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PART 1: COMMENCEMENT – THE WEST
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1: A Cry on the Wind


“Why do I have to do this?” Khoti asked the slate in front
of him as he used the heel of his palm to smear out an answer he didn’t like.


“So you can be my Second!” Von said as he slid down the
ladder from the loft where they worked their figures. “I’ll have important
things to do. Taxes’ll be your job!”


Khoti let out long sigh. His effort to erase had smudged an
earlier answer. What had he put? The numbers blurred in the flickering candlelight
of the loft as the wick sank into a pool of wax.


He startled at the soft bump of a branch against the cottage
roof then felt the brief prickle of goosebumps at what sounded like a distant
wail coiling along the valley floor, like some injured beast or maybe a tempest
wind rushing through a canyon. He cocked his head to listen but heard only the
constant whoosh of water over the cascades in the valley bottom and the snap of
an ember in the fireplace.


He should be on the road with Fa, hunting maybe, or tracking
game that sprinted across rocky mountainsides, hooves clacking against stone,
but never too swift to escape his perfectly aimed arrow. Or maybe the icy spray
of a rapids would mist him as he cast his net to snag a fish leaping forward in
search of its birthplace; he’d scoop it from the icy waters with his bare hands
and wrestle it to shore, a wriggling beast larger than anyone had seen before. Fa
would hold it up for the whole village to see and praise Khoti –


Again he thought he heard something in the wind that made
the hairs on the back of his neck crawl. Did he imagine it?


He let out another deep sigh. Number of villagers by bales
of fleece times tenths to province, subtract cleaning and transport fees and …


“Maybe someone else can be your Second,” he muttered toward
his brother’s empty mattress crowding the other half of the loft. “I’ll be
filling the barrels with game and too busy for taxes.”


He stole a glance over the loft edge to see if Von still
worked his problems. Drawn curtains hid a niche where Mam slept alone with Fa
away, as well as the other one where Grandmam snored so softly her night voice sighed
like the pines swaying in the Tasch-el Valley. The table in the middle of the
room stood empty but for Von’s now washed slate and his stack of answers
awaiting their father’s return.


Of course Von finished first, then his older brother would
climb into the loft and blow out the candle whether or not Khoti had finished. Soon
the lambing would begin with too much work to trouble with learning to Second
his brother, especially when it could be years before Von took their father’s
place. Distant rulers, who only remembered Tasch-el to collect the tax or
demand more metals from the mines, had named Tsevon of Tasch-el, like his
fathers before him, headman of the mountain region. It’s just a title Fa told
them; the man in the job had to earn the people’s respect. Khoti didn’t want to
be a Second. What did he care about sheep or mines or taxes? Fa’s sour-faced cousin
and Second, Tegi, likely got that way from figuring the village tax.


Outside, a horse whickered. Again, something hollow sounded
just beneath the wind, low and urgent, not quite right, not quite wrong. Maybe
he hadn’t heard it at all.


He dug his bare toes beneath the straw covering the floor.
He squinted at the slate as the silence in the cottage built. His eyes drifted
shut as he imagined his father in a distant hunting camp with his fellows enjoying
a laugh as they roasted fresh –


“Khoti,” Von whispered from the top of the ladder. Khoti
yanked his head up. “C’mon sluggard, move your bony butt,” Von jabbed Khoti’s
backside with a stick from the wood box. “Something’s stirring up the horses
and it looks like one’s loose in the paddock.”


“Are you afraid of the night without me to protect you?” The
candle fizzled out.


Von tapped the tattoo at the base of his neck. The three
parallel black slashes marked him a man of Tasch-el. Khoti would have no voice
among men for several more months.


“Come child,” Von gave him another playful jab with the
stick then slid down the ladder with a barely audible thump.


Khoti had no excuse to complain. The village stables were
their responsibility. A tawnkat or some other wild beast among the horses could
cause devastating harm in minutes.


A piece of bark flew up into the loft in a perfect arc that
landed on Khoti’s head. Khoti peered over the edge to find Von’s broad grin
beneath a mop of unruly hair. Von stabbed the stick upward like a pitchfork
aimed for a mound of hay.


In bare feet and night shirt, Khoti slid down the ladder. If
they hurried, his bed would remain warm. He quickly pulled on lambskin boots and
followed Von, bare-legged, into the cold of a mid-spring night. He cursed the
wail of wind that raised a cold shiver as it fell from the snowy peaks above.
Von disappeared through the dark hole of the stable’s side door, Khoti stumbling
into him.


With his eyes still adjusting to the dark, Khoti at first
could only hear the chorus of stomps, snorts and whickers of restive horses and
mark the scents of oiled leather and manure reaching him like a warm breath in
his face. Then he noticed the paddock door askew. The plank used to bar it had snapped
in two. The door banged a little further open with each gust of wind. Beyond, a
pony trotted around the paddock, trailing a broken lead.


Von stood out in silhouette for a moment as he lit a lantern
and began checking the line of stalls.


“I see nothing to fear, Von. Still need me to hold your
hand?” He peeked over a couple of stall doors to ensure no wild animals had
crept in. “I hear my warm bed calling and I still need to finish my figures.”


Von turned to grin at him. “What a wee cub you are! Can’t handle
a bit of cold. Here –” he pushed the lantern into Khoti’s hands. “All better
now, boy?”


“Who needed his little brother to protect him? Just wait
until I’ve my marks and we’ll see who’s a cub!”


Von laughed at that as he pulled a second lantern down from
a hook to light it from the first. “Men earn their marks. They don’t just give
‘em to you. And you’ll always be Second to me.”


“You’re the one that has to show up for all the rites and
keep the peace. I’ll be taking my ease hunting and fishing.”


Von laughed, gesturing toward the paddock and the loose pony
as he headed for the ladder into the hay mow.


As Khoti hung his lantern from a peg he heard it: a rumble
at first, like a rockslide on the mountainside breaking free in the thaw. Hooves
pounded frozen ground, growing louder. He turned toward the closed stable doors
that opened out onto the village green and main road beside it, wondering if
the Duke of Lharan’s Guard raced to some tragedy at one of the mines.


An undulating shriek, like wind furies in the peaks ripped
at the night raising the hair on Khoti’s neck and renewing the stomps and snorts of
the horses in their stalls.


“Khoti!” Von shouted from above. “The bell! Raise the
alarm!”


Khoti ran for the stable doors onto the green and yanked one
open so he could dash to the well where the bell hung. He heard shouts coming
from the northeast road toward Sefresal, and saw the bob of lamps as villagers
emerged from the cottages fronting the narrow green that ran along the swift
creek in the valley floor. A hound bayed and someone screamed. His eyes still
blinded by the lantern, he thought he made out the shape of horsemen, cloaks
flying out behind them as they raced down the road against the wind, their
faces hidden in the shadow of hoods or masks.


Suddenly a torch fell in the stable doorway, quickly
igniting a pile of straw near the door. For an instant, Khoti froze, too
stunned to move as shadowy figures pounded through the village. He stepped back
to look up the ladder into the mow.


“Von! Fire!” Khoti shouted, not sure if his brother could
even hear him over the growing din in the village. Turning back he found the
fire already growing out of control. He tried to kick at the edges and grabbed
a nearby bucket but the few inches of half frozen water had no effect. “Von!”


