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Chapter One

 


Thathrin


The Road from Losand to Carluse Town,


Autumn Equinox Festival, First Day, Morning

 


When Captain-General Evord ordered the army to march at first light, he meant just that. The long column had been walking for nearly two leagues and the sun still hadn't cleared the tops of the oak trees. 


Tathrin stifled a yawn. At least dawn wasn't so brutally early now the Equinox was upon them. Though that was a double-edged blessing. While the oak trees' leaves were still green, the hedges were showing seasonal gold. 


He'd have been up this early at home. On the first day of the Autumn Festival, excitement would have roused him before the sounds of his mother and sisters down in the kitchen. They'd be preparing mutton, fat from the summer's grass, geese plump from gleaning in the wheat fields, succulent mushrooms and puddings sweet with plums and pippins, quinces and pears. His father and brothers by marriage would ensure ale flowed all day, a stronger brew than usual until the five days of festival were done and the year turned to Aft-Autumn.


They'd be joined by aunts and uncles and cousins and any guests still enjoying the hospitality of the Ring of Birches inn--those few who'd suffered some unexpected delay on their journey home. They would all give thanks to Drianon for the bounty of fruit and grain. The motherly goddess's statue was placed by the hearth and every meal concluded with grateful libations. 


After sunset, Tathrin's father would set out wine and white brandy, gifts from the merchants who traded along the Great West Road cutting across this country of Lescar. Their mules and wagons carried luxuries and necessities to the wealthy Tormalin Empire in the east and brought different dainties back to the prosperous realm of Caladhria. Some even travelled further westwards to the fiefdoms and city-states that made up the land of Ensaimin. Such men valued clean beds, good food and secure stables and storage lofts. They soon learned that Jerich Sayron hired honest men, found them sound horses and changed their coin without cheating them.


Tathrin's feet mindlessly followed the tramp of the ranks ahead. Banners hung limp from poles slanted over standard-bearers' shoulders, their bright colours muted. Thankfully the dew kept down the dust. It would be a different story by noon, with the recent lack of rain.


Not that they wanted rain. He'd seen a youthful mercenary wishing for a shower harshly rebuked for tempting Dastennin, god of storms. All the experienced swordsmen knew that waging war so late in the year meant the weather could be a foe to equal any enemy. 


Tathrin shivered, and not just from the lingering chill after the cloudless night. This was about as far as he could get from a carefree festival. Then again, how often had his family enjoyed a festival of peace and plenty? Only a handful of times that he could recall. 


All too often his father had been forced to sell whatever precious liquors he'd garnered to raise the coin for Duke Garnot's quarterly levy. The duke's men would seize livestock and stores from anyone who couldn't pay what the reeve decreed. Tathrin's mother would offer what festival charity she could to those who'd been left destitute. Quarterstaffs and fowling bows to hand, his father and brothers by marriage would keep a nightly watch by the light of the capricious twin moons. Men bereft of home and hope all too often turned to banditry. 


Sometimes a dispossessed man or a friendless widow would hammer on the gates of their local lord or lady's manor. They would demand justice, a tenant's rights from this noble who was in turn the sworn vassal of their duke. It never did any good, not that Tathrin heard. A good day saw such appeals fobbed off with insincere sympathy. On a bad day, the suppliant was lucky to escape with a horsewhipping instead of a noose.


And that was in a good year. If Duke Garnot was waging war against one of his neighbours, then his own forces and those of the retaliating duke could lay the country waste between them. Tathrin's mother comforted those mourning brothers, sons or husbands forcibly enrolled in Duke Garnot's militia, already fearing they were as good as dead. His father would retreat to the cellars with the other local guildsmen, grim-faced. 


Not that Carluse suffered worse than any other of Lescar's six dukedoms, Tathrin reminded himself.


"Long lad!"


Only two people called him that. Sorgrad and Gren. Sorgrad was away and wouldn't return for a few days. Gren was supposed to be marching with him here at the tail end of Captain-General Evord's retinue. But Gren preferred to range up and down the column, picking up gossip and grumbles, flirting with the women among the mercenaries and cadging whatever he could for the sackcloth provisions bag slung on his hip.


"You look as glum as a man with a three-day cake baking up his arse. Cheer up. Life will look sunnier once you've dropped some prunes in a ditch." Gren held out a rich orange lump flecked with green herbs. "Want some cheese?"


"Thanks." Tathrin had learned to eat whenever the chance arose. 


"The scouts reckon they've seen something." Gren's words were muffled by his mouthful, his blue eyes bright with anticipation. 


Tathrin considered the thickly leaved hedges flanking the track. They wouldn't be thinned till Aft-Winter. With no work in the fields and their valuable herds penned, farmers could repair the damage done by malice, misfortune or merely the past year's weather. At the moment, half a company of swordsmen could be lurking in the next field and he'd be hard put to see them, even though he was half a head taller than most. Gren barely topped his shoulder.


He frowned at the shorter man. "The captain-general doesn't expect to encounter Carluse forces today." 


From the outset, Tathrin had been present for Evord's meetings with his lieutenants and the gallopers who carried his instructions to every one of the eighty-some companies that made up this army's full strength. After all, as far as anyone knew, Tathrin was Evord's personal clerk, his scholar's ring proof that his writing was legible and his reckoning reliable.


Gren ran a hand through his tousled hair, pale as newly sawn wood in the strengthening light. "Could be brave lads from that last village, slipping their leashes to take us on." His grin broadened. "To save their pretty kittens from a nosing by us dirty dogs."


Tathrin had noted every door and window was shuttered as they'd marched through the village with the sky still darker than a wood pigeon's wing. But it wouldn't be hard for someone who knew the local byways to slip out of a back door and overtake the marching column. Were men and boys hiding out here, clutching mattocks and hoes, believing they must fight to the death to defend their homes and families? 


What would Carluse's commonalty know of this army and its true purpose? What would they fear when they saw the companies of blond uplanders like Gren? Mountain Men were rumoured to be brutal savages and marching mercenaries of any stripe only ever brought death and destruction. Until now. 


"Arest and his Wyvern Hunters are in the vanguard." Gren had lived a mercenary life long enough to lose every trace of his Mountain accent. He washed down his cheese with a swallow of ale. "Me, I'd kill them all and they can argue the roll of the runes with Saedrin when they reach the door to the Otherworld, but Arest wants you and Reher to come forward, in case we're tripping over farmers. If it's Duke Garnot's militiamen, you two can fall back while we cut them down. All right?" Without waiting for Tathrin's answer, Gren headed for the front of the column. 


Tathrin looked quickly around for Reher. Gren wasn't joking when he advocated clearing the road by killing everyone regardless. Arest wasn't so ready with his swords but the Wyvern Hunters would still repulse any attack, determined to be safe instead of sorry. Hapless peasants would be slaughtered. 


There. Reher was marching at the rear of Evord's personal guard, the mounted swordsmen who made up the bulk of the captain-general's retinue. That made sense. As a blacksmith, he kept all their horses shod. Would his other talents be called for today? Tathrin fervently hoped not.


Hurrying towards Reher, he felt his armour already weighing him down. Tathrin's leather jerkin wasn't as heavy as Gren's chain mail, even with the steel plates sewn into its linen lining, but its insidious weight still sapped his strength. 


Wearing a sheepskin jerkin over his chain-mail hauberk, Reher showed no sign of weariness. He never did and Tathrin didn't think that was just because the man's black beard hid so much of his face. Reher was enormous, taller than Tathrin, who seldom had to look up to anyone, and the smith's arms were as well muscled as most men's thighs. Tathrin's own shoulders had broadened considerably after spending both halves of summer and the first half of autumn being drilled in swordplay by Gren. He still felt a weakling next to Reher. But their common Carluse blood gave them a bond he valued. 


They weren't so very far from Tathrin's own home. Could he end up fighting boys he'd challenged to skip stones across a duck pond? Would he find men who'd clipped him around the ear for teasing a chained hound at the end of his sword?


"Reher!" Once he had the smith's attention, he lowered his voice. "There's movement ahead. Arest wants us with him in case it's Woodsmen." 


Reher's dark eyes glinted. Like Tathrin and most of the rest, he was dark-haired and deeply tanned after the long summer. "Let's see." He handed the rein leading the mule carrying his tools and supplies to another of the retinue's non-combatants. Surprised, the man accepted it nevertheless. People didn't argue with Reher. 


They soon reached the head of the column. Captain-General Evord wasn't a commander to hide away at the tail of his troops. The fields gave way to rough grass dotted with thickets, too far from any village to be safely farmed. Tathrin loosened his blade in its scabbard, tension twisting his gut. This wasn't a high road with the ground cleared for a bowshot on each side to foil bandits. Evord was marching his army along a little-used route to reach their intended foe, all the better to go undetected.


How were locals to know this mercenary army wasn't the usual villainous rabble? It was bad enough when militiamen collected the ducal dues but they were Carluse men at least, even if they'd taken the duke's coin to wear his boar's head badge. Tathrin's father had once slapped him for spitting at a militiaman, and not just to save him from the sergeant's vengeance. Most enlisted to feed their families or because they'd lost all home and livelihood, he'd explained later. Taking what they must to meet the levy, they usually tried to leave a household with enough to survive the hungry winter seasons. 


Mercenaries had no kith or kin in Lescar. If they were sent to collect the levy, they descended like ravening curs. All the duke's reeve demanded of a company's captain was the money each household must pay. Whatever else the mercenaries took was theirs to keep. So farmers and craftsmen saw their houses ransacked for hoarded Caladhrian marks or Tormalin crowns. 


The mercenaries readily handed over lead-debased Lescari silver for the ducal coffers. They were content to leave the copper pennies that the desperate cut into halves and quarters to make them do twice and four times their duty. The solid coin sent from beyond Lescar's borders would slake the dogs' lust for gambling, whores and drunkenness. 


He remembered mercenaries coming to the Ring of Birches just once. Tathrin's father had bought them off with strong liquors saved for just such a crisis. His mother and sisters hid away upstairs. In his farrier's apron, Tathrin's eldest brother by marriage had barred the way, a hammer in one hand, an iron bar in the other. None of the mercenaries had challenged him.


Such men were cowards at heart, that's what his father had said. After these long seasons spent in their company, Tathrin would argue that point. If he ever got safe home and had the chance. He resolutely thrust such thoughts aside as they reached the front ranks of the column. 


