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In memoriam:

For my father, both hero and preceptor

... The brave, the craven, those who do not care,
will all look back, in awe, and fail to see,
whether rich, or poor, or young, or old and frail,

what was, what is, and what is yet to be.

There is a time, and it will come, years hence,
when one will find the scepters of the day,

those scepters more and less than what they seem,
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with the might to bring life itself to bay.

In those ages, then, will rise a leader,
who would reclaim the glory of the past,
and more, as he would see it, in the sun,

to make sure the dual scepters will always last.

Then too, the lamaial will rise, but once,
Where none yet will suspect, nor think to dare,
and his hidden strokes may kill aborning,

Duality of promise bright and fair.

For which will live, and which will prosper?
Who will rule the lands, in faith or treason?
One called lamaial or the one called hero,

for one would seek a triumph, the other reason.

Excerpts from:

THE LEGACY OF THE DUARCHY

L.
THE SCEPTER OF THE PAST
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Chapter 1

Hpyalt, Lanachrona

»

Light fell upon the priest. That single ray of illumination, shaped by the ancient master-carved lens in the
ceiling of the long and narrow chapel hewn out of the red rock cliffs, bathed the celebrant. His green tunic
and trousers, trimmed in purple, shimmered. So did the alabaster makeup that covered his face. The
blue-silver threads in the black short-haired wig picked up the light, creating a halo around his face. The
black boots, with inset lifts, reflected light as if they too were burnished mirrors.

A long chord echoed through the temple, but the priest did not speak until all was silent.

"When our forebears turned their backs on the True Duarchy, then the One Who Is turned away and let
the Cataclysm fall upon Corus..." The celebrant's voice seemed to come from everywhere, yet nowhere.

More than a hundred worshippers stood with bowed heads, heads covered with black scarves of
mourning. Only a handful dared to look from lowered heads toward the front of the temple.

"The Cataclysm did not have to happen. The misery and suffering did not have to come to pass. And
why did it come to be? How could so many be so blind?"

The only response to his questions was silence.

"The Duarchy of Corus bestowed peace and prosperity upon all the world, for generation upon
generation. Never was there so fair a realm, so just a world. Never were so blessed the peoples of a
world. Never had so many benefited so much. And then, in an instant, it all vanished..."

In the next-to-last line of worshippers stood a dark-haired figure in gray. He was a head taller than those
around him, and his face paler. The weave of the wool of his traveling cloak was somewhat finer. His
head was bent slightly less than the heads of others, and his eyes never left the celebrant. The faintest hint
of an amused smile appeared from time to time at the corners of his thin lips.

"... as the Mantra of Mourning declares.. . Ice flowed from the skies. The air that had been so fair, and
perfumed, became as thin and as acrid as vinegar. Streams dried in their beds, rivers in their courses,
never to flow again... All that had been beautiful and great perished and was lost. And for what reason?"

After a momentary silence, the priest answered, "Because people were selfish and thought only of
themselves. They turned their backs on the True Duarchy, and when they did so, they turned their backs
on the One Who Is... for the Duarchy was indeed His creation. ..

"... in this world of transitory glory, when warlord succeeds warlord, and battle follows battle, and evil
follows evil, we must persevere. We must have faith in the One Who Is. We must follow the path of
righteousness to restore the old truths. For only by the instrument of the True Duarchy shall we be
redeemed. Only by restoring the true creation of the One Who Is shall we once more see peace and
prosperity, faith and faithfulness. . ."

The traveler in gray nodded, appreciatively, and continued to listen.
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"... even today, the troubles continue. The hills to the north and west have become so dry in your
lifetimes that they support nothing but twisted trees and spiky thorn, and yet the unbelievers do not see.
Even here in Hyalt, where it is obvious, they do not see...

"... when the only deity is gold, when the only rule is power, when the only law is that laid down by the
longest blade, by the deadliest rifle, no man can be safe, and none can find security. There are no arts, no
fine buildings, no wondrous words, nothing but gold and blood. . ."

The traveler continued to listen, until at last came a hymn and the concluding refrain:

"... for the beauty of the skies and sea,
the full return of perfect harmony,
the blessings of the True Duarchy

and for the One Who Will Always Be!"

After the hymn, the priest turned to the worshippers. "Praise to the One Who Is! And for His creation of
the Duarchy!"

"And for His creation of the Duarchy!" repeated the congregation. "Praise to the One Who Is! For He
will come again in glory!" "For He will come again in glory!" "Praise to Him and His True Duarchy! For
all that was and will be!"

"For all that was and will be!"

The single ray of light vanished, plunging the cavern temple into total darkness for a long moment. Then,
slowly, more indirect light filtered into the temple as the skylight portals, with their gauze-covered panes,
were uncovered.

The sanctuary at the front of the temple was empty.

The gray-clad traveler made his way forward, toward the side entrance leading to the chambers of the

celebrant. His fingers touched briefly the outer garments over the heavy leather wallet hidden beneath his
cloak and filled with golds.

Chapter 2

«

The wind moaned over the top of Westridge, hissing through the quarasote that had grown up following
the Cataclysm and that had come to dominate the arid lands of the Iron Valleys in the tens of centuries
that followed. Alucius half stood in the stirrups, stretching his legs. He settled back into the saddle of the
gray gelding, drank in the cool and dry morning air, and smiled to himself. He looked to the northeast out
across the ridge before him, and the expanse of land empty except for quarasote and sand and red
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soil—and the predators and prey that were unseen, except to those who knew how to understand the
Iron Valleys or to those with Talent, who could sense the lifethreads that wove the world into a unified
whole.

A good summer morning, he thought, bending forward and thumping the gelding on the shoulder.
"We've got a ways to go."

The lead ram was already five hundred yards—a quarter vingt—ahead of the last ewe, and they were
barely four vingts out from the stead buildings.

The faint flash of green gossamer radiance washed over Alucius, and he half turned in the saddle. A
single soarer hovered in the silver-green sky of morning, her wings shimmering against the sky and the
sheer stone ramparts of the Aerial Plateau to the east. The herder's eyes took in the feminine form of the
soarer, then darted back to check his flock almost immediately.

He had not seen a soarer in almost two years—since he had left the hidden city. Nor had he and his
Talent sensed the green radiance of one in all that time. And all the times he had seen one of the soaring
winged figures had meant change—and usually trouble.

He cast forth an inquiry. What now ?

The soarer vanished without a response. One instant, she was there. The next she was not. While she
had not felt familiar, Alucius had not been close enough long enough to tell for sure if the soarer had been
the one who had instructed him during his brief captivity in the hidden city.

His hand touched the hilt of the sabre at his belt. He glanced down at the rifle in its leather saddle case.
Even with the massive cartridges used in a herder rifle—with casings bigger than the thumb of a large
man—rifles were usually not all that effective against the kind of trouble she foreshadowed. Rifles were
most useful against sandwolves and, sometimes, against sanders—and necessary, since both would prey
on lone nightsheep. .. and especially on ewes and lambs. Rifles were useless against iftits, but Alucius had
never seen one near a stead—not surprising, since he'd only seen two in person in his life, three if he
counted the Matrial, and he had not really even seen her.

A soarer above Westridge in the morning, reflected Alucius, was so infrequent that he almost wanted to
turn back to the stead to tell Wendra about it. But what could he tell his wife, except that a soarer had
appeared, then vanished without a word or gesture?

Outside of the Iron Valleys, soarers—and even sanders—had already become a myth for most of
Corus, one told in tales that included the Myrmidons and alectors of the long-vanished Duarchy—the
millennium recalled by most of Corus as one of peace and prosperity. Both the duration of that reign and
the prosperity and fairness of the Duarchy had been lies and exaggerations of the cruelest sort, as Alucius
had discovered in his battles as a Northern Guard officer, but since he had no way to prove what he had
discovered—except by revealing his Talent in a world that feared and mistrusted it—the lie lived on, a
comforting tale of a golden past. Some folk—especially the savants from Tempre—said the soarers were
never there at all, that they were but mirages created by light and the fine, mirrorlike dust worn off the
quartz ridges that lined the natural parapets of the Aerial Plateau by the endless winds. Alucius knew
better. So did any of the double handful of nightsheep herders around Iron Stem.

Alucius nodded as he glanced back at his flock. Two of the nightrams edged toward each other. Their
curled black horns—knife-sharp on the front edges, and strong enough to bend a sabre—glittered in the
morning sun. Red eyes shone out of black faces, and the black wool that was tougher than thick leather,
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more valuable than gold, and covered their two-yard-long bodies and broad shoulders, gave them a
massive and menacing appearance. A nightram could gut a single sandwolf, although the sandwolves
were even larger, with crystal fangs more than a handspan in length, but the sandwolves hunted in packs
and tried to pick off ewes and lambs, or older and weaker nightrams who strayed from the flock.

One of the nightrams pawed the ground, and Alucius could sense the antagonism between the two
males. He eased the big gray gelding forward, reaching out with his Talent to project disapproval and
separation. Both of the black-wooled rams looked up. Alucius could sense their frustration, but they
separated. Herding nightsheep was a chancy life, and impossible, often fatal, if the herder didn't have the
Talent to make his feelings known.

Alucius was fortunate to bear within him that Talent—more than fortunate, for the life of a herder suited
him. That he also knew. With his crooked smile, he let his impatience flow out, spreading across the
flock, chivvying the animals eastward. They needed to graze on the lands near the Aerial Plateau—the
nearer the better—if their wool were to be prime.

The nightrams black undercoat was softer than duck down, cooler than linen in summer, and warmer
than sheep's wool in winter, but stronger than iron wire once it was shorn and processed into nightsilk.
The wool of the outer coat was used for jackets stronger and more flexible—and far lighter—than plate
mail. Under pressure, the fabric stiffened to a hardness beyond steel, hard enough to serve as armor of
sorts, although its comparative thinness meant that bruises to the body so shielded were not
uncommon—as Aluciuswell knew from his personal experience in the militia, then the Northern Guard.

The wool from the yearlings or the ewes was equally soft, but not as strong under duress, and was used
for the garments of the lady-gentry of such cities as Borlan, Tempre, Krost, and Southgate. Nightsheep
could make a herder a comfortable living in Iron Stem, if they and their predators didn't kill him first.

Alucius urged the gray eastward across the ground where little grew except the quarasote bushes, on
whose tender new stalks the nightsheep fed. After a year's growth, the lower shoots of the bushes
toughened, and after two, not even a maul-axe with a knife-sharp blade on the axe side could cut through
the toughened bark, and the finger-long thorns that grew in the third year could slice through any boot
leather. In its fourth year, each bush flowered with tiny silver-green blossoms. The blossoms became
seedpods that exploded across the sandy wastes in the chill of winter, and then the bush died, leaving
behind dead stalks that contained too much silica to burn or to break or cut. Yet they too succumbed to
the wasteland, and to the shellbeetles that devoured them. That was the harsh way of the lands beneath
the Plateau and the reason why few liked Iron Stem, even those living there.

Some complained about the wind, the way it blew hard and hot through the summer and cold and
bitingly dry through the winter. Some said that each wind was different and none were to be trusted.
Others complained about the dryness, because little but quarasote and an occasional juniper grew in the
Iron Valleys.

The same people complained that in winter there was no heat in the sun except where it struck the
eternastones of the high road that ran from Eastice in the far north down through Soulend and Iron Stem
and then Dekhron, and across the River Vedra, and far into the south of Lanachrona. There were other
high roads, too, and while they had been traveled heavily in the days of the Duarchy, most times now
only a handful of traders or travelers could be found on any of them.

Some thirty vingts to the east stood the mighty Aerial Plateau, whose stone ramparts ran straight upward
six thousand yards or more. All who had tried to climb the Plateau failed long before they reached the
top. Most vanished, their bones occasionally discovered by Alucius or some other herder.
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In the last years of the Duarchy, the Duarches had dumped the malcontents and worse in Iron Stem to
work the iron mines and great mill, guarded by the Cadmians with their lightning-shaped blades. Later,
after the Cataclysm and the fall of the Duarchy, the mines played out over the millennia, and Iron Stem
withered from a small city into a small and struggling town. Then, for a long time, all that sustained Iron
Stem had been the herders from the north, the lumber mills in Wesrigg, and the dustcat works. There
Gortal's scutters gathered the dustcat dander and processed it into the dreamdust, which was worth more
than nightsilk in the Lanachronan cities of the south—and far more even than that for the little that
traveled the ancient roads back to Lustrea in the east.

His concentration returned to the lead nightram, even as he wondered why the soarer had seemed to
look at him and whether Wendra had sensed the winged marvel. With a rueful smile, he shook his head
and urged the gray to catch up to the lead rams, his eyes checking the bushes and the hummocks for
traces of wolves. Sanders left neither tracks nor traces.

As Alucius's mount carried him eastward, his eyes flicked back toward the long ridge that separated him
from his stead—and from Wendra. After more than three years of marriage, skilled and Talented as
Wendra was, Alucius still fretted about leaving her.

Chapter 3

Dekhron, Iron Valleys
«»

The two men were seated in wooden armchairs before a desk in a study. On the serving table between
the two were tall beakers of ale, half-full. The summer sun beat through the glass of the closed windows,
but both men wore heavy tunics and trousers.

"T worry about the herder, still," observed the round-faced trader in the blue tunic trimmed in dark gray.
His voice was so low that no one more than a fraction of a yard away could have heard the words.
"Have you followed him, Tarolt?"

"He returned to his stead two years ago. He has built up his flock and devoted himself to his wife and
family. Has he once shown an interest in what lies beyond his stead and Iron Stem?" replied the
older-looking man, his words equally muted.

"No, but he destroyed the Matrial, as well as Aellyan Edyss and more than ten pteridons. Then he
traveled the Tables and killed one of ours, and came back and obliterated the Table in
Tempre—although it was close to failing, in any case. And after that, he single-handedly killed more than
twenty bravos who tried to ambush him. With the four hundred golds that cost..."

"They were only coins, Halanat, and a pittance compared to what we have gathered and will gather."
The white-haired man smiled coldly. "I do believe he got the message. It took him nearly a month to
recover from that, and he has, as you noted so well, scarcely looked beyond his own stead in almost two
years. In that time, we have accomplished much. We have a working group here, and a new and fully
functioning Table now in Salaan. We have assisted the Regent of the Matrial in finding informers, although
she knows it not. We have more and more true believers, or, if you will, followers of the True Duarchy.
Adarat will soon strike the first blow in the south. These followers will grow and create the necessary
distraction and dissension all across Corus, all in places well away from where we operate. And we have
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also made a healthy profit in dealing with Adarat. Before long we will even control the Regent of the
Matrial. With all that, we will be able to build more Tables and translate more true Efrans, and this world
will once more be ours, as it should have been for the past millennium."

"What if the herder discovers what we have accomplished? It took much lifeforce to wrench the Table
into place in Salaan, and we have not solidified..."

"When he has not been south of Iron Stem in two years? That was one reason why we ensured that his
wife's father is now receiving orders for his barrels. They're better and cheaper than those our traders can
get here, and they will keep the herder's wife from pushing him into looking beyond their own needs.
Besides, who would call us to his attention? Especially with all the other problems arising in Corus?"
Tarolt's laugh carried an ironic tone.

"The older ones, the hidden ones. Or the side effects of the translations. Or sheer ill chance."

"There are few of the hidden ones, and fewer every year. In less than a handful of years, all will be
gone." Tarolt frowned. "As for the translation effects. .. there is little we can do about those, would that
we could, for each is a failed translation, There is always the likelihood that one will find him, because
they are drawn to Talent. Still... he has seen sanders and soarers and sandwolves, and it may be that,
even if he sees such, he will not draw the right conclusion. Or that he will wait. Remember... he is a man
who will do what is necessary—but not unless he is forced to act. That is his greatest weakness. All we
need do is to ensure that he is not forced to act. That is one reason why we have avoided. .. activities...
near the herder steads."

"Can we continue to keep him from acting?" askedHalanat . "Especially if there are more and more wild
translations around him? We must have more support from Efra. And with him that closeto the Plateau
and with that meddler Kustyl... ?"

"Kustyl could be removed."
"That would force the herder to act. Kustyl is his wife's grandsire."

Tarolt shook his head. "You make your point. Removing Kustyl would merely alert the herder. I think
you have something else in mind. Exactly what?"

Halanat smiled. "The Lord-Protector is getting more and more concerned about the state of Lanachrona.
The Regent of the Matrial is retaking the southernmost towns bordering Southgate. Now. .. matters are
unsettled in Deforya, and it will be a season at most before the Landarch is toppled. .. Waleryn could
suggest to the Lord-Protector that a most able commander would be able to put down the revolt in
Hyalt. A particular and most able commander."

"Why would we send him against what we are building there? That makes little sense."

"You know that it is not important whether Adarat and the Duarchists succeed in the coming revolt
against the rule of the Lord-Protector. What is important is the amount of destruction and disruption
there. Sensat shadow-matched Adarat when he traveled there last year, and Adarat is convinced that he
is of Efra. He does not believe he can be bested by any Corean steer, even a Talent-steer."

"What of it?" asked Tarolt.

"The Lord-Protector will think he is facing a local revolt. The Regent will see an opportunity to weaken
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Lanachrona, and between Adarat and the herder, there will be more disruptions..."

"That would put the herder overcaptain well out of the Iron Valleys and would reduce the chance of his
seeing too much because he will be far too involved in trying to put down the revolt, as well as worrying
about his wife? Thar far south, even should the ancient ones try to reach him, they would not be able to,
few and failing as they are." Tarolt frowned. "But the Lord-Protector would scarce listen to Lord
Waleryn, and if hedid , he would hesitate to believe him. If he knew that Waleryn was no longer his
brother, but a shadow-Efran, he would never believe Waleryn at all."

"He does not know that and never will. Waleryn can ensure that dispatches and information reach
Marshal Frynkel and Marshal Alyniat. He can suggest to them that the Lord-Protector request the
overcaptain—as a majer—take command of the forces to put down the revolt in Hyalt. The overcaptain
is known to be able to do much with little, and that will appeal to Marshal Wyerl."

"You don't want Waleryn talking to Wyerl, do you? "

"T do not wish Waleryn to spend much time with any of the marshals, but he should not meet with Wyerl
at all. Wyerl sees too much," Halanat replied. "It is also likely that the overcaptain will meet with the
marshals. We would not wish him to perceive any... influence, but especially with Wyerl."

"You think the herder overcaptain is that perceptive?"
"More so, I fear, but if he meets with the marshals and sees nothing..."

"He will not see our influence." Tarolt nodded. "There is also a good chance he will not be able to
surmount Adarat, but if he does, the disruption will only benefit us, and by then... it will be too late for
him to change what must be. And if he fails, then we have fewer worries."

"Exactly."

Chapter 4

«»

When Alucius began to herd the flock back down Westridge, the sun was almost touching the quarasote
flats to the west, its green-gold glare backlighting the stone-walled and slate-roofed buildings of the stead
so that the walls looked almost gray, rather than reddish, and the roofs black, rather than the dark gray
they truly were. With his Talent, Alucius could sense the web of lifethreads, the thin black-gray lines of
the nightsheep, the yellow-gold of his mount, and the scattered thin threads that were grayjays and scrats.
With a nod affirming that there were no disruptions in that web of life, Alucius began moving the flock
toward the main shed.

He finished settling the nightsheep into the shed for the night, having closed and bolted the shed door,
then stabled the gray. In the second stall, he was finishing grooming the gray in the gloom that was no
hindrance, not when herders could see almost as well in low light or night as in full sunlight. At that
moment, Wendra slipped into the stable.

"How was your day?" he asked, sensing the vital green lifethread of her presence even before she
stepped into sight at the end of the stall.
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"The spinnerets jammed twice. [ only lost about a yard of thread that couldn't be reprocessed. Your
mother checked them. They may last for the summer, but we'll need another set of the control valves
before harvest. If we'd known..."

"You could have had Grandsire order them while he was in town?"
Wendra nodded.

Alucius stepped out of the stall, closed the half door, and hugged his wife for a long moment, feeling the
slight bulge of her abdomen as he did. "It's always good to see you. I'll be glad when the spinning's done
and you can come out on the stead with me."

"There's still the looming," she pointed out after they released each other. "And I don't know how much
longer I can ride for a full day."

"Another season, according to Mother, and I can tell if there's a problem." He laughed. "So can you,
remember? And you can certainly take a day from looming now and again. The fresh air would be good
for the two of you. I know you can't leave the spinning. The thread's got to be watched all the time." He
paused as he waited for her to step outside the stable. Then he closed and fastened the door. "How are
we doing on the solvents?"

"We should have enough for this year."

"You're letting—"

"Y our mother won't let me near them, or even in the processing rooms."

"Good," Alucius said firmly, taking her arm.

They walked toward the east-facing porch of the stead dwelling. Alucius looked eastward toward the
Aerial Plateau, watching as the crystals on its high west rim caught the rays of the setting sun. Directly
above the crystals of the Plateau, almost lost in their radiance, was the small green point of light that was
Asterta, the moon of the ancient horse goddess—or the moon of misery. Selena, the larger moon, had
not yet risen.

"Where up there do you think the hidden city is?" Wendra asked.

"It's somewhere along the western edge, but it could be as far south as the part near Emal or as far north
as opposite Soulend—or even Eastice. It was cold there, but that could have been because it's so much
higher."

"That's hard to believe," Wendra mused.

It was almost as hard for Alucius, and he'd been the one trapped there, recovering after nearly being
killed by the iftits, then being taught by the soarers, so that he could understand and use his Talent to
greater effect. "It is, until..."

"I know." She squeezed his hand.

"What's for supper?"
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"Leftovers. We made a fowl casserole from what was left from last night."

"You didn't let her put—"

Wendra laughed. "There's no prickle in it. Plenty of other leftovers, but not prickle."

"Thank you."

"T'll remember that."

They made their way up the steps to the porch and to the north door, and then to the washroom. Alucius
used the hand pump to fill the basin for Wendra, then washed up when she left to finish helping his
mother. He glanced in the mirror, the reflection showing his silver-gray eyes flecked with green and the
dark gray hair that had been his from birth.

By the time he was washed up, everyone else was seated at the table, and Alucius hurried to sit down.

"Which of you two?" asked Lucenda, looking at her son and then at Wendra.

"Wendra," suggested Alucius.

Wendra grinned ruefully at her husband, giving a slight shake to her head that shivered her lustrous
brown hair.

The four bowed their heads.
Wendra spoke clearly. "In the name of the One Who Was, Is, and Will Be, we thank you for what we
have, and for what we have received, and for this food before us. May this blessing fall upon both the

deserving and the undeserving, and may both strive to do good in the world and beyond..."

Once she had finished the blessing, Wendra stood and began serving the fowl casserole onto the
platters, handing them out, first to Royalt, then Lucenda, Alucius, and herself.

"The bread's fresh baked," Lucenda offered. "Wendra said there ought to be something that wasn't a
leftover."

"There wasn't enough for supper, anyway." The younger woman's eyes sparkled as she looked at
Royalt.

"Was hungry when I got back from town," grumped Alucius's grand-sire. "Long hot ride. Hadn't had
anything to eat since breakfast."

"He did get a half barrel of southern rice," Lucenda said. "That will help this winter."
"And some of the hard green apples that keep," added Wendra.

"Ferrat had the replacement shear plates ready. Cost two golds for each." Royalt shook his head. "Last
time was only a gold."

"That was almost four years ago," Lucenda pointed out.
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"Prices shouldn't double in four years. Kustyl was telling me that a bunch of growers near-on killed a
usurer down in Dekhron. Not the one who's one of Mairee's cousins, but another fellow. One who clips

coins before lending them."
"That sounds like Ceannon," remarked Lucenda.

"Was him, now that I recall," said Royalt. "Never even had to worry about usurers before. This union
with Lanachrona. .. was supposed to keep tariffs and prices down."

"One out of two 1sn't bad," suggested Lucenda. "The Lord-Protector has kept our tariffs low."
"That was because of Alucius, wasn't it?" asked Wendra innocently.

Alucius knew the question wasn't innocent, but a gentle reminder.

Royalt laughed. "She sure sticks up for you, Alucius."

"Who better?" Alucius grinned, but the grin faded. "You think most prices are up that much?"

"Lot of 'em," Royalt said. "Not too bad for us. Yet. Nightsilk futures are getting close to twenty-five
golds a yard."

That was nearly double the highest prices of two years before, as Alucius recalled.

"That's fine for us," Lucenda pointed out, "but what about for people like Kyrial?" She glanced at
Wendra.

"It's been hard for Father. Korcler told me that when he loaded the half barrels last week. Coopers
don't have people coming from Tempre and Borlan to buy their barrels. Korcler didsay that Father had
someone who was inquiring, though." She paused. "If it weren't for Mother's sewing..."

Alucius nodded. He and Wendra had slipped some golds to Clerynda—Wendra's mother—but with the
price of solvents and machinery and equipment rising, there was a limit to what they could do—and might
be able to do in the future.

"Don't see why all this is happening," Royalt said. "No wars, no fighting. Been a little dry the past two
years, but we've seen worse."

"Little things adding up?" asked Alucius.

"Could be," admitted the older man. "Kustyl said that tin ingots were double what they used to be—have
to get those from Lustrea—and the purple dyes from Dramuria are way up, too. Kustyl thinks something
strange is going on with the traders in Dekhron."

"Grandpa Kustyl always worries about Dekhron," Wendra pointed out.

"That's because there's a lot to worry about," said Alucius. "If not with the traders, then with Colonel
Weslyn."

"You've never liked Weslyn, have you?" asked Royalt.
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"Not really."

"Kustyl's not even that kind to him," replied Royalt. "Calls him a sneak. Says he smiles to your face and
then poisons your ale. Always thought he was behind Clyon's death."

"I don't think he had anything to do with it, except indirectly," Alucius replied. "He's too much of a
coward. Someone else had Clyon poisoned once Weslyn became the deputy commander because they

knew Weslyn wouldn't do anything to upset anyone—especially the traders."

"That'd make sense. That way, no one could challenge him because he wasn't involved in Clyon's death.
Then, if someone else had been deputy commander..."

"The militia had Dysar before him. You think he would have been any better?"

Royalt shook his head. "Traders like Ostar owned Dysar fleece and horns. Same way they do Weslyn."
"Didn't something happen to Ostar?"

"He died, like a lot of traders in the past couple of years—fires, illnesses, something like seven or eight.
Ostar was one of 'em. In fact, most of those who liked Dysar are dead. They liked Weslyn, too. That's
what Kustyl and I can't reckon."

"[s there anyone left?"

"Of the older ones? Tarolt, I think, and his nephew Halanat. Halanat's more like the age of Kyrial,
though."

"You know either?"

"Only by name. Kustyl said he met Halanat years back. Didn't like him then. Didn't see any reason to
see him again."

Alucius laughed.

"Can we stop talking about how corrupt Dekhron is?" asked Lucenda. "We can't do much about it
tonight. There's still half a pie left from last night." Without waiting for an answer, she began to cut slices
until she had cut the remaining apple pie into four equal sections, then passed them out on the smaller
plates.

After a mouthful of the pie, Wendra looked up. "Grandpa Kustyl stopped by today."

Alucius took a swallow of ale, then grinned. "He stops by more now than he used to."

"He wants to make sure his granddaughter is taking care of herself," Lucenda said. "He's still surprised
that she turned out to be a true herder."

"And now he's watching me like a prize ewe," Wendra added. "All of you were the ones who saw [ was
a herder. Not him."

"It was Alucius," Royalt said. "Told me to take you out on the stead."
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"I'm glad I did," Alucius said.

"Don't take too much credit," Lucenda suggested.

Rather than answer that, Alucius took another bite of pie.

"You see the soarer again?" asked Royalt after a moment.
"T only saw her that one time, a week back," Alucius said.

"Used to look forward to seeing them. Now... don't know as I do," replied the older man. "Wouldn't
want to see them gone, though. Don't see as many sanders, either."

"There's a connection there," Alucius observed.

"You keep saying that," Lucenda said, "but you've never said what it is."

"That's because—as I also keep saying—I don't know. There are a few things I don't know."

"That's good to hear," Royalt quipped dryly. "Beginning to think you're taking yourself too serious-like."

Alucius flushed.

Chapter 5

«y»

The Duarchy lasted twice five hundred years, and for all those ages its eternastone high roads crossed
Corns from north to south and east to west, saving only the Aerial Plateau and the Anvils of Hel. Great
carriages slipped along the roads, drawn by the tireless sandoxes. The traders' wagons followed, also
pulled by sandoxes, filled with goods of every imaginable type—black nightsilk from the north of Eastice,
smoothed lorken planks from Harm and Fola, the sparkling and still wines of Vyan, and the tapestries of
far and fair Alustre.

The Myrmidons of Duality swept through the skies on their pteridons, carrying messages and dispatches
from one end of Corus to the other, searching out rogue soarers and dispatching them to keep the skies
and the ground beneath those skies safe for all. The Alectors of Justice reigned over each city, town, and
hamlet, and kept the peace so that each man, each woman, and all children could walk every lane and
road, every grove and grotto, and never fear for their safety. The Cadmians used their lightning-jagged
blades against the barbarians of the isles and against lesser wrongdoers. The dolphin ships of the
Duadmiralty kept the oceans and the coasts free from strife, piracy, and depredations.

The sun shined out of a silver-green sky and blessed the Duarchy and all its peoples under the dual
scepters.

Then... in less than an instant, the Cataclysm struck Corus, and, in a season or less, the sandoxes
sickened and vanished. The pteridons shriveled into less than dust and vanished. The rivers ran red with
blood. Ice flowed from the skies. The air that had been so fair, and perfumed, became as thin and as
acrid as vinegar. Streams dried in their beds, rivers in their courses, never to flow again.
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Winds swept from the Aerial Plateau with such force that all the trees to the south of the Black Clifts
were felled in a single afternoon and buried, leaving but the Moors of Yesterday. The vales of prosperity
became the Sloughs of Despondency.

Fair Elcien, the western capital, sank a hundred yards into the Bright Bay, leaving but the tips of the
towers above the mud that covered all.

Warm and lively Ludar, the southern capital, vanished beneath the waters in an instant, and none living
there were ever seen again, nor were any of the walls and towers and parks. ..

Excerpt from:

Mantra of Mourning

Chapter 6

«»

On Duadi, Wendra drove the team to Iron Stem while Alucius sat in the wagon seat beside her, watching
the high road and the quarasote flats beside it. The heavy rifle was in the holder beside him. Whenever he
saw the gray eternastones of the road, he had to marvel, and wonder, at the magic technology of the
ancients—or the ifrits—that had created those stones, which were harder than almost any substance and
which, if scarred, repaired themselves over time.

"You're thinking about the road, aren't you?" asked Wendra with a smile.

"Because I always do? There's something about it."

"It's alive, in a way, I think," she replied.

"You've never said that before."

"I hadn't thought about it."

What would make a road alive? He thought about the great high roads, especially the one through the
Upper Spine Mountains into Deforya, where the ancients had cut through the very rocks of the mountains
and formed a perfectly straight and unnatural canyon to carry the high road. Abruptly, he wanted to kick
himself, or pound his head. It was just that he'd never considered the thought that the high road might
have a form of life. But once he realized that, and what the soarer had taught him, the rest fit.

"You're upset—or worried," Wendra said. "I can feel it."

"Y ou remember how I told you about how dead some of the lands were, especially in Deforya? That's
where they have the great long high road, and that canyon—"

"Oh!" Wendra's hand went to her mouth. "You think that they—"
"I couldn't prove it, but I'd wager that the ifrits sucked the very life out of the land and poured it into the

road. They couldn't do it everywhere, or even very many places, but I'd wager that, if we looked, we'd
find patches and places along the sides of the high roads that are still dead, or once were dead and still
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have only a little life."
"They'd do that?"

"What do you think?" Alucius gestured to the ancient spire of the tower ahead, its brilliant green stone
facing visible over the low hills from several vingts to the north. "How else could they create structures
that held together for so long? If you look at the high roads at night with Talent, you can see the glow. |
just didn't think of them in that way." He should have, but who would have thought that anyone would
squander lifeforces that way—or had that ability?

"Why would you?" asked Wendra. "We don't think that way."

Alucius just shook his head, wondering what else that obvious he had missed. He also still worried about
the appearance of the soarer.

Before long, past several low rises, the warrens of the long wooden sheds of the dustcat works
appeared on the east side of the road, sheds all sealed to the outside so that the dustcat dander, worth
more than its weight in gems for the sensations it provided, could not escape.

"Have you ever seen Alyna?" asked Alucius.

"No. I still can't believe she agreed to be a scutter. She seemed brighter than that. Even the pleasure
palace would be better than working the dustcats for Gortal. But she knew better." Wendra sighed.
"How anyone..." Her words died away.

After passing the dustcat works, Wendra guided the wagon along the road toward the empty green
stone tower and the lower building just south of it. The tower walls had remained intact, seemingly
pristine and untouched, not by choice, since building materials were rare in Iron Stem, but because the
ancients—rather the iftits, Alucius knew—had used a lost technique to bond all the exterior stones
together, a technique resistant to chisels, mauls, hammers, and even those with the Talent. Whether the
interior had not been so protected or whether it had always been empty, Alucius did not know, only that
similar towers rose all across Corus, all with vacant interiors, even without steps or interior levels. What
remained of the tower was a hollow shell that rose, uselessly, nearly a hundred yards into the silver-green

sky.

The pleasure palace, dubbed such generations before, was a low stone structure. The long-dead
builders, some centuries back, had attempted to create a pattern in the walls by alternating those stones
with the bonded blue finish with those of green. Unfortunately, after five courses of stone, they had run
out of the green-faced building stones and had then used interior stones faced with yellow to alternate
with the blue stones. Where the stones had come from, no one alive knew. Over the years that had
followed, the yellow had faded into a sickly and uneven beige, but the blue and green had not.

As early as it was in the morning, the hitching rail outside the pleasure palace had no mounts tethered
there, and the palace itself was still. Wendra drove the wagon past the empty vingt or more separating
the pleasure palace from the nearest dwellings straight into Iron Stem, and then past the metal shop and
its thundering hammermill, with the smell of hot iron drifting across the road and thin white smoke rising
from the forge chimney.

The buildings surrounding the central square were all of two and three stories, and although mainly
boardinghouses, were moderately well kept, if one ignored the peeling paint on shutters and doors. On
the west side of the square were the coopers, the chandlery, the silversmith's. On the adjoining corner
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was the inn, its blue-painted sign an outline of the long-vanished mining mill.
Wendra eased the team up to her father's cooperage, and Alucius jumped down and tied the horses to
the post just short of the loading dock. Then the two of them entered the building, stepping into the mixed

odors of oils, varnishes, and wood.

"Wendra! Alucius!" exclaimed Kyrial, beaming at his daughter. "Its good to see you both. I'd thought
Lucenda might be the one picking up the barrels."

"Grandsire and Mother were kind enough to let us drive in together and handle the buying," Alucius
explained.

Clerynda burst from the back room, bustling toward her daughter. "Wendra! Let me see you!"
Wendra flushed. "I'm fine."

"I know you are. You have that glow. I do hope he's a boy."

"She's a girl," Alucius said, "and she'll be a herder like her mother."

For a moment, Clerynda was silent. Then she smiled and shook her head. "Herders. You take all the
surprise out of it."

Kyrial just grinned. "I wouldn't say that. The two of them just come up with different surprises."
"You look pleased, Father," observed Wendra, clearly trying to change the subject.

Kyrial smiled at his daughter. "And well I should be, Wendra, after the order I received yesterday. Fifty
of trie best oak barrels. Fifty!"

"Who could order that many?"

"A fellow acting as a broker for a group of traders in Dekhron. Came up with half the cost in hard
golds."

"Your reputation is finally spreading, Father," offered Wendra.

"Does that mean you'll be delayed in getting us the solvent barrels?" Alucius's tone was humorous.
"Sanders, no. Yours are almost done, and your family has been my steadiest customer for years. The
traders aren't asking for the first group for another two weeks, and Korcler's become a great help."
Kyrial glanced at the youth who was half inside an oaken barrel, deftly using a curved plane to touch up

the inside of the staves.

Korcler extricated himself and smiled sheepishly. "Sorry, Wendra. I just was afraid I'd lose track of
where [ was if I didn't finish."

"That's all right."

"The five full barrels are ready. They're the ones by the loading door," Kyrial said. "We'll have the half
barrels and quarter barrels ready by a week from Quattri."
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"Might as well get them into the wagon." Alucius turned.

"T'll help," offered Korcler. "Wendra shouldn't—"

"I'm not made of porcelain," Wendra replied. "Not for another season or two, anyway."

In the end, Korcler, Alucius, and Wendra loaded the wagon.

After the barrels were roped in place, Alucius and Wendra walked back toward the square to see what
produce might be available. After they bought what they could find, they would need to drive out to the
miller's.

As they walked away from the cooperage, Wendra said, "Father was pleased."

"I can see why," Alucius said. "Has he ever had such an order?"

"Not that I know, not in at least five years, and possibly ten."

"You were keeping the books before we were married, and you saw all the records?"

"Most of them. Sometimes, I'd check back to see how Mother had written in sales, especially if it
happened to be something I hadn't seen." Wendra looked to Alucius. "You're worried, aren't you?"

"I shouldn't be, but I am. I can't help but wonder why he got such an order now. It could be a
coincidence, I suppose."

"You don't think so."

"No. But I have no reason to think otherwise," Alucius admitted. After a moment, he smiled. "Let's see if
they have any of the late peaches. Grandsire would like those."

"And you wouldn't at all?"
Alucius flushed, then shrugged helplessly.

Wendra leaned toward him and kissed him on the cheek.

Chapter 7

Hieron, Madrien
«*»

The unclad redheaded woman looked at the circle of goldenstone floor tiles, ringed with black. Within
the circle was a misty column—its pinkish purple barely visible. The gold-and-black circle stood out
starkly against the muted green tiles of the rest of the bedchamber floor.

She took a deep breath. Then, convulsively, she took one step, and another, to place herself in the
center of the black-tiled circle, forcing herself through an unseen barrier. Immediately, her entire body
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twisted, as if being pummeled by unseen blows. Welts appeared on her pale, freckled skin, then bruises.
Her breath came in gasps, but she remained within the circle for a time, her limbs lifted and turned like a
marionette's.

A good quarter glass passed before she forced her way from the circle, where she stood, slumped,
breathing rapidly, outside the black tile line.

Even before she slowly walked to the dressing room, the bruises that had covered her skin began to
fade—as did the freckles. By the time she stopped before the full-length mirror and took in her reflection,
her skin was close to alabaster white and unmarked. Her formerly blue eyes were a bluish violet, and her
red hair had darkened to a deep mahogany that was more like red-tinged black.

cold and triumphant smile crossed her lips. "It worked," she murmured. "The old tablets were right.
Regent in name only from now on."

Stepping away from the mirror, she began to don the clothing she had laid out earlier, ending with the
violet tunic and trousers, the black boots, and, last, the emerald necklace.

Chapter 8

"y

Alucius stood in the shadows beside a long purple hanging draped from a stone pillar that was golden
throughout—not merely gilded. Overhead, at least fifty yards above, arched a ceiling of pink marble, so
precisely fitted that even his Talent could detect no sign of a join or of mortar. The same pink marble
comprised the walls. Stretching a hundred yards to his right, the floor of the hall was of octagonal
sections of polished gold and green marble, each section of green marble inset with an eight-pointed star
of golden marble, the narrow arms of the star outlined in a thin line of brilliant metal that was neither gold
nor brass.

A man stood on the dais, a tall figure with flawless alabaster skin, shimmering black hair, and deep violet
eyes. He wore a tunic of brilliant green, trimmed in a deep purple, with matching trousers. His black
boots were so highly polished that they appeared metallic.

Two smaller figures—a man and a woman—stood before him as he spoke. They looked like children in
comparison to him, though neither was short.

Alucius listened.

"Y ou understand nothing. More than two thousand years have passed since we departed, and you have
built nothing that rivals what we left. Even with the dual scepters we left, and the libraries and the Tables,
you have learned nothing. You squabble among yourselves like spoiled children. All around you were
wonders, and from them you have only found ways to squander your lives."

The man lifted his head and spoke, but Alucius could not hear his words.

The iftit in green laughed, long, melodiously, then shook his head. "There is no such thing as inherent
'right' or justice among all the worlds of the universe. The universe does not care. Its rules reward
survival—and power. If you would have what you call justice, you must have the strengthand the willzo
create it and toenforce it ."
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The woman spoke, and again Alucius could not hear the words.

The ifrit smiled, condescendingly, before replying. "We create grandeur and beauty, and grace. We
create peerless art where there was none before. Out of mud and squalor we build such as you see.
There is a price for everything. A world can live forever and be nothing—or it can become a paragon of
splendor and art—and shine in brilliance for a shorter time."

The man said a few words.

"You had the chances, and you did not take them. You, like all your kind, squandered what you were
given. It takes more than luck and pedestrian skill to bring your will to bear, to change what is
degradation and squalor into valor and splendor. That is especially true in a world of petty and jealous
men. You had the choice between being the child of the Duarchy, the one who would restore it, or the
lamaial. You chose neither path, and that is a choice to do nothing. .. and nothing accomplishes
nothing. .."

Then, the great hall began to spin, and the walls began to move, closing in... tighter... and tighter...

Alucius sat up in the double-width bed, shivering, sweating profusely. After a moment, he blotted his
steaming face.

Wendra put her hand on his shoulder. "It was only a dream. Only a dream."

"It was one ofthose dreams," Alucius said hoarsely. "One where an iftit was explaining how
we—I—had failed. I haven't had one of those. .. not since... the hidden city, and before."

"It was only a dream..." But Wendra's voice did not hold certainty.

Chapter 9

«»
Alucius and Wendra rode downhill, eastward into the gray or a late summer morning before dawn, a
grayness that would soon be flooded with the golden green sun of dawn against a silver-green sky.

To the west, the half-disc of Selena was paling as the sky lightened.

Asterta had long since set. The flock had not spread that much so far, and that meant that, for the
moment, they could ride close to each other. Before long there would be nightrams investigating away
from the flock, and ewes and younger nightsheep browsing and straggling, while the farther they traveled
from the stead, the greater was the likelihood of sand-wolves and sanders.

Alucius looked at Wendra and couldn't help smiling.

She turned. "I like it when you look at me that way."

"I'm glad." Then, he'd looked at her that way for years, ever since he'd seen her serving ale and punch at
a gathering on the porch of her grandsire's stead.
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They rode for another hundred yards before Alucius guided his gray closer to Wendra's chestnut. "You
know how I talked about doing something to the cartridges we used against the wild pteridons," Alucius
said. "I mean when I was coming back from Deforya."

"You told me," Wendra replied. "We'd talked about it, and how the soarer had showed me something
like that. You haven't talked about that in over a year. Why do you bring it up now? Was it the dream?"

"The last time I had dreams like that was before I ran into the ifrits."
"You think they might reappear?"

"I don't know. If they do, or if we see wild Talent-creatures... I wanted to make sure you knew how to
fight them oft."

"[ already did... remember?"

"T know," he said. "But... I'm worried. I should have gone over it with you before. That way I'd know,
and it would be something I wouldn't fret about as much." Alucius frowned, then continued, "When I
think about it, it bothers me, though."

"Because we're using lifeforce?"

"Yes. It doesn't take that much, and we can draw a little from everywhere. At least, I think—I
hope—that's what I did."

"Show me. I'll watch." Wendra glanced forward at the flock, then back at Alucius.

Alucius extracted a cartridge from the Northern Guard belt he had taken out that morning—for the first
time in years. He held up the cartridge. Then he began to infuse it with the same kind of darkness that had
brought down the pteridons so many years before. Once he felt that the cartridge was charged, he leaned
toward Wendra and handed it to her.

She studied it, then handed it back. "It didn't seem to take much."

He passed a second cartridge to her. "You try."

Wendra took the cartridge. Seemingly effortlessly, she eased the darkness of lifeforce into the bullet,
even making sure that none was wasted in the area of casing and powder.

"Have you been practicing that?"

"Me?" The corners of her mouth quirked. "Only a few times."
Alucius shook his head. "I didn't need to worry about that."

"I'm glad that you worry. I just don't want you to worry too much."
He laughed. "You're very good at salving my pride."

She grinned. "You're good at recognizing it."
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Alucius couldn't help but smile in return, even as he hoped that she wouldn't need the skill with the
cartridges anytime soon. Unhappily, he had the feeling that was a vain hope.

The slightest frown crossed his brow.
"Did I do something wrong?" asked Wendra.
"No. I was just wondering. About the darkness. I'm drawing it. So are you."

"Do you feel that we're taking it from something living? Can you tell if there's any lifeforce missing from
around us?" asked Wendra.

Alucius studied the area around them and around the flock. He could not feel any difference. Then, he
worked on infusing the cartridge in the rifle's firing chamber with the lifeforce darkness, trying to sense
from where he was drawing that darkness.

"It's coming from everywhere, a little bit from everywhere," observed Wendra. "T'll try it again, and you
watch."

As Wendra charged another cartridge, Alucius observed.

"From what I can feel," he said, "you're right."

"So that means you shouldn't worry. Not too much. I'd wager that some of that lifeforce regenerates
itself within a few days, just like we do when we work hard and get tired, then sleep and eat and feel
better."

