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ANTON

Anton groaned as he dropped
into his chair. The sides of his tent had been raised to admit the
cooling breeze and he helped himself to a cup of water flavored
with lemon. Despite his momentary contentment, he still had doubts
and misgivings. Although he could appreciate the pleasure of
accomplishment, the battle three days ago had left a foul taste in
his mouth. Battle? It had been more a slaughter. The Valtierrans
they’d maneuvered
into a hopeless position had been inept at everything but dying.
Their leader, a man in a mask or helmet of some sort had been
gulled into fighting on ground of Anton’s choosing, where he had been able to
bring only part of his army into the action. At least the man had
died well. A pity he could not have led well.

Anton’s own army was a mob with only a
trace of the discipline they needed. He’d been in more danger from his own
men for putting a stop to the butchery than he’d ever been from the Valtierrans. And
as soon as they’d
won what they were pleased to call a battle,
they’d begun to
pillage and plunder the local farmers. He’d had to kill one man himself and
order two more hanged and half a score flogged before
they’d learned
their commander gave his orders seriously and expected them to be
obeyed.

Tatros, the prince
who’d bought Anton
and his services, had only been interested in using part of the
skills Anton had brought from the south.

Anton could almost forgive
the prince’s
indecision. Almost. He hadn’t allowed Anton time to make this mob
into an army but had dithered so long before deciding to attack the
harvest had been gathered and most of it sent away to Valtierra
before it could be seized. Now Anton had to contend with hungry
soldiers whose supplies had to be hauled from Shicassa, and the
locals would probably be robbed into starvation.

At least
he’d put the men to
work, putting up a wall between most of the mouth of the valley and
Valtierra. They’d
still have enough energy to carouse at night, but it kept them out
of trouble during the day.

He’d just become comfortable when
Khaimon, his First Captain, entered the tent. “There’s an envoy from Valtierra to see you.
He’s carrying a
small chest. He said it’s for you.”

“Let him come in. And stay.
I am not sure how well I can speak their
language.” Khaimon
left the tent, then returned ushering a middle-aged man with a dark
wooden chest bound with black iron.

The stranger tilted the
case and opened it, exposing a mask. The mask portrayed a stern
face, the head a helmet with a red horsehair crest ending in a long
black tail. “The
Council asks you to accept this.”
The man spoke a dialect of the same language
Khaimon spoke, but with a lilting accent.

Anton looked at Khaimon, an eyebrow
raised.

“He’s—they’re asking you to join their Council
of Twelve.” His
expression was bemused.

Anton thought a moment
before he said, “I
am deeply honored. I hope you will not be offended if I consider my
answer carefully. I will see you again in the morning and will have
an answer for you then.”
Turning to Khaimon, he said, “Have a tent set up next to mine for
our guest.”

The man closed the chest and followed
Khaimon outside. Anton drained his cup, appreciating the tart
flavor that slaked thirst better than water alone.

He poured another cup of the water and
sipped at it, then put it aside to reach for flint and steel as the
sides of his tent were hauled down and pegged. Striking a spark
into tinder, he held a candle to the flame until it flared, then he
waited.

Khaimon returned.
“I thought you might need
the privacy more than the breeze. I’ve given orders for the guards to be
stationed twenty paces away and to allow no one to approach any
closer than that.”

Anton gestured at the other
chair. “So, what is
the significance of the mask?”

Khaimon helped himself to a
cup of water. “Valtierra is governed by a Council of Twelve. Every two years
the city holds a festival and, at the end of the celebration, they
choose the Council. They select a Wise Old Man, a Crone, a Fool, a
Harlot, a Rash Youth, and so on. I gather that the ones chosen
spend the next two years in near-seclusion, and they can only
appear in public wearing their masks.” He drained his cup in a single
drink. “You could
do worse than accept the offer.”

“Do these people know I am
the one who led this army against the city?”

“I’m sure they do. It’s a measure of their respect that
they’re inviting
you to be the Warrior.”

Khaimon leaned forward and
lowered his voice. “And it’s a
measure of my respect and affection that I’m advising you to accept the offer.
Or, at least, to get away.”

Anton frowned.
“Why should I do that? I
have won the battle I was sent to win, and I have not been paid
yet, except for that,” he gestured at the elaborate suit of armor, stained dark blue
with silver-inlaid patterns. “Your prince believes strongly in
incentives. I was shown the heads of the commanders who had
failed.”

Khaimon lowered his voice
even more. “I
haven’t seen the
heads of the successful commanders, but I assure you
they’re just as
dead. Tatros fears one thing more than failure, and that is a
successful leader who might turn the army against him or become too
popular with the people.”

