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Preface

As we enter into the sixth book of a series it behooves an author to make a recap of the characters for the benefit of those readers who, through no fault of their own, have let time pass between installments in this series of novels. It also allows me as the author to dive straight into the plot arc without having to work in the physical descriptions and relationships of the main characters.

Grog VI begins a few hours after the end of Grog V.

Provine Neala Sael Apathria is the leader of the band; she is determined to assist the Empire in its time of need (in this case, the Dusman invasion). She is a young Dellian female standing about five feet tall, very pretty, with a fine-boned face and thick silver hair worn in a combed-back crest atop her head and shaved to a close burr on the sides. She normally wears a diamond stud in her left nostril, and long earrings with blue gems mounted in silver. Like those of her race, she has pointed ears, gold irises, and horns, although hers are small knubs.  When she is nervous or upset she rubs her right knub, but she doesn’t like to be seen doing it. ‘Provine’ is her title; she is a churchwoman for her people, and an expert Healer, with both Arts and practical knowledge, and able to use anti-necromancy spells. In warm weather she normally wears thigh-length tunics, and moleskin leggings tucked into calf-high boots. A belt of braided leather supports a silver-hilted dagger and short sword whose silver pommels have blue gems, and she carries a three-foot-long, ornately carved ivory staff banded with silver, and set with blue gems. She is usually solemn, although Hatcher and Hunter have been known to bring out the sharp side of her tongue. She frequently does not feel the need to explain herself or her plans for the group.

Hatcher obtained a Delian war horse for her at the end of Grog V, which is a bone of contention between the two.

Hatcher is a female Nisker, barely four feet tall, busty and pretty; other than her height and a touch of a point to her ears she appears fully Human, as is the norm for her kind. She is a bright, merry soul who loves clothes, jewelry, shoes, and talking. She hates having to walk (her stride is very short, obviously), and generally rides on Grog’s shoulders, to the point of having had a cushion custom-made to protect her rear from his armor. She always wears a scarf (of brown and green when ‘on business’) to hold back her mop of unruly red hair from her face, a decorated three-buckle belt supporting two kukri-style knives native to her people, and a variety of odd-shaped pouches which contain the tools of her trade (she is an expert in locks and traps). She is a trusted, if sometimes annoying, advisor to Provine Sael, who values the Nisker’s judgement. Due to her size she tries to avoid participating in fighting except at a distance (she is skilled with throwing axes), but she will fight if it is forced upon her. Hatcher is not her real name.

Chabney Torl is a slender, weathered, and tough-looking Man with grey eyes and dark blond hair pulled back into a queue. He wears fighting leathers, carries a longbow and broadsword, and is both a master archer and very good with a sword. He is something of a legend on the north frontier as a hunter of Tulg and Ukar scouts, and for monster-killing; he has been known to leave pieces of enemy scouts tied to trees to demoralize his foes. The Dusman have put a high price on his head. He is taciturn and solitary by nature, and it is not exactly clear why he has forsaken his solitary ways to serve in this band.

Hunter Sonelon is of average height for a Man, slender, with a shaved scalp, a dark goatee, and mustache. In the field he wears fighting leathers, and a short sword and dirk at his belt. Hunter is a spell-weaver or spellslinger of some repute (most commonly referred to as a ‘slinger). He is normally a hard drinker, unscrupulous gambler, woman-chaser, and general nere-do-well, although he is serious when business is afoot. He was recruited in Fallhome, at about the same time as Grog and Burk, for money and Provine Sael’s intersession on his behalf regarding an un-explained event in his past.

Burk grew up with Grog; although roughly 6’2”, he looks small when standing next to Grog, which is very deceptive, as Burk is Grog’s equal in weapon skill (although he was not trained in unarmed combat to the degree Grog was). He wears a scale shirt, kettle hat, and carries a dagger, short sword, a morning star (handle with a short chain ending in a spiked ball) that Hunter enhanced to hit harder, crossbow, and shield; he also has an axe he acquired in a vine patch which he doesn’t usually carry. He has Standards, and feels that being a mix of Ukar and Human blood makes brutes special; his ears stick out at right angles to his head and he has small lower tusks, more like oversized canines. He generally goes along with Grog’s assumption of leadership, but occasionally the two end up fighting, verbally or physically. While talkative around Grog or other slaves (or ex-slaves), he tends to be stiff and formal around his ‘betters’.

Much to Grog’s envy, Burk has taken up puppeteering and wrestling as hobbies.

Grog is a half-Human, half-Ukar brute, trained to fight in the pits, skilled with hands, feet, and most melee weapons; since joining the band he has begun learning the use of the crossbow, javelin, and a kind of throwing knife called a scien (which are thrown point-first), as well as reading and sums. He is about 6’10”, with a heavier bone structure and a slightly longer reach than a Man of equal height. He is very muscular, but in the manner of a professional athlete rather than a body-builder. Like all male brutes he is hairless and sterile (females have a crest of hair on their scalp); he is quietly proud of the fact his ears lay flat against his head and he has no tusks, thus being more Human-looking. His facial features are blunt and hard, with a long scar running the length of his left jawline. His skin is a dull gray-green, and rougher than a Human’s.

Grog is a firm believer in things being ‘proper’, and takes great pride in his origins and skill. Grog is keenly aware of social distinctions, and has a poor opinion of complainers and unskilled slaves or ex-slaves. He considers himself to be Burk’s boss, and is willing to use force to assert this claim. Through a process he is still unsure of, Grog is engaged to be married to Moina, an attractive female brute who commands the guard company of a wealthy merchant. During the warm months, this relationship takes the form of letters.

He wears a steel breast-and-back (with a light coat of tar to prevent rust), leather bracers, a long fighting dirk, a hunting knife in his boot, a case of twelve scien on his belt, and a baldric for his longsword on his back. The sword, which he calls Fallsblade, is an enchanted weapon, although Grog still is uncertain of its exact nature despite Hunter’s brief explanation. Out of sight, a gem clipped to the collar of his armor affords his head the protection of a great helm.

Lustis: A relative newcomer to the group, Lustis is the cook, mule-tender, and odd-job man. A hunchback, Lustis is a devotee of the theater, serving as stage manager, writer, and character actor for strolling players for much of his life. Fond of quotes from famous plays, and dreaming of one day writing an epic play or ballad, the bearded Man has signed on with the group because military recruiting has seriously hampered theater productions.

Chapter One

Burk was going on about the battle. Again. Me, I would have preferred to just keep putting one foot in front of the other, but no, he had to keep yammering on about how the Lord Marshal should have done things. Me, I barely understood the part of the battle I had seen, and that had been a very tiny part. I still had bruises and cuts to remind me of the fight, now just hours past, and I certainly didn’t care what the Lord Marshal should or shouldn’t have done. That fight was over, and the fact was, we were alive, and that counted for a lot.

We were marching hard; Provine Sael was determined to get back to our cart, Lustis, and Smokey, in order to begin our new assignment, and that meant endless walking on the shoulder of the road as ash drifted down from the black sky. The road itself was reserved for wagons of the Imperial Army, three lanes of wains moving nose-to-tailgate south. They had to get out from under the ash cloud before the ash killed off all forage.

The Dusman plan had met with mixed success: their assault on the vanguard of the Imperial Army (in what everyone was calling the Battle of the Ash) had been stopped cold, a victory of sorts for us, I suppose, but the Army still had to retreat, so at least half the enemy plan had worked. It was certain that the war was going to last a lot longer than expected.

None of that mattered to me right now; now I just wanted a meal and some sleep. Hatcher was dozing on my shoulders, and Provine Sael was slumped in her saddle, chin on her chest.

Her horse, which she had said was a Silvermane, a Dellian war horse, carefully picked its way along the shoulder of the road even though the reins were slack. I couldn’t see how it was a war horse, since it wasn’t as tall as Smokey, our mule. It was kind of broad in the chest, but Imperial cavalry horses tended to be very tall, with really big hooves, while this one seemed kind of dainty. It did have a saddle with a high front and back to help hold a rider in place while they swung a weapon, but saddles can be put on all sorts of horses.

It was kind of pretty, sort of delicate in the face, with a long, neatly trimmed mane that was nearly the same color as Provine Sael’s hair. The rest of the horse was sort of off-white, with gray shading on the lower legs and across the rear haunches, or whatever they were called on a horse.

Its acquisition had created a loud row between Provine Sael and Hatcher, and the Dellian had stomped off, me in tow, to find a person in authority. She had found a wounded Dellian officer who had been supervising the loading of wagons, who had told her to keep it, that they had a lot more horses than riders now. This hadn’t done anything for her mood, but she did ride it.

We had passed where the Imperial Headquarters had been, but it had already been packed up and was gone. As we trudged along, slowly overtaking wagon after wagon, the ash seemed to thin a tiny bit with each mile. 

“Burk, shut up, we were all there.” Hatcher stirred. “Let me sleep.”

Burk clamped his jaw with an audible click, and I grinned into the dark.

We covered about twenty miles, leaving the wagons and even the provost outriders in our wake before Torl laid a hand on the horse’s neck and guided it off the road and into a woodlot, where we constructed a rough lean-to from saplings and branches. Provine Sael was so tired she did not wake until the scout roused her; he unsaddled the horse and put it on a long picket rope. The animal pawed aside ash and sniffed sadly at the grass, snorting and tossing her head.

I stripped off my armor and boots and wasted no time rolling into my blankets, asleep before I had gotten settled.

The road had been empty when I went to sleep, but when Torl nudged the bottom of my feet with the toe of his boot, wagons were rolling past, with double files of Imperial Legionaries marching on each side of the road.

“Time to move,” the scout noted.

The lean-to had kept nearly all the ash off of us, but it was about two inches deep elsewhere. I rolled to a sitting position, flinching as bruises and cuts reminding me of past fighting. Dusting my feet with talc, I pulled on clean socks and then my boots. Donning my armor and weapons, I stepped out into the drifting ash.

“Is it day or night?” I asked Hunter, who was sadly shaking his flask before stowing it.

“Near dawn,” he advised. “That’s the Second Legion passing us, the first unit off the field, Torl said. They’ve had a bit of rest, and are now making tracks again. We’ve got a half-day’s march to the old Support Depot.”

“What are we going to be doing, once we’re back with our gear?” Hatcher came up, tying her scarf.

“I don’t know; the orders were sealed, and for Provine Sael’s eyes only.”

“Great. Another trek across half the Empire in order to kill horrible things.”

“You could volunteer to stay,” Hunter grinned. “There is a big demand for veteran Nisker skirmishers.”

“Thanks, but no. I’m not going to get walked to death trying to keep up with the Legions just for the privilege of trading shots with Tulg.”

“We fought alongside Nisker skirmishers yesterday,” I noted. “They did good work.”

“We can fight,” Hatcher nodded absently, staring at the shadowy forms moving down the road. “And we serve the Empire. But I would rather do my work in smaller-scale events, given a choice. Seeing that much death in a confined space was not pleasant.”

“It was a horrific sight,” Hunter nodded, feeling for his flask, and then taking his hand away empty. “I’ll not forget yesterday, no matter how long I live.”

“We stopped them,” Burk growled.

“More than stopped them, their right wing was shattered, and that on a day their leaders promised them belonged to the Dark.” Hunter wiped ash from his bare scalp, leaving black streaks. “They’ll be several days sorting out their ranks.” He glanced up. “But this ash, this changes everything.”

“We will still beat them,” Burk snapped.

“I agree,” the ‘slinger nodded. “But not this year, nor likely the next. The Dusmen have changed the game, and it is going to take time to sort things out.”

Provine Sael, brushing her crest, emerged from the gloom from the direction of the road. “Time to go. Most of the Second’s troops have passed, and the Third Legion is right behind. We’ll have to march in the ditch. Torl, I do not need you to saddle my horse.”

“So, it is your horse,” Hatcher pounced.

“I am responsible for the beast until I return it to the proper owner,” the Dellian scowled down at Hatcher. “Your actions are not vindicated in any respect.”

I went to assemble my bedroll as the row started again.

Even in the ditch we could move a bit faster than the Legion files, and significantly faster than the wagons, and I counted off the cohort guidons as we slogged along, just for something to do. Hatcher was eerily silent as we walked, slouching on my shoulders with her greasy flat-topped cap pulled low.

The tired Legionnaires hardly gave us a glance as we passed, marching with their heads down and fatigue stamped on their ashy faces, but there was still a touch of swagger in their bearing; they were heading south, but they weren’t defeated, just tired.

We swung wide to wade across a steam, and I noticed clusters of white things floating on the surface of the water. “What are those?”

“Dead fish,” Provine Sael noted, nearly as tall as me when mounted. “The ash dissolving into the water killed them. Although the ash in the water won’t be enough to hurt men or horses, the decaying fish will taint the water in the days to come.”

“So, the ash is poisonous?” I asked.

“Not literally, but it contains acids, and that will kill fish and small game. It can make larger animals sick after consuming forage that is tainted by the ash. Eventually rain will break up the ash, and the land will recover, but that will take months.”

“Huh.”

The day was still not much better than night-time, and the ash continued to fall, but after about ten miles, as we were pulling ahead of the Second Legion’s advance guard, it was coming down markedly less.

We passed the Second Legion, but not the wagons; although we steadily overtook one after another, it looked like the wains hadn’t stopped at all, and the stream, three abreast, seemed endless. It made for a mournful sight, tired horses and mules pulling wagons south, trying to get to sunlight and clean grass.

I thought about Moina, and remined myself to send a note to let her know that I was still alive, as news of the battle would travel very fast. I needed to let Master Horne know that Burk and me had taken part and reflected credit upon our barrack’s name.

We had gotten to fight in a real battle, but it didn’t feel like I had thought it would; it was still sort of jumbled in my mind, and kind of unreal. It certainly wasn’t like any battle I had read about.

As we walked, I realized that the Lord Marshal was right: getting the army to the south, away from the ash, was far more important than hammering the Dusmen any further. That was an odd thought, and I took advantage of Hatcher’s silence to ponder it. I had read several military histories to improve my reading, and at the time they had seemed rather dull, but now what I read changed: the baggage train, the endless lines of wagons and dray animals, were essential to the Army, and preserving them was very important. The Lord Marshal had no choice but to give ground.

It felt strange to see how things worked, especially big things.

Provost guards started directing wagons into specific fields about five miles from the Support Depot, and not long afterwards Provine Sael had to show papers and explain things at a checkpoint before we were allowed to continue. There wasn’t a lot of ash on the ground at the checkpoint, and it was a little lighter overhead, although the checkpoint officer still had to use a lantern to read the paper Provine Sael presented.

The Support Depot was much reduced from when we last saw it two days ago: columns of loaded wagons were rolling south, and numerous camps had already been dismantled and left.

“And here is a sight that, bedraggled though it be, gladdens my eyes and warms my heart,” Lustis grinned, throwing his arms wide as we trudged into camp.

Provine Sael smiled tiredly. “It is good to see you, Lustis.”

“I have warm soup, fresh bread, and cold smoked beef ready to feed the troops,” the hunchback advised. “And suitable greens for you, your Honor. Water for bathing is simmering in a caldron, and canvas has been strung to protect the cots from this damned ash.”

The Dellian sighed. “A bath… Lustis, you are a treasure beyond value.”

“A labor we delight in cures pain, my lady. That is a lovely horse.”

“It will serve me on a temporary basis.” Provine Sael dismounted. “Have you been well?”

“A bit disconcerted by this business,” Lustis pointed overhead. “The clergy here explained its nature and ramifications. I have had to show your letter to all manner of Imperial officers who rove the Depot seeking dray animals to seize, but so far Smokey remains safe, and in your service, although I am much relieved that you are back and better able to defend your property.”

The soup was beans and rice with a little chicken, not too thick or rich, but lovely after marching for thirty miles on an empty stomach, and best of all, there was enough to feed twenty men, which was good because we were ravenous. Plus a lot of cold smoked beef, which we ripped into bits and dumped into the soup.

Provine Sael ate some greens and then slipped away to bathe, but the rest of us emptied the soup pot and bread baskets.

“Lustis, you are a champion among cooks,” Hatcher used a chunk of bread to wipe her bowl clean and then stuffed the bread into her mouth.

“I cannot draw a cart, nor eat dried oats, but if it be a man's work, I'll do it,” he grinned. “Is the Army far behind?”

“No,” Hunter refilled his cup with wine. “The Second Legion will be here soon, and the Third well before midnight. Have you any word as to how far the ash extended south?”

“Half a day’s march to the south it stops, or so the Temple people say. The darkness extends a bit further, but the clergy say that it will clear up in another couple days. The rumor is that the Legions will assemble a mile or two north of this location, and offer battle, while the army train gets clear of the Ash. Meanwhile, a new Support Depot is assembling sixty miles to the south, with smaller supply points and hospitals closer.”

“You hear about the battle yesterday?” Hatcher asked, refilling her bowl with soup.

“I was told it was a titanic struggle, costly, but a victory for the Empire.” 

“Close enough. We took part, as best we could.”

“I’m glad all were spared. What does the future hold for us?”

“Travel and dealing with darkness, I expect. The Lord Assessor assigned a task to Provine Sael even as the last blows were being struck. We made our way here with all haste.”

She hadn’t made any haste, but I did not say anything.

“That is a remarkably pretty horse. Dellian?”

“Yeah, but don’t talk about it much, it’s a sore point with Her Nibs,” Hatcher advised.

“Hatcher stole it, in other words,” Hunter grinned.

“I am not a thief! She’s riding it, isn’t she?”

“If you think riding it absolves you, you’re sadly mistaken,” the ‘slinger noted. “This business may last longer than the war.”

“No one appreciates all I do,” Hatcher scowled. “I teach, I help, I even enrichen my comrades’ lives, and is there thanks? No. Just recriminations and baseless accusations. Hurtful baseless accusations.”

“Yours is a harsh and lonely path,” Torl nodded.

“Oh, shut up.”

I washed up with a bucket of warm water and gratefully took to my cot. The Temple compound was still fully staffed and guarded, so there was no need for a sentry roster.

My dreams  were a chaotic mix of the battle and the long march to get back here, with occasional strange bits thrown in, for example Fall standing on a rise overlooking the road as we trudged by, and Provine Sael holding Rose, who was an infant again, on the high front of her war saddle.

Still, it was sleep, and desperately needed. I woke up to a dawn that was a little more gray than it had been yesterday, which was progress. Provine Sael healed up mine and Burk’s minor injuries before breakfast, which was split pea soup with plenty of bacon, and fresh bread.

Once breakfast was done Hatcher and Lustis were dispatched to gather rations, Burk was sent to the Imperial staff with a sealed letter, and I was tasked with obtaining medical supplies. Meanwhile Provine Sael, Hunter, and Torl held a council of war.

Since our departure wasn’t until noon, I took the opportunity to head to the road to see what was happening. What was happening was that wagons were rolling south in an unbroken stream again, mounted provost guards moving among them like dogs herding sheep. Lanterns marked each wagon and most riders, as the day’s gloom was not far removed from night, and it made for a melancholy sight.

A red and a yellow lantern had been hoisted on poles, and a burly man in a smith’s leather apron was supervising six men in slave tunics and trousers with numbers drawn in tar front and back. Wagons would pull onto the shoulder of the road, and the crew would confer with the driver, and then fling themselves onto a wheel and change it out with a new one from a big stack. A pile of unfit wheels was growing nearby.

“Four, get the grease on the axle, not the Emperor’s road!” the man in the leather apron bellowed. “Five, do not slack on that lever! Eight, help Five. Two, be careful with that wheel, you whore’s-get! It’s worth a lot more than you are!”

In a surprisingly short amount of time the wagon had a new wheel mounted and edged back into the slow tide heading south.

“Big demand for wheels,” I ventured as the crew slumped down to catch their breath and the man stuffed a small wad of leaves between his lower lip and teeth.

He nodded. “We’ve been making them all summer, and now they’re going fast. You can’t overload wagons and then force-march them without breaking up wheels. Lucky thing the Army standardized all wagon wheels a few years ago.” He patted the top wheel in the stack. “Three feet across, ten spokes, two-inch-wide iron-shod road surface, made with ash, cedar, or hickory, well-aged.”

I was impressed. “You mean all these wagons have the same wheels?”

“Same exact size; that way we can keep them moving, instead of having to repair each broken wheel while the wagon and team waits. When the Army press-gangs wagons, first thing they do is refit them with issue wheels.”

“That is clever. Who is this passing by?”

“It’s mostly Legion wagons moving to base camps immediately south of here; the Army baggage train has already passed. Plus, there’s a lot of rolling stock shifting supplies and wounded south from the Support Depot.”

Shapes emerged from the gloom: men and a few brutes walking in long files in the ditches on either side of the road, escorted by auxiliary cavalry. They were gaunt and sun-beaten, in ragged clothing, tools shouldered and sacks of belongings slung on a bit of rope. About half were in leg irons, and all looked exhausted.

“Labor battalion,” the big man sneered. “Take a good look, you worthless bastards: fail to do your duty, and there’s your future.” He spat leaf-juice. “This lot are escaped slaves grabbed up by pressgangs.” He jerked a thumb towards his numbered charges. “They’re doing useful labor until a new recruit company starts training. They’ll see action before the snow comes, mark my words.”

“Any word about what the Dusmen are doing?”

“What I’ve heard, is that the blocking position held by the Eighth Legion is seeing action, but nothing heavy so far; I’m told the plan is to stand and fight just north of here, buy time to get the logistics sorted out now that we’re having to relocate the Support Depot, and to remind those bastards that the war isn’t over just because they made the sky black.” The provost guards guided another wagon onto the shoulder. “All right, you whore’s-sons, hop to it!”    

I found the hospital area easily enough, but it was in chaos, with wounded and supplies being loaded into lines of wagons, tents being struck, camp gear being packed, and lanterns bobbing everywhere as their bearers worked, directed, and ran about. I wandered through the mess, asking for directions to a supply clerk and occasionally helping lift or push, which is good for conditioning and a useful service to the Empire.

Then over the hubbub, I heard a familiar voice; homing in on it, I found Provine Alvorin lecturing a harried-looking clerk.

“Do you understand? These wounded must be taken to a very specific point. Not close, not just under a handy tent, they must be delivered to the team I have sent ahead. They are part of a study which is of great importance. Do you understand? Then why are you standing here? Make it so!”

“Provine,” I made a short bow as she turned away from the shaking clerk. “How are you?”

“Grog,” she leaned back a little to get a good look at me. “You look hard-used.”

“I was in the Battle of the Ash.”

She nodded, looking a bit thinner, and care-worn around the eyes. “We are having to relocate all our hospitals, even as a fresh tide of wounded flows in our direction.” She frowned at the wagons. “I have assistants collapsing from exhaustion and nerves, and yet the wounded still keep coming.” She shook her head. “War is madness. If the Lord Marshal could give us a week without fighting to get better-organized…but you are not here for a lecture on wartime care for the wounded.”

“I’m looking for a supply clerk; we have a new task from the Lord Assessor, and I was sent for medical supplies.”

“Do you have a list?” I gave it to her, and she looked it over. “I do not know where the dispensary section is now, probably in a line of wagons miles south of here, but I can fill this order from my unit supplies.” She turned and strode off, her staff marking time.

“That is kind of you.” I had no trouble keeping up.

“We go through more than this in an hour.” She led me into a tent that stank. “Let’s see, now…”

“What smells?” I asked as she put items into a wicker chest.

“Hmmmm? Oh, moldy bread and moldy apples.”

“Shouldn’t they be burned?”

“No, we are deliberately making them moldy. I have twenty assistants and forty craftsmen working for me, all gathered from wherever volunteers can be found, and one is from the southern frontier, a wandering barber-surgeon, of all things. He insists that moldy bread is beneficial for treating wounds. He is quite mad, I assure you.”

“If he’s mad, why are you creating moldy food?”

“Because mad or not, he might very well be right; the only positive thing about war is that you have an endless supply of test subjects. I began with five healthy young men with surface wounds, plus five more as a control group, and there are indications that this theory of his reduces the incidence and severity of infections. Currently I have expanded to two test groups of twenty, and the numbers are promising. We don’t actually put moldy food onto wounds, mind you; the apples and bread are simply a growth medium.”

“So, the mold makes the wounded better?”

“The right sort of mold applied to bandages appears to reduce the chance of infection, and may speed the healing of existing infections. The more we can do with mundane medical knowledge, the more the limited pool of Healing Arts can be focused on saving lives and limbs on the battlefield. It is too soon to say for certain at the moment, but I hope to have definitive proof of this theory within a few months. If it works, it will be quite a boon. Although how we will get apples out of season will be another problem entirely.” She slammed the lid shut. “Here: everything on your list, and a few of my personal recipes for good measure.”

“Thank you. We used up all the things you gave us last time.” I lifted the chest onto my left shoulder. “There was a lot of fighting, but we succeeded.”

“Good. The Empire needs success. Here, wait a moment, I wish to address a note to Provine Sael. Is she well?”

“She is weary, and sad a great deal of the time.”

“These are sad times. Still, it affords the opportunity to be of service to the Light and our fellow beings, so perhaps we should be grateful.” She shook her head, still writing. “Myself, I think it is bloody awful. But if the Dusmen will not heed reason, then steel must speak in its place, I suppose. The killing does not upset you?”

“No, Provine.”

“Many years ago, the first time I saw a patient die, I thought I would never set foot in a ward again. Now, I spend what time I can spare prowling the tents of the dying like a vulture, attempting mad schemes of herbal healing.”

“Do they work?”

“I snatch one or two back from death’s door,” she admitted. “Is it my skill, or just a mistake of tired chirugeons performing triage? Immaterial: what matters is another life saved. I war against infections, the wet coughs of lung complications, the overbearing pain, the tendency of scar tissue to be counterproductive, the dangers of simple sicknesses sweeping through the vast number of wounded, and much more. We transform wagon-loads of material into medicines that are consumed like water poured into an empty well.” She signed with a flourish, and handed the note to me. “Guard your mistress well, and see to it that you survive this madness. Peace will not free the Empire from difficulties.”

“Yes, Provine.” I wanted to say something in return, but I didn’t have the words.

Trudging through all the activity, I was struck by how many sides there were to a war: there were men building wheels and fixing wagons, there were healers struggling to save the wounded, clerks making sure supplies went forward and casualties went back, that horses and men got food, that things got done. And to the north the battered Legions would be preparing for another battle, while still further north the Eighth was in a blocking position, buying time.

It was like a crazy dance that covered dozens, even hundreds of miles, all moving to music that only generals could hear. Or at least that only good generals could hear.

I wondered what the Dusmen leaders were hearing.

I was surprised to see Hatcher and Lustis, the latter pushing a handcart, pass through the crowd, moving across my front. I quickly caught up with them. “Are you looking for the ration-point?” I had passed it a little before.

“No, we got rations and are back for engineer supplies.”

“Engineer supplies? Why?”

“I haven’t a clue. Where have you been?”

“Trying to get medical supplies. I was lucky to cross paths with Provine Alvorin, or I would still be looking.”

“How is the sour old thing?”

“Working hard. Have you seen a place where we can post letters?”

“You can leave them with a Temple clerk. Hey,” she addressed an under-centurion who was holding a lantern high and looking around. “By any chance, have you seen a depot with engineering supplies?” 

“What? Oh, over there, behind those wagons; they’re preparing to relocate. Have you come across the cartographers?”

“Back that way and on your right,” I pointed. “There’s a long line of people waiting.”

“Thanks.”

The engineers were busy loading the wagons, but Hatcher managed to get a clerk’s attention. “Excuse me, I need rope, a couple block and tackles, a hoist assembly, and other stuff.”

The tired-looking clerk took the list from her and held it close to the lantern. “Yeah, fine, help yourself.” He pointed.

“Don’t you want to see my letter of authority?’

“They took half our wagons to move wounded; what we can’t load or issue out is going to be left behind to be burned when the last Legion heads south, and that’s going to be about half our inventory.”

I loaded the cart while Lustis located what we needed and Hatcher talked to various clerks. When the handcart was full, I went over to a drift of various tools dumped to the side and selected a stout, double-headed wood axe, a coarse file, and a large, medium-grade sharpening stone, and added them to the handcart.

“That is more axe than I could swing,” Lustis observed, leaning against the side of the loaded handcart.

“I want to chop down trees,” I explained. “It’s good for conditioning, and brings order to forests.”

The hunchback nodded thoughtfully. “A man should put his idle movements towards the betterment of both himself and the world around him.” He raked his fingers through his beard. “This is quite a lot of drama,” he nodded to the chaos around me. “I am impressed how things are being done in such an orderly fashion.”

“I think that the world would be much more orderly if more things were run like the Army.”

“There’s a certain logic to that,” Lustis conceded. “Some big bugger insulting my mother and threatening me with a flogging would certainly get a higher degree of effort out of me.”

“Do we have it all?” Hatcher came over with a jug. “Good. Here’s some ale.”

“Where did you get ale?” I accepted the jug from Lustis after he had a drink and took a long pull.

“Never mind. Let’s get moving.”

I pushed the cart, which forced Hatcher to walk, and which she complained about.

Chapter Two

The cart was solidly loaded with all the new stuff we had, but Smokey didn’t seem to mind much. I was impressed when Provine Sael heaved the war saddle onto the horse by herself.

Having gotten short notes written to Moina and Master Horne and dropped off with the Temple clerk in charge of mail, I had little else to do to prepare other than pack away my gear and lend a hand to Lustis.

Provine Sael led the way out of the Temple camp, which was now starting to load its wagons, and on down to the road, where we turned south; the provost guards made us wait for a break in the outer lane of wagons, and then waved us onto the road.

We only had one wagon’s length of road, so Lustis rode on the cart, and except for Torl, who strode off ahead, the rest of us marched between the cart and the shoulder of the road.

“So, what is it this time?” Hatcher asked, pulling on her greasy flat-topped leather cap against the falling ash.

“Nothing I’ll speak of in public,” The Dellian shook her head.

“Well, where are we going?”

“West, although first we must recover a sordid element from our past, which first means going south.”

“A sordid element from our past,” Hatcher muttered.

“Our first past, as it were,” Provine Sael advised, and I thought I saw her wiping off a smile.

“Our first past…,” Hatcher repeated, and then she suddenly bounced on my shoulder, nearly making me stumble. “AHHHH! No! No! Not ever! I’ll quit, first!”

“You will not,” Provine Sael said firmly. “I need you. This task is important, and I require your assistance.”

Hatcher slumped over so that I was wearing her like a hat. “No, no, no, no. Bugger me, I should have stayed and joined the skirmishers.” Suddenly she sat up and jabbed a finger at Provine Sael. “You’re just doing this because of the horse! This is petty revenge.”

“It is not. Had I more time, there might have been other options, but needs must. I am not pleased about this.”

“Why? We’ve done good things. Why must we be punished like this?”

“Hatcher.”

“We’re all going to be miserable until we die,” the Nisker lamented. “I should have killed him when I had the chance.”

“Hatcher.”

“He is bad luck on legs; we won’t even need to look for trouble, because trouble will come from miles around, homing in on his dread fate.”

“Hatcher!”

“What!”

“We need him. I would not have considered him, otherwise.”

Hatcher slapped the top of my head. “He’ll blame you, you know, and with valid reason. You’ll have to sleep with one eye open.”

“He is no killer. Not personally, anyway,” Provine Sael amended. “And I have two bodyguards.”

“I expect he’s in a labor battalion nearby, right?”

“Exactly.”

“It’s been what, nearly five years? By now they’ll have beaten the spirit out of him, if the work hasn’t killed him.”

“He is alive, and I doubt he has done much actual labor.”

Hatcher groaned. “Yeah, that’s one turd that will always float to the top of the cesspool.”

“Hatcher!”

“It’s true.”

“He is a survivor, that is true,” Provine Sael admitted. “But that is no reason for vulgarity.”

“He’s going to hold a grudge.”

“Perhaps not.” Provine Sael sounded less than certain.

“‘Perhaps not’? You are a big part of the reason he’s doing ten years in a labor battalion. Ten years.”

“They would have hanged him, but for my plea for mercy.”

“Yeah, but I bet the warm feeling for that favor wore off a couple years ago.”

“It is not a preferred course,” Provine Sael admitted. “But the task to which we have been set is an important one.”

“Important enough for this?”

“Yes.”

“Huh.” Hatcher lapsed into a sullen silence, and after a while hopped from my shoulder to the cart, where she sat on the tailgate and sulked.

With Hatcher brooding, we walked in silence, just the sound of hooves and wheels on the road. Even though it was drawing into the afternoon, it was as dark as if it were just after dusk, and lanterns swung from every wain. It wasn’t getting any lighter, but the ashfall declined the further south we went, which was good.

After an hour or so the press eased, as lines of wagons turned off the road into base camps for the various legions. Torl returned, spoke to Provine Sael, and then headed off again.

As I walked, I pondered the acquisition of an axe. Having an axe, I decided, meant that I officially had a hobby, which was nice. I reminded myself to tell Moina about it; after all, not every woman was engaged to not only a Red Guard and a member of the Ebon Blades, but a brute with a hobby. Having a hobby set you apart from others, I decided, especially a hobby that also addressed the problems in the world. Fighting forests was far more important than playing with a puppet, I know that.

About five miles south of the former Supply Depot was a river; the river itself wasn’t very wide or deep, it having been a very dry year (I had been told that, anyway), but the river bed was broad and dug deep into the soil, and there were was a stone bridge across it, but it was only wide enough for one wagon, so two timber bridges and a footman’s walkway had been built alongside. Workers were still working on all the bridges, but it was too dark to see what exactly they were doing, just the movement on ladders, shouted orders, and the sounds of tools.

Provine Sael inquired of a provost guard, and then we crossed one of the wood bridges. The planking of the bridge was very worn, with many planks splitting lengthwise.

On the far bank she pulled her horse to the shoulder. “Grog, with me. Hunter, keep heading south until I catch up with you. Hatcher, come along.”

“Oh, pish.”

Under a pole shed furnished with multiple bright lanterns, several men were studying big drawings on a table and talking of strange things. Provine Sael dismounted and boldly strode into their midst.

“Excuse me, who is in charge of this battalion?” she inquired as they stopped talking and turned to look at the visitor.

“That would be me,” the oldest man said. “Renher, battalion commander.” He was short and squat, big bellied but strong, with great gray mustaches and a bare pate.

“Well met, sir. I am Provine Sael, here on behalf of the Imperial Court,” she offered a large document with many seals and ribbons attached. “I require the services of one of your Battalion.”

Renher looked over the document and handed it back. “Look, tell whomever sent you that my battalion has been building bridges here all summer, and even as we’re building them the Army is shaking them to bits with endless streams of wagons, cavalry, and marching troops. Now it’s dark as night, we’re short on lantern oil, and the streams crossing the bridges have become a flood tide. I’ve had men injured and men killed trying to repair this damned crossing faster than Army traffic can break it, and I’ve not seen a single replacement. And now you’re here to take away a worker.”

“It’s just one man, sir.”

Renher snorted. “One less, and one I’ll never get a replacement for. What’s his name?”

“Jeryt Eba-Malck.” She spelled it as one of the other men thumbed through a ledger.

“I don’t know what they expect me to do, kidnap replacements? But let a single bridge close for twelve hours, and its ‘Renher, what is wrong with you?’.”

The man at the ledge snorted. “That’s number one-one-eight, fire tender, sir.”

Renher frowned. “One-one-eight?”

The man traced a finger across the page. “Yes, sir, Forty-one months of one hundred twenty served.”

“Huh,” Renher ran a thoughtful hand across his mustaches. “You take one-one-eight, and I might actually see a slight increase in work.” He looked at me. “Red Guard?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Huh.” He rubbed his mustaches again. “Go fetch him,” he gestured, and one of the men grabbed a lantern and strode off into the darkness.  “Do you have any idea of what you’re getting, your Honor?”

“I do,” Provine Sael sighed. “I brought most of the charges against him.”

“Well, you’ll have no thanks from me on that score. He has not brought joy to our hard-working little family, I can assure you. I’ve broken hard men, tamed wild men, and retained men who are inclined to run, but this annoying bugger is in a class by himself. Do me a favor, and get him killed.”

“I expect you will not see him again, sir.”

“Those are welcome words.”

“Has he become violent during his stay, sir?”

“No, and damn him for that, because I know how to cure violence in man or brute. He is sly and a conniver. I would have hanged him long ago, if only I had an excuse. He makes himself useful, that is the chief problem with him; I expect that’s why he’s departing us now, although I’ll ask no questions out of fear of fouling the deal.” He shook his head. “You are coming from the north, your Honor?”

“I am.”

“How goes the war? I haven’t been a mile from this crossing since early spring.”

“We participated in the Battle of the Ash, and a horrific business it was.”

Hatcher stepped forward into the light. “The Dusmen attacks broke against the Legions like waves against stone. A counter-attack shattered their right wing, and then we withdrew. They took a brutal beating.”

“If all peace required was a brutal beating well-applied, peace would be a year old,” Renher sighed. “Still, it is good news that the Legions prevailed. This far back, the Lord Marshal’s decisions are often questioned.”

“He taught the Dusmen a sharp lesson, and now he extracts the Army from under this ash cloud,” Hatcher noted. “I’m no general, but that seems proof of competence.”

Renher nodded, but before he could reply the man who had left returned with a prisoner.

Jeryt Eba-Malck was dressed in a slave’s loose tunic and trousers, with 118 drawn in tar on the front and back of the tunic. He was short, not much taller than Provine Sael, but he stood and moved with his knees slightly bent and his shoulders hunched forward, so he looked even shorter.

His left leg was twisted, and he moved in a sort of sidling manner, like he was edging into a hostile crowd, his hands, clad in cloth gloves with the fingers removed, held at center-chest height, the fingertips brushing against each other like two spiders leg-wrestling, ready to break into emphatic gestures at the drop of a spoken word.

He was small-boned and delicate in build and face, with bright, measuring eyes, a narrow but expressive face, and short, thin, and mousy hair and beard; perhaps Hatcher’s outburst had influenced me, but he reminded me of a homely weasel or similar creature.

“Your Honor,” he executed a deep bow at the sight of Provine Sael. “I am forever in your debt for saving me from the unjust caress of the noose.”

Hatcher snorted and spat, shaking her head.

“I’m glad you feel that way, Jeryt,” Provine Sael noted levelly. “Because you will be in my service for the coming months.” She signed a document and a ledger proffered by one of the men.

“Hatcher, you are radiant as usual,” Jeryt bowed again.

“I voted to let you hang, Jeryt,” the Nisker advised.

When we were out of earshot of the labor Battalion, Provine Sael stopped her horse. “I have obtained your service because I need your knowledge, connections, and skills, Jeryt. If you serve well, your remaining sentence will be reduced, or eliminated entirely; truly exceptional service could result in a monetary reward. If you attempt to seek your freedom on your own, I will dispatch Chabney Torl, who is currently in my service, to hunt you down. If you create any problems, Hatcher will choose your punishment. Do you understand?”

“Indeed, I do, your Honor,” Jeryt bobbed his head, his fingers drawing a spider-web pattern in front of his chest. “I am grateful for the opportunity to rehabilitate myself. I have changed my thinking since we last met, I assure you.”

“That is a fine thing to hear.” The Dellian tapped the horse with her heels, and we walking toward the highway.

Jeryt whistled, and a piece of the darkness swept in to land on his shoulder: a large raven.

“Oh, great, what’s this?” Hatcher asked. She was still walking on her own, which surprised me.

“This is Mook, a boon companion of my doleful incarceration.”

“Mook,” the raven said very clearly, startling me.

“Wonderful,” Hatcher shook her head.

I was intrigued by the idea of traveling with a talking bird, having seen one before.

It was easy to catch up with the others, as the wagons moved slowly. Hatcher on my shoulders, I trudged on the shoulder of the road. The ash had stopped falling somewhere around the bridge, but it was still dark.

“It’s like a night that won’t end,” Hatcher sighed, leaning back to look up at the sky. “It is hard to imagine the power involved in all this.” She pulled off her cap, removed her scarf, and retied it. “So, you got to take part in a battle they won’t forget for a long time. How does it feel to have taken part in history?”

“I’m not sure,” I admitted. “It doesn’t fit properly in my mind. In the Pit, you knew what it all was, and in the fights we’ve had as a group, it’s all pretty clear how it played out. But in the battle, it was hard to keep track of what was going on around me, much less the battle. We mostly fought for control of this little, half-built redoubt, and it went back and forth. It was bloody work, fast and desperate. Then we got relieved by a company from,” I had to think hard. “The Sixth Cohort, Ninth Legion. We got some soup, and then you showed up and told us the battle was over. It was very strange.”

“That’s how it goes. A battle is just hundreds of little fights all tied together. Me, I thought I had seen some fighting, but I never saw anything like that. A cohort was always a big thing to me in the past, but on that field, a cohort was just a single plank in a barn, so to speak.”

“The Ukar were like a river,” I looked back into the past. “We hacked them down, and they just kept coming, like chopping a tree that was growing back even as you chopped on it.”

“That’s about right. The ditches were so full of the dead and dying the following waves weren’t even hindered. I threw hurlbats, these metal axe-like weapons, until my arm ached, and it was like spitting on a house fire. Ten-pound rocks flew overhead for the entire fight, and I mean like flocks of them, and it didn’t even slow the Ukar down.”

“The wagon driver who brought us soup had been hauling more rocks because they were running low from firing so fast and long.”

“Yeah. The Ukar and Tulg must have lost thousands trying to crack that line. And now they’re reorganizing to push south and try again. It seems a bit hopeless.”

“The Legions are getting ready for another fight,” I reminded her. “March companies are bringing up fresh recruits, and the Support Deport has replacement equipment.”

“No, I mean, yes, the Army is still more than game, but my point is that after losing that many of their number trying to break a line that wouldn’t break, on a day their leaders said was the triumph of Dark over Light, how do they find the strength to try again? At some point, you would think the Ukar would tell the Dusmen to go piss up a rope.”

“I don’t think the Dusmen take kindly to being spoken rudely to,” I observed. “Ukar and Tulg are violent by nature, and they are dedicated to the Dark. This is the third war they’ve mounted into the Empire, after all.”

“True. I just don’t see how they sustain the will to keep marching south.”

“Ukar are mostly just animals.”

“Apparently.”

“I just remembered, I met an under-centurion from the Ninth Legion,” I mused. “During the winter, when I was patrolling the Flats. He was running a pressgang. He told me, but I don’t recall which cohort he was in. I hope he survives the summer.”

“I hope we all survive the summer. When the Ukar broke through, I was thinking, ‘that’s it, Hatcher, you’re going to get run down and slaughtered’. Then the Red Guard’s foot cohort counterattacked and closed the breach, and I had a future again. That was a strange moment.”

“The commander of the Red Guard has the crest tattooed across his scalp,” I observed.

“You’re betrothed,” Hatcher banged her heels against my breastplate. “You don’t go tattooing your scalp without consulting your bride-to-be.”

“I wasn’t thinking my whole scalp, but maybe my Guard skull and the marker-plate for the Battle of the Ash, when they design it.”

“On your head?”

“On the side, like. Not real big.”

“That might work.” Hatcher felt the side of my head. “Maybe right here, about so big. You still better clear it with Moina.”

“I haven’t even decided if I want it,” I noted. “And even if I did, and Moina didn’t mind, I don’t think I’ll have time before we take winter quarters. It’s just something to think about while we walk.”

“I’ve considered getting the insignia of the mercenary companies I served inked on, but the thing is, where? On my arm isn’t really lady-like, and putting them where no one sees is pointless. But, yeah, you’ve got a huge head and no hair, so that does give you options.” She was fingering my head again. “Like right here. Or perhaps here.”

About five miles south of the bridge we turned west onto a narrow road that was blessedly free of traffic, and picked up the pace. I kept an eye on Jeryt, but all he did was sidle along, his left hand on the cart for support.

Hatcher was lost in the subject of tattoos, but I wasn’t really listening. I was thinking about the battle again, about how the Barsoni had traveled a long way to a strange nation where they couldn’t even speak the language, to stand with fellow Men against the Dark. That was certainly proper behavior, and I wished I had been able to tell them that. They had fought hard, and well.

The Mesti had done the same, and while I doubted that a man using hair oil was proper, you could not deny that they had fought well.

Pondering this helped get the memories of the battle to fit better in my head: we had stood between the Dusmen and the Empire; we had faced the trouble that had come in the darkness, and we had stopped it dead in its tracks. It was too big to kill outright, but we had dealt it a grave blow, and bought time, time that the Imperial leadership would use to hurt it again and again.

Knowing the whole story of the battle wasn’t important, I decided. What was necessary was to know my part in it; it was no different than the many times I had stood between an enemy and someone to be protected, like the time Rose’s parents gave their lives to get her to us, and we had fought in the glow of Hunter’s light orbs to make sure their sacrifice was not in vain. We hadn’t really known that was why we were fighting at the time, but that wasn’t important, because if you stood against the Dark, you were definitely doing good.

I nodded to myself: the memories fit in a proper manner now. When you engage the services of the Ebon Blades, a proper barracks of the old school, you get quality work, that was the rule, and it was true whether you were saving one infant or the Empire.

“What?” Hatcher interrupted herself, having caught my slight nod.

“Just thinking about things.”

“What things?”

I shrugged. “About the good name of the Ebon Blades.”

“Oh. Well, anyway, so I told her that, sure, it looked nice, but what happens when you’re a decade older and turning into a chubby matron? That’s what no one thinks about…”

Letting her voice fade into the background, like the crowd in the pit, I thought about Moina.

I caught Provine Sael alone after we stopped for the night, Burk on my heels. “Mistress, should we tie up this Jeryt for the night?”

She smiled a little, shaking her head. “No need.”

“Hatcher seems to think he could seek revenge.”

She sighed. “Jeryt has good reason to hold a grudge against me, but he is not a man of physical action or personal violence.”

“He has spent time in a labor battalion,” I pointed out.

“It was not his first time in the ranks of convict labor. Jeryt is Jeryt, and while he cannot be trusted with money or things of value, he is not a man who will directly risk his own life.”

“Is he a follower of the Dark?”

“No, he is a follower of Jeryt, and nothing more. Jeryt thinks of nothing save himself, and perhaps his current pet, and the latter is an untested belief. For now, he has hopes of the elimination of his sentence, and that should be more than sufficient.”

I wasn’t convinced, but I nodded and left her presence, immediately circling around to where Jeryt and Lustis were gathering firewood. I strode up, seized the little man’s tunic front, and hauled him to his tiptoes. “My name is Grog, a High Rate of the Ebon Blades, and a member of the Red Guard; I am a bodyguard to Provine Sael.”

“Well met, sir.” Strangely, he did not look afraid.

“You so much as give my mistress a hard look, and I will break every bone in your body, starting at the toes.”

“Literally,” Burk added, looming close.

“I understand.” Jeryt seemed unruffled despite his position and predicament. “I assure you, I am neither a man of violence, nor inclined to harbor a grudge. I was not courting goodwill when I thanked your mistress for saving me from the noose; hard though the life in a labor battalion can be, I preferred it to the grave.”

I lowered him to his feet, although I kept a grip on his tunic. “What were you convicted of?”

His fingers danced. “Many things, but the chief was larceny of Temple funds, various types of fraud, and one or more attempts to sell fraudulent copies of what I purported to be holy relics, among other things.”

“Get to the hanging part.”

“I relocated an actual holy relic, and my purpose for it was badly misjudged.” 

“You mean you stole it.”

“I merely wanted to copy it. An actual holy relic can only be sold once, but you can traffic in any number of accurate copies.”

I stared down at him, but his face was impossible to read; finally, I let go of his shirt. “Remember what I have said.”

“I will, sir.” He sidled away.

I looked at Lustis. “What do you think of him?”

“Harmless, so long as you have nothing of value. He’s the sort who would steal the pennies off the eyes of a corpse, and provide a good reason if caught,” the hunchback grinned. “An accomplished actor, plotter, and conniver, I would guess.”

“That’s a lot to figure out in just a few hours,” Burk pointed out.

“I’ve spent my life around the stage,” Lustis shrugged. “With people who devote themselves to becoming what they are not at the drop of a script.”

“Is he a killer?”

“I would guess not at all. I don’t doubt he has convinced others to kill, and undoubtedly cheated them of their payment afterward, but personally? No.”

“Huh.” I looked at the gangly figure determinedly gathering firewood out of earshot. “Keep an eye on him.”

“I certainly shall.”

Chapter Three

After the evening meal Jeryt went to bathe in a nearby stream with Lustis as a guard, and Provine Sael gathered the rest of us around the fire.

“So, what flavor of horror are we going to face this time?” Hatcher asked as she carefully combined three near-empty flasks of her black sauce into one container, which involved a lot of shaking and careful pouring. “Or Dark scheme to upset?”

“We shall be on a different sort of task.” Provine Sael produced a small leather pouch and drew forth a small rectangular gold plate on a leather cord; the plate was deeply engraved, and had little hooks on each edge, but overall wasn’t much bigger than a penny. “This is a piece of the Kereant, more commonly known as the Mantle of Innocence, a treasured Temple relic.”

Hatcher paused in her careful pouring. “Uh-oh.”

“The Mantle was lost in the Second North War, at the defeat in the Battle of Four Oaks. It has always been assumed that it was captured, and later destroyed, by the Dusmen.”

“I take it that this Mantle was made of those plates?” Hunter asked.

“Yes, it was worn on the neck and shoulders like an extended collar,” Provine Sael. “It was made of hundreds of these plates.”

“Are we sure that one is real?” Hatcher asked.

“We are. Now, one piece might have survived the battle, but this piece was worn by a Legionary who was wounded in a skirmish a week before the Dusmen triggered the volcano. A Temple chirugeon treating the man recognized the pendant for what it was, and reported the find. The soldier was given this by his girl as a keepsake and luck charm; she received it from her father, who won it dicing at Olak’s Hole.”

“Oh, pish!” Hatcher shook her head. “For a moment I thought this was going to be a happy story.”

“Apparently the man who lost this piece in the game had a second he was wearing, and he was a rucker, so we are on the hunt.”

“Two pieces out of hundreds seems a very slender lead,” Hunter observed.

