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Hal Kailas heard the distant chittering of the dragon as he plodded home. He looked up eagerly, needing to see color beside the gray cobbles, stone houses, mountains, drab mine buildings, high-piled tailings, even the overcast sky.

The crimson and deep-green monster, he guessed a cow, although the beast was really too high for him to see the female’s characteristic darker belly stripes, banked back and forth, horned head darting from side to side, looking down.

Somewhere in the crags just above the village, and Hal thought he knew just where from his solitary, but not lonely, hill explorations, the beast had its nest. The nest where dragons had hatched their young for over a century.

He wondered what had sparked its curiosity, what could spark any creature’s interest in the village of Caerly. Nothing but gray, including, he thought morosely, all the people who lived there and went down the tin mine for their slender living.

He’d ducked his schooling this day, thinking that if he had to hear the tutor drone on once more about the workers’ duty to support the way things are, which meant obediently going down the Tregonys’ mine, and kissing their hands in gratitude, he’d go mad.

He dreamed, or rather tried to dream, for it seemed impossible, of the hillmen’s legendary past. A past of fierce reivers and warriors, until the king of Deraine’s army came through, and slew all those who didn’t bend, kiss the sword, and become good little servitors to those nobles the king named as the region’s overlords and exploiters.

Two hundred years gone, certainly. But there were still those who muttered about the injustice.

A wind blew cold across his face, and he pulled his wool coat, new only last birthday, closer about him.

Kailas was a bit past thirteen, tall for his age, but he had never been gawky. He had slender arms and legs, belying his strength. His brown hair was tousled, and he had green eyes in a somewhat long face.

The dragon shrilled loudly, and Hal started, for very close to  him came an answering cry, higher, not as loud, from seemingly around the corner.

He rounded the corner, and saw four boys torturing a dragon kit. He guessed it to be fresh-hatched, for it was no more than a yard long. It must have fallen from its nest on to something that cushioned its landing.

Now the mother was frantically trying to recover it.

One of the boys was Nanpean Tregony, the local lord’s son, and Hal knew the kit wouldn’t be allowed to live beyond the hour. Tregony, a year older than Hal, good-looking, always ready with a smile for his elders, kept his cruel streak well hidden.

Hal knew better, having come on him laughing in hysterical glee after he’d soaked a kitten in lantern oil, and struck a spark.

None of the four noticed him. Tregony had a broken broom across the dragon’s neck, pinning it to the cobbles, while the other three poked at it with sharp sticks.

Hal knew the other three as well, Tregony’s toadies, like Nanpean a year or two older than Kailas, always sucking around him, hoping for favor from the mine owner’s son.

The dragon screamed in pain, and an answering scream came from above, drowned by Tregony’s jeering laughter. Tregony reached into a pouch inside his waistband, took out a slender, evil-looking spring knife. He touched a button, and its blade sprung out.

“Hold it still,” he told one of his cohorts, passing him the broomstick. “And watch this, now,” he said, and bent over the struggling kit.

Hal Kailas didn’t have much of a temper . . . Or so he thought. But when he became truly angry, his voice sank to a whisper, and the world seemed to slow to a crawl, so that he had all the time in the world to do as he wished. That cold rage had made him more than a bit feared by the other village boys.

So it was now, on this gray, windy street.

He saw a length of wood, almost as long as he was tall, lying in a pile of scrap nearby. Hal soon had the wood, half as thick as his wrist, in both hands.

“Stop!” he shouted, and ran toward the four boys. One turned, was hit on the head, very hard, howled in panic, and started running.

Tregony jumped to one side.

“Kailas!” he shouted. “Get your peasant ass away from here, or my father’ll roast you!”

Hal barely heard the words. He lifted the wood, and another boy raised his hands to fight back. Hal kicked him in the belly. The boy collapsed, near the dragon, and his face was ravaged by the kit’s tiny claws as it flailed. The fourth boy was running after the first.

But Tregony had a bit of courage.

“Come on, then,” he said, his face a smiling rictus. “Come on,” he said again, waving the knife back and forth in front of him.

Hal had the stick in both hands, like a fighting stave wielded by men in paintings in his father’s taproom, moving it up, down, keeping the knife away.

Tregony lunged, and Hal jerked sideways, had the stick like a spear at one end, and thrust hard. He caught Tregony along the neck, and the jagged end tore flesh. Hal pulled back, lunged once more, into Tregony’s breastbone, heard ribs crack. Nanpean howled in agony, had hold of the spear’s end, then stumbled back, fell hard against the stone wall beside him. He tried to get up and Hal kicked him, quite deliberately, in the face.

His eyes stared hard at Hal, then glazed, closed. For an instant Kailas thought he’d killed Tregony, then saw the steady rise and fall of the young man’s chest.

Instantly he forgot him, knelt over the dragon, who was up on unsteady feet.

It shrieked fear, and, from above, his mother answered.

“Now for you,” Hal muttered. “You little pain in the ass.”

 



The dragon kit wriggled, wrapped in Hal’s coat, as the boy reached for another handhold. He almost slipped, feet scrabbling on wet stone, then he was safe, inside a jagged crevice that led straight upward.

He looked down at Caerly a thousand feet below him, and was surprised he felt no vertigo, no particular fear beyond what any fool should feel high on this huge crag, only a few yards below a dragon’s nest.

“Dammit!” he said, trying to sound like an adult. “Stay still! I’m on your side!”

The kit didn’t seem to understand, squirming more frantically.

Across the valley, gray rain was sweeping toward him in the dusk, and he realized, unless he wanted to be trapped here by nightfall, he’d best keep moving.

He scanned the skies for the mother dragon, saw nothing. Hal  wondered where the bull was, hoped not diving at the back of his head.

The musky scent of the nest came to him, something he’d heard others describe as nauseating. He found it quite otherwise, not attractive, but certainly not disgusting.

Realizing he was avoiding the last of the climb, he hitched his coat more securely to his waist, saw that the little dragon had ripped the cloth, knew he’d pay for what he was doing when winter winds struck, put his back to the crevice wall, and pushed upward with his feet.

He’d seen egg-gatherers walk their way up sheer cliffs like this, their grass baskets tied to their chests, tried to imitate them.

The rock wall behind him tore at his linen shirt, scratching his skin, but he ignored it, looking only up, only at that huge nest, looking like a pile of abandoned lumber and brush.

The nest had been built in an alcove of the crag, out of the way of wind and most weather. It was huge, thirty feet in diameter. As Hal got closer, he smelt carrion over the dragon-reek, and his stomach churned, wondering what he’d find inside the nest.

A shriek tore at his ears, and he jumped, almost losing his hold, and a wind pulled at him as the mother dragon dove past him, less than ten feet away.

“Go away, dammit!” he shouted. “I’ve got your baby! Go away or you’ll kill us both!”

The baby dragon wiggled, squealed, and the mother heard. Hal had enough of a hold to let the kit’s head snake out of the jacket.

The cow roared at him again, climbed, leathery wings, over a hundred feet across, slowly stroking down, lifting the monster high into the air.

The dragon caught the wind, banked, came back, mouth open, fangs menacing. The kit saw its mother, screeched, and again the cow turned away.

Hal scrambled up the last few feet, tumbled into the nest, landed on the decaying, half-eaten carcass of a lamb.

The nest was a litter of bones and debris. Here and there were tattered clothes, stolen from washlines below, bits of shabby rug that the dragons evidently fancied for either padding or decoration.

A deep roar sounded, and Hal saw the bull dragon, above its mate, fifty feet long, its spiked tail, a twenty-foot-long killing whip, lashing, head darting back and forth on the ten-foot-long neck.

“Here,” he said, and unwrapped the kit, spilling it into the nest.

He pulled his coat and arm away, not quite fast enough as the kit caught him below the elbow with its fangs, tearing his arm open to the wrist.

The kit shrilled in evident triumph, and the bull dove at the nest.

Hal had one instant of pure awe, seeing the dragon, jaws yawning, foreleg talons extended, wing talons reaching, coming at him, and the thought flashed of how few people could have seen this and lived, realized if he didn’t move quickly he might not be one of those survivors, and eeled over the edge of the nest, almost falling, then had a hold on a two-inch length of lumber sticking out of the brush.

The cow flared her wings and landed above him, in the nest, her interest only in her kit.

The bull had climbed, dropped a wing and came back at him, but Hal was tucked in the crevice, slithering down as fast as he could.

The dragon tried again for him, couldn’t slow enough to reach into the cranny, screaming rage.

It was below him then, and Hal looked at its wide shoulder blades, at the carapace behind the dragon’s long neck and horned head, thought, insanely, that could be a seat, and you could be flying yourself, if you could figure a way to make the dragon do your bidding, and he forced that away, climbing down and down.

The dragon’s rage receded as he shinnied down the outcropping, and cold fear finally came, fear of what would greet him when he reached the ground and his parents’ tavern.

 



“I hope that’ll not leave the scar I fear,” Hal’s mother said, as she finished bandaging Hal’s arm with the spell-impregnated bandage she’d gotten from the village witch.

“It’ll be fine, Mother,” Hal said.

“Then that’ll be the only thing that shall,” she said. She rubbed her eyes wearily. “Twenty years gone for us now.”

“Lees,” Hal’s father, Faadi, said quietly, “that’s not going to make our son feel any better about what happened . . . nor is it likely to offer any solutions to our problem.”

“I’m sorry for what happened, Da,” Hal said.

“Are you really?” his father asked.

Hal started to reply, thought, then shook his head. “No. Nossir, I’m not. That Nanpean ought not to be able to pain others, even a dragon.”

“No,” Faadi said. “He ought not. Any more than his father ought to be able to use his gold and power given by the king to rule our lives.” He shrugged. “But that seems to be the way of the world.”

“Some of Lord Tregony’s men—” Lees began.

“Thugs,” Faadi corrected. “Goons. Bullyboys. Hardly men of good or free will.”

“Regardless,” Lees said. “They wanted you, Hal.”

“Naturally, we told them to go away or we’d call the warder,” Faadi said.

“They laughed at that, and said that even if they didn’t find you,” Lees went on, “there’d be charges pressed, and our tavern would be theirs, and we’d be beggars on the road. We should know full well the warders and the magistrate are on their side, like they side with everyone of riches.”

“Tomorrow, before dawn, I’ll ride for the city, and hire the best advocate I can,” Faadi said. “That’ll put a bit of a stave in their wheel.”

“But aren’t those expensive?” Hal asked.

“We own this building clear,” Faadi said. “That should pay at least some of his price. For the rest, he - or she - will have to take payments.”

“Which will be a time in coming,” Lees said. “Tregony’s men also said that Tregony would order none of his miners - his miners, indeed, as if they were his slaves - to drink here. That’s the greater part of our business.”

“Not everyone in Caerly dances to the Lord’s precise fluting,” Faadi said.

“Most do.”

“But there’s others who’ll still come here for their pint and pasty,” Faadi said.

“I wish . . .” Hal said forlornly, his voice trailing away.

“What?” Faadi asked.

“Never mind,” Hal said, trying to keep from crying. Lees put an arm around him.

“We’ll fight them, Hal,” she said firmly. “Fight them and win.”

Hal wanted to believe her, but heard the doubt in her voice.
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Later, in his attic room, Hal did cry, feeling like a stupid baby, knowing that wouldn’t do any good at all.

He stared out the window, at the rainy street below, remembering his mother’s words about being “beggars on the road.”

No. That would never happen. Not to his parents.

The clock downstairs in the taproom rang midnight. There’d been no customers to run out to their homes. The whole village seemed to be holding its breath, waiting to see what Lord Tregony would do to the boy who dared hurt his only son.

Hal thought of what his father had said, about going to the city with his hat in his hand to hire an advocate who’d stand firm against Tregony’s pocket magistrate.

No, he thought. That would never do. Not for his parents.

He thought about them, about their careful lives, careful budgeting, here in this tiny mining village in the back of beyond. And he considered his own life, what he would grow up to be.

He knew he’d never go down the mines like his fellows. What, then? Inherit the tavern, and have to listen to the sponges and the old gaffers, mumbling their drunken way toward the grave? Maybe become a tutor to teach the miners’ children to barely read and write and bow and scrape before the boys followed their fathers underground, and the girls began to bear baby after baby until they were worn out at thirty?

No.

At least, he thought a bit forlornly, he didn’t have to worry about saying goodbye to his friends, since he really didn’t think he’d ever had any.

Moving very quietly, he dressed, wearing his best woolen pants, heaviest shoes, a sweater and his rather bedraggled and torn coat. He improvised a pack from another pair of pants, stuffed two shirts into it, along with a toothbrush and a bar of soap.

He started downstairs past his parents’ bedroom, heard the sound of their fitful sleep.

In the taproom, he wrote a note that he wished would say everything in his heart, but couldn’t.

He took bread, cheese, two pints of the tavern’s ale, a small square of smoked ham. He saw a sheathed knife, ancient, a wall hanging, next to an antique sword, took it down, tested its edge.

It would serve, and he found a small sharpening stone in the taproom’ s utensil drawer, added a knife, fork, spoon to it.

There were a handful of coins in the cash drawer and, feeling for the first time like a thief, he took a few of them.

He looked around the taproom, inviting, warm in the dying firelight, the only world he’d known.

Then he unlocked the front door, pulling his coat on, went down the steps, and off through the rain for a new and better world.
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Hal looked up at the dragon crouched on the outcropping, put one foot in the step of his stilts and pushed off. He wobbled back and forth, then had his balance.

He glanced back at the dragon. It was, he thought, looking amusedly at Hal’s clumsiness, although no one but Kailas would’ve given the monster that characterization. It was green and white, young, he guessed, perhaps two years old, thirty feet long, and had been hovering around the hopfields for three days now.

The workers had tried to ignore it, in the hopes it meant no harm, although no one knew just what would enrage one of the monsters.

This picking of the hops was too happy a festival for the workers who’d flocked out from the capital of Rozen with their families to allow a damned dragon to ruin things.

It was late summer, hot, dry, the hop flowers beginning to dry, perfect weather for picking. The workers used stilts to walk down the rows of pole-tied vines, as that was faster than using ladders, to reach the cones fifteen feet overhead.

The hops were baled and taken to the big kilns in the strange-looking circular oasthouses for drying, then pressed and carted away to the breweries.

For centuries, the poor of Rozen had taken this harvest as a holiday, streaming out of their cobbled streets and packed slums. The farm owners provided tents, and vied with each other, claiming to offer better food and stronger beer.

The work wasn’t that hard, and there was the night to look forward to, when torches flared, friendships were renewed, and scandals and marriages made in the soft meadow grass.

This was Hal’s first festival. He’d been talked into staying on for the hop picking after the peach season ended. The farm owner had vaguely spoke of hiring him full-time, having noted Hal’s hard work.

Kailas didn’t know if he’d accept, thought not. He’d been offered other steady work in the two years since he’d left the stony mining village, but had never accepted, not sure of the reason.

He’d done just about any job offered that paid quickly, in cash, and didn’t try to change him, from road laborer to clerk to wagoneer. The only one that had drawn him, and that for a moment, was being a taleteller, carrying whatever stories and news heard from village to village, performing in a square or tavern for peasants who mostly couldn’t read or write. But he realized he had no talent for the dramatics required to wring the last handclap and copper from his audience.

He’d roamed Deraine from north to south, and the road had taught its lessons - never turn down a meal or a warm place to sleep; those who’re kindly to passing strangers generally have their own reason for charity; never beg, but offer work and mean it; the first one to make friends with you is most always the last person you want for a companion; it’s better to look shabby and clean than rich and filthy, and other messages neither the village tutor nor his father’s books had offered.

So he could, possibly, linger on this hopfarm for the winter, although autumn hadn’t come yet.

But he could also be far to the south when the first snow came. Perhaps he’d go into one of the coastal cities, as he had a year ago. There, able to read and write, unlike most of his fellow wanderers, he could find work as a clerk or shipper’s assistant, out of the tempests.

Last year he’d made the mistake of signing on to a fishing boat, and his bones were still frozen and his fingers prickered from the hooks that ended in his hand.

As Hal thought of the future, his hands worked swiftly, stripping the cones from the stems on the trellis overhead and dropping them into the sack around his neck, then stepping forward, stilt legs striking puffs of dust in the ground ten feet below.

He grinned at himself. When would he learn to let tomorrow take care of itself, and concentrate on the moment?

Such as Dolni, with her waist-length black hair, her smiling red lips, the simple frocks she wore, with nothing beneath. She was  sixteen, the daughter of one of the farmer’s cooks, with a merry laugh and eyes that promised much.

Late the night before, her arms had fulfilled the promise of her eyes, and it had been close to dawn before she pulled her dress on, pushed Hal away, saying she must be back in her bed before dawn, and perhaps tomorrow night - tonight! - there would be more.

Hal felt like puffing his chest, for hadn’t she chosen him over the others she’d gone walking with on other nights of the harvest? Dolni vowed the others had done nothing with her, although they’d begged her for her favors.

Dolni may not have been the first Hal had bedded, but she was far and away the prettiest and the most passionate.

Hal stumbled, taken by his heated lust, almost fell, and brought himself back to work, just as the dragon, on the jutting crag at the far end of the field, snorted, and dove from its perch.

There were yelps of alarm, a scream, from other pickers. But the dragon was merely picking up speed - or, perhaps, harassing the spindly two-legs below, as its great wings caught the afternoon wind, and lifted it high into the air.

Hal stared up at it, banking, gliding.

Now there was where he longed to be, somehow aloft with that fabulous beast, caring nothing for what was below.

Except, perhaps, for Dolni, riding behind him, the sweet tinkle of her laughter ringing through the skies.

Perhaps they would fly north, toward the rumored Black Island, or, more logically, south, beyond Deraine, across the Chicor Straits to the walled city of Paestum, or beyond that small free city, over Sagene and its baronies.

