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PROLOGUE
 
   In the dim reaches between the worlds, where the brightest stars exist only as flecks visible to a god’s eyes, Jandak walked alone.
 
   In that vast darkness he called, he called to the Other to whom he had spoken untold centuries before.
 
   The Other came, heeding Jandak’s call, coming from distant worlds beyond the ken of men or gods.  And to the Other Jandak unburdened himself.  He told a tale of Gods, how when Gods walked among men, good followed in their wake but only in the direct presence of the Gods.  When the gods passed by demons found fertile grounds in the hearts of men.  And evil grew.
 
   And so the gods walked not openly among men, instead guiding, teaching, and encouraging from afar.  And men rose to the challenge, standing with their own strength against the evil counsels of demons.
 
   But the demons were clever in their wiles.  They bided their time, speaking to the hearts of men who would heed them.  And these men became more numerous.  And evil grew.
 
   And so Jandak sought counsel, for both paths--the path of direct rule by the gods and the path of a light hand from afar--led to evil.
 
   And the Other listened to Jandak’s pleas.  And he showed to Jandak a vision.  And in the vision there was a pool, and a pebble dropped into the pool, spreading ripples across the surface.  And the ripples reflected from the edges of the pool and crossed and recrossed, making a complex, ever-changing pattern.  And then the other dropped another pebble, smaller than the first, and these ripples spread and crossed the ripples of the first.  And the pattern changed, different from before.
 
   And Jandak saw that a small thing, at the right place, can change the pattern of life.
 
   And so the Other reached out, and drew to him a spark, caught in the instant between life and death, chosen to provide what Jandak and the world needed.  And the Other handed the spark to Jandak, a pebble, to create change in the pond.
 
   And Jandak wondered, had the Other given him victory over the evil?  But no, the Other counseled him.  There is no sure victory short of the end of all things.  What the other offered was change.  What the other offered was hope.
 
   And so Jandak sped back to the world, carrying the spark of hope with him.  And he counseled with the other gods so determine where best to drop the pebble, where best to introduce Hope.
 
   And the gods chose a place and a time and they dropped the spark into the world.
 
   And they stood back to watch what would unfold.
 
   


 
  

CHAPTER ONE
 
   The sun had sunk below the distant peaks before Kreg reached the walled city, the likes of which Kreg had never seen before. Mail-clad armsmen, wielding spears and short swords, stood guard atop the gray stone walls. Walls.  Around a city.  And men armed with swords and spears.  That was something he had only read about, something that only happened in the distant past, not in the present, not in the world Kreg knew.
 
   In the distance, the last rays of the setting sun blooded tendrils of clouds stretching as diaphanous claws from the wall looming in the east. Those bloody claws reaching from the blackening hand gave warning of an approaching storm.
 
   Kreg leaned on his staff and rubbed at his neck. Healing blisters still itched, legacy of the sunburn that had almost killed him after he found himself naked and alone in the desert. The waterskin slung over his shoulder, long since drained, slapped hollowly against his side.  The rutted track stretched behind him a dozen miles to where he had said his goodbyes to the nomads. His shoulders rose and fell in time with his deep, ragged breaths.
 
   "The smoke does not command," the shaman had said that morning. "It only gives counsel. And the counsel is that your path lies among others, among those of steel and stone. This is the Gods' word, as told by the smoke. You will always be welcome in Three Mountains' Clan, but it is to others you must go and this is the time to leave."
 
   Two weeks in this strange world and Kreg had to leave the only friends he had come to know.
 
   "Halt and state your business," said one of the mail-clad men from the top of the wall at Kreg’s approach.  The language was the same as what Kreg had somehow known when he first met the desert nomads, although the dialect was different.
 
   "I seek food and lodging.”  Kreg leaned against the staff, like his clothing, a gift from the nomads.
 
   "What brings you to Trevanta?"
 
   "I am a traveler." Kreg suppressed a hysterical laugh as he thought of just how far he had traveled, farther than the guard could possibly imagine. "I...was told I needed to be here."
 
   "A damn nomad." The voice held more than a hint of disgust. “Off with yo--“ A softer voice interrupted the first speaker. Kreg only understood a few of the words of the second speaker.  Something about coin?  "He might have some coin?"
 
   “As you say,” the first voice said, then louder, "Alone you are no doubt as harmless as you are worthless, nomad.  Enter and be done."
 
   The portcullis creaked upward.  Kreg shuddered. The spikes reaching downward from the bottom of the gate and the shadows beyond it made the opening look like a giant mouth preparing to swallow him whole. The gray wood doors behind the gate blew a blast of fetid air over him as they creaked open.
 
   He swallowed once and forced the apprehension to the back of his mind as he limped through the gateway.
 
   Rutted dirt streets led in all directions.  The buildings blocked most of the light of the setting sun and the smaller of the twin moons, leaving the city’s depths shrouded in gloom.  Trampled piles of animal dung littered the streets.  Since no street differed from any another that Kreg could see, he set off down the road that led straight ahead, into the city's interior.
 
   Kreg remembered the first time he had seen that second moon.  He had known then that he had not just appeared in some distant land, but on a whole other world.  Once more he fought down the panic that arose at that thought.  Another world, a world of two moons, dropped among people who wandered with their herds from well to well to well in the desert, then to a city guarded by stone walls and mail-clad men armed with spears and swords.  Had anyone ever been so lost before?
 
   He hobbled through the soot-black shadows, his pace slow as the strap of his right sandal stung where it had rubbed his ankle raw.  He clung to his staff, leaning his weight onto it every time his right foot touched ground.  He had long since given up on trying to adjust that strap for comfort.  At one step something squished underfoot, releasing a noxious odor to assault his nose.
 
   At the next intersection, Kreg peered down all four streets.  The narrow streets and the heavy clouds, which had rolled in with the setting of the sun, conspired to prevent him from seeing more than a few yards.  He gnawed at his lower lip as he considered.  The nomads had given him a few coins but he did not know how long they would have to last.  He doubted he would find anything like the welfare departments and homeless shelters of his own world.  The best he could hope for was a church that gave aid to the poor.  Yet he did not even know what religions exited, let alone which might have a tradition of charity. He did not even know what a church or temple might look like.  None of what he remembered from the stacks of history books he read helped him now, not even the time he had spent with the Middle Ages reenactment group gave any guidance.
 
   He would have thought this a dream, created from the stories he had read, had it not continued so long.
 
   Stumbling around the city at random seemed a hopeless task, yet he did not know what else to do.
 
   "Oh God," he whispered as once again despair and panic rose up within him. "What am I going to do?" 
 
   A moment later he shook his head and pushed the feeling down, where it lay like a block of ice in his belly.  He began walking once more.
 
   A door opened ahead of him, releasing a pair of short, burly men into the street.  Through the open doorway Kreg saw men sitting around tables, drinking from enormous flagons before the door closed again.
 
   An appetizing smell wafted past Kreg's nose, driving away even the stink of the street, a smell of meat and broth and of fresh bread baking.  Hunger drove even his despair away.  He had not eaten since that morning.  For a moment Kreg considered entering and parting with some of his sparse funds in exchange for a meal.  He extended his hand toward the door, then caught himself.  He could survive a night without food, but he might not survive a night without shelter if the storm clouds rolling in were any indication.  And meals in a tavern would be expensive at a time when he would have to make his few coins last.  He would be wiser to wait until day and find someplace where he could buy cheap food.  With a regretful glance over his shoulder, he walked away from the tavern.
 
   After some time Kreg stopped.  Two lanterns, set on the ground, illuminated the scene before him.  Two men dressed in embroidered waistcoats over short-sleeved tunics and knee-length breeches held an old man wearing tattered robes by his shoulders, pressed against a wall.  A third waistcoated man drew back a fist in preparation for striking the old man.  Blood ran from the old man’s nose and smeared his upper lip.  More blood marked the old man’s lower lip and chin.
 
   Kreg considered turning and leaving.  This was not his affair and he had troubles enough of his own.  But another look, at the blood trickling from the old man's mouth and nose, quickly quelled any such notion.  Anger rose within him as his hands tightened on the staff and his lips pulled tight and thin.
 
   Kreg rapped the tip of his staff against the boards of the walk.  "Don't you think that's enough?" Kreg asked, anger driving all traces of exhaustion from Kreg's voice.
 
   The men whirled to face him, releasing the old man, who slumped against the wall but remained upright.
 
   "I'll say when it's enough," said the man who had been doing the beating. "And I say it's just begun." He drew a long thin sword. "Begone, you."
 
   Typical bullies, Kreg thought, keeping what passes for brains in their muscles, and bone and muscle where their brains should be.  These were the same kind who had tormented him throughout his childhood until his parents had found a teacher for him and he had soon needed to fear bullies no more.
 
   Kreg straightened his shoulders and looked down to meet the man's eyes.  Drawn to his full height, he stood a full head taller than any of these men.  He held his staff in his left hand, one end planted on the ground, the shaft tilted forward and to the side.  Kreg's right hand, under the cover of his cloak, gripped the cloak pin.
 
   He drew a deep breath and blew it out slowly, then rolled his shoulders and curled his back, first to one side then the other.  With luck, the quick stretch would leave the men thinking Kreg were preparing some secret attack.  Whatever the men thought, the exercise served its primary purpose.  When Kreg spoke, his voice held no hint of either fatigue or fear, and most of his anger was under control. "Put that toy away."
 
   Raising his voice in a shrill shriek, the man charged.  His sword snapped outward, the point driving at Kreg's belly.
 
   Kreg dropped his staff.  His right hand pulled his cloak pin free as his left hand came up to his collar.  He whirled the cloak from around his shoulders and around, tangling, for an instant, the other man's sword and driving it aside.  In the instant that the other man's sword passed Kreg's shoulder, Kreg stepped forward.  He released the hold on his cloak and grasped the other's right sleeve with his left hand.  He stepped in further, pulling hard on the man's arm, keeping him off balance while he grabbed the back of the man's neck with his right hand.  He continued to turn, fitting his hips into the socket where the man's upper body bent forward.  His right leg swept up, driving hard against the inside of the other's left thigh.  Kreg swept his right leg up higher and pushed hard with his right hand, driving the man headfirst to the ground.  There was a soft crack then the man convulsed once and lay still.
 
   Kreg stared at the body at his feet.  A stone.  His head must have hit a stone.  Bile rose in his throat and he swallowed furiously, fighting down an urge to vomit.
 
   "All right," Kreg's voice sounded a little shaky, even to himself as he turned to face the other two men again. He managed to cover uncertainty with volume. "Who's next?"
 
   The two remaining men responded by backing away, their swords held at low guard.  In the gleam of the lantern light, Kreg could see their eyes darting from one side to the other.
 
   "If that's the case--" Kreg stooped to retrieve his staff and lifted it overhead, one end pointing at the nearer of the two men, the other slanting up and back, "--Get!" Kreg hoped that the pose would make him look larger than he was.
 
   The men turned and ran.  Kreg sighed and let his arms drop loosely, still holding the staff.  His whole body shook.
 
   "Oh, wondrous well done!" The voice came from close behind Kreg.
 
   With a yelp, Kreg pivoted to face the direction from which the voice had come.
 
   The voice belonged to a woman in her early twenties, about Kreg's own age.  She was tall, nearly matching Kreg's six feet, and towering over anyone Kreg had yet met on this world.  A tunic of chain mail covered her to mid-thigh and down each arm to her wrist.  A massive sword hung down her back.  Leather boots encased her legs, their tops disappearing under the hem of her mail tunic.
 
   "Kaila," she said. "Knight in the service of King Marek Caelverrem.  And you?"
 
   "I am Kreg," he said. "I am a stranger in these parts, a traveler."
 
   “One of the desert nomads?” Kaila asked.
 
   “No,” Kreg said, “Though I stayed with them for a time.”
 
   They regarded each other for a few seconds, Kaila's eyes, a gray that was almost silver, meeting Kreg's blue eyes.
 
   "But we're forgetting someone," Kreg said.  He turned to look for the old man but found that he had already gone.  A moment later, Kreg saw the old man down the street, stooping from time to time to pick up something from the street and put it into a large bag.
 
   "Have you never been to Trevanta before?" Kaila asked as she stooped to examine the dead swordsman, tugging at the body's legs to pull it to its full length. "No,” she said before Kreg could respond. “I perceive not.  Still, few have I seen in this city given to much honor.  None, it is certain, who would have come to the aid of that one--" She jerked her head in the direction the old man had gone. "--saving perhaps me or my father.  As I saw you before you met those Briganti, you seemed to be wandering without purpose.  Have you no place to go?" She looked up at him.
 
   Kreg sighed. "No, not really."
 
   "As I thought," Kaila said. She removed something from the swordsman's belt and flipped the body onto its back.  She then rubbed her upper lip for a moment and before continuing. "Come.  I will introduce you to my father, Shillond.  From him you will receive wise counsel."
 
   "Fair enough," Kreg said.  Although he felt uncertain about following a stranger into the unknown, he could not suppress a surge of relief.  He could use advice from someone, anyone, who knew about this world, and no nonsense about smoke.
 
   Kaila rose smoothly to her feet.  In her right hand she held a small leather pouch which she opened and inspected its contents. "Three norbeni, half a dozen rabeni, and a few ve'ib.  A good catch from such a one."
 
   She tossed the pouch to Kreg who caught it by reflex. "Law of this city.  A villain, slain in pursuit of villainy.  What was his, is now yours."
 
   Kreg stood looking at the pouch in his hand. "Brutal law."
 
   Kaila cocked her head to one side and stared at him for a moment. Her shoulders rose a bare fraction of an inch, and then dropped. "This city is scarce lifted from barbarism, it is true."
 
   "I see." Kreg sighed. "Shall we go?"
 
   "'Twould be the course of wisdom to take yon briganti's sword as well." Kaila pointed at the weapon. "You have shown a skill remarkable without arms but such would serve you naught ‘gainst one more skilled than this briganti."
 
   Kreg laughed. "I'd be more likely to slice off my own head if I tried to use a sword."
 
   "You are unskilled in the sword?" Kaila looked Kreg up and down. "And yet, you would be so foolish as to be abroad after nightfall in a city unknown."
 
   If Kreg’s being out after nightfall was foolish than Kaila was as much fool as he.  He decided it would be wiser not to say so. "I...didn’t have a choice."
 
   Kaila regarded him for a moment. "I am a stranger in this city, but I think you are more so.  Whence come you?"
 
   This was a hard question to answer in a way she would understand so he did not try. "I am from Earth," he said. "Ever hear of it?"
 
   "It must be far indeed," Kaila said. "I am familiar with all the lands hereabouts and never have I heard the name, nor seen it writ on any map. 'Tis not of the eight known kingdoms.  Still, whatever the customs of your land, you would be wise to take the sword and learn its use."
 
   With an exasperated sigh, Kreg removed the sword belt from the corpse, struggling for a moment with the body's weight.  He could at least humor her.  Besides, she could be right.  She knew local conditions far better than he did.  Primitive societies could be, often were, quite violent, with an unarmed man seen as fair game by anyone who wished to practice a little robbery, or a little assault as he had just witnessed.
 
   He had, after all, just wished for advice and it would be foolish to spurn the offered advice.
 
   He sheathed the sword and buckled the belt around his waist.  He then stooped again to retrieve his cloak and fastened the pin under this throat. "Now, shall we go?"
 
   #
 
   Kaila watched her newfound companion from beneath lowered lids as they walked.  He was an odd one.  His name, Kreg, what kind of name was that for a man, just a single, harsh syllable?  The barbarian hordes of the Anor and Selb had such names, but no one else.  Yet he could not be one of their ilk as they were short of stature and dark of skin.  The tallest of them would be able to walk without stooping, without even bowing his head, beneath Kreg's outstretched arm.
 
   He had courage enough, certainly.  That he could face three briganti while armed only with a staff 'gainst their swords, and even toss the staff away to face them unarmed, told her that.  That he could do so in the depths of exhaustion told her that he had more than mere courage, but possessed the strength of will that oft' marked true heroism and nobility.  Indeed, she could only name three of the Knights of Aerioch who would do so under such conditions for anyone other than the noble born.
 
   As they walked, he seemed to shrink into himself.  Kaila knew what he was feeling.  When the battle-rush fades, it leaves one more tired than before.
 
   A movement drew her attention for a moment, as someone retreated before them into deeper shadow.  A robber, as she supposed, unwilling to try her sword.  In the dimness she caught the hint of a face, the gleam of eyes.  Those eyes gazed, for a moment, on Kreg, then flicked her way just before the robber slipped yet further into the shadow and into invisibility.  Or not a robber.  That gaze directed at Kreg...
 
   Did Kreg have some enemy dissuaded by his coming under her care?  She did not know.  Such thoughts were too deep for her.
 
   Later, when she could speak to Shillond alone, she would ask him.
 
   At her side, Kreg walked on, seeming not to have noticed.  This brought a frown to her face and she stopped. "Kreg."
 
   He froze.
 
   "If you must be about at night, it would be well if you blundered not about like a blind pig."
 
   "I don't understand," Kreg said.
 
   Kaila pointed at a shadowed doorway. "Not a dozen heartbeats past, someone stood within the shadows yon.  Whether man or woman, I know not, but surely meaning no good at this hour.  The one within skulked away as we approached."
 
   "I didn't see," Kreg said.
 
   "Aye.  You did not see.  This time the skulker in shadows quailed from facing us, but what of the next?  If one were to strike at you, an' you not be aware to defend yourself, you could be slain before I could come to your aid."
 
   "I...see." Kreg’s expression became distant for a few heartbeats.  Kaila surmised that he was pondering his fortune that no one had waylaid him before she had taken him in hand.
 
   "Be cautious," Kaila said, "and 'ware of such things."
 
   Kreg nodded slowly.
 
   "Come," she said and shook her head.  Stout heart Kreg may have, but he had no more wit than a babe in this town.
 
   The inn where she and her father, Shillond, abode was not far.  This was fortunate, as the skies would soon unleash their pent fury.  And while storms were few, and short, here on the verge of the desert, they were all the more fierce for their shortness, as though all the fury of northern storms squeezed into one or two candles of time.  Kaila led Kreg to the back entrance of the inn, avoiding the crowds in the common room.  As they entered the building the first drops of rain fell.
 
   Kaila climbed the stairs followed by Kreg to a room in the upper floor of the building where she knocked on the door. "Shillond?  It is I, Kaila.  I have returned."
 
   #
 
   After Kreg had followed Kaila to the inn and she had knocked on the door to announce their presence, she opened the door.  A fringe of gray hair framed the bald pate of the short and stout man who stood on the other side of the doorway.  The lines of his face told Kreg a story of frequent laughter and his eyes held the hint of a twinkle that Kreg suspected was a permanent fixture.  Those eyes were the green of new-mown grass.  One look at this man's face made Kreg want to trust him.
 
   "Kaila!  Come in.  Come in.  Who's your friend?"
 
   "This is Kreg," she said. "He braved three briganti with that staff of his.  Killed one, the other two fled.  The fight was over 'ere I could intervene."
 
   "Which upset you, I'm sure," Shillond said.
 
   Kaila shrugged. "He has an interesting story, I daresay.  I have heard enough to know it is beyond me."
 
   "Really?  Shillond shook his head. "Child, whatever am I going to do with you?  You are always taking in strays." He smiled.
 
   Before Kreg could even begin to feel uncomfortable about the banter over him, Shillond smiled at him and said, "Don't mind me.  We have this argument quite often.  Last week it was an injured sparrow; the week before, an orphaned fawn; Kaila has difficulty realizing that she cannot save the entire world from hurt and harm." He cast a sidelong glance at his daughter.
 
   "And if I cannot defend all the weak and helpless of the world," Kaila said, "Is that not all the more reason to defend and aid those who do come under my hand?"
 
   Weak and helpless, Kreg thought.  That means me.
 
   Shillond grinned and turned his attention back to Kreg. "But we forget our manners.  Sit.  We have neither food nor drink to hand or I would offer...."
 
   "I understand." Kreg stepped through the door to find himself in a small room of rough-hewn wood, the kind that made him wary of splinters.  Several three-legged wooden stools stood scattered about the room but their rickety construction appeared hardly likely to support his weight.  Gingerly, he lowered himself onto one.  It creaked, but held.  Wind-driven rain sheeted against the wood tiles above them, making him glad that he was inside.
 
   "So you have a story?" Shillond sat on another stool with far more confidence.  Kaila sat on the bed, tucking her legs under her.
 
   "Of sorts." Kreg pursed his lips and thought for a moment.  Not knowing where to start, he decided to start at what he thought was the beginning. "I suppose it begins at home, in my land, I mean.  I was walking home from my--" He realized that the language he had somehow learned had no word for his job. "--call it a shop, I guess.  As I passed an alley I saw a mugging well on its way to becoming rape." He frowned at the memory and anger rose fresh in his mind.  The man had ripped the woman's blouse half off and had been fumbling at her bra.  If there was one thing he hated more than a bully it was a rapist, the ultimate bully. "I had to stop it."
 
   "So you engaged the villain with your staff?" Kaila said. "What man of honor could do less?" The fury on her own face told Kreg all he needed to know of Kaila's feelings about rape, feelings which apparently mirrored his own.
 
   "Kaila, hush," Shillond said. "Let the man finish."
 
   After a nod of acknowledgment to Shillond, Kreg said to Kaila, "Not quite.  You see, we don't generally carry weapons in my country.” He waved off the shocked look on their faces. “I know you think that absurd but it’s the truth.  I am somewhat skilled in a form of unarmed combat.  We call it..." Kreg hesitated.  The name he knew it by would mean nothing to these people, so he translated. "We call it The Way of Yielding.  It's a sport mainly, practiced for exercise and entertainment, but useful at times." He laughed. "What I didn't realize what that the filth had a friend.  Somebody hit me from behind."
 
   He shivered at the memory. "This is where it starts to get weird.  As I fell, I felt a...wrenching, as if I were being turned inside out but, strangely, not an unpleasant sensation at all.  My head hit something hard and I don't remember anything else for a while.  When I woke, I lay, naked, in the desert with a lump growing on the back of my head the size of an ostrich egg.  I'd already gotten a bad sunburn."
 
   "Os-trich?" Shillond asked.
 
   "Shillond, hush," Kaila said. "Let the man finish."
 
   A faint smile caressed Kreg’s lips at the by-play. "A tribe of nomads found me.  It seems their customs required them to feed and clothe anyone they found in such need.  I had awakened near a water hole, but I had no protection from the sun.  The sunburn was so bad when they found me that I was sick for days.
 
   “I thought I was going to die.  But they were patient and gentle with me.  They smeared some kind of paste on my skin and lay wet cloths over me to ease the pain of the burns.  They made me drink water with salt and some kind of berry juice in it.  That helped the sickness.  After a few days, I felt like living again.
 
   “Another few days later I was able to do their chief a good turn and gained a little more open welcome among them, although they never did figure out quite what to do with me.  After about two weeks, the shaman told me something about smoke and needing to find my way among the people of iron and stone.  I left the nomads and made my way to Trevanta.  Here I found those three men attacking another and the rest you know."
 
   And what a terrifying decision leaving the nomads had been.  He could have remained with the nomads, lived with them, perhaps even married one of their women.  That would have been safe, but something he could not explain had told him that the shaman had been right and he had to leave.
 
   Kreg closed his eyes for a moment.  He could almost imagine himself back in his apartment, sitting in his recliner, a bookshelf full of the history books that had fascinated him since childhood on one side, a rack containing the bow he used to keep himself occupied in the off season from Judo competitions on the other.  The sword poking him in the side disrupted the fantasy.  He had tried fencing once but it so little resembled what he thought real sword fighting would be like he had soon given it up.  All efforts to relieve the boredom of a mundane existence.  Yet how appealing that boredom seemed to him now?
 
   "Interesting," Shillond said. "You speak Shendi well for a mere two weeks in this region, or do you come from some lost colony of the Empire of Shend?"
 
   "That's part of what makes this so strange," Kreg said. "This isn't any language I've heard before, yet I could speak it from the moment I first met the nomads." He shook his head.
 
   "I don't understand any of this.  Simplest explanation is that I'm lying in that alley with a fractured skull and you are all the hallucinations of a dying man." He waved a hand, as if to dismiss the thought.
 
   "I have some knowledge of foreign lands," Shillond said. "Perhaps if you described your land and its neighbors, I may be able to recognize them even if I don't know the name."
 
   Kreg shook his head. "I don't think so."
 
   "Oh?" Shillond asked.
 
   Kreg laughed. "No, and I doubt you'll believe the reason why not."
 
   "You can only try." Shillond said.
 
   "All right." Kreg shrugged. "Where I come from we've explored the whole of the world and there is nothing like Trevanta anywhere.  And where I come from, there's only one moon.  So I must be on some other world. Either that or I am lying in that alley."
 
   "Travel between worlds?" Shillond stood up and began to pace.  A few seconds later, he stopped. “It is possible, I suppose, but I know of no one who has ever done so.”
 
   “Jandak, Father,” Kaila said, “He crossed the great void before the world was.”
 
   “Yes, Kaila,” Shillond said, “And spoke to the God of another world and brought back the plan by which the world was made.  I know.  But Jandak is one of the three First Gods.  No mortal has ever done so and I know of no wizards of sufficient power to make the attempt.  I do not have such power.”
 
   "Wait a minute." Kreg stood up. "Gods?  Wizards?" Shillond had sounded so intelligent, so rational, that Kreg had not considered that he could believe in magic.  And yet, did Kreg have any better explanation for how he had come here?
 
   "Of course," Shillond said, clearly puzzled by Kreg's question. He turned his right hand, face up, and a ball of light appeared in the palm. "I know a thing or two about magic."
 
   Kreg's world spun about him once more.  He had seen magic tricks before but no one had ever done anything like that.  The light was not fire, nor was it a glowing object.  It was simply light, a ball of blue light.
 
   "I don't think we're in Kansas anymore, Toto," he murmured.
 
   He fought down an urge to babble.  Magic.  There really was magic here.  Either everything he knew about reality was wrong or he was not just on a different world but in a different reality.
 
   Shillond stared into Kreg's eyes for a moment, his gaze forming a bastion to which Kreg clung while his world reoriented itself.
 
   "It is late," Shillond said. "Might I suggest that a meal and drinks would be in order?"
 
   "Aye," Kaila said. "Roast venison would suit me well, if they have it in this place."
 
   Kreg had almost forgotten that he was hungry but Shillond's suggestion made his stomach rumble.  He nodded and licked his lips.
 
   "The fare in the common room," Shillond said, "although not up to the standards of Aerioch, shall suffice I think.  And we will not have to brave the storm." He opened the door and motioned the two others to precede him. "Shall we go?"
 
   #
 
   Smoke hung heavily in the crowded room.  In one corner, men threw knives at a target stuffed with straw.  A shout rose in another corner as a rotund man won an arm wrestling match against a somewhat slighter opponent.  The loser groaned and money changed hands as the winners of bets collected.  Beside the large fireplace a minstrel wailed a ballad, badly off-key.  About half the patrons of the tavern wore rain-soaked clothes and water ran in tiny rivulets down their faces.  The sound of the rain was more muted here than in the rooms above.
 
   Kaila led Kreg and Shillond to the only unoccupied table in the room.  The crowd swirled around them but always left a gap before them, more, Kreg suspected, in deference to the way Kreg and Kaila towered over them than from any notion of courtesy.
 
   "These places always like this?" Kreg sidestepped a stumbling drunk and sat.
 
   "Aye." Kaila said then looked over her shoulder. "'Twould please me mightily an' yon bard be silent.  I am near of a mind to clout him aside the head an' he continue."
 
   Shillond sighed as he sat. “The people carouse, I think, to forget that their city is dying.”
 
   A barmaid dodged a groping hand and arrived at their table. "May I help you, Lords and Lady?"
 
   "Roast venison and a tankard of ale!" Kaila slapped her palm on the table, causing its legs to bounce off the floor.
 
   "Whatever is by the board and a flask of wine," Shillond said.
 
   "Aye, Lord." She turned to Kreg. "And you, my lord?"
 
   "Uh." Kreg hesitated for a moment, uncertain what to say, and then decided to follow Kaila's lead in choice of food. He did not know what Shillond’s “by the board” meant. "Roast venison, I guess.  Uh, what do you have to drink?"
 
   He looked at his companions for assistance.  Kaila bit back a laugh.  Shillond raised his eyebrows, the twinkle in his eyes brightening, but he offered no advice.
 
   "Why, sir." The barmaid sounded as confused as Kreg felt. "We are as well stocked as any tavern in the city."
 
   Kreg groaned.  He sighed and tried again. "I am a stranger here.  Could you be more specific?"
 
   The barmaid's face lit with understanding. "Oh?  Does the Lord wish companionship?  For three rabeni, and one for the innkeep, I could...."
 
   Kreg raised his hands in warding. "No, no.  That's fine."
 
   Kaila could no longer restrain her laughter although she tried.  Tears rolled down her cheeks as she half-choked with the effort.
 
   "Well, my Lord." The barmaid frowned for a moment. "I am sure you would find me more pleasant than this boy thing." A flip of her hand dismissed Kaila. "Send her, it, on its way and let me be your companion instead."
 
   Kaila's laughter vanished.
 
   Shillond broke in. "My friend will have wine."
 
   A fresh look of understanding crossed the barmaid's face. "Oh?  Is that the way of it?  My pardon, Lord, if I intruded.  I shall see to your food and drinks."
 
   As the barmaid scurried away, Kaila started to rise.  Shillond laid the tip of a finger on the back of one of her hands. "Kaila, no."
 
   Kaila sighed and sat. "Aye, Father. She is what this foul city has made her.  The insult from such a one is not worth the back of my hand, let alone the staining of my blade."
 
   Kreg looked from Kaila to Shillond, then back again.  Something had happened that he had missed. "How much did I just spend?" he asked to change the subject.
 
   "About a raben," Kaila said.
 
   "Which is?"
 
   "The pouch from the briganti?" Kaila held out her hand.
 
   "Yes." He produced the item and handed it to her.
 
   "This--" She held up a silver coin about the size of the dimes he knew, "--be a raben." She shorted. "Yon wench's price was high.  She asked for rabeni where ve'ib would suffice.  One raben be equal to five less than a score of copper ve'ib and eight rabeni be equal to a gold norben.  Understand you this?"
 
   Kreg considered for a moment.
 
   "Fifteen ve'ib to the raben.  Eight rabeni to the norben." He nodded. "Got it but..."
 
   Shillond leaned forward, resting his chin on his folded hands. "I think you had best remain with us until you learn how to fend for yourself."
 
   Kreg agreed wholeheartedly, more than happy to remain with anyone who could help him learn his way around.  With every passing moment, he regretted more leaving the nomads.  Would living the rest of his life as a desert nomad have been so bad?
 
   "We will remain in Trevanta just a few more days before we return to Aerioch." Shillond's face took on a thoughtful expression for a moment. "I have a feeling there is more to you than anyone may guess.  You have an aura that...." He shook his head. ”Well, no matter.  We will discuss this later.  We have more immediate concerns."
 
   "Aye," Kaila said. "'Tis needful to instruct you in some manner of weapon's work. Your skill unarmed was good enough against unskilled bravos such as the briganti.  Nor like I the sword you took.  Such a light weapon would be all but useless against a good broadsword, or a mace, or an axe, or....
 
   "I'm sure he understands, Kaila." With a sigh, Shillond waved her to silence. "You may go tomorrow to buy a good weapon and I can leave his training in that to your capable hands."
 
   Shillond looked at Kreg,
 
    then cast his eyes upward.  Kreg was beginning to get the picture.  Kaila seemed to think that a strong sword arm was the answer to any problem.  She reminded him of Billy, the man who watched the shop where Kreg had worked--good-natured, but blunt.  Billy had seemed to think that the answer to most problems was to pound on them until they stopped being problems and Kreg suspected that Kaila felt much the same way.
 
   "Look," he said. "Teaching me to fight is all well and good, but there is more to living than that.  You saw how helpless I was in so simple an act as ordering a meal." He scowled at Kaila, attempting to look fierce, but Kaila's impish grin told him that he had not succeeded. "Things you learned as children, I have never experienced.  For instance, if magic works here--and thanks to your demonstration, Shillond, I have to accept that it does--well, it doesn't back home."
 
   "Absurd!" Kaila burst out. "Such things are of minor consequence.  A good sword arm will see you through all matters of import."
 
   Shillond pretended that she had not spoken. "Perhaps we should see about finding a way to return you to your own world as quick as may be.  Your background may cause you problems here."
 
   Kreg shook his head. "I wouldn't even know where to begin," he said. "Would you?"
 
   Shillond sighed and shook his head.
 
   Kreg sighed. "Then I guess I'm stuck here...for a while anyway."
 
   "Our food comes," Kaila said.
 
   


 
  

CHAPTER TWO
 
   Late the next morning Kaila hid a smile as Kreg tried, unsuccessfully, to hide the way aches pulled at his body.  He had slept the night bunking on a pallet of folded blankets in the room she shared with Shillond.  He was still wearing the light cloak of a style favored by the desert nomads.  Knowing how the local people felt about the nomads, Kaila thought that Kreg would find the cloak a burden in more ways than one.
 
   "'Twould be best if I did the bargaining," She told Kreg. "Just watch and learn."
 
   "As you say," he said.
 
   Trevanta by day was a far different place from Trevanta by night.  Hawkers, selling from wagons, lined the streets, extolling the virtues of their various wares.  Crowds surged through the streets, passing in and out of various shops that claimed to sell a plethora of goods.  Wagons and carts bounced over the deeply rutted, muddy streets, splashing mud and slop on anyone too slow to get out of the way.  Hogs wandered freely, set loose to eat the garbage dumped into the streets.
 
   On closer look, however, the wares hawked from wagons were spare indeed, with more space than goods on the racks.  The crowds too, were thin, only seeming thick in their frantic energy.
 
   Shillond had been right.  The city was dying and only pretending to health.  Few of the ships, which had been the life-blood of Trevanta, docked here anymore.  Trevanta was yet one more casualty in the collapse of the Empire.  Had old King Cael been right, she wondered, to venture down the path of independence from Shend?  Much evil seemed to have sprung from it.  And yet... She sighed.  Such matters were beyond her.
 
   Sometime during the night the storm had spent its fury.  Now the sky was clear, with only an occasional wad of cloud to mar its deep blue.  Yet, even after the cleansing rain, the city stank of waste, filth, and decay.  Kaila longed to be back in Norveth, the capital of Aerioch, with its cool breezes and streets not so choked in filth.
 
   "First, a stout sword is needful," Kaila said, turning back to Kreg. "When I did examine the briganti’s sword, I found it too slender for serious combat.  A pretty toy, fit only for petty duels or for frightening townsmen.  We must obtain training swords as well for 'twould please me not to carve you up in practice."
 
   "No," Kreg said. "I don't think I'd enjoy it much either."
 
   Kaila laughed and clouted him on the shoulder. "'Tis but the truth, I warrant.”
 