“It is,” Provine Sael admitted, carefully returning the bit of gold to the bag. “But it is the first indication that the Mantle survived at all, even in part. The return of even a portion of this relic is of intense interest to the Temple, and so we have our orders.”

“Why would the Mantle, or parts of it, show up at Olak’s Hole, after being lost in a battle hundreds of miles away?’ Hunter asked.

“Because Olak’s Hole is a drawing force for relics, both real or counterfeit, holy or unholy,” Hatcher sighed. “How that happened is a sort of black-market economic oddity, much like how Fellhome became a center of quality pit fighting that challenged the capitol as a venue. If you are a serious buyer or seller of relics, either good or bad, you go to the Hole.”

“I thought the Hole was a salvage affair?” Torl said.

“It is,” Hatcher nodded. “But the caverns are also a source for precious and semi-precious stones, and gold. Draws a lot of strange types, lots of people coming and going, and is well off the beaten path. Which probably has a lot to do with why it also became the epicenter of illicit relic trading.”

“So, the Temple is entrusting this to you?” Hunter took a nip from his flask. “Are congratulations in order? That would seem to be a promotion of sorts.”

The Dellian gave Hatcher a side-glance. “That is irrelevant.”

“That’s how Provine Sael and I met,” Hatcher finished pouring and hammered the cork into the final flask. “She was hunting stolen relics, and she needed an advisor with knowledge of the illicit markets.” She shook the flask violently. “And that leads to how we met Jeryt.”

“You hired him?” Hunter grinned.

“Worse: we recruited him,” Hatcher shook her head. “We caught him peddling some fake Dark stuff, and leveraged him into being our eyes and ears; that’s a very niche business, and I had no real contacts in the field. Still don’t. So, we used Jeryt.”

“Unfortunately, while acting as our proxy and guide, Jeryt kept a thriving business of counterfeits on the side,” Provine Sael sighed and rubbed her forehead. “Culminating in his pilfering an actual relic from the Temple.”

“Which we recovered,” Hatcher pointed out. “And Provine Sael prosecuted him, leading to his current incarceration. And she saved him from the noose.”

“Wait, so this weedy little rascal ran circles around you?” Hunter chuckled.

“Only with one real artifact, but yeah, he foxed us,” Hatcher admitted glumly. “Akel wasn’t the first one to fool me. Some days I wonder why I’m still drawing pay.”

“Nonsense,” Provine Sael said firmly. “In the end, we realized what was afoot, and we not only recovered the relic Jeryt stole, but a half-dozen more from the illicit market, as well. Two dealers went to the gallows and a dozen to the labor battalions. While our investigation was not without its shortcomings, the final result was most positive.”

“She could have let Jeryt slip away after we got the relic back and gotten a promotion, but no, she had to step up and do the right thing, even though it made her look bad,” Hatcher shrugged. “So, no promotion.”

“As a result of that investigation, I was able to take my search for the Emperor’s remains from the academic to the practical.” Provine Sael pointed out.

“Sure: by borrowing against your house,” Hatcher shook the flask some more. “People who always do the right thing tend to make people in power uncomfortable. They never know what truth you are going to tell next.”

“We have wandered far from the point,” Provine Sael frowned. “Two parts of the Mantle have been seen at the Hole, so we have secured an expert in the field and are in route to begin our investigation.”

“Well, this ought to be an easy one for once,” Hunter nodded. “I’m ready for that.”

“Don’t celebrate too soon,” Hatcher said gloomily. “The Hole is a rough place, and to get into the circles that deal in real stuff, you need more than gold. We’ll probably have to do some rucking ourselves. And the Sagrit will certainly have a presence at the Hole.”

“Rucking?” Hunter asked.

“Hunting stuff in the Hole, be it panning for gold, hunting gemstones, or locating artifacts of the long-gone inhabitants.”

“If you do not know, Olak’s Hole was discovered by a man named Olak, a worker on a nearby farm. He found a sinkhole from which bats would emerge at sunset. In his spare time he manufactured a variety of rope ladders and anchors until he was able to descend to the bottom of the Hole.” Provine Sael took a sip of tea. “He emerged with a sword of black flint, and told of finding carvings and a sizeable labyrinth of caves. This sparked interest, and so the Hole was born.”

“By ‘sword’…” Hunter began, and Provine Sael nodded.

“A three-foot length of worked flint able to make and parry full-arm strokes. An Elder One artifact. The ‘Hole’ connects with the Fanged Warrens, a cavern complex that is at least one hundred twenty miles of natural caves and passages, forty miles of manufactured tunnels and chambers, and new discoveries are made quite regularly. Apparently, it was occupied by the Elder Ones for centuries, and by primitive Human tribes for even longer, with some occupation continuing into the early years of the Empire. Scholars believe that when it was actively occupied, entrances to the complex had been kept to a minimum, hidden, and were closed up in the last days of the inhabitation.”

“I’ve heard of the Hole,” Hunter admittedly. “But only in passing. I was under the impression that it was something of an academic novelty.”

“That’s because it is run by a consortium of Niskers,” Hatcher scowled at the fire. “They make sure that there’s only the one opening. They got the Throne to sell them the land over the Warrens cheap because it’s in the middle of nowhere; they sell the surface areas to farmers and the like, anyone who has money, so long as no effort is made to tunnel down or re-open any found entrances. That’s why Provine Sael sought out a Nisker advisor.” She grinned. “Only thing is, while the Niskers control the village, the artifact trade is a completely separate enterprise that grew up on its own and is controlled by outsiders, hence our need for Jeryt.”

“How long ago was the dice game?” Torl gestured towards the little pouch.

“Four years,” Provine Sael sighed. “The trail is cold and faint, but it is the only trail we have. One factor we must consider is that no whiff of the Mantle has surfaced until now, which could mean that only two pieces escaped the battle, or that the rest has been found and destroyed by agents of the Dark, or that more of the Mantle escaped the battle and lingers unsold in someone’s collection.”

“Well, it beats wandering around bogs looking for horrible sites,” Hatcher observed. “And there will be good cooking where we are headed.”

The next morning there was light; a dingy gray light like a deeply overcast day, but still a very welcome development. It was a lot cooler than I expected.

When we had started moving, Provine Sael motioned for me to move up. “Bring Jeryt to me.”

“I’m going to skip this.” Hatcher flipped off my shoulders and headed for the cart.

Lustis had cut down a set of his clothes for Jeryt, although they were still too loose and long, but the man was clearly happier being out of his convict togs. I grabbed him by the collar and frog-marched him to Provine Sael.

“Jeryt,” she nodded as I let go of the little forger.

“Your Honor,” he executed an odd sort of bow while sidling along.

“It has been a long time since last we dealt with each other,” she patted her horse’s neck. “I hope you have taken the opportunity of the time to reflect on the error of your ways.”

“I have, your Honor, in great detail and every particular.”

“Good.”

“We’re going to the Hole, are we not, your Honor?”

“We are.”

“It’s relics again, then.”

“It is. Can you assist?”

“I can, your Honor. While I am serious in regards to changing my ways, there is little entertainment in a labor battalion, and I wiled away my spare hours in gossip. I am not fully in the game, but I should have no trouble in reestablishing my contacts.” 

“I need you to resist your natural inclination to indulge in deceptive behavior and underhanded dealings, Jeryt,” Provine Sael kept her eyes straight forward, her body moving easily with her horse’s steps. “I have walked a hard road since last we worked together. I have had to take lives, and to order deaths; I am now a kin-slayer, in fact. If you betray my trust in any particular, or give me less than your best service, I will be forced to order your demise. It will upset me greatly, but I will do it. I showed you mercy before and I do not regret it, but the stakes are much higher now, and I am but a servant myself in this endeavor.”

“I understand, your Honor.”

“I sincerely pray that you do, Jeryt. I do not need yet another life on my conscience.”

“I heard of your confrontation with Broken Johnny, your Honor; I knew then that you were much changed, and, I am told, better for it. Not that you needed improvement, but that you had found your feet and were more confident.”

She turned to look at him. “How did you hear of Broken Johnny?”

“Your guards added several members to our lowly ranks,” Jeryt grinned, hands fluttering. “They brought that tale, and others. I am told that Broken Johnny tells the tale often, your Honor.”

“It was just a minor confrontation.” Provine Sael faced front, her shoulders squared.

“That is not how Broken Johnny tells it, your Honor. He says you faced him down in his own lair, and sent him packing. And the flesh-lords of Rhintas curse your name often and loudly, yet dare not put a price on your head for fear of retaliation. It is said that within the space of weeks you arranged their near-bankruptcy with exposure, legal costs, and some sort of robbery.”

“The stories grow with the telling. And do not think I can’t recognize flattery when I hear it.”

“It is admiration, your Honor. And evidence that even though I have changed, and been repaying my debt to the Empire, I have been able to stay abreast of developments.” He frowned thoughtfully. “Am I to assume we seek a specific artifact?”

“Why do you say that?”

“The abruptness, your Honor. You are clearly moving with a purpose, and for someone of your stature to be looking into the relic trade at a troubling time in the war suggests that something new has surfaced.”

She stared at the road as we marched. “Hints of the Kereant have surfaced.”

Jeryt’s fingers danced with each other as he squinted at the dark sky. “That was lost in the last war, your Honor,” he said slowly.

“So I have been told.”

“That is so well-accepted as fact that I have never even heard of forgeries moving in the high circles of the trade, your Honor.”

“Interesting.”

“And you want me to find the unfindable, your Honor?”

“Perhaps not entirely unfindable, Jeryt. What if the mantle, or parts of it, survived the battle, or were somehow stolen back from the Dark?”

The little man’s hands danced wildly. “If it had, the word would sweep the circuit like a wildfire in high winds, your Honor.”

“And word has not?”

“I am a few weeks behind the current rumors, your Honor,” Jeryt admitted. “But no hint has reached me. It is hard to imagine the Mantle re-appearing.”

“But say it had survived or re-appeared, perhaps in part. Could that fact stay quiet?”

“Well…the Kereant was…or is, solid gold plates, so it is not impossible that some trapper stumbled across it on the battlefield. But thinking it mere decoration, wouldn’t he be more likely to melt it down for the metal, your Honor?”  

“That would be a terrible fate. But the battlefield has been searched several times by the Temple in the years since, and I don’t doubt private individuals in your former occupation have searched as well.”

“I’m sure, your Honor,” Jeryt nodded thoughtfully. “But the Dusmen held the field at the end of the battle, and it was some days before the Empire reoccupied it and buried the dead left behind. The quartermasters would have salvaged weapons, armor, and other useable equipment, and the dead buried in mass graves. Most of the actual work would have been done by labor battalions.” He stroked his short, patchy beard. “I know little of the battle, but as I understand it, it was a scattered affair.”

“The Ukar broke the Imperial left flank, and got mounted troops through the gap. The cohorts formed squares and were able to withdraw, carrying their wounded, but there was a terrible slaughter of foot auxiliaries and support personnel,” I said into the silence. “Imperial and auxiliary cavalry counter-charged, allowing the Legions to pull back and establish a new defense line, but the Dusmen carried the field.” I thought for a moment. “I read a history of the Imperial Army.”

“It is unclear where the Mantle-bearer fell,” Provine Sael sighed. “But it was definitely after the lines broke. He was mounted, so the possible area is sizeable. He had an escort of four Temple guards, but they perished as well, although no one is certain if they fell with the Mantle-bearer, or while trying to cover his retreat. Parts of one guard’s armor were found on the field, but the rest were not, and of course, given the time between the battle and Imperial recovery of the field, identification of bodies was frequently impossible.”

“The Ukar would have taken armor and weapons, both as trophies and for personal use, or just re-forging, your Honor,” Jeryt mused. “Although as I heard it, they suffered heavily, and moreover were pressed into hot pursuit after the fighting stopped. I believe there was another battle very soon and close by?”

“Two days and eight miles,” I answered. “The Dusmen launched a dawn attack on the Imperial camps, but the Legions were already standing-to, and the Ukar were beaten in detail, although it took most of the day. I think it was a close-run business.”

“Well done, Grog,” Provine Sael drummed her fingers on the high front of her war saddle. “So, this is what we have Jeryt: a mystery that goes back to the Second North War.”

“If it hasn’t reached the circuit, your Honor, why start at the Hole?” Jeryt asked.

“Because the hints we have surfaced at the Hole.”

“That makes little sense, your Honor: the Hole is the place it would be most easily recognized; if it were at the Hole, it was brought there to sell.”

“Perhaps it was, and the seller is in a shallow grave. Or perhaps a treasure-hunter found it in the Warrens, and it ended up at the Hole, still in someone’s stash of goods.”

“To the untrained eye, the Mantle is hundreds of pieces of gold, your Honor. Treasure hunters don’t keep things for themselves, they convert them into coin.”

“True. The entire business is unlikely, Jeryt. We must operate with that in mind.”

“If it exists, in part or whole, your Honor, and it is not up for sale as a relic, my contacts are of no use,” Jeryt reminded her.

“True, but you are also very familiar with the residents of the Hole, and also an ardent student of your fellow criminals, Jeryt. I am certain you will still have use.”

“I will certainly aspire to be worthy of a pardon, your Honor.”

Hatcher had dozed off on the cart, so I walked in peaceful silence. I hadn’t liked it when Provine Sael called herself a kin-slayer: her uncle had started the fight, and Hunter had nearly killed him, anyway; it was hardly worth claiming as a kill, in fact. She was hard on herself, and I didn’t like seeing her hurt from things that I did not think were her fault.  Sometimes I think that being smart does Provine Sael no favors.

I tried to think on ways to find the Mantle, but I quickly got nowhere, and gave up on it. I thought about Moina for a while, and then about roast beef on fresh bread.

When we had turned off the route the Army was retreating on, it was too dark to see what the countryside looked like, but I could see that it was forest, not too close to the road, cut here and there by little clusters of farms, just two or three houses and their outbuildings surrounded by fields and pastures, and the forest. The houses were closed and lonely-looking, and there weren’t any animals in the pastures: the famers had left, no doubt because the war was being fought just a couple day’s march north of here. No raiders had burned the buildings, I guessed, because raiders wouldn’t be assigned to areas this close to the main fight. That would change now that the Army was retreating.

As we left the road to set up our night camp, Provine Sael galloped her horse about a half mile back the way we came, returned at the same speed, and then walked the horse a bit. She dismounted and kissed the horse’s nose, her eyes bright.

“Quite a stride,” Hatcher observed.

“She’s lovely. It is important to let her stretch out now and again; all this slow travel is hard on her spirit.” She removed the saddle with an un-ladylike grunt, and dug out her curry comb. “But do not let my enjoyment of this fine animal deceive you into thinking I approve of your actions.”

“Perish the thought.”

As we were putting the finishing touches on the camp, Provine Sael stowed the curry comb. “Lustis, are you familiar with the recipe for covered onion soup?”

“That I am, but I lack the proper cheese, and onions.”

“There is smoke at that farm,” the Dellian pointed to a roof half-hidden by the trees of a windbreak a half-mile away. “I shall inquire there for onions and cheese. Perhaps a few apples or turnips for Uggla.”

“Uggla?” Hatcher asked from where she was sitting by the fire telling me about different types of potatoes.

“That is the horse’s name; it means ‘Pearl’, not terribly original for a Silvermane.”

“How do you know her name?”

“It’s on her chest-strap.”

I tossed the potato I had been peeling into the pot, and climbed into my armor. “Ready in a moment, mistress.”

Provine Sael hesitated, glanced at the distant roof, and nodded. “Yes, of course.”

“How do you know they grow onions, mistress?” I asked as we headed for the farm.

“All farms have a kitchen garden, Grog. As do many homes in a village, town, or even city.”

“Oh. Do they farm strips here, mistress?”

“Strips?”

“Last year we rescued those people from slavers, and it was because they farmed in strips.”

“Ah, yes, I understand. No, these farms rotate their crops. Strip-farming is dying out, albeit not fast enough.”

I nodded. “Will we be wintering in Rhintas again, mistress?”

“That is my intention, assuming we are not on Imperial business. The war will halt when the mud comes, and both armies will move into winter quarters once the freeze sets in, but we may still have work to do. This business with the volcano will have far-reaching effects, I’m afraid.”

“How long do you think this search will take?”

She sighed. “Not long, I’m afraid. The trail is deathly cold. We have almost nothing to work on; if Jeryt cannot come up with some sort of lead, I fear our time will be fruitless. Still, the subject of our search is too important not to make a thorough effort.”

“Will the Temple like you better if we succeed?”

She smiled. “It would help a little, perhaps. It isn’t the Temple per se, but rather the Dellian faction within who view me as a radical. Don’t concern yourself with my career, Grog. I’m not likely to see advancement.” She swung her staff at a flying bug and missed. “What of you? Does wearing the full Skull interest you? Seeking promotion within the Red Guard?”

I rubbed the scar along my jaw. “Not while I can serve you, mistress. I think I like escorting more than soldiering.” I thought for a moment. “Although the Army is quite proper in how it does things.”

She nodded. “It is good to have options. And here we are.”

The farm was a good-sized log house, a long, low building that I guessed was a barn, a corral, and a big yard. There was a chicken coop and run, but no chickens, and no dog announced our approach.  I lengthened my stride to move a bit ahead of Provine Sael as we approached the house’s front porch, and then the door opened and a man stepped out.

He was in his early twenties, I guessed, with close-cropped reddish hair, a few days growth of beard, and clothes of homespun that were loose and over-long. He had a sword at his belt of the cat-gutter style, and a long dirk.

Cat-gutters are general-purpose swords, with a blade a bit less than two-and-a-half feet long, with a strengthened point, useful for stabbing or cutting, and normally made with twisted-bar crossguards bent into S-shapes; all in all, one of the most common swords found in the Empire. The Legions issue cat-gutters, but they commission them with a threaded tang and no pommel; when new weapons arrive at a Legion, armorers screw on a pommel unique to that Legion, and then peen the end of the tang, making the connection doubly strong.

Seeing an armed farmer was not unusual, but seeing one armed with a sword from the Third Legion was not normal at all.

“Good evening,” Provine Sael greeted the man cheerfully. “I was hoping to make a purchase from your garden.”

A second man, a full water bucket in each hand, came around the corner of the house and stopped so abruptly that water sloshed onto his trouser legs. He was young, solid, and dressed poorly, with identical weapons.

Red-hair looked beyond us, and then nodded slowly. “Certainly. Come on in, we were just sorting the day’s pickings.”

Provine Sael started to take a step forward, but I held my left hand out, palm back, at waist height.

“Those are fine haircuts you have,” I observed, my right hand on my scien case. “I have no hair, as you can see, but I know an Army shearing when I see one.”

Red-hair sneered. “It’s hot, tusker.”

“Those are Third Legion issue swords,” I jerked my chin at the weapons. “I fought at the Battle of the Ash.”

“Take your friend and leg it,” Red-hair laid his hand on his sword hilt as the bucket-man dropped his burdens.

“Mistress, you should leave,” I advised. “These cowards are Legion deserters.”

“Hold, everyone stay your hands,” Provine Sael stepped forward. “Listen, currently I am an Imperial official of some rank, and if you agree to accompany me on my undertaking, I will see to it that the Army extends leniency.”

“We’re done fighting other men’s wars,” Red-hair snapped, and my scien caught him in the belly, sinking half its length into his flesh.

Then I was in front of Provine Sael, Fallsblade at the close left guard, as Buckets charged, his sword held at an outside right guard. I heard the door bang open but I kept my eyes on Buckets. He came in fast, sticking with the point, which was wise, and then I was side-stepping as Fallsblade’s point was flicking up and a touch forward to lay the right side of his face open to the bone from his jaw to his hairline.

Fallsblade was back in position at close left guard as a third deserter came off the porch, sword raised for a primitive full-body chop, exactly the sort of graceless stroke that would get him a solid thump across the back from a centurion’s wood baton.

Stepping forward and to the side I brought Fallsblade up in a horizonal stroke that, combined with his momentum, laid his belly open, dumping his entrails into the dirt.

Red-hair came at me, one hand gripping his belly, trying the same sort of brute force stroke that should have been beaten out of him in his initial training. I swung to meet him, Fallsblade’s hilt level with my breastbone, my edge lopping through his right forearm, sending hand, wrist, and sword flying. He slid to a stop, goggling at his spouting stump until my back-swing lifted his head off his shoulders.

I decapitated the third man; Buckets had fled, leaving his sword behind.

Provine Sael, sword in hand, was a short distance away, the back of her left hand, which also held her staff, pressed to her mouth. “Are you all right, mistress?”

“Yes,” she lowered her left hand and sheathed her sword. “Was that necessary?”

“He refused your offer,” I shrugged. “And there were at least two. Starting the fight was my best option.”

She nodded, a bit jerkily. “Find a shovel and bury them, Grog.”

“Yes, mistress.”

She wrapped the bodies and prayed over them while I dug two graves. Torl came up as I was putting the last touches on my digging.

“Wondered what you had gotten up to,” he observed laconically.

“Deserters had taken up residence. One fled with a bad facial wound.” Provine Sael explained.

“Want me to find him?”

“No, let him go. There’s been enough killing today.”

“Desertion’s a hanging offense, and most don’t even get a trial,” the scout reminded her.

“I know. But I’ve had enough death for one day.”

“As you wish.”

We brought their weapons with us in case Buckets doubled back. Provine Sael was quiet and sad-looking, with no further interest in onions or cheese; she ate a plate of greens and went straight to her cot.

“Blast, she finally starts to feel alive again, and this happens,” Hatcher shook her head.

“I looked at the garden, but I don’t know what onions look like when they’re in dirt,” I confessed. “Or turnips.”

“I doubt it would have helped, but that was a nice thought.”

Later, Jeryt sat across the fire from me, and Mook came from somewhere and landed on his shoulder. “Ugly brute,” the raven noted.

“Ravens are like children, they pick up phrases that would be better left unlearned,” Jeryt observed apologetically.

I wasn’t bothered; the fact that the bird could associate that phrase with a brute was interesting. Mook chuckled, and then clucked like a chicken; Jeryt gave it a twist of bread-crust, and the pair sat and watched the fire.

Chapter Four

We continued mostly southwest for the next five days; the weather stayed dry and unseasonably cool, and each day the cloud cover broke up a bit more. At each night camp I chopped down at least two trees, which was good conditioning, and striking a blow against the nasty chaos of forests felt good.

On the second night Provine Sael asked for Fallsblade, and sat cross-legged with the blade across her lap for a while, eyes closed. Finally, she opened her eyes and gestured for me to take it back. “If we move into winter quarters, Grog, Hunter and I are going to have to make a detailed study of this weapon.”

“Yes, mistress. But I will need it to guard you.”

She smiled a little. “Fear not, Grog, we will only need it for a few minutes at a time.”

“Is this the Seed of Destiny?”

“No. But there is something unusual about this sword, or in what you did for this Fall, and I want to know what that is.” She shook her head. “So many things crop up in our travels that it is easy to lose track, especially with larger, more pressing problems at hand.”

“The thing you fought in the hill-folk longhouse did not like Fallsblade.”

She nodded. “It is not of the Dark, but that is not answer enough for me. It may be yet another false trail, but I intend to follow it.”

Hunter spent his spare time working with small tools, wire, and some odds and ends, frequently talking to himself.

Hatcher studied the documents that had been provided by the Lord Assessor’s staff, and even had a lengthy and intense discussion with Jeryt one whole evening.

Jeryt kept to himself, petting Mook and occasionally chatting with Lustis, who was friendly to all. They spoke of strange things that sounded educated.

Burk worked with his puppet and read, and I practiced sharpening my axe, and read, returning to the military histories which were the first books I had bought, and found them to be much easier going now that the novels had sharpened my reading skills.

With no auxiliaries along, we stood our own guard watches, which was nice enough; it felt good to watch over our comrades while they slept. Having the Mesti along had been handy, but we could manage on our own. Provine Sael’s horse, Uggla, was a useful beast: she was much more alert than Smoky, and inquisitive. Anything trying to sneak up on our camp would have to deal with her senses as well as whomever was on guard.

I worked on longer letters to Moina and Master Horne, telling them about the battle and the retreat, and various other things. All in all, it was a pleasant trip.

On the third day, as we marched, I asked Hatcher what she was reading in the evenings.

“The reference material on the Hole, in case we have to go into it.”

“Why would the Mantle be down there?”

“Dunno, but it wasn’t supposed to be anywhere, and it came from a rucker.”

“So, is this like the karst?”

“Not so much; the karst is mostly dead space immediately underground, with frequent sinkholes. The Hole is down deep, linear and multi-layered. It was carved out of limestone by water a long time ago, and I mean a long time. The thing about it, is that it is mostly what they call ‘live’ caves: water seeps down from overhead, and dissolves tiny bits of limestone, which then forms stalactites, which are like stone icicles, or stalagmites, which are the same, but grow from the floor up. Mind you, it takes years for these things to form.”

“So, it’s a hundred miles long?”

“No, there’s about a hundred-twenty miles of caverns discovered so far, but they occupy multiple layers, so it’s only about thirty miles as the crow flies, or at least so far as is known; the full extent of the place is far from known, and there are those who think there are out-shoots stretching far to the north. The Hole happens to be at the south-center of the complex.”

“And they been, what, ‘rucking’ it for years?”

“Yeah.”

“Should be empty by now.”

“No, they keep finding more areas, and to keep things interesting, Tulg infiltrate in from the north, and release roth pigs into the complex, which means you get nasty things hunting the pigs. The pigs live off algae, moss, mushrooms, and the like. Plus, there’s old-school Undead down there, either a legacy of previous occupants, or the Dusmen having a pet necromancer restocking the place. So, a lot more ruckers go in than come out.”

“Ah.”

“Yeah. We go down there, you and Burk are going to have yourselves a fine old time.”

“When you engage the Ebon Blades, a proper barracks of the old school, you get quality work, that is the rule.”

“Tell me something I don’t know. Anyway, if we have to go in, I’m probably the one who is going to be in charge of the operation, so I need to be ready.”

“Are there maps?”

“Yes, of a sort, but ruckers don’t share information much. This place is a labyrinth, mind you.”

“How come you’ve never been in the Warrens?”

“Just lucky, although it looks like my luck’s running out in that regard. It’s a rough gig, working the caverns under the Hole.”

“Not with Burk and me guarding you.”

She patted my head. “That’s what I’m counting on. I’ve had some thoughts about rucking in the past, but you need good help.” 

We were trudging along when Uggla suddenly snorted and arced her head back, kind of side-stepping, her tail held high.

“Ssssshhh, pretty girl,” Provine Sael patted the side of the horse’s neck. “That’s just a tortoise.”

“A war horse frightened by a turtle?” Hatcher snickered.

“Horses are sometimes disturbed by unknown movements or unfamiliar sights,” Provine Sael, sitting easy in the saddle, urged Uggla forward. The horse snorted a couple times, but kept moving, her attention locked on the small armored figure trudging through the leaves in the shadow ditch to the right of the road.

“You wouldn’t see Smokey do that,” the Nisker noted.

“Mules are philosophical beasts,” Lustis observed. “Given to a more careful pondering of relative sizes and weights.” He stroked his beard. “They are also more inclined to violence.”

Uggla snorted as she passed the tortoise, then tossed her mane.

“Aren’t you just a pepper?” Provine Sael smiled and stroked the horse’s neck.

“You ride rather well,” Hunter observed.

“I have a classic education,” the Dellian shrugged. “Courtly protocol, the traditional dances, table etiquette, appreciation of art, and countless other areas of dubious use were deeply instilled in my early years. Riding is the one of the few useful skills.”

“All that on top of a scholar’s education, clerical training, medical training, and instruction in your Arts,” Hatcher shook her head. “You must have been hard at it before you were out of diapers.”

Provine Sael shrugged. “Dellian children of a certain social class are expected to master a broad range of education.”

“Was there much time left to be a child?”

“Not a great deal. But it is easier when every child you know is going through the same thing.”

“I expect so. Before I was big enough to do real chores my mother used to tell me to leave the house after breakfast and to not return until it was time for lunch.”

“That sounds carefree.”

“It had its moments. But soon enough I had a share of the burdens of household chores. I learned to cook, brew, tend sheep, card wool, and garden, in addition to my sums and letters.”

“And here you both are, armed and about the Emperor’s business,” Lustis observed.

“It is not what my mother had in mind,” Hatcher nodded. “As she frequently observes in word and letter. But I came by it naturally enough: my aunts report her to have been a hellion in her youth, running off to marry an unsuitable beau.”

“Your father?”

“Yep. It was mostly snobbery that made him unsuitable: he was from a poor family. He got employment as a tool-sharpener for a lumber company, and she took work as a cook for the same firm, and they travelled about the Empire for a few years before returning home and getting respectable.”

“Respectable meaning prosperous?”

“Exactly. People think that Dellians are the stuck-up ones, what with their courtly society and snooty manners, but it’s hard to top a Nisker sewing circle for cruel gossip and a looking-down of noses.”

“So, by now, you’re respectable,” Hunter observed. “You’ve acquired deep pockets.”

“Close,” Hatcher nodded. “If I went home and got married, all would be forgotten.”

“I always heard that Niskers liked money,” I pointed out.

Hatcher sighed. “In every stereotype, there’s a bit of truth. Niskers put a great deal of emphasis on fitting in and meeting standards. Starched aprons and a spotless kitchen count for a lot.”

“My family expected more of me, as well,” Hunter nodded. “But they lost their hope early on. It was kinder that way.”

“Whereas as Grog and Burk are the apple of their father’s eye,” Hatcher grinned. “Meaning Master Horne.”

That was a nice thought. 

On the fifth evening, as we ate supper, Provine Sael motioned to Jeryt. “The Hole is less than two day’s march away. Advise me on our approach.”

Jeryt set down his bowl of stew. “Let Hatcher and myself enter, separately, while the remainder wait. The rest of you enter the next day, and interact with the academics there. You’ll still draw attention, but that can’t be avoided. I might suggest that the Red Guard insignia not be displayed, but that is your choice.” His fingers danced as he spoke.

She nodded. “Sensible. How do you plan to conduct your search?”

His fingers paired up with their opposite number on the other hand and drummed together. “Well, I will first renew contacts, expressing joy at my early release.” He scowled into the fire as his fingers danced on his thin chest. “After getting a feel for the current circumstances, I will look for the other gold piece being worn openly. Lacking that, begin discrete inquiries into the pendant as an individual item, not mentioning its suspected origin. The key is not to let on the fact that it is part of a larger and more valuable whole.”

“How will we communicate?”

“Hatcher. Being a Nisker in a Nisker-controlled place, her movements will be unremarkable. It will be assumed that I am on the hunt for a third-party collector, for such was frequently my occupation in my previous life, so if the secret of my patron being present escapes, it will not be a revelation of any great significance.”

“Do you have any idea how long you will need?”

Jeryt shrugged. “You’ve given me so little to work with, I have no idea. If any word of the Mantle is around, I will hear it rather quickly, but otherwise, luck and the mercy of the Light are our only hopes.”

“Fat chance,” Mook announced, and was rewarded with a bit of bread.

Provine Sael smiled at the raven. “Do not be dismissive, bird.”

Mook gobbled like a turkey.

“Hatcher, what will your approach be?”

The Nisker sighed, shaking sauce into her stew. “I know some of my people there. Touch base, and ask around. I won’t have to be as coy, but with only ‘a rucker wearing a gold pendant, four years ago’ to work with, I’m not optimistic. If we had a name, or description, or something to identify him, that would help immensely. A lot of people pass through the Hole, looking to make it rich, and a lot leave or vanish down in the darkness.”

“A discrete inquiry is being made with the father of the young lady in question, and word will be sent to us if he recalls anything specific, but I hold no great hope in that regard,” Provine Sael nodded, still watching Mook, who appeared to be listening intently to the conversation. “We are poorly-equipped for an investigation. I will send Grog and Burk to watch for the pendant being worn, Hunter to prowl the fleshpots, and Lustis to be social where strong drink is consumed, in the hopes that a wide enough net may turn up a stray fact or two.”

“How are you, love?” Mook inquired, and was rewarded.

On the seventh day we made camp at noon, while Hatcher and Jeryt pressed on.

“I don’t think not wearing our Guard insignia is going to let us pass notice,” Burk observed as he made his puppet dance; the wood figure was a bit clumsy, but a lot less than it had been.

“True, but there’s no point in making it easy,” I noted as I worked oil into my spare boots. “Hatcher’s just another Nisker in a Nisker-run town, and Jeryt isn’t associated with us, and they’re the ones doing the real work. The rest of us could be like a feint, drawing attention away from the real move.”

He thought about that. “Yeah, I like that.”

“Hatcher says it’s a rough place with a lot of money changing hands, so we might get to bust some heads,” I kept my voice low, wary of Provine Sael’s keen hearing. “There’s bound to be a good number of criminal types there.”

Burk grinned evilly. “That’s a happy thought.” He frowned. “So, is the money coming out of the Hole?”

“Most, but the dealing in relics and old stuff brings a lot of money in, too.”

“Seems an odd place to do that sort of thing: we’re out in the sticks.”

“No Imperial garrison, and a lot less law.” I had asked Hatcher about that.

“Ah. Good.”

“Yeah.”

“You writing Master Horne about the battle?”

“I am.”

“This Lord Marshal is a lot like you: too much footwork. I think he should stand and have at them.”

“Shut up about the battle; I was there, too.”

“Don’t tell me to shut up.” Burk made the puppet walk, and then raise its hands as if in horror. “How is cutting down trees going?”

“Great, I’m going to do four today. Every little bit helps.”

“It can’t hurt.”

We sat in companionable silence for a bit, but Burk just couldn’t let it ride.

“Do you think we’ll get to take part in another battle before winter?”

“Possible. Depends on how long this job takes.”

“It would be nice to have two battle-plates.”

“Yeah, it would.” I examined the toe of my boot. “Why would people desert the Legion?”

“What?”

“I was thinking about those deserters I killed.”

“Well, they would have faced the noose if you hadn’t killed them.”

“Yeah, I know, but why would anyone desert the Legion?”

Burk frowned, thinking. “There’s always slackers.”

“Sure, but to desert? In time of war?”

“Cowards?”

“They didn’t come at me like they were outright cowards.”

Burk shook his head. “The Army feeds ‘em, pays ‘em, and equips ‘em. There’s ale and whores available most times, and plenty of fighting. Who would turn their back on that? That’s the same basic situation we have.”

“Which is why I’m asking,” I said patiently.

“Well, how would I know? It’s the same job, basically, as we have. Do you feel like quitting?”

“Of course not.”

“So, it’s just slackness, pure and simple.”

“One said something about not fighting other people’s wars.”

“Who has their own war?”

I thought about that. “Well, we sort of did, during the winter. And Provine Sael kind of has a war with the whore-masters.”

“Which we fight.” Burk made the puppet skip, and then pivot. “And the Sagrit have a war with her, which we also fight. Most of the fighting we do has been in other people’s wars.”

“That’s true,” I nodded. “I guess the thing is, you either choose a side, or get hired by a side, and then it’s your fight, too.”

“Yeah. Now the Dusmen, that’s everyone’s fight, unless you want to be a slave. Of course, being brutes, we wouldn’t be lucky enough to be slaves, the Ukar would see to that.”

“Well, they have to win, first.”

“They won’t. If they couldn’t beat us on a day with no light, they’ll never win.”

“That’s the truth of it.”

We waited a day and a half before resuming our journey, allowing me to cut down seven trees, and try to write a letter to the sisters with advice on how to deal with freedom, but it was hard going. Even as a slave I hadn’t been afraid of much except Master Horne, while Igen seemed scared of everything.

We arrived at the Hole in mid-morning, nine days out from the old Imperial Depot. Olak’s Hole was a good-sized village laid out neatly in a square, encircled by a broad stake belt, a deep ditch, and an earth embankment, with gates across the four road entrances and watch towers at each corner. Farmland and pasture further surrounded the place, both feeding the village and preventing any surprise approaches.

Well-equipped sell-swords manned the gates, collected a small tax from visitors, and required all armor to be removed. There wasn’t much traffic going in, but once inside Olak’s Hole was a busy place. The buildings were mostly of log construction, although the newer structures used finished wood.

“That half is the residences of the permanent residents, and outsiders are not welcome,” Provine Sael jerked her chin to the west. “The east side is for visitors, and the center is for business.”

The Dellian pointed out the other points of interest as we moved down the main street. The east side boasted two large inns, one clearly newly-built, and a half-dozen long log bunkhouses where ruckers could rent a bunk by the night, week, or month. There were four eateries, one a big open-air affair run by Men which tended to the needs of the ruckers, and three formal cookshops run by Niskers. There were five taverns, two gambling dens, and three brothels, the latter drawing a disapproving look from Provine Sael.

We stopped at the big new inn, the Gilded Cat, and Provine Sael secured quarters, handling herself much in a more posh and arrogant fashion than was her custom; I guessed she was trying to hide who she actually was, or maybe she was just nervous.

I had my eyes moving the instant we came through the gate, and what I saw was a lot of Niskers, an unusual number of well-dressed men (and even a few women) trailed by bodyguards, and small groups of hard-eyed, well-armed men loitering here and there. Both the latter groups looked out of place in a village this size.

We met in Provine Sael’s suite after our goods were taken to our rooms by inn servants.

“There’s a lot more money moving here than the size of the place warrants, even including the Hole,” Hunter observed, dropping uninvited into a chair.

“True. It is more prosperous than when last I visited. So, now that we are here, I will visit the academic mission studying the caverns, and the local chapel. Torl, what is your pleasure?”

The scout shrugged. “I believe I’ll take a look around the countryside. I’m not of great use in alehouses or gambling dens.”

“Please be safe. Hunter, Grog, Burk, and Lustis, you have your assignments. Do not acknowledge Hatcher or Jeryt unless they initiate contact.”

“Mistress, this is a rough place,” I advised. “Lustis, you need to be very careful.”

“What makes you say that, Grog?” Provine Sael frowned.

“There’s alley-bravos on every corner,” I shrugged. “Money draws trouble.”

She nodded thoughtfully. “Noted.”

The center of the town was dominated by a stone wall taller than me which surrounded the actual ‘hole’; It had only one gate, which was guarded, and guards walked the catwalk atop the wall. Provine Sael explained that the Nisker consortium taxed all loot brought to the surface, but the main reason for the wall was that on occasion Tulg or hostile creatures tried to get to the surface.

Surrounding the hole were the shops for buyers of gems, gold, and ‘oddities’, two stores selling gear ruckers would need, and surprisingly, six Nisker-operated tea rooms, all of which were doing a lively business.

“There is the daytime haunt of the relic trade,” Provine Sael said quietly, giving a slight jerk of her head towards the tea shops. “The most expensive dealing will be done there, while the lesser sales are handled in taverns.”

I spotted Jeryt, much better-dressed than when I had last seen him, sitting at a table in front of one of the shops, listening to a florid-faced man whose two bodyguards loitered nearby. Mook wandered under Jeryt’s chair, hunting crumbs. If the little man noticed us, he gave no sign.

Me and Burk loitered outside a building that housed a team of academics who studied both the caverns themselves and the history of the former occupants, and then later the chapel, while Provine Sael paid her respects. It was familiar duty.

That evening, Provine Sael briefed us again. “Be your most subtle, just eyes and ears,” she advised. “My main interest is your estimates of the population of the east side. Be cautious, as Sagrit will certainly have at least an agent here, and I may have been recognized.” She sighed. “I fear I am using you as bait.”

“Why would the Sagrit be here, mistress?” I asked.

“The artifacts trade,” she frowned. “They gravitate towards any dirty dealing or places where trouble can be made.” She turned to Lustis. “Are you certain you want to go out?’

“It would look odd for a man of my station not to take an evening out,” the hunchback shrugged.

“This course places you in some risk.”

He grinned. “I have been in harder places than this, your Honor. I know how to mind my own business. I’ll find a suitable drinkery and begin establishing myself.”

Provine Sael nodded, worry stamped on her face.

“Are you sure you’ll be safe here, mistress?” I asked, uneasy.

“Hunter will watch over me, and this inn is Nisker-owned.”

“The Sagrit have Niskers in their ranks, Mistress.”

“Go.” She made a shooing motion. 

We stopped outside the inn. “Now what?” Burk asked.

“Well, I’m for a more thoughtful place,” Lustis ran a comb through his beard. “I made some inquiries of the Inn staff. A slower, calmer place where a mature man with a bit of money can drink in peace, or find a conversation of merit. I’ll leave the rougher spots to you lads.”

“If there’s Sagrit here and they’ve recognized the mistress, they’ll make an early move,” I observed as Lustis headed off.

“Too many dead Sagrit in our backtrail,” Burk agreed. “They’ll try to hit before we get settled in. You think they’ll go for the mistress?”

“If they do, Hunter will make them regret it. And they’ll be worried about where Torl is. If it was me, I would try to kill one of you or me, hope to provoke the mistress into a reaction.”

“Knife in the crowd, you think? We’ve no armor.”

“It’s tried and true. Probably with a distraction, I would think, a drunk or a pretty whore.” It was not uncommon for an attack to focus on the escorts first, rather than the escorted party. “We’ll keep moving, not give them time to set up.”

“Where first?”

I had been thinking on that. “We clearly have money, so not the bottom dives; let’s walk the brothel row, and then find the middle-best tavern.”

Torches and fire-pots spat tiny drops of burning pitch into the night, illuminating the business fronts and the copious foot-traffic around them. Ruckers sought drink and whores, guards and merchants did likewise, and the ally-bravos loitered and watched everyone with flat, calculating stares.

We walked through the throngs like we owned the place, same as we had patrolled the Flats, neither looking for trouble nor afraid of finding it.

After a walk-through to get the feel of the place we settled on the Limp Pick, a tavern whose sign displayed an upside-down pick flanked by a mug on each side, which was not the most vulgar tavern-sign I had seen. It was a large, well-lit establishment, with girls dancing on three different stages to the music of a quartet of musicians who struggled to be heard over the thunder of many conversations.

The young ladies were expertly shedding clothing an item at a time, and after securing mugs of ale we moved from stage to stage, pausing to study each dancer in turn. When we reached the far end we stood and drank for a moment, and then slowly made our way back across the warehouse-sized room, stopping to study each performance in turn. Girls ran out of clothing and were replaced by new girls, the musicians presumably changed songs, serving girls struggled to haul mugs to the tables and standing patrons, and bouncers pounced on signs of trouble as the noise battered everyone. A haze of body odors, burning lantern-oil, and the smell of spilled ale hung like a heavy fog across the crowd.

This was hardly new work for either of us; we sipped our ale and kept our eyes moving, sizing up groups and individuals, watching for hints of trouble, planning, or intent. It was good work, a mix of patrolling and escorting, looking for trouble and preparing to crush it. I was hopeful that the Sagrit would make a move.

There was a sudden movement in the crowd as patrons elbowed their way to double doors in the back that had been opened, and we let the crowd-current pull us along.

Outside, where the air was much cooler, a square had been marked off by torches in man-high iron stands; a pair of musicians waited in a corner of the square as bouncers moved through the crowd, shushing people and ejecting the occasional rowdy drunk. The crowd quieted down quickly, and after a moment a slender, pretty Dellian girl stepped into the square carrying a short, thin stick or staff, causing a brief murmur to run through the ranks before a deeper silence set in. Her horns weren’t much more than an inch long, and her hair was cut close and a sort of red-gold-blue mix of colors; she wore a halter top and very short split skirt of what looked like green velvet, thigh-high green silk stockings, and ankle boots. Her eyelids and lips were painted blue, and ashy black traced lines across her cheekbones.

The two musicians started a high, lively tune with a flute and a sort of mandolin, and the ends of the staff in the girl’s hand burst into flame. She tossed the staff into the air and began to dance, twirling and pirouetting as the vertical staff orbited around her, the flaming ends trailing sparks in long, curving slashes of vivid red. She moved around the perimeter of the square, and as she passed me I could hear the flames crackle as the staff whirled through the air, and saw that she had black cords attached to the staff and looped around her neck, somehow controlling the staff as she danced.

The crowd, to a man, watched in awed silence as she danced, her moves graceful and precise, the flaming staff first orbiting her, then twirling in front of her open palm, then drawing spark-dripping circles overhead. She made at least two circuits before she smoothly caught the staff, blew out each end, and glided away through the crowd.

Coins showered into the pots the musicians carried around the edge of the square, and I gladly threw in four shillings.

“That was impressive,” I noted as we emerged from the Pick.

“Almost as good as a puppet show,” Burk agreed. “Where, now?”

“That way.”

As we were passing an alley between the Pick and a gambling den five men flowed out of the narrow passage and surrounded us; Burk nimbly turned so we were back-to-back.

“Newcomers,” one man noted, a grizzled sort with a couple teeth missing and a thick knot of scar tissue where his left eyebrow used to be.

“Yep,” I nodded. “It took five of you to figure that out?”

“You seem to be looking for someone,” Scar noted.

“Yeah, we thought we would gut some idiots tonight. Looks like the search is over.”

“Tough talk,” Scar sneered.

“We’re even tougher when we don’t talk.” I rubbed my ear, putting my hand close to Fallsblade’s hilt. “You got anything left to say, make it quick.”

“We don’t need any Temple nobs messing with honest trade.”

“Piss off.” I drew Fallsblade. “Blades on the ground.”

The men facing me froze, startled; if we hadn’t been in a town, I would have killed at least one in that lapse, but this was a lawful place.

The moment passed, and two reached for their weapons as one backed away (I couldn’t see the other two), but shrilling whistles sounded, followed by four members of the garrison trotting up. “Sheath ‘em,” the serjeant yelled, and I complied.

“What is going on here?” the serjeant demanded.

“These five don’t like brutes,” I advised; two of the garrison patrol were brutes.

“Peg’s boys don’t go in for that sort of thing,” the serjeant looked at Scar. “You want to explain, Olwo?”

“Just a disagreement over wagered coin,” Scar, apparently named Olwo, sneered at me.

The serjeant studied faces. “I’m inclined to clap all of you in irons for lying to me. Whatever your issues are, the next time it causes steel to see fresh air, there’s going to be lashes all around. And I had better not see any of you out and about tonight.”

“It’s a sorry day when an honest man can’t walk the streets,” Olwo complained.

“It would be, but it hasn’t come to that yet. You five are Peg’s boys, and you newcomers are killers if ever I saw one, so honest men are not being restricted. Stay apart, or the survivors will regret it.”

“Well, we got a name, at least,” I observed as we trudged back to the Gilded Cat.

“Yeah,” Burk grunted. “But if the watch had given us a minute or so, we could have carved our way through that bunch.”

I rubbed my scar. “I think this might be one of those rare occasions where violence isn’t the answer. Peg hired out some ally-heroes, so maybe, for more money, he’ll whisper the name of who paid him.”

“If not, maybe we take him someplace quiet and break his bones until he tells.”

“Yep.”

Chapter Five

Hatcher was coming up the passage as we knocked on the door to Provine Sael’s suite, dressed in very plain clothing, with her hair tucked up under a cloth cap.

“Home are the heroes,” she grinned. “I thought Peg was going to lose five boys tonight.”

“You heard about that?” I was surprised.

“I saw it,” she corrected me. “You think it was a coincidence the Watch got there so quick? I sent a friend to grab them before the first word was spoken. We don’t need a killing the first night.”

“So, you were following us?”

“I was looking to see who was watching you.”

Hunter opened the door. “No attacks,” he tossed a casual salute. “She survived your absence.”

“Good.” We trooped inside.

Provine Sael was sitting at a table littered with books and papers, a second wine glass suggesting that she and Hunter were doing something educated. “Hatcher! I was worried.”

“No need, the Folk have this place tied up tighter than a drum, as least as far as we Niskers are concerned.” Hatcher climbed into a chair and grabbed the decanter of wine. “Can we speak freely?”

Hunter resumed his seat. “If they can get past my wards without my noticing, we had best head back.”

“Good.”

“Have you seen Lustis?” Provine Sael asked.

“He’s already dug in like a tick; I have someone keeping an eye on him, just to be safe, but he fades into a crowd like a rock dropped into a well.”

“So, where are we?” the Dellian toyed with her wine glass.

“I would bet a year’s pay that Sagrit is here,” Hatcher poured wine into a mug. “Someone hired five of Peg’s boys to confront our muscle, which smacks of Sagrit. You’ve been recognized, but that was pretty inevitable.”

“What sort of reaction has that caused with non-Sagrit?” Hunter asked.

“Not as much as you might think; Temple people come and go frequently, and it’s always assumed they’re poking into the relic trade. It’s just part of the game.”

“Have you made any progress?” Provine Sael had urgency in her voice.

“I’ve only been here a couple days,” Hatcher protested. “I’ve got a handle on the criminal side of things, but if criminals had the Mantle, or word of it, it would be all over the street.” She took a long drink. “But I do have a line on something: there’s a guy who has a thing for necklaces, pendants, all that sort of thing, and he’s been in the area for years. He’s a hoarder, so I’m planning to lift his collection and see if he has any bits of the Mantle on a string. It’s not much, but given with what I have to work with, it’s the best shot I’ve found so far.”

“No progress on the identity of the rucker?”

“None. They all like to gamble, carry lucky charms, and more than a few have been here for years.”

“What of Jeryt?”

Hatcher made a face. “He’s like a maggot in rotten meat.” She took another drink and then sighed. “He’s already wormed himself into the dealer hierarchy, not the top people, but deep enough that he’ll hear anything interesting; in fact, he’s already found a real relic in play. But there’s not a peep about the Mantle, in part or whole, past or present. Much as I loathe him, he’s done a remarkable job. I got the news of the relic in play to the Temple, so we don’t have to split our efforts.”

“He always did well in sniffing out news,” Provine Sael drummed her fingers on the table. “What did you two observe?”

“It’s a rough crowd,” I observed. “But not as bad as some places we’ve been. Other than a confrontation with some alley-blades in the employ of a ‘Peg’, there wasn’t much.”

“Hired help,” Hatcher explained. “I bet Sagrit getting a feel for our lads. There’s no getting Peg to sell out the hiring party, though.”

“What about beating it out of him?” Burk asked.

“No,” Provine Sael shook her head. “If it was the Sagrit, they will expose themselves soon enough.”

