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   “. . . when the clash of two strongly opposing forces happens in such a short period,” Rogo Redshaft lectured me as we rode eastward, “the results can be catastrophic.  Especially in the early period.  That’s when your basic assumptions get challenged, and everything you thought you knew is suddenly wrong.”  He spoke in a low, deep, calm voice with just a trace of Wilderland lilt, but his words were coins for my eager hands.  
 
   “It can be hard on a man, to face a situation that seems hopeless at the outset,” he continued, steadily.  “But your die was cast, and you have little choice but accept the situation as it is, and not as you wish it would be.  You must act, though every part of you wants to freeze up or flee.  What you do at the beginning is critical.”  He barely emphasized the word, but that just seemed to lend additional gravity to his advice.  
 
   I reflected on his words of wisdom in this most important of endeavors as the horses walked leisurely along the road through the hilly woodlands on either side of us.  We had stopped passing cultivated fields yesterday, and were now in the forests that ranged the northern frontier between Castal and Alshar.  Redshaft’s home was near here, a few dozen leagues east.  I, myself, had a date at Wilderhall, before catching a barge and proceeding south to more important business.
 
   But the important thing was that we were riding away from war and battle, away from the thousands of goblins who had inconveniently invaded the northwestern human lands.  We had fought hard, fought all summer long, and now with the chill of autumn in the air, our purses rich with spoil and wages and reward, warrants of leave in our hands and our honor straining from the weight of our glory . . . and we couldn’t get away from that wretched battlefield fast enough.  I had chosen to ride away, with my two apprentices, from the Battle of Timberwatch and its aftermath in the company of a group of auxiliaries who had served under me there, the Nirodi Free Mounted Archers.  
 
   Their captain, Rogo Redshaft, was a learned man, an able commander, a veteran of many battles and had decades of experience.  He was universally respected amongst his comrades, hardened mercenaries all, even though he was common-born and a bowman, at that.  The Nirodi were famous for their puissance, however, and Redshaft epitomized the professionalism of his men.  They had performed heroically for weeks under his calm, deliberate command.  
 
   It hadn’t been easy, being his commander.  I had always felt as if I was ordering my father about even as I had given him orders during battle.  Yet he had executed my orders as well as any commander could expect – and far better than a mediocre general like myself deserved.  The ghosts of the men who had died at my command were beginning to haunt me.
 
   But I had a hard time feeling somber that beautiful day, for which I suppose I should feel at least a little guilty.  I’ll have to crave the gods’ pardon for that, however: after weeks of blood and death and battle, I was finally at leave to pursue the truly weighty matters that encumbered my mind.  Thoughts of politics and panoplies of war, of retribution and revolution, of magic and manipulation faded from importance to me with every hoofbeat.  I had the ear of one of the wisest men I knew for days to come, as we returned to Castal, and I wanted every scrap of advice I could on the subject he knew best.
 
   “So there’s no room for error, in those first moments,” I repeated, like a good student.  “But that would seem the best time to me for some element of conciliation, some willingness to—”
 
   Rogo chuckled wryly.  “One would think, wouldn’t you?  But from the moment the contest is engaged, it’s a test of wills.  One you must not lose, or all else is lost before it begins.  Nothing is what it seems.  You have little idea how important the smallest of your decisions could become.  It’s a struggle, a constant challenge to your sanity and your heart.  But one that you can not lose, else . . . well, the result can prove . . . catastrophic.”  His tone was even more dire than usual.  That was pretty dire.
 
   “So how might best I prepare—?” I swallowed hard.  This is what I’d been asking for.  The benefit of his wisdom.  There had to be some key, some secret . . . 
 
   “Prepare?  There is little that can prepare you for that, my boy,” he said, with sad humor.  “You cannot prepare for that day.  You must just face it, and do not yield against it.  That’s when you discover what kind of man you are.  You can daydream about what you will do  beforehand  all you wish, but when that day comes . . . no amount of preparation can get you ready for that conflict.   Every situation is different.  But there is only one rock you may cling to, one thought that must sustain you, or any of us: you are committed.”
 
   “Committed,” I repeated, my mouth dry.  
 
   I heard a snort behind me, as my apprentice, Tyndal, rode up from the rear of the column to join us.  He was five inches taller than he had been a year ago, and rode his palfrey like a warrior, not a stable boy, now.  
 
   “Huin’s sack!  You make marriage sound so appealing, Captain Rogo.  If that’s is a man’s future after bring wed, it’s a wonder anyone ever gets married!”  
 
   “Oh, it’s for the bravest alone, and not just any summer soldier,” the Nirodi captain chuckled.  “I’ve been with my wife for twenty years and four.”  Rogo sat up in his saddle and again looked back to make sure that the rest of his men were riding peacefully in formation.   “And there isn’t a day I don’t see her face that I don’t regret.”  I could see it in his eyes, the longing, the hunger to see his wife and children again.  It had been months.
 
   He and two dozen of his men had taken their leave of army life as quickly as possible after the battle, as a vanguard for their fellows, headed for the green lands of the Castali Wilderlands.  They would bear the tale of the glory of battle, list and mourn the dead, and prepare the town for the rest of the company.  Most of the Free Mounted Archers were policing the battlefield or helping range the northern wastes, still, but would be following soon enough as reinforcements replaced them for the long winter garrison duty.
 
   Nirod was a free commune, without a lord, but Rogo commanded a lot of respect there thanks to his position as Captain of Archers.  There was much to prepare before the rest of his men returned.  Solace for the wounded and the weary.  Widows to console and dead to bury.  Estates to be divided and loot to be shared.  A smart commander made certain that those details were attended to with as much attention as his preparation for a campaign – and Rogo Redshaft was among the smartest commanders I knew.
 
   “Happily?” Tyndal asked, an eyebrow raised skeptically.
 
   “Oh, a good nineteen of ‘em,” Rogo admitted with a twinkle in his eye.  “But that’s the point: it took us a bit longer to smooth out the shaft, as you’d say, but the wood was solid.  The first five were . . . painful.  It was just because I was a damn fool who thought I knew better, and she was a maid with a head full of fluffy fantasies about the subject instead of proper sense.  We flew true, in the end, but it could have gone smoother if I’d been less twitterpated and stood my ground.  Instead, she stopped respecting the man I was, when I retreated.  If I had won a few of those battles in our Maidenyear, we could have gotten to the pleasant part a lot sooner.”
 
   “So what’s the ‘pleasant part’? Tyndal asked, freckles dancing in a smile.  He had a young man’s natural skepticism about matrimony, compounded by the obvious but unspoken fact that he had mislaid his boyish virtue sometime between leaving Boval Vale and arriving at Timberwatch.   When a young man first discovers the pleasures of the flesh, it’s often hard to make taking a wife seem appealing.  Especially a young man whose life has been steeped in danger and adventure and exotic places.  I understood that.
 
   In fact, I was understanding that all too well.  Hence my long discussions with Captain Rogo.  It wasn’t that I didn’t love Alya – I did – and I wanted to marry her.  I just knew ass-all about being married, save what my Dad had imparted to me.  And he wasn’t around.
 
   “The pleasant part?” Rogo asked, sitting back in the saddle and dropping the reins to remove his riding pipe.  “The pleasant part is this: riding back after battle, bone-tired and weary, knowing there’s a warm hall, a hot kettle, and a warm ass to back into on a cold night.”
 
   “An inn and a whore will provide as much, and for less coin,” Tyndal said, crudely.  
 
   “A whore wouldn’t dice with Ishi nine times to prove seven stout children,” Rogo countered.  While he didn’t seek to correct the new-made lordling, I could tell he wasn’t pleased with Tyndal’s attitude.  
 
   Tyndal looked as if the notion appalled him.  “Children?  All the more reason to stick with whores!”
 
   “Comfort and love are all the reasons you need to wed,” countered Rogo.  “You can’t trust a whore.  Nor will an innkeeper hold you in the middle of the night when the terrors come.”
 
   “But a wife just grows old and fat!” my apprentice dismissed with a face.  “And plain!  Even the noble ladies I’ve seen, they get old and fat just like the goodwives.  You can find a new whore every night, each younger and prettier than the last!  And with a whore the only argument you have is the price.  With a wife . . . the argument is the price!”  
 
   I didn’t know a lot about his home life, before I discovered his Talent, but apparently Tyndal’s parents had not been the ideal of matrimony the gods had intended.  His sire was long dead now, and his mother a refugee caring for his half-sister (paternity unknown) in the south.  
 
   Rogo smirked knowingly.  “Nay, lad.  You’ve got it wrong.  The argument is the prize, not the price.  But you’ll learn.  I remember being your age myself, and always thinking with my shaft.  If you’re lucky enough and don’t die a glorious hero, perhaps you’ll learn to appreciate the comfort of a goodwife compared to the charms of a whore.”
 
   “May the gods save me from any other fate!” he said, disgusted.  Tyndal was enchanted with errantry, even after all he had seen and done at Timberwatch.  His youthful passion couldn’t be stemmed even by that bloodbath.  And enobling him hadn’t reduced his ego one bit.  I was about to intercede – the conversation had turned from the friendly bantering between camp-mates on campaign to coming dangerously close to being insulting to one of them – when one of Rogo’s younger Nirodi scouts came galloping back from the vanguard, and nearly skidded to a halt in front of us.
 
   “My Lord!” he said, quickly and earnestly, “trouble ahead!  A conveyance of supplies from Wilderhall has entangled with some gurvani, apparently.  The men are mere militia, but they have the band pinned to one side of the road ahead.”
 
   It took me a moment before I realized that the scout was talking to me.  He’d addressed his report to ‘my lord’, and that meant . . . oh.  Me.  I was a lord now, too.  By the Gracious Hands of Rard and Lenguin, Dukes of Castal and Alshar, a Magelord and Knight Magi of the Realm.  I’d been enobled, and I wasn’t quite used to that yet.  Particularly being called by title.
 
   I can’t say it had shrunk my ego much, either.
 
   "Gurvani, you say?” I asked, the prospect of battle suddenly sounding preferable to discussing the merits of matrimony with these two.  At least less bloody.  
 
   “My Lord,” Rogo reminded me, “we are on leave.”  His tone wasn’t begging or pleading or even requesting, it was merely informing me that this wasn’t necessarily our fight.  Hell, I wanted to get home to Alya as much as he wanted to return to his wife – more, perhaps – but damn it, I had responsibilities.
 
   “We’re also at war,” I countered.  “And this road is filled with refugees and supply shipments.”  I looked behind us, at the bulk of our little column.  Together with my two apprentices, there were slightly more than two dozen.  Not enough to make much difference, if there was a large band, but quite enough to finish off a small one decisively.  “We can at least stop and find out if they need assistance,” I conceded.
 
   “And it might be a trap,” Tyndal said, eagerly.  He wasn’t done killing goblins this season, apparently.
 
   “Then let’s go see to these goblins,” Rogo sighed, expertly stringing his bow from the saddle.
 
   “It really would be impolite not to,” I agreed, the thought of the comforts of matrimony receding for at least another day in the process. “Perhaps we can find out how the gurvani feel about marriage.”
 
    
 
   *                            *                            *
 
   It would have been an interesting question to ask them.  The problem was they weren’t gurvani.  
 
   Gurvani stand four to five feet high and have black fur from head to toe, like a furry twelve-year-old.  They are also cunning and vicious warriors.  They are also nocturnal. They don’t move around in the sun voluntarily unless their dark master compels them, or their shamans provide cover from the overbright sun.  This band was in direct sun, and didn’t seem bothered.  That was my first clue.  The group that the soldiers had surrounded was not human, true, but the fur that covered their bodies was also not black.  It was various shades of brown.  
 
   The soldiers were a simple escort company of militia, local fellas from around Wilderhall quickly conscripted and armed for duty as soon as the harvest could spare them.  They had the same basic accent as the Nirodi.  They had been ordered escort their train to Tudry in support of the war effort, but they were young and eager for battle.  They were ready to avenge their human brethren from Alshar who’d been slain in the nasty genocidal war. 
 
   Only these brave stalwarts from the Castali Wilderlands had cornered . . . a harmless band of terrified River Folk.  I had to stop myself from laughing out loud.
 
   The River Folk are typically smaller than gurvani, with few reaching four feet tall and most adults being around three feet to three and a half, the females being a few inches shorter.  What they lacked in height they more than made up for in girth, however: River Folk are fat.
 
   That’s not exactly fair – River Folk are built differently than humans, and their proportions do not match ours in several ways.  Because of this, a healthy adult looks to human eyes to be scandalously overweight, if he were human.   They have proportionately wider hips and narrower shoulders, their hands and feet look larger than they should be, attached to stubby little arms and legs.  And their heads are half again as large for their shoulders as a human’s.  
 
   Add to that their actual fat – and the River Folk can pack it on, a defense against lean times – and their course, fluffy coat of brown fur, and the over-all effect is a kind of enormously obese rodent who happens to enjoy eating and getting drunk and smoking and carousing more than life itself.  
 
   That was one reason the River Folk had such a bad reputation in their native Riverlands.  Booze.  They knew the art of brewing like my dad knows baking, and they practiced it with the enthusiasm that would make the drunken folk of the Pearwoods envious.  
 
   While the advantages of having a colony of River Folk near your village were clear, since they were such ideal smallholders and consistently produced large surpluses, the disadvantages were fairly clear as well: left to their own devices, they usually became purveyors of liquor, wine and beer, and could leave a human peasant village thoroughly bankrupt and demoralized.  
 
   Worse, they bred like the rabbits they kept in such abundance.  River Folk mature into adulthood early, compared to humans, in a mere ten years (although they are not considered ‘mature’, socially, for another ten).  They also produce multiple births at an alarming rate when there is a sufficient food supply.  It seems cruel, but the only way to keep them at a reasonable population is by curtailing their victuals.  
 
   If they bred faster than goblins, they were also longer-lived than the gurvani.  Instead of a mere forty years before dotage, they could go twice that or more.  
 
   The Riverlords of Alshar and western Castal loved the huge surpluses the River Folk brought to them in tribute, but they hated the problems implicit with taking them on as vassals.  You couldn’t conscript the River Folk, for instance, like you could a human peasant.  You could put a sword in their hand (a very small one), but their stature, slowness and their short limbs made them easy targets in battle against humans.  
 
   At most they could use small bows, or man crossbows or fire duty stations in a siege, but even that was against their generally-peaceful nature.  That meant that in inter-fief wars the River Folk were often the first raided and slaughtered, and rarely was any thought given to their defense – if even a few survived, then they would be back to productive levels in just a few years.  
 
   Affairs between them and their lords were handled communally, with a single representative (sometimes misleadingly called a River Folk Lord) handling the negotiations for the whole burrow.  When the population in a burrow gets too large – over a hundred, say – then it splits off and forms a new burrow.  If it is allowed to settle too closely nearby, then rivalries inevitably begin between the two.  
 
   While open warfare between burrows is almost unheard of in civilized parts, their intricate codes of family honor and filial responsibility permit some pretty nasty duels, and property damage in fights is always a problem.  There are even occasional riots.  Human lords largely leave such matters to the burrow’s leadership to deal with, unless it involves a human subject.  
 
