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CHAPTER I


“Right,
then….” The old soldier paused, the mug of mead held steady halfway
between his mouth and the tavern counter. The small dark room was
nearly empty, the air inside was warm and still. The grinning
barmaid had vanished back into the storeroom, and save for the
young man and woman occupying a booth on the opposite side of the
room, the student found himself quite alone with the old man.
“Ah…you want to hear about Diamanda, then, the same as
everyone.”

The student
nodded, self-consciously fingering the crimped pages of a
deerhide-bound notebook. “Yes. I mean, if that’s all right. You
must get asked about it so much….”

“Yes. I
do, at that.” The old soldier took a drink, the lower rim of the
pewter mug disappearing momentarily into the thick white curls of
his beard. “But don’t let that trouble you,” he said. “People have
a right to ask—people like you, I mean—and a right to understand.
It’s only natural. And the reason I keep telling it is the same
reason they keep asking. It’s a good story, or at the very least an
interesting one. Ah….”

“Of
course!” the student put in hurriedly. The old soldier had paused
contemplatively, and for a single fearful moment the student
thought he would cease talking altogether. His eyes had closed, and
for all the world the old man looked like he had fallen asleep
sitting up on his stool. But after a moment, he opened one eye and
peered sidelong at his audience of one.

“Where
did you say you came from?” the old soldier asked.

“Oh!
Vrost, sir. The university.” The student laid the notebook on his
lap, and with both hands stretched out his wool vest, displaying
the silver griffin stitched beside the collar.

“You’re
a scholar, then.” The old man scratched his chin, his nails making
velvet sounds in the white hair. “And you’re a long way from home,
as well. You didn’t come on foot?”

“I’m
afraid I did…forty miles, all told,” came the reply. “The roads
were good most of the way, but there was a bridge out
between….”

But the old
soldier wasn’t listening. He was staring slantwise at the youth,
inspecting him with an eye as level and precise as a lens. He took
in the muddy and road-beaten shoes, and the brown shoulder-pack
slumped beneath the legs of his stool, beside which leaned a
satchel, which could only be full of books, emblazoned with the
same silver griffin. He noted the student’s gangly frame, the
straw-colored storm of hair, and the pale, rather startled-looking
face that hung beneath, all with a curiosity that approached a kind
of hunger…though perhaps this was a deception of the tavern’s dusky
light.

Likewise the
student inspected the old man, watching the slow, sure movements of
his arm as he raised the mug to his bearded lips, and the bobbing
motion of the white gristled head. The old soldier was not so
shrunken as some others his age. His body was long-boned and
straight-backed, and his muscles were long and hard like a
farmer’s, or a day-laborer’s. His shirtfront was white, or was
once. It bore the faded stains of many visits to many taverns, pale
browns and tans in untidy splashes, and his collar was opened two
buttons deep, exposing a rich carpet of snowy curls to match those
sprouting from the old man’s chin.

Then there was the
sword-sheath, fixed to the man’s back by means of straps on each
shoulder. It was made of hard cracked leather, with small iron
studs around the mouth and a simple design stitched in goldenrod
down its length, and it was caked in mud and red-orange clay near
the very tip, where the sword-point would slide home. The sheath
was for a greatsword of fantastic size, yet there was no sword
inside, only the long leather finger dangling down, tapping against
the back of the old man’s stool.

“This’ll cost you, you understand,” the old soldier said at last.
“Every storyteller has his price. Mine’s drink.” He raised his arm
again, this time nearly emptying the mug. The old man gestured
meaningfully with the fist holding the mug-handle, and the swill in
the very bottom sloshed. “I’ll talk all you like, but if this ever
hits empty, that’s all you get, and no more. That’s my price, and
that’s my deal.” Another swig, down to the very dregs this time.
“Are we clear, then, on the terms?”

The youth nodded.
“Yes…yes, of course!” He waved, a little too eagerly, to the
returning barmaid, who filled the old soldier’s mug with a sly,
knowing smile.

“Ah….
And then, one final thing before we begin,” said the soldier.
“Something you must absolutely understand. Diamanda saved us. Clear everything else you’ve heard about her life
from your mind…guesses, rumors, lies, all of it. Do you understand,
my young friend?”