Anton felt as though the
ground had just swallowed him. Everything on which
he’d based plans
and hopes had been suddenly snatched away, and the feeling that
remained was anger. “Why do you serve such a scavenger hound?”

“I have family. Tatros
knows I’d rather
die than be the cause of their deaths. Fear is a greater incentive
than profit.”

“So…?”

“So don’t go on any long walks with the
petty-captains, and don’t return to Shicassa with the army. One more word of
warning—if you take the offer, be aware Tatros has spies in
Valtierra, perhaps even on the Council. I’d make sure you always have a weapon
to hand.”

After a gesture for
silence, Anton considered his options. With no time to plan, he had
to improvise. He didn’t doubt a thing Khaimon had told him, and his years as a
soldier and leader had at least prepared him to react quickly. One
question occurred to him. “Why are you warning
me?”

Khaimon stared into his
eyes. “Because of
that respect and affection I mentioned. You’re a good commander and, more
importantly, a good man. You care about the men under you and you
even care about the enemy. And I want to keep my self-delusion that
I’m also a good
man.” He refilled
his cup and drank half of it. “And think of it this
way—I’m a prisoner,
but I can help the condemned man escape.”

After another
moment’s thought,
Anton nodded. “Tell
the envoy from Valtierra I will meet him where we signed the truce.
Tell him to leave immediately. Order the petty-captains to prepare
their men to return to Shicassa tomorrow. And have my horse saddled
and ready.”

After finishing his water,
Khaimon nodded. “Good luck. And don’t forget the weapons.”
He rose and strode out of the tent.

It
wouldn’t do to
leave before full darkness. Anton glanced at his weapons and chose
his war hammer, which was devastating against an armored opponent,
more so than a sword. Setting the weapon beside his chair, he
looked over the map spread on his table.

Valtierra lay a
day’s ride to the
southwest, Shicassa a day and a half’s ride due north.

The warning was a gift and
a curse. It had probably saved his life, but it left him starting
at shadows. Out of habit, he’d kept a day’s trail rations and a skin of water
by his kit. While they might not be as palatable as the meal soon
to be delivered to his tent, they were probably safer.

He damned the famine that struck the
south and his former leader who had sold him to the northern
prince, causing him to leave the honest warfare in the south for
what had seemed a golden opportunity. The northern city-states held
themselves more cultured, but it seemed their sophistication bred
only more devious treachery and a taste for unnecessary
violence.

“Your dinner,
commander,” said a
voice from outside the tent.

Anton reached the chair in
a single step and slipped the haft of the war hammer up his sleeve,
holding the head so it was mostly masked by his hand.
“Enter.”

Two men, helmeted and in
half-armor, stepped into the tent, one of them bearing a steaming
bowl of stew. The man set the bowl on the table and stood waiting.
While Anton couldn’t recall the names he recognized the men as a petty-captain
and his lieutenant.

“I seem to have lost my
appetite. Eat it for me.”
He watched them eye each other and prepared to
move.

“You’d better regain your appetite
soon,” the
petty-captain said. “We have orders to escort you to Shicassa, and
it’s a long
ride.” As the man
spoke, his hand crept toward his dagger.

Anton stepped forward,
letting the hammer drop until he clutched the haft and swung the
hammer up and into the man’s face. Before the man could fall,
Anton swung an overhand blow at the lieutenant, burying the spike
end of the hammer in the man’s helmet and skull.

He left the hammer in the
skull and quickly drew on and buckled in place the rich armor. Take
what payment one could was a tenet of the
mercenaries’ creed.

Hands long-practiced made quick work
of donning the armor. He stopped to tie to his belt a
pleasantly-heavy pouch of coins and finally removed the hammer from
the dead lieutenant. The heart had been stopped long enough blood
welled out of the wound instead of gushing. He cleaned the head of
his hammer as best he could on a blanket, then snatched up the
pouch of rations and the waterskin.

As he stepped outside the tent, he
noticed the guards who had stood outside had apparently been
dismissed.

Most of the men were
gathered around a great fire, eating, drinking, and laughing. With
their night vision gone, they’d have trouble seeing him if he
walked among them, but he stayed in the shadows until he reached
the horses.

His horse had been harnessed and
saddled and left tethered at the near end of the pasture. A tug
freed the reins and he was in the saddle in an instant.

The animal was reluctant to move at
night but he urged it into a walk around the camp, and by the time
the moon was full-risen he was on his way to the place of the
treaty.