   Although she had masked her strike as a friendly clout, she tested Kreg as well.  Despite his height, his slim form bore little muscle.  Yet she had found that what muscle he had was hard and well-toned, and his slim frame was stronger than it seemed.  Strength he would need, for she had seen that he had little of the skills that served a man well in the world.  Untutored he was and innocent as a babe.
 
   But had not Shillond once said that knowing one's ignorance was the greatest wisdom?  If true, then she suspected that Kreg was wise indeed.  Although Kreg had strange humor, several of her former squires could have learned much from Kreg's willingness to listen and to assay.
 
   “Ah, but what do I espy?” Kaila said after a moment. “If yon sign speaks sooth, we approach Trevanta's master weaponsmith."
 
   "Then let us enter," Kreg bowed, sweeping one arm to invite Kaila to precede him.  Kaila stepped through the shop's doorway with a quick glance over her shoulder to see that Kreg followed her.
 
   "Pay heed and act as I do," She whispered over her shoulder.
 
   She leaned forward to peer at the swords that dangled in racks along one of the walls.  A collection of spears, swords, and axes festooned the other wall but these Kaila ignored.  She slid one, the best of a poor lot, free from the rack and held it before her eyes. "These are truly poor blades," she said. "It warrants me that these all are apprentice work.  Behold the looseness of the joining between blade and hilts.  Note the quality of the wire wrapping of the grip.  I find it appalling that such should be displayed for sale." She handed the sword to Kreg.
 
   "Oh, I agree," Kreg said, although his voice sounded none too certain.  In this sword, wood peeked through gaps in the wire wrapping of the grip. "You only need to look at them to see."
 
   "May I be of service, Lord and Lady?" A man approached them.  The top of his head just came up to Kreg's armpit.  The man bowed and waited, wiping his hands on his knee length, black leather apron.  Muscle bulged under his tunic, his right arm thicker than his left. Dozens of small, puckered scars dotted his arms.  His proportions, his clothing, the scars, all cried out "Smith" to Kaila's eyes.
 
   Kaila ignored the man for some seconds, while Kreg shuffled his feet nervously.
 
   "Mayhap," Kaila said with a slight lifting of her shoulders, "if you have better than these to offer." She waved at the rack of swords. "It may be that we can make do."
 
   "Certes, I have wares which may please such a fabulous warrior as you no doubt are." The smith bowed. "You are obviously a person of much discernment to note that these blades are of inferior make." He bowed again. "If you will be patient for the nonce--" Bow. "--I shall display for you the master's own work." Bow.
 
   The master's own work, Kaila thought, meaning his own work, no doubt.
 
   "As you will." Again, Kaila lifted her shoulders a bare finger width, then let them drop. "As I am here already, 'tis as well I see what you have, though it be little enough.  Bring these swords."
 
   "At once, Illustrious Madam." The man bowed yet again and backed out through a door leading into the rear of the smithy, still bowing.
 
   "Do always remember," Kaila whispered to Kreg as the door swung shut on leather hinges. "A master will oft display goods of inferior make, apprentice work or his own failures, and then deal evilly with any possessing not the wit to know the difference.  But be wary.  As like for pieces of true merit to be concealed among the poor as a test of ones discernment.  Here there are none such."
 
   "So that was all true?"
 
   "Aye.  Save that yon smith was likely the master himself."
 
   He started to ask another question but Kaila raised a hand to warn him to silence.  The smith had returned.
 
   "Do examine these, Madam," the man said. "Mayhap you will find what you seek among them."
 
   "An' they are better than those I have already seen, then mayhap."
 
   Kaila suppressed an inrush of air as she saw the swords on the counter.  One of the swords was a shashyn, a serpent, the great sword of Aerioch.  As quickly as excitement brushed her mind, she quashed it.  Poor copies of the Aeriochnon shashyn sometimes appeared in nations bordering Aerioch, toys for the local nobles to play with and pretend that they could match the Knights of Aerioch.  Yet without the secrets of its making, secrets closely guarded by swordsmiths in Aerioch, any foreign-made shashyn could be scarce more than a plaything, fit for children to play at being knights.
 
   Paying no particular attention to the shashyn, Kaila inspected the swords the smith laid on the counter.  She paid particular attention to the edges and the ricasso, the unbeveled area in front of the guards.  She held in turn several swords by the grip and swung them slowly in graceful arcs, using only her wrist and forearm, trying their balance.
 
   In the end, she turned to the shashyn.  The blade and grip were the correct length.  When she set the point on the ground, the blade came up to her hip while the pommel just reached the height of her short ribs.  About a hand long for her but, she eyed Kreg critically, it should be perfect for Kreg’s longer frame.  The blade was also the correct width and thickness, with a wide, shallow groove that ran half the length of the blade.  The ricasso was short, the edges starting almost immediately in front of the guard.  And, how strange, there was no maker’s mark.
 
   From the hilts, it tapered gracefully to the point.  The edge was not particularly well honed, but the basic shape was correct.  Some candles with a stone would correct the flaw.
 
   The steel of the blade did not have the delicate serpentine patterns produced by whatever secret techniques went into the making of the true shashyn of Aerioch and Kaila was dubious that it would be both strong enough to stand in combat yet not so brittle as to shatter at the first blow.
 
   She decided to test it anyway and placed the point of the sword against one of the stone tiles of the floor. She leaned her weight against the blade judging the amount of bow.  With a twist of her wrist, she let the point spring free of the stone and watched the blade snap back to straightness too fast for the eye to follow and leaving no residual curve to the blade.
 
   She looked at the smith. “Pells?”
 
   For answer the smith gestured at a door at the side of the shop that led to a small courtyard.  In the middle of that yard stood a wooden post.
 
   Kaila approached the post, then looked back at the smith.
 
   “As the Lady pleases,” he said.
 
   Kaila slid her right foot forward, leaving the sword trailing behind on the left, sloped down so that the tip hovered a few fingerwidths above the dirt.  She paused for a bare moment then struck, driving the sword with measured force into the pell.
 
   Three more times she struck at different angles, striking with different parts of the blade.  For the final strike she closed with the pell and drove all her strength and weight behind the base of the blade, with the cross hilt just kissing the wood.
 
   Wrenching the sword free from the wood, she held it up and sighted along its length.  Still as straight as when she had begun.
 
   Gods’ Iron, she thought.  The sword had to be made of Gods’ Iron.  It would suffice.
 
   "Verily, there is little enough of value here," Kaila said.  She walked back into the shop. "What ask you for this blade, though it is fit only to skin some farmer's fat hogs?"
 
   "Ah!" The smith beamed. "Trust Madam to select the best sword in the shop!  A true warrior's sword!  Note the edge, keen enou' to behead a krayt at one blow.  Note the balance.  Note the weight.  It is heavy enou' to withstand the stoutest of broadswords, yet light enou' to be swift on the attack and on the parry.  Surely such a blade will be a joy to use."
 
   "I note," Kaila said, "that you say naught of the temper.  Will the edge hold true or will it be blunted at the first strike?  Still, for the nonce, it will suffice." She shrugged. "What ask you?"
 
   "Why, madam." The smith bowed. "Such a fine sword could not possibly be sold for less than the price of twenty-five rabeni."
 
   "Twenty-five rabeni?  For this tin billet?" Kaila dropped the sword, shaking her hand as if the sword had burned her. "I will give you ten."
 
   "Ten!" The smith shrieked.  He grabbed his dull brown hair as though to pull it out by the roots. "Were I to part with the swordsmith's pride for so paltry a sum, he would have me flayed alive then boiled in oil.  And then he would have my flayed hide made into scabbards!  I will sell to you for twenty-three."
 
   Kaila frowned and sighed. "'Tis theft at half the price.  Nevertheless, I will pay thirteen."
 
   "For that sum--" The smith shook his head. "--I would avoid only being made into scabbards.  Still, in honor of your companion who stands looking on and is so bold as to wear the garb of desert raiders--" He frowned. "--I will sell for twenty."
 
   "Fifteen," Kaila said.
 
   "Eighteen," the man said, "and not a ve'ib less."
 
   Kaila shook her head. "'Tis robbery, but eighteen if you will also supply two whalebone training swords, balanced and weighted thus--" She held up the shashyn. "--in trade for my companion's rapier."
 
   "Although of a surety the smith will punish me," the smith said, "I will do as you bid."
 
   He stalked into the back of the shop, grumbling, and returned with the training swords.
 
   #
 
   Kreg glanced over at Kaila and saw a wide smile gracing her face as they left the shop. "I take it he was as pleased with the price of the sword as you seem to be?"
 
   "Pleased to have any coin at all, I think." Kaila smiled still more broadly. "Still.  ‘Tis a puzzlement." She shook her head.
 
   “A puzzlement?” Kreg asked.
 
   Kaila nodded. "Despite all I said, the sword is of excellent make, although--" She smiled again. "--not quite the equal of the claims that yon smith made for it.  Should you be so unfortunate as to meet a krayt, rely not on this sword to behead it at a single blow, but do as I would do and flee to the protection of stout stone walls.  So if the smith made this sword, why then did he not put his maker’s mark upon it?  And if he did not, from whence came it?  A puzzlement.”
 
   She shook her head again, then said, "Also, did you note the manner of my speech while we bargained over the price?  'Tis the manner in such things, to speak in only the most formal of language.  You must learn this as well.  Doubtless you will lose many a raben before you catch the knack."
 
   "Doubtless." He guessed she meant bargaining in general and not just the mode of speech.  He also suspected the most important factor was one she had not mentioned--knowing the approximate value of an item before one began to dicker. "Since you've mentioned language, there's something I've been wondering."
 
   "Say on," Kaila said.
 
   "You and Shillond," Kreg said. "He's your father, but your speech is so different it could almost be different dialects."
 
   "Truly this confuses you?"
 
   He laughed. "Truly, there is little about your world that does not confuse me."
 
   Kaila joined her laugh to his.  Kreg braced himself for another clout, but Kaila's hand only came to rest on his shoulder.
 
   "As to our speech," she said, "in my early years, I lived at court.  My mother died in battle scarce one year after my birth and a witch in Shendar held Shillond in captivity while all thought him dead.  The King raised me in his own household until Shillond escaped and returned to claim me as his own.  And so, my speech has the flavor of the court, although not the full measure of those who lived their entire lives within palace walls.  Shillond's speech is that of his own southern province.  And so, my own is a mix of his and that of the court.  Do you now understand?"
 
   Kreg nodded.  He slapped the sword hanging from his side. "So how do I use this thing?" he slid the sword farther back around his waist, trying to find a comfortable position for the unfamiliar weight.
 
   "I remember spying a training yard, used by the city guard, yonder." Kaila pointed ahead and to the left. "They should have such as we need to begin your training." She stopped and looked at him. "Do not imagine, however, that you will be able to stand against a blooded warrior for some time."
 
   "As you say," Kreg said.
 
   #
 
   "No!" Kaila shook her head. "Hold your sword higher, thus.  One could with ease penetrate your guard."
 
   Kreg shook sweat out of his eyes and raised the sword in both hands, trying to imitate Kaila's stance.  His forearms ached from lifting the weight of the sword and his thighs burned.  His ribs, on his right side, still smarted from the last time Kaila had rapped her training sword against them.
 
   Kreg and Kaila practiced alone in a large courtyard.  At one end stood several pells, short wooden posts set in the ground and used as targets for sword practice.  Along one side of the courtyard ran a roped-off lane at the end of which loomed a jousting dummy.  The dummy could pivot on its post so that if the jouster did not hit it perfectly it would swing around and strike him on the back with a sandbag.
 
   The sun had drawn all trace of moisture from the ground, eradicating all evidence of the previous night's rain.
 
   "Again," Kaila said.
 
   Kreg attacked, dancing the quick footwork Kaila had taught him.  He struck in a middle line, aiming at Kaila’s rib cage.  She neatly diverted Kreg’s sword then hers flew straight at Kreg's neck.  He twisted his hands over, interposing his blade before hers.  He succeeded but the force of the blow drove him back.  Before he could recover, Kaila's sword whistled around again.  He stepped back and parried, barely avoiding her blade.
 
   Kaila's sword plummeted from above.  As Kreg lifted his sword to parry, he met empty air.  The lack of resistance where he had expected it threw off his balance.  He recovered quickly, but Kaila's sword smacked the side of his leg, dropping him into the dust.
 
   "Ah, Kreg," Kaila said as Kreg stood up and dusted himself off, “you seek to strike my blade with yours in the old manner.  One does not use the shashyn that way.  You need to guide your opponent’s blade away from you, not hammer at it like a blacksmith at his forge.”
 
   "You're fast," Kreg said.  He kneaded the sore spot.  A ridge of bruised flesh marked where her sword had struck.  She had hit hard. "Strong too.  I'd hate to think what would have happened if that had been a real sword."
 
   "You learn well, like one with a true gift." Kaila let her arms hang loosely, her right hand held the grip of the training sword while the fingers of her other hand curled gently around the blade. "Already you master the details of footwork.  Indeed, your balance is like none I have ever seen.  Your handling of the sword though?  Ah, this is most difficult.  I can see the flaw in how you control the sword, but I lack the tongue to explain it.  I can only hope that with practice you will come to it on your own.  What most is needful is drill to build the hand and the eye, and drills to strengthen your wrist, which is still weak.  Is it sooth that never have you studied the art of the sword?"
 
   Kreg shook his head. "Still, once I stopped fighting the sword and started to think of it as an extension of my own arms it came a lot easier."
 
   "Truly?" Kaila looked him up and down. "That is well done indeed.  Many months was I in learning the lesson of oneness when first I began my own training at arms.  You have a true gift for the sword to accomplish so much in but a few candles.  Join passion and training to that gift and few there will be who will stand against you."
 
   "I think I'm going to be one big bruise tomorrow." Kreg stretched, feeling the knots in his muscles and the stinging of welts raised by Kaila's sword. "Well, I guess I'm ready to continue." He took a ready stance.
 
   "Nay." Kaila shook her head. "'Twill suffice for the nonce."
 
   "In that case--" Kreg let his arms fall to his sides.  His feet kicked up little clouds of dust as he scuffed over to the rack where they had hung their weapons. "I'm starved.  What say we go find a good eatery?" He used his cloak to wipe sweat from his face and hair.
 
   "'Eatery'?" Kaila scratched behind her right ear. "Your words are strange, but if you mean an inn or a tavern I would say 'aye'."
 
   "Right," Kreg said.  He stared at the cloak wadded up in his hands for a moment then shook it out.  Since the buildings provided shade against the sun he did not really need to wear it so he slung it over one shoulder.
 
   "Now as to food," Kaila said as they stepped through the gate onto the street, "the common room at the inn is as good as will be found in Trevanta.  In earlier days, perhaps...well, board is thin in Trevanta in these times.  Moreover, Shillond should soon return from his business and we may meet him there."
 
   Kreg nodded. "One thing I have to do is find employment of some sort, and that fast.  Not much money left.  I don't want to get more the same way I got this." He tapped his belt pouch.
 
   "What skills have you?" Kaila asked as they left the courtyard.
 
   "I'm not sure," Kreg said. "At least as far as what's useful here.  I don't think my former line of work exists here."
 
   "What is this occupation?" Kaila asked. "Mayhap you will be surprised."
 
   "Have you ever heard of computers?  IT?"
 
   “Eye Tee?” Kaila asked.
 
   Kreg smiled. "Don’t have it here?  I thought not.  If you don’t have IT how can I be an IT consultant?"
 
   "Ha!" Kaila said. “Still, I am sure you will find your calling."
 
   "That reminds me." Kreg turned to face her. "What is this thing with the nomads?  For a second there I thought the smith was going to hit me for being one, never mind that I'm not."
 
   "It is simple enough.  The lifeblood of the city is its merchants.  When they travel by sea they face pirates, by land, they face...” She paused and looked past Kreg’s shoulder for a moment, then shook her head. “They face raiders.  To them one desert tribe is like another and all are raiders."
 
   Kreg nodded.  "One more thing I didn't know that could have tripped me up.” He looked over his shoulder in the direction Kaila had but did not see what had drawn her attention, just a shadowed alley. “What?”
 
   “I thought I saw someone,” Kaila said. “No matter.  There is no one there now.”
 
   “I was lucky to fall in with you and Shillond," Kreg said thoughtfully. "Had I not, I would be in dire straits by now."
 
   "In truth," Kaila said, "how could I refuse one possessing such courage, and a defender of the weak?  And too, there was something about you that drew... But stay.  A thought has occurred to me.  Mayhap you could teach your 'way of yielding'.  There is not much call for teachers of combat without arms but mayhap you could make a living thus."
 
   "Perhaps," he said, unconvinced. "On the other hand, there's still a bit of time before I have to make a decision.  I think I'll wait a while and see what happens." He glanced down at his pouch ruefully. "A very short while."
 
   "I would not worry overmuch, were I you," Kaila said. "One may always make one's way if he has courage, determination, and a stout sword arm.  The first two I have seen you to possess.  For the third, have you not the best warrior in the Eight Kingdoms instructing you?"
 
   Kreg started to retort, then stopped.  While he was no judge of swordsmanship, he suspected that Kaila had ability far beyond what she had displayed in their training.  While he had never touched her with his sword, she had always carefully measured her strikes on him.  They bruised and raised welts, but no more than that.  And when she had given blows against more vulnerable targets, such as neck or head, a much lighter touch.
 
   After some minutes of walking, they reached the inn.  Shillond ambled up to them. 
 
   "You seem in good spirits, father," Kaila said. "I trust all went well?"
 
   "'Father' is it?" Shillond smiled. "My, my, my.  It is not often you call me that."
 
   "Shillond!" Kaila said, her voice pleading. "The treaty?"
 
   "Oh, as to that." Shillond winked at Kreg before turning back to Kaila. "The Lord Mayor was right glad to come under the protection of Aerioch's armies.  It seems that Schah has made a number of threats of late.  Why Schah would threaten even a free city such as Trevanta, I do not know, but it seems that they intend to replace the Empire of Shend with the Empire of Schah.  In return for our protection, our trade will pass through at a quite favorable taxation rate and Trevanta will pay a tribute amounting to eight thousand gold norbeni annually.  In truth, I think they welcome our shipping more than our armies, for where our ships go, others will follow.  I think they would have welcomed us had we come to annex Trevanta, but that would have been more trouble than it's worth.  All in all, it has gone well.  In fact, as everything has been concluded, we may return home on the morrow."
 
   Shillond's words, about threats of war from Schah, reminded Kreg of something, but the aching in his head drove the thought away.
 
   "These are glad tidings!" Kaila clapped her hands. "Too long have we been away."
 
   "And you, Kreg?" Shillond turned toward him. "You will come with us, of course?"
 
   "I wouldn't miss it for the world," Kreg said and then grinned. "Either one."
 
   


 
  

CHAPTER THREE
 
   Kreg, Kaila, and Shillond left Trevanta late the next morning.  They spent the early hours loading the pack animals and finding a horse for Kreg.  The horse, and provisions for the journey which would take a month, expended the last of Kreg's funds.  When Kreg had asked about the amount they had been able to buy, Shillond had said that Trevanta so starved for coin that even small amounts could purchase a great deal.  Even so, Kreg suspected that they had added to his funds from their own.
 
   When Shillond suggested that Kreg give Kaila charge of his money and allow her to select the horse and conduct the bargaining, Kreg happily complied.  As she paid the proprietor of the stable Kreg examined her selection.
 
   The horse was the biggest Kreg had ever seen, not that he had seen many up close.  None, actually, except the nomads' small ponies.  Kaila had said it stood about sixteen hands high at the shoulder and had measured out the width of her own palm to show him what a hand was.  The horse's shoulder came to just under Kreg's chin when he stood next to it.  A blaze of light gray on the forehead and white socks on the forelegs gleamed against its black coat.  The horse's heavy hindquarters and broad chest made it look powerful even to Kreg's untrained eye and he guessed that it weighed nearly a ton.
 
   “What were you thinking, child?” Shillond asked Kaila upon seeing the horse she had chosen. “We are crossing the desert and you bring this monster?”
 
   “Spells you know well,” she said, “but of horseflesh you know scarce more than Kreg.  Despite its size, this horse is bred to dry climes and its size would suit one of Kreg’s stature far better than would one of the mountain ponies you prefer.”
 
   “And how do you propose to keep that bulk fed on what the animals can carry?”
 
   “Fear not, mage, for this horse is an easy keeper and will thrive on less food and drink than you might imagine.  And no fool I, I chose the smallest of the type in the corral.  He will serve us well, methinks.”
 
   “All right.  If you say so.” Shillond shrugged and mounted his horse.
 
   From where she sat on hers, Kaila extended a hand downward to help Kreg onto his.  They rode through bustling crowds, Shillond leading and Kaila in the rear, leading two packhorses and two other animals that Kreg had never seen although he assumed they were the local equivalent of camels.  They passed through the gates and down the road toward the desert.
 
   A carpet of stones, from small pebbles to fist sized cobbles, crunched under their horse's hooves as they walked.  Occasionally a crystalline rock would catch the sunlight in a bright flare.  Scattered tufts of twisted scrub provided the only signs of life.
 
   "Is it desert all the way?" Kreg swept his hand along the horizon when they broke out onto flatter ground.  The desert seemed to go on forever.
 
   "Nay," Kaila said. "We travel ten days in desert 'ere we reach the Amber mountains.  Eight days of march will see us through the pass, which the town of Elam guards, and into Aerioch.  From thence we travel twelve days more to Norveth, the capital."
 
   Kreg nodded. "I see."
 
   #
 
   The two weeks Kreg had spent with the nomads had made the desert almost familiar when compared to Trevanta.  A lizard, interrupted in sunning itself on a rock, ambled out of their way.  A mouse, digging at the base of a cactus, was the only other sign of animal life.  At their approach, the mouse ran for the shelter of a larger rock.
 
   In time, Trevanta slipped below the horizon behind them.  Finally, as the sun began to sink toward the horizon, they gathered the sparse scrub along their path for firewood.  In the red light of the setting sun, they stopped.  Shillond built a small fire while Kaila hobbled the horses and Kreg spread their bedrolls near the fire.
 
   With camp thus set, Kaila took Kreg aside to continue his sword training.  Unlike their previous day's workout, they did not spar.  Instead, she had him defend against her attacks and attempt to deflect her powerful sword strokes.  By the time Kaila called a halt, Kreg's wrists shook from fatigue.
 
   After training, they sat, eating.  Kaila rubbed her shoulders.
 
   "Could we not have taken ship, Father?  This desert likes me not.  There is someought unnatural about it."
 
   Shillond chuckled. "And well there might be.  It is an unnatural desert."
 
   "Unnatural?" Kreg looked around. "How so?"
 
   Shillond smiled.  He stirred at the small campfire with a stick. "As to that, I need to tell a tale."
 
   Shillond leaned back against a saddle. "Long ago, when the world was young, there were two brothers.  One was a mighty hunter by the name of Verrek, whose name means 'mighty man'.  The other?  We do not know his name but he later became known as Briganzo for he thought much of himself.  Briganzo was clever but at that time strength was prized more than cleverness.  Hatred grew in Briganzo's heart for he thought he should have more honor than his stronger brother."
 
   Shillond paused and placed another branch of desert shrub on the fire.  Kreg glanced sideways at Kaila and saw her staring rapt at Shillond.
 
   "It is said that the demon-lord Baaltor spoke this hatred into Briganzo's heart but I do not think so.  Men are capable enough of hate without the influence of demons.  But Baaltod did come to him.  Baaltor came and offered Briganzo power.  Thus came the first wizard into the world.  Briganzo took the power and overthrew his brother.  He set himself up as a ruler not just over his tribe but went forth demanding others bow before him and pay him tribute.  Women, furs, slaves.  All he took as he would.  Any who would not bow to him, he destroyed."
 
   "And the Gods, father?" Kaila whispered. "Did the Gods let this go on?"
 
   "No," Shillond said. "They were confounded at first, for they did not know the source of this new power in the world.  Koreb, in guise as warrior, rode to challenge Briganzo and question him." Shillond pointed. "He found him east of here, in what were then mountains.  Briganzo struck at the God.  He struck with storm and fire.  He struck with earthquake and all manner of forces.  So great was the assault that Koreb felt fear."
 
   "And then, Father?" Kreg heard excitement in Kaila's voice. "What then?"
 
   "Mira came.  She took his hand in hers, joined her power to his, and together they withstood the onslaught.  And they overthrew Briganzo and cast him down.  And they saw that Baaltor had granted Briganzo the power to challenge the gods."
 
   Shillond shrugged. "No one knows what counsel the gods took, but since that day Baaltor has been chained with bands of light and any who challenge him according to the Laws might win from him knowledge and the power of magic."
 
   Shillond stood and stamped out the fire. "And that is enough of tale telling.  It is time to sleep."
 
   #
 
   Kreg awoke the next morning with every nerve aflame.  His wrists and forearms ached, but that was nothing compared to the agony in his backside and along his inner thighs.  He groaned.
 
   "What ails you?" Kaila asked.  The corners of her mouth kept twitching upwards.  Reflections of sunlight played in her eyes.
 
   "Who took the hot iron to my muscles?" He sat up, voicing yet another groan. "I had heard about being saddle sore, but I never imagined...." He reached back to knead the knots out of his hips and down to the insides of his thighs.
 
   Shillond chuckled where he sat tending the fire. "I expected that.  Come, I have some steeped herbs here that will ease your pain and relax your muscles.  We ride far today."
 
   "Again?" Kreg sighed. "How do you guys stand it?"
 
   Kaila laughed. "The time will come when you feel not a whit of discomfort," she said. "For the nonce, drink." She handed him a steaming cup.
 
   He drank.  The beverage had a faint, minty flavor, followed by a bitter aftertaste.  True to Shillond's promises, he felt the pain ease and the knots in his back and legs untie themselves.
 
   #
 
   Three days later the carpet of stones ended, opening into a field of broken, hard-packed earth.  The cracked tiles of dry ground surrounded them all that day and three more.
 
   Kaila and Shillond knew the path well for sometime in each day they passed near either a water hole or a dry riverbed where some digging could produce a small temporary well.  Kreg watched how the stock of provisions shrank and calculated in his head how that compared with the time it would take to reach the mountains and wondered if those provisions would last the trip.  But he said nothing and trusted that Kaila and Shillond knew what they were about.
 
   Kreg was riding a little to the side of Shillond and Kaila's path.  His horse stopped, refusing to go further.
 
   "What is it, boy?" Kreg asked.  He squeezed with his legs, urging the horse forward.  It stepped forward gingerly.  The horse tossed its head, whinnied and again refused to advance.
 
   "What’s the matter?" Kreg asked in frustration.  The horse had not acted like this before.  He drove his heels into its sides.
 
   As the horse took another step forward, Kreg saw Shillond look back, "What's the problem?"
 
   Again Kreg drove his heels into the horse's side. "This horse doesn't want to move."
 
   Shillond's expression turned to one of alarm as the horse took yet another step forward.  Its foreleg broke through the ground.  The horse screamed and toppled, bursting through a thin layer of dried earth.
 
   Kreg leaped, scrambling to keep from being crushed under the horse's weight as they both rolled down a short, steep slope.  Air burst from his lungs as he struck the floor at the bottom of that slope.  He lay for a moment to catch his breath before sitting up.  He was at the bottom of a steep-walled pit.  A thin shell of dried earth had once covered it and now lay in scattered chunks around him.
 
   The horse lay behind Kreg screaming, a sound that sent shivers through him.  He turned to look and saw the horse try to climb to its feet.  As it put weight on one foreleg it screamed again and fell to its knees.  It tried again with the other leg, and with the same result.
 
   "Kreg?" Shillond called down, barely audible over the horse's screaming. "Are you hurt?"
 
   "'Tis passing strange for this to have appeared since last we passed this way." Kaila looked around warily. "I like not the look of it."
 
   "I'm okay," Kreg shouted. "It looks like the horse broke both front legs."
 
   "Slay it," Kaila said. "You do it no kindness to leave it in pain to starve, or to be slain by some beast."
 
   Kreg stared at the horse then looked up at Kaila, unsure what to do.
 
   "You must." Kaila knelt by the lip of the pit. "Your horse is in agony.  End its pain."
 
   "Sorry, old fellow," Kreg said under his breath.  He drew his sword, then thought for a moment.  Cutting the horse's throat would probably be the most humane way to kill it but he doubted he could hit it accurately the way the horse was thrashing.  He darted in and grabbed at the bridle and missed, his momentum carrying him into the horse's flank.  That was enough to knock the horse off its knees and onto its side.  As Kreg fell, he found himself sitting on the horse's head.  The horse heaved upward, nearly throwing Kreg in its effort to lift its head and rise, its back legs kicked as if it were trying to run.  It heaved again and Kreg barely managed to avoid being thrown once more.
 
   Keeping his perch on the horse's head, Kreg reached out to retrieve the sword from where it had fallen.  He lifted and chopped downward at the horse's neck.  The sword bit deep and Kreg drew the blade back toward himself, slicing even deeper.  Blood sprayed from the wound, showering Kreg and he leaped back, choking.  The horse shuddered and died.
 
   "Kreg!" Kaila's cry jerked Kreg's attention upward.
 
   "'Ware behind you!" Kaila pointed beyond him.
 
   Kreg spun.  He saw a creature that looked like a sand-yellow alligator.  That impression Kreg caught in an instant and discarded as the creature's open mouth caught his attention.  Filled with rows of gleaming teeth, it gaped wide as if to engulf him whole.  Kreg backed an involuntary step, nearly tripping over the carcass of the horse.
 
   "A sand devil," Shillond said.
 
   "Have you no spells, mage?" Kaila drew her sword with a swift, reflexive motion.
 
   "Not that would harm the beast and leave Kreg alive."
 
   The tableau held for just a few seconds.  Then the beast charged.
 
   Kreg leaped aside, avoiding by inches the toothy jaws.  He swung his sword in a heavy, wood-chopping swing, striking the beast in the side.  His stroke drew blood but he did little damage against the creature's thick scales.
 
   "'Ware the tail!" Kaila pointed with her sword.
 
   Kreg heard the warning and leaped back in time to evade the worst of the blow.  Despite his leap, the tail struck hard enough to hurl him fifteen feet through the air.  As he struck into the sand he heard, more than felt, the crack of bone in his rib cage.  Pain speared into his side.  He lay gasping for breath while agony burned in his lungs.  The creature turned to face him.  It waved its head from side to side, eyeing Kreg with first one eye, then the other.
 
   "Enough of this!" Kaila shouted and leaped full on the beast.  The fall left her lying on the ground stunned.  Her fall distracted the creature long enough for Kreg to rise to his feet.  His right knee wobbled under his weight but held--barely.
 
   Kreg lifted his sword overhead.  With a yell, he dove at the beast driving the sword point first into its head.  The combination of his weight and momentum drove the sword through the beast's snout, pinning it to the sand.
 
   With a bellow, the sand devil shook its head, ripping the sword free of the sand and hurling Kreg away.  Kaila's sword rose and fell on the creature's neck as Kreg's world faded to black.
 
   #
 
   Sparks popped in the campfire behind Kaila as she leaned over Kreg to bathe a cut on his cheek.  A faint breeze kissed the skin of her arms, heralding the coming night chill.
 
   Kreg’s eyes flickered open.
 
   "Shillond," Kaila said. "He wakes."  She stood and stepped back to allow Shillond to take her place at Kreg's side.
 
   "Easy, Kreg," Shillond said. "You took some rude blows.  I have used wholesome herbs that will heal you.  Until they do so you must rest."
 
   "What happened?" Kaila felt an edge of fear at the weakness in Kreg's voice.  Had he taken more hurt than Shillond had apprised her?  Already, he had become a friend dear to her.  She pushed the fear away.  Shillond had said that Kreg's injuries were light and no doubt no more than pain and fatigue took the strength from Kreg's voice. "It burns like fire just to breathe." Kreg squirmed to the side as if trying to avoid a flaming brand, then stopped as a shudder racked his frame.
 
   "Well now." Shillond smiled. "You should expect that with broken ribs.  You were fortunate to avoid worse."
 
   "I take it the good guys won?" Kreg started to laugh but the sound became a fit of coughing instead. "Ooh, that hurts."
 
   Kreg sat up, shaking off Shillond's restraining hand to do so. "My thanks, Kaila.  It seems I owe my life to you."
 
   "Marry!" The compliment surprised her. "I was overlong in coming to your aid and for that I crave pardon.  'Twas your own leap at the end that gave me the opening to slay the beast.  Once again, you have proven yourself a man of much courage."
 
   "Courage?" This time Kreg did manage a weak, albeit painful, chuckle. "I was scared witless."
 
   "The more proof of your courage," Shillond said. "Doing what you must despite fear is courage.  Facing a hungry sand devil at the bottom of its pit without fear would not be courage.  It would be foolishness."
 
   Kaila nodded vigorously. "Shillond speaks sooth.  Many times I have seen men whose fear did cause them to quail in their boots, yet still did they proceed and thus accomplish much.  Oft' also have I seen men who knew no fear plunge foolishly to their deaths and accomplish naught." So Shillond had told her and so she believed.  And yet, what of that part of her heart that strove to drive fear away from her, that condemned her at any thought of fear for herself.  Fear for another, that was a worthy thing and could lead to great acts of valor, but fear for herself?  Those were deep thoughts that she could not well hold in her head.
 
   Shillond laid his hand on Kreg's shoulder. "Now lie still.  Rest.  Let the herbs do their work.  Tomorrow you will be fit enough to travel and the day after it will be as if you were never injured."
 
   "I can see where magic has its advantages," Kreg said.  He lay back down, groaning.
 
   "Sleep now." Shillond waved a hand over Kreg's face. "Sorthenkal!"
 
   Kreg's face relaxed, smoothing away lines of care and pain.  A pleasant face he had, Kaila thought. Some might not agree as it lacked the boyishness of many of the swains at court, but Kaila thought it a face well-suited to an adult.
 
   #
 
   The sun in his eyes woke Kreg and he sat up.  He groaned and said, "Toenails, toes, feet, ankles, knees, thighs--" His clothing cracked with the motion as dry blood flaked away.
 
   "What do you?" Kaila asked.
 
   "I'm checking everything that hurts," Kreg said. "Hips, back, stomach, chest, shoulders...."
 
   "You should not be up yet,” Shillond said. “The spell should have kept you asleep a while yet." Shillond handed him a cup. "Drink.  It will ease the aches."
 
   Kreg sipped at the drink.  As the liquid hit his throat he choked, then coughed, spraying Kaila and Shillond.  He had been expecting another of the herb drinks and instead the cup contained brandy, strong brandy.  He drank again, more cautiously.  The drink burned its way down his throat to light a fire in his stomach.  The warmth spread. "That's potent stuff."
 
   "Come," Kaila said. "The day is young and we have far to go.  We have lost time already and I hunger to be home." She practically leaped onto her saddled horse.
 
