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Chapter 1

 


Despite the terrifying visage of
the fanged skull mounted above the thrones in Castle Windessy, few
people realize that Trevar Gerrier actually prevailed over the
dragon. Even the royal historians of Edron stubbornly refuse to
acknowledge Trevar’s greatest victory. In fact, Trevar’s final
quest is popularly perceived as a forgivable eccentricity, a mad
restlessness of the sort to be expected in a man of war who is
suddenly afflicted with enduring peace. All of Edron remember
Trevar as the hero who saved us from extermination by Angkora.
Ironically, I alone know our salvation was incidental to my
friend’s true purpose.

The last true coincidence in my
life was my first meeting with Trevar Gerrier. My training section
was on our final field test in the upper reaches of the Othros
Mountains. The previous six months had been the hardest of my
twenty-four years; my goal was to start my military career in King
Trelliant’s elite Rock Infantry. My father had prepared me
thoroughly, albeit grudgingly. Instead of working the farm with my
brothers, I’d spent the past five years studying. The basic
swordsmanship my father taught me was augmented by lessons from a
private docent. When the time came for me to sign on for the army I
could read and write Angkoran in addition to Edroni. I could find
my way through the forests by position of the stars, and fight with
either hand. Most of my fellow trainees were content to breeze
through a half year with as little effort as possible. I, on the
other hand, attacked my training with the fervor of a swordthrall.
My entire family had sacrificed to give me an edge and I wasn’t
going to disappoint them by becoming another nameless foot
soldier.

Docent Rion had led our group of
twenty high into the Othros two days before my first encounter with
Trevar. We’d established a base camp in a pocket of forest on a
plateau measuring a few leagues square. On the second day of the
test, Samoval Pollik and I sat near the edge of the cliff and
enjoyed the last of our carried provisions. To the north, the Edron
Valley lay sprawled beneath us. Faint wisps of clouds drifted
between us and our homeland. Although the snow didn’t extend this
far down the mountain, the air was noticeably cool. The rock face
to the west was decidedly sheer; I knew that the last challenge of
the week would be a climb up that wall unassisted.

“I’m a bit concerned about this
test,” Samoval began. His words were deliberate and careful, as
always. Although physically powerful and quite handy with his
sword, Samoval was not the fastest thinker in our training group.
This had apparently been the case for most of his years; Samo had
long ago taught himself to think carefully before speaking, and to
remain silent as much as possible. He preferred to follow orders
rather than initiate action. His mental clumsiness bought more than
a fair share of derision from the rest of the trainees, but Samo
never let them spark his anger. Somehow, he and I had become fast
friends in the early weeks of training. I knew we’d end up
separated when our unit assignments were written, and I knew I’d
miss him a great deal.

“Stop worrying,” I said,
interrupting the concern that he’d been voicing for the past day
and a half. “Gnomes haven’t been seen in the Othros for years.
There’s nothing of value to mine here.”

Samo brushed a lock of brown hair
away from his eyes and offered me a roll of hardened bread.
“Still,” he said, “it’s possible that they’ve migrated here over
the winter. The Athreans aren’t that far away, and don’t you think
even gnomes would rather live near Edron than Angkora?”

I managed to repress a sigh with
some effort. Docent Rion appeared near the edge of camp and I
guessed that we were about to be summoned. The reason for Samoval’s
distress finally dawned on me as I took a final draw of water—this
morning’s exercise would require each man to spend the day alone in
the forest. Samo had spent the trek up convincing himself that the
mountain was infested with gnomes, and he was worried about being
caught away from the group.

“Listen,” I said, pulling at the
drawstring on the neck of my shirt. “Remember a few years ago, when
a few gnome raiding parties actually came down to the valley and
threatened the outlying farms?”

Samo’s brow wrinkled. “I think
so.”

No such thing had actually
occurred, of course, but Samo had far more faith in my memory than
his own. I felt a bit guilty about taking advantage of his trust,
but rationalized that the rest of the week would be much easier on
him for it. “My father hired a thaumaturge to protect our farm,” I
continued. “He gave each of us a charm to ward off goblins, gnomes,
and anything related.” With that, I passed Samo the small pendant I
usually wore on a leather thong around my neck. It was actually
just a piece of polished stone with my family crest carved in the
face—my younger brother made it for me some years ago. Samo
regarded it almost reverentially; I knew from our months together
that he was completely awed by anything magical.

“Did it work?” my friend
asked.

“We didn’t see a single gnome all
summer.” That part was true, at least.

A hunting horn sounded from the
vicinity of camp, two short blasts followed by one longer. I
motioned for Samo to put the pendant around his own neck. “Take
it,” I said. “If there’re gnomes about, they’ll run before you ever
get near.”

“But what about you?” Samo asked
immediately. His loyalty could be damned frustrating at
times.

“I’ll be fine,” I told him. “I’m
actually headed higher up the mountain today, high enough that
gnomes can’t breathe.”

“You’re sure?” he asked, slipping
the pendant on hesitantly.

“Positive.” At least he didn’t
think as to why I was climbing higher for the day’s work. The horn
sounded again and we headed for camp at a quick trot. The polished
rock bounced against Samo’s chest, and gnomes were no longer a
threat.

~

“This is a very simple exercise,
boykos.” Docent Rion paced before our double rows of ten men each.
The docent wore the shirt, trousers, and belt of the Fifth Spear
Wing; his gray hair fell in one long braid to the back of the
elaborate belt. The patterns stitched into the leather described
years of military service and a few heroic acts. Rion prodded the
ground with the haft of a spear, which he held to his right in a
three-fingered grip. The fourth digit had been lost twenty years
earlier in a skirmish with Samo’s dreaded gnomes. Army legend
maintained that Rion’s finger had disappeared down a gnomish gullet
as he skewered three others with one thrust of the spear. We’d also
been told that this incident prompted the invention of metal-banded
gloves. I liked Docent Rion overall, despite his annoying penchant
for coining words.

“All you need to do today is
survive. Simple as that! You’re allowed any gear you can carry
other than food.” Rion paused momentarily, running his sharp gaze
across our faces. “You’ll be judged by your condition when you
return; those alive will pass, those dead will fail.”

The docent permitted us a few
seconds of laughter before continuing. “On a more serious note,
boykos, you’ll actually be judged on what you manage to forage for
the camp while spending a leisurely day on the mountainside. An
army must eat, and there’s no time to hunt for food when the enemy
comes up the canyon! I want the food tent full tonight,
understood?”

“Full, Docent,” we answered in
unison. Trainees were not allowed to reply with simple affirmatives
and negatives; part of our ongoing humiliation was the idea that
our orders weren’t understood until the superior officer heard them
repeated.

“The horn will sound an hour
before sunset. I don’t want to see any faces younger than mine
until then. Now get gone!” Rion lunged toward us suddenly, arm
cocked back as if to loose that spear into our midst. From the
corner of my eye I saw an expression of panic flash across
Samoval’s face, then we were scrambling with the rest of the
trainees for our tents. Samo relaxed during the short run and
grinned briefly in the docent’s direction.

“Good luck,” I said, strapping on
my plain, black belt. Samo threw a short bow over one shoulder and
counted through a quiver of arrows, nodding to himself before
thanking me.

“Only ten?” I asked, half-joking.
I tucked a short dagger into a boot sheath before strapping my
sword to my belt.

“Ten arrows, ten rabbits,” said
Samo. We both laughed, then shook hands quickly before leaving the
tent. Docent Rion stood at the edge of camp nearest the trees,
directing the few men who were ready in different directions. Most
of the others were still getting equipped; Samo and I had prepared
the night before.

“You, go,” said Docent Rion,
pointing at me. He grabbed Samo’s shoulder. “You, wait for three
minutes.”

“Docent, go!” I answered, and saw
the old warrior roll his eyes before I sprinted into the
forest.

Four men had entered the wood
before me, from what I could see. Three had clearly blazed their
trails as a precaution to getting lost on the unfamiliar mountain.
The other, probably seeking to impress Docent Rion, had rather
ineptly covered his tracks. I agreed silently with the last—the
Rock Infantry probably wouldn’t be interested in soldiers who
wanted a constant safety net. I moved through the forest slowly but
steadily for five minutes, attempting to completely mask my trail
as I angled to the northwest. Woodcraft was a skill I’d picked up
only in the past six months. Docent Rion could surely find me if he
wanted, but I hoped that my attempts at evasion were at least
admirable.

Unlike Samoval, I was not going to
hunt for my food. Most of the trainees realized that sustenance of
the plant variety is far easier to forage than meat; however, I had
decided to take an even further step. My education, for which my
brothers and father had given so much, was to pay off during this
test. My goal was to find limmiray, a potent source of food which
grew only in the upper mountains. I’d studied the terrain carefully
as we set up our base camp the previous night; the color of the
soil, among other things, told me that limmiray was likely to be
found at a slightly higher elevation. I guessed I’d have three
hours or so of climbing to do before finding the ideal conditions.
Only two possibilities concerned me: one, that the path upward
might prove too difficult to cover in the allotted time; and two,
that there might simply be no limmiray on this particular mountain.
Putting the latter out of my thoughts, I concentrated on my
climb.

Luckily, the forest thinned out as
the ground resumed its slope away from the plateau. A sword can be
a major nuisance to a man traveling through thick brush and trees.
I moved a bit faster, no longer bothering to cover my trail. The
other trainees would have gone in the opposite direction as I
veered toward the heights. Within thirty minutes I worked up a
light sweat and was feeling strong. A small, flightless bird
scurried over a rock and through the undergrowth as I passed. I
recognized a safe variety of berries and plucked enough to fill a
pouch without halting my journey. Despite the steep slope, the
going was made fairly easy by a natural animal path. From the
number of tracks and spoor in evidence I guessed that this was a
popular area, largely because of the abundance of berries. There
was most likely a small spring or other source of water nearby. The
soil became lighter in color as I walked but didn’t lose its
richness; my anticipation of limmiray grew. When I judged that two
hours had passed, I stopped for a drink from my water flask. A
small precipice offered a spectacular view of the wood-covered
mountainside. Our camp was not in sight, as my path had taken me
further around the northwest face. Invigorated by the water and a
few sweet berries, I continued to climb.

The path broke open upon a
mountain oasis only an hour or so later. It was a beautiful sight,
and I paused at the edge of the glade to admire my surroundings.
The ground leveled off in a plateau vast enough to please a farmer,
though no crops could be planted here. A small pond was nestled
amongst the trees; a thin stream of clear water disappeared over
the edge of the slope to my right. Through the thicket on the far
side of the water I could just glimpse a wall of rock. The
miniature forest was only a hundred yards square, but the life
packed into that small space was overwhelming. Birds sang to one
another amongst the trees and a pair of startled deer bounded away
as I stepped into the clearing. Noises in the brush gave away the
presence of rabbits or possibly fox; either would be perfectly at
home in this place. Even the very ground felt saturated with life.
I was tempted to kneel beside the pond and press my hands into the
soft dirt. After a moment I did exactly that. No one was around to
see me and, anyhow, I didn’t think even the Rock Infantry should be
above appreciation of nature. The cool soil appeared the perfect
match for the fickle limmiray’s choice of habitat. I felt that the
last five years of my life were about to be proven worthwhile. A
squirrel, so unused to human intrusion as to be unafraid, actually
ran across my back as I lay beside the pond.

After a few moments I pulled
myself reluctantly from the water’s edge and went in search of my
goal. I knew where the limmiray would be found, if it were to be
found at all. Despite the plant’s great thirst for water, limmiray
vines tended to climb vertically. Although it occasionally coiled
its way up tall trees, the plant preferred an open rock for its
home. I did a cursory check of my weapons and equipment, then set
off into the wood.