Alucius glanced at the lead nightram, but the flock had not spread too much. He looked back, but the
trailing ewes weren't straggling that much, not yet. "But the Talent-creatures sucked it right out of

everything. Or they seemed to."

"Could that be because they're not from Corus? They're not linked to the land the way we are, or the
way anything that grows here is."

"It must be." Her suggestion made sense, and he couldn't think of a better explanation. That also might
be why there were so few ifrits. But the soarer had suggested that there had once been far more,
hundreds of them, if not thousands.

Alucius shivered at the thought of ifrits and the wild Talent-creatures from elsewhere sucking the very life
out of Corus. Yet... at the moment, what could he do? He didn't even know if there would be more of
the creatures appearing in Corus. .. or where that might happen. There was certainly no reason for them
to appear on the stead, not that he knew of.

"You look worried."

"I was just thinking about the ifrits. Not that there's anything we can do now." He looked forward, then
stood in the stirrups. "One of the young rams has headed off. You want to check the stragglers?"

"T'll take care of them."

Alucius eased the gray forward. Talk of ifrits and Talent-force would have to wait.
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Chapter 10

Tempre, Lanachrona
«*»

The warm golden light of late afternoon poured through the west-facing window of the Southern Guard
headquarters building. Three men sat around a modest circular table. The bare tabletop was inlaid with
the design of a plumapple flower, and the single central pedestal leg was of aged and golden oak. The
two older men wore the blue-and-cream uniforms of the Southern Guard.

The third man, younger and stockier, wore a maroon tunic cut conservatively, trimmed in black. His
dark hair was smoothed back from his pale white face, and his brown eyes looked from one officer to
the other. "I had heard that there has been... some unrest in Hyalt. When I heard that, I requested a few
moments with you."

The blond marshal raised his eyebrows. "You seemed to know of the. .. unrest in Hyalt nearly as soon
as we did, Lord Waleryn."

"I have my sources, Marshal."

"And what would you have of us?" asked the darker marshal, his right eye twitching twice.
"Congratulations on those sources?"

"Congratulations on mere competence, Marshal Frynkel? That would be vain, would it not?" Waleryn
smiled ruefully. "No... you can believe it or not, but I am concerned about Lanachrona. That is why I
asked to see you both."

Neither marshal bothered to conceal a look of disbelief.

Waleryn laughed. "You see? Now... if you most worthy officers have that view of my concerns, how
then would my brother the Lord-Protector feel about what I am about to say? Assuming that he would
even grant me an audience?"

"Under the circumstances, perhaps we should hear your words first," suggested Alyniat. "If you would
care to enlighten us?" The fingers of his left hand tapped slowly on the wood of the conference table.

"My brother is far more noble than I am. All know that. At times, he might even be too noble." Waleryn
shook his head. "I am not going to suggest anything ignoble. I do know that your forces are
hard-pressed, and that the Northern Guard can offer little help to the Southern Guard. Nor will increased
recruiting or conscription provide sufficient lancers and foot, not in time to deal with the unrest in Hyalt.
Nor are there any mercenaries trustworthy enough to hire, even were there coins enough to pay them. Is
this not true?"

"Generally," admitted Alyniat, "but should you repeat that, under the circumstances, we will deny such.”
"I am not playing with words, worthy Marshals. I do not intend to use words to wound or to cause my

brother or Lanachrona trouble. It has occurred to me that there is a way to deal with the unrest in Hyalt
that will not weaken our forces defending Southgate and the southwest or those charged with defending
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Harmony."
"Oh?" Frynkel's single word expressed great doubt. The tic in his right eye twitched again.
Alyniat did not bother to speak, but his finger tapping slowed.

"My brother would not think of such, and you will see why when I explain. You may recall a certain
overcaptain of the Northern Guard. .. the one who defeated ten thousand nomad barbarians with but five
companies, taking over command when all above him perished?"

"Overcaptain Alucius? The Lord-Protector released him from duty in gratitude. He cannot be called
back."

"What you say is absolutely correct, Marshal. But... what if he wererequested to return to duty? As a
favor to the Lord-Protector. Perhaps promoted to majer."

"Why would he do that?"

Waleryn smiled. "Because. .. if the Southern Guard must deal with Hyalt, the defenses of Lanachrona
against the Regent of the Matrial will be weakened. Already, the Northern Guard is hard-pressed. There
are not enough young men left in the Iron Valleys for more companies to be raised, not without
weakening the merchants and crafters and breaking the promises the Lord-Protector has made. Now...
[ am not suggesting that the Lord-Protector break those promises. That would be most unwise, for many
reasons. But surely, someone could suggest to the herder overcaptain that the Lord-Protector faces an
impossible situation..."

Alyniat looked to Frynkel. The junior marshal nodded slightly.

"All we can say, Lord Waleryn," Alyniat said, "is that we will consider your suggestion. If upon
consideration we find it has merit, we will bring it to the attention of Marshal Wyerl."

Waleryn bowed. "That is all that I could ask, Marshals, and all I sought. I trust you understand why I
brought it to you. I wanted the idea considered on its merits, not upon whether it was good or bad
because of its source."

"We will consider it," Alyniat repeated.

After another bow, Waleryn turned and departed.

"What do you think?" Alyniat asked after the door to the study had closed behind the departing lord.

"I worry about his sources. [ would that we knew who they are."

"You think they're the ones supplying information to the Regent of the Matrial?"

"They might be. They might not be. We don't know." Frynkel shrugged. He placed the edge of his palm
against his right eye for a long moment. "And Waleryn makes a crooked road look direct. That's true.

But... he's right about our situation. If anything, it is more difficult than he has said."

Alyniat glanced toward the window and the sun low in the west. "The other thing is that Overcaptain
Alucius is known to be not only an excellent commander, but one who can train lancers well and quickly.
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We ' could perhaps include some partly trained companies in his force..."
"You'd have to give him his own company back. Under him, that is."
"They'd probably be happy to serve under him."

"But would he agree to serve? Even as a majer?"

"He's not stupid. If his choice is to protect the Iron Valleys by serving or let them fall to the Regent, after
what he's been through, he'll agree. He may not like it, but he will."

"What about the Lord-Protector? How do we convince him?"

"We don't have to." Alyniat laughed. "Wyerl has to. We just have to give Wyerl the reasons to present
to the Lord-Protector."

Frynkel laughed as well, but there was an ironic bitterness in the sound.

Chapter 11

"y

After the trip that Alucius and Wendra had made into Iron Stem, another week passed, ten long days on
the stead, and Tridi dawned gray and colder than normal, more like late harvest or even fall, with gray
clouds swirling in from the north, racing straight south from the Ice Sands and the Moors of Yesterday,
clouds filled with water thrown as spray against the Black Cliffs of Despair and picked up by the winds.
Only once had Wendra ridden out with Alucius, and the end of summer and the beginning of harvest
loomed less than two weeks away.

As Alucius rode the gelding away from the stead and to the northeast up the long and gentle slope of
Westridge, he found it hard to believe that more than two weeks had passed since he had seen the
soarer. He had also not seen or sensed any signs of sanders, and, according to Kustyl, neither had
anyone else.

Not only was he worried about what the soarer meant, but also about the dream he had had. While he
did not trust anything about the ifrits, the words of the dream bothered him. Had he squandered time
when he should have been doing something? But what? He couldn't very well have ridden across all
Corus, using his Talent to see if people were iftit-possessed. He had neither the time nor the golds to try
such. It was not as though he possessed one of the ancient Tables, even had he dared to risk its dangers.

Because stormy weather sometimes emboldened the sandwolves, Alucius had taken two rifles with him,
using the double saddle case he hadn't used more than a handful of times since he'd left the Northern
Guard. He hoped he didn't have to use the rifles, but he'd rather carry them than worry because he hadn't
brought them.

Once more, he studied the Plateau, then the lower hills to the north. So far, the wind was little more than
a mild breeze, but the dark clouds moving in from the north suggested that before long that would
change. Still, it was summer, and he couldn't afford not to graze the nightsheep, not when they needed the
quarasote to produce premium nightsilk.
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The wind continued mild, even after he had the flock on the eastern downslope of Westridge and
headed due east through the section that had not been grazed for nearly a month. He kept the flock
moving until they had covered another four vingts from the eastern edge of the long, low ridge. All the
time, Alucius checked the clouds—and the wind—both with his senses and his Talent.

The flock had not been grazing the more recent, if not fresh, quarasote shoots for more than half a glass
when the lead nightram lifted his head. Alucius could feel the animal's apprehension and eased the gelding
forward. The gray picked his path carefully through the widely spaced quarasote bushes. While the
shoots were flexible enough, the spikes at the base of those shoots could rip through hide and flesh.

Another nightram raised his head, as did several ewes. The subordinate males eased forward, shoulder
to shoulder, to stand beside the leader, ready to lower their horns. The ewes edged in behind the rams,
nudging the lambs to the center.

A gust of colder wind swept in from the north, then died away, but the calm lasted for only a few long
moments before the chill gusts resumed, and the sky continued to darken as the clouds massed overhead
and thickened.

Should he have turned back? Usually, Alucius could sense storms as violent as this one promised to be.
Had he misjudged the incoming weather because of his concerns? Or was it just a Talent-spawned freak
storm?

A low, almost bugling call issued from the lead ram.

Alucius could feel the presence of the sandwolves, the grayish violet rising from the south, as solid to his
Talent as the wind upon his face. He turned the gray southward, toward the rear of the flock. A sudden
gust of wind swirled gritty dust at the herder, but Alucius eased the gelding onward, back toward the
stragglers at the rear. He slipped out the top rifle and cocked it as he continued to survey the land to the
south and east.

Behind the swirling dust and grit, more than a half vingt to the east, the shifting shadows that were the
sandwolves edged through the quarasote bushes as if it were twilight or dawn rather than just
midmorning. Their long, crystal fangs glittered, even though there was no direct light.

Stop! Alucius threw the command out toward the nearing pack.

Several of the animals seemed to shiver, and one whimpered, dropping flat beside the silvered leaves of
a third-year quarasote.

The pack leader slowed, but continued to move toward the flock. After a moment, the others followed,
if more cautiously.

Danger! Stop!

Alucius could sense a whimper somewhere, as if his order had caused pain, but the pack, eight animals
in all, continued to close on the night-sheep.

A young ram appeared, interposing himself between one of the flanking sandwolves and a ewe, and,
without even pawing the ground, charged the sandwolf. Caught off guard by the unexpected move, the
sandwolf—a younger animal than the pack leader—tried to dodge, but he was too slow, and the razored
black horns of the nightram slashed deeply into his chest. The sandwolf staggered, and his legs collapsed.
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In the moment of silence, Aluctus lifted the rifle, sighting in on the pack leader.
Crack! The bullet slammed into the lead wolf's chest.

Crack! The second shot took another sandwolf, and Alucius recocked the rifle and aimed toward the
next most visible stalker.Crack !

The third sandwolf dropped, then rolled and tried to struggle to its feet.

A wave of hatred, bloodlust, rage, fear—all those feelings and more—surged around the herder. The
gray gelding sidestepped, thenwhuffed , then took a step back.

A long howl rose from somewhere, and Alucius could feel the pack stopping, if reluctantly.
"Easy there... easy..." Alucius had already recocked the rifle.

Abruptly, dark forms were flowing through the quarasote bushes—toward Alucius and his flock. Shapes
like sanders, but not sanders. lalent-tinged shapes, shadowed in unseen purple and blue and without
lifethreads.

Alucius paused just long enough to cast darkness around the remaining cartridges in his magazine before
firing twice more. Each of the dark sanderlike figures he hit burst into the all-consuming blue flame he had
seen only twice before—in Deforya and when leaving it.

He switched rifles and, infusing another set of cartridges with the darkness of life, quickly emptied the
second. There remained only a single dark sander, which charged toward Alucius.

The herder jammed the rifle into the holder right-handed and drew the sabre with his left. As he leaned
forward, he extended Talent around the blade, a darkness of green and gold, and slashed.

The shock of impact was as though he had struck stone, and his entire arm vibrated.
The dark sander seemed to shrivel.

Alucius urged the gray past the shrinking pillar of darkness, quickly enough that the blast of heat from the
fire that followed only warmed him.

As the fires vanished, leaving only an oily residue on the sandy red soil, Alucius checked the flock over.
One ewe—the last straggler—Ilay dead. So did the young sandwolf that had been caught by the younger
nightram, Alucius wondered if the younger ram had been one of Lamb's offspring.

He turned his eyes back to the ewe's body, caught by the sudden stench rising and drifting toward him.
The corpse began to decompose, turning putrid even as he watched. Then, the body flared into a
blue-tinged flame, and soon all that was left was oily black residue.

Alucius turned the gray, heading back toward the front of the flock, and scanned the quarasote flats with
his Talent and his eyes. He could detect nothing. Even the sandwolves had slithered
away—uncharacteristically leaving behind the bodies of those Alucius and the nightram had slain. He
glanced down at the black crystal of the silver-framed herder's wristguard, but the wristband was neither
warmer nor colder than usual. He had to wonder if Wendra had felt anything through the ring she wore
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that was attuned to his wristguard.

Thunder rolled overhead, and the sky darkened even more. Tiny needlelike droplets of rain began to fall,
slashing out of the lowering clouds almost horizontally. Alucius squinted against the rain, wishing he had
foreseen the violence of the storm.

The herder glanced from side to side, squinting through the wind and rain that had already begun to die
away. Above him, the once-dark clouds were thinning rapidly, revealing a clear silver-green sky.

Alucius continued to study the ground, then the bushes stretching to the southeast, with a side glance at
the low wash where the wolves had vanished, and reloaded the first rifle, then the second.

In all his years of herding, he'd never seen anything close to what had just occurred. Not in
herding—only in the battles against the pteridons of Aellyan Edyss and the Talent-creatures that had
attacked his forces in leaving Deforya.

He moistened his lips.

The attack made no sense whatsoever. If the ifrits were beginning another assault on Corus, why would
they attack him? Why would they alert one of the few herders with true Talent to their actions? Or was
the assault so far along that they could not control the appearance of the Talent-creatures ?

Alucius didn't want to leave the stead. He didn't know where he could go to stop such an attack, and
there wasn't anyone to whom he could turn for help—except his family—and for them all to leave the
stead would likely ruin them all. He and Wendra might be able to leave... if they knew where to go—and
what to do. Except Wendra was pregnant, and Alucius hated the thought of asking her to go anywhere
into even greater danger.

Above him, the sky continued to clear.

Alucius looked to the east, to the Aerial Plateau, but he neither saw nor felt the green radiance of a
soarer. .. or anything else out of the ordinary.

Chapter 12

Tempre, Lanachrona
«*»

The Lord-Protector looked down on the infant in the high-sided crib, sleeping peacefully. A smile
crossed his face, and the lines in his forehead eased as he watched his son. Silently, he eased out of the
nursery and back to the main sitting room, where his consort waited, seated at her writing desk. "He's
sleeping,” he said.

"I told you he was sleeping." Alerya's voice was firm, but musical. "You're worrying a great deal. About
your brother, still? Or the Regent of the Matrial? Or about this little revolt in Hyalt? Or is it something
else?"

"About everything. Wouldn't you? Waleryn was plotting with Enyll, and he pleaded illness to avoid
speaking with me for almost two months after the overcaptain killed Enyll and destroyed the Table.
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Waleryn still avoids me whenever he can. With the Table destroyed, no longer can I see what is
happening as it does or nearly immediately. I've been reduced to receiving written reports weeks and
months after events have taken place. Most of the time, it's too late to do anything. Half of what I write, it
seems, finds its way to the Regent. Then, there's this revolt in Hyalt. It may be small so far, but there was
no warning, and unless I do something, it will just get worse. There seem to be more of these True
Duarchists everywhere, I've heard that there's another group in the hills east of Syan, but no one knows
exactly where. And where am | going to find the forces to put down the trouble in Hyalt? Or Syan, if it
spreads? If I take any companies from around Southgate, the Regent could retake Southgate. Yet |
know nothing until it's too late."

"You miss the knowledge of the Table, don't you? And you have begun to doubt what the overcaptain
told you."

"I don't doubt what he said. Or what he did. But why is it that the most useful tools are always the most
dangerous? I know that Enyll would have killed us."

"Do you, Talryn? Or are you saying that to convince yourself?"

The Lord-Protector sighed. "Both, I guess. Without the Table, and with this revolt, and against the
crystal spear-throwers of Madrien—how they managed to build two, I don't know—we're going to have
to come to terms that aren't ideal—and quickly. Unless..." He shook his head.

"Unless what?"

"Wyerl suggested that [request that Overcaptain Alucius return to the Northern Guard. Make him a
majer, at least. With one of his former companies and several partly trained companies of Southern
Guards, he could handle the revolt."

"Why would he do that?" asked Alerya. "He wanted to go back to being a herder."

"Well... if T have to shift lancers to Hyalt, the Northern Guard is already having trouble holding its
ground in the north..."

"Talryn! That's blackmail."

"It's true, though. I can't raise any more lancers in the Iron Valleys. Nor that many more in the rest of
Lanachrona. We've conscripted everyone that we can. I'd be hard-pressed to pay for mercenaries, even
if I could find any I could trust. What am I supposed to do?"

"Do you honestly think that the Regent of the Matrial—"

"Yes. We are stretched too thin, and it's not just Madrien. It's everything. The Dramurans attacked one
of our vessels porting at Southgate. I just got that dispatch this morning. This afternoon I found out that
the landowners of Deforya have overthrown the Landarch and replaced him with a Council of Five.
They've decided to increase the road tariffs to Lustrea by half again. The Landarch was too
accommodating to the needs of others, this new Council claims. What they meant was that they don't
want to pay for anything themselves and keep tariffing others and oppressing all their people as they have
for generations. The battles between the nomads of Ongelya and Illegea make the southern high road
unsafe. That leaves the high road through Deforya and the Northern Pass, and so we're back to where
we were two years ago. That means higher tariffs here. But... if I don't do something, we'll lose even
more, just on the wine trade to the east. If we want safe trade that isn't tariffed to excess, I'll have to
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invade Deforya and make it part of Lanachrona. And where will I find the lancers and foot for that when
I can't even find enough to hold Southgate without losing Hyalt?"

"Then... you must do what you must. But be generous to the overcaptain. Offer him something beyond
rank." Alerya tilted her head. "Appeal to him, and offer gratitude, honor, and a stipend to his family in his
absence. Pay for the stipend yourself."

Talryn laughed softly. "You are as bad as I must be."

"We all do what we must." Alerya stood.

Talryn raised his eyebrows.

"You have decided. Can you do anything more this evening?"

"No." Talryn smiled sheepishly.

"Then we should enjoy the supper Feylish has prepared. Mother also sent some of the better amber
wine from the cellars."

"A good supper would help..."

Chapter 13

«»

Finally, the looming was mostly finished, and, on Duadi of the second week of harvest, Wendra rode out
with Alucius and the flock. After the episode with the dark sanders, Alucius had taken not only to
bringing two rifles but wearing his Northern Guard ammunition belt at all times while away from the stead
buildings. So far, he had not had to use even one rifle, so quiet had the stead been. But that worried him
as much as more sandwolf attacks would have.

Still, he enjoyed having Wendra out with him, especially on a warm and sunny day with just enough of a
breeze that the sun wasn't too hot. At the same time, he had a nagging worry. After his previous
experience with the wild pteridons, did he have any right to ask Wendra to come out with him?

"You're thinking about those dark creatures, aren't you?" called Wendra.

"I worry about whether you should be out here," he admitted.

"T've been worried about you every time you've taken the flock out alone," she countered. "When you
ran into the dark sanders, my ring didn't even show that you were in trouble."

"I wasn't," he replied. "That's why you didn't feel anything."
"It's still safer with two herders."
She was right, Alucius knew, but he couldn't help worrying about her.

By midmorning, they were a good ten vingts east of the stead, and they had let the flock slow and
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browse its way eastward.
"How do you feel?" Alucius called across the fifty yards separating him from Wendra.

"I feel fine. It's wonderful to be out here." A smile followed Wendra's words. "It's too bad I can't come
out tomorrow."

"You're going to stay at the stead and handle the last of the looming? "

"Y our mother and grandsire want to go into town. They haven't been off the stead in weeks. How could
[ say no?"

"Knowing you, you couldn't." Alucius laughed.

After another glass, the nightsheep began to spread, and Alucius and Wendra chivvied them back into
order and urged them farther eastward, toward another area where the quarasote was more dense, not
that it was all that dense anywhere, but where the bushes were merely a yard or so apart as opposed to
three or four.

As the nightsheep settled into grazing once more, Alucius frowned. He could feel something—almost a
sense of sadness, of sorrow—that wavered at the edge of his Talent-senses. Then it was gone.

He eased the gray back toward the rear of the flock, where he urged two laggard ewes forward until
they were almost up with the others, then circled back toward Wendra, letting the nightsheep graze what

new quarasote shoots there were.

After another half glass, they eased the nightsheep farther east, because Alucius didn't want the
quarasote overgrazed.

As he rode slowly eastward in the general direction of the Plateau, Alucius could feel the sense of
sorrow growing stronger. He hadn't felt anything like that since he'd left Dereka two years earlier. He
wondered. Did the feeling have anything to do with his dreams—or the earlier attack of the dark
sanders?

While he had not had any vivid dreams like the one with the ifrit, he continued to have fragments of
dreams—regular dreams—with the alabaster-skinned men and women dominating them, and all of them
chided him for his failures to understand their right to dominance and cataloged his own shortcomings.

He looked across the flock to Wendra, then waved.

She smiled, and the expression warmed him—but only for a moment, as a sudden wave of sorrow—and
then one of all too familiar purpleness—swept over him.

"Wendra!" Alucius called out. "Get your rifle, and use darkness on the cartridges. Something's coming!"

He urged the gray toward his wife, hurrying as fast as he could around the spikes of the quarasote, not
wanting to injure his mount, but wanting to get closer to her.

"Do you know what it is?"

"Something else like the dark sanders," Alucius said as he reined up a yard from Wendra, where he
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checked his own rifles. Then he began to infuse the cartridges in each rifle with the same kind of darkness
that had brought down the pteridons so many years before—and the dark sanders weeks before. He
could only hope that it would work as well this time for whatever might appear. Once he felt that each
bullet was so charged, he began to scan the skies and the quarasote flats for the evil purpleness that
seemed ready to burst forth from somewhere.

"I can feel something out there," murmured Wendra.

The chill darkness that was overlaid with purpleness grew more and more and more oppressive as they
waited—an unseen wall of stone, an avalanche of disaster, waiting to fall and sweep them away. Yet...
what else could they do but wait, ready to act? They didn't know from where the attack might come—or
if an attack would even come. Retreating in ignorance before a Talent-foe was worse than waiting.

"It feels evil, like an icy purple," murmured Wendra. "What do you think is coming?"

"I'd guess something flying, like wild pteridons, but it could be sandoxes—or something we've never
seen."

With a suddensnap , the silver-green of the very sky itself flexed—and somehow opened—and flying
blue shapes appeared less than fifty yards to the northeast of the pair. The ten-odd creatures circling in
the air were purplish pteridons, smaller than those once used by the nomads and without riders. The
metallic blue talons that extended from their forelegs glinted, knife-sharp.

"Start firing, now!" Alucius lifted his heavy rifle and put his first shot through the chest of the lead
pteridon. The Talent-predator fluttered once, then cartwheeled out of the sky.

Wendra's riflecracked , once, twice, a third time, before a pteridon spun downward into a quarasote
bush. Both bush and pteridon burst into flame.

The others began to form into a loose wedge that rose, as if preparatory to diving at the pair of herders.
Alucius fired two more shots. The first missed entirely. The second caught the edge of another pteridon,
which seemed to shake off the impact.

One of the pteridons ignored the formation and dived at one of the lead nightrams. The ram lifted his
head, trying to twist his glittering horns to catch the predator. Both creatures exploded in bluish flame.

Alucius got oft two more shots, one of which struck a pteridon, then switched rifles. "As soon as you
can," he called to Wendra, "reload!"

The pteridons circled higher, and as he fired twice more, bringing down yet another pteridon, Alucius
realized something else. The Talent-creatures had not been specifically hunting them. They'd been startled
and surprised, and that might have been what was giving Wendra and him an edge. Still, they were
dangerous creatures.

Another of the pteridons swept toward Wendra, Alucius snapped off two quick shots, and the second
caught the beast on the edge of the wing. It spiraled toward one of the ewes, impaling itself on the much
shorter horns of the ewe, then exploded into a column of blue flame that enveloped both.

Alucius had one cartridge left in his rifle when he realized that the sky was clear. His forehead was
covered in sweat, and he looked toward Wendra. "Some good shooting there, dear."
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"Not as good as yours, but I did help, I think."

"More than a little." Alucius reached out with his Talent. The sense of purpleness was gone, but a
residual of the sorrow remained. He frowned. "We'd better check the rest of the flock."

Wendra nodded.

From what Alucius and Wendra could tell as they circled the flock, they had lost only the one young ram
and a ewe. While the death of both nightsheep would hurt, the damage could have been much worse.

Except, Alucius reflected, losing even one nightsheep a week would destroy them just as surely as a
sudden disaster involving all the flock.

There were no traces of any of the wild blue pteridons, none at all, except for the black greasy splotches

on the soil where each fallen Talent-creature had burned. No charred scales or bones. .. nothing except
the residue of intense fires.

Alucius could sense another problem—the lack of something. In the rough circle below where the wild
pteridons had appeared, there was no life left. Even the quarasote bushes, although they looked green,

were dead and would be brown in weeks, if not days. And that was the area from where the feeling of
SOITOW came.

"It's dead, isn't it?" asked Wendra. "The land around us."

Alucius nodded.
"Why... why did it happen here?" she asked. "Is it us?"

"I'd like to say it isn't," he replied, "but it has to be. I can't see why, unless somehow my fights with the
pteridons earlier made it easier for them to find me. But why now? That was two years ago. And you?
They never were near you."

"It has to be you," Wendra said. "This is the second time in a month."
"But why now?" Alucius asked again.

They looked at each other. Neither had an answer.

Chapter 14

Salaan, Lanachrona
«*»

The angular man in the dark purple tunic leaned over the Recorder's Table and looked down into the
transparent surface, finger-spans thick, yet so deep that the ruby mist through which he peered seemed
tens of yards. The Table exuded age, as though it might have been one that remained from the score or
more that had once linked the far-flung domains of the Duarchy of Corus. Only the smooth and

shimmering finish on the dark lorken sides of the Table suggested that the Table was of more recent
creation.
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"What do you see?" demanded the round-faced trader in gray and blue.

"Somewhere, on Corus, within the former reaches of the Duarchy, years past, a lamaial was born. It
might have been your herder overcaptain.”

"You can't tell that? Why not? You said he had Talent."

"You know that well, Halanat. All herders have Talent. That is why they can be herders," replied the
white-faced man with the purple-tinged eyes. "That has been known for years. The Table, being
constructed with Talent, cannot depict those with such Talent once they have begun to exercise it. You
would not want others using it on us, would you? Thus, a Table can record all steers born with the
potential for Talent—or for even greater use of Talent, as with a lamaial or a hero—but Enyll never
recorded those births except within the Table in Tempre..."

"Hero and lamaial—they sound like nonsense," the trader replied. "They're just Talent-steers."

"Ah, yes... myths and nonsense, created to maintain a mystery by Recorders like me, who are translated
from Efra merely for that express purpose of being obscure. The Vault was a myth, and so were the
pteridons that destroyed the legions of the last Praetor, and so are the Dual Scepters."

The mockery in the Recorder's words was so edged that Halanat's eyes dropped.

The Recorder of Deeds looked up from the crystal mist of the table, purple-tinged eyes unblinkingly
fixed on the trader. The mist swirling around the scene held in the Table vanished, and all that remained
within the smooth black frame was an ordinary mirror, save that it was far smoother and more reflective
than any such mirror produced in recent centuries in Dekhron or Tempre or any other city or town in the
whole of Corus.

"All those," continued the Recorder, after a long silence, "have reappeared, save the scepters. For
reasons best known to the ancients, there was never a record of where the scepters were placed, not
one that we have been able to find, but they are not a myth, and they served a great purpose. As for the
lamaial of the Legacy, he will remain concealed until the conflict begins. That is according to the words
once carved in the Vault. Whether the ancients carved it as a warning or as a prediction, we cannot
know. But you must hold in mind that those with Talent can become more than Talent-steers, and that is
something that we—that you—must prevent."

"The Table is useless for that."
"Exactly. That is your job. Or have you forgotten?" The Recorder smiled indulgently.

"No, honored Trezun." The trader started to gnaw on his lip, then stopped and asked, "What about this
new Praetor?"

"Young Tyren? You will not need to worry about him. Waleryn will shortly be dispatched to handle him.
And to prepare for the next full translation."

"But you can show him in the Table?" The round-faced trader's words were formal, stiff, and barely
avoided carrying a chill. After he had spoken, his face became impassive.

The Table came to life once more, with the ruby mist filling the glass, then displayed the image of a
fair-haired man, barely out of youth, in shimmering silver and black, striding down a wide corridor


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

flanked with tall goldenstone columns. A silvery nimbus surrounded him.
"The silver around him... ?"
"That shows that he could use Talent but has never called upon it."
"What is his Talent? Is it possible to tell?"

The Recorder shrugged. "The Table will not reveal what might be. We hope to avoid his discovering it
until Waleryn is there to co-opt him. With the translation and Tyren, we will have two points of power
and Pressure."

The trader tightened his lips as he leaned forward to study the image displayed by the Table. "Can you
tell me where this is?"

"Only from what appears in the Table, Halanat. It would seem to be Alustre, but that is not certain. Still,
from the columns and the color of the stone..."

"Does your Table say whether he is the hero come at last? Or whether he will claim the Dual Scepters?"

The Recorder of Deeds laughed ironically. "Every human conqueror of the past millennium has claimed
to be the hero—or denied it. Some have claimed to carry the scepter, or the Dual Scepters. Others have
denied the scepters even existed. In the end, it has made little difference. Claims or no claims, what will
be will be."

"That is a fine sentiment for you," said the trader slowly, "but even as a trader I cannot travel all of Corus
chasing rumors. If he has something he calls the scepters, that makes matters worse, because the
common folk believe that the scepters have some power. Great power, not some drizzle of vision in a
mirror. Even belief in the scepters grants power."

"Vision is far from a drizzle of power, as you put it. There is much yet that you do not understand, and
for a mere shadow-translation, you presume greatly. As for the people, they would do the same in any
case, if it appears that their ruler is indeed powerful. This Tyren could be the hero, but any conqueror
could or might be." The Recorder's tone turned colder. "In any case, he is a continent away, and you are
not tasked with traveling to Lustrea. Your tasks are closer. The so-called Regent of the Matrial has two
of the crystal knife-throwers and is about to take back Southgate and everything north of the Dry Coast.
The Lord-Protector has lost his Table and will lose more. You must complete your work in Hyalt and
Dekhron before that time comes. It must come sooner rather than later." The Recorder's purple-gray
eyes met the dark-rimmed orbs of the trader.

After a moment, Halanat looked away.

Chapter 15

"y

Wendra and Alucius and Lucenda and Royalt sat around the kitchen table in the late twilight of an early
harvest evening.

"... that both may strive to do good in the world and beyond." Alucius finished the prayer.
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Wendra and Lucenda stood and dished out the mutton stew with hot biscuits. Alucius immediately took
some of the fresh harvest honey from the pot.

"They never grow up," Lucenda observed to Wendra. "Put honey on the table, and they're small boys
again."

"And you're never girls again?" Alucius questioned.

"Never!" replied Wendra, her eyes twinkling.

"You won't win that one, Alucius," Royalt pointed out.

Alucius smiled, silently agreeing with his grandsire.

Royalt lifted his glass of ale and took a swallow. "Tastes good after a long day."
"What did you find out from Kustyl?" asked Lucenda, looking at her father.

"Ever since Alucius had that run-in with the bravos outside of Sudon," Royalt said, "Kustyl's been
listening even more carefully."

Alucius nodded. "He said he thought a trader named Halanat was behind it, except that he'd known
Halanat years ago, and Halanat wasn't shrewd enough, and that meant someone was directing him. He

never could come up with anything."

"And you didn't want to go back to Dekhron," Royalt pointed out.

"No, [ didn't," Alucius admitted. "I still don't. That's a legacy I'd rather avoid. The place is like a bucket
of tar. You putone finger in, and before you know it you're stuck. I've already had enough of my life

disrupted by that sort of thing." He looked at Wendra. "And I'm not too interested in ending up where I'd
be forced to put on the uniform again. Especially not now."

"What did Grandpa Kustyl have to say?" asked Wendra gently.
"He had a lot to say." Royalt laughed. "He usually does."

"He's worth listening to," added Lucenda, looking at her son. "What we do here is affected too much by
Dekhron—as someone once told me."

Alucius winced inside, but merely smiled.
Wendra glanced at him, and Alucius knew she understood how he felt.

"Well..." Royalt dragged out the word. "Kustyl was telling me that the traders in Dekhron have gotten a
lot smarter. You know they've been giving those barrel contracts to your father, Wendra?"

The younger woman nodded.

"That's because they went around and checked the quality and prices of every cooper within fifty vingts
of Dekhron. He came out the best."
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"He is the best," Wendra averred.

"That was your grandfather's point. In his whole life, he's never seen the traders in Dekhron be that
smart. They always gave the business to a friend or a cousin. They've been doing the same sort of thing
with the rivermen, checking out barge transport rates. But... the other thing that's scary is what happened
last month. A Lanachronan cloth factor decided to open a place in Dekhron and see if he could bid into
the nightsilk trade..."

Alucius had a feeling he wouldn't like what was coming.

"... just before he had the place ready, it caught fire. He died in the blaze. Kustyl started asking around,
quietlike. Been five fires like that in the past year and a half."

"Sounds like the traders are getting organized and finding ways to kill people who get in their way,"
Alucius admitted. "But they've always put golds ahead of people's lives. That's what got us under
Lanachronan rule."

Royalt shook his head. "It's not the same. They tried to run Dekhron the way they wanted, and
sometimes they wasted golds doing it. They're not doing foolish things anymore, and there's another thing.
They've started a cooperative wagon run to Borlan and down the high road to Krost. Maybe farther.
Sharing the cost. They're bringing back Vyan Hills wines cheaper, and they're running them out to
Dereka once a season."

"If they'd been that smart five years ago—" began Lucenda.

"It wouldn't have worked with the tariffs between the Iron Valleys and Lanachrona," Wendra said.
"Father looked into it, because he heard the cost of barrels was so high in Borlan and Salaan. The tariffs

cost more than the barrels."

"Kustyl told me one more thing," Royalt said slowly. "Several of the old-line traders—they've died in the
past year. Three or them. Died in their sleep. Kustyl said it didn't feel right."

When a herder saidsomething didn't feel right, he was almost always correct, Alucius knew, and
Kustyl, old as he was, was certainly a herder who was no one's fool.

"Is someone trying to take over the old traders' council?" asked Lucenda.
"He doesn't know," Royalt admitted. "He just says the whole city feels strange."

Alucius's stomach tightened, but he didn't comment. All too many things were feeling strange around the
Iron Valleys.

Royalt finished a large mouthful of stew before glancing at Alucius. "Lucenda said you two took the flock
well east. No more creatures?"

"We didn't see or feel anything. Not a hint of anything. Haven't in more than a week. We told you that."

"You did... but we've never seen any Talent-creatures here, except soarers and sanders." Royalt
frowned, then asked, "How are the shoots there?"
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"They're good. Didn't see any sanders or sandwolves," Alucius replied. "We probably ought to take
them there more in the next few weeks."

"Good idea, but we'd better have two of us with them." Royalt nodded. "Feel like it's going to be
another dry winter. Been too many lately."

"How's the ramlet?" Alucius asked his mother.

"He's doing fine—for a lamb born six months too late to a mother who's got no milk. I'd appreciate it if
you'd crush some more of the quartz in the morning, and if you could get it really fine. He can tell the
difference."

"I'll take care of it," Alucius offered.

"I'll feed him in the morning," Wendra promised. "You both wanted to get to town early, didn't you?"

"That would help," Lucenda admitted. "The rest of the barrels are supposed to be ready, and that way
Royalt and I could get one of them filled with flour at the mill..."

Alucius relaxed more as the conversation drifted back to the night-sheep and the stead.

Less than a glass later, after dishes had been done and the nightsheep and stables checked, Alucius
closed the bedchamber door and eased off the nightsilk-covered herders' vest, slipping it into place on
the clothes rack in the corner.

Wendra sat on the side of the bed and looked up at her husband. "You're worried, aren't you?"

"I am. The last time something started to look this bad, I ended up spending four years in the militia and
Northern Guard."

"You didn't say much about it looking bad," she pointed out. "Not tonight. Why not?"

"You know why, dear one," he said gently. "We have Talent-creatures and soarers showing up. We
haven't seen them in years, and some are the kind no one has seen before. Now... something strange is
happening in Dekhron as well, a different strangeness."

"You think they're connected?"
"[ feel they are, but I don't know why."
"And because you don't... you think this will all go away?" Wendra asked, again gently.

"No. Things like this don't go away. But I don't have an answer. The last time, when the Matrites
invaded, at least we could see the problem. [ wasn't all that smart. [ was going to save the Iron Valleys
and be a hero so that I'd be respected. Well... my mother was right. I was a hero of sorts, and the more
I did, the more people wanted to kill me. Almost all of my time in the militia and Northern Guard was
away from you. [ nearly got killed at least five times, and Dysar wanted to have me executed for
desertion because I didn't commit suicide after [ was wounded and the Matrites captured me. I guess I'm
worried, too, because I feel selfish. I'd like to be a herder, a long-lived one, and spend my life with you.
I've lost interest in being a hero."
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"You couldn't have had this time with me," she said quietly, "not if you hadn't done what you did. We'd
all be slaves to those... iftits..." She paused. "You think that they might be behind this... ?"

"[..." Alucius almost said that he didn't know, but there was no point in that, because Wendra's Talent
would tell her that he was lying. "... I'm worried that they are." He shrugged. "I still have the feeling I
should do something, but. .. what? Just running back to Colonel Weslyn and saying there's a problem,
and throwing on a uniform... what good will that do? Besides, I'm not sure that Weslyn isn't part of the
problem. He certainly wouldn't do anything to solve it, not if it might cost his trader friends any golds."

"Could you go to Dekhron with Grandpa Kustyl and look around? That might tell you something."

"It might," Alucius conceded, easing off his undertunic.

"I could go, if you—"

"No! You have to think..." He glanced at her midsection. "I'll go the next time he heads down there. |
will. I promise."

"You don't..." Then she laughed. "Sometimes it's hard, isn't it?"

"When you don't want to tell the truth? And you know the other person will know you're lying?" he
asked. "Yes... it can be."

She rose gracefully, stepped toward Alucius, and put a hand on each cheek, almost cradling his face.
"We can't avoid the world forever, dearest."

"How about... just for tonight?" Alucius bent down and kissed her.

Chapter 16

Dekhron, Iron Valleys
«»

The colonel who stood behind the wide desk had broad shoulders, blond hair that was nearly half silver,
and fine wrinkles running from the corners of his eyes. Those wrinkles were especially pronounced as he
looked at the gilt commission in his hands, one signed and sealed by the Lord-Protector of Lanachrona.
After studying the document, he cleared his throat gently and looked up at the senior officer in the
uniform of a marshal of the Southern Guard. "Sir... this is rather... expansive."

"Yes, it is. The Lord-Protector is most thorough," replied Marshal Frynkel. "He finds that there is less
confusion that way, Colonel Weslyn."

"He is known for such," temporized Weslyn.

"Why don't you sit down?" suggested the marshal, gesturing to the colonel's chair and seating himself in
the wooden straight-backed chair in front of the colonel's desk.

"Ah... yes, sir." The colonel laid the document on the desk before him and seated himself.
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"The Lord-Protector thought that there should be no confusion, Colonel Weslyn. You have reported that
you have been unable to muster more lancers or foot under the conditions set forth by the
Lord-Protector, and given the parlous situation facing all of Lanachrona, the Lord-Protector thought that
an inspection tour might be the best way to confirm your reports. In order to allay any suspicions by
those in southern Lanachrona, you understand." The tic in Frynkel's right eye twitched.

"I understand. Especially since the union has not been that longstanding. The timing was. .. rather
unexpected." Weslyn added quickly, "Then, there have been concerns in the north here, as well, about
the use of the Northern Guard. .. and the costs."

"I can see that. We all bear costs in troubled times. The commission, as written, is one of those. In other
times, it would not have been necessary, and the Lord-Protector would have wished it otherwise, but to
send a messenger, then wait for a reply... there was not time, not when we expect a winter offensive by
the Regent. That was another reason for the powers delegated to me. The Lord-Protector did not wish
to have me beholden to messengers if [ needed additional authority. That is why the commissions vest me
fully with his authority in all matters. All matters," Frynkel repeated the last words.

"Might I ask...?" began the colonel.

"You can ask," replied the marshal with a smile. "As I have said, [ am here on an inspection tour. I will
be inspecting a number of posts, including this one, the staging post in Wesrigg, and perhaps those in
Soulend and on the midroad. I may or may not inspect the ones farther north and west. I may or may not
make decisions on postings or use of forces, and I could make some suggestions. All that depends on
what I find."

"I can see that, sir."

"[ .am sure you can."

"You have more than an entire company with you."

"That is true. We would not wish to burden the Northern Guard."

"You are most considerate."

"We have tried not to inconvenience you. At least not any more than necessary." Frynkel smiled once
more. "That being the case, I will dispense with the formalities. To begin with, I would like to see the
postings of all companies in the Northern Guard, as well as their officers."

"Now?"

"Now." Frynkel leaned back in the chair. "There are a number of matters we can discuss while you have
those records gathered."

Chapter 17

«»

Alucius turned ana stood at the railing of the porch, looking eastward, out over Westridge and up at the
Aerial Plateau, looking so close for all that it was a good thirty vingts away. Although the shadow of
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twilight covered the Iron Valleys, green-tinged light flashed from the crystal escarpments of the western
edge of the Plateau.

"It's beautiful,” Wendra said from beside her husband, her hand covering his where it rested on the
railing.

"Beautiful... and sad, in a way," reflected Alucius. "To think that there's a city up there, somewhere,
almost deserted, and dying. There might even be more than one, but I'd wager that all the others are
completely deserted and dead."

"You don't think it was just that city?"

"No. There was too much sadness deep within the soarer, and no reason to deceive me about that.
Also, we see so few soarers, yet they're a part of history and everything else. Why else is there a soarer

queen for leschec?"

"Leschec's a game. There's also a sander king, and no one ever thought sanders were smart enough for
that."

"Everything else in the game has proved to be real. You've even seen them all."
Wendra tilted her head. "I haven't seen an alector." A faint smile played across her lips.
Alucius shook his head. "I'm safer when I don't make big general statements."

"We all are. But you're right. There are references to alectors in the old histories."
"You've read those?"

"T used to. Grandpa Kustyl has a whole shelf of them. No one else was interested. I didn't tell anyone
but him."

Alucius smiled. He'd been married to Wendra for close to five years and known her for more than three
before that, and she'd never mentioned the histories. Was marriage like that, always discovering
something new? "Did those histories say anything else about the soarers?"

"No. They didn't say anything about soarers or sanders. The writers mentioned the Myrmidons, the
alectors, the sandoxes, the pteridons... even Cadmians. I always thought that was strange, especially
when [ was younger. I'd seen soarers and sanders, and they weren't in the books, and the creatures that
were in the books were ones I'd never seen."

Alucius squeezed her hand, gently. "Some of the books I read in the quarters' libraries in Madrien said
that the soarers were mythical creatures, that they didn't exist. I wondered if that was because they never
lived in the south."

"They must like the cold more."

"I don't think they like it where it's warm and damp."

"There couldn't have been very many of them, ever, do you think?" asked Wendra.
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"The soarer told me that Corus used to be colder and drier. There were probably more when it was.
There had to have been more soarers then than there are now. I got out of the room I was in, and I saw
enough to know how empty that city was. They wouldn't have built a city if there weren't enough soarers
to live there." But had he seen enough? Or had he only seen what the soarer wanted him to see?

"Did she ever tell you why they were dying off?"

"No... only that they were, and that there were very few of them, and that before long there wouldn't be
any left."

"They live a long time. So that might be a while."

Abruptly an intense green light—a line narrow as a wand—flared skyward from the Plateau, its width
constant, and for a moment, as it lanced toward the small green disc of Asterta, it was brighter than the
setting sun had been a fraction of a glass earlier.

"What was that?" asked Wendra.

"I don't know. I've never seen anything like that."

"You think... like your grandmother. .. herders?"

"The death of a soarer?" suggested Alucius. "It could be. I don't know why they would commemorate it
the same way we do. We want Selena in the sky, but only Asterta is now..." He broke off his words,
considering what the soarer had told him years before.

"What is it?"

"They helped make us what we are. You could be right. We might be following their example, except for
the choice of moon."

"Asterta's green. So are soarers," Wendra pointed out. "Their lifethreads and radiance, anyway."

"I wonder..." mused Alucius.

"Maybe all herders are soarer's children. You are."

"So are you," he pointed out.

"Those with Talent, then." Wendra continued to look at the Plateau, but the single line of green light had
vanished, and the crystal parapets of the towering Plateau were shrouded in shadow, no longer reflecting
the sun.

