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			Prologue

			Kingsbridge. Oesteria. Mid-Fall. 

			It was near dawn when the flaming barrel interrupted his sleep, crashing through the shingled roof of the inn and exploding through a beam that pinned the Innkeeper to his hearth. The man in the cloak levered the cracked beam as the family hurriedly dragged the Innkeeper to safety. The family kept thanking the man as he walked out the door. 

			“Don’t go to the Upper Ward,” he found himself saying. “As soon as he can move, you should clear out of this town.”

			“Where will we go?” 

			“Anywhere. Just don’t be here when the soldiers come.” 

			Her eyes registered that she knew what happened when the soldiers came. “How will we get out of the city?” 

			“The river or the Low Gate is your best chance.” 

			She smiled at him for a moment, and it almost seemed to him that this were some grand game that they were all playing—that as the dawn broke all the pieces on the board would reset for the next game. But he knew war and he knew that did not happen, and he knew that he may have already lost the precious advantage of surprise in his attempt to escape the besieged town. 

			“Farewell, lady.” He inclined his head toward her and stepped back out onto the street. He cursed to himself as he looked up at the lightening sky. He was hoping for darkness, at least until he was through the attackers’ picket lines and had cleared the town walls. If it were too risky, he could always try to swim the river. He could take his place among the other corpses that would soon be bobbing along the surface and float out of the town and no one would pay him any mind. Not his first choice, but it would do. 

			If I get a choice, he thought. 

			His chances were dwindling rapidly. A gang of youths armed with rods and makeshift weapons came careening around a corner ahead of him, most of them making for the bridges, but a few troublemakers stopped to loot an already-looted storefront and throw stones at him. He rounded a corner and listened to them whoop and holler by him, beating their sticks and stones against their beleaguered town’s walls. 

			He silently switched back and forth down one small winding alley then the next until he had eluded the mob and edged closer toward the unknown danger of what lay beyond the wall. By the time he reckoned he was within a few hundred strides of the Low Gate, he had been walking undisturbed for a time. In the east was the dusky glow of sunrise through the smoke and glare from fires spreading well into all parts of the Lower Ward. The townsfolk had fled this part of the city, it seemed. The building tops blazed all around him as he picked his way toward the Low Gate of the town wall. There would be the gatehouse, either abandoned or overrun. If he found it abandoned, as he hoped to, he could use it to scout a way out of the enemy’s lines, maybe to the baggage train of the attacker’s army. There he could lose himself in the sea of camp followers that trailed after every army. 

			The whores and the knaves look out for one another, he thought. They’d never give me over to the Lord Fieldmaster, or whatever his rank was called in whatever bloody army it is out there; except he was neither a whore nor a knave. Faulty logic, he chided himself. He stooped beneath an overhanging beam of a half-collapsed house. In a few days, he would disappear again. 

			And no one will ever miss me, he mused. If I can make it to the gatehouse, and if it isn’t crawling with combatants; otherwise I might be swimming for it, he thought, grimacing at the chill of the morning. He had half risen beyond the low timber beam when the rumbling of cart wheels and the sharp sounds of an ironshod team clattering over the stones reached his ears. He dropped into a low crouch and backed himself under the shadow of the ramshackle wattle and daub house that had checked his progress. 

			Whoever it was, he thought, they were coming fast. He sat there and laughed ruefully for a moment. What a morning this had turned out to be. And what a mess, what a bloody mess—and for no good reason. This town was valuable, he would not argue that, but it was a fool move to take it. Whoever did this would have legions of spears on them from the larger garrisons downriver and upriver and be trapped in a matter of days and driven to the coast. Off the cliffs and into the sea or on the point of a spear, death waited for them. He could count offhand three times in recent memory when similar fates had befallen some jumped-up bandit or petty warlord, but never at a town like Kingsbridge. It was small and hard to defend, but it was of strategic value. 

			He had been traveling quite a bit these last few months and had neither seen sign nor heard word of any large army on the march, and he would have seen or heard something if this force outside the walls was more than a couple hundred strong. Hell, everyone would know. Although there was a tinge of unrest at any given time, threats were dealt with in short order. You could not hide a large force; they ate up the countryside like a plague of insects with their foraging. Then there was the inevitability of crime within the camp, and the crimes committed by the soldiers against the country folk who sought to protect their livestock or their daughters, even their sons, and the ropes and the hanged men and the butchery. The basest of men were sometimes conscripted into soldiery, and their basest passions seemed to blaze brighter as they moved further away from wherever it was they called home. Every dog is free when no master holds his leash, and men were difficult animals to control when they thought they had no one to answer to for their actions. How many soldiers had he hanged on his marches? How many deserters and miscreants had met their deaths by his decree? One hundred and nine, he remembered. One hundred and nine men he had ordered killed. So few, considering the size of his forces, yet he remembered every one, at least by number. Hard decisions had to be made and he had made them without remorse. Such was the life of a man of power, who held a command and many lives in the balance. But if that man was who he had been, then he was but a shadow of that man now. He was little more than a fugitive. 

			He squinted into the smoky haze and thought he saw a flitter of movement, but then it was gone. There would have been grievances and word would have traveled ahead faster than any army could have. There was something afoot here that he could not grasp, he thought, as he huddled in the waning shadows. He craned his neck as the horses grew louder and the large rolling cart came around the corner and into view. It skidded a bit as it made the turn, and the metal rims of the wheels struck sparks on the cobblestones. It was a jailer’s cart, tall and square with iron furniture girding its jostling bulk all the way around in several riveted bands that gave the cart a striped look in the half light. The driver cracked his whip and urged the team on in a shrill voice dripping with fear. The road made a low dip and rose again, climbing past where he was concealed and turning as it spilled its way through the Lower Ward and toward the river. He could now see there was another figure atop the wagon, a furtive-looking youth lying on the roof and pointing a crossbow behind him as the wagon bounced over the stones and began to make its way uphill. The exhausted horses slowed and were straining at the traces as the immense weight of the cart came to bear down on them, and the whip’s crack and the fear in the driver’s voice was making them panicked. The lead horses reared and threw their heads, slinging lather and snot to dapple the stones and buildings around them. The driver cursed as they slowed. The younger man with the crossbow was screaming for the driver to whip the horses up the hill, but it was no use. The team was done and the two men had chosen poorly if they had chosen the jailer’s cart for speed. 