Horses neighed as smoke gathered in the low stable rafters.
Think! He needed to reach the green and ring the bell. The flames grew so
quickly they already blocked the path to the doorway.


He backed away, his limbs trembling. “Von!” He heard no
reply but a crash of wood splintering somewhere, like a cottage door burst
open, followed by a shriek.


He dashed back through the barn, pulling up the bars from as
many stall doors as he could as he headed for the paddock. Several horses,
freed, slammed him against the planks as they fled by. He reached the paddock,
slipping in the thin layer of frozen mud over the thawing ground and fell to
his knees. The village alarm bell tolled out twice then fell silent with a
metallic clang.


Smoke poured out of the lower barn windows now and fire snapped
at the planks. He fought down the desire to cough, which might reveal him, as
his panting breath drew in cold and smoke. His heart pounded in his ears as he
struggled to his feet. Horses that hadn’t fled the stable squealed in terror. The
handful that had escaped had quickly leaped over the paddock rails, leaving
behind the smaller pony that frantically trotted along the far side of the
paddock trailing her broken lead.


He should have freed all the horses. He should have gone for
the bell instead of hesitating. Von knew they needed to raise the alarm – Von!


He heard a clatter of pots somewhere falling from a hearth
pole and the din of wood smashing and people shouting. He could just make out
that the door to his own cottage hung askew. If he could just get to his knife
and bow–


Suddenly a dark figure filled the doorway of his cottage,
hood thrown back to reveal a helmeted head and a face concealed by a mask
shaped like the skull of some fanged beast. The man yanked hard and pulled his
mother from the cottage barefoot and in her nightdress. She grasped at the door
frame a moment as another shadowy figure lobbed a torch within.


He couldn’t breathe. Mam screamed his name, Von’s and for
Grandmam. Her captor pulled her toward the road by her dark braids as she
kicked and clawed him. Khoti wanted to run to her, his entire body tensed to
move but stayed. What could he do? He could only watch as the marauders
gathered the village’s women and children on the green around the stone wall
encircling the well. The bell swayed there, silent. The village burned, roofs
crashing inward, flames roaring, horses screaming, hooves beating against plank
walls, the shouts of neighbors and cries of children –


A cloaked figure swung a club at the tanner, splitting his
head open. The man crumpled to the ground in front of his cottage.


Khoti backed into the shadows where the forest leaned over
the paddock. Finding his wits, he looked around franticly for a club, a stone,
something he could wield. He couldn’t take his eyes off his mother, where she
now comforted a neighbor, lit by the glow of fire. Another marauder dragged a
young man, a friend of Von’s, from the side of his life mate who clutched their
newborn and thrust a sword into the man’s chest. Khoti stuffed his muddy fist
into his mouth and bit down, concentrating on his need to remain silent and
keep his wits. The marauders continued to race through the village, running
down those trying to escape into the wild and towing women and children to the
green where they were bound together in a line to march into the dark night,
mothers grasping small children to their chests to hide them from the horror,
other youngsters clinging to their mothers’ nightdresses. He watched his
mother, back straight and hands bound before her, as marauders led her out of
sight.


“Think,” he whispered to himself. He couldn’t just foolishly race
into a sword. He couldn’t do anything alone.


At the sound of splintering boards Khoti looked up to see
the silhouette of his brother framed in an opening pried in the wall of the hay
mow as he tried to kick his way free. About to shout, to race to Von’s aid,
Khoti stumbled to a stop and dropped to the ground as two marauders, swords
glinting orange in the firelight, rounded the side of the barn.


“Khoti! Help –” Von’s voice cracked as arrows drove him back
into the flames.


Von! Khoti choked on his breath, lying still in the muddy
paddock, feeling nothing, feeling frozen. Help. He needed help. What could he
do?


Rising to all fours as the marauders moved on, he scooted
backward into the shadows. Gaze locked on the burning mow, he stumbled into the
shaggy gray-black sides of the pony. He swiftly took up her lead and towed the
skittish mare deeper into the dark. Von didn’t reappear. The village grew
eerily quiet except for the suck of flames. No scream of horses or crying
children. He needed to think. He needed help to go after what remained of his
world. He needed to reach Sefresal and the Lharan Guard. They were hours away
on a fast horse.


He couldn’t think about it. He gripped the lead on the pony
as he carefully dropped two paddock rails. His breath ripped the air. He could
barely move his trembling limbs, certain his heartbeat would give him away. He
led the pony over the rails then leaped onto her bare back. The cold wind stung
tears from his eyes and pulled his breath in sobs as he urged her quietly along
the forest edge until well beyond the smoldering village, then raced east as
fast as she could carry him.






2: In the Ashes of Tasch-el


A day’s ride southwest of home Tsevon of Tasch-el tended a
small fire beside the Staph-el road. He hummed a bit to himself, an old ditty
his mother used to sing to him as a child when summer storms sent cracks of
thunder echoing down the valley. Now, the tune fought against the odd silence
of a crisp spring evening. The Lharan Mountains, which ran like a wall down the
western boundary of Shande, usually hummed with the pips of night birds and the
early frogs emerging from the ponds of snowmelt alongside the road. Silence
felt unusual and heavy, gathering despite the sigh of wind among the rocks and
stirring the tree tops in the valley. A dark and moonless night huddled around
the edges of the hollow where he’d lit his fire.


He took a steaming bite from the loin of the mountbuck he’d
shot, then skewered another chunk of venison and set it just above the flames.
He crowded the fire a little, his sheepskin blanket and fur-lined boots and
heavy winter gear felt too thin against the cold wind falling from the snowpack
above. After a winter in the mines, working ten away for every four home, he
should savor the wild air he drew with each breath. Soon the blossom moon would
herald the return of all the miners for the lambing and the labors of summer,
and he’d have all the little disputes that wore a headman’s patience, plus
initiations to oversee, birth names to give, rites of passing to utter,
joinings to perform and taxes to gather. A night like this, with just his horse
Kivik and the spirits for company, should have him at his ease.


But he wasn’t. And it made no sense. He moved on to hum a
greening song as he scanned the pine-fringed valley below where the road
plunged deep into darkness at the mountains’ feet. Outside of his hollow, a few
twisted trees fought for a foothold, but much of the road from Tasch-el south
to the Staph-el Falls on the wild Ymmenay River ran through the barren passes
and narrow stream gorges just above the tree line.


He plucked the hot chunk of roasted venison and juggled it
between his hands for a few moments before it was cool enough to stuff into his
mouth. Then he turned back to his work of quartering, boning and salting the
mountbuck and packing it and the hide into the saddle bags hanging from Kivik’s
back. The mare stomped, shifted and snorted a little before nudging him with a
little nervous murmur. He studied her a moment. She seemed as out of sorts this
night as him.


The wind swirled a moment, then slapped back at him from the
north. It carried a hint of smoke. He glanced at his fire, which cast its
sparks south along the stony ground, away from him. He swung around and stared
into the dark northern reaches. He thought he detected a faint glow reaching
skyward toward Tasch-el.