Alucius also watched, and the porch was silent for a time.

"I wonder." Alucius paused. "The soarer said that we had been brought here by the ifrits. Did I tell you
that?"

"No. You mean people? Not us, but people a long time ago?"

"Yes. She said that. .. that we were meant to be like cattle for the iftits."
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"Where did they bring people from?"

"She didn't say. She said so much that was new—I didn't ask. I should have."

"It makes sense," Wendra mused. "The ifrits feed on lifeforce, or they use it."

"That's true."

"What I don't understand is... well... most people have lifethreads that are brown or tan or amber,
except herders. Most herders are black shot with green. You're green. I'm green, but we didn't used to

be, did we?"

"No," he admitted. "You were black with flashes of green. I didn't know how to look at myself then, but
I'd guess | was, t00."

"But we're green now. Why?"

"Because. .. somehow, greater use of Talent turns the lifethread green. That's a guess, but it seems to be
true. Herders with more Talent have more green in their lifethreads. Maybe it shows a greater tie to all of
Corus. The soarers have been here forever... a long time, anyway, and they're green."

"What about the sanders?" Wendra asked.

"I never looked that closely, but I always thought of them as red-violet."

"And the ifrits are purple?”

"Both feed on lifeforce," mused Alucius. "I hadn't thought of it that way." He shook his head once more.
"Then, there are a lot of things I didn't think of before I met you." He turned to face her directly, grinning.

"I'm sure you did," Wendra replied, blushing.
"Supper's ready, you two," Lucenda's voice carried out from the kitchen.

"We'll be right there," Alucius promised, taking a last look at the Plateau, wondering what other
mysteries lay there, and what else he should have asked the soarer when he had had the chance.

Chapter 18

Tempre, Lanachrona
«*»

As he settled into the chair across from the settee where his consort and wife was seated, the
Lord-Protector looked over at the infant at Alerya's breast. He couldn't help but smile. "He's happy."

"Contented, at least. He wasn't so good earlier. Not nearly so good," replied Alerya. "How did your
meetings and briefings go?"
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"As well as I could expect." Talryn shook his head. "It's hard to drag things out of people when they
don't like telling you bad news."

"You're most worried, are you not?"

"More than I'd ever admit to anyone but you, dearest. Nothing seems to be going right. We're close to
losing Southgate. The Northern Guard has been pushed back toward Harmony. The traders have
already begun to petition me about the higher tariffs being levied by the Deforyan Council. The revolt
continues in Hyalt, and some of the believers have been agitating in Syan. The nomads in Ongelya
slaughtered a trader's caravan. Then this business with Waleryn. He's always been difficult. You know
how he was plotting with Enyll, and with all this going on, I get a note from him saying that he's on his
way to Lustrea concealed as a trader, and that I'll be pleased to learn what he has discovered when he
returns." Talryn snorted. "I wouldn't be surprised if he was behind half of this and was leaving before |
discovered it."

"How could he be?" asked Alerya.

"I don't know. But if it were possible, he would be." Talryn stood and walked to the sideboard, from
which he took out a bottle and half filled a goblet. "Would you like some?"

"If you will water it down." Alerya made a face.

"I know, but too much wine..." Talryn poured the ruby wine into a second goblet, then added the boiled
and cooled water from the crystal decanter. "Here."

"Just set it there, beside me, dear, if you would."

Talryn set his wife's wine on the end table, then, taking his own goblet, seated himself across from her.
"Have you had any word from Frynkel? About the overcaptain?" asked Alerya.

"I don't expect word anytime soon. It's a long journey."

"Do you think that the overcaptain will accept your request?"

"I hope so, especially now. I gave Frynkel some latitude in what he could offer."

"Such as?"

"Some terms that might help me a great deal." Talryn smiled, but did not say more.

"You can be... difficult, Talryn." Alerya smiled. "But... so can I... in my own way. Perhaps young Talus
needs my company tonight."

"That's..."
"Blackmail?" Alerya's smile turned mischievous. "It is indeed."
Talryn began to laugh. After he stopped, he added, with a grin, "I suppose I deserved that."

"You did." She raised her eyebrows. "What terms?"
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"Oh... Colonel Weslyn has not been exactly effective, and I don't trust him. I suggested that Frynkel
offer Alucius the command of the Northern Guard if he is successful in quelling the revolt in Hyalt."

"You are a true schemer, my love." Alerya shook her head. "You know the poor overcaptain—or
majer—will have to accept, if only to save his people." She frowned. "You will honor that promise if he
succeeds?"

"T'd be pleased to honor it. He'll go off as a majer, and if he's successful, I'll send a full company of
Southern Guards back to Dekhron with him, along with his own companies. No one could possibly
complain—not too much, anyway—if | promote the greatest hero in Northern Guard history. Besides, he
inspires his officers and men, and Weslyn inspires no one, except the conniving traders in Dekhron.
Young as Alucius is, he'll be far better than Weslyn."

"And you'd have a much more cooperative Northern Guard? Or at least one better run and more
reasonable?"

"Those were my thoughts. 'Better run' would be a great improvement." Talryn's grin broadened. "You
did tell me to be generous. I hope you will be."

Alerya burst into laughter.

After a moment, so did Talryn.

Chapter 19

«*»

Late on Octdi afternoon, under high gray clouds, Wendra and Alucius were nearing the eastern base of
Westridge, guiding the nightsheep flock back to the stead. Wendra was riding lead, with Alucius bringing
up the stragglers. After all of his precautions for the past three days, neither Alucius nor Wendra had seen
any sign of any Talent-creatures or even sandwolves. Nor had Royalt on the day he had taken the flock.
All they had seen or sensed were grayjays, scrats, and one or two sandsnakes.

Then, Alucius reflected to himself, they had prepared for the Talent-creatures, and usually the worst
dangers and difficulties he had encountered were those for which he had not foreseen or prepared. That
just seemed to be the way of the world.

"Alucius!" Wendra called back.

He looked toward her, then saw, farther west, his grandsire just below the crest of Westridge, riding
downhill and toward them, far more quickly than usual. After several moments, it was clear that the older
herder was heading toward Alucius.

Had something happened to his mother? Alucius forced himself to concentrate on moving the stragglers
along and up toward the main body of the flock so that he wouldn't have to worry as much about them if
he needed to hurry the flock. Other than that, he certainly couldn't do anything about whatever spurred
Royalt on until he heard what his grandsire had to say.

As he neared Alucius, Royalt gestured toward Wendra, urging her to join them.
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That made sense, because the lead ram was already on the path that led home and to the shelter of the
stead barns. If any of the flock faced danger, it would be the stragglers, although most sandwolves were
unlikely to attack close to a stead, especially with three herders nearby.

As Royalt neared Alucius and turned his mount to parallel Alucius and the gray, Wendra urged her
mount back toward Alucius and Royalt.

"What's wrong?" Alucius asked. "Has something happened at the stead? Has something happened to
Mother?"

"No one's hurt. Nothing's broken, but things are looking. .. not so good," Royalt said. "I'd like Wendra
to hear what's happened."

Alucius refrained from asking again, although he wondered why Royalt didn't want to say immediately,
then tell Wendra when she joined them. Both herders kept moving the stragglers up the slope, waiting
until Wendra rode up on the other side of Royalt, so that the older herder rode in the middle.

"What is it?" asked Wendra.

"It's for Alucius, but I thought you both would like a little warning. There's a Southern Guard officer
waiting to talk to you, Alucius. Brought more than a whole company of Southern Guards and a couple of
Northern Guard scouts. Says he's a marshal. Named Frynkel." Royalt glanced at his grandson. "You
know him?"

Alucius's whole body stiffened, and he tried to make his words even, measured. "There is a Marshal
Frynkel. Well, he was a submarshal then. I met him. I even had dinner with him and the Lord-Protector's

arms-commander. That was Marshal Wyerl. I suppose he still is."

"No..." murmured Wendra, so low that Alucius barely heard the word, although her body posture told
him as much as that single syllable.

"Worse yet," said Royalt. "I don't like it that they're sending a marshal and one that you know personally,
all the way from Lanachrona. Marshals don't ride days or weeks to see herders. Not without the kind of

reason I'd rather not hear."

Alucius was sure he didn't want to hear what Frynkel had to say, either, because they wanted something,
and it was likely that they thought he would have to accept, whatever it was.

"You have any idea why?" asked the older herder.
"They've got real trouble, I'd guess. But. .. why would they want me?"

"Because you're one of the best troop commanders in the north, and because Weslyn's too stupid to
know it."

"He's not too stupid. He knows it. He just doesn't care for me. And the traders who back him don't like
herders."

"Same thing. Officer who lets his personal feelings get in the way is second-rate. At best."
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"Weslyn's not with him?"
"No. Didn't see any Northern Guard officers."

That meant that the Lord-Protector wanted something, and whatever it was, it was most likely that he
didn't want the commander of the Northern Guard to know until afterward. And that would leave Alucius
in a very bad position with regard to Weslyn—unless the Lord-Protector wanted Alucius as an officer in
the Southern Guard, and that could be even worse.

The three split up to herd the flock back together for the last vingt or so of the return to the stead, across
the crest of Westridge and down the western side. As they came down the western side of the long rise,
Alucius could make out the riders drawn up in formation between the house and the stead outbuildings,
almost all of them in the blue of the Southern Guard.

When Alucius was but a few hundred yards from the formation, Royalt rode back over toward his
grandson. "Wendra and I'll take care of the flock. You might as well see what he wants."

Alucius nodded and turned the gray toward the four riders at the head of the formation. He reined up
several yards short of them, then bowed his head slightly. "Marshal Frynkel, it's both a surprise and an

honor to see you here."

"Doubtless more a surprise than an honor," replied Frynkel. "I would request a little time alone with you,
if you would not mind."

"With your having come so far, I would be happy to grant you whatever time you might need or think
necessary." Alucius gestured toward the house. "Your men could stand down. There's more than enough
water in the troughs, and the outside pump offers good water for water bottles." He smiled wryly. "I
cannot offer to feed everyone, not on such short notice."

"We would appreciate the water." Frynkel looked to the captain mounted beside him. "If you would
take care of the watering with all due care, Captain Geragt?"

"Yes, sir."

Alucius guided the gray to the pair of stone posts in front of the steps up to the house, where he
dismounted and tied his mount. Frynkel followed without speaking.

Alucius turned toward the porch where Lucenda stood, her face set in an expression that Alucius had
seen but once before and had hoped he would not see again.

Frynkel had dismounted and joined Alucius.

Alucius raised his voice slightly. "Marshal Frynkel, this is my mother, Lucenda. Mother, this is Marshal
Frynkel. Unless matters have changed, he is one of the senior marshals of all Lanachrona."

Frynkel inclined his head. "I am honored. Your son is the finest battle commander in Corus, and the
most honorable officer I have ever had the privilege of knowing."

Frynkel's words did little to remove Alucius's apprehension.

"Your words are kind, Marshal," returned Lucenda. "I will leave you to what must be done." She
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inclined her head, then turned, leaving the porch.

"Overcaptain Alucius," began Frynkel, "I have been personally asked by the Lord-Protector to convey a
request to you."

"Why don't you come on in?" Alucius suggested. "You can tell me inside." He walked up the steps, then
held the door for the marshal. After following the senior officer into the foyer, he led the way to the main
room.

"Before we begin," the marshal said, "I would ask you to inspect my credentials." He extended a folder.
"Please read them carefully."

Alucius took the folder, trying not to focus on the tic in Frynkel's right eye, and concentrated on studying
the commission that granted Frynkel the full powers, rights, and privileges of the Lord-Protector himself
in the Iron Valleys. The second document was a letter with the Lord-Protector's seal that stated that the
marshal had the right and the authority to treat as necessary with, and in a manner befitting the greatest of
respect for, one Alucius, former and present overcaptain of the Northern Guard. After a time, the herder
handed the folder back. "If you would like to sit..."

"Thank you." Frynkel settled into the armchair that had been the favorite of Alucius's grandmother.
"Comfortable chair."

"My family's always liked it. Especially my grandmother."

"She had good judgment." Frynkel smiled, leaning forward, his eyes directly on Alucius. "You know that
the Lord-Protector owes you a great deal and that he respects you greatly." His eye twitched once.

"He must have a great need, to send you here," Alucius replied.

"He has a request of you. It is a request because he also is a man of his word, and he promised you that
he would not call you or order you back to service. But the need is great, and he asked me to tell you
what that need is in explaining his request." Frynkel absently smoothed back the few thin strands of black
hair remaining in the center of a balding head, then pressed the edge of his palm against his right eye for a
moment.

"Please do." Alucius could feel a chill settling over him. Whatever it was, the few Talent-creatures on the
stead paled before what was about to happen. What bothered him most was the feeling of directness and
honesty within the marshal. 7hat was truly frightening.

"You may know that the Regent of the Matrial has constructed a second crystal spear-thrower. That
means that there is now one in the northern reaches of Madrien and one in the south..."

Alucius had not known that, and he was certain that Frynkel had known he had not.

"... the Northern Guard is struggling to hold to its gains in northern Madrien. According to Colonel
Weslyn, there are few available men who can be conscripted into the Northern Guard."

"From what I know, sir, that is true. Any more conscription would wreak great harm on the Northern
Valleys. There are already many crafters without sons, and, while their wives and daughters can carry on
now, if too many more are lost there will be too few to pass on their crafts to the children."
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Frynkel nodded. "My own inquiries have supported that. Unfortunately, events are proving most unkind.
The Landarch of Deforya has been deposed by the great landowners there, and they have established a
Council of Five. That Council has doubled tariffs in the east. The warring between Illegea and Ongelya
has closed the southern route, and several caravans have been plundered, their traders killed. The Regent
of the Matrial has retaken Fola and Dimor and is pressing southward. Somewhat over three weeks ago,
arevolt erupted in Hyalt."

"And the Lord-Protector's request?" asked Alucius, dreading the response.

"While we believe that we can hold Southgate with the forces at hand, we cannot transfer more than a
company or two to deal with the revolt in Hyalt. We believe that we could transfer but one company
from the Northern Guard, and there are two, perhaps three, Southern Guard companies in training that
could be spared. Yet, if we transfer more than those..." Frynkel spread his hands. "And if we do nothing,
the revolt could spread and block the trading roads."

"You haven't said what the Lord-Protector would request," Alucius pointed out.

"He would request your return to duty as a majer in charge of the forces to put down the revolt in Hyalt.
The revolt has been fomented by a group that advocates a return of the "True Duarchy,' whatever that
may be. Most merchants and crafters—those that can—have fled and have appealed to the
Lord-Protector to restore their lands and town to them."

"I can see what the Lord-Protector would gain," Alucius replied slowly, "and I would be remiss in not
appreciating his courtesy in making this a request. Still... that asks a great deal, not so much of me, but of
my wife and family."

"The Lord-Protector understands that as well. His need is great, but so is his gratitude. He would offer
not only the rank and pay of a senior majer, but also a continuing stipend, in addition to your pay, to your
wife, equal to your pay, while you serve outside the Iron Valleys. He will pay that personally. He also
offers his gratitude."

Alucius nodded. There had to be more. So he waited.

Frynkel leaned forward slightly, his voice lower as he spoke. "He also is deeply concerned about the
future of the Northern Guard. Once you are successful in Hyalt, he would be most appreciative if you
would become the commander of the Northern Guard."

"Me?ﬂ

"You." Frynkel withdrew a narrower envelope from his jacket and extended it. "This is for you."

Alucius took the envelope as though it contained a death sentence, breaking the outer seal and
withdrawing the single sheet carefully.

My dear Overcaptain Aluctus—

As you may have gathered, the times have become most dangerous for us all, else I would not have sent
Marshal Frynkel to tender my request of you to return to service. I know that you would prefer to be a
herder. You have made that most clear. I also would prefer that, rather than making this request of you.
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Yet... we are not always allowed our choices, and the times make requests as well. The Northern
Guard is not well served. By accepting my request, you can once more distinguish yourself, and in a rank
that will permit no brooking of your becoming commander of the Northern Guard once you complete this
mission. This letter, which I suggest you tender to your family for safekeeping, is a written promise of my
faith in and gratitude toward you...

The signature was that of Talryn, Lord-Protector of Lanachrona, and from what Alucius recalled from
the signatures on his discharge orders, it was indeed the Lord-Protector's.

Alucius lowered the letter, folding it and slipping it back into the envelope. He could not block the shock
on his face, not for a moment, and he said nothing until he felt he was more in control. "Matters are that
bad?"

"They may be worse since I left Tempre," Frynkel replied. "I cannot imagine how they could have
improved."

Did Alucius have a choice? A real one? Not that he could see. Finally, he nodded, and asked, "What
company of the Northern Guard?"

"The Fifth, under Overcaptain Feran. That contains what remained of your Twenty-first." After a
moment, Frynkel went on, "You would also receive the Lord-Protector's commission as a senior majer in
the Southern Guard. That way, none could gainsay your authority over lancers from either north or
south."

"That would also subject me to the authority of the Southern Guard," Alucius pointed out.

Frynkel offered a rueful chuckle. "If you accept, you would be subject to such in any case."

"True," Alucius admitted. "Could you tell me more about why this need is so great?"

Frynkel cleared his throat. "The Regent of the Matrial has become even stronger..."

As the marshal talked evenly about all the difficulties besetting the Lord-Protector, Alucius listened, but
his own thoughts skittered around Frynkel's words as well. Truly, he had not understood fully how much
the military situation had changed in Corus in the more than two years since he had left the Northern
Guard. Had the ifrits somehow returned and created the changes, adverse as they were, or had human
nature just taken its normal course?

His lips turned into a tight and wry smile. Did it matter?

"... and for all these reasons, the Lord-Protector reluctantly decided to make this request of you. Will
you consider such?"

Alucius let the silence drag out. Finally, he spoke. "You believe what you say, and I have found the
Lord-Protector to be an honorable man. Only a man blind and deaf would conclude that he had a

choice. Since I am neither, I will accept, but I cannot leave for at least a few days."

Alucius heard the faintest gasp from the kitchen—from his mother.
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"We had thought that would be so. In any case, [ will have to make the arrangements for Fifth Company
to be recalled from Wesrigg. As I recall, they were just recently posted there in preparation to support
the defenses around Arwyn."

Alucius nodded, waiting to see what else Frynkel had to say.

"Colonel Weslyn will also need to be informed of the Lord-Protector's request and orders, but it will be
my pleasure to take care of that." Frynkel smiled coldly. "That will require a certain. .. firmness. But he
will not learn of the Lord-Protector's eventual intent. Only the Lord-Protector, Marshal Wyerl, and
I—and you—know that or will know it until just before it comes to pass."

Alucius could tell that Frynkel cared little for Colonel Weslyn. He also knew that his accepting the
Lord-Protector's request was foolish and dangerous, especially since it would establish him as a rival and
an enemy of Weslyn, even if Frynkel did not inform Weslyn about the Lord-Protector's future intentions

for the commander of the Northern Guard.

The "request” of the Lord-Protector was intolerable. It didn't help much that the alternative was worse.

Chapter 20

"y

Alucius stood on the porch, watching as the Southern Guards rode down the lane, back toward Iron
Stem, or perhaps to Wesrigg. Wendra and Royalt stood by the corral on the north side of the main sheep
shed, watching as the blue-uniformed riders passed them. Absently, Alucius realized that either Wendra
or Royalt had taken his gray and stabled and groomed the big gelding.

"Alucius. . ."

He turned to face his mother.

"How could you... ?" She looked at her son. "Haven't you done enough already?"

"I don't have any real choice," he replied. "The Northern Guard can't hold out against the Regent of the
Matrial without support from the Southern Guard and the Lord-Protector, and they can't provide it."

"Can't... or won't?"
"Does it make any difference?" he countered.
"Will it always be this way? Will you always take on what others should do?"

Alucius didn't have an answer, not one that he wanted to voice. He'd answered once before, and it
hadn't exactly helped. Instead, he just looked at her levelly.

After a moment, she dropped her eyes.

Silently, as the sun dropped behind the iron-sandy plains and quarasote flats to the west, Alucius and his
mother waited and watched as the last of the Southern Guard lancers left the stead and as Royalt and


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Wendra walked from the corral toward them. No one spoke until all four were gathered on the southern
part of the porch, just outside the door to the house.

"What did the marshal want?" asked Royalt.

"The Lord-Protector requested my return to service—as a favor," Alucius replied. "They'll promote me
to majer. Senior majer."

"Senior majer? They must want you back a whole lot," said Royalt.
"You said you would, didn't you?" Wendra's voice was soft.

"How could I not accept?" replied Alucius. "If I refused, before long I'd be asked again, less politely,
and I would have to fight under even less advantageous conditions. .. and without the support of the
Lord-Protector."

"How bad is it?" asked Royalt.

"Worse than any of us thought, even Kustyl. The Regent of the Matrial has rallied the lancers of Madrien
and come up with another crystal spear-thrower..." As the others listened, Alucius summarized what
Marshal Frynkel had told him earlier. "... and everywhere there are problems. No one is going to help
the Iron Valleys until they've dealt with things closer to their home. I don't like that, but that's the legacy
we got from the old Council and the traders in Dekhron, and we have to deal with what is, not what we'd
like."

"Always been that way." Royalt shook his head slowly. "Always will be. Too few herders, and no one
else cares."

"Not until it affects them, anyway," Alucius pointed out.

"You got another problem," Royalt said. "This revolt in Hyalt. Anyone who puts it down, or tries to, isn't
going to be real popular. Especially if you kill a bunch of folks. Maybe, the Lord-Protector—or his
folk—have been doing something not real popular there. Could be why he wants an outsider to handle
it."

"That's possible," Alucius admitted. Anything was possible. He'd already seen good and bad officers in
the Southern Guard, and a few of the bad ones had been every bit as bad as Dysar, who had been the
worst Alucius had encountered in the Northern Guard. It was also more than likely that the rebellion had

been caused by poor administration or over-tariffing. But... he'd just have to see.

"Better remember that for every man you kill, two will come forward to avenge him. That's the way
those southerners are. Got fire for blood, and not a lot in the way of brains," Royalt said.

There was another long silence.

"I might as well get on with fixing supper. It'll be a bit late." Lucenda looked to Wendra. "I won't need
help yet."

"T'll be there in a bit," Wendra replied, as Lucenda slipped through the front door, closing it behind her.

"Need to check the shed," Royalt added. "What with all the commotion, not sure I locked everything
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tight." He turned and headed down the steps, back toward the outbuildings, leaving Alucius and Wendra
alone on the porch.

Wendra looked at Alucius, her golden-flecked green eyes meeting his silver-gray orbs.
After a moment, she said, "I know you have to do this. I could feel it."
"I don't want to," he said, taking her hands in his. "It's just..."

"... that you don't have any choice. You can't fight off the Matrial's lancers by yourself, but if you help
the Lord-Protector, you think there's a chance that it won't happen."

"Chance—that's a good way of putting it." Alucius uttered a sound halfway between a laugh and a snort.
"I've seen how many lancers Madrien has. I don't know how this new Regent of the Matrial has managed

to take over, but she has, and without the support of the Lord-Protector to block the Regent, Madrien

can take the Iron Valleys in a season. Every year, we have fewer people and fewer golds..." He shook
his head.

"Do you think the ifrits have anything to do with things getting so bad?" asked Wendra.
"I can't say. I just don't know."

"What doyou feel ?" she pursued.

"I can't say why, but I feel that they are."

"So do LI don't want you to go. I know you have to, but..." Wendra's eyes were bright.

Alucius glanced at the Plateau, a grayish mass that melded with the gray clouds swirling around and
above it. "[ wish I knew more."

"We never do."

That was certainly true, he reflected. That had been true his entire life.
"When will you leave?" asked Wendra.

"On Londi. Marshal Frynkel will be taking care of other details."
"Informing the colonel?"

"Among other things." Alucius took the narrow envelope from within the nightsilk jacket he had never
shed and handed it to Wendra. "You need to read this. It's from the Lord-Protector."

He stood and waited as she opened the envelope and read the words put to pen there.
Finally, she looked up. "Commander of the Northern Guard? Why?"
"Because things are worse than we know."

She just looked at him. "Will you accept that as well?"
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"That's a road I won't reach for a while." He forced a smile. ""Anyway, that would mean [ would be in
Dekhron, and commanders don't undertake the nasty missions."

She raised her eyebrows. "Colonel Weslyn doesn't. Colonel Clyon did. Who was the better
commander?"

Alucius concealed a wince. "That road can wait. Anyway, it could be that things in Hyalt won't take that
long."

Her laugh was a short bark. "Then what? The Lord-Protector will want something else... or you'll be
tied up in trying to rebuild the Northern Guard."

"You think I should have refused?" he asked softly.
"No. It wouldn't have been right. I don't know if exactly what you will be doing is right, but I've seen the
Talent-creatures, and you can't stay here and pretend they don't exist or that life will go on as before.

And even if they aren't involved, Colonel Weslyn is almost as bad in his own way. I just wish you didn't
have to be the one to put things right."

"I know, and I could be being sent to the wrong place..."

"That could be." Wendra offered a tight smile. "If that is so, then I'll have to do what you would have
done."

"There are some more things I need to show you."

She just nodded, then stepped forward and put her arms around him. "You can do that... tomorrow."

Chapter 21

Hieron, Madrien
«*»

The Regent sat on the south side of the circular ebony conference table, as had her predecessor the
Matrial, with the wide glass windows behind her. The deep violet of her tunic did not quite match her
eyes, but the green emerald choker glimmered as if lit from within the gems, setting off her near-alabaster
skin. She leaned forward, intently listening to the officer who sat on the far side of the table.

"The Lord-Protector is overextended, especially in the north," the blond marshal said. "We have pushed
the Northern Guard back from Arwyn, and we may be able to retake Harmony by winter's end."

"I had thought that was possible."

"For me, Regent, that is difficult to believe. Especially so soon after... the disaster. Even with the training
plans and the other... information you have obtained."

The Regent smiled, an expression both cold and calculating and warm simultaneously. "Gold can bring
forth much information, especially if offered to those with greater dreams than their abilities."


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

"How many... in all Lanachrona? Might I ask?"

"Not that many. They are not ones to be noticed. Majers and the like, high enough to know what we
need to know and low enough that few would suspect them."

" still cannot believe—"

"The lamaial vanished," replied the Regent. "We suspect that he was the overcaptain who defeated the
barbarians in Deforya, but that is uncertain. What is more certain is that he is no longer in the Northern
Guard. Our informants suggest that he has returned to being a herder and has no interest in arms, unless
the Tron Valleys are threatened. That is not a mistake we will repeat. Anyone who has ever attacked
them without all other threats removed has regretted it most bitterly." The necklace flashed, and she
laughed softly, yet with a hard edge to her voice. "Even under the Duarchy, they were the last to submit
and the first to rebel, and so it will be again. So... we will only push so far as to retake Harmony, and
only as you can do so prudently with more limited forces. Can you send more lancers to the south?"

"A few more companies. Some of the auxiliaries as well."

"And the second crystal spear-thrower?"

"You wish me to use it against Southgate? That would pose some risk if the Northern Guard sends
additional lancers to its forces."

"Where do you think Colonel Weslyn will find more lancers? The Lord-Protector forbid him to conscript
herders, and the traders will protest if he conscripts heavily from their communities."

"So he will not have many reinforcements."

"Exactly." The Regent added, "That will allow you to place the crystal spear-throwers so that both are
used against Southgate."

"We can only fire one at a time."
"I know. But if one is on the north side and one on the east..."
Marshal Aluyn nodded. "You wish none of the Lord-Protector's troops to escape?"

"As few as possible. Those he does not have cannot return to invade Madrien. The same is true, to a
lesser degree, of the Northern Guard."

"You have risked much, Sulythya... Regent." Aluyn's eyes flickered to the dark hair of the Regent, hair
that had once been far redder and lighter.

"Not so much as [ must risk, Aluyn. Marshal. The times are changing, and we must be prepared for
those changes."

"Have they changed that much, Regent? Or do we see the change we wish to see?"

"Times will change, Marshal, more than we can imagine. More than we can possibly imagine."
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The slightest frown crossed Aluyn's face, then vanished, but she did not respond.

Chapter 22

«»
In the gray light of the moments just before dawn, Alucius and Wendra walked down from the house to
the smaller of the two lambing sheds.

"He's doing much better. It won't be long before he can go with the flock," Wendra said. "I'll have to
watch him more, though."

"Don't take him when you have the flock by yourself," Alucius suggested. "Not until he's even stronger.
You'll have enough to worry about."

"T'll be careful." Wendra slid the bolt that unlocked the shed.
"That wasn't exactly a promise," Alucius observed.

"No. It wasn't." Wendra grinned. "If you're going to ride off to do what you think is best, then you can't
exactly expect me to stay here and do anything but what I think is best. Can you?"

Alucius shook his head ruefully and closed the lambing shed door.

"Now," Wendra said. "What was it that you wanted to show me without your grandsire around?"

"He can't do this."

"And I can?"

"You should be able to. You can sense lifethreads. And lifeforce."

"T know. It's still hard to believe that he can't.”

"Most herders can't." So far as Alucius knew, he and Wendra were the only ones who could, but that
might have been because the soarers had worked with him and he'd worked with Wendra. It wasn't
something that he felt comfortable sharing, except with his wife, and that, too, was a feeling. "This is
something... I can tell you, and I can show you in a way... but there's no way to actually let you practice
it."

"Y ou make it sound so mysterious."

"I want you to look at the ramlet there. .. with your Talent. Look at his lifethread, really closely." Alucius
concentrated his own Talent so that he could feel the reddish black lifethread of the ramlet who looked
up at them from the inside pen. Already, the ramlet had the nubs of horns that would grow into
razor-sharp and curled weapons, and his lifethread had thickened and strengthened over the past few
weeks so that it was as strong as that of a normal ramlet—except that he'd been born out of season, and

that meant a hard winter for him.

"What about it?"
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"Can you see all the little threads?"
Wendra frowned. "Little threads?"

"The main lifethread is made up of smaller threads, and they're all twisted together. There's a thicker
spot, just out from the body, and it's, well, usually right out from where an umbilical cord would be."

"I can feel, sort of see, really, the thicker spot."

"That's a lifethread node. If you form a kind of lifeforce probe, like the darkness, except it has to be
more green—"

"Like this?"

A wavery greenish black probe appeared, reaching out from Wendra.
Alucius blocked it with a shield.

"Why—"

"Because," Alucius said quickly, "if you had touched that node with it, you could have severed his
lifethread and killed him."

"You cankill that way?"

"Oh... yes." Alucius paused. "It's very exhausting, though. That was what I had to do against the
Recorder of Deeds in Tempre, the one that the ifrit took over, and I was so tired that I could barely
move. Doing too much that way could kill you. It almost did me. Bullets are better for most things,
especially for Talent-creatures."

"Then why do you want me to learn this?"
"Because bullets don't always work against the ifrits. The other thing, what I was trying to tell you, is that
they can also block the kind of probe that you tried if you just use it like a knife or a spear. Like I just

did, except they're stronger. What you can do is use it to unravel the lifethreads at the node, because the
threads are made up of smaller threads, and those are made of even smaller ones."

Wendra shivered. "They could do it to us, then?"

"I suppose so—except they never tried." Alucius frowned, trying to recall his encounters with the iftits.
No... they had never tried to unravel his lifethread—only to squeeze it or slash it. "They might not know
how... or maybe they never had to worry about that."

"I'd wager on the second," Wendra replied.

So did Alucius. He cleared his throat. "That's it. I mean... that's what [ wanted to show you and what I
wanted you to know. I'd thought about it earlier, but, well, it didn't seem like you'd need it. I didn't need
to use it here on the stead..." His words trailed off.

Wendra stepped forward and kissed him on the cheek. "I understand."
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Alucius hoped so. He really should have showed her earlier, but he sometimes felt that he was always
realizing what he ought to have done later than he should.

Chapter 23

Dekhron, Iron Valleys
«»

Two men sat at a corner table in the Red Ram. One was Colonel Weslyn, wearing the blue-trimmed
black of the Northern Guard; the other was the round-faced trader Halanat, in his blue and gray.
"I don't like it," said Weslyn, lowering his mug to the table. "I don't."

"Why not?" asked Halanat. "This Alucius is being sent to Hyalt, and that is as far as one can get from the
Iron Valleys. He's likely to cause far less difficulty there than here."

"He wasn't causing any trouble at all," replied Weslyn. "He liked being a herder, and that was fine with
me. He was the kind who cared more for results than what happened later. Short-term ideals, and no
thought of living with the outcome."

"Young officers are often like that."

"] can't see why the Lord-Protector would insist on sending a marshal all this way to call up an
overcaptain and promote him to majer. He and his marshals never do anything without a reason,
especially one that benefits them. It doesn't make sense."

"It might make great sense from their point of view," suggested the trader.

"How?"

"The Lord-Protector has a revolt on his hands. If he brings in his own Southern Guard to put it down,
how does that look?"

"It has to be put down. Even I can see that."

"That's true, but no one wants the cost to fall on them. So... he sends a marshal up here. Didn't this
Marshal Frynkel say that he was on an inspection tour? That way the Lord-Protector can claim that he
sent one of his highest officers to see about reinforcements. He can also blame Frynkel."

"For what?"

"Is this Alucius not rather.. . effective? Didn't you say once that he destroyed an entire band of brigands,
something like a hundred of them—and killed every last man? The Lord-Protector may need that kind of
effectiveness. Would he want to saddle one of his promising Southern Guard officers with such butchery?
If it goes wrong, he can blame this Alucius without tarnishing the Southern Guard." Halanat lifted his mug
and took the smallest of swallows.

"That makes sense, but it's still going to cause problems for me. He's being promoted to majer, and
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that's over more experienced overcaptains. Compared to them, he knows nothing." Weslyn frowned,
then pulled at his chin. "That will make him one of the handful of senior officers in the Guard, and he's less
than thirty years old. He's probably closer to twenty-five."

"If he is that inexperienced, then dealing with a revolt in Hyalt will prove most difficult for him. If he is
disgraced or does poorly, that will not reflect badly upon you."

"And if he is lucky enough to do well?"

"Then you take the credit for originally recognizing his abilities and for recommending him to the
Lord-Protector. You point out, most politely, that it was his choice to leave the Guard and not yours. If
he chooses to remain active in the Northern Guard, you put him in charge of the companies fighting in
northern Madrien. He was not so successful against the Matrial, you said, when he first fought her
lancers."

"He was a scout. | cannot gainsay that he is an extremely good battlefield commander." Weslyn shook
his head. "You have said that his family is good at business. What if he ends up here at headquarters? If
he sees the accounts..."

"Then keep him in the battlefield and away from Dekhron. His luck cannot last there forever, and, if it
does, in another ten years, he can become Imealt's deputy, and Imealt will have to deal with the
overcaptain.”

"Majer," Weslyn corrected. "Like it or not, he's now a majer."

"That is, if he survives," Halanat replied. "Rebellions are most chancy affairs. One never knows from
what direction come the arrows and slings—or shots."

"Most chancy." Weslyn nodded. "At least, after he heads south, he will not be my problem, and the

Southern Guard will make the payroll for him and for Fifth Company while they are south of the River
Vedra. At least, that will help." He paused. "The real loss is Overcaptain Feran. Good solid officer..."

Chapter 24

«»

Late on Decdi afternoon, Royalt met Alucius when the younger herder was leaving the nightsheep shed
after having brought the flock in and settled them for the night.

Alucius nodded to his grandsire. "You look worried. Is everything all right?"

"Things around here are fine. Been thinking. You'll be leaving in the morning, and I wanted to talk a few
things over with you before that." Royalt paused. "You don't mind, do you?"

"You've seen more than I have," Alucius replied. "I can use any thoughts you have." He slid the last bolt
into place, then turned to walk toward the stead house. "And you usually have a few."

Royalt fell in beside him. "They're sending you to put down a revolt. That's what this marshal said, and
he came all the way from Tempre to ask you? That seem strange to you?"
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Alucius laughed. "You know it's strange. I know it's strange. I just don't think I could refuse."

"That's right." Royalt paused, then asked, "You ever think about why people get up in arms, especially
when the ruler's not that bad?"

"Well... either the local authorities haven't done well or there's something that they don't understand. ..
or it's not local at all, and someone's stirring up trouble."

"Could be all three," suggested Royalt. "Before you start shooting these so-called rebels, you need to
find out what started the trouble first... You know, one of the things that caused all the trouble back with
the Reillies... maybe even was what led to your Da's death. .. that was that the Council and Colonel
Dyalar never asked what had gotten the Reillies all riled up. Dyalar didn't even ask, just sent out a bunch
of companies and started shooting. That's one way to shut down a revolt—just kill every last one.
Problem is that if you miss anyone, then they're going to come back and try to kill you and your side. Just
keeps going. Sometimes, with some folk, there's no other way. But... doesn't hurt to see if there's
another way. Lord-Protector doesn't much care, I'd guess, how you handle it, so long as everyone gets
their property and stuff back and the troublemakers are taken care of."

"Probably not," Alucius agreed.

"Thing is... they wouldn't be calling you in if it were all that easy. Means they think some folks are going
to get killed. Could be that's what they want."

"I think the Lord-Protector is looking for a way to get peace for a long time, and he doesn't know where
else to turn. That doesn't mean the Southern Guard thinks the way he does. I'd wager that they just don't
want to have to take lancers from anywhere else, and they don't want the blame laid on them."

"Glad to see you understand that." Royalt barked a short laugh. "You solve this without a lot of bodies,
and everyone's going to say that anyone could have done what you did. You kill a lot of folk, and the
Southern Guard'll come back in and tell everyone you didn't have to do that, and everyone will behave
for a while just so they don't bring you back. And the Lord-Protector will thank you and send you back
here. You'll be known as the Butcher of Hyalt for so long as you live, and so long as you're alive, no
one's going to do much in Hyalt to upset the Lord-Protector. So you'll have all sorts coming up here to
do you in."

"You don't make it sound easy."

"I'm probably not telling you anything you don't already know, but someone has to tell you, just in case
you hadn't thought about it."

"Some of it, I had thought about. Hadn't thought about people trying to kill me long after it was all over."
"Alucius. .. nothing is ever all over. Nothing," Royalt repeated firmly.

Those words—"nothing is ever all over"—echoed in his thoughts as he continued to walk toward the
stead house, listening to his grandsire.

Chapter 25

«y»
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On Londi morning, well before dawn, after Alucius had turned in the wide bed and wrapped his arms
around Wendra one last time, he slowly swung into a sitting position. He looked back at her, taking in her
face and the warmth within her. He swallowed, thinking of what lay ahead of him.

She slid into a sitting position beside him, leaning against his shoulder for a time, and Alucius rested his
head against hers.

Finally, he turned and kissed her once more. "T'd better get ready."

She smiled. "You said that earlier."

"I know. But it's later now." Alucius stood and made his way out of the bedroom to the washroom
across the hall. The water was cold, but not so frigid as it would become as fall followed harvest, and
especially when the cold winter of the north descended upon the stead. After he washed and shaved, he
returned to the bedroom, where he donned the nightsilk undergarments, then the blue-trimmed black
uniform of a Northern Guard officer—with the silver insignia of an overcaptain, since he had none for a

majer.

Wendra had already dressed and made her way to the kitchen, where she and Lucenda had breakfast
waiting for him.

"Riders a ways out on the lane," announced Royalt, entering the kitchen. "You're getting an escort this
time."

"They want to make sure he doesn't change his mind," said Lucenda, her voice hard. "Not that he will."
"Now... Lucenda," offered Royalt. "Not as though he's got any choice. We don't either, not these days."

"T know that. I don't have to like it." She turned to Alucius, her voice softening. "You'd better eat.
You've got a long ride."

"Longer than I'd like," he admitted, seating himself at the end of the table with his back to the archway
into the main room.

Wendra nodded, sitting down to his right.

Alucius ate the egg toast and ham quietly and quickly, glancing occasionally at Wendra, who ate almost
mechanically.

"Pretty clear that they want to get you south quicklike," observed Royalt after a mouthful of his ham.
"Lord-Protector must have his hands full and then some."

"He should have kept them off us," replied Lucenda tartly.
"Sad as that is," countered Royalt, "we're better off under him than we were with the last Council."
"Self-centered gold-grubbers, and those were the best of the lot."

"We herders knew that years ago. Just that no one listened to us." Royalt took a swallow of the cider.
"Always that way. Greed usually drowns common sense."
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"Can't swim the rivers of trouble wearing gold armor," added Lucenda.

Alucius and Wendra traded knowing glances. Royalt winked in their direction when Lucenda turned
back to the hot stove.

When he had finished eating, Alucius stood and walked to the window. "They're about here. Better get
my gear."

He turned and headed toward the rear of the house, and Wendra followed. In the comparative privacy
of their bedroom, he embraced Wendra one more time, with another lingering kiss.

"You be careful," he whispered. "You and Alendra."
"Shhh..."

Alucius understood the age-old taboo against using the name of an unborn child, but he had to voice her
name at least once before he left. "Both of you take care."

"You, too."

Reluctantly, he released her and lifted the saddlebags that held a night-silk vest and his cold weather
riding jacket, as well as his other uniforms and gear—and the nightsilk skull mask that had proved useful
in the past.

Lucenda had vanished from the kitchen when Alucius walked back through with Wendra, but Alucius
had half expected that, knowing his mother had trouble with his leaving. She always had, from his first
conscription.

Royalt nodded to his grandson. "Just remember to think it through."

"I'l try." Alucius gave his grandsire a smile, and with both rifles in hand and Wendra by his side, he
walked out of the house and down toward the stable. The lead riders of the Southern Guard were less

than a hundred yards from the stead when the two herders entered the stable.

Alucius saddled the gray quickly but methodically, strapped his gear behind the saddle, and set the rifles
in the double holsters. Then he turned. Even as he put his arms around Wendra, hers were around him.

"I love you," he whispered. "Take care of both of you."
"T love you, too. We want you back."

In time, too short a time, Alucius led his mount out into the cloudy morning. Wendra remained by the
stable door.

What looked to be two squads of mounted Southern Guards stood in formation behind two
officers—Captain Geragt and Marshal Frynkel.

Frynkel rode forward and reined up short of Alucius. "I thought you might have trouble getting these."
The marshal leaned forward and extended his hand.
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"Thank you." Alucius took the majer's insignia, slipping them into a pocket for a moment while he
removed those of an overcaptain, then replaced the old insignia with the new. Then he swung up into the
saddle. "If your men would like to water your mounts..."

"Ah... I had them take that liberty. I trusted that you wouldn't mind." Frynkel's voice was apologetic.
"That's fine." Alucius nodded. "Then we're ready."

Frynkel nodded to Geragt, then eased his mount up beside Alucius's gray.

"Eighth company!" ordered the captain. "Forward!"

Alucius kept his eyes on Wendra until he was past the stable and could no longer see her without
contorting himself in the saddle.

Once they were on the lane, headed out to the main road, Frynkel looked at Alucius and at the double
rifle holder, as well as the pair of heavy rifles resting there. His eyes moved to the pack set behind the
gray's saddle. "There wouldn't be an ammunition belt in there, by any chance?"

"There just might be, sir." Alucius smiled.

"Fifth Company, Northern Guard, was supposed to have reached Dekhron last night. Overcaptain
Feran conveys his regards." Frynkel chuckled. "He also said that he hoped that this campaign would be
less adventurous than the last time he served under you."

"We can hope that we don't run into pteridons and skylances," Alucius said. "But I'd like your thoughts
on this revolt. From what I've seen, the Lord-Protector is a good ruler. So why are people up in arms
against him?"

"We don't know. Not for certain. They're rebels who were living in the hills to the southwest of Hyalt.
They showed up with weapons and mounts on a Decdi morning at dawn, attacked the two squads of
Southern Guards left there, and slaughtered them to the last man. Some of the wealthier merchants and
crafters managed to escape. They reported that the insurgents, or the invaders, numbered more than
three hundred armed men. They're mostly followers of a cult that believes in the return of the True
Duarchy, whatever that might mean."

"A new duarchy under their guidance," suggested Alucius.

"That well might be."

"Wasn't there a post, a fortified one, at Hyalt?" Alucius recalled having breakfast, years before, with an
overcaptain stationed there. The man had seemed a good sort, and Talent usually allowed a good
judgment of character.

"There was never a hint of trouble. The gates have been open there for years. They were open that
morning." Frynkel shrugged.

Royalt had definitely been right, Alucius reflected. "And what sort of support will I get from the Southern
Guard?"

"Two or three companies of new lancers just out of training, with a handful of experienced squad leaders
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and some junior captains, one who's never seen a battle. You'll pick them up in Krost, where they're
winding up training."

"You have great confidence in me."

"As I heard the story, you took an entire company of green forced conscripts, broke them free of the
Matrial's collars, trained them, and bested four companies of the Matrial's best. For an officer who can
do that, this should not be all that hard." A smile played around the marshal's lips. "Of course, I could

have heard the story wrong."

"You heard it mostly right. Except we didn't really best four companies. We evaded two and attacked
the other two. We just fought well enough to break through them and get home to the Iron Valleys."

"An officer who doesn't listen to the stories about himself. That's even rarer than a good battlefield
commander, and you're both."

"I did what had to be done," Alucius said.

"That's what all good commanders say."

"And bad ones as well," replied the younger officer.