That was too much even for his imagination, and he pulled himself back, and concentrated on his picking, vowing he’d have more full sacks by dusk than any other picker, no matter how experienced, how agile, and shine in Dolni’s eyes.

 



It was hard telling what there was more of: food, or varieties of the various beers the district boasted.

There were barreled oysters, river crayfish, ham, chicken with hot peppers, spiced beef in pasties, kidney pie, cold cuts, breads, pickles, potato cakes, a dozen varieties of barely-steamed vegetables, corn relish, a dozen cheeses, desserts and more.

There was heavily-hopped pale beer, dark porter, heavy stout, lager, wheat beer, even strawberry beer.

All was set on long tables, and everyone was welcome to take as much as he wanted, unlike the meanness of the city.

Some pickers had brought instruments with them, and there were half a dozen guitars playing, a couple of lutes, some wood-winds, three or four small drums, wooden whistles, men and women singers, a chorus that couldn’t quite decide whose song to join in.

Children bounced through the throng, intent on their own games. Dogs chased cats, and sometimes were sent howling when they caught them.

Hal Kailas pushed through the crowd, looking for only one thing: Dolni.

He finally saw her, just as she ran, hand in hand with a local farmer’s son, notable only for his muscles and blond hair, up a hill and disappeared into a clump of brush.

Her laughter rang behind her.

Hal thought of going after her, but what would he say? He had no rights at all, he realized, just as he also realized those boys who’d gone before him had no rights.

He thought of swearing, knew that wouldn’t do any good. If he had any brains, he thought forlornly, he would laugh at his own stupidity for thinking he was more than just one more conquest for the little roundheels. He tried, but the sound was most hollow.

Very well, then, he thought. I shall get drunk. Why that idea came he had no idea. He’d been taken by drink three times, and disliked not only how it made him feel the next morning, but the dizziness, foolishness and sickness it brought that night.

Nevertheless, he found a heavy wooden mug, and went to the barrels of beer. Dark would be the strongest, he guessed, and the most potent, and grimly ladled his mug full.

 



Maybe he’d hoped for unconsciousness, but after two and a half mugs, it hadn’t come. In fact, the brew had made him feel more alert, more alive. He felt strength run through him, had a flashed thought of what vitality Dolni had missed, almost burst into tears.

He looked around for something to do, someone to impress, heard the faint honk of the dragon, saw it settling on to the jutting rock, folding its wings for the night.

An idea came.

If Dolni would not fly with him, he would fly by himself.

[image: 002]

Both moons were up, as befitted a harvest, but the higher Hal climbed, even though he could easily make out handholds in the rock, the more he wished it was just a bit darker, for the light showed him entirely too much.

He could see, perhaps two hundred distant feet below, the fires of the festival, heard the sounds of laughter and music, could even pick out a couple of stumbling drunks who couldn’t decide whether to fight or to hug each other.

Also, he could see, and now hear, very well, the rumbling snores - he hoped it was snores - of the dragon just around the outcropping and a bit below him.

The effects of the beer had worn off somewhat, and he thought, if he was anything other than a cursed fool, he’d go back the way he came. No one, after all, had seen him begin this stupid climb, or heard him boast of his intent, so he had no foolish pride to sustain.

But he climbed on, another ten feet, thinking that would surely be enough. He slipped across the crag, using an all too convenient crack, and came out in the full flood of the moonlight.

About thirty feet below him was the motionless dragon. He could see its sides heave in sleep, had a sudden wonder what dragons dreamed, or if they dreamed at all.

Meanwhile, without bidding or thought, his hands and legs were finding new holds, and he was moving down toward the monster. Closer, ever closer, and he was within ten feet of its broad back.

Well, he thought, this is as stupid a way to die as ever a man, let alone a boy, ever thought of, and jumped, legs reaching, just for that flat area behind the carapace that guarded the creature’s shoulder blades.

He landed fair, and the dragon woke with a screech, wings flailing, trying to reach back with its talons, with its fangs, to tear away the interloper.

But Hal was out of its reach, and the nightmare launched itself out, into empty air.

Hal Kailas was truly flying as the dragon dove for speed, then climbed high, banking, rolling, and he was holding on to the back of the plate, rough scales perfect for handholds, the warmth of the beast beneath him, and he could look up - seeing down - at the fires below him, people looking up, hearing the dragon scream rage and fear, and faintly he heard shouts as men and women saw him, saw him riding the dragon, flying.

The dragon tucked a wing, and the world was rightside up. Above him were the moons, and all the stars, and below him the world he had little use for.

He tried a kick, a tap really, against the left side of the dragon’s neck, and the beast turned as bidden. He kicked with his right foot, and another turn came.

He was not just flying, but he was in command of this wonderful monster, this beast of dreams.

“To the stars,” he shouted to the dragon, but the creature tucked its head, and dove, shaking like a horse trying to rid itself of a rider.

The ground was rushing up at him, and Hal could do nothing but hold on, hoping the dragon wasn’t about to kill himself just for revenge against this petty creature with the foolhardiness to try to ride him.

The dragon shook himself, the membrane of his wings rattling like great drums, and Hal lost his grip, and fell.

Now the ground, the dark ground, swirled up at him, and the torch fires wound about him as he spun. He kept his eyes open, took, for his last sight before death, that peaceful moon, far above.

Then he landed.

Landed easily in one of the huge wagons filled with bundled hops, and the air was driven out of him, and all was black for an instant.

Then he saw light, fires, heard people running toward him, and he fought his way to his feet, feeling every muscle in his body protest.

A bearded face came over the cart top.

“Whut th’ hells—”

“Someone said,” Hal said, in as careless a voice as he could manage, “dragons couldn’t be ridden.”

“Boy, you are the godsdamnedest fool I ever heard of!” a woman said as she pulled herself up beside the beard.

“Maybe,” Hal said. He looked out, saw the pickers running toward him, heard more shouts, thought he saw Dolni, though, now, for some strange reason, it mattered not at all to him.

“Maybe I am,” he said thoughtfully. “But I rode the dragon.”
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Autumn had arrived, but only on the calendar. It was hot and dry, the rains promised by the sages and tradition still absent. Dust swirled about Hal’s feet as he tramped on, ever south toward the cities along the Chicor Straits.

His purse was full, if of more copper than silver, he had a new cloak rolled on his shoulders, and his pack held bread, cheese, and a flask of beer.

Kailas should have been content, for a wandering worker. But he felt aimless, with nothing north or south to particularly draw him, nor did any of the jobs he considered much interest him.

He heard the clatter of hooves, jumped out of the way as a fast coach drawn by eight thundered past.

Hal coughed his way through the dust cloud it left, the driver of course not bothering to slow for one more shabby wanderer, his unseen master hidden behind drawn curtains.

Such it would always be, Kailas thought, with only a bit of resentment. There would always be those who rode in coaches, like the Tregonys of the village he’d left, and those who walked in the dust or mud.

Like Hal.

He didn’t really mind being a poor nomad - at his age, almost everything was an adventure. But he’d seen the older vagrants, tottering along, joints screaming, able to eat only mush, drunkenness their only solace, without kith or kin to care about them until the day they finally died in some roadside ditch.

That was not what he wanted.

But he was damned if he knew what he did want.

A shrilling came, and he looked up, saw a large dragon, all shades of green, following the road, about a hundred feet up. He was ready to duck for cover - other travelers had told him dragons haunted this lonely road, ready to swoop, kill and carry off any solitary vagabond.

But then he forgot his caution as he saw, on the dragon’s back, a rider.

The dragon soared closer, and Hal could make out more of the man on its back. He was tall, very thin, long-faced, and had a well-trimmed gray beard. He wore brown leather boots, breeches  and vest, a tan shirt under the vest, and a slouch hat crammed down on his head.

He held reins in one hand that ran to ringbolts mounted through spikes behind the dragon’s mouth, and was sitting comfortably on some sort of pad on its shoulder blades.

He saw Hal, boomed laughter that seemed to ring across the land below.

Hal gaped like a ninny. He’d heard of men who had learned to ride dragons, didn’t quite believe the tales even though he’d briefly been on one of the monsters a month gone.

But here was proof - the man appeared in complete control of the beast, touching reins, and the dragon pirouetted through the air.

The man reached in a bag, and scattered a handful of dust.

The dust sparkled in the air, then shimmered, and letters came, floating in the middle of nowhere:

!MAGICK!  
!SORCERY!  
!ATHELNY OF THE DRAGONS!  
SEE THE  
WONDROUS DISPLAY OF  
ATHELNY’S ART AND SKILL!  
RIDE A  
DRAGON YOURSELF  
NO DANGER BUT ONLY  
FOR THE BOLDEST






Hal barely noted that the warning was in quite small letters.

Ride a dragon?

He tore off his cap, waved, shouted, danced in the dusty road.

Again the dragon swooped back, and its rider cupped his hands, and shouted:

“Two villages away, boy! We’ll see you there . . . if you’ve got the silver!”

The dragon banked.

Hal shouted back: “You will! I’ll be there!”

But, if Athelny - that must be him - heard, he neither flew nor looked back.

Hal ran after him, then caught himself, slowing to a trot and then a fast walk. Yes. He surely would be there.

He wondered what it cost for a ride.

 



It was one silver coin too much. Hal counted his purse for the fourth time, wasn’t able to improve his pelf.

The sign implacably read:
Ride the Dragon

10 Silver Barons





An outrageous sum - but there were people lining up to pay it. Most were young bravos from the village, or merchants’ children. Hal noticed half a dozen giggling girls in the line.

He tried to remember where that silver coin he needed so desperately had strayed. A night’s lodging and a long, luxuriant bath after leaving the hopfields? That steak with half a bottle of Sagene wine he’d treated himself to? That damned cloak he’d thought a wonderful present to himself, when the weather suggested he wouldn’t be needing it for awhile?

It was no use.

Even with his coppers, he was still short . . . and if he managed to find a spare coin in his delvings, what would he do for food on the morrow?

Glumly, he considered Athelny’s show.

To someone from a big city, it might have appeared somewhat unimpressive: three wagons, one for sleeping, the other two heavy freight wagons with flat tops and ties to keep the dragons  secure. Athelny had three wagoneers, plus two cunning-looking young men, not much older than Hal, obviously city sharpsters. They took tickets, made sure the passengers were securely tied in behind Athelny, jollied the crowd and joked with each other, just a little too loudly, about the rustics around them.

But none of this mattered to Hal, because Athelny had two real dragons, the green one he’d seen on the road, and a slightly younger one, in various dark reds.

The red dragon was sprightlier, constantly trying to take off with the other, the one Athelny was giving rides with. Earlier, the red one had shown his tricks in aerial acrobats, which Hal had seen the last of.

Both monsters were well-tended, scales brushed and oiled so they gleamed, wings shining, talons polished.

Hal had already noted Athelny’s riding-pad, a flat saddle tied to two ringbolts drilled through the dragon’s neck carapace. Now he saw a second saddle mounted behind the rider’s, this one fitted with leather shoulder straps.

If these dragons were his, Hal thought, he wouldn’t demean them by giving bumpkins rides for silver.

He would be the bold explorer, finding lands no one from Deraine would know, perhaps even visiting Black Island that the boastful Roche claimed as their own, reputedly the home of the biggest, most dangerous black dragons, a breed unto themselves.

His practical side jeered - and what would he use to feed his dragons, let alone himself?

There were two bullocks, lowing as if knowing their fate, tied behind the wagons, and one of the teamsters had said they would serve as dinner for man and beast.

“Pity they don’t breath fire, like tavern talk would have it,” one of the teamsters had told him. “That way, we could get ’em cooked in th’ bargain.”

Perhaps, his dream ran on, he could find a rich lord to sponsor his explorations.

If not, and he must make his way giving jaunts for his wages, he would cater to the rich, and charge accordingly, giving long flights to lords and their ladies. He’d learn about the country around him, and lecture and be thought wise.

And wasn’t it you, not long ago, thinking of how much you despised those rich? I do, Hal thought. It’s only their gold I lust for.

Suddenly he grinned.

Nice dreams, he thought, remembering the wanderer’s weary joke: If I had some ham, I could have some ham and eggs, if I had some eggs. All I need is some money, some dragons and some wagons, and I’m as good - better, maybe - then Athelny.

Meantime, it’s him up there, darting among the clouds, a squealing girl hanging tightly to him, and Hal down here, slumped against a wagon wheel, without the money for even a few seconds aloft.

“Why ain’t you in line, since you was so innarested in dragons?”

It was the teamster he’d talked to earlier. Hal thought about it, told her the truth.

The woman nodded.

“Athelny charges fair coin for his pleasures, he does,” She thought a moment. “Course, there’s always a way for someone who’s not afraid of work to earn a lift.”

Hope came.

“Work’s no stranger to me,” he said.

The woman looked about. “I could be a shit, an’ ask if you’d mind killin’ those beeves we’ve got tied up . . . but I ain’t.

“Tell you what. By th’ way, m’name’s Gaeta. I handle the business, day to day, for the show. Our wagons’re filthy. I’ll have Chapu - he’s that fat one over there - drive ’em back to that river we forded.

“You’ll find some rags and a bucket from the wagonbox over there.”

Hal was on his feet, hurrying toward the wagon she’d pointed out before she finished.

 



“So you’re the lad who’s been shining m’wagons for the last half-day, eh?” Athelny asked. He had a bluff, hearty voice, and wanted the listener to think he was one of the upper classes, Hal thought.

Nothing wrong with that, his mind went on, as his fingers linked the two straps, once saddle cinches, that would hold him firm in the seat behind Athelny.

“Have to do you a return, then, and give you a proper ride,” Athelny said. “If that’s what you want. Or would you rather have the nice lift, the smooth sail, and the gentle landing such as I’ve been giving the girls of this burg all day?”

“Whatever you want, sir,” Hal said.

“Thought you might want a little excitement, which is why I  changed saddles for Red. But if you get sick on me,” Athelny promised, “you’ll think cleaning those wagons was a jolly sport.”

“I won’t,” Hal said, and told his stomach it’d best obey or he’d put nothing in it for the next year, damnit!

“Then hang on.”

Athelny slid easily on to the pad in front of Hal, grabbed the reins and slapped them against the dragon’s neck. The beast snorted, and its wings uncurled, thrashed, like distant thunder.

“You interested in flying one day?” Athelny asked over his shoulder.

“Yessir.” Hal didn’t mention his momentary flight over the hopfields.

“Then I’ll tell you what’s going on. M’dragon, Red, here’d be happier if he had a height to sail down from, instead of having to lift all by himself.

“Another thing that’s makin’ him a bit unhappy is how hot and muggy ’tis. You’d think, with the air thick like this, a dragon’s wings’d have more to push against, and would take off easier.

“But not. Demned if I know why. Now, he’ll start trundlin’ forward, and then stroke hard, and here we are!

“Airborne!”

Indeed they were, and Hal saw the remnants of the crowd grow smaller, and then he could see the wagons, and then the village.

“We’ll climb up for a time,” Athelny said, still not having to raise his voice. They weren’t moving very fast, so there was little wind rush.

“Now, we’re up a couple of hundred. We’ll give Red a bit of a relax here, and circle while we’re still climbing.

“Not that he believes he needs it for what he knows we’ll attempt. You’ve got to think for a dragon, sometimes, for he’s not sure of what he wants. Then, other times . . .” Athelny didn’t finish the sentence.

Hal barely noticed, looking down at the road he’d traveled so slowly this morning, hurry as he would, to reach the village. To either side there were trees, farmers’ fields, and over there a lake he’d never suspicioned, growing from that small creek he’d forded.

Still farther out, in the blue haze of approaching dusk, were low hills, and unknown valleys.

“How far would we have to go up to see the ocean, sir?” he shouted.

“Don’t b’lieve we could from here. Get as high as we could, where men and dragons have trouble breathing, their wings not lifting as they should, I still don’t think we’d even see the province cap’tal, let alone any of the Strait Cities.”

“Oh,” Hal said, a bit disappointed.

“Why? You have people on the coast?”

“Nossir. I was just curious.”

“Where are you from?”

Hal didn’t feel like giving his biography.

“Not much of anywhere, sir. Some time back, up north.”

Athelny turned, looked at him closely.

“You’re just on the road, eh?”

He didn’t wait for an answer, turned back.

“Now, we’ve got some height to us. Note how Red responds to the reins. Tap him on the left side of his neck, he turns left. On the right, unless he’s in a mood, he goes right.

“Flying, when the weather’s calm like this - and when your beast’s well-trained and in a proper mood - is easy as walking.

“Other times . . . Well, that’s why there’s so few dragon-masters.”

Dragonmaster. It was a new word.

“How many are there?”

Athelny shrugged.

“Good question. P’raps a dozen here in Deraine, maybe more. I’ve heard there’s some just flyin’ for rich lords’ pleasure, around their estates or wandering afar, just exploring for the sights.”

That was for him, Hal thought.

“Roche has more. Quite a few more. Their queen’s interested in anything new. I’ve heard some say they’ve got a hundred fliers, though I think that’s a bit many for easy belief.

“Sagene . . . maybe ten. Their barons don’t seem interested in anything other than their own pleasures and arses. Though I’ve wondered if there might not be gold to be made across the Straits, showing what a good honest Deraine flier can do.

“Enough of such. Now, hang on, for what we’re doing is a climbing turn, taking us back the way we came.”

And so Red obeyed, and the village came into sight again.

“Now a diving turn . . .”

The ground grew closer.

“Hang on, for Red’s going to loop.”

Hal was hanging from his ropes, looking up at down, as he had riding the dragon in the hopfields.

He couldn’t hold back, but let out a yelp of pure joy.

“Good boy,” Athelny approved. “Mayhap you are cut out for a flier. Now we’ll do a series of rolls.”