   There were places in the Riverlands where human lords had devoted large areas to River Folk cultivation – but they also had to devote a significant amount of time and energy in managing the colonies, or risk almost continual chaos.  It takes a strong hand and a fair nature, for the little people have a very distinct sense of justice, but if you had the temperament for it landing the River Folk could be a profitable enterprise for a lord.
 
   I’d seen a few of their villages in my travels.  Their burrows are great, circular structures, often built partially up against a south-facing hill or even deep into it, depending upon the size and age of the colony.  There is almost always a courtyard in the center, often with a spring, well, tree, or rock formation forming the center-point.  
 
   This was the communal gathering place for the entire colony, a kind of non-stop marketplace and tavern.  Each family held a section of wall, apportioned by lot or vote or consensus, depending on the local culture, and was responsible for both developing it and maintaining it.  As their families grew with new litters, they would expand outward and down, into the earth.  
 
   The burrows themselves were constructed with cunningly-woven strips of bark through an elaborate and geometrically intriguing wooden structure, the entire thing covered with a layer of thick clay or mortar.  Then it was gently backfilled with soil which formed little terraces.  It was on these terraces that the River Folk worked their magic.
 
   Potatoes, carrots, onions, rutabagas, varnas, yams, turnips, garlic, lutils, parsnips, any kind of root vegetable was their servant.  River Folk could get twice the yield out of their burrows than a human family could out of a peasant’s vegetable garden.  And herbs – the crests of the burrows were often thickly planted with a wide variety of medicinal and culinary herbs.  If a burrow was old enough and large enough, then the courtyard might also have additional garden space, and a really old one might have orchards of fruit and nut trees.  All out-producing the groves of their human neighbors.
 
   But they didn’t always mix well with peasants, who resented them their yields and used their greater strength to bully them.   River Folk were often commonly accused of thievery, and while most established colonies were properly horrified by such charges, there was also what can only be described as an unsavory element amongst them that was, indeed, ery free with other people’s property.   Sometimes those problems could develop into ugly feuds that lasted generations.
 
   Where the two actively cooperated, the human peasants usually focused on grain cultivation and animal husbandry, while the River Folk concentrated on vegetables, poultry, smoking herbs and such.  Since the River Folk love bread and cheese as much as humans love plump vegetables and tasty smoke, a mutually-beneficial a relationship could evolve.  Stallburrow, in Gilmora, was a famous example, as were the Gadz Cantons in Alshar.  In those cases the River Folk usually adopted human culture, including language, dress, and social structure.
 
   More often they were alienated and marginalized from human society.  In those cases, the River Folk lapsed into their root culture which emphasized survival above all else.  I’ve heard that a feral River Folk colony could be a dangerous nuisance to a human village.  Sometimes they would even throw in with human bandits and outlaws.  There were even tales of whole large colonies that had “gone wild” in remote, secret locations in the Wilderlands, where they had adopted human custom to the extent of facing their exterior walls with stone for defense, and took to using poisoned arrows like the Alka Alon do.
 
   One thing you couldn’t fault them about, though: they were incredible cooks.  Their palate is far more developed than ours, and their large noses can smell things a bloodhound can’t.  Many western Riverlords employed as many as half a burrow to run their kitchens under the direction of human servants, one of the things that lent to the Gilmoran reputation for rich hospitality.  And their small hands were adept at weaving and needlework of all kinds.  While they knew metallurgy, they were poor blacksmiths, favoring carved wooden tools if iron could not be purchased.  They did, however, excel at the art of glassblowing, far in advance of human craft.  
 
   But they were also just as vulnerable to catastrophic events like goblin invasions as their human counterparts.  This group was clearly a band of refugees, about a score, a third of them women and children.  The males had taken up arms, if you could call it that, using pruning hooks, staves, cudgels, mattocks, small hatchets and long knives to defend themselves.  
 
   They were unarmored but not naked, dressed in the roughest of homespun wool or linen dyed a number of garish but faded colors – colors a gurvani wouldn’t be caught dead in.  Many had broad-brimmed, mushroom-shaped felt hats, but there was not a helmet  or shield among them – unless you counted a couple of pot-lids quickly repurposed for the task.  But they were as defiant in protecting themselves as they were terrified.
 
   “Hold!” I bellowed, as two of the human soldiers began to attack the band, shields and swords at the ready.  They faltered and stood back at the sound of a commanding human voice, but were wary of turning their backs on the River Folk.
 
   “What is it?” one of the helmeted spearmen called impatiently.  “We can take them!”
 
   “Stand down!” I continued shouting, dismounting from Traveler in a hurry.  “Back off, lower your weapons!  That’s an order!”
 
   While they didn’t exactly comply with the order, they didn’t advance any further, much to the terrified River Folk’s relief.  One of the slightly older soldiers – he might have been eighteen – sauntered over to me, his helm off and his mantle thrown back.
 
   “And who are you, my lord, to be giving my men orders?” he asked, his wide peasant’s face revealing a mouth full of broken teeth.  He had a sneer on his face I didn’t like.  He wore the same livery as the rest – black surcoats with a white wolf bearing a red paw, rampant – but he also wore a red sash that told him out as an Ancient.
 
   “I am Sir Minalan,” I said, almost forgetting my new title, and then emphasizing it with some relish.  “And I am counted a Marshal of Alshar and Castal by the Duke, himself.  Which empowers me to command any lawful warrior of the Duke’s – of both Dukes,” I amended, since the news of Duke Lenguin’s death probably hadn’t gotten this far yet, “in a time of war.  This is a time of war.  I’m telling you and your men to stand down.”
 
   That took him aback.  He looked me up and down while his men looked around quizzically.   Finally he shook his shaggy head.
 
   “You don’t look like a lord, or even a knight,” he said, cautiously.  “I see no signet, no seal, no chain of office.  Your armor is for shit, you look more like deserters than lords, and that bag of bones you rode in on—“
 
   Rogo Redshaft chose that moment to plant three arrows between the boy’s legs, a handbreadth apart, within a blink of an eye.
 
   “I’ll vouch for Magelord Minalan – Marshal Sir Minalan, to be precise.  I accept his authority, as I’ve done for a season and a half, and I’d advise you to do likewise.  You fellows are from Barlandon, are you not?  You wear the Baron’s livery,” he observed coolly.  He hadn’t nocked another arrow, but he didn’t need to.  The soldiers had been shocked by how quickly he’d drawn, nocked and let fly – and from horseback.  
 
   “From Garstad, actually,” another soldier said, more calmly, walking past the Ancient with quiet humor.  “In southern Barlandon.  I’m Balst of Garstad.  This blustery fellow is Kinsey.  His daddy is a Yeoman, so he gets to play Ancient.  A pleasure to meet you, my Lords,” he added with a decent bow.
 
   “Thank you for your courtesy, Balst,” I said, nodding.  “I can show you my credentials if you insist, Ancient Kinsey, but I think that can wait until we’ve sorted this situation out.  Don’t you?”
 
   “What’s to sort out?” asked Kinsey, irritated.  “We found some scrugs, we’re going to take care of them!”
 
   “You found some puds, you idiot,” Balst said derisively, shaking his head.  “I told you.  Those aren’t Mountain Folk.”
 
   “Your friend is correct,” I agreed.  “Those are River Folk.  Not gurvani.  Puds, not scrugs,” I said, using the derisive terms that most human peasants had for the various non-humans.  “This obviously dangerous and cutthroat band of potato farmers, Ancient Kinsey, aren’t as combative as genocidal gurvani.  Believe me, I’ve seen enough of the latter to know the difference.  Order your men to stand down,” I repeated.
 
   He did, grudgingly, then plucked the arrows out from between his feet and returned them to Rogo.  I’ll grant him this, he hadn’t blinked at the threat.  Brave and stupid are frequent bedfellows.  “So what do we do with them, then, my Lord?” he asked.  “They were blocking the way, and we’ve wagons to escort.”
 
   “You ask them politely to move out of the way,” Rogo instructed with a chuckle.  “You don’t threaten to slaughter them.”
 
   “You know I believe I mentioned a similar strategy myself—” began Balst, but his Ancient was having none of it.
 
   “Shut up!” Kinsey said, angrily.  “You happy, Balst?  You won, all right?  All those damn creatures look the same to me, anyway!  Bunch of stinking animals…”
 
   “Perhaps,” I nodded, “but it might do you well to learn the difference, lest you buy an onion from a gurvan by mistake.  Have your men withdraw to the other side of the road for the moment, and I’ll speak to our little friends.  I think this would be a good spot for lunch, anyway,” I said to Rondal and Tyndal, who nodded and dismounted to make preparations.  “We’re well-provisioned -- I think we can manage to share our rations with these poor unfortunates.  Some hardtack might be appropriate.  Or some porridge, or soup.  Yes, on a cool day like today, as bright as it is, soup would be wholesome.”  
 
   “And I believe we have a skin of wine or two to soothe any ruffled feelings,” Rogo agreed.  Apparently he’d dealt with puds before, himself.  A cup of wine and they’d forgive you violating their . . . okay, not a thought I wanted to complete.
 
   “Oh, just shoo them down the road and have done with them if you aren’t going to kill them!” complained Ancient Kinsey.  “They stink!”
 
   “So does death,” Rogo said, dismounting himself and giving his men silent signals to do likewise, and to set up a picket perimeter.  “The River Folk stink of vegetative decay, not rotting corpses.  I’ll gladly exchange the one for the other.”
 
   “As you will,” Kinsey said, sour and defeated as he turned to give his own men their orders.  “We were going to stop here, anyway.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Once I explained to the River Folk that they were under my protection and had nothing to fear from the soldiers any more, they relaxed, their chittering quieting noticeably.  Their leader, a squat little fellow with a broad yellow hat and enormous buck teeth, approached me, his big nose sniffing cautiously.
 
   “Don’t be afraid, little master,” I said, quietly.  “They mistook you for gurvani.”
 
   That got the whole crowd of them quiet . . . and then they burst out into snorting, raucous laughter.  The laughter of the River Folk sounds like . . . piglets at a party?  Drunken guinea pigs?  Rabbits at a wake?  Something like that.  Kasey turned red, and kicked the dirt with his boot until the inhuman laughter died down.
 
   “In any case, where are you headed, little masters?”
 
   “South, east, wherever the roads take us away from the gurvani!” squeaked the leader in passably-good common speech.  “I am Nug Loblolly, my Lord, and this is the Loblolly Burrow.  Or what is left of it,” he said, sadly.  I looked a little closer and saw several of the River Folk bore fresh bandages, and a few walked with staves for support as much as defense.  “Gurvani took our burrow two weeks ago.  We were fortunate – the rest were not.  Now we flee, far and fast.”
 
   “So do many humani,” I nodded, sadly.  “They are just as afraid as you are.  We fight the gurvani, you know.”
 
   “Well, you’re big!” he said, like it made all the sense in the world.  “You can do that.”
 
   “Sometimes,” I sighed.  “We are going to stop for lunch here.  You are welcome to join us.”
 
   That made them all smile big, toothy smiles, like I’d mention the visit of a passing demigod.  I don’t know why, but it made me uncomfortable.
 
   We broke to a clearing on the north side of the road for no better reason than it was a bright, clear autumn day, and the sun shone full on us.  The rest of the Barlandoni soldiers, more than a score of young lads in all, brought up their wagons and hobbled the horses, strapping on bags of oats before they took their own meal.
 
   They were an earnest group.  Mostly peasant lads conscripted in a hurry, but some had basic militia training and two – Balst and Kinsey – had seen actual battle, of a sort.  They had been detailed to escort these wagons to Tudry, as part of the supply train from Castal, but the rumor of war had put them on edge.  They had all been ready for goblin ambush every step away from Wilderhall.  When they saw the puds . . . 
 
   “Most of the gurvani are far to the west or north of here,” I explained to them, as we sat down with the soldiers while Tyndal passed out hunks of hard bread (I’m pretty sure he pocketed a flask in return) to the grateful River Folk, and Rondal rather showingly kindled a quick fire by magic for porridge and soup that impressed the hell out of the militiamen and the River Folk alike.  “After the Battle of Timberwatch, the surviving gurvani legions fled north.  If we hadn’t prevailed . . . well, those River Folk could have been the gurvani vanguard as they prepared to march on Wilderhall.”
 
   That got their attention, and they begged to hear our tale of the battles they’d barely heard of.  Rogo and I sat back and enjoyed listening to Rondal and Tyndal’s versions of events, augmented by a few of the Nirodi who had a clearer understanding of the warfare involved.  They went on for half an hour, interrupting and correcting each other, until they came to their – our – triumphant knighting.  The men were suitably impressed with our exploits, if skeptical.  But it was the only news from the front they’d had since the initial report of victory and they were eager for it.
 
   “And now we’re headed back to Wilderhall, to claim our reward.  The army can hold the field through the winter, at least.  I’ve got to get to my wedding, actually.”
 
   “Are you sure there aren’t any goblins about?” Kinsey asked, dismayed.  “Not even scouts?”  He looked disgusted.  He thirsted for battle, eager to prove himself.
 
   “Absolutely sure, but . . . Tyndal, why don’t you scry the area, and prove to the lad that we’re safe?”
 
   Tyndal grinned, and began to showily wave his hands back and forth.  He was summoning magesight – far more flamboyantly than he needed to – and I knew that the magically-drawn scrying map was floating in front of him even if I didn’t bother with magesight to see it.
 
   “See?” I said.  “There’s—”
 
   “Master?” Tyndal said, hesitantly.  “Um, there is something.”
 
   “What?” asked Kinsey, suddenly alarmed.
 
   “What?” I asked, surprised.
 
   “There are gurvani . . . within two miles of here,” Tyndal pronounced, seeming to swim in the air with his hands until he had focused.  “And, uh, Master?  There’s not just gurvani . . . there’s also . . . here, maybe I’m doing it wrong, you’d better check.”
 
   I glanced at Rondal, and he gave me a meaningful look in return.  In seconds we both had summoned the scrying spell, so much easier now with the power of irionite.
 
   Damned if he wasn’t right.  It took a while to pinpoint, but there it was on the invisible map.  There was a knot of gurvani, it seemed, how many exactly was unsure, but there was a group of them congregating at a point within a brisk afternoon’s walk of here. 
 
   “Damn!” Rondal swore.  “Master . . . shamans!”
 
   He was right, too.  I brought the area into better focus, trying to ignore the common soldiers who were leaping about ready for an attack around us as I concentrated.  There were three,  I could see, all bearing irionite shards.  And there was something else . . . something that didn’t seem to want to manifest on the magemap.
 
   “That’s odd,” I said to myself.
 
   “What, the gurvani?” asked Tyndal, surprised.
 
   “No, the gurvani seem to be perfectly normal homicidal hordes of vengeance,” I said, dryly.  “No, the odd thing . . .examine the center.  The area around which they’re congregating.”
 
   Both of my apprentices did.  Both swore.  
 
   “Master, what is that?” Rondal asked, mystified.
 
   “I have no idea,” I said, letting my magemap fail.  “But we’re going to find out.  Captain Rogo, would you and your men mind a brief excursion?”
 
