave had placed on my table. “Is there any news from the Ensibi?”
He frowned, suddenly thoughtful. “Conflicting news. We have lost a couple of people we were getting reports from; at least I assume they are lost to us and not just on the run south. But it's pretty clear the Ensibi aren't holding their own.”
“And the other tribes?” I prompted him when he fell silent.
“There was a battle in Orduli territory. Border fort commander, lesser noble, took his troops in and lost them. There will be no career advancement for him. Orthand will prosecute.”
“What about Hadrin Ichal Merindis? The Geduri are his clients, aren't they?”
“No word. Not expecting anything yet. He'll only get involved if the whole thing blows up, but I guess he's making preparations to protect his own interests.”
“And the Prashuli?”
He shrugged. “Not sure. It looks like they are raiding but nothing much out of the ordinary. No news that other citizens have been killed but there has been an exodus of the few hundred who were there anyway. Same from Orduli territory. Merchants and their families getting out, trading posts abandoned, that sort of thing.”
I nodded, pretty normal. Peacetime trade with a people outside our control was all very well; private agreements between merchants and local chiefs held up well enough, usually. Maybe a few acres under the plow, a mine rented, a trading post, whatever. When the natives got restless a threat or two from our people on the spot would usually do the trick. It's not the first time we have passed through the north and made a mess before leaving. You'd think they would learn to behave themselves but another generation, another crop of hotheads and idiots.
He was still frowning, thoughtful, and I left him to it. He had something else on his mind and prompting him wouldn't make him share it. “What?” I ran out of patience.
He shook his head. “Nothing.”
Told you so.
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The next day was much like any other until the letters arrived; two from the south with the same courier and one from the north. It was going to take me a while before I decided how I felt about the first two; the third sent me into an incandescent rage.
That morning the thin mage, Ferrian, had been waiting for me to return from the morning briefing (Orchids). He had been formal and dignified, but even he could not quite hide his irritation at being in a position where he had to make a report about the doings of his fellows. If the battle mages and healers had complained to Tul, he had not mentioned it. They were under my command. Though initially it had been meant as a sinecure it was still a fact, and they had begun to learn it. As long as they did their job I wasn't interested in how they felt, though for personal reasons I would rather be on good terms with them. If they didn't invite me to eat I would eat elsewhere. Tonight I had asked to join Rastrian, phrasing it carefully so that he knew I would accept no refusal but also so that it didn't sound like an order.
“Yes?”
Ferrian's features had pinched up a bit. “My superiors have required me to report on our activities regarding security.”
“Sir.”
His eyes nearly popped out of his head as he colored up.
“The correct form of address when making a report to your commanding officer is, Sir.” I explained it patiently and slowly so that he could understand.
He struggled with it for a bit. The colleges were powerful. Personally, the individuals were dangerous in a way that transcended politics, but in this circumstance I was making a point. Later, I might relax a bit toward the friendly cooperation that was more normal. There was a whole chapter on dealing with mages in almost every volume of warfare, and I was ignoring all of it. The arrogance of my class, I suppose.
“Yes, sir,” he relented but his voice was not much above a furious whisper.
“Your report?”
“My superiors asked me to create this for your use around the area, sir.” He held up a wooden stake split with precision into four and bound together by a ribbon.
I took it and looked it over. One stake split into four. “And this will...?”
He sighed in exasperation, back on top due to my ignorance. “You stick them into the ground in a rough square and when anyone passes he will receive a debilitating shock and there is an alarm.”
“What kind of alarm.”
“The sound made when a block of wood is split. Twice.”
“How loud?”
He shrugged. “I don't know.”
I just stared at him for a long, long moment until he realized what I was thinking and became embarrassed. No one likes their work to be treated with contempt.
“Perhaps we should test it, sir.”
“Thought hadn't occurred to me. Do it.” I tossed the stake back to him and he left.
I checked on my people and saw everything going smoothly. As I was doing this I heard two loud cracks, just like the sound of an ax hitting a tree but in quick succession. So, loud enough then.
I mounted up and moved away. I didn't want to take charge of the stake device. I wanted him to do it if I decided to use them. I mean, people come and go in our area in the morning (me!) and at other times. I didn't want the damn thing going off all the time, so I had to give the matter a bit of thought.
“Your command, Kerral. I'll meet you on the road!”
“Yes, sir!” He snapped back and carried on about his business.
There were no gates for the temporary forts. We took craftsman in various fields with us on campaign. Some soldiers had come from the crafts and were used as labor in those areas where they knew what they were doing. Gates would be made for a more permanent fort, but for now we used a wagon at each of the four gaps where there would normally be gates. I headed for the southern gap as the east and north gates were in use.
I was just in time to meet the messenger, a fellow who had obviously passed back and forth between the city and the army more than once as he recognized me and called my name. His horse was lathered in sweat even though he must have changed it as little as eight miles back. He had two letters for me and didn't see why I should wait for them to pass through the command tent. I accepted the letters and then reprimanded him for doing it.
“All communications go through the command tent.”  
“Yes sir!” He saluted smartly and held out his hands for the letters.
“From now on,” I said darkly.
“Yes, sir.”
I sat my mount in the open gateway and cracked the seal on the first, larger letter and scanned the contents. It was from Orelia.
My dearest Sumto,
How glad I was to see you again. It grieves me that my family chose against you. I always felt we would be a perfect match but I cannot go against the will of my family.
It frightens me that you are going into danger. Tahal Samant is the choice of my family, and seems a good man. For his sake I hope you are successful in your mission. For mine, I hope you return to us safely, to a hero's welcome. I believe none of my family would frown upon my giving you a chaste kiss on your return. I pray you will accept all I would wish to give you in that single kiss.
I fear for you both and pray you both return whole and well.
My fondest regards
Orelia Isaula Habrach
I tucked this one in my saddle bag with the mental equivalent of shrug. The second was from Jocasta. The message tube also contained a minute cloth bag. I shrugged and read the letter.
Sumto,
My sister is sending a letter and I think if I hurry I can catch the messenger without being seen. For some reason she is jealous and might intercept it.
I have been listening to the news from the north and collecting gossip. I do not know what your situation is there but can guess that you are not being told everything by your commanders. Jealousy does not only exist between sisters.
From what I can piece together I am certain that the Orduli and Prashuli tribes are joining with the Alendi in a mass uprising. The smaller tribes in the foothills beyond may also be involved but to what extent I cannot say. There are rumors of a rogue mage among the tribes, this I can only infer from some of the rumors I have heard from letters received by friends from the north. The tribes obey him from fear. There is talk of severed heads screaming all day and night, a chieftain who resisted his instruction to rise against us now walks the streets of his settlement as a dead man. The witnesses to this were quite graphic and there can be no doubt that she and her husband saw this thing.
I am afraid that the whole north is going to rise against you. You are in more peril than you know, as are all our men. Please be careful and take such action as you can to safeguard yourself and your army. I will do what I can from here to rouse public opinion to act. Accept these gifts to aid you in the spirit they are intended.
Jocasta
I read the letter again. Dead men walking? Screaming severed heads? A rogue sorcerer? Gifts?
I looked at the bag, tucked the message away to read again later and opened the small black velvet bag. Inside was a two carat stone of brilliant vermilion. I closed my fist on it. Felt its warmth. Focused my thoughts on it and felt an awareness of its existence nudge itself into my mind alongside my own. It was a gift of great value. If only I had the knowledge to use it.
I stuck a finger tip into the tiny bag. There was nothing else. Peering into the message tube I could see a small glint in the bottom of the tube. So, there was a second gift. Opening the other end I eventually managed to pry it out. It was a small tube of varnished wood with two glass lenses, the larger edge ridged slightly and rounded. I recognized it at once. It was a sorcerer's loupe.
“How in gods' name did you get that?”
I never invoke the gods. And I mean never. Only when seriously, genuinely shocked.
All sorcerers of a college had a loupe, and students at the college were permitted to use one in order to learn spells. With it you could see magic, pure and simple. The longer you looked the more you saw. The college specialists made them, and damn few knew how. Owned by the college, used by sorcerers and loaned to students. This one must have been stolen. I had never ever heard of a loupe being found outside college premises. I would bet everything I would ever own that none of the mages or healers here had one on him.
This was not merely a generous gift. A sorcerer's loupe was priceless.
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The march was proceeding well, I thought. The men were standing up to the forced pace, we were still in friendly territory and we were making good time. My command was under control and I thought all was right with the world. Then the letter from Sheo arrived. I saw the messenger coming down the line, and though I didn't know he was looking for me, I certainly hoped he was. I had been concerned about Sheo's lack of regular reports, so I was glad to receive the letter and read it at once.
Sumto,
I am taking the cohort north east to the border with the Orduli.
“What?”
“What?” Kerral echoed me, surprised.
“Nothing!” I went back to the letter.
I have received word of the sacking of a border town of Pulindus by a large force of barbarians. The lands between there and here are pretty well populated but there are no forces to stand in their way. Don't be angry with me, please. I am not trying to steal your thunder or use your men for my own self-aggrandizement. I simply feel that this needs to be done and there is no one else to do it. I'm sure you will use my intelligence well.
In haste.
Sheo Tetris Fuliat
“Bastard!”
“What?”
“You have the command, Kerral!”
I didn't wait for his answer but pulled out of the line and galloped my surprised mare to the head of the cohort, calling a warning of my reckless pace as I did so. Pulling up I saluted Tul with the letter clenched in my fist.
“You'd better read this, sir.” My fury sounded clear even in my own ears and I struggled to get a hold of myself.
“Yes,” he said, mildly. “I suppose I better had.”
I gave him the letter and waited while he read it, keeping pace all the while, my mare skittish and anxious under me.
After reading it twice he made to pass it back then changed his mind. “No. I'll go.” He steered his horse out of the line and galloped off.
I watched him go, a little let down by his mild response. But he was acting. I just had no clue what he intended and there was nothing seemly I could do but wait. After a while I realized I had no further reason to be there and steered my mount off the road, walking her back down the line.
“Bastard!” I whispered fiercely to myself every now and again.
He had taken my command into danger without so much as a by-your-leave. It was a clear breach of discipline for a start. And he knew damn well I wouldn't... I held that thought. I might order him to act, but I wouldn't like it. In fact, I would have had to do as I did with the letter containing the fact of his actions even if it had only contained the request. And the request might be refused by Tul or Orthand. Needs doing, I thought, large force, no one else between them and us. Bastard. He might be right. How large a force? How the hell did he know where they would be when he arrived on the scene? How did he hope to stand against them if he found them? He was throwing my men away for nothing. He should have marched when he heard, but not north and east. He should have marched south, to us, to join our force with his new information.
When I pulled back into the line by Kerral I was still white-faced with anger and swearing under my breath. He raised an eyebrow but wisely didn't say anything.
“How far to the border?”
“About a hundred miles, I'd say.”
Four days to get to where he had been. Too late to be thinking about it. He was gone and lost. Forget it, I told myself, forget your cohort, they are dead and gone.
“Bastard.”
Kerral didn't say a word.
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My plans to eat were forgotten as I hurried across the camp to the command area. Not to the tent that I visited every day. A command had come from Orthand, couched in polite terms but a command none-the-less, and I was hurrying to obey.
I felt hollow. Empty. My brief dreams of a significant unit of my own, of equality with Tulian Dural Verrans were ashes. My money was wasted and my cohort on its way to being destroyed. Having shared the information with my cousin I could not even send a messenger telling him to get the hell out of there and wait for me, or come back to us. I should have done it straight away but instead I had lost my temper. It was an important lesson and I had drummed it into my head all day. Stay cool! No matter what the reverse, stay calm. Think! Facts, think, decide, act. There was no place on that list for feel or want. Okay, want had a place, but only as in 'I want to achieve this thing,' then facts, think, decide, act. I had lost my men. I accepted the responsibility and swore it would never happen again. The taste of that responsibility was bitter in my mouth. Orthand would not risk a man of his to save mine; nor would Tul, though he might regret it more.  
“Orchids.”
The guard at the command tent let me pass and I walked the few paces to the entrance and stepped inside.
“Good of you to join us, Cerulian.”
Orthand stood with all the commanders of his legion around a large table on which were laid papers and maps in profusion. Tul was also there. I moved to the table after saluting and greeting the commander with all the calm and respect I could muster. I was nothing and I might as well accept it. I might as well go and get drunk as I was damn little use for anything else.
“Look at this,” Orthand tapped the map that was laid out over the bulk of other papers.
I did.
He pointed at various places on the map as he spoke. “We are here; the border with the Geduri is here. It is another hundred miles to my clients. The news from there isn't good. I suspect the place will be more or less overrun by the time we arrive.” He didn't look happy but was calm and matter of fact. I briefly wished I had the ability to emulate him.
“Already,” he continued, “there are reports of the Alendi forces breaking up to slaughter and loot smaller communities. So it looks likely there will be no mass Alendi movement south, at least for now. In the meantime the Prashuli,” he waved his hand over the western area bordering the Alendi lands, “and the Orduli appear to be rising against us. Today I received good intelligence that there is a fairly significant force of Orduli here,” he stabbed the map roughly where I took Sheo to have meant. “I have reason to believe that some Alendi forces are heading that way to join with them and that further Orduli chieftains are being persuaded to rise against us and also join them. In the meantime they will, I think, advance further into friendly territory.”
He looked around the table, meeting the gaze of each man. “Cerulian, what do you think?”
I thought for a moment only. I had been following the facts, putting them in order, prioritizing. I knew what I thought but paused a second to be sure.
“If the intelligence is accurate the Alendi can wait, especially if they have men moving east. The easier pickings will hold their attention for a good while. As I understand it there is no army in the field to meet the Orduli.”
His lips twitched in a fleeting smile. “There is a single cohort. Doubtless the commander will refrain from engaging. There will be local Geduri units but I suspect they will be spread out and unorganized.”
“No doubt. However if he joined us and we moved together against the Orduli we could smash their army in time to dissuade any more of the Orduli chieftains from taking arms.” I pointed out that the border between the area under threat and the Alendi was quite close to where we would likely meet them. “If they advance against us into Geduri lands we could meet them here in eight days or less. And that would bring us almost as close to the Alendi border as if we marched on north.” I opened my mouth to continue but he interrupted me.
“Almost as close. Yes. That's what I thought. We don't want to fight a war on two fronts. Nor do I want to advance into Alendi lands and have the Orduli advance to my rear, cutting me off from a line of supply or retreat. The Prashuli could do the same, of course, in time. This way we hit one flank of the threatening enemy and roll them up east to west. Comments?”
It is what I had thought. Maps are wonderful things. They make everything so clear. As soon as I had seen the map I had seen the solution to our military problem. Only by coincidence was it a solution to my own, but I couldn't be happier.
I cleared my throat.
“Yes, Cerulian?”
“Nothing, sir, dry throat.”
He stared me in the eye for a long moment without expression. He glanced down at the map and away once more.
“Then I am decided that that will be our course. Dismissed, gentlemen.”
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I was shaking with relief as I walked back with Tul. Not that I had gotten what I wanted but that I had stopped myself from saying what I had been about to say after I cleared my throat to get his attention. I had been going to ask if the cohort could be doing anything useful in the meantime, meaning to prompt him to see something obvious that he had missed. If I had he would have seen it and forbidden it expressly.
He was thinking only of politics, of protecting what was his, of making money where he could and influence where he wanted it, of weakening a rival and strengthening himself. Those things, I found, increasingly passing through my own mind. But I was also thinking, primarily thinking, of survival. If the region was going to go to hell I wanted the biggest damn army I could get, regardless. I was going to instruct Sheo to stop, encamp, and recruit his little buns off no matter what the cost. I didn't have enough money, though I would send everything I had, so I would have to write scrip and seal it with my seal. Debt with no immediate way of paying it when it was presented. But I had a plan for that as well. Or at least an idea. If my guess was right I would have the money. If not I was going to have a problem. Still, it takes a brave man to walk up to a commander in the middle of his army and stick a bit of paper under his nose demanding money for it. Tell him to go away and wait and he doesn't have much choice, right? See this sword? See my men? Now sod off and come back in a few days.
“You're quiet,” Tul said.
“I was thinking about my analysis. Hoping it was not tainted by self interest.”
“Liar. Send a letter to your commander.”
“Hmm. Yes, sir. I will.” But it wouldn't be quite the letter that was expected.
We were coming up to his tent. His cohort was set aside from the main force and his command tent was there, not in the center of things. Before we parted he slapped me on the shoulder and told me my analysis had been good.
I walked on alone, feeling smug.
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Meran had continued to perform his duties as though nothing had changed, though he was now a Freedman. My client, I reminded myself, and a rod for my back which I had made for myself. Technically every other client I gained would be subservient to him. It was not in any way enforced, didn't really mean anything, but these ancient traditions are remembered. It meant no noble of the city in my clientèle. Ever.
He still slept on the floor at the entrance to my tent and I stepped over him, suddenly wondering who was keeping an eye on my cash if he were here at nights. I almost kicked him awake to find out but decided that I had better trust him and it could wait till morning in any case. Then I remembered that I had ordered Kerral to guard it. It seemed a long time ago and these things can slip your mind. He would have taken care of it. One of my men would be guarding the wagon at night. Good. One less thing to fret about.
A lamp had been left alight on my table and I crossed to it, too tense to sleep. Sitting at the table I picked up a book and opened it where I had left off some months ago. The gift of the loupe had made me go back to An Examination of Magical Principles, Unattributed. There weren't that many copies in existence. Sorcerers suppress such publications, preferring to keep a monopoly on the teaching of the subject. A spell sells for one hundred to ten thousand coins. They wanted the income and any dissemination of information was to be discouraged so that they could keep it. There was, of course, nothing to stop me or anyone with a stone from experimenting but experimentation is dangerous because the patterns and shapes of magic are non-intuitive. Try a new pattern and anything could happen. I remembered the comments Dubaku had made about the nature of spirits, and my offhand comment that there might be a connection between the way spirits do magic and what we do. The mages had laughed but Dubaku had not. It was something I worried at. Was it possible there was a connection? The spirits see the world differently than we do. Dubaku had said that. If a spirit looked at the patterns of a spell would he understand them as we do not? Would he see a direct and intuitive connection between the pattern and the effect? It was heady stuff, if I could get a spirit to sit by and watch me work the spells I knew and then learn from what he said, I might be able to start making predictions about new patterns before I tried them. What an amazing research tool that would be! What an advantage!
“Go to sleep.”
I didn't jump. I mean, he was in the room and I knew he was there. Why would I be surprised that he spoke?
“I can't.”
“Awake before dawn, not sleeping. Bad.”
“How much money is left? I don't remember.”
“Seven thousand and forty. I used some.”
Enough to raise another cohort, but not more. Money to raise troops, scrip to supply them, and the enemy to provide food? I couldn't do handy math on this one, too many variables, but in theory I could raise seven thousand men at a silver a man to start, and keep them if I could get them into position to hit hard and make off with coin and food. I doubted that would happen. Seven thousand would be too many to be useful at the moment in any case. Better if he raised another three cohorts, giving me four in total. He might even be able to make a dent in that number in eight days. Word that he was recruiting would have spread to the lands he would be moving through. People would come to him. If he raised three more cohorts or less I would still have cash to feed them for a while.
I pulled some paper and a pen toward me and began to write.
“Sealing wax.”
He was up and at my side in moments with what I needed.
“What's happening?”
I realized that he would have no clue and decided to tell him. He was my client. I could trust him. I had to try to, anyway. “Sheo has raised a cohort and is moving it into danger. I'm sending him a letter telling him to stay put...” I over-rode the lie. “To move slowly, and raise more men. Three more cohorts.”
“What's happening?”
For a second I thought he was being funny, comically asking for a simpler explanation. Then I dismissed the idea. No way was he dumb. He was asking for more information. “Things are heating up. Sorry, I can't say more.”
I had been writing as I spoke. Now I heated the wax, dripping some over the end of the tube and pressing my signet ring to it. The ring had belonged last to my brother. It had come to me when he had died, before my father had decided I was useless to the family. Doubtless he would rather it had gone to a cousin. But maybe he was changing his mind. I wondered how many letters Sapphire had, and what they said. Were there harsh letters to be given to me if I did poorly? Was Sapphire's knife for me if it looked like I would disgrace my father?
I realized I was sitting there looking at the letter, doing nothing. Meran had moved away from the table, but not far. I stood and stepped outside and crossed to Kerral's tent. A few moments later Kerral had the letter and instructions to get it, the money and two of the men on horses. “Tell them to start ten miles south of Yuprit and head north-east. I don't know what passwords Sheo will use...”
“I do.”
I was stopped in my tracks for a second. I hadn't thought of it. Like several details large and small that hadn't come to mind at the right time. Sometimes I thought I was so clever, and sometimes I thought I was rubbish, every bit the useless pointless waster my father thought me. But I had men like Kerral around me who did think of the things I didn't. And I was glad.
“It's a lucky commander who has good men.”
“It's lucky men who have a good commander.”
Well. There really didn't seem anything else to say, so I bid him good night and went to bed.
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Recruiting another patron's clients was... well, rude at best. A patron could prosecute for it but the result was at worst a fine to be paid to the injured party. It was something I had worried about it a little, but not much. It's the kind of thought that floats to the surface of your mind when you are done thinking about anything else. Of course, right now I couldn't pay a fine. Also, if the recruiting was noticed the patron could instruct his people to take control of the army or disband it... if he was willing to take the risk of it not happening. Some commanders didn't give up their men willingly and there had been incidents in our history where such attempts had lead to full blown civil war. That Sheo's force might be taken from him had worried me greatly and still did. My money would be wasted and I would be no better off. If that happened I could prosecute him, if I could show lawful cause to raise troops in the interests of the city from whatever men were available. After the fact it could all get sticky and complicated. The political after-effects of wars often were, as patrons fought it out for credit which enhanced their dignity and standing amongst their peers. If you needed money in a hurry and you had the reputation of a man who could get it, then people would loan to you. My name alone had let me raise several thousands. Of course, I had squandered that money, but that's not the point. There were times when I still desperately wanted a drink...
Now was one of them. It was a hot day on the road. The pace was grueling and I was thirsty. My canteen was out of water and I didn't feel like waiting, so I passed command to Kerral and walked my horse back toward the baggage train. No hurry going this way, the army was yomping past me in the other direction. Six hundred men at five abreast made a column of one hundred and twenty men. Not that I was counting obsessively, or anything, but you have to pass the time somehow when you are trying not to fret about things that seriously need fretting about. The cohort flashed by. Then a gap. Then the rearguard and a big gap before the lighter guard ahead of the first wagon. The wagons could not travel at the same pace as the army by a big margin. They fell behind and consequently had their own guard. By the time the fort was ready to be used and light was failing fast, the wagons began to arrive. There were lots of wagons. After them would be the equestes rearguard. I didn't need to go that far.
What I wanted was the third wagon down, basically a big barrel on wheels. The barrel contained water. Booze was available, watered wine and beer, but it was expensive. Not paid for by the commander but by whoever wanted to buy it. Free enterprise is rife and we support it by not making laws to stop it. Trade is good. Trade makes more money for everyone. If a man had a good idea he would go to his patron, or any patron if he didn't have one – and many commoners didn't - and explain the idea and ask for cash or material aid. Any patron would put money into what he thought was a good idea. A better plough made more money exclusively on the patron's lands before people started buying his ploughs or copying them. He got an advantage, the commoner made money, everyone with farmland gets more productive, there is more food available to eat and sell, it gets cheaper, everyone happy. These things aren't complicated. I have read of kingdoms that tax their population and then make things for them. Not us. You want something, make it yourself. The six classes paid tax to the council and that money was used for public works, yes; like the roadwardens. The patrons paid most but the patrons gained the most in safe trade, it was only fair. Sometimes tax farmers would be let loose in a region by arrangement with the ruler, domestic or foreign, but that was rare and only happened under certain circumstances.
My mind was still wandering aimlessly as I sat my horse by the side of the road and drank water and watched wagons go by when I saw a familiar face driving a wagon. I knew it would contain beer. I'd bought enough of it from him over the years.
On impulse I called out to him. Why not? “Rebo! You are a long way from home!”
To my surprise he saluted.
“Yes, sir.” He looked uncomfortable and surprised in equal measure.
I turned my horse as he came closer and walked it alongside him.
“Making money?”
“Yes, sir. A little, sir.”
Now I was puzzled. As I waited for him to say something, he kept glancing at me, looking more and more uncomfortable and it dawned on me that he didn't recognize me. He just saw a patron going to war.
“Well, good luck with that.”
“Thank you, sir.” I turned the horse about and walked her further back along the line of wagons, deeply thoughtful and a little wistful.
Had a few days in the saddle changed me that much? Not possible, surely. I'd lost weight, yes. Quite a lot. I guess my face was thinner, I wouldn't know for sure. I shaved my face in the mornings but I have never been vain so I didn't pay a lot of attention to how I looked. I suddenly wondered what he had seen when I brought drink from him, chatted with friends and acquaintances in his bar, joked with him. A customer? A fat drunken fool of a patron's son? I decided I'd never know and stopped worrying about it. Whatever he had seen wasn't what he was seeing now.
I followed the wagons to their end. Behind in the distance there were drovers, even slower than the wagons. I didn't think I would bother to stop and have a chat with a sheepherder today.
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At Neerthan, on the border, there is a road heading both north and east into Geduri territories. We took it. It was not a bad road, though somewhat narrower than the north road. We would not be slowed, but did have to narrow the breadth of our march so that we were more spread out. Fortunately the Geduri lands are as flat as a pancake and we could throw outriders as far out as we wanted to watch for potential threats.
Two hundred miles or less. The sun was sinking in the west and that day we would march for maybe an hour longer before beginning to construct a fort for the night. I would probably catch up to Sheo tomorrow or the next day and the units he commanded would be mine, under my cousin, under Orthand, but mine. How many men I had no idea. One cohort for sure, maybe two. I hoped for four. A day or three later, if we advanced at once, we would meet the enemy. Tul had said it was planned to stop and run the army as a whole through maneuvers. Practice, in other words. I guessed that would happen. It's what I would do, raise a larger and more permanent fort and drill the army to be sure it was ready. If the enemy came to us, fair enough, but better we go to them. It depended on the temperament of Orthand. What kind of commander was he? Decisive, I knew that. I know everything about military history that can be acquired from a book but recent events were a blank page. I wasn't watching, wasn't paying attention. Quite honestly, I had been too busy having a good time. So, Orthand could just march headlong into the war zone. I had a sneaky suspicion that is what he would do, based on nothing at all. Or maybe I just knew that he wanted to get the war over before his clients were destroyed. With these thoughts in mind I headed up column to speak to my cousin, to ask him about Orthand's history.
“Blitzkrieg.”
“I suspected as much.”
“Why? Oh, forget it. You're trying to figure out the commander's plan. Well, you have it right there.”
I had nothing to say. I was thinking about what I had hoped to achieve for myself during the pause. I needed a few days swinging a sword for a start, plus knowing the battle signals wasn't the same as hearing them and reacting to them. I wasn't ready. Didn't feel ready.
“Don't worry, you'll do fine.”
Dammit, can everyone read my mind?
“Do we have any clue what numbers we're facing, initially?”
He shrugged. “Not really. Probably only a couple of thousand and they'll scatter as soon as they hear we're close. Then we divide into eight units a mile apart and cut a swath through their territory heading for the Alendi and making a mess along the way.”
True, two thousand wouldn't stand. You face odds of four to one you don't stand. It could all go as he said but maybe not. “What if they have raised the whole tribe, there could be twenty thousand.”
“Then there may be a battle, but we are an army of the city and twenty thousand isn't even three to one. There are plenty of historical precedents for a couple of cohorts taking on those numbers and winning if they had good battle mages. And we do. I wouldn't worry.”
I thought he was being complacent but I knew he was right. Three to one was a hell of a numerical advantage, but illusionary units, fog banks to blind the enemy, rolling balls of fire, noxious gases and other magics, made a confused enemy and helped thin the numbers wonderfully. Also the use of magics damaged morale like crazy. Imagine moving forward en mass and seeing thirty of your fellows go up in flames right next to you. That'll put you off your stride every time.
“There is such a thing as overconfidence, and there have been occasions where ten to one and less have beaten our troops, mages and all.”
He nodded soberly. “Agreed. It's happens. But I don't want to hear it around the men. Confidence, determination and a hatred of the enemy; that's what I want to hear.”
I apologized. He was right. Even amongst ourselves.
The camp was already taking shape around us when we rode through the western gap in the wall; Tulian's cohort had peeled off to dig their section of ditch and place their stakes, while their servants led the donkeys to the right section and started putting up tents and making cooking fires. It would be an hour before they were done. My charges, of course, had no such duties and headed for the pegged-off area where we would put up tents and settle for the night. The crossbowmen carried their own minimal gear on their backs and set things up for themselves. Of course, at this point there was nothing in our area apart from us and a few stakes and string and a flag with our number on it so we knew where to be. The engineers were first to arrive and last to leave every single day. The servants of my charges set about tent-raising and, as usual, Meran arrived with two horses, one carrying him, and the other the essential gear, and started in on putting up my tent. For a while I had nowhere to be and no reason to be there. But a commander cannot afford to be seen to be idle so I started moving. The mages were closest so it was their turn first.
“Gentlemen.” They stood in a group, talking amongst themselves and waiting for things to happen.
“Commander,” Larner greeted me in return, the others turned my way in silent acknowledgment.
“I was wondering why the alarm device wasn't set up last night? Problems?”
“It was, commander.”
“Oh.” I had come back way after dark and felt and heard nothing and said so.
“When we created it we gave it a specific area and excluded everyone inside it at that time from the effect, of course.”
“How?” The word just slipped out and in response he smiled thinly.
“It's a two thousand coin effect. If you would care to make those funds available I would gladly teach you.”
“Which? The ward or the ability to exclude people from its effects?” I was trying for sarcasm but he chose to take me at face value.
“The ward. The exclusion is an enhancement and would be extra.”
“How do you know that only the people in my command are excluded? In fact, as I have a man outside the area at all times, how did you manage to exclude him?” I had suddenly smelled a rat and the second question was much more important than the first.
He looked embarrassed for a moment, then covered it in dignity. “We made a token that can be passed from one man to another so that your sentries can pass through the ward without triggering it.”
“So the thing is compromised and useless.”
He glowered at me. “If an enemy knew of the ward, and if they knew of the token, and if they knew your man had it and what it looked like, in theory someone could take it and use it to pass the ward. Yes.”
“And if someone does so and cuts your throat in the night, who will you blame?”
“No one, I'd be dead.”
The brief snort of humor escaped me unbidden. “Point taken.”
I remembered I was supposed to be ingratiating myself with these people, and realized it wasn't going too well so far. Still, nothing I could do about it right now.
“Tell me, did you know this ward spell, or develop it?”
He raised an eyebrow and considered a moment if he would answer. In the pause, Hettar spoke instead.
“We know a lot of spells. Sometimes it takes awhile to remember one, to figure out which one to try and remember.”
Larner turned to the old man in surprise, but then seemed to consider that what he had said was safely neutral and gave away nothing that was secret. “Just so,” he said, turning back to me.
There was nothing more to say. “Well, thank you for your efforts.”
With that I left, heading for the healers.
Lentro seemed pleased to see me and I realized I had been neglecting them for a few days. Not a good idea. I might need healing one day and I could learn from them, if they ever did any magic and I happened to be watching with the sorcerer's loupe unobtrusively tucked in one eye socket... well, okay, that wasn't going to happen but it was a fine fantasy.
“Sumto, to what do we owe the pleasure?”
Ouch. I smiled pleasantly. “I've been neglecting you. If there is anything you need please send one of your people to see me.”
He waved the matter away graciously. “There's nothing. A slower pace would be nice, but I doubt you can arrange that? No? An idea of what is happening, perhaps?”
I really had been neglecting them. “My apologies. We are heading toward an Orduli force on the edge of the border with Geduri. I'm afraid I can't say much more.
“Thank you. Will you dine with us tonight?”
“That would be pleasant.”
Rastrian would have to be put off again. I made my excuses and went to see him.
His men were busy and so was he. I noticed that he mucked in to get things done alongside his men and approved. Not something a patron could do, though we do train with the men and often fight with them to show we are as good with weapons as they are and as willing, but we draw the line at digging ditches and making roads with our own hands.
I also noticed Dubaku. He was sitting on a cloak of heavy cloth and watching. Maybe the men felt he was too old to be putting up his own tent, or maybe they honored him for his supernatural abilities. Maybe both. In any case, I wanted to talk to him as well, and Rastrian was busy enough that I decided to let him be. I had time. Dubaku got to his feet readily enough when I came close.
I found him as unsettling as ever. The expressionless eyes. The expressionless face. All of a sudden I couldn't think what to say to him or how to broach the subject I had in mind. Then a thought struck me.
“Tell me, can you summon and speak to any spirit?”
He considered a moment, unfazed by the lack of greeting or preamble. “If I know the name they used in life, then yes.”
“Any spirit at all?”
He smiled, but the expression didn't touch his eyes. “There are names that are legendary and have changed over time and retelling so far from the truth that they are not heeded, and there are spirits that have developed to the point where they do not know their names in life, as it was so long ago from their point of view that they have forgotten. And there are spirits who do not heed the call, or are reluctant to answer. But, yes, any spirit can be called.”
“So you could call my brother?”
“I could, but I will not. I will not bring someone back to taste life, to be reminded of it, for trivial reasons. I am not a priest.” The contempt bordering on hatred was clear in his voice when he used the word priest and my curiosity was piqued.
I indicated the cloak, inviting him to sit and squatted down when he took his ease.
“You called priests rapists,” I prompted.
“Are you thinking of becoming my student? Be aware that I will only instruct my sons.”
“I'm curious, I suppose. Are priests deserving of my anger?”
He nodded acceptance of the reason for the question. “If you were called from the spirit world, your mind slowly stripped from you and what was left shaped as a tool, would you be resentful? Angry? Distressed?”
I nodded.
“So would the tools that priests shape, if they could remember enough of themselves to feel these things. What the priests do is rape and murder. So, are they deserving of your hatred?”
I supposed they were. “But those who they do these things to agreed to be used so, isn't that true?”
“Their followers do not know or understand the consequences. These things are not taught. Did you know them before I just explained?”
I hadn't any contact with priests. There are not many in the city; strictly speaking there are none unless they are in hiding or do not call themselves priests. “I knew that priests call spirits to perform simulated magical effects. I didn't think much about the nature or state of those spirits. I guess I assumed they did what they did willingly, aware of what they did.”
“The mind is a powerful thing, but it can only perform one great thought at a time. A fully aware consciousness has difficulty concentrating all of the mind on one task. Easier to strip away all you don't need and so all the consciousness is always used for the one task only. Like molding a lump of clay into a cup, then firing it, glazing and fixing the shape for ever. It can only ever be a cup now, or a broken cup.”
He seemed saddened by the whole subject, and I guess a little of that touched me too. “Thank you for explaining.” I felt like I owed him more. “We of the city do not tolerate religion.”
“Nor should you, though your reasons are selfish.”
There was no answer to that. It was true.
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I had decided not to pursue my idea of using spirits as a bridge to learning magic, using spirits for selfish ends. I now knew he wouldn't cooperate even if he agreed to keep the idea secret. Maybe I could find a priest and use him.
Rastrian had accepted my postponing of the planned meal almost with impatience. It was clearly not an issue with him, and I left it at that.
My tent was ready by then and I retreated to it to wash the dust of the day off me and don fresh clothing. There were new and better fitting trousers.
“Stop buying me clothes, Meran. I need the money for other purposes.”
He shrugged. “I doubt you will lose more weight now anyway.”
I grunted, looked down at my bare and wet torso and had to agree my belly was about as flat as it was going to get. I felt fit and healthy and was pleased enough with that. I stretched, pleased with the feeling, then grabbed a towel and dried off. Clean clothes felt good and I relaxed a little.
The sudden double clap of the ward had me outside with my sheathed sword gripped in one hand and the other on the hilt ready to draw before I thought. This is silly. I knew Sapphire wasn't going to sneak into my area of the camp and knife anyone. Well, I think I knew everyone here was safe enough. And a lot of people were on the move, I didn't need to do anything. Everyone had been told what the sound would mean. I decided to stay put and let my men deal with it and a short while later Sapphire was escorted into my presence by Geheran, one of the four I had originally taken from Tulian as my own. A couple of mages hovered behind but I waved them away.
