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THE ADVENTURE C⊕NTINUES

Now that the siege of Thagnor City has been lifted, Great King Kalvan finally has some breathing room. Styphon’s House has left the Upper Middle Kingdoms to lick its wounds and make trouble elsewhere in the Great Kingdoms. However, instead of waiting for the ruling houses to realize they no longer need Styphon’s House’s support, the Temple has decided to put its own puppets on the thrones of the Five Great Kingdoms.

The result is Kalvan’s greatest fear—an allout religious war. Styphon’s Own Voice has ordered Grand Master Soton to put together another huge army, the Host of Styphon’s Deliverance, to conquer the Kingdom of Hos-Agrys. The Agrysi League of Dralm begs Kalvan for aid against Styphon’s great host, but Kalvan has troubles of his own with Nythros, the last bastion of Styphon’s House in the Middle Kingdoms. He is more worried about this threat than anything that is happening in the Five Great Kingdoms. After all, where was the League of Dralm when Hostigos was under siege? A decision Kalvan may yet come to rue….

Meanwhile, Prince Phidestros has his own problems. Great King Lysandros is returning from the disastrous siege of Thagnor with his tail between his legs. But Lysandros is not going to be happy when he finds out what’s been going on in Harphax City while he’s been off fighting Kalvan—nor will Styphon’s House.

Verkan Vall is enjoying the challenges of being the new King of Greffa, but in his absence things on First Level have gone straight to hell. New Paratime Police Chief Dalla Hadron is having the devil’s own time keeping the lid on the prole situation and it seems as though trouble is brewing all over Dhergabar City. After ten thousand years of peace and parasitically living off of other time-lines, the hounds of war are finally returning to Home Time Line with a vengeance!
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DRAMATIS PERS⊕NAE
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Demnos—Captain-General of the Army of Hos-Harphax.

Geblon—General, Phidestros’ loyalist and friend.

Hythar—Count, Lysandros’ Chief Intelligencer.

Kaphros—Duke, in charge of Hos-Harphax while Lysandros is away.
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Lyphannes—Chancellor of Hos-Harphax and Lysandros’ advisor.
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PR⊕LOGUE

Captain-General Demnos, second in command of the Hos-Harphax Army, pushed his way into King Lysandros’ pavilion with an expression on his face as if he had just seen his best friend killed.

Lysandros, Great King of the Kingdom of Hos-Harphax, was seated at his table eating a dinner of turkey and succotash. His pavilion was empty except for his body servant and two halberd-armed Royal Bodyguards in Harphaxi red and yellow colors. “What is it?” he demanded, taking a half-eaten turkey leg out of his mouth.

Demnos was a broad man with a flat face and a squared-off beard. A thick red ribbon of scar tissue wormed its way from the hairline to just above his thick brown mustache, giving the Captain-General the look of a competent and well-tested soldier, a fact which he’d proved time and time again on the battlefield. Lysandros found it disconcerting to see his face as tightly drawn as a fist. “Your Majesty, I have more bad news.”

“What now?” Lysandros asked, his stomach flip-flopping. He shoved his thick silver plate with its half-eaten meal aside, knowing this was one more dinner he’d never finish. Ever since the Army of Hos-Harphax had broken off from the Grand Host and sacked Morthron Town, everything had gone to Regwarn. They had been assailed by constant and wearing attacks by the Rathoni irregulars, who picked off small groups of stragglers, scouts and even small detachments. The Rathoni riflemen attacked from trees, bushes and any other kind of cover, while the Sastragathi irregulars ambushed scouting parties and anyone who left the protection of the main body of the Army. It was getting so bad that the men had to be taken in armed parties to visit the latrine trenches.

The harassment had begun the minute the Army of Hos-Harphax had left the battlefield outside of Thagnor City and ransacked Morthron. The attacks had continued as they made their way through the Duchy of Baltor and into the former Hos-Rathoni Princedom of Vesthar. It had become so dangerous away from the main body that it was only upon threat of death that anyone would go out on a scouting party.

Lysandros had been forced by desertions to put the Royal Pistoleers on guard duty over the supply train; otherwise, half the army would have deserted with all the victuals they could carry. Besides his own Bodyguard, the Royal Pistoleers were the only body of troops that he could trust. It was unfortunate he hadn’t been able to talk Grand Commander Aristocles into giving him several Bands of Styphon’s Own Guard. He never thought he’d admit it, but he really could use a couple of Temple Bands to keep his own army in line.

Nor would Aristocles allow him to use what remained of the Nythrosi fleet to ferry his men over to Glarth Town, although since Soton had sacked the town the Glarthi merchants were now selling supplies to Kalvan. Prince Clytos of Glarth was also a member of the League of Dralm and at war with anyone associated with Styphon’s House. Furthermore, Grand Commander Aristocles of the Zarthani Knights had commandeered all the ships he could lay his hands on in case Kalvan invested Nythros before returning to Tarr-Ceros with over half the Order’s troops. The remainder had been stationed in Nythros with the remaining Temple Guardsmen.

“We’re already low on supplies, thanks to your desertion,” was Aristocles’ stinging rebuke. “If you need more victuals, strip the fields and lay waste to the towns and tarrs in your path!”

Lysandros would have preferred to go through Glarth anyway, but for the fact that to get there he would first have to cross the wasteland of Ulthor and then make his way across mountainous Agrysi territory with his army. There was no predicting how the Agrysi princes might take such a move, especially since Grand Master Soton was besieging Agrys City. Since the invasion, the Agrysi princes were openly hostile to anyone connected with Styphon’s House. Were he to cross the border with his army, he might find himself low on supplies and facing a well-supplied army in unknown territory.

What a Styphon mucking mess, he thought to himself. What had the Archpriests been drinking when they decided to attack Great King Demistophon, a legitimate Great King, in his own territory?

Demnos, who appeared to have screwed up his courage, said, “We’re running out of feed for the horses and oxen, sire.”

“Already? I thought we took half of the Host’s supplies.”

“We did, Your Majesty, but the quartermasters were more interested in foodstuffs than feed for the animals. Nor did we have much time; we were both worried that Grand Commander Aristocles might change his mind and fight us over the supplies.”

Lysandros nodded, remembering the chaos as his command broke off from the Grand Host of Styphon’s House. They had taken more than their fair share of supplies, since their number wasn’t even a quarter of the Host’s total. When the Host had started its conquest of Hos-Hostigos, the Harphaxi Army under Captain-General Phidestros had mustered over thirty thousand soldiers. Over four thousand men had either been killed or badly wounded at the Battle of Ardros Field, while another three thousand had died during the Siege of Tarr-Hostigos.

Prince Phidestros had left with three thousand of his Iron Band, two thousand more Besthtans, plus some four thousand former Harphaxi mercenaries as well as another nineteen thousand Ktemnoi, Agrysi and other mercenary troops. Otherwise, all the mercenaries would have been lost as soon as news of the Ban of Galzar reached the Grand Host.

Counting the nine thousand men he had lost in the Upper Middle Kingdoms campaign, Lysandros was lucky to be returning to Hos-Harphax with twenty-one thousand men in reasonable health and not severely wounded. And he would need every man jack of them, if he was to retain the Iron Throne; especially if it turned out Phidestros had thrown his support behind Prince Selestros the Wastrel for there was little love between him and the jumped-up mercenary captain.

“How bare are our wagons, Demnos?” he asked.

“We have enough feed, counting on local forage, to last us for another moon quarter, which will just about take us into Ulthor. And you know how bad things are in the Usurper’s former territories. I still think we’d be better off, since we can’t go through Glarth, to go south to Tarr-Lydra and then north through the Pirsystros Valley.”

Lysandros shook his head. “First, we’d have to fight our way past King Chartiphon and his Rathoni troops, which might mean their entire army supported by the Hostigi, only to find out we’d have to bully the Knight Commander of Lydra into providing us with provisions he might not even have. After the Orders’ battles with the barbarians, I don’t know if they have victuals to spare. Next we’d have to enter Ktemnoi territory without permission.”

“Do we even know who the new Great King of Hos-Ktemnos is?”

Demnos shrugged. “Last I heard Grand Duke Lukthos was the temporary regent. He’s one of Cleitharses’ cousins and probably his closest living kin since Prince Anaxon died. When Aristocles was in his cups, he let it slip that Grand Duke Lukthos was the Inner Circle’s candidate for Great King of Hos-Ktemnos. But that was moons ago; he may already have been enthroned.”

“I’ve never even heard of this Duke, may Ormaz and his demons curse Kalvan and his damnable Hostigi!” Lysandros spat, too weary and saddle sore to think of any proper insults. “We’ll put the oxen on half-rations first, ten teams at a time, and when they grow weak, kill them and roast them. That will help us save on provisions, as well as foodstuffs.”

Demnos nodded. “The fresh meat will help morale, too. But even more than that, we need to end these attacks by the Rathoni.”

Lysandros shrugged. “Send out more scouts?”

“We can’t do it, Your Majesty. Too many of our scouts are dead or missing.”

“Desertions?”

Demnos shook his head. “Most of them have been picked off by the Rathoni riflemen and their Sastragathi irregulars. Besides, by Galzar, where would they desert to? Anyone who leaves the main body is in mortal danger and thousands of marches from home. Otherwise, half the army would have already departed.”

“Are things that bad?” Lysandros asked, shaking his head in disbelief.

“Truly, Your Majesty. Maybe worse. These men have been fighting for most of two winters and they are worn through and through. Several of your Princes are grumbling and I suspect they too would desert if there were anywhere to go.”

For the first time, Lysandros began to seriously entertain the thought that he might never see his wife nor Harphax City again. “How many of them can we buy off with the loot we took from Nythros?”

Demnos paused to light his pipe. “Prince Mylestros of Balkron is greedy enough that he will follow you to the Caverns of the Dead for a share of the spoils, as will Prince Karmanes of Hyphax. Prince Thukyblos of Dazour owes his crown to Styphon’s House and will not be a problem.”

“Good. No one is going to desert until we reach Hos-Harphax or leave the Rathoni far behind.”
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⊕NE

I

Ex-Paratime Police Chief Tortha Karf entered the Chief’s office and looked around in surprise. Hadron Dalla, the new Chief, had redecorated Verkan Vall’s former office to the point where he hardly recognized the place. Gone was the Chief’s horseshoe desk—a signature piece of furniture that had survived the reign of four chiefs—along with Verkan’s curio cabinets and all his assorted weaponry and framed paintings. Dalla had replaced the old desk with some modern monstrosity that was all plastiglass and mirrors. The walls were covered with living pictures, wall screens and shimmering metallic hangings from Second Level Triplanetary while the old couch had been replaced with a divan from Imperial Macedonia, fit for an Empress.

The biggest surprise, however, was Dalla herself; she looked harried and her usual impeccable coif was in disarray, strands of hair shooting out of her upswept hairdo. Her Paratime Police greens looked as if she’d slept in them. She was crouched around her reading-screen as if it was a precious tablet someone was about to hijack.

“Chief Hadron, I got your message ball. What’s going on?”

Dalla shook her head as if waking from a deep sleep. “Sorry, Tortha. I’ve been swamped for the last five ten-days. You just can’t believe…well, maybe you can.”

Tortha laughed. “I’ve been through my share of crises.”

“I’m sure you have,” she said with a tone of reproach. “But not like this! We’ve got riots going on in Old Town Dhergabar and two tower bombings in the last ten-day. The Dhergabar Metropolitan Police Chief wants to borrow ten thousand of our field agents to help patrol the City and find the miscreants. The Prole Liberation Movement is demanding representation on the Executive Council, or else.”

“Back when I was Chief,” Tortha said, “we used to get the same kind of ultimatums from the Prole Protection League. The PPL was making those kinds of demands even before ex-Chief Tharg was on the job. Nothing new there.”

“You’re wrong. Things have changed. The Prole Liberation Movement is the militant arm of the Prole Protection League. They weren’t kidnapping citizens and bombing towers when you were in office.”

Tortha drew back in concern. “I apologize, things do sound as if they’ve gone to Niflheim in a handbasket. What’s Metro doing about it?”

“Metropolitan Police Chief Vothan Raldor believes that someone the proles call The Leader is behind all this.”

“Are you telling me this is a religious issue?” Tortha asked. “Because if you are, we have a big problem.” The worst wars in First Level history occurred during the Mystic Rebellions. To say nothing of the Styphon’s House donnybrook on Kalvan’s Time-Line.

“No, The Leader’s just the ‘man’ who’s supposed to lead them into citizenship and give them all longevity treatments. I haven’t heard of any religious rites connected to his demands. No one knows who he is or what he represents. He’s got the proles all lathered up and rioting in Old Town.”

It would be hard to riot elsewhere, thought Tortha, as the rest of Dhergabar consisted of anti-gravity spires and towers stretching toward the sky. Still, the proles outnumbered citizens, many of whom were working or vacationing outtime, several times over. If they continued to attack the towers things could get messy.

“Have you thought of calling in the Army Strike Teams?”

“That’s why we asked for your advice, Tortha. Things have been in a real precarious place with the Executive Council ever since Vall left office. The last Crisis of Confidence vote almost brought down Management. It wouldn’t take much for the Opposition Party to wrest control of the Council away.”

Then calling in the Army, Tortha decided, would be a complete disaster. The Opposition Party would use it to show that Management has lost control over the capital. I know they’re somehow behind this fracas, but proving it is almost impossible. The Opposition Party included almost as many scoundrels and scallywags as that Styphon’s House racket on Aryan-Transpacific. He couldn’t remember the last time things on Home Time Line had been so out of whack. What’s going on in Dhergabar, other than politics as usual?

It hadn’t been that long since he’d retired, only a few years, and things had been going fine when he’d resigned. Verkan hadn’t caused this mess, he hadn’t been Chief long enough. No, this was a large-scale operation put together behind the scenes over decades. Someone had to be behind it, but whom? Dralm-damned if he could come up with anyone or a group that powerful and sinister. Opposition Party contained too many hacks and has-beens; they certainly weren’t pulling the strings…dancing to them maybe, but not yanking them.

“Chief Vothan’s a good man. Give the Metro Police whatever manpower he asks for and put some of our top Investigators to work and find out who or what’s behind all this PLM nonsense. This mess stinks all the way up to Mars.”

“I’ll do that,” Dalla replied. “Any other ideas?”

Tortha took a long drag on his pipe, drawing the smoke deep into his lungs. Fortunately, lung cancer and emphysema had been conquered eons ago by First Level medicine, so smoking was a harmless pastime and one he could enjoy without any unproductive emotional and physical consequences.

“I think it’s time to call an emergency meeting of the Paratime Commission. I’ll give Dalgroth Sorn a call and have him set it up. It’s time we did something about this prole problem once and for all.”

“Thanks, Tortha. I really miss Vall; he’d know what to do.”

Tortha shrugged. “Maybe.” He was still disappointed in Verkan Vall, even though he was the one who pushed him into becoming Paratime Police Chief. Admit it, old man, he fought you all the way. It’s time you shouldered some of the blame. The boy had talent and good instincts, but he wasn’t willing to wear the harness. Too bad. It looked like Home Time Line needed all the help it could get.

“How’s Vall been doing since I left?” she asked.

Tortha took out his pipe and began to recharge it. “Well enough,” he said, nodding. “Vall’s busy now doing all the usual kingly stuff, stabilizing the Greffan economy, rebuilding war-damaged buildings and businesses and forming his own army. Dalla, he was forced into the position by Kalvan, almost the same way I got Vall to take my chair. Still, regardless of whose fault it is, once word hits First Level, the newsies will say he’s gone native.”

“I don’t care about any of that. Is Vall in any danger from King Theovacar? I know Theovacar won’t rest until he’s back in Greffa and on the Iron Throne.”

Tortha shrugged. “Unfortunately for Kalvan and Verkan, King Theovacar was in Ragyath with the remnants of his army when Kalvan took Greffa City. It would have been a real coup to have taken Theovacar prisoner—even better if he’d been killed during the siege. One of our undercover agents says that Theovacar is inconsolable over the loss of his capital and will do whatever it takes to win it back.

“But I wouldn’t worry overly much about Verkan. Kalvan left him with three thousand Hostigi regulars and Vall’s been busy building his own little army. Vall’s smart enough not to commit any obvious Para-time Contamination, but he’s forgotten more military strategy and tactics than all of Theovacar’s commanders combined. Plus, he’s got Kalvan to back him up. If anyone’s way in over his head, it’s King Theovacar. He just doesn’t know it yet.”

II

In the quiet of his private audience chamber, Kalvan was hunkered down with a full pipe and a goblet of wine. It was late at night and Rylla was staying in the nursery with baby Ptosphes who had a bad cough—maybe the croup. His sister Demia had been sick with it more than a few times. The rest of the old castle was quiet as most of his subjects, like most pre-industrial peoples, were accustomed to getting up at dawn and going off to bed at nightfall. Unless he was recovering from a battle or spent the day on horseback, Kalvan liked to stay up and enjoy the late night peace and privacy—there was so damn little of it during daylight hours.

He was writing down the events of the last few months in his private journal, trying to make sense of all the disasters that had befallen him and his subjects since the Grand Host had invaded Hos-Hostigos and run them out of Hostigos Town. Rylla had finally gotten over blaming him for the death of her father and the loss of her home and far too many of their subjects. Still, Kalvan knew there must have been something he could have done that would have turned the tide.

There was a hesitant knock at the door.

“Who is it?” he snapped. Kalvan cherished his alone time and didn’t like it when it was interrupted by more business.

“Me, sire,” Cleon said.

“What now…?”

“It’s Prince Sarrask, Your Majesty. He just arrived from Ragyath Town and begs your indulgence.”

What does Sarrask want? he asked himself. Sarrask was overbearing and hard to take at the best of times. He should know better than to disturb me at night. It Dralm-damned better be an emergency, like a Grefftscharri fleet coming into Thagnor Harbor or King Theovacar’s army knocking on my doorstep!

“Tell him to come in,” he ordered.

Prince Sarrask slipped into the chamber like a naughty schoolboy, which was saying something since he weighed well over two-hundred pounds, or seventy ingots using here-and-now measurements. He was also carrying a small cask of Ermut’s Best, the local brandy.

It was hard for Kalvan to stay mad at Sarrask when he acted contrite since it was so out of character.

“My deepest apologies for disturbing you, sire, but I wanted to speak to you in private without all the popinjays present. But first, would you like some of Ermut’s Best?”

Kalvan shook his head, pointing to his goblet. “Thanks, but this wine will do just fine.” At Rylla’s urging, he’d sworn off the hard stuff—at least until the Fireseed Wars were over—which he knew might not be for a very long time.

Sarrask pulled a silver goblet out of his belt pouch and, after he unstoppered the brandy cask, filled his vessel. He took a deep drink, sighed, then said, “Your Majesty, you understand I would not dare to question your strategy, but I do have a few questions.”

Yes, everyone’s got just a few questions. “Go ahead.”

Sarrask fluffed up the sides of his beard anxiously. “Sire, stab me, but I just don’t understand why we don’t just chase King Theovacar down to whatever hidey-hole he’s hidden himself in and finish him off? We stomped his fleet and now he’s running back home like a whipped cur. Why aren’t we chasing him down and finishing him off?”

“Now, as I understand it, you just recently freed your new Princedom of the last of Theovacar’s troops.”

“Well, they were hidden pretty well, but we got the last of them, I think.”

“Exactly. We won’t know for sure until you leave and we see what comes out from beneath the rocks. And just how loyal are your Ragyathi subjects?”

Sarrask shrugged, wiggling his hand back and forth. “Some of them welcomed us, but a lot of them aren’t too happy with all the subjects I brought with me.”

I bet, thought Kalvan. At least a hundred thousand Saski from Hos-Hostigos had joined in what had to be the greatest migration in the Five Kingdoms’ history. Knowing Sarrask, he would bet dollars to donuts that the Prince pushed a lot of the Ragyathi nobility out of their ancestral homes to make way for his favorites. The Saski artisans and guild members were almost certainly displacing large numbers of Ragyathi guildsmen and creating a lot of resentment.

“Exactly,” Kalvan noted. “And how many armed men would you have to leave in Ragyath—if you left to fight for maybe two or three seasons—to ensure the peace?”

Sarrask’s forehead furrowed in concentration. “Stab me, if I know. Maybe half…. My army’s taken a lot of casualties over the past four winters.”

“How many men could you field tomorrow, if you called them up?” Kalvan asked.

“Phew! My muster rolls show about five thousand men in the Sask Army, but at least a thousand of those are missing or still recovering from wounds. I could probably raise four thousand men, twenty-five hundred cavalry and fifteen hundred foot.”

“So, if you left half of them to hold your princedom while you were gone, that means you’d only have two thousand for, say an expedition to hunt down King Theovacar?”

“Correct.”

Kalvan nodded. “How about your princely levy?”

“I couldn’t call up much of a levy since my former Saski nobles are still setting up their demesnes and don’t have many men to spare. I doubt I’d get much help from my Ragyathi nobles, since they lost a lot of men when King Theovacar moved his army there after he got his arse whipped outside Thagnor City. Theovacar conscripted thousands of young Ragyathi men and took others as slaves…women and children, too. The black-hearted bastard!”

“Now,” Kalvan continued, “what’s happened to you on a small scale, Sarrask, has happened here in Thagnor and everywhere else in Nos-Hostigos. Remember just last summer, after we lost the battle of Ardros Field, we had to abandon our homes and move the entire Army and many of our subjects from Hos-Hostigos to Thagnor City—all this with the Grand Host of Styphon on our tail. Once we arrived in Thagnor, we had to lay siege to Thagnor City, and forcibly take it from Prince Varrack and his Grefftscharri allies. Then, before the dust of that action had settled, we had the Grand Host of Styphon before our new walls laying siege to us, again.

“Our men are exhausted and weary from five winters of constant warfare. They need time to recover and to set down roots in our new lands. Every year the Royal and princely armies have taken horrendous casualties.” More than Kalvan liked to think about, maybe twenty-five to thirty percent casualties year after year. It was only the constant influx of mercenaries taking Hostigi colors and the desperate recruitment measures he had undertaken—right up to taking able-bodied men right out of the fields and putting them onto the battlefield—that had given the Army of Hos-Hostigos enough manpower to try to counter Styphon’s House’s advances.

Sarrask nodded. “I see the truth in your words, Your Majesty, it’s just that I’m not used to not fighting….”

“Of course, you’re not. But you do understand that all of us—me included—as well as our subjects, need time to rest, recoup and solidify our position here in these new lands before we undertake any major campaigns.”

Sarrask nodded. “Rylla and I thought this might be a good time to track down that rat-bastard Theovacar and end his miserable life, once and for all, while we had him on the run.”

Aha! I thought I saw my wife’s hand in all of this.

“King Chartiphon shares the same problems. On top of which, he has had to lead punitive raids against Great King Lysandros as he’s retreated through Baltor and Vesthar, as well as Knight Commander Aristocles. We all need to recoup and rebuild up our supply base. Did you know that our fireseed supply is approaching critical?”

Sarrask shook his head.

“We don’t have enough sulfur to rebuild our stocks. Right now I have men out looking for new sulfur springs so that we can make more fireseed. True, we have wagonloads of Styphon’s fireseed that we captured, but I don’t trust their pathetic fireseed for anything but old bombards. And that’s just the beginning of the list of things on my ‘Must Have List.’ Right now, Prince Phrames is out on the Sea of Grass hunting buffalo so that we’ll have enough food to get through the coming winter. We certainly don’t have enough foodstuffs to supply a large expedition to go haring all over the Saltless Seas for King Theovacar.”

Sarrask held his hands up in surrender. “I see, Your Majesty. But what about Warlord Sargos? Why don’t you have him bring his barbarians up into Grefftscharr?”

“That sounds like a good idea, use one of your allies to do your dirty work. However, while Ranjar Sargos may be the warlord of the nomads, he is not their leader. They do as they wish, except when they go to war. Sargos did us a big favor last summer when he led the clans across the Great River and into the Sastragath, where they destroyed several of the Order’s tarrs. The clansmen had a great victory, but it was a costly one as well. Tens of thousands were killed attacking the Knights’ tarrs, thousands more were killed in the invasion of Hos-Ktemnos. Right now, most of the chiefs and headmen are counting their losses along with their booty.

“It will be another spring or two before the clans are ready again to make a mass advance over the Great River and throw themselves against the Order’s fortresses. Plus, now they want more gold, guns, arquebuses and fireseed before they go against the Zarthani Knights again. They’re learning that they need better weapons to go up against the Knights, and right now we don’t have the guns or fireseed to spare.”

Sarrask nodded. “There is much truth in your words. Still, maybe you might consider allowing me to accompany the reinforcements you intend to send to Captain-General Hestophes in Hos-Agrys.”

Kalvan sighed, wondering if Sarrask would ever get his full measure of fighting. If Kalvan had his druthers, he would order Hestophes home and let the Argrysi League of Dralm get hoisted on its own petard. If there were any princes there who had enough manpower to actually resist Soton’s Host of Styphon’s Deliverance, he would have sent gold and weapons to buy their help. Like the British during the Napoleonic Wars, he’d much rather pay allies to fight his battles than expend his own troops. The problem was the Fireseed Wars had bled the Five Kingdoms dry of mercenaries and professional soldiers. Most of the former free companions were either dead or aligned with him or with Styphon’s House.

“I will keep your request under consideration. However, Prince Sarrask, what I really want you to do is to finish repairing your tarr and training your new troops.”


TW⊕

I

Grand Master Soton sat on his warhorse watching as the Host’s artillerymen loaded their guns, readying them for another salvo against the towering walls of Agrys City. Not much had been accomplished in his absence while he was in Glarth chasing down the heir apparent, Dementros, rather than attending to business. Before he left Glarth, he’d ordered his men to sack and torch Glarth Town as an example of what the Host of Styphon’s Deliverance would do once the siege of Agrys City was over. Now, the League of Dralm knew the cost of fighting Styphon’s House. The wiser princes would come to terms. If they didn’t, the death and destruction to come would be on their heads.

The curtain walls of Agrys City, made of black granite blocks, rose up some twenty rods and stretched out for dozens of marches on either side of the sally port where the artillery bombardment against the walls was focused. The plaster facing from this area was long gone and the wall was deeply torn and gouged with a growing pile of rubble accumulating at its base.

Most of Agrys City was perched atop ridges so every shot had to fight its way uphill while those fired downhill had the better trajectory. It was fortunate for the Host of Styphon’s Deliverance that most of the city’s towers only had one or two guns, usually old hooped-iron bombards that were slow to load, hazardous to fire and almost impossible to aim with any accuracy.

The head artillery officer looked over at him—Soton raised his warhammer.

When his warhammer dropped, the linstocks went down to the touchholes and a mass volley of gunfire roared forth releasing a cloud of white and gray-ribbed fireseed smoke billowing above the guns.

The cannon balls slammed into the stone wall with a sound like that of two battle lines of opposing lancers smashing into each other. Several large rocks fell from the wall and granite splinters showered the immediate area. The musketeers kept the Agrysi defenders from firing their muskets over the parapets at the artillerymen; they had quickly learned to keep their heads down and fire from firing slits in the walls which gave limited visibility in the smoky twilight of the battle zone.

Soton felt the ground shudder right through his saddle and horse. His destrier, accustomed to the moons-long bombardment, didn’t even twitch.

Just today six new eighteen-pounders had arrived by galley from Balph. The additional firepower was making a noticeable difference. Maybe this interminable siege would end soon.

He turned to Horse Master Sarmoth asking, “How long before we have a breach?”

“The master gunner told me a moon half with the new guns, if it be Styphon’s Will, sir. He said it would be sooner, but the Agrysi engineers are shoring the wall up with timbers and raising up another wall behind this one.”

Soton nodded. With enough guns, the Host of Styphon’s Deliverance could have provided the Agrysi with several breaches to worry about and they would have been too busy to build a second wall. Still, the loose rocks and boulders they were emplacing behind the proper wall would be quickly dispatched by concentrated gunfire. At best, they were buying a few days.

And for what? For the League of Dralm, which had gone down in ignominious defeat three moons ago before these very walls, to return? Or were they expecting a gods-sent miracle or the Usurper Kalvan to sail across the Sea of Aesklos, then travel over a thousand marches to come to their rescue? Ha!

No, Soton decided, the City is doomed and I will be the first man to successfully besiege this great city since the days of Simocles the Great several hundred winters ago. Simocles had been a warlord from the marches when he had gathered a huge host of warriors and besieged Agrys City. In those times, the walls had been made of timber and he had fired them, driving his enemies from the City. At that time, the idea of stone walls was a new one and he had built the original tarr here and most of the surrounding walls, although they had been expanded in places as Agrys City had grown.

Once the City had fallen, the Host of Styphon’s Deliverance would give Hos-Agrys a new Prince and Prince-Regent. Archpriest Grythos would be proclaimed the new Prince of the Princedom of Agrys—taking the crown of the deceased Prince Vython. Grythos would remain Prince-Regent of the Kingdom of Hos-Agrys until Prince Dementros was old enough to become Great King of Hos-Agrys. The heir was only ten winters of age, which meant he wouldn’t reach his majority for three more years.

Will that be enough time to bind him to Styphon’s reins? Soton wondered. The lad had spunk; Dementros had met Soton’s eyes with a direct gaze upon their first meeting a moon ago. He had even insisted upon bringing his two companions with him to the encampment. Soton had acquiesced to his demands rather than alienating the boy.

Soton’s plan was to use honey to win the boy over, but if that didn’t work—then an iron fist. Dementros’ companions would make good hostages, if it became necessary to force the boy’s acquiescence, should he ever begin to present his own ideas about ruling Hos-Agrys. The boy was to be Styphon’s figurehead, nothing more. His maidservant and her daughter would also make good bargaining tokens, as the boy doted on the girl.

Archpriest Cimon had taken a personal interest in the boy’s welfare which was good, as it kept him out of Roxthar’s way. The so-called “Peasant Priest” was also useful in dealing with the wounded and dying. He spent almost as much time around the healers as he did young Prince Dementros.

The maidservant herself stuck like a bone in Soton’s craw. She was assertive and overly-protective of all the children. She would be sent back to the village of Salis as soon as Dementros reached his age of majority.

Also, he would have to caution Archpriest Grythos to show more patience, as the Archpriest was already at his wit’s end with the lad. If Grythos had his way, he’d whip the boy as if he were some lackey. Prince Dementros was to be the new Great King and any corporal punishment the boy might receive now might come back to haunt Styphon’s House later on. Nor would the lad’s subjects tolerate such handling; no need to foment rebellion when a honey pot would do just as well.

Soton heard the sound of voices raised in anger behind him and turned in his saddle. Heading his way were Archpriest Roxthar, the Holy Investigator, and a flock of his white-robed Investigators. Several of his Knights were blocking their path and the spectral Archpriest was in full rant. He had been avoiding the Investigator ever since his return from Glarth Town with the young heir.

He lifted his arm and signaled to the Commander in charge to allow the party to move forward. Roxthar, his white robe flapping in the wind, raced over to his side. “How much longer do we have to wait before these walls come down?”

“Half a moon quarter, maybe longer.”

The Investigator raised his arms as though he were beseeching Styphon himself. “If only I could call down the True God’s wrath upon this City. Let them wait, they will learn of his displeasure when we put them all to the Investigation!”

“You will do no such thing,” Soton proclaimed.

“What do you mean?” Roxthar cried, his eyes flashing. Several of his supporters were adding to the growing discord, beseeching Styphon and waving their arms. One of the Investigators, a tall man with a shaved head and no beard, began to shake his fist at Soton.

These fools believe they are immortal, Soton thought. Are they so addled that they actually believe that Styphon will come down from his Sky-Palace and come to their aid? Or do they believe Roxthar is above reproach?

“What I mean, Archpriest, is that there will be no Investigation inside the walls of Agrys City.”

“The City is ripe with heresy and full of Dralm worshippers!” Roxthar shouted. “It is Styphon’s Will that the entire City be cleansed of infidels.”

Soton pointed his warhammer straight at Roxthar and, in a deliberate tone of voice, said, “Priest, it is I who give the orders here, not you. If you have any complaints, take them up with Styphon’s Own Voice.”

Roxthar shook his head.

The bald Investigator made Hadron’s sign, of two horns, and shouted, “Heresy! You are aiding the Dralmites!”

He saw Sarmoth’s right hand drop to his sword hilt.

“I mean what I say, Roxthar. If any of your Investigators, including yourself, enter the City, my men have orders to kill them where they stand.”

“Blasphemy! I must have the freedom to do my Investigation. The City must be cleansed of the False God Dralm and his idolaters. It is Styphon’s Will!”

Soton shook his head. “It is your will, Investigator. You have no authority here. I was given the order by Styphon’s Own Voice himself not to allow you or your men to Investigate the citizens of Agrys City. If necessary, my Knights will contain your zeal.”

The Investigator’s eyes burned like hot coals. “This City is a living blight in the eyes of the True God. It must be purified!”

Soton looked Roxthar right in the eyes. “When the City has been taken, I will bring you those priests and worshippers of Dralm who will not renounce their false god. Otherwise, the City will not be molested by your Investigation.”

The bald-headed Investigator ran forward with his hands raised as if to pull Soton from his saddle. Soton nodded and Sarmoth pulled his sword from its sheath, put two hands on the hilt and swung it so hard it beheaded the man before anyone could protest. A fountain gushed forth from his neck, spraying Roxthar and his supporters’ white robes with bright red arterial blood. The other Investigators gasped and fell back, but Roxthar held his place.

“You, who call yourself the Grand Master of Styphon’s Knights, will pay for this desecration, Archpriest or no!” Roxthar cried, spraying spittle as he screeched. He raised his hands to invoke his master. “I curse you and your henchman in the name of the One True God Styphon. You both will die hideous deaths and spend the rest of eternity in the lowest pit in the Caverns of the Dead. You baseless churls who have stooped so low as to take this righteous man’s life.”

Soton raised his warhammer and said, “It’s unfortunate that it was not you who rushed to my side, Roxthar.” He began to wonder if this wasn’t the perfect time to take the Investigator’s life. He had more than enough of his Knights to do the job quickly. He might never again find Archpriest Roxthar so far from his protectors, Styphon’s Own Guard.

But Roxthar spun around and left—and the moment was lost.

II

Prince Phidestros puffed away on his pipe as he tried to ignore the piles of requisitions, letters, pleas and dispatches that covered his desk. What he really needed was a good head quartermaster; General Kyblannos had been helping out, but he was more interested in developing new guns than sorting scrolls and shuffling parchments. Baron Ranthos, who was due back from Hos-Agrys, might make an ideal quartermaster; he knew how to read, was good at ciphering and maybe too smart for his own good. It might be a good idea to keep him under my wing where I can keep an eye on him and make sure he isn’t overly ambitious.

Soon he would be done with his wintering of the Harphaxi Army and he could return to home and hearth in Besh Town.

There was a sharp knock and the door opened to reveal Baron Kyblannos, one of his top commanding officers and old comrade. Kyblannos was wearing the old Iron Band colors of black and green which were now the livery colors of Greater Beshta. The Beshtan’s colors were still black and pale yellow, just as the Princedom of Sask colors were still red and yellow.

“What is it, Kyblannos? Not more work, I hope.”

“No, Cap’n, this is a different kind of trouble. You have a visitor, but one I’m not sure you want to see. A Duke Sestembar from Zygros City.”

“Ahh. My father’s lap dog. I wonder what he wants now?” Phidestros asked. His mother, Kythra, had been one of Grand Duke Eudocles’ mistresses until she’d started showing. Then Eudocles had dropped her like a hot branding iron, despite his false promises to take care of her and the child to be. Her family had disowned her even before the pregnancy, and his mother was forced to run a boarding house and take in laundry to make ends meet. Kythra, weakened by hard work, had died of the flux while he was apprenticed to a small carpentry shop building cabinets. His mother had deserved a far better life, which as her son he had hoped to provide for her. Her death had brought his youth to an end; Phidestros still blamed his father for all of his mother’s ills and early demise.

He had not even known that the blood of Great Kings ran through his veins until after his mother had died. His father, nor his absence, was never mentioned by his mother. As a fatherless boy, he’d taken more than his share of taunts and beatings from other children. It wasn’t until his fourteenth winter that he learned that his father was a man of wealth and social prominence who was unable to acknowledge his bastard son, but did want to see that said son was provided for.

Phidestros had asked the go-between many questions, but they’d been met with silence and a purse of gold—even at fourteen winters he’d known better than to spit into the face of Lystris. It wasn’t until he’d had some success on the battlefield that the go-between, Count Sestembar, had finally arranged a meeting with his father. Phidestros had disliked him at first sight, and nothing he’d heard or learned about Eudocles had changed his mind.

“I can send him on his way, Cap’n, if you want.”

“No, it’s best I see him. I’m curious as to what Prince Eudocles is up to.”

As he sauntered into the War Room, the Duke exuded a smarmy confidence that made Phidestros’ blood run cold. Sestembar wore a mink robe with a tall fur hat and was smoking a scrimshaw pipe carved in Phidestros’ father’s likeness.

“Congratulations, Your Highness, on all your military success since we last met,” Sestembar said.

“Galzar be praised,” he responded. “And congratulations on your own elevation. Last time we met you were a count.”

Sestembar made a courtly bow. “Your father’s been most gracious, Your Highness. It has come to our attention that you are now hailed as the greatest military commander in the Five Kingdoms. You not only defeated the Usurper Kalvan but managed to leave the Grand Host of Styphon with your army not only intact but tripled in size. All before the Host imploded before the walls of Thagnor City. Your success has not gone unnoticed by your father and the nobles of Hos-Zygros. Should you wish to return to the land of your birth, your elevation to Captain-General of the Army of Hos-Zygros would be guaranteed.”

“That’s nice. You mean I’d be the commander of three or four thousand soldiers versus the thirty thousand I now have under my banner.”

“It’s warm in here,” Sestembar said, as he wiped his forehead with his sleeve. He didn’t look so confident all of a sudden. “Of course, Your Highness, you could bring as many of your men along with you as you wished.”

Phidestros grinned. “I’m sorry, but I’m not interested in becoming my father’s guard dog. I fear the leash would be too tight.”

“The offer is open-ended. You can reconsider at any time.”

Phidestros saw no reason to further antagonize his father’s lackey. “You can tell him, I will keep it under consideration. I wish you a good afternoon, Duke.”

Duke Sestembar left muttering to himself. Phidestros was pleased that for the first time he hadn’t let his father’s henchman get under his skin. The last time they’d met he’d thrown Sestembar down a flight of stairs. Maybe because he’d had so much success of late and a loving wife at home, he no longer needed the admiration of the man who’d abandoned him and his mother to the streets of Zygros City. But it didn’t mean that he’d forgotten the past indignities; there was still a day of reckoning awaiting his father.

III

Great King Kalvan used his tinderbox to strike sparks, blew the tinder aflame and lit a wood splinter to light his burl pipe. It was nice to be back home with Rylla after a couple of months helping Verkan consolidate his rule over Greffa City. One of King Verkan’s first acts had been to revise the Greffan tax codes and reduce import and export duties. This had made him very popular in Greffa City and made it easier for him to introduce other reforms, such as an end to slavery and debt peonage. Kalvan had no doubt that Verkan would make an excellent ruler as well as give King Theovacar plenty to worry over, other than the new Kingdom of Nos-Hostigos.

Kalvan had left Greffa City when it became apparent that Theovacar was not going to try to retake the Princedom of Greffa, at least not this year—or probably not even the next. King Theovacar, after retreating from Ragyath, had returned to Ult-Greffa and was using that as his temporary capital, or at least that’s what his ministers called it. Verkan had the nucleus of an army that would keep Theovacar at bay, especially with the new guns, fortifications and earthworks he was busy implementing on the city walls.

The journey back home to Thagnor City had been almost relaxing. Now that Kalvan had some time off from anticipating the next attack, he had time to work on inventions that would make his and everyone else’s lives easier. He was growing weary of tinderboxes; maybe it was time to reinvent the match. The problem was obtaining enough sulfur; there was a shortage of it in the Upper Middle Kingdoms. He had a resource team hunting for new sources, but until they discovered more sulfur springs most of the Kingdom’s sulfur would go for fireseed production. He suspected there wouldn’t be much leftover sulfur for a long time, as any excess would go for export fireseed. I’ll have to make-do with my tinderbox, at least until the war is over.

The Grand Host of Styphon’s House had abandoned the siege of Thagnor shortly after Great King Lysandros had departed with his entire army to return to Hos-Harphax where there was a new claimant to the Iron Throne. Before Lysandros left, he’d had his army sack Morthron Town and leave it in ruins. This had caused Prince Eythart, who finally realized he needed nearby allies, to ask Rylla if Morthron could join the Kingdom of Nos-Hostigos, which she’d accepted.

Lysandros’ army was still fighting their way across the former Kingdom of Hos-Rathon, while King Chartiphon used his Sastragathi and Urgothi irregulars to harass the retreating Harphaxi as well as pick off stragglers.

The Grand Host had left behind a quarter of its strength to hold Nythros, then Grand Commander Aristocles and the rest of the Knights had returned to Tarr-Ceros to reorganize and shore up their defensive line of tarrs against the Sea of Grass nomads. Styphon’s House might have withdrawn the Grand Host from its siege of Thagnor City, but Kalvan knew they hadn’t given up their war against Nos-Hostigos, they were just licking their wounds. Wounds inflicted by several years of incessant warfare and the recent attacks upon their line of fortresses that ran along the Mississippi River, or the Great Mother River as it was known here-and-now, by Kalvan’s nomad allies.

Two of the Knights’ great tarrs had been destroyed and three more had been sacked and looted. To repair their Maginot line, the Order of Zarthani Knights, the strongest arm of Styphon’s House’s martial forces, would be too busy rebuilding, fighting and retaking territory to worry about Nos-Hostigos for some time.

Now that the war against Kalvan was in abeyance, the main brunt of Styphon’s House aggression had turned from Hostigos to those Great Kingdoms they did not control by proxy, as evidenced by Grand Master Soton’s siege of Agrys City. Kalvan knew that didn’t mean he was off the hook. It just meant that Styphon’s House, for now, was consolidating its power before the Great Kings realized they no longer needed the Temple for fireseed—or anything else. As soon as the northern Great Kingdoms were rolled up, Styphon’s House would be back with another huge army to besiege Thagnor.

So, while Hostigos had a temporary respite, the war would begin again in earnest in a year or two. What Kalvan needed was a long-term strategy to end the Fireseed Wars once and for all. If that meant he had to tear a page from Alexander the Great’s biography, so be it. He wasn’t going to give Styphon’s House the opportunity to rebuild and attack him on their terms, as he did after the Battle of Phyrax Field. He should have led the Army of Hos-Hostigos straight for Harphax City, while old King Kaiphranos was cowering under his bed. Of course, he would have still had to face the Styphoni the next year, but without one of their key allies. But that was old business and the path not taken….

Right now the treasury of Nos-Hostigos was afloat in gold, from the surrender of Greffa City, but that wouldn’t last forever. Not when he needed to keep a fifteen-thousand man standing army paid, housed and fed. First, he needed to consolidate his lands in the Upper Middle Kingdoms, putting one of his men in charge of the Duchy of Baltor and then dealing with the Nythros City States. Thagnor City was filled to the bursting with not only Hostigi refugees but refugees from Nythros, Baltor and from even as far away as Glarth Town.

There was a knock at the door.

“Yes,” he replied.

“It’s Cleon, sire. I have Dean Ermut and Master Ironmonger Paxtros here to see you.”

“Let them in.”

A moment later the head of the University of Hostigos entered the study, with the younger Master Paxtros trailing behind. Ermut was a big man with a shock of brown hair. He was easy to underestimate until you peered into ice blue eyes that brought to mind pools of glacial waters. He had a full ginger-colored beard, but without a mustache like an Amish man.

“Your Majesty, it’s good to see you. You’ve been away too long. We miss your outlandish ideas at the faculty science meetings.” Ermut turned red and washed his face with one of his baseball glove sized hands. “I don’t mean outlandish in a bad way, sire…it’s just that no one else can match your ideas about unheard of devices and machines from the Cold Lands.”

“You don’t have to apologize, Ermut. This is an informal meeting. In here we’re a couple of engineers trying to invent better ways of doing things.”

He rubbed his hands. “What’s our next project, or should I say projects?”

Kalvan had decided it was time to introduce the steam engine, primarily for paddlewheelers. With some light armor, a small fleet would guarantee him control of the Saltless Seas. The problem was how to build the boilers using here-and-now technology?

The advantage of a steam engine versus an internal combustion engine was that it required tolerances to the tenth-of-an-inch instead of to the thousandths. Certainly doable here-and-now. The first necessity was wrought iron and lots of it, since most of what they made now went into weapons and armor. Steel, of course, would be ideal, but there were no steel mills to roll the steel for boilers. Here-and-now they used the same kind of small furnaces that they’d used in other-when during the Colonial period. They would have to fabricate the boilers like they did breastplates for the armored men-at-arms.

“How are the new crucible steel furnaces coming along?”

Ermut tugged his beard, then turned to the Master Ironmonger, who said. “We’ve had no problem obtaining quality ore and charcoal, sire. We’re still having problems with powering the bellows. To provide the necessary air flow that Your Majesty describes, mule or horsepower is not going to be sufficient.”

Kalvan paused for a moment to collect his thoughts. “Try using water wheels to power the bellows, Paxtros. The key is producing enough air to make the furnaces more fuel efficient than the old bloomeries. This will result in improved iron yield as well.”

Ermut started rubbing the bald patch at the top of his head. “I’ll have to work on that. I have an idea for the bellows; now all I need is a design to hook up the water wheel.”

Kalvan was already in deep waters. His knowledge of furnaces was limited to a few visits to the Allegheny Furnace in Altoona as a child. He wished he’d paid more attention when his sixth grade teacher had compared the old Colonial furnaces to the steam powered cold-blast charcoal iron furnaces of the early Eighteen hundreds.

“Good, Ermut, keep me notified of your progress. I may have some ideas once I see what you and your apprentices have come up with. Now, how about that other project?”

“Your Majesty, we have made some progress on the formula for Greek fire you asked us to explore. Actually, it’s the naphtha that is the real basis for the formula. We need a lot more of it if we’re to complete our experiments.”

Kalvan knocked his pipe bowl against his palm while he tried to remember where he’d seen some petroleum pumps during his visits to Michigan. Here-and-now petroleum products were mostly used for medicinal purposes and the caulking of boats, which meant there was little demand and not much on hand. Oil derricks had been a lot more common in Pennsylvania, but if he remembered correctly there had been a number of wells outside Saginaw, which was part of the Princedom of Ragyath here-and-now. He was sure he’d have no trouble enlisting Prince Sarrask’s aid.

“I’ll have College of Military Sciences send a team into Ragyath to search for a better supply. Will that help?”

“Yes, sire. I’ve been working on the siphon so that we can shoot the ‘fire’ at enemy boats, but one of my assistants, Assistant Artificer Halvus, came up with a musket-sized siphon that uses a push stroke. We need more of the basic formula before we test it, though. He’s had problems providing a steady flame.”

“That’s a very interesting line of development,” Kalvan thought. Here-and-now flame throwers! As a surprise weapon of terror, they could turn the tide of an entire battle.

“Has Halvus tried using a slowmatch?”

“Yes, Your Majesty, but he’s having problems adjusting the flame.”

“How about using a wheellock?” The Zarthani wheellocks were an improvement over the Sixteenth Century ones the German Reiters had used in the Wars of Religion and provided a much steadier stream of sparks.

“Yes, sire, but they’re too difficult to maneuver while operating the siphon device.”

Kalvan nodded; he could see that. “Instead of a slowmatch, how about some kind of a wick and then you can use oil to feed the flame?”

“Like whale oil, sire?”

“Yes, Ermut. Although whale oil is expensive now that war has come to Hos-Agrys. We need something like coal oil which is easier to obtain locally.”

“We can distill all the coal tar we need at the coal mines in Rhyl.”

If Kalvan had his geography right, Rhyl Town was near what they called Bay City on otherwhen and the heart of their new iron works. “Good, have Halvus try a wick and see if it gives him the small flame he requires to feed the Greek fire.”

“I will give him your ideas, Your Majesty, when I see him later.”

“Promote Halvus to Master Artificer and see that he gets his own laboratory and as many students as he needs to work on this fire-siphon. Keep me posted on its development.”

“Yes, sire, but first we need a lot more naphtha. The pitch and sulfur are no problem, but we’ll need as much as a hundred barrels of naphtha just for experimental purposes.”

“I’ll have the Royal College send an expedition to Ragyath immediately. Naphtha is distilled from oil and a very useful substance. We can use it for lighting and lubrication, too.”


THREE

I

Tortha and Vothan Raldor, the Dhergabar Metropolitan Police Chief, took an air-taxi to Dalgroth Sorn’s private residence in Dhergabar City to avoid any premature public notice of the special session of the Paratime Commission. They flew to the Trapezoid Tower and exited the taxi on the airpad on the eightieth floor. They were met at the door by one of Dalgroth’s household robots which took their coats and led them to the Commissioner for Security’s study. Inside, the other eight members of the Paratime Commission were seated at a U-shaped table.

Dalgroth, who had the face of an elderly lion with a toothache, offered drinks and hors d’ oeuvres. Vothan ordered a Manhattan, while Tortha settled for a Scotch and water from the auto-bar. The other eight Paratime Commissioners already had their cigarettes out and drinks in their hands.

“I’ll assume this is important, or we all wouldn’t have been called here to meet in private,” Dalgroth stated. “What’s on your mind, Tortha?”

Tortha stood up and said, “I’m going to let Police Chief Vothan Raldor get you up to speed before I make my recommendations.”

He sat down and Vothan rose to his feet. The Metro Police Chief quickly sketched out the problems he was facing from the prole riots and the difficulties he was running into from influential Home Time Liners trying to protect their prole charges. “It’s gotten so bad that we’ve got over two thousand men on permanent guard duty protecting the shops and townhouses in Old Town. It doesn’t seem to matter to the proles; there’s another riot almost every night. I’m at my wit’s end. I’ve had to stop dealing with non-violent crimes just to keep enough active men on riot duty. I need help and I need it now.”

Vothan Raldor sat down.

Commissioner Armtar Rana, the only woman Commissioner, asked, “What do you expect us to do? Maybe it’s time to call in the Army Strike-Teams to restore peace. This sounds like something you need to bring up before the Executive Council, not the Paratime Commission.”

Tortha rose. “Good point, Commissioner, Armtar. However, there’s a good reason we’re not bringing this before the Executive Council; it’s too explosive. Plus, we need to act quickly and decisively without endless debate and backbiting. The Paratime Commission has the power to act on this issue. Quote: ‘whenever Outtime conditions threaten the stability or safety of Home Time Line, the Paratime Commission has the authority to declare Martial Law.’”

“Commissioner Tortha, how do these riots, surely a matter of internal security, have anything to do with Outtime events or actions?” Commissioner Dalgroth asked.

Tortha took his pipe out of his mouth and pointed the stem at Dalgroth. “They do because this problem is caused by Outtimers. These proles are not Citizens, but workers and drones transposed from Fifth Level Servsec and Industrial Sector.”

Commissioner Lagrath Sart interjected, “Some of these so-called proles have been living on Home Time Line for four and five generations. You can’t call these people Outtimers, not in the usual sense. Many of them are Citizens in all but name.”

Tortha took his time responding. Commissioner Lagrath Sart, a tall man with a short well-trimmed beard, was one of the few political appointees on the Paratime Commission and the only one who hadn’t served with the Paratime Police. His loyalty, as far as Tortha was concerned, was suspect. Another reason he hadn’t informed the Commission beforehand about why he had called the meeting. He’d have to convince the Commissioner for Security to isolate Lagrath after the meeting until the proposed actions were completed.

“I don’t care if these proles have families going back fifty generations, by law they’re still Outtimers. As I’ve said in the past, we’ve allowed far too many proles to immigrate to Home Time Line. They now outnumber Citizens four or five to one. When you consider that at any one time more than ninety percent of all Citizens are Outtime, this means that the proles could easily take the upper hand on Home Time Line by sheer numbers alone.”

“I’ve been having nightmares about that since the Prole Insurrection some two hundred years ago,” said the Commissioner for Security. “That one made the Industrial Sector Rebellion look like a backyard picnic. Back then the Home Time Line didn’t have a quarter of the proles we have today and there were over a million casualties. Some two billion proles were evacuated to Fifth Level during that fracas.”

“Things are different now. People are attached to their servants,” Commissioner Lagrath Sart rebutted. “The Citizens won’t put up with the Paratime Police taking away their friends, lovers and servants.”

“I believe they’d prefer it to having their throats slit in the middle of the night,” offered Commissioner Valtan Ryk.

Lagrath shook his head in dismay, as though dealing with a person of limited intelligence. “Removing the proles won’t wash no matter how you do it. The Proletariat Protective League will never allow it.”

“Since when does the PPL dictate Home Time Line policy?” Tortha asked, his voice reverberating loudly through the room.

“Since they threw their credits and support behind Opposition Party,” Lagrath continued. “The people of First Level, Citizens and proles alike, have grown tired of Management arrogance and complacency. Management’s run Home Time Line, and by extension Out-time, for several thousand years. And they’ve done it badly! The Party’s out of touch with both the people and with the times.”

“Are you running for office now, Commissioner Lagrath?” Dalgroth Sorn asked.

“No,” he answered, no longer bothering to keep the smugness out of his tone. “I’ve been promised your office when Opposition Party takes control of the Executive Council. Once they hear of this cockamamie plan that won’t be long!”

Tortha looked around at the other seven Commissioners, as if to say “I told you so.” He nodded to the Commissioner of Security. Dalgroth Sorn keyed in a code on his wrist com. Moments later three field agents of the Paratime Police entered the room, needlers drawn.

The Security Commissioner pointed out Lagrath Sart. “Take him to Fifth Level Police Terminal. I’ll forward further instructions later.”

They nodded and moved forward. Lagrath rose up spitting, “Don’t you dare lay a finger upon my person!”

Tortha shook his head. These youngsters sure have a lot to learn.

Meanwhile, one of the Paratime Policemen jerked the Commissioner up out of his seat and took hold of his thumbs and pulled them behind Lagrath’s back, forcing him to frog march his way out of the room.

“Do you think there’s anything to his threats?” asked the woman Commissioner.

Tortha shrugged his shoulders. “We’ve put off this day of reckoning for far too long. It’s possible we may no longer have the political muscle to do what we have to do. But that shouldn’t stop us from trying.”

Dalgroth Sorn nodded. “Tortha’s right. We’ve sat on the prole problem, let the PPL organize and infiltrate Left Moderate and Opposition Parties. We only have ourselves to blame. When Verkan suggested dealing with the prole problem two years ago, we almost had the Chief investigated at that traitor Lagrath’s instigation. He’s been our leak all along. I should have had him hypno-meched years ago….”

“Why didn’t you?” Tortha asked.

“You know why, Karf. He’s my son-in-law. As it is, my daughter will freeze me out of the family, and my wife will go right along with her.”

“Then you no longer have anything to lose, Sorn. It’s time to bring in the Strike-Teams and start the mass evacuation. I’ll talk with Dalla about setting up an evacuation conveyor head to Fifth Level. We don’t want them on Pol-Term. Or even more than a few hundred thousand on any one time-line. Commissioner Galvath, I want you to oversee a study on the best distribution sites. Commissioner Sorn and I will discuss the best way to present our conclusions to Management. The rest of you leave and work out some plans for the evacuation. And, remember, don’t say a word about this meeting to anyone, not even your families—especially your wives!”

Dalgroth Sorn shook his head wearily. “Let’s just hope this doesn’t spark the rebellion we’re trying to prevent. If word of this gets out, we’re all finished!”

Tortha could only nod in agreement.

II

“Your Majesty!” exclaimed Baron Zothnes, the former Styphon’s House archpriest turned informant and supposedly loyal supporter. “It’s been a long time since I’ve had a private audience, too long.” He bowed, mostly from the head down, as his huge belly wouldn’t allow much more forward movement.

Kalvan nodded. He didn’t much like the smarmy Baron, but he was his nearest thing to an inside window to the Inner Circle of Styphon’s House and for that reason, and that reason alone, he tolerated his presence.

“I need to question you about some things.”

Zothnes rubbed his hands together, which with all the gold rings he wore, made a clanking noise. “Yes, sire. Anything.”

“First, how do you fare in your new barony?”

“Ahh. Your Majesty was quite generous. My new lands are fertile and within its boundary there’s a good woods. The tarr is quite small and drafty, but with some renovation it should suffice. I was able to bring most of my old subjects from Hostigos and they appear to be mixing well with the locals, despite the language problem.”

Kalvan nodded, trying to keep the surprise he felt off his face. If Zothnes had retained even a half of his former subjects’ loyalty, then he was certainly doing something right. Maybe a leopard can lose its spots, he pondered.

“What can I do for Your Majesty?” Zothnes asked.

“I want to know what you think about the new Supreme Priest and what he might do in the future?”

Zothnes fluffed his chin beard a few times. “Styphon’s Voice Anaxthenes has always been ambitious, much like King Theovacar or Great King Lysandros. He was former Supreme Priest Sesklos’ favorite for many years and I’m sure the old reprobate would be happy to see how well his protégé has done. Now that Archpriest Roxthar’s star has been eclipsed, Anaxthenes appears to be even more on the ascendancy.”

“What makes you think that Roxthar’s power is declining?” Kalvan asked.

“First, Your Majesty, you must realize that Roxthar’s an aberration. Just think about it: An archpriest who actually murders people in the name of Styphon! It’s absurd. Of course, for political reasons, there’ve always been a few token believers in Styphon—like the Peasant Priest Cimon—in the Inner Circle. But never a fanatical believer like Roxthar. He’s giving Styphon’s House a bad name—”

They both broke out into laughter.

“Insomuch as that’s possible, of course, Your Majesty. Most of the archpriests are only with the Temple for the gold and the power that are available to those who’ve climbed the higher rungs of the hierarchy. The highest being the Inner Circle at Balph where I resided for almost ten winters. I must admit I miss the pampering, but many of the duties were onerous, especially all the time one has to spend with other archpriests.”

Kalvan nodded.

“So you can see that Roxthar’s rise has ruffled many feathers and he has few allies among his fellow archpriests, and even then only those like Archpriest Dracar who are afraid of their own shades. Now that Hos-Hostigos is no more—and I say that with sadness, of course, Your Majesty—the Inner Circle feels more secure and their need for a rabble-rouser and butcher like Roxthar has decreased. He is still useful, like in Hos-Agrys, but I notice that Styphon’s Own Voice keeps him as far away from Balph as he can.

“Styphon’s Voice Anaxthenes, I believe, has found a useful tool in Roxthar. He keeps the archpriests and highpriests in line and gives them something to fear more than Anaxthenes’ ambitions. Once Styphon’s House has gained ascendancy, either through proxy or by putting their own men on the thrones of the Five Kingdoms, then Roxthar’s usefulness will have come to an end. At that time, I suspect he will succumb to one of the Lady of Death’s little vials.”

As Kalvan remembered hearing, the Lady of Death was Thessamona, Anaxthenes’ mistress and private assassin.

“Duke Skranga has left us a well-placed man in Balph,” Kalvan said. “It might cost his life, but would it be worth it to have him attempt to assassinate Roxthar?”

Zothnes shook his head. “It would be nigh on impossible, Your Majesty. Roxthar is protected by Styphon’s Own Guard. The Guardsmen see the Investigator as their own tree of gold and they will not let anyone near him that they do not completely trust. He has made many of them rich with his Investigation. True, Styphon’s Own Voice can penetrate their wall, but no one else except maybe Grand Master Soton of the Order of Zarthani Knights. I implore you not to waste such a valuable asset on an impossible quest.”

“Good advice, Zothnes. When do you think that Styphon’s House will return to the Middle Kingdoms to finish the job that the Grand Host couldn’t complete?”

“That’s a very good question, Your Majesty. And, an important one for all of us that live under your rule. It will take at least another winter for Soton and the Host of Styphon’s Deliverance to complete the conquest of Hos-Agrys. King Sopharar of Hos-Zygros is a Dralmite, so he will have to be replaced. That could take another winter, since it’s so far from the Temple’s heart. Great King Lysandros is a good ally, or at least fully bought, and will do as the Temple asks in most things. The Great King Lukthos of Hos-Ktemnos is a milksop who can hardly bear to be away from his mother; I don’t see him offering much resistance to anyone, much less Styphon’s Own Voice who put him on the Golden Throne. I would guess, unless there’s some calamitous event, that we won’t see another army from Styphon’s House for at least three winters.”

“Good,” Kalvan said, bringing his fist down on the table hard. “That’s very close to my own estimation. Only this time we’re not going to wait for Styphon’s House to hit us first.”


F⊕UR

I

Phidestros could tell from his tight lips that Great King-Elect Selestros wasn’t happy to see him the moment he entered Selestros’ presence chamber. Selestros wants to believe he’s in control, he thought. In my presence that’s difficult. It didn’t help that Phidestros was wearing his captain-general’s costume: silvered armor, engraved and chased burgonet helmet, ceremonial sword and dark green knee-breeches with black hose. Arminta called it his bully suit, in contrast to his work suit: a dinged and battered back-and-breast, a Kalvan-style saber and a brace of pistols which he wore to battle.

Arminta was right: It was time to set the Great King-Elect straight regarding a few facts he didn’t want to know. If Phidestros couldn’t intimidate him with his dress, he’d call in the Iron Band and put him in the dungeon. Since that might cause problems later on, he’d prefer to set him straight in a more courteous fashion. But, having dealt with the nobility for most of his life, he knew that wasn’t always possible. They not only believe they’re better than other people, they think they’re smarter, too.

Phidestros looked around the room at the nervous Chancellor and two bodyguards. “This was supposed to be a private meeting.”

“Please address me as Your Highness.”

“Formality is just going to get in the way of our little talk. The rest of you leave—now!”

Selestros’ eyes widened when the Chancellor and both guards scooted out of the room as fast as they could go without actually breaking into a run.

“See how easy that was?”

“If you’re trying to humiliate me, it’s been done by experts. If, however, intimidation was your intent, it will not work as long as the Allfather is at my side.”

Phidestros reined in his temper. “All I’m trying to do is inform you that I’ll be leaving Harphax City this morning and taking half of my troops with me.”

Selestros’ eyes widened. “You will no longer be guaranteeing the City curfew.”

“I’ve left enough men under Captain-General Geblon to do whatever is necessary to keep the peace. Most of the criminals are dead or have fled the City. The riots are over unless someone tries to purposely stir the people up again. Geblon will deal harshly with any such troublemakers.”

“Praise Allfather Dralm. That is good to hear.”

“I have to leave because I have an appointment with your Uncle. The time has come to prepare for battle.”

Selestros practically swooned with relief. “I want you to bring me back the head of the man who murdered my father. I will post it at the City Gates for all to see.”

Was Selestros so afraid of Lysandros that he couldn’t even use his name? he wondered. “If I do this for you, what will I receive in return?” Phidestros knew from all his dealings with princes and other nobles that his rewards must be on the table before he left.

Selestros drew back his hands. “You’ve already got Greater Beshta; what more could you want?”

“I’m the one who’s going to battle. I need certain rewards and guarantees.”

“Such as?”

“First, I want the Princedom of Sask to be mine. To do with as I please.”

“Isn’t that one of the Elector Princedoms?” Selestros asked.

Phidestros nodded.

“It’s worthless in its present state. It’ll be worth even less after Lysandros and his army trample their way through it. Yes, it’s yours.” He appeared relieved.

“Also, I’d like to see one of my men rewarded for his services to the Throne.”

“And who would that be?”

“Duke Geblon. Since the Princedom of Harphax is without a prince, I believe he’d make a good choice.”

“But it’s mine….” Selestros whined.

“You’re about to be enthroned as Great King of Hos-Harphax as soon as Lysandros is killed. What do you need with a mere princedom?”

“So, this is what it’s going to cost?” Selestros sneered.

Phidestros had to bite his tongue to keep from smacking the smile right off his face. “Ask Dralm, and see what the Allfather has to say about it.”

Selestros looked back and forth from Phidestros to the new statue of Dralm at the other end of the presence chamber. “How important is it to you that your man be crowned Prince?”

“Important enough that if you don’t do it, I’ll take all my men and return to Beshta and let you deal with the riots and Lysandros’ return all by yourself.”

Selestros’ already pale skin blanched. He bowed his head, as if in prayer. After a few moments, he looked up. “I asked Allfather Dralm. He says that your request is reasonable, if it will serve the realm. You have my word. I will grant your man—what’s his name?”

“He’s Duke Geblon of Shasta.”

“I will crown him Prince of Harphax. Is there anything else?”

Phidestros smiled. “That will do, for now.”

“What about Our Army?”

Phidestros had to pause to contain the amusement he felt bubble up. He used the time to fill his pipe with fresh tobacco and light it. “At the moment, the Harphaxi Army is under the command of Great King Lysandros. After the fighting and deprivations they’ve been under for the past two winters, I believe they are anxious to return home. It is my suspicion that they are much less anxious about who is the rightful claimant to the Iron Throne.”

“I’m very glad to hear that,” Selestros said with visible relief.

Phidestros pointed the pipe stem at the Great King-Elect like the barrel of a pistol. “However, they are, for the most part, loyal soldiers and will fight for whomever they believe to be their rightful commander. At the moment, that man is your Uncle and Great King. It will be my job to convince his soldiers that he no longer has any claim either to their loyalty or to that title.”

“And if you don’t succeed?”

“Then the Harphaxi Army will be no more. My soldiers will be better armed, better rested, better fed, better prepared and better led. If my men are in any way endangered, I will not hesitate to kill any or all of Lysandros’ troops.”

“Then, what will I do for an Army?” Selestros asked, obviously distressed.

“Do what I did. Build your own army, a company at a time if you have to. You’re the Great King-Elect, for Galzar’s sake! Hire a captain-general, give him a muster pay-out and make it his problem.”

“Could I hire one of your captain-generals?”

“You can try. But don’t count on it. My men are uncommonly loyal.”

“Will you give me some suggestions for a commander?”

“Hmm. I’ll have to sleep on it. If I think of anyone, I’ll post you a dispatch. Meanwhile, do not change any laws or make new policies without running them by Captain-General Geblon, or should I say Prince Geblon. He’s my right arm, as far as you’re concerned. I’m going to be busy fighting Lysandros and I don’t need any distractions.”

“Are you taking my uncle’s wife with you?” Selestros asked, not bothering to keep the disgust he felt out of his voice.

“No, she will remain here in Harphax City in the summer palace.”

“I do not want that woman in my City. She’s the spawn of Styphon and a lover of unclean demons.”

“She’s going to stay and I’m guaranteeing her safety with my Army. If anything happens to her or the Lady Sirna, I will set my men loose on this City like Roxthar’s Investigators! No one will escape their wrath, yourself included.”

“Prince, you’re forgetting who will soon be Great King of Hos-Harphax,” Selestros sputtered.

Phidestros rose to his full height and stared into Great King-Elect Selestros’ eyes. “Once my blade has taken one King’s head, do you think it will hesitate to take another?”

He marched out of the chamber to the resounding echo of those words.

II

Rubble and wreckage from the riots clogged the streets and the smell of smoke still hung over Harphax City, but Sirna noted that people were walking about again. At each corner stood a pair of soldiers in Prince Phidestros’ black-and-green livery; their presence had stopped the looting and arson. The last riot had ended shortly after it started when Phidestros’ troops had opened fire and killed three score of rioters. While the drunks, looters and criminals were unhappy, the majority of the townsmen applauded Phidestros’ efforts and obeyed the dusk to dawn curfew.

Every third store or tenement was a blackened hollow shell, or an empty lot showing a broken foundation like an extracted tooth. The townsmen seemed somber, but industrious. On several empty lots scaffolding and new construction were underway.

Sirna couldn’t help but wonder why Phidestros was backing Selestros rather than seating himself upon the Iron Throne of Hos-Harphax. She knew it wasn’t from modesty or fear of more rioting. Without question, the Iron Band would turn the entire city into rubble at his command. Phidestros must have some long-range plan in mind, one he’d never shared it with her.

Field work was not at all like what the professors at the University of Dhergabar made it out to be: The anointed Home Time Liners sharing their wisdom and beneficence with the grubby and ignorant unwashed. Outtimers, it turned out, were just as intelligent, petty, vindictive and resourceful as Paratimers. Her mistake had been to underestimate Phidestros, although her predicament after the Foundry disaster had not left her with a lot of choices. Still, by his lights, he had been good to her and encouraged her to join Great Queen Lavena’s retinue.

Regardless, Sirna resented being supplanted by another woman without advance notice. Not that she had intended for their liaison to get serious; however, it hurt to be dumped by a lover. Especially by an Outtimer!

She almost hated herself for that unbidden thought, as well as the prejudice it revealed…

Phidestros had just left the City with Princess Arminta, and rumors were flying everywhere. The most believable said that he was returning to Besh Town to prepare for a battle with Great King Lysandros. She wondered if Queen Lavena and herself were in danger. Sirna had felt safe while Phidestros was here, even if he had not deigned to see her even once.

On second thought, that was probably for the best. She respected Princess Arminta, who appeared both competent and pleasant. No need to bring the Princess further grief over her own childish desire to see her former lover….

Sirna’s horse pulled up before the House of Olthos, a small mercantile firm that the Harphaxi Kalvan Study Team had taken over and now used as their local headquarters. One of her guards tied her palfrey to a hitching post, while another helped her off it.

Maldar Dard, the local Paratime Police Field Agent and her contact, met her inside and escorted her down the stairs into the collapsed-nickel shielded basement.

“I see they’re allowing you to travel,” Maldar said.

“Yes, it’s a very polite imprisonment. Nobody wants to off end Prince Phidestros, since Queen Lavena and I are under his protection; or possibly Great King Lysandros’ safeguard, if everything turns to muck and he returns victorious. I’m ostensibly picking up some items, mostly perfume for the Queen.”

Maldar nodded to one of the other agents and said, “See what you can find for Lady Sirna. We wouldn’t want her to leave empty-handed.”

He nodded and went upstairs.

“What’s the word from inside the Palace, Sirna?”

“Confusion, excitement, fear and a lot of worry. No one knows for sure what’s going to happen when Great King Lysandros returns with the Harphaxi Army. Phidestros isn’t sharing his plans with anyone but his wife. Now that he’s gone everyone’s worried.”

“You say that with a bit of bitterness.”

“I’m entitled. After all, thanks to Phidestros, I’m caught right in the middle of things. If he’s defeated, I’m going to be completely dependent upon Queen Lavena for my safety. If, on the other hand, Lysandros is killed or captured, things will get very interesting with Phidestros some five hundred marches away. Great King-Elect Selestros has not been very friendly toward his uncle’s wife and, while he might fear Phidestros enough to leave her unmolested, I might be a good substitute for his ire.”

Maldar nodded thoughtfully. “I can see your education is proceeding quickly. A year ago you’d have been completely unaware of half of these possibilities. Don’t worry, you’re in safe hands. We’ve got one of our best field agents, Dalon Sath, working inside the palace as one of your guards. He spent twenty years undercover in the Abkor-Neb Sector as one of the top assassins in the Society of Assassins. Dalon was one of the men who saved Chief Hadron’s bacon when the Chief was stirring up that Reincarnation Fiasco a while back. Frankly, I think everyone involved, except Prince Phidestros, is more worried about saving their own skins than settling old scores.”

“Well, thanks for those words. I feel a little better.”

“Good,” Maldar said. “How’s the Queen holding up?”

“Lavena’s very pregnant and very frightened, both for her future and giving birth. She switches her worries on alternate days. I believe she really cares about Lysandros, which I don’t understand. The man’s a moral monster and a complete egotist.”

Maldar held his hand out and flopped it back and forth. “Love, who can explain it? And, from what I’ve heard about Lavena: Isn’t she cut from the same cloth as Lysandros?”

“Queen Lavena can be very nice,” Sirna said sharply. “It would have been easy for her to blame all her problems on me and that Galzar-damned play I made up about King Kaiphranos’ death. But she hasn’t. And, she wants to do better now that the baby’s coming. I believe she’d make a pretty good Queen. I don’t know what will happen to her once Phidestros puts Selestros on the Iron Throne; her life won’t be worth a bent phenig. I’m really worried about her and the baby.”

“The heir changes everything, unless Selestros marries and has a child of his own. If he can. There’s anecdotal evidence that he suffers from syphilis, which means he’s possibly sterile. Which wouldn’t be surprising considering the number and quality of women and men he’s been consorting with for the last decade.”

“Why don’t you give him a fertility test?”

Maldar shook his head. “It’s not necessary. Selestros is not important enough to warrant a field exercise that could possibly threaten our presence here in Hos-Harphax. Kalvan’s the major player on this stage. Lysandros and Phidestros both are sworn enemies of Great King Kalvan so it doesn’t matter much to us which one comes out on top. Actually, if I personally were to root for anyone it would be Lysandros, since Phidestros is the more worthy opponent. He’s actually fought Kalvan and come out on top, while Lysandros helped botch up a sure thing by demanding that the Great Host of Styphon besiege Tarr-Hostigos, rather than chase Kalvan right into the Saltless Seas.”


FIVE

I

King Hyrum of Dorg was seated on the Emerald Throne in his audience chamber, weary with all the troubles his subjects had heaped before him throughout the afternoon, waiting for the sun to set so he could call an end to this torture. He didn’t understand how his Royal Magistrates survived this boring routine day after day. He only spent one day every moon adjudicating those cases that required a Royal hand, but it was more than enough for him. He understood that King Theovacar held court almost every day, but he was known to be a ruler who insisted upon dipping his spoon into every pot.

Hyrum would much rather be tending his garden. He had just received a new flower, with the most delicate of blossoms, all the way from Hos-Bletha. He was determined to make this one live forever. His flowers gave him so much more satisfaction than his subjects; they never complained, they were quiet and responded well to his tender care. If only they could speak, they would have so much to teach his people…

At the moment, Hyrum was listening to an interminable argument between two barons over who held the rights to a patch of land that was more often a swamp, depending on the rains, than a field. Neither had exclusive title and their claims were based on verbal hearsay with little tangible evidence other than the memories of their underlings—all of whom were more interested in currying favor with their overlords than getting to the truth of the matter. The truth being that both their ancestors had overlooked this patch of land as worthless and not worthy of cultivation.

He was relieved when the case was interrupted by his Chief Intelligencer, Baron Schauf.

The Baron mounted the dais and leaned over to whisper in his ear. “Your Majesty, I’ve just received word that an envoy from Tarr-Ceros is approaching.”

“Is it important?”

“The delegation is led by none other than Grand Commander Aristocles, himself.”

He nodded to his Chancellor, signaling him to dismiss the Court. He turned and left before the barons began to plead their cases in defiance of the Chancellor, forcing him into an unpleasant course of action. Although, maybe a day or two in the Keep might do them both good.

While Hyrum despised the false priests of the so-called-god Styphon, he held the Order of Zarthani Knights in high esteem. As well as their commander-in-chief, Grand Master Soton, who was a great war leader and man of his word. It was the Order which bore the greatest brunt of the barbarian invaders from the Sea of Grass who periodically made their way across the Great River. The barbarians’ movements were much like floods, some years they were contained and other years they spilled over the river banks—sometimes in great floods, like this years’ incursions, which were the worst in living memory. Word of the Order’s recent losses had left him with great trepidation.

The Mother River was the border between order and chaos. While both Dorg and Wulfula owned land on the western side of the river, most of the Sea of Grass was overrun with barbarians and wild Ruthani. The Sastragath was protected by the Knights’ fortresses which ran along the eastern borders of the river. These lands were held by a number of tribes and clans who had settled those lands over the centuries. Some of them were settlers and farmers, others were more recent tribesmen who would join the raiders from across the Great River. The Order’s line of fortresses were the first line of defense and if they were to fall, the barbarians would move deep into Hos-Ktemnos. From there, they would run amuck, quickly slaking their plunder lust, then they’d turn northward and savage Wulfula and his own lands.

Hyrum met with Grand Commander Aristocles in his private audience chamber. Aristocles’ face was wan, and he looked as though he’d added a decade of winters since their last meeting.

He opened with, “Let us dispense with the usual formalities, and get to the heart of what brought you here to Dorg.”

Aristocles nodded his agreement. “First, Your Highness, I’m not here to plead for your help.”

King Hyrum felt an immediate release as his pent-up breath was expelled. If needed, he would have offered troops, but that would have meant dead soldiers who might be better used next spring when the barbarians came north. “That is a welcome surprise, what with all the fighting down south, I had expected otherwise.”

“I do not believe you will have any trouble with the nomads this fall. We have successfully pushed the main body of the barbarians back across the Great River, at considerable expense. They appear satisfied with all the loot they’ve taken and the damage they have inflicted upon the Order.”

“How bad is it?” Hyrum asked.

“Some ten thousand casualties, three tarrs sacked and two others lay in ruins and, of course, most importantly, Var-Wannax Ranjar Sargos was able to draw us away from the siege of Thagnor City.”

“This interloper, who calls himself Great King Kalvan, has served the Middle Kingdoms no end of mischief,” Hyrum declared. “He has stripped King Theovacar of several of his rightful princedoms, including his capital and the Iron Throne. Kalvan’s friendship with Warlord Sargos promises even more bedevilment upon us all. We need to put an end to his time upon earth.”

“Nobody agrees with you more than myself,” Aristocles said with a sigh. “I’ve been fighting the Usurper for more than three winters and I fear I will be fighting him for the rest of my time upon this earth.”

“Praise Wotan, that it may not be so. Kalvan’s evil doings extend beyond the arts of war. He releases slaves, makes laws that favor peasants and apprentices to purchase his subjects’ favor. Now, my subjects are beginning to demand such rights and prerogatives. His mischief knows no end; only his death will still it.”

“You speak the truth,” Aristocles replied. “However, we have learned some things from him. Kalvan has conjured up a new way of making castles almost impenetrable, with huge earthworks piled upon them that receive cannonballs like a sponge soaks up water.”

Hyrum said, “Can you teach my castellans how to construct such earthworks? If we can do such a thing, it will blunt the barbarians’ attacks.” For the first time today, he felt his mood lighten. If this new development worked, it might help bring an end to the seasonal nomad attacks; at least against fortified tarrs and cities. This would make it much easier to catch them in the open where their only recourse would be to stand and fight, or flee.

Aristocles shook his head. “The earthworks only work against armies with artillery. If you were to shore up your walls with embankments, the barbarians might use them to run right up your walls!”

“May the gods save us!” Hyrum cried.

“The gods do not intervene in men’s affairs, unless to make mischief. The Order plans to strengthen the walls of our tarrs and build up our foodstocks. So, next spring, when the barbarians cross the Great River, we will retreat into our Great Tarrs with our peasants and villagers. We are also casting many new guns, mostly of brass, for our forts. The nomads will break their teeth on our walls and when they come to realize that we are beyond their reach, they will leave our lands and flood into Hos-Ktemnos and Hos-Bletha.”

“But it is your duty to protect the Eastern Marches, Commander. Isn’t it?”

Aristocles released a harsh laugh that sent shivers up Hyrum’s spine. Then his hands made a motion as if they were parting water. “In normal times, this is true. But these are not typical times. Let those fat Ktemnoi farmers and burghers pay the price for their precious peace! They’ve let us pay the butcher’s bill for too long. After the nomads have filled their wagons with loot and slaves, we’ll snare the barbarians when they return home, fat with plunder and drunk to boot. We’ll kill them like wolves falling on fatted lambs; let them fertilize next year’s crops!”

King Hyrum was suddenly glad to count this dangerous man as an ally. “Does Grand Master Soton agree with this new policy?”

Aristocles shook his head. “The Grand Master is too busy weaving the Inner Circle’s pattern in Hos-Agrys. He will be preoccupied for many winters. In his absence, I am acting Grand Commander and responsible for the border marches and their protection. With Warlord Sargos in league with the Usurper Kalvan, we need to crush the barbarians and teach them respect for our fortresses again.”

“That will push them into Wulfula and our own territory,” Hyrum declared. “Have you considered that?”

Aristocles nodded. “Of course. I’ve already met with King Ingvard of Wulfula and he is now working with the Order. I have brought several of my artificers and artisans to teach your men how to adopt these new practices. They will also help you start a gunsmiths’ guild and teach you how to make your own fireseed.”

“We know the ingredients, but our fireseed does not burn consistently.”

“We will show you how to make it into cakes and grind it into good fireseed. Plus, I have brought four wagonloads of it with me as a sign of my friendship.”

The King clasped Aristocles’ bicep. “Thank you, my friend.” He couldn’t help but think, if Styphon’s House had sold us proper fireseed instead of the powder, we might already have sufficient stores. Suddenly it occurred to him that there might be a price for this help. “What will We have to do to repay these gifts?”

“Be assured, Your Highness, that I will not ask you to do anything that is not in your own or your Kingdom’s best interest. You were the one who brought up the fact that many of the Usurper’s changes are not for the best. That his new policies towards his subjects in Thagnor may result in long-term damage to your own rule, or may even foment rebellion among your subjects.”

Hyrum nodded.

“All I ask in return for these gifts, is that you keep an open mind as to the future in helping us to contain, or even end, the Usurper’s rule in the Middle Kingdoms. By using Kalvan’s own techniques to make our tarrs invincible, as they were before Kalvan’s fireseed was introduced, we will neutralize the Usurper’s alliance with Ranjar Sargos and the barbarians. You have seen what damage the Usurper has done to King Theovacar and Grefftscharr. Do you believe he will be any easier with yourself and Dorg?”

Hyrum shook his head. “He seeks to destroy our world and must be stopped. You have my support!”

They clasped upper arms and swore oaths of loyalty and friendship.

II

Lysandros was in his tent attempting to dry off; his leathers were so wet he could have wrung them out. It had been raining for the past three days and it seemed as if Lytris, Goddess of Weather and Good Fortune, had turned against him and his command. The only good thing out of all this was that the Rathoni attacks against his outriders had dwindled. It appeared that even the Usurper’s men feared the weather. Many of the Vesthar creeks and streams were swollen and some areas were beginning to flood. The few peasants in the area who’d survived last year’s invasions were poor and downtrodden.

Lysandros heard someone clearing their throat outside his tent. His first reaction was to grab his sword by the hilt. Realizing his bodyguards were standing outside, he turned to his manservant. “See who it is.”

His servant went to the tent flap and peered outside. “It’s Captain-General Demnos, sire.”

“Tell him to come in,” Lysandros ordered.

Demnos, water streaming off his cloak, entered with another bedraggled figure following behind.

Several of the candles lighting the tent sputtered or went out as a gust of wind followed behind. His servant quickly closed the flap and then used his tinderbox to light a dry splinter, then relit the candles.

He didn’t recognize the newcomer. “Speak up.”

Demnos grimaced, then held out his hand to signal patience. Lysandros could hear his teeth chatter.

“Move closer to the fire,” he ordered.

His manservant gave Demnos a cloth to wipe his face.

After what seemed to Lysandros to be an interminable wait, Demnos cleared his throat. “Your Majesty, this man has just come from Hostigos. He brings news of great import.”

From the tone of Demnos’ voice, he had an idea that it wasn’t going to be good news. “What now, is my father-in-law Prince Sthentros demanding more gold or does he need my soldiers?”

The newcomer shook his head.

“Sire, it is bad news. It appears that Selestros has had a visitation from the gods and now declares himself Great King-Elect of Hos-Harphax.”

“That whoreson! The last time he stepped into a temple was to lift phenigs from the charity box. How do the princes view his conversion?”

“Selestros claims to have had a visitation from the Allfather. Many scoff, but others see he has reformed and are wavering in their support of your regime, sire.”

“What new plague is this! Has my Kingdom gone mad? The man is a wastrel, a drunken sot….”

“The word on the streets is that he no longer sups wine or lies down with women, sire. I find it hard to believe myself. Most of the princes of the League of Dralm have put their support behind his candidacy.”

“How can they? It’s not as if I’m dead!”

The newcomer cringed.

“OUT WITH IT VARLET!”

“They say you are a regicide, that you murdered your brother Great King Kaiphranos and are not a legitimate king.” The man backed away with his hands up as if to protect his face.

Lysandros looked down and saw that he’d half-taken his sword out of its sheath. He pushed the hilt back down, killing the messenger wouldn’t make this message any easier to digest.

“What is Prince Phidestros’ role in all of this?” he asked.

The messenger shrugged. “There were riots in Harphax City and the Prince was called in to restore order. It was his idea to make Selestros Great King-Elect of the Kingdom.”

Lysandros had to bite his tongue to keep from screaming out his rage. So Phidestros is not only a bastard, but he’s a rotten back-stabbing bastard! Upon my return, I will repay him tenfold for his treachery.

“How is my wife, Queen Lavena?”

“She is well. Prince Phidestros has put her under his protection. She is guarded by his own Iron Band.”

“Ahh,” Lysandros replied in relief. At least, she’s safe for now. If Selestros is permanently enthroned, he may even take her for himself since she is carrying my heir! He ground his teeth in rage.

“Is there any other news?”

“No, Your Majesty,” the messenger said, bowing and scraping as he made his way out of the tent flap.

Captain-General Demnos looked pale.

“What are your thoughts,” Lysandros asked.

“No good ones. We’re neck-high in a privy pit, as I see it.”

Lysandros nodded. “I agree. We need to return to Harphax City post-haste and settle things with the Bastard Prince.”


SIX

I

Lady Sirna walked through the empty halls of the Harphax Palace, noting that the closer she came to Great Queen Lavena’s bedchamber the more deserted the hallways became. With Great King-Elect Selestros soon to become Great King, the courtiers and ladies-in-waiting who had previously doted on the new Queen had felt the wind shift in Harphaxi politics. They weren’t actually snubbing her or openly insulting the Queen, just avoiding her presence until the current stalemate resolved itself. If Great King Lysandros survived his upcoming battle with Prince Phidestros, then they would desert Selestros in droves; however, if Phidestros defeated the King—which anyone who knew him was certain he would—then Great Queen Lavena would be in disfavor and dependent for survival upon the very man who killed her husband.

Not a pretty picture for Lavena no matter what happened unless the gods intervened on Lysandros’ behalf.

There were two heavily armed guards, both in Iron Band livery, guarding the door to the Great Queen’s bedchamber.

The one Sirna knew from her days as a healer with the Iron Band in Hostigos Town, nodded and asked, “What can we do for you, Your Ladyship?”

“Hi, Petty-Captain Vernath, I need to speak with Great Queen Lavena.”

He opened the door, saying, “Lady Sirna, as of today, you’re about the only person, other than her two maidservants, authorized to see the Great Queen. I want you to know that no matter how this thing with Great King Lysandros comes out, you have the Iron Band at your back.”

Things must be getting worse, she thought, if the Iron Band has to guard the Queen. I wonder if there’ve been threats against her life? She curtsied. “I thank you, Vernath, and tell the boys I think about them.”

Petty-Captain Vernath turned bright red. “We’re all sorry about how the Princess—” He broke off realizing that he was talking too much about things far above his station.

Sirna fought back the tears that threatened to well up. “I know, I…just tell them I miss them, too.”

Vernath nodded as she entered the elaborately furnished Queen’s Bedchamber. Great Queen Lavena, looking like a beached whale, was draped over her oversized bed, in undergarments trimmed in lace, while a maid, bent over with a fan in her hand, fanned her face.

“Sirna, please tell me it’s not true?”

“What, Your Majesty?”

The Great Queen’s face scrunched up as if she were about to bawl. “Is it true that Prince Phidestros is leading an army against my husband?”

Sirna’s throat tightened up and she couldn’t speak for a moment. Instead, she nodded. “I’m sorry,” she finally said.

Lavena began to howl in a high-pitched wail as if the news of Lysandros’ death had just been announced.

Sirna went over to Lavena and cradled her head in her arms. “Don’t cry like that, it can’t be good for the baby. Besides, nothing has happened to the Great King; not yet, at least.”

“You’re right, Sirna,” Lavena said, while using a lace handkerchief to wipe away her tears. “It’s just that I fear for his life.”

With Dralm-damn good reason, Sirna thought to herself.

“And what will I do, if anything happens to Lysandros?” Lavena asked.

Pray to all the true gods was the first thought that entered Sirna’s mind. However, she needed to calm the Great Queen down, not push her into total hysteria. Lavena was seven or eight months along and the last thing anyone needed was an early birthing.

“I understand that Prince Phidestros has made General Geblon, rather than Great King-Elect Selestros, Marshal of the Throne’s Defenses. Geblon will not let Selestros harm you or the baby.”

“Isn’t he the new Duke of Sashta? The tall handsome one with the nice beard?”

Sirna brought Geblon’s face into mental focus. Yes, she thought, he could be considered handsome. He had a broad face with strong cheekbones and all of his hair. He even had all of his teeth, a bushy brown beard and a nice smile. Nor was he quick to anger or overly fond of his ale. He was also one of Phidestros’ trusted advisors and oldest comrades. “Yes, he has a strong face and a good heart.”

“How do you know so much, Sirna?”

“He was one of my protectors while I was a healer for the Iron Band at the Gull’s Nest in Hostigos Town.”

“Oh, that brothel. I don’t know how you survived all those harridans and Roxthar’s Investigation.”

“I had Lystris’ Own Luck and the Iron Band at my back, My Queen. And, now, so do you. I do know that if Duke Geblon is your protector, you are safe here in the palace. If Selestros tries to harm you, it will be his own undoing, Galzar’s Word.”

II

To Great King Lysandros the worst part of his army’s passage through Kyblos were the deserted villages, not a living person or farm animal anywhere, just empty huts and ruins. None of the fields had been planted and they were rife with weeds and brambles. He suspected that most of the peasants and tradespeople had fled after the fall of Tarr-Hostigos, once word reached them that the Holy Investigation of Styphon’s House had crossed the border from Sask.

Fortunately, there was enough forage to keep most of the horses alive, although that meant stopping to let the animals graze, slowing the army down. The entire Harphaxi Army were on half-rations and if they didn’t find more provisions soon, things were going to turn ugly. They were down to their last few teams of oxen; soon they’d be eating the mules and packhorses, many of them showing the ribs beneath their sagging coats.

There were already desertions—would have been a lot more, if the countryside wasn’t so inhospitable—and grumbling, lots of bitching and complaining. Lysandros could feel his command slipping out of his grasp, and he didn’t like it—not one little bit. Not with the mess he faced back in Harphax City with a pregnant wife under his enemy’s blade, and a pretender on the Iron Throne. A pretender with more legitimacy to it than he owned. He needed his men fit, in good morale and willing to win the fight of their lives. Against whom? That was just one of the questions that bedeviled him on the interminable road home.

Had Prince Phidestros completely forsaken him? Would he support Selestros with the force of his arms? Or had the wily Prince set them both up against each other, only to destroy the winner? Or was he content with his lands and willing to see if Selestros could raise his own army to fight for the Throne?

Captain-General Demnos rode up on his big bay. Lysandros still rode at the head of the column, so he didn’t have to eat trail dust. They were now headed toward Kyblos Town, which rumors held had not fallen to the Investigation and might provide them with the foodstuffs they so badly needed. A captured peasant had told them that the Styphoni had sent only a handful of Investigators and two Temple Bands to Investigate Kyblos. It hadn’t been a large enough force to take Kyblos Town, but more than enough to despoil the surrounding territory.