The world barreled about Hal, and his stomach made a mild protest, which he ignored.

“Excellent, m’Red,” Athelny approved. “You’ll get the blood of one steer for that in your meal this night.

“Now, what do you think of this, son?”

Red suddenly dove, again reminding Kailas of his previous adventure. Just below them were the show’s wagons, and there were dots getting larger, becoming horses, people, as they closed on the ground.

But it was all quite remote for a few seconds. Then the earth was rushing up at them, fast, faster. Athelny was pulling back hard on the reins, grunting with effort.

The dragon’s wings were spread flat, braking the long dive, and rattling loudly.

Then the ground was below them, not fifty feet, as the dragon’s dive flattened, and then, once more, Red climbed for the skies.

“Did you have your eyes closed?”

“Nossir.”

“Then, did you notice how the world seemed to be coming up at you quicker there at the last?”

“I did, sir.” Hal was pleased that his guts were silent now.

“Good. When that happens, means you’re within a couple hundred feet, too close, and you’d best be recovering from your dive, or you’re about to spread yourself neatly over the landscape.

“Which is not considered proper by any worthwhile flier.”

Athelny put Red through a few more turns, these more gentle, then brought the dragon in on the grassy field, braking with its wings, and landing gently on its four legs.

Hal unfastened his straps, and Athelny slid off the beast, gave him a hand to the ground.

“Have you a job around here?”

“Not yet, sir. I was the one you waved at, when you were coming up the road. Tomorrow I guess I’ll start looking.”

“You still think you might want to learn to fly?”

“I’d do anything, sir.”

“Hmm.” Athelny was about to say something as Gaeta came up, rethought.

“Did this boy do a good job as it ’pears to me?”

“He did,” Gaeta said.

“It’d be nice to have everything always this neat, wouldn’t it?” Gaeta shrugged.

“You’re welcome to stay and eat with us,” Athelny said.

“Thank you, sir. And . . . and if you’re looking for somebody, I’ll work harder’n anybody, sir.”

“We’ll see,” Athelny said vaguely. “We’ll see.”

Hal’s hopes sank.

But in the morning, when the show moved on, there was a place in one of the wagons for Hal’s pack, a bench on the side for him to ride on, and leather harness for him to be rubbing neat’sfoot oil into, even if there still was never a mention of what his job actually was, or what his wages might be.
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“Stand, deliver and such,” the bandit drawled casually, although his crossbow was aimed steadily at Hal’s belly.

Hal half-raised his hands, dropping his reins across his horse’s neck.

Half a dozen other thieves rode out of the brush, weapons ready. At their head was a lean, hard-looking rogue with a carefully waxed goatee.

It was a perfect place for an ambush - about two leagues outside the Sagene walled city of Bedarisi, close enough to safety for a rider to relax his guard a little.

The goateed man peered at Hal.

“Ah. ’Tis the younger who rides for the Deraine dragonmaster, eh, the one who came first through last summer?”

“I am he,” Hal said.

“And you missed paying your toll when you rode out yesterday for Frechin, did you not?”

“Didn’t see anyone to give it to, Cherso.”

“We remember each other!” the man with the goatee said with some pleasure. “It’s always a good sign when men doing business know each other’s names. And the reason no one was  out to greet you yesterday was we stopped a brandy merchant yesterday, and he decided to fight, and we had to take all.” He smiled sweetly. “It was very good brandy, and so we were sleeping in.”

Hal managed a half-smile, took a small pouch from inside his leather vest, tossed it across. Cherso looked at his followers.

“Note, this is a sensible lad, beyond his years, who knows when it’s cheaper to pay, not like that merchant, whose bones’ll never be seen by his loved ones.”

Cherso opened the pouch, looked inside, frowned.

“Nothing in here but silver, lad.”

“We’ve not had the best of seasons,” Hal said truthfully. “There’s more fliers from Deraine come across doing shows this year.”

“Not to mention th’ Roche,” a pockmarked man said. “A shitpot load of ’em just came in from the east into Bedarisi. Had five great snakes, all tied in cages, biggest I’ve ever seen.”

“Plus so’jers to guard, so we just watched ’em pass,” another said.

Hal grimaced. The men of Roche had also discovered flying shows. He’d not seen one yet, but the tales were their perfectly trained fliers, wearing common livery, and performing in formation, shamed most dragon shows, including Athelny of the Dragons, now with only a single beast.

Cherso caught Kailas’ expression, tucked the pouch away.

“Now, I’ll take your word for having a thin season, boy. For it’s good when men can trust each other, and never take more than the other can give, is it not?”

Hal managed a smile.

“Perhaps if I had a better story you’d not be taking any tribute at all?”

“Now, now,” Cherso said. “Leave us not press our luck. Each of us has to do what he must, and I think I’m being kindly, most kindly, taking this pittance not only for your safety, but for your master’s and crew as well. I assume they’ll be passing this way in the next few days?”

“They will,” Hal said. “I’ve been papering Frechin, as you guessed, and Athelny said we’d be leaving in a day or so.

“You know, Cherso, if times get any harder, perhaps you and your men would consider taking your tribute in free rides?”

There was scornful laughter, and Cherso spat on the ground.

“Do we appear mad? Why should anyone want to get off nice  solid ground and ride a dragon? We’re not fools who willingly court danger.”

“But you’re bandits.”

“That’s a trade we know well,” Cherso said. “Some of our fathers, brothers, were men of the road as well.”

He glanced away, not wanting the obvious rejoinder from Hal asking what rope or headsman’s ax they’d encountered to end their careers.

“Speaking of which,” he said, ostentatiously changing the subject, “these times we’re living in are becoming a bit dangerous, if you haven’t noticed.”

“I’ve seen a lot more men with arms about this season,” Hal said. “And merchants are travelling in convoys, and few families abroad.”

“They sense trouble, as do I,” Cherso said. “A man came out, two weeks gone, to talk to us about an amnesty.”

“That doesn’t seem like trouble to me,” Hal said. “Are you going to take it?”

“Nary a chance,” the pockmarked man said.

“Not under the conditions he set us,” Cherso agreed. “It wasn’t a blanket amnesty, such as a baron might offer when his daughter’s married or his wizard achieves power over his enemy.

“Seems there’s now a Council of Barons, and some say they’re considering naming a king from amongst themselves. You heard aught about that?”

Hal shook his head. “I don’t pay much attention to politics.” “Nor do we,” Cherso said. “But mayhap we’d best start. This Council has offered an amnesty to men of arms - sorry, I meant men of the road like ourselves, freelances, and such - on condition they join the army they’re putting together.”

“Armies,” the other bandit snorted. “Have to do all the fighting, share your loot with some fatass who sat on a hill lookin’ proud in armor, and prob’ly get trampled in some charge anyway. Piddle on armies.”

“Worst, they’ve got a wizard making anyone who takes the amnesty swear a blood oath to him, that if you do something sensible, such as desert after the first pay, you’ll be eaten by flaming worms or somethings.

“Not that the barons’ alliance will hold together long enough for them to backstab each other until a king wades out of the gore and grabs a crown, but the bastards might hang together  long enough to sweep the countryside for us men of daring. As I said, not a good sign.”

Hal gnawed at his lip, wondered if any of this would pertain to him, couldn’t see how.

“A question for you,” the pockmarked thief said. “Does Deraine have highwaymen like Sagene?”

“Not many,” Hal answered.

“No men of spirit in your kingdom, eh?”

“No,” Hal said, unoffended. “We have laws.”

The pockmarked man grinned, tapped the hilt of his sheathed sword. “So do we.”

That brought laughter from the other thieves. When it died, Cherso asked, “As I recall, you wintered last year in Paestum. Does your master plan the same?”

“Don’t know yet,” Hal said. “He was thinking of going into winter quarters early, and voyaging over to the Roche coast for a replacement for the dragon we lost last year.

“But the Roche denied his permit, and he’s not taken me into his secrets about what his plans are now.”

“Word of advice,” Cherso said. “I wouldn’t be too eager to spend time in Paestum these days. Far, far too close to Roche, and those bastards and their damned queen keep whining in the broadsheets about having been snookered out of their claim to the city.”

“No matter to me,” Hal said.

“Nor me,” Cherso said, taking the bolt from his crossbow. “Life goes on, and we do the best we can with what we have.”

Hal nodded.

“You’d best be getting on to Bedarisi, before dark,” Cherso said. “I’ve heard there’s some masterless men who have been lurking just beyond the walls, men without any law to guide them.

“Good luck to you, young dragon man. And we’ll see you next spring.”

As quietly as they’d come, the bandits were gone, and the road was clear.

 



Hal thought about what the bandit had told him. Armed men on the roads, a possible amnesty to raise an army, Cherso saying the Roche were growing ambitious. No, it should not pertain to him, at least as long as he kept a wary eye out and his back close to a wall.

It wouldn’t hurt if he had a bit more money in the pouch tied to his inner thigh. Athelny wasn’t a stingy man, but he had a weakness for the rattle of dice. It was always a race to see whether he’d get his hands on the cash box before Gaeta after a show.

She was the only one left of the troupe Hal had joined that dusty fall day - the others had found better wages with other shows - circuses, traveling bestiaries - or just gotten tired of the wanderer’s life.

Hal was still with Athelny because he still wanted, after three years, to become a dragon rider. But so far his master had been stingy training Kailas in his art.

“You don’t think I’m mad,” he said once, somewhat in his cups, “for if I teach you all I know, wouldn’t you just run off, find a dragon of your own and become my competitor?” He laughed in that strange, high-pitched way he had.

Hal had to admit there was truth to that. Athelny, not at all a bad man, had taught him some things. Hal could have found another flier, but he had no guarantee that master would be any more generous with his knowledge.

As for leaving the road, that was absurd, since Hal hadn’t seen any trade more enticing, let alone the pure thrill of traveling new roads, seeing new villages and people, even returning to a place not visited for a year, and seeing the changes.

At least once a show, Athelny would give Hal a ride, and recently had let him sit in front, and start learning the basics of flying.

That also never ceased to thrill, from the awkward flapping journey upward, to the easy soaring on wind currents, like a sailing ship of the skies, to darting, carefully, through clouds, always expecting them to taste like the spun candy sold at village fairs, forgetting their dankness, sudden rain and occasional danger.

Even the danger drew him - watching, from aloft, a thunder-storm approach, barely diving down to shelter in time. Or, if there were low clouds, flying just above them, like flying above feathery snowfields. Dragons, too, seemed, as Hal had thought, to enjoy the joy of flight, cool wind across their savage faces, gliding down, silently, to startle a questing eagle, or suddenly appearing above a flock of ducks and hear them raucously dart groundward, away from the claws and fangs.

Athelny had only one dragon now, the green beast called Belle. 

The young dragon named Red, Hal’s favorite, had managed to break free one afternoon, when the show was camped in the high mountains. There were wild dragons in the heights, and Athelny had said it was mating season.

Dragons, when they came into season, were wildly promiscuous. Then they’d pick a mate from one of the bulls they’d mated with and remain with him through the four-month incubation period, and for a year after the kit was born.

They’d watched, Athelny whispering unconscious obscenities, as Red eagerly flew toward a female. Two males had attacked him. He’d fought hard, lashing with his talons and fangs, but the other two were older, bigger and more savage.

One dove on Red, and had his neck in its claws. He rolled, as Red tore at him, and Hal heard the young dragon’s neck snap from hundreds of feet below.

The teamsters had started to object when Athelny ordered them to bury the dragon, but then they saw the terrible look in the flier’s eyes and set to.

When Red’s corpse was under the mound, and stones were heaped atop it, Athelny had sat, in some strange wake, beside the grave for a day and a night.

Hal, too, had felt aching sadness, such as he’d never felt for another human, and he wondered about himself.

Then the caravan had gone on, and Athelny had never mentioned Red’s name again.

What he proposed next, with Roche having refused permission to go to Black Island for a replacement, Hal didn’t know. Dragons were most expensive, more so these days. The story was that Roche was buying any trained or half-trained bull or cow, and would even purchase kits.

Athelny had told him he preferred his dragons to be no more than hatchlings when he bought them. “There’s only one secret to raising dragons,” he said. “You’ve got to be kind to the little buggers, even when they’ve ripped your damned arm open. Hate ’em, and they’ll sense what you’re feeling, and one day . . . Well, either they fly off, or else it won’t be your arm that’s bleeding.”

Hal had his own scars now, mostly from Red, but some from the fairly placid Belle. And he had no trouble treating the beasts as Athelny had taught him - he could brook no man’s hand being raised against a beast, even one as deadly as a dragon.

It was bad enough, Hal thought, trying to worry about  himself, without having to think about kings and queens and armies and such.

The hells with it, he said, deciding to listen to the bandit’s advice and not worry about anything behind his horizon.

 



The Roche dragon fliers were set up just beyond the city gates, and clearly didn’t have to worry about any lurking masterless men: Hal counted at least twenty heavily armed men in unfamiliar uniforms around the circled wagons. The Roche had their dragons loose, and were rehearsing.

Hal, never having seen their performance, joined the half-hundred idlers of Bedarisi watching.

He’d never seen anything like it, and certainly Athelny would never be able to put on a show to compare.

The five dragons were dark, greens, blues, browns, with only minor stripes of color. They were big, as big as any Hal had seen, save for a few monsters in the wild, and the Roche flyers had their animals under perfect control.

They flew in close formation, caracoling through various maneuvers - banking, diving, climbing, rolling across each other’s back. Then came games - follow-my-leader, mock duels, even a flyer jumping from one dragon to another in midair.

There were two wizards with the show, and they circulated around the crowd, doing various illusions of dragons.

All the while, leather-lunged barkers kept reminding the crowd that this was only a hint of the wonders Roche was bringing to them, that tomorrow, and for three days and nights, this show of  Ky Yasin’s would bring them glories they’d never dreamed of.

Hal heard Yasin referred to as “the Ky” by one of the soldiers, gathered that was a title, not a first name.

Kailas was shaken - this was only a rehearsal? Athelny’s troupe would be very lucky to attract enough Sagene to cover their expenses here in Bedarisi.

About half the soldiers formed up, as the magicians took a pair of tiny wicker baskets from a case, muttered spells, and the baskets grew until they were about five by ten feet.

Four soldiers, on command, jumped into each basket, and a dragon landed beside each one. Heavy straps connected the baskets with rings fastened through the dragons’ outer scales. The beasts, with much shouting from their masters, crashed their wings, beating at the air, and slowly, slowly, climbed into the sky.

Then the dragons turned, and made a mock assault on the crowd. The soldiers fired arrows down into the turf as they passed, very low.

The crowd applauded spatteringly, but was mostly silent. It was very easy, especially considering the way Roche had been behaving of late, to see the obvious military use dragons might provide.

Again, Hal had heard of nothing like this from any flyer of Deraine or Sagene.

The dragons landed, and the soldiers piled out. The barkers changed their tune, and started soliciting for rides, half price because the show hadn’t officially opened.

Several people got in line.

Hal was interested to note that the pair of dragons giving rides didn’t carry passengers on their backs, but in the wicker baskets, three or four, depending on the size of the passenger, at a time.

Hal thought these dragons older and therefore calmer of temperament than the others.

Their takeoff and flight suggested he was right. These dragons gave very sedate rides up to about 500 feet, toured over Bedarisi, then made a long circle back to a gentle landing. There were no acrobatics or stunts.

Then the rehearsal was over, and the ground staff of the show busied themselves feeding the monsters and cleaning equipment.

It didn’t appear as if they minded visitors in their camp, and so Hal left his horse tethered, and wandered about Ky Yasin’s establishment.

Everything was luxury to Kailas - the flyers had small wagons to themselves, and servants. The transport wagons - two to each dragon - were new, and brightly kept. There were other wagons for the troops, staff, a cookhouse, equipage, and enough horses and oxen to have fitted out a regiment of soldiery.

Hal didn’t have Gaeta’s experience, but had helped her take care of the books long enough to have some idea of what it cost to run a show. He couldn’t get the numbers for this troupe to come out right, unless the Roche were charging ten gold pieces or more for a ride, and he’d seen the priceboard - rides were even cheaper than with Athelny.

Perhaps Yasin was very rich, and subsidizing the troupe from his wealth.

Perhaps.

Or, Hal thought, and wondered where he’d developed such a subterfugous mind, perhaps Yasin and his flyers were advance scouts for a war being whispered about.

Perhaps.

He was mulling this about as he passed by a medium-sized wagon, whose door was open. He heard the sound of a man cursing, then another man laughing.

He knew that high-pitched laugh, and his heart dropped as he heard someone say, in heavily accented Sagene, “You see, Ky  Athelny, as I promised, your luck was about to change.”

Hal went up the steps, trying to concoct a story as he went.

Inside were four men around a table with small, numbered boards, dice, and piled gold and silver. One, short, very thin, wore the expensive silks of a Sagene nobleman; another, a comfortably fat man, wearing gray suede and moleskin breeches.

The third was a man no more than three years beyond Kailas’ seventeen, with carefully close-trimmed beard and hair. He wore black leather breeches, with a matching jacket, unbuttoned to his waist, with a white collarless shirt, a red scarf around his neck and high boots. He was clearly a flier. The man, in spite of his youth, bore himself with authority that was almost arrogance. Hal wondered if he might not be Ky Yasin.

The fourth was Athelny. He had the smallest pile of money, mostly silver, of them all, in front of him. It was clear he’d gotten to the cash box, and, remembering how much had been in it when Hal rode out for Frechin with his posters the day before, wasn’t winning.

Athelny had been drinking, but what of that? Wine never gave nor took away card sense or luck from him.

He looked up, saw Hal, looked first surprised, then guilty for an instant, then his long face flushed with anger. He tried to cover.

“’Tis a surprise indeed,” he said, forcing his would-be upper class drawl, “to see you.”