“I’ll get word to Peg to avoid that sort of business involving us,” Hatcher grinned. “In case Owlo’s report doesn’t convince him; he nearly lost five bravos tonight.”

The Dellian took a sip of wine. “We are grasping at straws.”

“We are.” Hatcher drained her glass and hopped down from her chair. “But given what we have to work with, that’s all we can do. I’ll stop by if I have something. Did you remember the mold?”

“I did.” Provine Sael produced a small object rapped in cloth. “Be extremely careful with this.”

“Have no fears on that score. I’ll not let it out of my sight.”

“Is there any chance you were given this task with a hope that you would fail?” Hunter asked in the silence that followed Hatcher’s departure.

“Hmmmm?” Provine Sael returned to the present. “Oh, no. The Mantle …well, this is something so revered that every faction in the Temple would put aside their differences in the hopes of recovering it.”

“So, where do we go now?”

“We know that the Mantle’s fate is still unknown to all sides in this place,” The Dellian said slowly, eyes far away. “And that two pieces of it were here four years ago. Or rather, one piece and possibly a second piece. If we assume that the rucker who lost the piece we now have knew, at least to some degree, what he had, why would he risk it gambling?”

“Simple: he was trying to raise money fast,” Hunter shrugged.

“That does not seem a practical venue.”

“Unless you are a competent cheat, it is not; but then, being a rucker is not a wise man’s choice of occupations.”

“If he had the Mantle, or even part, that information was worth far more than a putting up one piece as a gold trinket in a dice game.”

Hunter stroked his goatee. “Try this: the rucker finds the two pieces in the Hole, and knows that the rest is nearby. So, he seeks to raise money to fund an expedition to recover the rest.”

“Why would a rucker need to raise an expedition? Don’t they go regularly into the depths?’

“They do,” Hunter nodded. “But I spent this afternoon poking around the shops, learning about ruckers. They go down in small, often informal groups, and search until they run out of lantern oil or rations. Or until something kills them. Then they return to the surface, sell their findings, buy more supplies, and spend the excess on whores, strong drink, and games of chance. Much like prospectors in every gold or silver rush. But the areas around the entrance are pretty thoroughly worked, so the smarter ruckers head deeper in, which requires better people and more supplies. Most ruckers live hand-to-mouth, as you might expect.”

Provine Sael nodded thoughtfully. “And the Niskers record every rucker who goes in, and taxes every exiting rucker. That means records: tomorrow, get a copy of every entry for four years ago.”

“I doubt they articulate what was removed,” Hunter looked skeptical.

“I agree, but our rucker is on that list as going in, and in paying taxes when he came out. That will give us a list of names. If he was gambling in an effort to raise money, that means he came out without much, and if he needed to raise money, that means going back will take time.”

“So, men who went in for a long trip, came out with some, but not much, loot, and therefore not paying much tax,” Hunter nodded. “That’s a starting point. A long shot, but a little less long than what else we have to work with.” He took a long drink. “I expect that he’s dead, the rucker, since he did not get any more of the Mantle. So, he either didn’t raise enough money, or he did, and died down below.”

“Unless he kept the Mantle,” Provine Sael noted.

“Ruckers are get-rich types,” Hunter shook his head. “Not hoarders or collectors. In any case, it is an approach, however dull.”

The Dellian nodded. “We are down to the drudgery. Grog, Burk, I want you to spend the days entertaining yourself; Hunter and I will be closeted with records, so watchers will have to focus on you. Try to keep them busy; perhaps go outside the village, so as to complicate their efforts.”

“Yes, mistress.

Burk and me stood watches the rest of the night, but nothing happened.

After breakfast we headed out of the village until we found a suitable patch of forest. Burk practiced with his puppet and kept a sharp eye out for watchers, while I took off my gear and chopped down trees.

I worked until noon, and then after lunch I soaked my feet in a stream and worked at carving my name into the handle of my axe, which was not easy, while Burk lifted rocks to improve conditioning.

I had the ‘G’ and ‘R’ done, and had taken a break to sharpen the blades, when a young boy came trotting down the road with a basket in hand, freezing in place as he spotted us.

“Hello,” I nodded. “Don’t mind us, we’re just entertaining ourselves.”

He looked to be around nine or ten, which was a guess because I didn’t know much about children. He was wearing trousers and a shirt of homespun, simple leather shoes, and a sweat-stained cap that shaded a pinched face.

He nodded slowly. “I just want some reeds,” he pointed to a bunch growing about twenty feet from me.

“Help yourself. I’m Grog, and that’s Burk.”

“I’m Feren.” He hesitated. “What is he doing with that boulder?”

“Lifting it, for conditioning.” Seeing his blank look, I added. “To keep him strong.”

“Oh.” He eased over to the reeds and started gathering them.

“What do you use reeds for?” I asked, setting my file to the axe’s edge.

“My mother needs the insides for a poultice, for her hands.”

“What’s wrong with her hands?”

“Blisters. We’re trying to bring in the wheat, but the Army took my father and Tirido, he’s my older brother, and I’m too small to use a scythe. Mother is trying to do it, but it is hard on her hands.”

“What do you have to do to ‘bring in’ wheat?’

Feren looked surprised. “Cut it down, bundle it, and put the bundles in the barn.”

“Doesn’t sound too hard.” I ran my thumb along both edges of my axe, looking for blunt spots.

“It is a lot of work.”

Satisfied with the axe, I looked over at Burk, who shrugged. “Well, if your mother can show us what to do, we’ll help.”

Feren’s mother seemed frightened when her son came back with the reeds and two big brutes; she was a short, lean woman who looked weary, her hands tightly wrapped with cloths which showed dirt and blood on the palms. She had been sitting next to a very large field with tall, dark-gold grass in it that I soon learned was actually wheat.

She had been sitting slump-shouldered on the rail fence, jumping up when we approached. It took Feren a bit of explaining before she got the idea.

“You want to help us?” She brushed away dark hair that had escaped her cloth bonnet.

“Yeah. We’re supposed to keep busy during the day.”

“I can’t pay you.”

“We already getting paid. So, where is this wheat?”

She looked confused, and slowly raised her arm to point at the field, which was pretty big.

“Huh.” I studied the field, which was raggedly cut down in a small area in one corner. “So, what do you use to cut it?”

She pointed at a two-handed scythe leaning against the fence. I set down my axe and picked up the scythe. It took a bit to figure out the handles because the whole thing was at an angle to the blade, which is not how weapons work.

“See, it cuts at ankle height,” Burk pointed.

“I got it,” I snapped. “If it has a blade, I can use it.”

“You’ll need wrists and elbows, more than your back.”

“I said I got it. Go find your own.”

The woman sent Feren to get another scythe while I took off my armor. Climbing the fence, I went over to the edge of the cut patch and took an experimental slash; it was quickly apparent that it wasn’t as easy as it looked, but I stuck with it, and before long I was cutting wheat. It wasn’t long before Burk got the hang of it, too, and started trying to cut more than I had, so I had to pick up the pace.

We cut until it started to get dark, and I was pretty sure that I had cut more, although Burk insisted that he had. Feren and his mother had followed behind us, using twine to tie up bundles of the wheat.

“We have to go,” I advised Ferren’s mother. “We have to guard our patron during the night. But if it is all right with you, we’ll come back tomorrow morning after breakfast.”

She stared at us. “I really can’t pay you.”

“We don’t need money,” I took off my baldric in order to don my armor. “Just something to do. I might stop and cut down a couple of trees first, though.”

She looked a bit dazed. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome. I’m Grog, and that’s Burk, by the way.”

“Slena,” She rubbed her bandaged hands together. “Should I make you supper?”

“No, we have to get back. We’ll see you tomorrow, then.”

“I was a good twenty feet ahead of you by the end,” Burk pointed out as we headed back to town.

“Yeah, but I was cutting wider. It’s all about the wheats cut, not distance.”

“I think it’s just ‘wheat’.”

“Whatever. The point is the amount cut, not distance, that matters.”

“We hardly put a dent in that field.”

“Well, we only did half a day, and we had to learn the trick of it. Tomorrow we’ll really chop it up.”

“I’ll cut more than you, again.”

I shook my head. “You didn’t cut more than me today.”

For the next three days we went out after breakfast and cut wheat while Provine Sael and Hunter pored over dusty ledgers and pinned lists of names to the wall. I took time to cut down at least two trees a day, and got the ‘O’ finished on my axe handle.

The scythe blades were iron, not steel, so we had to learn to peen and hone them in order to maintain a cutting edge, but we applied ourselves as befits the products of a proper barracks of the old school.

We brought our own food, but we ate our mid-way meal with Selna and Feren; she provided a pretty good ale, and her mood brightened a little with each handcart-load of wheat that got rolled into the barn.

“Hasanka, my husband, had served six years in the Legion before we married,” she explained over lunch the first full day. “He showed them his discharge certificate, but they took him anyway. Tirido was too young, but he was tall like his father, so they took him too.” She wiped away a tear. “But at least Hasanka knew how to make sure they got assigned together, and get an advance on their pay, which will keep the Niskers off our backs for this season, anyway. The last letter I got said that Hasanka was an under-centurion in the Fourth Legion, and Tirido is training in a march company. I heard that there was a big battle recently.”

“We were there,” I nodded. “The Dusmen got more than they expected, or wanted.”

“Was the Fourth there?”

I thought. “We were attached to the First. I’m pretty sure the Fourth didn’t arrive in time for the battle.”

Her relief was clear in her eyes. “I pray for peace morning and night.”

“It will come.” I figured there was a lot of fighting and dying to be done before it did, but I didn’t think a woman with a husband and son in the Army wanted to hear that.

Hatcher was waiting in our room when we got in the third night, feet propped up, drinking ale. “Where have you two been?”

“Farming.”

“Well, keep your boots on, I need muscle.”

I put my armor on a chair. “What are we doing?”

“Trading stolen property for information,” she poked a knapsack with the toe of her boot.

“Did you steal it?’

“Yeah, but it’s one of the straws we’re grabbing at. Anyway, he’s going to be really upset, hence you two being present.”

“Any progress so far?”

“Very little. Provine Sael has me and Lustis running down names; Lustis is a gem in that line of work, by the way. Meanwhile Jeryt is burrowing deep into the relic market. So far, we have got squat, but we are eliminating possibilities, so that’s worth something, I guess. Why are you lugging around a wood axe?”

“I like to cut down trees.”

“It’s huge. Well, let’s go get this done. I don’t think there will be violence, especially with you two there.”

The meeting was in a private room off a gambling hall. Waiting for us was a well-dressed Nisker male, older than Hatcher and very neatly groomed. He had two big Men as bodyguards, ex-Legion types, I guessed, dressed well for escorts. They gave me and Burk a professional once-over as we approached.

“You crossed a line,” the Nisker warned Hatcher as she took a seat at the table. “There are rules.”

“There’s rules for every variation of both tiles and dice, and you’ve broken them every time you’ve sat at a table, Melon.” She plopped the knapsack onto the table. “Your stuff is in here; I just wanted to get your attention.”

“I don’t answer to ‘Melon’ anymore, Griska. I’ve advanced a long way in the world since the ‘Melon’ days.”

“I don’t get called Griska anymore, either.” Hatcher spun the gold piece from the Mantle on its cord. “Tell me about your collection.”

The Nisker looked at the knapsack. “Perhaps I’ll just take it, and leave you here, bleeding.”

Hatcher shook her head. “These are two of the best pit fighters to come out of Fellhome, and they believe orders are sacred. Let’s be civil, Melon.”

“Call me Tirrus.”

“Fine, Tirrus, tell me about this collection.”

Tirrus glared at her for a long moment. “Those are…reminders of successful undertakings.”

“All right, I can see their value.” Hatcher shoved the knapsack across the table. “Here you go.”

Tirrus eyed her suspiciously, then undid the flap and checked the contents. “You’re crazier than that Dellian you work for.”

Burk growled, and I reached for Fallsblade, stopping just short of drawing. “Watch your words, runt,” I warned.

The Nisker flushed, but stayed focused on Hatcher. “So, what is it you want?’

Hatcher let the pendant fly, but Tirrus nipped it out of the air like an adder striking. “Where did you get that one, Tirrus?”

He glanced at it before tucking it into the knapsack. “Here, at the Hole, I mean.”

“When and how?’

“Dice, and off the owner’s corpse. I was running a table here, on commission, and a rucker tried to slip a play on me. He went for me with a knife when he got caught out.” Tirrus stared into the past. “Four years ago, now.”

“You know his name?”

Tirrus frowned, thinking hard. “Hugo…Herman…something deep-center Imperial. A Man, long-service rucker, gambling with scared money. Or maybe urgent money.”

“That’s not much.”

“You’re lucky I have a good memory.”

“Anything else? I have to find this rucker.”

“Find a dead man?”

“Don’t get me started, Tirrus. I’ve done a lot stranger things these last couple of years.” Hatcher grinned. “What is truly shocking is how much money I’ve made, doing it.”

Tirrus sighed and stroked his hand across the knapsack, and then snapped his fingers. “He wore Drummond boots.”

“Drummond boots?”

“A bootmaker here, very good boots for the rucker with money. Water-tight, cleated soles, and a free-standing flap that protects the knee, looks a little like a horseman’s boot. They’re a plum-red color.”

“Great, a rucker wore rucker boots.”

“Drummonds are not cheap; you see a rucker wearing them, he either came here with money, or he had at least one rich strike.”

“That’s it?”

“That’s more than you deserve,” he snapped. “But yes, that’s all I remember.”

“You know, I would have paid you for the information,” Hatcher jumped down from her chair. “But you had to make it complicated.”

“You’ve always been too full of yourself.”

She grinned. “It was good to see you again, Melon. Keep well.”

Tirrus shook his head. “You as well, Griska.”

Once outside, I leaned down. “Why did you give him that piece back?”

“I didn’t. What he got used to be an Imperial Mark, now melted down into a very good forgery.”

“Oh.”

“So, all this for nothing,” Burk rumbled, clearly still annoyed over the slight to Provine Sael.

“No, we got boots, a sort-of name, and reason why our boy never did more towards getting what he wanted,” Hatcher noted cagily, keeping her voice low. “Plus, another piece of the whole.” She frowned. “I wonder if they keep track of violent deaths here?”

The next day while cutting wheat, I pondered Tirrus’ bodyguards. It wasn’t fair that they were grabbing up farmers and too-young boys while leaving trained sell-swords behind. I know that the Army put a lot pressure on recruiters and press-gang leaders, but there were rules to this business. To take a farmer with a crop in the field and no one to bring it in wasn’t right, nor lawful. The son, well, the Legions needed men, and since slaves were realizing that running away from an owner was a quick ticket to membership in a Legion and a front-row seat in the war, I expect they were grabbing anyone who could fit in issue armor. Not to mention that the Empire was seizing lots of healthy male slaves to feed the war machine. Like the under-centurion had noted last winter: mass graves don’t fill themselves. I don’t know how many men the Legions had lost at the Battle of the Ash, but it was definitely a lot.

People escaped the rules a lot more than they should, I had always sort of known that, but my winter service with the Watch had really shown it: some men got arrested for terrible things, and yet never answered for what they had done. Others got deferments from military service for reasons that were never clearly explained. It was not proper, and to avoid that was one of the reasons Burk and me had broken limbs when patrolling; the other reason was our serjeant didn’t like to have to record a lot of charges, because it made his hands hurt.

So I cut wheat and thought hard about the situation on this farm, and the fact that it was probably not the only farm where the rules had been bent or broken. There was a lot of wheat still to be cut, but I had a lot to think about.

At the mid-day meal, I asked Selna about Hasanka getting taken back into the Army.

“It was Kolpa. He was something in the Army, and now he is a recruiter in the Hole. He came out with some men from the garrison.”

“Is Kolpa still in the Hole?’

“Yes, I’ve gone to see him twice, but gotten nowhere.”

A bit later, while I was honing my scythe, Burk came over. “You’re plotting something.”

“This Kopla isn’t following the rules.”

“The mistress isn’t going to get involved in Army business.”

“She won’t,” I agreed. “But I might.”

“You might what?”

“I’m a member of the Red Guard, so I could go have a talk with the recruiter.”

“And do what? Tell him to let Hasanka come home? The Army doesn’t work like that.”

“I can read, and this Kopla has to keep records. It isn’t just Hasanka: you can bet he’s broken lots of rules. Farmers with a functioning farm are exempt from being called up, you know that. The Legions need food and stuff. Tirido, well, he’ll just have to soldier on, but I want a look at how things are being done.”

“That’s a really stupid idea. When should we do it?”

“Tomorrow, after breakfast.”

“The wheat won’t be done by then.”

“They get further behind in gathering the wheat every day we cut, so that will be all right. We’re past the halfway point, which is what Selna said they need to survive the winter and have seed for the spring, so even if we end up in the brig, she’ll be fine.”

“If we end up in the brig, the mistress will be furious.”

I nodded. “But she’ll get us out. I think it’s worth the risk.”

Burk shook his head. “If they kick us out of the Red Guard for this, I’m going to kill you.”

“I bet they don’t. I’m not saying we won’t lose some pay if I’m wrong, but they need fighting brutes right now. If it were peace time we could get in serious trouble, but this wouldn’t come up in peace.”

Chapter Six

After breakfast we went to see Kopla, who had an office near the walled-in Hole entrance. I had asked at the inn, and ascertained that Kopla was a former Army quartermaster; the Legion used retired members and crippled soldiers as recruiters.

Kopla was a slender, balding man with a permanent squint in a tailored recruiter’s uniform, sitting hunched over a ledger in his little office. He looked up as we came in. “Now, there’s two likely lads,” he smiled. “You would go quite far in the Emperor’s service.”

“Already have,” I set the Imperial decree that appointed me to the Red Guard on his open ledger. “I’m here to look at your records.”

He was cooler than I expected: he carefully studied the document before responding. “You are noted as a special service Guardsman; a great honor of course, but one that is more ceremonial than actual.”

I carefully returned the decree to its ivory case. “We fought as Guardsmen in the Battle of the Ash.”

“Impressive, but still not a proof of authority.”

I tucked away the ivory scroll case, and then grabbed a fistful of tunic and dragged him halfway across the desk. “I could break a lot of the bones in your body, and the worst I’ll get is fifty lashes. You won’t ever walk again, but I’ll heal in a week or two. Or you could let me see your records.”

“You’re crazy,” he had both hands on my wrist, but even if he were properly braced, he couldn’t match my grip.

“Before I became a member of the Red Guard, I was a High Rate of the Ebon Blades, a proper barracks of the old school. When you engage the Ebon Blades, you get quality work, that is the rule. Show me your records.”

Burk pulled the ledger off the desk and flipped pages. “Looks like this is a big part of the records.”

I shoved Kopla back into his chair. “You’re violating the rules.”

He tried to pull his tunic back into shape “I’m breaking the rules? You can’t man-handle me, threaten me, and demand access to records.”

“So report me to Lord Commander Barlet Craghome. Tell him that a brute he appointed to the Red Guard for service to the Emperor is accusing you of violating the rules of recruitment, and for taking bribes.” I had given this a lot of thought yesterday while cutting wheat.

“Bribes?” His voice climbed so high he nearly squeaked. “I am an Imperial official.”

“They hang officials who take bribes,” Burk noted helpfully. “Here’s Hasanka: no mention that he already served, or was an owner of a productive farm. Say’s he’s a ‘laborer’.”

“Let me see that,” the recruiter demanded.

Burk turned the ledger so Kopla could peer at it. “Well, there’s a war on,” the man huffed. “The quotas keep going up, and the pressure and work-load is intense, so mistakes are inevitable.”

“Him telling you he was a veteran and a farmer didn’t make you wonder?” I shook my head.

“Every man we call up has a reason why they’re exempt, including forged papers,” Kopla flung his hands up in exasperation. “Those inclined to do their Imperial duty volunteer, but that’s not enough to keep the Army going, not in a war of this scope.”

Much as I didn’t like it, he had a point. “So, now you know that Hasanka is a farmer, and exempt, now what?’

Kopla rose and dug in a cabinet, extracting another ledger. He flipped through the pages. “Let’s see…he drew six months’ pay in advance, but that was a little over four months ago, so if I send a letter today, he’ll be discharged in about seven weeks.”

“Start writing. Who else is in here who shouldn’t be serving?” Burk waved the ledger at the recruiter.

Kopla snarled, but drew out a sheet of parchment. “Four…no, five who might have an agriculture exception.”

“Add them to the list.”

“That is going to put me far below quota,” Kopla snapped. “That is going to start a lot of questions, and your names will come up.”

“You’re telling me in a town full of ruckers and bodyguards, you can’t find six recruits?” I jabbed a finger at him.

His eyes went shifty “Well…”

“Well, what?’

“The fathers of the community prefer not to have the ruckers diminished. Their incursions disrupt the Tulg and other hazards down below, and the wealth they bring up contributes mightily to the tax base.”

I thought about that, and had to admit it was a fair point. And the garrison would be exempt. “What about bodyguards? We saw a gambler with two just the other day.”

“Exemptions,” Kopla shrugged.

“Exemptions issued by you?”

“Well…yes, but…”

“No buts. Cancel six of those, and we’re all done here, with no questions asked on either side.”

“Oh, there will be questions,” Kopla snapped.

“Local questions,” I shrugged.

“I don’t have funds to hire garrison troops to impress the unwilling, not for another six weeks,” Kopla announced, eyes bright.

“So we’ll gather them up,” I said after thinking hard. “For free. Helping out, like. You fix up the mistakes from a busy summer, and we will go back to cutting wheat.”

“They aren’t going to be impressed by an appeal to their Imperial duty,” Kopla warned after a moment of contemplation.

“We spent the winter patrolling a tough district for the City Watch,” Burk noted. “Do you have sets of irons available?”

Burk hit the cabin door, ripping the latch from the frame, and dove on a man, expertly taking him to the ground. Hard on his heels, I jabbed a second man in the solar plexus with the end of my cudgel, and then cracked him across the back of his head, dropping him in his tracks.

A third man, whom we didn’t expect, flung the contents of a skillet at me; I got my left hand in front of my face, but drops of hot oil scattered pain across my scalp and a flurry of chunks of potato bounced off my tunic. Then he was on me, swinging the cast-iron skillet; I parried, sending the pan flying, the impact numbing my right hand so badly that I dropped my cudgel.

I threw my left shoulder into the man’s chest and we went to the floor, grappled, punching, and, in his case, biting. He was a stout man, and not unfamiliar with a brawl, but I was a foot taller and a lot heavier, and I steadily battered him until I was straddling his torso, at which point he decided to give up.

We marched the three, secure in irons, to the village jail, which was surprisingly large and stout, where Kopla waited.

“That’s three,” he noted as we dragged the battered, angry men through the door. “That makes for a total of seven.”

“The Army won’t complain if you exceed your quota,” I wet a bandana and gingerly patted my scalp with the cloth.

The recruiter shook his head, but thumbed through his ledger, ignoring the angry protests of our captives.

There were a trio of Niskers waiting when we exited the jail, plump and well-dressed males who were ripe with evident prosperity.

“Kopla!” The oldest demanded. “What is going on? Seven bodyguards whose papers are…,” he caught himself, glancing at me. “In perfect order.”

“Or so you assured us,” another of the three observed sourly.

“They’re Red Guard,” the recruiter waved a hand at me and Burk. “A surprise audit; I had to make the accounts balance. Take up the issue with them.”

“I wouldn’t,” Hatcher noted from where she was leaning against one of the posts that held up the shingled awning. She was wearing a scarf over her hair, with just a little hair in front showing, and a matching cloth (later, she mentioned the cloth was ‘dark green paisley with a bit of yellow and silver’) wound around her middle under a plain two-buckle belt that supported her knives. “They are not the sort you want to debate with.”

“What do you know about this?” the first Nisker demanded.

“I know they are in fact Red Guard, and that they are as single-minded as a fire in a hay barn. Both have killed Dusmen in single combat, and would rather die than break a sworn oath.”

“You brought them here,” the sour one jabbed a finger at her.

“I’m hired help, same as them,” Hatcher straightened up. “But in this little drama they’re operating on their own, and they’re completely unbribable. To give you some perspective, they took part in the Battle of the Ash just for the fun of it. Walk away, Arvum: seven bodyguards are a small price to pay, all in all. These two won’t back off, and too much noise will end with Imperial authorities sniffing around Kopla’s books, which will be bad on many levels.”

Arvum, the leader frowned up at us. “The garrison answers to us.”

I shrugged. “All right.”

He studied our faces, and shook his head. “Are they crazy?” he asked Hatcher.

“Top pit fighters out of Fellhome, now in the service of the Emperor, and when I say service, I mean they care about doing it right. I can’t tell you how many I’ve seen them kill in the last couple years, but I can tell you that the only time they hesitated, and it wasn’t a long hesitation, was when a crossbow was pointed at a baby’s head. From their presence here, you can work out how that particular story played out for the opposition.”

“True believers, eh?” Arvum looked us over. “Well, we are loyal subjects of the Emperor. We became concerned over the sudden violence, as this place has enough brawling as it is. But now that we’re appraised of the details, we’ll go about our business and leave you to yours.” He turned to Hatcher. “Step over to my shop and have a cup of tea.”

“Love to,” she winked at us and followed the trio of Niskers.

“We’re done here,” Kopla announced. “The farmers will be back by the first frost, assuming they’re alive. If any have died, a family member will be released in their place.” He strode off, his ledger tucked under his arm.

We watched him go. “You know, we did all the work, and he goes unpunished,” Burk observed

“It’s better to be smart than strong,” I gently felt my scalp.

Selna wept at the news.

We went back to work cutting wheat, and I gave the morning’s activities some thought. Kopla had turned things around on us somehow, despite the fact we were tougher and had proof of his being in the wrong.

It was the confidence, I decided: he had never once admitted anything, never conceded anything but a mistake. Just catching people doing wrong wasn’t enough, I knew, because most of the time they didn’t believe that the rules applied to them. I did not understand how someone could think that, but it was clear that a lot of people did.

But we had done good, and that was the important point. We got seven farmers back to their farms, and replaced them with suitable men, so the Empire was served and the law was upheld. If I was smarter, Kopla would be destined for a rope and some of those rich Niskers would be answering some very intense questions from Imperial officials, but I had done the best I could.

Cutting wheat with strong sweeps, I thought it through, and decided that while I was not clever, I knew how to write, and I was in the service of a churchwoman who would, in time, get me into the camp housing the Imperial headquarters. I was pretty sure that there was someone in that camp who would listen to a Red Guardsman reporting corruption. Kopla might see justice yet.

Pondering it some more as I made the scythe hisss through the wheat, I decided that it was like the trees: you couldn’t defeat a forest all by yourself, but if you cut down a couple trees when you could, it helped a little bit. If enough people did what they could, corruption in Imperial offices and the useless clutter of forests could, in time, be pushed back. That made me feel good.

I also resolved to keep a closer eye on Burk: I suspected he was trying to sing as he cut wheat, quiet-like, and as soon as I had proof, I was going to put an end to that nonsense. It wasn’t proper for brutes to sing.

When we gathered for supper that evening, Provine Sael had a very cool look in her eye. “I understand the Red Guard created a bit of drama in the village today.”

“We fixed some things,” I admitted.

“Why is it that whenever I leave you to your own devices, it inevitably leads to violence?”

“There are a lot of things that are improper, mistress.” I had thought about this while cutting wheat and keeping an eye on Burk, to prevent singing.

“And violence is the only solution?”

“We’re not clever mistress,” I pointed out. “And sometimes violence is the only path. We had to fight some of the whoremasters’ men during the winter.”

She shot me a look at that comment. “I feel that you are taking liberties.”

“Yes, mistress.”

“You are wasting your time,” Hunter advised. “In their own way, they’re as stubborn as you.”

The ‘slinger was the next recipient of a sharp look. “I took an oath. Several oaths, in fact.”

“I’m sure the Light will reward you,” Hunter nodded. “But you have gathered enemies as fast as anyone I’ve ever seen, and the people you manage to avoid offending, Hatcher or the lads are sure to aggravate. The only saving grace this group has, is that a large number of our enemies are dead.”

“I’ve not heard you protesting.”

Hunter grinned. “You’ve not crossed any friends of mine. I fear boredom more than anything.”

She turned back to me and Burk. “In the future, a word of warning would be a reasonable expectation as your employer.”

“Yes mistress. Although we didn’t want to drag you into this mess if it went sour.”

She sighed. “I suppose I should be grateful for that consideration.”

“Did the Niskers complain to you?” I asked.

I thought a smile tugged her lips. “Arvum made careful inquires this afternoon over tea. I was able to honestly deny any foreknowledge of your depredations, and put his mind to rest regarding further Imperial actions.” She stirred the greens on her plate with her fork. “You know, I could have secured those farmers’ discharges without fanfare or violence.”

“I didn’t like the recruiter breaking the rules,” I mumbled, eyes on my plate.

“That is unpleasant,” she conceded. “I’m sure he is now mourning lost bribes.” She shook her head. “Well, in truth I have no authority over you as members of the Red Guard, so I shall say no more about this.” She forked up some greens.

“It won’t matter anyway,” Hunter noted. “Tomorrow is your last day off. Just a few details to wrap up, and we’re off to the races.”

I wasn’t sure what that meant, but I didn’t ask.

Since it was our last day, we ate a cold breakfast as we walked through the pre-dawn darkness, and were cutting the wheat as soon as it was light enough to see.

“We’re never going to finish today,” Burk noted when we had to stop to hone the scythes.

“That’s how it goes,” I shrugged. “I don’t like leaving a job unfinished, but you heard Hunter. Our first duty is to our mistress. Besides, we’ll get most of it, and Slena’s hands are healing. They’ll survive.”

He nodded. “I just don’t like leaving it undone.”

“I’ll tell you this: farming is not interesting work.”

“That is very true.”

We cut until we couldn’t see, and there really wasn’t much still standing when we called it a day. We had warned Selna that this was our last day, and when we returned the scythes and tools to the barn, we found Selna and Ferren waiting by a lit lantern; they had been hauling bunches of wheat, and as usual they had fallen behind, but over half the field was now in the barn, so they would be all right.

“We owe you so much,” Selna hugged each of us in turn.

“When you engage the Ebon Blades, you get quality work, that is the rule,” I shrugged. “We needed something to do, and it was good for conditioning.”

“I have some money here…”

“No,” Burk held up his hand. “We draw full pay as Red Guardsmen, and also our pay from our mistress. Plus Hatcher’s bound to get up to something soon.”

“Keep your money,” I nodded. “We don’t need it.” Inspiration struck me. “But what we do need, is someone to pray for us. Our chances of surviving this war aren’t very good, you see.”

She tearfully assured us they would pray for us every day and we took our leave. It was all rather uncomfortable.

“Glad that’s over,” Burk mumbled when we were well away from the farm. “All this thanking stuff gets old very quickly.”

“That’s true. If Provine Sael thanked us for all the things we do, we would never get anything done,” I nodded. “Master Horne always says that payment on time and in full is the only thanks anyone needs.”

“I kind of like it when Provine Sael says we did good,” Burk admitted.

“Yeah, it’s nice enough. And she doesn’t do it so often it gets embarrassing. I still think she would be happier if she yelled more; you know that if it had been Master Horne last night, our ears would still be ringing.”

Burk chuckled. “Yeah, he would have really let us have it. That’s proper leadership.”

“That’s why the Ebon Blades are the very best.”

“Were,” Burk said mournfully. “With all this freedom business, they’ll never be able to properly train the next generation of fighters. The quality is going to take a beating all across the Empire.”

“I know,” I sighed. “I’m worried that crazy people will get the pits shut down completely. You know they’re out there, plotting.”

“Bastards,” Burk growled. “No respect for anything. They’ll go after flogging thieves next, mark my words. Slackness.”

“People don’t pay attention to proper behavior,” I shook my head. “Now, I’m not against having criminals in work gangs on the roads, mind you, but flogging is essential to keep order in the streets.”

“It takes a firm hand,” Burk agreed.

We arrived too late for the evening meal, which I could see did not meet with Provine Sael’s approval.

“Where have you been?” She asked, her tone icy.

“Cutting wheat, mistress. We didn’t quite finish.”

“Cutting wheat?”

“One of the farmers that got wrongfully press-ganged had a crop in the field, and his wife couldn’t manage.”

“You cut wheat all day?”

“All day, every day, except our first day off, and when we dealt with the recruiter. And the field still isn’t done. Farming is hard, and not very interesting.” I took a seat, noticing that Torl was dozing near the fireplace. If he was back, we were definitely about to start doing stuff.

Provine Sael stood and looked at me and then Burk, a thoughtful expression on her face. Finally, she shook her head. “Well, we resume active operations tomorrow. You two will escort Hatcher as she goes to interview a local prostitute, in armor with Red Guard insignia. If that interview fails to produce useful information, we will be departing for the new Support Depot and fresh orders.”

“Jeryt sussed out the fellow with the two pieces of the Mantle,” Hatcher, now back in her usual clothes, advised. “We ran the rucker’s name down, and then that slippery bastard got the rest. The only thing we have to work with is that the deceased rucker, name of Holin, had a sweetheart who was a washer-woman. She’s fallen on hard times, and we’re hoping that a bit of coin will bring to mind some clue we can use. But I expect the local whoremasters will be less than cooperative, so tomorrow you may be cutting pimps and bouncers, instead of wheat.”

“No killing,” Provine Sael shook her head. “Not unless it is in pure self-defense,” she amended. “I would rather use gold than steel.”

“We’ll do our best,” Hatcher shrugged. “But given your habit of getting in the way of whoremaster operations wherever we go, they might be predisposed to hostility.”

“Not to mention you stealing from the aforementioned whoremasters.” Hunter advised the Nisker.

“It wasn’t really stealing.”

“We can discuss your moral code, again, some other time,” Provine Sael interjected. “Do your best, as this is our last slender chance. We have at least recovered a second piece and clearly made the best possible use of the slender stock of leads we received; while that is a modest accomplishment, I would hate to have to return with nothing more than that.”

“I wouldn’t get your hopes up,” Hunter held up his glass and looked at a candle through the wine. “A whore’s recollection from four years past isn’t fertile ground.”

“Nevertheless, it is what we have. And it is an excuse to possibly liberate a woman from servitude, which in itself is a victory.”

“And put the hurt on a few whoremaster thugs,” Hatcher grinned. “We could have sent Hunter in, but instead, it’s the boys in full ‘in your face’ rig.”

Provine Sael shot her a look. “I will rely on you to be a calming presence.”

“If you want calm, you should go. I get cocky with all that beef backing my play.”

“Just try not to kill anyone.” 

It felt good to step out into the sunshine with the gleaming skull on my chest; it is funny how a device a little over two inches long put a spring in your step and a swell in your heart. It told the world that you stood for something larger than yourself, that you had been marked as a barrier between chaos and order, civilization and barbarism.

We went a couple hours after breakfast, a time Hatcher said was equal to the wee hours of the night in a brothel’s operational cycle. The building was quiet and largely deserted, with just a trio of deeply weathered women cleaning the common area.

Hatcher beckoned to the least-worn looking. “Fetch Marsa.” She flipped a five-Mark piece, which the woman snatched out of the air before scurrying for the stairs.

Another woman vanished. “We’re about to get official attention,” I advised Hatcher.

“Yeah, can’t be helped. It will be interesting to see who appears first.”

Official attention responded quicker, in the form of an older woman wrapped in a brightly-colored silk dressing gown, her tall coifed hair wrapped in a matching scarf. “What is this about?” she inquired in a sort of aristocratic manner.

“We need to chat with one of your girls,” Hatcher grinned at her.

“Chatting is done during business hours.” The woman eyed me and Burk.

“Not this chat. Imperial business.”

“I would need to see some proof of Imperial authority,” the woman said.

“The wall of beef following me are Red Guard,” Hatcher shrugged. “If that’s not good enough for you, it’s going to be your problem.”

“I really can’t allow this sort of thing.” Behind her, a trio of burly men in trousers and undershirts filed out a door, yawning and rubbing their faces. I could see a young woman peering at us around a banister on the stairs the first serving woman had taken, and guessed that it was Marsa.

“The only way you could object would be if Marsa was a slave, but that would mean you were using slaves in prostitution, which is illegal in the Empire,” Hatcher pointed out.

“Marsa is not a slave, although the prohibition of slaves in the comfort trades is seldom enforced.”

“It’s only seldom enforced if you’re not the Imperial representative I work for,” Hatcher tugged at her scarf.

“I am aware of whom you work for,” the woman noted icily.

“Good, then you should know that I’m not leaving without a free and private conversation with Marsa. So, if you intend to get your bouncers killed, let’s just cut straight to that part.”

Burk grinned at the bouncers, while I applied my best stare; they weren’t exactly intimated, but they were now very wide awake.

“I should summon the garrison.”

“Be my guest; better still, send a runner for Arvum, he’s already encountered these two.”

It was clear from her face that the woman knew who Arvum was, and about the bodyguard incident. “I was under the impression your employer was a strict adherent of the law.”

“She is. But she’s not here, and that’s a fact you would do well to ponder. She sent me, with these two as backup. Neither of these two have encountered a form of violence they disliked, and I’m fine with killing so long as I don’t have to do it. Or, and this is just a thought, you could go back to bed.”

“Marsa owes money to the owners of this establishment.”

“Yeah, and you’re just the hired help. Well, coercing prostitution via debt is a crime in the Empire as well, so I would tell your bosses to complain to my employer if they feel they are out money.”

“More men can be summoned,” the woman said thoughtfully.

“Go ahead: these three should do for warming up, and my lads can hang you from a rafter while they wait for the next course. You don’t get to wear that brass skull because you’re handy in a kitchen, you know. These two are considered skilled enough to guard the Emperor himself, and they have absolutely no reservations about following orders. Fact is, if this doesn’t end in violence, they’re going to be disappointed. They insisted on taking part in the Battle in the Ash just for fun.” Hatcher used her thumbs to slide her knives forward an inch out of their scabbards. “Shall we get started, then?”

The woman glanced back at her three bouncers, who were clutching stout cudgels with looks of unhappy determination on their faces, and then back at me and Burk. “Do as you wish.” She turned and went back up the other stairs, followed by the bouncers.

“We don’t have long,” Hatcher muttered. “She’ll be back with more men, and better-armed.”

Chapter Seven

Marsa was both pretty and very frightened; sitting on the steps in a simple linen nightgown, she wrung her hands. “I’m in for a whipping over this.”

“No, you’re not,” Hatcher shook her head. “We’re not here to talk, but to take you. Get dressed and gather your things, and be quick. My employer will get you to people who can help you get a fresh start, assuming you want one.”

“I do, very much,” Marsa scrambled to her feet.

Once again, official attention returned first. The woman returned, now in a somber dress of plum velvet, her face made up, a small purple bow riding at a jaunty angle on her piled red tresses, and trailed by six men in studded leather jacks, armed with spiked clubs and shields.

Hatcher had gone with Marsa, so I drew Fallsblade and set the point between my boots. “Should we wait for the Nisker, or do we fight now?” I asked as Burk settled his shield on his arm and gave the spiked ball of his star a twirl.

“You have exceeded your authority,” the woman loftily informed us.

I was not certain what exactly our authority was in this situation, but I also knew that no one in authority in this village was going to contest whatever happened, so I just shrugged.

Hatcher coming back down stairs with Marsa in tow saved me from further discussion.

“We’re leaving,” the Nisker advised.

“She owes a significant amount of money,” the lady declared.

“Feel free to make a claim to my employer. Or to the Imperial authorities who employ her.”

The lady was saved a response by the arrival of a big, florid-faced man who burst through the front door like the portal had wronged him, two bodyguards on his heels. “What is going on?” He demanded of the room at large.

“We’re taking this woman to be interviewed by a representative of the Imperial government. An agent of the Emperor himself, as a matter of fact,” Hatcher lied smoothly.

The man took in the armed bouncers, myself, Burk, and the rest in a single appraising glance. “Well, then get about it, and stop disturbing my employees; this is the middle of their sleep period, and no time for unwarranted drama.”

Hatcher bowed and led the way out the door. I kept an eye on the men, going out the door sideways, and last, pulling it shut behind me.

“That was fun,” Hatcher grinned. “These bastards are all kinds of brave when beating women and chucking-out drunks, but it’s a different story when steel is in play. All right, let’s get to the first step of your new life,” she advised Marsa. “It’s going to involve what probably is going to be a pointless trip down memory lane, but that’s how it goes, sometimes. I just recently had dealings with a Nisker I haven’t seen in years, and…”

I let Hatcher’s voice fade into the background.

Burk and I sat in the inn’s common room and drank ale, hoping that one of Marsa’s employers would show up with some thugs and make demands, but they did not.

“It wasn’t much, but it was better than cutting wheat,” Burk observed.

“Growing stuff is a lot of work,” I nodded. “I don’t know why farmers are so keen on it.”

“Who knows? People are strange.”

“You know, looking back, we were very lucky. Imagine growing up not to be an Ebon Blade.”

Burk frowned. “What, you mean another barracks?”

“No, I mean just…ordinary.”

Brow furrowed, he considered that. “You mean not even a pit fighter?”

“Yeah, like…working on a farm, or a trade, or something like that.”

“That would be awful, even if we were free. Nothing to look forward to but working.”

I nodded. “Yeah. I don’t know how anyone handles that sort of thing. It might be why people use freedom so poorly.”

“I mean, not even being in the Watch?” Burk shook his head. “Why would you get out of bed in the morning?”

“I don’t know.”

“If you can’t be the best, proud of what you do, what’s the point in living?” Burk slurped ale.

“Don’t ask me. Even Lustis has a more interesting life.”

“Lustis did what to whom?” The hunchback joined at us at our table.

“We were talked about being…,” I thought for a moment. “Ordinary. Like, just growing stuff, or making shoes.”

“I see,” the hunchback motioned for ale. “I understand; the perils of an average existence are what drove me to a lifetime pursuit of the entertaining arts.  To tread the stage, however briefly, raises one forever above the rude ranks of the common folk.”

That was interesting, and I pondered it while Lustis told Burk about a man who had brought a dancing chicken to the tavern last night.

Hatcher came downstairs, got a tankard, and joined us, sitting cross-legged on table. “Well boys, I’m now convinced that terrorizing whoremasters is smiled upon by the Light.”

“Did Holin confide in her?” Lustis asked.

“Nope, nary a word. But he did write sappy poetry about her in a little journal, which she kept as a keepsake, and guess what was sewed into one cover?”

“Information?”

“Information,” Hatcher lowered her voice. “Explanations, and a map.”

“A good map?”

“Provine Sael is determining that, but it means we won’t be going back to the new Support Depot anytime soon.” The Nicker grinned. “We’re back in business.”

An hour later we all gathered in Provine Sael’s suite, and this time Jeryt was present, Mook perched on his shoulder.

“Marsa is in the hands of people who will see her to safety and a new life,” Provine Sael announced. “We now know how Holin acquired pieces of the Mantle: he found the ruins of a wagon, or wagons, which had been caught up in a sinkhole, and recovered a number of items, including the two pieces of the Mantle, and a modest supply of coin. A shortage of supplies forced him to spend much less time at the site than he desired, and it was his goal to return and loot it properly. He had not advised his fellow ruckers on that foray of the find, which is a grave sin for a rucker, and forced him to be more low-key in his preparations than he would like.”

“This wagon just happened to fall through the ground?” Hunter asked.

“Sinkholes are not uncommon along the Warren complex,” Hatcher shrugged. “Water movement erodes away the ground from underneath, and loaded wagons or herds of cattle tend to find them before they are fully developed. If these were looters from the battlefield who slipped in during the period after the fight but before the Legions re-took the ground, they would be loaded heavy. And if they recognized the Mantle, the Hole would definitely be their first destination.”

“A simple undertaking, then,” the ‘slinger nodded.

“I’m afraid not,” Provine Sael sighed. “It is miles from here, and the map is crude.”

“Could we go overland and tunnel in through the sinkhole?” Hunter asked.

“The map is for an underground approach, and not to scale.”

“Excuse me,” Jeryt’s fingers danced. “While I am delighted to hear of your success, and proud to have some small role in that achievement, this would appear to be where I should depart your charming company.”

“Nope,” Hatcher shook her head. “We need expert advice on the rucking trade, and before you got into the business of relic-trading, you were a rucker of some reputation.”

“That was quite a long time ago…”

“Once a rucker, always a rucker,” the Nisker over-rode his excuse. “You’re coming. We can’t afford strangers being involved.”

“Nasty piece of work,” Mook observed.

“This will be the final stage of your employment,” Provine Sael advised. “Once we have investigated Holin’s find and returned to Imperial headquarters, I will obtain a certificate of clemency, and you will be a free man. With pay suitable to your contributions.”

Jeryt’s fingers were still for a long moment. “And if we don’t find the trove?”

“That is not an option.”

“We keep trying until we find it. Or rather, you find it.” Hatcher pointed at Jeryt. “This is your moment to shine.”

His fingers resumed dancing. “May I see the map?”

Provine Sael held it up.” You will be provided with an accurate copy.”

Jeryt leaned forward, careful to keep his crawling hands in his lap. He studied the lines and marks and then leaned back. “This is an ambitious undertaking.”

“We’ve all worked underground,” Hatcher noted dismissively.

“In ruins, or small cave systems, yes? This is the Fanged Warrens, and something entirely different from what you have experienced in the past. It is not completely explored to this day, and only partially mapped. It is wet, and so will be you and everything you own. Finding your way out is hard: your eyes trick you in the flickering of an oil lamp, and it is easy to get turned around. It is wet, but water sources large enough to provide drink are rare, and never clean. You must carry everything you need: tools, food, most water, and above all, light. If you do find valuables, you must carry them as well.”

“We’ve got the muscle,” Hatcher jerked a thumb towards Burk and me. “And the money for mules.”

“No animals,” Jeryt shook his head. “The Warrens are not on a single plane, but extend above and below in great profusion. Your brutes are strong, but they are large, and there are places where the passages challenge a Nisker, which is why the best ruckers are small and slender. Light is equally crucial: you cannot be caught in the dark by the various predators in the place, and even candles are bulky.”

“We have Hunter,” Provine Sael pointed out.

“And if Hunter hits his head? Darkness is death in the Warrens.” Jeryt sighed, his fingers tracing somber lines in front of him. “For a long expedition, going as deep as this map indicates, you will need money in quantity, because with expense comes less weight.”

“All right,” Provine Sael nodded. “I have ample funds from the Temple. How long to equip us?”

“Pretty girl,” Mook said approvingly.

“An hour, two,” Jeryt stroked Mook’s head. “But it will tell all who are watching that you are making a deep foray, and it is believed that there are those who pretend to ruck, while being ready to intercept groups who are heading for the exit, weary and loaded with loot. More go in than come out.”

“We are suited to violence. Go purchase what is needed; take Hatcher, Lustis, and Grog. Burk, I need you to obtain maps from the study-group; I will provide you with a letter.”

“You need to leave your armor and sword behind,” Jeryt advised as he sidled towards the market. “You will need flexibility to move through narrow places.”

“My sword and armor stay with me.”

“Violence in the Warrens is best avoided, but if it can’t, it will be close work, and desperate.”

“Violence is my trade.”

Hatcher paid, but Jeryt did the choosing and haggling, and it was quickly apparent that he was very good at the latter, always speaking in a soft tone, his fingers dancing.

“We brought rope,” Hatcher objected as he examined a merchant’s wares. “Lots of rope.”

“I know, big twisted coils of hemp,” Jeryt sniffed a line. “Heavy, quick to absorb water, and inclined to saw apart against jagged rocks. This is braided horsehair, twice as strong and a third the weight.”

“And five times the price.”

“A rucker who stays within a day’s march of the entrance can afford to go cheap.”

The Nisker muttered under her breath.

I watched and listened as Jeryt haggled and discussed with merchants and artisans, and came to the conclusion that Jeryt was a High Rate of buying. I know little of the art of haggling, but I know skills when I see them.

I bought a double-edged push-dagger of folded steel, with a lovely cross-handle covered with polished oak, extremely fine workmanship that cost three times what I should have paid for it, but the merchants and artisans here had little competition, and Imperial Marks would be of no use underground. Hatcher haggled for me, but she wasn’t able to make much of a dent in the price.

“The consortium makes sure they limit the number of sellers,” she sighed after the transaction was complete. “Drives up the prices, so their cut gets raised as well. Learn a valuable lesson, Grog: the real money in places like this, be they a gold rush or extracting loot from the Warrens, end up in the soft hands of the people organizing things, or selling goods to the poor bastards who do all the work and take all the risks. Fools come here dreaming of treasure, and get sheared like sheep in springtime. Those that survive will finally quit, nearly all having nothing but scars to show for their labor and risks.”

“And aches in their joints,” Jeryt agreed. “The cold and damp never really leave your bones.”

“Does your leg hamper you much, underground?” I asked.

“Age hampers me more,” his fingers scrambled to shoulder-height in the air. “I had two good legs when I started rucking. I crawled for a dozen hours to escape the Warrens the day my leg got this way, and count myself lucky, as none of the rest of my group ever saw daylight again. But I can still keep up with novices.”

“What did you fight that day?”

“Nothing. The floor fell away from beneath our feet.”

“Well, we spent money like whalers in port after six months at sea,” Hatcher announced as we trudged into Provine Sael’s suite. “We bought stuff we already had, and we paid three times what everything is worth.”

“Jeryt?” The Dellian fixed him with a cool look.

“If you want to go deep and return, you pay,” the slender man shrugged, petting Mook.

“Ugly brute,” the raven noted.

“We brought rope, rations, and packs with us,” Provine Sael noted doubtfully, watching Lustis and me stack the new purchases.

“The wrong sort of rope, and packs intended for marching on the surface,” Jeryt shrugged. “If you’re planning to chop rock looking for gemstones ten hour’s march from the entrance, they would be sufficient.”

“What about these rations?” Hatcher demanded. “I never heard of ‘pocket soup’.”

“It is a concentrate,” Jeryt carefully unwrapped an oilskin package and displayed oily-looking strips of what looked like translucent, soft jerky. “Complicated and time-consuming to prepare.”