He hated to make such a large detour, but unless they had more food he might as well turn back and let the Usurper Kalvan kill them all.

“They found a man…” Demnos paused to shake his head and clear his throat from the dust of the road. “I guess you would say he was still a man.”

“Good. We need to learn more about the defenses of Kyblos Town. We cannot afford a long siege.”

Demnos coughed behind his hand. “Truer words were never said, Your Majesty.”

Shortly an old man was brought up by horseback by two scouts. As he drew closer, Lysandros realized that he could be any age. His hair had all fallen out and his body was a scrawny bag of bones that looked as if he had been exhumed from a graveyard. As he drew closer, Lysandros could see that his clothes were nothing but a few wisps of rags; his ribs stood out like those of a starving cow. The man’s facial features were pulled back tightly against his skull. His teeth were gone and his skin clung to his bony frame much like the shrunken rawhide that was used to repair broken wagon wheels.

“By Ormaz’s Skull! Does he have the plague?” were the first words out of Lysandros’ mouth.

“No, Your Majesty,” one of the scouts said.

The man tried to speak but his words came out in a croak. “Give him some water,” Lysandros ordered.

He took to the water like a fish, and his men had to keep him from gulping it and getting sick. They waited almost a quarter candle for him to drink slowly and gum some fresh bread.

When he was able to speak, Lysandros asked, “What happened here?”

“After the Siege most of the people,” he mumbled, “the smart ones, that is, left with Great King Kalvan. The rest crowded behind the walls of Kyblos Town when the Arch-Devil Roxthar and his murderers took over the countryside….”

The man paused to catch his breath. “They didn’t have the guns or the forces to breach our walls, but ate everything edible outside the walls like locusts and burned anything they couldn’t take with them. Most of the army left with Great King Kalvan to only the gods know where, so there weren’t enough men for Baron Marcestros to take into the field….”

He paused again to stuff his mouth before continuing. “There wasn’t much food left in the town and no fall harvest. The winter was very hard and most of the people died from starvation or the cold. There were riots and fighting when the rich merchants and nobles tried to keep more than their share of the food. Baron Marcestros was killed in the fighting; the survivors fled the town when the roads thawed. Now Kyblos Town is abandoned and the only people remaining are the dead.”

“Dralm-damn Roxthar and his cursed Investigation!” Lysandros cried. “If I ever run across that madman again, I will personally see he has an escort to Regwarn’s Caverns.”

“What shall we do, now, Your Majesty?” Demnos asked.

“Go forward. Maybe we can find some food in Sask or Hostigos.”

“What about him?” Demnos asked, pointing to the living skeleton who was slumped over a horse.

Lysandros pulled a hide-away pistol out of his sash and shot the man in the head. “We have no victuals to spare for prisoners,” he said. The man keeled off his horse and struck the hard ground with a soft thud.

III

“You must leave soon, my husband,” Princess Arminta said, as though the words were torn from her heart.

“It distresses me to leave before the baby comes,” Phidestros replied. Truly—had he believed in any of the twelve True Gods he would have sworn in their names. She was in good hands; the midwife in charge had helped give birth to many babies, almost as many babies as there were men in the Iron Company. Still, it rankled him not to be there when his child arrived new to the world.

Arminta giggled. “The baby will wait until you return; I’m only seven moons along. I would not have it any other way, Praise Yirtta Allmother.”

“I would have never known from looking! Already you are big enough for twins,” he joked.

She laughed, cradling her swollen belly.

His chest filled to the bursting with love. Phidestros had never felt anything like it before—sure he’d felt pride in his soldiers and in the Iron Band—but not love like this. Love so strong that it hurt like a chest wound. Some claimed such heart love could weaken a man; however, in his case, it only made him more determined to return with King Lysandros’ head in his possession.

“The Great King Lysandros and his army must have already reached Kyblos Town,” Arminta observed. “I know you want to meet them in a place of your choosing, rather than the Great King’s.”

He nodded. “I suspect they will take the Akyros Road through Kyblos and Sask, rather than the Nyklos Trail.”

“Why is that, my love?”

“When Kalvan fled Hostigos Town, he left by the Nyklos Trail and ordered his men to burn everything in their path, from the fields to the towns. It may be the shortest route to Harphax City, but the land is as barren as the Great Desert. Lysandros will need food for his men and fodder for his horses; there will be little of either along the Nyklos Trail. This he will know from firsthand experience as that is the route the Grand Host took when we chased after Kalvan.”

“Why didn’t the Usurper take the Akyros Road?” she asked.

“To reach the Akyros Road, Kalvan would have had to fight his way through the Grand Host. From Hostigos Town, the Nyklos Trail was his only route into the western princedoms.”

Arminta nodded. “How did Sask fare during the despoiling of the False Kingdom of Hos-Hostigos?”

Phidestros paused to bring out his pipe. “Not very well, my love. Roxthar and his henchmen investigated most of the Saski right into Regwarn’s Caverns. When they ran out of peasants to torture, the Investigators and Temple Guard looted the towns and villages and burned most of the homes and farms. Most of the Saski farmers and townsmen fled, joining King Kalvan’s Exile, before Roxthar’s arrival. Few of those who remained in Sask survived the Investigation, primarily the old and infirm. I doubt that there will be much left in Sask for Lysandros’ use, despite Geblon’s attempt to bring in more peasants.”

Arminta nodded. “Geblon wasn’t there long enough to get very much accomplished. That is good for you, my husband. Lysandros’ army will arrive tired and weakened by hunger.”

Phidestros smiled, showing his teeth in the flickering candlelight. “That is why we will leave Tarr-Harphax in the morning. I would like to have time to rest my troops before we attack the King’s army. We will also be able to pick the battlefield. Lysandros will have to follow the Akyros Road into Sask, where there is no food and very little forage for his horses and oxen.”

“From what you’ve been saying, that path will spell doom for Lysandros.”

“No battle is won until the fireseed smoke settles, but I would not want to put my feet in Lysandros’ boots.”

He noticed a pensive expression upon his wife’s countenance. “What’s the matter, my love? Do you still have concerns regarding your cousin’s health?

Arminta shook her head. “By the Allfather, no. Lysandros is a blackguard and parricide. He deserves Galzar’s Judgment. It is the common soldiers I worry about. Many of them will die for the sin of being under his command.”

“I will offer them amnesty. Many of them fought under my colors at the Battle of Ardros Field, where we defeated Kalvan. It would be fitting if many of them retired from his command before the first shot rang out.”

“Remember those parchments that Kalvan’s men posted about sparing all deserters and welcoming them into his ranks?”

“Yes, Kalvan has used that trick several times,” Phidestros said. “It worked very well at Chothros Heights.”

“You should do likewise, my love. It might be a good idea to have notices made informing them they are under the command of a man who murdered his own brother and rightful Great King; thus they are therefore free from any oaths or fealty and are lawfully able to leave his ranks. Have the scouting parties take some of these notices and post them on trees and buildings where Lysandros’ men will see them. I know most of them do not read, but those who do will spread the news.”

“Like wildfire,” he said, nodding his accord.

“Also, inform them of Galzar’s Ban on the Army of Hos-Harphax; many still do not know of the Ban. This will cause considerable dissention and much desertion, especially after the Uncle Wolfs depart. Grant any soldiers who do desert from Lysandros’ ranks a pardon and the opportunity to join the real Harphaxi Army.”

Phidestros took his pipe from his mouth and knocked the barrel against his palm. “Yes, Selestros will need an army, but not a very good one. At least as far as our interests are concerned. Deserters will do him well. I am not anxious to fight men I recently commanded. It would be fitting if we could defeat Lysandros without spilling anyone’s blood but his own.”

Arminta nodded. “Yes, but most importantly, you need to bring his head back to impale it upon the Harphax City Gates. Otherwise, there will be rumors that he is still alive and in hiding.”

Phidestros nodded. “That is good advice, my darling. What do you think we should do with Queen Lavena before we leave for Besh Town?”

“Will she be safe here?”

“I’m leaving ten companies of the Iron Band and two thousand Beshtan regulars under Geblon to guarantee the peace. But I’m not sure what we’ll do with her after Lysandros has been killed.”

“Despite all his cant about the Allfather, Great King-Elect Selestros is a closed scroll. I don’t believe he’d harm the Queen, but…?”

“I was thinking that it might be better if we took her to Besh Town and gave her a home there.”

Arminta’s forehead furrowed. “I do not want her in Besh Town. She’ll be both a tempting target for our enemies, and a rallying point for Great King Lysandros’ supporters. Furthermore, if she stays here after Lysandros is deposed, she’ll be a tethered lamb for those who might want to impress the new king.”

Phidestros nodded. “Wise words, my love. We will leave her here in Harphax City under heavy guard, that way her problems remain here instead of with us. If Captain-General Geblon cannot guarantee her safety, no one else can.”

Arminta was visibly relieved. Phidestros understood why: Lavena was a temptress and would always be drawn to the most powerful man in any room. He found her childish, willful and spoiled. A perfect match for Lysandros, but not the woman he wanted to bear his children.

“What about the Lady Sirna?” she asked, with a spark in her eye. “She will not be safe here in Harphax City, either.”

Phidestros kept his expression immobile. “Let her stay with the Queen, or she can return to Grefftscharr, if she wishes. It’s not my concern.”

Arminta smiled. “Yes, let her share Queen Lavena’s fate.”

He all but sighed in relief, having navigated that shoal without foundering.

Then with worry lines creasing her forehead, Arminta added, “Maybe we ought to leave Captain Lythrax to protect the Queen. I always feel safe when he is about.”

Lythrax and Arminta’s strange bond was something that only Lyklos, the Trickster and Lord of Lies, could have conjured up, he decided. Lythrax was a cold-blooded murderer, there were no words that could pretty up his character; that’s what he was. Phidestros had found him useful whenever there was a particularly nasty job that had to be done, torture, killing, sniping, even murdering innocent civilians. Anything was fair game. It wasn’t that Captain Lythrax gained pleasure from killing; Phidestros had seen many who shared that curse. No, it was that killing to him was just a job, a job he was particularly skilled at doing, much like a butcher.

For some inexplicable reason, Lythrax had become very protective of Arminta when word was announced that she was with child. He became solicitous of her health and begged to be made her personal guard. At first, Phidestros had been dumbfounded. He didn’t want to insult Lythrax by denying him the position, but he did not trust the man around his new wife. Not until she demanded Lythrax as her chief guard.

Phidestros had attempted to explain the man’s nature, even comparing him to a deadly viper. But she saw something deep inside the man that no one else ever had. Eventually, their entreaties wore him down and he made Lythrax captain of Arminta’s personal bodyguard. Now that Phidestros was accustomed to his presence, even he had to admit he felt safer when Lythrax was on guard.

“Darling, Lythrax would stay and guard Queen Lavena, but only if you personally made the request. However, he would not be happy and, while he would do the best job he could, his heart would be elsewhere. Furthermore, he would drive us both crazy with his entreaties to return to Besh Town.”

Arminta nodded. “You are right, husband. I suspect Queen Lavena would not appreciate his loyalty. She is too frivolous with the hearts of others.”


SEVEN

I

Captain-General Petrus wondered just what would greet him when he arrived in King Theovacar’s throne room. The King had been ranting and raving like a madman ever since King Kalvan’s army had taken Greffa, the jewel of Grefftscharr, and added it to the Kingdom of Nos-Hostigos. Theovacar had always been secretive and suspicious, but now his paranoia had grown ten-fold. Several important nobles, who had ties to the newly enthroned Verkan, had been dismissed as traitors, others beheaded as intelligencers. All of Ult-Greffa’s upper classes were on edge, wondering when they too would be accused of plotting against the Trone.

Fortunately, Petrus had never met the traitor Verkan and could not be accused of complicity in his take-over of Greffa. From what he’d learned, it appeared that the City nobles, under the sway of Duke Ruffulo, had surrendered the Greffa City for terms favorable to themselves and their faction. It was even whispered in the alehouses that the entire City had gone over to the Hostigi so as to escape Theovacar’s iron hand.

Petrus had been in disfavor as soon as it was learned that his brother Errox had been recruited as one of Kalvan’s generals. If it wasn’t for the army’s lack of good commanders, Petrus suspected he might have been dismissed, or beheaded several moons ago. He was beginning to realize that his brother might have taken the wisest course by joining forces with Kalvan, who was known to be a wise leader and a ruler of solid temperament and good humor. However, Errox was unmarried and didn’t have the large family that had kept Petrus tied to his post in Greffa for so many years.

When King Theovacar had learned about the fall of Greffa City in Kylos Port, he had promised his retainers and captains new estates and lands in Ult-Greffa. The remaining ships of the Northern Fleet had spirited the King, his retainers and most of the surviving army, from Ragyath to safety in Ult-Greffa.

Theovacar was a man of his word, but what he hadn’t said was those new estates were to come at the expense of nobles that the King thought were plotting against him. Nor had he said that the King’s men would strip the estates bare of all valuables. Petrus now had a large holding outside Ult Town, but he was having to furnish and refurbish it out of his own purse. The typically parsimonious Theovacar was now even more tight pursed since the Great Treasury had been lost in the surrender of Greffa City.

After he was announced by Chancellor Gundhyr, Petrus was escorted into the throne room by two of the King’s Companions. The room was much more Spartan than the King’s former throne room. King Theovacar was seated in a replica of the original Iron Throne, wearing his fur-lined mink robe and doeskin trousers covered with complex embroidered symbols and snakeskin boots. The only thing different Petrus noticed about the King were the worry lines that bracketed his eyes and the gray streaks in his blond hair.

“Greetings, Your Majesty,” Petrus said, noticing the lack of the usual formal rituals involved in seeing the King.

“Leave,” Theovacar said, waving away his Chancellor and his bodyguards. The presence room was quickly vacated.

“I’m pleased that you arrived so promptly,” the King said.

Petrus nodded. He wasn’t sure what mood the King was in today and while fortune appeared to be shining his way, that could change in a moment like Theovacar’s quicksilver moods. “What can I do for Your Majesty?”

“Give me your assessment of the Army and Navy’s strengths and weaknesses.”

That took him aback. Did the King want the unvarnished truth, or a whitewash? He chose the truth, since he couldn’t defend the other. “The Navy is badly damaged after our defeat in the Battle of Thagnor, as is our Army. The Navy still has two remaining fleets and will be able to recover in due time; the Army is in much worse shape. Over ten thousand veterans were lost and we have lost a major recruitment base in Greffa.”

Theovacar nodded as if he agreed with Petrus’ assessment. “Continue.”

“If King Kalvan were to send his army against us, we would be hard-pressed to keep them out of Helmout or even Ult Greffa. His army not only outnumbers our own, but has arms superiority and better leadership.”

Theovacar winced at this pronouncement, but did not disagree.

“With a determined effort, Kalvan could invade and own most of Grefftscharr and its outlying territories by the end of the next campaign season. Our best hope is that he does not realize just how desperate our situation here has become.”

“You are the first one to tell me what I have long suspected,” Theovacar said, nodding. “All these others are more concerned with their lost possessions and lands. They care little for the Kingdom’s welfare, instead telling me tales of our preparedness that are as substantial as clouds.”

He nodded. Maybe I will get out of here alive…

“What can we do to remedy our deficits?” Theovacar asked, his face pale.

Petrus had given this a lot of thought since the fall of Greffa City and the loss of his former estate. “First, we need to modernize the Army and our weapons.”

“Yes, by replacing the crossbows with fireseed weapons.”

“Of course, we need to do that, but not all at once. We need more gunsmiths and foundries to make big guns, as well. The Traitor Verkan was generous with his formulas for fireseed and his knowledge of gunsmithing.”

Theovacar’s face turned red at the mention of the Great Traitor, but he did not interrupt.

“We need more fireseed works, foundries and gunsmiths. Also, we need to eliminate our spearmen and convert them to pikes. The spears are not long enough to hold off the cavalry, and if thrown leave our men vulnerable to both shot and horse. Our cavalry is under-armored and without proper weapons, both lances and pistols, to face the Hostigi. In essence, we need to rebuild our entire Army. I will leave the Navy to those more familiar with fighting ships and sea battles.”

Theovacar nodded. “I find your words ring with truth. I want you to become Grand Captain-General of Our army. I will also elevate you to Duke and transfer lands sufficient for your new title.”

Petrus was dumbfounded. “Thank you, Your Majesty….” he stammered. “I will do my best.”

“You will do better than that. I want you to rebuild Our army, not so that it can defend us from the Usurper Kalvan, but so that it can drive him from Our lands and destroy him!”

A cold chill shot up his spine. Defending the Kingdom of Grefftscharr against Kalvan would be difficult, but not impossible. But to defeat Kalvan and drive him out of Nos-Hostigos—well, that was purely a fever dream. But he was not stupid enough to tell Theovacar that.

“I will do my best, Your Majesty.”

Theovacar looked him straight in the eye. “I know you will.”

Now, he would have to find a back door in case things didn’t go well….

II

“How dare you go over my head like that!” Dalla demanded. “You old fools, you’ll pull Management Party right down with you if you try to enforce any such draconian decree. What the Paratime Commission is committing is political suicide! I don’t think any of you appreciate just how much the average Citizen values his proles, whether they be servants or friends—or, in some cases, lovers.”

Tortha recoiled. “It’s the only reasonable and efficient way to deal with the prole problem—”

“Not on my watch!” Dalla interjected. “You think we’ve got riots now, wait until the Citizens learn that the Paratime Police are about to eject all their proles from Home Time Line. That’s if the proles roll over and accept being deported by the tens of millions. And where are we going to get the staff to herd them all, to say nothing of all the additional transtemporal conveyors we’ll be needing for an operation this size? Even if everything went smoothly, which it won’t, it could take years, and that’s only if we stopped using most of our conveyors for Outtime work!”

“We thought we’d start with the most rebellious proles first—”

“Oh, like the Prole Liberation Movement members? And what do you think they’re going to do while you attempt to arrest them? They’ll either go into hiding or break into open rebellion. Now, wouldn’t that make a pretty picture for the newsies!”

“No, of course not, Chief Hadron,” said Paratime Security Commissioner Dalgroth Sorn. “We were just trying to come up with a permanent solution to a problem that’s only going to get worse over time.”

“Well, your solution is too late and too drastic,” Dalla replied. “Management will never go along with it, nor will the Paratime Police as long as I’m in charge. If the Paratime Commission tries to enforce such a decree, it will be the beginning of the end of First Level civilization as we know it.”

In the cold light of day and faced with such determined opposition from someone he had counted on as an ally, Tortha could only agree. “You’re right, Dalla, we really didn’t think this through.”

Dalgroth Sorn looked at him as if the whole thing were his fault.

“Maybe we have become a bunch of ‘old fools,’ like you say,” Tortha added. “But that doesn’t solve the prole problem, either.”

“I don’t know if it can be solved at this late date,” Dalla said, shaking her head. “My adopted sister Zinganna’s a former prole; or maybe you forgot?”

Tortha shrugged. Yes, he had forgotten.

“What we need to worry about first,” she said, “is how many people outside of the Paratime Commission know about this cockamamie idea of yours. Any answers, Commissioners?”

The Paratime Commissioner of security answered. “Only the members of the Paratime Commission were informed. Tortha and I were to inform you of our decision. We thought you’d help us work out the details before we announced the decree.”

“First thing you do, is forget there ever was such a decree. Destroy all recordings and records of your proceedings.”

They both nodded.

Tortha winced, “We do have another little problem.”

“By the Fangs of Fasif, what now?”

“I had to use my authority to arrest Commissioner Lagrath Sart, who appears to be a spy for the Opposition Party, and had him sent to Fifth Level Pol-Term.”

“You did what?”

“He threatened to expose our Decree.”

“So you arrested him. Did you think of contacting me before you sent him to Police Terminal?”

“We didn’t have time. Temporary arrest and deportation are within the sphere of the Paratime Commission’s authority,” Tortha said

“Lucky for us,” Dalla replied sarcastically. “Now, how are you going to explain his disappearance? He’s very popular, being the youngest Paratime Commissioner, and has a number of important friends, including a lot of newsies. Now, Opposition’s going to know something is up.”

“But as long as they can’t prove anything—”

“There’ll be a big investigation over his disappearance, you have my personal guarantee! We need a cover story, Tortha. And it better be a good one.”

“I have an idea,” he said. “Since Lagrath’s been a critic of the Force, we can say he requested a trip to Police Terminal to see in person if there were any abuses going on. Once there he had an accident.”

“Oh, great. This is your ‘idea.’ That must have taken all of ten seconds of thought.”

“Cut the sarcasm,” Tortha bellowed. He wasn’t used to being talked to like an idiot. Vall might have to put up with Dalla’s sharp tongue, but he didn’t have to. “We only did this at your instigation. You’re the one who asked me for help!”

“I asked for help, not another disaster,” she bounced back.

“That’s enough out of both of you,” snapped the Commissioner of Paratime Security. “We need to do something about Commissioner Lagrath. He’s a loose cannon and there’s no telling how much damage he could do to all of us if he ever got interviewed by the media.”

“He has to disappear for awhile,” Dalla said. “Otherwise, we’ll lose control of everything. It’ll be the end for Management, the Paratime Police Department, all of us.”

Tortha nodded. That was the first comment she’d made that he could agree with. “What if we say that Lagrath, as part of a Commission Inquest into the treatment of proles by the Paratime Police, was sent to Fifth Level Police Terminal? While he was interviewing one of the proles, he was snatched by the PLM.”

The Commissioner of Security said, “I like it. It not only takes care of a big problem and potential leak, but it casts the proles in a dangerous light.”

“I don’t like it, but it does the job,” Dalla said. “I’ll have Gathon Dard, one of my special detectives, handle the operation. I’ll get him on it right away. You two need to lay a paper trail and cue the other Commissioners as to what’s going on. I’d suggest a hypno-mech block for the other Commissioners after you fill them in. This story is too hot for anything else.”


EIGHT

I

Kalvan entered the large wooden structure followed by Admiral Herad and Master Boatwright Dargoth. Inside the warehouse were almost a dozen boats in various stages of manufacture, some were just bare keels with ribs, while others were almost water ready. It was here-and-now’s first boat factory dedicated to the production of gunboats.

Even with the blacksmith’s furnace burning in the corner, it was icy cold in the big room. Kalvan rubbed his hands together briskly. If it was this bad in the Moon of the Golden Corn, or October as he still thought of it, he wondered how cold it was going to be in December, Moon of the Long Darkness.

The rifled eighteen-pounders and the gunboats had turned the tide of battle in last year’s fight with the Grefftscharri fleet, but the enemy had sunk more boats than Kalvan thought was acceptable. Along with the new paddlewheelers, which were still in the design phase, the gunboats could give Hostigos ownership of all the Great Lakes rivers and tributaries. So he and the old shipwright had come up with a new unsinkable design.

Shipwright Dargoth, a small elderly man with a wrinkled face like a crab apple and a fringe of white hair, pointed to a half-completed boat. “Your Majesty, note the five compartments. Watertight barriers are built-in along with these floatation tanks, that Your Majesty suggested, underneath the boat. Even if a cannonball knocks a hole in the stern, the boat’s in no danger. The new gunboats are designed to float with two flooded compartments.”

Kalvan examined the boat, running his hands along the seams. The boats were in the classic carvel design: a skeleton of steam-bent oak was formed to support planks from stem to stern. The planks were elm, hard wood designed to survive extreme stress with the seams between planks packed with oakum caulking to make the structure watertight. He noted the oak reinforcement of the stern where the guns would be seated.

Kalvan watched as a boat builder used an adze to trim a plank, swinging it so close to his sandals that he marveled the man didn’t chop off some of his exposed toes. Other boat builders were using bow drills, caulking mallets and other tools of the trade he was unable to identify.

Dargoth pointed. “See those cutter-sized frames over there? When they’re done, they’ll be big enough for the twenty-four-pounders you want installed. They’ll be stern-mounted with a six-pound bow chaser.”

“Good. How many will you have built by next spring?” Kalvan asked.

“We will have four of the cutters finished by the Flower Moon. Not as many as Your Majesty wanted, but that’s all the twenty-four pounders that the Royal Foundry would promise.”

Kalvan nodded. The brass foundry was working night and day to cast all the new guns, all of them rifled, that he’d requested. The rifling demanded more precision casting and, of course, added more time to the process. He needed additional cannons for the City Walls, the new men-of-war ships and the gunboats. Each military branch had its own needs and priorities.

“How’s the draft on the cutters?”

“They’ll navigate most of the rivers and the larger streams.”

“What about the Lyr River?” Kalvan asked, which was known back on otherwhen as the Wabash.

“Should be no problem, Your Majesty,” Admiral Herad answered. “At its widest it’s over a hundred paces in width and sufficiently deep for our gunboats.”

“Good. We’re going to need an Admiral of the inland rivers. Do you have any candidates, Admiral?”

“Hmm. I’ll give it some thought, Your Majesty, and come up with a list by tomorrow.”

“It should be somebody local, who has knowledge of most of the rivers and streams in the Middle Kingdoms.” Like most naval authorities, Admiral Herad preferred to reward his friends and cronies, but none of the Hostigi knew the Ohio and Indiana river systems. He’d also have a talk with Captain-General Errock and see who he suggested for the post. Errock had proved to be a fountain of information on the Upper Middle Kingdoms’ military leaders and the different armies.

“Yes, sir.”

Even though they’d destroyed or damaged a third of the Grefftscharr Navy, they were a long way from being on equal terms. It was the gunboats and arrogance of the Grefftscharri officers that had allowed them their victory over the Greffan Fleet. They wouldn’t be so accommodating next time. It typically took a year or two to build a warship before it was commissioned. By standardization of parts, Kalvan had cut some of the time down, but not enough to build a fleet big enough to defeat the Grefftscharri Navy. And no one, including himself, expected them to make the mistakes they’d made in their attack against Thagnor City.

II

Phidestros hated the thought of leaving home; he hadn’t been back more than three days, all of them busy organizing the coming campaign and sending out captains to raise the militia. He’d never had a home, or place he’d considered home before. But it wasn’t the stone walls, drafty halls and great hearth that made Tarr-Beshta a home; it was Princess Arminta. She was his touchstone, and he hated the thought of leaving without her, but there was no way he could justify bringing her along on his expedition to Sask. He was leaving, not only to claim his new Princedom, but to bring an end to Great King Lysandos’ reign.

With his support of Selestros as Great King of Hos-Harphax, Phidestros had put a target on his hide and he meant to strike first before Lysandros had time to return to Harphax City and rest his army. He wasn’t overly worried about the outcome, although any man’s fate was always up to a toss of the bones. Still, a resourceful man could be cautious and shave the bones in his favor.

Phidestros picked up his goblet of winter wine, drinking deeply before resuming his conversation with Grand-Captain Cythros, his castellan. “I’m going to leave you ten additional companies besides the regular garrison. With Kalvan settling into Thagnor and Grand Master Soton busy banging on Agrys City’s gates, I don’t foresee any problems.”

Captain Cythros, a moon-faced man with a short brown beard framing his face, was unable to keep his disappointment from showing.

“I know you’re disappointed; there’s little chance for advancement while keeping charge over a town. However, I had to leave Captain-General Geblon in Harphax City to hold Selestros’ reins in case he decided to hare off on his own. I don’t trust that former son-of-a-diseased-sow out of my sight.”

“And wisely, sir, if you value my opinion,” Cythros said.

Phidestros nodded. “Captain-General Kyblannos will be with me overseeing the two new mobile batteries. “He splayed his hands. “Who else is there to protect my most valuable possessions?”

Cythros gave up what was for him a rare smile. “Princess Arminta has been good for you. I like the way she thinks. I would follow her into battle anytime.”

Phidestros nodded, hiding the warmth that Cythros’ words brought. Arminta would be pleased, as well, when he repeated this conversation later.

“Your Highness, do not underestimate Lysandros’ battle savvy or ruthlessness. I spent six winters in his service and he will use any trick or ambush to defeat an enemy. He will lie, plead, threaten and anything else that he can think of to gain him victory. He will even break an oath to Galzar.”

Cythros’ voice lowered to a harsh whisper as he continued, as though afraid the tarr’s stone walls might hear his words. “When we were fighting as mercenaries in Hos-Ktemnos, Captain Lysandros, as he was called at that time, lost a battle and surrendered his command to one of the local princes. Beforehand, Lysandros made certain that his men had knives hidden upon their person. When it was dark, he abused his parole to sneak into the holding pens and release his men, who had surrendered under Oath to Galzar. Then he snuck them into the tarr where they slit the throats of everyone in the entire castle, including all the Uncle Wolfs of both sides. Lysandros threatened death to any of his men who ever breathed a word of this misadventure. Afterwards, he then claimed he had used a ruse to capture the castle. It gained him fame throughout Hos-Ktemnos.

“Few who survived that campaign lived to tell about it. I was smart enough to desert camp at the first opportunity,” Cythros said. “I left for Hos-Agrys so that our paths wouldn’t cross in the future. King Lysandros has a long memory and never forgets a slight. The only one who profited from that adventure besides Lysandros was Petty-Captain Demnos. Later, as I understand it, Lysandros played a major part in Demnos’ elevation to Captain of his brother’s Royal Guard. Where I also suspect Demnos played a part in Great King Kaiphranos’ untimely death.”

“Thanks for the warning, but I’m quite familiar with Lysandros’ ways. I spent too many moons with him in Hostigos Town. I will have at my call the Iron Band, some four thousand strong, the Greater Beshta Army of another twelve thousand men, plus four thousand Sashtan militia, all veterans of the Fireseed Wars. I doubt that Lysandros will bring more than four thousand horse and eight thousand infantry, including the Royal Harphaxi Pistoleers and his own Bodyguard. As far as the princely levy is concerned, I don’t see them standing with Lysandros unless they believe he can win. Even if they do join the field, we will abuse them for their folly.

“So, unless the Wargod himself comes down from his Great Hall in the Sky to aid him, I do not see Lysandros escaping from the sword I’ve sharpened to take his head.”

III

Grand Master Soton rested his head in his hands as he sat in his tent after eating his evening meal. It had always been his way to eat the same rations that the lower ranks ate and at the same time. Tonight’s meal had been an uninspired one of boiled beef or buffalo, of unknown provenance, and stale bread fried in lard with a bowl of overcooked succotash. It sat in his guts like a small cannonball. He took another sip of wine hoping that it might settle his stomach.

At least, I still have most of my teeth, he thought. Which is Styphon’s Own Miracle, considering the foodstuffs I’ve consumed over the last twenty years of campaigning.

Soton heard Horse Master Sarmoth’s cough outside the tent, indicating visitors. He sat up straight, pulling his corncob pipe out of its pouch and filling it with leaf.

A few moments later, Sarmoth entered accompanied by Archpriest Grythos and Grand-Captain Karthamos, the head of the Agrysi loyalists.

“Have a seat. Would you like something to drink?”

Grythos, who knew that Soton shared the same rations as those of the common soldiers, wrinkled his nose in disgust, while Karthamos indicated he’d take a goblet.

“Thank you, sir,” Karthamos said. “This siege has been thirsty work.”

Soton nodded. “Indeed. Work that has gone on far too long.”

At this, Grythos perked up. “Is this why you call us here, to tell us that the siege is coming to an end?”

Soton shook his head. “We have another moon-half of bombardment before we can risk an assault. These old walls were built well and their defenders are tenacious.”

The Archpriest spat on the ground. “Curse these curs! They’re only delaying the inevitable and wasting our time. They have no hope of relief; I do not understand why they won’t face the truth and surrender. I say offer them new terms: Surrender now, or we’ll kill everyone inside after we take the City!”

They’ll hold out because some of them are stout men who know the price that is paid when a city is sacked and pillaged, he thought to himself. “No. Such a demand would only stiffen their resolve further. Besides, open your eyes beyond tomorrow’s daybreak: This is the City you will rule with the heir, once Great King Demistophon is deposed. You will need some subjects to carry out your orders, won’t you?”

Grythos scrunched up his face and said, “You’re right, a depopulated city provides little tax revenue. I’m just tired and bored from waiting for these old walls to fall. I do need subjects, but, after the siege, I will squeeze them like grapes until I drain every ounce of juice from them that I can squeeze.”

Soton would have felt sorry for the city folk if he didn’t have so many other problems to worry over. Grythos would be a stern and cruel taskmaster, but the people of Agrys City had bought their new ruler’s disfavor by their refusal to surrender the City. At least, he would kept Roxthar’s Investigation from entering the City Gates. No city or town should have to pay the Investigator’s blood price.

“Enough complaining. I called you here to discuss our strategy concerning our allies in the Union of Styphon’s Friends. I do not know Prince Simias of Cythor who is reported to be the Union’s leader.”

Grand-Captain Karthamos spoke up. “Your Excellency, Prince Simias is a man who believes he is not only the greatest general in the Five Kingdoms, but—for an accident of birth—that he should be Great King of Hos-Agrys, as well. Simias once fought a minor border war, in truth a skirmish, with the Princedom of Meligos and gained a minor victory. Since then he’s convinced himself that he’s the Kingdom’s greatest general and has been puffed up like a bladder about to explode. Men will follow him, but only reluctantly since he demands all the glory be in his name only. Woe be to him who brings bad news or a defeat.”

Soton nodded. There were too many such popinjays among the Temple’s allies; it was the price they paid for buying loyalty instead of inspiring it. For all their faults, the League’s princes fought for their faith and Allfather Dralm. He could use such mettle among the Agrysi nobility, rather than the base metal he was given.

“Archpriest, do you have any words?”

Grythos nodded. “This Simias is a spendthrift; he not only believes himself to be a great king, but tries to live as one. His summer palace is greater than his own Great King’s, but he had to borrow heavily from the Temple to see it finished. He’s squeezed his subjects with taxes and duties to the point where there is little left but bone and sinew. He is deep into their pockets.

“As to whether or not he’s a capable general, who knows? Simias has not really been blooded and he certainly knows nothing of the new tactics and stratagems birthed by the Usurper Kalvan and the Fireseed Wars. On the other hand, no one else in Hos-Agrys has either, except for those captains who fought with Prince Aesklos in his misguided attempt to invade Nostor several winters ago. Oh, Captain-General Karthamos, weren’t you among their number, if I remember correctly,” he finished snidely.

Karthamos nodded. “We were poorly led by Prince Aesklos—”

“The turncoat!” Grythos exclaimed.

“Yes, Aesklos owes no allegiance to anyone but himself. He was encouraged by Great King Demistophon to enter Nostor in an attempt to win over those princedoms lost to Hos-Harphax by former Great King Kaiphranos’ incompetence. Unfortunately, Kaiphranos proved to be a weaker reed than we had anticipated and Kalvan was able to mount a counterattack that left our army leaving Hos-Hostigos in tatters. Aesklos has always blamed Demistophon for not giving him enough troops, when in truth it was his own poor generalship that cost us the battle.”

“Enough squabbling,” Soton ordered. “Hos-Hostigos is no more, King Kaiphranos is dead and soon both Great King Demistophon and Prince Aesklos will join him in Ormaz’s Caverns. The problem is we need a strong military man to lead the Union’s forces. Karthamos do you have any suggestions?”

“I am as familiar with this warfare as anyone I know in Hos-Agrys, but I am not experienced in commanding armies. There is only one man who comes to mind, the Great Captain-General.”

Soton nodded. Captain-General Eukides was renowned throughout the Five Kingdoms as one of the all-time great mercenary captains. He had fought and won over a dozen battles and only lost once, when superior numbers held the field. Still, he was long in the tooth. “Is he even still alive?”

Captain Karthamos nodded. “He resides on his estates in Kryphlon. He has been retired for almost twenty winters, but he is still stout of limb and clear of mind. If ordered to by Prince Varion, he will take command of the Union army.”

“Good; it will be done, Grand-Captain. Your honest assessments are much appreciated. Sarmoth, bring in my scribe. I will have him write to Prince Varion this very eve. I have little faith in this so-called Union of Styphon’s Friends as a military force, but they may do well as a cat’s-paw or a diversion to keep the League of Dralm occupied. If they should hold the field, we’ll grant them all the medals and booty they can carry!”

They all laughed heartily.


NINE

I

Captain Xylon yawned as he removed his boots, thinking about the soft cot waiting for him in his private chamber. He was in the Guard Barracks having finished the evening meal after coming off a four-candle tour of duty at Supreme Priest Anaxthenes’ mansion. It had been a long, boring day and on a typical day he would have been out relaxing or drinking with some of the other guards. However, he had heard Anaxthenes talking with Yagos, his Chief Intelligencer, about an important meeting with his top supporters this evening.

Xylon meant to be there, or at least in the private chamber Anaxthenes referred to as his study, as one of Styphon’s Voice’s personal guards. The price for such an exalted position had been dear, but the payoff he’d been waiting for so long might be right around the corner. Thinking back, he remembered his first meeting with Duke Skranga, Chief of Hos-Hostigos Foreign Intelligence. He had been lying in one of Brother Mytron’s “Mash units,” as Great King Kalvan called them: a large tent with about two hundred wounded soldiers, casualties of the Battle of Phyrax.

The cries of badly wounded men had rent the very air and the stench of rotting flesh and disease filled his nostrils. His own wound, a broken shoulder from a gunshot, had been minor compared to the injuries of most of the men who filled the tent to overflowing.

He remembered looking up and encountering the piercing gray eyes of Duke Skranga, which were in great contrast to his unkempt red beard and hair. He wore an expensive blue robe with wine stains and a slew of gold chains with links the size of baby fingers. In one large hand he carried a wine flask.

“Hello, soldier.”

“Yes, sir,” Xylon replied.

“Would you like a drink?”

“Yes, sir!” He rose up, until his feet hit the ground.

“Wow—you’re a big one!”

“Yes, sir,” he replied; he got that a lot. He treasured the sweet taste of wine going down his parched throat. Until he started to choke—

“Careful, not too much. I have a few questions, if you can talk. If you’re in too much pain, I can leave you the wine.”

He shook his head, using his good arm to brush away some flies. “There are those here who really need this much more than myself.”

“Don’t worry, soldier. I brought a cartload of bottles, courtesy of Great King Kalvan.”

“Long live Kalvan! I’ll have some more, sir.”

“I’m Duke Skranga, head of Intelligence. You can call me Skranga.”

“Yes, sir.”

The Duke smiled wryly. “One of those,” he muttered. “What’s your name and where are you from, son?”

“My name is Petty-Captain Xylon. I’m a Beshtan, or I was a Beshtan until I snuck away to join up with the Army of Hostigos.”

“Why did you leave Beshta, soldier?”

He spat on the ground. “Curse Balthar the Black and Styphon’s House and send them all to Hadron’s Privy Pit! One of Styphon’s highpriests wanted our townhouse for a temple. Well, there were many houses in our neighborhood the Highpriest wanted, including ours. Balthar owed Styphon’s House a lot of gold; in exchange, he gave them our home.”

“How?” Skranga asked, his brows furrowed.

“His tax collectors suddenly discovered my father was in arrears with his taxes. That was not true; he’d paid all his taxes, but no one listened.

These were new ones that suddenly appeared! My father tried to pay them, but he could not raise enough silver. His brother loaned him some coins, but it was not enough. We lost our house and my father and mother were sold at a slave auction to pay off their false debts!”

Skranga looked disgusted, but not surprised. Xylon knew that his story was not uncommon, at least in Beshta under Balthar the Black. Or any other princedom where Styphon’s stone-hearted priests ruled.

“How did you survive?”

“I had been apprenticed to a scribe two winters before. I never knew things were so bad until I returned home from my master’s and found the house in shambles, all the furniture gone, the doors broken in and all their earthly goods gone. I tried to find my parents, but they were in Balthar’s dungeon waiting for the auction. I never saw them again…”

“What did you do then?” Skranga asked.

“I stayed with my master another year, learning to mark runes, but when I started upon my full growth I was expelled. My master claimed I ate too much and should be apprenticed to a blacksmith. But with no silver and no sponsor, no one wanted me. So I lived on the streets, taking shelter where I could find it. I was bigger than most, even then at twelve winters, and was able to take my pick of food. I did not like to steal, but it was either that or starve.”

Skranga nodded his head.

“I was asked to become a member of the Broken-Barrel Boys. I became one of their enforcers, which was how I learned to use a stave and knife. Later, I was given a sword and some training. I did not enjoy beating the unfortunate for debts they could not pay; in my eyes, the Broken-Barrel Boys were just a smaller version of the Prince’s tax collectors with a gang to protect themselves instead of an army.

“I heard the stories about Lord Kalvan when he first arrived in Hostigos, about how he fought Styphon’s House and protected the poor. Some even said that he was the avatar of Allfather Dralm. I knew here was a man I could serve under with honor. I stole a horse one night and made my way to Hostigos Town. I knew that one day Great King Kalvan would fight Balthar the Black and win. I want to be in that Army. I want to see Balthar strung up by his neck!”

He took the offered bottle of wine back from Duke Skranga and drank his fill. He felt lighter than air. The Duke was the first person he’d ever shared this story with, and probably the last.

“I can use men like yourself,” Skranga said. “I’ll give you twenty gold Hostigos Crowns as a signing bonus, if you’ll join the Hostigos Secret Service. Are you interested, Xylon?”

“Yes, but only if it will allow me to follow Kalvan to Beshta.”

“You have my word, by Galzar’s Mace, that you’ll be part of that army. Some of my operatives work openly, or secretly, with the Army of Hostigos. The Great King is already planning the invasion of Beshta, to punish that son-of-a double-striped skunk. The skinflint cost us the Battle of Tenabra and most of Prince Ptosphes’ pride. Believe me, Balthar will pay. Great Queen Rylla will see to that!”

Xylon smiled. “Like the Styphoni paid at Chothros Heights and Phyrax Field?”

“Yes,” Skranga replied.

“Then I will join the Hostigos Secret Service, I swear by Allfather Dralm’s Star.”

“Good, it is rare to find men with your mettle—and great size! Now, how well did you learn your runes before you left your master?”

“I can read all eighty-seven major runes and about two-thirds of the minor runes.”

Skranga whistled. “That’s good, more than I can read of the minor runes myself. How well is your marking?”

“I can mark as well as I read. My master was a hard taskmaster, but fair. I would still be with him, but now I see that once I reached my full height I would have never been accepted into the homes of the rich as a scribe.”

Skranga threw back his head and brayed. “Not in Beshta! They would have feared you’d strangle them if they gave you an order you didn’t like.

“However, your abilities will make you very valuable to the Secret Service.” Duke Skranga reached into one of his deep pockets and removed a heavy purse. “Here’s twenty Crowns, as a signing bonus. Can you walk?”

He rose to his feet; he felt a little lightheaded but otherwise well. “Yes.”

“Good. Xylon, you can ride in my coach with me to the Palace. I’m done here for the day. I’ll have Brother Mytron or Uncle Wolf Tharses look at your shoulder. Then we’ll go into Hostigos Town and buy you some decent clothes. I have plans for you, my boy!”

Duke Skranga had told the truth: he had been there as a guide into Balthar’s dungeon when the mad priest had tried to kill Kalvan. He had watched with joy as Balthar had died a hard death. Xylon had later joined Skranga, as one of his bodyguards, when the Duke had traveled to Harphax City and set up his spy ring. It was there that Skranga had arranged to get several of his most trusted agents into Balph, the center of Styphon’s spider web.

There had been a recruiter for Styphon’s Own Guard in Harphax City signing up new recruits. Claiming to be a former member of Balthar’s Bodyguard, Xylon had been welcomed into Styphon’s Own Guard. As Skranga predicted, the Sixteenth Band had been detailed to Balph and he’d spent most of the last two winters protecting various Highpriests and their interests. There had been little intelligence to send to Hostigos Town, but he had made contacts with the other Hostigi agents and knew that one day he would have information that would help tumble Styphon’s House into ruins.

When Archpriest Grythos had opened the muster books for the new Sephrax Guard, Xylon had personally asked the Archpriest if he could resign from Styphon’s Own Temple Guard to sign the muster book. Grythos, who was pleased for an opportunity to spit into the Guard’s eye, took him on the spot. Being the tallest man in the Sephrax Guard, he’d been quickly elevated to petty-captain and later captain. He was now, after Archpriest Grythos, commanding officer of Anaxthenes’ personal bodyguards.

It would have been easy to enlist a few confederates to kill Anaxthenes and the entire Inner Circle, but as tempting as that idea was, it would have been a futile act of revenge. Within a moon half, all the Archpriests who’d died would be replaced by an even more venal and blood-thirsty lot. Xylon had no doubts on that matter as he knew many of the top Highpriests in Balph, most of whom would commit murder—at the very least—to be elevated into the Innermost Circle of Styphon’s House on Earth. Cimon was the only decent Archpriest and it seemed as if the Holy City had become even more debased after he left to join Grand Master Soton in Agrys City.

He listened to the many stories of Hostigos’ war against Styphon’s House, both the victories and, lately, the defeats. The fall of Tarr-Hostigos and the sacking of Hostigos Town had left him depressed and worried for many moons. Now, it appeared that the Hostigi had a new home, Nos-Hostigos, and that they had defended it from both the Grand Host of Styphon and King Theovacar’s Navy. He wished he could join them in Thagnor, but his work was here in Balph. Maybe one day he would prove his worth to Great King Kalvan.

Anaxthenes was impressed with his great height and breadth, always asking for Xylon to be his personal bodyguard. The cost had been high. All eight of Styphon’s Voice’s personal bodyguards had their tongues removed so that they could never reveal what was said in Anaxthenes’ presence. Three of the original guards had died of the procedure. They’d had a hard time getting more, but the ten gold crowns per moon bought the necessary three. All soldiers were gamblers, none so much as the personal bodyguard of Styphon’s Own Voice.

Being Styphon’s Voice’s personal bodyguard allowed Xylon to be present at most of the secret councils among Anaxthenes’ trusted henchmen; unfortunately, most of the meetings were primarily concerned with struggles among the Inner Circle and very little information of value for Hostigos was revealed.

Of course, none of the Sephrax Guardsmen knew—or were expected—to be able to mark and read runes. That was Xylon’s secret and he would take it to his grave before he let it be known to anyone but his contact with Skranga.

Now, with Balph in an uproar about the ascension of Great King-Elect Selestros of Hos-Harphax, this upcoming council might be the one he’d been waiting for.

II

Kalvan inspected the new inner courtyard of the College of Military Sciences and noted that the entire college was built like a large castle with a tower where it met the second city wall. The courtyard was situated so that it was inside the actual College buildings like the core of an apple, with a large keep at the center. All the entrances were made of iron-reinforced oak and very well guarded. The keep contained the highly-secret Hostigos Skunk Works, where Ermut’s laboratory and the other secret labs were situated.

The Great King was seated, along with Dean Ermut and Captain-General Errock, at a pavilion to watch as Master Halvus demonstrated the first fire-siphon. It looked similar to a big musket, but with a large reservoir, where the Greek fire was held. Kalvan was pleased to see that it was one of Halvus’ assistants who was going to do the actual demonstration.

He watched as the young assistant bowed, then lit the wick with a flaming split from his tinderbox. The wick provided a steady but small flame. His target was half a dozen cloth-filled dummies wearing cheap sets of pikeman’s half-armor. When the assistant rammed the push stroke, it sent a stream of Greek fire out of the tube, which whooshed out in a three yard-length ball of fire that engulfed the dummies in flames. The stream of fire continued until the reservoir was empty. However, the fire continued to burn for several minutes, after the siphon stopped releasing Greek fire, leaving nothing but collapsed dummies with half-melted breastplates and smoldering rags.

“Huzzah!” Kalvan cried. He could imagine the effect of such a weapon on the superstitious Styphoni. Men who would face a volley of musket fire would turn tail when faced with such a diabolical weapon. The problem the Byzantines had run into with naphtha fire-siphoned weapons was due to the fact that they had such short range, about fifteen feet, and small loads that they ran out of naphtha. Often the push of the rear ranks threw burning victims into the enemy lines using the weapons, especially if pike or long spear armed phalanxes were many ranks deep. As he saw it, the fire-siphons were best used against fixed targets or missile units.

“By Wodan’s Lost Eye!” Errock exclaimed. “This is truly a weapon of the Gods.”

“Ermut and Halvus, come here.”

Ermut signaled and four servants came out with goblets and a flask of brandy.

When he’d made sure that everyone had a drink, he held his goblet up and made a toast. “To the wonders of science!”

They chattered about what they’d seen like a bunch of children. When everyone was all talked out, Kalvan asked, “Dean Ermut, how many of these fire-siphons can you make in the next moon?”

Ermut turned to Master Halvus, saying, “Here’s the man you need to ask, sire.”

Halvus, whose bald head and big nose gave him the aspect of a turtle inside his blue robe, said, “Your Majesty, with the help of some gunsmiths, I should be able to produce at least two score.”

“Good, Master Halvus. I’ll see to it that you have all the help you need.”

After Halvus stepped back, he turned to Ermut. “How are the fire devices for our Navy coming along?”

“We have learned a lot about the fuel and devices from Halvus’ experiments and our own. The problem with the shipboard devices is that they will have to be much larger and they will need some sort of bellows arrangement to shoot out the Greek fire. We are trying to adapt blacksmith bellows, only making them larger. We should have a working model within a moon half. The major problem we’ve run into is finding a way to heat the naphtha safely to fluidity so that it shoots out the siphon. The hand model uses a pig bladder for the reservoir which can be squeezed. The ship-sized siphons will need to be heated on the ship, which could be very dangerous. We’re working with them now to solve that problem.”

“Excellent. I’d like to have at least a dozen Greek fire ships ready by spring.”

“We will do our best, Your Majesty. But I wouldn’t expect any until the summer as we may need to have special ships built to contain the fire apparatus.”

Kalvan nodded. He could wait, now that he had here-and-now style flamethrowers.


TEN

I

Styphon’s Voice Anaxthenes paced back and forth in his private study, oblivious to the rich hangings, tapestries and paintings that decorated the walls. It appeared that his scheme to own the rulers of the Great Kingdoms was about to slip out of his hand. While the new King of Hos-Ktemnos was still in harness, the Hos-Blethan Rebellion had let the entire Kingdom run astray. It appeared Great King Niclophon only had political control of those princedoms where his army was based; the moment they left, anarchy prevailed and order had to be restored.

In the Upper Middle Kingdoms, the Grand Host of Styphon had broken apart, retreating without capturing Thagnor City or the Usurper Kalvan. Grand Commander Aristocles had been forced to disband the Host in order to fight off a barbarian invasion, concocted by the Usurper Kalvan, to save the Order’s line of forts along the Great River.

Now, the self-proclaimed avatar of Dralm, Great King-Elect Selestros, was sitting on the Iron Throne with the help of a former ally and it was likely that Great King Lysandros would return to Harphax City in chains or worse.

Grand Master Soton was still battering the walls of Agrys City, while the League of Dralm rebuilt its army and prepared for the day he would turn his Host of Styphon’s Deliverance upon the countryside. Unfortunately, summer was almost gone and fall was almost upon the land. If the City didn’t fall soon, Soton’s invasion of Hos-Agrys would be delayed until next spring. By then, not even the gods knew what might be happening … The Usurper might return, Prince Phidestros might throw his support to the League of Dralm, or Soton might be defeated.

And, we are so close to ‘owning’ all the Five Kingdoms….

He heard a knock at the door.

“Come in,” he ordered.

Four of his most trusted advisors, Archpriest Dimonestes, Archpriest Neamenestros, Archpriest Danthor and Knight Commander Orocles filed into the chamber. The Zarthani Knight Commander was wearing a white tunic emblazoned with a black sun-wheel; he was a tall man with black hair and a gray-streaked beard, walking with the aid of a carved wooden crutch. Orocles had lost his leg right below the knee to one of the Usurper Kalvan’s guns.

Anaxthenes directed them to sit upon one of his thread-of-gold divans.

Orocles was there for his military expertise while Anaxthenes’ usual military advisor, Archpriest Grythos, was off aiding Grand Master Soton with the Siege of Agrys City. He was carefully grooming Orocles, who was ambitious and determined, for the seat of Grand Master of the Zarthani Knights when he was strong enough to unseat Soton. It boded well that Orocles also enjoyed the wonderful things and opportunities that great wealth provided.

Anaxthenes was weary of Grand Master Soton and his rigid adherence to the Order. During these times of turmoil, Styphon’s House needed a Grand Master who was more flexible, as well as more responsive to the Inner Circle and Styphon’s Voice. Someone who would do as he was bid, not concern himself with the welfare of peasants and townsmen along the border marches. Orocles looked to be such a man.

Grand Commander Aristocles was a good choice, but too close to the Grand Master. They had been close friends and comrades for tens of winters. He was unlikely to countermand his friend, even for his own profit. Furthermore, Aristocles showed little respect for Styphon’s priests.

Allowing these military orders so much independence has been a grave error on the Temple’s part, he decided. Once we have consolidated our power over the Five Kingdoms, I will make some major changes. I do not see why both Styphon’s Temple Guard and the Order of Zarthani Knights should not be answerable only to Styphon’s Own Voice.

“What is your Divinity’s pleasure?” Archpriest Neamenestros asked. The other advisors sat around Neamenestros waiting for his response.

Anaxthenes came out of his brown study. “I’ve been looking into the future and I see storm clouds gathering on every side. We are about to lose our advocate in Hos-Harphax to a Dralm-loving sot. What can the Temple do to stop this abomination?”

Archpriest Dimonestes spoke first. “Our armies are already committed in Hos-Agrys and in the border marches. There is little we can do to aid Great King Lysandros.”

Anaxthenes shook his head. “I knew that! What I want is a creative solution to our problem, not a recapitulation of what we all already know.”

Orocles spoke up. “Your Divinity, I have some four to five thousand mercenaries and recruits that I’ve been training for operations in Hos-Bletha”

“Forget Hos-Bletha, let Great King Niclophon stew in his own pot for now. If he would have acted decisively, once these false kings began appearing, these revolts would have ended long ago. I told him to burn a couple of rebel towns along with all their inhabitants. If he would have followed my advice, the rebellion would now be a distant memory.”

“Your Divinity, I also have one Lance of Knights. How many Temple Bands remain in Balph?”

Anaxthenes counted the number of Bands in his mind. “Normally, there are ten bands of Styphon’s Own Guard stationed in Balph, but High Marshal Xenophes took half of them with him to Hos-Agrys, as well as another six from the surrounding cities and towns throughout Hos-Ktemnos. Roxthar has five or six bands under his command outside Agrys City. There are another four or five, according to Grand Commander Aristocles, stationed in the Nythros City States. Fortunately, four bands just returned from Hos-Harphax. Harphax City—now that the Unclean Selestros is seated on the Iron Throne—is no longer safe for Styphon’s followers. Most of the remaining Guardsmen in Balph are either guarding various highpriests and archpriests, or are protecting the Great Temple of Styphon, the Great Council Hall of Styphon or any of the many temples and shrines raised in Styphon’s glory.”

He thought for a moment. This is my opportunity to scour Balph of most of the Temple Guardsmen. “I can give you the six Temple Bands here without compromising the Temple’s security. I’ll put my Sephrax Guard in charge of Baph’s security.”

“That’s a start, Your Divinity,” Orocles reported. “However, that is not enough men to change the balance of forces in Hos-Harphax.”

Styphon’s Voice nodded. “It’s unfortunate that Soton’s Host of Styphon’s Deliverance is mired in the Agrysi turmoil. I just received word this morning from my Chief Intelligencer that Prince Phidestros has assembled his army and is moving west into Sask. The Princedom of Sask is one of his boons for supporting the Heretic Selestros’ ascension upon the Iron Throne.”

“Your Divinity, if Phidestros is moving his army into Sask,” Archpriest Neamenestros said, “it’s because that’s where he expects to find Great King Lysandros and his army. Is it too late for Knight Commander Orocles to intercept Phidestros in time before he attacks the Harphaxi Army?”

Anaxthenes nodded, indicating that Orocles should answer Neamenestros’ question.

“It would take me three or four days to muster my forces in Balph and maybe another moon of steady marching through the Pirsystros Valley to reach Sask since there are a lot of mountains to navigate. Phidestros has a moon quarter head start. The battle between him and Lysandros will be long over before I can march from Balph to Sask. If we fought Phidestros then, the only army standing between Beshta and Balph would be dead and buried.”

Anaxthenes nodded. “I agree. If you were to engage him and lose, Phidestros would march his army straight to Balph and his soldiers would fall upon us like ravenous wolves.”

“If our intelligence had been better, we might have had time to join forces with King Lysandros,” Orocles finished.

“My Chief Intelligencer says that Beshta gobbles up agents-inquisitory like cats feasting on baby pigeons,” Anaxthenes replied. “We were lucky this agent returned alive. A loss to Phidestros would provide him with an excuse to bring his army into Hos-Ktemnos, and possibly into Balph itself! May Ormaz crush that jumped-up mercenary bastard’s bones!”

“I fear events leave us stymied, Your Divinity,” Orocles said. “We must pray to the Wargod that Soton decisively defeats the Agrysi so that he will be able to turn south and strike at Harphax City and the Heretic Prince.”

Anaxthenes winced at Orocles’ invocation of Galzar. Maybe he had misjudged him, if he was still clinging to such foolishness. Were there really gods, they’d all be damned! He paced back and forth in the room. He wasn’t used to being at the mercy of events beyond his control, and he didn’t like it. “Doesn’t anyone have a good idea? If not, of what use are the lot of you?”

Archpriest Neamenestros, the top of his egg-like head beaded with sweat, spoke up. “Your Divinity, what if Commander Orocles were to take his forces into Beshta, while Phidestros has his army chasing after Lysandros in the False Kingdom of Hos-Hostigos. Orocles could storm Besh Town and take prisoners, maybe even the Prince’s wife? I hear she is with child. She could prove to be a valuable hostage.”

Anaxthenes felt his heart leap within his chest. “Neamenestros, you have just earned yourself a new palace! I like the way your mind plots. Orocles, muster all the men you can find. I’ll even loan you two companies of my Sephrax Guard. We will strike like a serpent right into the Bastard Prince’s own nest. He will come to rue the day he turned his sword against the True Temple!”

II

Captain Xylon, for all of his size, almost floated out of Anaxthenes’ private chamber at the end of his shift. He gave the incoming guards a nod to indicate everything was under control, then exited the palace. The Sephrax Guard had their own private barracks within the palace grounds and he quickly made his way to his private room. The information he’d learned at this meeting of Anaxthenes’ private advisors would more than pay off all the sacrifices he’d made to insert himself into Styphon’s Voice’s personal bodyguard.

The other guards were in the great room sleeping on their straw ticks. After making sure they were asleep, he entered the armory and quietly closed the door, then sat his candle down and lit an oil lamp. After the flame caught and he could see better, Xylon used his dagger to pry up a section of the flooring to reveal a secret compartment. Inside the compartment was a rolled up sheet of vellum. He removed the parchment and took it and the lamp over to his desk.

It took almost two candles to put all the important news into code and inscribe it. Duke Skranga had personally taught him the substitution code for his messages; the Duke claimed that King Kalvan had personally taught it to him. Maybe someday, in recognition of his services, he would be taken before the King. He prayed to Dralm that it might be so.

Xylon had no idea what Prince Phidestros’ feelings were towards his wife, since it was an arranged marriage; however, he did know that this kidnapping and attack on Besh Town was an insult to Phidestros personally as well as an open declaration of war between Styphon’s House and Greater Beshta. After all, it was Phidestros who had led the Grand Host of Styphon’s House to victory over Hostigos at the battle-field of Ardros Field.

Certainly, the news of the Styphoni invasion of Beshta would get Kalvan’s attention. Maybe there would be a way in which the King could use it to the Kingdom’s advantage. It was possible that the kidnapping of Princess Arminta would cause a permanent rift between the most powerful prince in the Five Kingdoms and Styphon’s House. This could only be good news for Hostigos.

Xylon only wished he could play a more active role in events. Phidestros had already left Besh Town for Sask, but he could sneak away and travel to Tarr-Beshta to warn the castellan, the Prince had left behind, about the Archpriest’s plans. If the castellan believed him, there might even be enough time to spirit the Princess out of Beshta and to a sanctuary until Phidestros returned. Still, that would end his usefulness here in Balph. Furthermore, Phidestros was an enemy of Hostigos and it wasn’t his job to make strategic decisions.

Now, he needed to get a few candles of sleep before he met with his contact at the House of Jars.

III

Great King Demistophon of Hos-Agrys had a terrible headache; it felt as if the back of his head had been smacked with a halberd! He was convinced it was brought on by the incessant pounding of Styphon’s artillery. The guns never stopped—even at night. Deep inside his palace, he could still hear the thud of cannon balls as they hit the walls of Agrys City. Lately, the Styphoni had taken to firing some of their shot over the walls where they killed pedestrians on the streets or crashed into buildings and houses.

Curse and blast Grand Master Soton and that fiend in human form, Archpriest Roxthar!

His people were growing restive. Every day there were demonstrations before the palace, protestors demanding that he do something to stop the Styphoni. Victuals were growing short; by the gods, he even had troubles getting fresh vegetables for his table!

Only yesterday his Captain-General warned him that the Styphoni might break through the Agrys City Wall within a moon quarter. On top of that, his already outnumbered soldiers were weary from short rations and the continual bombardment.

What am I supposed to do, he asked himself. I have beseeched the True Gods, but they have forsaken us! Our vassals went down to defeat, more interested in saving their own skins than in the safety of their Great King. There would be no more help from the League of Dralm, nor from his brother who had died in the assault. Betrayed by my own underlings and the treachery of the priests of Styphon.

Demistophon looked down at his hands. They were trembling as if he had ague or the shaking disease! What is wrong with me? I know, it is fear. Fear of the Grand Master Soton and his army. Fear of the Investigation to come. Fear of seeing my City despoiled. Fear of my own death and the executioner’s blade! Or will they let Roxthar tear my body into pieces?

He forced his mind to dampen the anxieties that scratched at his mind like claws. To add to his discomfort, the King felt he was sitting in a vise rather than on the Throne of Lights. “Something has to be done with this Dralm-damned throne to make it wider!”

Demistophon hadn’t realized that he’d shouted his thoughts until Chancellor Tramoth jumped in the air, his arms and robe flapping like an ungainly bird.

“What do you want now?”

“Your Majesty,” whispered his Chancellor. “Davros, Highpriest of the High Temple of Hos-Agrys, pleads for an audience.”

“Davros! What does that temple rat want now? Oh, never mind, I know. He wants to beg for more bread for the street rabble. Send him in.”

“Yes, Your Majesty!” The Chancellor scampered from the audience chamber with what remaining dignity he had left.

Primate Xentos, now that’s the priest I would like to see. If I could get my hands on his neck, I’d squeeze it until his eyes popped out of his head! It was Primate Xentos and the Temple of Dralm’s fault that Styphon’s House was besieging his city. The Primate had fled the City before the Styphoni had completely blockaded the port. Now the troublemaker was free to stir up further mischief, while Demistophon’s life would soon be in the hands of that madman Roxthar. If Xentos had not brought his troubles with him from Hos-Hostigos, the Styphoni would not be bedeviling him. Curse all the temples and their gods along with them!

The audience chamber was empty except for the Great King and his guards. He could hear the echo of Davros’ footsteps when he entered the chamber. As he neared the Throne of Lights, the Highpriest fell to his knees and began to kiss the floor.

“Up, Highpriest. What could possibly be so important that you disturb my meditation?”

“I apologize, Your Majesty. The guns of Styphon’s House are smashing down the City Walls—”

“You think I haven’t noticed?”

“Yes…yes, I’m sorry, Your Majesty. I want to know what provisions you’ve made so that the upperpriests of Dralm can evacuate the City? Our lives are in danger! We will all be Investigated by Roxthar!”

Demistophon began to laugh so hard that tears filled his eyes. “You…you…” he sputtered. “There is no escape! For any of us. You should have fled with your Primate! Now the Styphoni warships have taken control of the harbor. Their Host surrounds the City Walls. We are all doomed, myself included.”

Davros, still on his knees, began to back away from the Throne. “But, but…there must be some way—”

“You could sneak out of the City in a small boat, hiding in the morning fog like a thief. Perhaps you might even evade the Styphoni patrols. Your Primate must have or otherwise Styphon’s House would have paraded his head at the front gates. However, you will not have Our permission. My subjects’ morale would be sorely taxed if all of Dralm’s highpriests fled the City before the Host of Styphon’s Deliverance. Priest, it’s up to you and your cohorts to show the citizens a brave face.”

Davros’ face turned as white as the first snow.

“No, you and the rest of your flock will not escape death, not even by some miraculous accident. You will share Our fate.”

Demistophon would have liked nothing more than to toss the troublesome highpriest into his dungeon, but his subjects would be rioting in the streets if he did. The real problem was that it was a religious war and he was on the wrong side.

“Escort this man of Dralm to the streets,” he ordered.

“Yes, Your Majesty,” the Captain of the Guard said, as he grabbed Davros by the hair and lifted him to his feet. The look of fear on Davros’ face was almost worth the discomfort his presence had called forth.


ELEVEN

I

Kalvan took another sip of Sassafras tea while he pulled his thoughts together. The small window-slit in the stone wall let a rectangle of pale light into his study on the third floor of Prince Varrack’s former palace. The days were growing longer and it was already growing chilly. The Grand Host had lifted their siege early enough that the farmers had had time to plant their fall crops: barley, spinach, and cabbage along with the other seasonal crops. The corn was already thigh-high and healthy. Early indications, weather permitting, were for a bumper harvest.

The buffalo expedition had left early this year. If they had half the success of last year’s hunt, there’d be enough salted meat to get them through the winter with food to spare. It didn’t hurt that they were practically sitting on the best salt deposits in Michigan. Well, good; that was one less damn thing for him to worry about.

The political situation was still in flux due to the large number of Hostigi immigrants they were still trying to find homes and work for. There was some resentment among Thagnori as the newcomers took jobs and positions they believed were their birthright. Kalvan had had a lot of trouble with the local guilds, but they had given in when he threatened to bring them under Royal patronage. The Royal Riflemakers Guild, Royal Guild of Papermakers, Royal Fireseed Guild, Royal Gunsmiths Guild and the Royal Artillery Guild were still under his control.

Another big problem was all the Nythrosi, Baltori and Ragyathi DPs, or displaced persons. Some of them, like the Nythrosi, couldn’t go home since the Grand Host had left behind a large garrison in the Nythros City States. Most of the Morthroni refugees had returned to Morthron after the Siege of Thagnor City ended. Still, many of the DPs and refugees preferred the stability of Thagnor to the upheavals in their own homelands. Kalvan was going to have to do something about them, and quick; otherwise, they’d run out of food this coming winter.

On the plus side, his new Thagnori subjects had taken to his reforms like fish to water. With the promise of new prosperity—“a pigeon in every pot!”—they didn’t appear even to mind the influx of Hostigi who now significantly outnumbered the Princedom’s original inhabitants.

Well, some of the Thagnori nobles had complained. The first couple who made a lot of noise had had their lands confiscated and titles revoked, which had shut the rest right up. He had plenty of Hostigi nobles willing to move into abandoned or condemned demesnes.

Too many, in fact. He had a plethora of former Hos-Hostigos nobles without fiefdoms. Most of the former Hos-Hostigi Princes had their demesnes. Prince Sarrask, formerly of Sask, was settling his affairs in the Princedom of Ragyath. He was still rooting out the last of the Grefftscharrer garrison Theovacar had left behind, but most of the princedom was settling down. Soon the remaining Ragyathi refugees would be sent home whether they liked it or not.

Kalvan might even have to march into Baltor and put in his own ruler; the Council of Seven, a nasty group of would-be-tyrants, had tried to set up shop in Thagnor City until he’d had them thrown into the Tarr-Thagnor dungeon.

Prince Phrames, formerly of Beshta, was now Prince of Gytha. Prince Kestophes had been put to death as a traitor. Prince Armanes of Nyklos had died from wounds taken at the Battle of Ardros Field and now his son, Prince Carvros, had allied himself with Great King Lysandros. Cavros was no longer his problem, for now. Prince Tythanes had taken a bullet in the shoulder, during the Siege of Thagnor, and had appeared to be recovering until he got ill over the winter, probably pneumonia, and died.

With Tythanes dead, Prince Pheblon, formerly of Nostor, was the only Prince without a princedom. Baltor was unoccupied and pretty much uninhabited, after the Grand Host used it as a staging area for the Siege of Thagnor; furthermore, its population was too sparse to make it a princedom. Pheblon was touchy now that he was the only landless prince and might not take well to being demoted to Duke.

He yanked on his bell pull for Cleon.

“More tea, Your Majesty?”

“No, Cleon. Please tell Count Vinaldos I would like to see him.”

“Yes, Sire.”

Kalvan had time to finish reading King Chartiphon’s latest dispatch, warning of troop movements along the Dorg/Lyros border, before meeting the Count. Lyros Town was the here-and-now equivalent of Peoria in otherwhen. King Chartiphon had consolidated his Rathoni holdings during the Siege of Thagnor, adding several former Hos-Rathoni princedoms, Mybranos, Lahrag and Distros, to the new Kingdom of Rathon. Chartiphon, who had agents and spies working throughout the Middle Kingdoms, was wondering if King Hyrum was using Grefftscharrer withdrawal from the area to advance his own claims upon Lyros Town.

Good question, Kalvan thought. He was very pleased to see Chartiphon taking such an interest in his neighbors. Proof that the old adage ‘You can’t teach an old dog new tricks’ was wrong.

Count Vinaldos was a tall man with a small Vandyke beard, who dressed in a wine-red doublet with matching cape. He was quite handsome and the best-dressed man in Thagnor; he easily could have been a courtier from one of Rembrandt’s paintings.

The Count bowed, saying, “How can I serve you today, Your Majesty?”

“Have a seat, Your Grace.”

He sat down and drew out his pipe and tobacco pouch.

“First of all, I just received a packet from King Chartiphon. His scouts in the Trygath have noticed some unusual Dorgian troop movements along their border with Lyros. I’m wondering if King Hyrum’s preparing for a quick strike into Lyros, now that Theovacar’s had to back out of Greffa and can no longer claim Lyros as part of his sphere of influence.”

Vinaldos leaned back while he drew in a lungful of tobacco smoke. “Historically, sire, Grefftscharr has had a better claim on the Princedom of Lyros since it was once a part of the Kingdom of Grefftscharr during the height of the Iron Age. However, Dorg has never recognized the Grefftscharri claims to that territory and there have been several small border wars in that area between Dorg and Grefftscharr. But, you must understand, these happened centuries ago. Both kingdoms quickly realized it was to their advantage to band together against the barbarians and Ruthani invasions.

“From what my spies in Greffa have told me, Theovacar has been building up fortifications along the Lyros/Greffa border for some time, probably in preparation for an invasion. However, now—since Your Majesty’s arrival—those plans are in abeyance. In fact, I would not be surprised if Theovacar made a determined effort to court King Hyrum in an attempt to find allies.”

Kalvan nodded. “Then we need to know more about Hyrum and his plans. What can you tell me?”

Vinaldos tugged at his beard. “King Hyrum has long kept a low profile. He has never married and thus no heirs.” The Count made a sour face. “I don’t always believe these kinds of rumors, however there are too many of these tales to ignore. As you yourself say, ‘where there is smoke, there is fire.’ It’s said that King Hyrum has his agents-inquisitory kidnap young ladies, preferably of noble blood or astonishing beauty, and then takes them deep into the catacombs beneath his palace.”

Kalvan frowned. “What in Regwarn for?”

Vinaldos shrugged. “Who but gods know the whys and ways of men? Then, sometimes it’s hard to tell the truth from a good story. It is said that King Hyrum has the young ladies strangled and then stuffs their bodies. He preserves them, or attempts to. There are other rumors that he consorts with them as if they were his mistresses. I have even heard that he talks to them as if they are still alive!” Vinaldos shook himself as if he’d just come in out of the rain. “I find those stories hard to believe, but….”

Kalvan shuddered. The man’s a monster and needs to be stopped. He remembered reading about a King of Naples who did much the same thing, only with enemies, in Sabatini’s biography of Caesar Borgia. Still, the idea of murdering and stuffing young women made his skin crawl. “How has he gotten away with this abomination for so long without an uprising from his subjects?”

Vinaldos shrugged his shoulders. “Hyrum keeps the peace and he keeps taxes and duties low for Dorgians, but not for foreigners! He is careful to see that these young girls come from foreign lands. His nobles prefer to believe that these rumors are false rather than risk overthrowing a good king and taking their chances with a new one—and maybe ending up with a ruthless ruler like King Theovacar.”

Kalvan had to remind himself that the customs and mores here-and-now were far different from otherwhen. Well, maybe, not so different. He remembered reading Gibbon about Caligula and Nero. Then there was the Marquis De Sade who practiced his perversions only a few centuries before his own era. There were many other examples of European noblemen abusing their subjects in perverse manners up to and through the Twentieth Century. But that didn’t mean he had to like it.

“Vinaldos, I must admit that hearing about Hyrum’s vices makes me want to take an army into Dorg, hang him from the nearest tree and liberate his subjects.”

“I understand, Your Majesty. However, the Dorgians have tolerated his perversions for some thirty winters and would not welcome your intrusion into their Kingdom.” He splayed his hands. “I don’t understand it.”

“I do,” Kalvan said paraphrasing an otherwhen aphorism. “Better the demon you know than the demon you don’t know.”

The Count nodded. “I suggest we start making plans to put an army together to send into Lyros. Should I write up a dispatch telling King Chartiphon and King Verkan to do likewise?”

“Yes. I’ll send them out as soon as they’re ready. Any word on the negotiations with Prince Varnulf of Ragnar?” Kalvan asked. “If we’re going to attack Lyros at some point, we need to count Varnulf as an ally, or take him out if he’s an enemy.”

“Varnulf knows he’s in a bad position,” the Count replied. “He’s got Greffa on the west, Morthron and Thagnor to the north and Rathon to the east.”

“In other words,” Kalvan finished, “he’s surrounded on three sides by Nos-Hostigos.”

“Exactly,” the Count said. “He’s rejected my overtures that he swear fealty to Nos-Hostigos; he claims he’s neutral. Varnulf’s pretty crafty, as he managed to play King Theovacar and Prince Varrack off against each other without firming ties to either ruler—which was no small feat.”

Kalvan nodded. “Will he allow us to travel over his lands if need be?”

Vinaldos shrugged. “I don’t know, sire. He’s allowed—or pretended not to notice—the spy ring that Chartiphon is running out of Ragnar Town. If a large army were to appear on his doorstep, I suspect he’d not deny it passage. Varnulf decommissioned about half of his army after Prince Varrack was deposed and I don’t think he’s much of a fighter.”

“That’s good to know. How many troops does he field?”

“Varnulf’s got a bodyguard of two hundred Housecarls, a thousand heavy cavalry and maybe two thousand spearmen and crossbowmen. Most of them are posted on the Lyros border to keep out bandits and refugees. Nothing to impede a real army.”

“Good intelligence. If Prince Varnulf starts to mobilize his forces, let me know at once.”

“Of course, Your Majesty.”

“Now, I’ve got another question: What’s your intelligence have to say about the Nythros City States?”

The Count knocked the ash out of his pipe against the palm of his left hand. When the barrel was empty, he filled it again. “When the Grand Host retreated back to Tarr-Ceros, they sent four Bands of Styphon’s Own Guard, at least one Lance and several hundred Order foot and another three to four thousand mercenary cavalry to Nythros. Roughly six thousand Styphoni effectives, not counting several thousand Nythrosi conscripts who will probably set down their weapons at the first sign of a battle. They’ve already begun to erect earthworks, but because most of the Nythrosi fled during the siege they haven’t made much progress. They’ve taken some locals as slaves and put them to work, but none of their military troops. It might be a good idea to invest the City before they have time to build a decent set of fortifications.”

Kalvan nodded. “It’s about what I expected. However, I don’t expect the Nythrosi to fold; not with Styphon’s Red Hand at their backs. I’m considering sending the Thagnor Army with about ten thousand Royal troops and three flying batteries. Plus, Galzar’s Teeth, The Fat Duchess, Harmakros’ Revenge and seven other sixteen-pounders.”

“When would you want to mount the operation, sire? Next spring?”

As soon as possible, he thought to himself. With Captain-General Hestophes still in Hos-Agrys trying to whip the League of Dralm into some kind of shape, he would have to pick someone else to command the expedition to Nythros. Not Prince Sarrask, too impetuous. Chartiphon was busy rebuilding the Rathoni army. With Verkan in Greffa, Prince Phrames was the ideal choice but, Dralm-damnit, Phrames was off with the buffalo hunt. “With Phrames and Captain-General Hestophes gone, I’m going to have to lead this army myself. We’ll leave as soon as I can put an army together and the necessary supply trains. We need to leave before the worst of the fall rains.”

Vinaldos smiled. “Excellent, Your Majesty. Would it be possible for me to join the operation? I could use more field experience.”

“Of course, Vinaldos. My next question is: Do you think Prince Pheblon would make a good ruler for Nythros?”

Vinaldos made a pained expression. “While it’s true that I do not find the Prince a boon companion, he does have good organizational skills. Plus, he was Prince of Nostor, a badly ravaged Princedom. My sources say Prince Pheblon did a good job of rebuilding Nostor until the Grand Host arrived. Yes, he would be a good candidate. The Nythrosi leaders are either dead or in exile in Morthron; they will have little to say in their defense as they abandoned the City like rats from a burning hut! The remaining townfolk, after suffering under the Styphoni, should be glad to have him as their Prince.”

Kalvan sighed in relief. Two problems solved; now all he had to do was take the City before the rains fell in earnest. And tell Rylla about the expedition, which was when the fireworks would begin.

II

Chancellor Tramoth looked cautiously at both ends of the dark corridor, making sure no one was following him, before opening the door to the little-used study. He was a stick-thin man with a nervous stomach at the best of times and these were the worst of times. Soton’s guns were about to breach the City Walls, while Great King Demistophon was engaged in an eating orgy that threatened to burst his last doublet.

There was going to be a wholesale slaughter when the Styphoni broke into the City and Tramoth was smart enough to know that he would be one of the first to taste their steel. What to do? What to do?

Maybe he could contact Grand Master Soton and come to some kind of agreement. If he let the Styphoni into the City, maybe they would spare his life. He knew it was a miserable one, but it was the only life he had. Sadly, he was unable to delude himself into believing in any of the gods, although Styphon was most to his liking. Especially since none of the highpriests he’d met had even a pretense of piety, unlike the overweening highpriests of Dralm. Also, Styphon’s Archpriests lived in great luxury and dispensed much more power than any temporal ruler.

Tramoth knew of an old smugglers’ tunnel that ran under the city walls near the port. Most of those tunnels had been walled up after the Styphoni started using them to enter the City, occasioning several bloody little battles. The one he was headed for had been used by his family for generations to smuggle tobacco into the city to escape the high tariffs. The tunnel started deep under the basement of his mansion.

He made his way down the steps into the basement, using his candle to keep his eye out for obstacles. The stone steps were old and moist and in some places the stone had begun to crumble. His pockets were filled with as many gold coins as they could hold without ripping. They wouldn’t get him very far, but the gold might buy his life.

Even down here he could hear and feel the whumph of the cannonballs as they struck the stone walls. He felt his sandal slide when his foot hit a pool of water and he started to fall….

Tramoth braced himself against the stone wall, badly wrenching his shoulder, dropping the candle. The pain cut through it like a knife blade, and the flame went out. It was as dark as Roxthar’s heart. He had to remove his last candle and use a flint to light it. The moist air seemed to press in on him and relighting the candle took what seemed to be forever. Finally, he was able to nurse a spark into a small flame.

When he started walking again, Tramoth moved even more carefully. He looked down and saw what appeared to be a floor of broken rocks. He could smell the lingering odor of fireseed smoke. He looked up and saw the tunnel ahead was blocked by a rock fall.

“Curse the Gods and the Daemon Kalvan!” he cried. The King’s men must have blown it up with all the other secret passageways and tunnels. Why didn’t I think of that before I came all this way?

He was shivering now, and not just from the cold. He was trapped in Agrys City, just like the King and everyone else.


TWELVE

I

Grand Master Soton looked up from the plank table in his temporary HQ and into the blue eyes of his young aide, wondering if Sarmoth was battle-tested enough to trust with such an important command. On the other hand, he didn’t have much choice. Archpriest Grythos, who’d been a former Knight Commander in the Order of Zarthani Knights, had just been dispatched to Port Sybron in Hos-Ktemnos. He’d taken two Temple Bands of Styphon’s Own Guard and Archpriest Roxthar with him at Styphon’s Voice’s order.

According to Anaxthenes’ post, Prince Phidestros was behind a movement to seat former Prince Selestros, the wastrel, upon the Iron Throne. Soton had recently received intelligence to that effect, but had dismissed it as pure drivel. Who in their right mind would elevate that drunken sot, even if he had been touched by Dralm’s Sacred Staff—the staff that the Dralm faithful believed gave life to the first man—to the Iron Throne? He wondered if this was some scheme of Phidestros’ to discredit the entire line and later elevate himself as Great King of Hos-Harphax.

I wouldn’t be surprised, he thought. That jumped-up mercenary was always too ambitious for his own good.

Styphon’s Voice Anaxthenes’ plan was to have Grythos join Knight Commander Orocles to lead an army to capture Besh Town while Phidestros was in the False Kingdom of Hos-Hostigos to fight Great King Lysandros. It was a duplicitous scheme no doubt hatched in Anaxthenes’ fertile mind. The plan was to kidnap Phidestros’ wife, Princess Arminta, and take her to Balph where she would be held hostage in order to bend Phidestros to the Temple’s will.

Anaxthenes had ordered Roxthar to accompany Archpriest Grythos at Soton’s bequest; Soton didn’t know how much longer he could tolerate the madman before he killed the Investigator himself.

Of course, Anaxthenes’ entire plan hinged upon how much the former mercenary valued his new wife. The fact that Princess Arminta was with child certainly increased her value. Soton had even heard rumors to the effect that Phidestros was suffering from wedded bliss. He found that hard to believe, knowing the man; although, it was said that Zaphrya, the Goddess of Lust and Love, could befuddle even the hardest head. Not that Soton, a confirmed bachelor, would have gone to war over such a fragile reed as marital love—not even for a goddess.

Fortunately, this misadventure turned out to have several advantages for his mission here in Hos-Agrys: first, it would remove Archpriest Grythos—who had proven his lack of ability as a commander by not being able to kidnap the young heir in Glarth without alerting the entire Agrysi countryside and raising them in opposition—out of his chain-of-command and away from the siege of Agrys City. Secondly, it gave Styphon’s Voice something to occupy his heavy hours with other than Soton’s business here in Hos-Agrys. Most importantly, it had removed Arch-pest Roxthar.

Finally, Soton could accomplish his mission without the distractions of Grythos and Investigator Roxthar who wanted to kill everyone in the name of Styphon. As much as Roxthar had wanted to remain here to Investigate the Agrysi, even he did not dare go against the direct orders of Styphon’s Voice. Soton figured the lure of getting his hands on Phidestros’ wife and subjects was why the Archpriest had gone willingly.

This had left Soton short of experienced battle commanders, since he’d left the Fifteenth Lance behind with Commander Aristocles and the Grand Host in the Middle Kingdoms. He needed someone here who he trusted for this initiative.

His aide, Horse Master Sarmoth, was a very large young man, wearing a black tunic with Styphon’s device, a white sun-wheel over the breast; he had a well-trimmed blond beard and a strong, open face. No one who’d seen him in action doubted his fighting prowess or his handling of horses. He had proven his bravery in several actions at Soton’s side over the past few winters. Now, it was time to see if he had what it took to be a commander of men.

Soton pointed down at a large deerskin map of Agrys City. The map had been meticulously put together and drawn on the deerskin by his personal mapmaker, a former Hostigi prisoner trained in the art of mapmaking by Kalvan himself. A daughter held hostage ensured the man’s loyalty; he had purchased him after the Battle of Tenabra from a Beshtan mercenary captain at a cost of five hundred gold crowns, and even at that price the man was a bargain. The details of the City’s roads and byways had been supplied by Agrysi collaborators and prisoners. He suspected it was the best and most detailed map of Agrys City in the Five Kingdoms.

Soton paused as a rolling salvo of gunfire reverberated through the camp like nearby thunder. The smell of burnt fireseed filled the air; it was an odor he rather liked, unlike most. The guns had breached the wall this morning and now they were trying to burst through the second reinforcing wall of broken stone and brick. It wouldn’t be long before they were inside the City Walls.

If he’d only had a few of Kalvan’s shells, the way would already be cleared. As soon as the siege was finished, he would put his best artificers to work on learning the secrets of Kalvan’s shells. If the Usurper could create them, there was no reason on earth they could not make their own.

When the dust had settled, he pointed to the diagram of the palace with his knife point. “Here is your target, King Demistophon’s palace. As soon as the breach has been cleared, I want you to take five Blades of Knights and go directly there. Your first order of business is to take the King and his advisors prisoner. Try to keep him alive at all costs. If that’s impossible, bring Demistophon’s head back on a half-pike. If anyone else resists, kill them. Take and hold the palace unless you’re threatened by a larger enemy force. Then bring the King and his councilors to me.”

“What if he’s not there?”

“The King’s so fat he waddles. Demistophon rarely leaves the palace grounds. He should be there. If he isn’t, torture his advisors until you find out where they’ve put him. Then locate him and bring him to me immediately. Kill anyone who tries to stop you.

“Here’s the route you’ll take,” Soton added, running his knife point over the map, along the streets leading directly to the palace. “Most of the Agrysi army will be guarding the breach so I don’t expect you to fight your way through. Once the breach has been established, several companies of Order Foot will move forward to hold the position. They will be there to hold the gap, in case of an Agrysi counterattack, while prisoners are brought forward to remove the stones and bricks. This should not take over half a day. Once the rubble has been removed, the handgunners and pikemen will move forward. Our chief artificer believes that gap will be roughly fifty men wide.

“It’s difficult to estimate how long it will take to clear the breach since the Agrysi are fighting for king and home. We have to assume that they will fight to the death to keep the Host out of their City.” Soton paused to curse under his breath. “Thanks to that murderous fool’s Investigation! If resistance is too strong, we’ll bring guns forward to blow apart their barricades and hiding places.”

Sarmoth nodded. “That could take days.”

“I know. However, the breach will be secured—no matter what the butcher’s bill—and once it is, you will take your men through the breach and into the City. Once inside, you will head directly for the palace. Is that understood?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Your second job will be to find the Royal Treasury and secure it. King Demistophon is not known for his trust so I suspect the treasury will not be far from his person. He is also not known for his bravery so you should be able to get its location from him without undue force. If he refuses to provide the location, kill some of his retainers in front of him. That should loosen his tongue.”

“Yes, sir,” Sarmoth said.

“I want you to understand that this is the most important operation of this phase of the campaign. By Galzar’s Mace, if we let that swine in human form escape, the Agrysi will use his person as a rallying point to resist the next stage of our conquest. It is your job to secure Great King Demistophon; behead him if need be, but at all costs make sure that he does not leave the palace alive unless he’s put in chains!”

“We will secure the King and his advisors, sir.”

“Good. Go with Styphon’s Blessing!”

II

Kalvan was thinking back to his time as a Pennsylvania State Policeman, living in the Troop C Hollidaysburg barracks. Life had been much simpler then, that was for sure. However, it hadn’t been anywhere near as rewarding as it was now. He still wondered about the origin of that flying saucer that picked him up outside the yellow farmhouse, where Ted Munson had lain in wait with a rifle.

Munson had killed before and broken jail, taking refuge inside his old home, a ramshackle yellow farmhouse. Along with fellow policemen, Steve French and Jack Kovac, he had worried about how they were going to get inside. Suddenly there’d been a blinding flash, followed by darkness. Then a flickering iridescence of many colors and a man dressed in a green uniform leveling some kind of strange weapon. Kalvan had his gun in hand and fired first; next thing he knew he was tumbling out of the saucer and onto the ground in Hostigos—

The arrival of Rylla with little Ptosphes in her arms and Princess Demia twirling around her skirts like she was a maypole brought him back to the present.

Kalvan stood up and kissed his wife on the cheek. “How’s the baby?”

“Little Ptosphes is settling down after his mid-day feeding.” Rylla paused to tickle the baby under the chin. “He’s just a little piglet. It takes two wet-nurses to keep him satisfied.”

Kalvan chuckled. “He’s going to be a big boy.”

“Like his daddy. He’ll have your sword-hand, too. I can barely pry his hand off my thumb when he bears down!”

Kalvan laughed. “Can you talk for a few moments?”

“Sure. Let me get Demia’s nurse. Varia, come here.”

The nursemaid must have been just outside the study door as she popped in almost immediately. She was just out of her teens and very attached to Demia. Kalvan understood that both her parents and siblings had died at the hands of the Investigation in Hostigos. She had been rescued by a company of Royal Cavalry. In return, she had adopted the Royal Family.

“Please take Demia with you to the Nursery.”

“Yes, Your Majesty.”

Demia made a token squeal of protest, then took Varia’s hand and followed her like a little puppy.

“We were lucky to get such a good nursemaid,” he said.

Rylla nodded. “The two of them are so attached, I sometimes feel a little jealous. But not so much since the baby was born.”

Kalvan smiled. “Good. But, you have nothing to worry about; Demia loves her mother above all else.”

Rylla smiled and looked so radiant that she reminded him of Grace Kelly. He was a very lucky man, even with all his problems.

Which reminded him, he still hadn’t told Rylla he was going to head the expedition to Nythros. “Darling, I’m going to have to leave for Nythros in five or six days. I don’t have a battle-tested general to command the army.”

Rylla shook her head. “Don’t give me that, Kalvan. Let me send for Prince Sarrask.”

“No. He’s got enough problems right now trying to rebuild Ragyath Town. Phrames is away on the buffalo hunt and Hestophes is still in Hos-Agrys.”

“What about all those ‘bright young men’ you’ve been grooming over there at the University in the College of Military Sciences?” Rylla asked, with a mischievous grin. “Colonel Nathros or Grand Constable Leukestros should be leadership-proofed by now. It’s time to delegate authority, as you always tell me.”

Kalvan knew she was right and that it would even be a good thing to let some of his up-and-coming commanders have their own independent command; however, he was commander-in-chief and he needed to get away from all the pen-pushing and bean-counting. “There will be plenty of time for them to win their spurs. I am getting a bad case of cabin fever; I need to get out in the field and do something before winter arrives and I’m stuck here for good.”

Rylla laughed. “I won’t take that personally, my love. I understand, since little Ptosphes is keeping me too busy to join you.”

He kept the relief that he felt off his face. “I need to confer with you about who to install as the new king of Nythros.”