THE WISE OLD MAN

The old man finished his prayers as
always, asking for guidance from the Sustainer, then donned his
mask. As always, he experienced the odd feeling, a mixture of
reverence and claustrophobia.

Opening the door of his apartment, he
snatched up the gnarled staff and walked as quickly as his age
would permit to the Council Chamber.

The Crone and the Fool had
arrived before him. The knotted features of the
Crone’s mask faced
him for a moment, then turned again to stare down at the table
before her. The Fool’s mask had remained fixed ahead, the odd shape of the
eye-openings giving its wearer a perpetually cross-eyed appearance,
and the usual grin was absent from the mouth below the
mask.

As the Wise Old Man took his chair,
the Harlot hurried in, followed by the Merchant and the Farmer. The
Mother arrived, her hair still damp from a bath, and the others
followed. As usual, the Artisan was the last to take his place at
the curved tables forming an arc.

The Crone slowly peered
around the table. “As you know, it falls to us to choose a new
Warrior.”

They all paused to remember
the man. Receiving news of the Warrior’s death had been a shock to the Wise
Old Man and, he supposed, to the others as well. It was always a
blow to learn of the death of a member of the Council, and a
reminder of one’s
own mortality.

“This being the Month of
the Crone, I’ve
sent a message to the commander of the army who beat us, offering
him the mask… ”

“Are you completely
senile?” the Old
Man snapped. “Without consulting us, you offered the position to an
outsider?”

The Mother slapped the
table with her hand. “He’s not a son
of Valtierra.”

“Loyalty,” the
Merchant observed, “is not a commodity easily bought, and the price comes
high.”

The
Farmer’s harsh
voice added, “He
took from us our most fertile valley.”

The Crone waited for the
objections to run out before she replied. “You are all correct, but we need a
Warrior. The one chosen at the Festival was our greatest Warrior.
Since we have no one better, then our best choice is the man who
beat him. If the gods favor him and the city still stands by the
next Festival, he will have become a son of the
city.”

“I won’t be a part of this desecration of
the city’s
traditions,” the
Wise Old Man said.

“Is that the wisdom
speaking, or just the age?”
the Fool asked, and emitted the giggle that so
annoyed the Old Man.

“You may vote against
him,” the Crone
said, “but one of
the responsibilities of the Twelve is to consider the decisions we
make.”

“It sounds as though the
decision has already been made,”
the Wise Old Man grumbled.

“No,” the Crone replied.
“I’ve asked that he present himself to
us, so we can ask questions of him and he of us. It seemed the
fairest course.”

While they waited for the outlander,
the Wise Old Man looked at each of the others in turn. Their masks
revealed nothing, of course, and he might as well have been
studying paintings, but he tried to read their postures. Another
useless exercise, as no one leaned forward eagerly or leaned back,
then he realized he was leaning back and tried to move to a more
erect position without drawing attention to himself.

When the man entered, he walked with
an arrogant strut. His face was brutal, with broad
features.

“Welcome,” the
Crone said. “I’ve invited
you to this Council, but these others also have a vote in the
decision, as do you.” Her mane of white hair stirred as her mask turned to each of
the others. “Who
wishes to ask the first question?”

After a
moment’s silence,
the Wise Old Man spoke. “How do we know you’ll have the interests of Valtierra at
heart, when you’re
only a hired blade?”

“I did not know that would
be an issue.” The
man had a barbaric accent. “I understood you wanted a Warrior.
That is my profession. I choose whether or not to ply my trade and
to whom I rent my talents. Once the agreement is made, I honor it
faithfully.”

The Mother leaned
forward. “But you
are not a son of the city. How do we know we can rely upon
you?”

The Wise Old Man was
surprised to see a wry smile appear on the dour face.
“Are adopted children less
loyal than those born to a family?”

The Merchant ran his finger
around the rim of his chased silver goblet. “Why are you available, rather than
still serving your former employer?”

“Some agreements are a
matter of faith. I did not break faith. The prince wanted me dead
and tried to order it. I considered that a breach of our
agreement.”

The Wise Old Man tangled
his fingers in his beard. He’d heard nothing of this
treachery. “Does
that mean you are ready to lead Valtierra’s warriors against
Shicassa?”

“Only if the Council
determines it is for the good of Valtierra. My personal feelings
have less to do with the decision than does the threat posed by
Shicassa.”

The Wise Old Man leaned back into his
chair again. Whether the answer was honest or not, he had to admit
the man had spoken well.

“What should we pay you,
and why?”

