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1

Into the Foothills of the Ardurand






“Damn and blast!” exploded Blumgar. Angrily he glared down at the rock that had met his toe so unexpectedly. The blow from his boot had stripped the concealing moss from its surface and now he could see the dull, dark color of the stones that formed the backbone of the Ardurand. “I don't think I like this place!”


“Still, it looks like the best site for a camp that we've found so far.” Kenrad's back was turned, so he had not seen his friend stumble. “I don't see why we should ‘damn and blast’ this place. The trees should give some shelter from the wind and from peering eyes if there are any. We've made good progress and it's getting late. We'd better stop here for the night.”


Blumgar walked gingerly around to Pondak's side and began to unpack their supplies. “Oh, aye, this place will do fine. It's just that it's the best of a bad lot. I tell you, even if I hadn't heard all those tales about these mountains, I still wouldn't like this place."


“We're not into the mountains yet, Blumgar, we're barely into the foothills.” Kenrad grunted tiredly as he lifted his saddle off Jessamyn's back. “Come on, Blumgar, admit it.” The youth began to wipe the sides of his horse with a wisp of dried grass. “It's the thought of having to cook after all those meals the Erramus served that's giving you that feeling, isn't it?”


“Not tonight, my friend! Neskan had a cold meal prepared for us. He said,” Blumgar chuckled to himself as he lifted the saddlebags that held the food, “that the cooks would have so much less to do tonight, since I wouldn't be there, that they were willing do a little more last night!”


“Then it's the prospect of no ale with tonight's meal that's making you moody.”


“Not that either.” He held up a wooden container. “He sent a growler of ale along as well!”


“Then we've eliminated food and drink as reasons why you don't like the Ardurand. For tonight, anyway.” Kenrad looked around surveying the land. “There is something different about these hills. A feeling in the air.”


“Yah, it's a feeling—a feeling that we'd be better off going back down to the plains and riding with the Erramus again, or heading back to tell the Governor what we've learned.”


Kenrad finished wiping Jessamyn's forelegs and stood to face his old friend. His green eyes held a thoughtful look and he chewed his lip for a moment before he spoke. “We've been over that, Blumgar. I think we'd waste valuable time going back to Mironius only to set out again. By the time we got to Glenmoth, Fotor's season would be nigh. The snow will have melted before we could get back here and investigate.”


“If the Governor would send us. I'm not so sure she or your uncle would be quick to agree that sending us was the wise thing to do.”


Blumgar began to wipe down Pondak just as Kenrad had done Jessamyn. “I’m guessing that the Governor's greeting—when and if we see her—is going to be as chilly as Fotor's breath no matter what the season. And I bet both she and your uncle are going to think I'm at fault.”


“Blumgar,” Kenrad's voice was low and calm, “there's something out there. See their ears,” the youth nodded toward the horses.


Blumgar stepped back from his horse, loosened the leather thong that kept his broadsword in its sheath, lifted the hilt to make sure he could draw it quickly, and let the sword drop back in place. “It's coming downwind. That's how the horses are smelling it. Could be a wolf. I’ve heard about the wolves of the Ardurand.”


Outwardly showing an equal lack of concern, Kenrad picked up his bow, strung it, slipped the quiver over his shoulder, and eased the leather brace he used as an armguard in place. “Wolves?”


“It's started to circle around.” The big man pointed at the horses. “Must have gotten wind of us. If it's a wolf, that should be enough to scare it away.”


“But wolves travel in packs.”


Blumgar eased his sword from its scabbard and took a few steps forward.


Kenrad notched an arrow, glanced around the clearing, and moved to Blumgar's left. “If there's nothing there, we're being foolish.”


“It's too late for me to be worrying about being foolish.” The big man tossed his broadsword back and forth from hand to hand.


Near Kenrad the underbrush rustled and a big cat's head appeared. Her eyes were green, bright against the dark mask that covered her face, her ears—as dark as the mask—pointed toward the young man, she opened her mouth, giving both humans a glimpse of long, sharp teeth, stepped into the clearing, and sat down.


“Prrrath?”


Kenrad half drew his bow and took two quick steps backward. There at the edge of the clearing sat a Sand Cat and, by rights, the only Sand Cat that might conceivably be in the Ardurand was Pratha.


“Hold still, Blumgar.” Kenrad kept his eyes fixed on the animal in front of him. “By the Throne. Pratha?”


The cat curled her tail around her thick forepaws and looked at Kenrad questioningly.


“Prrrrath? Cherraow?”


Whatever the cat had said, it was clearly a question. Kenrad held his ground while behind him the horses grew increasingly nervous. “Quiet the horses. Make sure they don't bolt.”


“By Grastar what is that thing? That's no mountain lion.”


“First get the horses.” Kenrad's voice was low and intense. “Keep them quiet and don't come any closer. I don't want to frighten the cat. I think she's purring.”


“Easy, easy,” murmured Blumgar as he slowly gathered the horses' tethers in his hands, gently stroking them as he did.


“What is that thing?” he said, after he'd gotten the horses somewhat calmer. “Why does it look familiar?”


“A Sand Cat. You've seen her.”


“What?”