“And what the blazes is a ‘belly pot’?” Hatcher waved a sort of curved-looking canteen at Jeryt, the attached straps flapping.

“That is how you eat in the Warrens.” He took the belly pot from Hatcher and unfastened a cunning, cork-lined lid. “You insert a square of hardtack, shredded jerky, and a suitable piece of pocket soup, and fill it with water. Then you strap it to your body next to your skin; I prefer at the small of my back. Your body warmth and the motion of moving means when you open it at mid-day, you have a sort of thin gruel or thickish soup. That, dried fruit, pond-water cut with vinegar, and a tot of brandy is a meal.”

“Seriously?”

“Unless you are lucky enough to kill a roth pig, yes.”

“Nasty,” Mook noted. “Nasty, nasty, nasty.”

Hatcher sighed and dropped into a chair.

“So, what shall we take with us?” Provine Sael asked, examining a belly-pot.

“The clothes you wear, a bedroll, some rope, pitons, shaft-props, and a tool or two. The bulk of each pack, and we will all carry a pack, will be candles, lantern oil, rations, vinegar, and water. The water is the heaviest, followed by vinegar to make found water safe, and lantern oil. We will go in heavy, and the load will lighten every day.”

“With Hunter, we could cut down on candles and oil.”

“Unless something happens to Hunter,” Jeryt fed Mook a bit of bread. “Then you are deep in the Warrens with insufficient light.” He stroked the raven’s beak. “You can always discard weight, but you can’t resupply. No one ever died from having too much of the essentials.”

Mook chuckled and then barked like a terrier.

Provine Sael passed him a copy of the map. “How long are we going to be in the Warrens?”

Jeryt studied the inked lines. “Two or three days to get to the area. Then time to find the site, and an unknown amount of time to extract anything.” He shrugged. “But that’s false estimates, because there’s no night or day in the Warrens. You might walk on easy passages for five hours, making the same sort of time you would aboveground, and then you might spend five hours crawling a half-mile. Inevitably, there’s doubling back, and navigation errors. You move until you have to sleep, and get back a little less than you used up after every sleep period. The return trip is generally quicker, but it carries its own risks; as I mentioned, there are those who do their rucking with a knife.”

“Our old friends will follow us,” Hatcher nodded. “They won’t pass up a shot at you.”

“If anyone of you expected an easy trip, you were mistaken,” Provine Sael advised, and Torl chuckled.

“What about clothing?” She asked Jeryt.

“Tough, warm, and durable,” he shrugged. “I bought elbow and knee pads; something to protect your head would be wise. Extra socks would be useful.” He sighed. “I had hoped to never set foot in the Warrens again.”

“It will be better than the labor battalion,” Hatcher grinned.

Jeryt stroked Mook. “Not really; I tended a bonfire and brewed tea so that laborers working in the water around the pilings could dry out. It was not demanding work, especially in the summer.” He shook his head. “You might not credit it, but I beheld you with some misgivings. I knew that you meant to perform desperate deeds, and the idea of returning to the Warrens is daunting.”

Hatcher snorted, but I noticed that his fingers weren’t mobile when he said that, and I thought he might be telling the truth.

Torl wrapped his unstrung bow and a quiver of arrows in oilcloth and strapped it to the side of his pack; he was carrying an archer’s short sword instead of a broadsword. I brought Fallsblade and my armor, both wrapped in oilskin and strapped to my pack. Burk left his shield and crossbow, but brought his morning star and armor, both strapped to his pack.

Waiting as Provine Sael, her hair stuffed up under a battered Balmoral cap and her slight figure encased in a rough sweater and trousers, dealt with the fees and listed names at the gate to the wall around the entrance to the Warrens, I studied a trio of bravos loitering nearby.

“Trouble,” Burke muttered, watching the same three.

“We’re going to get tested,” I agreed, keeping my voice low. “Sagrit will follow us in, you can count on that.”

“Good. A lot more go in than come out, Jeryt says; sound familiar?”

I thought about it, and grinned. “Yeah.”

The entrance was just a shaft dropping straight down, about twelve feet across; a narrow wood stairway doubled back on itself as it zigzagged down into the darkness. Provine Sael lit a lantern and led the way, which I did not approve of, but orders are orders. Me and then Burk were next, which was about as good as we could manage, and walking single-file, our group descended.  

It got dark pretty quick, and the temperature dropped little by little as we descended, the worn steps creaking under our passage. After a bit the stairs descended into the upper reaches of an open cavern which smelled of soot and what I later learned was bat guano, and after three more double-backs the stairs ended on a slimy, wet stone floor.

“Welcome to the Fanged Warrens,” Jeryt kept his voice low. “Noise carries further than light, so a policy of all possible silence is advisable.” Other than a knife, the slender man was unarmed. He consulted a copy of the map. “Ruckers would kill for these maps,” he advised Provine Sael. “The academics do not share the fruits of their labors.”

“Such is their policy,” the Dellian shrugged, looking small in her coarse garments and bonnet-like cap. “Lead on.”

Jeryt turned, sniffing at the air. “This way.”

“Torl, take the rear, ensure we do not lose anyone. Hatcher, with Jeryt.”

“Mistress, you stay between me and Burk,” I interjected.

“All right. Hunter, where should you be?”

“I’ll keep Torl company,” the ‘slinger said after a pause.

“All right. Light, if you would, Hunter.”

A glowing orb sprang into life and moved to just over Jeryt’s head.

With better light, we could see that wet spikes of stone hung from the ceiling like uneven fangs, and others rose from the floor, often aligned with the ones above, although a lot of the spikes on the floor had been broken off. Everything was wet, and I could hear water dripping somewhere nearby.

With Jeryt in the lead we threaded our way through the spikes, which were tan, cone-shaped and sort of ripple-y on the sides. I wondered how stone got shaped that way, but shrugged it off and concentrated on my surroundings. I did not like being underground like this, as it brought up unpleasant memories of falling into the sinkhole, but I pushed the feeling down deep, and concentrated on remembering our route.

Hatcher was carrying a foot-long three-sided file, and every few feet she deftly cut a horizonal line with a single barb on one end pointing the way back into the stone of a fang; the cones appeared to be pretty soft, for a rock. I saw lots of different marks cut into the fangs and walls, markers from past ruckers.

We came to what a wall with what looked like a waterfall of slender stone fangs cascading down, and Jeryt vanished. It wasn’t until Hatcher side-stepped into the wall that I realized that the ‘waterfall’ covered an opening. I had to crouch, take my pack off, and push it before me to get through, which sent cold shivers up my spine, but beyond the opening was a sort of crack in the stone, a passage tall enough for me to stand upright in, although my shoulders rubbed against either wall. There were a couple inches of water on the floor, but it didn’t smell too bad, so it must have been a stream rather than just a long puddle.

We followed the winding crack for a long time, long enough to warrant two rest breaks, the floor occasionally rising and falling as we moved. There was a forest of tiny stone stalks hugging a crack in the ceiling, none thicker than half my little finger, ranging from a couple inches to nearly a foot long. They were wet, and often dripping; several times I ran my hand through their ranks, effortlessly snapping them off like icicles.

Eventually Jeryt led us through a narrow breach in the left wall, and we found ourself in a worked corridor wide enough to walk two abreast. The little man huddled with Hatcher over the map, talking quietly. Much as predicted, I was wet and smeared with clay, although the new pack Jeryt had chosen had kept out the wet.

We followed corridors for a good while, two rest breaks, and then further until we halted to consume the contents of our belly-pots, dried fruit, and a tot of brandy, which warmed my belly. We refilled our belly-pots and strapped them back on when the skimpy repast was finished.

“We should have bought two pots each for you and Burk,” Provine Sael observed.

“Its fine mistress,” I shrugged, tightening the straps. “We fight better when we’re hungry. Makes us mean.”

She smiled a little, a smear of clay on her cheek making her look younger. “It is hard to imagine you as mean, Grog. Brutal, yes, but what you do never seems to touch who you are.”

“Yes, mistress.” I didn’t really understand what she meant, but I didn’t care enough to ask. I was cold, wet, hungry, and too far underground to think too much.

The corridor had a lot of doorways to rooms and chambers, and many off-shoots and crossroads, but we ignored them, keeping up a steady pace, stopping only for rest breaks or to let Hatcher investigate something suspicious. Eventually we came to a broken bit of wall, and literally crawled uphill for far too long; I had to push my pack ahead of me, and was very quickly grateful for the knee and elbow pads, as well as the new pack, which had a hood of oiled leather that provided extra defense against the wet, and made it less inclined to catch on things.

We moved quietly, no speaking save occasional whispers between Jeryt and Hatcher, but it wasn’t like a quiet period when marching, because there was no time for thinking. The orb stayed at the front, and in the rough terrain I only got a distant glow to work with. Everything was wet and slippery, so moving required a lot of concentration, and even in the worked areas things were changeable enough to keep you rooted in the moment.

After a rest break, we crawled on the level for a change, eventually emerging into a chamber whose roof, when Hunter moved the orb, was at least a hundred yards overhead. The floor was dominated by a pool of water; Jeryt knelt and dipped up a bit in his hand, sniffing it carefully before tossing it aside.

“Not even with vinegar,” he whispered, and consulted with Hatcher before leading us onward.

After sloshing through the pond for a while we stopped to let Hatcher climb the wall and drop a rope down so we could reach a hole twenty feet up, and crawl down another passage. After another rest break, we finally reached a place where I could stand up, and consumed our evening meal.

“So, this is rucking?” I asked Jeryt as I re-filled my belly-pot and strapped it on.

“Pretty much,” he nodded. “Normally we would have explored those worked areas very carefully, but otherwise, you have already experienced all the glamour the trade has to offer. Of course, you really need to be three or four days in to get the full experience, but today will suffice to convey the wonders and awe involved. Except for the issue of dealing with a lantern, from which yon light orb has freed us.”

“It is not pleasant work.”

“It is not,” he agreed. “The travel is hard, the food is terrible, the sleeping bad, and the rewards are scarcely worth the effort, at least until someone brings out a find worth a fortune, inspiring all the rest to try harder. This is a fool’s occupation.”

“How did you end up in it?’

He shrugged. “One event led to another, each as unplanned as the first. I was born poor, and lacking the size and inclination to violence, I sought my fortune in various ways. In retrospect, digging ditches would have been a better career, but that is wisdom acquired through hardship and failure, and arrived at too late to serve.”

“Yeah, it’s a tragic tale,” Hatcher observed. “Let’s get moving.”

We followed another crack that was tall enough for me to stand erect, but so narrow I had to scoot along sideways, dragging my pack after me. It seemed to go a long way, and shuffling along in the dark with the stone rubbing on my front and back, I grew unhappy. I did not like this place, and I was losing confidence that I could find my way back out. I would much rather fight another great battle than creep endlessly through this cold, damp darkness.

But I am an Ebon Blade, I reminded myself, a product of a proper barracks of the old school, and when you engage the Ebon Blades you get quality work, that is the rule. It took an effort, but I pushed the feelings down deep, and got my head right. This was my duty, and an Ebon Blade did his duty until he was dead.

Finally, we emerged into a sort of bowl of open area, with a ceiling thirty feet or so above us, with only a couple sweating fangs, and a lot of cracks leading off into the Warrens. Jeryt and Hatcher huddled over the map, pointing and whispering, while the rest of us sat on the damp stone and rested.

Provine Sael pulled off a boot and massaged her stockinged foot. “I do not like this place,” she sighed. “Were not a relic involved, I would not be here.”

“It is hard going, mistress,” I agreed. “Why do the Dark not use places like this for their plots?’

“Because they don’t like creeping around like a rat in a sewer line, either,” Hunter observed, taking a pull from his flask. “I hate to think what sort of deformed madmen made their homes here in the distant past.” He offered the flask to Provine Sael, who paused in rubbing her foot to take a neat swig.

“I expect they lived in the worked areas,” she handed the flask back and resumed rubbing her foot. “But a grim life it must have been. Dark plotters,” she pulled on her boot and removed the other. “Do prefer an absence of light for their ceremonies, but they also generally require various interactions with life, so they stay within easy reach of the surface, as we have seen in our travels.”

“Can we find the…items in this place?” Burk asked.

“Yeah,” Hatcher whispered as she joined us. “Holin did a good map, and with what we got from the academics, we’re on the right trail, but it’s more art than design. We’ll make camp here, and push on after some sleep.”

“I’m not sure I want to sleep,” Provine Sael observed. “I would rather push on and get this over with.”

“Bad idea,” the Nisker warned. “Fatigue is a real danger down here.”

“I will rely on your judgement.”

Hatcher scowled and glanced over her shoulder. “I hate to say it, but it’s Jeryt’s judgement. He’s better than I expected.”

“I hate to ask, but how much further?” The Dellian finished rubbing her foot and pulled her boot back on.

“Couple days, I expect. Quicker than we expected, because Jeryt is shaving off time; there’s a lot more to navigation in here then just following a map.”

“Well, then we shall sleep,” the Dellian nodded. “How long?’

“Eight hours, with two-hour guard watches.”

“Do we need guards? I’ve not seen so much as a blind cricket.”

“I marked our every move getting here,” Hatcher rubbed her face, leaving a smear of grime. “If the Sagrit wants, they can trail us pretty easily. And my bet is that the local agent in charge will want to, very badly.”

Chapter Eight

We arranged ourselves in a row, ground sheets doubled to cut the chill coming off the stone, and everyone but the one on watch huddled close. Hunter ended his orb, and the bowl was illuminated by a trio of candles.

Not being able to dig a hip-groove meant for an uncomfortable bed, and there was no water to wash, but I was tired enough that after scraping off as much of the mud as I could, I rolled up in my blankets and dropped off instantly.

My dreams were of confused fighting underground, mixed in with following Fall and his blue spark through the darkness. They were not pleasant dreams, but they weren’t nightmares, either.

A boot nudging the bottom of my foot snapped me back to awareness. “Trouble,” Burk whispered, and eased down the line.

My sheathed dirk was under the waterskin I had been using as a pillow, and it was naked in my hand without my thinking about it. I scrambled to my stocking feet as the others stirred around me, moving out into the cold floor, stooping to grab my hunting knife from where it lay across my boots and shoving it into my waistband at the small of my back, the hilt clicking against my belly pot.

Standing in the darkness as the others moved around me, I tried to discern what had alerted Burk. The candles were significantly shorter, and they didn’t do much more than define shadows; the air smelled of damp clothes, candle smoke, and drying leather.

Then someone shouted, and I instinctively turned to meet a body hurtling through the darkness. We collided hard, and I staggered back a couple steps, smelling wet clothing, sweat, and garlic as I stabbed underhand with my right as my left hand struggled to gain purchase on the clay-slicked torso of my attacker.

A knife tore at my thick shirt on my left side as I pounded my dirk’s disk pommel into my attacker’s head and fighting broke out all around me. My foe was big, a head shorter than me, but broad and strong; I caught the wrist of his knife hand even as he caught my right wrist, and we both set our feet and strained, muscle against muscle, bone against bone. He tried to head-butt me, but I felt his shift in balance and leaned as he struck, twisting and forcing my point to his side before he was able to recover. He tried for a knee to groin, but missed, and I drove him back into the stone of the wall.

My point reached skin and sank deadly slow into his side; he struggled mightily to break my grip, but I am an Ebon Blade, a product of a proper barracks of the old school, and the steel slid between ribs and on into a lung, and his struggles became undisciplined as blood came up his throat and choked him.

I forced the blade in as fighting raged around me, and a man died coated in flames. I couldn’t see his face, but I could feel my foe’s slow slide into death through his movements, and finally I wrenched myself and my blade free, letting him fall.

An orb of light soared up to illuminate the cluttered bowl; Burk and Torl were back-to-back, Hatcher, both blades bloody, crouched next to Provine Sael, whose blades were also bloody. Hunter was against the far wall, looking unruffled, and Jeryt was just a pale face peering out from the depths of a crack in the wall.

Eight bodies littered the floor, and the air was thick with the smell of scorched flesh and blood. Questing fingers told me my wooly tunic was torn, but I wasn’t bleeding much, just a scratch.

“Well, that was unpleasant,” Hunter felt for his flask, and scowled when he came up empty.

“Is anyone wounded?” Province Sael asked, her voice shaky. “No? Hatcher, check the bodies; Torl, take Jeryt and establish if these are all we must face.”

“And their packs,” Jeryt observed, creeping back into the chamber. “Supplies are welcome.”

Me and Burk stacked the bodies to the side after Hatcher had checked them for valuables and information.

“Sagrit,” Hatcher kicked the last corpse in the face. “This one, at least. The rest are hired bully-boys, I expect.”

Provine Sael healed the cut on my side. “I did not think they would find us so easily.”

“Jeryt isn’t the only rucker for hire,” Hatcher sat down and started sorting coins. “And I marked our entire trail.”

“Violence dogs our every step,” The Dellian sighed.

“Their choice,” Hatcher noted, her voice devoid of sympathy. “They could set their hands to other tasks. Hopefully this failed attempt will help discourage others.”

Torl and Jeryt returned, burdened with multiple haversacks.

“This is the lot,” the scout advised, nodding to the piled corpses.

“Good.”

“They’re Sagrit,” Hatcher advised Torl. “I’m surprised they took this long to catch up.”

“They had some issues,” Jeryt passed a couple strips of parchment to Provine Sael and returned to extracting the contents of the haversacks.

“I marked our route,” Hatcher pointed out, peering at a ring.

“They were not unreasonably suspicious of the trail,” Jeryt sniffed a waterskin and then took a sip. “These were shallow-draft thieves, robbing or shaking down honest ruckers heading for the surface. This is probably the deepest any of them had ever been.”

“Well, here they stay,” Hunter observed, take a nip from his recovered flask. “It is worth trying to go to sleep?”

“No,” Provine Sael pulled on her boots. “We shall eat and then press on.”

“Might as well. Still, we ought to be free of them until we head back. They’ll be watching the exit, you know.”

The Dellian sighed as she ran a brush through her crest. “I know.”

After we had eaten, Jeryt passed out captured supplies, mostly water cut with a lot more brandy than was absolutely necessary, and some food, and we pressed on.

We squeezed down a crack that wasn’t more than four feet tall, whose walls were slick and wet; in minutes what drying-out the rest period had achieved was undone. Eventually we left that crack and sloshed along a shallow, stinking stream that had a fang-littered ceiling that was tall enough for me to walk erect, with my pack on my back, instead of pushing it before me.

Jeryt called for a rest break, but the water covered the floor and the walls were wet, so there wasn’t many options for rest but to sort of lean on your pack against the wall.

“I’ve been in some rotten places, but this takes the prize,” Hatcher muttered. “Safer than many, but I would accept traps and fighting in return for dry feet. This is worse than the bogs.”

“Rucking is not for those concerned with comfort,” Jeryt agreed, his fingertips stroking the air in front of his chest. “The cold and damp gets into your joints, and never really leave.”

Torl reached up and broke off one of the fangs hanging down. “This is a sediment of limestone, or something similar,” he mused after examining the broken part.

“It speaks,” Hatcher grinned.

Torl set the broken fang down. “I speak when I have something to say. These fangs form like icicles.”

“Brilliant,” the Nisker shrugged.

“We are after a decades-old sinkhole, working on recollections that are four years old. Holin noted that he couldn’t get to the primary loot with the time he had. Access to this sinkhole might be sealed with stone, but not deeply, if at all.”

“It could,” Jeryt agreed. “Holin was scouting, away from the main group, made the find, and did not share the news with his comrades, which is a major breach of the rucker code, I should note. However, we have tools, and the abilities of two very strong comrades.”

“My thought, such as it is,” Torl continued. “Is that this sinkhole was a connection to the surface, now at least partially filled over. To some degree, anyway. What if we simply tunneled our way to the surface through the fill, instead of spending days crawling back?”

“That would be nice,” I observed in the thoughtful silence that followed.

“It would be,” the scout nodded. “And on the surface we would cover the distance far quicker.”

“I don’t care if it is double the distance, I would rather fight Tulg under the sky than slog around under here,” Hatcher observed.

“That is a hopeful option we will certainly explore,” Provine Sael heaved her pack onto her back. “I would risk a great deal to reduce our journey in the Warrens. But first, we must find this sinkhole.”

As we pressed on, I took a greater interest in our surroundings. I was cold, hungry, wet, dirty, and tired, but growing up I had been all five a great deal. Master Horne had worked us hard whether it was rain, snow, or sun, and that meant that no matter how much you ate, a growing brute was more often hungry than not. He always said that the brain quits before the body, and the only cure was to push until you found out that you had a lot more in you than a collection of poorly-bred idiots could possibly wrap their pea-brains around. Just remembering standing in ranks, sweating, hungry, exhausted, as he cursed us and demanded more of us brought a warmth to my chest and put a bit of spring into my step. Master Horne said that pride would carry you far, further than money or fame, and he was right.

Shoulders squared, I took the hardships of the Warren as an Ebon Blade should: uncomplaining and undeterred. I tucked a rock-hard knub of jerky between teeth and gum and swallowed salty beef spit as I walked through the dark and wet. I took Provine Sael’s pack when the next rest break ended, and carried it in addition to my own, ignoring her protest. Burk took Hatchers at the same time, and we exchanged a knowing look: Ebon Blades. The best.    

The travelling was varied: a few worked tunnels, a bit of crafted corridor, lots of narrow, low passages, occasionally climbing a rope, often crawling up or down slope, always dampness, slimy clay, cool air, sour water dripping down and sloshing under our boots.

A lot of what we carried was water, which is very heavy, but lightened a little after each rest break. The water we had drunk the ‘day’ before had been replaced by captured stock, but the weight once again began to drop.

We saw fewer markers as we moved, Hatcher carefully cutting our own arrows and occasionally an ‘H’ at every branch-off. Twice we passed scattered bones and metal-work rusted to filigrees of red lace, remnants of ruckers who had found misfortune, and broken stone fangs were common enough. 

The worked areas and corridors often had extensive carvings at about shoulder height on Hunter, weird snaky symbols that resembled the marks worms left in mud after a spring rain. Both Provine Sael and Hunter muttered and pointed at these, but we did not stop to examine them closely, and I wasn’t sorry that we didn’t stop.

There were occasional clusters of bats clicking sleepily overhead or flying by in unseen leathery bursts, their stinking guano inches deep on the floor beneath our boots, but otherwise the place was nearly lifeless. Of all the underground areas I had been in, which were not a small number, I realized upon considering the matter, this place was the worst. Even the karst had been better, once I was out of the water and found by Fall.

Provine Sael bore up like she always did, showing no emotion as she trudged along, while Hunter nipped from his flask, and muttered under his breath a lot. Torl could have been on an Imperial Highway for all the interest he displayed; he walked like a man with other things on his mind. Hatcher was eerily silent, her eyes bright and moving, her hands never far from her knife hilts; this was the Nisker we saw when traps were afoot.

Jeryt was the big surprise for me: he managed to sidle even with a heavy pack on his back; early on he had taken one of the wood shoring props from the bundle attached to his pack (we each had a bundle), and used it like a walking stick, and did not slow us down, nor complained. He was quick and sure in his movements and decisions, and Provine Sael readily deferred to his judgement.

After our third meal break, I was sitting on a sort of stool I had made by breaking off a floor fang, tearing up a feathery sheet of jerky and stuffing the strips into my belly pot. The light orb had attracted the attention of a colony of bats, and they had followed us at a safe distance, circling the orb. By now they had lost interest, and were playing, one hanging upside-down on the ceiling, and then one after another the rest would hang from the first in a lengthening chain, until the first let go and they all swirled away.

Hatcher and Jeryt were studying the maps and their notes, Hunter was carefully refilling his flask, Burk was consolidating the contents of waterskins, and Provine Sael was slumped against someone’s pack, eyes closed. Torl sat on another broken fang nearby, watching the bats as well.

“That shows a lack of danger nearby,” he nodded towards the bats. “Animals only play when they feel safe.”

“Why do they trust us?”

“Observation: we’re too low and slow, by their standards. They actually have no predators that live on a primary bat diet, although a number of creatures and birds will take the opportunity if presented. Racoons are known to raid roosts, but not as a full-time food source. They eat insects, so there’s no shortage of food.”

“So why aren’t there more bats?”

“There are bats aplenty, but since they are nocturnal, you generally don’t see their numbers. Disease is the only thing trimming their numbers. Well, disease and safe places to roost.”

“How long does a bat live?”

“More than a decade, an impressive span for something that is just a mouse with leather wings.”

“Huh.”

“If you see bats out in daytime, something upset them. That’s a useful indicator for a man in hostile wilds.”

“Like birds going quiet or flaring up.”

“Exactly.”

“Why don’t the Tulg and Ukar scouts pay attention to that stuff?”

“They do.”

“So, how come you’re still alive?”

He grinned. “I’ve been doing it a lot longer, and was trained better. My uncle was one of the best foresters on the northern frontier, and he worked with me from the time I was able to keep up. Or at least reasonably keep up.”

“Did he hunt like you do?’

“No. He avoided trouble.” Torl frowned at the bats. “He never loosed an arrow at a living target save to take meat.”

“Is he still around?”

“Yes.” Torl glanced at me. “But I have not seen him in many years.”

“I’m sure he has heard of your prowess.”

Torl chuckled humorlessly. “He has, and he does not approve. He was never a killer, and he does not care for killers.”

I finished adding jerky to the pot. “But he was on the frontier.”

“It is an unusual situation,” the scout agreed. “He often said that the frontier brought out the worst in men.”

“You’ve saved a lot of lives.”

“I have. The Dusmen would pay a great deal for my head,” he noted with quiet pride. “But my uncle is not the sort you can reason with. A complex man.”

“There’s worse things than killing.” I thought about the little girl’s chalk drawing of a smiling sun.

“Says a killer,” Torl smiled. “But I agree, obviously.”

“I don’t enjoy killing,” I added water to my belly-pot. “I don’t mind the fighting, though. Fact is, I often like it.”

“That is a key distinction,” Torl nodded. “I’ve known those for whom killing is a release not unlike sex, and those for whom it is a way to feel larger in a world that has made them feel small. And those, like yourself, for whom it is simply a profession.”

“What is it for you?”

He was silent for a time, his eyes far away. “When I am about my own business, it is a collection on a debt. Otherwise, it is the confirmation of skill; what point is there in being the best if you do not prove it periodically?”

“I know that feeling,” I agreed. “I am a High Rate of a proper barracks of the old school.”

“Just before I entered Provine Sael’s service, they sent a team of six tribesmen from the far north to hunt me down,” Torl mused. “It lasted twelve days. They were the best the Dusmen had, and here I sit. You cannot explain that feeling to someone who has never felt it.”

“Pride drives you further than money or glory,” I agreed.

“That is truth.”

Our second sleep camp was on a broad, flat ledge that we had to climb to on ropes; it was too high for Hatcher to climb on the wall, so Hunter used his Arts to send a looped rope arcing up to drop over a fat floor fang on the edge of the ledge, and then Hatcher climbed up and pounded in pitons to serve as a proper anchor.

There was a broad passage off the ledge, but other than a brief recon by Hatcher, we stayed put and made camp. I took a swig of brandy and rolled into my damp blankets straight away, as did the others. Hunter put a ward on the passage, so we did not set guards. Snuggled together in a tight row, we were warm enough, but only just barely.

Provine Sael woke us, and it did not seem to have been long enough, but the wicks of the eight-inch night-candles were guttering in puddles of liquid wax, so six hours had certainly passed.

“What a way to earn a living,” Hatcher groaned as she pulled on her boots.

“It is on tasks such as this that you establish who are truly professionals,” Hunter observed, taking a swing from his flask, and then passing it to the Nisker.

Hatcher took a solid drink and handed it back. “I liked it better when you complained a lot.”

His face pale in the hard light of his orb, the ‘slinger grinned. “My world has changed a great deal lately.”

“How so?”

“The ash. I got as close to a front-row seat to the single greatest arcane event in this century as it was possible without serving the Dark.”

“Humbling?”

“Intriguing. The Dusmens’ pets did something that has never been done before, at least in recorded history. It makes one think.”

“Seriously?”

“Besides an innate knack and considerable academic discipline, the successful application of the Arts requires an outlook which abhors boredom.”

“So, I take it you are not bored.”

“Not at all, at the moment. As of late, our employer is dragging us into some very interesting circumstances. I admit, our early journeys were not all that stimulating, but as time progresses, things have improved.”

“Our first undertaking strengthened the Empire and helped with the end of slavery,” Provine Sael observed from where she was brushing her crest of hair.

Hunter shrugged. “I never cared either way about slavery, and still don’t. Nor am I especially patriotic. But I do enjoy the interactions we have had with truly unusual experiences in the realm of the Arts.”

“So why is wandering through the Warrens not putting you out?” Hatcher strapped on her belt and adjusted the lay of her knives.

Hunter looked out across the vast cavern our ledge overlooked, although most of it was hidden in pitch black. “There’re secrets here, very old secrets. The Elder Ones were here, and their followers after them. Someday I’m going to come back here and take a hard look at what they left behind.”

“What kind of secrets?” Hatcher folded her grimy scarf and tied it into place.

“I don’t know.”

“Unholy secrets,” Provine Sael noted primly.

“We’ve found more than our share of unholy secrets,” Hunter nodded. “And destroyed them. I don’t want to know the gory specifics, but I would like to understand the underlying arcane logic.” He grinned at the Dellian. “You didn’t join the Blue so you could manage a parish.”

Provine Sael made a sour face, then sighed and shrugged. “You have some truth in that.”

“Wanderlust takes a lot of forms, and it is hard to resist,” Hatcher pulled on her greasy leather cap. “And now it’s time for the saddest breakfast possible.”

With no captured gear to add this ‘morning’, my pack was definitely lighter; two-thirds of our water was gone, and at eight pounds to the gallon, that was a lot of weight. We left the ledge via the broad passage and trudged along, enjoying being nearly dry and walking easy. My stomach was not happy with just our slender breakfast and beef-flavored spit, but I had been hungry before.

We stayed in the passage until the first rest break, but then took to crawling and scrambling through places so narrow and convoluted that Hunter dismissed his orb and we lit three lanterns so that the party did not accidently split up. We went up, down and in every direction, and to say I was lost was a complete understatement, although Jeryt seemed confident, and Hatcher appeared to understand the way.

Jeryt kept checking water wherever we found it, and at a small pool we encountered after the second rest break we refilled half our containers, mixing in two cups of vinegar per gallon to make sure it was safe to drink. Jeryt would rather have filled all our containers, but the pool didn’t have enough water.

“Strange that in such a damp place, water is hard to come by,” Hunter observed.

“It isn’t the water, but what’s in the water that’s the problem,” Jeryt’s fingers stroked the air in front of his chest. “Bat guano, mineral extrusions, and far too little movement make it more a soup than simple drink. More than one rucker has died of dysentery or cholera, both in the Warrens and outside. The joys of this place never cease.”

I was mastering the tricks to moving in the Warrens, even with packs slung front and back, and was getting a bit of a sense of place despite being lost overall. With greater ease of movement came time to think of good things, like Moina. I would be able to write her a long letter of having been a rucker, if only just for a few days. It wasn’t as good as fighting forests, but it was still something.

We emerged into a smooth-walled passage that promised a relief from crawling, and paused to refill the lanterns.

“Something is not right,” Provine Sael whispered to Hunter. “Do you feel anything?”

The ‘slinger concentrated. “No.”

“Is there anything on the maps?” the Dellian asked Jeryt, who held the inked and waxed paper close to the lantern.

“Nothing in particular,” he whispered, a finger tracing lines. “We are relatively close to the surface, essentially at the ‘top’ of this particular stretch of the Warrens.”

“Are we close to Holin’s site?”

“Well, closer. I would guess that in four hours we will reach the area where we will start searching.”

“Something is not right.”

“Any details?” Hunter asked.

“No. I may be mistaken, but if I am not, something bad.”

“Close?”

“I do not know.”

“Great.”

“Should we wait?” Hatcher asked.

Provine Sael, frowning, tugged at her cap. “No. But we stick with lanterns for now; I don’t want anything sniffing out a use of the Arts.”

Hunter started to say something, but subsided, frowning.

The next break Provine Sael moved a little way away and lit a candle before sitting on the floor. I followed, intending to stay at a respectful distance, but she motioned me over.

“Sit and rest, Grog. It’s bad enough you carry my pack, without spending your rest break standing.”

“I’ve had tougher marches, mistress,” I dropped the packs and sat.

She nodded. “You are very resilient, Grog. Truly a product of a proper barracks of the old school.”

“Thank you, mistress.”

“You see this, Grog?” she motioned to the candle.

“Yes, mistress.”

“Here we are, under the soil, in a place where the Sun never reaches, and yet here is light. We brought the Light with us, and it defeats the Dark. No matter how deep underground you go, a spark and a wick can defeat the Dark. Every thinking being is a wick, Grog, just waiting for the spark of divinity to bring forth the Light, and the instant it does, the Dark is banished.”

“Yes, mistress.”

She smiled at me. “I am not like you, Grog: in this terrible place, under these harsh conditions, I need to remind myself of these simple truths.”

“I carry your pack to remind myself of who I am,” I confessed. “An Ebon Blade fears no hardship.”

She nodded. “All things begin at the foundation, the small, hard truths that made a person whom they are. If your foundation is strong, the forces of the world will never prevail over you. They can kill the body, but a soul committed to the Light never fades.” She sighed. “If we can recover the Mantle, or even part of it, it will help inspire people.”

“Why did they take it to a battle, Mistress?”

She sighed again. “Hubris, if you ask me. Certain high-ranking members of the Church thought it would help stand against Dark influences, but it was a reckless act, and a disrespectful one, if you ask me. They lost touch with the simple truths of the Light.” She shook her head. “But it was taken, and lost, and now we must seek to reclaim it.” She licked her thumb and index finger and pinched out the candle’s flame. “Right enough wrongs, and you make the world a brighter place.”

“We have opposed the Dark a lot,” I observed standing and slinging the packs.

“We have.” She stood and trucked the candle in her pouch. “And I am proud to have stood with you and the others.”

Chapter Nine

We entered worked tunnels through a caved-in wall and turned what I guessed was nearly due north. We marched for a while, enjoying the even floor and comforting straight lines, ignoring doorways and side-passages. At irregular intervals there were more carvings on the wall, long lines of what I guessed was writing in some improper language; Hunter and Provine Sael looked them over as we passed, but otherwise they were ignored.

It was getting close to time for a rest break when we paused at an intersection so Hatcher could scrape a marker into the wall with her file.

“This is recent,” she noted when she was done, tapping a marker a foot above the one she had just made.

Provine Sael studied the mark, which kind of looked like a bent barbed fish-hook. “I saw that back about two hundred yards,” she noted.

“Yeah, we’re not sharing a path, but rather crossing each other’s.”

“How recent?”

The Nisker shrugged, running her fingers across the shallow, curling scratches. “Could be weeks, could be yesterday.”

“Well, ruckers have been here before, we’ve seen other marks. Are we still on the academic’s maps?”

“No, but not far off into the margins,” Jeryt advised. “This isn’t a usual rucker mark, though. You seldom see a curved line. Normally a rucker mark is some form of an arrow or pointer with an identifier.”

“So, this is significant?”

Jeryt clicked his tongue, his face twisted in a lop-sided frown, his fingers forming a tent at chin-height. “It is unusual, but as to significance in design, I cannot say. Some ruckers use a mark oriented to the viewer’s facing, for example if you see this mark on your left, it means go right, and vice versa.”

“So, the primary point of interest is that it is fairly recent and unduly complex.”

“Just so,” Jeryt nodded, fingers dancing. 

“Well, we never expected to be completely alone,” the Dellian shrugged. “Let us proceed.”

We followed the corridors for a bit, then exited through a rent in the stone wall and followed the narrow bottom of a nine-foot crevasse for a while, emerging into a roughly oval chamber whose walls were hidden behind vast numbers of stone icicles dripping down to the floor.

“Dead end,” Hatcher said disgustedly. “I hate doubling back.

“Wait a moment,” Jeryt cautioned, sniffing the air. Opening the shutters on his lantern, he held it up, and nodded. “Air movement.”

Hatcher sniffed carefully. “How do you do that?”

“As you said, once a rucker, always a rucker.” Jeryt closed his lantern. “We should rest before proceeding on.”

I walked to the center of the chamber as Torl came in with the third lantern.

“Rest break,” Hatcher advised in a low voice. “Then we…”

I was just about to shrug off Provine Sael’s pack when the temperature dropped so fast and far that my next breath puffed out as a visible mist, and all three lanterns dimmed to a quarter of their light.

Even as these sudden changes registered, the darkness swelled and deepened into a hooded shape, foul green eyes set deep into the hood, and a taloned hand of pure night came at me. I instinctively turned to take it on the breastplate, clawing at air where Fallsblade’s hilt usually was.

The breastplate wasn’t there, but Provine Sael’s pack was, and it absorbed the hit; I was knocked clean off my feet in a spray of water and lantern oil, but the inky talons did not reach my flesh.

I landed hard, hearing my pack frame crack, and rolled, shucking first the ruined front pack and then the back one as I went. Rolling to my knees as the chamber rang with shouts, I ripped away the twine holding the oilskin covering Fallsblade and jerked the blade free, the steel dripping tiny points of light as it emerged.

The thing, a rag-caller, loomed over Provine Sael, who was down on one knee, her staff a bar of hot white light held horizontally before her, and even as I looked Burk charged in, short sword in hand, only to be batted aside by the same misty hand that had set me rolling.

I launched myself into a charge as a bloody orb spun into the air to hover over the rag caller, boots digging in to hurl my bulk with maximum force. My attack was a simple two-handed overheld slash, an unskilled stroke that the ‘caller parried with a casual gesture. Except that Fallsblade met the thing’s appendage and sliced into the darkness for a good foot.

The ‘caller made a noise like glass breaking and twisted to back-hand me, launching me bodily across the chamber. I hit the far wall, and should have broken some bones, but the icicles shattered at the impact, cushioning the blow so I hardly banged into the actual wall before falling in a shower of greasy stone chunks to the floor.

Rolling across the floor, thin stone fangs breaking off and crunching under my weight, I blinked away the stars shooting before my eyes, and struggled to my feet. The lanterns were now just faint flames barely able to illuminate their interiors, but the crimson orb was a little brighter, and Provine Sael’s staff gave enough light to fight by; her earrings were sending motes of blue light dancing around the room, but they did not help much with seeing.

Hatcher was snapping off chunks of fangs and hurling them at the ‘caller, who was again looming over Provine Sael, while Torl was calmly stringing his bow, and Hunter was frozen in place, hands half-raised.

Burk made another rush, this time with his star, getting in a good belt that made the ‘caller hiss like water on red-hot iron before it slapped him across the room. I came in hard even as Burk was in mid-air, putting a thrust into the shadow-robe a split-second before I flew across the room to crash into the wall near the ceiling in a spray of shattered icicles. I lost Fallsblade somewhere along the way, and all my air when I crashed onto the floor, but nothing felt like it was broken.

Lying on the floor, trying to re-inflate my lungs, I saw that the orb was getting a little less bloody, and Hatcher was still peppering the ‘caller with rocks. Torl shot an arrow that vanished into the ‘caller, causing it to flinch, and while Provine Sael was still on one knee, she wasn’t wounded.

Burk charged again, got in a hit, and was knocked flying, although there didn’t look to be any blood. His example made me redouble my efforts to muster my limbs, but I was still struggling to get air.

I was startled by Jeryt, who crawled up on his belly to pass me Fallsblade, before scurrying off on all fours to vanish into the shadows coating the walls. Heaving myself to my feet, I dropped into a middle guard, Fallsblade centered on my torso, the pommel near my belt buckle, the blade angling up and forward, and edged toward and to my right, coming up on the rag-caller’s left rear side.

It was dawning on me that we were just distractions, that the real fight was with Provine Sael, even though there was no actual movement involved in that struggle. Still, a distraction could be useful, even significant if properly done.

Instead of closing I stepped into a long thrust, sliding Fallsblade’s point and a couple inches of blade into the ‘caller’s darkness and then withdrawing. The second time I did that the rag-caller impatiently slapped at me, but the blow was a touch awkward, and in any case it didn’t reach me.

Shifting a bit side-to-side, I kept up the long thrusts, watching and waiting, while Burk started snapping off long sections of fangs of rock and heaving them after a short rush; such a throw would have crushed bone, but they just vanished into the darkness of the ‘caller’s figure, along with Hatcher’s rocks and Torl’s arrows.

The rag-caller batted at me for the third time, and I pivoted in mid-recover and slashed the limb, getting another broken-glass noise. Every stroke cost me a wave of aches and pains from my badly bruised body, particularly my battered torso, but an Ebon Blade fights through pain.

Then Hatcher raced up, threw a blazing rag weighted with something into the ‘caller’s form and darted away. I jabbed it again in the heels of her attack, noting that the burning rag didn’t vanish, but faded away like it had been dropped into a deep shaft.

The rag-caller pivoted, accepting my short thrust in order to swing at its full reach, and then I was flying through the air, the thought that since the first stroke the ‘caller hadn’t been using its talons flashing though my mind, and then the impact with the wall wiped out the lights and the entire world.

At some point later I came to as Jeryt forced brandy down my throat. Coughing blood and burning liquid, I batted at him until he stopped. He dragged Fallsblade’s hilt onto my chest, and scrambled back into the shadows.

Burk was on his feet, weaving like a drunk, but upright and star in hand; Hatcher was back to chunking rocks, Torl was dispassionately firing arrows, and Hunter was slumped onto his knees, his orb dark red and dim.

But Provine Sael was on her feet, her form straining like she was trying to hold the ceiling up with just her staff. Groaning out brandy fumes, I struggled to my knees, and then stood, hurting all over, although my bones seemed intact, at least for the moment. My nose was bleeding freely, and I had deeply bitten my lip at some point, but other than a concussion, I was more or less battle-ready.

Burk started forward, but I laid the flat of my blade against his chest: wait. Taking a deep, blood-favored breath, I pointed and gestured: attack together, as far apart as possible. He nodded wearily, and we moved forward in a pained, shuffling charge. I was in a middle guard again, and thrust at full extension, Burk hurling himself forward as the ‘caller deflected my stroke, getting a decent hit and scrambling back.

We worked this back and forth several times until the rag-caller suddenly twisted and smashed Burk off his feet with a savage blow. That was a mistake, because I was always faster on my feet and better at footwork, something the Undead creature should have noticed. I turned my back-step into a forward lunge with a lot less grace than I was normally capable of, and made a two-handed thrust that would have gotten my ears blistered had I done it on a training field within sight of Master Horne.

But at this point in the fight no one was performing as they normally would, and I thrust Fallsblade’s full length into the ‘caller, ending up nearly chest-to-darkness with the thing, the cold radiating off it biting deep into each individual bone in my body. For a second I stared at the pus-colored orbs hanging in the shadow hood, and I could feel its hatred flooding over me like a barrel of water poured over my head. Under the flood of hate, I could also feel fear, fear of the shining bar of light that was Provine Sael’s staff, fear of the blade violating it, and a fear of something else, something very specific, something it had thought did not exist anymore.

Then I was flying across the room, crashing into the floor before reaching the wall, and rolling, snapping and crushing stone fangs as I went. It was nothing like the previous blows, but I was nowhere near the shape I had been in before, and when I came to a stop, I just lay on my stomach and waited for the world to stop spinning.

I saw, or remembered, Moina laughing and slapping her leg, her plume of hair bobbing, and then she faded away, leaving me cold, battered, and alone in a heap on a slimy stone floor. Groaning, I pushed myself to my feet, discovering Fallsblade’s hilt in my left hand. Closing my eyes for a long moment in the hopes that it would help clear my head, I breathed deep, spat blood, and took stock: nothing broken, but everything hurt. Reaching deep, I got my right foot set on the floor, and heaved myself to my feet, feeling beaten, but at least upright and holding a sword.

Hunter was down, and Hatcher was crouched over him, knives in hand; Torl was gingerly picking himself up and recovering his bow. Burk was prone, but gathering himself, not fully out of the fight. As I looked toward Provine Sael I saw the rag-caller shrink away to a pile of rotting cloth on the floor, the fall happening in a motion so swift that had I blinked I might have missed it.

Provine Sael, her chin slick with blood, stepped gingerly forward and held her staff over the pile, speaking in a strange language while gesturing with her right hand.

Stumbling over to Hatcher as the chill fled and the lanterns regained their ability to light the chamber, I saw that Hunter was still breathing. “Will he live?” I managed, my face stiff and swelling.

“Yes,” Hatcher thrust someone’s bedroll under the ‘slinger boots to elevate his feet. She looked up, and started. “You look like…I don’t know what.”

“I’m hurting,” I admitted, leaning against a bare patch of wall and sliding to a sitting position.

Provine Sael’s staff was dimming as she rooted in the pile of rags, lifting out a twisted skull on the staff’s end. A flicker of light seemed to flow from the staff over her form, there and gone, as the skull collapsed into dust.

“I think we won,” Torl said slowly.

“Not by much,” Hatcher observed. “But a win is a win.”

Provine Sael made short work of mine and Burk’s bruises, and Jeryt popped out of the shadows; with a great deal of effort we moved Hunter and our gear to another chamber a hundred feet away and made camp, such as it was. I collapsed into my blankets with a sheathed Fallsblade tucked under my left arm and was asleep the instant I stopped moving. It was not proper behavior, but even with the bruises removed I was still far closer to the limit of my strength than I had been in a very long time.

I woke some hours later; the camp was illuminated by two candles, and Hatcher was on watch.

“I’ll spell you,” I whispered, struggling to a sitting position.

“Just started,” she shrugged. “Jeryt stood a double watch. He came through the entire fight without a scratch.”

I unstrapped my belly pot, which was crushed flat and empty. “He helped a little. Maybe a lot.”

She passed me her belly pot. “Help yourself.”

“Thanks.”

“It is actually dead?” I asked after I had made very short work of her pot.

“Very. Provine Sael stayed behind for nearly an hour and did some stuff to make very certain of it.”

“How is Hunter?” I refilled her belly pot and passed it back.

“Beat up, but no worse than you.”

I rubbed my face. “Poor him, then. I got thrown around like a rat in the grip of one of those little wire-haired dogs.”

“We came close to losing,” she nodded. “But we kept distracting it from Provine Sael.”

“I’m just glad it didn’t use its claws much.”

“Thank Hunter: after the first one we met he had been working on something; that orb he put up is what kept it from ripping away at us. Provine Sael tried to explain it, but I couldn’t make heads or tails of the business. According to her, it turned the tide.”

“Did Torl’s arrows do any good?”

“Quite a bit, thanks to Hunter; it couldn’t deflect them, and apparently they hurt. Without Provine Sael we would all be dead, but with our distractions and hindering, she was able to prevail.” The Nisker shuddered. “Honestly, I’m glad to be awake. That was a fresh outlook on horrible.”

“We won.” I laid back down. “Wake me when you want a relief.”

I don’t how long we slept, but I felt a lot better when I woke, although I was very hungry. Jeryt warmed a pot of very thin soup over an attachment fastened over a lantern’s wick while Provine Sael and Hatcher sorted through the Dellian’s gear and stowed what was still useable.

“We lost oil, brandy, and water in the fight,” Provine Sael announced as we sipped lukewarm jerky broth. “Not large amounts, but that, combined with three belly pots being ruined, puts a bit of tension into our plans.”

“The real tension is the fact that we ran into a rag-caller,” Hunter grumbled, looking worse for the wear. “A healthy, well-fed bastard, I should add. This desert of stone is the last place you could expect to find that sort of Undead.”

Provine Sael nodded. “It might have been taking advantage of the Warrens to travel far and fast.”

“Unlikely,” the ‘slinger tossed back a slug of brandy. “Moving at night has served them for ages. This one was here on business, mark my words.”

“What business would it have in the Warrens?” Hatcher asked. “Like you said, other than ruckers or the occasional roth pig there’s nothing down here for it to eat.”

“Someone else’s business,” Hunter rubbed his face. “They will work for the right pay.”

“Why would they want a rag-caller?”

“Because it could move swiftly and surely in the Warrens,” Provine Sael sighed.

“It was hunting you?” Hatcher sounded alarmed.

“I don’t believe so, not as its task, anyway; undoubtedly it sensed me and headed for a confrontation, but that is simply the nature of two enemies chancing to meet. I expect it believed that I was hunting it. Why else would our paths cross in this remote place?”

“So, someone hired it to search the Warrens?” Torl didn’t look up from cleaning the soup pot with sand. “Seeking what we seek?”

“Probably not the same thing,” Provine Sael said, but she didn’t sound convinced.

“The Dark would like to get the Mantle,” Hatcher pointed out. “And melt it down.”

“They would, but there are easier and cheaper options than a ‘caller, especially since a ‘caller would be at terrible risk if it did find the Mantle.”

“We’re close, just a couple hours,” Hatcher pointed into the darkness. “What are the odds there’re two treasures lost in the same corner of the Warrens?”      

“Better than you might think,” Torl observed, wiping away the last of the sand from the inside of the pot. “The assumption is that the Mantle was in the hands of battlefield looters heading to Olak’s Hole, and met a deadly fate via sink hole, correct?”

“Yeah.”

“So why must we assume that the only artifact they recovered was the Mantle?”

There was a thoughtful pause.

“So, you think these looters grabbed something that belonged to the Dark?” Hatcher said slowly.

“The Dark, the Dusmen, or even the Ukar,” the scout shrugged. “The battle was fiercely contested, with heavy losses on both sides, correct?’

“It was,” Provine Sael nodded. “But why now?”  

“Well, the war has made it easier to get across the border,” Hatcher shrugged.

“Someone talked,” Hunter observed gloomily. “That a piece of the Mantle had surfaced. You said it surfaced about a week before the volcano erupted?”

“So I was told,” the Dellian nodded.

“Someone talked. Maybe just casual talk over ale, but however it happened, the words ‘Mantle’ and ‘Olak’s Hole’ were heard, and got passed up the chain. No doubt the Dusmen, or whoever’s spies were listening, knew that their item vanished in the same battle as the Mantle. Next, one of the Lord Assessor’s pets, a former relic-hunter, pulls a convicted relic-dealer from a labor battalion and heads west, although that part might be giving their spy apparatus more credit than is warranted. It wouldn’t take a genius to come to the same conclusion that we have, to wit, death by sinkhole.”