Men, and not a few women, were marching beneath a grey banner bearing a white gull. Their shields bore white wings with black tips, the paint old and chipped. A new design shone beneath them: a bright yellow quill. Tathrin was still trying to get the measure of such women, all warriors in their own right. Captain-General Evord had decreed no trail of whores and cooks would slow this army. 


"There's Gren." Reher whistled a snatch of a flax-finch's song. 


It took Tathrin a moment to spot the short mercenary sliding through the tangled undergrowth. Hearing Reher's whistle the second time, Gren glanced over his shoulder and beckoned them onwards. 


Tathrin stooped, uncomfortably aware of his height. Reher showed no such concerns as they halted in the lee of a birch tree.


"What's the game?" 


"A double handful lurking a hundred paces beyond that twisted thorn." Gren pointed. "Listen and you'll hear their stones rattling in their breeches, they're so scared."


"Where's Arest?" Tathrin couldn't believe the mercenary captain could hide behind anything less than a full-grown oak. If he wasn't as tall as Reher, he was even more massively built.


"He's playing the swordwing." Gren nodded to his offside. "Zeil and his mates are the corbies there." He jerked his head a second time. "Awn's the tufted owl and we're the spotted thrushes."


Fighting was just a game to these men. Like white raven, where men shifted little wooden trees and carved forest birds around the boards scored into his father's taproom tables. The other player must evade all such traps set for the mythical white bird. Who was going to win today? Tathrin wondered. How much blood would be spilled instead of ale?


Reher nodded, frowning. "We need to know who they are."


"Follow me." Gren darted down a narrow path worn by deer or foresters. 


They had reached the edge of Duke Garnot's hunting preserve, where the price of a poached deer was a severed hand. Men living off the woods wouldn't be eager to explain themselves to anyone, Tathrin reflected. 


"Stay behind me and stay out of trouble," Reher warned in a low tone. 


They all spoke to him like that. Was it because he was still of an age when most youths were just ending their apprenticeships? Or because he wore a scholar's silver ring, bearing the arms of the city of Vanam, far away in distant Ensaimin? Tathrin had soon learned mercenary swordsmen and craftsmen like Reher all assumed a university education eradicated most of a scholar's common sense. 


Well, Tathrin knew woods and fields better than any townsman. An autumn morning should be full of birdsong. These thickets were silent, tense. Tathrin fixed his eyes on Gren's mailed back slipping through the bushes ahead. He strained his ears for some hint of anything bigger than a coney making its escape. 


Ahead, a man dashed across open ground. Tathrin saw he wasn't wearing the cream surcoat of Arest's mercenaries, the black wyvern lashing its tail. He had no neckerchief of unbleached linen and bold yellow, the colours of Evord's army. He wasn't one of their own. 


"Stand and identify yourself!" Reher bellowed.


In the thorn bushes, Gren halted, tense as a hunting hound. 


The man stared horrified at Reher and Tathrin. Shouts erupted and someone screamed. Swords clashed in scuffles hidden by the trees. The man fled.


Gren stepped out and extended his arm, chest-high. The man couldn't stop himself.  He crashed to the ground, flat on his back, gasping like a stranded fish. Gren barely wavered, his iron-studed boots planted solidly in the leaf litter. Just for good measure, he drove a steel-capped toe into the man's thigh. Tathrin winced. Even before Gren had rebelled to become a mercenary, his muscles had been hardened by boyhood among the mines of the peaks and lakes, on long trips hunting fox and beaver. 


The blond man looked down with satisfaction. "Floored like a market-day whore."


The man writhed on the ground, his wheezing pathetic as he struggled to catch his breath. He was a wretched specimen, left bandy-legged by a poverty-stricken childhood, chapped lips drawn back from rotted teeth. Tathrin wondered how long it was since he'd lost everything and taken to the forests. 


"So what have we got here?" Reher planted a boot on the fallen man's chest and scowled down. "Not Duke Garnot's cully?" 


He wasn't wearing Carluse black and white. Tathrin bent to rip open his grimy jerkin and the sweat-stained shirt beneath, in case he wore some hidden boar's head pendant. The duke's men might go in disguise but they'd always keep something to prove their allegiance in case they were threatened by one of their own.


"We're just woodsmen, you bastards," gasped the man.


Gren chuckled. "Or do you mean Woodsmen?" 


Tathrin had been barely breeched when he'd first heard the rumours. Tales of supplies meant for the duke's mercenaries unaccountably seized on the road. An honest family who'd seen their livestock driven off found a flitch of bacon hidden in their woodpile, so the story went. A bag of coin had dropped down a widow's chimney, enough to save her son from the militia's clutches, her daughter from worse. All thanks to the Woodsmen, so the whispers said. 


Now Tathrin knew the truth. He knew how much the unfortunate owed his father and his fellow guildsmen. They didn't just drink white brandy and abuse the duke's name when they met in the Ring of Birches' cellar. They did all the good attributed to the Woodsmen and more besides. Who was better placed than an innkeeper to encourage the tavern stories that kept Duke Garnot's men hunting for mythical Woodsmen, and to see a youthful packman or a fresh-faced cook's maid unobtrusively joining a merchant's wagons, heading for sanctuary among those who had long since fled Lescar for exile in cities like Vanam and Col? 


But this sorry vagabond didn't look like any of the guildsmen's allies that Tathrin had seen slipping out of the inn's back door in the dead of night.


"How many of you?" Reher took his boot off the man's chest and hauled him up by his collar.


"I won't say." The man spat on Tathrin's boots. 


Gren clouted the back of his head. "Mind your manners. He's here to help you."


"Him and the rest of you pissing thieves," the man retorted, unexpectedly bold.


One of Gren's many daggers was already in his hand. He gestured towards the man's crotch. "Do you want to keep your berries on their twig?"


"Don't." Tathrin saw their captive's fingers twitch towards his own knife. "You've no hope of making a fight of this." 


The man subsided, seeing the Wyvern Hunters emerging from the thickets, sunlight glinting on their swords. They walked behind men wearing ragged and dirty clothes, some with bruised faces and shallow wounds to forearms and thighs. Most had their hands prudently clasped on top of their heads. To Tathrin's acute relief, he recognised none of them. 


"That's them all flushed out." Arest waved a massive hand, broad as a spade. "Salo, run and tell the captain-general's adjutant."


Reher surveyed them. "Any of you from Carluse Town?" 


"I am, and I can hear it in your voice." A man with a broken nose, too furious to be cowed, stepped forwards. "What are you doing with these dogs?"


"Do you know Master Ernout?" demanded Reher.


"Priest at the shrine of Saedrin?" The Carluse Town man was confused. "Of course."


But Tathrin could see he didn't know that the courageous old man was one of those priests conspiring with the master craftsmen to stop the abuse of honest men and women. Along with his niece, Failla. Tathrin allowed himself a moment to wonder how she was. When would he see her again? How long before peace allowed him to pursue their tentative understanding? If she hadn't already forgotten him. 


"If you swear, all of you, not to raise a hand against us as we pass, we'll leave you unharmed." The smith looked around the vagabonds, his dark eyes intent. "I swear it by Saedrin's keys. If you doubt me, send to Master Ernout in Carluse Town and ask him if Reher's word can be trusted."


For an instant, Tathrin was horrified. Did Reher want to forewarn their enemy? Then he realised there was no way these men would give themselves up to Duke Garnot. Come to that, the chances were minimal of anyone here reaching Carluse Town before the duke knew exactly what threatened him.


"Will you take his word for it?" Arest enquired genially. "Or do we have to kill you?"


Now the ragged men's eyes were irresistibly drawn to the main track. The first companies were marching past. Tathrin saw the vagrants blanch as the tramp of the approaching column shook the ground beneath their feet. Well, Tathrin wouldn't have believed the army that Evord had assembled if he hadn't seen it with his own eyes. 


The vagabonds muttered among themselves as they saw the battle standard fluttering above Evord's retinue. Against the unbleached linen, the circle of hands stitched from cloth of gold shone like a sunburst. Each fist grasped a symbol of honest toil, of learning, of home and family. This army was bringing peace for all Lescari to enjoy such things, or so Tathrin fervently hoped. 


"But--" the broken-nosed man gaped at Reher, unable to frame a question.


"You'll know what it means soon enough," the smith promised him.


"Till then, why don't you run off and hide up your own arseholes?" Arest menaced the vagrants impersonally with his sword. 


The ragged men swiftly melted into the woods. Tathrin could only hope they had the sense to stay lost. 


"Come on." Reher began walking back to the column as Arest reassembled his men for their duties in the vanguard.


The smith glanced at Tathrin. "Your friends need to tell that Parnilesse man, Reniack, to spread his pamphlets and songs towards Carluse as fast as he can." 


"Do you think these strays can read?" But Tathrin knew he was right. 


"We can't afford delay each time we trip over some runaway." Reher lowered his voice to a rumble. "I could drive them off but I don't want to show my hand."


"No," Tathrin said hastily. 


Did anyone suspect the two of them shared more secrets than Carluse blood? If someone did, would explaining that Tathrin's father and Reher both worked with the Woodsmen suffice? 


Tathrin didn't relish the thought of anyone else knowing he was the conduit for magical communications between Captain-General Evord and Losand and Sharlac, the towns they had already conquered. Because everyone knew magic was forbidden in Lescar's ceaseless wars. The Archmage Planir was adamant, like all his predecessors. The bold, destructive power of wizardry hadn't been seen on a Lescari battlefield in time out of mind. 


 Reher would be in more trouble than him, Tathrin thought guiltily. If the smith hadn't studied at the Wizards' Isle of Hadrumal, he was undeniably mageborn with the control over fire that arcane talent granted him. Tathrin was only the passive recipient of information from his friend Aremil. And Aremil was using Artifice, the ancient magic of mind and emotion. Planir had never claimed suzerainty over that. 


Few people even remembered this subtle magic existed. It was the scholars of the ancient universities who had rediscovered the lost enchantments. Scholars were still diligently searching for more in the learned halls of Col and Vanam, which was how he and Aremil had heard of it. They had soon seen how it could serve them, as they had sought the best way to truly end Lescar's enduring misery.


Would such arguments convince anyone outraged by Evord's use of magic? Wouldn't the dukes use such an accusation to rally men to their cause? 


Tathrin sighed. It had seemed so simple when he and Aremil had discussed all this back in Vanam, merely intent on bringing peace to Lescar.