He quickly rummaged in the medicine pouch hanging at his
side for his tapping stones. Finding the palm-sized rocks – worn and smooth
with years of use – he swiftly rapped the stones together, sending a message
that snapped like rocks cooling with the night, rhythmic and sharp, so loud
that it could bound off mountain sides and carry into valleys. The stones could
always find the ear of some mountain folk. He listened intently for a reply.
None came.


He tapped again and still nothing, not even from Staph-el or
Lhata to the south. In a quiet night with only a weak wind the sound should
carry. He glanced at the Spirit’s Guardian striding above him in the night sky.
Did all sleep?


Northward the light continued to grow against the sky.
Amhese, Von, Khoti. Did his little family watch helplessly as the village
storehouses rose in smoke?


Did he hear a tap? He listened again, straining his ears
against the silence for a distant rap of stone. Only the wind in the pines and
the snap of the cook fire returned, mere whispers. Did a forest fire rage,
surrounding his village and leaving them nowhere to go? Likely some fool would
try to form a bucket brigade from the stream and well, elders haggling over who
should lead in this moment, instead of guiding the people to safety first.


Amhese would end the bickering, he assured himself, as he
loaded the last of the venison into his packs. As strong as her lifemate and
almost as stubborn, Amhese would force the people to hear reason. They’d flee
with only their needs, and lead the livestock to the open ground above the tree
line. Someone would ride to Sefresal and call upon the Duke of Lharan’s Guard
for help. That’s how it would be. Amhese would know what to do. Even the dream
reader saw wisdom in Amhese’s night visions. The old woman had nodded sagely
and proclaimed Tsevon’s Staphian bride a wise woman. She had shown her wisdom,
knowing just what to do when the wolvers threatened the livestock that hard
winter when Von first walked, and again in the year when Tsevon couldn’t heal
the death in his father and a blizzard closed the valley.


He swiftly gathered up his gear and repacked it on the mare.
Some stubborn fool likely would panic and not listen. Tsevon didn’t have enough
medicine in his blood to treat more than one or two injured if foolishness led
them astray. He kicked out his fire and emptied his bladder on the last embers.
Then he slung his bow at his back and stuffed the last bit of venison in his
mouth. He chewed furiously as he swung into the saddle and goaded Kivik to
gallop north on the Staph-el road toward the ever-growing glow.


The road – really only a marked path cleared of debris and
just wide enough for wagons from the mines – at last dipped below the tree line
and ran beneath the arches of massive pines with wind-tossed tops. Rushing
streams in rocky courses bearing snowmelt toward the plains, the clatter of Kivik’s
hooves on stone, the wind – none of it could compete with the roar of blood in
his ears.


He reined in among the deep shadows beneath the boughs,
breath rapid as Kivik snorted and blew, steam rising from her shaggy black
sides. He walked her through the darkness, occasionally tapping his stones,
with no reply.


“Easy, Kivik,” he told the horse in an impatient whisper,
willing her to regain her wind. “Needs be, we’ll be going yet into dawn.” He
buried one hand in the wavy mat of her winter hair to the gritty heat of her
sweat. When the mare had cooled, he mounted and goaded her on. Each time he’d
rest her beneath some dark forest arbor, let her take only a little water from
the roadside stream, and each time they continued on they’d emerge above the
tree line to find the glow brighter, nearer. Tasch-el burned. He knew it now.


When at last Tsevon rode down into the Tasch-el Valley, the
glow abated as morning neared. Trees closed about him, a smoky, acrid fog
clinging about their trunks. The odor grasped at him, of char, and worse.


The tightness in his throat made it hard to breathe and the
smoke brought a thirst he couldn’t quench with the water in his skins. He came
upon a few outlying cottages. They smoldered, roofs fallen in and doors gaping.
Here and there in the road lay bits and pieces of villagers’ belongings: a
shoe, a cloak, a ribbon.


Amhese, Von, Khoti.


Gone. Everything. More than sixty cottages had surrounded
the green and the cascade that flowed through it, and more straggled out along
the Staph-el Road to the southwest, or the Tasch-el road to the northeast.
Nothing remained. The fires died away in the dim dawn, an eerie silence falling
as Tsevon emerged from the shadows clutching the forest’s edge. He left Kivik
on the outskirts of the village, the mare already tossing her head and stomping
at the mordant odors.


He tried to find rational answers. Amhese must have led the
people to safety above the tree line, where they waited for the fires to abate
before rescuing what they could from the ash that now slithered into pools of
snowmelt. Or maybe she had simply marched them straight away toward Sefresal in
search of the duke’s aid, knowing elders and infant would need shelter and food.
Amhese, wiser than he, would accept the charity of a lowland duke that a
stubborn man like Tsevon would refuse. She would tell her people to hold their
heads high despite the disparaging remarks of lowlanders staring at them with
awe and pity and assuming them ignorant fools for living so deep in the wild.


But the forest around the village remained green. Inviting.
Unburned. Only the homes –


He shivered in a snowpack wind that for a moment brought the
comforting scent of pine, before the stench of burned flesh overwhelmed his
senses again. He hurried past the collapsed walls of the stable, then stopped
and stared, his heart thrumming harder in his chest. Those tannin-stained hands
had to belong to the old leather-worker. He lay face down in the mud, no sign
of burns on him. Tsevon scanned the green. Here and there bodies lay at
grotesque angles, some clutching the ground with frozen fingers. Others
sprawled as if they fell while running.


An arrow made of some dark pitch-stained wood protruded from
the back of one man, fletched with two black feathers to one fiery orange. Who
would do this? Why?


He clenched his fists at his sides, trying to control the
rage that made his limbs tremble and his breaths pull from him in gasps. His
cottage had burned to a shell. Where were his sons, Amhese, her mam?


He forced himself to stop and listen to the pop and hiss of
the dying fires and the wind in the trees. He heard no voices of the living.
The fires had burned for at least eight hours now. Even if he hadn’t rested
Kivik, he couldn’t have arrived in time.


He followed the Tasch-el Road to the edge of the village.
One horse had reached the road beyond the last of the houses and made for
Sefresal at a run. All other sign led into Tasch-el, that of more than two dozen
horses. Though shod, like the mounts of the Lharan Guard, these horseshoes were
heavier and wider than anything the Guard’s blacksmiths forged. The Guard
couldn’t have come so soon. His people hadn’t taken the road to Sefresal. And
they hadn’t taken the road to Staph-el.


He needed to find the survivors. But the dead needed their
rites to free them to join the spirits. He couldn’t fail in this last of his
duties to them. He swiftly searched the village, finding small clues here and
there in a wound, an arrow, in belongings cast aside. They had even toppled the
spirit pole in the gods’ garden in the common and hacked it to pieces.


He dragged the bodies of seventeen men and three older women
behind the burned out shell of the stables where the forest came closest to the
village edge. He stared at each face, remembering a laugh or a smile, the skill
of their craft as baker or harness maker, or some strange quirk of habit. The
tanner used to yell at Tsevon’s boys for playing outside his window, though quick
to offer a fine knife sheath to Von when Tsevon marked Von’s neck to name him a
man. The women had gathered each morning by the well, their gossip like bird
chatter, pausing now and then to scold a child or tease a young man for his
interest in some woman pretending to ignore him. The elder of the three always
held Tsevon’s hand when he visited, chattering away about events of the far
past as pat, pat, pat, she punctuated her tales on his hand.