“Uh, yessir,” Hal said. “I’ve just returned from Frechin, and thought you might wish a report.”

“Later, lad,” Athelny said. “I doubt me if these gentlemen, the noble Bayle Yasin, his manager, or Lord Scaer would be interested in our business.”

“But, sir—”

“You may wait outside for me. I shan’t be long.”

Scaer, the small, thin man, looked at Athelny’s pot, snickered, but said nothing.

“I . . . yessir,” Hal managed, and went out.

He slumped down against the wagon, not knowing why he was so cast down. So Athelny was gaming? He’d done that before. So he was losing? He almost always did that, too, sometimes wiping them out so they had to steal grain for Belle, who grudgingly would accept fodder other than meat, and beg for their own dinners.

He tried not to listen to the game as it went on, but couldn’t. Athelny won a few small rounds, then lost again and again.

Hal sparked awake after an hour, hearing Yasin say quietly:

“Ky Athelny, are you sure you wish to chase that wager? ’Twould appear you’re bested on the face of things.”

“I thank’ee for your wisdom,” Athelny said, a bit sharply. “But there’re two more draws.

“Lord Scaer, here is the sum total of my stake to say you do not hold the numbers you want me to think.”

There was a laugh.

“Give out the counters, then,” Scaer said.

Hal heard the clack of the wood, and a breath, sharply intaken.

“Fortune favors the bold, as they say,” Scaer said. “To see your last counter will take a deal of gold.”

“I’m out of this turn,” Yasin said.

“As am I,” another voice, obviously the Roche troupe’s manager, said.

There was silence for a moment.

“I have naught but confidence,” Athelny said. “I trust you’ll take my note of hand?”

“I’m afraid not,” Scaer said. “Meaning no offense, but men who’re not of Bedarisi . . . Well . . .”

“All right,” Athelny said. “Here. Give me paper and that pen.” Scratching came.

“I trust this deed to my show will allow me to continue in this game?”

“Ky Athelny,” Yasin said. “Are you sure that’s what you wish to do?”

“The Derainian is of age,” Scaer said. “Irregular though it is, I accept the bet. The counters, if you will.”

Hal was on his feet, mouth dry in panic, fear. Athelny, at least as far as he knew, had never gone this far into madness.

He started up the steps, but there was nothing he could do as wood rattled once more.

“And there you have it,” Scaer said.

There was a moan, that could only have come from Athelny.

“So now I own a flying lizard and some wagons,” Scaer said, strange triumph in his voice.

“And what will you do with them?” Yasin asked.

“I’m damned if I know. Would you be interested in acquiring that beast?”

“We would not, I’m afraid,” Yasin’s manager said.

“I know not what I’ll do with it either. Perhaps tether it in my park for children to marvel at. Or let it fly on a long rope, and let my guards practice their bowmanship.”

“You can’t—” Athelny blurted.

“Oh yes, I can,” Scaer said. “And I’ll arrange for my soldiers to come for the beast, and the rest of your gear, early tomorrow.

“I’m not a hard man, so that will give you time for you and your people to gather their personal belongings. In return, perhaps you’d give my stable master some tips on the care and feeding of dragons. Haw!”

There was a scrape of a chair, and Athelny stumbled out of the wagon, down the steps. He saw Hal, then looked away.

Hal, wanting to hit him, wanting to put a dagger in the guts of that damned Scaer, still not knowing what to do, followed.

 



They’d reached the patch of cleared ground, not much more than a pair of lots, just inside the walls of the city, where Athelny had set up his show, before the flier could face Hal, who’d walked behind him across the city, leading his horse.

“I’m . . . I’m sorry. It’s just when I see the cards, and the silver, I can’t seem to hold back, and all my . . . I’m sorry.”

Hal thought of things he could say, maybe should say, but pity took him. He shook his head.

“What’s done is done.”

He called Gaeta, the other two teamsters and their only spieler, told them what had happened.

“What are we going to do?” one of the teamsters said dully.

Hal looked at Athelny, but the flier remained silent.

Something came to Kailas then. If no one took charge, then he must. He dug into his pants, took out his purse. He had saved a  dozen gold coins, more in silver. He gave the spieler and the two teamsters a gold coin each.

“Get your things, and go. Cut a horse free if you wish, but you’ve got to do it before nightfall.”

“Where will we go?” a teamster asked plaintively.

Hal shook his head.

“I’m damned if I know. Gaeta and I’ll make for Paestum, try to find work to get across the Straits to home, I guess.”

“What about him?” The other teamster jerked a shoulder at Athelny, who stood slumped, utterly defeated.

Before Hal could find an answer, ten soldiers doubled up to the lot.

Athelny saw them, shouted something Hal never understood, and ran for the wagon where Belle was tethered.

“Hey! You!” one of them shouted.

“That’s his dragon!” Hal shouted back.

“Th’ hells ’tis! It now b’longs t’ Lord Scaer, an’ we’re here to make sure there’s no trickery.”

“There’ll be none,” Hal said, running toward the soldiers, suddenly sure what Athelny intended.

“That’s for damned sure,” the soldier said. “You there! Old man! Get away from that monster!”

“He’s likely ’bout to sic’ ’im on us,” another soldier said.

“In a pig’s arse he will!” the first said. “Get your bows ready! Fire on my command!”

Athelny had Belle loosed, and her wings were unfurled, clashing in anticipation.

“Stop there, you!” the soldier said. His fingers pulled an arrow from his belt quiver, and he nocked it, lifted the bow.

Hal dove at him, knocked him down, was about to get up, and another soldier had a sword at his throat.

“Stay easy,” he ordered, and Hal obeyed.

“Now, Belle,” Athelny shouted, pulling himself up on to the beast’s neck. Belle’s wings thundered again, and she stumbled clear of the ground, was lifting, trying for height.

The soldier had another arrow nocked, aimed, and his bowstring twanged.

Athelny shouted agony, and Hal saw the arrow sticking out of his side.

But he was able to pull himself up behind the carapace as Belle’s wings beat stronger.

Other arrows went up, fell short of the dragon, and then it  was high in the air, outlined against the sun, setting a true course north, out of sight, flying north toward Paestum, toward Deraine, toward home.

 



Gaeta and Hal traveled together, taking the road toward Paestum Athelny would have flown above. They stopped at every village, asked every traveler.

Only one man, and he looked unreliable, said he’d seen a green dragon overhead, days earlier. But there was no one mounted aboard it.

No one reported finding a strange body, dead of an arrow wound along the road, either.

Two weeks later, little better than beggars, the two reached Paestum.

There were other dragon fliers there. But none of them had heard anything of Athelny or Belle.

Hal went to the cliffs at the edge of the city, just at sunset, and stared across the Straits.

He hoped, wished really, that somehow Athelny and Belle had made it across them to Deraine and whatever home Athelny had.

He suddenly realized in the two years he’d known the dragonmaster he’d never heard Athelny speak of home or family.

All that he’d had, all that he’d wanted, was the dragons.

Perhaps, he thought sadly, perhaps Belle had taken him on to the land that Athelny might have dreamed of, the land of dragons far bigger, far fiercer than any known, far beyond Black Island and the ken of men.

Then Hal Kailas turned back, toward the city of Paestum. Now there was another life to begin, a life he had no idea of or dreams for.
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“You,” the man carrying a spear and a half-shield called. “Over here!”

Hal pretended he wasn’t the intended. The man shouted again, and pointed at Kailas.

Hal put on an innocent face - hard when you’re ragged and hungry - and strolled casually across the oceanfront walk.

“City warder on special duty,” the man said importantly. “Who’re you?”

“Hal Kailas.”

“Citizen of what country?”

“Deraine.”

“You sure you’re telling the truth? There’s Roche about in Paestum claiming to be Deraine, which is why we’re checking.”

“Deraine,” Hal repeated.

“From where?”

“Up country. Caerly, originally.”

“Never heard of it.”

Hal shrugged, anger starting to grow.

“They’ve never heard of you, either.”

“Don’t crack wise,” the man growled, “or we’ll find my serjeant and let him sort you out. What’s your business in Paestum?”

“I was on the road, and decided it was time to get back home.”

“You and what looks like a million others. Damned if I knew there were that many Deraine in Sagene,” the man said, loosening a trifle.

Hal didn’t answer.

“All right,” the warder allowed. “Your accent’s too backwoodsy for any Roche to imitate. On your way.”

Hal didn’t acknowledge, but moved quickly off into the crowd.

The waterfront was crowded, and not with a holiday throng. Men, women, children, some richly dressed, some ragged, some carrying elegant travel cases, others with improvised packs of breeches or sheets, eddied up and down the walkway, stopping at the gangways of the tied up ships. Most were looking for one thing - passage they could afford home before the war started.

Hal had been almost three months in Paestum. He and Gaeta had gone their separate ways, figuring their luck would be better alone than in company.

Hal had started looking for work with two dragon fliers he’d found in Paestum. Both were heading back for Deraine, though. The first told Hal he had no interest in hiring somebody who’d pick his brain and end up a competitor.

The other, more kindly, a man named Garadice, said he  would, normally, be willing to take on an apprentice, particularly one who’d worked for Athelny, which proved Hal had brains, was a hard worker, and had the ability to get along with difficult people. But he was heading for home, “and putting my head under the covers.”

Hal asked, and the man explained why. He’d just gotten back from Roche.


“Damned scary. Everyone’s running around talking about how they’re not getting their rightful place in the world, and Deraine and Sagene are conspiring against ’em, always have, and Queen Norcia’s the first to recognize it, and they’ll get their own back, and then we’ll see what we’ll see.

“Don’t like it none. Especially when I saw the army warrants combing the villages, enlisting for the army.

“Roche is getting like a damned armed camp. The smithies are churning out swords and spears, the farriers have horses lined up for shoeing, even the damned little old ladies are sewing uniforms for ‘their boys.’

“Like I said, a place in the country where nobody comes, a good store of food and wine, and I’ll take note of the world again in a year or so.

“Or maybe not.”

Hal was driven to casual labor, unloading wagons, clerking for a day, cleaning anything that needed to be cleaned. But there were hundreds, maybe thousands like him, streaming into Paestum, willing to work for a meal, when Hal needed silver for his passage.

And every time he had some money, the price of the passage across the Straits, no more than two days’ sail, had gotten dearer and dearer.

Hal had at least found a warm, dry place to sleep in a byre whose owner treated him like he was invisible, not minding him washing up in a trough or even stealing a dipper of milk in the mornings before he went out looking for work.

He was almost hungry and desperate enough to consider the army’s recruiters. But not quite. He’d worked too hard to serve any master for longer than a moment, except Athelny. He didn’t fancy regimentation, square-bashing or the yessir nossir threebagsfull attitude the army demanded.

Somehow, some way, he’d find a way aboard one of those damned ships with their heartless captains, get across to Deraine and regroup.

As the days passed, he started paying close attention to the rumors, taletellers and broadsheets.

The rumors first said there were raiders abroad, hitting lonely farms and small villages along the Roche-Sagene border. The rumors were confirmed, and the story was they were actually Roche warriors in mufti.

Queen Norcia denied these rumors, saying it was very like Deraine and Sagene to come up with these lies when they couldn’t keep their citizens safe, and perhaps they needed Roche to bring order back.

Rumors said there were Roche infiltrators in Paestum, waiting for the moment to rise and support an attacking army. Frighteningly, these rumors were neither confirmed nor denied by the criers and broadsheets.

Hal gloomily decided it couldn’t get much worse.

But it did.

The situation deteriorated by the day.

A company of raiders was wiped out by government cavalry. Strangely enough, the cavalry was a mixed unit of Derainian and Sagene soldiers, strange because it was unknown for the two rival countries, always rivals, to cooperate.

The massacre supposedly happened not many leagues south of Paestum.

Next it was revealed the raiders weren’t brigands but Roche military, making provocative raids into Sagene.

The Roche government, rather than disavow the dead bandits, agreed they were Roche dragoons, on an official mission, and had been ambushed well inside the Roche borders.

This was shrilly denied by every official in Sagene, Paestum and Deraine.

Next an official statement from Roche, sent out in Queen Norcia’s own hand, said the situation was intolerable, and reparations would be required from both Sagene and Deraine.

The Council of Barons and Deraine’s King Asir icily refused.

Queen Norcia increased her demands: reparations, plus a conference, in Roche, which would determine the proper governing of Paestum. At the very least, Deraine must agree to a power-sharing with Roche for the free city.

Failure to meet these “reasonable” demands could have only one response.

Norcia announced her military was being called up, and  rumor had it Roche troops were already massing on the border, ready to march against Paestum.

Deraine refused the “offer,” King Asir calling it blackmail “no decent man would ever respond to,” and force would be met with force, if necessary, although he hoped there was still a chance of peace.

 



Hal looked up, wondering if that dragon, high above the city, was Roche. Other dragons, all flying in and out to the east, had been overflying Paestum.

No one knew what they were doing, but hearsay had it there were Roche troops hidden not far across the nearby border.

Hal remembered Ky Yasin and his flying show, and wondered just where the flier was, and if he might not be wearing a uniform or commanding those dragons overhead.

But it wasn’t his concern, since he’d just figured a way that was almost unbeatable to stow away on a fishing boat bound for Deraine.

There were dangers of smothering under a load of fish, being caught and thrown overboard or simply drowning in a fishwell, but what of it? Staying here in Paestum was already dangerous, between the threat of starving, and onrushing war.

His planning was cut short by a stocky warder, flanked by a dozen grinning fellows. All had swords at their waists, carried ready truncheons, and looked as if they were in a transport of delight.

“You, lad. Who’s your master?”

“Uh . . . I have none.”

“Your work?”

“None, at present.”

“You now have both. This is your official announcement that you’ve been accepted into His Majesty’s Army, and your service will be required to defend the walls of Paestum.”

“But I’m a civilian, and have no interest in carrying a damned spear,” Hal protested.

“That’s tough treacle. King Asir has authorized conscription for all Derainians in this present emergency, and you’re one of the first to be honored and permitted to become one of the heroes of Paestum.

“Lads, take charge of our new recruit, and escort him to the barracks for outfitting.”
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Hal stared down from the battlement as scouts and dragoons of the oncoming Roche army sacked the outskirts of Paestum.

Overhead, two dragons soared, banking back and forth in the stormy winds coming onshore. Hal supposed they were observing for the Roche commanders, comfortably behind the lines, planning the assault.

Centuries ago, when Deraine had seized by force of arms the seaside city on the border of Sagene and Roche that became Paestum, they’d made it impregnable with high stone walls, sixteen feet thick, covering the peninsula the town occupied from both sea and land assault. Time passed, and Paestum, the most prosperous trading port along the Chicor Straits, had built up to those walls and beyond. After all, it was unlikely there’d be war again, certainly not between the three most powerful countries in the known world.

These suburbs had given fine cover for the Roche army as it entered the city. Cavalry, dragoons and lancers, had been the first to attack the Deraine lines on the outskirts, under the cover of a sorcerous fog. The untrained Deraine, in a moil of confusion, hesitated, and Roche smashed two waves of experienced assault troops into them.

The Deraine fell back, not quite breaking, through the outskirts of Paestum into the ancient fortress.

Hal had been very grateful that he’d been guarding the wall with his newly-issued unsharpened sword, dented shield, and leather armor. That had been - what, he thought dully - three, no four days ago. Or maybe more.

Hal had been assigned to a cavalry formation that lacked only one thing - their horses. He was supposed to be on guard half the day, the rest on other duties including eating and sleeping time. But there’d been continual panics, cries to man the parapets and such, so he didn’t remember the last time he’d had two hours of quiet, let alone sleep.

Now Roche was bringing up its main force - Hal had seen, before the storm roared in on them, caterpillar-like columns in their brightly-colored, if campaign-stained, uniforms moving steadily toward the city.

Two soldiers manned a dart thrower in the nearby tower, a pedestal-mounted bow, arms of rigid iron bars. Tension came from hair skeins. The soldiers wound it back to full cock, aimed, and sent a long bolt flashing high at one dragon. The bolt missed by a dozen feet, and the dragon’s rider pulled it higher. The next dart fell well below the beast, and the two continued circling.

Roche, fearless and confident, had sent four dragons against the men on the walls after the city was invested. They’d torn several men off the parapets to their deaths, then the dart throwers had been brought up under cover of night.

The bolts, a yard long, iron-headed, tore into the dragon formation when they attacked the next day. Two dragons had been hit hard, and, screaming, snapping at the huge arrows stuck in their bodies, had pinwheeled to the ground. Crossbowmen finished off the one that still floundered in the muck, its rider already sprawled in death beside it. The other dove into a burning building, and both animal and rider had howled down into death.

After that, the dragon fliers were more cautious, flying at greater altitude, doing no more than observing.

Hal looked up at them, wishing he were up there, even in this building storm, a storm that everyone said had been brought by magic, the magic of Roche, so that Deraine wouldn’t be able to reinforce Paestum from across the Straits.

Hal didn’t know, didn’t care about that. But he figured the Roche couldn’t try to climb the walls while this wind blew, and squally rain sheeted down.

He scanned his sector again. No movement, save the occasional scuttle of looters. Then he smelt smoke, and saw flames rising from one house, then another.

The Roche had fired the abandoned homes and businesses of the suburbs. Whether deliberately or by accident Hal didn’t know. Probably looters had done it, in drunken accident, for nothing happened for an hour or so.

He heard shouts from behind him, looked across, saw a procession coming up the ramp to the next parapet. He was grateful they weren’t coming to him - he’d already learned one of a soldier’s greatest lessons: that anyone of higher rank showing up can only mean trouble.

The group consisted of four men, wearing the gaudy green and yellow uniform of the King’s Protectors of Paestum, the  supposedly elite regiment that guarded Paestum’s governor, high-ranking officials, nobility and interesting things like the treasury.