The rock wall that I’d seen was
less than a ten minute walk through the trees. Portions of the face
were smooth and completely insurmountable while other sections had
crumbled into negotiable, if treacherous, passes. My search was
rewarded almost immediately as I strolled along the wall. Three
vines, thick around as my wrist, grew straight from the ground and
up a sheer facing. The vines were a mottled green in color and
sported large, glistening red berries. In some places the vines had
actually grown straight into the rock and out again. The
thaumaturge responsible for this portion of my education had
explained that this strength was what made limmiray such powerful
sustenance. A man could live for a week off a section of limmiray
vine no larger than his fist. Farmers have tried for eons to grow
the plant in the valley, but it simply refuses to be transplanted.
Strangely enough, I could easily cut a section of vine out without
endangering the plant. The upper end would simply grow down to the
soil, while the lower would begin wending its way back up the rock.
Savoring my victory, I drew my dagger and began sawing at the
vine.

“The berries are deadly to men,”
came a voice from behind me.

I spun immediately, sliding into a
defensive stance, dagger before me as I wrenched my sword from its
sheath. Less than ten yards away, a man leaned casually against the
trunk of a large tree. He raised an eyebrow and gave a half-smile,
as if amused by my surprise.

“They look inviting, but they’ll
kill you in minutes,” he continued.

“I know,” I said. “I was cutting
the vine.” I took a step backward cautiously, shifting my posture
so my sword was between us.

“No need for fighting, unless
you’re simply out to kill the random stranger.” The man
straightened and stepped away from the tree. He was just a bit
taller than I, and didn’t appear to have been living in the
mountains for long. His clothing was a simple jerkin, shirt, and
trousers, done in simple earthy colors with silver stitching. The
boots and belt were made of unadorned black leather. The man’s
features were strangely flat, and, stranger still, his skin was
more pale than mine. The Edroni have always been light complected,
but my skin was dark compared to this man’s. His jet black hair
touched his shoulders in two tight braids. Although his outward
appearance seemed non-threatening, his mere presence on the
mountain inspired wariness. I stayed at guard even as he unbuckled
the scabbard from his belt and placed it carefully on the
ground.

“I don’t know your people’s
customs, so I’ll follow my own,” the man continued. He straightened
and backed away from the weapon, spreading his hands with the palms
toward the sky. “I am Trevar Gerrier,” he said. “It’s an honor to
meet you.”

At this, I made a quick decision
which may prove to have been the best of my life. I sheathed both
my sword and dagger, although I didn’t follow Trevar’s example of
placing them on the ground. We stepped toward each other almost
simultaneously, and again I saw the amused half-smile. “Jerrimon
Tullson,” I said, extending my hand.

Trevar took my hand and I felt as
though I’d grasped the mountain itself. It wasn’t that his grip was
particularly strong. I could have sworn that the very earth had a
grip on Trevar’s feet and was flooding his body with power. I broke
the contact, bemused. Even the magic I’d witnessed in the past
years hadn’t made such an impression on me. Trevar, however, didn’t
appear to notice.

“What brings you up into my
heights?” Trevar asked as he retrieved his weapon. I didn’t realize
he’d spoken right away. My attention was commanded by the odd
scabbard encasing his weapon. Rather than the metal and boiled
leather sheathes we used, Trevar’s scabbard was fashioned from a
thick, dark wood. Strange characters were carved up and down both
sides of the scabbard; letters from an alphabet I didn’t recognize.
Trevar repeated his question.

“Oh. I came looking for this,” I
answered, gesturing to the limmiray. I explained my position as an
army trainee and this current task. Trevar helped me slice through
the tough vines as I spoke, producing a dagger of his own. In a
short while we had cut four lengths of the vine, each the length of
my arm. We ignored the berries; Trevar’s earlier observation had
been correct. Although many animals dined regularly on the tempting
fruit, their juice brought swift death to men.

“What of yourself?” I asked as we
wrapped the vines into manageable coils. These we dropped in piles
back by the pond. I had another hour or two before starting my
descent to camp, and I was interested in hearing more about this
strange man.

“I’ve actually just arrived.”
Trevar removed his sword belt entirely this time, then sat with his
back to a tree, legs stretched before him. “I’ve traveled for the
time of a full moon now, from the land north of the next mountain
range.”

“North of the Athreans? That’s
Angkoran territory.”

“Further north. I had to skirt
around the Angkorans, which delayed my journey considerably. I
stayed close enough to learn some of their language and yours, but
I’m not familiar with the Edroni names for the local
geography.”

“You’ve picked up more than a bit
of our language,” I observed. I brushed a patch of dirt flat
between us and began drawing a rough map with the tip of my dagger.
Trevar watched closely and skinned a section of the limmiray vine
while I drew.

“Here, to the south, we have the
Othros Mountains, where you and I sit now. To the north are the
Athreans. The Edron Valley lies in between, bounded to the west by
the low range we call World’s Rim.”

Trevar offered me a portion of
limmiray on the point of his knife. “I kept to the foot of World’s
Rim after passing Angkora. According to my people, a great desert
lies further west.”

I nodded. “The Vertig-pellari. Our
merchants will trade with the desert people, but we don’t see them
often. It’s a long journey through World’s Rim and unsuitable for
horses, for the most part. We’re in closer contact with those
living in the archipelago off the eastern coast; they’re easier to
get to and generally better tempered.” I bit into the limmiray and
experienced an immediate rush of strength. This was my first
experience with the powerful vine, and the results were amazing. My
hands almost trembled with the energy I felt. The glade sprang into
focus and assailed my senses almost painfully. It seemed I could
distinguish between shades of green in the blades of grass and
distinguish which of the hidden birds were singing to which others.
I caught Trevar staring at me intently and once again had the
impression that he was rooted to the earth by something more than
his mere weight. After a moment, the sensation faded and I leaned
back, savoring the experience.

“The first taste of limmiray is
always the most powerful,” Trevar said. “After this your body will
remember. The vine will be familiar to your palette, and the
experience will be much more subtle.”

Trevar let me relish the glow of
the meal a bit longer before drawing my attention back to the
geography lesson. “I come from far beyond Angkora,” he said,
gesturing to the map. “Long ago, the Angkorans slaughtered my
people. We lived in the forests and hill country many leagues north
of Angkora, and we never ventured into their lands. Yet for reasons
unknown to us, the Angkorans marched into our homes with their
spears and bows and nearly brought an end to us.”

I thought for a moment, puzzled.
“That last war I knew of for Angkora was our united effort to drive
the gnomes into the highlands. Since then we’ve had an uneasy truce
with Angkora; I expect we’d have known if they committed to a major
conflict in some other area. How long ago did they
attack?”

Trevar thought carefully for a
moment. “About seven hundred years ago,” he finally
said.

I smiled, thinking he was having
fun with me, but Trevar remained straight faced.

“All right,” I said. “I suppose
the obvious argument would be that you don’t appear more than
thirty.”

“I don’t know how much of my story
you’ll believe.”

“I’m not believing much already,
so you have nothing to lose,” I pointed out. Trevar laughed
abruptly at this, the first time I’d heard him do so.

“All right, then,” he said. “Seven
hundred years ago, before your people had migrated to the Edron
Valley, the Angkorans were our nearest neighbors. We never
interacted with them; they were an aggressive, war-loving tribe who
looked constantly for new lands to conquer. For the most part, we
attempted to hide our homes and remain out of Angkora’s eyes. Their
civilization spread far to the west and had conquered much of the
archipelago. Although they weren’t great seafarers, Angkora managed
to control most of the island cities through military rule and
permanent garrisons. They were a people to be feared,
then.

“The end came for my kind nearly
overnight. Our lack of cooperation with each other was as much to
blame for our defeat as the Angkoran army. Despite our isolation
and reluctance to fight, my people were fine warriors and should
have been able to mount a powerful defense. We possessed a vast
knowledge of magic and a natural bond with the land. Unfortunately,
few believed the Angkorans would dare attack us. Some thought that
our solitude would save us, while others disregarded Angkora as a
nuisance who wouldn’t dare raise a serious effort against us.
During this period of dissension, the Angkorans caught us
unprepared and disunited. Although we dealt the enemy considerable
losses, our fate was certain from the start. We couldn’t even agree
to flee before it was too late—the Angkorans tore through our land,
destroying our homes and slaughtering our people.”

Unlikely as it sounded, Trevar’s
story enraptured me. Edron and Angkora had skirmished for years
along our common border, but the Angkora described by Trevar was a
tremendous leap from our combative neighbors. The aggressiveness I
recognized, but not the vast empire of conquered lands. It was only
twenty years prior that Angkora had needed Edroni support to defend
against the gnome invasions. I asked Trevar about this seeming
discrepancy.

“I don’t know,” he answered. “A
long time has passed since the destruction of my people. Perhaps
our defensive effort weakened the Angkoran beyond reconstitution.
Maybe an even stronger challenger appeared from across the sea, or
perhaps they simply tired of conquest. They may even have started
on their own path to extinction.” Trevar smiled as if enjoying a
private jest.

“And what about you? From what
you’ve told me, you should be over seven hundred years old
yourself.”

Trevar plucked a few long blades
of grass and began weaving them idly as he spoke. “That is more
easily explained,” he said. “My parents were among the few to
realize our danger early. They, and a few others, were convinced
that the end of our people was near. Rather than attempting the
fight or running scared, they decided to invoke one of our most
ancient legends.” I leaned forward, intrigued yet again. The
thaumaturges evidently had no knowledge of what Trevar was
relating. If the man wasn’t completely mad, he would shortly become
the fascination of all of Edron.

“Though we weren’t superstitious
by nature, my people took quite seriously the prophets who were
born amongst us. As I said, we were intimately familiar with what
little magic remained in the world. To scoff at such power would be
beyond foolhardy.

“Our earliest written history has
haunted my ancestors for generations. The first of our great
prophets foretold the end of our culture at the hands of another.
He described the battles preceding our last days. Fairly
accurately, I might add. My parents recognized the coming end and
likened it to the prophecy. They put their faith in the Remainder,
which states that our race will be reborn when the Saved One
appears. She’ll be recognized by her gossamer shroud and will
enable my people to live again.

“My parents and their allies
conferred for days as the Angkorans readied their attack. I, along
with scant few others, was trying desperately to mount a united
defense. You can imagine my surprise when my mother summoned me
away from the preparations. She and the others had decided that the
time of the Saved One was indeterminable, thus, fleeing the
Angkoran menace would not be enough. Instead, they gathered
enormous amounts of magic, spectacular by even our standards! They
excavated a great vault from the very rock of the earth even as the
Angkorans were slaughtering the first of their kin. After hurried
explanations and farewells, my father did the impossible: he
diverted the flow of time to pass me by. My body was sealed into
the vault, which the Angkorans unknowingly marched over as they
murdered my family.”

Despite the incredibility of
Trevar’s tale, I felt the pang of his loss echo through my heart.
Whether this was history or a crazed man’s story, the pain he felt
was evident. I asked, “After seven hundred years, the enchantment
failed?”

Trevar shook his head. “It ended
with purpose. I found myself in the vault, thinking that only
seconds had passed, and the spell was not yet cast. The vault had
opened of its own accord, however, and the land above was overgrown
with grass and trees. I found nothing of my family or our homes;
they had long since been reclaimed by nature. It wasn’t until I
skulked amongst the Angkoran that I realized how old I had become.
But the spell ended with purpose, I’m sure of it. Something in this
world brought me out of hiding.”

A chill breeze gusted across the
clearing at that moment, adding some dramatic effect to Trevar’s
tale as well as reminding me of the passing time. I glanced toward
the sun and realized that I’d have to move quickly on the return to
camp—I’d spent far longer talking to Trevar than I should have. I
stood reluctantly, checking the straps on my sheath and water skin
before lifting the coiled limmiray to my shoulder.

“I must be on my way,” I told
Trevar. “Sunset is probably an hour away, and I need to return
within an hour of that.”