			It was the perfect spot for an ambush, he realized. And then he saw them coming and heard the men screaming for mercy as six riders made to ride them down. The two men had both leapt down from the stalled cart, the driver drawing his long knife and motioning the crossbowman toward the cluster of unburned buildings, but the younger man was panicked and attempting to cut a horse free from its traces with his belt knife. He shook himself free from the fleeing driver and had managed to get the horse halfway out of the harness when the riders were almost upon him. The youth was waving his hands and screaming at them to stop, but decided at the last moment to retrieve his crossbow, and with a loud plunking sound he shot his quarrel and managed to hit one of his attackers before he was cut down in a red wash and a scream. 

			The driver was making straight for his hiding place, he realized, but his chances of making it were almost too slim to calculate with any certainty, he thought, as he watched two of the riders peel away and move to cut the driver off. 

			He cursed himself for sitting there and watching, but he was unarmed and unsure of the events that led to this scene he had witnessed. He reminded himself that he was trying to escape this town first and foremost, and that this business was none of his own. Yet he found his hand closing around a fist-sized stone with a particularly pleasing heftiness to it, and his feet moving him to a clearer position where he might be able to launch an attack. Or at least slow the lead rider for a beat—enough to buy the ill-fated teamster a moment or two to make for cover.

			Why do I care to endanger myself recklessly while un-armed? The thought was on his mind even as the stone he’d heaved sailed through the air in its perfect arc, seeming to hang there for a moment before smashing into the side of the lead horse’s head and sending it flailing and screaming as it lost its balance and fell, dumping its rider headlong onto the cobbles with a sickening crack. He had been aiming for the rider, but the result was much better than he had hoped for. The driver had stopped and wheeled at the sound of approaching hooves and had raised his long knife over his head in a guard and taken a shaking stand. He could see that the man’s hosen were soaked in fresh piss and could hear sobbed oaths choking from his mouth in that shrill voice, but craven or not, he was standing his guard and he was going to face down his attackers. For that the man had let the stone fly, he realized.

			The driver didn’t have time to notice his good fortune, however, as the second rider was already on him. The steel flashed and sparked in the dim dawn as the driver met the rider’s attack and drove it away, but the force of the charge turned him and spilled him onto the street. Now the rider was turning for another pass, his mount skidding to a halt, rearing and wheeling on its hind quarters in a well executed display of horseman-ship; he had turned and started back toward his quarry before the driver had managed to regain his feet. It was then that the rider seemed to notice that his comrade had been taken out by an unknown third party in the fight, and judging by the way he had handled his mount, the rider was experienced enough to be wary before he started his second charge. His helmeted head took in the collapsed house for a moment. 

			The man stepped clear of the rubble and hiked his cloak up over his shoulder so that it would be clear of his legs and arms. He knew that he had been spotted by the rider and the fight was on him now. The other four riders had dismounted; two of them seemed to be attempting to force open the gate of the jailer’s cart while the third tended to their wounded comrade, who appeared to have taken a quarrel through the guts. At the moment they were all three looking elsewhere, but he knew only a few blinks would pass before they took notice. The driver cast a furtive look at him.

			“Stand away!” the driver warned, brandishing the broad-bladed weapon he held. 

			The cloaked man’s eyes never left the rider. “I stand with you,” was all that he said. The driver just looked confused and then scared again. 

			He could see the rider surging forward, and he ran toward the sprawling horse that was attempting to stand itself on the street, his eyes resting for a moment on the fallen rider with his head twisted back at an unnatural angle, his fixed lifeless eyes unblinking. The horse had managed to get up, and stood unsteadily with its legs splayed out, snorting and throwing its head. He put his hand out toward it, but it reared and bolted away before he could grab hold of the bridle. That would have been sweet, he thought, but he wouldn’t place much trust in a mount that had just had its bell rung. You could have simply ridden away though, you great bloody fool. Now it was too late, he knew, but it had been too late from the moment he had picked up the rock, and he knew that too. Nothing to be done for it now, he thought. The sword lay a few yards away where the rider had dropped it and in two running strides he had gathered it up and was sprinting toward the cart. It seemed the most unlikely thing to do, so he simply did it. He could hear the shrill voice of the driver calling to him—calling him back, calling for his help, and cursing. It was hard making decisions when lives hung in the balance, but he had always been able to make them without remorse, and now was just one more of those times. He turned in time to see the driver taking cover in his own former hiding place, and the rider wheeling and slumping in his saddle. 

			Well, he thought, the craven driver has some skill with the blade it seems. Which was quite good now that he thought about it because the odds of him living out the rest of this horrid morning had greatly increased with the removal of one mounted man intent on laying his skull open. Unfortunately, there were three more just a few strides ahead of him—in varying degrees of alarm at his approach—who most assuredly would try to kill him. He met the first of them at a run and took the man’s blade from him as he dealt him a blow to the base of the skull with the flat of his sword, sending him face-first to the ground. 

			The rider who had been nursing his comrade managed to stand and half draw his blade when the man struck him hard in the mouth with the pommel and sent him sprawling backward and falling over his gut-shot fellow. The last rider near the jailer’s cart had just managed to find his stirrup as the man sent one of his captured swords spinning through the air toward him and his mount, causing the animal to rear and spill its rider onto his back onto the street. The fallen man cursed and rolled to his feet while drawing his sword. The rider leapt out and attempted to take the man by surprise with a quick thrust, but the thrust was turned with a blow that took the rider’s hands, his severed fingers hitting the street just a moment before the sharp sound of his sword clattered through the morning. The upstroke came before either sound, and the hilt of the man’s sword took the rider full in the face, smashing his nose into a bloody mess and leaving him writhing and moaning on the cold stones before he stilled. The man held the sword out in front of him. He wheeled around in a circle and took in what he saw. 

			He understood the battle was over then, and though he felt as if he had lived it forever, it had all transpired in less than a moment. It was always that way, he knew. The battle could be magic and the moments could be manipulated. “Or so the masters say,” he muttered to himself. The driver came trotting up on his trophy horse, eyeing him warily but not without a little wonder mixed in his eyes. Maybe he’s just embarrassed now that he reeks of piss, he thought, but the driver had another look in his eyes besides that, and that was the dangerous look he had come to know as the dim glimmer of recognition, which, as someone who was a fugitive, he found to be irksome.