   "Really, Kaila." Shillond helped Kreg to his feet. "Have we been gone so long?  If I did not know better I'd think you pining for Keven."
 
   "My motives are my own, mage." Kaila tossed her head. "Has't become sinful to desire a return to one's home?"
 
   "Did I say that?" Shillond hung an innocent look on his face. "Did I ever say that?  Come, we have far to go."
 
   During this exchange Kreg stood staring down at his saddle.  Someone, Kaila probably, had removed it from the corpse of his horse and dragged it out of the pit.
 
   "Kreg?" Shillond's voice interrupted his thoughts. "Allow me to give you a hand?"
 
   Kreg turned to face him.  Shillond knelt next to their pack animals.  The packs had been consolidated from four to three, leaving one of the horses free. "All of the pack horses are saddle-trained and while you are fit enough to travel I don't think you are well enough to consider walking the distance we must go."
 
   Kreg sighed.  He had to admit that Shillond was right.  He glanced over to where Kaila circled them, her eyes scanning the desert.  Her gaze kept drifting to the east where vultures circled.  To Shillond, he said, "All right.  Let's get to work."
 
   In a short time they had the remaining horse saddled.  Kreg placed his left foot in the stirrup and lifted himself into the saddle...almost.  As he raised his right leg to swing it over the horse's back, his left folded beneath him, depositing him on the sand.
 
   "Kreg?" Shillond brought his horse close.
 
   Kreg stood up and dusted himself off, wincing at the new aches. "It looks like I walk after all."
 
   "Must still be weak from your injuries," Kaila said.  She urged her horse next to him as Shillond backed his away.  Leaning down, she placed her arm around Kreg just under his shoulders.  She tensed, then heaved.  He felt himself lifted into the air and set on his horse.
 
   "Thanks," Kreg said wryly.
 
   "Let Shillond's magics work their way," Kaila told him. "They will strengthen you.  Give them time."
 
   Kaila's eyes again drifted eastward. "I wonder what draws yon carrion eaters."
 
   Shillond shaded his eyes with one hand and followed her gaze. "Probably some animal, dead or dying."
 
   "Or perhaps travelers, like us, travelers in difficulty."
 
   "It is not likely."
 
   "But it could be," Kaila said, looking back at Shillond.
 
   "Aye, it could be." His voice held resignation, a tone that puzzled Kreg.
 
   "It is no more than an hour's ride from our path," Kaila said, "Come." She urged her horse in the direction of the circling vultures.
 
   Shillond shrugged and, motioning Kreg to accompany them, followed her.
 
   #
 
   The arrival of Kaila's horse, leading Kreg's and Shillond's by two horse lengths, startled one of the big birds, sending it squawking back into the air.  An animal lay on the ground, a wolf or coyote Kreg guessed.  A large wound gaped where the vulture's beak had torn flesh from its side and its head had swollen to enormous proportions.
 
   Kaila rode toward the dead animal and peered down at it.  She stiffened. "Shillond, come!"
 
   Shillond dismounted and walked over to where the dead animal lay.  Kaila, too, dismounted and knelt by the beast.  Not knowing what else to do, Kreg joined them, urging his horse closer.
 
   From this vantage, Kreg could see that the animal was most likely a coyote as it was too small to be an adult wolf, and it was an adult. The coyote was a female, with twin rows of engorged teats along her body.
 
   "Where are the pups?" Kaila asked.
 
   "Dead, most likely," Shillond said, "like their dam."
 
   Kaila knelt beside the dead coyote and peered at its head. "I think not," she said and pointed at a spot alongside its muzzle.  Two puncture wounds leaked a thick black fluid. "She did not die from illness or starvation, but from snakebite, and recently.  That would not have killed the pups and they may be nearby."
 
   Shillond sighed. "I suppose you want us to look."
 
   Kaila stood and dusted off her hands. "You know me well, Father."
 
   "I'll help," Kreg said and clambered off his horse.
 
   Shillond sighed and looked back at Kreg. "You, too?"
 
   Kreg shrugged and grinned.
 
   "All right," Shillond said, and he stooped next to the dead coyote, "she had not given birth too long ago, so the pups would still be in the den." He stood again. "If the den is not nearby we will never find it.  And what of her mate? I see no evidence that he is dead, or even injured."
 
   "Can the male provide milk for the pups, even if he lives?" Kaila asked then shook her head. "We will search until the sun has fallen halfway to the horizon."
 
   "There is no guarantee that the burrow is within a league of this place," Shillond said.  He thought for a moment, then added, "You are young yet, Kaila.  Not all deaths are in combat, nor do only evildoers die.  Sometimes it is the small and helpless that die, and not all our efforts can save them.  You don't have to like it--I don't--but you do have to accept it."
 
   "For a short span only, Shillond?  Please?"
 
   Shillond sighed and looked at Kreg, his hands open in an interrogative gesture.
 
   Kreg thought for a moment.  His side still ached slightly, but he felt quite well, remarkably well considering the bashing he had taken the previous day. "I'm up for it," he said.
 
   "Very well," Shillond said. "For a short span."
 
   "Thank you, Father," Kaila said.
 
   They began to search.  Kreg did not know what Kaila hoped to find.  It would be sheer chance if the coyote's den were anywhere near this spot.
 
   Kreg stepped around a waist high rock.  He bent to examine the ground where the rock's shadow fell but found no burrows, no coyote den.
 
   "Shillond!  Come here!" Kaila called.
 
   Kreg looked up.  Kaila was crouched in a small hollow, peering at the ground at her feet.  Shillond knelt beside her.  When Kreg trotted up to them, he saw that they were peering at a spot of sandy ground, marked by two paw prints.
 
   "Can you trace them?" Kaila peered into Shillond's face.
 
   "I think so," Shillond said, "but there's no guarantee that these were left by the same coyote, or her mate."
 
   "I know, Shillond," Kaila said, "but we must try."
 
   "Very well." He spread his hands over the two tracks, and said something in a voice too low for Kreg to hear.
 
   "There!" Kaila stood and pointed.  Beyond the sandy hollow a string of paw prints led across the hard-packed ground.  She sprinted after it, leaving Kreg and Shillond, with horses in tow, to follow in her wake.
 
   They caught up to Kaila to find her lying face down, her ear scant inches from a hole in the ground.
 
   "Kaila, what?" Kreg started to ask.
 
   She waved a hand. "Shh." Then a moment later, she said, "This is the one; I can hear the pups within."
 
   Kaila sprang to her feet and dug into the packs lashed onto one of the horses.  A moment later she drew out a tin plate.  Dropping to her knees, she drove the edge of the plate into the ground next to the burrow and began to dig.
 
   Kreg looked into the same pack Kaila had opened and found another plate.  He knelt next to her and bent to assist her.
 
   "No, Kreg," Kaila said.
 
   "What?"
 
   "You are not yet fully recovered from your injuries and I would not have you injured further.  Rest.  This responsibility is mine and mine alone."
 
   "I'm fine," Kreg said.
 
   "No," Shillond broke in. "You are not." He sighed then beckoned them both away from the hole. "If you will allow me."
 
   Kreg stood and backed away from the hole.  He wondered what Shillond had in mind.  Shillond opened another pack and withdrew a small pouch.  From the pouch he took a handful of fine leaves and set them next to the burrow.  He struck a spark on flint and steel, igniting the pile.
 
   Smoke rose then coalesced into a vaguely manlike shape, only about a foot high.  The smoke solidified into a tiny, distorted caricature of a man with protruding face, receding brows, and a stooped over posture.  Its skin was deep purple.
 
   Kreg's jaw dropped.  He had thought he had accepted the idea of magic but this was far more than he had expected.  Shillond glanced up noting Kreg's expression and grinned.
 
   Shillond turned back to the little man. "You," he said, "you know you are here to serve me?"
 
   The little man's head bobbed.
 
   "Okay, there are coyote pups in that burrow.  I want you to go in and bring them out, all of them, and unharmed."
 
   The little man scowled, then his head bobbed again.
 
   "Go," Shillond said.
 
   "Shillond," Kaila said as the small man scampered into the hole, "that was your homunculus spell."
 
   "Of course," Shillond said. "It was the easiest way to get the job done."
 
   "But now you have lost that spell."
 
   Shillond nodded. "Until I can find the name of another imp to power the spell."
 
   "But...I do not understand."
 
   "I'm puzzled myself, Shillond," Kreg said. "I seem to recall you arguing against this little search.  And what did Kaila mean 'you have lost that spell'?"
 
   "Magic draws its power from demons.  The demons rebel against providing such power, particularly when it is used to good ends.  Thus, a magician can only use many spells once, or only once with a particular demon providing the energy.  In other spells, the demons retaliate more directly, striking at the spellcaster.  These spells are quite dangerous, a danger that grows ever greater with each casting."
 
   "Then why would anyone ever cast spells."
 
   "Well, not all spells are like that.  Many spells are quite safe, such as the spells I used to speed your healing.  Unfortunately these spells only affect humans, not animals or things, and such spells require a willing, or at least an unresisting, recipient."
 
   Kreg could only shake his head and try to absorb what Shillond had said as the homunculus emerged from the hole with a baby coyote under each arm.  It dropped the pups then turned and dashed back into the hole.  A moment later it reemerged with two more pups, dropped them, and stood waiting.
 
   "Is that all?" Shillond asked.
 
   The homunculus's head bobbed once.
 
   "Very well.  You are free.  Go."
 
   The homunculus vanished.
 
   Kaila knelt beside the coyote pups.  Three of them lay almost unmoving on the cracked earth.  The fourth sat up on his tail, his fat belly protruding before him and waved his forepaws at Kaila.  His lips drew back from his tiny, needlelike teeth as he hissed at her.
 
   Kaila extended a hand to the pup and it snapped its teeth onto the end of one finger.  In response, Kaila jerked her hand free, then grasped the pup firmly, but gently around the neck and pressed its shoulder to the ground.
 
   Shillond turned to Kreg. "We should set camp here.  Kaila's task will require some time."
 
   "I don't understand," Kreg said. "What's she doing?"
 
   "She is establishing dominance." He sighed. "She has done this before with wolf cubs, but this will be a more difficult task as coyotes are not normally pack animals.  Still, I have faith in her; she is good with animals."
 
   #
 
   The next morning Kreg felt no more than the mildest of aches in his side.  Across the camp, Kaila sat with two of the coyote pups in her lap.  In one hand she held a glove, filled with liquid, and the pups sucked at the tip of two of the glove's fingers.
 
   Kreg did not see the other pups, but he did see two small mounds of Earth.
 
   Shillond had already packed their gear, except for their bedrolls and the pot of porridge that hung over a small fire.  He handed Kreg a bowl of the porridge and a flask, then proceeded to clean out the pot.
 
   "How are your new charges doing?" Kreg asked Kaila.  He started to shovel porridge into his mouth, surprised at the extent of his hunger.
 
   "They are weak," she said. "As I think it unwise to feed them wine, nor can they eat solid food.  Since water alone will not sustain them, I have naught to give them but the sap squeezed from a cactus.  The other two would not take even that."  She looked up, moisture sparkling in her eyes. "They did not survive the night."
 
   "Kreg," Shillond said. "Could you help me with this?" He stood alongside their packed bags, holding the reins of the packhorse.
 
   Kreg bolted the last of his porridge and squirted the remaining contents of the flask of water down his throat before standing to help Shillond load the horse.
 
   #
 
   "Tonight we sleep in a bed, I warrant," Kaila said as the sun sank toward the western horizon. Two more days had passed.  The packs had gotten lighter and Kreg had gotten stronger.  A third of the coyote cubs had died, leaving one on which Kaila lavished every possible care.  The night before, under Kaila's coaxing, it had first taken a few small bites of dried meat that had been soaked in water to soften.  With it now eating even a little solid food, Kaila had expressed confidence that this one, at least, would live.
 
   "Elam, the first outpost of Aerioch, is just a few miles ahead." She had strapped a stiff-sided leather bag to the saddle in front of her and used it as a den for the sole surviving cub.
 
   "Aye," Shillond said. "We will also hear the news of the kingdom."
 
   As they topped the crest of a hill, the town of Elam came into view.  In outward appearance, it much resembled Trevanta with the exception of the army encamped about it, a very large army.
 
   "The Threefold Twins!" Kaila burst out explosively. "Elam besieged?" She drew her sword.
 
   "This changes things," Shillond said. "Where before Elam would have been a welcome rest stop, now it becomes essential that we enter and learn the news."
 
   "There is your news, mage." Kaila pointed with her sword. "War!"
 
   


 
  

CHAPTER FOUR
 
   "Aye," Shillond said, sweeping the encamped army with his gaze.  "War.  But with whom?  Is this the only army or are there others?  Do they have any mages of power?  And more puzzling of all, how did they get here?  Briganzo's Desert is no good road for an army."
 
   "Can you pass us through their lines?" Kaila dropped a hand to push the ambitious coyote pup back into its temporary home.
 
   Shillond nodded. "I think so.  They do not seem to expect attack from this quarter.  The difficulty will be in leaving the city if they have a mage."
 
   "What if they have a mage," Kreg asked. "Can you fight him?"
 
   Shillond shook his head and sighed. "I wish it were so simple.  It’s easier to defend in such circumstances than to attack.  While I might break through a defense once, I’d be too exhausted to do much more after that."
 
   Kreg thought for a moment. "Perhaps we can do something a little less direct?"
 
   "How say you?" Kaila backed her horse in an arc, ending facing Kreg.
 
   "Well." Kreg studied the army for a moment.  He rubbed his temples.  A fog seemed to be clouding his thinking, accompanied by a sparkle-producing headache.  He wondered for a moment if he could have a concussion.  After the beating he had taken from the sand devil, it seemed likely. "As Shillond said, they don't seem to be expecting an attack from this quarter.  Night will fall in a couple of hours.  I think we can sneak through the lines if we do it quietly."
 
   "But what shall we do when we seek to leave?" Kaila asked. "Yon army will expect an effort at escape by those within, and be prepared.  As Shillond has said, his magics will avail us naught should those below be accompanied by a mage."
 
   "That river," Kreg pointed.  He had to squeeze his words out past the throbbing in his head. "A small group could swim out using it for cover."
 
   "Swim?  The Yellow River?"
 
   "Is there a problem?"
 
   "Kreg," Shillond said, "The Yellow is not even knee deep anywhere.  And it just gets shallower as you move out of the city.  There's barely enough water to irrigate the farms.  Once you get a half day's ride out of Elam there's barely a trickle."
 
   He paused, rubbing at his chin for a moment before continuing. "Still, what Kaila said is not entirely true.  While any mage below could easily defend against my spells, to do so, they must know I am here and prepare their defenses.  If we can keep them from discovering that a mage is against them, then just perhaps we can escape before they can marshal their defenses."
 
   "That will work," Kreg said. "If we sneak through, they won't know you're here."
 
   "'Tis a peril-fraught plan," Kaila said. "But in truth better than no plan at all.  What say you, Shillond?"
 
   After a short pause, Shillond nodded. "I agree."
 
   Kreg untied his sword from where it hung from his saddle horn. "The horses will have to stay here."
 
   As they made final preparations Kreg found that Shillond and Kaila seemed well versed in such matters, Shillond more so than Kaila.  Kaila’s directness was ill-suited to stealth and subtlety.
 
   While Shillond and Kaila made their preparations, Kreg kept nervous watch at the surrounding hills.  That they had approached so close to the besieging army with no one challenging them was surprise enough.  At any moment a patrol could stumble across them.
 
   But there were no patrols.  And that, Kreg thought between throbs of his head, was decidedly odd.  There may not be much on this side of the mountains, but still there should be patrols.  No competent army courts attack from the rear or while in camp.  But there were no patrols.
 
   Kreg did not understand, but he was grateful for the lack.
 
   They waited until the last of the twilight had faded before beginning their descent from the hilltop.
 
   #
 
   Kreg's eyes flicked from shadow to shadow nervously.  He could have wished for a darker night.  Both moons had been high in the sky as the last of the sunlit died.  At least the headache had faded.
 
   They crept through the lines of the army, Shillond a silent shadow, Kreg more clumsily but producing no more noise than normal night sounds.  Kaila was more worrisome.  Kreg winced with each jingle of her chain mail tunic sounding in his ears like an alarm bell. The one remaining coyote pup whined from time to time from within a cloth sling hung over Kaila's neck.  Kreg gritted his teeth with each step reminding himself that only his nerves made the slight noise seem so loud.
 
   They almost made it.
 
   A drunk stumbled out of the shadows. "Who?"
 
   Kreg froze for a moment in surprise.  He lunged for the drunk.
 
   "Help!  Intru....," The drunk got out before Kreg's grip shut off his wind.  Kreg shifted his grip, pressing his arm against the sides of the throat, against the carotid arteries.  A moment later Kreg lowered the unconscious form to the ground.
 
   "That’s it," Kreg said.  He looked toward the nearest campfire.
 
   "Harantha?" a voice called from the darkness. "Harantha, all well?"
 
   "Something he shouted," another voice added.
 
   "Ey," a third said. "Guard call!  Intruders!"
 
   "Hold them for a few seconds," Shillond whispered quickly, "while I prepare a spell." He stepped back, fading into the darkness.
 
   Guards boiled out of the night.  Kreg leapt back and fumbled at his waist, seeking to draw his sword.
 
   Kaila dove into the midst of the guards, her sword whirling about her, striking down three guards in less than a second.  Kreg managed to draw his own sword and leap forward.  He parried the first blow that came his way and let the force of the rebound carry his sword around to where it met flesh.  For just a fraction of a second, Kreg stared at the falling body before others swarmed around him.  Kreg backed swiftly, trying to stay off their points.
 
   For her part, Kaila hewed off spear points, arms, heads, and anything else that came within reach with equal abandon.  Her sword glowed with a silvery light as it flicked about with a speed that a fencing master find difficult to match with a light foil.  Each time the sword bit into the body of an opponent it glowed momentarily brighter.  Each time the sword struck, a guard fell.
 
   The guards divided about evenly into swordsmen and spearmen.  Kreg found himself facing two of the latter.  He backpedaled further before their assault.  Kaila had taught him how to face another swordsman, not men armed with a weapon with twice his reach.

 
   Sensing Kreg's difficulties, the guards armed with spears converged on him, leaving those with swords to face Kaila.  No one had yet noticed Shillond.
 
   Kaila thrust her sword into one of the guards who, with his dying strength, grabbed it about the cross guard and let his fall pull it out of her hands.  Others poured forward, driving Kaila back and preventing her from recovering her sword.
 
   Kreg did not take time to think. "Kaila!" he shouted.  He threw his sword to her.
 
   Kreg's sword flew in a high arc.  It tumbled end over end twice before slapping, hilt first, into Kaila's hand.  Kaila plunged the sword into the throat of the foremost of her opponents.
 
   Kreg's right hand darted out and grasped one spear by the shaft.  A kick knocked another aside as Kreg sprang into the gap that kick had created and then he was among the guards.  This close, their spears became nearly useless as he grabbed one guard and shoved hard backward, reaching out with his leg to sweep the guard's supporting leg out from under him.  The falling guard tangled two others as Kreg let his own momentum carry him forward as he dropped low, almost to one knee.  His move put him in front of yet another guard.  He shot his right arm between the guard's legs and sprang upward, driving his shoulder into the man's groin as he reached up with his other hand to grab his cuirass at the collar.  He heaved himself upright, carrying the guard with him on his shoulders and then turned and dropped him onto the shafts of two more spears that were reaching out for him.
 
   For a moment, the space around Kreg was clear and Kreg breathed a silent prayer of thanks for the respite, but then he saw why.  The guards who were facing him rather than Kaila had drawn off to organize.  A short, but solid wall of spearmen faced him while several others ran to block any attempt he might make at retreat.  The momentary advantage that surprise had given him was gone.
 
   At that moment, Shillond shouted, "Klynkal veth sorthensen!"
 
   A green mist rose from the ground.  All those whom it touched, saving only Kreg, Shillond, and Kaila, fell instantly into a deep slumber.
 
   "Come," Shillond said. "That call has gone out.  Others will be here soon."  Kreg noticed with surprise that no more than a dozen men lay about them, either dead or asleep.  In the melee they had seemed like hundreds.
 
   Kaila tossed Kreg his sword and retrieved her own.  The city walls seemed unspeakably far away as they ran.
 
   #
 
   A long bowshot from the wall, Kaila hauled up short.  They had left pursuit behind for the moment but the city ahead offered its own threat.
 
   "Hold," she said. "Lest we be feathered by those within."
 
   "Don't hold too long," Kreg said, his voice broken with his deep breathing. "We've got trouble on our tail."
 
   Kaila thought for a moment. "Shillond," she said, "tear a length from the hem of your robe.  We will approach under flag of parley.  Yon guardsmen will honor it, methinks."
 
   Shillond nodded.  Kaila tied the strip of dirty white cloth to the end of her sword and held it aloft as they trotted to the city.
 
   "Halt!" called a voice from the top of the wall. "Who comes under flag of parley?"
 
   "I am Kaila, Duke of Zantor, Knight of the Order of the Sword." She stood tall and thrust her sword into the ground in front of her. "I have this night, with my companions, penetrated the lines of yon army.  I demand entrance in the name of King Marek Caelverrem."
 
   "How may we know that you speak sooth?" the voice asked.
 
   Another voice spoke. "Kaila, if indeed it is being you, what was the name of the first man whom you unseated with a lance on horseback?" Distance and shouting served to hide the true nature of the voice, but something about it was familiar to Kaila.  Some soldier, perhaps, from one of the northern provinces to judge by his speech?
 
   "Such would do most men little good," Kaila said, "for few know who I first unseated in secret training.  If you wish the name of the first man in open combat, then...."
 
   "Nay, Child," the voice said. “The first.”
 
   “That would be Faron, the weapons master, when he taught me skill at arms.  But who among you knows this is sooth?”
 
   "Old Faron is knowing." With those words the familiarity Kaila had heard in the voice fell into place.  It had been years since she had last seen him.
 
   "Marry!  This is a strange play of fate." Kaila retrieved her sword and returned it to its scabbard. "Can it truly be you?"
 
   "Aye, Child," Faron said. "But hurry. Hounds are being on your trail.  Worse than hounds."
 
   They reached the city wall to find the defenders had lowered a knotted rope over the side.  Kaila had many times climbed such ropes, in even heavier armor than she now wore, and was soon at the top.  Shillond, despite his age and weight, swarmed up just as easily.  Kreg, coming up behind them, followed more slowly.  Kaila held out her hand to assist him as he neared the battlement, but he made the final few feet on his own.  She hid a smile, pleased at his determination, although this, perhaps, was not the best time for it.
 
   "Aye, Kaila, it is you." Faron clapped her on the shoulders.
 
   Kaila remembered him fondly.  Long ago, before she had been born, he had been an ordinary soldier.  Yet such was his skill at arms, with any weapon he took to hand, that he had won great renown and earned a place on King Marek's council.  And yet still he was an outsider, as she was.  Perhaps, Kaila thought, that was why he had been willing to teach her when no others would.
 
   "And your father as well." Faron bowed to Shillond. "Your Grace.  But I am not knowing the third."
 
   "I’m Kreg." He bowed slightly.
 
   "Kreg is a man of much courage," Kaila said. "Without doubt, the briskest without arms that ever I have seen."
 
   Faron's eyebrows rose and he grinned, "You have seen none better?"
 
   Kaila grinned in return. "None.  I have sworn him to my service." She hoped Kreg would forgive her that presumption, but it would make his presence easier to explain.
 
   "Then I am glad to welcome him." He slapped Kreg on the back, and Kaila knew that he was testing Kreg as she had done before.  She trusted that Faron had not found Kreg wanting. "Fortunate you are to come into the service of the best knight in Aerioch."
 
   "Time is wasting," Shillond said quietly. "What is the news?  We come to find you besieged, but by whom and what are their forces."
 
   Faron frowned. "We are not knowing who our foes are.  They have presented no banner that I can identify.  Messenger from court came not, three days ago. Army came instead.  I am not knowing how they crossed the desert with such a host.  They nearly overran us at the first assault. Their numbers were the sands of the desert. They were being aided by strong magics.  Only the foresight of the King and his father before him was prevailing that day.  Much reason for our survival resides with you, Shillond."
 
   Kreg looked puzzled and Shillond explained. "Over many years, I have worked to make the walls of those towns that guard our borders proof against spellcraft."
 
   Faron nodded. "We were poured many casks of flaming pitch on their heads.  Many trays of heated sand.  The attack we were driving off. Now we are besieged."
 
   He sighed. "I am not knowing how long we can endure.  Yon army's catapults and ballistae continue to harass us.  They have not dammed the river yet. Soon, I am thinking, we will be thirsting.  We have not been able to send a message to the king."
 
   "Surely they'll notice that you haven't been in touch?" Kreg asked.
 
   "Your words are strange," Faron said. "But if I am understanding you, we are not due to be sending a messenger for yet two weeks."
 
   "And our difficulties in getting in have alerted the besiegers to the presence of a mage," Shillond said. "Escape may prove difficult."
 
   Kreg turned and leaned against the parapet, his eyes surveying the hills.  He rubbed his temples.  Kreg had complained about pains in his head, Kaila thought, perhaps they had returned to plague him again.
 
   Shillond touched Kreg on the shoulder. "What troubles you, my friend?"
 
   "Just thinking." Kreg shrugged.
 
   "On our present difficulties?"
 
   Kreg nodded.
 
   "Do you have any ideas?" Shillond said.
 
   "I’m not sure I want to say." Kreg turned to face him. "Considering the abysmal failure of my last plan."
 
   "Cease such useless prattle!" Kaila turned on Kreg with a fury that surprised even herself. "Your plan was well thought on and would have been the height of success save for the vilest of misfortune.  If you have ought to say, then say on."
 
   She leaned forward and laid a hand on his shoulder. “I had not time to say before, but you did well, very well, when we fought.  The Gods surely are with you to be able to stand against such numbers long enough for Shillond to cast his magics.”
 
   "Well." Kreg licked his lips.  He spoke slowly, as if each word were a difficulty. "I think we might still be able to use the river for cover," Kreg said.
 
   "How?" Shillond asked. "It's too shallow to swim or float down."
 
   "Maybe not," Kreg said, "but maybe we can crawl out through it." Kreg pointed up at the larger of the two moons--the smaller had already sunk below the horizon. "It won't be too much longer before the moon sets.  It'll be as dark as it's going to get then.  The river may be shallow but it's, what, about fifty paces across?"
 
   Shillond looked at Faron who said, "About that."
 
   Kreg nodded. "So we get down on our bellies, with just enough of our heads sticking above water to breath, and we crawl." He had to pause for a moment.  Kaila drew breath over her teeth as she noted his wince.  How much pain was he in?
 
   "Are you well?" Kaila leaned close, placing a hand on Kreg's shoulder and peering into his eyes.
 
   "Just a headache," Kreg said. "With all I've been through recently it's a wonder I don't have worse." He pinched and massaged the bridge of his nose, then rubbed at his temples, before continuing. "They won't have any guards in the water and if we're quiet enough, and careful enough, we may be able to slip out."
 
   Shillond looked from Kreg to Kaila to Faron.
 
   Kaila nodded. "We will attempt it." She thought for a moment, then removed the sling that still held the coyote pup and held it out to Faron. "I think I cannot take this young one with me.  Take him to the kennels and see that he is treated well."
 
   Faron smiled. "Of course, Your Grace."
 
   #
 
   Kreg and the others huddled around the fire.  Grey light in the east heralded the approaching dawn.  He shivered as a breeze chilled his wet clothes.  The plan had worked.  The water had not seemed cold at first, but as time had passed and they had crept slow fingerlength after fingerlength down the river, the warmth had leached from Kreg's body.  Before long, Kreg had needed to clench his teeth to keep them from chattering.  Eventually, they passed the last outposts of the besieging army and had been able to pull their exhausted, chilled bodies from the river's clammy embrace
 
   At least Kreg's head had stopped aching.
 
   "And now," Shillond broke the uncomfortable silence. "We have planning to do.  Kreg's plan has worked admirably, for here we are outside the city.  We must still pass the Amber Mountains and Elam guards the only pass within a hundred miles."
 
   "Can your spells allow us to speak with the king?" Faron asked.  He had accompanied them, explaining that his detailed knowledge of the siege, the army attacking them, and their ability to hold against it could not be set to parchment in the time before they would have to leave.
 
   Shillond shrugged. "Ordinarily, it would be a long reach but yes," he said. "Here, the mages in the enemy army could block any attempts I made.  Our message would not get through and we would reveal our location."
 
   "Might we go by sea?" Kaila asked.
 
   "I am thinking not," Faron said. "The nearest seaport is at Trevanta.  Two weeks to walk. Longer being if we must be foraging.  We must be sailing around Shendar then.  The war might be ending before we could arrive."
 
   "Then we must cross the mountains," Shillond said.
 
   Kaila sighed and nodded. "With Elam besieged, I think not that we will be able to use the pass."
 
   "There is being Harrow's Perch," Faron said.
 
   "Harrow's Perch?" Kreg asked
 
   "It's the name of a small pass.  It is starting two days' ride west of here," Faron said, "It is no good for trade caravans. It is less good for armies.  For a small group like us, it should be sufficing."
 
   "But, Father," Kaila said, "Harrow's Perch passes into Shendar, not Aerioch.
 
   Shillond sighed. "I know it."
 
   Faron nodded. "It is why I was loath to suggest it."
 
   "Shendar?" Kreg said. "I don't understand."
 
   "Shendar was the principle Kingdom of the Empire of Shend," Shillond said.
 
   "Aye," Kaila added, "and they forget not that it was Aerioch which had the strength to stand before them and say we would be subject no more."
 
   "And so, "Shillond said, "although Shendar and Aerioch have an uneasy peace, and I think the two nations will in time find their way to friendship, it will pose problems for us to pass through Shendar on our way to Aerioch."
 
   For his part, Faron stared at Kreg and then shrugged. "If we must, then we must.  So let us be departing."
 
   The sun was just starting to crest the ridge to the East.
 
   Faron stood. "There is a small village of herders where the pass begins.  If we can be going that far, we can be getting water, maybe food, for the rest of our journey.  We should be starting now. The heat of day will be beginning soon."
 
   Kaila started to say something but Shillond laid a hand on her arm. "We have company."
 
   Kreg looked in the direction of Shillond's gaze.  Standing on the ridge, silhouetted against the red of dawn, was a lone horseman.  He carried a standard topped by three overlapping point-up triangles.  By ones and twos others joined him on that ridge.  In moments, more than a score moved down the ridge toward them.
 
   Kaila reached for her sword and this time it was Kreg's turn to lay a restraining hand on her arm. He had recognized the standard one of the horsemen was carrying. "I think I know these people."
 
   #
 
   The herder village was gone, scattered, and the broken lances and swords that remained told of an army that had passed through.
 
   Kreg sat one of the nomads' small desert ponies and watched as Shillond, Kaila, and Faron examined the ruin of the small village.
 
   On a hilltop to just to the north of the village, a pyre burned brightly, even in the late morning sun.  Kreg's muscles still ached with the task of taking wood from the broken homes of the village, and piling it on that hilltop, then helping Kaila and Faron drag bodies to lie upon the pyre.  While Shillond lit the pyre, Kaila had said a short prayer to Pireth the Guide, that he may take the souls of these people gently yet swiftly to the Halls of The Nameless One.
 
   "You should stay with us, Kreg," the chief of the nomads said to Kreg at his right.  He jerked his head at the others. "What can they offer you?  Houses of stone?  Dirt and filth?  Stay with us.  Ride in the clean air of the desert.  Take wives and raise strong sons to ride with you. He slapped at the bow, protected in its leather casing that secured it to his scabbard behind his right hip. "The bow is a weapon for a man, and the knife and axe when the bow will not serve.  Leave them to their swords and their lances and their tunics of steel.
 
   "And what are oaths to such as they?  City dwellers.  If they will contest your staying with us, I have two hundreds of warriors who will argue that they shall go while you stay.  Stay with us."
 
   Kreg smiled.  The nomads that had found them two days ago were the same group that had befriended Kreg.  For two days Kreg and the others had ridden with the nomads.
 
   Riding with the nomads had been a relief to Kreg.  For the first time since he had left the nomads to make his way to Trevanta, Kreg had been able to relax.  Even his headaches had faded to memory.
 
   Just that morning they had reached the site of the village where Harrow's Perch began.
 
   "Stay with us, Kreg," another voice said from Kreg's left. "This is the advice that fool would give you."
 
   "Shaman you may be," the chief said, "but I will have your tongue if you continue to speak so about your chief."
 
   The shaman snorted, then smiled.  Teasing could take a vicious turn among the nomads, but Kreg had seen the deep friendship between these two.
 
   The shaman looked Kreg up and down. "I see you have learned to sit a horse."
 
   Kreg shrugged.
 
   "Nothing would please me more but for you to stay," the shaman said, "but I have seen a different path for you written in the smoke.  Your path does not lie with us.  Your path is elsewhere." He nodded toward where Kaila knelt to pull a broken arrow from the ground. "Your path is with them."
 
   "Do not listen to this old fool." The chief clapped a hand on Kreg's shoulder. "Your size and strength will earn you the respect of warriors.  You have healing magic that even the shaman cannot match.  Although you are no horseman, I have seen you shoot a bow on your own feet.  Perhaps someday when my eye dims and my arm withers, I shall name you chief in my stead."
 
   Kreg smiled.  He placed his own hand over the Chief's. "Your eye shall never dim.  Your arm shall never wither.  But even so, if I felt free to make my own choice, I think I would stay here."
 
   "Then stay with us."
 
   Kreg shook his head. "I'm afraid the shaman has the right of it.  When my friends leave, I must leave with them."
 
   The chief sighed then nodded. "So be it.  Once the smoke has spoken, mere men must bow before its will.  But know this.  You shall always have a home with the Three Mountains clan.  I owe you life debt.  All that I have, all that I ever will have, from the day you turned death's demon from my door, is yours to claim."
 
   Kreg shook his head.  He did not know where the words came from that he spoke. "Between us, there can be no talk of debt.  I would have died had your people not found me in the desert."
 
   "If there is no debt," the shaman said, "then you two must be brothers."
 
   "Then we are brothers," the chief said.
 
   "Then we are brothers," Kreg heard himself answer.
 
   "City dwellers!" The chief urged his horse forward as he called. "Can any of you shoot a bow from horseback?"
 
   Kaila stood and wiped the dirt from her knees.  Shillond turned, caught Kreg's eye, and smiled.  Only Faron spoke, "It's not something we are doing much in Aerioch. I am having some small ability."
 
   "Good," the chief said, "then you can join the warriors when they go out to hunt.  You three have been enough burden on my clan.  It is time to repay."
 
   #
 
   As the sun sank low toward the western horizon, the party Faron had ridden with returned with a large mountain goat tied across the pillion of his saddle.  Kreg learned that it was Faron who had spotted it, Faron who had run it down, and Faron who had killed it with a single shaft from the bow he had borrowed from the nomads.
 