He wanted to keen, to mourn them as he should, to provide
for each a wooden platform in a quiet glade, padded with hides to comfort their
journey, sealed with soil, raised high above the snuffling of mice and
wriggling of worms and planted with flower seed gathered by their kin. He could
only assemble a single crude platform of charred planks – some still steaming
hot so that they blistered his hands – and branches he cut from the trees and
pine boughs. He couldn’t spare the time to remove the dead from a place where
people lived. The platform he erected behind the stable stated he would never
return. No one would. One didn’t live among the platforms of the dead.


Amhese, Von, Khoti, her mam? Where were they?


He stared at the smoldering ruins of his cottage as he bound
the platform together with green bark, ripping each strip with a knife as sharp
as his rage. He hefted each body up to the low platform as the morning crept
by. His gaze kept returning to his cottage. Every person he had ever loved had
crossed that threshold. He had brought Amhese and her mam here to share his
hearth from their people in Staph-el. His fa had helped him lay the cottage’s
supports. His own mam had provided the first hearthstone. His sons were born
here. Every villager had come here, for rites or medicine or to talk the small
chatter of their lives.


At last he ducked beneath the fallen timbers, only to trip
over something soft, yet solid. He gagged then stumbled out into the muddy
street staring down at his blackened hands as the world spun around him and
threatened to bring his stomach into his throat. Did Amhese wander somewhere,
grieving, knowing her mam’s fate? Who burned old women in their beds? He forced
himself to return and bear the body to join the others atop the platform.


Hours had passed. He needed to find his people. He couldn’t
search each cottage, nor rummage through the ruins of the stable and
storehouses. More might remain, not freed to join the spirits, forever chained
to the moment of death. He wanted to bellow into the trees, to the peaks of the
mountains to free the knot of grief in his throat. But already a day had
passed. He needed to find the survivors and ensure their safety. Facing the
platform, he spread his arms wide, freeing his village, calling the spirits
with one clear note from his throat. Then he tossed a handful of soil on the
platform.


He drew his knife again, jabbed it into the platform’s
support and made his mark: claw-shaped gouges like the tawnkat he revered as a
kindred spirit. He traced the mark with his fingers, drawing on the ferocity
and cunning of that predator to harden his resolve.


Again, he slowly circled the village, knowing he couldn’t
miss the path of horsed marauders and dozens of villagers. Soon he saw the
clear trail, heading northwest straight up the mountain’s side. He ran back to
Kivik, swiftly mounted and galloped back through the village. At the trailhead,
he paused to mark a tree, before he sped up the trail without looking back.






3: The Lharan Guard


A cold spring night had crept into the Duke of Lharan’s
hall, which, though sheltered within the city walls of Sefresal in the
foothills of the Lharan Mountains, felt as cold as if open to the winds on some
snow-covered peak. A servant scrambled to stoke the fire higher as Duke
Eithurdon glanced at scribbled notes his younger brother Steadon had left him.


A server refreshed the mug of Eithurdon’s guest, a Minarian
envoy and long-time friend and occasional hunting companion. But the man worked
on his third beer, and doing business over his morning meal put the duke in a
sour mood. His bread had gone cool and the butter wouldn’t spread properly and
Steadon usually handled discussions of labor and production. But he’d sent Steadon
to a provincial meeting, which he now regretted.


“Look, Ozer,” Eithurdon said with a sigh, setting aside
Steadon’s notes as his guest quaffed his beer. “We negotiated a five-year
production and compensation plan less than two years ago. And you want changes
already? We certainly cannot meet compensation, or even consider an increase,
if your laborers fail to produce the raw materials. Deliveries are down forty
percent over last year.”


“It is really out of my hands,” Ozer said around a piece of apple
cake. “Labor is an issue everywhere. We had this conversation with Shiad and
Arenh recently.” At Eithurdon’s raised eyebrows Ozer took a deep drink then
shrugged. “An element among the Hogde demand change and this kind of change
elevated Mol Azezial. He needs to show himself worthy of the support.”


“The Hogde? They already oppose your king? It has been,
what, a year, two, since his coronation? I thought only the Pladde worked the
mines.”


“King Mol Azezial remains popular,” Ozer returned with a
dismissive wave. “He assures the people that they are chosen for a higher
calling and we Hogde are favored by a living god, not the dead ones that
fathered the shawnsi.” Ozer paused and laughed at Eithurdon’s frown. “It has
been centuries, Eithur, the powers of the shawnsi are much muted from the
nursery tales of ancient times. We do not see you magically bringing rain to
break the Minarian drought, or recall the fish that abandoned the Tebez reefs.”
He laughed again, as if reassuring Eithurdon that he intended his comments,
though biting, in jest. “Our king tells the people that with the guidance of a living
god he will lead the Hogde to a new prosperous future as the shawnsi fade into
the dirt as their dead gods have done.”


Eithurdon’s pshaw at that claim hung for a moment, Ozer
smiling a little as he glanced at him sidelong.


“I merely relate the politic. Some of his advisors accuse
Shande of flooding markets with fish and wine, making it even harder for our
producers when they are still smarting over your king’s claim that we produce
inferior fish oil. The rains have yet to come, so who knows how long before
they see through all these promises.”


“You are not wooed by them?”


“He has big ideas. If he succeeds I will pledge my life to
him. But, well, we shall see.”


“It does not explain the decline in production.”


“It does. Hogde serve as overseers in the mines and have
resurrected that old argument about the drawing of borders. You have to admit
Shande took the best mineral resources. They want better pay and favors and
refuse to push their charges until they have them. And the Pladde are quick to
lean on their picks and pine for their lifemates while taking advantage of the
moment. As summer comes on I am certain we will see change.” He gave Eithurdon
another sidelong glance and a quick smile tugged at his lips as he toyed with
the crumbs on the platter between them. His knife scraped them into a pile,
where a small dab of butter adhered them. “But, yes, I shall send word that the
Duke of Lharan frets at how few wagons of ore arrived at the smithies when the
roads opened.”


“It affects your share, Ozer. I would think Minaria would
see that it serves us both to see more production –”


“Does it?” Ozer let the knife drop on the platter, a little
too loudly. “Of course, of course.” He drank the last of the beer and gestured
toward the servant for more. “Our … ten percent is it? And the meager wages and
rations our laborers send home. How could we ever survive without the largesse
of Shande and her magnanimous shawnsi leaders?”


“Ozer. Your tone –”


“It is not as if the Shandean laborers stay through the
summer.”


“That, too, was a negotiation and no easy contract. The
Independent Lharan Tribes insisted on a labor schedule that allows them home
for lambing and –”


“So you will of course have lamb on your board while Minaria
is paid in … Shandean grain, wine? It is quite a benevolent trade system, for
you. Perhaps we should have been as intransigent as the Independent Lharan Tribes.”


“Look, I did not create these treaties. I am obligated only
to uphold them. We negotiated with Otayr, Arenh, Shiad, even Shikora, fairly,
just as –”


“The last fully executed agreement with us was before King
Ebon took the throne. What, thirty years ago? Things change, Eithur. You and I are
friends and I respect Steadon. We have worked well together. But things change
and it is time Shande does not look at Minaria like a poor laborer to whom you
offer alms.”