“He says he is a messenger of your noble father, sir. Says you know him.”
I nodded. So, maybe I'd been wrong. “So you have a letter for me.”
Sapphire's cold eyes rested on mine for a moment. “Yes, young master.” He pulled a letter out of his shirt and passed it over without so much as blinking an eye.
I opened it.
One more drunken binge and you will suffer, I swear it!
Sweet like a lemon. Sneaky bastard had given me one of the negative letters; well, at least I knew that I had been right and there were some.
“Anything else?” Why make it easy for him.
“A private verbal message, young master.”
I pulled open the tent flap and gestured that he should step inside. When we were alone I asked him what he wanted.
He glanced at Meran, looking him up and down. “Your father does not approve.”
“You are reporting to my father,” I said.
“Of course. You will never have a nobleman of the city in your clientèle. Your father thinks this is a serious error of judgment. Foolish and immature.” He said this without inflection.
I shrugged. “He may be right. But it's done. Anything else?”
He didn't say anything for a moment, then. “How rusty are you with a sword?”
My turn for a moment's silence. “Very,” I admitted.
“In as little as four days there will be a battle. You may have to fight. If you will allow me I will help you practice. In private.”
“Father's orders?”
“My own judgment. I have wide latitude.”
“You have practice swords?”
“With the edges dulled,” there was a hint of disapproval in his voice.
I thought about that. It seemed that I had better. “When?”
“What is wrong with now?”
I almost sighed. Just when I was starting to feel relaxed. “Now it is then. Extend my regrets to Lentro,” I told Meran. “Tell him I may be late for the evening meal.”
Without another word Sapphire turned to go and I joined him, grabbing my armor in a bundle as I left.
Neither of us had mentioned the letter.
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Inside the walls there is a wide bare area unused for any purpose. It is there so that missiles lobbed over the walls don't hit anything. It was here that we practiced. I'd brought Kerral with me to field questions from the sentinels and keep people off our case. Other than that he was to watch and do nothing more. I wanted his opinion on my skill and Sapphire's. I'd ask him later.
Sapphire set up four burning brands in a square, grabbed one of the dull edged swords and turned to face me. “Put the armor on,” he said, relaxing the point of the blade to the ground.
“What about you?”
“I won't need armor.”
“That's a bit arrogant isn't it?” Even a dulled blade can break a bone, crack a skull, and kill. So can a club. Go figure.
“I won't need it.”
To hell with you, then. I put the armor on and we went to it.
After an hour I was spent and Sapphire was as fresh as a daisy. I hadn't touched him and he had bruised me all over, apart from my head and face and neck. I was breathing deeply and covered in sweat. My arms hurt. I'd used a shield and he had not. I decided I hated him.
It was he who stepped back and lowered his sword, assessing my condition. “Enough for tonight, more tomorrow. I want a token so I can pass the ward freely.”
I stood there, breathing like a bellows and hurting for a second or two as I thought about it. Then I glanced at Kerral and he nodded back.
“I'll see to it you have access to the one we have. You know the wagon we guard?”
Sapphire agreed that he did and left, just like that. Not another word out of him.
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“I don't know how much he was holding back, but I suspect a lot.”
Kerral and I were walking back to my tent and I'd asked about Sapphire.
Well, Kerral was walking. I was more staggering, using the same concentration to move as you do when really drunk and not wanting to show it. Felt similar too, oddly enough.
“He was holding back?”
“Quite a lot I suspect.”
“How can you tell? I couldn't tell.”
“Experience. You should have Pakat watch next time. Two reasons.”
“Well?”
“One, Pakat is a lot better swordsman than I am. Two, if he has to kill Sapphire he'll need any advantage he can get.”
“Well. I'm not sure how I feel about that. Depressed, I think.”
“He was teaching you the right things for battle. Don't become a victim. Hit him anywhere. Don't duel with him.”
“Never planned to.”
Kerral looked at me coldly and for just a second I saw a hint of Sapphire's coldness in his warm brown eyes. “Do plan on it. Anyone can become an enemy.”
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I was back to hurting in the mornings again and I didn't like it (Oregano).
That day we met the first refugees coming the other way. They didn't look much like refugees. They had wagons piled with possessions, livestock, horses, their wealth intact. They were ahead of the game, making sure they kept what they had, taking no chances. There weren't that many, less than a dozen such groups, clearly landowners who should be taking up arms. The moral dregs of our society, in other words. Doubtless Hadrin Ichal Merindis, the patron of the Geduri, had ordered troops raised to defend his lands. If not, he should have, should be on his way or have the best general in the family on his way, but may have just issued an alert to the potential danger and ordered the chieftain to deal with the problem. Of course, these were city people, not bound to this location by any really strong ties or duties. If Hadrin had not ordered a raising of troops they were blameless and the blame was with their patron. Still, a moral coward is as bad as or worse than any other type.
A little after noon my attention was snatched from my general reverie by a messenger thundering past me, heading the same direction. A thunder of hooves, a quick glimpse of movement as he passed and then faded away. Not that unusual, but he had been beating the horse and shouting it on, and he was already here. Urgent news then. Urgent news in a war is always bad news. Always.
I caught Kerral's eye and he nodded grimly. Something bad.
A few minutes later battle horns sounded and were repeated down the line and the whole army came to a halt. More horns, reinforced with the shouts of centurions, and the whole army about turned, including us.
“What the hell?”
More horns. March. Repeated. Quick march. Repeated. At the double.
In far less than a minute we were turned around and heading back the way we came, and faster. “I'm going to find out what the heck is going on.”
“Yes, sir.” Kerral approved.
Tul was in conversation with an officer I vaguely recognized as one of Orthand's as I caught up to him, so I didn't have long to wait.
“The Alendi have stolen a march on us. They are across the border behind us as much as twenty or thirty thousand strong, maybe more.”
“Damn. What about my cohort?”
“What about them?”
“Sorry, sir; I meant, what about the Orduli?”
He frowned and I let him think, fearing to press the point. I would but I could also wait first.
“I'll go make the case for it, you and me to go ahead with the original plan. If he says no, how do you feel about doing it anyway?”
“Going it alone?”
“Exactly.”
Hell. Not what I had in mind, but the idea had a certain appeal. I said yes before I rationalized myself out of it. Equal numbers we could handle.
He went and I worried at it. There was historical precedent. Two cohorts, or more if Sheo had got them, against potentially twenty thousand. Even if it were that bad we could do it. I groaned softly and stretched my back. I was suddenly glad of the pain Sapphire had inflicted, the lessons learned, and that my body was being reminded of what is needed to be a swordsman.
He was back before I knew it.
“He agreed after I made it clear I was going anyway. Pass the word by mouth; he doesn't want any confusion with signals. Gatren, Pel, Shendoko!” The three commanders called were there in seconds. “Pass the word to the centurions, no signals, peel off the road and circle about and it better be smooth! Why are you still here?”
Good question. I went.
The maneuver didn't go nearly as fast as when the full army had turned about, but in a few minutes we had marched in a half circle and were back on the road behind the rearguard. Messengers flew about and the new order of march was organized and made to happen. Equestes, Tulian, me, the mules and servants, more equestes.
“Wagons. Kerral, compliments to the commander and I respectfully inquire if we have remembered to inform our portion of the baggage train.”
“You send me with the stupid question?” He muttered it so lightly that I could pretend not to hear him, and did.
In a while he was back. “He's doing it.”
I resisted the urge to ask if he was doing it now or had already done it. It didn't matter. I was still trying to think if there was anything I had forgotten. I didn't think so, but it didn't stop me from thinking.
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That night we didn't make a fort because we didn't stop moving. Our scouts had located Sheo and we were headed for the protection of his fort. We slowed the pace in deference to the men's lack of food and the darkness of the night. Before midnight we were there, Kerral supplied the password and we were taken into the protection of the fort. My fort.
Sheo limped around the desk on his stiff leg and gripped my arm as I gripped his. We were  
glad to see each other and said so.
“How many?”
“Two full cohorts, starting on a third and up to three hundred there, plus fifty equestes. Young and untried, knight's sons, but keen enough.”
I nodded. Good. “Stores? Wait! Get me a drink; we are going to be a couple of hours at this, then sleep, then at it again before dawn. Might as well get comfortable. Who's this?”
“Lebbo, my aide.”
He was young. “Go find my first centurion, Kerral, and tell him he is in charge of everything until I relieve him.”
The boy hesitated and glanced at his commander. Sheo nodded and the boy left.
“I'll sort out the passing of command in the morning, if that is acceptable, sir.”
“It is.” Oh yes. My command. And bigger than Tulian commanded. Ha! Then it occurred to me that I would lose the crossbowmen and the mages and the healers. Well, I would miss them. Especially the healers. And the mages. Damn. I'd ask Tul if I could borrow some. There weren't near enough to go round. Buy spells? I had two stones, that's two healers. I needed twelve. Damn! Money! The colleges were five hundred or more miles away so I wasn't going to get the healers in a hurry. Damn. Command is a pain.
“Where is the nearest town?” I might get lucky.
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I had no idea.
“Isn't fun is it?”
Tulian was grinning from ear to ear. He'd sized up my dark and hollow eyes as I entered his tent (Ostrich or Elderberry depending on who you asked, him or me) and knew I'd not slept for things that needed doing and decisions that needed making. Here was one.
“We need to talk.”
“We are.”
“Alone.”
“Sorry, you'll have to wait. First things first.” He indicated his commanders, waiting for their orders. I nodded and settled to wait. “Get the commander a chair,” he said to no one in particular. One appeared and I sat in it, gratefully.
I paid attention to everything he said, wishing I had had a mentor, or time as an aide to watch and learn. Well, I'd had the opportunity and declined it several times. No one to blame but myself.
“Money,” I said when we were alone and he laughed.
“No way.”
I sighed, thought he might say that. What was his motivation to help me support a larger force than I could afford? “Thought you'd say that. My force is bigger than yours.”
“But I know how to use mine, and can afford it,” the barbs went home, “and we had an agreement, remember?”
I did. “I'll honor it but it was worth a try.”
“Forget it. You have the makings of a good commander but you don't have the experience. Use your larger force as I direct and we will be fine.”
“I'll argue if I think you are wrong.”
“I expect it, but not on the battlefield itself, understood?” I knew he was right, so nodded.
“Good.”
“You will help me feed my men.” It wasn't a question.
“I'll do that but the money I use is a loan with interest.”
“Greedy, cousin.”
“Aren't we all, cousin. Agreed?”
“Okay, sir. When do we formalize this?”
“Now. I ordered a full assembly, best you get your men to do the same.”
“Oh, and I want Yebratt Shaheel, one of your knights, red hair and a beard.”
“I know him. Why?”
“I know him and I don't want an unknown in command of my horse.”
He nodded. “Good enough reason. I'll issue the order.”
I left. I had things to do.
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It was four days before Sapphire threw down his practice sword and said, “Practice with your own men from now on. I've taught you all I can in the time,” and walked away without another word.
I swore at him under my breath.
Pakat didn't say anything but I could see he didn't approve.
I was hurting too much to care. I thought I had been busy before but that was nothing, I now realized. I worked with Sapphire for an hour each night; or rather he worked me over. I was up before dawn, planning the day and giving orders. Latrines; my army literally couldn't take a dump without me giving an order. Then I went and trained with the men till noon. Every single problem came to my tent. I didn't have the experience to deal with it but I did have knowledge.
Unknowingly I gained a reputation as being a thoughtful commander, because I paused every time I was asked anything to think and remember. I was glad I had the natural arrogance of my class or I never would have had the guts for it. Still, I couldn't cope alone and I learned to delegate. First had been the chain of command: Tulian above me, and no one else; then myself commanding one cohort and Kerral the other. I'd left Quail in charge of the half cohort; Sheo to command the equestes and Yebratt Shaheel as captain, the equivalent of first centurion. He had been delighted and grateful for the promotion. For each cohort I had assigned Pakat and Luk as first centurions, and Geheran and Gobin as seconds. Tul had let me keep them. I had managed to hire two healers, Libby and Westel, from the nearest town, called Undralt, where they had lived and worked. They cost a fortune and I was already in debt after day two but in debt to a surprise creditor.
Sapphire had come to my tent early the morning after we had arrived. He'd dumped a satchel on my desk without a word of preamble and handed me a letter.
This scrip is a loan.
That was all. Not a word of praise. Still, I was relieved to have the scrip with his seal on it. I had played with the idea of using my own but every single transaction would have been an argument out here where I was not known. My family name might have cut it sometimes but I didn't have time to argue with everyone I wanted to hire or buy from. My father's name was much better known and trusted, and natives could ask a man of the city and be assured the scrip was good. I was relieved of one more problem but couldn't quite manage gratitude.
As I watched Sapphire walk away now, having just been worked over by him, I wondered why I had never seen him before. He was my father's agent after all and clearly very well trusted. Why had I never seen him? All of my father's Clients came to his door every day throughout my childhood. I dismissed the thought, but it would come back to me later, just one more thing nagging for my attention.
“What do you think?”
Pakat was also looking into the night after Sapphire. “Dangerous.”
“That's what Kerral said.”
“He was more right than he knew.”
“Could you take him?”
Pakat wondered over and idly picked up the discarded practice blade. “Nope. Maybe. There's always a chance. Always luck, good or bad. I wouldn't like to know for sure.”
Hell. I'd seen Kerral take down three men with his bare hands in that alley the day he had saved my life. And Pakat was better. So Sapphire was what? He'd killed me fifty times tonight so I didn't even pretend to have a chance against him. Kerral, less chance that Pakat.
“Don't fret. He's on your side. He was teaching you.”
“Any man can turn into an enemy.”
“True,” Pakat mused. “Too true.”
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Food. Sleep. Then an hour before dawn Meran woke me. I don't know who woke him. Of course, the trumpet sounded the hour every hour, and brought me close to wakefulness for a moment, so I do know.
Things had changed a little. I didn't need to go as far. My tent was now in the center of things; then a big gap, of which the equestes took a small slice; the healers and battle mages were also here but no longer my responsibility, other than the two healers who were mine. After that came the tents of the men, then a gap, then the wall. The wagons were tucked in at the corners, still away from the wall so that missile fire couldn't hit them. It was nice to be in the center of things. My men came to me, I didn't need to go to them. I looked in on Tul but that was different; he dropped what he was doing, walked around the table and we conferred for a short time before I left. Much better all round. Apart from the endless stream of questions coming through the chain of command.
I delegated as much as I could.
After breakfast everyone left the fort apart from the slaves, servants, engineers and anyone else who wasn't actually actively going to fight. Scouts would be out before dawn and away to do their job, messengers shortly after.
Once outside we exercised and practiced maneuvers and spent at least two hours scrapping with wooden weapons. No fatalities. By this time my muscles had warmed up and I felt fatigued but better. Mostly it was my arms and shoulders that hurt but already it was a good hurt, apart from the bruises of course. Under my clothes and armor I looked like a dalmatian but that would pass. I spent all day in armor. I got used to it and hardly noticed it was there.
After the noon meal, and a bit of time fielding further questions for me, there were duties for most; kit inspections if nothing else. All duties were either rotated, decided by lot or negotiated among the men. For me there was an hour after that in the company of Tulian looking at reports, messages, sifting rumor, reading letters and discussing all of it and more. My commanders could find me there and came and went as usual. Most often I kept Sheo with me, first because he was my second and also because of his game leg. He was going to be my commander of equestes, and they were close by in any case. He and Yebratt had quickly forged a good working relationship. He told them where to go and what to do and Yebratt made it happen, taking half the troop if needful. Just as I would command one cohort and Kerral the other but the first centurions made everything we needed to happen, happen.
It was all getting routine until the first real refugees started passing and we knew that the rumors were accurate. The Orduli were moving in numbers in our direction and making a big ugly mess of the land and people as they went. The runners came to us and spilled their guts and begged for food and shelter and help. We gave what help we could but no one could stay, though some wanted to, others just wanted to get far away. We used them and their hardship, the stories they told of ravening barbarians, to fuel the anger of the men. We didn't have to make up much to outrage them. Citizens had been murdered, women raped. People burned alive in their homes. The enemy was ruthless and indifferent to suffering. They were cruel. The mood of the men changed. They wanted the fight. They wanted to kill the enemy. A whole day of that before the really bad news came.
“They sacked Ufingan,” Yebratt said without preamble as he strode into the tent.
I snatched a map and looked at it. “Twenty miles? They could be here any damn second.”
“How sure is this?” Tulian snapped.
“I have witnesses who were there. Want to see them?”
I shook my head and glanced at Tul. “No,” he said, “but I want them interrogated and every last drop of information wrung out of them.”
Yebratt cleared his throat.
“Yes?”
“They are citizens, sir.”
“No one said torture them. Just get the facts, as many facts as you can.”
He saluted and left, looking relieved.
“I'll go with him,” Sheo offered, not quite making it a question.
I nodded. “Yes, I'd value your observations.”
“Can't wait for the next scout to get in.”
“No. We seal the fort.” We had already had the engineers make gates as we were planning to stay put for more than one night. “See to it,” he instructed Gatren.
The aide looked excited and left. It was clearly his first actual order that involved more than messages.
“What?” Tulian was looking at me.
“Nothing.”
“Let it go. He tried to stitch you up, it backfired, he learned.”
“So do we move against them or let them try and take us here?”
“No question in my mind.”
“I was thinking that we better know their numbers; equal, we move against them and badly outnumbered stay put.”
He sighed. “How many can there possibly be?”
There is an expression I heard once as a boy and really, really liked. 'Famous last words.'
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“We meet them in the open with the fort at our backs.”
I nodded agreement. The numbers of the enemy had been increasing all day as the interrogations continued, as the refugees slowed to a trickle and stopped and the scouts came in. The engineers had been given orders at my insistence and were working their butts off raising towers and putting small siege engines on them; nasty little pieces of work that could take down three men at a time. How many barbarians there were wasn't the only thing that changed as the day progressed. Who they were and where they were also fluctuated wildly. Not good signs.
I worried at it for a while but it had to be said so it could be considered. “We should get out of here.” I had picked a moment when we were definitely not going to be overheard. He gave me a stern look and I kept my face impassive. “Listen. The reports are conflicting; what if they refer to more than one group; one of twelve thousand, the others of roughly six and four respectively.”
“Impossible.”
“Not impossible. Twenty two thousand if it's true.”
He looked angry. “They said you might be a coward, cousin. Tell me you are not, please.”
I flushed up. “No, at least I think not. What I am is a rational man with a head full of everything ever written on the subject of war. Break enemy plans, avoid the joining of enemy forces...”
“Then we should pick one direction rumored and strike out against them.”
“It's too late for that. They are too close, hours away. If we hit one and I'm right, we could have an enemy at our back or flanks when still engaged. Our only advantage is that they may not know we are here, yet. In which case,” I continued, thinking as I went along, “they will head for the nearest town...” I stormed away, heading for the tent, Tul a step after me. I knew where the nearest town was, what I wanted to do was look at the terrain and make sure the map was right.
“Yebratt!” I needed scouts to report on the terrain, to check against the map.
“You think they will hit Undralt without knowing we are here?”
“Maybe! It would give us an interesting situation. If we let them take it before acting we can destroy half their army while the other half is trapped inside.”
“Battle of Yerprathin! The siege after the siege! I read too, you know.”
I laughed. “Of course you do. We don't send out more scouts, agreed?”
“We don't want to risk one captured. Break the camp?”
Bugger. My lovely towers and siege engines. “Let's think about it.”
When Yebratt arrived, we kept him busy.
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“There are still recruiters out there.”
The thought had just occurred to me and I just spat it out. There was no time to do anything else, decisions were being made. Get the info out there. Facts, think, decide, act.
“We leave the fort up then, you have a way under strength cohort, we leave them and the engineers and baggage.”
“And messengers. We won't be that far but if the fort is hit we need to know.”
“Agreed.”
We were now in a tent full of commanders who were taking orders and instructions or, like Sheo, passing orders out the door as they came to be acted on. There were already people watching the town of Undralt from cover. They had mirrors to signal with if anything happened. A relay would get the message here pretty fast. A detailed message would follow. There was a battle mage on the walls. There is a dinky spell called far-see that gives them better range of sight. But we didn't send them out of the fort. Too useful to risk. At night we would have to wait for word. As the scouts came in we re-assigned them. No more scouts out lest they be seen or captured. We were trying to stay unknown now, and hoping it worked.
The day was on the wane. We needed to be ready to move out at any time, but I doubted anything would now make us move until dawn. There would be no practice tonight for me and none for any of us the next day. Tomorrow it might be the thing we had been practicing for; a battle. The excitement bothered me but I couldn't not feel it. I didn't feel any fear, oddly enough, the excitement and the fact I was busy masked it if it was there.
“Best let the rest of the world know what's happening.”
Tul was in fact at his desk writing; it was me who couldn't stop pacing and thinking and talking.
“I'm on it. Three copies, one for Orthand, one for the King of Wherrel, one for the assembly of patrons.”
“Should we have warned the magistrate of Undralt?”
“How can they not know the enemy is near? And do we want to risk giving the enemy any information of us, no matter how slim the chance? I'm trying to write.”
I let it lie and worried at my lip, trying to think if we had missed anything. It all relied on not being seen, even then nothing was certain. The enemy attack the town, take the walls, flood into the town and then we hit them hard from the rear. Any inside the walls would be useless, and as long as we broke the force that remained outside we could probably take the rest as they flooded back out again, their numbers useless. And they had numbers. The three force theory was holding up, traveling separately in an arc from north to north-west. They might join up before reaching Undralt, or arrive at different times, either way we would wait until the town fell. Something over twenty thousand looked to be true. Ten times our numbers. Six miles from here to the town. There was a danger that outriders would find us and we had small units placed in any cover, ditch or copse, to take down riders. Their instructions were strict; keep cover if you can't take them, take them down if you can. If engaged, don't let any enemy ride away alive, no matter what the cost. If a large unit got close enough to see the fort - which would be a mile due to lay of the land and vegetation; orchard, coppice, copse and so forth - we would have some warning and be able to prepare to take them down. There had been no camp fires all day and would be none in the night.
We worked on, worried, worked over the plans again and again. By nightfall I was exhausted.
“Sleep,” Tulian instructed me. “You'll soon enough be woken if something happens.”
“Have we missed anything?”
“I hope not. I don't think so.”
“If they see us beforehand we are going to have a serious problem.”
“The fort's solid, your towers and siege weapons, battle mages, crossbowmen, enough men to man the walls...”
“A serious problem.”
He nodded, knowing I was right. “Sleep.”
It was my turn to nod. I knew he was right.
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“Wake him.”
The words alone were enough to bring me to full consciousness. I had a whole new definition of the term restless sleep.
“I'm awake,” I said, up and out of bed in one movement, reaching for my sword and helm. I'd slept in my armor, finding the only way to be even half way comfortable was flat on my back.
“We have a signal. There's movement around the town.”
I recognized Sheo's voice and headed for it in the dark, moving slowly.
“Anything more concrete?”
I shuffled forward like a blind man, heading for his voice and the cool breeze he let in by holding the tent flap open. I stepped carefully, arms reaching until I touched an outstretched hand. “Here,” he said, unnecessarily. Outside was no better, a faint glow from my left. Tul had a lamp lit in the command tent. I could hear people moving in the dark; they sounded as slow and careful as me. Once inside the command tent I could see well enough, lots of shadowy figures but the table was crisp and clear in the light of a single lamp, a map of the immediate area spread out on it. Tul met my gaze but didn't say anything. I had nothing to say either. No one did. We were waiting. So we waited.
Tension oozed around the room, seeping into me in irregular waves. How long would we wait? Knowing there was something going on in the night, that the enemy had been sighted, but not knowing where or how many or what they were doing, sent thrills of uncertainty and fear through us. We waited.
The noise of someone coming to join us sounded loud against our tense silence and we all looked at the entrance even though we could see nothing. The flaps parted and Kerral stepped in, looked around, held the commander's gaze and shook his head. No, he had no news. We all relaxed back into the silent tension of waiting, the thrill of possible action unfulfilled adding to the pressure of expectation.
To keep the pressure at bay I started thinking. The plan was set, more or less, but we could still change it. Hell, we could right now move west, away from the enemy and seek out our allies and join forces with them. If we had passed unnoticed we could sneak away. Too late, I told myself, no one would do that now, there was no way I could persuade Tulian that that was the wiser course, not now. We would meet the enemy in this area, one way or the other, and we would fight them and now there was no choice but to win. I hoped the men were ready. The mood had changed as the stories of the violence of the Orduli had been circulated among the men. They had seen the battered and hurt refugees, their despair and fear, seen them from the walls and at the gates, seen those that had passed through the camp, seen the anger of the commanders who had questioned them. Their rage had been raised to a red heat and now they wanted to quench it in the blood of the enemy.
Again we all looked toward the tent flap as the noise of men moving carefully toward us sounded in the silence of the night. Waiting for the news. The tension raised another notch until Gatren Orans poked his head into the tent and gave a terse report in hushed tones, “The mages are outside and ready.” We all nodded, as though the report were for all of us. Soon we would step outside the tent and the mages would pick one of us as we emerged and lead him to one side; spells would be cast on us and our weapons and armor. Not many, but enough to give us an advantage that the enemy didn't have. Most of the spells would last out the day, a day of bloodshed and violence.
I listened hard, knowing now that the whole camp was awake, that the mages had done the same for each man; moving from tent to tent pausing briefly at each, casting first a sight enhancement so that they could move in the dark and then hurrying swiftly on. As ranks assembled other mages would pass among them, strengthening swords and armor, giving borrowed stamina, speeding reactions, enhancing strength. The men would be wired, tense, ready to act, just as we were. They were commanded to silence yet I could just hear a distant susurration of involuntary movements. A sigh of sound like leaves in a distant tree rustling gently in a breeze, punctuated by the occasional stamp of a horse's hoof or whicker of unease.
Gatren stepped aside and another figure took his place, moving into the tent, stopping at each man, Kerral and then me, an amber glow close to my eyes, a brief flash of unseen light and then I could see, not perfectly and not colors but much better. He moved on, unhurried, silent, casting that one spell over and over until he was done with the room and left as silently as he had come.
Soon, I thought. Soon word would come and we would know where the enemy was and how many and in how many parts and we would move. And I was right. The movements we heard next were purposeful, hurried, quite unlike any of the previous arrivals. We all knew that we would now hear something of what was going on in the night.
They came into the tent without preamble, the two captains of equestes, and another two men with them. Space was made for them, the tent, large as it was, starting to feel cramped.
“Report,” Tulian's voice was curt and controlled.
“What we take to be the main body is five miles away but heading in the right direction,” Yebratt gestured to the man beside him, a scout who was wired with tension.
“How many?”
“More than ten thousand by my judgment, sir.” The scout reported. “They appeared in the night, carrying torches and moving without any urgency, then camped in a long vale southeast of the town and made fires. I counted the fires.”
“We could hit them now.” The words were out of my mouth before I thought. It would hardly be the first time our armies had taken advantage of the night when our enemies could not see.
Tul held up his hand but didn't raise his voice as he called for quiet to forestall any outbursts. “We could; we are ready and they are not. But the hour, two hours before dawn, we would have less than an hour to break them, if their scouts don't see us coming.”
“Even if they do, we can see and they can't and a mage can douse fires as easily as make them.”
He nodded. “We can roll them up in the night. To your units; you now know what we are going to do and you know how. Nothing complex, an attack on one side of their camp and cut through them till they break. The mages are to kill fires first and men afterwards, nothing bright, no fires to help them see. Let's not waste time or this gift.” He stood up, “You,” he pointed to the scout, “with me.” We let him pass out the tent first, where a mage latched onto him and moved him aside, casting spells as he went. I followed, Sheo and Kerral behind me. “You know what to do,” I glanced at them and received nods of reassurance. “No mistakes.”
A mage latched onto me, it was Larner. “Stand still, I'll be faster.” I did and his hand moved smoothly from point to point, sword, armor, forehead; I felt the thrill of vitality flow into me. Endurance and strength and energy. “Done,” he said and was gone.
Meran was close, seated on his own horse, holding the reins of mine; he wore cheap armor and carried a sword. “No time to argue,” he said, holding out the reins to me. I wasn't going to. I pulled myself into the saddle effortlessly and we moved, heading for my cohort.
“You saw a mage?”
“I paid Larner.”
I snorted in disgust then followed it with a snort of laughter. Greed, our blessing and our curse. Larner would have taken the money and now Meran would fight and get a cut of the booty. If we won.
Pakat was my first centurion; he waited with the five others in a group, took my orders and made them happen. We moved out of the south gate and round the fort, joining beside Tul's cohort, Kerral's cohort had emerged from the north gate and moved to his left. The cavalry came behind us, noisier and kept back so the sounds traveled only as far as our marching feet. We marched with a broad front cross country, led by the scouts who knew the lay of the land and the best route to take us swiftly and quietly.
It took an hour, moving fast and as quietly as possible, footsteps on grass make little sound. We were crossing a meadow and could see the glow of fires reflected off the clouds, when Gatren came with the information and moved on.
“Over the wall at the far end of the field, cross the road, through the trees and we are there.”
I didn't like the sound of the road and sent a message to Sheo. “Guard the road. Watch our flank and backs. Make sure we are not taken by surprise.” He would hate being removed from the battle but he would do it.
Equestes jumped the low wall, us included, and hit the road. It was the loudest sound so far made and I winced even as I doubted anyone would hear. The men of the cohorts followed and the noise made me hiss with trepidation and disapproval but there was nothing to be done. We reorganized briefly on the road, a narrow chalk cart track but sloped and well drained, then across the ditch and into the woodland, each cohort with a one hundred and sixty man frontage, three men deep.
The woodland was not dense with trees but still there was some bunching and drifting as men went round thickets and bushes. When we came close to the edge of it we were in good order, a long gentle slope ahead of us and thousands of fires and suddenly it seemed insane that we should attack over ten thousand men with less than two and I shuddered with the madness of it. But it was only five men each, I thought; five men and I can do that in the dark when I can see and they can't. We came out of the woods and onto the slope and moved on without a word and came closer and closer without any hint that they had seen us and the tension was killing me and the thinking was over as the horns blew and we charged, fires suddenly doused in great swathes ahead of us.
It was a slaughter.
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It was an hour after dawn and the vale was strewn with dead and dying. For as far as I could see, the dead men lay in the dewy grass, thickly in the middle of the vale and scattered as far as the line of trees to the north to which the enemy had fled in complete disorder. They had scattered in the dawn, great clouds of gas choking them; many were still on their hands and knees coughing their lungs out helplessly and trying to crawl to a safety that didn't exist. Our men moved unhurriedly about the field in rough lines, putting them out of their misery.
Full of boundless energy, I walked my horse about the field, looking around, looking for an enemy, my mood exulted and fierce. I felt like a god of war. My heart beat slow and hard, lungs working deep and slow. Blood pumped hard and strong through me. The spells in me would probably take a year off my life and I didn't care a bit.
Still looking around the long vale, tense and aware, long gentle slopes to trees to the north and south, long shadows of early morning thrown along the length of the vale, birdsong, the sounds of pain. It all soaked into my awareness in waves. My sword was still in my fist, shield still on my arm. I came to the center of things, our men moving north of us in ragged lines, and here the commanders gathered on horseback to confer. The battle mages were here, calm and distant, the healers tending still the wounds of the injured. I had no idea how many men we had lost but I knew we had won a victory to be proud of, and at little cost.
I looked back the way we had come, the gentle empty slope of grasses crushed by our passing in lines where the dew did not show, the woodland as still as a dream, then to the north, our men strung out in vulnerable lines, and I felt suddenly ill at ease.
“Recall the men,” I told Tulian as I joined the command group.
He looked about. Nothing threatened. The surviving enemy was scattered and gone. Yet he nodded. Maybe there was something in my voice. The horns sounded then, too close and joined by ours as Tulian issued the order to regroup on us. Come to the banners, the horns sounded, and our men came. I was still looking back and forth at the two slopes and may have been first to see my equestes burst from the trees to the south, Sheo at the head, thundering toward us. The north slope, our men hurrying now, moving fast into centuries and at the same time in our direction. The trees behind them were suddenly alive with men. The south slope, Sheo and his equestes moving fast, half way to us. Behind them a hint of movement in the dawn light. North slope, there were thousands. All who had fled and more, bunched in a swathe as far as I cared to look east and west. South slope, barbarians appearing in dribbles that I knew was about to turn into a flood.  
I looked at Tulian and he met my gaze. I almost saw him shrug and I knew he had no ideas.  
“The runners met the other war band as they fled,” I told him emotionlessly. “They have been calmed and turned about.” South slope. “And the third warband we heard rumor of have come on us as well.” It was clear as glass to me, our doom. Still I turned my head as I spoke. North slope, our men moving fast our way, looking for direction. Tulian, looking back at me with no idea what to do. South slope, a river of barbarians bursting its bank and Sheo closing on us fast. Tulian; still nothing.
“Triangular formation. Mages and healers in the center with the cavalry holding the points of the triangle,” it wasn't in the books but our battle signals are good, a lot of meaning can be put into the flags and trumpets and the men were trained to react as instructed, not to think and puzzle.
He gave orders, flag-bearers moved to their assigned spots, trumpets blew and the enemy horns and drums blended in. But things started to happen as our men reacted to the signals. I continued to look, turning my horse now, seeing with a clarity I never would have imagined possible. We would be surrounded, there was no way out, there were so many of them, we were going to lose, to die, but none of that mattered. Hurt them, hurt them now and slow them and give us time to form properly and be ready.
“Larner Harrat! Mages, north and south, hurt them, slow them down!”
They moved. They didn't wait. Magic looks like almost invisible sheet lightning, but with a shape and a pattern of varying size and complexity, brief flickers of brightness that catch your attention but are gone before you can focus on them. Fire rolled from their outstretched hands in great tumbling balls of red and yellow and black and struck the enemy leaving charring men still running and men whose clothing burned and whose hair was gone in an instant or who were blinded by suddenly burned eyes. Holes appeared in the teeming hoard, leaving scattered burning men in the gaps and those behind split around them as though they were stones in a river. The earth exploded in a great gout of clods of earth and men, knocking a dozen more to the ground; gods knew what that was, though I was glad of it. It wouldn't be enough but it was enough for us to form the triangle so that when they hit us we were not in disarray.
They kept coming out of the woods, filling the slopes no matter how many the battle mages killed by fire and gas. If we had killed eight thousand and wounded a thousand more there were still as many or more than we had broken in the dark. There were too many of them.
It was a nightmare.
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 The nightmare seemed to go on forever. The healers were busy and men went back into the fight without hesitation. The thrum of crossbows sounded behind me. I had forgotten them but Tulian had not. They were ranged wide, fifty facing north and fifty south. Our formation held for a while but buckled as the corners were pushed together and in. We couldn't hold for long, I thought. There was no way to hold for long.
I looked at Tulian, and he was doing the same as me. Seeing disaster and still thinking, trying to find a way out, a way to win where none existed. The equestes milled, pushed back when the corners of the triangular formation met and the lines merged.
“Send messengers to call the equestes in. We'll dismount and be a reserve on foot. Or just join the fight.”
Tulian just looked at me.
“The horses are useless.”
He nodded, gave the order. It was true. The horses were useless. Equestes were only of use in two circumstances, the running down of a fleeing enemy and fast maneuver to counter other mounted troops. Apart from that cavalry are useless and always have been.
We were losing men, being pushed back by sheer weight of numbers though we were hurting them badly, leaving new mounds of dead and trampled wounded. We would be crushed into a small knot and, unable to maneuver, destroyed. The sheer inevitability of it depressed me.
When the cavalry dismounted I joined them. There was nothing else to do. Meran walked with me to join our men and I wished I had not let him come.
Having killed in the night for the first time and slaughtered until after dawn I now faced death with a curious calm.
It was a dream.
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Everything hurt and I did not think that was fair.
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I felt like I was on fire, being moved, there was light, vague images. Noise. Pain.
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When you are spirit, when you are dead, it should stop hurting. No wonder the spirits didn't tell us about this. We would fear death greatly if we knew it hurt this much, was this dark. Cold. This lonely.
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Wet noises and pain in my face told me I was having trouble breathing. I couldn't see and my eyes ached. After that there was a long list and I knew that it was by no means complete. I also knew I wasn't dead because I wished that I was. I was lying on something comfortable, on my side. It was cold.
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The grunt was involuntarily and woke me fully from a nightmare into another one. My hand hurt, a sharp stabbing, twisting pain like I had never imagined in my most cruel nightmares. This must be what it is like to be tortured, I thought.
“Make him live.”
I grunted again, trying to say something but my jaw didn't work properly. Nothing did. 'No,' I had tried to say, 'just kill me quickly.'