   "Ha," the chief shouted as he rode up to meet the returning party, "even among city dwellers there are those who know what a bow is for."
 
   Near the river, and the remains of the village, there was plenty of wood in the form of the broken houses.  Instead of just small fires of dried animal dung, the chief had built a large bonfire in the last light of the setting sun.  As meat simmered in mare's milk in pots near the fires, the young women of the clan danced in the firelight.  The young men of the clan sat on the ground in a larger ring around the fire.
 
   Kreg, Kaila, and Shillond sat just outside the ring of young warriors and watched.  Faron had joined a group of older men near one of the smaller fires.
 
   "Do your nomad friends hate us so?" Kaila asked.
 
   "I don't understand."
 
   "A village was destroyed, Kreg," Kaila said. "Every man, woman, and child was put to the sword.  Is this cause for celebration?"
 
   "I don't think it's like that," Kreg said. "The time I was with them, the impression I got was that they didn't care about city dwellers one way or the other.  I think the celebration is that the hunting has been good and they have more food than usual."
 
   From the circle of dancers, one of the young women raced out and grabbed the hands of one of the watching young men and pulled him into the circle of dancers.  They pivoted twice, clasping each other’s outstretched hands, then the young woman released the young man to have him snatched by another of the dancing young women.
 
   Another young woman ran out to grab another of the young men, repeating the process.  Then another.  Soon the lighted circle around the fire was a maelstrom of dancing men and women.
 
   Kreg turned his head to say something to Kaila but what he wished to say was driven out of his head as small, warm hands grabbed his where they rested on his knees and he turned back to find one of the young women pulling him into the circle of dancers.
 
   It took some time before Kreg could extract himself from the circle of dancers.  Every time he tried to slip away, another of the young women would grab him and pull him back into the circle.  No sooner had he extracted himself and returned to his place next to Kaila when she stood.  Shillond was not where he had sat and Kreg looked around to see that he, too, had joined the dancers.
 
   "I am to bed," Kaila said. "We ride early tomorrow.  Stay with my fool of a father and carouse with your nomad friends if you wish, but seek not sympathy of me an' your head throb on the morrow."
 
   Kreg did not know what to say.  Before he could think of anything, the Shaman stepped out of shadows. "Sit for a while, please.  There are things you should hear before you go."
 
   The shaman's gaze locked with Kaila's and she lowered herself to the ground.
 
   "I have read the smoke again," the shaman said. "It has confirmed what I read before.  As welcome as Kreg would be among the Three Mountains clan, his path lies with you.  But strangely, no counsel did the smoke give for Kreg.  Instead, the counsel was for you."
 
   "I need no counsel of desert nomads," Kaila said.
 
   "No?" the shaman said. "Do, then, the Gods speak only to nobles of Aerioch, city dwellers as my cousin the chief calls them, or do the gods speak to those who pay heed to them."
 
   "The Gods?"
 
   The shaman nodded. "Although we call them by other names, we, too, know your Threefold Twins and the other Gods.  In cities, it is said, men retreat into temples and silence in an attempt to hear the Gods' words.  Some say that what men hear is often only the desires of their own hearts.  Among the Shamans of the desert clans, we seek the will of the Gods in the smoke.  I cannot swear that our method is more true, but it is ours."
 
   Shillond returned at that moment and sat next to Kreg. "I suspect you do read the Gods' will more clearly, but not because of reading smoke." His gesture took in the encampment, the dancers, the fires, and the hobbled livestock. "You live your lives more directly, more openly.  With little need to deceive others, you have less need to deceive yourselves."
 
   The shaman nodded. "Rarely do the Gods choose to speak, and when they do, they speak in riddles and choices.  But when they speak clearly, a wise man heeds what they say.  And they said most clearly that Kreg is to journey with you."
 
   He paused. "But for you, warrior maid named Kaila, they had a deeper message."
 
   "A message," Kaila said, her anger apparently forgotten, "from the Gods?"
 
   The shaman nodded again. "You must learn to bend.  You are strong as your people count strength, a mighty warrior.  None doubt that.  Or let us say, none of wisdom doubt that.  But your strength is also your weakness and if you do not learn the lesson of bending, then greater will be the suffering to come, not just for you and those close to you, but for untold numbers of others.”
 
   He leaned closer. "Consider the coyote and the wolf.  The wolf is larger, stronger, more powerful.  Many consider the wolf a more noble fighter.  But when men come to the lands of the wolf, the wolves decline.  Yet there is the coyote.  The coyote is weaker than the wolf, with less of pride and nobility, but the when men come to the lands where the coyote dwell, the coyote prospers."
 
   He stood. "Learn this lesson if you would spare the world much suffering." With that, he turned and left.
 
   "The wolf and the coyote?" Kaila said. "The coyote is a coward.  It cowers and flees rather than fight."
 
   "Or perhaps," Shillond said softly, "it knows when to fight and when it need not fight."
 
   


 
  

CHAPTER FIVE
 
   The next morning, Kreg arose more rested than he had felt in weeks.  Shillond was energetic as always, despite having spent most of the night tending the clan’s sick and injured.  Kaila was silent, as if deep in thought, as they packed the two pack-ponies that the nomads had given them in addition to their riding beasts.  These gifts came partly in response to Shillond’s care of the tribesman and partly, as the Shaman said, “The Chief’s brother shall not go forth as a beggar.”
 
   Their path took them along a small stream running between hills that rapidly grew into mountains.  Along the stream, the going was easy while Kreg could see the mountains loom ahead and to either side like towering walls.  Since they did not have to carry water, their packs were considerably lighter.
 
   "Shillond," Faron called from his place in the rear, "We should be reaching the first Stair by mid-afternoon.  I am thinking we should camp there. We should ascend the Stair in the morning, when we are rested."
 
   "Agreed," Shillond said.
 
   "Then I will be departing now.  I will see if I can be bringing us meat for the evening meal.  I will be seeing you at the Stair."
 
   Faron brought his pony alongside Kreg's.  He handed the leads to the pack ponies to Kreg, then wheeled and directed his saddle pony across the shallow stream.
 
   Kreg twisted in his saddle and knotted the two leads to a fitting on the saddle provided for that purpose.
 
   "What did Faron mean by 'the first Stair?'"
 
   "There's a cliff, several tens of manheights high, over which this stream falls in a waterfall," Shillond said. "A narrow ledge rises up the cliff at an angle.  The ponies should be able to manage that ledge in single file if we lead them.  Our path will be rougher from there but will not get truly difficult for several more days."
 
   That afternoon's ride was the most pleasant Kreg had experienced since his arrival.  Although they only passed a few stunted clumps of trees, from them Kreg heard the first birdsong he had heard since his arrival in this world.  The ground near the stream was rocky, but grass grew between the rocks in brilliant green tufts.  The water in the stream was sweet and clear and tasted far better than that in their water bags.
 
   When the sun reached its zenith, they stopped for a short lunch.  Roasted meat and bread that was still almost fresh lightened Kreg's spirits.
 
   Riding no longer pained Kreg and the easy pace and pleasant surroundings did much to relieve the weariness and pain to which he had almost become accustomed.
 
   True to Faron's prediction, they arrived at a small valley cut off by a cliff that loomed before them.  A fault line cut diagonally across this cliff, its lower part jutting outward in a narrow step that angled up the cliff.  From Shillond's earlier description, Kreg supposed this step would be their route to the top.
 
   From the top of the cliff a small waterfall burst over the edge.  As it fell, it broke upon protruding rocks in the cliff face into a shower of spray.  By the time it reached the bottom of the cliff it was hardly a waterfall any longer but a steady shower of fine mist.  This mist collected in a rippling pool at the base of the cliff from which ran the stream they had been following.
 
   Near this pool, yet far enough away to remain dry of the falling mist, they set their camp.  While Kaila tended to the horses and Shillond erected frames of sticks over which they would hang the saddle blankets to form rude lean-tos, Kreg collected wood for their fire.
 
   "It has been overlong," Kaila said when their camp had been set, "since you have trained properly.  Let us commence."
 
   Kreg saw that she had the two training swords.  Somehow she had carried them through everything they had done.
 
   #
 
   Shadow was beginning to fall over the valley when Faron returned.  Kreg looked up at Kaila's pause to see him sitting astride his pony observing them.  He rode over and dismounted next to them.
 
   "You are teaching him the shashyn?" Faron said. "I was not knowing the true shashyn were made outside of Aerioch."
 
   "Nor did I," Kaila said. "When first I saw the sword in the swordsmith's shop in Trevanta, I thought it but an imitation, but whether by chance or by skill it is sound and seems to be made of true God Iron."
 
   "Longsword and shield are easier for a beginner to be learning, are they not?  Better for the battlefield than the dueling style?"
 
   "But, Faron, I..."
 
   "Peace, Kaila.  You are doing well enough.  Kreg seems to be learning swiftly under your tutelage.  And yet, his play is not without faults.  If I may..."
 
   "Please," Kaila bowed and stepped back.
 
   Faron held out his hand to Kreg, "If you please."
 
   Kreg nodded and handed Faron his training sword.
 
   "The first fault is the greatest.  Kaila's strong hand is her left.  She is grasping her sword with her left hand at the hilts. Her right is near the pommel.  You are doing the same.  Your strong hand is your right. Your right should be grasping the sword at the hilts. Be letting the left guide on the pommel." Faron demonstrated. "When you are striking, you are swinging too much with your arms.  Punch out straight with your arms.  At the last instant, be using your left hand on the pommel to guide the sword in the direction you choose.  Observe." Faron launched a series of fast attacks, each one angling in at different directions from the previous.
 
   "Kaila, be attending," Faron said.
 
   Kaila stepped forward and took a ready position in front of Faron. "Be remembering, Kreg, when fighting with the shashyn always be guarding the center line." He nodded to Kaila who attacked. "Halt" he said in the midst of the attack and Kaila froze. "When you are parrying, do not be striking your sword to the side. Thrusting forward, toward your opponent." He pushed forward and the angle of his blade forced hers out and to the side.  "Be continuing forward to strike." With Kaila's blade driven out of the way, Faron made a simple turn with his wrists and laid his blade alongside her neck.
 
   Faron stepped back, returning to the position where he had just blocked Kaila's attack. "If your opponent is driving your blade aside you no longer are guarding the center.  You must be regaining it.  Kaila."
 
   Kaila shifted her weight and drove her own sword forward, this time pushing Faron's back and out.  Faron responded by stepping back and to the side.  Once again, he had his sword square in front of him, guarding his center line and Kaila was suddenly in a position where she would find it difficult to defend against his attack.  Kaila responded with a circling movement of her own and, once again, they faced each other.
 
   "Continue," Faron said.
 
   Kaila moved, striking with serpent-like speed.  Faron moved, giving ground before her superior strength and speed.  Yet always she found the path for her sword blocked.  Mindful of Faron's words, Kreg saw new complexity in the movements, a dance far more elegant than the simple bashing of metal bars that he had thought swordplay to be.
 
   At length Faron raised his blade in salute and bowed to Kaila.  He returned the sword to Kreg.
 
   "That is enough swordplay for tonight, I am thinking," Faron said. "There is something else I would see."
 
   He studied Kreg, "Kaila is telling me that you have some skill without arms.  This I would see."
 
   "I thought you might," Shillond said as he ambled up to them. "I have seen the way Kreg fights and so I've cleared an area of stones.  I think neither of you will damage the other more than my ability to heal."
 
   Kreg hesitantly followed Shillond to the area he had prepared.  He had marked a circle in the grass about 20 feet across.  Faron took a position at the edge of the circle and Shillond indicated to Kreg that he should stand at the other.  He then waved Kaila to the center.
 
   "This contest shall be by tournament rules," Kaila said once she had reached the center. "It shall be ended when one cries 'Hold! Enough!' or when it seems to me that one cannot continue."
 
   Kreg looked at Faron warily as Kaila backed toward the edge of the circle.  He was older, perhaps not as old as Shillond, but clearly at least in his fifties.  Even so, he was still strong and fast.  His bout with Kaila had proven that.  He was shorter than Kreg, but broader.
 
   "Begin!" Kaila called from the edge of the circle.
 
   Kreg stepped cautiously forward.  Faron charged across the circle at him and caught him around the waist with both arms.  Kreg felt steel in those arms as they closed around him, cutting off his breath.
 
   Kreg stepped back and bent at the waist, letting his chest press down on Faron's shoulder.  He reached down and took his own grip around Faron's waist, then let his weight fall backward while heaving upward with his grip around Faron's body.
 
   Faron lost his grip as his feet left the ground.  He landed hard on his back behind Kreg, the breath knocked out of him.
 
   Kreg rolled to his hands and knees but saw that Faron had recovered quickly and he, too, was rising to his feet.
 
   This time, Faron approached more slowly.  From a distance of just beyond an arms length away, he stepped forward suddenly, hands outstretched to grab Kreg's tunic.
 
   Kreg deflected Faron's hands while catching his own grip with his left hand on Faron's right arm and stepped forward himself.  He reached forward with his right leg, intending to sweep Faron's left leg from under him, but striking that leg was like striking a tree.  Kreg shifted his weight and swung his foot back across to the left.  He caught the back of Faron's right heel with the inside edge of his own foot.  Faron's foot skidded forward and Kreg's pull on Faron's right arm combined with a push against his left shoulder twisted Faron so that he fell hard on his back again.
 
   Before Faron could recover, Kreg dropped to the ground beside him, still retaining his grip on Faron's arm.  He used his legs to immobilize Faron while trapping his upper arm between Kreg's thighs.  He brought his right hand up to join his left in grasping Faron's arm.  Kreg pulled on the wrist, extending Faron's arm straight and beyond, increasing the pressure against Faron's elbow.
 
   Kreg had just decided to release his hold, not wanting to injure Faron's arm regardless of what Shillond might have been able to do with his healing, when Faron called, "Hold! Enough!"
 
   Kreg released his grip, untangled his legs from around Faron and stood.
 
   Kaila clapped at the edge of the ring. "Splendid."
 
   Faron came to his feet and held out his hand to Kreg. "You fight well, youngling."
 
   "'Well'?" Kaila said. "Kreg, know you that Faron was five years the champion wrestler in all of Aerioch."
 
   "That was being many years ago, child," Faron said. "Still, I am thinking few could be besting Kreg in such a match."
 
   #
 
   Although they had seen no hint of any pursuit by the army that had besieged Elam, they had set watches through the night.  Kreg had the last watch and so, as the sun began to peer into the valley in which they camped, he used took advantage of the time to stretch the soreness out of his muscles and to begin packing their gear for the day's climb.
 
   As Kreg had surmised, the step along the fault line was their path to the top of the cliff.  It was only wide enough for them to pass up it single file, each leading a pony.  Once the four had reached the top, Kreg and Kaila descended the cliff again to bring up the pack ponies.
 
   The streambed at the top of the cliff was narrower and more rocky than it had been below the cliff.  The valley was also narrower and the walls on either side steeper.  Tufts of grass were more scattered, seeming almost defiant in the rockier terrain.  Occasionally, smaller rivulets would trickle down the walls on either side to join the stream.
 
   Soon after Faron had left them in his daily hunt for meat, Kaila reined in her pony and dropped back to Kreg’s side.
 
   “I have been thinking on the shaman’s words,” she said. “He said I must learn the lesson of bending.”
 
   “I remember,” Kreg said.
 
   “You say your fighting style is called the Way of Yielding.  Perhaps that is what he meant.”
 
   “I don’t see how,” Kreg said. “My fighting training never came up while I was with them.”
 
   “But if the Gods spoke to him through the smoke?” She shook her head. “Such things are beyond me. Could you tell me of this way of yielding of yours?”
 
   Kreg shrugged. “If you wish.  On my world the Far East is famous for having many organized fighting styles.  On one small nation there were many styles which had an element of softness, of yielding, to them.”
 
   “What do you mean by softness?”
 
   “Basically, it means moving along with your opponent’s actions. Think about when Faron attacked me in the circle and grabbed me around the waist.  I stepped back, in the same direction he had been moving.  This pulled him off balance and kept him from picking me up.  I kept moving, rolling backward and was able to throw him to the ground.”
 
   “But what does my knowing this have to do with saving untold numbers from suffering?”
 
   “I don’t know, but the founder of the The Way of Yielding said there were two great principles to the art.  One was mutual welfare and benefit.  The other was maximum efficiency with minimum effort.  The principles were supposed to go beyond the fighting art itself.  Students were to take them into their lives.  Perhaps that’s what the shaman meant.”
 
   “But...bending? My mother survived because she didn’t bend.”
 
   Kreg leaned forward in interest, “Your mother?”
 
   “She was married when she was very young,” Kaila said. “Raiders came across the border of Zantor on her very wedding day.  Her husband, the Duke of Zantor, rode that evening, before even he could bed his new wife.”
 
   When the silence had dragged for several seconds, Kreg said, “and then?”
 
   “The Duke’s army was ambushed.  Archers on horseback, much like your nomad friends, attacked from the trees.  The Duke fell in the first attack.  The Duke’s forces fled.  The raiders harried them all the way back to the castle.” Kaila’s pony started at some falling rocks and she reached down with one hand to soothe it. “I know not what would have happened had my mother not been there.  She spoke defiance to a council frantic with fear.  And people rallied to her voice.  She was...small.  And yet her courage and will spoke to people’s hearts.  Or so I am told.  And when the remaining forces sallied against the raiders, my mother rode with them.  She was barely able to sit a horse or lift a sword, but she rode facing death alongside those she sent into battle.”
 
   They rode in silence for a bit then Kaila said, “They were unable to break the siege themselves.  The forces remaining to Zantor were too weak, the raiders too strong.  Still, each time they sallied, my mother rode with them.  And each time they returned to the castle, she rode back.  In time, an army came from Norveth, the capital of Aerioch.  Shillond rode with them.  The raiders had no wizards of their own and so Shillond was able to drive them away.”
 
   “And your mother remained as Duchess?” Kreg asked.
 
    “Things are not so simple,” Kaila said. “There was no heir to the duchy.  Zantor had always been first in battle and so many of its men died young, courageously, to be sure, but leaving no heirs.  Indeed, my mother’s father had perhaps the best claim to the Duchy but no one is certain.  In the end, it was Shillond who decided the matter.  He was smitten, you see, with my mother and prevailed on the King to rule that my mother would hold the Duchy until she produced an heir of her body to become the new Duke.”
 
   Kaila laughed. “How disappointed the nobles at court were that my mother soon wed Shillond and, one year later, their firstborn child was me.  My mother had continued to take up arms and received training with the best arms masters in Aerioch.  Soon after I was born, she left me with a nurse and rode with a peace envoy to Shendar.  One of the Barons of Shendar struck the envoy most treacherously.  A witch in the service of the Baron captured Shillond and all thought him dead.  The rest the Baron and his men slew, including my mother.  And so there was no heir of her body but me.  The King, nevertheless, held to his sworn word and I became Duke and a peer of Aerioch.”
 
   From a bit ahead of them, Shillond called, “Kreg, Kaila, we’ll be camping here.”
 
   “There are still hours of daylight left,” Kaila called back.
 
   “The trail is more difficult up here.  There’s no guarantee we’ll find a suitable spot before nightfall.”
 
   “As you will, father.”
 
   Before Kaila could ride away from Kreg, he reached out a hand and touched her arm. “Thank you for telling me that.”
 
   Kaila smiled, and then her face grew stern. “It is as well that we stop early,” she said. “Once camp is set we will continue your training.”
 
   #
 
   Six days after they had topped the First Stair the stream ended.  Another cliff loomed before them.  Water seeped as a spring from a thick layer of sandstone between two darker layers of shale.  The cliff, along with the valley walls of the stream, formed a narrow box canyon.  One corner of the canyon angled upward steeply.  To Kreg's untutored eye, it nevertheless looked like the ponies could go up that corner.  The path would take them to the top of the wall on that side and around the east edge of the cliff that faced them.
 
   The canyon had been too steep on either side for Faron to go on his hunting expeditions for several days.  He pointed to where the Kreg had been looking. "Harrow's Perch."
 
   "We camp here tonight," Shillond said. He looked at Kaila. "And we rest.  It will be a difficult climb tomorrow to get the ponies past the Perch.  I would rather release them here to let them make their own ways back down the stream, but we shall need them once we reach Shendar."
 
   Kaila nodded. "Tonight we rest."
 
   #
 
   Kreg had the second watch that night.  Although the sky was clear above where they camped, Kreg could see thunderclouds looming to the North.  They did not seem to be approaching, almost as if some force held them back.
 
   The scant brush they had found had provided a small fire to warm the jerked meat and bread that had been their evening meal and a small store remained to do the same for their morning meal.  The herb drink that Shillond had prepared had long since cooled in its pot and gave Kreg no warmth as he sipped it.  He sat with his back against a smooth boulder that still retained some of the heat it had absorbed during the day.  His scabbarded sword lay on the ground at his side.
 
   Both moons had dropped below the horizon leaving only starlight to illuminate the valley.  No wind stirred the scattered growth.  The only sound was the gurgling of the stream and the occasional soft movement of sleeping humans and ponies.
 
   Something clicked, as of stone striking stone.
 
   Kreg's breath caught.  He licked suddenly dry lips with a tongue almost as dry.  He squinted as he peered into the darkness, his chill forgotten.
 
   Kreg drew his legs underneath him and shifted his weight forward until he balanced in a low crouch.  With his left hand he grasped his sword.  He rose to his feet.
 
   A glint of light caught his eye in the distance, so faint he almost thought he imagined it.  He stepped forward, clear of the boulder, his right hand coming around almost of its own accord to grasp his sword hilt.
 
   He suppressed a shout as he whirled at a sound behind him.
 
   "It is I," Kaila said softly. "What do you see?"
 
   "I don't know," Kreg said, just as softly, "maybe nothing."
 
   "I think not," Kaila said. "I think we are followed and I think it is someone that means you harm."
 
   "Me?"
 
   "Aye," Kaila said. "Twice in Trevanta I espied someone who sought to lay hands on you by stealth.  Both times, they fled when they saw my gaze upon them.  I had thought to speak to Shillond but..." She sighed. "Much has happened and the thought fled my mind."
 
   "What should we do?"
 
   Kaila raised her sword before her. "Rouse Shillond.  Rouse Faron.  Let us show yon skulker the error of his ways."
 
   Once roused, Shillond cast a spell that illuminated the valley almost daylight bright but a search found nothing but a small leather pouch, empty save for a few crumbs of dry bread.  The pouch at least proved that someone had been there even if he had long since fled.
 
   "I wish you had spoken to me before, Kaila," Shillond said.
 
   "Aye, father," Kaila said, "I allow that I have erred greatly.  Someone there is who follows in our footsteps and someone there is who seeks harm to Kreg.  I like it not."
 
   "Wait a minute," Kreg said. "Why would anyone be after me?  I haven't been here long enough to make any enemies."
 
   "Like as not," Faron said, "the villain was a bandit. He was seeking to take our measure.  When seeing that we were not simple travelers, he fled from us."
 
   "I think not," Kaila said. "What of the events in Trevanta?"
 
   "What of them?" Faron said. "Who could have been following you all this way, through the siege of Elam?  Through our stay with the Three Mountains clan?  Now into the mountains?  No.  It is naught but coincidence."
 
   "In any case," Shillond said before Kaila could argue, "we will need to be doubly vigilant after this."
 
   "Agreed," Kaila said.
 
   Faron nodded.
 
   Kreg rubbed at his temples.  One effect of the search, the bright light at nighttime, and the worry and suspense was to bring back his headache. "I wonder something," Kreg said. "We've been following this stream for days.  If anyone were following us, it would be pretty obvious where we're going."
 
   "I like not the direction of your thought," Kaila said, "but say on."
 
   "Well, suppose somebody got ahead of us," Kreg said, "and suppose they were waiting to ambush us up ahead."
 
   They all turned to look at the perch.  Faron had described it as a ledge narrower than the one they had climbed before, running nearly a mile along the cliff face.  They would be visible and vulnerable the entire length of the ledge.
 
   "It is to be thought on," Kaila said softly.
 
   #
 
   In the morning, they set off up the steep corner of the box canyon.  Seeping water from the sandstone dampened the rocks but the leather soles of Kreg's boots gripped without slipping.  The pony Kreg led followed willingly.
 
   Faron led the group, followed by Shillond.  Kreg came next and Kaila followed at the rear, leading a string of three ponies.
 
   Faron stopped at the top of the canyon wall and shielded his eyes against the sun as he peered north.
 
   "Descend!" he called. "There has been a rockslide.  We cannot be going this way."
 
   There was not enough room to turn the ponies on the trail so backing them down it took nearly half the day.
 
   "This pass is closed," Faron said when they reached the bottom.
 
   "So now what do we do?" Kreg said.
 
   "We must be returning to the desert and attempt to pass the army besieging Elam," Faron said. "There is no other way."
 
   "We will be weeks about that," Kaila said. "An' we reach Aerioch at all, the war will like be over.  Yon Perch is such a small thing.  Is there no other way beyond it?"
 
   "Perhaps," Faron said, "but we'd be weeks finding it."
 
   "There is a way," Shillond's voice was quiet, almost a whisper. "We need not use the pass at all."
 
   Kaila's face went white. "The spell of the winds?" 
 
   "Aye." Shillond nodded.
 
   "Shillond, no." Kaila shook her head. "We will find another way."
 
   "Daughter--" Shillond laid a hand on her shoulder. "--there is no other way.  All other routes will take too long.  Haste is essential."
 
   "The king would rather have you late than dead," Kaila snapped.
 
   "I have survived it before." The barest hint of a smile tugged at his lips.
 
   "'Tis no proof that you will again." Kaila vaulted to her feet and turned away from him.
 
   "No." Shillond stood as well. "But you know that we have no choice."
 
   "What is this 'spell of the winds'?" Kreg whispered to Faron.
 
   "It is being a powerful magic," Faron whispered back. "A wizard may travel at vast speeds through the air.  He may be taking others with him.  Kaila's fear is justified. The spell is calling up a great storm.  Ones that are traveling with the wizard are protected.  The wizard is not."
 
   "Aye, Kreg." Shillond interrupted their whispered conversation. "The spell calls up demons that have power over air and over the winds.  The demons are compelled to serve.  They resent the call and cannot wholly be restrained."
 
   Kreg gulped.  Demons? "You're sure there's no other way?"
 
   Shillond sighed. "If we were near a place of power, perhaps, but we are not." He swept his hand in a gesture that took in the entire mountain range. "Once these mountains and the desert were a place of power, a great place of power, but their energy has long since faded."
 
   He took a seat next to the fire. "I will begin.  Stay close.  I will need some hours before the effects of the spell begin, but do not wander off."
 
   With that Shillond began to chant in a soft voice.  Kreg did not know the language; it was full of gutturals and sibilants and sounded evil in Kreg's ears.  Kreg turned to the fire and was startled to see the flames dancing in time to Shillond's chant.
 
   Time dragged.  All Kreg could do was wait.  He tried mental games to keep himself occupied, but that did not work.  He could feel the tension in Kaila and Faron and caught it himself.  Finally, Kreg began to run an oilstone over the edge of his sword, letting the motion sooth his nerves.  He met with only partial success.
 
   The sun was sinking toward the western horizon when the rising winds drew Kreg's attention.
 
   "What?" He glanced around.  A furious windstorm surrounded them, yet within about ten paces of Shillond the air remained calm.  Kaila had sat and was watching Shillond intently.
 
   "Be ready," Shillond called over the rising winds. "Demons of air!  I command you in the name of Baaltor, the lord of all your kind, to carry us safely to Norveth."
 
   The roar of the wind rose to a deafening shriek.  Kreg felt himself lifted, and then hurled, through the air.  He shut his eyes as the wind drove into his face.  The wind-blown sand scoured his skin painfully.
 
   The roar and motion continued for an unmeasured eternity.  Kreg was aware of pain and noise and difficulty breathing.  He choked as he inhaled sand as well as air.
 
   Several eternities passed.  Kreg felt himself rolling across a surface.  He opened his eyes to a confusing, whirling blur of green and brown and blue.  With each bruising bump, he felt certain he would finally come to a stop, but he kept rolling.  His vision blurred and sparkled as his head struck a rock a glancing blow and he closed his eyes again.
 
   At last, just when he decided he would never stop after all, he did.  His fingers felt grass, not sand, beneath him.
 
   Finally, he opened his eyes once more.  Something wet ran down his face and he reached up a hand to stingingly wipe it away.  Blood.
 
   Kreg looked around.  The first thing he noticed was Shillond, his face a maze of scratches.  What skin of Shillond's not bloody from scratches shone scarlet from windburn.  His robes hung in tattered shreds.
 
   Shillond swayed. "We’ve arrived." He clutched his left arm.
 
   Faron caught Shillond as he fell.  He listened at Shillond's chest for a moment, a grave expression on his face.
 
   "He is being dead." Faron sat back.
 
   "No." Kaila turned her back.  Her shoulders shook.
 
   "Like hell." He scrambled over to Shillond.
 
   Kreg ignored Faron's perplexed look as he placed both hands on Shillond's chest, one on top of the other.  He leaned forward, shoving down on Shillond, then back, relaxing.
 
   "One and two and three and..." Kreg counted pushes.  When he reached fifteen, he took Shillond's head in his hands and, with his mouth over Shillond's, blew air into his lungs twice, checking for a pulse at Shillond's throat as he did so.  He then went back to shoving on Shillond's chest.
 
   "Come on," Kreg whispered. "Don't die on me."
 
   "He is being dead already," Faron said.
 
   Kreg continued.  He scarcely noticed Kaila preventing Faron from restraining him.  After an interminable time, he felt a twitch under his fingers while checking Shillond's pulse.  Shillond's heart was beating.  A few seconds later, Shillond began breathing on his own.
 
   Kreg leaned back, exhausted. "He'll be all right now." He did not add "I hope."
 
   Faron listened at Shillond's chest for a moment.  He sat up and stared at Kreg in awe, then at Kaila. "What manner of man is being this that is raising the dead?"
 
   "Not dead," Kreg said. "Just very, very close."
 
   "But--" Kaila was as confused as Faron. "--How?"
 
   "A technique from my world," Kreg said. "A skill anyone can learn."
 
   At Kreg's use of the word "world" Faron's head snapped up to stare at Kreg.  A moment later, he asked. "Can you be teaching me this skill?"
 
   "Of course," Kreg said. "When we have time."
 
   Shillond groaned.  His eyes fluttered open.  He tried to sit up.
 
   "Stay there." Kreg pushed him back. "This time I'm the doctor and you just barely avoided a long walk into darkness.  You belong in a hospital, but I don't see any ambulances around." He stopped when he realized he was babbling, as much in English as in Shendi.
 
   "My pouch," Shillond said. "I have herbs that will help."
 
   Kreg nodded and helped Shillond to sit up.  Shillond produced a bright red herb from his pouch.  He crushed the herb and mixed it into some wine.  He then drank the mixture with a grimace.
 
   Kaila touched Kreg's shoulder and motioned for him to follow her.  They went a little way from the other two.
 
   "I find myself in your debt," she said softly. "All that I have is yours, for nothing I value so much as the life of my father."
 
   Kreg waved the suggestion aside. "He's my friend, too.  What else could I do?"
 
   "Nevertheless, I shall not forget."
 
   Kreg was more interested in her eyes than her words.  They held more than a hint of moisture, making them sparkle like finely wrought silver jewelry set with polished onyx and surrounded by alabaster.  They were eyes he could sink into at times like this, times when they lost their steel hardness.
 
   #
 
   King Marek was all that Kaila and Shillond had claimed, and more.  He was a giant of a man who stood nearly seven feet tall and weighed well over three hundred pounds, all of it granite muscle.  When they clasped hands, Kreg felt sure that the King could have crushed his hand with little more than a thought, yet the grasp was firm but gentle, the kind of grasp that inspired confidence.
 
   Deep lines marked the King's face, lines of worry and concern.  But lines from laughing showed as well.  The King made Kreg welcome when Kaila introduced him as her squire, and more than welcome when Kaila and Faron had related to him the story of Kreg's restoring Shillond.
 
   "These are grave tidings that you bring," Marek said when they had told her their story, "for Schah has conquered Ored.  Anoris and Seladan will likely fall 'ere another week has passed and on the west, Shendar is hard pressed."
 
   "Schah has done all this?" Shillond asked. "Schah?"
 
   "Aye," Marek said. "Methinks they have aid of some kind, yet of a truth, I know not from whence it comes.  There are mages of power in the armies and Schah has produced such.  None know from whence they come."
 
   "What of our other allies?" Shillond asked. "What aid may we expect?"
 
   "Daanem," Marek said, "has pledged us two thousands of archers and a green wizard with some few lesser mages.  The ambassador from Eftrol claims to need the forces of their armies to put down a border dispute with Tanak.  Merona answers us not."
 
   "And Belise?" Shillond asked.
 
   "We have had no news from thence." Marek frowned. "Nor has our embassy returned hither."
 
   A guardsman entered the room and bowed. "Your Majesty, a messenger from Shendar."
 
   "Send him in," Marek ordered.
 
   He looked around at those with him. "What tidings, I wonder?"
 
   A man in dust-caked clothes and rusty, torn mail strode into the room. "Jerge Hecter, third cavalry division, Shendar Army."
 
   "Speak." Marek waited.
 
   "Shendar falls." Hecter saluted. "I have gathered the remains of my forces and such others as I could recover.  We pledge our service to Aerioch."
 
   Marek sank back in his throne. "Shendar is gone?  The last remnant of the Empire of Shend has passed." He sat up again. "Commander Hecter, bring your men into the city.  Duke Kaila, take them to the seneschal.  See to their quarters and provisioning." Kaila bowed and stepped back.
 
   “Commander, I can give you two days rest then, if your men are able, I will send them to Elam.  It is besieged and that pass must be opened.” Marek leaned forward and pressed his right hand flat against the tabletop. “It is the most direct overland route to take an Army to Schah and I like not fighting defensively.” He leaned back in his chair. “Shillond, I will need to send a mage, one skilled in magical defenses."
 
   "I will go myself, Majesty," Shillond said.
 
   "No, Shillond." Marek shook his head. "I have other tasks for you.  Choose instead from those masters pledged to the service of the kingdom, though these be few enough."
 
   "At once, Majesty." Shillond bowed.  At Marek’s gesture, he turned and left, followed by Kaila and Hecter.  Kreg started to follow them.
 
   "Nay, Kreg," Marek said. "Tarry here."
 
   "Faron," Marek said, "go with Commander Hecter and plan such strategies as you think best to free Elam.  That pass must be opened."
 
   "At once, Majesty." Faron bowed.  He looked from Marek to Kreg, shrugged, and left.
 
   "I have heard your story," Marek said to Kreg now that they were alone. "I am much intrigued.  Have you no knowledge of how you were brought here?"
 
   "None, Your Majesty."
 
   "The Gods must have had a hand in it.  It could not be chance that you are here as troubles so beset us," Marek said. "If you know someought, it may be our aid."
 