			“I want to thank you,” spoke the driver. His voice was broken, but the shrillness of it was gone. 

			“Who is in the locker?” the man said, hoping to curtail the driver’s inevitable question.

			“Some soldier’s girl we was bringing here from Torlucks-ford,” the driver wiped his face with a bloodied hand. He looked as though he was going to cry again, then he blurted out, “Some Dawn Tribe girl, and that’s what Sim has to die for?” 

			His accent was from somewhere north of Kingsbridge; it was Rhaelish perhaps. He saw that the driver could barely stand to look in the direction where the crossbow wielding youth’s body lay sprawled on the stones. 

			“Your son?” 

			“No. Not mine. My own sister’s though.” The driver started sobbing again. “What am I to say to her? I didn’t save him. I ran. I ran away.” His face was pale, and he looked poorly. “I got him in on this line of work and everything. He was going to apprentice to a Weaver, you know, and I says, ‘Boy don’t need to be kept up inside all day, Sister. Let me take him on,’ I says.” He shook his head ruefully. 

			“He managed to shoot one of them, you could tell her that.” 

			“Pity that didn’t save him.” The driver shifted in the saddle and grimaced. 

			“I saw you tried to help him, he didn’t listen. No one can fault you for that.” 

			He let the sword clatter to the ground and unwrapped his cloak from about his shoulders and waist. “You will be all right,” he said to the driver by means of farewell. 

			“I got the bastard. Got the bastard’s horse now.” The man smiled at him courteously and inclined his head slightly. As he turned, the driver called out to him, “I know who you are. Don’t think I don’t.” 

			The man stopped and turned. The sword was only a step away. “It’s a dangerous path, friend.” 

			The driver swallowed hard, then let out a thin chuckle, “Don’t you worry none, your lordship. Your secret’s safe with me. See, I got the bastard, his horse and all…but he managed to stick me pretty fair, see?” His left leg was dangling loosely from the stirrup and the blood was streaming off of the saddle and spattering the cobblestones. “So the way I see it, I got nothing to lose.” The mounted man picked his way closer to him. 

			“I knew it was you by the way you moved with that sword. I seen you many times, as a youth. Not every fool knows a master when he sees one, but this fool does.” He gave a thin chuckle again. “Like I says, seen you many times. I was your loyal soldier, my lord. I fought with you at Valianador.” 

			Here it comes, he thought. 

			“Why did you not avenge their deaths?” 

			The question stopped time for him, as it always did. 

			“I don’t know.” 

			“Pardon, my lord?” 

			“I’ve been stripped of all titles, so you don’t bloody have to call me that.” 

			The driver just nodded and lowered his head. 

			“They said the fight went out of you when they was killed, that’s what they said. I can believe that. We was all so sad for you, my lord. All your family.” 

			“Best not to speak of it further. I thank you not to.” 

			“There are many of us still who would follow you if you was to raise your banner again. Many of us, my lord.” 

			“Not another word.” His eyes flashed and the driver sobbed into his hands, then held them up in a gesture of supplication. “I’m sorry, my lord.” 

			“You’re sitting a horse bleeding to death and you’re talking to me of rebellion and treason!” He looked around him at the burning town and the dead men and the jailer’s cart and threw his hands in the air. He laughed like a madman. I should have gone with them, he thought, I should have avenged them. I shouldn’t have run. But he had run, and he had kept running, and now he didn’t quite know how to stop. 

			“Who did this?” 

			“We don’t know. They hit us right afore we got to the low gate.”

			“What about the siege lines? How’d you get across in the night, and how big is their force?” 

			“Weren’t no siege lines, begging your lordship’s pardon. Didn’t see no army to speak of neither. We’s halfway over the last hill and we sees the bloody town lighting up, and then riders coming after us.” 

			It was making less and less sense to him the more he heard, but he knew that the man was telling him the truth. At least as much of the truth as he knows, he mused. 

			“Poor Simma. He was only just twenty this summer.” With that he slumped from the saddle and would have fallen had the cloaked man not caught him and eased him to 
the street. 

			He was silent for a moment but then suddenly opened his eyes and said, “So they made you a commoner now?” 

			“Yes, I suppose they did.” 

			“If you say so, my lord, but I think it a queer notion.” He motioned the man closer to him and reached for his hand. 

			“Take my knife. It’s the closest thing to a sword we commoners can carry.” He smiled and closed his eyes. “Us common men, we must look after one another.” 

			“I don’t want to take your knife.” 

			“Please, my lord, it would mean so much to me. In honor of my service to you in the past and all.” 

			He could see the man had taken a fatal wound in his thigh. There was a large artery there that would bleed a man out in a short time if opened. 

			“I thank you for your service,” he said to the pale dying man. “I’m sorry…I despise all of this killing.” 

			“I noticed by the way you was hitting them boys, my lord. Like you was drilling.” He smiled. 

			“They’ll be stirring soon.” 

			“Don’t trouble yourself, my lord. I’m done here. Oh, take my knife, and the key to the lockbox.” The driver clawed at a leather thong about his neck, grimacing as he used his failing strength to break the cord, and he pressed it into the man’s hands. “Give it to whoever is commanding the garrison here in this cursed place. Rode into a damned hell storm is what happened to us. I’m done. All for a bloody Tribe girl.” He was mumbling then, and sobbing and shaking, and in moments he stilled and never moved again. 

			The man shook his head. What a waste of life, it seemed. All because some man somewhere wants something that he doesn’t have, he thought, something that had to do with a Dawn Tribe girl in a rolling cell and an ambitious yet foolhardy attempt on a town of little significance. Things weren’t adding up in the mind of the fugitive General Tyl Illithane, but to the cloaked man who now stood belting on a commoner’s sword, the only thing that mattered was that he had just missed his chance at a clean escape. 

			He stared at the key in his hand. He’d had to make hard decisions, and he had made them without remorse. Such was the life of a man of power who held a command and many lives in the balance. 

			Or even just one, he thought.

		

	
		
			One

			A month before the attack on Kingsbridge.

			Dawn Tribe Territory. Fall. 

			It pissed rain. A steady flow fell from the heavens. Here they were, miles from anywhere familiar, doing the Magistry’s bidding. One hundred and thirty-two Oestermen serving the High Mage in Dawn Tribe land, no less. Of all the forsaken places in the world, he never dreamed he would find himself here. 