“The Warrens are huge,” Hatcher objected.

“They are,” Hunter nodded. “But they had a head start on us, and we did not move with tremendous speed, both in travel and in our efforts to find a lead to the Mantle. If I’m right, the odds are that our opposite numbers were already in the area going about mischief. They had less of a direction than we do, but they had an Undead vassal or hireling that can move through the Warrens faster than a man can walk down a road, followed by a team of non-Undead.”

“A ‘caller as a hunting hound,” Provine Sael nodded thoughtfully. “If all you had was a rough idea of a course from the battlefield to Olak’s Hole, that would make sense. The ‘caller couldn’t track the Mantle, nor would it want to, but it could catch the scent of a Dark artifact if it got close enough. We have a map, they had a tracker, and here we are.”

“The million-Mark question, is how close are the rest of them?” Hatcher wondered.

“That doesn’t matter,” Provine Sael drained her mug. “The ‘caller is dead, well short of the goal, so they are blinded while we can still see. From this point on, we leave no more marks. Jeryt, you will have to make a map to guide our return.”

“If they figure out which mark is ours, they can simply wait along our back trail,” Torl pointed out, calm as ever.

“One problem at a time.” Provine Sael stood. “Let us press on.”

“Will they find the ‘caller?” Hatcher asked as we broke camp.

“I expect it was leaving marks, so yes,” Torl nodded. “We shall have to be cautious.”

“At least it is a safe bet that they only had one ‘caller. Those beasts are not just rare, but also not fond of each other,” Provine Sael noted.

“You couldn’t tell it by us,” Hunter shook his head. “This is our second one this summer.”

“This is a dark time. The war has stirred things that otherwise would be slumbering in distant corners,” Provine Sael peered into the darkness. “Which way, Jeryt?”

We pushed harder than before, and despite the healing and rest, I was soon feeling the increased pace. I was filthy, hungry, tired, and sore all over, and thoroughly sick of being underground. But an Ebon Blade does not complain, because as Master Horne always said, complaining wastes air that could be used to dig your own grave. That would sound strange if you did not know Master Horne well, and thinking on it made me smile.

The first rest break was much delayed, and some time before it came I took Hunter’s pack since I wasn’t carrying Provine Sael’s anymore; the ‘slinger was not holding up under the faster pace.

“We are close,” Jeryt announced as he began heating water for me, Burk, and Torl, who no longer had belly pots. “A short distance in that direction we shall make camp, and I will begin making independent searches.”

“Torl and Hatcher will work as a team, and do likewise,” Provine Sael stated.

“I am capable of remaining oriented,” Torl observed mildly.

“I know, but I wish to avoid any chance of problems. We are not alone in this stony mess, and I fear that Hunter’s explanation might be too simple.”

“We know that the Dusmen have an efficient spy network,” the ‘slinger noted.

“It does, made more so by enchanted communications, but I suspect they are focused more on military movements. I worry that the Dark elements we are dealing with were already here in the Warrens.”

That was followed by a thoughtful pause.

“Doing what?” Hatcher asked.

“I do not know. But if they were hunting the Mantle, a ‘caller would not participate.”

“That works,” Hunter admitted.

“And is worse news,” Hatcher removed her scarf, refolded it, tied in in place, and pulled on her cap. “You’re thinking about trying to bugger up whatever the Dark is after down here, aren’t you?”

“If they are sufficiently important to warrant the expense of a ‘caller in their service, their task is very important,” Provine Sael sighed.

“We can’t search the Warrens,” Hunter noted.

“The marks,” Hatcher shook her head. “The ‘caller was leaving marks for a trail group. The weird curvy fresh marks we saw. You want to follow them back to the Dusmen’s minions.”

“It is, at this point, just a thought,” Provine Sael admitted.

“We’re all going to die down here,” Hatcher intoned.

“One step at a time: first, we find the Mantle,” Provine Sael said. “After that line of inquiry is complete, I will consider our next move.”

Chapter Ten

As promised, we made camp not much further on. Hunter and Provine Sael rolled into their blankets and went to sleep; Burk and I sat back-to-back in the center of the smallish chamber Jeryt had chosen and rested while the rest slipped off to explore.

This was an awful place, and I was going to be glad to be quit of it, but months of having to deal with forests had toughened me up. I could handle this, just as I had learned to handle training and the pit. Life was just a matter of learning to handle different things, I decided. There were always new rules, and new problems, and you either beat them or they broke you. That was what complainers never understood: complaining accomplishes nothing; the proper course was to set your shoulder to the task, and push through. When Provine Sael prevented us from killing alley-trash during the winter, we just adjusted and pressed on. You learn to carry the load you are given, and keep moving forward, that was the way of the Ebon Blades, a proper barracks of the old school.

The candles had half-burned down, and all three of the searchers had doubled back, conferred, and set off again several times, when Jeryt returned.

“Found it,” he announced in a grinning whisper. Glancing at the pair in their blankets, he shrugged. “Let them sleep; no point in anything until Torl and Hatcher return.”

“Is it far?” I whispered.

“No more than three hundred yards,” the slender man shrugged. “I passed by the way three times before I noticed. Old Holin was either a keen observer, blessed, or luckier than a mad drunk. A bit of climbing from that point, and there you are. Thankfully it’s a dry hole; some sinkholes form a pond at their bottom.”

“You sure it’s the right place?”

“Holin broke off a stalactite and stuck it in the dirt, according to his journal. A stalactite is the proper term for a ceiling ‘fang’,” he added.

The way was close, hidden behind a flow of stone fangs that grew from the low ceiling to the floor like a frozen waterfall; the passage was narrow, and the stony flow appeared to run down the wall, but in fact there was a narrow gap on one side that allowed access to a chimney-like shaft. Hatcher had to climb up, trailing a rope behind her, and the way was so narrow that we had to hoist the packs up one at a time.

Me and Burk had to break off some fangs to be able to squeeze in, and we tried to do it so it wouldn’t be noticed. I could hardly breathe getting up the chimney, but I made it.

The chimney-shaft led to a crevice about twenty feet long, five wide, and twelve feet high, with about a third of its length on one side being cracked stone and slabs of rock, with a six-foot gap from floor to ceiling that admitted a dark slope of dirt. There was a depression in one side of the slope, with a broken stone fang jammed next to it.

“Jeryt,” Provine Sael knelt by the slope and dug the fingers of her right hand into the soil. “How should we go about this task?”

“Pan for treasure, being careful not to let dirt fall down the passage,” he gestured toward the chimney. “I’ll examine the top for signs of water.”

“Hunter, we need light. Hatcher, turn up the lanterns and light a half-dozen candles; you and I will begin work here,” she pointed at the depression. “Grog, Burk, you each take a lantern and each begin at the far end: I want every inch of the floor here examined. Carrion-eaters may have pillaged bodies. Torl, help Jeryt.”

In the confined space the orb and extra light banished shadows, and I was struck by how filthy all of us were, coated from head to foot with dried clay. It was especially shocking to see Provine Sael in such a state.

I diligently worked my half of the passage, and as predicted, I found age-crumbling bones that bore the marks of teeth; horses, I guessed from the size, although Burk found Human arm-bones. There were also a few bits of rotting leather, maybe parts of a harness, but nothing else of note.

It took a third of a candle to conduct my search, and by the time I had finished Hatcher and Provine Sael had moved a wheelbarrows’ worth of dirt to a separate pile, each filling a bowl and then sifting it out onto the separate pile. They had discarded a bucket’s worth of rusty metal and decaying wood, but three gold squares gleamed on the floor next to the base of a candle, and as I came up Hatcher carefully laid a fourth, trailing a twist of gold wire, next to the others.

“Finished, Mistress,” I advised, pleased I had gotten done before Burk. “Bones, bits of leather.”

She glanced up, eyes bright and a smile gleaming. “Rest, Grog. The Mantle is here!”

Hunter had rolled into his blankets, leaving his orb untended, which I didn’t think he could do before. Torl and Jeryt were perched at the highest point on the dirt slope, doing something that occasionally sent dirt rattling down.

I sat, carefully watching the two females move dirt, and after a bit I got my bowl and started on the far side of the slope. Burk lit a couple candles and joined me. It wasn’t hard once we broke the dried crust on top of the dirt: you filled the bowl with dirt, keeping a sharp eye in case you uncovered something, then moved a few feet down the passage and carefully raked the dirt out with your fingers.

Rusty nails gone toothpick-thin with corrosion, buckles and bits of rotting leather, and small bones turned up regularly; Burk found a couple very old shillings, the silver gone black, and I uncovered a bundle of age-ruined swords, old Imperial issue, the steel long ruined. I had a burst of excitement when my raking fingers uncovered a flash of gold, but it was just an old Mark.

“How the blazes did he find this place?” Hatcher sat back on her heels as Jeryt and Torl carefully came down the slope.

“Smell, would be my guess,” Jeryt shrugged. “The smell of dirt.”

“You didn’t smell it.”

“I am not in practice.”

“And then he digs one hole and finds two pieces of the Mantle.”

“That may not be coincidence,” Provine Sael. “The Mantle is an important relic.”

“You mean it called out to him?” Hatcher took off her cap, slapped it against her thigh, and pulled it back on.

“Perhaps. The Light uses the tools that come to hand.”

“Well, doing the Light’s work should make you lucky,” Hatcher shrugged.

“A moment, Provine,” Torl touched her shoulder as she finished sifting a bowl.

“What is it?”

“The dirt is very shallow at the top,” Torl pointed up slope.

“How shallow?”

The scout drew his archer’s sword. “An inch less than this blade, after a foot’s digging.”

“Yes!” Hatcher punched the air. “A way out!”

Provine Sael rubbed the back of a filthy hand across her cheek, dislodging flakes of clay.

“First, we secure the Mantle. I don’t want any excavation interfering with our main goal.”

“One thing at a time,” Torl nodded.

Torl help sift, working mid-way between the two pairs, while Jeryt, who was banned from excavation, napped. By the time a second set of candles burned down to puddles the scout had found one piece, while Provine Sael and Hatcher had a pile of pieces and tangled snarl of gold wire. Burk and me had moved more dirt than anyone, but all we had found was a lot of junk and some money.

“I need a break,” Hatcher stood and kicked out her legs. “What’s the count?”

“One hundred thirty-seven, not counting the two I left at the Temple.” Provine Sael stood and took a few stiff steps in a circle.

“How many plates are there?”

The Dellian hesitated. “Five hundred. But that is not common knowledge.”

“Three-sixty-one to go.” The Nisker observed.

Provine Sael pressed her hands against the small of her back and arched her spine as she studied the dirt slope. “We need not find all, if there is a way out. Torl, could we reach the surface without dropping a couple tons of earth atop us?”

The scout frowned at the slope. “Probably.”

“We could really use Pieter,” Hatcher observed.

“Investigate our options without actually breaching to the surface,” Provine Sael wearily dry-washed her hands.

“We might want to open a hole soon,” Hunter sat up and rubbed his face. “Look at that candle.”

“Ah,” Provine Sael nodded. “All right, Hunter and Jeryt, help Torl.”

“What is wrong with the candle?” I whispered to Hatcher.

“We’re using up the air,” she dug dirt out of her ear with a filthy finger. “Not much air flow, and we’re burning a lot of flames. Plus breathing. It can sneak up on you.”

Provine Sael carefully stowed the pieces of the Mantle in a suede roll and then took to her bed roll. Hatcher had a snack and likewise turned in, while the rest of us formed a kind of bucket brigade, moving dirt from the top of the slope to a corner. After a little bit the bowls of the earth stopped and Torl started ramming one shoring prop into the hole while Jeryt and Hunter hung onto his belt. Suddenly the scout fell forward and a black patch the size of a bucket appeared in the slope.

I struggled to make sense of this development until a waft of cool, clean air reached me, and I realized that Torl had reached the surface, where it was night time.

Hunter’s orb vanished. “Douse the lights,” the ‘slinger whispered.

Tying a rope around his waist, Torl carefully widened the hole and stuck his head out. Twisting to look in all directions, he took his time, finally carefully sliding back to the rest of us.

“It’s a sinkhole, but not a dry one: our hole is about thirty feet above the surface of a pond, and about twenty feet from the lip of the crater.”

“How did the wagon hit this hole?” Burk asked, gesturing to the dirt filled rent in the stone wall.

“Because it is two or more sink holes,” Jeryt advised. “The ground opened under the wagon and team, and they crashed into this wall, creating the breach. Later, water and time caused a collapse into a lower chamber, perhaps more than once. But by the time that happened, the wagon was just rotten bits in dirt. Undoubtedly half or more of the wagon and its cargo fell deeper in.”

“Oh.”

“We will need to block that in an hour,” the slender man continued. “This new opening will draw air from deeper in the Warrens, and an experienced rucker could notice the movement.”

“Good idea,” Hunter nodded, working his shoulders. “I’ll sift a bit; you lot get some rest.”

When I woke Provine Sael was sifting with Hunter, and Hatcher was waist-deep in the outside world, sunlight leaking around her, Torl holding a rope tied to her waist.

She slid back in and carefully weighted down the corners of a blanket covering the hole. Climbing down, she untied the rope and dusted herself off. “I did not want to come back in.”

“I don’t doubt,” Provine Sael tapped her bowl against the wall to dislodge the remaining dirt and went back for another bowl-full. “Can you climb to level ground?”

“Piece of cake.”

“Good.”

“Which brings up a future issue,” Jeryt observed from where he sat with his back to the wall. “While walking back will be no great effort, there is the fact that we are on the ledger as having descended in the Hole. While it is an unremarkable occurrence for ruckers to enter and never leave the Warrens, for a group to enter and then return via the front gate will excite considerable interest in the powers that be.”

“An excellent point,” the Dellian nodded. “Hatcher?”

The Nisker took off her cap, slapped it against her left thigh, and pulled it back on, obviously thinking. “We’ll have to get cleaned up as best we can. I’ll slip in at night, and make contact.” She rocked back and forth on her heels. “If we provide the location of this hole, it ought to fly. This won’t be the first time people have found or made another entrance. The consortium usually pays for the location of an entrance, and then closes it up.”

“The Temple will want to send a group to thoroughly investigate this site before it is sealed.” 

Hatcher shrugged. “So long as it is kept secret, I expect that could be arranged.”

“That will be the Temple’s issue; we shall get the process started, but others will have to sort the matter out. I sent a message by pigeon before we entered, so a suitable authority will be in route by now. The recovery of the Mantle is our concern, and we have over half of it secured.”

“Finding every single piece is going to take forever,” Hunter pointed out.

Provine Sael sighed, sifting dirt into the discard pile. “We sift until the finds dry up. While I want to return with a complete relic, I do not expect that will be possible. If the gold harness had remained intact…well, I am grateful that we have as much as we do.” She froze, and then produced a small etched gold square from the dirt, her smile cracking the grime on her face.

By sundown there were over three hundred pieces in the suede roll; we continued to sift in shifts, and by morning the count was nearing four hundred. Then finds started tapering off, and noon saw us with only twenty more parts located, and we had dug deep enough into the slope that Burk and me had to hammer half our support props into place to keep the dirt from collapsing into the excavation. 

“Pieter would faint at the sight of this untidy monster,” Hatcher surveyed our handiwork as we finished pounding another slat into place.

“It looks funny, but it is sound,” I dusted off my gloved hands. “Pretty wasn’t a requirement.”

Provine Sael placed another piece of the Mantle atop the suede roll. “We will continue to work in shifts, and depart at dawn. There are one hundred and two plates still missing, but it is clear that most are scattered deep within,” she gestured to the slope. “Four-fifths of what was previously thought to be lost is still a great victory, and the Temple can send out people with better equipment and training to get the rest, and anything else in the dirt; perhaps even divers to probe the water below.”

“So, what will they do with the Mantle?” Hunter asked.

The Dellian shrugged. “Repair it, first, I’m sure, as the harness is completely ruined. After that, I have no idea; that will be decided by people with far more authority than I will ever command. The important thing is that it will be back in the service of the Light.”  

With the prospect of leaving the Warren before us, everyone applied themselves to their shift; we found a dozen more pieces before dawn’s first light grayed the hole, and uncovered a cohort’s lost standard-top, its wood shaft too rotted to bother with.

“Sixth Legion, Ninth Cohort,” Hatcher observed as she scrubbed the dirt from the corroded wreath-and-crest. “They’ll be glad to have this back.”

“I imagine.” Provine Sael surveyed the chamber. “Jeryt, hide the remaining lamp oil and four-fifths of the candles in one of the discard dirt piles; there’s no point in hauling them back. Grog, do likewise with the remaining props, and Burk, hide the tools. Whoever the Temple sends here can make use of them.”

Hatcher, trailing a rope, climbed to the surface, and then Hunter and Burk followed. The packs, much reduced in weight, were hauled up one by one; then Provine Sael, Jeryt, and myself made the climb. Torl came last, fastening a blanket that had been carefully coated in clay drippings over the hole, and eliminating any signs of our ascent up the side of the sinkhole.

The sinkhole was a shaft about forty feet deep, with a pond of lovely blue water at its bottom; grass-coated ledges jutted out here and there, and some sort of vines or creepers snaked up the sides. I stood knee-deep in grass and stared into the rich blue of an open sky, breathing in clean air and feeling like I had just won a hard match.

“You aren’t wrong about this rope,” Hatcher admitted to Jeryt, coiling it around her palm and elbow. “Tough as blazes.”

“You cannot go wrong with braided horsehair,” his fingers danced as he spoke.

“Torl, we need a place for washing,” Provine Sael advised. “We need to shed the appearance of ruckers.”

“In favor of just looking like ragged vagabonds,” Hatcher noted, fingering a rent in her trouser leg.

“It would be an improvement,” Hunter took a swig from his flask. “So would fresh meat.”

The scout nodded and set off.

Hunter took back his pack, which was much lighter, and walking in sunlight seemed to be effortless. After about an hour Torl led us to a burnt-out watermill’s water channel and then vanished into the brush.

The females went upstream, and we got to business, scrubbing packs, boots, and clothing of the dried clay and mud that coated everything, then plunging into the water to scrub ourselves. The water was more cold than warm, but it was magnificent, and I scrubbed with gusto, shedding a veritable coating of grime. The sun was warm enough that my clothes were only damp when I reluctantly emerged from the water.

Torl appeared, lugging a feral hog, and I busied myself with digging a fire pit and getting a fire going while Burk skinned the hog, Jeryt scrubbed the scout’s pack and boots, and Hunter cleaned off Hatcher’s pack.

“How did you manage to make more than one foray into the Warrens, Jeryt?” Hunter asked, finished and lounging on the grass. “It’s a beastly place.”

“Hunger is a powerful motivator,” the slender man advised. “Like many things, you learn to endure. I never liked it, but then, very few ever do. When my leg healed I took what funds I had accumulated and sought new opportunities. After rucking, a lot of things that were unthinkable become tolerable.”

Torl was clean and back in his trousers, and the pig was in pieces sizzling over the fire before Provine Sael and Hatcher returned. The Dellian was carrying a plump trout on a forked stick, and an armload of greens, while Hatcher carried their boots.

“How did you get a fish?” Hunter asked idly.

“Sharp stick,” the Dellian took a deep sniff of the cooking meat.

“I caught a turtle,” Hatcher noted.

“Turtle soup is too rich for me, even if I had all the ingredients,” Provine Sael set down her burdens. Burk promptly picked up the fish and headed to the water, work knife in hand.

“Torl, you are a treasure,” Hatcher poked at the pork with a fork. “I’m famished. These belly-pot meals are just slow starvation.”

“Mistress, what did you put in your belly-pot?” I asked.

“The same as you.” She did not look up from cutting up the greens.

“But that was jerky and other stuff. I thought you don’t eat meat?”

“I don’t eat meat often, but it is not a sworn abstinence: I have a tender stomach. While traditional Dellian cuisine is oriented toward seafood, as a race we do eat meat, especially lamb, mutton, and waterfowl.”

“Oh. Is the tender stomach because of your Arts?”

“No, just something I’ve had all my life.”

“Ah. Have you ever tried Hatcher’s sauce?”

“No,” the Dellian visibly shuddered.

Hatcher produced a battered flask. “Hey! Do not mock my culture.”

“No reasonable culture would willingly claim that toxic brew.” Provine Sael sniffed the knife blade, then resumed cutting.

“It is a savory addition to any cooked foodstuff.”

“Only if your tastebuds have been permanently stunned.”

“You eat more sauce than food,” I pointed out.

“I am a bit more of an enthusiast than most Niskers,” Hatcher admitted.

After a hearty meal we headed south. Walking in sunlight made it the easiest march ever. I was wearing my armor, Fallsblade in its proper place on my back, Hatcher dozing on my shoulders, and life was good. My clothes were damp and not as clean as was usual, but those were the sort of things I could easily ignore. Being out of the Warrens made the world feel brand-new somehow, everything fresh and pleasant. I stepped out at a brisk pace, my body feeling right and relaxed.

We slept under the stars that night, among sweet-smelling grass and trees that sighed in the night breeze; my blankets were damp from two washings and still a bit gritty, but I slept deep and hard, and woke for my shift on watch feeling good.

The next day passed quick, despite being entirely on the march; we pressed hard, and by nightfall we were close enough to the Hole for Hatcher to continue on her own, leaving her pack with me.

I was on watch when she returned, an hour after midnight. She whistled so I knew it was her, although in fairness she had gotten quite close without my hearing her.

“That was quick,” I observed as she knelt to shake Provine Sael.

“I was a lot lighter coming back,” the Nisker noted a bit obscurely.

“What word?” Provine Sael sat up, rubbing her face.

“We’re good. We should slip into town before the sun is up.”

“Excellent.” The Dellian stretched, and then reached for her boots as I went around waking the others.

“I take it wasn’t difficult?” Provine Sael observed as we left our camp site.

“Not stopping for a real meal was the worst of it,” Hatcher, once again on my shoulders, admitted. “But the heavy lifting was already done: a certain Under-Master Hoffmann arrived this evening with a fistful of monks and twenty Temple Guard in half-plate. The whole place is in a quiet uproar.”

“Hoffmann,” Provine Sael murmured thoughtfully. “Did you happen to learn what crest he flies?”

“White banner with three red roses, and a personal sigil of a mailed fist inside a garland of baby’s breath.”

“Oh, my!”

“Heard of him, I take it?”

“Three roses on white means Fratres Inveniendi, the Seekers of Truth.”

“Aren’t they the ones who burn old ladies at the stake?” Hatcher drummed on my head.

The Dellian sighed. “They are a complex Order, but one service they perform is cult-hunting. But that is not their sole, or even primary, function.”

“Sort of how you don’t hunt necromancers, while being really good at killing Undead?”

“Similar,” Provine Sael admitted cautiously. “In any case, Hoffmann, a Senior Brother the last we crossed paths, is one of the Order they use for…well, certain types of undertakings.”

“The dirty jobs?”

“Ones that require a certain rigor in execution.”

“Kinda like you.”

Provine Sael gave a dry chuckle. “Not so very much. If I had to compare Under-Master Hoffmann to someone, I would choose Grog.”

Hatcher whistled. “That tough?”

“At least. Not physically, but a similar attitude towards risk, duty, and the like. He is often called ‘the hammer of cults’.”

“And he’s here?”

“We will turn over the Mantle and information to him.”

“They couldn’t just send a troop of Temple Guards?”

“The Mantle is far too precious, and not just to the faithful; the re-appearance of such a relic will buoy spirits in the face of the Dusmen’s latest effort. Every Dusman agent will dream of snatching it away.”

“So, they sideline one of their best as an escort?” Hatcher sounded doubtful.

“Trying to get the Mantle away from Under-Master Hoffmann would be a daunting task; he has survived a number of first-rate assassination attempts, and the troop he leads are undoubtedly hand-picked men.”

“You’ve had a couple tries on your life,” Hatcher pointed out.

“And I survived because I am served by hand-picked people. But enough of Under-Master Hoffmann: how did your task go?”

“Easy enough; we’re not the first ledger entry closed out on the sly. I went through Arvum, who was agreeable enough. They normally give a handsome reward to ruckers who find a new way to the surface. Once the Temple is done with it, they’ll send trusted workers out to ensure that route can never be used again. He haggled me down to half the usual fee, just for the trouble we’ve caused since we arrived. Apparently, the whoremaster complained.”

“The Temple will welcome his donation.”

“Since we’ve already been punished, we ought to really stir this place up,” Hatcher suggested.

“The Mantle is our business here.” Provine Sael walked for a bit before speaking again. “What do you mean by ‘stir up’?”

“Free any whore who wants to leave the trade.” I could hear Hatcher’s grin.

“That could lead to blood-letting,” the Dellian’s voice was hesitant.

“Not if we borrowed a couple Temple Guard. Nobody is going to raise a blade to both an agent of the Emperor and of the Temple.”    

“I’m not an agent of the Emperor.”

“You’re close enough that no one is going to want to check.”

Provine Sael was silent for a bit. “Our focus is the Mantle,” she said thoughtfully. “Once that matter is settled…I’ll think on it.”

Chapter Eleven

The staff of the Gilded Cat rushed about organizing hot baths and a hearty meal despite it being the wee hours, but as Hatcher said, that was the power of a suitable quantity of Imperial Marks.

My narrow rented bed felt heavenly, the sheets crisply ironed and smelling of having dried in sunlight and fresh breezes; just the fact they were clean, as was I, made all the difference.

Provine Sael said I wouldn’t be needed until noon, so I slept well past dawn, sparred with Burk, had another hot bath, and ate a hearty breakfast. It put a glow onto the day. Afterwards I sat in the courtyard reading about the history of the Imperial army and soaking up sunlight.

At noon Provine Sael, with me and Burk as guards, met with the Temple representative in a private dining room she had rented for the occasion. Our role was decorative, Provine Sael had said, just an expected custom.

I was interested in seeing Under-Master Hoffmann after hearing Provine Sael talk about his record; I had envisioned a big bear of a Man, grim of visage and brawny, but that just led to a rude shock: the man who came into the dining room, leaving two Temple Guardsmen in the hall outside, was slender and no taller than average, at best six inches more than Provine Sael.

Under-Master Hoffmann was in his forties, wearing a white surcoat with three red roses embroidered on it and a badge with his fist and wreath sigil. A plain two-buckle sword belt supported a narrow-blade archer’s sword and a fighting dirk, both hilts showing the signs of a lot of use. Even wearing fighting leathers under the surcoat he looked thin; his hair was cropped to a precise fuzz across his scalp, more gray than brown, with a growing bald spot, and his face was long and lined, reminding me of a clerk at the bank house where my money was kept.

Until I got a good look at his eyes. They were a bit sunken in their sockets, a mild blue in color, but as hard and purposeful as a blade coming at you out of the dark. He took in the room in a single glance as he entered, and I knew that fast appraisal: this was a man who noted weapons, hands, and positioning as a matter of course, the sort who was ready for trouble without being tense, unafraid without being reckless or complacent.

He bowed to Provine Sael, and they exchanged routine pleasantries as they took seats and the Dellian poured them glasses of white wine.

“I’ve heard reports of your exploits, Your Honor,” Under-Master Hoffmann sipped wine. “I was not surprised to be told you were the other half of this undertaking.”

“Rumors grow in the telling,” Provine Sael smiled. “You yourself have done noteworthy work, particularly since the war began.”

“Cult-hunting during wartime is, I have discovered, a great deal easier than it is in peace. But for the nonce, my duty is to assist you in however I might be of service.”

“I regret that I shall not have the opportunity to work with you.” Provine Sael lifted the suede roll, brushed clean but stained, from a chair seat to the table top. “This contains four hundred ten pieces of the Mantle, and a small portion of the gold harness; I will commit it to your care, along with instructions as to the probable location of the remaining pieces.”

Under-Master Hoffmann was impressed, and it showed. He laid a reverent hand on the roll. “I did not expect to find this level of development.”

“Things went our way. That said, I found no sign of the under-mantle, and the remaining ninety pieces are scattered through a ton or two of earth.”

“The under-mantle has no religious significance of its own, although as a work of art, it has great value.” Under-Master Hoffmann accepted the map and notes and gave a swift appraisal. “A wagon-load of battlefield loot falls into a sinkhole.”

“Just so.”

“The Light works in mysterious ways. I brought monks who possess technical skills, so this should not be a great difficulty.” He aimed his hard eyes at Provine Sael. “I am surprised that you do not wish to see this final effort.”

The Dellian drank wine. “We encountered a rag-caller in the Warrens. A well-fed specimen.”

He looked surprised. “I was under the impression that the Warrens were largely a lifeless desert.”

“They are.”

“Then it was a hired blade, so to speak.”

“Precisely. I intend to find out for what purpose it was hired.”

“You slew a ‘caller in true dark,” the cult hunter swirled his wine in its glass. “Impressive.”

“I was not alone. And it was not my first.” Her voice held quiet pride.

“I know of the Blue solely by reputation,” Under-Master Hoffmann admitted. “Apparently the reputation reported to me is a bit more modest than is deserved.”

“As you said, wartime changes things. In any case, the Dusman have a group in the Warrens on a task of such priority as to warrant the expensive services of such a beast. That begs attention, and mine is the only group available.”

“Indeed. Would you like a detachment of my guards? Tested men, all.”

“I may call upon you, but for now they are better suited guarding the Mantle.”

Under-Master Hoffmann scowled. “Word of the Mantle leaked. Careless talk rather than deliberate betrayal, but it leaked. I expect the Dusmen knew of what had surfaced within hours of yourself. I was working with Imperial spy-catchers, as our interests overlap, and we came just short of catching the report before it was sent to the Dusmen.”

“We suspected as much. I must say, the Dusmen reacted quickly.”

“They knew that they did not have the Mantle, so they assumed we still had it, and were saving it for some cunning counter-move. They had alerted agents to report any reference.”  

“Thankfully, the Light has prevailed.”

“We are blessed,” he drank some wine. “By splitting our force, we may confuse any watchers. I understand that the Sagrit plots against you, personally?”

“I occupy a place on their list of the hated,” Provine Sael sighed. “They sent a team into the Warrens after us. Violence dogs my every step.”

“We bear the burden so that others do not. To date I have not drawn the Sagrit’s particular ire, but other groups plot my demise. It is a strange sensation to live thus, a sort of prideful burden.”

Provine Sael nodded. “I was forced to personally kill a Sagrit agent during the winter.”

Under-Master Hoffmann smiled. “I have long since lost count of my victims. It is unpleasant, but every day we live is a victory.”

“I am by trade, and inclination, a healer,” Provine Sael refilled her glass. “Dealing with Undead places no burden on me, but the living are another matter.”

“I am fortunate in that I was trained for supervision within the Temple Guard, so violence came as no surprise to me,” Under-Master Hoffmann drained his glass and poured more wine. “Never forget, sister, that they made the choices that placed them in the path of your blade. We serve.”

“We serve.”

Under-Master Hoffmann had barely reached the outside door before Jeryt oozed into the dining room, Mook on his shoulder and his digits square-dancing in front of his breastbone. “A moment, Your Honor?”

Provine Sael, who was about to stand, settled back into her chair. “If this is about your situation, you are not free to go.”

“But I believe I have been useful.”

“You have served well,” she agreed. “I plan to write up a full pardon before we depart this wretched little town. But I still require your services.”

He looked thoughtful. “But your goal…”

“Has shifted,” she interrupted him. “And the new goal may require the skills you possess. Serve well, and you will be paid well.”

Jeryt studied her face, fingers steepled. “You have changed, Your Honor. You are harder. More focused.”

She dropped her chin once, a short, grim nod. “I have walked a hard road.”

“So you said.” He smiled crookedly. “But you are my luck, so serve you I will, and to the best of my ability.”

“Thank you.”

“Should I get his head in the right place, mistress?” I asked after Jeryt left.

“Hmm? Oh. No, we shall continue as before.”

“He could sneak into the Warrens; even Torl could not run him down there.” I had given this some thought. 

“He could. But I don’t think he will. Not yet, anyway.” She drummed her fingers on the table. “I was surprised that he did not desert us during the encounter with the rag caller.”

I hadn’t considered that, and said so.

“I think that friend Jeryt has changed a bit over the years as well.”

“You think he has found a conscience, mistress?” Burk sounded doubtful.

“Not as such. But I think he is a bit more aware of the wider future than he was before.”

“Is that good, mistress?” I asked.

“It might be.” She stood. “Gather the others in my quarters; we have work to do.”

Provine Sael was writing at the small table in her room as the group assembled. “Jeryt, you will reprovision us for another foray into the Warrens, but store the gear in the cart. Lustis, we will need provisions for at least two weeks. Hatcher, make sure everyone is equipped for an extended foray into the wilderness, and issue needed funds.”

“Not back into the Warrens,” Hatcher grabbed a carafe of wine and a glass before climbing into a chair. “I swear, I would rather quit.”

“I hope we will not return, but I want the option to be available. Now, I want a map of every location where the town fathers have closed up other entrances to the Warrens.”

Hatcher stared at her. “That is going to be very difficult, to say the least. They work hard and spend a lot of money to suppress that information.”

“Assure them the map will not leave my possession, and that I will burn it the instant we are done. But an idea of where the thin spots are will help narrow the area Torl has to search.”

The Nisker frowned into her glass. “I’m not certain we have enough money.”

“If I cannot obtain it from them willingly, I am prepared to secure it by direct means.”

Hatcher grinned. “That’s the spirit! But it’s still going to cost.”

“We’ll pay what is fair.”

“It won’t likely be gold. This place is generating plenty of money, and it is isolated. There’s always someone who is going to try to take it away, all the more so because it’s owned by Niskers.”

“I don’t want violence if it can be avoided.”

“I’ll see what I can do.”

“Jeryt and Lustis, I need your ears to the ground: seek out any rumors of ruckers going missing, or being hired under covert conditions. Likewise, anything strange, unusual, or out of place. Torl, what we are seeking is to the north, so learn what you can. Hunter, I want you to take a hard look at the entrance and exit ledger entries for the last six months; see if there is a pattern to ruckers disappearing in the Warrens. Coordinate with Jeryt and Lustis, and see if there could be a common destination or direction of intended travel for the missing.” She capped her ink pot. “Grog, Burk, you will spend your evenings in the brothel from which we rescued Marsa; full arms, armor, and insignia. Sit quietly, create no disruption, but do not allow yourselves to be evicted before closing time. Avoid killing or maiming if at all possible.”

The Nisker’s grin threatened her ears. “That’s going to get some attention!”

The Dellian carefully wiped her pen clean. “With luck, onlookers may focus on my known proclivity for harassing whoremasters. In any case, we shall reconvene in three days. In the meantime, I shall be staying at the chapel; Under-Master Hoffmann’s guards are billeted in its courtyard, so I won’t need guarding. Everyone needs to be ready to depart after we next meet.”

Buffed and polished as if for inspection, Burk and me strode into the brothel as if we owned the place, selected a table in a corner, and ordered ale. The red-haired madam swept over to us as we received our mugs.

“Our heroic Imperial soldiers drink for free,” she advised as she approached, a bit louder than necessary. “What the blazes are you doing here?” she demanded when she was close, keeping her voice low.

“Drinking free ale,” I toasted her with my mug.

“Go drink elsewhere, on my shilling.”

“We like it here,” I shook my head. “But out of respect for your establishment, we shall neither sing nor dance.”

“Take what girl suits you, and then leave.” She swept away.

“No taking girls upstairs,” I muttered to Burk, who had fished out a novel and was opening it to the bookmark.

He nodded, and slid the table’s candle over so it illuminated the pages.

The madam sent girls over, but we politely sent them away. It was a nice place, set up like a fancy version of a tavern, with clean furniture that glowed with polish and no sawdust on the waxed floor boards. The girls wore old-timey bodices and off-the-shoulder blouses that showed a lot of cleavage, and long stockings under skirts that trailed off around the knee. The bouncers, who also tended the bar, dressed like it was a hundred years ago.

We sipped ale, and took turns reading while the other watched the room, and particularly all newcomers. After a couple hours I produced the game board I had borrowed from Hatcher, and we played the game of skill and chance she had taught us in the early days of our service.

The ale was good and the girls were pretty enough, but most customers quickly became uneasy at the sight of two armored Red Guard keeping an eye on them, and departed early.

The madame fumed and snapped dark looks at us; she spoke urgently to the senior bouncer on several occasions, but he did not appear to be enthused about any sort of effort to forcibly eject us.

By midnight she had had enough, and stormed across the room, which was empty of customers, to confront us. “Out. Now.”

I gave her a good stare, which didn’t have much effect. “No.”

“I am closing. Get out.”

I slowly stood and stretched, leather creaking. “If we come back in a bit and find that you re-opened, he is going to hold you while I pull out two front teeth.” I had had plenty of time to consider various ploys and threats.

She didn’t flinch. “We’re done for the night. Go back to that bitch you work for.”

Burk stood up so fast his chair banged against the wall behind him, but I reached out and set my left hand, thumb down and fingers spread, on his armored chest without taking my eyes from the madame.  

“First one is free,” I advised.

“We should have wrecked the place,” Burk seethed, once we were outside.

“You know the mistress wouldn’t want violence so soon. Or at all, really.”

“You know it’s going to come to fists, probably steel, before we’re done.”

“I do. But we follow orders until we get a clear opportunity to bust up the place.”

“Sooner than later, I hope.” He kicked a piece of a board down the street. “Now, what?”

I thought about it. “Let’s patrol for an hour or so, make sure they really closed. It’s hardly past midnight.”

Near the lower dives we observed a tall, skinny older woman in threadbare Temple robes standing on an overturned bucket preaching earnestly at passers-by about the dangers of strong drink and lust. Then she started singing a hymn in a high, dry voice that wavered a little bit, but despite that her belief made it almost nice.

Until Olwo, the scarred thug we had met on our first night came over and kicked the bucket, spilling her to the ground. Without really thinking, I walked over and back-handed him off his feet. One of his followers came at me like he had been fired out a ballista, the knife in his right hand catching lantern-light as he closed.

I dropped into a pugilist’s stance and threw two short right jabs into his floating ribs while I parried his blade with my left, the edge of his blade striking tiny sparks off one of the studs on my bracer. I came out of the parry with a left to the hinge of his jaw that sent him staggering cross-eyed to the side on legs gone watery, but another one piled on. Burk was off to my right, cudgel in hand, doing good work on more of Olwo’s boys.

As street-brawls go, it was a good one, with proper head-thumping and a close attention to the finer points of the unarmed arts, at least by me and Burk.

I was holding Olwo’s head under water in a horse trough when whistles shrilled and watchmen shouted orders. I reluctantly released the feebly-struggling thug and stepped back, hands open and in plain view.

A burly garrison Corporal strode up, taking in the scene with a practiced eye. He gave my Guards skull a disgusted glance, and eyed Olwo, who had managed to extract himself and was now sitting with his back to the trough. “What the blazes is going on?”

“These ruffians were accosting a lady,” I waved a hand at Olwo. “So we, being noble in nature, interceded.” I had read that in a novel.

“Bull-spit,” the Corporal said without heat. “You may be Guardsmen, but that doesn’t give you leave to lie your way out of disturbing the peace.”

I looked around. “There, that lady there,” I pointed to the woman, who had been helped to her feet by a half-drunk rucker.

The Corporal shook his head. “She’s half-mad.” He turned to Olwo. “You down to molesting crazy old women, Olwo?”

“I never laid a hand on her,” the thug protested around a finger probing his bloody gums.

“He kicked a bucket out from under her,” I noted.

“Was she preaching or singing?”

“Singing, right after preaching.”

The Corporal shook his head. “Olwo?”

The thug was wiping his bloody digits on his pants. “That’s no reason to sucker-punch me. I’m down a tooth.”

“I didn’t sucker-punch him, although I did belt him a good one.” I conceded.

The Corporal shook his head. “Idiots. In a street lined with ale and whores, all you morons can think to do is try to kill each other.”

“You forget who we work for?” Olwo snapped.

The Corporal grabbed a fistful of wet shirt and jerked the thug to his feet. “Is Peg trying to get too big for his boots?”

“No, Corporal,” Olwo admitted. “Sorry.”

“Watch your words carefully.” The Corporal released Olwo. “Five shillings fine for each of you, brawling in public. Do I need to lock you up, or will all of you get off my streets for the balance of the night?”

There was a mutter of agreement, and a general shuffling into line to provide name, residence, and the fine payment. The crowd that had gathered to watch the fight and the general dressing down afterwards enjoyed the outcome, and dispersed good-naturedly.

When it came my turn, I handed over the coins. “Grog. I’m staying at the Gilded Cat.”

“Grog, what?”

“Just Grog. I used to be a slave.”

“Well, you’re not a slave anymore, and the officer of the guard isn’t going to accept one name.”

I thought for a moment. “Grog of the Ebon Blades.”

“That’ll have to do, but choose yourself a last name, and stick with it. Next.”  

I slept late, and didn’t descend to the common room until noon, freshly washed and dressed. Hatcher was sitting at a corner table shaking inky drops of her sauce into a bowl of stew.

“You rock-heads couldn’t just enjoy one night, could you?” She grinned as I took a seat.

“It was the same bunch who braced us when we first arrived.”

“Don’t I know it: I drank two cups of tea listening to Peg complain. All five of that crew are stove up, and that’s money lost and embarrassment gained.”

“Is he going to send more after us?”

She shook her head as she spooned up stew. “Nope. He would like to see you two dead, make no mistake on that score, but he’s not willing to spend the lives it would take. Not to mention all the repercussions. But try to beat up someone’s else’s bravos when the mood comes upon you next.”

“Did you tell Provine Sael?”

“Didn’t need to: the Temple has ears all over this place. She’s not terribly pleased, nor very surprised at all.”

“There’s going to be trouble tonight. The brothel-lady is on her last nerve.”

“That’s the plan. Try not to kill anyone.”

“Is this your idea?”

“A bit, but Provine Sael is becoming rather indifferent to the suffering of the minions of the flesh trade. They’re a rough bunch in this berg, not that you’ll find any mercy in any whoremaster.”

“What are we supposed to be accomplishing?”

“Sending a message.”

“That we can thump skulls? Not that we mind doing it.”

“That Provine Sael can keep you two on a leash, or let you run free. It makes people wonder if she’s currently engaging in her personal crusade. If we had more time, I would look into putting the hurt on the whoremasters in a big way, but the schedule isn’t up to me.” She shook more sauce into her bowl and stirred.

“What are we going to be doing next?”

“Your guess is as good as mine. Instead of telling me to bugger off, the consortium is talking among themselves for a bit, which to me suggests they have got something very distasteful, dangerous, or embarrassing they want taken care of, and they think we might be the solution.”

“As long as it’s not in the Warrens, I’m ready.”

“You can say that again.”

We showed up the instant the brothels lamps were lit, but the madam paid us no mind. She sat at the bar with a glass and ignored us, as did the rest of staff. Only a few customers came in, and most immediately left, although a couple of alley-heroes gave us a stare before taking a girl upstairs. Although they did not loiter, afterwards.

“I think the man who intervened when we came for the girl set a new rule,” Burk muttered.

“Yeah, they’re just going to wait us out.” I wasn’t happy about that, but after reflecting on it, I saw it was the smart move on their part: Provine Sael was going to move on soon, and things would go back to normal, so there was no reason to start a large amount of trouble over a couple nights’ income.

That made me think about serving as City Watch during the winter, and how the local thugs would be back to their old habits the instant they were sure we had really left. It was like trying to shovel water, which was an unhappy thought.

On the other hand, we had stopped a lot of bad things, so that counted for something, and there was a good chance we would be back when the snow fell. “Next time we’re City Watch, we need to get Hatcher involved,” I observed.

“Why?”

“Instead of just breaking bones, which is good work, we need to find out who is giving orders.”

“And break the bosses’ bones?”

“And make the bosses disappear. If they don’t need medical treatment, the mistress won’t hear about it.”

“Huh.” Burk pondered that. “Moving a body can be tricky, even at night. Lots of eyes in poor places, especially for big brutes in the City Watch. And the boss’ guards will have to go, too.”

“Yeah. But I’m thinking that some of Moina’s boys can keep their mouths shut, and know about moving a wagon quietly. Not for free, of course.”

“We’ve got a lot of money,” Burk nodded, brow furrowed. “But we need to keep breaking bones, otherwise the mistress will notice, and inquire.”

“Good idea.”

When we met on the third day, Provine Sael was clearly pensive. “Hatcher, the map?”

“They’ll play, but the consortium wants a job done first.”

“What sort of task?”

“Something we can do on the way, and they’ll trust us with the map up front, which means it’s going to be rough.”

“Specifics?”

“They danced something awful around the backstory, but basically there’s a bad bunch sheltering in an abandoned village to the north east that has gone quiet over the last few days. They want it checked out in detail, under the claim that they’re afraid said thugs are plotting something dire, or that Tulg raiders have seized the place and are preparing for further trouble. But they’re lying like a thick rug.”

The Dellian pondered. “Why would the consortium have ties to bandits?”

Hatcher shook her heads. “They’re mixed up in something ugly, is my bet. I’m figuring that it’s no bandit band, but some sort of highly illegal undertaking. Might be a quiet market.”

“A quiet market?”

“A secure spot where stolen goods can change hands in bulk. There’s no point in ambushing caravans or embezzling military supplies if you have nowhere to convert your goods into coin.”

“You think the consortium has ties to this ‘quiet market’?”

“I think they run it. It’s exactly the sort of thing bent Niskers do: act as middlemen. We let the big ‘uns do the rough work, while we make money from both ends of the trade.” Hatcher shook her head. “This far north, I wouldn’t be shocked to find out that there was trade with Ukar; they always need weapons, and that would serve to keep raiders away from the Hole.”

“Cunning little bastards,” Hunter observed.

Hatcher nodded, scowling. “We need to torch the place when we’re done.”

“Do you have any idea of what awaits us there?” Provine Sael asked.

“Something bad, otherwise they would never consider involving a straight arrow like you. Something bad that will get worse if left unattended. My bet is a necromancer, given that you are of the Blue.”

“Why not bring this to us when we arrived?” Hunter asked.

“I’m guessing it wasn’t yet a problem. The consortium claims no knowledge of what is happening there, but I’m confident that’s a lie.”

“Torl, have you heard anything?” Provine Sael inquired.

“Nothing. The people here are focused down,” the scout pointed towards the floor.

“Lustis?”

“Rucker attrition is no greater or less than usual. No stories of close calls or strange things that would seem to be more than the usual ale-soaked tales,” he ran his fingers through his beard. “But now that it is mentioned, before your trip underground, I did encounter men of thoughtful and silent disposition who were behaving as though they had been away from the civilized comforts.”

“Jeryt?”

The man’s fingers danced a somber round-and-fro in the air. “Nothing of rucker disappearances, but upon reflection, there have been hints and scents of money flowing in unspoken directions. A quiet market could fit those nicely, especially since there is already a covert relic trade here.”

“Hunter?”

“As noted, the ruckers are not vanishing in greater numbers than is usual. In my spare time I entertained the idea that the Fanged Warrens could be a covert avenue for raiding groups, but that was quickly proven to be grossly impractical. Other inquiries were less happy: the descriptions of some of the things brought out of the depths made me decidedly uneasy.”

Provine Sael nodded. “That was the thrust of my searches, and the reason the Temple has a larger presence here than the population would warrant. The Elder Ones and their followers sought dark things in the Warrens, and did far worse.”

“Has the Temple found anything?” Hatcher asked.

“They are watching for unholy relics coming out of the Warrens, unfortunately, so they are of little direct help. But their research has proven informative, and may well assist our inquires.” She dry-washed her hands. “We leave in the morning, at first light, and shall give every impression of a permanent change of address. We will cut north after a half-day on the road, and look into this ‘market’ on our way north. Make your preparations. Grog, Burk, spend the evening as you have been.” She hesitated. “Grog, get a different scabbard for your sword, a used one if possible.”

Chapter Twelve

We left at dawn, which was fine with me, because the brothel had closed long before midnight. I was disappointed in the lack of confrontations, and hoping for some action.

I don’t know if it was Provine Sael’s influence, or just experience, but I was developing a deepening resentment against the controllers of prostitution. It was dawning on me that they were practicing a form of slavery, one as bad or even worse than real slavery, and one that would be unaffected by the Emperor’s decrees. I hadn’t thought of it that way before; Master Horne had sent girls into the barracks when we did well, and since joining Provine Sael’s service I had gone to brothels, but now things looked and felt different.

Hatcher was dozing on the cart, so I walked free and easy, reflexively watching for trouble while pondering my issue with the flesh trade. The day was clear and surprisingly cool, and the air was filled with the dry-sweet smell of grain and hay being harvested in the fields on either side. We frequently passed creaking wagons and carts bearing great golden bales of fodder and sacks of grain, exchanging passing greetings with hired waggoneers, the result of farmers trading their summer’s work for coin and credit, just to begin the cycle all over again when the ground thawed and the spring rains came.

Farming did not interest me; it was clearly a lot of work and worry, and I suspected that it did not pay all that well. Certainly not as well as I was earning, which was mostly for walking from place to place, and looking tough when needed. There wasn’t nearly as much fighting as I would like, and a lot of the fights I would like to have, like with the bouncers at the brothel, never came about. The pit was nice, in that you get a really good fight properly scheduled in advance, so you could prepare. Elsewhere violence tended to pop up without a lot of warning, which was inconvenient. Still, you take the world as it comes, as Master Horne used to say. 

Farming seemed like a lot of work doing the exact same thing on the same place, with no chance of anything interesting happening, anything you could be proud of. You had to worry about the crop coming in, then harvesting it in time, and then selling it for enough money to survive until the next harvest. They didn’t make you a Red Guard, or a High Rate of a proper barracks of the old school for farming; fact was, you got nothing for farming but hard work. And maybe raiders burning your buildings, or a press gang grabbing your sons for the war. In fact, getting pressganged off a farm would be a mercy.