Frynkel laughed, then went on conversationally. "I was asking around, Majer, and I was told an
interesting story. After you were released from duty as an overcaptain and were headed back home, you
were attacked by brigands. Some twenty of them. A senior squad leader said that you'd been badly
injured, but that you'd killed all twenty. Not one brigand survived, he said." The marshal looked at
Alucius. "How true is that?"

Alucius shrugged. "I killed most of them. I don't know how many others there might have been because I
wasn't in very good shape at the end."

"Amazing story. And no one ever tried to find out why twenty brigands were sent after you?"

"Not that [ know. At that point, I was still recovering and just wanted to get home. Nothing like that ever
happened again. There wasn't much reason to stir things up."

"And no one ever mentioned it to you? Even indirectly?"
"No one, except family here on the stead, of course."
"Hmmm... You never heard from Colonel Weslyn about the matter?"

"No, sir. Then, I was no longer on the active rolls. I am certain that the colonel has had other more
pressing concerns. How did you find him?"

"He was most pleasant, although somewhat puzzled at my inspection tour. That was another reason for
my trip through the Iron Valleys."

"He has always been most pleasant,”" Alucius said politely.

"So far as I could tell, he has never been in command in any skirmish or battle."
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"That is something I didn't know."

"He had served two years as a captain sometime ago," Frynkel continued, "and then headed the guards
for a trader—Halanat was the name, I believe. After the death of a Majer Dysar, about which |
understand you have some knowledge—the Traders' Council prevailed upon Colonel Clyon to name him
as the assistant commander. Certain irregularities were then removed from the records. I assume you
know what occurred after that."

"Colonel Clyon's strange illness and death? Yes." Alucius wondered what irregularities had occurred.
"As a captain in the field, I would not have heard about irregularities in Dekhron."

"Y ou were doubtless concerned about more pressing matters—such as surviving brigand attacks. [ was
led to believe that a young trader died under rather mysterious circumstances following the death of
Colonel Clyon's youngest daughter."

"And the young trader was the son of Halanat?"
"No. He was the son of a man called Ostar."

Alucius kept his nod to himself. No wonder the Iron Valleys had been forced to accept annexation by
and union with Lanachrona. The Traders' Council had had far too little interest in anything but their own
personal schemes and machinations. But then, the Lord-Protector and the Southern Guard had their
schemes and machinations, and Alucius could only hope that their goals were somewhat more noble.

"I haven't paid that much attention to what has been happening outside of the Iron Valleys," Alucius said.
"If you would not mind, since we do have some time on the road, I would appreciate anything that you
could tell me that might bear in any way, however indirect, upon my commission..."

Frynkel turned in the saddle and looked at the captain who rode behind them. "Geragt. .. move up
closer. It won't hurt you to hear all this." Then he cleared his throat and began. "The simplest way to
begin is. .. Nothing is going quite right. Not disastrously wrong, not yet, anyway. I'll start in the east. We
have some scattered reports that the new Praetor of Alustre is continuing to increase his forces..."

Alucius listened intently, hoping somehow that what he heard would prove even more useful than
Frynkel intended.

Chapter 26

"y

The ride to Dekhron was long, even on the roads of the ancients, and the two squads were forced to
stop on the first night at Sudon, then continue on the next morning to Dekhron. There had been but a
handful of squad leaders and officers at the training base at Sudon who knew Alurius personally, but all
had seemingly heard of him and his past achievements—and by the time he had finished breakfast on
Duadi, the newly promoted majer was relieved to mount up and be back on the road to Dekhron.

The clouds of Londi had been replaced by a clear silver-green sky, with a crisp but light wind out of the
northwest. The golden grain in the fields to the west of the eternastone road bent slightly to the wind.
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Neither Alucius nor Frynkel spoke much until they were a good five vingts away from Sudon and back
on the main road south.

"You have quite a reputation, even today," observed the marshal. "That is most interesting."

"Why do you think that is interesting, sir?" asked Alucius.

"When all are doing deeds that are honorable and heroic, there are few with reputations that are heroic,
and even fewer stories. The deeds are told quietly, as if necessary, and then all go out and do what they
must."

"You seem to be suggesting that there are not enough heroic deeds in the Northern Guard."

"Not exactly, Majer. Those who are true heroes are the men who do what must be done, with fear in
their hearts and full understanding of the odds and risks they face. That is what you have done, and I
would wager that most of those in your companies also did the same. When you were decorated by the
Landarch of Deforya, as I recall, you did not wear the Star of Gallantry. Nor do you now, nor the Star of

Honor."

"There were many who deserved those stars, Marshal. Many of them did not live, but they deserved
them as much as 1."

"You said that to the Lord-Protector, did you not?"

"Yes, sir."

"And how did your men speak of what you did?"

"I don't recall that they did, sir. Most of them did not wish to speak of what we did at all."

"That was my point. When a fighting force must look only to past heroics and not to present deeds and
duties, all is not as it should be."

"And what of the Southern Guard?"
"[ fear that you are also a hero there, if not of quite such great dimensions." Frynkel laughed softly.
"Still... it is a rare man who has been a hero for three lands before he has reached his thirtieth year, and

even rarer for him to have survived those heroics."

"I was extraordinarily fortunate." As he replied, Alucius could not help but wonder what had happened
over the past two years, and how Lanachrona had gotten into such a situation.

"You doubtless were, and let us hope that such fortune continues. We all could benefit from such."
Frynkel smiled. "Now... I should tell you more about the geography of the hills to the southwest of
Hyalt."

Alucius nodded, listening.

Chapter 27
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Alustre, Lustrea
«™»

The man who sat in the unadorned silver chair on the dais wore the silver-and-black jacket of the Praetor
with the matching silver trousers. He scowled, the expression making his youthful face ugly rather than
older. Although he tossed his head slightly, his short and pale blond hair did not move at all. Neither did
his black eyes, which remained fixed on the two men in the tunics of Praetorian Engineers.

"You have been working for nearly two years in Prosp, and you can report nothing beyond this? " He
lifted a thin sheaf of paper.

"Honored Praetor Tyren," replied the taller and broader engineer, his eyes still downcast, "it took more
than half a year to clean out the rubble, sir. You instructed us to be most careful and to try to salvage all
that we could. We took the utmost care."

"There was no sign of Vestor?"

"Ah... his clothes and possessions were there, lying on the floor, as if he had vanished and they had
fallen on the floor. There was a pistollike weapon, but nothing like anything we'd seen before. It was
crushed, and we've been working to see if we can replicate it."

"Why not just repair it?" Tyren's voice carried untarnished sarcasm.

"It was destroyed beyond all repair."

For a moment, there was silence before the Praetor spoke again. "In this report, you claim that the Table
was unbroken. How could that be when two stories of building stones collapsed over it so that nothing
was left but a heap of rock?"

"Sir, that was what we found. The Table was untouched. The stones that collapsed on it cracked and
broke, but there is not a scratch upon it. As you instructed, we rebuilt the structure around it, but with
greater reinforcements."

"Have you had any success with the Table?"

"No, sir. It has a faint glow in pitch darkness, but we can find neither the source of the glow nor an
explanation for why it might glow."

"There are no records of what Vestor did?"

"Ah... yes, honored Praetor... he did leave some records and notes..." replied the slimmer and shorter
engineer.

"Then why have you not used them to decipher the mysteries of the Table?"

"We cannot read them," confessed the slim engineer. "They appear to be in the ancient Duarchial script,
and there is no one alive who can read such."

"If there 1s no one alive who can read it, just how did Vestor learn it well enough to write it?"
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"We don't know, sir," admitted the broader man. "He never talked to anyone about what he was doing.
There are some notebooks, older ones that date to several years back, and those were written in
Lustrean, and we have used those to reconstruct one crystal tank. We have been successful in rebuilding
one of the light-knives similar to those that were successful against the pteridons of the nomads."

"Partly successful," corrected Tyren.
"Yes, Praetor."

"You call yourselves engineers." Tyren snorted. "Y ou might as well call my staff of office one of the
Scepters of the Duarchy. A name does not make it so. You may go. Endeavor to learn something more
from the Table, if you would. And continue to construct more of the light-knives."

"Yes, honored Praetor."

Neither man met the eyes of the Praetor. They both bowed and retreated from the receiving hall.

Chapter 28

«

Under a clear silver-green sky, with the sun just nearing its noontime zenith, Frynkel, Geragt, and Alucius
rode side by side on the eternastone road toward Dekhron. Behind them rode two squads of Southern
Guards. They had just passed the stone announcing that the former capital of the once-independent Iron
Valleys lay but two vingts ahead.

"Majer?" Frynkel said.
"Yes, sir?"

"You will need to present yourself to Colonel Weslyn. Since you now report to the Lord-Protector and
are under my direct command, that is merely a courtesy and a formality, but a prudent one. As |
mentioned earlier, your pay and that of the companies under you, including Fifth Company, will also be
borne by the Southern Guards, as will all supplies and equipment once you leave Dekhron."

"The colonel cannot be too displeased with that."

Frynkel offered a crooked smile. "About the golds, no. As I am certain you have considered, he is likely
to be less pleased that one of his inactive overcaptains has been promoted to one of the highest ranks in
the Northern Guard without his approval and that the same officer will be under the command of and
working with the senior officers of the Southern Guard. He also will have thought out that your reputation
is both impeccable and unassailable."

"In short," replied Alucius, "he will be most polite, most courteous, and doubtless would not be grieved
in the slightest if lightning struck me or some other unlikely calamity occurred."

"That would be a good working assumption, although, if he is as I suspect, he would probably not wish
any calamity upon you until after you complete your duties in Hyalt."

Alucius understood that all too well, because the Lord-Protector might well continue the operation in
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Hyalt with Feran, and Feran's success—and long-standing career—would make Feran an even greater
threat to the colonel.

Before that long, they neared the outskirts of Dekhron. The town itself seemed little changed from
Alucius's last time there, more than two years earlier. The houses were crowded together and built of the
same uneven mixtures of stones scavenged generations earlier from even older buildings. Few of the
shutters and doors were painted, and on more than half of those the paint was chipped or peeling, or
both. Most of the side streets were of packed clay swirled with red dust. Only the eternastone of the high
road seemed fresh and new, if also dusty, and it was older than everything else, Alucius reflected.

As they neared Northern Guard headquarters, Alucius squared himself in the saddle. He couldn't
honestly say that he was looking forward to seeing Colonel Weslyn again.

The headquarters complex was also unchanged, not that Alucius had expected much change in two
years. The stone wall enclosed a square half a vingt on a side, and stables, barracks, and officers'
quarters were all of dressed limestone, with split-slate roofs on all the buildings and stone pavement
covering all the courtyard spaces.

The two troopers on sentry duty stiffened as the column approached.

"Marshal, Majer... welcome to Guard headquarters," called out the older trooper.

"Thank you," replied Frynkel and Alucius, almost simultaneously.

"... was the majer?" murmured the younger sentry, in a voice almost too low to be heard.

"The one with the dark gray hair? That's Overcaptain Alucius. Majer, it looks like now. He's the one
who killed a thousand barbarians by himself, then was sander-near killed in an ambush and still took fifty
brigands down and rode ten kays holding his guts in. Brother served under him. Best troop commander
ever..."

"Oh..."

As Alucius reined up before the main headquarters building, he smiled. There had only been twenty
brigands in the ambush, and it had taken weeks for him to recover.

"You've got quite a reputation, Alucius," Frynkel murmured with a smile. "The impressive thing is that
most of it's true."

"Maybe a little."

The marshal shook his head. "Go ahead and see the colonel. I'll meet with him after you do, while you're
getting things settled with Overcaptain Feran and Fifth Company."

Alucius dismounted, then tied the gray to the stone post before opening the worn oak door and stepping
into the anteroom outside Colonel Weslyn's spaces. A ranker looked up, momentarily surprised, taking in
the uniform and the majer's insignia. "Oh, sir, you must be Majer Alucius."

"That's right. I'm here to see Colonel Weslyn."

"I'm sure he'll be glad to see you, sir. He was asked to meet with the new Traders' Council this
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afternoon, and he hoped you'd get here before it got too late." The ranker rose. "If you'd just wait a
moment, sir, I'll let him know you're here."

"Thank you." Alucius offered a pleasant smile, concealing a frown at the extreme deference. Was that
because the ranker feared him—thinking that he had a direct link to the Lord-Protector?

The ranker slipped through the door into the colonel's study, closing the door behind him, but
reappearing almost immediately in the anteroom. "Please go in, sir."

Alucius nodded and stepped through the door, in turn closing it behind him.

The tall and broad-shouldered colonel was already standing behind the wide desk. "It's been a while,
Majer," offered Weslyn, gesturing to one of the chairs across from him and reseating himself. "You're
looking good... and very fit."

"Thank you." Alucius settled into one of the chairs across from Weslyn. He noted that the colonel's thick
hair now contained more silver than blond, and a welter of fine lines extended from the corners of his
eyes. His Talent sense also showed that the colonel's lifethread was normal—the same amber brown,
without the second purpled thread that was the sign of ifrit possession. But... there was the faintest hint
of purpleness, as if Weslyn had been near an ifrit or influenced by one. That realization hit Alucius like a
wall of cold water, and he was silent for a long moment.

Yet, there was little he could do about that, not at the moment. He had no way of knowing if Weslyn
had simply met an iftit, not even recognizing it, or was a marginal agent of the ifrits. And what was he
going to do? Tell Frynkel that ifrits existed and that, because Weslyn had been near one, Alucius would
have to back out of the mission to Hyalt?

He tried to use his Talent to get a better feel about the vague purple-ness that hovered around Weslyn's
lifethread, but the feeling was so dispersed that he had no way of tracking it or knowing if Weslyn were
even aware of being influenced. Or, in fact, if the senior officer was being affected.

"You've been tasked with a rather important mission by the Lord-Protector," Weslyn finally said. "How
well you do will certainly reflect on the entire Northern Guard." The colonel's smile was warm and
professional, and Alucius trusted it little.

"T do understand that, and that was something I had to think over. Yet, if I rejected a request from the
Lord-Protector," Alucius replied, "that would not have spoken well for either the Iron Valleys or the
Northern Guard." He offered a disarming smile and a shrug. "So I thought that the best course was to
accept."

"Ah, yes. If one faces difficult situations, it is always better to try and fail than fail to try."

"But it is far better to try and to succeed," Alucius replied politely. "That is my goal. As it has always
been."

"You've been most fortunate in that, and the Guard sincerely hopes that fortune will continue to follow
you."

Alucius could sense that Weslyn was suggesting luck as the reason for Alucius's past success almost to
annoy the younger officer. So he forced another smile. "We will certainly welcome luck, but we won't be
relying on good fortune. It's safer that way."
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"That it is. Let us hope you have that fortune as well."

Alucius paused slightly, then asked, "Could I ask how the Lord-Protector's campaign to the west is
coming?"

Weslyn tilted his head, offering a hearty smile, the false one that Alucius had disliked from the first time
he'd seen it. "The campaign is progressing entirely as planned. I am sure that the marshal can tell you
whatever else you wish to know on your way to Tempre. I assume he will be returning there with you."

In short, Alucius decided, the advances were stalled in the northwest, and Weslyn wouldn't know about
the southwest, and the colonel wasn't about to admit anything. "I'm glad to hear that." He smiled politely
again.

Weslyn returned the smile. "I do appreciate your courtesy in stopping to see me."

"T could do no less," Alucius replied. "Not for a commander who has always been most supportive and
who has spoken so eloquently on behalf of the Guard." That sentence did not quite choke Alucius,

although it was certainly true to the letter of the words.

Weslyn paused, as if he had not quite expected the answer, before replying. ""We wish you the very best
in your efforts in Hyalt. I will not keep you. I know you have much to do." He rose from behind the desk.

Alucius stood quickly as well. "Thank you." He paused, then asked quickly, "I had heard you would be
meeting with the Traders' Council. Is this a new council? I had thought the old one..." He let the words

drift off.

"Oh... this is just a group of traders who decided to meet because they felt they needed to act together
in these troubled times."

"Thank you. I hadn't heard about that." Alucius bowed his head briefly. "By your leave, sir?"
Weslyn nodded, and Alucius left the study, closing the door gently behind him.

Feran was actually standing outside the colonel's office, talking to Marshal Frynkel. "... worried some
about the ammunition. .. hard to get south of the Vedra... larger bore..."

"We made provisions for that..."

Both men broke off speaking and turned toward Alucius.

Feran didn't look much older... not to Alucius. He had the same brown hair, except with a touch more
gray, the same deep lines radiating from the corners of his eyes, gray eyes that still held the hint of a
twinkle, and a sense of not taking everything in life too seriously—only the important matters. He smiled
warmly. "Alucius... or should I say 'Majer'?"

"Feran... it's good to see you. And you did make overcaptain."

The older Northern Guard officer laughed. "Not much before you made majer, I think."

Alucius looked to Marshal Frynkel.
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The marshal nodded. "He also holds a temporary commission as an overcaptain in the Southern Guard.
It ensures a clear chain of command."

That made sense to Alucius. It also suggested a difficult campaign.

"After you and Overcaptain Feran have taken care of what you need, and after | say a few more words
to Colonel Weslyn, I'd like to suggest that the three of us and Captain Geragt have supper at the Red
Ram," said the marshal. "Say, a glass from now?"

Alucius looked to Feran.

Feran nodded.

"Yes, sir," Alucius told Frynkel.

"T'll see you outside the senior officers' quarters then." Frynkel turned and walked past the ranker straight
to Weslyn's door, opening it and letting himself in.

Feran smothered a smile.
"Why don't we go on outside?" suggested Alucius.

"Sir? Majer Alucius?" interjected the ranker. "You have the second of the senior officers' rooms,
between the marshal and Overcaptain Feran."

"Thank you."

Alucius didn't say more until they were outside the building, and he had untied his mount and walked the
gray toward the stables. Then he looked at Feran. "What's really happening out west?"

"We're about to get our asses handed to us, unless winter comes early." Feran shook his head. "Most of
the men are relieved to be headed south."

"[s this... Regent that good a commander? I can't believe. .. all the collared troops would fight..."

"We've invaded them. The past fades pretty quick when your enemies are at your doorstep. We're seen
as Lanachronans now. That doesn't help."

"Do you think she has gotten the collars working again?" Alucius didn't see how that was possible, since
he'd destroyed the giant crystal that controlled them, but he supposed stranger things had happened. And
the Regent had to have done something to rally Madrien.

"We didn't have enough close combat to tell. They still wore them. Couldn't tell if they were working.
No one's said anything, and they were tough enough when they did have collars before." Feran shrugged.

"You at full strength?" asked Alucius.
"To the man. The last five just arrived from Sudon this morning."

"How many are just out of training?"
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"[t's not too bad. Twelve, and I've spread them out through all five squads. All the squad leaders are
pretty good." He laughed. "They should be. You trained half of them."

Alucius led the mount toward the open stable door. An ostler hurried up. "Sir... can I help?"

"In a moment, after I get him stalled and unloaded." Alucius smiled at the youthful stable hand. "Any
possibility of some extra grain? He's had along ride."

"Yes, sir. We can manage that. Oh... you're in the third stall there, sir."
Alucius ended up unsaddling and grooming the gray while he talked to Feran.
"... heard there was another of those crystal spear-throwers..."

"... we were on the midroad... said they used it sometimes to throw back the attack on Arwyn...
another reason why the men aren't that upset about going south and not facing the Regent's lancers..."

"What about the squad leaders you got from Twenty-first Company? Egyl and Faisyn..."

Feran smiled. "Egyl's Fifth Company's senior squad leader, and Faisyn has first squad, and Zerdial fifth.
Sawyn got sent to Eighth Company... doing fine. Anslym... he got sent to Twelfth. They got hit hard at
Arwyn. He... didn't make it."

"Sorry to hear about that..."

"We all were. Problem is that Dyabal wasn't that good a captain."
Alucius frowned. "Dyabal?"

"Dysar's youngest brother—stepbrother really."

Alucius nodded. Somehow, that figured.

Before all that long, or so it seemed to Alucius, he had stowed his gear in the second room on the upper
level of the quarters, the same room he had had once before—a good six yards by four, with a

double-width bed, a large writing desk, twin wall lamps, an armoire, a weapons rack, boot trees, and an
attached washroom. All of that was a far cry from where he had started years before as a conscript in a

long barracks with over a hundred other lancers.
Feran was waiting outside when Alucius finished washing up.
"First time I've been put up in the fancy quarters," Feran said.

"It's only the second time here for me."

"They have to for you," Feran pointed out. "You know that you're the fourth-ranking officer in the entire
Northern Guard?"

"Fourth-ranking?"
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"There's Weslyn, and his deputy—"

"Is that still Imealt?"

Feran nodded and continued, "and there's Majer Lujat. He's in charge of everything in North Madrien."
"How is he? I've never met him."

"Not bad. Not quite so good as you in sensing what's happening in a battle, but he listens to his captains
and squad leaders, especially the senior squad leaders, because a lot of the captains aren't that good."

"Why not?"

"Weslyn picked them," Feran said dryly. "Anyway, Majer Lujat's got a good feel for what companies
can do what."

"And he's still in command?"

"The colonel has to report results to the Lord-Protector," Feran said dryly. "And Majer Lujat is only
about three years from a full stipend. He's made it clear that he has no interest in serving in Dekhron."

"Smart man," murmured Alucius.

"I thought you were, until I heard you'd agreed to this," Feran said, the faintest smile appearing in his
eyes.

"I didn't see that I had much of a real choice. If the Lord-Protector has to shift—"

"I know. Same tale, told again. No support, and the Guard pulls back to defend the southern part of the
Iron Valleys. You herders get squeezed again." After a moment, Feran asked. "How's your wife?"

"Lovely... helpful, and more able than I'd ever have believed." Alucius almost had said that Wendra was
more Talented. He'd have to get back into the habit of being more closed-mouthed now that he was off
the stead.

"Can't tell you're still in love or anything."

Alucius flushed.

Feran laughed. "Wager you brought writing paper."

"That's not even a wager. I just hope I'll have time to write." And that the messages actually get to
Wendra, he added silently.

"Here comes the marshal."

Alucius turned. Although Frynkel had a smile on his face, as did Geragt, Alucius could sense anger in the
marshal.

"It's been a long day, a very long day," Frynkel said. "Time for a good ale."


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

"TI'd agree," Alucius replied.

He found himself walking beside the marshal, who was clearly disinclined to talk, with Feran and Geragt
following.

Less than a hundred yards south of the post, the Red Ram was an old redstone building set on the
corner, with ancient and narrow windows. The graying Elyset met them at the door. She smiled
professionally.

Alucius inclined his head to the proprietress, projecting warmth and friendliness, as he had done once
years before. "It's good to see you again." He grinned. "You suggested the quail the last time. Is it still the
tastiest thing you have?"

Elyset laughed. "Majer or not, you're still a trooper. Don't have any quail today. No pheasant, either, but
the noodles and fowl are good." She turned to Frynkel with a smile. "We don't see marshals often, and
I've seen you more than a few times in the past week. Best we get you seated." She led the way toward
the corner beside a cold hearth covered with a wicker screen. "Be quiet here this evening."

Frynkel took the seat in the corner, and Alucius sat to his left, across from Feran.

Instead of a server coming to the table, Elyset stayed. "Expect you know the drinks—ale, lager, wine.
Right now, we've got stew. Always stew. Lamb cutlets, and the Vedra chicken with the heavy noodles.
And lymbyl."

"T'll have ale and lymbyl," Frynkel said. "And the heavy dark bread."

Alucius had never liked the eel-like lymbyl. "The ale... and you suggested the fowl and noodles. Is that
the Vedra chicken?"

"That's it. You want it?"
"Yes, with the dark bread, too."
Feran and Geragt both opted for the chicken, and Feran took ale, but Geragt asked for wine.
The drinks arrived almost as soon as Elyset left, brought by a taller and younger woman.
Frynkel lifted his ale. "To a successful campaign."”
"To a successful campaign," echoed the other officers.
Even as he repeated the words, Alucius wondered how one judged a campaign against a revolt or a
rebellion as successful, but he merely took a swallow of the ale and waited to see what else the marshal
might offer.

"You know this won't be the usual campaign," Frynkel said after a long swallow of ale.

"I imagine not," Alucius replied. "Dead people don't pay tariffs, and if the rebels believe deeply, you
either have to kill very few or all of them."

A puzzled expression flitted across Geragt's face. Feran offered the hint of an amused smile.
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Frynkel chuckled. "You've been thinking." He turned toward Geragt.

"He's right. If the rebels believe deeply that the Lord-Protector is wrong or evil, for every man that the
majer kills, two others will take up arms. That's because the deaths will prove to others that the
Lord-Protector is evil."

"Or something like that," murmured Feran under his breath.

"Needless to say, it couldn't have come at a worse time, which is why it did," added the marshal, lifting
his right hand to his eye to calm it. "We not only have to fight the Regent, but attacks on Southgate by
Dramurian warships, and unrest by our own merchants who want tariffs lowered because the costs of all
goods traded anywhere outside of Lanachrona are going up. Of course, we need higher tariffs to protect
the merchants and traders, but they don't see that."

"Why is all this happening now?" asked Feran.

"Because people take advantage of weakness, I'd judge," replied Frynkel. "The True Duarchists have
been preaching against the Lord-Protector of Lanachrona for generations. There was a small revolt there
when the Lord Talryn's grandsire was Lord-Protector. They waited until they thought the time was right,
when they thought that the Lord-Protector couldn't bring many troops to Hyalt. It could be they figured
he might well ignore it, because it's out of the way."

"So why didn't he, sir?" pressed Feran politely.
"Out of the way or not, it sets an example. The dryland spice traders of Soupat might decide they'd like
to be independent. Or the mountaineers near Indyor. The Deforyan Council has already decided to

impose exorbitant tariffs on our traders. Who knows what would be next?"

"Where did they come up with the golds for weapons and ammunition?" asked Alucius. "Does anyone
know?"

"No," admitted Frynkel. "We went through all the trading records, but that doesn't mean much."
"Not if someone wanted to hide it," Alucius said. "Or if they were smuggled in from Madrien."

"It is shorter from Madrien, and the Regent of the Matrial will try anything to weaken Lanachrona,"
mused the marshal.

"Would these True Duarchists accept weapons from Madrien?" asked Feran.

"Who's to say that they'd even know where the weapons came from? They're the same standard that we
use—not as heavy as those monsters you in the Northern Guard carry—but they could come from any
number of gunsmiths. I doubt that the Duarchists care in the slightest." Frynkel followed the words with a

dry laugh.
The more Alucius heard, the more everything seemed to make sense—and the more he felt he was
missing something. He decided to follow his grandsire's advice once more, and listen as much as he could

and say as little as possible.

He took another small swallow of the ale. It, at least, was good.
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Chapter 29

«

Early on Tridi, just after the Northern Guard muster, Alucius sat mounted on the gray as Fifth Company
formed up on the north side of the courtyard. Eighth Company of the Southern Guard was forming up on
the other side, south of the headquarters building.

Alucius watched and listened while Feran addressed Fifth Company. Mounted beside and slightly back
of Feran was the senior squad leader—Egyl—who'd been Alucius's senior squad leader after Longyl had
been killed battling the nomads led by Aellyan Edyss. Alucius wondered how many other men he'd
recognize.

"... be leaving shortly, but there will be a brief inspection by Majer Alucius. Full open ranks!"

"Full open ranks!" repeated Egyl, his voice booming across the courtyard. "Ready for inspection!"

"Fifth Company stands ready for inspection, sir," Feran reported.

"Thank you, Overcaptain." Alucius guided his gray along the first rank of first squad, followed by Feran,
then by Egyl.

Alucius couldn't help but note the square-faced first squad scout. "Waris. .. you ready for this?"
"Yes, sir!"

The fifth trooper was also a man he recalled. "Skant. Are you ready for warmer weather than we had in
Emal?"

"Yes, sir... so long as it's not too hot."

As he rode through the open ranks of Fifth Company, he managed to recall more than a few names and
incidents, including Reltyr, who had suffered more than a few problems with an unfaithful wife when
Twenty-first Company had been stationed at Emal before the annexation. Although the inspection
seemed to take a long time, only slightly more than a half glass had passed by the time he returned to the
front of the Fifth Company.

"That was good, sir," Feran said quietly. "You got most of them."

"And the ones I didn't will be wondering why I didn't..."

"Better they're wondering than thinking you don't remember anyone."

Alucius hoped so. He eased his gray away from Feran. "I'll let the marshal know we're ready."

Feran grinned. "Sir... you're supposed to have me send someone."

Alucius shrugged helplessly. "I have to get back to being an officer and not a herder."
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The overcaptain turned. "Egyl... send one of the scouts to inform the marshal that Majer Alucius and
Fifth Company stand ready to depart."

"Yes, sir."

Alucius glanced toward the headquarters building, but he did not see Colonel WesylIn. That was not
surprising. Doubtless the colonel was on the south side, seeing Marshal Frynkel off. Alucius couldn't help
but wonder whether Weslyn knew that Frynkel neither cared for him nor respected him. He supposed
the colonel knew. Weslyn was too astute in playing the political currents not to know. That was one
aspect of being a Northern Guard officer that Alucius could easily have done without, although his Talent
was extraordinarily useful in sensing those types of undercurrents.

"They'll be waiting," Feran suggested.

"No doubt of that. They probably didn't do an inspection, although I wouldn't have put it past the
marshal."

"I wouldn't, either."

Shortly after Waris returned from delivering the message, from the far side of the courtyard on the south
side of the headquarters building came the command, "Eighth Company! Forward!"

"We'll hold till Eighth Company clears the gates," Alucius said.
Feran nodded.
Before too long, Alucius inclined his head to Feran.

"Fifth Company! Forward!"

As he and Feran led Fifth Company, from behind the last riders Alucius could hear the wheels of the
supply wagons on the stone pavement of the courtyard. The sound of iron on stone diminished once the
wagons rolled out through the gate and onto the hard-packed clay of the avenue that led eastward to the
eternastone road south through Dekhron.

The buildings in Dekhron were similar to those in Iron Stem, mostly built of salvaged stone, and with
either tile or slate roofs. Too many of the shutters had peeling paint, or none at all. While a number of the
older dwellings nearest the river piers were two or even three stories in height, they looked even more
run-down, as if they were boardinghouses for the poorer dock and river workers.

The trading buildings near the center of Dekhron had been better maintained, and several sported fresh
paint and clean glass windows. Still, Dekhron appeared quieter than the last time Alucius had been
there—with but a handful of people on the streets—and that surprised him, after having heard from
Kyrial and Kustyl that trade had recently picked up in the river town.

At the eastern end of the avenue, Eighth Company turned south onto the eternastone high road, and
Alucius and Fifth Company followed, riding past the last several blocks before the river.

The high road leaving Dekhron and leading to the bridge reminded Alucius of Hieron, because the
causeway leading to the bridge had been built long before the trade section of the town beside the river.
Several inclined roads had been constructed later to connect to the eternastone pavement. As Alucius
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rode up the causeway out of Dekhron, the sound of hoofs from the Eighth Company ahead of him
echoed off the eternastone pavement and side walls of the ancient Duarchial bridge over the River Vedra.
It was a bridge Alucius might have called grand years before, arching over the river and standing out
against the low dwellings of Salaan on the south side of the river. But, after having seen the massive and
graceful structures over the Vedra at Hieron, or the stone canyon through the Upper Spine Mountains,
the bridge he crossed seemed more of a marvel as a part of a system of highways and bridges that had
endured for thousands of years—a dark marvel, because he was one of the very few who knew the cost
that system had imposed on Corus.

The bridge itself held a roadway twice the width of the high road, but without the dividing curb of the
larger bridges Alucius had seen in Madrien. The stone guardhouse on the southern side still had not been
torn down, as Feran had done to the one in Emal more than two years before, and that also troubled
Alucius. From Alucius's point of view, such remnants of the near-open former hostilities between the Iron
Valleys and Lanachrona would best have been removed as soon as possible.

Just beyond the southern end of the bridge, to the left, had been the Southern Guard fort. Alucius
glanced eastward. The center and building and the barracks and stables remained, but the glass was gone
from the windows, and stones had been knocked out of the stable walls and removed. He looked away,

shaking his head.
"What is 1t?" asked Feran.

"The Southern Guard—just packed up and left their fort. There won't be anything left in another year or
two except rubble. It seems like such a waste."

"They don't want to spend the golds to keep it up, and who would buy it?"

"I know." It was another thing that bothered Alucius. Too much was getting more run-down. But there
wasn't anything he could do about that. Instead, he looked ahead to the high road, diverging gradually
from the River Vedra as it headed southwest, and he thought of the long ride ahead, each glass carrying
him farther from the stead, from Wendra, and from their daughter.

Chapter 30

«*»

Two long days later found the two companies on the high road at the place where it once more met the
River Vedra.

"Marshal's picking up the pace," Feran noted.

"It's only about a glass to the post here." Alucius studied the steads and fields, taking in the two rivers,
the Vyana to his left, running westward through the lower fields to the south, and the Vedra to his right.
Before all that long, even through the dust raised by Eighth Company, the walls of Borlan Post appeared
on the right side of the high road ahead, set on the higher triangle of land formed by the junction of the
River Vedra and the River Vyana.

Fifth Company followed Eighth up the cracked pavement of the side road to the post, slowing and then
halting for a time just outside the gates—gates without sentries, Alucius noted.
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From somewhere ahead, Alucius heard a greeting. "Marshal Frynkel, welcome to Borlan Post! You do
us honor, and we ofter all that we can to ease your journey."

Alucius recalled similar words, delivered in a similar tone, and he wondered if Majer Ebuin still remained
at Borlan.

Fragments of Frynkel's response drifted back.

"... appreciate the welcome, Majer... your courtesy and support... most welcome. .. two full
companies. .. Majer Alucius... Northern Guard... may recall him... Overcaptain Feran..."

The blond majer—who was indeed Ebuin—remained outside the post headquarters building, waiting for
Alucius and Fifth Company, while the marshal and Eighth Company had moved on toward the stables.

"Majer." Alucius inclined his head as he reined up once more. "I'm pleased to see you. This is
Overcaptain Feran, in command of Fifth Company."

"It's good to see you again, Majer... and to meet you, Overcaptain."”
Feran nodded.
"Are you now the post commandant?" Alucius asked politely.

Ebuin nodded. "I am. Captain-colonel Yermyn was stipended in the spring, and Borlan Post will be
reduced to a travel post under a captain at the turn of the year. I'll remain here until the changeover."

Alucius hadn't really considered that the annexation of the Iron Valleys would also have had a
wide-ranging impact on Lanachrona, but it certainly made no sense to retain a large outpost at Borlan
now that the northern side of the Vedra was part of Lanachrona. In fact, as he considered it, he had to
wonder why the reduction had not occurred earlier. "Do you know where you'll be posted then?"

Ebuin shrugged. "Best we get your men." He raised a hand, and a Southern Guard stepped forward
from behind him. "Squad Leader Henthyn can help get your squad leaders oriented. You know where
the officers' stable is. Marshal Frynkel will be taking the commandant's quarters, and that will allow each
of you a room in the visiting officers's quarters."

"Thank you."

Alucius and Feran rode to the stables, where they unsaddled and groomed their mounts. Then
Alucius—carrying his rifles and saddlebags—Iled the way to the structure behind the headquarters
building, climbing up the steps to the upper level. As he recalled, their rooms would be the last three—all
sharing a single washroom.

Alucius had the end room, slightly larger but still modest, with a bed for one, a writing desk, boot and
weapons racks, and a narrow armoire.

While Feran checked on Fifth Company, Alucius used the cool water in the washroom to clean up, then
to wash out one uniform and one set of nightsilk undergarments. After dressing in his other uniform, he
made his way down the steps. Then he stopped. What was he going to do? He'd only get in Feran's way,
and the older officer knew his duties, probably far better than Alucius did at the moment.
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Alucius climbed back up the steps and reentered his temporary quarters. He seated himself at the writing
desk. Here he was, a majer in charge of one company and shortly to be in charge of three or four, and
he'd never thought about exactly how he was going to handle things. He hadn't been given any instruction
or ideas, either from the marshal or from Colonel Weslyn, and he needed to set up some sort of structure
to run three or four companies, and one that didn't take many lancers.

He was still jotting down notes when Feran knocked on the door to the quarters.

"Majer... the marshal has asked us to join him for supper..."

Alucius quickly stood. He had most of his ideas down in rough form, not that there were all that many.

"What were you doing?" asked Feran, as Alucius stepped out of his quarters.

"Trying to figure out how to run three or four companies without riding over my own mount."

"You've done that before."

"Ride over my own mount? Several times, at least."

Feran frowned. ""You were in charge of all the companies on the way back from Deforya."

"We didn't have to do all that much except ride west on the highway," Alucius pointed out dryly. He
started down the steps to the lower level. "That didn't take much skill. Here, we're going to be trying to
put down a rebellion, and I'd guess that's going to mean different companies in different places."

"So... what do you have in mind?"

"There's a chain of command, and you're next in line. Frynkel's taken care of that by making sure you
have a commission in both the Northern and Southern Guard." He stopped as they neared the mess. "We
can go over it later."

Feran nodded.

The marshal and Captain Geragt were standing in the small mess, with its three tables, talking in low
voices with Ebuin as Feran and Alucius arrived.

"... kind who will do what needs to be done..."

"... seemed that kind before..."

Frynkel broke off his words to Ebuin and cleared his throat. "Now that we're all here..."
Ebuin gestured to Frynkel. "Marshal... we're not formal here. If you would do the honors?"

With a nod, the marshal took a seat at the larger circular table, the only one set. Following the marshal,
Alucius seated himself, followed by Ebuin and Feran, then by Geragt.

"As I once told Majer Alucius," Ebuin said, "the ale is good. It's one of the best parts of meals here, and
that's why there are two pitchers set out." He took the pitcher and filled the beaker before the marshal.
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Ebuin kept looking at Frynkel, and Alucius could sense that, for all Ebuin's outward heartiness, the majer
was fretting about something.

A server appeared and set two large platters in the center of the circular table. The first held long slices
of meat covered with brown sauce, garnished with lime slices. The second held glazed and fried rice.

"Whistlepig?" asked Alucius, although he thought he recognized the dish.
Feran looked at Alucius quizzically.

"It's one of the specialties of Borlan," replied the other majer. "They're like scrats, except much larger
and tamer, and taste like fowl."

The marshal served himself, as did the others in turn.

As he ate, Alucius decided, once more, that despite what Ebuin said, whistlepig was not so good as
fowl, especially not so good as the Vedra chicken at the Red Ram, but far better than much he had eaten
over the years.

"Have you received any dispatches from Krost or Tempre that would be of interest?" Frynkel glanced at
Ebuin.

"There have been very few. Arms-Commander Wyerl will be shirting the Southern Guard out of all the
outposts along the Vedra east of Tempre, except here at Borlan, by the turn of the year."

"They'll all go west?" suggested Alucius.
"More than likely," Frynkel replied. "Not that I've been told yet. What else?"

"All lancers in either Northern or Southern Guard whose service is due to expire at the turn of winter or
spring have been extended another season, until more trainees are ready. As possible, they will be used
in training assignments."

Feran frowned, as did Geragt.

Alucius had doubts about whether such assignments would really be offered, especially for the Northern
Guard.

"Such refreshingly cheerful news," Frynkel said sardonically. "And how are the crops here in Borlan?"
"I wouldn't know, sir. Not for certain, but there's not too much complaining.”

The marshal turned to Alucius. "Majer, you've heard about the overthrow of the Landarch by the large
landowners of Deforya. You are certainly the most experienced officer to serve there in many years.
What do you make of that?"

Alucius took a small swallow of ale before replying. "The Landarch was trying to balance the needs of
his land against the demands of the landowners. You may have read my report on the structure of the
Deforyan Lancers. Most of their overcaptains are the younger sons of the large landowners. The
undercaptains and captains come from the crafters and less prosperous merchants. That means that those
with wealth control the water supply through the aqueducts, the lancers through their officers, and trade
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and business through their golds."
"Then why did the Landarch not fall years before?" asked Ebuin.

"It's only a guess, but I would judge that his power lay in the long tradition of the Landarchy and in the
distrust between landowners. They felt they needed someone who was beholden to all the landowners
and not to any one of them."

"Why would you judge the landowners overthrew him now?" Frynkel's words expressed mild curiosity.
"You would be more aware of the current situation than [ am."

Alucius replied, "but I would guess that they overthrew him because he understood what was happening
and tried to move Deforya to face those troubles, and the landowners were opposed to the changes..."

"Go on," encouraged Frynkel.

Alucius shrugged. "I don't know for certain, but only a few of the senior officers in the Lancers seemed
to understand anything they didn't want to, or anything new. They could have cultivated more land, but
instead they seemed to force people into Dereka, almost as if they wanted to keep them poor. They
refused to believe in the pteridons until they were flaming thousands of lancers. Times are changing in
Corus. The Praetor of Lustrea was preparing to take over the nomad grasslands, and now that Aellyan
Edyss is dead and the nomads are fragmented and blocking trade on the southern route, he probably will
resume that effort. If that is the case, the Landarch might assess a slightly higher tariff on the northern
pass, but he would be aware that too high a tarift would not be well received by his neighbors. The
landowners would not care. They would only see the chance to shift the tariff burden farther away from
themselves and onto someone else." Alucius paused for another swallow of ale. "That is but a guess, and
probably a poor one at that."

Frynkel nodded slowly, then glanced to Feran. "What do you think, Overcaptain?"
"I think Majer Alucius is being charitable. The landowners would suck the life out of the stones in the

mountains and the grass in the plains if they could make a copper more. Their sons treat the junior
officers like ignorant rankers when the juniormost officers know more than the senior officers."

"Majer Ebuin?" prompted Frynkel.

"I know less than either of these worthy officers..."

"You still must have an opinion."

Ebuin tilted his head, thinking for a time. "It is always easier to blame someone else. The Matrial blamed
Lanachrona. The Dramurians blame us now. Deforya has slowly become less and less prosperous. |
would say that it was easier for the landowners to blame the Landarch. The only way to keep him from
refuting their charges was to topple him before he could. That is but my best guess, sir."

"Y ou majers are most cautious. Overcaptain Feran is more direct." Frynkel laughed softly. "Rank can
make one cautious. That is not always a virtue." He laughed again. "I learned that the hard way, many

years ago when I was an overcaptain in charge of a small border post near Chronant..."

Alucius forced himself to listen intently.
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Much later, after several more stories from the marshal and one from Ebuin, Alucius returned to his
quarters for the night. After bolting the door, he used his belt striker to light the wall lamp over the writing
desk. He set aside the sheets of paper holding his thoughts on organization and began a letter to Wendra.

When he finished, more than a glass later, he reread what he had set down, eyes skimming through the
words.

My dearest—

I am writing this from Borlan. As you doubtless know, little eventful has happened, for which I am
grateful. I did meet with Colonel Weslyn in Dekhron, and he is as he always has been, most polite and
gracious in his speech. It was good to see Feran again, and some of the men I had commanded several
years back...

We leave in the morning for Krost, where we are to meet the rest of the force I will be commanding. We
have no new tidings of what may have occurred in Hyalt or elsewhere. ..

I would that matters were not as they are, and that we were together on the stead. I look forward to
completing my tasks so that [ may return to you.

Then he signed and sealed it. In the morning he would see what arrangements he could make for his
letter to Wendra to be carried to Iron Stem by one of the regular dispatch riders. Of course, it would
cost half a silver, and there wasn't that great a guarantee, but it was worth the coin. He just recalled his
regrets when he'd been captured by the Matrite forces and had never written a single letter home.

Chapter 31

Dekhron, Iron Valleys
«»

The stocky man turned from the shelves of the library as the door opened and a white-haired man in
black entered. "Tarolt."
"I see you are perusing the volumes again. For references to the scepters, I presume?"

"I thought that it would not hurt to look, as I could. I have completed my other assignments. Or what of
them that I can do at the moment."

"The scepters might be helpful, Sensat, but they have already accomplished what was necessary a
thousand years ago." Tarolt's voice was firm and cold.
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"Are we sure that those tensions remain as necessary? Without the locators..."

"They do, else none of the Tables would have worked all these years. I have calibrated the new Table,
and Trezun has rechecked the measurements. It is so. We do notrneed the scepters."

"There are still possible lamaials—Tyren in Alustre and the herder—and if they find the scepters..."

Tarolt silenced Sensat with a gesture. "The only one with any hint of true Talent about whom we need
worry is the herder. He is on the way to Hyalt. Adarat has been warned that the northern officer with the
dark gray hair is the lamaial. That will fire the believers even more, and the herder will have more than
enough to handle, because he has not been in service for years and never in such a situation."

"But if he hears of the scepters...?"

"How would he even know about the scepters and what they are? Also, it is most unlikely that the
ancient ones can support him there in Hyalt—or that they will try. Still, it would be good to uncover the
scepters, but not at the expense of preparing for what must be." He looked hard at Sensat. "Just how
much progress can you report on your primary duties?"

"Adarat has the Hyalt area organized and under firm control. There are already five companies of
Cadmians in training. The believers of the True Duarchy have been told that a northerner is being sent
against them, a lamaial who will kill them to stop the return of the One Who Is and the peace of the
Duarchy to come. They have been assured that they are the chosen ones to restore the Duarchy and to
destroy all who would oppose them in returning hope to Corns," offered the pale-faced and stocky man
in the maroon tunic. "Adarat has also sent weapons to Syan as well, but we have fewer believers there."