			Joth shifted his helm a bit so that the raindrops stopped finding their way down the nape of his neck and into his undergarments, his mood as foul as the weather. Here in these vales and mountain passes, in their squalid huts and caves and clandestine shit holes lived the bloody Dawn Tribes. For the last month they’d ridden, walked, hiked, and climbed through this unwelcoming territory, going from one shit-stained settlement to the next, looking for some secret something the bloody mages were after. Each time they entered a territory or left a village, he had felt the eyes of the men watching them from the tree lines. There had been skirmishes, and once what seemed to have been a planned ambush in a mountain pass that claimed the lives of twelve of their number. They hate us, every one of them, Joth knew from the history between his people and the bloody Dawn Tribe. The Oestermen had come long ago and battled with the People of the Dawn Tribe and driven them from the land. Now they were forced to live in the poorest areas with the least arable land here in the mountains, where they scratched out their existences. 

			Living the way Oestermen haven’t lived for a thousand years, Joth mused as he spat angrily at the ground. These people lived like animals. They smelled like animals, they ate like animals, rutted with each other like animals, and their language was foreign and crude. He had seen women in a few of the settlements who would have been beautiful he thought, had they not had their hair all braided and hung with savage jewelry, and if they had worn some decent clothing instead of their garish checked and striped homespun wool. If they hadn’t already been soiled from lying with their wild cave men. He had been away too long if he was starting to fancy the savage girls, he reminded himself. I’ll be back soon, I’ll be back home, and I won’t have to bloody look twenty places at once all the time. He thought, I’ll be able to sleep sound and not worry about arrows or darts or knives in the night. Just barracks food, full rations, and good Oestern ale in my cup. The thought almost made Joth smile, but a raindrop had dripped onto a sensitive patch of skin near his nose that sent him into a sneezing fit. 

			“Bloody hell, get hold of yerself,” Wat said behind him. “Here comes the mage, be ready boys.” It was the usual signal that had come to signify the ritual they had undertaken in countless settlements all through the territory since they had left Oesteria. Sometimes they would make three villages in a day. It was the beginning of the madness bound to ensue should the mage choose anyone from the settlement, and they had better be ready for it. 

			Then the mage was walking his horse through their ranks. Joth could feel the hairs on the back of his neck stand on end. This mage, Lord Uhlmet, had made him uneasy from the beginning. It was not something he could ever voice to anyone, not even to Wat whom he trusted more than any of the others, but he had lost several friends in the ambush less than a fortnight before and he knew the Lord Uhlmet was to blame. Joth might think ill of the Dawn Tribe and their ways, but Lord Uhlmet had a deep-seated hatred and irreverence for not only their people but their customs and superstitions as well, and he relished in tormenting and humiliating them at every opportunity. In the first village, if you could call it that, the mage had separated the families from their children and then ordered all of the womenfolk to be stripped naked and made to parade about in a circle before the men. Joth didn’t fully understand it, but apparently Lord Uhlmet knew something of their tribal beliefs and exploited that knowledge to further shame them.

			When the women refused to circle and began to get unruly, he ordered the children brought forth and selecting a fair-haired youth, he drew his dagger and made to slit the boy’s throat, upon which a great lamentation went up among them all and they finally complied in order to save the young boy’s life. 

			“They believe fair hair to be an omen of good, especially if it sprouts from a buck,” Uhlmet had said as though he were lecturing them all on how to best flush game from a bush. “Tell them that their women wouldn’t pass for even the basest whores in any Oestern city.” He had looked over the men then, a thin smile on his lips that never made it to his eyes, and then he waited. 

			The translator had swallowed a few times and only began to speak after Lord Uhlmet raised his eyebrows expectantly. He waited to see if any of them would move or lose their tempers but they just fixed their eyes straight ahead, some of them closing their eyes in shame. The translator relayed the mage’s words for another hour as he subjected the People to more shame and humiliation, and when Lord Uhlmet had finally had enough, he ordered the Oestermen to burn the women’s discarded clothing and to confiscate any gold or silver jewelry that any of the natives might be wearing. He then selected the three children with the fairest hair, and had them bound together like prisoners and led out of the settlement, leaving the wailing mothers and fathers and their fellow villagers behind as he mounted his horse and rode at the head of the column of men, jerking his prisoners along at an uncomfortable gait. Joth didn’t like that too much, watching those kids get dragged along. Wat didn’t either, he knew that, but neither of them was going to say a word to Lord Uhlmet or they would most likely end up dangling from a tree in one of these scenic bloody mountain valleys. 

			“These people are dogs. They will only understand you when you treat them accordingly!” The mage had said it as they left the first village, and he had said it a score of times since with every settlement through which they passed. The three fair children weren’t there when they broke camp the next day, and the talk was that Lord Uhlmet had let them go and sent them wandering home. But Joth had his doubts, and in less than two day’s time they were attacked in an icy pass and hounded ever since. They had lost at least one sentry every night, and the new orders had been to pair up for any activity outside of formation. Shitting in teams of three was highly recommended after one sentry was found speared to death with his hosen about his ankles. The irony in the dead sentry having been the company’s Drillmaster didn’t escape Joth, especially since the man had always ended weapons drills by saying, “Be ever ready for a fight, men.” One of the wits had done a rousing impression of the dead man, grasping his ankles and hunkering down, shouting loudly, “Be ever ready for a shite, men!” They had all laughed, but it was Joth and Wat who had to string that lad up on the mage’s orders. Now he was getting grave looks at mess, and more than once he heard men stop talking at his approach. The lad had been well-liked by the men. 

			Morale had dipped since the attack in the pass, but the hanging had dragged it down even lower. Now here they are again, waiting in the pissing rain on the bloody mage’s pleasure. Joth stood at attention as he heard the mage’s horse pick its way through the ranks behind him, the familiar sound of weapons and men shuffling aside with the whispered calls, “On your left” or “Right behind.” Men in formation talked to each other out of habit every time they moved. But the calls sounded half-hearted and worn down to Joth’s ears, as though uttered by a company that had only known defeat. If Lord Uhlmet had any sense of command, he’d know it too, he thought, as he was shouldered aside by the man on his left. He missed the man’s call. The rain had picked up and its spattering on his helm had drowned out the man’s whisper. As Lord Uhlmet rode past him, he felt the tension in the ranks behind him subside and indeed he felt much better just knowing that the mage was where he could see him. Now that he could see the mage, Joth knew that Lord Uhlmet was most displeased by what he saw before him. 