   "I am sorry, Majesty."
 
   "Kaila and Shillond have related to me the tales you tell of the wonders of your own world." Marek rubbed his chin. "They have said that you have spoken of weapons that strike death to many times further than a strong man may send a feathered shaft, further even than a ballista may hurl a stone."
 
   "Yes, Your Majesty.  We call them 'guns.'"
 
   "Be at ease," Marek said. "I despise these formalities and use them only when necessity demands.  Now, in your land they must have mastered the art of armor to defend against such weapons, have they not?"
 
   "Actually," Kreg said, "for the most part, we've given up armor, because of these weapons." Kreg's brows knit as he racked his brain--struggling to reach past the growing headache--for bits of history, anything that could help.  History was a hobby of his.  Why couldn't he remember?  He shook his head.  Nothing.  Maybe when he was over that concussion.
 
   "Go," Marek said, not unkindly. "My valet will show you to a room."
 
   #
 
   That night, Kreg slept poorly.  A dream disturbed him.  In it he relived an old war movie.  He was part of a commando unit, dropped behind enemy lines to cause havoc and organize an underground resistance.  Although the unit was highly successful, a sense of something of the utmost importance that he must do tormented Kreg.  With a start, he sat bolt upright in the bed, wide awake.
 
   "That's it!" He shouted. "Guerilla warfare!"
 
   The door to the room burst open.  Kaila stood framed in the doorway, sword in hand, backed by several others.
 
   "I heard you shouting," Kaila said, "and came to see if ought was amiss."
 
   "I know how we can beat these guys," Kreg's voice rose to an even louder shout. "Guerilla warfare.  Commando tactics." He had to use the English words.  If the local language even had the concepts he did not know the words. “Well, it wouldn’t win the war by itself but it could help.  Oh, how it could help.”
 
   "I know not these words you speak." Kaila was plainly puzzled.
 
   "Heigh ho," Marek's voice boomed from the back of the group, which parted, bowing, for him. "Seek you to rouse the dead?"
 
   Kaila bowed.  Her eyes flicked about the room noting that no one but Kreg occupied it. "A nightmare disturbed my squire."
 
   "Bloody right.  And a good thing too," Kreg said. "I know how we can beat these people."
 
   "Now is not the time for such council," Marek said. "Let us to bed and on the morrow we may speak of it."
 
   Slowly, the crowd dispersed.  One of the men in it paused long enough to glare at Kreg.  So quickly did he move on that Kreg more than half believed he had imagined the look of hatred.
 
   "I'm sorry I disturbed everyone," Kreg said to Kaila when the others had left.
 
   Kaila smiled. "Methinks the King would rather his sleep be disturbed with the possibility of victory, than to sleep through the night to wake to the sound of defeat." She nodded and left.
 
   Kreg sank back onto the bed.  He slept without dreams the rest of the night.
 
   


 
  

CHAPTER SIX
 
   Kreg stood at the foot of a large, square table of heavy oak planks at which sat the high council of Aerioch.  Sunlight shone into the room from tall narrow windows glazed with many small panes.  Wrought iron sconces adorned the walls between the windows.  From them hung small metal bowls pulled on one side into a spout, oil lamps to illuminate the room at night.  Two of the walls contained large fireplaces and a smaller table sat near one of them.  A pitcher of watered wine stood in the center of the table and carved wooden cups sat in front of each of the people.
 
   "Look," Kreg said, "a group robs a caravan of provisions for the enemy's soldiers, and what they can't take they burn.  The soldiers get hungry and don't fight as well, perhaps they even desert.  The enemy draws troops from the front to search for the guerillas.  Either way, you have fewer to fight on the main lines.  Or perhaps the guerillas poison the horse fodder on its way to the front.  Suddenly, cavalry becomes infantry.  And how well would archers fight if their shipment of arrows was stolen or destroyed?" To emphasize his point, Kreg pointed at the north wall where a woven tapestry showed a scene of archers raining death on foot soldiers.
 
   Kreg leaned forward and placed his hands on the table. "These small groups could damage the enemy all out of proportion to their size." He stood straight and rubbed at his temples.  Despite the herbs Shillond had given him to ease the ache, his headache was already producing points of light that danced in his vision while his breakfast threatened to climb back up his throat.
 
   Shillond, at the left side of the table, leaned forward. “Are you well, Kreg?”
 
   Kaila's expression, where she sat next to him, echoed Shillond's question.
 
   Kreg waved a hand. “I’m fine.  Where was I?  Oh, yes, the small groups won’t win the war by themselves, but they’ll make it easier for your main armies to win battles.”
 
   "I understand what you say." Duke Bryon said. He sat at the opposite end of the table from Kreg, to the King's left. "But soon these, what did you call them, guerillas, could be found and killed.  The force is just not large enough to defend itself properly."
 
   Kreg thought that, to Duke Bryon “defending itself properly” meant a frontal charge against whatever was attacking, wasteful even for large forces.  He measured his next words carefully. "You would be right, if they are found.  The whole idea, however, is that they will be awfully hard to find." He grinned. "A small group can live off the land and off what it can steal in raids.  The groups would keep moving, hiding.  That would be how they would survive, by stealth.  When they attack, they attack quickly, then leave quickly before the Schahi can respond.  Your opponents would have to draw people from the front to search for them, many more people than you send for these guerilla groups.  The result is you have fewer to fight in open combat."
 
   "Father," Prince Keven, at the King's right, turned to Marek. "It seems me that he speaks no less than the truth.  This plan would aid us greatly.  If you allow it, I would fight in one of these guerilla units."
 
   "Nay, Keven." Marek smiled at his son. "You must command our forces in the west even as I command the forces in the east.  But what say you, my lords?  Shall we carry out the youth's plan?  Or shall we turn our attention elsewhere?"
 
   "I say 'aye' to Kreg's plan," Kaila said. "He has proven to possess much courage and a keen mind."
 
   Bryon shook his head. "I like not any plan that takes warriors from the battle, but...I do not know.  I am willing to be overruled."
 
   At the right side of the table, Dahren, who Kreg recalled was from the easternmost province of Aerioch, said, "These cowardly tactics like me not.  You would turn our warriors into mere bandits.  By my counsel, we would face the enemy in open battle and either conquer or die like men."
 
   Shillond smiled. "Kreg's plan would cost us little should it fail and gain us much should it succeed.  I am in favor."
 
   "But what of honor?" Dahren shot back. "If we use these cowardly tactics what honor have we?"
 
   "And what kingdom will we have if Schah conquers?" Shillond said. "And what good is honor to dead men?"
 
   Dahren snorted and said, "I would expect such talk from a mage who consorts with demons."
 
   "Would you be so quick to condemn," Kaila said, "were such words to come from a noble and a knight?"
 
   "Such words from anyone would prove that she was neither, Duchess Kaila." Dahren stared at Kaila, his left hand gripping his scabbard, his right clenching and opening repeatedly.
 
   Kaila's face clouded at the insult.  Slowly, she rose to her feet.  She walked stiffly, deliberately around the table until she stood facing Dahren.  Then she moved with the speed of a praying mantis snatching a meal.  She whipped a glove from her belt and hurled it to the ground where it lay between her and Dahren.  Her eyes locked with his in stark fury.
 
   Dahren bent to pick up the glove.  Kreg noted a slight tremor to the knight's hand that could only be fear but Dahren had carried things too far to back out.
 
   "Halt!" Marek said before Dahren could touch the glove. "Lest you have forgotten, there are enemies nearly at our gates.  If you must duel, then do so after the war is won."
 
   "As you wish, Your Majesty," Dahren said, his voice thick with relief.
 
   "A thousand apologies, Your Majesty," Kaila said.  She favored Dahren with a withering stare.  He flinched.
 
   Marek waited until Kaila had returned to her seat before continuing. "Better.  Keven?  Your thoughts on Kreg's plan?"
 
   "I have spoken all I need on the matter," Keven said. "I am in favor."
 
   "I respectfully am declining comment," Faron, seated next to Dahren, said. "My course will be unaltered whatever you are deciding here."
 
   Marek leaned back in his chair for a moment.  He said, "We have heard the opinions of this council.  Now we will make our decision.  Each of you will detail two squads of ten proven warriors, skilled with bow and with sword.  Let one in each squad be an able hunter and a tracker.  These we will send forth to strike at the Schahi as the squire of Duke Kaila has bade us.  Further, Duke Kaila's army is to remain under the command of her seneschal for I have a special duty for her and Shillond.  These are our Royal Commands."
 
   "So shall it be," the rest of the council responded, Kreg a little behind the others.
 
   "Carry out your duties," Marek said. "Kaila, Shillond, Kreg, tarry here."
 
   He waited until the others had filed out.
 
   "Shillond, you are of the opinion that Schah has powerful allies in her current wars," Marek said without preamble. "In this I am the soul of agreement.  I agree that to find and sever the source of this aid must become our prime concern.  I have thus decided to send you and Kaila to Schah itself in hopes that you may find who Schah's allies might be.  This is a peril-fraught journey but you, Shillond, have proven quite able in foreign lands."
 
   "Thank you, Majesty."
 
   "And you, Kaila," Marek continued. "I have no doubt that your strong right arm will serve to defend your father."
 
   "With my life, Sire."
 
   Marek nodded. "I expected no less.  Your squire will, of course, accompany you for such is the law." Here Marek turned to Kreg.
 
   Kreg nodded.
 
   "Fear not for our safety," Kaila said. "Fear rather for the safety of all the evil in Schah."
 
   Marek chuckled. "Indeed I shall, Kaila.  Indeed I shall.  Prepare what you need, then take your ease.  The rest of the day is your own.  You leave on the morrow."
 
   With an amused expression on his face, Marek bore a striking resemblance to Shillond.  The set of the mouth, the eyes, the long, narrow nose, these were the same.
 
   Norveth was a far more pleasant city than Trevanta.  Instead of being dumped in the streets, garbage was hauled to the river.  That river ran strongly enough that trash and sewage flowed downstream.  The price of that method of sewage disposal was the spread of disease, but Kreg was coming to see that they had few alternatives, all just as bad.
 
   As they left the palace a question occurred to Kreg. "Are the King and Shillond related?"
 
   "Why ask you?" Kaila said.
 
   "There's some resemblance," Kreg said.
 
   "Aye, 'tis true." Kaila nodded. "Though the relationship is distant, and not altogether clear."
 
   "So you're related to the King," Kreg said. "If that's the case are you sure it's a good idea to marry his son?"
 
   "Others have said as much," Kaila said. "But the relationship is distant and we each do as we must."
 
   They entered the practice ground.
 
   #
 
   Kreg and Kaila had been sparring, short bursts of activity followed by explanations and corrections, for several hours.  A knight in armor was at the lists, charging down on a tilting dummy.
 
   "You do well." Kaila nodded as they took a short break. "When we return, I will start you in lance, and later in mace and axe.  But for the nonce, have you ever used a bow?"
 
   "Some," Kreg admitted. "Another sport on my world."
 
   "Then let us see of what skill you possess." She turned and shouted, "Ho!  Warder, two Merona Longbows."
 
   A page carried the weapons out to them, along with two quivers of arrows.  The hardwood bows stretched over six feet long strung.  A deep black, fine-grained wood comprised the arrows, tipped with steel heads of square cross section that came to a chisel-like point.  Kreg tested the strength of the bow.  It pulled a lot harder than the lightness of the wood suggested.
 
   "A fine weapon." Kreg nodded approvingly.
 
   "Aye," Kaila said. "Merona makes the best of longbows.  The bowstaves are made from a wood that grows only in the Meronan isles.  They treat it with secret means that make the wood strong yet light to send forth arrows of a speed like no other bow.  Now, let us see if you can feather yon target."
 
   Kreg nocked an arrow, drew, sighted, and let fly.  The arrow missed the target completely, flying over it by a good three feet.
 
   Kreg looked at the bow with new respect. "I don't believe it."
 
   "You draw and loose in a manner I never have seen before.  You use three fingers instead of two, and you draw to the chin rather than the breast." Kaila shook her head. "Watch and learn."
 
   Kaila drew and let fly almost in one motion.  The arrow struck near the center of the target.  She loosed two more after it.  All three stuck within a foot of the center.
 
   "Sorry, Kaila," Kreg said. "I was taught differently and if I tried to learn your way, I would just confuse myself."
 
   Kreg loosed another arrow.  This one struck the target.  The third hit nearly dead center, as did the fourth and fifth and four more after them.
 
   Kaila's eyes held amazed respect when Kreg turned to look at her. "Marry!  Methinks 'twould be the course of wisdom to seek your instruction in the bow, rather than to seek to instruct you."
 
   Kreg smiled.  He could not resist a little dig. "You should see my world's good archers."
 
   "'Tis a thought audacious indeed," Kaila said. "Few in all the kingdom can feather a target so well.  The archers of Merona, it is said, have such skill, but I have not seen it.  Right glad am I that you are going with us on the morrow."
 
   "Of what journey speak you?" the voice came from behind them.
 
   They turned.  Keven was walking toward them, brushing dust from his armor.  He carried his helmet under his left arm, his shield slung across his back.
 
   "'Tis as I thought," Kaila said. "'Twas you at the lists."
 
   "'Tis naught but the truth." Keven bowed. "But you have not answered my question."
 
   "Shillond and I leave on the morrow," Kaila said, "by the King's order."
 
   "Say no more." Keven held up a hand. "My father spoke of his plan, but had not said who he would send.  It is a perilous journey."
 
   "Made the less so by the presence of so fine an archer as Kreg."
 
   "And a master of tactics as well." Keven bowed to Kreg who was blushing furiously. "I should be jealous of him in your company."
 
   Kaila started to speak. "Keven--"
 
   "Nay." Keven held up a hand. "Your feelings in this matter are well known to me, for do they not but mirror my own?  Nevertheless, we both have our duty."
 
   Kaila sighed. "Our duty." The moisture was back in her eyes.
 
   "If I see you not before the morrow  " Keven bowed. "--I bid you farewell."
 
   Kaila turned to Kreg as Keven walked off.  When she spoke, she spoke haltingly. "That will suffice for today, methinks.  Keep the bow and the arrows; I will speak to the King about them."
 
   Kreg nodded and sank to a bench, scratching at his left shoulder and letting his mind go blank as he stared at a pebble on the ground in front of him.
 
   “Kreg?” Kaila asked. “Are you well?”
 
   “Do you have any idea what I would give for a hot shower right now, or a toilet that doesn’t require someone to empty the pot?  Or a simple cheeseburger?”
 
   “I don’t understand.”
 
   “No.  There’s no reason you should.  Where I came from I didn’t have to worry about learning to fight with a sword or bows.  Nobody did.”
 
   “Was your world so sheltered then?”
 
   “People were safe there, well, mostly.  People didn’t need to carry weapons, or learn their use, or learn to fight at all, because we had police to keep the peace.”
 
   Kaila sat beside him. “So tell me, Kreg, where were these ‘police’ when you saw the crime you espied before you came here?  And where were they when you were struck from behind?”
 
   Kreg looked over at her.
 
   “I think this is but part of your trouble.”
 
   Kreg sighed and nodded. “It’s like my mind is being pulled in a dozen different directions.” He pointed. “That’s an oak.  I know it’s an oak, exactly like the oaks back home.  That...” He pointed to a different tree, one with many thin, straight branches from which dangled tufts of green strands like clumps of hair. “I don’t know what that is.  I’ve never seen or heard of anything like it.
 
   “Everything is a mix of familiar and strange.  We ride horses, just like those at home, but I was almost killed by a ‘sand devil’ that doesn’t exist back home.  What I don’t know here can kill me.” He stood up and turned to face Kaila. “I’ve mostly been too busy to think about it but I want to go home.”
 
   “Methinks I understand your heart in this, Kreg.” Kaila stood and placed a hand on his shoulder. “But is there nothing that moves you to remain here?”
 
   “Kaila, I...” Kreg sighed. “You and Shillond have become good friends, and I’d miss you but this place isn’t for me.  I need to go home.”
 
   Kaila nodded. “Then so be it.  Once we have won this war or once the campaign season ends, my father and I shall bend all our effort to finding a way to return you to your world.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “But for now,” Kaila said, “we are sore pressed.  Will you aid us in our struggles against the Schahi?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   #
 
   Starting the next morning, they rode at full gallop, obtaining fresh horses at small villages several times a day.  After the first day, Kreg no longer felt pain, just a kind of dull numbness.  At least the headaches were gone.
 
   Each night, they stopped at whatever town or village they first reached after the setting of the sun, ate a meal that exhaustion robbed of all flavor, and crawled into whatever rough beds either an inn or local Lord provided.
 
   The ride seemed to last forever.  In reality, they needed only three days to reach the city of Enosh on the northwest coast of Aerioch.  Their ship would take them around Shendar to Schah, dropping off one of the guerilla units along Shendar's west coast.

 
   The ship was the newest and largest in Marek's fleet, 30 paces long and about 5 paces across the widest part of her deck, a square rigged vessel using what was, for them, a new type of sail, a jib.  No, Kreg thought, not a jib.  A forestaysail.  A true jib would extend farther forward onto a jib boom extending beyond the bowsprit.  The stem post, the angled wooden beam that formed the very bow of the boat, looked far heavier than it needed to be to support the ship's structure.  Kreg wondered why.
 
   She was a far more sophisticated ship than Kreg had expected to find.  Her hull consisted of overlapping planks on a stout wood frame, stained black with a thick layer of pitch.  Two masts each carried a topmast and topsails, giving the ship a large amount of sail area.  A third mast at the rear of the ship carried a triangular sail that hung from a long, diagonally rigged yard.  The ship had a stern tiller rather than the steering oars of other ships in the harbor.  The rear of the ship rose in a high stern-castle providing both cover for the ship's pilot and room for two small cabins above the main deck.  The topcastles at the top of both masts were far too large for simple lookouts and Kreg surmised that in battle archers would use them to rain arrows on another vessel's decks.
 
   "I dare not take you all the way to landfall," the Captain of the ship told them once they had settled into their small cabins.  Kreg and Shillond shared a room in the stern castle while Kaila was alone in her, even smaller, room. "Not if they have taken the precaution of setting up naval patrols.  This ship can outsail anything that Schah can float, especially with your help, mage, and we can sail closer to the wind than can they.  But a war galley is faster than we are in a short pull. I have to spill sail to drop a boat and it takes time to regain speed.  I cannot come too close to shore and risk being cut off from the open sea."
 
   "How close can you get us?"
 
   "No closer than two leagues," the Captain said. "If you mean to go on with this mad scheme, then you must pull the rest of the way in a boat."
 
   Kreg bit his lip.  Two leagues came to a distance of almost seven miles. "It might be a good idea to start at sunset.  That would give us the cover of night for our row."
 
   "Aye, that it would," the Captain said, "for part of the trip.  But two leagues is a long pull in a boat even for seamen.  For you?  We could rig sail, but as you are landsmen, you would as like capsize her as reach shore."
 
   "We all do as we must," Shillond said.
 
   Kreg counted himself fortunate that he did not suffer from seasickness.  Several of the group destined for Shendar did and Kreg had no wish to share their discomfort.  He watched in sympathy as several green-faced men boarded a longboat for the row to Shendar.  Two weeks' sail remained before they would reach Schah.
 
   Kaila did not let the trip go to waste.  Several hours each day she continued to drill Kreg in the sword.  Often those sailors not immediately involved in other tasks would gather to watch.  Kreg expected to take a ribbing for his ineptitude but, strangely, the sailors had no comments to make.
 
   "Damn!" Kreg said as he stumbled.  Kaila's training sword thwacked him in the side. "The rocking of the ship throws me off."
 
   "Aye." Kaila stepped back, allowing Kreg to rest a moment. "That is all to the good.  Rarely have we so perfect an opportunity for the learning of balance."
 
   Kreg snorted and took a ready stance.  This time Kreg lasted through almost a dozen parries and counters before Kaila penetrated his guard.
 
   What time Kreg did not spend in sword practice on this trip, he spent drawing the bow to build muscles in his shoulder and back.  By the end of the voyage he could draw the bow over a hundred times without feeling strain.
 
   And in the evenings, Shillond attempted to instruct Kreg and Kaila in form of speech used in Schah.  While the language was nearly identical to some of the rougher modes of speech in Aerioch, the locals spoke with a nasal twang.  In time, Shillond pronounced Kreg as sufficiently capable in it.  About Kaila, he said nothing.
 
   Eventually they reached the point where they lowered the longboat.  The shore was invisible in the distance.  As the ship sailed away, vanishing in the gloom of twilight, Kreg thought how small their boat was on that sea, particularly should some Schahi ship discover them.
 
   #
 
   It was near noon before they reached the shore.  They hid the longboat in a small cave near the shore where rocky cliffs rimmed the beach, more to conceal evidence of their arrival than from any thought that they might use it again.  The ship was now on her way back to Aerioch and they had no way to arrange for another to retrieve them.
 
   Kreg was just as glad.  He had never realized that keeping a boat to a straight line with two people rowing would be so difficult.
 
   "Has anyone thought about how we're supposed to get back?" he asked.
 
   "It is obvious," Shillond said. "We must win the war."
 
   "And if it is that we do not?" Kaila shrugged her pack onto her shoulders.  Instead of her chainmail, Kaila wore a thick leather vest over her buff tunic.  Shillond had managed to convince her that no one in their assumed role would wear mail.  Leather, at least, was possible.  The iron plates sewn into the lining of the vest could not be seen from outside
 
   "Then--" Shillond picked up his staff and began to walk along the beach. "--it will not matter, for there will be no Aerioch to return to."
 
   Kreg grinned. "You have a point there.  Grim, but a point."
 
   They shouldered their packs.  After a short walk along the beach, they found a break in the cliffs where a stream ran into the sea. Here, they struck inland.  The stream meandered between the low hills, gurgling as it poured over the smooth stones of its bed.  There were no trees, but occasional clumps of brush broke the sere grassland.  The breeze from out of the south brought scant comfort as the sun burned against Kreg's face.
 
   By evening they had reached a small village of sod buildings with thatched roofs.  A modest, two-story wooden inn was the largest building in the village.
 
   The inn was smaller than the one at Trevanta and almost deserted.  Two men in leather tunics sat in one corner, engaged in whispered conversation.  Another man sat at the bar, quaffing blackjacks of ale.  He had apparently been pursuing that occupation for some time with single-minded devotion.  A minstrel sang.  Kreg had to look twice to be certain that it was not the same minstrel that had inflicted himself on the inn at Trevanta.  He was singing the same ballad--off-key.
 
   A barmaid appeared at their table and they ordered.  This time Kreg ordered with confidence although the rancid scent wafting from the kitchen each time a breeze blew through the door did much to still his appetite.
 
   "I don't think I've ever been so tired in all my life," Kreg said as he ate.  He tried to ignore the sour taste of the meat stew in his trencher.  Probably the meat had started to spoil before being made into the stew.  He did not know whether exhaustion, infection, or food poisoning was going to kill him first.  He twisted and stretched in an effort to relieve a knot in his back. "I hurt in places I didn't even know I had places."
 
   "Aye," Kaila agreed, keeping her voice low.  Shillond had decided that it would be best if as few people heard Kaila's speech as possible. "Of a truth, I find myself in like straits. 'Twill be good to sleep this night."
 
   Shillond grinned. "Why, children, how can you even consider sleep after such a refreshing, invigorating walk?  But I see that you will neither be much use until you rest.  To bed with you and I shall hear what there is to hear."
 
   "Your counsel shall not go unfollowed." Kaila heaved herself to her feet.
 
   "Second that motion." Kreg got up, somewhat unsteadily.  His back and shoulders ached from the pack.
 
   #
 
   They slept late into the next morning.  A sleepless night rowing a boat and an all-day march had taken their toll.  When Kreg woke, he found Shillond sitting by a lantern, reading from a scroll.  As Kreg sat up on his pallet of folded blankets, Kaila, in the room's single bed, roused.
 
   Shillond smiled as Kreg stood. "I have had good fortune.  There is a great deal of confusion over the wizards from Chanakra who are about.  No one knows why they are here but if we continue up the road we will find one of them staying at the inn in the next village."
 
   "So we go?" Kreg asked.  He reached for his pack.
 
   Shillond's voice contained an indulgent chuckle. "I think we can delay long enough to eat first."
 
   "Truly that is the best of news," Kaila said. "Methinks I could devour a krayt entire."
 
   "Been meaning to ask," Kreg said. "What's a krayt?"
 
   "Oh," Shillond said. "It's a somewhat large predator.  Best to avoid them."
 
   "Oh?" Something in Shillond's voice roused Kreg's distrust.  He cast a sidelong glance at Kaila.  Her face was blank.
 
   They ate a breakfast consisting mostly of fruit before taking to the road again.  By noon they had reached the next town.  The village occupied a valley in the rolling countryside.  A hill about a mile to the north overlooked the town, capped by a small castle.
 
   "I think we will stay the night here," Shillond said as they approached the inn.
 
   "Of cou--" Kaila stopped in mid-word.
 
   Shillond was muttering under his breath and moving his fingers in intricate patterns.  Kaila jumped, then cocked her head to one side.  Kreg, standing at Kaila's side, heard a sound like faint whispering coming from the direction of her ears.  A few seconds later, she said, "Umm, but there are yet many hours of daylight."
 
   "Oh, tut." Shillond waved the comment aside. "A man my age does not march from sunup to sundown."
 
   "But father...." Kaila hesitated, clearly not sure what to say next.
 
   "But nothing." Shillond sighed. "I go no further and that is that."
 
   "Yes, father."
 
   "Besides," Shillond said brightly, "perhaps we can sell some furs, and maybe even find someone to buy the firestones."
 
   Kaila looked puzzled. "But I thought..."
 
   Shillond's eyes narrowed as he looked at her.
 
   "Oh." Kaila changed tack. "This town is of little size.  'Tis, uh, my thought that they rate not a mage."
 
   Shillond shook his head slightly. "Oh, I don't know," he said smoothly. "We can always ask."
 
   Kreg assumed that Shillond knew what he was doing and remained silent.
 
   "Old man," the voice came from a window in the inn, "what said you of firestones?"
 
   "Found a bunch of 'em," Shillond said. "You a mage?  Want to buy 'em?"
 
   "And how many have you wasted in lighting fires?"
 
   "Oh." Shillond scratched his head. "Three or four, I guess."
 
   The man in the window sucked his breath over his teeth. "I will speak with you in the common room."
 
   "As you wish," Shillond said.
 
   Kreg had to admit that Shillond did a good imitation of a bumbling idiot.  He just hoped that Shillond's ability would cover his and Kaila's inability.
 
   They entered the inn where the other man soon met them.
 
   "Let us see those firestones," the newcomer said.
 
   The wizard was about Shillond's height and weight, but there the resemblance ended.  Where Shillond's eyes were green, the wizard’s were a dark brown that was almost black, but the difference was yet deeper.  Where Shillond's eyes ever held a glint of amusement, the eyes of this strange wizard betrayed no hint that he had ever smiled.  Although his hair was grayer than Shillond's, his face was scarce lined.
 
   "How do I know you won't just kill me and take the stones?" Shillond asked.
 
   "Because had I wished to do so," the newcomer's voice took on an edge that sent a shiver through Kreg, "I would have done so already."
 
   Shillond tugged free a slim cord from about his neck.  A small pouch depended from it.  He opened the pouch and spilled out a dozen dull, red stones.
 
   "Red rocks," the newcomer shook his head. "If you are trying to deceive me..." His voice threatened death, slow and terrible.
 
   Shillond was jiggling the stones in his hand.  He poured them into the other palm. "Feel them."
 
   The newcomer took one in his hand.  He held it close in front of his eyes, turning it first one way, then another, while Shillond poured the others back into the pouch.
 
   "They do grow warm when exposed to light," the newcomer admitted. "But not fast; a low quality of stone.  I will give you ten rabeni for the lot." He clenched the stone into his fist.
 
   "Twenty!" Shillond piped up.
 
   "I do not haggle," the man's tone again took on that dangerous edge. "Ten."
 
   Shillond gulped. "Ten it is, then."
 
   #
 
   "Make no mistake," Shillond told Kreg and Kaila when they were alone. "That was a fire mage, a specialist in fire magics.  You noticed how the firestones did not affect him?  Well, look."
 
   He showed them the palm of his hand, red and inflamed.  Kreg could see one blister already rising. "And I have quite a number of fire spells myself so I am relatively immune to magic-spawned heat."
 
   "Those rocks did that?" Kreg peered closely at Shillond's burned hand.  He reached out a finger to touch it, but drew it back hastily.
 
   "Firestones get hot when exposed to light," Shillond said. "And they get hotter as time passes."
 
   "Aside from starting fires and causing burns--" Kreg eyed Shillond's palm thoughtfully. "--what use are they?"
 
   "A regular barrel of questions, aren't you?" Shillond said. "Well, when firestones get hot enough, they burst into flame, consuming themselves.  That releases a form of energy that a mage can use to augment his power a bit.  A good quality stone will do that almost instantly.  The ones I sold will take some time to do so."
 
   "You have given to our enemies a source of more magical power?" Kaila sat back in surprise. "Father, what..."
 
   Shillond shook his head. "Those stones are so poor that they won't release much energy at all.  I don't think I've compromised Aerioch, not enough to affect the course of the war."
 
   Kaila looked dubious for a moment then nodded. "We have business to be about.  What is our course now?"
 
   Shillond rubbed his chin. "These Chanakran wizards seem to be the key.  Now we know they’re real and not just rumor.  We still don't know where the troops are coming from, but without the wizards, Schah would not long be a threat I think."
 
   He stood up and began to pace the small room. "I think perhaps we can learn more about them in Chanakra itself.  We'll continue down to the port city, Schak, and try to arrange passage.  I think it is there we will find the answer to this riddle."
 
   "Chanakra does not speak the Shendi tongue," Kaila said.
 
   "No," Shillond agreed. "They do not, but we will be travelers from Schah and will not need to speak their language ourselves much.  I know enough of the Chanakran language to serve our need.  Traders and such in Chanakra will speak our tongue and with what I know of Chanakran we should have no serious trouble."
 
   #
 
   Kreg awoke that night to a hand over his mouth.  A sharp pain exploded over his right temple and he knew no more.
 
   When he awoke again, he was standing on a cold stone floor.  His hands were chained above him, supporting his weight.  He shivered in the chill, damp air.  With a silent marshalling of his strength, he opened his eyes.
 
   He stood in the middle of the room.  Large metal staples, driven into the ceiling, secured the chains that held his arms.  The stone was crazed and cracked, crumbling in spots.  A foul stench, as of rotting garbage and untreated sewage, permeated the air.

 
   Shillond hung in chains on Kreg's right, unconscious, and an empty set of manacles hung from the ceiling beyond Shillond.  When Kreg looked around, his stomach muscles spasmed.  A large cauldron hung from a tripod over a pit.  Hot coals glowed in that pit and a bubbling sound came from the cauldron.  Somehow, Kreg did not think that this room did double duty as a kitchen, not unless the local Schahi had some rather unsavory, dietary habits.  Several metal instruments protruded from the coals, their long handles extending outward.  Other objects caught Kreg's attention including a rack, what may have been thumbscrews, and a vise-like device connected to a heavy metal boot.
 
   Kreg found his attention drawn back to the ceiling above him.  The stone was weathered, almost rotten, pierced many times where other staples had once been driven into it.
 
   Shillond had awakened while Kreg was making his inspection. "Nice inn, no?"
 
   "No," Kreg said. "But since they obviously don't want us to leave--" He rattled his chains. "--why don't we complain to the management?"
 
   "That would serve you no purpose." The new voice came from the doorway. "I see you are awake, Shillond.  How good of you to accept our invitation."
 
   "How could I refuse your kind offer so graciously presented?" Shillond said flatly.
 
   "You may note--" The man stepped into clearer view.  He was the mage who had purchased the firestones.  His expressionless face betrayed no response to Shillond's jibe. "--that your chains inhibit your magical powers."
 
   "Why, now that you mention it," Shillond said, "I was feeling a mite feeble in the aether."
 
   "Laugh all you want, fool." The mage backhanded Shillond. "You are going to die most unpleasantly."
 
   Shillond smiled benignly, ignoring the blood at the corner of his mouth.
 
   "I believe the operative term," Kreg said before Shillond could respond, "is 'go for it'."
 
   The mage turned on his heel and stalked out.
 
   "Well." Shillond twisted his head to wipe the blood on his shoulder. "I had hoped to goad him into revealing Kaila's location."
 
   "We'll worry about that when we're out of here," Kreg said.
 
   "Really, dear boy." Shillond chuckled. "An excellent plan, but the problem seems to be these chains.  The man was quite correct in saying that they inhibit my magic."
 
   "Well, they are too strong to break," Kreg admitted as he jerked at the chains.  He stared up at the ceiling. "But that stone looks pretty old, pretty rotten.  Let's see just how solidly the chains are fastened in place."
 
   He grasped the chains in his hands and began to swing back and forth.
 
   "What are you doing?" Shillond asked.
 
   "Trying to build up momentum," Kreg said.
 
   With a loud grunt, he swung his feet up and planted them on the ceiling, between the chains.
 
   "Okay, you little buggers, let's see what you're really made of." The muscles in Kreg's legs bunched as he added his strength to his weight.  He rocked forward and back, trying to wiggle looseness into the heavy staples that held the chains in place.  He felt them give a little.
 
   Kreg threw back his head as he redoubled his effort.  The cords in his neck stood out from the strain. "Come...on."
 
   Without warning, the chains gave way.  Kreg hurled his arms ahead of him in an effort to ward off the floor.  He hit hard.
 
   


 
  

CHAPTER SEVEN
 
   "Kreg?" Shillond twisted in his chains in an effort to see Kreg. "Are you hurt?"
 
   Kreg slowly got to his feet, poking at a large knot on his head.  Flame writhed through his left shoulder.  The chain on that side had not given way until his full weight had yanked on it in his fall.  Not dislocated, not quite, but badly sprained. "You'd think by now I'd be used to getting battered." He looked up, focusing on Shillond. "At least I don't think I picked up another concussion."
 
   "Kreg," Shillond said, "my chains?"
 
   "Right." Kreg nodded.  He inspected Shillond's chains.  Not steel, they seemed to be made of copper or bronze.  Still -- "no way can I break these; I'm no circus strongman." He massaged his left shoulder.  A flare of pain forced him to suck air over clenched teeth. "I'm not anxious to repeat my last trick."
 
   Shillond nodded in the direction of the firepot. "Tools."
 
   Kreg followed the direction of Shillond's gaze.  His eyes lit on the tools in the fire. "Bingo."
 
   He selected two slim pokers.  Their tips glowed yellow-white until Kreg dunked them in a bucket of musty water to cool.  A cloud of steam billowed up into his face causing him to jerk his head back.
 
   "Now let's see what we can do." Kreg wedged the ends of the two pokers into opposite sides of one link in Shillond's chains.  Grasping the ends of the pokers, he heaved, shouted, and dropped the pokers.  His left shoulder blazed agony as the pokers rang against the stone floor.
 