Rylla nodded. “That’s easy, Prince Pheblon of Nostor is the only surviving Hos-Hostigi prince without a crown, so he’s the obvious choice. He’s also experienced in dealing with a post-war economy, since Nostor never fully recovered from Prince Gormoth’s war. He shouldn’t have any problems with the Nythrosi nobility since they’re either dead, living in exile here or in Morthron. You should advise Pheblon to confiscate the estates and property of any suspected Nythrosi collaborators. As for the exiles, he can determine the fate of their estates on a case by case basis. There are about a hundred thousand Nythrosi exiles and most will return and transfer their allegiance to Pheblon as soon as the Styphoni are driven out and the city is taken.”

“My thoughts exactly,” he said. “After the city is taken, I’m sure many of Pheblon’s former Nostori subjects will flock to Nythros. At least those who haven’t found a position or estate here in Thagnor, which should help relieve the city’s congestion.”

Rylla nodded. “Pheblon can reward his former Nostori nobility as he pleases, which will keep them loyal—as will being in a foreign land where they don’t speak the common tongue.”

Kalvan smiled. “Which is no bad thing.”

“Plus, it will pluck Old Sour Face from our Court,” Rylla added. “Pheblon’s loyal enough, but he always looks as if he’s waiting for someone to slip a dagger between his ribs.”

Kalvan smiled. “You’re right, my love. This new princedom will give him something to occupy his time. After what his new Nythrosi subjects have been through under Styphon’s House, they’d welcome Ormaz himself with open arms if he liberated them.”

She nodded. “He should have no further complaints. I know he felt slighted that Phrames and Sarrask were ‘rewarded’ before he was, but then he’s never been one of your henchmen.”

“Is that what you call them?”

Rylla laughed. “What else? Any one of them would walk through fire at your command. They hang upon your words like proclamations from the Allfather. Be thankful, husband, that they do. It is one of the wellsprings of Our power.”

It appears I’ve developed my own cult of personality, he thought ruefully. At least most of them have stopped looking at me like I’m the son of Galzar or some other demi-god.

“How do you look upon me?” Kalvan asked.

“Like any other male fool who has to put his boots on one foot at a time, but then I love you. So that makes you special in my eyes.”

Kalvan pulled her to him, maneuvering around the baby, and gave her a kiss.

Baby Ptosphes squealed and she reluctantly pulled back. “Later.”

He nodded. “One more thing. The Grand Duchy of Baltor is still without a ruler. I was thinking of installing Count Vinaldos as Grand Duke. What are your thoughts?”

“I don’t completely trust the Count. He’s been almost too helpful, but he does have his reasons, since he’s the one who informed on his former Prince. And, a good thing he did. You were far too trusting when it came to Prince Kestophes. I’m sure the gods found a very deep and dark pit for him in Regwarn’s Caverns. My only worry is that Vinaldos will spend most of his time in Baltor rather than acting as Chief Intelligencer.”

Kalvan nodded. “I’ve given that some thought. I’ll give him until fall, then he must return to Court.”

“You’ve thought this through,” she said. “But, getting back to the Count, he has done an excellent job as our Chief Intelligencer. Almost as good a job as Duke Skranga did before he left for Hos-Bletha. Hestophes is probably more deserving of the duchy, but he may be in Hos-Agrys for a long time.”

“So you agree with my plan to elevate him as Grand Duke?”

Rylla gave a begrudging nod. “Yes, since he will be physically close to us. And, having one of our Dukes on the other side of the Morthron will guarantee they stay in our camp.”

“They don’t have much choice. I know Prince Eythart was previously allied with Gefftscharr, but now he’s one of our vassals. He’ll have to behave; after all, We have him surrounded on three sides.”

“It’s too bad Ragnar is maintaining its neutrality.”

“It’s not Ragnar I’m worried about, it’s the Princedom of Lyros. Chartiphon has noticed the Dorgians are building forts along the Lyros/Dorg border.”

“Lyros has never been close with Grefftscharr,” Rylla noted. “But they are close with Dorg.”

According to Vinaldos’ agents, the situation in the Lyros area was complicated. Half the population was homeless and civil authority had totally broken down after the nomad invasions two years ago. Much of the area was ruled by bandit chiefs who had ambitions to become warlords. The Prince of Lyros, an unsavory type to begin with, made a deal with the strongest bandit gang, basically letting them take over Lyros Town in return for a share of the loot.

King Theovacar, fed up with the Lyros bear pit, was about to send his army down the Lyr River and take direct control of the area, when Rylla and what was left of the Hostigi Army entered the Trygath and made their way to Rathon City. Then Kalvan showed up in Thagnor. Suddenly, events in Lyros weren’t all that important to Theovacar and his attention turned to more important matters, like regaining the City of Greffa.

Kalvan explained all of that to Rylla.

She said, “We need more information before we can determine if these fortifications in Lyros are defensive or the stepping-off place for an invasion. I say deal with Nythros first before Grand Master Soton sends them reinforcements, or they finish their earthworks. At the moment, most of the Knights have left Nythros to reinforce their tarrs along the Great River. This is the time to retake the City.”

Kalvan nodded. “There are four or five Temple Bands of Styphon’s Own Guard garrisoned in Nythros, plus some five thousand Ktemnoi mercenary cavalry and a couple thousand Nythrosi irregulars, mostly crossbowmen, who will fade at the first gunshot. Not enough troops for an invasion, but a good spearhead if Grand Master Soton rolls up Hos-Agrys and decides to bring his army back here.”

“What about the new shipyards?”

“According to Count Vinaldos, they’ve already laid keels for about a dozen war galleys. Fortunately, most of the Nythrosi fleet left before they took the City, but they’ve managed to accumulate some twenty-five ships. The last thing we need is a major Styphoni naval presence in the Aesklos Sea. I’ll call a General Staff meeting for tomorrow and we can figure out which units will comprise the attack force and which ones will stay in Thagnor.”


THIRTEEN

Duke Ruffulo was surprised when the Chancellor led him through one of the stone passages that bypassed the Iron Room, the ceremonial chamber which housed the Iron Throne, where the Kings of Greffa typically held their audiences. None of the King’s Companions were accompanying him, either; he wasn’t sure whether this was a sign of favor or because their newly crowned king believed him to be an honorable man, which of course was true. Theovacar typically saw every major noble or merchant as a possible traitor; the fall of Greffa City had proven his worst suspicions. His high taxes and contempt for his subjects had made it easy for the people of Greffa to renounce his rule when the Grefftscharri capital had come under siege.

Ruffulo wasn’t sure what to expect from their new King; he’d met Verkan years ago when he’d been Trader Verkan and was selling hideaway estates. He had purchased one in Dorg when former King Theovacar had made demands upon him that might leave his family in jeopardy. The estate he’d originally wanted in Wulfula had turned out to be too close to the Great River; it was to Verkan’s credit he had talked him out of purchasing it as the property was now overrun by the barbarian clansmen.

Verkan had appeared to be both intelligent and a man of honor. He hoped that would not change now that Great King Kalvan had elevated him to the Iron Throne of Greffa. In the past, he’d seen great power and the sudden rise of fortune bring out the worst in more than one former friend.

As he entered the King’s private audience chamber, he noted that the furnishings and contents were the same: scrolls and finely glazed amphorae with battle scenes from the Western Sea. However, the large mosaic which had covered one wall showing the Kingdom of Grefftscharr had been removed. In its place was a different mosaic which displayed all of the Upper Middle Kingdoms, including the new Kingdom of Nos-Hostigos—both Greffa and Nos-Hostigos were outlined in gold. The mosaic—he saw as he drew closer—was made entirely of precious stones while the Saltless Seas were done in blue lapis lazuli. Greffa, he noticed, was comprised of emeralds, while the rest of Nos-Hostigos was made-up of brilliant diamonds.

He didn’t realize he was standing there in awe like some dumbstruck peasant until King Verkan got up to greet him.

They touched palms.

“Welcome, Duke Ruffulo, I see you like my new mosaic.”

He nodded. “It is quite spectacular.”

“It was a gift from Great King Kalvan to celebrate our new alliance.”

They must be good friends, Ruffulo thought to himself. This is good to know since I’ve put my family’s future in King Verkan’s hands.

If you don’t mind,” Verkan said, “we’ll skip all the ceremonial niceties and get down to business.”

“Your Majesty, I too tire of all the useless bowing and scraping,” Ruffulo answered, surprising himself with his honesty. Be careful, this new King inspires trust, but he may not be trustworthy.

“I’ve been very busy with a myriad of details,” the King said, pointing to the scrolls and parchments that were piled and scattered all over his large walnut table. “Rebuilding the Army has been my primary concern, but that is now out of my hands and in those of one of my trusted subordinates. Now, I can turn my hand to ruling the City.

“I am mindful of the role you took in keeping Greffa City from destruction. Without your entreaties, Great King Kalvan would have leveled the City to the ground.”

Ruffulo nodded. “Your Majesty, we had heard that Great King Kalvan was a good ruler and trustworthy king, although wrathful when angered or disrespected. Thus, we feared he would take out his anger against Theovacar upon the City itself since King Theovacar was elsewhere. We knew that if King Kalvan destroyed the City, even if he left us, the citizens, alone, Theovacar would blame those of us who survived, search us out and have us all killed. Theovacar is a most vengeful ruler.”

Verkan said, “I do not know what was in King Kalvan’s mind, but he has never been known to punish a city or province for the sins of its ruler. Still, it was wise that you helped surrender the City rather than encourage, by your resistance, those under his command who might have encouraged him to sack it.” He paused to ask, “Would you like something to drink?”

“Yes, Your Highness,” Ruffulo said, noting how parched his throat felt.

The King pulled a bell pull and a servant entered with a flask of wine. There were two gold goblets on a small table; the servant filled them and passed one to the King and then himself.

“Thank you, Your Majesty.”

Verkan nodded. “Duke Ruffulo, here’s my plan: I want to make you my Deputy of the Assembly of Lords. This will make you, after my Chancellor, Grand Duke Kostran, the third most powerful man in Greffa.”

Ruffulo could hardly believe his ears. Immediately, he went down on his knees. “Your Majesty, I do not deserve this honor. There are others who will serve you far better.”

King Verkan motioned him to rise. “No need for that. And, yes, there may be those who are more deserving; however, I do not have time to learn who they are. I need your help because you know the City and its citizens. Plus, you have the trust of its people. I have some reforms in mind and I need someone who understands the City’s politics and customs to run them by before I make them formal proclamations.”

“Yes, Your Majesty. You have given me a great honor and I will do my utmost to follow your wishes.”

Verkan shook his head. “This is not a job for a yes man, Ruffulo. What I want—what I need—is someone who will tell me the truth when I overstep myself. I was just a merchant before Great King Kalvan enthroned me on the Iron Throne; there’s a lot of ceremony, regulations and laws I do not know.”

“I will do my best, Your Majesty.”

“That’s all I can ask. You’re excused. We will meet again tomorrow at dawn.”

“Yes, Your Majesty.” Ruffulo felt he was floating as he left the audience chamber. King Verkan had given him a signal honor; there hadn’t been a formal Deputy of the Assembly of Lords since the time of Theovacar’s great-grandfather. The other lords would be pleased at the honor the Assembly had received from the King. Of course, they would question his own appointment, but in the end they would accept it along with the King’s proclamations. He would see to it.

Moments after Deputy Ruffulo closed the chamber door, Kostran Galth came in saying, “Boy, Chief, you had him eating out of the palm of your hand.”

Verkan nodded. “I wish you’d stop calling me Chief. I’m King Verkan now. Ruffulo’s a good man; his credentials are impeccable. He’s smart, he’s cautious, he’s loyal, maybe too loyal; he should have given Theovacar a steel sandwich a long time ago. He can even trace his family back almost a thousand years, which gives him a lot of cachet in Greffan society.”

Kostran laughed, “Yeah, since yours only goes back a few years.”

“Exactly. I’m an upstart, but fortunately, I’m an unknown upstart without too many enemies. Although, after my first few proclamations they’ll quickly pile up.”

Kostran nodded. “Oh yeah, wait until they find out you’re going to outlaw slavery and free the slaves. That’ll put the pot on boil!”

Verkan sighed. “I’m not going to do it all at once, Kostran. I’m going to start with freeing all the slaves that helped with the war effort and move on from there. Duke Ruffulo has long been part of the antislavery gang and I’ll let him be the spokesman.”

“That should work. I know your pay raises lifted the army’s morale to a new high.”

“As cheap as Theovacar was, I’m surprised he never had a barracks revolt,” Verkan said.

“True, except there was no opposition. Theovacar crushed any and all opponents before they had time to organize against him. It’s too bad the fall of Greffa was so late in the campaign season. Otherwise, Kalvan could have rolled up the rest of Grefftscharr and made himself Great King of the Upper Kingdoms.”

“I don’t think it would have been that easy. Theovacar still had half his fleet and Kalvan’s soldiers were worn to the nub from traveling from Hostigos to Thagnor and then fighting several pitched battles. Remember your Fourth Level history and how Napoleon got over his head when he charged into Russia instead of consolidating his power?”

Kostran nodded. “Look, Chief, I’m enjoying all the fun and games on Kalvan’s Time-Line, but enough is enough. There’s big trouble brewing back on Home Time Line and they need you back there, not playing King-of-the-Day in Greffa.”

Verkan shrugged. “I haven’t heard anything.”

“You know Dalla; she’s as stubborn as you are. She won’t ask for help until there’s blood on the streets.”

“Sorry, Kostran. It’s not my problem any more. I’ve had it dealing with the newsies and Opposition. Let Dalla deal with it until she cries for help, then I’ll give her a hand.”

“Sure, boss, sure.” Kostran said, shaking his head.


F⊕URTEEN

I

Darnos braced himself against the temporary barrack’s wooden wall as another barrage of Styphoni artillery fire struck the wall. His hands were shaking so much it took him a long time to fill his powder horn with fireseed. He wasn’t sure if the trembling was from the constant hunger, the lack of sleep or the incessant noise. The short rations he got as a militiaman were all that stood between his family and starvation. The only thing Darnos knew for certain was that there was no escape from the wolves inside the walls unless you wore a uniform.

Thieves, cutpurses, robbers and murderers owned those streets where the City Militia was not out in force. It was as if the demons of Regwarn had been given permission by Hadron, Lord of the Legions of the Dead, to emerge from their caverns and invest Agrys City. Maybe it was the certainty of imminent death or Investigation that brought out the worst in the local criminals, but it was turning the city inside out, as if it were eating its own entrails.

Already his youngest daughter, Sirys, had died, whether from the ague that was running through the city or starvation: he didn’t know. He suspected a bit of both. He couldn’t afford a healer even if one could be found. His wife was down to nothing but skin and bones; she was hardly eating at all, saving the scraps of food he brought home for the children. He kept telling her that starving herself was not helping them.

Who would take care of them if she got sick? Her mother had died at the beginning of the siege and her sister had disappeared.

The outer great wall had already been breached and the word racing through the streets was that the Styphoni would be marching into the city today. He had already made sure all the images of Allfather Dralm, Yirtta Allmother and the other gods in their quarters had been destroyed. All the sculptors and casters in the city had been busy for the past moon making images of Styphon, for those with a few coins, to place in prominent positions in their houses. He had spent the last of his phenigs on them. Will they be enough to appease the Investigators?

Somehow he doubted it. What if they ask me about Styphon’s Revelations? I know nothing about the False God!

“Form up, you worthless sucklings at Yirtta’s dugs!” the Captain cried. “Soon we will have Styphoni to kill.”

The trenches at the breach were almost done, from there they would fire at the enemy as they passed through the gap. In front of their assigned position, hidden in the rubble, were concealed bombards loaded with case shot and petards among them which would slow down the Styphoni advance. Pitfalls, iron spikes and wire trip lines would stop cavalry as well as grapeshot. On the rooftops waited hidden arquebusiers, calivermen, slingers and men with pots of boiling hot oil.

His friend Lathos whispered, “With the gods’ help, maybe we can hold them.”

Darnos nodded, although inside he doubted the gods cared one way or the other about the war, not even the Wargod. The Highpriests of Galzar had put the Styphoni under the Ban of Galzar, but it hadn’t stopped them. So far it appeared that the gods were on the side of the Styphoni or the siege would have been over moons ago. All he knew for certain was that he’d rather take a bullet head-on than in the back—or worst of all, be captured and tortured by the White Sheets of Styphon’s House’s Investigation.

Darnos picked up his arquebus and fell in with the rest of his company as they made their way down the street toward their trench. His company, the Coopers Street Arquebusiers, had a muster list of less than sixty men; the other half were ill, dead or in hiding. There were some pats on the shoulder, a few curses of “Down Styphon!” and a petty-captain handed him a flask of warm wine heavily diluted with water. He took a deep drink and passed it on to the man behind him.

The clouds parted and the wind kicked up, showing a red and swollen sun. The stench of brimstone filled the air. He felt a cough building deep in his lungs and pushed it down. The last time he’d started coughing it had taken an eighth of a candle to catch his breath again. The Captain used the side of his sword if he thought anyone was malingering and he had a very loose interpretation of what that meant.

Darnos’ cotton gambeson was so large he was floating in it; he remembered a time when it fit tightly. At least he had a rope to hold up his breeches. A few of the men weren’t so lucky and had to use one hand to hold them up. He wondered, how will they fight when the Styphoni attack with their breeches around their ankles? He was sure their petty-captain believed it would keep them from turning and running, although he doubted there were many who would turn tail.

The cowards had left already, not that there was any place left to go. There wasn’t. Deserters who were caught had been hung in the public square until there had been so many corpses that it turned the square into a charnel house. Now deserters’ throats were cut and they were dumped unceremoniously over the city walls at night for the Styphoni to smell.

The Coopers Street Militia would fight until the Styphoni were defeated, or until they died. No militiaman was anxious to surrender to the Styphoni since it meant certain slavery, but only if they survived the Investigation. The thought of the Unholy Butcher Roxthar and his knives almost turned his bowels to water. It still might have, had there been anything inside them. He hadn’t eaten anything but scraps for the past moon quarter.

The Captain had promised something to eat when they reached the trenches. My last meal? he wondered.

The Royal soldiers were right behind them with muskets and what little heavy ordnance remained. Most of the guns had been in battlement towers, but a few of the smaller guns, four- and six-pounders, were behind them. There was no place to go; to go forward was to die, to retreat was to die. He suspected most of the City Militia would die on this Ormaz-spawned day.

Darnos prayed that the Allfather might spare his family. He asked nothing for himself except a quick death.

“Get a move on, you motherless sons!” their Captain shouted. “We’ve got two marches to walk before we hit the trenches. Down Styphon!”

The men followed his words up with a ragged cheer and a chorus of “Down Styphon!”

II

Knight Commander Sarmoth sat impatiently on Steel Hooves, patting him on the left shoulder in an attempt to keep his charger calm in the midst of the growing pandemonium. In the other hand he grasped one of his horse pistols. From up close, the great walls of Agrys City stretched out on either side of the breach like towering cliffs. Between the broken bulwark was a spew of rubble and dead bodies. The prisoners were clearing the gap even faster than Soton had predicted. The fear of return fire spurred them on even better than the overseers’ whips.

The sound of massed gunfire came from beyond the breach where the Agrysi were holding the boulevard. It appeared they had more mettle than the Grand Master had predicted. He saw one Agrysi trooper, with the red and white plumes of the Royal Army jutting from his helmet, riding through the gap, jumping piles of rubble, as though he were leading a troop of cavalry.

Sarmoth aimed his flintlock pistol and fired. The bullet hit the horse in the chest and it stumbled, throwing the rider headfirst into the broken stones. The man cried out and bounced once before slumping over the broken rocks, his helmet gone and head cocked at an unnatural angle.

The cries of the wounded horse split the air. He pulled out another pistol and shot the animal in the head.

The Host’s guns were already moving up to the breach. He watched as the wheel of one ox cart, carrying a big bombard, hit a big rock and tilted dangerously. The drivers jumped from their seats and tried to correct the cart with their staffs, but the huge gun slowly tipped over, snapping ropes and taking the cart sideways, hitting the ground with a resounding crash. One of the men was pinned under the broken cart and Sarmoth could hear his high-pitched screams through the battle racket until one of his fellow draymen pulled out a hideaway pistol and gave him a mercy shot behind the ear.

The artillery captain in charge broke off from his battery and rode his horse over to Sarmoth’s mount. He cupped his hands to better amplify his voice through the popping of gunfire and screams of the wounded. “We should have the gap cleared soon, Horse Master. Two or three volleys of grapeshot and there won’t be enough Agrysi soldiers left to make up a company!”

Sarmoth cupped his hand around his ear and indicated that the captain was to come closer. His voice was hoarse from moons of shouting over continual artillery fire and his voice cracked as he spoke. “The grapeshot will only kill those stupid enough to stand up. Who knows how many are hiding behind barricades, walls and on roofs? Be careful and keep your mucking powder dry!”

The captain nodded in return and rode up to join his battery. It wasn’t long before he disappeared through the wide gap in the walls.

III

As Darnos made his way carefully through the rubble-strewn streets, he got his first look at the breach. It was as if one of the gods had reached down from his Sky-Palace and ripped out a big chunk of the City Wall! Most the buildings near the gap had collapsed and were in ruins. Dead bodies were scattered about and not all of them were soldiers; he saw women and children, too.

The man ahead of him bent over to pick up a lopsided cannonball the size of his fist. “Look at this!”

Darnos looked it over: It was dented and pushed out of shape. This little thing did all that damage? he wondered. Then he saw a big one, about ten times the size of the little one. It was a perfect sphere, almost as if it had been laid down gently in the rubble by the giant hand of one of the gods.

“Keep moving!” cried one of the petty-captains. “The Styphoni will be moving into the breach soon. It’s up to us to stop the spawn of Styphon before they bring in their Investigators.”

They all knew what that meant and stepped up their pace. He used the butt of his arquebus to steady himself where the road was covered with broken stones and bricks. He had to be careful in his sandals as it would be easy to break a toe on one of the rocks, or trip and fall. Only the cavalry were supplied with boots and he’d heard that some of them had traded them for gold crowns in the marketplace. People were hungry enough to eat almost anything, even rich people. He doubted there was a leather belt left in the City.

Using the ruins for cover, he watched as one of the captain-generals lined the Agrysi regulars in rows with the arquebusiers and musketeers in the front lines, halberdiers at the sleeves and pikemen to the rear. There were banners from over fifty companies, but most of them were about half strength. The early sorties against the Host had been costly. Darnos estimated their number at between two and three thousand men. There were another two thousand regulars behind the City Militia either guarding their backs or making sure they didn’t run off.

The militiamen formed up and started going down into the second section of trenches; the first section was where the regulars would retire after their first few volleys. Darnos was relieved that he wasn’t a regular; it was much safer in the trenches, especially if the Styphoni moved guns through the breach.

When the first of the prisoners came into the gap, a few of the musketeers fired their weapons, causing an expletive-laced outburst from their petty-captains. Several of the rag-clad prisoners were hit, falling to the ground, but the rest kept working. Darnos suspected there were hand gunners, with orders to shoot, out of sight behind the breach.

One of the captains cried out, “Hold your fire! These are your neighbors, not Styphoni.”

All fire ceased while several captains and the three captain-generals argued among themselves. Meanwhile the prisoners tossed rocks and debris into ox- and horse-drawn carts.

One of the mounted officers rode through the breach, after having an animated discussion with some scouts, who were a motley collection of buckskin-clad hunters and outlying ranchers. Darnos suspected that the scouts refused to ride beyond the gap. They heard shots and screams. The officer didn’t return. The scouts laughed uproariously.

Damn fool! Darnos thought to himself. Did he think a one-man charge was going to panic the Styphoni or was he bent on suicide? Or did he just panic? He’d seen stranger sights in the past few moons, like the merchant who climbed up to the top of the wall in broad daylight screaming his allegiance to Styphon only to get gut-shot by the Styphoni.

After several candles of watching as the prisoners cleared rocks, they were finally brought some tough jerky to chew on while they waited for the Styphoni to move forward. Darnos’ teeth were so loose he could barely chew and it took a long time to moisten the jerky in his mouth so that it was soft enough that he could gnaw on it. Water was brought by donkeys with casks tied to either side. He used the communal cup and filled it twice before being jostled away.

Darnos knew things were going from bad to terrible when the prisoners ran away and there was a short period of silence. His heart began to thump like a drum.

Most of the nearby towers were in ruins, but there were still men on the parapets watching the Styphoni from above. He heard several of them shouting. He couldn’t make out what they were yelling, but he noticed that several of the couriers below them were leaving their posts and running toward the officers.

He took his time to set the butt of his arquebus on the ground, then grip it by the barrel and pour a measured amount of fireseed into it from his spring-loaded powder horn. Next he took a bullet from his pouch and used the ramrod to push it home with a small piece of tattered cloth he used as wadding. When the gun was loaded, he cocked the hammer and then loaded fireseed in the flash pan, making sure to secure the striker.

“First ranks prepare to fire!” one of the captain-generals in front of their ditches cried out. Almost a thousand smoothbores dropped into firing stance.

The first notice they had that the Styphoni were coming was the bellow from the Zarthani Knights’ battle horns. Some of the militia began to stomp their feet in agitation. A few attempted to claw their way out of the trenches, but were clubbed back with gun butts by the petty-captains.

“When those Dralm-damned bastards get here, don’t give up a pace,” the Captain ordered. “The Investigators will follow behind their ranks as sure as nightfall. They will torture and kill any man jack of you who’s stupid enough to fall into their hands! Better to die like a man than be tortured by Styphon’s minions in human form!”

Darnos nodded with the rest. If even half the tales that had come out of Hostigos were true, anything was preferable to letting those white-robed demons take you into custody.

The bellowing of the horns grew closer and suddenly the first ranks of the black-clad Zarthani Knights came marching through the breach, which was about fifty men wide. It was a terrible sight; they had Styphon’s Own Device on the breasts of their black tunics in white. The Captain-General kept his sword raised until ten lines of the Styphoni were through the gap, then he dropped it. “FIRE!”

There was a ragged roar in response. The man in the line beside him had overloaded his pan and his arquebus blew up in his face! Something clanged off Darnos’ helmet and bits of flesh splashed onto his face and jack. He used his sleeve to clear his eyes, stole a look at the enemy line which had buckled and was now reforming. He stepped back through the files to let the next rank move forward, then began to reload.

His shaking was worse than ever and he wasn’t sure whether it was due to hunger or fear. It seemed to take him a quarter candle to fumble his powder horn into position and measure out a load of fireseed. The ramrod almost slipped out of his hand before he finally rammed it and the bullet home. His nerves weren’t helped when the forward rank fired. Then they moved back and his rank moved forward.

“FIRE!”

He squeezed the trigger and as he fired the Styphoni returned fire. Most of the enemy were too far back to do much more than fire into the forward trench. The Styphoni lines wavered as men dropped and others screamed in pain. More Order Foot advanced through the breach, replacing the ones who’d fallen. The enemy were moving closer, in between volleys, and some were shooting directly into the trenches. Some of the petty captains used their halberds to try and push back the most forward Styphoni; one of them was gut-shot and fell back into the trench.

Their return salvos rattled the Order’s first ranks, but there seemed to be no end to them as more and more of the enemy marched through the breach to take the dead and wounded men’s places.

Still, they were killing and wounding hundreds of the enemy as they fired volley after volley into the Order’s ranks. Hope began to spring up in his chest. Maybe we can stop the Styphoni and drive them back.

The first artillery piece drawing up through the breach blew out that small flicker of hope like a sudden breeze. The Styphoni artillery carts were moving forward through the defile.

“Kill the gunners!” their Captain cried out.

The Order arquebusiers and musketeers formed ranks before the guns, making it almost impossible to hit the artillerymen. Behind the trenches several companies of Agrysi musketeers were firing salvos overhead, ripping through the front of the Styphoni line. Hundreds died before the first salvo thundered forth, knocking the Agrysi rear lines about like a seawall breached by a bad storm.

Now that the artillery had driven away the Agrysi rear guard, the gunners pulled their carts right up to the trenches.

Darnos felt something strike his arquebus and knock it out of his hands. His left arm felt numb from his wrist to his shoulder. Another grapeshot hit his back-and-breast, knocking him to the ground. He tried to get up and find another weapon, but everyone around him was either dead or lying wounded. He had a terrible weight on his chest; tried to lift it off but his hand came back covered in blood—then everything went black….


FIFTEEN

I

As the last of the artillery wagons rolled into the breach, Sarmoth heard war cries and the sound of arquebus fire from beyond the break in the wall. The guns roared and the cries of the wounded grew even louder and a cloud of smoke blew back through the gap.

Longshanks, his oath-brother, rode up beside him. He carried his feathered spear in one hand and a pistol tucked into his white sash. His head was shaved but for a rooster-comb of hair that ran from his forehead to the back of his neck and was braided at the back with hawk feathers, the totem of his tribe.

“The men are eager, Brother.”

“Good. We should see action soon.” Sarmoth removed his morion helmet to wipe the sweat off his forehead. The second volley sounded and Steel Hooves shivered, then whinnied. It wouldn’t be long now.

He signaled Steel Hooves into motion and waved his trumpeter forward, making the sign for “move forward but cautiously.” The trumpet sounded the proper notes.

The five Blades—each Blade was comprised of ten Points (sixty Knights) and their supporting units, either archers or mounted arquebusiers—started to move toward the breach, with the Brother Knights at the fore. Their helms were closed, lances positioned to the side. The Knights were wearing their black tunics with the Order’s device on the breast; the same insignia was on the front of the black bards covering their mounts’ horse armor.

His banner bearer was now to his left flank, while Longshanks protected his right. Each Blade had its own banner and they were now moving forward into the breach. As Sarmoth reached the breach, a clash of thunder struck his ears as the lowered guns fired another salvo, into what appeared to be deep trenches, tearing the blackened Agrysi soldiers into chunks and flying pieces of flesh. Several men survived the barrage of gunfire and fired back, only to be shot down by the Order handgunners at the van of the Host. Those who could still walk or crawl retreated behind the ruins on the other side of the avenue.

There were gunshots from several broken buildings. He quickly ordered several squads of Order Foot to enter them and take out the snipers. Fortunately, the Agrysi didn’t have any of Kalvan’s rifles and their firing was more irritating than deadly. Aiming a smoothbore downslope was always a problem as more often than not the ball and wadding fell out before the trigger was pulled, especially when ramrodded under combat conditions. It took a cool head to pack the ball in tight enough to fire downhill.

Sarmoth’s own heart was racing and it was all he could do to keep from joining the Order Foot as they advanced to clear the broken buildings of the disorganized Agrysi soldiers. His orders were to let the infantry clear the breach and to enter as soon as the Agrysi had been killed or driven off.

There was a lot of shooting and cursing, but most of the fighting was obscured by the ruins and fireseed smoke. The Agrysi militia refused to surrender and were dying by the droves. Too many good men are dying this cursed day, he thought. As the Grand Master said, even with Archpriest Roxthar gone his legacy remained behind.

There were two or three squadrons of cavalry holding the right side of the road behind a blockade of broken wagons, carts, furniture, posts and big stones. He rode over to the artillery officer who was overseeing the battery.

Sarmoth pointed to the blockade. “Captain, can you clear that obstacle?”

The officer’s white teeth blazed forth as a smile broke out on his blackened face. “We’ll send those buggers off to Galzar’s Hall. Round shot, By Galzar’s Mace, will make quick work of that junk pile!”

He turned to his men and had the oxen teams hitched up to the gun carts again. The guns were all six- and eight-pound hooped-iron guns. Two companies of Order Foot followed behind for close support. The artillery men turned the gun carts and hauled them to within fifty paces of the makeshift barrier.

Some of the Agrysi infantry began to fire their muskets. Several of the artillery men took body shots. Sarmoth gave the signal and the Order arquebusiers moved forward, loaded their smoothbores and fired a volley. A cloud of smoke obscured the barricade, but not the screams from the wounded. After three more volleys, there were no more shots from behind the obstacle.

The arquebusiers stood at the ready while the artillery fired the first salvo. It struck the barrier like a tornado, throwing broken wood and shrapnel in every direction. When the smoke had cleared, Sarmoth could see that the Agrysi had completely retired from the field. It took two more volleys before the last of the wagons was torn into kindling wood.

He had his trumpeter sound the order to move forward. They made their way cautiously over the smashed carts, carriages, chunks of stone and brick, furniture and dead carcasses, picking up speed as they made their way onto the stone avenue. He could see columns of smoke pointing up to the sky from every direction in the city. Now that the siege was over, the townsmen were looting and burning whatever was left. He noted that most of the fires were coming from the waterfront area, which, according to Soton’s map, was where most of the nobles and rich merchants lived.

They encountered several parties of disheveled townspeople along the road. A few carried torches and one or two fired shots from antique calivers and arquebuses, but most just stared and pointed.

II

Great King Demistophon soiled his breeches again, when the Guard Captain came into the audience chamber to tell him that the Styphoni had broken their way through the city walls. Once again, he attempted to push his way off the Throne, but he was stuck like a cork in a bottle. He had been unable to get out of the Throne of Lights for over several candles and it appeared they would have to destroy it to liberate him. No matter what, he didn’t want the Styphoni to discover him like this, awash in a bed of his own filth unable to rise off his Throne.

Chancellor Tramoth danced around the chamber like one possessed by demons.

“Captain, order your men to pull me off my Throne!” he ordered.

The Captain laughed. “Your orders are meaningless now. You stinking, bloated piece of filth. If you’d stopped your eating while the rest of the City was starving, you wouldn’t have a problem!”

“How dare you talk to me like that!”

He spat into the King’s face. “I can’t believe I wasted a third of my life in service to you! I’m off to take my reward. Boys, come with me!”

“Stop them! Chancellor, find my soldiers. They’re going to steal my gold!”

“Then I’m going with them,” Chancellor Tramoth cried, as he skipped out of the chamber. “Maybe I can buy my way out of the Investigation.”

“To Regwarn with the lot of you!” the King cried. Only two or three guards remained and they were looking at him in a strange manner, as if he were a tempting morsel of food.

“Jannos, I want the crown,” the first guard said.

“It’s yours, I’m going after the jewels on the throne,” the other guard said as he removed a dagger from the sheath at his belt.

Demistophon watched as the guards approached. “Help, help!” he cried.

The one named Jannos smiled wickedly. “We are your help, only now we’re going to help ourselves, King Swineherd!”

He tried to push the other guard away, who was tugging on his crown. Then a hard fist struck him in the face, loosening several teeth. “Yeow! You can’t touch Our person. We are Your King!”

The guard grabbed his crown again, ripping it off his head.

“Stop this! I order you to!”

Both guards laughed and spit in his face. He started to cry, tears streaming down his face.

“What a pathetic bloated pig of a man,” Jannos said under his breath, as he ripped the gold chain from around the King’s neck. “That’s for my back wages!” He pulled a long pointed dagger from his doublet, suddenly stabbing the King in the eye. “And this is for those starving wretches outside!”

Demistophon screamed at the top of his lungs. His eye felt like it was on fire, but all he could see was a black swirl—

III

They hadn’t gone much over three or four marches from the breach, when a large party of Agrysi cavalry, with white and red banners, charged them from a side street. Sarmoth was surprised to see so many horses, their intelligencers had reported that most of the animals in the City had been eaten a moon half ago. These must be the famed Royal Guardsmen, he concluded.

Sarmoth had two choices: Wheel to meet their charge or keep going to the palace. Fighting now would put the Knights at a grave disadvantage, despite their greater numbers as well as better fed and rested horses. If they waited and wheeled around to face the Agrysi Guardsmen when they reached the palace, their ranks would be slowed by winded and hungry horses.

The Agrysi yelled taunts and some fired their pistols, mostly out of range except for the first two ranks. A Knight went down in a tangle of horseflesh and armor.

Lytris’ own luck, thought Sarmoth, who knew that shooting a horsepistol from a cantering horse was usually a waste of good fireseed.

The Guardsmen quickly dropped behind as the Styphoni continued down the broad avenue toward the palace.

Well-rested and well-fed mounts made a lot of difference, Sarmoth observed. He could see the Palace clearly now; the king’s residence was at the top of a ridge that ran along the Agrys River and was surrounded by walls four to five rods, or two lances, tall, products of an earlier, ruder age. At one time this was the seat of Agrys City before the city’s growing population overflowed the ridgetop. Fortunately, the gates were open, as Soton had surmised, with courtiers and servants leaving the palace like rats running out of a burning warehouse.

They were about three blocks away from the ridgetop when they ran into another blockade of tree trunks, wagons and carts at a big intersection. Behind the barricade there were several companies of Agrysi musketeers and pikemen.

He quickly noted that there were blockades on the cross streets on each side of the intersection. If they continued on toward the palace, they’d be trapped between three bands of infantry, as well as the Guardsmen cavalry coming from behind. He made an instant decision and signaled to his trumpeter to bring the command to a halt, then wheel and face the enemy. It was a slow maneuver and they barely had time to wheel around fast enough to face the now galloping Agrysi cavalry less than a quarter of a march away.

Sarmoth gave the signal for charge. He was now at the back of the formation and could do little other than sit on Steel Hooves and watch. The heavier Order chargers, with their full horse armor, made a big difference; the Agrysi horse didn’t have either the room or any place to evade their charge without charging into alleys or onto wooden sidewalks.

The Knights slammed into the Agrysi cavalry as if they were a troop of ponies, knocking men out of their saddles and rolling up the smaller, frailer horses. They followed that with their horse pistols, shooting the Agrysi cavalrymen point-blank with their pistols until they were all discharged, then they slashed the enemy with their sabers, using the points Kalvan-style as well as the blades.

The Agrysi banner bearer took a sword blow that took off his arm and sent his banner flying. The rest of the Agrysi cavalry were taking a terrible beating from the Knights’ determined onslaught. Still, a lot had to be said for their bravery, since the Agrysi refused every request for surrender. When cut down to less than half of their original force, the Guardsmen finally broke off from the engagement, which was when the real slaughter began. The Knights chased them down like whipped dogs, sabering them, shooting them, cutting them down, even riding over them. Wounded, tired and their horses blown, the Agrysi were slaughtered almost to a man. Yet, not a man jack of them asked for terms.

It took almost another candle to reform his command. Sarmoth’s losses were surprisingly light, less than forty Knights dead and seventy wounded, only thirty of them grievously enough that they had to be taken off the active muster list.

Regardless of their victory over the King’s Guardsmen in this skirmish, he had failed in his greater objective. Without foot and artillery support, there was no way he was going to get past the barricades much less into King Demistophon’s palace. He signaled his men to mount up and return to the breach and Grand Master Soton.


SIXTEEN

I

The Grand Master sat upon his horse as frozen as a marble statue while Horse Master Sarmoth finished his report. “I turned back, rather than engage the Agrysi infantry, because it would have been a slaughter. I suggest we move the Order Foot and at least one battery of guns down Cylos Street and dispatch the Agrysi formations piecemeal. The Palace Gates were open but anyone inside with more sense than a bedbug will probably order them closed.”

“I concur,” Soton said. “I see no advantage to cavalry fighting infantry in a prepared position. Your judgment was sound, Horse Master.”

Sarmoth felt as if an anvil had been lifted off his shoulders.

“However, after so much time, we will be lucky to find a few phenigs when we do take the Treasury. Regardless, we now own this City and we will take back what is ours. I have men stationed at every gate and entryway with orders to take anyone who leaves prisoner. That should keep most of the gold and silver inside these walls until we can shake it loose.”

“All that gold will be a temptation even to the Order Foot,” Sarmoth noted.

Soton reared back and laughed. “Not when they learn that any man in possession of booty, be it clothes, coins or jewelry, will be presented before the Investigation.”

Sarmoth blanched. “I thought Roxthar was on his way to Balph.”

“He is, but as far as our men are concerned his Investigators are hiding behind every cot and straw-tick mattress in the Five Kingdoms.”

“This is true, they believe he has preternatural powers.”

Soton made the sign of two horns with his fist. “Sometimes, I almost believe that myself. Archpriest Roxthar’s a strange and powerful man, almost beyond mortal ken. I had a chance to take his head during the siege, but I was frozen as if in a nightmare. Before I could give the order, he was gone.”

Soton shook his body as if shrugging off a chill, then continued. “Before you returned, I found out that King Demistophon is dead, cut to pieces while upon his own Throne. Someone removed his head for a trophy; I pray we find enough of it that we can mount it on a pole before the City Gates. I had hoped you would find him before his people expressed their displeasure firsthand. As Styphon Wills: what will be, will be.

“I will let you see to the Agrysi infantry. You can take two artillery companies with you and all the Order Foot you can find that’s not on guard duty.”

“Yes, sir!”

“First, feed your men and water the horses. Remember, your men are only as good as their last meal.”

“Yes, Grand Master.”

II

Darnos had been resting in the sagging cot for three or four days, or however long it had been since the siege ended. He was inside an old nobleman’s home that had been stripped of furnishings and hangings down to the very walls. There were about thirty or so wounded and dying soldiers strewn about the great hall, lying on mattresses, old cots, straw ticks and bundles of old rags.

He could only rise with help; without aid he was too dizzy to walk to the latrine. He looked down at the brown bandage, which probably came from a discarded dress, that was wrapped around his chest. The bloodstain hadn’t grown any larger since the old lady who passed as their healer had changed it from the earlier one. If the stain grew bigger, the healer had told him, he would die for certain. It took most of his strength to reach for the clay bottle that contained some bitter wine heavily diluted with water.

He took a few sips, then carefully set it back down.

Still, he not only felt useless stretched out like a corpse, but about as worthless as one as well. He should be taking care of his family, if they had survived the sack that followed the Styphoni. It was the not knowing that was killing him inch by inch.

Even the old lady healer was surprised he’d survived such a hit to his chest. Most of his company had died in the trench when the Styphoni guns had fired into them. It was only a day later when a looter was scrounging through the dead bodies for purses and old armor that could be refurbished and reused that he was discovered. He’d lost consciousness when the man tried to lift him and had no idea how he arrived at the makeshift infirmary.

Someone was banging on the front door, which was hanging by one brass hinge and had been liberally gouged with sword cuts and pocked with bullet holes.

“Who is it?” the healer cried.

“Mistress, it’s a soldier down on his luck. I’m searching for a comrade….I heard you had several wounded soldiers from the breach quartered here.”

The voice was naggingly familiar.

“Aye,” she replied. “You may enter, kind sir.”

He heard someone rummaging around the room.

Finally the familiar and shaggy head of his friend Lathos peered down at him. “You did survive, Praise Allfather” He stopped in mid-phrase, placing a filth encrusted hand over his mouth. “Sorry, saying that name now is worth your life….”

“Then, it’s true; the Styphoni own the City.”

“Yes, curse them branch and tree. But the Allfather does work in mysterious ways; you are here and alive.”

Darnos coughed and it felt as though a mace had just slammed into his breastbone. He paused for awhile before continuing, “Just barely, my friend. How goes Agrys City?”

Lathos shook his head. “Badly. They say that Grand Master Soton gave orders that the city was not to be torched, only sacked. But you’d never know it by the number of fires that day and the burnt ruins that remain. We were all captives of their raging anger and lust for two days. Anyone outside, or even inside without a hideout, was fair game. Thousands died and women, from girls to grandmothers, were raped and abused. The dead from those terrible days are stacked outside the walls like cordwood.

Darnos shuddered. “What about my wife, Vasa?”

Lathos wouldn’t meet his eyes.

“Is she dead?”

“No, but wishes she was. She was attacked and held captive by three Styphoni soldiers. It appears they abused her grievously.”

A cry ripped its way out of Darnos’ throat. I should have been there protecting them instead of fighting in some trench for naught.

Lathos touched his forehead. “You’re too hot for this.” He picked up the clay bottle and, using a rag from his pocket, wet the cloth and put it into Darnos’ mouth.. “Suck on this,” he said.

“I do have good news about the rest of your family. Your wife had time to hide the two girls in the cellar. She was able to keep her captors from inquiring about them….”

At least, my girls are safe, he thought. “How bad are Ava’s injuries?” he asked, after he took the rag out of his mouth.

“It’s mostly to her spirit. The Styphoni demons used her hard and left her for dead. Ava despairs you’ll never forgive her.”

“Me forgive her!” he yelled, rising up. “It’s me who should be down on his knees beseeching her forgiveness! Where was I when they needed me to protect our hearth?”

Lathos eased him back down on the straw tick, saying, “It was Styphon’s House’s greed and arrogance that brought about this war. You had to fight for your City, or risk being labeled a traitor, or worse. You did all that any man could have. It’s the gods who let us down, my friend. Now, go back to sleep and I will return tomorrow. If you’re up to it, I will escort you back home. You have a family that needs you….”

“What about your wife?”

He shrugged his shoulders. “Still looking,” he said wistfully.

III

Great King Sopharar had listened to Duke Mnestros for almost a candle, as he went on and on before the Privy Council about how important Zygrosi support was to the future of both Hos-Agrys and Hos-Zygros. It was hard to keep his mind focused in the flickering light. His Privy Council was seated at the trestle table in his private chamber, which was illuminated by whale-oil lamps set in sconces along the stone wall.

Sopharar looked down the table, from one man to another. His younger brother, Prince Eudocles, sat sardonically above it all, cleaning his fingernails with his dirk, smiling at some whim or secret only he knew. The devout and austere Prince Nador of Pellor, the head of the Zygrosi League of Dralm, sat in rapt attention to young Duke Mnestros’ every word. His elderly Chancellor, eyes at half-mast, was fighting sleep, his gray-bearded chin all but resting on his robe. Captain-General Ianestros, commander of the Royal Zygrosi Army and an ardent Dralmite, was sitting ramrod straight and all but drooling at the possibility of a war against Styphon’s House. The Highpriest of Dralm, who looked more like a king than Sopharar himself, was fidgeting nervously, his fingers playing an imaginary lute to some tune that only he could hear.

Sopharar had called this meeting with the Agrysi League of Dralm’s representative to discuss whether or not the Realm should come to the aid of their Agrysi allies. While Sopharar agreed with most of what the younger man was saying, he didn’t feel all that much concern about the Styphoni menace. But, then he hadn’t been concerned about much of anything since the death of his son, Prince Pariphon. Without an heir to take his seat on the Ivory Throne, life had lost its zest and urgency. Still, it would not be in Hos-Zygros’ best interest to have a Styphon’s House puppet seated on the Throne of Lights.

Prince Eudocles turned to young Mnestros. “Duke, the Agrysi League of Dralm was soundly defeated by Grand Master Soton in the Battle of Agrys City. Why would the League be any better prepared to defend its lands against a rested and reinforced Host of Styphon’s Deliverance next spring?”

Sopharar wasn’t surprised at his brother’s stance. He was deeply in debt to Styphon’s House over his gambling losses and would be phenig-less without their financial assistance.

Duke Mnestros sighed and sat back on his chair. “Your Grace, that battle taught the League a valuable lesson: We found out that we needed to be fully committed to the war against the Styphoni infidel. Many of the League’s princes did not take the Styphoni threat seriously, even after the conquest of Hos-Hostigos where we lost our greatest ally. The subsequent reports coming out of Hostigos about the Investigation have helped change people’s minds about the danger of yielding to Styphon’s House.”

“Did it ever occur to you, young man, that the Investigation was Styphon’s House’s way of responding to Hostigi atrocities against Styphon’s House and its priesthood?” Duke Eudocles asked with a sneer.

To his credit, Duke Mnestros did not rise to the bait. “If you consider Kalvan’s dissemination of the Fireseed Mystery to one and all an atrocity, then you may have a point.”

Eudocles’ chair banged hard on the flagstone floor as he leapt to his feet, knocking his chair aside. “I’ll not let some boy whose chin hairs are still coming in insult me in the family palace!”

“Sit down, Eudocles,” he ordered. His brother slowly sat back down, while shooting him a look of pure malevolence.

They had never gotten along, even as children. Eudocles was the more aggressive and willing to go to any lengths to make a point or get his own way. He had been the more athletic and was still a renowned swordsman. Their father had spoiled Eudocles shamelessly, while openly showing disappointment in his eldest son who preferred the company of scrolls to taverns. If his father had had his way, Eudocles would have been Great King, not Sopharar. But not even a determined Great King could buck tradition and the law of primogeniture.

If he wasn’t family, Sopharar would have exiled Eudocles years ago. A few confidants even dared to suggest that his brother was behind his son’s death. The boy had died when his prize horse had bolted and spilled the young Prince on a busy cobblestone street. Eudocles was capable of many things, but not that. After all, it was he who had not listened when the Royal Healer advised that the boy, who was still weak from his mysterious illness, should not be allowed to ride. May the Allfather forgive my presumption.

Eudocles visibly reined in his temper and said, “No, Duke, I’m not talking about how the Usurper Kalvan stole the Fireseed Mystery and started the Fireseed Wars. I was referring to the wholesale looting, desecration and destruction of Styphon’s House temples, and the shooting of priests out of guns!”

Mnestros dismissed those objections with a wave of his hand. “Only upon provocation, when Styphon’s House attacked the Princedom of Hostigos to put forth their claim to the sulfur springs in the Wolf Valley. The False Priests of Styphon gave gold, fireseed and arms openly to Hostigos’ neighbors, Gormoth of Nostor and Sarrask of Sask, openly encouraging them to invade Hostigos. Kalvan and Prince Ptosphes only responded to naked Styphoni aggression and treachery. Since then Styphon’s House has engaged in a ruthless war of extermination against the Hostigi as well as a purge of the other True Gods in the name of the One God Styphon. Styphon’s House will not stop until they rule all of the Five Great Kingdoms!”

“The Duke has that right,” Prince Nador agreed. “I have talked with the other Princes in the Zygrosi League of Dralm and we all agree that the Styphoni must be stopped before they cross the border. If we allow Grand Master Soton, who has already taken and sacked Agrys City, to defeat the Agrysi League of Dralm and extend Styphon’s suzerainty over all of Hos-Agrys, Hos-Zygros will certainly be the next Kingdom to be swallowed whole.”

Captain-General Ianestros nodded in agreement. “Since the defeat of Hos-Hostigos, Styphon’s House has the strongest military arm in the Five Kingdoms. With each new victory, they grow stronger. We must stop them now, or soon we will be under their fist.”

“Your Captain-General speaks the truth,” Duke Mnestros added. “To aid our efforts against the godless priesthood, Great King Kalvan sent us his best Captain-General, the hero of Narza Gap, Captain-General Hestophes. Our Princes have now agreed that he is our sole commander and that we bend our wills to his. Thus, we have greater unity than before.

“In addition, we are mustering more soldiers than we had in our last attack. However, we need help from our allies in both Hos-Harphax and Hos-Zygros. As Captain-General Ianestros has warned, if Hos-Agrys comes under Styphoni suzerainty your Kingdom will be the next one to fall.”

King Sopharar nodded. “This we can agree upon. Now that the world knows the fireseed formula the linchpin of Styphon’s House dominance over the Five Kingdoms is gone. Now, they must rule us by direct conquest, or face defeat in detail. I do not know how many men I can actually send in support of the League until after I talk it over with Captain-General Ianestros, but I can promise a minimum of three thousand Royal soldiers.”

The Captain-General nodded. “That much we can guarantee. We may be able to spare another ten companies as well.”

He looked at Prince Nador. “How many troops can the League provide?”

The Prince threw out his hands. “I provide fifteen hundred men and Prince Archlos is good for another thousand. With the Royal Army, we should be able to muster at least eight thousand soldiers and cavalry.”

Duke Mnestros looked like a prisoner who’d just gotten a reprieve from a public beheading. “Your Majesty, your aid could save a Kingdom.”

“Brother, you’re making a big mistake,” Eudocles interjected. “If you support the Agrysi, Hos-Zygros will be Styphon’s House’s next objective.”

King Sopharar smiled knowingly. “And what makes you think we aren’t already?”


SEVENTEEN

I

Archpriest Danthor moved his way cautiously up the ladder from the catacombs, while trying to keep the candle he was holding from going out. He didn’t relish the possibility of entering the secret floor portal into Styphon’s Golden Image, or what the people called the Great Idol, without even this pitiful light to make his way. Or using a flint tinderbox to relight it; not while hanging onto a ladder.

Once inside the Idol entrance, he climbed up the scaffolding until he reached the Speaker’s platform, where he maneuvered himself into a small chair some four stories above the floor. The speaker’s mouthpiece was set before the chair and a brass speaking horn ran around the inside of the idol’s head. Its job was to act as a megaphone directing the Speaker’s words through the voice-hole where it became, to the listeners in the Square, the “Voice” of Styphon’s Great Idol.

Styphon’s Golden Image, the huge statue of Styphon which usually resided in the Innermost Circle of the Great Council Hall of Styphon, was only visible to the public during special occasions or times of great crisis. It was propelled out of Styphon’s Golden Temple on a huge cart, designed to resemble an altar while in the Great Council Hall. The altar-shaped cart was covered with hammered gold and jewels. It was propelled into the Temple Plaza along an iron track by thirty horses and fifty slaves wearing masks and dressed in cloth-of-gold robes.

Part of Danthor’s new job, as Speaker of the Inner Circle, was to provide the voice for the megaphone that allowed the giant idol to mimic human speech, while using levers to work the jaws and talk to the people as if it were alive. Usually this chore was the province of Styphon’s Voice, but Anaxthenes was going to make an appearance in the Plaza beside the Idol to address the crowd. Danthor had been given the honor of being the “Voice” as the new Speaker of the Inner Circle.

This was only the third time in the last four decades that Styphon’s Golden Image had spoken to the people of Balph. The last time was when the Great Idol had announced the Styphoni victory at Ardros Field in the war against Hos-Hostigos. This time it was to announce another great victory. It was a signal honor for Danthor and, in most cases, would have signified that he was next in line for the position of Styphon’s Voice. Of course, since he was playing the part of a man of some sixty winters, it was unlikely that he would succeed the current Styphon’s Voice who had not yet reached forty years of age.

Danthor, as a Paratimer would live, barring an unforeseen accident, another two hundred to three hundred years. Of course, his research here would be done long before his longevity became an issue.

He heard an unexpected noise coming from down below near the idol’s secret opening. He peered down anxiously into the Stygian black. He was not expecting company as this was supposed to be a solitary job and the idol’s secret was known only to the Inner Circle. Of course, a Hostigi assassin could change the course of the war by killing him and making a false announcement to the throng outside, telling the crowd that Styphon’s House was in secret league with Kalvan, or that the current Styphon’s Voice was really a Hostigi agent. The majority of the multitude, already whipped into a religious frenzy, would believe whatever it was told. And Duke Skranga was just the man to come up with such a devious plan.

Fear was an emotion Danthor rarely encountered, but this time it was completely justified. He used his First Level mental discipline to slow the blood racing through his veins.

The light from his candle didn’t penetrate the darkness far enough for him to see just what or who was coming up the scaffolding; it almost sounded like a monkey, but there weren’t any monkeys this far north on the Northern Continent, Minor Land Mass. “Who is it?” he whispered, trying to keep his voice steady.

A nasty little laugh accompanied the scurry noises. “It’s Yagos, Your Sanctity.”

Yagos was Anaxthenes’ Special Deputy, sometimes spy and sometimes executioner. He wondered which role this slimy creature had been paid to play today.

He pulled out the needler, disguised as a pocket pistol that he kept in a special holster under his shoulder. Most highpriests and archpriests had hideaway weapons, since climbing Styphon’s House’s hierarchy was a dangerous career path. There were many aspirants, but few reached the highest ruling body, the Inner Circle, which was comprised of thirty-six archpriests. Assassination was a recognized means of career advancement. For that reason, most upperpriests either had their own bodyguards or refused to go out in public without hired security.

Yagos was well aware of all this and one of his thrills, Danthor suspected, was making people fear him. Especially since he was a thin, reedy man with little strength and a face like a whippet. Yagos’ only power came from his proximity to Anaxthenes, who used it like a lash to goad him.

Danthor decided playing the aggressor was his best move. It had certainly worked for him with a legion of undergraduates and fellow academics who, under their surface sophistication and degrees, were not all that different from the priestly hierarchy here in Balph.

“Deputy Yagos, what are you doing here? Don’t you know that I am here by Styphon’s Voice’s orders?”

Yagos laughed again, as he climbed higher. “Me, too. I’m here to make sure you don’t say the wrong things.”

Danthor held the candle underneath his chin so that it accentuated his facial features to the climbing man and pulled his face into a grim expression. “And if I do?”

The slender man pulled out a small crossbow from under his tunic. “I’m here to make sure you don’t.”

This time Yagos’ words were forced, he’d gotten close enough to see the small pistol in Danthor’s hand.

Danthor pointed the gun right at Yagos’ head. “Get out of here. If you don’t, I’ll shoot you dead.”

“My master will be angry,” Yagos sputtered, his voice trembling.

“Your choice.”

The man quickly climbed, with monkey-like ease, back down the scaffolding and quickly disappeared down into the catacombs below the rails.

Someone closed off the entrance and the Great Idol began to move. He could hear the chanting of the slaves and the whinnying of horses as they slowly pulled the idol into the Plaza. When the Idol emerged from the Great Temple, the sunlight beamed through its eyes and he could see the huge crowd that filled Temple Plaza. He estimated the crowd at around fifty to sixty thousand worshippers and underpriests.

Suddenly the idol jerked to a halt and Danthor had to grasp hard onto the arm handles to keep from falling out of his seat.

The crowd roared as Styphon’s Voice came onto his balcony over the crowd. He began to talk through a speaking-trumpet: “Styphon, our Lord and Master, has come to speak to us about a great victory. Let Him speak!”

The crowd cheered so loudly Danthor could barely hear himself think. When the roar finally subsided, he said:

“MY WARRIORS HAVE MADE A GREAT VICTORY TODAY IN THE WAR AGAINST THE FALSE GOD, DRALM. AGRYS CITY HAS FALLEN TO THE HOST OF STYPHON’S DELIVERANCE. GREAT KING DEMISTOPHON’S HEAD IS ON DISPLAY OUTSIDE THE AGRYS CITY GATES. ALL PRAISE GRAND MASTER SOTON!”

A gale of cheers that sounded more like the howling of a hurricane rather than human voices resounded through Temple Plaza. Finally they resolved into a chant, “STYPHON VICTORIOUS! STYPHON VICTORIOUS! STYPHON VICTORIOUS! PRAISE STYPHON VICTORIOUS!”

When the chant had subsided to a dull roar, Danthor continued:

“THE TIME HAS COME TO REMOVE ALL TRACES OF THE BLASPHEMOUS TEMPLE OF DRALM AND HIS WHORE YIRRTA FROM THE FIVE KINGDOMS. WHEN ALL TRACES OF THESE IMPIOUS DEVILS HAVE BEEN REMOVED, IT IS MY WILL THAT THE DAEMON KALVAN BE CHASED DOWN TO HIS FINAL LAIR AND TORN INTO PIECES, BURNED AND TOSSED INTO THE WIND!

“ALL MY WORSHIPPERS DEVOTE EVERY DAY OF THEIR LIFE TO THE ERADICATION OF THE FALSE GOD DRALM AND THE DAEMON KALVAN.”

“THIS WILL BE DONE! I HAVE SPOKEN.”

The Styphon’s Great Image fell silent. From fifty thousand voices in Temple Plaza came the reply: “KILL DRALM AND THE DAEMON KALVAN! KILL DRALM AND THE DAEMON KALVAN! KILL DRALM AND THE DAEMON KALVAN! KILL DRALM AND THE DAEMON KALVAN! KILL DRALM AND THE DAEMON KALVAN!”

II

Captain-General Cythros was seated at his table in Tarr-Beshta, whittling on a piece of wood, when a sentry came in to announce that one of the border scouts had returned and was being escorted to headquarters. He set down the unfinished carving of a horse and tried to quash the nagging worry that something might go wrong that had not left his mind since the small army had left Besh Town six days ago. They weren’t expected to return for at least another moon.

“Have him brought before me at once!”

“Yes, sir.”

Cythros was too anxious to work on his carving any more and sat ruminating on all the possible disasters that the border party might have encountered. It was true that the border reivers had increased their incursions across the Beshtan border more than usual, even for this time of year. He had assumed it was their usual harvest-time raids to steal crops and farm animals. The border party, some fifteen hundred cavalry, had been sent to kill the worst offenders and burn out most of their holdings on the other side of the Beshtan/Syriphlon border.

Almost a quarter candle had passed when the scout, still in his travel-stained buckskins, came into his chamber. His eyes were bloodshot and he looked as if he hadn’t slept in days.

“Sir, bad news.”

“Out with it, trooper!”

“When we reached the border, sir, we ran into a large party of Ktemnoi raiders—”

“Ktemnoi! What are they doing so far north?”

“That’s what Captain Arvos wondered, sir. We chased them into a valley, only it turned out to be an ambush! They had an entire army waiting for us, guns and everything, sir. We took a horrible beating. I don’t believe more than four or five hands of us escaped.”

Cythros felt the bottom of his stomach drop all the way to his toes. Ambush! They were set up. It could only mean one thing; they want to capture Princess Arminta. There’s nothing else here worth a force that large. I’ve got to get her out of here!

Beshta had had a run of bad luck. Kalvan had weakened some of the town’s outer walls and most of Tarr-Beshta when he’d stormed Besh Town and Tarr-Beshta to kill Prince Balthar the Black. Prince Phrames, his successor, hadn’t been there long enough to finish the repairs, just repair the breaches. Nor had Prince Phidestros, who’d been too busy fighting with Kalvan and the Royal Army. At best, against a determined foe, the Town might hold out for a quarter moon.

“Do you know who is leading the army?”

“We saw the banners of Knight Commander Orocles of the Order of Zarthani Knights. The rest were flying Ktemnoi mercenaries’ colors along with several Bands of Styphon’s Own Guard.”

“How many Styphoni are we going to face?” Cythros asked.

“I don’t rightly know, sir. Eight, maybe ten thousand men. All I know is that they butchered us like fatted cows. Our small force didn’t stand a chance. I didn’t stick around long enough to see anything else. I knew you and the Princess needed word of this right away. They’re coming!”

“Thanks be to you, trooper. Tell the sentry outside I need him to call all my officers to the Command Chamber. Immediately. You’re dismissed.”

“Yes, sir!”

III

Hestophes, Captain-General of the League of Dralm, waited for the Princes and other nobles to quiet down. Candles flickered and the oil lamps in their sconces sputtered as the door opened and a cold breeze whipped through the chamber. The room stank of burnt tallow and too many unwashed bodies.

When the room had quieted down, Hestophes said, “I called you all here to discuss the fall of Agrys City and how it’s going to affect all of us next spring.”

With those words, he had every noble in the chamber’s undivided attention.

“Now that Grand Master Soton’s taken Agrys City and most of the surrounding territory, including all of the Princedom of Agrys, we can expect him to consolidate his gains right through fall and winter. Since Archpriest Roxthar left for parts unknown, Agrys City did not undergo an Investigation. This was bad for us”

Prince Kyphanes interrupted. “How dare you! Roxthar’s leaving was a gift from the Allfather.”

Hestophes gave him the bent eye, which shut him up. Kyphanes was still angry that the League had demoted him from Speaker to regular member after the fiasco at Agrys City. “I will say that it was a blessing for the inhabitants of the City; however, it also has the effect of downplaying the Styphoni menace. And, there’s no guarantee that Roxthar will not return next spring to complete his Investigation.”

That drew a gasp from just about everyone seated at the table, including Primate Xentos.

“All of you need to realize that this upcoming invasion is a life or death war over the future of Hos-Agrys. Those who are not killed outright in the fighting will become slaves of the Temple. Look at their harvest of blood in Hos-Hostigos; it will take a hundred winters before those lands recover from the sword of Styphon!

“I’m not trying to frighten you, but telling you what I have seen with my own two eyes. You will have one chance, and one chance only, to stop the Host of Styphon’s Deliverance. To do so, we must begin now and work through the winter. But, first, we need to double the size of the League’s current force.”

“Impossible!” Prince Ptophlos of Orchon said. “Princes Simias, Phrynoss and Varion are all part of Styphon’s Union of Friends and may even fight on Soton’s side.”

“We may have to deal with them before we fight Grand Master Soton.” At the moment, Hestophes was not at all sure how they were going to do that unless there were some immediate changes. Before leaving to return to Harphax City, Captain Ranthos had reported that Great King-Elect Selestros was now sitting on the Iron Throne with Prince Phidestros’ support. If Selestros could be convinced to attack from the south, it would tie Soton’s forces down in Agrys City and they would have time to deal with their internal problems.

“The only thing we can be certain of is that Grand Master Soton will be leading the Host of Styphon’s Deliverance come spring,” Hestophes continued. “He will have a rested army with plenty of reinforcements. Many of his men have been fighting against Hostigos for the past three winters and they will be hard to defeat. We cannot stop Soton without a much larger force.”

“Then we are doomed,” Prince Kyphanes intoned, raising his hands as if to implore the gods.

Hestophes shook his head wearily. It would take Galzar Himself to whip these princely armies into a force good enough to face Soton. “Look, Your Highnesses, I do not live in Hos-Agrys; my home is in Nos-Hostigos. I’m here to help you, but I can’t do that if you’re already ceding victory to the enemy. All of you are going to have to return to your princedoms and muster all of your available forces, including your levy and your militia. In the spring, all the League’s individual armies must combine to create one big army.

“I will try to help each of you organize and train your army. However, I must have your complete confidence and the power to punish anyone, be it Prince or peasant, who defies my orders. Is that clear? If not, I might as well return to Thagnor in the morning!”

Prince Thykarses rose up. “Please, Captain-General Hestophes, do not lose all faith in the League. We may not be in agreement on how to stop Styphon’s House, but we all agree that the Host of Styphon’s Deliverance is a threat to ourselves, our princedoms and our way of life.” He paused to give pointed looks to Prince Kyphanes and Prince Ptophlos. “I also do believe that we all understand that if we do not gather our forces and put a stop to Grand Master Soton’s plan of conquest, we will all be dead or in chains by next fall. Is that not right?”

The Princes all nodded, a few looking sheepish.

“Even those who foolishly call themselves, the Friends of Styphon,” Thykarses continued, “will not fare well under the reins of Soton’s new Prince-Regent, Archpriest Grythos. It is said that he brought several shiploads of family and friends from Hos-Ktemnos with him to help him rule Agrys City. Many of the former Agrysi lords and merchants have either been executed as traitors, or are incarcerated in the dungeons of Tarr-Agrys, their lands parceled out to Grythos’ cronies.

“The League of Dralm is all that stands between Styphon’s House and the Temple’s domination of the Five Great Kingdoms. With Kalvan banished to the Upper Middle Kingdoms and Hos-Harphax in the middle of a dynastic war, we are the major obstacle to Styphon’s House’s ambition. I have already sent an emissary to Hos-Zygros to ask Great King Sopharar for aid. Here is his response:

My Dearest Friend, Prince Thykarses, and Fellow Members of the Harphaxi League of Dralm,

You, the Princes of Hos-Agrys, are engaged in a war for the ownership of the Five Great Kingdoms. We are pleased that some among you finally realize the threat that Styphon’s House has always posed. We have long known of their perfidy and treachery and argued it to any and all who would listen. Sadly, in the past, few have done so. But the past is done, we are now in a new moment; one in which combined effort and forgiveness must be combined.

The time for recrimination and blame has passed, it is now time for action. Toward that course, We are prepared to send you four thousand of our Own Royal Infantry and two thousand Royal Horse

The room broke out in spontaneous applause, with Princes hooting and banging their tankards and goblets on the long trestle table, shouting, “Down Styphon! Long Live Great King Sopharar!”

Several candles were knocked over and the room pulsed with light. One prince doused a piece of burning parchment with his wine.

Hestophes was glad that he had presented the job of reading the document to Prince Thykarses, instead of reading it in his own halting reading voice.

He rose to his feet. “King Sopharar has faith in our will. Now, it is your turn. Return to your princedoms and muster every man jack you can field!”

“You heard the man!” Prince Thykarses added. “Be gone, my fellow Princes! Muster your forces. When we meet again, it will be at the head of a great army that will push Soton and his devil worshippers back into the Eastern Ocean.”

“Aye, aye!”

“Down Styphon! Down Styphon! Down Styphon!”


EIGHTEEN

I

Princess Arminta looked up from her knitting when she heard the banging on her chamber door. “Who is it?” she asked.

“It’s Captain-General Cythros, Your Highness. I need to speak with you.”

She turned to her maidservant and said, “Drasylla, please get the door.”

“Yes, Your Highness.”

Cythros, who was usually unflappable, almost threw himself into her chamber. She wondered what had happened. “Come in, Captain-General.”

The Captain-General was a tall man with regular features and a clean-shaven face. According to her husband, he was only clean-shaven because his beard was so sparse that he’d grown tired of being called ‘baby face.’

Cythros stood there all but wringing his hands.

“What is it, Captain-General?” Arminta asked.

“I…I…I’m going to have to ask Your Highness to leave Besh Town.”

She stood up awkwardly, trying to balance her out-of-proportion pregnant body which she was still becoming used to. “What?…Why?”

“We have reports that a large army of Styphoni have crossed the Beshtan border.”

“I know that there has been more trouble than usual with the border reivers. However, I thought Grand Master Soton was still besieging Agrys City.”

“As far as we know, he is, Your Highness. This army is flying the colors of Knight Commander Orocles. It numbers some eight to ten thousand soldiers with several gun companies. I would like for Your Highness to take flight immediately. There is nothing you can do here.”

“Leave Our subjects! I would rather suffer with them, than desert them.” The people of Beshta had taken her into their hearts, and she had done likewise. The Beshtans had suffered grievously from the many passing armies and battles on Beshtan soil during the past five winters. Still, for all that, they were a brave people and she would not leave them to suffer the Investigation alone.

Cythros fell down to his knees. “Please, my Lady, I beg of you. This army carries the banner of the Holy Investigation, a red flag with Styphon’s device. You must leave. If Tarr-Beshta falls and you are captured and given to Archpriest Roxthar, the Prince will never forgive me!”

“I’m sorry, General, but I must leave my fate and that of Our subjects in your worthy hands. I will not leave unless Our subjects leave with me.”

“That’s impossible, Your Highness. By the time most of them will be ready to leave, the Styphoni will be knocking down the Town Gates. At best, including the Town garrison, I can field four, maybe five thousand men, including the local militia.”

Arminta nodded. Beshta had an unusually large number of soldiers because her husband had brought so many free companions back with him from the Middle Kingdoms. Some of the mercenaries had retired, due to Phidestros’ generous payouts, becoming farmers and townspeople, while others had joined the Beshtan Army. Unfortunately, most of the princedom’s troops were off with her husband.

“They ambushed our expedition into Syriphlon. We do not have enough men to engage the enemy and win. The Town Walls are old and have been repaired many times; they will not hold the Styphoni back for long.”

“They don’t need to, General. All they have to do is keep the enemy out until my husband returns. He will know what to do with them.”

“Princess, you don’t understand—”

“I understand that our fate is up to the gods and goddesses. I will not leave our people to face the Investigation alone. Let us get down on our knees and pray to Allfather Dralm and Yirrta Allmother for their aid.”

“Your Highness, it’s not Dralm or Yirrta we should be praying to, but the Wargod.”

“Then, you pray to Galzar. I will beseech the other gods.”

II

Up ahead, the long column came to a halt. Great King Lysandros used the respite to dry off his face from the water leaking through his hat. He got off his horse and led it to a patch of weeds, where it chomped hungrily. His armor squeaked and rattled; he’d been so tired last night, he’d forgotten to have his armorer dry it off and apply lard to the joints. The rain and fog obscured the landscape, which was a blessing, since there was nothing to see in this cursed valley but burnt farmhouses and trampled fields. Or the endless forests that covered the neverending hills and ridges.

To think, all of this is mine! he thought, not knowing whether to laugh or cry.

Styphon’s House had proved to be no shepherd of Lysandros’ lands; their Investigation of Sask had left much of the area inhospitable. Upon learning of their arrival, while they were traveling through Kyblos, all the Saski peasants and freeholders had left for Beshta, taking their food and animals with them. At least they hadn’t burnt the fields as Kalvan had done during his retreat through Nyklos and Ulthor.

After leaving the Veshtar, Lysandros had led his army into Kyblos following the Akyros Road east into Sask. He had thought Kyblos was desolate and deserted, with only empty towns and villages and only a few bedraggled serfs working the land, until he reached Sask which had almost been wholly abandoned.

The Investigation had left almost nothing in the way of foodstuffs or farms to raid. As a result, his men were starving to death. Now, after the desolation of Sask, his men were on one-third rations and all the oxen had been devoured along with most of the horses in harness. Many of the wagons had been abandoned and the remaining ones were being pulled by the surviving camp followers. Half the cavalry horses had been eaten and if it weren’t for night guards the rest would be in the stewpot.

If there had been any place left to desert to, he would be an army of one. He wondered to himself, What kind of army will I have by the time we reach Harphax City?

He heard the clomping of horses before he saw Captain-General Demnos and his guards. Demnos was riding a dappled-gray charger and wore a floppy hat to keep the rain off.

“Your Majesty, where are your Bodyguards?”

Lysandros pointed back to the column. “Over there somewhere. I don’t see them with all this rain.”

“Well, I advise you not to go anywhere without them again.”

“What are you talking about? Is there talk of rebellion among the soldiers?”

“Worse, Your Majesty! The Bastard Prince has had his scouts posting notices to the effect that all deserters will be welcomed. Fortunately, our own scouts got to the notices first, and most of the men cannot read.”

“He’s close, then.”

“Aye, aye, Your Majesty. Him and his Army of Greater Beshta. Phidestros is also offering a reward of fifty thousand gold Crowns for your head!”

“Damn his eyes! I should never have allowed him to leave the Host. How is my wife?”

“The Queen?” Demnos’ face wrinkled. “No one knows; we haven’t heard a word from the capital since we left Kyblos. You should put her out of your mind, Your Majesty. You need to concentrate on our problems at hand. The Bastard, for all his faults, owns a lot of respect among our soldiers.”

“You think some of the men might take him up on his offer of amnesty?”

“Of course! Your soldiers are tired, weak, starving; morale couldn’t be worse. If the back-stabber’s army appeared out of the fog this moment, half our army would throw down its weapons and surrender. The other half would run.”

Lysandros tried to maintain his calm. Things can’t be this bad, can they? Maybe… Demnos had no reason to lie, and every reason to tell the truth.

Already he could feel a sense of menace emanating from the line of soldiers. It’s my imagination. Demnos has me fretting like a virgin on her wedding night!

“We must keep this news from the men at all costs.”

Demnos shrugged, as if he thought the spark had already struck the primer pan.

“Send more scouts out,” Lysandros ordered. “We need to know where the Bastard is holed up.”

“Yes, Your Majesty. I’ll do my best. The black-hearted Bastard’s offered a reward for my head, too!”

“Double rations for everyone tonight. I want the men in fighting trim.”

“We’re close to an empty larder, Your Majesty. We’d better hope he fights soon, or we’ll all starve to death.”

III

“I want you to leave immediately for Zygros City,” Styphon’s Voice said, as he leaned back to take a puff on his pipe.

“Yes, Your Divinity, but isn’t it a bit late in the season for overland travel?” Archpriest Danthor asked. He knew that overland travel to the far north during the fall in a pre-mechanical civilization was difficult at best what with washed-out roads and freezing rain or snow.

“You’re going to take a fast galley. It should get you to the coast in about a quarter moon.”

Right, as long as a nor’easter doesn’t come up! he thought. “Yes, Your Divinity. But why the hurry?”

Anaxthenes made a smile that only needed fangs to make it positively snake-like. “First, Grand Master Soton now controls Agrys City and, secondly, the Selestros problem is about to be solved. Once Great King Lysandros returns to Harphax City, Selestros will meet the King’s headsman.”

He held his thumb and index finger apart by just a fraction. “We are now this close to owning all the Five Kingdoms. The time has arrived to ensure that the Zygrosi do not cause us problems next spring. It is well known that Great King Sopharar is a member of the Zygrosi League of Dralm. Our agents in Hos-Zygros tell us that he is preparing to send an army south to aid the Agrysi League of Dralm against our own Host of Styphon’s Deliverance. This is not a friendly act.”

Danthor nodded. “What can we do to stop him, Your Divinity?”

“A good question. Grand Master Soton will be busy conquering the rest of Hos-Agrys and, since we don’t have an army to send, we will have to use other means to put a wrench in Sopharar’s wagon wheel. In this case his brother, Prince Eudocles. The Prince is heavily in our debt, hates his older brother and is as ambitious as the winter is long—and it is very long in Hos-Zygros. With the right encouragement, he will do as Lysandros did before him. Thessamona will accompany you with her little vials.”

Danthor nodded. The downside to being one of Anaxthenes’ right-hand men was that he had to do a lot of unpleasant work. He also needed to show that he was more than just a functionary. “Your Divinity, isn’t it true that Grand Duke Eudocles is also Phidestros’ real father?”

“Yes, there’s considerable evidence that this is so.”

“Therefore, Your Divinity, by replacing one enemy with an ally we will have neutralized the Zygrosi League of Dralm, while sowing discord within the Agrysi League of Dralm. The Agrysi will be most disheartened when they learn their ally, Great King Sopharar, is dead and will not be supporting them in their war against the Temple.”

Anaxthenes gave him a smile of approval, while his eyes said something else: Watch it priest, it doesn’t pay to appear too smart.

Danthor was reminded of the Dhergabar University Faculty Senate where the Department heads saw every good idea as a potential threat from an adversary. “How does Grand Duke Eudocles’ son, Prince Phidestros fit into all of this?”

Styphon’s Voice paused. “We know there is no love between the two of them. However, in the past, we have been informed that Eudocles has given his son gold to support his troops. There could very well be some secret pact between the two of them; I wouldn’t put it past either one of them. Father and son are both very ambitious, deceitful and cunning. This is why I need someone I can trust, who is as crafty and unwavering as Eudocles, to act as my representative in Hos-Zygros. It will be your job to see that Eudocles takes our bait and neutralizes Hos-Zygros in the spring. Without the Army of Hos-Zygros to support them, the Agrysi League of Dralm’s army will fall quickly to Soton’s Hammer.

“If Prince Eudocles fails to take the required action in this matter, you can tell him we will withhold all further payments to him. Nor will we discharge his debts to our banking houses, and all his notes will become due immediately.”

Danthor nodded sagely. For a nobleman like Eudocles, who was in debt up to his armpits to Styphon’s House, having his notes called by Styphon’s Great Banking House would mean certain ruin. Or, Eudocles could turn to the League of Dralm; however, with his stained escutcheon, no one would believe any renunciation of Styphon’s House he might make.

“If I know my man,” Anaxthenes continued, “I don’t believe that such a warning will be necessary. However, the Great Kingdoms are in a state of flux and things have not always gone our way. It will be up to you to make sure this operation does. You will have an unlimited draft upon Styphon’s Great Banking House of Hos-Zygros to use as bait. He will need the gold to buy the loyalty of those Princes who can be bought and the rest to cause problems for those who have no price.”


NINETEEN

I

Prince Sthentros of Hostigos looked out the window of his chamber down at the golden dome, which looked like an earthbound sun as it reflected the morning light. The Styphon’s House Temple was surrounded by ruins. It was one of the first new buildings in Hostigos Town, since most of the town had been destroyed during the Siege of Tarr-Hostigos. For allowing Styphon’s House to build their temple and giving them ownership of Wolf Valley, with its sulfur springs, he had received a hundred thousand ounces of gold and a wagonload of fireseed.

The gold had gone quickly, most for repairs and refurbishment of the palace. Some for victuals which were in short supply throughout old Hostigos. Like so many things he had hoped to accomplish, the rebuilding of Hostigos Town was costing more gold and happening far slower than he desired. For a while, after the riots in Harphax City, there had been a small flood of immigrants from Harphax City eager to till the Princedom’s rich farmlands.

Now, with their first crop about to be harvested, they were threatened with a plague of locusts coming from the west, Great King Lysandros and his starving horde. The Harphaxi Army was now an army in name only.

Great King Lysandros, only days away, was demanding cattle and foodstuffs they could not provide, not without starving his subjects this coming winter. He didn’t have enough farmers and serfs that he could afford to lose a single one. Nor did he have the troops to defend his borders, much less Hostigos Town.

He heard his door open and saw his manservant enter.

“What is it?” he asked.

“Your Highness, Highpriest Walthar wants to meet with you,” his manservant answered.

Sthentros nodded his head slowly; he was still suffering from a hangover from last night’s drinking bout.

“Tell him to enter!” he snapped. What was the Styphon’s House Highpriest going to demand now? Sometimes he wondered who was in charge of Hostigos, him or Styphon’s House.

The Highpriest Walthar, a small man lost in his yellow robe, entered his bedchamber as if he owned it. “Your Highness, one of our intelligencers reports that Prince Phidestros and the Army of Greater Beshta is within a day’s march of Hyllos Town.”

“That close! Do you think they’ll march into Hostigos Town?” He felt his stomach drop as if he’d swallowed a large stone.

The Highpriest smiled. “There’s nothing here that the Prince wants, Your Highness. We don’t have much food and the town was looted to the root cellars just last summer. Prince Phidestros is only in Hostigos because that’s where he expects to meet the Harphaxi Army. Most of the southern trails are flooded and there is no northern route due to the Investigation and the bandits. Western Hostigos and Nyklos are a wasteland.”

“Praise Styphon,” he muttered. Sthentros knew his position as Prince of Hostigos was precarious; soon Styphon’s House would be his only ally if anything happened to his son-in-law, Great King Lysandros. If Prince Phidestros defeated the Great King, well, then Great King-Elect Selestros would be the new Great King. Selestros would quickly appoint one of his cronies as Prince of Hostigos and Sthentros would either have to fight for his crown, or flee.

He had less than five full companies of soldiers, barely enough to keep the bandits and looters out of Hostigos Town. Certainly not enough to maintain peace within the borders of Hostigos, much less fight a war. Nor did he have the gold to raise any more soldiers, if there were soldiers to be had in Hostigos or, for that matter, anywhere else in the Five Kingdoms.

Furthermore, if Great King Lysandros was defeated and killed, his daughter would no longer be Great Queen. He was hoping for a loan from Lysandros to tide his Princedom over until next spring.

Then there was Great King Kalvan. It was rumored that he’d started a new Great Kingdom in the Upper Middle Kingdoms. Was that possible? If the claimant wars went on long enough, it was possible that King Kalvan might return to reclaim his former lands in the ensuing power vacuum. That will be very bad, especially for me. King Kalvan—if Rylla doesn’t have me drawn and quartered first—will have my head the moment he sets foot in Hostigos. No amount of conniving and fast-talking would save him from Kalvan’s headsman this time.

Great King Lysandros was his only hope, and what an insubstantial one he had turned out to be. Lysandros had wasted his men and his gold in a futile attempt at revenge upon the Usurper Kalvan; now, he was in a position to lose everything in the upcoming battle. With his army half-starved and most of their horses eaten, they were little more than an armed band of marauders. Prince Phidestros and his army would run through them like scythes in a barley field.

Although Sthentros would never have thought he’d live to see the day; it was his own insignificance in relation to the current political morass in Hos-Harphax, as well as the distance between Hostigos Town and Harphax City, that kept him out of the current fray. After the Investigation, Hostigos was so worthless and downtrodden that no one in the capital considered it a worthy prize. Of course, once the claimant wars were over things would change and what was once forgotten would once again be remembered.

Then his problems would really begin. Unless Phidestros decided to crown his own Prince of Hostigos before he returned to Besh Town. One more Ormaz-spawned damned thing to worry over!

“Is there any other news, Highpriest?”

“Yes,” Walthar replied. “Great King Lysandros’ army needs support against the Beshtan Army. A messenger just arrived from Balph saying that you are to order your men to attack Prince Phidestros.”

Sthentros rose up out of his chair. “Are you mad? I have less than five hundred men to protect my entire Kingdom. If I set them upon Phidestros’ army, which numbers in the tens of thousands, they will all die. How then will we protect our homes and farms from bandits and army deserters?”

“Styphon’s House will see that you are sent soldiers to replace those who are lost in the fight against the False Prince Phidestros.”

Who is the real ruler of Hostigos? he wondered, if this midget in a bedsheet can order me around like one of his minions. Unfortunately, the truth was: Styphon’s House was his only ally, if Lysandros went down to defeat.

“I will send out the orders today. I will also order them to remove the colors and badges of Hostigos. I don’t want Phidestros coming after me when the battle is over.”

“Don’t you have faith in your son-in-law?” the Highpriest asked.

He shook his head. “He boasts well, but he’s met his match in Captain-General Phidestros.”

The Highpriest Walthar shrugged, not even bothering to wipe the satisfied grin off his mouth. “It’s best to be prepared.”

Am I so insignificant, that even this hoptoad can insult me? It was a question he didn’t want to answer.

“What we really need are more Temple Guardsmen.”

“There are no troops to be spared. Not with an army at the gates of Besh City.”

Sthentros’ mouth dropped open. “The Temple is attacking Phidestros’ holdings! This is madness. Now, Phidestros will have good reason to attack Hostigos Town.”

Highpriest Walthar laughed. “He is not our problem. When he learns that Princess Arminta is a prisoner of Balph, he will light out of here like a scalded dog!”

Suddenly it all came clear, why Walthar wanted his soldiers and why he wasn’t worried about the Army of Greater Beshta.

Now, the question is: How can I turn this to my advantage? If I wait until the battle is over, I could sack the Styphon’s House temple and use that gold to buy more soldiers. I might be able to win Phidestros’ favor, if I sent a note, telling what Highpriest Walthar’s tongue let slip. If I could purchase his good will, there would be little to fear from Great King-Elect Selestros or Styphon’s House…

I will send my men to Prince Phidestros, but instead of sacrificing them in a futile and needless attack on Phidestros, I will give them a message warning the Prince about the Temple’s attack on Besh Town. If my men reach him first with the news, that will put him in my debt.

II

From his perch on a small rise just outside Besh Town, Knight Commander Orocles studied the siege that was laid out around him like a royal feast. A score of small guns, eight and twelve-pounders, on carts were concentrating their fire on the Besh Town Gates, while a storming party gathered behind them. There were two abandoned towers, one blackened and in ruins before one of the walls, where the Beshtans had poured molten lead and burning oil on it. The other tower was half-collapsed and only a third of it was above ground. It had foundered when an underground tunnel had been blown up just before it reached the walls. The hard-packed soil before the walls was littered with doll-like bodies from men who’d fallen during last night’s sortie.

Besh Town was set at the bottom of a valley. Looming high over the town was Tarr-Beshta, high up on the ridge top and, if properly defended—which knowing Prince Phidestros it most certainly was—could prove to be as costly as Tarr-Hostigos to besiege. All Orocles knew for sure was that the butcher’s bill would be high if he hadn’t read the Princess correctly.

“What are we to do with the townsmen, sir?” asked the Commander in charge of securing the town, through the battle din.

Archpriest Grythos, who wore a full set of blackened armor with a black robe displaying Styphon’s device, a white sun-wheel on his back, said, “Let’s kill them all. All the less we will have to fight later.”

An artillery volley roared out and the last of the gate towers collapsed, throwing up smoke, stones and bricks.

“I’m still in command here, Archpriest,” Orocles answered. “Do not offer advice, unless asked.”

Grythos gave him a look under which a lesser man would have withered. Orocles had known Grythos when they were both Horse Masters in command of their own Blades. They had both served under Grand Master Soton, then himself a Knight Commander. While not a coward, Grythos had preferred to stay out of the thick of battle and save his efforts for afterwards. Those who knew him said that his best work was torturing prisoners and extorting ransom.

While former Knight Commander Grythos was good at getting answers out of reluctant prisoners, Orocles had never liked the man, nor trusted him. Once Soton had been elevated to Grand Master, he’d had no room for his ambition to grow. Therefore, no one who knew Grythos had been surprised when he had resigned from the Order and left to become a Highpriest at the Great Temple of Styphon in Balph.

Still, when compared to Archpriest Roxthar, Grythos was the epitome of reason and good temper.

Orocles surveyed the wreckage of the Besh Town Gates, through the cloud of fireseed smoke. The Gates looked as if several of Thanor’s Sky Bolts had struck them. The Beshtan defenders were still firing their handguns, but most of their artillery had been stilled. Soon Orocles would give the order to storm the town and the real destruction of Besh Town would begin. The fighting, from building to building, could get downright nasty, unlike Agrys City where, once the walls were breached, the Agrysi surrendered after a short fight.

“Commander Delmos, kill anyone who resists until I give the counter-order,” Knight Commander Orocles ordered, swinging his peg leg back and forth in the saddle, something he did whenever he was nervous. It had taken several days for their guns to knock down the Town Gates. The opposition had grown more ferocious as the bombardment continued; it looked like they might have to take the town one building at a time.

“Women and children, too?” the Commander asked, his voice balking.

“Until I say otherwise.”

“It’s a dirty business we do here,” Commander Delmos muttered.

“It’s Styphon’s business and you’ll do as you’re told.” Orocles said, pointing out the stark figure in white robes on a donkey moving toward them who implied more of a threat than mere words.

“Yes, sir!”

Orocles’ intelligencers had informed him that Phidestros had left one of his captains and his wife, Princess Arminta, in charge of defending the Princedom. If she was as tenderhearted as his intelligence implied, he was sure she would prove to be the key that unlocked the fortress looming over them.

Are the Beshtans going to refuse terms and force us to tear the town apart? He knew many of the Beshtan soldiers were veterans of the Fireseed Wars; by Galzar, he’d fought alongside many of them. And devoutly loyal to their Prince and Princess. If his plan failed, this sack would be bloody work for both sides.

“Commander, the one thing you must not do is harm a hair on Princess Arminta’s head. She is our primary target. It’s our job to find the Princess and return her to Balph. If something untoward happens to the Princess, we’ll all be sharing one of Investigator Roxthar’s racks with the Beshtans. Styphon’s Own Voice will see to that.”

Commander Delmos nodded forlornly. “It’s not my problem, the Princess is safe inside Tarr-Beshta.”

“If Arminta’s as soft as I’ve heard, she may be in town to stay with her subjects,” Orocles said begrudgingly. “The fact is, we don’t know for sure where Princess Arminta is staying. The Beshtans refuse to talk with our emissaries.” Due to the Ban of Galzar, the Uncle Wolfs refused to be attached to any of Styphon’s House’s armies and the Beshtans refused to parley without them. I guess they don’t trust us….

Orocles admired Arminta’s courage, while damning her stupidity. It’s a good thing she’s not my wife!

Archpriest Grythos clapped his gauntlets together making a clanking noise. “I want to see this horse-faced princess that the Bastard Prince wed. It is said that the marriage was arranged by Great King Lysandros to tie Phidestros both to his cousin and to his person. Too bad for Lysandros that Phidestros has been faithful to only half of his vows.”

Orocles ignored Grythos, instead pointing to the old stone fortress that topped the high ridge on the other side of Besh Town. “Yes, you’re right, Commander Delmos. That old tarr’s not going to be an easy nut to crack! Even the Daemon Kalvan broke a tooth or two on it when he chased that blackguard Balthar into his darkest lair. Here’s what we’ll do. Take the artillery companies and five Bands of Order Foot up the ridge and start work on breaching those walls.

“Let the rest of the army, except for a reserve, loose on the Town. When the Princess sees what’s happening to her subjects, this time she may well embrace our herald.” That was his plan; if Arminta didn’t give herself up as hostage for her people’s lives and held out until Phidestros returned, they’d next be meeting in Regwarn’s Caverns.

