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“You’re new here, aren’t you?” the girl asked, her eyes narrowing and her freckled nose wrinkling.  
Tyndal clutched the ancient pitchfork more tightly in his hands and nodded, mumbling an assent without looking up.
“I thought so,” the girl – about his own age, he couldn’t help but notice – said with an air of satisfaction, as if she had just figured out who killed Duke Sorotor.  “I’ve never seen you here before.”
Tyndal hoped she would go away, but when she didn’t, he finally looked up, brushing the shaggy mop of hair the color of the stray he was pitching out of his eyes to see her clearly.  You didn’t need clear vision to muck out stables.  It was actually a handicap.
“I –” he said, and stopped.
She was beautiful.
Not beautiful in the manner of a high-born lady, like Lady Pentandra or the other noblewomen he’d seen from afar.  This girl was beautiful after the fashion of the peasantry, with a broad face split by a wide smile, and about a thousand freckles fighting for dominance on her pert little nose.  Her hair was dark, the color of the chestnut mare in the third stall, and cascaded over her ear and down her shoulders in a luxurious sprawl.  
She was dressed for town, so she wasn’t a peasant girl, he realized.  Her dress was a well-made, sturdy russet work dress, and she wore boots, not slippers or shoes.  It was two or three grades above what even the prosperous peasants around here wore unless they were on their way to temple or court.  It lacked an apron, so she wasn’t a cook or someone’s wife, he guessed, but the generous way it bulged suggested she wouldn’t be alone long.  It took a great deal of focus for Tyndal to tear his eyes away from her bust, but when he finally made it to her eyes, the trip was well worth the trouble.
The girl’s eyes gleamed bright green, like two fascinating emeralds, and they sparked with intelligence.  A lot of intelligence, he realized, with a start.  Perhaps too much.
“You . . . what?” she finally prompted.
“I’m just here for now, temporarily,” he mumbled, hiding his eyes again.  “My mistress hired me out to Master Gonus to tend the stable while his regular boy heals up,” he explained.
“Yeah, I heard Pug fell off that scrawny mare of his,” she snorted, as she wandered into the stall.  “Serves him right, thinking he can ride.”  She eyed him carefully, appraisingly, and it made Tyndal feel uncomfortable.  “I am Ansily.  My father runs the Four Stags inn, down the east road in Hoxly Crossing.”  When Tyndal didn’t reply, but kept combing through the straw, she prompted him.  “So what is your name?”
“Tyndal,” he said, exhaling.  He and his mistress had considered giving him a false name, but in the end decided that would merely complicate things.  “Tyndal of Boval Vale.  I’m a stableboy,” he said, even though it should be obvious to anyone with the slightest wit.  “And look to my mistress.”
“And just who is your mistress, Tyndal of Boval Vale?” she asked, making his name into a grandiose title.  Tyndal found it endearing and irritating at the same time.  He stopped, and studied her, brushing his hair out of his eyes once again.
“She is Alya of Boval Vale,” he said, evenly.  “She tarries in Talry to visit her kin, on her way up river.”
“She has kin in Talry?  Who are they?  Perhaps I know them?” she said, inquisitively.  “We innkeepers know just about everyone in a place.”
That was what Tyndal was afraid of.  “She is a distant – and I mean very distant – cousin of the Master Baker, Rinden.  I’m not certain of the relation, in honesty, but her father insisted she look them up.”
“I see,” she nodded, gravely.  “So, where in nine hells is Boval Vale?” she asked, pertly.  “Wherever it is, you are a long way from home.”  She started to move around the gray to follow him, but Tyndal stopped her suddenly with a hand on her shoulder.
“Careful,” he warned.  “That gray is jumpy.  If he thinks you’re lingering, he’ll kick you clear across the stable.  Boval Vale?  It’s hundreds and hundreds of leagues west, in the Mindens,” he said, with a sigh.  “But it’s not important.  I doubt I’ll be returning,” he said, sadly.
“Your mistress’ business will keep you away?” she asked.  Tyndal felt himself feeling compelled to converse with her, for some reason.  Perhaps it was that he had been in Talry for nine days, now, and he rarely spoke to anyone.   Nor had anyone, save Alya, spoken to him at length.
“You could say that,” he agreed, leaning on the pitchfork with practiced ease.  “Why are you so curious?”
“An innkeeper has to keep his ear open,” she shrugged.  “Father and I are in Talry on business, purchasing supplies from the port.  Only the barge we’re supposed to meet is late.  We’ll stay overnight at the Eel’s Elbow tonight, until it arrives.  My cousin Gastine owns it,” she said, proudly, her lips pouting a bit.
“It sounds as if you have innkeeping in your blood,” he said.  He had a hard time speaking to her, or at least of thinking of anything interesting to say, but she was just . . . so . . . pretty . . . 
“For seven generations,” she said, proudly.  “My grandsires built the first great inn in the Riverlands, the Oak and Axe, down in Helanica.  That’s in Frista,” she explained.  Tyndal nodded.  He had never heard of either place, or the inn she was so proud of.  “My father built the Four Stags.  Some day I’ll inherit it.  Me and . . . my husband,” she said, swallowing hard and looking away.
“You’re getting married?” he asked, torn between disappointment and relief.  
“Not right now,” she admitted.  “But Father feels like it could happen any time . . . should I meet a lad I fancy.”
“May Briga light your journey,” he said, automatically, and returned to his work.
“I mean, the Four Stags is a beautiful inn,” she said, taken aback by his sudden change in demeanor.  “It would make a princely inheritance for any young man.”
“You sound like it’s for sale,” he grunted.
“No, silly, it’s not.  I’m just saying that the man who marries me, he will get the inn when Father dies, may the gods spare him,” she explained.  
“So . . . you’re selling . . . yourself?” he asked raising an eyebrow.    Ansily blushed and looked away.
“I was just making conversation!” she said, irritated.  “I just thought you might like to know who you were talking to.”
“Ansily of Hoxly, innkeeper’s daughter, on the hunt for a husband,” he recited, as if reading it on a sign over her head.  “Yes, I got that.”
“I am NOT on the hunt for a husband!” she insisted, indignantly.  “I just thought it would be polite to tell a cute boy about myself while my father talks with his vendors.”
“I’m just a stableboy,” he said, again, gesturing toward her with the pitchfork to demonstrate.  “I doubt your father wants a son-in-law with horse shit on his shoes.”
“My father will be happy with any man I choose,” she said, haughtily.  “Even if it was Tyndal of Boval,” she repeated, her eyes flashing.  Tyndal could feel the challenge pouring off of her.  “Even if he was simply covered in straw . . . from rolling around in it . . .”
Tyndal swallowed.  Was she . . .?  Really?  He couldn’t believe what he was hearing.  
“I’m just a stableboy,” he repeated, lamely, caressing the handle of his pitchfork.  “I’m nobody.  And I’m not even that cute,” he said.  
“Hmmph,” she grunted, smiling at him.  “Then you are no judge of humanity, Tyndal of Bov—”
“Just ‘Tyndal’,” he interrupted.  “Don’t mention Boval.  No one around here knows where it is, anyway.”
“Anyway,” she said, ignoring him, “you are, indeed, cute.”
Tyndal didn’t know what to say to that.  He’d never been called ‘cute’ before.
“All right, I’m cute.  But I’m still just a stableboy,” he said, smiling despite himself.
“So you keep insisting,” she said, even more irritated.  “But tell me, Tyndal the Stableboy, have you never aspired to any higher station?”
“I like horses,” he grunted.  “They’re simple.  Beautiful.  And . . .” he said, trailing off, thinking better of what he was going to say.  
“And . . . ?”  she asked, insistently.  “ ‘And’, what?”
He looked directly into those beautiful green eyes and said the last thing he wanted to say to her.  “And they don’t talk,” he said.
“They don’t . . . Oh!” she squealed.  “So I talk too much for you, do I?”
“Oh, I don’t mind,” he assured her.  “I think you’re kinda . . . cute.  But the horses might mind.”
She was about to give a retort when he heard someone, probably her father, calling her name.  Instead she turned back to him, after glancing nervously over her shoulder.  “Well, Tyndal the Stableboy, I’ll be at the Eel’s Elbow tonight.  Only, since we’re in town, I’ll probably be visiting Ishi’s shrine at midnight to pray for a husband.  Perhaps someone . . . cute, who feels the same of me.  Of course, such prayers should be conducted in private, so I shall probably go late in the evening.”
“Tell Her I said ‘hello’,” Tyndal said, dismissing her.  
“Be sure I will,” Ansily said, her jaw jutting out.  She turned on her heel and strode out of the stable defiantly.
Tyndal watched her walk away, all the way down the cobblestone street, her skirt swishing appealingly after her.  Indeed, he did not take his eyes off of her until she turned the corner, and was out of sight.
“What in the name of all that’s holy are you doing?” he asked himself, when she was gone.  “You idiot!  You’re supposed to be hiding!  Not telling your life story to passing girls!”  He continued berating himself until Master Gonus came along, inspected his work, and told him to go home with the agreed-upon five coppers a day he’d earned.  
Tyndal liked the old man, well in his forties, and didn’t even mind the strange accent.  He thanked his employer and set off down the street toward the great bakery where he was sleeping.  As it was only thirty paces away, he was ‘home’ before his feet were tired.
When Tyndal and Alya had made their way upriver to his master’s father’s home in Talry, it had been easy enough to stay in disguise.  They looked like hundreds of other travelers on the river, and no one had asked them about anything out of the ordinary along the way.  
But they had been moving, then, and a quick lie and a hasty retreat was usually enough to escape attention on a barge.  Now that they were in Talry for the foreseeable future, Tyndal had to find some way of blending in and escaping notice of the Witchfinders of the Censorate until his master sent for him.  And protect his intended bride, who was pregnant with his child, while he did it.  
They had at first thought he could be of use in the bakery, but two days of frustrating labor soon convinced them otherwise.  Tyndal had no talent nor love of baking, and while he could carry wood and flour and such as easy as anyone, he kept getting in the way.  It didn’t help that Master Minalan’s father, Master Rinden, had four apprentices and three journeymen already underfoot – Tyndal’s services just weren’t needed, and the younger apprentices didn’t waste any time resenting him.  
When Master Rinden pulled Tyndal aside to discuss it, he admitted that he was miserable in the hot, stuffy bakery.  When he further admitted that he preferred horse manure to flour, Master Rinden was skeptical, but arranged for the lad to work at Goodman Gonus’ livery stable across the road on the High Street.   Tyndal was a bit nervous around the strangers, but he did know horses.  Once he’d met the liveryman and answered a few basic questions about horseflesh, the pudgy goodman agreed to take him on.  
It wasn’t glamorous work, but he understood it.  The pitchfork had a wooden handle on one end, two iron tines on the other, and even an idiot could use it.  Compared to kneading bread, it was heaven . . . and it had other advantages.  From the stable Tyndal could watch the door of the bakery, which was the other reason he was eager for the change.   He could pay attention to every man who approached the door from the yard of the stable, hard to do when you’re back in the ovens.  From the moment he’d picked up the well-worn iron pitchfork, he had made it his duty to keep a sharp eye out for anyone searching for his master.
As well as he understood it, he was just as happy to put it away and head back to the bakery, where he knew a meal beyond his imagination would be waiting . . . Minalan’s mother was an adept cook with a full house to feed, and Mistress Sarali prided herself on her extravagant table.  Tyndal walked through the door in anticipation of the accustomed evening feast.
To his dismay, he walked into a full-fledged battle.
Minalan’s mother, Mistress Sarali, a tall, gray-haired woman who seemed to constantly squint, was arguing lustfully:
“ . . . don’t see the reason my son should settle with any woman, my dear, it’s not you,” she was saying.  Tyndal didn’t know much about women, but she knew sincerity when he heard it – and he didn’t hear it.  “I was just suggesting that you take some time, get to know each other—”
“Two months in a siege was enough intimacy, thank you,” his mistress said sharply.  “Min and I went through hell in Boval Castle, and he’s not about to dump me off at the nearest convenient village while he finds a better offer!”
“I never said he should do that!” Mistress Sarali said, her hands on her hips, her lips jutting out.  “Ishi’s bosom, you are a stubborn girl!”
“I’m a stubborn girl?” Alya shot back in disbelief.
“She’s a stubborn girl?” one of Minalan’s sisters – Urah?  Dara?  He couldn’t keep them all straight – said at the same time.    The mother looked at her daughter like she had stabbed her.
“I am just trying to look out for the best interests of my family!” she declared, looking heavenward.  “Why is that so difficult for you girls to see?”
“I was under the impression I was going to become part of your family!” Alya said with a huff.
“Grandmother, you mustn’t question Uncle Minalan’s decisions!” Frentine, Minalan’s oldest niece, said in a louder-than-necessary voice.  He was very loud, very emotional, and she idolized her uncle the magi.  “You know he has given his love to this woman, and asked you to protect her and her unborn child.  The least you can do—”
“I will NOT be lectured in my own house about my responsibilities!” shrieked Sarali, angrily.  “Especially not by a stripling who has only seen three bloodmoons!”
Tyndal stood there, unable to move, lest he attract the attention of any of them.  He felt like he was on patrol again, hiding until a goblin picket passed.  Make one sound, one wrong move, and they would be upon you.  For one crazy moment he considered using the un-noticeability spell his master had taught him, but he stopped.  No magic. Not if he didn’t have to – it could attract attention.
“Lad!” he heard a harsh whisper from the door on the other side of the room.  “Tyndal!”  He looked up and saw Hirth, Master Rinden’s senior apprentice, motioning to him frantically.  Taking a deep breath, he crossed the room with quick, quiet, determined strides . . . and to his amazement he managed to do so without getting caught up in the ongoing argument.   Hirth pulled him to safety while Borsa, Minalan’s second-oldest sister, came valiantly to Alya’s defense.
“I thought you might not want to participate in that bloodbath,” the dark-haired apprentice said, grinning.  
“I’d rather face a goblin,” he agreed.  
“So would the rest of us.  Master Rinden has convened a meeting in the woodshed.  You are cordially invited.”
“A meeting?” he asked, surprised.  “A meeting about what?”
“A meeting about not getting involved in that,” he said, throwing a thumb over his shoulder.  “He’s forbidden any of us from getting involved.  It’s the women’s problem to solve, he said.”
“He . . . he wouldn’t turn Alya out, would he?”
“Master Rinden?” scoffed Hirth, “Of course not!  He’s got a big ol’ creampuff in place of his heart, and he loves no one more than his son, excepting maybe the Mistress.   If his son asked for him to protect the girl, he will to his dying breath.  Against anyone except the Mistress,” he added.
Tyndal could see that.  Mistress Sarali was forceful, and she ran the household with an iron hand.  Tyndal couldn’t imagine anyone defying her . . . which made it even more horrible when her daughters, grown women themselves, did it so vocally, so viciously, and without the slightest regard for tender male ears.  Gratefully he followed Hirth, the volume in the kitchen behind him keeping up with his steps.
The woodshed was a separate building from the oven rooms, a huge, ramshackle affair that had been added to and repaired so many times over the years that Tyndal wondered how it stayed upright at all.  As its only purpose was to keep the rain off of the huge amount of wood the bakery required, it did not need to be pretty, he reasoned as he followed.
Master Rinden himself was holding forth deep in the bowels of the shed, in his private office.  His three journeymen-sons-in-law were also there, and they each had a mug of something in their hands.  While Hirth was the only apprentice invited – he was only two years older than Tyndal – he apparently had been here before.  He greeted his master, poured two mugs of beer from the big bottle on the workbench, and handed one to Tyndal.
“So, what are we doing?” he asked, after he took a hesitant sip.  It was rich and bitter, and took some getting used to.  His people preferred cider to beer, usually.  
“We’re waiting for the storm to stop,” said Askon, the second journeyman.  He was the one married to Dara, the willowy daughter, Tyndal remembered.  “When they get like this, that’s all you can do.”
“They’ve been going at it for hours,” grumbled Rask, the eldest journeyman.  Ladra was his wife, and Frentine the eldest of his daughters.  Tyndal had been struggling with just how everyone was related, and how that affected what they did at the bakery, but he was still wrong half of the time.   He had thought Frentine was Rask’s daughter, at first, because they acted so similarly sometimes.    He’d always been nervous around big families, particularly ones with as many fathers running around as this one had.   Rask continued, “I don’t even know what they’re arguing about!”
“The question is a social one,” Master Rinden explained in his deep voice.  “My wife, Ishi love her and keep her safe, has run our house for more than thirty years, and she has had the reins firmly in hand.  When Tyndal found his Talent was the first time she couldn’t control what happened to her family.  Then there was that business with Ladra and that Farag boy, but she soon had her hand back on the tiller.  Since then, everything has gone well.  Her daughters have all married, her son is a success with great prospects for the future . . . and then a pregnant woman shows up at her door and says that she’s to be her son’s wife.
“Now, Tyndal, I know you are as loyal to your Master’s lady as a man could ask, and I mean no disrespect to you, she, or my son.  But from Sarali’s perspective, a stranger is in her house asking for all of the benefits of kinship.  While she knows that Alya and you are telling the truth – Minalan never would have told her . . . certain family secrets if she wasn’t – her heart hasn’t told her that, yet.  Women are prone to treat a new woman with suspicion, at first.  Nothing wrong with that . . . but while her heart is coming around to what her eyes can clearly see,  and she is . . . it won’t let her mouth say it yet.”
“Master, with all respect, I didn’t hear any of that,” Askon said.  “I heard an argument about where your son will live.  Nothing about heart, eyes, or mouths.”
“She can’t say that,” he explained.  “She can’t take this poor girl who her son has sent to her and turn her out.  She cannot even judge her before her boy makes his decision to wed, the way she did with all of you,” he said, indicating his sons-in-law. 
From the wry expressions on their faces, Tyndal could imagine just how harshly each of them had been judged by the strong-willed Sarali.  He didn’t envy them, despite the satisfaction each of the men seemed to have in their marriage.
“Minalan has already plighted his troth with Alya with his loins, and loves her besides, if what Tyndal says about him is true.  So she can’t take issue with her, personally.  That loaf is burnt already,” he said, shaking his head.  “So what’s the next thing she can fuss about?  Not the wedding – it shall be here, if the gods see fit to carry my son back to me.  And Alya has no proper kin, it seems, at least no proper home anymore, so there aren’t even any in-laws to sharpen her claws on.  
“So what is the next thing she can control?  Where her son decides to settle.  And she wants him here, of course, under her thumb.”
“And what a loving, warm-hearted, and thoughtfully oppressive thumb it is,” Hirth said, earning a chorus of chuckles.  As the junior apprentice, he was allowed a certain latitude with his humor, which suited his character.  While Master Rinden’s shop was all-business, it wasn’t the sort of place where the Master thundered at everyone for being incompetent or stupid, the way some craftsmen did.  After dark, and especially out here in the woodshed, the unofficial rule was casual leniency, though disrespect wasn’t tolerated even then.
“Does the village need another spellmonger?” asked Askon, shrugging.  “There are two, now, and the way they go on there isn’t enough business for even one of them.”  As curious as he was about other magi, Tyndal had resisted the urge to visit them, lest they suspect something was not quite right.  He’d heard enough about them both by now that he was confident that even he – with the use of irionite – would have bested both of them put together.  
“That southern fellow is still pissed that I let Minalan did the spells on my house and ovens,” chuckled Master Rinden.  “But no, this village couldn’t hold a third spellmonger.  Nor is Baron Lithar unhappy with his court mage.  But that’s beside the point: the point is, Minalan is his own man, he’s going to choose where he lives.  About that Alya might have some say, and his mother none at all.”
“So why does she argue if she knows that?” asked Rickin, the intelligent-looking husband of Urah, the youngest of Master Rinden’s daughters.  
“Because she can, boy!” laughed Rinden.  “Or at least she can ‘offer her matronly advice’.  And Alya might even listen to it, but she knows it will be up to Minalan.  She was polite enough about it . . . before my girls got involved.   Now their feminine sensibilities are invested in the argument, even though it will be for naught.  But it isn’t . . . because it really has nothing to do with that at all.  It has to do with my wife’s fear of losing control, and my daughters’ desire to gain control from their mother.  Minalan, Alya, the new baby, where they live, you, me, the gods and the spirits of our ancestors have no bearing on the matter in the slightest.”
“So . . . they’re arguing over something completely different than what they’re actually saying,” reasoned Askon.  
“Oh, it’s worse than that,” corrected Master Rinden, taking a healthy pull from his glass and wiping the excess away with the back of his hand.  “Ladra and Borsa are seeing an opportunity to get over on their mother, and by arguing for Minden living afar they wound her for past slights and challenge her for control.  They’ll lose, of course – Sarali won’t stand for that sort of thing from her girls for long.  But knowing her boy is in danger, hunted by those . . .”
“Censors,” supplied Tyndal, automatically.  “They hunt . . . errant magi.”  He swallowed, hard.  Master Rinden and his family did not know exactly why the institutional warmagi were after Minalan, because the less they knew, the less danger they would be in.  They had accepted the story of an administrative misunderstanding without looking closely at its teeth.   
Trying to explain that their son had unwittingly stumbled into a trove of illegal magic that meant the executioner’s blade under the Bans, even though he was fighting a desperate battle to survive, might involve explaining a whole lot of things that Tyndal didn’t want to try explaining to the simple bakers.  He barely understood it himself, half the time.   
“They could come through at any time,” he continued, quietly.  “It’s not us that they want, exactly,” he said, his heart heavy.  “It’s Master Minalan.  But he warned us that they might try to use us as leverage to summon them.    As . . . hostages.”
“So what will these Censors do if they catch you?” asked Goron, quietly.  He was concerned for his family, of course.  Tyndal didn’t blame them.
“Probably clap us in irons and take us to one of their castles.  They have a few, and a big one up in Wenshar.  I . . . I don’t really know, after that.”
“I’m not having my grandchild born in a dungeon,” Master Rinden vowed, picking out each face around him until they met his gaze.  “Minalan asked for our help, we shall give it to him.  And so far the only hazard has been Sarali and the girls.  If these magi appear at the door, Alya is a cousin.  You all know the story,” he reminded them.  
 It was clear from his voice he would feel betrayed if any other story was ever offered.  “But with that hanging over our heads, it makes all of the women nervous.  And when women get nervous, they get excitable.  And loud.”
“So what are men to do?” asked Hirth.  
“Be strong,” said Goron, before his father-in-law could answer.  “And silent.  And . . . hide.   It won’t help anything for us to get involved.  Even in support of our wives.”  Master Rinden nodded gravely.
“That’s right, we all keep our heads down, our mouths shut, and act like everything is normal . . . because it is.  Our wives argue like mothers and daughters always do.  ‘When dragons argue, the grass suffers but the rock endures’.  When it’s about something like this?  Every word you speak on the subject is another log on that fire, and it will burn itself out properly in good time.  If the Censors come along asking questions, they’ll see a family arguing about petty, unimportant family matters, not a family hiding fugitives.  
“So we menfolk will just keep out of the dragons’ way, and emulate the rock more than the grass.  And I’ll warn you, that’s going to cause problems for your own marriage beds.  Endure them.  This will pass soon enough if you do.  Trying to curry favor with your wife by taking her side against her mother is never a smart thing to do.  It might be a moment of pleasure, but its salt water on a toothache,” he said, with a trace of bitterness in his voice.  Another chorus of assent bore out that piece of wisdom, too.
“Now, are there any questions?” he asked, pouring another round for everyone.  Tyndal realized that he’d barely touched his glass, and with a shrug he finished it in one pull before holding it out for more.  
“Yes, Master Rinden,” he asked, as respectfully as he could.  “What time do you think it might be . . . and where might I fine Ishi’s shrine?”
 


 
Before he left, he checked on Alya, who had been given a small room of her own in the sprawling home.  Tyndal found her weeping, which sent him into a mad rush of emotion.  At once he wanted to protect her and soothe her, but this wasn’t a bandit, goblin, or over-friendly bargeman.   The cause of her sorrow was his master’s own family, and there was nothing he could do about that – as much as he desperately wanted to.  
“I’m fine, I’m fine, Tyndal,” she assured him, wiping her tears.  “Just a little weepy.  It’s not their fault, I know that . . . I’m trying to be a good daughter-in-law, but . . .”
“They just don’t know you well yet,” Tyndal offered, sounding far more confident than he felt.
“They’re just being a good family.  I’m an outsider.  I talk funny, to them.  They know nothing about me or my people.  Yet we’re to be bonded by blood.  That has to be difficult for them.  I just wish Minalan was here, instead of . . . he would know what to tell them to calm the waters.”
Tyndal very much doubted his master’s capability in that direction – from what he had seen, one of the most powerful magi in memory was not particularly adept with treating with the feminine mind – and the legion of women in Minalan’s house were no weaklings.   If Minalan was here, there was little he could likely say, in Tyndal’s estimation . . . but it did suggest how he might help his mistress.
“Alya, there is a way,” he said, hesitantly, “a way to get a message through to Minalan.  I can do it.  Magically.  But . . . I’m not supposed to do that sort of thing.  It might attract . . . attention.”
“Oh, could you?” Alya asked, her teary  eyes wide with hope.  “Tyndal, I don’t want to distract him or, or get us taken by the witchhunters, but . . . if I only knew what to do!”
Tyndal swallowed, making the decision . . . and knowing it was the wrong one.  “I will,” he assured her.  “I’ll have to retrieve my witchstone, but I can send him a message, mind-to-mind, if it is a short one.”
“I would be forever in your debt,” she said, taking his hand between hers.  “I’m so sorry to ask, but I need him, Tyndal.  Even if it’s to know he’s still alive.”
The apprentice nodded.  “I’ll fetch it at once.  And then . . . well, if it works, I think I’ll go burn a candle at Ishi’s shrine in gratitude!”
 
*                            *                            *


 
The tiny shrine on the northern edge of the village was half the size of a peasant’s hut, yet far more grand, even through the thick mist that had rolled in from the river.  Tyndal approached in reverence – due to a historical peculiarity, his native land had no temples or shrines, and one of the things he’d been most impressed with since he left Boval Vale were the number, variety, and beauty of religious buildings.  The homes of the gods were sometimes humble, sometimes grand, but always interesting.
Talry’s shrine to the mother goddess was a circular building made of mortared cobbles, rounded in the river.  There were round windows on three sides, aglow with the candles lit within, the product of other pilgrims’ prayers.  The doorway had the circular sigil that Ishi’s priestesses used to bless her holy grounds.  The air smelled of the sweet  incense the Great Mother preferred in offering.  The roof was a high-peaked cone, resembling a breast, a dome of glass at its summit.
At this late hour it was unusual for the tiny shrine to be visited by anyone in the village, but as he drew closer Tyndal saw a figure in a blue mantle, head bowed before the gilded statue of Ishi.  Even through the cloak he knew it was Ansily.
He suddenly stopped.  What do I do now? He asked himself.  Why was he here?  Was he paying court to the innkeeper’s daughter, the way the ranchers of Boval did to each other’s daughters?  The inn she described did sound like a worthy livelihood, and the life couldn’t be as hard as that as a stableboy.   If he could learn to be a mage, he could learn to keep an inn.
But he was a mage.  He had obligations, and responsibilities.  His conversation with his master through the new spell Lady Pentandra had contrived had reminded him of that – pointedly.  Far from chewing him out over connecting magically, Master Minalan had given him some excellent advice about how to deal with the situation in the baker’s home . . . and a powerful new reason to fear the agents of the Censorate.
So what was he doing . . . here?  This had nothing to do with either Alya’s domestic troubles or hiding from the Censorate.  Meeting Ansily here in the middle of the night served no useful purpose, and (his usually-quiet conscience was screaming at him) even increased the risk that he and his mistress would be discovered.   He couldn’t be an innkeeper – he was going to be a spellmonger.  Or a warmage.  Or something, but with a shard of irionite and half an idea of how to use it, Tyndal didn’t see a lot of innkeeping in his future.
He was about to turn on his heel and head back to the bakery when the figure in the temple turned, peering anxiously out into the darkness and biting her lip.  The flash of her eyes in the candlelight and the curve of her neck were all he really saw through the mists, but suddenly his conscience was mute and his feet were propelling him into the shrine.
“I was wondering if you were going to come,” she said, quietly, not breaking her reverent pose.  
“I . . . felt in need of prayer,” he said, uncomfortably.  She giggled.  He relaxed.  A little.
“I often do, at this time of night,” she said, turning to greet him.  “You know, there is a legend that Ishi’s daughter, Delanora, was placed in charge of the river, for a time.  She wasn’t particularly good at being a river goddess, due to her restless nature, but she did her best.  One night a priestess called for her aid, to help carry a young couple to safety, as she was a noble and he but common,” she explained.
“Why didn’t she just—”
“Shh!  My legend!” Ansily insisted sharply.  “Anyway, this priestess was trying to get the goddess to bear their boat upstream, away from their pursuers . . . but Delanora wasn’t listening.  Instead, they were forced downstream and made landfall at Talry.”
“That was convenient,” observed Tyndal, his eyes jumping from freckle to freckle.  
“Wasn’t it?  Too late Delanora came to the priestesses’ aid.  But she was so contrite that she contrived a thick river mist to cloak the young lovers until their pursuers had passed.  So powerful was the mist that it concealed them from even the other gods, and they were able to escape downriver and live happily ever after in another land.”
“That seems—”
“I’m not done.  Because the spell was so powerful, it is said that ‘what happens within the river mists of Talry will not be seen by the gods themselves.’”
“But I came through the mists and I saw just fine,” objected the apprentice.
“You . . . have no appreciation of culture,” Ansily said, her lips cocked to one side of her face.  “Or subtlety.  Ishi’s idol is right there . . . does a girl have to rip open her dress and push her twins in your face before you can take a hint?”
Tyndal was struck dumb.  Was she . . . ?
“Well?” Ansily demanded.
“If I say ‘yes’, will you?”
The innkeeper’s daughter rolled her eyes expressively.  “Tyndal, you are impossible!  I’m going to scream if—” she began, her voice rising . . . so Tyndal kissed her.
He had no idea what possessed him to do so.  Her lips were just so close to his in the tight quarters of the shrine, and his anxiety that they would be discovered made him want to keep their voices low, so . . . it seemed the quickest way to shut her up.  And it seemed to be what she wanted.   The way she kissed him back, he soon had no doubt.  After that things started to go blurry.
He didn’t know how long they kissed in the shrine, and he found her hands wandering all over his arms and back as they did, and he wondered if he was too slobbery and whether or not she could taste the beer he’d had earlier and then his hands began to wander and most of his coherent thought stopped about then.  His mind went into a dumb state, preoccupied only with the moment, only on Ansily.  He even felt the brush of someone attempting to speak mind-to-mind with him, but they stopped before he could give it his full attention.
When the last candle lit by Ishi’s faithful sputtered out, Ansily finally broke their embrace.   She looked at him, her eyes magnificently large in the gloom, her face solemn but excited.
“And that’s where we should stop,” she announced, placing a hand on his chest.  “It is late, Tyndal of . . . Somewhere.  And while it’s true many a maid has sought Ishi’s counsel in prayer until deep in the evening, my father isn’t that stupid.  Besides . . .” she added, biting her lip.
“Besides . . . ?” Tyndal asked, confused, deprived of oxygen, his blood pounding in his ears so hard he could barely hear her words.
“Besides . . . while I’m not adverse to allowing a customer to sample a barrel before he buys it . . . one must be certain he has the coin to pay, and we have but short acquaintance.”  She said it as if he would naturally understand, which he naturally did not.  Then he thought he did, and almost said something, but then he didn’t and wisely shut up.  If Ansily wanted to end their courting for the evening, Tyndal was satisfied . . . if also painfully frustrated.
“Then . . . may I escort you back to your inn?” he asked.  He doubted she needed an escort – Talry was hardly awash in footpads.  But he also didn’t want to leave her sweet-smelling company.  
“That would be lovely,” she agreed.  “Would you like to share my cloak?  The mist is quite chilly.”
 





 
The next morning found the lad short of sleep, but strangely contented.   Only Hirth, the senior apprentice he shared a room with, noticed anything amiss.
“So, you were prayin’ at Ishi’s shrine?” he muttered, quietly, as the family began to wake and prepare the day’s chores.  “Who was she?”
“What?  What do you mean?”
“Well, unless Ishi smells of lilacs and seaflowers instead of horseshit, and uses rouge that stays on your face, I’d say that you slipped and fell into something delicious along the way.”
“I did not,” Tyndal protested, madly dabbing at his face.  The apprentice sighed and helped him out.
“Sure, Shitfoot, but don’t let Frentine see,” he muttered.  “She’s got an eye for you.”
“Wha—?”
Tyndal tried to forget the conversation as he mucked out the stalls at the stable for the day, but his lethargy was apparent.  Master Gonus found him listlessly heaving hay into mangers with the pitchfork and stopped him.
“Take a break, lad, it looks like your arms are made of cotton today.  Besides, I need you to take the wheelbarrow down to the dock.  Barge in this morning, already heard the bell.  Upriver.  Got a load of iron on it that needs fetching.  The farrier is due on market day, and he charges double if he supplies the iron.”
Tyndal groaned at the prospect of heavy lifting but dutifully hung the pitchfork up and took up the battered old wheelbarrow.  The docks were only a quarter mile away, and downhill at that . . . but that easy decline would turn into a hellish ascent, once the pig iron was loaded.  Still, Tyndal tried to enjoy the trip down to the docks – it was a beautiful day, once the sun had burned the fog away.
The barge was better than some Tyndal had been on, and it carried not just cargo but paying passengers – high born, too, from the look of the luggage piled on the dock when he arrived.  He knew enough about river traffic now to know that the passengers would depart first before the cargo was unloaded . . . and iron would be the last thing unloaded.  He parked the wheelbarrow between two crates large enough to shield him from the morning sun, and settled behind it for a nap.
He was thinking fondly of the spot on Ansily’s neck where it was trying to make up its mind whether or not to be shoulder or neck or some mysteriously intriguing combination of the two when he imagined her so vividly, he smelled her.  Then a shadow covered his face.  When he opened his eyes, an amused Ansily looked down on him, shaking her head.
“If your master knew what you were doing . . .” she began.
“They always unload the iron last, and the passengers first.  I’ve got time.  And if I linger too near the barge, they’ll make me unload it.  I’ve seen it happen.  Besides,” he smirked, “I didn’t get a lot of sleep last night.”
She grinned back.  Dimples.  Damn her.    “Me, either.  Spiritual crisis.”
“But what are you doing here?  I thought – oh.”
“Right,” she reminded him.  “I’m here to meet a barge.  This is the barge I’m meeting.  So just how long does it take for these passengers to depart, and the cargo unloaded?” she asked, mischievously.
“Let me check,” he said, peering through the crack between the crates.
That’s when he saw it, between the cracks.  A black and white checkered mantle.  His breath stopped.
Then he saw a second, and his blood froze in his veins.
Witchhunters.  The Censorate.  Here.  In Talry.  And there was only one reason why they’d be here.
He knew better than to attempt to cast a spell, this far away from his witchstone and this close to professional magi – professional warmagi, he corrected himself as he saw a mageblade peeking over the shoulder of the larger of the two Censors.  But there was magic and there was magic – any spell that affected the Censors might be detected.  But the subtle spells he could cast on himself would not be, except under close examination.
At least that’s what he hoped he remembered from his unorthodox training.  Six months learning basic spellcraft, then a crash-course in warmagic wasn’t much to go on, but he knew a few common cantrips – such as the one called the Long Ear.  
Cantrips were the building-blocks of magic, the very first ways a new mage learned to channel and command his Talent.  He’d spent hours practicing them, those wonderful first few months as Master Minalan’s apprentice, before the goblin troubles arose.  He’d loved the physical demonstrations of his power.  There were a few hundred he’d mastered – simple things, like encouraging and energizing the air on your fingertip to emit a flame or a spark, to make a bubble of magical force and then reduce its size until it ‘popped’, to coax a drop of water up a straw or to make a trail of sand follow your finger across a table.  
The more cantrips you knew, the more you knew how to put them together to make simple spells.  Like the letters of the alphabet combining to form words, as Minalan had taught him both disciplines at once, in Boval, and words form sentences, so did cantrips form spells.  The more you knew about them, the more you knew how to fit them together, the more magical energy you had to put into the casting, the more profound and dramatic effect.
This particular spell was extremely useful, and had led to his first lecture on professional ethics from his master.  The Long Ear allowed you to listen to whispered conversations a bowshot away, if you did it right.  He assembled the symbols in his head, put them in the proper order, visualized them in the proper color . . . and gave them just enough power from his own source, not his shard’s, to energize it.  Then he softly whispered the command word just as the girl stepped perfectly into place.
“So?” demanded Ansily.  “Do we have—hey!” she squeaked, as Tyndal pulled her down on top of him.  
He hadn’t done it to be romantic – although he wasn’t averse to the idea, after the previous night’s excitement.  He’d done it – once again – to keep her quiet, and give him something to do while he eavesdropped on his enemies.
Ansily struggled a bit at first, but quickly melted on top of him, her soft lips tracing his as the tips of her hair tickled his face.  He devoted as much attention as possible to the matter, but part of him was invoking the command words on the Long Ears . . . and then the words of them men fifty feet away were as clear as if they were standing over him.
“. . . this shithole domain when there are more junior officers capable of this kind of work.  Honestly, Wantran, if it’s just an investigation, surely we have less important folk for that!”
“Are you taking issue with the commander’s orders, Lespin?“ asked the older man with the deeper voice.  “I’m certain he’d be happy to entertain your suggestions.  You know how forgiving he is.”
“The Commander does what the Commander sees fit – I am merely a tool in his hand,” the younger Censor recited disdainfully.  “But with renegades popping up all over the West, we should be riding that way, not searching through every third-rate barony in the Riverlands.”
“It’s because of the renegades that we’re here,” reminded Wantran.  Tyndal tried to picture the man’s face, even as Ansily’s kisses became more urgent.  “The intelligence says that the renegade leader’s family is here – he’s common born, a baker’s son.”
“And he has a witchstone?” scoffed Lespin.  “That’s unseemly!”
“Exactly what the Commander thought,” replied Wantran, dryly.  “Only it had less to do with his class and more to do with his flagrant violation of the Bans.  And he’s handing them out to every hedgemage and footwizard he can find.  If we want him to stop, we need leverage . . . and sources say his bride may be staying with his kin, here in Talry.”
“And if she isn’t?”
“Then we spend a few days looking around, do some scrying to be sure, and then we move upriver.  I don’t see what you’re complaining about, Lespin, this is as easy a duty as you could ask for.”
“I don’t want easy duty, I want interesting duty.  Chasing down a renegade’s whore isn’t my idea of a challenge.”
“Well, maybe I can find a way to make it more interesting,” suggested Wantran, his patience beginning to slip.  “The bakery is right there – see the red ovens over the fence?  It will take us an afternoon to inquire, a day or two to be certain, and then we’re off.”
“Fine, fine,” grumbled the younger man.  “Do a quick scry while I get the baggage, see if you spot anything.  If we’re lucky, the renegade himself showed up and is hiding in his mother’s chamberpot.”
“Funny.  I haven’t been feeling so lucky lately,” observed Wantran.  “Particularly since my last partnering assignment.  Before we go interrogate this baker, let’s find an inn for luncheon.  Those biscuits they served us this morning would have been sent away from a prison cell.”
The two Censors continued to banter good-naturedly, the type of running argument any two men of a profession might have, while Tyndal’s mind raced and his mouth was preoccupied.  He found his hand stealing to her back, and then her hip, and then to points south seemingly of its own accord.  His terror at being discovered was – for the briefest of instants – replaced by a primal appreciation of Ansily’s curvy body.
Tyndal continued kissing her until he heard the two men stomp up the stairs from the river dock and begin the climb up the slope to the bakery.  He didn’t break the embrace until he was certain that the two were out of sight.
“Whew!” Ansily said, breathlessly, as she broke.  “You know, you aren’t a bad kisser?”
“That’s what the horses keep saying,” he teased.  He was trying to stay relaxed – he did have an amorous girl laying on him, which wasn’t helping, except that in a way it was.  She stared at him a moment, her eyes dancing as they took in his face, and she offered the slightest grimace.
“Those men were who you’re hiding from, aren’t they?” she whispered into his ear.  He was shocked – but he nodded.  “I thought so.  I was kind of hoping that was all about me, but I noticed how tense you got when they passed by.  Who are they?” she asked.
Tyndal struggled with what to tell her, and how much.  Admitting he was actually a fugitive from one of the highest authorities in the Five Duchies would be problematic.  He wasn’t sure that there was an official reward out for his capture, but he had to imagine that the Censorate would look favorably on anyone who informed them of his whereabouts.  Ansily was not poor, but the Censorate was rich, and compensating an innkeeper’s daughter with riches beyond her dreams would be simple for the institution.  
Could he depend on Ansily?  More important, could he trust her?  With the truth?
What would Master Minalan do?
Tyndal sighed.  “They are Royal Censors.  They enforce the Bans on Magic.”
Ansily’s eyes went wide.  “So you’re not a stableboy . . . you’re a hedgemage?”
“Apprentice spellmonger, actually,” he admitted.  “And yes, I’m far better at being a stableboy.  But then I’ve just begun the trade.”
“So what did you do to get them on your trail?” she asked tossing her head toward the stairs the Censor’s had climbed.  “Kill your master?  Use magic to steal?”  Ansily asked, biting her lip with excitement – then studied him even more carefully through slitted eyes.  “Seduce his daughter?”
“No, no, and oh dear gods, no.  Master . . . well, my master is only ten years older than I, for one, so he has no daughter yet.  He’s very much alive, but he’s working for the Duke right now to stop an invasion of goblins in Alshar.”  
“Yes, I can see why that would get the Magic Police on to you,” she agreed, with feigned sagacity.  “Really, Tyndal – or whatever your name is – why are they chasing you?”
“Because my master is using forbidden magic against the goblins,” he explained.  It was the simplest explanation that didn’t require a history lesson to put into context.  “And even though he’s trying to save the Duchies, he didn’t fill out the right paperwork or something.  I don’t know.  All I know is that the Censors will be happy to use Alya – that’s his intended, and she’s pregnant – or myself as hostages to persuade him to surrender.”
She considered.  “Would he?”
“I don’t know,” admitted Tyndal.  “My master is as loyal as any sworn knight, but . . . well, there are larger concerns at issue.”  He didn’t feel like explaining more about the invasion – or the undead goblin shaman with unfathomable magical power bent on a genocidal war against all of humanity – to a pretty girl on a warm spring morning, so he hoped she’d not pry too much.  “If he thought that the Duchies would be better served with me in a cell and him running free, then . . .” he said, swallowing uneasily.
“I see . . . it really is complicated.  All right, Tyndal of Somewhere, I’m going to take your word that you aren’t a murderer, an arsonist or rapist,” she said, enunciating the last crime with deliberation.  “And you really are just adorable, and you’re a really good kisser.  So . . . what can I do to help?”
His mind raced like a thoroughbred.  “You said the Eel’s Elbow is the nearest inn to the docks?  Then that’s where they’ll sup.  That gives me very, very little time.  So . . .” he said, shifting Ansily’s weight over to the left – inadvertently pressing her right breast into his left cheek – so that he could dig for the soft leather pouch he kept inside his trousers, instead of the large cloth pouch he jingled a few iron bits in.  He withdrew two of the silver coins he had left and pressed them into the girl’s hand.  “Take this, and use it against my mistress staying at the Four Stags.  Do not use her real name – call her . . . Delanora,” he decided.  
Ansily grinned.  “So I shall.  And Tyndal?  You can trust me,” she urged.
“Because we’re . . . we’re . . . lovers?” he whispered.  Well, almost.
She grinned again.  “No, silly, although that’s not a bad reason.  You’ve given me coin for a lodging.  That invokes the innkeeper’s sacred oath to protect their guests against all harm.  If your mistress hasn’t been convicted of a crime or is under warrant, she gets the protection of the House as long as she stays and she pays.”
“And you won’t reveal it to the Censors?  Even if they pay you?”
“The innkeeper’s trust is sacred,” she said, shaking her head.  “Once coin has changed hands, it can’t be revoked unless the guest is unruly.”
“Somehow I don’t think you’ll have trouble with Alya.  Unless you get between her and her plate. If it comes to it, I’ll saddle up the gray mare, she’ll be nice and gentle, and send her on her way as soon as I can.”
“Well, if you help me bring my order up the hill with that handy wheelbarrow, I’ll collect my horse from the stable and escort her there.  She can be my . . . older sister.”
It was Tyndal’s turn to study her.  “Are you sure?  Are you serious?  This is my mistress, and—”
“Oh, relax!” Ansily insisted, rolling her eyes.  “Who’s going to see anything amiss with a couple of women on the road between villages?  That’s hardly proof of a renegade wizard.”
“Let’s hope so,” he said, giving her one final kiss before he pushed her off of his chest.  “I don’t know a lot about the Censors, but I do know that the toughest warmagi in the Duchies fear them.  They have spells of detection and discovery that no one else knows.  Or knows how to counter.  If they catch on that I’m here . . .”
“I could never let a decent kisser like you get captured,” she promised.  “Ishi would never forgive me.”
 





Tyndal raced to the bakery as soon as he was sure the Censors had rounded the corner of the High Street and were headed to the Eel’s Elbow.  It took him only moments to whisper the news to Dara, who was on duty at the counter.  Wide-eyed she nodded and calmly took the next customer in line.  Tyndal wanted to scream at her to hurry, but that would have been counter to the plan – the point was to avoid attention, not attract it.  He couldn’t even wait around to see if Dara would do what she was supposed to, he had to trust that she would activate the contingency they’d prepared.
He knew what he had to do, at least.  He dashed into the kitchen, used his magesight, and tried his best to see if there were any tell-tale traces of recent activity in the house.  Satisfied that there wasn’t, but painfully aware that he had not the skill or learning to devote to it properly, he went back to work.  He grabbed a loaf for lunch and ran back to the docks, just in time to get his iron stock loaded form the barge.  Much of the next hour was spent pushing the much-heavier wheelbarrow up the slope to the stable.  By the time he arrived, he was pouring with sweat and his lack of sleep was showing visibly on his face. 
Two hours after noon, as he was sorting out the rental harnesses for repair, his heart caught again when he saw the flash of black-and-white checkered mantles in the street.  The two Censors had finished their lunch and were back to business.  They entered with the calm arrogance of those used to getting their way, and for the next two hours he fretted while he waited, ready to go to the rescue of the bakers at the first sign of trouble.
Not that he had the faintest idea of how to do that.  But he was willing to die trying.  He owed Master Minalan that much.
The Censors were in the bakery for two hours, as paying customers were turned away at the door.  Tyndal did his best to keep himself occupied with work, but the pitchfork seemed foreign in his hands for the first time in days.  He wanted a wand.  He wanted to get his mageblade.  He wanted his witchstone.  He felt powerless, a mere stableboy, not an apprentice mage, and a survivor of Boval Vale.
Finally, as the sun was beginning its descent, the Censors emerged – alone – looking bored and frustrated.  Tyndal felt a huge wave of relief that they hadn’t discovered anything, and his sphincter – finally – unclenched.  He busied himself with stacking the iron he’d fetched until they passed.
Only they didn’t pass.  To Tyndal’s horror, they were walking right toward him.
He froze, at first, then dove into the harness room at the rear of the stable.  His heart racing, he looked around for something – anything – he could use as a weapon.  Nothing save the battered old pitchfork suggested itself.  The hiding place did, at least, afford him a concealed view of the stables, so he saw the two men enter . . . and heard what they were saying.
“. . . and I say I felt something!” the younger of the two was saying, heatedly.  “That place was filled with spellwork—”
“Most of it years old,” observed the senior of the two – Wantran, he remembered.  “Nicely done, too.  Whomever this spellmonger is, he knows his craft.”
“But what about the other traces?” demanded Lespin, the shorter, younger man.  Tyndal could see that he had a wide face and very broad shoulders, giving him the appearance of being overweight.  The way he moved, however, told a different story.  “Some of those were fresh!”
“And far, far less well-cast than the others, Brother,” chided Wantran.  “The work of an apprentice, at best.  A poorly trained apprentice.  This village has two spellmongers, and the baronial court mage lives in the castle.  There could be anywhere from two to nine apprentices wandering around here.  Boy!” Wantran called out.
Tyndal froze.  He wanted to panic, but he couldn’t think of anything good to panic with.  Lespin continued, unconvinced.
“I think that he’s been there recently – or one of his minions.  Probably to check on his family.  For all we know, they’re still around.”
“Were the signs that fresh?” Wantran asked, bored.
“Within the moon,” nodded Lespin.  
“Interesting,” admitted Wantran.  “The family seemed . . . sincere enough, although I know at least a few of them are lying.”
“They know nothing,” dismissed Lespin.  “You can’t trust a peasant to tell you if it’s the moon or sun in the sky.  That mention of a stranger in town?  Utter fabrication.  I’m certain of it.”
“Yes, well, they’re peasants and they were nervous.  You can’t trust a damn thing a peasant says, anyway.  Still, we need to investigate this ‘well-dressed stranger’ who passed through . . . if we can ever manage to hire horses BOY!” he bellowed.  Tyndal jumped despite himself, and then stumbled over himself as he hurried to greet the customers.  
Best to play it dumb, he decided.  They won’t expect much from a stableboy, he hoped.
“Yes, my lords?” he asked, opening his eyes wide at the sight of their armor.  It was good armor, serviceable and sturdy, not gilded or ornate in any way.  The checkered motif ran throughout.  The mageblades they bore were likewise plain, standard-issue, he guessed, to all new Censors.
“Two horses, boy,” Wantran said, bored.  “Tack, harness, saddle.  And be quick, or I’ll tell your master how you were sleeping when we came in.”
“How long, milords?” he asked, smiling far more broadly than he felt like.
“Two, three days,” Wantran said.  “That grey gelding and that brown mare will do, if they’re for hire.”
“Rosebud and Butterbell?  Yes, Lord!  Seven copper each per day, plus three for saddle . . . plus a deposit of five silver, in case you don’t come back,” he recited.  Master Gonus only requested three silver as a deposit, unless he knew a customer.  A good horse cost over forty silver, but neither Rosebud or Butterbell were particularly good, in his professional opinion.  In fact, Butterbell was starting to limp on her hind left foot.
“Saddle them,” ordered Wantran.  “And boy . . . have you seen any strangers come through town of late?”
Tyndal opened his eyes even wider, and did his best to appear perplexed.  Then he snapped, exaggeratedly.  “Why, yes, Milord!  Eight, no nine days back!”
“That would fit with the signature of the new spells,” murmured Lespin.  “The earliest one wasn’t a half-moon old.”
“Boy, describe this stranger, please,” said Wantran warmly.  Tyndal could tell the look was highly affected – the warmage was handsome, after a fashion, but his deep baritone voice was seductive, and he knew how to use it.  The kindly tone was purely to elicit information.
“He was his height, milord,” Tyndal said, nodding frantically.  “Well-dressed, like a lord.  Green mantle, doublet, fine hose . . .”
“Did he have a beard?”
Tyndal considered.  “I do think he did, milord,” he said, nodding sagely.  “And a saddlebag stuffed and locked,” he added.
“Locked?  Unusual for a saddlebag,” murmured Wantran.  “Did the man carry a sword?  Like this one?”
“A sword?  Aye, he carried one,” he drawled.  “Went off south, he did, milords.  Is he a bandit?  He had that look.  My ma says—”
“Boy,” Wantran continued, insistently compelling Tyndal’s attention.  “Was there anyone with him?”
“Nay, milord, but he did look powerful dangerous,” he said, nodding some more.  “Powerful dangerous,” he repeated.  “He stopped by the bakery, too.”
Wantran looked at his partner.  “So does he seem sincere enough for you?  Would you like to perform a test?”
Lespin sighed, but took a small metal object out of his pouch and put it up to his eye.  “Repeat what you said, Boy,” he ordered.  Tyndal did, as best as he could remember.
“He’s telling the truth,” sighed Lespin again.  “So once more we go chasing shadows.”
“If he’s telling the truth, likely this shadow is a renegade warmage,” pointed out Wantran.  “Besides, you’ve been complaining about river travel for two weeks, now.  You could stand a few days on land, on horse.”
“If this boy ever gets them saddled!” Lespin exploded.  Tyndal hurried to get the necessary equipment, relieved at being released from the unexpected interrogation.  His mind raced as he strapped the saddles and blankets on, wondering just what he could do to mitigate this near disaster.  If they had detected recent magical activity, it could only be Tyndal’s work.  It would only be a matter of time before they tracked him down again.  
It sure would be useful if I could do that to them, first, he though savagely to himself as he searched for Butterbell’s harness.  Then he had an idea about how he could do just that.  Despite the Censors being less than twenty feet away, Tyndal did a very, very small cantrip on the bridle before he put it on the horse.  His heart beat like thunder as he arranged the three small symbols in his mind, gave it the tiniest bit of energy, and transferred the hook of the enchantment to the bridle.  He waited for either of the Censors to notice – he had already thought about what he would say if it was discovered: that it was placed there by a spellmonger to keep up with errant equipment.  Plenty of prosperous merchants used such spells.  Perfectly reasonable explanation.  Unless they looked too closely at it, in which case this spell might just buy him some time.  The risk was worth it, he reasoned.  This cantrip wouldn’t just track the harness, but the bearing and distance of the hands holding it.
More hopeful than satisfied, Tyndal triumphantly produced the harness and put it on Butterbell before leading the two steeds to the Censors.  He flirted with the idea of leaving the saddle strap loose, to encourage a bad spill, but that would have been unprofessional, he decided at last.  It could also get them coming back to him a lot sooner than he’d planned.  He resisted the temptation – the tracking spell would be enough.
“For your trouble,” Wantran said, flipping a full silver coin to him.  Tyndal caught it expertly out of the air, the way every stableboy everywhere learns to do.  He was impressed, too – the coin was thick and heavy and crisp, not at all like the few thin silver pieces he’d seen.  Just to be sure, he bit it before putting it in his pocket with a nod of thanks.  Tyndal directed them to the south road’s gate.  As soon as he could, he closed the stable door and ran back across the street.
The bakery was empty – and for one horrifying moment he imagine all of Master Minalan’s large family slaughtered in the back and stuffed into their own ovens.  Urah’s presence in the kitchen allayed that fear, though, and Tyndal forced himself to act calmly as he informed her that the day he had feared had arrived.  It took Urah a moment to realize what he was saying, but once she did she nodded and flew away.  The contingency for Alya was set – but Tyndal himself didn’t know where she would be going.  What he didn’t know couldn’t be revealed, no matter how much they tortured him.
He didn’t find that a very comforting thought, no matter how useful it was.
“Daddy says come see him,” Urah said, when she returned a moment later.  She looked troubled, Tyndal thought, but then she had just been interrogated by a Censor.  That had to be troubling. 
Master Rinden was seated on his accustomed stool, his account book open and a dazed expression on his face.  He glanced up at Tyndal and sighed.
“So those are the Censors,” he remarked.  “Nice fellows.”
“Really?”
“Right up until they started threatening my family,” nodded the baker.  “Then I decided I didn’t care what happened to them.  If that is the quality of enemy my son has attracted, I suppose I should be proud.”
“They didn’t hurt anyone, did they?” Tyndal asked, anxiously.
“No, they just asked questions,” nodded Rinden, pouring two small glasses of liquor out of a nondescript earthenware jug.  “And Alya was out the back gate and . . . well, to safety, long before they were offered tea.”  He handed one to Tyndal, who took it automatically.  “Briga’s blessing,” he invoked, and tossed it down.  Tyndal nodded and did the same.
It burned like fire.  Not that Tyndal had never tasted distilled spirits before, but the liquor was spicy and hot and burned a trail down to his stomach.  It also made him relax the smallest amount, for which he was grateful.  
“Thanks, Master,” Tyndal said, formally, as he returned the cup.  “I . . . I’m working on the Censors.  I’m hoping they don’t return, but if they do, I should get word.  In that case, send Alya to the Four Stags inn at Roxly Crossing, under the name Delanora.  I’ve already paid for it,” he added.
The baker nodded, looking impressed at the lad’s foresight.  “Very well.  Nice place, that, too.  But . . . if they do come back, what should we do?”
“Whatever it is you would normally do,” Tyndal said, after thinking about it.  “If things get bad, I’m right across the street.  I’ll . . . I’ll provide a distraction.”  He didn’t go into detail about just what kind of distraction, because he didn’t rightly know.  But he knew he could not let the people who had been so hospitable to him suffer if he could help it.  And he couldn’t let Master Minalan down.  If that meant he had to throw himself at the Censors while Alya got away, then Tyndal could think of less noble ways to start his journey to the underworld.
“Now, lad,” Master Rinden sighed, “don’t go pulling the weight of the heavens on your shoulders.  We’ve done nothing wrong.  Nor will we be bullied by soldiers like that, magi or no.  We’ve paid our taxes, and our baron won’t let us be taken without his leave.”
Tyndal thought better about contradicting the man if he took comfort in that thought, even if he knew better.  “I have a duty, Master.  I’ll not throw my life away lightly, but . . .” he looked around, and decided that it was time.  “I suppose I should be ready if they do come back, then.  Did they even come in here?”
“Nay,” Rinden said.  “Never left the shop after the first ten minutes.  Minalan could have been hiding out there and they never would have known.”
“Then they never even came close to finding it,” he sighed.  Closing his eyes, he extended his magical attention upward from his body until it met a tiny pouch hanging from a tiny splinter far overhead where he had left it.  With just the slightest of magical tugs, the bag came loose and plummeted.  Barely looking for it, Tyndal caught it lightly in his hand.  He could no more miss catching his witchstone than he could have misplaced his tongue.  The moment it was in his hand, he felt better.  He felt like a mage again, not a stableboy pretending to be one.  He felt . . . dangerous.  Grinning, he nearly allowed himself to launch one of the few showy cantrips he knew to celebrate . . . but he doubted Master Rinden would approve.  
He settled for hanging the pouch around his neck and tucking it away under his tunic.  “Now if they come back, I’ll be ready for them.  They won’t expect a fight from me.”
“I daresay you are correct,” Master Rinden agreed.  “But . . . lad, really, unless you have to, don’t do anything foolish.  More than likely this will pass soon enough.  Such things often do.  Just keep low to the ground and watchful, and things should be fine.”
“That’s what I’m hoping,” he nodded as he prepared to leave.  “But if they aren’t . . . well, I’ll be ready.”
The look on Master Rinden’s face told him he doubted it, but was too polite to argue the matter.  “Just be careful,” the baker said quietly.  “I have enough excitement in this house with all the weddings.  We’re good at weddings.  Funerals are a pain.”
“I’ll keep that in mind, Master,” Tyndal said, grinning despite himself.
 