The man turned his head
toward the speaker. “I’m not yet
familiar enough with the masks to know which is which, but from the
rich robes, I would guess you are the Merchant. Your profession has
paid you well. Mine is more chancy. My last employer offered me a
thousand marks of silver a year. I am willing to serve for a
thousand marks of copper.”

The Wise Old Man, despite his
misgivings and his dislike, found himself giving grudging respect
to the man before them.

“I propose that we—and this
man—delay our decisions for a fortnight. We scarcely know him and
he, on his part, knows us and Valtierra not at all. For that time,
he will attend all the meetings of the Council but he may not vote
until and if he is accepted. Until then, he need not wear the mask,
except in Council.”

The Fool gave his obnoxious
giggle again. “Now
I think I hear some of that wisdom speaking.” He turned his face toward the
Merchant. “I’d buy a
horse with more care than we’ve shown so far—and still more if it
came from your stables.”

The Crone tapped the base
of her staff three times on the floor. “All in favor of this proposal, raise
your right hand.”

The Wise Old Man hesitated a moment,
then raised his hand, noting that almost all the others did the
same.

“All opposed, raise your
left hand.”

The Priest raised his left
hand. “I cannot
welcome an unbeliever onto the Council.”

The Crone turned to the
Fool. “I noticed
you didn’t
vote.”

Through a broad grin, the
Fool replied, “I’d have
thought neither side would want a fool voting with them, but the
Priest makes a compelling argument that, as a Fool, I
should’ve voted
with him.”

“If no one else has a
matter to bring before the Council…”
The Crone paused for several moments of silence,
then finished, “…I declare this meeting ended.”

The Wise Old Man was surprised to see
the outlander approach the Priest and speak with him in undertones.
After a brief conversation, the man walked toward him. The Rash
Youth stopped him and they exchanged a few words, then the
outlander loomed over him.

“If I might, I would like
to visit with you after the evening meal.”

Taken aback by the request,
he paused before replying. “I’ll meet you in the garden in the
courtyard.”

The big man smiled with
half his mouth. “That seems a popular place for meetings.”

He seemed unaware the garden was
chosen because it was more public and, therefore, a safer place to
meet a man one did not completely trust.

The Wise Old Man ignored the proffered
hand, using his stick and the table to haul himself erect, then,
with a nod, returned to his apartment.


THE PRIEST

The Priest had known at first glance
the man who might be the next Warrior was a man of violence. It
might be contained, but it always lurked below the surface. His
face, with its broad cheekbones and predatory nose, short and
curved like the beak of a bird of prey, betrayed that pent-up
violence as much as his aggressive stride.

When the man had approached
him he’d been
surprised and somewhat intimidated, but he knew the Trinity
protected him. Still, he’d chosen a place for the meeting
where others could see them.

Then the man had turned away and
spoken, in turn, with each member of the Council.

Turning his back on the crowd, the
Priest made his way to the garden. The heat of the Council chamber
had been oppressive, but here in the garden he found shade and a
breeze. Even the faint rustling of the leaves seemed to carry away
some of the heat and he let himself be soothed by the colors and
scents of the late summer blooms.

His sandaled feet followed the gravel
path to his favorite bench under a skeleton tree. He reached out
and touched the bone-pale trunk. Higher among the branches remained
clumps of the old dead outer bark that reminded him of rotting
flesh clinging to the white of the inner bark.

The heathen was only
another burden to the Faith, probably the least of its load. The
Faith was losing its hold on the people and he wondered if he
weren’t seeing the
twilight of the Faith in Valtierra.

When had it changed? When
he’d been a boy,
the temples had been filled to overflowing on the Sabbath. Now they
were hardly filled on Fest Eve. Once, the altars had been covered
with flowers and fine cloth. The altars that remained had only a
linen covering, if they weren’t bare wood, and flowers were seldom
placed on them.

Something had gone from the city or,
perhaps, from the Faith. Few people gave to the temples, not a
tithe, not a jot. And fewer seemed to observe any of the
requirements of the Faith. Drunkenness was no longer seen as
shameful. Now, the only marriages were simply alliances among the
Houses. Almsgiving, when it was practiced at all, was only another
display of wealth.

He shook his head. Such dark gray
thoughts were out of place in a garden.

Looking up at the sounds of booted
feet on gravel, he watched the outlander approach.

“May I sit beside
you?”

Wordlessly, the Priest moved to make
more than enough room for the other man.

