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  The end of Hehunn, the autumn hunting season


  I had expected battle lines on vast empty fields, like in stories. What we found was not near any of the villages, at least.


  “They found each other on the road,” Tages said.


  As we traveled, there was a staggering line of wounded. Some of the times, they were on the road itself, and others at a little bit of a distance. All grim guideposts on the Thefarland road toward the Westvell and more combatants, all needing some kind of healing.


  We hadn’t come yet to the grain country. This was all woodland and brushland. “They’ve not gotten to any grazing land?” I asked my former mentor. I was now a Master Doctor-Diviner, and the scar on my right hand ached with all the work we’d been doing. It was new and echoed the one on my left, which I’d gotten when I’d become an adept.


  “Clearly not, Sen. That kind of savanna is perhaps a bit too far away. Ravantha’s army seems to have ambushed Thefare’s as they traveled the road. It was her only hope. And it is good. If this had been stated in her grain fields, those unprepared to fight would be harmed. Not even the leaders of this confrontation have any experience with this type of fighting.”


  I could not suppress a cynical laugh. “Only fighting that’s part of some training. Those sparring matches never last long.”


  “This one will last a bit longer. There will be some terrified people, including hunters whose only prey have been animals. We can hope that their reluctance to hunt a person will foul their aim.”


  In the middle of a month named after a God of Hunting, it wasn’t hunters trying to put food on the table, but men hunting men.


  “Don’t forget farmers cutting grain.” I shuddered at what a scythe could do. We’d spent the beginning of Tuvath, half a month ago, suturing various wounds from gashes and impalements to saving toes, and once an ankle. It wasn’t that farming was done by the incompetent, but in this area, there were places where growing grain was still a new occupation.


  It was only one generation back when much of this was all cattle land, with hunters guiding cattle into the wilds for different feeds. Tages had saved the Thefarland cattle. Other areas resorted to grain and outpaced Thefare’s brief wealth. His wounded pride was at least one reason we were walking down the road patching people up.


  It could have been prevented. There were so many reasons for it not to have even started. I had seen the first signs of it in summer, on both sides of the border—Ravantha having her own reasons to be angry, if not angry enough to my mind to start all this.


  The past week—a scant few days!—had been... life-changing, which seemed such an inadequate term.


  I still needed time to think about all I’d discovered and learned in the past few days. Some of it surprising, like gaining my Mastery. My right hand hurt, and the bandage was getting filthy already, but I had my Doctor-Diviner scar. I felt a bit of a fraud. Tages valued my intelligence, but I was still young and still inexperienced. Was it a way to send me off, so that he could retreat back into his books, neglect his wife, and get lost in his research again? Perhaps. It was so new, it was hard to forget that maybe I had actually earned it.


  I was also going toward Ravantha, who thought I was her long-lost daughter. There was a great deal of dread there. She was not my favorite person. She’d been through so much trauma, and I hadn’t, even before this past week, been someone to ease her mind.


  I carried death with me in the form of an infant’s bones.


  I’d found the body only a few days earlier, covered only by leaves and rocks. The bones were well-padded from harm. I carried her so I could get her a proper burial. I thought in some temple of Nhor, where her apotropaic aspect would defend this infant from all harm in the underworld. Those tiny bones might have been my sister from another mother. My twin in being exposed, being unwanted—though Ravantha had wanted her child. Her father had not.


  I hoped I could get the child to her, if not to a goddess. She would finally be safe.


  I’d found the bones of her child by the roots of a Tree—the same Tree where Grandmother Turani had found me. I knew this was Ravantha’s daughter; she’d described the baby clothes in some detail when I’d met her. There was no mistake.


  The beat of my footsteps on the ground seemed to echo the rhythm of the lullaby I was only beginning to remember, one that told of finding me. The last few lines so very new, and the poem still incomplete.


  “One was wrapped


  In lace and gold


  Another leaves and dirt


  One died in the cold


  The other death did skirt


   


  One was lost, another lives


  Oh, the humble child 


  Into my arms did come


  And though a gift to the wild


  When held her heart did thrum


   


  Cradled by this Tree’s roots


  One’s destiny died at death


  While her mother’s tears did pour...”


  I didn’t seem to be able to finish the poem. What a terrible lullaby. No wonder I struggled to remember it. I was beginning to regret I’d remembered more than four lines. I hoped the ending was less grim, if I eventually remembered the whole. My footsteps did not help recall it, nor did the endless repeat of the lyrics offer the final lines. Between tending one person and the next, it recurred. Only my work, or talking with Tages, relieved the endless reiteration.


  I had deep regrets for bringing the bones with me, but I couldn’t bear to leave her among the Tree’s dying roots and all those rocks, so little covered, I was surprised I’d never seen her before in my various visits there. Though if anyone could have found her, it was me. Tages could touch and feel blossoms, bark, and fruit from the Tree that I’d handed him. He could not see the Tree itself. Maybe she’d been hidden all these years by that same obscurity.