			The village was larger than any they had come upon before, but the array of its residents was the smallest that Joth had seen. Three old men stood leaning on staves near the timber-framed entrance of the largest hovel, two old women sat on a rug beside the open door, sheltered from the rain by an overhang. They were well adorned with gold, all of them, and their hair was richly dressed and arrayed in thick braids that chimed as they moved, for many of these savages wore bells and trinkets of metal in their hair as a sort of national costume. Pity they don’t build their houses to impress, Joth mused, as he took a look about the village at the thatch and timber structures, all of them round and low to the ground. He could smell the animal dung through the downpour and thought if the sun were to ever shine there and dry the place up, that it would only smell worse. 

			As Lord Uhlmet cleared the first rank, the translator jogged up and adjusted his cloak, which he had been using to cover his balding head. “Ask these old fools why they’ve not gathered the other villagers,” Lord Uhlmet spat at the translator, his eyes never leaving the assembly. The translator did as he was commanded and rolled some savage words off of his tongue and awaited an answer, his eyes swiveling back and forth from the old men and women to the mage like some wild-eyed horse. One of the old women said something and spat just beyond the border of the rug on which she sat. Lord Uhlmet’s head snapped toward her, his eyes narrowing. “Archers, feather the bitch if she speaks another word out of turn!” He turned his scowl to his translator, saying, “You can tell them that too, you dullard!” 

			The thin balding man reddened and bobbed up and down a few times in supplication to the mage, muttering pardons and apologies all the while. Lord Uhlmet shook his boot free from his stirrup and kicked the man forward, attempted to elicit a laugh perhaps, but Joth wasn’t about to laugh. I’d be dancing at the end of a rope in bloody Tribe territory. The only sounds were those of the wind and the animals, and the tense moment passed through the men, but no one laughed. It was good that he abstained, because everyone else seemed to have the same idea about humor and Lord Uhlmet since the wit got hanged. Lord Uhlmet was fond of hangings. 

			As the translator began to address the savages, Joth saw the foremost elder hold his hand out and wave the man into silence. Then, surprising everyone, he spoke directly to Lord Uhlmet in perfect, barely accented Oestersh, stepping forward and leaning on his staff. “Thus is the way of Uhlmet? To threaten old women and murder children in the lands of the People?” His voice was mellifluous and clear, and when he spoke people were listening. “You are not invited to our lands for plunder, Mage, nor are you invited to subject our peoples to cruelties!” 

			Uhlmet was seething. “You shall address me as lord or I shall have you killed where you stand!” 

			Then Joth heard laughter, but it wasn’t coming from the ranks; it was the old savages. Could they all speak Oestersh? That seemed impossible to him, but here they were, all of them having a laugh at Lord Uhlmet’s expense. “Have the Oestern mages mastered death now? You can just call it down on anyone at your whim, O great lord mage?” There was mirth in his voice, but steel in his old gray eyes.

			Lord Uhlmet’s mouth hung open in disbelief for the blink of an eye. “You shall pay for that with your lives.” He turned back to the company of Oestermen standing in formation and lifted his hand. Joth could see the arrogant and cruel grin tugging at the corners of the mage’s mouth as he began to speak. “Burn this bloody place to the—” 

			Suddenly Lord Uhlmet’s horse reared and fell over, and chaos ensued. 

			The men around Joth surged forward and drew their weapons. Uhlmet was screaming as he was dragged into the large roundhouse by the village elders. Suddenly, armed tribesmen rushed from within the house and slammed into the archers before they could draw. He saw the archers trying to get back to the middle ranks but the spearmen were too tightly massed for them to pass through easily and the formation began to break up as rank and file were jostled between the low huts and pig stys in the village center. He could feel a sense of panic as several horns were sounded and he thought it was Wat he heard saying, “Fall back! Fall back to the trees!” 

			The horns were louder now, and they were not coming from the ranks; they surrounded Joth, and he couldn’t quite tell if they were coming from outside or inside the village. He barely had time to raise his sword and avoid running his comrade through as the rank in front of him fell back and crashed into his. The ranks behind him were surging forward now and the whole formation was wheeling right, but Joth never heard the order. He could not hear much at all but rain on his helm and the confusion of the men next to him as he found himself spun around and slipping in the muddy footing of the village sty. It was Wat who lifted him up. 

			“What’s bloody happening, Wat?” 

			“They’re on us, that’s what! Stand!” Wat was looking around furtively. 

			“Where?” 

			“Stand and move, damn you! I know as much as you!” 

			There was a flurry of movement in the ranks on Joth’s left as the enemy appeared and flung their darts into the massed and broken formation. There were more than two hundred of the bloody javelineers. Joth had never seen so many tribesmen at once. Scores of javelins were bristling in the men of the front ranks and many of them fell in the mud pierced through by a dozen or more. A cry went up all around the village, terrifying the Oestermen. 

			Joth surged forward to overtake the fallen men of the front ranks when the cavalry hit the company from the rear. Wat was next to him, shouting, “Form ranks, damn you!” But the company was being hit on all sides as more fighting men from the tribes surged out with spears and swords from within the huts of the village. The morale that had been teetering on the brink for a week or more among the Oestermen came crashing down in an all-out panic as knots of men tried to flee for their lives, desperate to get clear of the ambush. It broke in an instant, and Joth found himself running with Wat and a score of others past a low round hut and out of the village center. A dart careened off the helm of the man next to him and sent him sprawling into the mud, but Joth didn’t stop running to look back. He and Wat had almost made the treeline. It was very close now that they had gotten clear of the last hovel and broken into a run over a fallow field. A man was crying close behind him, screaming “Horses! Horses!” Only then did Joth whip his head down and under his arm out of habit to allow himself an uninhibited view behind through the ocular in his helm. He was lucky that he did, he realized, as a mounted man sailed past him and he managed to miss getting lanced by a hair’s breadth. He was raising his blade to defend himself when the rider’s foot sent him down into the wet grass and he lost his wind. He rolled and had his feet in an instant, but he could not get air into his lungs and the strength in his legs was leaving him. He had to kneel for a moment. 

			I’ll die here in the bloody tribe lands, he thought. I’m going to die here. 