“Time for you to join the war
against Angkora?” Trevar asked. He gazed into the empty space past
the far side of the pond.

“It’s not quite a war yet, but
yes. Anyway, I’ve got a few more days as a trainee yet.”

Trevar nodded and opened his hand,
letting the braided grass blow free on the tail of the
wind.

“I’m sure Docent Rion would
welcome you at our camp, if you’re inclined to join us,” I said. I
wasn’t really sure at all, but I didn’t want to simply leave my new
friend sitting atop a mountain. He seemed to consider
this.

“All right, then,” Trevar said,
and we left the glade.

~

We reached the trainee camp only a
few minutes after Docent Rion’s horn sounded. The downward slope
combined with the limmiray meal I’d had earlier made the return an
easy trek. As we approached I became aware of an excited crowd of
six or seven trainees, all gathered around Samoval.

“What’s happened?” I asked. The
docent was nowhere to be seen, so I paused to make sure Samo was in
good health.

“Samoval brought down twelve hares
with ten arrows!” The excited response came from a short but brawny
miner’s son named Lyndsy. I whistled loudly and clapped the beaming
Samo on the shoulder. Sure enough, twelve small carcasses were
spitted on a long carrying stick at his feet. Bringing down seven
or eight rabbits would have been an impressive feat. The little
rodents are hard to hit with an arrow to begin with, and a missed
target in the forest often means a lost arrow. Samo had performed
nothing short of a miracle and I was tempted to hide my limmiray so
as not to show him up.

The group began to fall silent and
I suddenly realized that my fellow trainees were staring at Trevar
Gerrier. He simply looked back at them with an amused, unblinking
gaze. Samo gave me a puzzled look. I congratulated him again
quickly before grasping Trevar by the arm and leading him toward
the docent’s tent.

The old soldier was about to loose
another blast on his hunting horn when we stepped before him. A
brief expression of surprise flashed across his weathered features
but disappeared immediately, replaced by his inscrutable fighter’s
mask.

“You’ve brought us a guest, young
Tullson?” the docent asked.

“Docent, a guest,” I answered. It
was Trevar’s turn to give me a curious look. I hadn’t explained
this particular custom to him, but the presence of a stranger was
definitely not an excuse to break protocol. Docent Rion appeared
pleased with me for the first time I could recall.

“And which of you is responsible
for this?” Rion asked, lifting the coils of limmiray vine from my
shoulder.

“Docent, I sought and found the
vine before meeting Trevar Gerrier,” I answered.

“Good man. You may be useful for
something more than dying on a border waypost. Fessel!” The last
was directed at a young trainee loitering a few yards away. Fessel
was not one of the men I considered friends in our unit; he was
thin to the point of skeletal, had a hooked nose, and was generally
unlikable. He had a tendency to bray at other people’s shortcomings
rather than enjoying their victories like Lyndsy. At the docent’s
summons, Fessel trotted over. Docent Rion gave him the limmiray
vines and directed him to mix a portion with Samo’s rabbits for the
evening meal. Then he turned to us.

“Friend Gerrier,” Rion said, then
paused. “I can assume you’re a friend?”

“I have no reason to be
otherwise,” Trevar replied.

The docent nodded. “In that case,
would you permit me to have you disarmed while in my
camp?”

Trevar appeared taken aback at the
request and his eyes narrowed briefly. I found myself holding my
breath as the exchange took place.

“An old soldier’s precaution,”
Docent Rion continued, “and I’ll most likely apologize for it
later.”

Trevar considered this, then
nodded at me. “If you’ll allow Jerrimon to hold my sword for
safekeeping, I’ll give it up for the duration.”

This day had seen more than its
share of surprised faces. This time, the docent and I probably made
a comic duo. Naturally, Rion recovered first. “Tullson, I expect
this man’s weapon returned to him in the same condition it was
given.”

“Docent, same condition.” I looked
to see if my babbling reply had produced a smile from Trevar, but
he was busy with yet another odd act. Having removed his scabbard
from his belt, the stranger held the wooden sheath up and whispered
to it briefly before passing it to me. I took it gingerly, half
expecting the weapon to speak in reply.

“Well done with the foraging,
Tullson,” said Docent Rion. “You and Pollik are off sentry duty
tonight. You two can make room in your tent for our guest to sleep,
then you make sure Pollik is oiling his weapons properly.
Understood?”

“Thank you, Docent, understood!”
Dismissed, I left Trevar with Docent Rion and went off to find
Samo.

Most of the trainees had returned
and were still gathered around Samo; they’d gotten word from Fessel
and were helping clean the rabbits. Lyndsy straddled a log and
worked at the tough skin of a limmiray vine. A few others stacked
logs for a fire and whispered, probably wondering about Trevar
Gerrier’s presence. Samo looked up from the rabbit he was dressing
as I approached.

“Good news, Samo,” I said. “Thanks
to your prowess with the bow, you and I are off sentry duty for a
night.” Samo grinned and reached up to clasp hands with
me.

“Rabbits are good,” said Lyndsy,
“but I’m looking forward to a taste of this stuff!” He succeeded in
peeling a section of skin from the vine and tossed it into the
fledgling fire. The trainee with the tinderbox shot him a dark
look.

“I’ve heard you can run for hours
off one mouthful,” said Pugh, one of the men working on the
rabbits. His family farmed near mine; we’d known each other from a
young age.

“I’ve heard you have the runs for
hours after one mouthful,” answered someone else, and we all broke
into laughter.

Fessel appeared suddenly, casting
a thin silhouette against the dying sunlight. “I heard Tullson sent
a friend up the mountain ahead of us to find the limmiray for
him.”

The group fell silent instantly,
our small revel dispelled instantly by Fessel’s comment. All eyes
appeared to swivel in my direction, waiting to see how I would
react. I became acutely aware of Trevar’s sword, heavy in my hands.
The carved letters felt hot against my bare skin as I stared at
Fessel. For a few mad seconds I contemplated wrenching the sword
from its scabbard and striking the sneering man before me. Fessel
was quick with a sword, but I knew my skill was considerably
greater. Fessel seemed to reach the same realization at that
instant; his eyes widened with fear as they locked on mine. Then
Samo’s voice broke the spell.

“I heard that skin-and-bones
Fessel would fit my bow perfectly so I can shoot his ass down the
mountain.”

The entire group broke into
laughter again and Lyndsy actually fell off his log, tears running
from his eyes. Fessel gave me a last look of hatred before skulking
into the darkness.

~

The week passed by quickly, with
almost no time for me to speak with Trevar. We endured every manner
of test possible, and then some. We were timed against the docent’s
count as we ran up- and downhill. We had to build makeshift weapons
and shelters from what we could forage in the wood. We practiced
blind maneuvers in the thick wood and up the mountainside, guided
only by Docent Rion’s hunting horn for both commands and position.
And we sparred constantly, showing the docent our prowess with the
weapons of our choice. For this, I favored the double-bladed style
popular during the Edroni Migration. It had long since fallen out
of favor compared to the longer spear or a defensive shield, but I
found I had a natural aptitude for fighting with both hands. In my
right I carried the standard Edroni long sword, a straight,
dependable blade. In my left I used my father’s old infantry
weapon, a sword with a blade shorter than typical, yet too long to
really be considered a dagger. Trevar occasionally participated in
the non-fighting tests with Rion’s permission. My new friend
learned our basic drills quickly, as if tactics and maneuvers were
an old practice for him. In the evenings, Trevar disappeared to
speak with Docent Rion for hours on end. I felt a bit betrayed,
having expected to spend my own scant free time talking with
Trevar. The two older men were quite intent upon their discussions,
however. Besides, after the vigorous tests and challenges of the
day, I seldom had the energy to do more than crawl into my
bedroll.

The final day of the excursion
promised to be the worst.

Thunder clouds were gathering off
the face of the mountain, preparing to deluge the Edron Valley
within half a day. We’d broken camp early and were ready for the
journey home. At Docent Rion’s command I had returned Trevar’s
sword as we packed the tent. Our training unit was ready to depart
at a moment’s notice. Only one test remained, and it often was not
administered at all.

“Boykos, this is an example of a
soldier’s worst fear.” Docent Rion stood in front of “this,” the
sheer rock face on the western edge of the plateau.

“This is an example of an
insurmountable obstacle. It requires no food, so you can’t cut off
its supply line. It requires no sleep, so you can’t catch it
unaware. It can stand against time a hell of a lot longer than any
of us. There are precious few handholds, and the ledge you see is
forty feet away. If this were an enemy wall, we couldn’t possibly
take it from down here. But if the goal waits beyond that wall, we
must find some way to conquer it. Can anyone here do
so?”

Mouth dry, heart pounding, I
stepped forward. I’d known this moment was coming for months and
had prepared daily, but no amount of preparation could make that
cliff less daunting. In years past, this climb was the final
qualifier for the Rock Infantry. Supposedly a recruit could make
the Infantry without attempting the climb now, but I suspected that
the tradition still held unofficially. The results of a failed
attempt ranged from minor embarrassment to death. The latter was
somewhat rare, however; trainees likely to kill themselves in the
climb simply opted out. Samoval and Lyndsy had already told me that
they would forgo the test, but I was surprised to look behind me
and realize that no one but me had stepped out of line.

“No one else?” asked Docent Rion,
his disappointment evident. I think he felt a personal defeat in
our unit’s lack of volunteers. The old instructor had spent six
months with us, yet only one of twenty felt ready for the
challenge.

“Well, then. The rest of you, at
attention!” I heard the men behind me snap to as I approached the
rock. I left my sword buckled to my belt and my dagger in my boot.
An unencumbered climb would certainly be easier, but there was no
point in breaching an enemy position weaponless. I rubbed my hands
together and pulled myself onto the rock.

The first ten feet were relatively
easy. The face was chipped and scored in many places, providing
handholds and support for my toes. The trick to climbing was to do
most of the work with your legs. The arms will tire quickly pulling
the body up a mountain, but the legs are considerably stronger. The
tip of my sword bounced against my foot and I paused to slide my
belt around a quarter turn. The trainees below me remained
silent.

At twenty feet, slightly less than
halfway up the rock face, my handholds disappeared entirely. My
fingers were beginning to cramp and I could feel the energy leaving
my legs. I’d eaten no limmiray since the night I’d brought it down
the mountain; Docent Rion wanted everyone tested under the same
conditions as other trainees. I reached blindly with my foot for
another toehold, but my boot scraped only blank rock. With my cheek
pressed to the cold stone I began to despair for the first time in
my training. My dream of the Rock Infantry was going to be crushed
by less than fifty feet of mountain. I looked up slowly, scraping
my cheek in the process. The wall sported a small gouge up and to
my right. Slightly lower and further away the surface jutted out
slightly. If I could spring in that direction and catch the
handhold, I may be able to plant my foot before slipping off the
rock face. My muscles bunched as I prepared for the leap. Then I
froze completely as I realized the idiocy of what I was about to
attempt. Seconds or hours may have passed as I clung to the rock,
unable to will myself in either direction.

A noise from below broke my
paralysis. I risked a look down and nearly lost my tenuous grip. At
the base of the rock, Trevar Gerrier had begun to climb. He pulled
himself over the stone smoothly, almost swimming up the sheer
surface. I blinked rapidly, tears welling in my eyes to clean out
the dust. Trevar found the breaks in the rock without looking; his
fingers pressed so hard that he appeared to pierce the mountain
with them. When he paused to look up at me I saw a smile of pure
joy, as if this man were born to escape the pull of the ground. My
own sense of purpose returned in a rush then. Without even a glance
to find my target, I leapt sideways on the rock face.