Behind them were two young men, heavy-laden with boxes and cases, wearing expensive civilian garb.

Following was the reason for this procession: an impressively-bearded man, wearing dark robes and tall red cap, stalking along with dignity, followed by four more guards.

Hal decided this might be interesting. Interesting things attracted attention, so the first thing he did was plan his retreat - half a dozen steps to the nearest tower and its stairs, then inside against any danger.

That settled, he watched the show, about a hundred feet away, as the magician’s acolytes opened box after box, spread out rugs and set up braziers. Incense went into the braziers, and the magician touched each brazier, lips moving.

In spite of the wind and occasional rain, the incense smoked into life. A crosswind took the smoke under Hal’s nose, and he coughed. It was a smell not to his liking, of spices far too strong and unknown.

One of the acolytes and a guard turned and scowled in his direction. Hal put on an innocent air, and walked his rounds until they lost interest.

Evidently, magicians needed silence to work their crafts.

Ribbons were laid out in intricate patterns atop the carpets, and the two acolytes took up stations, each holding a long taper.

Two gestures by the wizard, and the tapers smoked into flame.

The sorcerer picked up a huge book, very ancient and decrepit, opened it, and began chanting.

Hal shivered, for the chanting came very clear to him, in spite of the wind, and grew louder. He didn’t know the words as the chant grew louder and louder, the voice deeper in pitch, almost sounding as if no human throat could produce these sounds.

The magician gestured three times toward the Roche lines, and each time thunder slammed against Hal, though he saw no lightning.

The wind backed, then cut, and a flash of sunlight came through the clouds.

The wizard must be casting a counterspell against the storm conjuration.

The dark clouds that had raced overhead broke for certain, a sunny rift growing like a huge arrow over Paestum.

Then the wizard screamed. Hal jolted, saw the man stagger, hurl his grimoire high in the air in a spasm, tear at his robes.

Fire gouted from the tapers, took the two acolytes, curled like a living thing, and reached a red and black hand for the sorcerer.

He was shrieking, possibly a spell, but the fire-magic was stronger, taking him, and his body roared into flames. He pirouetted, fell, clawing at his body as it burnt.

Hal dove for his cover, out of sight, heard more screams, chanced peering out, saw all of the men on the parapet, soldiers and acolytes, writhe and die in agony.

Then the storm wind began once more.

The next day, at dawn, the Roche attacked.

 



They struck three times that day, with long ladders covered by archers sheltering in the ruins. Each time they were driven back, the last with cauldrons of boiling pitch.

All was quiet for two days, then Roche soldiers built a heavy wooden passageway to the walls. Flaming pitch was poured down to fire it, but the passage’s roof was covered with animal hides, constantly soaked with water.

It crept toward the part of the wall Hal was guarding, butted against it.

Dull thudding began, and word came - Roche was digging a mine under the wall to collapse it.

 



“Arright, you stumblebums, pay attention,” Sancreed Broda grated. The fifty soldiers were instantly silent.

Broda was a puzzlement, and a terror, to them all, officer to recruit. He was old, hard, with a scarred face and ropy-muscled body. He wasn’t a member of Hal’s cavalry unit, nor was he in uniform. He wore leather breeches so stiff with dirt they could have stood of their own accord, a yellow shirt that might have been white once, some time before the war started, and a leather jerkin even dirtier than his pants. On his feet were some sort of slippers, and a silk scarf was knotted around his long gray hair. He was armed with a hammer, and Hal had seen him use it twice on Roche who’d gotten to the top of “his” wall, grinning madly through yellow, rotting teeth.

No one knew why he was in charge, only that he was, and the gods help anyone who questioned that, although no one had seen him do anything worse than growl at the men under his command.

“This ’ere’s a real official docyment from our rulers, gods bless ’em and give ’em royal assaches,” Sancreed went on. “It’s got all kindsa praise for you lummocks, on account of you’re standin’ in the most dangerous spot in Paestum, the thin whatever-color-you-yoinks-are line between barb’rism an’ civilization, bullshit, bullshit, bullshit . . . I’m givin’ you the short version, ’cause we’ve got to figger out what to do next, ignorin’ these eejiots, ’less you feel like dyin’.

“Anyway, everybody’s real proud of you, for holdin’ firm, even with those friggin’ Roche diggin’ away under our feet.”

He stopped and, without realizing it, everyone listened. All heard the sound from below them of the Roche diggers.

“Now, what you’re s’posed to do, an’ everybody’ll think worlds of you, accordin’ to these royal farts back in th’ palace,” Broda said, his voice withering in scorn, “is go walkin’ back and forth atop th’ wall ’til the mine’s fired, then die real noble in the wreckage, keepin’ the Roche back ’til other troops drive ’em back.

“Heroes to a friggin’ man,” he sneered. “They’d prob’ly name boulevards after your dead young asses if we go an’ win this stupid damn war.

“Now, that ain’t gonna happen. There’ll be four volunteers up on the walls, making sure none of the bassids come up at us. That’s you, you, you and you. Get up those ramps.

“The rest of you are gonna pull back, into that old warehouse there. Out of th’ weather an’ all.

“When they put fire to their mine, you won’t be doin’ anything like gettin’ dead, but comin’ out after ’em. Maybe a bit of a su’prise for the bassids.

“’At’s fine. You officers can take charge of your troops, an’ get ’em under cover now. Half sleep. Get rested, get fed, ’cause I think it’ll get shitty in not too long.

“Yeah. One other thing. Four volunteers to listen for when th’ diggin’ stops. You, you, you and you. Follow me.”

Hal was one of the four. He obediently followed Broda into the base of the tower. The old man picked up a bundle of torches, used flint and steel to fire one, went down narrow, spider-webbed steps. There was dank stone all around Hal, and above him.

The sound of digging got louder.

“You wants to keep it quiet when you’re down here,” Broda said. “Mebbe th’ fools think they’re doin’ all this shit in silence, an’ we don’t know squat about what’s goin’ on.”

He snorted.

The steps ended in a small cellar. The thudding sounded like it was not quite below them, but very close.

“Right,” Broda said. “Here’s your posts. Two on, two off. You’re listenin’ for the diggin’ to stop. Like I told you afore, which you likely forgot, when they stop diggin’ is when they’ll be gettin’ ready, pullin’ back an’ firin’ their pit props an’ whatever other flam’bles packed in to collapse th’ tunnel an’ let th’ wall cave in atop.

“You’re to wait for that silence, an’ when it comes, haul ass outa here and find me. Don’t hang about, bein’ cute and waitin’ for th’ smell of smoke or like that.

“Nobody gets to play a godsdamned hero,” he grated, and Hal thought his eyes glowed in the darkness. “If you go and do something dumb like get killed, you’ll answer to me. Understand?”

For some reason, none of the four soldiers thought what Broda had said either absurd or stupid.

 



They waited for another day and a half. Hal swore that if he made it through this, he’d live in a tree or under a bush, and never go under a roof again, let alone this far underground, with the rats and people who wanted to kill him, deadly moles, digging ever closer.

He could have stayed in his village, become a miner, and died when a shaft collapsed around him if he wanted a fate like this, he thought.

He wasn’t meant for this. He was . . . well, he would be, a dragon flier. Let him live through this, let him at least die in the light of day. He thought of praying, couldn’t think of any particular god he believed in.

But his fellow listener evidently did, mumbling supplications to many gods, more than Hal thought a priest could honor.

Irritated, driven out of his own funk by the other, he kicked him and told him to shut up.

The other soldier, even younger than Hal, obeyed.

Hal was wondering how long it was until the end of their shift, when they could go up those stairs for a bowl of what everyone had started calling siege stew.

Some said it was made of rats, that all the real meat in Paestum was being hoarded by the rich. Hal didn’t believe that, although he’d noticed very few dogs about the last few days.

Quite suddenly, there was silence.

The two soldiers looked at each other, eyes wide against their smoke-darkened faces. His partner started for the stairs.

“Wait,” Hal hissed. “Maybe they’re only changing diggers.”

But the sound of picks and shovels didn’t come.

“The hells with you,” the other soldier snarled, and was gone.

Hal thought the other right, and went up the stairs behind him, into the spitting rain and dawn light, exulting that he had lived, would live, as long as he made it through the attack that would come.

They found Broda, who grunted, told them to wait, and went down the steps they’d boiled up.

A long time passed, and Broda came back into sight, trying to look as if he wasn’t in a hurry.

“’At’s right,” he said. “They’re comin’. You, boy. Go wake up th’ other so’jers and tell ’em to get ready.”

Two hours later, Hal was smelling smoke as the underground fire built, and then he heard a grinding sound, stones moving against each other.

The drawn-up soldiers moaned, without realizing it.

But Hal saw no sign of movement.

The smell grew stronger and the grinding came now and again.

“Look,” someone shouted, and everyone stared up, seeing the wall sway slightly.

“Awright,” Broda shouted. “It’ll be comin’ in a tit. Get y’selfs ready!”

The wall moved more, teetering inward, then with a grinding roar, toppled outward in a boil of dust and ricocheting stones. The wall was down, stones taller than a man bouncing away, sliding.

“Here they come!” someone shouted unnecessarily, and, stumbling over the high-piled rubble, coming toward them, was a wave of Roche infantrymen.

First were spearmen, archers behind.

Deraine bows twanged, and the archers dropped, fell back, but there were grim rows of men with swords behind them.

“Now!” Broda shouted, and Hal was moving forward, when his brain told him to run, that the points of those spears was death. One lunged at him, and he took the strike on his shield, pushed it out of the way as he numbly remembered someone telling him to do, and drove his sword into the Roche’s chest.

Then there was another man with a sword, and he parried, ducked, and kicked the man in the kneecap. The man screeched, bent, and Hal booted him out of the way, into another man’s spear.

There was a man pushing against him, chest against Hal’s shield, and he smelt foul breath, drove his knee up into the man’s crotch, killed him as he fell back.

Hal had his back against a high stone, and two men were coming at him, and then they were both down with arrows in their chests.

Hal didn’t know who to thank, saw Broda standing in a circle of bodies, hammer dripping blood.

Chanting came, high-pitched, and something grew out of nothing, a green-skinned demon, dripping slime, crouching, claws scraping the ground.

Someone screamed in terror, and Hal realized he was the one screaming. The demon looked about, pupilless eyes finding a victim, and it leapt toward Sancreed Broda.

The old man moved surprisingly fast, rolled aside, and struck up at the nightmare. It brushed his hammer aside, and claws ripped.

Broda howled in pain, chest torn open, tried for another smash, fell back, dead.

Hal Kailas felt that hard, cold rage build within him.

The demon looked for another target, saw Hal, just as Hal saw, beyond the fiend, a very young man with very long, very blond hair. He had no weapon but a wand, and his lips were moving as the wand moved, pointing at Kailas.

Just before the demon leapt, Hal, having all the time in the world, scooped up a fist-sized rock, and threw it at the magician’s head.

The man howled, clawed at the ruins of his face, wand flying away as the demon disappeared.

Hal jumped over a waist-high boulder, and drove his sword into the young wizard’s body.

A Roche warrior with a long, two-handed sword was rushing him, and Hal braced. Before the man reached him an eerie wail began, and other apparitions, taller than a man, completely red, body a terrible parody of humanity, with scythe-like claws at the ends of their arms and legs appeared, leaping on to Roche soldiers and tearing at them.

The Roche soldiers paused, confused, terrified, and things that  looked like hawks but weren’t dove out of nowhere, claws ripping.

The Roche soldiery broke, turned and ran, even as their wizards’ counterspell disappeared the red demons and hawks.

But panic had full hold on the Roche, and they didn’t stop or look back.

Charging past Hal came wave after wave of Derainian infantry, counterattacking, and he was pulled along with their attack, beyond the shattered walls, and cavalry galloped out of a city gate after the enemy.

Roche magic couldn’t recover the advantage, and the attackers were in full flight, through the ruined suburbs back toward their camps, and the siege was broken.

Hal stopped, letting the others run on, killing, pillaging the corpses.

It was not for him.

He turned back, to find Sancreed Broda’s body, and get someone to make a pyre. Somehow he knew there’d be no family, no friends to provide the last rites for the terrible old man who’d saved his and many other lives.

Above him, above Paestum’s shattered wall, a dragon screamed once, circling in the clean morning sky.
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The ten horsemen rode at a walk into the glade below a forested hill. Hal made a swooping motion with his hand, then at the ground. Obediently, the other nine dismounted.

He pointed to two men, then to his right, two more to his left. They moved off to provide security for his flanks.

He chose one more, his normal second in command, a prematurely wizened city boy named Jarth Ordinay, and, taking a long ship’s glass from his saddlebag, crept up the hill toward the hill crest, hoping for no surprises.

There were no ambushers or wizards waiting.

He went on his hands and knees, and crawled into the heart of a clump of brush, through to the other side, Ordinay, well-trained,  about five feet behind him. He had an arrow and a strung bow ready.

The hill rolled down, past a nearly dry stream to open fields that had been well tilled once, but were now choked with brambles.

The morning was hot, still, and the loudest thing the buzzing of a swarm of bees nearby.

Half a mile from Hal was the Roche army.

Its tents were struck, rolled into the baggage wagons, and men were forming up across its front. Behind the infantry, massed cavalry were trotting out toward the flanks.

Hal swept the breaking camp with his glass, found a handful of still-standing tents. There were banners in front of them. Hal read them easily. A year and a half in the cavalry had made him an expert at heraldry.

Duke this, Baron that, Lords the other and his brother, no surprise, seen them before during the campaign, then he started a bit, at one banner he’d never seen before.

It was, he was fairly sure, that of the queen of Roche herself. He couldn’t believe she’d decided to take the field, then saw, below the main banner, a longer pennant.

No. Not the queen, but some lord of her household.

That would be, assuming Deraine victory, almost as good. That also meant that Roche had great hopes for the forthcoming battle.

He slithered back, out of the brush, motioned to Jarth, and they went back to the horses. The flank guards saw his return and, unordered, came back in.

“They’re just where the wizard said they’d be,” Hal whispered, reporting in the event he didn’t make it back to the main Deraine lines. “I’d guess ten, maybe fifteen thousand. Armored infantry, heavy cavalry, maybe a regiment of light cavalry.

“They’re getting ready for the march, headed west, again, like we expected.

“They’ve got flankers out, heavy cavalry, so we’d best skitter back home, for fear of getting pinchered.”

The men mounted. Their horses, as well trained as the men, had stayed still, rein-tethered.

Hal led them out of the glade, through the trees, into the open. Fifty yards distant was the ruins of a road.

“At the walk,” he said in a low voice, and the horses moved slowly toward the ruined byway.

In unknown territory, using any road, no matter how shattered, could be suicidal. But Hal had taken his patrol nearby less than an hour before, and thought it unlikely there’d been a trap laid in the interim.

He was more worried about being between the two armies - the Deraine army was only half a dozen miles distant.

One reason he’d survived since the siege of Paestum was staying as far away from famous battles as possible. That was why he’d been promoted serjeant, and his troops called him Lucky behind his back.

When he took a patrol out, it was very seldom he didn’t bring everyone back, generally without serious wounds.

That was an uncommon boast for these times - after the siege, King Asir had brought a great army across the Chicor Straits, made alliance with Sagene’s Council of Barons, and gone after Queen Norcia’s army.

They found it, and the two forces smashed each other until they were both tottering, each unable to land the death blow.

They’d broken apart, brought in replacements during their winter quarters, and began skirmishing, each looking for the advantage rather than going toe-to-toe again.

There’d been half a dozen major battles, ten times that in minor brushes that produced no grander results than adding to the casualty lists in the eighteen months since Hal had been dragooned into the army.

One side would move south, the other after it, then the other way around.

Caught in the smash were the Sagene civilians, their villages and farms. A great swathe was cut along the Roche-Sagene border. Here, all was desolation, save the occasionally staunchly garrisoned castle. What trade there was, what merchants there were, stayed close to the army, doing business as they could, when they could.

But the lands weren’t empty. There were wanderers, deserters from both sides, and - most to be feared - those who’d turned renegade.

They knew all men’s hands were turned against them, so gave and asked no mercy from any group of soldiers they encountered.

That was one of the jobs of the light cavalry, tracking and destroying the bandits, one reason that Hal Kailas’ face showed hard lines, and his smile came but seldom these days.

But it was better, in terms of surviving, than his present  task, scouting for the main force as they closed once more for battle.

Everyone knew this encounter was unlikely to be decisive, was not likely to end the war.

Everyone except the high commands on both sides.

Victory would only be won by one army breaking through and laying waste to the other’s homeland, yet maintaining its own supply lines.

Sagene and Deraine had more men, more horses. Roche’s soldiers were better trained, generally better led. Plus they had more dragons, more magicians.

Just recently, the Roche dragons had changed their tactics. They still scouted overhead, but, just as they’d done in the siege of Paestum, had begun attacking riders and patrols who ventured beyond the safety of the Deraine catapults.

The few Deraine dragons were only used for observation, and what they reported was frequently wrong, and even more frequently disregarded.

Hal sometimes wondered if the end would be all three countries hammered back into barbarism.

All he could hope for, and it was a measure of his strength that he still could hope, was to survive until the war ended. All too many soldiers had given up, dully realized their doom was to be killed, wounded or captured, nothing more.

But an end to this war seemed far in the future.

Hal broke his thoughts, not only because they were veering into gloom, but because anyone who thought of anything other than the minute he was living in was likely to add to the butcher’s bill.

He turned in his saddle, looking back at his patrol, scanning the hillsides for movement, then the skies.

As he did, a flight of four dragons, in vee-formation, broke out of the clouds and dove on the patrol.

Hal swore - some Roche magician must have sensed them, and sent out the fliers.

“Dragons!” he shouted. “Spread out, and ride hard for our lines!”