“As you command.”
I recognized the voice and felt a wave of hope as I realized that the pain was about to go away. It did and so did I.
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For a while I just lay on my back with my eyes open. Nothing hurt and I didn't want to move in case it started again. My breathing was easy and I didn't want to push it lest my ribs leap back into the fire-storm they had been.  
The bed was the most uncomfortable imaginable; basically a thin sack of straw on a stone base. My hands explored it. So did my nose. It stank. So did I. I checked my body, it was fine, the cloth of my shirt was stiff, which I thought was odd but didn't think about. I turned my head. There was light coming from a corridor. Bare stone walls and a thick door. I was in a cell. In a prison. We don't have prisons, but the barbarians do. What would we need prisons for? If you are a commoner and guilty we fine you or we kill you, a noble goes into exile. Foreigners are like commoners. Why would you need a prison? A foreign noble was a guest if held against his will; guarded but still a guest. Civilization is a wonderful thing. Prisons are for barbarians.
With care I moved my legs off the bed and sat up. Glancing down I saw why my clothes were stiff. Blood and mud and... well, other things. No wonder I stank. There was nowhere to go, but still I stood up. Dizzy and weak, I supported myself with one hand on the wall and shuffled slowly to the door. It wasn't far. There was an opening as big as my head. I couldn't resist the temptation. Outside, looking left and right a corridor of similar doors stretched away to end doors of different design. There were lamps attached to the walls, burning oil and casting a fair light.
“Anyone here?” My throat was so dry that the words came out as a croaky whisper. I tried again, mustering some spit and swallowing first.
Movement here and there, then heads began to emerge. It would have been comical. No, I smiled, almost laughed aloud, it was comical. Disembodied heads, poking through holes in doors into a well-lit corridor, blinking away tears from the added light. I looked left and right, counting and recognizing.
“Next time stick to the plan,” Kerral said, trying to make his voice harsh and failing miserably.
I laughed and it hurt my throat, so I stopped. I couldn't think of anything to say. Sheo, Kerral, Yebratt, Larner, Hettar, Lentro, and Gatren. I named them again in my mind, smiling foolishly.
“Have I missed anything?”
They laughed. We all laughed. Well, we were alive against all expectation, and whole and, most importantly, not alone.
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The sudden outbreak of morale didn't last. I apologized for getting them into this state. Everyone was very good about it; not your faulting and so on but I still felt like a shit.
Standing with our heads shoved through the doors was uncomfortable so we stopped after a while. There wasn't much to say. We were prisoners, our army destroyed. Probably not a man had survived apart from us, and it didn't take long to figure out why. Nobles carry a ransom. At least that's what we thought for an hour. After that something happened to change our minds. Someone came to visit.
I'd been stretching, testing my body, finding out how it was. Weak, dizzy, I'd lost more weight. Memories were flashing up in my mind and I was trying not to pay attention to them. Lots of killing. Lots of getting hurt. Not fun. Nothing I wanted to remember. When I heard the key rattle in the lock of a distant door, I froze. By the time the door was open my head was out the hole and I was looking both ways. I wasn't alone. I'd explored the outside of the door with my arm stuck through the hole; nothing useful had come under my fingers. This time it was just my head. My heart lifted for a second at what I saw, then sank. The young battle mage, Ferrian, was at the end of the corridor, stepping casually through the open doorway and walking down the corridor. My heart had lifted at the sight of him but only for that moment. He wasn't alone. He was clean, well dressed, unhurt, and had two barbarians following him. He wasn't going to say anything good.
Hettar didn't get it. “Ferrian, my boy! Get these doors open!”
“Gladly,” the young man answered, waving one hand in an easy but meaningless gesture. A stone gleamed on one finger. “As soon as you can convince my master that you have forsaken the evil rule of the city and sworn allegiance to him.”
The stunned silence was very effective. I broke it. “Your master?”
My tone of voice, incredulous, accenting the word master, was lost on no one. No patron of the city acknowledged anyone as master. There were no superiors, only equals of one's own class. The very idea was shocking, horrifying, and utterly impossible. He couldn't mean it.
But he did.
“Kukran Epthel has opened my eyes to the evil the city represents, taught me the error of my thinking, given me belief in a better way, a new dawn of man that will see the old evil of the city ground into dust and scattered like ashes.” The fever in his eyes was that of the convert, his voice rising and falling in cadence of remembered speeches, the hallmarks of the non-thinker, the faith holder, the madman, and I stopped listening. He wasn't going to say anything rational, but that didn't worry me. What frightened me was that he wasn't going to do anything rational either.
Hettar made the mistake of interrupting him. “What are you talking about, boy? Did you take a blow to the head?”
Ferrian had been pacing up and down the corridor as he spoke, looking at each of us as he passed. He took one long pace and struck the old man a blow with his fist that snapped his head to one side, his neck thumping into the wood of the door. “Like this?” Hettar tried to pull back at once but it was a second blow that sent him from sight. I heard him fall. At the end of the corridor the two barbarians laughed, harshly. “A blow to the head like that, old man? No,” he turned back to the rest of his seemingly rapt audience, “it was no blow that opened my eyes but the wise words of a kind and thoughtful man. I see what you are, you greedy, cruel, evil petty men, seeking only your own ends, without thought to the price others pay for your actions. Your slaves outnumber yourselves! Your oppression stretches a thousand miles, beyond even the borders you choose to hold! Seven centuries you have marched where you will, destroyed what you chose, looted with impunity, stolen away men and women and children from their loved ones and damned them to lives of brutal slavery!” He was working himself up into a rage.
“Not all of us keep slaves,” I said mildly.
He froze, turned slowly on his heel and came to stand in front of me, eyes bulging, breath heaving. “You!” He spat the word then took several breaths, calming himself visibly. “You freed a slave, just recently. I remember. It was the talk of the camp. They ridiculed you. Mocked your kindness. They called you weak, said they would never serve such a fool.” His voice was rising again.
“I didn't do it for them.”
“No. You did it because it was the right thing to do! No man should be a slave to another!”
I nodded. Trying to keep him calm. “What does your master want?”
He turned sharply away. “You will teach him and his acolytes how to use stone. You will teach him how to use magic. And that magic will aid us in bringing down the city and sharing its bounty amongst the oppressed that we will set free!”
He went on, working himself up into a rage again. I glanced around from face to face of my companions, seeing what I felt, what I already knew. They would teach him nothing and we would all die here.
“Pick one!” The guards were getting bored with his diatribe.
“Him!” He stabbed out an arm, ramrod straight, pointing at Gatren.
The young man's eyes widened but he didn't let his fear show more than it must. His face paled and he withdrew his head into his cell, knowing it would make no difference. I didn't envy him. We don't have torture chambers - sorcerers can cast a truth spell at need - but we know what they are.
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We remained silent a good while after they had gone.
“Well, on the whole I think that went rather well.”
Kerral laughed at my shabby attempt at humor, a couple of the others snorted laughs but couldn't make them stick.
“Hettar! Are you all right?” Larner called out to his fellow battle mage.
“Not good.”
“What do you make of it?”
Hettar reappeared at his door, pushing his head through the hole and turning to look down the corridor at us. The old man's nose was broken and blood covered his face. “He's crazy, one way or another.”
“Is he acting do you think?”
Hettar shook his head after a moment's consideration. “No. He's been broken some way; broken and remade.”
“Does anyone know the name Kukran Epthel?”
Lots of shaking heads sticking through doors. I tried not to laugh, wondering if my humor was a hysterical reaction. This wasn't going to go anywhere good for any of us. “I guess the chances of ransom are minimal.”
Another laugh from Kerral. “Well, we still have our health.”
That got them. “And our sanity,” Sheo chipped in, his laughter sounding slightly mad.
The laughter didn't last long. It couldn't.
“I assume we are all agreed not to tell them anything?” Larner was looking at me.
“I was trying to calm him,” I snapped. “Sorry. Look, Meran became a friend. I don't know how that happened exactly but I treated him shabbily for years and he did a good job anyway, looked after me; was always ahead of my needs so I never had to ask for anything. Hell, I liked him and I wanted to do something for him just in case... Well, this happened.” I fell silent and no one commented. It hadn't done him much good, I reflected. No freemen sons or daughters to follow him. “Do you think they killed everyone?”
“I wish they had,” Hettar spat.
I nodded agreement. It would be better. My sister would continue the family name; father could still have other sons. Better if I were dead. If I were I wouldn't have to live through what was doubtless to come.
“I'm going to sleep,” I said and pulled my head back into my cell.
“Good luck with that.” It was Sheo, but I was done laughing for now.
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I had my head back through the door. It was better to have company.
“How much does Ferrian know?” Sheo asked the question.
The mages Larner and Hettar exchanged guarded glances.
“How much damage can he do us?” Sheo rephrased the question more insistently. “I'm not asking for your secrets!”
Larner nodded and Hettar answered. “Not as much as we do, by a wide margin. He has ball of fire, the mustard cloud, bolt of lightning, earthquake; plus shock and some other personal offense spells.”
“Earthquake?” I asked.
“To bring down walls, localized but can be large if you have enough stone.”
I wanted to wave him to silence because I knew what he meant now. Whole cities had been leveled with that spell in the past. I knew it from history and my studies of war.
“Has he enough stone? How many stones do they have?”
Larner and Hettar exchanged glances again. “The largest was ten carats.”
“Gods,” I swore. “When were you going to use that?”
“I didn't plan to,” Hettar said mildly. “I brought it for emergencies. Used it, you may recall.”
I didn't. “Well, he has it now. I'm just glad stone isn't cumulative.”
Everyone nodded, including Larner and Hettar, I was very relieved to note. I hadn't known for sure; just because it's common knowledge doesn't make it true, but if these experienced battle mages believed it that was good enough for me.
“I make it twenty stones, maybe one or two more. I don't know who had multiple stones, but doubtless the healers did,” Larner was thoughtful as he spoke. “Not that it matters to us; we can hardly send a message home.”
No one spoke. It was true. I pulled my head back in and went to lie down.
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They brought Gatren back a day later. We all heard the bang of the door opening and went to see what it was. Gatren was a bloody mess. Unconscious. They threw him into his cell and left, smirking back down the corridor at us and waving before they shut the door.
We all exchanged glances. There was nothing to say.
“We need a healer,” Sheo muttered.
“They have one,” I said.
“What?!” Hettar protested loudest but he wasn't alone. “How do you know?”
Lentro answered for me. “It's Ormal.”
“You knew?”
He nodded. “I woke during the healing, just enough to see his face. He looked dreadful. Terrified. Horrified.”
The memory came back to me. The voice I had not known saying 'make him live.' Not let him, or heal him, but make him. I hadn't thought about it, but it made sense now. Control. Whoever said this was all about control. What had Ormal said? I didn't remember, but I had recognized the voice.  
It was Ormal.
“I heard his voice. I just remembered. He's with them, for whatever reason.”
“I can't imagine...” Lentro trailed off then withdrew, his usually calm and friendly face looking unbearably sad.
The crash made everyone jump. It came from Kerral's door. He had withdrawn a little while back but we no longer noticed or commented on who we could see, and who only hear. The crash came again. The door opened inward. There was no chance of kicking it open.  
I considered trying to persuade him to give it up, but there was no point and hell, he might succeed. For the first time I wondered where we were. If he did get out, kill a guard, get keys, let us out...I was fantasizing and knew it but what the hell... where were we? Undralt, I guessed. It was a barbarian town long ago, but remodeled in part six hundred years ago when first taken. As it developed, control passed back and forth many times. I guessed this part of this building was built with our masons by a barbarian ruler centuries ago. Why Undralt? Simple. We had been dying when brought here. It couldn't be far from where they had taken us.  
One crash was followed too closely by another as a door banged open. For a second my heart leapt into my mouth and I moved fast to my door, sticking my head out. I was disappointed.
It was Ferrian and his two thugs.
They came for me and took me away.
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They dragged me through a room, along a corridor and into another room where a stout chair was fixed to the floor. Struggling did no good. I'm no figure from mythology, no golden hero of the past. Just one man, strong enough and fit enough but no match for several other strong and fit men, sometimes not even for one. I stamped on one foot and thought I heard bone break. It just made the pain start sooner. I was already bruised and battered before they tied me into the chair. Half a dozen of them; there was no fighting it. When they were done most of them stepped back to the walls, presumably to watch.
“There is no escape,” Ferrian said.
“Go to hell,” I told him calmly.
He stood in front of me. I looked around the room. It was bare apart from a table with tools on it. I didn't like the look of them. There was dried blood.
A slap on the face got my attention; hard enough to rock my head, hard enough to make my ears ring. “Now that's what I call reasoned argument,” I said.
“Just because you freed one slave, doesn't make you a good man. You owned a slave, own slaves.”
I tried to shrug. It's the culture I was brought up in. It's what is done. “Everyone with money owns slaves. You did.”
That got me another slap. Same result.
“Every culture has slaves.”
“Not in the north.”
The north? North of here? What the hell was north of here? Beyond the mountains was wasteland. And Battling Plain. Well, the tribes there fought each other tooth and nail over that puddle of fertility and doubtless always had. What made them so virtuous?
“In the north the men are free and virtuous.” There he went, reading my mind again.
Good for them, I nearly said. In a way I was feeling detached, free to say what I wanted but not yet letting myself off the leash. They were going to torture me. Him or them, what difference? Doubtless they had broken him this way. Tortured him until he broke then re-made him as a tool for their own purpose. Now it was my turn but they wouldn't win. I knew about torture; I'd read about everything, even things I didn't want to know about. Torture becomes a race; get the information before the victim dies. I wasn't going to give. I was going to die. My spirit would be free and I would learn what Dubaku meant when he told me that spirits didn't perceive reality as we did.
Then the door opened and Ormal came into the room. He looked frightened, twitching and timid in the presence of those he feared. My heart sank at the sight of him and the reality of the situation came crashing down on me. They would beat me and heal me and beat me and heal me until I went mad or broke and became what they wanted, a willing tool like Ferrian or an unwilling one like Ormal.
One of the barbarians pointed to a spot behind me and Ormal went there, moving out of my sight.
Ferrian hadn't seemed to notice Ormal enter the room. He had been talking the whole time but I hadn't been paying attention. I tried to catch up lest I miss some salient point in his argument.
“Kukran Epthel is determined to wipe the evil ways of the city from the world and you will help him, willingly or unwillingly.”
“Freely or as a slave?”
That tipped him over the edge.
It just didn't get any better after that.
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I was expecting them to throw me back in a cell as they had Gatren. They didn't. During one of my lucid moments, just after Ormal had spent a little time healing something that would have killed me, I asked why that was.
“Gatren was reasonable. He agreed to help us.”
“So you threw him back in the cells?”
“Kukran Epthel is not a fool, don't delude yourself that you can match him in any way, you worthless piece of dung.” Ferrian was taking a break; I didn't have any inclination to be introduced to the scabrous monster who was currently my interrogator. “He will work on their will, subtly weaken their resolve, and he will spy on them until he is assigned another task.”
“And me?”
“You will break, one way or another, some time or another, everyone does and everyone is useful to the purpose in some fashion or another. What use will you be?”
“None.”
Break over.
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Breaking fingers, setting fingers, healing fingers. It almost became routine.
“Serve. Teach. Spy.”
“No,” snap. “No,” snap. “No,” snap.
Boring. Maddening. Setting them was worse. Healing them only made me feel bad that I'd have to go through the same process again. And again. Different torturers had different methods. I must have gone on for days, I suppose. I lost track of time. There was no sleep.
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I came to and found Ormal's face close to mine, healing something. “Why are you doing this?”
“Stop fighting them and they will stop hurting you,” Ormal hissed fiercely, keeping his voice to a whisper, his furtive eyes dancing.
“What did they do to you?”
His eyes bulged and he started shaking. “Give in, before it's too late.”
“No.”
“It's pointless, believe me, I know, there's no fighting him, no winning, give in, he will have what he wants, no matter what it takes, no matter what...”
Maybe he said more. Maybe I passed out. I don't know. Things tended to run into each other. Faces, people, questions. And then it was over.
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I woke up with a start, shaking. More accurately, I was shivering. It wasn't cold. It was light. The surface under me was soft; really soft, not soft because I was too hurt to tell the difference. I was lying in a canopied bed and nothing hurt. But I was shivering and shaking uncontrollably. Fear. It was fear. Not adrenaline fear, but blind blank panicked terror. They were coming to hurt me, I knew it.
For a long time nothing happened. I couldn't recognize the noises coming out of me as human.
I moved. I couldn't stay still. I needed to run, anywhere; far from here. Far from me and my memories which were flooding me, filling me up with madness. I jerked the curtains aside and came out of the bed, then froze.
I wasn't alone. There was a girl sitting at a desk, writing. She wore a loose robe, revealing one breast as she leaned forward, pen in hand. She looked up at me, smiling with pleasure.
“You slept a long time,” she said, rising. “I'm glad you are awake.”
I stumbled forward, legs like water, and fell, an explosive noise coming from my mouth that sounded like nothing I'd ever heard before, then spinning darkness.
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Warmth. A sharp deep breath as I woke, moved, muscles stiff with readiness for anything, and froze. The girl was in bed with me. I recognized her hair. She lay close, but facing away - I'd been spooned up against her, feeling her soft skin on my legs, belly and chest. The smell of her was in me and the memory of her skin as I moved away slowly, trying not to wake her. She stirred and I gasped silently. Don't wake up, don't wake up, leave me alone, don't touch me. Oh gods, I was mad.
No. I thought the word loudly, fiercely in my own head. Gritting my teeth I repeated the word with more care, forming it and every other thought with care lest their fragility hurt me. No. I am not mad. I am hurt. That's all. Hurt in my mind. They did this to me. Then I was weeping. They did this to me. She woke and rolled over languidly in the bed, smiling, then seeing my face cried out softly, “Oh!” She reached for me and I threw myself away.
“No! Don't touch me!” I half fell out of the bed and staggered backwards until my back touched the wall, steadying me. “This is a trick, they are still trying.”
“What?” She looked puzzled, concerned. “What are you saying, my love? Who? What trick? Did you have a dream?”
Did you have a dream? Was it a dream? Where was I?
“Who are you? No! Don't tell me, it doesn't matter.” I stood with my back to the wall, looking around frantically for some route out of here. There was a door but I didn't dare use it. Who knew what horrors lay out there?
“Doesn't matter?! Sumto, Sumto, what's the matter?” She came to her knees, as naked as I was and shuffled to the edge of the bed.
I laughed, but stopped myself in time. Tears and snot were on my face, I could feel them but I didn't care. “Leave me alone.”
“Oh you poor baby, what is it? What can I do to help you?” She stepped off the bed, putting one foot on the floor, displaying her femininity casually.
I turned and moved across the room, fast, unsteady, looking for something, I didn't know what. There was a robe, big and comfortable and dark blue. I made a grab for it and put it on. Naked I was vulnerable. I needed a shield, something between me and her, between me and madness. I hugged it closed, hugged myself. Sick. I felt sick. What warped and twisted mind would think of this contrast.
Shivering I paced around the room, blindly, thinking. It had almost worked. I wiped my eyes and nose on one sleeve, careless of the cost of the material.
“Darling, what are you doing?”
“Don't call me that. It is a lie and I hate lies.” My voice was still strained, tight, words jerking out of me. “Damn, this is sick,” I was angry somewhere and it helped. Not anywhere near as angry as I could be. Anger seemed to have been stripped from me and all that was left was weakness. But my mind was okay, my mind worked.
“A lie? I don't know what you mean. Sumto, come back to bed and sleep.” She was up, had walked around the bed but came no closer.
“What were you writing?”
“What? Now what are you asking me?”
“Just tell me!”
“My diary, Summi; I always write in my diary in the evening,” she sounded wounded, almost petulant, “you know that. Why are you being mean to me?”
Me? Me being mean to her? I had turned only my head her way, head cocked to one side, mouth open, aghast. How could she say that, this party to torturers? This torturess.
“Tell him it won't work,” I said it calmly, softly, not much more than a whisper.
“Tell who? Summi, what is the matter with you, silly!” She walked forward, relaxed, smiling, arms open and I held up one hand open against her advance. She stopped several paces away. “I don't understand.” She looked like she was going to cry.
“Leave me alone,” I reiterated. “Just leave me alone,” I walked away, heading for the desk, paying no more attention to her. She was a ruse, an actress, an attempt to rob me of my sanity. Well, no thief was coming into my mind to steal my very self from me. I was Sumto Merian Ichatha Cerulian, a patron of the city, better than any king, and better than this... this man Kukran Epthel. His tricks would not break me. The resolve settled over me. My self came back to me. And now I was a little warmer, my anger only an ember but better than nothing, it brought me calm. Idly I flipped open the book she had been writing in and read a few words.
This afternoon Summi and I went riding, the meadows were full of flowers and when we stopped Summi made me a chain of them for a garland, it was so sweet of him I...
I snorted and closed the book. He wanted me to live in a fantasy, to be a lie. I hate lies.
Near the book was a bowl of fruit. I picked up an apple and then thought better of it. I couldn't trust anything while I was in this lie.
“Are you hungry?”
“No,” I tossed the apple over my shoulder where it landed on the soft carpet with a thump. Decorum and civility did not matter in this lie. I would piss on the floor as soon as the pot. I would do nothing to maintain it or accept it or support it.
“Thirsty, then?”
“No.” I was, hellishly thirsty. And hungry. But that was a far away thing, as though I had been hungry for ever and was used to it. I ran my hands over my belly to find no belly worthy of the name. Hell, I hadn't been this slim since I was a boy. When had I last eaten? Days? How much time had I spent unconscious? I had no idea. It could be weeks since I was captured, since I had lost the battle by my rash decision. 'We could take them now,' I'd said. Fool. Well, never a fool again. Facts, think, decide, act. My old mantra came back to me. I'd read it in a book of philosophy long ago, years anyway. I'd liked it and taken it for myself. I thought it was right. Belief has no place in the mind of a sentient creature. Feel has no place in decision making.
“Yes,” I said aloud. “I am okay.”
“Of course you are, darling, of course you are. Now come here and let me hold you.”
She was coming across the room toward me and I let her. I even smiled encouragement. She stepped right into my fist, crossing fast and hard and connecting with the side of her jaw. She dropped like a rag doll thrown to the floor. I felt crap about it but she had to be a willing part of this evil attempt to crush my will, to break me, to make me a tool. They thought they had pushed me into madness and mad, I would surely accept this fantasy as better than the madness. Doubtless if I had I would find that I was some lieutenant of Kukran Epthel, dedicated to his cause. In time she and other liars would make me believe the role. Insane, I would become what they wanted. But sane I would never succumb to their lies and manipulation.
I crossed to the door and found it unlocked. Gritting my teeth I opened it and stepped out into a corridor. Two barbarian warriors leaned against the far wall at their ease.
They came to attention. “Sir?”
“Forget it. I'm not playing.”
They exchanged glances and shrugged.
“Wait inside.” One of them said. “Someone will come.”
“No.” I launched myself at them.
I was weak but I threw myself into it with everything I had and they were surprised. They were not armored so my blows hurt them. I didn't hold anything back. One was down but rising, the other now recovered and putting up a fight. I snatched for his weapon but failed. He made no move to go for it himself. A door thudded open behind me and heavy footfalls thundered down the corridor.
I backed away, glanced over my shoulder. A half-dozen men were running my way. I gave it up, lowering my fists and relaxing. If they tortured me, they tortured me. I would take it and the next trick. My mind was my own. But I was scared of it, scared of the torture. Terrified. Had Ormal been through this? Is that what broke him?
Everything slowed down. Not in some mystical sense; just that everyone relaxed. I wasn't putting up a fight now. It was over. The barbarians coming my way slowed to a stop and Sheo limped through their midst to stand in front of me. I was glad to see him and smiled. But he wasn't smiling and what he said took the smile from my face.
“Kukran Epthel will see you now,” he said.
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“What happened?”
Sheo didn't answer. The style of building was familiar to me, plush but functional, palace and administration building in one, of the kind we build everywhere and that are copied further afield. Plush but not over done, functional but not bare, with public and administrative and private rooms spread evenly throughout.
“What did they do to you?”
“I changed my mind, Sumto. Nothing more. As you will. The cause of Kukran Epthel is just and honorable and deserving of our dedication. I have dedicated myself to his cause.”
“I notice you don't wear a stone,” my meaning was clear.
“A wise man does not take a wild dog into his home and trust it with his children on the first day. First it must be trained and earn your trust.”
It sounded like a quote.
The public areas were larger rooms, designed to impress subtly. There were people here, waiting as the commoners have always waited for the masters of their fate to decide it. In the city such places were relaxed, people talked, laughed and joked with each other, discussed their purposes, traded favors, sought advantage in their negotiations and asked advice. Here the people were nervous, solitary, quiet. They looked down as I sought to catch their eyes. They shuffled their feet, hugged the walls and avoided each other as they awaited their fate. The contrast was marked. I recognized them as Geduri by their dress, imitating city fashions with tokens of their heritage worked into the designs. Some were city folk and these were the most worried, the most nervous, the most timid. Clearly the judgments were likely to go against them and they were only here to try. I wished them luck, but wished more that they would either flee south to freedom or rise up and fight for it.
The doors ahead were guarded. That was anathema to me – what ruling class needed to protect itself from its people? The doors had been defaced with a branded symbol, the white wood scarred forever. The room they opened into had been changed; where once it would have been lush and decorated, it was now bare and austere. Two large windows were hung with drapes that admitted the barest amount of light that was needed to see. There were no lamps; not one. Only the shrouded daylight lit the room dimly. At the far end a dais had been built and a throne installed. We loathed thrones, the mark of kingship. Even the consuls of the city did not have thrones. Or the king, though it would be the kind of joke we appreciated. Of course, the king of the city was not in fact a king in any meaningful way, not as barbarians have kings, but merely a tribute to our past, an acknowledgment of our heritage; the king had little power, and certainly no throne. A chair should not be a place to lounge but a place to rest your butt while you did business. It is not there to impress or raise you above your peers. A man's character and deeds should be the only way to do that, to be better than your peers was not the product of a throne. That was for men who were not better but sought to steal the appearance of superiority with trappings and baubles. Every patron of the city had earned the respect given, had worked for the dignity and standing he had earned to the point where none could fail to acknowledge it. Thrones were for men who had earned nothing.
Seated on this throne was a tall figure wrapped in a black robe of a thick, rough cloth.
Sheo went to one knee as soon as the door opened and bowed his head. I was shocked. No man of the city bowed. Not even a commoner. To see a patron bow before a king was an affront to me, an insult to the city. Kings bowed to us. Not the other way round.
Our escort was also on one knee but only for a moment, only until they saw I would not kneel. Then it wasn't long before I was beaten and forced to my knees and held down by two burly men with a hand on each arm. There was a pause and I took the opportunity to look around the room. I was in for more shocks. Several of those standing against the walls were dead men. There was no mistaking that. Some had open wounds that dripped a clear fluid. Their skin was gray. Some had bloated stomachs filled with gases that vented even as I watched. I shuddered. Their faces were vacant, fingernails black, eyes dull. They moved. Not much but enough to tell me that these corpses were animated by spirit even though their bodies decayed.
The figure in black beckoned us forward and we came to our feet and approached. I went with them. There was no point in fighting them; nothing to be gained. I walked to stand in front of the figure on the throne. He waved the others aside and they moved a few paces back and turned to watch. There was something sick about him, the hands and face gray. He reached to a table by his side and took a small eye dropper from a tray, leaning his head back he dripped water into each eye and blinked a few times, tears of water dripping down his face. His eyes were dulled by some disease, perhaps cataracts.
“The eyes dry,” he said conversationally as he put the eye dropper back in the cup of water. I noticed the ten carat stone then, worn on a ring. “A small price for immortality.” It was then that I realized he was as dead as the bodies about the wall. A lich. A dead body animated and inhabited. A poor immortality, I thought, fighting back revulsion.
“Immortality? You are a corpse.”
“The body functions. The blood replaced by... another liquid. It isn't the same, of course, but it has the benefit of not wearing out. It will not grow old, or weak. It will endure.”
I almost asked him what it was like, but decided I didn't want to know, and didn't care, so I held my tongue.
“What's going to break you Sumto? Afraid of the dark? Rats? Torture? What will make you obey? We will find the way to break you in time. And I have time. All the time in the world. There is no escaping your fate. One way or another, in some capacity or another you will serve the cause.”
“What cause?”
“The cause of freedom. My cause. I am told that you freed your slave, that you have a good heart.”
I let the attempt at flattery wash over me. “No one is free of duty or obligation. The rational man sees reality as it is and knows that his choices are limited by his surroundings and ability. Once you have found the facts and assessed them there is usually no choice left, the facts decide for you. No one is free of that.”
“I am not going to debate semantics with you, Sumto Cerulian. Or debate at all. I am only interested in knowing how to make you serve. Only interested in what will make you obey me, once and for always. It will happen; you will serve; it is only a matter of when and in what capacity. Your companions are choosing to join me one at a time, each obeying in his turn, and you will too, in time.”
“Join him, Sumto. He's opened my eyes, let him open yours,” Sheo seemed calm, but his voice was dull and unenthusiastic.
“What are you fighting for? What does your city offer?” Kukran Epthel asked.
“Freedom.”
“Are your slaves free?”
“Better a slave of the city than the lie of slavery you offer without even being honest enough to call it that. Our slaves are mostly people who opposed us. And a slave can work hard and become a freedman, his son free, his grandson a knight, his great grandson a patron.”
“And how many achieve that?”
“Damn few, but that's not my responsibility. It's there for them if they want it.”
“And you, born to privilege and wealth? What do you know of hardship and suffering?”
I raised an eyebrow. “I'm learning.”
“Not fast enough.”
I shrugged. “I am my own man and will serve my own ends.”
“No. At some point you will obey, and then you will be mine and serve our ends.” His hand drifted to an amulet that hung around his neck and he turned it idly as he spoke. “What then is going to break you? Not torture. Becoming one of these?” He gestured to the undead lining the room. I didn't look at them. My eyes were fixed on the amulet that he toyed with as he spoke. There was a symbol on it that I thought I recognized but could not place.
The idea of becoming one of the walking corpses that lined the walls turned my stomach but I could not let him see that. I was going to die. It didn't matter how. Face it. Accept it. There was no way out. I would become a spirit and see the world in a different light; I would be free, if changed. “No? Maybe this, then? Jerek!” He said the word with force and intent and I wondered what the word meant. It was a command, an order. For a moment nothing seemed to happen; then a faint whispering came to my ears, one word repeated in a broken pitiful wine. A pearly light swirled softly into being between us and a small, translucent figure formed within it. A misty image of a child writhing, seemingly in torment, its non physical body looked broken in every way I could imagine. “Master master master..” it repeated the same word over and over again, whimpering it between ruined lips.
“Death is no escape.” I didn't look at it but I saw. I'd never imagined anything as evil as what had been done to this spirit. “You may end up serving me thus, if all else fails. Jerek, tell me his weakness,” he commanded the child.
The ethereal child moved close to me, chilling me as it touched and then faded away with a new word coming softly to my ears. “Love, master. Love is his weakness.” With that the spirit child was gone.
“Then we must find what you love, and control it,” Kukran Epthel said softly. “Take him away.”
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They took me back to the same room, now empty. I paced the chamber, exploring. There was a window and a balcony, light streamed in from cool day beyond and I stepped out into it. For the first time in I didn't know how long I felt a cool, fresh breeze, saw the sun and the sky. Leaning on the balcony rail I looked out over a courtyard. It was almost a thirty foot drop to paving stones that would break my legs for sure. Directly opposite my window beyond the courtyard was an open archway not more than sixty yards distant. In the courtyard and on the flat roofs of the wings to either side there were barbarian warriors on guard. Not much chance of escape. I counted them. Two on each roof, two at the gate, two in the courtyard. Other people came and went, some warriors, some soldiers, many civilians, but two guards paced the courtyard, back and forth against the walls, endlessly. Eight guards to watch me climb down and capture me at the bottom. That was if I could climb down. I looked up. Two more stories and a flat roof where there were doubtless more guards. Looking back down, I watched the guards for a while. They were alert, attentive, focused. Maybe at night it would change, I thought, and resolved to look then. For now I enjoyed the freedom of the balcony, the warmth of the sun on my face, the cool breeze drifting across my skin.
I knew now where I was. It was Undralt, as I had supposed. I did not recognize the town but the terrain beyond. I knew where I was now. And I knew that men of the city would be coming to free me. Orthand was out there somewhere, with a legion. And the city was doubtless raising more legions to come and reclaim the north, to put down this enemy and reclaim these lands. They would have a fight on their hands, though; beyond the city walls lay an army encamped all around, thousands of men. I didn't count, just soaked up the spread of the vast encampment and guessed. Thirty thousand, plus those billeted in the town itself. They would have a fight on their hands, but four legions would be more than enough, and the city could raise those numbers in days. Maybe they already had. Maybe they were already on their way, marching up the north road as we had, yet in numbers sufficient to the task.
The patrons and highest ranking members of the colleges had stone of twenty and thirty carats and more and the knowledge to use them. Nothing could stand against us for long. If four legions were not enough then the patrons would lead eight north. Time would see us prevail and the city would go on. In the meantime I had my own problems to deal with, some of them mental and emotional. Love is his weakness. What on earth did that mean? I didn't love anyone; apart from my mother and sisters, of course. But he was hardly going to send an invitation for them to join us. And even if they were threatened I would not join forces with something as revolting as Kukran Epthel, self styled king, lich, a walking corpse that pretended to virtue. Not wholeheartedly.
I sighed and turned to re-enter my prison. No mistaking it for anything else. Then I hastily turned back. A face had seeped into my awareness but not disturbed my train of thought. I looked again, seeking amongst the people I could see, looking for the face that had come to mind. Then I found him and shook my head in despair. A one-eyed ugly man with burns on one side of his face and a scar on the other. It was Meran. One of the guards in the square was my freedman, Meran. He saw me. Looked for only a second, then turned away, indifferent. Was everyone I knew destined to serve my enemy? With a heavy heart I turned my back and went into the room. I didn't want to see any more.
The smell of food had assaulted me as soon as I had walked into the room but until now I had been ignoring it. Roast beef, a rich gravy, vegetables. I was hungrier than I had ever been in my life but I didn't trust the food. Thirst and hunger warred in me for a while as I stood over the table trying to think. If it was drugged, what difference did it make? If I didn't drink I would die. Thirst was a pain in my throat and mouth. I needed to drink but still I held back and thought. Tried to think. They could have forced water into me when I was unconscious. If they wanted to drug me I would be drugged. Accepting the rationalization, I gave in, grabbed the pitcher of water and drank. It felt wonderful. Later I ate and slept. There seemed nothing else to do for the moment. I would have to wait and see what their next gambit was before I countered it.
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In the dream - I knew it was a dream, it had that quality and I recognized it at once - Jocasta came to me.
“Sumto? Can you hear me?”
“Of course I can hear you,” I said turning to her.
We were standing in a garden. I didn't recognize it.  
“Don't be afraid,” she said. “I am here.”
“No need to be afraid in a dream.”
She smiled and I realized she was pretty. Not that I had not always thought so, but at that moment I realized that I wanted her and always had, though she had been even younger than her sister when she and I were betrothed. Orelia and I would have been married when she was sixteen if her family had not changed their minds about me. Orelia had been fourteen when we met, and Jocasta only twelve.
“This is not a dream, Sumto. I am really here and so are you, though that is not what I meant.”
It didn't seem to matter much what she was saying, I was detached, warmly appreciating her presence and her voice. “What do you mean?”
“I am here. Nearby. Not more than a mile from you.”
I smiled. “No. You are safe in the city and I am glad of it.”
She shook her head, coming close, smiling. “I am here, nearby, and this is not a dream.”
“Kukran Epthel sent you, didn't he?” I was suddenly angry. “Jerek told him that you were the one I love and he is seeking to use you against me, or your image, for I know you are not really here. And neither am I. This place does not exist except in my delusional mind. They drugged me, didn't they?”
“Oh, my dear sweet man, what did they do to you?”
Through gritted teeth I answered. “You already know the answer to that.”
She reached up and touched my face, standing close. I did not seem able, or willing, to move. “I do not, and I need to know what they intend. How can I help you if I do not know what they are trying to do?”
I wanted to take her into my arms, hold her, and tell her nothing of what I had been through or what I knew would be my fate. I wanted her safe, back in the city, not here were they could find her... but no. This was not real. This illusion would not hold me. “This is a trick.” I stepped back.
“Sumto, you must listen to me. I am a sorceress of no mean ability. I can help you if you let me.”
“Sorceress? You are a child. Talk sense if you are going to try and fool me. Try a little harder!”
She sighed, I thought she was trying to hold onto her temper. “I am eighteen and no child, I assure you. I am what I say I am, and I can help you.”
“Lies,” I stepped back. “It takes years to learn sorcery, time and money. No family would spend money teaching a woman sorcery, let alone a girl.” I turned and walked away, closing my eyes and fighting the dream.
My will prevailed, the scent of the ethereal garden faded and she was gone, her parting words fading away as the dream disintegrated into darkness, “No one taught me, I ...”
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When I woke, Sheo was sitting at the table, waiting for me.
“Sumto,” he greeted me with courtesy.
I didn't answer, but swung round and sat on the edge of the bed to look at him.
“You should serve him, he is righteous, his cause just,” he came right to the point.
Shaking off sleep I replied calmly. “That's why he tortures people, because he is so righteous. That's why he tricks people because he loves the truth.”
He ignored me. “Can't you see the city we served is selfish and wrong? We take and take, whatever we want, whenever we want it, use it and discard it and take it again.”
I gestured out the window, “And what is he doing?”
“Taking back.”
“So we are two children fighting over a sweetmeat.”
“No, he is an adult taking from an older, bigger child and giving back to a younger and more vulnerable child.”
I didn't answer him, my attention wandering over the table, something was attracting my attention. There was a large jug of beer and two glasses. Sheo leaned forward and poured a glass. “For you?”
“No.” It was harder to say than I remembered from my drinking days.
He shrugged. ”You will drink it later, no doubt.”
“You drugged me.”
“Yes. In the water there was a drug that lowers your resistance to addiction. There was also a tiny dash of wine, just to get you started. You are already a drunk; everyone in the city knows that. It does nothing on its own, of course, but now we can feed you any drug we like. We decided to start with alcohol. I know you like it, are you sure you won't take a sip?”
“I'm sure.” Getting up and walking away was probably the hardest thing I have ever done. I could smell the hops, the living yeasty scent pulling at me. I made it to the window, and out onto the balcony. I wanted to throw myself over onto the hard flagstones below, but I couldn't do it. Yes, I liked booze. Beer, wine, that western drink they distill... whiskey, it was fiery and harsh but warmed the belly nicely. Yes, I like my booze all right. They had found a weakness, another way to alter my state of mind and make me more malleable. I gripped the rail, acutely aware of its texture, and looked out over the courtyard thinking only about my waiting beer.
There was just no way this was going to end well.
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A few days passed in a drunken blur. I struggled against the booze but it was pointless, and after a while I stopped struggling. There wasn't really any point. Every day Sheo came and talked to me, laughed with me, told me stories and tried to get me to tell him things I didn't know.
I really was a useless sorcerer. I knew a few tricks at the one carat and below level. Nothing. I had never spent the money on the spells and never had the money for the larger stones. Yes, my family had much larger stones but no way would they let me get my hands on them. I would sell them for drink. That thought made me laugh. Later in the day it would make me cry. I was a drunk. What did anyone expect?
 