"Whose fault is that?" asked Tarolt.

"There are few of us yet here. All this has taken some considerable planning and effort, since there are
no longer Tables in Tempre and Hyalt... and since we have not yet been able to reactivate the one in
Soupat. It will be much easier when one more translation is complete."

"It is always easier with more Efrans, but full translations are still difficult and risky... and few on Efra
wish to take that risk. Too few, and they do not understand the greater dangers. Like all those in
comfort, they do not wish to understand. But. .. that was why you agreed and why you were translated
here," replied Tarolt. "To assist as required to create the unrest and chaos that will make a new Duarchy
seem paradise by comparison. And to facilitate the events necessary to rebuild the grid. Never forget
that."

"Yes, fieldmaster."
"Tarolt... always Tarolt."

Sensat swallowed before replying. "Yes, Tarolt."

Chapter 32

«»
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Two and a half days had passed since the four officers and the two horse companies had left Borlan and
taken the eternastone road south to Krost. Although it was early afternoon, a gray overcast blocked the
sun and had since midmorning. There was no wind, leaving a sullen feel to the day, one that, to Alucius,
promised little good. Yet, what could happen now? The two companies rode southward through low,
rolling hills with prosperous steads on each side and occasional small towns. There was almost no
possibility of encountering hostile lancers, not when the nearest forces were those of the Regent more
than three hundred vingts to the west—as an eagle might fly—and twice that by even the high roads.

Then, from nowhere, a crimson emptiness flared through Alucius's wristguard. He glanced down
involuntarily. Wendra? What had happened?

But the guard remained warm and gave no other indication.

He frowned and studied the road ahead of him. He tried to use his Talent to probe the wristguard's
crystal, yet all it revealed was that Wendra was alive and healthy—all it could reveal. He could only take
that as a sign that she and Alendra were well.

Suddenly, Alucius found himself almost shivering, yet he wasn't really cold. He was wearing nightsilk
undergarments and a riding jacket, and it wasn't winter, but harvest. Harvest was warm in Lanachrona,
even on an overcast day, especially without any wind.

Another quarter vingt went by, and the wristguard revealed nothing else. Then Fifth Company followed
Eighth Company through a road cut made ages earlier. Even the walls were of eternastone, rising a good
three yards above Alucius's head at the point where the roadbed was in the center of the ridge. As
Alucius neared the southern end of the cut, he glanced over his shoulder, noting that the ridge, unlike the
other hills, seemed to stretch as far as the eye could see, both to the northwest and to the southeast.

As the road shoulders dropped level with the road itself, another crimson emptiness, far more
overwhelming, washed over and around him, and not from his wristguard. This was a Talent-sensed
void—the same emptiness that he had felt on the high road back from Dereka. He turned to Feran, riding
beside him. "Order ready rifles."

Feran started, but only for a moment, before replying, "Yes, sir," then turned to Egyl. "Ready rifles! Pass
it back."

"Ah... yes, sir. Ready rifles. Fifth Company! Ready rifles!"

Alucius then added, "If you'd order your four best marksmen up here."

"Egyl..." Feran began.

"Waris, Makyr, Solsyt, Tonak, forward!"

"Put two of them on each shoulder, about three yards ahead of us." Alucius had no idea what exactly
was coming, but it had the feel of a reddish purple Talent, all too much like the wild pteridons, and he
wasn't about to wait to see what it might be. If nothing showed up, he'd pass it off as a drill. He didn't
think they'd be that fortunate. He infused the cartridges in his own rifles with darkness, then did the same

to those in the loops in his belt. He waited to say more until the four lancers rode up.

"I'd like you four to take a position ahead of the company. Be prepared to fire, at my direct command."
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"Yes, sir."
"Two on each side," Feran added.
"Yes, sir."

As the four rode past Alucius, Feran, and Egyl, Alucius reached out with his Talent and began to infuse
the cartridges in each of their rifles with the same kind of darkness that he had used.

The chill and unseen red-purple darkness became more and more oppressive as the company continued
southward. Alucius felt as though an unseen avalanche was building behind the gray clouds above, a
sweep ofsomething ready to crash down upon them. Yet... what more could he do? Tell the marshal
that they were facing a danger he could not describe, could not identify, and could not even explain?

All he could do was to ready his first rifle and slowly infuse the cartridges of the lancers in the first squad
with darkness. More than that he could not do, except study the skies ahead and the terrain beside the
high road as he rode. Even so, he felt shaky after drawing on so much darkness.

They had ridden only a few hundred yards farther when the entire sky flashed purple—but only to
Alucius's Talent, and then on both sides of the eternastone road the sky shivered, with lines of black
lightning flashing down and then vanishing. To the east Alucius took in ten creatures from a nightmare—or
from wherever the ifrits came. Each was more than four times the size of a draft horse, with massive
shoulders, a long triangular horn, and scales that shimmered purple. The oversized mouths boasted
crystal fangs a yard long.

"Friggin' monsters!"
"Sow's belly!"
"... same as back then..."

Alucius glanced to the west, where another set of identical creatures had appeared, then swung up his
own rifle. "Fifth Company! Halt! Out oblique and hold! Prepare to fire. Fire!"

"Fifth Company! Out oblique and hold! Fire at will!" echoed Feran and Egyl.

Aiming to the east, because that grouping of Talent-creatures seemed closer, Alucius put his first shot
through the forehead of the horned creature in the middle. As the creature collapsed with athud that
shook the ground, then flared into a column of flame, another lithe creature sprang from behind the
monster. The second looked vaguely like a dustcat, except that it was a shimmering black, and far
swifter—and with longer fangs and claws.

Alucius's second shot missed the black dustcat, and the third only struck it in the hindquarters, but it
flailed forward, hissing, until a shot from someone else turned it into a small blue-flame pyre.

The remaining horned Talent-beasts—or wild sandoxes—lowered their heads and rumbled forward,
their bulk sending vibrations through the ground itself. Alucius fired the last shot in his first rifle at the
foremost of the sandoxes, bringing it down as bluish flames erupted from the wound, but from behind the
fallen sandox sprang a pair of the black dustcats.

Before him, the four marksmen fired deliberately, and one of the dust-cats exploded in the same bluish
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flames, but the remaining dustcat streaked toward Tonak with incredible speed. Somehow, the lancer
managed to get off a shot at point-blank range, but so close that for a moment he appeared enveloped in
blue flame.

"Eighth Company! Forward!"

As the Southern Guards tried to ride away from the attack, three of the horned sandoxes swept through
the rear squad. Bodies flew in all directions, each encased in blue flames.

Because he could do nothing for the Southern Guards without firing directly into them, Alucius switched
rifles and looked westward, targeting another of the wild sandoxes, then the dustcat that followed the fall
of the massive beast. He paused for an instant to squeeze more darkness into the cartridges of the rifle
Waris carried as the lancer reloaded, then raised his second rifle to aim at the nearest beast. While the
shot struck, and bluish flames issued from the beast's shoulder, it swerved and stumbled toward the last
rank of Eighth Company, exploding in a gout of flame that engulfed two Southern Guards.

Alucius fired at another of the beasts—and hit it. A blast of blue flame washed toward the left side of
Fifth Company's first squad. While Alucius could feel the heat, the flames died short of the lancers. He
targeted two more of the cats, but it took three shots to get the second.

"Watch the cats!" Alucius ordered, tryingto infuse the cartridges of the marksmen and of the lancers
around him with blackness as he reloaded the second rifle.

Another horned beast flared into blue flame, just at the edge of the eternastone, but at the rear of Eighth
Company.

Alucius snapped off another shot and was rewarded with another blue explosion. Then he concentrated
on three cats that streaked toward first squad.

The last one skidded to a halt less than a yard from the western edge of the road, flaring into a sudden
blue flame. Even before those flames died away, more of the black cat-creatures appeared, striking the
column from all angles, coming in low and slashing at the legs of mounts and men.

Alucius forced himself to concentrate on two things—his own shooting and supplying darkness to the
cartridges of those around him. In time—how long it was Alucius didn't know—he shot the last cat, then
lowered his rifle.

For all the chaos and the slashing attacks, there were fewer bodies strewn on the shoulder of the
highway and amid the column than Alucius had feared—at least among Fifth Company. He looked ahead
and could see charred bodies of both Southern Guards and their mounts, perhaps as many as two full
squads along a half-vingt stretch of eternastone.

Alucius surveyed the fields on both sides of the road. In places, the wooden rail fences had been burned
through, and in others merely broken. There was no sign of any of the creatures, save for large patches of
burned ground and the black smoke that rose in thin trails from the seared ground on both sides of the
eternastone road.

"Have Egyl find out our casualties and report back," Alucius told Feran. "I'm sure the marshal will want
to know—when we catch up to them."

HEgyl?H
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"He's already headed back, sir," called Elbard.

"Thank you." Feran looked at Alucius and said in a lower voice, "This was worse than coming out of
Deforya."

Alucius nodded, his face bleak. "More of the sandoxes, and I've never seen anything quite like those
cats."

"Quite like?" Feran's eyebrows lifted.

"They looked like jet-black dustcats." Alucius forced himself to reload both rifles, overriding the
trembling in his fingers. Only then did he holster the rifles and take a long swallow from his water bottle.
He realized that he felt light-headed. .. and very tired. He pushed the tiredness away.

"I'd hoped that all we'd have to deal with would be angry peasants and religious zealots," Feran said,
"not more Talent-creatures from the time of the Duarchy."

"The marshal said they wanted to bring back the True Duarchy," Alucius said. "I hope these weren't
what they had in mind."

Feran snorted. "People don't know when they're well-off." After a moment, he added, "You don't really
think this had anything to do with the rebellion in Hyalt?"

"T don't know. I don't know how it could, but they've got priests of some sort, and Aellyan Edyss found
a way to call up pteridons. Maybe these rebels could too..." Alucius shrugged, turning in the saddle to
look back northward along the road. He could see Egyl riding toward them.

"Majer... you know I never liked it when you said things like that the last time you had an impossible
assignment."

"I know, Feran. I don't like having those thoughts, either. But why would anyone bring Talent-creatures
against us in the middle of Lanachrona? If the Regent could summon those, I'm certain she'd use them
against our forces actually in Madrien."

"Same thing'd be true of the Deforyan Council or the Praetor," Feran pointed out.

Alucius did not mention the other possibility—that the iftits were to blame—because he couldn't prove
that they even existed, let alone that they had sent the creatures against the two companies. Yet that
possibility was as likely as the priests of the True Duarchy having unleashed the beasts.

Egyl reined up. "Sir, Majer... we lost four men in fifth squad at the rear, and two others in second
squad. Ten men with burns, but it looks like they'll be all right."

"Mounts?" asked Feran. "Supply wagons?"
"They didn't go after the wagons, and anytime they got one of our men, they got the mount, too."
"Do what you can, and let me know when we're ready to ride on," Feran said.

"Won't be long, sir. There's. .. well... not much left if one of those things got a man. Just a greasy black
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patch."
Alucius looked forward again, southward along the road. Eighth Company appeared to have halted
about a vingt south of Fifth Company and was regrouping. As he watched, he could see a rider moving

away from the rear of the Southern Guard column and northward toward Fifth Company.

"I think I'll ride forward and see the marshal," Alucius told Feran. "Once you've got things settled, have
Fifth Company rejoin Eighth."

"Yes, sir." Feran offered a ragged grin. "Better you than me meeting with the marshal, sir."

"Thank you," Alucius replied dryly, easing the gelding forward.

As Alucius rode southward, he ate some travel bread, and that helped with the dizziness. He also
counted more than twenty charred patches on the stones and the roadside, but, as had been the case

with the night-sheep killed by the Talent-pteridons, the corpses had vanished or burned away.

Some of the Southern Guards glanced at him as he rode past them toward the front of the column, but
they were silent, almost as if stunned.

"Marshal, sir," Alucius said, reining up two yards short of the senior officer.
"Majer." Frynkel nodded, paused for a moment, before asking, "What were your losses?"
"Six men dead, ten burned, but not badly."

"Eighth Company lost almost thirty, most in the last two squads." The marshal's eyes fixed on Alucius.
"You didn't have your men charge those creatures. Why not?"

"We'd already found that didn't work. On the way back from Deforya. It was in my report, sir. If they
touch a lancer, he usually bursts into flame. It's not a good idea to get too close. They're also faster than a
mount. Massed fire works better." Alucius waited.

"I thought it might be something like that." Frynkel tightened his lips. "Have your force rejoin us. I'll
debrief you tonight at the way station at Ghetyr."

"Yes, sir." Alucius turned the gray back northward and rode on the eastern edge of the stone pavement,
past Eighth Company and toward Fifth. He was not looking forward to discussing the attack with the
marshal. Not at all. And he still worried about Wendra, and why there had been a flash just before the
Talent-creatures had appeared around him.

Chapter 33

North of Iron Stem, Iron Valleys
«

Wendra reined up at the top of a low rise. The hazy clouds overhead cut off most of the heat from the
afternoon sun, but since there was no wind, she had left her herder's jacket open. To the west, still almost
fifteen vingts away, was the base of the Aerial Plateau. The top of the Plateau was lost in hazy clouds.
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Cloudy weather, especially stormy weather, often encouraged greater sandwolf stalking of the
nightsheep, but usually light clouds did not. Still, Wendra continued to study the gradual slope below her,
and especially the wash farther to the southeast.

Most of the flock was but fifty yards downslope from where she viewed the nightsheep. Somewhat
farther to the north were three young nightrams that sparred with each other, not for dominance, but for
practice for the time when they would fight in earnest, unless stopped by Wendra or Royalt. After making
sure that the sparring was only that, Wendra turned and studied the slope to her right where a handful of
older ewes grazed and moved slowly toward the main body of the flock.

From nowhere, a shivering line of reddish purple flared to her left. She had not seen it, but sensed it and
turned in the saddle, drawing her rifle out of its holder as she did. Almost as quickly, as she eased her
mount around, she infused the cartridges in the magazine and chamber with darkness.

Four dark forms swarmed over the ridge to the north of her, moving swiftly on a line between the three
young nightrams and Wendra. As if sensing the purple-dark sanders, shadowed in unseen blue and
without lifethreads, the three nightrams turned and formed a vee facing the oncoming danger.

Carefully, Wendra squeezed off her first shot, aimed at the lead sander. Her aim was true, and she
targeted the second. But the first flared into a pillar of fire, and the force of that flare of blue flames
pushed the second sideways. Then the remaining three turned southward and began to sprint toward
Wendra.

She squeezed off a third shot and then a fourth, and the second sander fell. With her fifth shot so did the
third.

But the last Talent-sander was less than twenty yards from Wendra, and she doubted that she could
reload in time.

Desperately, she threw out a line of Talent-fire. The sander reeled back, but remained upright. She tried
a second probe, but the sander struggled forward.

Did she need bullets for lifeforce darkness?

With the Talent-sander less than ten yards from her, Wendra formed another Talent-probe, this one
tipped with as much darkness as she could gather, and thrust it as hard as she could at the oncoming
creature. As she did, she knew that what she triedhad to work. .. or she would turn into a mass of blue
flames.

Less than a yard from her, the dark sander halted, as if stopped by a wall, shuddered, and then seemed
to shrivel.

Wendra urged the chestnut sideways and back away from the slowly toppling and shrinking form that
abruptly burst into flame. Warmth cascaded across her left side, warmth that faded as she and her mount
moved away from the Talent-fire.

Wendra reined up, studying the slope. She was shivering and breathing heavily, but there were no
sandwolves and none of the dark sanders remaining, only four trails of thin black smoke rising in the still
air from four patches of oily black residue on the sandy red soil.
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Belatedly, and silently berating herself for being so slow, Wendra reloaded the rifle.

As she slipped the last cartridge into the magazine, another single sharp purple feeling jabbed at her from
somewhere, and was gone.

Wendra glanced around quickly, but the hazy clouds above the stead remained unchanged. The three
younger nightrams had eased back to the main flock, and the ewes had closed up, with the rams forming
a loose perimeter around the flock. But, so far as she could see or Talent-sense, there were neither
sanders, nor soarers, nor sandwolves. Nor were there any more of the strange Talent-creatures.

She continued to watch and sense, but nothing happened, and the nightsheep began to graze once more,
if cautiously. So why had she felt the stab of purpled emptinessafzer she had killed the dark sanders that
had not felt like sanders?

After a moment, she eased off the glove on her left hand and studied the black crystal of the herder's
ring. She sensed nothing, but she knew she had feltsomething . Or had Alucius felt something?

The crystal was warm, and there was no sense of danger or pain, as had been the case when he had
been injured. She replaced her glove and studied the flock.

Alucius was all right. Of that she was confident. But she still worried, both about him and about the dark
sanders—and why they had come after her. Because they were replacing the older, more greenish
sanders? Or because she had become more adept with Talent? Or both?

Chapter 34

«*»

Before even thinking about seeking out the marshal for debriefing, Alucius made sure that Fifth Company
was settled into the way station at Ghetyr—two buildings within a stockade with a well and watering
troughs. The lancers' barracks consisted of little more than a long shed with straw mattresses on plank
platforms. At the west end of the barracks were the officers' quarters—six cubicles without doors. Each
officer's cubicle had a bunk platform with a straw mattress, a stool, and two planks attached to the wall
and supported by timbers to serve as a writing desk. The other building was the long stable, with a roof
that had seen far better days and probably leaked.

After having groomed the gray and left his gear in one cubicle, Alucius went to find Marshal Frynkel.
The marshal was not in the barracks building or in the stable. Alucius found both the marshal and Captain
Geragt standing in the last light of a setting sun in the northeast corner of the stockade, well away from
anyone else. Alucius stopped a good five yards away.

"Majer, come and join us," Frynkel called.

"I didn't wish to intrude, sir."

"You aren't. We were talking about those... creatures."

"Wild sandoxes. Or Talent-infused sandoxes," Alucius said as he joined the other two.

"You think so?"
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"They're close to the ancient illustrations, except for the horns," Alucius said. "They're bigger, too, |
think."

"You'd run across both types of creatures before?"

"No, sir. We were attacked by wild pteridons and wild sandoxes on the return from Deforya. Until
today, I'd never seen those giant black cats."

"They look familiar. .. somehow," mused Frynkel.
"They look like a dustcat might, if it were larger and black, with longer claws."

"Thank you. I knew I'd seen a drawing or something like them." Frynkel nodded, as if relieved to recall
the similarity. "Why do you think the creatures are supported by Talent or magic or whatever?"

"Well..." Alucius paused for a moment before continuing. "Because they have a feel that's similar, but
not the same, to soarers and sanders—and to the pteridons that Aellyan Edyss had. And they react the
same way as the pteridons did when they were killed—exploding in those blue flames." He tilted his
head. "It could be something else. I don't know for certain, but that's what they seem to be."

"I must admit... when I read your report several years ago... I had some doubts about your encounter
on the return from Dereka." Frynkel laughed harshly. "I would rather have not had to confirm personally
that such creatures do exist."

Geragt offered an affirming nod.

Frynkel looked at the Southern Guard captain. "If you wouldn't mind inquiring about whether the cooks
are going to fix something, or whether we're on field rations. ..?"

"Yes, sir. I'll see what I can find out." With a smile of relief, Geragt nodded, turned, and departed.

Geragt's sense of relief confirmed for Alucius his feeling that Frynkel had not been totally pleased with
Geragt about something, probably his handling of the Talent-creatures.

Frynkel waited until the other officer was well away before speaking again. "Majer, as | mentioned
earlier, I noticed that you and your men were ready for those creatures. I also noted that the shots from
Eighth Company seemed to have little effect."

"Yes, sir. Part of that was because I'm a herder. We learn to listen to our feelings. I felt something was
going to happen. I couldn't have said what. So I called a drill for a formation I'd found useful on the
Deforyan campaign. That was to bring forward the best marksmen so that they would be in position. I'd
have to say that the reason our shots had more effect was that we use larger shells. They don't carry as
far as those used by the Southern Guard, but we found them to be more effective against the pteridons at
Dereka."

Frynkel chuckled. "Why is it that everything you say makes perfect sense, and that I'm certain that I'm
still not getting the full story?"

"Because you're not," Alucius admitted. "I can't explain to you why I feel what I do." That was
absolutely true, but not in the way that Alucius hoped Frynkel would take it. "I don't think any herder
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could explain why we feel what we do. We've survived because of what we can sense and feel. That's
one reason why the Northern Guard has used those off of herder steads as scouts for generations. But
it's not a skill that necessarily works well as part of a larger organization. Can you imagine my trying to
explain to you that [have feelings that you should heed? In the middle of a battle?"

This time, the marshal laughed more loudly. "I see your point. I also see why the Lord-Protector wanted
you in charge of a force. You need the freedom to follow those feelings, and he needs the ability not to
be directly responsible." He paused. "How did you manage with Majer Draspyr?"

For a moment, Alucius was lost, not following the marshal's question, before he caught the connection
between it and the majer who had led the combined expedition into Deforya years earlier. "I acted, then
explained. Majer Draspyr needed results, sir."

"I suppose that's why—" Frynkel broke off his sentence. "Never mind that. Can you explain why those
creatures appeared in the middle of Lanachrona and attacked us?"

"Explain? No, sir. I suppose it's possible that the priests or whoever is behind the rebels of the True
Duarchy found a way to call up these creatures and send them against their enemies. How they would
know where we are or how to send them against us I have no idea." Alucius thought the idea was
possible, but he doubted that was the reason, or the sole reason, behind the appearance of the
Talent-creatures. Yet he also didn't see why the ifrits would send such Talent-creatures against Alucius
himself when he was leading a force large enough to destroy the beasts.

"Neither do I, but that makes more sense than anything else. I don't like it, and the Lord-Protector will
like it even less."

Alucius could imagine that. The Lord-Protector had more than enough problems already.
"It still doesn't tell us why this is happening now. Do you have any thoughts on that, Majer?"

"Something's happening. It has been going on since Aellyan Edyss and the pteridons. It could have
started before that, but it's been more obvious in the past few years. There were the pteridons used by
Edyss, and there were those that attacked us on the Deforyan road. Herders in the Iron Valleys have
reported strange kinds of sanders on the steads. The Regent of the Matrial came up with the crystal
spear-thrower. There are probably other things I don't know that you do. According to the histories,
none of these things has happened since the Cataclysm." Alucius shrugged. "It means something. I just
don't know what." Again, what he said was true. He didn'tknow , but he had a feeling that it was all tied
to the iftits, if he could but figure out how and why.

"You talk about feelings, Majer. What do you feel?"

Alucius thought for a moment. "It could be that the True Duarchists are right, that the times are changing
again, and that there could be another duarchy."

"[s that what you feel?"

Alucius forced a laugh. "I feel that the times are changing. That's what I feel. How or why... I couldn't
say."

Frynkel nodded slowly. "There are limits to those herder feelings."
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"Yes, sir. That's why we don't say much."

"I can see that."

"Sir," called Geragt. "The cooks are working on a stew... but it will be more than a glass."
"Well... come on and join us. We might as well go over tomorrow's ride."

Alucius had no illusions that the marshal had given up on trying to see if he could use Alucius's senses as
a herder to discover more about the dangers facing Lanachrona and the Lord-Protector. Frynkel wasn't

the kind to give up.

Chapter 35

«

At Marshal Frynkel's request, on Londi midmorning, Alucius rode at the head of the column beside the
marshal. The sky had cleared and was a brilliant silver-green. A pleasantly warm breeze wafted out of
the southwest. Asterta was well above the horizon, but barely visible against the brightness of the sky.

Frynkel spoke softly, and he did not look at Alucius. "Several years ago, I talked to an overcaptain of
the Northern Guard before a dinner at Arms-Commander Wyerl's home. He seemed intelligent,
hardworking, knowledgeable, and extremely skilled in the use of weapons. He was tactful and could
disagree so graciously that it was hard to get angry with him. Then, he went to an audience with the
Lord-Protector and vanished. Now... this has been known to happen, I hate to admit. The difference
was that the Lord-Protector was not relieved, but quietly upset. Several weeks later, the officer returned,
unshaven, unkempt, and several other matters came to light. First, there was an explosion in the chamber
of the Recorder of Deeds, and the Recorder died. Second, the health of the Lord-Protector's consort
improved greatly, against all medical advice and understanding, and third, the overcaptain was rewarded
and discharged as he had requested.”

Alucius remained silent, wondering where Frynkel was leading.

"The Lord-Protector has expressed concern about not having the information that the Table once
provided, but he has not raged over its absence, even though its lack has created many difficulties for
him. Now... we are seeing many manifestations of great Talent in Corus—and the Lord-Protector
agreed to the recommendation that the Northern Guard officer be requested to return to duty..."

Recommendation? Who could have made that recommendation? Alucius wondered, then decided to
gamble. He turned in the saddle. "Why did you recommend that?"

Frynkel smiled. "Someone else made the suggestion. I thought myself wise enough to recognize its
wisdom. Does who brought up the idea matter?"

"It might," Alucius replied, trying to think through the situation. Neither the Lord-Protector nor the
arms-commander would need to recommend anything to Frynkel, and who else even knew what had
happened?

"I had thought that myself, but we examined the idea closely, Marshal Alyniat and I did, and we thought
it was good enough to bring before the arms-commander."
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Alucius almost froze in the saddle as he considered the most likely person to have made that
recommendation.

"You look a bit... pensive, Majer," mused Frynkel, his tone verging on the ironic.

Alucius focused his senses and Talent upon the marshal before he spoke again. "Might I ask if the one
who suggested this was Waleryn, the brother of the Lord-Protector?"

"Why would he come to us?" replied Frynkel.

Because Waleryn must have wanted me away from the Iron Valleys, Alucius wanted to say, and that
meant that the Lord-Protector's brother had been more deeply involved with the ifrits than Alucius had
realized. Instead of revealing that, Alucius merely said, Y ou would know that far better than I, Marshal."

"And I had to ask myself," the marshal went on, as if he had not asked Alucius anything, "why would the
Lord-Protector so readily accept the mere hope of services of a relatively obscure officer, enough to

send a marshal on a journey of some five hundred vingts?"

Alucius waited, glancing at the long and straight road ahead, and at the scouts who rode a half vingt
ahead.

Frynkel turned in the saddle, fixing his deep black eyes on Alucius.

"It wasn't a hope, Marshal," Alucius answered. "If we wish to be honest, I must point out that it would
have been foolish, if not idiotic, for me to refuse that request. You know that, and so do L."

"Ah..." Frynkel continued. "That is even more to the point. And how does a former officer who is a
herder know this?"

"Because he is a herder. Because the prices of nightsilk reveal more than any talk by officers or officials.
Prices and their future contracts do not lie."Not¢ for long , Alucius temporized silently.

For a moment, Frynkel was silent.

"People tend to forget that herders operate a business that relies not only upon unique animals, but also
upon equipment and processes with very high operating costs. We have to look to the seasons and years
ahead. A herder who does not will lose his stead."

"In that case, to what do you, as both herder and officer, ascribe your presence here? And mine?"

"More than a few people of power wish me here," Alucius replied. "That is most clear and does not
require any great foresight."

"And why would they wish you here?" Frynkel pursued.

"The Lord-Protector and, I presume, the arms-commander wish me here because they trust I can deal
with the revolt in a way that will not weaken Lanachrona's defenses against the Regent of the Matrial."

"And what of others? Say, Lord Waleryn, since you did mention him."
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"He wishes me here for his own purposes, which are not those of the Lord-Protector."
"I see you share the high opinion of Lord Waleryn held by a few others."

Alucius did not respond, since he had not actually been asked a question.

"What purposes might be ascribed to Lord Waleryn?"

"Anything that might enhance his stature or power."

"So he wishes you to fail, you think?"

"He may, but I would think he would prefer that I succeed, and that he judges my success will achieve
the result he desires."

"For a comparatively young officer, you are cynical, Majer. Now... there is one other matter that has
troubled me. The matter of the Table. The Table seemed impervious to most damage, If the records are
correct, on more than one occasion over the centuries, large blocks of stone fell on it, yet it showed no
damage. Then, seemingly for no reason at all, it exploded. And you returned to the palace. Equally
striking is the fact that the destruction of the Table was taken so calmly by the Lord-Protector. "

Alucius shrugged. "I only met the Lord-Protector briefly, but he struck me as a man who would not
brood or rage over what he could not control." He hoped—vainly, he suspected—that the marshal
would not continue his probing for the rest of the journey to Tempre.

"That may be, but what role did you play in the Table's destruction?"

"Just how could I destroy something that had lasted centuries?" Alucius laughed. "You do me far too
much honor, Marshal. I am a herder. I do know a little about Talent. All herders do, but I know nothing

about how such a Table might work, and, in truth, I did not even know such a thing existed before I
came to Tempre."

"I had hoped you would. There were reports that you were the one who dragged Lord Waleryn to
safety when the Table exploded."

"I can tell you in all honesty," Alucius replied, "that I do not know how a Table works, but I pledged the
Lord-Protector that I would say nothing to anyone about the task he assigned me. I can say that he did
not task me with anything involving the Table or its use."

"So he did have a task for you."

Alucius nodded.

"And you will not say more?"

"Not unless the Lord-Protector requests that I do, and I would not do so unless he did so in person."

"You are indeed cynical, Majer." Frynkel shook his head, then gestured to his left at the long expanse of

rolling meadows, with grass still green, despite the harvest season. "Now... do you know why that
expanse to our left is called The Folds?"
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"I had not heard the name, sir."

"It's called that because in the early years of Lanachrona all the herders gathered their herds and flocks
to winter over..."

Alucius refrained from taking a deep breath. The ride to Krost was long, and getting longer.

Chapter 36

«y»

Alucius spent at least half of each of the next four travel days riding with the marshal, who had come up
with what seemed hundreds of ways to approach the same set of questions—just what had Alucius been
doing for the Lord-Protector and what did it have to do with the destroyed Table?

On two of the nights, the companies had slept out on very hard ground, in areas posted for lancers.
South of Borlan the flatlands had turned into rolling hills that were far more lush, and in the bottomland
between the hills were more meadows still green even in early harvest. The fields were bringing forth
beans, maize, oilseeds, and the hillsides carried vingt upon vingt of almond orchards. The wooden stead
houses and outbuildings were as well kept and numerous as Alurius recalled, and the high-road traffic
was even thicker than he remembered.

With the warmer and moister air, Alucius had gone back to drinking more and more from his water
bottles, and by late afternoon, his uniform was damper than he would have liked from all the perspiration.

Late on Quinti afternoon, Alucius, Feran, and Fifth Company, following Eighth Company, were
approaching Krost from the north, nearing the post where he was supposed to add two recently trained
companies to his force. Southeast of Krost were the hills covered in rows of staked green vines, the
northernmost of the wine-producing Vyan Hills, as Alucius recalled. Directly ahead was the crossroads
where the two high roads intersected. At the crossroads, they would turn west to reach Krost Post.

"How good do you think these trainees are?" asked Feran.

"Not so good as they should be," replied Alucius. "Nor as good as they will be, between the two of us."
He grinned and turned in the saddle. "And Egyl."

"Sir..." protested the senior squad leader.
Alucius gave an exaggerated shrug before turning back to look at Feran.
"You're going to have another problem... sir," Feran ventured.

"The way you tacked on the honorific,overcaptain , says I'm going to have a significant problem. Pray
tell me." Alucius smiled.

Feran smiled back. "They're barely more than trainees. They don't know squat about anything. They've
been told for years that the Northern Guard is a ragtag outfit of herders who had to be bailed out by the
Lord-Protector." Feran held up his left hand. "We know it's not true, and probably whoever's been
training them lately hasn't been saying that, but I'd wager that's what they all believe."
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"You're probably right. I've been thinking about that. It's going to be hard on the trainees, but we'll set
that right."

"Oh? Just like that, sir?"

"Just like that," Alucius replied. "We'll run a company-on-company exercise, and we'll use rattan blades,
and you'll let it be known to Fifth Company the way the trainees probably feel. Or Egyl and the squad
leaders will."

Feran winced.

"And then, I'll take on whoever thinks he's the best blade in the trainees."

"What if he's really good, a former duelist?"

"I doubt I'll have to. Someone that good won't be in with trainees. If he is, I'll cheat," Alucius said
bluntly. "He won't know it, though."

"Whatever happened to that innocent young officer who believed in doing the right thing?"

"[ still believe in doing the right thing. I hope I'm not quite so naive." Alucius looked southward, taking in
the three tall chimneys that marked the glassworks, then, to the southeast, south of the other high road,
the odd-shaped hill that had been cut away for the sand that fed the glassworks.

"Then, there's hope for us all." Feran laughed sardonically.

Ahead of Fifth Company, the marshal and Eighth Company had reached the crossroads in the center of
Krost and turned westward. Fifth Company followed along the high roads that ran amid the old buildings,
several as much as four stories tall.

The marshal had clearly sent someone ahead to announce their arrival because, once they followed
Eighth Company through the wide stone gates of Krost Post, just west of the city, a full squad was lined
up to welcome them, with a senior squad leader in the front. Alucius, Feran, and Fifth Company had
reined up barely inside the gates of the post when three officers in blue-and-cream uniforms hurried out
into the paved courtyard and stiffened before Marshal Frynkel.

Almost as quickly, a young-faced Southern Guard captain hurried at not quite a run past Eighth
Company and came to attention opposite Alucius. "Captain Zenosyr, sirs. The captain-colonel asked me
to make sure you and your men are settled in."

"Captain-colonel Jesopyr?" asked Alucius.

"No, sir. He was sent to Madrien in command of three companies. Captain-colonel Jorynst is post
commander."

"I'm Majer Alucius, and this is Overcaptain Feran. He commands Fifth Company."
"Majer, Overcaptain." Zenosyr bowed his head briefly, then smiled and gestured. "You must have had a

long ride. The front section of the stable is set aside for your lancers. I'll just walk with you. It's not that
far."
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Alucius refrained from saying that he'd been at Krost Post before, and merely nodded.

Fifth Company followed the captain to the massive stable, which had spaces for close to four hundred
mounts. It was far more crowded than the last time Alucius had passed through, and only about a quarter
of the stalls were vacant. The other stable appeared almost as full. From the stable, while Feran dealt
with the squad leaders, Alucius carried his gear back across the courtyard, following the young captain to
a two-story graystone structure a good hundred yards in length and up a set of steps to the upper level
containing the officers' quarters.

Zenosyr opened the third door. "These are a colonel's quarters, but as a force commander with three
companies, you rate them. If there's anything you need, let me know."

"I will, Captain, but I think it's unlikely."

"The captain-colonel would request your presence at the supper honoring the marshal in about a glass
and a half."

"T'll be there."

Once the captain left, Alucius frowned, thinking. It was clear that the captain had no real idea who
Alucius was, other than another majer. While Alucius was well aware that fame vanished quickly, he
would have thought that someone might have briefed the captain, and he had to wonder why it had not
been done.

He glanced around the room—a good ten yards by four—with an antique desk, a double-width bed of
equally ancient vintage, a double armoire, a carved weapons-and-boot rack, wide, shuttered windows,
and an attached washroom. It could have been the same room he'd been in before, although he thought
that room had been closer to the headquarters building.

He decided to get cleaned up. He could puzzle over the strangeness as he did. First, he racked his
weapons and hung up his clothes and gear before heading to the washroom with the tub and the spigot
that provided ample volumes of lukewarm water. When he had finished washing himself, he washed out
dirty uniforms and garments, then dressed and seated himself at the antique desk.

The last times he had passed through, the post that could have held between ten and fifteen full
companies had housed only a company or a company and a half in residence. Now, it was more than
half-full, but the honest Captain-colonel Jesopyr was gone. Had all the officers been transferred? That
might explain why no one knew Alucius. Abruptly, he laughed. Why would anyone have cause to know
him? "You're taking yourself too seriously," he said in a low voice to himself.

With a smile, he set to work writing out the exercises he planned to use to test the Southern Guard
companies he would be commanding. He was still writing when there was a knock on the door.

"Alucius?" called Feran.
"Come on in."

The older officer slipped inside the quarters. "Not bad. It's about twice the size of my pantry." He
paused. "We are supposed to add two companies here, aren't we? Wasn't that what you told me?"

"That's what the marshal told me."
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"That captain's senior squad leader wanted to know if we were being sent west to fight the Matrites. |
said that we had another fighting assignment. He just nodded."

"Captain Zenosyr didn't seem to know who I was and why we were here. I didn't tell him. I thought it
might be more interesting to see what happens at supper." Alucius closed the folder that held his draft
plans and orders, pushed back the armless desk chair, and stood.

"I never did like that word," Feran replied.

"Interesting?"

"Things are always interesting around you. No offense, most honored Majer, but too often interesting
just means dangerous."

"I know. But... if the officers here don't know, that's for a reason."

"I'd say it's because the marshal didn't want it known that those companies would be serving under a
Northern Guard officer. I'd feel better if I knew why."

"Would you?" Alucius raised his eyebrows, then laughed. "We'd at least know what we're up against,
besides a revolt. We might find out more at supper."

"I wouldn't wager on that."

"Neither would I, but we shouldn't keep the captain-colonel and the marshal waiting." Alucius followed
Feran out of the room and closed the door behind him.

Zenosyr was standing in the courtyard below, outside the building that held both officers' quarters and
the officers' mess. Young as the man looked, Alucius realized that he himself was only a few years older
than the captain, if that.

The two Northern Guard officers followed the captain in through the double oak doors and down a
short hallway floored in blue-and-white marble tiles shaped like diamonds. Although the mess itself had
space for a good twenty tables, a single long table was set up with white linen and cutlery and with places
for fifteen officers.

Perhaps ten Southern Guard officers were standing around the marshal, talking quietly, if insistently. Only
a single officer, a majer who looked vaguely familiar to Alucius, even looked toward Alucius and Feran,

and he glanced away quickly.

"Captain-colonel Jorynst, here are our Northern Guard officers," said the marshal more loudly, looking
toward Alucius. "Majer Alucius and Overcaptain Feran."

"Welcome to Krost Post," offered Captain-colonel Jorynst, a square-faced man with thin brown hair
and bright green eyes. "You'll pardon me if I don't attempt to introduce everyone at the moment."

Alucius just nodded an affirmation, smiling politely, adding, "We're pleased to be here."

"Now that everyone is here..." Jorynst gestured toward the head of the table. "If you would do the
honor, Marshal... Majer Alucius?" The colonel nodded at the seat to the marshal's left while moving to
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the one to the right. The other majer sat beside Jorynst, while Feran was to Alucius's left, with the three
other overcaptains next on each side of the table, followed by the captains.

Alucius noted that Zenosyr was the most junior captain, sitting at the last position on the left side of the
table.

"In following the noble tradition set by my predecessor," Jorynst began, standing and moving to the table
against the wall behind him, "I am pleased to offer one of the best white wines, that is, the best that the
mess can afford." With a laugh, he uncorked one and then two of the amber-colored bottles, half-filling
the marshal's goblet. Then he handed the bottle to a steward in white, who continued down the table
filling the officers' goblets.

Once the goblets all held the near-colorless wine, the colonel looked to the marshal.

Frynkel smiled politely and raised his goblet. "To the officers of the Southern and Northern Guards, and
to their triumphs, wherever they maybe."

Alucius raised his goblet to the toast, then took a small sip of the wine. It was far better than anything he
had tasted in recent years—since the last time he had been in "old" Lanachrona.

Three troopers in white jackets appeared, quickly setting plates before each officer. On each plate was
fish fileted into thin strips and covered with a yellow glaze. As he had expected, the first course was
lemon-almond oarfish.

"Majer Alucius," said Jorynst after a time of silence, "this is Majer Fedosyr. He's my deputy here. In
addition to being most efficient and organized, he's also quite adept with the sabre and other weapons."

Fedosyr—Alucius now recalled that the man had been an overcaptain when Alucius had passed through
Krost before. That was why he had seemed familiar, and from Alucius's covert scrutiny of the other
officers at the table, he thought that Fedosyr was the only officer he had met before. "We met most
briefly several years ago, when we were both overcaptains. It's good to see you again."

"And you, too," Fedosyr replied.

Alucius could sense a darkness about the other majer, and a darkness that he thought might bear a hint
of purpleness, but that was so faint a feeling he wasn't certain. But he did not recall that darkness from
their previous meeting. At the same time, the colonel showed neither darkness nor light, nor any spark of
Talent. He was a senior officer probably on his last command.

"The colonel mentioned your efficiency. From that, I take it that you are in charge of the training going on
here," Alucius ventured.

"The colonel has allowed me to do what I can—"

"Nonsense!" interjected Jorynst. "He's good at it, and he's in charge of it all. I just approve everything.
What's the use of good officers if you don't have them do what they're good at?"

"Precisely," said Frynkel. "That is the nature of command, to use the tools best fitted for the tasks at
hand." He looked directly at Alucius. "You, the colonel, and I will meet in the morning to discuss such
weighty matters. They can wait until then." He lifted his goblet. "In the meantime, this wine is a tool for a
good meal." He laughed and took a swallow.


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

A very small swallow, Alucius noted, which was in keeping with the effective prohibition on discussing
why Alucius was at Krost Post.

After the fish came a marinated lamb, with spices that gave it an aftertaste that was too close to prickle
for Alucius to enjoy it, especially given too-heavy lace potatoes smothered in cheese. With the heavy
food also came light conversation—or conversation that avoided why Alucius was in Krost.

"... say that this Council in Deforya won't last long..."
"... could be... go through several before they realize..."

Alucius understood that. The Council hadn't wanted to accept reality and had toppled the Landarch. If
they accepted reality, they'd be toppled. If they didn't, reality would force their hand, and they'd be
toppled—somewhat later. His lips quirked into an ironic smile, but he continued to listen more than talk.

"

... Denorst's cousin says that the grapes are going to be the best in years..."

'... liked that red he had last time we were there..."

"... still think that the bays handle the cold better... coats are thicker..."

1

... hard to find a good farrier..."

In time, the marshal smiled and stood, and slipped away. Shortly thereafter, so did Alucius and Feran.
Neither spoke until they were outside the door to Alucius's quarters and Alucius had opened the door.

"What was all that about?" asked Feran quietly, stepping into Alucius's quarters and closing the door.
"The marshal as much as ordered us not to talk about why we're here."

"I don't know," Alucius admitted. "But I didn't want to say why we're here, not if the marshal and the
captain-colonel didn't want to talk about it."

"I can see that. Why didn't he?"

"Something's wrong here, and..." Alucius had almost said that he felt Majer Fedosyr was the problem,
but he didn't know that. "... I don't think anyone wants to face it. It could be that they resent my coming
in here, that it's somehow a glove across the face."

"It wouldn't have to be," Feran said, "but it hasn't been handled right."

"Or someone doesn't want it handled right," Alucius suggested.

"There's a lot of that," Feran pointed out.

"There always has been. We saw that in the militia, even when Clyon was colonel. People want things
the way they want them, not the way that would be best." Alucius shook his head and laughed softly and

ironically. "That doesn't even count the problem of knowing what is best."

"You're right about that."


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

"We won't get to the bottom of this tonight. I'm supposed to meet with the marshal and the colonel in the
morning. They may not have wanted to say anything until they had a chance to meet. You're the deputy
commander of this force. I'd like you to get both Southern Guard companies out on the maneuver field
one glass after muster. I should be there by then, but if not, just tell everyone that those are my orders,
and that I'll be there as soon as I can be."

"What about Fifth Company?"

"Tell them they can take the day off, but to get their gear in shape. The mounts need the rest anyway.
We'll bring them into this on Septi. That's when they'll earn their pay."

"You don't make things easy."
"I'd prefer to do things more gently. It won't work. So... what I'm suggesting will be easier than trying to

talk everyone into cooperating. I can tell that none of the officers are in the mood to be cooperative.
So... we establish that we're in charge, and then we go after cooperation after that."

"I hope it's that simple."

So did Alucius.

Chapter 37

Hieron, Madrien
«*»

The Regent stood between the conference table and the wide windows that displayed the southern part
of Hieron as well as the southern quarter of the Park of the Matrial. Her violet eyes followed the east
range high road southward to the point where it vanished into the harvest haze. Then she turned to the
marshal. "You say that the second crystal spear-thrower should have reached the forces moving south
from Dimor?"

"Yes, Regent," replied Marshal Aluyn. "Unless something unusual has occurred, they should be ready to
begin the assault.”

"I would not like that."

"Nor would we, Regent. But the Lord-Protector cannot bring any more lancers into the south."

"Cannot or will not?" asked the Regent.

"If he does, he risks losing the north more quickly or even his own south. If the revolt in Hyalt spreads to
Syan, Soupat will be cut off, and that will limit the lead available to the Lanachronans, both for their
bullets and their crystal trade."

"How are your efforts proceeding in that?"

"There are more weapons being shipped into Hyalt along the old Coast Range trails, and the revolt there
continues to grow."
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The Regent nodded, then asked, "And the torques? How many have werepowered?"
"We have concentrated on repowering those of former captives and those in and around Hieron."
"How many, Aluyn?"

"Less than a quarter. It takes time. We only have a few truly Talented officers. The new crystal is not as
strong, not yet. We dare not send any recently trained captive lancers too far from places where we have
Talent-officers."

"The crystal grows more powerful with each day."
"The Talent-officers have noted that, but you ordered us to concentrate on retaking the south."

"I did. That I did." The Regent nodded. "You may go. Let me know when we have word on our
progress."