The other trainees broke
discipline long enough for a collective gasp. I nearly laughed
aloud as my fingers curled over the rock lip and my right boot
found purchase against the slight outcropping. Not wanting to lose
my momentum, I pushed immediately with my foot. In seconds I had
climbed another full body length. A cheer arose from the men below
and I was sure that Docent Rion’s voice was included. Trevar gained
on me steadily and I used the sound of his approach to spur myself
upward. My arms screamed in protest when they had to make up for a
lack of footholds. I swallowed convulsively , trying in vain to wet
my dust-parched throat. At one heart-stopping instant my sweaty
fingers slipped from the blade-thin ridge to which I’d been
clinging. I sprang without thinking, flailing wildly for a hold.
Trevar was just below and to my left. For a panicked second I
thought I might fall from the mountain and take my new friend with
me, then my hand closed over the lip of the upper ledge. With one
last effort I whipped my legs up and over the edge, used their
momentum to drag my body along. I rolled across the ledge and lay
on my back, panting and trying to convince myself that I had
actually made it. Trevar soon scrambled up into view, face flushed
with exertion. He dropped onto his back and let out a wild laugh,
which was soon drowned out by another cheer from below.

When we’d recovered, I reached
over and clasped hands with Trevar for a moment. The man’s eyes
literally sparkled in the midday sun. He started to say something,
paused, then doubled over with laughter. Curious, I turned
around.

Behind me, hidden from below by
the angle of the ledge, was a small cluster of limmiray
vines.

“It’s a good thing you didn’t know
about these five days ago,” Trevar finally said. “If you’d found
them earlier, I might still be waiting for a friend on the mountain
top.”

I noted a few characteristics of
the rock around this new colony of limmiray before we walked along
the ledge and made our way to the gentler slope. The rest of my
unit met up with us soon enough; the path down from the ledge
intersected with our route down the mountainside. I received
another round of congratulations. Even the docent had a few brief
words of praise, and I hardly felt the weight of my pack as I
pulled it onto my shoulders. My imagination turned my right
shoulder strap into the bandolier unique to the Rock Infantry; a
simple, plain, brown strip of leather that signified the toughest,
most capable soldier in the Edroni army. This vision sustained me
through the twenty hour forced march back to civilization. After a
week of mountainside testing this last exercise often found the
limits of a man’s endurance. I, however, felt as though I could
continue marching to the heart of Angkora.

Which I did, in a fashion. When we
emerged from the Othros we were met by messengers on horseback.
Angkoran soldiers had invaded a small settlement in the Upper
Reach, murdering seven people and putting homes and farms to the
torch. Docent Rion was to return his training group as soon as
possible for assignment—our border skirmishes with Angkora had
become a full-fledged war.

 



Chapter
2

 


Trevar Gerrier vanished the moment
we reached Tolessus. Docent Rion whisked him away as I returned to
my barracks with my fellow trainees. His disappearance frustrated
greatly. In my mind, the strange foreigner was my discovery. I
wanted to introduce him to the culture of Edron’s capital as well
as hear more of his story. Despite the short duration of our
friendship, I had somehow expected Trevar to become as constant a
companion as Samoval.

My disappointment at Trevar’s
removal was quickly pushed aside by the endless routine of the
trainee. Although my unit had technically been passed to soldier
status, our ranks would not become effective until assignments were
handed out. The flare of hostility with Angkora made every minor
task seem more urgent, but even an urgent bureaucracy is still a
bureaucracy. For nearly a week we went through our daily exercises,
combat drills, and menial tasks while awaiting the enlistment
ceremony.

The Edroni army is a highly
organized military system with roots extending hundreds of years to
our nomadic past. King Trelliant is our supreme commander, of
course, but no king has ridden into battle personally since Edron
himself drove the goblins from the Valley and found a place to set
his throne. Our tactical leader is the Warlord, an office currently
filled by Brionir an-Thirga. Under the Warlord are five swordborne,
each leading a grant of one thousand men. Next come the
swordthralls and their houses of five hundred men each. A wing of
one hundred soldiers is led by a high mark, and a thrall, or twenty
men, is led by a mark. Since the Gnomish Conflict there have been
rumors of doing away with the smallest group, which is the unit.
Each unit is comprised of ten men and one captain. Most foot
soldiers are loath to get rid of the unit—being part of a bigger
pond means more competition for the officer slots. It really made
no difference to me. I planned on rising through the ranks whether
I had to compete with nine men or nine hundred. For those first
days after our final training mission, however, I despaired that
I’d never rise as far as the enlistment ceremony.

Dark clouds were gathering above
the Grand Castle of Edron, casting spire-tipped shadows over the
training fields and parade ground. Men in cavalry dress hurried
their horses to the stables and we heard a passing woman curse as
her hat blew past our ranks. Samo and I stood side by side before a
raised platform on the parade ground, probably for the last time.
After six months of this arrangement it was strange to think that I
would no longer glance to the right and find him there. I broke
discipline for an instant, just to lodge his presence in my memory.
Both of us wore the gray trousers and shirt of the trainee; soon
those would be traded for the colors of whatever units we joined. A
bit of leather showed above Samo’s collar and I realized he still
had my pendant. The high mark of the Fifth Spear Wing appeared on
the platform and I snapped back to attention. Behind the high mark
stood his guardant, the officer’s personal aide. I gave the man
scant notice; in my opinion, he was just another professional
errand boy hiding in a soldier’s uniform. At the back of the
platform a number of men appeared with armloads of belts, wrapped
tight and bound by short leather thongs. The emblems of rank and
assignment were already stitched into the belts. Piled on small
tables, they created a chaotic rainbow backed with leather. The
high mark droned on, which surprised me somewhat. The enlistment
ceremony was usually heavily attended by friends and family
members, but with the kingdom preparing for war the audience this
day was small. My parents and brothers weren’t able to attend. Our
farm was a hard two-day ride from Tolessus and the planting should
have begun earlier in the week. They would have to hear of my
assignment by letter.

The high mark’s speech ended and
his guardant produced a thick scroll. A low rumble of thunder
sounded from beyond the silhouetted castle. The line in front of me
turned and marched to the side of the platform, which they stepped
onto one by one as their names were called. After each name a
soldier would pass a belt to the guardant, who checked it against
his record before giving it to the high mark. Each trainee received
a quick handclasp from the high mark before receiving his belt.
Small knots of trainees had already begun forming on the far side
of the platform as they examined their belts for
assignments.

My line began to move and my
heartbeat increased perceptibly. The guardant’s voice droned
through the list. I put my foot on the single step of the platform
as Samoval strode across. His wide shoulders were rigid and
confident as he clasped hands with the high mark. Then the guardant
called my name, and I learned that catastrophe and fortune can
strike at precisely the same moment.

The guardant leaned over to
whisper in the high mark’s ear as I approached. To this day I don’t
remember the officer’s face or name—my mind was filled with the
first emblem in the series stitched to the high mark’s belt. It was
a double gray triangle, with the second partially obscured by the
first. This man had started his career in the Rock Infantry.
Instead of passing me my belt, he turned back to the assembly.
“Honored friends and fellow soldiers,” he said, “join me in
congratulating Jerrimon Tullson. In my experience, this young man
is the first to receive a Mark of Merit before entering active
service.” The parade ground thundered with applause as my jaw
dropped. The high mark turned back to me.

“What’d you do, son?” he
whispered.

“I guess I, well, I did climb the
wall and I scouted some limmiray,” I stammered. Those were the only
things I could possibly conceive of as qualifying me for such an
honor. The high mark’s eyes displayed his admiration briefly, then
he glanced at the belt in his hand and his brow
wrinkled.

“Odd,” he said. “We could really
use men like you in the Rock.”

Confused, I took the belt and
examined it. The first charge was the black slash of my Mark of
Merit. Beside that, however, a red crescent bisected with another
dark slash. I searched my memory for the symbol and, to my horror,
realized that I had been assigned to Support Services! I would
start my career as an adjunct, the witless lackey of some unit
captain! Dumbfounded, I hardly noticed the guardant urging me
across the platform. I nearly tripped down the stairs on the far
edge, belt hanging loosely in my nerveless fingers.

“A Mark of Merit!” came Samoval’s
voice, and I found myself crushed in a tremendous bear hug. Nearly
all of the trainees from my unit were with him, congratulating me
on the Mark of Merit. None of them seemed to noticed my
disappointment with the charge next to it. I was still too stunned
to speak, other than to mumble my thanks.

“I’m in the First Scout Wing,
Fifth Unit,” Samo told me. His belt was already wrapped around his
waist. Taking mine, he examined the assignment emblem. “Hey, you’re
in Sixth Unit,” he said. “That puts us in the same
thrall!”

I tried to smile so as not to ruin
Samo’s excitement. Thankfully, he seemed to have forgotten my
ambitions for the Rock Infantry. The other enlisted men drifted
away from the parade ground to take advantage of the scant personal
time before reporting to their new units. The high mark from the
Rock Infantry was giving instructions to his guardant. They were
the only two left on the small stage. I wanted to walk back up and
tell him that a mistake had been made; a clerical error had
consigned me to a career of running messages and ale bottles
between officers. I knew that help from that quarter was unlikely,
however. The high mark had nothing to do with assignments. Besides,
I doubted he would think highly of a soldier expressing discontent
with an assignment.

“We’d better go,” said Samo. He
grasped me by the elbow and led me toward our barracks. “I’ve got
to report in tonight, and you’ll have to be at Support training
tomorrow morning.” His voice turned wistful. “I wish I had made
Support. You’re going to study with the signal corps, break codes;
I heard Support even learns some magic.”

Samo’s words did little to cheer
me. Now that my initial horror had passed, a cold dread settled
into my heart. Six days from now my family would expect to see the
weekly messenger arrive at our town center. They would wait eagerly
for the scrap of paper explaining that my father’s dislike of my
military career was unfounded, that their hard work and dedication
to my dream had paid off with an honorable commission. How was I
supposed to tell them that after all the expensive training and
education, I had been judged unfit for even the lowliest ranks of
fighting men? Samo jumped as thunder crashed directly above our
heads and I prayed that the accompanying lightning would strike the
coiled belt in my hands.

~

My adjunct training began the next
day. Again, one might expect that the onset of war would hurry the
army’s standard schedule. This wasn’t the case, however. Nothing is
more important to the military than discipline, and the most basic
form of discipline is the routine. I was to spend three more months
in training, this time for the duties specific to the professional
sidekick. I went into my first few weeks with resentment and spent
the nights lying awake on my bunk, concocting wild schemes to make
my way out of this hell and into the Rock Infantry, where I
belonged. The single black slash beside my belt buckle earned me a
great deal of respect among the other trainees, which I greatly
ignored. I made no friends during the classes on protocol, troop
designations, and minor medicine. The only saving grace was that I
already knew how to read and write, which freed part of my day for
other studies. This also came as a surprise to me. I expected that
the messenger boys to be would all be literate, but apparently such
logic had not occurred to Support Services. Small matter; it meant
that I had another two hours each day to pursue my own interests. I
filled my time with lessons in two-handed combat from Docent Rion.
The old soldier had been relieved from training duties for the time
being, as his presence was needed in the King’s war room. With a
sword in either hand I squared off against Rion each
afternoon.

“You don’t seem particularly happy
these days, boyko,” the docent remarked one day as he parried both
my weapons with his long sword. The weapons we used in these
sessions were blunted, and Rion wore a light jacket of leather. We
fought in one end of the courtyard formed by the armory and three
barracks. The other end was occupied by trainees learning to handle
the spear.

I lifted my left fist up and out,
catching the docent’s counterattack on the strong part of my blade.
With my right I swung for his knee, but checked the attack when his
shield dipped to cover. I decided that in Samo’s absence, Rion was
probably the most sympathetic ear available.

“I’m not pleased with my
assignment, Docent,” I said.