  She was a far too light a reminder of the fragility of life.


  Tages and I stayed within sight of each other, tending those who were wounded. Scythe wounds, twisted ankles, wrenched shoulders, broken bones from falling down rocky slopes, arrow wounds that had mostly missed their probable targets—nothing killing, that is—but in shoulders, arms, legs, even a buttock.


  The combatants were frightened farmers and hunters who rarely hunted. They were called Hunters, and in the Hunter Cult, but they mainly guarded cattle behind long-thorned acacia branch walls at night, with a side role of hunting. Those walls kept out lions and jackals fairly well. Thorn walls, however high, if any of these people were to use them, couldn’t keep the violence of men out. Men and women on both sides of the lines found cover in the woods, hiding from a battle that kept moving away from us.


  We came across a Hunter named Menle, a friend of my friend Kutu’s.


  “Oh, Sen!” he said, holding his arm carefully.


  “What happened?”


  “A small cavalry came at us. I was run down by a man on a black horse.”


  “A somewhat curly mane?” I asked.


  “Yes,” he said, as I felt for injuries on his body. One twisted ankle, one broken arm, and a lot of scrapes. Herbs poulticed some of his scrapes and bruises, the ones his good arm could reach. He’d bound his ankle fairly well. It must have hurt to do it one-handed. Though he’d tried to bind his arm, one-handed it was impossible.


  “Achivizer didn’t trample you?” I was fairly certain the horse was Marce’s. He was Aranthur’s son, and Ravantha’s former intended—till she’d been raped. He’d remained her friend over the years. His horse was distinctive.


  He shook his head. “I jumped out of its path. I landed badly.”


  Very badly if he’d broken his arm. I checked him over and nodded. “Well, you’ve done well with the ankle. I think I recognize the poultice.”


  “Kutu showed it to me, and we carry it with us as he taught.”


  That poultice was one I’d taught Kutu when I was still living with Grandmother Turani before she disappeared. He was, perhaps, my oldest friend.


  “Kutu trains his men well,” I said.


  “You taught the Hunter, ma’am. He’s around here somewhere, fighting when he’d rather hunt.” Menle groaned as I set his arm in the splint and bound it. “This is one mad battle!” he said. “It could be worse! We could have been fighting in open cattle land.”


  “The fields of the Westvell are open as well.”


  “True. I think Thefare was aiming for them,” he said. I was glad then that Ravantha had set up an ambush along the road. “There we wouldn’t have had to deal with cowpats,” he said with a burst of humor.


  “Don’t laugh. Those cowpats in your scrapes would have sickened you.”


  “Then I’ll be grateful for the woods.”


  The two armies led by Thefare and Ravantha fought in mad, random skirmishes up and down the main road, and down side roads that led to other parts of both Thefarland and the Westvell, and in the woods. Painted as Doctor-Diviners, we were not troubled by either side. We helped the wounded. We slowly made our way toward the main combatants.


  Toward the afternoon, we came across a lull in battle, but it wasn’t in any way restful or peaceful. It had clearly started at the tail end of one of these skirmishes. There were wounded and hale men and women standing about, holding scythes, bows, or reins for their horses. Achivizer gleamed out in gaudy gear, a black shadow stamping his feet and shaking his elaborate reins. They all seemed to be waiting to see what Ravantha would do.


  In Ndeb, Tages said, “They are not seriously injured.”


  “Do they have a prisoner?” I asked.


  “Chising,” Tages replied.


  “Forest or curse?” I asked in Obrone, wondering why he was talking in Ndeb about the woods. “We are—”


  “No, the man’s name, not the Ndeb word. He’s one of Thefare’s men.”


  Ravantha was questioning Chising. Marce was off his black horse, which was in full decorative and gaudy fighting gear as if at some fete that included feats of horsemanship. The closer we came, I felt bad for Achivizer, who was wearing what looked like the most ridiculous set of reins and saddle I could have imagined. The blanket under the saddle draped to his knees, and the reins looked like they could have belonged on a wedding carriage.


  “My God,” I said to Tages in Ndeb, “What are they playing at? Do they think this is all a game?”


  “I did not see this in my divination. To think my plea to the leading nobility of Obrone was disregarded! They think I am the fool?” He shook his head. “So far, no one is dead, at least.”


  “Thank Hehunn, perhaps? Arrows can go anywhere, and do!”


  We approached carefully, as if approaching a trapped beast that might attack in his injured fury.


  Larce was holding the prisoner for Ravantha. By his clothes, I knew that Chising must be too low in Thefare’s social caste to know his plans.


  Tages stepped forward and said gently, “Ravantha, Chising here is one of the poorest cattle guards of Vasti village.”