Chapter Two

 


Aremil


Losand, in the Lescari Dukedom of Carluse,


Autumn Equinox Festival, Second Day, Morning

 


He would feel much safer with the door locked. But then he would have to get up and open it when someone knocked, and they would wonder why he'd locked it. Anyway, what was he afraid of? Aremil forced himself to assess the situation as dispassionately as the scholar he claimed to be. With the rigorous logic he and Tathrin had both learned in Vanam's university halls. 


Captain-General Evord's men had driven Duke Garnot's foul-mouthed and vicious mercenaries clean out of Losand. The town's guildmasters were recruiting an honest militia under the guidance of Evord's lieutenant, Dagaran. He was another mercenary come all the way from Solura, a man of similar mettle to the Captain-General. Aremil himself was safely accommodated on the upper floor of this merchants' exchange. How could he admit to feeling imperilled in the heart of this solidly walled town with guards on every gate and the fighting moving further away with every passing day? He couldn't. Not without sounding like an arrant coward, and his pride wouldn't stand for that.


Aremil looked out of the window, at the mercenary army's banner flapping in the wind. He smiled crookedly. It wasn't as bright as Evord's. Only the captain-general's banner bore the insignia in cloth of gold. 


Trust Master Gruit to spend his coin on such a flamboyant gesture. The wine merchant had a fine instinct for the dramatic. His impassioned denunciation of his fellow merchants in Vanam, attacking those of Lescari blood who let their kinsmen suffer, had been the first toppling rock that set this whole landslide in motion. When Aremil and Tathrin had trusted Gruit with their own longing to see peace in Lescar, he had proved a staunch ally. Now he was invaluable, organising the astonishing quantities of supplies that the marching army needed. 


Aremil's smile faded, his thin face returning to its customary immobility. What would Gruit have to say when the dust had settled? After their careful planning had brought blood and death to Lescar in the name of peace? He would have welcomed the chance to talk to the older man, but Gruit had already left for Abray, the town commanding the crucial junction where the Great West Road crossed from Caladhria into Lescar. Someone had to persuade the merchants and barons of Caladhria to sit on their hands while Captain-General Evord waged this campaign. Gruit was undeniably the best man to do it. 


But it was hard on them all, Aremil felt. When everyone's dearest wish was to celebrate festival with family and loved ones, all those who'd united in Vanam to plot this overthrow of Lescar's dukes had scattered to the four winds, even before the fires consuming Sharlac Town stopped smouldering. 


Gruit was on the road heading west towards Abray, with Failla and Kerith the dour scholar and aetheric adept. Tathrin and Gren were marching with Captain-General Evord's army. Sorgrad was currently escorting Charoleia and her maid eastwards to Tormalin. The beautiful intelligence broker would use her formidable web of friends and allies there to dissuade the Emperor from interfering. 


Branca was with them and Aremil missed her most of all. Did Tathrin know? Aremil felt every pang of his friend's longing for Failla when he wrought Artifice's enchantments to reach through the aether to tell Tathrin all the news from the territory they had already conquered, and to find out all that the captain-general's army was doing. 


Aremil missed Branca so sorely. But did she miss him? He couldn't tell. She was so much more skilled with aetheric enchantment, his teacher in the ancient discipline, even if she was a few years his junior. So her innermost thoughts were always wrapped in veils impenetrable to him. Perhaps that was for the best. He was almost afraid to find out what she truly felt. 


Which was ridiculous. Had he spent his life schooling his intellect only for the discipline of rational thought to fail him now? Aremil reminded himself how Vanam's university mentors rebuked anyone falling prey to unreasoned emotion. Once the source of any unease was identified, they insisted, it could be dismissed with logical argument. 


Aremil decided he didn't mind Tathrin knowing that his respect for Branca was deepening to affection. Though he didn't particularly want the older scholar Kerith to know, nor yet their younger ally Jettin. He barely knew either man. But Aetheric adepts were thin on the ground, and those with Lescari blood, who could be recruited to their cause, were rarer still. 


The advantage they offered this rebellion was beyond price. To be able to communicate across countless leagues in the blink of an eye could make the difference between victory and defeat. Artifice's enchantments could reach instantly through the aether, that mysterious medium that somehow linked mind to mind, while their foes' letters were limited to the flight of courier doves or the speed of the fastest horse. 


If the price of Kerith's help, and Jettin's, was the two men learning more than Aremil cared to share of himself, it would have to be paid. It was little enough to ask, when so many others would pay with blood and pain. 


Aremil only hoped Tathrin would come through unscathed. And Jettin, who was riding with a different contingent of the army, he recalled hastily. At least Branca would be safe, well away from any fighting, enjoying Tormalin's affluent calm. One day, Lescar would benefit from just such prosperity and all this cataclysm would be worth it. 


Aremil looked around the room. Losand's merchants had violently evicted the clerk who'd recorded their dealings for the duke's reeve. The shelves were empty of all but a few scraps of ribbon. The chest for his ledgers gaped open, its locks smashed. 


A draught played across his neck and Aremil shivered. His sitting room in Vanam had been cosy and warm. Lyrlen, ever attentive, would have lit a fire before he got up. He'd be at leisure to pursue his studies, only interrupted by her bringing his meals or by Tathrin visiting to drink a glass of wine. 


Perhaps that was why he felt so uncertain. He was simply homesick. Well, he was in Losand by his own choice, so he had better apply himself to the matters in hand. There was plenty to do without sitting here moping.  


Aremil looked at the door. He could find out how both Tathrin and Branca fared using his Artifice. But Branca didn't expect him to contact her before evening. He wasn't due to send his thoughts in search of Tathrin until the noon chimes, when Evord's lieutenant would guard the door in person. Of all the secrets their plots depended on, aetheric magic was the most closely guarded. They could not risk any duke's spies finding out. 


He looked at the timepiece on the wall. The brass arrow seemed to have barely moved down the long scale dividing the daylight into ten equal measures. At least at this season, with both For- and Aft-Autumn bracketing the Equinox, the chimes of daylight and darkness were the same. Summer's long hours would be far greater torment. Winter's short days need not be contemplated. One way or another, Evord had said, their venture must be concluded before any timepiece's faceplate was changed with the turn of For-Winter. 


Could they do that? True, they had conquered one dukedom already, but Sharlac had been little challenge. Duke Moncan had withdrawn into his castle seasons ago, to mourn his dead son. His vassals and militias had grown soft and complacent. Aremil didn't think any of the remaining five dukes would be caught unawares, not once news of Sharlac's fate reached them. 


He hurriedly smoothed his expression as the door flew open, crashing against an empty shelf. 


"Fair festival." Reniack bowed with a flourish worthy of the Tormalin Emperor's court. "What do you think? Not bad for the son of a Carif whore?"


"Fair festival to you." Aremil inclined his head stiffly. "You look more elegant than last night."


Reniack wore a blue doublet with silver buttons over a lace-trimmed shirt. Jewels on the knee-buckles of his breeches might be sapphires, though Aremil thought they were more probably glass. His snowy stockings were immaculate.


The burly man chuckled. "Last night I drank to Duke Garnot's ill-health with the scaff and raff of Losand's gutters. A ragged shirt and a charcoal-burner's jerkin made me a prince among the spigot-suckers."


Aremil refused to react to the vulgarity. "And today?" 


Reniack pressed a hand to his barrel chest, his expression lofty, his short beard jutting. "I join the sober elders and goodwives of Losand among the midday rites at Drianon's shrine."


"What do you have to share with them?" Aremil asked sardonically. 


Reniack grinned and reached inside his doublet for a sheaf of papers. "I honour Drianon as goddess of harvest but let's not forget her care for hearth and home. Her sacred eagle will always fight for her eaglets."


Aremil studied the crisply printed pamphlet that Reniack laid on the desk. The engraving showed a ferocious and somehow indefinably female eagle clawing at a polecat which was sneaking along a crag towards a nest of anxious chicks. 


He looked up at Reniack. "Is it my imagination or does that polecat look like Duchess Tadira?"


"Women hate her more than they fear her husband. They resent their husbands' toil buying her silk gowns to drape her bony buttocks, putting jewels around her scrawny neck." Reniack's voice thickened with his own loathing. "If we persuade the ordinary women that we're fighting for their sake, they'll persuade the men, once the bed curtains are drawn and they're hoping for open thighs."


Reniack's hand strayed to his brown hair, as if to brush it behind his ears. Aremil saw him curb the gesture. The astute pamphleteer wouldn't want the staid folk of Losand wondering at his ragged earlobes. They wouldn't be impressed to learn that the Duke of Parnilesse had ordered Reniack's ears nailed to the wood when he was pilloried for nailing letters to shrine doors in the dead of night, accusing the duke and his brothers of conspiring to poison their father.


The man had spent years stirring up hatred against Parnilesse's duke, concocting inflammatory pamphlets, writing more measured arguments for market-day broadsheets, even turning tavern songs to his purpose, and recruiting a small army of rabble-rousers to help him. His loathing was implacable. That Carluse's Duchess Tadira was Duke Orlin's sister was sufficient to earn her Reniack's spite.


Aremil was glad he had no cause to reach into Reniack's thoughts, to learn what prompted such rancour. He was also glad he was so practised at hiding his own emotions. He really didn't like Reniack, with his coarse language and cynical view of humanity. Though he had no reason to mistrust the pamphleteer. Reniack had proven time and again that he could keep the conspiracy's secrets as close as his own skin. If any duke's spies learned they were using Artifice, it wouldn't be through him. 


The pamphleteer had other concerns. "Dagaran said you wanted to see me. What's the latest news from Tathrin?"


"The army is making steady progress through the forest towards Carluse. They've been encountering runaways and vagabonds all through the woods," Aremil explained. "Do you have anyone to send to explain what Evord's army intends? The last thing the captain-general needs is skirmishing delaying his advance."


"Tell Dagaran to give me a handful of fast horses and my men will spread the word all the way to Carluse." Reniack narrowed his eyes. "Can I throw Failla's treachery in the duke's face just yet?"


"No!" Though Aremil didn't know why he was shocked. Reniack never attempted to hide his lack of scruple. 


"It might knock Duke Garnot off balance, if everyone knew his whore ran off and faked her own death rather than rub bellies with him any longer." The pamphleteer chuckled. "If his militiamen are gossiping around their campfires, they're not sleeping or making ready to fight."


"No." Aremil tried to think of some argument to dissuade him. That it would distress Tathrin wouldn't weigh a pennyworth with Reniack. Nor would the pamphleteer much care that Failla was desperate to stay hidden, fearing Duke Garnot's reprisals when he found out she had long since betrayed his secrets to Carluse's guildmasters' plots. 