“She’s Pratha, a Sand Cat. You remember, the Erramus had her in a cage. Elkines named the cat Pratha. The sound of a thunderclap when you'd least expect it—or something like that. It must be that cat since they are native to the Kar Desert. Whatever the Ardurand is, it isn't the desert.”


He paused for a heartbeat then, prompted by a fading memory, added, “There was something about the Akelides and Sand Cats too.”


Bored, Pratha stretched out on the ground and a loud rumbling filled the air. With calm stateliness, the feline turned her eyes on Blumgar, green orbs glowing in the fading light, and then back to Kenrad.


The cat's prone position made the horses and Blumgar more comfortable.


Kenrad lowered his bow. “She must have followed us. But as to why or what for, I have no idea.”
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Late autumn had come to the Ardurand Mountains and with it the rains that fell with dreadful monotony. The sky itself, grey and low, never truly cleared, and when the water stopped falling it was never long enough to allow anything to dry.


The ground was rough and rocky there, with steep slopes of bare stone leading to small plateaus covered with snarls of brambles and clumps of twisted grass. Rare were the stunted trees that could cling to the thin soil by forcing their roots between the cracks and crevices of the dark bedrock.


On every surface that was level enough to hold water, the rain that had fallen had formed cold pools to soak the already sodden boots, hooves, or paws of anyone or anything making its way deeper and deeper into the mountains.


The Ardurand Mountains were a drab and cheerless place in the best of times.
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"Gods," sighed Blumgar wearily. "What a loathsome land this is." The cold rains had driven him to don a huge woolen blanket. He had cut a hole in its center so that his head could fit through it. The blanket once had been a somber green, but the rains had darkened it until it now was black.


He and Kenrad had stopped to catch their breath after clambering up yet another slope of wet bare rock. Their horses' heads were bowed with fatigue and they stood splay-legged, flanks stained dark with mud and water, while puffs of steam snorted from their nostrils.


"Dry weather and a smooth path would do much to ease your hatred of the Ardurand." Kenrad was every bit as soaked as Blumgar. His dark hair was plastered to his scalp and the water from it dripped down his neck to fall on his cloak. "This is no good. Look at Pondak and Jessamyn, they can't keep this up much longer. We need to get the horses out of the rain."


"They can't keep this up! What about us? How long has it been since either of us was dry?" The big man rubbed his stomach, his hand hidden by the blanket he wore. "And how long has it been since we've had any hot food?"


"Try not to think about it, old friend." Kenrad held his hand up to his eyes, peering into the distance. "We need to find some shelter, some old abandoned hut, or something, but I can't see anything that could be—”


"Abandoned hut!" Blumgar scoffed at the idea. "You go too far! Why would anyone have stayed here long enough to build anything? No, we've no chance of finding anything like that until we can find a valley. If these blasted mountains even have valleys."


Kenrad gave a half-smile. At least Blumgar could still joke, he thought. As long as he can still laugh, we'll find a way through. "I thought we might find a shepherd's hut. You're always finding them in the most desolate places of Mironius, why not here?"


"Because there are sheep in those mountains? In my experience, sheep attract shepherds, and they, in turn—”


"Look, Blumgar." The youth pointed at a huge outcropping of rock that stood on the crest of the land to his right. Its smooth top was some twenty arm lengths above the rest of the land, and its gently rounded sides were clear of all growth. At the base, it was surrounded by brush and bramble so that it looked like a tremendous misshapen egg sitting in a nest of straw. "I'm going to climb up on top of that. It's the highest point of land around and I might be able to see a place for us to get out of the rain from there. Take care of the horses while I go see."


"Watch out for that Sand Cat." Blumgar began to ease Pondak's girth strap. "You know she's still around, though why she is I can't understand. She looks as miserable as I feel with her fur all wet and matted."


Kenrad glanced around. "Where is she? Have you seen her around in the last hour or so?"


Ever since the big cat had found Kenrad and Blumgar she had stayed near them, in camp and while they traveled. Every so often she'd disappear only to reappear later. The horses tolerated her presence and were no longer so skittish when she was around. And the nights were quieter, which men and horses appreciated. The wolves of the Ardurand had lost interest after they'd discovered that the cat was journeying with them. It had only taken a night or two.


Blumgar shook his head and Kenrad could see the drops of water flying off the ends of his hair. "Nope. She might be doing a little hunting or something. Don't know where she goes when she disappears like that."


"I think she gets bored with the pace we set and the path we take and goes off, knowing she can catch up with us any time she wants."


Blumgar lifted his hand to stroke his mustache and grimaced as water poured out of it and ran down his neck. "By Grastar, I swear I'm as bored with this as the cat is."


"Then I'm off." Kenrad slapped the side of his trousers and the wet fabric made a muffled, splatting sound. "I'll go see what I can find."


"Some place where we can all get dry and warm I hope but I'll settle for someplace out of the rain." Blumgar turned to tend to Jessamyn.










2

Temar and the City of Lan






Rata had been standing by Temar's chair for some time waiting for his master to acknowledge his presence.


Finally, Temar spoke but didn't bother to look at the man standing beside him. "Yes, Rata, what is it? It must be important because I don't remember summoning you."


"Two things, sir."


"Two important things?" Temar sounded skeptical.


"You asked to be notified when Worrell reported. He's sent a message."