*                            *                            *
 
Tyndal busied himself around the stable as much as he could until nightfall, trying to work off the worry he felt.  He knew Alya was safely stashed somewhere, and that he was actually the biggest danger to his master in Talry now.  He felt a strange combination of satisfaction at protecting her and dread at being alone to face the Censors, should they return.  
He felt so bothered by that, in fact, that he broke his orders and tried to contact his master, mind-to-mind, to no avail.  Whatever Minalan was doing, he was too busy to answer his apprentice.  While that disturbed Tyndal, he also knew his master was working in the service of the duchies and was very, very busy.  Reluctantly he stopped the spell when it was clear he wasn’t going to answer.
Tyndal didn’t know who else to try, until he remembered Lady Pentandra.  She had been in the southern part of the Duchy, near to the Bovali refugee’s camp, on some errand for his master, he remembered.  He hesitated calling to her, but he tried to figure out what Minalan would have him do, and he felt compelled to make contact.
Who is this? Her mind asked, all-business, when she accepted the contact.
L-lady Pentandra, he said to her mind, it’s me, Tyndal!
He could have sworn he felt her smile through the magical connection.
Tyndal, what do you need? She asked.
I’m in Talry, milady, he explained hurriedly.  I don’t know if you can help or not, but there were two Censors here today, asking after Master Minalan!
You didn’t do anything rash, did you?
No, milady, we just hid Alya until they were gone.  But they might come back.
They might, she agreed.  And . . . ?
Well, I just thought . . . maybe someone . . .  Tyndal really didn’t know what he wanted to ask her, or what he wanted her to tell him, he just knew that he was on a horse much too big for his arse and he wanted help.  The depressing tone of Lady Pentandra’s voice made him feel foolish the moment he heard it.
Tyndal, I hate to dampen your spirits, but there is a war going on right now.  I’ve been gathering warmagi and other forces for it for weeks, now, and I’m headed to the battle or the front or whatever it is you men call it, as soon as I am able.  Minalan has given me a hundred different duties, and only one half-trained apprentice to help me.  Everyone else is likewise deployed.  Unfortunately that means we don’t have many resources we can use to rescue you.
Tyndal felt his hopes subside.  So you can’t send anyone to . . . 
No, I’m afraid not.  I’m not that far from you myself – I’ve been checking on the Bovali refugees, as a favor to your master, and I’m on a barge going upriver now, but we’re still hundreds of miles away.   I know he places a high value on that peasant . . . lass of his, and he has a great affection for you. . . but there are larger considerations to be seen, Tyndal, I hope you understand.  You’ll have to work it out on your own.  That’s not how I want things to be, but that’s how things are.  
His heart fell, but he felt the space that remained fill unexpectedly with steely resolve.  All right, my lady, I will deal with the Censors.  Perhaps if you had any advice . . . ?
There was a pause.  Do everything in your power to keep from being taken captive, Tyndal.  If they find you are Minalan’s apprentice, you’re never going to see daylight again.  If they catch you with your witchstone . . .  she didn’t finish the sentence, but the way she said it, she didn’t have to.  Tyndal knew very little about the Censors, and was terrified.  Lady Pentandra knew far, far more about them . . . and was far, far more terrified.  
I understand.  Well, I may have bought a few days, he said, glumly, and then described the conversation he’d overheard between the two Censorate warmagi.  He also admitted to enchanting Butterbell’s bridle so he could keep tabs on them.
That earned him a mental chuckle from Pentandra.  Well played.  It’s unlikely that they will even detect the spell, actually, since they carry so many enchantments on them.  It’s not like having irionite – their sensitivity to magic isn’t as high as ours.  But if they do discover it, then you’d best run.  They’ll be able to tell how fresh it is, and they won’t mistake where it came from once they figure it out.
Run?  That’s your advice?
It’s good advice.  You can fight, she reasoned, but they are both Imperially trained warmagi with years of experience and you . . . 
. . . are not, Tyndal finished, keeping Pentandra from struggling to find a diplomatic way to tell him he was virtually useless in battle.  I have a warwand, for emergencies, but it wouldn’t do much.  I . . . I understand.  All right.  Well, if things go horribly wrong, please explain to Master Minalan that I did my best . . . and that he shouldn’t do anything foolish in exchange for me.  You . . . you know how he is.
Stupidly noble, for a commoner?  Yes, I’ve observed.  Don’t worry, that’s why I’m around, to save him from his own stupidity.  But you just worry about you and Alya, let me worry about him.   I saw you work at Boval Castle.  You’ve got good instincts, Tyndal, and you think fast on your feet, just like your master.  And you do have irionite, and they do not.  You’ve got something else they haven’t.
Good gods, what?
Imagination, she explained.  You aren’t jaded or hidebound, trapped by your own knowledge.  They have had spell after spell ground into their heads until they can only think in . . . certain ways.  You don’t have that handicap.  
Inexperience and desperation are my advantage? he asked, incredulously.
 I have every confidence in your ability to dodge a couple of Censors for a few days.  
Tyndal couldn’t very well disagree with her without sounding like a coward, so he didn’t.  He bade her farewell and ended the connection.  
As he fell asleep that night, nervously checking the proximity of the bridle-borne charm every few minutes to assure himself that it was still, indeed, over fifteen miles away, he tried to think of every possible plan, every remote contingency that he could imagine and figure out what to do ahead of time.  “Always have a plan,” his master was fond of saying.  “It doesn’t have to be a good one.”  Most of the possibilities he considered ran to conclusions that featured him dying heroically to save Alya, or captured by the Censorate and subjected to an increasingly gruesome number of tortures, but he tried to do the best he could to be realistic.
It didn’t help that he continued to be distracted by the thought of Ansily, who kept appearing in his plans in unusual – and often unlikely – ways.  Ways which usually led to even more unlikely (but infinitely more pleasurable) conclusions than death or imprisonment.  They often feature he and Ansily hiding out somewhere while the Censors stalked them, the fear they felt compelling them into passionate and imaginative acts of desperation.  
Then he’d remember he had a duty to perform, and sternly forced himself to focus on the very real danger, and not how Ansily might look when she bathed.  He fell asleep long past midnight.
The next day was uneventful, though the bakery was tense and nervous after the previous day’s interrogation.  Alya was safely hidden for a day, which made him feel easier.  And Alya’s absence made things a little easier for the family to bear, they had been shaken by the Censors, and even the children had become nervous after the dour men in the checkered cloaks had made their appearance.  
Tyndal felt guilty about bringing such dread to such good people, but he tried to make up for it by vigilantly ensuring that the men were at a safe distance.  What little he knew of the theory behind the spell suggested that his scrying would not be detectable, and not a quarter hour passed that he did not close his eyes whisper the command, and discover just how distant the Censors were.  And with every receding mile, his heart grew a little lighter.
That night when he finally fell asleep they were over twenty miles distant, and remained there the next morning.  Tyndal begged to see a map of the area – Master Rinden kept a passable one in his office to help with planning and deliveries – and decided that the Censors were likely in a village listed on the map as Lickhaven, east and south, just over the frontier with the next barony on the river.  It was a crossroads village that led to two other river ports, where Tyndal could only hope the warmagi were headed.  
It was a testament to how confident he felt that the next afternoon he felt complacent enough to daydream about Ansily more than worry about capture by the Censors.  Again when he caught himself he vowed to focus on his duty, and busied himself with more productive things . . . but his thoughts inevitably returned to her, and the way she smelled and looked and tasted on his lips.
He was doing just that when he heard a familiar voice behind him, most unexpectedly.
“Boy!” the gruff demand came from the doorway, a rough, deep voice laden with derision and disgust.  “What in the name of Ishi’s rotting twat are you trying to do?”
Tyndal froze, and a thousand thoughts went through his head as he dropped the pitchfork in surprise.  He turned around to face a very irate Censorate warmage.  Wantran, if he recalled correctly.
“My lord?” he asked, automatically.  He tried to stay calm, and not let his face betray him.  He was only partially successful.
“You, boy!  You’re the one!” he snarled.  He wasn’t reaching for his blade, so Tyndal didn’t try to escape.  Perhaps if he played dumb again . . . 
“I . . . my lord?” he asked in confusion.  “I’m the one?  The one . . . what, my lord?”
“Oh, I think you know,” he said, sneering as he entered the stable, his checkered mantle fluttering behind him.  There was anger in his eyes.  “Yes, I think you know very well.” He took a step forward menacingly.
“My Lord?” he squawked again, taking a step back.
“Hire us a horse ripe to throw a shoe?” he said, disgusted.  “We didn’t get to Harline before we were walking.  I demand our money back!”
All thoughts of escape vanished as Tyndal’s professional pride – as a stableboy – was hurt.  
“My lord, I assure you the farrier was here just a week ago, and assured us—”
“I don’t care if Huin himself assured you that it could crap golden muffins, Boy, you hired us a lame horse!  Do you have any idea how much time you cost us?  Your information has already caused us to inconvenience one very irate Ducal tax collector.  Had we decent horses, perhaps we could have caught up with our prey, but we had to trade those nags and lost half a day doing it!”
“My lord, I am sorry that you ran into misfortune, but Mast—”
“You have a hundred heartbeats to put coin in my hand, boy,” the warmage said, darkly, “or I shall have you taken into custody.”
Tyndal glared back defiantly, but went to the jar where Master Gonus kept the coin for the stable and slowly – very slowly – counted out half of the fee before handing it to the Censor.  “That’s half.  We’ll send the other half when we get the horses back.  And the tack,” he added, warningly.  He reasoned a real stableboy would have done the same, even at the risk of alienating a customer.  Customers came and went, but you had to live with your master every day.
“Very well, then,” Wantran said, reluctantly accepting the money.  “When we have concluded our business at the bakery, then I shall speak to your master about them.”
“The bakery, my lord?” he blurted out automatically.  He tried to cover himself quickly.  “I eat lunch there every day.  Everyone does!  Is the baker—”
“It’s nothing to concern you, boy,” Wantran dismissed, pulling his cloak of office back over his shoulder.  “An evil sorcerer broke the law, and he happens to be the son of the baker.  We think he knows where he is, is all, and we need to get that information.”
“But the baker will be okay?” he asked, worriedly.
Wantran studied him carefully.  “Perhaps you should consider someplace else to get your lunch tomorrow,” he said with a dark chuckle, and left the stable.
The moment he left, Tyndal sprang into action.  He wasn’t absolutely sure of what he was doing, but he knew he needed to do something.  The thought of Master Rinden being lead-away in chains – or worse – terrified him.  The old baker was a strong man, but he could not resist the spells of compulsion the Censors would employ.  Or less-mystical but more painful methods.  In mere hours they would know about him . . . and where Alya was hiding.
Tyndal couldn’t abide that.  He retrieved his witchstone from the shelf he’d hidden it upon, and then went all the way to the back of the tack and harness room, where he had hidden a bundle the second day he’d worked here.  Carefully he unrolled the oiled leather he’d wrapped around his mageblade and the only wand he’d brought with him.  It wasn’t worth much – it didn’t have more than two charges – and any decent mage could defend against it, at need.  But Tyndal wasn’t planning on giving them a chance to do so.
He drew the blade six inches to examine the steel before he snapped it back.  He barely knew how to use it.  Master Minalan had tutored him, and he’d practiced with it faithfully  in the village the Bovali refugees had been sent to, but any first-year guardsman was better with a blade.  That didn’t deter him in the slightest.  
He strapped the mageblade across his back, tucked the witchstone under his shirt, and slid the warwand into his belt, behind his back.  Then he took a deep breath, turned around—and walked smack into Ansily, knocking them both to the floor.
“OhmygoddessTYNDAL!” she said, ashen-faced as she helped him to his feet.  “Those men, those Censors!  They were at the Four Stags this morning, and I overheard them, and I came as fast as—”
“It’s all right, Ansily,” he said, as gently as he could manage with his heart pounding in his chest.  “I saw them.  They haven’t discovered me, but they are going after Master Rinden.  I can’t let that happen,” he said, defiantly.
“But they’re soldiers!” she said, her eyes as wide as wagon wheels.  “They’ll kill you!”
“Probably,” he conceded, as casually as he could manage, “but I’m not going to make it easy on them, and I’m not going to let them take away my master’s father.  Or his bride.”  He started to walk past her, but she grabbed on to him instead.  He hadn’t expected that, though he found he enjoyed it.
“Tyndal, no!” she pleaded.  “I don’t know what kind of trouble you’re in, but—”
“I’m in all sorts of trouble, and I can’t wait any more,” he insisted, shaking off her grip.  “They are over at the bakery right now!” he said, pleadingly.
“All right, but . . . can’t we summon the guard?”
“They’re Royal Censors, Ansily,” he tried to explain.  “The Duke couldn’t even tell them what to do.”
“But if you go to fight them then won’t that be treason or something?”
“It’s probably just really stupid, and honestly I’m not that worried about that right now.”  He stared at her curiously.  Why would anyone worry about that sort of thing when someone’s life was on the line?  Sometimes he wondered if women were all crazy.  “Stay here. Stay hidden.  They won’t bother you, I’ll wager, especially if you just look like a frightened girl hiding— ”
“I’m sure I’ll manage!” she said, sarcastically.
“If I pull this off, I’ll come back for you.  If I don’t, you should be safe over here.  And if you get the chance . . . run.”
She looked at him with tears in her eyes, and before he could say another word she was kissing him, passionately.  “If you pull this off, Tyndal of Somewhere, then you had better come back here.  You and I have some unfinished business,” she said, her eyes telling him just what kind of business she had in mind.  Tyndal spent a few seconds locked in utter confusion before he shook it off and pulled himself away. “So what are you going to do?” she asked, a little more confidently.
“I have no idea,” he confessed.  “But I’m down to desperation and imagination, so it’s not going to be subtle.”
 





 
The sounds of sobbing and screaming could be heard over the tall wooden fence that surrounded the bakery compound, which was already starting to attract attention.  They weren’t cries of pain—yet, he noted as he sprinted across the road, they were cries of outrage.  They hadn’t begun to hurt them yet.  They were just bullying and threatening and scaring them, not actually harming them.  That was something, at least.  He crept up to the wall and scaled it effortlessly – he’d always been partial to climbing trees, and the wall was hardly a barrier.  The compound was deserted; the shadows spawning in the twilight were darkening as the harsh noise was coming from inside the sprawling house.
Tyndal quietly crossed the courtyard past the giant red ovens and came to one of the windows that led to the residence.  He didn’t need the hearing spell to hear what was happening inside.  The voices were loud, angry, and severe.
“—tell us where your son is hiding!” Wantran’s voice demanded.  “We know he was here, we detected the tracking spell he planted on us!  Which of you knows?”
“We haven’t seen Minalan in over a year!  Leave him alone!” Mistress Sarali insisted, pleading for her husband.  It tore Tyndal’s soul to hear that riven tone in the good woman’s voice.
“She speaks the truth,” Lespin’s voice called out, casually.  He must be using a spell.
“He sent someone, then,” Wantran insisted.  “Do not lie to us!”
“The spell on our saddle was fresh,” Censor Lespin pointed out.  “Are any of you magi?  No, you stink of flour and sweat and ignorance.  Then the mage your son sent to protect you . . . where is he?”
Tyndal suppressed the desire to jump through the window and announce himself.  As dramatic as the gesture would have been, he realized it would have been just as final.  He could not take the risk that the warmagi would not only capture or kill him, but kill everyone else in the house as well.  He had to find another way.  
His first task, as he saw it, was to get the Censors out of the bakery.
That part he hoped would be simple.  He stole back over to the fence, and using it and a stick of firewood as a ladder he quickly lifted his stringy body up to the low roof of the building.  
Imagination and desperation.  There had to be something.
He scanned the street from his vantage point, details already beginning to fade in the gloom of twilight.  He noted the mist forming along the riverfront at this hour, and the number of lights on in the village, and he heard the bell of a barge coming up the river.  It seemed so peaceful and serene that it was hard to imagine the scene that was unfolding under his feet.  He spared just a moment to consider hiding up here until the Censors had left, but he knew that wasn’t really something he could do.  He might be common born but he knew what honor was.
What he could do, he decided, was give his master’s family the best chance at fleeing he could.  He needed divine intervention, like the fog that the goddess Delanora had used to hide the lovers in Ansily’s tale.   Where the hell is she? he wondered, bitterly.  Then as he stared at the creeping mist, Despite his desperate situation, he thought he had the beginnings of a plan which might do the trick . . . and probably get him killed in the process. 
It was the mist.  He could use the mist.  It was just water, in the air, and he knew a thing or two to do with it.  
Tyndal took one last look around the roof, glanced longingly across the road to the stable where Ansily waited for him,  and then around at the darkening village that had been, however temporarily, his home, and he sighed.  Then he got to work.
 
 
 
The explosion that erupted in front of the bakery had been only mildly impressive, and had exhausted Tyndal’s knowledge of magical pyrotechnics, but it had done the job.  It had produced (along with a loud bang and eight-foot tall pillar of fire) an unmistakable wave of magical energy that any mage would have felt.  The Censors certainly did – in moments both men were rushing out to the street, swords and warwands in hand, looking around intently for the source of the spell.
Tyndal had wisely moved the moment after he’d cast the thing, so when the magi began tracing the spell’s origin he was in a different place entirely.  Lespin savagely attacked a shrub that screened the steps of the shop across the street, and then signaled to his partner that the offending mage he suspected had been hiding there was gone.
“That’s not very sporting of you!” Wantran called out into the night.  “Why don’t you come out and we can talk like gentlemen?”
Tyndal’s heart raced as he triggered the next part of his plan.  A weak flare – no more than a cantrip – sputtered up the hill, away from the river.
“You’re going to have to do better than that,” Wantran called, shaking his head.  “Master Mage, surely you can offer us something more tempting as a lure?”
Tyndal paused, mid-crouch, as he skimmed the rooftop of the little shop next door to the bakery.  He debated with himself, and then shrugged.  He wasn’t going to be lingering here long, anyway.  He drew his warwand from his belt and carefully aimed.  Lespin was instantly knocked off of his feet, which Tyndal found very gratifying.  Unfortunately, the Censor got to his feet very quickly . . . and very angrily.  He scanned the area, and cursed when his magesight revealed . . . nothing.
The mist had thickened, encouraged by a few small spells here and there, and then just before he had engaged his first distraction he’d energized the entire cloud.  Not to do anything in particular . . . just hold the power.  It wasn’t perfect, but it made magesight useless for tracking him now.  
Tyndal was already moving, scaling the rear wall of the building and scooting around the corner, where he could peer out into the thickening mist and see his foes as they searched for him.  He grinned despite himself as he released another cantrip, another tiny ‘pop’, near the Censors.  Both men whirled and threatened the empty gloom.  
Satisfied that they were preoccupied with the mysterious hidden mage, he slunk across the top of the fence to the rear of the compound and scaled the gate.   
He unexpectedly saw Hirth, the junior apprentice, who was clutching a bloody rag to the side of his head with one hand and holding a bare dagger in the other.  He startled when he heard Tyndal’s footsteps, then sighed as he recognized him in the deepening gloom.  Hirth’s face was as white as if he’d been moving bags of flour.  Except for the dark red parts.
“Thought you’d be over the horizon by now,” he whispered, harshly.  He sounded pleased that Tyndal wasn’t.
“I’m not that smart,” Tyndal pointed out.  “What happened?” he asked, indicating the bandage with a nod of his head.
The dark-haired apprentice shrugged.  “This?  Oh, just being my usual charming self.  I didn’t like how they were treating Mistress Sarali, and said so.  But Master Rinden didn’t say anything, Tyn, I promise—“
“I’m not worried about that – I’ve lured them away for a bit.  Can you manage to get everyone out of the house and down to the back gate?  I think I can keep them chasing shadows awhile yet.”
“That shouldn’t be difficult.  They had everyone crammed into the kitchen.  They started getting really nasty, Tyn,” he added, worriedly.
“I know,” he sighed.  “That’s why I’m here.  I’ll take care of this, I promise.  You just get everyone out of the house and . . .”
“Down to the charcoal burners,” Hirth suggested.  “They owe Master Rinden their livelihoods, and most of them are part-time thieves on the best of days.  Good lads.  They sure know their way around a dice cup,” he added, ruefully.
“Perfect,” agreed Tyndal.  “I’m going to keep sniping at them until you get away.  If I don’t see you again, tell Alya to tell my Master I tried my best.  Just get everyone out, for now.”
“I’ll do it,” he agreed.  “You really think a scrawny guy like you can contend with a couple of ugly fellas like that?”
“I know a couple of tricks,” Tyndal said, defensively.  “And I’ve got this,” he said, showing off his nearly-spent warwand.  “And this,” he added, nodding to the mageblade over his shoulder.  “It should work as well on Censors as it does on goblins.”
Hirth looked impressed and scared at the same time – he’d never been in more than a fist fight.  “Good luck,” he said, respectfully.
“Thanks,” Tyndal said as the other apprentice hurried away.  “Back to work,” he added to himself . . . and began climbing back up the fence to the roof.  He found a good place from which to scry, behind the warm kitchen chimney.  
His magesight was just as blinded by his spell as the Censors’ – but he had thought of that.  He cast a slightly more powerful spell, the Earfire Evocation, which revealed to him sound as if it were flame.  Only he could see it, and he’d rarely thought of it as useful in any way, but now it was ideal.  It had seemed only logical, considering the limited spells he knew from memory, and it worked. 
It quickly revealed the location of the Censors in the gloom, as well as a host of distracting flame: the creak of the barges on the river were purple spikes high above the light blue flare of the sound of the river itself.   A pair of bats became an entwined ball of bright orange and yellow fire, and the rustle of livestock in the stables and barns flashing green curls of flame from the doorway.  He kept as quiet as possible while he scryed, in case the warmagi had thought of the same trick.
First he noted Wantran by his size of the flame and the bluish color of his voice.  The warmage was enveloped in several spells, Tyndal could feel, though he only had the vaguest idea what they were.  Lespin was nowhere to be seen, but Tyndal suspected from a reddish flame that he was searching the far end of the street, down the slope toward the docks. 
He had anticipated that.  He’d left a few blatant spells simmering in that direction as a ruse.  Nothing dangerous –  glyphs and basic enchantments.  One glyph made a embarrassingly loud fart noise in the night, the sudden flare of bright yellow fire telling Tyndal just how far down the slope Lespin had gone.  They weren’t elaborate, but they were freshly hung, something that would take even a professional spellmonger hours to accomplish without a witchstone.  He hoped it was enough to convince the Censors that a real mage was baiting them.
Wantran was looking increasingly frustrated, turning slowly in a circle as he tried to see through the mist.  Tyndal decided to add to his frustration with more distraction.  He searched the clay tile roof as quietly as he could until he found a windblown twig.  It wasn’t ideal, but it was substantial enough to hold the spell.  He’d learned it in Boval Vale, when Master Minalan had taken him out to harass the goblins.  Whenever the raiders wanted to distract a patrol, they’d used a variation of the spell.  
With a witchstone, it was childishly simple.  Summoning a tendril of power from his precious shard of irionite, he shaped it into the symbols in his mind while his hands twirled the twig between them.
When he was satisfied, he tossed it into the air and whispered the mnemonic trigger.  The twig obligingly flew into the air and across the road, until it was over the warehouse next to the stable.  There it flared brightly but briefly, and emitted a loud series of pops.  A Dandyjig charm.  It impressed young girls, he’d discovered – and irritated Censors.
“Damn you!” he heard Wantran’s baritone curse.  “Stop this childish nonsense!  Come out and fight like a man, you bastard footwizard!”
“Not bloody likely,” Tyndal whispered under his breath as he quickly descended the wall.  The Censor outweighed him by a good three ingots, maybe as much as five, and wouldn’t hesitate to kill him.  Instead he turned his attention to the gloom behind him, where a trail of multicolored flame convinced him that his risk had purpose, at least.  He was gratified in seeing the firey traces of footsteps and whispers fade away as the last of the baker’s large clan disappearing into the night. 
Last to go was Master Rinden, who was nursing a black eye he didn’t seem to notice.  He didn’t see the boy in the shadows above as he passed through the charcoal gate.  He looked scared, Tyndal decided at first, scared but determined.  No, he looked angry.  And defiant.  He was fleeing, but he was protecting his family, and there was honor in that, Tyndal realized.  
The apprentice crept back to the front of the compound before he descended back over the fence.  Wantran was still searching in vain near the warehouse, flashes of light illuminating the shadows briefly but brightly enough to banish them for a moment as he employed magelights and other spells in search of his prey.  If only I was a shadowmage and could sneak up behind him, Tyndal mused to himself, then maybe I could put a sword in his back.  Unsubtle, but . . . 
Then he stopped himself.  Why couldn’t I?
The idea formed quickly into a plan.  It was haphazard and stupid – likely terminally so – but it also amused Tyndal.  That, as much as the possibility he’d succeed, was enough to convince him to do it.  He slipped the mageblade off of his back and waited for Wantran to turn away before he dropped it just outside of the fence.  It tumbled quietly behind the discouraged-looking little knee-high bush that had grown there, flashing some green fire as it landed.  He might need it later.
He had to wait until Wantran was turned around again before he could continue, tucking his wand behind his back.  When his boots hit the hard-packed dirt of the road he sprinted across it to the other side, just as the big Censor turned around.
“Hey!” Tyndal yelled.  “My lord!”
The Censor nearly took his head off with his sword, but Tyndal resolutely jutted out his jaw as he skidded to a halt on the cobbles.
“I just spoke with my master,” he said, ignoring the mageblade as he strode forward.  “He says that I was in error in refunding your money.  I’m to ask for it back, if you please, and—”
“Boy, do you have any idea how dangerous it is out here?” the mage demanded angrily.  “There’s a sorcerer about, and he’s already tried to kill us once tonight!”
“That’s not my concern,” Tyndal continued, indignantly.  “MY master says I need to collect that coin, and I do what MY master tells me too!”  He was mere feet from the man, now.  He kept his face a mask of idiocy.  He could not falter.
“Tell your master to ride Huin’s lumpy log to his sister’s brothel—just get off the street, you idiot!” he said, his cheeks puffing under his cloth coif.  Wantran looked around frantically while he spoke, wand in one hand, blade in the other, searching for the elusive mage.  
“You’ve got a lot of gall, my lord, telling me – hey, who’s that?” he asked, doing his best to pitch his voice toward curiosity, not panic. 
Wantran whirled, his warwand extended . . . and several spells on his person began to respond to his commands.  Tyndal tried not to even think about what he was doing.  He knew his moment had come.  He had to act, and not worry about the consequences.  
He slid the slender warwand from behind his back, stuck it a handbreadth away from Wantran’s back, and he whispered the command.  The wand delivered its blast with an angry report, shattering into splinters in his hand in the process.  It had the desired effect, flinging the Censor backward.  He tumbled ten paces afar, arse over elbows, his checkered cloak fluttering crazily over his head.  There was a big smudge in it now, Tyndal realized in a daze.
Wantran’s head turned in the dust, peering over at him unsteadily, and from a sharp angle.  The concussion hadn’t been enough to knock him out, Tyndal realized in despair, just knock him down.  The Censor’s eyes swam, and then focused all too quickly.  Warmagic.
“You!” he spat harshly.  “You’re the spark!”
“Yep.  Catch!” he said, tossing a pebble from his hand.
It had taken two hours the first time Master Minalan had shown him this spell, one of the very first.  It was only two years ago when he was just a stableboy learning about his Talent.  Two hours of intense concentration and raising power and manifesting energy into basic symbols in that one little spell.  Another mere essay – display magic, impressive but not particularly useful.  But now when he had put it between his fingers and drew power from his witchstone, Tyndal’s spell was ready in two heartbeats.  
The pebble flew in a lazy arc, bounced once off of Wantran’s breastplate . . . and flashed with the light of a hundred candles for an instant.  It did no harm, but it did make seeing anything difficult for a few moments, and damn difficult to concentrate or visualize anything.  The way the river mists were thickening, when Wantran arose he wouldn’t have any idea where he’d gone.  With Lespin down by the river, the logical place to flee was higher up the High Street, into the heart of the village where he could slink away in any of a dozen directions.
Instead he dove into the familiar shelter of the stable, using the flashes of flame from the sounds of the horses to guide him.  He dove into an empty stall – ironically enough, Butterbell’s – and crouched, doing his best to keep his breathing soft.  The Earfire spell was fading, but Tyndal wasn’t concerned about that.  He was concerned because he suddenly remembered his only weapon, his mageblade, was under a bush across the street, an unfortunate tactical decision.
Wantran was certain to track him down eventually, and he really had no place to run from here.  He had fled here on instinct, more than purpose, seeking the familiar.  Never attack a wizard in his keep, was a famous old Imperial saying.  Tyndal didn’t have a keep, a house, or so much as a tent, but he knew the stables.  The smells and sounds seemed to protect and embolden him.  This was his keep.
He was considering the wisdom of sprinting back across the road in an effort to get to his sword when Wantran’s shadow, even more hunched over in pain, filled the doorway.
“You’re clever, lad,” he wheezed.  “You had us goin’ . . . but the game is over, now.  You are hereby taken to arrest . . . in the name . . . of the King . . .” he said as he moved slowly but steadily into the stable.  There wasn’t any fog here.  Magesight would work fine, Tyndal realized, and hiding wouldn’t be useful anymore.
He rolled to the edge of the stall and peered out at the man plodding his way down the rows, head turning and searching.  Those Censors were tough, Tyndal had to admit.  That admiration faded quickly as the seriousness of his situation prevailed.  
But then he spotted an ally.  In three more steps, Wantran would be behind Midnight, the gelding whose skittishness and fondness for kicking had made the boy respectful of him his first day here.  Two more steps, and the Censor would be in position.  He readied another cantrip, a “pinching” spell, first year apprentice level sorcery, as mighty as the fart sound glyph.
“Last opportunity to do this the easy way, Master Mage,” Wantran said.  He limped, but he held that mageblade steady, a faint glow appearing around its tip as some unknown enchantment activated.  That couldn’t be good for him.
But one more step . . . 
“We have nicer quarters in Wenshar, and we have less-nice.  Your actions now will determine the nature of your lodging, master Mage,” he said, taking that faithful step.  Tyndal snapped.  The spell activated.  Midnight kicked Wantran in the side and shoulder, both hooves flying.  The Censor once again sprawled off his feet, though he had the benefit of an empty stall to land in this time.  Tyndal shook his head as he ran to snatch up the other man’s sword on his way out.  Noblemen never thought about horses, unless they were astride them, for all their glorious talk.  He deftly lifted the Censor’s heavier blade by the hilt as he vaulted over the man’s boots . . . 
. . . and went sprawling himself as the sword’s hilt sent a blast of red lightning into his hand, arm, and shoulder.  He dropped the blade as he rolled across the cobbles, tripping over his own pitchfork in the process.
He should have thought of that: he’d heard of magical blades who would bite the hand of any but their owner who dared to wield them.  He vowed to remember the trick, as he lay panting for air, should he actually survive this duel.  He clutched at his hand and wrist, trying desperately to move his fingers and regain his feet.  He had done neither when next he heard Wantran’s dark baritone.
“Stop, mageling!” he commanded, hoarsely.  Tyndal couldn’t bear the thought of picking up the Censor’s blade again, but his left hand found the rough hickory handle of the pitchfork.  He grasped it wildly, tucked it under his arm and struggled to his feet.
“I said stop . . . or—“ he didn’t have to finish the threat.  Tyndal could see, to his dismay, that Wantran had discovered Ansily . . . whom Tyndal had forgotten was in the stable.
He didn’t have a weapon at her throat, but he did have his gauntlet grasping the back of her neck harshly, holding on to her like she was the crutch that kept him from falling.  “Stop this.  Now.  Or she dies.”
Tyndal straightened, the smallest bit of feeling returning to his fingers on his right hand, his left clutched around the haft of the pitchfork.  “Let her go!” he demanded, shaking the implement defiantly.  “She’s got nothing to do with this!”
“You have a choice – she dies, and then you die.  Or you lay on the ground with your hand’s spread over your head, face in the stone, and your tart can go home to her mother,” he offered.  
“I’m no tart—!” Ansily squawked as the big man’s grip tightened.  “We’re just friends—”
“Pick up your blade, then!” insisted Tyndal.  “If you’re going to kill me any way, fight me like a man!”
“I’ll beat you like a dog,” muttered the man as he pushed Ansily forward.  He stooped and grabbed the hilt of his sword, ignoring the wavering pitchfork that menaced him.  Again the man was in the right position . . . and again Tyndal attacked him unexpectedly.  He reversed the pitchfork with a twist of the wrist and wedged the tines under his arm, the worn handled pointed toward the top of the Censor’s head.
“Shayantha!” he whispered – the mnemonic was a Crinroc swear-word he doubted anyone south of the Penumbra would know . . . and once again Wantran was thrown back unexpectedly.  Only this time he didn’t get back up, and from the way he landed there was some doubt as to whether he’d ever move under his own power again.  The rugged hickory handle of the pitchfork was singed, but it hadn’t splintered the way his warwand had.  He spared just a moment to stare at it in gratitude.  A stableboy can always trust a pitchfork.
Tyndal had fretted for an entire day over the possible return of the Censors.  He’d had his witchstone at hand, and he knew all too well how strong the hickory handle was.  Once you learned the basics of magic it was nearly impossible not to become arcanely familiar with objects you used, even if you didn’t intend on imbuing them with magical purpose.  Enchanting the implement into a kind of wand seemed prudent, even against staying hidden.  Like horses, noblemen rarely thought about pitchforks.  And Censors likely wouldn’t be searching for an enchanted, dangerously magical pitchfork when they were looking for an experienced mage.
Ansily had been pulled partially out of the way when his wand activated, and the moment she stirred Tyndal dropped the tool and ran to her side.  She was rubbing her neck where the Censor had grasped it, and Tyndal put his hand over hers as he searched her for injury.
“Are you well?” he asked, concerned.  She nodded dumbly, her eyes wide.  
“You . . . you . . .”
“Not now,” he cautioned, his heart pounding and his eyes stealing to the still body of the Censor.  “We have to move – there’s still one of them out there!”
“I know!” she squeaked, getting to her feet as quickly as he could . . . and showing off far more leg under her skirt than she perhaps intended.  Tyndal cursed himself for thinking of pleasures at a time like this, but the kiss Ansily gave him when she did make it to her feet told him he wasn’t the only one so stirred by the excitement.  “Where to?” she asked him, her pretty eyes alight.
“Just follow me . . . and try to keep up,” he said, taking her by the hand and pulling, hard.  She followed without resistance.  He stopped just long enough to retrieve his mageblade, grateful to have at least some sort of weapon again.  The pitchfork had been a handy trick, but it was the last in his bag.  
But once he was properly armed, his confidence returned.  He was no warmage, but he knew how to stab someone in the darkness.  Lespin was somewhere down by the docks but his sound-to-flame spell was dissipating.  But so was the spell using the fog to conceal from magesight.  Tyndal allowed the last of the power to both to fail, and looked down the slope with the wizard’s perspective . . . and saw no one.
“Remember that story you told me?” he asked.  She nodded.  “We’re going to go to the docks and get to a boat.   Then I’m going to put you ashore and Lespin can chase me from here to the Mindens, and leave poor Talry behind.”
“Tyndal!  Don’t be stupid!” Ansily hissed.  “That was just a stupid story!  If we can get back to the Four Stags . . .”
“On foot?  He’d be on us by midnight.  And I’m not eager to go back into that stable for a while.  The river is the best way to put miles between us and trouble . . . and trouble and Talry.  The Censors won’t bother the bakers if they’re chasing me, a known threat and fugitive . . .”
“Then let’s go!” Ansily said, pulling the hood of her mantle over her head.  Tyndal was startled.  He honestly expected more of an argument.  He nodded in return, then took her hand with his left while his right brandished his un-named blade.  Bravely, foolishly, but decisively he began the descent of the slope through the thick river mists of Talry.
Even with magesight the footing could be treacherous, and try as he might the sound of their footsteps seemed to echo like thunder.  Yet no one challenged them.  Closer and closer they came, skirting the south side of the road, moving from building to tree to rock, ever watchful for the Censor.  By the time Tyndal and Ansily made it to the top stone step of the quay, the apprentice felt jubilant.  He spied the two crates they had hidden behind just a few days before, and motioned toward them.  Ansily nodded, and they padded as quietly as they could down to the dock, the mist so thick they could barely see even the outline of the crates.
“We can catch our breath and start looking for a boat from here,” Tyndal whispered, as they crammed themselves between the boxes.  He began peering from between the cracks to see which fisherman or bargeman had left a boat tied, rather than carried to the docks.  He suddenly felt very soft hands on his face.
“Tyndal,” Ansily said, in the quietest of whispers, “you saved my life!”
“You tried to save min—” he began, when his lips became involved in other pursuits.  Why did women think about things like this when they could be dead at any second? he asked himself, vainly, as he felt his mouth respond to her ardent, desperate kiss.  Her hands seemed to roam all over him, which made keeping a good lookout difficult . . . much less anything else requiring the slightest concentration.
“Ansily . . .”
“I want to, Tyndal!” she mewed insistently in his ear.
“Ansily, we’ve got to get out of here, Lespin—”
“Is right here,” boomed the Censor’s voice.  Tyndal froze.  Ansily yelped.  Tyndal sprang from the makeshift alcove, his mageblade in both hands, throwing the girl protectively behind him.  Yet he didn’t see anyone.  Even with magesight, there was no one in sight.
Until there was.  The sinister checkered cloak seemed to slide out of the fog where it clearly hadn’t been, and the smaller of the two Censors appeared, one hand clutching a pendant around his neck, the other holding a warwand.
“Shadowmagic,” he explained, and Tyndal’s heart fell.  “I trained for six months with the Censor’s shadowmagic Master before I was chosen for this post.  Using the river mist to encloud my scrying was clever, lad, but that just suggested where your thoughts were lying.  You couldn’t escape overland quickly enough, even with a horse – one who wasn’t going to throw a shoe, that is.  That left the river.  I knew that if Wantran did not capture you, then you would make your way here . . . just as you did.”
Tyndal aimed his mageblade squarely at the Censor’s heart.  “I’ve dealt with your partner, Lespin.  Don’t make me kill you, too.”
Lespin laughed mockingly through his teeth.  “Old Wantran has seen more wiley witches than you, lad, and lived to tell about it.  And I can see that toy you hold is barely more than simple steel – I won’t even dignify it by answering it with my own.  Lay it down, step away from it, and submit.  For if I have to take you by force, I won’t be gentle about it.  Our orders are to take you alive.  They do not specify that you should be . . . intact.”
The threat was chilling, no less for the matter-of-fact nature of its delivery.  Tyndal didn’t waver.  “If you are so certain that you can take me, then I suppose we’ll just have to see.  You’re a warmage . . . I have irionite,” he said, causing a flare of sparks to sputter from his blade to emphasize the point.  “It took more than one warmage to defeat the Mad Mage of Farise,” he reminded the Censor.
“And he was an adept, not an untrained mageling,” Lespin said, just as matter-of-factly – but the mention of irionite had made him wary.  Tyndal cursed himself mentally for mentioning it.  Rarely was telling your foe about your biggest advantage a factor in heroic epics.  That was the sort of thing the villain did.  “Lay down the blade.  This is your last warning,” he said, moving toward the end of the dock, his wand soon joined by a second.
Tyndal swallowed, stepped sideways two steps to move away from Ansily, and nervously began to draw power from his stone.  He didn’t rightly know what he planned to do with it, but having the power there at his call was really the only leverage he had in this duel.
“Just leave the girl alone,” he said, hoarsely.  “She blundered into this by accident, and she doesn’t know anything.”
“She’s neither of our concern – unless you make her so,” Lespin said.  “Tell me, why do it this way, when you could have avoided all of the pain and agony you’ll face now?  For I won’t kill you, lad.  You’ll go back to Wenshar in chains, tied like cargo.  And there you will have the misfortune to face the ire of Censor General Hartarian . . . and you will learn the meaning of suffering.”
“Because I didn’t stand on a wall and look down at thousands of goblins and piss myself, I’m not going to do it for one lousy little Censor,” he said, boldly.
Unexpectedly, the man chuckled.  “So the tale of invasion is true?”
“I was there.  It was my home,” he said, defiantly.  “Now it’s overrun, as is everything in the Wilderlands.  All the way to Tudry,” he said, miserably.  “Even now my master fights them while you fight him!”
“Then you will be fortunate enough to avoid that fight,” Lespin said.  “Goblins are not the Censorate’s concern.  Renegade magi are.  Ready, b—ahhhhh!” Lespin’s sentence died in his throat as his eyes opened wide in surprise . . . moments before he was blown unexpectedly off the dock, dozens of feet into the air, and splashed far downstream into the river.
“Tyndal?” squeaked Ansily.
“I didn’t do that!” he insisted, looking around wide-eyed for the source of the attack.  It didn’t take long. Just as the Censor had emerged from the shadows, a magelight suddenly appeared over the river, twenty paces from the dock.  
Under the pale glow of the arcane illumination Tyndal could barely make out two figures in the thick river mist; but where he expected to hear the slap of water against the boat they would have had to be standing on, there was nothing . . . and as the glow came closer and the figures more distinct, the apprentice could tell that there was, indeed, no boat.
“I hope you weren’t looking forward to handling him yourself, Tyndal,” the warm, yet stern voice of Lady Pentandra said.  “We don’t have time for a glorious duel.”
“L-lady Pentandra?” he asked, mystified, as the famous thaumaturge – and beloved colleague of his Master – stepped lightly and gracefully onto the dock, her slippers not even wet.  A thick woolen cloak of pale blue surrounded her, making her seem semi-divine in the glow of her light . . . and a slender wand was in her own hand.  
Next to her was the shorter, clumsier form of his fellow-apprentice, Rondal – a left-over Master Minalan had inherited from an errant competitor, back in Boval.  Rondal had been tasked to stay with the rest of the refugees, just as Tyndal had been tasked with protecting Alya, so his presence meant something important was afoot.  
“I told you I was on the way,” she said, a little irritated.  “My barge is still a mile downriver, but when I felt someone clearly using a lot of magic all at once, I felt compelled to hurry.  I built a . . . bubble chariot,” she explained,  clearly simplifying a complicated spell into an inadequate description.  “We were able to glide along much faster that way.  And it looks as if I made it in the nick of time . . . although I’m sure you could have handled it,” she added, when she saw Ansily’s frightened form behind Tyndal.  “And who is this?” she asked, curiously.
“Ansily of Roxly,” Tyndal explained, pausing only to sheath his mageblade.  “She’s an innkeeper who . . . she’s been helping me protect Alya.  She’s safe,” he added, hurriedly.
“Ah.  Yes.  I see,” Pentandra said, a twinkle in her eye.  “Well, she will have to stay with Minalan’s family awhile longer without you, I’m afraid.  Things in the Wilderlands are moving, and your Master has called all his allies to him, you included.  Your Duchy needs you, Tyndal of Boval,” she said, formally.
Tyndal blushed, and was thankful it was dark and misty, and he could hear Ansily gasp behind him.  He took her hand and squeezed it.  
“I’m sorry, I have to go,” he said, reluctantly.  “Please tell Alya, and Master Rinden and Mistress Sarali and the bakers, will you?  And then get back to Roxly where it’s safe for you.”
“You have to . . . to go?  But you saved my life!” she said, staring at him intently.
“He has other lives to save,” Pentandra insisted.  A bell rang downriver as her barge finally rounded the bend.  “And we cannot tarry.  That Censor will wash ashore eventually, and we need to be leagues away when he does.”  Rondal looked disgusted as Ansily nearly crushed him with the force of her embrace.
“I’ll come back,” he promised, lamely, after she kissed him.  “I’m sure it won’t be long . . .”
There were a few tears and a lot more kisses before the barge thudded against the wadded rag ball that protected the hull from the stone quay.  “Now, Tyndal!” Pentandra insisted, as Rondal stepped into the barge.  One last kiss, one last tear, and one last squeeze of Ansily’s hand, and before he knew it the dock and the tiny village of Talry disappeared into the fog behind them.
“You did well there,” Pentandra soothed him when he let out one last ragged sigh.  “Truthfully, you held off two trained Censors.  And protected that . . . protected your master’s bride,” she said, softly.  “That was nobly done.”
“It was desperation,” Rondal said, sourly.  “Did you see how much he was shaking when we showed up?”
“That was valor,” corrected Lady Pentandra with a tight smile.  “And the chill of the mist.”  Tyndal looked at the master mage gratefully.  “In fact, let’s get you below to my cabin and find something a little warmer for you to wrap up in.  I daresay you left your mantle and cloak back at the bakery?”
He nodded, then dutifully followed her down the steps to the tiny cabin, after listening to her instruct Rondal in keeping the water elemental that was speeding the barge upriver operating properly.  Finally, she cast a magelight and lit up the curtained alcove that concealed the lady’s quarters.
“Go ahead and get out of those clothes, they’re filthy,” she said as she began looking through her baggage.  “I had a few things made for Rondal, I’m sure he wouldn’t mind sharing . . .”  Tyndal blushed, but peeled his sweat-soaked tunic off his body.  He was reluctant to part with his breaches at the moment, and it took Pentandra only a moment to realize why.
“Oh, blessed Trygg’s bounty, you were . . . she was . . . oh, dear,” she said, shaking her head.  “You saved her life, and she was going to give you a hero’s reward . . . until I came along.”
“I’m not complaining, milady,” Tyndal said, hurriedly.  “I was just—”
“Shhhh!” the beautiful mage said, shaking her head and smiling.  “Sometimes the gods are cruel to us, Tyndal, putting what we desire so close to us as to appear in reach . . . only to have it torn away again.  That’s especially true for we magi, when so much has fallen so suddenly on our shoulders.  Sometimes the gods are cruel to us . . .” she said, waving her hand to cast a spell, “and then sometimes they can be just as kind.”  
She removed the light blue mantle from her shoulders, allowing it to fall to her tidily-made bed.  Her gown, a traveling garment made of finer cloth than he’d ever seen, was held in place by three buttons, which she quickly unfastened.  “You’re going to war, whether you know it or not, lad.  You may not return to fulfill your promise to that girl, no matter what gods you swore to do so by.  Sometimes,” she continued, stepping naked out of her dress, “the gods can give consolation . . . and if they can’t or won’t, then a mage has to step in to fill the need.”
Tyndal’s head spun as the warm, soft flesh of the older woman pressed against his bare chest.  She smelled so different than Ansily, more floral, less . . . innocent.  “I cast a spell of silence,” she whispered into his ear unnecessarily.  “Until it’s dispelled, you can make as much noise as you want, and no one will be the wiser.”
Tyndal relented, despite himself.  Pentandra was not the prize he had fought for . . . but she was a kingly consolation for his efforts.  She was mature and skillful, wise and beautiful, enchantingly adept and winsomely compelling.  His youth, his desire, his fervent need swept away the guilt he felt for letting his body take him to where his heart had not led him . . . but his body didn’t seem to care.
And when he finally arose to the dawn and stumbled out on the deck bare-chested to witness a sunset over a strange and new shore, no one was the wiser . . . save Tyndal.
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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 among 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 hoof beat.  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 now, not a stable boy.  
“Huin’s sack!  You make marriage sound so appealing, Captain Rogo.  If that’s is a man’s future after being 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 wasn’t dampened by even that horrid bloodbath.  And ennobling 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 ennobled, 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 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 man 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 responsibilities 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 nonstop 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, 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 nonhumans.  “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.  Kinsey 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, the spells that keeps enemy sentries from noticing you, disguising your footsteps, that sort of thing.  That’s advanced stuff, even for warmagi. But I know the spells.”
“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 under-trained peasant militia had about four or five-to-one odds to the horde-lette.  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 un-noticeability, 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 fletching 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 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 nonhuman 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 urgulnosti priests who seem particularly eager to turn your home into firewood.  The urgulnosti were the Dead God’s dedicated shamans, super-goblin magicians who maintained an almost constant connection to their foul master.  They were his elite.

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 urgulnosti 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 urgulnosti 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 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 melancholia 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 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 just magic, you morons, not romance,” 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.  He might have been smirking.
I took a deep breath, trying to put aside the gossip and my own doubts and focus on the matter at hand.  Ancient Kinsey and Balst looked at me with expectation.  “We need to rescue some of our Tree Folk allies who are holed-up at the center of that tiny horde.  There are three shamans and at least two trolls and more than two hundred goblins,” I said, as the Nirodi groaned and the militia paled.  “The good news is, I have a plan.”
“Two hundred goblins and two trolls,” Ancient Kinsey said, skeptically, “The enemy outnumbers us four-to-one, but he has a plan.”  
“Yes, I have a plan,” I said, patiently.  “But the only way it’s going to work 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 known 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.

After I had given my orders and added a silent prayer that I wouldn’t get us all killed today to any deity who might have taken an interest, I took up my own position, behind an outcropping of boulders, and threw my fair share of the glyphs.  I thoroughly peppered the area with the spells, the irionite sphere on my chest making the task as easy as trimming my toenails.  Soon the most obvious route around the tree was covered in my special spells.  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 as another patrol came close behind the first.  
This time it was a group of six, and their captain was larger than the others by eight inches – perhaps one of the eunuchs the Dark God was using for heavy infantry, or maybe he just ate all his porridge when he was little like a good goblin, I wasn’t sure.  But 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, but no more wary than that.  Then I popped out and did it all over again for the next patrol.

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 subject’s 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 was anxious to see if it was working.  I stealthily worked my way back to the designated point just in time to see the first patrol get lured into our trap. 
The three River Folk were walking along with no pretense of stealth and -- Ishi help me -- whistling, like they were going to a party. Tod actually skipped.  The others babbled comically.  They approached the gurvani patrol – three goblins holding spears and looking bored – and halted, apparently stunned by their sheer visual ferocity.  They made quite a show of it, too, shivering exaggeratedly in fear, and I didn’t doubt they could all have been proper mummers if they had a mind.