For a moment the
student did not answer. The old soldier had turned and leaned
forward slightly, and the half of his face that had been concealed
by shadow was suddenly bathed in candlelight. A peculiar,
triangle-shaped scar crossed the old man’s right eye. The scar
caused the eyelid to droop at one corner, and the eyeball itself
was pale and dim, colored like wet oatmeal. The skin beneath was
puckered and split, and in the light the student swore he saw the
smooth cheek muscles sliding over one another deep inside the
gash.

“I
understand…,” he replied at last, uncertainly. “Or, I’ll try to.
Please….” And he picked up his notebook once more and opened to a
fresh page.

The old soldier
smiled. It was not a nice smile. “Good. Then we can
begin….”

And as the young
couple in the booth called for another round, the old man crossed
his long legs beneath his stool and said, “After four days’ hard
march, we got the order to make camp at the base of a ridge, and
soon a small village of blue tents cropped up in the grand deep
shadow of the Byanee Mountains, plus larger red tents for the
brass, and a single long white shelter where the medical officers
kept their company. Soldiers reclined on rocks or squatted in the
dust, their shields stuck in the orange clay. Our few wounded lay
in cots arranged in the shadow of the infirmary, and the doctors
passed freely among them, administering their craft. Those were the
early days of the war, and there were so few injuries after those
first few little skirmishes that our regiment healers had to sit on
their hands most of the time. You could see the eager glow in the
sawbones’ cheeks as they flitted about, applying a white bandage or
a cooling wrap or a flash of healing-magicks to some fevered
brow.

“Oh,
those early days, those early, lopsided victories. We slaughtered
Rollog in their numbers, then. Many of us had been farmers before
the draft, and of course there were the usual jokes about
harvesting wheat or pulling weeds. We joked that day, there in the
shade. We were young men, and strong. We were not afraid. We did
not think we could die.

“And
yet there was still an air of apprehension throughout the camp that
day. Our regiment—the 115th,
under Captain Elijah Krallie—had been summoned to this ridge to
join up with Captain Yosef’s regiment, and from there we were
headed for a new front in the war which had just opened up.
Straight to the front lines, deep in Rollog territory for the very
first time. This alone did not worry us. Like I told you, none of
us were really afraid of death. But the news of Captain Yosef’s
arrival that afternoon thrilled us in another way. We had heard
stories—only rumors, really—of a soldier in the
118th
regiment who had broken seven
steel greatswords in the fighting going on defending some of the
southern villages, such was the power of her swings. And we had
heard also that this soldier would be joining our combined
regiment, and would play a large role in the new offensive. There
were even dark rumors of a power shakeup…that this newcomer, she
might actually take command from either Krallie or
Yosef.

“She! We were
incredulous…that a woman, even one of our much-loved and
much-feared wives or girlfriends, could ever be so strong. But we
were apprehensive still, even a little giddy, as Krallie and Yosef
strode through camp, their heads together, deep in council with one
another. You see, we wanted it to be true, just like a child on the
cusp of real understanding still clings tight to fading belief in
their old reliable bogeymen. Or like a man watching a great storm
roll onto the beach might privately wish it larger and larger—just
to see it grow!

“But
the rumors proved baseless for the time being, at least in part.
The following evening, the captains of the two regiments gathered
us all in the open flat space between the two camps and broke the
news. Our regiments would combine, and thereafter be called the
21st
Brigade, and the combined
force would be commanded by our Elijah Krallie, with Captain Yosef
acting as second-in-command. In addition, the two introduced a new
face to us: one Dr. Jim Maddox, who would be heading up the
infirmary from then on out.

“I will
never forget the appearance of those three men’s faces in the
torchlight that night. Captain Yosef, despite his military bearing
and considerable poise, appeared visibly annoyed at his demotion in
the new order of things, though he would not allow his displeasure
to color his baritone voice when he spoke to us. Captain Krallie,
on the other hand, was like stone. His eyes were glass, his face a
hard pale mask, and when he spoke his scratchy tenor held steady as
a carpenter’s level. His brow was completely smooth, yet it
glistened in the torchlight. I could not know then that Elijah
Krallie, for the first time in a long and distinguished military
career, was afraid to take command…afraid of the foe he would have
to face, and afraid of who he would have to lead against them. All
this I learned later, after the fact.