“It might work, if she has a soft heart,” Commander Delmos said.

“Yes, a counter to that icicle in Phidestros’ chest,” Grythos interjected.

“You know, sir,” the Commander continued, as if Grythos hadn’t spoken. “Once word reaches Phidestros of this tragedy, he’ll never rest until he chases us all up Hadron’s Arsehole.”

Orocles shook his head. “I tried to explain that to His Divinity. He just laughed.”

The Commander nodded. “All the Temple rats are all the same. They let us do their dirty work, while they rake in the rakmars. Phidestros will bloody their sheets, the whole lot of them!”

“Watch your words, Captain!” Archpriest Grythos cried. “Styphon’s Ears are everywhere. Besides, Supreme Priest Anaxthenes is the glue that holds Styphon’s House together during these perilous times. Those words could cost you your life!”

“Do not threaten my men, Archpriest, or I’ll send your head back to Balph in a potato sack!” Orocles roared.

Grythos’ face turned red, but he kept quiet. He kneed his horse and took off in the direction of their camp.

“Mucking priests! Good riddance.” The Commander turned to spit a wad of tobacco on the ground where Grythos had been sitting on his horse.

Orocles nodded thoughtfully. “Maybe, after this expedition, you might consider retiring and finding a nice holding in Hos-Bletha. You will be receiving a good share of the reward Styphon’s Voice is going to give us for the Princess. Enough to buy a decent barony in Hos-Bletha.”

Delmos nodded. “I understand the Blethans’ve got a nasty little internecine war going on there, sir. And, it’s right nice and far away.”

“Yes, and plenty of work for men with blood on their swords. Speaking of blood, let me write up a demand for surrender to Princess Arminta. Find me a herald and we’ll have him deliver it. Meanwhile, set the men loose!”

“Yes, sir!”

III

Princess Arminta wore a heavy cloak over her dressing gown but still she was shivering. The chill from last night lived on throughout most of the day in the ancient stone walls. The day had been overcast and it had rained most of the morning. She had refused Mynos’ offer to put more wood into the hearth. Wood was going to become scarce if the siege lingered on for another moon quarter, especially if there was an early snowfall. She had made sure that most of the town’s foodstuffs had been transferred to the tarr; there hadn’t been time, or room, for too much wood. Not with half of the town’s women and children squeezed into the drafty old castle.

If need be, they could always burn the furniture and wardrobes. It was the rest of the townsfolk who they hadn’t been able to squeeze into Tarr-Beshta that had kept her up all night worrying. The Styphoni had breached the Town Gate earlier in the day. In the distance, Arminta could hear the distant barking of firearms and cries of distress. It wouldn’t be long before they laid siege to Tarr-Beshta.

Arminta heard a gentle knocking at her door. In response, she turned to Phidestros’ manservant. “Mynos, would you see who is at the door?”

“Yes, Your Highness.” After her chiding, he had stopped bowing every time she spoke to him. Mynos had been with her husband for over ten winters and was unaccustomed to having a woman around. At first, he’d treated her like a delicate flower, but he was finally growing accustomed to her presence.

He opened the chamber door to reveal Captain-General Cythros.

“Come in,” she said.

Cythros entered her bedchambers uneasily. “As you know, the town walls have been breached and the Styphoni wolves are running loose in Besh Town.”

She nodded, her face drawn. “I had hoped my husband would return before they breached the gates.”

Cythros nodded. “The Styphoni curs had more guns than we had expected. It must have been Ormaz’s Own Labor that got them over the mountains. The enemy are now moving their siege train before Tarr-Beshta.”

He paused to move closer to the fireplace, rubbing his hands. “They’ve sent a herald under a white flag. Shall we parley with them this time?”

“Yes, I fear that time has arrived,” she said. Arminta feared for their subjects in Besh Town now that the Styphoni had gained entrance. She would do whatever it took to gain their safety, even if it meant putting her own life in jeopardy.

Cythros left and returned with a herald about an eighth of a candle later. “Your Highness, let me present Lord Sylmos.”

The young man bowed, saying, “I’m pleased to meet Your Highness and I hope we can come to terms.”

Arminta scowled. “Are you aware that the armies of Styphon are under the Ban of Galzar, Lord Sylmos?”

He looked sheepish and threw his gaze to the floor. “Yes, Your Highness. I wish it were not so, but I follow my overlord’s orders not my conscience. I was told to meet with Your Highness and give you Knight Commander Orocles’ terms.”

Arminta could respect his stand, even if she didn’t agree with it. Working with or for the Styphoni, was like handling a viper—sooner or later it would bare its fangs and strike.

Her eyes went straight to the rolled up parchment he was carrying.

Again, he could not meet her eyes.

“What are these terms?”

He presented her with the scroll.

She took the document from him, opened it up and quickly read through the single page of runes. “Do you know what this says?” she asked.

“Yes, Your Highness,” Lord Sylmos answered.

“Is the Knight Commander a man who takes his oaths seriously?”

“Yes, Your Highness. He gives his word begrudgingly, but when he does, he honors it.”

“What does he ask, Your Highness?” Captain-General Cythros queried.

“He wants me to surrender myself to his custody.”

“And, what does he offer in return?”

“He offers to spare the women and children in Besh Town from the Investigation.”

“You cannot give in to him,” Cythros said forcefully. “We have enough victuals to hold this tarr for a moon until Prince Phidestros returns.”

“Captain-General, it’s not the townsfolk inside the castle who worry me. It’s the thousands that we didn’t have room for inside these walls. If I do not surrender my person, Investigator Roxthar and his henchmen will kill and torture our subjects! My husband told me all about the horrors committed in the name of the Investigation in Hostigos Town. I could not live with myself if I allowed it to happen here in Besh Town.”

“There’s no guarantee that this Orocles can stop the Investigator, even if he says he will,” the Captain-General said.

Lord Sylmos sighed. “If you do not agree to accompany the Commander, the townspeople of Besh town will be put to the Investigation. You will not be able to protect your subjects from inside the castle.”

Torture, death and dishonor, she thought. “Yes, I know. I’ll sign the terms of agreement, but only if I receive Knight Commander Oracles’ oath that his men will leave Besh Town and that no more of my subjects will be killed or Investigated.”

“The Commander is not eager to tarry, nor is he fond of the Investigators’ methods of dealing with prisoners. I will give him your reply and arrange for your departure.”


TWENTY

I

As Great King Lysandros rode over the hill, he saw that the van ahead had come to a complete stop and his soldiers were milling around. The King with his Bodyguards rode down the hill about two hundred paces before they were forced to halt by the press of bodies.

One of the guards pointed to some ruins and said, “That used to be the Hos-Hostigos Royal Foundry.”

Lysandros studied the broken stone wall and the main building, now a crumbling ruin blackened by fire. It didn’t appear that Prince Sthentros had made any effort at repairing the foundry. Not that he expected much out of that laggard. Sthentros had refused to send any foodstuffs, claiming that the previous harvest was poor and his subjects were next to starving. Their next stop would be Hostigos Town; once there, they’d take all the food and maybe burn the place to the ground—Sthentros and his subjects be damned!

The Army of Hos-Harphax had abandoned their trek through Sask, as most of the landholders, peasants and serfs had fled before the Harphaxi Army had arrived, fleeing to Beshta, or what used to be the Princedom of Sashta before the conquest of Hos-Hostigos. He wanted to avoid Beshta since the border was heavily defended with strong tarrs and Phidestros had an army somewhere nearby waiting for him.

Lysandros’ army was in no condition to fight a protracted siege or battle against healthy men.

The Saski had left little behind, burning most of what they couldn’t carry with them. The result was little food to be had for gold or by sword. His only hope was to loot enough food from Hostigos to fill his soldiers’ bellies; from there they would travel through Nostor, another wasteland, and into Dazour where they would follow the Harph River to Harphax City. Once they were halfway through Nostor, his forward scouts could arrange for foodstuffs to be sent from the nearby Princedoms of Phaxos and Dazour.

If there were any problems, heads would roll!

Lysandros noticed some new farms and fields since he’d left Hostigos, but the farmers were gone, probably cowering inside the walls of Hostigos Town. It was still a moon half from the fall harvest, which had not stopped some of his men from eating unripe beans, half-grown pumpkins and squash.

Not that hiding would do the Hostigi much good. His outriders were already outside Hostigos Town, encircling the town. The army should reach it before evening.

The men milling around him looked more like beggars than soldiers, many of them having cast off their armor and helmets. Their breeches and tunics were ripped and torn and in some cases all they had left were their woolen cloaks. Those who were shirtless showed more ribs than flesh. Many had “lost” their pikes and arquebuses.

They would tear through Hostigos Town like locusts and eat everything not nailed down or made of stone.

He heard some shouting up ahead and saw Captain-General Demnos and his party slowly making their way through the press, pushing their way through an almost solid wall of flesh.

“Your Majesty!” He pointed to the ruins. “Let’s meet there. I have news.”

From the worry lines on Demnos’ face, Lysandros doubted the news was good. As they made their way to the ruins, he was not pleased to note that they were followed by several thousand soldiers. The men were arguing and talking loudly, but it was impossible to make out single voices from their cacophony.

Demnos rode right up to his mount, close enough that his charger almost reared. By the time he’d reined him in, Demnos was talking. “Your Majesty, we’ve got trouble! See those hills? Phidestros lies in wait over there! If we keep going, we’ll have to fight our way through his army.”

Lysandros paused to eye the rabble surrounding them. They didn’t appear capable of taking out a band of robbers much less Phidestros’ troops.

“Then let’s continue on to Hostigos Town,” Lysandros said.

“The walls haven’t been completely rebuilt, according to the scouts. Sthentros hasn’t even started to rebuild Tarr-Hostigos! And if we go through the Hostigos Gap into Nostor, things are even worse. The entire Princedom of Nostor is a graveyard, much worse than Sask and Hostigos!”

“What’s that smell? It’s delicious.”

“Phidestros’ men have built an abatis over there at the pass. Behind it his men are roasting entire beef carcasses. They’re promising free eats, five gold pieces and cloaks to any man who deserts.”

Lysandros’ body shivered as if he’d just caught a chill. “Will it work?”

Demnos laughed like a man possessed. “What do you think? The men are starving, and there’s food and the promise of gold for a signing bonus!”

“May Ormaz feast on Phidestros’ bones, the ungrateful guttersnipe! Then why are the men milling around? I’m surprised they all haven’t deserted Us.”

“I’ll tell you why. They’re working up their nerve to go for Phidestros’ reward! Fifty thousand gold pieces for your head, five thousand for my own. However, this is one contest I’m content to lose.”

Suddenly the milling men took on a sinister cast. Lysandros noticed that all eyes appeared to be feasting upon his person. Many of them were fingering their weapons, some had even drawn their swords and a few pikes and arquebuses were pointing in their direction. “Let’s get out of here!”

The crowd responded like a predator smelling fresh blood. They began to close in and Lysandros looked around for an exit. Suddenly, he noticed that his Royal Bodyguard were backing away, while pulling out their pistols and loading them. “To arms! Don’t leave me.”

Captain-General Demnos appeared to be leading the exodus. He pointed to the King, “There’s the man responsible for your suffering! Get him before he escapes!”

His Bodyguard rode away as if possessed, riding through and over the crowd. Injured men were screaming and cursing. Suddenly someone grabbed at his foot, Lysandros pulled it out of the stirrup and slammed his boot heel into the man’s face, crushing it. He tried to get his mount moving, but it was hemmed in by a solid mass of human bodies. Fists and knives were cutting him and slashing his horse.

His horse screamed in pain and Lysandros fired both of his pistols, but they had no effect on the thrusting, pulling, stabbing arms.

Yelling at the top of his lungs, he pulled out his saber, slashing at the up-thrust arms and leering faces. Suddenly, he was catapulted out of his saddle and landed in a flurry of hammering fists and kicking boots—

II

Prince Phidestros motioned for Kyblannos to join him. “Look over there, at the ruins of the Royal Foundry. There’s about two thousand men in that mob! Something amiss is going on, or they found a secret Hostigi arms cache.”

Captain-General Kyblannos took the farseer from the Prince and examined the free-for-all from their perch on Mt. Kythos. “All I see are about a quarter of the Harphaxi Army—if you can still call that rabble an army—and the Royal Bodyguard, they’re the only troops still wearing the red and yellow plumes. Hey! The Guard are riding off in a hurry—By Galzar, they’re riding right over their own soldiers! But I don’t see King Lysandros. Do you think he’s wearing a disguise?”

“He’s not that smart! Look inside the outer wall in the middle of that mob. I thought I saw a rider there a moment ago.”

“I don’t see anyone on horseback, now. It looks like a bunch of ants devouring a honeycomb! What do you think?”

“For fifty thousand ounces of gold, nothing would surprise me. If they leave enough of Lysandros to identify, I suspect I’ll be paying out fifty thousand rakmars today.”

“Dralm-damnit, if you aren’t right!” Kyblannos exclaimed. “Not a shot fired and their army in tatters. I had more faith in the regicide. That’s a gold Crown I owe you.”

Phidestros smiled wryly. “Not much joy in making war on that lot of scarecrows and bindlestiffs. I’m just glad we didn’t have to fight them; it would have been embarrassing.”

“Not so good for your legend, either, cap’n!” Kyblannos snickered.

“Enough, old son. We’d have had to kill a lot of good men that I once commanded. I pray to Galzar Wolfshead that it’s Lysandros they’re tearing apart; he led his army straight into Regwarn, which is exactly what Hos-Hostigos has become. The poor fools.”

“What are we going to do with that lot, Captain? I see at least ten thousand men, or what used to pass for them. If we send them on to Harphax City to join up with the Great King-Elect, he may start getting the idea that he’s calling the shots.”

“I’ve been thinking about that,” Phidestros said, stroking his beard. “Let’s take about half of the army, the better half, of course. We’ll muster them into the militia and give them land in our new holdings in Beshta and Sask. We may need them later.”

“Good thinking.” Kyblannos paused to study the former Foundry with his farseer. “Whatever it was that drew them to the old Foundry, they’re done with it now. The whole body of them are coming down into the valley.”

“Good. I want you to take our petty-captains and have them sift through the remains of the Harphaxi Army and sort them out man by man. We’ll take the pick of the litter, and send the rest—after we fatten them up—on to Harphax City. Let Selestros do with them as he pleases, but he won’t get our help in rebuilding his Army.”

Kyblannos spit on the ground. “I don’t trust that philanderer any time he’s out of pistol range.”

“Me, neither; nor do I trust Selestros’ ‘miracle rebirth,’ as he calls it. Although, I haven’t seen him touch a drop of wine or beer; and for that reprobate—that’s as close to a miracle as I’ve seen in the Five Kingdoms!”

“Aye, you’ve got something there, Cap’n. Our agents tell me he hasn’t smuggled a woman into his chambers since he’s been reformed. I don’t understand it.”

Phidestros shook his head. “Neither do I, but I don’t trust him, either. Let’s head down to the pass; I want to get there in time to receive Lysandros’ head.”

“What are we going to do with it?”

“Pickle it in brine, for now. Later, I’ll take it as a gift to Great King-Elect Selestros. Then he can call the Electors together for a new Election.”

Kyblannos shook his head. “By Styphon’s Brass Ballocks, since Sask is your reward for defeating Lysandros, you’ll be one of the Prince Electors. Before this Election is over, I’m sure Selestros’ll regret making you one of the Electors.”

“It was part of our deal. And don’t forget Geblon is now Prince of Harphax and another Elector. Hos-Harphax lost five Electors when the False Kingdom of Hos-Hostigos was declared. It was Lysandros’ duty to replace them, but he wasn’t about to elevate those princedoms to Electoral status where the princes were members of the League of Dralm. To elevate them might have cost him Styphon’s House’s support; in addition, he didn’t trust them. Seeing how quickly they’ve thrown their support behind Selestros, I don’t blame him. So Lysandros left them vacant.”

Kyblannos nodded. “Now it’s up to Selestros to fill those chairs. And, as a start, who better than yourself? Still, I just hate seeing you seat that pervert on the Iron Throne.”

“It’s the smart thing to do, Kyblannos. I don’t want to be tied down to rebuilding Hos-Harphax, not when I’ve got my own lands to tend to. And, Princess Arminta cautioned against it, too. Besides, Selestros has no treasury and his army owes more loyalty to me than him. Plus, there’s the heir apparent to hang over his head.”

“Lysandros’ child. It’s too bad you’re already married, not to disparage the Princess. However, the Great Queen is good on the eyes.”

“But she’s a spoiled, willful spitcat! I’d marry her off to you, if you were single!”

“No, you wouldn’t. Geblon will be a better match,” Kyblannos said, drawing back.

“Hmm. From banner-bearer to Great King…well, now that he’s a Prince, it’s not all that farfetched. How do you think Geblon likes being Prince of Harphax?”

“Oh, I’m sure Geblon likes it well enough, Great King even better—even if it means sleeping with that she-cat.”

“Or maybe because,” Phidestros hooted. “Anyway, it’s something to chew on. Let’s ride down to the abatis and see how our new troops are doing. I suspect someone will be impatient to receive their reward.”

“Speaking of rewards, Cap’n. I understand Lysandros took a good share of the loot the Grand Host grabbed when they sacked Nythros City. If we’re not careful, the King’s soldiers will make off with most of it.”

“I’ve been giving that some thought. We both know now that the King is dead; the first thing his soldiers will do is rob his private food wagon and then loot the treasury wagons.”

“By Galzar’s Mace, anything that’s smaller than a horse will be long gone.”

Phidestros drew his horse up. “My plan is thus: I will tell them that anyone who wants to join either the Army of Greater Beshta, or remain in the Army of Hos-Harphax, will have to give up whatever gold they’ve stolen. In exchange, they’ll get a good meal and a guarantee of more to come.”

Kyblannos smiled showing off his large teeth. “Food to these starving wretches will be worth more than gold and jewels. Good thinking, Cap’n.”

“My next pronouncement will be that all the soldiers will be physically searched and that if any hidden coins or gold are discovered, they will be labeled as thieves and have their right hand cut off, then be left behind without victuals or water.”

“By the Wargod’s Mace, no one wants to be left here to die! That’ll discourage all but the boldest among them,” Kyblannos offered.

“True,” Phidestros said. “Still, many of the men will swallow gold coins, jewels, almost anything they can shove down their gullets.”

Kyblannos nodded. “I’ve seen men on the battlefield rob corpses and eat everything but daggers to keep them out of the provost’s hands.”

“Exactly. Which is why you’re going to tell them that we have a special wolfhound—actually that big cur that’s been following us since we left Besh Town—who can sniff out gold even if it’s hidden in a man’s gut.”

“I gotcha. We can tell them that the cur’s one of Hadron’s Demon Hounds come down to aid us in our war against the Regicide.”

“Brilliant idea, Kyblannos! Then we’ll find a snitch, and there’ll be lots of them, who will inform on one of the fools who swallowed a few coins. Put some bear grease on him beforehand, then let Hadron’s Hound sniff him out.”

“Diabolical, Cap’n! They’ll be all over themselves to get rid of all the coins they’ve eaten.”

“Yes, and to those who admit to having swallowed my gold, as punishment; they can sift though the communal latrines until we return to Beshta.”

III

Prince Sthentros paced back and forth in his private bedchamber. I suppose, I should be on my knees thanking the gods I still have my head.

All his plans, once again, had been thwarted. The party he had sent out to warn Prince Phidestros had been ambushed by former Great King Lysandros’ soldiers and killed for the paltry foodstuffs they carried in their saddlebags and the horses they rode off on. Then Hostigos Town had been sacked once again, this time by a disorganized mob of starving soldiers, who left as quickly as they’d arrived, having eaten everything digestible but the palace wall hangings.

Highpriest Walthar had gotten the worst of it. The soldiers, if those starving varlets could be called such, had not only sacked the Styphon’s House Temple, but they’d murdered all the priests as well. Most of the Temple’s gold roof had been ripped off and stuffed into saddlebags before the mob left, mostly to accept the muster coins Prince Phidestros was promising. If it wasn’t for that, they’d still be in Hostigos Town eating everything down to the cellar baseboards.

Most of the farmers had left town to return to what was left of their fall crops. It appeared that the hungry soldiers had eaten much of it, even the unripe squash and pumpkins. Praise be to Yirtta, they’d left most of the unharvested barley and rye alone. At least there’d be bread and gruel to eat this winter.

Now, Sthentros didn’t know what he was going to do. His benefactor, Great King Lysandros, was dead, and Great King-Elect Selestros had no love for him. He doubted his daughter would last a day after word arrived in Harphax City of Phidestros’ victory and Lysandros’ death. His one opportunity to prove his worth to Prince Phidestros had been thwarted by the starving horde of Harphaxi soldiers.

He still had about fifty thousand ounces of gold stashed away for such a situation. Where can I go? Too many people know my face now in Harphax City and Hos-Agrys is embroiled in war. Hos-Ktemnos is too close to Styphon’s House for my safety. I want to be as far away from those manure-eating priests and their Investigation as I can get.

Maybe it’s time for me to disappear and find a small barony in Sask. I’ve never met Phidestros and his captains and no one knows me there. I could use my gold to buy a sizeable holding under a new identity.

IV

The screams of men and women being tortured and maimed by the Investigation ripped through the night air. Most were peasants and serfs who’d not left their farms when the army made its way through Beshta. The campfire flared up as if in answer. The Investigators’ encampment was surrounded by a wall of Knights in their black tunics, quiet but for the rustle of steel on leather. Orocles knew his men were as disquieted by the Investigation as he was.

“But you swore an oath!” Princess Arminta cried. “Can’t you stop this beast from torturing and murdering my people?” Her voice dropped and tears streamed down her face. “When I surrendered, you promised to stop the siege and release the town.”

Archpriest Roxthar loomed over her like a starving panther. “Oaths to infidels are not sanctioned! It is our duty to take Besh Town and Investigate it for the True God!”

Knight Commander Orocles put up his hand. “I gave my sworn word, Archpriest. You will stop the Investigation or you will face my wrath.” He turned and pointed out the wall of Knights surrounding the Investigator’s encampment. “My orders from Styphon’s Voice were to bring the Princess, alive and unharmed, to Balph. Do you dare defy Styphon’s Own Voice On Earth?”

Orocles wanted to leave at once. The alternative was to tarry too long in Beshta and have to face Phidestros and his army which outnumbered them, from all reports, three to one. He’d seen the Prince in action and he was a brilliant commander; he hoped Anaxthenes knew what he was doing with this ruse. If not, Styphon’s Voice might soon learn he had an alligator by the snout.

“In the name of Styphon, the One True God, I demand that you release the Princess into my hands,” Roxthar commanded. “She is a heretic and must be Investigated.”

Orocles knew of Roxthar’s humiliation in Hostigos City at the hands of Prince Phidestros, but he hadn’t realized how powerful his desire for revenge had grown. “Archpriest, you are still bound by the will of the Inner Circle and Styphon’s Own Voice. It is upon the Supreme Priest’s orders that I am acting. I will escort the Princess to Balph. There is no room for argument.”

“You deny me, Commander, at your own peril!” Roxthar cried, his eyes burning. In the pulsing firelight, with his sinewy arms flapping in his white robe, he looked like a giant preying mantis.

“I am a believer in Styphon and a consecrated member of the Holy Order of Zarthani Knights. I will not be talked to like some lackey! You will show more respect or I’ll have you clapped in irons!”

To punctuate this, his guards pulled out their swords and held them menacingly.

The Investigator looked around at the wall of steel and balled his hands in frustration. “I will not forget this! I will inform Lord Marshal Xenophes of your insubordination.”

Orocles spat out his words, “Do as you please, priest. My men outnumber his Temple Guard three to one. I do not think he will disobey Styphon’s Voice’s direct orders, not when I can back them with the Order’s steel.”

As the Investigator marched off into the dark with his torch bearer, Orocles turned to his aid, Horse Master Athlan. “Ready the men, we will leave at first light.”

“But, Knight Commander, the castle still stands! If we leave with our artillery, it will never fall.”

“That’s not our problem. We’re caught between Ormaz’s Demons and Regwarn’s Caverns. Too much time has passed in besieging Besh Town, Prince Phidestros will be returning soon. I do not want to be in Beshta or even Syriphlon upon his return.”

“What about the Investigators?”

“They will leave or face our swords. I am oath-sworn. We will escort them out of the princedom. Where they go after that, I do not care. I do not expect they will be welcome in Balph. We have our own duty and skins to consider.”


TWENTY-⊕NE

I

Kalvan was pleased to see that real progress was being made in the rebuilding of the Duchy of Baltor. The sound of hammering and the thwacking of axes filled the air. The Styphoni had leveled most of the buildings, but it appeared the majority of the commoners had escaped their slave gangs. Baltor Town was another story, but he suspected things would go much better after he installed Count Vinaldos as Grand Duke. He would do that on the way back, as he had need of the Count’s knowledge for the conquest of Nythros.

It felt good to be back in the saddle again, so-to-speak, leading an army rather than pushing a quill pen in his Palace office. That was just one of the problems with being the indispensable man, he needed to be in twelve places at once doing work no one else could accomplish. On the other hand, it beat the Styphon out of driving a police cruiser chasing drunken hillbillies and wife beaters.

For once, they were going to have a peaceful winter with plenty of foodstuffs, no imminent invasions, no Investigation and no other threats that he needed to worry about. It was true that his spies reported that King Theovacar was busy raising a new army in Ult-Greffa and building new warships as fast as he could. Regardless, it would still be another year or two before he replaced those ships and men lost this year. The reports of troop movements from Dorg and Tarr-Ceros into Lyros were more worrisome, but nothing that threatened Thagnor for the time being. Next spring he might have to settle some hash in that area, but until then it was a problem for another time.

Things in the Five Kingdoms were in a complete state of flux, with Grand Master Soton consolidating his rule in Agrys City, while the League of Dralm tried to rebuild its forces after their failed attack in the early summer. Great King-Elect Selestros was now sitting on the Iron Throne at the connivance of Prince Phidestros, who was in Hos-Hostigos to fight his former Great King so that Selestros could “officially” be Elected Great King of Hos-Harphax. Meanwhile, Hos-Bletha was in the middle of a dynastic war aided and abetted by his own Chief of Foreign Intelligence, Duke Skranga.

He wasn’t worried about any Styphoni reprisals this year and probably not for another two more, at least until Soton conquered the rest of Hos-Agrys. By then the Grand Master might well be drawn into the internecine warfare in Hos-Harphax, which might not be sorted out for a decade. For the first time since he’d been dropped off that cross-time saucer, he could actually put the Styphon’s House threat to the back of his mind.

Progress was being made on the new model blast furnaces; not that he expected they would be able to produce anything like cold-rolled steel, but they should be capable of casting steel plates large enough for the proposed steam engines. This time next year, he’d like to have a start on a small fleet of paddlewheelers. The paddlewheelers would be ideal for the local rivers as well as bays and harbors, but not for the Great Lakes which were known for their witch’s brew of storms.

The Griffin, explorer Robert de LaSalle’s ship, one of the largest ships launched in the Seventeenth Century, was lost on her maiden voyage, carrying a load of furs, and not even a single timber was recovered. Great Lakes storms were known to explode across hundreds of miles of open water with little to no warning. Many captains claimed that their storms were more difficult to navigate than ocean storms due to the fact that the lake waters could jump and strike so quickly.

Galleys and galleasses were popular in the Saltless Seas, as they had thick hulls and banks of oars so they could paddle their way to shore if necessary to avoid storms. The majority of boats, however, were gaff-rigged schooners which could sail into the wind and drop their sails quickly if a storm came up suddenly, as they frequently did.

Kalvan’s musings were halted by the arrival of Count Vinaldos and two of his men.

“Your Majesty! Urgent news from Balph.”

Balph! he wondered. He knew that Duke Skranga had a small spy ring there, but their messages were few and far between. Theirs was the most dangerous post in the Five Kingdoms. To be caught as a Hostigi spy meant being boiled in hot oil, or being tortured to death by the Investigation. It was only due to Skranga’s perseverance and deviousness that they had any kind of intelligence operation in the Holy City of Styphon’s House.

The two of them rode off the muddy path to an abandoned hut, with guards discreetly pacing them. They both dismounted and Kalvan took out his pipe. “What’s this news that is so important?”

Vinaldos bowed as he handed him a packet.

“Please summarize it.”

“Yes, Your Majesty. One of our agents has managed—by Styphon’s Own Tool, I have no idea how—to become a member of Styphon’s Voice’s personal bodyguard.”

“The Sephrax Guard?” This was the first dispatch from Balph in over a year, which was understandable considering the danger they were in and the difficulty of getting word to Thagnor City.

“Yes, Your Majesty. This information was only provided to me now as proof of the veracity of the report. But he’s not just a member of the Guard, but a Captain and part of the household guard, which means he is often present at Styphon’s Voice Anaxthenes’ private meetings with his most ardent supporters. His news is that Anaxthenes has ordered that Princess Arminta, Prince Phidestros’ new wife, is to be kidnapped while he is away fighting Great King Lysandros.”

“I’ll be damned!” Kalvan said, completely taken aback. “This is unexpected. Anaxthenes has created a deadly foe out of the man from whom he has the most to fear. Good tactics, in the sense that Phidestros will do whatever it takes to win his wife back, unless he doesn’t care about her. Either way he has to try and save her; after all, her father’s an important Prince. Bad strategy by Styphon’s House because in the long run they have made two deadly enemies, her husband Prince Phidestros and her father Prince Soligon. Typical Styphon’s House arrogance, though; sometimes I believe they are their own worst enemy.”

“That was my thought, Your Majesty. Should we make some kind of overture to Prince Phidestros? Maybe an offer to join him when he sacks Balph.”

“Interesting thought, however, it’s premature at this point. What if he refuses Styphon’s demands and his wife is killed?”

“I doubt he will do that, Your Majesty. Princess Arminta is with child.”

Kalvan paused to reload his pipe with fresh leaf. “Whew! That changes everything. Prince Phidestros will have to do whatever Styphon’s House demands, or he’ll lose face. Once he has his wife back, or she’s murdered, things will change. Of course, Phidestros will have to worry about Soton being on his northern border. Interesting times, all right. Still, I don’t believe it’s in our best interest to get involved. Let’s wait until the dust settles, then we can see if there’s any advantage to be gained by making an overture to Phidestros.”

II

The Army of Greater Beshta was following the Besh Road when Prince Phidestros and his party came to a halt as they prepared to make a detour through some farmlands to avoid a low-lying marsh. He had one of his men visit the farmer and present him with a purse to compensate him for the damage his army was about to do to his potato fields. The farmer and his family came out of the large daub-and-wattle house to wave and watch his soldiers to make sure they didn’t steal any of his livestock.

Phidestros was careful to see that his men didn’t indulge in foraging at his peasants’ expense; it was something he had learned by paying attention to King Kalvan. Although, he realized, it would take some time before his serfs and freeholders believed it.

He was pleased to see that the road gangs were making progress on widening the Besh Road and laying down the rock base, despite the inclement weather. However, they were stalled by the marsh and he wondered how they were going to circumvent it. He told one of his aides to get the roadmaster and bring him over for a talk.

The roadmaster was a tall man with a broad chest and a ginger beard. “Your Highness, what can I do for you?”

Phidestros noted the man had a Hostigi accent. “I was wondering how you were going to deal with the marsh that’s flooding the road?”

The man idly stroked his beard while he thought. “Your Highness. This stretch of the road has only been passable during the summer months, due to a drainage problem. That farmer has grown rich off the tariffs he charges to use his land as a bypass. Unfortunately, this area of the road’s a sinkhole and we’d have to move a hundred wagons of stone to stabilize it and fifty more to raise the roadbed high enough that it would stay dry through most rains.”

Phidestros estimated the cost of moving that much limestone from the nearest quarry. Probably two ounces of gold per wagonload. With labor, the total cost would be well over five hundred Crowns. “Would moving it through this potato patch be cheaper?”

The roadmaster nodded his head. “There’s a bit of an incline, Your Highness, but we could probably work around that. King Kalvan used to raise the angle of the roadbed to maintain stability. That would be my suggestion.”

“Let me talk to the farmer.” Phidestros rode over to the farmhouse with Captain-General Kyblannos and several bodyguards.

Phidestros, making an arc with his arm, asked, “What do you believe this section of potato patch is worth?”

Kyblannos dismounted and walked through the potato plants. He kicked at the ground, sending up a gray dust cloud, then pointed to hoof marks and trampled plants. “It’s not much of a potato patch. I think it’s just an excuse to levy a tariff on local traffic.”

“That’s what I thought. Would a hundred silver crowns be a good price?”

“A very good price, Cap’n; more than he makes in five winters. But he’ll want to haggle.”

Phidestros nodded. “You’re good at haggling. I’ll let you work out a price with him.”

By the winter after this coming one, the Besh Road would stretch from Besh Town all the way to Sask Town. He was using Kalvan’s Great King’s Highway as his model. He’d even found two of Kalvan’s engineers among his new citizens and put them to work as roadmasters.

He watched as Kyblannos and the farmer started talking and gesturing. Then they were both waving their arms and imploring the Sky-Thrones of the Gods. This went on for some time before they clasped hands.

Kyblannos had a big smile on his face when he rode up. “It’s yours, Cap’n. It’ll only cost you seventy-five silver crowns. The farmer tried to describe this wart wrinkle as Yirtta’s Own Patch of Earth. He kept at it for a while, but in the end he knew that if he tried to overcharge you it might turn out badly. Most of these freeholders are greedy, but they’re not stupid.”

“Good work, old son.” Phidestros rode his mount back to where the roadmaster was overseeing the workers. “Roadmaster, that potato patch is now Crown territory. You can run the road through it now.”

He smiled. “You’ve just saved us half a moon’s work, Your Highness. “May the gods keep watch over you.”

Phidestros turned back to Kyblannos. They were well across the Sashtan border and only a few days from Besh Town. “Here’s what I want you to tell Great King-Elect Selestros when you arrive in Harphax City. But, first present him with Lysandros’ head—after you decant it from the wine barrel!”

They both had a good laugh over that and Selestros’ possible reactions to the sight, which included everything from dropping into a dead faint to spewing his breakfast on the floor.

“Are you sure that you don’t want to go in person?” Kyblannos asked. “Selestros might take insult that you’re sending an underling to present him with his uncle’s head.”

“I miss my wife. To Regwarn with what Selestros wants! He’s going to have to learn that he’s not the one rolling the bones.”

A sentry came galloping up, spraying mud and dirt clods behind him. “Ho, Prince!”

“What is it?” Phidestros demanded.

“I’ve got an urgent dispatch for you, Your Highness.” The messenger couldn’t contain himself, adding, “The Styphoni took Besh Town while you were on campaign!”

“What? Is the Princess all right?”

The man shook his head. “The Styphoni took her prisoner. The details are in the pouch.”

Phidestros felt his heartbeat race. He tore open the leather bag and pulled out the parchment inside. He read the letter haltingly, while cursing under his breath.

“What’s it say?” Kyblannos asked.

“The Styphoni somehow knew we were going to be in Hostigos and they used that diversion to attack Besh Town. They blew up the Town Gate and started to sack the town, taking prisoners.”

“Were they put under Investigation?”

Phidestros shrugged, his face frozen in a rictus of rage and anger. “I don’t know.”

“That doesn’t make sense.” Kyblannos said. “What does Styphon’s House care about a bunch of underlings?”

“I know what they wanted them for. To use their lives as bargaining tokens for the Princess. Dralm-damnit! This would have never happened if I had stayed home. Arminta has a soft heart and they used that against her, the blackguards! She couldn’t sit idly by and watch our subjects die. Maybe the time has come to raise a real army and raze Balph to the ground and kill every temple rat within a hundred marches!”

Kyblannos shook his head. “You can’t lose your temper, Cap’n. If you do something like that, it will forfeit the Princess’s life.”

“You’re right, you’re right…” Phidestros’ stomach hurt so much it was as if he’d been stabbed in the gut. “I…I…I don’t know what to do, may Styphon be damned and his priests drowned in boiling oil!”

“Pull yourself together, man, before the men see what’s going on. See that copse over there. Let’s ride to it so we can discuss this in private.”

Phidestros pounded on his saddle pommel like a man possessed as they rode over the potato patch and up the hill to a stand of oak and maple trees. Why was I so stupid? He should have guessed that Styphon’s House would take advantage of his absence. His problem was that he had focused too much on Grand Master Soton, forgetting that Styphon’s House had other willing commanders.

He pulled hard on the reins, when they reached the little copse. He jumped down off his horse and took out his water flask, yanked off his helmet and dumped the water over his head. Dralm-damnit! What am I going to do?

Kyblannos got off his horse, wrapped his arms around him, giving him a bear hug. “I know you want revenge, Cap’n. But it’ll have to wait until we see what the damned buggers have done with the Princess.”

Phidestros pushed him away. “I want to kill every scum-sucking bastard in Balph! But you’re right, not now. I’ll have to put my revenge on ice. But if anything happens to my wife and unborn child, I’ll pull Balph down a brick at a time and kill everything living until it’s a graveyard!”

“Now, you’re thinking, Captain. We need to find out what those thieving priests want for her life.”

“I hope Cythros has some answers. He’d better, or I’ll throttle him with my own hands!”

“Cap’n, we don’t even know if Cythros is dead or alive. He’s a good man; he wouldn’t let the Styphoni take her unless there was a good reason. We need to get to Besh Town and get some answers.”

Phidestros nodded. “You’re right, old friend. We need to get the complete story before we strike back, but strike back we will, by the Wargod’s Mace!

III

The sea journey from Harphax City to Zygros City had been a harrowing one. The fast galley, The Sea Sprite, had been forced to return to port several times, once waiting an entire quarter moon before the ocean storms calmed enough that they could continue their journey. Duke Sestembar had twisted his ankle aboard ship so badly he was still walking with a limp; he was certain he’d grown a new crop of gray hairs and learned the real meaning of sea sickness. He was also certain that he’d never sail again except under the threat of death.

It didn’t help that he was waiting outside the Prince’s chambers while he topped one of his slave girls. The Prince had an inordinate appetite and kept a dozen beautiful slave girls. His appetites were prodigious and his tastes in flesh were known to slave dealers throughout the Five Kingdoms.

He was on his third pipeful when the slave girl slunk out of her master’s chamber. Both her eyes were blackened in the current Zygrosi style and her nightgown ripped. She looked at him with wet orbs, looking like a long-haired raccoon, as if for succor. In return, he gave her a hard look—she bolted down the passageway, her bare feet slapping against the stone floor.

He knocked on the open door before entering.

“Odard, is that you? Bring me another cask of wine.”

“No, it’s me, Your Highness.” The chamber reeked of spoiled wine and dirty clothes.

“Come in, you old blackguard,” the Prince slurred, as he slowly covered his lanky naked body with a robe. When the belt was knotted, he yanked the bell pull. “Odard! I have company, you dog-faced wretch!”

The Prince’s manservant, carrying a keg of wine, stepped into the room like a powder boy might step into a fireseed depot. He set the keg on a table, pulled out the bung and filled two gold goblets, handing one to Eudocles and the other to Sestembar. He left the chamber nodding his head and with one hand held out in supplication.

The Prince took a long draught, then looked at Sestembar owlishly. “What’s with the cane?”

He sat down in a chair, while the Prince flopped onto his couch which was draped with slips and petticoats.

“Bad time of the year for sea travel, Your Highness. In the trough of a big wave, I caught my foot on some ropes and was thrown halfway across the blasted galley. It’s Lytris’ Own Luck I’m still walking.”

“Oh, yes…” he slurred. “I sent you to talk to that bastard who claims to be my son. Can you believe his effrontery! Calls himself a Prince, too. Here I am, with the blood of kings running in my veins, and my get has wrangled himself a princedom; now his rank is equal to my own. This travesty stinks all the way to the god’s Sky-Palaces.”

“Yes, Your Highness. If there was any justice, you would be Great King instead of your brother.” The Duke had to be wary; when Eudocles was in one of his black moods he had been known to run a servant or underling through with his sword. He ran his eyes over the chamber and saw that the Prince’s sword was still in its scabbard by the hearth. He breathed a sigh of relief.

“He’s also become a kingmaker,” Sestembar said. “Phidestros has elevated Great King Kaiphranos’ snot-nosed son to the Iron Throne.”

“Selestros? Har! Kaiphranos’ ghost must be turning itself inside out. What about his liege lord, King Lysandros?”

“Phidestros has Lysandros’ pregnant wife, Great Queen Lavena, under his protection; the last I heard he was gathering up an army to greet Lysandros before he returned to Harphax City.”

“Well, a toast then. It appears the boy’s feet may fit into my boots, after all. I never could stand Lysandros, that back-stabbing son-of-a-she-wolf. Will my son support me if I were to escort my brother into Ormaz’s Caverns?”

“No. He has no interest in aiding anyone but himself,” Sestembar said. In that sense he is just like his father.

“It sounds to me as if the boy is growing too big for his slops. What’s the good of having a son if he refuses to help his father? Doesn’t he remember all the gold and advice I gave him?”

Sestembar just nodded his head; he knew better than to jump into the middle of that morass. Sure, after denying the boy for his entire childhood, the Duke had given his son gold, but only after Phidestros had made his bones as a mercenary captain. And, always, with the idea that the boy’s loyalty could be bought and used to further his father’s ambitions.

“I wonder…if I offered to make Phidestros Prince of Zygros, do you think he might return and help me put my nobles in their place?”

“I doubt it, Your Grace. He appears content with life in Hos-Harphax. Plus, he owns more land than the entire Princedom of Zygros.”

“Who would have dreamed my bastard son would have risen so high?” Eudocles was beginning to drool and soon he would be fast asleep. No doubt they would have to repeat this entire conversation once the Duke was sober. “Maybe I should have married, after all. Now, my dynasty will end when I leave for Galzar’s Hall.”

More likely Ormaz’s Caverns, thought Sestembar. “It’s not your fault, Your Highness, that you could never find a woman worthy of your devotion.” Most women were repulsed by Eudocles’ arrogance upon first meeting, even more so when they learned of his penchant for slave girls. He could have had several women from good houses, if he’d been willing to pay a good bride price, but the Prince enjoyed living alone without interference.

Sestembar’s plan, when he traveled to Harphax City, had been to convince the bastard to come home with his army and support his father. Help him take the Ivory Throne. It was the only way Setembar would ever become a Prince and have his independence from Eu-docles. He was getting tired of wiping Eudocles’ drool and being his whipping boy. This was no life for a man of action. But he had to be careful, too. If he pushed the Prince too far, King Sopharar and the League might fight back. Then where would he be? Without Eudocles’ backing, he too was just a jumped-up mercenary.

Maybe it was time for him to talk with Archpriest Idyol, High-priest of the Grand Temple of Zygros, and see what the Temple would pay for this information. Idyol had been paying him a stipend for a long time, but now it was time to fatten the purse. Very few people knew that Eudocles was Phidestros’ father; he wondered what the fat Archpriest would pay for that information?


TWENTY-TW⊕

As his advance party drew up to the city walls of Besh Town, the first thing that Phidestros noticed was the huge pit off to one side with several dark clouds of buzzing flies overhead. He could hear their infernal noise from a quarter march away. Several hundred men, many of whom appeared to be soldiers, were using shovels to throw dirt into the pit. Another group of artisans were rebuilding the gate houses and attendant walls. The town gate itself was a pile of kindling wood some three lances tall.

A lone rider with silvered armor came riding out alone to greet them. Phidestros quickly identified him as Captain-General Cythros. As he drew closer, it appeared that the Captain-General had aged ten winters in the moon since they’d departed.

“Your Highness, I have come to atone for the loss of your wife,” Cythros said, his face drawn tight with lines framing his face.

Phidestros sucked in his breath. He had promised himself he would not assign blame until he heard everyone’s story of this disaster.

He gave the signal to halt the party. The smell of decaying bodies was almost overpowering and he didn’t want to get any closer to Besh Town until he heard Cythros’ tale.

“Tell me everything,” Phidestros ordered.

Cythros went into how the Styphoni had used the border reivers to mask their attack and how they ambushed the punitive expedition he’d sent to the Beshtan/Syriphlon border. Next he detailed how they had put a stranglehold on Besh Town and used their artillery to destroy the gatehouses and town gate. He had filled Tarr-Beshta with all the surviving soldiers and all the townspeople and peasants the walls would hold, some twelve thousand in number. Finally, how Princess Arminta had offered herself in return for the lives of those townsmen still remaining in Besh Town.

The Captain-General ran out of breath and sat in his saddle breathing hard.

“What happened then?” he demanded.

Cythros received Phidestros’ words like a gunshot and jumped, startling his horse. When he’d calmed him down, he patted his mount’s neck, saying, “She received a return missive from Knight Commander Orocles giving the Princess his oath that the slaughter and rapine of the townspeople would halt the moment she gave herself up.”

“Did you even try to dissuade her?”

“Yes, Your Highness. By Galzar’s Mace, I used everything in my power to convince her that the Styphoni were a pack of lying thieves and not to be trusted—even under oath.” He shrugged. “She refused to listen to a word I said…I told her they would kill the townspeople anyway and the only wise thing to do was to wait upon your return. I knew the cowards would flee as soon as your Army was within a day’s ride.”

Phidestros nodded, he was well aware of his wife’s stubbornness and belief in the good will of others. “What happened then?”

“They took her away two days ago. She was not bound, nor tied. Knight Commander Orocles and his men left, taking with them Archpriest Roxthar and four Temple Bands of Styphon’s Own Guard. They took many of your subjects with them in chains.”

“By all the True Gods, I swear revenge upon Orocles, Styphon’s Own Voice and most especially Archpriest Roxthar!”

“Your Highness, I offer you my life.” Cythros held his blade to his jugular vein. “It was under my watch the Princess was taken hostage.”

Phidestros reached over, knocking the dagger out of his hand. “You will do no such thing. It’s not your fault; you acted upon the Princess’s orders. I could expect nothing less. Did you think you could have trussed her up until I returned?”

“No, Your Highness! I could never lay a hand upon the Princess.”

“Then you did all you could. Why are you burying all the bodies?”

“Sickness. I don’t want the townspeople to become ill.”

“Cythros, these are not soldiers who will end up in Galzar’s Hall. Let the grave tenders sort them out so the townspeople can clean and bury their dead. If they are not washed and given their favorite gifts, they will never find a place in the Sky-Palaces. We are not barbarians. Yes, I know you do not believe in the gods, but you must respect the beliefs of those who do.”

“Yes, Your Highness. I’ll set up work details immediately.”

“Good. Anything else?”

“Yes,” he said, holding up a leather folder. “There’s a dispatch for you that Knight Commander Orocles left for you.”

“Did you read it?”

“No, Your Highness. It’s sealed with Styphon’s Voice’s seal.”

“You are dismissed.” He sent the rest of the Army into Besh Town, while he used his knife to slit the red candle wax seal.

To the misbegotten bastard and regicide who calls himself Prince Phidestros:

Without Our knowledge or permission, you have taken it upon yourself to raise yourself up in rebellion against your lawful King, Great King Lysandros, and put his unwholesome nephew upon the Iron Throne. In response, We in our Majesty have sent an Army to despoil Besh Town and capture your wife, Princess Arminta and your unborn child.

Phidestros shook his head, as though to clear the cobwebs. Does Styphon’s Voice now believe he is a king? He refers to himself in the royal plural like one. Never before has Styphon’s House displayed its arrogance so openly! This Anaxthenes needs to be put down like a rabid dog.

Taking deep breaths, Phidestros calmed himself down and began to read the parchment again:

The Princess will remain Our hostage to see that you do Our will in the matter of deposing the false Great King-Elect Selestros, son of former Great King Kaiphranos. We demand that you return to Harphax City and slay him, bringing Us back his head as proof that the deed was done as We have directed.

If this is not done within two moons, We will put the Princess into the hands of the Holy Investigator Roxthar and his Holy Investigation. Upon receipt of the Great King-Elect’s head, We will release your wife into the hands of your emissary.

Styphon’s Own Voice.

Supreme Priest Anaxthenes

Styphon’s House on Earth

“What does it say?” Kyblannos asked.

Phidestros read it to him slowly, his voice growing in anger.

Kyblannos let lose with a string of curses, finishing with, “The arrogance of that son-of-a-diseased-sheep arse-wiper who calls himself Styphon’s Voice.”

Phidestros’ face was beet red and felt as if he’d been struck dumb. “Ahh! I want to take my army into Balph and kill every living thing, down to the rats that live in the walls!”

“You cannot lose your wits over Styphon’s House’s despicable act, Cap’n. We must remain calm, for if we act in anger, it is your wife and unborn child who will pay.”

“I know! It’s tearing me apart!”

“Let me go to Harphax City in your stead. I’ll take a company of the Iron Band and inform Geblon of what has happened. Then I’ll cut off Selestros’ head myself and bring it here.”

“What am I to do? I’ll go mad, if I have nothing to occupy my time.”

“It’s too late to prepare for a big campaign, Cap’n. Most of the roads leading into Hos-Ktemnos are flooded or washed out. What you need to do is repair the town and help your subjects deal with their losses. After I return with your wife, we’ll have plenty of time to prepare a proper response to this vile piece of treachery!”

Phidestros nodded. “You are right. Arminta and the baby must come first. But this act of infamy will not be forgotten. And will be repaid in blood.”


TWENTY-THREE

I

Sirna felt a vibration at her throat from her Allmother Yirtta image which she wore around her neck on a gold chain. It was a First Level hand-communicator designed to look like a local fetish. As she pulled it up to her face, she twisted the tiny headdress so that she could activate the send and receive function. To any nearby Zarthani, it would appear that she was asking her image of the fertility goddess for a gift or favor.

“Yes,” she whispered.

“Sirna, it’s Maldar Dard. I’ve got some urgent news.”

Despite her First Level mental controls, Sirna felt her pulse race. “What is it?”

“Great King Lysandros is dead at the hands of his own soldiers. Most of them were starving; rather than fight Prince Phidestros and suffer defeat, they cut off their King’s head and surrendered.”

Poor Lavena, Sirna thought. What will the poor woman do now? She’s already an outsider to her subjects and nobles. With Lysandros dead, she’s in terrible jeopardy. “I don’t understand why the Harphaxi army didn’t fight for their King.”

“Sirna, their return from the Middle Kingdoms had been fraught with hardships; the lands they were passing through had been turned into wastelands, first by Kalvan during his retreat, then later by the Grand Host. Many of the Harphaxi soldiers were starving to death or suffering from diseases associated with malnutrition. Lysandros had led them on a long foreign adventure that didn’t pan out when the Siege of Thagnor failed.

“It’s no surprise that Lysandros’ soldiers blamed him for the mess he made by going into the Middle Kingdoms after Kalvan. The only thing gained was a small share of the spoils of Nythros, Baltor and Morthron.”

“So with Lysandros dead, will Selestros become the next great king of Hos-Harpahx?”

Dard sighed. “It’s not that simple, Sirna. Captain-General Kyblannos is on his way to Harphax City to kill Great King-Elect Selestros, then bring his head back to Phidestros.”

“What? Has this whole time-line gone mad! Phidestros was the one who seated Selestros onto the Iron Throne; why would he then turnaround and have him killed?”

“He has no choice. While Phidestros was off in Hostigos, Styphon’s House attacked Besh Town and took Princess Arminta prisoner. If the Prince wants his wife back, he has to provide them with Selestros’ head; it’s all politics, Sirna. Styphon’s House wants to do away with Selestros, who’s an avowed Dralmite, before he can aid the war in Hos-Agrys.”

Sirna shook her head. She had to fight the feeling that Arminta was getting her just desserts. After all, if she hadn’t married Phidestros, he would still be unmarried and with Sirna. And none of this madness would be happening.

Somehow that didn’t make her feel any better; deep down she liked Princess Arminta and the poor woman was pregnant, to boot. Her own claims to Phidestros were short-term and selfish. And who was going to tell Great Queen Lavena?

“That’s terrible,” she replied. “Queen Lavena’s going to be hysterical when she learns that her husband is dead; for some reason she really loves that arrogant idiot she’s married to. When’s Kyblannos going to arrive?”

“He just left Besh Town with a company of Iron Band soldiers. They won’t be arriving for at least two to three days at the earliest.”

“What should I do? I can’t tell her that her husband is dead.”

“No, that would be Paratemporal Contamination. All I suggest is that you be there when Kyblannos and his men arrive with the news of Lysandros’ death. That’s when she’ll really need your support.”

II

As soon as word came that Kyblannos and his party had arrived, Sirna quickly made her way up the staircase to the Queen’s bedchambers. Lavena had been suffering from dizzy spells and confined to her bed. Sirna reached the upper stairs only to hear the Queen’s screams of grief ripping through the corridors.

Sirna ran to the bedchamber. The door was open and several of the Queen’s Ladies-in-Waiting were backing out.

“Get out, you she-witches! None of you care; I can see it in your eyes!”

As Sirna rushed through the doorway, Lavena called out, “Sirna, he’s dead! They’ve killed my husband!”

Lavena was half out of her bed, her belly bulging out as she fought to push aside the bearskin bedcover. Sirna ran over to the Queen and helped put her back into her bed. Forcing herself to speak in a calm voice, she said, “You can’t leave. If you fall again, it could hurt the baby.”

The Queen’s head bobbed up and down. “I know it, it’s that I’m in so much pain! How could the gods have done this! I loved him and now he’s gone.” Lavena began to wail like a bobcat caught in a bear trap; her voice was so loud it literally hurt Sirna’s ears.

She reached over and held her in her arms. “You have to let go, Lavena. Crying and screaming to the gods are not going to help. You have to start thinking about the baby.”

Lavena, tears streaming down her face, cradled her belly. “What if they come to murder me and my baby?”

Sirna shook her head. “They won’t. I won’t let them.” She pulled the hideaway pistol out of a pocket in her skirt. “They’ll have to kill me, first.”

“Thank you, oh thank you, Sirna. You’re the only friend I have in the world.”

Sadly, Lavena was right. The poor woman had been living a nightmare ever since she’d arrived in Harphax City.

“Great King-Elect Selestros hates me! I know he does. He’ll be the new king. What will I do?” She began to sob again.

Sirna sighed. “No. He’ll be dead, too. Captain-General Kyblannos is outside the City Gates and once he reaches the palace, he will kill Selestros.”

“How do you know this?”

“I have friends who tell me things. It won’t be a secret for long.”

“What will happen to me, then?”

“After Selestros’ death, you and your baby will be the two most important people in the Kingdom of Hos-Harphax. That’s what will happen.” What she left unspoken was: “If someone doesn’t stick a blade between your ribs first.”

III

Kyblannos noticed that the streets of Harphax City were strangely quiet, even more deserted than during the aftermath of the riots. There were two-man patrols of Iron Band soldiers at every street corner. They saluted Kyblannos and his banner as his party made their way to the Royal Palace. For a people whose hated ruler had just been dispatched, the townspeople were strangely subdued; it was as if the City was holding its collective breath while waiting for events outside their scope to unfold.

He wondered what their reaction would be when Selestros had his head chopped off and they were faced with a new successor.

The Palace gates were well-guarded with a score of Iron Band soldiers. Their welcoming smiles were the first he’d seen since arriving at the city gates. He was escorted by his own guard to Captain-General Geblon’s office. The Great King-Elect’s personal guard were not in evidence and he suspected that was Geblon’s way of keeping Selestros in his proper place.

He was announced at the door by a captain and left his guard outside. Inside, Geblon was sitting at a table covered with parchments which his scribe was sifting through. He rose up to clasp arms with Kyblannos. “How goes it, comrade?”

Kyblannos laughed. “It’s all upside down.”

“You’re laughing, but you’re not smiling. I take it things are not going well?”

“You’re right,” he answered. “I need to talk to you in private.”

Geblon dismissed his aides and told the guards to clear the hallways. “Things must really be up in the air. But they can’t be too bad, or you’d have brought an army with you.”

“Strange times, indeed, old friend. We had no trouble with Lysandros’ Army. Taking his head was as easy as stealing milk from a kitten. His army was half-starved. Right after we arrived it broke up like a limestone rock under a sledgehammer. The trouble started when we returned to Besh Town. During our absence, the Styphoni made a surprise raid on Besh Town and captured the Princess.”

“Princess Arminta? Oh, by all the true gods, what a cock-up! The Captain must be beside himself!”

“I’ve never seen Phidestros so Dralm-damned pissed off. He was ready to take the entire army down into Hos-Ktemnos and raze Balph to its very foundations!”

“I don’t doubt it. How did you stop him?”

“Told him if he did, it would seal the Princess’ fate. Those Styphoni manure eaters would kill her in a heartbeat. He knows it, too. So, for now, we’re doing what the Temple demands.”

“What’s that?” Geblon asked.

“We’re going to give them Selestros’ head.”

“What? After all we went through to seat him on the Throne!”

“That’s Styphon’s Voice’s price for Arminta and the baby,” Kyblannos answered.

“That going to cause no end of problems around here….”

“Not our problem, but it might be yours.”

“What do you mean, Kyblannos? Stop being mysterious.”

Kyblannos guffawed. “Well, Prince Geblon, with Great King-Elect Selestros shortly arriving in Regwarn, you’re going to be the new Prince-Regent of Hos-Harphax.”

“By Galzar’s Mace! It’s bad enough the Captain made me Prince of Harphax. I don’t want to be Prince-Regent; I want to go back to being a soldier.”

“You know the Cap’n. He doesn’t trust civilians. It’s his decision.”

Geblon bent his head. “I know. I don’t regret all the things Phidestros’ done for me, but I miss the old times….”

Kyblannos grinned. “I don’t. Things are much more interesting these days.”

“What does he have you doing now?” Geblon asked.

“I’m going to be the emissary to Styphon’s House and bring the Princess back.”

“Now, that’s a job I don’t mind not having,” Geblon said. “What if Styphon’s Voice kills the Princess anyway, even after you deliver Selestros’ head?”

“Phidestros’ll slash and burn every priest in the Five Kingdoms. Styphon’s House will never know what hit them!”

Geblon nodded. “You’re right there. And we’ll be at his side! These damn bully priests, they all wet their robes when you draw a sword. So I’m to be the new Prince-Regent … By Galzar’s Mace, we don’t even have an heir, yet.”

“One of your jobs will be to keep watch on Great Queen Lavena.”

“What do you mean by that, Kyblannos?”

“Phidestros wants you to wed her before the baby’s born.”

“Me and that She Devil! No doubt she’s a panthress in the sack, but her nails draw blood, too.”

“Better you, than me,” Kyblannos smirked.

“We’ve never seen eye to eye, me and the Queen. Why should that change now?”

“Because, Geblon, she’s a realist. With Lysandros dead and her a widow, she only has one protector—the Cap’n. He’s already married so that leaves one of his trusted captains. I’m married, too; so, who’s left?”

“What about Cythros?”

“No. He’s only been with us a couple of winters; besides, he was the one holding Besh Town when the Styphoni army came. It’ll be a while before that storm blows over. I’m sorry, old friend, but you’re the last man standing. Or should I say, Prince-Regent.”

“You old son-of-a-she-goat!”

“Stop your belly-achin’, Geblon. You’re the one who’ll be acting Great King of Hos-Harphax in all but name. There are nobles that would kill their first born for that gift!”

“Talk about killing. You’ve got a head to harvest.”

“Thanks for the reminder. I’ll see you later. Meanwhile, you’ve got a Queen to console.”


TWENTY-F⊕UR

I

“Your Majesty, the Styphoni refuse to surrender,” Captain-General Alkides reported. “They’re some kind of tough bastards—if they weren’t Styphon’s Own Guard, I’d admire their courage.”

Kalvan took a moment to rub his hands together for warmth before taking out his telescope, or what the locals called his farseer, and studied the besieged City of Nythros. Long ago the City had actually been three smaller cities which is why it was usually called the Nythros City States; now they were all joined together by a twenty-five foot high curtain wall. The stone walls were crumbling in a score of spots and showed breaches in several places where their guns had taken advantage of breaks the Styphoni hadn’t completely repaired after their own siege.

Kalvan had ordered storming parties to attack the City at several different breaches, but they had been repulsed by ferocious counterattacks from the Nythrosi and Styphon’s Own Guard. The Styphoni would order their Nythrosi auxiliaries to hold the gap and put a Temple Band of Guard behind them to kill any of them that tried to surrender or retreat. Casualties to the Nythrosi spearmen and crossbow-men had been horrendous. His own orders had been to pull back at any significant resistance, since there was no reason to waste good veteran soldiers on a siege that was foreordained.

If we have to, we can always starve them out.

The army garrisoning Nythros was a strange mixture of Temple Guardsmen, Hos-Ktemnoi mercenaries and local auxiliaries, mostly former Nythrosi regulars pressed into Styphon’s House’s service. Kalvan’s Army of Aesklos outnumbered the Red Hand and their local allies by a factor of more than two to one, not counting some four thousand Nythrosi volunteer auxiliaries.

The Hostigos Fleet had cut off all resupply to Nythros from Port Itya, Varthon Town and elsewhere around the Aesklos Sea. There was no hope of reinforcements from Hos-Ktemnos or Tarr-Ceros to the southwest. The Styphoni were surrounded and short of supplies; yet, they continued to fight. One had to admire such courage, even as one damned it as futile, as well as a waste of good soldiers.

What happened here, regardless of the end, would have little impact on the final resolution of the Fireseed Wars; unless Kalvan himself were to take a deadly shot from a crossbow, as Richard the Lionheart did outside a French castle.

Still, it was important for Nos-Hostigos to keep the southern edge of the Aesklos Sea free of Styphoni strongholds. If Styphon’s House were to return to the Upper Middle Kingdoms—and the odds were Dralm-damned good that they would—he wanted them to have to spend their soldiers and treasure retaking every inch of territory they’d lost. He knew in his heart that the Fireseed Wars would only come to an end when Styphon’s Own Voice was shot out of a cannon and the last Styphon’s House temple was sacked and burned to the ground.

Kalvan wondered if Anaxthenes’ plot to kidnap Princess Arminta had been successful. Either way, it would put the Temple at odds with the strongest Prince in Hos-Harphax. Is it possible that we can come to some kind of accord with Prince Phidestros? he wondered.

The ground below him, beaten into clay by the passage of men and horses, shook as another volley of gunfire sounded. The Army of Aesklos had ten of the big thirty-two pound guns in his siege train and when their collective shots slammed into the walls of Nythros, stones and mortar blasted out in a burst of deadly hail. The noise hit his ears like a thunderclap.

The air was thick with brimstone and Kalvan had to narrow his eyes to see through the fog of smoke and dust. There was some movement at one of the gaps, maybe a sortie?

Someone cried out, “It’s a parley!”

Alkides shouted, “Perhaps they want to surrender, Your Majesty.”

Now Kalvan could see that several men were coming through the gap with helmets raised on swords. One was wearing the wolf headdress of an Uncle Wolf. He hadn’t realized there were still Uncle Wolfs with the Styphoni since the Ban of Galzar. Are the Styphoni surrendering the town? Or maybe he’s trying to get out while the getting is good.

The Uncle Wolfs took their calling of tending to the battle-wounded very seriously, but that did not include suicide.

Or was he here to parlay, to get relief for the City’s women and children? That could put me in a ticklish position, Kalvan thought. I don’t want to be known as the Butcher of Nythros, but neither can I leave this nest of Styphon’s vipers at my back.

Kalvan motioned for Uncle Wolf Tharses to come to his side. Tharses’ limp had been aggravated by Thagnor’s cold nights and now he needed a wolf-headed cane to help him walk. A large wolfhound walked at his side. Tharses still wore a light shirt of finely-linked mail and a spiked mace on his belt; his head was topped with a wolfskin hood and a ruby-eyed wolf’s head. His gray beard was now laced with streaks of frost, but his eyes were still the deep-blue hue of a Michigan lake.

“Yes, Your Majesty?”

“Any idea of what this is about?”

Tharses shook his head which gave the wolf’s head ruby-eyes, as they sparkled in the early morning sunlight, the appearance of life. “Maybe the Styphoni have come to their senses and want terms for surrender.”

Kalvan choked back a laugh. The gods are not that kind! That would be far too easy….

The parley party included a bedraggled Uncle Wolf who wore a chain mail shirt that looked as if it had been gnawed by wolverines and the usual wolf headdress. He was accompanied by a Styphon’s House Temple Guardsman in banged-up armor and a civilian whose formerly rich velvet robe was in tatters.

They talked with one of the captains who directed them over to where Kalvan and the artillery were positioned. Grand-Captain Xykos, whom the Queen insisted he take with him, and Vanar Halgoth, the commander of his own guard, both bristled and put their hands on the grips of their sheathed swords.

The Temple Guardsman, who introduced himself as Commander Kalmoth, was almost as tall as Rylla’s giant bodyguard Xykos. “I have not come to ask for terms, but in the name of the One True God to demand that you end this siege.”

Kalvan could see Halgoth’s face turn brick red and quickly put his hand on his bodyguard’s shoulder.

Xykos already had his sword drawn and its point was resting a finger-joint from the base of the Knight’s throat. “When you speak to Great King Kalvan, address him as Your Majesty.”

The Commander spat on the ground. “And, if I don’t?”

“It will be your life’s blood joining your spittle there on the earth.”

“Sheathe your sword, Xykos,” Kalvan demanded. “They are here under the Wargod’s protection.”

“Galzar’s Terms does not give him leave to insult our King!”

“Let us listen,” Uncle Wolf Tharses said. “If his terms are reasonable, maybe we can end this siege without further killing.”

The Knight nodded and Xykos’ sword dropped to the ground. “Your Majesty, our terms are thus: if you do not end this unlawful siege, we will put every man, woman and child in Nythros to the sword. We will give you until noon to lift your siege or the bloodletting will begin.”

“Please, Your Majesty, listen to him,” cried out the bedraggled Nythrosi noble. “He means every word. They will kill us all if you do not do as he says!”

Xykos and Halgoth looked ready to run amok, while Uncle Wolf Tharses tried hard to maintain the neutral expression expected of his calling.

Kalvan took out his pipe and began to fill it with fresh tobacco. He needed more than a few moments to ponder this dilemma. It appeared that the worst of the Wars of Religion—the murder of civilian hostages, along with Roxthar’s Inquisition—had truly arrived here-and-now. If he gave in to the Knight’s terms, the murder of hostages would soon be legitimized and he could fully expect to find similar atrocities at every fort and castle he and his allies besieged from now on. However, if he didn’t capitulate, some twenty thousand women and children inside the city would die a terrible death.

Should I condemn this city to die so that others might not suffer so? Kalvan asked himself, as he used his tinderbox to light a splinter. There is no equitable solution, he decided.

On the other hand, why not match one atrocity with another? He’d held off—against General Alkides’ wishes—on using the new Greek fire against the City for fear of killing too many civilians. Using it, also required that the fire-siphons be brought closer to the city walls than he liked. But now all the enemy cannons had been silenced so there would be no counterfire. Still, he really didn’t want to advertise one of his new weapons. He’d rather save it as a surprise for King Theovacar’s Fleet. But it looked like the Knights were forcing his hand….

“Commander, we will need time to arrive at a decision,” Kalvan said, keeping the anger he felt out of his voice. “We shall have your answer soon. Until then I suggest you retire to the City Walls before one of my men does something rash.”

The Knight nodded. “You will have until noon. I will await your answer.”

When his two companions declined to leave with him, he spat at their feet. “Convince the King that I mean every word. By Styphon’s Will, I swear, if this battle continues, blood will run until it overflows the city gutters.”

The moment he turned Uncle Wolf Tharses yanked his mace out of his belt and smashed the Knight on the helm, knocking it off his head, spinning him around and leaving him reeling. Another blow and his jaw was dislocated and he was on the ground, spitting out teeth through bloody lips. Another smashing blow to the head and the Knight lay twitching, bleeding freely from a deep gash on his head and out his mouth. His body made a big spasm, then the light went out of his eyes.

The other Hostigi, including Kalvan, stood rooted to the ground, frozen around in shock.

Finally, “What did you do, Brother?” the bedraggled Uncle Wolf asked. “Galzar will strike us all dead!”

Tharses spat a wad of tobacco on the dead Commander. “Ban of Galzar. There are no terms with scum like this under the Ban. Sorry, Your Majesty, but I lost my temper.”

And maybe just condemned a city full of women and children to certain death, Kalvan thought to himself. Well, Uncle Wolf Tharses had forced his hand. No one could say he brought it on himself, although for some reason that thought was not very comforting.

“Well, we’ll have to attack first before the Styphoni realize what’s happened. We’ve got about half a candle—if no one from the City saw what just occurred—before the shit hits the fan.”

Everyone looked at him in confusion.

“Cold Lands expression. What I mean is, we’ve got to get moving fast! Alkides, we’re going to use the Greek fire. I want you to move all the small guns and fire-siphons up to the breaches. We’ll strike them all together. The Styphoni won’t know what’s hit them!”

The Greek fire project had been on the boil for some time. The most important ingredient was naphtha, or distilled petroleum. Saginaw (now Ragyath) had pioneered Michigan’s petroleum industry and Kalvan had ordered the University to build a series of collection wells there which had provided him with more than enough crude oil for his needs. While the original Byzantine formula of Greek fire was unknown, according to his former Chemistry professor, it most likely consisted of some combination of petroleum, quicklime, sulfur, pitch and saltpeter.

While the College of Military Sciences was working on siphons and safe heating devices for shipboard use, he’d also had them design some Greek fire grenades and hand siphons.

Under the fire of the big thirty-twos, Alkides moved all three batteries of small guns within hailing distance of the walls. The First Company of Sharpshooters, who carried as their banner a white skull on a red field over two crossed rifles, moved forward to keep the walls clear of crossbowmen and musketeer snipers. Behind them Kalvan brought up three regiments, the Royal Halberdiers, the Veterans of the Long March and the Third Royal Regiment. Behind them were six regiments of horse, two regiments of lancers and four of cuirassiers who would exploit the breach as the defenders were eliminated.

Kalvan, much to Captain-General Alkides’ dismay, positioned himself behind the mobile batteries of six- and eight-pounders. They were close enough to the widest breach to fire devastating volleys of grapeshot, which cleared the gap between the walls like a giant broom.

II

Halgoth, the Skull Splitter, had volunteered to lead the Royal Halberdiers, who were each armed with a wicked halberd, a brace of pistols and a sword. It was the Halberdiers’ job to provide defense for the Greek Fire Company, which was comprised of some eighty fire siphoners and grenade throwers.

Halgoth was impressed at how well the grapeshot had cleared away the Nythrosi defenders. The biggest problem was not slipping on the gore and blood-covered rocks and broken mortar. Enemy gunfire sharply increased as they made their way through the breach, with the Greek Fire Company taking several casualties. It was his job to make sure that their siphons and grenades were picked up by his men and kept away from the enemy.

Up ahead was a massive barricade, comprised of wagons, coaches and dead horses, blocking the main avenue. The Greek Fire Company halted and the grenadiers tossed their grenades. One blew up in mid-air, spraying incendiaries in all directions. For a moment, Halgoth could see the enemy soldiers staring and pointing up at it as if it had been dropped by the gods.

Then a wall of fire, as bright as a forest fire, covered the barricade. They heard the screams and cries of dying men, several of whom ran out of the barricade completely on fire.

For the first time in his life, Halgoth was awestruck; he had never seen a weapon of such awesome power and destructiveness. He made a quick prayer of thanks to Phyos, the Sun God.

It took almost a candle before the fire extinguished itself and there was some sporadic musket fire from further down the avenue. But, for the most part, an eerie quiet fell over the city, which was blanketed with a cloud of black and acrid smoke.

It took the First Royal Company of Engineers and a score of mule and ox teams to clear the smoldering wreckage from the street. The Royal Halberdiers led the way, followed by the Fire Company and the musketeers. The Sharpshooters were climbing up onto roofs and other vantage points. Behind them followed the lancers and cuirassiers, some of whom were already going down intersecting streets. About half a march away there was a wall of civilians blocking the avenue.

Colonel Mykonnos, head of Prince Sarrask’s bodyguard, ordered the army to halt when they were at extreme musket range. He motioned Captain Halgoth to his side with his other officers. “It looks like they’re using the citizens as a shield wall.”

Halgoth nodded, he was familiar with this tactic. It worked well with city dwellers, but not so well with nomads, like the Tymanni. “I say we have the lancers charge the wall. This will scatter them all, civilians and soldiers. Then we can come from behind and kill all the soldiers. No quarter!”

“The slaughter will be horrible!” cried one captain.

“It’s their choice,” Mykonnos said. “We can’t use the fire-siphons and grenades on civilians. This is our next best choice, for we cannot give in to terror tactics, as Kalvan calls them.”

The lancers moved forward on their chargers, the big chargers were snorting and clomping as they passed, while everyone else got out of the way. Their captain did not look pleased at having to charge civilians.

Halgoth considered the Styphoni to be craven cowards who would hide behind women and children. They had all seen the leavings of Roxthar’s Investigation. Fighting against priests, as they were learning, held little glory.

The Styphoni captives began to fight their captors and ran away the moment the company of lancers moved into position. Some of the Sharpshooters were already taking out individual Temple Guardsmen. Most of Styphon’s Own Guard were too tall to successfully hide behind women and children. When the line began to soften, the trumpet signal for charge rang out and the big chargers began to move. They were at a good gallop when the first line of lancers struck the line. By then, most civilians had either run away or been hacked down from behind by the Styphoni. The lancers made quick work of the remaining Guardsmen, leaving behind a terrible carnage.

Halgoth, with his axe in hand, led the charge of the Royal Halberdiers. Those Styphoni who had survived the initial onslaught died in droves.


TWENTY-FIVE

I

Prince Eudocles was just finishing off a goblet of wine when his manservant knocked gently at the door.

“What is it?” Eudocles asked belligerently, his breath fluttering the flame of the oil lamp. It had been a long day at the gambling tables and Lystris had not favored his rolls of the bones. Now he was seated comfortably in front of a roaring fire.

“It’s Archpriest Idyol, Your Grace, with another highpriest.”

“Bid them enter.”

The tall, cadaverous Archpriest, followed by another Archpriest, slunk into the chamber like a spectre from Hadron’s realm. Idyol’s voice was as whispery as a graveyard wind. “Your Grace, I heard word of your terrible losses at the Den of Skull and Bones.”

Eudocles ground his teeth. “Do your agents-inquisitory hide in my privy chamber as well, Archpriest?”

The Archpriest grimaced. “I did not come to vex you, Your Grace, but to offer the Temple’s support. I would like to introduce Archpriest Danthor, who is the current Speaker of the Inner Circle.”

Eudocles nodded his head. He owed too much gold to Styphon’s Great Banking House to make an enemy of an Archpriest of the Inner Circle, no matter how unpleasant he was or how much Eudocles’ head ached. The new Archpriest was a graybeard, but he was in better shape than most of the breed. Styphon’s House’s priests lived well, ate well and often drank too much. Archpriest Danthor was not afraid to look him right in the eye and give him a frank appraisal in return.

He would have to be careful of this one. “Welcome, Your Sanctity. Pray tell, what has brought you all the way from Balph to this inhospitable land?”

“It is Styphon’s Work, Your Grace. To put it down to bare knuckles, we need your help to stop Great King Sopharar from making a terrible and great error. It appears he is about to involve himself in a war that will cost him and us dearly.”

“My brother is a sanctimonious fool, Your Sanctity. However, he does not take kindly to my interference in issues of state. If he wants to destroy the Kingdom, what am I to do?”

The new Archpriest looked him straight in the eyes. “Only that which your heart has always desired, Your Grace.”

Eudocles laughed. “I have many desires.”

“But only one reigns supreme,” the Archpriest intoned, as if Styphon Himself were granting him a favor.

“And that you cannot give me, Your Sanctity,” Eudocles replied. These priests know too much. If they know my heart’s desire, how many others do as well?

“No, but we can help you snatch it. I have a vial that contains a draught that, if introduced to food or drink, can induce death within days. Its symptoms closely mimic those of pleurisy.”

Eudocles’ heart began to beat rapidly. He’d considered poisoning his brother many times, but that meant finding a cooperative apothecary who would not break under torture. The last one he’d used had failed him when the young Prince had recovered. Although, by Trickster’s Own Luck, the boy had ridden his horse before fully recovering and was killed anyway. When Great King Sopharar died there would be many eager to lay the deed at his feet. He didn’t trust alchemists or herbalists, many of whom were quacks and frauds. Besides, gold could buy many things, but not silence unto death.

“What will it cost me?”

“Nothing, Your Grace, but your cooperation,” Archpriest Danthor said.

This was a most interesting proposition. One of the King’s food tasters owed him a great deal of money; he was an even worse gambler than Eudocles. If he could dose the King’s cup before it reached his brother’s mouth, all the food tester’s debts could be forgiven.

“And what will this ‘cooperation’ consist of?”

“Once you’ve assumed the Ivory Throne, all we would ask is that you disband the Zygrosi branch of the League of Dralm and keep their troops from entering Hos-Agrys.”

“I can order it done, but I doubt they will follow my orders.”

“Then it will be up to you to stop them,” Danthor said, his voice turning hard. “We will provide you with gold to purchase all the Free Companions you might need.”

Eudocles paused in thought. Styphon’s House was not well liked in Hos-Zygros and its Union of Friends boasted only two Zygrosi princedoms as members. Both Princes were heavily in debt to Styphon’s Banking House, while Allfather Dralm was very popular among both the peasantry and the townspeople.

Personally, Eudocles thought all gods were old wives’ tales designed to keep the lower orders in their place. He understood Styphon’s House and how they had used their monopolies, especially of fireseed, to control the Five Great Kingdoms. If he hadn’t been related by blood to the Royal Family, he might have joined the Temple himself as a young man.

“If I do as you ask, Your Sanctity, it may well lead Hos-Zygros into chaos. I am not a popular figure in Hos-Zygros; maybe I’m too headstrong. Unlike my brother, who is beloved by both the upper classes and the commoners, I am not liked. In addition, I’ve made many enemies—I speak bluntly and do not brook fools. I’m a warrior by nature and those weaker than myself envy and resent my strengths. It is very possible my ascension to the Ivory Throne will bring civil war to the Kingdom.”

“If your words be true, Your Grace,” Archpriest Danthor said, “then you will need the Temple’s support even more than you know. If the Zygrosi League of Dralm is successful in helping their counterparts in Hos-Agrys fight off the Temple, then you will never ascend to the throne as your princes will know their own power.”

The truth of the Archpriest’s words pushed him back in his seat. He needed a moment to think and used his bell pull to call his manservant. “Vosg, bring wine for my visitors. And another log for the fire.”

“Yes, Your Grace.”

While they waited, he pondered his predicament. If the Zygrosi League of Dralm were successful with its intervention into the Agrysi civil war, that would mean the end of Styphon’s House dominance of the Northern Kingdoms, including Hos-Harphax where his bastard son apparently called the shots. This would also mean that if he were to ever ascend to the Ivory Throne, he would have to gain the support of the Zygrosi princes, which he knew would never happen.

If he didn’t gain his princes’ approval, they would find another candidate for the Throne. If he tried to stop them, he would have to raise an army which would cost a small fortune—a fortune he did not have. Furthermore, they could call upon their counterparts in the Hos-Agrysi League of Dralm for support in their rebellion. Unfortunately, it appeared his own fortunes were closely tied to those of Styphon’s House.

After fresh wine was served, he turned to Archpriest Danthor. “Your Sanctity, I hope you realize that if I am enthroned as the new Great King of Hos-Zygros at this time, there will be discord and maybe even war as a result.”

The Archpriest nodded. “That is why the Temple is willing to provide you with two hundred thousand ounces of gold to purchase mercenaries and build your army in preparation for that eventuality. As soon as you become Great King, we will send your treasury a half-million more gold ounces. Once Hos-Agrys is pacified and our control has solidified, if necessary, we can send Grand Master Soton and his Army of Styphon’s Deliverance to help subdue any rebellious princes and barons.”

A half-million ounces of gold! Eudocles thought feverishly. If Styphon’s House is this eager to purchase my cooperation, what more might they deliver?

As if reading his mind, the Archpriest added, “We will also pay you an additional one hundred thousand ounces of gold per year to help you maintain your army.”

“Only a hundred thousand Crowns! Do you take me for a dotard? I accept your offer of a half-million ounces of gold up front, but I want a guaranteed two hundred thousand ounces a year for as long as I reign. The half-million Crowns, after I am declared Great King, will be quickly paid out to repair the war damage that will result from my enthronement.”

“I will send a dispatch to Balph. It might take some time, but I believe that Styphon’s Voice Anaxthenes will not argue with your terms.”

“Good. Give me the vial and send me the first banknote in the morning.”

“By Styphon, it is done.”

Eudocles gripped the Archpriest’s hands to seal the bargain, noting that his finger bones were like those of a bird—easily crushed if need be.

II

“What is Anaxthenes trying to do?” Grand Master Soton asked, his face turned up to the ceiling as if he expected the gods to answer. He threw the dispatch from Styphon’s Voice he’d just read on the table. “Selestros’ head is not worth the candle. Prince Phidestros will not rest until he has brought down the Temple itself.”

“He won’t if we invade Greater Beshta in the spring,” Horse Master Sarmoth said.

“First,” Soton began, “if we pull the Host out of Hos-Agrys, the League of Dralm will besiege Agrys City and have it back within a moon unless we leave half the army. We need to finish the conquest of this kingdom before we start another war. Most importantly, we do not have as many men under our command as Phidestros.”

“We don’t, but if Knight Commander Orocles attacked Beshta in a combined operation we would have him outnumbered.”

“Maybe, although we really don’t know how many men Phidestros has under his command, not since he’s added Lysandros’ forces to his. The new Prince-Regent, Prince Geblon of Sask, is one of Phidestros’ captains and he can call upon all the Princes of Hos-Harphax. Who knows how many men he could muster in an emergency?”

“What if Phidestros decides to strike at Balph after his wife is returned?” Sarmoth asked.

“Good question, but we don’t even know what Anaxthenes has planned for her ourselves. I sent Styphon’s Voice a dispatch warning that if he did not release Princess Arminta or were to harm her, after his terms were met, that Phidestros would retaliate violently. Even so far as besieging Balph. If such an attack were mounted, I reminded him that he could expect no succor from the Host. Anaxthenes would be on his own and Phidestros is one of the best generals in the Five Kingdoms.”

“Unless he’s a complete fool that should suffice,” Sarmoth said.

They were interrupted when Soton’s orderly brought in a small keg and two tankards of ale.

Soton nodded and the orderly left. He took a deep draught of ale before continuing. “Anaxthenes has a crafty mind and is brilliant at devising plots and counterplots; otherwise, he would not have risen so high in the Inner Circle. However, like many duplicitous men he tends to underestimate his opponents and does not always believe their words, since he’s a consummate liar. And like all prevaricators, he truly believes everyone else bends the truth as he does. Phidestros, on the other hand, is also crafty and devious; however, he never makes a statement he does not intend to honor. He may leave things unspoken, but he is a man of his word. I only hope that Anaxthenes doesn’t attempt to renege on his offer.”

“What do you think will happen if he does honor it?”

“That is a good question; it is impossible to plumb the depths of Anaxthenes’ mind. However, as sure as the gods gave us life, Phidestros will want his revenge on Styphon’s House. But, it will be a considered revenge, not a hot-headed one—as long as the Princess is returned unharmed. He will bide his time until we are otherwise occupied. He will not strike at Balph as long as he knows that we could sweep down upon Beshta from the north. However, if the war with the League fares badly and our forces are tied up, Phidestros will become emboldened and only the gods know what devilment he might spawn. Anaxthenes has done us, nor himself, no favor—no favor at all!”


TWENTY-SIX

Lately, Sirna had been spending most of her time with Lavena as the Queen’s pregnancy reached full term. The baby was due within a moon or two and she knew that the Harphaxi Princes wanted to have a regent in place before its birth. The last thing Hos-Harphax needed at this point was a dynastic struggle over the new great king-elect or prince-regent to be.

The Elector Princes of Hos-Harphax had been closeted in Tarr-Harphax for almost a moon quarter. Grand Master Soton was busy consolidating his gains in Agrys City and it was feared, after he conquered the rest of Hos-Agrys, the Host of Styphon’s Deliverance would turn its attentions to Hos-Harphax. With the Kingdom of Hos-Harphax in chaos after four years of constant warfare and the assassinations of two Great Kings and one Great King-Elect, the princes knew that time was of the essence. If they did not unite under strong leadership, the Kingdom of Hos-Harphax would prove fertile ground for Styphon’s House’s new expansionism.

One major shift within the Electoral House was the death of two Electoral princes, Prince Calmoth of Pindar at the Siege of Tarr-Hostigos and Prince Mylestros of Balkron who died during the chaos after Great King Lysandros’ death in Hostigos, both stalwarts of the Union of Styphon’s Friends.

The only surviving direct heir to Kaiphranos’ dynasty, now that the former King’s brother and two sons were dead, was an unborn child. The one man who had the most weight in the Kingdom, Prince Phidestros, was not in attendance, but represented by his cohort, Geblon, the new Prince of Harphax.

Before his death and at Phidestros’ insistence, Great King-Elect Selestros had granted Phidestros the Princedom of Sask and crowned Geblon Prince of Harphax, which gave the Electoral College nine Prince Electors. However, since Selestros’ death there was no clear candidate for Great King, as only an Elector could be in the line of succession for the Iron Throne, either as Great King or Prince-Regent.

Prince Soligon of Argros, Princess Arminta’s father, was former Kings Kaiphranos’ and Lysandros’ cousin on his mother’s side, as was Prince Necolestros of Syriphlon. Of all the Harphaxi Princes, they had the best claim on the Iron Throne; however, Arminta’s father had thrown his support to Prince Phidestros’ claimant, Prince Geblon.

Meanwhile, the Electoral stalwarts of the League of Dralm, Prince Valthames of Xanx and Prince Zylannos of Thaphigos, who were united against any Styphoni candidate, were unsure as to which camp the Phidestros/Geblon alliance represented. Lady Sirna thought of them now as the anti-Phidestros/anti-Styphon’s House party.

Most of the former Lysandros/Styphon’s House faction were not in attendance, either being dead, like Prince Thukyblos of Dazour, imprisoned or in hiding, such as Prince Necolestros of Syriphlon. Since several of the Harphaxi princedoms were vacant and most of the former Hos-Hostigos princedoms were lacking accredited rulers, there were only five out of the possible nine Harphaxi Prince Electors involved in the Election for Prince-Regent of Hos-Harphax.

At the moment, the Electors were split down the middle, since Prince Geblon as one of the Electors could not vote for himself, but there was little doubt within Harphax City of the eventual outcome once Phidestros returned. Mostly they were waiting to see if Prince Geblon was able to wed the Great Queen, a feat which would ensure his Election. If Geblon didn’t, it was always possible that one of Geblon’s supporters might vote for another candidate.

Sirna knew that Geblon’s ascendancy to the Iron Throne was the biggest game in town. Prince Geblon had been making a determined effort to win over Great Queen Lavena, but so far his efforts had had little result. The Queen was delaying any decision regarding remarriage until her mourning period was over. Sirna hoped she didn’t drag out her decision too long, because the baby was due at any time now. Once the baby was born, Lavena would become another pawn in the much larger game of princes and kings going on in Hos-Harphax.

If that happened, things could spin out of her control with the Electors appointing a Prince-Regent of their own who would run the Royal Household.

Unfortunately, for Queen Lavena, there was no Five Kingdoms’ precedent of a Great Queen ruling a kingdom without a Prince-Regent or husband. It would take someone like Great Queen Rylla to change that situation, Sirna decided, and Lavena—no matter how close the physical resemblance—is no Rylla, nor will she ever be.

Sirna was currently inside the Harphaxi Study team headquarters in the House of Olthos basement waiting for the Election results. The streets and byways of Harphax City were as deserted as they had been after last year’s riots. Some were predicting bloodshed if the Election went against Phidestros’ candidate while others claimed that was propaganda spread by Styphon’s House. The one thing that was certain, after its losses in the war against Kalvan in the Middle Kingdoms, was that Styphon’s House’s influence in Hos-Harphax was definitely on the wane, especially after Princess Arminta’s abduction.

Phidestros might be the most powerful and feared ruler in Hos-Harphax, but surely Arminta was the most beloved. Her devotion to Yirtta Allmother and her various charity work had made her a favorite among the commoners, while the fact that she had been the de facto ruler of Argros when her father had devoted most of his time to hunting game, had gained her respect from the nobility.

As far as the Harphaxi Study Team was concerned, Styphon’s Voice had made a big blunder by abducting the Princess. And now they were about to pay, as the Harphaxi replaced one impotent ruler (Great King-Elect Selestros) with Prince Phidestros’ proxy (Prince Geblon).

Phidestros would not rest until he found retribution for his wife’s kidnapping. The word on the street was that Geblon’s first proclamation, after Princess Arminta’s fate was determined, would be to raze all the Styphon’s House temples in the Princedom of Harphax with the loot and property going to the Iron Throne.

With most of the princes beggared by the Fireseed Wars, there would be little opposition. Most would do likewise as soon as they returned to their domains. Everyone knew that Prince Phidestros had the largest and best standing army in the Five Kingdoms. The biggest surprise to most of the Harphaxi was that Phidestros was not claiming the Iron Throne for himself.

Sirna and the Study Team had their own views regarding that subject.

“I think he’s too preoccupied with rescuing his wife,” pronounced one of the academics, an elderly man with a white beard longer than Primate Xentos’, from Dhergabar University. “Phidestros is letting personal problems interfere with consolidating his power.”

“Scholar Rogard, I disagree,” Maldar Dard returned. “Phidestros is smart enough to know that he has no real claim as Great King of Hos-Harphax and that if he put himself forth as Great King that he would face resentment and envy from every Prince in the realm.”

“So what,” Professor Butrol, an historian and expert on Fifth Level Social Hierarchies, replied. “His proxy, Prince Geblon, the so-called Prince of Harphax, has no more legitimate claim to the Iron Throne than a streetwalker. He hasn’t been Prince of Harphax for more than a few ten-days. Before that he was Duke of Sashta for less than a season and a trumped-up general under Phidestros the Tyrant.”

Maldar Dard seemed to be controlling his breathing. “It’s not that the other princes respect or even like Geblon, it’s just that he’s a better alternative than another dynastic war. Prince Soligon, the only other possible candidate—Prince Necolestros is out since he’s a founding member of the Union of Styphon’s Friends—is not the sharpest sword in the Kingdom. Everyone knows that Princess Arminta has pulled her father’s strings for the past decade, which also means putting him on the Iron Throne would be like having Phidestros there. Plus, Geblon’s a non-entity to them and likely not a threat. They’d rather see someone they didn’t know take the Throne, than someone they feared like Phidestros.”

“Don’t they know that Geblon is only Phidestros’ tool?” Sirna asked.

“They don’t see it as that clear cut,” Maldar answered. “All they know about Geblon is that he’s one of Phidestros’ former generals and underlings. Few of these Princes have much faith in loyalty, since they don’t own any themselves. If they were in Geblon’s position, they would quickly assert themselves over the man who raised them up. From the conversations I’ve overheard in the Palace, most of the Princes see Geblon’s elevation as Phidestros’ folly.”