He seemed to consider this while
absent-mindedly batting aside my thrusts and cuts. His sword darted
about like a snake as he backed away, not even using the shield
against my combined weapons. I pressed the attack, knowing that he
couldn’t counter while using only his blade for defense. I managed
to bind his sword to the outside with my left blade and moved in
for the kill immediately, stepping in close to snap my right arm
around his shield. Rion’s gray braid bobbed into the air before me
as he dropped to one knee, shooting the opposite foot behind my
ankles. He ignored my free sword entirely and smashed the light
shield into my side, sending me sprawling over his outstretched
leg. I found myself on my back, blinking up at the pale, blue
sky.

“I can tell you this,” Rion said
as he pulled me to my feet. “You’re here for a reason. If the army
didn’t have a particular use in mind for you, you’d be waving a
broadsword in the front line infantry.”

I found this scant comfort and
decided to change the subject as we resumed our bout. “Can you tell
me what’s become of Trevar Gerrier?”

A smile lit up the docent’s face.
“Now there’s an interesting fellow,” he said. “Thirty summers old,
yet claiming damned near a thousand.” He overextended with a
thrust, but my quick attempt on his wrist was knocked away by the
shield. “Could be completely crazed, in my opinion, but he does
know a lot about war. And he’s got it in for those Angkorans, I’ll
tell you.”

“Then you’ve seen him?”

Rion gave me a puzzled look, as if
I’d missed something obvious to the rest of the world. “Seen him?
He’s part of the King’s war staff!”

At this, a horn sounded to
indicate a quarter before the hour. I redoubled my efforts against
the docent, determined to score against him before the lesson
ended. My concentration was lacking, however, as I couldn’t keep
the surprise of Trevar’s new position out of my thoughts. The hour
soon ended with me on the losing side, and I went on to my classes
wondering if I would see Trevar anytime soon.

~

The hostilities between Edron and
Angkora increased rapidly as I learned to be an adjunct. Our far
outpost at the source of the Tyran River was destroyed. We closed
off the roads through the southern Athreans, forcing a few Angkoran
farmers to abandon their homes in the Valley. An Angkoran supply
depot was discovered in the Violet Hills and razed, after we’d
claimed everything stored there, of course. After the village of
Minlan was pillaged, we shut down all passes through the Athreans;
merchants from both kingdoms were denied passage across the
mountain borders. What little sea trade we’d had with Angkora
ceased entirely, and even the neutral traders from the archipelago
began displaying reluctance to trade in Edroni ports. In a short
time, tension between our countries grew to precipitate a major
conflict.

One benefit of my specialized
training was my introduction to military tactics. Because the
Adjuncts, Versants, and Guardants signaled strategic maneuvers to
unit commanders, we were expected to have a thorough understanding
of troop movements. At the highest level, a Swordthrall’s Wardant
and a Swordborne’s Adjunct participated in strategic analysis. I
actually enjoyed my classes on strategy and tactics; they seemed a
reassurance that I would do something useful during the
war.

The main barrier to an all-out war
between Angkora and Edron was the Athrean Mountain range.
Stretching from World’s Rim to the Eastern Sea, the Athreans
provided a natural buffer between our two kingdoms. Although it was
possible to move an army through the range, the narrow mountain
passes gave a serious edge to even a small group of defenders. If
Angkora intended to invade Edron, the Sarrengey Plains would have
to be taken and held as a staging area. This would enable the bulk
of the Angkoran army to filter through the Athreans before marching
the length of the Edroni Valley. Reinforcing the Sarrengey would
prove troublesome for the same reason that it needed to be held.
All in all, the best possibilities for Angkora were either a
decisive victory over a large army at the Sarrengey or a quiet
build-up of forces before true conflict. Their chances of the
latter were now gone, of course.

The Angkorans could move their
forces by sea, landing somewhere along the east coast. A number of
considerations made that an unlikely scenario, however. First,
arriving by sea meant landing forces closer to Tolessus, where the
majority of the Edroni military was headquartered. Second, a naval
campaign required more food and supplies for the invading forces
while en route. Not to mention that a water-based supply line would
be tricky at best to sustain. Finally, the Angkorans simply did not
have a large enough fleet to land the forces necessary to take the
lower Edroni Valley. Neither we nor the Angkorans were a sea-going
folk; our navy was just large enough to protect our coast and some
of our archipelago neighbors. Still, King Trelliant would likely
deploy some troops to strategic areas on the coast. Our waterfront
was largely unfortified, and ignoring even a small threat from that
quarter might prove disastrous.

My second to last day of adjunct
training brought the next surprise in my brief but strange military
career. I stood outside with nine other trainees, practicing the
wide variety of horn signals in a gusting wind. Our instructor for
this task stood half a league away, listening to the calls and
making notes. Tired of this particular chore, we considered
throwing the old man’s test in disarray by blasting our signals out
of sequence. I was twirling my horn around on its leather thong
when Docent Rion appeared. With him was a pretty, doe-eyed girl
bearing a large basket. Although we no longer answered to the
docent, the other men and I stood at attention when he
arrived.

“Adjunct Tullson,” said Rion,
“give me your belt.” His words were almost lost against the sudden
howl of the wind.

My heart skipped a beat as I
removed my belt and passed it into his three-fingered hand. Was it
possible that now, after three months, someone had finally realized
that a mistake had been made? My fellow horn-blowers watched with
interest as Rion gave my belt to the girl. I watched, enraptured,
as she drew a thimble and a heavy needle from her basket. Her hands
were lithe and agile; I had a difficulty picturing her pushing a
needle through the heavy leather. Looking up, I found her watching
me as I watched her select the heavy, colored thread. She blushed
as I discovered her scrutiny and turned her eyes to her work. It
was then that I noticed a small, thin scar on her cheek. It started
an inch or so below her right eye and hooked toward the delicate
slope of her nose. Another such blemish cut a straight line across
the delicate ridge of her jaw, then disappeared beneath her auburn
hair. A slight flaw on a beautiful face, it held my attention more
firmly than a command from the Warlord himself. I stared dumbly at
the girl as she altered my assignment charge.

“A slight change has been
ordered,” Docent Rion said. He returned my belt as the girl put
away her tools. I glanced at the garment and found a second slash
added to the assignment emblem.

“I’ve been promoted to versant?” I
asked, not understanding. The versant was one rank up from the
adjunct, the personal aide to a mark. The men around me began
murmuring to one another.

Rion’s face remained
expressionless, but his eyes seemed to betray a private joke. “Not
exactly,” he said. “Since you’re not actually in active service
until tomorrow, you’re starting your duty as a versant. You’re to
report to the mark immediately.”

“Report? What mark? I—”

The old soldier glanced over my
shoulder and held up a hand to cut me off. “No matter, Versant. It
looks like the mark is reporting to you.”

Turning, I found the mark striding
toward us. He wore the silver-lined black garb of the First Scout
Thrall and a large sword hung from his belt. I recognized the
chiseled features, dark skin, and double braids immediately. It was
Trevar Gerrier.

~

“This is a strange country you
live in,” Trevar told me. We sat in a tavern and gulped bowls of
steaming stew as the wind howled through the streets outside. I had
changed into the black and silver uniform of the First Scouts,
complete with two silver slashes on my shoulder to match those
adorning my assignment charge. A large, cheerful woman poured mugs
of mead and my thoughts flashed to the girl who’d added the versant
charge to my belt.

“It got far stranger when I
stumbled across you,” I answered. Trevar laughed. He’d already told
me to dispose of our formal protocol; it was a minor relief to me
to not address him by title. I still had a hard time grasping his
induction and rapid promotion, and told him so.

“Your king’s advisors just don’t
seem to know what to make of me,” Trevar explained. “A few feared
that I’m an Angkoran spy; they wanted me imprisoned immediately.
One or two are convinced that I’m the reincarnation of one of your
old gods. That’s likely, eh?” He leaned back in his seat and rolled
his eyes toward the ceiling.

“Did you tell them about your
fight with Angkora?” My spoon scraped the bottom of the bowl and I
signaled the serving woman for more. Our thrall was to march the
next morning and there was no telling what we’d eat for the next
few weeks.

Trevar leaned back toward me and
lowered his voice. “I gave them the generalities,” he said, “but I
left out our prophecies. As far as they’re concerned, the charm
binding my hiding place simply gave out. King Trelliant was
skeptical, but your wizards have been helpful. They can sense my
people’s magic, although they don’t understand the shape of
it.”

“Thaumaturges,” I said. “They say
that our magic used to be far more powerful than it is
today.”

“Some of them are quite capable.
There are sorceries in the castle that I’d have to puzzle my way
through. Of course, I was early in my education when the Angkorans
came.”

“Docent Rion seems comfortable
with you.”

“He’s a sharp man,” said Trevar.
“We’ve had a number of talks about Angkoran strategy and the
potential fighting.”

“He’s one of the best docents I
had for training.”

“He’s also the reason I’m here.
For the most part, it was he that persuaded the King to commission
me. Convinced him that my recent trip through Angkora would prove
useful, as would my scant military training.” The barkeep crossed
the room and slammed the window shutters, which had been beating
against the outside walls. The noise in the tavern dropped
perceptibly as the wind was closed out.

“Did he arrange for my promotion
as well?” I wanted to know.

Trevar smiled. “That was my doing.
I agreed to lead an Edroni unit on the condition that you were with
me, and that seemed the best way.”

My ire boiled up then as I
realized that Trevar had been responsible for cutting short my
dream of the Rock Infantry. I bit back an angry demand for an
explanation; what gave him the right to toy with the goals for
which I’d worked so hard? His smile disappeared and his eyes
widened slightly for a second, as if he’d sensed my rage. Puzzled,
he changed the subject.

“Tomorrow we depart for the
Athreans. We’re to ride along World’s Rim past the northern edge of
Lake Chaddick. The Warlord wants us in the Western Pass as quickly
as possible.”

The Western Pass was hardly a pass
at all. Nestled between the Athreans and World’s Rim, it was an
expanse of broken, dangerous terrain. The eastern side constituted
the highest peaks of the Athreans; the lower western border quickly
ran into gnome territory. While the gnomes were little threat to
the full Angkoran army, the land itself hindered any large troop
movements. I thought about the reasons for the assignment briefly,
pushing my anger with Trevar aside.

“Are we looking for a place for
our army to cross, or theirs?”

“Good question.” Trevar finished
the mead and turned his mug upside down on the table. “Both, I
suspect. This little conflict may become a good excuse for Edron to
invade Angkora, you know.”

I looked around anxiously, hoping
no one had overheard Trevar’s comments. “You shouldn’t speak that
way,” I cautioned. “The King’s policy is to defend ourselves
only.”

“What a coincidence,” Trevar said.
“My people felt the same way.”

~

We marched the next day, although
“march” is not the best word to describe it. The Scouts rarely move
slower than a run, whether on foot or by horseback. The thrall
consisted of twenty-six men: twenty scouts, two captains, two
adjuncts, myself, and Trevar. Samo, assigned to Captain Sythe’s
Fifth Unit, waved to me as we brought the horses into formation
under the rising sun. Perched atop a white stallion, Samo held the
reins to a riderless gray. This additional animal carried supplies
only; each unit had two such beasts. Samo must have impressed
Captain Sythe to be placed in charge of the extra horse. As I
joined Trevar in the front rank I spotted Lyndsy amongst the ranks
of Captain Malcik’s Sixth Unit. Lyndsy, who was considerably
shorter and squatter than Samo and I, looked a bit ridiculous
astride his roan. His eyes met mine and he showed his typical
good-natured grin, then stiffened back to attention as the two
captains did a final cursory inspection of their troops.

“Captains, ready?” asked
Trevar.

“Ready, Mark!” answered Sythe,
touching his forehead in salute. A handsome, muscular man of thirty
years or so, Sythe had fashioned his hair into twin braids to
mirror Trevar’s. He guided his horse alongside his men, chatting
with them in a friendly manner. I guessed that he was a popular
commander.