The gurvani, for their part, were intrigued – but were they hungry?  I could see a few lick their lips absently as they went to investigate the River Folk, and they were sniffing the air like bloodhounds, far more than necessary.  That was encouraging.  Clearly this was a band who had stumbled into our glyphs.  They were already starving, even if they didn’t know it yet.  I could see them give each other anxious glances as they went down the rise after the three River Folk -- who took off running and squealing in the other direction.  

That didn’t bother the gurvani at all.  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.  I gave Rondal the unpleasant task of finishing off the survivors.  Rank hath its privileges.   

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 our little friends would have been lunch.  That many goblins, even packed together and in a slather, required plenty of arrows.  About a dozen made it all the way to the bottom of the rise, and the River Folk had to scramble.  Rogo’s boys had to come out and finish off the stragglers hand-to-hand, with knives and swords, to save arrows, with the help of a few militiamen.  Then they gleaned arrows from the bodies, removed the corpses from the field, and went back into hiding.  I may have helped a bit myself.
 
There was a change in the way they got chased, too, over time.  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 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.  I had anticipated that – I had honestly hoped we could keep suckering them longer before they figured it out, but it had had the desired effect.  They didn’t outnumber us quite as much now.  And they would have to deal with the new threat to their siege.  They chose a hill on the eastern side of the tree around, behind the hill, leaving one of the shaman and a troll and a whining squadron of warriors behind to guard the trunk.  

I’d planned for this sort of thing, but since I was unsure of how they’d respond I’d prepared a couple of different contingencies.  Half an hour later, I was still just as unsure, and growing uneasy.  A sudden coordinated attack, a mad dash in our direction, or a sudden chaotic retreat were all possibilities I’d planned for.  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 patrols 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.  It made you feel powerful.  Having a witchstone made it even worse.  “I figured I’d be fighting for my life right now.”
“They’re just not hungry enough yet, I’m guessing,” 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 I’m guessing that they’ve discovered that their provisions are gone.”

“How long until they figure it out what we’re up to and cast counterspells?”  Rondal whispered.  
That had been the biggest danger with this plan.  If the foe was suddenly less hungry and more pissed off, we were sunk.  I was hoping the priests weren’t that adept.  I shrugged.

“I wish I knew.  We just need to get them even hungrier before they get the chance – and that’s going to be tricky.  They’ll be wise to a direct spell, now that they guess we’re here.”  I considered the matter.  
We could pepper the area around them with more glyphs, but that would take time and expose us.  It would also put us in a vulnerable position, where we could get picked off.  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 typically 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 quickly 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 was 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, who had come out of their concealed positions as we continued not being attacked.  They were excited and bored.  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.  Even they knew it was poor form to stop in the middle of battle for a late lunch.

“Can you 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, repeating the term in his native language as his big nose hovered over the revolting mess bubbling in the shield while he dumped a crumbled up fistful of aromatic leaves into the mixture.  His herbs seemed to do the impossible -- it almost started smelling just a little like food.

Soon the boiling water was cooking the meat.  It was soup, of a sort, and it quickly turned a foul-looking reddish brown.  It wasn’t very appetizing to me, I suppose, but then I wasn’t starving – and I’d had soup for lunch.  But it had the desired effect.  The aroma of cooking meat quickly filled the air with the smoke.  That was good, but I wanted it stronger.  I fished out a big chunk of woodchuck – I thought it was 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.  Let’s see if it’s working.”  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 here, but they’re going mad.  The warriors are whining about being hungry and the trolls are looking increasingly distressed.  There have been two small squabbles, so far.  
I smiled to myself.  That was promising.  In a moment they’re going to start getting riled up.  And they’ll be heading in our direction.  As soon as they do, and you can get to the base of that tree, you do it.  I think our Tree Folk friends will be watching closely, and will welcome the chance to escape.  The whole point of this picnic is to rescue them, so even if we end up entrees, you get them clear, understand?

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.  You do what you’re supposed to.  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.  

I had other things to deal with.  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 – his young Ancient Kinsey had broken his hand under a gurvani mace. “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 un-punctured will be weakened enough for the militia to take them, 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 really don’t think you 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 Inarion 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.  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 that the trolls were used as brute strength in 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 -- and they weren’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 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.  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 them.  It will just enrage them and piss them off, and at this distance up a hill, they’d go through our lines like a dose of salts.  They’re docile, now.  Let’s focus on the damn shamans and soldiers.”

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 warriors, too.  The shamans hadn’t just brought the trolls with them, but almost all of their reserves to bear on us.    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 soup was kind of irritating.  Thirty or forty gurvani made their way halfway down the slope and took up defensive positions.  
There were at least fifty goblins in formation, once the stragglers and walking wounded were browbeat into line.  Their formation dwarfed our little shield wall, and even if I added in the hidden Nirodi, the gurvani warriors still outnumbered us decisively.  And they were maintaining their formation in some semblance of order, I noted.  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.  The warriors were bad enough, but add in those trolls and then the urgulnosti priests . . . well, at least the odds were slightly better now.   But this gave me the opening I needed.  And if I didn’t exactly have a real plan, I at least had a vague hint of a notion that I could pass off as a plan at need.

 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 added, 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 officially, 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.  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., who stepped forward in front of his trolls, but well behind his line.  He even stood on a rock about the size of a wheelbarrow, which put him well over the heads of his troops.  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.

“Surrender at once, 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, be it quick or slow.  I couldn’t let that go unanswered, and I really wanted to keep him talking as long as possible.  
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, and I really hoped the shamans weren’t noticing that.  For that matter, I really hoped the personal protections against arrows and sling stones and such were adequate.  

“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.  My reward for slaughtering thousands and thousands of gurvani in the Wilderlands.“  If I could just get them mad enough, I was hoping that in their hunger they would make some tragic mistake.  That, really, was all the plan I had going.  I was hoping my infamy would give them pause, and I was right.
“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.”

“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.  “Look, I can do this all day,” I said, casually taking a piece of jerky out of my belt pouch and gnawing on it rudely.  Their entire defensive line began to drool afresh at the sight.  “But the truth is, I have other priorities.  I’ve already defeated a couple of goblin armies 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.  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!”
“I’m already kind of whimpering at your face,” I chuckled – and was gratified to hear a snicker or three from behind me.  “But I stood face to face with the Dead God himself, and slew plenty of trolls and countless gurvani.  Do you really think this moth-eaten band of 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, continuing to chew.  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 what happened to your comrades in the clutches of the fire elemental on the fields of Timberwatch?” I reminded him.  “Or the poor saps who got caught outside of --”

“Enough!” the shaman shouted, and added something in gurvani I could only interpret as a curse.  “We fear no humani, mage or not!  You are all mortal, as we’ve shown.  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.

So!  The shaman had wandered into a glyph as well!  This could get interesting!  I’d figured they’d be on the watch for such tricks, but apparently not.    “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--”

“ENOUGH!” 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 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 kegs to be sure. “  
Hell, if I could get them to desert to chase some mythical commissary wagon, that would be a cheap enough victory.  “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 from the site and running as far as they could in fear, or concealing themselves in the bush and fretting about 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.  “Or are you scared of what the big, bad Spellmonger has planned when you get to the bottom of the hill?” Pure bluff – I didn’t have any powerful spell at hand – so bluff was about all I had.  
It was 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, as well as a few breathless messengers, while the one addressing us was getting fighting mad . . . yet was 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 at 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 on 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 toward us . . . and toward the fake soup they were smelling.  
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 war cry turned into a hungry growl that was even more frightening by comparison.  Desperation filled their faces as they smelled cooking meat over the fire, our hastily-contrived Ambush Soup.  And I was in the way.

Suddenly, the whole “starving goblin” idea didn’t seem so bright.  

“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-captains -- 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 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, a large 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 in the 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 sword point 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.  Rondal joined us a moment later, performing like the worst, most clumsy 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 trolls were still enjoying snacking on fresh shaman, I saw when I could 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 shaman 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.
In the meantime, I had plenty of problems to contend with right in front of me.  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.  Clearly 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 both 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 injured.  I tossed aside my empty wands and tugged one of their swords from its death grip – it seemed too long, clumsy and unwieldy in my hand compared to Master Cormaran’s beautiful mageblade.  It was a thick piece of sharp steel, not an elegant weapon.  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 shield man 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 the shield men, as a tree rolled over us.
“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 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 thing helpful – 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.   Ancient 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?”
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 one of their number was laying dead on the slope.
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 gurvani allies.  Then 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 wheat straw, 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.  “I’ll keep the line.  If you see any archers, now would be a good time for a volley,” I added.  Rondal dashed away.
I watched with horrid fascination as the troll scrambled down the hill and found his prize.  If he was disappointed at it, he didn’t show it.  He picked up the boiling shield full of muck by its brim, its searing metal burning his fingers and lips as he did so, and began drinking it down.  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 and bearing bows.  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 one 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.
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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 this morning.”
“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.  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,” Ganz 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 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 their presence somehow ennobled the simplest of things.  “The tale is told amongst the survivors of Ameras of the brave humani who foolishly led his comrades into certain death against the power of the abomination.”
“Yes, brave and foolish, that’s me.  We’re 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.  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.  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.  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.  All three of the urgulnosti’s witchstones were smooth toruses – no mere shards, they 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.
The Alka covered the four stones with his other hand and began to summon power.  I don’t know how much time passed while he did it – I wasn’t in any position to do more than sit there and watch as someone did something to my stone.  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 sphere more than twice the size of the 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.  “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 bring greater control it can also be 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 shadow.  Should that happen, seek our counsel before you do ought else.”
“Understood,” I said, touching 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.  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, were 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 fire pit 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 feast upon them after driving them mad.  As a delicacy.”
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 council,” 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 nonhuman 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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The halls of Wilderhall were nearly deserted at this time of year, as the Duke’s staff had largely relocated to the Winter Palace at the capital of Castabriel, where the bulk of the administrative work of the duchy was done.  But there are some offices which just do not lend themselves to portability, and the Ministry of Domains, Lands and Estates was one of them.  
I suppose it made sense to keep the vast records of all the domains in the Summer Palace.  Space in the busy urban capital was at a premium, and the office needed a lot of it for the voluminous records of who owned what and owed how much tribute where.  Wilderhall is a large castle, and there was plenty of room to spread out.  The archives wound back through the dusty, cool chambers of the keep, tended by a small army of brown-robed clerks.  It was as quiet as a library where I was sitting, in Lady Arnet’s office.
I was awaiting the Mistress of Domains, Lands and Estates with a fresh warrant for my reward in my hands.  I was to have my choice of domains from the Duke’s holdings, within limits.  Theoretically, that could mean an estate just about anywhere.  It all depended upon where I wanted to hang my four-pointed hat.
There were hundreds of estates on the books in his name, estates confiscated for taxation, legal issues, or punishments, forfeitures and estates held in trust for noble lines gone extinct.  The administration of that great empire of real estate and taxation was a massive task, but Lady Arnet seemed more than capable of it.  She had glanced at the warrant when I’d arrived, asked me a few brief questions, and then had me escorted to her office while she hobbled back into the dusty recesses of the archives, to find some possible estates for my consideration.
While I was waiting, I couldn’t help but notice the beautiful collection of thimbles displayed behind her ancient desk. There were hundreds of them, of all shapes and sizes, made of different materials and neatly displayed in a cunningly- carved wooden case.  The ones at the top were golden, the next tier silver, and so forth.  At the bottom there were several of porcelain, tin, and common clay.  It was an impressive and illustrative display of the thimbler’s art – and I had never even known that there were thimblers, or that there was art to what they did.
“Admiring my collection, young man?” the creaky voice of Lady Arnet asked, breaking my reverie.
“It’s impressive,” I agreed.  “I had no idea that there were this many types of thimbles.  You must really enjoy your needlework.”
“Bah, I hate needlework – haven’t touched it in years,” she dismissed with a giggle at some private joke.  She took her chair and laid a thick stack of leather-bound folios on her desk.  “Those thimbles are meaningful in other ways,” she explained, casually.  “They are a record of every man I’ve ever ordered assassinated.”
“Oh,” I said, dumbly.  
I might have forgotten to mention.  Lady Arnet was also known as “Grandmother”, the matriarch behind the Duchess of Castal’s sinister Family of intelligence and assassination operatives.  I looked at the collection again.  There were hundreds.
“The gold are those of royal descent, of course,” she added, conversationally, “Dukes, duchesses, and their heirs.  The silver are nobles of highest rank, the bronze are barons and viscounts, the porcelain are petty nobility, the pewter are craftsmasters or burghers – the six there at the end were once the Barrowbell Burghers’ Council.  The lead ones are clergy, and the unglazed clay are, of course, commoners.”  
I studied the collection anew with a sick feeling in my stomach.  “For magi you should have them made to resemble our four-pointed caps,” I suggested.  “And for High Magi, top them with emeralds.”
She considered, and then nodded in agreement.  “You are anticipating that already?  Then you may just be wiser than you appear, Sir Minalan.”
“I recognize the possibility,” I conceded.  “‘Anticipating’ might be too strong a term.  Our organizations are working well together at the moment, but I also have a fine appreciation the vagaries of Fate and the whimsical nature of the gods.”
She nodded, pleasantly, and poured tea for us both.  “I am so glad we understand each other, then.  I have been doing this a very long time, my dear, and I hope you realize that it is almost never personal.  Why,” she said, gesturing to the collection, “three of those thimbles are blood relatives of mine.  But they were in the way.”
“That is regrettable,” I said, feeling almost as chilled by the kindly old woman as I had been by the presence of the Dead God.  “But I do understand.  As I consider how to establish the way magic will work in the new regime,” I added, carefully, “I am certain that we, too, will have to make such difficult decisions.  For the greater good.”
“For the greater good,” she agreed, fixing me with a stark stare that belied her kindly features.  “I do believe we have an understanding, young man.”
“I’m not certain that we do, Grandmother,” I said, invoking her secret title.  “As I tried to explain to Mother,” – the Duchess – “as potent as the protection of the Crown would be for our order, it matters not to us which head lies under that crown.”
She wasn’t startled by the challenge – in truth, I think she expected it. Or at least was so good at her job that she wouldn’t display that kind of emotion unless she wanted to.  
“I can respect that,” she agreed.  “But before you think me a bloodthirsty old bitch, Son-in-Law, let me explain that each of those dainties behind me also represents lives saved.  Sometimes thousands of lives.  Sometimes millions.  The Family does not resort to such tactics lightly – that is one way in which we differ from our . . . competitors in other realms.  We weigh everything quite carefully before we send one of our daughters to her needlework.”
The assassins in the Family were almost all female, almost all young and pretty, and extremely talented in making their kills look like accidents.  No one suspects a vapid serving maid or a love-struck young noblewoman to be a secret assassin.  
“I’m sure that brings great comfort to the families of the fallen,” I said, dryly.
“No doubt,” she said, deadpan.  “But let us turn our attention to more important matters than needlework.  The selection of your domain is an important decision, young man.  And learning what it is to be noble is an important skill to learn.  It is my task to help you with both.”
“Both?  I didn’t think nobility was a skill,” I observed, sipping my tea.  Sure, it could have been poisoned, but somehow I didn’t think Lady Arnet would stoop to such base treacheries.  It would be inartful.
“A common misconception.  Even amongst the nobility, if you would have the truth.  But most of us learn these things as a matter of course, from our parents and families and lieges.  Those born common,” she said, without a trace of judgment, “only see the result, not the preparation.  
“But your situation is far from unique.  I’ve taught more commoners how to present their nobility than I have thimbles in my collection.”  She took two books down from a shelf nearby.  “You can read, can’t you?  Of course you can, you were Academy trained.  Read these two books,” she ordered, pushing them to me, “and come to me with any questions.  Now, let us see what the Duchy can provide for you as your just reward for such gallant and faithful service.”
I tucked the books under my arm and we spent the next two hours going through one estate after another.  Each folio was a record of the land, its size and composition, the people, the number of hearths, principal produce and exports, and tax and tribute information.  
Once I had sketched out my basic requirements, Lady Arnet began helping me sift through the offerings, discarding some out of hand, putting some in a pile for consideration, and piling up a very few as strong contenders for my requirements.
She was actually quite helpful, once you got over the fact that she had killed more men than I had.   She kept up a litany of helpful advice about what I should look for in an estate, and she steered me away from any obvious disasters-in-waiting.
“No, this domain was in rebellion ten years ago, and it is still harboring ill feeling among the people – you don’t need to borrow someone else’s trouble for your first estate.  This one has six villages, which sounds like a bounty, but three of them are near to aggressive neighbors and difficult to defend.  This one is a motley collection of feuding clans, you don’t need that kind of management problem.  This one is deeply in debt to the coinbrothers.  This one is split by a river, but there is no secure bridge, and it is surrounded by no less than nine other domains.  This one’s castle is a ruin, despite what the record says.  This one was beset by plague not five years ago, during the Farisian campaign, and there are periodic reports of a resurgence.”  And so on.
But we made progress.  By the end of the day I retired to my luxurious room with my two books – Count Ragin’s excellent The Practice of Nobility and Chivalry and Dame Reandine’s equally-helpful On The Goodly Management Of Estates – and read them both.  Compared to magical texts, they were light reading, written for the average nobleman, and not nearly as long-winded as the treatises of the magi of old.
Some of their advice was impractical, or was specific to particular types of estates or situations.  I didn’t want a coastal estate, for example, so I skipped the section on how to bribe pirates away from your ports, as fascinating as it sounds. Nor was I likely to have to understand how to treat with an emissary of the Valley People, since Castal’s proximity to that strange and secretive race is limited.  Some was just archaic – it’s been an age since there were actual Priestlords, for instance, and those had been powerful only in the cult-prone reaches of southern Merwin.  
Ragin’s advice about a lord’s duty to his class, his domain, and his liege was classic, however, and put a lot of what I had once thought about the nobility into doubt.  I went to sleep that night with my head spinning with acreages and virgates and stock management and staff management and the difference between high and low justice.  If feudal politics was difficult, learning the proper way to run a manorial system of administration was complex beyond compare.  I started to doubt whether or not I was up to the task of being a magelord.
The next few days went similarly.  I’d spend the daytime in the archives, sifting through the lands with Lady Arnet and her staff, and the evenings I’d study my new profession and investigate my new Witchsphere.    At night I’d retire to the common rooms with a candle, a pipe, a pile of books, and the company of an old and wiley baron who was just full of advice about how to be a lord.



When we were close to narrowing it down to a few estates, Lady Arnet ordered another pot of tea and lunch for us both, before leaning back in her chair with a sigh.
“So do you have any questions about the reading?” she asked, stifling a yawn.  She’d been busy.  Two new thimbles had been delivered that morning, I’d noticed, one brass and one pewter.
“Many – but I honestly won’t know which ones to ask until I’m faced with the problem,” I admitted.  “It seems like an awful lot of work, being a landed noble.”
“It is.  But that is the price we pay for holding up the social order.  The nobility is the bridge between the common people and the Duke, or other central authority.  As a noble, you represent the entire Duchy to your folk.  To the Duchy, you represent your people.  All good nobles understand that they are even more bound to the land than the basest villein.  Their first duty is to their people and to their land, after their duty to their liege.”
“But all of this . . . revenue stuff,” I said, exasperated, “whether a man is serf, villein, freed or free, how much land he should be accorded, the nature of his crimes and fees, when civil law is applied and when canon law – all of this is more complicated than I’d ever imagined.”
“Oh, you’ll master it soon enough,” she dismissed.  “You’re a damn sight smarter than most nobles I’ve taught.  Indeed, I like you, Spellmonger,” she confessed.  “I have high hopes for you.  But if you’re really worried about it, the best advice I can give you is to hire a castellan you trust.  The greatest fool with a title can be rescued by a competent castellan, provided you have their trust.”
Then we got down to the final matter of selecting my domain.  We had reduced the possibilities to three, none of them sterling prizes in and of themselves, but each with decided advantages and disadvantages.  We went through each of them in detail, until she helped me winnow it down to the best possible selection.
It turned out to be a quaint little domain in northeastern Castal, not too far from the border of Remere – and only a few hundred miles southeast from Wilderhall, which might prove convenient.  It was technically within the sprawling Castali Riverlands, but nestled in the vales of the small but respectable Uwarri mountain range. It was a small land, easily defensible with one castle, two towers, two villages and a couple of hamlets, and it was unlikely to be the target of aggressive neighbors.  It was remote, it was convenient, and according to the ledgers, it should be fairly productive.
And it was hundreds and hundreds of leagues away from the goblins invasion in Alshar.  That alone was worth quite a bit to me.
“So, you want one of the old Lensely domains, eh?” Lady Arnet asked, when I presented her with my final selection.  “Good choice.  The Bontal Riverlands are a fertile region.  I’ll have the patent and award drawn up by this afternoon, and then you can be on your way, young man.  If I remember correctly, you are going to be wed?” she asked, her eyes twinkling.
“Yes, my bride awaits.  She’s living with my parents at the moment, down the Burine.”
She smiled wickedly.  “If you thought becoming a lord of the land or a knight of the realm was complicated,” she snickered, “just wait until you launch upon the grand adventure of being a husband.  That, Sir Spellmonger, is the most harrowing title of all.  Now what was the name of that domain again?”
“Sevendor,” I said, savoring the name as I spoke it.  
*                            *                            *
 
With a new leather folio detailing my award to my new domain in my saddlebag and a draught on the Ducal treasury for a one-time stipend of five thousand ounces of gold, I nearly flew south toward Talry.  After such an uneventful time at Wilderhall I couldn’t wait to get home and claim my bride.
Alya had stayed with my parents in Talry for most of the last few months while I was off fighting the goblin hordes.  She had initially gone there with Tyndal, before I recalled him to duty, and from how he had described her relationship with the many women in my family, I was actually pretty happy with the goblin hordes.  
Supposedly things had calmed down after Tyndal (with some help from Pentandra) had driven off the Censors who were searching for me in my home village, but if I knew my mother and sisters Alya was feeling tortured by now.  I took a barge south from Wilderhall, rode overland to a landing on the Burine, and was soon speeding on my way toward Talry and wedded bliss.  
I wasn’t the only one – speeding toward Talry, that is.  The word had gone out across the land, mostly by arcane channels, to those who knew me and who might want to attend my nuptials.  
Pentandra was clearing up some errands but promised to be there.  I’d sent Tyndal and Rondal ahead to help my parents with the preparations.  Pentandra had even thoughtfully sent word south, where the Bovali refugees were encamped, and told them of the date.  A few old comrades, a few new ones, at this point I didn’t care if Korbal the Mountain Demon of the Mindens showed up in formal robes with a nice fruit basket with the Dead God on his arm as an escort in a pretty new gown, I just wanted to get on with my well-earned reward.  Someone owed me a happily-ever-after, and I wanted it.
The first glimmer that something was amiss occurred completely by chance – or fortune or fate, depending upon your religious and philosophical perspective.  
The barge had made landing about a hundred miles above Talry, at a lackluster riverport called Grolt, which gave me an opportunity to stretch my legs and have a pint of ale.  I also had an errand.  My pipe had been empty since I’d left Wilderhall, and I was missing it.  
The bargeman laconically pointed out a stall at the top of the bank, above the docks and set away from the porthouse where I might find such sundries.  The place looked decrepit, but there was a fire in the pit and the smell of roasting meat wafted down to the river enticingly.  I wrapped my mantle around me, realizing that I’d need a good winter cloak soon, and trudged up the steep incline.  
The shop itself was not much more than a shed, a single room with a single door through which the vendor sold his wares, and with two barges in at the same time he was doing brisk business – I had to stand in a cue.  
That’s when I noted the distinctive checkered cloak of one of the Censors of Magic, not three places in front of me.  
My blood froze the instant I recognized it.  The Royal Censorate of Magic is responsible for regulation and enforcement of the Bans on Magic, the four-hundred year old repressive code that manages my trade as a warranted mage.  That’s sort of like going to the privy and meeting the bailiff who’s looking for you with a warrant coming out.
I was in egregious violation of the Bans, you see, because I had wisely chosen power over death.  I was in possession of a witchstone, a piece of irionite that greatly augmented my powers.  Those were technically illegal.  And in my case I was a flagrant violator.
Possession of the smallest piece of it is usually a death sentence – and the Censorate’s super-jurisdictional position made appeal to civil authorities impossible.  Duke Rard was challenging the custom, and planned on using it as a pretext to make a crown for himself, but the politics of the thing weren’t what concerned me.  What had me anxious was the fact that I was holding a sphere of the magical green amber almost as wide as my palm, a gift from the grateful Alka Alon for a timely rescue.  
Now, it wasn’t that I was worried that I could not best the best of the Censorate’s warmagi in a contest – my sphere gave me incredible leverage in that regard.  The problem was that I was on my way to my wedding, and stopping to get involved in a fight with potentially dynastic implications just wasn’t what I wanted to be doing.  I wanted a bag of smoke, a pint of ale, and to be on my way to collect my bride.  
Thankfully I had stowed most of the accoutrements that would identify me as a mage of any sort back on the barge.  I didn’t wear a mageblade, carry a staff, or wear my four-pointed hat.  My cloak was the travel-worn dark woolen mantle I’d carried through the end of the summer’s campaign season.  It was stained with mud, blood, and worse, but it didn’t look otherwise remarkable.  Apart from the sphere that lay cool and dormant against my chest, there wasn’t much actual enchantment on my person.  Unless he chanced to gaze at me with magesight I might as well be a swineherd.
It was possible that it was mere happenstance, of course – for all I knew, he was on his way home for his sister’s wedding, or something equally innocuous.  But when one is wanted for high crimes against the Bans Of Magic, one is far more aware of such coincidences.  Magic is, after all, the science of coincidence.
I studied the back of the man’s head while trying to appear like another bored and weary traveler.  He might have been a warmage, but he was un-armored and bareheaded.  A young man – the Censorate likes to recruit young magi while they are still idealistic – but a fighter, I realized, by the way he moved.  He may not have been wearing his mageblade on his shoulder, but there was a wand hanging from his belt, I saw when he turned a bit.
I couldn’t help but overhear his conversation when he approached the doorway of the shed.  He paid six pennies to fill up his aleskin, a needle, some thread, and a trencher of vegetables and grilled lamb.  
“Back again so soon, m’lord Witchfinder?” the grungy merchant asked with a cock-eyed grin.
“Wickedness never sleeps,” the man agreed, as he spelled out his order.  “No mere witch or footwizard this time – there’s some real nastiness brewing,” he added, darkly.
“You don’t say, m’lord?” the merchant asked, curiously.  “Sorcery?”
“The worst sort,” the Censor agreed, gravely.  “There’s going to be a whole meeting of them, downriver.  I’ve had to summon help to deal with them,” he added.
 
“You, Witchfinder?” the merchant asked, surprised.  
“It’s unlikely that they will go quietly,” he pointed out.  “And I wish to avoid any unnecessary casualties.  But I will not let this coven slip through my fingers.  They’ve already killed one of my men and wounded another.  If they aren’t stopped, there’s no telling what sorcerous mischief they’ll raise.”
“You give ‘em a swipe for me!” the merchant declared adamantly as he took the man’s money.  “I don’t hold with those unnatural practices!”
“Just keep it to yourself,” the Censor added.  “No one knows what this one really looks like, and just about anyone could be in their dark coven.  And there’s no telling what magics they’ve employed to scry us out.”  That seemed to terrify the man, as it was designed to.  
That’s one thing I’ve always hated about the Censorate.  Most of the Censors aren’t really evil, but there’s something about petty authority that seems to stunt most men who have it inflicted on them.  The need to intimidate for no better reason than to be intimidating was something I’ve always found to be bullying.
The Censor passed by me without a second glance.  If he felt the presence of my witchsphere, he made no indication.  But my heart did not slow down to a respectable rhythm until I was back on the barge, my pipe in my shaking hands.
As unlikely as such an encounter was, I wasn’t about to throw away a warning from the gods like that.  
I sat and smoked and studied my new toy while I controlled a water elemental that was pushing our barge along at about twice the speed of the river.  My obese sphere of irionite sparkled in the sun.  
It was made from shards of the stuff that had been cleaved away from the massive sphere encasing the head of Sheruel, the undead goblin king of the gurvani I had spent the last year fighting.  It had been melded into this shape by one of the Tree Folk, the Alka Alon, the diminutive non-humans who were apparently just as welcome for sacrifice at Sheruel’s table as humanity was.  
I tried to forget the impending interruption to my wedding and explore the new power I had, explore it without succumb to the urge of using it.  Madness was an occupational hazard for magi, and those High Magi, those of us with witchstones, were particularly vulnerable.  Now I had four times as much at my disposal as any other mage, and it had been . . . augmented, somehow, by the Alka.
I spent most of the rest of the afternoon using various thaumaturgical spells to root around the sphere, exploring the spellcraft that had gone into its creation with fascination.  To an outside observer, it looked like I was taking a nap.
But inside my head . . . inside my head while it was inside the sphere, things were marvelous.  I recognized a sophisticated array of spell elements, useful components which could be accessed and assembled with a thought.  The sigils, runes, and symbolic magic of the Imperial school of magic were all easily identifiable – those I knew.  It was like sitting down before a massive organ keyboard in a big city temple, or being the captain of a magical ship or – well, there isn’t any easy way to describe it, not unless you understand the language.  
And even then the sphere was vastly more sophisticated.  There were hundreds of representations within its circumference I had no idea of what they meant or did.  And I’m considered a talented thaumaturge.  I could only conclude that they were of Alka origin and design, perhaps elements to Imperial magic lost to us over the years.  
Then I realized, as I studied the arcane spaces within, that the sophisticated array of tools at my disposal was purposefully reduced in complexity from the Alkan underpinnings that had given the sphere actual arcane architecture.   They were giving us the kind of help you’d give a child, in other words, who couldn’t understand Grown Up Talk.  Let me attempt to explain.
A regular witchstone – a phrase I never thought I’d utter – is a nearly limitless wellspring of power, available at will to the mage who is attuned to it.  That much hadn’t changed.  Indeed, the volumes of power I could draw now dwarfed what I could do with my stone’s previous incarnation.  
But the sphere was different.  It wasn’t just a wellspring, it was a library, of sorts.  Or a storehouse. Or stewpot.  Pick your metaphor, it had structure and form inside.  It was a sphere of infinite potential and possibility, waiting to respond to my slightest wish.
As I realized the depths of the sphere’s complexity and its utility, I also got very, very scared.
No one should have that kind of power.  Not even me.  Perhaps especially not me.
But the allure of the sphere’s potential was irresistible.  I couldn’t stop admiring its subtleties, and for hours I did nothing but study it as I sat on the barge between two sacks of corn.  When I finally, reluctantly stepped away from it, I was exhausted and it was night.  And I was no closer to figuring out how to keep the Censorate from crashing my wedding.
*                            *                            *



One the thing the sphere was adept at was contacting other people with witchstones.  Specifically members of my order, whatever that was, who I had given the stones to.  Including my . . . well, I’m not certain of our relationship, at the moment, so let’s just call her an old school chum, Pentandra.  
Penny was one of the best thaumaturges I knew, and she had greeted the knowledge of my sphere with cautious excitement.  Calling to her magically and speaking to her, mind-to-mind, over great distance was child’s play.
Penny, I began, when she had accepted the contact, how do I get the Censorate’s attention?
Why would you want to do that? she asked.  I could hear the shock and surprise in her “voice”.
Because they’re trying to arrest me.  Not immanently, but I have it on highest authority that the Censors are gathering with the intention of crashing my wedding and leading me away in chains.  Or better yet, burying me.
You’re paranoid, she commented.  Who was this source?
The Censorate.
Oh.  Well, then, I suppose you had better take it seriously.  Where are you?
On a boat on the Burine at the moment.  I’m on my way to Talry.
Of course you are.  I will be too, shortly.  But why would you want to attract the Censorate’s attention?  It seems to me that avoiding their attention would be a wiser course of action.
Only if I wanted to avoid them, I pointed out. I’ve decided I want to attract them . . . to any place but Talry.  Mama has already solidified the guest list, and she’ll be vexed if there are extras.  What I want is a distraction.  Something big.  Something big enough to keep them busy while I get wed, I stressed.
You peasants are so invested in the whole concept of marriage, she complained.  Among the higher orders, it’s just not that serious of an issue.  A way to conserve property, seal alliances and promote heirs.  It’s a legal contract 
Tell that to my pregnant girlfriend.  And remember that I’m a noble now . . . as are you.  Recently, I reminded her. 
I know, I know, oh magelord.  My point is, you are investing an awful lot in a ceremony.  And . . . look, I like Alya, she’s good for you.  But marriage?  You do realize that in a couple of years you may be one of the most powerful men in the Duchies?  Tying up a valuable resource like that isn’t very wise.  I’ve spoken to her about it, and she would be perfectly content to be your concubine, if you wanted.  That way we could—
Pentandra, I said quietly, I want to get married.
Why? she demanded.  I’ve never understood the attraction.
It’s not so bad, if you do it right.  When was the last time you saw your parents?  Together?
Oh, a few years ago, at the reception they threw when I got my license.  They barely spoke to each other the whole time.  If I hadn’t been so drunk I would have been mortified.  You’re using them as an example?  That’s a poor debate tactic.
I’m pointing out that people who genuinely don’t like each other probably ought not to get married, I offered.  Alya and I do like each other.  Love each other.  
Yeah, yeah, yeah, love makes it right, she complained.  But that doesn’t mean marriage.  Hells, some of the best romances in history have been unsullied by marriage.
My parents managed, I said, carefully.  You’ll see, when you arrive in Talry.
I look forward to it.  Last time I was only there for a few hours, and your folks were otherwise occupied.  But that reminds me, Tyndal and Rondal are both there.  Well, Tyndal is, and Rondal will be there before you will.  I spoke with Rondal this morning.  He checked on the Bovali refugees in Limwell, and some want to express their appreciation.  They’re sending a delegation. 
A delegation? I asked.  All the way up to the Burine?  Won’t that be expensive?
They took up a collection, she explained.  Rondal will tell you about it.  But they felt so grateful that they didn’t want to go unrepresented.  And of course Alya’s sister and her husband will be coming.  Astyral cannot make it, unfortunately, nor can most of the High Magi, thanks to your victory. They’re scurrying off to follow your orders.  I’m sure they’ll send gifts, she pointed out.
That’s fine, the less High Magi together in one place . . . actually, I just . . . wait . . . if I . . 
I can hear your thoughts, remember, she reminded me patiently.  It’s kind of amusing.
Bide a moment.  I did some fast thinking.  Pen, if they can’t be here in person, do you think the High Magi might be persuaded to help out an old war buddy
*                            *                            *
I actually got off the river north of Talry, at a little village called Gunder famous for its sausages.  I had never heard of the place, or its sausages, but the locals all assured me that the Gunder sausage was, indeed, the preferred and superior sausage up and down the Burine.  I tried one – it was good.  But not legendary.
That’s not just a bit of travel trivia, that’s actually quite instructional.  The quality of one’s sausage doesn’t matter nearly as much as what other people knew – or thought they knew – about it.  And how many people knew.  Or which people in particular knew.  “Famous for its sausages” is very useful, for a community dedicated to sausage-stuffing, but only if people outside of your hamlet knew about it.
But it was good.  I was willing to pass that on, if the subject came up.
The point, I decided as I rode Traveler south overland, was that appearances were often far more important than performance.  After hanging around Ducal court, I should have figured that out by now.
I had gone ashore at Gunder for a couple of reasons, and none of them were sausage-related.  I wanted to give Traveler a chance to stretch his legs, for one thing.  He dislikes water travel, and he can get positively nasty if he doesn’t feel land under him regularly.  I didn’t want to arrive with a pissed-off steed.
The other reason was that I felt in need of a bath and a shave and a bit of rest before I arrived for my wedding, which I still had a few days to get to.  I’d not tidied up much since Wilderhall, and my beard and hair were getting annoying.   A proper indulgent hot bath, perhaps with a pretty attendant or two, sounded like a splendid way to prepare for my wedding.
The third reason was that I didn’t want to show up at Talry, step off the barge, and into a pre-nuptial duel with the Censorate.  The precautions I’d taken were impressive, but they weren’t exhaustive.  At most they would lessen the chance of a general bloodbath.  If I was very lucky, no one at all would show, and I could begin my marriage in peace.
I was very philosophical as I rode.  I had a little more time before the wedding day, thanks to my speedy trip downriver.  I enjoyed the scenery and smoked and got slightly tipsy, checking in with my colleagues mind-to-mind as I needed to.  I thought of the folio of parchments that represented my new life, I thought about Alya as Goodwife Alya – sorry, Lady Alya, now, wouldn’t that be a surprise.  I thought about the son I had yet to meet.  
It was a blissful ride.  The peasants were busy with the last of the harvest, untroubled by war or its rumors.  The merchants and peddlers and artisans went about their business without the fear of the Dead God.  The priests and priestesses, monks and nuns were dutifully at their devotions and ministries, unconcerned yet for a storm from which they had yet to hear the thunder.  
I did my best to engrave that beatific ride into my soul while I rode, and tried to make it a part of my being.  The peaceful order of life, the routine of daily living.  As much as the war in the west frightened and worried me, I needed to be able to maintain that rhythm in the hearts of my new people, whomever they were, that would inspire growth and hope, not fear and defeat.
By the time I made it to Loxly, the crossroads farm village just outside of Talry, I was in a good mood.  I was going to get married, in front of the gods and with my entire family, and I’d be damned if I was going to let the Censorate ruin that.
I paid for a few days at the inn in Loxly, a creepy-but-homey place Tyndal, of all people, had recommended called the Four
Stags.  The beer was good, the fare was fair, and the innkeeper’s daughter was comely, so I can’t fault his advice.  
I tarried for a shave and a haircut at the barber across the road, then paid for the big copper bathtub in the back of the inn to be filled with water.  It was four pennies to fill it with cold water, ten to fill it with hot.  I paid for cold, and then raised it to the perfect temperature by magic.  It’s the little things like that that make being a mage tolerable.
The innkeeper’s daughter brought me wine and dinner while I soaked and scrubbed, and for two pennies more I got her help with certain hard-to-reach parts.  By the time I got out the water had become both murky and cold, and my flesh was wrinkled like a prune.  I changed into my cleaner pair of travel clothes and had the innkeeper’s daughter wash the rest, while I took up a spot by the fire in the common hall. 
Wrapped in my mantle and smoking my pipe, I could have been anyone, of nearly any class, from baron to beggar.  The Four Stags was a busy place, and as a crossroads near to the river there was a lot of commerce it availed itself of.  And a lot of gossip.  I was looking for particular pieces of information, and sometimes you could get that passively more effectively than going around asking attention-getting questions.
I employed the Long Ears spell, and pretended to be dozing and smoking, to keep anyone from bothering me.  But I listened to each person who spoke in turn, and with the spell I could hear every whisper.
Most was useless to me, of course, although it was a pleasure to hear people speak in my native accent.  Mere rural gossip about who was fighting with whom, who was attacking whom, whose neighbors were boning whose wives.  Utterly typical discussion you could overhear in any inn in the Duchies. 
But if one is thoughtful, one can comb-out the random seeds of information you need from the tangle of voices.  It’s the same kind of mental acuity you need to practice any high level of magic.  It’s also a helpful skill, I’m told, if you are a bartender.
Two hours of leaving my line in the water caught me more than I’d hoped, as one of the late-arriving travelers of the evening brought news from the east that a spellmonger had started a peasant’s revolt in Nagosk.  Less than an hour later, another rumor of another spellmonger and another peasant’s revolt, this time south in the Peachlands.  When I heard the latter, I smiled, opened my eyes, and ordered another ale.
Everyone fears a peasant’s revolt.  They are inevitable, often the result of a bad lord or a few enterprising commoners or both, but they happen with ugly regularity, particularly in the Riverlands estates.  The problem with peasants’ revolts is that they force you to take a side.  
Only the clergy are exempt, it seems, although they’ve led more than a few.  If you’re a noble you are obligated to fight to put down the revolt.  Duchies have stopped major wars and assisted each other in putting down revolts several times in history.  A noble who joins a revolt, or is co-opted into one by force, will likely lose his title and his head at its conclusion.  
Commoners, on the other hand, are in a similarly dangerous position.  If the mob arrives in your village, then it’s difficult not to cooperate with them lest they raze the place as an example.  If you do cooperate with them, then afterwards it might be your neck in the noose.  Both common and noble alike feared the aftermath.  There were some domains that never recovered from them.
A peasant’s revolt is bad enough – one led by a spellmonger was not just strange, it was noteworthy.  Particularly if you were hunting a spellmonger you feared was going to make trouble.  At least, that’s the theory I was testing.
Contacting nearly every High Mage we could trust mind-to-mind, Penny and I had quietly arranged for a host of reports to go out with the same basic story: there was a spellmonger in the Castali Riverlands leading a peasant’s revolt.  A powerful spellmonger.  
I gave them license to embellish the rumor as much as they liked, but they did their best to spread it across the Duchy, particularly through the bargemen that linked so much of the land.  They were often the main conduits of rumor and gossip, as well as outright news.
The thing was, if a spellmonger was involved, then regardless of what the nobility did to put down the revolt, the Censorate was obligated to respond to arrest or execute (usually the later) any mage stupid enough to get involved with politics.  And they would likely be called upon to do just that with great urgency by the nobility hearing such tales.  If they really wanted me as badly as they seemed to, they’d feel obligated to track down every rumor
But the location always varied.  Everyone along the Riverlands was sure it was happening just a few domains over, and there were all sorts of variations of how it started, but they were all sure of the detail of the powerful spellmonger.  
That meant that wherever the Censorate rode looking for me, they’d be searching for the center of a non-existent peasant’s revolt.  Not a peaceful village wedding.  And trying to convince local authorities to cooperate with them to break up a wedding when there were peasants’ revolts breaking out all over would be challenging, I was hoping.
If I was wrong . . . then the next day I would be riding into a bloody trap or the happiest day of my life.  
Since I’d almost always entered and left my home village by river, this was the first time I had approached it from the landward-side.  First the scattered farmsteads got closer together and the woodlands rarer, and then I started to see things I remembered.  When the sight of my father’s huge red ovens finally peeked over the horizon, I felt that blush of recognition that means you’re home.
Or at least where home used to be.  This was a visit, I reminded myself, and I was bringing danger to my family with this damn-fool stunt, but they wouldn’t have it any other way.  There weren’t any Censorate warmagi waiting for me on the road, at least – perhaps they were all watching the docks.
I smiled to everyone in my finery, tried to relax, and kept a warwand in my boot.  Every now and then I used magesight to scout ahead and see if I was walking into some sort of magical trap, but . . . nothing.
Traveler clip-clopped down the cobbles of the High Street like he did so every day.  Maybe I was just being paranoid.
When I got within sight of my father’s shop, I quit worrying, which was stupid.  But I was home, and it felt like home, and I could smell bread baking.  That put me at ease more than anything.  Instead of belligerent warmagi, my sister Urah was awaiting me, tears of joy in her eyes.  A single shout from her and I was mobbed.  Who knew I had so many relatives?
It wasn’t just my mom, dad, and five sisters – it was their husbands, children (some of whom had never met me) a few close neighbors, two aunts, an uncle, a dozen cousins and some folk I knew I was only distantly related to, almost fifty relatives in all.  The great yard around the ovens had temporarily been turned into an encampment, as both inns in town were filled.  
And that didn’t count the Bovali contingent: Rondal and Tyndal, of course, but also Sagal and Ela (Alya’s sister), Goodmen Rollo, Arstol, and stout Goodman Loas the Shepherd had arrived.  
And three more men from Boval, three I hadn’t expected.  Three knights.  Among them – and the most surprising – was Sir Cei, the former castellan of Boval Vale, and with him were two other gentlemen knights who had been liegemen to Sire Koucey, Sirs Roncil and Olve.  They looked a little uncomfortable, Alshari Wilderland knights at a Castali Riverlands commoner’s wedding, but my mother could make Korbal feel at home if she had a mind.  And the knights liked to drink as much as anyone, as we learned.
Eventually they dragged me inside to the big family room, where Alya waited.  I melted into her arms
Yes.  I was home.
I’ll spare you the banal sentimentality involved, but there was a lot of emotion in that evening.  It was a celebration, a wedding, a reunion, a homecoming, all wrapped up into one.  On the morrow I would meet my bride at the Old Well in the commons and with the help of a bridesister of Trygg, I would at last be wed to her.  And anyone who wanted to get in the way of that was going to regret it.
Eventually the men tore me away from the women, who helped my fiancé waddle up to her room to prepare for the next day’s ceremony. I had met the priestess, a pretty young woman from Norhald, and she would instruct my bride on her duties and mysteries, as well as bless our child.
My brothers-in-law – including Sagal, I was happy to see – hauled me out of the house on their shoulders and carried me off to my father’s woodshed.  There were manly mysteries to learn, advice from the married men and scorn from the single.  I took the traditional Twelve Draughts of the Bachelor, a custom designed to make me sick, and one ribald joke after another was made at my expense.  It didn’t help that Alya was already pregnant, and the raunch just flowed from there.
As the younger boys and light drinkers faded out, one after another, at last it was just me, my father, and my brothers-in-law sitting around the room, smoking and drinking and being philosophical.  Dad got weepy, and imparted a bargefull of advice that I’ve since forgotten (although it springs to mind when needed, I’ve noticed) about how to run my household, once we were wed.  The importance of being a good leader to my wife and faithful to my family.  All sorts of meaningful stuff like that.  
Finally, I had to seek sleep.  I stumbled out to the privy to relieve myself before bed, and on my way back I encountered Pentandra.
“Penny!” I said, drunkenly.  “When did you get in?”
“Just a few moments ago,” she said, quietly, her breath pale in the moonlight.  She was wrapped up in a flowing cloak against the chill, and it only served to make her seem smaller and more vulnerable.  “My boat put in for the night downriver, so I bought another one and had an elemental push us here.”
“That’s . . . dedication,” I said, not sure how else to describe it.
“Hey, if you think I’m going to let my best friend get married and not be there, you’re crazy, peasant!”
That took me aback.  I was never sure where Pentandra and I stood.  We’d been lovers, but not in love; we had been colleagues; we had fought together, and she was my . . . 
. . . well, my best friend.   I just hadn’t put it that way ever.  It suddenly occurred to me that this might be painful to her – she’d always insisted that she wasn’t interested in marriage, which would detract from her studies, but I could see in her eyes she wasn’t nearly as detached about the subject as she let on.  
“Damn.  This must be hard for you,” I said, without thinking. 
“Not really,” she said, more lightly than she appeared to feel.  “Min, I do have deep feelings for you – but I don’t think I could be married to you.”
“Then you’ve—”
“Of course I’ve thought about it,” she said, rolling her eyes.  “Every woman thinks about it . . . with just about every man. Just like every man thinks about every woman he knows naked.  As much as I admire and respect and yes, even love you a little, we never shared the kind of fire I see in your eyes when you look at Alya. Don’t—” she said, placing a finger on my lips before I could say anything.  “I am no fool, Minalan.  I inspire camaraderie, friendship, even lust in you, but when you look at me, you don’t have that passion.  And, to be truthful, I don’t have it for you.  
“Now I could act like a jealous old harpy and try to sabotage your happiness, like a lot of women would do, or I can remember that I had my chance and decided against it, and live with that consequence.  For whatever reason that peasant girl has stolen your heart, but I’m not so petty as to want to try to take it from her when I don’t really want it.  What I want—”
“What do you want, Pentandra?” I finally managed to interrupt.  
“I want what she has . . .” she admitted.  “But not from you.  You’re endearing and goofy, brave and valiant, noble and wise . . . but you are not for me.  I know that.  But you’ve proven to me that it exists, and that’s . . . vital.  And in knowing that, I take solace in knowing that by protecting and nurturing what you and Alya have, perhaps I’ll find it one day myself.”
I was stunned.  That was the most profound, heartfelt, personal confession I had ever heard fall from Pentandra’s lips.  And she didn’t shed a tear until she had finished.  I knew she was right.  
There was sadness and regret in what she said, but also hope and even the anticipation of happiness.  I wanted to feel sorry for her, but realized that my pity was not the reaction she had been seeking.  Indeed, it would appall and repel her.  So I just stared at her, our breath fogging in the frosty moonlight, and suddenly I wished for nothing so ardently as for her to find what I had found.
I embraced her, kissed her on the forehead, and there may have been a tear or two in my eye.  “I just realized something,” I whispered.  “I have no earthly idea where I’m supposed to sleep tonight.”
“Come down to my new boat,” she suggested.  “It’s not particularly large, but it is snug.  You can sleep in my cabin, where no one will have to see you throw up in the morning.”
*                            *                            *
Thankfully, the gods spared me more than a token hangover in the morning, and once I’d taken the briefest of dips into the chilly flow of the Burine, I felt positively sober and intoxicated at the same time.  I was getting married today!
Part of me wanted to agree with Penny: it seems a silly thing to get worked up about.  Marriage customs vary across the duchies, and across the classes, and mean different things to different people.  Pentandra’s parent’s attitudes toward the institution were fairly typical for her station.  Other folks looked at marriage differently.
Among the peasants, particularly serfs and villeins, getting married usually just means the couple makes a promise, states their intention to each other in front of a shrine or on the steps of a temple, or just moves in together and starts referring to each other as husband and wife.  
There was little other ceremony, beyond paying the manorial fee.  Sometimes they splurged on a keg of ale, and if they were particularly ambitious they could even offer gewyntage; that is, the right of any and all of the folk of the village to watch the couple’s consummation, at a silver penny each.  Some attractive, bawdy, or popular couples could establish quite a nest-egg that way, and it wasn’t subject to fee to the manor, the way a dowry was.  There was always the apocryphal tale of the comely couple who married in three different villages, and garnered enough capital to buy a homestead.
Among the nobility, of course, marriage is a carefully-negotiated affair that has more to do with property and inheritance and assumption of rights and obligations than it does long kisses and new bedding.  For men it was the establishment of a dynasty, a way to make more nobles to inherit your fortunes and honor.  For the women of the nobility, their wedding was the highlight of their lives, the last celebration they had to themselves before they began dutifully bearing heirs.  
It was only with the artisan class, professionals, merchants, clergy, and among the wealthier free peasants that marriage was seen as a dignified celebration of the union of two people with the sanction of the gods – although there was often a powerful economic component, as well.  There’s almost always a ritual, a number of folk traditions to be adhered to, a lot of gift-giving, and a huge feast.  My father had five daughters – I knew all about weddings.
As Alya and I were guests in Talry, not residents, we wouldn’t have to pay Baron Lithar for the privilege, as my sisters all had.  Instead we paid for a bridesister of Trygg to officiate.  Instead of the tiny shrine my village boasted, we held the ceremony on the north end of the commons, a spot with a beautiful well (known, creatively enough, as the Old Well) where many types of ceremonies were conducted, from naming to eulogizing.  The Old Well had been around for at least a century, crafted of six pillars of smooth white stone and capped with a bronze dome that had a beautiful patina of verdigris.  
My sisters had found big bouquets of winterflowers, somewhere (I think Ura had ordered them from further south, but there were dozens of earthenware jars of the velvety, bright red blooms surrounding the well) and there were boughs of some golden-leaved tree I should have known the name of entwined betwixt the pillars.  Ribbons of yellow, white, and red laced them all together, and bells and chimes sparkled merrily in the wind.
It was beautiful, and the weather was sunny and clear.  I couldn’t have bribed the gods for a more perfect day.
I was surprisingly calm – nervous, of course, but I had been looking forward to this for so long I couldn’t help but feel more victorious than anxious.  There had been so many times I had thought I’d never make it to this day that I wasn’t about to let anything else stand in my way.  Pentandra helped me get dressed in my finery.  After Rondal told me, mind-to-mind, that the bridal party had departed my parent’s compound I went back home, grabbed a roll for breakfast (my stomach wasn’t up to anything more robust) and Penny kissed me for luck before heading off to the Old Well herself.
My father, my brothers-in-law, and my nephews had all stayed behind to help me, not that I needed much help.  Tyndal had spent all morning grooming Traveler until he shone, including bows and ribbons that assaulted his male dignity, and after I carefully put on the white bridegroom’s mantle and took a quick nip of something sharp for courage, I settled into the saddle.
My father, to my surprise, also took to saddle.  I had only seen him ride a horse maybe thrice in my life, but he seemed knowledgeable enough.  One of his neighbors who ran the livery stable had loaned him his best for the occasion, and once my apprentices were likewise mounted, we began a slow walk toward the well, the other menfolk following.
One of them started a chorus of the “Bridegroom’s Brother”, which is bawdy and sweet at the same time, and I felt my spirits lift.
“Son,” my dad said, quietly, as we rode just slightly ahead, “this is your last chance to gallop away.”  
I made a face at him, and he laughed.  “Just thought I’d mention it,” he sighed.  “Alya’s a fine girl.  We’ve gotten to know her very well in the last few months.  She’s a smart one, a good worker, and comely as well.  I think you chose well,” he said.  Somehow, that relieved a lot of the anxiety I was feeling.
“You really think so?  She’s not as . . . fiery as Mama—”
“Your Mama was as sweet as a cucumber, when I met her,” my dad interrupted, shaking his head in fond memory.  “Oh, she had spirit, but the woman you see today raised six healthy children, and five girls that would have made Trygg weep, had she raised them.  No, your Alya has all the makings of a good wife.  Most importantly, she makes you happy.”
“She does,” I agreed, sighing.  “We’ve been through a lot, and she’s been stalwart, despite everything.”
“Just remember,” my dad said, after a moment’s thought, “you have to think of your marriage like a barge.”
I just looked at him.  I expected a baking metaphor.
“There’s only one boat, even if you only sit on one side of it,” he explained.  “But if there’s a hole in the boat, it doesn’t matter if it’s on her side or your side . . . there’s still a hole in the boat.”
“I see,” I lied.  He kept giving little bits of advice like that the whole way there, interspersed with memories of his own wedding day, until we finally turned left at the end of the High Street and came within sight of the Old Well.  There my bride awaited, resplendent in a long white hooded wedding mantle.  The bridesister was dressed in her clerical robes, white, gold and red, and she had all the accoutrements of the rite in a small chest nearby.
I dismounted Traveler, hugged my father, shook the hands of all of my escort, kissed my mother and sisters, then bowed low, first to the crowd of Bovali representing Alya’s family, then to the priestess, then to my own crowd.
Then I got married.  
I don’t remember much about that part, just some words, some kissing, a cup of mead, the tying of the hands, we were pronounced Goodman and Goodwife, cheers, more kissing, some songs and flower petals.  We walked slowly back to the bakery afterward, in deference to my bride’s pregnant condition and sore feet, and I was pleased to see neighbors of my father’s I hadn’t seen since I was a boy line the streets.  
Then the party began.
Dad had married off five daughters, and it had been expensive.  Technically the bride’s family was supposed to handle the marriage feast in the Riverlands, but since Alya was from the Wilderlands, where it’s more casual, and her family was essentially destitute, he had been ready to pay for his son’s wedding, as well.  But apparently Pentandra (I found out later) insisted on funding the entire thing as her gift to us.
It was a magnificent feast.  The weather held warm and clear all day, and my family had spared no expense to show off their successful son to the entire village.  
The fare was amazing.  There were a dozen large trestles set up in the courtyard between the residence and the ovens, and each of them was covered with food of all sorts.  When you come from a family of bakers, you can imagine just how impressive that was.  
It became a competition: each of my dad’s apprentices had tried to out-do the others in creating more and more magnificent confections.  Alya, being seven months pregnant, devoured them all with unseemly eagerness, but her reactions permanently endeared her to my kin.  No one enjoys baked goods like a very pregnant woman.
The women in the household hadn’t skimped, either; the roasting ovens and spits in the kitchen had been going since before dawn, and there was a wealth of meat dishes: spiced roasted pork, mint-roasted lamb, river eels seasoned with herbs, and an entire oxen, which had been prepared at the inn and brought in with great ceremony.  
There was a huge kettle of boiled sausage, a catfish as long as my arm cooked whole, and more varieties of pickles and preserves than I thought possible.  There were mashed carrots with raisins and honey, turnips and parsnips cooked in butter, stuffed river cabbage, andratha root cooked in sheep’s milk, rabbit pie with onions and flosins, a huge vat of potatoes, and four wheels of different kinds of cheese.  No Bovali, of course, but that was to be expected.
And there was wine.  Good gods above, there was wine.  The Bovali refugees were nearly destitute, but they had scraped together enough to procure a barrel of delightfully drinkable red from some Castali coastal plantation that was quite potent.  I was touched – they were disposed, homeless, and at the edge of poverty, but they wanted to thank me somehow for my help.  In addition to the wine, there were three kegs of mead, several bottles of spirits, and a sea of ale to wash everything down.  
My father had hired six musicians to entertain while we ate, and that of course led to dancing.  I don’t really know how to dance, but by that time I was drunk enough not to care.  I made one wobbly trip around the circle with my rotund bride before turning the space over to better and more sober practitioners of the art.  He’d also hired over a dozen servants from the inn to help with the feast, so that his wife and daughters could enjoy the celebration without worrying who needed a refill.
My father had built perhaps the most magnificent wedding cake of his long career, a towering confection of winterberries and sugar and candied this and that, each of the five layers a different essay in his art.  My dad is a master baker, and while that usually meant overseeing hundreds of racks of journeybread or trenchers or small loaves, he had used every morsel of knowledge to put together that magnificent cake.  To be honest, I hated to eat it, it looked so beautiful.
But by the Flame That Burneth Bright, I’m glad I did.
Then it was time for the gifts.  Most were clearly practical – like the bedding my sisters gave us, hand-stitched blankets and quilts, and some baby clothes.  My father gave us a magnificent oaken chest with his baker’s craft crest, entwined with Briga’s sacred flame, wood-burned into its lid “to remind you which oven you sprang out of,” as he informed me drunkenly before he danced with my mother and pinched her on the ass.  My mother presented Alya her trousseau, which she had overseen my nieces laboring upon in secret to complete when she wasn’t around.  
Baron Lithar and his wife, I was surprised to see, had sent us a lovely matched set of silver plates, cups, and spoons as a token of his esteem, and old Master Tilo, the baronial court wizard who had sent me to Inarion Academy in the first place, sent me a beautifully illuminated copy of Fenylus’ Grimoire of the Roses, a book of love spells (some clearly tongue-in-cheek) and love poetry.  
The Bovali knights – Sirs Cei, Roncil and Olve – gave me a beautiful riding saddle, much better than the worn-out one I’d taken to Timberwatch and back.  There were gifts from afar, too: Captain Rogo Redshaft, of the Nirodi Free Mounted Archers, sent me a handsome new weapons’ harness in black, and the mercenary captain Sir Rindolo sent me a set of silver-plated spurs.  The Orphan’s Band, a mercenary unit I’d led over the summer, generously sent a bag of silver and a cunningly-fitted embossed leather gorget with their sigil upon the throat.
There were others, from the simple gifts my younger nieces and nephews made me by themselves, to the surprise lump of yellow knot coral that Tyndal and Rondal had pooled their resources to purchase.  
But the most impressive had to be the gift from His Grace, Duke Rard II, Duke of Castal.
When my brother-in-law Sagal, who had decided to act as master of ceremonies, came across the note, a hush fell over the crowd.  It wasn’t often one got a gift from the Duke . . . personally.  It turned out to be a draft on the Ducal treasury for a thousand ounces of gold.  That was on top of the five thousand he’d already given me, along with my domain, for service in Timberwatch.  
The fact that I knew that his wife and daughter were complicit with (if not directly responsible for) the assassination of his rival and brother-duke, Lenguin of Alshar, I’m sure had nothing to do with his generosity.
But one doesn’t get a thousand ounces of gold without your family exploding into a cacophony.  That was wealth beyond what most of them could even imagine, much less count.  I hadn’t mentioned my other riches yet, or really flaunted my title, but when Sagal had haltingly read aloud  “To: Sir Minalan called the Spellmonger, Mage Knight of Castal
and Alshar”, that pretty much broke the news to all.
“There must be some mistake,” Sagal said, scratching his head.  “You’re just—”
“A Knight Mage, by the hands of two Dukes,” finished Pentandra, deep in her cups.  “So are those two,” she added, nodding toward my apprentices, one of whom was in a tangle with some girl – was that the innkeeper’s daughter? – while the other was doing his best to avoid offending two of my nieces who had taken a fancy to him.  “Hells, so am I, I guess.  A Magelady.  But Minalan is no longer the common peasant he was when he met me.  He’s a magelord, now.”
That just made the cacophony worse.  My father stared at me, wide-eyed.  My mother looked like she was going to faint.  My bride looked at me dully.
“What does that mean?” she whispered, too loudly. 
“It means that when you became my wife, you also were ennobled,” I explained.  
“Oh,” she said, a little drunkenly – the bridesister, in light of her delicate condition, had restricted her to one glass of wine before making her switch over to mead.  “That means . . .”
“You’re a Lady,” I supplied.  “As in ‘Lady Alya.’”
“Oh,” she said, trying to comprehend the implications.  I could tell she was starting to get it when she squeezed her eyes shut and whispered “shit!”
The most curious reaction, to my mind, was that of the Bovali knights, particularly Sir Cei.  As the only other nobility present, they had all been a little uncomfortable . . . but as soon as Sir Cei learned of my transformation, his entire attitude about me seemed to change.  
He respectfully asked to see the patent of my ennoblement, and I dug out the scrap of parchment that had risen me to be his social peer.  Suddenly I wasn’t just a spellmonger.  Indeed he and the other two knights insisted on embracing me and my apprentices as “brother knights”, and there was a bit more respect in their eyes after that. 
 