The green-brown dragons swept past above them, then banked back, and dove toward the ground. They flared their wings no more than fifteen feet above the ground, and, almost wingtip to wingtip, beat toward Hal’s onrushing patrol, hoping to panic horses and horsemen. But this was not the first, nor the fifth, time Hal had been attacked by dragons.

“Jink!” Kailas shouted, and, obediently, the riders kicked their mounts one way, then another. The dragons tried to turn with them, couldn’t, and the ten men rode safely under their attackers. One man - Hal didn’t see who - had courage enough to fire an arrow at a dragon.

“Full gallop,” and the riders kicked their horses hard, bending low in the saddle, trying to keep from looking back at the closing doom.

It was hard, especially when a scream came. Hal chanced a look, saw a horse pinwheeling through the air, gouting blood from deep talon-wounds in its back, saddle torn away.

Its rider . . . Its rider was tumbling in the dust, getting to his feet, stumbling into a run, knowing no one would turn back for him, following the strictest orders.

Hal wheeled his mount into a curvet, came back at his afoot soldier, saw, out of the corner of his eye, a swooping dragon. He leaned out, arm hooked, and the man had it, was neatly flipped up behind him, and the dragon whipped past, close enough for Hal to have touched its right talon as it missed him.

Again he turned, and his horse was gasping, flanks lathered. Two dragons were coming at him, each not seeing the other, then avoiding collision at the last minute as Hal rode under a torn-apart tree.

A dragon smashed through branches above his head, climbed for height for another attack, and on the other side of the hill were the Deraine lines. Hal’s patrol was strung out in front of him, riding for safety.

Two dragons came in for another attack, but the patrol was too close to the lines, and half a dozen catapults sent six-foot darts whipping through the air at them.

All missed, and the Roche dragons were climbing away.

One screamed in rage and disappointment, and Jarth Ordinay blatted an imitation up at him, one of his major talents.

They galloped past the outlying pickets, were in the forward lines, and now they could sit straight, breathe, and even show a cavalryman’s panache, laughing at the past danger, easy in the saddle, safe for one more day.

 



“It has been in my mind for some time,” Lord Canista, commander of the Third Deraine Light Cavalry, “that our king might be well served by your being promoted lieutenant and knighted, Serjeant.”

Hal gaped. Being made an officer was impressive enough, the Deraine army having three ranks: lieutenant, generally knighted; captain, always knighted, and commander, who’d be a lord, duke or even prince.

Outside Canista’s tent, all was a bustle as the army got ready once more for battle.

“First, that pennant you spotted belongs to one Duke Garcao Yasin, who’s Lord Commander of Queen Norcia. The two, I was told, are close.” Canista coughed suggestively. “Very, very close. So obviously this upcoming battle will be of great import to Roche.” He noticed Hal’s expression.

“You know of him?”

“Uh . . . nossir.” Hal thought back, remembered the Yasin with the flying dragons back in Bedarisi had a first name of Bayle or something like it. “But I may’ve encountered a relative of his before the war. A dragon flier. Do you know if he’s got a brother?”

“Of course not,” Canista said, a bit impatiently. “And let us return to more important matters, such as your knighthood. You fight well. But more important . . . Well, did you know your troopers call you Lucky?”

“Uh . . . yessir.” Hal was still considering this Baron Yasin. Assuming a relationship, and he had no way of knowing whether Yasin was a common name in Roche, that would certainly indicate the Roche fliers were, indeed, spies. He brought himself back, listened to Canista.

“That’s more important . . . for a leader,” the lord went on. “Any damned fool with no survival sense can become a great warrior . . . until he’s cut down by some lucky sod from the rear.

“Deraine needs lucky officers, Kailas,” Canista went on. “The gods know we haven’t had many leading us thus far.”

Hal looked blankly unopinionated at that.

“Well, I assume you have an opinion?”

“Sir, I’m a commoner.”

“Everyone knows that,” Canista said. “Where do you think all these damned knights’ and barons’ and dukes’ and whatalls’ fathers came from?

“Damned few of us were born to the purple. Time past, time enough for us to get snotty about things, one of our ancestors was good at sticking people with his sword, and lucky enough to do it mostly within the law, or not get caught, plus live through the experience.

“And their descendants are the ones who’ve ridden out in this war. And are getting themselves killed, like everyone else.

“Deraine will need a whole new generation of nobility, and where the hells do you think it’ll come from? From commoners like you.

“It might interest you that my grandsire, ten, no eleven generations gone, was a blacksmith.”

“Yessir,” Hal said.

“Mmmph,” Canista said. “At any rate, that’s something for you to think on, if you want the responsibility. Actually, I’m speaking like a damned fool, for you already have the responsibility. Being knighted would just get you more.

“We’ve a battle afore us, so think on it. Afterwards, if we all live, you can give me your decision.”

“Yessir.” Hal clapped his right hand against his breastplate in salute, turned to leave.

“Wait, lad,” Canista said. Hal turned back.

“Something I’m required to show you,” he said, pulling a rumpled piece of paper from his small field desk, handing it to Hal.



Dragon Men!  
Deraine Needs You!  
Men . . . and Women  
Who Wish to Fly  
Mighty Dragons  
As the Eyes  
Of the Army  
Are Bidden  
By His Most Holy Majesty  
To Volunteer  
For the Newly-Forming  
Dragon Flights!  
Experienced Dragon Handlers  
Will Do Deraine  
The Greatest Service  
By Volunteering  
Fly High Above the Fray!  
Defy Roche’s Evil Monsters!  
Extra Pay  
Extra Privileges  
Bask in the Adulation  
Of the Nation!  
Join Now!!  
Experienced Men and Women Only!!




“I call this damned nonsense,” Canista grumbled. “But someone said you’d been around the horrid monsters back before you joined up.

“And doing the king’s duty, I decided to show it to you, and give you the chance.

“Even though there’s a war, a real war, to be fought down here on the ground, not zooming around peering at the foe and, often as not, making up lies to confuse poor honest lords such as myself!”

Hal barely heard the lord, looking at the sheet of paper, thinking, dreaming.

To be out of the muck, away from the front lines and shouting officers, to be clean. Inadvertently, Hal scratched at a louse bite on his elbow, caught himself.

Gods, how he wanted that . . . to be above the clouds, above this endless cutting and killing, free, alone.

Then he caught himself.

“Thank you, sir,” he said, handing the paper back.

“Good man! Not interested at all, I can see, like a proper soldier.”

No. It was hardly lack of interest.

It was Hal’s mind, suddenly reminding him of the twenty-five cavalrymen he was given charge of, plus another ten supporting troopers.

If he left, who would take care of them?

He thought of other sections, whose warrants had been killed or transferred, and their new commanders, who had caused more than their share of deaths learning the ways of war.

Could Hal give over men, who’d entrusted him with their lives, to some fool, fresh from Deraine’s horse academies?

Never.

As long as they lived, Hal Kailas had to be there to lead and, if necessary, die with them.
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“Water,” the soldier gasped, reaching a clawed hand up for Hal’s stirrup. “For the mercy of the gods, water!”

Hal saw the gaping wound across the man’s stomach, his spilled guts, knew he could do no good, even if orders permitted him to halt.

The Roche soldier’s hand fell away.

“Then grant peace,” he croaked. “Please, for the sake of your mother’s soul.”

Hal couldn’t bring himself to kill the wounded man, no matter what he wanted. But someone behind him in the column had no qualms. Hal heard the dull thud of a lance going home, the soldier’s gasp, and then silence except for the clatter of horses’ hooves and the creak of their harness.

This was the battle’s fourth day, thus far a sweeping defeat for Roche.

Deraine, given the advance warning by Hal and, no doubt, other scouts, had time to find a strong position along a rocky ridgecrest. Then they’d waited for Roche.

Duke Yasin had taken position on a ridge a mile distant from Deraine’s lines, a valley rich with grain between them. Deraine had made no offensive moves, and so Roche attacked first.

Yasin sent his infantry sweeping wide, trying to flank Deraine on the north. But the lines were firmly anchored with heavy cavalry, and Roche was driven back.

They attacked again, and were broken a second time.

Then it was time for the wizards. Roche sent sweeping winds against Deraine, but the spells were broken, and counterspells of dust devils sent back against Roche.

Yasin tried a night attack, with ghostly illuminations. But that barely penetrated the front line, before the Deraine second wave smashed into them.

The third day dawned hot, muggy, promising rain, but none came.

The drums started just before midday, all along the Roche line.

Hal’s section had been assigned courier duty, since the light cavalry wasn’t needed for scouting, so he was well forward,  almost in the front lines, when Duke Yasin’s army surged forward behind the drummers across the valley. Hal saw them coming, in wave after wave, and swallowed hard, very glad he wasn’t one of the poor bastards in the forward line trying to keep his spear-point from trembling, trying to gather strength from his equally frightened brothers.

Then sorcery came into play, and this no illusion. Red creatures surged into existence in the Roche line, creatures about the size of a small dog. They were fanged, and clawed, like enormous red ants, but each had the face of a leering man. They tore into the legs of the oncoming soldiers, and when they fell, others fastened their claws into the man’s armor, and tore at his face and throat.

The screams rang loud above the drums, and the Deraine front line commanders ordered their troops forward.

The Deraine units obeyed, and the lines came together, and it was a knotted madness. Deraine pulled back, Hal thought beaten back, then realized they’d been ordered to withdraw, regroup, and come in again.

The ant-demons savaged the Roche soldiers but, having taken mortal form, could be killed, although their fangs still held to their final bite, heads dangling from men’s arms, legs, bodies.

As suddenly as they came, they vanished, the Roche sorcerers having found the counterspell.

Deraine attacked again, and once more the lines smashed against each other. Deraine sent their reserves down into the valley, and that broke the Roche. They fell back, up the hill toward their own lines, pursued by Deraine infantry, killing as they went.

The heavy cavalry started forward, to finally break Roche and defeat them in detail. But Roche regained its positions, behind sharp-pointed abatis and piled brush, and the Deraine attack was called off.

The Roche, defeated, should have retreated, back within the safety of their own support lines. But they held on the ridgeline all that day and night.

Perhaps Duke Yasin was afraid to retreat, afraid to reveal his defeat to Queen Norcia. Or perhaps he had another plan in the works. Or perhaps he was simply too stubborn to know when he was beaten.

Regardless, the Third Light Cavalry, augmented with half a regiment of Sagene light, was assembled before dawn, and told to scout the Roche flanks and determine what they were up to.

Hal attended Lord Canista’s orders assembly, staying, as deserved a young warrant, well in the back, behind the lords, keeping his doubts to themselves.

One knight, a very slender, very long-haired and mustached man in gleaming armor, did not.

“Sir,” he said. “This is no more’n the second time we’ve ridden together in this strength.”

“Third, actually, Sir Kinnear,” Lord Canista said. “The other was before you joined us.”

“Which means we’re not experienced at fighting together. Plus light cavalry,” Kinnear went on, “isn’t supposed to do more than scout and raid.”

“We have our orders,” Canista said. “But I believe the reason for us going forth in such strength is the lords of the army wouldn’t mind if we ran into some nice fat supply wagons and wreaked a bit of havoc.”

“S’posing, sir, that we go a little too far, and supposing their damned heavies charge us?”

“We withdraw in an orderly fashion.”

There was a murmur of amusement.

“S’posing, once again, we don’t have that luxury,” Kinnear persisted.

“According to my orders,” Canista said, “the Sagene heavy cavalry will be in close support, and if they’re outmanned, our own heavies will be committed.”

“Sagene?” Kinnear said with a snort.

“I resent that,” a Sagene knight, heavy, bearded, scowling said. “Are you accusing my people of cowardice?”

“No,” Kinnear drawled, “just a certain . . . tardiness to respond.”

“You have been given a chance to withdraw your words,” the Sagene knight said. “Now I must demand satisfaction!”

“Now or at any other time,” Kinnear said, one hand on his sword.

“Both of you stop!” Canista snapped. “We have an enemy to face, and if either of you persist in your foolishness, I’ll have you chained in your tents. After the battle, you’re welcome to satisfy your honor by any means you deem necessary.

“But not before! We have a task set before us, gentlemen. Return to your troops and get them ready to ride, for the glory of Deraine and your regiments, and I wish you battleluck!”

Hal was close enough to Sir Kinnear to hear him mutter,  “This’ll be damned disastrous. Too many troops to move with any sort of subtlety, not enough to stand firm if we’re found out.  Damned disastrous!”

Hal agreed, but there was, of course, nothing that could be done.

 



They went out at dawn, curving out from their lines, intending to skirt the enemy’s right flank, and probe, very cautiously, for his intent.

The valley that had been yesterday’s battleground was a welter of bodies. Some, thankfully, lay still, quite dead. Others writhed, screaming, or, energy almost gone, managing no more than animal moans.

There were healthy men from both sides afield - men looking for the wounded, dead, from their units, some to-be-blessed chiurgeons, some simply good hearted, trying to tend to the wounded, ease the pain of dying.

And there were others, skulking jackals, looting the dead and, not infrequently, making sure the wounded wouldn’t object to being plundered, with a swift dagger.

Hal heard a bowstring twang, saw one such brigand screech, grab at his side, and go down. He turned, saw Jarth Ordinay reaching for another arrow.

“No,” he ordered. “We may need them later.”

Ordinay hesitated, then nodded, and put the arrow back in his saddle quiver.

Unconsciously Hal’s section spread out as they closed on the edges of the ridge Roche supposedly still held, making themselves into less of a target.

Canista’s cutting it a little close, Kailas thought. If I held the regiment, I would have taken us straight away from the lines until I was beyond the sight of the fighters, then come back on the Roche from the rear, trying to figure out their intentions from the deployment of their quartermaster wagons and other non-combatants who might not be able to kill you as readily as an infantryman or, worse, a heavy cavalry soldier.

Light cavalrymen wore no more armor than a breastplate and chainmail to mid-thigh and an open helmet. They were generally armed with no more than bow, sword and dagger, although when facing battle, as today, they would carry a light lance, not much more than a spear. They relied on their horses’ speed, maneuverability and their own cunning to keep them alive.

Heavy cavalry was their nemesis - men in three-quarters armor to the knee with half-shields, riding great horses that looked suitable for pulling brewery wagons. They were armed with sword, dagger, lance, and frequently a mace or a hammer. They rode in close formation and if the light horsemen were brought to battle by the heavies and couldn’t escape, they were almost certainly doomed.

These lumbering monsters were most highly regarded, their units draped with battle honors and their riders among the most noble of any kingdom.

Hal hoped to spend this day without seeing any of them, neither Roche nor on his own side, for that would portend disaster.

All he wanted was to obey orders, get in, get out and get back. Tomorrow, when the armies rumbled back on the move they could resume their patrolling and skirmishing duties.

Before he heard the first warning shout, he felt the earth begin shaking.

Riding out of the forest fringing the Roche lines, coming between the trees in close formation, came the Roche heavy cavalry. Hal was never sure if there were two or three regiments. Not that it mattered. Just one would have given the battle edge to Roche.

Lord Canista shouted to one of his aides to ride back for their promised support, the Sagene heavy cavalry. The young officer saluted, wheeled his horse, and galloped hard for the rear.

He’d gone no more than a quarter of a mile when a crossbowman rose from behind a bush, and shot him off his horse.

Other crossbowmen came up on line, ran toward Hal’s unit, closing the jaws of the trap.

Canista shouted for the regiment to turn away from the attackers, and make for a knoll, dismount and fight on foot until their support arrived.

They never made it.

Half a company of Roche were charging Hal’s section. He shouted for his men to turn into the attack, comb the lancers, then try for the knoll.

They obeyed, but the heavy cavalrymen held formation, and Hal’s section couldn’t break through. A knight was coming hard at Hal, and Kailas ducked under his lance, spitted him in the throat, above his gorget, with his sword. Another rider cut at him, missed, and Hal slashed, also going wide.

Then he was behind the first wave, saw another stream of riders thundering toward him.

He pulled at his horse’s reins, as the animal screamed and reared. Hal slid off the back as his mount fell back, thrashing, a crossbow bolt in its throat, another between its ribs.

A Roche crossbowman was coming at him, long double-edged dagger held low. Hal parried, ran him through, felt another bolt whip past his face.

A dismounted cavalryman was coming at him, two-handed sword up. Hal went to his knees, drove his sword under the man’s breastplate, into his guts.

Then something smashed into the back of his head, and he went flat, world spinning.

He didn’t know how long he was out, seconds or minutes, but then he was back on his feet, sword bloody, staggering toward that knoll. Someone was stabbing at him with a spear, and he cut the spearhead away, killed that man.

There were three corpses in front of him, all three members of his section.

A man was standing over them in Roche uniform. Hal killed him, stumbled on.

There was a ditch, and he went down, sprawled face-first, hearing the whine of bolts above him.

A man jumped down, breathing hard, started to stab Hal, saw he wore the same uniform, clambered out and a spear took him in the shoulder. He spun, and another spear went into the back of his neck.

A Roche soldier ran up, not seeing Hal, and Hal’s sword took him in the armpit.

There was blood, there was screaming, loud, dying away, and Hal was down in the dust, seeing the Roche heavy cavalry ride past him, back toward their lines, the crossbowmen who’d closed the trap trotting beside them, prodding a few prisoners ahead of them.

Then there was nothing but the sound of men dying.

Hal got back up, waiting to be killed. But there was no one on the field except the dead, dying and desperately wounded.

There was no sign of the promised Sagene heavy cavalry. Hal considered his injuries. A slash across the back, no more than painful, but bloody enough to have made him look dead, lying in the ditch. An arrow stub stuck out of his upper thigh, and he pushed it through, snapped the arrowhead off. He almost  fainted, then pulled the shaft free and tied up the bloody wound with his torn tunic. He was bruised here and there, but felt no broken bones.

He should have gone back to his own lines before the vultures and thieves came.