Physically, Captain Malcik was the
most daunting man I had ever seen. He was tall, well over six feet,
and possessed a powerful frame. In contrast to Sythe, Malcik barked
commands at his men, punctuating his orders occasionally with a jab
of his finger. His features were surprisingly similar to Trevar’s,
a coincidence that the men would whisper about around the fire for
the next few nights. Unlike Trevar, Malcik’s hair hung straight
past his shoulders. I wondered if this was coincidence or if Malcik
was making a subtle statement of some sort.

“Captain Malcik, ready?” Trevar
repeated.

Malcik glanced briefly in our
direction. “Ready.”

If Trevar noticed the captain’s
lack of respect he didn’t acknowledge it. Turning his mount, he
nodded once to me. I lifted my signal horn and blew two long notes.
The scouts, arranged in two columns of ten, set forth. Trevar
remained at the head of the formation with me beside him; the
captains and their adjuncts flanked the third and fourth men on
either side. While inside the city wall the horses walked, but once
we’d cleared the gates we would let them take a faster
pace.

“Keep your eyes open for Malcik,”
Trevar said quietly. “He’s not pleased that a foreigner superseded
him to mark.”

“I’m not surprised,” I answered.
My steed, Vlasiter, bobbed his chestnut head in agreement. “Has he
said anything to you?”

“Not directly. He’s making no
pains to hide his feelings, though.”

“Well, I’ll be watching your
back.”

“There’s no one better for the
job,” Trevar said, and the last of my lingering anger over the
Support Services assignment vanished. A moment later, we passed
through the northern gate and kicked our mounts to a fast trot.
Tolessus shrank quickly behind us and my career as a soldier
finally began.

~

We rode for three hours without
pause. Vlasiter and I got along from the start; he didn’t try to
buck me off, and I didn’t jerk his teeth out of his mouth by the
reins. I was not Edron’s most experienced rider. The few horses
we’d used on the farm were for plowing and pulling the wagon. I’d
ridden them enough to know how, but Vlasiter was another experience
entirely. He’d been trained from birth as a scout’s warhorse.
Besides possessing incredible endurance, Vlasiter was a fierce
combatant and responsive ally. He responded to hand and voice
signals as well as the reins, and I found later that he could stay
motionless and quiet longer than most men. All in all, I think
Vlasiter was more valuable to the army than I.

Trevar halted the column on the
outskirts of a small village and Captain Sythe sent a few men to
raise water for the horses. The villagers were happy to see us and
brought hay for the horses as well as meat and wine for the men.
Word of the Angkoran attacks had reached these people and they were
eager to show their support. Trevar sent the wine back, to the
disappointment of some of the men, but he allowed the soldiers to
mingle with the locals for most of our half hour break. The horses
were walked and rubbed to help them cool down; though our mounts
were among the finest in Edron, they remained the finest because
they were properly cared for. Samo cared for both the unit’s
packhorse and his own steed, all the while watching the children
who gathered ‘round to pet the animals. Sythe gave Samo a few
approving words before joining Trevar and me.

“Better not let them get too used
to this treatment,” said Sythe. “Half my unit are new recruits.” He
grinned, tore a piece of hard bread from a loaf, then passed the
remainder to me.

Trevar nodded. “They’ll toughen up
quick when we get north of the lake,” he said.

Sythe’s adjunct approached, and
the captain introduced us. “Mark Gerrier, Versant Tullson, my
adjunct, Oswald Patri-feh.”

We each clasped hands with Oswald
briefly. Though he wore the same uniform as the rest of us, Oswald
was easy to spot amongst the men. He was tall and lanky, with a
shock of bright red hair. I guessed his age as a few years less
than mine. Oswald’s face sported another rarity among the
Edroni—freckles. I’d spoken to him a few brief times during the
morning ride and he seemed to be a competent, efficient man. Not
overtly friendly, he did his job with precision and promptness.
When he took my hand, I noticed a thin, polished bracer guarding
his right wrist. I’d seen a similar device once before.

“Thaumaturge?” I asked.

Oswald appeared startled, then
pleased. “Minor, but yes,” he said. Tapping the bracer with his
opposite hand, he continued, “I’ve only had four years of study,
but felt that the few skills I possess would be of more use on the
battlefield than back in a library. I can return to my original
calling when this war is over.”

Trevar touched the bracer himself,
then held his finger to his lips. “I’d say you’re a bit more
skilled than ‘minor.’”

Oswald looked pleased again and
bowed slightly to Trevar. Captain Sythe regarded him incredulously.
“You can taste the magic on him?” he asked.

Trevar laughed. “In a
sense.”

Sythe shook his head and gave the
bracer a critical glance. “I don’t believe it,” he said, the humor
returning to his eyes, “but if I’m out there dying on a rock
sometime, feel free to give me a taste.”
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We camped that first night on the
bank of the Pol River. My legs ached enough to elicit a groan as I
climbed off of Vlasiter. The horse didn’t appear tired at all,
though he had done the vast majority of the day’s work. I removed
his saddle and rubbed him down after a brief walk. My body wanted
nothing more than to drop to my sleeping pallet, but the soldier’s
day is not over at the end of the ride. Trevar unfolded his map and
drew the two captains off some distance while I set up our tent.
Samo found me after caring for his own horses—his time was free
after watching over the supply horse all day. I left Vlasiter
tethered to a tree branch while I worked. The horsemaster in
Tolessus had boasted that Vlasiter was so behaved that he’d stand
close all night, but I wasn’t going to risk losing my mount on my
first mission.

“He sure is a beautiful horse,”
Samo said, patting Vlasiter on the side of the head. The stallion
nickered in agreement, then returned to clearing the grass around
the tree trunk. Samo turned to study the charges on my belt. “I
don’t know how you do it,” he said, shaking his head. “You’re a
good omen for this thrall, though.”

I punched him in the shoulder to
cover my embarrassment. “You’re the luck for this unit,” I said.
“If you’re still practicing with that bow, we’ll never go
hungry.”

Samo grinned and stooped to help
me with the tent. It was a light affair, meant for nothing more
than to keep rain and morning dew off the occupant. Scouts couldn’t
afford to become too encumbered; we were expected to move at a fast
pace and a moment’s notice. Samo and I had just finished with the
tent when Oswald joined us, bringing Malcik’s adjunct for
introductions.

I wasn’t surprised at all by
Malcik’s choice of Thuglar. The adjunct was as tall as his captain
and even more heavily muscled. A thick, black beard covered a
somewhat ugly, mean-looking face. The chest and arms of his shirt
strained against bulging muscles. When he clasped my hand, I got
the impression that he could lift me with that one arm and throw me
into the Pol, twenty or thirty yards distant. What did surprise me
was Thuglar’s friendly demeanor. I had expected him to receive me
the same way his captain had Trevar, but Thuglar immediately
impressed me as a courteous, affable fellow.

“Sentries have been deployed,
Versant,” he told me. Even his voice sounded like granite blocks
being rubbed together. Routine orders such as sentry deployment
were regularly relayed through the commanders’ aides.

“Thank you, Adjunct,” I answered.
“And my friends call me ‘Jer.’”

“And I’m ‘Thug.’” I held my breath
as Samo doubled over with laughter, but Thug simply grinned. “Don’t
worry,” he told me. “I get that a lot.”

All four of us came to attention
as Trevar approached.

“At your leisure,” Trevar said. He
carried that same amused expression that I’d seen up in the
Othros.

“If you’ll excuse us, Mark, we
usually check with our captains for orders after we’ve set up
camp,” said Oswald. Trevar nodded and the two adjuncts departed. As
they walked away, I noticed that Thug wore the same double braid as
Trevar. My opinion of him went up another notch.

“How’d your first day’s ride go,
Samo?”

“Good sir,” answered Samo. “Did we
get far?”

“Twenty-four leagues. A little
more than I’d hoped for, actually. Did the packhorse keep up with
you?”

“If she can’t, I’ll strap those
packs to my own back!”

“Just keep an eye on that bow,”
Trevar said. “I’d trust you to feed the whole Wing.”

Thug’s horn sounded then to signal
dinner call, and Samo hurried off. The look on his face showed me
that Trevar had at least one more loyal follower in the
thrall.

Trevar peered inside the tent flap
and motioned to me. Inside, he moved our pallets together into the
center of the small space. I looked at him
questioningly.

“Where do most men sleep when
sharing the tent?” he asked.

“At the sides, just like I had
them.”

“So, if you’re going to ambush
someone in the tent, where do you strike?”

I nodded. “Through the side.” We
exited the tent and headed for the cooking fire. “Are you just
being cautious,” I asked, “or do you think Malcik is that opposed
to you?”

“A little of both. His anger
hasn’t lessened any over the course of the day. And I certainly
wouldn’t pass up another two feet of safety if he snaps
entirely.”

I agreed with him silently on that
as we joined the rest of the thrall. Every man not on sentry duty
was there, some already tearing into the deer they’d brought down.
We’d save our dried meat and hard bread until necessary; game
wouldn’t be as plentiful when we reached the rock northern terrain.
Oswald sat astride a great rock, examining the calf of a grimacing
soldier. Lyndsy brought portions of the deer as Trevar and I found
a clear patch of ground to sit on.

“Mark Gerrier,” called Sythe from
across the fire, “how’ve the men fared the first day
out?”

Trevar swallowed the venison in
his mouth and sucked the grease off of one finger. “We’ve set an
excellent pace,” he answered. “If we keep this up, we’ll reach the
Western Pass in six days. And if the Angkorans aren’t completely
witless, they’ll vacate the Pass long before we get there.” A few
of the men cheered and Thug winked at me. I realized that Sythe’s
question had been a set-up; he wanted to keep morale high among the
men from the start.

Lyndsy seated himself next to me
and we began filling one another in on the events of the past three
months. I told him about my practice with Docent Rion and he
described the basics of mounted spear work, a subject in which I
had no experience at all. We were discussing tactics with deer
bones and small rocks when Captain Malcik stepped between us and
the fire, casting a large shadow across our miniature battlefield.
His gaze bored into Lyndsy.

“Were you invited to interrupt the
Mark’s meal?” Malcik demanded.

Lyndsy scrambled to his feet and
began to answer, but Trevar interrupted him. “Any of the men are
welcome to dine with me, Captain. If I wish to be alone I’ll find a
spot away from the fire.”

Malcik regarded Trevar coldly. “Of
course,” he said, then stalked away. Thuglar shrugged at me, then
followed his captain.

The normal chatter soon resumed
around the cook fire, and Lyndsy and I returned to our bones. Out
of the corner of my eye, I once again saw Trevar lift his scabbard
and whisper to it. I reminded myself to ask him about his actions
sometime. For now, I was content to have Captain Malcik out of
sight. And when we went to our tents for the night, I kept my sword
close at hand.

~

We forded the Pol the next day and
swung slightly northward. Our path would take us just along the
northeast edge of Lake Chaddick, through the last bit of populated
land before World’s Rim. Once again, Trevar led the column while
his two captains trotted up and down the flanks. Today, however, a
scout from each unit was sent ahead half a league. These men
rotated back into the column every hour, reporting to Trevar or
myself before doing so. After a few hours had passed Trevar sent me
to collect Sythe and Malcik.

“When we reach World’s Rim I want
a pair of men half a league off the exposed flank,” Trevar told the
two of them. “If you want any of your new men to practice, now’s
the time.”

“Surely you don’t think there are
Angkorans south of the mountains,” scoffed Malcik.

Trevar gave the man a cool look.
“What I think doesn’t matter. If we guard against attacks now, it
won’t be a new task when we’re in more dangerous land.”

Sythe nodded approvingly and
beckoned to Oswald, who trotted away and called one of the Fifth
Unit’s scouts out of the line. “I’ll ride out on occasion and check
on the flankers,” Sythe said to Trevar.

Captain Malcik snorted derisively.
“And I’ll lead your unit tomorrow when your horse is too tired to
keep up.”