   “If there are foes still on the field, I suppose we’re honor-bound to face them,” he admitted, reluctantly.  The man wanted to go home, and I didn’t blame him.  “Hopefully this won’t take too long, though.  I’ve a wife to return to, and you’ve one to wed.”
 
   “I’m sure it won’t take much time at all,” I said.  “Ancient Kinsey, please have your men gather around.  And go ahead and have the horses unhitched – the wagons will be halting here for a while.”
 
   “I beg your pardon, Sir?” the young officer asked, confused.  “We were ordered—”
 
   “I’m commandeering your troops, yourself included,” I informed him.  “I have a piece of parchment that says I can do that.”
 
   “But you can’t—”
 
   “Actually, he can,” Tyndal pointed out, thumping a warwand into the palm of his hand, anxiously.  “In fact, he’s getting to quite enjoy throwing his authority around.”
 
   “It’s still new,” I pointed out.  “I’m not done playing with it yet.  But this band so close to the frontier needs to be addressed.  Not just for the gurvani, but for the . . . whatever it is.  But you shouldn’t be complaining, Ancient.  You wanted to fight scrugs . . . it looks like you’re going to get your chance.”
 
    
 
   *                                          *                                          *
 
    
 
   Leading what amounted to a large infantry patrol instead of an entire army was refreshingly simple.  No logistics to worry about, no mediating officers, just me and the men, on foot, prowling through the forest toward our goal.
 
   We’d left the horses near the road under the guard of four of the less-worthy looking militia and the River Folk, and proceeded on foot because this part of the road was just south of the Pearwoods hills: a rocky and uneven terrain poorly suited for horses, but outstanding for bandits and moonshiners.  The horses wouldn’t be much use anyway in that country, and they made a lot of noise.  Only a few of us were comfortable fighting on horseback, and I’d rather have a sturdy infantryman than an untrained cavalry trooper any time.
 
   I have to admit, I enjoyed the simple task of leading the patrol.  It helped that we had decent intelligence.
 
   We knew approximately where the goblins were, and it was fairly simple to plot a land route on the magemap that wouldn’t bring us on our foes until we were ready.   I had Tyndal and Rondal, my two fledgling yet stalwart Knights Magi (all right, an ambitious half-trained warmage and a former spellmonger’s apprentice who was in the wrong place at the wrong time) on the ends, Tyndal in the van, Rondal in the rear, while I stayed in the center with Rogo and a dozen Nirodi archers accompanied us.  The militia troops filled in before and after, with the remainder of the Nirodi scouting our flanks . . . and I was shocked to find, a half an hour into our hike, that three of the River Folk had tagged along, too.
 
   They stayed in the rear with Rondal – for some reason, they liked the guy – and didn’t really slow down the rearguard as much as you might think.  I espied them with magesight while we walked, very quietly, to see if they might be a hindrance.
 
   They were three young males, one far stockier than the other two and one with enormous feet, but all three moved far more quietly through the autumn leaves that littered the forest floor than did the armored humans with whom they walked.  The River Folk had also brought arms, of sorts: each had a long thin knife in their belts, one had a staff, and the one with big feet had a short-handled wood axe.  The way he handled it told me he was adept with it . . . at chopping wood.
 
   I don’t know why they joined us – protection, curiosity, excitement, or just plain anxiety about gurvani close by.   I didn’t know River Folk very well, but I did know they made piss-poor warriors under most circumstances.  But that doesn’t mean that some didn’t know how to fight.  I wasn’t going to try to shoo them off – if they wanted to come along, well, their graves wouldn’t be as hard to dig, I figured.  I hated being so matter-of-fact about such things, but war has that effect on you after a while.
 
   “Shall we try to scry out their exact location, Sir Minalan?” Rogo asked me, as we walked up a rise in the forest.  “Or might that magically alert them to our position?”
 
   “Why not just follow the smoke?” one of his young archers asked, and pointed to the northeastern sky.  There, over the treetops, a column of black smoke started to climb towards the heavens.  “Unless there’s a smithy or a still off in the forest, I’d guess that the goblins have started that fire.”
 
   “Good eye,” I agreed, and sent a mental command to Tyndal to bear right.  “How nice of them to give us a landmark to follow.  How far away is that, do you think?”
 
   “Three quarters of a mile,” Rogo said, after a bare moment’s thought.  
 
   “They’re on a hilltop,” I agreed, after consulting the magemap.  “But . . . there isn’t anything else there, just trees.  Which they seem to be besieging.”
 
   “Why would they want to attack a tree?” Tyndal asked, scornfully.
 
   “It does seem odd,” I nodded.  “Maybe a sapling killed their grandfather, and it’s a long-running, bloody, sappy vendetta?  Who the hells knows how a gurvan thinks?  Or why they might attack a tree?  But if they are, I’m interested in exactly why.  So let’s find out.”
 
   We halted less than a quarter mile away from where our spells had told us the goblin force was, at the bottom of a gulley southwest of the hill that helped conceal us from them.  While we waited for the stragglers to catch up, Tyndal, Rogo, Kinsey and Balst and I discussed the best plan of attack.  Scrying told us that a frontal assault was just plain stupid, considering we were facing a numerically superior foe – about two hundred all told – so our options were limited.  
 
   But the goblins seemed very, very interested in that tree, and I wanted to know why.  Even with accurate scrying I wasn’t happy about advancing on a strongly held position without proper non-magical reconnaissance.  But . . .
 
   “There really isn’t anyone else to do it,” I sighed to myself.
 
   “Magelord?” asked Rogo, curious.
 
   “You take command here, and make sure you have some very quiet sentries posted – veterans.  The militia and the puds keep well back from the front.  But there’s too much uncertainty to proceed further.  I’m going to scout ahead and see what we’re really facing.”
 
   He pursed his lips.  “You think that’s wise, milord?”
 
   “No,” I admitted, “I think it’s incredibly stupid.  It’s also unavoidable, if I don’t want to get everyone killed.”
 
   “Cannot your brave Knights Magi go in your stead?” he asked, implicitly doubting the command decision by his tone.  He just wanted me to say it.  
 
   I explained my reasoning.  “Tyndal is better at open combat and Rondal is better at thaumaturgy, but neither one of them have learned the shadowmagics I have.  The spells that keeps enemy sentries from noticing you, disguising your footsteps, that sort of thing.  That’s advanced stuff, even for warmagi.”
 
   “Then yes, you would be the logical one to go,” Rogo decided, almost reluctantly.  
 
   I looked at him.  “You aren’t even going to try to talk me out of it?” I asked a little concerned and disappointed.  I thought Rogo was my friend – he shouldn’t let me do something stupid like this plan.
 
   “I’ve been dealing with nobles commanding me and my men my entire life, Magelord,” he chuckled.  “I’ve grown used to them doing stupid things.”
 
   “I haven’t even been a lord for a full month yet!” I protested.  
 
   “And yet the stupidity is already beginning to accrue,” the auxiliary captain observed wryly.  “I told you that you were a natural at being a noble.  My Lord.”
 
   I made a sour face at him as I stripped off my armor.  
 
   No matter how good your spellwork is, barring actual invisibility the best way not to be noticed by the enemy is to not wear something that assaults their ears with every step.  Gurvani have very good hearing. I took off everything but the sleeveless black padded gambeson, over which I buckled my weapons harness, and my riding boots.  I made one last check to ensure everything was where it was supposed to be, within easy reach, and then I gave a few last-minute instructions to my apprentices before I cast the appropriately sneaky spells on myself, and went forward.
 
   It took me a half-hour to make my way to within sight of the gurvani war party, but I needn’t have been so cautious.  They hadn’t even posted proper sentries, I observed.  Whatever their business, they weren’t expecting attack from behind, which I had to count in our favor.  
 
   I was too far away to tell exactly what the furry little bastards were doing at first, because mostly they seemed to be waiting around in the shade, scratching their furry black asses and ruminating about the vagaries of war or other philosophies.  All of them, that is, but a few small knots of gurvani clustered at the three equilateral points making a triangle around that tree. At each one a goblin priest was engaged in some kind of spellcraft.
 
   I counted . . . twice, because I wanted to be certain, but after that second count I could see that my merry little band of tired mercenaries, over-eager magi and undertrained peasant militia had about four or five-to-one odds to the hordelet.  That meant that we were pretty evenly matched, all things considered.  
 
   
  
 

More likely, it meant that most of my men would be killed for what could be an utterly pointless victory.  I mean, who cares what a company of gurvani are doing to a tree?  If they were raiding, they’d be pushing north into the Pearwoods or south into the fertile country of the Wilderlands.  A couple of hundred deserters, well, I figured we could let the Dead God deal with them for getting lost.  
 
   Then I saw the troll stumble around the trunk of the tree, trying like hell to push against it but failing utterly . . . because, as I’m sure you’ve figured out by now, that wasn’t an ordinary tree.  And my heart sank, because once I factored the troll into the equation, our odds fell further.  A troll has that kind of power.
 
   Oh.  Trolls.  There was another one on the far side of the tree.  But it was difficult to see because of the tree.
 
   Which brings me to the subject of the tree, which seemed to be doing a pretty good job of defending itself without me, unlike its often-cowardly brethren.  But as easy as attacking a tree sounds, the gurvani weren’t having an easy go of it. 
 
   Part of the reason was that you couldn’t really see it.  Oh, you knew there was a tree there out of the corner of your eye – and a big one at that – but if you tried looking at it your unaided eyes always wandered away from it as if it were unimportant.  Like my spell of unnoticability, only at a much, much higher level.  
 
   That explained why the goblin priests were having to triangulate to locate it.  They couldn’t focus on it, but if they could remove their focus from all the parts of the forest where it wasn’t, then they had a pretty good general idea where to send their forces . . . many of whose bodies were piling up around the tree.  So I looked at the tree as best I could with Magesight, already knowing what to expect.  Indeed, the tree was warded, warded up tighter than a Duke’s castle.  Indeed, it was one of the most elaborate magical defenses I’d ever seen.
 
   This was high-order magic, higher than anything cast by humans since the Magocracy.  And it had a distinctive character. Tree Folk magic.
 
   The Tree Folk, or Alka Alon, have been the acknowledged masters of magic on Callidore since before Man was spawned from the Void.  Imperial magic, the highest form of the art in human hands, is roughly based on it . . . like a child’s twig boat is roughly based on a fifty-foot long deep-sea caravel.  The layers of sophistication and nuance to Tree Folk magic are as elegant as they are potent, and this particular tree had a swirl of spells around it that made it light up in magesight (once I countered the unnoticability spell – not an easy thing to do) brilliantly.
 
   There it was, in all its glory: a magnificent deciduous tree rising fifty, sixty feet in the air, a neatly-tended circle of underbrush around the base.  Up toward the middle of the tree there was a tight swirl of energy feeding the spells that were defending it, and I could suddenly see why the goblins had brought so many of their most powerful priests.  A simple infantry squad or even a common gurvani shaman would have walked right past it.  
 
   Sending in such powerful forces told me that the Dead God wanted to fell this particular tree very badly.  And that was reason enough to deny it to him.
 
   As I observed them the gurvani priests were doing their best to counter the tree’s magical defenses, but I saw two gurvani go down to active defensive spells in just moments – one just collapsed and died for no apparent reason, the other took a two-foot long shaft in his chest that didn’t look like an arrow – it had no fletchings and no point.  But it hit with penetrating force and the gurvan stared blankly at it protruding from his chest before he fell down.
 
   As well as the tree was managing to fend off furries, I could tell the energy powering those defenses was lagging as the priests got better at countering them.  The battle must have been going on for hours, considering all of the dead gurvani circling the tree.  The urgolnosti priests looked haggard, but determined, and they were trying all sorts of innovative ways to get through the Tree Folk defenses.  I gave them credit for persistence – I would have given up after an hour.
 
   The whole thing would have been fascinating to watch from a purely academic standpoint – it’s not often you get to see comparative non-human magical systems in action – but strategy was more on my mind than thaumaturgy.  Someone in there needed our help – or at least the goblins outside the tree needed to be removed, it was all the same to me.
 
   I was about to slide back to our position to report, plot and plan when something else caught my attention.  It was a kind of flurry of magical activity at the very top of the tree.  I really had no idea what function it served but it seemed somewhat beacon-like, and so I took a chance.  I closed my eyes and carefully extended a tendril of force near to the swirl, nothing aggressive, just a friendly ‘hey, magic over here!” kind of protospell.  I only had to wait a few moments before I felt the tendril grabbed…and suddenly my mind wasn’t quite my own anymore.
 
   Who are you? it demanded painfully.
 
   A friend, I insisted, frantically, as I struggled against the invasion.  I am a human warmage, recently returned from battle with the gurvani hosts.  I was a recent guest at the Hidden City of Amadia.  I’m a friend of Lady Ameras, I added, if that helps.  I knew the Aronin of Amadia.  
 
   I hoped that helped.  The truth was, they had used my own spell so effectively against me that I couldn’t have blinked if they didn’t want me to – the Alka Alon are just that good.  And I was completely unaware of Tree Folk politics.  For all I knew, these guys were Aronin’s sworn enemy.  
 
   But apparently not.  I felt the compulsion to not move leave me, then, but that didn’t mean I moved.  
 
   Thank you.  Can I render assistance? I offered, politely, in the silence.  My eyes looked around to make sure I wasn’t being observed by gurvani while I chatted with their sworn foes.
 
   There are refugees here, the voice admitted, eventually.  Hurt and wounded from the storming of Amadia.  Yes, even that fair settlement is under Sheruel’s sway.  
 
   So why are these gurvani so eager to burn out refugees?
 
   They hate us with particular fury, and they know and fear our power.
 
   Yet all that power hasn’t shaken these fleas of off your back, I pointed out, helpfully.
 
   I assume you’re pointing this out for a reason?

Just an observation, I “said”.  I almost giggled, but that would be impolite.  It’s not often you hear an irritated Tree Folk.  What seems to be the problem?  I have some men out here, beyond your foes.  If you asked nicely, I might use them to draw off your attackers.

And if we don’t ask nicely?

Then we’ll enjoy watching how the mighty magi of the Tree Folk use their extraordinary command of spellcraft to defeat two hundred goblins and a couple of trolls.  Oh, and three high-powered urgulonosti priests who seem particularly eager to turn your home into firewood.

I heard a mental sigh, which I hadn’t expected from one of the stoic Tree Folk.  Must be a youngster.  And you mention this because...?

I just wanted to offer our help, I assured the mental voice. But if you don’t need it . . . well, Ishi knows I’ve seen enough war, and if you folks are capable of handling this on your own—

No!  We are hard pressed, indeed.  Your assistance would be welcome.  

I stifled a chuckle.  I was a noble now.  It was unseemly to gloat.  All right.  We’ll help.  What can you tell me about the situation?

There are seven Alka within the sphere of the tree, the voice explained patiently.  Four of us are wounded, three seriously.  All of us are survivors of the abandonment of Amadia. This tree was a simple refuge for our folk when traveling, and though we have augmented it greatly since we arrived after the loss of our home, it was still never meant as a fortress.  

I snorted, noting the growing circle of bodies around the tree. If that thing wasn’t a military installation, I’d hate to have to go up against a Tree Folk lair that was.  Seven Alka Alon holding off more than two hundred goblins...that was impressive.