 #
 
The mist wasn't anything to do with being drunk. At least I didn't think it was. It was hard to tell. As it began to clear, swirling more thinly around me, I began to see hints of bushes, flashes of color through the mist that might be flowers.
“Sumto?”
“Wassit?” I spun around and the garden spun with me, flowers flashing by. I stamped one foot down to get my balance and stood there, concentrating on keeping upright.
“Sumto?”
The voice came from behind me so I slowly turned around. And there she was.
“Can you hear me?” She sounded urgent, concerned.
“'Causican.” I gave her a big grin, threw my arms wide, “Jess'ca!”
“Jocasta,” she stepped toward me, puzzled.
“Jecazta, 'sright! Hellow!”
Her pretty face creased into a frown as she stopped a couple of paces away. “You're drunk!”
It took me a while to formulate a reply. “I am,” I told her at last. “V'ry v'ry drunk. Bu' ish nomifalt.”
She blinked a couple of times, shaking her head. “It's what?”
“No mi faul'”
She shook her head, disbelieving her senses. Did she have senses? In a dream? I stared blearily about, staggered a step. Maybe in an illusory place you had illusory senses. That triggered a thought and I tried to explain it at once. “Of cau'se, iyusyryspefam!”
“What?! Sumto! Did they do this to you? How... why are you drunk?!”
“Drugz,” I swayed a bit but caught my balance. “Gimmi drugz.”
“What?! You want drugs?!”
I shook my head violently, lost my balance and fell over. As I lay on the ground looking up at her and trying to stand she faded a little, turning her head and said, “To hell with this, I'm getting him out of there.”
Someone answered her, it was just a sound, nothing I could understand, recognizably a voice but nothing more. She turned back and looked at me. “I'm coming for you.”
I giggled. “B'beddafwimmi,” this struck me as unspeakably funny and I laughed like a drunk.
She shook her head and moved away without moving, or so it seemed, I could hardly see for laughing then the garden was gone.
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I'd forgotten what hell a bad hangover can be. I couldn't even say 'never again' because I was looking at a jug of beer and thinking how much better I'd feel after I had had some. And it was true, that's the hell of it. I would have drunk some water instead but there was none. It all came down to how long I could hold out against the drink and I didn't feel it would be long.
Sheo was sitting at the table too, looking at me and waiting.
“Why are you doing this?” I asked him. “I don't know any magic worth talking about.”
“Well that's a lie, and we both know it.” He fished into his pockets and brought out my sorcerer's loupe. “You don't have one of these unless you are a student, so I'm guessing you are an enrollee of the college of battle mages, a wealthy student, not an acolyte.”
I stared at the damning loupe. I didn't want to tell him how I had really come by it. “That's not mine.”
“Sumto, why lie? It was found in the saddle bag of a brown mare with scar on her face; your mare. I checked. I talked to the man who found her. It was a while before it came to light of course, they had no idea what it was, some cheap bauble magnifying glass. They thought it was funny, making things bigger. It had changed hands several times, purchased, gambled. It took me a while to trace it back to you, but I did. I'm glad your horse was so marked by that scar or I might never have found out it was yours.” He tucked the loupe away. “I have already enjoyed the use of it.”
There was nothing I could say. Tell him the truth, the full truth? He wouldn't believe me. Well, they would find out soon enough. The booze was going to break me, especially when they took it away, as I knew they would. The very thought made me reach for the beer, protectively. They wouldn't take this beer away.
Maybe I could drink myself to death if I was quick about it.
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I was on the bed. It was moving but I couldn't.
Luckily long experience has taught me to sit up, well propped with pillows, when I feel like this. A less experienced drinker would lie down and promptly throw up. I was tempted to do that, lie on my back, throw up and then breath in, but I wasn't drunk enough, or maybe I was too drunk to actually physically move. It was hard to tell. I had something important on my mind. Illusory spell forms. Thank god I had told Jocasta - if she was real, which I doubted - but then I doubted my own sanity let alone anything else. Illusory spell forms. It was brilliant, genius. If a shaman called a spirit to watch, a sorcerer could then create spell forms - not real ones, but illusions that had the shape and form but didn't do anything - and the spirit could tell you what they would do if you made them in reality. If I was right about the nature of the perception of spirits, of course, and that was yet to be proven. But it would open up a whole new era of spellcasting research if I was right. Another good reason to die, I thought, and take the idea with me. At least the spirits could tell me if I was right. I giggled at the thought.
“'Snofunny,” I admonished myself, waving a finger pointedly, “'ssherius.”
I became fascinated with my finger, holding it in front of my face and turning it around, remembering them breaking it, and breaking it, and... I waggled it experimentally. “Worksnow. 'sgood.” I turned it about again, looking at that one finger from every angle. I wondered how I would see it if I were a spirit. I wondered how soon I would find out. They didn't care if I died; they'd given me plenty of opportunity. They'd probably turn me into a zombie, lock up my spirit in dead flesh and interrogate me that way, or call my spirit back and enslave me as they had Jerek. That was a memory that wouldn't fade in a hurry, that poor, broken, pitiful child.
A tear dribbled down my cheek.
Death is no escape, he had said. I believed him. They didn't care if I died, not much. If I jumped out that window, the one with the shadowy figure in it... That was odd. I watched the apparition slide into the room. Wisps of fog drifted after him. It was the ghost of Sapphire come to show me the way. He put his finger against his lips. I had no intention of making a sound. There is no point in talking to a hallucination. Unless it was a ghost, of course; I could ask him about spell forms.
I laughed. He ignored me, taking a quick turn around the room, listening at the door, then heading back to where I lay propped up in bed, watching him. He crossed the room silently. Of course silently, spirits don't make any noise. No bodies. No noise. That's obvious.
He gestured for me to get up. I giggled and shook my head.
In death his eyes were just as I remembered them. Ice cold, to go with his glacial expression. “Get up, you fool,” he hissed. “We have to go now.”
I blinked blearily back at him, sure that spirits were not supposed to call people names or hiss at them. “You're alive!” I accused him
“Hush, dammit. Get up.”
I tried. When I didn't move fast enough to suit him he grabbed me by the shirt front and dragged me up. He was definitely real. He didn't look that strong. Though, to be fair, I had lost some weight.
He pushed his face close to mine. “Some of us are risking our lives for your drunken, no good, worthless carcass, and some of us would appreciate it if you would cooperate a little bit!”
I nodded dumbly, chastened as only a drunk can be. A tear came to my eye and I told him I was sorry and tried to give him a hug.
“Oh, for gods' sake,” he seethed almost silently. “Come on.” He half dragged me to the balcony.
It was foggy out. I couldn't see anything. I wanted a drink. “Beer.” I started back in and he stopped me.
“Wait, listen. Jocasta is here, down there, waiting for you.”
I looked over into the sea of fog, seeing nothing much more than a few feet of wall under the balcony. “Down there?”
“Hush, dammit,” he hissed. “Yes.”
I swung one leg over the balcony and lost my balance. I would have fallen if he had not held me.  
“Wait. I have rope.” He swiftly looped it around me and expertly tied it so that it was snug under my arms. “Now try.” I did. I was barely over the edge before I lost my grip and fell. I didn't realize I was in danger so didn't make a sound. I heard the rope slipping through his fingers harshly, then I jerked to a stop. After that I descended more smoothly, swinging around in a slow circle and feeling sick and dizzy, seeing nothing but the fog and occasional flashes of wall.
I couldn't wait to see her. I had to tell her something important; what was it though? Her loupe! Damn, I'd lost her loupe! She was going to go crazy at me. I started climbing the rope. I had to go get it back. It didn't work very well, Sapphire was lowering me faster than I could climb, and I couldn't climb worth a damn; my feet touched the ground and a second later the rope fell out of the air on top of me. “Damn, damn, damn!” I growled, quietly. I didn't want her to hear me.
“Hush, Sumto.”
She'd heard me.
I looked around. She wore white and almost blended into the fog, just her dark hair standing out around her pale face. Big green eyes met mine and held me spellbound.
“I'm sorry!” I blurted.
“Shussh,” She raised her hand and there was a flash of non-light so fast I couldn't see it. I caught a glimpse of a stone that must have been eighty carats.
“I lost your loupe, they took it.” To my amazement, I couldn't hear myself speak. I hesitated a second, then laughed. It was bizarre, not a sound. I could feel the movement, knew I was laughing, but couldn't hear it. “What did you do?” I wasn't deaf, it was just that the sound made no sound. I stamped my foot to test the theory and sure enough, my shoes rang on the cobbles. Jocasta grabbed my arm and my attention. She really did have the biggest green eyes ever. “I've missed you,” I said and tried to hug her.
“Sumto,” she hissed, “you're drunk.”
I nodded earnestly, remembering something important. I leaned back and shouted up to Sapphire. “Bring the beer!”
Damn, he wouldn't hear me. I gave Jocasta a little shake, pointed up and then made a drinking motion, my hand gripping an invisible glass.
I have never seen anyone flush with anger quite that quickly. I watched the process, fascinated. “You're mad at me, aren't you?”
“You are a drunken fool, just like my father said.”
Under the circumstances, I think that was a bit harsh.
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The three of us walked through the fog in near silence, only my shoes echoing on the cobbles. They both wore soft slippers, I saw, looking down and nearly losing my balance. Sapphire grabbed my arm and steered me after that. I was grateful. Walking in a straight line was nearly impossible. Was impossible. I was very drunk indeed. It was only the shock of seeing them that had induced in me a false lucidity, a temporary sobriety. I was noticing things, but not much, and not rationally, and I knew it. The two dead guards at the gate, for example. I saw them but couldn't tell who they were. A third walked out of the fog and I lurched toward him, arms wide, ready to hug him. He caught me and held me up.
“You stink of booze,” Meran said. “Just like the old days.”
“No! It's not my fault!” I didn't make a sound. It had been funny at first, but now it was frustrating. My emotions wavered from one extreme to another and I recognized the syndrome.
“Let's get you home,” He tucked one arm round my waist, just like the old days, and we staggered on together, heading home. Where-ever and what-ever home might be now.
“How did you survive?”
“What? Can't hear you.”
“I silenced him, he was being a buffoon. We were trying to rescue him and he was... was ...”
“Being drunk?” Meran supplied.
“Do we have to talk?” Sapphire asked in the quietest voice I have ever heard anyone use and still sound like they are shouting.
“I can, no one can hear me.”
No one answered. But then, what had I expected? No one could hear me.
We walked on in a fog of muffled sounds for what seemed a long time. I was tired. I wanted to sleep. I said so. No one listened. I tried to sit down and Meran wouldn't let me. I was almost used to his ministrations. He had helped me home several times when I had been a drunk in truth, and he had the knack of it. He talked to me, softly, not angry, encouraging, urging me on. It seemed to take a long time. I either passed out on the way or I just don't remember the rest. It's hard to say. It always was.
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I woke up in a small living room, covered by an eiderdown, warm and snug and with a cracking head. I stared about, bleary eyed and confused. Where was I? How did I get here? There was only one way to find out.
Getting up was work and I nearly gave up and tried to go back to sleep, but my bladder was uncomfortably full and my mouth felt like a cat had slept in it. No way was I going to sleep. There were two doors, both open. One led to a kitchen, the other to a short corridor with other rooms. It was a small, poky, damp-smelling house and I wasn't impressed. I went through the kitchen and opened a back door, then closed it rapidly.
We were still in the city. Not good. Still, my bladder was insistent.
The door opened on to a small, wooden landing with steps down to an alley. I took a leak over the side of the steps and went back in as soon as I could. No one saw me.
Beer. The thought nagged insistently. Take away the taste of yesterday's drinking, start the taste of today's effort. There wasn't any beer. “Damn.” There was water in a bucket. I drank some and my stomach hated me for it. Still, it was all there was. I took a glass back to bed, sipped it as I sat there alone for a while. Then I curled up and tried to go back to sleep. It was early. No one was up. Why should I be surprised?
I was hardly safe, and now less comfortable. And there was no beer, dammit. Wine would have done. Anything. How do people live in a house with no booze in it? I tossed and turned, unable to get comfortable, but there was no choice. I had nothing to sell. It took a while, but eventually I slept.
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The next time I woke, Sapphire was sitting in a chair opposite. I looked at him across a cheap table.
“You need a bath,” he told me. “There's hot water.”
“I need a beer.” I sat up.
“Bath first.” His expression was unreadable.
“Beer first.”
“There isn't any.”
“Get some.” He didn't say anything. I was desperate for a drink. “Dammit, get me a beer.”
“No.” He got up and left, heading for the kitchen. “He's awake.”
Jocasta stuck her head through the door, took in my state and disappeared again.
After a moment I gathered myself and followed. I was surprised to see Dubaku sitting at the kitchen table. “How did you survive?”
“My ancestors hid me, shielded me from view. I walked away.”
“Could they do that for me?”
“Ask your own ancestors.”
“After I get a drink. Does anyone have any money?”
Sapphire closed the door and put his back against it. The message was clear. You are going nowhere.
“The exit is that way,” I pointed to the door into the alley. He didn't say anything, but a moment later Jocasta was there, her mouth a thin line, eyes holding some expression I couldn't be bothered to figure out.
“Look, I told you.” I had, I remembered. “They gave me a drug. Not addictive in itself but it makes me vulnerable to addiction, and believe me when I say I need a drink; not want, I do not want a drink; I need one. I know I told you this.” I was shaking and ashamed to notice that my voice broke. They exchanged a glance and I took the moment to unobtrusively grab the back of a chair. I was a little unsteady on my feet, weak and shaky.
“You weren't very coherent,” Jocasta's voice was cool. “You could have been saying anything.”
I sighed, got control of my anger. “I'll recap later. For now, just get me something to drink or I won't be fit for anything.”
Dubaku got up and crossed the kitchen. Sapphire moved for him and he left the room, returning moments later. He put a beer in front of me without a word. I grabbed it and took a pull. Made a face, swallowed, took another. Better.
“What are you doing?” Jocasta protested, stepping to the table.
“We are going to have to help him if he is telling the truth,” Dubaku said.
“I never lie. Too lazy,” I said. I kept the beer in my hand, protectively, sipping at it.
“You don't kill a fire by adding fuel.” She tried to take my drink and I slapped her hand away.
“Get off! I need this. If I'd known you were going to argue about it I would have stayed there.”
Everyone was silent for a moment. Well, Sapphire, leaning against the kitchen door, hadn't said a word the whole time; just watched.
“You're joking,” Jocasta said, her voice uncertain.
“Yes, I am, but not by much, believe me. The addiction is strong. I need booze. It's going to happen and it might be better if we didn't have to fight over it the whole time.”
“How much?”
“As little as I can manage.”
Everyone fell silent, watching me drink. I changed the subject. “They took the loupe, and the stone you sent me. I'm sorry.”
She dismissed the matter with an irritated wave of her hand. “It doesn't matter. I can make another loupe.”
“You can?”
“Yes,” she said icily, “I can”
“That's...” there was only one word, “impressive.”
She thought I didn't believe her. Looking around angrily she spied a small glass, took one step and snatched it up. It was a moment only, an invisible flash, like sheet lightning on a summer's day. The stone, brilliant blue and the size of a quail's egg, was in her hand again. She tossed the glass to me and I fumbled it. The crack of it breaking sounded loud in the silent room.
“It's not important. I can make another.”
“How did you learn?”
“One of my ancestors made a tunnel from our house to the college of battle mages. I found it when I was a girl and sneaked in. I was curious. It led to an unused study. That's where I found the loupe. There were other things. I learned. Later, I found ways into other colleges. The more I learned, the more I wanted it.”
“And the stone?” I gestured to the massive stone she still held.
“I stole it from my family so that I could come and get you.”
“Thank you.” It seemed inadequate. Clearly she felt so too.
I sighed. “Much as I hate to contradict you, it is important; the loupe, I mean. He has it, and twenty stones up to ten carats, and they are learning from the battle mages.”
She frowned, her brows furrowed. “The mages are teaching them? Willingly?”
“As willingly as I would have,” I said dryly.
I briefly put my face in my beer. No one seemed to want to move the conversation along so I did. “They tortured them. Some cracked early, one or two have embraced their ideas. Some I don't know about for sure. I lost track of them. But I don't doubt they will all break one way or another, some time or another. These are very persuasive men.”
“And you?” She asked.
“Apparently I'm not very persuasive at all.”
“That's not what I meant.”
“I know that's not what you meant. Stop talking to me like I'm a fool and stop thinking like one. Of course they tortured me but we don't have to talk about it. It didn't work. This would have,” I raised the glass, “or something worse. All they had to do was slip some opiate into my food once and I would have been hooked. I think this is better, I'm used to controlling it.”
“They tortured you?” Her eyes were wide, horrified.
“No, they gave me a big hug and said I was such a nice chap they'd decided to supply me with beer instead. Can we drop this?” I stuck my face in the drink and drained it, slamming it down on the table. “More.”
“No.” Sapphire raised a hand to forestall Dubaku, who had started to rise. “You said you can control it.”
“I can but I'm a little upset at the moment! Later it will be easier. I've been drinking a lot. I lost focus. Now I'm back. There are things to do. But for now, another one would help.”
Dubaku had got to his feet anyway, as though he had some other reason to move. Sapphire nodded and moved away from the door to let him out and back, then leaned against it again. I'd taken the opportunity to make myself comfortable and when there was drink in front of me I focused my attention on it, deciding how slowly I thought I could drink it, wondering how well I could control the craving for more. I sighed and my stomach chose then to growl. I ignored it as I sipped the beer, careful to take just a sip. I felt on safer ground now, less emotional.
“When did you eat last?” she said.
“I don't know. Days. Ten. More. When was the battle?”
She and Sapphire exchanged glances. “Eighteen days ago.”
“That would be it then, more or less. Who remembers?” I glanced down at my flat belly. “One way to lose weight, I guess.”
“Gods,” she whispered. “I'll fix you something.”
“Not too much. I doubt I could eat much.”
Jocasta busied herself about the kitchen, warming a stew and a loaf of bread by the oven.
“Sheo, Kerral, Yebratt, Larner, Hettar, Lentro, Gatren, Ferrian, and Ormal,” I named them all. Sheo is lost to us. Ferrian is crazy, a fanatic. Ormal is afraid but obedient.” I paused. “Gatren I'm not sure about. I was told he had gone over, but I have no sure proof; either way he is not to be trusted.” I had started thinking about the others and took a drink. “The rest I don't know. Alive or dead. If alive they belong to him.”
“Who?”
I blinked stupidly. It hadn't occurred to me they didn't know. “Kukran Epthel.”
They looked at each other, then at me. I looked back. “Never mind. He's from the north.” Of all the things I could have said about him that was the most banal. What did it matter where he was from?
“You're sure?” Sapphire sounded interested.
“Of that? No, not really. That's he's a lich, of that I'm sure, and a priest of some kind.”
“A necromancer?” He asked.
I looked at him, held his eyes. “You knew?” It really wasn't a question.
He didn't say anything. Just looked back at me, steady as iron.
So, he'd known. I let it go. “How did you survive?”
“I left the fort.”
“Why?”
“I had no reason to be there.”
“So, got a letter for me that covers this?”
He shook his head once, expressionless.
Jocasta had turned away from her cooking and was watching us. “I'm missing something. What is it between you two and why didn't you tell me about it?” This last was addressed to Sapphire.
I sipped my beer. It was beginning to work. I felt better. Sapphire hadn't said anything, so I did. “He works for my father, a spy, assassin, whatever. He's good with a sword. And I don't mean just better than average. He has orders. One of them is not to tell me anything about what he is doing or why, but I can guess some of it. Did anyone else survive?”
Jocasta shook her head and looked at Sapphire for an answer.
“No.”
I thought about that for a while. It was what I had been expecting but it still stung. Faces started to float into my mind, faces and names and memories. I'd liked some of these people, hoped to know them for a long time. Imagined them rising with me and being reliable allies through to my later years. Yebratt Shaheel. Rastrian Bacht. Pakat, Geheran, Luk and Gobin, who were my first command. I had failed them and I knew it. The beer didn't help but I sipped it anyway. Drink enough of it and the memories would go away but I didn't want that, I needed to face everything that needed dealing with. Now there would be no rise to power. I had failed spectacularly. No money, no scrip, and the news of my failure would have reached the city a day or two after the battle. No one would follow me, or back me, or loan money to me in the expectation that I would win battles. I would be prosecuted for raising troops without authority, now that Tulian was dead. There would be no happy homecoming for me, no triumphant return. The future looked bleak, even if I succeeded in getting out of here, even if I made it home.
No one said anything. Maybe there was something in my eyes that told them not to. After a while Jocasta put a hot meal in front of me. It tasted like ashes in my mouth but I forced some down. Not much of it, as I'd predicted.
“What happened to Orthand and his legion? What are they saying in the city?”
Jocasta had taken a seat and watched me pick at the food. “He took a beating, but retreated in good order. Last we know he had retreated again, to Neerthan. The defeats caused a bit of a stir in the city. Legions are being raised by Latandin Keshil Herrap, the patron of Wherrel, and Hadrin Ichal Merindis, patron of the Geduri. I would guess Orthand is recruiting and I know the King of Wherrel is gathering forces at his patron's order. There will be armies enough to defeat this threat.”
I hoped so. Nodding thoughtfully, I gazed into the dregs of my beer. “I hope so.” I looked up at Sapphire. “I don't suppose you will tell me what is happening in the north?”
“We heard rumors.”
That's it? I felt like saying. That's all you are going to tell me? But I couldn't muster the effort nor see a single reason why he should tell me more. Stop feeling sorry for yourself, I advised myself. Think. Say that that is done, say the armies raised are enough to crush them and set things back in order, although I was having some thoughts on that, which for now I was trying not to conceptualize. What then? It didn't seem the right time to open a new can of worms. My thoughts were disjointed, nebulous and there were more important things.
“We have to get you out of here,” I said, meeting Jocasta's eyes and meaning it. “They will be looking for me, are looking for me now. I won't say you are crazy for bringing that stone here, you didn't know the risk. But there are turncoat battle mages among them, and the loupe. They can learn and they have stone enough to do damage. If they get their hands on that monster they could raze cities.”
She looked grimly determined. “So can I, and so can we. If it comes to it, you know we will.”
I nodded. History had shown that clearly. Rogue mages had appeared in the past, taken control of kingdoms covertly or overtly, then tried to oppose us and been crushed utterly, their followers slaughtered to a man in some cases. “I know that, but I would rather it not come to that. Wherever these necromancers come from we will inevitably track them to their source,” I glanced at Sapphire, “as soon as word gets back,” he nodded, he would report independently, “and we will crush them utterly.” We are jealous of our power, of the stone that is the source of our power. No one else would be permitted to have it, let alone use it against us. “But still, you are in danger while you are here, and that stone must not fall into their hands.”
She nodded acceptance of what I was saying but didn't respond. Dubaku had said nothing. He just sat in his chair and watched. Sapphire leaned against the door. Still. Watching. His thoughts his own.
“Where's Meran?”
“On duty. He'll be back later, this afternoon.”
“I thought he was one of them. Saw him at the gate. He saw me.” I finished my beer, resisted asking for another. It wasn't easy.
“It's how we knew where you were. He and Sapphire were in touch.”
“How did you know I was even alive?”
“I checked the bodies,” Sapphire said.
I looked at him and thought about it. “That's either a lie or an attempt at humor.”
He shrugged. “I didn't know. But I couldn't go anywhere. There are still things to do.”
“Places to go, people to kill. Sorry. Forget that. I'm glad you are here.”
He seemed to accept my apology. I wasn't sure. He didn't give much away. Maybe naturally the type, maybe training, maybe both. I wondered where my father had found him. He was a northerner, no mistake. Pale blue eyes, dusty blond hair, pale skin.
“And you?” I turned my attention back to Jocasta
“I didn't know either. But I wanted to know for sure. The stones, I harmonized them so I could find you. I knew you were in the town, or at least that the stone was, and came looking.”
“You have another stone?”
Without a word she took it and passed it to me. “You should have this.” The ruby red stone was set in a plain silver necklace, held by a claw. It was a one carat stone, like mine, more a badge of rank than a useful tool. It was hers. I slipped it over my neck and snicked the clasp closed, tucking it into my dirty, soiled shirt.
“I need a bath. Clean clothes. What happened to you when you got here?”
“I was sneaking about in the city when Sapphire recognized me. He had found Dubaku also and he was hiding out in an abandoned cottage. Sapphire had also made contact with Meran.”
“You were busy,” I commented.
Sapphire shrugged. “You do need a bath. I have spare clothes. I steal them regularly.”
I nodded. It was the first piece of information he had volunteered and I appreciated it, though it wasn't much. I steal clothes. Different kinds, I assumed, to blend into different situations. Spy skills, assassin skills. It was a subtle admission that I had him pegged.
“They will be searching. Maybe with magic, certainly on foot, we don't have much time.”
“We know. We have plans. Trust us,” Jocasta told me. “Take a bath.”
“Tell me about the necromancer,” Dubaku said.
It was almost the first thing Dubaku had said to me since I had seen him and I gave him my full attention, meeting his expressionless eyes. “They are priests.” I put every ounce of loathing and disgust into the word priests that I could muster.
He nodded, once, and then was still again. It was all he needed to know, I guess. I told him about Jerek anyway. I wanted to talk about it, didn't want to talk about it but couldn't help myself. His expression didn't change. Not one bit. Jocasta shed a tear, almost unnoticed. I didn't blame her. I didn't tell them what the spirit had said, or what Kukran Epthel had said about that. They had found something I loved, all right. I loved booze and my admission shamed me with its honesty.
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The bath was good. Not as good as I had once been used to, but good. That thought alone caught me by surprise. 'Once was used to.' A month ago and for my whole life prior to that, had been reduced to 'once was' and forgotten. There was a lesson in that somewhere, but I just didn't know where. Hot water was harder to create on a small wood burning stove but we gave it our best shot. It was good enough. I soaked and thought. Slavery. That's why they were doing this.
It was a pretext, a lie, obviously. Kukran Epthel knew all about slavery, the slavery of lies that force invalid action on the believer of the lie, the slavery of oppression, corruption of the individual to ensure their obedience. He was an enslaver, no doubt. But I had been made to start thinking and I cannot stop, or lie to myself. It's my nature. So was slavery inherently evil and was I, were we, evil to practice it? I could not, for the life of me, think of a culture that I knew of that did not practice slavery in one form or another. We are not cruel, less cruel than some. A slave has rights and some freedoms, though not the freedom to leave. Many sell themselves into bondage to make money and use their skills to make more, buying themselves free in time. True, their status would forever be changed to freedman instead of free, but becoming a slave was a solution for some and for some a way to progress their careers in the halls of the powerful. A man or woman with extraordinary ability and skill can become indispensable to a man of influence and affect the law, change the world. It was no small thing. Those made slave due to conquest were our enemies; and what were we supposed to do to them? Leave them to ferment rebellion? Kill them all? No. Better to remove them and give them a new life, should they choose to accept it and work within a legal framework to better themselves. Some also worked their way free and stayed or returned home as they pleased. Those who returned were changed and developed by exposure to our civilization, our open, honest, slightly corrupt way of doing things. They usually did well, changing their own culture somewhat; they often acted as ambassadors of our civilization, knowingly or unknowingly. Some became administrators and furthered our cause.
And what was our cause? Freedom, peace, prosperity. Do what you want but don't be a pain, do not harm us in any way or we will harm you, do not interfere with trade. That was it in essence. Okay, one or two adventuresome patrons had instigated wars and prosecuted them ruthlessly. They had the power, and the freedom, to do so. They had not, in the long run, prospered. On one occasion that immediately sprang to mind the ruler in exile had petitioned another patron to prosecute the offender and won. It didn't help the dead, but every single slave taken in the campaign had been located, compensated, and returned home at the expense of the losing patron. One or two civil wars had occurred when one patron took the part of defending a foreign land against what he deemed an unwarranted war. Not for free, I might add; we are not selfless and I saw no reason why we should be. Some lands had been given over for his tax gatherers to loot; and I freely admitted to myself that tax gathering is no more than demanding money with menaces. What else can it be? It is the same everywhere. It has to be said that some patrons were immoral, cruel, arbitrary, but what can be done about that? Having gained power a sane person attempts to keep it, and war is profitable when successful and short, as ours tended to be.
The water was getting cold and I was no further along. Our culture was not innately evil; I had decided that. Yes, slavery was unfair. Wrong on a basic level, but unavoidable until someone came up with a better idea of what to do with what we viewed as criminals. To make war against us, to prey on trade, to practice piracy, these were criminal acts, and I did not think that pretending people were free, while binding them about with arbitrary and restricting rules and preventing their advancement, was anything other than slavery by another name and far more evil because it wasn't even honest.
Kukran Epthel professed to be against slavery, yet he would take the spirit of a child, maim it, break it, remake it into a tool, and then enslave it for eternity. That was evil. Torture was evil. Lies were evil, just a dishonest form of slavery. Forced addiction could not be considered anything other than evil, but then I was biased. Yet Kukran justified himself, somehow. I knew that he ought to be opposed, but wondered that such as Gatren could adopt his cause so rabidly.
Was there any justice in his alleged cause? How do you prove what ought to be, how do you know what ought to be, and how do you reconcile it with what is? What is, is. The fact ignores your protestations. The cry 'things ought to be different' was meaningless even if you knew, or believed you knew, what ought to be. But how did you justify it and reconcile it to what is? Slavery was part of reality, in one form or another. People ought to be free, one might cry, but what people? Habitual criminals preying on other people's work? Murderers? Pederasts? Well, no, not them! Then who? Only those who deserved freedom? And who are they and how do you tell and test? And who tests and how do you keep them honest? And even if honest, what if you think differently? The city was a state with arbitrary rules and justifications, but all states were just as arbitrary; 'this god said this family should rule as they see fit.' What kind of justification was that?
I sighed, shelved the problem for another time. The water was cooling rapidly now and I needed to get clean. My body felt better for the soak but would soon feel worse for the cold.
Slowly and with care I cleaned myself as meticulously as I could, washed my hair, shaved. The towel was small and only just man enough for the job. The clothes were common, cheap in fact, but serviceable. Warm once on. With my hair dry and the tub cleaned, I went back to face my fellows.
I was ready for a drink.
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“I have made the garden safe.”
Jocasta was responding to Meran's news that the barbarians were performing door to door searches, methodically working their way through the town.
“Do I need to say I told you so?” I said.
We were seated around the kitchen table. Meran was busy at the stove, cooking the chicken he had bought and making a sauce that he knew I liked. He had stripped off his armor, his sword was propped against the door. He tried to seem relaxed but I could see the tension in him. We were far from safe here. Sapphire had unbent enough to take a seat. Dubaku had not moved so far as I knew.
No one responded so I sipped beer and kept my own counsel. I just wanted her and that large stone away from here. Her skill and the stone's power were a far greater threat than the rest of them, and I had made that clear.
Meran leaned against the wall by the stove, watching the vegetables boil disinterestedly. “I think we should get out of here.”
“The damage is done, let them have what they have for now, not risk them gaining what they have not. Far as I can see it's only how and when,” I said.
“I can make a ring of fire thirty yards across and walk out,” Jocasta grumped.
“There is something like eight thousand men outside Undralt, their camp is bigger than the town, plus those inside. Do you suspect none of them have bows?” I was being reasonable.
“I can protect us against missile fire,” she was angry. I think she was angry at the enemy, but she was looking at me so I wasn't too sure.
“And magic? For the two hundred miles to Neerthan? Assuming Orthand's army is still there or even exists. It is only me that has the problem. You and Sapphire walked in here disguised, Meran came as a barbarian among his own. No offense, Meran.”
“None taken. If the battlefield had been less chaotic I would have died with the rest. Only luck that a cloak and a change of weapons was enough to change sides. They took me for one of them, as I once was. But if I am seen in your company, no such disguise will save me, I think.”
He had already explained that when the end came the chaos had left every surviving individual fighting alone. He had lost sight of me long since, the press of the enemy parting us as we were pushed back into a smaller and smaller circle. He had been knocked to the ground and came up with a cloak in his hand, turning and shouting in his own tongue. Blind luck had saved him. No one had noticed. They saw a city man fall and a barbarian rise. Luck can be fickle.
I nodded. “And Dubaku can be shielded by his ancestors from being seen. I am the problem here, and I need a way out as soon as we can think of one. Now would be a good time.” I glanced out the dirty window at the overcast afternoon.
“It won't be as easy getting out as in,” Sapphire said.
“But no problem for you?”
He shrugged. “I passed in and out many times, and have many routes. But now they are on guard. Men died. They will be angry, wary, and looking for someone to hurt. Alone, I'm confident, but in company? Not so much.”
“Jocasta?”
“Illusion. Getting through the gates is no problem for me. Or I could blind anyone in sight and we could all walk through the gates together.”
“Doing it without being noticed might be better. An illusion, then. Good idea.”
She nodded. “I can maintain one, and have. Poverty, they more or less ignore the poor.”
“Nothing to take,” Meran chipped in. “They are after loot and personal gain, nothing more. The town is bare of loot so only people arriving have been of interest, till now. People coming to the town to petition the new rulers, get on side with them, denounce us, the usual thing.”
“And they are looking for one man alone. Me. We only need a solution for me.” I had been drinking slowly but steadily, I knew I wasn't sober but I knew I wasn't drunk either. A dangerous stage to be at. “I can’t believe we are still here. Why didn't we leave last night?”
“You couldn't walk,” Meran reminded me.
I flushed. “Oh. Yes.”
“It is what we planned. The fog was unexpected, assumed to be natural. No one was much on guard against us. If you could have walked quietly it would have been worth a try,” Meran finished.
“It would have been fairly easy. Just take down anyone who stumbled upon us in the fog or got in our way, and then out through a postern gate. I have picks. It's an exit I have used.” Sapphire continued. “But having you...”
“I get the idea. Sorry to have ruined your carefully laid plans. I agree that they will be unlikely to be off guard a second time, or so readily fooled by a sudden fog. That doesn't help now though, does it? Fully exploring how I messed it up isn't moving things forward is it? I was very drunk, I know. I might have been able to be less drunk had I been warned of your imminent arrival but I had no clue.” No one said anything as I took a long pull on my beer. “I'm sorry. I am very grateful that you got me out of there. Now I need to get me out of here.”
“In the morning,” Jocasta said dryly.
I glared at her, then the beer in my fist. “I'm not drunk yet. Not that drunk anyway.”
“Eat,” Meran was pulling the chicken from the oven. “There is time. I know their schedule. They will hit this area in an hour or so.”
“Right,” I agreed. “Then we hide; come out to play later. You are sure they can't find the garden?”
She shook her head. “They will find it, they just won't find us in it. Trust me.”
The building we were in was two deserted flats next to an empty warehouse. The walled garden connected the two and the whole stood alone, surrounded by two roads and two alleyways.
“Then you can all go,” I told them, “as soon as we think of a good way for me to get out, I mean. We'll meet up once outside.”
Actually I had no intention of going anywhere. I was going to do my enemy as much damage as I could. I wanted Jocasta away from here, for her own safety, but also because her knowledge and the stone she carried were a threat to the city. I did not want to think about what they would do to her to break her will, or try and guess how quickly they would do it. I would be happier if she was escorted, and the perfect escort was available, so use it. Get them out of here then make a mess, slowly but surely.
“Once outside, what?” Meran asked.
“Home,” Jocasta said at exactly the same time I said, “North.”
“Why north?” She snapped.
Damn. They could go home if they wanted but when I was done here, I was going north. “Well, two good reasons. One, anyone they want will head south. Any noble refugees will head south. If they are searching for me they will search that way. Two, I have a duty in the north.” I had not forgotten. Tahal Samant was a captive in the Eyrie. Awaiting the head of the Ensibi king as ransom, or probably some other task now that that was either redundant or achieved by other means. I would see it done because I had said I would and for no other reason. But first things first, first take down my enemy here, the men who had tortured me, who had almost broken me.
“Tahal Samant,” Jocasta was on it in a flash. “Don't be a damn fool, Sumto. You were with an army then, there was a chance. Alone? Forget it and go home. With us.”
“There is nothing to go home for.”
“What?” She looked genuinely puzzled and I wondered at her lack of political astuteness.
“Tul and I were in joint control of an army that has been destroyed. The last minute change of plan was mine, it seemed like too good an opportunity to miss.” I held up my hand as she looked as though she wanted to interrupt. “I will be prosecuted for raising troops without authority. A fine or exile. No one would ever follow me again, loan money to me in the expectation that I will win battles and have the money to pay them back with interest. I had my shot and I blew it.” I raised my beer. “Here's to fortune.”
“So you are going to throw your life away on a futile gesture? And ours?”
“No one has to come with me.” No one would, I would make sure of that. “And it is not futile. My only hope is an act of outrageous courage that succeeds and directly benefits the entire city. The award for such an act comes with immunity to prosecution and money.”
Sapphire was frowning thoughtfully to himself. “What act would benefit the city entire?”
“The removal of the threat to the city.”
“The enemy is here.”
“The enemy is in the north.” But Kukran Epthel was here and I planned to kill him before I left. I didn't know how, yet. But I would get it done and make sure I had witnesses. I had natural allies, everyone in this town who was not from the north. And I had a stone and some magical ability although quite limited in extent. I would find a way.
Meran put plates on the table. Chicken, potatoes, vegetables; way more than I could possibly eat. More than I even wanted to look at, in fact. Still, I tried.
“You think this Kukran is one of many? Not the leader but a lieutenant?” Sapphire said.
“Nothing exists in a vacuum. He came from the north, how can it be that he was alone there? There are more like him. If not here then there.”
“And how will you achieve this, with just us?” Jocasta wanted to know.
“They will have enemies, these Necromancers. The enemy of my enemy and all that. I'll find a way.”
“What will you offer your potential allies to gain their aid?”
“An alliance, exactly that; trade agreements, whatever it takes. I am a patron of the city, and if I succeed I will be in a position to make good on my promises, and if I fail I will be dead. Your sister's betrothed must have learned something in his time among them, for make no mistake they are the ones behind this rising, and everything he has learned will help me. That is what I am going to do, alone if need be.”
“You won't be alone,” Sapphire said without inflection.
“Jerek must have a champion. I will help you,” Dubaku said.
“I'm in,” Meran announced.
Jocasta seemed to consider the matter for a moment. “You are crazy. But you are right; it is the only thing you can do. I'll go with you and help make it possible for you to do this.”
“Then it's settled,” I lied with an easy smile, and raised my glass to it.
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There comes a point in every one's life when they realize they are stupid. It's a bitter and crushing realization, but unavoidable.
We had been in no hurry, eaten at leisure and made our way down to the garden in good time; the bangs, shouts and crashes of doors being kicked open still in the distance and no immediate threat.
The garden was perhaps thirty yards by forty, the wall seven feet or so high. There was a gate that would lead onto an alley and a way through from the bottom of the two flats, through the kitchen; in fact, half the kitchen was outside.
“Hold hands and follow me,” Jocasta said.
We formed a line and followed as she walked through the beds of flowers, almost everywhere some were in bloom. Her hand was cool in mine, small and delicate, the stone warm by contrast. Both felt good. There were apple and cherry trees, a vegetable patch and at the far end of the garden a wicker screen covered in clematis, behind which was the usual garden paraphernalia of earth, tools, pots and seeds. Once there Jocasta let go of my hand, a little reluctantly I thought. Wishful thinking, maybe. Still she had traveled five hundred miles for me, stolen from her family, risked her life and ruined her reputation. Well, she couldn't feel nothing for me, could she? Even I'm not that dumb. It was a new thought and I drunkenly puzzled it out. She had nothing to go back for either. Her reputation was shot. No patron would wed her. Her family might disown her to save their own reputations. It wasn't nothing. Not by any means.
“Now what?” I asked.
“We wait,” she hissed, “quietly.”
It wasn't what I had meant but I let it go, for now. Sometimes, I decided, it was better to say nothing. She must know that she was as barred from going home as I was, and it struck me that she had not fought very hard against the idea of going north. I looked around for something to sit on and found a pile of sacks of compost. When she gave me a disapproving look I shrugged and raised an eyebrow. Might as well be comfortable, I tried to convey. Dubaku squatted, feet flat on the ground, leaning forward. To me it looked intensely uncomfortable but he seemed happy enough. Sapphire stood stock still. Meran leaned against the wall. After a while, Jocasta shooed me up a bit and I made room for her. I was intensely aware of her hip against mine. She wore thin trousers that put just two thin layers of cloth between me and her soft thigh. Her arm touched mine, shoulder just under mine. She wore a shirt and jacket. Man clothes but I found them enchanting. I could smell her, her hair seemingly just under my nose.
“You smell nice,” I whispered.
She turned slightly and glared up at me and breathed a word of advice. “Shush, stupid.”  
Not exactly the words of endearment my fuzzy brain was hoping for. Still, she did blush a bit, though after I nodded she looked away.
The sounds of the search got closer. We waited, tense. At least I was tense. Everyone else seemed completely at ease. After a time we heard them in the streets about us, at our door, inside the flats. A head peered out a window at us and disappeared. A minute later a barbarian wandered into the garden, looked around aimlessly for a bit and left. A minute later another did the same. Then the search moved on.
I didn't move. Jocasta was still close, I whispered to her. “Is that it?”
“Wait,” she whispered back, just loud enough for all of us. “Just in case.”
Everything had gone quiet. I didn't like it. I caught Sapphire looking at me and met his gaze squarely. He didn't like it either. The search had stopped. Why?
We waited, tense, doubtful, uneasy. You only stop searching when you have found what you are looking for. I was just about to say so when Ferrian sauntered out into the garden. Behind him were two barbarian guards, just as Gatren always had with him. Big, cruel looking men who had seen a good deal of casual violence in their time, perpetrating most of it. He stopped and looked about the garden frowning. Then walked forward, wandered around aimlessly, not even coming close to us, and stopped facing his two guards. “What happened?” he asked.
They told him.
“Nice maze, Sumto,” he said turning around and facing us again.
My blood was running cold in my veins and my breath seemed as shallow as a film of water on glass. He knew I was here. How did he know I was here?
“There are soldiers in all four streets and beyond. There is nowhere to go. You might as well come out, you and your friend, whoever he is.”
Friend, only one friend, but still he knew I wasn't alone. How did he know I wasn't alone? We'd left no sign in the flat, just in case. How did he know I was here?
“Well, you can't stay there forever,” he grinned, “you'll get thirsty. Ready for a drink? I have a nice wine with me. Well, it's a filthy wine actually but I expect your palate is a bit dulled by now.”
I wasn't paying attention, I was thinking, looking around for escape, knowing there was none. How did he know? And it was then that I realized I was stupid. It was a disappointment to me. My heart sank a little more as I held up the stone I wore around my neck. 'I harmonized them, so I could find you,' Jocasta had said. I had assumed she meant she had attuned this stone to the one she had sent me. But she hadn't, I knew. She had attuned this stone to mine when she had come with her sister to ask for my aid. I remembered the almost invisible flash, now. And Ferrian now had my ring. And I had this. And now Ferrian had me. I looked at my companions one at a time. They all looked at me. They all had the same tense worried expression, except for Dubaku, who expressed nothing on his face or in his eyes. And Sapphire, who was frowning slightly at me in an irritated sort of way as though it were all my fault, which it was. And Jocasta, whose mouth was open in an oh, her eyes wide with fear as she shook her head, her hand on my arm.
She held up the stone she wielded, her expression mutating into one of grim determination. I gripped both stone and hand in my fist and shook my head. No. “There will be too many.” I had to come close to her ear, my lips brushing her earlobe, my cheek brushing hers, the scent of her hair in my nostrils. I whispered quickly. “If you are free you can act to free me again. If dead, you are dead. If taken we are lost. Stay free. I'll go.” I stood up. She clutched my arm, desperately I thought. Gently I pulled her hand away and moved before I could change my mind.
Meran made to follow me but, to my surprise, Sapphire gripped his arm and pulled him back hard. I didn't see the rest. I didn't dare stop moving lest I lose all control. Fear, it's too short a word, too easy to say. I was trembling with it. I knew what I was letting myself in for. Still, I held myself still, walking steadily down one narrow path of the garden toward the man who had become my bitter enemy and whom I would surely kill one day. I caught a glimpse of movement and turned my head slightly. Sapphire was walking another narrow path and there were some pretty pale blue flowers on a bush between us. It's one of those strange contrasting images that will stay with you for a lifetime - the man I had seen murder another man, my eyes locked to his as he twisted the knife into the man's kidney, now seen through a haze of delicate blue flowers as he walked calmly to sacrifice himself for me. And I had no doubt he knew exactly what he was letting himself in for.
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The biggest problem was that they wanted me to teach magic and I didn't have any to teach. I knew exactly eight spells. I remembered learning them, a loupe tucked firmly into one eye socket as I watched them cast by a sorcerer. This to make a light, this to warm a layer of air close to your skin, this to keep you dry if it's raining, this to make a flame. They were simple spells, easy spells, they were nothing. There cannot be a noble alive who didn't know them. If I cooperated they would soon learn that I knew nothing worth teaching, nothing they wanted to know. Then they would begin asking questions about the loupe; why did I have it? Where did I get it? And I didn't know what to tell them. They would not believe I'd stolen it.
I say that was my biggest problem. I'm not sure it's true. They'd let me keep my stone, after a fashion.
“We didn't think you could climb down. Didn't think you had it in you, frankly,” Ferrian told me when I was safely ensconced in my room, my cell. “I guess your dangerous-looking friend killed the guards. He'll be an asset, I'm sure, one way or another.”
I didn't see the point in responding.
“Larner put a ward over the window, so no going out there. It'll hurt and we will know.”
So Larner had been Turned. I'd started to think of it in that way, like a title. The Turned.
“He'll be along to see you later; talk to you, see what you know. We won't be seeing much of each other, I'm afraid. I have other duties. But I'm sure Larner will look after you admirably; he has one or two ideas.”
I didn't respond. Why bother? They would do what they would do and I would endure as best I could. Jocasta was safe, for now, and free. That mattered. It didn't much matter what happened to me. I was, after all, pretty useless.
He went to the door. “Relax,” he said, “take a drink,” and was gone.
I did. A small brandy. I sipped it slowly and fantasized murder.
Larner strode through the door some time Later. “Ah, our lost lamb returned to the fold. How are you feeling?”
I was sitting up on the bed, still imagining new ways to kill Ferrian. I didn't respond.
“Not very friendly, Sumto.” He crossed the room to stand by the bed, too close for my liking. “Here, I have a present for you.” He pressed his hand against my forehead, too quick for me to react, and there was a near invisible flash of light. I slapped my hand to my forehead as he stepped rapidly back. “There, perfect. Now we will always be able to find you.”
I probed at my forehead. There was something there, something small and hard and warm. A stone. The stone Jocasta had given me, or mine, it didn't matter which.
“It's embedded in your skull. I suppose you could cut it out. Well...” he thought a moment. “Yes, I think you do have it in you to do that, so...” He leaned in again and I made a fist, waiting. “I could always bring the guards in here to hold you down. What do you think?”
No. I couldn't win this battle. No point in fighting it. I dropped my hand to my lap and relaxed.
He touched my forehead and there was another flash and pain, sudden flaring pain that was fading even before I could cry out. “Now if you remove it you will burst several blood vessels in your brain. Not a healthy thing to have happen.”
“What did they do to you?”
He shrugged, face suddenly bitter and angry. “Changed my mind. Opened my eyes, as they will open yours one way or another. It is easier to obey...” he trailed off then suddenly came to himself. “Now, I have another present for you. Want to see?”
I shrugged. “Do I have a choice?”
“Not really, no.” He crossed to the window, waved his hand to disable the ward and stepped onto the balcony. I could still see him when he turned back. “Come along, then.”
I followed him. They'd broken him. Somehow. He was not the man I knew, that was for sure. This crazy old man had nothing in common with the Larner I had known in the camp. His false cheer was grating, unnatural. I decided I didn't want to know what had Turned him. Some horrors it's better not to contemplate.
“There, good,” he said as I joined him. He took my arm and led me to the balcony edge. Once there he pointed into the courtyard. I looked down.
They might have been dogs, once. But the gods alone knew what they were now. They were in the hands of two handlers, and pulled at their leashes. Their fur had gone gray. Terror will do that to you. They strained toward me, snarling and barking madly, jaws spraying spit, muzzles wrinkled. Their handlers were having a hard time holding them back, and they were both big men.
“They don't like you much. Sorry there are only two of them. I suppose I could make more, but I think two will do, don't you?”
I nodded dumbly.
“They can smell the stone, you see. Smell it anywhere, no matter how far away you are they will come after you. You will hear them coming, the sound vibrating from the stone, into your skull and then to your ears. A reminder that they are out there, coming for you. So,” he said sweetly, “no running away it is then, okay?”
I just stared at them.
“Good,” he said as though I had agreed with him. “Inside now, and I'll see you tomorrow.”
I went inside. He restored the ward and left.
He took the brandy with him
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Anyone who has suffered prolonged periods of inactivity will know how the time passed. Pacing, talking to myself, trying to sleep and failing, sweating, shaking, wanting a drink, pacing, breaking things, and so on. I went out onto the balcony. It hurt, like fire in my marrow, and an alarm sounded. The pain faded as soldiers spilled out into the courtyard and looked up. I gave them a cheerful wave and looked about. The view wasn't much but it was better than the four walls behind me.
The town took up much of it, a spread of buildings of various sizes, none bigger than this one. The streets were busy. Life going on as normal, or as normal as it can be under an occupying army. The bulk of the people had merely exchanged one master for another. The army will have soaked up their goods, taken their food stocks, stolen their treasures, filched their possessions, probably taken their women. Armies do all of that, usually. We had laws about loot, and we did not practice rape. Okay, if a legion were let off the leash they would loot and pillage till they were spent but it didn't happen very often. There would be reason for such retribution even if some of those who suffered it were not part of the decision that caused it. In any case the scene was remarkably ordinary. Beyond the walls lay the enemy encampment and I studied them for a while. There wasn't much to see. The army sprawled over a larger area than the city and they were a fair way away from me. Just movement and stillness mixed together. I left them all too it and went back inside.
I took my shirt off and tossed it aside. It was soaked in sweat. Lack of booze to an addict causes all sorts of physical reactions. I felt hot but shivered as though cold, for example. My muscles ached and my head throbbed. My mouth tasted foul and I stank of a sick, stale smell that offended me. There was nothing to do about that. I wasn't tired, not in the sense that I needed sleep at least, but I crawled under the eiderdown and tried to sleep. It was a long time coming.
When the mist swirled and thinned around me I knew what it was, but not where. I couldn't see much. A couple of shafts of light in which dust motes danced. As things cleared I could tell no more than that I was in a large, dusty, empty room. Empty of all but Jocasta She stood in front of me, anxious, her face a picture of concern.
“Why did you do it?” I said.
“What?” It wasn't what she had been expecting me to say.
“Why did you come after me?”
“Oh, that.” She frowned prettily, looking down. When she looked up she had made some kind of decision, her expression was challenging. “When you were courting my sister I was jealous.”
“Is that all?”
“Of course that's not all! Really, Sumto, do you think we should be talking about this now?”
“Yes. Why did you come after me?”
“It wasn't just jealousy. You talked to her. I liked the way you talked, what you talked about. She didn't understand. I'm afraid my sister is a bit foolish. But I understood, and I liked what I heard.”
I tried to remember. I can't have said much of importance. It was only one year we visited together, strictly chaperoned. “What, specifically?”
“You talked about truth. How all beauty comes from truth and all ugliness from lies.”
I remembered now. I had been pretentiously attempting to form my own philosophy. We do not use religion. The fact that we have souls is undisputed fact. But getting sense out of a spirit was like having a conversation with yourself. They turn your own ideas back on you as though deliberately forcing you to understand life, not what comes after it. Perhaps that was exactly what they were doing. In any case, without religion, and knowing that there is an afterlife, what is left as most important is a philosophy validating life itself. Leave the unknowable for when you experience it. I had not found any of the philosophies I had read satisfying, so I had set about developing my own. Truth seemed a good place to start. Facts, actually. Well, I had been talking to a girl so beauty must have crept into the philosophy for her benefit.
“I was a boy. The truth can be ugly.”
She sighed. “I know that, Sumto, I am not a fool and I wish you would give me some credit. I knew you were wrong, but I also thought you were right, And it got me thinking, and also thinking about the kind of man I wanted for myself. One who valued truth, I reasoned, would at least not try and enslave me with lies.”
It was a phrase I could have used and I said so.
She nodded, smiling. “Good. Now, can we talk about how to get you out of there?”
“No. So you decided that I was the kind of man you wanted so you had better come get me?”
“Basically, yes. Done embarrassing me now?”
I smiled. I liked her. Well, I always had but now I saw why. “I'm glad, though I think you have made a bit of a bad bargain. Throwing away your place in society for someone who may not live to continue life as a bad drunk.”
For a second I thought she would slap me, but that would be pointless of course. “Stop it. You are better than that. You will find a way or I will find a way, and with your reputation what matters that mine is in tatters?”
I grinned. “Not much,” I agreed.
“That's what I thought. Now, how are we going to get you free?”
“Did you think about illusory spell forms?”
“What are you talking about now?”
I sighed in exasperation, running my hand over my face. “I told you about this.”
“What's that?”
“What?”
She pointed to my forehead, coming closer. “In your forehead? What is it? A stone?”
“Yes. Mine or yours. They can use it to find me. And there are dogs; enhanced. I can hear them when they growl or bark or howl, but otherwise I forget it's there.”
“It's mine,” she said. “Can you use it?”
“Does it matter? Now, about illusory spell forms. I told you. It was an idea I had. Pay attention,” she was still looking at my forehead. “Spirits can see them and...”
I snapped awake. Someone was standing over me, shaking me. I slapped them away and sat up.
“Awake now? Good.” Larner had stepped back from the bed. “So, about teaching. Ready to start? I can't wait to find out what you know. Maybe learn a thing or two. I must admit I was surprised to be told you had your own loupe. Never would have thought it. With your reputation I suspected you were a waster; an idle, drunken waster at that. But all the time you were learning. What college?”
“Go away.” I told him.
“Well, I could, I suppose. But I brought you a present.” He pulled a hip flask out of his pocket and waved it enticingly just out of reach. “Want some? Just a sip in here but better than nothing, eh? Now tell me something useful and you can have a drop...”
I refused. He talked some more, pressing me. I got angry, impatient for him to go and leave me alone. Eventually he did and I was left to my miserable, drink-free existence.
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Thinking was difficult. Well, no. Thinking was easy, my brain would not stop, but concentration and focus were entirely lacking from the process. My mind jumped from one memory to the next, to wanting a drink, to hating my captives, to hating my father, to resenting myself for putting myself in this position. Settling on anything concrete and using reason to move forward was impossible, yet something good came of the day. Remembering Jocasta's question I cast a cantrip, removing foreign matter from my teeth. It worked. So I had eight useless cantrips up my sleeve, and clean teeth. Wonderful. I didn't know a single useful spell and the stone in my forehead was no good for much more than what little I did know. There was no doubt about it, my father was right. I was useless.
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The last person I expected to step into the room was Sapphire. I'd been having problems with illusions but I knew the difference. They sneaked into your awareness out of the corner of your eye, and turned into something innocuous like a pen when you focused on them. I had not looked up at the sharp cries and thumps outside my door. I had not been able to muster the interest. But Sapphire was large as life and bold as brass. He had my attention just by existing. There was a vitality about him that glowed brighter than a bonfire. He moved quickly but without seeming to hurry. Wearing just a pair of trousers and holding a knife, he turned and shut the door behind him. His body was a mass of cuts and bruises, some of them days old. As he walked toward me I could see through the spattering of blood on his face that his nose had been broken recently, a day or two ago I judged. His eyes were blackened, his lip split, he had a gash on his cheek that had scabbed over and part of one ear was missing. He was smiling and I could see that a couple of teeth had been pulled.
“What the hell are you doing here?”
“Playing,” he said cheerfully. “If they want me they had best know what they are getting, right?”
I had no idea how to respond to that.
He crossed the room, heading for the balcony.
“Did you escape?” It was a stupid question.
“Not yet. You coming?”
I pointed to the stone in my forehead. “They can follow me.”
He nodded once, dismissing the matter of my company entirely. It was plain, like the decision was written on his face. It was the most animated I had ever seen him. He looked like he was enjoying himself, a boy playing at chase. I wondered if the world had always been mad and I had just never noticed.
“If I see anyone who needs to know, I'll tell them,” he said.
I was on my feet. I'd been lying on the bed when he appeared and had stayed there but that just didn't seem right. I was dizzy and walking was hard. He was hurt yet moved like a panther on the prowl.
“What are you trying to achieve?”
“Good question,” he tossed over his shoulder as he passed out of sight. “What are you trying to achieve?”
Nothing.
I followed him, stopping short of the ward. He had not triggered it and so I had learned something. The ward was keyed to the stone in my head. Only I would trigger it.
He turned around and looked up. A shout came from the courtyard below. He'd been seen.
“How long will you stay free?”
He grinned. “We'll see.”
He started to climb the wall, moving easily.
“Good luck,” I said.
“Luck has nothing to do with it. They had better send bigger groups of men or I'll kill them all and we will take our ease for a while and then walk out of here at our leisure!”
I stood there a moment, shaking my head. He sounded like he believed it. A second later he was out of sight. I considered walking out onto the balcony. Good idea? Bad idea? It would trigger the alarm. They had already seen him; some of the soldiers would come at the alarm. It might help. With a shrug I walked through fire and out onto the balcony. I barely winced and all of a sudden I understood. The pain didn't matter. Sapphire had it. Knew it. And now I did. I smiled. It was a revelation. I was tempted to climb after him but I was still shaky. They had taken to feeding me, but not much, and my body was in rebellion for booze. I was nauseous most of the time. I forced the food down and often as not threw it back up again. I was too weak to climb. I'd fall for sure. But if it hadn't been for that I would have followed, laughing at the pain just as he was.
The guards were already in the courtyard when the alarm went off. Some were heading for the doors and hesitated, turned back and looked up. Mission accomplished, I gave them a cheery wave and went back inside. I'd thought of something else I could do.
I crossed the room fast, slipped into the hallway and glanced about. Two barbarian guards lay dead in the hall. There was some blood but I wasn't looking to see how they had died. One had a knife still in the sheath. There were the sounds of running feet and shouts coming closer. Fast as I could, I snatched the knife and slipped back into my room. They would assume Sapphire had taken the knife, I was sure.
Now, where to hide it?
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The army was on the move.
I was out on the balcony. I'd got in the habit of going out there and the guards had gotten used to it. They still rushed out but not with the same air of expectation. It irritated them. It hurt but I didn't care anymore. They always waited till I went in, and I guess they went back to their other duties as soon as I was out of sight. Maybe just waiting for me to trigger the alarm, who knew? Who cared?
The sweat was evaporating in a cool breeze, chilling me. I was in hell. I needed a drink and there was none.
It had taken a while before I noticed the army. The guards were entertaining me well enough for a minute or so. Then I looked up to take in the view, and there they were, silent from this distance, slowly drifting away from me, thirty thousand or more men passing before the town. I looked to the right, found the head of the march after a moment. They were heading south, heading off to another battle. Heading for the Kingdom of Wherrel and whoever was coming north to meet them. I wondered what had happened to Orthand. Was he still alive? Was his army still in the field or had it been crushed already? Were his mages in captivity here? Or were they elsewhere? Or still fighting? I shrugged. It didn't matter to me right now and there was no sense speculating. I looked left.
For a second I didn't know what I was seeing; then I did. Another army was coming up behind them, easily as many men again. The north had risen. Who knew how far the unrest spread? There were more tribes to the east, and the kingdom of Rancik to the west. That kingdom had been free of our influence for the last century or so but we were on good terms as these things are measured. We had an ambassador there and they had one in the city. There was trading, peaceful borders. Our roads ran through their country and onward to others in the northwest. There were no problems, but I wondered if the Necromancers' ambitions of subversion ran so far that they had Turned the king, or his barons, to ferment civil war. Who knew what they were capable of?  
Sapphire had killed Alendi spies in our army. He knew of the Necromancers, or had rumors of their doings; I now believed that they had been Necromancer spies, Alendi under the influence of Kukran Epthel or his kind. And how many were there? I'd said nothing exists in a vacuum but still had no clue how many Necromancers there were. I guessed not so many. If you dilute your knowledge amongst too many there is bound to be dissent. They ruled by fear and intimidation. They did not need to be many. I shrugged it off; I doubted Kukran would tell me, even if I had the opportunity to ask. But the more I thought about it the more it made sense. Sometime I would have to cross the mountains and take a look about Battling Plain and track them down to the last man. If I could get out of here alive.
It was too cold to stay on the balcony. I was shivering, though I knew not all of that was due to the cold. I needed a drink like I had never needed anything in my life. I went back inside and paced the room.
I had taken to going outside several times a day and the guards hated me. Which was good.
I paced around the room, giving them enough time to relax, then went back through the ward. The pain was good. I liked it. It took my mind off the rest of it for a moment or two. I watched the guards stroll casually outside, less of them, and look up at me. I grinned. Shrugged. Looked at the view. Watched the army leave. At least we wouldn't have an army on our doorstep any more, leaving maybe only a thousand or two to worry about. Much better. I began to shiver uncontrollably. It would be impossible for me to express how desperately I wanted a drink. I would have killed for one.
I staggered back into the room and climbed in to the bed clumsily, wrapping myself in the eiderdown and shivering, suddenly drenched in sweat though I was freezing cold. I was going to crack, I knew it. Any time now. The next person who offered me a drink could have my soul. Everything had become disjointed. Time had stopped meaning anything to me. I knew that the shivers would stop, the sweat dry, the nausea would pass, I'd feel a little better, but it didn't matter, the moment stretched into an eternity of need.
It would never go away until I had a drink.
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I must have fallen asleep because I was suddenly back in the mist. It didn't happen every time, not by a wide margin, and I had begun to lose the ability to tell the difference between sleeping and waking. Unless I was here, in the mist that cleared to show me Jocasta, and my thoughts became more lucid.
“Where are we?”
“Empty warehouse,” she said succinctly. “There are plenty of them. You are going to be moved soon. The order came to prepare to move out.”
“Where to?”
“Meran hasn't been told, just to prepare. They will leave a small garrison here and move on but we don't know where yet. The army is already on the move. It could be any time.”
“Where are the others?”
“They are over there but you won't be able to see them. I'm not really here. I'm over there in the corner, lying on a cot. It's dusty and smelly and I don't like it very much, but there you are. We are working on your idea but there are problems. Illusory spell forms, that was clever. It took me a while to understand but then I got it when I understood why you had mentioned spirits. You can make a form and then change it and they can tell you what it will do.”
“That's it exactly! I think that what they do is just magic by another name. After all, what is magic?”
“It's a good question, one with many answers, depending on who you read or talk to. But I think you are right. There are problems, though.”
“Tell me.”
“Spirits are difficult to understand.” Her brow was wrinkled in thought.
“So Dubaku explained to me.”
“They are cooperating. Dubaku has good relationships with his ancestors. They all have a specialty they have developed to help him but I can't learn what they know, they have no way of showing me.”
“But you are making progress?”
“Yes, yes. It's just hard, and slow. I can't understand their explanations so I'm guessing all the time and they just say no, or yes, but yes isn't always right because if I check by asking the question a different way it's no. Then they explain and I don't understand. It's frustrating. It's not that I don't understand what they are saying but they mean something else and it's obvious that they do mean something else.”
I thought for a while and she let me. I was worried. I wondered if it wouldn't be better if she took this knowledge far away from here. If Kukran got hold of this idea he would abuse it ruthlessly. I already knew what he would do to a spirit to achieve his objective. If he started working on this he would make better progress. I said as much and she started to pace.
“You're right. It's dangerous. I don't think I could hold out under torture but he would have to ask me about it and he doesn't know what to ask. It's almost the same problem with the spirits. They don't understand why I don't understand. It's as though they have forgotten what it is like to be alive, forgotten our perceptions.” She laughed. “It would probably all be so simple to understand if I were dead.”
“Please don't say that.”
“Sorry. I'll try and stay alive. And free. I promise.”
I smiled for her. “And I will try and get free. I might need help though.”
“We are working on it. If they move you we will follow, at a distance.”
“Be careful.”
“And you. I mean...”
“I know what you mean, it's all right. That's a lie. Sorry. It's not all right. I'll be an addict for life even if I do get free. Sure you want to live with that? And the stone,” I touched my forehead. “I keep forgetting the stone. They'll find me.”
“Not if we kill them.”
I nodded, not thinking that I was endorsing a plan. “I need something to teach them. If I crack, I mean. When I crack.”
“I... here.” She hesitated for only a moment before a spell form appeared in the air between us. “An illusory spell form. Brilliant. Why didn't anyone think of it before?”
“Why did anyone not think of anything before?” I said as I studied the shape and movement of it.  
“Why not cast the spell several times to teach it? It's what we always did. It works. I only thought of it because, well because I wanted to be sure a spirit would be able to see it. I was just looking at things differently.”
The mists suddenly swirled round me and I was gone, back to dreams that didn't enchant me with their beauty.
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“Did you catch him?”
I couldn't muster much enthusiasm for the question. I didn't have much enthusiasm for anything. I recognized that I was depressed. Knowing what it was and why didn't help much. Just as I was sometimes restless, agitated, anxious, or suffered from insomnia; I knew why and that a shot or two of booze would fix it. That was the problem. Sometimes the sweating and tremors would make me think I was ill, sometimes I believed it, but I wasn't ill, I was in withdrawal, so I knew it wasn't true. Rationally I knew that they had somehow enhanced the effects; there was no way I had been drinking for long enough to cause this acute a reaction to the absence of alcohol. Enhancing something that's real already, one way or another, is the easiest kind of magic. I guessed they had enhanced the alcohol they had fed me to hasten the changes in my brain, making the withdrawal that much harder.
Larner didn't answer, he never did. But his silence was instructive; the dissatisfaction in it told me they had not. That must burn. I imagined Sapphire appearing from nowhere, killing one or two of them and fading back into the woodwork. He clearly had no intention of going anywhere, if that was the case. I tried to guess at the body count, at how close he had come to any serious targets. I also wondered at how he managed to do it, what his training was and where he came from. The basic question was; who was Sapphire? Who was he that he could wander around killing people at will and never get caught?
“Ready for a drink?”
I shook my head reflexively. It didn't mean no. It meant I don't care; I was too despairing and dispirited to answer.
He walked over to the bed where I was huddled in my misery. Popping the cap of the small flask, he held it out. Whiskey. The smell flooded my senses. I wanted it. There was no way I could survive without it. It would make all the bad things go away. I didn't reach for it but didn't resist when he touched it to my lip. He didn't say anything. If he had I might have been able to resist. But I had something to teach. One thing. And suddenly I had a plan. The plan is what tipped me over. I snatched the flask out of his hand and gulped.
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I would have to cast the spell. I had no idea what it did. But that didn't matter. If it was good, I would take advantage of it. If bad I would just change the spell form randomly on the second casting and see what happened.
I didn't say it was a great plan. Anything could happen with an untried spell form. It is what makes research such a dangerous and solitary practice. All habitual spell researchers kill themselves. It's just a matter of time. Sometimes they learn something useful first. Sometimes they remember to teach someone else what it is that they have learned.
“Feeling better?”
I was. I had drunk a couple of beers for breakfast. I'd even eaten something, though it was a chore and my stomach felt like a lead balloon afterward.
“Good,” Larner oozed, “Glad to hear it. This afternoon, you will begin teaching. I'll come and fetch you.”
I nodded acceptance. I had a plan. Everything would be fine. Or not. But it would be something other than this, and anything that wasn't this was good.
“You will see that the master is fair and just, Sumto. You won't regret serving him.”
I nodded easily and sipped my beer. The snuffling and growling of the dogs had faded slightly. “I don't.”
He nodded happily, headed for the door and opened it. On an impulse I asked him who I would be teaching.
He turned back, holding the door open. “Kukran Epthel, of course. There is no one else here who needs to learn.”
“But there are others?”
“Do you think he would be alone? Do you think his wisdom would have gone unnoticed? Of course there are others. He is one of many, though few have attained immortality. That learning is a rare privilege, rarely earned. There are a handful of others. He is not the oldest, but he is the best. Not the greatest, but the wisest. Anything else? Should I stay?” His voice had become animated, his eyes bright.  
I shook my head. No, I don't want you to stay. Go away Larner. Just go away.
He did and I spent a few brief moments thinking over what he had said. One of many; not the oldest, not the strongest. And there were more, not all like him, not walking corpses, but more Necromancers. Many more, by implication.
I turned away from the door just in time to see Sapphire drop to the balcony with a muffled thump, tuck into a roll and come to his feet inside the room, eyes alert, body taut and ready to move. He looked better than the last time I had seen him. No blood, no bleeding. The bruising on his face had subsided somewhat. His eyes were more widely opened, I noticed as the cold blue of them focused on me.