The man sat, moving his
sword so he could sit comfortably. “You were half-right at the Council.
I’m not really an
unbeliever, just as I’m not a believer. I am ignorant of your faith, but willing to
listen.”

“Are you thinking of
converting?”

“I do not know. As a
priest, you think of conversion. As a warrior, I am not sure what I
will learn.”

Curious despite himself,
the Priest asked, “What gods do you worship?”

“Where I am from, in the
south and west, we worship no gods. They have their affairs and we
have ours. Hetah is simply the father. He was the one who made the
world and the race of men, but he built many worlds and seldom
gives attention to any of them. Ojile is the Prince of Battles. He
expects us to fight bravely and well. But if he favors anyone, it
is the strong and the skilled. He cannot be implored. He is the
Prince of Battles, not the lord of the beggars.”

“You have harsh
gods.”

“We live in a harsh land
and, I suppose, we are a harsh people. What gods do you worship,
and why are they worth worshiping?”

The Priest paused to order
his thoughts. “We
worship the Trinity; the Creator, sometimes called the Builder or
the Maker, the Destroyer, and the Sustainer. The names are the
functions. All things are born, all last for a time, all die. Death
is a part of the great cycle. To worship a god is not to praise
Him, it’s to
acknowledge His or Her supremacy. We cannot shape the gods, we can
only accept and try to live the cycle as they’ve established it.”

The outlander leaned
forward. “I can
understand your gods. I might even believe in them. But I could
never submit to them.”

The
Priest’s breath
caught in his throat at the blasphemy, then he considered the
statement before couching his reply. “You’ll submit, willingly or unwillingly.
You were born, your life is sustained, and you will die. Or do you
think you can be the one thing, besides the gods themselves, who
will live forever?”

“Not
forever,” the man
replied, “but I
intend to postpone the inevitable for as long as
possible.”

The Priest released a held
breath. “We’re not so
different, after all. Almost everyone fights for that last breath,
but we know it will come. We’ll talk more about this
later.”

“I would be pleased. But
what do your gods ask of you? And what do they expect of
you?”

“They expect us to live
speaking the truth, to respect the persons and goods of others, to
be faithful to our vows and our spouses, and to teach our children
well.”

The outlander turned the
mask in his hands, apparently studying the detail.
“That seems very simple
and sensible. And what are the rewards and the
punishments?”

Even with the shade and the
breeze, the Priest wanted to remove his own mask and wipe the sweat
from his face. “The
only punishment the Faith may give is for a priest to refuse the
last rites and to refuse to invoke the gods at the grave. And they
may shame those guilty of drunkenness or
licentiousness.”

The Warrior stood.
“I find I rather like your
Faith. I appreciate candor. Too many faiths promise another
existence as bribe or threat. We will talk
again.”

The
Warrior’s long
strides quickly carried him out of sight among the trees. With a
glance around to be sure he was truly alone, the Priest untied the
laces below his jaw, took off his mask, and wiped his face with the
sleeve of his robe. With the other sleeve he wiped out the inside
of the mask, then again lowered it over his head and tied
it.

He found himself rethinking
his opposition to the Warrior. Knowing the man was an outsider from
beyond the southern mountains, he’d expected an idol-worshipping killer
who practiced every vice known in Valtierra and perhaps a few
unknown on this side of the mountains. Instead,
he’d met a man with
respect for virtues and traditions. He’d have felt better had many who gave
lip-service to the Faith tried to live as well as this heathen
seemed to.


THE CRONE

From decades of practice,
her fingers went about the knitting, letting her mind wander. She
wondered if, so long ago, when she’d been the Mother, how she might have
felt about being the Crone. She was certain that young woman would
never have dared make such a decision or would have had the iron to
stand by it.

The discomfort in her
fingers was only one of the penalties of age, but
she’d still won the
trade. As one approached the inevitable, one saw more clearly, both
backward and forward. The future was very nearly as clear as the
past, and she’d
grown the iron to help the future unfold.

Choosing the leader of the
Shicassan army had been a gamble, but the reports
she’s heard of him
had been encouraging. He’d ordered the slaughter stopped after
the Valtierrans had fled the field. He could easily have destroyed
most of their army and seized more land, but he’d stopped after achieving his goal.
That bespoke a man with a respect for life and one who exercised
restraint. Such qualities would not have endeared him to
Tatros.

He’d survived the
tyrant’s
displeasure, so he was obviously resourceful, and Valtierra needed
a resourceful man to lead its army. The Warrior who had died had
been a fine fighter but timid in his role as leader and unwilling
to assert his command.