"Worrell? Which one is Worrell?"


"The one who's heading up the search for the missing armorer, Lord Temar. Varna, I believe his name is."


"Ah, right. Worrell—a blockish-shaped man but seemingly competent. The armorer was gone by the time he got to Varna's shop, but he found a witness who saw the old man leave." Temar nodded. "He found the witness before he reported that the armorer had escaped. Promising."


"Indeed," murmured Rata. "Wiser than most, Lord Temar."


"And he's sent a message? That means he hasn't found this armorer, doesn't it?"


"According to his messenger, they haven’t—as yet—caught up with the old man and the young one he's traveling with. Worrell is pursuing them but is concerned that they will reach Lake Lalantris and the safety of the swamps of Suluth before he can overtake them."


"The armorer is headed for Suluth? That village along the western shore of Lake Lalantris?"


"So it appears, Lord Temar."


"Hmmmm," Temar stroked his beardless chin.


"And the second, Rata? What is the second important thing?"


"Colonel Jormal of the Army of Lan is here to see you."


"He is, is he? Have I kept him waiting long enough?"


"I believe so, sir."


"Excellent! Good work, Rata. I am pleased."
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Temar leaned back in his high-backed chair, elbows propped on its broad arms, his hands in front of his face, fingertips touching each other, forefingers tapping against his lips. Silently he contemplated the man, garbed in the dress uniform of a colonel in the Army of Lan, standing across from him.


"My Lord Temar, so good to see you again." The man was confident enough in himself and his position not to be intimidated by Temar's scrutiny. A confidence that the magician did not feel was totally justified.


Temar gave the slightest of nods but continued to scrutinize Colonel Jormal. They had met once before, when the colonel had reported to him before leading his company into the rugged backcountry this side of the Mironian mountains. General Imra, the ruler of the City of Lan, had assured the magician that Jormal was just the man to lead their joint mission.


The magician had wondered at that first meeting whether one so impeccably groomed was suited to lead the campaign he had envisioned against the Mironian province. The disciplined soldiers of the Army of Lan that General Imra was supplying were one thing; brigands, cut-throats, and raiders were quite another—even though those bands were led by individuals who carried special swords provided by Temar.


Jormal, either unaware of or unconcerned about Temar's continued silence, took the opportunity to examine his manicure and, finding one fingernail that didn't meet his standards, lightly buff the offending digit against his sleeve. 


Grudgingly, Temar reminded himself that the Colonel had exceeded his expectations if not General Imra's.


Colonel Jormal had been charged with staging a series of raids, feints, and skirmishes all along Mironius's largely unguarded mountain border far from the lower passes that housed garrisoned troops and fortified defenses. The goal was to undermine the inhabitants' confidence in the ability of the Governor to protect the land and sap the morale of the army itself.


At first, things had gone well, as the Colonel had made clear in his dispatches to General Imra and Lord Temar—dispatches confirmed by reports Temar had received from the observers he'd put in place. Reports he'd seen no reason to share with the General.


"So what happened, Lieutenant? Your mission appeared to be going so well until—what was the name of that hamlet?"


"My rank is Colonel, and I believe the village you are referring to was Tarkun."


"Ah, yes, Tarkun." Temar nodded. "That raid didn't go so well, did it—Colonel, did you say? Nor any of the ones that followed. What do you think happened?"


"The enemy learned." Jormal shrugged. "They often do, you know. The worthy enemies, that is. And Mironius is shaping up to be a worthwhile foe. Nothing that the Army of Lan couldn't handle but more of a challenge than I expected from an army that hides behind mountains."


"The enemy learned?"


"I'd say someone new was in command by the time the decision was made to send your men farther into Mironius." Jormal allowed himself a small smile. "You, no doubt, remember that I advised against a raid so far from the border but your lieutenants argued otherwise."


Temar pursed his lips. "Yes. I do. But after that? When you tried to return to the attacks that had originally been so successful?" 


"The new Mironian commander filled the mountain passes with soldiers. Suddenly passes that your men had been able to use without let or hindrance were hotly contested. Time and again, your men were denied entry. Little paths that only goats would dare to use were now defended no matter what part of the mountains we tried. Before Tarkun, the goats were more of a problem than Mironian soldiers, I assure you."


"A new commander? Hmmm. One so gifted as to thwart your skills? Do we have a name?"


"If anyone can put a name to this new commander, it must be one of your men. As you know, I am under orders not to let others know that the City of Lan—or its army—have anything to do with this expedition."


Temar scratched one cheek with his long fingernails. "So you have no idea who this new military genius might be?"


"Lord Temar, may I point out to you that I accomplished exactly the mission I was charged with? The Mironian troops that are now guarding every mountain goat trail that might serve as a pass had to have come from somewhere. No matter who is in command."


"Yes?"


"And the only place those soldiers could have come from are the fortifications that defend the only feasible routes an army could use to invade and conquer Mironius. In that respect, we have fulfilled our mission."


Temar's lips thinned into what passed for a smile and pointed at a chair. “Sit down, Colonel. Rata!" He called the man who was his first—and longest-living—servant. "Serve the wine now. I'll have some of the red. Colonel Jormal prefers white wine, I believe."