“Dammit you made me jump,” I hissed.
He smiled. “Sorry. Are you here?”
“Of course I'm here, are you blind?”
“Yes,” Dubaku said from just behind me.
I spun like a top. “What the hell... will you stop doing that both of you? Is there anyone else here?”
Sapphire snorted as he came by me. “Do you have it?”
“Yes.” Dubaku held out a shortsword, sheathed.
“Good.” Sapphire took it and tucked it into his belt. “This'll help.”
“What are you both doing here? And how did you get in?”
Dubaku shrugged his thin shoulders. “My ancestors helped me. And so did you; I couldn't get through the door the first three times but this time he stood and talked for a while. It helped. This is for you.”
I took the silver ring he held out to me. “What is it?”
“Put it on.”
I hesitated, pointed at the shortsword. “And what was that?”
“Mine,” Sapphire said succinctly.
I let it go. Doubtless Dubaku had stolen it, or reacquired it more accurately.
“How did you know Dubaku would be here?”
“Jocasta sends vivid dreams. We fixed the time last night. If that works you are leaving now. I'll make a diversion.”
“How have you managed to stay free so long? How many have you killed?”
“Twenty-three,” he grinned. “And I am way, way better than them at this. Better training. More practice. They're just barbarians. Nothing. You slip behind them and they think you have disappeared. Superstitious fools. If I am not under their noses, it's like I don't exist.”
It was the longest speech I'd ever heard him make. “Could you teach me?”
“Are you five years old?”
“No.”
“Training starts at five. No exceptions,” he grinned.
“You are enjoying this,” I accused him even as I admired him.
“Absolutely. Try the ring; it’s time to go.”
“No.”
He shrugged. “Ruins the plan to get you out if you don't leave.”
“They are taking me to Kukran Epthel this afternoon. I'm going to kill him.”
“I like your plan better. How?”
“I have a knife for that, for the rest I'm making it up as I go.”
His snort of humor was tinged with approval. “Spontaneity; confound the opposition with unexpected actions. Good. But we are allies. Tell us what you have in mind.”
“They want me to teach him. I'll try for as large a stone as I can get. I am planning to start with the spell Jocasta showed me, it may be enough, if not I will generate a random spell form and see what happens.”
He shrugged, glanced at Dubaku. “Do you know what he means?”
Dubaku nodded. “I've been learning about spell forms. A random form can have any effect, just as you might expect. Any effect at all. It is very dangerous thing to do.”
“Hmm. Risky. But if we all move at once it might work.” He shrugged. “Or not.”
“Keep Jocasta out of it.”
“Why?”
“I mean it. Look, if this goes sour, then I don't want her in his hands. She has too much knowledge and too much stone to risk him controlling her.” It was a blatant rationalization and I suspected they both knew it. Sapphire's next words confirmed it.
“If necessary I'll kill her to keep those weapons out of his hands,” he said, far too casually.
“No!”
“I was joking. But listen, we would have a better chance with her. Think about it. I'll be around.” He nodded to Dubaku and headed back out the window. He gripped the balcony, pulled himself over and disappeared from sight. I listened for a moment, heard a shout, and then others as he was spotted and the chase was on again. I shook my head in wonder. Twenty-three. Not for the first time I wondered where my father had found him and where he was from. Training begins at five, he had said; training to be an assassin? Where did they train assassins from age five? And what did they begin to teach them at that age?
“This is rash,” Dubaku said.
“Yes, but I am going to do it anyway.”
“A knife won't kill him.”
“I know. It was a joke; for Sapphire. I have another idea for that. I plan to set him on fire. I figure he is dry and will burn pretty good.”
“He will be guarded.”
“I know. I'll assess it when I see him.”
“We are not idle, Sumto. Things are happening. Sapphire is not alone in addressing the numbers of the enemy.”
“What are you doing?”
“Raising the populous. The army is gone. There is only a small garrison here. It might be wiser to wait.”
I shook my head. “I won't wait. I know my own limits. If I obey him it will get to be a habit. I think that is what happens to all of them, regardless of how he makes them obey him the first time. I've been thinking about it, pretending to be him. Working out what he thinks, how he thinks, what it would be like to be dead and yet alive, how he would 'feel' and what would amuse him. I think all the torture and trickery just amuses him and the secret is that he has a spell that reinforces obedience. He will order me to show him a spell today, not ask me. I know it.”
Dubaku was silent. “And if you obey once, will it be enough for him to own you?”
“I won't obey. I'll push power into an unknown spell form, knowing that whatever happens cannot yet be called a spell by any sane being. I won't cast a spell, I'll unleash chaos.”
After a moment he nodded. “Shankara.”
“What?”
A faint luminescence grew into the form of a tall woman who stood behind him and wrapped him in her arms, fading into nothing as she did so, and taking him with her.
After a moment I stirred back to life and went to the door. I waited to be sure he was ready and then opened it.
The guards became instantly alert. “What do you want?”
The door had not been locked once since I was put in the room. I hadn't found it odd at the time but why take the chance, I wondered? Part of a game? Or were they so sure that I could not get out? Over-confidence. They had been overconfident with Sapphire and that had cost them twenty-three men so far.
“What? Oh, food. I'm famished.”
“And some more beer, eh?” The other piped up.
“Yes. More beer. Good idea.”
“Shut the door. We'll see if it is possible.”
I nodded. “Right. Good.”
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I realized that I was still holding the gifted silver ring in my hand and wondered what it did. Without another thought I slipped it on. Nothing happened.
Well, that was unlikely. Jocasta was no fool. I looked at my hands and saw it after just a second, a tattoo on the back of my left hand, near the wrist. I pulled back my sleeve to reveal a brawnier arm than I now possessed. The tattoo ran up my arm. It was an illusion. A ring that made me look like... who? A barbarian soldier almost certainly. I looked at the ring. There was no stone. The only way to make such an item was to sacrifice a stone in the making, putting it into the metal. The ring would never do anything else but cast this illusion on the wearer. The cost was high. It might well be useful. If I caused enough chaos and yet had to flee this might make the difference.
Taking off the ring, I slipped it in my pocket and took a turn around the room, pacing. How much time? Too much. I didn't want to think. The plan, such as it was, was laid. This afternoon I would be brought into the presence of Kukran Epthel. If there were too many with him, I would have to change my plan, if few enough I would act. He would command me to show him a spell, and with the sorcerers' loupe in his eye socket he would watch. I would need stone to do the casting. I would use the form Jocasta had shown me as a base, change it and cast randomly, and as strongly as the stone allowed. It would achieve something, if not something good enough then I would change it again and cast again. Anything could happen. But one way or another I would end this today. I couldn't stand it anymore, and perhaps it was as simple as that. I had hit my limit and it was time to end it.
Stepping through the ward made me wince, but I had become accustomed to the pain. Fewer guards responded to the alarm than ever, and with less enthusiasm. They watched me. I watched them. It would have been simpler to put me in a room without windows; to lock the door. But that had not happened. Something about that bothered me and I worried at it until I saw that Kukran Epthel would not change the terms of the game once they were set. I remembered the nameless girl who had tried to catch me in her fantasy; the door had been unlocked then. The guards outside guarding me in that fantasy, not keeping me from escaping. The orders had been given to set the fantasy and they had not changed. No one had changed them. Kukran Epthel was guilty of rigid thinking. Perhaps, I thought, it is a price paid for his existence. An inability to change his mind, to issue new orders when the situation changed. And underlings tend to mimic the thinking of their master. Inertia, coupled with the tendency to forget that the routine itself is not the purpose.
Thoughtfully, I wondered back into the room. Could I use this to my advantage? What decisions had been made that he would not think to change? The room I was in, the unlocked door, what else did I know? I thought about the audience chamber, remembering details. Imagining myself there again, trying to recall every detail. Two guards on the door. Were there two guards on every door, no matter the circumstances? It didn't matter now, but yes, there were two guards at the door of the audience chamber. The undead that he kept with him or who were always there, waiting. Did he go anywhere, do anything, without strong motive? His body was dead; it had no needs to be fulfilled. Did he lack purpose? Was inertia part of his nature? Probably. Yes. That fit. It made sense; he needed no exercise, no food or drink. He need not move or act to fulfill the desires of his body as he had none. If that seeped into his thinking then he would be slow to react to anything new. His servants would be the same. All of a sudden it made sense that Sapphire had been able to roam freely, killing as he willed and disappearing and never being tracked down. What was it Sapphire had said? 'If I am not under their noses it's like I don't exist.' The barbarians had lost the ability to respond to change, the culture of inertia seeping into their thinking. They did not band and perform methodical searches in numbers sufficient to deal with the problem. They reacted sluggishly, a stirred nest, then returned to routine as soon as the immediate threat was gone. The new servants, the mages and healers, they were not so moribund in their thinking. Larner had put the ward at the balcony, embedded the stone in my skull, created his monstrous dogs to hunt me should I escape. Ferrian had thought to wonder how I had been found and sought until he found an answer – the attuning of my stone and that of Jocasta. These were more dynamic minds, not yet steeped in the culture of obedience and inertia. If I was right, Larner would come to fetch me into the presence of the lich, who would still be in the audience room where I had encountered him before. My two doorkeepers would come with us. If I was right there would be two guards on the door outside. The undead would be there, but no one else. Their presence was enough to intimidate. Larner, two guards inside, two outside, and the undead. Plus whatever spirits Kukran Epthel could summon to his aid. And, of course, whatever he had learned from the battle mages in the meantime.
My short list of enemies suddenly seemed impossibly long. Four guards, eight undead, one battle mage and Kukran Epthel himself.
Set patterns, inertia, slow to react. To deal with that, do what? Sow the seeds of chaos? How did it advantage me to let them set the pace, to work within the rigid framework Kukran Epthel had set? How had Sapphire put it? 'Spontaneity. Confound the opposition with unexpected actions.' Suddenly I laughed. What was I waiting for? Why was I letting them dictate the pace?
I fished out my knife from its hiding place. The stone set in my forehead wasn't much, enough for cantrips and little more. But Larner had fixed a weapon in my head and it might be enough.
Time to act. Chaotically, randomly, spontaneously, to be everything that Kukran could not be. Time to be alive. Time to be creative.
I was done with waiting..
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“Where's my drink?!” I bellowed the question as I strode boldly across the corridor and came nose to nose with a surprised guard. His arms rose instinctively to push me away and I slipped my knife hand around under his elbow and jerked it hard toward my own chest. It sank deep and must have hit a kidney as he didn't make a sound, eyes widened, face shocked, breath stilled. Not a sound came out of him, his body gone rigid as every muscle contracted, back arched slightly. I let go the knife and dropped my hand to the hilt of his sword, stepping back and pulling it clear.
His partner had not been completely taken by surprise. “What the..” he had started to say, shutting up when he saw his soon-to-be-dead companion's reaction. He knew what a killing thrust looked like and was pulling his own sword free at the same time as my stolen blade cleared.
Cantrips are useless but if your beard suddenly ignites it can be a bit distracting. An all over body flinch was enough of a reaction to allow me to stab him in the throat, knocking the emerging shout of surprise right out of him.
And there I was. A man alone in hostile surroundings, somewhat tipsy, with a sword in his hand, looking up and down the corridor and knowing that he was absolutely doing the right thing. As long as I kept moving, kept sowing the seeds of chaos, kept the enemy reacting to my actions, everything would pan out. Or not, as Sapphire had said. For the second time I had an insight into his thinking and grinned happily as I strode boldly down the corridor looking for someone to make react to me. Just like pain, winning doesn't matter. Just as life is pain, so too is life action.
So act!
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Larner couldn't have been more surprised when I took his hand off.
I had reacted instinctively and so had he. My instinct just had a better result than his.
At the end of the hall I had opened the door and stepped through without pause, my reactions on a hair trigger. Larner had his hands full, a plate of bacon and eggs in one hand and a jug of beer in the other. He'd dropped the plate as I swung at him and instinctively raised his arm to ward off the blow, crying out in surprise as he did so. By pure chance the edge of the sword had struck his wrist and neatly taken off his hand. A glint of azure flashed from the stone he no longer, strictly speaking, wore. I ran him through, feeling partly guilty and partly angry with myself for feeling that way. He was my enemy and had no right to my sympathy.
Engrossed in the ugly task of snatching the blade free of his gut, trying not to be too aware of his face as I did it, I was still aware of a shout of alarm. I didn't imagine I would go unnoticed and so was not in any way surprised. I had decided not to react to the enemy, but to make them react to me. I acted on pure instinct with no rigid plan, intent on fluidity to counter their inertia.
I snatched up Larner's severed hand and ran, picking a direction at random. There were stairs so I took them. Booted feet hammered on the marble floor as two barbarians gave chase. They had cried out an alarm, but were not where I was or where I was heading. Anyone with a weapon who heard the alarm would move in the direction it had come from. But I wasn't there anymore. I was on the move. If I could shake them, lose them, then I would be free to act as I wished.
I glanced at the hand I held, briefly assessing the azure stone set in a gold ring that still graced the index finger. Maybe six carats. Enough candlepower to cast the spell Jocasta had taught me with some strength. All to the good. We would see. Make no plans. Be creative.
At the top of the stairs was a landing. There were men on the stairs behind me so I didn't pause for more than a glance left and right, then dropped my sword, pulled the ring from the finger, turned, attuned it, pointed the stone and let loose with whatever it was Jocasta had given me. A great gush of boiling oil spewed from the ring and drenched their upper bodies, as though I had thrown a bucket of the stuff from the head of the stair.  
Shocked and disgusted, thrilled with fear and horror at their fate, I kept enough presence of mind despite their incoherent screaming, to slip the ring on my finger, grab my sword and end their pain. It was an ugly business and I tried to hold thought at bay as their bodies slid gracelessly down the stairs. I turned my back on them and moved.
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In the heat of battle I had killed my first man, followed by many others. I had not counted. I had not thought. And the memories had never fully come back to me. I had not tried to remember, in all honesty. I don't like to think of myself as a man who kills people.
This was different. I was near as dammit sober. The memory of the two men covered in boiling oil and screaming, part in excruciating pain and part in unbelieving horror, tried to fill my mind and hold my attention. I couldn't let it but the memory was a distraction, flashing in to my mind's eye at every pause in thought.
Keep moving, I admonished myself. Don't stop to think. Be creative. I opened the next door I came to and stepped inside. The shutters were open, light streaming into the room. A naked man lay on the bed, asleep, the covers on the floor in a heap. I paced across the room and killed him. He didn't even wake. One less enemy is one less enemy, I thought. Glancing around I picked out a couple of items that might be useful. He had been a barbarian soldier and had weapons and armor to hand. The only thing that fit me was a belt. I accessed his sword and decided it was as good as mine and came with the advantage of a scabbard. It was the work of moments to buckle the belt, discarding the bloody blade. I would keep the new one. I checked his clothes and found a few coins. They were mine now, if I ever needed them.
Now what? The ring. I smiled ruefully. The illusion ring that Jocasta had made for me; I took it from my pocket and slipped it on. There. Now I was someone else to the world and could move freely.
Time to go. Back the way I came? Don't think, I admonished myself. Act!
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There was a lot of noise ahead of me but I didn't pause, instead I hurried up. Grinning, I brought a few words of Gedurian to mind, using the Alendi dialect that Meran had taught me. By the time I was back at the head of the stairs, with several barbarians in sight, I was practically thinking in the language.
Two men were at the top of the stairs, looking down. One glanced my way for just a moment before looking back.
“What happens?” I demanded.
He looked my way again and gestured that I look. “The demon cooked himself dinner.”
Steaming gently, covered in oil, stinking of cooked flesh, skin red where it wasn't cracked and oozing or covered in blood from the thrusts of my sword, lay the two men I had doused in hot oil. I snorted in disgust. “Didn't stay to eat though.”
The two gave uneasy snorting laughs. At the bottom of the stairs another barbarian was looking up. “Want to help us move them?” Behind him half a dozen men were in the hall, milling nervously. If there had been less I would have shoved these two down the stairs and gone on from there, but ten seemed more than I could take.
“You got plenty of help.”
I was about to move away and find easier prey when Sapphire struck in the hall below. I saw him moving, calm and deadly, short blade flashing in a killing stroke, the mortally injured man grunting even as Sapphire moved on. Two were down before anyone noticed he was there and I twitched out of my reverie, stepped around behind them and shoved my two companions down the stairs. Why had I hesitated? The time for acquiring facts was over; the time to think was past. Now was the time to act, I berated myself. So act.
Sliding my new sword out of its scabbard I descended the stairs, lopping the arm from the first man I reached; he had caught the banister, arrested his fall and got to his feet just as I struck. Kicking him away so that he fell before me, I carried on down. As chance would have it the second had fallen into the roasted bodies of his dead compatriots, and filled with disgust at their touch had stood, his back to the top of the stairs, only to be struck from his feet by his falling companion, blood spraying from the stump of his arm in measured steady arcs.
Measured and steady, that was the way Sapphire moved, calm and calculating, aware of everything around him and moving in complete control of the situation, as though he knew what everyone was going to do. The calm concentration he displayed on his face told the story clear. He was in complete control of himself, doing what needed to be done in the simplest most expedient fashion he knew. He could have been digging a ditch, I thought, and tried to adopt his attitude as I moved to dispatch the two tangled men; they were panicked, defensive, trying to get clear, even the one who was surely bleeding to death. By the time I got to the bottom of the stairs there was nothing more to do. Sapphire looked all about, never still but showing no sign of urgency.
“What happened to the plan?”
“I changed my mind. Confound the enemy with chaos and disorder.” I said.
He nodded. “Down.”
I ducked into a squat before I could stop myself and he smiled at me. “Don't lose that attitude,” he said.
“Down it is. Head for the throne room.”
“Eleven less?” He was doing a quick head count.
“Fourteen,” I told him.
“Good,” he walked away, making for the head of the stairs down to the next level.
As I followed I ran through the route to the audience chamber in my mind. Where Kukran Epthel doubtless awaited us, ready or unprepared made no difference to me at the moment. It wasn't so far and I knew the way.  
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It is strange how people react. We entered the public rooms of the building having had only one other encounter that took no time at all. Here the common people were about their business, waiting to see those who would decide their fate, no matter what reason had brought them here. They stood in small groups or alone, a magistrate or two moved among them, questioning and directing them; the normal day to day business of any administrative building. They totally ignored us; not that they didn't see, or turn their heads to follow our movement, not that they were unaware, it's just that they didn't do anything. One or two, I noted, began moving away. Others looked round hurriedly for guidance or for someone else to act. One or two ran. There were those who tugged a neighbor's sleeve and pointed us out. But the rest just watched us pass. Not my business, they seemed to be thinking, not my problem. They moved away where we passed too close but otherwise seemed like sheep watching a sheepdog; fascinated but not feeling the need to react just yet.
The drawing of steel and a cry to halt came from behind me; I turned and looked, saw he was not close enough to be a threat and moved on. I felt like Sapphire's shadow, going to do what needed doing or die doing it. The same voice gave an alert and then the sound of running footsteps as he came after us. I turned, generated Jocasta's spell form and covered him in burning oil. The screams made people act; they screamed and ran in all directions, petitioners and administrators alike. They all ran away from us in an expanding circle and we ignored them in our turn and moved on, fast but not panicked; purposeful.
The alarm was spreading, being returned all around us, more from outside in the courtyard than inside the building. It wouldn't be long before we had problems. The carpeted corridor ahead of us lead to the audience chamber that Kukran Epthel used and we moved down it fast, heading for the two guards who stood outside the door that was our target.
Sapphire moved as though he knew what each man was going to do before he did it. Down to one knee and thrust to the groin, weapon clear and up and moving past the dying man before he had finished falling to his knees. Duck under a wild swing, turning on one heel and sword up under the ribs of the second, twist and tug free as the man hunched over the fatal wound. A look behind us and then turn and continue. I didn't glance back. He knew what was behind me and so did I. I could hear them coming, feet pounding on marble. Suddenly muted by carpet, the enemy pounded on toward us and I turned and raised the stone to spray hot death once more. It didn't happen. Gatren was among them, and had countered my spell. Behind him and around him were half a dozen men and more in the chamber behind.
Meran was among them.
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We never made it to the door; the barbarians were coming too fast and we had to stop and fight as they reached us. Meran took two from behind and then it became chaotic.
Meran fought like a barbarian. Posing, shouting, intimidating. He was one of them and it showed. He needed to work himself up to attack and so did they. By comparison Sapphire was just killing people. It was what he was doing and nothing else. A barbarian shouted and lunged and Sapphire killed him. Another screamed and charged and died. There was no emotion in Sapphire as he fought. He was aware, each movement sure and controlled, every action certain. His face was expressionless, focused, concentrating on the job in hand. And me; I was fighting for my life and analyzing the difference between my companions. Insanity comes in many forms.
Gatren was an additional concern. He was trying to cast and I had to counter him, even though I had no idea what spells he might have learned; I knew for sure I didn't want to find out right now. His problem was his own men and the chaos of the fray. Mine was that I had to watch him and defend myself at the same time. A gap would open and he would stab out with his fist clenched. I would do the same, countering whatever ugly spell he was attempting. The numbers of his own allies hindered him; they were intent on us and not thinking to get out of his way so he could cast clean. His attention was focused on me, the inhibitor of his magic. And I was focused on him for the same reason. I could not spray hot oil everywhere while he was countering my spells and he could not do whatever he was doing while I was countering his. Meanwhile his men were dying.
I blocked a blow with my blade and stepped in with a short chop to the throat which ended in his eyes as he ducked in turn. Stepping aside I countered Gatren's spell and then thrust my blade into the staggering barbarian's floating ribs, leaping back as his fellow stop-thrust for my chest. Sapphire continued to move through them calmly, each blow deadly, constantly moving, totally aware and focused on what he was doing and oddly calm as he killed and maimed. We were winning, and then something hit me a blow to the back of the head and I was suddenly on my hands and knees staring dully at the carpet. I moved, unthinking, half falling to my left, weight on one hip, legs tucked up and slashed wildly at whatever hit me. The blade made no contact and the world spun around me. I think I must have been struck again but I have no recollection of that.
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The wrinkled face of Lentro swam before my eyes.
That seemed both odd and normal at the same time, yet I couldn't think why it should seem either one. I took a deep breath and moved slightly. Nothing seemed to hurt, which was a blessing.
I sat up with a jerk, causing Lentro to start. He leaped to his feet and moved away. Behind him I could see the throne of Kukran Epthel, the cadaver himself sitting upon it, watching me. I ignored him and looked round. The audience chamber was as I remembered it. I didn't count the zombies, but noted the addition of six guards who lined the back wall either side of the throne. They were brawny, competent looking men in mail armor that I recognized as having been looted off our noble dead. One wore mine, including the belt that made his form shimmer slightly. My swords were at his belt, his hand resting idly on the longer blade. I turned my head further. Sapphire was bound hand and foot, yet managed to look relaxed, sitting nearby and looking at me. The smile was gone from his face; his expression was neutral and his eyes as cold as ever.
“What happened?”
“We failed,” he said.
Beyond him I could see Meran. Like me he was not bound. He stood glaring about, clenching and unclenching his hands. He locked eyes with me and raised an eyebrow. I shook my head and climbed to my feet.
Lentro moved further away. I checked my fingers and found they were bare of rings, my tattoo had gone and my hands were my own.
“Sumto, I thought you had decided to obey me.”
“You were wrong,” I said mildly. My heart hammered in my chest as I wondered what further outrages they would now heap upon me. Living death? I looked at the eight zombies that lined the walls, noting this time the wealthy dress style of Gerrian chieftains. Those who had not accepted his incitement to rise against us, no doubt. No wonder their people had capitulated; suddenly led by whichever man had been chosen to take the position made so drastically vacant.  
“In the long run I am never wrong. I can wait. You will serve me. They all do in the end, one way or another.
“All slaves together? I don't think so.”
“Those who obey me are not called slaves.”
“Called slaves or not, everyone who obeys you is a slave so long as you wear the last king's amulet.” I had finally remembered where I had seen the symbol of the amulet he wore. In a book, of course, a history of our own people, telling the story of the last true king. The last king of the city had had it made, soaking a stone into its metal to fuel the power that it embodied. Obedience, it demanded. It murmured the concept unceasingly, day and night to all who saw it; 'obey me.'
He locked his dull dead gaze on mine and said nothing.
Lentro looked round, taking in the amulet and frowning slightly. His eyes narrowed as he craned slightly forward the better to see.
“Don't you recognize it, Lentro? Our ancestors killed him for making it. As soon as they saw its properties in action and knew it for what it was they resisted and slew him. He was the last true king of the city and now we have none, save in name to honor better men.”
“Be quiet,” Kukran spoke in the same unmoved tones, not raising his voice one iota, but I recognized his unease.
“Why? Were it not true you would not fear it said. Where did you come by it? The histories say it was destroyed but I guess the histories lie. Histories are always dubious, written by the victor. Did you know that we have a practice of inviting parallel works from the vanquished? We keep them in the public libraries where everyone can read them. Don't we, Lentro?”
“Yes,” he answered, his attention still focused on the amulet.
A small black-skinned figure appeared behind Sapphire and cut his bonds. Taking the knife and moving as though he had all the time in world, Sapphire brought his arms forward, the small knife in one hand and cut viciously at the ropes that bound his ankles. Swords rang from their sheaths at once and a voice I recognized said a word I did not. “Bogani'iodya,” it could have been. Dubaku was pointing at Kukran Epthel. I stood frozen for a moment, aware and ready to move but not yet committed.
Kukran Epthel did not seem surprised. “Will you never give up?” he asked, and raised one weary hand holding the ten carat stone. The spirit Dubaku had called manifested and wrapped itself around him, instantly he burst into flames. “What?” He looked at his hands and arms, calmly. “Douse me,” he said as he turned to the frozen guard to his left. “Bring a tapestry and smother the flames.” The guard sprang to obey after only a moment's shocked hesitation.
Sapphire was on his feet and moving, taking advantage of the momentary distraction that had held the guards in thrall. They moved to meet him but it was already too late for the first whose initial step was his last. Sapphire's knife slashed across his throat so deep I thought I saw a flash of bone before the blood gushed out of the wound. Spinning away, the dead guard's sword now in his hand, Sapphire attacked his next target calmly. It was only then that I moved, unarmed as I was, heading after the guard who was intent on bringing down a tapestry. I tackled him from behind, hitting him hard so that we bounced off the wall together and fell to the ground.
A thunderous concussion shook the room but no one seemed to react to it and I certainly didn't have time.
“Douse me!” Kukran Epthel commanded again. “You,” I had no idea who he meant and cared less. The barbarian I grappled was turning in my grip despite the fact that I had my arm across his throat and was trying desperately to make my fist meet my own shoulder as I attempted to choke the life out of him. He was stronger than me. It was that simple. With my left hand I sought a weapon, scrabbling about his waist as I quested for a knife but he had me there too, one big hand gripping my wrist and pushing my hand away. I'd locked my legs about him, my ankles crossed and his right arm trapped beneath my leg. At least he couldn't get to a weapon himself. He got his elbow on the ground for leverage and started to sit up, taking me with him.
Light streamed suddenly into the room as one of the drapes was ripped bodily from the wall. At that moment a thin black skinned fist and arm nipped around me, the fist held a small knife that glinted with wicked sharpness as it moved. The barbarian I was desperately resisting stiffened and arched his back, then twitched and writhed in my arms. Dubaku flitted away as I pushed my burden off me, glancing around to see what might threaten, even as I dragged his sword free of its sheath.
Another mighty concussion shook the building. I ignored it as best I could. It wasn't in the room with me.
“All of you, kill them!” Kukran Epthel cried. He had finally risen to his feet and begun to move across the room, purposefully heading to the windows where one of the eight zombies stood holding a heavy drape in both hands. It was shuffling backwards, dragging it across the floor as its master came to meet it. It had not reacted immediately, I noted. Resistance to the command or simply a consequence of its nature? I shelved the thought as I continued to glance around the room, taking in the details that would dictate my next actions.
Sapphire seemed briefly held at bay by the three hulking guards, but one went down even in that brief glance and I stopped worrying about him, my gaze continuing to traverse the room. The doors had been flung open and in the center of the room Meran faced a guard; the other who had been standing outside lay writhing nearby.
I came to my feet, gaze flitting back past Sapphire and his two opponents. I met Lentro's eyes for a moment. They were wide and horrified. I had no time for that. He knew what had been done to his mind and I knew that he knew. Kukran Epthel wore the last King's Amulet. No matter what happened here I knew Lentro would spread the word amongst those of us who had survived. Even if we died here, Kukran Epthel would fall at their hands. We do not suffer a tyrant to live, and only a tyrant would use such a tool as the amulet.
Kukran Epthel had taken the drape and enfolded himself in it. The stink of smoke had filled the room unnoticed. I made a decision and moved. Fast but controlled, I crossed the room to Kukran. He clearly reasoned the fire was out and was slowly and clumsily trying to work his way free of the enshrouding drapery. I moved with controlled energy, emulating Sapphire. His hands found the edge of the drape and pushed it up. The drape was large and heavy; he adjusted and pushed upward again. I picked my moment, stepped and chopped hard at his wrist. The burned hand sprang free and spun through the air. I followed it. There was no sense hacking at a corpse and the undead had begun to move. The hand landed by the window and I was aware as I snatched it up that the courtyard below was a maelstrom of activity. Snagging the desiccated hand I looked down, stepped up and taking in the chaos outside in a glance, still moving forward. Hundreds of citizens of the town had taken up arms and stormed the building, overwhelming the barbarians who opposed them.
“Out!” I shouted the word only once, sure that what I did next would attract attention even if my shout did not.  
Still moving, body tensed, I hurled myself at the window. It shattered and I fell.
I hoped, in the brief moment I had free, that none of the shards of glass was so big as to impale me when I landed. Glass fell with me and I twisted in the air, trying to land on my feet. It was not a long drop, less than twelve feet, but it still knocked the wind out of me when I hit the hard paves, glass raining down with me. I rolled at once to my feet, slightly doubled over as I struggled to breathe. It wasn't happening. I was cut but nothing hurt too badly. There was some pain and I saw one fair sized shard sticking out of my arm. I would have yanked it free but I had a sword in one hand and a hand in the other. I cursed myself, still heaving for air, when I realized that I had jumped through the window with a sword in my hand, sharp as glass and far more deadly. Moving slowly, I crabbed away, turning round once as I did so and straightening painfully. Several townsmen were moving toward me, holding a variety of weapons. I held up the desiccated hand and croaked something that sounded like nothing but was intended, for some reason, to be “It's me,” as though they would know who I was. I dropped the sword and they hesitated. Good enough. Unceremoniously I ripped the ten carat ring off the dry finger and pushed it home on mine. Touching the stone I quickly harmonized with it. Now it was mine and I felt on firmer ground. Also, I was getting my wind back.
Covered in blood, Sapphire landed between me and my hostile allies, rolled effortlessly and came to his feet. He was covered in blood and I saw it pulsing from a wound in his arm. Taken aback, the townsmen froze and now I could talk.
“I am Sumto Merian Ichatha Cerulian, patron of the city! This is my servant, Sapphire. Now dress his wound!” So saying I turned away with all the inborn arrogance of my kind and looked up at the broken window. Meran had his back to the window and was swinging his blade this way and that with silent desperation. “Jump, dammit!” I commanded him and he obeyed, stepping backward and launching himself awkwardly into space. He landed badly and I heard something break. I helped him to his feet. He nodded and grimaced with the pain, keeping one foot off the ground. “Leg,” he said, succinctly.
“Pity we should run then, isn't it?” I looked up, picking men from the crowd. “You and you, carry him out of here!”
I turned again and came face to face with Sapphire, tying off a tight binding to stop the blood flowing. He wasn't paying any attention to that though, his eyes locked on mine as cold as ever I had seen them. “Look, I like you, so I'm not going to kill you, but don't ever call me your servant again, okay?”
I nodded once. It was a fact he was stating, nothing more or less, and so deserved to be acknowledged as such.
“Jocasta.” It didn't exactly follow his train of thought but he accepted it. “She must be inside.”
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The courtyard was filled with milling townsmen, upwards of three hundred of them, some wounded and some tending the wounded; others looting bodies and many carrying booty out of the buildings that surrounded the courtyard on three sides. Two areas were little more than rubble and I guessed that the massive concussions I had heard from inside the audience chamber were responsible. Jocasta must have taken them down. There were also two archways that led elsewhere; I didn't waste much time on them as I dodged my way through the throng, Sapphire with me.
We moved as fast as we could; no one got in our way but most were about their own tasks and unaware of us unless we actually barged into them or passed so close in front of them that they reacted. Most moved fast and away from us when they saw us coming. I guess we looked like we meant business.
Just as we hit the bottom of the steps, Jocasta and Dubaku appeared at the top. She stumbled but didn't fall, looking straight at me as she came forward, her expression puzzled. “No,” I used the word as flat denial of what I knew was true. Something had hit her, just at the moment she walked through the doorway. She began to fall. I bounded up the steps, putting everything I had into the effort but I was way too far away and far too slow. She fell to her knees, catching herself with her hands out in front of her, hair spreading like a mask over her face. Something small and black seemed to be resting on her back, stark against the cream colored cloth of the shirt she wore and I knew it was a crossbow flight, I knew it long before I was close enough to see it clearly. “No.”
Dubaku was at her side, one hand stark black against the cream shirt as he gripped her arm. He saw the bolt; looked back through the doorway, pointed with his other hand and said something low and intense that I didn't catch. I was only peripherally aware of him. All my attention was on Jocasta and the tufted end of the quarrel sticking out of her back. I fell to my knees on the steps before her, pushed back her hair tenderly and gently lifted her head so that I could see her eyes; they were dull and unaware. I glanced up and met Dubaku's gaze, expressionless as always. “Help her,” I begged him.
“The arrow has to come out. The lady cannot heal around it.”
I looked back at the tuft of the quarrel, all that was showing. Imagined gripping it, which would be hard enough, and pulling it out; imagined the damage it would do to her and shook my head. It would kill her for sure and I said so.
“Then she will die, Sumto. The lady cannot heal around it, and even then she may die. The lady's powers are limited.” I knew why he didn't use the lady's name; to name her was to call her. “And she may not come. Sometimes they do not answer.”
“Sumto,” Sapphire was suddenly kneeling at my side, or maybe I just became aware of him when he spoke. I looked at him, followed his jerked gaze back into the building. There was no one in sight; no one living. But in the distance I could hear sounds of conflict, and they were getting louder. I shook my head.
“Listen,” he hissed, turning his head. I did, and I heard it. From the city, a roar of voices raised in anger. “It isn't over. We should go. All we can do here we have done.”
“What? And leave her?”
“No. But what must be done must be done.” Slowly, as though afraid of startling me, he reached out and with extreme care gripped the end of the quarrel. “I can pull it free very fast.” he looked up and met Dubaku's eyes. “Are you ready?”
“No!” I reared slightly and reached for his arm. Jocasta was beginning to pant, her body trembling in shock. I could smell fresh urine. She was dying, was seconds away from dying.
“Don't touch me, you will hurt her. There is no choice, Sumto, and no time to pretend there might be one. We do this now or she dies. If we don't do this now she dies.”
I nodded once, a spastic jerk that took every ounce of control I had.
“Ready?”
“Ichalda, t'k'la,” he said. “Now.”
Sapphire moved. Jocasta cried out. And Ichalda answered her cry with the embrace of a mother comforting her child.
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I carried her through the crowds myself. I got as far as the gate before I had to pass her to Sapphire. I'd lost count of how long it had been since the abuse to my body had started; too long to leave much strength in it. I didn't want to do it, but I couldn't carry her any longer. My arms were covered in blood and I let them drop to my sides, holding Sapphire's cold eyes with my own. He nodded gravely, accepting my burden.
They followed my lead, away, out of the courtyard. I didn't care about what lay behind me anymore. Lentro and the rest could do that work. Lentro knew that he served a lie, obeyed fool's orders because of a bauble. He would fight it now; and the rest would fight it. And if they won that fight then Kukran Epthel was finished. One of them would burn him better than Dubaku had. But win or lose they would have to do it without me. I was spent. And I didn't care anymore.
Outside the gate I looked around. There were people hurrying in every direction, most with an objective in mind but only a few in coordinated groups. It was chaos and I wanted none of it.
I found Meran sitting up in a two-wheeled donkey cart amongst a small sea of wounded men tended by their women. His leg was splinted. He looked pale and drawn. A broken leg will do that to you. I was ruined, he had a broken leg, Sapphire had taken a wound in the arm and Jocasta might not live. Of the four of us only Dubaku was unharmed.
I passed Meran with a nod, leaned into the cart and released the brake, then walked to the donkey and grabbing its halter, pulling steadily. It resisted me for a moment and then began to walk with us. I didn't know where we were going and said so.
“Follow me,” Dubaku said.
“Good enough,” I told him.
It took an age to get where we were going.
The warehouse was as Jocasta had described it, dusty and smelling of damp. Along the back wall there were three makeshift pallets. Spread unevenly about that corner were crates of all sizes.
“She can't stay here,” I said almost as soon as we were through the door.
“The wound is closed,” Dubaku told me. “She will take no infection.”
I was too tired to argue and after a moment Sapphire laid her down on one of the pallets and covered her in blankets.
Swaying on my feet, I watched. “They can find me, and I'm not convinced they will not try. And if they let those dogs loose...” I trailed off. I could hear them, barking wildly, pausing, barking again. Then, tired as I was, I forced myself to say it. “I can't stay here. Give me a minute. I need to think.” I sat down on an empty crate, leaned back against the wall, and instantly fell asleep.
 