“Is this a threat? Are they planning to walk off?”


Ozer suddenly laughed, one hand waving away the comment as
Eithurdon joined him a little more cautiously.


“Your brewer makes a strong beer,” Ozer said at last. “I’ll
convey your concerns.”


The doors of the hall suddenly banged open, striking against
fieldstone walls to send an echo through the chamber. A door warden leaped
forward with a bared sword to block a figure that rushed through the opening,
trailed by a squire who cursed and limped as he rubbed a bruised shin. Eithurdon
and Ozer rose from the table as the cold morning wind swept in and ripped at
the candles in the hall. The newcomer lost his footing and stumbled as he
entered, the door warden catching him by an arm.


“It’s just a boy,” the warden called out.


“Tasch-el!” The youth gasped as the warden steadied him.


Through the open door, Eithurdon could see beyond to the
courtyard where a shaggy pony stood, head down, bare sides lathered and only a
lead rope trailing in the dusty yard. Its shed coat clung to the insides of the
youth’s bare, scratched legs. The youth wore only a nightshirt and boots
against the cold.


“Mine collapse?” Eithurdon asked as he signaled for a
servant to fetch a heavy cloak. The warden wrapped it around the Taschian’s
shoulders, gripping the youth with his arms to help him put down a violent
shiver as the youth shook his head, teeth chattering, his skin and cheeks
bright red.


“They … they burned it. Everyone, they killed them … and
took them away.”


Eithurdon lay a hand on a scratched arm and felt the deep
cold of mountain night. He nodded at the limping squire. “Send for Kefta.” He
glanced at Ozer, who sat back down at the table with his beer, his face
puckered up in thought.


“Who burned it? What happened?”


“I don’t know. We were in the stables. They rode in on the
wind. Von … They burned … They killed people. Drug my mam out. Von tried to get
out but they shot him and –” The youth paused. He’d been staring at his feet,
shaking his head, the words tumbling out with each breath. But suddenly he
looked up at Eithurdon with a disquieting stare. “I grabbed a pony and rode for
help.” His tone had gone flat. “They gathered them all on the green. Killed the
men. They burned everything and took everyone else away.”


“Outlaws? Did you mark their affiliation? How many were
there?”


“They wore masks and hoods. More than I could count.”


“Lhatan, maybe?” Ozer asked, from the table. “Thieves? Were
they not part of the troubles when you negotiated that generous work agreement
with the Lharan tribes?”


Eithurdon raised an eyebrow at Ozer’s tone.


“They weren’t Lhatan.” The youth’s tone had gone icy. “These
weren’t mountain folk. Lharan tribes are brothers, not enemies.”


Ozer shrugged his doubt. “Outlaws then. Did Shikora ever
hunt down all of its bonded who escaped during their war with Arenh?”


Eithurdon stared at the boy, wishing he could see through
his eyes what had truly happened. Clearly, whatever had happened had terrified
him. It was rare that a Lharan tribe member would ask for anything from
Sefresal, especially a Taschian.


His captain of the Lharan Guard hurried up the steps.
“Kefta, I need twenty Guardsmen ready to ride with me to Tasch-el,” Eithurdon
said, then turned and ordered his servants to ready his horse and fetch his
gear. “Send for my daughter. With Steadon away, she will need to manage the
household alone. Get this boy some food and clothes. He can wait here for my
return.”


The youth was shaking his head and pulled free of the
warden. He squared his shoulders, somehow appearing more composed despite
standing before the duke in a nightshirt.


“I’m coming with you,” he said. “My fa will have gotten
there by now. I need to find him, and my mam. I can show you the way –”


“I know where Tasch-el is.” Eithurdon said, dismissing the
boy with a wave as he donned the gear offered by his chamberlain, including a
finely woven buff and pewter cloak, heavy sword and a dagger sheath strapped to
his boot. Ozer sat back with – was that his fourth beer? – seeming to enjoy too
much the excitement of the morning, despite the gravity of an apparent tragedy.


The boy hadn’t taken the dismissal. “I’m Tsevon’s second …
son,” he said. “He’ll have gone after them. You don’t know the mountains as I
do. I can guide you and read Fa’s marks.”


“And why did you come to us if you thought we could not find
our way? Where do you think they went?” He didn’t expect a useful answer and
was tiring of bantering with some backward shepherd’s get. “You wanted a Guard
response. Do you now recant your tale? You nearly kill a beast with your race
to get here and now you only delay us?”


“Let me join you. You’ll need my guidance,” Tsevon’s son
insisted.


As outside the Guard gathered in the yard Eithurdon could
feel the youth’s rigid, impatient gaze on him as the boy quickly put away a
warm cider and hunk of bread from Eithurdon’s table.


“I am no stranger to these mountains,” Eithurdon said as
evenly as he could, despite his rising irritation.


“Oh, Eithur, let the boy play Guardsman. It could be
amusing,” Ozer offered.


“You don’t even know who you’re to look for and once you’re
above the tree line you’ll need a tracker. I know my Fa. He’ll be hard on the
trail and he’ll leave sign only a Lharan can follow.”


“I am the Duke of Lharan,” Eithurdon returned more coldly
than he intended, eliciting a chuckle from Ozer.


The Guardsmen assembling at the monument to Terremar in the
yard appeared fierce and any fool would parlay on seeing them. But every one of
them hailed from the lowlands. During all their disputes with the Lharan tribes
it had never come to killing; it had only taken the show of force to break the
impasse. Now and then they had to deal with escaped foreign bondsmen, even
Minarian Pladde trying to break their contracts who turned outlaw to survive. If
outlaws had taken to marauding, then the might of the Lharan Guard would make
things right. He would serve justice, free captives, gain restitution and end
this foolishness. And in doing so, maybe he’d earn enough gratitude from Tsevon
of Tasch-el to at least gain some of the cooperation and respect owed a lord of
the region when the tax came due.


Easily Tsevon’s son mirrored his father, with tawny hair and
the hint of fire burning behind green eyes, like those of a cat gathering the
small light of darkness. Perhaps such a brash young man might one day be an
asset if encouraged. He might even earn a place as an attendant to a Guardsman.
He might just be the tool Eithur needed to build a bond with the tribes and
soften Tsevon.


“Get him a mount,” Eithurdon ordered as an aide returned
with breeches, a woolen tunic and cloak for the youth. The aide ran off again
as Ozer openly guffawed with what Eithurdon thought surely was a little too
much pleasure at his discomfiture. “I expect obedience. Absolute. You will not
get in the way.”


He threw a glance at Ozer, then brushed the youth aside and
strode for the door. He caught the glint in the Taschian’s gaze and felt an odd
sense of apprehension race up his spine as the boy turned to follow, as if stalked
by a predator. 
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Despite their haste, it was well into the afternoon before
they reached Tasch-el. Khoti Tsevon’s son demonstrated none of the weariness
evident in the dark smudges beneath his eyes. He sat stiffly in the high-backed
buff and pewter cloth saddle. The heavy gray cloak he wore blew back to reveal
a Guard dagger tucked in his belt, one he evidently knew how to use.