The marshal bowed. "Yes, Regent."

After the conference room door closed behind the departing marshal, the Regent turned back to the
windows. She looked southward in the golden light of the time just before sunset. Her fingers touched,
briefly, the dark green emeralds of the choker. The gems flared deep within at her touch, and her smile
hardened.

Chapter 38

«

Sexdi morning, immediately after breakfast and morning muster, found Alurius in Captain-colonel
Jorynst's study along with Marshal Frynkel. The three sat around a circular conference table in one
corner of the study, a corner flanked by two man-high bookcases filled with leather-bound volumes. As
he shifted his weight in the wooden armchair, Alucius couldn't help but notice that all the volumes were
dusty, as were the bookshelves themselves.

"The marshal was telling me that you were attacked by strange creatures on the road south to Krost,"
offered the colonel. "Never heard of such a thing." He looked directly at Alucius.

"It was a surprise to us," Alucius replied. "TI've never heard of anyone being attacked on a road like that.
Not in the middle of Lanachrona, certainly. "

"It happened to you and not to anyone else," said the colonel. "You were not terribly successful in
protecting the Eighth Company, successful as you may have been with your own lancers. Command is
not about protecting just one part of a force; it requires one to handle all the companies as one."

"That is true, Colonel," Alucius replied as politely as he could, despite the growing rage seething within
him. What business did Jorynst have in chastising him? "At that time, I was only in command of Fifth
Company, and I did not receive any orders from Marshal Frynkel."

"Shouldn't need orders for that. Your job was to protect the marshal."
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Alucius debated for a moment, deciding whether to point out that he was not and had never been under
the colonel's command. He decided against doing so and said calmly, "That was what we did. We stayed
and fought the beasts. We killed them all, and that way none of them reached the marshal."

"You didn't do that much for the fourth and fifth squads of Eighth Company, now, did you?"

Alucius could not figure out why the colonel was attacking him—and why the marshal was allowing
it—except that it was clear Frynkel had always had his own agenda. Alucius tried again, keeping his
voice level. "We did the best we could, sir, and we did keep the other Eighth Company squads from
taking casualties."

"That still left some thirty dead and wounded—almost a third of Eighth Company."

From what Alucius could sense, the colonel was angry, but Alucius couldn't figure out why. Jorynst
hadn't been there. Eighth Company did not belong to Krost Post, but was stationed out of Tempre,
according to the marshal. So Alucius just waited, without saying more.

"Your pardon, Marshal," offered Jorynst, nodding to Frynkel and turning back to Alucius, "but many
strange things have happened around you, Majer, and you have an extremely high rate of casualties. I will
do as ordered and place the Twenty-eighth and Thirty-fifth Companies under your command, but I
cannot say that I am pleased. I am not pleased at all, and I cannot understand why this step is necessary.
But I am a faithful officer and will do as directed."

Deciding that the abuse had gone far enough, Alucius forced a polite smile. "Then, Colonel, we feel
exactly the same way. The last Southern Guard officer under whom I served managed to lose almost his
entire company to the last man, and I was forced to watch as tactics I thought were unsuitable were
employed. I managed to defeat an enemy that outnumbered our forces by close to ten to one. It is true
that we suffered casualties in the range of thirty to forty percent, but that was far better than Majer
Draspyr's ninety-eight percent. I am here at the request of the Lord-Protector. I did not ask to be here,
and I did not ask to be sent to put down an internal domestic revolt in Lanachrona, a revolt with which
the Iron Valleys have no connection. Because I, too, am a good and faithful officer, as always, I will do
my very best. In the past, it's been far better than the Southern Guard has managed."

Jorynst's eyes almost bulged out, and he opened his mouth, then closed it. Finally, he spoke. "You...
that is... insubordination. .."

"Yes, sir," Alucius replied. "If telling the facts as they are constitutes insubordination, then I am
insubordinate.”

"[ cannot believe that you—" began Jorynst.

"Colonel..." Marshal Frynkel said, firmly. "Majer Alucius is a Northern Guard officer. His record is
impeccable. He is the only man in the history of Corus to receive the highest decorations from Deforya,
Lanachrona, and the Iron Valleys simultaneously. He is also the only officer ever to engineer an escape
from Madrien and, with less than a company of half-trained recruits, defeat between four and six
experienced companies. He prefers the truth in a less varnished fashion and speaks more directly than the
subordinates to whom you are accustomed. You may note that he replied most courteously and politely
in his manner of speech time after time, when you were the one who was abusive. You took offense to
what he said, and to the substance of what he said, I fear there is no rebuttal." Frynkel smiled coldly and
turned to Alucius. "What are your training plans, Majer?"
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"Do they need any more training?" asked Jorynst. "The Twenty-eighth and Thirty-fifth Companies have
been preparing since we received word from the arms-commander."

Alucius couldn't believe that the colonel was still objecting. Was he that stubborn? Or was he just trying
to set up Alucius? "We'll need at least several days to work with them and to assess—"

"They're good lancers—" said Jorynst.

"I'm certain that they are," the marshal interjected, "but the majer needs to work with them to make sure
that the command structure works and to know how they do what they do, and they need to know how
the Northern Guards do what they do."

"I suppose that's true..." The colonel's words were grudging.

"Colonel," Frynkel said almost amiably, "Majer Alucius understands his task. We should let him get on
with it. There are a few matters that we need to discuss." Frynkel looked at Alucius. "If you wouldn't
mind, Majer." After the briefest pause, he extended a folder. "Here are the rosters and squad
assignments for your new companies. Your command begins as of now."

"Yes, sir." Alucius didn't mention that Feran had probably already established that command. He stood.
"By your leave, Marshal?" He did not look at Jorynst.

"You have my leave, Majer."

Alucius left, closing the door behind him. He paused, but heard nothing, then stepped past the ranker
seated at the desk in the anteroom. He wished he knew exactly what game the marshal was playing, but
by the end of the meeting it had been clear to Alucius that the marshal had used Alucius against the
colonel and had been quietly pleased. Alucius didn't like being used that way, but there was little he could
do until he knew more.

He made his way to the armory, where he arranged for three hundred rattan blades to be ready on the
following morning. Then he hurried to the stable, where the gray was waiting, already saddled. He took
several moments to study the rosters, and then slipped them inside his tunic before leading the gelding out
and mounting.

The post seemed quiet as he rode out past the sentries, who barely acknowledged his departure. Feran
and the two Southern Guard captains were waiting for him at the edge of the flat dusty maneuver field to
the west of the wall of Krost Post.

"Overcaptain, captains. .. I apologize, but the marshal had a few matters to discuss." Alucius offered a
smile he did not feel. "I'm Majer Alucius, and I see that you've met your deputy commander, Overcaptain
Feran."

"Yes, sir."

Alucius studied the two captains. One was dark-haired and painfully young. The other was at least ten
years older, with a rugged face, shortcut blond hair, and a thin red scar across his forehead. Alucius

looked at the older captain. "You're Jultyr?"

"Yes, sir."
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"Were you in one of the companies that patrolled the Coast Range against the Matrial?"
"Yes, sir."

Alucius could detect the faintest puzzlement in the captain's response, but continued, "Did you ever
wonder why the Matrites never sent out patrols of less than what seemed to be a half squad?"

"T hadn't thought about it, sir."

"We'll talk about that sometime, Captain." Alucius offered a smile as he projected a hint of warmth and
trustworthiness at Jultyr. Then he turned to the second captain. "Captain Deotyr?"

"Yes, sir."
"How long have you been in service?"
"Just a year, sir."

"Good," Alucius said ambiguously. "I understand you two have been working your companies hard. I
also suspect that neither of you is thrilled to be assigned to a command where you know little or nothing
about your commanding officer. Has anyone briefed you on our mission?"

There was a flicker of eye contact between the two captains. Jultyr's jaw tightened, and he said nothing.
After a silence, Deotyr spoke. "We heard that we might have to do something about the revolt in Hyalt."

"That's correct. Contrary to what may have been passed around," Alucius said easily, "I'm not interested
in putting down a revolt by killing large numbers of people. That's a very last resort. Dead people don't
produce goods. They don't pay tariffs, and their friends and relatives have even more reasons to revolt
and try to kill lancers. That said, I won't hesitate to use force, if necessary, but I'd prefer other tactics
first."

"Other tactics, sir?" blurted Deotyr.

"We'll discuss those later. We'll have plenty of time on the ride to Hyalt. This morning, we're going to go
through some exercises to see just how your lancers operate and how good they are at what. This
afternoon, we'll be adding some squad and company maneuvers and formations that are not used widely
in the Southern Guard but that will have some application in Hyalt. Then, tomorrow, we'll begin some
squad-on-squad drills against Fifth Company. Fifth Company is a very experienced outfit, and we can't
afford any serious casualties. So... for any contact drills, I've arranged for rattan wands. You'll pick
those up from the armory tomorrow after muster."

"Rattan?" blurted Deotyr.

"Captain," Alucius replied patiently. "We have to integrate tactics, techniques, and maneuvers. While
basic mounted commands are similar from force to force, they are not identical, and tactics vary widely.
There's a great possibility for miscommunication to begin with, and miscommunication with edged
weapons is not desirable. Neither is conducting evaluation exercises and blade training without using
weapons." Yes, sir.
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"For this morning's maneuvers, I'll go with Captain Deotyr and Twenty-eighth Company." Alucius
looked at Deotyr directly. "I'll give you the commands I want you to order. That will let me see how your
company operates. Overcaptain Feran will do the same with Captain Jultyr and Thirty-fifth Company.
Now... if you'd return to your companies and brief your squad leaders."

Alucius remained on the gray beside Feran, using his Talent to boost his listening as the two captains
rode back to their ranked companies.

"Rattan..." murmured Deotyr. "Don't believe it..."

So far as Alucius could tell, Jultyr said nothing. After a moment, Alucius looked to Feran.
"Jultyr has an idea of what's coming," Feran said. "The other one..." He shook his head.
"I know," Alucius said. "I know."

Once he was sure that Deotyr had had time to brief his squad leaders, he rode toward Twenty-eighth
Company.

The rest of the day was a blur, with exercise after exercise, and only a two-glass break between morning
and afternoon sessions. By the time Alucius released the two companies—only slightly past
midafternoon, because he had not wanted to put too much strain on the mounts—both trainee companies
had learned, in general terms, the additional oblique maneuvers that Alucius had brought back from his
captivity in Madrien and adapted for Northern Guard use, as well as a few others that had been used
only by the Fifth and Twenty-first Companies of the Northern Guard.

At some point, Alucius wanted to send off a letter to Wendra. That was all he could do to reassure her
that he was thinking about her and Alendra, but he had a great deal of planning to do. Also, he was well
aware that anything he wrote and dispatched from Krost Post would have to be short and say little
beyond expressing his affection.

As he rode back to the stable, dust-covered, tired, and hoarse, he couldn't help but wonder what the
marshal and the colonel had discussed and how it would all play out.

Chapter 39

"y

Septi morning was cloudy but dry, and as he reined up the gray on the maneuver field, waiting for
Captain Deotyr and Captain Jultyr, Alucius could almost feel the resentment from a least some of the
lancers in the two Southern Guard companies as they formed up—carrying the rattan wands. He had not
talked with Marshal Frynkel, as had decided that it would be better for the marshal to seek him out than
to seek out Frynkel immediately. Alucius's orders did not mention a specific time when he was to leave
for Hyalt, and he did not want to leave until he and Fifth Company had had more time working with the
two Southern Guard companies.

Within moments, Feran had brought his mount up beside Alucius. "Fifth Company is ready, sir."

"Thank you. Do all your squad leaders know what's necessary?" Alucius asked quietly.
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"All T had to tell them was that the Southern Guard was most unimpressed with the Northern Guard."
Feran's voice was dry. "I did add that the Southern Guards didn't seem to understand that you were
trying to protect them, and that it might be wise to reinforce that point. Show the southern boys that they
needed that protection."

Alucius nodded slowly. "Good. I wish it were some other way, but Colonel Jorynst's attitude has made
this more difficult than it had to be."

""You mean that he can't believe that we're fit to command good southern men? Sir?" Feran snorted.

"Something like that."

"How do you want to handle today?" asked the overcaptain.

"Might as well start with squad-on-squad. One set of squads at a time, so the others can watch.
Alternate. Your first squad against first squad of Twenty-eighth, second squad against second squad of
Thirty-fifth until we go through five drills. Then, we'll take a break. Say a half glass, but we'll see. Then,
we'll reverse the order. .. Your first squad against the first squad of Thirty-fifth. .. That will mean your
men have to work twice as hard."

"They can handle that."

Alucius remained on the gray, watching andwaiting as Deotyr and Jultyr formed up their companies,
then rode forward.

"Twenty-eighth Company, present and accounted for, sir."

"Thirty-fifth Company, present and accounted for, sir."

"Fifth Company, present and accounted for, sir," added Feran.

Alucius accepted the reports with a nod, then said, "Good morning, Overcaptain, captains."

"Good morning, sir."

"We'll be doing squad-on-squad drills this morning..." As Alucius explained, he studied the three
officers. "... and once we've had a run-through of the first five skirmishes, the men will get a break, while
I debrief you on each squad's performance. Then, you'll get some timeto work out things with each
squad and squad leader, and a break for rations and water. Then, we'll go through another set of
squad-on-squad skirmishes..." As he finished the outline of the day's training exercises, it seemed to
Alucius that Jultyr's attitude combined understanding with resignation. Deotyr seemed resentful and

bewildered. Feran managed to conceal an ironic amusement.

After he dismissed the captains to make ready, Alucius rode farther toward the center of the maneuver
area so that he could watch more closely.

"First squad, Fifth Company, ready, sir!" called Feran.
"First squad, Twenty-eighth Company, ready, sir!"

"Commence exercise!" Alucius ordered.
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He watched intently as the first squad from Fifth Company wheeled, then rode toward the first squad of
Twenty-eighth Company. Within moments, most of the recent trainees were either rocked back in their
saddles, had lost their rattan wands, or had suffered blows that would have been crippling had they faced
lancers with real sabres. Alucius had anticipated that some additional training would be necessary, but he
had not expected such a poor showing.

He let the skirmish go on for a time, long enough that it was clear to most that those raw lancers in
Twenty-eighth Company would have been slaughtered.

Then he rode toward the swirling melee, raising his voice and projecting command, "Break it off! Now!"
"Re-form! First squad break and re-form!" came the command from Faisyn.

"Re-form!" echoed the squad leader from Twenty-eighth Company.

Alucius watched, but it appeared as though all of first squad still held their wands.

After the dust settled, and the two first squads had cleared the center area, Alucius called out. "Second
squads! To the center of the field... Commence exercise!"

Once more, the results of the quick skirmish were overwhelmingly in favor of Fifth Company's second
squad, but the lancers of Thirty-fifth Company's second squad generally managed to hang on to their
weapons, and a few even parried or landed blows of their own.

Alucius tried not to frown as the morning wore on, but the pattern set in the first two skirmishes held
consistent for the last three. Twenty-eighth Company was hopelessly overmatched, while Thirty-fifth
resembled trained raw lancers.

As the last of the morning drills broke off and the two fifth squads reformed, Alucius caught sight of a
Southern Guard officer riding away from the maneuver field. He wasn't certain, but he thought the man
was Fedosyr, and he wondered exactly why the other had been watching the drills.

Alucius made a mental note to himself about Majer Fedosyr as he rode toward Twenty-eighth
Company, loosely formed up in the northwest corner of the field.

He began his debrief with Captain Deotyr and the first squad leader. "Captain, squad leader... the first
thing that I noticed was that too many lancers in your squad were leaning back in their saddles . .." After
going over the general observations, he moved on to specific points.

Then he repeated the process with Captain Jultyr.

After that Alucius called a break. The companies dismounted, tying their horses to the railings on the east
and west sides of the maneuver field.

Alucius turned his own gray to the northeast, where he reined up at the very north end of the railing.
There he dismounted and took a long swallow from one of his water bottles. Shortly, Feran joined him.

"What do you think?" Alucius asked the older officer.

"Thirty-fifth Company will be all right. Jultyr's solid. Not outstanding, but solid. Twenty-eighth
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Company..." Feran shook his head.

"They've made it harder for us," Alucius suggested. "Normally, you just rotate replacements into an
existing company. Except for the squad leaders and captains, they've formed two complete companies
out of trainees. So we get to train them, and when it's all over they either get two trained and experienced
companies, or they haven't lost an existing company."

"Why do we always get deals like this, sir?"

"Because a lot of the Southern Guard doesn't like the Northern Guard. We cost them a lot of lancers
and officers over the years, and they haven't forgotten—or forgiven."

"Have we?" asked Feran with a laugh.

"We haven't forgotten, but I hope we've enough sense to put it behind us." Alucius fished out some hard
travel bread and chewed on it, wondering just how many more difficulties that he hadn't anticipated
would raise their heads.

After the midday break, the afternoon skirmishes went in much the same way as the morning, except that
Twenty-eighth Company's results were even worse, with two lancers breaking their sword arms. On the
other hand, Thirty-fifth Company's three squads did a slightly better job against Fifth Company and also

managed to hold discipline and a semblance of ranks.

Alucius went through another long series of debriefs with the captains and their squad leaders, and it was
well past midafternoon when he finished those and ordered the companies to form up.

"How do you think they'll react to today?" Feran asked.

"You probably know better than I do," Alucius replied. "What do you think?"

"My guess is that the trainees—I guess they're lancers now... they'll start to accept the fact that they
have something to learn. The captains, I don't know. Deotyr will do what you want, but he won't give
much leadership. Jultyr... he can probably lead, but I can't tell whether he'll make it hard or not."

"[t's your job, for now, to find out and see what it will take with Jultyr," Alucius said.

"I was afraid you'd say that."

"And one other thing..." Alucius smiled tiredly. "Once everyone is formed up, I'm going to announce a
complete gear inspection in one glass. That includes Fifth Company."

Feran smiled in return. "Fifth Company should be set. I held one yesterday."
"The others may be set, but..."

"You don't think so."

"I'd like to think so," Alucius said.

He waited for a bit longer, before ordering, "Captains, forward!"
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The three officers rode from before their companies, reining up in a line three yards short of Alucius.

"Captains, Overcaptain."

"Yes, sir."

"You and your men have a glass and a half to get set for a complete mount and gear inspection outside
the barracks. Uniform will be standard field dress. Gear will be full deployment equipment. That includes
all officers and men in all three companies."

"Yes, sir."

"That will be all."

After the three turned their mounts, Alucius listened as they rode back to their companies.

"... think he is..." muttered Deotyr.

"... he's in command, Deotyr... better realize that..." answered Jultyr. "He's got a nasty job to do, and
we're the ones..."

A nasty job indeed, Alucius reflected, as he turned the gray back to the stable, but nasty jobs seemed
to be his legacy.

Chapter 40

«»
On Octdi morning, a day with hazy clouds rather than the heavy overcast of the previous day, Alucius
had just led out the gray from the stable, but had not mounted. He and Feran stood by their mounts.

"You still intend to work with Twenty-eighth Company?" Feran asked.

"For now. You seem to be working things out with Jultyr."

"He's seen enough to realize what you are. He also asked. I told him you'd entered service really young
and been a militia scout, a Matrite captive, and then a squad leader, and all the militia history." Feran
smiled. "I think he was more impressed that you were a squad leader for the Matrial and escaped."

"If that's what he likes, that's fine."

"If I might ask..." Feran began..."about the inspections?"

"The same as the drills. Sloppy gear in Twenty-eighth, what you'd expect of decent raw lancers in
Thirty-fifth." Alucius could sense someone coming, and he turned to see Marshal Frynkel walking alone
across the paved courtyard of the post toward them. Alucius waited, hiding a smile as Feran eased away.

"Majer?"

Alucius looked at the marshal. "Sir?"


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

"I have been talking with Majer Fedosyr. He is rather distraught about your exercises of yesterday.
Most distraught, I would say."

HSir()"

"He feels that it was highly unfair to place lancers just out of training against a battle-tested company of
veterans."

"I would agree with the majer, sir," Alucius replied. "That was exactly why I did it. Battle isn't a question
of fairness. It's a question of who's more skillful and who's better trained and better led. The sooner these
new lancers understand that they're no match for experienced lancers, the sooner they'll be ready to listen
and to learn."

"I had told the majer that I thought that was your rationale." A faint smile crossed the marshal's face. "He
feels that you may have an image of all Southern Guards as being less. .. able."

While Alucius harbored some suspicions along those lines, he wasn't about to voice them. "I don't
believe I've ever said or even hinted that, sir."

"Nonetheless, the majer is quite concerned."

"I appreciate his concerns, but I need to have these lancers ready to accept more rigorous training and
understand why it's necessary."

"In fact, the majer would like to uphold the ability of the Southern Guard in a demonstration match
against you."

"Is that necessary?" Alucius asked cautiously. Although he'd mentioned to Feran the possibility of such a
match against the best blade in the two companies, he'd decided against it as unnecessary when the

skirmish exercises had turned out the way that they had.

"The majer believes it is necessary, and since he does, and since it is likely that many follow his views, |
fear I must concur."

"Yes, sir. When does the majer suggest that this take place?"

"Within the glass. Here in the courtyard. He does not wish to disrupt your training schedule unduly, but
he feels that for you to proceed under a misapprehension would not be wise."

"I can understand misapprehensions, sir."
"Majer Fedosyr is considered one of the best blades in the Southern Guard, and he would like to
demonstrate that the Southern Guard is indeed expert with weapons. He would like to have all the

lancers in the post watching."

"If you feel it necessary, I would be more than happy to engage in such a demonstration with Majer
Fedosyr," Alucius replied. "Our exercises have been using rattan blades. . ."

"I believe that Majer Fedosyr might find that. .. less than satisfactory." Frynkel frowned. "Yet [ would
find it disturbing if you were unable to carry out the Lord-Protector's wishes."


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Alucius ignored the presumption implied by the marshal. "Perhaps you could suggest to Majer Fedosyr
that we begin with rattan, and that if he finds rattan unsatisfactory, we could resume with our own
sabres."

"He might be amenable to that. In half a glass?"

"Yes, sir."

After the marshal turned and walked back toward the headquarters building, Alucius walked the gray
back inside the stable and stalled the big gelding. Feran followed, also with his own mount. Alucius did
not unsaddle his mount, but left the stall carrying the rattan wand. He stopped in the open space beyond

the stall as Feran approached.

"Fedosyr's looking for an excuse to kill or disable you," Feran said in a low voice. "Humiliate you at
least."

"Whatever makes you think that of the most honorable majer?"
"My high opinion of him, I guess," Feran replied, deadpan.

"I thought it might be something like that."

"What will you do?"

"Begin by acting in the most honorable way and assume that he won't. Then only appear to act
honorably while doing what's necessary."

"You're using a lot of words."

"How about: Wait he until he tries something dirty, then do it worse before he can?"

"I like that better," Feran said.

"I'm also going to my quarters for a few moments. I'll be back shortly. I need to get a few things."

"Good idea."

Alucius walked quickly from the stable to his quarters, where he stripped off his tunic and donned the
padded nightsilk vest that had stood him in such good stead in the past. He'd end up sweating profusely
by the time everything was over, but that was a price he was more than willing to pay, especially given his
distrust of Fedosyr. Then he made his way back to the stable.

Feran was not there, but returned shortly. "You're wearing the vest, aren't you?"

"Wouldn't you?"

"Might be a good idea to wear it all the time around these sand-snakes."

Alucius laughed.
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"T told Jultyr and Deotyr to have their men form up in a square in the courtyard to watch the
demonstration suggested by the marshal. Also told Fifth Company."

"Was there any reaction?"

Feran's lips quirked. "Egyl suggested that the marshal must not care much for Majer Fedosyr. Either
that, or he didn't understand herders."

"It could be both. We'll see.”

"The other companies are already forming up—Eighth Company and the two others stationed here."
The last thing Alucius wanted was a sabre match in front of five hundred lancers, but upon reflection, he
couldn't say that he was surprised. He spent the next quarter glass doing some stretching and bending
exercises. Then, he picked up his rattan wand and walked out toward the open square area formed by

the gathered lancers. There were indeed at least five companies arrayed in the post courtyard.

Alucius stopped at the southern edge of the open space, in front of Fifth Company. He still wore his
sabre in the belt scabbard. The murmurs of low voices filled the area with a low, whispering rumble.

Majer Fedosyr was already out in the courtyard, standing beside the marshal. As soon as Frynkel
caught sight of Alucius, he said a few words to Fedosyr. Then the marshall stepped into the center of the
area flanked with lancers. The murmurs died away.

"We're very fortunate to have two exceptional officers here at Krost Post. Many of you know Majer
Fedosyr, who is renowned for his skill with a blade and for his long and devoted career in the Southern
Guard. Majer Alucius of the Northern Guard is also renowned and highly decorated. They will be
demonstrating skill with weapons." The marshal nodded and stepped back.

With the rattan wand in hand, Alucius moved forward into the open space, smiling, but listening to the
murmurs from the ranked lancers.

"Except for that gray hair... looks younger n' a fresh captain..."

"... think he's all that good?"

"... no one's as good as Majer Fedosyr..."

"... say that this majer decorated for bravery everywhere..."

"... doesn't make him a good blade..."

Alucius agreed with that, but bravery didn't make a man a poor blade, either.

After a moment, Fedosyr stepped away from where he had stood beside the marshal on the northern
side of the rough square.

Alucius studied the majer closely. Fedosyr was a big man, a fraction of a span taller than Alucius and
well muscled, but not fat, and he carried himself with a certain litheness. Fedosyr was not ifrit-possessed,
but Alucius was sure now that he could detect the faintest hint of purpleness to the man's
lifethread—much as he had felt with Colonel Weslyn. Yet the colonel and the majer had never met. Of
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that, Alucius was most certain.

Alucius stopped a good yard short of Fedosyr and bowed slightly. "Majer."

"I applaud your caution in suggesting rattan, Majer, if not your confidence," said Fedosyr.
"I am most cautious, Majer," Alucius replied politely.

"That is obvious." Fedosyr raised his wand.

Alucius matched the gesture, reading with eyes and Talent the next move. He began the parry almost as
Fedosyr eased to one side and swept in from Alucius's right.

For the first moments, Alucius reacted and observed. To him, it was obvious that he was faster than
Fedosyr and able to anticipate.

Fedosyr seemed to stumble, going down slightly into not quite a crouch. Alucius sensed the feint and
gave the faintest hint of trying to test Fedosyr's less protected side. Fedosyr came out of the crouch in a
focused attack, but Alucius had anticipated the attack and struck.

In an instant, Fedosyr's wand lay on the ground.

"You couldn't do that with real weapons," the Southern Guard officer said.

"Actually, it would be easier with a real sabre," Alucius replied. As soon as the words were out of his
mouth, he wished he could take them back, realizing that Fedosyr was so hotheaded that he would take

them as a challenge.

"Then we should try real sabres." Even before he finished the words, Fedosyr's hand went to the sabre
at his side. He kicked the rattan wand away, and a lancer ran up and took it away.

Alucius stepped back, then half threw, half slid the rattan wand across the pavement stones of the
courtyard in the general direction of Feran. His own sabre was in his left hand before the wand scraped

across the stones to stop short of Feran's feet.

Fedosyr's sabre glinted in weak morning light, polished and clearly sharpened to a razor edge. A
duelist's edge, Alucius noted, as brought his own blade into a careful guard.

The Southern Guard majer attacked, furiously but deliberately, keeping himself well balanced.
Alucius circled away, easily parrying or slipping the other's blade, not giving any openings.
"You see... not so easy withreal blades," Fedosyr murmured.

It wasn't, not when Alucius didn't really want to injure or kill the other man. He continued to parry and
defend, his own sabre weaving a defense that Fedosyr could not penetrate.

As the moments passed, Fedosyr's attacks grew sharper. Then for a moment, the taller man eased back,
far enough back that Alucius did not press. Fedosyr blotted his forehead with the back of his sleeve, then
his hand dropped to his belt, as if to wipe the sweat away. Except Alucius could sense that Fedosyr had
something in his hand.
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The Southern Guard officer held his free hand out more to the side, as if to balance himself, then rushed
Alucius.

Alucius could sense the colorless powder that flew toward his face and eyes almost from the moment
that Fedosyr released it. Instead of parrying or blocking the other's thrust, Alucius darted sideways—but
only for an instant. Even so, Alucius could feel the burning on the side of his neck where some of the
colorless powder had grazed him.

Fedosyr hesitated for a moment, as if unsure whether his powder had done its work, and in that instant,
Alucius attacked—for the first time. At the last instant, Alucius turned the blade. Even so, there was a
dull crack of bones breaking as the flat of the sabre slammed across Fedosyr's wrist.

The polished sabre clanked on the stones.

"I apologize, Majer," Alucius said quietly, "but I don't like duelist's tricks."

Fedosyr's face had drained of color. He just looked at Alucius blankly for a moment. Then his left hand
darted toward his belt.

Alucius took two steps forward before Fedosyr managed to fire one shot from the small pistol. The shell
slammed into the left side of Alucius's chest, not quite at the shoulder, staggering him, but he managed to
hang on to the sabre just long enough for his right hand to grab it and use it to slash back across
Fedosyr's neck.

Fedosyr didn't even look surprised as his lifeless body slumped to the ground.

Alucius forced himself to bend down and wipe his blade on Fedosyr's tunic. He straightened and
sheathed the sabre. Then he walked slowly toward the marshal.

"... shit... how could the majer miss?"

"... didn't miss... see how Majer Alucius staggered..."

"... took the shot and then killed Fedosyr... with his other hand..."
"Must have been a duelist..."

"... never seen someone do that..."

Alucius stopped short of the marshal. Frynkel's face was impassive.

"Sir, I regret the last, but I could not afford to allow Majer Fedosyr the opportunity for another shot. By
your leave, I would like to get on with the training."

"You have my leave, Majer. I will ensure that Majer Fedosyr's kin know that he died in overextending
himself during a training exercise, one in which he disobeyed Guard policies."

"As you see fit, sir." Alucius had to struggle to keep the anger out of his voice and wasn't sure he had.

Frynkel waited, then said, "You may go, Majer."
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"Yes, sir." Alucius stepped back and turned.

Feran met him on the far side of the open space. "I'd forgotten how good you are with both hands."
"It helps at times."

"How badly—" The overcaptain's eyes flicked toward Alucius's shoulder.

"I'll be bruised on the left side of my chest," Alucius said in a low voice, "and probably from elbow to
shoulder. Better that none of them know that."

"It'l be a long day."

"It's already been too long. Have all three companies mount and form up here." Alucius turned and
walked toward the stable. The lancers parted, leaving a wide aisle. Only when he was past them did the
whispers begin.

"... made Fedosyr look like a recruit...."

"... see why they wanted him..."

"... wiped his blade on his tunic..."

"... looked like he wanted to kill the marshal, too..."

After he reached the stable, Alucius checked his chest. The vest and the nightsilk undergarments had
done their work. Nothing was broken, but the bruises were already beginning.

After blotting his sweating forehead, taking a long swallow of water from one of his bottles, and
readjusting his uniform, Alucius waited a quarter of a glass before he led the gray from the stable out into
the courtyard. He mounted and rode to the front of the formation. There he looked at Feran, Captain
Deotyr, and Captain Jultyr. He waited for a moment before he raised his voice for all of them to hear.
"We'll head out to the maneuver field. Once we're there, we'll break down into two-on-two drills,
trainees against Fifth Company. And you will use rattan. You'll have enough bruises to prove that it's no
toy. Tomorrow, we'll go back to working on the squad level..."

As he finished his instructions, Alucius couldn't help but wonder if there weren't an easier way to
convince people than with some form of force. He also hoped he could keep moving without betraying
the pain and stiffness that was spreading from the impact of Fedosyr's bullet.

Chapter 41

«

Stiff and sore after finishing the last training exercises on Octdi, Alucius walked into the headquarters
building. The marshal had sent a lancer with a message requesting Alucius's presence when his training
duties were finished for the day. Alucius anticipated nothing good from the meeting.

Alucius looked at the ranker behind the desk. "The marshal requested my presence."
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The lancer bolted to his feet. "Yes, sir. He's in the colonel's study, sir. He's expecting you, sir."
"Thank you." Alucius doubted that he'd ever gotten three "sirs" from a Southern Guard before. It was
truly amazing what the application of skill and force could achieve when common sense and courtesy
could not prevail. He opened the door and stepped into the study, expecting both the marshal and the
colonel, but Frynkel was alone.

"Please close the door and have a seat, Majer."

Alucius sat down cautiously.

From behind the colonel's desk, Frynkel looked at Alucius. "Captain-colonel Omaryk had said that you
were not only an officer, but a warrior-leader."

It took Alucius a moment to recall that Omaryk had been one of those who had debriefed him in
Tempre years before. "Warrior-leader, sir?"

Frynkel laughed wryly. "That's why you've led so much from the front."
"I've had trouble leading any other way, sir."

"Just remember this, Majer. All the great war leaders led from the front. Most of them died. There were
less than a handful that didn't die in battle, and they founded empires and saved lands."

There wasn't much Alucius could say to that or wanted to. So he remained silent.

"T've spent most of the day cleaning up the mess that Majer Fedosyr created. Or rather, explaining that
he had overreached himself. I found the pouch of acid-dust. He had more in his quarters. How did you
manage to escape that?"

"I saw him reach for something. It seemed likely that it would be thrown at either my face or my feet."

"You saw that while you were fighting?"

"Yes, sir."

"You see more than you tell."

"Everyone does, sir."

Frynkel shook his head.

"I haven't seen the colonel," Alucius ventured, trying to shift the subject and probe as well.

"T doubt that you will, since he has left Krost Post for his family home in Syan. I asked for and accepted
his resignation. He had enough service for a stipend."

"So I was a tool for that?"

"Let us say that you helped. It was most useful to be able to point out that Jorynst did not recognize your
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past contributions. It was even more useful to be able to cite his failure to understand casualty figures.
That allowed me to note that a once-distinguished officer had apparently suffered a loss of mental
faculties by denying verified and published figures and events." Frynkel's smile was both wry and cold. "I
did make sure that several lancers made copies for the files and for dispatches."

Alucius understood that. Those lancers would spread the word. There was no way to stop that, and
Frynkel certainly hadn't wanted it stopped. "And Majer Fedosyr? Was that part of the plan?"

"Majer Fedosyr has always had an excessive opinion of himself, as well as well-placed friends in
Tempre. They have always been rather forceful supporters. I hadn't realized that he had a hidden pistol
or that he was foolish enough to use it. If he had killed you, he would have been court-martialed and
executed. That would have solved that problem, but I certainly wouldn't have wanted to pay that price to
get rid of him." Frynkel looked at Alucius. "You didn't have to kill him. He would have been
court-martialed. Why did you?"

"I wasn't certain of that, sir, and my grandsire always told me that a man who gave a sander or a
sandsnake a second chance was a fool and deserved what he got. Majer Fedosyr was a sandsnake, and
I felt that it was likely that he'd have gotten away with what he did if I hadn't acted then and there."

""You may be right, but we'll never know."

Alucius wasn't about to point out that there had been too much risk in letting Fedosyr live.

"Y ou made a point with all those lancers. You also set a personal standard that could be hard to live up
to."

"I can't say that I'd thought about that, sir. I did what I thought was right."

"The Lord-Protector told me that you always did. He also said that such officers were to be used
sparingly. The right is too powerful a weapon for frequent use." Frynkel looked directly at Alucius for a
long moment. "I'm leaving tomorrow for Tempre. Overcaptain Nybor is temporarily in charge of Krost
Post, with orders to support you fully. Even without my orders, I doubt you would have difficulty."
Frynkel paused. "Your orders allow you some latitude in when you leave. When you do, you are to
proceed directly to Hyalt and not to go to Tempre."

"I had thought so."

"You also have complete discretion in Hyalt, and that means that you will be fully accountable."

Alucius understood that message as well. Hyalt was another opportunity for total personal disaster.

"When do you intend to leave?" asked the marshal.

"Londi. I'd thought we'd take a measured pace, with mounted drills every morning and individual
weapons practice and drills every evening. The individual practice won't tire the mounts, and if I can instill
good habits in tired men, they'll hold."

"You and Overcaptain Feran make a good team."

"He's very solid and very practical, sir."
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"That seems to be a trait of the north. Along with ruthless idealism implemented pragmatically."

"For all the procedural niceties, sir, I did not ask for this assignment."

"I know. It is recorded as my suggestion to the Lord-Protector. If you're successful, we both will profit."

Alucius didn't see how having to follow Colonel Weslyn would be any great profit to him or to his
family—or the stead. He could see all too easily the disasters that would follow if he succeeded to
command of the Northern Guard—Iet alone those that awaited him if he failed earlier.

"T've been away from Tempre too long," Frynkel continued. "Marshal Wyerl has requested my return so
that he can leave to take personal command of the Lord-Protector's forces defending Southgate and the
trade highways."

Alucius nodded.

"T wish you well, Majer, for both of our sakes, and trust I will see you in Tempre before too long,
reporting your success in dealing with the rebels."

While Alucius understood that the marshal wanted to end the meeting, there were too many unanswered
questions. "Sir... there are a few matters..."

"Yes?"

"Supplies. The post at Hyalt has been taken. It's unlikely that we can count on local support for rations
or feed, at least not much past the south of Tempre. I'd like to request some supply wagons..."

"In Lanachrona?"

"Especially in Lanachrona, sir. I would doubt that the Lord-Protector would wish us to forage off his
own people..."

Frynkel took a deep breath. "We can make arrangements. What else?"

"More information. There are maps, but the only reports we have are a season old. What kind of
weapons and mounts do they have? How many are there? Where did they come from?"

Frynkel shook his head. "You have all the information I have. That's all the information anyone in
Lanachrona has. We sent in scouts. Not a one returned. Since the first traders and crafters fled, no one
else has appeared coming north or east out of Hyalt."

"No one?" No one.

"You expect me, with three companies, to deal with something like this?"

"I never told you it would be easy, Majer. The Lord-Protector is stretched thin everywhere."

Just how thin Alucius had not realized. He took a slow breath.

All in all, he spent another half glass with the marshal before finally saying, "Thank you, sir. We'll do all
that we can and appreciate your support." He paused, then asked, "By your leave, sir?"
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"You have my leave and best wishes."

Alucius rose, trying to make the movement fluid, when he felt anything but graceful. Frynkel said nothing
more as Alucius left the study.

He walked back across the courtyard to his quarters, thinking. Frynkel had used him to solve a problem
at Krost Post, exactly as the Lord-Protector was planning to do in Hyalt. That underscored his own
problem. He had more planning to consider so that he was not merely reacting when he reached Hyalt,
and that meant some intensive study of the maps of the area around Hyalt. The lack of information
bothered him, because it strongly suggested the ifrits might be involved. But how could he tell?

He smiled, faintly, ironically. There was one simple aspect to the day's events. Now that Fedosyr and
Jorynst were gone from Krost, Alucius could finish his letter to Wendra and send it off. Again, he pushed
aside his worries about her and Alendra. He doubted he'd be sending many dispatches from Hyalt, and
for a glass or two of the evening ahead, he didn't want to think deeply about what lay ahead, even if he
would have to in the glasses and days before him.

Chapter 42

Dekhron, Iron Valleys
«»

"Even in harvest, it is chill here," observed Sensat, closing the shutters against the twilight. He moved to
the iron stove set against the outside wall of the study, where he opened the stove door and thrust in a
generous shovelful of coal before setting the shovel against the hearth wall and propping it against the
base of the scuttle.

"Acorus is a cold world," replied Tarolt. "You knew that."

"Knowing it in one's mind and feeling the chill seeping into your bones on all but the warmest of summer
days are two different matters."

Sensat pulled one of the chairs closer to the stove and seated himself.

"It's not just the chill. It's everything." He gestured at the shelves and the books set upon them. "This, this
is one of the largest collections of what passes for knowledge in all of Corus. The paintings, they are as
child's drawings. The sculpture is crude, raw, unfinished. The buildings are low and squat. Save for the
handful of towers surviving from the Duarchy, nothing soars. Nothing challenges the eye or the spirit."

"If you miss Efra so much, you could chance a return."

"And risk becoming a wild translation? One world-translation in a lifetime is quite enough." Sensat took a
deep breath. "Can I not miss the soaring spires of Deconar? Or the high domes of Peshmenat? Can I not
regret not having listened more intently to the lilting compositions of Ghefari?"

"You can. I miss them as well," Tarolt replied. "But there will be no spires in the future, no music for the
ages, no domes that span the skies. .. not if we do not complete and strengthen the grid. Not if we do not
prevent the ancient ones and their tools from again acting against us."
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"Always the ancient ones..."

"Once-powerful pastoralists, who would try to pass their lack of ambition on to dull steers." Tarolt
shook his head. "Steers who have no concept of art, of architecture, of beauty. They would leave their
world a dull mudball drying in the eternity of time, accomplishing nothing, striving for nothing, becoming
nothing."

Sensat stood and walked to the stove, opening the door and adding more coal. "You're right. I'm still
cold, though."

"Dull steers worthy only of providing the lifeforce for achievement and glory," Tarolt said quietly.
"Remember that."

Chapter 43

«»

Under the soft light of the wall lamp in his quarters, Alucius leaned back in the old wooden chair, ignoring
the creaking as his weight shifted, and blotted his forehead. The night was as warm as some summer days
on the stead, and he doubted that he'd ever get used to the heat of the south. Places like Hyalt and
Soupat—or Southgate—were even warmer. He glanced over at the nightsilk skull mask that lay folded
on the corner of the desk. Wearing it in the current weather, even at night, would leave him a mass of
sweat. Still. .. it might prove useful at some point.

After taking a swallow from the water bottle he had set on the corner of the desk, he eased back
forward, studying the map, his eyes following the narrow roads to the west of Hyalt. The map didn't
show how high the hills were, or how steeply they might climb into the eastern side of the Coast Range,
but from the way the roads curved on the map, it was clear to Alucius that the terrain was anything but
level. After a time, he took the calipers and began to measure the distances, writing them down on a
sheet of brown paper.

He had to hope that the maps he had been studying were indeed correct, or mostly so. He'd learned
over the years that few were totally accurate, but if the roads he had measured and studied went roughly
where the map said they did, then he could at least attempt the strategy he had in mind. Then, too, he told
himself, once he got to Hyalt, he might have to rethink everything,

Would there be more of the strange Talent-creatures in Hyalt? Or was it too far south for them? Or did
it matter? While the soarers did not appear in the south, he had the feeling that the creatures associated
with the ifrits would not be limited by heat.

No one seemed to know much about the revolt in Hyalt, except that the followers of the True Duarchy
had appeared with weapons early on an end-day morning and slaughtered an unprepared and badly
outnumbered garrison. Alucius had decided that a thorough reconnaissance was the first step, including
staying well away from the town of Hyalt in the beginning. The more information he could gather before
acting, the better.

His lips quirked into a half smile. He already had a reputation for being almost impulsive and ruthless,
and he wasn't sure that he was truly either. Ruthless? The iftits had been ruthless.
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He paused. Did every effective officer rationalize his actions that way? Did the ifrits?
After a long silence, he returned to studying the map and making notes.

When he was finished with the maps for the night, he'd write some more on the letter to Wendra. It was
always more pleasant to end the day—or night—thinking of her.

Chapter 44

«y»

Alucius studied the small hall in which he found himself, a vacant space ten yards long and half that in
width. The walls were of pink marble with a tinge of purple, and at intervals of five yards half pillars were
set within the marble—or against the stone. Alucius could not tell which. The stone pillars were of
goldenstone, not gilded, but golden throughout. Overhead, slightly more than five yards above him,
curved a ceiling of the same pink marble. All of the stone was so precisely fitted that his Talent could
detect no sign of joints or of mortar. The floor was of octagonal sections of polished gold and green
marble, each section of green marble inset with an eight-pointed star of golden marble, with the narrow
arms of the star outlined in a thin line of brilliant—and unfamiliar—metal.

The walls seemed to have shifted, and Alucius glanced around. There was no one but him in the
chamber, and there were no wall hangings. He realized that he had not seen a doorway, and he turned to
look behind him. There was no entrance there, either.

How had he gotten into the chamber? He did not see a Table anywhere.

Again, there was the sense that the walls had shifted, and Alucius tried to figure out what had happened.
He studied the chamber. It was smalle—now only eight yards in length and four wide.

He took two steps forward and looked back. Nothing had changed, and there were still no doors
anywhere.

The walls shifted once more, and now the chamber was but five by two and a half yards, and the ceiling
was less than four yards above him.

He reached out and touched the marble of the wall, cold, but not freezing. As he withdrew his hand, the
walls shifted once more, then again almost immediately, so that he was standing in a chamber smaller than
a cell, surrounded by hard stone less than a yard away.

He tried to reach out with his Talent, to find a way out, but he could sense nothing but stone, hard stone.

The walls shifted again, so that he had to turn sideways. Sweat poured down his forehead. He had to get
out... somehow. He had to—

Alucius bolted upright in the wide bed in the senior officers' quarters. The sudden movement sent
twinges through his aching body. Sweat was indeed streaming from his face and chest. He swung his feet
over the side of the bed and stood slowly. He walked to the window, looking out into the darkness, but
he still felt closed in. So he turned and made his way to the door. He opened it wide and stepped out into
the darkness, breathing the cool air deeply.
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After several moments, he finally turned and stepped back into the quarters, closing the door gently. He
walked slowly back to the bed, where he lowered himself to sit on the edge, all too aware that many of
his bruises had a ways to go before they stopped aching. As he sat on the edge of the bed, he used the
back of his hand to blot the cooling sweat from his forehead.