“More fools them,” Sirna replied. “I’ve spent time with Geblon and gotten to know him. He’s as loyal as a mastiff to his owner.”

Professor Butrol snorted, “That kind of emotionally biased evaluation is why the University doesn’t put undergraduates in positions of outtime authority. If Geblon gets enthroned on the Iron Throne, I’ll give him two years before he tosses his greaves back into Phidestros’ teeth.”

Sirna bit back a caustic rejoinder. With her untimely disappearance and shaky academic background, she couldn’t afford to alienate any of the Study Team professors.

Maldar Dard laughed. “I’ll bet you ten thousand Paratemporal Exchange Units that at the end of two years Prince-Regent Geblon is still Phidestros’ faithful retainer.”

Butrol shook his head. “I see gambling as a reversion to primitive outtime social practices. I fear you’ve spent too much time away from Home Time Line, Agent Maldar.”

Maldar shook his head. “You’re the one who’s spent too much time in your Ivory Tower and not enough time in Old Town Dhergabar where you would see as much gambling as in any sin city on Fourth Level Europo-American. Or maybe it’s just that you don’t have any faith in your predictions.”

Professor Butrol harrumphed and changed the subject.

Sirna shook her head. She was beginning to believe that a University education was overrated, if the professors she’d met outtime were any example of what she could expect. The idea of joining up with the Paratime Police Department looked better every day.
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I

Prince Phidestros sat drumming on his desktop with his fingers as he waited for Kyblannos to arrive. During the entire time his friend had been gone, he had thought of nothing else but Arminta and his unborn child and the danger they were in. When he wasn’t out in the parade field dressing his troops, Phidestros spent his time in the workshop building a desk out of aged black walnut. Carpentry took him back to his youth when he was a simple apprentice and his only worries were getting enough to eat and the occasional flask of ale. Woodworking was more relaxing than sword practice and concentrated his mind better than too much drink.

“I’m sorry I’m late, Cap’n,” Kyblannos said. His trusted companion looked as if he had dropped around three ingots of weight between his rushed trip to Harphax City and his quick return.

“Do you have it?”

He held up a metal wine cask. “Selestros’ head is inside,” he said, knocking on the side of the barrel for emphasis. “Do you want to see it?”

Phidestros shook his head. “I’ve seen more than enough dead bodies these past couple of years. How did the Harphaxi take your cover story?

Kyblannos threw up his hands. “Who knows? I told them Selestros had betrayed you, by helping Styphon’s House kidnap the Princess to eliminate you as a rival to the Throne. It sounded just cockeyed enough to sell. Few people really believed in Selestros’ sudden conversion to Dralm and even those who did weren’t convinced it was sincere. Most saw it as a ploy to win the Iron Throne. The stench of Styphon’s House’s foul deeds reek to the Sky-Palaces of the True Gods, and the people of Harphax City believe that beneath Selestros’ false-gown of piety he is still a wastrel and whoremonger. So, the idea of Selestros’ selling out to Styphon’s House seems plausible.

“Fortunately, Princess Arminta is quite popular among the commoners and her kidnapping by the Styphoni helped turn their hearts from Selestros and his miracle rebirth. Stories of Arminta’s efforts to help her subjects during the Siege of Beshta, as well as the fact that she allowed herself to be taken prisoner—when she could have safely remained inside Tarr-Beshta—went over well in Harphax City where such behavior is unheard of. Besides, you’re still the hero of Ardros Field, the man who restored peace to the realm and the one who took the head of Great King Lysandros, the Regicide.

“Those who don’t believe our yarn are just thankful that this will bring an end to the dynastic struggle over the Iron Throne. The people are saying that Galzar will be the true judge of our deeds.”

“Good. How are they viewing Geblon’s elevation?”

“Things are going smoothly,” Kyblannos said. “There was little objection to Geblon acting as temporary Prince-Regent until the Electors were called together; or at least, not once they learned it was your will. I think many of the princes and nobles thought you had Selestros beheaded for your own aggrandizement. They were all relieved to find that you had no interest in seating yourself on the Iron Throne.

“Furthermore, everyone recognizes that a firm hand is needed during these times, but no one wants to be under a woman’s rule, especially one as questionable as Great Queen Lavena. Fortunately, she doesn’t have the flame for being monarch. She likes the formal aspects of being Great Queen, the dressing up, the balls and revels, not the audiences, adjudicating and conferring. Lavena is resigned to allowing Geblon to do the day-to-day details and dirty work. The only problem I can foresee is if the baby is a girl. That could bring us some grief.”

“How do you think the Electors will vote, if I’m here in Besh Town?”

Kyblannos paused for a moment. “Not all of the nine Electors, including yourself, will be in Harphax City for the Election. Several of the Union Princes are either dead or afraid to show their persons in Harphax City. Your vote could well be the deciding one, but it’s best that you stay away. It shows a certain forbearance that will play well with the other Electors.”

“In other words, they’re afraid of me.”

Kyblannos nodded. “And for good reason, Cap’n. You command an army not only larger than any other prince, but larger than all the Harphaxi princes combined!”

“So, even without my vote, you believe Geblon has a good chance of being Elected as the new Regent?”

“Yes, I do. The only other credible candidate is Prince Soligon and, without your wife speaking into his ear, everyone knows he’s incapable of ruling on his own.”

Phidestros nodded, taking out his tobacco pouch. “Still, it would be best if Geblon married the Great Queen, then all the Electoral House would have to do is ratify his enthronement.”

“That’s true, but first we have to convince Queen Lavena that this is her best course of action.”

“How hard is that going to be?” Phidestros asked. “She strikes me as decorative, but with a head full of feathers.”

Kyblannos nodded. “It’s not easy since Lavena is still in mourning for that flint-hearted bastard she married. I’ve asked Lady Sirna to use her influence for Geblon’s suit.”

“Good. Sirna’s smart and capable, and has won a place in the Queen’s heart. I wish I could find a place for her in my retinue.”

Kyblannos shook his head. “No, no, no. More than one hen in this coop would be unnecessary distraction. Sirna’s just fine where she is and she’ll be doing even better when things have settled down. The Queen will probably give her a duchy and a permanent place in her court after the baby’s born.”

“Yes, the heir,” Phidestros said. “I think the marriage needs to occur before the birth. That way Geblon gains legitimacy regardless of which sex the child displays. If it’s a girl, we can always arrange a suitable marriage.”

“Such as to your own son,” Kyblannos said with a smile. “Didn’t the witch woman claim your unborn child was a boy?”

“They say the old crone has the gift of second-sight. Besides, even if this one’s a girl, the next may be a boy.”

“Let’s not put the carriage before the horse, Cap’n. We have to get the Princess back from those Styphoni devils first.”

“Agreed,” Phidestros said, his face flushing in anger. “I swear to Ormaz himself, I will bring the Temple down in ruins—”

“Not now, Your Highness! Wait until I can negotiate the return of the Princess, first.”

“You’re right, you’re right. I’m not used to having to wait and being helpless like this….”

“Cap’n, I suggest we save your revenge for next spring. Right now the roads are a mess and we’ve already had one small snowfall. I’ll travel to Balph with a small party, say twenty men including Uncle Wolf Dyron.”

“Why so few?”

“If we march across the border with an army, Prince Necolestros is liable to think we’re invading Syriphlon.”

Phidestros nodded, while reloading his pipe. Prince Necolestros’ princedom bordered Hos-Ktemnos and he was a member of the Union of Styphon’s Friends alliance. Unfortunately, Necolestros had not gone off with Lysandros to fight Kalvan in the Middle Kingdoms, instead he’d kept his army at home. His border reivers had tried to invade Beshta and Sashta on several occasions while Phidestros was fighting Kalvan so he owed him nothing but a belly full of steel for not reining in his liegemen. On the other hand, this was not the time for revenge or settling past grudges.

Arminta and the baby’s safety were his primary concern. “What do you suggest, Kyblannos?”

“We know that Prince Necolestros is in debt to Styphon’s House so there is no reason to take a large army into his Princedom. If the Styphoni dogs want to hurt the Princess or stop you from bringing her back, it won’t matter how many men we bring. She’ll be just as dead. Sorry, I didn’t mean to—”

Phidestros bit down on his pipe stem so hard his teeth dug gouges in it. “You speak to the sword point, Kyblannos. I cannot fault you for it, old friend. In fact, it does me good to realize just how helpless we are in securing the Princess’s continuing health. You’re right, we have done our best to comply with Anaxthenes’ demands.”

“Exactly, Cap’n. Which is why I believe we should be able to enter Hos-Ktemnos with a small force. If Anaxthenes is an oath-breaker, we will die regardless of how many men we take—unless you bring the entire Army. And his oath-breaking will raise every sword arm in the Five Kingdoms against Styphon’s House.”

Phidestros nodded. “I want you to take Captain Lythrax with you. He feels personally responsible for not protecting the Princess.”

“There isn’t anything he can do,” Kyblannos said, shrugging his shoulders.

“Lythrax likes the Princess. He wants to avenge her kidnapping.”

“Lythrax doesn’t like anybody,” Kyblannos said. “And nobody likes him. He’s a killer, through and through.”

“Somehow Arminta touched him, by some act of kindness. Which he wouldn’t repeat, even under torture. He will protect her with his life. If the Styphoni have harmed her in any way, he will stay in Balph and take his revenge on Styphon’s House.”

Kyblannos threw up his hands. “Lythrax makes my skin crawl. He’s a cold-blooded killer and I do not understand what the Princess sees in him, but if it’s your wish he should accompany me, then he shall.”

Phidestros nodded. Sighing, he asked the question he had been dreading. “Do you think Styphon’s Voice will truly release her?”

Kyblannos sighed. “I don’t know, Cap’n. They can only use Princess Arminta like this one time; it would be stupid to keep her locked up or—Anyway, they must know that if they don’t honor their deal, the next time you meet it will be at the gates of Balph with the entire army at your heels.”

“True. Let’s hope this new Styphon’s Voice understands the consequences of his betrayal should he refuse to release the Princess.” He didn’t mention that Anaxthenes must realize that Phidestros would have to respond to this provocation anyway or lose credibility both as a Prince and as a Captain-General. However, should anything untoward happen to his wife his temper would have no restraints. The killing would not end until either he was dead or every last priest and believer of Styphon was killed and the Temple pulled down forever. And that was one promise he meant to keep!

II

The Presence Chamber of the Koynig of Nythros had been completely stripped of hangings and tapestries by the Styphoni invaders until there was nothing left but bare walls and some broken gilt furniture. Kalvan had ordered one of his junior officers to round up some chairs and a table so he and Prince Pheblon would have a place to sit while they discussed the City’s future. Both men lit up their pipes as they waited and discussed the recent siege.

“Considering who we were fighting,” Kalvan said, “our losses were minimal. Less than a thousand casualties, about a third of whom will fully recover.”

“It was those fire tubes that made the difference, Your Majesty. They broke the defenders’ will to fight; I never saw anything like it! The Nythrosi soldiers turned on the Red Hand and fought them tooth and nail to escape, many of them while still on fire.”

Kalvan sighed. “It was pure butchery. But they did disorder the Temple Bands, which gave us the opportunity to defeat the Red Hand in detail. Even fanatics willing to die to the last man cannot stand up to flame siphons and grapeshot.”

“It was a terrible slaughter. I didn’t realize that the Greek fire, as you call it, would burn on water and skin.”

Kalvan nodded, as he refilled his pipe with tobacco leaf. “It’s nasty stuff. The quicklime cannot be washed off and the pitch sticks to whatever it touches like glue. Two of the Temple Bands were snuffed out. From the other two Bands we took maybe two or three hundred prisoners, most of whom were wounded or near death. You have to admire Styphon’s Own Guard’s bravery, even if it is in the service of a debauched and evil devil priesthood like Styphon’s House.”

Well, he hadn’t brought the Atomic Bomb or Mustard Gas to here-and-now, but he’d given the Zarthani a good sample of terror weapons and mass death with his Greek fire.

They stopped talking as a squad of Hostigi soldiers brought in some undamaged furniture and table for their drinks.

After everyone had left and Cleon had finished serving sassafras tea for Kalvan and a tankard of mead for Prince Pheblon, they took their seats and resumed their conversation. “Pheblon, it’s time for me to return to Thagnor, so we’ll have your coronation ceremony in two days.”

Pheblon bowed his head, saying, “Thanks be to you, Your Majesty. I can’t tell you how much I appreciate this great honor.”

“You have earned it, Prince, through your loyalty and service. I just wish I could leave you better situated.” When they had left several moons before, the Grand Host of Styphon’s House had departed with several million ounces of gold and too many wagonloads of silver, rare paintings and tapestries, jewelry and silverware to count, as well as everything else worth stealing including the city’s prettiest women and children to sell as slaves. Most of their loot had been divided between Soton and Great King Lysandros.

“You’ve done more than enough, Your Majesty. I was able to leave Nostor with a hundred-and-fifty thousand ounces of gold and three times that of silver. Your gift of another hundred thousand ounces of gold and fifty wagons of victuals will help my people to survive the coming winter. Plus, Styphon’s House left behind three temples, each with golden domes of about fifty-thousand ounces of gold. That should help pay for the rebuilding effort inside the City and help with fixing the walls. Praise Allfather Dralm.”

Kalvan nodded. “I can’t impress on you, Pheblon, how important it is that you have your subjects build great earthworks, like the one we put around Thagnor City, completely around the Nythros City Walls. Grand Master Soton has taken and sacked Agrys Town. None of our intelligence predicted such a move beforehand, although we now know the order came down from Styphon’s Voice. Anaxthenes is not the predictable old fool that his predecessor Sesklos was, no he’s much more cunning and difficult to anticipate.

“We have no idea whether Soton will be ordered to remain in Hos-Agrys to continue its conquest of Hos-Agrys, or whether he’ll return to Tarr-Ceros to help rebuild the Order’s fortifications along the Mother River. Or be ordered to return to the Middle Kingdoms to rekindle the war with Hostigos. If Anaxthenes chooses the latter, it is very likely that Soton will want to retake Nythros City before anything else.”

Prince Pheblon stroked his black beard nervously. “You really think he’ll be back that soon?”

They both stopped speaking when Cleon entered with more sassafras tea for Kalvan and another tankard of mead for Pheblon.

Kalvan shrugged his shoulders. “I don’t know. Soton is as wily as they come; he’s been at this soldiering game a long time. Right now he’s taking orders from Styphon’s Voice, but Soton is more powerful than any two Great Kings and at some point he will do as he wishes. From all the reports I’ve heard, we know he’s angry about Roxthar’s Investigation and not a big supporter of the current Styphon’s Voice. Our best policy is to prepare for the worst.”

Pheblon nodded. “I agree, Your Majesty. Trouble is, all that we’ve gotten ever since Styphon’s House decided they wanted the sulfur mines in the Wolf Valley—is one attack after another, one war after another. Now, they’ve chased us completely out of the Six Kingdoms and the godless ones are still not satisfied.”

“And they won’t be satisfied until they have my head,” Kalvan finished, using his pipe to point to his temple.

“And Sarrask’s, and Phrames’, and Rylla’s and all the rest of ours.”

“As long as we dig in here, they’ll have Hadron’s own time pitching us out,” Kalvan said. “We’re not going to be pushed out of our homes again. This is our final stand.”

“Yes, Your Majesty. I will make sure that I do my part. According to the Great Queen, this is only supposed to be a gathering place until we grow strong enough to return to Hos-Hostigos. Is this untrue?”

Kalvan knew he had to be careful here, the possibility of returning to Hostigos was a personal and political minefield. Rylla was determined to return to Hos-Hostigos, while about half of their subjects would be happy to stay here if it meant an end to the constant warfare of the last few years. More would grow content with the Middle Kingdoms as they established homes and grew accustomed to the colder weather. Some would never abide and, like the Baltic exiles in New York City, always be dreaming of their triumphant return.

Kalvan, whose homeland was lost forever on an alternate earth, considered anywhere he and Rylla and the babies could find peace to be his home.

“I don’t know, Pheblon. When the gods toss the bones of fate, we mortals can only go where they land.”

The Prince nodded and Kalvan knew he’d dodged another arrow. Here-and-now one was almost always safe if he set his difficulties on the gods’ whims. Halgoth the Skull Splitter blamed the gods for everything from his hangovers to missing weapons.

“Then I must ask: Your Majesty, where will I get enough men to build the earthworks by spring?”

“First, you will use your soldiers. It will both keep them out of mischief and instill discipline. Secondly, you have about ten thousand Hos-Ktemnoi captives, mostly civilians who decided to settle here, including some three thousand mercenaries. Use the male captives and the mercenaries as the core of your work force, with the provision that—if they do what they’re told and do not cause trouble—when work on the earthworks is complete they can stay and become citizens or freely leave to return to Hos-Ktemnos. Thirdly, you have twenty thousand to thirty thousand Nythrosi who are Styphoni collaborators. Give them a choice between the headsman and the work parties.”

“What will I do with the mercenaries when the earthworks are complete, Your Majesty?”

“Give the men a choice between the army or permanent exile. Speaking of which, I’m going to leave your Nostori princely levy and bodyguard, plus a thousand Royal troops to act as a City Guard while you build your own army.”

Pheblon smiled. “Thank you, Your Majesty. They will guarantee the peace.”

“For now. That’s why you need to buildup your own army. Use your best Nostori soldiers as petty captains and captains to train the new recruits. Provide tutors so that in the evenings the Nythrosi can learn our language. And teach your men Urgothi. It will help cement them into a whole. There are almost a hundred thousand former Nythrosi along the Aesklos Sea up to Morthron and Thagnor. Many will be returning home in the spring and you will need to make some big decisions before the human flood begins.”

“What kind of decisions, Your Majesty?”

“You need to decide what you’re going to do with the returnees’ titles, property and rights. Their Koynig and the Family of Five all decamped to Morthron before the Styphoni arrived. They will all want to keep their titles and rights, to say nothing of their property.”

“I need another drink.”

Kalvan called for his manservant.

Cleon returned with fresh tea and this time a small cask of mead.

“You cannot give in to them. And you need to act now, before they return. This way, if they do come back, you will be in control. I suggest you decree that anyone who fled Nythros gave up all prior titles, rights, property, claims and inheritances. This will make the oligarchs unhappy, but will please the commoners who are the ones who will become your soldiers and strongest supporters.

“Quickly give out patents of nobility to all your former Nostori nobles who deserve them. Now that the city has been taken, you will soon have a flood of Nostori subjects arriving, as well. Those who have found good jobs in Thagnor City will stay, but many more will follow their Prince. You know your Nostori subjects: the incompetents, the weaklings, the complainers, the shiftless, the backbiters, the unworthy—give them nothing. Weed out the unfit and the evil, reward the faithful and hard workers. This will win you strong support from your old and new subjects as well as free your rule of many troublemakers.

“Reward those few Nythrosi nobles and freemen who stayed behind without becoming the lapdogs of their Styphoni masters. I will send you General Klestreus to help you sort the good from the spoiled.”

“Thank you, Your Majesty.”

“Don’t thank me yet, Prince. You have a nightmare of a job before you; however, if you do it right you will save yourself and your Princedom of Nythros many future headaches.”


TWENTY-EIGHT

I

Due to the storms and bad roads, it had taken Kyblannos nearly a moon to make the journey from Besh Town to Balph, the Holy City of Styphon’s House. He had brought with them a midwife, a healer, a Priestess of Yirrta Allmother disguised as a midwife and a dozen of the Iron Band’s best troopers. Upon his party’s arrival they had been sequestered in an old hostelry that still reeked of beer, vomit and cheap perfume. Their liaison, a shifty-eyed highpriest, refused to give them a direct answer as to when they were to meet with Styphon’s Own Voice.

Kyblannos wasn’t sure whether they were being forced to wait because it was protocol, or if it was Anaxthenes’ method of showing them their place in the larger scheme of affairs. For not the first time, he was glad that Prince Phidestros was not a witness to these goings on.

Captain Lythrax had wanted to slip away and try to retrieve the Princess by himself. Kyblannos quickly made it very clear that Lythrax was not to leave the inn, explaining that the Princess would have her greatest need of his services after she was released. She was very close to full term and, depending upon her condition, they would either return to Besh Town immediately, or stay in Balph until after the baby was born.

Kyblannos didn’t even want to think about Phidestros and how anxious he must be holed up in Tarr-Beshta completely out of touch with events in Balph. He even prayed to Galzar, asking him to keep Supreme Priest Anaxthenes from doing anything stupid, like hurting the Princess or refusing to release her. He didn’t want to consider what would happen if Arminta were killed; the results would be catastrophic, both for Phidestros and for Styphon’s House.

Three long and dreary days passed before their liaison returned with Archpriest Heraclestros, a big man with a broad face and dark eyes under thick brows, and four Guardsmen of the Temple. “You will come with me, Captain-General. I will escort you to your audience before Styphon’s Voice. It is a signal honor.”

Kyblannos had to bite his tongue to hold back a sharp retort. Although he was not a violent man by nature, he would have liked to run his sword through the sneering priest’s tripes.

He followed Archpriest Heraclestros and his retinue to an ebony carriage with gold appurtenances. The Archpriest briefed him on the protocol of an audience with the Supreme Priest of Styphon’s House. As they rode through the broad streets of Balph, he could not help but marvel at the magnificent buildings and the great monuments to Styphon. But all of them were forgotten when the carriage entered Temple Plaza, which was filled with massive temples and the Great Temple of Styphon with its towering golden dome.

After a wait in the outer chamber with about a dozen other supplicants, Kyblannos was granted entrance to Styphon’s Great Audience Chamber. Styphon’s Voice Anaxthenes was dressed in the red robe of primacy, sitting on a gilded and bejeweled throne far more magnificent than any of the Five Great Kingdoms’ thrones. The giant Golden Image of Styphon rose from behind the throne, almost to the temple ceiling. Standing to either side of the Throne were two giant bodyguards, wearing silvered armor chased with gold, and a red Styphon’s sun-wheel enameled on their breastplates. A quartet of horns announced his arrival.

Kyblannos fell prostrate to the floor in supplication as he had been instructed.

“You may rise,” Styphon’s Voice ordered.

Keeping his head bowed, so as not to look into the Supreme Priest’s face directly, he said, “Your Divinity, my master, Prince Phidestros of Greater Beshta, has done the deed as you so ordered.”

Kyblannos nodded toward the steel barrel, which looked like a large old-style helm of the sort still worn in Hos-Bletha, at his feet, “Show me his head!” Styphon’s Voice demanded.

Kyblannos bent down and pried the lid off the cylinder, pushed away the rock salt and thrust his fingers down into the granules until he felt the topknot of Selestros’ hair. He pulled the head out of the barrel by the hair with a sucking noise that was followed by the sound of hail as rock salt spilled upon the marble floors of the presentation chamber. He held the head up for Anaxthenes’ inspection.

“Come closer, I want to make sure it’s Selestros’ head and not a fake,” Styphon’s Voice ordered.

As Kyblannos approached the Throne with the Prince’s grisly remains, the two guards moved closer, following his every movement with their eyes. He was shocked when Styphon’s Voice grabbed the head by the cheeks and yanked it out of his hands.

He quickly fell back while Styphon’s Voice peered closely into the dead man’s frozen eyes. “Danthor, show me his image.”

Kyblannos’ heart started pounding wildly against his rib cage as he waited.

An Archpriest, wearing a yellow robe with red trim, came out from behind the curtains behind the Throne. He was accompanied by a fat underpriest in a black robe and bearing a small painting imbued with the image of former Great King-Elect Selestros. Anaxthenes motioned the Archpriest closer and shoved the dead man’s face right up next to his own, looking it in the eyes. “It looks like him to me, what do you see, Danthor?”

Archpriest Danthor motioned to the fat underpriest. “This is underpriest Fysog, who spent several winters at the Grand Temple of Harphax and has been face to face with the wastrel Selestros many times.” Fysog studied the head and nodded.

Danthor pointed dramatically at the bloodless head. “Your Divinity, I see a treacherous cur who will no longer mock the One True God Styphon.”

Anaxthenes laughed. “Good. I didn’t think we gave Phidestros enough time to find an imposter. This is one thorn we shall not have to worry again. Son of Dralm indeed!”

As Styphon’s Voice passed the head off to the other Archpriest, he said, “Your Prince has followed Our orders. Danthor, you can fetch the Princess now.”

Kyblannos took a deep breath and felt his heart begin to slow down to its regular pace.

He stood statue-like until, after what felt like an interminable wait, the Princess arrived in the Great Audience Chamber. Princess Arminta was wan but physically unharmed, at least, from what he could see of her face and hands. Her belly had grown even larger, although he hadn’t thought that possible. Kyblannos was glad to see that her spirit, displayed by a brave little grin aimed directly at him, hadn’t been broken.

Styphon’s Voice looked right through her and then turned toward him. “I am only returning the Princess unharmed because Prince Phidestros followed my orders to the rune. I suggest that you tell your Prince that We have enjoyed his services in the past and that We look forward to using them again.”

“Yes, Your Divinity,” he answered out of the side of his mouth. Phidestros will have his use of Styphon’s House, he thought, and you can put that bill into Styphon’s Great Banking House as soon-to-be-paid, you bald-headed fraud.

Anaxthenes dismissed them with a nod of his head. Princess Arminta grasped his upper arm so tightly that he could feel each finger and knew he would have bruises when they were released. They were escorted out of the Golden Temple by four of Styphon’s Voice’s Own Guardsmen and several highpriests. Fortunately, the guards and priests stopped at the carriage and bid them leave. Only then were they able to talk in private.

“Thanks be to you, Kyblannos! I was beginning to think I would never escape this foul nest of vipers.”

“Did they hurt you, Princess?”

She shook her head. Then she began to cry.

Kyblannos took her in his arms and she cried on his shoulder.

“I’m just so glad to get away from those creatures….”

“I know. We’ll get you home, Arminta, one way or another,” he said, helping her up into the carriage.

They arrived at the hostelry a quarter of a candle later. The Princess had huddled in a corner during the entire trip. She was very big and he was worried about the journey to Besh Town over almost impassable roads. The midwife and priestess of Yirtta Allmother helped Arminta up the stairs to the third floor of the inn.

He motioned aside the midwife and asked, “Is she safe to travel?”

“I’ll have to examine her, Your Grace, and talk with the healer.”

“She’s so big!” he exclaimed.

“Her mother was the same way. It runs in the family, but it may be another moon before she gives birth. Still, it would be best if we departed from this accursed city.”

II

The next morning, Kyblannos talked with the Chief Midwife.

“I have examined her, Your Grace. She will have the baby within the moon half. The healer doesn’t want her to leave Balph, but he’s never delivered a baby. If we stay, the Princess will be in so much distress that it may be more dangerous to stay than leave.”

“Do you have any idea when the baby will arrive?”

“If you want answers, pray to the Allmother. I’m just a mortal. The Princess may go give birth during the journey home, but I still believe it will be more dangerous for her to remain among these devil worshippers than leave.”

Kyblannos sighed.

He went upstairs and knocked at the door of the Princess’ bedchamber. “Your Highness, it’s me.”

“Come in, Kyblannos.”

Arminta was already dressed and seated on the bed.

“Your Highness, do you feel well enough to travel?”

She nodded. “By Yirtta Allmother, I refuse to have my baby in this cursed town!”

He made a shushing motion, leaning forward to whisper in her ear. “I have rented the entire floor, but we do not know who is above and below. The Styphoni have probably stationed intelligencers all over this inn.”

She nodded that she understood. In a whisper, she asked, “Can we leave today?”

“Yes, Your Highness. We will leave for Besh Town in two candles.”

The Princess shook her head, her long brown hair flying back and forth, like someone waking from a nightmare. “It cannot be soon enough for me.”


TWENTY-NINE

“What should I do?” the Great Queen pleaded.

Sirna did her best to hide her growing impatience. As she saw it, Lavena had two choices, marry Prince-Regent Geblon or face being banished to Hostigos to live with her father. The latter was tantamount to suicide, since she’d probably never survive passage across war-ravaged Nostor and Hostigos. Too many enemies and bandits.

To some Harphaxi loyalists, the heir to the Kaiphranos Dynasty could be a path to the Iron Throne. To others, it would be their ironbound duty to make sure such an heir never lived to see his or her Name Day. Either way: suicide.

“Your Majesty, you can’t keep putting off Prince Geblon’s requests for your nuptials. You’ve already had one false labor and you must be within a moon quarter of giving birth. The time has arrived for you to make your decision.”

“But I don’t know what to do,” Lavena said, wringing her hands. “I’m not sure I love him. Yes, it is true that Geblon has a certain charm. He’s even handsome in a manner of speaking; he even has most of his teeth. But his heart does not speak to my heart.”

“That is absolutely irrelevant in your current situation, Your Majesty. What is important is that Prince Geblon has Prince Phidestros’ backing and can give you and your child protection. Protection from Lysandros’ lackeys, assassins and even Roxthar’s Investigators. No one else can give you that. Geblon even appears to have feelings for you. What more could you ask for?”

“Love!”

Sirna shook her head in disgust. “Right now, love should be your least concern. You should be thinking about your life, your future, your unborn child. Let me tell you about love: I married my first and only husband for love. It was wonderful, transcendent; for about a winter. Then he turned into someone I didn’t know and soon learned to hate. And, I discovered, he did not love me.

“I would have traded that one winter of bliss for a man who treasured and truly cared for me. For you, Geblon could be that man.”

“What happened to your husband?” Lavena asked. “Did he leave you?”

There was no divorce among the Zarthani. A husband could banish a wife if he had good cause and she would have to leave to live with her parents, if they were still alive, siblings or other relatives, if they were deceased. A wife, for better or worse, as with most Indo-Aryanpatriarchies, had no choice but to stay with her husband.

Since she couldn’t tell Lavena the truth, she made up a reasonable truth. “My husband died on a trading expedition to the Sea of Grass.”

“Oh, I’m so sorry, Sirna.”

Sirna sighed. “It was a few winters ago and why I joined the Grefftscharrer party that came to Hostigos to work in the Royal Foundry.”

“But, Sirna, your husband was a merchant, a man of distinction.”

Sirna had to agree since she was called “Lady Sirna.” She found it telling how quickly the Queen skipped from love to position when it came to matters of the heart.

Lavena went on. “Geblon’s parents are commoners; he told me his father works as a tanner!”

Sirna was on the verge of tearing her hair out. Between Lavena’s childish notions of love, her grandiose fantasies, her fixation on class and her naiveté, she had the wits of an adolescent school girl. How was she able to survive adolescence in Hostigos? Her father, Prince Sthentros, must have spoiled her rotten.

Then it hit her, like a burst of sunlight. “Your Majesty, there are other things you need to consider. If Geblon does not win the Election as Prince-Regent, or marries you and becomes Great King, with the Election just a matter of form, then you will be under the reign of one of the other Princes. Prince Soligon of Argros is the likely candidate since he’s in high standing with the Harphaxi League of Dralm and is unmarried.”

“Prince Soligon! By Yirtta’s Staff, he’s older than my father and as wrinkled as a crab apple. He even has the same horse face as his homely daughter.”

Sirna wanted to cry. Soligon was not even sixty years old and, even by the standards of Aryan-Transpacific, still a vital man. His daughter, Princess Arminta, did share his long horse face, but she also had the biggest and most beautiful dark-brown eyes Sirna had ever seen.

“Or Prince Thukyblos could be elected.”

“That mean little man, with the big ears, who chews his moustache?” Lavena asked.

“Yes, he recently renounced his ties to Styphon’s House and if Geblon and Soligon are unacceptable, he’s the next best candidate.”

Lavena’s face clouded up and she looked like she was about to burst into tears.

Sirna took that moment to play her best card. “You also have to consider what your marriage to Prince Geblon will mean to your father.”

“My Father, he has nothing to say about it. Even if I wanted to consult him, I’d have to wait until spring when the roads are passable again.”

“That is true. What I meant, is what will happen to your father if you don’t marry the new Prince-Regent?”

“What do you mean, Sirna. You’re talking in circles.”

Sirna felt like a pussycat about to dine on a songbird. “If you turn down Geblon’s proposal, then it’s very likely that Prince Phidestros will encourage Prince-Regent Geblon to rescind your father’s crown.”

“He wouldn’t do that!” Lavena said, in shocked tones.

“What loyalty does Phidestros—or Geblon for that matter, owe your father who was crowned by the Regicide Lysandros?”

“Regicide! I’ve asked you not to call him that, Sirna. You displease me.

It’s time for a dose of reality, thought Sirna. “Not as much as you’ll have displeased Phidestros and your father. Prince Sthentros could very well lose his crown, or even his head, because you refuse to marry the Prince-Regent.”

“Phidestros is much too kind to do any such thing to my father.”

“Phidestros is not a kind man. He can be a generous man, even a tolerant man, but never a kind man. If you gain his displeasure, as you appear to be doing, you risk everything: your father, your baby—even your own life.”

“Do you really believe that?” the Princess looked as if she were about to go into labor at any moment.

“Yes,” Sirna said, “and I’ve slept in his bed. When Princess Arminta arrived in Beshta, he sent me away without a by-your-leave. He’s been generous at times, but only because he can afford to be, and because I was doing him a service.”

Lavena turned ashen. “Then it is my duty to marry the Prince.”

Sirna nodded, thankful that reason had returned.

“How should I tell him, Sirna?”

“He’s already asked for your hand twice. You’ve put him off; I doubt he’ll ask again. You must invite him to your audience chamber.”

“He might take that wrongly,” the Queen blanched.

Sirna shook her head. As bloated as the Great Queen was, she doubt ed that Geblon would take it as an invitation to a bed warming; how ever, knowing men….

“No, you can write him a note and tell him that you wish to see him about an urgent matter. He’s no dimwit. He’ll know what it’s about.”

“But Geblon doesn’t read.”

“True, but he has scribes who do.”

“Will you take the note for me, Lady Sirna?”

She bowed and fought to keep the relief she felt off her face. Whatever the Queen’s fate might have been had she refused Geblon’s offer of marriage, Sirna knew she did not want to share it with her.

“Yes, Your Majesty,” Sirna said, as she waited for the Princess to laboriously compose her thoughts onto a piece of vellum.

Sirna, followed by Dalon Sath, her Paratime Police bodyguard—who used the cover name Dalos while on duty—made her way through the narrow stone passageways of Tarr-Harphax. While Sirna was not personally worried about assassination, Maldar Dard had told her there were several factions that might view killing her, since she was Lavena’s only confidante, as a way of undermining the Queen’s mental stability. Put that way, she had acquiesced.

It wasn’t much warmer in these corridors than it was outside on the streets of Harphax City. Even wrapped in a black panther-skin cloak and with woolen hose, she was freezing. They went up two flights of stone steps until she reached the Prince-Elect’s private audience chamber.

She nodded to the two guardsmen, who she noted were familiar Iron Band soldiers. They both tipped their morion helmets and gave her a smile. Phidestros and his chief officers surrounded themselves with longtime comrades and soldiers they could trust. In the quicksand of Harphaxi politics, it was hard to tell who was standing with you or behind you to push the knife in.

“Lady Sirna, it’s good to see you,” one of the guardsmen said. “That pain in the shoulder I had from that gunshot wound last spring feels much better since you gave me that poultice.”

She curtsied. “My pleasure, Petty-Captain Baglar.” She had continued in her unofficial role as healer to Phidestros’ Iron Band, even after leaving Beshta for Harphax City. They were a good bunch of guys once you got to know them, and she had grown close to them after a handful of ten-days in the Gull’s Nest in Hostigos Town cooped up with them while Roxthar’s Investigators held the town in thrall.

“You know my bodyguard, Captain Dalos.”

Petty-Captain Baglar nodded. “I’ll get that half-crown to you next payday.”

Dalos smiled. “Or you can play double or nothing, Balgar.”

Balgar shook his head. “No, no. When you roll the bones, they dance to your song, not mine.”

The other guard said, “Lady Sirna, General Gebl—I mean, Prince-Regent Geblon will be pleased to see you.”

Baglar knocked three times on the door, then opened it and a gust of warm air pushed out into the passageway.

Sirna entered to find Geblon sitting on a large wood chair in front of a brightly burning fireplace, dictating to his scribe, who was hunched over a desk similar to the one Phidestros had built for himself at Tarr-Bestha. Seeing Sirna, he jumped up. “Sirna, My Lady! Good to see you.”

He turned to his scribe, saying, “Enough proclamations for today. You can lea—”

“No, don’t have him leave, Your Highness. I’ve got a note from the Queen he can read to you.”

“You can read runes, can’t you?”

She nodded.

“Then, Cyrax, you can retire for a candle.”

The tall, thin scribe quickly vacated the chamber.

Geblon wiped his forehead. “This Princeship is damn hard work. I didn’t know how good I had it when I was a simple banner captain….”

Sirna smiled, the same old Geblon. She wondered how long it would take before the Kingdom’s pressures and temptations began to re-shape him.

“What’s the latest from the Ice Queen?” he said wryly.

Sirna grinned, holding up the vellum. “I believe you’ve battered your way to the inner keep.”

“With your help, I’m sure,” he said with a smile.

She shrugged. “It’s for the good of the Kingdom, Your Highness.”

“Cut the Highness crap, Sirna. You’re among friends. I’m no more a lord than some carpenter working with wood or a butcher. I just deal in carving different flesh. But Galzar and Phidestros have lifted me up far above my station. I certainly am no higher, regardless of circumstance, than my good friends.”

For a moment, she thought she was going to tear up. Instead, she fell into his arms and gave him a big hug.

“I still think the Captain made a mistake in letting you get away, but … Princess Arminta has her good sides, too.”

She punched him on the shoulder. If Phidestros had half as good a heart as Geblon, they’d still be together—even if he was an outtimer who would die in such a short time.

“Let me read the note.”

“Yes, let’s get it over with.”

My Dearest Prince,

Now that I am widowed, it is time for the Kingdom to have a King again. Since you have been gracious enough to put me under your protection and have treated me with every courtesy, I accept your proposal and will do my best to give you my heart and body.

Please remember, Geblon, I am still in mourning over the sudden death of my former husband and it may take some time before my heart thaws and allows the rays of the sun to warm it again.

With the Greatest of Regard,

Your future wife

Great Queen Lavena

Geblon leaned back in his chair, pulling at his blond beard. “I’m touched. I didn’t think she owned such feelings.”

“Me, either,” Sirna said. “How do you feel about this marriage?”

“I was dreading it, before this note. Don’t get me wrong, the Queen is a lovely woman and quite fetching; however, she can be off-putting. Of course, I’ve only known her during her brief sojourn at Harphax City, and most of that time I’ve been pressing a suit that followed quickly upon her husband’s death by my overlord. People say she’s the water’s reflection of Great Queen Rylla, but not having seen Rylla, I don’t know the truth of those words. I do know that she is very beautiful to my eyes and that I am most fortunate in that respect.”

Sirna kept her mouth shut. If you only knew. Still, Lavena had some good in her. Maybe Geblon would bring more out, or not. She would do her best to give the Queen good advice.

“I would suggest that instead of writing the Queen a reply, you see her in person and give her a beautiful necklace or ring.”

“Ahh. Thanks, Lady Sirna, I would have never thought of that. Will you go with me to the jewelers, Sirna? I fear my taste is trained to good blades and fine horseflesh, rather than jewelry. I know a good gem and quality gold, but put them together and they all look pretty much the same.”

“Of course. When do you want to leave?”

“Now. A soldier always strikes while the sun is to his back.”


THIRTY

Rylla had been shocked at the first sight of her husband upon his return from the successful Siege of Nythros. Kalvan’s face had been haggard, with dark bags under both eyes, and his facial skin was loose as if he’d lost five ingots of weight in the two moons he’d been away. The hard part was pretending before their subjects that nothing was wrong, when all Rylla wanted to do was hold him in her arms and make him tell her what had distressed him so. He was not one to complain and she had gotten experienced at prying his inner thoughts and worries out of him.

Kalvan was gone for three or four candles, while he talked with his subordinates and made a quick tour of the University, before he returned to their private quarters on the fifth floor of Tarr-Thagnor. She had made sure that both Demia and little Ptosphes were taking their mid-day naps in the Royal Nursery so they wouldn’t be underfoot. Rylla had spent the entire time waiting impatiently, watching out the elongated glass window of the keep at the inner courtyard, for her husband to return.

He looked less pensive when he opened the chamber door, probably because he was always buoyed by a trip through the University.

The first thing Kalvan did was take her into his arms and squeeze her tightly against his breastplate, whispering sweet words in her ear.

“You’re going to have to remove that back-and-breast before you get any more amorous, or I’m going to scream in pain,” she said playfully.

“I’m sorry, kitten.” He started unbuckling the straps.

“What’s wrong, my love?” Rylla asked. “Did we take many casualties? It looked as if you brought most of the men home with you and the Uncle Wolfs’ healer wagons were only half full.”

“You’re right,” Kalvan said, “our casualties were lighter than I expected. Probably because we used the Greek fire siphons to break the Styphoni resistance once we got inside the walls.”

“Then, what went wrong?”

His face paled. “The butcher’s bill in Nythros was horrendous. Almost half the city’s population was killed once we entered the City itself. It was the work of Styphon’s Red Hand; they bought and paid for their reputation inside Nythros, using the people as human shields.”

“What did you do, my husband? You didn’t let that stop you, did you?

“No, the battle was bloody enough, even for you.”

Rylla felt as if she’d been slapped across her face, and reared back. “How dare you!”

He lifted his hands showing her his palms. “I’m sorry, I’m hurting inside and I’m looking for someone else to blame, but there isn’t anyone else. What happened was solely due to my orders. Those women and children who died in Nythros…well, it was under my orders. It’s my fault; I take full responsibility. My God, our lancers had to charge right through them to get to the Temple Guard; the slaughter was unbelievable. Afterwards, the city gutters were awash with their blood! Maybe if my pride hadn’t gotten in the way and I’d allowed the Styphoni to leave….”

Kalvan looked as if he were about to weep, something she’d never seen, nor wanted to see. It forced her to rein in her temper and try to see the “big picture,” as he so often put it: Her husband was in pain and he needed her breast for comfort.

“Come to me, my love,” Rylla said, wrapping her arms around him. “You were not the one who put those innocents in danger, but the godless Styphoni. And, we both know, as you’ve said so many times, that: ‘if we let them use civilians as shields or bargaining chips, then we will have sacrificed tens of thousands to future atrocities.’ The Inner Circle of Styphon’s House cares about nothing but gold and power, and they will do anything and use any means to obtain them. If you had given in, and let the Temple Bands and their allies leave uninjured, using civilians as shields would become standard operating procedure for every village, town and city that we undertook to besiege until the war is over. And, at that rate, the deaths would never end.”

Kalvan lifted his head from her breast and shook it in amazement. “It always stuns me when you repeat my words almost verbatim. You do understand….”

“Of course, I do,” she said, brushing his hair back with her hands. “When we besieged Rathon City, I had to threaten to kill everyone inside the City if they did not surrender. I begged the gods on my knees that the Rathoni would come to their senses so that I would not have to fulfill that promise. I was the happiest person in the world when they capitulated and brought us the Traitor Nestros’ head. Yet, had they not, no matter how heavy it weighed on my heart, I would have ordered the city and all its people destroyed.”

“It’s a heavy crown we wear.”

“Yes, but we wear it together. We are not alone.”

Kalvan took her in his arms again and this time she did not resist when he pushed her toward their bed.


THIRTY-⊕NE

I

Captain-General Kyblannos was at the head of the small column with Captain Lythrax and Uncle Wolf Dyron. Behind them were eight men, the Princess’ coach, a supply wagon pulled by a team of four horses and a rearguard of a dozen men. So far the Styphoni had left them alone; their only opponent had been time and the raging storms. They’d been forced to spend three days in a small village while a blizzard passed through the area. It was now down to the Goddess Lytris as to whether or not they would reach Beshtan territory before the baby arrived.

The snow was deep enough that it obscured the road and they had to follow the scouts’ tracks to stay on course.

Kyblannos halted his horse when he saw one of the distant outriders galloping towards them through the snow. In an attempt to restore circulation to his hands, in case he had to use his pistols, he beat his hands against his saddle pommel. Then he raised his hand to halt the rest of the travelers and Princess Arminta’s coach.

As the scout approached, he could make out blood and ripped metal on his armored spaulder and saw that the man favored his left hand.

“Whoa!” the scout cried as his horse approached the small party.

“What is it?” Kyblannos asked.

“Trouble, sir,” he said in between gasps, as he caught his breath. “There’s a small party of men just this side of the border.”

“Styphoni traitors!” Captain Lythrax cried.

Kyblannos nodded. “Where are they?”

“About six marches ahead, sir, just before the Syriphlon border.”

“How many men?”

“I didn’t get a close look, sir. They set up an ambush and started shooting as soon as we came into sight. I took a hit on the shoulder, but Vanos and Ganan stayed behind to keep an eye on them.”

“Let me take a look at that shoulder,” Uncle Wolf Dyron said.

Kyblannos held up his hand. “I’ve got a few more questions. How many men are we facing?”

“It’s a small party, sir. I’d say anywhere from ten to twelve men.”

Kyblannos nodded. “It’s not a Styphoni ambush; they’d have used at least a company. It’s probably bandits. We need to find a place to hole up. Were they wearing colors?”

The scout shook his head.

“Maybe they’re Prince Necolestros’ men disguised as bandits,” Captain Lythrax said. “He could be doing this as a way to curry favor with Balph.”

Kyblannos offered: “If so, we’re in a manure pit of trouble. We need to let Prince Phidestros know what is going on.”

“I will sneak across the border by myself tonight, sir,” Captain Lythrax said.

It is said that the man has eyes like a cat, thought Kyblannos. If anyone can evade the enemy’s troops, it is Lythrax. Still, he might need every man jack of them if the bandits grew emboldened and attacked them again.

“No, Captain. We need to find a safe place for the Princess. I may need your rifle.” The artificers and fabricators were still arguing over how to duplicate Kalvan’s rifles, based on several that had been picked up at the Ardros battlefield. They were worth ten-times their weight in gold, but Phidestros had entrusted one to Lythrax.

Lythrax nodded. He knew his own worth in a street fight or ambush.

Kyblannos turned back to the scout. “Meanwhile, we’ll need someplace to bed down and an inn for the Princess.”

Her coach had just about reached them and he knew that he would soon face a round of questioning.

“Sir, there’s a small border town four marches ahead,” the scout said, pointing to the north with his good arm. “We reconnoitered Kothos on our way to the border and saw two small inns and a tavern. We could hole up there for a quarter moon or so until the baby is born.”

Kyblannos nodded. “Good idea. I’ll go tell the Princess about the delay.” The Princess had been as brave as any soldier during their overland journey and he didn’t feel good about giving her more bad news. This delay would certainly mean that the Prince’s child would be born on hostile territory. As a father of eight, six of which were still living, he knew quite well that where the baby was born was of little matter. Now, all he needed to do was convince Princess Arminta of that.

II

King Hyrum of Dorg had been perplexed by the news of the Grefftscharri Ambassador’s visit from the first moment it was announced by one of the King Theovacar’s heralds. I hope Theovacar doesn’t expect me to pull his fat out of the fire, he thought. The two rulers were not enemies, but were far from being friends or even allies. As a courtesy, he had attended the younger King’s enthronement and alliances had been discussed, but as usual the Princedom of Lyros had come up and Theovacar had refused to cede it to his possession. Lyros had been a bone of contention between Dorg and Grefftscharr since his great-great-grandfather’s time.

For centuries Dorg had policed the Great River and held her lands against countless barbarian intrusions with little help from Grefftscharr. The only time Grefftscharri got involved was when the nomads bypassed Dorg and entered Lyros or Greffa. In the past, the two kingdoms had cooperated in combined attacks on large hordes of barbarians, but only in mutual defense.

His intelligencers had kept Hyrum informed about Great King Kalvan’s invasion and military successes, which were impressive, as well as Theovacar’s intervention on the side of Styphon’s House. To his way of thinking, King Theovacar had made a bad toss of the bones which had cost him the crown of his Kingdom. If he expected Hyrum’s help in restoring his lost Princedoms of Greffa and Thagnor, he was treeing the wrong raccoon. If anything, Hyrum was enjoying the younger ruler’s discomfort, thinking it was a good antidote to Theovacar’s overweening arrogance.

Still, it might not be to his advantage to have the Hostigi so close to his Kingdom, especially since this Kalvan was in league with Ran-jar Sargos, the nomad warlord who was causing the Zarthani Knights so much trouble. Sargos was one of those charismatic warlords, who were natural born leaders and had the ability to win men’s hearts, that popped up on Sea of Grass every generation or two. He would have already been tamed were it not for King Kalvan supplying him with weapons and fireseed.

Styphon’s House, for all its faults—and they were legion—had never sold large quantities of muskets or fireseed to the nomads. Now this outsider had come in and upset the precarious balance between the Sea of Grass clansmen and the Middle Kingdoms. And, if this was just the beginning of the Usurper’s interference, he had to be stopped before they were all destroyed.

Already, several of the important Order fortresses had fallen to Warlord Sargos and his tribesmen. If the Knights’ fortresses were ever swept away, the nomads would spread their reign of terror from the Sastragath deep into Hos-Bletha and Hos-Ktemnos, then north into Wulfula and Dorg. With most of the Order Knights and the Sacred Squares of Hos-Ktemnos fighting in Hos-Agrys and elsewhere, Dorg might well find itself an island in the midst of a sea of barbarians—a most frightening possibility.

Maybe by combining forces we can humble this arrogant invader who calls himself “Great King Kalvan. “

His musings were stilled by the arrival of his Chancellor with Ambassador Gythrid in tow. Gythrid, he noted, was growing older; his goatee was streaked with silver and most of his hair was gone. He remembered meeting Gythrid some twenty winters ago, when they were both young. They’d had much in common, drinking ale, singing until dawn and hunting. He suspected their friendship was why Theovacar had made the Duke Ambassador to Dorg.

He nodded and got off the Emerald Throne, leaving his presence room for his private audience chamber. Whatever they would speak of today would remain between the two of them and the chamber’s stone walls.

Gythrid entered warily as if expecting an attempted assassination. Maybe it was thus in Grefftscharr, but not in Dorg. Hyrum rose and they clasped hands.

“It is good to see you, my friend,” Gythrid said.

Hyrum nodded. “It’s been too many winters. Have they been good to you?”

Gythrid shrugged. “My eldest son died in the war last fall and my wife has shut herself up in the bedchamber and refuses to leave. So, life’s been both bad and good.”

They both chuckled. Gythrid, due to dynastic concerns, had been convinced to marry an overweight cousin with unsightly black hairs that sprouted out of her chin no matter how many times removed. The marriage had produced little but two sons, and certainly no happiness on either side.

“And you? How are your pretties?”

Hyrum gave him a mischievous grin. The Ambassador was one of only a handful of people who knew about the King’s “hobby” of collecting young girls and preserving them at the peak of their beauty. Those of limited vision would be horrified because they didn’t understand his motives; he did it out of love and the desire to preserve unsullied beauty. “Very well, in fact. I just added a new beauty, a raven-haired lass of some thirteen winters, whose loveliness will now outlive us all.”

“You’re lucky to have your own harem of beautiful women who do not argue or act contrary. As I grow older, I find my greatest desire is for more peace and quiet in my life.”

Hyrum nodded. “Sadly, this is not a time of peace for our world.”

“No, the Usurper Kalvan and Var-Wannax Sargos have upset the balance of power in the Middle Kingdoms that has prevailed for the past thousand winters. King Theovacar fears that this discord may only be the first rain of the growing storm that Kalvan is unleashing. His most recent conquest of Nythros being a beginning and not an end.”

“I suspect you’re correct, old friend. Kalvan has placed one of his henchmen as King of Rathon and there are rumors his army will be moving into Lyros next spring.”

“This is what we suspect as well,” Ambassador Gythrid said. “Maybe both our Kingdoms can work together to stop this expansionism at our collective expense. If we fail to stop Kalvan now, we may be too weak in the future.”

III

The shrill screams coming from the tavern keeper’s rooms were loud enough that they echoed to the rafters in the tavern’s common room. Kyblannos put his hands over his ears. With all his adventuring, he’d only been at home with his wife for one birth. At that time, after five births, his wife passed the baby like a big burp. Or at least it had appeared that way to him, although Myrissa always spent the next six moons complaining about all the pain she’d suffered on his behalf….

The Princess had started going into labor just as they reached the village of Kothos. They had quickly made for the nearest inn where the tavern keeper, once he’d learned who his noble visitor was, had offered his own quarters for the birthing. Once inside the tavern, Arminta had quickly disappeared into the back room with her midwives and a priestess of Yirtta Allmother. He had purposely stayed out of their way, since he recognized there were certain places men were not supposed to go—a birthing room being primary among them.

Captain Lythrax had driven off the bandits by shooting them from about a march away, which had completely unnerved them. He killed three of them and the rest had bolted like scalded dogs. But now there was another threat: Prince Necolestros was waiting on the other side of the border with Hos-Ktemnos with a small army. Necolestros was an enigma to Kyblannos; he was a member of the Union of Styphon’s Friends, yet he had not joined the attack on Hos-Hostigos as most of the Union princes had done. He was also related by blood to both the Princess and her father, Prince Soligon, which meant he was a possible claimant for the Iron Throne.

The big question was: Was Necolestros here to help his cousin, or to capture her and her newborn to use as bargaining levers for the Iron Throne? Kyblannos knew that Phidestros would not hesitate to throw his support behind Prince Necolestros’ election if his family was kidnapped again and it meant the release of his wife and child.

Kyblannos sent Uncle Wolf Dyron, under a flag of truce, to the Syriphlon Army to see if there was any way they could bargain their way out of Hos-Ktemnos. He was not looking forward to spending an entire winter cooped up with five females, a squalling baby and the pitiful excuse for victuals available in Kothos. Besides, Phidestros would be waiting in Besh Town with a bellyful of worms. Sometimes not knowing was even worse than bad news.

He was sitting at the table knocking out a pipeful of ashes onto the rushes that covered the plank floor when Petty-Captain Vernath came through the door.

“Captain-General, sir.”

“Have a seat.” He signaled the tavern keeper to bring him another ale. “What news do you bring?”

The Petty-Captain remained at attention. “It’s Uncle Wolf Dyron, sir. He’s returning with a small party of Syriphloni, bearing Prince Necolestros’ banner.”

Outside on the dirt road he saw the flag of Syriphlon, which displayed white waves on a blue field with a yellow border, along with Necolestros’ personal banner, a tan field displaying a red and white target pierced by a black arrow. He remembered that from his years as a free companion in Syriphlon many years back. Unlike in the northern great kingdoms, the southern princes used their own emblems as well as the princedom’s.

“Do they look peaceful?”

Vernath shrugged. “Their pistols are holstered and their swords are in their sheaths. And they don’t outnumber us.”

Kyblannos nodded. That was a good sign, if they’d wanted to capture the Princess they’d have come across the border in force. What they couldn’t know was that Captain Lythrax was hidden across the street, with his rifle, in the upper story of the village general store.

He quickly downed the last of his ale, saying, “Let’s go out and parley with them.”

The Petty-Captain followed him out the door like a shadow. The snow flurries had stopped, but the bright sunlight reflecting off the town’s snow-laden roofs hurt his eyes. He shielded them with his left hand while searching out the Syriphlon party. The remaining Iron Band soldiers gathered around, standing at the ready. Most had their swords ready and hands on their pistols. The arquebusiers had their smooth-bores loaded and at port.

Uncle Wolf Dyron broke off from the party and trotted up to the hitching posts in front of the tavern. “Prince Necolestros and his party come in peace, sir. Under the Hand of Galzar”

The Hand of Galzar, a white flag showing a green outstretched palm, meant a truce with no fighting. An offender would be put under the Ban of Galzar and would remain an outlaw to all fighting men in the Five Great Kingdoms. Only the temple of the godless Styphoni had the audacity to ignore Galzar’s Ban.

Kyblannos nodded, that was good enough for him. “Bring them to the tavern. The Prince can seat himself at my table.”

A little while later, the Prince, his Chancellor and the Captain-General of his Army entered the tavern common room. Necolestros was a tall man with a dour face which looked as if it had little familiarity with smiles. He was some forty to fifty winters of age with worry lines furrowing his forehead and little hair on top, except for some gray wisps around the ears.

Kyblannos bowed, then offered them seats.

“Thank you for your hospitality, Captain-General,” the Prince said. “I came with my Army as soon as I learned that the Styphoni Devils had taken my cousin hostage and that she was about to be released.”

Kyblannos had to hold back a sigh of relief. Maybe I will get back to Besh Town in one piece, after all. In the Fireseed Wars, one never knew if blood triumphed over the gods and Styphon’s gold, or the other way around. With all the border problems they’d had with Syriphlon over the past winter, it was best to be wary of their intentions.

“Your Highness, the Princess is safe. We removed her from Balph a moon quarter ago and we are now delayed in Kothos Town until she has given birth.”

“She is well! I was certain the Styphoni Infidels would not release her except on pain of death. I was about to take my army to Balph to demand her freedom. Upon my return to Syriphlon Town I shall declare a day of celebration in her honor!”

Kyblannos broke out with a big smile. “I must say, Your Highness, I welcome your entreaties. We were not certain if your presence here meant us ill or good.”

The Prince looked down into the tankard of ale the tavern keeper had just set before him. “It’s the times. This war between the True Gods and the Demon, who calls himself the God Styphon, have set brother upon brother and father upon son. I fear that I have too long courted the godless priests of Styphon’s House because my lands are so close to Balph. I had thought that an alliance with them would protect me from their wolves, like the madman Roxthar.

“However, since they besieged Agrys City, I have come to realize that no man is safe from their treachery. Great King Demistophon was no enemy of Styphon, nor was there provocation for the Temple’s needless attack upon Agrys City except for their own aggrandizement.”

“Well put, Your Highness. The wolves of Styphon’s House will not rest until all of the Five Kingdoms are under their claws.”

Necolestros nodded. “It is my duty to see that my cousin Princess Arminta and her child are escorted safely through Syriphlon and back home to Beshta. There I will meet with Prince Phidestros and proclaim our unity and apologize for the behavior of some of my border barons. They shall be punished.”

His voice sounded sincere. Kyblannos decided that he would not want to be in those barons’ boots come spring. “Prince Phidestros will welcome your hand in friendship, Your Highness. An alliance with Greater Beshta will keep the Styphoni dogs in their kennels as they have no fire to fight the Hero of Ardros Field.”

“Well said, Captain-General”

A chorus of happy cries from the birthing room cut off the Prince’s words.

The Chief Midwife, a wide woman with a big smile, strode into the common room. “General, the baby is a boy. A healthy baby boy, Praise Yirtta!”

“Praise Allfather Dralm!” Prince Necolestros’ shouted.

The Chief Midwife curtsied and said, “I’m sorry, Your Highness, I did not know you were here.”

“You’re excused. May the gods be praised! This is wonderful news. I’m certain that Prince Phidestros will be pleased to know that he now has an heir. A fine baby boy.”

“Yes, he will,” Kyblannos said. “I must get word to him at once.” Yes, and I need to get it there quickly before he fears the worst. There’s no telling what the Prince might do if he doesn’t learn that his wife and child are safe.
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THIRTY-TW⊕

Almoner Ruphlo sat behind a table overloaded with scrolls and parchments that detailed the Temple’s accounts for the past winter. The Treasury office was filled with priests in black robes, fidgeting nervously around the table as Highpriest Ruphlo, the new Temple Almoner, attempted to explain to Styphon’s Voice the decrease in the Temple’s annual tithes and collections from the Five Great Kingdoms. The previous Temple Almoner had lost his head over accounting irregularities and Ruphlo was twitching nervously as Anaxthenes demanded answers for Styphon’s House’s declining revenues.

In the early days of the Temple, when Styphon was a minor healer god, the almoners had been the priests who distributed phenigs to the poor in an attempt to build acceptance and followers. Following that tradition, even now the high priests among the almoners wore the black robes of under-priests. When the Temple’s fortunes rose, after the discovery of fireseed, the almoners went from distributors of coins to collectors. If things keep going the way they are, Anaxthenes mused, we may soon be forced to purchase our followers again.

“You’re telling me the Temple has suffered losses amounting to around two-thirds of its previous annual revenues from the Five Great Kingdoms!” Anaxthenes exclaimed. “How do you explain this?”

The Almoner rose to his feet displaying his black robe, which was too short and allowed his skinny legs to stick out, giving Ruphlo the appearance of a giant black crow. “Collections and offerings from all Five Great Kingdoms have declined significantly, Your Divinity. The uprisings and turmoil in Hos-Bletha have decreased our revenues there by over three-fourths. Hos-Zygros temple revenues are the same as always, but they’ve never been large since our follower base in Hos-Zygros is the smallest of any of the Five Kingdoms. Due to the war in Hos-Agrys and the sacking and burning of Agrysi Temples our earnings there have declined to less than a tenth of their previous annual amount. Revenues in Hos-Ktemnos are down because of the nomad invasions, especially in the west. Some of the faithful are blaming the invasions on the Temple’s war against the Infidel Kalvan.”

“Tell me who these peasants are and I’ll send the Holy Investigator and his minions to Investigate them!” Anaxthenes snapped.

Ruphlo held out his hands, splaying his fingers in supplication. “I do not know the individuals; these are from reports gathered by my town almoners.”

Anaxthenes had to hold his anger in check to keep him from grabbing the Almoner’s twig-like arms and snapping them like branches. A few more years of declining revenues and it would be his head on the chopping block. Styphon’s House could tolerate many vices and evils, but revenue losses were not among them. “Continue, Highpriest Ruphlo,” he ordered.

“Your Divinity, Temple revenues from Hos-Harphax have almost completely dried up. In those few loyal princedoms where they are being collected, there is no way to safely transport them to Balph due to civil disturbances and the hostility of the current rulers. Bandits have also grown bolder now that the Temple Bands are needed for battle rather than to guard the treasure convoys. There are no revenues from the Trygath, otherwise known as the False Kingdom of Hos-Rathon, now that our ally, King Nestros, has been deposed by the Usurper.

“Furthermore, our sales of fireseed have dropped by another third since last winter. The only kingdom not making its own fireseed is Hos-Ktemnos.”

“What about Hos-Bletha?”

Highpriest Ruphlo shrugged. “The revolts in Hos-Bletha have removed our usual constraints on fireseed manufacture and sales. As a result, many of the Blethan nobles and claimants are now using the Usurper’s formula and making their own fireseed. Even sales in Hos-Ktemnos are declining as the nomad invasions have left many small villages and towns depopulated.”

Anaxthenes rubbed his forehead; he had the beginnings of a massive headache. He could not let this state of affairs continue, or all would be lost. Curse and blast Kalvan and all his lackeys! The losses of fireseed revenue were understandable, since the Usurper’s fireseed formula worked better than Styphon’s own mixture. However, it was the decline in tithes and collections that were the most dangerous to the Temple. It indicated a loss of fear by the peasantry and lower orders—this could not be tolerated. Maybe there was use for Roxthar and his Investigators, if they could raise revenues. I will have to give this more thought, he pondered.

“The only bright spot is that Styphon’s Great Banking Houses are seeing an increase in income, except in those territories where lawlessness abounds. The princes and kings still need gold to outfit and supply their armies. Also, our sales of cotton, tobacco and corn have been very good.”

Styphon’s Voice shook his head. He knew, when the day came that the Temple must depend on usury and the sale of goods to fund its operations, that would be the day it closed its doors.

A sudden banging on the door distracted him from the account ledgers and left the Almoner twitching in fear.

“Who is it?” Anaxthenes demanded.

Suddenly there was a crash as if the door were about to be smashed in. His Sephrax Guards raised their halberds.

The door fell of its hinges revealing Grand Master Soton with war-hammer in hand and a tremendous scowl on his face. “There you are! These Temple rats of yours have been giving me the runaround for the past two candles.”

“Relax,” he ordered his guards. Turning to Soton, he said, “There are easier ways to get my attention.”

“If so, Your Divinity, I haven’t found them. I’ve just come by galley from Agrys City to Thebra City and from there by overland coach.”

If the Grand Master had braved the winter seas for a personal audience, it must be important—or another disaster. As if the Temple’s financial ruin wasn’t enough problems….

“What event occasioned you to make such a perilous journey?”

“I attempted to find a ship a moon half ago, but I was unable to find a captain willing to brave the seas during the last two storms. I want to know what you intend to do with the Princess Arminta?”

If it were anyone else asking, Anaxthenes would have told them to jump into Hadron’s Pit and helped them on their way out of this life and into the netherworld with his dagger. Grand Master Soton was not only the Temple’s greatest military leader, but its most powerful landowner. The Zarthani Knights ruled more land than any two Great Kings. With the nomads pouring over the Ktemnoi borders and a war raging in Hos-Agrys, he was not in a position to alienate his most important commander. Biting his tongue, he said, “Selestros’ head was delivered by Phidestros’ henchman, Captain-General Kyblannos, over two moons ago.”

For the first time since entering the Treasury, Soton relaxed.

“The Princess was released to Kyblannos in return for the Infidel’s head. It was decided by the Inner Circle that Phidestros’ good will was worth less than that of the head of the False Worshipper of Dralm, known as Selestros, who claimed to be his Messenger.”

Soton nodded. “You may be right. I was worried that you might be tempted to renege on your deal with Phidestros.”

Anaxthenes smiled. “I won’t say that the thought did not cross my mind, nor the minds of several of my advisors. However, the Bastard Phidestros has been of use to the Temple in the past and may be again in the future. Although I was not pleased to learn that he convinced the Electors of Hos-Harphax to place his henchman, Geblon the new Prince of Harphax, upon the Iron Throne as Prince-Regent of HosHarphax. There is even talk that his henchman will be joined in wedded union with Lysandros’ bitch, Great Queen Lavena. The Mercenary’s ambition knows no end.”

Soton nodded. “Regardless, while I agree with most of what you have said, we cannot afford—until the war in Hos-Agrys is over—to start a war with Prince Phidestros. Whether or not he cares about his wife is unimportant; the loss of face of having her a prisoner would be his undoing.

“Now under the Mercenary’s command—considering that his underling will command the Army of Hos-Harphax and its levy—is the largest army in the Five Kingdoms, rivaling even the army of the Usurper Kalvan. If provoked, Phidestros could gather a force of some sixty to seventy thousand men and no one could stop him. Not even I, at least, until this cursed war in Hos-Agrys comes to an end….”

Anaxthenes gasped. “I had not realized the extent of his forces.”

“Due to the Ban of Galzar, Phidestros left the Holy Host of Styphon with almost thirty thousand soldiers. With the leavings of the Hos-Harphaxi Army and its levy, he and Prince-Elect Geblon could raise another thirty to thirty-five thousand men. Many of them battle-tested veterans of the Fireseed Wars.”

“Then it was Styphon’s Will that I release the Princess.”

“I don’t care whose will it was, it was the right decision. If you had withheld the Princess, or harmed her, Phidestros would have come down out of those hills and blown through Balph like a runaway tornado. He would have killed every priest, burned every stick of wood and overturned every stone until there was nothing left living except the rats and cockroaches.”

For the first time since Kalvan had been banished, Anaxthenes felt that events were careening out of his control. Things had never been like this until the Usurper Kalvan had arrived, unleashing untrammeled change and disorder.

“All is well now that Phidestros’ bitch is returning home,” he said.

“Not quite; it won’t end well until we hear the news that their child has been born and is in good health. If not, I don’t have to draw you a sand picture for you to know who will be blamed.”

“We shall have to pray to Styphon and ask for his favor,” one of the Highpriests blurted out.

Anaxthenes’ turned upon him with a look that could turn flesh to stone. “ALL OF YOU OUT! I want to talk with the Grand Master in private.”

“Not you,” he said to his bodyguards.

The highpriests scampered willy-nilly out of the room like puppies dodging a willow switch.

Soton nodded. “Good. The last thing I need is trouble with Phidestros or Hos-Harphax until I have the conquest of Hos-Agrys sewed up. Speaking of which, I received your scroll stating that Archpriest Roxthar was returning to join the Host of Styphon’s Deliverance. Last I heard he was in Beshta.”

Anaxthenes sagged. “He returned, unhappy that Knight Commander Orocles didn’t allow him to Investigate the unbelievers in Besh Town. He’s now in Balph stirring up trouble. He needs heretics to Investigate and he’ll find them here or with you. I’d rather have him busy in Hos-Agrys, than in Balph.”

“The threat of Investigation doubled, if not tripled, the number of casualties during the siege of Agrys City. The Agrysi fight like demons and will not surrender. It is our good fortune that they’re not very good soldiers, since they have among their number few veterans. Still, I would rather take prisoners than kill them wholesale.”

Anaxthenes nodded. “True, the more we kill the less slaves to sell. But, now, let me ask you a question, Grand Master. Would keeping Roxthar in Balph, at this stage in the war, result in substantially fewer casualties than sending him to join the Host of Styphon’s Deliverance in Hos-Agrys?”

Soton stood rooted to one spot thinking long enough for Anaxthenes to drink two sips of wine from his goblet. Finally, he spoke, “At this point, no. The Agrysi have feasted upon the Hostigi tales of woe and torture regarding the Investigation long enough that nothing we can do will change their minds. They will see Investigators where there are shadows until the war is ended.”

“That is what I thought. Then Roxthar will be your tool. If you use him carefully, he can be of benefit.”

“To a degree. If I give him his head he will turn Hos-Agrys into another graveyard, like the False Kingdom of Hos-Hostigos.”

Anaxthenes nodded. He’d had his share of fights with Roxthar before he was elevated to Styphon’s Voice.

“And, if he refuses to obey my orders?” Soton asked, looking hard into Anaxthenes’ eyes.

“Then do as you would with any other disobedient vassal. You have my blessing.”

“Will you put that on a parchment in runes?” Soton asked.

Anaxthenes paused for a moment to consider possible outcomes of such a missive, then decided that the Inner Circle would back him. Just having Roxthar here in Balph was enough to unnerve most of them. If Soton were to slit Roxthar’s throat, few here would mourn his passing while many would fill the streets of Balph in mad celebration.

“Yes, I will have my scribe write it up after I finish my examination of the Temple’s finances. If you wish, you can join me for a late dinner at my home.”

“Of course, Your Divinity, it will be my pleasure.”

A crash of thunder roared through the room and the chamber was briefly illuminated by a flash of lightning through the window slits.

“It may be some time before the weather permits your return to Agrys City.”

“Yes, I’ve had enough of sea travel. I’ve been thinking about spending the winter here,” Soton said. “There’s nothing for me to do in Agrys City that my subordinates cannot do just as well. It will also give me time to go over the new recruits and catch up on some of the Order’s administrative work.”

“And keep an eye on Archpriest Roxthar.”

“No, Your Divinity, that is your job. I’ll have my fill of the Butcher during the coming campaign season.”


THIRTY-THREE

I

Baroness Lysia, posing as Lady Tymolara, kept her eyes cast downward as she made her way through the Agrysi palace corridors. Since the sack of Agrys City no woman, or girl for that matter, was safe from molestation by their Ktemnoi and Styphoni conquerors. The surviving Agrysi men, those who hadn’t died defending their city or were killed while it was pillaged, were either skilled journeymen, trained workers, or slaves. She doubted that one in three of the middle-aged and younger men who had populated the city before the siege were still free or alive to ply their trades.

This left the invaders free to act as if they could have their way with any Agrysi woman or girl who caught their eye. As the governess of Prince Dementros, she had nominal protection against being taken against her will. But if some Styphon’s House highpriest or Ktemnoi captain demanded her favors, there was no one to protect her from their advances. So far, she’d been fortunate. Downplaying her looks, cutting her hair as short as a boy and adding extra padding to make her appear overweight, had helped. As had her habit of not meeting any man’s glance directly.

She knew her husband, Captain-General Hestophes, would storm Agrys City by himself if he knew the risks she was taking in her role as governess of the young king-to-be. Aspasthar was a high-spirited lad and had never taken well to discipline, more so after his mother had died some years ago and he’d been left in the care of his father, Harmakros. Nor had it helped that not long after they were reunited, Captain-General Harmakros had died heroically in the Siege of Tarr-Hostigos and Aspasthar had been made a ward of the Great King and Queen’s.

It had been Great Queen Rylla’s idea to use Aspasthar as a substitute for the former Agrysi Great King’s last living relative, Prince Dementros. The boy was play-acting better than anyone had a right to expect, but probably not good enough if he intended to live a long life, or to claim the Throne of Lights. This was Aspasthar’s third admonition since the end of the siege and he was already on Prince-Regent Grythos’ blacklist. What the boy didn’t seem to understand was that his future would be determined by the Prince-Regent and Styphon’s house, not himself. If they thought he was too obstinate or rebellious, the Temple would find—or create—another claimant whom they could more easily mold. The problem was convincing Aspasthar of that.

She found the boy alone in his chambers, his playmates banished and the back of his doublet torn and ripped.

“What happened?” she demanded.

“Lady, my Master had me whipped for troublemaking! All I did was correct him when he told me that the earth was flat.”

Lysia could see from the tears building in his eyes that the boy had been hurt by the whipping. Another child would have had marks on his back, but they had purposely left the boy’s doublet on so that he wouldn’t show any scars. Still, she knew that mere physical pain was not the source of Aspasthar’s discomfort; it was being told that what he knew to be the truth was wrong, then being punished for not agreeing. That’s what hurt the most.

When communicating things best not said out loud, they both spoke in Urgothi, a language the young prince had picked up as a cadet at the Hostigi Military Academy, when Kalvan had opened the doors to the Urgothi orphans from the border wars. She was not nearly as fluent in that language, but whenever they were alone he taught her new words and she practiced the Urgothi tongue at night alone in her bedchambers.

“Shush. Speak lower, the Styphoni may have a listener outside these walls.”

He shrugged. “Does he know our tongue?”

“No,” she replied, “but if we use it enough, they will grow suspicious and find someone who does understand it. Most of the Knights have fought along the Great River and many understand the Urgothi tongue.”

“No proper Knight would stoop to eavesdropping,” he snapped back.

She shook her head; the boy was a handful, headstrong and too smart for his own good. Nor did she like the idea that he was beginning to admire the Order of Zarthani Knights and their code of conduct. She needed to nip that in the bud.

“The Knights are not independent, ‘Dementros.’” She made it a point to always use his assumed name, even if they were alone and talking in Urgothi. “They are one of the two martial arms of the Temple of Styphon’s House. Any Knight will obey an order from an upperpriest like they would from their own superior. Which means, if Archpriest Grythos thought you were speaking in a secret tongue, they would aid him in any way to uncover it—regardless of any code.”

The boy appeared chastised, but she wasn’t sure; he was becoming an excellent actor. He said, “Still, it was unfair, Lady Tymolara. My tutor claims the world is flat, like a tabletop. The Great King himself told us the world was round, like an apple.”

Lysia wanted to thump her forehead with the heel of her hand in frustration. “Yes, this is true. But no one here believes it. So you need to learn this: everything here is unfair. Unfair to you, unfair to me and unfair to your future subjects. Styphon’s House rules this land with a steel gauntlet. You must learn to curb your tongue and not to correct your masters.”

“I will try, my Lady,” he said, appearing visibly chastised.

“You will do better than that, young man.” A man he would soon be, as his voice was already breaking. If not, Styphon’s House would break him, and only the gods knew what her fate might be.

II

Great King Kalvan rubbed his hands together to keep them warm. Even with a blazing fire in the great hearth and two of Kalvan’s Austrian stoves, the War Room—a long chamber on the third floor of the keep of Tarr-Thagnor—was still only a few degrees above freezing. Outside it had to be twenty below, not counting the wind chill. The locals called December “Long Nights Moon,” while the Zarthani called it “Moon of the Long Darkness.” He was still acclimating himself to the Michigan winters; only this time without modern heating. Regardless, the security his people were enjoying here in Thagnor, for the first time since his arrival in Hostigos, was worth the discomfort.

The times, however, were not as kind to the Five Great Kingdoms back along the Atlantic seaboard.

Kalvan looked up at the deerskin map of Hos-Agrys and wondered how many of the Agrysi Princedoms had fallen under the heel of Styphon’s House. In winter intelligence gathering was dicey at best. The last messenger from Captain-General Hestophes in Hos-Agrys, who had arrived by boat at the beginning of winter, had told of Grand Master Soton’s preparations for the invasion of Hos-Agrys, or at least those princedoms not under his control. The League was still having problems getting its member Princes to work in concert; part of the legacy of former King Demosthenes who had routinely played his princes off against one another.

The most recent deerskin map of the Six Great Kingdoms, from the Royal Cartographic Office, displayed the territories under Styphon’s control—including Hos-Ktemnos, Hos-Bletha, Hos-Harphax and their former home, Hos-Hostigos—ringed in red. Only the borders of Hos-Zygros, which included New England and southeastern Canada to Lake Ontario, were marked in black.

Not all of those Great Kingdoms were solidly in the gunpowder theocracy’s grip: Hos-Harphax was a complete question mark. Rumors had it that Great King-Elect Selestros had led an uprising against his uncle, Great King Lysandros, and was now in control of Harphax City. Other rumors said the claimant was supported by Prince Phidestros, while some reports said the opposite. There was no word on the fate of Princess Arminta so he didn’t know if Phidestros had cut a deal with Styphon’s House, or had some plan of his own. All reminiscent of Renaissance Italy during the Borgia period.

The military support of Phidestros, the strongest of the Harphaxi Princes, would make or break Selestros’ attempt to hold Hos-Harphax now that his uncle, Great King Lysandros, was dead. He just wasn’t sure what was in it for Phidestros; he had been Lysandros’ fair-haired boy and had the largest holdings in the Five Kingdoms, including much of what had once been Hos-Hostigos. Prince Phidestros could declare himself Great King and no one could stop him; he wouldn’t be the first ambitious general to promote himself to the office of Great King.

Of course, all of that depended upon what Phidestros’ response was to the kidnapping of his pregnant wife. If he’d given into Styphon’s Voice’s demands, Selestros was already history.

Things were much better in the new Kingdom of Nos-Hostigos. The Grand Host of Styphon’s House had departed for Tarr-Ceros in the fall, with its tail dragging and supply trains under attack. King Theovacar had been punished for his strike against Thagnor by Kalvan’s stealth siege and capture of the jewel of Grefftscharr, Greffa City. For the first time since he had arrived here-and-now, Kalvan had breathing time; he meant to make the most of it.

The Aesklos Sea was choked with ice and the messenger, who was on his way to the War Room, had made his way overland through Rathon, or what was Ohio back in otherwhen. The messenger, his face snow-burnt and lined with fatigue, arrived trailed by King Chartiphon.

“Your Majesty,” Chartiphon said with a bow. He was dressed in his best finery and an ermine-lined robe.

Kalvan rose up and embraced the old soldier. “How are you?”

Chartiphon, who looked a decade younger than he had at the beginning of last winter, smiled. “Marriage has been good for me, Your Majesty. We will have an heir or heiress to the Throne of Rathon by summer.”

He squeezed Chartiphon’s shoulders and smiled. “That is good news, indeed.”

Kalvan pointed to the open chair to his left and indicated that the King should seat himself there. Queen Rylla, who was seated to his right, smiled at the signal honor on behalf of her old friend and mentor. It was Rylla who had championed Chartiphon and crowned him King of Rathon after the traitor Nestros had been deposed and beheaded.

Kalvan sat at the head of the table with the who’s who of Nos-Hostigos: Prince Phrames of Gytha, King Olthaf of Lahrag, Prince Sarrask of Ragyath, General Alkides, Prince Gundthar of Hythar, Grand Duke Vinaldos, the new Chief of Intelligence (at least until Duke Skranga returned from Hos-Bletha), Prince Cythros of Vysta, King Zythos of Cyros, Prince Pheblon of Nythros, Grand Admiral Herad, Prince Eythart of Morthron, General Klestreus, Duke Ruffulo representing Greffa and most of the other important Hostigi generals and captains filled both sides of the long trestle table. Today’s meeting of the War Council would set the tone and the course of the war against both Styphon’s House and King Theovacar of Grefftscharr for the next campaign season.

When everyone had quieted down, and all their goblets were filled with ale or wine, Kalvan cleared his throat to get their attention. “First, I want to thank you all for your support and help in conquering Thagnor, Rathon, Gytha, Greffa and most recently Nythros. Well done!”

Everyone nodded and a toast was declared by Prince Sarrask. “To Great King Kalvan, who’s led us to many great victories and many more yet to come!”

“Hear, hear!”

When the room had quieted, Kalvan spoke. “First I’d like to inform everyone that we have more than sufficient food stocks to get us through the winter.”

He had to pause again for more cries and banging on the table. When the noise had abated, he said, “A messenger has just arrived from Hos-Agrys. He will report on the latest developments.”

The messenger stood. “Your Majesty, I have just returned from Hos-Agrys. Momentous events have rocked the Five Great Kingdoms. First, Great King Sopharar has died under suspicious circumstances that many believe to be the work of his brother or Styphon’s House. Grand Duke Eudocles has now been enthroned as Great King Eudocles of Hos-Zygros. Eudocles’ first act after his elevation was to outlaw the League of Dralm throughout Hos-Zygros.”

That announcement was followed by a chorus of “Down Styphon!” And “Down Eudocles!”

The Agrysi League of Dralm had been depending on help from both Hos-Zygros and Hos-Harphax. Now they had not only lost an important ally, but gained a new enemy on their northern border.

“In Hos-Harphax, Your Majesty,” the messenger continued, “Prince Phidestros took the heads of both Great King Lysandros and his nephew, Great King-Elect Selestros. The latter event was instigated by Styphon’s House, who sent an army to Besh Town and captured the Prince’s wife, Princess Arminta. They told Phidestros they would only release the Princess upon receipt of Selestros’ head. At last report, the Princess was still in Balph and no one knows whether or not Styphon’s Voice will allow her to be released. If the Temple does not release her as promised, or otherwise harms the Princess, then Styphon’s House will have a fight on their hands.”

The messenger bowed and sat down.

“What we have in the Great Kingdoms is a great murthering mess, gentlemen,” Kalvan stated. “Our choice is whether or not to get involved: if we don’t, it is almost certain that Grand Master Soton will defeat the League of Dralm next spring and take possession of Hos-Agrys in the name of Styphon’s House.”

Rylla threw in, “Which means, we may never get back to Hostigos if we let them continue to roll up the Great Kingdoms like a rug. We have to stop Styphon’s House before they control all the Great Kingdoms!”

Most of the men at the table nodded their heads in agreement, except for Duke Ruffulo, Captain-General Errock, Duke Osthwuld and several other non-Hostigi. Kalvan in private was one of their number; were it not for Rylla and the former Hostigi who dreamed of reclaiming their lost Kingdom, he would be content to remain here far from the maddening fray and Styphon’s House. However, he knew in his heart that the Temple of Styphon would never forget him or his people as long as he was still breathing.

“It is my considered opinion,” he said, “that in the spring we should send Captain-General Hestophes five thousand Royal soldiers. A thousand cavalry and four thousand foot. In addition, we’ll send them five flying batteries. Are we agreed?”

“Aye, aye” rippled through the assembled dignitaries. He noticed that the native Upper Middle Kingdoms contingent were for the most part silent.

“I believe it is far better to fight Styphon’s House on somebody else’s territory rather than our own.”

That statement brought cheers from all parties.

“Will that be enough to save the League?” Chartiphon asked.

“I believe so. Hestophes will make good use of them and keep Styphon’s House pinned down in the Great Kingdoms. The Styphoni threat has diminished and for that we must all thank Allfather Dralm and the other true gods. Grand Master Soton is occupied with the subjugation of Hos-Agrys and the Order of Zarthani Knights is busy repelling the nomad invasions. Until the Agrysi war is over, it is doubtful that the Styphoni will be able to gather together another large army to attack Nos-Hostigos. However, that doesn’t mean they will stop fighting us directly or even by proxy.”

“You mean King Theovacar!” Duke Ruffulo cried.

“He’s just one of many arrows in Styphon’s House’s quiver. Our Chief of Intelligence, Duke Vinaldos, will give us the latest intelligence on the Lyros situation.”

Vinaldos rose to his feet. “Prince Svenig of Lyros is a weak and corrupt leader. After the nomads under Warlord Ranjar Sargos sacked Lyros Town and the surrounding territories two springs ago, Svenig left for Greffa City where he stayed in exile until the Urgothi retreated back across the Lyros River. He returned to find half the population was homeless and civil authority had totally broken down. Much of the area was ruled by bandit chiefs who had ambitions to become warlords. The Prince of Lyros, an unsavory type to begin with, made a deal with the strongest bandit gang, basically letting them takeover Lyros Town in return for a share of the loot.

“King Theovacar, fed up with the Lyros bear pit, was about to send his army down the Lyr River and take direct control over the area, when the Hostigi Army entered Hos-Rathon. He held off on the Lyros invasion, instead waiting to see what advantage he might gain out of our war with Styphon’s House. As you all know, he eventually made the wrong choice and it cost Theovacar dearly.

“Lyros has long been a bone of contention between Dorg and Grefftscharr. Now that Theovacar is temporarily out of the picture, the Dorgians have decided to move troops into the area. Recent intelligence has revealed at least one meeting between the King of Dorg and Grand Commander Aristocles of the Zarthani Knights. Lyros is ideally situated to act as a base of operations for a large invasion aimed at either Rathon, Greffa or even Thagnor. It would not be a good idea to allow the Styphoni or their allies to move into the power vacuum that Prince Svenig has allowed.”

Kalvan stood back up. “I say let’s wait until we have better intelligence before we jump into yet another war. Meanwhile, King Chartiphon can buildup his defenses along the Lyros border in case Dorg’s ambitions prove greater than we suspect. If it turns out that either Dorg or Grefftscharr is taking steps to add Lyros to their domains, we will move our own troops into the area.”

There were nods of agreement from around the table.

Chartiphon nodded and said, “This is why you only wanted to send five thousand men to aid the League of Dralm.”

Kalvan nodded. It was only a partial truth: the complete truth was that he’d prefer to stay out of the Great Kingdoms period. However, his wife and most of the former Hostigi nobility felt otherwise. And, he’d rather fight Styphon’s House in Hos-Agrys than in Thagnor and Nos-Hostigos.
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A half-frozen light rain fell on the icy cobblestone streets of Besh Town making it difficult to walk without slipping and sliding. They’d had a half-quarter thaw and most of the snow was gone, leaving watery-ice and bruised ground in its place. Still, it was a nice break from the constant snowfall, Phidestros decided.

The streets of Besh Town still reeked of charcoal, brimstone and singed flesh. As the burnt and damaged buildings were torn down, every day new human remains were discovered in abandoned and collapsed cellars and basements—more of the detritus left behind in the wake of Styphon’s House’s Investigation. Phidestros doubted he would ever find enough of Roxthar’s minions to ever slake his bloodlust over the atrocities they’d performed on his people. For now revenge was out of the question, but one day….

All the wooden sidewalks had been pulled up and broken for firewood during the siege to keep the survivors warm. Dressed in half-armor and a buff jacket, the last thing Phidestros needed was to slip and break a leg on Harph Street, taking himself out of commission for the rest of the winter.

His subjects needed his leadership; they were still recovering over the shock from the sacking of Besh Town. Half the town was still in ruins; all the wooden buildings had been burned to the foundations and many of the stone ones were tumbled down hulks. Most of the refugees were still housed in Tarr-Beshta, overcrowding the old castle, filling its drafty halls with the cries of babies and children, as well as the screams of recovering amputees and others who were badly wounded during the siege.

His two bodyguards were having as much trouble as he was staying upright. Suddenly one of them slipped and flew into the air, landing on his back with a thwack! He looked like an overturned beetle when Phidestros walked slowly over to give him a hand up. “Can you move?”

“Ahh… I don’t believe anything’s broken, Your Highness.”

The other guard, as he helped the fallen man up, said, “It’s too bad the roads are impassable; otherwise, we could have the draymen bring in a few wagonloads of sand and make the streets passable.

Phidestros shrugged. The draymen would be back to work as soon as the icy snows let up, when they were least needed. That was life. Meanwhile, he was trying to keep busy to take his mind off his wife and their unborn child. There hadn’t been a single word about them in several moons. He was beginning to wonder if Styphon’s Voice had pulled a fast one and taken Kyblannos prisoner as well.

Anaxthenes would rue the day if that were true.

Up ahead was the old warehouse that housed the “new” foundry. Obviously someone had been given advance news of his arrival because Master Founder Kastros was awkwardly making his way over the icy roadway to meet him.

Phidestros put up his hand. “Wait, I’ll be there shortly.”

“Yes, Your Highness,” Kastros replied.

Master Kastros, with his journeymen and apprentices following behind, led Phidestros and his bodyguards into the foundry. Inside the former warehouse stood massive forges, moulds and spindles for the construction of gun models.

The Master Gun Founder pointed out one particularly large rope-wound spindle, the length of a destrier, saying, “This is the casting model for one of our two big guns, thirty-six-pounders, we intend to mount at the top of the new gate.” He pointed to some four of his apprentices who were putting some sort of paste over the straw rope.

“That’s a big gun. I’ve seen some huge iron-hooped guns, but I don’t think I’ve ever seen a brass-cast gun that size.”

“It was Duke Kyblannos’ idea before he left. He wanted to put some truly magnificent guns at the top of the new City Gate to harass enemy siege towers and cannons. The casting is something I learned while I was working for the Zygrosi Royal Artillery. The Zygrosi cast some big guns, though none this big. Not enough fireseed to fire them.” The big man smiled widely.

“Is that why you left Zygros City?” Phidestros asked. He was curious about how Great King Sopharar managed his army.

Master Kastros shook his head. “I left because Trader Verkan offered me twice my salary to come here and work in the Royal Foundry in Hostigos. And, in part, because Great King Sopharar had no interest in guns and wouldn’t purchase the fireseed we needed to shoot half the guns we already had. It’s no fun casting guns that won’t be fired after their proofing.”

Phidestros thought it mildly strange that the two places, Grefftscharr and Hos-Zygros, where they had the least fireseed, turned out the best guns and founders.

“Here in Hos-Harphax you have all the fireseed a man can spend. Thanor be praised,” the Master Gun Founder added.

Phidestros nodded. The next time an army came to besiege Besh Town they were going to be in for a big surprise. There would be more artillery waiting for them than at any other tarr in the Five Kingdoms.

“What are they doing?” Phidestros asked, pointing to the apprentices who were slapping a smelly paste over the rope spindle.

“They’re making the model using paste. See that big furnace over there, once they’ve finished the first layer, the model will be heated and dried inside the furnace. Then they’ll sculpt another layer, which will be dried, and so on until we have a finished model of the new gun. We will use the final model to make our gun molds for brass casting.”

Phidestros wrinkled his nose. “What are they using as paste?”

Kastros laughed. “Clay, water and horse dung!”

All the apprentices thought that was uproarious.

“No wonder it stinks like a stable in here,” Phidestros said.

A commotion from outside the front of the foundry caught the Prince’s attention. One of the watch guards came running in.

“What is it?” he asked, while the man caught his breath.