Reniack shrugged. "That's an arrow we can keep in our quiver for another day. When does Tathrin think they'll join battle?"


"Evord expects to force Duke Garnot into a fight tomorrow." 


Reniack nodded, eyes distant. "How soon can we realistically have news of the outcome?" He answered his own question. "If we say we had it by courier bird, someone will ask who gave us doves hatched in Losand. How far is it to Carluse? Forty-five leagues? The battle will be closer than that. A man on a fast horse could do it in a day and a half--"


"Only if he didn't mind the horse dropping dead," Aremil objected. 


Reniack waved away that concern. "I'll have something ready for the first day of Aft-Autumn. A little shock to wake up the townsfolk after they've slept off their last festival drunk." 


"But we don't know what will happen." Aremil coughed on his indignation. 


"We'll win, or we'll do well enough to claim we've won. We have to." Reniack nodded at Aremil's crutches, leaning against the side of the desk. "Otherwise we'd all better take to our heels, as best we can." 


"I imagine I'll find a seat in a coach," Aremil said curtly. 


Reniack wasn't listening, the jerk of the brass arrow on the timepiece catching his eye. "I'll get some of my lads on the road before I head for the shrine. I may even breathe a prayer to Drianon," he added mockingly. "I'll call back tomorrow evening and you can tell me all Tathrin's news." 


"Very well." Aremil nodded as the Parnilesse man departed with a cursory wave. 


With his broad shoulders and sturdy build, Reniack didn't look as if he'd suffered a day's illness in his life. Was that why he disliked him, because he made no allowance for Aremil's infirmities, the lifelong curse of his near-fatal birth?


But Aremil could hardly complain. He wanted people to see him as more than some cripple with twisted legs, weak eyes and hesitant speech. That was why he had put himself through the torment of the journey here from Vanam. That was why he was so determined to master the secrets of Artifice. If he couldn't take up a sword like Tathrin, he'd serve the cause of peace in Lescar some other way. 


Was he more afraid that Reniack would discover his true birth? As long as the pamphleteer thought Aremil was merely the crippled son of some minor noble, sent to Vanam to live in seclusion, all he had to endure were barbed reminders that humble men's labours paid for his idleness. What would Reniack say if he knew Aremil was in fact the eldest son of Duke Secaris of Draximal? Would he suffer the full force of the man's contempt for all those born to rank and privilege? Or would Reniack condemn Duke Secaris for discarding his own child once it was clear Aremil would never walk unaided, never ride a horse or command an army?


What might Branca learn about his unknown family as her journey took her through Draximal? About the mother and father he couldn't even remember. About Lord Cassat, the acknowledged heir who was so widely praised as handsome and accomplished. Did he even know he had once had a brother? 


Aremil shifted in his uncomfortable chair. The cushions he relied on had slipped and there was no one to ease his cramps with warm flannel and relaxing tinctures. Was that why he was so out of sorts? Because he was in such pain? Lyrlen, his nurse since birth, would have known how to soothe his discomforts but she was all the way back in Vanam. He shouldn't have been so ready to rebuke her when she'd warned what tribulations he was bringing on himself. 


Reniack said his life had been sheltered. Aremil could hardly deny it. The only Lescari commoner he knew was Tathrin and that friendship was mere chance. They'd never have met if the poorer man hadn't needed to work as a wealthier scholar's servant, to earn his bed and board as he pursued his own studies. 


But was he biased as well as uninformed because his knowledge of human nature had been culled from books and plays, as Reniack had once accused? Aremil honestly didn't believe so. With no one to see his drawn face twisting grotesquely, Aremil allowed himself a scowl. He had plenty of reasons to be wary of Reniack that had nothing to do with his personal dislike. 


Similarly, he didn't mistrust Failla just because she'd spent the past few years as Duke Garnot's mistress. As Tathrin had said, she'd risked her neck to pass the duke's secrets to her uncle, the Carluse priest. He distrusted her because she'd so thoroughly deceived them all. 


She'd borne Duke Garnot's bastard daughter and no one had known that, not even the duke. Desperate to escape and reclaim the girl from the cousin who was rearing her, Failla had told no one when the Duke of Triolle's spy had coerced her into giving up ciphered letters detailing the guildsmen's plots and even hinting at the Vanam conspiracy. There was no telling what damage that might have done, and might still do. 


Well, Failla was in Abray with Master Gruit now. With Kerith, who'd used his own Artifice to read her thoughts and uncover her treachery. She could do no more harm and her knowledge of the Carluse guildsmen's plots might still serve their rebellion. They couldn't afford to discard her. If Duke Garnot's men ever caught her, torture would spill out all she knew. 


He would continue to trust his instincts, Aremil decided. After all, if he was inclined to blind prejudice, he would never have trusted Branca. She didn't have Failla's beauty to recommend her, and she'd made no attempt to win him with charm. Aremil had had to challenge her scorn for Lescar's endless quarrels. Albeit of Lescari blood, she was Vanam born and bred, in the humblest of circumstances. She'd seen no reason to involve herself in futile strife so far away. Until he had convinced her with scholarly argument, appealing to the intellect that had raised her from a life of toil in Vanam's lower town to studying in the upper town's halls and libraries, even if she had to scrub their floors to pay her way. 


Aremil sighed heavily. Failla was in Abray and Branca was on her way to Toremal. Reniack was running loose doing who knew what and Lady Derenna had gone off on some errand of her own, without even telling them when to expect her return. At least he knew where Nath the mapmaker and Welgren the apothecary were. Both were following the army, confident that their different skills would soon prove useful. 


All he could do was sit and fret, time hanging heavy on his feeble hands. Could the threads of their plotting possibly hold together long enough for Captain-General Evord to defeat all the dukes on the field of battle? 







Chapter Three

 


Tathrin


The Road from Losand to Carluse Town,


Autumn Equinox Festival, Third Day, Morning

 


Who was in the vanguard today? Tathrin took a moment to remember. Juxon's Raiders. A stern-faced company of men and women with the mongrel accent of those born in the mercenary camps. Lescar's wars had rumbled on for so long, some of the winter encampments in Marlier were decades old. The port of Carif, over on the Parnilesse coast, called itself a free city and enough mercenary companies called it home that Duke Orlin ruled there in name only. 


Who would be waiting for news, far away in the Carifate or in some holding on the banks of the Rel? Who would receive some smudged letter, some sad bundle of trinkets, letting them know their loved one lay buried where they had fallen in Carluse's woods?


Tathrin strained his ears. Outraged shouts and the clash of swords drifted through the trees. All around the mercenary companies stood, expectant, waiting for their order to move. Only the banners wavered as standard-bearers shifted their feet. Up on his horse, Captain-General Evord waited calmly for news. 


Would a Lescari duke's army even recognise him as the enemy army's commander? Tathrin contemplated the back of the captain-general's armour. It was no different from that worn by any other mounted mercenary. Polished steel back- and breastplates overlaid his chain mail, with more cunningly hinged metal protecting his shoulders, his flanks and thighs. There was none of the intricate engraving and gold embossing that Tathrin had seen on Lord Ricart's armour, when the Duke of Carluse's heir had once ridden past their family's inn along with his personal guard. 


Evord himself was wholly unlike the mercenary captains Tathrin had met. The captain-general was a slightly built man of no more than common height, greying too fast for his middle years. He wore a scholar's silver ring, the insignia of the University of Col so abraded as to be almost indecipherable. With none of the obscenities that sullied his soldiers' speech, his accent was as cultured as any noble's. Not a Lescari noble, though. Captain-General Evord was a Soluran, from that vast kingdom in the uttermost west, beyond Ensaimin, beyond the Great Forest. 


Solurans defended their untamed borders against assaults from the brutal tyrants of Mandarkin and incursions by beastmen from the wilderness. Tathrin didn't really know what beastmen were and he wasn't eager to find out. What mattered were the decades of experience Captain-General Evord and his Soluran lieutenants had brought, along with new and unexpected allies. Would their very different strategy and tactics prove decisive, throwing Lescar's dukes into confusion? That's what Sorgrad and Gren and, indeed, all these tens of mercenary companies were wagering. That's what all the coin that Master Gruit had raised to pay the fighting men and women was riding on.


Tathrin's mouth was as dry as a bread oven. Would this first skirmish show which way the runes might roll, now that their vanguard had encountered Duke Garnot of Carluse's scouts? The sounds of fighting were fading. Was it over already?


"There's nothing like swordplay to get the blood flowing after a night out in the open." Smiling contentedly, Gren appeared at his side. Someone else's blood glistened stickily on his hauberk. "You should have come along, long lad, to work some of the stiffness out of your bones."


"What happened?" Tathrin saw a runner wearing the Juxon's Raiders' badge of a spiked warhammer was already at Evord's stirrup. The mercenary lieutenants crowded around to hear what he had to say, their surcoats and badges a myriad different colours.


Mercenary captains sent their most favoured subordinates to ride with the captain-general, and it was a privilege fiercely sought. The younger men would see at first hand how a successful commander ordered his battles, learning the reasons for his decisions. Such lessons would prove vital when they commanded a company themselves. Keeping them some distance from the perils of battle could prove more immediately crucial, if their captain was cut down in some mêle and they had to take up his standard.  


"We killed enough of the arse-lickers to give the rest something to think about," Gren said with callous indifference. "Most of the rest ran off pissing their breeches but we caught a double handful, like the captain-general wanted."


"So the ones who ran off will tell Duke Garnot where we are." Tathrin was still nervous about that.


"We want all Carluse's attention turned this way, don't we?" Gren chided him.


Tathrin nodded, not replying. He was watching Juxon's Raiders bring their ten prisoners to the captain-general's standard. The mercenary companies edged apart to let them through. No one raised a weapon or even a hand but the murmurs of derision grew steadily louder. Then Captain-General Evord urged his horse forwards and silence spread through the forest.


"Good day. Please choose one of your number to speak for you all," Evord invited. 


The older men among the captives exchanged a dubious look.


"You're not from round here," a lad younger than Tathrin blurted out. Pale from loss of blood, he clutched a gruesome gash on his forearm.


"Soluran, are you?" a bald man ventured.


"I am," Evord replied courteously. 


"Bringing Mountain Men and Dalasorians down on us?" Another of the older men couldn't hide his alarm.