Well, I don’t have quite enough men for a frontal assault, I explained, patiently.  Especially not against a couple of trolls and those damned death-priests.  Just a few dozen men and a couple of River Folk.  Half of the men have never seen battle.  But the good news is we have two half-trained warmagi and myself, all armed with Irionite.  

There was a note of disappointment in the voice.  We must make do.  Still, that is better than an hour ago.  Perhaps if you can soften the foe, we can try to make an escape in the confusion.

I considered.  Wouldn’t defeating them outright be easier?

More pleasing, yes.  I don’t see how it would be easier.

You Alka are wise, learned, and skilled, but you lack imagination.  Bide a moment, and let me study the matter.

As you wish, my contact said patiently.  I couldn’t help but feel that he or she was being a little patronizing.  I guess he or she – it felt like a she – figured that out as well.  It may smooth our relations if you knew my name.  I am called Ithalia.

Minalan, I replied, automatically.  Sir Minalan.  Not that human titles made much difference to the Alka Alon . . . or so I thought.  One of mine had caught on.

The Spellmonger, Ithalia said with a note of surprise.  

You know of me?  Now I was surprised.

I saw you when you came to Amadia, she said -- I was pretty certain it was a she now, for some reason, but that sort of thing is hard to establish with telepathic communication with non-humans, believe it or not.  You caused quite a stir.  

I seem to have that effect.  A pleasure to meet you, Ithalia.  Now, give me half a moment to think about this, and see if a little classy spellwork and a little humani guile can take the place of a cavalry charge.  

I closed my eyes and considered all the possibilities I could.  We were outnumbered, scattered along one side of their perimeter, but we had the element of surprise.  They were focused on the tree and the seven squirrels hiding within.  And hiding very well, despite their desperation.  In fact, whenever the shamans lost focus, I observed a few moments later, the Alka Alon’s adept spellcraft made them forget where it was all over again.  The urgulonosti were having to constantly keep discipline, both magically and militarily.   Unfortunately, they were adept at that.

A simple assault would be suicide -- the goblins could wipe us out and reform around the tree before lunch time was over.  They were protected against the light of day, obviously, or they wouldn’t have been able to go near that glowing tree.  I peered at their defenses in magesight and tried to untangle the nasty swirl of wards around them, and checked off counters to all the major magical attacks I’d usually consider against them.

That didn’t leave much room.  But then I’d been specializing in hopeless situations for a while now, and I was starting to appreciate the challenge.

The problem wasn’t the quality of my troops -- in any small engagement of equal numbers, I’d lay money on the Nirodi archers every day.  But even with volleyed fire the Nirodi wouldn’t be able to get off more than three flights before the goblins could close with them.  And as adept as the mercenaries were in close combat, they would have been overwhelmed.  I had even lower hopes for our militia allies.  And the River Folk.  It was too bad I couldn’t transform the gurvani into potatoes and onions -- the little guys would have made short work of them.

And that got me thinking-- not about comparative strengths and weaknesses, armor and weapons, charges and skirmishes -- but about logistics.  We were, technically speaking, pretty far from where the lines between our forces had settled.  That meant that the goblins were either living off the land (and in this sparsely-settled region of the Wilderlands, that would prove difficult) or they had brought some sort of baggage train.  You just couldn’t run a force this large without supplies, and a lot of them.

Ithalia?  Have you plotted just where all the goblins are in relation to the tree?

In my spare moments.  Why?

Do you see anything that looks like a wagon or a pack beast?

There is a pile of baggage to the northeast of the tree, she answered, after a moment.  I believe the trolls brought it up, after their scouts located us.  They retire there, every few hours, to sustain themselves.  

Is there any way to attack it?  Destroy it by magic?

I doubt that will have any immediate effect, Spellmonger, she said.  Patronizing again. We do not have the strength to maintain long enough for them to starve to death.  At most it would be a minor inconvenience.  At worst, it would provide further incentive for them to overwhelm our defenses.  She didn’t have to remind me that the Dead God’s minions had no compunction about consuming the flesh of other sapient species, and had a particular taste for Tree Folk, humani, and River Folk.  In fact, I was kind of counting on that.

Don’t be so sure about that, I advised.  Like I said, you folk lack imagination.

So this is the humani impermanence I’ve heard so much about, she said, amused.

Can you do it?  Destroy their provisions?  We can do it from this side, but we’d lose the element of surprise.  There was another pause. 

Yes, it can be done.  Give us . . . ten minutes?  Then they will be deprived of victuals.

Perfect, I agreed.  You do that, my lady, and let us take care of the rest.

I’ve never been rescued by a handsome humani before, she added before she left. 
 
   Ishi’s bush, was she flirting with me?  Didn’t I have enough female problems?  
 
   I cast aside the improbable idea with an annoyed shake of my head, and cut contact.  I took three deep breaths to calm down and think before I reached out through my stone to call Tyndal.

Are you still in position?
 
   
Of course, Master!

Then move everyone back a hundred yards or more.  I want them completely out of bowshot, and well away from any wards the goblins have up.

There was a pause.  You have a plan, don’t you, Master?

Of course I do.  And make sure the River Folk are safely with you when you withdraw.  They’re essential to my plan.

As what?  Spies?

No, I smiled to myself.  Appetizers.
 
   

                                                         *                                    *                                    *

While I didn’t see any real sentries, the urgulonosti priests had done an outstanding job of protecting their forces from obvious magical attack.  That doesn’t mean that I couldn’t have poured magical fire down upon them without effect, but it did mean that most of the offensive stuff I could throw was going to be weak, at best -- and hardly decisive.  Even the knot-untying spell I’d used at Boval Castle, or the blindness spell we’d used so devastatingly a few days ago at Timberwatch were protected against.  The Dead God’s servants might be ugly, but they aren’t stupid.  They learn quickly.

But so do I.  One area which the super-shamans had not found worthy of protection was the more subtle realm of emotions.  I found that more than a little ironic, considering they were blanketing northern Alshar with eldritch spells that cast the human populations into fear and despair so blinding that some gave up without a fight.  The gurvani were good at that sort of spell . . . yet here they had neglected defending against such subtle power, perhaps obsessed by their focus on the tree.

Trying to make a couple hundred goblins feel really bad about themselves was unlikely to help -- not only was I unfamiliar with what passes for goblin psychology, save that it is similar to human psychology in a lot of ways, but meloncholia was not going to be sufficient cause for them to cease their attack and withdraw.  Profound sadness, likewise, might have slowed them down, but it wouldn’t inspire the kind of effect I needed.  Nor fear -- anyone who has faced the Dead God can’t be goaded by mere fear anymore.  

I had considered something less-direct.  I’m fairly good at sex magic, for instance, and it wouldn’t have been hard to cast something very distracting.  After all, people do all sorts of strange things for sex, and I was pretty certain that held true for goblins, too.  
 
   But in the end I decided against it, for two reasons.  First, while sex is a powerful way to impel action, it is actually a pretty poor way to compel action.  Sex isn’t a drive, like thirst.  You can survive without sex -- believe it or not -- almost indefinitely without practical ill-effect.  Sure, you’re cranky -- but you’re not generally ready to kill anyone over it.  
 
   
And secondly, the thought of two-hundred lust-crazed goblins and a couple of randy trolls wandering through the woods, looking for love, was enough to make my sphincter crinkle.

But even if sex isn’t compelling, there are other emotions that are.  Real biological drives that can be acted upon, when you know how to do it.  Consider the tales of sailors lost at sea, or nomads in the desert, who go mad with thirst and commit horrors on their fellows for the promise of a swallow of water.  

Or, conversely, consider the horrific power that hunger has over you when you’re starving.  

That was my plan: use one of of the goblins’ own tricks against them.  I’d have my apprentices help me construct a glyph designed to work its way deep into the goblins’ subconscious and trigger their most basic drive.  I would make them hungry, and force the issue so powerfully that no matter how much they ate, they would only hunger more. 

That’s why the destruction of their supplies was so important -- and I was gratified to see a flash and an eruption when I was about halfway back to our line.  The Tree Folk didn’t bother to tell me, but from the groans I heard over the roar the new plume of smoke over the trees was what was left of the goblins’ field kitchen.  A minor inconvenience, a fortune of war, the sort of bad luck that can happen in the middle of any kind of battle or siege to either side.  

But once I got my spellwork set up, they would be missing that pile of victuals more than they suspected.  And after the horrors of the Wilderlands, I didn’t mind tormenting them.   I felt so inspired that I had most of the working laid out in my head by the time I made it back to our new position.

I came upon them while I was still being stealthy.  For a lark I by-passed Tyndal’s wards when I came across them.  Not that they were poorly done, but I didn’t want to alarm the boys unnecessarily.  

“...I’m just saying that as much as I like Alya, my Master might regret not setting his sights higher,” my senior apprentice was saying far too loudly for comfort.  “He’s a nobleman, now, and should have a proper noblewoman as wife.”

“His title is transferable to his wife and heirs,” Rondal dismissed.  “She becomes a noblewoman the moment she’s wed -- and all her children, too.”

“He means that your master should consider marrying a rich widow woman instead of a poor cow herd,” one of the Galstadi militiamen quietly called.  “Lady Burchesine of Handour is recently widowed -- she’s got three fiefs now, and no man to run them for her.”

“She’s got a belly enough for three fiefs to feed,” another one called.  “Almost!  Gor, why would you saddle noble Sir Minalan with a sour old cow like that?”

“Why saddle any cow, when cheese is a penny a wheel?” asked one of the younger mercenaries, more of Tyndal’s mind on marriage than Redshaft’s.

“Lady Pentandra contends that Master Minalan could find a bride amongst the highest nobility in the land, if he has a mind,” boasted Tyndal.  So that’s where this talk was coming from . . . 

“Lady Pentandra wants Master Minalan for herself,” replied another young Nirodi archer who seemed to know more about the matter than I..  “We all saw how closely they stayed--”

“That was magic, you morons,” dismissed Rondal.  “You have to work closely together to do good spellwork, and Master Minalan managed some of the greatest since the Magocracy.  If I--”

“You are all as loud as temple schoolgirls,” sighed Rogo Redshaft, lighting his pipe.  “And gossiping about your master’s bed is never a good thing, regardless the trade.  Wouldn’t you agree, Sir Minalan?” he asked.  It seemed like a good time to make an appearance, so I dropped my stealthy spells to a gasp from the non-magi . . . and Rogo.

“Quite right, Redshaft.  And I’ll have you all know that Lady Pentandra has no designs on me, that I’ve no interest in a fat widow no matter how rich, and I fully intend to wed my child’s mother at the first possible opportunity -- with no regrets.  Now, if we’re done discussing my personal life, we have a plan to enact.”
 
   ‘What did you find, my Lord?” asked Rogo, rising to his feet.
 
   “We need to rescue some of our Tree Folk allies who are holed-up at the center of that hordelette.  There are three shamans and at least two trolls and two hundred goblins,” I said, as the Nirodi groaned and the militia paled.  “The good news is, I have a plan.  But the only way we’re going to do that is if everyone does exactly what they’re supposed to do...
 
   My two boys knew their jobs, once I went over the spellcraft and the timing -- telepathy was great for dealing with that sort of thing, I realized.  No phony bird-calls or other affectations to arouse suspicion, and no garbled messages.  That didn’t mean that they wouldn’t screw it up, but it reduced how many ways they could screw it up. 
 
   The militia and the mercenaries were eager for action after I told them what I wanted to try -- my plan sounded a lot better (or at least more survivable) than attacking the goblins head-on.  Rogo would be leading their part in the plan, and I couldn’t ask for a better unit-commander.  

The only thing I was really worried about going in was how to protect our three River Folk companions.  I did my best to explain what I wanted from them, and the implicit danger in the ruse, and I think I made myself understood.  Unfortunately, I’d been at war for so long that I kept putting things in military terms -- withdraw, attack, infiltrate, ambuscade, that sort of thing, and the poor idiots had no idea what I was saying.  
 
   They knew our tongue well enough, but it was rare that ‘ambuscade’ comes up in conversation with a River Folk.  I finally had to fall back on a common tongue: food metaphors.

“. . . and then we’ll attack them in both flanks at once,” I said, patiently, as I drew the plan out in the dirt in front of them.  “You’ll circle back . . . here . . . and do it again.”

“Why you don’t just mash them all?” asked Tod, the tallest one.  He looked confused.  “You big men, Lord.  Big men.  Put them in a pot like potatoes, and mash them!”  He slapped his fist into his palm with undisguised glee.  “Swords slice them up like rabbits!”

“There aren’t enough swords,” I pointed out.  “We are too few to . . . mash them.  Or slice them.  Tod,” I said, grasping for inspiration, “when you put on a pot to boil and it’s too full, what do you do?”

He considered the matter carefully.  “Drink it?”

“Yes.  We’re going to . . . empty their pot a little at a time.  You’re going to be like a kid in the kitchen, running in and grabbing a carrot.  When they see you, you run back here, and they’ll follow you, a few at a time.  We can take them that way, at least for a while.”

It finally dawned on him.  “Like peeling an onion!”

“Yes,” I nodded.  “We’re going to peel their onion until there’s nothing left.”

And that’s basically what happened.

                                           *                                    *                                             *

Tyndal, Rondal and I snuck around the perimeters of the siege until we formed a triangle, just out of sight.  Then we dug in and began sprinkling a glyphs I’d shown them along the area where the goblins and trolls were skulking.

Why glyphs, instead of something more comprehensive and sophisticated?  Any hedgemage can cast a simple glyph.  Glyphs are great for triggering or suggesting something to someone, on a personal level.  Usually if you wanted to affect a lot of people of once you’d use a far grander spell, something a lot classier and more sophisticated.  Glyphs have a very small area of effect -- you usually have to walk right through them.

But big, grandiose spells would have gotten us caught before we were done.  There was plenty of magic flying around, between the gurvani priests and the Tree Folk exiles, but there is also a distinct style to both of those systems, and Imperial-style magic smells completely different than either.  One big spell, and the gurvani would have know they were under attack.  That messes up the whole surprise of the thing.

Glyphs, however, dissipate once they’re triggered (unless they’re made not to) and leave behind only the faintest of signatures.  A gurvani shaman would have to be looking for one to even find it.  So casting a half-dozen glyphs to hang around in the air and wait for an unsuspecting gurvani to wander by was a much safer and efficacious way to go . . . in theory.

I took up my own position, behind an outcropping of boulders, and threw my fair share.  And it didn’t take long for a patrol of gurvani to happen by and walk through them . . . and keep on walking.  
 
   The effect of the glyph was subtle, at first.  The first patrol of three stumbled through the first glyphs in my area within moments, stomping through the brush and into my sorcerous web without realizing it.  They didn’t really begin to feel the effects for another fifteen minutes.  As soon as they passed I stepped out and threw another half-dozen of the spells in the pathway and returned to my hiding spot.  This time it was a group of six, and one was larger than the others by eight inches.  He was the only one who seemed to realize that something had happened, although he didn’t know what.  He led his troops on, a curious expression on his face.  Then I popped out and did it all over again.

Fifteen minutes later the gurvani besieging the tree started getting hungry.  Really hungry.