"That's right, Lord Temar." Jormal was startled but hid it well. He sat down before responding. "I do prefer white."


Colonel Jormal had been in Triam for several days and had just now found it convenient to visit Temar. The magician appreciated that a commanding officer might have wanted to be sure that the men under his command were well barracked and provisioned before leaving them. And, if anyone pressed Jormal as to why it had taken so long for him to visit General Imra's ally, he certainly would give that responsibility as the reason.


Still, Temar knew that the Colonel's staff had taken care of those duties while Jormal had availed himself of all that Triam had to offer a gentleman who'd been deprived of various amenities while in the field. One of which was wine—wine in quality and quantity not found in field rations.


"So, Colonel, if you can't tell me anything about the Mironians, tell me your opinion of the men I put under your command."
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Rata entered the room carrying a small tray with two wine glasses. Silently he put one glass down beside his master, the second in front of Colonel Jormal, gave a slight bow, and stepped back from the table.


Temar picked up his glass of red wine, sniffed it, gently swirled the contents, sniffed it again, nodded at his servant, and then turned back to the Colonel.


"There is more," he pointed at Jormal's glass. "Rata assures me that serving the wine a glass at a time allows him to keep the bottle chilled properly."


Jormal shrugged, picked up his glass, sniffed it, and took a small sip. A look of surprise flashed across his face and was quickly suppressed. He raised the glass and toasted his host. "My compliments to you, Lord Temar. To you and your wine cellar."


"Did my preference for red wine make you think I would neglect the white?" Temar raised his glass in acknowledgement of the Colonel's salute and took a sip.


"Not at all, Lord Temar." Jormal leaned back a little in his chair and took another sip of wine. "I was just surprised to be served one of my favorite wines—one not widely available—that's all."


Temar's lips thinned. "Ah, you underestimated my wine cellar—and me, I fear. Not a wise thing to do."


"A mistake I'll not make again." Jormal's smile faded as he realized Temar had not been joking.


"See that you don't." The mage put his wine glass down. "Now about the men I sent you. How do they compare to your soldiers?"


"Individually they're as good as any of the men under my command. They haven't had the training my troops get, but they're handy enough with their swords, lances, bows, and cudgels. Close infighting—knives and daggers? Generally very skilled and practiced—more so than my men. They had to be, I assume, to survive within the city. On the battlefield things are different. Campaigns require more discipline than street skirmishes."


"So I'm told. But border raids? How different are they from street fights between rival gangs?"


"I don't think you can compare the Mironian Army, the Army of Lan, or any other army to a street gang." Colonel Jormal frowned. "I'm not that familiar with gangs, Lord Temar. General Imra doesn't allow them in the City of Lan. And the residents are glad of it."


"Oh? He's been able to prohibit gangs?"


"Eradicate, actually. Quick and certain death to all gang members and their families. No questions asked. The army enforced the edict. The local constabulary had qualms about carrying out General Imra's orders.” The Colonel smiled. “The army had no such qualms."


Jormal took a sip of wine. "By the way, you chose your squad leaders—the ones with the special swords—very well. I've never seen men more dedicated. So determined to follow orders it was almost frightening at times."










3

Varna Returns






"There!" Varna stood up in his stirrups and sniffed the air. "I'm glad to get the stench of despair out of my nostrils. How wholesome the air smells."


"Cousin Varna!" laughed Thordan as he continued to check the bindings of the packhorses that carried Varna's possessions. As he'd expected, the extra packhorse had been needed. Even with it, they'd had to travel slower than he'd liked. On the other hand, Varna seemed to appreciate the pace and rest stops as much as the horses. "We are a day's journey from the Swamps of Suluth, the most odoriferous in all of Narne. You cannot think its smell is better than Triam’s!”


"I know the odor of a swamp as well as you do, stripling!" Varna's ready temper flared. "And if you knew the corruption of Triam as well as I, even you would not be stupid enough to compare the two."


Thordan was familiar with his relative's humors and ignored the old man's irritability. "I hope to hear you say that in a month's time when the damp mildew and creeping mold have taken hold of you and your belongings. Have you forgotten how dead and close the air is in there?" He grunted as he tugged on the ropes, checking the knots. "Within the Freemen camps, we pray to Narne for one hint of fresh air. Just one simple breeze off the lake can make a whole camp rejoice. And when a storm on Lake Lalantris is strong enough to carry winds that sweep the insects away, why we party for days!" Still chuckling, he walked over to his own mount.


"Humpht." Varna sniffed. "I remember the heat and damp, and, yes, the bugs, but, by the gods, lad! Can't you smell? Have all the years in the camps killed your nose as well as your brain?"


"For all our sakes, I hope not," Thordan said dryly. He mounted his horse, stuck his feet into the stirrups, stood up, and sniffed the air. "There is a breeze. And it doesn't carry the stench of the swamp nor the city—not that you could smell Triam from here—but it's coming from the west—that's Miron's breeze."
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"So much for wanting 'solid ground under your feet' eh, Cousin.” The woman was standing at the edge of the floating dock that led to the village of Suluth—the buildings and homes built out over the shallow waters at the western edge of Lake Lalantris. The entire village was afloat, connected by swinging footbridges and boardwalks in a seemingly haphazard manner. She smiled. "Welcome home."