“I
think the face that made the deepest impression on me was that of
the new doctor, Maddox—a thin, intelligent visage with clear skin,
completely smooth and unmarked, and a sloping, slightly protruding
forehead that gave its owner the appearance of forever leaning
inquiringly forward. Dr. Maddox’s scalp, like his face, was smooth
all over, and his eyebrows were thin and sloped upwards at the
corners, flaring out like moustaches. His was a curious face, a
demanding face, and while I got to know it better in clear daylight
later, that night in the flickering glow of dozens of torches I
found his appearance quite sinister, almost villainous in its
construction.

“And
yet something in their expressions linked these three men. A kind
of resolution that appeared in the hardness of their eyes. They
were like men who had all experienced the same prescient vision,
and all come to the same understanding of what it meant, and of
what shape their combined destiny must take because of it. The
vision bound these men like an unbreakable silver thread, and that
they each felt the pull of this otherworldly bond was plain on
their faces….”

At this point the
old soldier trailed off, then fell silent altogether. He was
watching the student carefully. The youth did not immediately look
up, so intent was he on jotting down the old man’s last remark in
his neat script, but when he did he started on his barstool. “Oh…is
something the matter?”

“You’re
not drinking anything,” the old soldier said blandly.

The student raised
his eyebrows. “Oh! Well, no. It’s early for me.” It was a little
after two in the afternoon, and outside the dim tavern the sun was
high in its slow arc.

The old soldier
peered into the bottom of his mug, which was about half full.
“Maybe it is, at that,” he said. But then he cried out, “Miss! One
for my young friend, please. On me.”

A fresh mug of
mead slid down the counter, coming to rest between the student’s
hands. “Well, if you insist,” he said uncertainly. Inwardly he
grimaced; he had no great stomach for alcohol, and his friends at
Vrost teased him for it. But when the drink touched his lips, he
was pleasantly surprised by the rich flavor.

The old
soldier laughed at his expression, slapping the smooth countertop
with an open hand. “What were you expecting?” he said. “The swill
they peddle down at the Monkey’s Fist?” He winked at the barmaid,
who stared coolly back. “Esau Driscoll, her father, brews the sweetest mead in all Delthain, or my name’s
Mud. It’ll treat your sensitive stomach right, no question about
it. Now, er…. Where was I, my young friend?”

Hurriedly the
student put down his mug, which he had been drinking from eagerly,
and snatched up his pen and notebook. “The silver thread,” he said,
peering at his notes. “The three men in your camp, and the
torchlight. How they looked….”

“Right,
right, right.” The old soldier waved his hand dismissively, rolling
his eyes towards the ceiling. “I don’t know why I’m telling you all
that. It’s not exactly useful to the story you want, is it? At
least, it doesn’t concern Diamanda—not directly, at any
rate.”

“I
don’t mind,” the student replied. Five minutes ago he might have
been annoyed at the distraction, but the mead in his stomach was
already beginning to affect his senses. A cozy sort of warmth was
rising from his midsection; he felt uncommonly pleasant, and
friendly all over.

“You’ll
have to excuse me,” the old soldier said slyly. “I’ve told this
story so many times. And when a man adopts a yarn like this—when it
really rubs into his bones, the way Diamanda has worked herself
into mine—he forgets which parts are truly essential. Everything
takes on new, strange significance. But not all that glitters is
gold, eh?”

“I
don’t mind,” the student repeated, again consumed by a fear that
the old man would stop his story, and that his long journey to Bree
would have been for nothing.

The old soldier
grinned. “There’s a good answer. There’s a good lad.” He took a
long pull off his own mug, then glanced pointedly at the one
resting by the student’s elbow. “Get some of that into you,” he
advised. “You’ll need it. For what comes after.”

The student
obeyed, and barely had time to reach for his pen before the old man
said, “Captain Krallie concluded the address, and we were dismissed
to the barracks. There was no mention at all of any special recruit
joining our ranks, and very little seemed to change in our
day-to-day lives. However, the next morning, on the way to morning
mess, another private jogged up and told me a new structure had
been erected not far from the infirmary, a huge gray tent with a
ten foot rise in the center, bigger even than either of the
captains’ private quarters. This soldier—Jer Isaacs, another name
you might be familiar with—told me Captain Krallie had an armed
guard posted outside this tent, and that Dr. Jim Maddox had been
observed coming and leaving through the front flap several times
that morning. And, he added in a hushed tone, one young recruit
from our side of the Brigade had tried to sneak inside this tent,
for some unfathomable reason. He’d been caught immediately, of
course, but instead of the anticipated public flogging, the lad had
simply vanished.