The regular rotation of the marching companies had brought the uplanders to the fore today. Every man was as yellow-headed as Gren, as stocky and as short. Their armour was subtly different, worn over high-necked tunics and leather leggings, their boots reinforced with iron bindings. A contingent of grassland horsemen followed Captain-General Evord, four-score, with bicoloured pennants fluttering on their lances. Knots of cream and gold cord were sewn to the collars of their vividly embroidered cloaks, showing that these riders from the distant plains of the north had sworn allegiance to Evord's cause. 


Seeing the Carluse prisoners gaping with astonishment, Tathrin concluded this was exactly what the Soluran captain-general intended.


Evord smiled amiably. "Tell me, boy, what do you make of my standard?" 


The youth with the injured arm gazed at the banner with its golden circle of hands each brandishing a different token. "I never seen it before, your honour," he stammered.


"No, it's never been raised before," Evord said kindly. "Tell me what you see."


The boy hesitated, fearing some trick to the question. Tathrin couldn't blame him. The lad had likely never travelled more than a few leagues from the village where he was born. A local priest might have taught him to read and to reckon but he'd never have encountered the measured interrogation of a university mentor, logically drawing him towards a desired conclusion with precisely chosen questions.


Evord glanced at Tathrin. "Well?"


Tathrin fought an absurd urge to laugh. In the midst of these woods, with dour-faced mercenaries ringing the hapless captives, he was irresistibly reminded of Mentor Peirrose's book-crammed study in Vanam, where he and the other students had covered the table with sheets of intricate calculations, the atmosphere stuffy with concentration. 


"There's a farmer's hayfork and a sheaf of wheat, a scholar's quill and a goodwife's broom. All tokens of honest labour," he added boldly.


He saw several of the prisoners narrow their eyes, realising he was a Carluse man like themselves. 


Evord cleared his throat. "Honest labour by common folk. You also see the priest's handbell, lad. What do you suppose that declares?"


The bald man answered instead. "You claim to be god-fearing?" 


Evord looked at him, unblinking. "Poldrion will not refuse me, when I ask him to ferry me over the river of the dead." 


Tathrin saw the prisoners looking dubiously at the Mountain Men. Uplanders worshipped only Misaen and Maewelin, maker of all and mother of all, according to their own strange rites. They scorned all the other gods and taproom talk claimed they were capable of anything from raping their sisters to eating their captives.


What about the Dalasorians? Tavern wisdom said the grasslanders had Eldritch Kin in their bloodlines. That's why their hair was as black as the shadow-men who travelled to and from the Otherworld through rainbows and voids in the darkness. 


"Piss on Poldrion." A man with a bruised face spat. "Are you going to hang us or cut off our heads?" His voice cracked with apprehension.


"For defending yourselves and your families?" Evord looked at him, apparently shocked. "You see that sixth hand holds a halberd? We believe in every man's right to defend his land and his livelihood. Though not in the right of any duke to force honest men to take up arms and oppress their neighbours in his name," he added forcefully. 


Tathrin saw the prisoners didn't know what to think of that. 


"Six hands," Evord continued. "One for each dukedom of Lescar. Each one raised against a duke who has beggared his people in vain pursuit of high kingship. A crown as hollow as any victory that might win it. Because we believe any duke so blinded by lust for a trifle, so blind to the suffering born of his selfishness, such a duke has forfeited any right to the fealty of honest men and women."


"So you've come to take the crown for yourself?" the bald man challenged. 


Evord smiled, perfectly at ease. "Hardly. Ruling a kingdom I'm not even born to looks like extremely hard work." He waved a hand, encompassing the vast army. "We're mercenaries. We go where we're paid. Would you like to know who's paying us?"


The older men exchanged more dubious glances but it was clear they were desperate to know. The bleeding youth didn't hesitate. "I would."


Evord addressed himself to the boy. "Do you have friends who've fled Lescar for Tormalin, Caladhria or the cities of Ensaimin? Or relatives who live on the charity of such exiles?" He smiled as the boy nodded dumbly. "Never think they've forgotten you, in their peace and safety. Those who have prospered, and plenty have," he assured them, "they're paying us to put an end to Lescar's suffering. All of them, whether they're of Carluse blood, or Marlier, Triolle, Draximal, wherever. We've already taken Sharlac, eight days since--"


That prompted loud astonishment from the prisoners. 


"Duke Moncan's defeated?" 


"What's become of the Jackal?" 


"He's dead." 


Evord's blunt declaration silenced them. Only the soft sound of horses champing their bits broke the stillness. 


"Jackal Moncan and his heir Lord Kerlin were both slain in the sack of Sharlac Castle." Evord didn't sound overly contrite. "His widowed duchess Aphanie and her daughters are enjoying the protection of certain of Sharlac's vassal lords who have long been outraged by their liege's selfishness."


Tathrin couldn't dismiss that horrific night so simply. He'd seen the slaughter, heard the screams of fear and agony. The stench of blood and bowels had filled his nostrils. He'd choked on the smoke as the castle burned. He'd seen the mercenaries cutting down the Sharlac castle guard. They'd even killed scullions so crazed with fear they snatched up kitchen knives. Gren hadn't lost a wink of sleep over it but Tathrin's nightmares were haunted by what he had seen.


The bald man looked thoughtful. "So what now for Carluse?"


Tathrin guessed he was wondering about Carluse's own disgruntled nobles. These men would have heard the same tales that were whispered in the Ring of Birches' taproom.  Last year, or maybe the year before, a lord had rebuked Duke Garnot, protesting over mercenaries' depredations that left his tenants destitute. He had been summarily imprisoned. All accounts agreed on that, even if they disputed his name and estates. His family had been disinherited, everyone knew that too. According to one version, his lands had been granted to the mercenary captain who'd wed the old duke's bastard daughter.


A half-smile touched Evord's thin lips. "Four days ago, we took Losand away from Wynald's Warband. Those we didn't kill were hanged from the town battlements, at the guildmasters' request. Some of our forces still safeguard the town, again at the guildmasters' request, until they raise their own militia. Now we march on Carluse Town and Duke Garnot's own castle. Once we have brought him low," the Soluran concluded calmly, "we will free Draximal and Marlier, Triolle and Parnilesse from similar tyranny."


Some of the prisoners looked appalled. Others couldn't hide their disbelief. 


"If you wish to live as free men under just laws, you're welcome to join our army," Evord continued. "Our surgeons will tend your wounds, whether you do so or not."


"You'll let us go?" The bleeding lad stared with desperate hope.


Evord raised his brows. "Who will believe we're intent on freeing Lescar from the dukes' tyranny if we shed innocent blood from the outset?"


Tathrin watched the prisoners conferring in urgent whispers. 


"How many do you reckon will join us?" he asked Gren quietly.


"None." The Mountain Man was certain. "They'll run back to their families to bar their doors and hide under their beds until this is all over."


Tathrin had to agree. What honest Carluse man would turn mercenary? Whether they were companies of dusty dogs, fighting for whoever offered most coin, or a duke's hounds, retained with regular payments and granted the right to blend his badge with their blazon, all mercenaries were scum. They stole farmers' and craftsmen's profits and cut down unarmed husbands or sons for sheer spite. 


Then there were the women supposedly taken ill. Some girls reappeared, bruises fading, flinching whenever a man came near, even boys they'd known all their lives. Others were laid on untimely funeral pyres with tightly sewn shrouds to hide their injuries. There were broken betrothals or, worse somehow, hurried weddings with the bride's gown girdled above a swelling belly, her beloved grim-faced as he laid her newly cut bridal plait on Drianon's altar. 


That's what mercenaries were to the common folk of Carluse. That's what Tathrin had believed, after the battle the year before last when Duke Moncan's army had attacked the town of Losand. He had watched weeping mothers carrying urns of ashes to Misaen's shrine, the closest sanctuary since Wynald's Warband had ransacked Trimon's temple on the Abray Road. He had seen his friends and their fathers nailing coins or scraps of cloth to the shrine door in token of silent vows of vengeance.


Yet he had helped start a war that would sweep across all of Lescar. He had helped summon up an army of mercenaries brutal and callous enough to win that fight. Tathrin was going to have a great deal of explaining to do, whenever death took him to stand before Saedrin, to account for all he'd done with his life. Could he possibly satisfy the god, so he'd unlock his door and allow Tathrin to pass through to rebirth in the Otherworld? 


He hadn't been able to justify his actions to his family, when he'd snatched a day after the fall of Losand to ride home and make certain the Ring of Birches still thrived. He had barely begun explaining why he had abandoned his promising apprenticeship in Vanam before his father had berated him for taking up with cut-throats and thieves. It made no odds who waged a war, he bellowed. Innocent blood turned earth to mud regardless. 


His mother had wept as if Tathrin were already dead. Why had he come back, a mercenary cur, when they had sacrificed so much to send him to safety in Vanam? His intelligence had won him a scholar's silver ring. Why hadn't he stayed to better himself and rise above his despised Lescari birth? Tathrin heaved a sigh.


"Cheer up," Gren said genially. "This lot'll soon take to their heels and we'll be on to the next fight. You'll soon get your chance to blood your sword properly."


Tathrin just grunted, watching the Carluse prisoners nodding as they reached their decision. The bald man stepped forwards, apprehensive but resolute. 


"If your honour pleases, we'll have our wounds tended and be on our way."


"Very well." Evord nodded. 


Tathrin saw their decision came as no surprise to the Soluran captain-general. Then he saw Evord beckoning and ran forwards.


"Tell Aremil that Reniack and his friends must spread their songs and pamphlets as widely as possible, as speedily as they can. He must convince the Losand guildsmen to send word to their fellow craftsmen in Carluse Town, to promote our cause in every village and hamlet. We cannot win this war merely by winning battles. Tell him to tell Dagaran to stay vigilant."


 Evord looked down from his saddle, his grey eyes shadowed. "Tell him to warn Lady Derenna and our allies in Sharlac. The commonalty there and the undecided vassal lords will keep their heads down as long as the smoke from Sharlac's fall still drifts across the skies. They're all waiting to see which way the wind blows next. If they hear the common folk of Carluse are fighting us, if Duke Garnot can claim his vassals and tenants are rising up to support him, those who don't want us holding Sharlac any more than they loved Jackal Moncan will start snapping at our heels. Lady Derenna must be ready to counter any hint of disaffection."


"I will make sure he tells her," Tathrin assured him. 