“One of our scouts came in. There’s a small party outside of town with the banners of Syriphlon and Beshta.”

“Syriphlon?” he cried. I wonder what they’re doing here? Do they have the audacity to believe they can come into my territory and try to retake the town?

He turned to the Master Gun Founder. “It looks like business. I’ve got to return to Tarr-Beshta. We’ll talk later.”

“Yes, Your Highness.”

Phidestros cautiously made his way back over the icy streets to the ruins of his summer palace where he’d had one of the audience chambers restored. There he changed out of his mud-stained breeches and put on his robe of state. He was just finishing a cup of sassafras tea when his manservant Mynos came with word that his visitors had arrived.

Uncle Wolf Dyron came in first. “Good news, Your Highness. Princess Arminta is safe in Syriphlon and you are now the father of a young son.”

He rose up out of the chair, his heart racing, to give the burly Uncle Wolf a big hug. “Thank you, for the good news. Praise the gods, a boy! When will my wife be returning?”

“The Chief Midwife wants her to remain at the Red Hart Inn in the town of Kothos until spring before returning to Besh Town. The Princess had a very difficult birth and needs to regain her strength, as does the baby.”

“I’m glad she’s out of Hos-Ktemnos, but will she be safe so close to the Ktemnoi border?”

Dyron nodded. “Captain-General Kyblannos chose to remain behind to watch over them. Prince Necolestros’ army is standing guard; he has renounced his ties with Styphon’s House and is desirous of an alliance with yourself. But I’ll let him provide you with the details.”

A short while later, the Uncle Wolf returned with Prince Necolestros and his Captain-General.

“Your Highness,” Necolestros said, “please forgive me for any difficulties you have had in the past with my border barons. I promise you they will stay on their side of our border or face my wrath. They will also pay you a large bounty in gold in compensation for their past misdeeds.”

The two Princes touched palms.

“Your actions on our behalf are much appreciated. I would hope that our princedoms remain friends, if not allies,” Phidestros replied.

Necolestros nodded in agreement. “We shall join our lands in everlasting friendship and loyalty. You have my oath; we will sign the necessary documents after we celebrate the birth of your new heir.”

“Mynos, bring us a cask of Ermut’s Best. This is a time of celebration. Also, order the town bells to be rung and notify the town crier so that our good news can be shared with our subjects.”

“Yes, Your Highness. It shall be done.”

“But the brandy, first.”

Necolestros smiled. “I want you to know that Princess Arminta is my favorite cousin and I love her like a daughter. If I had known those Styphoni curs were taking her across my lands into Balph, I’d have attacked them myself. I have for too long allowed those manure eaters to violate my trust and my patrimony.”

Phidestros said, “You are not the only one. I’ve done their foul deeds, myself. Now that the Fireseed Trinity is known to all; the Temple no longer has its shackles on our arms and legs. Hopefully, the war in Hos-Agrys will bleed them dry of soldiers and gold; then we shall see how their moon falls.”

II

Maldar Dard led Lady Sirna down the steps into the basement of the House of Olthos where they could speak in complete privacy. As far as Dard was concerned, the academicians of the Harphaxi Study Team couldn’t keep their noses out of where they didn’t belong. Sirna, now that the Prince-Elect had officially been Elected Great King, was the star of the show. It was exceedingly rare for a Paratimer to get so close to the base of power, especially in such a short amount of time. Sirna didn’t realize it, but her academic future was assured; even that old academician Danthor Dras, the Dean of Aryan-Transpacific Studies, was impressed with her work.

Sirna’s most recent papers were actually appearing in the popular press on Home Time Line. Her superiors on the Harphaxi Study Team were just as jealous and envious as Styphoni highpriests who’d been passed over for the position of archpriest. Obviously, she was unaware of just how much of a media sensation she was on First Level because she was too busy living her life as the King and Queen’s trusted advisor.

After they were seated and drinks were served, he noticed that Sirna appeared nervous. “Sirna, I didn’t bring you here for a dressing down. No, I sent for you because I think you’re doing a great job despite all the complaining from the academic half of the Study Team. Those professors couldn’t survive a ten-day outside these walls.”

She practically collapsed in relief. “Thank you, Dard. I was worried that my meddling might be taken for Paratemporal Contamination, especially when the Royals named their new baby after me.”

Maldar laughed. “Oh, no. You’re not offering opinions or giving outtimers information unavailable on the Styphon’s House Subsector. You’re giving advice to people who’ve asked for it. I don’t think anyone on this time-line could have done a better job of uniting Queen Lavena with Prince-Elect Geblon. As for having the young princess named after you, that’s an honor even Scholar Danthor Dras has never achieved.”

“I was surprised, at first, because most newborns on Aryan-Transpacific aren’t typically named until their official Name Day, which doesn’t arrive until they’ve reached three to four years of age due to the high infant mortality. But thanks to some of Kalvan’s innovations, like washing hands to kill fester devils, that’s beginning to change. Of course, in this case, due to the high profile of the new Royals and the shakiness of their claims to the Iron Throne, the new baby is very important as she represents stability and the future welfare of the realm.”

Maldar Dard nodded, taking out his pipe and filling it with tobacco. “How did you bring Lavena and the Prince-Elect together?”

“I knew they both were attracted to each other because whenever I said anything the least bit detrimental about the other, they immediately corrected me or gave me another interpretation of what I’d told them. The problem, as I saw it, was Queen Lavena had too much pride to capitulate to Geblon’s suit without a lot of ‘yes I dos’ or ‘no I don’ts.’ Plus, her idea of romantic love and marriage is that of a schoolgirl. If she had ever really gotten to know King Lysandros that would have all changed, but she didn’t. He died and left Lavena a widow without the benefits of her learning anything about men, or knowing her husband’s true nature.

“Geblon’s problem was he’d never been in a romantic relationship; most of his congress had been with prostitutes, which makes sense because he was a soldier on the move. The Iron Band had become his family with Prince Phidestros as the father figure. Plus, on top of all that, he’s shy and afraid of rejection. So, by revealing in private each other’s real thoughts—or at least what I thought they were—I was able to give each of them a ‘safe’ place to declare their real feelings.”

“This is probably why they named the baby after you.”

“In part, I believe it is. In addition, Geblon comes from an undistinguished background and had no one he wanted to honor, while Lavena is mad at both her parents. She never got along with her mother who died before they could reconcile their differences. This was Lavena’s way of thanking me for being there for her. She’s been completely isolated ever since she left Hostigos; even when Lysandros was in the City, he was too busy organizing his army to spend any real time with her. I guess you could say I’ve been her only friend in Hos-Harphax where she’s been both despised and envied by almost everyone. So, now that I look back on it, I’m really not surprised at this honor.”

“You did a great job, Sirna. Without your help, they might have spent dozens of ten-days, or even a year sorting out their feelings, during which time the entire Kingdom might have fallen apart. Which would have aided Styphon’s House in a number of ways since they cannot be happy with one of Phidestros’ captains being enthroned on the Iron Throne. In fact, now that Geblon is Great King of Hos-Harphax, your position is more valuable than ever. Especially, since you’re the only person on Kalvan’s Time-Line they both like and trust.

“The position you are in rarely comes once in a lifetime, even for us long-lived Paratimers. After all, look at Danthor Dras: it took him a lifetime of study to be able to pass himself off as an Archpriest of the Inner Circle, and at that, he was incredibly fortunate. You, you’re just an undergrad who did almost the same thing!”

“Really. So I’m not in trouble?”

“No, you’re not. In fact, back on Home Time Line there are young girls reading your story who are hoping to grow up to be just like you.

Sirna sat back in her chair stunned. “How are they hearing about all of this?”

“Your research papers have been rewritten and juiced up a bit as stories for the Dhergabar Times and several magazines. When you return to First Level, you can, as they say on Fourth Level, write your own ticket.”

“Does this mean I have to leave?”

Maldar laughed. “No, Sirna, you have pretty much a free rein. Your degree is guaranteed and you could even make Scholar. But, if you’re interested, you could have a bright career in the Department.”

“The Paratime Police,” she said eagerly. “I’ve had my fill of the academic life, but I don’t want to leave Harphax City until things with Kalvan and Styphon’s House are resolved—one way, or the other.”

“That can be arranged,” Maldar said. He hoped Sirna stayed in Harphax City for a long time. He’d very much like to get to know her better.
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The old castle was drafty, but to Hestophes it wasn’t nearly as cold as Tarr-Thagnor had been last winter. He began to rub his hands to get the feeling back before he picked up the first of three logs he was going to toss into the fireplace. The flames flared as he fed the fire. While it was debatable as to whether or not the room was much warmer, it sure felt like it.

Once things were more settled, he’d help Duke Mnestros build one of Kalvan’s Austrian stoves, as he called them, for Tarr-Eubros. One of those stoves would heat this frosty audience chamber within half a candle. While he waited for Mnestros to return from the privy, Hestophes wondered how things were going in the far off Upper Middle Kingdoms. According to the last dispatch from Tarr-Thagnor HQ, Kalvan had successfully besieged Nythros City and incorporated it into the Great Kingdom of Nos-Hostigos. Kalvan had crowned former Prince Pheblon of Nostor as the new Prince of Nythros.

Hestophes agreed with his Great King that Pheblon was a good choice for such an important holding since it held the key to the Aesklos Sea. Pheblon might not be a boon companion, as he was too full of himself and a dour drinking companion, but the Prince was as loyal as the day was long.

Pheblon owed his station to King Kalvan and he knew it, unlike some others such as former Prince Kestophes who was now fertilizing the palace grounds. Kestophes had been tried before his peers for treachery against the Throne and the princes of Nos-Hostigos had collectively sentenced him to death by beheading.

If Kalvan continued his string of successes, Nos-Hostigos would soon dwarf the original Kingdom of Hos-Hostigos. With most of Hos-Hostigos in ruins, he was beginning to wonder if they would ever return. Like many Hostigi, his former barony, Eython, was in ruins, his family lost, his subjects dead or scattered to the wind. In truth, there was little left in Hostigos for anyone but memories and the graves of those lost in the wars.

Yet, so many of the Hostigi, like Rylla, Phrames, Prince Sarrask, and even Chartiphon, talked as if they would return to their old homes in a winter or two and all would be restored, as if by the gods, as soon as Styphon’s House was vanquished. He wondered when they’d wake up….

He and Duke Mnestros were trying to work out some sort of plan on how to contain the Army of Styphon’s Deliverance once spring arrived. Grand Master Soton was off in Balph, according to the latest spy report. But it was likely Soton would return as soon as good weather did, bringing more soldiers and supplies.

It was worthless to consult the other princes and captain-generals who made up the bulk of the League Army since none of them had fought in the Fireseed Wars before last summer’s abortive attack on the Styphoni lines outside Tarr-Agrys. Who he really needed to consult with were Great King Kalvan, Prince Phrames, Queen Rylla and maybe, yes maybe, good old Prince Sarrask. And, while he was asking the gods for miracles, the Army of Nos-Hostigos as well.

He took another drink of hot cider and took a moment to thank Allfather Dralm for the five thousand Royal troops Kalvan had promised to send in the spring. Now that Prince Sopharar was dead and Hos-Zygros no longer an ally—the Kingdom was now allied with Styphon’s House—there would be no help from that quarter. Even worse, it looked as if they would have to be prepared for a Zygrosi army coming south. Prince Eudocles was a nasty piece of business and probably no Styphon worshipper, but he would need the Temple’s support to continue his reign as few of the Zygrosi princes had supported his enthronement.

Duke Mnestros came into the room blowing on his hands and stomping his feet. “This damnable cold. By the gods, spring won’t come soon enough to suit me.”

Hestophes laughed. “Spring will be here soon enough, dragging the war behind Leukos, the Sun God’s, arse.”

Mnestros laughed. “That’s why we need to have our plans in order before all the fireside generals and the other toothless warriors arrive to give us their sage advice.”

“Galzar forbid. I’ve been at many Councils of War, mostly at Tarr-Hostigos, and I’ve seen how well they run when Great King Kalvan has planned his agenda in advance. The League’s last Council of War was a disaster, with Princes threatening each other, declaiming treachery and the highpriests of Dralm making impossible demands. It’s the Allfather’s Own Miracle we fielded as many men as we did, and no wonder the battle of Agrys City was a disaster.”

“There is truth in all that you say, Baron Hestophes. This time it has already been agreed by the League that you will be Captain-General of the League of Dralm’s Army.”

“Yes, in principle,” Hestophes said.

Duke Mnestros replied, “It is up to us to make sure that it’s agreed to in fact. Only two-thirds of the kingdom’s princes even attended the last League Council; they will carry little weight with this one. The fact that King Kalvan is sending the League five thousand Royal soldiers is one fact that will be hard to discount.”

Hestophes nodded as he took out his tobacco pouch and began refilling his pipe. “It’s a good start, but we’re going to be needing another thirty to forty thousand troops if we plan to meet Soton in battle.”

Mnestros whistled sharply. “We would fare better in a face-off against the Union of Styphon’s Friends. With Great King Demistophon and Prince Vython dead, and their armies dispersed or destroyed, the Union of Styphon’s Friends will be hard-pressed to field more than sixteen thousand men.”

“Hmm,” Hestophes murmured. “How many men will the League be able to field?”

“Right now,” Mnestros replied, “my father has four thousand men in his muster book, including your thousand Hostigi already in Eubros, which would give us five thousand men. Prince Ptophlos of Orchon has promised another three thousand men and Prince of Zcynos another four thousand, if he keeps his sworn-word; however, he’s changed sides and may do so again, so let’s not count those duck eggs before they’ve hatched. Prince Kyphanes of Meligos will bring three thousand of his troops. When the Hostigi reinforcements arrive, we should be able to field as many men as the Union of Styphon’s Friends.”

“That’s all? That might be enough soldiers if all you had to face was the Union of Styphon’s Friends. But at some point, you are going to have to stop Soton’s Host of Styphon’s Deliverance.”

Mnestros shrugged. “You have to understand, Hos-Agrys has been at peace for a long time. We have had no need for large armies such as the ones Styphon’s House and Kalvan have fielded. How large were the armies in Hos-Harphax before Great King Kalvan arrived?”

“Before the Fireseed Wars, armies in Hos-Harphax averaged around three thousand men,” he replied. “Only the largest and most bellicose princedoms had larger standing armies. However, the Agrysi League of Dralm has had many winters to prepare for this war. Hasn’t anyone been paying attention to what Styphon’s House did to Hos-Hostigos? Or did your princes actually believe the war would end at the border of Hos-Hostigos?”

Mnestros looked pained. “I’ve done my damnedest to warn the princes numerous times that the Fireseed Wars might spill into our kingdom, but no one but my father has listened. Some branded me a warmonger or called me Kalvan’s lapdog. Even when the Grand Master entered our territory, the League’s princes wanted to believe that Soton was only besieging Agrys City to punish Great King Demistophon for not providing troops against Hos-Hostigos. Now, they’re afraid, but there’s no time to train the militias or raise their feudal levies.”

Hestophes banged his fist on the table in frustration. “I’ve talked until my throat hurts, trying to tell them the error of their ways. You’d better pray to Galzar that we can raise a lot more troops than that, or we’ll be fighting a rearguard action while Soton gobbles up princedoms and baronies like a mastiff eating table scraps.”

The young Duke visibly shuddered. “With what happened to Glarth Town last fall and the depredations of Arch-Butcher Roxthar, some of the Princes who were members of the Union of Styphon’s Friends may reconsider their loyalty to Styphon’s House.”

“Or, they may realize that they’re safer as the Temple’s allies than as its opponents.”

“We won’t know until we’ve approached them,” Mnestros said. “That will give me and my father something to do until spring.”

“If all the Agrysi princes demanded that their nobles call out their levies, they could raise another ten thousand to fifteen thousand men.”

“The princes are reluctant to call out their levy for a long campaign, since they will have to be paid in gold or land for their services if their term of service is longer than two seasons. And this looks to be a very long war; it could go on for many winters. The princes, rightfully, will assert that they will be bankrupt at the wars’ conclusion.”

Hestophes took out his pipe and pointed it at the Duke. “Bankrupt is a lot better than dead or Investigated. You can tell them I said so, too. You can also tell them that they can muster half their levy at one time, returning them to their lands after six moons, then replace them with those who have not served.”

“That is an excellent point, Captain-General.”

“I learned it from the best, King Kalvan. He called it ‘troop rotation.’ It cut the Hostigi gentry off at the knees and greatly expanded our ‘man pool,’ another of his expressions. The levy may not provide the best troops, but they will improve or die. Not all of Soton’s soldiers are first-rate either; the Temple Bands and the Knights have been bled badly both in Hostigos and at the Siege of Thagnor.”

“If we’re successful,” Mnestros added, “we could add another eight to ten thousand men to the League’s Army. That may give us the troops to stop Soton before he can despoil our lands.”

Hestophes shook his head. “The only way we can face Soton’s Host is if Kalvan sends us the Army of Nos-Hostigos. Until I know how many men we have and of what quality, I can’t make any strategic decisions. If we toss the bones again, like we did outside Agrys City last summer, and lose—it will be the kingdom’s death. We may have to fight what Kalvan calls a war of attrition. Unfortunately, such an action may loosen Soton’s reins on Archpriest Roxthar, which will mean death for all we leave behind. The Investigator could kill every other person in the Kingdom and still not be satisfied that he’s gotten all the heretics. That is our biggest worry.”

Mnestros grabbed his forehead. “I feel like I’ve drunk a barrel of ale by myself with all this thinking. What happened to real warfare, where two armies of mercenaries fought until one retired?”

“Styphon’s House and Roxthar put an end to that kind of war. This is a war of god against gods, the True Gods against the False God Styphon. As the Fireseed Wars have demonstrated, there will be no victor until one side is vanquished. Right now the battlefield of the gods is the Kingdom of Hos-Agrys.”

“Maybe we should all pray rather than fight, then?” Mnestros asked.

Hestophes made a barking noise. “Tell that to the dead highpriests of Dralm who were Investigated after the fall of Agrys City. No, the gods will not intervene in our battles, as Kalvan has told us so many times. It is up to us to stop the minions of Styphon and put an end to his horrors for all time.”

“Now, all we have to do is convince the princes of Hos-Agrys of this. I fear it will not be easy.”

“No hard job is, but it is for their own salvation as well as the gods. Be sure to make this clear to them.”

“I will, Captain General. Look the fire is banked again. I’ll toss some logs on.”

“I bet it is even colder in your bedchamber at night, Baron.”

Hestophes nodded.

Mnestros paused to walk over to the fireplace and tossed in two more logs, setting off a shower of sparks. “I know your wife is far away in Agrys City. However, I can provide a bed warmer if you so desire, a pretty one, too.”

Hestophes shook his head. Lysia was his true love and no other woman could take her place, not even for a quick bundle. He knew most of his fellow peers would laugh at such a romantic notion, but he suspected the man he admired most, King Kalvan, would agree completely.

II

Grand Master Soton was pacing back and forth, chuffing his pipe, in front of the great hearth in Styphon’s Voice’s private chambers.

Anaxthenes pushed a cloud of smoke away from his face and cried out, “Soton, enough! You’re blowing more smoke than a bellows in a blacksmith’s shop. I cannot promise you more Ktemnoi soldiers. The princes of Hos-Ktemnos are on the verge of rebellion. They believe, and rightfully so, that their troops are needed for defense of the kingdom. The barbarian armies reached all the way to the outskirts of Ktemnos City and many of the kingdom’s best soldiers died repelling their attacks. Too many villages and small towns were sacked and destroyed. It will take the southern princes many winters to recover lost taxes and duties.”

Soton stopped still in his tracks. “Isn’t Great King Lukthos one of your puppets, Your Divinity? Have him order his princes to aid our cause.

Anaxthenes shook his head. “Lukthos only succeeded Great King Cleitharses because he was his closest living relative. He is a weak man who dotes on his mother and has never earned his spurs. If Hos-Ktemnos had Electors such as Hos-Harphax does, Lukthos would not have been elected to village hetman. If the Temple orders Great King Lukthos to push his princes too hard, it may turn them further away from him and the Golden Throne. He is too useful as a figurehead to discard for a doomed venture.”

“I’m having Hadron’s Own Time recruiting new soldiers for the Host of Styphon’s Deliverance. I’ve only been able to muster some four thousand men. According to our agents-inquisitory the League of Dralm has chosen one of the Usurper Kalvan’s best captain-generals to lead their army, Captain-General Hestophes. Plus, there are rumors that the Usurper will be sending ten to twenty thousand soldiers to aid their cause.”

“Pure poppycock,” Anaxthenes replied. “The Usurper will need his men to protect his new lands from King Theovacar. He will not send them en masse to Hos-Agrys. What does the Daemon owe those fools who would not support him when he needed their help?”

“The Usurper does not always look to his own interest, or at least, his short-term interest,” Soton said. Unlike the Archpriests of the Inner Circle of Styphon’s House, who only see as far as their greedy hands can reach. “He will support the League because he knows that by doing so he thwarts our conquest of Hos-Agrys and forces the Temple to spend profligate amounts of men and gold.”

“Then he is succeeding. I had wanted to keep Orocles’ Army of the Besh here in Balph, but I will order him and his men to Agrys City to join the Host of Styphon’s Deliverance.”

Soton nodded. “They will go a long way toward stiffening the Host. If I am forced to include Archpriest Roxthar, maybe you can order Marshal Xenophes to provide me with ten Temple Bands.”

“Why not? As we’ve discussed, Styphon’s Own Guard no longer owes its allegiance to myself or the Inner Circle. I will order him and his Bands to assist in the conquest and pacification of Hos-Agrys. And that he will be under your command.”

“Thank you, Your Divinity. One more request. I would like you to order the Agrysi Union of Styphon’s Friends to come to our aid.”

“That is easily done. I will dictate my pronouncement to my personal scribe and have it sent to each of the Princes. However, I cannot determine how many will respond to my orders, or the quality of troops they may provide.”

“You might include some honey with the vinegar, Your Divinity.”

“How so?”

“Promise the princes two golden rakmars for each soldier they provide that meets our muster; otherwise, they will send every mother’s youngest son and drunkard in the kingdom.”

Styphon’s Voice ran his fingers along his chin. “That’s a lot of gold for soldiers of unknown quality. The Inner Circle will be unhappy with such an expenditure.”

Soton laughed. “They will do as you tell them, Your Divinity. We both know that. Besides, it will be money well spent, as those will be soldiers that the League cannot use. If nothing else, they will make good cannon fodder. Plus, any of those Princes who are considering abandoning our cause may be moved by the lure of gold. If we do not spend the Temple’s gold in our own defense, in a few winters it will be taken from the Temple by the Dralm worshippers or the barbarians from the Sea of Grass.”

“Your arguments carry a lot of weight, Grand Master. I will see that it is done. I want you to crush our enemies in Hos-Agrys and put it under our rule.”

III

Aranth Saln, otherwise known as Ranthos on Kalvan’s Time-Line, joined Captain-General Hestophes at the Black Bull Tavern for a private talk. He knew that a noisy tavern was one of the safest places to have a confidential discussion, since the noise level made spying almost impossible. Especially in a room full of Hostigi soldiers who had little tolerance for outsiders. The Black Bull was their home away from home; the barkeep was a former mercenary from Nostor who had stayed in Eubros after his mercenary company disbanded. Varos’ hair was now silver and his teeth ancient history, but his familiar accent gave the taproom a familiarity that the men so far from home couldn’t get anywhere else in Eubros Town, or for that matter, anywhere else in western Hos-Agrys.

After getting his own tankard of ale from the barkeep, Ranthos sat at Hestophes’ table. Most of the other soldiers were noncoms or rank and file and wouldn’t sit at their commander’s table. As a Grand-Captain, Ranthos didn’t have that problem. Besides, over the winter, he and Hestophes had become friends which made his decision all that more difficult.

“How did the gun practice go today?” Hestophes asked.

Ranthos shook his head. “One gun exploded on us. We’ve been going light on the powder, but apparently one of the hoops that keeps the barrel together had rusted out underneath. I lost two good men and a six-pounder. I suggest we go back to using Styphon’s Best; the Hostigi powder is just too strong for these rattle-trap guns the Agrysi use.

Hestophes nodded. “There are very few cast guns in Hos-Agrys and most of those are from Hos-Zygros or were imported from Hostigos. How many working guns will we have?”

Ranthos sighed. “Maybe twenty-two guns, mostly four- and six-pounders; all of them to be carried on carts. Only two have trunnions, and they just arrived from Meligos. They’re too big to bring with us without gun carriages, which we don’t have time to construct. I’m sorry, Hestophes, but these Agrysi guns are next to worthless.”

“It’s Styphon’s House’s fault. They made the fireseed so expensive that the princes in Hos-Agrys never made the investment in artillery. Great King Demistophon was a weak ruler and allowed his princes too much leeway. As a result, the Agrysi are behind everyone else in the Five Kingdoms, except Hos-Bletha, in the tools of war. And, now they will pay the butcher’s bill.”

The Agrysi princes are lacking good sense as well, Ranthos thought. I’ve never seen such an arrogant bunch of featherheads outside Dhergabar University.

“Sir, that’s what I wanted to discuss with you. Spring is on the way and it’s time I returned to Greater Beshta and reported in to Prince Phidestros. He will be most interested in the events taking place here.”

Hestophes shook his head. “I cannot in good conscience order you to stay, Ranthos, but I will ask as a friend. In truth, I have no other commander I can entrust with the League’s artillery, be that as it may.”

“Let me be frank, then,” Ranthos said. “The League command structure is so jumbled up it’s debatable that you will retain your command of the League Army by the time of the next moon. Also, there are rumors that Grand Master Soton and his army may be marching out of Hos-Agrys far earlier in the spring than any large force I’ve ever heard of. If they marched straight to Eubros Town and attacked it, they could destroy the Army here and nothing we can do could stop them. Am I wrong, sir?”

Hestophes shook his head. “No.” He paused to empty his tankard. “I have my orders and as long as I’m in command I’m oath-bound to stay. I almost envy you…if I were an un-sworn free companion, I would be halfway to Thagnor City by now.”

Ranthos felt the almost forgotten pangs of guilt. He truly liked this honest and hard-working soldier, but he wasn’t going to let unproductive emotional residues condemn him to an early death. “I’m sorry, Hestophes, but I have my orders. I’ve already overstayed my time here, as the Prince had wanted me to return last fall. I will burn incense before Galzar’s Shrine when I arrive in Besh Town.”

“Go with my blessing, then.”

They both clasped hands

“When will you be leaving?”

“After sunrise. We’ve got many marches ahead of us and I’ve grown anxious to return home.”

Hestophes sighed. “I understand.”
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THIRTY-SIX

I

From the time the scouts first reported sighting the Princess’s party, it seemed like an entire quarter moon had passed before they reached the gates of Besh Town. During this time, Prince Phidestros had decided that the old castle was too drafty and chilly for a baby and had decided to build a great palace, where the ruins of Balthar’s old summer palace rested, in the center of town. In his mind, he’d already drawn up the plans for the first three floors.

He’d also come to the realization that they didn’t have a name for their newborn son. Traditionally, children weren’t given a real name until their Name Day, although most of the kings and great princes named their heirs shortly after birth as a way of consolidating their dynasty.

Phidestros was making his own dynasty, starting here in Greater Beshta; therefore, they needed a name now. He definitely didn’t want to name the baby after his own father, whom he hated—or anyone in his dynasty. Arminta’s oldest brother had already named his son after her father, so that was not a choice. He wanted a dignified name, but also one that represented power; after all, his son would one day be a Great King if his plans worked out. As a child, he had always loved to hear the stories of the greatest of the Great Kings, Simocles the Great, the Warlord who had led the Zarthani people to victory over the Ruthani Confederation.

Simocles, he thought, now that’s a name to command respect; also a lot to live up to. Not that that will be an obstacle to any son of mine. The only possible impediment would be Arminta; she might have already picked out a name while wintering in Syriphlon. He hoped she hadn’t as he didn’t want anything to come between them on this joyous occasion.

Mynos stuck his head into the audience chamber, announcing, “They’re inside the castle, sire!” He had been announcing every step of the Princess’ journey since her party was first spotted. “Shall I decant a wine keg?”

“Not yet,” he answered. Phidestros could feel his own excitement mounting; however, it was not seemly for a Prince to show his deep emotions in public. Mynos had no such prohibition. Once again, Phidestros was struck by how far Arminta had wormed her way into his subjects’ hearts. Just one of the many things he admired about his wife.

Finally, he heard footsteps outside the door. Ceremony be damned! he thought, as he ran to the doorway, almost running down Mynos, who made a quick sidestep as he opened the door. Phidestros wrapped his arms around his wife, carefully navigating around the bundle she cradled in her arms.

After a long deep kiss, she pulled away, saying, “Don’t you want to meet your son?”

“Yes! Of course, my love.”

She peeled back several layers of blankets to reveal a tiny red face.

So this is my son, my future. “He…he’s…beautiful,” he stammered. Someday you will be the greatest of Great Kings.

“I think so, too. I’ve missed you so much, my husband.”

A nursemaid came alongside the Princess to take the baby.

“For now, he will be staying in our chamber,” Arminta said.

He raised his eyebrows in question.

“There were no nursemaids in Kothos. It was a small town and I had to nurse the baby myself.” She smiled. “It brings us closer.”

“Whatever you want, my love. I’m just happy to have you and the baby safe again.”

She nodded. “I’m so happy to be back home. I hated staying with those priests. Some of them looked at me the way a cat eyes a small bird.”

“Traitorous scum! After all I’ve done for them, to steal the woman I love” He ran through a string of curses until his breath ran out.

Arminta put her hand over his mouth. “It is done. We must not let emotion rule our heads. They did not lay a hand on me and I was treated courteously enough…. We must find a way to use them as they used me.”

Phidestros nodded. “You’re right. Although it is tempting to take my army down to Balph and murder every last one of those dung eaters. Still, it would not help our own plans.”

“No, it would not. If we topple Styphon’s House, which at this moment is quite possible since most of their forces are in Hos-Agrys, who will it aid most? Your father, who will be relieved of his debts, and King Kalvan, who will return with his army to have his former lands restored. Lands where we now reside.”

“You’re right. I know this to be true, but my blood, my honor, all cry out for revenge.”

Arminta’s eyes turned as hard as gemstones. “I, too, would love to hurt the Temple, and we shall…in time. I give you my blood-oath. However, first, and foremost, is our plan.”

“To be Great King and Queen of Hos-Zygros!”

“Yes, that has always been your dream. And your father has brought it much closer by murdering his brother.”

“Yes, my intelligencers tell me that Great King Sopharar died shortly after the arrival of Archpriest Danthor and his party. There is little doubt in my mind, or anyone else’s, that King Sopharar was poisoned. My agents have helped spread rumors to that effect and there are many who are calling Eudocles a regicide.”

“I told you, my husband, that crowns spent on agents-inquisitory were coins well spent.”

“You were right.”

“It was Kalvan who taught me thus. Even our own chief agent-investigatory in Argros Town admitted that Kalvan’s intelligencers in Harphax City knew more about events there than the late King Kaiphranos. For that and many other reasons, I wish he was not our deadliest enemy.”

Phidestros nodded. “Kalvan, like Grand Master Soton, is a man of honor as well as a great warlord. However, Kalvan will never forgive me for sacking his capital and destroying Tarr-Hostigos. Nor taking his lands. Too much blood has been spilled and gold spent for us to sheathe our swords.”

“I fear you are right. Another reason why the Kingdom of Hos-Zygros is a better home for our dynasty than Hos-Harphax. What we need to do next is decide when to strike.”

“Yes, my warrior queen, but first I want to discuss something far more important.”

“Yes?”

“A name for our son.”

Arminta’s brow furrowed. “Do you know, well—of course you do—that Great King Geblon and Lavena had named their baby Sirna! How dare they name the princess after that red-headed harlot.”

Phidestros quickly brought his hands up, palms out. “My darling, first off, it was not meant as a slight to you or us. And, you know that Lady Sirna is no slut. She did the Iron Band good service as a healer in Hostigos Town—”

“Yes, and sharing your bed was: What?”

“I did not know you then…she was a companion. I never loved her.”

Arminta shook her head. “I know that…It must be me, my blood boils at the slightest excuse. Even before the baby was born….”

Phidestros had suffered under several of those tantrums even before she was kidnapped. But, as Kyblannos had so often pointed out, this was the price men paid for their heirs. He hoped she returned to her former level-headed self quickly.

“I received a letter from Geblon and he told me that it was Sirna who helped bring them together, which was Our plan after all.”

Arminta nodded sheepishly.

“It was Lady Sirna who convinced Geblon to court Lavena, and convinced Lavena that Geblon was the right man for her. I don’t know how she pounded sense into the Queen’s head, but she did. It turns out she has become Lavena’s good friend, if not only friend. By bringing them together, Sirna may have saved the Kingdom from both Styphon’s House and internecine war. Thus, they named the princess after her as a tribute to her labors on their behalf. Plus, they made her a duchess.”

He could practically hear Arminta’s teeth grind. “Every time I hear that poor baby’s name, I will have to think of you and that—”

“As you always say, my love, time heals all wounds.”

The punch she delivered to his upper arm convinced him that she was completely recovered from childbirth. “Ouch!”

“Sorry, my love. That was meant for Duchess Sirna.”

“Better there, than elsewhere,” he said, thinking of his privy parts.

They both laughed.

“Now, back to neutral ground. I’ve been thinking over names for our son.”

“Yes,” she replied. “So have I.”

“My first thought was of your father, but your oldest brother has already named his son Soligon. And your other brother has named his son after your grandfather.”

“True. I was thinking of naming our son after his father.”

“Me! No, I would not lay that burden on anyone. I was thinking of naming him Simocles.”

“After the Great Warlord. Now, that’s a name impossible to live up to.”

Phidestros smiled, “Not for our son.”

“You’re crazy, I swear to all the True Gods. He will hate us both.”

“No, it will inspire him to greatness.”

She nodded. “Like his father. Fine, but if he blames us for his name, it’s on your head.”

II

Kalvan was resting in his easy chair, in front of the hearth, smoking his pipe with his foot up on an ottoman he’d had specially designed. One advantage to being Great King was that people went out of their way to please you, especially if they saw a profit in it. He was sure the Master Carpenter that he’d commissioned to make the ottoman was now selling knock-offs advertised as “the same as the footrest used by Great King Kalvan in his own chambers.” He hoped he made a good profit, although demand wouldn’t be great except among the newly rich merchant and manufacturing classes that were beginning to emerge.

Inflation had reared its ugly head in Thagnor and the nobles were beginning to complain that their rents weren’t high enough to allow them to live in the style in which their parents had lived. They got short shrift with those complaints from him. Let them get jobs, or take a commission in the Royal Cavalry, was his answer.

He was just thinking of calling his manservant for another cup of chicory when Cleon came into his study.

“Sorry, Your Majesty, but Grand Duke Vinaldos is here to see you.

“Cleon, please bring the Duke a goblet of wine and another cup of chicory for me.”

“Yes, Your Majesty.”

Cleon returned with the beverages and Duke Vinaldos. “At your service, Your Majesty.”

“And what service brings you here this afternoon?” Kalvan asked.

“A packet arrived from Agrys City, sire. It contains urgent information on the state of the Host of Styphon’s Deliverance and other matters relating to the war in Hos-Agrys.”

His head of intelligence offered Kalvan a packet containing a dozen or more parchments. Some were ripped or torn and others were stained by travel. All were in the substitution code he’d written. “I assume you’ve already deciphered all the messages. Can you summarize their contents? I’ll go over them with Rylla later at my convenience.”

“Yes, Your Majesty. It appears that Grand Master Soton is bringing some fifteen to twenty thousand new troops into Agrys City from Hos-Ktemnos, many of them Knights and Styphon’s Temple Guard. With the addition of the Princely armies of Cythor, Arbelon and Kryphlon, he will be fielding an army between fifty to sixty thousand men.”

“Dralm-damnit! That is bad news,” Kalvan replied. “That means the League will be outnumbered by two to one, maybe more, even after we send them the five thousand men we promised. After Warlord Sargos’ invasion last year, I thought Soton would be more concerned about reinforcing his forts than fighting Styphon’s war of conquest in Hos-Agrys.”

Vinaldos frowned. “Your Majesty, as much as it pains me to say this, you will be sending those men to their deaths unless you send the Royal Army. I believe you could muster forty thousand men without calling up the reserves, and still leave ten thousand at home to keep our neighbors out of mischief. Fifty thousand, if we took the Army of Rathon with us. I’m sure King Chartiphon would be more than willing to provide as many men as he could spare, as will Prince Phrames and Prince Sarrask.”

“Yes, and to what purpose?” Kalvan returned. “To save a bunch of weak sisters who couldn’t be bothered to send troops to Hos-Hostigos when the Grand Host was on the march in Our Kingdom. I’m not going to sacrifice the Hostigos Army and Our gains here to pull their bacon out of the fire—TO REGWARN WITH THE ENTIRE LEAGUE OF DRALM!”

All Kalvan’s anger, pent-up rage and disappointment with Xentos and the League of Dralm came boiling up out of his guts like poison. He paused to take a deep breath when he realized he’d been shouting. Fortunately, here-and-now doors were made of hardwood planks, reinforced with iron stays, and solid as rocks.

Vinaldos had stepped back as though facing a drawn sword.

Kalvan hadn’t blown up like that in a long time. In some of the here-and-now kingdoms, it wasn’t uncommon for messengers bearing bad news, like his intelligence chief had just brought, to have their heads taken off or be thrown in the dungeon. So he understood the Duke’s trepidation.

He raised his hands, palms out. “I’m not angry with you, Vinaldos. Just the terrible position this news has put the Kingdom in. If we send enough troops to guarantee success, which would be almost the entire armed forces of Nos-Hostigos, what will we have purchased with their blood? A new home, unlikely. A graveyard is the most likely answer.

“Because—and, believe me, there is no guarantee we’ll win—Soton’s men are as tough as horseshoe nails, most of them veterans of the Fireseed Wars. And all we’ll have fought for is the survival of the League of Dralm.”

“I understand, Your Majesty. However, if we just send the soldiers you’ve promised to send the League, they will not come back.”

“I do not believe that sending more men to their death for a bunch of ingrates will solve the problem. On the other hand, I won’t become a king who doesn’t stand behind his word.”

“That’s good, but not in this situation,” Vinaldos intoned. Suddenly his blue eyes brightened. “I’ve got an idea. I’ve got files on certain noblemen and soldiers who are dissatisfied with life here in Thagnor and complain that you have not attempted to restore their lost lands in Hos-Hostigos.”

“I know that faction well,” Kalvan said. In fact, my lovely wife is its unofficial head. Were it not for Demia and baby Ptosphes, Rylla would demand to be the commander of the Army of Hos-Agrys.

“Instead of allowing them to spread their rancor, why don’t we include the dissidents among the soldiers that will be going into Hos-Agrys?”

“Duke, that’s a Dralm-damned good idea! I will ask for volunteers and many of them will demand to be in the rescue force. Then I will personally pick the officers from among my worst critics.”

Vinaldos all but rubbed his hands in joy. “This will not only get rid of a lot of chronic complainers, but will make my job much easier.”

Of course, it also meant abandoning one of his best officers and friends, Captain-General Hestophes, to certain defeat. No matter what the outcome, he would have a heavy load of guilt resting on his shoulders.

“There’s more, Your Majesty. It appears that Great King Eudocles, the new king of Hos-Zygros—”

“You mean the Regicide.”

“Yes, sire. Eudocles has long been in debt to Styphon’s House and our spies picked up word of troop movements within Hos-Zygros. It’s very likely that the Royal Army of Hos-Zygros will weigh in and invade the Agrysi Princedoms of Kelos or Meligos. There are also rumors that Prince Phidestros is King Eudocles’ bastard son.”

“Unbelievable!” Kalvan cried. “So the Five Kingdom’s best general, who had one of his underlings enthroned as Great King of Hos-Harphax, is now in league with the new Great King of Hos-Zygros?”

“We don’t know that for certain, sire. There are rumors of bad blood between them. So it’s unlikely that Phidestros will support his father’s army. Nor is Phidestros a ‘friend’ of Styphon’s House; not after they kidnapped Princess Arminta.”

“Phidestros is a Machiavellian, if there ever was one.”

“Machiavellian? What does that mean, sire?”

“Machiavelli was a prince in the Cold Lands who believed that the ends justified the means, especially by cunning and duplicity. He also believed in winning over the people, but tempered it with harsh treatment of his opponents. One of his sayings was: ‘It should be noted that when he seizes a state the new ruler ought to determine all the injuries that he will need to inflict. He should inflict them once and for all, and not have to renew them every day.’ Another of his aphorisms was: ‘It is much more secure to be feared than to be loved.’”

“A wise ruler methinks, sire.”

“Machiavelli had many such maxims, and many of them were dead-on regarding human nature. This one pertains to our own situation in the Upper Middle Kingdoms: ‘Kingdoms that rise quickly, just as all the other things of nature that are born and grow rapidly, cannot have roots and ramifications; the first bad weather kills them.’ Which is exactly why I do not want to pull Our Army out of Thagnor to go chasing Styphon’s House’s armies in the Five Kingdoms. We still have enemies here, such as the King of Dorg and Theovacar. Our roots here in Thagnor and the other princedoms of Nos-Hostigos are very fragile.”

“So, what you are telling me, sire, is that even though Styphon’s Voice committed an act of treachery against Prince Phidestros, he may still have plans that may include using Styphon’s House to his own advantage.”

“Very good, Duke. As I see it, Phidestros cannot afford to antagonize Styphon’s House, despite the fact that in an all-out war, he might be able to defeat them. Certainly, with Soton’s Army in Hos-Agrys, Phidestros could take his army straight to Balph and pull the Temple down to its very foundations, either killing all the Archpriests of the Inner Circle or taking them prisoner.”

Vinaldos nodded. “But, the end result would be that Grand Master Soton would take his Army of Styphon’s Deliverance into Greater Beshta and strike back at Phidestros the moment he learned of his attack on Balph.”

“Exactly. After the war ended, even if Phidestros defeated Soton, the result would be what my people would have called a Pyrrhic Victory. The ensuing war with Styphon’s House would be so vicious it will have destroyed all the cities and towns of both kingdoms so in the end there wouldn’t be much left to rule over.”

“Ahh. Like the Grand Host’s victory over Hos-Hostigos left the kingdom a wasteland that will take decades or more to revive.”

“Exactly,” Kalvan answered. “Besides the game of revolving Great Kings in Hos-Harphax, this is the primary reason why none of the Great Kings have put rulers in Nostor or Ulthor. The lands are so depleted and the population so low that none of the great Harphaxi nobles want to be exiled there.”

Vinaldos nodded. “Yes, I see it. I also see that if the war continues for long in Hos-Agrys that kingdom will find itself in the same state as Hos-Hostigos.”

“The sad part is there is nothing that we can do to stop it without destroying ourselves, which is why I am forced to sacrifice both my best general and five thousand soldiers….”

“Kingship is a heavy weight, Your Majesty.”

Yes, Kalvan thought, much heavier than I’d ever anticipated when I was catapulted out of that cross-time flying saucer, or whatever it was. And, lonelier, too. I can’t even tell my wife the truth, because she will refuse to believe it. Her dream is to return to Hostigos and nothing will ever make her abandon it—not even the truth.


THIRTY-SEVEN

I

In the flickering candlelight, Grand Master Soton took a moment to examine his top commanders: first there was his aide, Horse Master Sarmoth; Prince Simias of Cythor; High Marshal Xenophes, commander of Styphon’s Own Guard; Knight Commander Orocles, former commander of the Army of the Besh; Captain-General Eukides, head of the Union’s Army; Lord High Marshal Zythannes, head of the Ktemnoi Sacred Squares; Marshal Albides of Styphon’s Own Guard and Archpriest Grythos, Prince-Regent of Hos-Agrys. Gathered together in this one room were Styphon’s House’s most decorated and accomplished generals, representing the largest gathering of Temple commanders since the Grand Host broke up. If they did their job, Hos-Agrys would be conquered and the followers of Dralm dead or on the run by mid-summer.

Noticeable by his absence was Archpriest Roxthar, who had not been informed of this strategic council; the last thing Soton needed was the Investigator’s hectoring and unwelcome advice.

They were gathered in the highest chamber in the keep of Tarr-Agrys. To ensure that no intelligencers were listening, the floors below had been emptied of people and there were guards stationed at the keep’s entrance. Storm clouds were gathering outside and the only light was from flickering candles and oil lamps set into sconces along the walls.

“As you know,” Soton continued, “I just returned from Hos-Ktemnos, where I wintered in Balph. I brought back with me some eight thousand troops: five thousand mercenary cavalry, two Lances of Zarthani Knights, two companies of the Sephrax Guard and eighteen hundred infantry recruits for our Sacred Squares. The Lord High Marshal Xenophon and Marshal Albides followed my sailing ships with twelve Temple Bands of Styphon’s Own Guard, consisting of some six thousand guardsmen and their auxiliaries.”

There were smiles and nods from everyone around the table. Soton paused to take out his corncob pipe and fill it with good leaf fresh from Ktemnos. “Knight Commander Orocles followed behind us with his Army of the Besh, three thousand mercenary horse, five hundred arquebusiers, five Temple Bands, some two thousand guardsmen and a Lance of Knights; all totaled some six thousand men.”

Knight Commander Orocles nodded. “We’d have more, but we lost over two thousand men besieging Besh Town. There we faced the Iron Band and some of the best troops in the Five Kingdoms. Fortunately, the walls were not at full strength as Phidestros the Upstart had pulled most of his army away for his strike against Great King Lysandros.” He paused to spit a stream of tobacco on the straw covered floor. “Here we face nothing more than rabble.”

Captain-General Eukides, a famous mercenary captain in his youth, appeared to take offense. “I beg to differ, Commander, but many of us won our spurs during the Meligos/Arbelon Border Wars. I’ve fought throughout the Five Kingdoms and those were some of the fiercest battles I’ve ever witnessed.”

“Fah! They were renowned in their day, but things have changed. In those wars the field of battle might have contained seven or eight thousand mercenaries, most of them more concerned about booty and their pay than winning the war”

Eukides’ face was burning and he jabbed his pipe at Orocles like a pistol. “Yes, in any mercenary army you’ll always find cutpurses and malcontents posing as soldiers, but most of us fought for the honor of our banner and our prince. While Hos-Agrys has been slumbering when it comes to warfare, there are still some fine soldiers and captains who know Galzar’s Way.”

Soton angrily expelled a cloud of smoke. He hated seeing his commanders already forming schisms before the first gunshot was fired. Orocles has all the tact of one of Roxthar’s Investigators, he thought, one more reason why he will never rise to the post of Grand Master of the Order as long as I’m alive. “In some regards, Knight Commander, you may be correct, but do not underestimate the Agrysi soldiers. They may have sat out the Fireseed Wars, but among their ranks reside some of the best soldiers in the Five Kingdoms.”

Orocles shrugged as if to say, “We’ll see about that.”

Captain-General Eukides appeared mollified. His reputation as a captain was legendary, but he was almost seventy winters old and hadn’t fought in a major battle in a long time. His hair was snow-white, but his limbs were still stout and he held himself like a man half his age. Soton was glad to have him as co-commander of the Union’s Army with Prince Simias.

“It’s not just the Dralm followers we have to worry about,” Soton continued. “Our agents tell us that King Kalvan is sending a small army to aid the League of Dralm. Rumors and gossip put its numbers anywhere from eight thousand to fifteen thousand men.”

“Pshaw. I wouldn’t give those rumors much credence,” Archpriest Grythos pronounced. “Last summer we were told the Usurper had sent the League some five thousand troops; instead they numbered less than a thousand.”

Soton nodded, reining in his temper. Since becoming Prince-Regent, Grythos had grown increasingly insufferable. “One of Kalvan’s top commanders, Captain-General Hestophes, is slated to be the commander of the League’s army. Last summer, Kalvan was faced with fighting the Grand Host of Styphon and the Grefftscharri Fleet. Now, he is at loose ends; thus, it is not wise to draw conclusions based on different conditions.

“We do know that the former Highpriest of Dralm in Hostigos, Primate Xentos, is the spiritual leader of the League of Dralm. We also know that the Usurper Kalvan has said publicly that he will return to reconquer his former lands in Hos-Hostigos. Kalvan knows that he will need allies in the future. If he aids the League of Dralm, they will then owe him their support upon his return. The Usurper has defeated all his enemies in the Middle Kingdoms, or has them at bay, so he is in a position where he can send his troops to Hos-Agrys to aid in the League’s defense.

“In my mind, it is in Kalvan’s self-interest to aid the League with both troops and gold. Having recently added the treasury of Greffa City to his coffers, he will have plenty of gold to spend.”

Everyone around the table nodded, except Archpriest Grythos who appeared as if he’d bitten into a bad olive.

“Lord High Marshal Zythannes, what is the current disposition of the Host of Styphon’s Deliverance?”

“Grand Master, we lost over four thousand men during the battle with the League last summer. However, we have replaced most of them with recruits from the former Army of Hos-Agrys. I advise leaving fifteen or sixteen thousand men for garrison duty in Agrys City to ensure that the city is not retaken by the League or one of its allies.”

Soton nodded his agreement. Prince Phidestros had grown increasingly ambitious and he wouldn’t be surprised, once the Host of Styphon’s Deliverance left Agrys City, if the Prince made an attempt to besiege the city.

“Our available troops,” Zythannes continued, “according to our most recent muster list, are three under-strength Sacred Squares consisting of some four thousand, five hundred men. With the recruits you’ve brought from Hos-Ktemnos we can rapidly bring them up to full strength. We have ten thousand Ktemnoi horse, three thousand heavy lance and seven thousand cuirassiers. Added to that are four thousand Agrysi cavalry, most of them formerly with the Royal Amy or bodyguard units. In addition, we have twelve Temple Bands of Styphon’s Own Guard. We have some ten thousand infantry, including two thousand Agrysi regulars.”

Everyone around the table looked pleased by the High Marshal’s report.

Someone offered a toast of “Death to Dralm!”

This was repeated around the table, while Sarmoth, the most junior officer, broached a new cask of ale and made sure everyone’s tankards were topped off.

Soton turned to Prince Simias of Cythor. “Your Highness, how many troops will the Union be able to offer to our Host?”

“Captain-General Eukides has already assembled twelve thousand men, five thousand infantry and seven thousand horse in Kryphlon City. There would be more, if Prince Aesklos had not deserted our ranks.”

“Death to all traitors!” rang out, along with “Death to Dralm!”

When the chamber had quieted down, Soton resumed, “Then I will send you Marshal Albides to support the Union. He will bring with him six Temple Bands to stiffen your infantry.”

The Captain-General looked wary, as if he were being given a gift of dubious value—perhaps he was. Styphon’s Own Guard were some of the best troops in the Five Kingdoms, but everyone knew they paid their allegiance to Styphon’s House, or in these desperate times, Archpriest Roxthar and his Investigation. Still, since the Union’s contribution was lacking, Eukides would have to take them—and Roxthar. Let the Investigator bedevil someone else for a time.

Finally, Eukides nodded. “The Temple Bands will be useful should we run up against the League of Dralm’s Hostigi allies.”

“Good. It is done. Marshal Albides, prepare your men to travel to Kryphlon City with Captain-General Eukides.”

“The rest of the troops will remain with the Host of Styphon’s Deliverance. Thus far, we have assembled a Host some forty-five thousand strong, more than enough men to take and crush all of Hos-Agrys. It is my mission to see the entire Kingdom under Styphon’s rule by the end of summer. Unless Kalvan sends the entire Army of Nos-Hostigos, I do not see the Agrysi League of Dralm raising enough troops to stop us. Especially now that Hos-Zygros is ruled by a new Great King who is deeply in debt to Styphon’s House.

“In fact, I have put together another surprise for our Dralm-loving princes of Hos-Agrys. Great King Eudocles will coordinate an attack upon the Princedom of Kelos at a time of our choosing. Prince Bosphros is one of the strongest supporters of the League of Dralm and this will draw him and his men from the League’s banner.”

Soton paused to let everyone drink that in. Then he told them that two hundred winters ago, the Princedom of Kelos had been a part of Hos-Zygros until one of Prince Bosphros’ ancestors, Duke Valmestros, fomented a rebellion. Valmestros, with support from the Great King of Hos-Agrys, overthrew his Zygrosi overlord and ceded it to Hos-Agrys. For his treachery, he was made Prince of Kelos. Due to their much smaller army, there was little Hos-Zygros could do to redress this wrong.

He finished: “I have promised Eudocles that we will return Kelos to Hos-Zygros in exchange for his aid. He will strike at a time of my choosing.”

“Praise Styphon!” Zythannes cried. “A stab in the back from Eudocles’ army could change the course of the war and destroy our enemies’ morale. A brilliant plan, Grand Master Soton. I propose a toast to Styphon’s Hammer!”

“Aye, aye.”

When the toasting and boasting had quieted down, Soton resumed, “Since we do not know how many men the Usurper will be sending, it is urgent that we begin our conquest of Hos-Agrys as quickly as possible. Kalvan will have to send his forces by ship from Thagnor across the Aesklos Sea to Alssa, where there is a port, since Ulthor Port is in ruins and Glarth Town was destroyed last summer. From there, they will have to move overland about a thousand marches to join up with the League’s Army. This will take time, close to a moon or more.

“It is my will that we start our campaign before this moon quarter ends.”

There were gasps from around the room.

“The Agrys River is still swollen with water from the spring melt,” Prince Simias complained.

“We will not use the river, as our enemies will suspect. Instead the Host will move northwest through Cythor and Arbelon and strike Zcynos Town.”

“Yes,” nodded Prince Simias. “Let us kill the traitor Aesklos first.”

Soton smiled. “Once Zcynos has been brought to heel, we can let Investigator Roxthar and his minions feast on its carcass while we take the Host of Styphon’s Deliverance through the Princedom of Kelos and into Meligos. By then Kelos should be under Eudocles’ rule and we will have no resistance on our way to Meligos.”

“What about the League of Dralm, Grand Master?” Knight Commander Orocles asked.

Soton went over to the large deerskin map of Hos-Agrys that covered a good part of one wall. He took out his saber and pointed out the route he had just gone through. “This is not the invasion route the League will be expecting us to follow. Traditionally, armies from Agrys City have followed the Agrys River up through Cythor and into Meligos, or have gone west into Kryphlon where the Union of Styphon’s Friends’ Army is headquartered. I believe they will expect us to follow that route in order to combine forces with the Union Army.

“Would that be your strategy, if you were the League’s commander, Eukides?”

Captain-General Eukides said, “Yes, that’s the route I would have followed had you not suggested the more difficult coastal route. Furthermore, the League will not be prepared for an attack at that time; they will not expect the Host to begin its movement until the rivers have stopped swelling.”

“Exactly,” Soton said. “What I want you to do, right after this Council, is to travel to Kryphlon City and prepare the Union forces for an attack upon Varthon. Bypass the interior, which is mostly unsettled, and take the Union Army straight to Varthon Town. Since the League of Dralm’s forces wintered in Eubros, they will not be in a position to stop you until it is too late. By the time word reaches them of your siege of Varthon Town, they will be more worried about the Host which should by then be in the Princedom of Zcynos.”

“Excellent plan, Grand Master. Divide and destroy.”

“That’s the plan. After you take Varthon Town, I want you to burn it to the ground, like I did with Glarth Town. Then go south into Eubros. If the League’s Army has already left the Princedom of Eubros, then destroy Eubros Town and everything in between. If not, defeat the League’s Army. I will have Roxthar and his Investigators go with you to ensure that no Dralm worshippers get out alive.”

Plus, he thought to himself, it will get that pest out of my beard. Let Roxthar do his evil well out of my sight. His day of reckoning is coming soon enough.

“Once you have pacified Varthon and Eubros you can go into Glarth and retake it for Styphon’s Glory.”

“What do we do if we run into Kalvan’s Army?”

“If they number more than the League’s forces, retreat and wait until they pass. If the Hostigi chase you, do not engage. Instead, lead them to us. Let your infantry escape into the woods, a company at a time, and lead the Hostigi with your cavalry. If I know Kalvan, he will not only bring his infantry but gun batteries. You should have no trouble evading them. However, if they out-flank you, bring them to battle and kill as many as you can. You will all earn a prominent place in the Wargod’s Hall.”

“To Styphon and Galzar!” Orocles cried.

“To Victory!” the room sounded as if from one great voice.

Before leaving the council chamber, Soton motioned for Knight Commander Orocles, Captain-General Eukides and Horse Master Sarmoth to follow him to his private audience chamber. When everyone was seated, he opened, “I believe that went well.”

They nodded in accord.

“I’m sure you both are curious as to why I invited you to a private audience so I’ll get right to the point. I want this war over quickly and decisively. To that end, I want both Commander Orocles and Master Sarmoth to be my eyes and ears in advance of the Host. I’ve already talked with Archpriest Heraclestros who was sent here by Styphon’s Voice to replace Highpriest Haltor, whom Demistophon murdered. Using Styphon’s couriers, Heraclestros has sent messages to the High-priest of Zcynos City and our banking houses in that city to use our gold to subvert the local princes and raise up the townsfolk in riots and insurrection.

“Commander Orocles, I want you to lead four thousand advance cavalry to take advantage of whatever discord and civil unrest that our gold has provoked. I also want you to raid the local farmers and merchants and establish supply depots so that we will have additional victuals at hand. This was a tough winter for both Hos-Agrys and Hos-Ktemnos, with ongoing troubles in both kingdoms. I do not want to waste time waiting for our food stocks to be resupplied by ship so I will need depots set up ahead of the Host. This is your primary objective, Commander—even more important than sowing discord among the enemy. Is that understood?”

“Yes, sir,” Orocles said, “But, Grand Master, travel along the Agrysi coastline is difficult; there are many hills and mountains in the way and the low-lying roads are probably still flooded.”

Soton nodded. “I know all this, but advancing along the coast is the last route that the Agrysi will expect us to take. Remember, surprise is an important part of any successful battle or campaign. This is why I need an advance party to set up supply depots and reconnoiter the way. The success of our mission is upon your shoulders.”

Both men nodded.

“What if the League of Dralm uses your absence from Agrys City to retake it?” Orocles asked.

“First, the League will have to dispatch the Union of Styphon’s Friends before they can mount a siege. In addition, I will leave a sufficient garrison to delay any siege until our return.”

Orocles shrugged his shoulders in surrender.

Soton suspected he’d rather stay in Agrys City and sample its pleasures rather than spend several moons with the advance party traveling over hill and vale.

“Horse Master Sarmoth will be my ears and mouth; I want him to contact our intelligencers and direct their energies into destabilizing the Princedoms of Zcynos and Kelos. If you can cause enough disruption and worry, it will keep some of the less loyal dukes and barons at home instead of in the field with their levy aiding their prince and the League of Dralm.”

“Yes, sir,” they both replied in unison.

“Good. It is my intent to make this war a quick and decisive one. I’ve already wasted one winter in this gods-forsaken land, when the Order needed me back on the frontier. I don’t intend to waste another one. I intend to spend next winter at Tarr-Ceros. If we wrap this war up and invest every princedom with a loyal prince, I see no reason why I can’t be on my way by fall.

“You two can leave, I have other matters to discuss with the Captain-General.”

After the other two left his command headquarters, Soton rose up to clasp shoulders with Eukides. “It’s good to see you once again.”

The Captain-General smiled. “The last time I saw you, sir, you were but a pup! I have heard much about your military successes since those days when we fought together in Hos-Bletha against the False King Halvros.”

Soton smiled. “Those were good times. We knew our enemy well and he was a worthy opponent; none of this killing women and children in the name of the gods. Fah!” He smashed his hands together as though squishing a rat. “Sometimes, this war of the gods disgusts me.

Eukides nodded. “From the reports I’ve heard, and I dare say I’m tempted not to believe half of what I hear, this war has dishonored us all.”

“I’m glad you’re a plainspoken man, like myself, Captain-General. Too many of these priests and princes use words like cloaks to camouflage their nefarious schemes and plots. The truth is those reports are not exaggerated; this blasted Investigation is a canker on the arse of the world.”

Eukides drew back, his face drawn and pale. “So it is true. Priests are killing and torturing women, children and defenseless serfs!”

“Every malicious word, every rumor is true. I’ve seen things that make sleep a distant memory. These white-robed priests have defiled war as we have known it, using it as an excuse to torture and maim the innocent. Galzar Himself must be retching from his Sky-Throne to the bottom of his guts. If it wasn’t for my oath of office and duty, I would march off into the Sea of Grass to a blessed oblivion. In the name of Styphon, I have committed acts that will stain my honor till the end of all winters.”

General Eukides fell back into a chair. “What little zeal I had for this war has now departed.”

“Like me, you will do your duty,” Soton stated flatly. “I have found through long experience it is better to be forewarned than taken by surprise.”

Eukides, who looked as if he’d aged a decade or more, slumped down in his chair.

“As grand commander, there are things I need to know. Captain-General, what is your view of Prince Simias?”

The old man spat on the floor. “A popinjay, a pimp, a wastrel, a blackguard… none of these words are strong enough. If it weren’t for the direct orders of Prince Varion, I would have never left my estates. I’m oath-bound to follow my Prince, but I’ll be damned if I’ll swear any oath to that whoreson Simias!”

Soton nodded. “I feared as much. His disregard of his vassals and the attention he paid to his appearance speaks volumes. You will have to work around him, rather than with him I fear. I will send you Archpriest Grythos—”

“Not another Archpriest!” Eukides interrupted.

Soton made quieting motions with his hands. “Grythos was a former Knight Commander with my Order. He was a good leader, but enjoyed killing too much for my peace of mind. Unless ransomed, few of those he took prisoner survived the experience. Still, he retains more knowledge of warfare than Prince Simias will learn if he lives three lifetimes.

“As far as Archpriest Roxthar, he will be your burden. He will attempt to wrest command of the Union, its army and anything else within his grasp. This is another reason I will order Archpriest Grythos to join you. He is not easily intimidated by Roxthar’s rants as there is no love between the two of them.”

Straightening up, Eukides said, “Win or lose, this will be my last command. I’ve already informed Prince Varion of my decision.”

Soton sighed. “I wish I could say likewise.”


THIRTY-EIGHT

I

The Black Horse Tavern in Thagnor City was crowded with soldiers and their hangers-on: ladies of the night, gamblers, bone tossers, knaves, blackguards and sharpers of every stripe. It was one of many soldiers’ inns and taverns in the city where the Great King had posted muster lists for volunteers for the war against Styphon’s House in Hos-Agrys. Syllon had come from his farm, not only for the drink, but to sign his mark.

Not that he cared a rotten fig about Hos-Agrys or their pusillanimous League of Dralm. Where were they when we were thrown out of Hostigos? he asked himself. Except for Duke Mnestros and his small contingent—nowhere. To Regwarn’s Caverns with the lot of them!

Regardless, he was no kind of a farmer. He was tired of harvesting rocks not grain; instead of a tiller of fields, he was a killer of fields. For some reason, everything he planted came up stunted, or died. Maybe it was the bad soil; that’s what his neighbors claimed. Yet, they managed to wrest crops from the same miserable ground. So he knew it must be a sign from the Wargod.

The Thagnori widow he had married in the fall, during the victory celebrations, had left him after the winter wheat had all died. He had nothing left here but barren, rocky ground. It was time to do what he did best—break things and kill people.

Syllon knew the gods who had spared his life had something in mind for him. He was one of the Veterans of the Long March, after Prince Ptosphes’s defeat at Tenabra, and had fought at the battles of Fyk, Chothros Heights, Phyrax and Ardros. During the Battle of Ardros Field, he had taken a blow to the head from a warhorse’s hooves which had caved in part of his skull. He had been left on the battlefield for dead. He could still remember his vision when he visited Galzar’s Great Hall and met with his dead friends and comrades….

He had fallen down the white tunnel into a long great hall where he saw long departed friends and family. “Where am I?” he had asked. They had smiled, patted him on the shoulder, then taken him before a huge hearth, made of rich marble with gold veins. It had been more magnificent than any hearth Syllon had ever seen, even the Great King’s. A giant with a wolf’s head had turned away from the fire, haloed by the light, and had toasted him with a skull-cup of ale. The wolf’s eyes had burned like red-hot coals. Soldiers filled the Great Hall, some in armor unlike any he had ever seen, some who had fought at his side. “So this is Galzar’s Great Hall,” he had told himself. He had taken the skull-cup and begun to drink….

The vision had faded when a healer had pulled off his crushed helmet and cleaned his wounds. He had come to and, with the priest’s help, staggered to the healer wagon. After that, his memory was blank until he awoke several days later in another wagon headed down the Nyklos Trail with the rest of the Hostigi.

Afraid of ridicule, Syllon had only shared his vision with his closest friends. He still believed that he had visited Galzar’s Hall and only returned because the Wargod had other plans for him, which explained his barren fields. Before coming to the tavern, he had visited Galzar’s Temple and talked with Highpriest Tharses. The Highpriest, who knew of his vision, suggested that he join the expedition into Hos-Agrys, telling him that Styphon was a Demon who wanted to destroy all the gods. Fighting against the forces of Styphon was Galzar’s Work and Syllon, as one of the Wargod’s blessed, would be rewarded in the afterlife for fighting against the False God.

He was still looking for a stool when Gatnos, a one-eyed fellow Veteran of the Long March, approached him. Since Gatnos was carrying several leather tankards of ale, they didn’t clasp arms in the usual greeting. Instead, they nodded.

“Come join us, Syllon.”

He followed his comrade to a bench close to the hearth, where a kitchen boy was tossing in more wood. The fireplace belched a cloud of smoke which quickly began to clear.

Syllon coughed and rubbed his hands together briskly. He was still wet from his journey from Galzar’s Temple. After his fingers warmed up, he removed his wool cloak and hung it on a dowel set next to the hearth.

Gatnos introduced him to the other soldiers on the bench. “Here is the luckiest soldier alive! He’s fought in every major battle since Lord Kalvan’s arrival and he still has all his limbs and parts!”

The other men nodded in appreciation of his survival skills.

“He must have Lytris’ Own Luck,” one soldier remarked.

“Lytris be damned,” Gatnos said, “I grow weary of this miserable land. In the winter, there’s too much snow and in the spring, too much rain.”

Syllon laughed. “Maybe because in your prayers you’re calling the weather goddess by the wrong name. In these parts, she is called Lystris.”

“Baah! I can’t wait until the expedition marches out of this mud-hole,” Gatnos complained. “I don’t like the Urgothi tongue and I don’t have any room in my head to stuff it.”

“One too many sword blows to the helmet,” a one-armed man acknowledged.

They all laughed.

“Are any of you joining the Army of Dralm?” Syllon asked.

Gatnos and two others answered in the affirmative.

“Me, too,” he told them.

“What about your farm?” Gatnos asked.

“My only crops were weeds and rocks. It’s time to return to the trade I’m good at.”

“Maybe this time we can drive the Styphoni weasels back into their holes,” Gatnos said. “I miss Hostigos Town and all my favorite drinking holes, like the Red Halberd.”

They all nodded.

The one-armed man said, “I’d like to pay back those butchers in the white bed sheets who killed my wife and family, blast and curse them all! But there’s no place in the army for a man with one arm.”

They all nodded sympathetically.

Syllon added, “At least, in Nos-Hostigos, our Great King cares about the veterans. You have a job collecting bridge tolls and even have your own room. Back in the Great Kingdoms, you’d be begging on the street corners for a few coppers and sleeping in the streets.” In Nos-Hostigos, King Kalvan had created what he called the civil service where the recovered wounded were given jobs as toll collectors, tax agents and census takers for the King’s Doomsday Book.

“You’re right,” the one-armed man agreed. “A toast to the greatest king in all the world!”

“Long live Kalvan!” they all shouted in unison.

II

Phidestros was curious as to what this spring would bring. For sure peace had its place, but he chafed at his Princely duties. They didn’t seem as important as leading armies and fighting wars. To the north of Hos-Harphax there was war with armies and a large convoy on the move, yet here he was in this island of peace. I should be thanking the gods, but it doesn’t feel right, he thought. Maybe I’ve been fighting for such a long time that I can’t let go.

Princess Arminta entered his study chamber with the baby in one arm. “Why the long face, husband?”

He shook his head. “I’m bored, tired of squabbling farmers and bickering barons. Plus, I’m worrying over the invasion plans.”

“We must pick the right moment to strike, otherwise we might end up fighting the Host of Styphon’s Deliverance.” She put the baby down in the cradle that he kept in his chamber for her convenience. Unlike most noblewomen, Arminta was not content to let the nursemaids feed and raise their son. It was her will to spend almost every waking moment with the child. He wondered if it was the result of her confinement in Balph, or her natural motherly instinct. Either way, it was fine with him; he just wanted to keep her happy.

“My worry,” Phidestros said, “is that if Soton is successful in his bid to conquer Hos-Agrys this campaign season, then next spring we will have to fight him on our way to Hos-Zygros.”

“Why not go by ship?” she asked.

He shrugged. “The Styphoni control the ocean. Hos-Harphax only has a small fleet; not nearly enough ships to transport twenty-five thousand men. We would either have to negotiate ships and passage with Styphon’s House or risk being at their mercy on the open seas. I cannot see Styphon’s House allowing us to use their ships to transport our army so that we can overthrow one of their allies.”

“It’s unfortunate, but I fear you are right,” Arminta said. “This spring will probably be the best time to leave for Zygros City. Once Soton consolidates his rule over Hos-Agrys, which it appears he will do, you will not be able to gain passage for our army unless you make concessions to Soton and Styphon’s House. If we are to leave for Hos-Zygros, we should leave this spring.”

“My plan is that we wait until Soton has left Agrys City and is busy chasing or fighting the League of Dralm before we leave. The last thing Soton will want is to fight the Beshtan Army, while the League of Dralm will pray he does. Neither army will try and stop us, while both may attempt to enlist us in their war.”

“Oh, you mean we can play both sides off against each other?” she asked.

“Exactly. Tell them what they want to hear. Although it is very unlikely that we will run into either army. If I were Soton, I would either go northeast through Cythor and Arbelon—both of which are allies—and go straight into Zcynos, which is one of the strongest of the League’s Princedoms. Or, I would go west to join up with the Union of Styphon’s Friends in Kryphlon. We will be traveling along the coast of Hos-Agrys; if we run across Soton’s army it would be somewhere between Zcynos and Kelos, another hotbed of Dralmists. If it should happen, I’m certain that the Styphoni will be too busy with their sieges and sackings to give us any trouble. And, if they do, we’ll be strong enough to make them wish they’d stayed in Agrys City.”

“You’re right, my husband, by the end of summer the war in Hos-Agrys—unless the gods intervene—will be over and the winner will have time to consolidate and might be able to delay, or even stop, our forces if we delay another winter. I think it is a good plan. I just wish our intelligencers had been able to tell us when King Eudocles was going to invade Kelos.”

“It doesn’t much matter, my love. It will be better for us if most of my father’s army is tied up in Kelos rather than in Hos-Zygros. That means there won’t be a Royal Army in Zygros City to stop our invasion. Plus, we can play the Zygrosi Dralmists off against Styphon’s Union.”

“I doubt your father is well thought of by either side. You may find yourself welcomed by all.”

“From what I know of my father, you’re probably right.” Phidestros paused to take out his pipe and tinderbox. “A few moons under my father’s rule will diminish whatever little affection and regard his subjects hold for him. He is a hard taskmaster and will bleed the kingdom dry with his taxes and surcharges. He will spend gold like water on palaces and monuments to his grandeur. The only people who will gain by his reign will be the gamblers, pimps and slave dealers. In short time both the Zygrosi League of Dralm and the Union of Styphon’s Friends will be eager to slip his reins.”

“Who will we leave in charge of our lands here?” she asked. “Duke Kyblannos?”

“No, Kyblannos comes with us. No one in the Five Kingdoms knows more about artillery than he does. Plus, I need to keep someone about me whom I trust completely.”

“I will miss him….”

Phidestros shook his head. “No, you and the Court will be coming with us. Those soldiers with families will bring them along, the rest will find new ones in Hos-Zygros.”

“It was our plan that you would conquer Hos-Zygros,” Arminta said, “while the baby and I would follow later with many of our subjects. Have you changed your mind?”

“Yes. After our passage and that of Styphon’s Host, the roads will be impassable or too dangerous for small parties. Bandits and scavengers will own the countryside for many winters. Victuals will be impossible to find. You remember my stories of passing through Kyblos and Hostigos.”

Arminta nodded. “Ghastly. However, our train will be bigger than the Army’s. How will we provide provisions for so many?”

He paused to knock the dottle out of his pipe and refill it. “Last year’s harvest was a good one, especially the potato harvest. We’ll take what we need with us, as well as forage. I don’t suspect there will be much to buy, beg or steal in Hos-Agrys with three armies moving around the countryside.”

“The poor Agrysi people,” she said.

Phidestros nodded. “Their previous Great King did poorly by them. Now, they will pay for his ineptitude. If Demistophon had supported Styphon’s House, he would still be alive and his Kingdom free of their soldiers. On the other hand, had he supported Kalvan and come to his aid, Kalvan might still be ruling in Hos-Hostigos and Styphon’s House would be but a shell of itself. By staying neutral, he condemned himself and his subjects.”

“May we not suffer the same fate?”

Phidestros grinned. “Kalvan is gone. Styphon’s House is in decline. Even if they hold Hos-Agrys, it will be a precarious peace. Plus, they will have to devour the countryside to control it. I saw what Styphon’s House’s Investigation did to most of Hos-Hostigos.

“Meanwhile, we will have our own army and a Kingdom that will not be unprepared for war. As well as a faithful and loyal ally in Great King Geblon. No, even if they hold Hos-Agrys and Hos-Ktemnos, Styphon’s House will not be stronger than our combined Kingdoms.”

“It is a good plan, my husband. But who will stay and rule Greater Beshta in our absence?”

“I will entitle Grand-Captain Cythros as Duke of Sask and he can rule our Harphaxi lands. I will leave him some twelve thousand men, including militia, This will provide him with enough strength that he will be able to hold the borders until Geblon arrives with more troops, should Styphon’s House be so foolish to mount an attack in our absence.”

“Is it your plan to maintain a dual residence?” Arminta asked.

“No, once we have been enthroned in Hos-Zygros, I will leave Cythros in charge of Beshta, while I maintain my title as Prince of Greater Beshta. Duke Cythros will administer our lands, while we rule in Zygros City. This will make Great King Geblon my co-equal as Great King and my overlord as Great King of Hos-Harphax.”

“Ingenious, and if it were anyone else but those three stalwarts, I would think you were daft.”

“I already discussed my plans with them last time I was in Harphax City. Once I have secured the Ivory Throne, we will have Hos-Agrys between the grips of our vise. Next, we will build our own fleet of warships so that we can protect our own merchant ships. When Soton is finished conquering Hos-Agrys and returns to Tarr-Ceros, we will make our inroads into that kingdom. One day we will rule the Five Kingdoms from Hos-Zygros down to Hos-Bletha and no one—not even Grand Master Soton or Great King Kalvan—will be able to stop us. Our son will grow up to rule a kingdom far greater than even that of his namesake.”


THIRTY-NINE

I

The thoroughfares of Kryphlon City were both broad and prosperous, with wagons and carriages filling the cobblestone streets in both directions. The buildings were mostly made of stone and towered over the streets. The townsmen were well-dressed and appeared prosperous. There were shrines and temples on almost every block, busiest were the shrines of Yirtta and the temples of Dralm.

A lot of wasted land and loot that Prince Varion could be putting into his own pockets, Prince Simias of Cythor observed. If things go as planned, soon this will all be mine and Prince Varion but a memory. All I have to do is get the backing of that madman, Archpriest Roxthar.

Riding alongside was his trusted aide, Baron Thalvar, a broad man with a thick neck and small shaved head distinguished by a walrus mustache. He was a former mercenary with a fearsome reputation as a street brawler during his youth. Thalvar feared little in this world, but understood he owed his title, lands and loyalty to his Prince. Simias found him useful in his dealing with obdurate opponents.

Thalvar said, “There’s Styphon’s House’s Temple.”

He saw the usual Styphon’s House large circular temple, covered with a broad golden dome, with rectangular wings on both sides, dominating the block with its presence. But Simias quickly noted that there were very few worshippers and visitors. So, Styphon’s House is not so popular in Kryphlon. That’s good to know. I’m sure it sticks in Roxthar’s craw like a fishbone.

“Are you sure it’s a good idea to poke a stick into the bear’s den?” Thalvar asked.

“Roxthar is a dangerous man, but like most men of narrow vision he only sees what he wants to see. I also suspect he needs allies, Highpriest Phymoth admitted as much to me before we left Cythor City. Roxthar is much feared and hated by those of the Inner Circle in Balph. He needs our help as much as we need his, although he will not admit such.”

“Maybe so, but the stories about his Investigation give me chills.”

Any man who can intimidate the Baron is worth meeting in the flesh, he thought. “I need the archpriest’s backing if my plan is to work. I suspect seeing this much wealth outside the Temple’s grasp bothers him as much as it does me. He can be used.”

They dismounted and tied their horses to hitching posts outside the temple. He noted that most of them were free. At the door they were greeted by two of Styphon’s Own Guard and asked their business. He was irked by the fact that they treated him as an ordinary penitent.

“Prince Simias, here to visit Archpriest Roxthar.”

The guardsman stiffened, saying, “I will let the Archpriest know you are here, Your Highness. Please wait in the antechamber.”

The antechamber was dominated by a golden statue of Styphon over three rods tall and was almost empty except for three under-priests in black robes. There was a bejeweled mosaic showing Styphon’s descent from his Sky-Palace and lots of gold and silver ornamentation.

The Baron leaned over, whispering, “Is that statue plated or made of solid gold?”

He answered sotto voce, “It’s plated, like the temple roof.”

Baron Thalvar nodded with a gleam in his eye.

A man after my own heart. One day, when we’re strong enough and have milked the Temple for enough gold, I’ll teach these arrogant priests a lesson—if I have to ally myself with Kalvan himself. A brilliant general and statesman; the first thing Kalvan does upon conquering a new territory is pull down all of the Styphon’s House temples and melt their domes for the gold. Kalvan is said to have assayed each dome at more than fifty thousand gold ounces!

Simias all but rubbed his hands at the prospect of such easy gain.

After an exasperating wait of around a quarter-candle, a white-robed priest with bloodstains on his robe entered the chamber. “Your Highness, the Holy Investigator has finished his work. He will meet with you now. Please, follow me.”

The Baron started to rise.

“Please stay, Your Lordship. The Archpriest only agreed to see your Prince.”

The white-robed Investigator led him through a series of passageways, then down a stone stairway into the lower bowels of the temple. They could hear the distant echoes of high-pitched screaming; whether it be man or woman was impossible to ascertain.

“Please excuse the noise, Your Highness, but one becomes accustomed to it after a while.”

The priest led them around another corner and into a small cell. Inside was Archpriest Roxthar, wearing a white robe with Styphon’s device in black over the breast, sitting on a small stool. His hands and arms were covered with blood up to his elbows. Simias had heard many stories about the Archpriest but had never seen him before, even when they were both in Agrys City. He was a tall man with a narrow, almost wolf-like face.

Roxthar’s eyes were the most frightening, they were lit from behind like rubies in firelight. He did not look pleased to see Simias. “You’d better have a good reason for keeping me from Styphon’s Work.”

His voice gave Simias chills. He decided that the best way to handle the Archpriest was to be direct. “Your Holiness, I have come as the High Marshal of the Union of Styphon’s Friends. We have a traitor in our midst.”

Roxthar’s ears actually appeared to perk up. “Who is this vile creature? Do I know him?”

“Prince Varion, Your Holiness, overlord of this very city and the Princedom of Kryphlon. He is in cahoots with the League of Dralm.”

“What is your proof?”

“Look around you, it is everywhere. There are the temples and shrines to Dralm and Yirtta all over this city and throughout the princedom. I have asked him, even Highpriest Asmestros has asked him, to destroy them in the name of Styphon. Varion refuses, saying it’s up to his people as to which temple they worship at. It is even said that he visits the Temple of Dralm himself. Your Holiness, what more proof do you need?”

Roxthar all but sizzled.

Simias could feel the heat coming off his person, amplifying the stench raising off his robe.

Roxthar choked out his words: “At the moment, my hands are tied by Grand Master Soton. I have given him my sworn-word not to do any Investigating within the borders of any princedom allied with the Union of Styphon’s Friends. This Varion and his heretical ways have truly heated my blood.”

If you’re not doing any Investigating here, whose screams are echoing through these corridors? Simias decided wisely to keep that question to himself. “There may be a better way, Your Holiness.”

Roxthar leaned forward on his stool, like a vulture about to gobble a choice piece of carrion. “And what would that be?”

II

Karoth Barg barged into Chief Dalla Hadron’s office without a by-your-leave. “Chief, here’s an update on the Shimmer Spire disaster.”

Dalla winced. The Shimmer Spire, one of the largest apartment towers in Dhergabar and home to half a million citizens, had been A-bombed this morning. There was a recorded message on Tri-V from the PLF, Prole Liberation Front, claiming responsibility. Half of Dhergabar City had to be evacuated due to high radiation and the other half was on standby. Paratime Police HQ had been so bombarded with calls and messages that she’d ordered the entire system shut down except for Code Red transmissions.

“What’s the latest, Karoth?”

“A quarter of a million dead and less than a dozen survivors. Those being residents about to leave via one of the landing ports or the main landing stage. Everyone else is presumed dead, including over a million Proles. They don’t even care about their own kind, the bastards. The good news is that two-thirds of the citizens living there were out-time when the blast occurred.”

The small atomic bomb had gone off in the early morning hours. It had been detonated on the bottom floor of the Shimmer Spire; the spire’s collapsed-nickel exterior walls had acted like a chimney, sending the sun-hot blast of plasma upward through three thousand floors vaporizing everything and everyone in its path. No living being inside that inferno could have survived.

The explosion had reverberated throughout Dhergabar, as residents fled the City to escape the fallout and the possibility that other buildings had been sabotaged. Shelters across Home Time Line were filled to the bursting with evacuees from the capital city. Hospitals were overflowing from those with radiation sickness or heart attacks and other ailments related to the bombing. While there had been previous terror attacks by the PRL, this was the first nuclear one.

There were political reverberations as well; many of the cities and towns refused to accept any Proles from Dhergabar and there was a growing call to ship all the dissidents to Fifth Level Industrial or Service Sector. The Executive Council was in Emergency Session attempting to come up with a solution to the growing Prole unrest. Dalla was scheduled to give a report in less than an hour to the Executive Council, which meant she had lots to prepare.

“Plus, the PLF has released their demand,” Karoth said, pausing dramatically.

“What is it?” Karoth was a hold-over from Verkan’s administration and, if she ever got any time, Dalla planned to have him replaced with someone less in love with their own voice.

“The PLF demands Citizenship and longevity treatments for all Proles on Home Time Line and provisional Citizenship for all those on Fifth Level.”

“Ludicrous and unacceptable!” Dalla blurted.

Dalla was considered a liberal on the Prole Question since she’d gone so far as to adopt one, Zinganna, as a sister. However, even she realized there was no way that Home Time Line could make all Proles citizens, especially since they outnumbered citizens at better than ten to one on Home Time Line alone. The result would be political chaos as the former servants paid back real and imagined slights. To say nothing of the actual costs of giving tens of billions of new citizens a dole, housing, medical and longevity treatments. It would bankrupt the entire system, and that was just for starters….

Only an Opposition Party member would welcome such a potential catastrophe. Not for the first time, Dalla wondered if they were actively behind the PFL.

Maybe next time it’ll be the Paratime Building, she thought. “Karoth, I want radiation detectors as well as metal detectors placed on all entrances and landing ports on the Paratime Building. No one is to be admitted to the Building who isn’t in the Department or with the Dhergabar Metropolitan Police.”

“Yes, Chief.”

“I’m expecting Metropolitan Police Chief Vothan Raldor; let me know when he arrives.”

Secretary Karoth handed her a view wafer and quickly exited her office. Dalla put the wafer into the slot and watched the explosion on her viewscreen. The five mile-high tower on the screen rocked from the force of the atomic fire inside, even as most of the force and radiation was contained by the building’s collapsed-nickel walls. From a distance, it looked like a fireworks display as the top of the Shimmer Spire blew off and a huge flare lanced into the sky. The flame was so bright that it briefly turned the screen completely white despite all the camera’s special filters.

As visibility returned, it was possible to see the other nearby towers and spires rocking back and forth as if caught in the throes of a major earthquake. This is where most of the injuries occurred outside the stricken spire, she thought. People, furniture, robots and appliances were tossed around like toys as the great towers rocked back and forth. The physical injuries were in the tens of millions, filling every hospital and medical facility on Home Time Line to the bursting.

The political repercussions would be just as bad.

She herself had been awakened in her apartment, at the Space Spire where she was thrown off her bed at 0244 in the morning. Her first thought had been “earthquake,” even though they were rare in this section of the Major Landmass, or what was called Europe on Fourth Level Europo-American. She had, however, experienced quakes while outtime.

Karoth came bursting into her office again.

“What is it now?” she asked, biting her tongue.

“It’s Yadd’s The Day in Dhergabar show; you need to watch it!”

She hit the button that turned on the wallscreen at the front of her office. Yandar Yadd’s supercilious face filled the screen. “What we should be asking ourselves is: How were the PLF able to smuggle an atomic weapon onto First Level? As we all know, it’s the Paratime Police who are responsible for protecting us from smuggling and outtime contraband, especially weapons. Obviously, the Paracops haven’t been doing their job.

“This has been true for a number of years, ever since Verkan Vall took over from former Chief Tortha Karf. Things have gotten even worse under Verkan’s wife and replacement, Chief Dalla Tharn. I think it’s time the citizens of Dhergabar demanded some answers.” He paused to point his finger straight into Dalla’s face. “Chief Tharn, you owe it to the people of Dhergabar to tell the truth about what’s really going on.”

Then he turned back to his audience. “Keep sending those messages and electronic letters to the Executive Council and maybe we will get some answers!”
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Captain-General Hestophes walked quickly up the stone steps leading to the Great Hall of Tarr-Eubros. This was the fourth council of war meeting called in the last moon. What new crisis has come to bite us on the arse? he asked himself. It was bad enough that he’d lost his artillery commander and two hundred good troopers a moon ago.

Councils had been called to discuss princes not mustering all the men they promised, another was called regarding the death of Great King Sopharar and the last one had been an update on the Host of Styphon’s Deliverance—the first news on the size of Soton’s army had almost pulled the castle down. Some princes had wanted to leave to protect their princedoms, others wanted to leave immediately to fight Soton. They were still waiting for two princes, Prince Aesklos and Prince Kyphanes, and having problems obtaining enough victuals to feed the army and livestock for more than a quarter moon.

Prince Thykarses was seated at the head of the long table with his son, Duke Mnestros to his right; Hestophes’ seat was to the Prince’s left. Primate Xentos, representing the Temple of Dralm, was seated at the foot. In between were five of the seven princes who comprised the Agrysi League of Dralm.

After Xentos gave a short benediction, Prince Thykarses, whose beard had turned completely white over the winter, stood up. “One of our scouts just arrived with this dispatch. It appears the Union of Styphon’s Friends, who were wintering in Kryphlon, have crossed the border into Varthon and are now besieging Tarr-Kendreth.”

“Styphon’s swine!” Prince Tyromanes jumped up. “I must leave now with my Army before all is lost.”

“Hold it,” Xentos bellowed, rising his arms so that they were outstretched as if he were about to call down Dralm the Allfather himself. The hall was as quiet as a temple; it was disconcerting to hear such a loud bellow out of the white-robed old man. “Prince Tyromanes, if you leave the League with your army we will lose too many men and we will be unable to stop Soton and Styphon’s Host of Styphon’s Deliverance. We have two choices: We can either all move into Varthon and battle the army of the Union of Styphon’s Friends, which is what the Styphoni desire, or we can stay together united in our strength and face Soton’s Host together.”

“It’s not your princedom that the Union is invading,” Tyromanes returned. “It is my land!”

“You are not alone. My homes, Hostigos Town and Agrys City, were both overrun by Styphon’s House.” Xentos pointed to Hestophes. “Let your commander-in-chief speak.”

Captain-General Hestophes rose up. “If we allow the army to fight each small action, we may win many minor battles, but we will lose the war.” He remembered Kalvan’s maxim of ‘wars waged in detail, are lost in the main.’ Still, in this case, if they defeated the Union’s army, they might be able to threaten to cut Soton off from his supply base in Agrys City. He knew they would have to do something before each prince went his own way and the League’s army shrank to next to nothing.

“We must remain united if we are to stop Styphon’s Host.” Reliable intelligence had put the number of troops the Union could field at between sixteen and twenty thousand men, far more than the League currently had mustered. When the two absent princes arrived, they would muster close to twenty thousand men—twenty-five thousand men when the Hostigi from Nos-Hostigos arrived. “Once Prince Aesklos and Prince Kythanes arrive with their armies and the Hostigi reinforcements get here, we will be able to march to Varthon and force the Union to battle.”

There was muttering all along the table.

Prince Ptophlos, who was inordinately hostile to Hestophes, stood up and began to speak. “As I recall, you told us your King promised the League five thousand soldiers, Captain-General, so where are they?” he finished asking in a sneer.

“They have a long way to travel. They should be here within a moon half.”

“Should, what does that mean?” Prince Ptophlos continued. “What if they never come? How long must we wait for the phantom Hostigi to materialize out of the mist?”

“Ptophlos has a point,” Prince Clytos said. “Last fall Glarth Town was annihilated and my Princedom lies in ruins. Shall we wait patiently here, for the Hostigi reinforcements, while Soton’s Host and the Union of Styphon’s Friends destroy our princedoms one at a time?”

“No!” Prince Tyromanes cried out. “We must stop them in Varthon now or each one of us will lose our princedoms.”

“Then what army will stop Soton?” Hestophes asked.

“The Captain-General is right,” Duke Mnestros said. “We must stay together.”

“For what?” Prince Bosphros of Kelos asked. “Unless the Hostigi contingent arrives to reinforce the League’s forces, Soton’s Host of Styphon’s Deliverance outnumbers the League’s forces more than three to one. My Princedom of Kelos adjoins Zcynos; maybe I should have remained there, like Prince Aesklos, instead of bringing my army here to this nest of incompetents. My lands will be in ruins long before we join the Host in battle. Each of us are better off protecting our own than dying for this folly that we have assembled.”

The sad part was that Hestophes had to agree with Prince Bosphros. The League’s Army was inadequate; most of the soldiers in the princely armies had never fought in the Fireseed Wars and had no idea of what they were about to encounter. Those who had survived the debacle outside Agrys City had learned little. In far too many cases, their arms were old and barely in working order. Many of their soldiers were out-dated feudal levy or militia who were long past their youth. Their League’s artillery was a complete farce, mostly old hooped-iron bombards mounted onto carts. And, now that Grand-Captain Ranthos had left, he didn’t have a decent artillery captain to command their guns.