Eithurdon’s eyebrows hooked up when he saw the platform at
forest’s edge. Khoti reined in at the sight of it, going no closer than the
shaggy and trampled green around the well. The village’s silence muted even the
wind in the pines.


“My fa’s work,” Khoti said.


“It could have been anyone,” Eithurdon said.


“If you know Tsevon, as you say, you’d recognize his mark.
No one else would use it.”


Kefta nudged Geleg, and soon all the Guardsmen stared at the
youth, who remained oblivious to the impropriety of his behavior. Eithurdon
smiled and shook his head at Kefta, who then laughed aloud, his face almost as
red as his beard. The remaining Guardsmen chuckled in the boy’s direction. The
youth echoed Tsevon from his looks to the way he displayed absolutely no
respect for the duke, lord of the region and nephew of the King of Shande. Not
even the deference owed an elder.


“Typical of the Independent Tribes,” the duke told Kefta in
a voice he didn’t think would carry.


“And like his fa,” Kefta agreed. “That man’s as stubborn and
hard to move as a mountain.”


Khoti glared at the chuckling Guardsmen, who shifted under
his gaze and fell silent in a little knot behind the duke. Some studied the
platform, but most watched Khoti as if they examined some new device they
hadn’t quite figured out.


“I do recognize his mark,” Eithurdon admitted. Called to his
attention, he clearly saw the crude Vs carved at the base of the platform.


“They went northwest,” Khoti said. He gestured toward a tree
at the village edge where a fresh scar in the bark looked like a W on its side.
The Vs pointed north. “He’s got no plans of coming back here. We don’t live
among our dead like you lowlanders.”


“Your father must have educated you,” Eithurdon said,
nodding.


“Of course. Your children are taught we’re no better than
our livestock.”


“I am sure our children are taught no such thing,” Eithurdon
returned, feeling a rush of heat at the insolence. “That he educated you speaks
well of your father. However, he appears to have neglected teaching you social
graces.” He scanned the charred village, his gaze finally resting on the youth
who showed no sign of the fear, grief and loss he must feel, but had easily
picked out a mark on the west edge of the green that had eluded Eithurdon.


He gave a sharp hand signal to Kefta. “Khoti, you will ride
ahead with the scouts to watch for your father’s marks.”


The youth joined two of Eithurdon’s best, barrel-chested
Toban and slender Ytri at the head of the company. Khoti stared at them a long
moment, as if he’d long ago proven his right to ride with the Guard. Eithurdon
found something endearing in that cocky certainty. The duke grinned at Kefta,
who merely laughed on cue, his red beard quivering.


The trail they followed led straight up the mountain side.
Soon, they left the protection of the forest with its pockets of snow. The
horses scrambled over barren rock edged by early wildflowers. The trail of
almost one hundred captives and their mounted captors soon crossed trackless
stretches of bare rock or loose slopes that sent them off the trail to find
firmer footing. Khoti paused often to study the small signs left behind. At
last, as darkness fell, Khoti lingered long enough on a ridge for the rest of
the party to catch up.


“They will have to –” Kefta began, but Khoti put up his hand
with the Guard signal for silence.


The Taschian peered into the darkening mountains, his eyes
narrowing to cat-like slits, his head tilted, as if he listened to the wind.
Suddenly he dismounted to dig amongst the loose rock at his feet to find two
palm-sized stones. He struck one to the other, sending a large piece of the
rock slivering up at his face. He cursed, trying again, rapping out several
quick beats before one of the stones broke in half. He threw them to the
ground, his fists clenched as he stared into the growing darkness.


“What is it?” Kefta asked at last.


“Worthless rock,” Khoti said. “I lost my stones. Fa’s trying
to let the captives know he’s following. They don’t respond and the wind’s all
wrong. This is the worst part of the mountains for tapping –”


“Tapping?”


“You pass news with stones.” Eithurdon said, stunned. It
explained so many odd exchanges with the tribes when they seemed to already
know what others had just learned.


“How else would you send word?”


“So did you tell him we follow?”


“I tried. This stuff just crumbles.” He kicked at the stones
he had rejected. “He thinks he hears a reply but isn’t sure.” Khoti hadn’t
taken his eyes off the horizon ahead of them.


“Lord, should we find a place to camp for the night?” Toban
asked.


Khoti was shaking his head. “They’re travelling into the
night. We’ll lose them.”


“Can’t follow a trail in the dark, boy,” Ytri said.


“And if they’ve near a hundred folk, as you say, they won’t
get far ahead,” Kefta said.


“They marched ‘em out in darkness, why would they stop now?”
Khoti gestured ahead. “And if you miss signs on this broad of a trail you might
as well retire to the hearth. Besides, they show no mountain sense. They should
be keeping to the valleys and passes. They aren’t even smart enough to slow
down. They’re going to end up in a rock slide or going over a cliff.”


Eithurdon peered into the gloaming. “While we’re above the
tree line, I doubt you would miss a sign. We can rest when we find a stream and
make camp when the trail next takes us into the forest.”


Khoti nudged his mount ahead. The Guardsmen followed without
a word from their duke.


They had ridden several hours into the night before Toban
and Ytri halted, Khoti quickly dismounting. Eithurdon listened, expecting to
hear tapping in the wind. Instead, a soft sigh told him they neared the eaves
of the forest again. He caught then a smell that first resembled a pungent
wildflower of the plains then became unmistakably bitter.


“Several days old,” Toban agreed with the youth as Eithurdon
reached them. Khoti scooped up a stone and threw it into the trees, unsettling
carrion birds, which squawked, then again fell silent in the darkness. Some
scavenger scurried away in the dark, bounding across stones with a growl.


The stench made Eithurdon’s eyes water. “Animal?” he asked.


“No, Lord,” Toban said.


“We’ll need to camp nearby, upwind,” Ytri said. “The trail
goes into the forest where it’s too dark to follow.”


Khoti remained as the Guardsmen set up a camp several
hundred paces away, with a small fire sheltered by the trees. Kefta and
Eithurdon returned with a torch. The duke stifled a gasp when they illuminated
the body lying trailside. Though scavengers had worked it, they could still see
the face, darkened with a crust of blood where a triangle inside of a circle
had been branded on the cheek. A miner’s spike protruded from the man’s
forehead.


Khoti pulled aside long dark plaits to reveal a tiny
triangle tattooed on the man’s neck. “Lhatan.”


“Any other signs?” Eithurdon’s thoughts raced as Kefta shook
his head. Lhata. Had other villages suffered Tasch-el’s fate?


They struck camp before dawn. For almost two days they
pushed on from dawn until well after dusk, stopping at night now for fear
they’d miss markers as they closed on the marauders. On the second day they
came across the first Taschians. An older woman clearly had died from the
injuries sustained in the raid on the village; the other, with a shriveled leg,
Khoti identified as his aunt. The marauders had carved a bloody mark in her
forehead and slit her throat. The marauders had clearly made a short-lived camp
there. Tsevon, following, had pulled the dead closer together and made a small
mound that served as a fruitless gesture to lift them above the reach of
scavengers.