Varna looked at the old woman standing before him, saw the young one he'd bid good-bye to all those springs ago, and knew she was seeing in the old man before her the young man who had left. He immediately regretted not having shaved.


"Hanah, I—” Varna started to say something then changed his mind. "Thanks for sending your son to help me get out of Triam."


"I was surprised when you wrote to say that's what you wanted to do—to come back here. You were as foul-tempered as ever in asking for help so I knew the letter was genuine. When I asked him to help you, I told Thordan that I had a challenge for him. One that might tax even his good humor."


"Humpt." Varna shook his head. "I'd never have gotten out of there without his aid. It was a close thing, Hanah—there at the end. Thordan got me out of Triam just in time and I hope he won't suffer for it. There's little reason—as far as I can tell—for anyone back there to want to track me down, but things have changed in Triam and not for the better." He paused, "And little reason isn't the same as no reason."


"From what I've heard from him about your grumping and snarling all the way here, you should give him your thanks. But are you worrying about Thordan? A Freeman of Suluth?"


Hanah ran her fingers through her steel-grey hair and tucked the ends behind her ears. "Good luck to anyone who ventures into the Suluthian swamps searching for the Freemen. Even Imra has given up sending his soldiers after them."


"Imra?"


"General Imra. He's currently ruling the city of Lan. He's head of the army and nowadays whoever controls it controls the city." Hanah sighed. "Now that he has the city, General Imra would like to rule all of Lake Lalantris and the lands around it."


Varna's lips twitched. “You—we must frustrate him greatly."


"We have an army, of sorts, if flesh-eating fish can be considered soldiers." Hanah stamped her foot and the wood beneath bobbed slightly. "This is our drawbridge and," she gestured at the shallow water that stretched from the shoreline to the cluster of buildings that made up the village of Suluth, "there is our moat. When he sends his soldiers, we just pull back our docks and they have the choice of wading through the water or leaving us alone."


Varna chuckled. "Oh, I remember Suluth's defenses. I also remember learning as a child that if I dropped anything into the water it was gone. If it was meat, the flesh-eating ahgbed consumed it before it could reach the sandy bottom below, and whatever lived under the sand was more dangerous than the ahgbed." He chuckled. "We had to find deep water before it was safe to swim."


"Enough talk." Hanah held out her hand. "Step up here so I can hug you and then I'll show you to your new home. We can talk more once you're settled."


Varna stepped up on the dock and hugged Hanah. Then, arm-in-arm, they set off down the dock toward the heart of Suluth.


A grey-and-black striped cat who'd been curled up asleep on top of one of the massive pilings there at the edge of the lake stood up, yawned, stretched, and watched the humans walk away.
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It hadn't taken long for Varna to unpack his belongings. When you're limited to what you can pack on a few horses, there can't be many belongings. It had surprised him at the end how little he had packed. Fotor's breath rarely reached this far south and was weaker when it did than the harsh cold it could bring to Triam. So there was no need to pack winter clothes. The temptation to bring the tools he'd worked with was strong, of course, but armorers had plied their trade along the shores of Lake Lalantris for ages now—tools could be replaced.


In the end, there were few items he felt he could not leave behind. He resigned himself to the fact that his memories would be good enough for most things. But he would not leave his collection of ancient arms. All of them had been carried by men and women on horseback. They could be carried on horseback again. What difference could a few old weapons make? Thordan had been gracious about it—pointing out he'd found another horse. Of course, the young man had been pleasant about most things. It had been Varna who'd anticipated arguments that had never arisen.


Still, it had taken time for him to pack the collection. Golta's rapier had been tricky. He'd worried about breaking the slender blade. Pliro's broadsword was bulky after you padded the razor-sharp edges. The smaller weapons—the daggers and knives were easily stored for travel but it had taken time to individually wrap and cushion them.


His delay had not made the difference between life and death. So far. And every day's journey farther from Triam made it that much more difficult for those who had been sent to find him. It would have been a shame if the knowledge of weapons he'd spent his lifetime acquiring ended up being the cause of his death. Just because he'd used what he had learned to help a young man—a mage.


Varna stopped midway through unwrapping the last piece of his collection. The unwrapping was quick compared to the wrapping, which had taken so much time that even he had wondered if it wouldn't be better just to leave the artifact behind. He could stop wondering whether it was what he'd told the youth from Mironius that had put them all in peril. In some way that he didn't fully understand, the lad was now the focus of evil desire. And as long he was that focus—that target—everyone he came in contact with would become a target too. Just by meeting Kenrad, Varna had been brought to his old foe's attention.


It wouldn't have mattered, thought Varna as he returned to his task, if I'd helped Kenrad or not. The fact that he came to my shop was enough. Just as it was enough that the barkeep at the Drunken Ox had spoken to them. Now the barkeep is dead, the Drunken Ox burned, and I'm back in Suluth.


Finally, Varna lifted up the last piece and positioned it at the top of his display table. It was a dull and lifeless piece of khrystal that some nameless artisan had carved into an exquisite two-handed broadsword long, long ago. He knew the weapon was old, but he knew nothing about its history. Maybe it had no right to be displayed along with the other weapons—weapons carried by heroes and one or two villains. It was his interest in them as an armorer that had led to his collecting blades with history. The man who'd sold him Golta's rapier had brought the broadsword to him wondering if the uniqueness of the item would pique his interest—and it had.