The best firearms the League had were the ones Kalvan had sent last fall from the battlefield scrapings of the last few Hostigi victories. In addition, no one knew where the Host of Styphon’s Deliverance was heading. The last reports he’d received had said the army had left Agrys City during the rains. Were they following the Agrys River up through Cythor into Meligos, or did Soton have some other devilment in mind?

The only army in worse shape was the Union of Styphon’s Friends, who—while they might be better outfitted thanks to Styphon’s paymasters—lacked even the League’s minimal training and experience in working together. Many of the Union’s princes were former enemies and would chafe at being under the same banner. Plus, if his intelligence was correct, the Union was shackled with Archpriest Roxthar’s Investigation whose stench was sure to rankle even the most ardent Styphoni supporters.

Prince Ptophlos pulled out his dagger and stabbed it into the Council table. “I, for one, say that we should either break apart the Army, or all join together now and give the Union our retort with cold steel in Varthon.”

Several of the princes banged on the table with the hilts of their daggers.

“Enough,” Prince Thykarses demanded. “If we have not received word of the Hostigi reinforcements within the next moon quarter, we will appoint a new Captain-General and revise our strategy. Until then, we will prepare for the battle to come.”

Hestophes didn’t like the sound of that. Still, he had no desire to lead this poor excuse of an army to its demise. His orders were to lead the League’s Army; if they fired him again, well, this time he would return to Thagnor with all his troops. And good riddance to the lot of them, except Prince Thykarses and Duke Mnestros.

As the princes left the Great Hall, Primate Xentos came up to Hestophes. “The Allfather is displeased by the rancor of his sons. I will talk to them in private and tell them of his disappointment. But first, we must talk.”

Hestophes kept his thoughts to himself. After the beating the Hostigi took at the Battle of Ardros and the Siege of Tarr-Hostigos, he had lost most of his faith in the gods. If indeed they existed, they had little concern for mankind. If they had such, the gods would have never permitted Styphon’s forces to conquer Hos-Hostigos, much less allow the Arch-Butcher’s Investigation. It was beginning to look as if Styphon’s House would triumph again, due to its own strength and the League’s many weaknesses.

He followed Xentos into the Highpriest’s bedchamber, one that was as richly appointed as Prince Thykarses’ own quarters. Xentos sat down on a high-backed chair while he sat on a three-legged stool; he felt like a boy about to be lectured by his father.

“Hestophes, as your priestly advisor, I must say that you lack certain diplomatic skills when dealing with our allies.”

He shook his head. “Your Eminence, I am not a diplomat, even I know that. I’m a soldier and that’s what I do best.”

The Primate nodded. “This is true. However, it is also true that you are a leader of men, or your soldiers would not follow you so willingly. You need to use more of that leadership with the League’s princes. You can’t talk to them directly, like your soldiers. You have to win them over to your way of thinking.”

Hestophes dropped his head. Xentos was correct, but he was not used to dealing with so many fatuous princes, or royalty period. His parents were commoners and he’d been the same until Great King Kalvan had granted him a barony. Now that Hyllos was in the hands of the enemy, he didn’t know what he was other than a captain-general.

“These princes have been coddled,” Hestophes explained, “for too long. I thought that by giving them plain speech rather than courtly patter and smooth talk that I could get them to realize how dire our situation has become.”

“Unfortunately,” Xentos said, “as I’ve come to learn, most of the Agrysi princes have lived sheltered lives, compared to their contemporaries in Hos-Harphax. For the most part, Great King Demistophon left them to their own devices and pleasures, as long as the tax revenues arrived in a timely manner. Otherwise, Demistophon did not discipline them or interfere in their quarrels and disagreements so they are not used to taking orders. Nor have most of them done any fighting. You will have to tend to them as a shepherd tends his flock.”

“Yes, Your Eminence.”

“It is urgent that the League’s Army stops Styphon’s House in Hos-Agrys or the Temple of Dralm may well be doomed,” Xentos said grimly. “In large part, it’s my fault. I failed the Temple and the people of Hos-Hostigos by not demanding, as Primate of Dralm, that the League of Dralm throw its support behind Great King Kalvan.”

Hestophes was taken aback; he’d never heard Xentos admit fault before. Even so, Xentos’ words were correct, he had indeed abandoned Hos-Hostigos in its hour of greatest need. There was no way to dress that up; it was the bald truth.

Now it was time for some more truth. “You may be right, Your Eminence. The truth of the matter is, as I see it, the League of Dralm has very little chance of defeating the Host of Styphon’s Deliverance or stopping the Styphoni from taking over all of Hos-Agrys. So, you might want to leave for Thagnor City the moment the League’s forces depart from Eubros Town.”

Xentos blanched but he didn’t argue the point. “I will put your words under serious consideration. I, too, fear you may be right. Only Dralm, or Great King Kalvan, can save us now.”

Right, thought Hestophes, and Kalvan’s not coming.


F⊕RTY-⊕NE

I

“Come in! Come in, comrade,” Prince Phidestros cried, upon learning that Captain Ranthos was outside his presence room.

They clasped shoulders and the Prince led Ranthos to a comfortable seat. “Mynos, bring us some ale!”

Ranthos was still in his dirt-stained travel leathers and looked as if he needed a bath and a good meal.

“We got your dispatches on the Agrysi situation several days ago,” Phidestros said. “Those poor Agrysi fools, next winter they’ll all be wearing Styphon’s shackles. They don’t have either the soldiers or the spine to stand up to Grand Master Soton and the Host of Styphon’s Deliverance”—he shook his head. “The titles Styphon’s House gives its armies grow more elaborate every campaign season.”

Ranthos nodded. “Yes, Your Highness—”

“Ha! Enough formality; I grow weary of palace decorum. You and I, we’re just soldiers at heart so lets talk plain and direct. How did the League of Dralm’s forces look when you departed from Eubros Town?”

Ranthos shook his head disgustedly. “Pitiful. If it weren’t for Captain-General Hestophes, I doubt they’d survive their first sortie outside Tarr-Eubros! For the most part, the troops are poorly led, badly armed and in need of training. Something poor Hestophes has been dutifully attempting since the disastrous Battle of Agrys City. Even the War-god himself would have trouble leading that squalling pack of princes and toothless captain-generals. I was delighted to leave them eating my dust.”

Phidestros broke out into laughter. “They will miss you dearly.”

“That’s not the half of it,” Ranthos hooted. “Poor Hestophes was so desperate for artillerymen he offered me the job of captain-general of artillery if I would only stay with them! It seems that all the good artillery captains, that is, the few the Agrysi had, all left to fight in the wars in Hostigos and Hos-Harphax. Those who are not in Galzar’s Hall are either with Kalvan or your worship.”

“I take it they’re not prepared to face Soton’s army, either.”

“No, if they ever meet in battle, it will be a slaughter. I felt bad for Hestophes, he’s a damn good general—one of the best the Hostigi have—and all he has to work with is metal of the basest sort. It’s too bad; I’d like to see the League clip Styphon’s wings. Agrys has some nice people and a lot of beautiful countryside, but it will all be destroyed when the Investigation finishes its work.”

Phidestros nodded soberly. One of these days, someone was going to have to clear out that nest of vipers in Balph. If Kalvan wasn’t up to the job, he suspected at some point it would become his duty. And, after his wife’s kidnapping, it was one he would thoroughly enjoy.

“What’s going on here?” Ranthos asked. “I had to fight my way through the streets, there’s so many wagons and hostlers.”

“It’s time I made my move,” he declared.

Ranthos looked confused. “With Geblon on the Iron Throne, I didn’t think there was anything left to settle.”

“No, this is not about Hos-Harphax, Kalvan or even Styphon’s House. It’s a personal matter. My father, who has never publicly recognized me, is now seated upon the Ivory Throne of Hos-Zygros. I’m taking my army there to unseat him and replace him as Great King of Hos-Zygros.”

Ranthor’s mouth dropped open. “I don’t know what to say first: Congratulations? What do you want me to do? When are we leaving?”

Phidestros laughed. “All good questions. We will be leaving in four days. And, yes I want you along. There will be some fighting, but nothing we can’t handle.”

“Isn’t the new great king allied to Styphon’s House?”

“Yes, my father sold his blade for a bag of gold. I suspect he wouldn’t have had the nerve to murder his brother, if he hadn’t had the Temple’s support.”

“Do you grieve for your uncle?” Ranthos asked hesitantly.

“No, I never knew King Sopharar and I suspect he never wanted to know me, his brother’s by-blow. He was not a bad king, just a weak one. Now he’s a dead one.”

“I suspect that part of your father’s throne price was that he will be entering the war in Hos-Agrys.”

“You guess well, Ranthos. If I were Soton, I would direct him against the Agrysi Princedoms of Kelos or Meligos. The Royal Army of Hos-Zygros is small and it has been generations since they’ve gone to war against another kingdom. Great King Sopharar was popular among his subjects because, like Great King Kaiphranos, he ruled with a light hand. My father will find little love or loyalty from either the Zygrosi princes or peoples. There will be only token support for his adventure into Kelos and he will have to buy most of his troops’ loyalty with Styphon’s gold.”

Ranthos nodded. “I foresee no difficulty in taking Hos-Zygros, not with the Army of Greater Beshta; but we do have to pass through Hos-Agrys and it’s the Host of Styphon’s Deliverance that worries me. I’ve heard the Host now numbers some fifty thousand men.”

“True. The Host outnumbers us in men, but not in quality or in firearms. It would be a grand battle, one that would be talked about for generations if we were to meet. However, I know Grand Master Soton well; he does not like to fight more than one front at the same time. If he were to fight us and win, it would be a short victory, for the League would strike him at his weakest and bring him to the ground, like a pack of dogs gutting a wounded stag.”

“I’m in, Your Highness, no matter what. I always liked a good fight and I knew I wasn’t going to see one if I stayed with the League. It will be good to be back among my comrades in the Iron Band.”

II

Captain-General Hestophes followed the white-haired Primate into his private sanctuary, formerly Prince Thykarses’ private audience chamber. This was their second meeting in less than a moon quarter. He’d had very little contact with Xentos since arriving in Eubros and had given up attending services at the temples of Dralm after the Hostigi were driven from the Five Kingdoms. Hestophes hoped that the old man wanted to talk about something other than his faith; otherwise, he would leave as fast as a pistol shot. The last thing the League’s Army needed was more meddling by a doddering old priest who’d never fired a weapon in anger, much less led troops into battle.

“Please take a seat, my son,” Xentos said as he sat behind a small table. He paused for a moment to bow his head in prayer and mumble a few words. He looked up, with a pensive look, saying, “First, I want to apologize for the League’s response to your words. Most of the princes are still in shock; they cannot believe what has happened to their kingdom in such a short time. They still underestimate the diabolical nature and tools of the false god Styphon.”

Hestophes nodded, mentally preparing himself for a long and uncomfortable lecture. He knew all about Styphon’s House from firsthand experience; he didn’t need to be lectured by someone who had missed the invasion of Hos-Hostigos and the Great Kingdom’s destruction.

“I know you and many other Hostigi friends lay the destruction of Hos-Hostigos at my feet—”

Hestophes started to rise….

“No, Hestophes, old friend: stay seated until I finish. I do not believe I am completely responsible for the loss of our beloved Hostigos; however, I did not do what I had come to Agrys City to accomplish, which was to enlist the Agrysi League of Dralm into the war against the faithless Styphoni. In that, I freely admit, I failed completely. I thought it was my duty to reform the High Temple of Dralm and I got so caught up in temple politics that I forgot the dangers my friends and people faced in far-off Hos-Hostigos. For that, I do not ask your forgiveness; I will have to live with the consequences of that decision for the rest of my days.”

Hestophes shrugged. Words are cheap, old man, he thought. Our people spilled their blood and lost their lives. Now, spit it out: whatever it is you’re trying to say.

“The truth is the former Great King Demistophon and his princes did not want to hear or know the truth about Styphon’s House’s ambition and diabolical plans. The princes in his land, as you can see from this last Council, have kept their heads underneath the water. Even now, when they know the truth about Styphon’s plans to dominate the Great Kingdoms, they refuse to band together; instead each prince looks only to his own salvation.”

Yes, Hestophes thought, if they thought they could get away with it, at least half of them would abandon the League of Dralm and sue for peace with Styphon’s House. “So, Primate, what’s your point?”

“We must find a way to keep them together even if it is not the plan you yourself would choose,” Xentos finished.

“Then, what is it that you believe I should do?” he asked, trying to keep the rancor he felt out of his voice. He wondered if Soton got his marching orders from Styphon’s Own Voice, deciding that he probably did. Left to himself, the Grand Master would never have left Tarr-Ceros and the line of Order fortresses that protected the western border of the Great Kingdoms.

“Captain-General, finish gathering your forces and prepare to leave in two moon quarters”

“What if the Hostigi reinforcements haven’t arrived by then, Primate?”

“The princes grow restive. Since the last Council, I have talked with them; it took all my persuasion and prayers to keep them here for even a moon half. Prince Tyromanes of Varthon, as you know, is already about to bolt the stable. You must give them a date of departure etched in stone so that they can focus their efforts around that moment. Otherwise, the League of Dralm will run out of Tarr-Eubros like sand out of a broken hourglass.”

Hestophes said. “I do not disagree, Your Eminence. However, I do not believe the League’s Army will be strong enough, even with the Hostigi contribution, to face the Host of Styphon’s Deliverance in open battle.”

Xentos face fell. “It is as I feared. The forces of the Devil God Styphon have become too strong. Still, if we do not stop them, hundreds of thousands of Allfather Dralm’s followers will be killed or Investigated. The cities streets will overflow with the blood of innocents….”

“True, much blood will be spilled,” Hestophes replied, as he took out his pipe and began to fill it with fresh leaf. “However, we need not sell off the whole of Hos-Agrys so easily.”

Xentos blue eyes sparkled. “You have a plan!”

“No, but I have some ideas. First, I do not believe we have to abandon Hos-Agrys to defeat. Is it not true that most of the kingdom is covered with many mountains and forests filled with thickly-grown trees and, thereby, its princedoms are not easily accessible by large armies? That its roadways and trails—thanks to its parsimonious former Great King and his princes—are barely passable at the best of times? Have not these roads been the curse of merchants, tinkers and travelers for most of Demistophon’s reign?”

Xentos nodded.

“We must use this state of affairs to our advantage. Soton’s Host will find traveling along the coast a lot easier than in the backwoods. Plus, most of them are from Hos-Ktemnos or mercenaries from Hos-Harphax and they do not know the local terrain. We must establish what Great King Kalvan calls Ruthani-style warfare and use our local allies and their knowledge to our advantage since we can never defeat Styphon’s Host of Deliverance in open battle. Not only does the Host outnumber us, but they are battle tested.”

“Ruthani-style war? What is this?” Xentos asked. “I’m not very familiar with the histories of the wars of conquest.”

“In the time of Simocles the Great, the Ruthani warlords, sometimes aided by local chiefs and their tribes, would set up strongholds deep in the mountains, strongholds that cavalry and formation troops heavy on polearms simply cannot attack. Then the Ruthani would come down from these strongholds to attack trains, supply dumps, baggage camps, and isolated detachments. This resistance was why Simocles declared a war of extermination upon the Ruthani, burning their villages and killing all of the inhabitants, including women and children. He was successful, but at a terrible cost.”

Xentos said. “I understand the kind of war you’re proposing, but will the League’s princes go along with such forbearance when their princedoms are being ravaged by Styphon’s Host? Or Investigated by Roxthar’s band of thugs?”

“Not unless we open their eyes to this new style of warfare slowly. The Agrysi princes need to be blooded more into the new style of warfare that has emerged since the Fireseed Wars began before we can introduce Ruthani-style warfare.”

“What do you mean by ‘blooded more’?” the Primate asked.

“Many of the Agrysi—even those who were not involved in the action—are still in shock over the League’s defeat at the Battle of Agrys City. We need to give them a cheap and easy victory or they will disperse like the morning fog.”

Xentos nodded in agreement. “But how, Captain-General? The Host of Styphon’s Deliverance is both too large and too experienced for the League of Dralm to attack.”

“I agree. However, what other army is there in Hos-Agrys that is as full of green soldiers and untested generals as the League of Dralm?” Xentos shrugged.

“The Army of the Union of Styphon’s Friends,” Hestophes declared. “It is the Union’s army that is besieging Tarr-Kendreth in Varthon.”

“Of course, I forgot about them.”

“Prince Tryomanes hasn’t,” Hestophes declared. “Tryomanes is champing at the bit right now, he’s so eager to return to Varthon to save his Princedom. Most of the other princes are feeling the same way. If we march on Varthon and take the battle to the Styphoni, not only will it ensure Tryomanes’ loyalty, but that of the other princes who will see the League as a savior rather than as a harness upon their throats.”

“But will the League’s army be able to defeat the Union’s army?” Xentos asked.

“Yes, Your Eminence. From early reports, the Union only numbers some eighteen thousand men. Once the Hostigi reinforcements and the remaining princely forces arrive, we will match them man for man. Plus, our Hostigi are battle tested and will provide a core of strength that the League has so far lacked. The Union of Styphon’s Friends is made up entirely of those princes who either believe that Styphon’s House is in ascendancy or are so far in debt to Styphon’s House they cannot refuse the Temple’s orders. The one thing the Union forces are not is battle tested. None of them have fought in the current wars or know the new tactics and strategies. Nor are they familiar with unlimited fireseed and what that means to an army’s firepower.

“Furthermore, they will not be expecting the League to send its entire army into Varthon.”

“Will Soton be able to rescue them?” the Primate asked.

Hestophes would have laughed, but he knew that Xentos had no experience in military movements or warfare. “If the early reports are true, Soton is on his way to Zcynos or Kelos, both of which are over six hundred marches away. There are no roads, or flying chariots—like Kalvan talks about over the campfires—to speed them on their way. It appears that the Union of Styphon’s Friends is not only far from home but all by themselves. By the time they reach Varthon Town, we should be there and waiting.

“In fact, I will order Prince Tryomanes to return to Varthon Town to build up its defenses and lay in supplies for our arrival. I will also have him strip the surrounding countryside of food and succor for the Styphoni. I doubt that even Styphon’s House has enough supply depots to feed two big armies.”

III

Rylla was so angry she couldn’t sit down; instead she was pacing in front of the hearth while little Ptosphes was crying his heart out.

“What’s wrong, Your Majesty?” Princess Eutare asked.

“It’s that husband of mine! He’s driving me straight to Ormaz’s Caverns.”

“What do you mean? He’s staying at home for a change and appears to be in good spirits.”

Rylla just shook her head. “You haven’t been married long enough to understand.” Eutare and Phrames had only been married for less than a few moons, right after the winter solstice.

Little Ptosphes’ crying turned into squalling. Rylla turned to her nursemaid, “Dysola, please take the baby to the nursery.”

“Yes, Your Majesty.”

Rylla bussed the baby, then handed her to Dysola who left the chamber, leaving the Great Queen and Princess Eutare alone.

“Now we can talk freely,” she said.

“Do you think your nursemaid is a spy?”

Rylla shrugged. “It’s a small castle and everyone talks and gossips too much. What I have to say is for your ears only.”

Princess Eutare blanched. “Maybe you shouldn’t be telling me, either. High Priestess Dagria is whom I trust with my secrets.”

“She’s too old and hidebound,” Rylla stated. “Leaving Yirtta’s Temple at Hostigos City drained her of all her strength. I need someone who is younger and who understands things other than the Temple of Yirtta’s problems of settling into a new land.”

The Princess smiled blissfully. “If it’s a marital problem, I’m new to this state. Phrames and I are madly in love and he’s as close to perfect as any man could be.”

Rylla waved her hand as if she was swooshing flies away. “You’ll get over that and find he has feet of clay, as in that parable Kalvan likes to quote. This is not a marital problem, Eutare, but about the direction of our kingdom. Kalvan told me that as soon as we were able, we would—all of us Hostigi—return to Hos-Hostigos. Now, I see his plans and what he is doing; I don’t believe he means to ever return.”

Eutare shrugged. “We’ve all made new homes here. Some of us like it better in the Upper Middle Kingdoms where the nearest Styphon’s House temple is hundreds of marches away. Maybe you need to get to know the people here better”

“Enough of that treasonous rot!”

Princess Eutare jumped back as if she’d been struck.

“Excuse my plain speaking, but some things have to be said. Too many of our subjects have become complacent, some are even beginning to forget where we came from. Others are too busy making new homes for themselves to think of all that we have lost. I left my father and too many good friends, like Harmakros, buried under the rubble of Tarr-Hostigos to ever forget. My heart will never let me abandon the homeland I grew up in and love. True, Kalvan has made us a nice sanctuary, but it is not home!”

“What makes you think the Great King is not going to return to Hostigos?” Eutare asked.

“Many things, but primarily the detachment of soldiers he sent to Hos-Agrys to aid the League of Dralm.” Rylla paused to remove her redstone pipe and tinderbox from their place above the hearth. “It’s got me so upset I don’t know what to do. Do you know that most of the soldiers that my husband chose for the detachment were those who were most vocal in their desire to quit this cold land and return to Hos-Hostigos?”

Princess Eutare shook her head.

“Well, it’s true. He was even talking of including Prince Sarrask until I put my foot down. I will not let him rob me of all my allies!”

“Rylla, now you’re talking silly. The King probably thought that he’d send those who were most invested in returning to Hostigos off to fight in Hos-Agrys. There they will aid their cause most by helping the League of Dralm defeat Styphon’s Host. Once Styphon’s House is defeated, we’ll be able to return to Hostigos. See, that makes perfect sense.”

Rylla just shook her head. “No, they’re not going to aid the League. The League of Dralm has already lost that war, they just don’t know it yet. They’re up against a host of proven veteran soldiers led by one of the men who drove us from our homeland. If my husband had really wanted to aid the League, he would have sent the entire army to aid them in their fight against the godless Styphoni. No, this was just a calculated move on his part to remove and silence his most vocal critics about staying here in Thagnor and the Upper Middle Kingdoms.

“Kalvan’s happy wherever he lands and will move again if he needs to. Remember, my husband is a wanderer from the Cold Lands; why should he mourn the loss of our homeland? He is permanently exiled from his own. I’m just sorry I didn’t recognize it sooner….”

“I think you’re wrong, Rylla. The Great King, in his speeches, cautions patience, saying that we will prevail over the Styphoni once the Great Kingdom wars have worn them down.”

Rylla laughed. “You, too! That’s not what it looks like to me. What I see is Styphon’s House growing stronger, by conquering those independent rulers who might oppose them. If Grand Master Soton is victorious in Hos-Agrys: How will this make Styphon’s House weaker? No, no, after Soton’s victory they will own three Great Kingdoms, maybe four since the new king of Hos-Zygros is deeply in their debt. Only Hos-Harphax will stand alone and their new King is a minion of the Prince Phidestros, the very demon who orchestrated our defeat at Ardros Field.”

Eutare looked pale. “It does make sense when you put it together like that. Still, the King always talks fondly of Hostigos. I truly believe he means to return.”

“Ha! That’s because you don’t know him as well as I do. I love him, I truly do, but sometimes he makes me so mad I could chew iron horseshoes!”
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Another cloud of gray smoke rolled up the ridge and Captain-General Eukides sneezed loudly. The stench of brimstone was everywhere, even in his clothes and hair. They’d wasted over a moon half besieging Tarr-Kendreth, which they easily could have bypassed and starved out with a few companies left behind to see that it wasn’t resupplied.

“Are you all right, sir?” asked Captain Dylon, who had retired with him and only joined the Union to be with his former commander.

“I’ll be all right when those walls are breached,” he replied.

The Captain sat down on the ground. “What a waste of time, sir. We could be halfway to Varthon Town by now.”

Eukides nodded.

The walls of Tarr-Kendreth showed a little more damage, but the gap was still at least a day away from being breached. Their biggest problem was that they didn’t have enough big guns, only nine six- and eight-pounders, with two twelve-pound bombards. The two big ones had been left behind when their carts had crashed going down a steep mountain trail. Nor did it help that the guns were firing uphill and at an angle. Had the castle garrison been larger the walls could have been repaired at night and this siege could have dragged on for moons.

Holy Investigator Roxthar had taken advantage of their stalled siege to visit the local towns and villages and round up prisoners for his Investigation. He was also sly enough to keep the Investigation holding pens several marches away at the village of Tryon so that the soldiers didn’t have to listen to the screams of the tortured and dying. Eukides had visited their encampment once to see if the rumors were true and had almost been struck dumb by the sights that had accosted his eyes.

“The Kendreth garrison would have surrendered a quarter-moon ago if it weren’t for their fear of being Investigated,” Eukides said. “Now, having nothing to lose, they are prepared to spend their lives to delay us.”

“It’s that creature, Roxthar and his minions, we should be fighting,” Dylon said. “Not our neighbors. All this squabbling over gods and true gods—what a bunch of codswallop!”

“I agree, but don’t say that where someone might overhear. Styphon’s ears are all over the encampment.”

“I know. Maybe someone will silence him before this campaign is over.”

Eukides nodded. By Galzar, this is no way to fight a war, he thought for the hundredth time. For now, however, he was stuck. If he retired from his command, he knew that Archpriest Roxthar would label him a traitor, or worse, a Dralmite. That meant he would never be able to return to his estates and would put all his family’s lives in jeopardy. He would have to remain at his post as captain-general until either the enemy was defeated or Roxthar was killed.

Eukides had a few trusted soldiers who’d fought with him long ago and had volunteered to follow him into retirement. Captain Dylon had even promised to “slit that vile creature’s throat” before they left Kryphlon City. “I’ll have no lack of volunteers to accompany me, either,” he’d promised.

He’d almost taken him up on it, but he’d given his oath to Prince Varion that he would command this rabble and he was a man of his word. Besides, Styphon’s Own Guard, who protected Roxthar and his minions, would never let such an affront to their paychests go unpunished. It was said that they took a high percentage of all gold, coins, jewelry and goods that were confiscated by the Investigators. It wouldn’t surprise him; he’d long ago come to the conclusion that Styphon was a demon, not a god, and his priests were little more than thieves and criminals.

Unfortunately, for him and his command, Prince Varion had very expensive tastes and was deeply in debt. He suspected his Prince would soon wish that he had curbed his desires before he jumped into bed with Styphon’s House.

II

Lady Sirna was sitting at the desk Phidestros had built for her when she was staying at Tarr-Beshta, before Princess Arminta’s arrival. Desks had become quite the rage in Hos-Harphax now that all the royals had them. Hers was one of the first and while the craftsmanship was solid, it wasn’t inlaid with mother-of-pearl and gold like Queen Lavena’s. Still, it was a reminder of good times, times that sadly must lie in the past.

Sirna picked up the vocowriter, disguised as an image of Allmother Yirtta’s shrine, and began to dictate her latest thoughts and experiences with the court. Media Seven in Dhergabar was doing a documentary on her life at Tarr-Harphax for broadcast on Home Time Line, where everything to do with Kalvan’s Time-Line was big news. She was flattered as well as pleased with all the Paratemporal Exchange Units she was making, enough that she could retire for a long, long life and never have to work again. Although, that was not her plan; her next job would be with the Paratime Police. Being a minor celebrity wouldn’t hurt there either, as the Department was always looking for ways to brush up its image.

“It’s been a very busy week. Captain-General Phidestros arrived in Harphax City with his retinue, his household and some thirty-five thousand soldiers. He made a triumphant entry into Harphax City where he is well loved, as long as he doesn’t make his stay permanent. Phidestros, or so the citizenry believes, is best loved from a distance. The Prince and his family and the entire Iron Band led a triumphant procession through the city to the Great King’s new palace.

“At the palace entry, Prince Phidestros was escorted into the Royal Presence Room to greet Great King Geblon and swear oaths of allegiance and fealty to the new Great King during the Royal Investiture. All the realm’s electors, princes, dukes and counts attended to swear their loyalty and support of the new House of Geblon. There were mixed emotions among many, who feared that too much power was now invested in too few men. But for the most part even the princes were in a celebratory mood as this Investiture ended the Harphaxi Wars of Succession which had been going on, in one form or another, since Great King Kaiphranos’ death.

“Great Queen Lavena, who was dressed in more glitter and gold than a Styphon’s Temple, was envied by every woman and girl in Harphax City. This ceremony was a pivotal moment for the future of the realm because many did not believe that Prince Phidestros would ever bend his knee to any man, much less a former subordinate. Obviously, they do not know or understand the bond between these two men which is as strong as that between brothers.

“Afterwards, there was a Grand Ball and every prince, prominent nobleman, merchant, magnate and guild master in Hos-Harpahx was in attendance. Everyone who attended was given a Medal of Royal Presence made of solid gold and weighing in at over an ounce. They were a big hit.

“After the ball, a few old friends met with the Prince in his quarters and got to view his new son, a bouncing little baby boy, by the name of Simocles. Simocles the Great is the most renowned and famous of the Zarthani kings and this little boy is going to have to rise high to do his name service. I must admit to feeling a stab of jealousy when I saw little Simocles, which proves I’m not completely over our belated romance. For his part, the Prince appears to be completely besotted with Princess Arminta, who is so bright and wise for an outtimer, it’s hard not to wish them both well despite our complicated and tangled history.

“Prince Phidestros’ visit to Harphax City was short. He announced to the House of Electors, the following day, that he was the bastard son of the Great King Eudocles, the new ruler of Hos-Zygros. There was strong evidence that his father, at the behest of Styphon’s House, murdered the rightful ruler, Great King Sopharar; therefore, it was his duty to strike down the false king and regicide. While he did not say who would replace his father on the Ivory Throne, the general consensus among the City’s nobility and gentry was that it would be Phidestros himself, which was greeted with much relief.

“Phidestros commands so many soldiers, has had such success in the field and has such a strong presence that everyone wished him well, to the extent that several princes pledged both gold and soldiers toward his adventure—anything and everything to get him out of Hos-Harphax as soon as possible—was my impression. They respect and revere him but more from far away than up close. What they don’t realize is that Phidestros is Great King of Hos-Harphax already, if only by proxy. He may not sit upon the Iron Throne but a man who would follow him to the ends of the earth does, and Great King Geblon will do whatever Phidestros asks. Geblon knows who seated him upon the Iron Throne and why.

“However, Great Queen Lavena doesn’t have a clue about her new husband’s allegiance to the Prince and believes she will manipulate him herself. While it is true that Geblon is besotted with her great beauty, rivaled only by Great Queen Rylla’s among the royals, he knows a greater loyalty to his old commander and friend. If Lavena actually had an agenda, she might prove dangerous to the Throne and Phidestros’ ambitions. Fortunately, her greatest love is for jewels and pageantry, and her husband is more than happy to accede to her demands in this area.

“The only possible conflict might come from her father Prince Sthentros, who was in attendance and may have designs of his own. He was complaining to anyone who would listen about the terrible destruction in Hostigos brought about by Styphon’s Investigation. Sthentros made noises that now his daughter has risen so high that he would be exiled were he to return to Hostigos, where he is forced to live like a poor member of the gentry rather than a Prince of Hos-Harphax. Phidestros clearly detests the man and gave him short shrift, but Great King Geblon was forced by his wife to listen to his harangues—”

Her vocowriter began to emit a low beep that indicated a call was coming in from the outside, probably Maldar Dard, her contact with the Harphaxi Study Team. She pushed the center of the golden wheat design at the base and held the miniature shrine close to hear ear.

“Sirna, it’s Dard here. Is this a good time?”

“Yes, I’m alone. I was working on my next story installment for Sirna and the Great Queen. What can I do for you?”

“We need to talk. There have been some strange developments back home. Some of our officers have been recalled back to Paratime HQ on Home Time Line. There’s talk of another Prole rebellion.”

“On Home Time Line?”

“Yes,” he replied. “At this point, it’s nothing but a rumor. Still….”

Sirna’s heart leapt. The last uprising, the Prole Insurrection two centuries before, had been a disaster, causing millions of deaths and untold destruction. It had taken Home Time Line better than ten years to recover.

“I just wanted to warn you in case I receive orders to shut the Harphaxi Study Team depot down.”

“You think it might come to that, Dard?” she asked. Just when I was getting to really know and like him….doesn’t it figure.

“I don’t know, Sirna. I just thought I’d warn you so you can decide now whether or not to accompany us, or stay here. We might not have much warning time.”

“I’m going to stay here,” Sirna blurted out, “no matter what.”

There was silence on the other end.

“I hope it doesn’t come to that. Are we still on for dinner tonight?”

“Sure, I’ll see you at the King’s Inn at 1800 hours.”

“Until then,” she replied, her heart quickening. Am I more worried about him having to leave, or is it seeing him again that’s stirring up all these feelings? she wondered.


F⊕RTY THREE

I

The Zarthani Knights, under Commander Orocles, had made their way through the Princedom of Cythor, along the Arbelon Trail, with good speed. Every town they reached had victuals and horse remounts if necessary waiting for them, thanks to the advance work done by Styphon’s couriers. They were passing through the territory held by the Union of Styphon’s Friends and it wasn’t until they passed through Cythor and drew close to the border watch station at Arbelon that they realized something was wrong.

“What is it, Longshanks?” Horse Master Sarmoth asked his oath-brother, who was among the advance scouts.

“The watchtowers are deserted, sir.”

Sarmoth looked over at Knight Commander Orocles. “That does not bode well, sir.”

Orocles frowned. “Could it be that the Zcynosi have learned of our march and have prepared a trap?’

Sarmoth shook his head. “If so, they would have manned the watch station with their own troops wearing the livery of Prince Phrynoss; we would have ridden right by and into whatever surprise they had in waiting. It could be an outbreak of the plague!”

Commander Orocles made the sign of Styphon’s sun-wheel upon his breast. “May Styphon bless us,” he muttered. The plague was the greatest enemy of all armies.

“I’ll take an advance party, sir, and reconnoiter the area.”

“Take a Point and if it is the plague, fire your pistols.”

Sarmoth noted Commander Orocles didn’t say “don’t bother to return, but look after yourselves;” it was understood.

Sarmoth led his own Point, which consisted of six men, himself, two confrere knights, two sergeants and one oath-brother. The rest of the detachment waited at a small stream, eating rations and watering their horses. Sarmoth, despite his outward show of fortitude, was shaking inside. There were few things on this earth he feared, but of them the plague was foremost. He held no fear for anything or anyone he could see with his eyes; it was the things that lurked beyond his ken that worried him.

Longshanks, speaking in his native tongue, said, “I did not smell the plague, brother. I suspect other devilment is abroad.”

Sarmoth replied in the same tongue, “I hope you’re right, my brother. I have not come so far to be laid low by such an ailment.”

They passed through several stands of trees and a large meadow before arriving at the border station. As Longshanks had reported, the watch stations, squat towers made of stone, were deserted. Inside the station on the Arbelon side of the border they found a drunk guard passed out on the floor.

“What’s this mean?” one of the Knights asked.

“Maybe the League of Dralm has been defeated and the guards are celebrating.” someone else added.

Sarmoth frowned. “We are not so favored by the gods. Let us move into Kyris Town and see what we discover. Maybe something there will illuminate these mysteries.”

The small party left the main trail, dismounted and led their horses toward the town. The sounds of merriment ensured their way and it wasn’t long before they approached the first out-buildings, mostly old farms and a buttery. Drawing closer to the town, they followed the sounds of laughter and heckling to the center square where several hundred townsmen and guardsmen were gathered in a throng.

Sarmoth took off his cloak and insignia and made his way over to where several horses were gathered in the midst of the crowd.

“I say my horse, Blackthorn, can beat any horse in the duchy,” roared one drunkard, dressed in a ripped azure doublet that hadn’t passed for finery for several years.

One of the guards, with a burgonet helmet and wearing the blue and red livery of Arbelon, spoke up, “Not against my mount, Panther Blood. I’ll lay ten silver crowns on it.”

“With my fifteen!” cried another soldier.

“So you want to lose your wages,” cried a big man in a black gown, lined with silver tracings.

The other guards shouted out their wagers, only to be met with jeers and catcalls from the town gallants.

Having seen enough, Sarmoth made his way back to his Point. “Longshanks, go tell the Commander that the guards have deserted their post to lay wagers on a horserace.”

Longshanks smiled, as if he knew already the Commander’s reactions to such horseplay.

Bets were still being wagered about an eighth of a candle later when Knight Commander Orocles and his advance party rode up.

“Make way, make way!”

The crowed parted, shrinking away from the warhorses and their riders wearing the black cloaks with Styphon’s sun-wheel emblazoned in silver.

Commander Orocles addressed the crowd. “Where is the garrison commander?”

Awed by the show of might, several of the peasants pointed to the man wearing the burgonet.

“Sir, why have you deserted your post?”

“My name is Captain Velos,” he said, although he was unable to keep a tremble out of his voice. “The day is golden, we are at peace and I saw no harm in joining our fellow townsmen in a race.”

Orocles drew back, his face reddening. “Peace, fah, you varlet! Are you so sure that the League of Dralm’s army is not on the move?”

The captain’s face was now as white as his horses’ coat. “How can they be near when we got word they were still in Eubros Town!”

Orocles reared his stallion, then drove him right up to the miscreant. “Have you never heard of a ruse of war, you imbecile!”

The captain whitened. “You mean the League’s Army is nearby?”

“No, but it doesn’t excuse your dereliction of duty.”

Sarmoth was shocked when the Commander pulled out his mace and slammed it full strength into the captain’s helmet, smashing and knocking it off as well as a large clump of the man’s skull.

The man fell in a heap while the crowd quickly melted away.

Sarmoth pointed to the remaining soldiers still in livery. “Go back to your posts. I will inform your Prince of your failure to follow his orders.”

Several took off running and Sarmoth doubted they’d stop until they reached Meligos, where they would beseech sanctuary from the Dralmists. He thought the Commander displayed poor judgment, but had taken enough of Orocles’ measure to know that no good would come from mentioning it. He would be glad when this adventure was over and he could return to the Grand Master’s command where saner heads ruled. Is this another of Soton’s lessons…? he wondered.

II

Captain-General Hestophes rode in the van of the League of Dralm’s Army along with several of his trusted Hostigi advisors. The Hostigi reinforcements had arrived a moon quarter ago, allowing them enough time to leave Eubros Town in time to reach Varthon Town before the army of Styphon’s Union of Friends. The Varthon border castle of Tarr-Kendreth had held out far longer than anyone would have expected, giving the League that most precious commodity—time. According to the latest reports, the Union army was slowly making its way overland to Varthon Town.

The Union of Styphon’s Friends army would have arrived before the League of Dralm’s forces, if it weren’t for the Investigation holding them back by stopping at every small town and village to search out possible heretics for questioning. Hestophes doubted that the Union’s commanders appreciated having to travel at the Investigator’s pace. The commanders will likely be in a real lather by the time the Union reaches Varthon Town, he decided.

Since they were coming from the southwest and the Union army was coming from the east, Hestophes doubted that the Union commander, Prince Simias, suspected that the League’s army was anywhere with several hundred marches. Varthon Town had clearly heard about the Styphoni invasion, as the wooden palisades and blockhouses were fully manned. Like many of the Saltless Seas’ towns, the walls were built with wood rather than stone. Tarr-Kendreth, one of the few stone castles in Varthon, had only held out so long because it was made of stone.

Hestophes doubted that the fortifications around Varthon City could hold the Styphoni for more than a few days. Their guns would make short work of the town’s wooden walls. Fortunately, the rains had been steady and the wooden palisades were too water soaked to catch fire, always the greatest vulnerability of wooden fortifications. Other than its value as a supply depot, he didn’t see any advantage to fighting within Varthon Town walls.

Instead Hestophes decided to lay out his army around one of the many small hills that terraced the eastern edge of Varthon Town, which occupied most of the flatland bordering the Sea of Skirlos. Like many of the nearby hills, this one had been heavily logged and he put men on brush detail to clear the small trees and plants that covered the hillside. This would put the League of Dralm’s army in between the town and the Union forces.

Once their supply route to the town was secure, all they had to do was wait for the Union Army to arrive.

Hestophes knew that if he were in charge of the Union forces, he would circle around the League of Dralm’s position, cut off the League’s supply route, and force the enemy to come to him. Since Captain-General Eukides had a reputation as a brilliant strategist, Hestophes had prepared for this eventuality by finding a ridge top with its own spring and stockpiling enough victuals for a moon-long standoff.

On the other hand, Eukides was not the sole commander of the Union Army and he doubted that his co-commander, Prince Simias, would show any such strategic sense. According to their intelligence, the Prince was hotheaded and rash in his judgments. Having Archpriest Roxthar goading him to further excess would not have had a salubrious effect on his usual state of mind. Roxthar, from all reports, had the patience of a toddler on his Name Day pointing at a sweetbread he wanted to eat.

At dawn two days later they captured the first Styphoni outrider. He was a former trapper who’d been impressed into the Union Army and gladly gave up everything he knew about the Union forces.

“I’m glad you caught me,” he said in a thick rural Agrysi accent. “I spent too much time being eyed by those butchers in white robes. Not much scares me after thirty years of trapping; I’ve been treed by bears and bitten by wolves, but those Investigators make my blood run cold.” He went on to describe the usual atrocities and murders that had become standard operating procedure by the Holy Investigation of Styphon’s House.

Having seen their work firsthand in Hostigos, Hestophes could have given the scout plenty of his own anecdotes concerning the Investigation’s barbarity and cruelty. The former trapper did mention one surprise: hundreds of soldiers had deserted the Union’s Army since they crossed the border from Kryphlon into Varthon. “It’s those damn Styphon’s House priests, they’ve scared off some of the best troops with their butchery. The men are fine with fighting their princes’ enemies, but not savaging and torturing innocent civilians.”

Hestophes wondered if they could use that against the Union. He turned to one of his captains, ordering, “Send more scouts out to search for deserters. Some of them might be willing to sign our muster list.”

The scout confirmed their estimates about the quality of the Union army. “Some are bodyguards and steady troops, but many are just poorly-trained peasant militia impressed into service who will melt away at the first opportunity,” he offered. “It’s the Temple Bands of Styphon’s Own Guard that are the most dangerous. If they catch a man falling back or retreating, they’ll run him through on the spot!”

The Union army might melt away, given sufficient time in the field, Hestophes concluded, but it wasn’t going to retreat or retire without great cause. The fear of a blade or bullet in the back and Styphon’s Investigation would keep most of them fighting even when things turned bleak.

As to whether or not the Union of Styphon’s Friends expected any resistance at Varthon Town, the scout had this to say: “No, Prince Simias’ advisors have convinced him that your army is still in Eubros, or on its way to Agrys City.”

The Union’s main body was only three or four days away and Hestophes continued his preparations. The Hostigi reinforcements, over six thousand men—more than he’d expected—were mostly infantry. He decided to place the Hostigi pikemen, backed by the Agrysi pike, at the center and place the princely armies on both flanks. The rest of the Hostigi, twenty-five hundred men, a thousand horse and fifteen hundred foot, would form the reserve and shore up any breaks in the line.

The rain slackened off and the men were in good spirits, firm in their belief that the Allfather supported their efforts. Primate Xentos encouraged this mood by visiting the different camps during the evening and giving blessings and morale-raising speeches. Hestophes didn’t know whether it would do any good, but it certainly didn’t hurt.

The true test would be when it came down to push of pike. That came two days later when the Army of the Union of Styphon’s Friends came into sight. At first, it appeared to be a motley disordered mob, but as it drew closer Hestophes could see that some of them still knew how to move in order.

III

The first Union outriders had just returned from reconnoitering the enemy’s position. They reported to the Union commanders that the League of Dralm’s Army was waiting for them in a prepared position about five marches from the town walls.

“It is my recommendation that we retire from the field and return to Kryphlon and await the League’s army there,” Captain-General Eukides advised. “Let the League’s Army come to us, rather than let them call the battle terms.”

Prince Simias shook his head. “We haven’t come all this way just to turn around and go running back home like cowards! We’ll be a laughingstock. We promised the Union a victory and I mean to see we get it.”

Holy Investigator Roxthar shouted his agreement. “Kill them now, allow them no succor or relief!”

“From the scouting reports,” Eukides continued, “they count among their number almost as many men as we can field.” He was not about to allow himself to be intimidated by these two fools; between the two of them, they didn’t have a new recruit’s knowledge of military strategy. “Your Highness, we are running low on victuals. The enemy has the town to draw upon for supplies. Furthermore, we are on their territory, which they know like the palms of their hands.”

“We have the League pinned down,” Simias said. “We’ll never have a better opportunity to destroy their entire military force. With this victory, we will have crushed them for all time.”

“It is Styphon’s Will that we attack!” Roxthar, his lean face radiant with conviction, cried out.

“You’re not listening,” Eukides said. “We are dangerously low on supplies, especially foodstuffs. If we must attack the League, I suggest we pin them down in their present position until our next supply train arrives, and then attack.”

“Baah!” Prince Simias cried out. “There are plenty of supplies within Varthon Town, which we will sack right after we destroy the League’s Army. Our guns will make short work of those wooden walls.”

“Yes, but if we don’t defeat them, we will be the ones in jeopardy. Low on supplies and on the run, how do you think our army will fare then?”

“You speak treason,” Roxthar hissed. “This army is blessed by Styphon and is following the True God’s will. No mere mortals can stop us.

For the first time in many years, Eukides felt a chill run up his spine. They are truly mad. They know not fear or even a modicum of tactics. He forced himself to stand up as straight as he could, then looked the Arch-devil straight in the eyes. “I have given my oath, my sworn word of honor, to lead this army to victory.”

He pulled out his poignard.

Both Roxthar and Prince Simias jumped back.

Eukides gripped his dagger by the point and held it out hilt first. “If I speak treason, use this blade now!”

Simias looked sheepishly over at Roxthar, then turned back to Eukides. “I know your oath is as good as Styphon’s gold. The Holy Investigator was speaking out in the heat of the moment.”

“Good, then that is settled. Is it not, Archpriest?” he asked.

Roxthar, his face beet red, looked as if he’d just swallowed a turkey egg. “I accept your apology. I may have spoken too hastily.”

Eukides nodded. “I am speaking military tactics, not treason. If we fight on the League’s chosen ground, we give them the advantage. They will be fighting from a prepared position with plenty of stores and a clear line of support from Varthon Town.

“We have burned up everything from Tarr-Kendreth to the outskirts of Varthon Town. We will be forced to march uphill to fight the enemy and our losses will be heavy even before the clash of arms. Fighting here is not to our advantage. Retreating and forcing the League’s Army to follow us, is what we want. There is no cheap or quick victory here.”

Prince Simias shook his head. “Captain-General, you overestimate our enemy’s resolve. They shall melt away from our wrath and fall beneath our swords like barley before the scythe. It is our decision that we fight here and now.”

“I speak as the representative of Styphon’s Voice,” Roxthar intoned. “I agree, we shall destroy the League’s host right here before Varthon Town.

Eukides reluctantly nodded in agreement. Simias he could outmaneuver, but without Roxthar’s support, he could not guarantee the army’s pay. And, without pay, the mercenaries would depart and even the common troops would melt away.


F⊕RTY-F⊕UR

I

The three Princes, Marshal Albides and Archpriest Roxthar were set to meet in the backroom of an abandoned inn they were using as headquarters for the Union Army. It was late in the afternoon and Captain-General Eukides had agreed to battle the next morning. Prince Simias had called the meeting because he no longer trusted their Captain-General’s judgment. Instead of pressing their enemies when the opportunity arose, Eukides counseled patience and waiting for supply trains.

Prince Phrynoss, who was the first to arrive, asked, “Why a secret meeting? Have the enemy’s intelligencers infiltrated our command?”

Simias shook his head. “Not that I know of. This is about Captain-General Eukides. Here, have a cup of wine.”

Phrynoss nodded. “Yes, the old man is getting weepy. I actually saw tears on his face when some of the Investigators pulled a woman and child out of their home to the test with a hot blade. The Investigators discovered an altar to Yirtta in the farmhouse. For a moment, I thought the old fool was going to raise his sword against Styphon’s own agents.”

“Haw! Haw!” laughed Simias. “I wish he had, then they’d have put the old stallion out to pasture.”

Roxthar entered the room like a bad odor. “What stallion?”

Simias quickly sobered up. “We were just discussing the Captain-General—”

“Eukides cares too much for lowborn scum,” the Archpriest interrupted. “Several times he has come to me with complaints about the Investigation. I will not brook any more of his interference. It is Styphon’s Work we are doing.”

Simias nodded in agreement, not because he agreed, but because the man frightened him more than a childhood nightmare. He’d heard rumors that, on more than one occasion, even Styphon’s Voice bowed to the Investigator’s demands. The Agrysi peasants called him a demon in human guise. Face-to-face with Roxthar, he found it impossible to disagree.

He felt more secure when he heard the greetings of Prince Varion. Simias didn’t have much use for Varion, since he was another peasant lover, but he was important because his troops mustered over a third of the Union’s forces and because Varion wasn’t afraid to disagree with the Holy Investigator. Since Varion had been heard to complain about the Investigation on more than one occasion, he would draw Roxthar’s ire like a metal weathervane drew lightning.

“What is this meeting all about?” Varion asked. “And where is Captain-General Eukides?”

Simias spoke first since he’d been the one to call the clandestine meeting. “We didn’t invite him. Questions have been raised about his competence as our commander.”

“That was plainspoken, for you, Simias. Captain Eukides has forgotten more about warfare than the three of us have ever known.”

“That may be true,” added Prince Phrynoss. “However, he’s getting rather long in the tooth and most of what Eukides knows dates back to the times of Great King Phultos, Demistophon’s father. Warfare has changed since the arrival of the Usurper Kalvan and Eukides has not changed with the times.”

Varion laughed scornfully. “And who here has? None of us have fought in a skirmish, much less a battle since the Usurper’s arrival in Hostigos.”

Phrynoss nodded sheepishly. “True, but we have kept up with the times.”

Simias nodded, adding, “Eukides’ day is done. He’s an old man now. It’s time for him to retire from the field of battle while he still retains all of his honors, his legend unchallenged.”

Varion shook his head in disbelief. “If you believe that to be true, then I challenge you to cross swords with that ‘old man.’ Then you will find out just how capable he truly is.”

Prince Simias drew back. Eukides’ reputation as a master swordsman was just one small pattern in the tapestry of his legend. “This is no time for showing off, we need to determine who is the best man to lead the Union Army into battle.”

Roxthar interrupted. “We must have a victory here over the forces of the False God Dralm. A victory here outside Varthon Town will end the war now as well as demonstrate the supremacy of the One True God.”

“Then who do you suggest? Prince Simias who once fought a skirmish in a border dispute with Meligos? One, I might note, that he lost.”

Simias’ face turned a brighter red than his crimson doublet.

“Marshal Albides is the Temple’s choice,” Roxthar said firmly. “He has fought Kalvan before—”

“And lost,” Prince Varion interrupted.

Simias choked back a laugh.

“No, no,” Prince Phrynoss said. “The idea of the Union of Styphon’s Friends is to show to the other princes and nobles of the Great Kingdoms that we are not in thrall to Styphon’s House. If we accept the Marshal as our leader, we lose all of our credibility. We will be seen as nothing more than the Temple of Styphon’s puppets.”

“I agree,” Simias said.

For once Archpriest Roxthar was silent.

“Further,” Prince Varion said, “the troops know and love Captain-General Eukides. If we replace our respected commander on the eve of battle, we will look weak and indecisive.”

Prince Phrynoss nodded.

Simias looked as if he’d just swallowed his tongue, while Roxthar’s eyes burned like red-hot coals.

II

Syllon turned down the third flask of ale and raised his hands to warm them on the campfire. The local Varthoni brew was heady stuff and he wanted a clear mind for the coming battle. Two of his companions had slipped away to be with whores from Varthon Town. Others were rolling bones, for the most part losing what little of their pay remained. He had already made his offering of two silver crowns at Lytris’ Shrine today and didn’t want to spend anymore of his luck.

From the line-up of the Union’s forces, Syllon knew the tomorrow sun would bring battle. Now, it was up to the gods and Hostigi steel. One thing he did know was that they could not rely on the Agrysi soldiers for much support; they were green for the larger part, although their morale was high. He wasn’t certain if it would remain so during the clash of arms to come.

“Have another drink,” Gatnos ordered.

He shook his head. “I’ve had enough, Gatnos. We’ll need all our strength to face the Red Hand in the morning.”

“You think it will come to that?” Gatnos asked respectfully.

Since surviving so many battles and a killing blow to the head, which had left a big dent in the left side of his skull without any apparent damage, many soldiers believed Syllon had been blessed by the Wargod. They often rubbed the top of his head for good luck or stuck their fingers in the depression. Some even believed he had been gifted with second sight. He found that hard to believe: If so, why had his farm been accursed and his woman leave him?

If I have a home anywhere, it is in the army barracks or on the battlefield.

“Yes, Gatnos, I believe the Styphoni will attack. I shared a flask with one of the scouts last night and he told me they have no other place to go. The Union Army took everything that was not tied down with them as they passed through eastern Varthon and they’ve been eating the horses and oxen in their baggage train for the past few days. They need to sack Varthon Town as much as we need to protect it.”

Gatnos nodded. “Now, I see why they made you petty-captain, instead of myself. You see much farther than the end of your pikehead.”

Syllon had to agree. Maybe the blow to my head did more than damage my skull. Maybe it sharpened my wits, too. Or is this one of Galzar’s gifts?

“It is true that I have changed since that injury.” He paused to pull a woolen cloak up over his head to protect it from the lightly falling rain.

“Toss more wood on the fire, or it will go out.”

Gatnos threw several splits of the green wood that they’d collected two days before on the fire. It smoked almost as much as it burned, but the warmth it threw out kept the chill out of his bones.

“I’m worried about Styphon’s Own Guard,” Gatnos replied, when he sat back down on one of the small logs set around the campfire. “Those blackguards are as tough as cobblestones.”

“The Temple rats bleed red like the rest of us,” Syllon replied. “Just be thankful it’s the Union Army we’re facing, not Soton’s Host. They would gobble us up like a turkey feasting on a corncob.”

Gatnos threw out his hands. “Truth. The Host numbers many times our own number. If we win, do you think the Captain-General will march against them?”

“No. Captain-General Hestophes is no fool, or the Great King would have never sent him on this march. However, I doubt our allies have half his wits.”

III

Captain-General Eukides found himself a nice perch on a hillside from which to sit down and study the League’s Army. He took his pipe out of his belt loop, took a big pinch of tobacco out of his pouch and began to tamp it into the barrel. The League’s Army was laid out in good order and came as close to a sandbox presentation of tiny clay soldiers as he’d ever seen. It was disquieting.

As a general rule, Eukides was opposed to fighting opponents in prepared positions. He preferred to maneuver his forces so that he had the advantage of terrain or position. Better yet, have them chase him and when they tired—turn and attack! Or best of all, surprise them. The problem with set battles—with all things being close to equal—was that the army with the most ammunition, highest morale and inspired leadership usually won.

While the Union Army had lots of weapons and ammunition, their morale was sinking and, for the most part, their leadership was suspect. If Prince Simias would just leave me alone to do what I do best, we might have a chance to put an end to the League of Dralm right here and now. But that’s not to be, and the worst of it is he has the full support of Styphon’s House’s representative, Archpriest Roxthar.

The other problem was their supply train was low on victuals. They had left Kryphlon City with insufficient food stocks for a long campaign; it was a mistake and he told them that before they left. But Prince Simias and the other princes didn’t want to wait for more supplies, falsely believing they could forage for whatever they needed in Varthon. What they hadn’t counted on was that the Varthoni, as they retreated, had stripped their fields of vegetables and grains, herded away, or killed, their cattle and livestock and left nothing behind for the Union of Styphon’s Friends Army to scavenge.

They’d been able to pick up some wild game and an occasional lost cow or pig, but certainly not enough to feed thousands of hungry men. Now they were supplementing their rations with oxen and horses from the baggage train. A supply train from Kryphlon would be arriving—unless it were captured by Varthoni outriders—sometime within the next moon half. Unfortunately, they only had enough food for another moon quarter; they would have to defeat the League’s Army and besiege Varthon Town for its foodstuffs. Otherwise, they were going to starve.

The way things were going for the Union forces it was almost as if the other gods were aligned against the Union of Styphon’s Friends. Maybe the true gods have turned against Styphon’s House and its allies because of their presumption and their mistreatment of the other gods’ worshippers? Eukides knew that there were no priests of Galzar with the Union Army; he wasn’t sure if it was because of the Ban, or if Roxthar had had them all murdered. Eukides wouldn’t put anything past that demon in human guise.

He heard the sound of hooves and the jingle of harness hardware as someone rode up beside him. It was his trusted companion, Captain Dylon.

“Doesn’t look good, does it, sir?”

Eukides shook his head. “We don’t outnumber them and we can’t outmaneuver them. And there’s no place else to go for at least a hundred marches. We can’t even out-shoot them with the pitiful guns at our disposal. Fortunately, their guns don’t look much better. Our only hope is when we charge up the hill that one of their flanks breaks.”

“Is that a sure thing?”

Again, he shook his head. “Look at their center.”

“The infantry?”

“Yes. See those banners, the blue halberd on a red field; Hostigi. The best troops in the Five Kingdoms. They won’t break unless we completely overpower them. Our best bet is the flanks. See all the princely and ducal banners?”

“If we hit the center with Styphon’s Own Guard,” Dylon said, “we could probably contain them. If we get a miracle, even push them back.”

Eukides nodded. “That’s what I think, but try convincing Investigator Roxthar of that.”

“True,” Captain Dylon replied. “He’d rather keep the Red Hand in reserve so they can keep our troops from retreating or turning tail.”

“Exactly. But I’m not going to order the attack unless he gives me four Temple Bands, at the very least.”

“You’ll make a powerful enemy, sir.”

Eukides laughed. “I already have too many. What’s one more? Besides, Albides is the only one in this blasted army who’s actually fought against Kalvan. He’ll know I’m right.”

“What if the Archpriest tells him otherwise?”

“There’s no love between those two. As strange as it may be, Marshal Albides may be my only supporter. With his help, we may have a chance to break the League’s center. Without it, we are all doomed.”

Eukides paused to light his pipe, when it was drawing, he said, “Captain, I want you to give me your sworn oath.”

“Of course, Captain-General. Have I ever given you reason to doubt me?” Dylon asked, with a hurt expression on his face.

“No, no, old friend. I’m going to give you an order, but it will be one you will not want to obey. However, before I tell you what it is, I want your oath that you will do as I ask.”

Captain Dylon looked confused. “I do not understand. We’ve known each other for over thirty winters: Have I ever let you down or not obeyed an order?”

Eukides rose up and patted Dylon’s horse on the head. “No, never. But this will be the most difficult order I have ever given.”

“Now, I’m worried….”

“I’m an old man and few will miss me. You’re twenty years younger and have been my personal bodyguard for most of your years. Now, I want you to leave my service and take care of my family.”

“You don’t expect to leave this battlefield, do you, sir?”

“No. If we don’t win, I will die here. Either from an enemy bullet or sword, or by a dagger from one of the Investigator’s agents. It is possible we may eke out a victory, but if we do not, I need someone I trust to return to my estate and guard over my wife, my children and grandchildren. You know how easy it is for people of any station to disappear during wartime, and I’ve made a lot of enemies over the years. Many would not hesitate to take their enmity out on my family, especially if it will fatten their purse.”

The Captain nodded. “I understand, your Lordship. I give you my sworn oath to Galzar that I will leave here at your request to watch over your family. But I’m most unhappy about it, yes I am.”

“You don’t have to leave now, my friend. Stay here and watch the battle. If the Union Army is successful, come and join me. We will rejoice together our victory. However, if the League wins the battle, turn away and do not look back.”


F⊕RTY FIVE

I

That evening, Marshal Albides, resplendent in polished silvered armor and red cape, showed up out of the dark and unannounced at Eukides’ campfire.

“May I have a seat, Captain-General?” Albides asked, as he tried to lower himself without injury. To Eukides he appeared besotted with wine or ale.

“Of course,” he answered, pointing to a stool nearby. “You can drop the titles; here we’re both just soldiers.”

“Thank you,” Albides slurred. “I will get to the point quickly. I know you’re wondering what it is I want; I would be, if I were in your boots.”

Eukides nodded his head.

“I understand the princes are unhappy that you are their commander, although none of them has any real military experience. Except for Prince Varion, who supports you wholeheartedly, the rest are a gaggle of geese! I would no more follow them, than I would charge my horse off a cliff.” He ended his pronouncement with a big belch.

“I appreciate your support,” Eukides said, which he found both surprising and welcome since the two men had hardly shared a word since leaving Agrys City together. The Marshal must fear Roxthar as much as the rest of us or he wouldn’t need to be deeply in his cups to speak the truth.

Albides shook his head as if to clear it. “For the record, I concur with your decision to place my Temple Bands at the forefront of the Union’s foot. True, both armies are untested; however, the League’s Army did fight in the Battle of Agrys City and includes many Hostigi veterans. Their commander, Captain-General Hestophes, has never been beaten. We need to make a swift end to this battle and with my Guardsmen we can accomplish this.”

“That was my thought,” Eukides replied. “The Temple Bands are not only our best troops, but the only ones with real experience fighting against the Hostigi. I place more faith in our cavalry, who are comprised mainly of men-at-arms and princely bodyguards, than the Union’s infantry who are truly untested.”

“I see we share the same views on military matters; maybe we will share the same on potables.” Albides paused to bring out a bottle of drink from a pouch hanging from a belt at his waist. “This is a flask of Ermut’s Best, maybe Kalvan’s finest achievement. I was able to commandeer a wagonload during my time in Beshta.” He took a deep draught and then passed the bottle to Eukides.

Eukides didn’t like to drink on a battle’s eve, but he needed to cement this temporary alliance with Marshal Albides if they were to have any hope of winning tomorrow’s contest. He took a sip and felt the warmth flow down from his mouth straight to his stomach. “Ahh,” he said, “Excellent!”

Albides snorted. “I knew you were a man of discernment and taste. Win this battle and I will see you receive a hundred bottles of Ermut’s Best.”

Eukides took another drink and passed the bottle. “It’s a deal.”

Albides paused for a moment, gripping the seat bottom, so that he didn’t fall off his stool. “I’m sure we’ll find at least that many in the baggage train, but if we don’t I’ll have them sent from my home in Balph. I also wanted to inform you that I pressed on Archpriest Roxthar to include most of my Guardsmen in the van. He went off like one of Kalvan’s rockets!”

They both laughed.

“I would expect no less,” Eukides replied.

“However, Roxthar did agree to the four Bands you asked for when I threatened to retire from the field if he did not. I think he wants the other two Bands as guards in case the battle went awry, but I told him they were to be used as a reserve.”

Eukides nodded, appreciating Albides’ diplomacy in referring to the remaining Guardsmen as a reserve, rather than as a line of steel to keep the Union’s infantry from retreating or running away.

“Not to protect his Holiness’s arse, either!” He took another drink, although more sloshed out of his mouth than went in.

They both had a good laugh about that. It was good to know that they shared the same opinion of Archpriest Roxthar and his meddling in affairs he knew little about.

“I can see you are a man of your word,” Albides said, his voice lowering.

Eukides didn’t know what else to do but nod.

“Then I will tell you something. Not all of us in the Styphon’s Guard relish working with the Investigation. The Investigation has made a lot of us rich, but many others believe it has stained our reputation. I promise you this, when the war is over, there will be some changes. You have my word on that.”

“I was wondering how Styphon’s Own Guard stomached that butcher in bedsheets,” Eukides said. Ermut’s Best must be potent, otherwise I would have never been so free with my tongue.

“Many of us are up to here with it,” Albides said, bringing his left hand up to his chin. “Unfortunately, High Marshal Xenophes is more interested in obtaining gold to finish building his palace in Balph than in the health of Styphon’s Own Guard.” He paused to belch. “Did you know that we’ve lost almost half our number in the past five winters? And now Styphon’s Voice Anaxthenes has created his own personal bodyguard. I think the Supreme Priest wants to destroy the Temple Guard…all because of that murdering swine Roxthar.”

Eukides wasn’t sure how best to reply. So he just accepted the offered flask and drank deeply, saying, “To victory and Ermut’s Best!”

Albides chortled, then replied with his own toast, “To Galzar, may he once again reign supreme!”

II

After running the disposition of the League’s army through his head once more, Hestophes decided that the soldiers were seated as well as they could be. He had reorganized the Hostigi pike and shot regiments, breaking them into three pike units and two of shot. The pikemen, well over three thousand pikes, were placed at the center and backed by another five thousand Agrysi pike and shot units of questionable ability. He had found horses for the remaining two regiments of Hostigi arquebusiers and musketeers, and was holding them in the rear as a mobile reserve.

Hestophes had placed the cream of the princely bodyguard and noble lancers, including all the Hostigi cavalry, some three companies, in the right wing under the command of Duke Mnestros, who had fought with the Hostigi before and would know how to use them best. The left wing was made up of some four thousand mercenary cavalry and the remaining princely men-at-arms and lancers under the command of Prince Clytos of Glarth, who was already battle-tested.

If he could be in three places at once, Hestophes would have taken command of the left wing himself. However, Kalvan had taught him that a commander selected his best captains to man the battle divisions, then got out of their way. His job was to manage the entire army and see to it that the reserves were used where and when they were most needed. The men whom he really wanted as commanders, Prince Phrames or Prince Sarrask, were back in Nos-Hostigos. He’d have to make do with what he had at hand.

Great King Kalvan had also sent along three flying batteries composed of ten guns each, mostly obsolete four- and six-pounders, that were being replaced by eight-pound guns in the Royal Artillery’s ordnance. Along with the twenty-three guns, mostly old bombards, that made up the League of Dralm’s artillery, he had a decent number of artillery pieces. And an idea of what to do with them.

The rest was up to Lytris, Goddess of Luck, and the Wargod Galzar. Even the best swordsmith could not forge a master blade out of impure iron, which was the majority of the Agrysi troops—on both sides!

Hestophes watched in wonder as the Styphoni troops began their ascent of the long ridge that held the League’s Army. He had prayed they would attack his position, but hadn’t been able to convince himself they’d do anything so stupid. Occasionally, one of the League’s small cannon would fire and a gap would appear in the enemy blocks, but not for long as the Styphoni quickly closed ranks again. He was keeping artillery fire to a minimum as he had a role for the guns later in the battle. If he didn’t use the guns at all, the Union commanders might wonder why?

The entire Union of Styphon’s Friends’ center was dominated by the red cloaks and flags of Styphon’s Own Guard, which numbered in the thousands. He hadn’t expected the Temple Bands to fight at the front and hoped his center held. With their glaives, the Red Hand could bash their way through stationary pike files, disordering the ranks and killing many of his pikemen. Some arquebusiers and calivermen were posted between the files, but too often they shot prematurely and were ineffective against heavily armored infantry, like the guardsmen. Two Temple Bands were being held in reserve, most likely to keep the Union troops from retreating, as Styphon’s Own Guard had a reputation for killing retreating troops and deserters.

As Kalvan had demonstrated before, the guardsmen weren’t very effective against pike charges, especially downhill. Hestophes ordered the green rocket fired to signal the center to charge. The Hostigi veterans manning the front lines led the charge down the hillside, pikes to the fore.

Those three-lances pikestaffs of ash or oak were tipped with an iron head that, unlike standard pikes, had a sheath of iron over the wood an arm’s length back from the pikehead. Typically, if an enemy was able to maneuver their halberdiers or billmen into the pikemen’s front ranks, they were often able to chop off the pikeheads from the pole, disabling the pikes. This forced the pikemen to have to use their swords, which were weapons of last resort and poor defense against a glaive or poleaxe.

This innovation gave the Hostigi pikes protection from halberds and other pole arms, such as bills or the Temple Guards’ glaives.

Hestophes still didn’t understand Kalvan’s distain for pikes, which had proved their value on every battlefield the Hostigi had fought. Once the Great King had even disarmed all the Royal Army’s pikeman and given them muskets with long knives attached to their barrels. The enemy had seen this as a weakness and would have exploited it had not the Hostigi princely army’s pikemen come to the rescue.

Maybe Kalvan’s innovation would have proven itself if every handgun was a rifle, instead of a smooth-bore musket. In a few winters, they might even have enough rifles to test it. But until they did, the pike was a vital part of the Royal Armory and he would press that home at every staff meeting.

He watched as the first ranks of pikemen slammed into the Temple Guardsmen, driving them back down the hill. The danger here was that the pikemen would move too far and too fast, and find themselves enfiladed by the enemy infantry or even cavalry. So far they were pushing the entire center down the hillside, while the sleeves of arquebusiers were advancing alongside.

Then the League’s left flank began to recoil as the enemy horse began to push them back. It appeared Captain-General Eukides had stacked his best lancers and princely bodyguard into the Union’s right wing. If they were able to rout the League’s cavalry, the entire wing might be disordered, leaving the center vulnerable from the side.

He wondered if it was too early to commit the reserve of two thousand Hostigi arquebusiers and musketeers. I’d better not, just in case the center gets into trouble, he thought.

A rider rode up and practically jumped off his horse. He was wearing the green and maroon of Nos-Hostigos.

He approached Hestophes, cupping his mouth. The thunder of volleying muskets and arquebuses made it almost impossible to hear anything, except the screams of dying horses.

“Sir, reinforcements from Eubros.”

“How many?” he asked, shouting.

“Two hundred light cavalry with spears and musketoons. Where should I send them, sir?”

“Have them reinforce the left wing. Maybe Prince Clytos will have a use for them.”

“Yes, sir,” the scout replied, turning to run back to his horse and jump into his saddle.

Ahh, to be young again, Hestophes thought wistfully.

III

This is my finest hour, thought Duke Mnestros, as he led the Hostigi right flank against the Agrysi horse of their left wing. It will never get any better than this!

Here he was surrounded by loyal princes and the greatest men-at-arms in Hos-Agrys; there was Prince Bosphros with his flag bearing a white rose on a black field and Prince Clytos with a silver helmet with red plumes on a green field on his flag. His own banner bearer carried the banner of Eubros, three gold crowns on red. There were so many colorful lesser ducal and baronial banners that they were like a rainbow of light and color swirling all around him and his bodyguard.

From Hestophes, Prince Phrames and Prince Sarrask, he had heard all the stories about the great battles of Fitra, Listra Mouth and Chothros Heights, where the Hostigi faced the flower of Harphaxi nobility. Right now he was reliving those battles on his own, with his own princes and an enemy of the vilest sort, men worth killing and maiming.

As the enemy horse drew closer, he could make out the banner of Prince Phrynoss of Arbelon, a red butterfly on a yellow field. He was surrounded by bodyguards and trusted men-at-arms leading some three thousand cavalry.

They were now close enough that it was time to couch his lance and prepare to strike. Mnestros’ charger, Black Heart, was beginning to go from a canter to a gallop as they approached the enemy line. Soon he was galloping and Mnestros screamed, “Down Styphon!,” as his lance struck one of Prince Phrynoss’ bodyguards in the helm, breaking his neck and knocking him off his horse.

Before he could lower his lance, one of the Prince’s guards was attacking with his mace. Mnestros pulled out one of his saddle guns and shot him point-blank in the chest. A red flower blossomed on his breastplate and the bodyguard toppled from his saddle. Black Heart rose up and came down with both hooves on the prone body, stilling any last shudders.

Meanwhile, the Prince’s banner bearer was attempting to use his banner as a lance; Mnestros deflected it with his sword, pulled out another pistol and shot him right through the visor.

Men-at-arms from both armies were swirling around him and he had to remove his helm to see what was going on. Prince Phrynoss’ bodyguards were either dead or had fallen away from their prince. He gave his lance a quick once-over to see that it hadn’t splintered or had any fractures, then squeezed his knees to jump-start Black Heart as he couched his lance aiming straight at the Prince’s gold-inlaid breastplate.

“Go, boy!” Mnestros cried out to his charger.

The force of impact wasn’t nearly as great as when he was in full charge, but it was enough to unseat the Prince, who was still wearing his helm with his visor down. It appeared that Phrynoss never saw Mnestros’ charge until the last moment, and was not seated firmly on his warhorse. The lance stuck dead center, catapulting him off his horse and onto the ground where his landing was cushioned by a dead horse.

Mnestros jumped off his charger, slamming into the ground. As soon as he regained his balance, he pulled out his sword and made his way toward the fallen prince. Prince Phrynoss, obviously aware that he was in real trouble, was trying to get to his feet while drawing his sword. Unfortunately, his left greave was bent halfway down to his sabaton, the plate which covered his foot, from where he’d fallen on it. Phrynoss appeared to have a broken leg as well, so pathetic was his attempt to regain his footing.

However, it did give Mnestros a respite and time to cool his blood. He lifted his sword over Phrynoss’ helm and, instead of splitting it in two, demanded, “Do I have your surrender, Prince Phrynoss?”

The Prince’s head bobbed up and down. “Yes. By Galzar, by my word and upon my honor.”

The Duke motioned over one of his men-at-arms and, pointing to the half-standing Prince, said, “Take him to the rear. He’s my prisoner.”

The Prince removed his visor, saying, “And who, may I ask, have I given my oath to?”

The younger man smiled, making a half bow. “Duke Mnestros of Eubros.”

The Prince appeared relieved. “At least, it wasn’t some lowborn varlet!”

Mnestros shook his head, thinking: I should have bashed in his head when I had the chance. But now that I’ve accepted his oath, he’s my responsibility.

IV

Petty-Captain Syllon of the Second Royal Regiment of Nos-Hostigos was in the front rank of the Hostigi pikemen as they made their way down the gentle grade of the hill. There were about a hundred Hostigi skirmishers with calivers and arquebuses fighting with an almost equal amount of Union skirmishers. The two groups of hand-gunners, or what Kalvan called the forlorn hope, took shots at each other but hits were rare since the smoothbores were only dependable in mass volleys. A few of the advancing Red Hand went down when one of the calivermen got a chance to fire at them instead of an opposing handgunner. Unfortunately, Kalvan had not sent any of his riflemen along with them.

As they drew within fifty paces of the enemy, the forlorn hope quickly melted back into the lines.

He yelled out, “Against the port, let your pike fall!”

Other voices rank out and thousands of pikes fell to a holding position.

“Charge!” he cried, which was echoed by other petty-captains.

The downhill slope gave them added speed and the enemy line, made up of Red Hand with their glaives at port, seemed to spring right up out of the ground. When they were within thirty paces, he ordered, “Against the enemy, let your pike fall.”

Within moments there was a porcupine wall of pikes aiming straight at the Temple front ranks. They struck the line like twenty runaway wagons. The Styphoni line wavered, then collapsed.

Syllon felt his own pikehead bury itself in the thigh of a Guardsman, while one of the Hostigi skirmishers—now armed with big wooden hammers and mallets—ran between the files and hit a Guardsman over the head with his heavy metal mallet, then moved on to the next fallen enemy. Syllon jerked his pikehead free, then looked for another man to skewer.

There were downed Guardsmen for the next thirty paces, then he noticed the Styphoni line was reforming. He pushed his pike into one man’s face, which exploded like an overripe fruit, then gave the order to reform.

V

“Take that, you baseborn churl!” Prince Simias shouted as his lance struck an enemy man-at-arms in the breastplate. His lance bowed, then the man was shoved off his horse like a sack of stones onto the ground, whereupon he was quickly trampled by passing warhorses. About a score of lancers had pressed themselves around his banner and so far they were slicing through the League’s men-at-arms like a knife through a wheel of cheese.

He couldn’t understand why Captain-General Eukides refused to fight in the van, instead staying behind the lines. In the midst of a melee it was almost impossible to send or receive orders and the only honorable thing was to lead by example, firing up the lesser-born with the courage of their betters. The Duke was renowned throughout the Great Kingdoms as a military leader and was honored with the title, the Great Captain-General. Well, from his viewpoint, the Great Captain-General was no longer so great. Perhaps it’s age, he pondered. It does come like a wraith at the end of one’s years to steal all strength and vigor.

He winced as a bullet spraaanged off his steel vambrace. Praise Galzar, for good steel!

Simias’ lance shattered when it struck the armored champron of a big warhorse, and he tossed the handgrip at the horse’s face, causing it to shy away. One of his bodyguards, Baron Ravlon, rushed forward to finish the rider off with his mace.

Up ahead he saw Prince Clytos of Glarth’s banner, three gold keys inside an azure circle on an orange field. He knew Clytos had to be close by and fought his way toward his banner bearer where he spotted the Prince, identifiable by the gold circlet around the top of his armet, fighting another man-at-arms.

Simias pushed his way toward Prince Clytos through the tangle of horses and fighting men. He used his sword to dispatch one of Clytos’ bodyguards with a two-handed slam to the helm. The metal gave way and a spray of blood shot out of the visor. Simias pushed past the dead bodyguard’s horse, pulled out his pistol and shot the Prince right below the breastplate at arm’s length. Unfortunately, the bullet didn’t penetrate the plackard, which ran below the breastplate, and he shook off the blow.

Almost immediately, Prince Clytos struck back and his sword slashed into Simias’ gorget, giving him a terrible neck-ache.

“Dralm damn-it!” he shouted. “Die, you miserable snot-drizzler!”

By now the two princes were shoved together so tightly by the press of bodies, that Clytos was trying to rip Simias’ helm off his head, while Simias was both pushing him away with his weakened left arm as well as simultaneously battering his helm with the butt of his pistol. While the two princes were locked together in mortal combat, it was as if they were in the eye of a storm as the battle continued to eddy around them.

Clytos managed to partially dislodge his helm, smashing Simias in the mouth with his gauntleted fist, fracturing his jaw and knocking out most of his upper teeth. With a mighty lunge, Simias managed to shove the Prince off his saddle but lost his balance in the process and toppled over on top of him. Clytos was bucking like a yearling, when Simias managed to wrest his dagger out of its sheath and push the blade through the Prince’s visor and smash it home several times.

Clytos convulsed for a few moments, then lay still. Simias spat blood and broken teeth on the Prince’s body, then slowly started to stand up when a horse hoof struck the back of his helm and the world went black.


F⊕RTY-SIX

I

From his vantage point on the hill, Captain-General Eukides could see that the battle was not going well. The tide hadn’t turned completely, but his army was in trouble. The left wing’s charge had been stalled by the League’s countercharge and it was hard to tell from here who was getting the better of whom. Most of these princes and their nobles only knew one way to fight—forward. Nor was there any place on the ridge top to maneuver so he’d just have to stop worrying and pray to Galzar that the Union cavalry would hold and that the League’s cavalry would soon fold before both sides collapsed from exhaustion.

Meanwhile, it appeared as if the Hostigi center was giving the Temple Bands more trouble than they could handle. The pikes were slowly pushing them downhill. He wished he could send in the two Bands that formed the reserve, but Marshal Albides refused to budge on that matter. Not that Eukides could blame him; he’d rather go up unarmed against a Sastragathi berserker than face Archpriest Roxthar in full dudgeon.

The only cause for hope was the right wing, where the cavalry, under Prince Varion, were pushing the League’s horse up and over the ridge. If they could rout the enemy, they would be in position to strike the center a death blow. By Galzar, we can win this battle, yet!

II

Prince Varion watched with concern as Prince Simias threw himself and his bodyguards straight into the maw of the League’s left flank. Before he had time to react, Varion was in the thick of battle using his sword to hack at the enemy swirling around him and lost track of Simias. He had fired his musketoon, all of his pistols, saddle and boot, and hadn’t had a moment of peace to reload. The enemy cavalry appeared to be in the same position.

Some of the League’s rear must have lit out because suddenly the cavalry in front of him were pulling back or turning around. The Prince raised his arm to halt the advance, then shook his arms to get the blood flowing again. He took another moment to prime and reload his musketoon. The men around him were busy doing the same thing, loading their horse pistols and readying themselves for a charge.

One of the captains, wearing Simias’ colors, rode up, pushing his way through the press of bodyguards that surrounded the Prince. “Your Highness, Prince Simias is lost! He rode ahead of us and now we can’t find him or his body.”

Varion, who’d actually been surprised by Simias’ martial skills, said, “Maybe he’s only wounded, or taken hostage. The enemy might be holding him for ransom.”

“I hope so,” the Captain said. “I wouldn’t want to be the one to tell the Princess that her beloved husband is dead.”

Varion nodded and was about to reply, when he noticed that the Captain was holding a pistol aimed at his head. “What?”

“Say your prayers, you secret Dralm worshipper!”

The last thing he heard was the pistol’s report.

III

Syllon’s limbs felt as though they were made of lead, he was so tired and worn-out. His hands were slippery from burst blisters and he found it difficult to hold his pike straight, much less shove it into an enemy’s vitals. These damn Styphoni are blasted hard to kill because they all wear good armor.

The saving grace was that so did the Hostigi pikemen; many of them wore full suits of armor like men-at-arms, scavenged from the battlefield leavings of half a dozen victorious battles. Even the poorest wore at least a back-and-breast over their gambeson, the rest wore taces, vambraces, bevors, greaves or at least a mail aventail. There were no recruits among them since the Hostigi were all veterans and volunteers, as steady a brace of soldiers as existed in the Five Kingdoms. They would die to a man before breaking nor would they spend themselves cheaply.

Their initial charge had taken them deep into the Styphoni center, but now that the guardsmen had recovered from the shock of impact and reformed, they were pressing the Hostigi center badly. The pike-men were slowly being driven back uphill by the guardsmen’s glaives, which were hard to fend off with just a pike. Syllon’s fear was that if the Red Hand killed and wounded enough of the front ranks of Hostigi pikemen, the Styphoni would run through the untested rear ranks of Agrysi pikemen like a skewer through a piglet.

He shoved his pikehead against a guardsman’s back-and-breast, only to have it slip off and almost cause him to lose his footing. The point’s shot to Regwarn! There’s only so much punishment good steel can take.

The Temple Guardsman used that opportunity to advance and bring his glaive blade down on the pikeman next to him, cutting through his leather gorget and almost beheading him. Syllon dropped his pike and pulled out his sword, shoving it straight into the Guardsman’s face. He was rewarded when the point slipped off the cheekbone and went straight through the eye socket, not stopping until it hit the back of his skull. Wrenching his blade back, he attacked another Guardsman who came at him with his glaive.

Fortunately, Syllon lost his footing on some entrails and the glaive blade passed right by his head, clanging off the side of his sallet, which he’d taken off a dead nobleman at the battle of Fyk. While he was getting back on his feet, Gatnor moved forward with his pike to cover him, forcing the Temple Guardsman to move back with sharp jabs aimed at the Guardsman’s face.

IV

Hestophes drank deeply from his water flask, a leather flask holding a day’s ration of watered wine. He was more anxious having to watch the battle unfold than he would have been leading one of the arms. The only place they were doing well was with the right flank commanded by Duke Mnestros. He had the Union advance choked up and was slowly beating them back down the hill.

He could see that the center was hard-pressed, despite their early success. It was too soon to use the reserve, and they might be needed in case the left flank got into any more trouble. Meanwhile, the pike-men were slowly being pushed back; if they broke, the center would be rolled up like a carpet.

It was time for the big surprise. This was one of what Kalvan called dirty tricks; the Great King had been known to use them with some success, such as the exploding redoubt at Phyrax Field.

Hestophes called out to the flagman, “Signal Colonel Ralthos to fire off all the red rockets!” He was hoping that they would light up the gray sky enough that the pikemen would see them. It was a big gamble; if the pikemen didn’t see rockets they could well be chewed up by their own guns.

A few moments later, the sky was filled with red as the rockets rose into the sky and exploded into what Kalvan called a fireworks display.

V

Suddenly the gray sky was filled with red lights and showering sparks. “Down!” Syllon shouted as loud as he could while falling flat to the ground. The Temple Guardsman who had almost beheaded him looked at him in surprise, and then turned his head up to look into the red sky.

A moment later all the League’s guns fired in one volley, sending a barrage of cannon balls over the heads of the prostrate pikemen and arquebusiers right into the gawking Styphoni Guardsmen. With over fifty guns firing, the carnage of dismembered limbs and torsos turned the lower half of the hillside into an abattoir.

“Up pikes!” shouted Syllon, as soon as he could get back onto his feet.

Men rose up from the ground by the hundreds, shaking themselves and thanking Galzar that the cannon fire had passed over their heads. Although a few who’d forgotten the drill, or were otherwise distracted by combat, didn’t get up, lying with the other battlefield casualties.

“Let your pikes fall!” cried out the petty-captains.

“Charge!” a captain shouted.

Syllon didn’t have time to find his pike, instead he picked up a fallen glaive and used it to quickly dispatch a Temple Guardsman, who was suddenly staring at the fountain of blood spraying out from his amputated arm just above the elbow. He smashed through three or four reeling Guardsmen and led his men into the swirling mix of dazed and wounded that was now the Styphoni center.

The Hostigi pikemen hit the disordered Temple Guard like a runaway wagon going through a flock of turkeys. Most of the Styphoni were still in shock, or wounded. Many of them lay where they fell.

The mallet men, wearing leather armor or at best a corselet, were even faster, smashing heads and cutting purses, amulets, chains and ring fingers off the dead and wounded. Even a few of the pikemen were stooping over to rob the downed Temple Guardsmen, who were particularly rich battlefield casualties. Syllon used the back of his glaive to knock some sense into several of them.

They were halfway through the Union lines when he realized that their formation was almost as disordered as the fleeing Styphoni. “Form ranks,” he shouted, gathering a company’s worth of men around the Hostigi banner.

“We’ll watch your backs,” he told those in range of his voice. “Don’t let a single rat bastard one of them get away!” he cried. “Kill them all! These are Styphon’s spawn. Down Styphon! Down Styphon! Down Styphon!”

Other voices picked up the chant and began screaming, “Down Styphon! Down Styphon! Down Styphon!,” as they charged after the fleeing guardsmen.

From Syllon’s vantage point, he could see that the Agrysi infantry behind the Temple Guard had completely given up the field and were overwhelming the rearguard Red Hand. Some of these men won’t stop until they reach the Great Ocean.

He turned to his left, as the ranks parted for a moment, and saw nothing but downed horses and dead and dying soldiers of both sides littering the hillside. What happened to our left flank?

VI

“Is the peasant lover dead, Captain Thalvar?” Prince Simias asked, his voice sounding strange even to his ears as he talked around broken teeth and swollen lips.

“Yes, Your Highness,” the Baron replied.”

“Good. You will be well rewarded with a dukedom as promised.” He had Archpriest Roxthar’s word that after Prince Varion’s death, he’d be given Varion’s adjoining princedom to add to his own holdings. It would make him the largest landholder in Hos-Agrys and the most powerful prince in the kingdom.

Now, he could fully concentrate his energies on destroying the enemy.

One of his bodyguards rode up. “Sir, the League’s horse have started to recoil. Another good charge and they’re finished.”

“Good. Thalvar, you will ride at my side.”

From the top of the ridge, he could see that his men-at-arms were driving the League’s cavalry over the other side of the hill to their deaths. Simias quickly couched a new lance and motioned his bodyguard forward.

He was careful to step his charger carefully through the litter of castoff weapons, armor and saddles as well as dead and dying horses and men until they were well over the ridge crest. Below a score of enemy men-at-arms were rallying and making a stand, stopping the pursuit.

By this time he’d picked up forty to fifty men-at-arms who were gathering around his standard. He raised his lance, shouting, “Kill every last one! Spare no one!”

He led the charge, barreling right into the clot of League cavalrymen. The shock of impact knocked almost a score of the enemy cuirassiers to the ground, some dead, others rolling on the ground to avoid their horses’ hooves. His own lance shattered when it hit a man-at-arms in the breastplate, knocking the enemy off his horse. The other men-at-arms broke, turned and started to run pell-mell downhill.

Simias broke into a twisted smile, or as much of one as his bruised and battered lips would permit. He lifted his sword and partially decapitated a man slowly rising from the ground as he rode by. Soon they will be singing my praises in all the taverns in Hos-Agrys when word spreads about our heroic charge!


F⊕RTY SEVEN

I

Just as he was congratulating himself on the success of their “dirty trick,” as Kalvan called it, Captain-General Hestophes noticed that the cavalry on the League’s left flank were in serious jeopardy. What a cock-up!

Hestophes wondered if it was time to send off messengers to order the reserve to advance and protect the center’s flank from the Union cavalry. The center was especially vulnerable now, since they were stretched all the way down the ridge, chasing after the fleeing guardsmen and Agrysi foot. If the Union horse wheeled and attacked, the field might be lost, despite the success of Duke Mnestros and the League’s right wing which had fought the Union cavalry to a standstill and looked poised to make a breakthrough.

Suddenly the League’s left wing cavalry turned tail and were running back over the ridge top! Where in Styphon’s name is Prince Clytos? Somebody has to regroup, or defeat is imminent.

Hestophes knew that a battle could be lost in the blink of an eye. All he had at hand was the Hostigi reserve against complete disaster. Then he couldn’t believe his eyes! No, it can’t be? The Styphoni are riding over the ridge after them!

The Styphoni horse had just lost a great opportunity to roll up the League’s center; instead, they were chasing after the League of Dralm’s broken left wing like hunters after a wolf pack. Wasn’t Prince Varion in charge of the Union right wing? I saw his banners and colors. He should know better, the idiot.

Praise Galzar! The Dralm-damn fools may have just won us the battle. They probably won’t stop until they reach the walls of Varthon Town, or their horses drop dead.

With the Styphoni center broken and in full retreat, with their right wing chasing the League of Dralm’s left wing all the way to the Sea of Skirlos, it was time to commit the rearguard. If they moved quickly enough, they could advance, wheel and fire mass volleys into the Styphoni left wing, completely disordering the remaining Union cavalry.

Hestophes gave orders to his messengers who quickly rode off to take them to the officers commanding the infantry reserve. He waited impatiently as time seemed to come to a halt. Finally, the rearguard began to move forward. When the arquebusiers and musketeers had moved into position, the infantry block wheeled and volleyed. The Styphoni cavalry wavered and then disintegrated where the handgunners had fired, leaving hundreds of dead and dying men and horses.

II

Duke Mnestros felt the total elation of victory as he led his troops right through the broken lines of the Union’s horse. He had to slow his horse to a walk, there were so many corpses and dying horses littering the field. A few Union cuirassiers and lancers held their ground, but they were quickly dispatched or ridden down. The rest were fleeing as if they had Styphon’s fireseed devils on their trail. The center was broken and in full rout, except for a band or two of Styphon’s Own Guard who were completely surrounded and appeared ready to die to the last man.

Well, fight or surrender, they are all dead men—regardless. Too many dead Varthoni and investigated peasants to avenge.

The mallet men were all over the field smashing heads, cutting the throats of the wounded and looting corpses.

Mnestros oversaw the surrender of several hundred mercenaries who had hoisted their helmets on their lances or swords. Some of his troopers had to be physically restrained from killing them anyway. Almost everyone had heated blood, but killing prisoners who were surrendering was not done in his service.

One captain spat, “They fought for that devil Styphon—let them die for him.”

“It’s not Galzar’s Way,” he answered. “Any man jack of you who knowingly kills a man surrendering will have to answer to me!”

“They’re under the Ban! They have no call for Galzar’s protection.”

“DRALM DAMNIT! Maybe they didn’t get the word, maybe they did. I don’t care. As your overlord and captain, I’m ordering you to take them prisoner. Anyone who disobeys will lose his head. That’s a promise!”