“Berinee could sprint to Angkora
and back without breaking a sweat,” Sythe retorted, patting his
mare on the side of the head. “We’re just taking it easy so you and
your nag can keep up.”

Malcik scowled and opened his
mouth to reply, then changed his mind and turned his horse away
from the head of the column. Trevar watched him go, then turned to
Sythe. “I’m glad to see I’m not the only one he
dislikes.”

The captain grinned. “Oh, you’ve
got plenty of company there, Mark. Though I’d say he’s got a
special place for you in that dark heart of his.”

“And you?” asked Trevar. He pulled
a water skin from a saddlebag and unstopped it.

“Me?” Sythe thought for a moment.
“I’m content with your command, Mark. You’re a strange man, but you
seem a capable leader.”

Trevar laughed, then passed the
water to me. “You’re a blunt man, Sythe, and more than capable.
We’re fortunate to have you along.”

Sythe bowed neatly in his saddle.
“Thank you, sir. If you’ll excuse me, I’m going to see how well our
young outrider gauges a half league.” He rode away, leaving Oswald
trotting alongside Trevar and me.

We held a steady pace for the day,
enjoying the easy ride over the Western Plains. The villages grew
smaller and further between as we crossed the grasslands, but the
people remained eager to provide food and supplies. At our few
stops the locals brought food for the soldiers and horses, and a
few even offered to join the unit. Trevar had to dispatch two
scouts to return a grizzled old man to the Chad-le hamlet; the
fellow jogged alongside the column for nearly half a league,
insisting to the Mark that he was ready to fight. Both units gave
him a round of cheers when he was pulled onto a horse for his ride
home.

“You can bet Sythe’s unit’ll hear
about him next time they lag,” Oswald told me. The sun was
beginning to dip and we could just make out the shadow of World’s
Rim on the horizon.

“He seems pretty well-liked,” I
observed.

“Oh, he is. But he still works the
men hard. I think you and the Mark will be pretty impressed with
them when we get into the fighting.”

Despite spending most of the past
year training for war, I still hadn’t quite convinced myself that
combat was in my future. I had only a vague image of myself in
battle; the chaotic turmoil of a melee is impossible to imagine
accurately when your only experience is in practice. “I don’t know
if we’ll see any fighting for a while,” I said. “Even if Angkora
comes through the Western Pass, we won’t engage them. We’ll just be
keeping tabs on them until the infantry and cavalry wings
arrive.”

Oswald shrugged. “With any luck,”
he said. “I’m thinking that we may run into the Angkoran version of
ourselves, coming through that same pass.”

“And then the Angkorans will need
some new scouts.”

Oswald grinned and threw me a
salute, then wheeled off to meet Sythe. The captain was returning
from the scouting flank. The young soldier assigned to practice
rode behind him.

“What’s Sythe got there?” Trevar
asked, stepping his horse to the side and stopping. I followed, and
the column marched along behind us. Malcik rode up to take the
lead.

“Small deer?” I guessed, squinting
into the fading sunlight.

“I don’t think so,” said Trevar.
He called for Malcik to halt the thrall, then we galloped to meet
Sythe.

The captain saluted Trevar as
Berinee pranced nervously. Draped across her back was a limp form;
a man with the shaft of an arrow protruding from his lower back.
Sythe lowered the body to the ground as gently as possible. The
bearded face wore a pained expression, both eyes frozen open. From
his clothing I guessed that he belonged to one of the villages. He
definitely wasn’t a soldier.

“We found him in the middle of a
field, three quarters of a league out,” said Sythe. “He hasn’t been
dead long, and I don’t think he was shot where he lay. He left a
trail behind him; points north, toward the wood.”

“Angkoran arrow?” Trevar
asked.

“Looks to be. Thick shaft, long
feathers.”

Captain Malcik and Thuglar joined
us, the former scowling at the corpse before turning his attention
to Trevar. I had fished my map out of the saddlebag and Sythe
indicated the forest about a league north of us.

“If there’re Angkorans out there,”
said Sythe, “they’re probably holed up along the Po. It runs pretty
deep through the woods.”

“The forest thins out considerably
on the southern shore,” said Oswald. “Particularly between the Pol
and Lake Chaddick.”

Trevar looked toward the
diminishing sun, then back at the map. “We can make it with some
daylight left,” he said.

“And risk being ambushed in the
dark!” Malcik protested.

“As opposed to allowing Angkoran
soldiers between us and Tolessus,” said Trevar. “No one on the
King’s staff believes that the Angkorans are further south than the
Athreans. We may have just stumbled across spies, or even an
assassination team.”

“Or a group of local highwaymen,”
said Malcik.

Trevar’s mind was made up. “Call
the signal, Jer. We head for the river.”

~

We reached the forest with an hour
or two of light remaining. Sythe estimated that the river cut
through the trees less than an hour’s walk north. Taking the horses
in was out of the question; anyone in the forest would hear them
crashing through the underbrush long before we came into view.
Trevar decided to take Sythe’s unit on foot, leaving Malcik to
guard the horses. The glowering captain objected, wanting to be
part of the search party, but Trevar told him firmly to stay behind
and have the horses ready to ride.

Creeping into the woods, I
experienced my first anticipation of battle. It was a strange
feeling; a mixture of excitement and panic. I was ready to fight,
and not sure that I wanted to fight at all. I stayed close to
Trevar, who moved silently through the thick trees. Sythe, Oswald,
and the ten scouts were spread out behind us in a line. With the
trees cutting off the last vestiges of light, Sythe’s men were
little more than shadows. Samo was there, I knew, and for a moment
I worried for him as well. Trevar drifted closer and gripped my
shoulder wordlessly. I drew a few deep breaths as we walked,
calming myself.

Trevar and I caught sight of the
small fire at the same time and froze instantly. The scouts stopped
as well, first Sythe and Oswald, then each man in turn toward the
ends of the line. Only a few small sounds gave away our approach at
all; the low voices around the fire didn’t change. Trevar drew his
sword slowly from its black scabbard, and I unsheathed both of
mine. Somewhere to our left, the sound of metal hitting metal broke
the night air. It wasn’t all that loud, but the voices ahead fell
silent. I was close enough to Trevar to see him curse silently,
then a shout resounded through the forest. It was followed by a
louder clash of steel, then a scream. Suddenly, Trevar and I were
crashing through the undergrowth and into the light of the
fire.

Men scrambled for weapons as we
emerged from the darkness. Trevar bowled over two of them at once,
lashing out and missing with his sword as all three of them tumbled
away from the fire. I tried to follow him but caught my foot on a
protruding stone and fell heavily, almost dropping my swords as my
breath left me. I rolled over to see a snarling beast of a man
lining up a vicious two-handed blow with a long-bladed sword. Then
Oswald appeared, ramming his shoulder into my attacker’s side and
throwing him completely across the fire. The adjunct’s sword was
nowhere to be seen. “Get up!” he screamed, fumbling for the dagger
on his belt.

I sprang to my feet, shaking off
my shock at being suddenly immersed in battle. The other man stood
also, swearing at me in Angkoran. Oswald leapt backward, narrowly
avoiding losing a leg. I took his place, squaring off against the
Angkoran with both blades raised. We feinted at each other beside
the fire, both oblivious to the fighting around us. Men screamed
and cursed and made uncommitted thrusts and cuts at one another. I
knew I couldn’t directly parry that heavy two-handed weapon, and he
was wary of my second blade. I ducked as the Angkoran sword
whistled over my head; my opponent scrambled backward and the tip
of my longer weapon narrowly missed his leg. Sythe was bellowing at
his men and Oswald had vanished. The Angkoran continued with a
return swing, this time arcing the blow downward. His snarl turned
to surprise as I stepped forward, punching at his wrists with the
guard of my left blade while striking for his stomach with the
other. Something heavy crashed into the fire and in the darkness I
felt my long sword pierce leather and flesh, then the soft innards
of the Angkoran. He made a choking sound and lurched forward, his
own weapon falling to the ground behind me. Warm blood sprayed over
my hand as his fall enlarged the wound and I backed away,
horrified. I struggled to pull my blade from the lifeless body. I
had to drop to one knee and roll the man over to do so, and when I
stood up I realized that the battle was over. The scouts’ voices
came from all directions in the darkness, some pained, some
excited, others questioning.

“Oswald!” yelled Sythe. “Can you
make a light?”

Oswald began to reply with
mumbled, incoherent words. I thought at first that he’d been
wounded, then a pair of bright lights flared in the midst of the
small battlefield. Shielding my eyes against the abrupt brightness,
I saw Oswald standing beside an Angkoran tent, his outstretched
hands shining like miniature suns. A number of the men gasped and a
few applauded.

“Nicely done, Oswald,” said
Trevar, stepping into the circle of light. “Captain Sythe, check
your ranks, please.”

Trevar slid his sword into its
scabbard and joined me by the extinct fire as the Fifth Unit
sounded off one by one. Two bodies lay at my feet; the man that I
had killed, and the one responsible for the darkness. “Both yours?”
Trevar asked.

I shook my head. “Just the one.
I’m not sure who killed the man on the fire pit.” I knelt in the
dirt and wiped my hands and blades on an Angkoran shirt. To my
relief, I heard Samo’s voice in the roll call.

Trevar knelt beside me and peered
at my uniform, checking me over for wounds. Behind him, Oswald had
somehow transferred the glowing light sources to the ends of long
branches. Two of the men were digging holes for the mystic torches
in the soft ground.

“Are you all right?” Trevar asked
quietly.

I looked at him and shuddered, and
for a moment I had to fight back tears. Trevar reached out to
steady me, helped guide my swords back into their sheaths. “It’s
scant comfort,” he said, “but it was him or you.” He paused as
Sythe approached the fire pit. “It’s good that you regret the
necessity, though.”

I nodded and stood up, wanting to
regain my composure before anyone else noticed.

“All accounted for, Mark,” said
Captain Sythe. “We’ve got three with minor injuries, but no losses.
We killed all six of them. I’ve got men searching their tents and
possessions.”

“Are they Angkoran?” Trevar asked.
A couple of scouts dragged the Angkoran bodies away from the fire
pit and set to re-lighting it.

“From the look of ‘em, I’d say
yes,” answered Sythe.

“One of them cursed at me in
pretty fluent Angkoran,” I added. Oswald joined us, having looked
over the wounded men.

“What are they doing this far
south?” Trevar said, half to himself.

“Infiltration,” Oswald replied
immediately. “Probably of Tolessus.”

Trevar gave him a curious look and
Sythe grinned. “How do you know?” I asked.

Oswald beckoned us to the edge of
the camp, where all six corpses had been laid out in a row. “Look
at the faces,” he said. “Angkorans use colored dyes to mark their
faces for battle—you can tell a man’s rank by his
colors.”

“And these men have no colors,”
began Trevar.

Oswald nodded. “They want to pass
as Edroni. I’ll wager each of them spoke Edroni
fluently.”

One of Sythe’s scouts shouted to
the captain. We walked past the far edge of the camp and found a
pair of large rafts resting in the brush. “Sail down the Pol, join
the river traffic in the lower river, and wander into Tolessus with
farmers and merchants,” said Sythe. “Sir, I think we’d better send
a messenger or two back to the Grand Castle.”

“I think you’re right,” Trevar
replied. “Collect your men; let’s get back to Malcik.”

Oswald blew a rallying signal on
his horn as we returned to the Angkoran encampment. “What about the
bodies?” Sythe asked Trevar, who grimaced.

“I want to ride at least another
two hours tonight,” Trevar said. “Are they likely to be found
here?”

Sythe shook his head. “Nearest
village is a few days’ walk. Poor sucker we found must have been
coming down the river when the Angkorans shot him.”