My luck in being taken in by Master Horne, and then by Provine Sael, was something I would always be grateful for.

Around noon we swung north and left the main road.

“Well, back to the salt mines,” Hatcher observed. “As long as its above-ground, I won’t complain.”

“Yeah. Why did the mistress want me to get a new scabbard?”

“You and I are going to take a quiet stroll into the quiet market, see what’s what. A seller and bodyguard.”

“We’re known in the Hole,” I pointed out. “How are we going to fool anyone?”

“People don’t pay as much attention to Niskers as they ought to,” she shrugged. “A change of outfit ought to do for me.”

“I’m nearly seven feet tall, I got a scar on my jaw, and there’s not a lot of brutes around here. Nobody is going to mistake me for someone else.”

“Lustis can do a lot more than tend a mule.”

“Unless he knows how to shrink a brute, I don’t see how he’s going to help.”

Having heard his name, the hunchback slowed to fall alongside me. “Of what am I being accused?”

“Grog doesn’t think you can make him pass as a stranger,” Hatcher observed.

“Hah! Child’s play.”

“I am tall, even for a brute.”

“You are, but people tend to be poor at telling brutes apart. The trick is to draw their eyes to what you want them to see.”

“You do a lot of disguising brutes?” I was doubtful.

Lustis laughed. “My friend, I have made boys into girls, young girls into men, young men into patriarchs, pretty girls into crones, and donkeys into armored chargers worthy of a king. Costumes, make-up, and scenery have been my mainstay for decades. I treasure my brief appearances on the boards, but for the vast part of my career I worked the magic that presented the real players in the proper light. Have no fear, I shall envelop you in a glamour that shall allow to you pass unrecognized.”

“People often notice me.”

“They do, which is why it is you, and not Burk, who is going. Standing out is often a useful trait when you wish to undertake shady work.”

“Well said,” Hatcher agreed. “Am I wrong to infer you’ve played a loose game in the past?”

He combed his beard with his fingers. “At times I have earned the odd coin on side-ventures; the life of a travelling troupe is often a hard one, and frequently lacking in profit.”

“Come winter, you and I are going to do great things,” Hatcher clapped her hands.

The smoke from the chimneys of the quiet market were barely visible when we made camp well before sunset. Torl made sure our fire was in a deep pit and gave off little smoke.

“In the morning, early, Hatcher and Grog will go onto the quiet market and see what there is to see,” Provine Sael announced as we gathered for supper.

“Quiet market people tend not to be early risers,” Hatcher noted. “I’ll be posing as a seller of Red Ram, with Grog as my bodyguard.” She patted a fat, greasy haversack. “With a bit of luck, we can get a feel for the place and be gone before anyone pays us much mind.”

“Red Ram is that stuff the Dancers used,” Torl noted. “Where did you get enough?”

“We didn’t, but Jeryt was able to mock up a suitable imitation from common mushrooms,” Provine Sael brushed her crest. “It will suffice so long as an herbalist or similar expert is not involved. And speaking of Jeryt, he will go with you.”

Hatcher stared at the Dellian. “That’s new.”

“It matters not if he is recognized: he stayed apart from us in the Hole, and his role was that of a scoundrel. I expect his gift for deception will be useful.”

The Nisker nodded slowly. “I suppose. The extra eyes will be useful.”

“To be honest, I am less than ecstatic as well,” the wiry man advised. “Recognized or not, a quiet market can be risky at the best of times.”

After supper Lustis had me sit on a low log, and went to work. “I’m tempted to scar distinctively, but tattoos are a better bet at close viewing. Now, hold still, my boy, and when I’m done you’ll be a new brute.” He glanced at the sun. “We’ve just enough light.”

I sat and thought about Moina and what I could put in my letter to her, while the hunchback hovered, pressing wetness on my scalp and face with a number of little bone tools. It took a long time, but finally Lustis circled me, peering at his handiwork. “There we are.”

Hatcher came over, trailed by Provine Sael.

“In the morning I will provide a single small tusk, as he won’t be talking,” Lustis explained.

Hatcher studied me. “Amazing work, Lustis.”

“Very well done,” Provine Sael nodded, circling me. “It is shocking, really. How long will it last?”

“A week to ten days before it is clearly temporary, and a month before the last traces are gone.”

Hatcher held up a steel mirror. “Take a look.”

What I saw was startling: a brute with the Fifth Legion’s crest in black lines across his bare pate, a jagged black lighting bolt hiding my jaw scar, and a length of chain with broken links tattooed across my right cheek. There was some shading around my eyes that made them seem more sunken, and made my nose more prominent.

“That is strange,” I took the mirror and held it at various angles.

“You look like a freed slave who did an enlistment in the Legions, and a stint in a labor battalion,” Hatcher nodded. “Your life on your face.”

“I’ll set up his armor in the morning,” Lustis assured Provine Sael. “I have some sewing to do.” 

“Remarkable,” the Dellian shook her head. “Much better than I expected.”

In the morning Lustis touched up the shading around my eyes and nose, and had me don a sort of shirt over my armor, which he then fastened down with twine and bits of wire; when he was done it appeared that I was wearing a mix of leather and hide armor, such as a mercenary in hard times might wear.

“This is not much better than paper and cheese cloth,” I poked at the shirt.

“You can’t expect a hungover actor with two costume changes in the script to wear actual armor,” the hunchback fussed over a seam. “Nor can a troupe afford real armor. This costs pennies, and can be ripped off to speed a change.” He stepped back and surveyed his work. “With your real armor underneath, you will be at no disadvantage. Stop poking at it, and take this.”

He handed me a small ivory tusk mounted on a strip of leather; it took a little practice, but when I had it set right, it poked out of my lower lip like a real, if very small, tusk.

“Exactly,” Lustis nodded, frowning. “The line of the entire mouth and jaw are altered. He cannot speak, but that is not an issue for a bodyguard.”

“Fine work,” Provine Sael nodded. “I see why you did not choose Burk.”

“Far easier to add a tusk than take one away,” the hunchback put a pin into my ‘armor’ and stepped back, rubbing his hands together. “Especially since his is not a speaking role.”

Hatcher wore the outfit I had seen earlier: a dark paisley scarf over her hair, with just a little in front showing, and a matching cloth wound around her middle under a plain two-buckle belt that supported her knives. Jeryt was dressed in nice clothes, like he had when we were in the Hole.

“If these bastards keep a close eye on the Hole, we might not pass muster,” Hatcher observed as we hiked up the road. She had to walk because my ‘hide armor’ could not take the stress of her riding.

“As you noted, people do not pay enough attention to Niskers,” Jeryt noted. “And Grog is hardly recognizable to me. I would not want to attempt to maintain this deception for long, but ours is not a lengthy undertaking. The fact that we are not burdened with travel gear will assure onlookers that we have friends nearby. I wouldn’t doubt that more than one visitor to this place goes out of their way to hide their identity.”

“You’re right,” Hatcher sighed. “Do you have any experience with quiet markets?”

“Not specifically, but as I understand it, they are just a bit more lawless than the usual fencing operations.”

“Well, here we are,” the Nisker noted as the overgrown road we were following curved into a clearing.

The ‘quiet market’ was a handful of log buildings huddled around a small dirt square, themselves surrounded by about a hundred-yard belt of pasture and kitchen gardens. At first glance the buildings looked pretty decrepit, with gaps where structures had burned down, but as we drew closer, I could see the signs of repairs and maintenance.

With Fallsblade riding in a ratty scabbard slung over my shoulder so the blade rode horizontally at belt-height, I kept my eyes moving, expecting a shouted challenge at any second, my teeth clamped hard on my fake tusk’s leather tab.

Despite it being well past full dawn, no one was moving in the village save a couple dogs. Where the road ended at the circle of buildings there was a small pole shed shading a chair for a sentry, but the guard in the chair was slumped over as if asleep.

The sentry didn’t stir as we approached, his spear and shield lying on the ground by his feet, and his leather and iron helm a yard away. He was alive, but sweating and slack-jawed, breathing nosily through his clotted nose, dried vomit caked on his chin and splattered across his chest.    

“Slack outfit,” Hatcher observed as we passed.

“Unusual,” Jeryt agreed. “Admittedly, the Imperial presence is thin in this area, but border raids are possible, as is simple robbery.”

Near the first cabin a man was sprawled in the dirt in a puddle of his own vomit, gray-skinned and sweating, unconscious to the world.

“Must be celebrating something important,” Hatcher paused to crouch and study his face, keeping sufficient distance to avoid the drying contents of his stomach.

“I smell wine, but not as much as would be expected,” Jeryt observed.

“Yeah,” Hatcher stood, frowning. “That tunic was expensive before he went rolling around in dirt and barf. He looks half-starved and sick.”

“Unusual.”

I couldn’t speak with the tusk in place, but there wasn’t anything to add. I fingered Fallsblade’s hilt and eyed our surroundings. Tapping Hatcher’s shoulder, I pointed: a man was sitting on the raised steps of the largest building.

The Nisker touched her knife hilts, frowning, and headed in that direction.

The man watched us approach without any notable interest, despite being alone and unarmed. He was of average size, dressed in fancy, slightly mis-matched clothes that looked to have been well-made, now badly in need of a wash, and clearly intended for a fatter frame. He had an uncorked, round-bellied bottle of dark glass cradled in his lap, and his face was pale and slack, a bit loose-looking as if he had lost weight recently, and his blonde hair and beard needed trimming.

“Good morning,” Hatcher sounded cheerfully. “I’m Griska. Looks like you had quite a celebration last night.”

The man stared at her for a bit longer than was polite. “Mofia,” he mumbled, shaking himself and setting the bottle on the step beside him. “Morning.”

Jeryt leaned against the railing and studied the parchment label on the bottle. “You have expensive tastes, friend.”

Mofia rubbed his face hard, and blinked like he had just awakened from a deep sleep. “Got a couple more cases,” he said, his speech a little clearer. “Cheap.” He laid a finger alongside his nose. “But not something you would want to sell close by.”

Jeryt grinned. “I like to do my drinking where it’s quiet. And like you, I have an interest in selling.”

“Selling,” Mofia rubbed his face again and worked his shoulders. “Yeah. Good place, selling, right here.”

“So I have been told.”

“What you got?” The words ran together, like when a person had no front teeth.

“Red Ram, five pounds of the best.”

Mofia stared for a moment, then chuckled, holding his belly like it hurt when he laughed. “Red Ram?”

“Indeed, the finest growth.”

Mofia snickered, finally slowing to gasp, rubbing his belly. “Wasted trip. Nobody wants Red Ram. Weak stuff.”

“Quite the contrary, friend,” Jeryt assured him. “A bit of this will take you far away, reveal secrets of the ages, and soothe the worried wrinkles in your brain, all as gentle’s as a virgin’s kiss.”

Mofia sniggered, digging in a pocket of his coat that had seen such traffic that the seams were parting on both sides of the opening. He produced what looked like a green glass bead the size and general color of an olive. “This makes your Red Ram feel like watered-down ale.”

“Really?” Jeryt accepted the bead. “What is it?”

Mofia put his index finger alongside his nose. “Something special. Six pence.”

“Six pence?” Jeryt couldn’t hide his surprise. “I was born at dawn, friend, but it wasn’t this morning.”

“Try it,” Mofia waved at the bottle. “One of those in a pint is all you need. Wine or brandy for preference.”

“This seems unlikely,” Jeryt flicked the bead towards Hatcher, who plucked it out of the air. “I’ve seen colored water sold as bliss before.”

The blond man shrugged, losing interest. “Suit yourself.”

“Where might a newcomer find the other buyers?” Jeryt inquired.

Mofia grabbed the long neck of the bottle and took a greedy pull. “Inside.”

Hatcher passed me the bead, which was actually a hollow glass ball with a tiny wood plug keeping the green liquid inside. I shrugged and passed it back.

“Where might I find those cases you mentioned?” Jeryt asked.

Mofia waved a hand behind him, staring off into the distance.

Hatcher slipped past Mofia and opened the door, me on her heels. Inside we found a tavern common room, a dank chamber with exposed beams, sawdust-covered floor, and furniture too bulky to be of use in a fight.

The lamps were dimming and smoking as the last of the oil was consumed, and the air was thick with stale liquor fumes and the harsh tang of vomit. At first glance it looked like a fight had taken place: bodies were sprawled at random, on the floor, across tables, on the few benches still upright.

But it was drink, not steel, that had laid them low: bottles and mugs crowded every flat surface, and littered the floor, mostly cheap unlabeled containers.

Jeryt moved to the nearest window and flung the shutters open, letting in clean air; stepping over unconscious drunks, I opened two on the other side, and a bit of cross-breeze began to stir the miasma hovering in the room.

“This one’s dead,” Hatcher announced from where she knelt by a figure on the floor, a hand on the man’s neck.

“Knifed or choked on his vomit?” Jeryt asked, opening the last of the windows. He moved to look behind the bar.

“Neither.” Hatcher removed a fistful of coins and a fine dagger from the deceased and stood.

“Landlord’s down,” Jeryt advised. He opened a door behind the bar and glanced in. “Storeroom.”

Something crunched under my boot; taking down a lamp from its bracket, I adjusted the wick; there were numerous empty glass beads scattered about, more than a few having been trod upon.

Hatcher crunched one with the toe of her boot. “What the blazes?”

“Something new,” Jeryt poked a greasy leather pouch on a table, causing a couple full beads to roll out.

The Nisker examined the contents of an unconscious drinker’s pouch. “Nearly a hundred Marks,” she noted, tucking away the coins and slipping a heavy ring from the man’s finger. “This isn’t some idle sot. Check those crates, Jeryt. Grog, eyes” she jerked her head toward the door.

I leaned against the doorjamb, glad for the clean air. Mofia had slumped against the rail and was staring blindly into the distance. Two buildings down, a woman, hunched and walking painfully, emerged carrying a bucket. She limped to the well, and slowly cranked up a bucket of water. Clumsily filling her bucket, she limped back to the cabin and closed the door; watching her closely, I was certain she had not bothered with so much as a glance around throughout the entire process.

“Three dead,” Hatcher scooted past me and stopped to take some deep breaths. “What a stink. At least one was starting to ooze.” She had a heavy sack in one hand and a bundle of swords and daggers in the other. “You can lose the tusk; fact is, you might as well have stayed in full gear and insignia.” She moved down the steps past Mofia and set down her burdens. “Jeryt, get the others.”

Mofia stirred as she climbed the steps. “What?”

“Doing a little business,” the Nisker advised. “Mind yours.”

The blonde man subsided, and didn’t even look up as Jeryt passed him, a sealed dark bottle in one hand and the greasy leather pouch in the other.

I tucked the tusk into my pouch and kept watch.

Hatcher lugged out another sack, more weapons, six more dark bottles, and four pairs of boots before Jeryt returned with Provine Sael, Hunter, Torl, and Burk in tow. Mofia had dozed off at some point in this process.

“What are you doing?” the Dellian demanded as Hatcher emerged, rolling a keg of ale ahead of her.

“Looting. These boys came to buy, and have the best, although lately they were drinking cheap swill.”

Provine Sael shook her head. “What is going on?”

“They’re not just passed out; I’ve seen more than my share of drunks, and these boys are out like someone beat them down with skill and enthusiasm. Everyone: buyers, bodyguards, whores, serving girls, landlord.”

“So, you took the opportunity to rob them?’

“They’ve been on a tear for at least a couple days, I’ll wager, and the landlord’s box is nearly empty.” Hatcher wrestled the keg onto its end and rubbed the small of her back. “There’s not an honest man among ‘em, either.”

“Not that many among us, either,” Hunter murmured, carefully examining the label on one of the dark bottles. “These go for thirty Marks a bottle.”

“And yet they were swilling sour wine like it was spring water,” Jeryt noted.

“That is a tragedy of epic proportions,” the ‘slinger carefully set the bottle down as Provine Sael strode into the building.

Lustis, Uggla, and the cart rolled into the little square, and the hunchback lent a hand as me and Burk loaded the stuff Hatcher had collected. Meanwhile, Torl drew a bucket from the well and studied the water while Hatcher vanished into the outbuildings behind the tavern.

“Hold still, Grog,” Lustis advised. “No point in wearing this anymore, but it might be useful in the future.” He carefully removed my ‘hide armor’. I gave him back the tusk, and donned my baldric.

Provine Sael emerged from the tavern, and surveyed the little village with a frown on her face.

“The water seems all right,” Torl observed.

“It is whatever is in these,” the Dellian held up a green bead. “Added to strong drink. One of the dead is at least three days gone; it appears they have done nothing but drink for the last week, perhaps longer, ignoring the presence of corpses. I doubt the stove has been lit in days.” She turned and prodded Mofia. “Wake up.”

The blonde man stirred, but did not wake.

I yanked him upright and slapped him until his eyes fluttered open. “Stay awake,” I advised, and propped him against the railing. 

He snarled and pawed at his sagging waist, then looked comically confused when his fingers found nothing.

“What is his name?” Provine Sael asked.

“Mofia.”

“Mofia, look at me. No, look at me.” When the man wouldn’t focus, I cuffed him across the back of the head.

Provine Sael reached into his sagging pocket and removed a bead. “Where did you get these?”

Mofia managed to focus on her, and tried to lay his finger alongside his nose, but ended up poking himself in the eye. “Ouch.”

“Hold him still,” she sighed.

I grabbed a fistful of hair and got another hand under his arm in order to steady him; he batted clumsily at me while Provine Sael whispered and traced her fingers in the air in front of his face. Mofia reached for her, but Burk caught his hand.

“Let him go.” Provine Sael stepped back, frowning. After a long moment she produced a little bone tool and used it to draw or poke at my forehead, then Burk’s, and so on until she had done everyone, even Smokey and Uggla.

“What are you thinking?” Hunter asked when the Dellian was done, having helped himself to one of the beads from Mofia’s pocket.

“He has a ward on him, fading now, which appears to be why he is less affected.” She tossed aside the bone implement, which was now dark and cracked. “But I have very little on the beads.”

“It’s not herbal,” Hunter held up the bead to look though it. “It has an organic aura.”

“What does that mean?” Torl asked.

“It means that it is both natural and arcane. And yes, that’s a contradiction, but that does happen sometimes.”

“Not often,” Provine Sael agreed. “More often in legend than not. Back in the days when the power of the Arts were much stronger. There used to be a few naturally-occurring substances with a range of arcane retention.”

“Why would someone use something that rare just to turn criminals into drunks?” Hatcher asked as she came around the corner of the building, dragging two coarse sacks full of clinking bottles.

“What do you have there?” Hunter asked.

“Someone was here to dispose of a lot of very old wine,” Hatcher explained as I took the sacks from her. “Very old. The bastards in there,” she jerked a thumb towards the tavern. “Were drinking barely fermented grapes, while this stuff was sixty feet away.”

“Mofia said you mix the contents of a bead into a pint of wine or brandy,” I pointed out. Mofia himself was curled up at the base of the steps, peacefully asleep.

“Diluting agent, or catalyst?” Provine Sael asked.

Hunter frowned. “I would say diluting agent, but that’s just my guess.”

“The world is full of addictive substances,” Hatcher noted, transferring jewelry from her belt to a sack. “What’s one more?”

“Why are you pillaging?” Provine Sael demanded.

“They’re criminals,” the Nisker shrugged.

“Can you sober him up?” Hunter nudged Mofia with the toe of his boot.

Provine Sael glared at Hatcher for a moment longer, than turned to the sleeping man. “No. Only time can do that.” She tapped her foot. “I can make him empty his stomach, which could help. Grog, Burk, get him on his feet and take him over there,” she pointed to an empty horse trough. “Lustis, a bucket of water and a rag, if you please.”

We frog-marched Mofia to the trough while the Dellian recovered a small stoneware jug from the cart. “Hold his head still.” She pinched Mofia’s nose shut, and expertly tipped a measure from the bottle into his mouth, pressing his chin closed with the heel of her left hand as she rapped on the side of his throat with her right.

She nimbly scooted away as the trader swallowed, gasped, and then convulsed so hard he nearly broke free. “Just keep him from falling,” she advised from behind us.

Mofia gagged, mumbled a profanity, then bent at the waist and vomited copiously into the trough, gagged, farted, and then vomited another great stream. After the third spew he hung limp in our grip, deathly pale, sweating, and glassy-eyed.

“That should be all of it,” Provine Sael observed. “Lustis, some water, please.”

The hunchback kindly washed Mofia’s face and then held a tin mug so the shaking man could take a long drink, which he promptly retched up. Mofia just swished the next draught and then spat it out. “Leave me be,” he muttered.

“Well, he is awake, at least,” Hunter observed. “What is in that?” he gestured to the little flask.

“Root extract. It is useful when someone has ingested poison.”

“No doubt. Stand him up.” Hunter made a gesture in front of the trader, tiny flakes of parchment falling from his fingers. “There’s the ward; we’ll have to stick to the basics. Mofia, I need you to focus.”

The sweating trader mumbling something.

“Listen, Mofia, either pay attention, or these two brutes are going to give you an even bigger dose of that stuff.”

Mofia stiffened in our grip. “I’m awake.”

“Where did you get these green beads?”

The trader spat and worked his mouth with a grimace. “Trade.”

“He offered them for six pence a bead,” Hatcher noted from where she was sorting through bottles on the cart.

“Trade with whom?” Hunter asked.

Mofia shook his head and mumbled.

“Give me that flask,” Hunter snapped his fingers at Provine Sael, who reluctantly handed it over.

“A trader,” Mofia announced. “Thirty Marks if I moved the lot.”

“He was paying you to sell them?”

“He said to keep it cheap, give some away.”

“Specifically, to do that here?”

“Yeah.” Mofia gagged, hunched, and belched up more stinking fluid, most of which landed on his boots because Burk and me had a good grip on him.

Hunter weighed the little jug on his palm. “Where did you meet this trader?”

Spitting and gasping, Mofia jerked his chin west. “Ten miles.”

“You do a lot of business like that?” the ‘slinger motioned for Lustis to give the trader water.

Mofia blew water from his mustache and beard. “Quiet market.”

“Yeah, I know. How, exactly, did this transaction take place?”

The trader sighed and spat again. “Thought it was road-robbery. Armed men. But he just gave me beads, told me the deal. Poked my head with a pin a bit.”

“You were headed here to unloaded stolen cargo?”

Mofia shrugged as best he could. “Wine, brandy.”

“When was this?”

The blond man frowned into a foggy past. “Week, maybe?”

“All right. Park him on the steps, boys.” Hunter handed the jug to Provine Sael. “I’ll give you odds that this is connected to your theory about Dark followers.”

“Testing something?” She frowned, absently hammering the cork tighter with the heel of her hand.

“Yeah. This place is nice and quiet, so if you were wondering about effects, dosage, and the like, it would be perfect.”

“Dosage of what?’

“That’s the question. But I’m pretty sure friend Mofia doesn’t have the answer.”

“This concoction is beyond me, at least without suitable facilities. Is there anything you can find out?” Provine Sael tossed the jug from hand to hand.

“Not really,” Hunter hesitated. “Frankly, I’m a tad nervous about trying. There’s a wiff about this stuff that gives me pause.”

“How powerful could it be?”

“I don’t know.” The ‘slinger produced a bead and frowned at it. “Not very, really, but I’m getting a feeling of an odd resonance about it; just a hint, but the sort of hint that makes you think of the touch on a strand that alerts a spider.”

“Trust your instincts,” the Dellian nodded. “Let’s gather up the beads and destroy them, and then head north. Check every potable Hatcher has collected, and destroy any that have a whiff of this stuff.” She looked around. “Where is the trader?”

“There,” I pointed to where Mofia had crawled under the steps in pursuit of the dark bottle he had had earlier.

“Pull him out: he’s had more than enough to drink.”

I hauled him out by one leg, ignoring his protests. Clear of the steps, he rolled onto his back and put a small horn of ivory and copper to his mouth and blew a sort of shaky blllaaat noise.

“Stop that,” I yanked the horn from him, and was startled at how warm the instrument was; in fact, it was very nearly hot to the touch. “Hunter.”

When the ‘slinger turned, I tossed him the horn.

He turned it over, examining the marks on the copper bands set around an ivory tusk barely six inches long. “Well, damn.”

As if in response, doors banged open around us.

Chapter Thirteen

“Right, it’s about to get bloody,” Hunter tucked the horn into a pouch as figures shambled out of the buildings.

“Lustis, get the cart and animals out of here,” Provine Sael rubbed the butt of her staff against her right horn-nub. “Stay within earshot.”

Hatcher, throwing axes tucked under each arm, did a summersault off the cart as the hunchback scrambled onto the seat. Torl strung his bow with a thoughtful expression on his face, and I drew Fallsblade.

Jeryt trotted away in the wake of the retreating cart.

“This does not have to result in violence,” Provine Sael called, but if anyone outside our group heard her, they gave no indication.

The people staggering out into daylight looked half dead, maybe more, gray-skinned and sweating, their eyes glassy, their clothes disheveled and stained with vomit and other extrusions. Each one was heading for us, armed with whatever weapon they could lay hands on. Several were bloated, as if they had dropsy.

“Burk, watch the tavern,” I advised as I heard shaky steps behind us. “Mistress, stay behind Torl.” I moved forward, taking up a position between the group and most of the villagers.

“Hunter?” Provine Sael did not sound worried.

“Cumulative effects of the bead-stuff.”

“I concur. Can we avoid violence?”

“Not a chance.”

The Dellian sighed. “Then we must leave none alive. Whatever this experiment was, it ends here. Burk, make sure Mofia is available, afterwards.”

There was the sound of the butt of his morningstar hitting flesh and bone. “He’s not going anywhere, mistress.”

Working through the basic manual of arms to limber up, I watched the villagers approach. They moved clumsily, but with a certain mindless determination that suggested that it would take killing to stop them. More important, they paid no attention to each other, wrapped up in their own individual fog or dream.

An arrow hissed past me and drilled through a villager’s skull, dropping him in his tracks, and confirming that whatever was wrong with them, it didn’t affect their ability to die. Moments later another burst into flame and collapsed without a sound.

“You don’t see that often,” Hunter remarked as Torl shot another and Hatcher started throwing axes. “Usually, there’s a good deal of thrashing and screaming.”

“This is just butchery,” Provine Sael noted sadly.

A man suffering from dropsy, wearing a soiled blacksmith’s apron and bearing a stout hammer, was drawing close, so I stepped into a hard horizontal swing, opening him up like a feast-day goose.

Except that as the blade sliced through apron leather, shirt cloth, and on into flesh, he erupted like a punctured ballon, greenish gas venting from his wound.

Staggering back, eyes blinded by tears, my sinuses melting, and my lungs clenching shut like a bellows that had been stepped on, I waved Fallsblade in front of me as I fought for air. My forehead was burning like I had been branded, but that was the least of my problems. After an eternal second my lungs unclenched and I bent at the waist, coughing and spitting as my sinuses drained their contents like a punctured waterskin.

I was just beginning to be able to see when there was a sudden wham like the biggest door in the world had been slammed in my face, and I was flying. I hit the well-trod dirt and rolled, staggering unsteadily to my feet in a clumsy copy of how I had been trained.

Burk was still up and finishing off the last of the drinkers from the tavern, but everyone else was down.

“Get the mistress!” I tried to shout, but it sounded more like a bullfrog’s first spoken words. I yanked Hunter to his feet and then swept up Hatcher, who was unconscious but still breathing.

Burk had Provine Sael slung over his shoulder, her staff thrust under his belt, and was steadying Hunter as the trio headed out of the square. Torl was up, a bit wobbly, but moving on his own, so I pointed him in the direction of the others. “Flee.” Talking was still hard.

Mofia was out cold, so I slung him over my other shoulder and staggered after Torl. Rigid armor helped with the burden, but frankly, bodies are not just heavy, but annoyingly floppy. I lumbered along as best I could until Burk dropped back and took Hatcher, which helped a lot.

Even burdened it was no great effort to stay ahead of the villagers; in any case, they lost interest after a hundred yards and turned back to the buildings.

Lustis came back with Smokey at the trot, allowing me and Burk to stack bodies on the cart and pick up the pace. We force-marched about two miles, finally coming to a stop beside an old mill-pond.

Provine Sael was conscious by then, sitting up and combing through Hatcher’s hair at the back of her head. “Just a lump,” the Dellian announced. “The skull is intact. I’ll mend it when I catch my breath.” She accepted her staff from Burk.

“What happened?” Hatcher started to re-tie her scarf, but flinched in pain and stopped.

“I burned one of the bloated ones, and he erupted like a sealed wine bottle placed on flames,” Hunter advised, taking a swing from his flask with a hand that visibly shook. “Never seen anything like that.” He offered the flask to Provine Seal, who took a tidy nip and passed it to Hatcher.

“They are bloated with gas, some sort of toxic brew.” Provine Sael peered at me. “Grog, you have a burn on your forehead. Come here.” She examined it critically. “That is my ward; the gas must be highly toxic. It burned away the tattoo-paint, and raised a large blistered area.” She closed her head and whispered, and the pain faded away. She took out a new bone tool and poked at my scalp a bit.

“The gas made it hard to see or breathe,” I noted.

“It would have killed you, had you not been warded,” Provine Sael stowed the tool, and stroked the back of Hatcher’s head, muttering.

“Ahh,” the Nisker sighed. “That’s better. I was seeing two of everything.”

“Well, that answers a lot of questions about the beads,” Hunter observed, motioning for Burk to drag Mofia off the cart. “Is he still alive? Good. He might be useful.” The ‘slinger took a seat on the cart with a sigh. “Be a good chap, and search him.”

“That was unsettling, to say the least,” Torl noted. “How do you know how to ward against this?”

“I don’t, not specifically,” Provine Sael spit on a kerchief and scrubbed at a smudge on her tunic. “But that ward is both broad in application, and potent.”

“I expect that it isn’t common.”

“It is not. I mastered it during the winter months, in fact. It is a common expectation of the Temple that the Dusmen will resort to disease at some point in the war.”

“So, this is a disease?” Hatcher asked, retying her scarf.

“No. Well…not exactly.”

“Great, one of those. Can you get it other than from the beads?”

“I seriously doubt it.”

“No,” Hunter added. “At least, from what we know at this point.”

“I left a half-dozen axes back there,” Hatcher felt her belt.

“We’re going back,” Provine Sael sighed, accepting the offered flask and taking another neat nip. “The need is even greater, now.” She whistled, and Uggla came over. “I will stir them up, while Torl and Hunter eliminate the bloated ones. Once the gas-bearers are finished, it will be safe for Grog and Burk to engage with cold steel. Lustis, Jeryt, wait for half an hour, and then follow.”

“Mistress, we cannot protect you if you are going to be galloping about,” I protested, scratching my cheek, which itched.

“I doubt I will need go much more than a trot; in any case Uggla is both a war horse and nimble. No lumbering disease vector is going to corner me.” She patted her scabbarded sword. “You need not be a master swordsman to split an unarmored skull from horseback.”

“Bind our friend securely,” Hunter advised Lustis, who held up a coil of picket-cord.

“Torl, are you fit?” Provine Sael asked as Uggla pawed at the sod, apparently sensing a fight.

“For archery. A foot race might be beyond me.”

The Dellian smiled. “You are a treasure, Torl. Never doubt my confidence in you. All right, follow at your own speed.” She swept off towards the village at a gallop.

“She’s not going to go that fast the whole way, is she?” Burk frowned as he cocked his crossbow.  

“No, she’s just letting Uggla stretch out,” Hatcher advised as I lifted her onto my shoulders. “Uggla has been bred and trained for war. Rather like you, in fact.”

Torl led us back to the village by a shorter route, but it still wore hard on my nerves, thinking about Provine Sael unguarded in hostile territory. War-trained or not, Uggla was a small horse, and I wasn’t too sure about how war-like horses were. Sixty riding stirrup-to-stirrup with armored riders were a devastating weapon, but alone with an unarmored rider?

As I had feared, Provine Sael had not waited; when we emerged into the gardens surrounding the village she emerged from between two cabins, Uggla trotting briskly, head high and tail erect, the Dellian watching behind them as the villagers lumbered and staggered in a fruitless pursuit.

The horse jumped a garden fence, landing without seeming to break stride, tossing her mane as she effortlessly pivoted away from us.

Torl’s bow released, and a gas-bearer went down in a gout of gas as the herd of villagers spotted us and changed course. Burk shot an ordinary villager and began to reload. Hatcher flipped off my shoulders, but did not draw her remaining axes.

“Wait until they bunch up,” Hunter advised. “Let’s see how they like their own effects.” As the crowd lurched closer, he gestured, flakes of parchment falling from his hand, and a man with dropsy near the center of the herd vanished in an explosion of flaming gas, the blast sweeping two thirds of the crowd off their feet. When they had struggled to their feet, several down for good, he made another explode, leveling the mob again.

Provine Sael trotted up. “They don’t tire easily,” she advised, her cheeks flushed and a bold glint in her eyes. “But they are not much above animal cunning, and not even the brighter sort of animal.”

Hunter blew up another gas-bearer, killing three ordinaries with the force of the blast, and Torl dropped the last dropsy-afflicted villager.

“Wait for them to come to you,” Provine Sael advised. “I don’t know how long the gas needs to disperse, so advance no further.”

I drew Fallsblade. “Get to safety, mistress.” She nodded and tapped Uggla with her heels.

“I believe I shall take my leave as well,” Hunter announced. “Hatcher?”

The Nisker drew her knives. “I’ll work the edges.”

“Very well,” the ‘slinger strode briskly to the rear as Torl unstrung his bow and cased it.

Without the lung-tearing gas to deal with, it was not a long undertaking to put the villagers down; they were clumsy and slow, unskilled in weapons-use, and utterly indifferent to each other. Burk, me, and Torl hacked them down in a manner not much different than chopping wood, while Hatcher scampered about, hamstringing those on the edge of the crowd. It was little more than sheer butchery.

“That was no great effort,” Torl observed somberly as Hatcher moved among the fallen, finishing off cripples.

“Without the bloated ones, they are easy pickings,” I nodded, wiping Fallsblade clean with a fistful of grass, and then scratching my jaw.

“First encounter would be a bit rough,” Burk observed.

“True.”

Hunter and Provine Sael rejoined us. “As soon as Lustis and Jeryt arrive, I shall conduct a surgical examination of the afflicted,” the Dellian announced. “Search the buildings and gather up any who are not fully infected, if any remain. Dump out any suspect drink, and keep a sharp eye out for the green beads. Hunter, inspect all of Hatcher’s loot again, and destroy anything that hints at contamination.”

There were only two people still living in the village: the woman I had seen get water, and the guard we had seen passed out at his guard point. Burk and me dumped out any unsealed bottle, cask or keg, and Hatcher located her axes and then looted some more.

Provine Sael worked on the two survivors for a while, then went and cut open a couple of the corpses in a medical fashion, with Hunter watching over her shoulder.

When she returned, she examined the two survivors. “Burk, put him down,” she gestured at the guardsman. “He is too far gone for my abilities to save. No point in prolonging his suffering and the descent into madness and violence.”

“What about the woman?” Hatcher asked from where she sat on a low stool she had carried out into the square, recording what had been taken. A neat line of recovered throwing axes lay by her feet.

“Time will tell, but she has a chance.” The Dellian looked away as Burk ended the guard’s suffering. “Sufficient absorption of the toxin results in an unstoppable reaction within the body. It kills some, but the rest are inevitably doomed to a mindless existence of violence.”

“And some turn into gas-bearers,” Hatcher shook her head.

“All become gas-bearers,” Provine Sael corrected her. “We just interrupted the process.”

“What is the business with the horn?” Torl asked.

Hunter produced the instrument. “A catalyst. They remain dormant, changing, until activated. This is not an ordinary horn, as you certainly guessed.”

“This was a test,” Provine Sael frowned at the buildings. “We need to speak with Mofia.”

“You think that he was lying to you?” Hatcher asked.

“Being intoxicated can fox my abilities,” the Dellian shrugged. “But we can wait until he is fully sober.”  

We stacked the corpses in an barn, along with the thirty or so beads we had found, less a couple Provine Sael saved as evidence. She prayed over the corpses as we forked down straw over the bodies and added firewood, and when she was done we poured several gallons of lantern oil over everything and set it ablaze.

When the fire was going good, Burk and me fetched Mofia. Lustis had outdone himself: the trader had his wrists and ankles bound, and then the hunchback had shoved a stout stick up the back of Mofia’s coat and used a belt around the trader’s forehead to hold his head in place.

“Cut his coat off,” Hunter advised when we presented Mofia. “Be careful around the collar or lapels, he might have something nasty there.”

I held him upright while Burk attended to the coat.

“I must say, you are rather thorough when it comes to binding,” the ‘slinger observed to Lustis.

“It gave me something to do while I waited,” the hunchback shrugged. “A knowledge of knots is important to a stagehand and scenery-hanger.”

“Well done.” Hunter examined Mofia’s coat carefully. “Glass in the collar.” He held up the ruined garment. “Poison, in case you get taken alive?”

The trader eyed him sourly while Lustis fetched chairs so Provine Sael and Hunter could sit comfortably.

“So, we could give you another dose of that root extract, or our large friends could just wrench your shoulders from their sockets,” Hunter noted, lounging back in the chair, his legs stretched out and his ankles crossed. “Or there is the entire business with hot pokers. Give him a drink, Lustis.”

Mofia gulped down a cup of water. “I deal in stolen goods,” he observed. “That’s all.”

“Yet you blew this nasty little horn in an effort to get us killed.”

“I was told that they would be watching, and were I to be caught, all I had to do was sound the horn, and help would arrive.”

“How much of the beads’ contents did you drink?” Prove Sael asked.

“None,” Mofia admitted. “I don’t trust that sort of thing, so I faked spiking my cup. The glass tubes in my collar contain finely powdered charcoal; I’ve been poisoned before.”

“You didn’t trust this, but you sold it to others?” Hunter held up a green bead.

“No choice,” Mofia sighed. “When they grabbed me, I was told they had eyes on the market, and if I didn’t do as they said, it would go hard for me.”

“What did these men look like?” Provine Sael asked.

“A half-dozen men in good arms and armor, mercenaries, I would wager. The leader had a sell-sword’s manners, but he wasn’t really in charge. There was stick-thin man in loose robes of very light leather, no weapons that I could see. He looked old, very old, and unwell. He had tattoos on his face.”

“Tell us more about this man,” Hunter prompted.

“He didn’t say anything, but you could tell that every word from the lead sell-sword was his. His pate was shaved, he had a stringy beard gone full gray that touched his chest, three gold rings in his right ear and four in the left, and his left eye remained closed, not even a twitch when he looked around. No orb left in the socket, is my guess.”

“And the tattoos?”

Mofia frowned. “Blue and faded, might have started out black a long time ago. He had a triangle in the middle of his forehead, thin lines with a sort of letter inside; then a sort of stylized bird between his brows and spread above half of each eyebrow, done in that sort of thing they call knots, you know, heavy lines. And on the center of the bridge of his nose was a spade’s blade, point down, split right up the middle.”

“The triangle: which way did it point.”

“Up, towards where his hairline used to be.”

“And he said nothing?”

“Nary a word, but he watched and listened sharp.” Mofia considered for a moment. “He might have been foreign, because I could see he concentrated as he listened, like he wanted to be sure of what was said, and the language wasn’t his rightful one.” The trader shrugged. “Or maybe his hearing wasn’t the best.”

“Were the sell-swords Imperials?”

“The only one that talked was the leader, but he was of the Empire. I didn’t apply much study to the rankers, but nothing I saw said outlanders.”

“You paid close attention to the leaders,” Hunter observed.

“I get that way when my life is on the line,” Mofia snapped. “In my line of work, you pay attention.”

“What were you planning?” Provine Sael asked.

“To get rid of the beads, and then make a run for it,” the trader shrugged. “Not much of a plan, but it was all I had come up with. Head south, and stay away from the north frontier.”

“This couldn’t be your first brush with death,” the Dellian noted.

“It wasn’t, but this wasn’t the usual sort of road-robbery or double-cross. That tattooed fellow put the fear in me, and no lie. I’ve seen some mean bas…men in my life, but he took the entire cake and the table it was sitting on.”

“Why don’t you tuck Master Mofia into bed, and keep him company?” Hunter suggested.

Burk slashed the trader’s ankle bindings and led him away.  

“I’ll wager twenty Marks that our one-eyed friend was a northman, a Dusman pet,” the ‘slinger took a swig from his flask and then offered it to Provine Sael.

The churchwoman declined the flask. “I would not take that wager.”

“Robes of flayed and tanned Human skin, and the Arrow of Berin on his nose, upside-down and broken,” Hunter mused. “A practitioner of the Stone Snake clan, I expect. Or so I assume, based on the reading I’ve been doing since our recent adventures with diverted arcane power.”

“Is that significant?”

“He should be with the main army, adding his powers to the big battles; the fact that he’s not suggests something important is afoot.”

“If he’s so important, why would he let Mofia see him?” Hatcher asked.

“I would guess that he is not a trusting soul, and he wanted things to be done just so.  Undoubtedly Mofia is a completely expendable piece on the board.”

“They aren’t watching this place, unless they were able to hide from Torl,” the Nisker observed.

“The crop wasn’t ripe,” Provine Sael said, staring off into the distance. “Or they checked earlier, learned what they needed, and left.”

“Why not just round up some bandits and deserters, and force-feed ‘em?”

“I expect they already have,” Hunter shrugged. “But to get a real feel for this stuff, they would need to test it on a community, even one this small.”

“That assumes that this is some sort of disruption device,” Provine Sael sat up in her chair. “A poison to unleash on the Empire.”

“What else could it be used for?”

“The question is, what did they mean for it to accomplish? It activated the victims from an audio signal, the horn in question.”

Hunter started to say something, then stopped, frowning.

“What if the effect on the mind was the desired effect, not the body?” the Dellian continued thoughtfully. “Just feeding it to captives and slaves would not provide the needed information; they would need to see what happened when it is willingly consumed.”

Hunter nodded. “That’s why One-Eye isn’t watching: he already gave up. The locals just drank themselves nearly to death.”

“And started changing, those who did not die outright,” Provine Sael agreed. “They want a subtler effect.”

“But why are they doing it here?” Hatcher asked.

“It has something to do with the Fanged Warrens,” Provine Sael stood and smacked her staff into her left palm. “Lustis, get me the lightest cart you can find, and a horse; fill the back with straw. Hatcher and I will carry the ill woman and Mofia back to the Hole, pass on the news to Under-Master Hoffmann, and catch up with you. Uggla can carry us both, and unburdened by a cart, we can use a direct route and move much faster on our return. Meanwhile, the rest of you press on with the search; Hunter, you can send me notes to help me find you.”

“This may be more than we can deal with,” Hunter observed.

“Hence my need to speak with Under-Master Hoffmann. Let us get busy.”

“Mistress, you cannot run off by yourself,” I said as Lustis hustled away.

“I will have Hatcher, and a fleet war horse. I can reach the Hole by nightfall, and get back in a half-day.”

“You being in the Hole with the Sagrit and no guards can’t be risked,” I insisted.

The Dellian hesitated, but Hatcher spoke up. “She can wait a safe distance outside; even if the Sagrit recognize me, they won’t dare go for a Nisker in the Hole. I’ll leave the Hole before it’s light; I’m no Torl, but hunting me in the dark isn’t going to end well. And I bet no one the Sagrit has or can hire in the Hole can find a Dellian in the woods.”

I scowled at her, but I couldn’t come up with a solid counter-reason. “I don’t like this.”

“It is not optimal,” Provine Sael agreed. “But the Sagrit live a life of twisted thinking, and will very likely hesitate at first, fearing a trap. Hatcher will need no great amount of time in the Hole, less if Under-Master Hoffmann has already departed.”

“And just his presence will have the Sagrit on edge,” Hatcher nodded. “A cult-hunter with a troop of heavy cavalry will have them quivering.”

It did not sit well with me, but orders are orders.

Chapter Fourteen

Provine Sael and Torl conferred over the map as Burk and me loaded the woman into the cart and then lashed Mofia into place.

“I can’t move,” the trader complained.

“Lucky for you,” I put my face close to his. “Try anything stupid, and I will hunt you down and spend two days killing you.”

“Right,” Hunter announced as Provine Sael and Hatcher clattered off. “We press on. Torl, you lead the way.”

“Ugly brute,” Mook observed from Jeryt’s shoulder as we set off.

“I know,” I advised the bird as we started north.

“Your tattoo-paint is flaking,” Jeryt noted, passing a pellet of bread to Mook.

“My face itches,” I scratched in front of my left ear.

“From the gas, I expect,” Hunter leaned in close and peered up at me. “Yes, it looks like a mild case of sunburn.”

“I don’t get sunburn.”

“Lucky you. But that’s not uncommon from an exposure to flammable gas. When we make camp, wash your face with lots of soap, and take a pumice stone to where it itches worst. You’ll be as handsome as ever in no time.”

“I am not handsome.”

“I don’t find you to be,” the ‘slinger nodded, trudging along. “But as events have determined, someone finds you to be fair enough to pledge her troth. And results count the most, I have found.”

“Beauty is but a vain and doubtful good; a shining gloss that fades,” Lustis noted. “Or so it has been said.”

“I like that,” Hunter grinned. “Who said that?”

“Some drunken writer or another,” the hunchback stroked his beard. “They all blend together in my memory, sometimes.”

“The arts are a hard life,” Jeryt observed. “You would think the ability to bring beauty into the world would be better rewarded.”

“Such is not the case,” Lustis sighed. “But then, there are few things more beautiful than a mother’s love for her newborn, and that is a story that ends badly more often than not.”

“It certainly is a toil and hardship that brings no glory,” Jeryt passed Mook a bit of bread.

“So is raising pigs,” Hunter shrugged. “But bacon remains cheap. Spend your life looking for glory, and you’ll starve quickly.”

“We kind of look for glory,” I suggested. “Provine Sael isn’t interested in fame or money.”

“She is not, although thankfully Hatcher labors to ensure that most of us escape poverty,” Hunter took a swig from his flask. “I’m not sure what we have found in her service could be called glory, but it certainly hasn’t been boring.”

“I like to think of Rose and the sisters living in safety down south.”

Hunter frowned at the horizon. “That is something you can take pride in. Causes quickly prove to be less than their claims, contaminated by compromise and the necessities of life, but saving an innocent always sits easily on the memory.”

“So does killing Ukar.” I nodded. “Or Tulg. Or that two-blade bastard on the road a few weeks ago.”

“Even in this harsh world there is comfort in the simple joys,” Lustis said solemnly; I thought he and Hunter exchanged a glance at that, but I might have been mistaken.

A line of clouds was rolling in from the west as we walked, dirty gray and stretching as far as you could see. “Rain coming,” Hunter frowned up at them. “I don’t mind the fighting, but walking and sleeping rough quickly gets annoying.”

“You should buy a horse,” I suggested, scratching the top of my head.

“I don’t trust horses,” the ‘slinger shrugged. “More importantly, they don’t trust me. I think they sense the Arts on me. What about you, Lustis? Do the equestrian opportunities call out to you?”

“Too expensive,” the hunchback shook his head. “You buy them, and then a saddle, and grain, and straw, and then they drop dead or the Army impresses them, and you’re left with empty pockets. I prefer to waste my money chasing the magic that is the theater.”

“Jeryt?”

“Oddly enough, riding aggravates my leg far more than walking does,” the wiry man shrugged. “But back when I was hale, I had a horse for a while. It took more work than walking, displayed no gratitude and very little loyalty. It was a relief to sell it.”

“What about Mook? Any gratitude or loyalty from him?”

Jeryt grinned at the bird, who was watching us pass from a tree branch. “He requires no special care or expense, and so long as I feed him about half his daily rations, he is willing to associate with me. He’s done me a good turn on occasion, which is more than I can say for any horse. Mules, on the other hand, are much better companions.”

I was unhappy with Provine Sael being away on her own; the few times before that I hadn’t been watching over her, she had had Burk, or was tucked away in the Temple’s care, but now she was out with no more than Hatcher. Admittedly, Hatcher was pretty lethal when she needed to be, but she was by no means a bodyguard. I couldn’t face Master Horne if something happened to Provine Sael; the reputation of the Ebon Blades was not built on failure, and we did not lose escorts. I still couldn’t figure a plan that would have kept her to hand, but that was neither here or there: her safety was my responsibility.

I marched north with the others, my stomach tied into a knot, as we left civilized lands and entered the untidy, ugly environs of a forest.

When we made camp, I scrubbed my face with plenty of soap, then used a pumice stone on the worst spots. When I was done, I borrowed Lustis’ steel mirror and studied the results. Since I do not need to shave, I seldom looked at my face. There were only a few dots and fading lines of Lustis’ fake tattoos left after the gas and the scrubbing. My face looked pretty much like it always had: blunt, hard, more a mask than anything else. The knotted scar along my left jawline had grown pale with time, and I thought it kind of added a touch of distinction.

It was the face of a professional, I felt, the product of a proper barracks of the old school.

I chopped down three trees before I took to my cot, letting the unease over Provine Sael’s absence flow from my shoulders into the axe.

I had the middle guard watch, and it started to rain mid-way through. We had a tarp strung over the cots, so it wasn’t too bad, although having no sides meant that occasionally a gust of wind tossed rain drops across the sleepers. A tent would have kept everyone dry, but Torl said that a tent was just a sack your enemies could beat or set fire to while you struggled to get into the fight.

I finished the ‘O’ on my axe, and got the ‘G’ done to my satisfaction. Carving my name was sort of interesting, and it really dressed up my axe.

It was still raining when we started marching, and I missed having Hatcher in her rain cloak keeping my upper body dry. I had a rain cloak, but I left it in my pack, just pulling on my cloth cap because I dislike the sensation of rain on my bare pate.

“All things being equal, they should be on their way to rejoin us,” Hunter observed as we trudged along. “I dislike the group being split in the field.”

“So do I,” I nodded.

“At least we are no longer burdened with infants and innocents,” the ‘slinger took a swig from his flask, and offered it to me, which I declined. “But I miss the presence of a different branch of the Arts; Provine Sael covers areas of detection that I lack.”

“What are we likely to face?”