   "Oh, God, that hurts," Kreg whispered in English.
 
   "Kreg?" Shillond said.
 
   "No, I'm all right." He picked up the pokers. "Let's try that again."
 
   Steeling himself against the pain, Kreg reset the pokers and pulled.  Sweat beaded on his face as he clamped his teeth on another scream.
 
   Slowly the link bent, then parted.  Kreg just escaped rapping his knuckles together as the pokers came free.
 
   As Shillond let his now freed arm drop to his side, Kreg bent over, sucking air in deep gulps.  He held his left arm pressed against his side, swearing softly but with conviction.  He waited until the pain subsided to a steady throb.  A moment later, he straightened. "Let's get that other one done."
 
   Kreg was moving around to Shillond's other side when Shillond said, "Someone is coming.  They may have heard...."
 
   Forgetting pain for a moment, Kreg dashed to the door.  He took a position behind it, holding one of the pokers in his right hand like a club or a clumsy sword.
 
   Kreg tightened his grip on the poker as a rattle of keys sounded on the opposite side of the door.  With a groan of tired hinges the door ground open.
 
   "Kreg, no!" Shillond's shout caused Kreg to check his swing just as Kaila stepped into the room.
 
   "Kaila!" Kreg sagged against the wall, letting the poker drop from his hand. "What are you doing here?"
 
   She looked from Kreg to Shillond then back to Kreg.  Her eyes held no expression as they locked with Kreg's.  Instead of their normal sparkling silver they were dryer, a gunmetal gray.
 
   "Rescuing you." The chill in Kaila's voice caused Kreg to take an involuntary step backward.
 
   "Yeah," Kreg said. "Right."
 
   "I have the keys." Kaila walked over to Shillond and released him.  Next, she released the chains hanging from Kreg's arms.
 
   "I have also recovered our weapons," Kaila said and handed Kreg his sword.
 
   Kreg opened his mouth to ask how she had escaped, then obtained the keys, and the weapons--it seemed a bit much even for her.  A glare from Kaila silenced him.  Instead, he said, "Thanks." He took the sword, then the bow and arrows she passed to him. "I think."
 
   "Kaila, this is unlike you," Shillond said.
 
   "I have seen...horrible things," Kaila said. "It will take me...some time...to recover."
 
   "Kaila--" Kreg started.
 
   She whirled on him. "'Your Grace' is the proper form of address."
 
   Kreg frowned. "Yes...Your Grace."
 
   "Come.  We tarry here overlong." Kaila swept out of the room.
 
   "Something is wrong," Shillond whispered to Kreg. "Dreadfully wrong.  Be alert."
 
   Kreg nodded.  They followed Kaila out of the room.
 
   #
 
   The halls of the keep were deserted as they stole out of the dungeon.
 
   "Where are the guards?" Kreg peered into the gloom.  Darkness had fallen, Kreg did not know how long ago.  They had escaped the dungeon but they still had to find their way out of the keep.
 
   "Why seek you such?" Kaila asked. "Give thanks instead that we have met none and have done."
 
   "I might," Kreg said, "if I didn't think we're being led down the primrose path."
 
   Kaila looked him up and down in obvious disgust. "You babble again."
 
   "But he's right, Kaila," Shillond said. "There should be guards.  The fact that we find none means that there is more here than appearances would suggest."
 
   "If there be more," Kaila's voice took on a pleading tone, "then we will deal with it when we must.  Let us leave now.  This place likes me not!"
 
   "You are right, of course." Shillond smiled. "And as my magic is swiftly returning the longer whoever is orchestrating this little intrigue delays, the greater our chances to prevail."
 
   They began to move again: Kaila first, with Kreg bringing up the rear.  They kept Shillond in the protected position between them.  Kreg wondered how protected any position could be in the bowels of the enemy camp.  They did not even know the way out.  The mission appeared over before it had well begun.
 
   Kreg's reverie almost cost him his life.  He spun at the sound of a sword being drawn.  Barely in time did he raise his own sword to deflect the attack of the guard who had managed to sneak up behind them.  The first strike sent a jolt up Kreg's left arm, forcing him to drop that hand from the grip.
 
   Kreg stepped back, holding the sword awkwardly in one hand in contrast to the two-handed grip that Kaila had taught him.  The guard leapt forward.  Awkward or not, Kreg proved more than the guard's match.  A short exchange and the guard lay dead at Kreg's feet.
 
   "So much for sneaking around," Kreg said. "They must have heard that in the entire castle.  Let's get out of here."
 
   "Yes." Kaila's eyes flashed anger. "The noise is sure to bring the guards that you were so anxious to meet."
 
   "Not anxious," Kreg started to say, "just--"
 
   "No time to argue," Shillond snapped. "Move."
 
   They ran.  Kaila, for all her strength and quickness, was slowed somewhat by her armor.  Shillond also proved less than swift.  Kreg found himself forced to slow to keep pace with them.
 
   They rounded a corner and sprinted under an arch, into a small courtyard.  Kreg could see the main gate to the keep just ahead.  A gatehouse and iron portcullis--down--guarded the gate.  Two towers, topped by crenellated battlements, flanked it.
 
   Men poured out of the open doors to the two towers, leaving two of their number to guard those doors.  They assembled in front of the gate.  More men swarmed within the gatehouse.  All carried swords and shields.
 
   Kreg shifted direction slightly, veering to the right.  His move caught the two men at the door by surprise and he bowled them over before they knew what he intended.  He dove through the door of the tower and bolted up the stairs.
 
   Shillond hung tight on Kreg's heels, panting from the exertion.  Kaila, even weighed down by her heavy leather vest, showed no signs of fatigue.  She paused at the doorway and, with quick thrusts of her sword, dispatched the two that Kreg had knocked over.  She took a second to slam the door and ram the bolt home before following Kreg and Shillond up the stairs.
 
   "Guards you wanted?" Shillond's chest shook as he drew in huge gulps of air.
 
   "Not wanted exactly, no," Kreg said. "But even so, this is ridiculous."
 
   Kreg peered out over the low wall surmounting the tower through the space between two merlons.  An army camped before the keep.
 
   "Well." Kreg grinned humorlessly. "It was nice knowing you folks."  He nocked an arrow as his gaze roved the army for a target.  The soldiers below were shouting and advancing on the castle like an onrushing tide.  An arrow hummed past Kreg.
 
   "Don't look for Pireth’s Chariot yet." Shillond had regained his breath. "My powers have returned and I think it’s time that I took a hand."
 
   Shillond took a stand at the edge of the tower, so close that his toes nearly touched the low wall.  As arrows flew past unheeded, he raised his arms overhead then swiftly brought them down until they were straight out in front of him.  He said, in a loud, clear voice that was not quite a shout, "Klinkyl negshiri rantharnom!"
 
   The ground on which the army encamped erupted in flame.  Men and beasts ran in panic until the spread of flames engulfed them.  Everything burned; cloth, flesh...even iron burned.  Despite the nearly suffocating heat, the screams of the dying sent a cold shiver through Kreg.
 
   As Kreg stared at the dying flames a movement out of the corner of his eye caught his attention and causing him to turn.  Kaila had her sword out and drawn back to strike a blow at....
 
   "Shillond!" Kreg dove, shoving Shillond out of the way of a blow meant to bisect him vertically.  Instead of killing Shillond, the sword struck Kreg a glancing blow on the left temple with the flat that nevertheless split the skin.  His head ringing, Kreg retained the presence of mind to roll out of the way of the return strike he knew without seeing was coming.
 
   Kreg came up against the battlement and used that to shove himself to his feet.  He shook his head clear and saw Kaila coming after him.  Something was wrong with her.  Kreg knew how fast she was; she could have killed him several times over by now.  He dove aside at her clumsy, overhead slash.  With his left hand he wiped away blood that had run from the gash on his temple into his eyes.
 
   Kreg backpedaled while his mind raced.  The way Kaila was fighting now he could probably kill her, but he did not want to do that.  The question was whether he could subdue her without killing her, and without being killed himself.  If he could not get in close enough to grapple with her, he would have to drop her with the first strike.  Kreg was certain that even slowed and clumsy, Kaila would not allow a second.
 
   Kaila's thrust at his midsection almost ended his dilemma.  He parried and sidestepped.  Forcing himself to ignore the pain in his shoulder, he brought his left hand back to his sword's hilt.
 
   Kaila's blows were coming faster--and more accurately.  Kreg sidestepped again and nearly tripped over Shillond's prone form.  Kaila took advantage of his distraction.  Her sword raked down Kreg's own left arm, leaving another bloody gash.  Kreg barely noticed this new pain.
 
   Shillond popped up from the rooftop, startling both Kreg and Kaila. "Sorthenkyl!" he said.
 
   Kaila swayed for an instant.  Her sword drooped.  Then, sighing softly, she toppled to the stones underfoot.
 
   "I'm sorry for the delay," Shillond said. "I had to catch her unawares.  That spell will not work against anyone who resists and there was no time for more."
 
   At the mention of time, Kreg realized that less than a minute had passed since they had barged onto the roof of the tower. "Now what?" he asked.  He heard a pounding at the trap door to the roof and wondered how long it had been going on.  Someone, Shillond probably, had thrown the bolt and thus kept the guards out...for a time.
 
   "We must get off this tower," Shillond said.  The twinkle was gone from his eyes.  A forehead creased with worry had replaced it. "I have a minor spell that will get me down quite easily, but--"
 
   "I can get down okay," Kreg said.  He hoped so.  The roof was twenty feet above the ground.  If he could avoid a broken leg in the fall he should be all right. "How good is that sleeping spell?"
 
   "It is stronger than the one I used to help you rest.  Nothing will wake her for some hours unless I cancel the spell." Shillond paused for a moment in thought. "I think I see what you mean."
 
   "Okay," Kreg said. "Let's get out of here."
 
   Shillond muttered three words under his breath and climbed down the tower, clinging to it like some spider.  Kreg dragged Kaila's inert form to the edge.  He stole a quick glance at the trap door.  The wood had begun to splinter from the pounding.  He would have to hurry.
 
   Kreg heaved at Kaila's body in a vain attempt to lift her onto the low wall.
 
   "Sorry, Kaila." He began to strip off the leather vest. "This stuff's too heavy for what I have in mind."
 
   With Kaila's armor gone, he could lift her with only minor strain--until he put weight on his left arm but by now that pain had become almost normal.  Keeping a tight grip on both her wrists, he eased her over the edge.  He let her hang for a moment, as low as he could reach, then let go.  With luck, she would be unhurt by her fall.  As he straightened, he heard the sound of the trapdoor banging open.
 
   Kreg leaped to the next gap between two merlons, and paused for just an instant.  Glancing back, he saw the wizard who had imprisoned them climbing through the trapdoor.  Kreg held his breath as the wizard said something and gestured in Kreg's direction.  He expected to be incinerated on the spot but nothing happened.  The stunned expression on the wizard's face told Kreg that he was as amazed as Kreg.
 
   Before the wizard could recover from whatever had happened, Kreg lowered himself the full length of his body and dropped.  He hit the ground hard, adding a bruised hip to his injuries, but no worse than that.
 
   The first thing Kreg saw as he regained his feet was Shillond.  Shillond had already reached Kaila and he helped Kreg hoist her onto Kreg's shoulders.  Together they ran as best they could from the castle.  Guards, following the wizard onto the rooftop, loosed a few arrows after them but the shots were wild.  Kreg did not know why the wizard did not attack but was grateful for the respite.
 
   #
 
   Later, while Shillond was strapping Kreg's shoulder, Kreg wondered aloud at the lack of pursuit.
 
   "I think my firestorm spell may have been responsible," Shillond said.
 
   "How so?"
 
   "An army such as that one before the gates is not raised in a day.  Those not killed have no doubt fled.  They cannot know how drained I am."
 
   "And not knowing," Kreg said, "How eager would any new army be to find you and suffer the same fate."
 
   Shillond nodded. "The wizard will have to persuade them that his powers can defend them against mine."
 
   "Can they?
 
   "I fear so.  Magics to strike at large numbers at once are too easily parried.  We were fortunate that they had no magical defenses in place when we escaped."
 
   "Okay.  Now what happened to Kaila and what can we do about it?"
 
   "It's obvious she's being controlled," Shillond said.
 
   "That much I figured out already," Kreg snapped.
 
   Shillond sighed again, “Kreg?”
 
   “Sorry, Shillond.” Kreg smiled wanly. “Tired and scared and worried and I guess...”
 
   Shillond nodded then picked up a stick and began to scratch in the dirt. "The question is whether she is under an actual possession, a lesser compulsion, or a greater compulsion.  If the first I can do nothing and we will have to find a holy man, the Threefold Twins alone know where.  If it is one of the latter two then I should be able to break it once my energies have been restored unless that mage is a great deal more powerful than I believe."
 
   At Shillond's mention of the other mage's power, Kreg thought to mention the apparently failed attack against Kreg but decided it was not important.  He said, "How long to restore your energies?"
 
   "About two days."
 
   #
 
   "Is everything ready?" Kreg asked Shillond as he pulled brush to block the entrance to the small cave.  They had been fortunate in finding the cave.  It offered a place to hide from the soldiers searching for them.
 
   The cave mouth sat halfway up a large hill.  It opened onto a small shelf of level ground above a steep slope of loose, broken rock.
 
   "Ready enough," Shillond said. "I'll have to awaken Kaila in order to make the tests." He had renewed the sleeping spell on her several times over the past two days. "Stand ready.  She is likely to be violent and I am unsure whether her bonds will restrain her."
 
   "Cripes, if we had any more rope to use..."
 
   "But we don't." Such as they had, they had stolen from farmyards in the moonless hours of the night. "Be alert.  I will begin."
 
   Shillond began to chant.  In a few seconds Kaila's eyes flew open.  They flashed with pure hatred, a look so grim as to make her usual expression seem positively cheerful.  Her muscles bulged.  The ropes creaked under the strain, but held.  Barely.  Kreg shuddered before Kaila's stare as Shillond finished the spell.
 
   "We are lucky." Shillond turned to Kreg. "It is a compulsion rather than a possession.  Unfortunately, it is a greater compulsion rather than a lesser."
 
   "Which means?"
 
   "I should be able to break it." Shillond shook his head. "It will be difficult.  Perhaps you should wait outside."
 
   "Not meant for the eyes of us mortal types, huh?" Kreg regretted the jest at the pain in Shillond's eyes.  He held up a hand. "Sorry.  I'll go."
 
   "Do not reenter the cave," Shillond said. "That would break the wards and release forces you cannot imagine."
 
   Kreg thought about the weapons of his own world and thought he could imagine more than Shillond thought.  He nodded and backed out of the cave's small opening.
 
   Outside, Kreg sat and waited.  In the distance he could see the light of the army's watchfires, pinpricks of light in the darkness.  Shillond had said that such an army as had been encamped before the castle was not raised in a day, but two days had seen the apparent raising of an even larger army.  Kreg did not doubt that the army was on its way to reinforce the forces attacking Aerioch.
 
   Seeing the apparent size of the army, Kreg frowned.  Shillond had explained that Schah was a small country, not in area but in population.  Although the land area was similar to that of either Aerioch or Shendar the land of Schah was much drier.  As a result, population was sparser.
 
   The armies they had been fielding numbered hosts larger than Schah's entire population and, judging by the army that was massing below, there did not seem to be any end to them.  Those people had to come from somewhere, but where?  Kreg had suggested Chanakra along with the wizards, but Shillond had said that Chanakra was an even smaller country than Schah.
 
   So lost in thought was Kreg that he nearly missed noting that several of the watchfires were moving.  They also flickered a bit much for watchfires seen at a distance.
 
   Kreg jumped to his feet.  Those were not watchfires.  Those were torches, and they were moving closer.
 
   "Shillond!" Kreg drew his sword. "We've got company!"
 
   Kreg's gaze flitted from shadow, to rock, to twisted bush hoping to find something with which to stave off the attack.  He saw nothing.  First, sticking his sword point first in the ground he gripped his bow, nocked an arrow, and estimated a target under one of the torches.  He loosed and the arrow disappeared in the darkness.  A moment later a cry of pain rewarded Kreg and the torch fell to the ground.  He loosed another arrow after the first but this one missed.
 
   Kreg sent arrow after arrow speeding into the approaching band.  Twenty arrows he loosed.  Seven men fell, dead or wounded.  At least ten more were still approaching.  They had reached the base of the slope and would have to scramble up it to reach Kreg.
 
   Kreg plucked his sword from the ground and drew himself to his full height. "Come on, you bastards!  I may die tonight, but I'll take a few of you with me."
 
   He stood at the edge of the slope where he would have solid footing while the men approaching him would still be on the scree.
 
   The first of the men arrived.  Kreg thrust, catching the man through the throat as he scrambled for footing on the loose rocks.  After parrying the next man's attack, Kreg drove back with a riposte as the third began to clamber to the side in an effort to outflank Kreg.  He sliced past the second's guard and sidestepped to deal with the third.  Numbers four and five split up, working Kreg between them.
 
   Kreg managed to drop the third just as the larger of the two moons chose to peak from behind a cloud and bathe the scene in a ruddy glow.  He turned to face four, unable to avoid leaving his back to five.  While Kreg dealt with four, he heard a shout behind him.  Something warm and wet thumped against his back, causing him to lose his balance.  As he stumbled, he threw out his arms for balance.  By chance rather than design, Kreg's sword caught four in the ribs.  Four dropped.
 
   Kreg turned to deal with the others and saw only bodies.  Over them stood Kaila, clad in buff tunic and high leather boots.  She returned his gaze with a grim smile.
 
   "Again, I owe you thanks," she said.
 
   At that moment Kreg thought her the most beautiful woman who ever lived.  He smiled. "So who's keeping score?" He gestured at the bodies at her feet. "As I see it, you just saved my life--again."
 
   Shillond crawled out of the cave.  He stood and dusted himself.
 
   "As you can see," he said, "the spell worked." He looked around at the carnage. "It also seems success could not have been better timed."
 
   "No argument on that one." Kreg sank to the ground.  Near his right leg rolled the object that had struck him in the back--the severed head of number five.  With a sigh, he told himself that he was too tired to be bothered.  He would take the time to be sick later.
 
   #
 
   Kreg was the first to wake the next morning.  Aside from a slight stiffness, he felt fine, better than he expected.  Even his sprained shoulder gave him only slight twinges.  Shillond and Kaila were still sleeping off the aftereffects of the magic necessary to restore Kaila's wits.
 
   Kreg crawled out of the cave to relieve himself and surveyed the area.  All was peaceful.  He looked again.  The bodies of the men they had killed had vanished; not even bloodstains remained to mark where they had fallen.  Nothing but trampled dirt and underbrush revealed the previous night's fight.
 
   "Shillond!" Kreg called. "Kaila!  Come quick."
 
   "What is it?" Shillond poked his head out of the cave mouth. "What's wrong?"
 
   "Look around and tell me I'm seeing things, or not seeing things, or..." Kreg shut up, realizing he was babbling.
 
   "I see nothing," Shillond said, rubbing sleep out of his eyes.  Those eyes snapped open wide. "Pireth's Scepter, where are the bodies?"
 
   He scrambled out of the cave and ran up and down the level area, peering into every hollow and crevice.  He stooped and rose, holding up something that dangled from his hand. "Ha!"
 
   "What is it?" Kreg asked.
 
   Shillond held the object toward him.  It was a dead squirrel.  Its throat had been sliced open.
 
   "I don't understand." Kreg examined the squirrel closely. "Who killed the squirrel?  And what has this to do with the missing bodies?"
 
   "You killed it," Shillond said, "or Kaila did maybe.  And it has everything to do with it.  Don't you see?"
 
   "You don't mean...."
 
   "Absolutely," Shillond said. "It's a form of possession.  Lesser demons take the bodies of small animals.  While thus possessed the animals have the form and abilities of men, with weapons and armor to suit whatever form they take.  The demon draws its strength from its native realm.  Only the animal body needs sustenance--the same sustenance it would need in its native form.  Shillond dropped the squirrel. "Kill the body and with the next rising of the sun it returns to its natural form.  I think we now know where Schah is getting its armies."
 
   Kreg shivered. "Then those commando units...."
 
   "Will scarcely help our cause." Shillond shook his head. "There will be no baggage trains to disrupt."
 
   "Worse than that," Kreg said. "If I understand, the Schahi can conjure up whatever armies they need to hunt down the commandos.  I've sent hundreds of men to their deaths."
 
   Kreg sank to the ground.
 
   "Not quite, Kreg," Shillond put his hand on Kreg's shoulder. "There are limits to magic as in all things.  Each mage can only cast so many spells before having to replenish his energies and replenishing energies takes time.  Since the Schahi took so long to come after us, I think they may be reaching those limits.  Perhaps your commandos will stretch those limits even farther.  They have a fighting chance, which is all anybody can expect and may still turn the tide in the war.  An army spends its time searching for us rather than fighting Aerioch and that is no small thing."
 
   "I don't think so," Kreg said. "Remember that village near Elam?"
 
   "What of it?"
 
   "Even the animals were gone.  We wondered how they had brought up such an army to Elam.  Now I think we know.  They didn't.  They created it on the spot." Kreg waved in the general direction of the valley. "That army out there isn't headed to Aerioch.  I think it's just to hunt for us.  We've got to get out of here, now.  If just one of the...things that found us last night got back to report, they'll be back."
 
   Shillond shook his head. "If someone had reported finding us, they would already have been here.  Do you think demons would be afraid to come at night?"
 
   "No, I guess not.  But eventually somebody will miss them.  And they'll go looking where they were.  So what do we do?"
 
   "We have to get back to Aerioch," Shillond said. "I need to check my grimoires.  There must be a counter to this form of possession.  Possessions are normally in the realm of Holy Men, but if a wizard can cast it, another can counter it.  If any such counter spell exists, I must find it."
 
   "On foot and in enemy territory?" Kreg shook his head. "It will take us months to get back, if we make it at all."
 
   Shillond sighed. "The spell of the winds is the quickest way I know of."
 
   "Nothing doing!" Kreg shook his head emphatically. "It nearly killed you last time and I can't guarantee I would be able to pull you back again."
 
   "Unfortunately, you are right," Shillond said. "Also, the danger to you and Kaila would be grave on a repeat journey.  The demons have your scent now.  We will just have to walk."
 
   "Maybe you could send some kind of magic message ahead, let them know what we've learned," Kreg suggested.
 
   Shillond shook his head. "If we had not been discovered, I could.  That was the original plan.  But they have discovered us and this deep in Schahi territory, they would almost certainly detect and block any message I could send.  No, we will just have to walk.  If we are fortunate, we'll discover a place of power where I can work a spell of apportation."
 
   "Find a what?"
 
   "A place of power," Shillond said. "Such places increase magical power, an effect similar to that provided by firestones only linked to a place rather than an object."
 
   Shillond paused for a moment, then continued, "When events at a place have a strong tie to the realm of demons, whether for good or ill, a bridge exists at that spot.  The bridge allows magicians to more easily draw power to work magic."
 
   "If you say so," Kreg said. "Is there any real chance of finding one?"
 
   "Some," Shillond said. "Many great events have occurred in Schah's distant past.  Such things tend to form places of power.  Strangely enough, Schah has never produced wizards so they remain untapped.  Or did"
 
   "What do we need to find one of those places of power?"
 
   "Good fortune."
 
   "And if we're not lucky?"
 
   Shillond shrugged. "Then we walk the rest of the way and it takes months and the war may long be over before we return to Aerioch."
 
   Kreg thought for a moment. "What can we do to increase the odds?  Can we choose a route that will take us near likely sites?"
 
   "An excellent idea," Shillond said.
 
   "Yeah," Kreg said. "So how come every time I get a good idea, my head hurts?"
 
   "Are you?..." Shillond reached for him.
 
   Kreg brushed Shillond's questing hand aside. "No, it's just a headache.  All considered I'm lucky not to have worse.  You were saying?"
 
   Shillond picked up a twig and began to sketch in the dirt. "There are three likely sites near the direct route between here and Aerioch."
 
   He pointed at a spot on the rough map. "We are here.  The first is about a day's march away.  A holy man died there, martyred many years ago."
 
   He pointed further up the map. "A great battle was fought here.  Ordinary battles rarely create places of power and then only weak ones but it's still worth checking."
 
   Finally he pointed at the jagged lines representing the Topaz hills, the easternmost extension of the Amber Mountains. "Somewhere in here another battle was fought.  This one, however, involved an army of holy men and wizards against an army of the demonically possessed.  Of the three it is our most likely site."
 
   "Good enough," Kreg said.  He nodded toward the cave mouth. "How's Kaila?"
 
   "She will probably sleep the rest of the day," Shillond said. "The aftereffects of the compulsion will leave her weak for a while.  To the good, she is young and healthy and will recover quickly.
 
   "I'm glad," Kreg put all the relief he felt into his voice. "We'll need her."
 
   "We'll leave at nightfall," Shillond said. "We should use the time between now and then to gather what provisions we can."
 
   Kreg nodded.  They had a long journey ahead of them.
 
   #
 
   Toward evening Kaila started to moan, then to toss and turn.
 
   "Shillond, no!" she shouted and sprang to her feet, coming upright in a low crouch but still nearly cracking her head on the cave ceiling.
 
   "Kaila?" Shillond hastened to her side. "Are you well?"
 
   "Had a dream," she said, "wherein I strove to cause great harm to you and Kreg."
 
   "You were under a compulsion," Shillond's face was grave, "only broken last evening."
 
   "Speak you sooth?" Kaila's face twisted as she tried to remember. "Aye.  It begins to come clear.  I... " Her scowl deepened. "Shillond, it was not you I was meant to slay."
 
   Shillond nodded. "I'd wondered about that.  Why set up such an elaborate scheme when they already had me in their power?"
 
   "Maybe backup against escape," Kreg said. "After all, we were on our way out when Kaila showed up."
 
   "Kreg, do you believe for one instant we would have gotten out of that dungeon alive if that had not been their intent?"
 
   Kreg bit back a retort.  The poor fastening of his chains, the lack of guards during their escape, these were nearly irrelevant next to Kaila showing up with keys and their weapons but were all part of a pattern.  A moment later, he said, "Not really, no."
 
   "So?" Shillond turned back to Kaila.
 
   "I was--" She hugged herself, looking for a moment like a frightened child.  Kreg found himself wanting to put his arms around her, to comfort her, and to protect her.  He knew how silly the idea was.  Anything that frightened Kaila would not even slow down for him. "I was to kill the King!" She let her arms drop to her sides. "My mind was not my own.  I fought, but could not break free." She licked her lips. "I strove...I strove to warn you, to act such that you would know and would stop me.  I tried..."
 
   "Easy, Kaila." Shillond reached out to take her hand, guiding her to sit on the floor. "I know you tried.  You succeeded too."
 
   "Aye." Kaila stared at the floor between her knees. "But once I believed, once I knew I had succeeded, then the power that controlled my acts also knew.  Having failed to send me to slay the King, it sought instead to slay you."
 
   Shillond laughed softly. "And failed in that too.  It seems the Chanakran might have put a more competent compulsion on you."
 
   Shillond's wit seemed thin to Kreg but Kaila smiled at the sally. "I remember naught else until awakening to find Kreg imperiled.  I entered the contest and we twain did turn the tide."
 
   "And it couldn't have happened at a better time too."  Kreg handed her a stick on which he had spitted half a rabbit and some tubers. "Better eat.  We'll be leaving shortly.  We're going home."
 
   He saw hope and longing brighten her eyes, as quickly suppressed. "But we have a mission.  As knight I am sworn to die before leaving such unfinished."
 
   "We have finished," Shillond said. "I have solved the riddle."
 
   "Then the war is won?" Kaila clasped her hands in front of her so quickly the movement was almost a clap.
 
   The amused twinkle was back in Shillond's eyes. "Not just yet, but we have done all we can here.  Now, eat so we can leave."
 
   Kaila ate with hearty appetite, her ordeal under the compulsion apparently forgotten.
 
   "I've managed to recover six of my arrows after last night's fight," Kreg said. "These, plus Kaila's twenty are all we have.  Then there are our swords and Shillond's magic.  I think we'll get to the battle lines and from there back to Norveth."
 
   "Bah!" Kaila tossed her head at the thought. "Fear not for us.  Fear rather for whatever evil may dare to face us."
 
   Their packs were gone.  Shillond had made pouches from the remains of their cloaks, which Kreg filled with the provisions they had been able to forage.  These they fastened to their belts.  Kreg and Kaila divided their remaining arrows between them.  Kaila took one from her quiver and handed it to Kreg.
 
   "What's this for?"
 
   "'Tis the height of misfortune to begin a journey with thirteen of anything for after the twelve Gods and Goddesses, there is Baaltor whose number is thirteen."
 
   Kreg started to shake his head at the superstition, then caught himself.  Considering all he had seen he realized that here, what he thought of as superstitions could be anything but.  He took the arrow and tucked it into his quiver.  Somehow, he felt an unseen weight lifting.
 
   


 
  

CHAPTER EIGHT
 
   One of the moons peeked over the horizon as Kreg, Shillond, and Kaila began their journey.  In the dim light the land around them appeared even more desolate than it had by day.  Stands of scrub brush, dyed gray-black by the moonlight, dotted the broken terrain and cast waving shadows that either hid ankle-catching holes or pretended to be hollows.
 
   Kaila stopped and pointed at an angle to their path. "We must go this way."
 
   "Kaila?" Shillond said.
 
   Kaila rubbed her forehead with the heel of her right hand. "It is hard to remember.  They said that it would take time, much time, were we to walk back to Aerioch, nor could the three of us take ship.  The wizard, he laughed and said that all was well, that I would guide you and that you would take us to the king.  He spoke as if it would be a swift journey.  I do not understand."
 
   Shillond looked at Kreg. "I believe I do."
 
   "One of those places of power you mentioned?" Kreg said.
 
   Shillond nodded. "It seems we need not search for one after all."
 
   "It could be a trap."
 
   "Could be?" Shillond said. "It almost certainly is.  The compulsion is broken, but traces will linger for a time."
 
   "What is this talk of a place of power?" Kaila said. "I have heard you speak of such things before, but I know not how it may bear on our current plight."
 
   Softly, Shillond told her about how he could use a place of power to return to his workshop in Norveth.
 
   "So we have a choice," Shillond said at last, "we may go where we know there is a place of power, but which may also be a trap, or we may continue as we were and hope we can find another place of power.  Kaila?  How say you?"
 
   "I am tired, Father," Kaila said, "not of the body but tired nonetheless.  I would be home by the swiftest route.  But the wizard has walked through my head with armored boots and I trust not my own judgment."
 
   "Kreg?"
 
   "If it's important we get back with news of where these changeling armies come from, then I think we have no choice," Kreg said. "We'll just have to make sure that if it is a trap, we don't get caught in it."
 
   #
 
   The first hint of pre-dawn was just graying the eastern horizon when Shillond raised his hand to signal a halt.  They had been paralleling Kaila's directions, avoiding the most direct path, but not straying too far from it either.  Shillond hoped that this would let them avoid any traps set to catch them on the way to the place of power.
 
   "We are close," Shillond breathed almost inaudibly when Kreg and Kaila had huddled close and crouched low in the shadows of a hill. "The place of power is just ahead."
 
   "One of us should take a look," Kreg whispered, just as softly.
 
   "I wi..." Kaila's voice, at its normal volume, rang for that instant and Shillond held up a warding hand.
 
   "I will go," Kaila said more softly.
 
   "I think not," Shillond said, "no one doubts either your courage or your strength, but neither will aid us in this, I think.  This task will rely more on guile.  I will go."
 
   "I think I should be the one to go," Kreg said. "It's not that I'm any good at sneaking around, but if I get caught, you two still have a chance to escape and get back to Aerioch."
 
   "You are noble, Kreg, but I think unwise," Shillond said. "My magic can conceal me better if I am alone."
 
   Kreg shook his head. "Shillond, you are the one of us that absolutely has to get back to Aerioch.  We can't risk you."
 
   "Then I should be the one to go," Kaila said, "for despite my father's lack of faith in his own daughter, many are the times I have served as scout for the King's armies."
 
   "Are we going to stand here arguing until they come find us?" Kreg said. "Kaila, if only one of us has to return to Norveth, I think the King will find you of greater use than me."
 
   Kaila paused for a long moment then sighed. "Aye.  It pains me to say it, but aye."
 
   "Then it's settled," Kreg said. "I go."
 
   Shillond nodded.  After a long pause, Kaila nodded as well.
 
   "Move slowly," Kaila told Kreg. "Pause before setting foot to the ground to feel for and avoid any branches that might break and make a sound.  Hold in the shadow as much as possible and crouch low to the ground.  Have especial care crossing ridges where your shape can reveal you.  Patience and care will see you through.  Haste will reveal you."
 
   "I understand," Kreg said.
 
   Kaila placed a hand on his shoulder. "We shall conceal ourselves in yonder hollow. If you are unable to return before break of day, find a place to conceal yourself and return after nightfall." She squeezed his shoulder and let her hand drop to her side. "Take no chances, my friend.  Return to us safely."
 
   "Do my best," Kreg said.
 
   #
 
   Despite the chill in the pre-dawn air, Kreg was sweating by the time he returned to the small hollow where Kaila and Shillond had concealed themselves.  They had crawled into a clump of bushes and cut several heavy boughs from the inside.  Those boughs they had then propped from inside to make the clump appear denser than it was.
 
   "Just over the ridge, there is a patch of stony ground," Kreg said once they had replaced the concealing boughs. "I thought it was unguarded at first, but then I saw a man crouching in the shadow of a large stone.  He was well hidden by his cloak in the shadow.  With that as a clue, I was able to see six more.  I can't guarantee that I saw everyone.  I did not see the wizard."
 
   "He has to be here somewhere," Shillond said. "Since they expect me to be here, there has to be a wizard to defend against my magic."
 
   "How long will it take to use your spell of apportation when we're there?"
 
   "I merely need to speak the spell, a mere four words."
 
   "Then our course is simple," Kaila said. "We strike swiftly, slay any in our way, and come to the place where you can cast your spell."
 
   "And arrive back in Aerioch filled with arrows, Kaila?" Shillond shook his head. "Once again, I think guile is what we will need."
 
   Kreg rubbed at his chin. "'When the enemy comes, welcome him.  When he goes, send him on his way'."
 
   "What strange council is this?" Kaila asked.
 
   "It is an expression in the Way of Yielding,'" Kreg said. "They want to find us.  So let's let them find us.  Shillond, can your magic make me look like you, at least from a distance?"
 
   "That is simple enough."
 
   "Then here's what I have in mind."
 
   #
 
   Kreg found it odd to look up at Kaila.  Shillond had sworn that his spell only affected appearance, leaving Kreg's true size and shape unchanged, but something about it changed his perspective as well.  It was as if he were truly Shillond's height.  It had taken him some time to adjust to the different perspective, to be able to walk and run without stumbling, and his plan required that he be able to run.
 