You’ve been hungry -- everyone gets hungry.  But unless you’ve been through a famine or shipwrecked or in a prolonged siege or otherwise deprived of food for more than a few days, it’s difficult to appreciate just what a powerful force hunger can be in your life, when it gets bad enough.  The glyph I had designed on-the-fly was a classy piece of thaumaturgy.  It targeted that part of the psychology of the victim that compelled desperation.  It made them feel, suddenly, as if they hadn’t eaten in weeks, and that nothing else mattered.  Hunger changes you, at that level.  It makes you willing to reject authority and spit in the face of the gods, if there isn’t a muffin in it for you.  

No one wants to admit that.  But if people weren’t driven crazy by hunger, they wouldn’t resort to cannibalism in extremes.  And they do.  The glyph was the reverse of one I’d used in Farise and Boval to assuage hunger -- put a soldier or a conscripted peasant on short rations, as often happens, and it’s easy to let hunger distract them from their work.  The original rune just eased the focus on the emotion.  You were still plenty hungry, you just didn’t mind so much.  

With the reverse of the glyph, the hunger was intensified, not dulled.  You just couldn’t stop thinking about it.  Hunger is one of those run-away emotions that compounds interest like a goldsmith: the longer you hunger, the worse it becomes.  Past a certain point, you abandon reason and social custom and become no more than an animal intent on survival, willing to do just about anything to abate that feeling.  Since gurvani social customs are weaker than most human ones, I was hoping that would be enough for them to eschew discipline . . . once they were properly enticed.

That’s where the River Folk came in.  Those three bumpkins wandered, wide-eyed and innocent, just outside of the besieging ring of goblins.  Then they just waited, in plain sight, and tried to act tasty.  While gurvani have very strong prohibitions against cannibalism, River Folk weren’t gurvani.  Neither were humans. We were, therefore, just a bunch of lunch that hadn’t been eaten yet, to the spell-fogged minds of the goblins.  At least, that was the plan. 

I stealthily worked my way back to the designated point just in time to see the first lure into our trap.  The three River Folk were walking along and -- Ishi help me -- whistling, like they were going to a party.  They approached the gurvani pickets (three goblins holding spears and looking bored) and halted, apparently stunned by their sheer ferocity.  They made quite a show of it, too, and I didn’t doubt they could all have been proper mummers if they had a mind.

The gurvani, for their part, were intrigued.  I could see a few lick their lips as they went to investigate the River Folk, and they were sniffing the air like bloodhounds.  Clearly a band who had stumbled into our glyphs.  They were already starving.  I could see them give each other anxious glances as they went down the rise toward the three River Folk -- who took off running and squealing in the other direction.  

That just made it sport as well as food preparation.  
 
   The goblins broke into a loping run, grinning wildly and preparing their spears to run down their prey, when they crossed into our fire zone and started sprouting arrows.  Ten of the Nirodi archers were lying concealed, some firing from prone positions, and their shafts took the goblins down without a whimper.  The three River Folk stared as a couple of the red-clad lads rushed forward to drag the bodies into the underbrush . . . and then they squealed with excitement and ran back to the siege line to do it again.

We had two of these ambuscades set up, one at the southeastern corner of the siege, and one in the west.  The River Folk would run down that slope in one direction or the other, or both, if they felt the need to split up, and bring their pursuers into the trap.  After we’d thoroughly seeded the area with glyphs, Rondal and I fell back to support them, while Tyndal went off on a special mission.

In this case “support” meant taking up a good position overlooking the ambuscade and making sure nothing went wrong.  To that end I cast a couple of helpful spells, to keep the noise and level of attention down, and watched the fun.  

At first, it worked almost too well.  The third sortie that chased our little guys into that culvert was nearly twenty strong, which required some quick work on the part of the Nirodi, else they would have been lunch.  That many goblins, even packed together and in a slather, required plenty of arrows, and Rogo had his boys come out and finish off the stragglers hand-to-hand, with knives and swords, to save arrows.  Then they gleaned from the bodies, removed the corpses from the field, and went back into hiding.  
There was a change in the way they got chased, too.  At first, they were pursued by hungry soldiers doing their duty.  By the fourth sortie, they were being hunted by starving gurvani eager to rip them to shreds and devour them.  That goldsmith Hunger was making a fortune.

It only took an hour of this steady action to reduce the foe by a third, with only minor injuries on our side (two of the militiamen had been clubbed, one had a broken hand).  And about that point, the gurvani priests leading the assault realized that there was a problem, and tried to regroup.  They chose a hill on the eastern side of the tree, leaving one of the shaman and a troll and a whining squadron of warriors behind to guard the base.  

I’d planned for this sort of thing, but since I was unsure of how they’d respond I’d prepared a couple of contingencies.  None of them included the idea that our enemy would regroup and just wait, which seemed to be what they were doing after our little fellows stopped finding gurvani to allure.  

“Why aren’t they attacking?” asked Rondal, curious and impatient.  He’d barely wetted his new mageblade, and even if he wasn’t a natural warrior the excitement of warmagic was heady.  “I figured I’d be fighting for my life right now.”
 
   “They’re just not hungry enough yet,” I sighed.  “The priests are trying to figure out where the danger is coming from.  Whether or not it’s an illusion from the Tree Folk, or something else.  I’m guessing their soldiery complaining bitterly about hunger isn’t helping them with their mission much.  And by now they’ve discovered that their provisions are gone.”

“How long until they figure it out and cast counterspells?”  Rondal whispered.  That had been the biggest danger with this plan.  I was hoping the priests weren’t that adept.  I shrugged.

“I wish I knew.  We just need to get them even more hungry before they get the chance.  But they’ll be wise to a direct spell.”  I considered the matter.  
 
   We could pepper the area around them with glyphs, but that would take time and expose us.  I wanted them to come to us.  It was a tough problem, and I started to take my pipe out and light it as I reflected, when I realized that the prevailing winds would take the smoke right to them and reveal our position – not good counterintelligence.
 
   Then I stopped.

I had an idea.  I looked around for some dry deadwood -- never a shortage of that in the Wilderlands -- and stacked it in a small pyramid.  Then I hit it with a cantrip and watched it burst into flame.  Rogo and his men looked at me, puzzled -- lighting a fire when you’re trying to surprise the enemy is usually a poor tactical idea.  Rogo, at least, seemed unconcerned.  Or at least hid his concern really well, for which I am grateful.  

“I'll need one of those little metal bucklers the gurvani carry -- get it from one of the bodies,” I ordered one of the mercenaries.  I looked up at Rogo.  “How fast could you hunt up some game?  A couple of squirrels or something?  And I’ll need a skin of water, if any of you have one handy.  Because if you can do that, then I’ll get the little guys to find some savory roots, and --” 

Twang!  Thwack!  Thump!

Before I finished my sentence, Rogo had drawn and nocked a shaft, looked around in the trees, found a target and let fly.  A moment after the twang of the bowstring sounded, a fat little partridge fell down out of the tree.

“Will that work, my lord?” he asked, casually.  Show off.

I set the River Folk to plucking the partridge, and skinning the two theons and a woodchuck that joined them a few moments later, and I started boiling water in the bronze buckler.  The raw meat, still gory with blood and feathers and scales and fur, was dumped into the makeshift kettle . . . but the fire was taking its own sweet time about making it boil.  The three Loblollies came over to see what I was doing.

“Go find me some roots -- wild onions and risereth, maybe some garlic?” I asked the three eager cooks.  Then I muttered a spell and brought the water up to boiling -- and then some – magically, while they scampered off.  I hated waiting around, and the longer we waited, the sooner the sun would be down.  I wanted this to be over before then, one way or the other.  I wasn’t eager to fight them in the dark.
 
   “Victory soup!” Tod said, hovering his big nose over the revolting mess in the shield.  He dumped in some hastily-chopped herbs and it started smelling just a little like food.

Soon the boiling water was cooking the meat, and a few quickly-harvested aromatic roots and leaves were added.  It wasn’t very appetizing to me, I suppose, but then I wasn’t starving – and I’d had soup for lunch.  The aroma of cooking meat quickly filled the air with the woodsmoke.  That was good, but I wanted it stronger.  I fished out a big chunk of woodchuck with my dagger and held it directly in the fire.  In moments the smell of roasting meat, stronger than boiled meat, made our lure even more potent.

“Trapping trolls with temptation,” chuckled Rogo as he came quietly up beside me and the three puds.  “Clever.”
 
   “They’ll smell this and come running, before long,” I agreed.  “At least, that’s my theory.”  I closed my eyes and contacted Tyndal.  Do you have them in sight?

Yes, Master! he said, hurriedly.  I’m in a tree, about half a bowshot from where they’re gathered.  I only see two of the shamans--

The third is at the tree, I informed him.

These two are having a hard time.  There’re just over a hundred of them all together now, and they’re not behaving.  The warriors are whining about being hungry and the trolls are looking …unsettled.  There have been two small squabbles, so far.  No bloodshed yet, but . . . 

In a moment they’re going to start getting really riled up.  And they’ll be wandering in our direction.  As soon as they do, and you can get to the base of that tree, you do it.  Do whatever you have to to keep those goblins off of them long enough to let them get free.  I think our Tree Folk friends will be watching closely, and will welcome the chance to escape.

I could always prod them from this direction, Master, he offered helpfully.  A flanking attack to spook them, or misdirect them . . . 

Leave the strategy to me, I said crossly.  We have a plan.  We stick with it until a better one comes along.

As you wish, Master, he said, enthusiastically.  Maybe too enthusiastically.  Tyndal was developing an unhealthy delight in danger.  I didn’t want to retard the boy’s enthusiasm too much, but I also didn’t want him to get killed because he did something brave and stupid.  Of course, I had just ordered him to do something brave and stupid, so I guess I had to bear some of the responsibility.  That’s life during wartime.

I opened my eyes and noted that the meat on the end of my knife was now charred and blackened from the flame, and its aroma perfumed the air.  Enough so that the afternoon breeze was carrying it unerringly up the slope, around the tree, and -- hopefully -- into the inflamed nostrils of our enemy.  I dumped the charred flesh back into the simmering, rather disgusting shield-turned-cookpot with a sense of satisfaction.  We had soup superiority.

“Get your men ready,” I ordered Redshaft and the militiamen.  Ganz was in charge –young Ancient Kinsey had broken his hand under a gurvani mace, and had fallen back with the other wounded – thankfully few, so far.  I decided on the best way to deploy my troops.  “Archers on the south, with the sun to their backs, shooting northeast.  Swordsmen on the west, out of the line of fire.  When they come down that slope, looking for lunch, I want them to have to run a gauntlet of arrows.  Anyone who’s unpunctured will be weakened enough for the militia to take them at the bottom of the hill, unless they want to push through the line badly enough.”

The young militia captain paled.  “And what if they do?”

“Let them,” I answered -- far more calmly than I felt-- as I cleaned my dagger and put it away.  “That’s where Rondal and I will be waiting.  If they can get through the Nirodi and you gentlemen, why, there shouldn’t be that much of them left for us to handle, don’t you think?”

The militiaman looked grim, but nodded.  “Places, then.  Grab every arrow you can, and set your blades close at hand.  We’re not facing a company of soldiers, here, we’re like to be facing an angry mob.  Things could change quickly, so stay alert and listen to orders.  And I’ll pay five ounces of gold to the man who slays a priest -- provided he doesn’t endanger his mates or the mission.  Questions?  Let’s get to it.”
 
    
 
   *                                    *                                    *
 
    
 
   
Rondal and I hid behind a small grove of cedars and spruce trees just to the north and west of where the militiamen crept, swords in hand.  The afternoon sun was waning, and we had scant time until twilight.  I wasn’t the only one watching the sun.

“It’s almost dark,” Rondal said, anxiously.

“Just like it was this time yesterday,” I agreed, sagely.  I went ahead and lit my pipe, knowing this would probably be the last chance for a smoke until the action began . . . and that the need for concealing our position was over.  My apprentice shifted nervously, moving his mageblade from one hand to the other.  “Patience, Rondal.  They’ll be here when they get here.”

“I’m just starting to get a little hungry myself,” he said, unconvincingly.  “Casting all of those glyphs, the fighting, and it’s been forever since lunch . . .”

“Don’t you have any rations on you?”  I asked, surprised.

He looked up, startled.  “Why, no, Master.  They’re on the horse.  Should I have?”

“You’re the one who’s hungry,” I shrugged.  “You tell me.  Personally, I learned at War College to keep a couple of strips of dried meat or some hardtack or pealoaf on me at all times.  You never knew when you were going to be separated from your supply line.”  I dug a strip out of my own belt pouch.  “Here, gnaw on this.  Just don’t let the goblins see you -- I didn’t bring enough for everybody.  And I don’t think you really want to try the ‘victory soup’.”

“Thanks, Master,” he said, taking the strip of dried beef gratefully.  “I guess that there’s a lot I don’t know about being a Mage Knight yet.”

“I’m starting to realize that too,” I sighed.  “As soon as things calm down, I’m sending both you and Tyndal to War College.  And to Inrion Academy, for some more serious study.  I should have enough pull to manage that, I think.”

“War . . . college . . . Master?” he asked, wide-eyed, between bites.  He didn’t look thrilled at the prospect.

“And Imperial magic,” I reminded him.  “Face it, you need to grow into being a true Mage Knight, and Tyndal needs to know how to be a mage.  Before long the two of you will be commanding your own missions and getting yourselves killed on your own.  Best you be as prepared as possible.”

Rondal still didn’t look impressed at the idea, but he did mull it over as he chewed.  He was about to add something to that when we heard noises at the top of the hill.  We crouched back amongst the underbrush, freezing and watching with magesight.

A small shaggy black head peeked out from behind a rocky outcrop, at first, and then another.  Both were sniffing, and moving cautiously forward, toward the tiny campfire and the makeshift dinner.  

“That’s it, come and get it, boys,” murmured Rondal as he gripped his blade.  I drew a war wand.  I was ready to pounce.

We didn’t get the chance to pounce -- the Nirodi took both before they were a third of the way down the hill.  Before their bodies were still, three more scurried over the rise, sniffing the air and mewling piteously in hunger.  They barely looked at their freshly-fallen comrades as they lurched faster and faster toward the fire.  Another small group approached as they fell to more arrows, and then another.  Some leader with more discipline than hunger kept them in line, such as it was, until they all could see -- and smell -- the roasting flesh clearly.

The strangled order to charge was given long after the first gurvani broke ranks and rushed hungrily toward the food -- and the River Folk.  They stood their ground, looking helpless and tasty, as more and more goblins ran toward them.  I vowed then to never fault their bravery, for those three puds stood fast where many a green militiaman would have broken.

The Nirodi didn’t hesitate to fire, first in volley and then with aimed shots.  Their shafts proved deadly, and if any missed their target I didn’t see them.  But in the end, there were still far too many gurvani moving too fast for the archers to keep up.  The gap between the River Folk and the hunger-crazed band shrank to a hundred feet, then fifty . . . and that’s when the militiamen sprang to action.

Most commanders don’t give enough credit to infantry militia, but the truth is if they are trained and blooded, an armored man with a spear or sword and shield could be deadly and effective on the battlefield.  Not as glamorous -- or as expensive -- as mounted cavalry, but the dozen shieldmen who raced into place and dressed their line in a wall twenty-five feet in front of the deadly picnic were every bit as effective at stopping them short.  
 