In the following days, they found more Taschians, as if the
marauders herded the villagers deep into the mountains merely to kill them. In
each case, Tsevon had paused to perform the rites of a headman and free their
spirits. Eithurdon wondered if Tsevon would perform rites for his entire
village before he caught up to the marauders.


Having hunted on the slopes above Sefresal since childhood, Eithurdon
had thought himself capable in the mountains. He was mistaken. Many times only
Khoti knew north from south as they circled into some deep valley or could mark
from a long distance where they would find a pass to avoid a dangerous part of
the trail, or a stream to replenish their skins and rest their mounts.


“Fa used his medicine here.” Khoti said on the afternoon of
the fourth day. The youth studied the blackened cinders of a campfire as
Eithurdon caught up to the scouts.


“He hasn’t lit a fire yet. Why now?” Toban asked.


“He’s with someone.” Khoti rummaged in the brush, gesturing
at beaten soil, trampled weeds and scuffed lichen.


“The marauders camped here before him.” Toban pointed out
signs that illustrated that story.


“Fa found someone hiding here and made medicine. He’d need a
fire for that. He’s just about on top of them now.” Khoti looked up at the
duke, for the first time appearing concerned. “What can he do alone?”


Eithurdon didn’t have an answer and they had little time to
ponder it. They needed to keep moving. The scarred face of a mountain loomed
just to the south as they rode on, a rough wagon-rutted path zigzagging like
dirty holiday ribbon across its sides leading up to the Tasch-el mine. The
marauders’ trail circled north, then west to avoid it. Likely miners still
labored there, unaware of what had happened to Tasch-el. At times, Khoti
stopped, putting his hand up for silence as he listened for a tap or voice on
the wind.


As dusk closed and the wind died, a voice carried back to
Eithurdon. “Ah, Khoti, if only there was a glimmer of a camp fire. We could
sweep right in,” Geleg said in a companionable tone. “And what if other raiding
parties are out here attacking other villages and we’re just heading farther
away from places where we could be defending them?”


What if, Eithurdon wondered, again, as he lost Khoti’s reply
to Geleg in the breeze. What had become of his ordered and ordinary world when
a mountain boy could teach a lord, that someone dared raise a weapon against
Shandeans under his watch and that he, the Duke of Lharan, could feel such a
disquieting sense of foreboding in all of it?


As the last rays of sunlight tinged the mountain top, Khoti
reined in and dropped to the ground to study the marks at his mount’s feet, the
horse immediately reaching out to tug at the sparse greenery emerging with the
first days of the blossom moon.


“What does it mean?” Kefta asked, as he and the duke arrived
to stare at the marks.


“The single mark west, the trail continues. Double mark
either says number in his party, or emphasizes direction, or both. I think he
found someone alive and to follow him we head for the mine.”


Kefta scratched at his beard, his brow furrowed. “But he was
almost on top of them when he left the trail.”


“He knows he needs help.” Khoti seemed to choke on the word
‘help’ and turned away from them to stare at the mountain. “There’s probably
fifty Taschian miners finishing up the winter work in the mine. He probably
thought to reach them before they headed … home. He’s marking the trail because
he hopes someone is following. All those rites he’s done. He might have used up
his medicine. There’s a couple other Taschians in the mines with medicine,
though not as good as Fa’s.”


“Medicine? You mean herbs and extracts?”


Khoti didn’t answer and pursed his lips. Eithurdon gave him
a long measuring look before he decided that maybe, finally, it all caught up
to the youth.


“I will take Khoti and my unit on the route Tsevon took,”
Eithurdon said. “They may need help. We can look for sign he came back this
way. The rest of you push on after them, faster. You may come upon them before
full darkness. Engage only if necessary! We should be at full force in the
event they are well armed.”


As they diverged, Eithurdon urged them on faster, Khoti
scanning the trail for signs, his head turning from side to side as if following
a fly’s flight through a pantry, each sighting of a sign swiftly signaled with
a Guard hand signal, and the youth already expertly guiding his mount over
treacherous terrain that the Guardsmen struggled to follow.


Khoti had already demonstrated to the duke that he belonged
in the Lharan Guard. He was just what Eithurdon needed to gain control over the
Lharan tribes: Tsevon’s own son sworn to him.






4: Night of the Cat


Amhese studied the east rim of the valley where pines
painted the sky, made into silhouettes by a waxing moon that lurked out of
sight and deepened the valley’s shadows. A crawling sensation of being watched
tickled her scalp as she methodically worked the rope binding her arms, now
rubbing the binding against a sharp rock then plucking at it with her teeth.
The skin on her wrists had rubbed away from days of walking, bound, on unstable
ground. Only mothers carrying small children went hands free, though bound
together at the waist and closely watched.


The marauders’ campfire revealed a stony stream course. Dark
water boiled through the center and the forest hung back, with logs from past
floods piled up far beyond the reach of the fire’s light. Wind sighed in the
pines, as if Tsevon whispered from the ridge above her to be patient and await
him.


Her braids had come loose and now her long hair spilled into
her lap where it hid the frayed rope at her wrists. Head bowed, she sneaked a peek
at the fire where their captors gathered. Only a few dozen in all, they bore
swords and bows, axes and knives, and wore armor beneath their black cloaks and
tunics, appearing like shadows that had broken free of the forest. She had seen
their brutality and did not doubt they would kill again, as they had killed
Tsevon’s sister when she moved too slowly and complained too loudly. They spoke
to one another in a thick dialect, muffled by the grotesque masks they wore,
both familiar and not. She couldn’t place them: no mountain-born would stumble
so foolishly into locked valleys like this one. Yet, they strutted,
intimidating and relishing it. They didn’t care that they herded children into
the cold without cloak or blanket. They tossed food at their captives as if
they fed livestock and left them bound through the night, child and adult
alike, ignoring Amhese’s appeals for mercy for the sick and young, and answered
questions with fists.


The captives knew Tsevon followed. His taps, barely heard on
the night wind, went unanswered but for an occasional covert acknowledgement.
They dragged their feet, slowing to keen over the dead, hoping Tsevon would
have time to gather help and follow.


Beside Amhese, Latra stared silently at the ground. Fearing
the worst intent of their captors, she had left her daughter Jiata hidden in a
cleft along the trail, hoping Tsevon would find her. When their captors
discovered the child missing – dead, Latra claimed – they struck the woman
until her eyes swelled shut. Clearly, they wanted the children alive, but it
didn’t matter in what condition. That worried Amhese most.


A covert glance told Amhese no marauder looked her
direction. She pulled at the rope with her teeth, breaking a few more strands,
aided by the sharp edges of a tooth chipped by a captor’s fist. Again she
plucked at the rope, thinking herself like the mice that had nibbled holes in
the grain casks in her larder, each day gnawing away a few more shavings. More
than halfway through the rope now, she wanted to be ready for what she
expected: Tsevon.


“It’s a night of the cat, Latra, I know it,” Amhese
whispered as she rubbed the frayed rope against a rock.


Latra scanned the bright rim to the east where the moon
hesitated to crest. She squinted as if she could see Tsevon’s lithe frame
silhouetted against the sky. “You’ve so much faith? Can he do anything alone?
Has he found Jiata? Ahrwesz will hate me for leaving our daughter –” When one
of their captors turned, Latra lowered her head again and fell silent.