  I groaned, knowing why I did not know the man. Vasti village, though named after one of Thefare’s rich forebears, was a poor village indeed! They had, between them all, about ten cattle, mainly because the somewhat distant village was situated in one of the few places in the area without a reliable source of water. I wondered what bad luck had made this poor man part of all this.


  Ravantha turned to look at Tages and then saw me. She came toward me, still holding a crossbow, and beamed. “Daughter! You are found!”


  “Ravantha, please let Chising go,” I said. “I’m sure he knows nothing, and that he never wanted to be here, against you or anyone.”


  She shook her head and aborted what might have been an unwelcome hug to turn back to her prey.


  “He is Thefare’s man!” She walked back toward him, raising her crossbow, and aimed it at the man. “I will kill you if you do not tell me where he is!”


  “Lady, I do not know!” cried out poor Chising.


  There was a loud bang and a scream. Ravantha, startled, let loose the crossbolt into the air. People scattered as a volley of arrows came, hitting Larce and Marce, grazing Ravantha’s shoulder, ripping her sleeve. One arrow landed at my feet, and I heard one whiz over Tages’s head. Achivizer reared. He landed back on the ground, eyes wide to see the whites, head still high, ears flattened. But he stayed, with Marce holding his rein and turning about to see from where more harm might come.


  Tages lifted his arms and bellowed in Ndeb, as I caught Larce in my arms.


  Chising got to his feet and ran, screaming in terror, arms out in an act of pure bravery that neither Marce nor Larce would ever match in their entire lifetimes. He ran toward the volley of arrows, yelling, “Don’t shoot! Don’t shoot! You nearly shot the Doctor-Diviners!”


  “Larce!” cried Marce, starting to come toward us, not caring for his own injury, seeing that of his friend.


  I could see Achivizer’s neck and hind leg spattered with blood. Then one thick, long, decorative rein was suddenly caught by an arrow now embedded in Marce’s shoulder. Marce cried out as the rein tugged. With that tug and in the pain of his own wounds, Achivizer bolted.


  Marce flew back with a cry.


  Ravantha gasped, dropped her crossbow, and started after. Tages helped me lay Larce down.


  “Go after them!” Larce cried, struggling.


  Tages did, knowing I could handle the injury easily.


  Ravantha’s people were firing their bows or crossbows back at Thefare’s people. The skirmish was moving again as people chased after Achivizer and his wounded rider.


  Larce was lucky. The arrow had hit bone and was not deep. I pulled it out without more damage.


  “It was shot from afar,” Larce said.


  “I can see that,” I said. “Or at a bad angle.” I lit a fire, a small hot one, in a circle of stones.


  “You little thief,” he said. “What did you do with the necklace?”


  “How do you know Ravantha doesn’t have it?”


  “Because she told me it was gone.”


  “Well, she didn’t seem to blame me,” I said.


  “Of course not, you lying little crook! She now has you both in her keeping.”


  I shook my head. “Hardly,” I said, gesturing to the empty landscape. “She’ll never keep me. I am not her daughter.”


  He skipped over that part. “You have it. What are you going to do with it?”


  “I decided to take it back to the goddess,” I said.


  “What is Thielle going to do with it?” he growled as I brought the red-hot knife toward his shoulder. Without any pity, I laid the edge of my heated knife on his wound. He cried out.


  “Lord Aranthur was going to take it to his temple of Jammon, where it belongs!” He spoke through gritted teeth. I grimaced at him. I didn’t believe that for a minute, and neither did he.


  “Why do you care?” I asked, with some pity.


  “He said he would give all his land to Marce with that broken bit of necklace and devote his time to alchemy! He’s going to try to save them both! Himself, Marce, and any of Marce’s future sons!”


  I almost guffawed. Alchemy had, yes, been an early form of the burgeoning science of chemistry, but it had almost as many errors in it as the growing number of fools in my craft did. Two different experienced Doctor-Diviners—the last of our craft— knew they couldn’t heal Aranthur. Tages, having some familiarity with the studies in Jambrone, suspected that science couldn’t, either. Our craft might be on the wane, and science on the rise, but neither could help the man.


  I asked, “Why does he not study chemistry in Jambrone? He has the finances to do so.”


  “It’s not at all the same thing,” he said and gasped. I was not gentle in searching for other injuries.


  I found other bruises and the twisted ankle he’d not shared with the others. I bound him up with more poultices and splinted his ankle.


  “At least your burn healed up nicely,” I said, prodding it. He’d been injured when he’d stolen Thefare’s part of Thielle’s necklace.


  “Thefare is fighting us because of that relic,” he said.


  “No, he’s fighting because you stole it.” Well, he’d stolen it first. Ravantha had apparently stolen it from him, and I’d stolen it from her upon finding it. “He’s trying to capture you to answer for that crime,” I said. It was the only logic that rang through in this whole mad battle. It felt flat in my mind. This war was beginning to have a mind and
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