Lady Derenna would still be defending their cause in Sharlac. After all, she had spent the summer travelling the length and breadth of the dukedom, arguing in favour of the need for change with those nobles as opposed to arbitrary rule as she was. Though Tathrin wasn't necessarily convinced her sympathies lay with the commonalty. Lady Derenna's objections were the intellectual reasoning of a Rationalist, focusing on the resentments that tyranny prompted. That and the fact Duke Moncan had sentenced her husband to house arrest. Given the choice of joining him or exile, she had fled to Vanam. 


Evord was watching the Carluse men being led away to Juxon's Raiders' surgeon. 


"Still, this skirmish counts as a little triumph to begin this campaign, doesn't it? Let's hope it's as easy to strike Duke Garnot a decisive blow when we catch up with him tomorrow. If we can't manage that, unrest in Sharlac will be the least of our problems. And of course, the Dalasorians must play their part at Ashgil."


He surprised Tathrin with a sudden smile. "Who knows? Perhaps we haven't fought the first battle of this campaign after all. Let me know as soon as you've spoken with Aremil." He spurred his horse into a brisk trot away.


Tathrin sighed again. He might feel more useful if he were actually able to use Artifice's enchantments himself. But all he could do was wait for Aremil to reach out and touch his mind. And that was a very different experience from what he'd expected. Tathrin shivered despite the warmth of the unseasonal sun. 


No one had told him Aremil would be able to pluck what he liked out of his innermost thoughts and feelings. If he'd known, would he have agreed to serve as the link between the other conspirators and Evord's army? That was a pointless question. He could no more refuse now than any of them could turn back. 


Not now the army they'd raised was marching to overthrow Duke Garnot. Not now the Dalasorians were riding across the open vale to the east, the other prong of the fork they hoped to impale him upon. 







Chapter Four

 


Aremil


Losand, in the Lescari Dukedom of Carluse,


Autumn Equinox Festival, Third Day, Noon

 


Dagaran opened the door. "Good day, Master Aremil." 


"Good day to you." It occurred to Aremil that the Soluran lieutenant had never once wished him fair festival. Belatedly, he realised he knew nothing of Soluran customs, not even which gods they worshipped. 


"I have no more news from the forest." He tried to straighten in his chair. "Not since that skirmish with Duke Garnot's scouts."


He knew there were wizards in distant Solura, but did they know anything of Artifice? Aremil had no idea. Perhaps they did. Dagaran took their enchanted communications in his stride. Then again, Aremil hadn't seen anything perturb the saturnine man. He went about raising the militias to defend Losand and Sharlac as placidly as a merchant totalling his ledgers. 


"I'm more interested in events at Ashgil." Dagaran came to adjust Aremil's cushions with impersonal efficiency. "If you could contact Jettin?"


"Of course." Aremil felt embarrassment colour his cheekbones. He should have thought of that himself. He drew a steadying breath. It was getting easier to work this enchantment. Branca had been quite correct, saying practice would help. 


"Al daera sa Jettin sast elarmin as feorel."


Though he had only met Jettin a few times, the other scholar was a far more experienced adept. That made the task easier. 


"Al daera sa Jettin sast elarmin as feorel."


He wondered how soon he'd be able to contact anyone unschooled in Artifice by focusing his thoughts alone on the enchantments. At present he could only reach close friends like Tathrin and he still had to speak the ancient charms aloud.


"Al daera sa Jettin sast elarmin--" Stumbling over the words, he rebuked himself. "--sast elarmin as feorel."


He must focus his thoughts on Jettin. Youthful and lightly built, olive-skinned with curly black hair. Hot-tempered, always ready to argue with any Vanamese dismissing the Lescari as beggars and fools. 


"Al daera sa Jettin sast elarmin as feorel."


Jettin was no fool. He wore an advocate's ring, not easily won. Nor was he a beggar. Since fleeing Triolle in his own youth, his father had traded in spices to become one of Vanam's wealthiest men. 


"Aremil!"


Jettin's exultation made his head swim. 


"We did it!"


Aremil felt as if he was being swept clean out of the room. His eyes and ears told him he stood in a crowded marketplace. Aremil understood Tathrin's ambivalence over Artifice far more clearly these days. It took a distinct effort of will to feel the chair beneath his thighs, his hands resting on the desk. 


"You've taken Ashgil?" 


Aremil heard the scrape of Dagaran's boots. He couldn't see the Soluran. His mind's eye was filled with Jettin's jubilant memories of the morning's adventure.


That didn't outweigh Aremil's exasperation. Jettin had been told to stay well clear of danger. He'd still decided to ride with the lancers. Left to his own devices, he'd have been in the front rank; Aremil could see that clearly in his thoughts.


But the Dalasorian clan lords were among the few admitted into the secret of Artifice. Like Captain-General Evord, they had only agreed to join this army once they saw how such hidden advantage could tip the scales in their favour. Evord had told them how few adepts served the exiles, so Sia Kersain had sent Jettin to ride in the rear. Tall, lean and hatchet-faced, the Dalasorians' highest clan lord wasn't a man to be argued with. 


Aremil felt the jolting of the trotting horse beneath him and the sharpness of Jettin's irritation. The young adept hadn't stayed ill-tempered for long, though. It was a bright, clear morning and the Vale of Ashgil lay open ahead. The fields were empty, a chequerboard of stubble and ploughed black earth after the harvest. 


They saw the coloured tiles of Ashgil's shrine roof first. Aremil recognised Ostrin's loyal hound, russet against the black, and the god of hospitality's bunch of grapes in red as bright as blood. 


Rega Taszar led his forces away over the fields to the east. Hedges dividing the vassal lord's fields from his tenants' gave Dalasorian horses scant pause. Pata Mezian's regiment stayed on the high road, nine troops each of four-score riders. Two of his troops were armed with the recurved bow of the grasslands, cunningly wrought from bone and sinew for the lack of trees. Rega Taszar had four such troops of archers under his command and eight of lancers.


Sia Kersain rode with only a few score shy of a thousand horses. Now they quit the high road for the westerly flank. Aremil's stomach lurched as Jettin's horse leaped. Dust rose as their hooves pounded the hard, dry ground. 


Ahead, the market town came clearly into view. He saw tiled roofs above the ragged battlements. He couldn't see much of the town's walls. Well inside Carluse, not threatened by war within a generation, the guildmasters of Ashgil had permitted all manner of building beyond their gates. Houses with grey shingled roofs stretched along the high road. 


At some signal that Jettin missed, every horse shifted from the trot to a canter, pennants streaming from the riders' lances.


He could see people now, where the fields met vegetable gardens. There must surely be shouts of alarm but he couldn't hear them. The thunder of hooves, the rattle of harness filled his ears as the canter became a gallop. He gripped the saddle with his thighs, the reins digging into his gloved hands. The morning chill was a distant memory amid the heat rising from the horses.


How by all that was holy could the Dalasorians ride one-handed, managing lances at such a breakneck pace? Aremil realised Jettin was shamefully relieved that he wouldn't be called on to fight. He needn't risk making a fool of himself, or worse, injuring his own mount as he fumbled his sword 


The Dalasorian riders swept on. He glimpsed women fleeing towards the town's walls, their aprons fluttering white. Men threw aside hoes and ran. Some fool opened a sty, desperate to save his pig. The beast disappeared into an orchard.


None of Sia Kersain's archers wasted their arrows on such targets. They were heading for the town's western gate. The reports from Evord's scouts had been clear. Duke Garnot's militia were guarding the roads. They were going to fight them for control of the western gate, for the road leading to Thymir and Carluse Town beyond. Rega Taszar's forces were circling to capture the gate on the Tyrle Road heading south. Pata Mezian's regiment would smash through the north gate, coming straight down the high road from Sharlac. 


He didn't have time to think about that. There was the Thymir Gate still standing proud of the crumbling wall. Duke Garnot's white flag with its black boar's head flew from the topmost coign. Down on the ground, the militiamen on guard were being overwhelmed by panicking people desperate to force their way through.


Incredibly, the horses drew still closer together. Dalasorian boots jostled his own as they rode stirrup to stirrup. He was seized with sudden terror lest a spur dig into his ankle. But there was no time to be afraid. They were wheeling around, charging up the road. Would the militia drop the portcullis and deny them at the last gasp? 


His mount snorted, the bit clamped between its teeth. If he'd wanted to stay clear of the fray, he had no chance now. This horse was going to charge with its herd mates and there was no way he could hold it back.


He had no idea where the archers were but he saw militiamen fall from the battlement, pierced by arrows. The first horses were charging through the gate's arch, bodies disappearing beneath their hooves. Lancers broke away on either side, pursuing anyone in ducal colours still outside the walls. 


A few militiamen swung their swords. One frantic blade cut a lancer's hand clean off at the wrist. The rider stuffed his reins in his teeth. Snatching a thrown lance from the air, he ran the Carlusian through.


Aremil lost sight of the maimed man in the mêle. His own horse finally slowed, along with the riders around him. Once they could see daylight through the arch of the gate they entered the town. Their horses picked a careful path through liveried bodies, snorting at blood trickling in the gutters. A dog howled when a dismounted Dalasorian used the flat of her blade to beat it away from a corpse it was sniffing. 


We did it. We took Ashgil, and so easily. The dukes won't know what's befallen them; we'll win this war so quickly.


Jettin's exultation rang through memories so vivid they could be Aremil's own. He was acutely aware of the contrast with Tathrin's recollections of Sharlac's fall. He looked around to reassure himself all the dead men wore militia colours. To his relief, the townsfolk were clustered in alleys and doorways. Ashgil had fallen and there had been no massacre, not this time. 


"Count what's left before what's lost, once the storm's passed by."


Behind the old proverb, he could feel Jettin's irritation at his anxiety. Why couldn't he just celebrate their success? If innocents had died, such tragic accidents were unavoidable. Didn't he want to see Lescar free?


"Master Aremil?" It was Dagaran.


Aremil gritted his teeth. He concentrated on feeling every crease and scuff in the leather-topped desk with his fingertips. He even welcomed the cramps in his wasted legs as he wrenched sensation and emotion free of the younger man's Artifice. 


"Is the town secure?" he demanded.


"Tied up tighter than a miser's purse!"


Now Aremil saw the marketplace again, as clearly as if he stood next to Jettin. Cowering Carlusians were approaching the mounted clan lords, their hands spread wide to show they carried no weapon. He could see the numb shock on their faces. 


Militiamen faced mounted mercenaries from time to time. But if Lescari rode into battle, such companies would dismount after the initial clash, to fight hand to hand with sword and mace and shield. That was how such encounters went, as far as these Ashgil men knew. They had never faced mounted lancers, mounted archers, with horses as skilled in battle as their riders. 