   Several more of them slung their shields on their backs and used their long ash-hafted spears to brace the line by holding them parallel to it, at their shoulders.  Petty-captain Ganz drew his sword and stood resolutely behind his men as the goblins slowed, came to some semblance of order, and then charged.  They screamed and brayed and growled as they came, swords and maces swinging wildly, shields swung like thick bronze weapons, they came with bared teeth and white eyes and the fury of their new god -- hunger -- on top of the hatred of the Dead God.

They came, but they came in an irregular mass, and they bounced off of the shield wall like a kid’s cloth ball against the side of a shed.  Several gurvani fell at once,, or fell back clutching wounds the swordsmen gave them, but some stood and fought ferociously, empowered by hunger.  Two militiamen fell back, wounded, but I was pleased to see that the rest held the line.

The spearmen behind the wall took longer than I would have liked to return their weapons to the pointy-end-toward-the-enemy position, but before a second, half-hearted charge came against the wall there were three or four of them lancing out between the shoulders and shields of the swordsmen, using them for cover while they methodically punctured whatever unarmored parts of the hunger-crazed goblins they could reach.  
 
   They weren’t always successful -- one enterprising gurvan side-stepped a sharp thrust, grabbed the spear behind the head, and wrenched it out of the surprised militiaman’s hands.  He fell dead with an arrow in the back of his skull before he could reverse it and use it on our people.  

The gurvani had a few archers themselves, but their short, stubby arms didn’t give them much of a draw, and despite us teaching them all summer long they still couldn’t manage to volley.  Nor did their aching, empty bellies give them the patience to fire more than once or twice before they charged piecemeal toward the aroma of roasting flesh.  They fell, and they kept falling quite obligingly.

I was just starting to feel a little optimistic about the battle when the trolls showed up.

Few humans have seen a troll in person, and fewer still have lived to tell the tale.  I’ve seen over a hundred, in armor and arrayed against us in the service of the Dead God.  Even naked and sleepy, they’re pretty terrifying.  They stand anywhere from nine to fifteen feet tall, and look vaguely like overgrown goblins . . . but then they resembled the River Folk, too.  
 
   They were all Alon, related however-distantly to the Alka Alon, the Tree Folk we were rescuing.  Back before the Void spawned humanity on Callidore, the Alon we now know as trolls were used as brute-strength labor for the construction and maintenance of the elaborate Alka Alon cities . . . before they more-or-less destroyed each other.  The trolls who were left usually hugged the same rugged terrain we’d left for the gurvani -- deserts, mountains, arid plains, thickly grown forests.  In the wild, they tend to be on the cowardly side, for all of their strength.  They aren’t naturally belligerent -- they just aren’t that smart.

But once the Dead God got ahold of them, and began breeding them like goats as heavy -- and I mean heavy -- infantry, the simple, stupid mountain troll of peasant fables became a ruthless killing machine.  I’d say they were unstoppable, but in truth we’d learned how to stop them.  It just wasn’t very easy, and I preferred having a full army around to help.  I’d seen Bold Asgus, the mercenary general in command of the Orphans, slay one single-handedly with just a couple of axes, but I wasn’t feeling that talented . . . or bold.
 
   The sloping forehead of one, then two of the beasts appeared over the rise.  When I focused on them with magesight, I saw that their eyes were just as hunger-crazed as the gurvani warriors . . . but that the gurvani priest behind them had put some powerful binding enchantments on them to keep them under control.

“Uh, oh,” I heard Rondal whisper from the bushes.  

“I see them,” I sighed.  “We knew this would happen, we just have to contend with them properly.”  One of the Nirodi narrowly missed pegging one of the troll’s left foot. That could be very bad.  “Pass the word to the archers: don’t shoot the trolls.  It will just enrage them, and at this distance, charging from the top of a hill, they’d go through our line like the flux at a fair.  They’re docile, now.  They’re hungry and desperate, but they aren’t enraged yet.  Let’s focus on the damn shamans and soldiers.  We’ll deal with the trolls when there are less distractions.”

My apprentice nodded and did a credible job of sneaking through the foliage to the nearest archer two dozen yards away.  A few seconds later a bird call went out, and the sniping concentrated on the little warriors, not the behemoths.

Unfortunately, there were suddenly a lot more little warriors, too.  The shamans hadn’t just brought the trolls with them, but almost all of their reserves – over a hundred.    That was more of a superior force than I preferred.  The shamans didn’t look like they were gloating, however, they just look irked.  I suppose losing more than half of your force to sniping and the smell of soup would be kind of irritating.  
 
   Thirty or forty gurvani made their way halfway down the slope and took up defensive positions in a skirmish line in front of the rest.  Once the stragglers and walking wounded were browbeaten into line by screaming petty officers, the rest of them made a pretty formidable bloc of foes.  It was pretty intimidating.  
 
   Their formation dwarfed our little shield wall, and even if I added in the hidden Nirodi it wouldn’t have made much difference, I realized.  The gurvani warriors still outnumbered us decisively.  And they were maintaining their formation in order, I noted, my heart sinking.  They didn’t look happy about it -- particularly when the smell of “food” was so powerful -- but the Dead God has ways of keeping his soldiers in line.  

That presented an ugly problem.  In dribs and drabs we could strike the gurvani with impunity.  Massed as they were, they could give us more fight than we wanted.  And there were more stragglers coming in all the time.  Time to change the plan, slightly.  Their stalling gave me the opening I needed to improvise.  
 
   Get ready, Tyndal, I sent to my other apprentice.  When I give the word...

I’m in position now, Master, he assured me.  There’s only one shaman and a half-dozen warriors guarding the trunk, he said, scornfully.

Telling him to be careful would be futile.  Rondal, I continued, summoning my mental link with him though he was within speaking distance, you’ve scryed the foe?

Not formally, he admitted, but I’m watching them with magesight.    

See that cord of enchantment that links the priests to the trolls? I asked, and got a mental grunt in the affirmative, that’s a binding enchantment, obviously.  Those scrugs are going to be warded against a lot of offensive magic . . . but they probably will be thinking of their own arses, not their utility spells, when the battle starts.  So your job is simple: when things start to go foul, you attack the enchantment.  

How? he asked, and I could feel the self-doubt wash  over him  through our link.  

Try the Sheerguards, I suggested.

Uh, Master, I’ve never . . . 

Of course.  Garkesku the Mediocre, Rondal’s former master, had been stingy with the good spells, lest his apprentices learn too much and make him look bad.  Idiot.  

Then do a loosening rune and augment it with a directional component and a common negator . . . and if that doesn’t work, use a Drandlesieve spell.

A . . . drandle--

Oh, just make something up! I said, testily.  Use your judgment, use your imagination, throw a rock at it, I don’t care -- just sever that link because--

I was interrupted mid-thought by the magically augmented voice of one of the urgulnosti priests.  He stepped forward in front of his trolls, mounting a small boulder about the size of a wheelbarrow that put him just above his minions, but still well behind his line.  And well within arrow range, if he wasn’t protected.  A few archers tested the theory, and saw their shafts veer off in crazy directions as the gurvani shaman leered and growled out his demands to us.

“Surrender at once, humani, and your deaths will be swift!” he promised in passable, if guttural, human speech.  “The Dead God is merciful, for those he favors.  He may even grant you the opportunity to spare your life in his service.  He has accepted the allegiance of thousands of humani who serve him now.  They have been richly rewarded for their loyalty!”  His command of the language was admirable – I’d have to learn gurvani someday, I realized for the fifth or sixth time.

But I couldn’t stand it anymore.   I knew all about how these humani had come to serve the undead lord of the goblins, and it was a fate worse than death, quick or slow.  I couldn’t let that go unanswered, and I really wanted to keep him talking as long as possible.  The longer they stood there, the hungrier they’d get.
 
   So I stood from my hiding place and walked boldly and purposefully to the front of the shield line, where our stout militiamen had bravely avoided peeing themselves at the sight of the trolls.  They were visibly shaking, though, and I really hoped the shamans weren’t noticing that.  For that matter, I really hoped my personal protections against arrows and sling stones and quickfire spells and such were adequate as I strode into the center of the battlefield to address our foe.

“I’ve seen the rewards the Dead God has for his servants . . . to serve, you must slay five fellow men in cold blood on his altar,” I explained loudly, mostly for the benefit of the militia.  “He prefers that you slay your own kin, but any cold-blooded murder will do to assure him of your loyalty.  We call those men the ‘soulless’, because they aren’t really humani any more.  They’re cloaked in the guilt of murder, stained with the sin of sacrifice and survival under a brutal lord.  I’d prefer a clean death to that.”
 
   “And what are you called, who pretends to know so much of our lord’s business?” the shaman asked, contemptuously.  
 
   “I’m called a lot of things by a lot of people, and not all of them are very nice,” I admitted.  “But mostly I’m called Minalan the Spellmonger.  Well, Sir Minalan the Spellmonger, now, if you want to be technical.  I was enobled as a  reward for slaughtering thousands and thousands of gurvani in the Wilderlands.“  I wasn’t just being boastful of my accomplishments – this was psychological warfare.  Gurvani were just as prone to rumor and legend and fear as anyone, and I knew my name had made its way to the ears of many.  I’d done my best to ensure that, as far back as the Siege of Boval Vale.  If I could just get them mad enough and scared enough, I was hoping that in their desperate hunger they would make some tragic mistake.  
 
   Yes, that, really, was all the plan I had.  I was hoping my infamy would give them pause to give Tyndal as much time as possible.  It’s not usually good tactical advice to depend on your enemies making a mistake, but I didn’t have a lot left to work with.  In retrospect, it wasn’t my best plan, and if the gods had been just it wouldn’t have worked.  Luckily, it did.
 
   
“The Spellmonger!” the shaman said, suddenly interested, even as his troops looked nervously to one another.  “Our Lord has a great interest in you, Spellmonger.  You have taken from him what is rightfully his, and he resents it.”

“If he’s still upset I busted up his army and ruined his pet dragon, “I sighed nonchalantly as I paced in front of the shield wall, “we’ll just have to call that even for him messing up my village.  Or was it the army I ruined?  The siege I lifted?  The captives I freed?  I’d love to know what pissed him off the most.”

“You joke, Spellmonger, but the more mirth you make now, the more you will lament before your painful death.”

“That’s a long way away from here and now,” I pointed out.  “And right now, I’m calling on you to surrender.  We have you outnumbered.  The forest is full of my archers, the least of whom is could best your champion.   Walk away now, and you can have safe passage as far as the Timberwatch.  Beyond that . . . you’re on your own.”

“A bold demand, for a captain of less than fifty,” the lime-furred gurvan sneered spitefully.  “Even with the stolen shard you bear, you are on the weak end of this negotiation.  It is you who should surrender.  Or die.”

I shrugged.  “You’ve made it clear that one is as good as another.  Look, I can do this all day,” I said, casually taking another piece of jerky out of my belt pouch and gnawing on it rudely.  Their entire defensive line began to drool afresh at the sight, which was professionally gratifying.  “But the truth is, I have other priorities.  I’ve already defeated a couple of goblin armies in the last few moons, and I have a wedding to get to, among other errands.  Shouldn’t we come to some resolution?”
 
   “The resolution will be the blood of your men staining the soil!” he yelled, drawing a wickedly curved, jagged dagger and brandishing it over his head.  Gurvani manufacture, I note, not pillaged human loot.  “You will tremble at the sound of my voice, when I am done with you Spellmonger!  You will whimper when you see my face, after I have taken my pleasure in your pain!”
 
   “It’s already inspiring me to whimper – or did your dam shave your arse and make you learn to walk backwards?” I chuckled – and was gratified to hear a snicker or three from the nervous men behind me.  “But I stood face to face with the Dead God himself, and lived to defeat his armies.  I slew plenty of trolls and countless gurvani.  I’ve taken stones from dozens of priests better than you.  Do you really think this moth-eaten band of inbred chicken-stealing raiders and a couple of second-rate shamans can take me?  Personally, I doubt you could take a juicy shank of mutton from a peasant’s fire without getting burned,” I shrugged.  
 
   The imagery was a little much, perhaps, but it had the desired effect.  The gurvani soldiery became even more restless.  

“We are more than a match for you!” the priest boasted.  “We are the elite, the dark arm of the Lord Sharuel stretching out across the land to strangle all who oppose him--”

“You’re a misfit band of outlaws who got separated from the rest of your horde,” I dismissed.  “You’re the dark armpit of the Dead God.  I’ve had more dangerous lunch dates,” which was true, but not germane.  “If you’re so damn certain of your strength, why don’t you attack then?” I asked.  
 
   I paused, and when he didn’t answer immediately, I pounced.  “Oh! So you’re starting to wonder why the fearsome Spellmonger would be standing here so calmly, when he’s clearly outnumbered?  Perhaps you’re remembering your comrades who burned in the clutches of the fire elemental on the fields of Timberwatch?” I reminded him.  “Or the poor saps who got caught outside of Tudry—”

“Pazchah!” the shaman shouted, and added something in gurvani I could only interpret as a curse.  “We fear no humani, magi or not!  You are all mortal, as we’ve shown.  Your blood runs smoothly down our blades!  You scream deliciously as you die!  And you are all . . . tasty . . . “ he said, drifting a bit.  I realized that he wasn’t quite in control of himself.  He had the same urgent expression as his soldiers, who were now looking at him, confused.

So!  The shaman had wandered into a glyph as well!  This could get interesting!  I’d figured the Dead God’s elite would be on the watch for such tricks, but apparently they had been distracted and blundered right into them, too.  Idiots.
 
   “I’m a lot tougher than I look,” I demurred.   “But I’m not above sitting down and negotiating peacefully.  How about you and the other urgulnosti come down  here and we’ll discuss what will happen . . . say, over a  lightly toasted piece of salt pork, or a couple of rashers of bacon.  Only enough for one, I’m afraid, but--”

“PAZCHAH!!” the shaman wailed as his troops became even more agitated.  “You have food?  Then save it, and we’ll take it from your dead corpses and serve it beside them!”

Something, somewhere started happening, I could vaguely “feel” it.  It wasn’t Rondal -- I could tell where he was, to the south and a little behind me -- but somewhere else--

Master! Tyndal excitedly “shouted” into my mind, I’m attacking their rear-guard now!

By yourself? I asked, but he wasn’t answering.  Shit.  The best I could do would be to distract these fellows and hope he didn’t get himself killed.

“That’s hardly a civilized way to conduct a war, don’t you think?” I asked flamboyantly flipping my cloak around.  “If you have the balls, you’ll charge me.  If you’re a cowardly little rat, then you’ll cower up there and hurl insults at me.”  I took another healthy bite of dried beef.  “Or you can come down here and surrender, and we’ll see about getting you fed.  There’s a whole baggage train of food down on the road.  Potatoes, onions, berethrea, pork, beef, mutton, eggs, even some wine or beer, I’d have to check the brewers’ marks on the kegs to be sure.“  
 
   Hell, if I could get them to desert to chase after some mythical commissary wagon, that would be a cheap enough victory.  I’m not sure the guards we left behind would be amused, but I was making this up as I went.  “Of course, if guarding this tree is more important that feeding your troops, I suppose an evil dark lord has his priorities,” I reasoned, swallowing another healthy mouthful.