But he stopped, seeing a man who’d followed his orders, down in death.

A strange fascination came, and he wandered the battlefield, finding one, another, others of his section, all dead.

He saw the body of Lord Canista, half a dozen armored Roche sprawled around him.

A dozen yards away was the body of Sir Kinnear, lying back to back with the Sagene knight who’d challenged him. They, too, had taken their share and more with them.

Time blurred, and it was late afternoon, almost twilight. He was kneeling beside the body of Jarth Ordinay, who was sprawled on his back, his dagger in the chest of one of the three men who’d died killing him.

Ordinay’s face had a quiet, peaceful smile. The lines of premature aging were gone, and he looked the boy he’d been when the army took him.

Hal nodded solemnly, as if Ordinay had told him something, got up, and started back the way he’d come.

Somewhere he found a horse, a bloody slash along its neck, pulled himself into the saddle, and rode slowly back toward safety.

All dead, he mourned. All gone. All dead.

His mind wryly told him, now you can go ride the king’s damned dragons if you want, can’t you?

 



The hulk’s sails caught the southerly wind, fair for Deraine, a dim line on the horizon. The ship plunged in the swell, yards clattering and sailors scurrying about.

Hal paid little attention to the bustle, eyes on Paestum’s harbor they were sailing out of, and the distant border of Roche to his left.

He would be back, though, as a dragon flier.

Back, with a hard vengeance to take.
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Deraine’s capital, Rozen, had he been in another frame of mind, could have angered Hal Kailas. There were no buildings shattered by catapult stones, empty storefronts, shops with only one or two items for sale.

Deraine could almost have been a country at peace.

Almost.

But here was a column of uniformed recruits being chivvied along by a pair of shouting warrants; there another formation of trained soldiers, grim-faced under steel helms and laden with weaponry, and there were far fewer young men to be seen on the streets and in the cafes than in peacetime. Here were a knot of women wearing mourning bands, there other women and children scanning the posted list of those killed or wounded across the Straits.

Small patrols of warders, half civilian, half military, swept the streets.

Kailas paid them no mind, his orders secure in a belt pouch, his mind on other things, specifically the cup of iced custard he was wolfing.

He grinned. The hardened warrior, home at last, was supposed to head for the closest taproom and drink himself senseless on his favorite brew.

Kailas, who’d never thought himself much of a milk drinker, had developed a lust for the rich, cream-heavy Deraine liquid, despising the thin, frequently watered whey of Sagene. He’d had three big glasses, and was topping them off with this custard, flavored with cloves and cinnamon.

Kailas also thought of the other requirement of the home-coming soldier - a lovely girl under his arm, or at least a popsy.

He had no one.

Hal turned his mind away from loneliness, headed for the address he was supposed to report to.

 



Rozen was a city that had cheerfully “just grown” at the confluence of two rivers. The only coherency it had managed was the result of three fires four hundred years earlier. Then there’d been great architects, working under the king’s close  supervision, intending to build a city of splendor, the marvel of the world.

There were those great palaces and monuments, but two streets away might be a slum or a silversmith’s street or even a knacker’s yard.

Hal had been in Rozen twice, before he joined Athelny’s circus, and hated it both times, feeling alone and forgotten - which he had been.

Now, an equally faceless figure in battered half-armor, sword-belt tied around his meager roll of belongings, he felt quite at home in the great city.

He felt as if he were watching a camera obscura, arranged for his solitary pleasure. Kailas felt outside this city’s life, but it wasn’t unpleasant at all.

He’d been offered leave after the destruction of his regiment, and had thought about it, but there was no one for him to go to. He had no desire to return to the tiny village he’d come from, nor any desire to visit his parents, and so he asked for orders to his next duty assignment.

He wondered if soldiering had changed his outlook from the other times he’d been in the capital. Perhaps he’d seen enough people die young and violently to not mind being an outsider. He decided to give the matter a bit more thought, perhaps over a pint, later, after he’d reported in.

His orders read for him to report to the Main Guildhall, which seemed odd, until he entered the huge building. It had been commandeered by the army, and now was a shouting bustle of recruiting booths.

It was near chaos: a warrant brayed about the virtues of the dragoons, a clerk talked quietly of the safety of the quartermaster corps, an archer chanted about his elite regiment. Other warrants shouted how smart Lord such-and-so’s Light Infantry uniforms were, or how Sir whatever would not only outfit a recruit, but send money to his family. Every branch of the service was represented, from chiurgeons to an arrogant-looking pair of magicians to a brawny farrier to a pair of jolly teamsters. There were even a scattering of women, raising nursing, transport, support units.

Most of them had at least one, frequently more, recruits weighing the virtues and dangers of a corps.

Except for one, a stony-faced, leathery-looking serjeant, lean  as death, wearing the coronet of a troop warrant over his two stripes.

Behind him, tacked to the wall, was a poster-size version of the leaflet Lord Canista had shown Hal a month ago, announcing the formation of dragon flights.

Civilians prospecting the various booths would look at the warrant, then at the poster, and hasten onward. Evidently dragon flying was thought an advanced form of suicide.

Hal walked up to the man, saluted.

“I’m one of yours, Serjeant.” He passed the orders from his corps commander across.

“Fine,” the man said, lowering the parchment. “M’name’s Ivo Te. I was starting to think I’ve got plague.”

Hal didn’t answer. Te looked him over hard.

“You appear to have been rode hard and put away wet, young Serjeant.”

“Polishing rags aren’t easy to find in Sagene,” Hal said.

“Don’t I know it,” Te said. “Until two months ago, I was top warrant with Eighth Heavy Cavalry.”

“I was Third Light. We scouted for you a few times.”

“You did,” Te said. “I heard about your disaster. But it’s nice to have someone else along who knows which end of a sword gets sharpened.”

“There are others?”

“There are others,” Te said grimly. “And, with one or two exceptions, a bigger lot of shitepokes, crap merchants, layabouts and deeks I’ve never met before.”

Hal grinned. “That good?”

Te sighed. “It’s going to be a long war, lad. A long war indeed.”

 



The recruits for dragon school were housed in an inn not far from Guildhall. Hal had little time to assess them before a dozen wagons arrived and, under a steady storm of cursing by Serjeant Te, the forty prospective fliers and their dunnage were loaded aboard and the wagons creaked away for the secret training grounds, somewhere beyond the capital.

 



The base sat close to a forbiddingly high cliff, on Deraine’s west coast. Below, gray surf boomed uninvitingly.

“Be a good place for a morning bath after a good, healthy run,” Serjeant Te said briskly, and was glowered at all around.

Before the war, the base had been a religious retreat, gray-stone main buildings and cottages scattered about the huge estate. Hal saw at once why the retreat had been taken over - the religious types must have worshipped a horse god, or else their benefactors were of the galloping set. There were huge barns and corrals, and what must have been a race course at one time, now being leveled by teams of oxen towing rollers back and forth.

“Where are our dragons?” a very young, very redheaded, very confident woman asked.

“Not here yet, and that’ll be Serjeant to you,” Te growled.

“Then wot the ’ells will we do, waitin’? Play wi’ ourselves?” a man who could have been the young brother of Hal’s cocky second, Jarth Ordinay, asked, cheekily.

“The Lord Spense will find work for you,” Te said. “For all of us.”

Hal noted, with a sinking feeling, the serjeant’s face didn’t look pleased.

 



Te had good reason.

This was only the second dragon flying class held here at Seabreak - three more schools around Deraine, were also training dragon flights.

Hal asked how the first class had managed, if the school didn’t have any dragons, and was told they’d taken their monsters with them to Sagene, just as his class would . . . when the dragons materialized.

The trainees were detailed off to the four-person huts by shouting warrants. One, a Serjeant Patrice, saw Hal’s evident status as a combat veteran, but, unlike Te, didn’t appear to like it, and chose Kailas for special attention, which meant more close-range shouting than for others.

Hal had learned, trying to sleep in the rain, to put his mind elsewhere, generally soaring with dragons, so it was easy to ignore Patrice.

The huts spread out in four rows, each in a different compass heading, meeting at a common assembly area.

Hal managed to get one as far from the assembly field as possible, knowing which huts would likely be chosen for details by the warrants.

He did manage a minute with Serjeant Te, and requested the diminutive Farren Mariah, and “anybody else you think livable” for hutmates.

The other two were Ev Larnell, a haunted-looking, thin man a couple of years younger than Kailas; and Rai Garadice, a cheerful, muscled youth the same age as Hal, whose name sounded familiar to Hal.

The thirteen women on the course had their own huts, interspersed with the men’s. No one, at least so far, slept anywhere but in the hut assigned him or her. There hadn’t been any regulations read out about sex, but everyone automatically sensed it was against the rules. It had to be, since it felt good.

The huts were single open rooms, twenty feet on a side, and there was a wooden bunk and a large open hanging closet for each student. In the center of the room was a stove, which would be welcome as fall became winter, and a wash basin near the door.

Studded amid the huts were privies, with a long door at the rear, and half-barrels to catch the waste. Patrice had told them his favorite detail was telling someone to jockey a wagon down the rows, collecting the barrel’s contents. All this was said with Patrice’s usual expression, an utterly humorless tight smile the trainees found strangely annoying.

They were allowed half an hour to unpack their gear, then fallen back out. Hal had a few moments to consider a few of the other trainees: the confident, redheaded woman, Saslic Dinapur; a stocky loud man named Vad Feccia; and an arrogant man named Brant Calabar, Sir Brant Calabar he was careful to let everyone know. He reminded Hal of his old enemy as a boy, Nanpean Tregony.

Then they were pushed into formation, the experienced soldiers already knowing the drill, the civilians becoming quick studies of the others, for an address by the school’s commanding officer.

 



“This is not my first school command,” Lord Pers Spense said. “I’ve taught at His Majesty’s Horse Guards, and was chosen to be Master of the Ring; and half a dozen crack regiments had me as their guest instructor before the war.

“I know little of this dragon flying you men - and women,” he added hastily, “are about to attempt, but doubt me that it can be that different from riding any beast, except that you will be high in the skies.”

Spense was red-faced, probably balding under the dress helm he wore over a very flashy uniform Hal couldn’t identify, but  knew it wouldn’t last beyond the first archer on the battleground. He was most stocky, hardly appearing to be anyone who was the first to push back from the dinner table.

Spense slapped a riding crop against his highly polished thigh boots.

“Therefore, we shall begin training all of you in what I call the School of the Soldier.

“Serjeant Teh,” he went on, mispronouncing the name, “has informed me that some of you have already seen bully fighting against the barbarians, those savages who call themselves the Roche, with barely a hundred years or so since they crawled from the swamp.

“For you, it shall be good to refresh your memory of the most important part of soldiering: drill. For only with the confidence that drill inspires can you go forth into battle, knowing the man on your left will do just what you are doing, and so bring the savages to their knees.”

The speech went on, and on. Hal didn’t bother listening to more.

He knew why Serjeant Te had winced.

 



“You will run everywhere,” Serjeant Patrice bayed, and so the column of trainees ran through the estate grounds, twice around the cookhall, and stopped, some panting hard, in a long line.

Hal, not by accident, found himself behind the redhead, Saslic Dinapur. They introduced themselves, wondered about the food.

“And why’d you join?” she asked.

“I was already in the army,” Hal said. “Things . . . changed at my old posting.” He didn’t elaborate about the massacre. “And I was a oddjob boy for a dragon flier named Athelny, back before the war.”

Saslic grinned.

“I met that old rascal once, when he came to the Menagerie, to ask something of my father. Even as a little girl, I thought he was a definite rogue.”

“He was that,” Hal agreed.

“Do you have any idea what he’s doing now? I hope wealthy, perhaps married to some rich dowager, and raising dragons somewhere in the north.”

“He’s dead,” Hal said. “Killed by a bastard . . . Sorry—”

“Don’t apologize,” Saslic interrupted. “I’ve heard - used - worse myself. And we are in the army, aren’t we?”

“I guess so,” Hal said. “But after Lord Spense’s uh, enlightening talk, I’m not sure what century’s.”

Saslic laughed, a very pleasant sound Hal decided he could get used to.

“Anyway, about poor Athelny?”

“Killed by an archer of a Sagene nobleman who’d euchred Athelny out of his dragon,” Hal said. “He flew off, north, toward Deraine, I guess, and we never found his body.”

Saslic was quiet for a few moments, then said, softly, “A bad way to die . . . but a better funeral than most of us’ll see.”

“True,” Hal agreed.

“Move up, there,” a voice behind him grated. “Some of us want our dinner.”

Hal turned, looked at the bluff Vad Feccia, thought of saying something, didn’t, deciding to fit into this new world as easily as he could, turned back.

Feccia laughed, a grating noise, and Hal realized he’d made a mistake. The man probably thought Kailas was afraid of him. Oh well. Bullies could be sorted out at a later time.

“You said something about the Menagerie?” Hal asked Saslic.

Saslic nodded. “My father is one of the keepers at the King’s Own Menagerie, and I helped. I really liked working around the dragons, wanted to learn how to fly them, and when this came up, well, I guess my father’ll speak to me sooner or later for running off.”

They entered the long building, which was divided into thirds, one the kitchen, the second a dining room for students, the third, closed off with a screen for the cadre. They got tin plates from a pile, had a glop of what looked like stew, some tired vegetables, a pat of butter and bread dumped on the plate as they passed down the line of bored-looking serving women.

“Oh dear,” Saslic said.

Hal thought it looked quite a bit better than most of the rations the army fed its troops in Sagene, but he didn’t tell Saslic that.

The two looked around the small hall for a seat at one of the benched tables, just as Sir Brant Calabar crashed to his feet.

“This is a damned outrage! Eating with commoners!”

Farren Mariah, evidently the man he objected to, looked up.

“’At’s fine, mate. Yer can wait outside, an’ I’ll save yer the indignity, an’ polish off yer plate as a pers’nal favor.”

Calabar clashed his plate down.

“Where I come from, a bastard like you’d warrant a whipping!”

A man at the table behind Calabar stood. He was slender, long-faced, with a large, beaked nose.

“Now, sir,” he said, in a nasal tone Hal had heard lords in the army use, “best you show some manners here. We’re all learners together, and there’s surely no call to behave like a pig.”

Calabar whirled.

“And who the blazes are you?”

“Sir Loren Damian,” the man said. “Former equerry to His Most Royal Majesty, detached on special duty to this school, also Lord Dulmin of the Northern Reaches, Quinton of Middlewich, and other equally ponderous titles I shan’t bore anyone with, but ones I suspect have precedent in the Royal List over yours.”

“Oh,” Calabar said in a very quiet voice, out-titled to the hilt.

“Now, be a good sort, and sit down, and eat your meal,” Sir Loren said.

Calabar started to obey, then crashed out of the hall.

“Tsk,” Damian said. “But I suppose he’ll come around, when his belly calls, which it appears to do on a rather regular basis.”

There was a bit of laughter. Sir Loren picked up his plate, and pointedly walked to the table Calabar’d stormed away from.

“May I join you, sir?”

“Uh . . . surely, I mean, yes m’lord,” Mariah managed.

“My title here is Loren,” Damian said. “Most likely something resembling scumbucket to our warrants, I’d imagine.”

He started eating.

Hal and Saslic found seats. Kailas saw Serjeant Te leaning against the entrance to the cadre’s section, a bit of a smile on his face, wondered what it portended for Calabar or Damian, decided that was none of his concern, started eating.

The food was actually fairly awful.

 



“Forrard . . . harch!” Serjeant Patrice bellowed. “Hep, twoop, threep, fourp . . . hep, twoop, threep, fourp . . . godsdammit, Kailas, get in step!”

Hal almost stumbled over his own feet getting them in the proper military order.

The forty trainees, in a column of fours, marched away from the assembly area, down one of the curving brick paths into an open area.

“Right flank . . . harch!”

Hal turned left, and almost knocked a heavy-set woman, Mynta Gart, spinning.

“Lords of below, Kailas, can’t you do anything right?”

 



The class was in military ranks, and the warrant teaching it had trouble reading the handbook he was holding.

Hal was half-listening, looking at another trainee two rows away. The man kept looking back at him as if he knew him.

As the class was dismissed for a break, Hal recognized him and went up.

“You’re Asser, aren’t you?”

“I am that . . . and where do I know you from?”

“Hal Kailas. I was Athelny’s dogsbody when you were barkering for him. You and . . . Hils, that was his name.”

“Right!” Asser smiled delightedly. “I heard Athelny’s dead. What’re you doing here? Did that old fart ever give you a chance to ride a dragon like you wanted?”

Hal explained, considering Asser as he spoke. Once, a long time ago, he’d thought the young man most dapper, a city slick. But he saw him through different eyes now, no more than another one of those who doesn’t sow, but has every hustle in the world for reaping.

“Hils,” Asser said sadly. “He’s dead, too. I guess he thought he could outrun the warders, and anyway didn’t believe one of ’em would cut him down from behind. A pity. He was just about the smoothest bilker I ever knew, and him and me had a great partnership . . . for awhile.”

“So what made you join up?” Hal asked.

“It was like you said . . . made’s the word. The magistrate didn’t believe I had no idea who Hils was, and told me I was either gonna volunteer or be headed for the poogie for five years or so.

“I heard about this dragon thing we’re in, figured that’d be a good place to lay low.”

“I’ve seen Roche’s dragons,” Hal said. “If I weren’t a fool, I’d think maybe five years in prison might be a little safer.”

“Haw,” Asser snorted. “You don’t think a smart lad like me’ll ever go across the water, now do you?”

Hal didn’t reply, excused himself, seeing an angry-looking Saslic motioning to him.

“What’s the problem?”

“That frigging Feccia’s a lying sod!”

“I’m not surprised,” Hal said mildly. “In what category?”