Hunter squinted up at the clouds from the depths of his rain cloak’s hood. “I don’t know. The Dusmen’s pets have something new, or at least new to them, and I for one am not sure what it is. Neither are they, I believe we can draw from our recent experiences.”

“So, they found something in the Warrens?”

“They had a rag caller, so they went looking in a very serious way, on that point I am sure that Provine Sael has the right of it. Some bit of news or rumor reached their listeners, and they checked it out, probably more than once, and found enough to warrant sending in a group with very expensive help. And they found it, as we can see from the quiet market. They set the rag caller to searching for more of what they had found, I bet, or just on speculative searching. And, no doubt, to keep it out from underfoot, because even the minions of the Dark find a rag caller unsettling to be around.”

“And it runs into us.”

“It did. And by now One-Eye is wondering what happened to his hireling.” 

“Why do you have to use a different name for the rag caller?”

“Some names have power.”

“So, you give it a different name?”

“Yes.”

“How did they get a name of power in the first place?”

Hunter was silent for a long moment. “They, the rag callers, did that; it is a long story, and one best not repeated. In fact, I don’t know anything like the whole story, although I suspect that Provine Sael does.”

“What happens if someone uses the real name?”

“They hear it, in a manner of speaking. It gives them…a sort of advantage. Trust me, knowing less is better in this specific circumstance. Ignorance is normally a disadvantage in life, but not in this case.”

“Well, all I need to know is that they die if you hit them hard enough.”

“Basically true. Although we are lucky to still be alive.”

“Are they very common, rag-callers?”

“No, although you couldn’t guess that from the events of this summer. It’s the war, you see, it has stirred up a lot of things that normally do not stray from the dark corners of the world.” He took a swig from his flask. “They’re finite, the rag callers: their numbers never increase. In theory, that means someday this long-suffering world will be free of them.”

“How did they come about?”

“Bad choices and unwise allegiances. All that remain are older than the Empire, and probably by a wide margin.”

“I never heard of them, before the first one we met.”

“No reason you should: they are little more than half-understood legends these days. Only students of the Arts, select members of the Temple, and a few unwise historians know the truth.”

“We were lucky to have had Provine Sael along.”

“Very. A goodly number of the Blue have fallen in conflict with rag callers, and they are the ones best trained to deal with them.”

“She just stood there, in both fights.”

“Some fights don’t require footwork, Grog. Facing a rag caller, faith becomes a weapon; the Light is more powerful than you can begin to imagine.”

“So, why doesn’t the Light just destroy the rag callers?”

Hunter sighed. “Free will, I believe: the rag callers were once Men or Dellians. The Light allows the choices of sentient beings to play out on their merits.”

“Huh. Just Men or Dellians?”

“As I understand it, to fall so far, you must first start higher. Or so I am told. Ask Provine Sael if you want a deeper explanation; I am the worst possible choice of a spiritual guide that you could ask for.”

“The world is a very strange place.”

Hunter barked a laugh. “You don’t know the half of it, my friend.”

We slogged through intermittent drizzle, occasionally altering course at Torl’s markers, under a low, leaden sky, moving without talking, eyes on the trees. It stuck me how quiet the group was without Hatcher. Without her everyone seemed quiet and grim, moving forward with hands close to weapons and eyes sharp for trouble.

At midafternoon we came upon Torl sitting beneath a huge old oak.

“Taking your ease, I see.” Hunter offered his flask.

Torl tossed off a healthy drink. “We’re getting close.”

“Close to what?” Hunter accepted his flask back and took a swig before stowing it.

“I don’t know, but there’s smoke to the north-northwest, about a day’s march away.”

The ‘slinger nodded. “So, we should wait for our beloved leader before proceeding.”

The scout nodded. “That, and they had a patrol with whip-backs this far out. Not recent, but they’re concerned”

Hunter grunted. “Patrols a day’s march out?”

“Just the one, so far as I can see, but they are being careful.”

“That is a broad sphere of interest. What is a ‘whip-back’?”

Torl frowned at the brush around us. “North creature, six legs, two mid-body lashes, sort of an insect with fur like moss. The lashes are flexible weapons.”

“An insect with fur?”

“That’s what they look like. They’re fast, and horrible to see; they can track like a dog, and can be trained like one. The tracks I’ve seen are of one handler, two whips.”

“They can’t be common.”

“Not this far south. I’ve only seen them twice before, and one was a corpse. Whatever is going on, it is crewed by first-line Dusman vassals.”

“And their pet Art-wielders,” Hunter nodded gloomily. “We might be in far over our heads.”

“Possible. Anyway, make camp here and wait for Provine Sael.”

“Right.”

Provine Sael and Hatcher showed up just before dark; Uggla was liberally splashed with mud and sweat, but still game despite what was clearly a hard day’s ride.

“Good girl,” the Dellian dismounted gracefully and stroked the horse’s neck. “You have a fierce heart, don’t you?”

Hatcher rolled off the saddle and dropped like a stone onto the wet grass. I stepped over and lifted her to her feet.

“I think I’ve split into two,” the Nisker moaned, staggering wide-legged towards the fire. “I was ready to confess to anything before we were half-way here, just to get off that damned horse.”

“She has a very smooth gait,” Provine Sael frowned.

“Sure, whatever,” Hatcher flopped down by the fire. “But she is wide.”

“How did it go?” Hunter asked.

“Hatcher dropped off our passengers at the Temple, but before that we met Under-Master Hoffmann as he was riding out to recover the rest of the Mantle, and briefed him. I gave him that token you made, so you may send him messages.”

“Good. We may need help.” Hunter motioned Torl over.

“You made very good time,” I observed as Hatcher struggled out of her rain cloak.

“Sure, by not sleeping, and getting shaken to death on a horse. There’s a reason why Niskers ride side-saddle.” Hatcher massaged her thighs.

“Well, I’m glad you’re back.”

“I am humbly grateful to be back, too. Riding that horse was worse than walking.”

“That bad?”

“Worse.”

“How do you envision our next move?” Provine Sael asked Torl over supper.

“Leave the cart here, and ease in. I’ll need the entire group to trail me fairly close, in case I run into trouble. Ideally, we get close enough to see what we’re dealing with, and then cook up a plan. Or flee.”

“Hunter?”

The ‘slinger shrugged. “I’m working on a couple of Torl’s arrows in the hopes that he can deal with One-Eye at a safe distance. But there’s no guarantee that he’s here alone, Arts-wise.”

The Dellian nodded. “We will plan on just a scouting operation. Once we get a look at what is here, we’ll pull back and work on a real plan. This may be something for the Imperial government to deal with.”

“Imperial patrols are watching the frontier for raiding groups, so they can’t risk moving too large a force this far south,” Hunter mused. “That would explain the presence of mercenaries escorting One-Eye for his experiment. And they had the rag-caller for the leg-work in the Warrens.”

“Sure,” Torl nodded. “They won’t have a cohort, but even a company is a daunting force compared to our small group.”

“Logistics,” Hatcher observed. “The force from the north would have to travel very light, to avoid leaving a trail that border patrols could pick up.”

“Or split into small groups,” Torl noted.

“True. But they’re gonna need rations, camp gear, tools, and people to experiment on, which means carts or pack mules, and too many bodies. I bet that stuff came up from the south.”

“Point,” the scout nodded. “As we know from bitter experience, they have agents inside the Empire.”

“So, a cadre of northerners, plus forces drawn from raiders and agents already in the empire.” Hunter stirred his stew. “Doesn’t really change things.”

“It does, if it is fact,” Torl wiped his bowl clean with fried dough. “That means a mixed force, rather than a single unit trained and accustomed to working together. That might be a useful fact for us.”

“First, we have to find out what is what,” Provine Sael stood. “I am for bed.”

In the morning, I made a bed roll, added extra socks and my cleaning things; Lustis issued out two days rations each, and full water skins.

“Jeryt, you come with us until we establish camp, then return to Lustis. Wait one day, then ferry additional supplies first thing in the morning,” Hunter advised.

“Gladly.”

With obvious reluctance, Provine Sael left Uggla with the cart.

“It’s for the best,” Hatcher advised from my shoulders as we trudged through the dripping trees. “It’s harder to spot a Dellian in the trees when she’s not on top of a white horse.”

“I know,” Provine Sael sighed. “But I have grown quite fond of her.” She held up a palm. “But that still does not excuse your behavior.”

“I paid for my behavior yesterday,” the Nisker advised. “I can barely walk. I deeply regret getting you a horse.”

“Is the liniment I gave you helping?”

“It is, but I still feel like both hips have been dislocated.”

“I understand; I have ridden horses bred by Men.”

“This is crazy, you know.”

“I know.”

“One of these times we go poking into dark business, we’re going to get ripped apart. You can only buck long odds so many times before it catches up with you.”

“A wise Nisker would find a more sensible employer.”

“I should, but the war has stood everything on its ear. Besides, winter isn’t all that far off, and then things will be more to my liking. Robbing whoremasters has become an interest of mine.”

Provine Sael sighed. “That is no solution.”

“There’s no solution that I can see. You free girls and prod the legal system, and I liberate ill-gotten gain, but short of wholesale killing, we’re not going to end the business. Too much demand.” Hatcher drummed on my head. “And the fact is, a good portion of the whores in the world choose the profession.”

“I know. I disapprove, but it is their choice, however poorly made. Were the entirety of the trade willingly engaged, I would turn my efforts to other causes.”

“There’re too many causes. You can’t toss a rock without hitting some tale of woe.”

“The war will only make things worse. Although the pressganging of criminals will create a small amount of relief in the core cities.”

“One thing there’s never a shortage of, is complete bastards,” Hatcher observed. “And weak fools who think they can turn loose of a bottle or pipe any time they want. And lazy sorts who would rather steal or exploit than turn an honest day’s wage.”

“How much of your net worth stems from an honest day’s wages?” Hunter asked.

“I never cheat an honest man,” the Nisker snapped. “And you’re not one to talk.”

“Gambling is a fool’s game,” the ‘slinger nodded. “An honest man never stands a chance. Not that you find many honest men in games of chance where the stakes are high enough to be interesting.”

“There are those who have an obsession,” Provine Sael noted primly.

“There are,” Hunter nodded. “And hard luck cases they are. But they never win in any case.”

“Never?”

“Not in the real sense of winning. They are obsessed with the feeling of a tile or card being turned, or the start of a fight or contest; they hang in and keep counting on luck, and inevitably their luck runs cold. You see, a real gambler focuses on the win, not the actual play, and he will walk away when he has what amount is safe to gather, or the odds tip.”

“What about the pits, Grog? Much cheating there?” Hatcher asked.

“Some. Promoters lie about training and record in order to change the odds. But in death matches, you cannot bribe a fighter to throw a fight, and losing wipes out an investment. But there are sneaky things done about arranging matches, and in setting odds.”

“So, how do the professionals make money?”

“Watching barracks, fighters, and fights. The Ebon Blades are famous for turning out well-trained, well-rounded fighters. Other barracks focus on a type of fighting, or certain weapons, that sort of thing.”

“Must have been tough, with someone like you or Burk: after thirty or so wins, who is going to try?” Hatcher banged her boot heels against my breastplate.

“The better your record, the better the odds, and the better the reputation gain if you can take down a High Rate. There’s lots of different ways to wager: some don’t bet on individual fights, but on how well a given barracks will do over a specific period of time.”

“Ghastly,” Provine Sael shook her head. “I deeply regret what involvement I have had with the business of blood sports.”

“Just about everyone in the pit chose to be there,” I pointed out. “It’s very easy to fail in training, and avoid the pit.”

“That is a tragedy on another level.”

I didn’t know what that meant, so I just grunted.

As mid-afternoon neared, Torl doubled back and took us to a tangle where a big tree had fallen over. “Cold camp here,” he gestured. “Post a guard at all hours. I’ll be back before dawn.”

“I shall hold you to that,” Provine Sael warned. “Your services cannot be spared, Torl, so exercise extreme caution.”

“Reasonable caution would see me drinking ale back at the Hole,” the scout grinned briefly. “I’ll be back.”

Jeryt immediately headed back, glad to be heading away, while the rest of us set up a rudimentary, fireless camp.

“Explain to me why we don’t have a cohort of Imperial troops along?” Hatcher asked as she sat, sharpening stakes with a hatchet.

“Because there aren’t any close,” Provine Sael didn’t look up from her stake. “And those further away have their hands full. Nor are they likely to divert their efforts based on speculation. We need facts.”

“Between you and Torl, I suspect we’re going to get drawn into a suicidal foray.”

“Now you sound like Hunter,” the Dellian hid a smile.

Hatcher grinned. “I do. It’s the waiting.”

“Waiting is bad,” Provine Sael nodded. “But tomorrow we may well be marching south with factual news that will bring Imperial forces down upon whatever the Dark has planned.”

“It’s never that easy.”

“I doubt our small group can accomplish much against whatever force is attending to the Dark’s interests. At the very least, we will need Under-Master Hoffmann and his armored troop.”

“He’s already poking around where we came out, I expect.” Hatcher picked up another length of fresh-cut sapling. “And will be none too keen on leaving that task without compelling reason.”

“Indeed.”

I had mid-watch; when Burk, who had last watch, woke everyone just before dawn, Torl was sitting with his back to one of the fallen tree’s main branches, dozing. It was still cloudy, and the air was damp and cool.

“When it’s hot, it’s too hot, when it’s cold, it’s too cold. When its dry you can’t ever get enough water, and when it rains, you never get completely dry,” Hunter grumbled as he pulled on his boots. “I hate Nature.”

“A city is the best place to be,” Hatcher agreed, dragging a comb through her hair with some difficulty. “The humidity has my hair up in arms.”

Provine Sael shook her head, but said nothing.

Torl roused himself after about an hour. “Well, I found it,” he stretched, and twisted his shoulders from side to side. “Not too many surprises, so far. About thirty Imperial sell-swords, a couple dozen slaves, a dozen Cresent Moon northmen, six whip-backs, One-eye and a handful of lesser academic types.”

“Forty-eight to six,” Hatcher tied her scarf. “Eight to one, but not as bad of odds as I expected.”

“We’ll breeze through them,” Hunter snorted. “Any other users of the Arts?”

Torl shrugged. “Nine tents of varying sizes, a couple canvas awnings, and six wagons. Three crude tables covered with all manner of strange glassware. And a pit about a quarter mile from the camp with a lot of corpses. If the ones on top were representative, they were slaves who died horribly, probably from testing the stuff we found at the quiet market.”

“Makes sense,” Hunter stroked his goatee, eyes far away. “They’re trying to sort out what they have. Question is, why are they working in the field? Why not wait until they get back to comfortable quarters and ample testing materials?”

“They might be concerned about getting intercepted by border patrols,” Hatcher suggested.

“Possible,” the ‘slinger said, a bit doubtfully.

“They are moving in the Warrens?” Provine Sael asked.

“In a big way. They built a stairway into a sinkhole, and at sunset the entire slave force trooped out with picks and the like, covered in stone dust and looking half dead.”

“Tunneling or mining?” the Dellian asked.

The scout shrugged. “I saw no piles of ore, but I know little or nothing about mining. Isn’t it gemstones they find in the Warrens?”

“One of the Dusmen’s pet dabblers isn’t going to be involved in a money enterprise. They’re creating a path to something.” Hunter did not look up from carefully filling his flask.

“To what? And why would said ‘dabbler’ still be here? They don’t need One-Eye to dig, and as you noted, he could be researching in far better environs.”

“Maybe the research is a sideline, something to do because he, meaning One-Eye, can’t leave,” Hatcher suggested.

Provine Sael ran a finger over the carvings on her staff. “Why can’t he leave? If they had not found what they were looking for, the rag caller would have been on a short leash; if they have, why is a student of the Arts still required? The usual practice would be to simply copy whatever inscriptions or wall-carvings they found.”

“And you don’t need to tunnel to get to them,” Hunter agreed. “There are unanswered questions here. Still, we have accomplished our goal: we have found the Dark’s machinations.”

“We have,” Provine Sael nodded. “And now we have two new goals: report this matter, and secondly, to assassinate the Dusmen’s pet spell-worker.”

“We’re not cutting our way through forty-six foes,” Hunter warned, but he didn’t look as concerned as I thought he would. “You mean a literal assassination.”

“You have been working on arrows.”

“I have, but Torl would have to be close for them to have a chance, too close for a man who desires to survive.”

“I am thinking of our attack on the Buryan camp: a swift raid with a single purpose. Hit and run wildly.”

The ‘slinger nodded. “How many guards came out with the slaves?”

“Eight, all Imperials.”

“Forty-six minus eight, plus patrols and the night shift catching a few winks,” Hatcher mused. “Day time could be a better ploy.”

“Night,” Torl shook his head. “We don’t want to run into a couple whip-backs while running away.”

“All right. Still, a majority out of their armor and asleep,” the Nisker mused. “How many on watch?”

“Six, three pairs, plus two stationary on the slave line, so eight sell-swords all told, plus one Northman as watch commander.”

“Do the whip-backs rest together?” Hunter asked.

“In a pile.”

“Kill the whip-backs on the way in,” Hatcher nodded. “Ignore the slaves for the moment; we send One-Eye to meet his dark masters, and run as fast as Grog can carry me. Without their pets, northmen are not going to track Torl, and the sell-swords are going to have second thoughts once the boss is dead.”

“I assume they are sell-swords,” Torl pointed out. “They might be cultists.”

“All right,” Hatcher nodded. “But once the Arts are off the table, it’s knife-work in the dark, and while I’m a city girl, I can handle myself in trees. Chasing us won’t be a safe plan. And nine-to-six, when the six have surprise, are not bad odds. Not when the six are us.”

“You seem rather motivated,” Provine Sael observed.

The Nisker shrugged. “This is a different matter than a frontal attack. Besides, the Empire pays a hefty bounty on these sorts.”

“There it is,” Provine Sael shook her head.

“Like I told you a long time ago, money always wins out in the end.”

Chapter Fifteen

Hunter drew in the dirt as we gathered around him. “I’m no general,” he admitted. “But this is murder, plain and simple. Now, the camp is in two east-west lines separated by the sinkhole. North of the hole are the mules, carts, and slave line. South of it are the tents, tables, cooking areas, and supply storage. Just south of the center of the south line is where the whipbacks sleep.”

He pointed with a stick. “I will come in from the south; I’ll open the dance with an attack on the whipbacks, and then concern myself with lights and arson. Grog, you will be with me; your primary job is to ensure that none of whipbacks survive. After that, do as you know best.”

“Provine Sael and Burk will come in from my left, near the west end of the line. Your job is to kill the northman in charge of the guards if the opportunity presents itself, and then create noise and general mayhem. Hatcher, you will come in from my right, the east, and create what chaos you can. You’re alone, so take no chances. Torl, you are the grand play; you will be here, between myself and Provine Sael, waiting for One-Eye. I should be making more than sufficient ‘noise’ in the arcane registers to draw him out, ready for battle, and you need to drop him before he punches through my wards and turns me into a fine red mist. Once he’s dead, kill anyone who looks like they are using the Arts; those arrows should, at this range, get through wards without much trouble. When I feel One-Eye go to his richly deserved reward, assuming I don’t precede him, I will launch a green orb of light, which is the signal for an undignified retreat. You all know the designated rally points. Remember, the objective of this raid is the death of One-Eye and the whipbacks; anything else is pleasant, but incidental.” He paused. “If you see me slain, take to your heels.” He took a swig from his flask. “You won’t be able to miss it: with the wards I have in place, my demise will be spectacular.”

“Do not speak that way,” Provine Sael pointed at the ‘slinger.

“How come One-eye won’t ‘hear’ you putting your wards in place?” Hatcher asked.

“Because Hunter is something of a master when it comes to wards,” Provine Sael advised. “It is one of several reasons why I sought him out, and why the Sagrit have not collected the bounty on my head. Or anyone else: as you know I took an enchanted bolt at point-blank range just a couple months ago, and it did not get through.”

“Keep this bit of lore to yourselves,” Hunter added. “What I can or cannot do is not something to share with others.”

“You might find this hard to believe, but I don’t find you all that interesting,” Hatcher assured him.

“With this ‘One-Eye’ dead, the detachment will surely depart,” Provine Sael observed, frowning thoughtfully. “We can give them a day or two, and then examine what they found so interesting.”

When the sun was fully set, we rubbed ash on our faces, removed or tied down anything that would jingle or rattle when we walked, and set forth single file, Torl and Provine Sael leading.

“You know, I wonder if Torl has something that lets him see in the dark,” Hatcher whispered in my ear. “Such things exist. It would explain a lot.”

“You mean, like something enchanted?” I muttered.

“Yeah. You’ve got that gem that protects your head, and Provine Sael didn’t get her earrings from a jeweler.”

“I thought they were from the Temple?”

“They might be.”

“Huh.”

I thought about that as we moved through the darkness, a half-moon watching through a thin layer of cloud overhead. If he had something like that, it would make sense he wouldn’t mention it, not that he talked much in any case. It didn’t pay to brag about an advantage. I certainly didn’t tell anyone about my gem or Fallsblade, as fights can be won on small things.

This was hardly the first time we had moved in the dark, and it helped that One-Eye’s camp was ringed with lamps on poles so the sentries could see as they walked their posts. Nevertheless, it was the wee hours before we split up for the attack.

“I’m going to hit the whips with something big, so don’t look directly at it, and stay back a bit,” Hunter whispered, his breath carrying the scent of brandy. “I can’t hope to get them all; I’ll pick off the cripples, so focus on the healthiest of the survivors. We have to make sure none survive.”

I tapped his arm to let him know I understood, and drew Fallsblade.

The whipbacks were just a dark mound that shifted slightly now and then; I took a good look as I fixed the various features of the battleground in my mind, and then deliberately avoided it.

The camp, as reported, was two lines of tents and stacked supplies centered on the dark maw of the sinkhole between them. A rope ‘railing’ kept anyone from getting too close to the hole’s edge, and taut canvas awnings protected crates and barrels of supplies, in all a very proper establishment. Sentries in pairs walked their posts, looking weary and bored, but for all that, awake and moving.

I took a knee and waited, tracking the movement of the sentries. I heard Hunter exclaim behind me, and then the pile of whips exploded into a pillar of flame that illuminated everything for a hundred feet, me included. A split second later colored sparks and flashes of light erupted behind me, back where Hunter was, and even as I was absorbing this new development a tent off to my left literally exploded into flame.

Tearing my attention from the vividly colored sparks arcing and flashing all around me, I rose and trotted to the whipback pile. The pillar of flame had just manifested for a second, but the top of the pile were just charred husks. Long, blackened figures were rolling out of the inner regions of the pile, thrashing in pain, but one bolted straight at me, and in the light of a burning tent (several were ablaze now) I saw a long, lean body suspended on six beetle-legs and coated in matted and smoking fur.

The front end sported a face from a nightmare: a half-moon line of black, dead-looking eyes, and a sort of uneven double-jaw lined with bone ridges in lieu of teeth, looking sort of like a bear trap crafted out of bone.

Two stalks or horns rose from its center-back, each topped with six feet of barbed limber cartilage, the ‘whips’, no doubt. In all, it was the most horrible-looking creature I had ever seen, Ghuls and rag callers included.

It was fast, swarming in. I involuntary stepped back, blocking a lashing whip with the flat of Fallsblade, but the second whip flicked in and caught me across the backs of my legs, raising welts even through my tough trousers, and cutting my legs out from under me.

I twisted to land on my shoulder and roll, coming back to my feet faster than might be expected for my size, my face burning from the shame: a High Rate rattled..

My roll and rise had taken me out of the thing’s charge, and, I believe, surprised it; that said, it twisted far sharper than a spine should be able to, coming around to face me, whips raised.

“Ebon Blades,” I snarled. Fallsblade at a high center guard. When I saw the left whip-stalk start to twitch, I dropped to my left knee and swung hard, vertically splitting the first two feet of the thing’s body. I caught a whip across my head and torso, but my gem and armor prevented harm, although it was a harder blow than I had expected.

Rising, I stepped forward and rammed Fallsblade’s point down the throat of a second whipback that lurched towards me on four legs, with one whip gone. The bone ridges clamped down on the blade, but I threw my weight into it, ramming two feet of steel into its torso, or body, or whatever it should be called. I had to put my right boot heel into the line of eyes to get enough leverage to drag the blade free from the clamped jaws; it thrashed its remaining legs and flailed its remaining whip as I got Fallsblade free, and vomiting dark fluids, it spasmed away its remaining life.

Three of the whipbacks were clearly burned to death, and another was thrashing in mindless pain; I drove Fallsblade’s point into its head area and twisted to ensure it was finished, and looked around.

Chaos had been achieved: half the tents were on fire, there were half-dressed men running to and fro, often shouting orders, and the mules were breaking their picket line and racing away from the fire and noise.

Two sentries had spotted me and were coming at the trot; they were advancing cautiously, so I could have evaded the fight, but there was no green orb to signal the end of the raid.

They had round, unrimmed shields, broadswords, and wore scale armor, and they stayed aware of each other as they closed, maintaining a united front, indicating they knew what they were doing.

I charged as they closed, pivoting to kick the shield on the one on my right, a hip-shot that put my boot just under his shield-boss, knocking him back. I came in overhand on the left, chopping away the top third of his shield, Fallsblade’s edge biting into, and through, iron scales and the leather jack they were sewed to. I felt the blade slice flesh, not deeply, and then I was stumbling back, having caught Left’s broadsword across the ribs; my armor held, but it still hit hard.

Catching my footing, I stepped into a long thrust, running my point through Left’s left thigh as he paused to shake off his ruined shield. Recovering and stepping back, I parried Right’s overhand, shoulder-height thrust and then deflected the expected shield-bash with Fallsblade’s pommel. 

These two sell-swords were veterans of the Legions, trained to fight shoulder-to-shoulder, sticking with the point as much as possible, and using their shields as a secondary weapon more often than not. It was a sound school of combat, as countless dead Tulg and Ukar could attest, but I was very familiar with it.    

Giving ground, I circled to my right, forcing Left to limp on his injured leg, causing Right to reflexively slow to maintain his interval; Imperial training was geared to a formation, and in that formation they were deadly, but it was less effective in this sort of fight.

I thrust from an outside middle guard, a tricky move that was not easy to master, and even harder to parry; Right managed to get his shield up, and Fallsblade’s point was deflected, opening a gash on his left cheekbone, which forced him back a step. I bored in, straining my wrists for a fast recovery and transition into a short overhand chop that ripped up Left’s left upper arm.

Right closed the gap with a hard center thrust which I parried as I gave ground, and then the pair were backing towards the camp. I let them go, backing away myself; I could have closed and done for both, but they were better than average, and not part of my assigned task.

The green orb hadn’t appeared, but the weird bull’s roar that Provine Sael could create sounded behind me; since she was supposed to be off to my left, I took that as a recall, and fell back, hoping that Hunter was all right.

Our primary rally point was a big old oak of such size that it was fairly easy to find even in thin moon light, around a mile from the enemy camp. I was a few hundred yards away when Hatcher nearly got herself a taste of steel when she popped out of a bush.

“Don’t do that,” I whispered angrily, wiping Fallsblade on my left boot and sheathing it. “You were close to being a foot shorter.”

“Annoying, isn’t it? Torl does it all the time,” the Nisker observed, holding out her hand.

I hoisted her onto my shoulders. “What are you doing out here?”

“Watching our backtrail, and for you. Torl’s watching the camp, and Hunter’s hurt; Burk had to carry him. They’re heading straight to camp, while I’m collecting you.” She pointed, laying her arm against the side of my head so I could make out where she was pointing. “That way.”

“How bad is Hunter?”

“It’s like he got knocked out in a bare-knuckle bout, Provine Sael said. Apparently, he and One-Eye got into it.”

“Was that what all the colored lights were about?”

“Most likely. One-Eye’s dead, along with another Arts-user, according to Torl, who briefed Provine Sael before slithering off to do what he loves.”

“What was One-Eye doing awake?”

“That, I don’t know. What about the whip-backs?”

“Nothing that was in the pile lives, although one cut my legs out from under me before I killed it. The sell-swords I faced were ex-Legion, and pretty good. How did your part go?”

“All right; I started a couple fires, got a good look at the sell-swords, and then scarpered. From the cursing, the ones I saw were ex-Legion as well. That was a pretty well-organized camp: they didn’t get half as excited as the Buryans did.”

Hunter was stretched out on his bedroll when we got to camp, Provine Sael kneeling by him carefully feeling his skull.

“Are you injured, Grog?” she didn’t look up from her task.

“No, mistress. Just some bruises you needn’t bother with. How is Hunter?”

“Hunter needs a drink,” the ‘slinger observed.

“No drinking until at least dawn.” The Dellian sat back on her heels. “Other than a concussion, which is now gone, you are physically uninjured.”

Hunter fumbled for his flask, then sighed and stopped. “I’m completely drained, arcane-wise. It will be a couple days before I’m back to where I should be.”

“What happened?” I asked.

“One-Eye smelled something; me, perhaps, or possibly your sword; in any case he was awake and weaving before we actually started our attack. Even as I was lighting up the whips the fight started, and I was well on my way to a gruesome death when Torl put an arrow through One-Eye’s skull. I actually felt my wards on the arrow as it burrowed through his brain, which is an awful sensation, I assure you.”

“He was powerful?” Provine Sael stirred up the banked coals in the fire pit, and hung a small pot over them.

“Not so great in raw talent, but very experienced. I set his tent on fire in the first exchange, and that forced him outside and into the light. Torl had an easy shot, and thankfully, he wasted no time taking it.”

“There was a second caster?” The Dellian poured water into the pot.

“There was, although she was asleep until the attack. She hit me just as One-Eye went down, and down I went; I was lucky that my wards held as long as they did.”

“Torl said he killed her,” Hatcher advised, kneeling by the firepit. “Said her body caught on fire when his arrow hit, one of the shafts you worked on.”

“That was not my doing; I was unconscious at that point.”

“Two practitioners,” Provine Sael stirred something from a little bag into the pot. “That is unexpected, and ominous. Grog, what about the whip-backs?”

“None from that pile live.”

“Good; horrid things. Burk killed the northman watch commander. The raid was a success, so now all we must do is wait for them to leave. Hatcher, take up a position about two hundred yards towards their camp, and stand the first watch.”

“All right,” the Nisker scampered into the darkness.

“How did you do?” I asked Burk as I gingerly removed my armor.

“Just the northman,” he sighed. “Provine Sael took off for Hunter right after it started, and I had to chase her down. Never got to melee. You?”

“A whip-back laid me out, but I did for it; the thing was really fast. Danced with a couple sell-swords, ex-Legion, but didn’t kill anyone.”

“Well, I guess the important thing is that the mission was a success.”

I ran my fingers along the new groove in my breastplate, and then carefully felt my ribs. “I suppose. I’m glad Hunter is all right.”

“Next time, it will be our turn to mix it up properly.”

“I hope so.”

We rested in place until Torl came in around mid-morning.

“There’s stew warming,” Provine Sael advised the grimy scout. “Are you hurt?”

“Not a bit.” He wasted no time in filling a bowl.

“What are they up to?” The Dellian sat across the fire as Torl wolfed down stew. “Packing?”

“Quite the opposite. They sent off two northerners mounted on mules, each trailing a spare mount, and none of the slaves went into the Warrens; instead, they’re cutting down trees to make abatis and stakes. They’ve tightened up the size of the camp, too.”

“What!” Provine Sael jumped to her feet. “They’re staying?”

“Not just staying, but digging in,” Hatcher observed. “How did we do last night, Torl?”

“Besides the casters and whip-backs, one northman dead, two northmen now gone north.”

“So, thirty-nine against six, no more surprise, and help is being summoned,” Hatcher took off her scarf, refolded it, and tied it in place. “Zero Arts on both sides for the next couple days, too. We’re running low on options.”

Provine Sael had started pacing while Hatcher and Torl spoke, and now she stopped. “Hunter, when can you send a message?”

“Tomorrow.”

“All right, everyone pack up. Leave your remaining rations with Torl. Torl, I won’t tell you what to do, but I want you to be doubly careful while you watch these people.”

The scout nodded as he ate.

“We will pull back to the cart; I will meet with Torl every other day, and bring him rations.” She held a palm up to me. “I’ll ride Uggla, and exercise caution. Without the whip-backs, I expect they will stick close to camp.”

“If not, they will soon enough,” Torl noted in a matter-of-fact manner.

“As soon as he can, Hunter will send word to Under-Master Hoffmann. With his help, we will finish this.”

“Awfully militant outlook,” Hatcher grinned.

“Hunter, how potent was One-Eye?” Provine Sael snapped.

“Better than I am by a good margin,” the ‘slinger took a swig from his flask. “The other caster was no slouch, either. In a fair fight, I couldn’t have beaten either.”

“In the middle of a war, the Dusmen send those two off on a covert mission,” the Dellian jabbed a finger at Hatcher. “With a rag caller. We need to know what is going on.”

The Nisker nodded. “I get it. But what is in the Warrens that justifies this sort of long-term effort? How much stuff is in the caves?”

“That sink hole is north of the usual areas worked by ruckers,” Hunter noted.

“Yeah, but you would think that everything would have been found by now. A lot of people are making a living off the Warrens,” Hatcher persisted.

Provine Sael shrugged. “It’s like panning gold: some places are worked for decades, other play out quickly. In any case, pack: we are leaving.”

We pushed hard and reached Lustis, Jeryt, and the cart just after dark. The hunchback immediately threw himself into preparing a meal, while Hunter took to his cot.

Hatcher filled Lustis in on developments while he cooked, and I took the opportunity for a quick bath and clean clothes.

“Grog, in the morning I want to drop trees to close off the north and east sides of the camp,’ Provine Sael waved a hand at the darkness. “Reduce the attack frontage on the camp, just in case.”

“Yes, mistress.”

“Burk, dig a couple holes on the remaining approaches, about fifty feet out, and line them with stakes; Hatcher, show him how to cover them, and make sure everyone knows where they are.”

“Expecting trouble?” the Nisker cocked an eyebrow.

“I expected them to leave after our raid,” the Dellian observed glumly. “Being wrong makes me start considering other assumptions I have made.” She sighed and forked up greens. “And Grog enjoys cutting down trees.”

“A little extra defense never hurts,” Hatcher agreed. “I’ll put some bits and pieces I stashed in the cart into play.”

“Hopefully, it will not come to anything but caution.”

“We’ve had to defend camps before,” Hatcher shrugged. “Most recently, in the Warrens.”

Cutting trees so they fell where I wanted them to fall was a skill I had already mastered, so Provine Sael’s instruction was no great effort. I set to with a will right after breakfast, and dropped six in short order. Three might have served, but there was no shortage, and any blow struck against a forest is a good thing.

I thought about farming while I chopped. Back when we left Merrywine, growing stuff in strips of land had seemed quite nice, but cutting wheat had showed me that farming was in fact quite dull. I couldn’t see the appeal of it, just planting stuff in the same patch of dirt and hoping it turned out all right so you don’t starve. It seemed very disorganized. Better to get paid every month, so you could put money aside in case of hard times.

Which took me to the fact that besides the money I had in my pack, I had money in a banking house, where it was earning interest. How that worked, I wasn’t sure. Hatcher said the banking house paid me to leave my money with them, and that they put the money ‘to work’ by loaning it to people, who paid more interest than the house paid me. It seemed a bit complicated, but I guess it was easier than going around asking strangers for a loan.

Which brought me to the men who loaned money to gamblers, which Master Horne said was like pouring water onto a drowning man. Still, those men made money, although they often had to have retired pit fighters on the payroll to collect debts. Which made me think about the shoemaker, which was unpleasant, but only fair. Gambling for serious money is not smart, I knew that from the pits. The professionals made it look easy, but it wasn’t.

But then, part of being a professional was making what you did look easy, which was an interesting fact that I pondered for a while.

With the last tree down, I chopped a few branches into sharp points, but the tangle was so dense that it was mainly just make-work. Looking at a cluster of acorns, I was struck by an idea: gathering up a handful of seeds, I carefully planted them in a neat row, two paces between each.

‘What are you doing?” Burk asked, coming up behind me.

“Planting trees in a proper row.”

“That’s a good idea.”

“Anything to help defeat forests.” I stood and dusted my gloved hands. “You done with your holes?”

“Yeah. Came for some branches to make stakes.”

“There’s plenty.”

Hatcher, Lustis, and Jeryt were gathered around a patch of cleared ground a little way from camp. “What are you doing?” I asked.

“Making a scale model of the camp,” the Nisker advised as she used a measuring-stick. “We’ll update it as Torl sends information back with Provine Sael.”

“That should be useful.” Lustis was making tents with bits of cloth and twigs, and Jeryt was deftly carving a mule. “I guess we’re going to be storming it, eventually.”

“You and Burk, certainly. Probably me, too,” Hatcher consulted a sketch. “Plus Hoffman’s lads, who looked like the sort who like a good fight.”

“What’s in the Warrens?”

“Dunno, but we’re going to find out, that’s for sure. Anything the Dusmen want that badly, we need to wreck.”

“Huh.” I watched for a bit, admiring the skill that Lustis and Jeryt displayed. Finally, I headed into camp and sat on my stool. I sharpened my axe, and then touched my name in the handle. Picking up a stick, I studied it for a bit before I tried to carve the end onto a knob, like the handle on a drawer.

Provine Sael had been sitting cross-legged on the grass with a book open before her, cutting bits of greenery into a bowl. Standing, she gathered her stuff and came over. “What are you doing, Grog?”

“Trying to carve this stick.” I studied my progress. “It’s not too bad, so far. I downed the trees, mistress.”

“I heard. That is a very large axe.”

“It works well.”

“As do you.” She strode off.

Four days later, in the later afternoon, Under-Master Hoffmann arrived with fourteen Temple Guards, a cart, two grooms, and one monk. The fancy surcoats and banner weren’t on display this time; they wore tarred half-plate armor that showed marks of battle, and unpolished leather. The Guardsmen were a wide range of ages, but they had the look of hard men and their weapons looked well-used. I watched them ride up on big horses with hooves the size of dinner plates, thinking how they could be guarding temples in safe places, but instead volunteered for risky duty.

The monk, who drove the cart, was not the usual sort: he was almost as big through the torso as I was, although he was a few inches shorter than Burk, his broad chest and big belly riding on short, bandy legs. The top of his head was shaved, and the remaining hair was in three braids, one over each ear, and one at the back of his head. His face was broad and marked by old pox scars, with strong cheekbones and deep-set eyes that had the sort of slant that the sisters’ had had. He looked to be in a foul humor, but I thought it might just be how he looked.

I walked over to where he was climbing down from the driver’s seat. “Grog. Need a hand unloading?”

“Brother Malag,” he had a deep, gravelly voice and a strong hand-clasp. “Certainly. These two,” he waved a thick hand at the two grooms, who had been riding on the tailgate. “Are useless unless it has four hooves.”

“Are you a northlander? We rescued two Dusman slaves who looked like you.”

“Probably. As an infant, I was rescued from an Ukar forward camp, so all I have is speculation; being young at the time, I failed to make inquires as to the details.”

“Children are useless for a long time, I know that now. We had one with us for a while, and she made no real progress. The women spoiled her rotten.”

“It is a wonder any of us amount to anything.” He grabbed the handle of a heavy trunk and effortlessly yanked it from the cart. “Have to empty the cart to get to the anvil.’

I shouldered another trunk. “You have an anvil?”

He grunted, a sort of low catch to his throat, rather than a mark of effort. “A small one,” he set down the trunk and went for another. “Horses and armor need a lot of tending, in this case a cracked shoe.”

“You’re going to fix it?”

“Replace it, but I might need to hammer the new shoe to fit the hoof, first.”

“So, you’re a Brother and farrier?”

He grunted. “Farrier, blacksmith, and man of the cloth.” He paused to mop his head with the baggy sleeve of his cassock. “I was a smith for the Fifth Legion when I accepted the call, a bit later in life than most. One thing led to another, and here I am, still hammering horse shoes and trying to get a day’s work out of lazy grooms.”

“Why doesn’t Under-Master Hoffmann have a regular smith?”

“He does, a good man, but he’s back making bits and pieces for the specialists at the sinkhole. I’m not one of the monks they brought to hunt the Mantle; I’m assigned to Under-Master Hoffmann.”

“What does he need a Brother for?”

“Besides a back-up smith, I’m a healer.”

I slid a keg to the tailgate so I could tilt it up onto my shoulder, exposing an anvil. “I thought you had to go to school for years to be a healer.”

He glanced at me. “I’m nearly forty. But most of my healing is from natural aptitude. You work for a Provine of the Blue, right?” He pulled a block of wood off the cart.

“Yes.”

“In the hierarchy of healing, a Provine of the Blue is a long way above me. Under-Master Hoffmann has a full Healer assigned as well, but he’s back at the sinkhole, since he knew you had a better Healer here.”

“How is it going at the sinkhole?”

He grunted. “They have found some more of the Mantle, but there is a great deal of crafting of oddities and diving into water. I was pleased to volunteer for this outing, as the nattering of intellectuals annoys me.”

“Well, you’re in for plenty of healing; the Dusmens’ people are digging in.”

“Such is their choice, and they shall pay dearly for their misplaced loyalty.” He scrambled up into the cart and carried the anvil to me. “Here. You went through the Warrens?”

The anvil weighed about seventy pounds. “We did. It was rough.”

He nodded, hopping down and taking the anvil from me. “They say your mistress slew a healthy rag caller in the dark.”

“She did, her second.”

“Impressive.” He set the anvil atop the block of wood. One of the grooms was leading an unsaddled war horse over, a massive black beast who could look down at me. Brother Malag stripped off his cassock, under which he wore a pair of light trousers. Taking some tools and donning a leather apron from a chest, he kind of pinched at the horse’s front left leg, and then lifted the massive hoof up, sort of between his knees. Producing a short hook with a handle, he dug at the bottom of the hoof while the horse sniffed his bare back. “Cracked,” the monk muttered, trading the hook for a set of clippers.

While he worked on the hoof, the horse tried to eat his back braid, and then lifted the hook from the pocket of the monk’s apron with its teeth and tossed it twenty feet away with a casual motion of its neck.

“Behave, Thunder,” Brother Malag released the hoof, rubbing the horse’s neck as he examined the shoe he had removed. To my surprise, it was rather ground down in addition to being cracked.

“It’s worn down,” I pointed out.

“And cracked,” he nodded, glancing at me. “A lot of weight is on each hoof; there’s a good reason they are called ‘shoes’.”

“Huh. How often do you replace them?”

“Several times a year,” He dug into another chest and produced a new shoe. He tossed the old shoe to the groom. “If the grooms do their job properly, we usually replace them before they crack. Go check the others.”

The groom, not looking very upset, trotted off.

“We’ve had a rough year,” Brother Malag noted as he lifted the hoof again and compared the shoe. “We normally re-shoe them all at the same time whether they need it or not, but we have been on the move, or on alert for fast action, so often this summer that we haven’t had a chance.”

“Doesn’t it hurt to nail them on?” I asked as he braced the shoe against the anvil and applied a heavy file to one part.

“Their hooves are like your fingernails. So long as you keep the nail from reaching flesh, they don’t feel a thing. Although some horses do not care for the hammering sensation.”

I bent to look at Thunder’s hooves, which were plates as deep as my palm was long and as broad as a dinner plate, a bit chipped around the edges. The horse tugged at my ear with his teeth, making me jump. “Quit that,” I rubbed my now-soggy ear, but Thunder did not look repentant.

“She’s a trouble-maker,” the monk noted affectionately. “And a bit bored,” he picked up the hoof and put the shoe against the hoof. “Too much time in stables, not enough time travelling.” He returned to the anvil and file.

“She likes to be ridden?”

“It’s what she was bred for. That, and fighting, Thunder loves a good scrap. Don’t you?” he rubbed the horse between her ears. “Normally, heavy cavalry ride a lighter horse for travel, and only use Thunder and her siblings when battle is afoot, but that means more grooms, another cart, and slower movement. Under-Master Hoffmann is always in a hurry, so we travel light.”

“Do you bring spare horses?”

“We do, but they were left back at the site. Our master wants to get this business sorted out quickly, recover the Mantle, and be back to his one true love, which is hanging cultists. He is more impatient than Thunder.”

“He doesn’t look all that special, your master.”

The monk leaned into the file. “He doesn’t, which has fooled a number of cultists. Looks are deceiving.”

“True. My mistress looks harmless.”

“That’s a fact. Not every hero is a magnificent physical specimen such as you or I.”

Chapter Sixteen

Lustis was brushing Smokey when I returned to our camp. I took a look at her hooves, which were large, but not nearly as large as Thunder’s. Of course, Thunder would tower over the mule.

“Can you replace a horse shoe?” I asked.

“Well, if it’s already fitted to the hoof, yes, but I would stop at the next smith to have my work checked. A farrier is a skilled trade. Thinking of branching out?”

“No, I just met a monk who was a farrier.”

“Yes, men of the cloth have often had a life before joining the Temple. A vigorous-looking bunch, I must say. Temple servants notwithstanding, I would say they are a pack of killers.”

“You would be right,” I rubbed Smokey’s neck. “Hard lads.”

“Just what is needed, I expect. Still, part of me despairs: it seems the older I get, the more violence permeates into every part of the world.”

I thought about that. “My whole life has been violence.”

“Does that make you fortunate, or unlucky?”

That required more thought. “It could have been worse, growing up,” I observed.

“Well, there you have it.” He started to braid the hair between the mule’s ears with quick, limber fingers. “You are the best judge for the matter.”

“Why do you braid her hair like that?”

“A braid between the ears helps her shoo flies away from her eyes.”

“Ah.” I rubbed my scar. “You know a lot of things.”

The hunchback grinned. “Our bodies are our gardens to which our wills are gardeners." Finished with the braid, he gave Smokey half a turnip. “Denied my chief ambition in life, I have devoted myself to being useful.”

“You wanted to be an actor.”

“Not an actor, but a great actor, a masterly writer, a conductor of exquisite plays.” Lustis flung his arms wide and took an elaborate bow. “Instead, I am a filler-in of character parts, a good stage manager, skilled in prop-work, a competent herder of actors, and a better-than-average master of travel.” He shook his head, still grinning. “What are dreams for, but to spur us further on?”

“You are skilled,” I nodded.

“I have some knowledge, and enough accomplishments to bring me a bit of pride. This current service will add greatly to the latter; great work has been done by our mistress, and I have a small part in that. I should find a good woman and set my hands to a simple trade, but my dreams, however unrealistic, are a terrible taskmaster.”

“A man once told me that the rules we make for ourselves are the strongest.”

“That is wisdom,” Lustis stroked his beard.

“His name was Akel; he had your job before Pieter, only we did not have a cart back then.” I looked into the past. “It turned out that he was a spy. I killed him.”

“That must have been unpleasant.”

“I thought he was wise. And a friend.”

The hunchback nodded. “Betray a friend, and you'll often find you have ruined yourself.”

“It cost him his life. I thought he was wise, but he came at me with spear and shield; a wise man would know better than to test himself against a High Rate of the Ebon Blades, wounded or not.”  

“True words.”

Burk came over. “They’re planning what to do.”

“Should we go over?”

“It’s just the mistress, Hunter, Under-Master Hoffman, and one of his men. They’re using the model of the camp, and nobody else is invited.”

“Oh.” I didn’t like not getting to listen in.

“So, this is where the rejected input gathers,” Hatcher came over. “I got told to find something to do. Put me on Smokey, I hate talking to belt buckles.”

I lifted her up. “Why can’t we listen in?”

“Under-Master Hoffman runs a tighter ship than Provine Sael, and since he has more people, we do things his way. Given that we’re attacking a semi-fortified camp, I doubt there’s going to be much grand strategy. Just get inside the defenses and put ‘em to the blade. Its thirty-seven to twenty, now.”

I mentally counted. “You mean thirty-nine to twenty.”

“No, Torl picked off two sell-swords when they tried to mount a patrol. They’re sticking close to home now. Although the slaves are back to working in the Warrens. Anyway, the key will be getting past the abatis and stakes before everyone is in their armor; Torl says that they have half their force in full battle harness throughout the hours of darkness.”

“So, hit ‘em in daylight,” Burk shrugged.

“We might, that’s what they’re deciding. Not a lot of surprises available to either side. This might be my sell-sword past talking, but I hate a frontal attack.”  

“Do they have much in the way of missile weapons?” I asked.

“Javelins,” Hatcher started a braid in Smokey’s mane. “Could be a lot worse.”

On my watch that night I sat on a stump, a sheathed Fallsblade across my knees, and studied the silver orb of the moon peering down at me through some rags of clouds. Two of the Temple Guards were standing watch as well, which was proper.

I was thinking about how this same moon was shining down on my old barracks in Fellhome, and on wherever Moina was sleeping. That was an interesting thought, and I pondered it for a while, trusting my ears with the watch part of my duty.

Provine Sael had returned from her meeting with Under-Master Hoffman and reported that we were going in just before sundown, while the slaves were being brought out of the Warrens. Two Temple guards, the grooms, Brother Malag, Lustis, and Jeryt, all mounted, would gallop up to the east end of the camp as a distraction, while the real attack was mounted on foot from the west.

It wasn’t a really great plan, but there weren’t any good plans: the Dark followers had to be pretty sure we were going to come back, and they were staying put behind their defenses, waiting for help. There was nothing to do but charge in and get to sword range, and take what came our way on the rush.

It should be a good fight, but we would have to go into the Warrens as soon as possible, to see what they were doing, and I wasn’t much enthused about that part. Still, orders were orders.

I decided to mention the moon in my letter to Moina.

The were a few drops of rain coming down as we moved single-file through the brush towards the enemy camp. Hunter was in front of me, and Burk was behind, while Hatcher was up near the front. The Temple Guards were off to my right about twenty yards, moving quieter than I would have expected.

Hatcher came scooting back. “All right, you two keep moving forward until you come to a bit of rag on a branch; wait there until you hear the diversion. Hunter and Torl will be supporting you, and I’ll be to your left, throwing axes. Let Under-Master Hoffman’s boys do the heavy lifting.”

“We are Ebon Blades,” I shook my head.

“Yeah, yeah. Be careful, and remember: the odds are good that this won’t be our only fight today, so no dying without permission.”