The shamans both glared at me.  The trolls looked barely restrained by their spells.  The gurvani warriors were milling around, scarcely keeping to a defensive posture.  They were starving.  My own men were on the brink of bolting and running as far as they could in fear, or concealing themselves in the bush and fretting about their targets.  
 
   The only ones who seemed to be enjoying themselves were the River Folk, who had begun gleefully feeding the fire and adding things to the hell-broth cooking in the bronze shield atop it.  

And Tyndal, I realized.  While he wasn’t “saying” anything to me, he was sending a feeling of pure excitement through the telepathic link between our stones.  The kind of excitement you get, for example, when you single-handedly attack a superior foe by surprise, and have some very limited early success before they regroup and kick your ass.  But he was having the time of his life, so I hesitated to chew him out at the moment.  Best continue with the distraction.

“So what’s it gonna be, fellas?” I asked, as if I was addressing a band of belligerent drunks in a tavern, “are you going to come down here and take this snack away from me . . . or am I going to finish it all on my own?” I asked, innocently.  “Are you too scared of what the big, bad Spellmonger has planned when you get to the bottom of the hill?”  Pure bluff.
 
   
It was about then that it became clear to the priests that the fellow shaman they’d left to guard the tree was under assault.  The priest to the rear began to be distracted by something after entertaining a few breathless messengers.  The one addressing us was getting fighting mad . . . yet was also trying to restrain his troops from charging haphazardly.  I didn’t envy him.  But I did figure it would be a good time to turn up the heat on the soup, as it were, to give Tyndal the best chance I could. 

Rondal, I sent, have the archers volley, I ordered, and then attack that enchantment!

I didn’t wait for him to acknowledge the order, but while I continued to talk arrows began to whiz out from the trees and into the milling mass of gurvani.  That didn’t improve the dark priest’s mood one bit.  His warriors were being viciously sniped from all directions, and there was that mocking asshole at the bottom of the hill and that intoxicating smell of soup in the air . . . and the longer he waited, the more of his troops fell to Redshaft’s snipers.
 
   He finally managed a strangled order to charge, but by then it was too late.  Some of his troops were already in motion toward me of their own accord, while others were standing stupidly and stubbornly in the way, more concerned with the snipers than orders.  But more than two dozen warriors listened and began brandishing their weapons and running maniacally down the hill towards us . . . and towards the fake “victory soup” they smelled.  
 
   Their mouths were open, their pink tongues were slathering drool, and their eyes were lit with an unearthly gleam.  They weren’t an army charging, they were a starving mob trying to get to food.    Their guttural warcry turned into a hungry growl that was even more frightening by comparison.  Desperation filled their faces as they charged.  And I was in the way.

Suddenly, the whole “starving goblin” idea didn’t seem so brilliant any more.  

“Shit!” I whispered, as I drew my mageblade. and a warwand at the same time. “Prepare  to receive charge!” I called out to the tiny band behind me.  
 
   I heard an answering chorus of “Shits!” behind me, and the clank of armor and sword as the men tried to prepare themselves against the dark, hairy wave about to descend.  From the groans of dismay I wasn’t the only one re-thinking the wisdom of the plan.  
 
   To their credit -- and largely thanks to their tough-talking petty-captain, Ganz – they stood their ground.  Even when the gigantic trolls began to chase behind the gurvani, slowly and ploddingly, making the whole hillside shake with every step, those boys formed up and held their line.   
 
   
I hope you’re doing something useful, Tyndal! I yelled in my mind as I launched a magical bolt with my wand.  We’re getting attacked, now!

Just a few more moments, Master! he promised

Got it! Rondal’s “voice” broke through to me, severing Tyndal’s connection.  And before he could explain, I saw he had gotten it: the magical bindings that held the trolls in thrall to the shamans was broken.  Already they were losing the glazed look in their eyes and looking around as if they had been napping.  But there was no mistaking the trolls’ expressions – they had no trace of the Dead God’s malice.  They had free will -- such as it was.

But that didn’t mean that they stopped and thought about their next most logical move – they smelled food, and they wanted it, and they didn’t care who got in their way.  In fact, they sped up, which was not exactly what I’d wanted, not at all.  Their huge feet slammed into the earth as their great legs took them yards with every stride.    It only took moments for them to catch up to the rear of the charging force, where the shaman himself was leaping up on a convenient fallen log to cast spells over the heads of his troops, that curved knife clutched in one paw.  
 
   I whispered the next command words that sent my body into the hyper-sensitive and extremely fast set of warmagic spells that we warmagi use to make us fight really, really well, and things slowed down around me as if the air were made of glass.  
 
   The frenetic charge thundering toward me now seemed like a slow-moving herd of goats.  The men milling around behind me slowly locked shields.  The arrows from the Nirodi floated through the air with the unhurried pace of distant clouds.  Lining up my targets, chosen for their potential to befoul the paths of those behind them, was childishly simple for a few moments.
 
   I was able to fire three blasts of my warwand and one from Twilight – that’s what I named my dark-metaled, newly-forged mageblade – when the trolls’ huge strides brought them even with the attacking shaman as if they were dancing a graceful pavane.  I expected them to leap over the log he was fighting upon and continue down the slope toward the soup.  Closing the thirty yards between us would only take seconds for the trolls, even in my augmented state of perception.
 
   Only, the trolls didn’t quite make the leap.  
 
   One of them (the one on the left) tripped over a protruding branch of the fallen log before he could even raise one mighty foot, comically enough, and that sent the shaman tumbling to the ground just as he was about to cast his spell.  Then the troll, the tree, and the wild-eyed priest were all tumbling around merrily and no longer moving toward me, and I would have stopped to watch the amusing picture if I wasn’t concerned about the other troll.
 
   The other troll stopped, as abruptly as a troll can, and surveyed the chaos with a thoughtful (for a troll) eye.  As his comrades came to a skidding stop int eh dirt and leaves at his feet, the troll reached over, gently lifted the shaman out from under the fallen log . . . and tore his arm off before stuffing it in his mouth, bloody shoulder-first, munching as calmly as a cow chewing its cud.
 
   The priest wailed desperately as his arm was ripped off.  The spell he was preparing discharged chaotically, filling the slope with flashing green light and wave after wave of disruptive magic.  I had no idea what he’d been attempting, but based on his spectacular futzing of the spell I was glad he hadn’t completed it.  Tufts of dirt and leaves and rock erupted under the wild magic, and the fallen troll, just getting to his hands and knees, shook his head in confusion. The shaman pawed frantically at the stump where his shoulder had once been.  The troll sat down next to him, still chewing his twitching arm, while his fellow rose shakily to his feet and saw what was happening.  
 
   Trolls aren’t very smart on their best days, but they understand basic things like “hey, that guy is eating . . . and I’m hungry!  Perhaps he’ll share?”  So while the screaming shaman writhed in pain at the sudden amputation, the other troll snagged him by the wrist and calmly broke off the other arm at the elbow, much to the shaman’s surprise.
 
   I didn’t have much more time to watch after that, because I was ass deep in starving goblins.  Twilight sang through the air as I thrust at the first gurvan to approach our line, catching him in the throat on the left side and continuing the thrust into the face of the one behind him.  Neither one was dead right away, but neither one was getting up soon, either.  I left Twilight swaying in the face of the second while I drew a second warwand and blasted two more, one from each hand.  
 
   For good measure I took the time to trip one tall, muscular gurvan who leapt over his wounded comrades and was making a dashing dive into the thick of the fray.  My boot caught his knee before he could take his guard, however, and he sprawled instead at the feet of the shieldmen.  He took a swordpoint through the back of his neck for his daring.

Still, we were being overwhelmed.  A dozen against thrice that number is almost never a fair fight.  I was doing the work of any three of the militiamen, but even with that I was forced back against the press of their numbers.  At one point my back was actually pressed against the shieldwall behind me.  I wasn’t panicked – but I was starting to get concerned.  
 
   But in moments we were joined by the red-armored Nirodi mercenaries who had slung their bows and drew their long knives and swords to support the militia, those who weren’t still sniping effectively from the sides.  Ancient Kinsey came with the walking wounded to support them, using his sword left-handed but effectively.
 
   Rondal joined us a moment later from the other side, performing like the worst, clumsiest warmage in history with the few spells I’d been able to teach him.  That still made him a far deadlier warrior than just about any of the non-magi, but I was discouraged as I watched him fight.  He clutched his mageblade like a cub, not a sword, and his footwork would have gotten him weeks of latrine duty at the War College.  He did, indeed, need some remedial training.  He only slew three of the beasts in the first pass, and did so with great effort.
 
   Master! Tyndal shouted into my mind again, I’ve done it!  They Alka Alon, they’ve escaped!
 
   I couldn’t spare a moment for praise, so I grunted instead and regained Twilight in time to impale the next brave gurvan to happen along squarely through the chest.  The next few minutes were a blur, but I slew several in the heat of battle.
 
   The trolls were still enjoying snacking on fresh shaman, I saw when I could next take a breath.  His lower limbs dangled from one giant mouth, while his entrails and head were sticking out of the other as the massive teeth crunched fur, flesh, and bone with equal efficiency.  The priest was dead – I hoped – but the trolls were still very much a danger.  The hunger spell was powerful by design, and it didn’t matter how much they shoveled between those mighty jaws, they would still be just as ravenous – and even more frustrated.  It was only a matter of time before that became a problem.
 
   Then I had plenty of problems to contend with right in front of me as the next wave arrived at the bottom of the hill.  I pointed at yet-another gurvan warrior determined to push past me with my warwand and nothing happened.  It was depleted.  I reached over my shoulder for Twilight, but it wasn’t there – I’d left it in some gurvan’s face a few paces in front of me.  That left two more warwands and then I was down to my knives and whatever spells I could lob on the fly.
 
   Meanwhile, another contingent of gurvani was stepping carefully around the troll’s picnic and rushing toward the shield wall.  There were more than we had accounted for, I realized with dismay.  They had probably called in their pickets and patrols at the sign of trouble, and these fellows were less-crazed by far.  They stomped down the hill in formation, sloppy but effective.  I used the last of my warwands thinning them out, but in the end I had to dive behind the militiamen with a couple of the archers and let the infantry take the brunt of their assault.  
 
   There were fewer of our infantry than earlier – four of the men were down, I saw, some dead and some more injured.  Ancient Kinsey was pulling them to safety, one-handed, while a young Nirodi covered their retreat.  I tossed aside my empty wands and tugged one of the swords of the fallen from its deathgrip.  It was an infantry sword, plain and base, and it seemed too long, clumsy and unwieldy in my hand compared to Master Cormoran’s beautiful mageblade.  It was a thick piece of crudely-sharpened steel, that was all.  But it would serve.
 
   I stood at the flanks of the wall and kept the gurvani from passing, and tried to figure out my next move.  As many black furry bodies as there were on the ground, there were still far too many attacking us to consider this a victory, even if the Tree Folk had escaped.
 
   “Master!” Rondal shouted as he clumsily kicked one goblin in the face from the other end of the shield wall.  “I have an idea!”
 
   “HAraVU!” screamed the insane-looking goblin trying to beat past my guard with his own chipped iron blade.  I kept him from proceeding, but because of the shieldman I was behind I couldn’t seem to get a piece of him.
 
   “Just do it!” I hollered.  I had no idea what he was thinking about, but I was fresh out of ideas.  There was a flash of light overhead a moment later, one which startled both me and the goblin, but both of us recovered before the other could take advantage.  Another head popped up next to his, and I was able to take him in the throat, but  Sir HAraVU or whatever eluded my blade.
 
   I expected the air to be filled with energy or bolts of fire raining down from heaven or something, but what I heard was a loud snapping from somewhere over there somewhere and damn that little bastard hit me in the knee!  I forgot the tactical situation for a moment as I recovered, shifted, and then pushed his blade aside with my own before planting my boot squarely under his chin with enough force to send him sailing in a very gratifying way.  
 
   Sometimes it’s handy that the little buggers are so short.  I started to pivot, realized my knee really did hurt, and turned just in time to get clobbered by a shieldmen as a tree rolled over us.  Branches, boughs, trunk, leaves . . . an entire tree.
 
   “That was your idea?” I asked Rondal a moment later, when we both struggled to our feet amongst the broken branches along with everyone else.   “Throw a tree at ourselves?”  I snatched up my temporary sword and stabbed a couple of confused goblins while my men pulled themselves aright.
 
   “Sorry, Master!” he squeaked.  “That wasn’t exactly how I—“
 
   “Forget it and fight,” I grunted, as the rolling tree trunk came to rest a few dozen feet away.  “We’ve got plenty left to do.”
 
   Rondal’s foolish stunt had done one helpful thing – it had disrupted the more orderly rear of the goblins, pushing them willy-nilly into their starving comrades.  Chaos reigned, and more than one of the famished stopped fighting to feed on the dead.   Petty-captain Balst, his helmet gone and his cheek bloodied, grabbed a spear from off of the ground, fell back five paces away from the chaotic line, and began bellowing “To me!  Garstadi to me!”
 
   It sounded like a decent plan.  I encouraged the men to fall back and reform, as goblins leaked past our ruined wall toward the soup.  Once they were through some of them even abandoned their weapons in their haste.  A brace of archers patiently shot them as they came, and I hoped they didn’t run out of arrows – the River Folk were sitting on a log watching what we were doing and stirring the makeshift pot with a long stick.  They were actually laughing some, too, and I started to get resentful of the little bastards.
 
   I was pushing the shield wall back into shape when the trolls decided that they were done with gurvani . . . they wanted soup.  Or something.  But they were wailing at each other piteously out of gory mouths, and then lurched to their feet and began wading back into the fray. My heart began to sink.  
 
   “Master!” Rondal said, breathlessly, as he skidded to a stop on the leaves, “Let them through!”
 
   “What?” I asked.  
 
   “The trolls – let them through!  What is it going to hurt?”
 
   I blinked.  He was right.  The only thing we were protecting was a valueless lure.  If the trolls’ first thought was the food that seemed to be right out of reach, then letting them have it would at least buy us a few moments before they got angry.  There were two score goblins left in front of us, and the militiamen were hurting.  Two of the archers, their quivers depleted, had taken up shields and swords from the fallen, but at least one of their number was laying dead on the slope, and others had fled to safety after being wounded.
 
   I wasn’t doing too well myself, as my throbbing knee reminded me.
 
   “All right, fellas,” I said loud enough so that the militia could hear me through their helms, “make a lot of noise.  Get those two moving toward us, and when they get . . . say where that tree with the rock under it is, then you boys just step aside.  Let ‘em through.  Reform with them at your backs, and hold.  Just hold – don’t advance, don’t attack.”
 
   “You heard the magelord!” Balst bellowed uncharacteristically.  “Get your arses in line, and keep it dressed!  On my mark, we move toward the flank – Ardrick, you go left and Unri, you and your lot got right!  Figure out which way is which before they get here!  Now, make some noise!” he said, banging the butt of the spear on the ground.  The militia banged their swords on their shields and shouted, and I added a flashy cantrip to call attention to us.  Some of the calls were amusingly scatological, but I’ll spare you the rough humor.  These were farmboys, after all.
 