 #
 
“What happened?” I asked Dubaku.
He knew what I meant. “My bones are too old to jump out of windows. I met her on the way out, told her you were clear and free. It was all she cared about. We left. The fighting wasn't over but there was no enemy close to us. I didn't look back, which I regret. It was a man we knew, one of yours. Gatren, I believe he was called. He is dead now.”
It was the longest speech I had heard him make.
If Jocasta had not come in after us, would it have changed anything? I shied away from the thought. Deal with the facts, I admonished myself. The facts will tell you all you need to know, there is no sense making up fantasy options that did not happen and projecting them into futures that will not be.
“What does t'k'la mean?” Ichalda was a name, but t'k'la was language.
“It means please,” he said.
I nodded. I'd guessed as much. If we met again, I wanted to learn more of his language. Maybe, if I lived, I would one day travel in the south. It might be useful. Always thinking; the thought was a rebuke. I should have thought better, acted more rationally. If I had followed the original battle plan, that of my own forming, none of this would have happened.
Her face was pale. There had been a lot of blood. I couldn't guess if she would live. We didn't know. The spirit Ichalda had done what she could. The wound was closed, the bleeding stopped. Of the damage that had been done inside her, who knew? I could not stay and find out. I had to go, for two good reasons. First, because I needed a drink and second because I didn't trust that the Turned would do well, that they would not come after me; and then there were the dogs. I winced as I imagined them coming here, and what they would do to us. I could hear them, snuffling and growling.
“I have to go.” I explained. I gave the second reason, not the first.
Without saying a word, Sapphire got up and walked out of the lamplight.
“I will stay with her,” Dubaku said.
“And you,” I smiled as Meran struggled to sit up, “are not going anywhere until that heals.”
He glared at his broken leg. “True. Where will you go? What do you plan?”
“I won't do more here. What I can do is done. Kukran has enemies in his own camp now. We don't know if the townsmen are determined enough to finish the job but I doubt it. Did we hear celebrations going on into the night?” No one answered. It was dawn and quiet. Not a good sign. “So they were thrown back by what troops remained in the town and by Kukran and whatever forces remained close by him.” I was guessing, but I knew I was right. The rising had failed overall. There would be consequences. “We will see.”
“Sapphire went out in the night,” Meran told me. “You're right. He told us there was still some sporadic fighting going on in the town. He said it was all but over; the enemy have control but far from complete control. Where will you go?” He asked again.
“North.” I didn't want to leave her, but I couldn't risk bringing the enemy here. They could still find me by the stone in my forehead. And so could the dogs. I could hear them snarling and growling and snuffling. I would not bring them here, so I must go elsewhere. “Keep her safe. Do what you can.”
Sapphire returned from the shadows; he had a large pack on his back and was buttoning up a long coat under which he wore chain mail, I saw it under the top buttons as he closed them. I had lost my good swords and my armor. I glanced at the ring on my finger, but I still had a ten carat stone worth a small fortune. That and a stolen sword were my only assets. He tossed me a cloak. “Cover the sword,” he said succinctly.
“You should stay here,” I told him.
“I have instructions.”
I'd forgotten. I got to my feet, swaying slightly. “What are they?”
“You need food,” Sapphire said, ignoring my question.
And I needed a drink. “I have some money.”
“Prices are high.”
“Wars do that.”
We headed for the door. Once there I glanced back at the small oasis of yellow light. I hoped Jocasta would live, that Dubaku would look after her. But there was nothing that I could do to protect her. I would only risk bringing death here if I stayed. The two of us could not realistically attack the enemy again. No ruse would be adequate to that impossible task. If, as I was certain was the case, the rising had been put down, we would find no allies here. Let it run its course; let Lentro speak with the others of the last King's Amulet and raise their righteous indignation. They would destroy him; Larner could, Hettar could. Let them take responsibility for that task. I was done here; time to go.
The street outside was empty, the paves damp from what must have been a light rain. There was a wall of another warehouse opposite, blocking our view. To right and left the street was deserted. The town was quiet.
I turned to my left and we walked, footsteps loud in the eerie silence of dawn. The smell of smoke hung in the air. At a crossroad I looked around. There was a fire burning brightly in the north. That was bad. I imagined the fire spreading out of control, sweeping through the town to where Jocasta lay unable to move. “That way,” I pointed to the fire. It was the way I wanted to go in any case. I had a duty to perform and it took me and the danger I represented away from her. I could only hope she would be safe. That our armies would come and liberate the town, that Dubaku would get her out of here. I did not linger on the thought that she might die. If I had spent money on spells, if I had learned healing, if I had not been a drunk, if... there is no sadder or bitterer word in any language that I knew, that small word that expressed infinite volumes of regret for all of us.
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The fire was quenched before we got to it and I felt a small amount of relief. One less threat to Jocasta's survival. I had been on the watch for something and it wasn't far. The inn sprawled on a crossroad, as big as a small villa. The door was shut and barred but I hammered on it relentlessly. I needed a drink. We could use horses. Down the street a door opened and was immediately closed when I glanced that way. I saw an old woman hurrying down the street fearfully, a bag in her hand. She opened the door to a small cottage and I saw the relief in her posture as she closed the door behind her. Home, she was thinking, safe. I imagined her sick feeling of relief and knew it was an illusion. No place was safe in a town in enemy hands. I hoped she would be left alone, her precious stock of food left for her use. I hammered on the door again.
“Who is it?” The voice was full of false bravado, tainted by fear.
“Sumto Merian Ichatha Cerulian, patron of the city.”
The door opened and a short but broad man opened it, ushering us in. “Patron, what news do you have? What is happening?”
I shook my head. “Get me a drink; we'll talk in a while.”
He did as he was asked and I sucked it down. Damn, I had needed that. I felt less shaky, steadier, more in control. The taproom was dim and empty, though I could hear whispering and shuffling in the distance. His family hid while he hovered nervously, waiting to hear something he could tell them to reassure them.
“Food,” Sapphire told him. “We will need horses, saddles and tack, supplies.”
The short innkeeper nodded. “You have coin or scrip?” He wanted coin, hoped for scrip, would settle for our word no doubt.
“Some,” I told him, and dumped my looted coin on the bar. “Bring whiskey, half a dozen bottles.”
Sapphire was cold faced as he reached under his coat. “I have scrip. We will pay well in that and you can redeem it when this is over.”
“When will it be over?” The man asked, lightly, trying not to let his bitterness show. “I have dray horses. You can have them. I could not deliver beer to those who cannot pay, even if the barbarians didn't steal it first.” He was of the same blood himself, but he spoke the language of the city well and counted himself one of us. We are the friends of traders everywhere and experience had taught him that was true. We protected traders and trade, kept peace in our territories so that traders could safely move their goods to far markets. He was a trader and our natural ally.
I nodded; the dray horses would do. “No saddles, then?”
“None that will fit. You'll have to ride bareback,” he made it sound unimportant, and he wasn't far wrong. I had done it in my youth and I could do it again. I had no doubt of Sapphire. I let the barkeep go and arrange things, walked around the bar and poured myself another brew, idly kicking barrels as I walked the length of the bar. There were few and what remained was mostly empty. A bad time to be a brewer, I thought. “How much scrip do you have?”
“Enough.”
“In my Father's name?” It wasn't really a question.
“Yes.”
He did not elaborate and I left it. It didn't matter that I suspected he had enough to equip and maintain an army. There was no hope of doing that now, just the two of us in enemy territory.
As I sipped my second beer I became a little less aware of the constant growling, whining and snuffling of the dogs. I was so used to the sounds that I barely noticed.
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Sapphire had led the way to a small gate in the wall. There were two guards. We killed them fast. Sapphire took the keys and opened the gate. There were shouts from the wall above and running feet. A bell sounded but by then we were leading our horses through. Once outside we mounted and fled. A couple of crossbow bolts had followed. One had passed close by my head and went clean through the ear of my horse. I controlled its wild reaction and we rode on, galloping wildly down a track lined with trees, grape vines trampled in the fields to either side. We would be chased, but I didn't care. If they caught up to us they would die, bathed in hot oil, or by our blades. I was coldly angry and arrogant. We left the town behind us, and the war. It would progress as it progressed. Two men are not an army, but two men can sometimes do what an army cannot. I was determined to pull some gain for myself from this mess; seeing as I seemed incapable of commanding an army, unable to protect those I cared about, I would instead go and rescue someone I didn't care about, and the gods help anyone who tried to stop me.
We took a track north and headed deeper into enemy territory. When the opportunity allowed I intended to turn somewhat west and close on the Eyrie, where Tahal Samant waited for the head of a king or some other ransom. Instead he was going to get me, a drunken patron, and Sapphire, my father's spy.
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Heading north and west, sticking to the country tracks, we pushed hard that first day. When the big drays could run no more we walked them, frequently glancing back, aware that there might be pursuit. We saw none. I wanted news but those few people we did encounter either ran when they saw us or had none. There were no traders on the road. War kills trade, and barbarians who prey on traders kill or steal from them as well as discouraging others to move goods. When trade dries up economies falter, production slows and dies, communities rely on their own skills and make what they need. If the situation persists civilizations fall into barbarism, travel and trade cease, quality goods are no longer fabricated for want of a market for them. A generation later and old people talk about peace and prosperity while young people listen and don't believe them. Our enemy wanted to barbarize the world, to make everyone poor, we wanted to civilize it and make everyone rich. I knew where the right lay, knew what ought to be, but could not find a comprehensive justification for enforcing it; 'life is better for you our way' just was not enough of an argument. Not that I thought our system was perfect; we took and controlled only sporadically over the centuries, giving up lands we controlled when a patron let them go for whatever reason. Client kingdoms could be and had been left in a patron's will to a foreign power as return for some favor done. The client kingdom rarely did as well under that rule. Some won their freedom in war against a patron and he was not dynamic or strong enough to take it back without aid and no other patron desired to help. A century later it might be taken again, or not. The Prashuli, Orduli and Alendi had once been clients and now were not. When we crushed them and ruined the north they might be again, or they might be looted, depopulated and left to their own devises. Weakened, other tribes from the east and west would move into the vacant territory to use it for their own and enslave or displace the current populations. It would be better if we had a stronger system of development and control, but that would be in the hands of government and we did not much approve of government, recognizing it as a necessary evil but keeping it to a minimum. The assembly of patrons split the powers of state between themselves in several magistracies and changed magistrates every year to avoid power being consolidated by one or few men. The two consuls were only the two senior magistrates, and the senior consul usually prosecuted a war, either punitive or of conquest, in order to line his own pockets with loot. That money was spent in the city and filtered down, even moving back to whence it came over time and aiding the conquered people. The council raised taxes from the conquered state, built roads, founded institutions, enforced the peace, allowed trade and so on. The people prospered under those conditions and life was almost certainly better under our rule. Life is better for the common man under the light touch of our rule, but was that justification enough for it? I shrugged the matter off and turned my mind to other thoughts as we rode on. Sapphire was not a talkative companion.
The whining and growling of dogs echoed in my head, the sound vibrating through my skull from the stone set in my forehead. I wondered if I would wear that stone for the rest of my life, allowing anyone who attuned a stone to it to find me no matter where I was. It occurred to me that if they were allies it would not be a bad thing, but enemies could track me that way and so far only enemies had. I wondered what the Turned were doing; had Lentro spoken to the others? Had they heard him and were they now outraged and fighting the control that the last King's Amulet had over them? Were they plotting and scheming to bring down the one who wore it? Had Kukran been burned to ash already or had whoever made the attempt failed? I put that thought aside as well. Whatever happened would happen and we would hear word of it in time.
Fields of hops, barley and wheat thinned to smaller and smaller patches, the country becoming wilder. We passed meadows empty of livestock and villages empty of people, both man and animal either slaughtered or fled.
In the first empty village we entered, Sapphire had reined in and slid easily off his horse, the wound in his arm not seeming to give him much trouble. I could not see it but guessed he had cleaned and bound it. No blood showed through to his coat, at least, and in any case it was his arm, not mine.
“What?” I asked him.
He pulled down the pack he had tied to his horse and began loosening the ties.
“Time to change,” he said.
I thought about it and nodded. “You speak Gerrian?”
He nodded and began pulling clothes from the pack, the kind of rough spun cloth that they wear in the north, where they cannot afford to trade for our superior materials and colors; yellows, blues, dark reds, wool and supple leather. I got down and we changed, picking clothes that fit where possible, making do where they did not. I took a slug of whiskey, put the bottle carefully away.
“You don't look like one of us,” he said in the Alendi dialect.
“My mother was a slave but my father was a warrior who stole her from the south.”
“What is your name?”
“Pel Epmeran,” I said without pause.
He snorted. “The son of a slave.”
I smiled back. “The son of a freedman. Stay in character.”
“Tarl Epjarn,” he supplied. “You are giving me lessons now?”
I didn't answer but instead looked around the ruin of a village. Seeing what I wanted, I went and got two stout sticks the length of swords. “Speaking of lessons, ours should continue.”
“I watched you, you have the way of it.”
“I could be better.”
“We could all be better, there is always someone better. That's never the point. Just be aware, know, think, act; don't pay attention to the skill of the enemy, only know him and kill him and move on.”
“Train me.”
He started repacking and I didn't think he would say more, I thought the answer was no, but it was more complicated than that. “They took me when I was five,” he started his story as he slung the pack up on the horse and tied it there. “I was a gutter rat, a... what do you call it? A beggar. A thief. There were hundreds of us gutter rats preying on each other, starving, killing each other. We were free but no one wanted us. There was famine. I was surviving.” He swung up into the saddle. “Bring the toy swords.”
I blushed. It was the contempt he put into the words 'toy swords.' But I didn't protest. I just did as I was told. He was giving me something and I was determined to accept the gift.
“I'd already killed, twice, by then; older boys who tried to take food I'd suffered to get. I wasn't alone. There was civil war. There was famine. There were thousands of people in Opreth and every one of them was hungry to one extent or another. The enemy had hit us while we fought amongst ourselves and the countryside was ruled by nomads. They didn't want the cities. They were killing everyone outside them so more refugees were arriving every day. Like a thousand rats in a barrel we were turning on ourselves.”
We rode out of the village and I listened, enthralled. I had heard of Opreth. I knew what had happened in the country of Fortherria, far to the north and east, a land once as civilized as ours. Not now. The cities were ruins. The country ruled by nomads who let fertile lands lie fallow and ran cattle on them. The cities were near empty, I had read, thinly populated by wretches who farmed market gardens inside the city walls. In Opreth a population of half a million had reduced itself to less than a handful of thousands. Gang wars, starvation, cannibalism, they had literally consumed themselves while the nomads killed any who fled the nightmare. They were still there, those few thousands in their cities that the barbarians mostly ignored.
“The noble line of the nomads has a few traditions they maintain. Ku Mirt is one of them. They came into the cities and took some of us. They begin training at five, or thereabouts. They are not too fussy about age so long as the boys look five or so.”
For a good while, as we walked the horses, he was silent but I didn't say anything. I sensed he would tell me more as long as I left him to decide what he would tell.
“Food is the reward, and we were all hungry. A thousand of us went into Yurpron Fastness. They trained us hard and some died of the training, but the survivors killed the rest. Over twelve years I killed roughly a hundred of them. Maybe more. I didn't count. The competition to survive was fierce. We were told early that only twenty would leave there alive when we reached seventeen. That we would then serve the royal house as tools well made.” He glanced at me then and just a glimpse of those cold blue eyes told me what he was saying this for.
He had asked me once. 'Are you five?' And when I had said no he had told me, 'We begin training at five. No exceptions.' No exceptions.
“I can't teach you to be what I am,” he put it into words where none were needed. “I killed children when I was a child, boys when I was a boy and youths when I was a youth, and some of the teachers along the way. And every day the training; morning, noon and night, training in ways you don't want to imagine and in things you would rather not know about, so no. No, I can't teach you to be me. And would not if I could. But I will teach you a little more of the sword, if you want to learn that.” And then he kicked his horse into a canter and after a long moment I followed.
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“The point is faster than the edge but don't favor it, just use what's right in the instant. You are not showing off your skill for a crowd of admirers, you are just killing and every time you move someone should feel your blade in them. Groin and inner thigh, belly and neck are the best killing hits but don't pass up an opportunity, any time you cut them it hurts and they react, step back, twitch, wince, something, and then you kill them.” Sapphire kept up a running monologue as we worked. There was something about the way he used the practice sword that told me he had never held one in his hands before today. It was a frightening thought. When he had learned he had taken wounds any time he failed to block or duck a blow. “You use the term swordplay, the first time I heard the phrase I laughed till I cried, later and in private,” he was striking at me relentlessly and I knew why it had seemed to Kerral that he was holding back, it was because he was not actually trying to kill me. Having seen him in action I could see the difference. “There is no sense of play in killing, and if you have a sword in your hand instead of a rock what difference? Bare handed or a knife, a rope, a plate, a bottle, a brick, a scythe or a rake. There is no play in it, just get the sharp bit into their body and kill them.” I was defending desperately. “You focus too much on the sword, the sword is there but it isn't everything, you learned somewhere how to see that an enemy is going to move but you need more, you need to learn to know how and where he is going to move, and then use it to be out of that and have your blade in his body.” He didn't move his feet, sometimes for a minute at a time, then he would step to make sure he was close enough to hit me with the blade, which he did with monotonous regularity. “You were better than this with a real blade and a real enemy, everyone is more focused, if not more skilled when it matters. Usually less skilled but that doesn't matter, what matters is that you are not trying to kill me and if you don't you will learn nothing from this.” He stepped in past my sword as though it wasn't there and punched me in the plexus so hard that I went down hard on my back before I knew I'd been hit. “That's enough for now. Think about trying to kill me.”
I already was.
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The first scream got our attention. There were others, maybe three voices, a woman and certainly one girl child. I was moving before I thought about it, turning recklessly off the path and kicking the dray into a canter, it couldn't go faster. Some horses cannot gallop and the dray was one of them. The pasture ran slightly uphill for a hundred yards then fell away. I crested the brow and didn't hesitate even though I should have. At the bottom of the slope the pasture ended in a cottage behind a small plowed field, some parts under cultivation, some bare and ready for planting. There were maybe half a dozen men that I could see or guess at; Alendi by the look of them. One held a struggling girl and was carrying her inside. The other five were busy, one way or another. One had a woman on the ground. At a window one was throwing goods out into the yard for inspection by the others. Another leaned against a wall and cut slices from a ham, stuffing them into his mouth.
A girl's scream came from inside the house. I couldn't move any faster. Anger doesn't describe what I felt, it was a cold and vicious emotion that filled me and overflowed. This was everything I hated about foreign soldiers; they rape and take, ruin and destroy, and have not the wit to build anything stable and good. They deserved to die or be made slaves for the mines, their territories ruled by the city whose laws protected people from violence against their person and theft of their property. At that moment I hated barbarians and their log longhouses and their short brutal pointless lives, and these would have shorter lives than most. Half of them were younger than me I saw as I thundered toward them, the heavy dray giving them plenty of warning of my approach. They were aware of me but not worried, the one with the ham didn't even put it down. The man on the ground on the woman barely looked up and made no attempt to stop what he was doing to her. Two reached for their spears and moved forward. I hit the plowed earth and the hooves of the dray threw up great clods of earth. One of them appeared at the door and another stuck his head out the window and watched. I wasn't stopping and of the two who faced me one shouted a warning, then I had my sword out and was on top of them.
I turned the dray at the last moment, let his spear thrust pass my side and slashed at his head, opening a wound that took his ear away with it. I spun the dray about and saw that Sapphire was there and the other one down. Sapphire was already off his horse, his sword in the man who had been raping the woman, the thrust of the sword almost casual as he passed. The barbarian with the ham had dropped it and snatched up his own spear, stepping forward. I didn't see what happened to him as I kicked myself off the dray and landed with a stumble. The boy with half his face gone was howling but still had his spear in hand; looking at me he launched himself forward and I spitted him, twisted and pulled the blade free, heading for the doorway. Sapphire leaped through the window, leaving no enemy alive outside. I went through the door, dodged at the last moment as a naked girl hurtled out the door, stepped in to the bad light and nearly took a spear in the gut. I twisted desperately and the blade of it scored me in passing, I ignored it then, stepped in and hammered my forehead into the barbarian's nose, feeling his rough beard against my face. He grunted and staggered back and I moved with him, bringing the point of my sword up level with his belly and thrusting hard. Grabbing his arm with my free hand I pushed the blade deeper and twisted it, the deep breath he gasped in would have turned into something if I'd let it. Instead it froze in his lungs when I shoved the edge left and right and I let him fall away from me, tugging my sword free through a wall of blood.
Only Sapphire and I were in the room.
“Better,” he said, calmly. “Just get the blade in them. Hit them with anything anywhere and if you can target a fatal spot so much the better but don't let it take up space in your mind, you need to be aware of everything and reacting to everything but most of all you want them to be reacting to you but not for long...” He kept up the indifferent monologue as he followed me out of the room. The woman was sitting up, her skirts pulled down over her legs, holding her girl children as all three wept, though she was trying to comfort them. “...kill them fast and move to the next,” he finished. “Anything we want here?”
“Give them some scrip.”
He looked at me, looked at them and frowned slightly, then nodded. As he went for that I brushed aside the woman's near hysterical thanks and overrode her words with mine. “There will be more. Head south and east. This scrip is worth coin, enough to start again. Get closer to the city, it's safer. This sort of thing doesn't happen there.” She was nodding but I don't know how much she was taking in or what she would do. “Go now,” I told her and headed for my horse, which was standing nearby, stamping his feet and snorting anxiously.
“Wait!” She called out, scrambling to her feet. “Can we go with you? Please please please...”
“We are going north. Go south and east, as I said.” I looked them over, wondered at their fate for just a moment, but you can't save them all and you can't protect them all, who knew how many horror stories there would be told after this war was done. What I could do I would, but I couldn't do more and still do what I needed to. “I'm sorry.”
I turned away from the pain and despair, the red face and the tears, away from the children, one of whom was not a child any more. There must be hundreds like this.
The dogs barked frantically in my head, suddenly wild with excitement. I cocked my head to one side and she thought I was considering, maybe changing my mind. I hushed her as she began to beg again to go with us. Sapphire pressed a scrip into her hand and she closed it into a fist. “If there is money on these men, take it. Do as he says; south and east. Go.”
I was watching, standing near the dray, I hadn't even made it to her head. I was listening, frozen. Then the baying began and I knew they were loose and coming after me.
“Sapphire, we have to run.”
He looked at me, saw the fear on my face, yet still asked me calmly why we had to run.
“The dogs. They are loose and they know where I am,” I touched the stone embedded in my forehead.
He nodded. “For now we run.”
So we mounted up and ran.
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“You think you are never going to have to kill when you are tired and drunk? Think again.”
I think he was angry. He'd thrown the practice sword at me and I'd dropped it. I could barely stand up. I was pretty wasted. The light of dusk was all we had and I could hardly see. I'd nearly fallen off the dray for the tenth time and the sun was setting. He'd dragged the packs to the ground, thrown me a bottle and walked the horses till they cooled down, then let them drink, gave them some oats and let them crop at the grass when he came back to where I lay, calling curtly for me that I get to my feet.
Now I stooped, swaying, and got a grip on the practice blade. I was down before I knew he wasn't going to wait for me.
“Get up.”
I did, slowly, watching him carefully.
It went on for a while and it wasn't pretty. The beating - who can call it anything else? - went on long after I couldn't see for lack of light and only ended when he couldn't see. I was a mess of bruises when he finally stopped. He was angry okay, but it wasn't my fault as such. Drunk worked, that's all.
I'd half noticed it before but thought nothing of it. The idea occurred to me and I thought it was worth a try. I'd been struggling to drink as little as possible, fighting the addiction as long as I could and ruthlessly putting the bottle away each time I took a pull. It was hard, especially that part. I wanted to keep drinking till the bottle was empty and then open another. This time I had.
I thought it was worth a try. When I had had a drink before, still in the prison of my room when I had caved to the demands and taken that first drink after days of deprivation, the sound of the dogs had faded a little. It happened again, the next time. And each time. I thought it was worth a try. Each sip, each addition to the alcohol in my belly and the sound of the dogs faded, they seemed more confused, whimpering, the baying gone and replaced with whining and snuffling. When I was drunk they lost the smell of me, they couldn't find me while I was drunk.
Well, so much for my good intentions.
“How many are there?”
He had asked the question before and I had given him the same answer before. “I don't know. Larner showed me the two, but they were the first two. I can hear a pack, eight or ten or twelve, I don't know. Not many more than that, I think.” I spoke very slowly. He grew visibly stern when I slurred. I didn't want him to be angrier than he was. It hurt.
We sat in the dark, not wanting to attract attention with a fire, and ate cold meat. The nights were cool but not seriously cold. I didn't mind that. Wrapped in my cloak I was warm enough, covered in dew at dawn but soon dried by the sun and breeze as we moved. I didn't want the meat but forced it down.
“How much do you know about the Eyrie? Tell me everything.”
I did. Slowly. The Eyrie was a fortress atop a flat topped hill that might have been natural or not. The walls were twenty five feet and it was the stronghold of the Alendi tribe, big enough for all of them in times of severe threat, the people and livestock both. It was as big as a city but usually nearly empty, the province of the Erdrun clan, the clan with the distinction of having the most kings in Alendi history. A king was a temporary thing, a warlord under whom the tribe united for war and then he stepped down when the war was done. Less than a thousand men, women and children made the Eyrie their permanent home, maintaining it in case of need, making weapons and missiles and stockpiling them there. A great pasture spread from the walls to the center of the Eyrie, and there was a keep inside a moat. That is where our man would be, if he was anywhere. It had, after all, been some time since I had word he was there.
I wanted to sleep, but he kept me talking long into the night, asking questions, seeking details. Yes, they made weapons; there were forges and blacksmiths. The tribe was wealthy from selling what they considered to be surplus weapons. Good steel but not as good as we made, clearly.
“I need shleep,” I couldn't help slurring.
“So sleep.”
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You think you are never going to have to kill when you are tired and drunk?
The words haunted me as I swung wildly, barely able to keep my feet. I'd put my back to a tree to help. Three spears kept probing and seeking a way to my body and I kept them at bay, mostly, taking a shallow wound here and there, arms and legs dripping and stinging. I was vaguely aware of what was happening behind them but they were not. If they had been they would have been running and not trying to get their spears into me. Sapphire had been killing while I had been surviving. The middle of the three collapsed without a sound, his spine severed at the neck; he pitched forward into me, incidentally shielding me from a spear thrust his body turned aside. The one to my left flew back, a spry of blood from his face telling all anyone should want to know about his story. The third had spun and backed a pace. Sapphire, standing exactly in front of me, blade extended in front of him, moved forward a pace, and the barbarian turned and ran. Sapphire threw his sword and reached out for mine, which I surrendered, turning my head and struggling to focus on the Alendi as he staggered back to his feet, his back laid open from shoulder to hip and the sword nowhere in sight. Sapphire went after him and I staggered away from the tree, looking around drunkenly. I counted. Seven, making … I thought about it. Ten. That was right. “Damn, you're good,” I mumbled.
He passed me back my sword without comment and I sheathed it on the third attempt.
“I think the dogs would be better,” I heard him mutter as he went after our horses.
Well I didn't. I'd seen them. Great big slavering monstrosities as big as any dog I could imagine and not the thin lanky type of dog either. I imagined ten of them breaking through the undergrowth and heading our way. Ha! See how well you do against them, tough guy! Bastard. “Sorry.” I didn't think I had been speaking loud enough for him to hear. I shook my head. Damn, I was drunk.
I'd fallen off my horse avoiding the first spear thrust as they burst through the undergrowth. They'd been laying in ambush, like they knew we were coming. I swear Sapphire killed the first one as though he'd been laying in ambush for them. Wasn't sure. Too busy falling off my horse. He'd come back for me though. “Good man, Shapphi,” I muttered to myself as I staggered away from the tree.
“Can you get on?”
He was there with the horses. I shrugged. “No idea. Let's see.”
The drubbing he gave me that night made the other pale into insignificance. I think he may have knocked me out, but I'll never be sure.
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“I think we are in trouble.”
Sapphire looked at me, then back to the Eyrie. The Eyrie was a stronghold built to be big enough to house the whole Alendi people, and it looked as though they were all there. Smoke hung over it like a cloud, slowly drifting overhead. We'd seen it at dawn, high and slowly dissipating, and followed it all the way here. Twice we had come across groups of barbarians crumpled in heaps, a day or two old. We'd passed the first without comment.
“Looks like the alliance is breaking up,” Sapphire had said after we had skirted the results of a second skirmish.
“They must be losing,” I said. Not that I had ever had any doubt that they would. It was always a matter of when, not if. Even if all the barbarians as far as the kingdom of Rancik in the west and Fortherria in the east rose against us, I would still place a good wager on the outcome. “Turning against each other.”
“Or whatever held them together is gone,”
“Kukran Epthel,” I said.
“It doesn't make a difference to us, not right now.”
“True. I need to get in there and get him out,” I didn't need to say who he was.
“You are not going in.”
“What?”
He dismounted and I slithered down to join him, meeting him at the horses' heads. “Of course I'm going in.”
“The booze has addled your brain, Sumto.” He reached up and tapped my forehead. “How are you planning to hide that? Headscarf?”
Damn. I hadn't given it a moment's thought. Most of the time I don't even remember it's there. I thought about it now. Men don't wear headgear. Not in the north. Not ever. “Bandage.”
He just stared at me.
“You didn't want me to think of that did you?” I accused him.
“No.”
“You think I'm a liability.”
“You are a liability. Stay here. Wait for me.”
“No.”
“Then if there's any fighting, for gods' sake stay out of the way.”
He mounted up and rode on. A little subdued I followed him.
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The gate to the Eyrie was reached by a long, uphill, switchback road, banked and walled on both sides. The guards on the walls could face into the road and out to any enemy that might threaten it. Either side of the gate two fat towers provided an escape route for those stuck on the long walls should they fall. Each and every soldier on the walls, and they were a mile or more long so there were many, had a bow and I knew from my readings that they had stored a couple of thousand arrows for every bow. Doubtless there were some crossbows as well, though good spring steel is something we make in the city and sell at a price.
We looked like them, pale hair and pale eyes. We wore their clothes. But just because they are barbarians doesn't make them fools. The gates were opened but we were stopped, along with a steady stream of Alendi making for the Eyrie, men women and children and all they could carry or drag with them.
“What clan?” A guard called to us at the gate.
“Liani,” Sapphire told him so fast he sounded defensive. I guessed he made answer before I could.
“All two of you, eh?” The guard laughed.
I scowled. “Two of us are worth twenty of you, scumbag,” I told him with some authority.
He laughed. “Get on, you're holding everyone else up,” he waved us through and we went.
Inside the gate a vast pasture spread for what seemed like forever. The far wall was invisible. The pasture was filled with cattle, thousands of them. Fences were still being made, hundreds of miles of fences, to make enclosures of varying size depending on the size of the tribe, the size of the herd. Makeshift villages of tents were packed tight everywhere else, they seemed small but there were thousands of people on the move. A city of tent villages spreading out as far as we could see. There were enclosures of horses but far fewer of them. Only the chieftains and their families could traditionally enjoy the luxury of riding. We rode and were conspicuous because of it. We had hardly gone a few dozen yards before we were offered a price for them, drays though they were. We declined and rode on, heading for the center of things, the great stone stronghold that sat in the middle of what I suddenly thought of as a spider's web. It wasn't a comforting thought.
I reached for the bottle and Sapphire frowned as I upended it. “What will you do when you run out?”
“Drink beer.”
“You will have to face them someday.”
I shook my head. “When I have an army around me they can come.”
He made no response and we rode on down a narrow avenue between fenced enclosures. There were fires everywhere, in every camp, and the cattle were restless, noisy. They pushed against the fences here and there but the enclosures looked stout enough to prevent stampede. The wood of them was old and had seen use before. I guessed they were stored in the stronghold and only assembled in times such as these.
“I'd like to get some news,” I said.
He made a random gesture to the sprawling camps. There were thousands of people to ask. Go ahead, he didn't say, go talk to anyone you like, they'll all have news.
“He'll be in the stronghold,” I said.
Sapphire nodded.
“This is madness.”
He turned to look at me. “You only just thought that?”
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The makeshift villages were largest toward the center of things. In the shadow of the stronghold there was a dense ring of them melding into each other. We sold the horses. We could always steal others if we needed them. I had imagined the Eyrie as I had read of it; a vast empty walled pasture with a sparsely populated stronghold at the middle. What I got was the whole Alendi nation crushed into a couple of square miles; a hundred thousand people or more. Getting him out of the stronghold, which would be equally full, would only be half of it. We could make him disappear for a while amongst so many, maybe, but ultimately we had to get him through the gates and no one was going to be leaving for a while.
We set up our new tents in sight of the gate to the stronghold amongst a hundred others and settled down to watch and think. We took it in turns to look and watch, sitting either side of a small fire, swapping places occasionally. There was a moat about the stronghold and a narrow bridge wide enough for one man to walk across comfortably. It was of wood and could be burned. The gate was small, also; just a door, really. The stronghold was low and square. I remembered what I had read of the inside; a courtyard, surrounded by forges, and a single building running all around the walls and as high. In essence the walls were the building, peppered with arrow slits. A small army could stand on the roof and repel attackers. I measured one wall's length by eye, making it just under three hundred feet. Guessing the courtyard was half the size that made one hundred and fifty by three hundred twice, or ninety thousand feet, and one hundred and fifty by one hundred and fifty twice, or forty five thousand. One hundred and thirty five thousand square feet. Well, let's say it takes three feet square for a man to stand and fight, that would give enough room for fifteen thousand men on the roof. Not that they could all fight of course. That would be...
“Thinking of climbing in?”
“Eh? Oh, no. We would be seen for certain.” I looked back at the bridge. There was a guard detail, four men, passing people on and turning them back in equal measure. Clearly you had to have business inside if you wanted to pass. Most of the men coming out carried bundles of arrows and assorted weapons. Some carried food. What I was trying to get an idea of was what the magic word was. Who was passed and who turned back.
My attention drifted back to the roof. That would be only four hundred men usefully at the wall at any one time. That didn't seem enough out of fifteen thousand. Had I calculated right? Fifteen thousand sounded like a lot. Would the roof hold under their weight?
“My turn,” Sapphire said.
I nodded absently and changed places with him.
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“Wake up.” A kick in the ribs reinforced the instruction. “Now!”
It was the middle of the night. The air was full of the already familiar sounds of cattle making the noises they make multiplied by thousands and spread out in the night. As I struggled to awaken I could hear the sounds that the dogs made in their sleep, the odd whimper, the occasional sleepy growl. I ignored them. I'd have a drink in a minute. I felt about as rough as I ever had and really didn't want to be awake.
“We are going in, or I am.”
I moved. No way was he leaving me alone. I needed this if I were not to be damned to poverty forever, a patron with no influence or money and one ex-slave as a client; a disgraced exile living on charity in a foreign land. It took a while to get up. My whole body was stiff and complained at me and my head throbbed, my stomach threatened to rebel. I could hear the dogs faintly, whimpering and whining in their sleep. Thank god they were asleep. I still needed a drink.
“Now?” I asked blearily.
He pointed. Torches lit the night, a procession of men were crossing the bridge, a throng of them waiting to follow. No one was checking them, no one was passing them. They were going in en masse and were expected. I nodded. Easy to tack on the end and just walk in.
“Now,” I agreed, and we went.
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Torches lit the scene, the flames reflected in the dark water of the moat, pooling round each torch bearer, dancing on the walls of the stronghold. As the barbarians walked across the bridge in single file the crowd clustered at our side of the bridge was slowly thinning. We tacked ourselves onto the back of the group that waited their turn without incident, and stepped out onto the bridge when it came around to our turn. Ahead of us they passed through the small gate one at a time, torchlight dancing inside and fading, dancing and fading, until it was our turn to pass inside, Sapphire ahead of me and no one behind apart from four bored guards who had eyed us disinterestedly. The bridge was wide enough so that one man could walk without difficulty, but not so wide that two could pass or walk together without risk of being pitched into the dark waters only five feet or so below. I was relieved to make it to the end of the bridge.
A long corridor stretched away from the door, and to either side narrow but tall passages led inside the wall, all lit by torches paced at twenty foot intervals. It must have been fifty or sixty feet away, the doorway where Sheo stood facing us in the broad doorway, watching the new arrivals impassively, our gazes meeting for an instant. He didn't react but I froze for a moment, a thrill of anticipation running through me, before I stepped out of his line of sight. No half-expected shout of alarm followed me. I tried to imagine what he would do, tried to guess what he was thinking; was Kukran Epthel here? Was Sheo still in thrall to him? Would Sheo send men after me? I strode after Sapphire, my heart hammering in my chest, nerves frayed. He had moved silently into one of the side passages and ghosted along the corridor ahead of me, moving fast, passing in and out of light and gloom; and I followed, less assured, head pounding and belly rebelling. Our own shadows danced around us. He turned a corner and I sped after him. Sheo is here, I wanted to yell. He saw me! But yelling didn't seem like a brilliant idea under the circumstances so I hurried to catch him, holding in the fear, aware that Sheo had not instantly raised the alarm, hoping he was free of Kukran's influence, an ally, biding his time, or perhaps that Kukran was destroyed and Sheo here for some other reason. The fear of the unknown was almost worse than the fear that we would be discovered and find ourselves back in the power of the lich. The thought of that made me shudder. Dubaku was not invisibly near to save us. This time we would face Kukran alone.
When I turned the corridor, Sapphire's forearm was locked around the throat of an Alendi, his free arm gripping a wrist to keep that one from reaching his knife. Red faced and eyes bulging the Alendi struggled and failed to break free.
“Where is Tahal Samant?” Sapphire hissed the question fiercely in the man's ear. “Tell me and live, keep silent and die. Where is he?”
“Vaults,” the Alendi squeezed the words through his closed throat, “In the vaults.”
Instantly Sapphire release his grip, hands moving with smooth precision, one hand cupping the Alendi's bearded chin, the other coming to the back of his head. He wrenched fast and hard and a sound like a green branch breaking rang out, echoing dully from the walls. Sapphire caught the man as he fell and dragged him a few yards to the bottom of a stair well and dropping the body. Grabbing the lolling head he smashed it three times in quick succession against the stone floor. Despite myself, I winced, stalled where I had been following. I shuddered at the calm indifference with which Sapphire handled the body and I reached for the bottle. As I downed a good swallow of the fiery liquid, Sapphire briefly examined his handiwork; satisfied he grabbed the man's legs and heaved the body into the stairwell, leaving it looking as though the man had fallen, legs and arms twisted randomly awry.
“Sheo is here. He saw me,” I remembered to say. It was important, though I didn't know what we would do about it.
Shadows danced across Sapphire's face as he looked at me, face calm as stone, cold gaze locked on mine. “We split up,” he told me. “Look for the vaults. If you are captured I'll get you out.”
He snatched the bottle from my hand, poured some grotesquely into the corpse's mouth and ghosted up the stairs. After three steps he dashed the bottle on a stair, discarding it and its contents, and then was gone.
I stared in shock at the broken bottle, glass shards winking in the wavering light and precious liquid dripping on the stairs. He'd broken it. He'd thrown away my whiskey. And it was the last bottle. What had he said? Find the vaults. Right. I looked at the corner round which I had come, then turned away and lurched down the corridor. Easy to say, find the vaults, but what was I going to do? Ask someone? Well, I thought, why not? Barbarians would need to know the way more often than spies and infiltrators, surely?
If only I could remember what clan we were, just in case I was asked.
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A drunk can get away with anything, I decided. No one expects them to be coherent or sensible. All they saw was a wasted Alendi about some business he was not fit to complete. They smiled in sympathy or snorted in derision, either way not seeing me as a threat.
I'd grabbed a door frame, leaned drunkenly into a room full of men taking their ease, lifted a jug of ale and taken a swig while the owner protested, then asked where the vaults were.
“If you're going to the vaults, you can get your own beer,” one of them told me.
“Under your feet, where do you think?” Another had called, contemptuously.
“Get off my beer,” The nearest had growled.
I nodded sagely, let him have the jug, wiped my mouth with one hand, feeling the beard growing there, and straightened up. “I will,” I said with exaggerated care. Beard, I thought. When had that happened? I couldn't remember the last time I had shaved. How drunk had I been? I'd grown a beard and not noticed. I was looking up and down the corridor, still leaning on the door frame.
“That way,” one of them said, spacing the words as though talking to a drunken fool, which I suppose he was.
I nodded sagely and went.
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“Vaults?”
The Alendi jerked his thumb over his shoulder and carried on walking, his companion eying me in disgust. I nodded thanks and carried on walking. Next set of steps down, I decided.
It wasn't far to the stairs.
I found Sheo and four Alendi at the bottom and froze.
“You're drunk,” he said, seeming to appraise me.
I guess I just hadn't decided what to do. I had a sword, but I didn't reach for it. Doubtless Sapphire had a plan, but I didn't. I hadn't thought it through, so I just stood there at the bottom of the stairs, gaze locked on Sheo as he looked me up and down as I stood there wavering, his four companions unmoving but alert.
“Are you alone?”