Aremil fervently hoped all Captain-General Evord's innovations were going to prove so successful in this campaign. 


Then he saw Dalasorians in their brightly embroidered tunics going in and out of houses, carrying sacks and barrels.


"The town isn't to be plundered," he said sharply. "Remember the captain-general's orders!"


"They're only replenishing supplies used on their journey."


Was Jettin telling the truth? Aremil had no hope of reading his innermost thoughts now his exultant recollections of the battle were over. 


"Very well, as long as that's all they do." 


Aremil heard a rattle of parchment as Dagaran sorted through the maps piled up on the desk.


"Please ask him to find Rega Taszar. Ask how many troops he will need to keep with him to hold the town until I can organise a militia."


Aremil dutifully relayed the Soluran lieutenant's request. Now he was more fully in control of his own Artifice, he could see Jettin clearly. The youth was filthy with sweat and dust, still flushed with the thrill of the charge. 


Aremil's own hands were still trembling. He'd never imagined he'd enjoy galloping on a horse. When he hadn't known how it felt, his inability to ride was merely one mild regret among many. Now he struggled to curb his frustration with the infirmities that denied him such delight. Artifice proved a double-edged blessing once again.


"I see you need a moment to gather yourself. I'll tell you what Rega Taszar says at the next chime."


With the faintest echo of distaste, Jettin swiftly withdrew his enchantment. As the weaker adept, Aremil had no hope of holding him. The vision of distant Ashgil faded. Dizzy, Aremil screwed his eyes shut. When he opened them, Dagaran was leaning on the far side of the desk, looking intently at him. 


"Master Aremil, are you all right?"


"I will be." Aremil hadn't anticipated the shock of breaking such an intense aetheric link. Tremors wracked him and he blinked. He so disliked seeing the world through his own inadequate eyes after enjoying Jettin's crystal-clear vision. 


Dagaran stood upright, still looking concerned. "If we're to hold Ashgil there are things I must set in motion, but I shall call back as soon as I can manage it. Can I send anyone to you in the meantime?"


"No, thank you. I'll be fine." Aremil cast around for something else for Dagaran to focus on. "May I know what the rest of the Dalasorians will be doing, while Rega Taszar holds Ashgil?"


It was an even roll of the runes whether Dagaran would tell him or not. Captain-General Evord prized discretion above almost all other virtues. 


The Soluran hesitated and then drew a finger across the map he had spread out on the desk. "They will ride west, as soon as their horses are rested."


"To Thymir?" Aremil was confused. That was one of Duke Garnot's personal manors, but it commanded no more than a large village.


Dagaran allowed himself a brief smile. "To take control of the road running north from Carluse Town into the forest." 


"But Duke Garnot and his army have already reached the forest." Aremil knew that from Tathrin's reports.


Dagaran nodded. "And the Dalasorians will be ready, whatever the outcome of tomorrow's battle. If the captain-general routs the Carluse forces, or if they manage to retreat in good order, the Dalasorians must cut them down. Victory means little if your enemy can rally and come back to fight another day." He looked graver. "If the day goes against us, as is always possible, we'll need the lancers to strike at Duke Garnot's men from behind, so Captain-General Evord can withdraw without losing too many men." 


"I see." Aremil felt a chill that had nothing to do with the draughts in the room. 


"Make sure Tathrin knows he must tell us at once, if the tide of battle turns against the captain-general tomorrow." Dagaran rolled up the map and bowed briefly. "Till later."


"Till later," Aremil echoed.


The door closed behind the Soluran and Aremil was left alone with his apprehensive thoughts. He really didn't think this war would be won as easily as Jettin imagined. 







Chapter Five

 


Litasse


Triolle Castle, in the Kingdom of Lescar,


Autumn Equinox Festival, Third Day, Evening

 


The great hall's flagstones had been scoured white and the panelling glowed with polish. Garlands of leaves had been fashioned from scarlet silk and gold brocade. The harvest's fruits had been cunningly crafted from glossy wax. Up in their gallery, the musicians wove every horn's voice, each viol's thrill into seamless harmony. 


Those disinclined to dance, too old or too replete with roasted venison, capon and goose, sat at tables in the side aisles. Dishes of candied fruits flanked platters of wafer cakes and marchpane fancies. Lackeys offered goblets of wine or cups of barley cream dusted with Aldabreshin spices. 


No one could accuse her of dereliction in her duties as duchess this festival. Which was just as well, because no one had suggested, with her father and brother newly dead, her mother and sisters' fate unknown, that she might be spared the burden of ensuring everyone else's enjoyment, of providing all their guests' entertainments. 


Litasse paced out the next measure of the dance, her fingertips touching those of Duke Orlin's brother. Lord Geferin stepped deftly around as she sank into a curtsey, her rich maroon skirts rustling. His gaze lingered on the low-cut neck of her gown before meeting her eyes with unmistakable invitation. 


She rose from her curtsey, her smile as meaningless as she could possibly make it. Unable to stop humiliation colouring her pale cheeks, she consoled herself with a glance around. All those dancing were just as flushed, thanks to the heat from the tiered candle-stands that made the hall with its coloured glass windows a jewelled lantern in the castle's dark courtyard.


No one would be discussing her choices for the banquet or the decorations, though. Litasse knew all the whispers were debating her choice of bedfellows. How could she have deceived her handsome husband with someone as undistinguished as Master Hamare? She had heard Lady Erasie asking Lady Mazien just that, not realising she was within earshot. 


Even more deliciously scandalous, what lovers' quarrel could possibly have ended with Litasse stabbing the spymaster? Was it true the castle guards had broken down a locked door to find the Master Intelligencer dead at her feet? It was. They had found her with his blood on her skirts and the dagger that killed him in her hand.


Litasse matched Lady Erasie's steps down the hall. What would the empty-headed gossip say if she explained how Master Hamare's interest in her daily pleasures and trials had warmed her lonely heart? Was it any surprise that she'd welcomed his discreet adoration and soon yielded so gladly to his ardour? When Duke Iruvain paid her less heed than his hounds and his horses. When his visits to her bedchamber were as selfish as his daily routine. If everyone were so scandalised by her failings as a wife, what of his failings as a husband? 


What would any of them say, as they murmured behind their hands, if she told them she hadn't stabbed Hamare at all? That he had been murdered by two Mountain Men, who'd appeared out of nowhere thanks to some foul wizardry. Then that same magic had carried them away, leaving her trapped in the locked room with no one else to be blamed. 


No, no one would ever believe that. Because magic was the one weapon that no duke dared wield in their endless skirmishes and periodic campaigns, testing another dukedom's strength, encroaching upon their borders. Far easier to believe that Litasse, once of Sharlac, now of Triolle, was just a faithless whore. 


Reaching the end of the hall, she spun around to walk elegantly back outside the lines of dancers. From the corner of her eye, she could see Duchess Sherista of Parnilesse doing the same on the opposite side. She moved as lightly on her feet, despite the four children and twelve years' advantage she had over Litasse. While every other woman wore autumn hues in honour of the festival, Duke Orlin's duchess wore a sumptuous emerald gown in tribute to her husband's livery colours. That had the happy effect of drawing every eye to her, Litasse thought tartly. 


Had Sherista ever taken a lover? Had she found the marriage arranged for her parents' advantage and a dukedom's gain as cold and lonely as Litasse had? Or had she grown to love her husband and found that love returned, as Litasse's mother had assured her would happen?


There was no way to tell. Sherista's face was as serenely unreadable as ever as she slipped past Lord Geferin. Did he keep brushing against her, Litasse wondered? Did she have to endure him caressing her shoulder, even her rump if they encountered each other on some narrow stair? Or did he only take such liberties with a known adulteress? From his manner this festival, he seemed to assume Litasse would open her knees to any man. How dare he? Litasse stifled her irritation and walked on, head high, shoulders back. 


She reached the head of the hall. Behind the high table on the stepped dais, Duke Orlin of Parnilesse still sat in his place of honour, his eyes shifting from his duchess to his brother as they made their way through the dance. Was he a jealous spouse or a fond one? Did he suspect his own brother's intentions? Or did he fear what Lord Geferin might let slip? The rumours they had conspired to poison their father persisted.


This was no time for such idle thoughts. Her own husband approached, his arms outstretched. When they had first met, Litasse had admired his broad shoulders, his strong hands. As their wedding renewed the alliances between Triolle and Sharlac, Duchess Aphanie had promised her tender companionship in her marriage. That promise had proved hollow indeed. Now Litasse merely wondered what might provoke Iruvain to hit her again. 


Stepping into his embrace, she linked her hands behind his head. His doublet matched her gown. The garnets studding his gilt collar echoed the rubies glittering on her breast. They were the most handsome couple in the gathering, even if that wasn't why all eyes were on them. 


"Smile," he ordered.


"I don't--" 


He lifted her off her feet, whirling her around. Their cheeks brushed, his rich brown curls tickling her neck. His dark eyes were stony. "I said, smile." 


"My lord, I grieve--"


"Shut up." 


As he lifted her again, Litasse ended the dance with elegantly pointed toes and a flourish of her skirts. The long knife's scabbard pressed against her thigh. She wouldn't be caught unarmed again, even if she didn't know who she feared most: her husband or the men who'd slain Hamare. 


The musicians concluded with a triumphant chord. All around, husbands and wives returned to each other's sides.


Duke Iruvain bowed low, brushing his full lips against her jewelled rings. In public at least, he was doing all he could to still lively expectation that he'd repudiate his slut of a wife. He still insisted Litasse had merely defended her honour. She didn't know why. Who could possibly believe that loyal Hamare would force himself on his own duke's wife? 


"Your rouge is smudged." 


He wouldn't want anyone seeing the fading bruise left by his furious blow. 


"I'll see to it." 


"Your Grace." Her elderly waiting woman was already on hand, her lined face disapproving. "You are unbecomingly flushed."


"That will do, Pelletria," Litasse said sharply. 


Iruvain walked away with a hint of satisfaction on his face. If he wouldn't punish Litasse by setting her aside, he'd quickly made sure she was as friendless as possible. He'd dismissed all her waiting women, even hapless Valesti who'd known nothing of Litasse's deceptions. 


A solitary lutenist sang up in the gallery. The other musicians were ringing a steward carrying a tray of horn cups and a flagon of ale. On the dais Sherista of Parnilesse embraced her husband, her burnished tresses ebony against his silver beard. His mossy doublet was just a shade darker than her gown. As he caressed her milky shoulder, the jet of his rings reflected dark fire from the candlelight.