He'd never had a dream quite like that, with the walls closing in on him, but he had to admit that in some
ways, that had been how he'd felt in having to agree to the Lord-Protector's "request."

After a time, he stood and walked around the room, still trying to cool off, still wondering what else lay
behind the walled-in feeling,

Chapter 45

"y

The three companies left Krost Post promptly after breakfast on Londi morning, even before the post's
muster. By then, most of Alucius's bruises had turned vivid shades of yellow and purple, and while the
worst of the aching had subsided, he was still stiff. He hadn't had another wall dream, for which he was
thankful, and he'd written out a simple command structure and selected his three lancer messengers. He'd
studied the maps of the Hyalt area and made some initial plans. He'd also sent off another letter to
Wendra, and he could only hope that all was going well on the stead. His wristguard showed that she
was healthy, and that was good. After his meeting with the marshal, he'd also managed to obtain not only
the supplies, but also a large amount of blasting powder—and the wagons and teams to carry them.

Because he also had decided to spend part of each day riding with each of the company commanders,
he was riding at the head of Twenty-eighth Company with Deotyr, at the front of the column on the high
road that ran all the way to the coast in Madrien. They would turn southward in something less than a
week, onto the high road to Hyalt, days before they could have reached the Coast Range, let alone
Madrien.

The midharvest sky was hazy, without actual clouds, and windless, making the morning seem warmer
and dustier than it was. Still, one advantage of the eternastone roads was that there was far less dust
raised, and that meant the company bringing up the rear didn't have to breathe nearly so much dust and

grit as on the back roads.

"Captain..." Alucius began, once they were settled into an easy riding rhythm, "I haven't had much of a
chance to talk to you and Captain Jultyr. I was wondering. Where are you from?"

"Cersonna, sir."

"I'm not that familiar with many of the places in Lanachrona beyond Tempre, Krost, and those along the
River Vedra. Where 1s Cersonna?"

"It's on the high road to Indyor, just east of where the road crosses the Vyana," replied the young
dark-haired captain. "There's not much there, except for cattle and grasslands."

"How did you come to join the Southern Guard, then?"

"When you come from a cattle-running family, and you're the youngest of five, your choices aren't what
they might be elsewhere."


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Alucius nodded. "You can't split lands and a herd that many ways."

"The lands mostly. We're not as dry as places like Soupat or Hyalt, from what they say. A square will
only graze so many head. That's over time, but if you overgraze one year, unless you're lucky to get a
monsoon winter, you'll have to sell off part of the herd the next, or they'll all lose weight, maybe starve."
Deotyr paused. "You're a herder, though. Isn't it the same for nightsheep?"

"They graze quarasote, not grass, but it's like that in a way. If they don't get the better quarasote, their
wool isn't as strong, and that cuts its value, but it doesn't cut the processing costs. They probably won't
starve, but the herder running them might." After a moment, he asked, "What's the biggest danger to your
cattle? On the steads, we're always on the lookout for sandwolves and sanders, but I've heard that there
aren't many south of the Vedra."

"No, sir. The snakes get a few, but grassdogs are the problem. They run in packs, and they can take
down a straggler in moments..."

Alucius listened, letting Deotyr enlighten him on the details of cattle-running in eastern Lanachrona.

In time, the junior officer looked at Alucius. "Sir... they say that you've been in battles all over Corus
and wounded many times..."

"And you want to know if it's true—or how much is true?" Alucius smiled. "I started out as a scout in the
Iron Valley Militia..." He tried to summarize the campaigns and the wounds quickly. "... I guess that
makes something like three times where I wasn't expected to live and three other times where I had
minor wounds. I've been in fights in every land west of the Spine of Corus except Ongelya." Alucius
didn't include the fourth severe injury, where the soarer had nursed him back to health, or his times in
Lustrea, fighting the ifrit engineer.

Deotyr was silent, so silent that the loudest sound was that of hoofs on the eternastone road.
Alucius decided not to push. He had almost two weeks of riding before they reached Hyalt.
After a time, the young captain cleared his throat. "Sir... what can we expect in Hyalt?"

"Trouble," Alucius said with an ironic laugh. "The kind that always happens when people think they're so
right that they can't believe that anyone else could be right or be better at what they do." He waited a
moment before he added. "Like Majer Fedosyr."

"Majer Fedosyr? Sir..."

"That seems so unlike a revolt? It's an example. The Northern Guard fought Lanachrona to a standstill
twice. That's history. The Iron Valleys agreed to union with Lanachrona not because they were defeated
in battle, but because they had no golds left to pay the militia or to purchase supplies. Because
Lanachrona took over the Iron Valleys, the majer wanted to believe that the Northern Guard was
somehow deficient in its training and arms skills. He could not force himself to acknowledge that it was
otherwise. Because he could not, he broke every rule for a demonstration match. He even threw
acid-dust at my face. People who can't judge their beliefs against what happens in the world around
them, who cannot see what is. .. they're much like Majer Fedosyr. The True Duarchists believe that a
duarchy that has not ruled in thousands of years will provide a better life for them than the
Lord-Protector. Yet the Lord-Protector is one of the more enlightened and intelligent rulers in Corus.
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One only has to ride through other lands to see this. But the True Duarchists have yet to see this, and it is
most unlikely that they will."

"] thought folk in the Iron Valleys don't care much for the Lord-Protector."

"Most probably don't, but they haven't seen the alternatives. There are problems in Lanachrona. There
are problems everywhere, but there seem to be far fewer here than in other lands. That's one reason why
we'll need to be very cautious in approaching Hyalt."

"Because you don't think there should have been a revolt?"

"From the few reports we have, it isn't really a revolt. It's more like a local invasion by the True
Duarchists. Most of the local people had to flee, but no one else has since then. That suggests either a
number of armed rebels or local support—or both. The duarchists had rifles and blades and the training
to use them. They struck at a time designed to take the local garrison by surprise. That doesn't sound like
discontented subjects so much as someone trying to make it seem like a revolt."

"Who would... the Regent of the Matrial, you think?"

"That's the most likely possibility, but we won't know until we can scout out the situation." Alucius didn't
want to mention the missing scouts. Not yet.

"How do you... what do you plan?"

"To do what they don't expect, where they do not expect it, and in ways that they don't."

"That sounds. .. difficult, sir."

"It will be. It's better than the other approaches. They're impossible."

"Can you give us some idea... ?"

"We won't be riding in on the high road, not for the last twenty vingts or so. We're also going to try to
create doubt about the abilities of the duarchists. All kinds of doubt. If we do, that will make our job
much easier." Alucius smiled politely. "I'll be going over the details with all of the officers together as we
get closer to Hyalt, and some of the training exercises we'll be doing along the way are designed to work

with the tactics we'll be using."

Deotyr nodded slowly, as if at least some of what Alucius said were new to him and needed further
consideration.

That was what Alucius wanted. He shifted his weight in the saddle, a saddle that would get harder than
he liked before they arrived near Hyalt, and reached for his water bottle. Early in the day as it still was, it
was hotter than he would have liked. Then again, everywhere south of Dekhron was warmer than he
preferred.

Chapter 46

«»
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On Tridi midafternoon, Alucius was riding at the head of Thirty-fifth Company with Captain Jultyr. The
fields on both sides of the road, beyond the wooden rail fences, held growers and their hands and
families, all of whom were involved in harvesting a range of crops—from maize to some sort of beans,
and a type of oilseed. They were busy enough that only a handful of youngsters even bothered to look at
the passing lancers.

"You've seen quite a bit in your time with the Guard," Alucius said. "You came up through the ranks."

"Yes, sir." Jultyr did not quite look at Alucius, as seemed to be the case on most of the occasions when
Alucius had ridden with the older captain.

"How long did you serve with the forces against the Matrites?"
"About four years, sir."

"What did you think of their abilities?"

There was a pause before Jultyr spoke. "Some were good. A company here or there was real good.
Most weren't as good as we were."

"You have any thoughts on why that might be?" Alucius found himself waiting and forcing himself to be
patient while Jultyr considered his answer.

"Couldn't say for sure, sir, but they seemed to do better on the squad level. Thought they had better
squad leaders than officers. Some of their auxiliary companies were good, too." Jultyr looked to Alucius.
"You think that might be so?"

"They don't have any officers who are men. So the highest a good man can go is senior squad leader.
Some of those I knew were very good. Their officers... a handful were good, but the best ones were
more likely to get killed. Their strategy was generally better than either that of the Northern or Southern

Guard, but their tactics and battlefield leadership weren't so good."

"You think we have better officers and better tactics... they have better squad leaders and strategy?"
questioned Jultyr.

"Overall... probably. Both have officers who are good, and both have officers not so good, though. We
know that's true in any fighting force."

Jultyr nodded.

"According to your record,”" Alucius said, "the Guard promoted you from senior squad leader to captain
directly. That's not done often, I know."

"It happens, sir."
"I know." Alucius laughed. "I didn't expect it when it happened tome."

"Suppose [ had hoped," Jultyr said after a silence. "Never think it will happen to you. Doesn't happen
often in the Southern Guard."

"It doesn't happen that often in the Northern Guard, either. overcaptain Feran and I are about the only
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two officers who are still serving that I know who came up that way."

"The overcaptain said you'd faced down the deputy commander of the Northern Guard for your men.
Stood alone in front of a whole company."

Alucius wondered where Feran had learned that, since it was something Alucius had never mentioned to
anyone outside his family. "Just did what I thought was right."

Jultyr nodded. Another silence followed.

Alucius glanced back at the four supply wagons that followed the lancers, thinking about his
conversation with Marshal Frynkel about the wagons. He wondered if he shouldn't have pressed for even
more supplies.

"Y ou think that these duarchists have any connection with the Regent, sir?"

"I don't know," Alucius replied, "but I'm sure that the Matrites will take advantage of them any way
possible. At the very least, I'd guess their weapons are coming through Madrien. I don't see where else
they could come from."

"Could be more lancers or troopers in Hyalt than you've heard," suggested Jultyr.

"That's why we won't be heading all the way to Hyalt. We'll take some of the back roads and circle
around the town. We need to see what we can find out before we decide on a final strategy."

"Sir... how soon in that match before you knew you were a better blade than Majer Fedosyr?"

"I had some doubts about his ability," Alucius said slowly, "when I heard that he was opposed to using
rattan wands."

"He never meant it as a practice match."

"NO."

"You knew that?"

"Not for certain until I saw his sabre. Then it was pretty clear. He had it polished and the edge ground to
razor sharpness. That's a duelist's blade, not a working lancer's blade. Then, I had my doubts he'd ever
really been a working lancer." Alucius forced a laugh. "I haven't spent as much time in the field as you and
Feran have, but I know that, and that's why I try to listen to experienced officers and squad leaders. But
all the years I have spent in service have been in the field. I'm sure you notice which senior officers
understand and which don't."

For the first time, Jultyr laughed, softly and briefly. "Yes, sir."

Alucius continued to ask gentle questions, continually reminding himself to allow the captain time to reply
and not to hurry him, trying also not to say too much about his own past.

Chapter 47
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Tempre, Lanachrona
«*»

In the indirect light of late afternoon, the three marshals sat in straight-backed chairs upholstered in deep
blue and trimmed in gold. Facing them across the severe dark oak table desk was the Lord-Protector.
The polished desktop was bare.

"Why don't we know what is happening in Hyalt?" The Lord-Protector's eyes traveled from marshal to
marshal, from Frynkel to Wyerl to Alyniat, before snapping back to the arms-commander.

"We have no recent information, sir," admitted Wyerl.

"No one has left Hyalt since the last of the traders and their families fled almost a season ago," added the
blond Marshal Alyniat. "Not that we've been able to find, under the circumstances."

"And you have sent no scouts?"

"We sent several," Wyerl said slowly. "None of them returned. While we would have preferred to
provide Majer Alucius with more information, it seemed imprudent to keep sending men to their deaths
for nothing. We have few enough good scouts remaining as it is."

"You expect me to believe that no one has left Hyalt? In a season?"

"They have blocked the roads, sir, and fortified those points. We told you that when we discovered that
had occurred. You told us not to send lancers to tear down the barricades, but to leave that to Majer
Alucius." Wyerl glanced toward Frynkel.

"Majer Alucius has yet to reach Hyalt," offered the balding marshal. "He is within a day or two of the
city, I would judge." Both eyes blinked rapidly for a moment, and Frynkel pressed the side of his palm
against the right one.

"We guess... we judge." The Lord-Protector snorted. "We assume, but we do notknow . How can we
prevail when we know so little? We have no Table. Your scouts cannot tell us what is happening in our
own land, and they cannot reach us with what is happening in Madrien until it is too late to do anything."

"That is true, sir," Wyerl replied. "Very true."

"I am supposed to rule without information? Y ou are supposed to decide where our lancers should be
when we do not know where our enemies may be or how many of them may be where?"

"We know where the Regent's forces are," Alyniat pointed out, "and how many she brings to bear in
each area."

The Lord-Protector ignored the statement and turned to Wyerl. "When do you leave?"
"Tomorrow, unless you wish it otherwise, sir."

"All I wish is your success—and that of Majer Alucius—so that we may return Lanachrona to a land of
not only prosperity, but peace."
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"Majer Alucius is most likely to be outnumbered, sir," Frynkel said quietly. "He could be badly
overmatched."

"Thankfully, that has not been a problem for him in the past, and we must hope that it will not be one
now," Wyerl commented. "He has a very different style."

"I do not see it as different," replied the Lord-Protector. "He fights only when he must, and then he does
his best to destroy all of the enemy so that he does not have to fight them again. Had we been able to do
that in Madrien, we would not now be fretting about where and when the Regent will strike."

None of the three marshals responded, but waited for the Lord-Protector to speak again.

After the silence had dragged out, he stood. "If you would continue to keep me informed... You may
go."

"Yes, sir." The three marshals rose as one.

After they had left him alone in the study, the Lord-Protector turned and walked to the window gazing to
the northwest at the twin green towers, a legacy of the Duarchy.

"Have rulers always had to act knowing so little?" he mused half aloud into the empty room.

There was no answer.

Chapter 48

«*»

For another week—ten long days—Alucius and the three companies rode, almost due west for the first
five days. The next five days, they rode south on the eternastone road that ran from Tempre in the north
to Hyalt in the south. The night after heading south, Alucius had once more dreamed about the chamber
with the walls closing in, and again he woke up sweating. Clearly he felt hemmed in, but there was little
enough he could do besides being aware and doing his best.

On Quattri, just as the sun had almost reached its zenith, Alucius realized what had been nagging at him
for the past few glasses. They had seen no one heading north the entire morning. Not a soul. While the
road was supposedly less traveled than many others, it was part of the trading "square" of high roads that
linked the five major cities in western Lanachrona.

On either side of the high road was a vingt or so of low scrub brush, little of it over knee-high. Each bush
or plant was surrounded by an empty area of reddish sand. To the east, the brush gradually gave way to
rolling grasslands, but the harvest tan grass was sparse, and in places the brownish red soil showed
through. To the west were hills that rose no more than fifty to a hundred yards above the high road. A
patchwork of reddish sand, brush, and junipers covered the slopes.

The last Southern Guard way station had been two days earlier, manned by but a half squad, and
Alucius had his scouts out not only on the eternastone road ahead but also on the few side roads.
Another set of scouts paralleled the main road, riding through the scrub brush roughly half a vingt to each
side. Not a single scout had seen anyone since they had broken camp that morning.
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"This is a trading road, isn't it?" Alucius asked Feran, riding beside him.
"They say it is."

"We haven't seen any traders or anyone at all. There were more people on the road from Salaan to
Dereka."

"You're saying that there's trouble ahead." Feran laughed. "We knew that already."

"It's not just trouble, but the kind of trouble. Everywhere else where I've been around fighting, people
move. Some flock in to make a quick coin, and some flee. Marshal Frynkel couldn't provide any
information about this revolt. No one has found out anything since the first traders fled, and that was
more than a season ago. Just how likely is that?"

"Likely or not, honored Majer, that's the way it 1s."

"Exactly. But it means we need to know more before we go charging into Hyalt." Alucius looked at the
road ahead and the lancer scout who was headed back toward Alucius at close to a gallop.

Alucius turned to his left, looking at Dhaget, one of his three courier/ messengers. "Send back word for
all the companies to halt and have Captain Deotyr and Captain Jultyr join me."

"Yes, sir."

Alucius turned back toward Feran. "Have Fifth Company halt and take a break."
"Fifth Company! Column halt!"

"Company halt!" Egyl echoed Feran's command.

Both officers waited until Waris reined up short of them.

"Sir... there's a barricade ahead. It's a pile of stones and logs on both sides of the road, and a log set on
a post so it can block the road. Troopers, or something like 'em, in maroon tunics."

"Did they see you?" asked Alucius.

"Don't think so, sir."

"How far ahead?"

"Three vingts, give or take a few hundred yards."
"How many troopers were there?"

"Looked to be a half squad or so. They had some merchant's wagon. Didn't see the merchant, though.
Also had maybe ten mounts saddled and ready to go."

Alucius frowned. "Call in the other scouts. Station them on the road a vingt to the south to stand watch
for now. Then report back here."
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"Yes, sir."

While Alucius waited for the other two officers to join them, he took out the map from the top of his left
saddlebag and unfolded it, studying it and checking distances, looking up and comparing what the map
showed to what he saw, as he had done periodically for the last several days.

" Sir? " offered Jultyr, riding up and halting on the edge of the road beyond Feran.
"There's a roadblock ahead. When Deotyr gets here, we'll go over the next steps."
"Yes, sir." Jultyr nodded.

Within moments, Deotyr reined up beside the other captain.

Alucius lowered the map. "The scouts have reported a fortified roadblock about three vingts ahead, with
half a squad of mounted armsmen. There's no way to tell yet if they're actually trained lancers. We could
take this barricade, possibly without many casualties. But we'd still be more than twenty vingts from
Hyalt, and they'd know that we were here. I'd rather they didn't know until we've learned more, and until
we can make an attack with the advantage of surprise.

"We're going to head back north for about five vingts. We passed a road, more like a trail, back there. It
runs south between the hills just west of us and another line of higher hills farther west. We'll only take it
far enough to find a good bivouac. Then, we'll start scouting in earnest. I'll tell you now, but you also
need to make sure that the scouts know it. The Southern Guard lost a number of scouts here. So, at first,
I don't want your men trying to get too close. I'd rather have sketchy information than none."

Deotyr glanced to Jultyr, then back to Alucius.

"You have a question, Captain Deotyr?"

"Not exactly, sir. Ah... it's just... wouldn't they know the back roads?"

"I'm certain that some of them do. But they're expecting any lancers to come straight down the road. The
way the roadblock is set up, it's not a defense against a company of lancers. If there are any defenses,
those defenses are farther south. The barricade is set up so that even if we did manage to capture

everyone there, it would be obvious from a distance that it had been overrun. I'd rather not announce our
presence over a roadblock and ten or twenty men."

"Ah, yes, sir."

"If you're right, Captain," Alucius went on, "and you well may be, we could run into larger forces on the
back roads. Now... we know that they're somewhere and armed. Right now, do they know we're
here?"

"No, sir, probably not, sir."

"Not yet, [ hope," Alucius replied. "So, if we run into another force on the back roads, who has the
advantage of surprise?"

Deotyr nodded, if grudgingly.
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"If our scouts are good, we might even be able to set up an ambush for them." And if he and the
companies were lucky, Alucius added to himself. "Twenty-eighth Company will take the lead on the way
back to the side road, and I'll be riding with you. Overcaptain Feran and Fifth Company will ride
rearguard, just in case we have been spotted. Once we find a defensible bivouac, we'll send out scouts,
possibly for several days."

Alucius's eyes went from officer to officer, ending with Deotyr. "Is that clear?"

"Yes, sir."

"Then let's get moving." Alucius gestured to Waris, who had reined up a good five yards away. "Is there
any sign of the rebels?"

"No, sir. Everyone's where you ordered."

"Have half of them hang back and watch the rear, and you and Elbard move up with us. We're going
north, then west. After you tell the other two, you two join up with me, and I'll brief you on what we
need."

"Yes, sir." Waris eased his mount away.

At least, the scouts weren't second-guessing him. Alucius kept a smile on his face as he turned the gray
and rode back along the road with Captain Deotyr.

Chapter 49

Alustre, Lustrea
«™»

The slightly stocky, dark-haired traveler, flanked by two Praetorian guards, bowed to the man who sat in
the unadorned silver chair on the dais. "Honored Praetor Tyren."

"Y ou provided most interesting materials, stranger."

"Waleryn, Praetor. Lord Waleryn of Lanachrona."

"Why are you here?"

"Because my brother fears me, and a ruler who fears his brother is not one that it is wise to remain close
beside."

"And I should trust a man who would betray his brother? If indeed you are that man."
"I am not here to betray my brother. I am here because my brother does not trust me, and I would work
with a ruler who can use what I know. That is far different from offering to betray a brother. That I do

not offer. I offer the knowledge—"

"And if [ were to torture you for that? "


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

"Sure as the week has ten days, you would lose what else I have to offer—freely." Waleryn laughed.
"Almost freely."

"Almost?"
"T ask for good quarters and a modest stipend. Very modest. Less than the engineer received."
"What engineer?"

"The one who provided you and your sire with the light-knives. The light-knives whose secrets I also
know."

"Why should I do this?"

"Because it is in your interest, Praetor, and because you lose nothing by seeing if | am who and what I
claim."

"Can you prove what you say?"

"I can offer you more proof than you can believe." Waleryn smiled. "The engineer's spaces have not
been touched. There is a Table-like mirror hidden within those spaces. I can find the mirror and call up a
scene in that mirror." He paused. "Will that suffice?"

"We shall see." The young Praetor nodded to the guards. "Take him to the entry of Vestor's work area.
Then... let him guide us from there."

In addition to the two guards flanking Waleryn, four others guarded the Praetor as the eight men walked
from the audience hall to the second floor of the south wing of the Praetorian palace. They halted before
an archway. One took a key and opened the door.

Once he was released, Waleryn stepped forward, walking past the main workbench, then to the empty
crystal tanks, where he eased around the last tank to the smaller workbench in the corner, tucked away
out of sight—a bench slightly dusty and clearly unused for some time.

Waleryn studied the small workbench for a moment, then slid back the green quartz surface to reveal a
polished and silvered metal circle recessed beneath the oak that held the quartz top. "Here is the mirror

of which I spoke."

One of the guards stepped forward, then nodded to the Praetor, who stood well back of the crystal
tanks.

The Praetor moved past the tanks, but only far enough so that he could see the mirror. "Proceed."
Waleryn took several deep breaths. Aftera time he concentrated, staring deeply into the ruby mists that
appeared, tinged somehow with both purple and pink. Shortly, the mists cleared and revealed the
audience hall in Tempre, where the Lord-Protector sat upon a white onyx throne, with a blue crystal
glittering at the spire at the top of the back of the throne.

"Another, if you will."

Waleryn concentrated, this time bringing up an image of the audience hall they had so recently departed,
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where one of the remaining guards was talking to another.
A smile crossed the Praetor's lips.

The amber crystal set in a small metal fitting beside the mirror began to glow, and Waleryn stepped
back. "That is all it will do for now."

The image vanished, revealing once more just the metal, now slightly tarnished, as if by fire.
"Why could you not see more?" asked the Praetor.

"This mirror is not a Table," Waleryn explained. "Had the engineer made it of glass, already it would
have shattered. For a Table to work, it must be linked within the earth, as is the one in Prosp."

"Is? The building collapsed in the earthquake and destroyed that Table."

Waleryn smiled.

"You dispute that?"

"The Table that he constructed in Prosp was buried by the collapse of the building, but it is untouched."

"How could that be?" asked the Praetor.

"The Tables are linked within the earth. So long as the links are not destroyed, a Table cannot be
damaged." Waleryn smiled once more. "Why don't you send someone to Prosp to see? If you have not
already. Or send me with them. Or come with us."

Tyren frowned.

"Would you not like to have the information that your sire had?" asked Waleryn. "To see what is
happening throughout Lustrea without waiting days or weeks for dispatches? Knowing what did happen
without having to trust others, when you do not know whom to trust? That is the beginning of what I
provide. Just the beginning."

"And you wish just a modest stipend?"

"And the means to continue the engineer's work, so that you and all Lustrea may benefit." Waleryn
bowed his head slightly. "And I, of course, if to a lesser extent."

After a moment, Tyren nodded. "We will allow you those privileges, but you will be watched for a time.
Closely watched. I trust you understand."

Waleryn bowed again. "I do, honored Praetor. How could it be otherwise? "

Chapter 50

"y

In the late afternoon, Alucius studied the camp. Situated on a low hillcrest, it lay a good five vingts to the
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west of the high road—as an eagle flew—and about five vingts south of where the scouts had sighted the
rebel roadblock. The northern slopes of the hill were more heavily wooded, but the mixed firs, cedars,
and junipers grew out of steep and rocky broken ground that offered a slow, steep, and treacherous
climb for a rider, and much of the lower ground held spiky thornbush. To thewest was a long, sloping
ridge, mostly open, and the east offered a bluff nearly fifteen yards above a narrow stream. To the south,
the ground sloped more gradually toward the narrow road—dirt and barely wide enough for two men
riding abreast.

From the hillcrest, there was enough of a vista that the lookouts Alucius had ordered posted could see
dust from the roads while riders were still several vingts away. On the ride from the high road, Alucius
and the scouts had seen few tracks in the dusty road, and those had been of single riders and carts, not
even large wagons. On their ride south and west, they had passed close to a score of long-abandoned
steads set on the side of Kills that looked too arid to support much of anything.

While the camp was being established, Alucius had dispatched Elbard and 'Waristo scout farther to the
south and east. Even as far away as three to four vingts south, the two had found no sign of riders or
posts, or much of anything, nor any sign of recent movement of lancers or large numbers of mounts. That
bothered Alucius. Was he being too cautious? Should he have pressed farther south? Or was he missing
something?

It could just have been that the hilly land was too dry. Alucius doubted that the lancers could have
foraged off the land, even had he wanted them to. The trees were mainly low junipers and twisted
cedars, with largish patches of spiky thornbush, and the grass, although long in places, was already
brown and sparse, certainly not enough for more than three hundred mounts for long.

"Cookfires?" asked Feran from where he stood to the left of Alucius.

"Small ones, but only if they can find dry wood that doesn't smoke much," Alucius replied. "If you'd pass
that on to Deotyr and Jultyr."

"I'll do that. I'd already said that was likely."

""You ought to be the one in charge." Alucius smiled faintly. In many areas, Feran was well ahead of
Alucius.

"No, thank you. I'm fine on the day-to-day things. You're much better in battles and fights."

Alucius had his doubts, but only replied, "Good thing we're both here." He lifted his eyes toward the
south-southeast, in the direction of Hyalt, supposedly fifteen vingts away. He saw nothing but more of the
same cedar- and juniper-covered hills. His Talent had revealed no one nearby except for those of his

own force and few enough animals. Those were mainly grayjays and rodents of various kinds.

"Rather neither one of us had to be," Feran grumbled. "Sir." He brushed back a lock of the graying
brown hair.

"I didn't exactly want to ride halfway across Corus, either. It's just that the alternatives were worse."
"Why is it always that way?"

"It's not," Alucius replied with a laugh. "It's just that way for us."
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"You are so cheerful, most honored Majer."

"T know." Alucius's voice turned somber. "How many really good scouts do you have? Besides Elbard
and Waris?"

"One, maybe two."
"[s there anyone from the other companies?"

"Jultyr says that one of his shows promise. Was raised in the Vyan Hills. Father was a warden for some
wealthy landowner. Son tracked poachers for a while."

"No one else?"

Feran laughed.

"We'll do what we can, then. I'll want them all out early, well before dawn. We need a quick picture of
what's out between five and ten vingts, not so much near the high road, but along the hills. There are
bound to be steads closer to the main road, but we need to know what might be along the back route."

"One thing that bothers me," Feran said slowly. "There's no one out here, but there are roads."

"I don't know for certain," Alucius replied, "but you saw all those abandoned places."

Feran nodded.

"There used to be more people who lived out here. Like the north-lands, I'd wager it's gotten drier and
drier until holders couldn't make it here. You also saw some of those hillsides, with all the stumps?
They're still logging the land, and probably most of the roads out here are used for that."

"You think so?"

"I don't know what to think, but it makes sense. Whether I'm right is another question." Alucius could

only hope he had reached the right conclusion, and not just about the deserted state of the hillside lands.
Time—and the scouting reports—would tell that.

Chapter 51

«»

The scouts departed well before dawn, briefed as well as Alucius knew how, and he stood silently as
they rode southward. Feran stood beside him. Alucius just watched, long after the four had disappeared
into the predawn grayness.

"You'd rather be scouting, wouldn't you?" asked Feran.

"It's hard, just watching." Alucius glanced toward the east, but the sky had not brightened with the
immediate welling of light that heralded sunrise. "Harder than I realized."

"That's the problem of being in command. It's harder for you than for anyone else."
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Alucius suspected he knew what Feran was suggesting, but he wasn't sure he wanted to admit it. "Oh?"

"You're a better scout than anyone you sent out. You're a better lancer than anyone you command.
You're a better company captain than the rest of us. But you're not sure that you're a better force
commander. And you have to be the best." Feran shook his head. "Me... I just want to be good enough
to survive in one piece. I'm happy to follow you because you don't do too many stupid things, and you
won't put men in any danger you wouldn't face yourself, and you like to tilt the odds in your favor."

"You're so encouraging, Feran."
"Admit it... Majer."

Alucius laughed ironically. "You know me too well. I probably am a better scout. I'm a herder, and I
have more experience than most scouts."

"More experience than just about all of them. You've fought and scouted for every land in the west of
Corus."

Alucius knew that was true, but it was the Talent-abilities that made the difference. He still recalled
Geran, the older scout he had worked with in the Iron Valley Militia. Geran had no Talent and yet could
read the land as if it had been laid out in a book. Alucius still needed his Talent to do that.

"You have to remember one thing... Majer." Feran's voice was low.
"What's that?"

"No matter how good you are, you can't do everything. You can't scout and command at the same time,
You can't always lead the charge and also hang back to see where you should move companies..."

"I suppose I needed that reminder." Alucius still wished he were out with the scouts. He grinned briefly.
"Thank you."

"My pleasure, sir." Feran returned the grin.

As Alucius walked back toward the center of the camp, he had to wonder. How did a man ever know
when he'd reached the limit of his abilities? The Lord-Protector had chosen Alucius because of what he'd
done mostly as a company captain, and as an individual operating alone. Could he really command three
companies effectively? He took a deep breath. All he could do was listen, learn, and do his best.

Light began to flood across the hilltop, and for a moment the sky overhead was white-silver before
darkening into a bright and cloudless silver-green. There had been no rain at all since Alucius had left
Dekhron, and that had been the longest time he had spent in Lanachrona without rain. Was that another
sign that times were changing—or just coincidence? He laughed softly. Not everything was because of
the ifrits and the soarers. At least, he didn't think so.

While he waited for the scouts to return, he ran through a set of drills with Twenty-eighth Company, then
with Thirty-fifth Company.

Despite the drills and the debriefing of the captains, the morning passed slowly, without any sign of riders
on the back roads near the encampment. Late morning arrived before the first scout returned—Jultyr's
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Rakalt.

Alucius hurried down from the hillcrest to meet the scout halfway up the south slope. He had the
lancer—a rangy young man with a narrow face and deep-set and intent green eyes—dismount and have
some water for the short time it took to summon the other officers. Then he looked at Rakalt. "Tell us
what you found out, Rakalt."

"I followed the wider road west, like you said, sir." Rakalt met Alucius's eyes, then swallowed. "It keeps
going west, like you thought. Two or three vingts from here, it crosses a dry creek, then turns northwest.
Half a vingt farther, it splits. The road going north is rutted, but they're real old ruts. Doesn't look like
anyone travels it. I didn't see any new tracks. The left fork goes southwest. Not many riders and wagons
there, but some recent tracks in the dust. I followed it close to five vingts, like you said, sir. By then it
was heading close to due south. There's nothing there, sir. Just bare hillsides. They've logged off
everything. Gullies everywhere. Won't support more 'n rats and birds, maybe not that. Now... the tops
of the hills on the east side of the road, they got some trees, same firs and junipers."

"What about the road itself?" asked Alucius. "Could you tell who was using it?"

"Mostly single riders, looked like. Might have been patrols, but the shoes weren't always the same, not
like ours." Rakalt tilted his head. "Had to be patrols. Only one set of tracks at a time."

Alucius continued to ask questions, with Feran occasionally adding one or two of his own.

"How steep were the hills to the east of the road?"

"How sturdy were the bridges?"

"Did you see any dwellings or any smoke?"

"Did any of the hillsides look liked they'd been logged recently... ?"

After another quarter glass of questions—and answers from Rakalt—Alucius paused, wondering what
he'd overlooked. He took a swallow from his water bottle, as much because he wasn't used to talking
that much as that the day was warm. He looked to Feran. "Anything else you can think of?"

"No, sir." Feran's smile was ragged. "Wish I could."

Alucius looked to Jultyr.

"Ah... yes, sir... just one."

"Go ahead," Alucius said.

"Rakalt. .. sounds funny... but did you smell anything strange. .. anywhere?" Jultyr's words were firm.

The scout squinted, cocking his head again. "Smells? No, sir... don't recall anything like that. No strange
smells."

Alucius nodded. He'd have to remember that one. It made a lot of sense. As he turned back toward the
scout, he heard a shout from the south hillside.
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"Majer! Dust on the main road—Ilots of riders, sir!"

Alucius whirled and looked to the south. There were actually two clouds of dust—one a thin and barely
visible plume, less than a vingt from the bottom of the slope leading to the camp, and the second a larger
cloud perhaps half a vingt south of that—a scout pursued by a squad or more of the local lancers or
armsmen. So much for surprise—the idea flashed through Alucius's thoughts even as he raised his voice.

"Twenty-eighth Company! Mount up and form on me! Fifth Company! Mount up. Flank Twenty-eighth
Company to the west! Thirty-fifth Company, mount-up and flank Twenty-eighth Company to the east."

Alucius hurried toward the tieline that held his gray gelding. Even after running uphill on foot to get his
mount, he was mounted and halfway back down the hillside before the first of Twenty-eighth Company's
lancers began to form up. After scanning the hillside once again, he rode lower until he was only about a
hundred fifty yards from the road, and with the slope as gentle as it was, only about six yards above the
road's surface. The position, like everything, was a compromise. He wanted his men close enough to
deliver withering fire, but in a location where the enemy would have to charge uphill.

"Form up here!" he called upslope.

Feran and Fifth Company had already formed up farther uphill, and the other two companies were
moving into position east of Fifth Company.

"Forward, and form on a line with the majer!" ordered Feran.

Alucius glanced toward the road. The trailing cloud of dust was closing on the scout, but it looked as
though the scout would reach the camp before his pursuers could attain a position to allow any accurate
rifle shots—and any shots would be almost a matter of luck with the twisting of the road and its uneven
surface.

"Fifth Company in position, sir!"

"Thirty-fifth Company, sir!"

"Twenty-eighth Company, sir!"

Alucius turned in the saddle toward Feran. "Stagger and angle them to get a clear line of fire from all
files."

"Yes, sir."

Then he turned to Jultyr and repeated the command. By then, Deotyr had Twenty-eighth Company in
even ranks.

Alucius addressed Deotyr. "Captain, put them in a staggered right oblique formation."
"Yes, sir." Deotyr turned in the saddle "Twenty-eighth Company! Staggered right oblique."
The senior squad leader echoed the command, and Twenty-eighth Company shifted into a mounted

firing position. Alucius rode over closer to Deotyr. "If they turn or break, I'll order Twenty-eighth
Company into pursuit. Be ready for that if it comes."
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"Yes, sir."

Alucius eased the gray back to the west, reining up just at the point where Fifth and Twenty-eighth
Companies joined. He looked westward, studying the empty section of road below and waiting. He
reminded himself that the Lanachronan rifles carried a ten-shot magazine and had a longer range than the
Northern Guard's weapons. He continued to watch the road, even as he extended his Talent senses.
There was no sign of any Talent, but the trailing riders were too far away for him to detect fainter
Talent-usage.

Another quarter of a glass passed. Finally, a single rider emerged from the last turn of the road before
the straight section that extended to the base of the hillside where Alucius's forces were arrayed.

"All companies!" Alucius ordered. "Rifles ready. Fire at my command."
"Rifles ready."

As the rider neared the encampment, less than a hundred yards from the base of the slope, Alucius
recognized Waris, despite the dust-coated uniform. Behind him rode nearly two squads of lancers in
loose-fitting maroon tunics.

The rebel lancers fired occasional shots at Waris, but all seemed to fall short or wide. But they were
closing slowly on the scout so that, when Waris reached the foot of the slope, the oncoming rebel lancers
were but three hundred yards behind him. The scout eased his mount uphill and toward the Guard
companies.

Alucius waved Waris past. "Go on." He waited until the oncoming lancers were within fifty yards of the
base of the hill. Then he ordered, "Fire at will!"

"Fire at will!"

A series of rapidcracks came from Twenty-eighth Company, then from Thirty-fifth Company. The
deeper-sounding reports from the heavier Northern Guard rifles were more deliberate.

Only a handful of shots from the first volley struck. Alucius saw one rebel lurch in the saddle and another
pitch sideways. He lifted his own rifle and fired carefully. His first shot struck a man in the shoulder. His
second took another rebel out of his saddle.

A squad leader rode first among the maroon-clad lancers, flourishing a blade half again as long as a
lancer sabre. Despite the continuing fire from the Lanachronan forces, he charged to the end of the road,
then upslope toward Alucius.

Alucius targeted the man, and his first shot slammed through the man's left shoulder. The rebel remained
in the saddle, still brandishing his long blade. Alucius paused only for a moment before putting a second
shot into the man's chest, slightly to the left of his breastbone. Still clutching the blade, the man was less
than fifty yards from Alucius before the majer's last shot smashed a gaping hole in the attacker's forehead.

As quickly as he could, Alucius switched rifles. He took slightly longer with each shot, trying for head
shots as much as possible. He knew what he was seeing couldn't be happening, but it looked like almost
nothing besides a head shot, one through the heart, or enough fire to dismember one of the rebel lancers
was enough to stop one.
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He felt as though he were fumbling every time he reloaded, but he had the rifle up quickly enough and
continued to fire. He kept reloading and firing, watching rebel lancers fall. In time, he got only one shot
off after reloading when he realized that there was no one moving downslope.

"Hold your fire!" he ordered.

"Hold your fire!"

As the last rifle reports died away, Alucius glanced downhill. From what he could see, only a handful of
his force had been killed or wounded. Then, he looked at the thirty-odd bodies strewn on the hillside.
There were several loose and riderless mounts, but not one rebel had slowed or turned back.

After a moment, Alucius rode slowly downhill, shaking his head, seeing the gaping wounds in every
body. Yet he could sense only the faintest touch of Talent—certainly not enough to have kept men who
were dying or already dead moving forward in an attack.

Feran had been generous earlier, because this time Alucius had been stupid. He'd been lucky to lose so
few men. He should have had them in trenches or embankments, or behind trees. He'd thought that the
attackers would have turned and retreated, given their far fewer numbers, and he'd wanted to be able to
pursue them. Then again, the ground was so hard it would have been impossible to have dug effective

trenches. .. but his tactics had still been stupid.

Near the bottom of the hill, he turned the gray and started back upslope. "Overcaptain, captains, report
as you can!"

He continued toward Feran and Fifth Company, reining up short of the overcaptain.
Feran offered a ragged smile.

Alucius shrugged, adding in a voice low enough that only Feran could hear, "We were lucky this time.
I've never seen anything like that."

"Haven't either. They using Talent?"

"Just the littlest trace of it. Shouldn't have made any difference."

"That's scary," Feran murmured.

Alucius had to agree, if silently. It had taken the mass fire of three companies for almost half a glass.
Egyl reined up, waiting. Both officers looked to him.

"Two dead, sirs, three wounded."

"Thank you, Egyl," Alucius replied.

"Yes, sir." Egyl turned his mount.

While Egyl hadn't felt or expressed reproach, Alucius knew that the senior squad leader had every right
to do so.
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"Any captives?" Alucius asked.

"No, sir."

Alucius looked down at the fallen rebels, then at Feran. "Can you take care of the dead? Have them
checked for anything that would tell us something. Just two burial pits for the rebels, one for mounts, the
other for men. Draw some men from each of the companies."

"I'll take care of it."

"Thank you. We'll meet later," Alucius told Feran, before turning his mount eastward toward the center
of Twenty-eighth Company. Deotyr and Jultyr had drawn up their mounts side by side.

"Three dead, four wounded. Only one seriously, sir," reported Deotyr.
"Two wounded. Not serious. We weren't in their line of fire," offered Jultyr.
For that Alucius was grateful.

"Were there any survivors? Any captives?"

Both captains exchanged glances, then looked at Alucius. No, sir.

Alucius managed not to frown. "Thank you. Overcaptain Feran will be drawing some men from each of
you for a burial and disposal detail."

"Yes, sir."

"Take care of what you need to handle. Dismissed." Alucius raised his voice. "All companies, stand
down, except for burial and disposal detail."

The first skirmish of the campaign was over, and he should have felt relieved. His force had killed more
than thirty attackers and lost only five men. But... he'd misjudged the situation, and had there been twice
as many attackers, the results would have been far different. The faint touch of Talent indicated something
besides ifrit involvement, but what? He pursed his lips. There had been no survivors, and none of the
attackers had tried to retreat. There was so much he didn't know.

He looked around, searching for Waris, to find out what the scout might have discovered, only to see
the scout standing grooming his mount less than fifty yards away.

"Officers forward! Without your mounts."

Alucius eased the gray up to Waris. "We'll need your report, Waris."

Waris was still covered in dust, and his mount had clearly been pushed earlier, although the scout had
brushed out the dust from the roan's coat, but there were still traces of sweat. Waris looked at Alucius.
"Had to push him hard to get clear, sir. Saved my ass, he did." After a pause, he added, "Looks like you
had a little trouble here, too."

"We did," Alucius replied. "That's why we need to hear what you found out. We'll be down there by the
cedar."
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"Yes, sir."

Alucius rode his gray back to the tieline, where he tethered the gelding. Then he walked partway
downhill to an area shaded by the low but broad cedar he had pointed out to Waris and waited for the
others to join him. His eyes looked downhill, taking in the fallen men and the lancers searching and
dragging bodies to the west, where part of the hill had slumped, leaving an easier disposal site.

He looked up as the two captains and Feran rejoined him. "Waris will be here in a moment."
"Elbard and Chorat are still missing," Feran said.
Alucius could only hope they had been delayed.

Waris walked downhill and stopped short of the half circle of officers. After a moment, he began. "They
sent three lancers after me, sir, and I took out all three. Didn't change anything. Hadn't gotten a vingt
away when they had another three after me. Almost half a squad after one scout? Don't understand that,

S]‘r n

Alucius gestured to the slope below them. "They sent a squad and a half against three companies. Not
one turned back."

Waris shook his head slowly.
"If they had so many after you," asked Alucius, "how did you escape?"

Waris grinned. "Figured if we got far enough away from their camp, they wouldn't know to send more. I
shot 'em, one after the other. They can't shoot as well as my one-armed grandmother."

"Before you got rousted out, what did you find?"

"Took the narrow dirt road, sir, like you told me. Three vingts south of here, it forks. One fork goes
mostly south, maybe a little east, and the other heads due west. Tracks on both, but, well, couldn't tell
you, except I thought I ought to see about the west fork first. Follows the bottom of a ridgeline little less
than two vingts through trees sort of spaced like the ones here. Goes pretty straight, though. Ends in an
open space. Lucky I stopped in the trees. Was trying to see what was there, and saw some smoke
ahead. So I circled around the clearing and eased up the hillside. Couldn't get too close 'cause the whole
slope is covered in that spiky thorn stuff. But... got high enough to get a pretty good view. It's almost like
a lancer post, sir. They got long sheds like barracks, and even stables. They're on a flat. Behind them,
there's something dug or carved into the rock of the hillside."

"Are there any places from where you could mount an attack? " asked Alucius.

"In two places," the scout added. "There's a lower meadow to the east of whatever's dug into the cliff,
and there's an upper meadow to the southwest. You might be able to come over the top of the hill, but
then it's like a cliff coming down. .. have to do that on foot. They've also got a perimeter cleared on the
west side of the hill, posts every hundred yards or so. That was where I got seen."

"Do they have any walls or palisades?"

"Not much. They don't need them. They've got a gate across the road to Hyalt—think it must be the
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road to Hyalt, anyway. It's a good, wide, packed road... got walls on each side of the gate for maybe a
hundred yards. Beyond that, you've got those thorn thickets and rough ground. If one doesn't get you or
your mount, seems like the other would."

"How many lancers are there?" asked Feran.

"Couldn't say for sure, sir. I'd guess maybe two companies. Could be more if they've got barracks in the
caves. Couldn't be too many more, though, because all the mounts are stabled. Stables might hold three

hundred."