   Neither the spell nor adjusting to the different perspective had been the most difficult part of their preparations, however.  The most difficult part had been convincing Kaila to turn and run from an enemy when the time came.
 
   The Schahi had no horses here.  Kreg's plan relied on that.  Kreg had seen no horses when he scouted the area and horses would be hard to hide in this terrain.  If they had them--and they probably did--they were not ready to hand.  Men wearing armor but without horses they could immediately mount--that was the key.  Neither Kreg nor Kaila wore armor and they had left their weapons with Shillond--another point on which Kaila had required considerable convincing.
 
   Kreg and Kaila darted from shadow to shadow in the light of the smaller of the two moons.  When they came within sight of the place Kreg had seen a man hiding the night before, he paused and peered intently into the shadow.  He could just see the outline of a man, whether the same or another, hiding within it.  He avoided looking toward the small hilltop from which he had surveyed the scene the night before.  Shillond would have reached the spot or he would not.  Either way Kreg could not wait any more.
 
   Crouching in his own shadow, Kreg moved forward just enough so that moonlight fell on his side and arm.  He pointed at the man in the rock's shadow.
 
   Ahead of him, the man stood up.  Kreg sprang to his feet and waved his arm, as if throwing something at the man.
 
   The man screamed and erupted in flame.
 
   Kreg started forward but other men stepped from their own places of concealment.  Kreg made another throwing gesture but this time only a faint glow appeared around the target.
 
   "It's a trap!" Kreg called to Kaila. "Run!"
 
   Kaila hesitated.
 
   "Run!" Kreg said again, and set action to words.
 
   They ran.  Kreg glanced over his shoulder to see other men pursuing them.  Now he only had to make sure that the wizard was among those pursuing.
 
   At the last point where Kreg knew he was still visible from the hilltop, he turned and once more made the throwing gesture and once more his target was faintly and for an instant limned in a dim glow.
 
   Unencumbered, Kreg and Kaila soon outdistanced their pursuers.  It would not be long before mounted men would come to join the search, but they had bought themselves a little time.
 
   They doubled back and joined Shillond at the top of the hill.  The plan had worked better than they had hoped.  No one had remained in the valley below.  The first spell had apparently convinced all the men, whether true men or demon changelings, to remain with the protection of the wizard.
 
   "They will return soon," Shillond said. "We must make haste."
 
   Kreg and Kaila followed Shillond down the hillside.
 
   "Come close," Shillond said when they had reached the valley. "Join hands with me while I cast the spell."
 
   When they had complied, Shillond spoke in a voice too low for Kreg to understand.  He felt a sharp wrenching, like being turned inside out, although not an unpleasant feeling at all.  A heartbeat later the three of them stood in Shillond's workshop.
 
   Kreg sagged with relief. "Can the wizard follow us?"
 
   "My workroom is shielded.  Only I, and those I bring with me, may enter it this way."
 
   The workshop was unnaturally quiet.  No sound at all pierced its walls or the single door from the city outside.  Small windows, set high in the walls, illuminated the shop.  Shelves filled with books and scrolls lined the walls while scattered tables held jars, bowls, flasks and other apparatus.
 
   “We had best see to the city,” Kaila said.
 
   #
 
   Kreg drew a deep breath and nodded.  At Shillond’s gesture, he opened the room’s door.
 
   Kreg stepped from the workshop into chaos.  On the street, men and women ran to and fro, screaming.  In the west he could see the glow of burning buildings, reflected from clouds of black smoke that billowed up to nearly blot out the sky.
 
   To Kreg's left Kaila grabbed one of the fleeing figures. "What befalls?"
 
   "A krayt," the man squeaked. "It destroys the town."
 
   Kaila released him and turned to Kreg. "Come, Kreg.  Rest must wait.  There is work we must be about." She turned back to face in the door. "Father, 'twould be best an' you remain here.  The spells you would need to slay such a beast would destroy all of Norveth."
 
   "I'm afraid you're right, Kaila," Shillond said. "Yet even the destruction of Norveth is less important than finding the answer to the changeling spell."
 
   "Let's go," Kreg said. "Who knows how many people are dying while we're standing here talking?"
 
   Kaila plowed her way through the fleeing, panicky crowd with Kreg following in her wake.  They did not need long to reach the source of the pandemonium.  A long, serpentine reptile crawled through the streets of Norveth.  Huge wings flapped on the back of the creature, fanning to furious heat the holocaust that raged about it.
 
   The beast was more than forty feet long.  When it reared back, its head stretched a full fifteen feet above the stone roadway.  Large gray scales covered most of the krayt's body.  The underparts were yellow-white.  Smaller scales covered the legs, neck, and tail.  Its translucent wings gleamed redly in the glow of firelight.  Kreg's attention focused on the beast's six-inch teeth and foot long claws.  As Kreg watched, it blew a stream of fire from its mouth and another building exploded into flame.
 
   "A dragon!" Kreg hauled up short, just in time to avoid running into Kaila.
 
   "Nay," Kaila said over her shoulder. "True dragons are found only far to the east.  Yon beast is not intelligent and cannot fly.  Its wings allow it to run faster than the swiftest courser for all its bulk."
 
   "I don't think it matters all that much right now," Kreg said. "What do we do now?"
 
   "While I draw yon beast's attention," Kaila drew her sword, "dart you in from behind and smite back of the head.  The scales are weaker there and mayhap you can thus slay it.  If that fail, remain on the one side, while I bide on the other.  The krayt is a stupid beast and we may thus keep it confused and may yet prevail."
 
   Kreg shook his head. "Just backwards, Kaila.  I'll draw his attention and you lop off the head.  You're stronger and better with the sword and I'm more expendable."
 
   "I grant you the first two, but not the third." Kaila considered for a moment, a short moment. "Aye.  We will do as you say."
 
   As Kaila dashed away to find a path that led behind the krayt, Kreg nocked an arrow.  A moment later, he stepped from behind the wall that sheltered him.  In a single motion, he drew and let fly.
 
   The arrow shattered against the krayt's scale-covered hide as Kreg ducked back behind the wall.  A split second later he stepped out again and loosed another arrow.  This arrow bounced off into the distance.
 
   Kreg swore.  He might as well be throwing muffins at it.  Nevertheless, he loosed a third arrow and a fourth right after it.  Both bounced off the Krayt without apparent effect.  The krayt turned and took a step in Kreg’s direction.
 
   "Well," Kreg let fly with a fifth arrow. "At least I have its attention."
 
   The krayt let out a bass bellow and continued lumbering in Kreg's direction.
 
   Kaila sprang out from behind a ruined wall.  She sprinted toward the krayt, ducking past its right foreleg to reach a point alongside its neck.  Her sword rang as she brought it down in a mighty chop upon the base of the beast's skull.  The sound was the only noticeable effect, that and the creature turning its head slowly in her direction.
 
   "Look out!" Kreg drew his own sword.  He scrambled toward the monster as the krayt reared its head up to the full height the long neck could reach.
 
   Kreg lunged, poking the beast in the underside of the neck.  His sword point caught it between two of the scales, penetrating about half an inch.  Dark red blood welled from the cut.  The krayt looked first left, then right, seeking the source of the minor irritation.  It spotted Kaila and swooped down in an attempt to snatch her in its yard long jaws.
 
   Kaila twisted herself to the right, barely avoiding the krayt's teeth.  Kreg gained new appreciation for her speed with that move, faster than anything she had used in his training.  
 
   For an instant, the Krayt was still and Kreg used that moment to lunge forward and pierce the beast’s left eye.
 
   The krayt bellowed.  As it turned to snap at Kreg, he dove and rolled to the right, somehow avoiding descending teeth.  He came alongside its neck, opposite Kaila.
 
   The krayt started to twist in Kreg's direction.  Kaila drove her sword point into the space between two of the creature's scales, drawing blood.  With the tip of her sword still in the wound, she wrenched it to one side, prying off a scale.  More blood spilled on the ground.
 
   The krayt tried to turn toward Kaila, but Kreg hammered at it.  He did no visible damage, but managed to draw its attention away from Kaila again.
 
   Kaila struck again, this time managing to cut through a few of the scales.  An almost detached corner of Kreg’s mind noticed that Kaila’s sword was glowing with a blue light.
 
   The krayt bellowed again.  It reared back, opening its mouth wide.  It sucked in a huge lungful of air.
 
   "No!" Kaila shouted. "Run, Kreg!" She sprinted away, heeding her own advice.
 
   Kreg looked up.  The krayt loomed over him.  Flame erupted from the monster's maw, engulfing Kreg.
 
   "I'm dead," Kreg said.  He looked down at himself, stunned.  Flames licked at the blackened ground around his feet but left him untouched.  The flames had not hurt him, had not touched him at all except for his sword blade.  His sword glowed with white heat, a heat that burned him no more than had the flames.
 
   Kreg looked up again.  The krayt seemed as confused as he was.  It roared in frustration.
 
   Shaking off the confusion he felt to deal with later, Kreg threw back his sword arm. "Chew on this!" Kreg snapped his arm forward, hurling the sword through the air.  The krayt snatched the sword out of the air.
 
   An instant later the krayt spat out the sword, no longer glowing.  It reared back, spitting flame.  A second later, flame spurted from the krayt's ruined eye, followed almost instantly by the other eye, then the whole beast burst into flame.
 
   As the krayt's death throes dwindled, Kaila approached Kreg hesitantly, stopping a good ten feet from him. "Marry!" Her voice was hushed. "When the krayt did breath upon you, I thought you dead."
 
   Kreg retrieved his sword and slid it into his sheath before answering. "So did I.  I'm just glad I'm not."
 
   "Shillond must hear of this," Kaila said. "Never before has man withstood the flames of the krayt’s breath and lived."
 
   #
 
   "Astounding." Shillond rubbed his chin. "Kreg, if I may, I would like to make a few tests."
 
   “Tests?  What kind of tests?”
 
   “Some small spells, nothing harmful, I assure you.”
 
   "I guess," Kreg said. "Just be careful.  Maybe whatever saved me from the Krayt will do it again sometime.  In fact, I think it already has."
 
   They sat in Shillond's workshop.  The city returned to normal quickly after the death of the krayt, at least as close to normal as the city could be while Aerioch was losing a war.
 
   Kaila had set work parties to repairing the damage done by the krayt and had called for all those not required to work outside to take refuge within the castle's walls.
 
   “It has?” Shillond said.
 
   “Back when we were escaping the castle.  I thought the wizard tried to cast a spell at me but nothing happened.”
 
   “Father,” Kaila said, “remember your sleeping spell?  Kreg woke early.”
 
   Shillond nodded. “So he did.  Now if I may begin my tests?”
 
   Kreg nodded.
 
   Shillond half filled a bowl with water then poured as small quantity of ink into it.  He plucked a few hairs from Kreg’s head and dropped them into the bowl. Finally, he crossed and uncrossed his hands above the bowl while speaking in a voice too low for Kreg to hear.
 
   Nothing happened that Kreg could see but Shillond stared into the bowl for several minutes.  He then looked at Kreg and turned away, reaching for one of the shelves.
 
   Without warning, Shillond spun to face Kreg and pointed. “Defend yourself!”
 
   Kreg started.  A beam of light sprang from Shillond’s fingertip and stopped a scant fraction of an inch from Kreg’s chest.
 
   “Shillond!” Kaila said.
 
   “My apologies, both of you,” Shillond said, “The light was harmless but it confirmed what I thought.  I had thought to answer questions but for each one I answer, others arise."
 
   Kaila paused in her pacing. "What say you?"
 
   "I easily enough solved the riddle of Kreg's surviving the krayt's flame," Shillond said.
 
   "I'm glad to hear that," Kreg said. "So how did I?"
 
   Shillond pulled a tube, about an arm's length long and as thick around as Kreg's wrist from a shelf and removed a tightly wound scroll of parchment from inside it. "There remains a link between you and the world of your birth.  As you said, magic does not work the same there as it does here."
 
   "Not quite.  I said it doesn't work at all."
 
   "There I think you are mistaken." Shillond unrolled a portion of the scroll and made a few marks on it with a quill pen. "Your world must have magic of some sort for magic cannot reach where magic does not exist.  Only magic could have brought you here."
 
   "Okay." Kreg nodded. "I can buy that.  But how does that affect us here?"
 
   Shillond waved a hand and a crystal orb floated from the wall and came to rest in a wrought brass stand in front of Shillond.  He peered into it and answered. "As I said, a link remains between you and your home world.  The magic of your world must be different indeed from the magic here.  When you wish it, you can draw on that link, become more a thing of your own world, and the new-cast magics of this world fail when they touch you."
 
   "If you say so." Kreg looked into the orb but saw nothing.
 
   "It also explains what happened to your sword and the krayt."
 
   Kreg did not see how and said so.
 
   Shillond smiled. "The krayt's flame is magical and your instinctive reaction was to resist it.  The power had to go somewhere, in this case your sword.  You're lucky you didn't destroy the city, throwing the sword at the krayt like you did."
 
   Kreg swallowed and nodded.
 
   "I see not why you are in confusion, Shillond. ‘Tis simple enough."
 
   "The link between Kreg and his world is changing." Shillond gestured again and the orb floated back to its shelf. "It is growing stronger.  I suspect it will in time grow powerful enough to draw him back to his own world." He turned back to Kreg. "There is some hazard in that.  An uncontrolled transfer could be dangerous."
 
   "Danger?" Kaila half drew her sword. "If Kreg is imperiled..."
 
   "Oh, no immediate danger," Shillond hastened to assure her. "Some months will pass, perhaps as much as a year, before he is drawn from here."
 
   Slowly, Kaila slid her sword back into its scabbard.
 
   "So," Kreg said. "What's the problem?  That seems to answer everything rather fully."
 
   Shillond sighed. "It would, if that were all I found, but it's not.  While examining you I also found traces of other magics."
 
   "What other magics?  Did whoever brought me here?..."
 
   "No." Shillond shook his head. "This has a different feel to it, some enemy most likely as it is a curse of sorts."
 
   "But I don't have any enemies!"
 
   "A curse!" Kaila drew her sword again. "Did the red mage place another mystic trap among us?"
 
   "I think not." Shillond began to pace. "Again, this has a different feel, and the magic is far more subtle than...  Well, if that mage had been capable of such subtlety, not even Kaila would have known she was under compulsion until it was too late." A moment later, a smile replaced the sober expression on Shillond's face. "Suffice to say that this spell is something different."
 
   "Aye," Kaila said, her own expression dark.
 
   Shillond turned back to Kreg. "This curse you are under is a form of compulsion.  Not overt, such as the one that affected Kaila, but acting to prevent you from using certain knowledge of your home world."
 
   "So that's why I've been unable to remember much history."
 
   Shillond nodded. "You complained of headaches?"
 
   "Seemed to have them all the time."
 
   "Not all the time, just when you were trying to use knowledge from your own world.  The spell is imperfect, of course."
 
   "Why 'of course'?" Kreg asked.
 
   "Knowledge is tied to who you are," Shillond said, "so some leaks through the barrier."
 
   After a moment of silence, Kreg said, "You were right about more questions than answers." Kreg leaned against the table. "I'm more confused than ever."
 
   "Can this curse be removed?" Kaila asked.
 
   "I feel confident," Shillond said. "Here, in my workshop, with all my tools, materials, and grimoires.  No, it will not be difficult, not as difficult, for instance, as curing you, Kaila."
 
   "Then do so," Kaila's request was almost a demand. "Kreg must not be under such a thing."
 
   Kreg's head reeled.  He had suffered too many shocks in too short a time.
 
   "Kreg?" Shillond interrupted Kreg's thoughts.
 
   "What?  Oh.  Of course." Kreg nodded.
 
   As Shillond cast the spells, Kreg concentrated on allowing them to affect him.  This would be a bad time for the resistance to magic Shillond had mentioned to prevent them from working.  From time to time, Shillond would gesture and a book or object would float from a shelf or table to either hover near Kreg or in front of Shillond before floating back to its shelf.
 
   After some time Kreg felt a release and the fog that had clouded his thinking ever since he arrived had gone along with the headache that had plagued him.
 
   Kreg smiled his relief. "I believe you've done it.  It’s like being well without having known you were sick."
 
   Shillond patted Kreg on the shoulder and turned to Kaila. "You may want to see to the defense of the city while I research the changeling spell.  I don't believe it was mere chance that a krayt should attack now of all times.  Also, I believe that with both King Marek and Prince Keven gone from the city, you are ranking noble."
 
   "Aye, mage." Kaila nodded. "There is wisdom in your words.  Come, Kreg." She swept out of the room.
 
   #
 
   Kaila led Kreg first to the damaged wall where the krayt had broken into the town.  She set laborers to repair the breach, taking them from other repair operations.  She summoned most of the reserve troops to guard the gap until the workers could complete repairs.
 
   From the top of the wall nearby, Kreg surveyed the land outside the city. "This is a well-built city, easy to defend."
 
   "Aye." Kaila nodded. "King Marek chose well.  On three sides the river defends us and our walls must only face a small front."
 
   "Yeah," Kreg said. "But I've been thinking..."
 
   "Your thoughts have ever been good even when you were cursed," Kaila said. "And the curse is lifted.  What think you?"
 
   "Well." Kreg pointed. "A couple of ditches across the strip of land there would fill with water and make almost as good a defense as the river behind us."
 
   "Of a truth!" Kaila stared at the plain before them. "'Twas something I had ne'er thought on.  Aye. 'Twould strengthen Norveth much."
 
   "There's more," Kreg said. "When you dig the ditches, you throw the dirt up on this side to make a low wall.  You could then use bridges that can be drawn back so troops can retreat if need be, or could sally forth to counterattack.  Archers could stand behind the wall and shoot from its protection.  Several such defenses -- on my world we called it a 'layered defense' or a 'defense in depth' would make Norveth nearly impossible to take by storm, not unless you were outnumbered by some ten to one."
 
   "You speak rightly!" Kaila said. "I must set workers upon it at once.  But..."
 
   Her voice trailed off as she peered into the distance.  Kreg squinted and saw what had attracted her attention: a spot of color that soon resolved into a horse and rider.  The horseman carried a banner.
 
   "An' I not mistake," Kaila said, "that is the herald of Prince Keven.  This likes me not."
 
   "Trouble?"
 
   "Aye," Kaila said. "Keven is fighting the war in the west.  He would not send his herald hither lest he and the army follow.  Thus, they must be in retreat."
 
   Kaila sent word to have the gates opened to the herald.  She led Kreg to the council chamber to meet him.
 
   "Keven comes," the herald reported. "He retreats in good order.  His rearguard continues to harass the enemy and slow their advance."
 
   "And the enemy?" Kaila asked. "What numbers have they?  What are their tactics?"
 
   "There seem numberless, My Lady," the herald said. "They attack in waves.  We charge to meet them and scatter one wave, but when we give chase the next comes upon us and we have to retreat.  We take only light losses but their hosts outnumber us three to one.  If we continue much longer, they will wear us down."
 
   She turned to Kreg when the herald had gone. "There are evil tidings.  Our armies can scatter the enemy but..."
 
   Kreg grinned sardonically. "You win the skirmishes and lose the battles."
 
   "That seems the way of it," Kaila said. "We have called to service all there are to call.  Schah can replenish her warriors with spellcraft.  If it is that the wars continue for long, then shall Aerioch fall."
 
   "But they only have one tactic." A glimmer of an idea began to form in Kreg's mind. "Useful only against a cavalry charge, heavy cavalry at that."
 
   "And yet," Kaila said, "our armies are cavalry and how else to use them but at the charge?"
 
   "How else indeed," Kreg mused.
 
   #
 
   Kaila greeted Keven in the council chamber later that evening.  From her childhood spent largely at court, she knew Keven’s habits well.  Keven would first see to his men and then their horses.  Then Keven would bath and change into clean clothes.  Only then would he meet with anyone from court.  When she saw the lines that fear and concern carved into his face, she was grateful that she had allowed him his old habit.
 
   "It liked me not," Keven told, "to spend the army in futile effort as the army of Shendar was spent."
 
   Kaila poured a cup of wine and handed it to him.  The two of them were alone in the council chamber. "You did well, Keven, as I am sure the King your father will agree."
 
   "There were just too many." Keven seemed not to hear her. "Just too many.  And we fled before them."
 
   "Keven," Kaila said. "Lately my head is filled with strange thoughts.  The Nomad shaman we met told me that I must be like the coyote, not the wolf.  And Kreg, with his 'Way of Yielding.' It has taught him a strange mode of thought, where one can defeat an enemy by fleeing before him.  I would not have believed had I not seen it happen.  Yet these thoughts fill my mind and I do not understand them, but one thing I do understand.  You did no evil turn to save the army to fight another day."
 
   "'The Way of Yielding'?" Keven asked.
 
   "It is a form of wrestling that Kreg learned on his world," Kaila said, "Or perhaps it is more than that, I do not know.  And yet I see what he does.  He counsels us to flee before enemies, and I see in his eyes it is not fear that prompts this counsel, but a greater wisdom than I have wit to understand.  Kreg..." she paused, searching for the right words, "bends, in a way unlike any I have ever seen.  He bends not to whim or...or...his bending is not like the whisperer, who tells each what he wishes to hear.  It is..." She sighed. "I do not know."
 
   Keven sat back in his chair, and sipped at his wine.  His eyes were half-lidded, hiding any thoughts that Kaila might read in them.  After a long time, he said, "Tell me more.  I would hear of what you have seen of Kreg and his 'Way of Yielding'."
 
   Kaila sat back in her own chair, picked up her wine and sipped before beginning her tale.  She told him of meeting Kreg, a stranger in Trevanta, with no more wit than a babe and yet who faced danger alone and unafraid for the sake of another when he might have passed by.  She told him how Kreg's eyes had grieved with her at the loss of the coyote pups.  She told him how Kreg had refused to accept Shillond's death from the spell of the winds, and had with no more than his hands and his breath, restored him.  And she told how Kreg had counseled to flee before the guards at the place of power that returned them to Norveth, and how that very flight had led the guards to give chase, leaving the place unguarded upon their return.
 
   And, finally, she told of how Kreg had stood before a krayt and through some magic she did not understand, slew it.
 
   When she was hoarse and could talk no more, Keven smiled. "And where is Kreg now?
 
   "He is with Shillond," Kaila said. "My father asked his assistance in solving the riddle of the changeling spell.  I know not how Kreg may help, but Shillond was adamant."
 
   "I should be jealous of him in your company." Keven opened the door and motioned Kaila to precede him.
 
   They walked the corridor together. "Keven..."
 
   "No.” Keven pressed his fingertips against her lips. "I have seen his eyes.  He cares for you more than he will admit, even to himself."
 
   Keven stopped, a hand on Kaila's arm, restraining her.  He turned her to face him. "And you care for him.  More than you will admit...even to yourself."
 
   "We have shared adventure and danger," Kaila said. "And owe each other our lives several times over.  Yet e'en so, ever have I remained faithful to you."
 
   "I know."
 
   "Keven." She stared at the floor. "We must marry.  My duchy..."
 
   Keven smiled. "Will just have to wait for another generation to have its loyalty problems solved."
 
   "But..."
 
   Keven sighed. "Kaila, you have never loved me, nor I you.  We planned to marry for the sake of the kingdom, no more.  Perhaps this is a time for Kreg's 'Way of Yielding'."
 
   "But, Keven--" Kaila stared at the floor. "--there is nothing between Kreg and me.  We are boon companions, no more."
 
   "Truly, Kaila?"
 
   She looked at him, moisture blurring her vision. "Of a truth."
 
   "Kaila-–“ Keven smiled wanly. "--You know not your own mind in this.  How can you claim to know Kreg's?"
 
   "Keven–“ A tear rolled down her cheek. "--he loves me not!"
 
   #
 
   Kreg sat on a stool in Shillond's study.  The idea of using the Schahi changeling army's tactics against them would not leave his mind.  He rubbed his temples--fatigue, not headache--and tried to push his thoughts aside.  If he tried to force the idea, it would probably be stillborn.  His effort was only partially successful.
 
   "My grimoires were silent regarding the changeling spell," Shillond said. "I must, therefore, seek the source of magical knowledge directly."
 
   "Huh?"
 
   "Sorry, Kreg," Shillond said. "Just step into the pentacle.  We have a journey to make."
 
   "Kaila..."
 
   "She has her own work here."
 
   "Yes, but shouldn't we tell her if we're going anywhere.
 
   Shillond laughed. "Not quite, Kreg.  We won't even be leaving my workroom."
 
   "We have a journey to make, but we aren't leaving the workroom, huh?" Kreg grinned. "I'm not sure which, but one of us is very confused."
 
   Shillond grinned widely. "Ah, Kreg, removing the curse has improved your wit as well.  I will explain."
 
   "Please do."
 
   "The pentacle is focus for a special spell," Shillond said. "On it we journey to an...other place, not part of this world.  Thus, in this world, we never leave this room.  But we go somewhere else."
 
   "If you say so." Kreg nodded. "Me, I'm just along for the ride."
 
   "There will be dangers," Shillond said. "The pentacle will protect us from demonic forces.  I will deal with the magical, and you with the physical threats."
 
   "Me?" Kreg yelped. "Now I know we need Kaila."
 
   Shillond turned to Kreg, his expression serious. "No, Kreg.  The Gods have bound the Demon Baaltor in how much strength he may bring against those who challenge him, but he is able to bring more power each time someone faces him.  Kaila fought hard when last she journeyed with me and I fear that the next time she would be overborne.  You have not faced the demon before so he must start afresh with you.  And you have another advantage over Kaila.  I need not protect you from magical forces as I would have to protect her...to my cost."
 
   "What?"
 
   "You are not affected by magic unless you will," Shillond reminded him.
 
   Kreg blinked in surprise. "As you say."
 
   "Then stay close." Shillond raised his hands then paused. "Kreg, most spells cannot be cast except by one who has defeated Baaltor according to the laws.  The spell I am about to use is not one such.  Further, it will stick in your mind like no other.  I must implore you not to use it.  Without many years of training as well as the strength of youth, you would be overborne."
 
   Kreg nodded.  Shillond raised his hands again and spoke.
 
   "Four walls--black." Shillond traced out a great square with his hands.  Next he traced the lines of the pentacle. "Magic circle -- white." He held his hands overhead. "By the power of Eranah." He lowered his hands to his sides. "A journey-disk of light."

 
   The lines of the pentacle began to glow with a dim, yellow light that swiftly grew brighter.  When it reached the brightness of the larger of the two moons, the light spread, filling the gaps between the lines.  Kreg and Shillond stood on a disk of yellow light, rimmed in white.
 
   The objects in Shillond's workshop blurred together until they merged into a formless gray mist that darkened gradually: first blue-gray, then purple, finally black.  Blackness seemed to stretch forever, an impenetrable nothingness in which the pentacle, an isle of light, floated.
 
   


 
  

CHAPTER NINE
 
   Out of this blackness a spot of red, the color of freshly spilled blood, glowed.  It grew as it neared the pentacle, or perhaps the pentacle neared it, Kreg could not tell.  The spot of color grew closer, resolving into a vaguely man-shaped form.  Its head...its head was a horror, seeming the product of a cross between an ox and a boar, with the teeth of a wolf.
 
   Finally, the movement stopped.  The creature loomed a hundred feet tall.  Its teeth were a yard long and sharp as daggers.  Its eyes glowed, twin coals in its face.
 
   Kreg could not suppress a shiver.
 
   "Well, Mage," the apparition boomed.  Tongues of flame licked around its mouth with each word. "You have returned to me at last.  And you have brought me a present, I see."
 
   "I bring no presents, Baaltor," Shillond said, his voice grim. "I come seeking knowledge."
 
   "Again?" The demon seemed on the verge of laughter. "Why, Shillond, it has been so long.  Are you not satisfied with what you have gleaned from me in the past?"
 
   "Come, beast." Shillond gestured and light appeared in his hands. "You know the laws established by the First Gods."
 
   "Speak not of them here, Mage!" The demon roared.  Flame erupted from Baaltor's mouth and washed around the pentacle, encircling Shillond and Kreg, yet touching neither of them.
 
   Shillond laughed. "You know the laws, Baaltor." He drew himself to his full height. "Your demonic might may not be used against us directly."
 
   "Then defend yourself!"
 
   A score of armored soldiers appeared.
 
   "Kreg!" Shillond said.
 
   Kreg sidestepped, placing himself between Shillond and the soldiers.  They moved awkwardly and came at Kreg single file, which led him to wonder if that might be due to some laws of magic--requiring this to be a fair contest.  He felt certain that Baaltor could just as easily have conjured a thousand warriors of Kaila's caliber had he so chosen...or been permitted.
 
   Kreg lunged and caught the first in the throat.  It faded into nothingness and the second advanced.  A parry and counter.  The second soldier's head sprang from its shoulders just before it too vanished.
 
   Kreg spared Shillond a quick glance over his shoulder.  Flames erupted from Shillond's fingertips to wash over the demon.  Baaltor shrugged off Shillond's attack and responded in kind.
 
   The demon noticed Kreg's glance and swung a hand in his direction.  A bolt of light burst from it.
 
   Light flared around Kreg, blinding him.  When his vision cleared, he stood unharmed.  His sword glowed redly in his hand.
 
   "What?" The demon seemed as surprised as Kreg.
 
   "You waste your spells, Baaltor," Shillond said. "My young companion is immune to such."
 
   "Who is he?" Baaltor demanded.
 
   "You don't know?  Now that is interesting." Shillond smiled, a grim smile. "But enough.  Come, demon, we still have unfinished business."
 
   Lightning erupted from Shillond's hands.  Kreg nearly missed seeing the next of the armored figures resuming its attack.  He ducked, losing a few hairs to the sweep of the figure's sword, and countered, striking down the armored figure.
 
   Without warning, the armored figures disappeared.  Kreg stole a glance at Shillond and saw that his battle with the demon had also ended.
 
   "Enough, Mage," Baaltor said. "No more threats am I permitted to send against you.  By the laws They have decreed, you have earned your knowledge.  Go and be done with you!"
 
   "The knowledge, Baaltor."
 
   "You wish a counter to the changeling spell.  Very well.  You will find it in our grimoires.  Now go!"
 
   Baaltor faded into the distance.  The blackness around them began to brighten, lightening to purple, then to gray.  Forms appeared in the grayness, swiftly becoming more distinct.  Finally, Kreg and Shillond stood once more in Shillond's workshop.
 
   "Well," Shillond said, stepping off the pentacle. "That was interesting, even beyond the information we set out to obtain."
 
   He waved a hand and a book floated from a shelf along the wall to land on a podium in the middle of the room.  Another wave and it opened to a blank page on which writing began to appear in letters of fire that quickly faded to black.
 
   "How so?" Kreg tore his eyes away from the book.
 
   "Baaltor did not know you," Shillond said. "And he should have.  He is the primary source of magical energy.  Any spell powerful enough to draw you here from your own world he would notice."
 
   "So how did I get here?" Kreg asked.
 
   Shillond shook his head. "I don't know." Shillond propped himself on a stool.
 
   Kreg shrugged. "So we have another piece to the puzzle, another piece that doesn't fit anywhere."
 
   "Well..." Shillond glanced at his book.  New letters had stopped forming and those that remained had ceased their burning. "Ah.  Let's see what we have here."
 
   The letters were gibberish to Kreg.
 
   "That's bad," Shillond said. "The counterspell requires first restraining the changelings.  It seems we are no better than we were before."
 
   Kreg shook his head. "Damn."
 
   "I erred." Shillond sank back onto the stool. "When Baaltor said 'a' counter spell, I should have caught it, should have realized there might be more than one.  I didn't and, as a result, we get a counterspell that only affects one changeling at a time, and then the changeling must be bound with ropes of human hair."
 
   Kreg nodded. "It's like that old saying about catching a bird.  If you can get close enough to put salt on its tail, catching it is no problem.  And if we could catch and bind the changelings in the first place, we wouldn't need a counterspell."
 
   "Old saying?" Shillond shook his head. "Still, yes, you are right."
 
   "So we go back--" Kreg's eyes narrowed. "--and wring the correct spell from the beast's neck."
 
   "No, Kreg." Shillond stood up suddenly. "I had to use a trick to face him this time and it would not work again.  Baaltor has your measure now, and I...I am no longer the young man who once contested the demon."
 
   #
 
   "...So that is the situation, Majesty," Shillond said that evening.
 
   Shillond, Kreg, Kaila, and Keven were sitting around the council table.  A crystal sphere set in a base of wrought gold sat in the center of the table.  Within the globe floated an image of Marek.  From this image, they could hear his voice when he spoke and--Shillond had assured them--he could see and hear them.  At Kreg's query, Shillond had explained that the council table held a link with the map table the King carried on campaign.
 
   Marek was still with the army in the east and was engaged in an orderly retreat. "Their seeming endless numbers is our gravest difficulty," Marek said. "One wave will strike and rebound from our lines, doing little harm to us, but when we give chase, another will attack.” His image in the crystal shook its head. "We retreat slowly.  I know not how long we can continue to resist."
 
   "They attack in waves?" Kreg leaned forward eagerly.  The King's repetition of Keven's problem had sent his mind racing, an idea springing forth fully formed.
 
   "Yes," Marek said.
 
   "What sort of troops are they?" Kreg asked.
 
   "Medium and heavy cavalry.  Very little infantry.  They have a few archers but their short bows have little range or power."
 
   “The 'Way of Yielding,’” Kreg said.
 
   Keven leaned back in his seat at the head of the table, “What has your wrestling style to do with the battles we have been losing?”
 
   “It’s what the Schahi have been doing to you.  You come to battle.  They yield from before you.  You give chase.  Then they strike.”
 
   “Even so, they do,” Marek said. “So how do we stop them?”
 
   "You make them come to you." Kreg grinned. "Let me tell you a story about a battle that took place on my world, a battle that happened at a little town called Crécy."
 
   Nearly an hour later, Kreg finished the story.  A hint of a smile had appeared on the King's face as Kreg began the tale and had grown as Kreg continued the telling. "Aye. 'Tis possible.  In truth, 'tis possible."
 
   He looked to where Kaila sat. "Kaila, how soon can you and Kreg reach the army?"
 
   "Keep you your present position?" Kaila asked.
 
   "No.  We will be falling back toward Aerioch."
 
   "Can you reach the village of Griselde within ten days?"
 
   "Yes," Marek nodded vigorously. "And the land there is much like that Kreg described at Crécy."
 
   "We shall join you there, Majesty," Kaila said.
 
   "Very well," Marek said.  He nodded, said something that Kreg did not hear, and vanished.
 
   "I don't understand," Kreg said.
 
   "The King is no fool," Kaila said. "You speak of tactics unknown on this world.  You must be there to array the forces and advise the King."
 
   "Me?"
 
   "Aye, Kreg," Keven said, breaking his silence for the first time. "A grave responsibility, I know." His face took on a grim expression. "You may be the only remaining hope for the kingdom's survival.  In truth, fighting as we always have will lose us the kingdom before the winter snows arrive."
 