Pelletria led Litasse to a tapestry-hung corner. "No need for you to hide a dyer's bottle in your baggage." With her back to the gathering, her thin lips curved in a confiding smile. 


"That's gratifying to know, but have you discovered anything more immediately useful?" Litasse tucked an errant wisp into the golden net confining her own black hair. 


"This Soluran and his mercenary army are marching through the forest to Carluse." Pelletria's lips barely moved. "They'll join battle today or tomorrow."


"How soon will we know the outcome?" Litasse searched the great hall for Iruvain. 


How much did he know? Now that Hamare was dead, all the dukedom's couriers brought the news they'd once carried to the Master Intelligencer straight to their duke instead. But Litasse had seen how Iruvain scorned so many of the other reports, from merchants and those who served them on the road, who collected the tolls on the dukedom's bridges. The intricate web of informants that Hamare had so carefully woven was in danger of falling apart.


"I left three courier doves with a trusted man in Carluse Castle." Pelletria dabbed the fine gloss of sweat from Litasse's brow with a scrap of powdered muslin. "We'll know how Duke Garnot's army fares half a day after Duchess Tadira."


Iruvain would never have allowed Pelletria to serve her if he suspected her tirewoman had been one of Hamare's enquiry agents. Still less if he knew the crone had been unobtrusively searching out Carluse secrets this past half-year. She need not fear that he'd guess Litasse was defying him and gathering her own reports, making good use of Hamare's legacy, even if Iruvain wouldn't.


"What will Duke Garnot do, once he's whipped these curs?"


A frown deepened Pelletria's wrinkles. "That depends whether he crushes them or merely puts them to flight." 


Litasse watched Iruvain smiling. Lady Mazien laid a flirtatious white hand on his arm. The duke's rich laugh echoed around the hall, louder than the lutenist's ballad.


"Do you think he'll take a mistress?" Litasse wondered aloud. "To pay me back with my own base coin?" If he was dipping his middle finger in some vassal lord's purse, would she be any safer? 


"Perhaps. He'll only believe you're innocent if we can find proof that these rebels have suborned magic." Pelletria searched the purse on her girdle for a pot of rouge. 


Litasse watched Iruvain escort Lady Mazien to a shadowed side table. "Some are saying it was him who cut Hamare's throat." And no one who whispered that condemned him. 


"Then they'll choke on their words, when we prove it was foulest sorcery." Pelletria carefully blurred the lingering marks of Iruvain's fingers. 


Litasse closed her eyes to curb prickling tears. She would have utterly despaired if Pelletria hadn't believed her. But the old woman knew Hamare could never love a woman capable of killing him. More, Pelletria had loved Hamare like a son. She had been Hamare's first confidante, when he'd returned from Col's university to serve Iruvain's father.


Duke Gerone had known information could protect his vulnerable fiefdom better than armies. Triolle was surrounded by all Lescar's other dukedoms and in battle was a match for none. Iruvain could deny that all he liked and diligently drill his brightly liveried militiamen, but sticking feathers on a bantam didn't make it an eagle.


Pelletria stepped back to survey her handiwork. "Duke Orlin has been asking why Iruvain doesn't dissolve your marriage. Your husband tells him he's intent on securing Triolle's claim to Sharlac's succession. He can hardly press your claims as Duke Moncan's eldest daughter if he sets you aside." She screwed the lid tight on the rouge pot. "Once you bear him a child, he'll think again. But he won't want you pregnant until there's no possible chance you might carry Hamare's baby."


Litasse had wondered why Iruvain hadn't chosen to punish her in their bed. "Everyone would start counting back on their fingers." 


Pelletria nodded. "Especially those with their own claim on Sharlac lands. So I don't think you have much to fear until you bear a child of undisputed Triolle blood and we know that it will thrive. After that?" She tucked the cosmetics back in her purse. "Some poisons mimic a wasting disease. Never fear, Your Grace. We'll make sure that doesn't happen to you." 


Her faded eyes glinted with ruthlessness that both reassured and unnerved Litasse. She saw Iruvain had abandoned Lady Mazien and was heading for their corner. 


"Send a courier bird to Hamare's man in Draximal," she said quickly. "I want to know what Duke Secaris plans, and see if we've had any word from Marlier." 


"As you command, Your Grace." Pelletria withdrew, her expression as stern as ever, no hint of indulgence for her mistress. 


"You're neglecting our guests," hissed the duke. 


"Forgive me." 


She followed him onto the dais, eyes modestly downcast, every measure the dutiful wife. He drew her chair back, as attentive a husband as a woman could wish for. 


Duke Orlin smiled. "You have entertained us so lavishly; it will be hard to tear ourselves away."


"So courageous." Duchess Sherista leaned forward to lay her hand on Litasse's. "Is there still no word of your lady mother and your sisters?"


She must have found twenty occasions to make that solicitous enquiry these past two days. Litasse knew Parnilesse's servants were asking her attendants the selfsame thing. 


"Sadly not." Litasse's pleasure at denying the answer Sherista craved was only spoiled by the anguish the truth brought her. 


"We are most anxious to know how Duchess Aphanie fares." Duke Orlin was all sympathy. "Even if our ties to Triolle are merely those of affection rather than blood."


"I will be sending Lord Roreth north to make enquiries now the festival's done." Iruvain nodded towards his brother, deep in conversation with some simpering maiden.


Litasse had heard of no such plan. She couldn't help her start of surprise, her fingers jerking beneath Sherista's. "Forgive me." She covered her eyes with her hand, feigning distress. It only took a moment and genuine tears glistened on her lashes. 


"Perhaps Duke Secaris will discover some news for you on his return to Draximal." Duchess Sherista reached for her wine. "That would be some consolation for ending his visit so abruptly." 


That was another lure she kept throwing out, fishing for any dissent between Draximal and Triolle. 


"He could hardly leave Lord Cassat to face this crisis alone." Litasse dried her eyes with a napkin, careful not to smudge her rouge. 


Iruvain nodded. "We're honoured that he delayed his departure even a day."


Did he think he was fooling Duke Orlin or was he merely fooling himself? Duke Secaris had needed to rest his horses before heading northwards again, otherwise Litasse was convinced he would have turned for home as soon as the Draximal courier had reached him with news of Sharlac's fall. While his heir was widely admired, Lord Cassat was barely nineteen. 


Duke Orlin stroked his silver beard. "Do you think these villains will head eastwards to threaten Draximal?"


Litasse gave him his due. Duke Orlin had learned of Sharlac's fate and then Losand's fall sooner than he would have if he'd been celebrating the festival in Parnilesse. On the other side of the scales, he was cut off from all his own sources of intelligence. He betrayed no hint of frustration.


Iruvain brushed that aside. "Duke Garnot won't leave one in a hundred alive to plague anyone." 


Duke Orlin raised his wine glass. "Talagrin send him swift victory over these blackguards." 


As Iruvain and Sherista echoed his invocation to the god of the hunt, Litasse barely let the wine touch her lips. 


Carluse's duke was as much to blame for Sharlac's fall as these curs of mercenaries. Garnot had waged war on Sharlac only a few years since. His own bastard son had killed her beloved brother Jaras. If her father hadn't been so unmanned by that crippling grief, this cowardly attack would never have taken him so unawares. 


"We must see where these dogs run, once Garnot has whipped them," Duke Orlin mused. "They're mercenaries, so someone must pay them. If they hide behind Duke Secaris's midden, much becomes clear."


Iruvain was genuinely perplexed. "Draximal and Sharlac have long been allies."


Duke Orlin's lip curled. "Duke Secaris covets any land that adjoins his own."


"Your Grace, you know the attacks that you suffered this summer were deceits." Iruvain looked troubled. "Intent on setting you and Duke Secaris at odds, to distract us from this army gathering above Sharlac."


Litasse drank her wine. Now Iruvain was taking credit for all that Hamare had discovered. After he had mocked the spymaster, when he'd first warned of intrigue among Lescar's exiles in Vanam. If only Iruvain had let Hamare pursue his suspicions, this vile plot could have been unmasked and forestalled. 


She took a second mouthful, to stop herself telling Duke Orlin that the foul mercenaries who'd attacked Parnilesse's militia and burned that bridge crossing his border to Draximal had been using magefire. The wizard who'd murdered Hamare had admitted it to her. But no one would believe it if she said so. She set down her glass and the lackey quickly refilled it. 


"We shall stay watchful till Draximal's good faith is proven." Duke Orlin shrugged. "What do you know of Duke Ferdain's response to this upset?"


Did he want to know what Ferdain of Marlier was doing, or did he want to know how swiftly and accurately Triolle got news from the west? Probably both, Litasse decided. 


Iruvain scowled. "I watch Marlier as closely as you watch Draximal. We're raising militia to guard our borders to north and west alike."


"That's wise." Orlin nodded. "Duke Ferdain allows these curs of mercenaries far too long a leash in his lands." 


Whereas Master Hamare had been adamant that Triolle had no reason to suspect Marlier. All Duke Ferdain wanted from the mercenary camps was his share of their gold. So what advantage did Orlin seek by ensuring Iruvain was looking west to Marlier instead of east to Parnilesse? 


Litasse folded her hands in her lap so no one could see her knuckles whiten. Hamare would have seen what lay behind all this so clearly. Anguish twisted her heart.


The musicians struck up a new dance and Duke Orlin rose to his feet.


"Your Grace, please honour me as my partner." 


"The honour is mine." Litasse flattered him with a dazzling smile.


Iruvain promptly offered his hand to Sherista. "Then I have the good fortune to escort Your Grace." 


"Let's look forward to dancing at Solstice," she said pertly, "with all this unpleasantness far behind us."


Her hand on Duke Orlin's arm, Litasse walked down from the dais to join the sets forming for the dance. 


What might Hamare suspect? First he'd want to be certain Parnilesse wasn't allied with this mercenary commander who had slaughtered her family. Parnilesse had its own enclave where these ragged dogs were for hire, in the port of Carif. Parnilesse and Carluse were allies thanks to Tadira, Parnilesse born, Orlin's sister and Duchess of Carluse these twenty years past. Duke Garnot had found a true love there and Carluse had been Sharlac's foe for time out of mind. Litasse had learned that much at her dead father's knee. 


Things should become clearer once Duke Garnot won his battle. If Pelletria's courier birds flew straight and true, Litasse should know how he'd fared within a few days. She would know before Iruvain did. 






End of sample
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