“I
myself had not seen this structure, but I believed Jer Isaacs. He
was a few years younger than myself—no older, really, than you are
now—but he was a serious youth, not one for jokes or tall stories.
Before the war he’d been a student like yourself. So from him I
believed even this incredible story, even if at the time I didn’t
understand the significance of it all. We went to the mess
together. Breakfast that morning was some kind of stew, I think,
and very tasty.

“By the
time we arrived, the rest of the soldiers in our half of the
brigade had also heard about the gray tent, and about the young
private who had disappeared. But they were less precise in their
tale-telling than Jer Isaacs. Rumors were flying like dandelion
seeds. Everybody knew what lay beyond the flap of that gray tent,
and what had become of the unfortunate young recruit; but of
course, the story was different every time.

“‘I heard it’s Captain
Krallie’s new quarters. Him being promoted and all.’

“‘They’ve got a mess of
women holed up inside. Concubines, for the top brass. And maybe the
medical staff. I know a fellow, he said….’

“‘Wait, I’ve got it. It’s a
monster in there, caged. Some kind of beast of war. And when that
fool ‘zekiel ran inside, it gobbled him right up.’

“‘You’re fools, all of you.
If anything, it’s….’

“And so on. Nobody could
agree, but it was great fun fighting each other over what lay
beyond that well-guarded tent flap. We had already forgotten about
the special recruit from the other regiment…it had completely flown
our minds. That’s the effect of youth and four days’ hard
march.

“Our argument had just
reached a zenith when a new figure approached our breakfast table.
He was older than us, middle-aged, extremely broad at the shoulders
and across his chest, with a slight paunch bulging over his
beltline. He had the appearance of a man who would otherwise be
naturally fat, but whose lifestyle kept his bulk in check—but only
just. His skin was very dark, and I could not place what region he
was from. One of the southlands, I assumed, Drevoria or Faldur or
Laddon. ‘You’re all wrong,’ he announced to us. ‘I know what’s in
that gray tent. I’ve met her, and I’ve travelled with her. You will
too.’

“And just like that, this
man commanded our attention. The stranger began speaking, and as he
spoke not one of us took another bite of breakfast. Our stew went
cold in our bowls. ‘I’m not one of you,’ he began, ‘I’m one of the
old 118th regiment. My name is Noah Samas. For the past six months
we fought the Rollog all across the other side of this ridge. The
Rollog we fought weren’t like the monsters you’ve encountered so
far. They’re larger, and more numerous, and they carry weapons.
They don’t use the swarming tactics you’ve seen, like locusts or
biting ants. These were savage creatures…but they fought like
men.’

“At this a few of us began
to laugh softly. Of course the Rollog were savage creatures. They
were Rollog. We
had all heard the usual stories. Pigs that walked on two legs, big
and strong as a man, with tusks and snouts and black piggy eyes;
monsters who stormed human villages and tore women and children
limb-from-limb with their claws, who put men on spits and twirled
the skin off their screaming corpses. Who was this stranger to
lecture us on the nature of our enemy as if he were a captain or a
military strategyman, instead of a fellow private?

“But we listened. This man
had a certain way of speaking…not a commanding voice, you
understand, but very direct and honest, almost flat in affect. He
didn’t look at any of us directly, but his stare skimmed the tops
of our heads, boring into the tent wall behind us. He seemed
transfixed by what he was saying, and the feeling was
catching.

“‘Laugh all you like,’ he
said, ‘it doesn’t matter. You’ll catch on.’ He paused again,
staring over our heads. ‘There’s a woman living in that gray tent
between our camps,’ he continued. ‘She’s a soldier, a private, like
us. Her name’s Diamanda. You’ve probably heard about her already,
even if you hadn’t heard that name. She’s going to win the war for
us.’ More scoffs, which he ignored. ‘She’s strong, stronger than
maybe ten of us here put together. I’ve seen
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