 


 
 
Exactly how much that meant to them I didn’t realize until a few moments later.
 
We were still all feasting and dancing and discussing my new-found fortunes when the simple magelight Pentandra had cast to help light our table suddenly went out – and a wave of nothingness washed over us.
That’s a little dramatic, actually, since the wave only affected those of us with Talent.  But suddenly the constant contact I enjoyed with my new and improved Witchsphere was just . . . gone.  As I looked around in a panic, Penny, Tyndal, and Rondal were all equally confused and alarmed.
It took a few seconds for some reason to apply itself to the situation through the fog of reverie and good wine, but you can’t study thaumaturgic magic for a few years without some things sticking.  Someone had obviously cast an annulment enchantment.
An annulment is a way to temporarily-disrupt the flow of magical power in an area, or in a person.  If you imagine magic as a calm, clear pool in which you can usefully see your reflection, then an annulment enchantment is like tossing a handful of sand into the water.  Magic doesn’t exactly go away, just the ability to usefully channel it.  
That class of spell was fairly obscure, being useful for a very limited number of applications.  But one of them was to interfere in the spellcasting of “deviant magi” by the Censorate.  Indeed, the Censorate was reputed to have sophisticated magical devices to accomplish just that sort of thing.
“Oh, shit,” I whispered.  Pentandra looked terrified.  Tyndal and Rondal were just confused, not really understanding what was going on.  For, despite my best efforts, the Censorate had managed to crash my wedding.
They proved the point a moment later, when two of the “servants” revealed themselves . . . one by displaying a four-foot rod topped with a sphere of thaumaturgic glass four inches wide and glowing a pale yellow, and the other by holding a dagger.  At my bride’s throat.
“HOLD, IN THE NAME OF THE KING!” bellowed the fellow with the magic rod.  A long dagger appeared in his other hand.
“Anyone moves, and the bride is sacrificed!” assured the other, nastily.  He was a small man, dressed in a drudge’s gray tunic and wearing the simple tabard of the Eel’s Elbow inn.  But he moved with a dancer’s grace, and there was no mistaking the serious look in his eye as he held a nine-inch blade against Alya’s terrified throat.  
“We are sworn men of the Royal Censorate of Magic, and in the name of the King, we place these renegade magi under arrest!”
Nobody moved.  I felt in vain for some kind of magic – any scrap of power I could – but for naught.  Pentandra was similarly hampered, I saw, and she looked distressed.  But not nearly as distressed as my bride.  Alya’s eyes were open wide in terror.
“What is the meaning of this?” my father asked, in his loudest patriarchal voice.  “This is a wedding!”
“This is an arrest,” said the Censor with the rod.  I suddenly recognized him as the one I had been standing behind, up-river, when he inadvertently revealed his plans.  Apparently he hadn’t let the rumor of peasant rebellion stop him from his pursuit.  That would have been an admirable display of duty, if it hadn’t been putting the lives of my wife and unborn child at risk.  “By order of Ducal Censor Captain Rosando of the Remeran Censorate, this . . . spellmonger, his apprentices, and all those bearing proscribed items or powers are to be placed under arrest, secured, and taken back to the commandery . . . dead or alive!”
Still, no one moved.  Few of us were armed at all – I didn’t have so much as a warwand, although that would have been just a glorified stick with the annulment enchantment working.  The only ones who had weapons at all were those carving meat and the Bovali knights, who didn’t go into a garderobe without a sword.
“Just how do you plan on getting us all out of here,” I asked, after the tension became taut in the air.  “These are my family.  My entire family.  They’re unlikely to permit that,” I added, mildly.
“Then they can hang along with you,” sneered the man with the knife at Alya’s throat.  “Aiding a renegade mage is a capital penalty, under the King’s Law—”
“There is no king!” someone from the crowd – one of my nephews, I thought – pointed out in protest.  
“This is Castal,” my father reminded them, “not Remere.  You have no jurisdiction—”
“The Censorate has jurisdiction everywhere,” sneered the Censor with the annulment device.  “Just because the warrant was made in Remere does not limit its power there.  We know this man has somehow convinced the Censor General to betray our order – that does not mean the rest of us have forgotten our duty!”
“Still,” I continued, conversationally, my blood running cold as I saw that blade glint against my bride’s pretty throat, “getting us to Remere might prove . . . tricky.  There are two of you.  How many magi are there, here?” I asked.
The smaller man looked around.  “You, that slut,” he said, nodding toward Pentandra – who immediately got an expression in her eye that anyone with any experience with her would avoid.  “And your apprentices.  Four renegade magi with witchstones.  All under arrest,” he added, triumphantly.
Sir Olve, of all people, stood and tried to be reasonable.  The older knight looked distinguished in his Wilderlands-style surcoat and silver hair.  “Gentlemen, while I would never try to deter any man from his sworn and honorable duty, surely the middle of a wedding is not the proper place for an arrest!  These are holy rites!”
“The rites are over,” said the taller Censor, turning to face the knight.  “We waited until he was wed; now if he is cautious, he will merely make his wife a widow.  Or she can predecease him,” he added, menacingly, “if anything . . . untoward happens.”
“This is an outrage!” Sir Cei said, standing suddenly.  The big man’s mantle was thrown back.  “This is not proper, Sir!” he insisted.
The smaller censor appraised him.  “You are a belted knight, Sir?” he asked, after a moment.
Sir Cei nodded, sternly.  “I am.”
“Then I call upon you and your fellows to cooperate, aid, and assist us in this arrest, on your honor as a knight.  We have a lawfully-written and executed warrant for Minalan the Spellmonger and Associates, and I deputize you to assist us in taking them into custody.  Do you dispute the propriety of that, Sir Knight?”
Sir Cei looked troubled.  “No, Censor.  Although I have seen no warrant.  Produce it, and I will study the matter.  For all I know, you are two ruffians intent on robbing the bridegroom and bride.”
The smaller Censor looked irritated, but withdrew a tightly-bound scroll from behind his belt and tossed it on the table, next to Alya’s new silver plate.  “Can you read, Sir Knight?”
Sir Cei nodded.  “I have my letters.”
“Then read the warrant, and if it is in order to your satisfaction, then I call upon you to fulfill your oath to uphold the laws of the King.”
Sir Cei still looked troubled, but giving meaningful looks to Sir Roncil and Sir Olve, he walked stiffly over to the table where Alya was shaking in fear.  He looked at the Censor carefully, then slowly unfurled the scroll on the table, using the new silver cup to hold it open.
It took him a while to read the scribbled warrant, and he moved his lips when he read.  The Censor was growing more and more impatient.  When Sir Cei finally got to the end, asked how to pronounce the Ducal Censor of Remere’s name, and inquired about the nature of the heraldry on the seal, the man’s impatience was palpable.
“So, Sir Knight, what is your verdict?” he asked, sarcastically.
“It does, indeed, appear to be in order,” Sir Cei conceded, regretfully.  “It is properly signed, properly worded, and properly sealed.  There is just one small technicality,” he said, pointing to the parchment.
The Censor’s eyes crinkled.  “Where?”
“Here,” Sir Cei said – and without reaching for a weapon he punched his big hairy fist so hard into the Censor’s face that it knocked the man off of his feet – and the knife that had been so menacing clattered to the ground.
Before the other Censor could react, Sir Roncil’s sword was drawn and laying on his neck.
“Tend to your wisdom,” he muttered sinisterly to the remaining Censor, while his fellow struggled with a broken, bloodied nose.  “I need no magic to slay you.”
I was gratified to see Sir Olve was likewise undeterred by talk of law or duty.  He deftly took the knife out of the Censor’s hand, then took the rod from the other, before unceremoniously smashing the thaumaturgic glass against the side of the trestle table with a sneer of disgust on his face.  Almost instantly I felt the power of the witchsphere surge back into my mind.
I didn’t waste any time myself – nor did my colleagues or family.  Both men were quickly grabbed, both magically and by the crowd, and brought before me.  Tyndal and Rondal searched them at my direction and removed other enchanted items, their purses, and their credentials.  
“Now,” I said, when things had once-again come to order, “we have a few things to discuss, gentlemen.”  I took out the Witchsphere, which was gaining potency again by the moment, and their eyes bulged in wonder and terror.  “I suppose you could say I’ve got bigger balls than you – at least one of them – so I’m not going to slay you out of hand.  But you did threaten my pregnant wife with death on her wedding day.  You upset my guests, in violation of the sacred laws of hospitality, and you violated the edict of His Grace, Rard II of Castal.”
“That matters not!” the larger Censor said, angrily, his arms held behind him tightly by Tyndal’s spell.  “The laws of the King supersede the laws of the Duke, and—”
“The laws of the gods supersede either Duke or King,” the bridesister pointed out angrily.  “To violate them so flagrantly, on such a holy occasion, is to invite calamity!”
“I think they have a gracious plenty of calamity due them,” Pentandra said, her voice icy.  She had her own witchstone out, a smooth torus-shaped disk of the green amber that had some unique capabilities.  It doesn’t pay to insult that woman.
“You have no right to deter us in our lawful—” the taller man began to demand angrily, when Sagal punched him almost as hard as Sir Cei had his partner.  
“That man saved my entire family – my entire people,” he said angrily to the Censor’s bloodied face.  “He risked his life to do it, when no one else would.  You dare raise a hand to him again, and I won’t care if I hang for it, I’ll rip out our entrails from the spot you used to keep your balls!”  Sagal is a big man – not as big as Cei, but he had a cowhand’s build.  He could be almost as intimidating as a knight in armor, when he was angry.
“When word of this betrayal reaches the commandery,” began the other man, the font of blood from his nose starting to abate, “this whole village will be burned to the ground!”
“I don’t think Baron Lithar would like that,” I pointed out.  “Nor would these good folk, whose celebration you’ve tried to ruin.  But you’re right, if word of this does get back to the commandery . . .”
“Oh, that won’t be a problem,” Pentandra said, coolly.
“I cannot allow a murder at a wedding!”  the bridesister insisted.
“I would never dream of offending the gods like that,” Penny agreed.  “That would make me as improper as these scum.  But I have an idea . . . if you gentlemen will escort them behind that big red breast-shaped thing over there,” she said, indicating one of my dad’s two great ovens, “I think I can find a satisfactory solution.”
So, kicking and shouting (until Rondal silenced them magically), Sagal and some other volunteers dragged the two Censors away, while my father and mother watched, grimly determined.
“Son, I don’t want to interfere in what you and your friends need to do, but . . .”
“Don’t worry,” I assured him, “Pentandra won’t let anything happen that could come back to harm you.”
“I trust you,” he said, after a moment’s consideration.  “But perhaps you should go soothe your bride – she’s still trembling.  You’re her husband, now.  Her trembling is your problem now.”
I realized he was right, and I went to try to comfort her.  Her husband.  I was her husband, now.  
Twenty minutes later we were all still murmuring about the events, and once Ela, Alya’s sister, had escorted her to the privy, someone put a glass of spirits in my hand and I drank them without notice.  I realized it was Sir Cei.
“I owe you a debt,” I said, when I had regained my composure. 
“I’ve watched that girl since she was a child of twelve,” he said, slowly, as he watched my wife waddle off.  “I’ve seen so many of her folk suffer and die, and today, for the first time in a year, I saw her happy.  And then that churl held a knife to her throat.”
I nodded, but couldn’t help but ask.  “But wasn’t the legal and proper thing to do cooperating with the Censors?”
“It may have been the legal thing to do,” he conceded, “but it was far from proper.  I would not have a brother knight’s nuptials defiled,” he stated authoritatively.  “It was an unworthy and un-chivalrous tactic, attacking a man at his own wedding.  And holding a pregnant woman hostage is . . . cowardly,” he said, his lip curling into a sneer.
“I still owe you a debt,” I pointed out.  “How would you like to be my new Castellan?”
That really took the knight by surprise.  “Excuse me?”
“I just took title to a domain, a reward for my service to the Coronet,” I explained.  “It was part of the ennoblement.  I got to choose my own fief.  So I did – only it’s not going to be easy.  The land is marginal, the place is depopulated, and there hasn’t been a resident lord there in at least two generations.  I have it on the highest authority,” I said, remembering my conversations with Lady Arnet, “that the ability of a noble to hold his lands properly is often dependent on his choice of Castellan.”
“Surely, Sir Minalan, there are other men you trust better,” he said, after pausing.  “I am not certain I am the best choice for you.”  I could tell he was being diplomatic.  Sir Cei and I had rarely gotten along, back when he was working for Sire Koucey, and was in charge of imprisoning Pentandra, among other things.
“Why, do you have another engagement?”  I asked.
“Well, no,” he admitted.  “But I . . . well, there is the matter of the Bovali folk, still encamped in the south.  I was considering joining one of the Free Companies, once they are settled, or perhaps taking service somewhere in the Riverlands or northern Wilderlands.”
“Why look for a job when there’s one right here?” I asked.  “Look, despite our differences I know you are an outstanding Castellan.  Boval Vale was among the best-run domains I’ve ever seen, and I know that wasn’t because of Sire Koucey’s witty rhetoric.  You don’t go out of your way to be liked, but you don’t cheat.  People know what they get with you.  And you know how to get things done.”
“Aye,” he conceded.  “But then that would involve abandoning the Bovali to the whims of fate,” he concluded.  “Right now they are encamped and living on the charity of the Duchy, such as it is.  Some families are drifting away to find work, but most are just . . . waiting.  It would be ignoble of me to abandon them now.”
“That’s the other thing,” I nodded.  I got to my feet, took another swig of spirits for courage, then climbed on to the rickety trestle table to address the crowd.
“Thank you all for coming!” I announced.  “I want to thank you all for your patience while we got this unpleasantness sorted out,” I began, “and I want to thank you all for your kindhearted and generous gifts.  You have truly made this day memorable . . . for a lot of reasons.”  That brought some laughter and a few nervous cheers.
“But while we celebrate, my wife’s people sit in a draughty old Ducal castle in the Coastlands, surrounded by strangers and with no land or purpose.  Today, in gratitude of what these gallant knights did by breaking with thoughtless tradition and displaying their chivalrous natures, I want to invite the Bovali – all of the Bovali – to join me in my new domain.”  There was a gasp and sudden surge of chatter, particularly among the Bovali delegation.  And, I was moved to note, not a few tears.
“It won’t be easy,” I continued.  “It won’t be . . . inexpensive,” I sighed.  I dug out my recent gift.  “But I am going to give this draft on the Ducal treasury to Sir Cei, who has agreed to join me as my new Castellan, for the purpose of transporting everyone upriver to our new home.  Everyone.  A thousand ounces of gold should be enough to pay the passage and feed every refugee,” I explained.  “And once they arrive, together we will rebuild our lives in safer, if less-familiar, surroundings.  Now everyone drink to the health of my wife!” I said, as the liquor started affecting me.
There were more cheers at that, and when I got down from the table I ceremoniously handed Sir Cei the valuable slip of parchment.
“But Sir Minalan,” he protested.  “I have not given you my answer!”
“So think about it,” I coaxed.  “But you’d have your old post back.  Probably more pay, too.  You are already familiar with the Bovali, they trust you, even if they aren’t thrilled with your personality some times.”
“I . . . I will consider it, Sir Minalan,” he agreed, his thoughts swirling.  Pentandra came back a few moments after that, looking very pleased with herself.  The two Censors were now following her around docilely, not a trace of defiance (or even much intelligence) evident on their faces.
“What did you do to them?” I asked, my heart leaping in my chest.  “You didn’t . . . ?” I began, about to ask if she had permanently burned out their brains, or at least the parts that control magic.
“No, no,” she chuckled.  “They’ll snap out of it . . . eventually.  I didn’t burn out their brains.  Or even destroy their capacity to manifest Talent.  I just . . . messed with their minds a bit.  They don’t remember who they are, now.  Just a harmless little Blue Magic spell, Yrentria’s Enchantment of Forgetfulness.”
“I’m not familiar with that one,” I admitted, taking another drink.
“It’s an old family recipe,” she dismissed, casually . . . her code words for ‘secret spell hidden in the Order of the Secret Tower’s private library of clandestine magic’.  “I have only used it a few times, but it works.  For at least the next three weeks these gentlemen will only answer to the names of ‘Pud’ and ‘Dud’; further, they won’t be able to speak more than the simplest phrases, they will be put into service aboard my new barge, and when I return downriver to a certain . . . disreputable merchant I know, they will soon be learning new tricks for the sailors, when the fleets come into port.  By the time their proper memories return, there’s no telling what condition they’ll be in.”  
I made a mental note never to seriously piss off Penny.  
Sir Cei continued to be astonished by my offer.  “Sir Minalan, I feel honored at the invitation and the trust you have bestowed in me . . . but to then hand me a fortune and trust me to carry out your assignment?  Surely no man is that trustful of another,” he said, cradling the draught like it was made of spider webs.  “This is a thousand ounces of gold.  You could buy a comfortable estate with this. Yet you trust me to take it and not mis-use it?”
“More than anyone but my wife,” I agreed, as Alya and her sister returned from the privy.  “Perhaps more – you don’t seem the type to spend it on pretty dresses.  Have a drink.  Relax.  If it makes you feel better, I’m sending both of my apprentices to help.  I figure if we break them down into small groups, we can bring them up in convoys, keep them all together, those who wish to come.  But you only have a week or so to prepare – just long enough for my honeymoon.  Then I want you, Sagal, and an advanced party that you pick to re-join me here.  From there we’ll head for the Bontal Riverlands, where my new fief is.”
“Sir Minalan, this is generosity beyond all bounds,” he said, solemnly.  “I not only take the position, I swear I shall serve you as faithfully as I did Sire Koucey.”
“If I had any doubt about that, I wouldn’t have asked you,” I assured him.  “We might butt heads from time to time, but I have a hell of a lot of respect for you, Sir Cei.  And I’m going to need that hard head, when it comes to whipping my new domain into shape.”
We were interrupted when Alya –sorry, Lady Alya – finally made it back to my table.  Apparently the gossip about my announcement had reached her before she had reached me.  She nearly leapt at me, weeping, when she finally found me.
“Is it true?” she asked.  “Did you really just invite . . . well, pretty much everyone I know to come and settle your new domain?”
“Our new domain,” I corrected.  “And yes, yes I did.  We’re going to need the help, they need the work and the home, and maybe together we can show the world what magic in the service of the people can do for a land.  I don’t think—”
I wasn’t able to continue explaining, because Lady Alya’s kisses were keeping me nearly from breathing, much less from speaking.  She looked so grateful and so beautiful that the rest of the world just kind of stopped for a while.
“So,” she said, when she finally broke the kiss.  “If I’m Lady Alya, now, shouldn’t I be Lady Alya of . . . . somewhere?”
“Sevendor,” I supplied.  “The name of our new home is Sevendor.  It’s a small domain in the northeast, up the Bontal and to the right.  Near the Remeran border, in the northern foothills of the Uwarri range.”
“I have no idea where that is,” she confessed.  “It sounds wonderful!”
“It will be,” I sighed, “now that you’re going to be there.”
“We’re going to be there,” she corrected me, kissing me again while she put her hand on her big belly.  “All of us.  Our whole family.”
“Sir Cei,” I said, “as your first official act as my Castellan, could you persuade the musicians to play ‘A Heart Made For Glory’ please?  I feel like dancing badly with my bride.”
“Do you not mean ‘I badly feel like dancing with my wife’?” Sir Cei asked.
Pentandra snorted.  “Have you seen him dance?  He chose his words wisely.”
“My pleasure, Sir Minalan,” the knight said, a smug look on his face as he started to rise.  Then he stopped.  “Pardon.  I mean, ‘My pleasure, Magelord.’”
Lady Alya grinned.  “You know, I like the sound of that!” and kissed me more.
You know, I kind of did, too.
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The wagon rumbled down the dirt track that passed for a road with far more noise than it should have – the wooden axel was complaining bitterly with every revolution of the great wooden wheels, far more than even the team of horses that pulled the load did.  They had been at this for three days, now, and they were resigned to their fate, knowing that at the end of the day they could rest.  The axel, Rondal considered thoughtfully, lacked the capacity for such consideration.  He wished there was a spell to give it one – and then realized he could silence the squeal from his ears, even if he could not impart consciousness to the thing.  
He closed his eyes, drew power from his stone, visualized the axel and wheels, formed the appropriate symbols in his mind, added his intent and backed it with his will, and released . . . and the noise stopped.
Joppo looked at him, astonished, from the seat next to him on the wagon, when the tortured whine had stopped.
“Why in three hells did you wait three days to do that?  Milord?” the wide-faced peasant added, belatedly.
Rondal sighed.  “Because I’m an idiot, okay?” he pleaded.  “Just because I have incredible power doesn’t always mean I’ve got the wit to use it.”
Joppo looked at the boy, not yet seventeen, with an expression that said he wasn’t sure if the young knight mage was teasing him or being serious.  “Aye, milord,” he said, quietly, and turned his attention back to the road.  There was still a few miles to go before they got to their destination, broken bridge.
Joppo wasn’t the best traveling companion, but then he wasn’t the worst.  He had spent the first day getting to know his temporary master, and telling him all about his life in the village of Gurisham.  As such a life is hardly complicated, Joppo ran out of things to say before lunch.  Rondal had responded in kind, in his way, but as he had but seventeen years to Joppo’s thirty-five, his conversation was similarly limited, and the two men had little to say to each other when they had pulled into the manor house in Ferrendor and paid three silver pennies for the privilege of parking their wain and resting their team for the night.  It cost another two for supper, but as the reve who ran the place was away at another estate, the servants were generous with the portions. 
The second day had passed in relative silence.  Rondal had little interest in either Joppo’s sexual conquests, which were exaggerated tremendously, nor was Joppo at all interested in magic, though he was now a villein in a mageland.  Instead Rondal spent the time running through drills and practicing glyphs with his witchstone, or reading one of the two books his master had bid him read on his journey, or just sat there and watched the world go by him, staring at two horses asses and sitting beside a third, one noisy revolution of the wheel at a time.
It wasn’t Joppo’s fault.   He had been assigned to the fortress complex at the Diketower in Sevendor as a carter, charged with taking the team and wain wherever he was ordered.  A simple job for a simple man.  
But since it was high summer, not yet haying season and long passed plowing season, there was little for him to do.  So when Master Minalan had charged Rondal with repairing the stone bridge in a distant fief as part of some elaborate deal he’d concocted, he’d accepted the portly peasant as part of the mission.  At least it wasn’t Tyndal, his master’s younger, but technically senior apprentice.  Rondal had a hard time with the boy’s brash behavior, rude commentary, and generally un-magelike demeanor.  
Rondal was dedicated to magic as a profession, and sought to master it.  Tyndal was dedicated to Tyndal as a profession, and sought to master the world with his magic.  The arrogance of the younger apprentice irritated Rondal to no end, and he saw the opportunity to escape from Sevendor – and Tyndal – for a week or so, he gladly accepted Joppo as a substitute irritant.  Even with the squeaky wheel, he felt he’d gotten a bargain.
The wain was packed with tools, wooden beams for support, and three hundred pounds of stone – including six fist-size rocks of snowstone.  If he was going to be tasked with magically fixing an old, broken stone bridge, he was going to do it right.  He had a special affinity for working with stone, and he’d gotten plenty of practice with it in the last six months.  At this point it only took him moments to fuse to pieces together as if they were one, and less than that to break one apart.  He liked working with stone.  
“Toll ahead, milord,” Joppo said, nudging the boy gently with his elbow.  “Ah, at least I think it is.”
This stretch of road heading toward the broken bridge was in a remote part of the Barony of Sendaria, and as the bridge led nowhere at the moment, there was little reason that he could see for there to be a toll.  But there was, indeed, a figure in a distance, standing next to the road, leaning on a staff, waiting for their approach.  Rondal used his magesight to magnify the vision, and saw that the man was clearly common, and likely a villein from the rough homespun tunic and leggings he wore.  He had a threadbare cotton mantle thrown back over his shoulders, he wore no shoes or boots, and he had not made the acquaintance of a barber in years: his beard and hair were shaggy and unkempt.
That disturbed Rondal.  Even the lowliest villein who held a post taking tolls along the road made enough for better clothes than this, and no self-respecting peasant on such an important duty would so poorly represent his master with such shabbiness, at least not in a well-run domain.  
And then there was his posture.  The man did not have the characteristic servile stoop of most peasants.  He stood there with his shoulders thrown back, both hands on his staff, a determined look in his eye.  A little more close inspection with magesight allowed him to see the sword concealed behind his leg, under his mantle.  Rondal’s heart raced.
“I don’t believe that’s a tollman, Joppo,” he said, quietly.  “I think he’s a highwayman.”
“A bandit, milord?”  Joppo asked, his eyes suddenly wide with fear.  “I don’t want no part o’ that!”
“I’ll handle it,” Rondal soothed.  Master Minalan had made certain he’d taken his mageblade with him for just this sort of occasion.  It was stowed just behind his back, the plain, unadorned hilt near to his left buttock, out of sight.  The blade was only thirty-two inches long, but it was sturdy and serviceable and he had used it before.  He was hoping he wouldn’t have to now, but he had to be prepared to.
Joppo reigned in the team when the man’s staff fell across the road, symbolically denying them passage.  When the wagon halted, the scruffy-looking man approached them casually and confidently.
“What can I do for you, Goodman?” Rondal asked, calmly.  He had a dozen spells hung and ready to cast at the whisper of a mnemonic, and plenty of others he could call upon at need.  
“I wish to offer you travelers an opportunity,” the man said, his speech indicating at least a bit of education and intelligence.  
“And what would that be?” Rondal asked carefully.
“I’d like to sell you and your father security, young master,” the man said, reasonably enough.  “There are tales that bandits haunt these regions, and I would hate to see such a lovely family such as yours troubled by such rumors.”
“I find myself strangely untroubled,” Rondal replied.  He had to admit, it was the most polite demand for money he’d ever heard.  “But should I consider it, how much would such security cost?  And in what could we expect for our money?”  
“Why, a pittance, to two such worldly travelers such as yourself,” he said, smiling.  “And as for what your money purchases, that would be the peace of mind of knowing that such a vigilant watchman as myself will be on guard to protect you from all manner of trouble.”  It was clear from his manner that he would be the only real trouble around to be protected from.
“One might consider such an offer an attempt at extortion . . . or outright robbery,” Rondal observed.
“Only one with the basest of suspicions at heart,” the highwayman countered.  
“And what if we do not pay for this security?” Rondal asked.
The raggedy man shook his head sadly.  “Then I cannot guarantee your safety and security, masters.”
Rondal considered.  He decided he needed more information.  “You do not speak like a peasant,” he noted.
“Ah, the young master has an educated ear!  No, I have been many things, in my life, but I have yet to till the land or bring in a crop.  My talents are better suited to the persuasive arts.  Indeed, I have been a jongleur, in the past, or at least apprenticed to the trade.  As the young master can see, I am currently fallen in my estate by fortune’s hand,” he said, spreading his arms expressively.  “Circumstance forced me to pick up the swordsman’s trade, and as I find engagements as a jongleur difficult to come by without an instrument . . . or proper attire . . . I must earn my bread the best way I can.”
“This seems an odd place to set up business as a . . . provider of security,” Rondal pointed out. “The road is rarely traveled,” he said, gesturing to the volume of weeds along the track.
“And as such,” the man countered, amiably, “the few who do can usually afford my services, for I ask but a little.”
“And just how far does this protection extend?” Rondal asked, liking the bandit in spite of the attempt at robbery.
“Why, all the way to the frontier of the domain,” the man said, persuasively.  “If you encounter any difficulties, I can assure you that Baston the Brave will be at your side, defending your life and property.”
“With that?” Joppo asked, gesturing to the staff in his hand.  “That’s no proper cudgel!” he guffawed.
“Ah, this is but a property,” the bandit – Baston, apparently – demurred.  “I use it to get attention.  If I am pressed,” he said, pushing back his mantle and showing the rusty hilt of his sword, “I have more serious arguments at hand.”
“And your debating skills?” Rondal asked.
“I fare tolerably well,” Baston said.  “Shall I show you the scars?  Some are older, gained in Farise, while others are more recent – but none, as you can see, were fatal.  I am well-versed in all manner of argument.”  
Rondal chuckled.  “But you’ve yet to name a price, Baston,” he pointed out.  “What fee would allow us to rest the night unmolested?”
“I like to tailor the fee to the client,” he said, smoothly.  “I never ask for more than a man can pay.  For a nice family like yours . . . sixpence, and I’ll ensure your security for a week.”
“What if we aren’t staying that long?”
“Then next time you pass,” he said, “remind me, and I shall credit your account.”
Six copper pennies was not much – about two days’ labor for a villein, or a day and a half for a free man.  Rondal had considerably more in his pouch.  As he weighed the prospect of dueling this man – who, despite his speech and appearance carried himself like a real swordsman – against just paying the fee, which was more than reasonable for not being bothered further.  Rondal decided.  He took out a single silver penny, worth twice as much as the fee, and flipped it to the man.
“We’re staying at least two weeks,” he said, calmly.  “To work on the bridge.  I will hold you to your word, Baston: we are not to be disturbed.  Do we have an agreement?”
Baston was looking at the tiny silver coin with delight.  “My word to Herus!  My masters, Baston is ever at your service!  By all means, pass, and may Herus bless your journey!”  The blessing carried a double meaning.  Herus was the god of travelers – and thieves.  Rondal smiled and nudged Joppo to continue, and the wagon rumbled – far more quietly – down the road.
“Why did you not just strike him with a lightning bolt or turn him into a goat or somethin’, milord?” Joppo asked, curious.  
“Because the Magelord did not send us here to fight bandits, Joppo.  He sent us here to fix a bridge.  Besides, that was the most polite hold-up I’ve ever heard of.”  He turned around just long enough to see the enterprising bandit wave, and then walk back into the forest behind him.  “Besides,” Rondal reasoned, “I was given a budget for this project, and I’ve barely spent any.  If two weeks of not being harassed by a bandit can be billed to the Magelord, I see it as a bargain.  And he did offer us a blessing.”
“Aye, it’s always a pleasure, spendin’ other people’s money,” the peasant said, philosophically.
They came to the broken bridge that afternoon, not long after being so pleasantly robbed.  Rondal could see at once that he had his work cut out for him.
The bridge had been built a century before, by utterly mundane means.  The river here was deep, but the steep banks closed within twenty feet of each other – close enough to support a span, if it was well-anchored and decently constructed.  That had been the original design.
But age, decay, and malice had taken its toll on the bridge, and now it was reduced to two rocky stumps on either side of the river.  The remains of the stonework had fallen into the river, enough to provide a bit of a dam that backed up and slowed down the water.  But the debris was almost twenty feet below, and would not be easy to get to.
“Let’s go ahead and set up camp for the night,” Rondal said, as he stood from his examination.  “I’ll want to study the matter a bit, before supper and then we can begin in the morning in earnest.”
“Aye, milord,” Joppo said, and began unhitching the team.
They chose a spot only fifty feet away from the bridgehead, inside a small grove of trees that gave the horses plenty of shade.  While Joppo got a fire built and water fetched from the river, Rondal lit his pipe and scried the area with magesight, looking for the best possible way to take two footings and a pile of rocks and turn it into a real bridge a fully-loaded wain could traverse.
It was a pretty problem.  Despite his ability with stone, conjuring an earth elemental would be difficult, this close to the stream, and if you wanted them to move anything heavy it took so much power it was exhausting.  
Instead, he decided that he would, unfortunately, have to get wet to make this work.  And it would take more muscle, when the time came, than he had on hand.  You could do a lot with magic, it was true, but some things just required raw manpower, and this was going to be one of them.
“Why not just build a wooden bridge?” Joppo asked that evening, over stew.
“Because we were contracted for a stone bridge,” Rondal explained, tiredly.  “Wooden bridges decay.  They can be burned.  Stone usually stays put.”
“Aye,” grunted the peasant, as he shoveled a pickled egg unceremoniously into his mouth.  “It does, at that.  “Still, wood would be easier.”
“And less expensive,” Rondal agreed.  “But the Magelord wants a stone bridge, so a stone bridge he will have.”
The next morning after breakfast, Rondal began work.  It didn’t look like work, to Joppo or anyone else who would have watched, as the young mage spent most of the morning seated on the bridgehead, his eyes closed, his hands enfolded around his witchstone.  
But then things started to happen.  For instance, one by one the rocks from the old bridge began moving slowly across the river bed, until there were four piles of them, two on each side of the bridge.  It took a lot of effort and coaxing, but by lunch time they were there, visible from the surface, creating a permanent wake of white foam from where they broke the water.
It was harder than the other stone work he’d done – partially because of the water, which was only four feet deep at its deepest point, at this time of year, and partially because of the distance.  But after lunch he stripped off his tunic, entered the river, and began melding the irregular stones left from the old bridge into four small pyramids, fused together so that they were essentially all the same rock.  
Thankfully they had been quarried from the same pit – it was easier to meld two stones that were alike.  But the work was still time-consuming, especially under water.  One by one he turned a pile of rocks into a wide-based support, and then fused them to the rocks still deeper in the riverbed, until Joppo called him for supper.  When he climbed out, his fingers like wrinkled prunes, he was ready for a rest. 
Rondal had borrowed an old campaign tent from Sir Cei, not because he feared sleeping outdoors in high summer, but because he wanted someplace dry besides the wagon to keep the tools.  He was physically exhausted from such intensive use of magic, but the exercise had been good for him.  He ate bread and sausages, with a bit of cheese and a mug of ale, knowing that an afternoon’s labor would rouse an even greater appetite.  He bade Joppo to plan a big meal, and after another pipe and another mug of ale, he went back to work.
The afternoon saw the truly critical point, to his mind: now that the footings had been established, he had to build the support pillars.  While a regular stonemason would spend days shaping stone with hammer and chisel, Rondal merely hefted a rock atop the piling, fused it, then flattened the top of it with a separation spell.  The spare pieces he flipped into a pile, to be used later.  When he was done with the first one, he focused a powerful binding spell on it, so that it would take much more than a team of horses to ever pull it down.
As he pulled himself out of the riverbed to rest, after the effort, he was staring at the clouds above when he realized that he had been handicapping himself.  With a groan, he pulled his tired body aright and limped back to the tent, where he retrieved three of the snowstones he’d brought.  Putting them in a triangle around the construction site, the effort he had to expend to accomplish his spellwork decreased noticeably, and he fashioned the second support in half the time he had the first.  While there were still a few hours of daylight left, he made the decision to stop for the day because . . . well, there was no one there to tell him not to.
Joppo had prepared a hearty but simple stew of chicken and peas, with a few vegetables, cheese, and journeybread . . . but then mentioned that someone would have to procure more supplies on the morrow.   Rondal agreed, dully, used his witchstone to check in with his master and explain his progress, and then collapsed gratefully into his blankets in the tent just as the sun was setting.
The next day he worked by himself, having sent Joppo to the nearest village or manor with a few coins to purchase more food.  He finished the other to supporting pillars by lunch, the last of the sausage and ale, and the last bit of journeybread, and then he spent the rest of the day fiddling with the supports, ensuring that they lined up properly under magesight, that they were structurally sound, and that they would not erode away nearly as quickly as the rocks in the riverbed.  He began plans for a supporting arch to help support the span, and decided on a gentle arc of cobbles, magefused to rigidity and enchanted for durability.  He was beginning to place the cornerstones for the arches when he was hailed from above – and from the other side of the river.
“Ho there!” called a deep, commanding voice.  “You, in the river!”
“Yes?” Rondal asked, looking up and squinting in the sun.
“Who are you, and what are you doing?” demanded the voice.  Rondal used magesight to dim the obscuring brightness, and the man’s face came into view.
He was ten years older than Rondal, at least, and he was on a horse.  A prosperous commoner, probably, or a working noble, the man was wearing a functional but sturdy brown tunic with a baldric bearing some kind of insignia over his shoulder.  He had long hair, a mustache but no beard, and had a contemptuous sneer on his face.
“I’m fixing the bridge,” he explained, looking up at the man.
“By whose leave?” the man demanded, arrogantly.
“By the leave of Baron Arathanial of Sendaria,” Rondal explained patiently, “and my master, Magelord Minalan of Sevendor.”
The man’s lip curled yet further.  “The sorcerer?  Bah!  The Lord of Sashtalia rules here, churl!  None may build or destroy in his realm without his leave!”
“Actually, I’m not a churl,” Rondal began to explain, but the irate man cut him off, dismounting.
“You will do no work here without my leave!  I am Yeoman Ardone of Jarune, reve of Riverside Manor, and I did not give you leave!” he bellowed angrily.
“I don’t need your permission,” Rondal said with a deep, tired sigh as he climbed up “his” side of the river bank, where he found his tunic and slipped it on.  
“By Luin’s staff you do!” Yeoman Ardone said, his fists balled up on his hips.  Rondal saw he wore a simple longsword at his side, and while he made no move to draw it, the mage could tell he would have no compunctions about doing so.  “This bridge was meant to be pulled down, and down it will stay!”
“Sorry, but I’m going to have to build a bridge,” Rondal said.  “I’ve done this much work, I’m not about to stop now.”  He wasn’t in any mood to be accommodating – he had been comfortably focused on his work, and the distraction was annoying.  
Ardone looked contemptuously at the four pillars standing in the riverbed, now, and how far advanced they were.  His contempt turned to astonishment.  “Dear Trygg!  Just how long have you been at this devilry?”
He doesn’t realize I’m a mage, Rondal realized.  “Not long,” he said, casually.  “I’m just really fast.”
“You will cease your work at once, or I will thrash you myself!” Ardone demanded.
“That’s going to be hard to do, from way over there,” Rondal observed.  “Luckily for you, I’m building a bridge here, so soon you will have the luxury of walking across without getting your feet wet to thrash me.”
“You WILL not build a bridge here!” Ardone demanded.
“It’s looking more and more like I will,” Rondal replied evenly.
“We’ll see about that!” snapped the Yeoman.  “If you are wise, you will leave before I return!”
“If you were wise,” Rondal retorted, “you had better hurry.  Or I might finish the bridge before they get here.”
Ardone fumed and spouted insults, but thanks to the river between them Rondal just listened to them, amused, without revealing his name or station.  Eventually the Yeoman rode off, glaring over his shoulder.
Joppo returned just before dusk, bearing several baskets of food.  While Birchroot Castle was where the lord of the land dwelt, the local manor was held by an ancient Yeoman, almost ninety, who was cared for by his two daughters and three granddaughters . . . one of whom had apparently been enamored of Joppo, enough so that she had filled his baskets without taxing his pouch overmuch.  That night they ate well, roasted duck and potatoes with corn soup and crusty brown bread.  Rondal made certain to set wards around the camp that night before retiring, his muscles aching but his belly appeased.
It was foresightful that he had taken such care, too, as a few hours past midnight he was awakened by his wards.  Someone was approaching the camp, he realized with alarm.  
He glanced over at the snoring Joppo, and decided against wakening the man.  While he had no doubt Joppo would fight to defend himself, Rondal also knew that the man was just as likely to panic and run.  Instead he used the Cat’s Eyes charm, an extension of magesight that made the day around him light up like it was morning.  A conjured magemap told him that the intruder – intruders, he saw – were approaching from the west, from further down the river.
He thought about sending a message to Master Minalan, mind-to-mind, to get his advise on how to proceed.  Then he reconsidered.  He was, after all, a Knight Mage in his own right.  While still an apprentice, he was not helpless . . . or stupid.  He decided he would handle this on his own, instead of calling to his master for help.
He rose quietly, and drew his nameless mageblade before casting a bubble of silence around him.  He carefully crawled outside and into the cool summer night and moved a little away from the camp to the north, so that he could get a good vantage of his would-be robbers.
Not robbers, he realized immediately as soon as they came into view, but raiders.  Whoever Yeoman Ardone was, he had henchmen, and they had cudgels and knives in their hands.  That alarmed Rondal even further – robbers and thieves could usually be scared away pretty easily, he’d found, but raiders were bent on violence.  He was not about to let that happen.
But how?  As the approached, he saw that there were five, all commoners but well-dressed enough to be fairly prosperous.  Likely members of Yeoman Ardone’s manor household, the ones he’d charge with keeping the villeins in line.  That made Rondal even madder, but it did not suggest a means of confronting them.
In the end, he decided to stick with the basics.  He knew little warmagic, and what he did know tended to be more supportive than martial, but there were some spells so easy any High Mage could do them.  One in particular he favored was the immobilization spell.  He cast it as soon as the men were within throwing-distance of the tent, before even the horses were aware of them.  The five stopped suddenly, unable to move from the neck down.
Rondal, still enveloped in silence, slipped up behind the men, taking his time about it . . . and once he was within earshot, all five were in a dead panic about their sudden immobility.  Rondal enjoyed the feeling of power over such men – they were older, presumably wiser, but here they were doing some pipsqueak yeoman’s bidding, and about to do injury to men they did not know.  Rondal dropped his silence spell.
“Who dares disturb the rest of the . . . Wizard of Birchroot Bridge?” he asked, using one of his old master, Garkesku’s favorite spells to augment his voice and make it strangely eerie and threatening.  The old man had excelled at performance over production, Rondal mused as he listened to the frightened men whimper.  When it came to bullshit, Garkesku the Great had no rival.  For some reason, he did not want his real identity known, so he invented one.  “Who risks their very lives at this foolishness?  Your names, and quickly!  Or the Wizard of Birchroot Bridge will condemn you all!”
The men – whose heads were not affected by the spell – all tried to blurt out their names at once.  Rondal chuckled.  He didn’t think he had much to fear from them, now.  At least one had soiled himself, he could smell.  Since he wasn’t actually interested in their names, he changed tactics.  “Who do you serve?  On whose orders do you commit this crime?”
“Master Ardone!” they said, almost in unison.
“Then go, and tell Master Ardone if he persists in interfering with the construction, the Wizard of Birchroot Bridge will come pay him a visit in person!  A visit he will never forget!  Now, GO!  Go, and never venture across the river again!”  
He cast a spell of Un-noticeability from Master Minalan’s private collection of warmagic spells and stepped back in the shadows before he released the paralysis spell.  When the men could finally move again, they wasted little time in taking to their heels.  When they slowed, half a bowshot away, Rondal used a banging cantrip followed by a bright flash, and the men all screamed and ran as fast as their feet could carry them.  Rondal was glad he had put up the un-noticeability spell – his hysterical laughter at the sight surely would have awakened Joppo.
The next morning, Rondal ate a quick breakfast before dawn broke but did not get to work on the bridge, as he had planned.  Instead he saddled one of the two horses and bade Joppo watch the camp.  As that was well within the peasant’s limited capabilities, Rondal took his mageblade, a few other items, and rode up the trail they had arrived from.
It took him only a few moments to recognize the spot where the two of them had been so politely robbed a few days before, and once he dismounted it took but a few moments more to examine the ground with magesight.  If Baston the Brave was a reliable bandit, he preyed from the same spot, and sure enough Rondal found traces and signs that the man favored the site all over the place.  
From there it was fairly simple work to follow a slightly-worn path back to the treeline, and from there he could follow it as easily as if it were a cobbled highway.  It appeared to be a game-trail, although he was no hunter, and it led back into the wood for nearly four hundred yards before it branched.  Taking the more often-used left path, he went down one path and over the crest of a hill, and he had found what he was looking for: his bandit’s home.
It was a tiny, primitive shack, made from a pole strung between two trees which acted as a ridgepole, with the roof beams, mostly beech and cedar boughs, fastened from their to shorter poles stabbed into the dirt: enough to keep the rain off and the warmth in, but only in summer time.  There was a tiny fire directly outside the hut, and upon it boiled a battered copper pot . . . being tended by a young girl.
Rondal hadn’t expected that.  Bandits were supposed to be big tough men.  Unless she was somehow being held here . . . he remembered the degradations that his old senior apprentice, Fenar, had forced upon his old junior apprentice, Urik, before the younger had slain the latter and been slain in turn, and he was suddenly quite fearful.  The girl could not be more than six or seven years old.  She wore a shapeless, undyed homespun cotton shift, and her hair was unbound and uncombed.  She stirred the pot with a stick and sang a made-up song about how good it was to have porridge again.
Using spellcraft to sneak up on the tiny encampment, the mage crept up to the shack and peered through one of the abundant cracks between slats and poles.  When he used magesight, he had to stifle a gasp.  The bandit was still abed, and he wasn’t alone.  A young woman not too much older than himself was lying next to him, curled in his arm.  If she was a captive, she looked quite content.
That changed things.  It was one thing to threaten a bandit.  It was another to threaten a man’s family.  His first plan abandoned, the apprentice decided to try a second, less confrontational approach.  He dropped his spell, and a moment later the little girl looked up at him – and screamed in terror.
Rondal almost panicked himself – he wasn’t expecting that reaction, but he realized belatedly that he probably should have.  But once it occurred to him that a strange man appearing out of nowhere might not be greeted with casual grace by a six-year old, he also was able to predict what would happen next, and he was ready for it.  Baston came running out of the miserable hut, his rusty sword in hand . . . and tripped over a cantrip, sprawling face-first into the dirt, only inches from the fire.  His sword went flying as he went sprawling, and before he skidded to a halt it was in the mage’s hand.
“Please!” Baston begged, as he turned onto his back and saw his own blade at his throat.  “Please!  Let them go, it is me you want!”  There was real terror in the man’s eyes, even if his voice was firm.  Gone was the confident bravado of the road – he was a father who feared for his family, not a bandit.
Rondal sighed, rolled his eyes, and let the point of the man’s sword fall away from his throat.  “Get up, Baston the Brave.  You and I need to talk.”