"We'll need to find out if they've got other outposts," Alucius said to Feran. "Somehow." He looked at
Waris. "Did you see many wagons?"

Close to another glass passed before Alucius was satisfied that he'd learned everything that he could
from Waris. Even so, he suspected he'd missed things.

After they finished debriefing Waris, Alucius and Feran walked to the hillcrest. There they settled on two
low boulders, slowly eating travel bread and hard cheese, washing the heavy food down with swallows

from their water bottles.

"Some ways, this is worse than Deforya," mused Feran. "There, we knew what we were up against.
Here..." He shook his head.

"The more we discover, the worse it gets. Is that what you mean?" asked Alucius.

"That charge. .. the lancers chasing Waris..." Feran smiled faintly. "He sounded like you. Could be that's
what we need."

Alucius didn't feel like pursuing that. Was the only solution to kill more than your enemy? "We really
need to know more. I hope the other scouts can find out more."

"It's early yet, and we've gotten two back already," Feran said.

"We're missing two, still. Elbard... and your other one..."

"Chorat. He begged me to let him do it."

"He had the area to the south and east of Hyalt."

"You don't think he's coming back."

"We'll have to see." Inside, Alucius worried whether either of the remaining scouts would return.

After the two finished eating, Feran headed down to check on the burial detail and Alucius walked the
perimeter of the encampment, using his Talent, directing it outward to sense if anyone might be stalking or
scouting them. He found no signs of outsiders to the east, south, or west, and a good glass later, he was
standing a full fifty yards below the crest on the north side of the hill, trying to make sure that no one was
sneaking up from the least obvious side, but there was no one there. There weren't even many rodents,

and few enough birds. He turned and began to walk back uphill.

He looked up as a lancer hurried downhill. "Sir! Overcaptain Feran needs you, sir. Elbard's back, and
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he's wounded bad, sir."

"Show me!" Alucius hurried after the young lancer, back over the hillcrest and another hundred yards
downhill.

Elbard lay stretched on a ground cloth. A lancer Alucius didn't know had bound the scout's shoulder and
chest, and Feran stood there, his face impassive, listening.

Alucius let his Talent range over the wounded scout as he listened.

"... one moment... was watching the town. .. next thing, I was... almost like sleeping. .. except I was
awake, but I didn't hear anything. .. never heard the rifle. .. pain of the bullet... guess broke the spell...
just a boy... standing there. .. wore a sloppy maroon uniform... must have walked up to me... no
more. .. fifty yards... Shot... never heard him... Hurt like. .. managed to get a shot off... didn't miss..."
A hollow laugh came from Elbard. "Boy... he looked surprised. Managed to get to my mount...
Suppose... shouldn't gone all the way to Hyalt... where the road led..."

Slowly, the majer reached out with his Talent, strengthening the lifethread, and doing what else he could
to knit bones and muscles together. Alucius's vision was blurring by the time he finished.

Elbard looked to be sleeping.

"I think he'll make it," Alucius said hoarsely. He looked at the lancer who had bound the wounds. "Let
me or Overcaptain Feran know when he wakes." Yes, sir.

Alucius began to walk slowly back uphill and away from the group around Elbard.

Accompanying Alucius, Feran looked back at the scout, then to the majer. His voice was low as he
spoke. "That takes a lot out of you, doesn't it?"

Alucius debated denying it, then shrugged tiredly. Feran already knew; he'd known for years, even if
they'd never spoken of it. "I can only do one or two a day, if that, and nothing else. It's useless in a
battle."

"They say... you can't heal yourself, can you?"

"No. I think I heal a little faster than most people, but Talent doesn't work that way."

"Why..."

"Because he's a good scout. Because we need to know what else he found out." And because, Alucius
had to admit to himself, he felt guilty for sending Elbard out into trouble. "What he ran into—it sounds
like. .. some kind of Talent. I've never heard of anything like that, though."

"Nothing herders can do?"

"Not that I know of," Alucius admitted.

"That would explain why none of Frynkel's scouts got back."

"It might.”


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

"You think there's more?" asked Feran.

"I don't know, but..."

"They wouldn't send us—or you—unless it was something tough," Feran pointed out.

"There's one thing that doesn't make much sense. Weslyn was totally opposed to my being sent here."

Feran laughed. "That makes perfect sense. When you were a herder, you were out of the Guard. Now,
you're a majer. You pull this out, and you're the Lord-Protector's favorite. Even I can tell that Marshal
Frynkel despises Weslyn, and—"

"We'd better think more about how to pull this off," Alucius said quickly. "Tomorrow, we'll send a
messenger back to the last manned post, letting the marshal know about it." He could hear the reluctance
in his voice. "We'll also have to request more ammunition."

"You don't like that," observed Feran.

"No... but he and the Lord-Protector should know."

"Elbard was the only one who felt this. Are you sure... ?"

"We sent out four scouts. One hasn't returned. Two got chased back, and one of them got
Talent-spelled and wounded. Frynkel sent at least a few. None of them got back. What does that tell

you?"

Feran offered a bitter chuckle. "They got some sort of Talent watching over them. Is that what you're
thinking?"

"What else could it be?" After a moment, Alucius added, "Unless it's something worse."
"You know of anything worse?"

"The return of the True Duarchy." Alucius forced a wry dryness into his voice.

Feran nodded.

"Let's get the captains and go over the maps." Alucius turned and headed back toward the tielines and
his mount, and the saddlebags that held the maps.

As he walked, he went over the questions in his mind.

The rebels knew where he and his force were—at least in general terms. They might not know exactly
where, since there had been no survivors of the attack, but he had one missing scout, presumably dead,
and one who had been wounded and one who had left a trail of bodies. If he kept the three companies
where they were, he'd need to have them dig in, and the hillside wasn't that suited to digging in. On the
other hand, he knew far too little about the land and the people, and who controlled what—and how.
Every move, every ride, was into the unknown. But... he reflected. .. from what he'd seen, the rebel
lancers weren't that good. They were only fanatics. Only?
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He laughed softly to himself.

He knew more about attacking than defending—a great deal more. His forces would have to move on.

Chapter 52

Alustre, Lustrea
«™»

The man in the silver cloak and matching trousers walked up the stone steps of the ancient covered arena
toward what had once been the Duarch's box. Beside and behind him were two quints of guards,
wearing silver-gray trousers and tunics. Each of the ten guards bore a brace of two-shot pistols and a
gladius. The covered arena was dimly lit, the only light coming through the arched windows that were
covered with grime.

A stocky man in dark blue stood beside a device that resembled a cannon, save that what would have
been the barrel was composed of crystals set in holders and connected by silver wire and that the
armored square body, three yards long and slightly less than two wide, rested on four ironbound wheels,
rather than the two wheels and trunnion mounting used for cannon. He bowed. "As you requested, all is
ready, Praetor."

"How does it work, Waleryn?"

"Very well, Praetor." The stocky figure smiled, drawing his lips into a pleasant expression belied by the
coldness in his eyes.

"Then proceed to show us, if you will." The Praetor turned to lookA4z the center of the arena, where
several battered statues had been placed. Armor had been strapped on two of the horsemen. In addition

to the statues, there was a shield wall, looking as it might in battle, except that the shields had been
fastened together rather than held by soldiers.

Waleryn stepped up to the device and drew down a lever. The faintest humming sounded, thin, high, and
intense enough that several of the guards stiffened. After a moment, a line of blue-green fire—or

light—flashed from the crystal barrel, light so intense that the Praetor was forced to close his eyes.

When Tyren could see again, the center of the arena contained nothing except an oval of rough glass
from which rose heat waves, as in the southern deserts.

The Praetor hid a swallow. "Very impressive. How far will it reach? "
"At the moment, this one has a range of just less than a vingt—say, eighteen hundred yards."
"How often can you use it?"

"It takes about a tenth of a glass to recharge, but if I adjust the aperture, it could destroy a line of troops
three hundred yards across and fifty deep."

"Whatmakes it work? And keep the explanation simple this time."
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"The essence that supports the Talent... it infuses all of Corus, all of the oceans and the air as well. It is a
force, like fire, except it cannot be seen but through its manifestations." Waleryn took the white leather
gloves that he held in his right hand and gently used the fingertips to brush away a fleck of something that
had appeared on his lower left sleeve. "The crystals inside the tube barrel concentrate and refine this
essence into elemental force, call it a fire, that will burn anything."

"Anything?" The slender Praetor laughed, a cool and mocking sound. "That is claiming much."

"Oh, there is more to it than that. Because it draws and concentrates this essence, it can reduce the
power of those with the Talent who might oppose you and your forces."

"How many of these can you fabricate?"

"The materials are most costly, as you know."
"You had said it would be easier after the first few."
"Easier, yes... but not that much less costly."

"Hmmm... fabricate another five. That way we will have two for each force crossing the Spine of
Corus." The Praetor smiled. "I am sure that you can manage that,Lord Waleryn."

"Y our Mightiness is too kind." Waleryn bowed again, his gesture nearly as mocking as the words of the
Praetor.

"If these devices prove their worth in the campaigns ahead, you can look to great rewards, perhaps
even, shall we say, the prefectship over Lanachrona." Tyren nodded and turned.

Two of the guards remained flanking Waleryn for several moments, until the Praetor had entered the
ancient tunnel that led back to the underground carriageway. Then, they too departed, leaving Waleryn
standing beside his weapon.

The eyes of the Lanachronan lord flashed purplish for a moment, watching the departing guards, but he
said nothing at all, before tapping the bell beside the projector to summon his engineers-in-training.

Chapter 53

"y

At dawn on Septi, the three companies were on the move, headed westward and following the road that
Rakalt had scouted the day before. From the maps and from what the scouts had discovered, Alucius
was fairly certain that the one rebel camp was to the east of the road they traveled, perhaps by as little as
a vingt, certainly no more than two. If the maps were correct, he noted to himself from where he rode at
the head of the force, beside Feran.

Elbard was better, although he was riding in one of the supply wagons, and he had told Alucius and
Feran more about Hyalt itself—a town rather than a city, and one that had seemed half-deserted, but
with maroon-clad armsmen seemingly on every street, at least of those that the scout had seen from his
hilltop vantage point before he'd been Talent-spelled. Alucius didn't like the thought that the rebels had
enough men to place so many in the town itself, and he had to wonder from where all of them had come.
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To that question, like so many others, he had no answer.

Alucius had worked with Feran and the fifth squad of Fifth Company the night before, with cloth taken
from the downed rebel lancers and some of the gunpowder from the Southern Guard wagon. While
gunpowder exploded, it also burned, and that was what Alucius had in mind. He'd decided against
sending a messenger north immediately, because, once he'd thought about what he could report and
request, he determined that no one would believe him, and, even if they did, they wouldn't understand the
danger that he could explain—and he couldn't explain about the iftits. That was something no one would
believe, especially since he had not seen a one, just their influence and traces.

"Better to be moving, rather than sitting and waiting," Feran said.

"I feel better on the move, too, but I'd like to know more about where we're moving," Alucius replied

dryly.
"Even when you do know, you really don't."

Feran was probably right about that, too, reflected Alucius. So often, knowledge could be an illusion,
particularly if the knowledge wasn't firsthand and hard-won.

"T've been thinking about the scouts," Alucius said. "What if we just sent patrols down the roads, maybe
full squads as patrols?"

"You don't think they'd just pick them off?"

"Not at first. They'd have to send out squads and patrol all the roads. I'd like to learn more about this
place."

"If what you have planned for today goes right, they might do that tomorrow."

"Where?" asked Alucius. "Even if they have two other camps and six companies, they don't know where
we'll be. If the lancers we fought the other day are any example, we'll do better at picking them off here
and there. We'll attack, then move back to the way station and get refreshed and resupplied." He should
have adopted that approach to begin with, but he'd never dealt with anything like the situation in Hyalt
before. Then again, he doubted anyone had.

He looked at the hills to the northwest. The stump-covered and gullied ground looked tired, with its
intermittent low bushes and sparse grass. Even to his Talent, it felt tired. Could land feel tired? According
to what the soarer had told him years before, whole worlds got tired, and the ifrits made that happen
more quickly. But how long did worlds last? Or did the worlds continue on as lifeless lumps once the
spirit of life was exhausted?

"You look grim," Feran observed, his voice cheerful. "We haven't even seen anyone. Isn't that better
than another skirmish right off?"

"I was just thinking."
"That can be dangerous," Feran said lightly.

Alucius chuckled, then observed, "There weren't any survivors. No one tried to escape. I've never seen
that."
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"Haven't either. Could just have been the way things happened there."

"Could be."

"You don't sound convinced."

"Are you?"

Feran shook his head.

Ahead, the road began a long and gentle turn more to the south. To the west, beyond the rolling hills,
was another set of higher, redder, and drier hills, and in the dim hazy distance, the peaks of the Coast
Range, marking the old boundary between Lanachrona and Madrien. To the east was a short flat stretch
of meadow, although the grass was also sparse, before the ground rose into juniper- and cedar-sprinkled
hills.

As the companies rode southward, and as the sun crept over the hills to the east, Alucius continued to
study the road and the area to the east. After another two vingts, the road turned due south, then angled
sharply westward. As he neared the curve, Alucius turned to Feran. "We'll stop at the turn there."

"Column, halt! Pass it back!"

"Column halt!"

Fifth Company came to a halt, followed by Thirty-fifth and Twenty-eighth Companies.

"You're going to lead the squad, aren't you?" asked Feran.

Alucius had debated himself, back and forth, on whether he should lead the fire detail. In the end, he'd
decided he would do so. One reason was simple enough—if necessary, he could use his Talent to touch
off the powder. "I know it will work, and they're more likely to get back." Alucius smiled. "If you thought

I was wrong, you'd say something."

"I don't like it, but you're probably right." Feran snorted. "I've been worried about this duty from the
beginning, and I still am."

"So am I, but that's another question. We'll be as quick as we can." Alucius turned the gray. "Fifth squad
forward!"

Nineteen men rode forward along the edge of the narrow road, led by Zerdial. The
once-youthful-looking and thin squad leader was harder than when Alucius had first made him a squad
leader, and the thinness had become a tough angularity. The squad leader reined up.

"Zerdial, your squad set? With all the burn bags?"

"Yes, sir."

"Let's head out, then, along that trail until we reach that outcropping to the southeast. One scout two
hundred yards ahead."


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

"Yes, sir. Orlant, you take scout."

Once Orlant was past him, Alucius turned the gray off the road and along the narrow trail following the
scout. Zerdial and the rest of fifth squad followed.

For the first several hundred yards the trail was almost flat. Then it swung south between two cedars and
angled back east, up the side of the hill in a gradual climb. Although Orlant was well forward, Alucius
scanned the trail in front as well as the sparse woods on all sides. For the first half glass, he could detect
almost nothing except some grayjays and rodents. As they neared the top of the first rise, through the
trees, Alucius could see a thin trail of smoke to the east against the early-morning sky, beyond an even
steeper line of hills.

The squad drew up at the ridge crest, with Orlant and another scout posted out from the squad, while
Alucius spent several moments checking his maps and studying the two narrow trails. Then he nodded.
"The left one. It should bring us up on the north side of the camp, and if Waris's reports were right, we
could come out on a low bluft."

The trail wound down, then back up and farther to the north before turning back to the southeast. To
cover perhaps a vingt as an eagle flew took close to three vingts on the trail, and it was late midmorning
when they stopped again.

To the south beyond the thicker junipers where Alucius had ordered the stop and just over the ridgeline
above them, Alucius could sense both people andsomething that was similar to an ifrit, but wasn't, a
vague dark purpleness. What could be like an ifrit, but not? He decided that question could wait. As he
scanned with his Talent, he looked at the maps once more, not that he needed them, but he wasn't about
to explain that he didn't. He raised his eyes to Zerdial.

"The camp is almost due south, over that ridge. We'll ride up through the trees and stop just short of the
top. Then I'll move forward and study the layout quickly and come back with instructions on who will use
their burn bags where."

"Yes, sir." Zerdial turned in the saddle. "Follow the majer, and keep it quiet."

Alucius eased the gray from behind the junipers and started up the uneven slope. He reined up about
twenty yards from the crest. There he dismounted and handed the gray's reins to Orlant. Carrying one
rifle, he made his way up the slope, moving sideways as well, until he reached the crest at a point just
behind an ancient cedar. Keeping low, he eased up behind the cedar's trunk and studied what lay below.

Several grayjays squawked, but then flew westward.

The camp was almost exactly the way that Waris had described it—or rather, Waris had described it
accurately. Alucius studied the lines of vegetation and the trees and spiky thorns particularly. All but one
area could be reached from cover, and the wind was from the west, which should fan the flames downbhill
into the areas of dry spiky thornbush. Alucius set down his rifle and took out the map, marking the spots
for each two-man team.

Then he spent more time using his Talent. He could detect no one in the heights above the camp—not a
single patrol or sentry. That suggested a lack of solid military training, or something else. The darkish
purple that was visible only to Talent seemed to be centered in the cave area that was to his right and
farther south, but there was a thin miasma over the entire camp. For Alucius, that was as good as an
announcement that the ifrits were involved. It was also useless as an explanation of anything to anyone
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else. He couldn't exactly explain the evil behind beings that no one else had seen and no one else alive
could explain—except for Wendra and the ifrits and their allies and servants.

Finally, he slipped back down to the waiting squad.

"Gather round." As the squad circled around Alucius, he began. "We're just to the north of the camp,
and it's below us, set against a curve in the bluffs. Each of you is to fuse your burn bags and place them
so that the areas of brush and thorn catch fire. That will take away part of their defenses so that we can
attack later from more points. It might also keep them guessing. Once you get things burning, return to
the juniper grove down below here. We'll reassemble there. Anyone who's not back in a glass will have
to find his own way back. Is that understood? Now... I'll explain to each team where your targets are..."
Using the map and his own study of the camp, he described each target area to each two-man team.
When he was finished, he looked at Zerdial. "Let's go."

He remounted the gray and rode eastward, keeping below the crest of the ridge but still scanning with
his Talent. He picked up more rodents, including tree-rats, and the grayjays, and several larger
animals—a mountain cat, he thought, and several deer—but no sentries or patrols. That absence
continued to worry him.

Alucius had given himself the farthest and the trickiest assignment, the one to the east, just above the
broadest section of spiky thorn—but the area most vulnerable to an attack by lancers if there were no
thorns. It was also the closest to the camp, and the one area most likely to have patrols.

A good vingt to the east and south, Alucius reined up below the ridge-line, although it was more of a
plateau running to a drop-off holding the spiky thorns than a ridge. From what he could see and sense,
the only guard was one stationed at the end of the palisade running out from the gate at the narrow east
road entrance.

Alucius dismounted and tied the gray to the only tree nearby, a bent juniper. He took the three burn bags
from behind the saddle and slung them over his shoulder. Then, rifle in hand, and moving in a low crouch,
he eased along the gentle slope toward the drop-off. He crawled the last few yards until he was stretched
behind a low bush. From there, he looked at the spiky thorn below. It was farther away than he had
realized, a good fifty yards to the south of the base of the low bluff, and the area was open and exposed
enough that to drop down the two-yard irregular rocky and sandy slope, then move close enough to
make sure that the spiky thorn caught fire, would leave him totally exposed to the sentry—and anyone
else who might be alerted.

The sentry was not especially alert, but he did scan the area where Alucius lay.

Alucius looked westward and uphill, watching.

One thin trail of smoke appeared, then another. Shortly, there was a third.

"Fire!" The call was faint, but Alucius could make it out.

He lifted his rifle and waited.

Finally, the guard turned to look to the west, moving enough away from the wooden pillars of his sentry

box so that Alucius had a clear shot. At that distance, it took him two shots, but with the yelling from the
camp, no one noticed—for the moment—the sentry slump out of sight.
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At that instant, Alucius left the rifle and scuttled over the edge of the drop-off, scrambling down the
sandy and rocky slope, then ran toward the wall of spiky thorn.

Striker in hand, he lit the fuse of the first burn bag and hurled it to the south. The second went straight in
front of him, to the southwest, and the third flew to the west-southwest. He paused for a moment, using
his Talent, but he could feel that all three bags were burning fiercely. He also sensed no one nearby.

He ran back toward the bluff, scrabbling up the slope, grabbed his rifle, then hurried across the near flat
until he reached his mount. A quick glance to the west showed that more fires were appearing around the
rebel camp. From the south, Alucius could hear a bell clanging as he untied the gray and mounted.

He rode back westward at a quick walk. There was a wind, light and out of the southeast. Alucius
wasn't sure what, if any, effect the wind would have, but he could see the smoke welling up from the
south in more and more places, and the air around him began to smell smoky as well.

As he neared the rendezvous point, Alucius began to sense other men coming from the south. They had
to have been climbing straight up from the camp below, but near the rendezvous point, that climb was
close to a hundred yards of near-vertical face.

"Zerdial! Is everyone here?" Yes, sir!

Alucius almost ordered them to depart. Instead, realizing that a half squad or so of rebels had reached
the top of the bluff and that those rebels were almost at the ridgeline, he snapped. "Oblique firing line to
the south! Now!"

Despite the irregular command, fifth squad formed up.
"Rifles ready!"

Alucius watched the ridgetop until, within moments, nine men in maroon charged over the top on foot
and down toward fifth squad, raising their rifles as they ran.

"Fire at will!"

Twenty rifles fired almost as one. Four men dropped where they stood. Two others, blood streaming
across faces and tunics, staggered forward. Three others sprinted toward the lancers as if nothing could
touch them, shooting wildly. Fifth squad continued to fire.

Alucius held his own fire, looking to the ridgeline. Two more armsmen in maroon appeared, and they too
hurried downslope, both of them headed directly toward Alucius.

Alucius lifted his own rifle, aimed, and fired. The bullet struck the first of the remaining two armsmen in
the forehead, and he pitched forward onto the trail. Alucius hit the second man in the shoulder, but the
rebel still tried to aim his weapon at Alucius until Alucius's third shot silenced him.

Alucius had thought about taking captives or prisoners, but the way the rebels fought so far, trying that
would have been near-suicidal for any lancer who tried. He turned the gray toward fifth squad. One
lancer was on the ground.

Zerdial shook his head.
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"Get him over his mount," Alucius ordered. "We need to get out of here before any more of them show
up." He could sense others climbing the escarpment behind the rebel camp, but they would not reach the
top for another quarter glass, he judged. Already, the sky was filling with the hazy smoke from the fires
below, and he could smell the burning thorn plants.

In moments, the dead lancer—Hylik—was fastened over his saddle, and fifth squad was on the trail
back to meet up with the other companies.

As they rode westward along the trail, Alucius frowned, thinking. What was going on in Hyalt? It was
one thing for a single armsman to try an ambush or to fight back when cornered, but to try a suicidal
charge against mounted lancers on an open trail? To climb a hundred yards up an escarpment and attack
a larger force without even trying to use cover?

Behind him, the fires continued to burn, sending smoke higher and higher, and from what he could see
looking backward, it appeared as though some of the fires had spread from the spiky thorn patches into
the cedar and juniper groves as well.

Midafternoon came and went before Alucius and fifth squad rode across the last few hundred yards to
the road, passing Waris, standing scout on the trail.

"Anyone come this way?" asked Alucius.

"No, sir. No one on the trail but you, and no one at all on the road. Spooky, if you ask me."

The more Alucius saw of Hyalt, the spookier it was.

As Alucius rode up, Feran gestured toward the east. ""You were successful, I see."

"We got the fires set. We didn't stay to see if they burned the way we planned. We took out close to a

squad of defenders. They attacked exactly the same way—just a blind rush at us, firing their rifles. We
lost Hylik. An unfortunate and lucky shot. The rebel was running full speed downhill."

"They weren't good shots?"
"Except that one shot... no."

Alucius looked back to the east, where the hilltops were a mass of fire. Gray and black smoke rose into
the hazy sky. With the harvest dryness of the spiky thornbushes, when the fires burned out, the thorn
cover that had protected the approaches from the west and northeast would be gone. So might some of
the log walls and palisades, although Alucius doubted that the heat would be intense enough for long
enough to fire heavy logs.

Chapter 54

"y

On Septi night, the three companies had made camp some five vingts directly southwest of the rebel
encampment, but a distance closer to fifteen by the roads, if the maps were accurate. Even so, there had
been a glow in the sky for a time after sunset.
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Octdi morning dawned hazy, and the scent of smoke remained in the air, carried by a gentle breeze out
of the north. Shortly after dawn, the lancers were back on the road that had turned southeast and would
eventually circle Hyalt to the south, then to the east—that was, if the maps were correct. So far they had
been, and the reports from the lancers scouting the road ahead had confirmed that for the next few vingts,
at least, the road and the map agreed.

The road dust and dirt showed signs of patrols, but only by a few riders and not by squads or larger
groups. As he rode at the head of the column beside Captain Jultyr, Alucius wondered how soonit would
be before that changed.

"You think the rebels will come after us?" asked Jultyr almost idly, as if to open conversation.

" After what you've seen so far... what do you think?" countered Alucius gently.

"They seem like hornets. You know what I mean. You hit the nest, and they all take off; all at once.
Never seen an outfit charge like that squad the other day. Not even the Matrites. Have you, sir?"

"No." Alucius shook his head. "Even the grassland nomads didn't do that, not where every man charged
superior weapons and positions without taking some evasive action or using cover."

"Word is that there's Talent here."
"There is. I'm a herder, and I think any herder would feel what I've felt. Nothing like it anywhere I've
been." Alucius offered a laugh, partly forced. "It hasn't stopped them from getting killed." He would have

said more, except he could see a lancer scout riding toward them, almost at a gallop.

Alucius kept riding, waiting until the scout—Hikal, used only for road scouting—pulled in and swung his
mount into a walk beside Alucius.

"Sir..."
"Lancers headed our way?" asked Alucius.

"Yes, sir. Looks to be a full company ahead—same maroon uniforms—and they're riding hard this

n

way.
"How hard?"

The youngish Hikal flushed. "Quick trot, but they've got their rifles at the ready."

"How far are they?"

"Two vingts, sir. No more than three."

"What else?"

"They're quiet, sir. Real quiet. No talking. No singing. They're just riding. Seems strange."
"They see you?"

"Don't think so, but I moved back quick."
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"Any wagons or any foot with them?"
"No, sir. Just looked to be a company of horse. That's all."

Silently, for a moment, Alucius studied the terrain. To the left of the road were lowlands, ground that
would have been marshland with more rain and perhaps once had been. To the right were the same
rolling hills, with only a gentle slope and the heavier grass that seemed to grow closer to Hyalt. A line of
thorn olives that might once have been a windbreak blocked a clear view of the road to the south, but
there was no sign of the stead that might have planted the windbreak.

Alucius turned to Roncar, one of his messengers, riding just behind Jultyr and him.
"Call the other officers forward."
"Yes, sir."

While he waited for Roncar to get word to Feran and Deotyr, Alucius went over the lay of the land
again, matching what he saw against what he had in mind.

Once Feran and Deotyr had ridden up, Alucius ordered the column to halt.

Then, facing the other three officers, he began to explain. "We've got a rebel company headed toward
us. They're in battle dress and looking for a fight, according to the scouts. We'll give them one." Alucius
paused, letting the words sink in before continuing,

"We'll form an arc. Fifth Company will take the forward part—right behind the trees over to the right.
Then Thirty-fifth Company, running from the flank of Fifth to within twenty yards of the road.
Twenty-eighth will cover a span of about fifty yards, centered on the road. Staggered formations so that
every lancer can fire. And targeted shooting—each man in each company aiming at his counterpart.
don't want a hundred rifles aimed on the first rank. When the rebels come around the curve, all
companies will open fire at my command. We'll take down as many of their men as we can until they get
abreast of the trees. I'll order 'Cease, fire,' and Fifth Company will charge through. If a second charge is
necessary, I'll call on Thirty-fifth Company. Twenty-eighth Company is to hold the road and allow none
of the enemy through. I'll be with Fifth Company." Alucius looked from Feran to Jultyr, then to Deotyr.
"Is that clear?"

"Yes, sir."
"Form up as directed."

Alucius and Fifth Company continued on the road for another hundred yards before swinging southward
over the rough land that had once been pasture, but now looked merely neglected.

"Column halt! Left oblique! Stagger spacing!" Feran called out. "Ready rifles!"

Fifth Company re-formed swiftly into a staggered double file firing line by companies. Alucius looked
back to see that the other two companies were also formed up as he had ordered. Then he looked to the
southeast to the point where the road curved more to the east, just past the windbreak of thorn olives.
There was no visual sign of the rebels, although he could sense riders farther away through his Talent.
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A quarter glass passed. The feeling of the oncoming riders was stronger, and that feeling held the vague
purple overtones detected by his Talent, but the riders had not yet appeared on the small section of road
visible from where Alucius waited on the gray gelding.

Abruptly a pair of riders appeared at the end of the curved section of the road, riding westward. Within
moments, the forward part of a column of maroon-uniformed lancers also came into view. Neither of the

outriders looked to the side as they rode forward.

Then, one of the riders stopped just short of the windbreak, and the other turned and rode back toward
the column.

"You think we'll need to charge them?" asked Feran, his voice low.

"They'll regroup and charge us," Alucius predicted.

Yet, for almost a tenth of a glass, nothing happened. The single outrider remained in the middle of the
road, looking straight in the direction of Twenty-eighth Company, seemingly ignoring Fifth Company and
Thirty-fifth Company, and the column of rebel lancers continued to ride closer, but neither faster nor
more slowly, until they were within yards of the eastern end of the thorn olive windbreak.

Then there was a single barked command that Alucius could not make out, and the entire column, still in
two files, began to gallop pell-mell down the road toward Twenty-eighth Company, totally ignoring Fifth
Company and Thirty-fifth Company.

"Prepare to fire!" Alucius judged the distance, waiting.

The rebels were within fifty yards of the nearest lancers in Fifth Company when Alucius ordered, "Fire at
will!"

"Fire at will!"

The command echoed down the ranks of the companies, followed immediately by the sounds of rifles,
first the heavier weapons of Fifth Company, then the sharper sounds of the Lanachronan rifles.

At the first volley, close to twenty rebels sagged in their saddles or toppled onto the dusty road, but the
rebel column charged past Fifth Company.

Alucius almost wanted to call off the attack as the veterans of Fifth Company picked off rebel lancer
after rebel lancer. The shots from the Thirty-fifth and Twenty-eighth Companies rained more destruction

on those remaining.

The remaining rebels, less than a squad's worth, now unsheathing blades, were less than a hundred yards
from Twenty-eighth Company.

"Cease fire! Cease fire! Fifth Company, charge!" Alucius slipped his rifle into its case and drew his
sabre.

The sound of rifles died away, to be replaced with the drumming thunder of hoofs on the weary
pastureland and road as Alucius led the charge toward the depleted rebels.

He would have expected the rebel lancers in the rear ranks to have turned as he and the lancers from
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Fifth Company bore down on them from behind. Not a one did.
Alucius cut down two men from behind, his guts churning as he did.

Within moments, not a single rebel remained mounted. One rebel, his arm mangled, struggled to his feet
and raised a blade, staggering toward a Guard lancer looking the other way.

Crack! A single rifle shot brought the rebel down.
Alucius glanced to see Egyl holding his rifle.

Several more shots rang out, cutting down rebels who tried to bring blades or rifles from standing or
sitting positions on the road. Then there were no more shots.

"Fifth Company! Re-form on me!" ordered Feran.

A good thirty rebel mounts milled among bodies and the Fifth Company lancers as they moved to the
southwest side of the road.

"Captain Jultyr! Set a detail to capture the rebel mounts!" Alucius called out.

"Yes, sir. Third squad! Get those mounts and form them up behind fifth squad."

Feran eased up beside Alucius. "One man got a shallow slash. No other casualties."

"No casualties in Thirty-fifth Company," reported Jultyr, riding by and supervising his third squad.
"Thank you." Alucius paused for a moment. "Well done."

As the chaos began to sort itself out, Alucius glanced from the fallen rebels, bodies strewn everywhere,
and the riderless mounts to Captain Deotyr, who rode toward him.

"Two men killed, sir, three wounded. No captives."

"Thank you, Captain. You did well to hold there."

Neither Thirty-fifth Company nor Fifth Company had suffered any casualties. None at all. Twenty-eighth
had lost two more lancers, and three others had taken wounds from which they should recover. Alucius's
force had been through three skirmishes, or perhaps a small battle and two skirmishes, and he'd lost
something like ten men, with slightly more than that wounded, and they had killed close to two hundred

rebels. So why was he so worried?

Because, once again, the rebels had fought to the death? In the heat of battle, Alucius hadn't wanted to
order a capture, not when it would have risked his own men in such an effort to capture a fanatic.

Deotyr remained motionless, looking at Alucius.
"You're wondering why I set the companies as I did?" Alucius asked.

"No, sir... well..." Deotyr didn't quite meet Alucius's eyes.
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"There were several reasons. First, Twenty-eighth Company had taken the most casualties before
today." Alucius offered a bitter laugh. "I put your company farther away than Thirty-fifth, with the hope
that you wouldn't suffer as many casualties. I was wrong. The rebels seem to attack directly along the
road."

"I don't think any of us would have seen that, sir."

Alucius should have, but he let that pass. "Second, Fifth Company is more experienced, and third, your
rifles have more range."

"More range?"

Alucius repressed a sigh. "Captain, your rifles are smaller bore. They're more accurate over a longer
range, and your magazines carry twice as many cartridges. Because your men aren't as experienced,
putting them where I did equalized the rates of fire."

Deotyr nodded, and Alucius could see the understanding. The captain turned his mount back toward
Twenty-eighth Company.

Alucius surveyed the bodies on the road again. They'd need to search them, at least quickly, and salvage
ammunition and supplies—and see if there were any written orders.

He had ridden to Hyalt thinking that he would not enter the area and immediately start killing people. He
snorted softly to himself. He hadn't. He'd gotten near Hyalt, and the rebels or invaders or whatever they
were had started attacking his forces, leaving him no choice but slaughter.

But why?

He had no idea, and he certainly didn't like being put in positions where he had no choice but slaughter.
Before they entered another skirmish he needed a captive—if he could get one, somehow. He had no
doubts that there would be another skirmish or another fight.

He looked back at the bodies once more.

Chapter 55

"y

Octdi morning dawned with clouds and a light drizzle, barely enough to wet the dust on the road, but
enough to make the southern late-harvest warmth feel uncomfortably muggy, at least to Alucius,
especially as he was wearing his nightsilk undergarments as well as the nightsilk herders vest under his
tunic. Despite the moisture, the air still held the odor of wood and thornbush smoke, acrid and
penetrating.

The sentries had seen no one on the road through the night or in the morning, but Alucius was concerned
enough that he had the companies on the road within a glass past dawn on the gray morning. According
to the maps, the road they traveled would join another road in four to five vingts, and from Alucius's
observations and calculations, that road was probably the one that led to the rebel camp they had
surrounded with fire. The merged road turned northeast toward Hyalt. For the first several vingts, they
had seen nothing, and the handful of steads they passed were empty. They showed signs of having been
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deserted, not in the past few days, but several weeks earlier.

Alucius considered that the whole situation was upside down. He and his Guard companies were
Lanachronan, but they were having to act as though they were invaders in their own land, and anyone
away from the main force was definitely at risk. What was worse was that Alucius still knew very little
about why this had happened, except that somehow the ifrits were involved. That didn't make much
sense, so far as he could determine, because Hyalt was as far as one could get—with the possible
exception of Soupat—from other major towns and cities in Lanachrona. It wasn't on the direct route to
anywhere, such as cities like Borlan or Indyor, and even the Regent of the Matrial couldn't have gotten to
Hyalt by any major high road directly. There were no ifrit ruins or, so far as stories went, no rumors of a
Table that might have been of use to the ifrits—unless there was one hidden somewhere. Yet matters
were as they were, and Alucius had had few enough real choices.

What was worse was that his efforts at individual scouting had lost him one scout, wounded another, and
gotten another chased for vingts.

On the other hand, anytime that they had encountered or found larger numbers of rebels it had been in a
fighting situation where, when the dust had finally settled, there had been no survivors because any living
rebel would keep trying to kill lancers until the rebel died.

Alurius turned in the saddle toward Feran. "I'd like to send Waris out with some other lancers to see if
they can scout that road up to the rebel camp—mnot too far—and capture a messenger—if they use
them."

"Capture?"

"We have to get some information. There haven't been small groups of rebels or stead holders anywhere
that we've been so far. If we can't capture a messenger, then maybe on the road toward Hyalt we can
find a stead or two with someone there and find out something."

"Wouldn't hurt," Feran agreed, turning in the saddle. "Waris!"

Within moments, the scout had ridden forward, and Alucius had edged the gray to the right shoulder of
the road, so that the three could ride abreast.

"The majer has a job for you," Feran said.

"Yes, sir?"

Alucius looked at Waris. "The task is simple. Accomplishing it won't be. We need a captive lancer or
armsman, one in good enough shape to answer questions. There's a road ahead, a little over four vingts
away, and it joins this one, and then the two run to Hyalt. The other road starts at the camp you scouted.
There ought to be messengers or some travel along there. If there are just large parties, report back, and
we'll try something else. Oh, and pick two or three others you think can help you."

The scout looked to Feran. "Overcaptain, sir?"

"Anyone but squad leaders or wounded."

In less than a quarter glass, Waris and three other lancers had ridden off, ahead of the main force, past
the scouts and outriders ahead of the column.
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A good glass passed, and the scouts had reported nothing, and while they had passed another five
steads, all had been abandoned in the same fashion as those they had passed earlier. Then, the figure of
Waris appeared, followed by four other mounts. Three held riders, and the fourth had a figure strapped
across a saddle.

"Column halt!" Alucius ordered.

"Column halt," echoed back along the line of lancers.

Waris rode slowly toward Alucius, then reined up. "We got a captive, sir."
"Was it difficult?"

"Wasn't too hard." A weary smile crossed the scouts lips. "We ended up shooting two. This one, we
shot the mount, then shot him in the leg before he could get to his rifle. Took two of us to disarm him, and
all of us to tie him up."

Alucius wasn't surprised. Dismayed, but not surprised, as he looked at the prisoner, slung across the
saddle of the mount behind Waris, hands tied behind his back, feet trussed together, and a gag tied
across his mouth.

"Sorry, sir. We had to tie him like that. He just tries to bite, kick, anything..."

"Get him off the mount. Set him on the stones there." Alucius gestured toward a rough heap of stones
that once might have been a stile across a sagging and neglected fence.

"Yes, sir."

Alucius dismounted and handed the gray's reins to Fewal, one of his messengers, then waited as the
three lancers carried the bound captive to the stones and propped him against the bowed middle railing
of the fence.

"Did he say anything? Before you gagged him?"
"Nothing. Maybe he doesn't speak Lanachronan."
Alucius studied the captive. As he looked closely, he could Talent-sense what resembled a fine purplish

mesh net that fit the captive like a glove. For a time, he just studied it until he could find the purplish
nodes that held it. Once he found those, it was but an instant, and the net vanished.

The captive fainted.
"Sir...?"
"He'll be fine in a few moments. You can ungag him now."

It wasn't that long before the man looked up, an expression that was clearly fear as he took in Alucius
and the uniform that he wore.

Alucius pressed forward the feeling that the captive should be helpful... cooperative. There was no
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sense of resistance. After a moment, he asked, "Could you tell me your name?"

The man looked at Alucius, wide-eyed, then lowered his gaze. "Escadt, sir. Of the Cadmians."
"What are the Cadmians?"

"We are. The Cadmians are the lancers of the prophet and the True Duarchy."

"Why were you ordered to attack us?"

"You are the evil northerners. You will keep the Duarchy from returning. All the land will die, and all our
families will starve and perish without the Duarchy."

Alucius glanced at Feran.

"Why would we do that? We're all part of Lanachrona."

"You are the lamaial of evil, the one who will use treason to destroy all that is good."
"Who told you this?"

"The prophet Adarat. He is the servant of the True Duarchy. He said that the man with the dark gray
hair, the one who is not old, he is the lamaial. Adarat knows what is and what will be."

Alucius had his doubts about that. "Who told Adarat this?"

"He knows. He is the servant of the True Duarchy."

That line of questioning wouldn't help, Alucius reflected. "How long has Adarat been in Hyalt?"
"He has been here forever."

"Forever?"

The rebel shrugged. "The Temple of the Duarchy has been here so long as any can remember, and there
has always been a prophet, and the prophet has always been Adarat."

Alucius couldn't see much point in pursuing that. "How many camps with armed men are there around
Hyalt? With Cadmians?"

"T have heard that there are two. I only know of one, myself."

"Where is the other one?"

"I do not know for sure."

"Where do you think it is?"

The rebel shrugged. "They say it is on the Hill of the Dead to the northeast of Hyalt."

"How many companies are there?"
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"I do not know."

"How many lancers were there at your camp?"

"T do not know."

"How many do you guess that there were?"

"Three hundred. That was before you northerners killed so many."

"Until you attacked us, we never attacked or fired upon you," Alucius pointed out. "Why did you attack
us?"

"Because you are evil, and you would destroy the good of the True Duarchy."

Alucius kept proving to himself that there was little point in following that line of questioning. "What is in
the cave in the hillside?"

"It is not a cave. It is the Temple of the True Duarchy."

"Is that where Adarat is?"

"I do not know..."

"Does it have a Table of power?"

"T do not know."

"Have you seen a Table there?"

"No, sir."

"How many people remain in Hyalt?"

"I do not know..."

Even after almost half a glass of questioning, Alucius had learned only slightly more. The captive seemed
to know very little beyond declaring the goodness of the Duarchy to come and the evilness of Alucius

and his "northerners."

Finally, Alucius nodded to Feran. "That's all for now. Keep him tied up, but don't gag him unless he
causes trouble."

HEgyl?H
"Yes, sir. We'll take care of it."
Midmorning came and went, and they reached where the roads joined, but saw no one and no signs of

rebels. The air remained damp and more misty than actually drizzling. None of the scouts had seen any
traces of another large body of rebels, and Alucius decided to continue northeast on the road toward
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Hyalt for the next three or fourth vingts, until they reached what the maps showed as a narrow hill road
that actually connected with the road where his force had first camped north of Hyalt. Alucius didn't plan
to take that road all the way back, but he liked the idea of having a way out, if necessary.

In midafternoon, the company saw the first stead that was actually occupied, and within a quarter of a
glass, Alucius was facing a round-faced older man with unruly curly gray hair and shoulders stooped from
years of toil, a man of perhaps forty, whom the scouts had brought in. The stead holder trembled as he
stood on the side of the road and looked at Alucius. The majer could sense the fear pouring from the
man—as well as the faintest trace of the purplish miasma that seemed to touch all the people in Hyalt—or
all those with whom Alucius had come in contact. He dissolved the purplish miasmatic net and tried to
extend a sense of reassurance with his Talent, but the holder shivered even more.

"[s that your stead?"

"Yes... sir."

"Is your family there?"

"Spare them, sir... I beg you, spare them."

"I have no intention of harming either you or them. I'm just trying to find out what has happened here in
Hyalt in the last month."

The holder said nothing.
"What did happen?"

"The prophet Adarat sent his disciples to disperse the lancers of evil. They refused to leave, and they
were killed."

"Did you see this?"
"That is what the prophet said, and a prophet of the True Duarchy always tells the truth."
"What about the traders and the crafters?"

"Some of them fled. Those who would not accept the True Duarchy, but fleeing will avail them little.
Before long, all of Corus will prosper under the return of the Duarchy."

"Why has no one left Hyalt in more than a month?"

"Why would anyone wish to leave when the True Duarchy is about to return?" A vaguely puzzled
expression crossed the man's thin face.

"How do you know that?"

"The prophet Adarat said so. He is the servant of the True Duarchy. He knows what is and what will
be."

"Why do you fear us?"
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"You are the evil northerners. You will try to keep the Duarchy from returning. All the land will die, and
all our families will starve and perish without the Duarchy."

Alucius glanced at Feran, then back to the holder. "How do you know this? How do you know that this
Adarat tells you the truth? Have you seen anyone besides him who would bring back the Duarchy?"

"You are the lamaial of evil, the one who is old before his time, the one who will use treason to destroy
all that is good."

"Have you seen anything that would prove this?"

"T know what I know, and the prophet Adarat knows what is and what will be."

Alucius tried a few more questions, but the answers were invariably the same. Adarat was the prophet,
and Adarat knew what was to be. Finally, he looked to the lancers standing five yards away, beside the
rail fence. "Take him back to his stead. Let him go, but make sure you take care of yourselves."

"Yes, sir."

The holder did not look back as he was led away under the low clouds that had promised rain and
delivered but an occasional drizzle.

"Even the lancers of the Matrial weren't that bad," mused Alucius.
"Coming from you, sir," Feran replied, "that doesn't make me feel especially good."

Alucius walked slowly to the gray, untethered his mount from the rail fence, and remounted. He looked
to Feran. "I don't think we'll get more answers, but we ought to try a few more holders, or their wives."

The overcaptain nodded.

Another two glasses later, after getting almost identical answers from two holders and the widow of a
third, Alucius brought his force to a halt while he composed a message to Marshal Frynkel, one that
summarized events so far, emphasizing the fanaticism of the rebels. Then he dispatched Hikal, along with
two other lancers, northward to the last way station, from where the dispatch riders could take it to
Tempre and the marshal. He told the three to remain at the way station until the force returned or until he
sent orders, since he had no idea where 