			He looked around and saw Wat speared through the back just a few yards off. He was still crawling for the trees with a foot and a half of broken shaft sticking out of him, his dirty jack brightened with a growing patch of red around his wound. The horses were wheeling back, the tribesmen calling to each other and laughing as they cut down the Oestermen who had fled with him and Wat. 

			I’ve got to get to Wat, Joth thought. We can make the trees. I’ve got to help him.

			Forcing himself onto his feet and gulping down air, he broke into as near a run as he could manage and got his arm under Wat, half carrying, half dragging him to the trees. Bloody hell, he was a big man, but Joth was strong. Wat groaned as they hit the edge of the wood, telling Joth to let him go, but Joth kept pulling him and telling him they would make it. “Just a bit farther and we’ll lose them, Wat!” he said, dragging the wounded man up the densely wooded hill. He could hear the enemy crashing through the woods behind them, all traces of subtlety and silence gone now, like hounds that were close to the kill with their blood up. The trees and brush here were too dense to ride through, their pursuers would have to dismount, and he knew that would buy them some time. 

			Joth was beginning to feel the hopelessness of his flight drag his will down to the breaking point, but he steeled himself and told himself that he would keep fighting, that he had to. He reached down almost without thinking and pulled the spear head out of Wat’s back, tossing it down the hill behind him as the big man screamed a curse at him. 

			“You’ll move easier now,” he said. 

			“You bloody fool, I need to staunch the bleeding now.” Wat’s jaw was clenched so tight and his breathing so labored that Joth could barely make out the words. More horns sounded from the village, and the sound of their pursuers subsided for a moment. 

			They’re being called back, Joth knew, a glimmer of hope in a shared look between him and Wat. A nod between them and the wounded man drew a deep breath and pushed himself to his feet unsteadily. Wat was shaky, but they’d make the top of the hill faster this way. The hill was getting steeper now as they climbed and pulled their way through holly stands and knotty oaks, using the trees for handholds and finding footholds in the rocky earth. They were moving quickly, but Wat’s jack was wet with blood and it dripped down his sleeve and onto anything he touched as he clambered. His face was ashen and his eyes were wide and staying fixed on things long enough to cause him to stumble. 

			Wat was fading. 

			“Just there, Wat. Over this rock and we will rest on the other side for a moment.” 

			Wat looked as if he were going to argue but he just nodd-ed grimly. 

			It was really more of a rocky seam in the earth that the roots of an ancient oak had cracked and pushed through as it sought its way slowly to the depths of the hillside, through centuries perhaps. Joth did not know how old the tree was, nor did he especially care about it, but he was glad to find that on the other side of the root gnarled rock there was a small outcrop that they could shelter under and, more importantly, he could face someone without being surrounded and ridden down. They’ll have to drag us out of here like a badger from its den, he thought. It didn’t pay to think past that point, he knew. 

			Not with Wat’s blood all over the hillside. 

			The horn sounded again from the village. He and Wat settled into the hollow and Joth climbed onto the old oak’s roots and peered over the top of the outcrop and down the hillside. About halfway down the hill he could see a young warrior standing there, peering up toward him, scanning the hill for movement. Joth stood stock still, and held his breath. 

			The warrior was tall for a tribesman, maybe even as tall as Joth. Oestermen were tall. In the fashion of his people, the warrior’s dark hair was hung with a few golden ornaments and braided back away from his beardless face. He looked young, but Joth knew in the tribes you were a man after fourteen winters. Wat had told him that. 

			The youth was holding something, turning it over in his hand. The broken spear, Joth realized. He kept scanning the hill like a hunter waiting for movement, some sight of his quarry. A voice carried up the hill from below. Joth could only watch as the young warrior called back, and though he could not understand the words they spoke, he understood the tone, and it was one of frustration. He wants to finish me and Wat, Joth thought, finish us here and now while the trail is fresh and he could be done with it, this young warrior. 

			The youth stood staring for a beat longer, then yelled out what Joth could only imagine was some sort of curse to the hillside, and throwing the broken spear down he turned and made his way down the hill toward the village. As he turned Joth sank back down and breathed again deeply. The sky had thundered and raged as they had made their way up the hill, and now it began to rain in earnest, heavy raindrops beating out a rhythm through the branches of the trees, water sheeting off of the rocky outcrop he and Wat sheltered beneath. 

			They sat without moving for a long time. 

			“Help me get this off.” It was Wat fumbling with his jack lacings. 

			“Put your hands down, I’ll do it.” 

			The jacks they wore were made to stop arrows and turn a sword blow. Made from a score of layered linen canvas with a stag’s skin sandwiched somewhere inside and stitched through to form a near impenetrable half-sleeved coat that was then waxed on its outer layer to make it weatherproof, the jack was lighter than coat armor and cheap enough for the poorest soldier to obtain. You could tell how long a man had campaigned by how broken in his jack was. Wat’s was as supple a jack as Joth had ever seen, and the filthiest as well. As he worked the laces free he had to wrinkle his nose at the rank smell. 

			“Sit up a bit, Wat. Let’s pull this off you.” 

			The big man groaned as Joth wriggled the coat free. Wat sat there leaning forward, his singlet soaked through with blood and sweat and grime. 

			The wound wasn’t as bad as Joth had imagined it to be. Wat had been pierced under his shoulder blade and he probably had a broken rib or two. The filthy reeking jack had saved Wat’s life, but he was still bleeding like a stuck pig and Joth needed a fire and a hot iron to stop that. 

			“We can’t risk a fire this close to them,” Wat wheezed. 

			“You’ll bleed to death.” 

			“It’s pissing rain out. How could you anyhow?” 

			“There’s some tinder here, look.”

			“Yer a bloody fool if you think they won’t be on us before the rain stops.” 

			“The rain’ll hide the smell and the smoke, and we’ll put it out quick.” 

			Wat didn’t look convinced.

			“I’ll use your jack to tent it.” 

			Wat sighed and gave the slightest of nods. 

			“You’ll get us both killed, but I don’t have the strength to stop you. Bloody fool, Joth.” They shared a grim smile, and laughed in spite of themselves. 