*                            *                            *


It turned out that most of what Baston had told him was true: he had been a jongleur, acquainted with the pipes, the gitar, the lute and the tambour and trained to both sing and tell stories in a busy inn in Sendaria Port.  When the Duke had called his bannermen for troops for Farise, the poor man could not pay a scutage fee, and left for the war.  When he came home after, he found the inn had changed hands when the innkeeper had died, and the new owner was not overly fond of music.
But the old innkeeper’s daughter had been destitute, and had worked at her father’s inn as a bondswoman, as she had no other family.  Baston had fallen in love, and tried to buy out her indenture, but the new owner was not interested: Zarra (as the woman was called) was comely, meek, and he foresaw a high demand for her services at his own profit.  He had already begun abusing her when Baston had stolen away with her, eloped, and fled to the furthest reaches of the barony.  
To actually leave the barony, he explained, would make them criminals.  If Zarra could go one more year without being apprehended by her former master, her bond would be considered forfeited, and she would be a free woman . . . as would her daughter.  As long as she did not leave the barony, the most that could happen to her under law was a stint in the stocks and a resumption of her bond.  
Baston was willing to fight to keep his little family together, but he preferred another year of banditry and marginal living in the wilderness to challenging Zarra’s master.  
“Most days I stand out there by the road and just wait, while the girls gather mushrooms and berries and nuts in the forest.  In a good week, they can gather enough to sell for three or four pennies, enough for a little bread and some roots, perhaps.  I’m not too proud to do work, understand, but there are so many villeins in this domain that honest work for a free man is hard to come by.”
“Why not take up your old trade?” suggested Rondal, as he stirred the fire.  The little girl, whose name was Bastine, never took her big brown eyes off of him.  “Surely there is an inn in need of entertainment somewhere within Sendaria.”
“Plenty,” he Baston grunted, sadly.  “But they have plenty of folk who can sing for a few pennies, and most are more comely than I.  Without an instrument, I am not much use as a musician.  So that’s the only instrument I play, these days,” he said, nodding toward his battered sword.  Rondal had returned it to him, once he had accepted the man’s parole and offered to talk.  
“Well, if I recall correctly, “Rondal said, rubbing his chin, “we had an agreement.  Half an ounce of silver for two week’s protection.”
Baston looked a little alarmed, but also intrigued.  “I swear, I have not molested you or your possessions.  Indeed, when my . . . day was so successful,” he said, having the dignity to blush a little at the mention of his robbery, “we went to Birchroot village and bought food.  Oats, barley, some roots, a little bread, even.  To be honest, it’s the most we’ve had to eat in a while.  
“Summers are not too bad,” he added, with a grim smile, “and as I do not bother the folk of Birchroot with my . . . offers of security, they tolerate my presence out here.  Sometimes they will give me a little something to chop wood, carry water, or fix a roof, but . . . well, there have been plenty of nights with empty bellies,” he said, guiltily looking at his daughter.
“But you are not living up to your end of the agreement,” Rondal quietly protested.  “You promised that I would be safe here in Birchroot, yet five footpads tried to invade my camp just last night.”
“What is this?” Baston asked, his brow furrowing.  “Footpads?”
“Near enough.  Henchmen of Yeoman Ardone’s, who protest some work I am doing on the old bridge.  They tried to do violence to me and my man last night.  I was able to drive them off,” he said, with just a trace of pride in his voice, “but I expect that they will be back.  Indeed, Master Ardone promised as much.”
“That’s . . . disturbing,” admitted Baston.  “We’ve only been here in Birchroot a year or so, but it is a pleasant place . . . save for the folk across the river.  Lord Forgos of Kesteldor holds the domain yonder, and he enjoys the trade he sees through his lands to the market village of Jerune.”
“Yes, that’s really why I’m here,” agreed Rondal.  “To repair the bridge to Jerune.”  He explained the bargain that had brought him to the backwater domain, how his master had pledged his aid in rebuilding the bridge so that Lord Areas of Birchroot could find a superior market for his smoking leaf at the free market of Jerune.
“Then Master Ardone and Lord Forgos will do whatever they can to stop you, and the Lord of Sashtalia will do nothing but aid them.  The bridge was the best route from Sendaria to Kesteldor and the rest of Sashtalia.  I doubt Lord Trefalan’s grandsires would have broken away from their liege, the Baron, if the bridge was intact.  It was the only place to cross the river for miles on either side.  It’s been rebuilt twice – and burned twice.  The Sendari just gave up a while back.
“No one will burn this bridge,” Rondal said, confidently.  “That is, assuming I can finish it.  But I need more help than I have.  My . . . my assistant, Joppo, is a good sort, but limited.  I need a man of intelligence, and it occurs to me that a bandit who robbed me managed to keep his head and his bride after six years in the wild has just the cunning I need.”
“So what do you propose?” asked Baston, warily.
“That you fulfill the commission that you agreed to,” Rondal said, simply.  “You promised me security – I need security.”
“I . . . I am just a bandit with a rusty sword,” Baston protested.  “I cannot stand against as many men as Master Ardone can muster.  Not and survive.”
“Oh, I think you can,” Rondal said, snapping his fingers and producing a colorful shower of blue fire that created no heat.  It was display magic, mere illusion, but it was impressive if you didn’t know how it was done.  Bastine squealed in a combination of fright and delight and clung to her mother’s skirt.  “I’ve got some skills of my own, besides masonry.  I’m a . . . Knight Mage.  A spellmonger with a sword, if you want to get technical, but I am trained in the arcane arts.  But I cannot cast spells if people are trying to kill me, not the kind of very boring spells I need to cast.
“So I want you to come with me,” he suggested.  “I need someone to watch my camp, watch my back, and do so with intelligence.  You did swear by Herus, after all,” he reminded.  Most didn’t take their idle oaths seriously, but a man who lived as close to the edge of starvation as Baston, he was hoping, would not offend the patron of thieves and travelers.
Baston looked at his woodwife – somehow Rondal didn’t think the couple had legitimized their union in front of a priestess – and she looked back, anxiously.  The bandit looked guilty, but then his eyes lighted on the battered copper pot and the last few mouthfuls of porridge within.  He heaved a big sigh.
“I did so swear,” he agreed, a little sullenly.  “I shall come with you . . . but I admit I fear for the girls’ safety.  Particularly with folk from Kesteldor about.  They would not hesitate to . . . abuse her, if they found her unprotected.”
“Bring them,” Rondal agreed.  “Bring them both.  Can you cook, Goodwife?” he asked, politely.  Zarra blushed, but nodded.  
“I grew up in an inn,” she said, proudly.  “I can cook most anything.”
“Then I shall be glad to pay you to do so, as Joppo’s fare leaves much to be desired.  As camp cooks go, he makes a great . . . carter.  And, of course, I shall pay you for the service.  Say . . . two copper pennies a day?  Plus board?”
Zarra’s eyes went wide.  Compared to how her family had been used to living, it seemed like a small fortune, on top of the prospect of frequent meals, and she was nearly overcome.  Rondal was almost embarrassed at her gratitude.  “I shall be glad to do so, milord!” she agreed, looking at her daughter.  “Only . . . I fear detection, if we leave our little nest here in the wood.”
“I’m a little shy about throwing my name around myself,” Rondal admitted.  “So for now, you aren’t Zarra the escaped bondswoman.  For the next few weeks, you are Zarina, the maidservant to the Wizard of Birchroot Bridge.”
 
*                            *                            *
 
It didn’t take much to move Baston’s family – apart from the sword and the pot, the remainder of their worldly possessions were able to be stored in a burlap sack and slung over Baston’s shoulder, with room to spare.  Rondal walked the horse the three miles back to the bridgehead, getting to know the bandit and his woodwife and their daughter.  Once she overcame her shyness, she seemed to babble incessantly about the horse, Rondal’s magic, butterflies, pretty rocks, and anything else that crossed her mind.  
Baston and Zarra proved very nice, despite the former minstrel’s current line of work, and both were in awe of the events in the world outside of Birchroot.  By the time they arrived at the bridgehead camp, he felt as if he could trust them at least to not murder him in his sleep or carry off too many of his possessions.  
But once they arrived, Rondal immediately knew something was amiss.  Joppo was nowhere to be seen . . . but there was a trail of blood leading back to the encampment.  Not a lot, but enough to be alarmed.  When he called, he heard a pained moan emanate from the pavilion.
Inside he found the peasant laying on his stomach, an arrow protruding from his right buttock.  While clearly wounded, he was still alive, conscious, and hadn’t gone into shock.
“Dear gods, you tried to seduce that village woman and her husband came home, didn’t you?” accused Rondal, angrily.  
“It weren’t that, milord!” the peasant protested. “I was takin’ my dailies down at the bridge, as it has that nice drop-off into the water, where it can flow away and not bother no-one, when some one comes along and shoots me!  As I breathe, milord, it’s true!  Just shot me, with a bow, like, right in me arse!  I got away afore they could shoots me again, and I don’t seem too worse for the wear, but . . . if milord could find his way clear to magic it away, I would be forever in your debt!”
“Wait, the arrow came from the other side of the river?” Rondal asked, as Baston hurriedly knelt by the man’s side.  
“He’s lost some blood,” he agreed, “but the arrow doesn’t look like it hit any major veins or humors.  I’ve seen men get hurt worse than this and ride twenty miles,” he added, as he began to inspect the wound more carefully.  Joppo moaned miserably at the thought of putting his arse anywhere near a horse.  
“Aye, milord,” he gasped.  “On my honor, it came from across the river!”
“Here’s why he’s not more wounded,” Baston said, after he swiftly yanked the arrow free, held a cloth to the wound, and then presented it to Rondal.  “It’s a frogging point, not a hunting point or bodkin.  I’m sure it hurts like a day in hell, but it won’t do any permanent damage.  You will have a fascinating scar to show the ladies, however,” Baston said, consolingly.
“Really?” Joppo asked, perking up a bit.
“Hold still,” Baston said, as he cleaned the wound.  “The light in here is dim, and I don’t want to – oh!” he said, as Rondal helpfully cast a bright magelight over the wound.  “That’s handy!”
“You have no idea,” Rondal nodded.  “Let me . . . clean the wound magically first,” he said, trying not to look too closely.  Medical magic was not one of his specialties, nor was it likely ever to be, but he did know a few basic spells.  One was a variation of the magelight spell, only the vibration of the light was such that the light it produced was at a far longer wavelength than visible light.  The resulting beam was reputed to kill the tiny creatures who brought the curse of infection, and was recommended in many cases involving open wounds.
“There,” he said, after a few moments of focusing the cleansing light.  “You may bandage him, now.”
“That will cure him?” he asked, surprised.
“It will lessen the likelihood of him taking infection,” he explained.  How did one explain ultraviolet light to a man whose only conceptions of it were in terms of starlight, moonlight, sunlight and firelight?  Some things it was just easier to keep to yourself.  “I’ll go boil some water,” he added, “to cleanse the bandages.  I believe I have a few in my belongings.”
“Whoever did this was either trying to discourage your bridge building, or they just didn’t like the look of your man’s hindquarters,” Baston observed.
“Or mistook it for a frog,” Zarra added.
“No, this was no accident.  The Sashtali are trying to discourage us.  Which is why you’re here.  No doubt that Yeoman has his henchmen patrolling the other side of the river, ready to harass us again.”
“So what do you want me to do?” Baston asked.
“Keep them away while I work.  It won’t take me much longer, I feel, but if they’re shooting frogging arrows at us while I’m doing it, that’s going to irritate me.”
“Why don’t you just . . . use magic or something on them?” Zarra asked.
“I didn’t say I wouldn’t.  But while I’m a Knight Mage, that doesn’t mean I like to fight.  And using magic against folk directly can be lethal.”
“So what are we going to do?”
“Well,” Rondal said, looking down at his wounded peasant thoughtfully, “I was just going to have you stand around and look mean.  But now I’m close to angry.  The Sashatali have crossed the river, and now they have attacked directly.  So tonight . . . you and I are going to go visit the local manor – Riverside, I believe it’s called – and we’re going to harass them a little ourselves.”
*                            *                            *
They waited until long past midnight before they crossed through the black waters of the river and emerged on Sashtali territory.  Baston proved stealthy, for as large as he was, and he moved with purpose in the night, a Cat’s Eye charm allowing him to see.  A bubble of silence kept their footsteps from being heard, so the only real danger was someone seeing them.  This late at night did not see many folk about, thankfully.
Riverside Manor was a small holding, an almost-square manor house of two stories, surrounded by a palisade and hedge.  The great wooden gate was closed, of course, and the gate guard was fast asleep when they silently approached.  Another charm ensured he’d stay that way.
Rondal surveyed the interior of the manor compound after he enchanted the lock into opening.  The only creatures stirring were two old dogs who came off of the porch toward them.  Rondal wasted no time in rendering them unconscious, too – dogs were harder to deal with than human guards, he’d heard from his master a hundred times.   When the hounds were safely asleep, the mage dropped the silence long enough to speak to Baston.  
“What we need here is a way to make an example,” he said, thoughtfully.  “Burning the place to the ground, while tempting, is ultimately impractical.”  Baston shrugged, as if it made no difference to him.  “But what is practical is . . .” he said, as he searched the compound by eye.  Soon his gaze lit upon a thick pile of empty burlap bags, used in the manor’s grain harvest.  Nearby was a wheelbarrow.  “Let us deprive them of those sacks,” Rondal finally said, earning an odd look from the bandit.  “I have an idea for them, and it will be very irritating and a bit expensive to replace, before the harvest requires them.”
“Sacks?  Is that all?” scoffed Baston.  “If we are going to break into a manor, I would think that making it worth the risk of the noose would be wise . . . but then I am no wizard.”
“The point is not to rob them,” Rondal explained, patiently, “the point is to scare them away from the bridge.  That is our mission.  Or, the Wizard of Birchroot Bridge’s mission.”
Baston stared at him thoughtfully.  “You would have made a lousy bandit,” he observed, shaking his head.
“Among other things,” Rondal agreed.  “But I suppose I take your point.  Give me a few moments,” he said, removing his stone from his pouch.  It wasn’t actually necessary, as he could access the power from within easily enough, but for some spells he found the physical contact more soothing and efficient.  
He closed his eyes and performed one of the other warmagic spells he knew by rote, the mass sleeping spell he had painstakingly learned during the Siege of Boval Castle.  In moments he was certain that no one else in the manor would awaken.  “Let’s go inside, shall we?” he asked.
“After you, Sir Knight,” Baston smiled, and bowed.
Rondal kept watch over the manner and type of things Baston liberated as they walked through the silent manor.  He traded his old rusty blade for a far more serviceable one, complete with scabbard, from the manor’s armory, and found a light vest of rings that fit him.
Baston found a few sets of clothes he fancied for himself in a press in a store room, far better than the threadbare homespun he had worn for years.  He took a good winter mantle, laid away in storage against the change in season, and took a second for his wife.  
In the pantry he stole two hams and some preserves, some eggs, some salt, and ten pounds of barley flour, as well as a few small loaves of bread already baked and waiting for the morn.  As an afterthought he added a small iron kettle, two knives, some spoons, and three wooden bowls.  Six bottles of locally-grown wine found their way into his sack.  So did a small glass jar of peppercorns.
“Here,” Rondal said, only a little guilty, as he handed an old, dusty gitar to the former minstrel.  “I found it in the great hall.   have no idea what condition it’s in, but . . .”
“It’s better than the one I don’t have,” the bandit agreed.  “Not that I can see using it anytime soon, but perhaps someday . . .”
“Oh, it may come sooner than you think,” shrugged Rondal.  “The gods are funny that way.  Is that all?”  He’d taken almost nothing for himself, save a book on local history he found somewhat interesting.
“We’ve only plundered the lower level,” the bandit pointed out.  “But I’ve already filled the wheelbarrow.”
“That should be sufficient.  Let me leave a note.”  He rummaged around the great hall until he found a lapdesk, likely used by the reve to keep his correspondence, and he penned a quick letter.
To the Honorable Yeoman Ardone of Jerune, Greetings:
In recompense for damages done to my servant, I took a few trifles.  I would advise against further incursions into Sendari territory, lest you hear from me again.  I do not imagine that would be pleasant for either of us.
The Wizard of Birchroot Bridge
He sealed the letter with a glowing B rune, just to be flashy, and left it lying in the very center of the large wooden table clearly reserved for the Yeoman.
“Let’s go,” Rondal said simply, after he left it.  “It’s getting late, and we have a lot of work to do tomorrow.”
On their way out, just for good measure, he put a day-long spellbinding on the main doors to the hall, as well as to the only gate large enough to let the stock out of the compound.  That should keep Ardone busy for the day, he thought to himself with satisfaction as they left, Baston happily bearing the weight of the loot on his new wheelbarrow.
“I take back what I said about you being a poor bandit,” he commented, enthusiastically.  “Four years I’ve been plying the highwayman’s trade, and I’ve taken more of worth this night than in all that time.  Why aren’t all magi thieves?” he asked.  
Rondal shrugged.  “We make more money peddling our spells,” he decided.  “I don’t doubt there are a few who do, but it seems like an awful lot of work.”
“You have no idea,” sighed the bandit, shaking his head.
*                            *                            *
The next morning Rondal struck camp and relocated it closer to the road – which  made Baston nervous.  “Usually when a bandit pillages someone’s home, they try to be less noticeable,” he counseled.
“I pillaged nothing,” Rondal declared.  “I merely did as the Wizard of Birchroot Bridge bid me.”
“So you did,” chuckled Baston.  “But what now?”
“Now,” Rondal said, philosophically, “we dig some holes.”
“To hide the loot?”
“No,” Rondal said, shaking his head.  “To fill the bags.”
That was easier than he thought it would be, although several times Baston complained of not stealing a proper shovel.  But with the help of the smallest earth elemental he’d ever conjured, soon piles of loose earth provided a two-foot high hill for them to fill from.  With close to seventy bags, he had to restore the pile thrice before all were filled.  
He took it easy that day, otherwise.  On his way back, he’d warded the bridgehead on the other side of the river, so he would be aware if anyone came near it.  
He let Joppo rest, checked his wound, ran the elementals, and directed Baston, who didn’t seem to mind hard work nearly as much as most bandits.  Of course, Rondal reflected, thanks to their thievery the previous night, he was also eating far better than most bandits, too.  
Zarra, for her part, cooked all day, delighted at the new provisions, especially the peppercorns.  That night they ate delicious ham and eggs, with plenty of bread.  Zarra wept when Bastine said, for the first time in her life, that she was too full to finish her meal.  Baston just looked grateful, as he sharpened his new sword and examined his new gitar.
But no one from the Riverside Manor approached them.
The following day, Rondal set to work in earnest.  He had Baston bring him rocks the size of his head, and he patiently, painstakingly began fusing them together.  He did it I groups of threes, creating small spans that were heavy, but movable with the help of the wheelbarrow.  It took all day to sculpt them, but by dusk there were twenty neat lines of the constructions.  
“They’ll likely be here tomorrow,” he told Baston.  “We should probably be ready.  We won’t have but a few days after that.  Hopefully we shouldn’t need much longer than that.”
“What do you mean?”
“The Yeoman will take about a day to free himself from his own home, and then it will take a day for him to send word to the lord of the domain.  Then it will take another day or two for him to assemble a party, and yet another for them to return here.”
“And when they do?”
“Then they shall find a fully-formed and functional bridge,” he promised.  “Among other things.”
That night Rondal’s wards were triggered.  The Sashtali had sent another party across the river.
This time Ardone had sent ten men, all locals and most of them villeins, the big, rough sort who work like oxen during plowing and reaping, but had little to do in the summer months.  At least two of them had been in the previous foray, Rondal learned when he used the Long Ears spell to spy on them as they crossed the river.
“This is the tricky part, where they tried to scare us last time,” one of them said.  
“Did scare you, you mean!”
“We were taken unawares, they had no sentry!”
“Hoc says there’s a wizard about, something about the bridge?”
“You idiot!  Do you see a bridge?  I see a pile of rocks that can be pulled down again in a day.  No bridge, no wizard,” the leader reasoned.  It sounded to Rondal that he was trying to convince himself more than his thugs.
“Hoc was out giggin’ t’other day,” some dim-sounding fellow was drawling.  “Said he saw some villein droppin’ a brown trout in t’stream, put an arrow in his arse!”  That set them all to giggling – drunkenly, Rondal guessed, that being the usual manner in which courage was dispensed among the peasantry.  “Yeoman hisself gave ‘em a pullet for th’ deed!”
“So did Hoc see a wizard, or did Hoc see a villein?  The Master had the bridge watched all day, and only a couple of peasants and some tradesman were near.  No skulking wizard!”
“Then who bewitched the locks at t’manor, then?” the dull-sounding brute asked.  “Who put all t’sleep and then half walked away with the hall?  Who left that glowy note that got Matron Fessa in hysterics? ”
“If it was a wizard, why’d he go after cook-pots and hams, and not take the master’s safebox?”  reasoned another.  “A real wizard wouldn’t pass that up.”
“Someone is just trying to—what’s that?” he asked alarmed.
A dark figure loomed ahead of them, and with a thought Rondal activated a magelight that illuminated Baston suddenly, making it look like he materialized out of thin air.  The bandit had swathed himself in his new black cloak, and Rondal had conjured an obscuring illusion that hid his face inside a preternatural darkness.  He stood upon a rock, making him nearly seven feet tall, and he bore a bare blade in his hand – a blade likewise enchanted to produce a glow.  
“I challenge you in the name of the Wizard of Birchroot Bridge!” bellowed Baston, his voice augmented by another charm to sound hissy and sinister.  Rondal appreciated the man’s flair for the dramatic – something he lacked – no amount of magic could produce that kind of confidence.  Rondal preferred being behind such people, helping in small, quiet ways that didn’t get him killed.  
He called a mist into being around Baston, borrowing water from the nearby river and playing with its density and temperature with what was a lavish expenditure of energy.  It was worth it, though, to see the way the former jongleur played to his audience.
“Who among you is willing to face the fey blade of the sorcerer’s black knight?” he asked, sinisterly.  “For all must fight, if any are to pass!”  Rondal decided the moment needed further embellishment, and detonated a popping cantrip as Baston flashed his blade.  
Every man there took to his heels and ran for his life.  Rondal had a hard time containing his laughter, but the men ran so fast that they were out of earshot quickly enough.
Baston laughed, too, but he was still affecting his character, and he was still under the influence of the amplifying enchantment: his laugh was evil incarnate, a hideous peal that rang through the land behind them.  
“I haven’t had this much fun in ages,” the bandit sighed, when he finally stepped down from the rock and pulled back his hood.  Rondal immediately ended the amplifier, and the other effects.  No need for their casual conversation to be heard across the vale.  “If I had known how effective such properties were, I would have added them to my repertoire as a highwayman.”
“And miss your calling as a mummer?” Rondal asked.  “That was magnificent!  I actually got chills.”
“Do you think that will keep them away long enough?”
“The villagers, yes.  Two unsuccessful raids across the river is too much.  But I don’t think we’ve seen the last of Ardone, yet.  He won’t scare as easy as a bunch of villeins who drank their courage.  Hopefully I can get the rails of the bridge finished on the morrow, and the slats soon after.”
“But what will keep them from straying across in earnest?” the bandit asked, seriously.  “I have a better blade, but there is only one of me . . . and it’s the one I value the most.  My wife is quite fond of it, too.”
“I understand.  I’ll have to come up with something more permanent.  Perhaps I’ll send Joppo up to the castle to beg for some archers, maybe a spare knight.  There always seems to be one of those haunting a castle.”
Baston looked troubled.  “You forget, my friend, I am an outlaw.  In practice, even if I’ve yet to be caught.”
“I’d prefer to handle it myself, as well.  And I don’t think old Joppo would be particularly convincing.  Let me think on it,” he decided, “and maybe the answer will come with the dawn.”
Baston yawned.  “I agree.  I’m unused to these late night affairs.  Robbery is a daytime profession.”
*                            *                            *
When day broke, Rondal was no more near an answer, but he was hard at work.  His muscles ached before the sun had warmed his shirtless back.  Baston would bring him a section of stone rail in the wheelbarrow, the bandit would hold it in place with the help of some wooden braces, and then Rondal would fuse the stone together and place a binding rune on it.  By mid-morning they had made progress as far as the first pier on both sides.  By luncheon they had reached the mid-point in the river.
While they sat in the shade of a birch tree and ate cold sausage, wild apples and cheese  with a little bread and a mug of ale, letting their aching muscles rest, a horseman approached.  Rondal struggled to his feet, but the heat of the day and his own indolence kept him from donning his tunic.  Baston faded into the bush, as quietly as a bandit.  Joppo did not choose to rise.  
The man proved to be Yeoman Ardone, dressed more formally this time in a doublet and matching hat, with a light  mantle of fine cotton around his shoulders.  He wore a sword at his hip, but made no move to draw it.
“I believe I told you to leave this frontier,” he sneered, as he reigned his horse to a halt.
“Aren’t you on the wrong side of the river?” asked Joppo, conversationally.
“Aren’t you speaking to your betters?  I go to Greshal on business.  Quiet, churl,  while I treat with your master.”
“His master is the Wizard of Birchroot Bridge, the same as mine,” Rondal said, crossly.  “And our master bade us to build a bridge.  A bridge shall be built.  Indeed, it is half-finished already,” he said, gesturing to the work.
“A few rocks do not a bridge make,” Ardone sneered.  “Nor will I treat with some footwizard over my rights.  If your master wishes to dispute with me, he knows where my hall lies.”  Zarra and Bastine were standing nearby, the mother looking afraid and the child looking intensely interested in the horse.  She started toward it only to be stopped by the firm hand of her mother.  Ardone took notice.
“You collect rabble like fleas.  Thieves and outlaws, don’t think it isn’t known.  Your ‘master’ should keep that in mind.  Nor has he any rightful title to the bridge.”
“What bridge?” Joppo asked, dully.  “Is the bridge finished already?”
“The . . . bridge you are not building!” Ardone sputtered.
“The bridge that is being built.  The Wizard has commanded it.  I will pass on your objections to my worthy master, but I warn you, Yeoman: he is a man of quick anger and swift action, when he is roused.”
“Angry enough to pillage my larder, no more, it seems.  I saw the sacks at your encampment – they belong to me, and I insist you return them.  And the other items your master stole.  Else I will find a way to thrash this peasant who pilfers ham and salt.  Wizard?  I see no wizard,” Ardone spat.  “I see a couple of churls playing with rocks, a few whores and brats, villeins or runaways . . . and you.  A mason you might be.  But a puny one, if you are,  and no more than an apprentice.  I will tell you one final time: leave off this construction, or it will go ill with you!”  
With that he reigned his horse and quickly turned about . . . but in doing so, he came near to Zarra and Bastine.  When the woodwife tried to keep her child in hand, she got too close to the Yeoman, and he slipped his boot from his stirrup and kicked Zarra in the face, hard.
She fell back, her nose bloody and her daughter screaming in terror.  Ardone added a cruel laugh and then spit again, hitting the little girl on the crown of her head, before he galloped off.
Rondal nearly drew the one warwand he’d brought and blasted the man until it was depleted.  But he knew that would cause problems for everyone.
Yet he could not let this stand.  While he knelt next to the frightened woman, his anger grew.  He shared his own master’s hatred of bullies, having been apprenticed to one and having served under another.  The man had wounded an innocent, and then had humiliated a little girl for no purpose.  Suddenly the matter became something far more important than a mere bridge.  Rondal decided he needed to teach the man a lesson, a lesson only a High Mage could deliver.
“You will heal perfectly,” he consoled Zarra.  Baston was already livid, and was ready to follow the man and seek to slay him in his anger.  Rondal cautioned restraint.  “I am as angry as you, my friend, but killing the man will not solve that.”
“I’m willing to venture to test that theory,” Baston whispered, coarsely, as he stared at this wife’s bloodstained face.
“If you want revenge, I will get enough for both of us.  Tonight we shall pay Yeoman Ardone a visit . . . and return his sacks to him.”
That night, long past midnight, a strange mist fell over the manor hall at Riverside, covering the entire manor grounds in fog four feet deep.  The watchman on duty thought little of it, until he heard the strange noise coming down the road.  It sounded like no animal or man he had ever heard, and as he peered into the darkness, his blood ran cold at the sight that loomed ever closer to his post.
It was shaped like a man, and at first that was his thought, and he readied his horn and his sword.  But it moved unlike any man ever born, though it had two legs, two arms, and a semblance of a head atop its body.  And as it came nearer, the watchman could see that it was easily twice the stature of the tallest of men, a giant . . . made of burlap.
He stifled a scream in his throat, gathered his courage, and blew his horn frantically as the monstrous thing approached the gate.  He stopped only when he heard the sounds of the other manorial staff rousing and arming themselves.  Still the horrific figure came, one relentless, inhuman step at a time.  The guard dropped his horn and hurriedly fitted a bolt to his arbalest, took aim, and fired.  His aim was true, and the bolt sunk deep into the creature’s faceless head . . . and did nothing.  
The guard managed a second shot, moments before the monster reached the gate, and while it was as true as the first, it had the same lack of effect.  At the last second he dove from his perch, narrowly avoiding the first great collision as the figure began to bash the heavy wooden structure into kindling.
From his vantage point, Rondal was pleased with the effect.  He had always been disappointed that one of the areas of magic he was best at, earth magic, was not more useful for warfare.  Apart from throwing rocks really hard, undermining a wall or building one, there wasn’t much use for the discipline.  Rondal had always thought that was a shame, and had resigned himself to throwing rocks . . . when he had had an idea.
Earth elementals were not actually alive, after all, merely the manifestation of natural energies through the template of a complex magical architecture to give it form and purpose.  You could not make one angry.  If deployed at a foe, the most you could hope for was to blind them, or get them very dirty.  The magical architecture was just not cohesive enough to keep the soil in the elemental bound together in a large enough mass to be dangerous.
The burlap sacks, however, kept the dirt they had painstakingly filled them with concentrated, yet loose enough to be pliable.  The pliability allowed the elemental to move, while the structure of the sacks allowed it to have mass and form.  While the sacks spewed dirt from their seams with every movement, gradually reducing the mass and effectiveness of the elemental, it was a slow process.  But not slow enough for the folk of Riverside Manor.
A half dozen had poured out of the manor house armed for a fight with everything from swords to axes.  They balked at the powerful, shadowy, inhuman giant that was suddenly inside their compound, and some took to their heels that instant.  As the braver among them began to fire crossbows and arrows at the construction, as it strode through the gate and began demolishing a shed, Rondal and Zarra snuck in behind it, using the distraction of the fight to avoid notice, along with a charm to help.
They skirted the edge of the fight, sticking to the shadows, until they came to the door of the manor, which had been helpfully left open.  Walking boldly into the great house, Rondal looked around for the staircase that led to the second level.  
“I’ve kept everyone upstairs asleep,” he explained to the dazed-looking woman who followed him.  “But I don’t know how much time it will take for them to slow down my elemental – it should go on mindlessly destroying buildings until they poke enough holes in him for the dirt to leak out and the pattern to dissipate.”
Rondal stopped in the kitchen long enough to grab a broomstick, and then lead Zarra upstairs where the Yeoman and his family slept.  The Cat’s Eye spell kept them from having to use a magelight or a taper, which might have attracted attention from the men outside, and allowed them to creep into the chamber where Ardone and his wife lay in an enchanted slumber.
“I took great offense at his treatment of Bastine,” he explained as he set the broom aside.  “Take a look on that press, in that basket, see if you can find a needle and thread,” he ordered, as he examined the reve and his wife.  “Kicking a defenseless child in the face is a cowardly act.  It offended me.  Enough to consider hamsoken.”
Zarra’s eyes went wide.  Hamsoken was a particularly nasty response to an insult.  Among the Narasi folk, a beating for an infraction or as a result of a conflict was an accepted part of life . . . but there were beatings, and then there were real beatings.  Hamsoken was the act of beating a man inside his own home, in front of his ancestral shrine, his family, and his household gods – a humiliating act, purposefully performed to shame him.  Under Narasi custom, even the most common villein’s hut was his castle, and being beaten inside it was seen as a disgraceful loss of power.
Committing hamsoken was usually a peasant’s reprisal against someone who had wronged him, yet could not be brought to justice.  It was rarely used on the nobility, or even among the wealthier peasants.  But among the villeins, whose homes were little more than sticks and mud, housebreaking – literally breaking open part of the flimsy house – and then delivering a beating to the man who owned it was a purposeful humiliation.
“I found a needle!” Zarra said, triumphantly, after a moment’s rummaging.
“Good,” Rondal nodded, pushing the fat figure of Ardone’s wife over to the side, and then flipping the fine cotton sheet over the Yeoman, enveloping his sleeping form.  He pulled the edges of the sheet together, as he would have done if preparing a shroud.  “Sew him within his own sheets.  Securely,” he emphasized.  Zarra obediently bent to the task, her shaking fingers nonetheless stitching the two edges tightly together using the strong cotton thread in the lady of the manor’s basket.  It took nearly twenty minutes to complete the task, and while she bet to her work – and the men outside continued to fight against the mindless bags of dirt – Rondal explored the reve’s chamber.
First he examined the great peg board on one wall that kept track of the estate’s debts, and more importantly the villein’s debts to the manor.  Sir Cei used a similar one to record the transactions in Sevendor, but by the state of the pegs the villeins of Riverside Manor were deeply in debt, some of them to the point where they spent more than four days a week in service to the reve.  That was like to slavery, in Rondal’s mind.  
He took a few satisfying moments to withdraw each and every peg and left them in a pile on the table in front of it.  For good measure, he picked up the account book that kept track of the final disposition of such debts, and the estates other accounts, and one by one he used magic to turn the parchment solid black.  It would be a damned sight harder to prove a man owed a penny to the Riverside estate, now.
Satisfied with his work, and seeing that Zarra was over half way done with her task, he turned his attention to the iron box that sat under the worktable – the very one that the Yeoman’s men had mentioned.  Rondal was not a natural thief – he did not feel entitled to take the money of his own accord – but he did see it as the just payment for the disgraceful act of kicking a child.  The lock on the box was complex, and it was likely he could have found the key, had he searched, but he felt a more impressive demonstration was in order.  Using his stone for power, he clipped the top off of it, bisecting the hinges, and revealed the hoard within.
It was substantial.  At least eighty or ninety ounces of silver, ten ounces of gold, and at least three hundred ounces of copper and iron were stashed in separate bags within.  Rondal took the gold and the silver and the copper – Riverside Manor could keep its iron obols.  He loaded them in the sewing basket, and then found a scrap of parchment and a pen on the worktable.  A moment later he had finished a quick letter, sanded it, and applied the Wizard of Birchroot Bridge’s glowing monogram.
To the Honorable Yeoman Ardone of Jerune, Greetings:
As you have chosen to ignore my warnings and continue to harass my people, I have returned as I promised.  I found your treatment of the little girl to be vile, and have claimed this gild in recompense.  Continue your vendetta against me at your peril – for tonight it was bruises.  Hamsoken is a small price to pay for your crime.  Next time it could be your head.
The Wizard of Birchroot Bridge
“It’s done!” Zarra said, breathlessly, as he placed the note in the box.  
“As am I,” Rondal agreed, with satisfaction.  Zarra looked at him expectantly, as if she expected him to turn into a dragon and lay waste to the manor.
Instead he handed her the broom.  She looked at him questioningly.
“Beat him,” he directed.  “Oh, wait – let me wake him up first.”  He pointed at the snoring yeoman and released the spell that kept him from waking.  “Now beat him,” he said.  
The woman looked afraid.  Rondal understood – but there would be no reprisals against her, he would make sure of that.  “Just remember what Bastine looked like after he kicked her,” he encouraged.
A grim smile came over Zarra’s face, and she hefted the thick-shafted broomstick and began wailing on the sleeping man with vigor.
Yeoman Ardone did not long remain asleep under the assault – but when he awoke, he found himself blind, confined, and unable to defend himself.  Zarra took especial relish in laying about his knees and his head with the broomstick, until his cries filled the room and he was begging the gods for mercy.  Finally, Rondal stopped the woodwife from permanently harming him, and taking the basket of loot – and some bedding he felt the family could use – they calmly walked downstairs and left the house altogether.
The earth elemental was diminished by a third at this point, the rents in the burlap sacks allowing its dirt to spew everywhere with every movement.  But it was relentless in its path.  Three sheds had already been reduced to splinters, and the kennel was in the process of being demolished as they walked by unnoticed.
They were at the broken gate when they heard a new ruckus coming from the manor.  When they turned, the terrified men, fighting the earth elemental now with boar spears and axes and torches, had discovered the shapeless figure of their confined master stumbling outside blindly, still sewn into his own bedsheet.  Rondal heard a cry of “There’s another one!  After ‘im, lads!” and snickered.
“Let’s get out of here,” he sighed.  “I think it will be a while before they forget the Wizard of Birchroot Bridge here in Riverside.  And I doubt anyone will be kicking little girls anymore.”
*                            *                            *
Rondal took the next day off, figuring that it wouldn’t be a good idea to linger around the bridge after delivering such a humiliating beating to the yeoman.  Besides, he needed a few items from the smith to finish the bridge, like nails, tar, and rope.  He could do a lot with magic, but it didn’t replace rope.  He rode one of the horses into the nearest large village to procure some.  He also took the time to visit the tavern and have a professionally poured pint.  
He had purchased most of what he needed and was heading for the smithy to buy a dozen nails when the grubby, breathless form of Bastine tumbled into the street in front of him.
“Ronnal!  Ronnal!” the little girl called anxiously, “They’re back!  SO-jers!”
“What happened?” he insisted, as patiently as he could.  He was cursing Joppo in his head – he’d instructed the peasant to be on the look out for reprisals, and to retreat with the highwayman’s family if they were threatened.  He had wanted a day or two to rest before he finished the bridge off.
“Daddy tol’ Mommy to run, an’ Mommy tol’ me to come get Ronnal!” she squealed, tugging on his arm.  “C’mon!” she insisted.
“I’m coming!” he said, abandoning his search for nails.  He picked up the little girl like she was a doll and threw her over the back of his saddle before climbing on.  “Hang on, we’re going to go fast!” he warned.
He felt her hands clamp around his middle.  “What’s fas?” Bastine asked.
She learned a moment later, squealing her lungs out as Rondal took the horse into a gallop.  He wasn’t particularly adept at horsemanship, but the pressing need seemed to give him confidence he would not have otherwise felt.  The thought of the bandit and his woodwife coming to harm because of his actions suddenly made the wizard regret the hamsoken, no matter how richly deserved.
He reined the horse into a walk as they approached the river, and Rondal slipped from the saddle before tying it to a tree.  “Wait here,” he said to the girl, trying to sound confident.  “If anything happens, you start running.  Run and hide.  Understand?”
She nodded gravely, fidgeting her toes into the dirt.
Rondal sighed.  He would have to trust that she knew when to get out of sight.
He turned and scryed the bridgehead, discovering that there were at least six men around it.  His heart in his throat, he cast spells to make him un-noticeable, silent, and stealthy before he drew his mageblade and crept up to the construction site.  From behind a stand of cedars he was amazed at what he saw.
On the opposite bank were half a dozen horsemen, half in armor, including one badly-bruised Yeoman Ardone of Jerune.  They looked angry, and some had drawn swords.  But what interested Rondal more was the figure they faced: hovering in the middle of the river, amidst the reeds still peeking up from the bank through what would eventually be the roadbed of the bridge, was a single warrior swathed in a great black cloak, a sword in his hand.
He was taunting the men.
“Who has the courage to face the dread knight?” he called, brandishing his blade.  “Who will step across the Invisible Bridge to face the guardian?  Only he whose cause is just and whose courage is worthy will the Invisible Bridge consent to bear!”
“What foolishness is this?” demanded Yeoman Ardone, angrily.  “I would have words with your master!”
“My master is away, you must face me yourself!” snarled the dark figure.  “Do you have the courage, the honor to try the Invisible Bridge of Birchroot?” 
“Summon your master!” insisted the Yeoman.  “He has abused me terribly!”
“Did he kick a little girl in the face?” asked the cloak-swathed warrior.  
“He committed hamsoken!” snarled the landlord, “he treated me as one would the basest villein!”
“My master treats all in accordance with their honor, not their title,” taunted the mysterious floating warrior.  “Come try the bridge, if yours is intact, and if you can best me at arms then I will summon my master.”
“I will not consent . . . I am a man of . . . you have no right . . .” sputtered the Yeoman, whose face was a magnificent map of bruises.
“If you are a man of honor, then you should have no fear to face me,” the figure said, waving his sword in encouragement.  “Come across, and if your cause be just we shall play awhile, you and I!”
“My cause is just!” snarled the Yeoman.  “And I will trust no sorceries!”
“Those without honor have cause to be untrustful,” the knight agreed.  “Best you turn tail and accept your hamsoken quietly.”
“I will not!  Summon your master!”
“Face me on the Invisible Bridge!” the knight demanded.
“Fine!” shouted the Yeoman in frustration, and as his men looked on he rushed across the Invisible Bridge . . . and fell headfirst down the riverbank.
“The Bridge has spoken!” the knight howled with laughter as he hovered over the sputtering yeoman.  “No honor in your soul means no redress from my master!  Begone . . . and never essay this bridge again until you are more certain of your honor!”
The other men helped their dazed master out of the river, giving the knight fearful glances, and without another word they helped him mount and ride for the manor.
Rondal waited until they neared the next hill before he revealed himself.
“How are you doing that?” he asked Bastidor, who was still floating in mid-air as if on an invisible bridge.  “I checked with magesight, and you aren’t using magic . . .”
“Stilts,” called the former minstrel. “When my voice changed, I learned a few tricks to keep me eating.  Juggling, a bit of fire-eating . . . and how to do both while walking around on stilts.”  To prove his point, the bandit took two steps out into the middle of the river.  The long thin stakes he’d strapped to his legs blended well with the reeds around him, making him appear to float in mid-air.  “I put them together this morning, thinking I could help out more if I had more leverage.  Then those . . . fellows showed up, so I sent Joppo and and I figured I’d give them a little show.”  
“Well done, Baston!” he laughed as the robber waded back across the river and gingerly jumped down from his perch after untying his legs.  “I doubt I could have done better myself!”
“I felt like I had to goad them into doing something stupid . . . and that it wouldn’t take much.  I was correct.”
“I’m guessing that Ardone’s next move will be to complain to his lord.  I suppose we should be ready for that, shouldn’t we?”
Baston looked troubled.  “Yes, I don’t think a pair of stilts and a commanding voice are going to keep the fools away.  What can I do to help?”
*                            *                            *
Two days later, a detachment of men-at-arms from the castle arrived at Birchroot Bridge, ready to give battle.  What they found there was enough to make the best of them reconsider.
As they approached the site of the ruined bridge where Yeoman Ardone led them, they met a ragged-looking peasant calmly smoking a pipe, wrapped in a threadbare mantle.
“Ho there!” called Yeoman Ardone, “whose man are you?”
“Why, I answer to the Wizard of Birchroot Bridge,” the peasant said, dully.  
“See?” Ardone insisted to the lead knight.  “See, Sir Helapan?  The man has taken over the bridge and built a . . . oh, dear gods!” he moaned, as he turned to face the bridge.
The stone bridge spanned the entire river, its roadbed complete, covered with tar and river stones against the weather.  But the bridge was not the remarkable thing to the yeoman.  The sight that caused his blood to run cold in his veins was what lay beyond the bridge.
Just to the right of the new-made bridge was a five-story tower of black stone, seeming of great age . . . though he swore it had not been there but two days before.  The spire was thirty feet in diameter and its peak stretched into a wicked-looking angle topped with a light that glowed red with malevolent power.  A high stone wall contained its base, and the shadows of sentries appeared with foreboding regularity.  No man in his right mind would assault the bridge casually, with that fell fortress standing within bowshot.  The baleful sight was so disturbing that the men-at-arms tried not to look at it, their imaginations filled with dread over what horrors might lie within.
“Why did you not say that the man was fortifying the frontier?” demanded Sir Helapan.  “Surely you could not have mistaken a bridge for a tower!  I dare think that that was far more important intelligence than the restoration of the bridge!”
“I saw only the bridge!” insisted Ardone.  “There was no tower!  I swear it!”
“There is a tower now,” the knight said, evenly, “and unless it sprouted up overnight like a mushroom, Ardone, he has been building it for months without you realizing it!”
“But . . . but the bridge . . . it was . . . invisible!” 
“It seems quite visible to me,” the knight said, irritated.  “As is that damned tower.  The Lord of Sashtalia is going to be vexed at this, Ardone . . . and at the man who allowed it to happen!”
“But . . . but what of the hamsoken?  The bastard beat me in my own home!  In my own bed!  Lying beside my wife, who awoke not at all!  The insult!  And then ruined my manor—”
“As far as the hamsoken goes,” the knight said, coolly, “it seems as if you deserve no less for this astounding error – had you sent word to the castle in a timely fashion, we could have kept this from happening.  Instead you acted as ignorantly as a villein.  And as far as your ruined manor . . . I remind you that it is not yours, Ardone, it is your lord’s.  You are his servant.  And after this . . . I doubt you’ll be enjoying ‘your’ manor again, ruined or not.”
“But—!” the yeoman began to protest.
“Enough!”  snarled the knight.  “Let us at least go tell our master of this sudden change in the defense of his domain together . . . to see what he has to say about men who are blind to what is plain before everyone else’s eyes!”
“But . . . “ the yeoman continued to plead as his lord signaled his men to withdraw.  The peasant who stood in witness of the debate hardly smiled as his betters rode off southward.  Not until they had ridden over the hill did his face split into a grin.
“Why, it worked, Master Rondal!” guffawed Joppo.  
“I thought it might,” Rondal said, appearing from behind a stand of chestnut trees nearby the road.  “It took me all night speaking to my colleagues by magic, but I eventually found the right spell.”  Rondal had hidden in case the knights had turned violent.  He had wanted to be close if Joppo got into trouble.  Baston was across the bridge, ready to cover his escape, but only as a contingency.
“It surely looks evil enough,” the peasant agreed as they began walking back to the bridge.  The massive tower loomed overhead, the steely eyes of the sentries peering over suspiciously, their crossbows at the ready.  There were a few lumps the size of heads hanging from spikes over the portcullis gate, and a foreboding-looking knight in full armor paced, visor lowered, back and forth across the fourth-floor battlement.  He seemed to watch every move that the two made as they came to the bridge.  “If I didn’t know better, I’d shyte myself to tears by now, I would!” Joppo said, earnestly.
“That’s the intended effect, yes,” Rondal agreed as he crossed the threshold of the bridge.  When the two men reached the other side . . . the tower was gone.  In its place was the foundation for the new inn the mage felt should be built there.  With his assistance, and the help of some earth magic, a suitable foundation pit had been easily dug this morning, and already Baston was erecting some magekilned upright posts into the holes left for that reason.  “As far as anyone on the other side of the bridge is concerned, there is a big, mean, ugly, nasty tower just ready to rain down death on anyone who dares trespass over the bridge.  Not until they cross over completely will they see the Birchroot Inn, in its place.”
“That were clever,” agreed Joppo.  Baston waved, his tunic stripped off in the heat of the day.  Rondal waved back, just as a party of horsemen came into view from the other direction.
“Who are they?” asked the drover.
“Lord Areas and his company,” explained Rondal with a contented sigh.  “I had the foresight to summon them last night – that’s where Baston went so late.”
“I see,” the peasant said sagely, even though he didn’t.
“Let’s go meet the good Lord,” Rondal said, straightening his mantle.  By the time the three men came within sight of the bridge, the wonder was apparent on their faces.  The older man in the center, who Rondal presumed was Lord Areas, had a grin on his face as wide as Joppo’s had been.
“My lord,” Rondal said with a deep bow, as the men drew near, “with the complements of Sire Minalan the Spellmonger of Sevendor, and in accordance to the agreement made between your liege and mine at the Chepstan Fair, I have the pleasure to present to you . . . Birchroot Bridge, restored.”
“So I see!” roared the lord, delighted.  “I came thinking merely to see your start on the work, and I arrive to find it finished?  That is magic indeed!”
“Thank you, Sire,” Rondal said, gratefully.  “I am Sir Rondal of Sevendor, Mage Knight in service to the Magelord.  I’d like to show you a few special features of this structure, in person, if I may . . .”
For the next hour Rondal showed the amazing bridge to the Lord of Birchroot.  The old man was astonished enough at how cunningly the stones of the bridge were fused together, but when Rondal showed that the bridge’s roadbed was enchanted against rot, pest, fire, neglect and age the old knight was thrilled.  It was when Rondal demonstrated the complex illusion that Lord Areas truly appreciated the sorcery.
“From the other side of the frontier your bridge seems protected by this dark tower,” he explained, “and every man who sees it will see something slightly different.  The spell merely puts the suggestion in mind, not the details.  So one man will see a dozen archers, another will see a few pikemen, still others will see horrific creatures ready to tear them to bits.  Whatever a man fears will be within those imaginary walls.
“Only when he has paid his toll and crossed will he come to here, in Birchroot,” he continued, stopping on the bridge.  “And to keep the thing defensible,” he added, pulling a short hafted lever, which caused the last four feet of roadbed that connected to Sashtalia to rise and block off the way, “I added this little drawbridge.  Controlled from this side.  So your man has control.  The illusion I squeezed into a melted bottle of peppercorns, as I had no real thaumaturgic glass.  But with the piece of snowstone and the power of the enchantment . . . I’d say that the Wizard of Birchroot Bridge will stand guard on your borders for at least five years, my lord.”
“That is ingenious!” laughed the man.  “Not only have I a way to Jerune, now, but I can deny my rivals in Kesteldor, Lord Forgos, the same to my villages!  Whatever bargain was reached between your master and mine, Sendaria seems to have the best of it!”
“Good relations are all the Spellmonger desires,” assured the young knight mage.  “But I do beg a boon from my lord, if he see fit to grant it to one who has worked so diligently on his behalf.”
“Aye, and the boon would be?” asked the lord, warily.  
“I merely wish to have this man and his wife be given the post of tollman for the bridge, and ask that you give him leave to build an inn on this site.  He is an honest man, and well versed in hospitality.”
“Someone must collect the toll,” reasoned the old knight.  “I care not who.  I ask for one penny in three as my tribute, with one being devoted to the upkeep of the bridge, the other to the maintenance of the bridgekeeper.”  That was a fairly standard division of revenues for such a post . . . but Rondal refrained from pointing out that his bridge would need no maintenance, not for centuries.  Baston could keep two out of three pennies he took in toll, making the bridgekeeper of Birchroot Bridge a worthy post.
Rondal vowed to stop by the manor and prepare the parchment for the appointment, but did not mention it to his friends until the lord had mounted and left with his gentlemen.
“So now you are free,” he pronounced, after he told them of his deal with Lord Areas.  “When I am done, you shall be Baston the Bold, Bridgekeeper of Birchroot . . . as far as anyone on this side of the bridge is concerned.  As far as Sashtalia goes, you shall always be the Hooded Warrior of the Wizard of Birchroot Bridge.”
“I don’t know how to thank you,” the minstral-cum-bandit-cum-inkeeper said, as he realized the implications.  By holding a post for the lord of the domain, he was under that lord’s protection – as was his wife and children.  Even if Zarra’s former master did find her before her term expired, he could not merely abduct her without Lord Areas intervening to protect his man.  Zarra was, for all intents and purposes, free . . . as was Bastine.
Rondal and Joppo spent one last night at Birchroot, as a grateful Zarra had insisted on cooking a proper meal for them.  With some of the money from their hamsoken raid she purchased a piglet and some good brown bread and proceeded to cook the first meal on the hearth of the Birchroot Inn.
“You know, as shy as you are, you would have made a decent minstrel,” Baston commented, after they had demolished the piglet and the vegetables Zarra had gathered.  “Your voice isn’t bad, you just have to work on your stage presence.”
“I’d be as suited for banditry as I would be for performance,” the knight mage said, making a sour face.  “Books are my ally, my friend, not a sword.  Or a stage.”
“But you performed as the Wizard of Birchroot Bridge so admirably!” assured the bandit.  “Really, I believed every word.”
“Well . . . that’s because I wasn’t lying.  Not exactly.  I am the wizard of Birchroot Bridge, at least the wizard that built it.  I feel a bit attached to the thing, now, and I’d be upset if someone came along and messed it up.”
“That’s my sweat on those rocks as well,” reminded Baston.  “And to us, you’ll always be the Wizard of Birchroot Bridge.  Only . . . what should I do if someone comes seeking him?”
“Just tell them he’s away on business,” Rondal decided.  “But that he will check back periodically to ensure his friends are doing well.”  He belched pleasantly, the taste of the pork haunting his palate.  “Besides, it’s never a bad idea to know ahead of time that your innkeeper used to be a bandit.  That way you don’t feel as bad about his rates.”
“Ah!  I haven’t even gotten the roof on, and already folk are complaining about the rates,” grumbled Baston, good-naturedly.  “Besides, I’d better be a bandit, to get some of the tight-fisted villagers around here to part with a penny without a sword at their throats.”
“Oh, I think you can count on a lot more trade in the future,” counseled the wizard.  “Now that there is a magelord in Sevendor, this bridge is going to see a lot of use.  Especially if Sire Gimbal continues his aggression against us.”
“You think?” Baston asked, curious.
“In fact, don’t be surprised if you see me this time next year, building another bridge somewhere else, or a wall, or a well, or . . . or whatever folks need.  Magic in service of the people,” he said, proudly.  “This is what the Magelord meant, I believe,” he said contentedly as he watched Bastine playing in the dirt of the inn’s future floor.  “This is exactly what he meant.  More bread, please?”
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I had lived in Sevendor for over a year, now, and while I had visited every other Yeomanry in my domain, I had yet to visit Westwood Hall, which is one of the closest manors to the castle.  It wasn’t a purposeful slight – I had been busy.  But now that the battle was over, the dragon slain, the harvest well in and the winter stocks filled, I had a need to.  It was time to collect my new apprentice, and Westwood Hall was her home.  I felt obligated to go escort her personally, meet her kin, and do my best to ease her into life at Sevendor Castle.  She was just thirteen, after all.
Dara had returned in triumph to Sevendor after the Battle of Dragonfall, laden with honors and riches.  I mean that last literally, as the wealthy folk of Gilmora had gone out of their way to laud the girl they called the Hawkmaiden, and a lot of that laud was in the form of the heavy gold chains the Gilmoran ladies found in style at the time.  Since the danger of dragons and the depredations of the gurvani invasion of that fertile land had driven the traditionally gracious folk of Gilmora to crisis, Dara had found herself gifted with no less than seventy gold chains, many heavy with semi-precious stones.  I had seen her try to wear them all at one time, and the poor girl nearly broke her neck.
That was in addition to the small chest of silver and gold the city of Barrowbell had given her.  Considering that her people were poor woodsmen, that made her the third or fourth wealthiest person in Sevendor, and easily the wealthiest among her kin. 
Not that the Westwoodmen had much use for gold, save to pay their taxes and buy the few things they couldn’t make themselves.  They were the most self-sufficient of my manors, sending only a few folk to market every week with furs, nuts, berries, mushrooms, and hides.  They brought back flour, rye, barley, and oats, and maybe some wool or cloth.  But for the most part the Westwoodmen lived an insular life deep in their forest home.
Dara could not remain in Westwood Hall and be my apprentice, however.  I needed to be able to teach her, help her cultivate her maturing Talent and instruct her in how to channel the powerful forces she now controlled.  That meant daily exercises, for a while, and specific disciplines.  That meant she would have to leave her home and move to mine.
My wife insisted on accompanying me, on the pretext that Dara’s service to the realm, and the valiant fighting of the Westwoodmen, deserved the honor and attention of the Lady of Sevendor.  In truth I think she just wanted to get out of the castle and away from our greedy baby.  We made a room ready in one of the turrets in the keep for her, and then sent word that we would arrive the following day.  
I took only a small party to help, just Alya, Master Olmeg and an associate Green Mage, Master Minnik, who wanted to discuss the proposed new forest land to be cultivated on the edge of the Westwood, in the magical soil within the snowstone circle.  I included a couple of lads from around the castle as porters, but the trip was only an hour by foot . . . and you couldn’t reach Westwood Hall any other way.
Westwood Hall was built on an east-facing rocky spur of a wooded mountain on a fifty-care cleared site in the midst of the forest.  It is technically a manor house, but in this case that just meant it was big.  
The main structure had begun as a single story long-house, perhaps forty feet long and fifteen across, made of stone – now a brilliant-hued white.  From there various additions and appendages had been added over the years: a timber-framed second story, a stone round-house thirty feet wide, attached by a wooden walkway on the north, three bays protruding behind it, all at different lengths and designed for different functions, lean-to sheds and odd additional rooms of timber or stone, and of course the five-story high watchtower that looked out over the forests to look for smoke.  
It lacked a real wall or any hedge because fifty feet in front of it the rock split into a seventy-foot crevasse that was nearly impossible to pass – and then an even more impossible-climb on the other side.   
The only way to reach it from the rest of Sevendor (apart from using magic) is to travel along the exceedingly narrow wooden span that bridges Westwood to the rest of the Vale.  The forest-side of the compound is un-hedged and un-diked as well, I learned, as the possibility of an enemy getting behind them in this country in any force was negligible.
Nevertheless, the watchtower was manned, day and night, a constant vigil over the forest.
The Westwoodmen tilled about twenty acres but grew little grain, apart for some barley.  Instead they hunted, ran the valley’s tannery, collected nuts, berries, and mushrooms, and oversaw the (until I showed up) limited lumbering operations of the Westwood.
The Westwoodmen were a breed apart from the other Sevendori.  While they did occasionally take wives from the rest of the vale, mostly the twelve families in the hall intermarried, or married the secluded folk even deeper in the ridges, making everyone uncomfortably related to everyone else.
They were darker complected, and all had black hair, save for a genetic streak of green-eyed redheads that sprang up a couple of times a generation.  They were shorter, but well-proportioned and well-muscled.  Indeed, some of the oldlings looked like great knotty roots, growing near the fire.
Nearly everyone wore homespun wool dyed a dark green, the women wearing floor-length gowns of it over muslin under dress, while the men wore thick woolen vests, strapped with leather and iron buckles.  All wore thick, sturdy boots of their own manufacture.  And most wore leather or buckskin hooded mantles, also dyed green.
There were no villeins among the Westwoodmen, all were free – although all were subject to the iron rule of the Woodmaster of Westwood Hall.  
The life of the Westwoodmen was at once both harder and easier than that of their Sevendori neighbors.  They ate meat regularly, for instance, whereas meat was considered only a festival treat for most of my villeins.  They also brewed mead from wild honey they discovered in the forests.
We were allowed across the bridge one at a time – because honestly there’s not enough room for two.  It’s sturdy enough, but narrow, and without a rail or ledge.  The first ten feet of it is stone, and after that it’s rough-cut wood held together with rope.  On the other side were two walls that acted essentially like crenellations.  A couple of boys with bows or arbalests could stand there and make crossing the span deadly.  And the last ten feet of it were designed to be able to collapse, to make an assault even harder.  
We were welcomed on the other side by Kyre, Woodmaster Kaman’s eldest son and heir.  He was a sharp-eyed lad not much older than Tyndal and Rondal, but he commanded the men of the Westwood as if he were a leader thrice his age.  He did so not out of position or nepotism, but because he was utterly confident in what he said, and everyone who heard him listened.
“Welcome to Westwood Hall,” Kyre said, chuckling at the terrified glances Alya was giving the last few steps of the bridge.  “Careful with that step, milady, it’s a long one.  Magelord, Lady, honored Masters . . . I take it you’ve come for my sister.”
“Indeed we have,” I agreed, “if she’s ready to depart.”
“She’s been packing for days.  If she’s not ready yet, she’ll never be.  Follow me, and I will present you to the Woodmaster.”
He led us across the neatly-appointed snowy compound, where skins and hides were hung in various stages of cure, and into the main hall, where a number of Westwoodmen were seeking the warmth of the fire.  A number of them I recognized from our service in Gilmora, and a few still bore bandages or other reminders of the battle.  They all hailed us loudly and informally with a kind of half-grunt, half-wolf howl that was distinctly Westwood.
The room was dark, of course, there being but one small square window to let in the light and let out the heat.  I put a small magelight in the air overhead, just enough light for everyone to see, but not so much to make everybody blink.   “That’s better,” I said, surveying the room – and some of my subjects – for the first time.
They were a hairy bunch.  While the average Sevendori peasant usually hacks off his own hair or pays  a barber to do so, both the women and men of Westwoodmen preferred long hair , and  wore it loose, tied back, or braided.  The men had uniformly dark beards, save where it was touched with gray, and their arms looked as shaggy as the beasts they hunted.  The had either broad, friendly faces with wide shaggy beards, or thin, hawk-like faces with long noses and sharp chins, with just enough beard to dignify the name.
The women were strong and rangy, with hauntingly winsome features or the same broad faces as their men.  None of them were portly – they worked too hard, and had bread too infrequently.  
Master Kaman was seated in a large, throne-like chair near the fire, his sword arm bandaged and in a sling, still wounded from the battle of Cambrian Castle.    His face was quick with a smile and a laugh, and he favored me with one of each as he greeted me to his fire.
“Magelord!  Welcome to the Westwood Hall!  Come in, come in, the fire won’t mind at all!”
The fire, I discovered, was a central feature of the Westwood culture, even more so than for most folk.  They were almost fanatical about it, treating it almost as a member of the family, as if it were eavesdropping on them.  
The fireplace was not at one end of the Hall, as was true with most manors, or even placed against a rear wall.  The fire was built in the center of the room on a three-foot tall stone platform – all white, now, save where the fire had scorched it.  The chimney was likewise of stone, supported by three great long slabs of basalt protruding from the base in an equilateral triangle, then narrowing into a chimney about three feet wide above.  
The fire was massive, the central feature of the hall, large enough to place a six-foot long log upon.  There was enough space around its periphery for twenty adults to stand comfortably, shoulder-to-shoulder.   
I later learned that their custom demanded all weddings, funerals, naming ceremonies, and oaths be made before the roaring flames, or they were not truly considered valid.  I also learned that, since the Night of Eversnow, or whatever people would eventually start calling my son’s birthday, the Westwoodmen had seen their fireplace turning white as some sort of divine signal.
I was ushered into a chair next to Kaman’s, and it occurred to me that a round fireplace meant there was never one spot that was more favored than another.  It was an actual chair, too, unlike the benches and stools everyone else had.  No silly canopies, but I noted a strong wolf motif in the ornamentation: the legs of the chairs were shaped like canine feet, the arms carved to look like realistic paws.  Two wolf heads were carved into the back posts – neither snarling nor smiling, they peered ahead into the fire with unwavering clarity.
Of course, there were three or four actual dogs near to the fire, as well, big black shaggy brutes who resembled canine versions of their masters, and while they seemed accorded far more respect that the curs around the castle, that didn’t stop Kaman from shoving a large one away from his chair with his boot. When he sat back down
“A drink!  A drink for the Magelord and his lady!” he called.  “And such a beautiful lady, as well!  Prettier than my late Gessi, the fire remember her eyes, and as strong as iron!” he declared.  Alya blushed politely at the compliment.
“The truth in front of the fire, Magelord, but when you were absent and that louse Gimbal struck at Sevendor, your Lady was as stern as any queen of legend, ordering troops and seeing to our defense.  I wish you could have seen her, standing on the battlements of the Diketower, calmly telling your men to slay everyone who crossed the forest line . . . most maids would blanche at such work, but she led us like a seasoned general!”
“I had the brave folk of the vales to protect me,” she demurred.  “It is easy to give the orders.”
“It’s not easy to give the right orders,” Kaman said, shaking his head.  “I’m no man of war,” he declared – despite having just returned from one where he had been among the greatest of my men, “but plenty of idiots would have found a way for us to be defeated.  Not Lady Alya: when Gimbal called upon Sevendor to surrender, she  told him she’d do so when he was standing over her bloody body in Castle Sevendor, and not before!”
I had heard about that – it seems like I missed a lot, when I was off watching Duke Rard II become King Rard I.  My belligerent neighbor, Sire Gimbal, had used the opportunity of my absence (and the absence of almost all the High Magi from the vale) to try to conquer my domain.  While he had hundreds of men and the help of the sinister Censorate of Magic, my stout Bovali and Sevendori managed to sustain an admirable defense without me. 
 I had known Alya and Cei had run the defense – I had not heard much of the details.  I had been too busy afterwards taking over Sire Gimbal’s domains with a mercenary army, because it seemed silly not to let his unguarded castles just go  vacant like that.  And after that we had been deployed to Glimora, so there was plenty I was still catching up on.
“It is true, Magelord,” Kaman’s son Kyre said, from the stool next to his father.  “I was running a message from Caolan’s Pass when Gimbal’s herald came to treat with her – soft as silk and as hard as iron, she was, my lord.  Sir Bromul offered her safe passage away, and she declined.  
“He offered her gold to betray you, and she was insulted.  When he threatened to raze every cot and hold in the vale, kill every man and rape every woman, she was as cool as ice, Magelord, and told him that no maid of the Mindens feared any lowland knight, nor any man, after the goblins . . . and then questioned his capacity for any kind of rape at all,” he finished with a grin.  
Alya was blushing furiously.  
“Well, it wasn’t very ladylike,” she said, embarrassed.  “But he pissed me off, acting like a few armored knights was going to frighten me . . . and it offends Ishi to threaten rape in war like that,” she added, darkly.
“It was a moment to make us proud,” Kaman insisted.  “After so many years under that sot, to see a real Lady of Sevendor think of her folk, and not her estates and incomes, it was . . . heartening,” he said, with quiet satisfaction.  “You must understand, Magelord, for most of my life there has been no one in that castle who gave a damn about the rest of the vales.  When the first Lenselys came here, they were polite and respectful, and made us Westwoodmen members of their councils.  Since before this vale was called Sevendor, we have been here.  
“But Erantal, he was determined to make us bow and scrape to him like common villeins – we are not plowmen, we are woodsmen!” he said, with a sour  face.  “To see a lord and lady willing to fight and die for us, well, it makes a folk proud,” he finished, humbly.
“And to have such proud valor so close at hand and go unused would be a waste,” I added.   “I want to thank you and your folk again for fighting so valiantly at Cambrian Castle.  And after,” I added, as the Westwoodmen had proven adept scouts.  As we had helped screen the defense of the fat merchant city of Barrowbell.
“Wouldn’t have missed it, Magelord – the chance to see you slay a dragon alone would have been worth my life.”
“To be fair, I just coordinated,” I said, dismissively.  “It was the Dragonslayer, Sire Cei, and your daughter who did the deed.”
“A day I shall remember until I join my ancestors,” Kaman said, shaking his head in wonder.  “Such a beast . . .”  That reminded him of something.  “After supper, Magelord, have a little something for me and the lad to show you,” he said, cocking his head at his eldest son.  “Just a little something we thought you’d like to see . . .”
“I’m at your disposal,” I said, agreeably, as someone put a thick leather jack of ale in my hand.
The next few hours I got to know my Yeoman and his folk, and they discussed in detail the future of the Westwood and its sudden riches.  Most of the forest had been within the sphere of my snowspell, and now the entire holding and several miles of trees grew out of white soil and rock.
The stone was called snowstone, and it was perfectly ordinary rock . . . except it lowered the magical resistance of the area to almost nothing.  That made it a unique and invaluable resource on Callidore.  And that made the Westwoodmen strategically important vassals, now.  
Master Olmeg and Master Minnik were polite and respectful as they discussed the plantings they proposed on the twenty acres of cleared forest we’d take lumber to rebuild the villages from, and the Master of Westwood Hall was intrigued.  
“Magic trees?  I don’t see why not – there have been plenty of strange goings-on in the wood this year,” he sighed.  “All manner of creature has been acting strangely.”
“It’s the snowstone,” I agreed.  “We are not the only ones affected by it.  The plants and the animals are all experiencing what no magic resistance means, and it will take some time for them to adjust.  Some use natural magic to hunt or hide, and that’s going to change how they behave.  Of course, it will also affect your people,” I warned.
The Yeoman nodded.  “Aye, little Dara.  In front of the fire, I swear I thought she’d taken the flux and would die, that night, so badly did she react to the change.  Thought that bird of hers was going to burst with worry.  But the next day she seemed hale enough.  And now she’s to be a mage . . .” he said, shaking his head.  “Just when I was starting to worry about dowry.”
“That won’t be a problem,” Alya insisted.  “She need not marry at all, if she’s a mage.  And she’s more than equipped to pay her own dowry, now,” she added.  Dara had been instrumental in slaying the dragon of Cambrian, as she had operated the Alkan magical weapon, the Thoughtful Knife.  The folk of Barrowbell had been so grateful – and so taken with her adorable smile and pretty falcon – they had called her the Hawkmaiden, and laden her with honors . . . and gold.  
Thanks to the styles of the place, most of the wealthier women wore heavy gold chains, plain or adorned by precious stones.  When Dara had been presented as their savior, they had literally heaped her with riches.  It seemed every noble family in Barrowbell had insisted on giving her at least one of the chains.  She had returned to the Westwood with a chest of gold and nearly seventy chains.  The thirteen-year-old Hawkmaiden was now about the fourth richest person in Sevendor.
“I’ll keep that in trust,” Kaman declared.  “But I admit . . . I hate to see my youngest go,” he added, a little mournfully.   “She was my last one my Gessi bore, and she died bringing her into the world.  A sweet child, but willful – forbidding her from going out did not stop her from climbing a cliff and retrieving that bird of hers.  Nor doing else what she pleases.”
“The castle is only an hour’s walk from Westwood Hall,” Alya pointed out.  “No reason there cannot be frequent visits.”
“And I’ll be working with her intensively,” I agreed.  “With Tyndal and Rondal off at school, I’ll have the time to devote to training her properly.  I’ve had a tower room near to my own made ready for her, so she shall be in comfort.  And she will be taught her letters and sums, of course,” I added.  To most commoners, that alone would have been worth fostering out an adolescent – a man or woman who can read and figure and write can always make money.  
But what I was offering Dara was more – a lot more.  The chance to fully develop her Talent, learn Imperial magic, master her native abilities, and grow into the kind of mage she was destined to be.  “The girl is clearly a Beastmaster,” I continued, “at least with birds.  Some are limited in the type of animal their Talent allows them to use, but others can find the mind of any beast or bird and bend it to their will. 
“But I don’t want to stop there – Dara’s Talent is impressive.  I want her to become as skilled as any High Mage, and as young as she is she has that possibility.  More, unlike Tyndal and Rondal, my plan for her is not to leave the vale, but to become mistress of the magics that defend it.  I want at least one Sevendori-born mage to be here at all times, and with the work me and my lads have to do these days, it would be a decided comfort if I knew that our gallant ladies could see to the defense of the domain in our absence,” I said, nodding to Alya.
“Is it time for dinner yet?” she asked, mildly.  She was only partially trying to change the subject – she had been nursing Minalyan for almost a year, now, and that had not only made her almost as slender as she’d been when she met me, it also provided her with a powerful hunger, to feed my greedy son.  
Dinner was rustic and hearty – a boar had been hunted in my honor, and cooked all day in an out-door kitchen, while several pots simmered in the coals around the great fire of the hall.  Trestle tables were brought out and set up in a circle around the fire, and as the twilight loomed outside.  Instead of the trenchers most folk in the vales use, the Westwoodmen ate on elaborately-carved wooden plates, well-seasoned with lard and polished until they shone.  
The fare was delightful, with several dishes with a distinctly arboreal flavor: pullet stuffed with berries and pine nuts, wild carrots with honey and spices, roasted potatoes with bacon and onion, peas in goats milk, a very soft cheese you spread on the freshly-baked small loaves that were distributed, and a big bowl of apples and pears, cut up and laced with something sweet that wasn’t sugar or honey.  To finish, three enormous pies with a generous assortment of the Westwood’s fruits and berries were presented to us, and I have to admit that they were excellent.
 The food was cooked (and the household run, I was told) by Kaman’s sister, Anira, who had married one of his best friends and vice-woodwarden, Keram the Crafty.  Trying to figure out which of the dozens of children belonged to whom was maddening – the Westwoodmen had a complex system of “lodges” to keep track of such things, to avoid consanguinity issues.   Anira was one of the red-headed ones, too – and quite comely, for a woman her age.
Surprisingly, it was Kyre, Kaman’s eldest son and heir who entertained at the meal by playing an ancient but beautiful walnut wood harp with a (what else?) wolf-head emblem on the face.  He played well, if nothing particularly complex, and twice he sang in a beautiful tenor voice you’d never expect from such a robust young man.
As we were finishing up the meal, Kaman surprised me by presenting me and Alya with a gift: a beautiful, cunningly-made double chair using naturally twisty wood to form the seats, backs, arms and legs, so that it appeared as if the chairs had grown like that naturally.  Behind our heads was a gorgeously-detailed snowflake carved out of dark walnut and polished to a high sheen.  
Around the periphery were symbols representing the various regions and holdings of Sevendor: a sheaf of wheat for Gurisham, an ox-and-plow for Jurlor’s Hold, a shepherd’s crook for Southridge, , the mountain-and-tower of Caolan’s Pass, barrel-and-hook of Sagal’s Hold (my brother-in-law was searching for a better device, as no one at Farant’s former hold had been able to explain why a hook and barrel was meaningful to the hold), the wand-and-snowflake badge Banamor had designed for Sevendor Village, the bow-and-oxhead that the folk of Boval Hall had chosen as theirs, and the grapevine and sickle symbol that the folk of Brestal had recently revived, after their liberation.  
At the feet, the haystack of Genly was carved, the smallest and least noticeable of the manors.  The Westwoodmen were contemptful of the hamlet and its role in ceding the high pass they were supposed to be guarding, one which had required no small display of valor on the part of Kaman’s men to defend, and eventually re-take.  Most of the leaders of the betrayal had been executed, but the Westwoodmen did not forgive such treachery lightly.
Of course the arms of the chairs terminated in impressively-cared wolfsheads, Westwood Hall would be very much present in the future courts of Sevendor.
“It’s beautiful!” Alya exclaimed, as she sat her tush in the exquisitely-embroidered cushion provided for the purpose.  I had to try it out too – magnificent, and I said as much.
“My turn for a gift, my friends,” I said, from my new seat.  “The folk of the Westwood have been stalwart in my support since I arrived here – thanks to the previous management,” I said, and they all chuckled.  “You did not object when I needed wood from the forest, you assisted my people instead.  You were not cowardly – as some proved – when the vales needed to be defended.  Indeed, you valiantly attacked and triumphed where even knights could not.”  That got a lot of smiles and laughs, too – when you’re securing the loyalty of your vassals, nothing works better than kissing their ass and praising their vanity . . . except maybe for bribes.
“Now you send us your most precious gift – not this wonderful chair, but your daughter Lenodara, the Hawkmaiden.  And Sevendor, unfortunately, has little in its treasury to repay such a profound gift.  But,” I said, smiling mischievously, “I suppose I have to try.
“As many of you know, old Carkan of Caolan’s Pass was wounded in the siege – not egregiously, but he’s felt steel, and it has lingered in his gut.  He has asked to be relieved from his office, to enjoy a quiet retirement at a cot on a ridge, at the domain’s expense.”  There were general murmurs of approval – Carkan was no stalwart, but he was well-respected among the Westwoodmen, likely for letting them pass without toll.  “For the important work of guarding this vital pass, Carkan has no heir, as his sister has yet to wed.  However, to fill this office, I need someone of proven virtue and resilience.  
“I therefore do now name Kaman of Westwood to be – in addition to the Master of the Westwood – also in charge of Caolan’s Pass, entitled to a portion of the tolls gathered there. “
“Magelord, I am honored!” Kaman said, his eyes wide with wonder.  “But . . . how can I manage both the wood and the pass?  And the ridges, too?”  The Caolan’s Pass was also the manor to which the cotholders and freeholders of the ridges that surrounded the domain looked to for justice, protection, and tribute.  There were only a few score of them, eking out a marginal existence on the peripheries of the domain, but they needed someone to oversee their administration.  
But I had thought of that.  “While control of the pass shall go to the Westwood, Carkan and his daughter will continue to act as my Yeoman for the folk of the ridges.  As that implies little enough work, it suits his retirement.  I have made sufficient compensation to him so that he will not miss his former duties – but I give such an important post to a trusted man because it is clear that the pass will always be essential to the domain’s defense.
“To that end, while we begin construction on the new citadel at the Castle, we will also be improving the defenses of the domain.  Caolan’s pass shall be fortified.  I plan to construct a great gate and tower complex, so that a few faint hearts cannot yield one inch of Sevendor ever again.”  There were a lot of cheers to that, and some wolfish grins.   “You need but man the post, guard the frontiers, and collect the tolls while enforcing my laws.  While not as great a gift as one’s daughter, I hope such a post will well-suit the Westwoodmen.”
There was a rousing shout from the people, men and women alike.  Everyone looked excited – for their entire lives they had been looked down-upon by the rest of the vale as ignorant backwoodsmen .  While that might have been true, the woodfolk saw the farmers of the vales in bondage to the earth and at the whim of the castle lord.  To be suddenly thrust into the highest esteem in the vale’s social system was like strong wine.
But they were a capable people, and I liked them a lot.  A proud people, compared to the cowardly Genlymen or the subservient folk of Gurisham.  A fell people, too – the Westwoodmen had been among my most effective soldiers, in the Gilmoran campaign.  Giving them the pass would put a howling wolfpack at my back door – that was a comfort I needed.
I didn’t stop there, though – half the chests and trunks we’d brought were stuffed with other presents.  In some cases they had been specifically picked out for the receiver, like the beautiful steel greatsword I gave to Kaman, to bear in defense of the domain – it had a beautiful silver wolf’s head on the pommel.  I’d seen the sword on a pile of battlefield loot from a sacked castle and fancied it for him.  The prior owner – a Gilmoran knight with a similar lupine fondness – wouldn’t be needing it anymore.  Nor did he have any surviving heirs.  
The cross guard was strong and silvered, and there were three bright blue semi-precious stones in the guard.  A pretty sword . . . and it inspired a unexpectedly tearful reaction from the Yeoman.
In other cases, we’d brought a selection of gifts from our treasury – what Lady Estret had informed my wife was known as the castle’s Gifting Closet.  Gift-giving was a major element of feudal life and economy, and nearly every friendly interaction included some token gift.  A wise Lady of the castle was always prepared to bestow a gracious gift to anyone – from Duke to villein, tradesman or pauper, minstrel or favored retainer.  We’d spent lavishly at last spring’s Chepstan Fair, as well as bringing back a pile of well-earned loot from Gilmora, partially to stock our Gifting closet.
There were thick woolen blankets and brass candlesticks, copper goblets and pewter ewers, a dozen sturdy daggers, statuettes of Trygg, Ishi, Duin, Luin, Huin, and others for their altar, a few flasks of spirits, and some delicacies the Westwood had rarely seen: orange preserves from the south, bolts of silk from Merwin, and a jug of excellent red wine from Gilmora – which Kaman had taken a strong fondness for.
The Hall was overcome at our generosity, to the point where I was becoming uncomfortable.  My wife ate up the attention, especially when she presented brave young Kyre with a huge black hunting horn, tipped and strapped with silver, scrimshawed with oak leaves and forest animals, and hanging from a heavy, intricately-tooled leather baldric.  She’d added one of the snowstone snowflake pendants we gave to favored retainers to the end of the baldric, I saw.
“Blow it at need, and all Sevendor will come to your aid,” she promised.  The young man was overcome with emotion – it really was a beautiful horn, and it suited him well.  At our urging, he went outside into the darkness and winded it for the first time.  The deep, mournful call echoed into the chasm and around the cliffs, and I was told it was easily heard as far as the castle.
The exchange of gifts called for more drinks, and there was plenty to go around.  I heard some of the older folk tell me the tales of the Westwood, the history of the first settlers of Sevendor, and how Westwood Hall was the oldest dwelling in the vale.  I learned of their ancestors’ fascination with wolves – and their fondness for their particular breed of shaggy black dog, which seemed to carry a fair measure of wolf blood in them.  They seemed more intelligent and astute than other curs, hounds of an excellent temperament.   I said as much, when half of Kaman’s bottle of red was gone.
“You like the brutes?” he asked, fondly.  “They’re smarter than most men, I’ll wager.  And loyal as you could ask.  This mutt has been with me near twelve years, now – I got her in sorrow, after my Gessi died.  As faithful as my wife, she’s been – if not more!” he said, with a sad little wink.  “A hound is a comfort to a man in grief, it is.  And no better breed than the Westwood hound.  That reminds me,” he said, grinning drunkenly, “if your lady has no objections, I’d like to show you a bitch who’s whelped while I was away – a fine, strong litter,” he said, proudly, “grand-pups to my girl, here,” he said, rubbing her shaggy ears.
Alya was well-occupied, as were the other members of my party – and I was the Magelord, after all.  “By all means, my friend, show me these pups.”  He smiled and then caught Kyre’s eye and then his brother’s and we all lurched out of his back door, into his compound proper.
It was a moonlit night, but the clouds conspired to obscure her, so I conjured a magelight, much to Kaman’s amusement.  He took us down the slope and out of a hedge gate, less a defense than a means of keeping the sheep and deer out of the manor’s vegetable and herb gardens.  The Yeoman stumbled across the yard, stopped to take a piss, and then led us to a small stone shed built right up against the base of an overhanging cliff. The doorway was low, lower than was comfortable, but the floor of the tiny shack was dug down so that standing upright inside was not difficult.
Nor was the shack as tiny as it seemed, as it was built around a depression in the cliff-face.  On a thick bed of tree bark, covered with an old blanket, was a large black bitch with a full complement of puppies struggling to find the Perfect Teat at her side.  They looked to be about two moons old, and they were adorable.  Three of them immediately started barking at my magelight, making me laugh.
“A fine litter,” Kaman said proudly, as if he’d sired them himself.  “The pride of the Westwood, are these hounds.  None better for hunting . . . or guarding,” he said, knowingly.  As if to affirm her master’s assertion, the bitch raised her great shaggy head and sniffed me once before offering a single, alarmed “woof!”
“That’ a girl, you treat this gentleman right . . . he’s our master now,” he said to her, kindly.  “Give ‘em a lick, and remember him as a friend,” he murmured.  The dog looked up at me with her great black eyes – almost thoughtfully – and then favored my hand with a lick.  Her tongue was wider than my palm.  Her tail gave a contented pattern of thumps as she reclined again while her litter fed.
“Aw, she likes you, she does,” the Yeoman chuckled, like a kid with a puppy.  Would you like one?” he asked, suddenly?  “Duchess, here, we only expected five, but we got eight.  They’re right good hounds, Magelord, smarter than the gods sometimes I swear, and loyal.  It would be my pleasure to gift you three, to keep a watch on my girl, up at the castle,” he said – the first real trace of concern he had shown over his daughter leaving his home.  
“I . . . I’d be honored,” I said, genuinely touched.  Considering the high value the Westwoodmen placed in their dogs, it was an honor, indeed.  “In fact, if Dara’s talent for Beastmastery extends beyond her bond with Frightful, then I think a dog would be a natural extension of that . . . and I admit, I covet one, myself.  But the third . . . I have a particular home in mind for that, if you don’t mind.  A gift for an old friend.”
“With my compliments, Magelord,” Kaman said, hairy hand on his breast and a hint of a bow.  His son likewise looked pleased.  
That’s when the Yeoman stopped, raised his good hand to comb through his silvery hair, and came to a decision.  “Magelord, it weren’t just the bitch that made me ask you here,” he said, quietly.  “I’ve thought about this long and hard, and I’ve even discussed it with my kin – we don’t hold with lordly manners here, in the Wood, we act as a council, no matter my title.  But we are in agreement,” he said, as if it was definitive.
“About what?” I asked, curious.
He looked serious.  “For nine generations, we and the vale folk have lived here together,” he began.  “And at the first, Lord Lensely treated us with especial respect and trust.  It was then that my sires entered into the agreement that gave us our Yeomanry – though I dare any man or army try to wrest it from us.  In return for our Master running the forest and holding its frontier, we would hold the Lord of Sevendor’s secret trust.  When he could depend on no other counselors, he knew the Westwoodmen would be true.”
“I cannot fault your loyalty to the valley,” I said, carefully, “and I’ve never had reason to fault it to me, either.”
“Aye, I swore my words, it was true,” he admitted.  “But those are just words.  ‘Lord’ is just a title, begging your pardon, Magelord, but so is ‘magelord’.  Any man can claim the title, and many have.  
“But that first Lord Lensely of Sevendor, Lord Rarin, he and my sires had an arrangement.  We would keep the Lord of Sevendor’s last refuge, and his treasury, and defend it to the last man if need be.  It was a special trust to him, not because of the man, but because of how he treated his folk and the land.  He was a lord in deed as well as in name.
“Well, since then, the Lensely line lost the vale, and we’ve been at odds.  Even before that, when some held the title, they held not the deed, as it were.  We have no arrangement with a Steward, no matter his title.  
“But you, Minalan,” he said, smiling, “you we have watched, from the very first day.  Watched how you threw Erantal out on his arse, how you cleaned house, how you dismissed Farant and let that rat Ylvine go.  How you treated the common folk and released them from their debts, if not their service.  How you spent your own coin to see that none went hungry, or without a roof, though a blizzard howled.
“As a sign, we saw the Snow that Never Melted, and the birth of your son, gods save him,” he said, looking at his own eldest with a smile.  “That was a night to remember!  When we awoke to our white walls and white fields, we knew.  If we needed a sign, that was it.  We knew that you were the rightful lord of Sevendor, no matter what a slip of parchment said.”
“I’m honored that you favor me so with your trust,” I said, smoothly.  I still had no idea what he was talking about.
“I brought you here tonight not to see the bitch, though she be worthy enough, but to give that trust to you again, for the first time in generations.  You see,” he said, turning suddenly and going back to the cavity in the cliff side, where bales and bags of roots and herbs were stowed, “when we Westwoodmen came to the vale, so very long ago, we found these.”  Even with one arm, Kaman managed to shove aside a crate of old baskets.  Behind them was a hole, almost invisible from the entrance of the shed, and within the hole was a great, rusty iron door, with a keyhole in the center.
“These mountains used to be home to the Stone Folk, it’s said,” he continued, as he fished a key out of his tunic where it was secured with a steel chain.  “They tunneled about the place like they were plowing a field, looking for whatnot. When my sires came here, they first took shelter in these caves,” he said, twisting the iron lock with the massive key.  It squealed in protest, but yielded to his grip.  He gave the door a push with his boot, and it swung open without further complaint.
“The Lords of Sevendor had a vault,” he revealed.  “A special refuge and treasury, against hard years and desperate times.  Being so close to the castle, but so difficult to find, this was where the lord kept his dearest treasures and his last desperate hopes.  But now it’s mostly just an old hole in the ground.”
I conjured a magelight and sent it ahead.  Getting through the diminutive doorway was easier than I expected – just inside it opened considerably.  Anyone coming through would be at the utter mercy of whomever stood on the inside – making it a good defensive structure.
The chamber on the other side was larger than the shed – at least twice as large, and was stocked with provisions: smoked hams, a rack of cheese, barrels of wheat and rye, oats and barley, a crib of maize and earthenware jar upon jar of preserves.  There was an entire barrel of pickled eggs.  “Enough to feed a hundred for a three months,” he said, proudly.  “We keep a little back, every year.  Especially from Erantal,” he said, his lip curling.
“Your foresight does you credit,” I nodded.  “And explains why your folk look so well-fed, compared to the other Sevendori.”
“Bah, they eat too much bread, not enough meat,” he dismissed.  “But the larder wasn’t what I wished to show you, either.  Follow,” he bade, and continued back into the mountain.
The next chamber was stacked with firewood, blankets, lamps and oil, and the other necessities of life, but that was not where Kaman stopped.  Still further back was a wide, double-chamber, half as large as his own hall.
“This was where those Stone Folk did their work, when they weren’t a-tunneling,” he explained.  “And here was the last refuge of the Lord of Sevendor, and his family, in times of trouble..  They were secure here, safer than their own castle.  The ceiling is high, the air is sweet, and there’s a spring over there,” he indicated, where a rivulet splashed into a basin carved by nature or design, and then fell away through a hole.  “Fire pits, latrines, even dice, if you’ve a game in mind.  But there’s more,” he said, motioning me onward.
I was speechless.  This was a complete, self-contained refuge, carved out of the living rock ages ago by the Karshak Alon.  It could house a hundred folk, easily, as many as a small keep.  I followed Kaman and his son to another door, of ancient, oil-stained wood that opened with a second key.
“The armory,” he explained, as the magelight illuminated the room.  It was a long corridor, fifteen feet wide, and forty feet long, and old wooden racks covered each side.  While most of them were empty, nearest the door were a half-dozen battle axes, then a long row of ancient steel-tipped spears , a score at least.  
Against the other wall were racks with a score of rusty helmets, ancient things of hard iron, without nose or cheek guards – but sufficient for siege work.   As many swords were hung in scabbards underneath – not great weapons, I saw as I drew one a few inches, but serviceable.  
Other gear of war was there as well, but most so old as to be unusable.  The Westwoodmen may have been charged to keep the Lords of Sevendor’s secrets, but apparently maintenance was not part of the deal.
Still, it was an  impressive find.  Enough weapons to equip a village, if needed.  Not that we lacked them, after the Gilmoran campaign – there had been enough dead Gilmoran knights and lords around so that most of my folk had come home richer in arms than when they left.  But the mere existence of such an arsenal, kept so secret for so long, was a testament to both the foresight of the original lords and the steadfast nature of the Westwoodmen.
“Ah, but there’s more,” sighed Kaman.  “If the Magelord will provide a little light, near the back of the armory . . .” he said, leading the way boldly into the darkness.  I complied, sending a small, bright little sphere dogging the man.  The shadows banished, he pulled aside the last rack on the wall, and brought the key out again.
Instead of inserting it, he unscrewed it – revealing a smaller key within.
“Clever,” I nodded.  He grinned, then found a particular spot in the wall – easy to see, with magesight, but without it one could search for hours and not spot it.  The smaller key went inside, and the Yeoman twisted.  A slight ‘click’, and he pushed aside a section of wall . . . and revealed the treasury of Sevendor.
If you’re thinking heaps of gold coins and piles of pearls, you listen to too many epics.  It was a small room, no more than a cell, but within were some of the ancient Lenselys’ prized possessions.  
A beautifully silvered boar spear, for instance, and five perfect silver plates, with three matching goblets.  A golden statue of Trygg, and another of Huin.  Three beautiful silver necklaces, one with a ruby the size of my pinkie nail set in a golden pendant.  A small coffer filled with raw semi-precious stones, no doubt collected in the surrounding hills.  
There were three beautiful swords, of ancient manufacture and of highest quality – still as shiny and unblemished as they had been when wrapped in oilcloth, a century before.
And there was a bit of gold coin, ancient pieces, many old Imperial coins, perhaps looted from some villa downriver.  I counted in my head as I sifted through the box.  At least three, four hundred ounces.  A small fortune.  Actually, just a fortune – there was no small about it.  Another chest held around six hundred silver ounces, and another was filled with copper and silver pennies of low worth.
“Dear gods,” I whispered.  “You have been sitting on this treasure all of these years, and you were never tempted to use it?”
Kaman looked guilty.  “There were times when the lord – or whoever was sitting at the castle – made unreasonable demands of tribute, in my grandsire’s day.  The records tell how that Master of the Hall took ninety ounces of silver, to keep his people safe.  It was repaid within his lifetime,” Kaman said proudly.  “Apart from that, every penny the Lord of Sevendor stored here has been faithfully guarded.”
My throat welled up.  To be steward to such riches, but to live in relative poverty . . . that said a lot about the Westwoodmen’s character.  And why they found the Genlymen’s betrayal so vile.
“Master Kaman, I commend you on your stewardship, and I hereby re-affirm this ancient agreement.  The Westwoodmen shall live in peace under their own custom and law, save where the needs of the domain require.  
“Further, I wish to use this space, once again, with your leave.  There are many items of precious worth that have come into my possession – the Thoughtful Knife and the Covenstone, among others.  When not in use, having them stored securely here would be ideal.  Close enough to the castle to fetch, but safe enough to preclude worry about theft.”
“Aye, we can store more,” he agreed, nodding thoughtfully.  “Would be nice to see some of these old pots shined up a bit, too,” he added.
“And add more to them.  I like this idea of a refuge,” I decided.  “A secret fortress, hidden so close to the castle.  I think that slowly filling this armory again, and bettering it by far, would be a good step toward securing Sevendor.”
“That’s always been the feeling,” Kaman nodded, smiling at his son.  “How about we retire to the big room, and have a drink and chat?” he said, producing a small copper flask from his sling.  “This is the stuff I don’t tell my brothers about,” he chuckled.  How could I resist?
We went back to the main hall of the cave, the walls all gleaming white, and I realized that this would be an outstanding place for certain types of magical experimentation and study.  Completely surrounded by a mountain of snowstone, a mage could probably fart and raise a mighty tempest, if he had a mind to.
And that got me thinking.  The air in here was warm, compared to the chill outdoors.  The humidity was low, and it was dry, save the fountain.  This might be a very good place for certain activities – activities I might wish to shield even from most members of the Arcane Orders.
“Gentlemen,” I said, when I choked down Kaman’s liquid fire, “as impressive as that much gold is, I can think of more useful things to do with it than let it sit there.  Some I will take – the swords, for instance, I believe are of value to the Lensely line, and I happen to know a few Lenselys who might like them back.  The idols I will turn over to the shrine in Boval, where they will be much appreciated – and save me the expense of having proper figures made.  
“But the coin . . . I’ll be truthful.  I have plans for the vale that may need it.  But first . . . if you could have any boon to your holding, Master Kaman, what might that be?”
The woodsman thought carefully for a moment, then shrugged.  “You took Erantal away, that was the best boon I could have hoped for.  But . . .” he said, a little sheepishly, “truth be known, I fear the safety of our watchtower, Magelord.  I’ve seen how you magic folk can shore up a place – I saw what you did to the castle, and that was some powerful spellwork.  The tower is almost sixty years old, and we do try to keep it repaired,.  But if you could see your way clear to sending your lads out to put a word or two on it, that would make me sleep better, knowing it’s not going to fall on my head.”
“I can do better than that,” I agreed.  “I’ll come myself, and ensure it won’t topple.  But I also feel a more . . . substantial view might serve better.”
Kaman and Kyre both looked curious.  “Come again?”
“I’d like to find a good spot . . . and build a small tower out here, in the Westwood.  Something tall enough to serve to watch the Westwood, of course, but also something substantial enough to act as a refuge . . . something larger than your manor, and better defensible.”
Both of the men looked troubled.  “But why, Magelord?  Not that . . .” he said, trailing off.  I fixed him with a stare.
“You saw Gilmora, you both did.  You saw the dragon.  You both slew enough goblins to fill this room.  Tell me, with all the might and power at my disposal, with all of those mage knights around, how did we not prevail more quickly and decisively?  
“Because the Sheruel is breeding them like rabbits, that’s why,” I said, answering my own question.  “He’s adding trolls and other fell creatures to his hordes, and even some humans, too.  As bad as things were in Gilmora, I assure you, the worst is yet to come by far.  The Dead God is still building his strength, toying with us while he discovers the scope of his power.  Until then he can throw legion after legion after us every year and loose them in the field . . . and every year he will grow stronger, and we will grow weaker.  
“At some point, we won’t be able to stop them in Gilmora.  Or the central Riverlands.  Or at Darkfaller, Castabriel, or anywhere else.  We’ll win battles, but every man who falls and is not replaced is a victory for Sheruel.  Eventually . . . mayhap in our lifetime . . . we may see his legions attacking Sevendor, itself.”
“They would not dare!” Kyre said, explosively.
“Peace,” warned the Master.  “The Magelord speaks true.  I spoke to many of the warmagi, in camp, and listened more than I spoke.  There is no end to them.  They will keep coming.  And, aye, one day they will come here.  ‘Tis for such a disaster this refuge was prepared.”
“Exactly.  And I wish to re-stock it.  And use it for other things.  But . . . I also want to keep your folk safe, and any others I cannot defend in Sevendor Castle.  As I am considering how to improve the Diketower and Brestal Tower, I knew I had to fortify Caolan’s Pass – hence your new appointment.
“But I also knew I needed other fortresses and holds where my folk could resist and defend.  The Westwood is not a place for a large castle, and Sevendor Castle shall be so greatly expanded as to dwarf what it is, now.  But back here, in the Westwood, I would like to see a keep built.  A small keep, but as tight and sturdy as men, stone, and magic can make it.  A tower of snowstone, where one day your Dara can return and work and live as a magelady should.  And protect them, should darkness fall.”
Kaman stroked his beard and tried to imagine such a place.  Kyre looked excited enough to burst.
“I think I know just the spot,” the Master of the Hall conceded.  “It sits further up the ridge, on a high outcropping.  A good view of the entire Westwood, from the pass to the castle’s edge.  Aye, that would be a good spot, if your men agree,” he offered.  “But . . . who . . .” he stumbled, suddenly looking concerned.
I had to laugh.  Of course the man was concerned – I just proposed building a castle in his backyard.  Putting in a garrison and a knight could be the first step toward dominating his folk.  
“Put your mind at ease, Kaman – I shall make you Master of the Tower, at least until Dara is of age.  It shall be manned by your folk alone, under your command.  I could ask for none more loyal.  And the way I see it,” I said, as I recalled the glint of gold in the vault, “the Westwood has paid its taxes for the next few hundred years.  
“So I will devote two thirds of the gold to the building of the tower, the Lenselys’ legacy used to repay your manor and protect Sevendor, as it was intended. The silver shall be used to improve and enrich the folk of the Westwood, and of the high ridges.  Between you and Carken, I think you will be able to find plenty of cotters who could use a few more blankets, a goat, a sheep, or a llama.  Use it wisely, use it sparingly, else you’ll spoil them with riches, but if a man needs an axe, make sure he has an axe.  If a man breaks his arm and can’t milk, make sure someone is there to do it.”
“Aye, milking one-handed would be as hard as pissin’ one-handed,” Kaman agreed, gesturing with his slinged arm before taking another sip of spirits.
“So make sure no one suffers.  We’ll build your tower, maybe a small bailey and a keep, and you can keep our backs guarded.  You’ll have the revenue from the pass traffic to help pay its upkeep – we can work out the details later, if you’re agreeable.”
“I’ll have to speak to my brothers in front of the fire,” he agreed, “but I cannot think they would refuse.  It is a kingly gift, Magelord!”
“And since I am giving the other third of the gold to you, personally, I expect that you will be very persuasive.  It is a weighty responsibility, Master Kaman,” I replied.  Especially if I need to use this place for magic – for which it is well-suited for.  I hope you can continue to abide by the agreement.  And keep this a secret awhile longer.”
“Only the Master and his son may know of it, by tradition,” he assured me, “You’re the right lawful Lord of Sevendor.” He shrugged.  “This is your haven, Magelord, we just keep it.  Oh, and it goes on a bit, too.  Several more tunnels, a few chambers, old mines, it looked like.  And one lower chamber that’s not as pleasant as those above.  But a cozy little hideout, it could be,” he agreed, nodding.
“I just hate that there’s only one entrance,” I grumbled.  I’d hate to get trapped in here and smoked out.”
Kaman grinned.  “Magelord, our ancestors were no fools.”
*
When I walked back into the Hall a little weak-kneed, gone long past a reasonable amount of time, leaving her seated between Master Olmeg, Master Minnik, and  Alya glared at me . . . until she saw I was holding a wiggly black puppy in my arms.  Magic is magic, but puppies cure just about everything.  When Kyre came in behind with two more, her eyes got huge.
“Don’t worry, they aren’t all for us,” I soothed.  “Just this one.  That little bitch pup is to be Dara’s.”
“What about the other one? Sir Cei?”
“Zagor,” I corrected.  “I examined all of these with magesight, and these three were the most . . . special,” I said, unable to explain the examination in more detail without a thaumaturgical lesson that would make Minnik and Olmeg’s tree talk seem fascinating.  “This little pup has a lot of spirit in him.  I think Zagor will be pleased.”