I shook my head, then tried to make it look like I was just confused. Not too difficult under the circumstances.
He shook his head, his expression disappointed.
“Come with me,” he said.
So I did.
As the guards moved close around me and reached for my sword I acted, but it was far too late. There were four of them and they were not surprised or unready or drunk. They overpowered me, took my sword and dragged me after him. I struggled and fought and cursed to no avail. Part of me couldn't believe they had taken me so easily and part of me was defeated and not surprised in the least by my abject failure.
“Whose side are you on?”
Sheo looked at me as though trying to assess my sanity but didn't answer.
He stopped before a door, one of the four, unlocked it and they threw me in.
“Stay here,” Sheo told me, as though I had a choice.
Doubtless Sapphire would have sprung into action at once, effortlessly killed all five and moved on rapidly to find our target, picked the lock that held him captive, clothed him in barbarian gear and escorted him promptly from captivity with the minimum of fuss. I wondered why I had not? Why had surprise shocked me into inaction? How drunk was I exactly?  
I stood there staring at the door as it closed and locked, knowing that part of my inaction was the result of not knowing if Sheo were ally or enemy. I still didn't know. The door had a small grille and I pressed my face against it shouted, “Sheo, he has the last King's Amulet!”
His voice drifted back down the corridor, mildly irritated. “Shut up, Sumto.”
So, I thought to myself, my face pressed against the grille, now what?
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I stood still for what seemed a long time, still a little bewildered by the ease with which I had been captured, disarmed and thrown into a cell. I hadn't been ready to act, not ready for violence. I reasoned that it was because I knew I was surrounded by hundreds of Alendi in the keep and thousands outside it. Violence wouldn't work, I had assumed. Guile and stealth were the way forward. An image of the Alendi lying on the stairs, his neck broken, flashed in my mind. Violence worked well enough for Sapphire, I thought.  
“Yes,” I said to myself softly, “but I'm not Sapphire.”
“Who are you then?”
I started, banging my head on the door and spun around. I had not realized I was not alone. There were two beds in the cell and on one of them, sitting with his back against the wall and looking at me with mild curiosity, was a man of the city. He studied me with casual indifference, as though he had been waiting for a servant to bring him a plate of tidbits and was mildly puzzled as to why I had been brought instead. I could tell that he was a patron by his dress, by the fact that he was clean-shaven, and that he was looking at me in contempt and had asked the question with the mild curiosity of one who does not really care to hear the answer, as I was bound to be a social inferior and therefore beneath notice.
“Tahal Samant,” I said.
“No, that's me.” He sighed when I did not respond, judging me a man of little wit no doubt. “I asked you first.”
“Sumto Merian Ichatha Cerulian,” I said.
“The drunk,” his lips curled in mild contempt. “Just as I imagined you.”
“I came to rescue you.”
“Oh, thank the gods, I'm saved,” he gestured airily, looking to the heavens.
He was beginning to irritate me. “Orelia asked me to come and get you.”
He sighed. “How like her. And what are you going to do now you have found me? Pour me a drink? Sing me a song? Dance a drunken reel? Tell me a ribald joke and laugh uproariously at your own surpassing wit?”
That's when I lost my temper.
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Tahal was sulking.
I gave him his due. He'd been keen enough to fight, coming up off the cot as I took two quick steps toward him, but the first kick in the face had smacked the back of his head against the wall and that had taken the fight out of him. It had been more or less a one way beating after that. I felt bad about it, but not very. I'd made sure he wouldn't drown in his own blood and then made myself comfortable on the other cot.
When he woke up he lay on the cot glaring at me, nose broken and eyes blackened. “Bastard,” he's muttered at last, the epithet mumbled through swollen lips.
“Best remember that and keep the insults to a minimum,” I'd told him.
After a very long silence, during which I stared at the door and tried to think, he said something else that I didn't catch.
“What?” I asked.
“Is that a stone in your forehead?”
I nodded. I had also been toying with the ten carat stone that was still on my finger and that Tahal had obviously not seen. I knew that Sheo would not have overlooked it, would not have left me with it by accident. I just nodded absently and he was quiet for a while, evidently thinking.
“You don't have any magic do you?” It was an accusation, tone rising in surprised mockery.
“None worth talking about.”
He snorted then winced in pain. “Typical.”
“Shut up,” I told him absently. I was trying to think.
He was silent for a good while but couldn't let it go.
“I do. Let me attune it and I can get us out of here.”
I thought about it. It wasn't easy to think, as hung over as I was. The dogs had begun to bay some time ago, picking up my scent as I sobered. I could almost feel them getting closer, slowly getting louder. “I don't think that's a good idea.”
“Oh no,” he muttered, “far better to stay and rot in here.”
“You tried to escape then?”
He didn't answer until I looked at him grimly and made to move.
“Yes, yes, I tried.” He sounded angry to cover his fear of me. He was in no shape to go another round and knew I had it in me to beat him bloody. “I pretended to change allegiance,” he sighed, deciding he had better explain and not knowing where to start. “There is a necromancer,” he began patiently.
“Kukran Epthel, “ I nodded.
“No. Ishal Laharek. He...” Tahal hesitated, deciding how much to tell.
“Tortured? Intimidated?”
He sighed, expression falling into tired and bitter lines. “Tried to persuade me to join his cause. Kept hammering on about freedom, the evils of the city, slavery, how he and his would put us down and make a new free society in our place. As if any society could be more free!”
He paused and I supplied a nod of agreement, though my ideas were doubtless a little better conceived than his.
“There were other persuasions. Examples of what other ways I might serve. I pretended to relent. I was afforded some measure of freedom until I tried to escape; yesterday I think, or the day before, it's hard to tell time in here.”
“What did he have you do?”
He frowned at me. “Write letters. Try and gain support for the cause among the knights. Give false information to the patrons. I doubt anyone paid much attention to them. I worded them carefully.”
I nodded. I knew what he meant. Our grammar is a little complex and the language subtle. One clue at the end of a letter would let you read it and interpret everything anew, gaining a whole new meaning.
“And?”
“Information. I told him a lot of truth, some of which will lead them to underestimate us. Numbers of our army, and so forth.”
I nodded again. The truth is that we have an army of four legions, and right now they were far away and engaged in another war. The fact that we could raise armies quickly was another matter.
“You did okay,” I told him.
His face twisted in contempt. He didn't need or want my approval. Or anyone's. He was a patron of the city. No further vindication was needed.  
I let it pass and ignored him for a while, listening to the dogs baying in my head. I had really gained only one thing from what he had told me. There were more Necromancers.
“Is he a lich?”
“What? Who?”
“Never mind,” I told him.
So, Ishal Laharek was not a walking corpse like Kukran Epthel. Not so advanced in the hierarchy? How many where they? How dangerous was Ishal? Had he acquired that mode of thought, that inertia which colored Kukran's actions? Why was I thinking about this? Because Sheo had left me with a ten carat stone, that's why. He had a plan, and I didn't doubt that in some way I was part of it. Or perhaps he just left me with a way out, with Tahal's help.
“How much magic do you have?” I asked him. “What spells?”
He glared at the stone in my forehead and I glared back. “Just tell me,” I threatened.
So he did.
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They threw Sapphire into the cell some time later.
The rattling of a key in the lock woke me and I came to my feet. Tahal didn't bother. He just sat with his back to the wall, gazing indifferently at the door.
Kerral stood in the light beyond the doorway. His face was shadowed but I knew him straight away. The size of him, the way he stood. These things were familiar. He had saved my life once, I remembered. What would he do now?
He moved a little, pointing at Tahal. “You, come with me.”
Tahal hesitated then shifted reluctantly. Getting to his feet seemed an unendurable chore. “Well, goodbye, Sumto. Good luck.” he said, and went.
I just watched him go. He had the ten carat ring and wasn't doing a thing. What could I say? There was nothing. I stared after him, dully horrified, knowing that the stupid drunken Sumto had been tricked into giving up his one asset, yet still hoping that Tahal was just biding his time.
I wished for a moment that I hadn't beaten him. Then was glad I did while I had the chance.
Kerral moved back into the light, watching me. As soon as he was sure I was watching him he shrugged and moved away from the doorway. Two husky barbarians took his place, carrying a burden between them. They threw Sapphire at my feet and closed the door without a word.
I stood in shock for a moment, looking down at him. I couldn't see much but his clothes were dark with blood and I could hear his breathing. It didn't sound good.
“Well,” I said softly, “you found me.”
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It took a time to get him into a position where I might be able to lift him onto a cot. He was heavier than he looked and I was trying to be careful not to hurt him. Not that he would feel it. He had taken more than one crack to the head and was deeply unconscious. I was worried about his ribs, about making things worse. There was a pink blood frothing at his lips as he breathed shallowly. He had taken wounds everywhere and his clothes were drenched in blood. His left arm was broken. I changed my mind about lifting him and instead dragged the mattress off my cot and laid it on the floor, easing him slowly onto it. I tried to make him comfortable. There was nothing else I could do. I stripped his shirt and bound his wounds with care. Some were still bleeding sluggishly. He'd lost a lot of blood. When I had done as best I could I covered him with every blanket in the cell and settled down to watch him.
Tahal was gone. I couldn't believe my stupidity in coming here to rescue him. He had the stone. And Sapphire was dying. I didn't see how things could get worse.
I watched Sapphire and listened to his ugly breathing. Sometimes he moved in his unnatural sleep, whimpered and lay still. I doubted he'd ever wake.
I wished I could sleep too. I was exhausted, but sleep had never been further away from me. I wondered what they would do with me; wondered if Kukran would try and Turn me once more or just leave me here to rot. They hadn't brought food or even water. I suspected they would just leave me here to die. Us, I thought; they are going to leave us here to die.
The dogs had become loud in my head, and I had to fight to think through their raucous, relentless baying. They sounded close. Abruptly their tone changed to frenzied rage, ferocious growls mixed in with long ululating yelps and yammering screams chopped off abruptly. They were fighting and dying, being killed. Who would do that? Hope welled up inside me. I knew that the Alendi had retreated to the Eyrie. They must have had reason; the army of the city must threaten them. And that told me who was killing the dogs. It was an army of the city, possibly already outside the walls. My spirit roiled with mixed hope, anticipation and fear. They would win, take the Eyrie. We would be free.
Sapphire choked in his sleep and I hovered over him, watching anxiously as I listened to the dogs fighting and dying.
I just hoped our army would be quick enough. Knowing Sapphire couldn't hear me I told him anyway. “Hold on, Sapphire,” I told him. “Our army is here. Help is on the way.”
Still, there was no guarantee that the enemy would let us live long enough to see freedom.
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Sapphire woke once more, I was half asleep myself but listened to him anyway. He talked randomly, feverish, not knowing I was there and I think not even fully conscious. I learned some things then that I would rather not have known, details about his childhood, if it could be called that. After he fell silent I lay barely awake myself, wondering about the kind of men who would subject a child to such horrors, put them under such extreme pressure in order to mold a tool for their own use. For him, from the age of five, every single day had been a test, with pain or death the consequence of failure. Sometimes pain was the test. 'First to cry out dies,' and then they had burned them with hot irons until one cried out. How many had he said? A thousand children and twenty to survive. No wonder he was what he was, I thought. No wonder.
I slept, but didn't sleep well. In my dream there was mist.
I knew it was Jocasta even before I saw her.
“Sumto?”
“I'm here,” I told her.
The mists cleared and there she was, beside her stood a shadowy figure I could hardly see. She was holding the shadow, as though supported by it. She was pale, swaying. Behind her was an indistinct gray backdrop. I glanced around. We were in a tent, just the two of us and the shadow propping her up.
“Are you all right?” I stepped closer. “Where are you?”
She smiled. “I am well enough, Sumto. I'm with the army. The enemy pulled out of Undralt and two days later our forces arrived. We are with the army now, safe as we can be. The army is close to the Eyrie.”
“I know.”
Her face went very slowly still. “Where are you?”
I pulled a face. I didn't want to tell her.
“You're there, aren't you? In the Eyrie. What are you doing there? Why are you there? Are you all right?”
I held up a hand to still the flood of questions. “I am okay for now. I came for Tahal Samant.”
She hissed out a breath and rolled her eyes to the ceiling. “Are you insane? Why? Why did you do it?”
I shrugged. “I had to do something. I dared not stay with you. The dogs...”
“Dogs? Those dogs were something to do with you?”
I nodded, told her briefly. She didn't say anything for a while.
“Don't come in after me,” I told her. “The army will take the Eyrie... it is big enough a force to do the job isn't it? They haven't sent too small an army?”
She shook her head. “Four legions. The north is going to be... well,” she shrugged, “pacified.”
I blinked. Four legions. Over thirty thousand men, and who knew how many battle mages. Enough to do the job and to spare. “How far away are they?”
“A few miles. Close. I think they will close at dawn and attack at once. Where are you?”
“The vaults,” I answered absently. I imagined what would happen. The battle mages would bring down the walls, our soldiers would stream into the breeches. It would be a slaughter. “They know you're coming. Where are the rest of their forces?”
She shook her head, touching my lips to still them. “The Prashuli and Orduli chieftains were killed in battle at Paresh. The bulk of their forces destroyed, the rest fled. Are you alone?”
“No. Sapphire is with me but he is badly hurt,” I told her. “They got as far south as Paresh?”
“Listen to me. Yes, and further. Muria was almost overrun before they were stopped. But I understand that ever since then we have been breaking them and haven't lost an engagement. At Paresh we broke them and their alliance dissolved. It's been mopping up since then. A legion or two breaking off to deal with minor armies as the rest pushed north.”
“The Eyrie is the last?”
“The Orduli and Prashuli have sued for peace, offered terms. Nothing is settled yet but they won't be taking part in the fighting any more. Unless we decide to punish them.”
I nodded, thinking. “And further north? Other tribes to the east and west?”
“I don't know everything, Sumto. I don't. I'm not being told.” She looked fretful.
“What's wrong?”
She looked down, shrugged and looked up at me again, raising her chin. “My family is not happy with me.”
“They should be proud of you. Tell them from me...”
She stopped me. “Tell them yourself, when you are free.” She shook her head, smiling up at me. “My heroic fool, what were you thinking, going after Tahal?”
I shrugged. “I don't know. It seemed like the thing to do. I needed to do something to redeem myself.”
“I wish I could help you.” It was admitting that she couldn't. “If I had known where you were I never would have let them take the greater stone from me,” she frowned.
Just then the shadow moved and I heard something, clearly a voice but nothing distinct enough to understand.
“I have to go. Good luck, my love.”
Well, I thought, when she had gone and I drifted through the fog back to a natural sleep. Love. She didn't mean it, of course. It was surely just a turn of phrase.
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I don't know what time it was when I woke.
At once I shifted to look down at Sapphire; his breathing had changed, become almost silent. Hoping he hadn't died I peered down at him and saw instantly that he was awake. His cold eyes held mine and I didn't know what to say to him.
“I'm dying,” he told me, his voice emerging not much louder than a whisper.
“No, you are hurt, but you will recover.”
“I know the difference.” He was lying on his side, barely moving his head to look up at me. He spat with careful deliberation, using as few muscles as possible. The blood was pink and flecked with black clots.
“The army is close. Help will be here soon.”
He seemed to think about it, attention focused inward, then said. “Inside an hour?”
I shook my head. “I don't know.” It was a lie even though it was true. The Eyrie might take only an hour to fall but even if they were attacking now it might be too late.
“Liar.” He said without rancor. “I want you to do something.”
“Anything,” I told him, meaning it.
“If you get out of here, go and find the Ku Mirt.” He wasn't seeing me, I could tell. He was seeing something else, something ugly. “Go and find them,” his voice was a whisper and I could barely hear him. “Go find them all, and kill them.” And then he went still.
The Ku Mirt were the people who had taken him as a child and trained him to kill. He had been a child. I reflected briefly on what it must have been like for him. I couldn't imagine it; didn't really want to.
“I will, I promise.” I watched him. It wouldn't be long now. His breathing was painful to hear and each breath was longer in coming. There was nothing I could do, I had some stone but no spell I could use, never having spared the money to buy anything useful, saving it all for booze, and then I thought of something and acted without thought or hesitation.
“T'k'la,” I said. “Ichalda, t'k'la!.”
And, for me, she came.
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Her expression had been unreadable as she looked at me, her faint radiance illuminating the cell, making it feel crowded. I had pointed to Sapphire and asked her again. Slowly, she had turned to look down at him and then it seemed that she seeped into him, that he soaked her up like a sponge. His breathing eased, he groaned in his sleep, then his eyes opened and she looked out at me. I don't know how I knew it was her but it was obvious. He sighed and his eyes closed and she was gone. After that he slept on as though nothing had changed, but when I looked his wounds were closed, his broken arm straightened, and he breathed more easily. He still looked pale from loss of blood, and I remembered Jocasta looking the same, her wounds healed but the body still weak and recovering. It might be some time before he rose and walked again; if he didn't have food and water when he woke he might still die. But at least it would not be now. And I had not done nothing.
Time passed.
There was nothing to do so I did nothing. I wanted a drink. There was none. I was shaking and sweating, the familiar onset of withdrawal symptoms. I knew they would get worse and never seem to stop getting worse. So I watched Sapphire breathe as I shook and shuddered. I cursed occasionally. It didn't help.
I imagined four legions moving to surround the Eyrie, forming up, preparing to attack. Nothing happened so I imagined it again. I was waiting and wasting time. But there was nothing to do. I would be found here after the place was taken, freed, and then what? I'd not succeeded in my bid to do something spectacularly brave. I was doomed to my fate of poverty or exile. There was no way to change it now. Depressed just doesn't cover it. Sick, depressed, and desperate for a drink. Even so I couldn't stop thinking.
To whom did the four legions belong? Three patrons? Four? Who were they? What did each plan when the battle was over? Would they divide, some heading home in triumph while others had other plans? Too many questions. Would one or more go into the mountains and prosecute a punitive war there? Surely someone would want to find out where the Necromancers came from and take vengeance on them? I shrugged the line of questioning off. None of that would help me. I checked Sapphire, still sleeping, leaned back to sweat and shake some more.
I thought about the city; not my ignominious return there; that was something I shied away from. I had raised an army without authority, led it to disaster, they had been slaughtered to a man; and so on and so on. No. I thought about our system of government and tried to think what, if anything, could be improved. It was an abstract, something to think about. We ruled with a light hand, which was good. The patrons were more interested in their own business than the business of government and that was, on the whole, a good thing, I thought. Less bureaucracy, few institutions, no one meddling in the lives of others. There were kingdoms with vast armies of bureaucrats, enormous administrations, laws for every area of human activity and people to oversee them and make sure they were complied with. Madness. We understood the iron law of bureaucracy and kept our institutions small, breaking them up and forming new organizations every half century regardless of how they were functioning. They became moribund and expensive over time, then sleek as greyhounds with no one involved but those who wanted to get the job done. It was cyclic and if a bunch of parasites who thought the bureaucracy was the purpose of the organization had to find a new living when we stripped the institution down and formed a new one, all to the good.
I looked at each aspect of our society in turn and examined it for flaws. Seeing none worth thinking about, I moved on. Only one really came to mind, that we had not held the territories taken and spread our system further.
True, there were foxes and wolves amongst the lions of the patrons, some fools who believed that they knew better than anyone else and wanted to tell everyone else what to do and how to live, but there was no way they could get exclusive power over any but their client states. Some ran social experiments with other peoples, usually with dire consequences. Our system was good, with inbuilt mechanisms for the competent to rise but something about the foxes, the patrons themselves bothered me. 'Born to privilege, what do you know of suffering?' Kukran Epthel had asked. I couldn't help thinking he had a point, but exactly what point I wasn't sure, and so, deciding what might be done about it was...
My train of thought was interrupted by the sound of a key being inserted into the lock. I had heard nothing, not a single footfall. I sat up straighter, looking at the door as it opened. There was nobody there. Goosebumps rose on my arms. “What the...?”
“Be quiet,” Dubaku instructed me shortly, suddenly visible as he stepped into the cell and pulled the door closed behind him.
“What...? How...?” The answers were obvious so I didn't finish the questions. What are you doing here? Rescuing me, obviously. How did you get here? Invisibly protected by his ancestors. I had seen him pull the trick before. It just hadn't occurred to me that he would do it for me or that he might be close enough to try.
He didn't make any answers to my half formed questions, instead stood intent on Sapphire. “Did she come?”
“You sent her?”
He shook his head. “I do not send, Sumto. I ask. When I felt her stirring, uneasy and dissatisfied, I could feel you had asked and so I asked that she answer, imagined you so she knew who I was asking for. She went from my awareness but she might have moved further from the world, not into it.”
I nodded, knowing I didn't really understand even though what he said made sense. It was the best understanding I would achieve. He could feel the spirits that knew him, had a relationship with them that I could not understand. It didn't matter. What mattered was that she had come at my call and healed Sapphire as best she could. That mattered and I was grateful and said so.
He bowed his head slightly in acknowledgment of my thanks. “Jocasta asked me to help you. So I have, and am. What do you want to do?”
I stared at him and he returned my gaze with the by now familiar lack of expression. The question was incredible. What did I want to do? Get out of here, that's what I wanted to do! “I don't know,” I said. “Let me think.”
“Think, then.” He said, sinking to a squat, his feet flat on the floor, arms wrapped around his knees. “The attack will begin soon. Maybe there is no need to do anything but wait.”
Maybe. Dubaku could move unseen but we could not. I was in no state to carry Sapphire, weak and shaky with withdrawal symptoms as I was. Tahal had my ten carat stone, leaving me with only the one carat stone embedded in my skull. Granted, a face full of hot oil would put a man out of action but I didn't see that taking down a few individuals would be enough.
“We should move,” I decided. “Right now they know where to come for us if they want us.”
He nodded. “There is a room nearby where they store beer. We can go there without being seen.”
I blushed to realize that part of my motive had been transparent to him.
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The beer tasted good.
Carrying Sapphire had been difficult but I'd stuck with it as we passed through storerooms and down wide corridors half filled with crates and barrels containing whatever they contained. By the time we holed up in the taproom, filled with barrels of beer of all sizes, I was shattered and hurting. We set Sapphire down, made him as comfortable as we could and I found a container and poured a beer.
As I sat and sipped from the leather jack I had found, the shakes slowly went away, the sweats stopped and the more I came back to myself the more sitting here and doing nothing became unacceptable to me. Dubaku squatted a couple of yards away and watched me drink without expression or comment.
What was Sheo doing? I was sure, on reflection, that he was an ally. Lentro must have told him about the last King's Amulet, and when he had put me in prison he must have had a plan. Later, Kerral had come for Tahal, and now Tahal had the ten carat stone that Sheo had deliberately left with me. He had expected me to do something, to play some part in some plan of his. And Kerral also? And what plan? A plan to destroy Kukran Epthel? But Sheo knew me; he knew I didn't have much magic, leaving me the stone made no sense unless he wanted Tahal to have it. I ran through the spells Tahal had told me he had, with which we had planned to make an escape when the opportunity presented itself. When the time had come Tahal had not acted. So he must be an enemy, Turned by Kukran Epthel? Unaware of the last King's Amulet? Certainly I had not told him about it. I shook my head, irritated at myself; no, he had not met Kukran, had been confused when I mentioned the lich. Still, he had cooperated for a time with the other Necromancer, and maybe had been placed in the cell to pump me for information. The thought irritated me. I hadn't questioned his legitimacy for a moment. Maybe I had given the ten carat stone to an enemy. That burned and brought me to my feet. Dubaku looked up at me as I paced between barrels of ale that demanded my attention.
“You have a plan?”
It was Kerral that had thrown Sapphire in the cell, not Sheo. Were they allies? Did Kerral leave some tool with Sapphire, something to aid me, expecting that I would find it? Just knowing that would tell me a lot.
I bent to Sapphire's unconscious form and began searching him swiftly but gently. I found what I was looking for in his boots; lock-picks, a small but wickedly sharp knife, and the ring that gave the wearer the look of a barbarian. I slipped it on and Dubaku blinked, once, like a shout of shocked surprise from any other man. So they were co-conspirators, Sheo and Kerral! They had expected me to find these, to use them. When? Were they waiting for me before they acted? Was I to be a trigger? The details didn't matter. I had to act or their plan could collapse and I had to trust that their plan had a good purpose and reason even though the army was here and the war almost over.
I could stay here, wait it out, do nothing. The thought barely registered. There was no way I could do that. I needed to be doing something, needed to act, to succeed at something, and this is what was in front of me. Find Kukran Epthel. Kill him, or help kill him.
“I'm going,” I said. Out of the vaults. Yes. But then what? What would they expect me to do?
Seek out and destroy Kukran Epthel. That, at least, is what I would do. In the chaos of the attack I would take him down, somehow, and utterly destroy him and the Amulet.
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Dubaku had wanted to accompany me, but I had argued against it. Sapphire was helpless and needed someone to hide him and protect him. Striding boldly through the vault I couldn't help wondering if he were invisible and following.
“Jocasta asked me to help you,” Dubaku had said.
“So help me. Keep my friend safe while I do what I need to do.”
He had shaken his head once. “No.”
I came to the stairs and headed up. There were no guards at all. Perhaps there never were or perhaps the imminent attack had pulled everyone to the walls. It didn't matter. I was inside the stronghold so I would begin my search here, I decided. Turning right at the top of the stairs I moved briskly on, looking like I belonged, like I had business here and like I didn't want to be interrupted. I was surprised by how many people glanced at me in passing and ignored me.
“Where is Kukran Epthel?” I demanded of one fellow who also looked busy.
“With the warlord,” he jerked his thumb over his shoulder and I nodded as though I knew exactly what he meant and moved on briskly about my business.
Warlord. Yes, well, the barbarians had many clans and clan chieftains. In time of war there was a vote and a warlord was chosen. So, it made sense that Kukran Epthel would be with him, in the thick of things. They were all obedient to him, after all, enthralled unknowingly by an ancient amulet.
“Where is the warlord?” I barked at the next man I passed.
“Heading for the walls!” The fellow was in a rush and tossed the remark over his shoulder.
So, out of the stronghold, I decided. Which way was that?
Dubaku had argued further, and I had argued back. “He is helpless, I am not!”
I could not ask anyone the way out. True, I smelled of beer but I wasn't drunk and didn't think I would get away with it no matter how drunk I had been. Who wouldn't know the way out? It would just attract the wrong kind of attention. Instead, and simply, I took a straight line till I hit an easily recognized outer wall and began walking around the stronghold.
“He is not my responsibility. You are, at Jocasta's request.”
“And why do you obey her above me? Your mercenary unit was under my command and I have not released you yet.”
He had simply looked at me. It was true, but it was also true that all of his company was dead, and it was true that that was my fault. Still, he didn't answer and I knew I had him. I had nodded firmly, as though it were agreed and settled and then set off without waiting for him to verbally accept my authority. Good enough was good enough; no sense rubbing his nose in it. I had the illusion ring, the stone in my forehead, a set of lock-picks and a small but very sharp knife. I doubted it would be enough but the battle would begin soon and it would just have to do. I had to come out of this mess with something; a hero, not a pauper.
I came to the gate, at last. It was open and busy.
Getting out wasn't a problem. I just acted as I had been, a busy man with no time to waste on formalities. Everyone else was acting the same way, so I fit right in.
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I was going to need a horse.
It was dawn, the sky pale, shadows long, fires of various sizes burning high, and people were up and on the move everywhere I looked. I hadn't taken more than a few paces from the keep, nor yet asked where the warlord might be found, when the first concussion rang out.
The attack had started.
I was going to need a horse fast. There were none nearby so I started moving. Every man in sight was armed and heading for the walls. I didn't doubt there were enough of them to man the walls entire. The Eyrie was huge but also crowded. Horses were few and far between, and I had gone a hundred yards before I saw three together, saddled and standing outside a tent, reins pegged to the ground, waiting for three men who were at that moment coming out of the tent, armed and armored.  
Three of them, one of me, and I had just a small knife and no armor. No. I angled away and kept moving, heading roughly for the gate and passing through camps and around fenced-in pastures as necessary. If I'd needed a cow or a bull life would have been easier.
More concussions sounded. I couldn't see much; dawn and dusk are the worst times of day to see clearly; add in the fires, shadows and kaleidoscopic movement of people and cattle and it was a wonder I could make sense of anything.
This is chaos, I thought, and grinned, suddenly lighthearted. Sow the seeds!
I snatched up the next torch I saw and started setting fire to tents as I moved. Not all of them, not waiting to see the result, just moving on and setting fire to things as I searched for a horse and someone to bludgeon into telling me where the warlord was. More concussions sounded as I moved and from seemingly all around a great roar went up as several thousand men shouted at once.
It wasn't long before I was spotted, just a minute or so. Thankfully it was a young Alendi on a horse, and alone. I moved to meet him as he negotiated his mount toward me, spear raised but expression uncertain. There was no uncertainty in me. I had recaptured the right attitude, wrapped myself in Sapphire's teachings. I tossed the burning brand at his face and moved in under the spear that he jabbed at me, stuck the short blade deep in his thigh and ripped down as I dropped and ducked under the belly of the horse. His scream was more shock than pain, I knew, but that was good enough. I grabbed his other leg as I came up on the other side of him and tipped him out of the saddle. He went reluctantly, trying to keep himself in the saddle, trying to bring his spear to bear. I grabbed the pommel of the saddle, stuck my one foot in the stirrup and pulled myself up, head butting him viciously in the face. He went. I had to drop back to the ground, control the horse, and change feet before I was able to pull myself into the saddle. The boy didn't bother me while I did so. He was done.
Spinning the horse about, I started moving with better speed and better visibility. Dawn was lightening the world and the added height let me see some of what was going on.
Clouds of dust obscured several sections of the wall. I picked the nearest and headed for it.
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I looked like one of them, heading for a breech and intent on defending it, just as they were. No one so much as gave me a glance apart from getting out of the way of my horse, which I used as a tool to push forward when things were pressed.
I looked around all the time, searching for a clue, and found it. A banner. There were several but this one was by far the largest and most impressive. A black bird, wings spread against a yellow background. The light was good enough that I could see colors. Good enough that even as I spotted the banner at a breach in the wall I also saw soldiers of the city pouring through the breach and pressing the enemy back. I glanced around, seeing this pattern repeated at every breach I could see; the dust settling, the enemy faltering, and our men pushing them back. I guessed that an hour would see the battle done, the war done, and my chance to settle with Kukran Epthel lost.
I turned slightly and headed for the big yellow banner. Surely Kukran was still with the warlord, and surely Tahal, if he was the Turned I took him for, would be with him, using my stone against our people. As if the gods had heard me I saw a great flash of light and a fireball expand in the midst of the breach where our men were thickest. Tahal or another, it didn't matter at the moment. What mattered was that it had to stop.
I rolled my hips forward and kicked the horse into a canter, careless of who was in the way and might get knocked down. It wasn't far but I wanted to be there now, not later.
As I closed on the banner a bonfire shielded the knot of men from view; I steered so that I could see past it and there they were. Kukran Epthel and a group of warriors grouped together on a small mound back from the fighting, suddenly close. Grimly, I made for them, picking out my companions from the group as I went. Tahal was there, and Sheo, Kerral, Hettar and Lentro. There was another figure in a black robe. Their backs were turned to me, but I knew them anyway. Their size, shape, the way they stood, told me who was there. Not just the Turned but others, a warrior I took to be the warlord and his band of bodyguards ranged ahead of him. In the black robe, the other Necromancer. They did not expect to be attacked from the rear. Ahead of them the defenders were being pushed back. A war mage must have reached the breach because a sudden concussion rent the center, taking down dozens of defenders and our brave lads pushed against the suddenly lessened resistance. A bonfire burned to one side of my target and I steered my mount to be shielded by it until the last moment. Then I was among them.
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It wasn't much of a plan, but it was the only one I had.
Sheo and Kerral had not let me keep the ten carat stone and Sapphire keep his few tools for no reason. They must be allies. They must expect us to escape, somehow. They must expect me to come here and now, to attack Kukran Epthel. They must have a plan, and that plan must surely be enough to keep me alive. Our soldiers were close and getting closer. The enemy barbarians were about to break. And I was attacking the only sure enemy I saw among the knot of enemy men. Kukran Epthel.
I recklessly rode the horse right into them and threw myself from the saddle, arms spread, hitting the lich square and bearing him to the ground. Around me all hell broke loose. Magic flared and flashed, near-invisible light followed by fire and lightning and hot oil, some of which landed on my back and made me howl. It didn't make me change my mind. Fire. He had burned and would burn more. The bonfire was close. He wasn't heavy. He struggled. I had landed hard, winded and one arm wrenched. Bruised and battered I still wrapped my arms around him and hauled him toward the fire. He twisted in my arms, speaking calmly, his struggles slow and thoughtful. “Unhand me,” he said.
The banality of it almost made me laugh. I had him off the ground, his dry weight as much as a ten year old child. He smelled musty and damp, like mushrooms and mold.
“You will not live,” he said.
I ignored him, carried him the short distance I had planned, turned on my heel and threw him into the fire.
My companions were covering me, spraying magic in every direction. Suddenly they were allies. Suddenly they were helping. Why had they waited? I glanced back at them. There was no threat to me there; the bodyguard of the warlord had turned and attacked the small knot of men who suddenly defended the raised ground. The warlord was dying, writhing on the ground, covered in hot oil and screaming the desperate howl of a man in agony that won't stop. I heard it clearly even above the roar of battle.
Glancing back I was nearly enveloped in flames as Kukran Epthel staggered into me, his robes burning. His face, I saw then, had had the flesh stripped from one cheek by a sword blow, one ear missing. His eyes were fixed on me as he gripped me, hugging his burning body to me.
“You will serve me as a spirit,” he said.
I could almost hear his thought process slowly developing the idea. He could call a spirit to kill me and I knew he would at any moment, just as soon as he decided which one and recalled its name. The flames burned me but I didn't care.
“No, I won't,” I told him and picking him up, hugging is burning robes to me. I bore him backwards, tripping and throwing both of us into the fire. I didn't have much time. I knew that what I did was madness, but Lentro was close by. I kept my eyes closed and held my breath as I sought his head with both hands, dragging them free of the burning wood and rising up as best I could. I was burning. I didn't have much time. I gripped his head as I had seen Sapphire do and wrenched it. I was not sure for a moment if the pop I heard was his neck breaking or a branch snapping under our weight where we struggled in the fire. Then I felt his head move and twisted it right around as far as I could, and not able to take the pain any more, I threw myself away, rolling over and over out of the fire. My clothes were on fire and I was covered in pain the like of which I had never guessed at. “Douse me!” I shouted.
I struggled to my feet, stripping the burning clothes from my body desperately. Eyes still closed, not daring to open them. Still holding my breath, but I would have to breathe soon. “Douse me!” I shouted again. And mercifully someone did, water shocked me with its icy cold, knocking me to my knees. I opened my eyes. I was facing the fire. Stunned with the pain. Shivering. I couldn't move.
Kukran did not die readily. He kept moving despite his grotesquely broken neck. He struggled among the burning branches, thrashing deep in the heart of the fire. Achieving nothing, he paused and moved again, dragging wood to him as he tried and failed to drag himself free. There was no desperation in his movement, only detached determination. The robes he had worn were already gone and the flesh of him burned with blue and green flames, hissing fiercely, popping and spitting now and again. I watched, determined that he would not get out, seeing that there was no chance of it. Covered in burns, moaning softly from the pain that built to levels I would not have imagined possible, I nonetheless knelt unmoving and watched Kukran's end. He died in stages as less and less of his body functioned. I watched his burning hand sticking out of the fire, close by, scrabbling still, trying to drag the useless body out of the fire. Someone healed me as I watched the hand twitch and twitch and finally, burning out, become still.
I raised my hands before my eyes, seeing the burns but feeling little pain. I touched my face, the nerves of my hands working enough to tell me of the crisp remains of hair turning to dust under them. I ran them over my face and neck. Everything still hurt, my whole body stung but it felt like it was not going to worsen, it felt like the healthy pain of healing flesh, and at least I wouldn't have to shave. I moved away from the flames, the heat hurt my tender flesh. Someone helped me and I glanced to see Larner at my side, helping me to my feet. As soon as I had my balance he nipped away and brought a cloak back for me. I took a look around. The battle was turning into a rout.
“We couldn't attack him...” Larner started to explain. I locked eyes with him and he faltered, looked away, glanced down. “Best stay with us,” he said.
I shook my head. No. The resistance was faltering, the fight more or less over. There were probably more of our men inside the walls than enemy. The warlord's banner was in the dirt. Among the group on the knoll one figure knelt as prisoner; it was the other Necromancer. Kerral was using a flag to signal to our troops. I didn't much care about any of it.
“I'm going for a beer, and the gods help anyone who tries to stop me.”
He didn't say a word. I fetched my horse, hurt myself as I climbed into the saddle and rode back the way I had come. No one bothered me. Everyone I saw was busy surrendering or running for the keep. The rising sun was bright in my eyes, making me squint and frown. The heat of it hurt more than a little, making me angry. I wanted somewhere shady and cool, somewhere with beer.
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I took a sip of beer.
The keep had surrendered to me. I had taken off the illusion ring and tucked it into the pocket of my cloak. God knows what I looked like, fresh burns healing, skin flaking, bald and with burned hair falling off me. I had slipped painfully off the horse at the bridge and confronted the guards as soon as those ahead of me had gotten out of my way, crossing the bridge, panicked and fleeing for some illusion of safety.
“I am Sumto Merian Ichatha Cerulian, patron of the city, and if you want anyone in there to survive you will place yourselves under my protection.”
They didn't have to think about it. That the battle was lost was apparent even from here. The barbarians forget what we are capable of until we remind them every few generations. The guards were reminded. They started talking but I wasn't interested.
“Put some white flags on the walls. Throw your weapons in a pile, there,” I pointed. It was only a symbol but these things are important. “Tell any solders who come here that you are under my protection. I'll be in the vaults. Get out of my way.”
Now, I took another sip of beer. It tasted good.
Sapphire and Dubaku were where I had left them. Dubaku watched over Sapphire, who slept on, oblivious. "Will he live?"
"Yes," Dubaku said.
Good. I had some questions for him, when he woke, but it would just have to wait until then.
A city soldier walked past, glanced in, met my gaze and moved on. There were plenty of people striding about the vaults, glancing in as they passed, and they almost all passed. But not everyone ignored me. Kerral had sought me out, stood in the doorway and said a few words before going away again. As Lentro had started to say, they could not attack Kukran. The Amulet inhibited them. That wasn't in the history books and I had silently resolved to do some research and write a more accurate history. I decided I would also write one telling of my experiences and the end of the thing. I only asked him one question. Where was the Amulet now? He told me that Hettar had destroyed it. There were witnesses. “We all watched him do it, there was no mistake.”
“We will not suffer a tyrant to live.”
He had nodded and we had held each other’s gaze for a long moment, and then he left, leaving much unsaid. Maybe another day we would talk; maybe not. However that went, our friendship would never be the same.
I drank. Dubaku watched me. Sapphire slept. A slave found me, bringing fresh clothes. He didn't say much. Nor did I. I had no idea who sent him. I didn't much care to know. He left to find some food for me and I put on the fresh clothes, feeling a little better for it. Then I drank some more and wallowed in self pity for a while. I might have achieved much but I had gained nothing. Maybe, if people reported favorably, I might get away with not being exiled. I had failed to rescue Tahal, though he was free, and damned if I knew now whose side he had been on or much cared. I had still lost my first command; had raised troops without authority; was still a drunk - now more so than ever; addicted for life, probably.
Later, another slave sought me out with a letter from Jocasta  
I sipped my beer and read the letter. It was brief.
My Dearest Sumto,
My brother and sister are in the camp and I cannot be rid of them. My reputation, of course, is ruined and they are furious with me. I am afraid they are going to be difficult. So long as I share their name I will not be free. I have heard conflicting accounts but understand that you are alive and well. I am very relieved. Give up on nothing you desire. All things can be yours if you are willing to fight for them.
Jocasta
I noted she had signed only her first name and thought about that for a while. Maybe, one day, I would have something to offer her. But that day was not today.  
I took another swig, tucked the letter away to think about later and went back to brooding. I'd lost my armor and weapons. My father would not be pleased about that. But they had to be around somewhere, and like my one carat signet ring, it might be found and returned to me. I couldn't remember who had it; Sheo, or one of the others. The one on my forehead would stay, of course. No getting rid of it. And with it there would always be people who would be able to find me. It occurred to me that if they were friends that might be useful, but it applied equally to enemies.  
An old soldier walked into the room, glanced at us, clearly taking in Dubaku, squatting on the floor, and the inert figure of Sapphire and myself, drunk and leaning against a barrel from which I was even then pulling another draft. He shrugged, clearly deciding he had taken drink in worse company, then hunted out a drinking jack and poured himself a beer.
“This is my beer,” I told him.
“I'll buy it from you,” he grinned, pulling out a coin and tossing it into my lap. I let it lay there. “Not a bad haul,” he said, perching on a barrel.
Loot. I didn't know if I would actually get any. After all, I had not been with the army that had actually taken the Eyrie. But, the stronghold had surrendered to me. I could argue a case and would when the time came. I wouldn't give up. “How much?”
He started reeling off figures he had obviously pre-calculated. “Commander in chief, one million. Commanders, half a million. Command staff and mages two hundred thousand. Equestes and First centurions a hundred thousand. Centurions fifty thousand. Infantry five thousand.” He made a gesture with his hand and shrugged lightly. “Roughly,” he grinned a gap-toothed grin and winked. “That'll buy us some beer, eh, laddie?”
Hell, even if I only got five thousand it was better than nothing. And for what? Less than a month of my life? I can do that, I thought, raising the beer to my lips and taking a big gulp. After all it couldn't always be this hard, could it? March a bit, fight a battle, take some loot. It almost seemed easy. Maybe I'd just renounce my status as patron and join up. To hell with my family, to hell with everything. Yes, I decided, knowing that's what I would do. I would write to my father, telling him, and to the council of patrons, telling them. Then I would be free to find my own way. I knew I was drunk, knew I would change my mind later, but for now was happy enough with the decision and didn't worry about it.
I downed a big gulp of beer, smiled back at the gap toothed old soldier who was sitting quietly, sipping his own beer and eying me speculatively.
“So,” I said, “that's good then.”
 