			“Shhh…they’ll hear us!” Wat hissed, but this only illicited more laughter. They were safe now, even if their safety was precarious and fleeting and doomed. They had escaped for the moment, and now the elation of being alive had given them a grim hope. It felt good to laugh. Joth could almost forget he wasn’t back in the barracks at the garrison. He could almost forget Lord Uhlmet and the hellish mess of the last few weeks’ march. The faces of his lost comrades came floating up at him and his mirth slowly died, and he knew Wat was thinking the same. He removed his own jack and covered Wat with it to stop his shivering, for the rain had brought with it a chill and Wat was weak from his wound. 

			“I’ll be quick about this.” 

			He set about making the fire. Everything was so damp that it seemed nigh impossible to accomplish, but Joth kept trying to coax a spark to life within the tinder. The first few died as they fell through the air. Twice he caught a spark in the dry bark nest he had made, but as he tried to breath life into them the sparks faded and lost their fiery glow, failing into black specks within the nest of tinder. When he had almost given up, a hearty strike sent a brilliant spark arcing into the stringy bark and it held there, glowing. Slowly, steadily, he blew into the spark and watched it flare and smoke, gaining strength from his breath and finally bursting into flame. Carefully he added the small twigs he had gathered from under the outcrop, then some larger sticks, and finally a large piece of dried dead wood he had scavenged from the base of the ancient tree. 

			Once the flames had quickened, Joth made a tent over the fire with the blood soaked jack he had peeled from Wat. He then fanned the smoke with his hands, wafting out into the rainy sky. Wat coughed and cursed. Shivering and wearing his singlet and hosen, Joth removed his helm and used it to try to spread the smoke out a bit, hoping that he had not just alerted their enemies to their whereabouts. He met with mixed results. But by the time he felt the smoke had dissipated enough, his teeth were chattering and his singlet was soaked through, his ash blonde hair a murky brown and plastered to his head. He retreated once again under the outcrop once he had checked the bottom of the hill and found no signs of any watchers. 

			The flames had grown and consumed the smaller sticks, turning them to glowing coals, burning with a pale blue fire that licked at the larger pieces of wood stacked carefully atop them. Joth had built the fire well, and she would burn for quite a while if they needed her to. He took the half-moon shaped fire striker that he had used to start the blaze and placed it carefully in the coals where the heart of the fire was burning the deepest red and waited for his steel to get hot. Wat cried out as Joth pulled the blood-soaked singlet down to expose the gaping wound. He helped Wat have a drink of water from his cupped hands and then washed out his wound with the rainwater. 

			“This is going to bloody hurt, Joth.” 

			“Don’t cry out.” He gave Wat his own belt knife and placed the bone handle between his teeth. 

			Wat clamped down on the knife, set his jaw and nodded. He was as ready as he could be given the sorry situation they were both in now. Joth gave a grim nod and turned back to the fire. 

			The steel striker had gone black and the edge was glowing a dull orange where it lay touching the burning coals. Joth levered the smoking metal up with a stick and got the edge of Wat’s jack under it, using it like a potholder to protect his hand. The metal sizzled and spat when it touched the wet filthy cloth. It was clumsy at best. He dropped it several times before he managed to fully remove it from the coals, but at last he held it firmly and turned back to Wat. 

			“Do it,” Wat said with the knife in his teeth. 

			Joth held his eyes for a beat, then nodded grimly. 

			It was over in an instant. The scream that Wat released died in a whimper, but Joth couldn’t tell if anyone would have been able to hear anything over the rain. He would not have believed three days ago that he would be thanking the heavens for spitting on him now, but he was thanking them with all his might. “Don’t move, Wat. Let me have a look at you.” 

			There was an angry crescent-shaped mark burned over the wound on Wat’s back. He had cauterized it fairly well considering that he wasn’t a barber, and only the edges of the wound still bled. If it didn’t fester and Wat could rest for a time, he might survive. If they didn’t get speared again trying to escape the bloody tribe lands, he thought gloomily. He made a crude bandage out of a piece of wadding he cut from Wat’s helmet lining and tied it in place with his scarf, then carefully arranged the bloody singlet so that the entire bandage was secure beneath it. It was not the best, but it was the best he could do for his comrade. “Rest now. I’ll put out the fire and have a look down the hill.” 

			Wat grunted and closed his eyes. 

			After he had smothered their fire with the earth and soaked the smoldering mound with a helmet full of rain, Joth ate a piece of hard tack from his ration sack and chewed on a hard biscuit that left his mouth dry and his jaw sore. The rainwater tasted fair enough, but what he really longed for was a flagon of ale to calm him and warm him up. May as well piss in my hand and wish it were ale, he thought, I’ll be lucky to ever see another flagon again. As far as he could reckon, he and Wat were at least a week’s march from the Oestern borderlands. Wat would never make it in his state, Joth mused. The circuitous route they had taken with their company under Lord Uhlmet had led them out of their barracks at Castle Immerdale in the east and across the Dalemoors on the Magister’s Road for an easy two days’ ride west by northwest until they had come to the Borderhills. There they had left the road and turned due west, riding through the low hills for three days before coming to a magnificent vale no one seemed to know the name of, at which point he realized they were in Dawn Tribe territory. 

			Technically the border was somewhat disputed, but the topography granted a natural border that no one could deny, a deep vale with hills on the Oestern side and mountain walls on the other. The company followed the vale south on horseback for three more days until reaching Rhael’s Pass, and they crossed it in a day and a night. Then had come the first settlement, and with it the beginning of their woes. Their horses had all been stolen that night, all save one. Joth still wondered why they had left one bloody horse for Lord Uhlmet. He supposed it was some Dawn Tribe superstition, or perhaps even a joke, if they were capable of such. He realized that he knew less and less about these people as he thought more on them. That they were cunning and more fierce than any soldier had been led to believe had been proven to him now. That he knew for certain. 

			He and Wat needed horses if they hoped to make it back home. He knew that, too. Black luck, he thought. Black luck is on me now. The rain had let up a bit. Joth raised himself back up among the roots and peered out. It was dusk now and he searched the base of the hill with his eyes in the fading light but saw nothing. Were they waiting for the rain to stop, he wondered? It unnerved him, knowing that the enemy host was so nearby and that he was trapped here on this hill with his wounded friend and no hope of relief from his plight. 