“Oh, Min!  It’s perfect!” she declared happily, as the little black puppy licked her face.  I suppose it would have been impolite to point out where he had been licking a moment before.  “Zagor will be so happy – he’s been so moody since Blue died.”
Lenodara finally made her appearance, looking grimly determined as she came down the stairs, two of her older brothers carrying her luggage.  Her beautiful falcon, Frightful, was hooded on her fist.  Her heavy wool mantle – in Westwood green – was clasped about her throat, making her red hair seem to blaze in the firelight.
“By the fire,” she said, carefully, “I’m ready to take my leave.”
Her father looked startled, and stood, as did her other relatives.  Some sort of ceremony, I guessed.  The frightened little girl looked around, almost more scared than she had been the day an entire city had lauded her a hero . . . or even the day she helped slay a dragon.
Before parting, Kaman called for his own silver cup to be filled with mead, he took a sip, handed it to his daughter, and kissed her.  Dara drank it tearfully, and probably a little too quickly, but I could tell she felt honored by the gesture.
“Let’s go,” she said, tears in her eyes, as she headed toward the door.  “Before I lose my courage please, Magelord.”
“You have that in abundance,” I said, soothing her.  “You are but a stone’s throw from your home, at Sevendor Castle, and are free to visit anytime – as are your kin.  In fact, I’ve asked your father to send Kyre by every week to practice swordplay with my men.  And you’ll have your very own room,” I added.  
That only seemed to make things worse, and she was crying in earnest now.  I didn’t know what else to do – I didn’t feel I knew her well enough to offer a hug of encouragement.  Alya was still tied up saying her good-byes to the women of the manor.  Masters Minnik and Olmeg were donning their cloaks.  And Dara just stared at me, her lips quivering, tears in her eyes.  I felt such sympathy for her, but I did not know what to do.   So I did the only thing I could.
“Puppy?” I offered, putting the little wiggly female in her arms.  
Things got a little better, after that.  It’s hard to weep when there’s a puppy in your arms.
I tried to talk to the girl on the long walk to the castle.  “Are you nervous about your new apprenticeship?” I asked, gently.
“No, Magelord,” she said, swallowing.  “I’m nervous that I’ll fail.”
I had to laugh at that – the girl had been instrumental in the only dragonslaying in history, and she was worried about failing.  “No need – I’m a gentle master, compared to most, and the truth is that you are destined to have a most unorthodox apprenticeship.  I was Academy trained, myself, so I never had a single master.  I barely got my feet wet as a practicing spellmonger, when I took on Tyndal, and Rondal I kind of inherited.  But I’m afraid I’m going to be far too busy for the usual beatings and half-rations and other disciplinary measures.”
“Dara, he’s teasing!” Alya said, batting my arm when the girl’s green eyes grew wide.  “Minalan doesn’t beat his apprentices.  Nor does he skimp on real teaching, as many masters are reported to do.  Tyndal and Rondal enjoy quite a lot of freedom – when they haven’t been shipped off to the Academy for some remedial lessons.”
“I really want to learn,” the girl said, nodding earnestly.  “I know a little, already, but what you and the Lady Pentandra can do, Magelord, I want to learn that.”
“If you’ve the Talent and the wit, there’s no reason why you can’t,” I assured her.  I knew she was intelligent – I’d spoken with her several times, and while she sometimes hesitated before she spoke, I had the sense to see it was out of shyness, not stupidity.  She had picked up reading basic words since we’d returned from Gilmora, and she seemed to have no trouble figuring.  That was a long way from thaumaturgy or enchantment, but I had no doubt she had the capacity for such higher thinking.
“I’m less worried about your lessons,” Alya said, seriously, “and more worried about you leaving your family.”
The girl looked guilty.  “In truth, milady?  I have four older brothers.  Two sisters. Seven male cousins.  Six female cousins.  And a few aunts and uncles not much older than me.  I’ve been the youngest . . . well, since forever, and this is . . . new. “
“I think you’ll like it,” I said, as charmingly as I could.  “And with Frightful and your new beast, I don’t think you’ll lack for company.”
“Or work,” Alya added, patting her shoulder.  “You may not have lessons every day, but you will have other duties, as Minalan’s apprentice.  Keeping his workshop clean and organized, keeping his library, learning his secrets and keeping his trust,” she listed.
“. . . cleaning my chamberpot,” I added, “blacking my boots, doing my laundry, serving my meals, cleaning my—”
“He’s teasing!” Alya insisted, smacking me again as we watched Dara’s horrified expression.  “I was thinking of teaching you court manners – I’m in need of a few lessons myself – and some basic duties around the castle.  For instance, now that we have Frightful, we’re going to need a proper mews, are we not?”
“I suppose we will,” I agreed, “although I have no objection to the bird staying with you, for now.  Providing it doesn’t develop a taste for Westwood hounds,” I said, unable to resist fluffing the little dog’s ears.  
“I was thinking of the responsibilities we are grooming you for, on behalf of Sevendor,” Alya said, rolling her eyes at my antics.  “Ordinarily, you’d likely get married in a few years, settle into a little cot somewhere, and start having children yourself.  
“But the gods have chosen a different path for you,” she explained, gently.  “You have the Talent, and you have the Westwood’s loyalty to Sevendor.  And you have a witchstone that you rightfully won.  It is our hope that you will someday become one of the stalwart guardians of the domain.”
“It is a mageland,” I pointed out.  “You are a mage.  And you did slay a dragon.”
“Only helped!” Dara objected.
It was my turn to roll my eyes.  “Sorry, you only helped slay a dragon that was destroying a castle and an army and pretty much anything else it took a fancy to.  My point is, as a mage, I’d like to train you with some specific skills in mind.  With an eye toward your future role.  Court skills, reading, writing, and etiquette will be on the curriculum . . . but so will swordplay, magic lessons, archery, diplomacy, and a host of other things neither of us can even imagine yet.”
“But we don’t want you to feel as if we are forcing this on you,” Alya reassured her.  “We want to give you the education, and encourage you to learn with that in mind . . . but if you want to go off and be a flute maker or a fisherman or something, then—”
“Oh, I want to become a mage!” she agreed, smiling.  “I want nothing more!  I love doing magic,” she said, sighing as she watched her bird on Master Olmeg’s arm.  “It’s hard, but it’s . . . it’s what I was meant to do,” she said, confidently.
 “You won’t  just be an apprentice, like Tyndal and Rondal, you’re a High Mage, too.  Perhaps the littlest High Mage, but . . . well, we have to take especial care with you, Lenodara,” I said, a flash of memory of another young person with a witchstone springing to mind unbidden.
“Urik,” Alya said, realizing my concern.  She understood.  “Back in Boval Castle, during the height of the siege, a young apprentice named Urik, who was your age, used his witchstone to kill a fellow apprentice and damn near wrecked the entire castle.  If it hadn’t been for Tyndal and Minalan . . .”
“Urik did not survive the destruction of his stone,” I said, sadly.  “But he was not evil.  Just the youngest, the most powerless, and the most poorly used.  When you learn how to use the power of irionite, it becomes . . . intoxicating.  There are dangers to its use that even I am not aware of,” I admitted.
Dara seemed to take the lesson to heart, and the rest of the way she walked and buried her nose in her puppy’s fur. 
I let Alya show her to her rooms, when we got back to the castle, long after midnight.  I knew she would need a few days to settle in, before she was ready to start lessons in earnest, and I was actually glad she needed the time – I had the twin riches of a baby and a puppy to play with.  Minalyan was delighted, in the way only a baby can be enchanted by a spirited pup. 
My new hound I named Midnight, because that seemed to be the time he wanted to play the most, and he was a black dog, so it fit.  I admit, I was almost as taken with the little pup as my son.  I suppose I was still mourning the loss of my horse at Castle Cambrian, but as much as I had been fond of Traveler, Midnight was more fun to play with.
 Dara named her little cur Shadow, and the two puppies promptly turned the castle upside down.  I summoned Zagor the next day, ostensibly to discuss some business about the wardings on Boval Hall, and had Alya present the third puppy to him.  The old hedgemage was touched.
“What a beautiful dog!” he beamed, as the rascal tugged aggressively at his tunic hem.  “I have so missed my Blue,” he said, referring to his old dog in Boval.  “I’ve always kept a few dogs,” he explained, unnecessarily, “they are such a help and a comfort.  This was a noble gift, Minalan, even better than my new home!”  I smiled contentedly, and mentally increased the debt I owed to the Westwoodmen.  
Dara had an exciting first few days settling in, and as I was busy with Order business, that didn’t leave me a lot of time to begin her instruction.  It was nearly a week, in truth, before I had a day free enough to bring her back up to my lab and begin her training.
She was no stranger to the place – she had practiced here with the Thoughtful Knife for hours, before the Battle of Dragonfall.  But we had been working toward a very specific purpose then.  Now it was time to ground her in the most basic elements of our craft.
It would be an interesting academic exercise, Pentandra had suggested, because Dara would be trained as a High Mage from the start, instead of learning her craft before being given a stone.  It would be intriguing to see how she fared, particularly in light of living in a snowstone castle.  I promised to keep studious notes, and then made a mental note to have Dara do the actual note-taking as an exercise in writing and journaling, two essential skills of the Imperially-trained adept.
While she started out hesitantly, her confidence grew with success at those first few lessons, justifying every hope I’d had in Dara.  Her ability to concentrate and focus without distraction was superior to either of my other apprentices, and she channeled power as well as they.  We took a break after the first few hours, and I sent my valet for food and drink while I insisted we just . . . talk.
That’s unusual in an apprentice-master relationship, but I wanted to get to know this girl who may someday be the key to Sevendor’s safety.   I began with her relationship to her falcon.
“So, tell me about Frightful,” I said, as I poured a mug of weak ale for each of us, and tore a loaf of bread in two and handed her one.  “How did you come by such a magnificent bird?”
She swallowed nervously.  “I saw his dame circling last autumn, Magelord, and tracked her back to her eyrie,” she explained.  “I went out before the dawn and scaled the cliff to get him,” she said, proudly.  “I nearly died,” she added.  “Papa was vexed with me.”
I suddenly realized that I would have a boy at least as spirited in just a dozen short years.  I tried desperately not to think about him teetering on the edge of a cliff seeking a fledgling.  “That is uncommonly brave of you, Dara.  But what drove you to do so?”
“I . . . I heard Frightful,” she said, hesitantly.  “In my . . . my head,” she confessed.
“You heard the bird?” I asked, surprised.
“I believe so, Master,” she agreed.  “It called to me.  I can hear many of them.  Not that they have much to say, but I’ve hearing them for a while now.”
“That’s . . . that’s fascinating,” I agreed, not sure what to do with the information.  I just didn’t know enough about Brown Magic to know if that was normal or not.  “And training the bird?”
“Well, once I got over the whupping I took,” she grinned, “my uncle helped me train him.  Just little hops at first, to get him attracted to the lure, but then he flew last year.  And came back,” she added, proudly.  I could imagine how embarrassing it would be for a hawkmaster if their falcon didn’t come back the first time they flew them.
“Impressive,” I said, truthfully.  “Did you plan on selling the bird?”  Hawking was an expensive sport, in part because of the long hours of training involved and the difficulty of securing a fledgling.  If Dara had taken her bird to a market town, she could have gotten a fair amount of coin for Frightful.  Hooded Silver Raptors are, from what I understand, highly prized as hunters.
But Dara looked scandalized.  “Sell Frightful?  Never!” she said.  “I bled too much for that bird.  And he won me my stone,” she reminded me.  “Besides, he’s my best friend.  Well, he and the new puppy,” she grinned.
I smiled back.  I could appreciate the value of a new puppy.