The trader had come across the khrystal sword in his travels and—according to his tale—he had immediately thought of Varna. He'd tried to discover more of its heritage and had failed. It was made out of a substance called khrystal that in some way was linked to magicians. Whether a magician had made the sword to be a magical weapon, a trinket, an exercise in skill, or as a gift was impossible to say.


Varna was positive that no one would have been so foolish as to think this sword could be used as an actual weapon. Oh, the edges were sharp enough, but what would happen when they crashed against tempered steel? The design was beautiful—delicate as well—the taper of the blade a little too fine, the pommel a little too large, the grip a mite too thin hinting that the tang might snap at a heavy blow. No, give him a sword made of tempered steel to defend himself with.


Varna stood, picked up the sword, gripped it with both hands, performed the manual of arms for a broadsword, and returned the weapon to his collection. Despite its appearance it was well balanced—even if the hilt was made for a smaller hand than Varna's.


The old man sat down on his high stool and looked at his collection spread out before him on a table with a sloped top and smiled. They were old friends and he was glad to have them with him—here at the edge of Lake Lalantris.










4

A Sword for Garn






Garn sat cross-legged on the ground across from the fool who'd picked Garn out of all the clan leaders to talk to. A city man, his body was wrapped in clothing, sheltering his skin from sun, wind, and rain instead of exposing it to the elements like the Bakharud. Their skin was bare except for the scars and tattoos that identified their wiry frames in life and death—until the season grew so late that even the hardy Bakharud needed protection from Fotor's breath.


He knew the man had come to him because he was the youngest of the clan leaders. This man of the city thought to take advantage of youth and inexperience—as Garn himself would have done had the roles been reversed.


He was the youngest clan leader. That was true. It had been less than a moon since the tragic accident that left his half-brother dead and him in control of the clan. An accident so cleverly devised and executed that no one suspected the grieving younger brother of duplicity. Or if they did, they were wise enough—or scared enough—to keep their suspicions to themselves.


Garn pointed at the golden coin that lay on the ground between them and shook his head.


The city man frowned and rubbed his nose. After a moment, he got to his knees and reached under his tunic for a small leather bag that he bounced on the palm of his hand as if considering its weight.


As he did, Garn got another look at the sword the man was wearing. The sword interested the barbarian much more than any promise of gold or worthless pledge of friendship. The golden hilt was bright and unscratched, the blade itself hidden in a leather scabbard as pristine as the hilt. It all looked new.


The best weapons the Bakharud carried were spoils of war—all of them—swords, knives, axes, maces, spears, bows, and even arrows. The only weapons the Bakharud made were those easily created by nomads—who did not have the vises, hammers, anvils, forges, and bellows to work with metal. Clubs, staffs, flint-knives, arrowheads, stone-topped cudgels, and slings were the weapons they created.


The fool across from him had asked to meet under a white flag and Garn had agreed. While Garn listened to offers of gold and powerful friends who would aid him—things of no interest to the Bakharud—Boba and other men of his clan had worked their way through the grasses and were now between the fool he was talking to and the rest of the city men. 


Boba lifted his club and Garn nodded. Boba swung his club at the fool's head and Garn heard the satisfying crunch it made on impact. Following Boba’s lead, the other men of his clan leapt up out of the covering grasses and charged the remaining city men who were foolish enough to break and run—each man for himself—trying to reach their horses and the safety of flight. Few would succeed. Far fewer than if they had held their ground.


Grinning, Garn looked down and saw that the man Boba had struck with a deadly blow was writhing on the ground, hands clutching at his sword belt trying to grasp the hilt of the sword.


Garn cut the man's sword belt, grabbed the scabbard in one hand, pulled the sword free with his other, plunged the sword into the dying fool's heart, and, as he did, heard the sword begin to wail.
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Temar got up from the table where he was working, and walked over to shelves filled with small dolls—miniature figures made out of clay—each holding a tiny metal sword. The figurines were all about the same size and were human in shape but each had a distinguishing feature.


One of the figures had cracked into several pieces and the sound it made had caught the magician's attention.


He poked at the pieces of clay and said to the empty room, "Ah, so Charga didn't survive the challenge. I'm not surprised. Dealing with the Bakharud is dangerous.


"A blow to the head? Or perhaps not." He tapped his lips with his forefinger. "Rata must try to find out how he died. Meanwhile," Temar started to turn away then looked closer at the remains of the figurine. "The sword is still intact?"


Temar picked up the sword beside Charga's figure and peered at it intently. The small blade had the same tarnished finish as the sword to which it was bound. It had to be made of the same steel for the spell to be successful. The spell that linked replica to original, not the spell that bound the sword bearer to Temar through the sword itself.


The magician wandered across to the other side of his laboratory, sat at a different table, placed the miniature sword on a leather pad, centered it there, and wondered at its continued existence. The magical link between this replica and the sword Charga had been given should have died when its bearer did. Temar frowned. He'd tested the new spell and it had worked perfectly every time he'd had the sword bearer killed.