That decided, we struck out back
through the woods. The sick feeling soon left my stomach, and I was
able to talk briefly with Samo on the way back. He hadn’t gotten
into the thick of the fighting and was unscathed. I downplayed my
own involvement and hurried back to Trevar. When we reached the
edge of the wood, however, we found a surprise waiting.

The horses for both units were
tethered to the trees and a cooking fire was blazing inside a
circle of tents. Captain Malcik’s unit had set up camp while we
fought, and most of his men were seated around the fire. As we
exited the forest I saw the huge captain climb out of his tent; he
began to speak to his men but paused when he saw us approach. I
also noted Thuglar standing alone beside the fire, a worried
expression on his face. Trevar strode into the firelight with Sythe
beside him, Oswald and I a bit behind. Malcik saluted lazily as
they arrived.

“Why do I see tents and fire?”
demanded Trevar.

Malcik shrugged his massive
shoulders. “I figured we’d camp here for the night,
Mark.”

“You ‘figured’?” repeated Trevar.
He glanced around the fire, counting. “Where are your other three
men?”

Malcik’s dark eyes narrowed,
glittering in the jumping firelight. “Sentry duty.”

“They’re doing a fine job,” Trevar
said dryly. “I didn’t encounter any sentries when I came up behind
your position.”

“We needed none,” Malcik retorted.
“Captain Sythe’s unit was at our backs, with you.” Behind him, Thug
rolled his eyes.

Trevar gave a short laugh. “Your
incompetence could kill this entire thrall,” he said. “Have your
men ready to ride immediately.”

Malcik glared at his commander.
“This is a perfectly defensible position, and—”

“I gave you an order!” barked
Trevar, and Oswald and I stepped backward in unison.

Malcik’s hand started for his
sword, then he froze, whipped around, and screamed at Thug, “Get
these lazy asses moving!”

The men around the fire scrambled
to strike their tents before Thug could even relay the orders. The
adjunct took a few stiff steps away and raised his horn to his
lips, calling in the sentries. Trevar stalked away to the horses,
indicating for me to leave him alone. I simply stood next to Oswald
and Sythe, watching the Sixth Unit hastily make ready for
travel.

“That man’s looking for a fight,”
Sythe told me, tilting his head toward Malcik’s tent. “You watch
the Mark’s back, got it?”

I nodded, touching the hilt of my
long sword absent-mindedly.

“Come on,” said Oswald, drawing me
aside. “The Mark asked me to teach you the invocation for light. He
said you’ve got some basic training, so we’ll see if you’re up for
this.” I nodded again, and we began a quick magic lesson while the
scouts prepared to ride.

~

Before we left, Trevar dispatched
two of Malcik’s men to Tolessus with the story of the Angkoran
encampment. I think he’d decided that the fewer men under Malcik’s
command the better. Lyndsy was one of the pair. I was sorry to see
him go, but I hoped that he’d report Malcik’s non-compliance to the
High Mark of our wing. If nothing else, maybe he’d find Docent Rion
and fill him in on events of the past few days.

Trevar led a hard pace, striking
north and west toward World Rim. Sythe rode up and down the column,
speaking to each of his men about the battle earlier. He spent more
time with the less experienced soldiers, gauging their reactions to
the fighting as well as boosting their morale for whatever might
come next. Malcik, on the other hand, rode silently alongside the
column, ignoring his men and fellow officers. I learned Oswald’s
light source spell rather easily, to my surprise and delight. By
the end of an hour I was able to conjure a small flare in the palm
of my hand. With practice, Oswald promised, I’d invoke a more
powerful illumination.

“How’s he doing?” Trevar asked,
trotting his horse next to Vlasiter. We were passing the northern
tip of Lake Chaddick; the moon glimmered off the still waters as we
rode by.

“Quite well,” said Oswald. “It’s
obvious that he’s had at least an introduction to magic. He already
has a grasp of the language and attitude.”

I was quite pleased with my
progress myself. Part of my education had been the theory of magic,
including the mystic alphabet and pronunciations. Although I hadn’t
extended my studies to practical applications, I could read and
pronounce the intricate words needed for even the most minor
spells. I would have to study for years to reach the ability of a
beginner thaumaturge, however. The invocation Oswald had taught me
was a mere cantrip to an experienced mage. Trevar watched closely
as I practiced, cocking his ear to catch the nuances of the spell
over the clatter of the horses’ hooves. By the time he called a
halt for the night, my jaw ached from the constant
repetition.

Trevar took Vlasiter to walk with
his own horse while I set up our tent in the dark. I tried to
transfer my mote of conjured light to a tent pole, but it winked
out as soon as it lost contact with my flesh. It didn’t matter,
really; I could put the tent up with no light at all if necessary.
I surveyed the area as I worked, counting off the tents from both
units and memorizing their positions. The lake lapped at its
northern bank about five hundred feet to one side of the camp,
while the road we were traveling bordered the other. Trevar had
already had his captains deploy sentries, two to a station this
time. One small cook fire burned in the middle of the tents. Even a
small flame became a veritable beacon in the dead of night, and
Trevar didn’t want to announce our presence unnecessarily. I
guessed that within a few nights we’d be eating with no fire at
all. By the time I had our tent and sleeping pallets prepared, the
majority of the men were gathered around the fire. I looped my belt
over one shoulder and rooted around in a saddlebag for my oiling
gear. Although a soldier’s survival depends a great deal on his
mobility, the oiling kit was a vital piece of equipment. Swords and
spears rust quickly if not cared for properly, and a soldier
without a sword is of little use. Trevar’s blade rested beside his
pallet and, after a brief hesitation, I took it with me.

The conversation around the fire
was hushed, in part from weariness, and in part from suppressed
anger. I couldn’t tell if the latter was directed at Trevar or
Captain Malcik; although the scouts’ black mood was evident, they
didn’t give voice to their thoughts. Samo appeared out of the
darkness as I sat before the fire and arranged the weapons in a
pile. He ripped a portion of meat from the haunch of a roasting
gazelle and set a piece in front of me.

“Lucky omen,” Samo said. He
exhaled loudly through his mouth, having discovered that the meat
was too hot to chew right away.

“What’s that?” I asked. I decided
to take care of Trevar’s blade first. It slid easily from the
scabbard, and the grip felt warm against my palm. It seemed to
pulse in my hand, not unlike the heartbeat I could feel in
Vlasiter’s leg after we’d run for the morning. I took a scrap of
cloth and wiped at the blade, cleaning it of any dirt before
applying the oil.

“Finding a gazelle so late at
night,” said Samo. “I thought we’d be eating bread and dried meat
tonight.”

I found my second cloth and
spilled a few drops from my oil flask onto it. Trevar’s blade
glinted in the firelight. “Hope we have that luck when we get to
the Pass,” I said.

Samo shook his head and attempted
the meat again. “It’s not just luck, it’s a sign. Something good’s
ahead for us. That’s a nice sword.”

The change in subject threw me for
a moment, then I held the sword up at eye level and admired the
blade. The steel looked as if it had never seen a battle, and the
weapon balanced perfectly in my hand. Samo chewed noisily beside me
and a branch popped in the fire. Above the low murmur of voices I
heard the crunch of leaves as the inward sentries walked along the
tree line.

“Looks good,” said Trevar behind
me, and I nearly jumped into the fire in surprise. Samo started to
rise but Trevar waved him down.

“It’s a beautiful weapon,” I said,
sliding it back into the scabbard. I was reluctant to put the sword
away, but I had other blades in need of attention.

“It’s served well so far,” said
Trevar. He stepped toward the gazelle, then froze, staring toward
the road.

A carriage was creaking out of the
gloom, pulled by two horses. One of our outer sentries led the
team, guiding one of the horses by its harness. Captain Sythe
appeared from the direction of the lake. I heard Thug call to
Malcik, who emerged from his tent with the usual scowl. Trevar
strode toward the carriage and I followed, pulling a burning brand
from the fire on my way. My swords and oiling kit remained in a
pile next to Samo; as Oswald passed by the fire, he instructed the
scouts to stay put.

Sythe was helping someone step
from the carriage when I arrived. In the flickering light of the
torch the horses’ exhaustion was obvious. They were too tired to
even shy away from the flame; the beasts simply stood mutely, heads
hanging toward the ground. A second figure exited the carriage,
leaning tiredly on Sythe’s arm.

The sentry saluted Trevar. “Lord
Mark, these people travel to Tolessus; we thought they should be
escorted to you. We checked up the road, but didn’t see anyone
following them.”

“Oswald,” said Trevar, “send two
men to relieve these sentries.” To the sentry he added, “Well done;
retrieve your partner and have a rest.” He turned to the carriage
as the man hurried away.

The larger of the two travelers
stepped into the torchlight and bowed wearily to Trevar. He was a
middle-aged man, which made him older than any of us, and his
sharp-lined face displayed a dignity belied by his rumpled clothes
and uncombed hair. His shirt was decorated with a high collar and
gold buttons, and the dagger at his belt sported far too many
precious stones to be a useful weapon. Even his boots displayed his
wealth; the cuffs were lined with a rich fur and more of the gold
buttons. His wife was similarly garbed; she stepped forward on
Sythe’s arm and even more jewels and gems glittered before us. They
appeared as tired as the horses, and I guessed this wealthy couple
had been on the road for more than a few days.

“Lord Mark,” said the man, “Perth
Lovvimon, at your service. My wife, Attyla. Thank you for your
hospitality. We’re greatly relieved for the protection of the First
Scouts.” I glanced at Attyla, who appeared nervous. I’m not sure
whether the presence of all the armed men made her more worried for
her wealth or less.

Trevar bowed in return and shook
hands with Perth Lovvimon. “Captain Sythe, please see to their
horses and post a guard by the carriage.” He took Attyla’s arm and
led the couple toward our fire. “I’m afraid we don’t have much
luxury to offer, but you’re welcome to what we have.”

Attyla began to protest but Perth
interrupted her. “We’d hate to impose on you; I’m sure you have
other things to do than watch over us.”

“We’re going no further than this,
tonight,” answered Trevar. “And your horses are in sore need of
rest. Not to mention that I’m curious what would drive you to such
exhaustion.” Sythe reappeared, carrying a small wooden chair he’d
found on the back of the carriage. Attyla dropped into it with a
grateful smile, while Trevar and Perth simply seated themselves on
the ground. A couple of the men brought the remaining pieces of the
gazelle, while Malcik glowered from the edge of the firelight. I
was beginning to feel light-headed myself and looked longingly
toward the tent. Unfortunately, it didn’t appear we’d be sleeping
anytime soon.

Perth bit into the gazelle
hungrily, gracing us with an appreciative grunt. His wife picked up
her portion a bit more gingerly, grimacing as the greasy meat
spilled onto her dress. Samo offered her a cloth; for a horrified
moment I thought it was one of those from my oiling kit. It was
clean, however, and the matron thanked Samo politely before
starting her own meal.

“We’ve been on this damned road
for five days,” said Perth. “Everything we could pack is in that
carriage, and the poor horses haven’t worked this hard in years. I
daresay you’ll find a number of others like us further
north.”

“Five days?” said Malcik. “That
would put you in—”

“Mestlebury,” said Perth. “We own
a vineyard on the south side of the hamlet, assuming that it’s
still there.”

“Why wouldn’t it be?” asked
Trevar, frowning.

Perth stopped chewing and looked
at my friend curiously. “You haven’t been dispatched to defend
Mestlebury?”

“We’re riding out to scout the
Western Pass,” said Trevar.

Attyla Lovvimon gave a short
laugh. “We can save you the trouble,” she said. Her voice was
surprisingly strong and drew the attention of the men milling
around the tents. “There are more Angkorans in the Western Pass
than in Angkora.”

Even Trevar looked stunned at
this. “They’ve fortified the Pass?” demanded Sythe.

“Not just the pass,” Perth said.
“The entire western Sarrengey, between the Tyran and the Pass. We
packed up and moved out when we heard they’d started
building.”
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