Her reveries were
interrupted by the sound of knuckles rapping lightly on her
doorpost. She decided to avoid another penalty of age; the
difficulty of rising and walking. After donning her mask, she
said, “Enter.”

The Warrior swung the door open and
stepped inside. As at the Council, he strode confidently, his
strong features composed.

Waving toward the stool, the Crone
finished her line of knitting, then set it aside.

“Thank you for seeing
me.” His clipped
accent with the rolling r's, while pronounced,
didn’t make him
difficult to understand.

“You presented yourself
well in the Council. And I noticed you spoke with each of us after.
How did your conversation with the Priest go?”

A smile flickered across
the broad face. “I
think we understand each other better and will have more time to
know each other. That is what I must do with all of
you.”

“Why?”

“Because I must understand
your parts in government so I can understand my own part. Some of
the Council I can understand, and I can see how alliances might
form. The Wise Old Man and the Priest are obviously
traditionalists. I suppose each has a role. At a guess, the Rash
Youth is there to confront tradition and represent the passions of
the young and the sense of outraged justice.”

“You’re very clever.” The Crone leaned forward and stared
into his dark eyes. “Is that because you’re a warrior or in spite of
it?”

He shrugged.
“I had never thought about
it.” She watched as
he toyed with the ties of the mask. He was either working up his
nerve to say something unpleasant or trying to find the proper way
to express it.

He looked up into her
eyes. “How much
authority will I have over the army?”

“What do you mean? If
you’re talking
about going to war, that’s a decision that has to be made by
the Council. What, precisely, are you talking
about?”

He dropped his gaze.
“Your soldiers fight like
little boys playing at war. They need training. And your army needs
more archers and slingers. I need to know if I can demote,
reassign, or punish soldiers who cannot or will not do their
work.”

“In those circumstances,
your control is almost total, although death warrants must be
reviewed by the Council.”
Obviously, the Crone
thought, he is considering the
position. This reinforced her opinion that
he was the man to be the Warrior. Valtierra didn’t need a man who
didn’t think about
responsibility. He was apparently a man who chose his words
carefully, then stood behind them.

“I doubt there will be many
death warrants, although men learn from shame and the occasional
flogging.”

The man stopped fidgeting
with the mask’s
ties. “Do you
always lead the Council?”

“No, there are twelve of
us, and twelve months in a year. Each member leads the Council in
his or her turn.”

“I would be interested in
attending the Council during the Fool’s turn.”

The Crone laughed.
“It can be entertaining,
but don’t sell the
Fool short. He’s
remarkably clever and quick-witted. There are times when he echoes
back our statements in such a way that we realize we
hadn’t looked at
our ideas from both sides.”

He shifted on his stool. The Crone
knew it was an uncomfortable seat and lower than her couch, which
is why her guests were usually offered it. It kept conversations
short and it reminded them that, at least in this place, she was
the one in charge.

Apparently giving up any
hope of comfort, the Warrior asked, “Are the decisions of the Council
unanimous, or by simple majority?”

The Crone cackled again,
but this time it turned to a cough and she reached for her cup. The
watered lemon and honey drink soothed the throat, gave her the
moisture to swallow. “When have you heard of twelve strong people agreeing on every
issue? And it’s too
easy to get a majority to agree to an ill-advised decision. In the
Council, a decision requires nine votes.

“And don’t think that since the consideration
of your nomination won ten votes, you have ten votes to become the
Warrior. They voted to take the time to think on the matter, not to
accept you as the Warrior.”

The Warrior stood.
“I am aware of that. I
will meet each of them in turn and we shall see.” He tucked the mask under his
arm. “What do you
see as the greatest problems facing the city?”

“So far as
you’re concerned,
it’ll be the
rivalry between Valtierra and Shicassa. That valley you helped
seize from us was a great resource. It was fertile enough to make
the difference between enough and starvation in a bad year, and
enough and food to sell to others in good years.
We’ve always been
rivals but Tatros is nibbling at all his borders, especially the
border with Valtierra.”

The Warrior snorted.
“If war with another
city-state were the only problem facing the Council, I would see
your Priest for conversion. It will be the first place I have ever
seen so blessed. Let me guess. If I were to ask the Priest or the
Wise Old Man, I would learn that the young have no respect for
their elders or the old ways, and that their fashions are
shameless. Other members of the Council would have other issues
they felt were not being addressed, or were being addressed
badly.”

The Crone laughed again,
took another sip to avoid coughing, and said, “As I said, you’re very clever. I think
you’re going to be
a surprise to some on the Council. I’ll let you discover the rest from the
others.”