The spells he had used to create the original versions of these swords had been so crude—and so powerful—that the sword itself had to be destroyed before the link between sword, magician, and swordsman could be broken. But he hadn't been satisfied with those results—based as they were on the spells of other—albeit accomplished—mages who'd lived ages ago. Temar knew he could improve on them.


The magician tapped his long fingernails on the table. "Death from a head wound. Charga might not have died immediately. Someone might have picked up the sword before Charga died. Could the spell have been transferred?" Temar picked up the replica, leaned back in his chair, and spun the sliver of steel between his thumb and forefinger. "Judging by this, it must have. And now a barbarian carries it."


Perhaps it was time to see just how strong his bond with the sword was. Someone unknown to the magician was bearing the sword. A Bakharud at that. How hard would a barbarian be to influence? How difficult would it be for Temar to encourage the type of behavior the Bakharud were already inclined to perform?


Temar put the miniature sword down on the table and covered it with his hand.


The Bakharud—a horde of barbarians—savages that acquired everything they wanted—horses, food, weapons, slaves, torture victims—through violence. Inclined was too mild a word. Slaughtering, looting, and pillaging were ingrained in their culture. The difficulty wouldn't be getting them to commit violence. The problem would be stopping them.


Temar lifted his hand and looked at the tiny sword. Would that really be such a problem? If he relaxed his control, wouldn't they return to their usual barbaric behavior? Couldn't he, in the meantime, direct that behavior?


Obviously the Bakharud had killed Charga and probably all of Charga's men, Not, Temar surmised, merely for sport. The Bakharud wanted swords. Swords made of steel. He frowned. How had he overlooked this? Why hadn't he added this to his plans ages ago? 


It wouldn't do to give them the swords, but it could be easily arranged for a number of them to fall into their hands. And when they did? Temar shrugged. What barbarian would suspect that they were anything more than beautiful swords?


Temar smiled. "Let's not get ahead of ourselves. Let's first find out how well the bond works on the new bearer of the late Charga's sword."
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Garn paced around a small campfire with his hand upon the golden hilt of his sword even though it was safely sheathed in its scabbard. A few of his clansmen, including Boba, sat around the fire watching their new leader. Since Boba, and his club, were clearly visible, the rest of the men only occasionally glanced over their shoulders to make sure that no one was creeping up from behind.


“I want to head farther north. Closer to the road that leads to the city." Garn's hand clenched on the hilt and then relaxed.


Boba, having refused to replace his trusty club with any of the captured weapons, stroked it and spoke. "As you say, war leader." Other men murmured agreement. They had not been reluctant to exchange their weapons for those that had so recently become available. Other members of the clan then replaced their weapons with those that had been discarded. The whole clan was far better armed than it had been before Garn assumed control. So far, following Garn had proved to be a wise decision both individually and collectively.


"There is something on that road—or near it—that we can seize. Something so valuable that our help was sought in order to obtain it." Garn shrugged.


"From the way those city folk fought—” began one man.


"Died squealing they did. Running away instead of standing and fighting," added another, who then spat into the fire.


Garn spun around, grabbed the handle of his sword, and spoke. "What good would they have been when it came time for us to attack whatever it is they needed our help to obtain?"


Garn's question was too complex for his listeners to grasp right away. While they were puzzling over Garn's words and his logic, Boba stood up, tapped the head of his club into the palm of his hand, and glanced at each man who sat around the fire.


"Garn is right. We do as he says."








5

Orale Stirs





"Another shipment from Triam that's not here when promised, so we've got another ship due to sail that's short some cargo." Uhrl spat off the side of the pier in disgust. "It won't do, Master Raitch. Can't keep sending ships out not fully loaded. That's the road to the poorhouse. If the ships aren't full, you're losing money every time they leave the port."


The man next to him was staring at the harbor, where the River Olta ceased its wandering across land and flowed into the Ardwill Sea. Deepwater ships, flat-bottomed boats, skiffs, rowboats—every vehicle that floats—plied the waters in front of him. Some hugged the shoreline, others stuck to the deepwater, while the rest crisscrossed the harbor like scurrying waterbugs. 


"What worries me are the customers who won't get what they've ordered from us when that ship arrives—on time or not.” 


"Can't blame us for not shipping what we don't have, can they?" Uhrl frowned and crossed his burly arms. He'd spent most of his life loading and unloading merchandise, moving goods on and off ships and wagons and in and out of warehouses, and it showed.


Raitch smiled. "You never deal with the customers, do you?" He lifted his hat and ran the back of his hand across his forehead smearing the drops of sweat that had beaded up. "The customers buy from us because we don't create problems for them. For generations House Chazane has been providing solutions for people who come to us for assistance. And we solve their problems—even if it means sending them to some other merchant who has what they need."


"Sounds like a good way to live your life. It did when your dad told me that years ago and it still sounds that way today."


The shadows of seabirds slid across the wooden planks of the pier and the birds' cries joined the other waterfront noises. A wharf cat worried a fish head while keeping an eye on the men who stood nearby—as if they might want to deprive him of his delicacy.


Raitch took a deep breath and could almost taste the salt in the air. "It may sound daft to some but as a way of doing business it's served my family well."