That cowed the men and several squads led the prisoners off to Varthon Town. He sent two of his trusted petty-officers along to make sure his orders weren’t disobeyed as soon as they were over the ridge.

The Union’s army was now defeated. The last of Styphon’s Own Guard were being cut down, and the only men still standing on the hillside were with the League. About half the right wing cavalry were chasing down the fleeing Union horse. He doubted many of the Styphoni would escape, either his men would dispatch them or the long road home—with short rations and every man in the princedom’s hand turned against them—would finish them off.

For now, Mnestros’ horse was played out and his legs shuddery weak. It was time to attend to the wounded.

III

Prince Simias felt his stomach drop as they approached the walls and palisades of Varthon Town. A couple of small guns popped off, but they were too small and too far away to do any damage. The town gates were open and the League’s survivors of the long chase from the battlefield were driving their half-dead mounts through the gates into the safety of the walls. He could imagine the panic behind those walls as the townspeople realized they had lost the battle and their town would be stormed next.

I wish I could hear their lamentations as they pray to their precious Dralm.

He ordered his men to halt. Most of their horses were blown and they were too tired to mount a siege on the town. Nor did they have the guns. We left them behind with everyone else, Simias suddenly realized.

About a third of the fleeing enemy horse had escaped through the city gates, but the rest had lost their lives or were wounded, lying along the trail. He sent out his captains to restore order.

What are we going to do now? By Styphon’s Beard, I’d better get back to the battlefield.

If he’d been a praying man, he would have gotten down on his knees to ask the gods for succor. If the battle was still raging, they would be okay and his transgressions forgiven. Blood lust, that’s what I’ll blame it on. The call of victory.

But, by gods, if the rest of the Union hadn’t shared his success…. He shuddered at the thought. And just when I was so close to fulfilling my greatest dream.


F⊕RTY-EIGHT

Captain Dylon, as hardened as he was to combat, was appalled by the carnage left behind after the Hostigi reserves moved forward, wheeled and fired point-blank into the Union cavalry ranks, leaving the Union’s horse disordered and in complete disarray. With Princes Varion and Simias gone from the field, haring after the retreating League’s left wing, and the center in full rout, it was clear the battle was lost. It’s time for me to save what I can and act on Captain-General Eukides’ orders.

He signaled his company to retreat and took off to the northeast through a copse of trees. They were well ahead of the League’s pursuit, but he had a promise to fulfill first.

They traveled about six marches before they came to the small village that Archpriest Roxthar had made the headquarters for his Investigation. There were a few lounging guardsmen and a squad of bed-sheet priests herding prisoners.

They rode up and one of the Temple Guardsmen held up his hand. “What are you doing here, Captain?”

“The battle’s over, Grand-Captain,” Dylon told him flatly. “The center broke and the left wing is in full retreat. We lost.”

“But there were six Temple bands there! How could we lose?”

“Ask Princes Simias and Varion who hared off after the League’s left wing, leaving the field of battle to the League’s forces.”

The guardsman turned white and let forth a string of curses, then turned to his squad mates, “We’ve got to leave, now!” He pointed to a whitewashed daub-and-wattle cottage. “Load up your saddlebags and take whatever you want.”

As the other guardsmen, turned and started running to the cottage, he turned to Dylon, “That house is where all the Investigation’s booty is stored. We’re going to fill our saddlebags before we light out. I suggest you and your company do likewise.”

Dylon nodded. “Where’s the Investigator?”

The guard captain pointed to the village’s biggest building, made of timber with white plaster siding. “The Archpriest and his ghouls use that building as their headquarters.

“I suggest you remove your red capes and insignia, Captain. Styphon’s Own Guard is not too well loved in Varthon these days.”

He nodded. “Wise words. Thank you, Captain. What are you going to do with them?”

Dylon smiled. “You don’t want to know.”

The guard captain nodded. “To Hadron with them all, the bloody butchers!” Then he sprinted to the livery.

Dylon turned to his petty-captain. “Find the prisoners. They’re probably penned up somewhere nearby. A pasture or someplace close. Gather up all the weapons you can find and give them to the prisoners after you free them.”

“What about the underpriests?”

“The Investigators. Let them face their victims.” He spat onto the ground. “We owe these scum nothing.”

Dylon got down from his horse and led him over to a water trough. He motioned for several of the troopers to join him. The rest were headed for the treasure house. He called out, “Wait a minute.”

He grabbed the sleeve of one of the Investigators who was looking about in dismay as he realized the straits he was in. “Where’s the food stored?”

The white robe pointed to a small building that looked like a stable. “In there,” he said. “Will you take me with you?”

Dylon cuffed him in the face. “Get out of my sight, you piece of garbage!”

The Investigator’s face turned as white as his robe. “Where can I go?”

The Captain laughed. “As far and as fast as you can run, priest! Run like Hadron’s Hounds are on your trail!”

The troopers laughed and made barking noises as the Investigator scurried away with his robes pulled up around his waist.

Dylon turned to his troopers. “You four come with me,” he said, pointing to the headman’s house. They sprinted over to the house, finding their way barred by two Investigators, armed with bills.

“Halt, in the name of Styphon, the one True God.”

Without a word, two troopers pulled pistols out of their sashes and shot them both in the face, then kicked away their twitching bodies as the captain entered the headman’s house.

There were screams coming out of one of the back rooms and Dylon figured that was the best place to start his search. There were no fires in the main room and the house’s few small windows were covered with grease and soot, leaving the rooms cloaked in darkness. Dylon moved slowly through the dark corridor, almost stepping on a rat which squealed its defiance before a kick sent it on its way.

The screams stopped momentarily and he whispered, “Take it slow from here on out.”

The door to the back room was closed tight although some light was peeking out from the warped boards where it wasn’t plumb with the frame. Dylon pulled out a pistol, then kicked the door open, slamming it against the wall with a loud boom.

A blazing fire inside the fireplace inside revealed Archpriest Roxthar bent over a slumped prisoner in a chair. In one hand he had a pair of pliers, holding what looked like a bloody tooth in their jaws; in the other hand, a skinning knife.

He turned, as nimble as a cat, screeching, “How dare you intrude upon Styphon’s Work. Guards, remove them!”

Captain Dylon smiled. “Your guards are dead, probably on their way to the Caverns of Regwarn for their craven misdeeds. Where you will be joining them soon.”

Roxthar theatrically pulled himself up to his full height. “As an Archpriest of the Inner Circle of Styphon’s House, I order you to leave.”

Dylon spit on the floor. “That’s what I think of you, Archpriest. Put down the knife.”

Roxthar leaned forward as though he were about to obey, then leaped forward. Dylon met his charge with his pistol butt. The knife skidded off Dylon’s buff jack and Roxthar fell down to the floor from a blow to his head.

Dylon turned his pistol around and shot the Investigator’s assistant, who was cowering in the corner, in the heart. He tumbled into the fireplace, filling the room with smoke which cloaked the smell of stale sweat, urine and feces. One of the troopers pulled him out of the fireplace, putting out his burning robe with kicks from his foot.

“You two,” Dylon ordered, “chuck this piece of offal out of his robes while I see to the prisoner. Check him for hidden arms first, then strip him bare.”

Dylon, who considered himself battlefield-hardened to the things men did to each other in the name of war, blanched at the sight of the prisoner’s face. “You poor bastard,” he said, as he reloaded his pistol and shot the man in the temple.

When he turned around, Roxthar was stripped to his stained underthings. One of the troopers dropped Roxthar’s blood-stained robe to the ground as if it were Hadron himself.

“Take everything off, then throw some water on him. There’s a jug over here.”

The troopers finished stripping off the last of the Archpriest’s underthings, then one of them took the jug and tossed its contents on the prone figure.

A face full of water revived the Archpriest, who came out of his stupor cursing and calling down Styphon’s wrath. “How dare you lay your unworthy hands on sacred flesh, you worthless—”

Dylon reached down and picked up the Investigator’s underthings, ripped off a big strip and stuffed it in Roxthar’s mouth. “That’ll shut him up.”

The troopers laughed.

“Kill him now,” one said, “let’s get it over with and get out of here before the enemy shows up.”

Dylon shook his head. “Mere death’s too good for this black-hearted bastard. Give me that skinning knife.”

For the first time, Archpriest Roxthar appeared to understand the predicament he was in. His eyes widened and he tried to speak through the wad of cloth in his mouth, making strangled choking noises.

“Arch-Butcher, there is not enough time in all our lives put together to make you atone for your many misdeeds and atrocities. But we’ll try.”

“Cut off his privy parts!” one of the men screeched. “That’ll do em.

Roxthar’s eyes even grew wider.

One of the other men japed, “Too hard to find!”

“No, that’s too easy,” Dylon answered. “He’d bleed right out.”

The men nodded.

“Pick him up and hold him firmly.” Two troopers took his arms while the other two picked up his feet, completely immobilizing the Archpriest.”

Dylon stuck the skinning knife right above Roxthar’s groin, pushed it in, then ripped upwards through his flesh right up to the breastbone, just deep enough to part the skin and muscle below.

Roxthar was rocking and twisting like a madman.

“Hurts doesn’t it?” one of the troopers asked.

Dylon ripped off his riding gloves and stuck his hand deep into Roxthar’s torso, pulling out several loops of intestines. By this time, the Archpriest had passed out and stopped flopping around.

Then he went over to the fire, heating his blade.

“What’s that for, Captain?”

“He’s bleeding too much. I want to stanch it before he bleeds to death. Throw some water on this piece of shite! I want him awake and aware for however long it takes for him to die.”

After leaving the headman’s house, Captain Dylon made his way over to the water trough and washed the blood off his hands. He hoped Eukides, if he still lived, appreciated the work he had done today. A score of dead Investigators littered the dirt road, some of them cut up and dismembered. In the distance, he could hear screams and shots. He dried his hands on his breeches before calling his men together in the dusty street.

“We’ve settled some long overdue accounts this day,” Dylon told his troopers. “The Archpriest Roxthar is dying a most painful death and will soon be in Hadron’s Hall.”

A round of “Huzzahs” and “Praise Galzar!” were sent skyward by the assembled troopers.

“Few, if any, of the Arch-Butcher’s Investigators will survive this day. If their former prisoners do not kill them, the villagers and peasants of Varthon will finish off the survivors long before they can reach the border. We may have lost a battle today, but we have won the war against a blood-crazed wolf and his pack of scavengers. If this was Styphon’s work, I want no more of that false god!”

A chorus of “Down Styphon!” erupted and continued for some time.

When quiet had been restored, he continued, “I must admonish you to keep word of our work here today among ourselves. There are some in Kryphlon who would see us punished, or sell us out to the False Temple. So, for now, mum’s the word.”

They all nodded. Dylon doubted they could keep such a volatile secret for long. This meant he had to make his way back to Kryphlon and gather up Duke Eukides’ family and retainers and get them out of the princedom before word of their massacre reached the ears of Styphon’s House’s many agents, or one of his troopers got drunk and spilled word of their deeds here today.

“It is my plan to return to the Duke’s estates in Kryphlon and rescue his family before Styphon’s House gains word of our loss here today. I am doing this at Duke Eukides’ command. Before the battle he had me swear, upon my honor, to take care of the Duke’s kin, if we were to lose the battle. Since you are all his sworn-men, he wanted you to follow my orders as if they were his own.”

Nods of agreement rippled through the assembled cavalrymen.

“Now, I want a volunteer to approach the League’s Captain-General, under Galzar’s Hand, with word of our actions here this day in the village of Artos. Captain-General Hestophes is known to be an honorable man and he will hear you out.”

One of his trusted petty-captains stepped up. “I will do it, sir. I have no family to see to, Captain.”

Dylon nodded. “Good. I want you to also tell him that we will be returning to Varthon with the Duke’s family and our own kin, and that after we gather them together we will need sanctuary from Styphon’s House. Before we leave, I will give you my own signet ring to take along as proof of your words.”

“As to the rest of you, take all the booty you can carry. It’s better than leaving it for the curs that will come later. However, before we leave, I strongly suggest you gather up as much food as you can from that cottage over there. You may even want to drop some of the gold and silver you’re carrying for more food. Trust me, in a moon quarter you’ll wish you had, since every man’s hand in this princedom will be up against us. But, by Galzar, it’s your choice.”

Some of the men went over to their saddlebags and emptied half their contents onto the street before going to the stores room. He picked up a few choice pieces and joined them.

As soon as everyone had filled their saddlebags and added as many pouches and bags of food as their poor mounts could carry, they set off for the border. As they left, Captain Dylon made his personal good-bye to his friend and superior, Grand Duke Eukides in absentia: If you are still alive, I pray that the gods will bring us together once again. Meanwhile, I have done as you would have done, and gained some pleasure from it. Now, I will stake my life to protect those lives to whom you hold dearest.


F⊕RTY-NINE

I

Princess Arminta left the nursery wagon to go and speak with her husband who was plotting the next day’s travel through the Princedom of Cythor with Captain-General Kyblannos in the tent that he used as his headquarters. The guard outside, wearing the green and black colors of the Iron Band, announced her presence and pulled back the tent flap so she could enter.

“My dear,” Phidestros said, pulling her into his arms. “Is everything all right with the baby?”

“Yes, little Simocles is sleeping peacefully. I just finished nursing him.”

Phidestros nodded; he was used to her eccentricities.

“Kyblannos and I were discussing the best route from Arbelon City to Kelos. Rather than have to cross all these mountains,” he paused to point to the northeast, “Kyblannos suggests we follow the Marnos River into the Princedom of Kelos. My father’s got to be holed up there somewhere. Wherever he is, I mean to root him out. This thing won’t be done until my father is deposed.”

“That’s what I wanted to talk to you about,” she said.

Phidestros looked over at Kyblannos.

“Do you want I should leave?” the stout Captain-General asked.

“No, friend, you should hear this, too,” she replied. “I think we need to determine what we are going to do with your father before we have to deal with the problem at hand. It would be a mistake to act in haste; after all, he is the Great King.”

Phidestros shrugged. “You mean, patricide. Initially, I had thought beheading would be the wisest course of action. On further examination, I decided that my father’s subjects would never help in his release and that he might best be seated in one of the new dungeons I’m sure he’s already constructed beneath Tarr-Zygros.”

“I believe your punishment is too harsh—”

“Harsh! My love, it’s the thoughts that roam my head that are harsh, this is but a middling punishment for that soulless beast of a man.”

“I know there is no love between the two of you. However, we must look at this as those residing outside our new kingdom will see it. If you punish your father too harshly, they will see in his punishment their own fates. If, however, you are as gracious in your punishments as you are with your rewards, they will come to love you.”

“There is some wisdom in your words,” he said begrudgingly.

Kyblannos nodded.

“I believe a banishment would be much preferred over an imprisonment,” Arminta said. “If we leave your father in our dungeons, he will be in our minds. As an exile, we would not have to carry the burden of his death.”

“I see the wisdom of your words. There is a small village in the Princedom of Rathor, in the far north of Hos-Zygros, where the Great Kings traditionally have a camp to hunt whales and walruses. There are few inhabitants and it is a grim place to stay even in the Moon of Strawberries. Yes, that will do nicely!”

II

The League Council met in the Great Hall of Tarr-Varthon with Prince Thykarses as Speaker. It was a moon quarter after the League’s first victory and everyone was in a celebratory mood. Wine goblets were passed freely by the Prince’s servants and the musicians and dancers escorted from the hall. Their places were taken by the important captains and nobles who led the League’s army.

Thykarses, as Speaker, opened the meeting. “First, I must congratulate our Captain-General Hestophes on a most successful battle. We not only defeated the blasphemous Union of Styphon’s Friends, we destroyed them!”

The last was said to rousing cheers.

Prince Tryomanes looked as if he had a sour stomach. Of course, his cavalry had been among the League’s broken left wing and he’d lost half the nobles and men-at-arms of his Princedom, either dead on the battlefield or littered along the road to Varthon Town.

“We have taken about fifteen hundred prisoners, the majority of them mercenary horse. Most of the rest of the Union army either perished on the battlefield or during their retreat. Our border watches report that less than three or four hundred crossed the border safely into Kryphlon. This is a total victory over our enemies and the Temple of Styphon’s House.”

This was followed by a chorus of “Down Styphon!”

When the hall had quieted again, Thykarses said, “First, I want to commend Captain-General Hestophes for his brilliant leadership. I think we all know that without the valiant efforts of the Hostigi pike-men we would not be sharing a victory feast in this great hall. I raise a toast—to Captain-General Hestophes. Hear, hear!”

Hestophes rose to his feet and they all raised goblets and drank them down to the dregs. He tried to maintain a straight face; the battle may have been won, but the war was far from over.

“I’d also like to propose a toast to my son,” Prince Thykarses continued, “Grand Duke Mnestros, who valiantly led the League’s horse to victory on the right flank.”

Mnestros stood to the room’s applause, then quickly sat down again, his face flushed.

Like me, Mnestros knows this war has just begun. One small victory means little at this point, although it has done wonderfully well for the League’s morale.

Thykarses continued, “Moreover, our victory over the Union Army was shared by another triumph, the slaying of Archpriest Roxthar, the hand behind the Holy Investigation of Styphon’s House.”

This time the applause and cheers were even louder, if that were possible.

“The madman’s disemboweled body was recovered by our outriders in the village of Artos. From the account of Petty-Captain Fysog, we now know that Archpriest Roxthar’s death was ordered by the Union’s Captain-General Eukides. Captain Dylon, commander of Eukides’ Bodyguard, oversaw the execution and destruction of the Investigator’s holding pens and camp. The Investigator Roxthar’s Investigators were killed by both Eukides’ Bodyguard and the former prisoners who were released and armed by Captain Dylon.

“It is safe to say that this black page of our history has been removed and destroyed forever. It is doubtful that anyone among the Inner Circle at Balph will release another demon in human guise to do Hadron’s work in our kingdom. May Dralm and Galzar be praised!”

“Praise Allfather Dralm!” rang out up to the rafters.

Primate Xentos stepped up and said a prayer for the dead and wounded of the recent battle. He finished with a denunciation of Styphon’s House that brought the rafters down. “It is now up to the League of Dralm to preserve liberty and freedom of worship throughout Hos-Agrys and the Five Kingdoms!”

Hestophes kept a blank face. He’d told Xentos not to fire the princes up with false hope, but once again the Primate hadn’t listened. This speech will make my job so much harder.

When the applause died down, Prince Thykarses announced, “Before we plan the next stage of our war against the Host of Styphon’s House, I suggest we dispose of several items remaining from our victory. First, there is the matter of Prince Simias—”

“The fool who led his men right off the battlefield,” one of the princes cried. “We should have brought him here in garlands and included him in our victory celebration!”

There were hoots of derision from around the table and the sound of tableware being pounded on the tabletop.

One of the candleholders tipped over and a servant rushed over to extinguish the flame.

“Order!” Prince Thykareses shouted. “We need to make a measured decision. Captain-General Hestophes, what do you suggest?”

“He has done us a service, but not one to celebrate. His blood lust led him to a fatal error in judgment, but it turns out that it was not the only one of the day. Several of the prisoners have informed us that one of the Prince’s men-at-arms openly fired upon and murdered Prince Simias’ rival, Prince Varion.”

There were several loud intakes of breath. Killing allies on the battlefield was a violation of not only Galzar’s Way, but threatened the very underpinnings of their code of honor and way of life.

“Simias has offered to turn in his badge and join the League—”

“I’ll leave the League, rather than consort with a backstabber and murderer like Simias!” one prince shouted to almost universal agreement.

Hestophes drank his wine in measured sips as he waited for almost a candle-eighth for the argument to cool down. When the words had fallen to a murmur, he spoke again. “Like all of you, I believe it would be a mistake to accept his terms. Instead, we should ransom him to his own people.”

“Yes,” Prince Bosphros, “we’d not only make a pretty pfennig, but his subjects would be forced to pay for his return. I see what you’re getting at, Captain-General. Once he’s ransomed back to Cythor, he’ll have to answer to his masters at Styphon’s House. I don’t believe that either Grand Master Soton or Styphon’s Voice will view his overzealousness on the battlefield with much favor.”

Everyone liked that analysis and it was roundly cheered with “Huzzah’s.”

“Well said, Captain-General,” Prince Thykarses stated. “Do we all agree that Prince Simias of Cythor shall be held for the usual sum of one hundred thousand ounces of silver?”

“Aye,” went every voice in the hall.

“The next item,” Thykarses continued, “is the disposition of the enemy commander, Captain-General, Duke Eukides.”

Mnestros rose up, saying: “I ask that we bring him into our chambers and let him argue his own case. As far as we know, he is blameless for Styphon’s House’s atrocities and was doing no wrong either in the eyes of man or of Galzar. Plus, he did all men everywhere a boon by ordering the death of the monster Roxthar.”

“Hear, hear!”

Duke Eukides entered the room with shoulders back and a stern countenance. Hestophes quickly introduced him, giving a list of his honors and battlefield record.

Thykarses asked, “What do you have to say for yourself, Duke?”

Eukides rose to his feet. “I was called to service for the Union Army by my Prince, the late Prince Varion of Kryphlon. It was my feudal and sworn obligation to do as my lord directed. I opposed the godless Styphoni and their henchman Roxthar at every turn, but was overruled by the Union leadership. I can truthfully say I gained neither honor nor pleasure from my association with the Union of Styphon’s Friends Army. As duly sworn by my post as Captain-General and co-commander of the Union Army, I led the forces at the Battle of Varthon Town to the best of my ability. Our loss was due both to Prince Simias’ treachery and the displeasure of the true gods.

“I have nothing else to say in my favor, except that I am glad that the Union lost this battle and only wish that it would have ended the war. Let my man, Captain Dylon, take full credit for the slaying of the heartless beast known as Archpriest Roxthar of the Inner Circle of Styphon’s House.”

He sat down to another chorus of “Hear, hear!”

“Well said, Duke Eukides. Are we all agreed that the Duke bears no responsibility for the crimes committed in the name of Styphon’s House and the Investigation?”

The collected Princes, except for Prince Kyphanes, agreed. “He fought for those demons in human form and he should pay for his errors.”

“He has paid already,” Prince Thykarses pronounced. “His army is in tatters and this battle left a stain on his reputation. I say we ransom him for fifty thousand silver crowns.”

Eukides rose again, “No, no. With my Prince dead, there will be no one except my family to pay my ransom and I have no desire to beggar them for my release. You can have my parole and I will spend my last days here.”

Prince Kyphanes—the former Speaker of the League until his foot-dragging instead of preparing for the war had had him demoted—spoke out. “We could never trust him, sworn word or not. What if Styphon’s House held his family hostage and demanded his loyalty? No man could refuse such terms.”

There were grunts and sounds of agreement.

Prince Thykarses spoke again, “Our Hostigi ally has come up with a solution to this dilemma. Captain-General Hestophes, what is your recommendation?”

“That he stay with my command and return to Thagnor City with us.

“Why, that might not be until winter,” Kyphanes objected. “We can’t have him here unless we put him under house arrest, or keep him in the dungeon.”

“Can you answer his objection, Captain-General?” the Speaker asked.

“Yes, we will be leaving for Hostigos in a moon quarter. Our work here is done”

“What do you mean?” asked several princes at once with panic in their voices.

“The first stage of the war ended in victory. However, there is no way that the League can face the Host of Styphon’s Deliverance and fight them on equal terms. My people left two thousand casualties on the battlefield and the League lost another five thousand. If the Host were to arrive today, the most men the League could field would be eleven or twelve thousand men, even counting our contribution. The Styphoni Host, which includes some of the best soldiers in the Five Kingdoms, would outnumber us four or five to one.”

It appeared, from the open mouths and wide eyes, that most of the princes had not thought that far ahead or counted the enemy’s numbers, something Kalvan always advised. Drunk on the wine of victory, they had lost sight of the larger field.

“This war will not be won by open battle. True, we destroyed the Union and its Army, but I doubt that Grand Master Soton relied on the Union of Styphon’s Friends for anything more than cannon fodder. They have thinned our ranks, and for that, they have performed a victory of sorts for their masters in Balph. From now on, you will either retreat to your own princedoms to be defeated in detail, one by one, or you will fight them through what my Great King calls Fabian tactics!”

Hestophes continued speaking about how the League needed to avoid decisive battles and gave them ideas on how to use skirmishes to cause attrition, disrupt the enemy’s supply lines and affect morale. What he didn’t tell them was that these tactics were only adopted when no alternative strategy was feasible.

“This kind of warfare could take many winters,” one prince complained.

“The League is badly outnumbered in manpower, not to mention that Styphon’s House can outspend you many times over,” Hestophes told them. “If the League’s army directly engages the Host of Styphon’s Deliverance, it will be destroyed along with its best soldiers. Then where will you be? Once he has captured each of your capitals, Grand Master Soton will have to garrison each and every one of them. He does not have enough men to leave behind an army in each princedom.

“Furthermore, soon Grand Master Soton will have to return to Tarr-Ceros, most likely before the first frost, leaving behind less able commanders. His position requires that he defend the border marches, and the Grand Master is a man who takes this duty seriously. When he leaves, Soton will take all his Knights and Order Foot with him. The Ktemnoi Sacred Squares have been away from their homes for several winters; they too will soon return to Hos-Ktemnos. This will leave Prince-Regent Grythos with a much smaller and poorer army, all of which is to your advantage.

“It will be up to each of the League’s princes to determine the best strategy for his own demesne. My advice is: Stay in the mountains and other places hard to reach, raid whenever it is to your advantage, then withdraw. If Prince-Regent Grythos sends out an army, avoid any direct battles; instead send out skirmishers and outriders to kill and harass his soldiers. Your primary job is to stay alive and keep your people’s hopes burning.”

By summer’s end, Hestophes knew that every princedom in Hos-Agrys would have fallen to the Host of Styphon’s Deliverance. Many would see their largest cities and towns sacked and demolished. Their loyal nobles and village headmen would be removed and new ones answerable only to Styphon’s House would be put in their place. Soton would do his best to pull each of the League’s princes out of their hideaways so he could destroy them in detail.

Hestophes would stake both his small fortune and his reputation on it. But he would not say it out loud, for fear of angering honorable men who were caught in a trap of the Inner Circle’s creation. If the League’s princes followed his advice, they would begin a long war of attrition that might continue for many winters. If they didn’t follow it, they were doomed and Hos-Agrys would be ruled by Styphon’s House.


FIFTY

I

The sack of Zcynos City had taken almost a moon half and Grand Master Soton was greatly displeased. Unlike the Zcynosi border tarrs and towns, which had sued for terms as soon as the Host of Styphon’s Deliverance appeared before the town gates, the City had fought tooth and talon against the Host. Of course, Zcynos City was the seat of Prince Bosphros’ rule and might have been expected to make some kind of a showing before surrendering. Instead, its people acted as if the Styphoni were demons set loose from Regwarn’s Caverns.

More of the Investigator Roxthar’s work, Soton suspected. Even though there had been no threat of Investigation, word of Archpriest Roxthar’s questioning and murders had turned an easy conquest into a quagmire of village to village and house to house warfare.

In retaliation, he had allowed the Host to “sack the City as you will.” They had taken to his orders with great enthusiasm. Yesterday, the slave traders had come in their schooners from Thebra City for more rowers as well as for slaves to sell in Hos-Ktemnos for picking cotton or working in the mines. Some might even end up in Hos-Bletha in the sugar cane fields, once that kingdoms’ fractious wars came to an end.

Soton was comfortably ensconced in his temporary headquarters, the manor of a deceased Agrysi baron. Still, he was on edge because he was needed back in Tarr-Ceros. Will the Order’s forts be able to halt the advance of Var-Wannax Ranjar Sargos, if he once again crosses the Great River with his barbarian hordes from the Sea of Grass?

A knock at the door broke into his thoughts. Not more guild masters and city notables begging him to end the sack. If they had surrendered the Zcynos City, as he had demanded, the Host would already be gone.

“Come in,” he called.

It was Horse Master Sarmoth. “Grand Master, I have a courier who just arrived with urgent news.”

What now? More demands from the Inner Circle, or has Roxthar returned?

“Bring him to me.”

“Yes, sir.”

He returned shortly with a short man, wearing buckskins and the coonskin cap of a trapper. The man removed his cap and bowed. “Your Excellency, I have news of a big army nearby.”

Soton shot straight up. “Army, you say. Is it the League of Dralm’s Army?” If Kalvan had reinforced the League with his entire army, he might be facing a foe that could keep him pinned down here for moons.

“No, sire. We spotted them on the Mare Road four days ago. The flags and banners were Harphaxi. We managed to capture one of their scouts and he volunteered that they were from Greater Beshta and that the army was commanded by Captain-General Phidestros.

Phidestros! What is he doing here in Hos-Agrys in the middle of a war? And why now?

“Did he tell you where they were headed?”

“Yes, sir. He said they were going to pass through Arbelon, following the Marnos River, up to Kelos to join up with Great King Eudocles.”

Phidestros was joining forces with his father! From everything Styphon’s House’s intelligencers had uncovered, the two men hated each other. However, they might be poised to join forces for a larger goal—say, the defeat of the Host and the takeover of all of Hos-Agrys, which that would allow. The lure of land, power and riches had joined together even stranger bedfellows, and these two were bound by blood.

“Did the scout give you any information concerning why Phidestros has entered Hos-Agrys?”

“Yes, it seems that he is determined to punish his father for the death of Sopharar, the true Great King. It was said that he will seat himself upon the Ivory Throne after his father is dispatched.”

With a veteran army the size of Prince Phidestros’ that will be no difficult matter. The Kingdom of Hos-Zygros would be hard-pressed to muster ten thousand soldiers. He must know I’m here: did he do this now to tug on my beard, knowing that the Host would be fully occupied in conquering Hos-Agrys? Or is it just a ruse to throw us off his real plans?

“Is there any more?”

“No, Your Excellency. The scout was a man of no importance and was just reporting baggage train gossip. Oh, that reminds me. The baggage train is many times larger than the army and includes families, guildsmen and craftsmen.”

“Sarmoth, give the man ten silvers, no—make it twenty. This is important news.”

The scout left licking his lips.

In his mind, he’s probably already spent it all at some grogshop or bordello. When his aide returned, Soton asked, “What do you think the Bastard Prince is up to?”

Sarmoth furrowed his brows. “If he was planning anything hostile, Phidestros would have kept a better lookout for scouts. In this case, I believe the baggage train gossip is probably true, as far as it goes. I think he wants us to know that he has no designs on us or Hos-Agrys—for the nonce. The Prince should find his father’s army easy work, after the Battle of Ardros Field. Nor should he have a problem gaining the Ivory Throne; there is no prince in the kingdom with the arms or men to oppose him. In fact, many may welcome him as an antidote to his father, the regicide and fratricide. What he will do after he is enthroned, that is the question.”

Soton nodded. “A most cogent analysis, although based on limited intelligence. In this case, it matches my own. Sarmoth, you’ve learned well. When we return to Tarr-Ceros I will see you promoted to Commander.”

“Thank you, sir. I hope that I will be able to remain as your aide, even after my promotion. I still have much to learn.”

“For a time. Soon, though, it will be time for you to lead your own Lance. We have lost a lot of good men in the last several winters. But not until things have shaken out here and we’ve had a chance to catch our breath back in Tarr-Ceros.”

Phidestros’ move into Hos-Zygros disturbed him greatly. Styphon’s Voice had turned a valuable ally, through the kidnapping and ransom of his wife, into a possible enemy. Even during the best of times, Prince Phidestros was difficult to read and his loyalties uncertain. Ambitious, yes, a strong military leader, yes, loyal—to himself, that was for sure. Anything else was conjecture. But just how ambitious was he really?

Great King of Hos-Zygros! That was unexpected, especially since Phidestros had his hand cupped around the Iron Throne of Hos-Harphax. Why didn’t he just declare himself Great King of Hos-Harphax, instead of seating his ally and captain, Geblon? True, Phidestros was not of Harphaxi blood, nor did he have any lineage to their royalty. But such things could be manufactured by one as ruthless and bloody-minded as the Bastard Prince.

Maybe it was all about his father, Eudocles, who had never acknowledged his by-blow. Could things have turned out differently, if he had? This is just woolgathering, he decided.

The question was, what was he going to do about it? Or could he do anything about it? Maybe that was the real question.

Soton had over fifty thousand soldiers under his command. Many veterans of the Fireseed Wars and stalwart troops, but he also had many green soldiers and Agrysi allies who could not be depended upon, either as soldiers or as allies in bad weather. If he were to attack Phidestros’ army, he might not win. But, even if he did win, he would have to spend the rest of the fighting season hunting down Phidestros’ men. He might even have to venture into Hos-Harphax to battle Phidestros’ allies, which included the Great King of Hos-Harphax, in the event that the Prince evaded capture. It could easily turn into a quagmire, in many ways much worse than the one he faced currently.

Here in Hos-Agrys his only opponent was the League of Dralm, a pack of squabbling princes who didn’t know their own best interest. If the Union Army had done their job, they were probably finished as an army. Still, he would have to march through each princedom of Hos-Agrys to install the Temple’s new rulers and leave enough soldiers to guarantee the peace. Which meant that by the time he was finished conquering the kingdom, his Host would have shrunken in half.

Then we will be vulnerable to Phidestros army….

He was going to have to leave Prince-Regent Grythos more than just a token force when he returned to the Sastragath. With Hos-Agrys stretched between Hos-Harphax and Hos-Zygros, the kingdom would prove a most tempting morsel for the Bastard Prince.

“Sarmoth, bring me some fresh vellum. I have a message to write for Styphon’s Voice. Anaxthenes needs to know of Prince Phidestros’ change of course. Maybe he can tell which way the winds are blowing.”

II

Great King Eudocles was riding his charger at the front of the van and was having an excellent day. So far, the war against Kelos was going very well; they hadn’t even had to besiege Tyrax Town, since the inhabitants had surrendered the town before the first shot was fired. With Prince Bosphros off in Eubros with the League of Dralm and most of the princedom’s soldiers, they’d only had a small garrison to man the walls. The stone walls were stout, as they were with most border towns, but they hadn’t been well maintained. Too many years of peace, he suspected. They wouldn’t have held his army in check for more than a few days.

He was disappointed that the town fathers had given up so quickly. By Yirtta’s teats, there went my excuse for sacking the town and taking slaves. Instead, he’d had to settle for a hundred thousand ounces of silver and a basket full of jewels and rare statuary. I must be getting soft; I let them bribe me to leave without looting the place to the rafters!

The good news was that not all of the major towns would capitulate quite so easily. In fact, Eudocles expected some real opposition when they reached Kelos Town in two days time.

He couldn’t help but chuckle to himself, bringing a look of consternation from Duke Sestembar.

“Is everything all right, Your Highness?” Duke Sestembar asked.

“Yes, I’m finally doing what I’ve always wanted to do. And I am, at long last, seated on the Ivory Throne. Things could not be much better!”

The Duke made his usual oily smile.

“And I couldn’t have done it without my loyal henchman.”

This got the Duke’s complete attention.

“What’s the use of all this power and position, if you can’t reward your friends? Duke, how would you like to be the next Prince of Kelos?”

He had to contain a laugh at the size of the alligator smile that almost split Sestembar’s lower face in two.

“Thank you, Your Highness! All my life I’ve dreamed of this day.”

Eudocles wondered what the Duke’s future subjects would have to say about his dream, once they were under his rule. Sestembar was a hard and cruel man, when he had the whip hand. Otherwise, a perfect toady. He’d have to warn the Duke to check some of his baser proclivities if they were going to squeeze his new subjects for all they were worth.

Up ahead, coming out of the road dust, was a Styphon’s House messenger. What’s he doing here? he asked himself. Does he have new orders from Grand Master Soton, or from Styphon’s Voice? Wasn’t his invasion of Kelos enough for them? No, there’s no such thing as too much for this Temple. Once I return to Zygros City, I’m going to have to come up with a way to extricate myself from their hands.

As acting Captain-General—he didn’t trust anyone else to hold the position—Eudocles gave the order to halt. If this is some wild turkey chase, I’ll gut stab this lackey myself!

The rider wore the white cloak with Styphon’s device, a red sun-wheel, on an embossed leather emblem at the front of his horse. The rider drew up, asked a question of one of the outriders, then rode up to Eudocles.

He jumped off his mount, before the king, saying, “I’ve an important message from Soton, Grand Master of the Order of Zarthani Knights, for Great King Eudocles.”

“I am he,” Eudocles said, nodding his head.

“Yes, Your Majesty.”

“What is his message?”

The messenger opened one of his saddlebags and removed a large leather pouch, taking out a small scroll, which he then handed to him. Eudocles checked the wax seal and noted that it was unbroken and the insignia was that of the Grand Master’s.

“Grand Master Soton suggested I tell you that this should be read in private.”

“Harrumph,” he replied. Spring had clearly arrived and the roadside was shadowed by large trees and overgrown with brush. He heard the gurgle of a nearby brook. Turning to Duke Sestembar, Lord Marshal of the Army, he said, “Order the men to fill their water bags and flasks, break rations and then water their horses.”

“Yes, sir.”

Shortly, he was alone with the messenger and five of his own bodyguards who lurked just out of hearing range with swords drawn. He used his dagger to split the seal; the letter was terse without the usual courtly flourishes, as was the man himself.

To EUDOCLES, Great King of all Hos-Zygros:

I have just learned that a large army, led by the Prince of Greater Beshta, has entered these lands.

Eudocles reared back. The bastard Phidestros? It must be… what does he want now? Or is it just to rob me of my joy, now that my heart’s desire has been fulfilled?

This courier should reach you about three or four days ahead of Prince Phidestros’ army and subjects.

Subjects! What does this mean? Eudocles pondered.

It appears that he has brought some thirty to thirty-five thousand of his troops into Hos-Agrys with the intention of joining up with yourself. If this is some ploy to gain additional territory at the Temple’s expense, I firmly suggest you and your son consider the consequences of such an action. All current loans from Styphon’s Great Banking House to Your Majesty would be considered forfeit and due immediately in gold. Furthermore, you will have to face my displeasure as well as that of my soldiers.

Eudocles shook his head. Has the world gone mad? Why would I attack Styphon’s House, those to whom I owe my current elevation?

If you are innocent of this matter, then I suggest you prepare yourself and your army for battle. I send this warning out of duty since you have presented yourself as one of our allies.

Yours in the True Faith

SOTON

Grand Master of the Order of Zarthani Knights

“To Regwarn with you, Soton!” he cried out loud. “And as far as you, Phidestros, you ugly, ornery over-grown bastard!” He walked in circles, grunting that there were too many throats that needed cutting and not enough of the right men to do the work. I should have slit Phidestros’ throat at birth, before he grew up to bedevil me and turn his back on everything I’ve ever done for him!

He was still muttering to himself when Duke Sestembar returned, his brow furrowed and his jowls drooping.

“What’s the matter, Your Highness?”

He spun around, pointing his finger at Sestembar. “Why didn’t you warn me?”

The Duke raised his hands in surrender. “Warn you about what?”

“What an ungrateful whelp that son of mine turned out to be, that black-hearted bastard. I want his heart cut out, so I can rip it apart with my teeth while it’s still throbbing—”

Sestembar turned white. “What’s wrong?”

“Phidestros, the misbegotten seed of my loins, has brought his army into Hos-Agrys and guess what he’s going to do with it?”

“No-o-o,” Sestembar stuttered.

“Yes, he’s going to turn against the one man in this cruel world who supplied him with funds and backing so that he could rise above the common sword-for-hire that he was before my gold elevated his purpose.”

“How many men did he bring?”

“Over thirty thousand men, all tested veterans of the wars,” Eudocles declared.

“What can we do? What can we do?” Sestembar dithered. “The man absolutely despises me. Can we pay him enough gold to go away?”

The Great King barked out a laugh. “My son has already killed both Prince-Regent Selestros and his Great King, Lysandros. Why would he balk at removing our heads?”

“Hide, maybe that’s what we can do,” Sestembar said. “We should return to Zygros City and take all the gold and jewels we can pack and get out of here.”

Eudocles shook his head. “Where can we go that will be far enough away to be safe?”

“The Upper Middle Kingdoms. King Theovacar could use men who know the lay of the Great Kingdoms and can supply him with fresh intelligence.”

“I’m too old to become a political exile. Since there’s no way we can defeat Phidestros in war, maybe we can beat him in negotiations.”

Sestembar didn’t appear relieved by that suggestion, in fact he looked more downcast than before.
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They had been traveling for the past moon in an oversized wagon decked out like a palace on wheels. Phidestros had spared no luxury and Princess Arminta was lounging on a comfortable bearskin bedcover, while outside the rain pitter-pattered on the top of the canvas wagon’s roof. It was nightfall and she was waiting for her husband to return from a meeting with the envoys of Prince Cystros of the Princedom of Marathax.

Arminta heard the creaking of leather boots and murmurs between her husband and the guards stationed outside the wagon. He always spent time talking or joking with his personal guards, always disabled veterans of the Iron Band. Even with a peg leg or a missing limb, they were more than capable of dealing with any intruders, and all were fiercely loyal.

A little while later, he boosted himself up the ladder and into the wagon bed. “Are you awake?” he asked.

“Yes, I’m in bed.”

“Good, I’ll join you as soon as I get undressed.”

When he joined her, she could see that his hair was still dripping. “Let me dry your hair.”

He smiled. “I never got service like this when I was by myself.”

They kissed and she had to stop his amorous hands. They had important matters of state to discuss. “How did it go with Clystros’ envoys?” she asked.

“They say that Prince Clystros is willing to renounce his oath to my father and swear an oath of fealty to me as Great King. In return, I will guarantee his position and suspend the onerous taxes my father has raised throughout the Kingdom.”

Princess Arminta looked up at her husband in amazement. “Prince Clystros is the third Zygrosi prince in two days to renounce his loyalty to your father and swear his oath of support to Us!”

“Like fleas jumping off a dead wolf’s carcass,” Phidestros said, shaking his head. “If we learn nothing else from this, it’s that we can’t trust any of them.”

His wife nodded. “I do not know any of these princes, but it appears that most of them cannot be trusted to keep even a sworn-oath. We will have to move slowly in our dealing with the Zygrosi nobility. We need someone we can trust.”

“I’ll put Kyblannos to work on it. He knows more people in the Five Kingdoms than anyone I’ve ever known. He’s an excellent judge of character, too.”

“Do you have any friends left from when you lived in Zygros City?”

Phidestros tugged at his beard. “I left Master Dalmoth’s workshop at fifteen winters to join up with the Bear Claw Company, and never looked back.”

Arminta knew that her husband had been an apprentice carpenter until his mother’s death, but he had never given her many details. She knew his sickly mother had been forced to work as a seamstress and that he was still bitter about his father’s lack of financial support for the two of them. He had told her that at fifteen winters he had already reached his full height. Shortly after his mother’s death, he had joined the mercenary company and left Zygros City for good.

“What about Master Dalmoth? I remember you telling me that he was not the worst of Masters.”

“No, he wasn’t,” Phidestros said, “but he wasn’t the best, either. He was a hard taskmaster and very critical, but honest and fair. He tried to reason with me after my mother’s death, but I was too grief struck to listen to his advice. If he’s still alive, he might be worth talking to when we reach Zygros City.”

“How about the other apprentices? Were you close to any of them?”

Phidestros shrugged. “I was angry a lot; the other apprentices left me alone, once I showed them my fists and that I knew how to use them.”

Arminta and her husband had lived in two different worlds, she in the world of wealth and privilege, her husband in the world of gutters. Her father, Prince Soligon, had doted on her. But Phidestros had always known, once his mother had identified his father, that he’d been excluded from the better life that he had so craved for himself and his mother. Maybe that explains his ambition.

“In the morning, we meet with your father outside the wall of Kelos Town.”

“Yes, the envoys had something to say about that. They said the Lord Mayor would not open the gates to my father, but they will for me.” He laughed. “As if they are granting me a favor!”

“They’re afraid. But they expect better terms from you than from your father. He’s a man of excess and treats people as if they are vermin. If they must have a new overlord, I’m sure they far prefer you to your father—or, for Yirtta’s sake, Styphon’s House.”

II

It was a beautiful spring morning with not a cloud on the horizon, a welcome respite after a moon quarter of rainstorms. A brisk wind had blown away most of the smoke from the fires that had blanketed Zcynos for the past two days. For the most part, Soton’s men were worn-out from their two-day debauch after the Host’s entry into the city. The time had arrived to end the sack.

He had a group of city fathers, the Council of Six as they called themselves, waiting to see him. The baron who had ruled the city had died during the initial breakthrough of the walls, too late to save the city. Baron Galth had been a devout Dralmite and had sworn to fight to his final breath.

And so he did, Soton thought. The baron certainly hadn’t done Zcynos City any favors. About a third of the city was in ruins and most of the merchants relieved of their wares. The strange thing was the inhabitants actually thought this was terrible and cruel treatment, which showed how the long peace throughout most of Hos-Agrys had left the kingdom vulnerable to war. The slave traders were already docking at the wharves; the city folk would learn just how awful war could be when you were on the losing side, as most of the surviving healthy men and women were sold to fill the Temple’s coffers.

He didn’t envy the next city administrator one bit. The Grand Temple of Zcynos had been looted and destroyed last spring when Prince Aesklos had resigned from the Union of Styphon’s Friends and joined the League of Dralm. A decision which he was sure the dour Prince thoroughly regretted, having falsely blamed Styphon’s House—instead of Great King Demistophon—for his army’s loss to the Hostigi under Prince Ptosphes at the Battle of Owl Woods.

Since the city’s highpriest had been one of the first victims of the local temple’s destruction, Soton had no one to direct him as to which of the local nobles were in Styphon’s purse. Any Styphon’s House’s loyalists had been killed or run out of town when the Grand Temple had been looted.

Once again, Archpriest Grythos would elevate one of his cronies to the position. He already had more lackeys than the Host’s baggage train had harlots. Besides, once Soton was rid of this place, Grythos, as Prince-Regent, would have to instill order and discipline on the fractious Agrysi nobility and townsfolk, who actually believed in the rights in the charters they issued themselves.

Why had Great King Demistophon allowed his subjects such leeway? It was no wonder the witling had died stuck in his throne like a stopper in a keg of ale. Not that their Harphaxi cousins were much wiser. Weak kings, like Kaiphranos and Demistophon, breed bad subjects, he decided.

He snapped out of his reverie when he saw Horse Master Sarmoth coming over at a run.

“What’s wrong?” Soton asked.

“Word just arrived, Grand Master,” Sarmoth said, between gulps of breath. “The League of Dralm completely defeated the Union! The Union forces broke at the Battle of Varthon Town and were mostly ridden down. Only a few hundred escaped. Some tried to make their way through the Princedom of Orchon, but were set upon by peasants and soldiers. Even less escaped through Kryphlon.”

Soton wasn’t surprised. Having Prince Simias as a co-commander had been a bad idea from the beginning. He’d had to threaten to withdraw the Temple’s paychests to get Duke Eukides put on equal terms with Simias.

“No great loss,” Soton said, pausing to remove his corncob pipe from its belt loop. He had started using a corncob pipe as a youngster and enjoyed the feel and taste over the more expensive clay and burl pipes he could easily afford.

“What?”

“The Union forces were mostly untrained and unfit for real battle, as their defeat at Varthon Town proved. How did the League of Dralm fare?”

“Significant losses, from their report. The Hostigi pike got mauled pretty good by the Temple Guardsmen, until the Guardsmen got enfiladed by the League’s guns.”

“How did that happen?”

Sarmoth shrugged his shoulders. “The report was sketchy on certain details. However, it appears that once the Temple Bands were routed, they were killed to the last man!”

“How has Marshal Orocles taken the news?”

“Badly, sir. The Union had almost a third of the Guard’s remaining bands.”

Soton had to restrain a smile. He’d always hated the arrogance and bloody-mindedness of Styphon’s Own Guard. If nothing else, the Fire-seed Wars have clipped their wings!

He paused to finish loading his pipe and used his tinderbox to light a large splinter of wood. He put the flame to the barrel and drew deeply. With the Temple Guard in disarray, the Order would fill the vacuum and increase its own power base. He knew Styphon’s Voice Anaxthenes hated Styphon’s Own Guard because they had supported Roxthar and his Investigation. Then it hit him—Roxthar?

“What about the Holy Investigator? Did he escape?”

“No. It was said that some Union deserters fell upon him and disemboweled him, leaving him for the League to find. They also freed all the prisoners—the poor bastards!”

Soton could barely contain himself. I want to shout and hoot like some Ruthani tribesman fresh over the Great River and dance in the mucking street! Roxthar the Butcher of Styphon’s House is dead!

He rubbed his hands vigorously instead. “Glorious day! Sarmoth, fetch us some of Ermut’s Best. This is better than any victory, ever!”

Sarmoth, who knew Soton’s struggles with the fanatical Archpriest, smiled wryly and pulled out a flask of Ermut’s and two goblets from his leather shoulder bag. “I thought you’d want a celebratory drink.”

“This may be the happiest day of my life! I’ve had to put up with insults and endless harangues from that bloody butcher for far too long. He’s had his uses, but he’ll do better work in Hadron’s Realm. They’ll know how to work him, by Galzar! But what about his white robes?”

“Before they left, the deserters freed all the prisoners and gave them weapons. From what I read, the investigators were all either killed or taken prisoner. I don’t think there’s a live one left in Hos-Agrys.”

Soton smiled. He had refused to include any of Roxthar’s Investigators in the Host of Styphon’s Deliverance despite the Investigator’s threats. “And no one to miss them, but High Marshal Xenophes.”

It’s too bad that Xenophes stayed behind in Agrys City; I’d love to see his face when this news reaches him. Not only has his Guard lost a third of their already truncated number, but he just lost his greatest source of revenue with Roxthar’s death. As soon as this news reaches Balph, there won’t be a living Investigator in the entire Holy City.

“I’d love to be in Balph when they hear word of Archpriest Roxthar’s fate,” Sarmoth offered.

“There’ll be parades in the streets and as much celebration as if the Daemon Kalvan himself had died. I’d give you leave to tell them yourself but for the fact that our work here is not done. Mostly mopping up, though.”

“Didn’t the League win?”

“Yes, but they won a battle that probably cost them a third of their manpower. Soldiers they cannot replace. Nor do they have the numbers to attack us. Their victory may revitalize them for a time, but in the long run they’re doomed. We’re going to go through every princedom, dukedom and barony in Hos-Agrys like a dose of the salts. When we get through reaming them out, there won’t be any opposition to speak of.”

“Won’t we need new leaders for all the vacant seats?”

“Yes, but that’s not our problem. Let the Prince-Regent worry about it. Were any of the Union’s princes killed or captured after the battle?”

“Yes, Prince Varion was killed; although, some of the survivors say it was at the hand of Prince Simias, not the League. No word on Simias; apparently he chased the League’s left wing all the way to the walls of Varthon Town. He may have been captured and held for ransom.”

Soton laughed. “Then he can rot in their dungeon for all I care, the lackwit. I doubt his subjects will pay his ransom. And, after his showing at the Battle of Varthon, he won’t get a bent phenig from Styphon’s House. How about the rest of those buffoons?”

“No word; this report was from a courier dispatch.”

“No one thought to flag it to my attention?” Soton asked.

“No, it came from one of the Meligos Temple post routes. Some underpriest sent it on to the coast, since no one knew where the Host would be, and it landed in Arbelon City and from there it was forwarded here.”

“Bumpkins, all of them. I’ll be glad when this war is over so I can shake the dust of Hos-Agrys off my cloak for good!”


FIFTY-TW⊕

I

The two Great Kings and their retinues met under a pavilion some four marches outside of Kelos Town. The first thing Phidestros noticed was how much older his father appeared: his beard had been trimmed down to a goatee and was no longer gunmetal blue; it was white with some gray streaks, and there were dark circles under his green eyes. Since they shared many facial characteristics, he supposed that seeing his father was like looking into a future looking glass, one of those silver-backed glass pieces that came out of Hos-Hostigos after Hostigos Town was sacked.

Underneath the pavilion tent, striped in Phidestros’ colors, black and green, there were two sets of facing chairs. The two men stood staring at each other for some time before Phidestros got a jab from Arminta’s elbow.

“Take a seat, father,” he said reluctantly, not wanting to concede a single point. He hadn’t liked calling him father, either, but Arminta had pressed the point home: “If you don’t like dealing with thieves and scoundrels, maybe you should go back to your former line of work, because that’s most of whom you’ll be dealing with as Great King.”

Phidestros only took his seat after his father was firmly seated on the chair. Arminta sat next to him.

Eudocles looked at the open chair next to his, sneered and said, “I see you brought the brains of the marriage bed to do your negotiating.”

“I suggest you stop with the baiting, father. Say one mean-spirited word to my wife and I’ll see that you and your army—if they don’t all desert before the first shot is fired—are sent straight to Galzar’s Hall.”

Apparently Eudocles was well aware of the speed with which his subject princes were defecting, as well as the size of Phidestros’ army, since all he did was nod.

“My trusted aide, Duke Kyblannos, will present my demands.”

His father twisted like a fish on a sharp hook upon hearing those words, but kept his lips sealed.

Kyblannos, wearing silvered armor and a highly-etched morion helmet, stepped forward. “First, you, Great King Eudocles will abdicate your throne in favor of your son. Is this agreeable?”

Eudocles nodded.

“Please speak up. Later I will give you a written declaration to sign before witnesses.”

“Is there to be no end to my humiliation?” Eudocles spat out.

Phidestros leaned forward with a wolfish smile. “There is another more permanent solution, father.”

Eudocles hung his head, saying, “Yes, I agree to abdicate in favor of my bastard son, Phidestros.”

“Next, you will agree to go into exile.”

“Don’t I get to know where?” he asked, showing some rancor.

Phidestros shook his head.

Eudocles looked around him and found no relief; two Zygrosi princes were in attendance, but none would meet his eyes. “Yes, I do,” he said with resignation.

If he hadn’t known his father for the scoundrel and murderer he was, Phidestros might have felt sorry for him. I beat him at his own game! And we won without having to destroy the kingdom with a princedom by princedom conquest. It was all over but his enthronement on the Ivory Throne, and that would have to wait a half-moon until they reached Zygros City.

II

Danthor Dras, premiere Aryan-Transpacific Scholar, was worried. He had requested some replacement equipment from the Balph Conveyor Depot and it had not arrived. His hand-phone, disguised as a golden bust of Styphon, had been cutting out during transmissions and he wanted a replacement. The technology was beyond the small staff of the Balph Depot so he’d sent an order off to Home Time Line.

The Balph Conveyor Depot was disguised as a goldsmith’s shop. The Temple’s high priests were always purchasing new jewelry and gold statuary so it was an excellent cover. This was a good time to visit the shop since the entire city was in the midst of an impromptu celebration. Word had just arrived from Hos-Agrys that Holy Investigator Roxthar had been killed in some petty Hos-Agrys princedom. It was said that deserters from the Union of Styphon’s Friends had butchered him like a cow. If so, it was a fitting end to a thoroughly unpleasant character. Danthor hadn’t run across anyone quite so reprehensible since his last visit to the Stalinist Subsector on Fourth Level Europo-American.

As part of his cover as an Archpriest of the Inner Circle, Danthor had to take along four guards. Two were locals and the other two were disguised security personnel from the University of Dhergabar. Attacks against archpriests weren’t common, but they weren’t unknown either, usually instigated by frustrated underpriests who had learned they weren’t slotted for advancement through the Temple hierarchy.

People were literally dancing in the streets, something he’d heard references to but never seen in person. Maybe I’m spending too much time in the wrong sectors, Danthor thought wryly. Advancing to the Inner Circle didn’t mean one could rest on his laurels, either. There was always some tedious meeting or all night banquet one had to attend, even if just to keep up appearances.

The only man in Balph whose head rested firmly on his neck was Styphon’s Voice; everyone else was subject to sudden job termination, or worse. It was one reason Archpriest Roxthar had attracted so many followers. Although, he noticed, there was a complete lack of under-priests wearing the white robes that had become associated with the Investigation in the broad thoroughfares of Balph.

Some highpriest’s concubine, her face painted and deep in her cups, bumped into him, saying, “Excuse me, Your Sanctity. I’m not feeling well.”

One of his guards picked her up and sat her on a street corner at one of the shrines to former Styphon’s Voice Sesklos. More and more celebrants were crowding the streets and many of them were just ordinary townsmen, not priests. Some carried effigies of Archpriest Roxthar made of broomsticks and white bed sheets. Many were lit on fire and were starting to fill the streets with smoke. Styphon’s Voice’s Sephrax Guard seemed to egg the crowd on and there were vendors at every corner selling phenig cups of ale or wine.

He saw one Styphon’s Own Guard running from the crowd, his red cape torn off by part of the fleeing mob. There was talk of burning the Guardsmen’s barracks, but Danthor had reached the goldsmith’s shop before the attack materialized. Anyone trying to attack those barracks would find a brace of musketoons and razor sharp glaives waiting for them.

The shop’s doorway was barred by four guards armed with halberds just in case the crowd got ideas. Celebrations like these could easily turn into riots and looting parties; Danthor had seen such things get out of control before on a dozen time-lines. His personal bodyguards joined the shop’s guard and he was let inside. The shop was deserted except for the goldsmith and his apprentices.

“Business off, I take it?” he asked.

The Master, another disguised Paratimer, looked up, saying, “A riot’s about to happen on the streets. You couldn’t have picked a worse time to visit.”

Danthor shrugged. “Anaxthenes has me so busy going over the Almoner’s survey of Hos-Agrys I don’t have time to relieve myself. High-priest Ruphlo was only there for a moon, but he had every Styphon’s House priest in the ten princedoms going over their accounts.”

“I thought there were eleven princedoms in Hos-Agrys.”

Danthor said, “There were until Kelos was appropriated by Great King Phidestros. Styphon’s House had already given the princedom to Phidestros’ father, Eudocles, in return for military support so there wasn’t much the Temple could do, not with Soton busy cleaning up opposition in the former League princedoms. Besides, the Temple’s already thoroughly angered Phidestros by kidnapping his wife; if they try to slap him again, they’re likely to get their head handed to them on a plate.”

“Does Phidestros have enough soldiers to take down the Temple?” the Master asked.

“Who knows, but between him and Great King Geblon they could just about ensure the end of Styphon’s House. By the time the war was over, Kalvan could come back, pick up the pieces and be back in business.”

“Whew! I see what you mean. Phidestros has the Temple by their short and curlies. What do you think his end game is?”

Danthor shook his head. “Who knows? I’ve been watching Phidestros in action for years; he never broadcasts his intentions. Instead he just does what needs to be done. By Styphon’s Brass Balls, he’s gone from mercenary captain to Great King in less time than a political hack on Europo-American can go from Governor to President.”

“I’d like to see someone like that in charge of the Executive Council. A lot of deadwood there to be cleared on Home Time Line.”

Danthor laughed. “We did have someone like that in charge of the Paratime Police and the politicos couldn’t run him out of town fast enough.”

The goldsmith sighed. “Business as usual.”

“Too much of what they call ‘monkey business’ on Fourth Level, my friend.” Danthor replied.

“On to topics less controversial, what did the Almoner uncover?”

“Bad news. The League’s princedoms that were Investigated are underpopulated and run down. The Investigators were indiscriminate and killed too many valuable farmers and craftsmen. It’ll be decades before Varthon or Glarth recover economically.”

“I didn’t know the Investigation reached that far.”

“That was the previous winter. They murdered and tortured their way through Glarth. If some unknown hero hadn’t put ‘paid’ to Roxthar’s bill, the Investigators would have depopulated and destroyed most of Hos-Agrys.”

The Master nodded. “True enough. Now, what’s this about some problem with your hand-phone?”

Danthor removed it from his pouch, holding it up for examination. “The damn thing cuts out all the time when I’m using the vocorecorder function to dictate my notes.”

The Master Goldsmith gave it a thorough examination. “What in Styphon’s Name is this dent in the back of the idol’s head?”

Danthor’s face reddened. “I got inflamed reading Professor Walmoth Vayn’s treatise on the socioeconomics of temple hierarchies. I lost my temper and threw my hand-phone against the wall.”

“It must have left one hell of a dent in the wall.”

“It was a stone wall and it just nicked some whitewash. I may have gotten a little carried away.”

“I’d say so, Scholar. This thing is built with special micro-circuitry which is supposed to self-destruct if some outtimer attempts to breach the idols integrity. Now, you didn’t hit it hard enough to trigger the circuits into self-destruct mode, but you did hit it hard enough to damage something inside. The problem is that if I try to fix it here it will self-destruct when I attempt to open the idol. So you’re going to have to wait until your requisition goes to Fifth Level University Stores and a new one is made.

“This Styphon gold idol of yours is probably the only one on this time-line. No one else has gotten far enough up into the Temple hierarchy to need one.”

Danthor let off a string of curses. “That means I can’t get any work done for—How long?”

The goldsmith shrugged. “I don’t know, Scholar. We’re having trouble communicating. We keep sending out message balls, but nothing comes back.”

“Have you tried sending out a conveyor?”

“Sure. That was two days ago; it hasn’t come back, either. Some kind of glitch in the system.”

“Well, keep after them. I’ve got to get back to my office. Do you have anything I can temporarily use to replace my hand-phone?”

“Sure. Come downstairs with me and I’ll show you what we’ve got.

III

In Thagnor agriculture had not advanced much over the three-field system of the early Middle Ages. One field would produce grains, barley, rye or corn, another would have squash, pumpkins or beans, while the third would lie fallow. The yields were low because the soil was never fallow long enough to recover full fertility nor did they use animal waste as fertilizer, other than by accident. Few potatoes were grown locally, as most were grown in the Upper Peninsula.

Kalvan knew that through crop rotation with legumes, farmers could keep their fields under continuous production without the need to let them lie fallow. Of course, most of the local farmers resisted changes to their way of life the way pikemen resisted using arquebuses.

There was some cultivation of wild rice, but it was not a staple. One problem the locals faced was the lack of several grains common back on otherwhen, such as wheat and oats. Neither of those grains, and a lot of familiar vegetables, had made it across the Aleutians during the Zarthani or Urgothi migrations. Nor was Kalvan that fond of flatbreads. Of all the local grains, only rye had gluten. Mental note: introduce yeast.

Kalvan was out in the fields, south of Thagnor City, with his team of agricultural experts, Rector Jamnos of the Agricultural College, two of his students and Elder Wolthran, a farmer of some seventy winters. The Elder was a respected headman of one of the more productive farming villages in the area south of Thagnor City. Kalvan figured if he could win him over to the new farming techniques, others would probably follow.

“Elder, what we need to do is convince the local farmers that planting different crops in the same patches is more productive than letting them grow the same crops year after year in the same field.”

The Elder nodded. “It is well known that crop production falls after several winters, Your Majesty. I have seen the Hostigi farmers and their corn is already knee-high. How is this possible?”

“Fertilizer. We use horse and cow manure to fertilize the fields before we plant the crops,” the Rector answered. “As you know, the Royal Stables produce a lot of manure!”

Elder Wolthran laughed. “Truth. Is that why some of the Zarthani farmers were tilling their soil last fall?”

“Yes, that’s when they were adding manure for the next year’s crops,” Kalvan said. “Otherwise the soil is too rich for the plants. Another reason for crop rotation is that it provides more nutrients to the soil, for example, growing barley in the spring and kidney beans in the late summer helps keep the soil in balance.”

The old man shrugged. “Your Majesty, all this talk makes my head spin. But, by Nerthos, goddess of the earth, I will admit the Royal College plantings are stronger and more vital than our own. If that’s what your cowpies do for the soil, I will try it myself.”

“The corn we planted is from a different seed, as well,” the Rector admitted. “His Majesty helped us develop a better corn seed by only using the best cobs for seed corn”

Their discussion was interrupted by the arrival of a troop of horsemen coming down the dirt road, raising a small dust cloud.

“Sorry, Elder, but it looks like business,” Kalvan said.

Kalvan walked over to the dirt road with his bodyguard, Vanar Halgoth. The horsemen were flying Hostigi colors and he hoped it was news of the war to the northeast.

Leading the pack was Duke Vinaldos with several light cavalrymen in leather jerkins and wearing morion helmets.

Vinaldos was the first to dismount. “Your Majesty, news regarding the war in Hos-Agrys.”

Kalvan pointed to a copse of trees just beyond the village boundary. “Let’s talk over there.” He didn’t need any new rumors circulating, as the locals were a gossipy lot.

Kalvan led the way through the small village of thatch roofed cottages with Halgoth and Vinaldos trailing. Several peasant women stopped working in their vegetable gardens to stare and a couple of children stopped their playing to wave.

“Long live King Kalvan!” an old crone called out in Urgothi.

Reaching the trees, Kalvan pulled out a handkerchief and wiped his forehead, then reached for his canteen which carried water doctored with wine. “Whatever you’ve heard, it must be important or you’d have waited until I was back at Tarr-Thagnor.”

Vinaldos nodded. “We just received a dispatch from Captain-General Hestophes, saying that the League’s Army defeated the Styphoni outside Varthon Town. All the details are in the dispatch.” He pulled several scrolls out of his pouch.

“What’s the down and dirty?” Kalvan asked.

“The battle was won when the Union’s right flank ran off the field of battle to chase the League’s left wing. The losses were high, over eight thousand casualties”

Kalvan whistled. That was a lot of wounded and dead for a here-and-now victory. One expected such high losses when you were defeated; it must have been a real murthering battle.

“On the other cheek, the Styphoni lost some twelve to fourteen thousand men. We’ll never have an accurate figure because the League pursued them until they killed everyone they could find. Then the peasants killed many more when they tried to leave the Princedom of Varthon.”

Kalvan shook his head. Religious wars were the worst; if Styphon’s House wasn’t careful this war might depopulate the entire eastern seaboard.

“I saved the best news for last. Archpriest Roxthar, who goes by the name of Holy Investigator, was found disemboweled and his head is now on a pike at the front gates of Varthon Town.”

“This is wonderful news!” Kalvan exclaimed.

Everyone there greeted the news with a chorus of “Down Styphon!”

“We need to shout it from the rooftops,” Kalvan shouted. “When I return to Tarr-Thagnor, I’ll declare a day of kingdom-wide celebration! ‘Ding Dong! The Investigator is dead. The Wicked One! Ding Dong! The Wicked Priest is dead,’” Kalvan improvised, singing and dancing in circles.

Everyone looked at him as if he’d just grown horns.

“Excuse me, it’s a song from my homeland. A song of joy, celebrating the death of monsters in human guise.”

After the impromptu celebration ended, Kalvan asked, “Oh, I almost forgot! How is the Captain-General? Is he going to stay in Hos-Agrys to manage the war against Styphon’s House?”

Vinaldos smiled. “He’s returning home. He and his troops should be arriving within a moon quarter. They were still arranging ship transport when this message was sent by courier ship.”

“Good. I’m glad he survived, I was a little worried.” He didn’t have that many talented generals left and Hestophes was one of the best. Besides, he genuinely liked him; Hestophes didn’t have the overweening arrogance that he so often encountered among the Zarthani nobility and gentry. Maybe it was his humble origins; but Kalvan liked to think it was due to his good character.

“The bad news is he’ll only be bringing home about half of the troops he left with.”

Kalvan visibly winced. Rylla wasn’t going to be happy when she heard this news; she’d already correctly determined that he’d sent many of his most vocal opponents to fight against Styphon’s House in Hos-Agrys.

“Most of them were lost in a pitched battle in the center against Styphon’s Own Guard,” Vinaldos reported. “The Captain-General had a lot of good things to say about his men. There aren’t many soldiers in the Five Kingdoms who can stand up to the Temple Guardsmen and defeat them.”

“Does he say why they’re leaving now?” Kalvan asked.

Vinaldos nodded. “The League’s army is too few to fight against Soton’s Host and, when Hestophes suggested a war of attrition, as you suggested, the princes were not receptive to his words. The Captain-General believes they have no other choice. It appears that many of them were returning to their princedoms to protect their lands.”

“Yes, where they will be defeated in detail,” Kalvan replied. “Although, in truth, the princes are between a rock and a hard place. If they stay together to fight the Host, they will be slaughtered collectively; on the other hand, if they fight in their own territory, they will lose one princedom at a time.”
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FIFTY-THREE

I

Anaxthenes sat in his over-stuffed chair in the inner sanctum of his private audience chamber where so many previous Supreme Priests had taken their solace. The room was filled with treasures and beautiful objects: a Thunderbird buffalo skull with turquoise inlay on the horns and the skull covered with gold, a pair of ornate battleaxes with hammered golden blades, a bejeweled crown with multi-colored plumes, a man-sized, pure-gold statue of the first priest who discovered the Fireseed Trinity, a rainbow-colored feather tapestry of a plumed serpent from the Empire of the Mexicotál, a silver death-mask of some forgotten Supreme Priest, and chests overflowing with precious gems and golden jewelry—more wealth than any man could spend in ten lifetimes.

The Temple’s power was at its peak. He had just finished reading the latest dispatch from Grand Master Soton, the rune-filled parchment rested on the table before him. The Grand Master was adding new triumphs and conquests to his name; the Host of Styphon’s Deliverance was moving from one Hos-Agrysi princedom to the next in victory. Soton proclaimed that he would have the entire kingdom conquered by mid-summer. At the time of his letter, his army had been in the Princedom of Eubros, laying siege to Tarr-Eubros. The League’s Army had broken into fragments as each prince withdrew to protect his own holdings and, other than sporadic attacks upon the Host by bands of rebels, the war was proceeding on schedule.

The other was the victory of the League of Dralm over the army of the Union of Styphon’s Friends.

Soton claimed not to be worried over the League’s success, writing that winning the battle had resulted in a crippling loss of military manpower. “The League’s Army has never been strong enough to face the Host of Styphon’s Deliverance in open battle and in the future, due to a loss of almost a third of their forces, the League will be even less inclined.” That made sense, but what new devilment might the League cause?

Anaxthenes wiped his forehead. Nothing that will concern me, he decided. Let Prince-Regent Grythos worry about that. That was his job now that Soton had written:

The Order forces will be returning to Tarr-Ceros once we have finished conquering all the Agrysi princedoms and eliminating their armies. I will leave it to Archpriest Grythos to replace the princes, both Union and League, who have been cast down.

Yet, despite Soton’s victories, new dangers to the Temple’s hegemony were cropping up, the latest in the form of Prince Phidestros who had become the new Great King of Hos-Zygros. Phidestros was a dangerous man, both a great strategist and a true leader of men. He had even garnered Grand Master Soton’s attention, as noted in his latest scroll:

Now that the Usurper Kalvan has been exiled, I am more worried about the newly enthroned Great King Phidestros. Whereas Kalvan was restrained in his actions by his love of his subjects, Phidestros knows no superior except his own ambition. At this point, he commands more soldiers than any two Great Kings combined and, when joined with his lackey, Great King Geblon, maybe more men than even the Temple can muster. Woe be it to Styphon’s House should Phidestros desire to enlarge his holdings at the Temple’s expense.

He wished the Grand Master were here so he could question him further. Did Soton mean that Phidestros could raise an army better or stronger than the Temple could? Or was he saying that the resulting war would bring down both the Temple and Great King Phidestros? There was much to ponder; unfortunately, it would be difficult to put together another large army after the Host of Styphon’s Deliverance was disbanded—as Soton clearly intended to do once the war in Hos-Agrys was over.

After five years of commanding the Temple’s armies, Anaxthenes doubted that even he, as Styphon’s Own Voice, could command Soton to keep the Host of Styphon’s Deliverance together, or even send it against Hos-Zygros. Soton’s become so successful and powerful that he now balks at orders and makes his own demands. Unfortunately, none of Styphon’s House’s other commanders have had any great success in the field, except Grand Commander Aristocles who is beholden to Soton. Otherwise, I might be tempted to remove the Grand Master permanently.

The worst part was Kalvan that was still alive and waiting in the wings. His participation in the Hos-Agrys conquest showed that he still had interests in the Five Kingdoms. Unfortunately, the Grand Host of Styphon’s House had been unable to sack Thagnor City or force Kalvan to battle. Now, the Usurper had the advantage; he could raise a new army and attack from the west.

If I were Kalvan, who would I attack first? A most interesting question. If Kalvan wanted his old Kingdom of Hos-Hostigos back, he’d have to advance into Great King Geblon’s territory. This would pull Great King Phidestros into the fight and Kalvan would find himself fighting on two fronts, three if Soton could be convinced to strike at the heart of Nos-Hostigos while Kalvan was gone. After Phidestros defeated the distracted Kalvan, Grand Master Soton could move in to pick up the pieces and all three could be sent to Regwarn’s Caverns.

For the first time that day, Anaxthenes smiled. I’m not the only one who’s got problems. Now, the big question was how could he maneuver Kalvan into making such a precipitous move?

Of course, all this depended upon how much animus Great King Phidestros held for Styphon’s House. Anaxthenes would have to make an attempt to re-establish relations with the Bastard King. Phidestros will let bygones be bygones, if I can convince him it’s in his best interest. After all, they had both earned Kalvan’s undying ire and Phidestros, if nothing else, was a realist.

II

Grand Master Soton watched from a nearby hilltop as Meligos City burned. Even he had to admit the sacking of Meligos had gotten out of hand. The entire city was engulfed in flames and billows of greasy black smoke filled the sky, turning the sun into a fiery red disc. The wind was blowing from the northeast and dense clouds of black and gray-ribbed smoke completely obscured the Agrys River. Above the crackling and hissing of the fire, he could hear the screams of the dying.

Are these the sounds that the damned hear in the deepest bowels of Regwarn? he wondered.

The siege had started out as so many others had during this campaign; Prince Kyphanes had sent out his ambassadors to parley over the city’s surrender. One of Soton’s terms had been the Prince’s surrender. Kyphanes, the traitor, had deserted the Union of Styphon’s Friends and must be made to pay the price for his treason. Unlike the last two towns, which had surrendered taking whatever terms were offered, Meligos City had held out for almost a moon half.

Soton had then broadcast the terms of surrender to the city fathers and the populace, figuring that someone in the Meligos City had enough sense to force their prince to surrender. When no word had been forthcoming, Soton had ordered bombardment. The walls were strong and made of stone and it took almost a moon half before they had the first breach. Inside the city, the inhabitants fought his soldiers building by building, taking a surprising number of casualties.

It wasn’t until the Host was attacked from behind that Soton had lost his head and acted out of anger rather than military judgment.

Prince Kyphanes had held a reserve force of several thousand troopers outside Meligos City with orders to attack when the Host was committed to taking the city. Of course, such a small force did not have a chance to do more than kill men and divert the course of the siege, but they had accomplished that, and then some. The unexpected attack had cost the Host several thousand casualties.

As a result, Soton had set the wolves of war free in Meligos City. He’d told his mercenaries and the Holy Warriors of Styphon to sack and loot Meligos to their heart’s content. And they had done so with a vengeance…. At first, they’d been after loot and women, but then when some of the city folk had fought back, it had inflamed their blood lust and desire for revenge. Styphon’s Warriors had killed every man and woman they could find on the streets, sparing no one, while the mercenaries looted and burned all the shops and buildings. Former Archpriest Roxthar would have been proud of their work.

Soton was not; he felt as if he’d had the mother of all hangovers. And it wasn’t letting up. The pounding in his head was like some Ruthani drumbeat.

He used his arm to wave over Horse Master Sarmoth, then pointed down at the burning city. From their vantage point it appeared the entire city was engulfed in flames. “Do you see this waste, this blasphemy that I have inspired?”

Sarmoth nodded, wisely not saying anything.

“It is because I allowed myself to be overcome with anger: anger because I am where I am not needed, anger because of the harm I have been forced to place upon these people because their leader is a traitor, anger because I’m tired and worn-out. Pay heed to my words so that one day you do not repeat my actions here.”

“Yes, Grand Master.”

Soton pointed at the younger man. “You have not sprung from my loins, but in heart and spirit, you are my son.”

Sarmoth lowered his head. “I am overwhelmed, and flattered. I will try to live up to your teaching, sire.”

“Good. We have a few more small towns to take here in Meligos, but I do not foresee any difficulties. Word of our actions here will spread far and away. Next, we will move on Orchon and conquer it, from there we will go south to Varthon Town and Eubros Town. When they are ours, it will finalize our suzerainty of Hos-Agrys. From then on, it will be up to Prince-Elect Grythos to hold onto the lands we have purchased with our blood.”

“Yes, sir. But what about Kelos? Are we going to leave it in Great King Phidestros’ realm?”

Soton took a deep breath. “It saddens and troubles me to see the Bastard Prince raise himself onto the seat of one of the Five Great Kingdom’s Thrones. I would gain satisfaction from taking the Princedom of Kelos from his hands and delivering it to Grythos. However, Styphon’s Voice gave those lands to Great King Eudocles, regardless of how short his reign was, and they are no longer properly part of the Kingdom of Hos-Agrys. I will leave it to some other captain-general to right this wrong. It is my wish to be clear of the blighted land as soon as the last remaining town in Glarth is sacked or surrendered.”

III

It was a beautiful June, or as the locals called it, “Moon of Strawberries,” in Thagnor and Kalvan was busy writing a letter to King Verkan in Greffa City. He had the windows enlarged in his private chamber, at the top of the keep of Tarr-Thagnor, and the sun was streaming into the room. He was still not very accomplished at drawing the Urgothi runes, but he was slowly getting better. They were similar to the runic characters used in Hostigos, but different in number and design. However, stumbling along on his own was better than having a scribe, no matter how trusted, write his letters for him. The locals’ idea of gossip was a lot looser and more forgiving than Kalvan’s.

The situation in the Upper Middle Kingdoms, as he was explaining in the letter, had settled into a stalemate between King Theovacar of Grefftscharr and himself. Vinaldos’ spies reported that Theovacar was busy trying to replace the ships he lost in last year’s battle. He was also trying to build his own fireseed mills, and there he wasn’t doing too well. Gunpowder was dangerous stuff to work with, especially when it came to caking and powdering, and untutored hands were causing a lot of explosions. Also, Theovacar was having problems getting his crossbowmen to make the switch from crossbows to arquebuses. These problems could only be worked out over time and that was to Kalvan’s advantage, if he used that time wisely.

Although, Theovacar was playing agent provocateur by providing financing and arms to Dorg, inviting them into Lyros in an attempt to weaken Kalvan’s hold on the territories south of Nos-Hostigos. The latest news was that the Order of Zarthani Knights was also involved, sending both troops and foodstuffs into Dorg.

I’m not happy with the current regime, if you can call that bunch of cutthroats holding power in Lyros a regime, but I certainly prefer them to a puppet state financed by Styphon’s House and supported by Dorg and Grefftscharr. It’s still early enough in the year to send a good-sized force into Lyros and try to stabilize the situation. The problem is my subjects are enjoying their first year of relative peace since my arrival in Hostigos Town and I’d hate to start another war based solely on rumors and troop movements.

I’ll just have to wait and see how things shake out. I may leave it up to King Chartiphon, who is much closer to the area in contention, and therefore more directly affected by events in Lyros and Dorg. By the way, Chartiphon’s new wife is expecting and should be giving birth any day. We hope that it is a boy so that it will provide a clear line of succession in Rathon should anything happen to Chartiphon. While he is in remarkably good shape for a man his age, he is still approaching sixty winters of age and will not be with us forever.

On to other matters, Duke Hestophes is still blaming himself for the mess that he left behind in Hos-Agrys, although, in truth, there was little more to be done there. The League of Dralm, despite winters of warnings and other signs of the Temple’s expansionist intentions, did little to prepare for the Host’s invasion. Certainly, they neither possessed the men nor the will to stop the Host of Styphon’s Deliverance. If Hestophes had stayed, he most certainly would have thrown his troops away for nothing. At this point, the only army with a fighting chance against the Host would be the Army of Nos-Hostigos and I would not surrender the safety of my own realm for those who refused to come to our rescue when the Styphoni were fighting in Hos-Hostigos.

Grand Master Soton is currently ripping through the opposing League princedoms with fire and sword and leaving nothing but ruins behind him. Any town or castle that refuses terms is torn down to the ground and the defenders killed or taken prisoner. All the League princedoms will soon have new Princes, as will several of the Union princedoms, since some of them were killed or captured at the Battle of Varthon Town.

I know I should be the better man and forgive the League of Dralm for not coming to Our aid in Hos-Hostigos, but a part of me believes they are receiving their just desserts.

Still, with Archpriest Roxthar dead and his Investigation at an end, the affected princedoms should recover in a decade or two.

Not all of the Great Kingdoms were solidly in the gunpowder theocracy’s grip: Hos-Harphax was a complete question mark. The latest news was that Prince Geblon, one of Phidestros’ former captain-generals, had married Great Queen Lavena and was now Great King of Hos-Harphax. Some rumors in Harphax City said the claimant was supported by Prince Phidestros, while others reported that the two men had broken their ties. All in all, a real mare’s nest.

It was times like this that he wished Duke Skranga would return from Hos-Bletha. Skranga was a bit of a wild man and often strayed off the reservation, but he did deliver excellent intelligence. Well, one thing was certain, Skranga’s teams’ activities in Hos-Bletha had kept the Kingdom almost completely out of the Fireseed Wars and, since the Great King of Hos-Bletha was owned and run by Styphon’s House, that was no bad thing.

What Kalvan couldn’t figure out was why Phidestros had turned on Great King Lysandros? He wasn’t sure what was in it for Phidestros; he had been Lysandros’ fair-haired boy and had the largest holdings in the Five Kingdoms, including much of what had once been Hos-Hostigos. Instead of welcoming the status quo, Phidestros had first elevated Lysandros’ nephew, Selestros, as Great King-Elect. Why not himself?

Prince Phidestros could have declared himself Great King and no one in Hos-Harphax could have stopped him. He wouldn’t have been the first ambitious general to promote himself to the office of Great King, either here or back on otherwhen.

Of course, much of what happened in Hos-Harphax, after Lysandros’ death, was Phidestros’ response to the kidnapping of his pregnant wife. He’d given in to Styphon’s Voice’s demands and beheaded Great King-Elect Selestros. That Kalvan could understand; he would have done the same thing to save Rylla.

Of course, the real surprise—to everyone, and not just to him—was Phidestros marching up into Hos-Zygros and enthroning himself on the Ivory Throne. Very few people had known, and he numbered himself among that group, that Phidestros was related by blood to former Great King Sopharar and was Eudocles’ bastard son.

Now, Phidestros was not only a Kingmaker, but a Great King. He was now the only man in the Six Kingdoms who had an army good enough and large enough to actually defeat Styphon’s House in detail, if not in the main. Phidestros was certainly, with Soton tied up in Hos-Agrys, in a position to storm and sack Balph next spring, should he so desire.

He began to write again:

I’m not sure exactly what Prince Phidestros is up to since he elevated Prince Geblon as Great King of Hos-Harphax, then moved into Hos-Zygros and made himself Great King after exiling his father, the Regicide. I can’t help but wonder, does Phidestros have some long-range ambition that supersedes being Great King of Hos-Zygros? If so, that could be problematic for us. It might even mean to achieve his goals that Phidestros might overlook what happened to Princess Arminta and ally himself with Styphon’s House sometime in the future.

Or is it possible, that to gain revenge, Phidestros might be willing to join with Us in a crusade to end Styphon’s House On Earth once and for all? He reminds me greatly of some famous mercenary captains of my own home in the Cold Lands and I believe that in the long run Phidestros may be more dangerous to the future of the realm than Styphon’s House itself.

Kalvan paused to rest his hand. Writing the Urgothi runes was hard work and unnatural to his hand. One of these days he was going to have to introduce the Roman alphabet. Legions of future school children would thank him, if he did.

There’s still a large number of my subjects, Rylla being the most prominent, who wish demand, at all costs, to return to Hos-Hostigos, despite the wasteland that the Investigation left behind when they departed. Now that the ruling dynasty of Hos-Harphax has been settled, their remonstrations have grown louder than ever. They fear that Great King Geblon will soon grant lands and territories to his friends and cronies and that they will resettle the former princedoms of Hos-Hostigos, making it more difficult to re-conquer.

Of course, at the moment, these lands are, for the most part, leaderless and abandoned. The Return to Hostigos Party are firm in their belief that this is the time to return before Geblon establishes his control over the princes of Hos-Harphax and while Prince Phidestros is otherwise occupied in Hos-Zygros. Due to the recent changes in Hos-Harphax, I fear our Harphax City spy ring is completely out of the loop….

My belief is that we are better off here in Nos-Hostigos where our enemies are far less powerful and Styphon’s House is not a neighbor. I had hoped, with the introduction of the fireseed formula, not only to break the Temple’s monopoly on fireseed but to sow the seeds of its destruction. This policy was successful, for the most part, until Supreme Priest Sesklos’ death and the ascension of Archpriest Anaxthenes as Styphon’s Own Voice. Now, the Temple has gained Hos-Agrys as a fiefdom, with Hos-Harphax and Hos-Ktemnos held by former allies. At the moment, Styphon’s House appears stronger than ever.

The most important question facing the future of Nos-Hostigos is whether or not Prince Phidestros is still in the Temple’s pocket. Or does he have a master plan of his own that disregards Styphon’s House? If Phidestros joins forces again with Styphon’s House, as he did when he led the invasion of Hos-Hostigos, we may never be able to return to our former home.

On the other hand, I do believe we can hold out in Thagnor for several winters against the combined might of Styphon’s House, Prince Phidestros and King Theovacar. However, it would be a most difficult time for all parties involved and the victor of such a war might not fare much better than the losers.

Kalvan picked up his quill pen and paused for a few moments.

Enough politics, both Rylla and the children are doing well. Little Ptosphes is growing faster than the milkweed. Rylla, as you might expect, is still resisting setting down roots here in Thagnor. She still dreams of returning to Hostigos. Although, I fear there’s not much remaining—other than the good earth—of the Hostigos she recalls so vividly. Not after Roxthar’s minions killed and tortured those of our subjects too stubborn or old to leave and the Host’s troops and mercenaries stole everything that was not rooted or nailed to the ground. Nor, I’m sure, has it been aided by two winters of mismanagement by her cousin (dare I call him Prince) Sthentros the Traitor.

I fear that if we do return to our former Kingdom, which for the reasons given previously is unlikely, it will be to a land not much more inhabitable than the barrens of the Great Desert.

Rylla and I both miss you and Dalla very much. I understand why she had to make the journey to Xiphlon to visit her family; after all, the city had been under siege by the Mexicotál for almost five winters. I hope Dalla finds her family well with fortunes intact. I’m sure the city folk are relieved that the menace they’ve been facing for so long is gone.

When Dalla returns, the two of you will have to come for a visit. I know you’re buried in administrative work, but no excuses….

With Our Best Regards,

Kalvan

Great King of Nos-Hostigos


FIFTY-F⊕UR

While seated on the Iron Throne of Greffa, Verkan Vall felt the vibration of his kit-phone disguised as an idol of Wotan. Talking to one’s personal idol was considered normal behavior in the Middle Kingdoms, as long as one wasn’t too loud or obnoxious about it—but not while on the Iron Throne. He quickly excused himself from the Presence Room and went to his private audience chamber. There were a number of advantages to being king, one of them being able to clear your schedule on a moment’s notice.

“Verkan here,” he said, pressing the transmit button.

“Chief, it’s Kostran. We’ve got problems.”

“What?” he asked.

“You know the conveyor problems we’ve been having?”

“Of course, we haven’t seen one in almost two ten-days.”

“Well, one just materialized.”

“Good!” he exclaimed. “It’s about time.”

There was a pause before Kostran continued. “It was a Paratime Police conveyor and it was badly damaged.”

Verkan didn’t like the sound of that. By Blaxthakka’s Beard, what’s going on? “Any survivors?”

“Yes, just one,” Kostran said. “He’s coming around now, but he’s in bad shape. You’d better get here quickly if you want to interrogate him yourself.”

Shortly after taking over as king, Verkan had done some remodeling on Theovacar’s former summer palace. One major improvement was a conveyor-head built into an older wing off his private audience chamber. A large section of what had been a storeroom had been made over into a collapsed-nickel lined conveyor-head station. There was a matching conveyor-head landing pad on Home Time Line, Vargabar Equivalent, as well as one on Fifth Level Police Terminal.

Verkan pressed the idol’s ear and twisted. A door, in what otherwise appeared to be a solid wall, slid open. He entered and stepped into a big chamber, large enough to hold a hundred-and-fifty foot conveyor with plenty of room left for supplies and holding parties. There were about fifty cases of flintlock arquebuses resting against one wall and another dozen boxes containing high-density armor for his operatives to wear during hostilities.

He saw the ripped and scorched silver mesh dome of a fifty-foot conveyor sitting on the staging ground. Smoke was still rising off the mesh and he could smell the astringent odors of burnt permaplastic and metal. Someone had used a cutting tool to remove a large section of the dome and inside were five figures, in Paratime Police issue greens, lying on the floor and three Medicos. One Medico was bent over one of the figures, while the two others were examining the other bodies.

Chancellor Kostran Galth, still in his robes of office, came running towards him. “Chief, we’ve got four dead and one badly-wounded officer.”

“Are they from here?” Verkan asked, since he’d ordered three conveyors out for information gathering, two to Fifth Level, Police Terminal and one to Home Time Line.

Kostran, his face pale, shook his head. “No one I know.” His wife, Zinganna, had left over three ten-days ago to visit Dalla on Home Time Line and had been scheduled to return two days ago.

Verkan ordered, “Everyone step back except the Med Team.”

After a brief wait that would have been interminable except for Verkan’s First Level mental control, the head Medico got up and called Verkan to his side. The wounded officer had a gash in his forehead that had bled out into a large pool, but his worst injury was from a bullet wound to his shoulder. The Medic team had stabilized the bleeding and had hooked him up to a blood pump. It would keep him alive until they got to a robo-doc, although he needed a major trauma center rather than a field doc.

The cloying smell of death filled the conveyor. The Medico looked at Verkan, saying, “I gave him something to ease the pain, but he won’t remain conscious long. He can talk a little so you’d better make it quick.”

Verkan got down on his knees, leaning over. “Officer, can I have your name and rank?”

“Sardrath Darn, Field Agent Second Class, sir,” he mumbled.

“What happened?”

“We were returning to Fifth Level Police Terminal from Fourth Level, Hartley Belt, Chicago, Vargabar Equivalent. When we arrived at the Fifth Level, Vargabar Equivalent subterminal head, we were fired upon by troops dressed in bluish-gray uniforms.” He paused, while a series of coughs wracked his body. “I was hit bad….”

“Fired upon at Paratime Police Terminal?” Verkan asked. “What in the Pits of Kunargh is going on?”

“I don’t know, sir. We bugged out as soon as we could set the controls, but something hit our conveyor.”

He started coughing again. Verkan wasn’t sure he’d survive another bout.

“Where are we, sir?”

“Fourth Level, Aryan-Transpacific, Styphon’s House Subsector, Kalvan’s Time-Line, Greffa City.”

“Oh…we were trying to make our way to Home Time Line.”

Police Terminal, Verkan thought. We’re fortunate that the conveyor hadn’t ended up on Fourth-Level Europo-American Chicago. All hell would have broken loose…. If it hasn’t already!

The End
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