			Joth was no general, but he knew that he had to get himself and Wat out of there before the enemy came looking for them. For he knew being discovered would mean certain death. If word were to reach the Magistry that there were armed tribesmen openly attacking a survey company, there would be dire consequences for the Dawn Tribes. The savages knew that for certain. If the savages could steal horses, then so could he, Joth thought. I’ll wait for them to celebrate their victory, and in the darkness I’ll creep down to the village and bring back two horses, then it’s Wat and me away from here. As he gazed down at the darkening hillside and listened to the rain stop he knew it was their only way home. 

		

	
		
			Two

			Lord Rhael Uhlmet, Mage Imperator, was not used to feeling helpless. It was, he realized, one of his deepest fears and his least pleasant way of feeling. It was especially horrible for him to be stripped and tied out like an animal for slaughter, and whipped by children while the elders looked on in laughter. The indignation of being captured by these savage goat herders in the first place was compounded by the slow steady torture being exacted on him since he had been dragged into the roundhouse as his men were ambushed and ultimately defeated. Worthless command, he thought, absolutely worthless. An entire company armed and outfitted, unable to defeat these savage bush men and their simple tactics. He would have words with his subordinates upon his return. He may even word a formal complaint to his higher-ups. He was meant to have experienced soldiers under him, soldiers who obeyed and knew how to handle themselves in a fight, but what he had gotten were a bunch of sniveling ninnies who had balked at every turn. Now I must suffer this indignation at the hands of these primitives, he thought, wincing as a birch switch caught him painfully in the pit of his outstretched arm.

			Apart from the pain and indignation, the fact that he could not understand anything that was being said was wearing on his mind, driving him to a state of fuming inner rage that threatened to consume him. They would beat him for a time and then all fall to chattering like a bunch of birds in their savage language. Rhael had always liked to know everything, he was infinitely curious and his vast knowledge often gave him control of every situation he found himself in. He knew how different he was, his mind capable of more than the average highborn man. He could out-think and out-strip lowborn men all day long without even straining himself. These fools having their fun with him now would pay. He would flay all of them alive, starting with their eyelids and faces and draw it out for as long as they could live, forcing them to watch as he did it. Perhaps the strong among them would survive for a week or more. That thought almost made Rhael smile. That one I’ll save for last, he thought, casting his eye on the old savage who had addressed him so boorishly at the onset of this debacle. He was still not quite sure how, but the old man had spooked his mount out from under him with a whispered word and before he had even time to reach for his belt they had been on him, stamping and dragging him into their squalid hut. 

			Had he been able to quaff a bit of the potion that he kept in his silver flagon at his belt then these savages would all be burnt to cinders by now. Lord Rhael Uhlmet knew how to harness magic and bend it to his will, he was one of the few Mage Imperators whom had handled the energy and lived to tell it, and his mind was still sound. No, he thought, better. His mind was made to work magic, his body like a conduit. He was able to afford the finest specimens for his elixirs. His family owned vast interests in the shipping trade, and the shipping trade was built on toads and newts, salamanders and lizards from all over the world. These rare beasts were processed in a very meticulous fashion by his brethren, although a lower form of mage than he, one without the charisma or proper breeding to lead and exert power in the field, but useful in their own right as makers of potions, blenders of this strain or that strain of essence that allowed the more skillful and talented people like himself to harness magical energy and use it to his will. 

			The Mage Alchemists were useful, for lowborn men, but they lacked the natural confidence and force of spirit that made men great, the natural high-born spirit of someone like Lord Rhael Uhlmet. Men needed the elixir to open their inner portals to the energy, otherwise the door remained hidden to the seeker. Rhael knew where to look, but he needed the elixir to lubricate his mind and allow the energy to enter him before he could access and bend it. This was the price of being a mortal, but Rhael believed he could change that and he never stopped seeking a way around it. That the Magistry believed the answer lay in Dawn Tribe lands, Rhael could not fathom. I should be in Kuilgarthen talking with the Crafters, he thought, not here in this cesspit. Kuilgarthen was the famed trade city where the Goblin Crafters sold their machines and magical devices. Men needed elixir to wield magic, but Goblinkind had developed a way long ago to trap magical energy and store it in machines and devices built to harness the power and focus it to a specific task. Some items were commonplace, such as the spoon he used in the mornings to stir his tea, which had the magical attribute of heating water rapidly; some items were rare and powerful: enchanted weapons and orbs of metal or glass capable of great destruction. To learn the secret that the Crafters used to harness power, the secret that they guarded with great care and jealously, this would be a great and powerful tool. It was one of his deep desires, finding out how the Crafters created the energy to be captured. Great power was what he wanted, but Rhael had submitted to the Council’s decision and led the survey company to the Dawn Tribe lands. He had spoken with other mages and they had told him of the savage lands and the custom the natives had of wearing gold and silver, and although he was already quite wealthy, Lord Uhlmet could always find a use for gold. That these other fools never thought of stripping the savages and filling their coffers while on survey seemed quite ridiculous to him. How else was one meant to profit from such an exercise? Interview and survey the fair-haired youths of the Dawn Tribe, count their number and indicate on the map where they were located and what sort of impression he had gotten from them in his interview, those were his orders. What a load of rubbish, mused Rhael. Someone must have bribed the Council to send him off on survey so that they could push about in his research unhindered, probably that lickspittle Norden, rifling through his rooms looking for his potions no doubt. Let him look, he won’t be able to make sense of any of it and he’ll never find my elixirs, thought Rhael. Norden would be grinning with delight and capering about like a fool if he knew where I was now, Rhael raged. The beating had subsided for a moment, but it was more savage gibberish and laughter. Rather than listen and be frustrated by his lack of understanding, Rhael let his limbs go slack and tried to overcome the pain and exhaustion that burned through to his very core, but the bonds were tied in such a way that when he released the strength in his arms his legs suffered, and when he relaxed his legs his shoulders were torqued in a painful stretch. If he gave up entirely, his breath would only come in gasps. so tight was the pressure on his throat and chest.

			At least he wasn’t alone, he thought, eyeing the balding head of the incompetent translator as it swiveled round to gaze his way. They had strung the man up by the ankles and beaten him with switches as well, but the women had hit him and only the children had beaten Rhael. Now the sorry-looking man was weeping and sniveling and saying omething over and over again. This was the behavior of the lowborn, to break and turn into weeping wretches who begged for mercy and forgiveness from their tormentors without a thought of honor and revenge, or escape and retribution. “Weak minds and weak wills make the lowborn.” Rhael’s father had taught him that, and to never give up. 
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