"Right, right." Uhrl nodded his head. "The sun's hot and we're not any closer to a solution. That ship," he pointed at the one docked at the end of the pier, "is loaded with everything that's been ordered that we had in the warehouses. The only goods that are missing are that quinoa and a few trinkets coming here from Triam. Excuse me, goods that were supposed to have been here days ago—only they're somewhere up the road or the river."


"As far as I can tell every other merchant in Orale is waiting on shipments from Triam—either by boat or caravan. I've tried to buy what was needed to complete the orders. Offering to pay more than we're selling them for but everybody I've talked to so far is in the same situation. Our agent in Triam swears there's nothing he can do—riots, looting, arson. The whole city is in turmoil and nobody seems to know why."


"It may not be for me to say, Master Raitch, but…“


Raitch noted that Uhrl had suddenly become very interested in the wooden planks beneath their feet. He let the silence continue for a couple of heartbeats. 


"Let's hear it, Uhrl."


"What? Oh, er—that is. I know some of the teamsters pretty well. Been unloading their wagons and boats for about as many years as they've been showing up with cargo."


"Of course you do." Raitch smiled. "I should have realized that. What do you hear from them?"


"The teamsters coming out of Triam?" Uhrl paused.


"They would be the ones with relevant information, wouldn't they?"


"Oh, aye." Uhrl fell silent again.


"But we wouldn't want them to get into any trouble for what they might have said after the workday was done, would we? What was said over a beer or two? Or more?"


"That's right." Uhrl nodded encouragingly.


"So when father asks who told me—as he's bound to do—I’ll tell him that I'd been wondering if there wasn't something wrong. So when I ran into a trader from Triam I asked her if she knew Plu. She was leaving Orale that day but she took the time to tell me all she knew." Raitch looked questioningly at Uhrl. 


Uhrl stroked his chin thoughtfully, then nodded. "That should do it, Master Raitch."


"Just what have you heard about Plu? Several other Oralean merchant families use him as well, you know. What is it that you've been told?"


Uhrl glanced up and down the pier. "Now, don't go losing your temper, Master Raitch. That's not going to solve anything."


Raitch sighed. "Uhrl, my red hair doesn't mean I've any worse a temper than any other man—or woman for that matter."


"Don't know about that. I've known you since you was a young'un, scampering around the warehouses and docks while your dad was working. I remember breaking up fights you'd get into back then. Always boys bigger than you. Sometimes there were two or more of them—all at the same time. Didn't matter, angry as you'd get you'd take them all on."


"And how long ago was that fight you had to break up, Uhrl? Four, maybe five years? Any chance I might have grown up a little since then? Now what have you heard about Plu?"


"Well, I guess you have grown since then." The older man looked Raitch up and down, then slapped his own belly. "Taller than me and no big gut to slow you down. But I can still see your face turning a little red."


"I'm fair-skinned, if you hadn't noticed."


"Sure, and the other kids used to tease you about your freckles as well as your red hair. If one thing didn't set you off the other would."


"Are you going to tell me what you heard or not?"


"Well, this Plu, he's kin to you, right?"


The young man nodded. "Distant cousin. He's related to half the merchant houses in Orale, I believe."


Uhrl nodded and fell silent. The seabirds flew back across the wharf crying as they went. Bored with his treat, the cat left the fish head and walked closer to the men.


"Uhrl?"


"Eh?"


"Plu?"


"Oh!" The older man leaned forward and spoke softly with a disdainful tone. "He's gone native from what I hear."


"Native?"


"Oh, aye, native. It's as if he'd been born and bred in Triam from the way he looks and acts. Nothing Oralean about him any more. Taking bribes, and such."
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"So you think there's something going on in Triam." Dzenis looked at his heir standing in front of the table that served as his desk. Most everyone said that Raitch looked just like a young Dzenis but Dzenis knew that wasn't true. Both he and his wife, Tomo, could see traces of her in Raitch's face. "There's always something going on in Triam, son. I thought you knew that." Dzenis's voice was deep and carrying.


"Take a seat," the older man pointed at the chair across from him, "and tell me what's bothering you."


Raitch looked down at the chair and spoke to the cat that was curled up asleep. "Excuse me, Mouser. Hate to disturb you but I need to sit there." He scooped the cat up, sat down, put the cat in his lap, and began to pet it.


Dzenis smiled and gestured at the cat, "Sorry, I didn't realize the chair was occupied. What is that one's name?"


The black-and-orange cat while at first affronted by the human's abrupt action had succumbed to his careful petting and resettled herself in his lap.


"Oh," said Raitch with a dismissive wave of his hand, "I call every cat Mouser. It's easier that way."


Dzenis remembered a time—not that long ago it seemed to him—when every cat and kitten in his household had been assigned an appropriate name—a name based on some attribute he or his wife might not have detected but one their son found obvious—and how insistent that child had been that they remember those names and use them as well.


"Really? Well, you've always had a way with cats. But that's not what you wanted to talk to me about, is it?"


Raitch frowned and shook his head.


"We still haven't received the latest shipment—the latest late one."


"I'm aware of that. And aware that it has been some time since complete shipments from Triam have arrived on schedule. You've seen Plu's reports of unrest in the city: riots, looting, fires, assassinations, random violence. We're not the only merchants whose goods are late in arriving. These things happen. Give it time, things will straighten out and go back to normal."
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