“Probably all of them. But start with his claims to be a dragon rider, back as a civilian, although he’s pretty damned vague about the details. But I caught him. Asked him some questions, which he didn’t answer quite right. Then I asked him when he thought was the best time to separate a dragon pup from the doe.”

“What?”

“And he went and gave me a vague answer, saying it varied, depending on circumstances.” Dinapur shook her head. “What a jack! A pup my left nipple!”

“Not to mention a dragon doe,” Hal said, starting to laugh. “You know, a man who’s so damn dumb he doesn’t even know a kit and a cow probably won’t get very far around here.”

“Who’s going to call him? A trainee? I’m not going to peach on someone, and for sure the cadre don’t know the difference.”

“You’re right,” Hal said. “I wouldn’t nark the idiot off either. I guess we’ll just have to wait for his mouth to take care of himself.”

 



“To the rear . . . harch! In the name of any god you want, Kailas, can’t you learn how to drill? I thought you were some kind of combat hero!”

Hal thought of telling him killing someone, or keeping from being killed yourself, didn’t have a lot to do with square-bashing, and no, he’d never had any instruction whatsoever on what foot you were supposed to start marching with. The army across the water was a little too busy to concern itself with left-right, left-right.

But he kept his mouth shut. So far, he’d stayed off the emptying shitter detail.

So far.

 



The day finally came when they turned in their civilian gear, and Hal his threadbare uniform, which they’d been washing when they could, as they could, and were issued new uniforms.

They were fairly spectacular, which Hal guessed meant higher ranks were particularly interested in dragon flights: black thigh boots, into which tight-fitting white breeches were bloused, a red tunic with white shoulderbelts and gold shoulderboards, and a smart-looking forage cap, also red, which Hal  thought would blow away twenty feet off the ground. With the gaudy uniform went very practical, and completely unromantic, undergarments, both in padded winter issue and plain summer wear.

Someone, probably down the line from the uniform’s designers, had a bit of practicality, thinking what it would be like, flying in winter, and gauntleted catskin gloves and a heavy thigh-length jacket that must have required an entire sheep to produce were issued.

Another practical item was a set of greenish-brown coveralls, perfect, as Serjeant Patrice said, “for cleaning the shitter.”

Hal was starting to think the man had a problem with his bowels.

 



They were also issued weapons - long spears and swords. Hal couldn’t see either having much use aboard a dragon, figured that Sir Spense had called for the issue so the class would look like his idea of proper soldiery.

The only practical weapon was a long, single-edged dagger, which looked as if it had been designed and forged by an experienced bar brawler.

He was a bit surprised Spense hadn’t given out spurs.

 



“Lord, they let some raggedy-asses into uniform these days,” Patrice said, grinning his risus sardonicus. “Now, the reason you’re in these ten-deep ranks is we’re practicing parade maneuvers, and there aren’t enough of you idiots to form a proper parade.

“Forrard . . . harch!”

Hal stepped out correctly, determined for once he wasn’t going to make a mistake.

“By the right . . . wheel!”

The way the maneuver should’ve been done was the right flanker performed a right turn, began marking time, the soldier next to him took one more step, and so forth until the entire ten-man rank had turned right. In the meantime, the second row was doing the same, one step behind.

It didn’t work out that way as soldiers slammed into each other, got confused and started marking time when they should’ve been moving, and everything became absolute chaos.

“Halt, halt, godsdammit, halt,” Patrice screamed, and chaos became motionless chaos. He considered the mess.

“I’m starting to think this whole son of a bitching class has got a case of the Kailases.”

Hal, who for once had done exactly what he should’ve, felt injured.

Somewhere in the mess Calabar laughed.

“I heard laughter,” Patrice said. “Is there something funny I’ve missed?”

Silence.

“Who laughed?”

More silence.

“I don’t like being lied to,” Patrice said. “And nobody confessing is lying, now isn’t it?”

Still more silence.

“I asked for an answer.”

The class got it, and raggedly boomed, “YES, SERJEANT.”

“I have a good ear, I’ve been told,” Patrice said. “Don’t you think so, Sir Brant?”

An instant later, he shouted, “Not fast enough, Sir Brant. Front and center!”

Calabar trundled out of the ranks.

“Was that you who laughed?” Patrice cooed.

“Uh . . . uh . . . yessir.”

“Don’t call me sir! I know who my parents were! You get your young ass to your hut, secure your clothes bucket, and run on down to the ocean and bring me back a bucket of water.

“Move out!”

Patrice watched Calabar run off, then turned back to his victims.

“Now, shall we try it again, children?”

 



Serjeant Te took Hal aside.

“How’re you holding up, Serjeant?”

“I didn’t think we had any rank here, Serjeant Te.”

“That appears to be one of the good Sir Spense’s ideas. You’ve noticed that no one’s been returned to his or her unit yet for failure, either.”

“That’s right.”

Te nodded sagely. “Just a word, or mayhap a suggestion. It could be the good Sir Spense is truly in the dark, and afraid to throw anyone out until he has some idea of what might be required.

“As for Serjeant Patrice—”

“I don’t mean to interrupt,” Hal said. “But he’s water to a duck’s back.”

Te grinned.

“Good. I didn’t figure he’d get under your skin.”

“Not a chance, Serjeant. Matter of fact, he’s given me an idea on handling a problem of my own.”

 



“I don’t suppose,” Rai Garadice asked Farren Mariah, “you’d be willing to tell us how you happened into dragon flying, since we’ve got a whole hour to waste before dear Serjeant Patrice takes us for a nice morning run.”

The class was in a stable, looking out at the drizzle beyond. Farren pursed his lips, then shrugged.

“I don’t guess there’s a’matter. The on’y dragons I’ve ever been around was oncet, when a show come to Rozen, I got a job cleanin’ up the hippodrome a’ter ’em.”

“Nice start for a career,” Saslic said.

“You name the tisket, I’ve held it,” Farren said. “Crier, runner, butcher’s boy, greengrocer’s assistant, glazier, changer’s messenger, a ferryboat oarsman for a bit, maybe a couple things I don’t think I oughta be jawin’ about.”

“None of this answers Rai’s question,” Hal said.

“Well . . . I went an’ made a bet wi’ a friend, don’t matter wot, an’ lost, an’ the wager was the loser hadda take the king’s coin.”

“Hell of a bet,” Saslic said.

“Yeh, well there weren’t much goin’ on around, so it din’t matter,” Farren said. “An’ then, oncet I was in barracks, there was a certain misunderstanding, an’ somebody’d told me about these flights, an’ I thought maybe it’d be best to skip outa the line of fire.”

“Misunderstanding?”

“Uh . . . the men around me thought I was a witch.”

There was a jolt of silence.

“Are you?” Saslic asked gently.

“Course not. I just got a bit of the gift, not like my ma, or my uncle, or his family. And my gran’sire was s’posedly a great wizard, good enough for nobility to consult.”

“Oh,” Garadice said, forcing himself not to move away. Most people without the gift were quite leery of magicians.

“A wizard,” Saslic said in a thoughtful tone. “Maybe we could have you rouse a spell that’d, say, cause Patrice to fall over yon cliff, or make his dick fall off.”

“I couldn’t do someat like that!” Mariah said, sounding shocked.

“Then what earthly good are you?” Saslic asked.

 



“Broadly speaking,” the warrant droned, “if two cavalries of approximately equal mobility maneuver against each other in open country, neither side can afford the loss of time that dismounting to fight on foot entails. Hence, the same fundamental rules apply to all cavalry combats . . .”

Saslic looked at Hal, made a face, mouthed the plaintive words, “When are we gonna learn about dragons?”

Hal shrugged. Maybe some time before they reembarked for the wars.

 



Somehow Patrice made a mistake on the schedule, and the trainees had a whole two hours after eating before the mandatory late class, this one on Proper Horsemanship.

Not that anyone actually had time for relaxation, busy with boot-blackening, cleaning their weapons - “all this stabbin’ and wot really rusts a blade out, eh?” was Farren Mariah’s comment - or trying to remember what it was like to be around a dragon.

Since it was an unseasonably warm fall evening, most of them were gathered outside their huts, talking while they polished.

Mynta Gart saw Brant Calabar staggering away from the steps down to the rocky beach with yet another full bucket, said, “Guess our Serjeant Patrice is havin’ himself a salt water bath.”

“Good for his complexion, I’d bet,” Saslic said.

“A better wash’d be to trail him overside for a league or so,” Gart said. “And then cut loose the hawser.”

“You sound like a sailor,” Saslic said.

“That I am,” Gart said proudly. “Will be again, once the fighting stops. Once had my own coaster, then got bit by that patriotic fever, and got made a mate on one of the king’s patrol boats.

“Which was damn stupid of me, since what navy Roche has looks to be hiding in port until the war’s over.”

“So why’d you volunteer for dragon flying?” Hal asked.

“Why not? Used to be, when I was up on the north coast, I’d see wild dragons overhead, some heading, no doubt, for Black Island.

“Looked romantic and free to me.” She looked around at the trainees.

“Damn, but I love this freedom.”

“What about you, Kailas?” Feccia asked, when the rueful laughter died. “You have a personal invite from the king to bless us with your company?”

“Where I’m from,” Hal said, “that’s not a question civil men ask.”

“Prob’ly wise,” Feccia said. “I’ve heard villains are careful about things like that.”

Something snapped inside Hal. He’d made a bit of a joke about solving his problem, and now was suddenly the time. Crossbelts and white polish sailing, he was on his feet and blurred across the ten feet to the bigger man.

His mouth was gaping, and Hal, anger giving him strength, yanked Feccia to his feet. He slapped him hard across the mouth twice, and blood erupted.

Hal let him stumble back, kicked him hard in the stomach, was about to hammer him, double-fisted, across the back of the neck when Ev Larnell pulled him back. Kailas spun, was about to go after Larnell when the red rage faded.

He dropped his hands.

“Sorry.”

Hal turned back to Feccia, gagging, bent over, and jerked him erect.

“Now, listen, for I’ll only say this once,” he said, his voice barely above a whisper even as his fury died. “You’ll not talk to me, nor about me to anyone else, unless you’re ordered.”

Feccia stared up at him, his expression that of a cow staring at the butcher’s hammer. Hal backhanded him twice again, grated, “Did you understand?”

The man nodded dumbly, and Hal shoved him away. Feccia stumbled off, toward the jakes, stopped, vomited, then staggered on.

The anger was now cold, gone in Kailas.

The other trainees were looking at him, quite strangely.

Saslic suddenly grinned.

“Did anyone ever tell you you’re lovely when you’re angry, soldier?”

The tension broke, and there was a nervous laugh, and the trainees went back to their cleaning.

 



“You look like you’ve been in a fight, Feccia,” Serjeant Patrice said through his grin. “You know fighting’s forbidden here.”

“Nossir,” Feccia muttered, breathing coming painfully past  cracked ribs. His face was puffed, swollen and bruised. “Not fighting, Serjeant. Walked into a doorjamb, Serjeant.”

“You sure?”

“Sure, Serjeant.”

Patrice stepped back. “Damned surprise, this. Maybe you  might end up making a soldier.”

 



That night, in their hut, Hal decided to break his own rule, and asked Rai Garadice if his father happened to be a dragon flier.

“He is,” Garadice said. “Trained me, even if he thought I was still too young to go on the circuit with him.”

“I thought so,” Hal said, and said he’d tried to find a job with Garadice just before the war started, and that he’d said he was going to go find a place in the country and let the world go past until it was tired of war.

“That was his intent,” Rai said. “Then, after Paestum was besieged, he - what was it Gart said this afternoon? - got bit by patriotic fever, and tried to enlist.

“They told him he was too old, and go home.

“He moped around for awhile, and I thought he’d given up, then he started writing letters to everybody when the war started dragging on. Including, I think, to Saslic’s father at the King’s Menagerie, saying he knew a lot about dragons, and they could be the key to victory.

“I guess everybody thought he was a little bit mad, since nobody’s yet figured out what good dragons are for, other than playing spy in the sky, or so I’m told.

“Anyway, they came to him, made him a lieutenant officer, put him out with twenty others, and now he’s a dragon requisition officer, responsible for buying dragons from their owners, or taking young ones from their nests and taming them to be flown.

“I hope he might be with our dragons when they finally arrive.”

“Be a damn relief,” Farren put in from his corner, “if the king’d give him orders to boot this eejit Spense back into a horse ring, and get some bodies in wot know which end of a dragon poops and which end bites.”

“So then we’ve got three dragon riders in one hut,” Ev Larnell put in.

“You’ve got experience?” Garadice said.

“Course I do,” Larnell said. “In my district, we had fairs, and we’d always have dragon riders to top the day.”

“And you were one of them?”

“Sure,” Larnell said.

“How’d you rig your harness?” Garadice asked.

There was a long silence from Larnell’s end of the room, then, “Why, just like everybody, we used ropes as reins, to a heavy metal bit and a chain headstall.”

“What about saddles?”

“Just like on a horse,” Larnell said, and his voice was thin. “Except with long straps, under the front legs and coming forward from just in front of the back ones.”

“Oh,” Garadice said flatly.

Hal realized there was more than one phony in the class besides Feccia.

 



The next day, after the forenoon drill, Ev Larnell came to Hal. He licked his lips, and said, tentatively, “I need a favor.”

“If I can.”

“Last night . . . Well, I guess you and Garadice figured out that I’ve never really been on a dragon in my life.”

Hal made a noncommittal noise.

“You’re right,” Larnell said, his voice getting desperate. “All I’ve done is seen ’em fly overhead, and I went to a show once, before I joined up.”

“So why’d you lie?”

“Because . . . because I was scared.”

“Of what?”

“I joined up when Paestum was surrounded by the Roche, and went to Sagene with the King’s Own Borderers.

“We’ve fought in every battle so far, and generally in the vanguard. Kailas, every man, twice over, in my company’s been killed or taken off, grave wounded.

“I’m the only one who’s still alive from the first ones, and I know they’re going to keep putting us in the thick of things, and then, when we’re wiped out, bringing up fresh men, so it’s like a whole new unit, and there’s no need to give us rest.

“But I remember . . . I’ll always remember. Remember what it’s like, seeing all your friends, down in death, friends you were joking with an hour earlier. Then you determine you’re not going to let anybody close, let anybody be your friend, and maybe that’s worse.” Larnell’s voice was growing higher. “I just couldn’t take it any more.

“I’m no shirker . . . I wouldn’t run away. But I thought, if I  claimed I knew something about dragons, it’d get me out of the lines. Give me a chance to think, to pull myself together.

“Don’t tell on me,” he pleaded, and his voice was that of a child, terrified of being reported to his parents.

Hal looked into his eyes, saw the wrinkles at the edges, thought Larnell had the gaze of a very old man.

“Look,” Hal said after a moment. “I don’t nark on people. I’ve said it before, I’ll probably say it again.

“You want to fly dragons, that’s good. But don’t start things, like you did last night. Keep your mouth shut, and don’t go looking to get exposed.”

“I won’t. I promise I won’t. And thanks. Thank you.”

He bobbed his head twice, scurried away.

Excellent, Hal thought. Now, you’re all of what, twenty, and you’re a priest confessor. And what if Larnell finishes training, and then breaks in combat, and puts somebody’s ass in a sling?

If that happens, a part of his brain said coldly, you’ll have to kill him yourself.

 



“Can I get you something from the canteen, Hal?” Vad Feccia asked, parading an ingratiating smile.

“No, thanks.”

Feccia hesitated, then ran off.

Serjeant Te had witnessed the exchange.

“He’s been acting a bit different since he had some kind of accident I heard about,” he observed.

“He is that,” Hal said shortly.

“Almost like a bully that’s been whipped into line . . . Or the way a dog licks the arse of a bigger dog that got him on his back, pawing for mercy . . . except, of course, there’s no fighting at this school.”

Hal made no answer. Feccia had been very friendly with Kailas since the “fight,” which Hal considered no more than a shoving match.

“Word of advice, young Serjeant,” Te said. “A snake that turns once can do it again.”

“I’d already figured that.”

“Thought you might’ve.”

 



“This ’un might be in’trestin’,” Farren Mariah said. “You see what I’m wigglin’ here?”

“Looks like,” Hal said carefully, “a kid’s toy. You going back  to your childhood, Farren, playing the simpleton, hoping to get away from one of Patrice’s little fun details?”

“Heh. Heh.” Mariah said deliberately, if uninformatively. “What sort of kid’s toy?”

“Uh . . .”

“Like the shitwagon coming down the line, ’bout halfway with its rounds,” Rai Garadice said. The four hutmates were crouched in the door to their hut, Farren having cautioned them, without explaining, against being seen.

“Wood, wood, goodwood,” Mariah said. By now, the others were used to his occasional rhyming slang. “Just so, just like, and keep thinking that.

“And who’s ramblin’ up the row toward the shitwagon?”

“Patrice.”

“Heh. Heh. Heh,” Farren said again, spacing his “hehs” deliberately.

“This center piece’s carved by me, out of a bit whittledy from the wagon’s arse. It’s dipped in real shit - used my own, sackerficin’ an sanctifyin’, like they said - an’ rubbed with some herbs I plucked on the last run beyont the grounds I know the meanin’ of. Plus I said some words my gran’sire taught me when I was puttin’ it together.

“Th’ wheels’re toothpicks, an’ touched an’ charmed by rubbin’ against the real ones out there.

“Now, be watchin’, that wagon, and I’ll be chantin’ away.”

Garadice drew back, a little nervously. Farren grinned, seeing that.

“Careful m’magic don’t slip, an’ you go hoppin’ out as a toady-frog.



“Wagon roll  
Wagon creak  
Full of stuff  
I’ll not speak


 




Wheel wiggle  
Wheel haul  
Wheel wobble  
Wheel FALL!!”



At the last words, Farren twisted one of the toothpick wheels off the toy.
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