“Well, Dara, it looks like Westwood Hall has more than one secret on the other side of the chasm.  
“But let’s get started.  One of the first things a mage needs to be able to do . . .”
 



“The Road To Sevendor”
 
O!  The wizards weep and witches leap
On the Road To Sevendor!
The adepts smile, the footwizards beguile,
On the Road To Sevendor!
Gleaming castle, enchanted mountain
Skyward spires, dancing fountains
More magi than a man can count on
The Road To Sevendor!
 
Lesana pulled her thin mantle up to her neck against the chill autumn west wind that never seemed to stop blowing, as if it meant to blow right through her.  She had been walking all day, and though night was close at hand she saw no end to her journey in sight.  For ninety leagues she had walked, but she would walk ninety more if need be, if it brought her nearer to the mysterious land of Sevendor.
They called her a witch, in her home village, and while that title had merit for those who could legally sell their powers, in Lesana’s case her magic was erratic, irregular and . . . strange.  She was not trainable, or so the court mage at Eserine had told her.  He then referred her to the Censorate, and cautioned her against too much hope from the checker-cloaked warmagi, and then he sent her away.  Quickly.
Lesana had decided against visiting the Censorate’s nearest stronghold, in distant Riklan, because she did not see the sense in traveling all that distance to meet with people she knew did not have the sense to appreciate what her special abilities could do.  The fact that their most likely response would be to poison her mind until she could do no more magic did little to dissuade her.  No, if Lesana was going to travel to anywhere, it would be to the land she’d heard the bargeman speak of.  
With her parents dead and her brother married to a stern woman who did not like her, Lesana saw little point in staying in her home village.  The people there were suspicious of her, always suspecting her of some mischief or devilry regardless of whether or not she was actually involved.   Indeed, she had rarely indulged in any of the social crimes the villagers had accused her of. 
Twice she had been thrown in the stocks for the night after being accuse of various petty crimes.  Once for theft (she’d been accused of stealing fruit from the temple orchard) and once for witchcraft, when Goody Clera, who’d hired her as nursemaid for her ailing mother, had confessed an affair with a cotter she later swore was an utter lie to her husband, Goodman Mear.  
Both nights had been nightmarish exercises in punishment.  As young as she was, and without a husband or father to protect her, the village youths had seized the occasion.  
They had put a flour bag over her head and tormented her body in vile ways, secure in the knowledge that no one, not even her shamed brother, would seek retribution.  They had used her shamefully until the dawn broke and the Reve had freed her.   She had asked him, the moment the stocks were free, if he had joined in her torture.  He told her that he had, that he’d enjoyed it, and that he could not wait until the next time some jealous or superstitious goodwife put her there again, so that he could take even greater liberties.
Lesana had left that very day, taking a blanket, a water skin, and a knife. She begged her brother for some help to speed her on her journey, but his shrewish wife had let him part with only three silver pennies and a small handful of copper and iron bits.  Almost all of that was gone, now, but she was ninety leagues closer to Sevendor . . . and the hope of salvation.
Lesana was one of that oft-miserable breed, known to the wise as a magical sport.  She had a measure of rajira, the Talent to do magic with which the gods had variously gifted or cursed humanity, but not sufficient store to be able to channel the power to her will.  Witch she might be, but not the productive kind that often lived beyond the village hedge or off the beaten path, dispensing useful remedies and charms.  
Instead, her Talent had sought a natural expression in her untrained mind and body.  To her misfortune, the gods had decided that Lesana would be cursed.  For when she was in someone’s presence, that person could not lie.  If they spoke, they spoke truthfully, whether they had designs to evade the truth or not.  
It had been a horrible, damnable curse to her.  Since her Talent had begun to manifest when she was thirteen, she had lived a miserable existence.  Her mother had told her that she did not really love her as much as her brother, for she was pale and sickly, and unlikely to wed and bear her grandchildren, nor was she skilled enough at anything to hope for more than labor.
Her father’s spontaneous confessions, a year later, had been even more awful.  To their mutual horror, he revealed things about his thoughts for her that were cursed by the gods.  Two days later she had returned from the market to find him hung in the barn by a noose of his own making.
Her brother alone seemed to be able to navigate the treacherous waters around her, his laconic nature sparing him the worst of her curse.  He had learned in childhood that you cannot be forced to speak the truth if you do not speak.  When he spoke it was in very short, matter-of-fact sentences, always mindful of her wild power.
But everyone else . . . they found themselves confessing their deepest, darkest secrets to her, secrets she never wanted to bear.  Rarely did they even realize that they were doing it until the words had escaped their lips.  
She had heard all manner of horror stories from the people of her village.  Bastards abandoned to temple orphanages, or unwanted babies thrown in wells or left for the wolves in the wilderness, murders for gain or revenge, and convenient accidents they had kept to themselves.  Secret affairs and longings of the heart, the hidden obsessions that drive the souls of all folk, sometimes including the worst sorts of perversions were told to her unbidden.  Revelations of her neighbors’ vilest thoughts and their most unrealistic hopes were her daily fare.  Clandestine truths long held dear were blurted in the blink of an eye.  And once uttered, they could not be un-heard.  Lesana had born witness to thousands of confessions.
At first she had merely received an unjust reputation as a gossip, and until she realized the nature of her curse she had blamed herself for the discord around her.  After she had understood her curse, she had hidden it as well as she could.  Fear of exposure among her confessors had led to fade into silence to combat the rumors.  She rarely spoke, when she could help it, and soon learned to avoid certain people especially.  She could hide in a group, at need, until they fell to bickering when one ugly truth after another was lobbed at closest friend and dearest family alike.   
Eventually, folk began to realize she was somehow connected with the dissention, even if they could not prove it.  Goody Clera had tried as much at the hallmoot where she was accused, but for once her wild talent worked for her.  In front of the jury and the reve himself, Goody Clera had confessed how she had lied about the affair, affirmed that it had pleased her greatly, insisted she loved her husband but loathed his shortcomings, and then confessed to plotting against Lesana, hoping to condemn her to banishment or worse to cover her embarrassment. 
As the reve could not very well reject the plaintiff’s own account of events, he ruled that he found the entire matter stupid, a mere course of hysteria, but suggested that another night in the stocks for Lesana would do everyone in the village well.  Then he had quickly adjourned.  There was no doubt in her mind what a further night in the stocks would entail for her, and she had found a way to avoid it by asking her jailor just what would convince him to allow her to go free, and then performing the deed.  He had looked the other way while she had collected her scant belongings into a sack and took to the road.
Since then, Lesana had kept moving, staying on the road headed west, walking mostly alone and seeking the brief acquaintance of strangers only when she was forced to by hunger or circumstance.  Then she stayed with them until her wild gift turned them against her.  Her gift made all contact with other people problematic, but even with the prospect of (freely-admitted) assault so dreadfully near, she still preferred the company of men over that of women.  The women lashed out fiercely when their secrets were spilled against their will, blaming her – the men, no matter how base and vile, usually fled her company after a brief, if intimate, acquaintance.  As unpleasant as some of the experiences were, few men felt compelled to stay with a woman to whom they had revealed their darkest secrets.  
Occasionally – very occasionally – she had met someone who was so forthright and truthful that they did not fear her company, or even notice the effect of her gift.  But she wisely left them for their own benefit.  Few honest folk could stand to hear the naked truth their neighbors harbored about them for long.  Once she had traveled for six days with a mute woman, the longest acquaintance she’d enjoyed in months, but one morning the woman was mysteriously gone.  
Lesana did what she could for money and food.  She was young and sturdy and knew how to work, though she lacked a clear trade.  Again her gift helped, upon occasion.  If questioned carefully, she could persuade people to tell her where there was work to be had, and for what wages, and whether or not the master was honest or cruel.  
Other times, when she was desperate and hungry and had no other choice, she had used her gift to learn just what a man would pay for her to do for him at night.  She was not a particularly attractive girl, but she was familiar enough with Ishi’s rites to accomplish what was needed for the small price involved.  
She had been cautious, avoiding those who admitted harboring ill feeling toward her, or who intended upon cheating her, but she had done what she had to do to survive.  When one is cursed, she had often thought to herself, one does what one must, for one is damned regardless.
But since she had heard about the magical land of Sevendor, and the great power of the Spellmonger, she had begun wandering with a purpose.
One day in some crossroads encampment she had heard a man singing about a magical vale in the Riverlands of Castal, where a powerful wizard ruled a magical domain, and how all the magi of the world were traveling there.  Lesana had been intrigued, and had first thought it but a fiction.  But when she had questioned the man, he had explained that he had heard the song from a jongleur, who had been in Castal that summer and had witnessed some strange events.  The land was called Sevendor, he knew, and he agreed to teach her the song for a kiss or two.
That was twenty leagues east of here, two months ago.  Now the weather had turned cold, and the rumors and legends about the mysterious Spellmonger had grown.  He had fought the Goblin King.  He slain one duke and made another the king.  He had raised a peasant rebellion.  He had bedded a fair lady of the Tree Folk.  He had married a peasant wench.  He had turned a mountain to ice and stopped rivers from flowing.  He had turned a rival knight into a chicken.  He had defeated a dozen strong knights in a duel on his doorstep, and sent them away with his strange sigil on their faces.  
And most recently, she had heard tale of how he had conjured an army and slain a dragon.
It was all far-fetched, she knew, and expecting any of it to be true was foolish.  But Lesana was a refugee from her own uncontrollable power, and she had no better place to go.  Every whisper she heard of Sevendor encouraged her feet to move one more mile, one more hour, one more step.  Every time she sang the song – to the tune of ‘the Road to Barrowbell’ – her heart was filled with hope.  Foolish or not, she found it better to be walking toward something than away from something.
The wind was chill and promised a cold night, but she sang the song and took another step . . . and soon saw the glint of a fire near the side of the road.  
Other travelers, she saw, a few road-weary folk stopping to camp for the night.  She hesitated, hovering around the edge of their firelight, just watching for a while.  She had learned all too painfully the consequences of making too quick an acquaintance.
But this group offered the prospect of warmth and company, she soon saw – at least until her curse affected them.  She saw only half a dozen gathered around the fire.  Among them was a man in a long brown robe, his hood thrown back, a good thick cloak of brown wool around him.  A priest, and by the jug at his side and the sign around his neck, a priest of Herus, the god of travelers.  Better fortune she could not have asked for.
The priests of Herus were always on the move, their order dedicated to keeping the roads, bridges, and by-ways of the Duchy in repair and safe.  The hostel-temples of Herus were open to all, regardless of station, and had saved man a traveler from the vagaries of the road.  They would tend you if you fell sick on the journey, feed you if they were able, and their sacred jugs were always full – with water, if nothing stronger.  Lesana had taken refuge in their roadside huts as often as she could. Their symbol, the eight-spoked wheel, was a sign of sanctuary, and no sane man profaned their shrines with violence or theft, lest Herus let the road punish him accordingly.  
This priest was an older man, of an age where most of his order would have settled, albeit temporarily, as a keeper of a hostel shrine or temple lodge.  His boots were well-worn and travel stained, but he had a wide, kindly smile and a deep, friendly voice.  He noticed her before the others.
“Come, child of the road, and join us by Herus’ hearth!” he called to her.  She smiled in the shadows and stepped forward into the light.  “Ah!  A maiden on the road after dark – my dear, are you in distress?” he asked, concerned.  The others turned to peer into the darkness after her.  “I am Roadbrother Gaffan, child, come hither and warm yourself without fear.”
“I’m only cold, tired, hungry and thirsty, Roadbrother,” she said, quietly.  “Gladly do I accept your sanctuary.”  She knew her curse would begin to work in moments, and she hoped for a bite before discord broke the group.
“Then come hither – and share what you have,” he added, “as the others have.”
“I have nothing but my company, Roadbrother,” she said, apologetically.  
“Then we are well-paid,” said another man, swathed in his own cloak against the chill.  “For you are a comely lass, at least in this light.”  Lesana didn’t even blush.  She had heard far worse than that said of her.  “Have some stew,” the man added, nodding toward a tiny brass kettle at the edge of the fire.  “Rabbit, squirrel, mushrooms and onions.  I brought bread,” he added, proudly, as he spooned a serving into his own bowl and handed it to her with a heel of bread.  “Mayhap if I’m kind to you, you’ll warm my furs tonight.”  He didn’t realize what he had said until it was spoken, and that inspired a few rough snorts from the others.
One was a woman, older than Lesana, and her husband.  She studied Lesana carefully in the firelight as she gratefully soaked up the thin stew with the bread – only a few days old, she noted.  
“You aren’t a whore, are you, dear?” the woman asked.  “I don’t hold with whores,” she added.  “My Ferno here visits them when he goes to Jisten, and thinks I don’t know about it.  But I can smell them,” she added, matter-of-factly.  From Ferno’s face, this revelation was novel.
“I am not,” Lesana said, thankful that her curse did not prohibit her from lying herself.  “I am just traveling.  I am Lesana.”
“Free or villein?” asked a well-dressed man, suspiciously.  “Villeins should not be allowed to consort with proper folk.”
“I am free,” she agreed.  She knew that she had to steer the conversation toward something objective quickly, before too many personal details escaped to poison the air.  “Tell me, has anyone heard tale of the land called Sevendor?”
There were several nods, and Ferno began singing a few bars of the song, poorly.  The monk cleared his throat and nodded authoritatively.  
“Aye, Lesana.  It is a little domain in the Bontal Riverlands, in this very county.  Is that your destination?” as Gaffan, as he poured some ale from his jug into a horn and handed it to her.  “Blessed is the journey, and blessed the destination,” he added.
“It is, Roadbrother,” she agreed.  “Have you been there?”
“A Roadbrother goes everywhere,” Gaffan quoted, “but this particular roadbrother has yet to journey there.  But I have heard of it.  It lies south of the river, in the northern vales of the Uwarris.  So you seek the Spellmonger, do you?” he asked, with a kind smile.
“I seek the land,” she said, simply.  No need to explain too much, not to strangers.  “I’ve heard much of the Spellmonger, though.”
“I’ve met the man,” one of the other men around the fire admitted.  “I was a drover in Sendaria Port, last summer.  He traveled through there often, and twice I moved goods from port to storage on his behalf.  He’s a handsome man.”  The man stopped speaking quickly.
“You’ve met the Spellmonger?” asked the wife of Ferno.  “Was he as mysterious as tales say?”
“He was a man, no more,” the drover said, cautiously.  “But Sevendor does lie two days south of Sendaria Port.”  Lesana’s heart surged – this was the most information she’d heard about the little land yet, and the fact that she was within the same county was thrilling to her.  “I heard tale he was openhanded as a great lord, and just as powerful.”
“Aye, he conquered a dozen domains in a day, they say,” one of the other men remarked, as he stared into the fire.  “Glad I wasn’t around.  I’m a coward,” he said, simply.  “That’s the reason I’m on the road – I’m going east, away from the war.  I don’t like war.”
“No sane man does,” agreed the Roadbrother.  “Ah, Sevendor!  A name I’ve heard much of late.  The Spellmonger of Sevendor does wonders, it is said.  He took a wasteland and made if flower.  He is blessed by the gods.  All manner of tale to bless the road.  It’s all probably bullshit, like the gods themselves, but there is too much excitement on the road for the tale to be baseless.  And I know there is a domain called Sevendor.”
“The better-dressed man said.  “I travel there myself on business.”
“Are you a mage, then?” asked the wife.  “You look like a merchant.”
“Nay, Goodwife.  I am a spy.” The man swallowed hard in alarm as he realized what he had just revealed.  “I plan on watching the Spellmonger clandestinely and reporting his movements to my masters.”  He grew even more alarmed.
“And just who might these masters be, oh Goodman Spy?” asked the monk, curiously.
“I’ve said enough!” the man said in panic.  “They are paying me well for my work, and I must not be discovered!”
“Well, you aren’t a very good spy if you go around telling everyone, are you?” laughed the drover.
“I . . . you . . . ah, Ishi’s tits, why did I say that?” he asked in despair.   “Forget I said that!” he commanded, and then got up from the fire and left the encampment hurriedly.
“That was unusual,” grunted the monk.  “First time I’ve had a spy around Herus’ hearth.  
There was much lively speculation on the stranger’s apparent lack of discretion and the irony of his chosen profession, until the hour grew late and the travelers bedded down in their cloaks and blankets.  Lesana rose before dawn and left herself, traveling southward toward the Bontal River.  She walked with renewed determination.  If someone was willing to pay a spy to watch the Spellmonger, she reasoned, he not only had to be real, but he had to be powerful.  Perhaps powerful enough to end her curse.
She walked for three days until she came to the river, where she had to stop and work for a few days to earn her passage over.  The lateness of the year and the temperature of the river promised a dreadful chill if she tried to swim, so she found a prosperous peasant family in need of some chores and worked at mending and gleaning for a few days, until she had the three penny fare she needed.
Once on the other side of the river, the whole country was alive with talk of the enchanted land and its mysterious master.  The tales seemed to be taken as truth by those she questioned, and soon she was headed south out of Sendaria Port . . . on the road to Sevendor.
While the way was not bulging with witches and wizards following the Spellmonger’s call, it was filled with folk eager to sell their wares.  The Spellmonger was rich, it was said, and bought many strange items.  When she came to a village in the south of the barony, where new houses and a new manor were being built, she found folk who had met the man or been to the land, and her excitement grew even further. 
She was directed to Ketta’s Stream, and followed it along the road back toward the hills, and eventually she came to a footsore footwizard, dangling his feet in the cool water.
“Are you on the road to Sevendor?” she asked him, politely.
“Aye,” the man sighed, “I’m hoping to find shelter from the Censors, who want my head.”
“Why would they want your head?” she asked, warily.
“For practicing my craft without their leave,” he said.  “But the Spellmonger of Sevendor has put an end to them!”
“You go to thank him?”
“I go to see what fortune I can turn from the man,” the man admitted without intending to.  “I’m tired of walking these cold, dusty roads and want something better for my life.”
“I, too, look for a better life in Sevendor.”
The footwizard looked her up and down.  “Perhaps a wife would help pass the time,” he said, thoughtfully.
Not wishing to be any man’s wife upon his first acquaintance, Lesana pardoned herself and continued south.
“Be wary of the forest!” called the footwizard after her.  “It is enchanted against intruders, it is said!  Leave the road at your peril!”
Sure enough, she soon came to a scrap of forest, though it looked newly-planted.  She passed through without incident, but was stopped at the large gate that held the frontier of the land.
“Is this Sevendor?” she asked the guard at the gate.
“It is,” he assured her.  “For that is the sign of the snowflake, or what a mage contends a snowflake appears as.  And no one may enter, save by the Spellmonger’s leave.”
“But I must speak to the Spellmonger!” she pleaded.  “For I am cursed, and I need his help!”
“Cursed, you say?” the guard asked, thoughtfully.  “Let me summon the Spellwarden.  For he is the arbiter of all such sorceries.”  The man sent word into the domain, and brought her water and bread while she waited.  Soon an officious-looking man rode up to the gatehouse.
“I am Banamor, Spellwarden of Sevendor,” he announced.  “You have a curse?”
“I do,” Lesana said, “and I need the Spellmonger’s help to lift it!”
“What is this curse?  Nymphomania, I hope?”  The mage immediately regretted what he said.  “I’m so sorry, I don’t know what came over me.”
“Think nothing of it,” she sighed.  “I am cursed.  Those near to me are compelled to tell the truth as they know it.”
The mage looked at her, horrified.  “Oh, you poor woman!” he declared.  “That must be awful for you!”
“It is,” she agreed, pleased with the sympathetic hearing she was getting.  “Can the Spellmonger remove the curse?”
“How the hell should I know?” Banamor declared.  “I can barely understand what he can do, now.  The man is a complete mystery, sometimes, and infuriating to talk to.  And the ego . . . so sorry,” he apologized, his face blushing as he realized what he had revealed.  “I shall say no more.  No man should be compelled to speak truthfully of his thoughts on his master.”
“I have heard far worse,” she agreed.
“I don’t doubt you have.  By all means, let me escort you to the castle,  lest you inadvertently wander into a tavern and start a war.  And . . . let us conduct our journey in silence, to enjoy the day.”
Appreciating his wisdom, Lesana agreed, and in but an hour a cart was harnessed for their use to ride the six miles to the castle.
“It is a beautiful valley,” she said, conversationally, as they left the village.  “Sevendor . . . I’ve heard so much about it.”
“You should have seen it a year ago,” he snorted.  “It took a bushel of magic to get it right.”
“They say that the snow never melts here,” she ventured.
“That only happened that one time,” he said, defensively.  “I had nothing to do with it.  I swear.”
“And that the Spellmonger needs virgins to fuel his magics,” she added with a giggle.
“Virgins?  Not to my knowledge.  But he is a randy bugger.  I wonder—”
“No,” she supplied, before the inevitable question was asked.  “Not for years.”
He blushed again.  “Sorry.  I didn’t mean—”
“I understand.  Tell me, is the Spellmonger kind?”
“We call him Magelord, here,” Banamor informed her.  “He doesn’t mind ‘Spellmonger’, but not from his own folk.  And he seems kind . . . so far.  Perhaps too kind.”
“Do you think he can help me?” she asked, eagerly.
“If he can, and he has a mind to, he might,” Banamor agreed.  “He’s been known to have his head turned by a perky pair of pumpkins,” he added.  He blushed immediately.  “I—”
“No,” Lesana said, “that is good to know.  He is not . . . an old man, is he?”
“No,” the Spellwarden nodded, as he urged the team forward.  “And he is married to our Lady, and expecting his second child.”
“Ah, then I don’t have to fear his lechery,” she sighed, relieved.
“I didn’t say that,” Banamor said, before he could catch himself.  He looked distressed as he thought furiously, opening his mouth only when he was certain of what would come forth.  “I have never known Magelord Minalan to breach his vows.  Any of them,” he added.  
“But that doesn’t mean he doesn’t.”
“I can’t be everywhere at once,” Banamor insisted.  “Let’s finish this journey quietly, shall we?”
Sevendor Castle was a gleaming white fortress that arose out of the hillsides almost naturally.  Great green-and-white banners bearing the Spellmonger’s device were hung from battlements and bridges all over.  Banamor drove the cart through town nervously, continuously casting glances at his passenger.
“This seems like a busy little town,” she said, casually, as they rode through the bustling village.
“It will be,” he promised.  “And hopefully I will own a goodly portion of it before long.  I am destined to become rich,” he said, matter-of-factly, “and I find such a thought suits me.  Perhaps I will accrue enough wealth to find me a pretty little wife . . . who does not compel a man to tell the truth.”
“I wish you Ishi’s luck with that,” nodded Lesana.  
Banamor drove the woman to the castle without further incident or discussion, and then quickly escorted her into the Great Hall, up some stairs, and into a small tower near the rear of the keep.
“Stay here,” the Spellwarden commanded.  “This is my lord’s private workshop, where he sees . . . cases such as yours,” he added, carefully.  “Pray touch nothing – there is no telling what horror you might unleash on us,” he added, looking around the laboratory suspiciously.  “I have no idea what most of this stuff does.”
She waited  -- for how long, she did not know.  And while she honored her promise, she could not help but peer with interest at the many and diverse wonders in his shop.  Though she knew not what she was seeing, the glass and metal, the beakers and bottles, the stones and crystals around her nearly pulsed with magic.  Just when she was wondering if she had been forgotten, the door to the chamber opened and a young man, only a few years older than her, entered.
“I await the Spellmonger,” she explained, thinking a servant had come to clean the room or clear the fireplace.
“Your wait is over,” the man said with a bow.  “I am he.  And what a lovely victim of a curse you are!”
She blushed, despite herself.  “I am Lesana,” she explained, “and I have a wild Talent.”
“So I hear,” the man said, congenially enough.  “You compel people to tell the truth . . . that’s awful!”
“I know,” she sighed.  “That’s why I’m here.  Can you help me?”
“How the hells should I know?  Let’s take a look.”  The Spellmonger led her to a stool and then confidently began casting his spells.  In the magelight above she thought she could see some faint flickers of his power against the white walls of the tower, and she endeavored to remain as still as possible.  
Before long he was making thoughtful noises as he studied her.  “That’s interesting,” he murmured.  “You certainly have a measure of rajira in you.  Potent, too, although we won’t know the full scope of it until we do more testing.”
“But my curse . . .” she began.
“I’m investigating,” the Spellmonger answered, continuing his mysterious work.  “The nature of your condition – I would hesitate to call it a ‘curse’,  as I detect no theurgic residue that would indicate a purposeful infliction – is that you have an awful lot of Talent focused in just a few specific areas.”
“I’m a sport,” she blurted out, recalling what the court mage at Eserine had told her about herself.
“Exactly,” Minalan the Spellmonger agreed.  “A sport.  Until last year, that would have been a death sentence or a brutal life.  But now . . .”
“Now?”
“Now there is hope.  Not much, but some.  Your Talent is manifesting in an area known as Blue Magic, the magic of the mind.  It is among the subtlest of disciplines to master, but those with such Talent can be impressively powerful when it comes to the realm of the mind.  Memory, thought, inspiration, desire . . . these are the subjects of Blue Magic.  As is truth.”  He waved away whatever he was doing and turned to face her.  
“So what can be done?” she asked, nearly begging.
“Well, I’m debating between finding a way to use you for my own purposes and having your throat quietly slit to spare us both some grief.  But—ah, shit.  I didn’t mean to say that.”
“Don’t worry,” she dismissed, “I’ve heard it all before.  I know how much trouble I can be – my curse can be.  That’s why I’m here.”
“That’s uncommonly understanding of you,” the wizard admitted.  “I’m not certain I’d have that much grace in your position.  But you are an intriguing problem, my dear.  More so because of your youth and attractiveness.  And I enjoy an intriguing problem.  So I think I’m going to try to help you.”
Lesana was elated.  “Thank you, Spellmonger!”
“Call me Minalan,” he insisted.  “Or Magelord, if we’re in company.  It flatters my vain ego to be called that.  Although the ‘Spellmonger’ designation has actually been better for relations with the people.  In any case, this will take some research on my part.  And that will take time.”
“I . . . I can return later,” she said, suddenly beginning to wonder where she would sleep and how she would eat.  The Spellmonger seemed to read her thoughts.
“Don’t worry,” he soothed, “I’m not going to turn you out.  But I can’t just let you stay in the Great Hall, or even put you up in an inn.  With your condition you’d start a riot in no time.”
“It has been known to happen,” she admitted.
“I have no doubt.  No, I’m going to have to find a place to stash you while I work.  I think we have a cot deep in the forest you should be comfortable with.  Let me ask my apprentice.”  The Spellmonger closed his eyes and waited a moment.  “Now, have you eaten?” he asked, having not moved on his errand.
“N-no,” she said, confused by the question.  Minalan the Spellmonger closed his eyes again.  “I think you’ll like this cot – it was an old lady’s, my apprentice’s great aunt, before she died last year.   It’s well protected and . . . remote.  No people around,” he emphasized.  “And it has a tick and table already, I hear.  I’ll have you taken there tonight, and have some groceries sent around tomorrow.”
“You are extremely generous, Magelord,” she said, bowing her head.
“I’m extremely self-serving,” he replied, automatically.  “I have enemies and your condition could well prove valuable in protecting me from them.  If the price of that is an extra mouth to feed, it is not too high to pay.”  As soon as he said it, he looked troubled by it.  “And keeping your condition as secret as possible would be prudent.  I’ve never heard of a sport like you before, but then I’m fairly ignorant, despite my pretensions.”  
Lesana studied him thoughtfully and tried to read his thoughts on his face.
“You’re starting to reconsider slitting my throat, aren’t you?” she asked, cagily.
“Yes,” he agreed, looking even more troubled.  “Or making you mute.”
“I defer to the Magelord’s judgment,” she said, bowing her head.
“Oh, stop it,” he insisted.  “I’m not here to pile up bodies.  I’m here to use magic to make people’s lives better.  You are an excellent test of that endeavor.  If I cannot help you, I won’t be much of a Spellmonger.  Ah!  Dara,” he said, as a young woman of twelve or thirteen came in.  Her bright red hair was braided behind her head, and she had a wealth of freckles between her green eyes and her pouty mouth.   But when she saw Lesana, she smiled broadly.
“She really is pretty!” she said, despite herself.  She brought in wooden tray with a deep bowl of delicious-smelling stew, a heel of bread, and a big mug of ale.  “I’m Dara.  Master Min said you needed to be put up, and Aunt Lana’s cot has been empty nigh on a year.  It was as far away from my grandsire as possible, so it’s pretty far out into the Westwood.  Not much traffic,” she explained, as she set the tray down on a table and began serving Lesana.
“I’m very grateful,” Lesana said, trying to keep herself from devouring every morsel on the spot.  She had grown so used to hunger that she saw every meal as a feast, and the fare before her – while common for such lordly folk, she reasoned – was a banquet in a bowl.  “I’ve walked so long, and did not expect such a warm welcome.”
“Not everyone gets one,” Dara said, making a face.  We turn away folk all the time.  But if anyone can help you, it’s Master Min.  He’s so handsome . . .” she said, and then clapped her hands over her mouth, shocked at what she had uttered.  “Now I see why he wants you!” she said, blushing.  “I’ll keep you safe and comfortable while he works . . . but don’t worry,” she said, confidently, “if anyone can counter the spell, he can.”
“Your confidence in me does you credit, Dara,” Minalan said, approvingly.  “And the extra ass-kissing never hurts.  Which is why, under the influence of the Truthteller so that there can be no mistake, I’m telling you that I’m very happy I got you as an apprentice to fill the void left by those reckless lunkheads.”
“Thank you, Master!” Dara replied with a grin.  “I’m happy about it too!”
“Great.  Now that we have established our confidence in each other, go fetch some things for our guest, and then go ahead and take her to the cot.  And Dara?”
“Yes, Master?” the young redhead asked.
“Don’t let her talk to anyone – or be around a bunch of folk – if you can possibly help it on your way.  Especially Lady Alya.  There are some things a man just doesn’t need to be told the truth about,” he said, sagely.
 
*                            *                            *
 
The tiny cottage appealed to Lesana.  It was larger than the one her family had grown up in, more snug, better furnished, and best yet she did not have to share it with anyone.  She reveled in the security of the sack of groceries Dara had brought along with her from the castle kitchen, and she gloried in the solitude that allowed her to let down her guard.  Once the apprentice mage had left her alone, she had cried herself to sleep in relief.
Lesana stayed at the tiny cot for almost three weeks, getting occasional visits from Dara or her uncle to bring her more food.  She made herself at home, not only cleaning the dusty little cot as if it were her own, but tending the two rod long patch of garden next to it.  Just as the first sprouts were breaking through the well-hoed soil, Dara appeared one day with a big grin on her face.
“Master Min says come up to the castle tonight,” she said.  “After everyone is asleep.  He thinks he has an answer to your problem.”
That night she carefully made her way through the forest to the road, and thence to the castle. The guards admitted her without comment, and Dara was waiting in the Great Hall to escort her past the dying embers of the day’s fire and up the stairs to the Spellmonger’s tower.  
“Ah, Lesana!” the man said, as she entered his chamber.  “I’ve been working on your little problem, and after discussing it in detail with Lord Taren, a thaumaturge of the highest order, I believe we have hit upon a solution.  I’ve been working on the enchantment all week, but I think it’s finally finished.”  He pulled a small amulet out of a green silk bag.  “Here it is – I had to get some help on the hard parts, but . . . try it on,” he urged, handing the necklace to her.
She studied it a moment before placing it around her neck.  It was a small, round disc of white stone inscribed with runes she did not comprehend; in the center was a tiny fleck of sparkling glass.  She carefully put the amulet on.  She felt no different.
“Let’s test this: I’m secretly a woman,” the Spellmonger said, “I have a twelve inch penis, I’ve always been partial to bullies, and I know what the hell I’m doing.  Yep,” he grinned.  “It worked.”
“Really?” Lesana asked, her eyes wide in amazement.  “Those are lies?”
“Do I look like I’m secretly a woman?” the mage smiled, stroking his beard.  “A really ugly woman?”
“Let me try!” Dara said, eagerly.  “I’m nine feet tall . . . I ate a puppy for breakfast . . . I absolutely love doing elemental correspondences . . . it does work!” she said, excitedly.
“Dara helped a little on it,” the Spellmonger confided, “so she’s feeling a bit invested in the outcome.  But that little sliver of thaumaturgic glass should hold on to the counterspell for years.  Simply take the amulet off to allow your condition to assert itself . . . or put it on to force the truth out of folks.”
“Thank you, Spellmonger!” she gushed, tears in her eyes.  “How can I ever repay you?”
“By taking a job,” he answered.  “I may have need of your Talent from time to time, and it would be helpful to have you around.  We’ll keep the nature of your gift secret, of course, but when I need a truth-telling, I’d like to be able to depend on you.  And study your Talent.  It’s possible to figure out how to do a spell to mimic the condition,” he theorized.  “And it might be useful if you learned to control it.  If it’s controllable,” he added.
“I . . . I’d be happy to!” she said, beaming.  
“Explaining your position might be imprudent,” he reasoned.  “For now, let’s just tell everyone that you’re . . . you’re an artist or scholar of some sort.  You can keep living in the Westwood if you like, but now you can venture into town at need and not worry about breaking up every marriage in the place.  
“Now, how would you like to go downstairs and meet everyone?  I’d like your face to be known as well as your name.  Sire Cei, at least, should meet you.”
The Magelord led the woman down to the Great Hall, where the evening meal was being served.  The folk of the castle were eating at several trestle tables set up for the purpose, and two other wooden tables housed the guests of the castle: a visiting lawbrother, a cobbler staying for a few weeks to make boots for the castle, a Yeoman from a nearby domain bringing his manor’s tribute to the castle, a pair of masons who were helping with construction.
Lesana was introduced to the castle’s Castellan, its lady, and the rotund head of the kitchens.  The Spellmonger was gracious with every introduction, explaining that Lesana was an artist he’d commissioned for some unspecified work.  Everyone seemed friendly enough, and she was secretly elated at the novelty of people lying to her about what a pleasure it was to meet her.
Finally, she was settled at one of the visitors’ tables, where a trencher heaped with meat and vegetables was prepared for her, and a wooden cup of cider set at her elbow.  For a while she ate in silence, appreciating the casual falsehoods and dissembling she heard with every other breath.  But something was bothering her – not just the flurry of lies and half-truths everyone seemed to be making.  There was something else . . .
The Spellmonger was about to retire for the evening, after a brief conversation with his castellan, when Lesana rose and stopped him.
“Magelord,” she said, swallowing nervously, “I . . . I have to tell you something.”
He smiled at her.  “Truthfully?” he jested.
She smiled back.  “Yes, actually.  You see the lawbrother there, at the guest’s table?”
The Spellmonger raised his eyebrows.  “Brother Landa?  He arrived two days ago, fresh from the temple school in Burine.  He wanted to offer to help with the accounts and the courts of Sevendor.”
“The man is a spy,” she said, quickly and quietly.  “I met him on the road, and because of my curse . . .”
Minalan’s eyes went wide.  “A spy?  You’re certain?”
“By his own admission, Magelord.  Indeed, if you would like to bring him somewhere private, I can take off my talisman and you can question him yourself.”  She quickly told the tale of how the man had revealed himself to her on the road.
The Spellmonger grinned.  “You know, I was questioning the wisdom of bringing you into the household,” he admitted, “but if you are borne out, Lesana, you will have repaid my investment handsomely.  Let’s go talk to this lawbrother, shall we?” he asked, 
Lesana followed behind, grinning quietly to herself over exposing the man who had admitted to being a spy.  Thanks to the Spellmonger, she now had a position, a home, and a life.  Or at least the means to begin one.  
“B-but I’m not a spy!” the man insisted, shivering under his robe.
“That’s not what this lady says,” Minalan said, indicating Lesana with his thumb.  “She says you blurted out your mission around a campfire, in the presence of a roadbrother, no less.  So who do you work for?”
“How does she know?  Who is she?  Probably just some commoner sent to undermine my authority!  Sent to bedevil . . . Magelord, you must believe me!  I am a man of gods under holy orders!”
“Who is Karsus of Grayhorn?” demanded Minalan.
“I don’t work for Karsus of Grayhorn!  I swear it!  I’ve never heard of the man!”
Minalan smiled again, but more grimly.  “I have no doubt you haven’t.  Because he’s the author of one of the most important canon texts in Luin’s holy laws.  Every noviate lawbrother studies Karsus of Grayhorn until he can quote him in their sleep.  So,” he said, his strange green orb rising higher behind him, like a scorpion’s tail, “let me ask you again: who do you work for?”
“No one, Magelord!  I swear it!”
The Spellmonger gave Lesana a knowing look, and she nodded, taking off her amulet and allowing her power to affect everyone around her.
“Now,” she said, softly, “who do you work for?  The Spellmonger wants to know.”
The man began babbling, much to Sire Minalan’s interest, and within moments he revealed himself for what he was, who he worked for, and what his task was to be.  As he was being led away to the dungeons, Minalan passed her a solid gold coin – the first time she had touched one – for her efforts, and praised her profusely.  Lesana accepted both as graciously as she could.  
She had a home.  She had a job.  She had a place.  And she had control over her curse.  Lesana, for the first time in her life, was not afraid anymore.  She skipped back to her cottage in the woods like a child that night, humming “The Road To Sevendor”
 
Oh!  The chandlers flee and the Censors seethe!
On the Road to Sevendor!
The spellmongers sing and silver bells ring!
On the Road to Sevendor!
Fertile vale, enchanted stream
A wish come true in every dream
The most magical place you’ve ever seen!
On the Road to Sevendor!
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“There she is, lads,” called the Warbrother, in a voice as harsh as the rain that fell around them.  “There’s our new home: Castle Dardafan.   The most miserable pile of rocks in the Penumbra.”
The men looked up through the drizzle at the stark fortress on the hill.  It seemed as dark and foreboding as the lairs of the dark powers they had been sent here to fight.  
The tall, thin keep on the hill was built of limestone, surrounded by two rings of wall, with small, slender towers overlooking strategic points.  It could hold a thousand men, it was said – at least, that’s what the company cleric, Warbrother Thune, had told them on the long, perilous journey out of Tudrytown.
They had been the first, they were told by Magelord Astyral, the military commander of Tudry.  The sad collection of thieves, murderers, rapists and debtors who had enlisted in the Iron Ring companies had gathered at the Wilderlands town all winter, preparing for the day when the cold winds stilled and the weather warmed.  The weeks of boredom had even encouraged the men to look forward to their lonely deployment.  Only when that fateful day came did they begin appreciating the simple comfort of a warm, dry, safe bed and two meals a day.
Their trek had taken them far past the pickets and patrols the army at Tudry sent out, deep into the dark and twisted lands known as the Penumbra.  Their destination was a fortress scouted during the winter, abandoned but serviceable, a castle behind which the men of the Iron Ring could be safe.  And from which the men of the Iron Ring could fight.  For they had vowed to faithfully serve against the forces of the Goblin King until their terms were ended.
In return, if they survived, all of their debts and crimes against men and the gods were forgiven, and they could begin anew as free men.  Some, like Hastan the Plowman, had never breathed as a free man in his life.  For others, like Mecal of Meers, taking up the Iron Ring had allowed him to escape the noose for being too free with other men’s property.
But the twenty men of the First Company of the Iron Ring to be deployed were united in purpose, united in spirit, and united in . . . fear.
For all knew what awaited them in the darkness of the Umbra.  Many of them had come from behind that cruel horizon themselves, and knew the horrors the goblins were capable of.  Many had once had homes and lives and families beyond the Umbra’s frontier.
But they had enlisted anyway, swearing their vows and foreswearing any previous feuds and allegiances, the men of the Iron Ring answered to their commander, and then the Warlord, and no lesser person than the King, himself.  This first company had been cobbled together out of those most eager to be in the wilds or those their comrades in Tudry wished to be most far away.  Their grim mission was no less than to occupy the fortress of Dardafan and hold it against the goblins at all cost.  
Their commander, Sir Sastan of Presan, was a dour fellow with a grim visage, his beard split by an unsightly scar, still pink in its freshness, from left ear to right cheek.  He had earned it fighting for his life as his tiny foothill holding was overrun last year by the first wave of dark-furred demons from that accursed vale.  
He once had a wife and six children, brothers and sisters in a rustic manor with the glorious Mindens on the western horizon.  Then in one night he had lost it all, as one by one his kin were slain or captured.  He had spent weeks fighting his way back toward his homeland in the vain search for some sign of them.  Sir Sastan had nearly lost his face and his life to the goblins’ falchions, but once he was mended in Tudry, he had been the very first to volunteer for the Iron Ring Company.
His was the first shield adorned with the black circle, and his helm was the first to bear the stark crest of the order.  In his pain he had sworn bitter, bitter vengeance against the gurvani hordes and their undead king.  He sought death on the twisted plains of the Penumbra, for himself as much as his foe.  
Recognizing the passion or insanity of a fanatic, Magelord Astyral had invested Sir Sastan as the Iron Ring’s first Commander, and bade him make a stronghold in the wasteland.
Behind him had come Captain Antrig, a mercenary commander of excellent reputation and poor luck at games of chance.  He had enlisted in the Iron Ring to forestall a hasty and brutal collection far in excess of his funds by wicked men in Vorone.  Tudry had seemed the closest haven for the dashing captain, and he saw the term of service generous compared to the alternative.  The Ring had given him an opportunity for honest service – and Royal protection – and he intended to see out his two-year term.
Third in command was Warbrother Thune, a giant of a man with a squint eye and a crooked jaw.  The veteran of a score of campaigns and a hundred battles, the grizzled old priest saw his enlistment as the Iron Ring’s chaplain as a holy office.  
Never in his time had Duin the Destroyer created such a foe.  He had fought against the goblins since the defense of Tudry, and through the ferocious battle of Timberwatch.  He had seen the fiery giant conjured by the Spellmonger, and the devastation wrought on the field by both sides, and he knew with his heart of hearts that Duin had sent to him his reward: unending battle in unyielding defense.  
Thune himself had come to the council of wizards that ran the defense of the Penumbra, now, and begged for a role in fighting the hordes.  When the opportunity to form the Iron Ring had occurred, he had been instrumental in its support, giving it Duin’s blessing.  He had proudly donned his bearskin cloak of office and pinned it with a new catch with the insignia of the order, surmounted by Duin’s Axe.
Lastly, the fourth officer, Hanith the Cunning, was a warmage.  A young student of the arcane and gifted with the preternatural Talent that allowed men to bend the universe to their will, Hanith the Cunning had come to Tudry in the aftermath of the great battles there and had volunteered for service at the first opportunity.  He had ambitions to procure one of the precious witchstones the goblin shamans were reputed to have. 
As he had no friends at court or in the small circle of the powerful Spellmonger, he had elected to gain himself a stone by earning it in battle.  The incredible power a stone promised was far more alluring than any forgiveness of debts or crimes.  If his service for a few years was the price, the quiet young man in the dark green armor was all too willing to part with them.  
The truth was, he had explained to Sir Sastan when he had enlisted, he loved battle.  Crossing staves with the nastiest witchdoctors the goblins possessed was a challenge he welcomed.  As his papers were in order, and Lord Astyral had vetted him, the mage was admitted to the ranks of the Iron Ring and given commission as an officer.
The rest of the men were veterans, infantrymen of the common sort, most themselves fled from the occupied lands of western Alshar.  They sought resistance, vengeance, and redemption themselves, and most importantly they were committed to the new order and its success as they had nothing before.  They were dedicated to the ideal of resistance against the shadow.  They had pledged their lives to it.
But their motivations, noble or base, were unimportant once they crossed the frontier into shadow.  Once they were in the Penumbra, they were merely men, with no more protection from death or enslavement than their steel and their fellows.  If they did not achieve their mission, they would be replaced, they would not be rescued.
For ten days they traveled across the barren wastes by foot.  Every mile was fraught with tension as the shadows seemed to seethe at them with hungry eyes.  When the fear became too great to bear, Hanith cast some spell to ease men’s minds.
“It is but the dweomer of the Dead God,” he explained.  “It will contend against your spirit night and day, if not countered.”
They traveled during the day, alert for any who might follow them.  At night they hid as they could in abandoned huts or sties, and twice in caves.  Thrice they chanced upon a goblin alone or with a fellow, and set upon them without mercy.
On the tenth day, after a third of their supplies and nearly all of their patience had been exhausted, the distant spire of Dardafan was finally in sight.  The company prepared to camp outside its walls one final night, eager to gather intelligence before they proceeded within.  
To celebrate their arrival, the warbrother spared each of them a ration of spirits to ease their rest, while their warmage scryed the fortress ahead.  Sir Sastan and Captain Antrig talked long into the night, taking no watch for themselves as they assessed their needs and resources at hand.
What they knew of the keep itself was ambivalent.  From what they had learned from two men who had lived there as villeins, the lord of Dardafan had prepared his keep for siege a week before the goblins arrived, when the first murmurs of trouble arose from Boval Vale.  Yet even as the castle prepared, the Count, the lord’s liege, commanded him to take his people and flee the countryside, eschewing the safety of their castle in order to bring troops eastward.  While the lord had been loath to go, he had obeyed his liege, leaving only a few men behind to safeguard his keep.
After the lord departed, little was known of Dardafan, save that it had been abandoned days before the first dark legions approached.  The common people fled in terror with what they had on their backs.  Those who braved a fight were slain quickly, or worse, captured and dragged back to the Black Vale in chains.  After that, a single report from a far-ranging man-at-arms hunting during the winter told that Dardafan was gutted, abandoned by man and gurvan alike.
The castle was a well-built fortress, more stone than wood and well-defended by ditch and wall.  The gate, they could see even in the darkness, had been left open, and while the smell of smoke lingered in the air, there was thatch intact within – the manor had not been put to the torch, as they had feared.
“Why this place?” Ginar the Hammer asked that night around the campfire.  “What’s so special about it?”
“It’s not too close to the Shadow,” explained the warbrother, “and it’s close enough to Tudry to be supplied, or relieved.  Once we’re set up here, we can establish an outpost mid-way between here and there.  And then we can establish another one beyond here, once we scout the region properly.  A whole chain of iron around the neck of the goblin king, that’s what the Iron Ring will be, Duin willing!”
“Duin’s hairy sack!” dismissed Hastan, disdainfully.  “We’ll be lucky to last a week.  There are twenty of us.  And plenty of goblins.  All we’re doing is finding something interesting to do until they come along and kill us.”
“Then why did you come?” demanded Mecal.  
“Because going anyplace else would just be finding something interesting to do until they come along and kill me,” Hastan retorted.  “This way, I’m at the head of the line.”
“Don’t despair, lad,” Thune soothed the former plowman.  “We’ve all had swords in our hands before.  We have all had a man’s back before.  We’ll watch you at night.”
“Well, some of us might,” joked Mecal.
“We don’t have much choice,” Strandine of Salas observed.  “Every one of you lot who gets killed means longer guard shifts for the rest of us.”
That made all of them laugh – until their warmage appeared, suddenly.
“Are you all mad?” he asked, his face twisted in anger.  “We are surrounded by the foe, with no help in three days’ ride, and you’re bellowing like a wounded sow!  My wards are good – but they are crafted to keep our whispers from being heard, not stifle our shouts!”
“Sorry, Warmage,” the priest said, nodding.  “We’ll keep it down.  The men are just anxious to get to work,” he said, apologetically.  “What see you in your scrying?”
The young mage sighed and sat suddenly on the ground, at the edge of the fire.  “The place seems abandoned . . . but there are signs that some gurvani shaman has been through it.  And there are traces of . . . other things . . .” he said, trailing off.
“What other things?”
“Well, perhaps a cow or other beast,” he said, hopefully, “and there are certainly some birds about.  But there is something else, something I cannot discern.”
“Don’t treat us like stupid villeins,” mocked Jagan the Reve.  “You aren’t a marketplace conjurer, speak plain!”
“If I knew what it was, I would tell you,” the mage said, flatly, his dark hair hiding his face in the flickering shadows.  “But it doesn’t seem to be a goblin.  I’ve just never . . .”
“Perhaps it’s a hargulfara,” whispered one young soldier, Durwan, swallowing hard.  “My nana told me of them, the slithery beasties that haunt old ruined buildings, waiting to tear out your throat in the night—”
“There’s no such thing!” demanded Jagan, offended.  “Only a stupid villein would believe such tales . . .”
“There are more things out here in the Wilderlands than are known by men,” reminded the priest.  “We’ve been here but a hundred years.  There are all manner of creature hiding out in the forests and caves of this land.  I know not what this ‘gargulfara’ is, but any number of beasts may have taken up residence in this keep.  It’s our job to see them on their way.”
“Or bloody eat them, if the food doesn’t hold out,” complained Hastan, tossing aside his empty bowl.
From beyond the firelight, but before the circle where the sentries patrolled, Sir Sastan and Captain Antrig watched and listened.
“We’re doomed,” Antrig said, conversationally.  “That lot . . .”
“They’ll be fine,” grunted the older man.  “A few weeks out here in the wild, they’ll grow eyes in the back of their heads.”
“They’d better,” warned Antrig.  You heard the mage: there are goblins all around us.  What chance do we have?”
Sir Sastan grunted bitterly.  “Whatever chance we give ourselves, of course.  Whatever chance will, steel, and our determination can earn.”
“Right,” Captain Antrig agreed.  “You know, I think I agree with Hastan,” he said, after a moment’s thought.
“That we’ll have to eat whatever we clean out of the castle, if the food doesn’t hold?” asked the knight.
“No,” Antrig said, sipping from a flask, “we’re all probably going to be dead in a week.”
*                            *                            *
While the darkness was filled with strange noise that could keep a man from sleep, nothing attacked the men of the Iron Ring that night, and when dawn broke it found them preparing to investigate their new home.  
Half of the men had bows or crossbows, and were detailed to provide cover for the skirmishers and scouts Captain Antrig ordered forward.  Behind the most stealthy – Gos the Feather, the smallest but most quiet of the order – went the two largest men in full armor, their war shields canted in front of them, their infantry swords at guard.  No one answered their hail as they approached, and no arrows or rocks pelted them.  In moments Ginar the Hammer was pushing the heavy iron portcullis up with his shoulder while the Feather sought out the mechanism.  The scout called the gatehouse clear, and the men wasted no time in securing it.
“A well-executed operation,” said Captain Antrig, agreeably.  Sir Sastan snorted. 
“Against an empty gatehouse,” he pointed out.  
“I would hesitate to sully the memory of your first victory as our commander thus,” Antrig said, sipping from his flask.  “It might be bad for morale.”
“At least we’ll have someplace dry to sleep tonight,” commented the priest, from behind them, as they advanced with the rest of the men to occupy the gatehouse.  “And if we’re lucky, the place will be defensible.”
From the gatehouse the men of the Iron Ring spread out and methodically searched the nearby structures.  Sheds and stables, storehouses and a smithy, there was no one there.  
But they began to find corpses.  
Most had been weathered or rotted to bones, but some were still frighteningly life-like, their flesh frozen solid during the winter and only now thawing.  There were, thankfully, few defenders left to face the goblins when they came.
But as the sun reached its peak the men found the first signs of their enemy: an abandoned camp in the midst of the bailey, its fire long cold.  But around it was strewn debris from the sacking of the castle the beasts had elected to discard.  Smashed boxes and rent baskets revealed all manner of trinkets, pins, jewelry, rings, thimbles, lamps, and other treasures, as well as a great heap of clothing stolen from the lord’s chambers.  Beautiful tapestries were ruined, half-burned and bloodied.  
When the men went to unroll one such banner, they found a horror inside.  Thereafter they took great caution in disturbing the inadvertent shrouds.
The second gatehouse was barred from within, but jammed open with a great log.  
“Troll,” sniffed Sir Sastan.  “I can still smell it.”
“If he opened it up, he didn’t get in that way,” observed the mage from behind him.  “That hole is only big enough for a man, or a gurvan.”
“Be wary,” the priest cautioned as the Feather ventured forward through the hole.  No sinister trap lurked beyond, but the smell was far worse.  They found out why soon after: the inner bailey had been turned into a slaughtering pit.  
The remains of hundreds of men, women and children were piled in great heaps all around the yard, the bones blackened and charred.  The flesh had been stripped from the bones, sliced, and dried over fires, it was clear, as the gurvani turned their dead enemies into rations.  
“Hold steady!” commanded Sir Sastan as some of the men were overcome with emotion.  A pile of scalps elicited the worst response, more so than even the stack of human hides left to rot in the sun.  From a few feet away the long tresses of beautiful women mingled with the tangled gray locks of widows, next to the curly scalps of their husbands and sons.
“This is an offense against the gods!” barked Durwan, tears streaming down his face.  “Against the very gods!”
“This is war,” Sir Sastan said, hoarsely.  “The worst part of it.  Look around, my brothers.  Look around and drink in that fetid air, see the inhuman nature of our foe, and know that there is no quarter, no truce in this war.  There is only death: yours and theirs.”
“They’ve quit this camp before the winter,” observed Captain Antrig, as he poked through the gruesome fire pit with the point of his sword.  “Probably rounded up everyone who was well enough to travel to march them back to the Black Vale.  Everyone else . . . lunch.”
Brother Thune made a face.  “Young Durwan was correct: this is an offense against the very gods.  How can we expect to live here, knowing such horrors happened right outside our door?”
“Can you think of a better motivation to pick up a sword every morning, Warbrother?” asked Sastan. 
“I can think of no better motivation for putting my head in a noose of my own making,” Captain Antrig said, shaking his head.  “Or drinking myself into a stupor.”  To emphasize his point, he sheathed his sword and drank from his flask.
“Pile the remains respectfully here, in the pit,” commanded Sastan.  “It will have to do until we can find some way to bury them.”
“Don’t worry about it,” Hanith the Warmage said, rubbing his hands together.  “I am no High Mage – yet – but I do have my Talents.  Of all the greater elements, fire is my servant,” he said, and to prove the point he produced a flare of good size in his palm.  “Let us give them a pyre to lay their souls at peace.”
“Fire cleanses,” the priest agreed, gravely.  
“So do spirits,” agreed Antrig, taking another pull from his flask.
“So does vengeance,” said Sir Sastan, quietly.
“Being a bit melodramatic, isn’t he?” asked Antrig of the priest when their commander was out of earshot.  “Keep a humor like that and we’ll go mad long before the goblins gnaw our bones.”
“A dark humor oft rides a fell hand,” quoted the warbrother.  “He lost everything he had, everything he was.  Everyone he had.  Duin has his soul, now.”
“Perhaps,” sighed the mercenary captain.  “I just don’t want to be locked up with a horror as bad as the one we face.”
The priest looked at him skeptically.  “Does this look like a happy place?”
“Not at the moment,” agreed Antrig.  “Indeed, it looks like the unhappiest place on Callidore.  I just think it’s bad for a man’s morale to hear how doomed he is, day in and day out.”
“I . . . I shall speak to the commander,” agreed the chaplain, after a moment’s thought.  “Privately.”
“I would be grateful, Warbrother,” he agreed.
The rest of the keep, while deserted, was not necessarily destroyed.  The goblins had been reckless in their plundering, but not thorough.  They had missed entire storerooms in their haste, or perhaps due to their lack of familiarity with human custom.  But their oversight ensured that the brothers of the Iron Ring would not starve.  Four rings of wheat and six bushels of oats were stored in the lofts against pests, and the cellars had barely been touched.  Goblins, it seemed, had an aversion to pickled eggs.
Apart from the gruesome manufactory in the courtyard, the keep was surprisingly intact.  The lord and his retinue had retired in good order, if in haste, and while the great hall and his private apartments had been savaged, many of the smaller chambers of the keep were virtually untouched. Sir Sastan ordered the men to re-inhabit the structure that very evening while the mage used his sorceries to render the dead into ashes.
A watch was set at the apex of the highest watchtower, which Hanith took for his lodging.  Day and night one brother or the other took to the stairs to scan the horizon for signs of enemies approaching.  The mage made a discipline of scrying the region well every day and every night.   And always to the northwest was the sinister shimmer of the shadow, the Umbra in which lay the heart of the horde.
Indeed, Hanith the Warmage was quiet busy those first few days.  He conjured wardings and watch spells all around the castle to help make up for the lack of men to man the walls.  The stress of the endeavor was apparent after the first hard day’s labor.  Brother Thune made him rest in the great hall, near the fire.
“Food,” Hanith insisted that evening at the common meal, “I just need food.  And something other than water to wash it down.  Food and ale and sleep and I will be fine.  Spellwork takes a toll on a mage,” he admitted.  
“Your work is appreciated,” said the warbrother.  “You lift the hearts of your comrades with your diligence.”
“They lift mine by dragging away what wouldn’t burn.  That bone fire was vile . . . the smell still clings to me. “
“Get any of this stew on you and it will knock it clean away,” remarked Jagan with a loud belch.  “Duin’s beard, Durwan, how much garlic did you use?”
“I heard goblins don’t like garlic,” the young man said, apologetically.  He had been chosen to cook for no better reason than he had helped his mother in the kitchen more recently.  
“They don’t,” agreed Sir Sastan, “but they dislike it so much that they can smell it instantly.”
“So . . . should I use it, or, or not?  Sir?” asked the confused boy.
“Use it in the castle,” agreed Captain Antrig, as he chased around a bit of onion with his spoon.  “But not for the men who go out on patrol.”
“Aye,” sighed Sir Sastan, “we’ll need to start thinking about that.”
“Patrols?” asked Jagan, his mouth open.  “We can barely man the gatehouse and keep watch above!”
“We won’t be alone forever,” promised Sir Sastan.  “In another week another score of your new brothers will be arriving.  With horses,” he added.  “When we thicken our numbers, then we can begin to venture forth.”
“We’ll likely be dead in a week,” pointed out Antrig.  “But I’m game to stick around until then.   It’s not like the goblins have been knocking at our door.”
“Not yet,” agreed Hanith, “but they’re coming.  I scryed a patrol north of here.  They will likely have seen our lights and smoke.  There was no way I could hide that pillar of smoke,” he pointed out, apologetically.
“I didn’t think you could, lad,” the knight said, quietly.  “I never thought we could hide here.  I never intended to hide here.  We came to establish a presence in the Penumbra, and we can’t do that by hiding.”
“But we’re not ready for a fight yet,” Hanith pleaded.  “We should be careful!”
“We are being careful,” Captain Antrig admitted.  “We’ve been in the field for weeks now, and not a single fatality.”
“Oh, Duin just loves it when you tempt him like that,” warned Jagan.  “Isn’t that right, Warbrother?”
“Duin takes or gives as he sees fit,” Thune replied, evenly.  “He listens to no man’s pleas or prayers until he’s died in battle.”
“A singularly unhelpful divinity,” agreed Antrig.  “But it isn’t prophesy to predict the dawn.  We will be attacked.  I’m just amazed we haven’t been, yet.”
“They’re coming,” Hanith warned, hoarsely.  “Believe me.  They’re coming.”
 