“He will come. And he’ll show no mercy.” Amhese stared at
the backs of her captors and again plucked the cords with her teeth.


A shriek erupted from the tree shadows edging the campsite.
Amhese’s head snapped up. The call trailed away into the low whining growl of a
tawnkat. With a wrench, she yanked her arms apart, snapping the final cords
securing her wrists. Gaining her knees, she freed Latra, even as a quick
rapping of stones ordered the Taschians to cover. Amhese and Latra, joined by
others, freed the remaining prisoners to dash into the shadows.


The captors leaped up to stop the fleeing captives. At that
moment, the canyon erupted with a shrill yell that brought heat into Amhese’s
face and lifted the hairs on her arms. Captives threw themselves behind rocks
in the stream course or rolled behind logs as arrows whistled by to find
targets in the light thrown by the fire.


Some of the captors fell to the ground, not to rise again.
Amhese shrieked a warning when she glimpsed a marauder aiming a throwing knife
at Tegi, Tsevon’s Second, as the man rushed the clearing. The warning came too
late. Tegi fell with the knife in his chest. As quickly, Tsevon grappled the
marauder to the ground and slit his throat. For an instant Amhese couldn’t
move, transfixed by the blood on Tsevon’s hands, on the fallen warrior’s
throat, Tegi’s still form. Her lifemate had always been capable of this. He had
slit a man’s throat like he would a lamb’s for the midsummer feast.


She quickly recovered. He’d done what he must, as she must.
She called her people to rally to her. On her signal, women and children
collected a store of rocks, some for throwing, and some fragments as sharp as
knives. They would not be captives again.


Some twenty raiders remained. Their armor turned miners’
arrows as they confronted the sixty men Tsevon had found at the Tasch-el mine.
Even if they could penetrate that armor, their bows were now mostly useless in
the close quarters. Now they faced their better-armed opponents almost
bare-handed but for a few picks and knives.


Amhese ordered children to hide, instructed to race to her
if she called for them. A word held most silent, the elder youths keeping the
younger quiet, the mothers gripping stones in their white-knuckled hands. She
crouched behind a large boulder near the stream, her heart pounding. Jaw
clenched, she stared out at the camp now brightly lit by moonlight bounding
from the grey-white stones of the stream course. Tsevon had come. Where were
her sons? Had Tsevon sent Von and Khoti to gather the livestock and shepherds scattered
in the valleys near Tasch-el? Von had a voice and one day must lead the
Taschians. Why didn’t he fight beside his fa? Even Khoti would certainly have
insisted he fight for his village.


Unless they’d been killed like the tanner, or been asleep in
the loft and trapped in the burning cottage with Mam. No. Her sons waited among
the trees for the turn of the fight. Taschians outnumbered the warriors three
to one. Why send youth into a battle for which their elders were no better
prepared? It was enough Tsevon had come. It would end soon. Hadn’t Tsevon just
slit a man’s throat like a lamb’s?


She crept toward the bow Tegi had dropped, then darted out
to grab it and scoop up the scattered arrows, before dashing back behind the
boulder. If her lifemate, a healer and spirit talker, could take a life in
defense of his people, then a mother could take a life in defense of children.
Trusting her mountain-born skills, Amhese picked a mark from the shadows
darting in and out of the trees and tumbled boulders, or briefly silhouetted against
the fire. The light fell on a conical helm. She sucked in a breath then loosed
an arrow. It bounded off the marauder’s chest and clattered to the stony
ground. He turned toward her, knife raised. Her heart rose in her throat as a
miner’s pick slammed into the man’s face.


She must pick her targets more carefully. She wouldn’t make
that mistake again.
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The skills that had earned Tsevon the respect of the
northern tribes were no match against warriors. He couldn’t use his hunting bow
in a melee; his dagger turned like straw against armor. His foe lolled his
tongue out of his fanged mask with the laughter and confidence of a man to a
child as they circled one another. It felt futile and yet Tsevon had no choice.


“Who are you?” Tsevon demanded as they circled. “What’ve we
done to deserve such malice?”


His foe let out a humorless laugh, revealing a gap-toothed
grin behind the mask, and lunged, missing, as Tsevon darted closer to the
campfire. Young. The laugh sounded like that of a youth. Tsevon set his back to
the fire to light his foe’s movements. Gap-Tooth lunged again, his blade
slicing Tsevon’s upper arm as the older man leapt away. Tsevon tried to call up
the instincts and predator skill of his patron tawnkat as he darted just out of
Gap-Tooth’s reach, but he was exhausted from his pursuit, and now clearly
overmatched. Around him, others struggled, some two-to-a man, while yet others
hurried to aid their lifemates and children.


His people stumbled to escape the reach of swords and struck
with the clumsy blows of men accustomed to attacking rock and tree, or pursuing
game, not fighting to the death. Their breaths ripped from them in gasps, like
Tsevon’s own.


Tsevon lunged. His dagger turned on the warrior’s metal
shell, which had no weak point. Gap-Tooth spun, slicing upward. Tsevon ducked,
a hair’s breadth between the blade and the flesh of his neck. Taschians fell
about him. Gap-Tooth didn’t fear him, even toyed with him. The eyes behind the
mask were cold even as that mouth grinned behind its fanged façade.


As Gap-Tooth lunged again, Tsevon tripped in the clutter of
cooking gear, bedrolls and packs around the campfire. He struggled to regain
his footing as the man rushed him. He stabbed upward for the man’s neck, only
to have his dagger again turn on metal and bound back as Gap-Tooth came on
again. Tsevon rolled away, escaping with a minor cut from his own dagger, a cut
that burned as hot as his temper.


Suddenly a horn call echoed up the valley, chasing around
tree trunks and bounding from the boulders. A clatter of hooves against stone
rose to a din. Tsevon wanted his back to the fire again, too pressed to dare
hope it wasn’t more marauders. Gap-Tooth pushed him backward, trying to force
him down into the fire. Tsevon swept up a burning branch and thrust it toward
that sneer. The throb of hoofbeats built like thunder in the narrow canyon,
followed by a shout rising from the shadows of boulders and logs and the boles
of trees.


The Lharan Guard galloped toward them in a wash of
moonlight, the white light glinting from drawn swords. A red bearded Guardsman
rode straight at Gap-Tooth and drove the warrior to the ground, splitting his
black shield with a single blow. Tsevon leaped to make the man his prisoner.
But just then Gap-Tooth dragged his own knife across his throat.


Tsevon fell back in shock. “They slay themselves!” he
shouted. His call came too late. When he scanned the battleground, only miners
and Guardsmen stood in the moonlit stream course as the captives stole from
hiding. Only one marauder remained alive, too injured to harm himself.


For a long moment Tsevon could do nothing more than try to
find his breath, to slow his heart before he stumbled the few feet to where his
cousin, friend and Second lay but one more still lump among the boulders.
Tegi’s hand still clutched the dagger in his chest. If only he had been bolder
against a foe so weak he would slay




















































































































image003.jpg





image001.jpg





image002.jpg
N
8
2
=
i
)
&
)

SHIKORA





cover.jpg
THE ENCHANTER'S WEB, BOOK ONE