I led Burk past the others; Hunter winked as we passed, and Torl glanced up from his examination of arrows. Provine Sael was kneeling and praying, her head bowed and eyes closed.

We moved up about twenty feet, stopping at the bit of rag tied to a branch. I couldn’t see the camp, but we were close enough that I could hear guards yelling at the slaves and the rattle of tools being stacked. I glanced at Burk, who had his star draped across the back of his neck so the links would not rattle, and he grinned. I winked and turned back front, rolling a bit of twig between my fingers.

After what sounded like a long wait a horn sounded to the east, followed by the approaching thunder of hooves. Shouts erupted from the camp, orders ringing out in some heathen tongue, and then the Temple Guards were crashing through the brush.

I hurled myself forwards, bursting through the remaining brush, and then across the cleared ground in front of the abatis, watching for stakes and knee-breaker holes, not moving as fast as I could, but only as fast as I could move and still avoid injury. A javelin whipped past my head, and someone was screaming in pain in the camp, as I reached the abatis, which were cut-down trees with many of the branches having been sharpened to a point.  The downside branches held the trunks a little off the ground, and made the footing springy and uncertain, and the trees were tied to each other with rope so we couldn’t drag them away.

Jumping over the row of stakes, I landed on the trunk and promptly tripped, pitching face-first into branches and stale leaves, sharpened points sliding across my breastplate. Cursing, I wrestled myself to my feet, a fire-hardened point tearing my left trouser leg and gashing my shin, and then I was lurching beyond the barrier as a javelin knocked a dent in my breastplate.

A bare-headed, tattooed northman came at me with an un-rimmed shield and a bearded war axe; I drew Fallsblade and deflected his hard chop with the flat of my blade, stepping in to slam my left shoulder into his shield. He wasn’t expecting that, and staggered back a step; I stayed with him, driving Fallblade’s pommel into his jaw, knocking him back another step, spitting blood and tooth fragments.

He was game, though, rallying to engage again, leading with his shield, axe back for a strong stroke. I feinted high, drawing up his shield, and switched in mid-stroke to a simple downward chop. The northman got his shield down fast enough to keep me from lopping his leg off, but I cut into his calf and bulled forward, getting inside his axe-swing to give him two solid jabs to the face with my left, following with a head-butt that sent him sprawling. I split his skull before he could recover, and pressed forward.

Men were shouting, screaming, and grunting from deep in the belly with the effort of a swing or thrust; slaves were standing and staring, or racing off in every possible direction as gouts of flame consumed men, arrows flashed into bodies, and javelins flew. The Temple Guards were a tight armored wedge that was plowing forward towards the center of the camp against disorganized resistance. I caught sight of Burk smashing a man’s skull, liberally sprayed with gore but unhurt, and headed towards the tarp-covered tables where a trio of robe-clad figures were frozen in shock and horror.  

I decapitated the nearest clerk and roared, sending the others fleeing, which was my intent, lest their wits returned and they try to burn or destroy useful information. A sell-sword in full battle harness came at me with a shield and cat-gutter; I slid to a stop and took a low guard, pommel at my belt buckle and Fallsblade’s point nearly touching the ground.

He didn’t like that, and stopped just outside my reach, side-stepping to my right.

“Drop your sword,” I suggested as I turned to keep square with him.

“It’s far from over.” He had the accent of the southern frontier.  

“Those are Temple Guards. It’s done.” I was watching his sword-hand.

“I’m not done.”

He came in crouched behind his shield, his sword level and just above the shield rim, his wrist even with his right ear, a good position. I stepped in as I flicked Fallsblade into a thrust, the point biting into the shield just to the right of the boss. The sellsword twisted, pushing Fallsblade to my right as he came around, bringing his sword into a thrust. I deflected the blade with my left forearm, feeling the edge slice deep into the leather of my bracer, and then my left arm was going over his right and beneath so that his sword arm passed over my left wrist and under my biceps, trapping the limb in place.

Releasing my hilt with my right hand, I grabbed the back of his head and drove my knee into his groin; his leather cup saved his wedding tackle from serious injury, but the impact still drove much of the wind from his lungs and blacked his wits for a second. Our bodies slammed together and we crashed to the ground, him flat on his back, and before he could sort out the situation I was opening his windpipe with the push-dagger from my left bracer.

Heaving myself to my feet, I caught up Fallsblade and took stock: The Temple Guard were an armored wedge with Under-Master Hoffman at its point; the enemy were attacking said wedge on both sides, but without organization and taking punishment from arrows, throwing axes, and bursts of arcane flame. Burk was nearby, the bloody corpse of a sellsword at his feet.

I headed to Burk. “C’mon.”

“Where?” He was breathing hard, same as me.

I pointed Fallsblade toward the embattled wedge, which under pressure was turning more into a circle, as I worked to draw in more air.

He fell in alongside me, wiping bits of flesh and brain from his face. “Good fight.”

I homed in on a northerner shouting orders, trying to get his men working together, but a warrior’s sense made him glance behind him, and he turned as I approached, bringing up an unrimmed shield and a brutal chopping sword; Burk roared into the enemy line to my right.

“Surrender,” I suggested, taking a middle guard, Fallsblade’s pommel just below my sternum, the point centered at eye level.

The Cresent Moon warrior, his forehead bearing three dark crescent tattoos, didn’t waste breath on a reply; he set his feet even as I spoke, and closed, spiking his shield onto Fallsblade with such force that the point emerged on the far side, a fast and skilled move.

He released his shield even as I was dropping my sword, but I was moving forward, reaching for my dirk, which was not what he expected, and I was inside his horizonal slash. My left bracer was sliced again as I blocked the worst of his stroke, feeling steel slice my flesh, but not deep, and then we collided with less grace than I had intended. He tried to head-butt me as he punched me in the ribs with his left, but my gem and breastplate saved me. I punched my dirk-pommel at his left eye, but he twisted and it just battered the side of his head.

The collision of our bodies sent us crashing to the ground, kneeing, punching, and cursing. I got my dirk flipped around to point up while he beat at me with his sword’s pommel. I tried for his throat but only carved up his left cheek, the dirk’s point skidding off teeth. He kept trying for my head, having not figured out the gem, and kneed me in the right thigh so hard the whole leg went sort of numb. My size and weight kept me on top, no matter how hard he struggled, and although it took two more tries, I eventually opened his throat, a hot pulse of arterial blood drenching the left side of my face and ear.

As the life left him, I slashed through the back of a boot of a sellsword being pushed back, sundering the leather and severing the big tendon in the back of the foot. Scrambling back on all fours, I discarded my dirk and recovered Fallsblade, shaking off the shield.

Hatcher raced past me to my left, bloody knives in hand, having just hamstrung a sellsword, while to my right Burk was now part of the Temple Guard line.

Backing away, I cast about, but the only foes left standing were fighting with the Temple Guard, and the odds seemed to have swung into our favor. A mounted Temple Guard, probably one of the pair in the deception, thundered past, smashing in a sellsword’s helm and skull in passing with a sweep of his axe.

Shrugging, I charged into the fray, cutting my way to the Temple Guard line; two Guards edged apart, and I fell into position. Fighting in a formation was not as good as an individual match, but I knew how to properly hold my place in a battle line.

The Cresent Moon tribesmen and their mercenaries fought to the bitter end; by the time I joined the battle line they had lost over half their number, and we forced them into smaller and smaller groups until none remained alive. They went hard, neither offering nor asking for quarter.

But it ended, as fights always do, and Under-Master Huffman moved about, checking his men and issuing an order here and there. Hatcher was standing guard over the tables the clerks had been around until Torl came up, whereupon she started gathering her axes and the scout’s arrows, and doing a bit of looting.

I wandered over to the mules’ watering troughs and dunked my head, the grimy water feeling wonderful on my over-heated skin. Burk came over with a bucket and we took turns rinsing off blood.

Eventually Hatcher came over with a couple flasks of ale. “Here. These boys knew how to live.”

It was delicious; I drained the entire flask in three long pulls. “Did we get them all?” I panted, wiping my mouth with the back on my hand.

“All the warriors,” Hatcher nodded. “There’s a couple clerk-types missing, and the slaves are scattered all over the place, but that’s not something we’ll worry about. The plan is to eat, rest a couple hours, and then go in,” she jerked a thumb towards the sinkhole. “We need to get this sorted out and head south before more trouble finds us.”

“Hunter all right?”

“Yeah, fine, no Arts to face this time. Hoffman lost one killed and three who won’t be any good for a while, but that’s about it. If there’s no trouble in the Warrens, we’re just a long walk from home, so to speak. Your arm is bleeding.”

I looked: it was the cut on my upper arm. “Just a little cut. I need to fix my bracer, though.”

“It’s more wire than leather.”

“Lots of repairs. I have new ones in my gear.”

“Are those from when we equipped you in Fellhome?”

I thought. “No. I’ve lost or broken almost all the weapons and armor you bought me that day.”

“The price of doing business. I’m going to look through some tents.” She headed off.

“I’ve still got my armor,” Burk pointed out.

“Scale is easy to fix, but rigid armor can only take so many hits before its ruined. How many shields have you been through?”

“A lot,” he admitted. “But shields don’t count, you know they won’t last. One or two fights is the most they are good for.”

I fingered my dirk’s edge, having recovered it before coming to the trough. “At least I won’t have to sharpen this.”

“You move around too much.”

“Footwork is essential.”

“Winning is essential.”

“I’m still standing.”

I sluiced off the blood and bits, bound the cut on my left arm and the gash on my leg, and set to work with an awl and wire on my bracer, finishing with throwing a few stiches into my pants leg. By then Lustis had brought up the cart, and with the help of a couple ex-slaves, gotten a meal of stew and flatbread together.

“So, how was the mounted charge?” I asked as we waited for the stew to get hot enough. Brother Malag came over to join us, drying his hands on a towel.

“Horrifying,” the hunchback grinned. “The horse was a great beast that lusted for battle; I barely kept my seat. But I must admit that for a long moment, amid the thunder of the great hooves, there was a sort of mad glory to it.”

“I put you on Alemug,” Brother Malag protested. “Our gentlest mare.”  

“True, it breathed fire that was significantly shorter than the others,” Lustis winked at me.

The monk snorted. “That horse is worth a small farm, and a sweet girl besides.”

Under-Master Hoffman, liberally coated in dirt, strode up. “How are the wounded?”

“Other than the poor lad who passed, fine, just need to grow some blood; someday we’ll know how to replace bodily fluids. Two of the three wounded are new boys.”

“They’ll learn,” the cult-hunter nodded to me and Burk. “Your contributions were significant. I am grateful.” He strode off.

“A stiff sort,” Lustis observed quietly.

“He is a hard man,” the monk nodded. “But a good leader. At the start of the summer half his current guard were fresh from training and stints guarding churches; the Temple authorities steal his veterans at every opportunity, mostly through promotion.”

After stew and flatbread I found a shady spot under a tarp and took a nap; Torl was prowling around, so there was no need to stand watch. Provine Sael and Hunter were studying the captured materials and Jeryt, escorted by two Temple Guards, was making a short foray into the sinkhole.

I dreamt of the defense of the redoubt, not a nightmare, just images from the fight; memories rather than a dream, although they were jumbled about and not properly in order. I felt much rested when Hatcher woke me; the sun was low in the sky, and the air was cool.

“Longer than I expected,” I muttered, rubbing my face.

“Provine Sael had to get some sleep, bring up her strength, although that monk did most of the healing. Besides, time of day doesn’t matter, underground.”

“Do we know what we’re going to be doing?” I started donning my armor.

“I dunno, I got some sleep after I finished searching.”

There were three slaves and a man in clerk’s robes hanging from a tree when I emerged from the tarp.

Hatcher, sitting on my shoulders, saw me looking. “Turns out being a cultist won’t save you from slavery,” she shrugged. “Under-Master Hoffman takes his job seriously. Those slaves who came in and passed the examination were given food, clothes, directions, and a five-mile escort. He doesn’t like having question marks around, I’m told.”

“Careful man.”

“I think he just enjoys hanging cultists. Everyone needs a hobby.”

“I have a hobby. Maybe two.”

“Cutting down trees and killing people?”

“Cutting down trees, and carving. Well, and reading books,” I added. “Maybe planting trees in proper rows.”

“You’re developing into something resembling a person,” Hatcher said. I wasn’t completely sure what she meant, but I knew better than to ask.

Our group gathered at a table near the sinkhole. “Time to finish this,” Provine Sael announced; Hunter was frowning over a folio, paying no attention. “Jeryt spoke with several slaves, and did a short foray underground; our target is a half-mile away, and fairly deep, but the Dusmen’s forces have been using the slave labor to cut a direct passage, so most of the way will be nearly normal travel. Jeryt will be coming with us, along with Brother Malag; Under-Master Hoffman’s band will secure the surface. I expect that we will be able to sort this out in a few hours, so everyone will carry four torches, a quart of lantern oil, a dozen candles, a gallon of water, and two meals’ worth of dry rations. Torl, distribute two lanterns, rope, canvas, and tools.”

“What are we going to be facing?” Hatcher asked.

Provine Sael glanced at Hunter, who was still absorbed in reading. “A fight, the nature of which is unclear at this moment. We are hampered by time and language barriers in sorting out the captured materials, so it might take several forms. I would prefer to wait and study more, but just as we have received reinforcements, Dusmen forces may be just hours away. What we have learned, is that ending this is of greater importance than the Dusmen vassals we have killed.”

The Nisker whistled. “That’s saying a lot.”

“It is. On the positive side, I feel comfortable that this group, augmented by a monk, is sufficient unto the task.”

“Is this something like Five?”

The Dellian frowned. “It is a legacy from an earlier age, but not the same sort of creature. It might not even be alive, but I am sure it will not be undefended.”

“Not another rag caller, please.”

“No, although it would have been, had we not dealt with that particular horror already. I believe we will face Undead.”

“Why didn’t they bring some up to help guard the camp?” I asked.

“Because those who could control them were killed in our first raid.”

“Oh.”

“Gather the noted gear,” Provine Sael stood. “It is time.”

Chapter Seventeen

I found a water skin in one of the tents, and a haversack to carry the oil, torches, candles, and dry rations; Torl gave me a four-foot prybar to carry as well.

The cultists had anchored a big net, a cargo net, Hatcher told me, to allow easy access to the bottom of the sinkhole. I had read about cargo nets in a novel about a young man who had gone to sea, so it was interesting to see one.

Hunter was already waiting at the entrance at the bottom of the sinkhole, absently touching the little cases on his harness.

“Those little papers let you cast your Arts, right?” I asked, idly rapping the prybar against the stone wall, making the steel rod sing.

“In a manner of speaking. They are more akin to arrows for my mind-bow.”

I looked up; the sinkhole was like being in a well. “When do you write them all? You use a lot.”

The ‘slinger produced a small strip of parchment, and stroked his thumb across it; black symbols appeared where his thumb passed. “I can write them, but it is not essential.”

“That’s impressive. So, even if you run out, you can make them in a fight.”

“No, this just creates a small flame, useful for starting fires. To create a potent effect, I must first imagine a complex series of…well, call them images, in my mind. When I have concentrated properly, I then transfer most of the effort onto a strip of parchment.”

“Huh. Is that difficult?”

“It takes a great deal of training and practice, atop a natural inclination. Years of effort, really, and a wise practitioner never stops studying and practicing.”

“Conditioning is a lifetime undertaking,” I nodded. “How big of an effect will you reach?”

“It’s not really like that. Just as you won’t ever be able to fell a tree in a single sword stroke, there’s a limit to the raw power a ‘slinger can use. But the efficiency, the subtle application, that can improve considerably.”

“Why do you always use fire?’

“Because my natural talent responds best to heat. You do not choose your personal application to the Arts, any more than you chose to have the height and natural mass you possess. But having been born with them, you can build off them.”

“Huh.” I pondered that. “Master Horne bought me because he could see that I would be big.”

“Exactly: natural aptitude, followed by intense training. Just being big did not ensure you would be good in the pit.”

“True,” I nodded. “Burk and me are the only ones left of my age-block.”

“In the middle years of my training I lost several comrades to fatal errors; the Arts are treacherous. Which is why the Dark, necromancy, and other methods still find recruits: they offer a quicker path to power.”

“Were you ever tempted?”

Hunter grinned. “I was tempted to quit many times, but never to stray from the path, as I am not enamored of power; I am the sort who is content enough for high wages. The aberrant paths attract the power-mad, the haters, the twisted, the bitter, and similar sorts. Personally, I find the business of managing others to be tedious, and money to be fully able to secure that which I desire. I’m no hero, but I will serve a good cause if paid well.”

“You used to complain about the lack of loot.”

“When I first joined, I had debts, and to be honest, regrets. Since then, I’ve settled both, and in no small part to Hatcher’s diligence, I have entered into a state of growing personal prosperity, which has mellowed me. And I’ll admit, our employer has led us into truly interesting situations. I do not handle boredom well, you see; a time of peace would ill suit one of my temperament. Or Torl; I cannot imagine what he would do if the borders were ever at peace.”

“Torl is a good man.”

“He is. I think this little diversion from his lonely crusade has been good for him; truth be told, it has been good for me, as well. Standing alone against great odds makes for a good ballad, but it can inflict a souring of the soul.” He glanced up at the edges of the sinkhole. “It sounds trite, but our employer brings out the best in us, I think.”

“I have money, and you have money, so why is she not doing well?” I kept my voice down.

“Our early undertakings were financed out of her own pocket, or so nearly so that it matters not. She does not accept any payment from Hatcher’s side operations, and she tithes regularly to the Temple. She puts the cause and her people ahead of herself, and that is a sure recipe to end up in poverty.” He checked above us. “But Hatcher found a healthy war chest here, and Under-Master Hoffman waved aside any thought of a share; he is her equal in dedication, but his Order keeps him well-funded. So, she may see some prosperity.”

“That’s good.”

“Shoemakers, tailors, and fur-dealers will rejoice at her good fortune once she is clear of debt; our esteemed mistress has a weakness for fine things.” He winked. “But I do not begrudge anyone their little vices. Now you, my large friend, you are a true purist: you live to fight, with little thought of compensation and even less inclination to enjoy money.”

“I have a banking house account.”

“I have no doubt you will die wealthy. You are truly free of the enslavement that money has for many. I am less enamored of money, than of what money will buy.”

“Hatcher has a lot of money.”

“Hatcher will always have a lot of money; she is far more cunning than people give her credit, and far better connected. She plays the sellsword-turned-lockbreaker perfectly, but the truth is far deeper. If you have noticed, people know her.”

I thought about that. “They do.”

“You don’t get that well-known by picking locks. Nor did Provine Sael recruit her because there were traps to be dealt with. Hatcher hides behind the mask of a clever Nisker, but the real soul is a lot deeper.”

The cargo net twitched, and then Burk was climbing down, followed by Provine Sael and the rest.

Hunter fished out his flask, took a swig, and offered it to me, which I declined. “Well, we begin.”

“I do not need tell you your business,” Provine Sael announced as Hunter lit the lanterns. “Jeryt will lead, Torl will bring up the rear. Let us finish our interactions with the Warrens.”

I fell in behind Jeryt, a lantern in my left hand, and Fallsblade in my right, Hatcher close behind. The slaves had hacked a passage sloping downward; it wasn’t very wide, and was scarcely as tall as I was, but it was a vast improvement over our first trip into the Warrens.

“They followed a passage,” Jeryt whispered, pointing to the right wall. “No more than a crawl-way in its original form.”

I nodded, watching the pits of shadow that were off-shoots and openings in the walls. Bits of limestone crunched underfoot as we moved; the ceiling was black with lantern-soot, indicating that this tunnel was not carved out quickly.

Jeryt stopped and examined the wall, Hatcher moving up from behind me. “This is worked,” the slender man pointed.

Hatcher ran her fingers over the stone. “Old. They’re following a corridor that partially collapsed.”

“Exactly. This not the first man-made route through here.”

“Old and crude,” Hatcher muttered, using a tool from her belt to dig. “See? They were using field stone to buttress, hardly even shaped.”

“Elder Ones?” Provine Sael asked from behind me.

“Maybe not that far back, but closer to them than today.” Hatcher stepped back. “These cultists weren’t digging a tunnel, they were re-opening an old passage. I wish Pieter were here.”

“We press on,” the Dellian tapped my back plate with her staff.

Deeper in, the truth of Jeryt and Hatcher’s observations became very clear: here a support arch of field stone, there a buttress of similar materials. Once we passed a patch of smoothed wall carved with row upon row of tiny figures and symbols painstaking etched into the stone, line after line marching from ceiling to floor, a dozen feet broad.

“I bet that isn’t a welcome to travelers and new arrivals,” Hatcher whispered as we trooped past.

“You would be right,” Provine Sael agreed from further back.

“Can you read it?”

“Thankfully, no.”

We followed an old corridor hewn from the rock for what I figured was a half-mile, other passages leading off to either side at regular intervals. There was no sign of new work here save the occasional shoring made from tree trunks that still bled sap.

“This looks like it was well-travelled,” Hatcher whispered.

“It was,” Provine Sael sighed. “Jeryt, fall back; Hatcher, take the lead. It will be less than an hour, I expect.”

“How long have we been walking?” I whispered. Moving through the rock by lantern-light made time hard to track.  

“An hour, maybe a little more,” the Nisker whispered as she moved past, her drawn knives resting against her shoulders.

On the next break I brought my lantern back to Brother Malag, who was carrying the other, and refilled it with oil. It was hard to refill a single lantern, because the little knob to the place that held the oil was near the base, so the light either blinded you, or if you closed a shutter your fingers were in the dark and you got oil everywhere.

“So, this is the Fanged Warrens,” the monk observed quietly as he held his lantern to illuminate my efforts.

“Not really,” I carefully directed the stream of whale oil from the greasy wineskin into the hole. “Normally, it’s crawling on wet rock while gritty water drips down your neck, and it takes days.”

“I’m pleased that I have missed the authentic experience. “

“How did you go from a farrier to a monk?” I asked as I screwed the knob back in and held my lantern to illuminate his.

“Started out as a boy groom, moved to apprentice smith, ended up as a farrier. I grew up strong and got along with horses, so it was more just the current of life rather than choices made. But there was always part of myself that was empty, hollow. One day the Light filled it, or perhaps I finally saw that the Light was already there, and that was that.”

“How did you go from a healing monk to serving Under-Master Hoffman?”

“Ah, now, that was a choice. I was assigned to the frontier, as new healers often are, and I decided to volunteer after helping clean up after one too many border raid. “

“How long have you been in his service?”

“Ten years. You?”  

I had to think for a moment. “Spring will be two years. She bought me and Burk as slaves.”

“Pit fighters?”

“The best, Ebon Blades, a proper barracks of the old school.”

“I believe that: I saw you fighting,” he replaced the metal knob. “The Temple Guard are tough, but you are a broad cut above. Under-Master Hoffman may try to steal you.”

“Won’t work; I don’t mind killing cultists, but my mistress freed me and got me appointed to the Red Guard.”

“Loyalty is a precious commodity.”

“She has done well by me, and she gets us into a lot of interesting fights. My former master is very proud of Burk and me getting into the Red Guard.”

“It is a noteworthy accomplishment.”

As we moved deeper into the Warrens, Fallsblade a comfortable weight in my right hand, I pondered what Brother Malag had said about finding the Light within him. It was interesting, and I wondered if I could do that, or if it was possible that having Ukar blood might disqualify me. Killing a lot of Ukar, Tulg, and cultists ought to count for something, I figured. Provine Sael said the Light loved me, but it might love people without Ukar blood more. Which wouldn’t be a bad thing, really; I wouldn’t choose to be a brute if I had had a choice.

Hatcher paused on a crudely-hacked slope, head cocked, and my focus snapped tight, ready for the darkness to sprout blades and bodies, but none came. Provine Sael slipped past me and whispered to the Nisker. Then she was slipping back past me.

“Very close,” she breathed. “Dim your lantern.”

I shut three of the four shutters. Ahead, Hatcher rose and started moving again, knives loose and ready in her hands.

We continued for a bit longer, and the distant sound of water falling could be heard; as the noise grew closer Hatcher turned and gestured for me to kill the light, so I closed the last shutter. As my eyes adjusted to the darkness, I could detect a faint, sickly greenish light ahead, just a slight distortion to the darkness.

“We’re here,” the Nisker breathed.

The slope leveled out as we crept forward, and over the lantern’s burning whale oil I caught the smell of stale water and something else, a scent that was sour and rancid, like when you start shifting a log pile and disturb the resting place of a rat that died a while back.

Provine Sael eased up alongside me as the crudely-hacked tunnel opened into a larger chamber, and started forward, but I laid the flat of my blade across her waist. “Stay close, mistress.”

“Steel will not kill this,” she whispered, but she slowed.

Steel might not kill whatever it was, but if that were so, I planned to keep it busy long enough for my mistress to take action or flee.

Then one of Hunter’s orbs soared up, casting clean, hard light all around; I swung the lantern on its ring with a strong twist of my wrist, snapping all the shutters open, and set it aside, taking Fallsblade’s hilt in both hands as Burk moved up on my left.

We were in a rough chamber, the ceiling about fifty feet above us, furred with downward-hanging stone fangs, and the walls were uneven, cracked, and untouched by tools. The floor had been smoothed long ago, and recently had been cleared of the upward-pointing stone fangs.  About the third of the floor area, which was about a hundred feet across, was a pool of water, which was also the source of the faint green glow. Water rained down into the pool from a six-foot crack near the ceiling at the far end of the chamber; I didn’t know where it drained out, but it must, for the surface of the pool was a foot below the floor of the chamber.

There was a horizonal stone slab resting on two slightly square rocks at the left edge of the pool, higher than a bench but lower than a table, and to the right was a sort of long chest-high bookcase, only instead of shelves it was more like a wine rack, except with bigger spaces, and all were full.

“Nothing here,” Burk muttered, and I grunted assent, carefully setting down my non-combat gear.

“Not true,” Provine Sael said in her normal voice. “Burk, Grog, destroy that,” she pointed her staff at the wine rack. “If you can get to it. Hunter, Hatcher support them; Torl, ensure I am not disturbed. Brother Malag, with me.” She moved to my left, towards the stone bench; glancing at Burk, who shrugged, I strode towards the rack, my boots crunching bits of shattered stone fangs with each step.

The chamber shook with a sound like a great gong had been struck, and I reflexively stopped.

“Show yourself,” Provine Sael challenged, stepping near the edge of the pool, her staff glowing. “There is an accounting due.”

Something thrashed on the surface of the water, but I didn’t see what it was because a bundle fell out of the wine rack and erupted into a skeleton armed with a bronze dagger gone crusty green with corrosion. No sooner had it taken its feet than three more bundles fell to the floor and ripped apart.

The wine rack sort of heat-shimmered for a second, and I heard Hunter curse behind me.

“Up to us,” I said to Burk, and trotted forward, not running in case there were more surprises. The first skeleton, its eye sockets somehow filled with water that had the same glow as the pool, came for me, but I swung up from a low guard, blasting apart the left side ribs and splitting the thing’s jaw. As it staggered back from the impact, I followed and split its skull, which caused the bones to collapse into a pile.

It was good that these things were not proof against steel, but the rack was rapidly emptying itself, and there was no time for satisfaction.

Burk roared into their ranks, his star blasting skulls apart with each swing. I stayed to his right, keeping them off his back. The skeletons limbered up fast, and showed more speed and skill than I expected, but they were still just brittle bones, and no match for the products of a proper barracks of the old school.

We ended up back-to-back, drawing all the undead to us just as the mistress intended, as throwing axes whirred in to smash a skull now and then. Hunter wasn’t supporting us, but there were flashes of light and the smell of something burning, so he was busy somewhere.

A bronze spearhead slammed into my breastplate and bent into a graceful curve as it knocked a dent into the steel; I took off both the wielder’s arms and parried an oddly-shaped green-crusted bronze sword. The fight was hot and heavy; if you didn’t get the skull or spine the skeletons would patch themselves together, and as fast as they ‘died’ more bundles popped out of the wine rack. Actually, a bit faster than they died, and so the future did not look to be too good for us.  

But when you engage the Ebon Blades, you get quality work, that is the rule. We held our foes’ attention, just as Master Horne would expect; he was never one to tolerate slackness, nor improper behavior.

I took a skeleton’s legs off with a low stroke and then stomped its skull into oblivion; the press was heavy, but we were holding our own, and a corner of my mind wondered how, but it was just a small thought. 

Parrying was most important, with thrusting ripostes where I could manage it, targeting skulls for preference, with an occasional low cut dropping a suddenly legless undead to the floor, followed by a head-stomp.  

They were trying to push us into the pool, and every few strokes I risked a glance to check the distance we had to work with, which was far less than I would have liked. On one such glance I saw Provine Sael standing by the stone bench with her staff, glowing white-hot, held horizontally at shoulder height, the gems in her earrings flashing blue fire. Brother Malag knelt at her side, head bowed in prayer.

Then a corroded blade had to be deflected with the flat of my blade and an undead kicked back, as our fight raged on. It was basic strokes and parries, no time or space for more advanced moves, and no great need, either. The press never let up, but it didn’t grow, either, and while we lost inches of space between ourselves and the pond-edge, we took a toll of our attackers.

Checking the two feet which was all that remained to me and Burk, I saw tentacles thrashing at the air around Provine Sael, each at least twenty feet long from where they broke the water to the tip, gray-black and slimy-looking, several transfixed by Torl’s arrows, and others clearly scarred by fire.

The sight sent a shiver through my being, like cold water had leaked into my spine, but I just set my feet and tightened my jaw: an Ebon Blade can die, but we die damned hard, and never alone. The honor of the barracks and the Red Guard would be upheld, no matter the cost.

Then Burk, his shield battered to near-uselessness, pushed forward a half-step, and I followed, cursing as a partially-deflected stone mace slammed into my left arm, numbing the limb to my fingertips. 

Curling my right index finger over Fallsblade’s right crossbar, I wielded it one-handed as I struggled to recover the feeling and use of my left arm. I was just parrying now, letting Burk deal out the damage, working to keep the corroded weapons off both of us.

Movement caught my eye, and I saw a shadow duck behind the wine rack; I parried a spear and deflected one of the swords that had a straight section of blade without edge which flowed into a crescent-shaped end, with a sharp outer edge. They seemed a very impractical design, but they were still weapons. Another glance at the wine rack revealed that it was bleeding dust and bone fragments: Hatcher was destroying packets before they could transform into warriors.

Without a steady supply of fresh warriors, the press against us eased, and I resumed offensive strikes again, my left arm finally recovering enough to be used. It seemed like an eternity, but was certainly no more than a few minutes, until the last skeleton was smashed down.

Burk shook off his ruined shield, the action sending a broken scale from his shirt clattering to the floor. “That was work,” he gasped.

I worked the fingers of my left hand. “Damned hard.” I leaned Fallsblade against the wine rack and grabbed my waterskin, pouring a pint over my head before gulping down half the contents.

Hatcher emerged from shadows, knives in her hands. “That was unsettling.” She turned to look at Provine Sael’s fight, and I followed her gaze. The tenacles were connected to a dark shape under the water, the roiling water making its form hard to make out. One tenacle was floating limp in the water, but the fight was raging on.

I was about to tell Burk to get his crossbow and help, when Hatcher cocked her head and lifted her left foot off the floor. “What the blazes?”

Looking down, I saw that the bone shards were sliding across the stones as if a sloping hole had suddenly opened up about five feet from Hatcher, only it hadn’t. As we watched, the bone fragments slid together into a rapidly-growing pile, one foot high and one across, then two feet high, then three, growing no wider as the fragments climbed high atop each other.

Catching up Fallsblade, I grabbed Hatcher’s left arm and roughly thrust her behind me as the pile reached four feet. I thrust Fallsblade into the center of the bone pillar, and a scream of rage rattled within my skull via steel, not my ears. I ripped the blade free, taking a two-handed grip as Burk slammed the spiked ball of his star into the pillar.

I hacked into the pillar as the shards solidified into something like scale mail, and two boney, spiked ‘wings’ sprouted from the thing’s sides. Hatcher yelled something, coming around my right side as I struck again, the blade catching on the bone as my skull echoed a thrust of pure, dark anger that was not my own, but the thing I fought.

A wing came at me, and I bound it with the flat of my blade, my feet slipping a little as the thing tried to break my block via sheer force. It wasn’t going to overbear a brute of my size and strength, although it was fearsomely strong.

It was cunning, too, whatever it was: as I was straining to keep one wing bound, the other caught me a hearty blow across the back, as the bound wing flicked away. The blow and sudden release of pressure from the front sent me flying. Seeing the dark waters coming at me, I got in a good deep breath before I crashed into the pool. 

Weight and momentum took me to the bottom, my left hand slapping the slimy stone. But Master Horne had made us jump into the river in full battle gear for conditioning, so I kept my head and sense of direction. Twisting in the water, I got my feet under me and turned, shoving off hard. I popped out of the water, which was sort of oily and smelled sour, catching the rim of the pool with my left, and tossing Fallsblade onto the floor with my right. The instant the sword left my hand, my entire body burned with tiny pinpricks of pain.

I was about to heave myself out of the pool when something wrapped around my waist and lifted me clear out of the water like I weighed nothing. I saw Provine Sael and Hunter, upside down, and then I was smacked into the water and dragged to the bottom, closing my eyes against the filthy water.

Having gotten another good deep breath while it lifted me up, I got to my dirk with my right hand while my left hand explored the tenacle around my midsection. It felt like solid muscle, slick and slimy even underwater, gripping me firmly but not crushing. Holding it point down, I slammed my dirk’s point in, grabbing the pommel with my left, driving the blade downward with everything I had. I felt the blade flex through the tang, but I got half the length of the blade in, and then started rocking the dirk back and forth. 

The tenacle tightened, but my breast and back plate flexed, saving my lungs. The more I rocked the dirk, the wider it went side to side, and the deeper the point sank. My skin burned from head to toe, but I ignored it, focusing on rocking the dirk in, not thinking about drowning or anything but cutting into the tentacle.

Then it threw me aside like a man flicking a fly off a slice of bread; I hit the side of the pool, twisted to get my feet under me, and shot to the surface. Tossing my dirk ahead of me, I grabbed the edge and heaved myself up with everything I had, claw-crawling forward the instant my torso hit stone.

I was almost fully clear of the edge when something flexible and strong wrapped around my right calf; cursing, I tried to keep crawling, but got nowhere. Then Hatcher was moving past me, and while the grip on my leg did not ease, I was suddenly moving again.

My head smacked into the wine rack before I stopped crawling; rolling onto my side, I saw that I was dragging a two-foot section of tentacle which was still gripping my calf, black fluid leaking from the smoothly severed end. I kicked it free with my left foot, rolled to my feet, skin still burning, and cast about. Spotting Fallsblade, I leapt to snatch it up, keeping an eye on the pool, catching Hatcher darting behind the wine rack out of the corner of my eye.

The instant I held my sword, the burning stopped.

Burk was beating on the dun-colored pillar like it owed him money, and it was a foot shorter and a lot more battered than it had been; only one wing remained, hammering at Burk. I charged and brought Fallsblade down in a brutal two-handed chop that could have snapped an ordinary blade. The blow severed the wing from the pillar, and I followed with a hard thrust into the pillar that made Fallsblade flex, but I kept boring in until I had transfixed the pillar, and then twisted the blade.

A wing tried to form, but petered out before it got two feet long. Burk kept beating on the pillar, smashing divots out of its surface with each blow, spinning the spiked ball with pure skill, not a motion wasted, grunting with each strike.

The pillar around my blade turned back to age-rotted fragments rattling down to the floor as I withdrew. Then the entire pillar was collapsing into a flood of broken bits, and Burk stepped back, breathing hard. 

I backed away from the pool as a gout of darker water erupted, nearly reaching the ceiling before dropping back, and one by one the tentacles dropped to float inert. Finally, a dark shape rose to the surface, like a small, lumpy island about six feet across.

I bent over and vomited everything I had to bring up, gagging hard as my throat tried to close and twist itself at the same time. I choked and coughed, stars flashing before my eyes, until a small, pale hand reached out to caress my forehead, and the dry heaves quickly tapered off. Through eyes streaming with tears from my efforts to breath, I saw that Provine Sael was standing before me, concern stamped on her weary features.

Producing a small tool, she grabbed my baldric. “Bend over.”

I took a knee instead, feeling a bit unsteady and she did something to the top of my scalp that sent a warm rush across my skin.

“Thank you, mistress,” I stood.

“That water is poison,” she discarded the tool. “Burk, is your left arm broken?”

“Yes, mistress.”

“Kneel down.” She moved over to him.

I saw Hatcher rooting in a pile of junk, and went over. “Thanks for chopping me loose.”

She didn’t look up from lighting a torch with flint and steel. “Happy to do it. I thought you were a goner when it grabbed you.”

“So did I. What the blazes was that thing?”

“Dunno, but it will live on in my nightmares for a long time, I bet.”

Chapter Eighteen

I broke up the wine rack and started a fire so I could dry out, holding my booted feet close to the fire. Hatcher sorted through the junk, Burk prowled around looking for something to kill, and Torl leaned on his bow, watching as Hunter, Provine Sael, and Brother Malag moved around the edge of the pool, studying the thing in the water.

Jeryt came over and sat on his pack, warming his hands at my fire.

“Where were you?” I asked, pulling off my steaming boots and wringing out my socks.

“Hiding.”

“Smart move.”

“I thought so. What was that thing?”

I shrugged, dusting my feet with talc before pulling on dry socks. “Something bad.”

“That, I already knew. I’ll never set foot in the Warrens again.”

“It’s not a pleasant place.” I pulled on my boots.

“The hard living is bad enough, but the horrors I’ve seen…we’ve seen,” he shuddered. “Never again.”

“There’s bad things everywhere.” I laced up my boots. “Although, to be honest, this place is the worst I’ve seen. It has been a rough summer.”

Jeryt shook his head. “I’ve started praying before I sleep. Hadn’t done that since I was a little boy. I never knew there were things like that,” he waved a hand at the pool. “In the world. Or that other thing you fought in the first trip.”

“You did all right in that fight,” I shrugged.

“I nearly soiled myself. I had never even heard about such a creature.”

“It was brought here. They’re supposed to be rare, although that’s the second one I’ve seen.”

“I had heard about undead, but I never expected to see one.”

“They crop up more often than you would expect. We met a necromancer up north.” I paused in wringing out my undertunic to consider. “Well, we sort of talked to him, and later found his dead body.”

Provine Sael came over and sat cross-legged by the fire. “That is over,” she sighed, holding out her hands to the flames.

“What was that thing, mistress?”

“A child of the Dark, an ancient breed. It was the source of the liquid that drove the quiet market denizens to madness. The cultists above had struck some insane bargain with it. I expect they planned to relocate it to a more suitable home.”

“Was that what they had the Rag Caller looking for?”

“Yes, we learned that in the captured paperwork. Apparently, they got a hint of its presence, and came looking for it.”

“For stuff that makes you crazy?”

“No,” the Dellian shook her head tiredly. “That was just something they were experimenting with while they waited for a passage of sufficient size to be completed. In proper living conditions, that thing could have been of considerable use to the Dusmen. We were lucky it was half-starved and sick.”

“At least it is dead.”

“They’ll still harvest useful things from its corpse, but there’s nothing we can do about that with the time and resources we have. Jeryt, can you collapse the passage to this chamber?”

“In a couple places, yes. But not so well that they can’t re-open them.”

“I understand. But it might help a bit. At least it will cost them time and effort.” She sighed. “That will be your last duty, I believe. You’ll accompany us back to the Imperial headquarters, where you will collect your pardon and pay. You have faithfully discharged your obligation, however unwillingly.”

“I would say I am glad to have done so, but to be honest, I’m not certain a decade in a labor battalion would be worse than what I have seen in your service. In fact, hanging might look better.”

The Dellian stood with a wince. “What you have seen, Jeryt, is the Light prevailing against the Dark. Remember that.” She limped off.

“She is a difficult woman to like,” Jeryt noted. “But easy to respect.”

We headed back up before the last of the old, dry wood of the wine rack turned to coals; Hatcher led, and the rest of us followed. We abandoned most of the tools and rope, although Hatcher handed out several sacks of stuff we had to lug out.

I had gotten mostly dried out, and I didn’t feel sick, but I was pretty tired and beat up all over, and so was most everyone else except Torl. Hunter trudged alongside me, head lowered.

“Did that thing have a name?” I asked as we headed up.

“In legend they are referred to as the ‘sheb’, but that is rather like saying ‘horse’: it describes a group of creatures which are split into separate breeds. What different varieties existed has been lost centuries ago.”

“But you had heard of them?”

“Vague references in old books. If there was time and security, major schools would be sending teams to study it.”

“What it so special about it?”

“The pond: the water it lived in can be used for various arcane concoctions.”

“Like the stuff that messed up the people at the quiet market?”       

“Exactly. And that was just the product of a small team working in primitive field conditions with the extrusions of an ailing sheb. If they had gotten the beast to optimal living conditions…well, it would be an arcane gold mine.”

“Why didn’t it move?”

“It can’t leave water.” The ‘slinger waved a hand towards the tunnel we were in. “They would need to move it in a hogshead, and that would require a larger passage, and numerous other considerations.”

“So, this thing was thousands of years old?”

“No. Well, not really. This creature is much like a certain breed of frog: they lay their eggs, which stay dormant until local conditions become favorable. So, the egg was ancient, but this creature hatched within our lifetimes.”

“And the Dusmen’s Dark cultists got word of it?”

“Somehow. Perhaps they have ruckers of their own poking around down here, or the pond drained to a water source that reached the surface.” He sighed. “They’ll be flocking here in the future, because where there was one surviving egg, there could be more.”

“I don’t want to return to the Warrens,” I confessed.

“Nor do I. This will be someone else’s problem if I have anything to say about it.”

I thought about this for a while. “So, the water it lives in is useful.”

“Yes.”

“When I fell in, my skin burned, but only when I wasn’t holding Fallsblade.”

“That’s why it grabbed you: it wanted to dissolve you in order to help it recover from physical and spiritual wounds it was suffering.” Hunter frowned. “Wait, you said it didn’t burn when you were holding your sword?”

“Yeah.”

“Interesting.”

“Because Fallsblade has that ability?”

“It’s not an ability,” Hunter stroked his goatee, frowning. “I would think it is your sword’s core nature conflicting with that of the sheb. Which, if I am correct, would give a significant indicator of the sheb’s attunement within the lower registers.”

“Huh.” I had no clue what he meant, but he just walked along, brow furrowed in thought, so I held my questions.

Left alone to my own thoughts, I pondered the fight for a bit, and then thought about Moina for a while. Then I thought about the rag caller, and saw why the Dusmen had sent it: they were not just looking for the sheb, but also for eggs that hadn’t hatched. I bet those would be easier to move.

But Provine Sael, with our help, had ended the rag caller, and being smart, she had figured that it was part of something bigger. That was proper thinking, I noted to myself. When I was on my own after falling into the river, I had had to do all the thinking, and I had done pretty good, fooling several people, working out a way to find my destination, and how to get word to Hatcher, but that was nothing compared to Provine Sael.

It occurred to me that Provine Sael had to be thinking all the time, because she was in charge. Even with Hunter around for advice, that would be a lot of thinking; no wonder she never smiled much. The Dusmen leaders were thinking all the time, and the Lord Marshal would be, too. Reflecting on that almost gave me a headache. Just keeping Burk’s head in the right place and writing letters occupied most of my thinking; I couldn’t imagine where you would start in sorting out a war.

I looked ahead, where the lantern light painted the Dellian’s crest in gold. She could have stayed home, or just healed people in a hospice, instead of being here in the Warrens, risking her life and living hard, with a death bounty on her head from the Sagrit. For not much money, and no chance of a promotion in the Temple.

That was a new thought, a sort of compilation of old facts into a new way of looking at her; I never had thought much about why Master Horne had done things the way he did, because the Ebon Blades were a fixture in my life. Likewise, I hadn’t really thought of why Provine Sael did what she did, not really: she was just a part of my life, like marching and fighting and bacon.

This was interesting, and I mulled it over as we headed upward. It didn’t lead me to any sort of conclusion, but it made the hike easier.

Hunter, frowning at the floor, drifted back, and I slowly gained on Provie Sael until I was alongside her. She glanced at me when I came alongside, but said nothing.

“Do you want me to carry you, Mistress?” I knew that using her Arts left her weary.

“Thank you, but no. I am glad to be leaving this place under my own power.”

“I would not like to have to return to the Warrens, mistress.”

“We will not,” she said firmly. “I have had more than enough of this place; others will have to deal with this dark labyrinth. I am not one to shirk my duty, but there are limits. It is not as if there was a lack of work in other regions.”

“Good.”

She smiled a little. “What shall we do, Grog, when the war is over?”

“Hunt Sagrit, mistress. And harry whoremasters.”

“Perhaps,” she nodded. “There is much to do in this world.”

“Why do you do it, mistress? Go out and hunt Dark things? You don’t like violence.”

She was silent for a long moment. “Someone must.”

“True. But why you?”

She tugged at her left earring. “The question, for me at least, has always been ‘why not me’?”

“Huh.”

We walked in silence as I thought about her answer: why not her? I turned it around and around like a jeweler studying a new gem. Why not Grog? Well, because I wouldn’t know the first thing about how to do that. Why not Torl? Well, he did: he stalked the frontier, killing Tulg and Ukar scouts.

People didn’t always step up; the Dusmen were invading, but the Army had to send out pressgangs to ensure there were enough soldiers, and they had to hang deserters to ensure that everyone stayed in the ranks. But there were also men marching hundreds of miles from foreign places to take part in the war, when they didn’t even speak the language. It was hard to figure.

Master Horne had worked hard to keep the Ebon Blades in the top three, and he would not stoop to using animals or rigging fights; we were a proper barracks of the old school. Provine Sael would not make an excuse to stay home when the Dark was active. Torl spent his life hunting enemy scouts in order to blind raider groups, and saving lives.

That was what ‘principles’ meant, I decided: not just saying you were against bad things, or talking about it to others, or even making speeches. It was actually going out and doing something, like feeding hungry people, or harassing the flesh traders, or killing Tulg or Ukar. Proper things.

Principles. I considered that from several angles, and decided that I should get some principles. Not just following Provine Sael, but stuff of my own. Like, not just helping the Watch because it was entertaining, but to make things better. And working against forests because they were bad, not just because I did not like them.

The Ebon Blades might not recover from the end to slavery and the war, which meant that Burk and me were the last of our kind. We had to step up, to really make a mark, for the honor of our barracks.

Up ahead I could see sunlight piercing to the bottom of the sinkhole, and the lanterns were being extinguished. Looking ahead to that clean, warm light, I felt good. The Warrens were behind us, and we were all still together.



About the Author

Born and raised in the icy wastelands of North Dakota, RW (Randall) Krpoun joined the US Army, serving two enlistments before being honorably discharged at Fort Hood, Texas. Delighted to discover a land where snow was a novelty, he settled in Texas and took up a career in law enforcement, serving over thirty years before retiring. His service included a Sheriff's Office and two Municipal police agencies, as well as two enlistments in the Texas National Guard as a Criminal Investigator.

RW lives on lakeside acreage with his lovely and amazingly tolerant wife Ann, and a band of ill-mannered animals who are all highly photogenic. His hobbies include reading, history, various forms of shooting, collecting battle-ready examples of medieval weaponry, and learning to use such weapons.

Grog VI is his twenty-seventh published work.

OEBPS/image_rsrc304.jpg
RW Krpoun





OEBPS/nav.xhtml

Table of contents

		Chapter One

		Chapter Two

		Chapter Three

		Chapter Four

		Chapter Five

		Chapter Six

		Chapter Seven

		Chapter Eight

		Chapter Nine

		Chapter Ten

		Chapter Eleven

		Chapter Twelve

		Chapter Thirteen

		Chapter Fourteen

		Chapter Fifteen

		Chapter Sixteen

		Chapter Seventeen

		Chapter Eighteen




Guide

		Cover




		1

		2

		3

		4

		5

		6

		7

		8

		9

		10

		11

		12

		13

		14

		15

		16

		17

		18

		19

		20

		21

		22

		23

		24

		25

		26

		27

		28

		29

		30

		31

		32

		33

		34

		35

		36

		37

		38

		39

		40

		41

		42

		43

		44

		45

		46

		47

		48

		49

		50

		51

		52

		53

		54

		55

		56

		57

		58

		59

		60

		61

		62

		63

		64

		65

		66

		67

		68

		69

		70

		71

		72

		73

		74

		75

		76

		77

		78

		79

		80

		81

		82

		83

		84

		85

		86

		87

		88

		89

		90

		91

		92

		93

		94

		95

		96

		97

		98

		99

		100

		101

		102

		103

		104

		105

		106

		107

		108

		109

		110

		111

		112

		113

		114

		115

		116

		117

		118

		119

		120

		121

		122

		123

		124

		125

		126

		127

		128

		129

		130

		131

		132

		133

		134

		135

		136

		137

		138

		139

		140

		141

		142

		143

		144

		145

		146

		147

		148

		149

		150

		151

		152

		153

		154

		155

		156

		157

		158

		159

		160

		161

		162

		163

		164

		165

		166

		167

		168

		169

		170

		171

		172

		173

		174

		175

		176

		177

		178

		179

		180

		181

		182

		183

		184

		185

		186

		187

		188

		189

		190

		191

		192

		193

		194

		195

		196

		197

		198

		199

		200

		201

		202

		203

		204

		205

		206

		207

		208

		209

		210

		211

		212

		213

		214

		215

		216

		217

		218

		219

		220

		221

		222

		223

		224

		225

		226

		227

		228

		229

		230

		231

		232

		233

		234

		235

		236

		237

		238

		239

		240

		241

		242

		243

		244

		245

		246

		247

		248

		249

		250

		251

		252

		253

		254

		255

		256

		257

		258

		259

		260

		261

		262

		263

		264

		265

		266

		267

		268

		269

		270

		271

		272

		273

		274

		275

		276

		277

		278

		279

		280

		281

		282