*                            *                            *
As if Duin had heard Antrig’s dare, the next morning the first skirmishers scouted the castle.  The mage detected them first, and then when he pointed them out to the watchman in the tower the man followed them with his eyes closely.  Hanith sprinted down the tower’s stairs to alert Captain Antrig, who was the officer on duty.  
Hanith half-expected Antrig to dismiss the report as inconclusive.  Despite the captain’s casual manner, he knew his duty.  He dispatched a squadron of five men, led by the Warbrother, to tend to the skirmishers.  They moved out on foot, after being briefed by the mage about where to find the goblin patrol.
They were gone almost four anxious hours, but returned just before dusk.  They were covered in dark fur and blood, but all were hale, if not unscratched.  Ginar the Hammer had taken a slash to his thigh from a wickedly-curved falchion, and had to be helped back to the castle.  Warbrother Thune dragged a bloody burlap sack of goblin heads back to the keep to post outside of the gate.  If the smoke from the pyre did not alert the other goblins to their presence, that horrid sight would have enraged them.
“That was a blessed scrap,” Thune assured Sir Sastan when they returned.  “Ginar is impressive, despite his wound.  He took four of them himself just by smashing their heads with that hammer of his.”
“He says he was apprenticed a smith, before his master died,” Captain Antrig mentioned.  “With that wound he might consider the forge again.  We’ll have need of it, before long.”
“We’ll have need of more supplies, too,” warned Sir Sastan.  “Send a party out on the morrow to scout the nearby villages.  Some of them might have been overlooked when the invaders moved through.”
“There’s a manor farm only two miles up the road,” the warbrother said, consulting the tapestry map that hung in the great hall.  “Once we scout the castle village, that should be the next place.  A manor called . . . Bearwell.”
“I’ll lead the party myself,” Sir Sastan said.
*                            *                            *
The castle’s attendant village had little to offer the Iron Ring’s brethren; it had been partially burnt and the picked clean by both refugees and goblins alike.  A few cast-off pots and tools were all that remained of value . . . though two intact root cellars yielded some provision.  
Bearwell Manor proved more bountiful.  Sir Sastan led the foraging party himself, taking Gos the Feather to scout, Hanith the Warmage, and four other men to carry and defend.  The road to Bearwell was a deserted track, eerily empty of life.  It was only when the party came across an unmarked hamlet that they saw the remains of the previous residents of the land, their bones scattered by animals or careless disposal.
The men were growing more used to such sights now, and Sir Sastan ordered a thorough search of the hamlet before continuing on.
Bearwell Manor had been abandoned for almost a year, now, and the forest was beginning to creep through its cleared tracts.  The wheat, left to go wild, had seeded itself for the winter, and new shoots were already beginning to stand.  The meadows were overgrown, and the pastures were thick with brambles.  The village of the same name that stood nearby was no more than a dozen huts, most wrecked and exposed to the elements.
The manor, however, was a slate-roofed structure of stone and timber, with a stout walled palisade around it and the village.  Once the ruined gate was passed, the signs of a desperate defense were seen everywhere.  More bones scattered in the fallen leaves bore stark testament to the result of the effort.
Like the castle, there were areas of the manor house that were un-looted.  The scavenging began, each man carrying a sack and bearing as much as could be carried.  Whatever other treasures had been discarded in haste were also taken, for the upkeep of the order, the men reasoned.  There were no folk to pay taxes left in Bearwell.  The dead would have to pay their own reve fees.
“This was a prosperous manor,” Hanith observed, as they sacked the Great Hall for hidden treasures.  “Those fields will be ripe for harvest in a few months.”
“Conjure me some peasants and I’d harvest it,” agreed Sir Sastan, gruffly.  “If you can find any who will stand to do so in the shadow of the Umbra.”
“Technically, the Umbra is the shadow,” Hanith pointed out.
“I was speaking metaphorically.”
Before the mage could mount a retort, they both stopped at the sound of a horn from outside.  Keen-eyed Hastan had been left on watch.
“To arms!” Sir Sastan called to his men as he drew his own sword.  The warmage followed suit, drawing his peculiar sword and a wand from behind his back.  As the men left the manor, they nearly collided with Hastan, who was beating a retreat toward them.
“A patrol!” he gasped, clutching a bleeding shoulder.  “They almost took me by surprise, but I heard them at the last moment.  In broad daylight!”
“The goblins are bold in the Penumbra,” Sir Sastan said, matter-of-factly.  “Where are they?”
“Beyond the wall, but they were heading for the gate.  I slew one before falling back,” he said, showing his red-smeared sword in testimony.  “There are a dozen, perhaps more!”
As if to affirm Hastan’s report, a shrill shout came from the gate as goblins charged through, moving like limber demons across the manor’s grounds.  One leapt to the top of a shed and snarled, pointing his sword at the men – and then died a moment later with a quarrel in his throat.
“That’s one,” Gos the Feather said, slinging his weapon and drawing his sword.
“That’s two,” Strandine of Salas said through clenched teeth, just before he shot a second charging goblin with his arbalest.  But as the ferocious gurvan fell, another handful took his place and continued to charge the men.
Sir Sastan smiled grimly, his jagged scar pulsing across his face as he took a guarded position and prepared to receive the charge.  Moments before the first gurvan crashed into his shield, however, he took a four-step charge himself, knocking the lead attacker back into his fellows . . . before dashing out the brains of one of the fallen with the edge of his shield.
“Come on!” he encouraged his men, “plenty for all!”  He swept the head off of another of the child-sized invaders, and his smile became more intense.
The other goblins fared little better – Hanith’s wand charred one to ashes, and Strandine accounted for two with his sword as the others kept them at bay.  The commander was aggressively crossing the yard to engage his foes, using his mass and his armored bulk to smash anything he couldn’t slice or stab.  It took four goblin casualties before the others learned to stand away from the warrior.
That gave Strandine and Gos plenty of time to reload and shoot them with their crossbows.
It was hot work, but only briefly.  Soon no more gurvani came through the gate.
“Are they all dead?” asked Hastan, panting.  “Or are they just driven off?”
“Driven off,” Gos, who had been watching them, declared.  “There are still half as many lurking out beyond the gate.”
“Then let us gather our provisions and begin the journey back,” declared Sir Sastan, panting with the effort of the fray . . . but looking happier than he had since the Iron Ring company had started out from Tudry.  “They will hesitate to attack us all at once, arrayed for war.”
“This time,” warned Hanith, darkly.  “They know we’re here now.  They aren’t going to ignore that.”
*                            *                            *
The provisioning party returned after the attack without further incident, and the stores they brought were welcome.  But with two of the brothers down with wounds, the rest began to express reservations about the scope of their duties.
“The commander is too ambitious,” Hastan said to Warbrother Thune, two evenings later.  “He wishes this castle to be run properly, when there aren’t enough men to man the gatehouse properly,” he complained.
“Sir Sastan is aware of our staffing,” the monk assured the man.  “He doesn’t ask anything from a man he isn’t willing to do himself.”
“That’s just it,” Hastan said, exasperated.  “The man is driven.  Obsessed.  He’ll drive us all to strong drink, if he does not pay heed to our care.”
“He only desires to protect us,” Thune insisted.  “But I will speak to him.  Privately.”
That evening fires were spotted on the horizon.  Though the gates were closed and locked for the night, Hanith’s sorcery allowed him to determine that the flares were torches, torches borne by men.  As they came closer in the darkness he saw that they were moving cautiously and slowly.  Some had been wounded.  Eventually he was able to discern their ragged banner.
“Iron Ring!” he called down from the watchtower.  “Our brothers approach!”
The news was greeted with a cheer, and the sleeping were awakened to welcome their fellows.  A party went out to greet and guide them in, as well as lend their aid against the terrors of the night.  For the gurvani seldom missed an opportunity to strike from the shadows when they saw the chance.  Indeed, the column had marched through several such ambushes as they had approached Dardafan Castle.
“Damn scrugs caught us after a week,” swore their commander, Corporal Nard, whose right arm was in a sling.  “Shot Sir Kinvar right in the eye, and killed four more besides.  All I could do to get ‘em down the road in one piece, milord,” he assured Sir Sastan, “we been sniped at for the last ten miles.”
“Sixteen more mouths to feed,” muttered Jagan, who had kitchen duty that day.
“Sixteen more swords at the gate,” pointed out Durwan.  “That’s a good thing.”
Captain Antrig chuckled.  “Perhaps.  Or perhaps we’ll all be dead in a week.”
The new Iron Ring brothers brought little in the way of supplies, and so another foraging party was sent back to Bearwell to collect what hadn’t been gathered the first time.  Returning to a castle with a full complement at the gate was heartening to the men, and that night they cooked a few chickens caught in the ruined village to celebrate the reinforcements.
“More on the way,” assured Corporal Nard.  “They had nine companies at arms when we left, with more on the way.  Horsemen, next time.”
“Only if we can find proper fodder,” grumbled Mecal, who knew of horses.  “There is but a little hay, since the harvest was left in the field last year.”
“We’ll find some,” assured the warbrother.  “Duin’s blessing is with us.  Two skirmishes and no fatalities?  We’re blessed indeed!”
Duin’s blessing was evident the next day when the foraging party scouting Dewel Hall, a manor to the south, returned with two wheelbarrows full of grain, with tales of bushels more.  For two days the men methodically plundered the manor, which was far less intact than Bearwell.  At dusk on the second day, however, the men were surprised by a gurvani patrol and fought ferociously to get to the road.  
That bloody battle ran the course of two miles, as the troopers were attacked from both sides of the road.  Just when one wave of shrieking goblins had been defeated, the men would take a few steps and have to contend with more.  Two men from the newer contingency were slain on that road, their bodies dragged back to prevent their despoilment.
“Duin’s grace upon them,” Warbrother Thune sighed, as he had their bodies taken to the chapel.  Castle Dardafan’s shrine was a humble affair devoted to the use of the lord’s family and the castle folk.  Most of the idols had been stolen or smashed, but the small building itself was intact.  Thune laid the men in state and summoned all who had no other duties to their funeral.
“These two are your brothers,” he said solemnly, after the invocation and prayer for their souls.  “Duin’s grace upon them, they died on their feet, in battle, against the darkness.  They are heroes – to us, and to all of humanity, for their service.”
“They didn’t end up in the goblin’s stewpot,” agreed Jagan, coarsely.  “That’s got to serve them well in the afterlife.” 
“They died defending their people.  Duin asks no greater sacrifice from those who take up arms.  He grants no greater honor.”
While dubious about the honor of dying in the wilderness, the men were willing to indulge in a ration of wine after the service in the great hall.  The lord of Dardafan’s cellar had not been touched by the goblins, and it had been claimed by the commander, lest the men indulge too shamefully.
They were quietly discussing the day’s events when they began to hear them.  Drums.  From outside the castle wall.
Hanith the Cunning mounted the stairs to the watchtower to scry the enemy’s position, and returned with grim news.
“No less than a hundred are ranging outside,” he reported.  “Just outside the castle gate.  They are hiding amongst the ruins of the village, waiting for us to venture forth.”
“A hundred, you say?” asked Captain Antrig.
“More,” Hanith said, sourly.  “I should see to the wards,” he added, and stalked off into the darkness.
“Tomorrow we’ll clean them from the village,” vowed Sir Sastan.  
“And we’ll be dead in a week,” agreed Captain Antrig, grimly.  
The drums lasted all night long, and dark shapes moved stealthily in the scrublands around the castle.  No one assailed the gatehouse, however, and the stout portcullis kept the raiders at bay.  But the sound of the drums did not cease until dawn broke.
Dawn saw another sight, too: a large white banner with a black circle carefully painted in its center was hoisted up the pole at the top of the highest watchtower.  The banner had begun life as a bedsheet, but when Sir Sastan wanted an answer to the drums, he found the flag a defiant gesture.
“How are we going to sleep with those drums every night?” the men complained at breakfast in the great hall.
“More drink rations!” suggested Jagan, which got a laugh.  “And maybe some whores!”
“Or we could just slaughter the drummers,” growled the warbrother.   “Cannot our mage work some sorcery to shield us?”
“You could if your mage wasn’t watching your arse for you,” Hanith said, sourly, coming downstairs with a sheaf of parchment in his hand.  “We’re in trouble,” he said, plainly.  “That band out there is a third of the size of the one headed this way.”
“More?” asked Captain Antrig, his heart falling.
“Much more,” agreed the warmage.  “We could have as many as three hundred goblins at our gates in two days’ time.”  
Sir Sastan swallowed.  “Dispatch a man back to Tudry.  A quiet, unassuming man who knows how not to attract attention.  I’ll have a letter for him to bear to Lord Astyral within the hour.  And Antrig, send out two more scavenging parties, have them make the rounds of the local manors . . . carefully.  If we’re to be besieged, then let’s make certain we have the supplies to live through it.”
Captain Antrig selected Gos the Feather for the duty, as he was as stealthy a soldier as he’d ever seen.  The small man took to the duty eagerly – for as bad as wandering the wilderness on the run from the potential of goblins was, he found his chances superior to those of the men left behind in the castle.  With a hastily-drawn map, ten days’ food, his sword and bow, the company’s scout was escorted a few miles down the road before they sent him off.
“Is he going to make it?” Antrig wondered aloud.
“Is he going to come back?” asked Jagan.  “Why the hells would he?”
“Because it is his duty,” answered Hanith, stiffly.  
“He’ll probably scuttle off to Vorone and count his blessings,” Jagan grunted.  “That’s what I would do.”
“I’ll keep that in mind,” Captain Antrig said, thoughtfully.  “Ten days to Tudry, ten days back.  Three weeks to wait. What should we do to pass the time, I wonder?”
Hanith snorted.  “I think Sir Sastan will have plenty of ideas.”
“Gos is a smart lad,” Antrig lectured.  “He’s from this country, and he’s fast.  And he’s too scrawny to be welcome in a goblin’s stewpot.  He’ll make it.  Indeed, we might have just saved his life.”
“How you figure?” Jagan asked, curious.  
“We’ll all probably be dead in a week,” the Captain observed.  “Let’s pick up the pace.  Night is coming.”
*                            *                            *
The days came and went after Gos the Feather’s departure, and Castle Dardafan settled into a routine.  The men split into two sections, one to forage and patrol during the day, one to guard the castle walls during the active night.  The two sections – the Dawn and the Eventide troops – switched off their members in rotation, to give everyone a chance to rest at night.  But some preferred the active darkness.  Hanith, in particular, found a particular interest in haunting the watchtower at night, scrying for danger . . . and opportunity.
For Warbrother Thune was also intrigued by war at night.  He led small detachments, no more than three or four men, on clandestine patrols around the castle at night, seeing evidence of nests and outposts of the foe.  They found several, at Hanith’s direction, and when the odds were favorable they struck.
Else they made note of the outpost and the Dawn Troop would send a half-dozen men with spears and bows to destroy the nest by the light of day.  They never approached a nest with more gurvani than they could comfortably deal with, and Sir Sastan himself proudly led many of the raids.  Within a week Hanith reported that there were no goblin camps closer than half a day’s walk away from Dardafan.
The interior of the castle was restored to its full use, for the most part.  The great rent portcullis was pulled down and beaten by Ginar the Hammer until it was straight again, if not attractive.  When the great grate was replaced, the commander proclaimed the castle secure.
No one, it seemed, troubled to inform the goblins of this.
That same night the drums that assailed them every dusk were even louder, deep throbbing booms that sunk into a man’s bones and seeped into his thoughts even in his dreams.  Hanith had scryed out the source of the drums, but they shifted nightly, and sometimes came from different directions.  And every night there seemed to be more of them.  While there were no direct forays against the castle, there was no doubt that more goblins had arrived in the darkness.  That was the tale the drums seemed to tell.
“They’re just drums,” the Warbrother insisted at the evening meal, just before the change of shift.  “Drums can’t kill people.”
“With the Dead God’s foul dweomer in the mist around us, they might convince you to hang yourself,” Hanith pointed out.  “They do get into a man’s head.”
“It’s not the drums, but what they portend,” said Ginar the Hammer.  “More drums, more scrugs!”
“They haven’t attacked us yet,” the monk pointed out.  “We have strong, thick walls and men who know how to defend them.”
“Too few men,” grumbled Jagan.  “Too few and too tired.  Where in all the hells is Gos?”
“He hasn’t arrived yet,” Hastan reminded him.  “He won’t get there until tomorrow.  If he’s on time,” he added, as he finished his stew.  “If he’s not dead.”
“He’s not dead,” the priest insisted. “He goes with Duin’s grace.”
“Hopefully he goes with Herus’ cloak,” snickered Hastan, referring to the god of traveler’s famed cloak of invisibility.
“Gos will make it,” the warbrother promised.  “He’ll make it and he’ll bring reinforcements.”
“Let’s hope he’s not—”  Jagan’s conjecture was cut short by the winding of a horn from the watchtower.  It blew two blasts: the call for approaching attackers.
“TO ARMS!” Sir Sastan bellowed, before he finished his ale and bolted back to his quarters to arm himself.  
The outer portcullis was slammed shut, the outer gatehouse manned, and the armored men of the Iron Ring assembled in the night to guard it.
“I just came off shift!” complained Jagan, as he was issued a bow from the quartermaster.  “I’m exhausted!”
“Tell it to the Goblin King!” snarled Captain Antrig.  “Move your ass, trooper!”  He direct him to join his fellows in the top of the gate tower.
Before the men could be fully ready, the first hail of stones and arrows was shot against them.  It was a feeble enough attempt to make them laugh.  The second wave was far more coherent, and Strandine took a blow to his temple from a stone that knocked him unconscious.
“Steady,” the warbrother called, readying his great axe as his brothers dragged the man back into the bailey.  “Archers!  Give them a volley!”
“Where?” came the cry in return.
“I can help with that,” Hanith said, closing his eyes.  It took him a few minutes, moving his lips and muttering, but there was an arcane air about the man that made his mates take a step back.  A tiny light sprung to life in front of him, and then at his direction it flew over the wall and hovered sixty feet away, over a small copse of spruce.  “Hit that,” he suggested, tiredly.
“You heard the mage!” thundered Thune.  “Aim and fire!”
The archers began putting as many arrows in the air as they could, and their fire withered the squealing gurvani where they landed.  More rushed forward, and Captain Antrig ordered the portcullis closed.  It clanged heavily into the ground mere moments before the first goblin made it up the slight causeway.
“Duin’s shaggy armpit!” Mecal cried in dismay as the first snarling goblin clanged against the iron, his wiry black arm thrusting through it, a curved knife in its hand.  Mecal smashed his shield against it, breaking the wrist.  “I hate these godsdamned scrugs!”
“Good!” Sir Sastan shouted.  “Call out everyone – both troops, whoever can get into armor!”
The mob of black fur and hate beyond the portcullis snarled and shrieked as it assailed the gate.  The savagery of the gurvani was frightful – their fangs and odorous hides conspired to catch a man’s fear, and the unhuman sounds of their vile speech and blood-curdling war cries was a challenge to their courage.  Shields in front of them, the Iron Ring stood fast while their brothers plied spears through the grate, slashing and stabbing into the wall of flesh fiercely.  Javelins and jagged blades stabbed back, but were turned on the warrior’s armor.  
Sir Sastan gloated behind his shield wall, torches lighting his face in the darkness, casting a maniacal shadow next to him on the wall.  
“Taste the steel of the Wilderlands, you filthy beasts!” he taunted, laughing.  “Die, like pigs at slaughter!  Bleed and squeal and scream your last, you mongrels!  Die!”
The gurvani soon learned the futility of assailing such a strongly-held position, and withdrew.  Instead they began shooting arrows through the gate, a few at a time, at first, then dozens.  Under such a steady rain the men of the Iron Ring fell back, dragging their wounded behind them.
“They can’t get through the grate,” observed Captain Antrig, sagely.  “That’s a comfort, at least.”
“Small comfort,” complained Hastan, a fresh gurvani arrow in his shoulder.  “We cannot get out.”
“You have an appointment somewhere, brother?” asked Jagan, using his shield to cover his brother while he tended his wound.  “You might be late.”
“I think I’ll be a homebody for a few dayyyysssss—!” he said, pulling the wooden shaft from his own flesh with a grunt of pain.  “Twice in the same arm!  Damn me!”
“Let’s give them a few shafts in return,” snarled Faris, one of the newcomers.  He was a dark-complected man from Tudry, and a veteran of Timberwatch.  He had a burning rage in his heart that had its origin in learning his village had been taken by the Goblin King while he had been serving.  He fired one shaft after another through the portcullis, every time he had a clear target.  A heap of black bodies piled in front of the grate indicated his success.
But the gurvani had learned much in their war against humanity.  While they had crawled out of their mountain holes with no more than spears, iron clubs and leather bucklers, they had soon learned how to use knives, swords, and shields – or at least how to fight against them.  A party of goblins ventured forward to the door, two broad warshields held in front of them against the brothers’ archery.  Though it took two of them to hold each shield, it kept the men’s arrows and bolts at bay.  It also allowed one of their dark priests to make his way to the gate.
While his guards brandished their spears, the white-faced shaman smeared some substance from a wooden pail onto the portcullis, splashing a thick layer of the dark liquid on the bars.
“Hey!” Called Hastan, as he pressed a bandage under his armor against his wound.  “What’s that fellow doing?”
“Coming into range,” Faris said, smiling, as he fired another bolt through the gate.  If found its mark, thudding into the forehead of one of the shield-bearers.  The attack did not deter the shaman, however – he finished his work and withdrew, his shields coming behind him.
A young brother ran to the gate, cautiously, and examined the substance.  He turned and held up a finger.
“It’s just mud!” he laughed.
“Mud?” Captain Antrig said, alarmed.  
“Send for the warmage,” ordered Sir Sastan.  “Get the wounded into the inner bailey,” he told the Captain.  “Everyone else, prepare for battle!”
“Why?” asked Hastan, as he pulled himself to his feet.
“Because they’re about to come through there,” the knight said, with a trace of relish.  “They’re going to come through there, and we will have to face them.”
“Because of mud?” asked Faris, rewinding his arbalest. 
“Because of sorcery,” Sastan said, darkly.  As if to prove his point, the mud spattered on the portcullis began to smoke and glow with an eldritch cast.  Before their eyes they watched in surprise as the iron the grate was forged from crumbled into rust.  “Dark sorcery.  Where is that warmage?” he asked, hefting his two-handed sword.  Captain Antrig drew his own cavalry blade and began ordering the archers behind the cover of shields.  
To the two largest of the newcomers, he gave them posts behind the gatehouse, where they stood with their great infantry shields, ready to push and shove the goblins as directed, while two other men with sword and axe struck from behind them.  As the goblins threw themselves against the rusted, crumbling gate, determined to scramble inside, Antrig began to lose confidence . . . there were an awful lot of them, now.
“Prepare to fall back to the next gate, if things go poorly,” Sir Sastan told him.  “But let’s thin their ranks a bit before we retire.”
“I feel in need of exercise,” agreed Warbrother Thune, hefting his heavy battle axe with both hands, the haft on his armored shoulder.  “To the glory of Duin!” he bellowed, as the portcullis gave against the relentless assault.  “Stand and fight!”
The men did just that.  As the gate was pushed through, one goblin after another scrambled through and charged into the bailey.  The flanking warriors at the gate pivoted and slammed their shields against the leaders, bowling them over, while their fellows rushed at them with blades bared.
But there were too many.  The first half-dozen had been dispatched easily enough, but their fellows behind pushed past them even as they were slain.  More than a dozen burst passed them . . . and into a thick volley of arrows and quarrels.  The men of the Iron Ring had managed one good flight before the goblins closed with them.  That bought them enough time to draw their weapons, as the goblins dealt with the volley.  By the time the growling soldiery closed with them they were prepared.
The commander was like a demon in the darkness.  His sword flashed in the torchlight as he slashed the throat and face of his first attacker, pivoted to bisect a second from shoulder to hip, and then reversed direction to pare a third howling gurvan’s head and shoulders from his torso.  One after another the goblins leapt at him, throwing javelins or slashing with their captured blades.  Sir Sastan seemed to be enjoying his dance of death, smiling inanely as he welcomed each new enemy on his blade.
His men were doing as well, individually – the Warbrother was taking a terrible toll with his great, broad-bladed axe, sometimes cleaving two foes at one strike as he bellowed a hymn to Duin.  
Captain Antrig met each foe with a sweep of his sword, often parrying their crudely-thrown blows before decapitating them or running them through.  Faris had slung his crossbow on his back and was fighting with an infantry sword in one hand and a long, thin dagger in the other.  He moved with a deadly grace displaying more talent than skill.  He plied his short blade in a blazing eye here, then his dagger in the back of another.  
But on they came, and wherever one fell, two more sprang in to take their place.  Nor were they ineffective—the men at the gate were overwhelmed in moments and retreated, leaving two of their fellows dead on the field.  The captain dispatched two with the flair of a jongleur, and looked out at the overtaken gatehouse.  
“To the inner bailey!” he called, as he pushed one retreating brother toward the next gatehouse and covered his escape.  “There are too many!”  More than a score were scrambling across the yard, now, and the infrequent arrows from the inner wall did little to deter their advance.  Warbrother Thune was backing away, his bloody axe still swinging menacingly as he heaved for breath. 
But Sir Sastan . . . he showed no sign of retreating.  Instead he had found a central position in front of the gatehouse and stood, his greatsword at the ready.
“Sir Sastan!  Commander!” shouted the warbrother as he pushed the last few defenders inside.  “It is time to withdraw!”
The knight did not seem to hear, but swung his sword even more earnestly as the goblins approached.  He threw himself at them, using his body as much as his weapon to demolish them.  
Sir Sastan used his steel with the ease of a man who has spent a thousand hours with a sword in his hand.  He used his leverage and his position to make his enemies collide and then die under his blade.  Those he didn’t slay at first pass he crushed under his heavy boots.  He seemed to take a mad delight in their suffering and death.  His scarred face leered and he laughed as he struck with his fearsome blade.
But even a warrior like Sir Sastan could not bear up under the numbers that were now plunging through the gate.  Six score, at least, had made the outer bailey while the knight had been fighting.  They were coming closer and closer to the gate.  Sir Sastan fell back . . . but not quickly, and not completely.  There was still fifty feet between he and the safety of the gatehouse.  
His men called to him, but he ignored them, taunting his enemies as they continued to bring the great warrior down.  A carpet of black fur left a trail from one gate to the next – but none, yet, had crept past Sastan.  Not until their numbers were clearly in their favor did the beasts spring on him, all at once.
Sastan bellowed a war cry and waded back into his foe as he was pricked by spears.  A pruning hook, beat crudely into a point, dug into his thigh, and knives and daggers slashed at him mercilessly.  
One of the gurvani dropped his weapon and clung to the big man’s arm, dragging it down.  It threw him off-balance, and even as he tried to compensate another saw the tactic and tried it on his opposite side.  What they could not accomplish by weapons they could by the weight of their numbers.  Sir Sastan struggled, then faltered, falling to one knee.  Then he was overwhelmed.
The mean nearest the gate cried and ran toward him, the Captain and the monk.  They watched in horror as their commander succumbed.
But then a blur streaked by them, a shadow of a shadow that seemed to fade and falter in the gloom even as it moved with great purpose.  Directly in the center of the fray it went.  After a few moments of flailing and shouts of dismay, a tremendous light filled the bailey.  Hanith the Cunning had struck.
Two score of the goblins, at least, were blown back by the arcane light.  A thunderclap rang out at the same time, and those not blasted by the light were treated to a web of steel that parted limb from body and head from neck at blinding speed.  Most of the men on the wall did not understand what was happening, or who was doing what, in the darkness.  But when Thune and Antrig reached his side, no living goblin was near.  Just the form of Hanith, crumbled on the ground, gasping for breath, his bloodied mageblade cradled to his chest.
“Help me get him inside!” commanded the warbrother, grabbing the wounded knight under his arms and dragging him back.
“No!” Sir Sastan cried as his sword slipped from his hands.  “No!  I must keep fighting . . .!”
“He’s half mad!” Antrig said as he stabbed a wounded scrug through the neck before it could regain its feet.  He crouched and helped Hanith to his feet.  
Antrig had heard of the potent spells that allowed a warmage to move with such speed and determination – he had even seen them in action, upon occasion.  But he had never seen so much devastation wrought by a single man on a battlefield in such a short time.  
“Are you all right, my brother?” Antrig asked, as he helped him to his feet.  To his surprise, he found the mage grinning.  His dark green armor was barely scratched.
“I’m fine,” he smirked, tiredly.  “I’ve always wanted to try that spell.  Never had the chance before now.”
“I’d say it’s worth adding to your grimoire,” nodded the captain.  “Can you walk?”
Before the warmage could answer, a fresh knot of goblins was collecting at the far gate, and started to move to reinforce their fellows.  They were shouting triumphantly as they raced toward the defenders.
“My brother, I think I can run,” Hanith assured him, and proceeded to do so.
They gained the gate moments before the portcullis slammed shut.  For good measure the great wooden doors, six inches thick and bound with iron, were wedged into place, and the battlements above the gate were manned by archers.
The goblin band, now a hundred strong, clamored out side of the gate defying the archers – to their detriment.  The men of the Iron Ring were proficient at archery, and most were using great Wilderland bows or steel-sprung arbalests.  The answering fire from below was spirited, at first, but unorganized and unskilled.  When a score of their fellows lay dead before the gate, the others moved off out of easy range.
“There,” sighed Faris, as he readied his crossbow against another attack.  “We drove them back!”
“Dawn is but in a few hours,” Corporal Nard, who had commanded the gatehouse defense, observed as he glanced toward the east.
“That won’t stop them,” pointed out Captain Antrig, as he surveyed the occupied outer bailey.  “It will just slow them down.  Look to the walls, now: they will keep us concentrated at the gate while they scale them in secret, if we aren’t wary.”
“Let them try,” Hanith said, somewhat recovered from his exertions.  “I have them warded tighter than a temple virgin.  I’ll know the moment they make the attempt.”
“But can we get men to them in time to be of effect?” asked the Captain, as he watched his wounded and senseless commander be taken to the chapel on a stretcher, the first of several.  “We seem to be losing men.”
“They’re losing more,” Faris pointed out.
“They can afford to,” Antrig countered.  “They can get all the reinforcements they need just by whistling.  We . . . can’t.”  He did not see the need to elaborate on their situation.  It would be bad for morale.  Almost as bad as seeing their commander fall.  “As long as we keep the walls sound and the gate guarded, we have plenty of provision.  Unless you gentlemen have an urgent need to visit your barber, I think we can hold out here until . . . they find something better to do.”
Faris looked out at the growing band.  “Perhaps milord would be kind enough to suggest to them a good show in the region?” he asked, deadpan.
“I regret that I have heard of nothing that would strike their interest,” chuckled the Captain.  “Start a fire in the grate on the battlement.  I believe I saw some pitch or oil or something in the guardhouse.  If we can’t entice them away with entertainment, we can at least discourage them from cluttering our threshold.”
*
Dawn brought no fresh hope, but neither did it increase their despair.  The wounded were tended, no less than five harmed seriously enough to prevent them rising, and the hardy rested as they could.  The goblins had occupied the far gatehouse against them, but made no move to attack after dawn.
Each man got a few precious hours of restless sleep in the Great Hall, most lying on the floor in their armor, wrapped in their mantles, their swords at hand.  Cold rations were served – bread and sausage and a mug of ale apiece – and at mid-morning Warbrother Thune led a brief service in memory of the fallen, and made a plea to the divine to spare the wounded for future glory.
Captain Antrig now commanded the castle, and he saw his command dwindling.  After the loss of the gatehouse, they were down to two dozen, plus the officers.  Twenty-eight men to guard hundreds of feet of wall, day and night.  Hanith made a point to refresh the wards he’d set as he could, before retiring to the watchtower to scry better intelligence.
After a restful day, the goblins began their forays just before dusk.  Hastily-cut poles, the branches still on the trees, were leaned up against the wall the farthest from the gate, and a score of sneaking cutthroats ascended.  
They were met by seven men, led by Hastan, his arm in a sling, who had anticipated the assault and were prepared to rebuff it.  It took them only moments to dispatch the first ambitious goblins to make the summit of the wall, and a moment more to push their makeshift ladder back down into the moat.  They followed the defense with a lively volley at the survivors, which drove them back in dismay.
Within the hour a second escalade was attempted by the foe, this time with two tall pine trees.  The Iron Ring men, warned by Hanith’s sorcery, waited until both trees were as thick with goblins as a dog with fleas before splashing them with pitch and setting them alight.  
The furred goblins quickly caught fire, many letting go of their perch and falling to their death in preference to burning alive.  The fresh green boughs of the pines they had chosen took to the fire even more easily than their oily fur, and the two grand torches illuminated the night for a while as the burden they bore died screaming.
When direct assault proved fruitless, the goblins elected to snipe against the men of the castle.  While their archery was decidedly inferior to that of the men of the Wilderlands, they had captured enough arbalests to send irritating fire at whatever targets they could see in the darkness.  Two men died that night, their helms no protection against the powerfully-shot iron quarrels.  After that the brothers learned to keep their heads down.
The men gave as good as they got: three of the best of the archers, including keen-eyed Faris, sat atop the battlement and shot at the goblins as they scurried from cover.  After Hanith inspected the post and cast a charm over the men, they could see in the darkness as well as any goblin.  No less than a dozen fell to their sniping that night.
But there seemed no end to them.
The day that followed, and the day after that, continued the skirmishing attacks.  Twice the gatehouse was attempted, and twice it was rebuffed.  While the pile of stinking bodies outside the gate was growing, so was the smaller pile in the stable that had been turned into a mortuary.  
Captain Antrig did his best to keep spirits up, and while the anxious warbrother tended the commander through a fever from infection, he and Hanith kept the defense as lively as possible.  Antrig distributed a ration of spirits to the men that night, and a double ration of bread.  He also began a dice game in the Great Hall, “to while away the hours”, and then spotted each man a hundred pennies to gamble with, on the principle that they would all likely be dead in a week.  Though Brother Thune was not pleased by the game, he understood the need and did not object.  He had lived through several sieges in the past, and he knew that without something to occupy their minds, the men would go mad from despair.
Captain Antrig also made a point of turning what was left of the castle’s linens into banners, by the simple expedient of painting a black circle on their midst.  Every day a few new banners would dangle from the battlements, the walls, or poles from the watchtowers.  If the drums of the goblins heralded their numbers – truly or falsely – then he hoped the banners would have the same effect on the gurvani morale.
“How long has it been?” asked Corporal Nard, on the fifth day of the siege.
“Who can keep track?” asked Mecal in despair.  “Day and night run together, here.”
“It won’t be long, now,” Captain Antrig said, hopefully.  “We still have plenty of victuals.”
“And more per man by the day, with every man who falls,” grumbled Jagan.  
“I look forward to sharing your portion,” Nard said.  He had taken a dislike to Jagan since he’d arrived.
“Save it for the wall,” growled the priest, just arrived from the infirmary.  “I think Gedis will be able to resume light duty, soon.  But the commander . . . his fever has broken, but he is weak.  Passing weak,” he said, shaking his head.
“Just how long can we hold out?” Durwan asked, his voice anxious.
“As long as Duin says we can,” Thune responded, a touch of anger in his voice.  “Pray do not tempt him to send us more of a challenge than we can easily meet, soldier!”
The young man swallowed and made the sign of the Destroyer.
“The rest of you,” the priest continued, “you may feel like we’re trapped here.  We’re no more trapped in this castle than a sailor is trapped on his ship.  Our walls our sound, our provision adequate, and our numbers large enough to keep the walls.  Should we fail in that, we can fall back to the keep and stay safe within for weeks more.  
“So stop your complaining,” he warned, “or Duin will send you something worthy of your sorrow!”
An hour later, however, the priest spoke with Captain Antrig quietly, his manner much changed.
“We need a victory of some sort,” he said, gloomily.  “We’re running short of arrows, and falling back to the keep would see half the men ready to slay themselves – or each other – in a week.”
“What do you recommend?” Antrig asked, curious.
“We assault the outer gatehouse,” Thune proposed.  “Since they have changed their tactics and tried to gain the walls, they have left it but lightly guarded.”
“You would charge across the bailey?” the captain asked, skeptically.
“Nay,” the priest said, shaking his head, “I would lead a team along the top of the walls.  While they have not been able to gain our walls from below, it would be a simple enough matter to lower a ladder.  A team of five or six, if they are stealthy enough, could be on the upper battlement of the gatehouse before the foe even suspected the attack.”
“Perhaps,” the captain conceded, “but it is just as likely that they will be alerted.”
The priest looked defeated.  “So you reject my proposal?”
Antrig blinked.  “My good brother, I merely think it would be best to give them something else to think about while you go.”
*
Late that night, just before dawn the great doors of the gatehouse, now well-scarred by battle, were pushed open, and the portcullis was raised.  A few men in heavy armor deployed to the flank of the gatehouse . . . and just waited.
It took a while for the goblins to understand that their enemy had opened up their fortress door, and left it but lightly defended.  If any suspected a trap or a ruse, they were not privileged with command.  Within an hour of the Iron Ring opening their doors, a score or more of goblin infantry had begun to slowly, cautiously advance against the inner gatehouse.
Before they had made it even half-way, at the point where they would be easy pickings for the Iron Ring’s adept archers, Brother Thune had led a dark-clad contingent of troopers quietly along the wall on the left, while Hanith led three more across the wall on the right.
The warmage deftly used his magics to keep the attention of the beasts away from the walls and on the far gatehouse.  His men had slit three throats before the first of them were aware of the attack.
Brother Thune’s troopers were less stealthy as they dropped down on the unsuspecting foe.  By the time the first of them had managed to sound the alarm, the massive priest was plying his double-bladed axe to devastating effect, and the men who fell in behind him attacked ruthlessly with their swords and daggers.  The assault was so sudden and unanticipated that it was over before the foes advancing on the second gatehouse were aware of it.
The men of the Iron Ring wasted no time, once the last of the foul defenders was dispatched: the ruined portcullis of no use, they sealed the gatehouse’s massive door and spiked it into place, then set to defending the post against its former inhabitants.
Caught between two occupied gatehouses in the outer bailey, the goblins, no more than two score remaining in the rising light, were dismayed.  Most turned and tried to assault the weaker, outer gatehouse, only to find Brother Thune and his axe, flanked by a few fell-handed warriors, keeping them from the threshold.  On the other side of the bailey, a third of the force attempted the open doorway – only to find a plethora of arbalests waiting them.  
Their numbers were too scant to best either gatehouse, not in the light of the sun.  As dawn fully broke it revealed their locations to the archers on the wall, and one-by-one the besiegers fell.
At last, a contingent of eight from the inner bailey herded the remaining goblins into an advancing party from the outer gatehouse, and between them they slaughtered the goblins handily.
“That was the way to exercise before breakfast,” sighed Antrig as he led his contingent back into the keep.  “Just leave the bodies there for now.  If they re-take the outer gatehouse, I want them to have to wade through the corpses of their dead to get to us.  Might make them think.”
While re-taking the gatehouse had lifted everyone’s morale, it had also stretched the available men to guard the walls as thin as they dared.  While archers gleaned arrows from corpses, the outer door was strengthened as fast as possible.  Hanith used magic to help seal it, casting a spellbinding on the battered door to help keep it closed.
“That will help,” he admitted, “but tonight we can expect even more.  A lot more.  Hundreds, perhaps.”  Despite the victory, he seemed even more depressed by their prospects.  “We should prepare to fall back to the keep, if we need to.”
The mage was borne out, for that night a great column came against the castle.  Not just goblins, but the Dark Lord’s hardiest troops, the portly eunuchs hobbed to make them almost as large as men.  Scores of them arrived, each bearing a wooden roundshield and falchion, or a wicked-looking glaive.  Most bore helmets of iron, and all bore slack-jawed, vacant expressions . . . until they were commanded into action.
The new forces threw themselves at the outer gate.  The Iron Ring’s archers loosed every shaft to great effect, but that deterred the hobgoblins not at all.  They felled a great oak tree and trimmed its branches, and then began using it as a mighty ram against the outer door.
“I hope your spell holds,” Antrig said to Hanith the Cunning, as they oversaw the defense of the gate.  
“It will . . . for a while,” the mage admitted.  “I am weary, with the great expenditure of energy I’ve made.”
To their dismay, when the ram did not force the door to yield the goblins brought up one of their accursed shamans, the same who had destroyed the portcullis a week before.
“Get the men to fall back,” whispered Hanith.  “That one bears a witchstone!”
“How do you know?” asked the captain.
“I can feel it in my mind,” gasped the mage.  “Hurry!  Abandon this place and fall back!  If you value your lives!”
“What are you going to do?” Antrig asked, confused.
“Slow him down,” the warmage said, drawing the blade of his craft from behind his back.  “Now move!”
As the captain ordered the defenders to quit the post they had won so dearly, the young mage disappeared.  Nor had his warning been in vain: the shaman spoke a few words and raised his closed fist, and the spell that had kept the door shut was splintered like kindling.  On the very next throw of the ram, it burst asunder.  Once again the men of the Iron Ring made the second gatehouse only seconds away from their besiegers.
All night the attackers renewed their furious assault, with fresh troops and far more arrows.  The men within did their best to throw down the scaling parties and dodge behind crenellations to escape the relentless archery.  Two more fell in the night.
But there was unexpected hope from one quarter.  Sir Sastan was awake again.  Feeble and weak, but alive.
“He wants to go back into battle,” sighed Brother Thune, as he rested between attacks.  “The man can barely stand.  He is unfit for command,” he said, reluctantly.
“Aren’t we all?” cracked Antrig.  “Still, if nothing changes, he may get his wish before he wants it.  We are but eighteen, now.”
“And down one mage,” nodded the priest.  “Did you see him fall?”
“No,” Antrig said, sadly.  “I fear he was captured.  Better slain than that fate.”
“I can’t see Hanith succumbing to capture,” the priest disagreed.  “He would die first.”
“Let’s hope he did,” Antrig said, making the sign of Duin.
The shaman who was in command of the goblins was feeling his power, now, as his forces assailed the gatehouse directly.  The hail of arrows was too much to allow the defenders to stand long under it.  But the door and the iron portcullis stood firm.  Wary of his tricks, two men with crossbows slew any who approached the grate with a pail.  
But the shaman was undeterred, and he began to prepare a spell against them, Antrig could see.  As could every man of the Iron Ring.
As the night wore on, the fire the shaman conjured grew higher and higher as he and a few acolytes danced maniacally around it.  While no direct effect was seen at first, the guards reported the wood of the great door was beginning to dry and age.  Only it’s great mass kept it from becoming decrepit immediately.  But there was nothing Antrig or Thune could do about it.  They were missing the young warmage’s protections, now.
Along with the magical dance the goblins brought great drums into the bailey as they prepared to assail the castle again.  Antrig and the other defenders watched helplessly as the arcane forces at his command began to swell around the dark priest.  
He stood his bandy legs on one of the great drums and roused his folk into a frenzy; only the stoic hobgoblins seemed unaffected by his zeal.  He called for them to be strong in their harsh language, and he drove their spirits mad with rage against the humani.
But at the height of his spell, a green blur streaked from nowhere, and a blade swept out and struck off his head and his hand nearly at the same time.  Before the goblins were aware of what was happening, Hanith stood triumphantly in front of the door of the gatehouse, the severed arm of the shaman raised over his head.  His eyes possessed a deep spark as he spoke words of his craft . . . and suddenly a sheet of flame kept the goblins at bay.
“I have it now!” he screamed at them.  “I have it!  Now you’ll pay!”  With that he threw another spell at them, causing a dozen to spasm with pain and scream with anguish.
“Open the door!” commanded Antrig.  “Let him in!  He may just have saved all of our lives!”
When the doors were opened enough to permit him to enter, Hanith did not immediately come, instead using his newfound power to blast away at the enemy haphazardly.  Only when the men begged did the young mage relent and come inside to safety.
“I told you I’d take care of it,” he informed Captain Antrig.  “Now I have their stone.  I’ll seal the doors with it.”
“I thought there was a danger to such sorceries?” Antrig asked.
“Only if I touch it.  I can leave it in the shaman’s hand and still draw power, and the Dead God should not be able to know my mind.  Theoretically,” he added.  The young mage set to his work with an eagerness that bordered on madness, but before long the gate was so strongly bound that no man or goblin could hope to break the spell.  
But that did not stop the gurvani from trying.  They began to build proper ladders at the far end of the bailey, no doubt in preparation of a concerted assault.  While that troubled the men, they felt sustained by their newly-powerful magical ally.  Hanith used his power lavishly, and discomforted the foe with a number of irritating spells from the battlements while they worked.
Before long their ladders were complete, however.  In late afternoon they began moving them into place and preparing scaling parties.  There were hundreds of them, now.
“This might be it,” Captain Antrig said, stoically.  “We can retreat to the keep, at need, but with this few men it will be doubtful if we can hold it long.”
“We will hold it as long as necessary,” insisted Thune.  “We take this assault until we cannot, anymore.  Only then do we retreat.  I’ve already had the wounded moved inside.”
“No need to leave the goblins dinner,” agreed the commander.  “Are you ready?”
The men geared themselves for yet another defensive battle, and had manned the battlements as much as possible, waiting for the final blow to fall.  As their foe formed up into parties, however, there was a curious commotion at the other gatehouse.  
“What is it?  Warmage!” called Antrig.  “What is happening out there?”
“That,” Hanith said with a sly grin, is a troop of our brothers, my Captain.  They were protected from even my scrying, as a High Mage rides with them, until a few moments ago.  At least a score of horse and fifty men!”
“Then we are rescued?” asked Jagan, his eyes wide in disbelief.
“We are relieved,” corrected the warbrother.  “Subtle difference.  We have kept our watch here, as we were ordered.”  The goblins, it seems, had discovered the new attack, and abandoning their ladders they went to defend their gains . . . to no avail.
For Magelord Astyral, one of the great High Magi, had accompanied the Iron Ring’s relief detachment, once Gos the Feather had relayed the dire straights of the castle.  When he came to the occupied gatehouse, he spared no fury in his sorceries – one after another the gurvani defenders fell under his blades and bolts, and his men, fresh to the field, were eager for blood.
As twilight fell, the white-clad mage met the battered-looking Captain and his officers in the middle of the outer bailey, surrounded by the bodies of dead goblins.  Hundreds of bodies.
“Well met, Captain,” the Magelord said, looking around.  “I see you’ve taken possession of the place.”
“And my thanks for your friendly visit,” Antrig said, casually.  “We were hoping someone would drop by.  Welcome to Castle Dardafan, Magelord.”  Then he stopped, looked at the weary faces of his men who had borne weeks of hardship and survived.  His commander was still too weak to fight, his priest was exhausted from battle, and his warmage was depleted, save for his new toy.  Behind him, the many makeshift banners of his order hung from the battlements.  It occurred to him that he had more banners than defenders when the relief force had arrived.
“No, Magelord,” he corrected, “welcome to the Iron Ring’s headquarters: Castle Defiance.  I hope you like it.  We’d make more of an effort to decorate but . . . well, we’ll all probably be dead in a week, so why bother?”
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