As the Warrior turned and
left, the Crone took off her mask and drank the rest of the liquid
in the cup, then took up her knitting again. She’d been right about his cleverness,
and it disturbed her a little. He was obviously clever enough to be
dangerous, and she could only hope he was honest enough to be
trustworthy.


THE RASH YOUTH

The Rash Youth found himself rather
liking the Warrior. He was a large man, not massive but with an air
of solidity, and he bore himself with pride. His accent, which
clipped most words a bit short, seemed businesslike and proper to a
Warrior.

He took a mouthful of the
finely chopped salad then wiped his fingers on a piece of
flatbread, which he used to gather a mouthful of hummus. He ate
lightly, taking only a little of the spiced meat and sipping at a
cup of watered wine. He’d be getting some exercise soon, and he wanted to keep his
edge keen.

The Warrior entered the dining hall,
glanced once around the room, and approached the table at which the
Youth sat. The man sat, cross-legged, across the table.

“You might want to get
something to eat,” the Youth said. “The kitchen is through that door.” He nodded toward the
door.

The Warrior rose, strode into the
kitchen, and returned with a platter containing the same tabouli,
hummus, baba ganoush, and flatbread the Youth enjoyed, along with a
portion of moussaka and a cup.

“How do you like the
wine?” the Youth
asked.

“I have not developed a
taste for it,” the
Warrior replied. He raised the cup in his hand. “The lemon is new to me, but I like
it. The wine I have tasted is either too sweet or too bitter for my
taste.”

The Youth laughed, showing
his even, white teeth. “I’ll be happy
to sample until I can find something to your tastes. How do you
like the food?”

“Actually, very
much.” Still a
little awkwardly, he used the flatbread to scoop up a bit of hummus
then did the same with the moussaka. “You people have a taste for slightly
sour foods, but this pale yellow paste still lacks
something.”

The Youth opened a small
pot on the table, drew out a pinch of red-brown powder, and sifted
it onto the hummus. “See if this helps. I’ll warn you, it should be used
sparingly.”

The Warrior sampled the
spiced hummus and smiled broadly. “Excellent! Just what it
needed.”

“What sort of food did you
eat, where you were from?”

“Almost anything we could
kill. I never liked wolf, but bear is very good, and I am partial
to panther. Most of the time, of course, it was beef or
mutton.”

The Youth wondered what
panther might taste like. “Only meat?”

“No, there were several
kinds of roots, herbs, and berries, along with some fruits that
grow well in cold weather. Nearer the coast, there were settlements
of farmers, but most of the land had a short growing season, so we
were herdsmen and hunters.”

“What did you
drink?”

The Warrior replied,
“Ale,” and gave his attention to his meal
until he’d finished
his platter and drained his cup. “An alemaster was a man of standing. A
good alemaster was given more respect than your princes, and it was
deserved.”

Having long since finished
his light meal, the Youth leaned forward, resting his elbows and
forearms on the tabletop. “Did you come here over the
mountains?”

“No, nobody crosses those
mountains. The mountains themselves are not so dangerous or
treacherous as the wild men who live in them.” Finished eating, the Warrior seemed
to be looking for something. After a moment he stood and strode to
the kitchen, then back to the table. “I could never abide anything sticky
or oily on my hands.”

“You were talking about the
wild men of the mountains.”

The Warrior nodded
emphatically. “Each
new generation has its doubters, and now and then someone, usually
a trader with the scent of profit deadening his smell for
treachery, will accept an offer to guide them safely across the
mountains. I have yet to meet the man who has made the
trip.

“No, I came by ship. It is
riskier than it might seem, for the mountains march right into the
sea, and ships still have their bellies ripped out by the hidden
peaks. At first, they are islands, lessening in size and height as
you reach the deeper water, but it is at least two
days’ sailing to
reach a completely safe passage—if you consider monstrous waves
safe.”

The Warrior
chuckled. “I will
never be a sailor, and I will never return to the south. I puked
for two days, and for the rest of the voyage I was too stricken to
do more than lie in my bunk and hope to die. I wanted to vomit but
could raise nothing but bile and water.”

“You sound afraid to
return,” the Youth
observed.

“I have been in battles in
which I was afraid for my life. That sea voyage was the only time I
ever wished for death.”

“You
might’ve gotten
your wish from Tatros. Why have you been so quick to forgive? This
forgiveness doesn’t
seem a warrior’s
trait.”