   Both trolls took notice . . . as did their remaining gurvani allies in the rearguard.  The two began to push toward the fake soup with growing eagerness, sniffing the air lustfully and crooning hungrily as they descended the rest of the slope.  Toward the bottom they started getting competitive, though.  The one on the left pushed the one on the right into a tree and stomped on with determination.  The one who fell shook his head angrily and bellowed, but otherwise just pushed himself to his feet and plodded on, right toward us.
 
   “Let them through!” I reminded the men.  
 
   “Bugger me if I’m getting in their way!” I heard someone mutter.
 
   The victorious troll pushed through the goblins like they were wheatstraw, even stepping on a few of the slow-witted along the way.  As he came to the tree with the rock, the men parted the line and let the hideous beast pass between them.
 
   “Crap!  The River Folk!” Rondal said, his eyes wide.  “No one warned them!”
 
   “Take care of it,” I said, dismissively.  He was right, and they’d make a tasty treat for a troll, but I had other problems. If they couldn’t figure out that it was a poor idea to stand next to a troll’s dinner, then they deserved to be dessert.   “I’ll keep the line.  If you see any archers, now would be a good time for a volley,” I added.  Rondal nodded and dashed away.
 
   I watched with horrid fascination as the upright troll scrambled down the hill and found his prize, skidding to a halt next to the fire.  If he was disappointed at it, he didn’t show it.  He surveyed the vile concoction of roots, leaves, and burnt meat with the delight of a child with a honeycomb. He picked up the boiling shield full of muck by its brim, its searing metal audibly burning his fingers and lips as he did so, and began drinking it down.  I felt a little sick as I watched the scalding bronze rim sear the lips of the beast, but he didn’t seem to notice even when his flesh cooked enough to pop like bacon over a fire.  The River Folk were nowhere to be seen.
 
   The second troll became enraged that his brother was winning the coveted food, and raced after him.  We let him pass, too – or would have.  Before he got to the mark, he fell on his face with a smoking hole in the back of his head.
 
   Behind him, I saw, stood Tyndal, grinning his head off behind three Tree Folk, arrayed for war.  Since they mostly go naked, it was a sight to see them in bark-like armor and pointy helmets. Their bows were strung and ready and the Alka in the center had a long slender staff she’d just used to kill the troll.  I was impressed.  That was a powerful bit of magic.  
 
   The gurvani evidently thought so.  Without their shamans to guide them, the soldiery panicked at the sight of the Alka Alon.  Half fled, the other half groveled or just howled in defeat.  It only took a few more minutes of slaughter to kill or drive away the rest.
 
   We’d done it – with a bowl of soup and a couple of dozen men we’d liberated the tree haven.  
 
   And damned if I wasn’t getting pretty hungry about then.
 
    
 
   *                            *                            *
 
   As darkness fell we made camp in a clearing by the side of the road, the three Alka Alon joining us.  The rest of their party had moved on with the wounded, they told us, but they felt obligated to celebrate with us.  The female Alka was Ithalia, a young (I suppose) and very pretty (I was guessing) Alka who seemed far more martial than I had anticipated.  She had commanded the entire haven, apparently, before they were unexpectedly besieged.  And she was just as intrigued by the resulting escape as any of us.
 
   “Alka Alon, River folk, and humans all fighting the gurvani,” she said, shaking her green mane.  “That was not the sunset I had envisioned at dawn.”
 
   “To be fair, it was mostly us,” I reminded her, as the River Folk bustled around the fire.  When the three who accompanied us returned, their arms full of loot from the goblin corpses, they had been greeted as heroes.  When the Alka arrived, they erupted into joyous panic.  And when they had been calmed and told that the Alka would be staying for dinner, all hells broke loose.  The River Folk had more or less seized every bit of food the militia and our mercenaries had and somehow turned it into quite a passable little feast.
 
   “Perhaps you didn’t see it,” Rogo said, as he cleaned his knife around the fire, “but when the gurvani finally made it to the fire, any who survived the arrows had to contend with those three,” he said, gesturing to the three little furry warriors.  “They might seem harmless, but they killed without hesitation when they were threatened.  Butcher knives.  Quite effectively.”
 
   “It pains me to agree,” Ithalia nodded.  “They were never meant for such things.  They are a peaceful people, and I feel for how vulnerable they are in this age.”
 
   “We’re pretty vulnerable ourselves,” Galst said, as he added another log to the fire.  “Thousands are dead across the Wilderlands.  Hundreds of thousands flee.”
 
   “And thousands more lie in bondage behind the Penumbra,” added Rondal, thoughtfully.  
 
   “We, too, have suffered losses,” admitted Anteneran, one of the two male Alka.  “Ameras was just one of five of our refuges that were taken by the Dead God.  Hundreds of our folk are homeless now, and scores were slain.  It is a dark time for all free peoples.”
 
   “But our Spellmonger provides a light,” Tyndal added, cheerfully.  “Thanks to your brave leadership, Sir Minalan, the day was saved.”
 
   “Gods, that’s such a load of crap,” I groaned.  “If this war is left in my hands, I’m sure we’re all doomed.”
 
   “You don’t think highly enough of yourself, Sir Minalan,” Ithalia said.  For the first time, hearing it from Alka lips, the title didn’t sound strange or mocking, but authentically noble.  But then again their presence somehow enobled the simplest of things.  “The tale is told amongst the survivors of Ameras of the brave humani adept who foolishly led his comrades into certain death against the power of the Abomination.  And yet lives to defy him yet.”
 
   “Yes, brave and foolish, that’s me.  But not unlucky.  All right then, I concede the point.  We’re usually doomed,” I repeated.  I was only half-joking.  
 
   “My people do not believe so,” she said, patiently.  “Indeed, after watching how cunningly you defeated the hordes at Tudry and Timberwatch, you have provided a hope unlooked for.  You took simple tools and common magics and defeated a superior force in open battle.  Twice.  And you determined how the Dead God was using the eserethas . . . the . . . magic stones of the Wilderlands to spread despair, something our own magi overlooked.  No, Sir Minalan, You have proven yourself a cunning warrior and an adept, after a sort.”
 
   “I have had good allies,” I admitted.  “And no end of luck.  Not all of it good.”
 
   “Yet here you are, when by rights you should have – we all should have – died at Boval,” pointed out Rondal, unhelpfully.  Tyndal nodded in agreement.  So did the Alka, damn them.  That was just too much.
 
   “Bollocks!” I spat.  “Look, I am not anyone’s ‘chosen one’,” I warned.  “I’m a spellmonger who got lucky.  In all truthfulness, before the very thrones of the gods themselves, I’m just trying to get back to my very pregnant beloved and find some hole in the ground to cower in for a while.  Somebody else can run this bloody war.  I just want to see my son born.”
 
   “Your mate is with child?” Ithalia asked, curiously.  “Blessings upon them both.”  She took a pendant from around her neck and handed it to me.  “For your betrothed, Sir Minalan.  A blessing for a fair birth and a healthy child, from the Fair Folk, as you called us.”
 
   I didn’t know the protocol for accepting such a gift.  It was a beautifully-wrought charm of glass and . . . well, I thought it was glass, and there were some shiny bits of metal, and it was clearly both precious in nature and bound with soothing, enriching Tree Folk spells.  I bowed my head in thanks.  “I’ll be honored to give it to her, my lady.  Our thanks.”
 
   “Looks like you can give him a shard of irionite for his name-day, too,” Tyndal pointed out.  “Three more witchstones in your pocket.  And priest stones, too!  That makes this day fall not quite as cruelly.”  He gestured to the wagon that had been emptied to contain the bodies of the five men who had fallen.  
 
   “May I see them?” asked the third Alka, Onranion, I think his name was.  
 
   You couldn’t tell by looking at him, but the other two Alon treated him with deference I’d associate with someone much, much older.  And he did move a little differently, and his armor was of a different fashion than the others.  Still, one doesn’t just hand over witchstones to anyone without reluctance.
 
   I swallowed hard and overcame my reflexive objection to someone else handling irionite that hadn’t been cleansed of the Dead God’s taint.  I opened the silk bag I carry around my neck to hold them in, and let the four stones tumble forth.  Each of the three urgulnosti’s witchstones was a smooth torus – no mere shards, like their primitive colleagues, these bore the special attention of the Dead God’s sorcery.  
 
   The Alka took all three of them, a tiny grimace of distaste on his face . . .  and then before I could stop him, he picked up my spherical stone.  I braced for a mind-shock, which can happen when someone else handles your stone, but there was only an ephemeral caress across my consciousness.  Then nothing.
 
   I tried not to panic, but I couldn’t feel my stone for the first time since I got it.  The Alka mage covered the four stones with his other hand and began to summon power.  I don’t know how much – I wasn’t able to monitor it properly – but a lot.  I felt helpless, just sitting there and watching like that, but there wasn’t much I could do.  Onranion looked very focused as elemental energies whipped invisibly around him, and a pale green light illuminated his fingers from the inside as he worked his spell.
 
   Finally, as we all watched breathless (and none more than I), he opened his hand and revealed a single green sphere more than twice the size of my original.  He held it up to the firelight and blew on it, sending a fine powder of residue into the ashes and a shiver across my soul.    
 
   “A gift,” he said, simply, as he held it out to me.  “In our gratitude.  May it help guide you and your people through these difficult times.  You will find it far more potent than before.  Far more potent, and capable of great works. I have adapted it to cleave more fully to your mind, but while that will indeed bring greater control it can also become an insidious force in your mind.  The brighter the light, the darker the shadow.    Be certain you use it carefully, Spellmonger, else you endanger yourself and fall into that shadow.  Should that happen, seek our counsel before you do ought else.”
 
   “Understood,” I said, swallowing hard as I touched the remade sphere for the first time.  My mind slid into it like my fist into a well-worn glove.  Suddenly everything around me took on an enhanced character, as if I was carrying a magesight spell all the time.  
 
   My head swam as I struggled to get my bearings, and then my mind adjusted.  “My sincerest thanks,” I gasped, as I realized just how much power I now had at my command.  The sphere pulsed in my palm and in my mind with the speed of my heartbeat, and I felt as if I was just beginning to learn the nature of magic for the first time.
 
   “Ordinarily we would never trust a mortal with such power, but these are desperate times,” Ithalia said, sadly.  “The kindreds have stood apart from the affairs of Men since before the invasion.  Now we are forced to step back in to help – for the sake of both of our races.  If this can aid you in protecting the Duchies and throwing back the hordes, then you have it with the blessing of the Alon.”
 
   “Some of us, anyway,” Onranion said with a hint of humor.  “Perhaps the rest of the kindreds will heed us now.”
 
   “This is not the time to discuss politics,” warned Antenaran.  “We’re here to celebrate with our new friends.”  Onranion shot him a sharp glance in return.  Time to change the subject, I guessed, from the distressed expression on Ithalia’s face.
 
   “Perhaps not the politics of the Alon,” I agreed, “but there is some humani politics the kindreds should be aware of.  The Duke of Castal plans to crown himself King over Castal, Alshar, and Remere.  And claim right to the other Duchies.“  That caused a gasp from the militiamen and a stern look from Rogo – mere army captains and petty nobles did not discuss the affairs of state so casually, it implied.
 
   I ignored it.  I wasn’t just a knight and a warmage and a spellmonger anymore, I was a magelord.  More importantly, I was a magelord who had (excuse the pun) much bigger balls than I’d woken up with this morning.  No one else had bothered to inform the mysterious Alka Alon, I figured, and as our only real allies in this war so far, I figured they should know.  Professional courtesy.
 
   “That is interesting news,” chuckled Onranion.  “And good news, from where I sit.  It will take a strong force to make the humani strong enough to slow the gurvani.  And while the titles of humani nobles mean little to us, a king of a united people would be easier to confer with than a thousand petty warlords.”
 
   “I’m certain that was amongst his primary motivations,” I lied smoothly – but not smoothly enough for the Alka Alon.  All three of them chuckled knowingly.  I suppose there’s not much difference in politics, regardless of species.  
 
   I’d coaxed laughter from three of the Fair Folk – that was a feat to be sung about.  My men, by contrast, looked at each other uncomfortably.  I could tell the militia, in particular, was excited about the news – they were Castali, after all – but they had the good sense to not ask any more questions.  
 
   “But king or duke, we can’t fight the Dead God with steel.  We need the aid of the Tree Folk.  You know more about irionite and magic than we do, and you know our foe better.  I can only hope that this is but the first time we raise arms together, and conspire in council after.”
 
   “There are many within the kindreds who favor such an alliance,” the pretty Tree Folk warrior-maiden agreed, after a moment’s hesitation.  “I think you can depend upon an alliance, of sorts.”
 
   That cheered us all . . . although the Alka looked uncomfortable with that admission.  Ithalia glanced over to the other firepit where the Riverfolk were turning our provisions into an incredibly savory smelling feast.  “I think our little friends are near to serving us.  If you can do nothing else, Sir Minalan, I beseech you to do what you must to protect them, whenever possible.  They are innocents in this war.  And they will suffer egregiously.  The gurvani delight in torturing them, and feasting upon them when driven to madness.”  
 
   That was a sobering thought – and another invitation to change the subject.  “Tell me, Lady Ithalia,” I said, straightening up and drawing my belt knife for dinner.  “Just how do the Tree Folk consider the subject of mating and marriage?”
 
   She cocked an eyebrow.  “That’s an unusual request for counsel,” she said, after a moment.  The other two Alka looked amused, Rondal and Rogo looked scandalized, and Tyndal and the petty-captains looked intensely interested – Ithalia was very attractive, in a non-human sort of way.
 
   “Just a topic to pass the time,” Tyndal said, eagerly feigning innocence.  “Owing to my Master’s impending nuptials.  How do the Tree Folk . . . mate and marry?”  
 
   Ithalia shifted uncomfortably.  It may have been my suddenly-heightened senses, but I swear I could detect a trace of a blush on her greenish skin.
 
   Before she could answer, the River Folk descended upon us with their impromptu feast.  Furry young maidens – I thought they were maidens – brought rough-woven baskets of fried bread, still warm from the pot, to each of us, while an old sire – he had gray in his fur – carefully poured the rough, robust traveling wine we’d brought into our cups like it was the finest varietal.  The Loblolly Burrow was acquitting itself nicely, under the circumstances.
 
   “First course!” their rotund leader Nug said, bowing obsequiously with his great yellow hat in hand as the three little warriors who accompanied us into the fight appeared, triumphantly bearing a stout brass kettle of soup.  “Victory soup!”
 
   It was a thick, creamy stew of potatoes and carrots and salted beef and pork, thickened with flour and augmented with plenty of wild herbs and roots.  It smelled wonderful.  
 
   But all I could think about was the nasty, disgusting brew we had used to trick the goblins.  The image of the troll lifting it to his befouled lips unmindful of the burns his lips received would not be banished from my mind.
 
   “With all due respect, little masters,” I said, gently, as I pushed away the offered bowl, “I think I’ll wait for the porridge course.”
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