 
 THE END
 
 #####
 
 
Author's Notes
 
Sumo's story is taken up in book two of The Price of Freedom (which I have taken to thinking of as Freedom's Fool), as he moves deeper into the north and gets into even more trouble. The Key to the Grave ties up a few loose ends but isn't the end of things by any means; the tale is taken up in The Invisible Hand, which more-or-less wraps things up in the north. Some of the resolutions are handled in the early part of book IV (simply because it makes more sense to recap by resolution rather than going through what happened before and risk boring the reader); speaking of which, books IV and V are roughly planned out but please don't ask me when they will be available, as I don't know. Soon. Probably.
 
In The Last King's Amulet I have Sumo make reference to the iron law of bureaucracy. I take the phrase directly from Pournelle's Iron Law of Bureaucracy, a principle that is well worth being aware of and one which applies in our own world, and always has.
 
It won't have escaped anyone's notice that I have created the city as though the Ancient Roman Republic had developed in a fantasy world, nor that I have taken liberties with that political and social structure. The most obvious is the title of King, a proconsular office that gives little power to its bearer; the title is maintained as reminder of the perils of concentrating power in the hands of one individual, and that is why no significant power is given with the title. The King is a title to be avoided, a joke, a position of ridicule, maintained for that purpose. Admittedly, only the King has authority to propose a change to the constitution - but must do so standing on a chair with a noose tied around his neck; in the moment of his declaration of the intended change, anyone can walk up to him and kick the chair away. Or it may be that the most obvious difference is the degree of freedom afforded to individual Patrician or Plebeian nobility, whom I have collectively called Patrons. Before the recent edit I used patrons with a small 'p' to denote nobility who were private citizens, and Patrons with a capital 'P' to denote those who hold or have held office. That method of distinction fell out of bed during the last edit, but I believe the difference is visible by context and needs no distinction. True, it can get confusing, but Roman politics was confusing, confusing enough so that some of the writers of the time flat out got things wrong. Sumo's own understanding is sometimes flawed, and his memory isn't perfect. It should be remembered that he himself has not held high office, and so has not had to deal with these things directly; also that he wasn't paying much attention when these matters were explained to him. My best advice is not to worry about it. He certainly doesn't.
 
As the structure of a Legion has been questioned in review, I thought I'd better clarify for those who are interested. The units of a Legion are based on the century, which rather confusingly numbers 80 men (plus twenty servants and/or slaves who tend to their needs), and is held to discipline by a centurion; the centurion has an Optio or second in command whom he chooses from his men. Two centuries is a Maniple, and six is a Cohort. Ten Cohorts is a legion. Working backwards, the 80 men century is comprised of ten eight man units, each having two senior men (a Decurio and his chosen second) so that the unit could be split into two four man units and still be lead by one man (the eight man unit usually sort out who was in charge for themselves, though a centurion may get involved at his discretion). Equestes or cavalry are comprised as available or as needed and are men of the second class, sometimes known as Knights. Auxiliaries are non citizens drawn from the provinces and lead by whomsoever the commander deems suitable. The commander of an army (regardless of size) determines who commands the units and what number of units are commanded (usually a Cohort, but often a maniple and sometimes a century); there are traditions and rules about who these men can be but they can be broken at the commanders discretion. Usually they are men of the first and second class, Patrons and Knights. I could go on but I think that's enough information to get the gist of things and I don't want to bore those who are not that interested.
 
I have been asked about maps. Actually, I have been nagged about maps. Well, the truth is that I only have a few sketch maps for my own use. There are big blank areas because I only have a vague idea of what is there, and that will last until Sumto actually goes and has a look. At some point there will be a map worth sharing, and as soon as that is the case I will start including it.
 
Some Thank You's
 
There have been many reviews of the series so far, and I am struck by how thoughtful and insightful many of them are. So, thank you to Archie, Joel W. Christensen, Brian Chrisman “fooburger”, Nimrod, Joshua Watcher “The Deposed King”, Gibby, Carebear, Vin B, Barry W, also R. David Morris, Benjamin Bruce “Fides”, G Tait “Gor”, Eagle Quill, Nichola Marshall, J.R. Tomlin, Maureen Gill, Liviu Suciu, Guy Antibes, Gordon Tait, Ruthann, and Mr Parker, and many others who have been kind enough to leave comments and reviews in many locations. Though the reviews are not for me, I read and think about all that you say. I know that I am breaking many rules of storytelling, and am very gratified to see that many of you understand this and are staying with the series despite what can only be considered as intentional flaws. It is a risk I'm taking and a risk I guess I am asking you to take with me. Here's hoping I can pull it off as well as I believe I can.
 
I should also thank the many bloggers who have been kind enough to feature the series but if I began to do so by name I would be here some time and run the risk, as I am sure I have with the reviewer list above, of leaving names off and thus offending some.
 

The Price of Freedom Sequence

The Last King’s Amulet (Book One of The Price of Freedom)

The Key To The Grave (Book Two of The Price of Freedom)

The Invisible Hand (Book Three of The Price of Freedom)
 
 

Endgame: Aftermath – a revolutionary post-apocalyptic fantasy role-playing game

 Prison of Power - A stand alone fantasy novel
 

The Key to the Grave (Book Two of The Price of Freedom)
In this book we see Sumto’s earlier sardonic wit and hedonism ripen into a mature and well reasoned pragmatism as his irresponsible preference for the easy way out is replaced by a warrior’s commitment to values beyond one’s own immediate self-interest. In this sequel, Sumto’s amorality is replaced with a moral awareness and his innate cleverness is morphed into a richly nuanced intellectualism and wisdom. I especially enjoyed how Sumto respected and then came to deeply love Jocasta and, in the end, found it remarkable that after fighting so savagely for her he had the wisdom and reserve to allow her to claim a far different destiny than the one his own dream envisioned. - Maureen Gill
 

The Invisible Hand (Book Three of The Price of Freedom)
Finally, I do want to say I for the most part, enjoyed this book. I also hope that Sumto's victimization and seemingly uninterrupted string of failures is coming to an end as he comes to better understand the reality of his world. I also think the Northern's political and economic views, - for I find it difficult to imagine that Sumto's views don't reflect the author's at least to some extent - while not entirely original, are thought provoking and provide a refreshingly pragmatic and rational motivation for the protagonist's actions, far different from so many novels where the main character is driven by thoughts of revenge, justice or some equally vague and irrational notion. I would give this book three and half stars if I could, and would upgrade it to four stars, depending on how Northern uses the foundation laid in the next novel. - Joel W. Christensen


 
Other Works
 
Prison of Power is a far more traditional fantasy novel, so please do not expect the same style or content as the above work. Take a look, by all means, and even buy it if you feel so inclined; but be warned, it isn't the same kind of book at all.
 
Endgame: Aftermath is an experiment, a role-playing game where character generation happens during play. A shift in thinking and a good deal of input is required by anyone who wants to run this kind of game. I originally intended to develop the game further but other work has taken priority. I'm leaving it available for now. If you like experimental RPG's then you will find enough ideas developed far enough for you to use them.
 
 
Chris Northern's random ramblings can sometimes be found at forwardviewmirror.com
 
I glady answer questions to the best of my ability, email me here: shasqa@yahoo.com.
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