The
Warrior’s mouth
settled into a grim line. “I have forgiven nothing. I will never
agree to a truce with Tatros, should he offer one. But I doubt
anyone outside a few people could find a way to kill him. In the
meantime, I take some satisfaction in knowing he must sleep with a
dagger under his pillow, and he fears death. If I do not kill him,
someone else will.”

The Youth uncrossed his
legs and sprang lightly to his feet. “If you’ve finished your meal,
let’s take a walk
to my room.”

The Warrior uncoiled and
rose, not as lightly but still effortlessly. “I have to meet the Wise Old Man after
the meal.”

“His meal
hasn’t been taken
to his room yet, and he dawdles over his food.
You’ve time for a
little exercise.”

As they walked together,
the Warrior spoke. “You have learned about me. I have not yet learned about
Valtierra.”

“Perhaps,” the
Youth said, “the
best way to learn is to have a guide. I could show you the
city.” He
smiled. “In some
ways, it’s best
seen at night.” He
stopped before a door and drew it open.

The Youth enjoyed his quarters. His
pallet, on a wooden frame, with a large cedar chest at its foot,
stood against a wall. At the other end stood a wicker framework
laden with cloaks and tunics, and with a top shaped to hold his
mask. Against the opposite pale tan wall rested a chair and a small
table with inkpot, quills, and an oil lamp. This left the rest of
the room open and the ceiling, too high for him to touch even if he
sprang, conveyed a sense of spaciousness.

He walked to the chest
where he caught up two wands. “Choose one,” he said.

With a quizzical look, the Warrior
took one.

“We’ll pretend these are light
swords.” The Youth
had practiced with a handful of soldiers and had learned that, in
the use of the light sword, he was their superior. Used to fighting
armored opponents with shields, most of them stood and hewed like
woodcutters, and his agility and quickness were enough to let him
beat their best.

“If you do not
mind,” the Warrior
said, and unbuckled the belt with his dagger and the light sword
and laid it across the bed. He raised the mask and lowered it over
his head, tying it in place. “I do not want an advantage and, since
you are masked, I will limit my vision as well.”

Picking up the wand again, the Warrior
whipped the air with it to make an intimidating hiss then took a
stance sidewise to the Youth.

Relying on quickness, the
Youth lunged, trying to touch the Warrior’s side with the tip, coming in to the
right of the Warrior’s stick. A deft movement to the Warrior’s right, the rod held palm-up,
deflected his wand and the man beat the Youth’s stick aside then whipped his own
wand around for a slash at the Youth’s head.

Desperately, the Youth
swept his wand up to parry but the slash had been a feint and as he
missed the parry, the Warrior’s wand touched him lightly in the
ribs. The man was cat-quick, the Youth realized, perhaps as fast as
he was.

“Again?”

The Youth feinted a thrust,
this time to the left of the Warrior’s rod, found it deflected by the
Warrior moving his hand only a little to his left, again gripped
palm-up.

The Youth sprang back to
clear his 'blade' and the
man followed, thrusting.

Trying to copy the other
man’s defense, the
Youth attempted to beat aside the stick but another flick of the
wrist brought the wand down against the top of his mask.

“Enough,” the Youth said, lowered his wand
then tossed it onto the top of the chest. “When we have more time,
you’ll have to
teach me some of your magic.”

The Warrior placed his
stick beside the other and drew on his belt again.
“No magic, just practice.
In the south we long ago learned different swordwork is needed for
an unarmored man than an armored one. The technique, especially
with light swords, is very different from a man using a shield, and
still different from the ways to fight a man using no shield but
wielding a heavier blade.”
He untied the mask and ducked out of
it.

“You’re not doing my reputation for
rashness any good,” The Youth said. “Let me regain part of it by showing you Valtierra.
We’ll see if we can
find a wine to your taste, and one of the Harlot’s sisters.”

“I thank you for the
offer,” the Warrior
replied, “but I
still have to meet the other members of the Council. And I am
afraid my own thoughts and impressions will give me more than
enough company for the next night or two. If the offer still stands
three days from now, I will take you up on it.”

“I’m sure I’ll see you before then to remind
you,” the Youth
said. “And you can
repay me by teaching me proper fighting skills.”

“Looking to become the next
Warrior, eh?” the
Warrior asked. “You
have the quickness for it, and the wit.” He turned to leave, paused by the
door as though reminded of something then went out.

The Youth glanced once
around the room, slipped a purse full of coins onto his belt, and
left the room. As he paced the corridor he decided he needed to
talk to the Merchant. It shouldn’t be too difficult to order a barrel
of ale. He wondered what the stuff would taste like.
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