   Kreg started to reply but stopped at the pain in Keven's eyes.  Instead he nodded and said, "I'll do my best."
 
   "That's all anyone can ask," Shillond said softly, his eyes on Keven.
 
   #
 
   Kreg had finally inured to hard riding.  They had ridden through the plains that bordered Norveth into rolling hillside, dotted with small farming villages.  They had needed to slow as they came to steeper hills further east.  The slowest part of the journey had been the three days walking their horses through a pass in a low range of mountains, then two final days in the hills to the east of the mountains, hills in which villages were more rare and the land was more wooded and wild.  
 
   Kreg was tired, but not overly so, when he and Kaila reached Marek's army.
 
   "Majesty." Kaila bowed as they entered Marek's tent.  Kreg hastened to imitate her.
 
   "Ah, Kaila, Kreg," Marek turned from the table where he had been studying a map of the lands about them. "You are indeed well come."
 
   Marek motioned them to the map.  The village of Griselde sat at the foot of a precipice overlooking a river.  A ridge ran north by northeast for about a mile before reaching a forest.  The map did not say whether the ridge continued into the forest or ended at the edge.  To the east, the land sloped moderately to the river, to the west, gently.
 
   Kreg traced the line of the ridge with his finger. "This is so like Crécy as to be scary."
 
   "My army awaits, Kreg," Marek said. "How shall they be ordered?"
 
   Kreg studied the map. "How is the Schahi army armed?"
 
   "They have a large force of cavalry armed with lance and sword." Marek pointed at a symbol on the map. "Their armor is chain, lacking the breastplates of our own."
 
   Kreg nodded.  Without breastplates, the Schahi would be more vulnerable to archery.
 
   Marek pointed at another symbol. "Here is their force of archers.  As I related in council, they are armed with short bows and lightly armored--hardened leather."
 
   The archers had taken a position north and west of the cavalry, that would have them advancing ahead and to the right. Kreg studied the position. "How long until they arrive?"
 
   "No sooner than afternoon tomorrow."
 
   "Okay, Your Majesty," Kreg said. "I'm not a general; I've had some luck with a sword, but I've never led men in combat.  The best I can do is set you up like Edward at Crécy and tell you what he did.  With a little luck, and more than a little skill, we might just pull this off."
 
   "Aye, Kreg," Marek said. "With Kaila's leave..."
 
   "You have it, Majesty." Kaila bowed.
 
   "Advisor you shall be.  Say on."
 
   "What are your forces?" Kreg asked.
 
   "Of knights I have eight hundreds," Marek said. "Many with squire and man-at-arms.  The total of armored warriors is two thousand.  The northeast provinces are a wild place." He looked up at Kaila who nodded.
 
   At Kreg's puzzled look, Kaila explained. "Zantor, my duchy, is to the north and east.  Only Marquis Dahren rules lands more remote."
 
   A nod and Marek continued. "Many hunters have they.  They have sent four thousands of archers armed with longbow.  Other provinces have sent peasant levies skilled only with knife, or with spear, but they add fifteen hundreds to our fighting strength."
 
   "Not good," Kreg said. "Edward had more archers and the archers are central to the plan."
 
   "Ah, but I had not finished," Marek continued. "Merona has sent us aid of three thousand of their finest archers.  Thus our total is seven thousands."
 
   "But Merona answered not our embassy!" Kaila said.
 
   "Aye," Marek said. "Little love had they for we of Aerioch.  Yet with the fall of Shendar, they saw the danger of Schah's unchecked advance they saw we had common cause.  The archers had but joined us the day of your return from Schah."
 
   Kreg picked up a short length of charred vine and began to sketch, holding it like a pencil. "Here, along the southern part of the ridge, we'll put a line of your armored warriors.  Can they fight dismounted?"
 
   "Aye," Marek said, "although they like it not."
 
   Kreg snorted. "I expected that.  They'll have to though.  The idea is to stand and receive the enemy's charge and, from what I've read, that's difficult to do on horseback." Kreg tried to put conviction behind his words, difficult since he had never fought a pitched battle, certainly not from the back of a horse.
 
   "'Tis true." Kaila crowded in to look at the map. "The knight's destrier is trained to meet the enemy at the charge.  They like not standing still when attacks come upon them."
 
   "But can they not charge to meet the enemy?" Marek asked.
 
   "Sure," Kreg said. "If you're absolutely sure they will come back when ordered.  Otherwise, they'll just get scattered and the Schahi will swarm back and around them and..." Kreg spread his hands with a shrug, tilting his head to one side.
 
   Marek sighed and nodded. "Dismounted they shall fight."
 
   "Okay," Kreg said. "Edward put about eight hundred on this wing and I see no reason to change it; I don't suppose the exact numbers are all that important anyway." He drew a line on the map. "On the flanks of this line you put, oh, call it two thousand archers.  Let these lines angle forward slightly.  He drew two more lines. "This way they can strike at the flanks of an attacking force."
 
   "But will they not themselves be vulnerable?" Marek asked.
 
   "Not too badly," Kreg said. "Two reasons: If the Schahi charge up the hill, their armor will weigh them down, slowing them, and we'll have the archers dig holes--" He held up his hands, about a foot apart. "--about this big and the same deep in front of their position.  Cavalry won't be able to advance through that at faster than a walk."
 
   "It seems me good, Majesty," Kaila said.
 
   "Aye," Marek said. "Continue, Kreg."
 
   "Behind the archers put about a third of the peasant levies." Kreg drew more lines. "They have two important functions.  If any enemy forces do get through to the archers, they come forward to defend them.  And if, for any reason, the archers can't shoot, they become the flank attacking force."
 
   "Truly you are a man inspired, Kreg." Marek clouted him on the shoulder. "Who else would think to prepare for such happenstance?"
 
   "Not me, Majesty," Kreg said. "Edward's grandfather.  He's the one that developed the tactics Edward put to good effect at Crécy."
 
   "I will not hear you disparage yourself, Kreg." Kaila's voice was stern, but her eyes shone with pride.
 
   Kreg shrugged and continued. "On the other wing, Edward put about five hundred armored men with twelve hundred archers and another third of the peasant levies arranged as before.  If they are as good as you say, I think this would be the place to put the Meronan archers so make it three thousand archers, five hundred armored men, and about 500 peasants."
 
   Marek nodded. "And the remainder?"
 
   Kreg drew a circle, well behind the other lines. "Here, as a reserve.  If either line weakens or if the Schahi forces try to encircle, they will be ready."
 
   Marek stared at the map. "Would it not be better to put those forces at the front?"
 
   "Maybe," Kreg said, "if everything goes as planned.  But how often does everything go as planned?  From what I've read, it's always better to have a reserve."
 
   Marek nodded slowly. "Many times I have seen plans go awry and 'tis certain that fighting as we have is a road to ruin.  It shall be as you say."
 
   "A couple of other things," Kreg said. "If you have the men set up the lines now and camp in position, or close to it, we won't have to worry about anybody coming on us by surprise.  Also, you'll need messengers whose orders will be obeyed and place yourself where you can see the whole battle in order to direct it properly."
 
   "That likes me not," Marek said. "Ever has it been my wont to lead my knights into battle."
 
   Kreg shrugged. "If you wish, but then you are just another knight and the army is just a mob with no head to guide it."
 
   "Kreg speaks wisdom, Majesty," Kaila said.
 
   "Aye, I know." Marek bowed his head. "It likes me not, but we each do as we must."
 
   #
 
   That night, by the light of the twin moons, Marek ordered the lines as Kreg had outlined.  He placed Kaila in command of the south wing; Duke Bryon had the north.  The King himself took command of the reserve forces, which doubled as a bodyguard.  Marek had decided, and Kreg had agreed, that once he committed the reserves he would be able to do little to direct the battle.
 
   "'Twould be good, Majesty," Kaila said when they had finished ordering the army, "for you to go among the troops.  They are weary and heart sore at losing battles and you could cheer them much."
 
   "Aye, Kaila." Marek stood.
 
   "Speak to me truly, Kreg," Kaila said once the King had left. "May we carry the day on the morrow or not?"
 
   "I don't know." Kreg poked a stick into the fire. "Morale is low and that counts for a lot in battle.  Also, I'm no general.  Edward won his Crécy, but his troops had better morale.  They also had Edward leading them."
 
   "And we have Marek Caelverrem!" Kaila's eyes flashed.
 
   "True." Kreg smiled. "I've come to respect him a lot  " He looked up at Kaila. "--mostly because of the effect he has on you.  However, you have both said that this is a new type of fighting for you."
 
   "But you will be with the King to advise him," Kaila said.
 
   "Like I said, I'm no general." Kreg put another branch on the campfire. "I think we can win, but if any surprises come up, I have no idea what to do."
 
   "Sure am I-–“ Kaila placed a hand on Kreg's shoulder.  She squeezed slightly. "--that you will acquit yourself with all honor."
 
   "I'll try, I guess." Kreg placed a hand on hers. "It's still going to be a battle and people, maybe a lot of people, are going to die.  We may not see each other again, you know--after tomorrow."
 
   "Aye," Kaila said. "Even if Aerioch carry the day, nowhere is it writ that you or I may remain alive at battle's end."
 
   She slid closer.  Shoulder to shoulder, they sat staring out into the night.
 
   #
 
   When Kreg woke the next morning Kaila had already risen.  She wore a mail shirt, longer than the one she normally wore for travel.  This one hung to her calves.  A knee-high, leather boot encased one leg and she tugged at the other.
 
   "Kaila," Kreg said.
 
   "Come, Kreg," Kaila said, stamping to settle her foot into the boot. "I will need assistance with my helm."
 
   The helm sat on the ground next to her.  It was conical in shape with a hinged visor that would protect her face.  From the rim of the helmet hung a fringe of mail.  Next to the helm lay a thick, quilted cloth cap and an iron skullcap.
 
   Kaila placed the cloth cap on her head and tucked her hair under it.  The iron skullcap went on over the cloth.  Kreg picked up the helm, holding the mail fringe up and out of the way while Kaila knelt to let him set it on her head.  Finally, he adjusted the mail fringe so it spread out over her shoulders and down her chest and back.  That fringe would protect her neck in battle and Kreg made certain there were no gaps.
 
   "Kaila," Kreg said again.
 
   "Now you must be armed," Kaila said.
 
   Kreg saw that someone had brought another mail shirt and helmet.  He would have to do without the protection of the high leather boots as they had to fit precisely and there was no time to take Kreg's measure.  Badly fitted boots would interfere with his ability to control a horse in battle or to fight on foot.  He would have to make do with the lighter boots he had been wearing.
 
   Kaila helped Kreg into padded undertunic and mail shirt.  Then she held the helm for him and adjusted the mail fringe, the coif.
 
   Next, she showed Kreg how to fasten the steel breastplates.  Leather straps and buckles secured them at the sides and shoulders.  Kreg had to lift the coif of her helmet to fasten the breastplate under it and wondered why she had put the helmet on before the breastplate.  He felt a brief stab of irritation when he realized that she had done so to silence his attempt to talk to her.
 
   Finally, he helped her pull on a linen surcoat emblazoned with her coat of arms: red with a white chevron between three gold stars.  He wore no surcoat.
 
   "Kaila," he tried again.
 
   "I must to my troops," she said.
 
   "Kaila, listen to me!"
 
   Kaila sighed. "Aye, Kreg."
 
   As Kaila turned to face Kreg, what he wanted to say fled from his mind. “Be careful,” he said at last. “Hold the line.  That’s all you have to do, just hold the line.”
 
   “And you, Kreg,” she said. “Take care as well.”
 
   #
 
   Bowed under the unfamiliar weight of the armor, Kreg trudged off in the direction of the reserve force.
 
   "Halt!" A knight barred his way.
 
   Kreg flipped up his visor. "I need to find the King."
 
   "So." The knight flipped up his own visor in response. "The coward from another world, is it?" Kreg recognized the face behind the visor, Dahren, the knight Kaila had challenged in the council meeting.  Kreg found it hard to believe that it had been less than two months ago.
 
   "Let me pass," Kreg said. "The King has asked me to be with him."
 
   "Phaugh!" Dahren roared. "No more shall you fill the King's ears with cowardly words and poison his mind with cowardly thoughts!" He ripped his sword out of its sheath.
 
   Kreg leaped back to gain time to draw his own sword and flip down his visor.  Dahren charged, swinging his sword.  Metal rang against metal.
 
   After the first exchange, Kreg held his ground, meeting each of Dahren's attacks with a solid parry.
 
   Behind his visor, Kreg smiled grimly.  Dahren was nowhere near Kaila's caliber.  Kreg felt his own confidence rising.
 
   As that thought crossed Kreg's mind, Dahren aimed a chop at Kreg's neck that seemed likely to separate head from shoulders--mail or no mail.  Kreg parried.  As the blades met, Dahren twisted his hands in an odd fashion, his blade circling under Kreg's, then diving straight into Kreg's chest.  The point glanced off the breastplate deflecting upward, but staying in line.  Dahren continued the thrust with Kreg's throat as the new target.
 
   The mail saved him.  The point of the sword caught in one of the links and deflected upward so that Kreg received a blow on the chin with the flat.  That was almost enough.  Skyrockets went off in Kreg's head, blinding him and he felt himself falling backward.
 
   With a reserve of will that Kreg had not known he possessed, Kreg curled into a tight ball, turning the fall into a roll.  Despite the way the edge of the breastplate cut into his midsection, bruising his hipbones, he kicked backwards and into another roll, gaining more distance.
 
   "Nice try," Kreg said, his voice ice.  With a portion of his mind not involved in the fight he noticed others--knights, squires, and other men-at-arms--forming a ragged circle around him and Dahren.  He remained in his crouch.
 
   "Bah!" Dahren charged.
 
   Kreg waited until Dahren was committed to his attack then sprang to the side, pivoting and snapping the sword out as he had learned.  The sword caught Dahren in the back of the knee, its tip biting through Dahren's leather boots.  Blood spurted.
 
   When Kreg turned, he saw Dahren lying on the ground.
 
   "Somebody take care of him." Kreg wiped his sword on the grass before returning it to its sheath. "We still have a battle to win today."
 
   "You will find the King there," a page who had watched the fight said in answer to Kreg's unspoken question.  He pointed to a two-story farm building, a skyscraper in these parts.
 
   Kreg slogged the rest of the way to the building.  On approach it proved to be a barn, although it had a slanted roof rather than the more traditional style from Kreg's own world.
 
   Around the doorway of the barn stood about a dozen pages.  Each wore a large, lacquered, wooden brooch, blazoned with the King's coat of arms: white with a black lion rampant.  All of the pages wore short swords, scarcely more than long daggers.
 
   "Halt!" one of the pages said. "Who approaches?"
 
   "Not again," Kreg mumbled under his breath, then louder, "Kreg."
 
   The boy who had spoken beamed. "Kaila's squire?"
 
   "I suppose you could say that."
 
   "When you are advanced to knight--" The boy almost fell over himself in his enthusiasm. "--would you speak to her for me?  I hope to be her next squire."
 
   "Aw, give it up, Bertan," one of the others said.
 
   The first page scowled at the heckler and looked back at Kreg expectantly.
 
   "Who says I'll be advanced to knight?" Kreg rubbed his chin.  Now that the fight was over it had begun to ache.
 
   "All of Kaila's squires become knights," the boy called Bertan said. "Except those that died, but the King made them knights too."
 
   The other pages laughed at the young man's statement.  One of them jabbed the young man in the shoulder. "And you'd be one that died."
 
   Kreg felt a chill at those words.  He could not help but wonder how many of Kaila's squires had died in service, and how young.  To the young man, he said, "It may be some time yet."
 
   "But you slew a krayt!" The boy's eyes grew round. "And if your plan wins this battle today..."
 
   "But it's not my plan," Kreg said. "And as for the krayt, I was lucky."
 
   The boy grinned slyly. "As may be.  Will you speak to her for me?"
 
   "All right," Kreg said. "Why not?  What's your name?"
 
   "Bertan," he said. "Bertan the Valiant."
 
   Kreg smiled at that. "Well, Bertan the Valiant, I will tell Kaila that you are an outspoken young man who delays people who have business with the King."
 
   "Oh!" Bertan gasped, chagrined. "I'm sorry.  He's on the roof, so he can see the battle.  Just go inside.  There's a ladder."
 
   Kreg patted Bertan on the shoulder as he entered the building.  Behind him, he heard the other pages teasing Bertan.  Kreg grinned.
 
   The odor of old manure, rotting hay, and worm-eaten wood assaulted Kreg's nose.  He waited the few moments necessary for his eyes to adjust to the dim lighting.
 
   A ladder leaned against the far wall where a rough-chopped hole gaped in the roof.  The ladder appeared unlikely to support his weight, but if the King, with his larger frame, had come this way, then Kreg could manage.
 
   Marek spoke as Kreg poked his head up through the hole. "Kreg," his voice was stern, "we have enemies at our gates.  Now is not the time to quarrel among ourselves."
 
   Pushing himself to his feet on the rooftop, Kreg could see that the King had a commanding view of the place where he and Dahren had fought.
 
   "Sorry, Your Majesty."
 
   "Aye, Kreg." Marek's voice softened. "'Twas not your fault.  Dahren has always been hot of temper and o'erzealous in defending his honor." He paused then pointed toward the east where a dust cloud grew on the horizon.  "I am much concerned.  My scouts report that yon army is far larger than I had hoped."
 
   "How large?"
 
   "There are three for every one of my men."
 
   Kreg pursed his lips and thought.  Three to one odds?  Not good at all.
 
   Marek looked back at Kreg. "Should be retreat and save the chivalry of Aerioch for another day?"
 
   Kreg shook his head.  Why was Marek asking him?  He said, "I don't think so.  Even at three to one, with their tactics and our position, we've still got a good chance.  If we retreat now, I think we'll crush any spirit your army has left."
 
   "Aye," Marek said. "It is as I thought."
 
   Kreg shaded his eyes with his hands as he looked to the east.  The dust cloud was still distant. "Doesn't look like they'll be here for a while."
 
   "Not until well into the afternoon," Marek said. "So my scouts tell me."
 
   Kreg nodded. "Any guesses on whether they'll attack or wait for morning?  For that matter, will they attack at all?  They could pass us.  It's not like they have, or need, any supply lines to worry about with us in their rear."
 
   "Methinks they will attack," Marek said. "It has ever been their way when we have met to come immediately to blows."
 
   "Better and better." Kreg allowed himself a spark of hope. "The sun will be in their eyes."
 
   "Aye, Kreg." Marek turned to survey the army. "You have the makings of a great general.  You turn our enemy's greatest strengths against him and make our weaknesses into strength.  You even show us how to make the very land and sun our ally."
 
   "General?  Me?" Kreg took an involuntary step back. "Your Majesty, I'm no leader.  Good heavens, if this situation weren't practically tailor-made I'd be at a complete loss."
 
   "As you will." Marek shrugged. "Kaila tells me of similar words from your mouth about your skill with a sword but I just beheld you stand against a peer of the realm and win.  But that is for another time, we have yet a wait before the battle."
 
   He shouted at the boys waiting by the entrance to the barn turned command post. "Ho!  Have food sent up."
 
   "At once, Majesty." One of the boys, not Bertan, saluted and dashed off.
 
   


 
  

CHAPTER TEN
 
   Kreg nibbled at the cheese and bread that the page had brought.  He was too nervous to be hungry.  The sun had passed zenith and begun its descent before the Schahi army first came into view as more than a dust cloud.
 
   Kreg could tell at a glance that the approaching army was far larger than Aerioch's.  No surprises there.  Worse, discounting the bowmen for the moment, Marek's army was almost half peasant levies, untrained and probably unreliable in combat.  Or perhaps not so unreliable.  These men were fighting for their farms, their homes, and their families.  The Schahi were fighting for...whatever it is that demons fight for.
 
   To the north and somewhat in advance of the oncoming army’s main body marched the Schahi archers, half again as many as Marek's own archers.
 
   Marek shouted to the pages below, "Have ten of the swiftest men-at-arms mount.  Send them to spy upon yon army.  Warn them that they must not come to blows, but are to watch and bring us word should the Schahi try any trickery."
 
   "Aye, Majesty." Bertan dashed off.
 
   Kreg asked, "Will he be obeyed?"
 
   "Aye." Marek turned his attention to the approaching forces. "He wears my symbol and all know he speaks with my voice."
 
   "How much longer?" Kreg's wave indicated the Schahi.
 
   Marek studied the approaching army for a moment before answering. "Methinks about two candles."
 
   Shading his eyes from the bright afternoon sky, Kreg studied Marek's lines.  They had arranged themselves as he had suggested.  On the right wing, in the front line, he saw a knight whose surcoat caught his eye: red with a white chevron between three gold stars.
 
   Kreg wallowed a few moments in self-recrimination.  Any feelings for Kaila, he told himself, were stupid, hopeless.  With one hand he wiped at his eyes.  Dust, he thought.  It must be the dust.
 
   Kreg bit into a piece of cheese as he continued to survey the army below.  Pages ran among the soldiers carrying cheese, bread, bowls of porridge, and flasks of watered wine.  The army would be rested and well-fed while the Schahi would be hot, tired, and probably hungry.  Or would they be hungry?  Shillond had said that the changeling armies would require only as much food as the animals they had come from.  Small animals might eat less than a human overall, but they had to eat more frequently.  Still, a squirrel-sized appetite coupled to a human-sized stomach.  For all Kreg knew, they would not have to eat more than once a week.
 
   "I hate waiting," Kreg said.
 
   "Aye." Marek took a long pull from a wine flask and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. "'Tis the hardest part of any battle."
 
   "I wouldn't know," Kreg said, "I've never been in a battle."
 
   "Patience, Kreg.  If I must wait here--" Marek tapped his foot on the rooftop for emphasis. "--you can wait alongside me."
 
   "Look," Kreg said. "I’ve been serving as Kaila’s squire and I've done all I can here.  My place is with her."
 
   "Nay, Kreg." Marek placed a hand on Kreg's shoulder and looked him in the eye. "I may yet have need of you here.  However well one plans for a battle, always things occur that one had not considered.  One must be ready to change the plans as fortune permits."
 
   Kreg sighed. "If things go sour I don't see how I can help."
 
   Marek shrugged. "Humility is an admirable trait, young Kreg, but too much is as great a fault as too little.  Let us see what shall happen as events unfold, shall we?"
 
   Kreg grunted and settled down to wait, then his attention jerked skyward.  A wash of bilious green sprouted over the Schahi army and sped toward them to be met by a wash of gold from somewhere behind Kreg.
 
   "What?" Kreg said.
 
   "It begins," Marek said.  He turned and noted Kreg's expression. "Be not afraid.  We have strong magical defenses, as do they.  None are likely to fall from spellcraft."
 
   Kreg swallowed and nodded, hoping that he spoke true, while overhead the pyrotechnics continued.
 
   #
 
   "The archers still proceed," Marek said some time later.
 
   As the two armies neared the magic-born pyrotechnics had ceased.  Marek had told Kreg that the mages had felt out each other's defenses, found them solid, and settled to watchful vigilance.
 
   "Perfect," Kreg said. "The archers don't have any cover.  They're advancing without support.  Our own archers have range and the advantage of the high ground.  The sun is in the Schahi's eyes and that should spoil their aim.  It'll just be target practice for our own."
 
   "And more, Kreg." Marek pointed at the forces on his left wing. "If we launch our attack from thence, will they not flee straight from them and will that not carry them into the lines of their own cavalry?  Will that not create much confusion?"
 
   Kreg looked from Bryon's archers waiting in line to the advancing Schahi. "I think you're right."
 
   "Send word," Marek called down to the pages. "Kaila is to instruct her archers to hold their shafts.  Bryon's are to delay until the Schahi archers are halfway up the hill, then let fly upon them."
 
   "At once, Majesty.”  Two of the boys ran down the hill, one toward the right wing, the other toward the left.
 
   As the first wave of Schahi horsemen began to advance, the archers of both sides loosed their first volleys of arrows.  The arrows, driven by the shorter bows of the Schahi fell short.  Schahi archers fell in droves.
 
   Loosing arrows as they came, it seemed for a moment that the Schahi archers would press forward until they were able to reach their adversaries.  But only seemed.  Kreg saw one of the Schahi drop his bow and turn to flee.  Several of his companions joined him.  Soon the entire Schahi archery company fled down the hill where, at the foot, they collided with the first ranks of the charging Schahi cavalry.
 
   Instead of turning aside themselves, or opening ranks to allow the archers to pass through them, the Schahi charged, cutting into the ranks of their own fleeing archers.
 
   At that moment Kaila decided to add the weight of her own archers to the storm falling among the Schahi.
 
   The second wave arrived.  They charged into the struggling mass at the foot of the hill adding, if it were possible, to the confusion.
 
   Schahi men-at-arms began to break free of the pandemonium and make their way up the hill, a few score at a time.  Most died, pierced through with arrows, long before they could reach the top.  The few who did were met by dismounted knights and pulled from their saddles.  Marek's lines kept good order.
 
   The third wave did not add much to the confusion.  They did, however, provide more targets for the archers.
 
   The fourth and fifth waves hauled up short, out of archery range.  With shouts, trumpets, and waving of banners, they got the boiling mass at the foot of the hill to pull back.  A much-depleted army retreated.
 
   "By the Threefold Twins!" Marek whispered. "Never have I seen such a victory."
 
   "It's not over yet," Kreg said. "They still outnumber us two to one."
 
   "But we have slain more than our own numbers," Marek said.  A moment later, he sighed. "You are right.  They may yet attack again.  It is best to be ready."
 
   He called down to the pages and sent them to have the wounded taken to the rear, also to distribute more food and wine, and fresh shafts for the archers.  Finally, he sent an injunction to remain alert.  The Schahi could return at any time.
 
   About an hour later, the Schahi did return.  The first wave of this second attack, five thousand strong, approached at the trot.  As they reached the furthest extreme of archery range they broke into full gallop.  Arrows fell among them.  Men and horses screamed and fell.
 
   Marek pointed. "They attack the archers."
 
   The approaching line of cavalry charged toward the twin clumps of archers between the two wings. Kreg held his breath.  If they broke through the line, it would be all over.
 
   Cresting the hill, the first of the horsemen reached the checkerboard of pits.  His horse stumbled, pitching the rider to the ground.  His body, and those of the Schahi who followed him, formed a living wall, obstructing the advance of those behind.  The peasant levies pressed forward through the ranks of the archers and dispatched those few who got through.  Again, Marek's casualties were light.
 
   The retreating remnants of the first wave clashed with the second.  Chaos erupted.
 
   "They haven't learned anything, have they?" Kreg looked away from the carnage.
 
   Again, a much-reduced force retreated before the army of Aerioch.
 
   A messenger arrived.
 
   "Majesty!"
 
   "Speak."
 
   "The scouts report the Schahi army massing," the man said. "One thinks they are planning one more attack at sunset, their entire force at one blow."
 
   King Marek turned to Kreg. "What fortune is this?  Right glad am I that your plan has left me with the force to exploit it!"
 
   "I don't understand."
 
   "If yon army truly attacks in a single mass," Marek said, "then can we not take this--what did you call it, ah, reserve force--through the village of Griselde.  We can encircle the Schahi and fall upon their rear."
 
   "Maybe." Kreg nodded. "Unless they have a reserve force of their own."
 
   "Aye, a wise warning," Marek conceded. "I will instruct the scouts to keep watch."
 
   He did so.
 
   As the sun dipped low toward the western horizon, bathing the battle in its blood red glow, the Schahi army approached.  Nineteen thousand strong, they seemed determined to roll over the army of Aerioch by sheer weight of numbers.
 
   As one, Marek's archers lifted their bows.  As the Schahi came into range, the air was suddenly thick with arrows.  Men and horses fell only to be replaced with others.  More arrows...more dead.  The line of Schahi drew closer
 
   "Your Majesty," a messenger shouted, "it is reported.  No reserves.  That is the entire host."
 
   "The day may yet be ours!" Marek leaped for the hole in the roof.  He dropped down the ladder, scarcely touching the rungs.  Kreg followed more cautiously.
 
   "My horse!" Marek shouted as he dashed from the barn. "And a horse for Kreg."
 
   The horses that a page brought were larger than any Kreg had yet seen.  They stood well over six feet tall at the shoulder with broad chests and well-muscled flanks.  A page stood near to help Kreg mount.  Someone shoved a lance into Kreg's hand while another held a shield for him.  Awkwardly, Kreg thrust his arm through one strap on the inside of the shield and grasped another.  He spared a moment’s thought for the wish that Kaila had thought to teach him to use a shield, or a lance for that matter.
 
   "Mount!  Mount!" Marek waved his lance as he rode among the troops. "We ride to victory!"
 
   The knights, squires, and men-at-arms leaped to horseback.  Marek rode to where the foot troops stood waiting.
 
   "Archers, go to Kaila," he said. "Add you weight to hers.  Knifemen, to Bryon.  Tell him that when I close upon the enemy's rear, he is to swing forward and thus close the trap."
 
   Men ran to and fro as the troops hastened to comply.
 
   Marek led the cavalry down the steep slope to the village of Griselde.  Kreg found himself caught in the flood of men and horses, unable to change his course even had he wished.
 
   The river on one side and the cliffs on the other forced the mass of cavalry into a narrow column.  Kreg shuddered.  By the time they passed through, there would be no village left standing.  The knights would trample it into the dirt.  Kreg hoped the villagers were gone.
 
   The charge took on an unreal quality to Kreg, as if he were watching from a great distance rather than riding in the midst of it.  He heard a familiar voice shouting in an inarticulate roar and was startled to realize it was his own.
 
   As one, seven hundred lances came down.  Ahead, the rearguard of the Schahi army spotted the charge.  Bedlam ensued as they tried to pivot to face this new threat.  The charge struck home.
 
   Kreg found himself facing an armored knight.  He leaned far to the left to avoid the knight's lance.  Unfamiliar with his own, he let the point dip, aiming at the horse -- a larger, less agile, target.  Kreg's lance missed the horse and struck the ground, the shock of impact jerking it from his hand.
 
   Kreg drew his sword.  It gleamed in the final crimson rays of the sun.
 
   The Schahi army was in utter panic.  Kreg's arm rose and fell repeatedly.  What remained was not battle, merely butchery.
 
   By the time of the larger moon's setting Marek's army had no enemies left to fight.  Those that had not fled littered the blood-soaked ground.
 
   #
 
   With a cheer, the division led by Kaila opened ranks to allow the mounted men-at-arms to return to the rear.  Bryon's force returned to their lines.
 
   Marek stood in his stirrups, his voice ringing through the night. "We have won a great victory this day." A cheer burst from the army at those words and he waited until it died before continuing. "Nevertheless, we know not what forces our enemies retain.  Thus, it is our royal command to keep watches and that our armies camp in their battle lines.  Thus, should the Schahi army return, we will give them a defeat they will long remember!  Aye, remember and tremble."  The cheer that followed dwarfed the first.
 
   As the other mounted men crowded around the king, Kreg found himself pushed to the outside.  He let them, at a loss at where to go and what to do.
 
   With the battle over Kreg began to feel the fatigue.  His shoulder ached from swinging the sword.  A stinging pain in his right leg caused him to glance down.  A short, deep gash welled blood.  Already half-dried blood coated the outside of his leg.  He had been struck all unknowing.
 
   “Oh.  I’m bleeding.” He did not know how long he sat unmoving on his horse, too tired to even think about the wound.
 
   "Kreg," Kaila's voice came from behind him.  He turned to face her.
 
   "You okay?" he asked.
 
   "I am well," she said. "The King wishes to see you."
 
   "Right away." Kreg swung off the horse.  His right leg buckled as he put weight on it causing him to clutch at the saddle for support.
 
   Kaila appeared at his side instantly, a supporting arm under his shoulders. "Are you well?"
 
   More carefully, Kreg shifted his weight to his right leg.  He disengaged his left foot from the stirrup. "I'm okay.  I just got clipped a little."
 
   "You are wounded?" Kaila's eyes widened in concern.  In a firm voice, she said, "We must tend to it at once."
 
   "But the King..."
 
   "...Will understand the delay."
 
   Kaila helped Kreg to a nearby campfire.  Kreg gasped as the chill night air hit the back of his neck when she took his helmet.  The iron skullcap and padded hat went next, freeing his sweat-soaked hair to flop into his face.  With deft fingers, she unbuckled the breastplate and set it aside.
 
   A few moments' tugging pulled Kreg's mail shirt and padded undertunic over his head.  Finally, Kaila helped Kreg to peel off his blood-soaked trousers, leaving him clad only in a breechclout.  His now bare skin revealed several large marks, an angry red-purple, where swords had struck but not penetrated his mail.
 
   Kreg grinned wryly as movement irritated tender tissues. "I'm going to ache tomorrow."
 
   "Shillond has given me some herbs," Kaila said, "and schooled me in their use."
 
   Kaila summoned a page and had him fetch a flask of strong liquor and some cloth strips.  When they arrived, she poured the liquor into and around the gash on Kreg's leg.
 
   "Ow," Kreg said.
 
   From a small, leather pouch Kaila took a pinch of dry, red leaves.  These she crumbled and sprinkled over the cut.  She folded several of the cloth strips together into a pad, which she placed over the cut.  The remainder she wrapped around Kreg's thigh, securing the pad in place.
 
   "I am not my father," Kaila said. "I have not his magic.  The wound will be some days healing and will leave a scar, methinks."
 
   Kreg shrugged. "It could be worse."
 
   #
 
   With a new tunic and trousers Kreg was able to limp to the King's tent.
 
   "Kreg, Kaila," Marek greeted them with an enthusiastic hug that made Kreg wince. "I received word of your delay." He looked Kreg up and down. "You are well, I trust?"
 
   "Well enough," Kreg said. "A little sore, but that will pass."
 
   "Come." Marek motioned them to join him and Bryon at a map table. "We have plans to make."
 
   "We have won a great victory," Bryon said. "Due, in good part, to your plan, Kreg."
 
   "Indeed," Kaila said. "We have visited great slaughter among our foes yet our own losses were light."
 
   "Fair's fair." Kreg shrugged. "Edward III of my world deserves the credit, not me."
 
   "As may be," Marek said. "We must turn to the matter at hand."
 
   He gestured at the map. "We know not how many of the enemy remain, thus I have ordered the army to camp in battle order lest we be surprised in the night.  We must yet plan what to do on the morrow."
 
   "Can we not hold the line here?" Bryon asked.
 
   "I think not." Marek pointed to where the map showed a gap in the forest north of them. "If Schah retains any great army, they may pass us by and either fall upon our rear or strike into the heart of Aerioch while we but chase them."
 
   "Strike back!" Kaila said. "We have crushed their army.  Now is the time to carry the fight to Schah." She indicated the Topaz hills. "There be a pass here, not more than a week's march away.  We may be through and fall upon them before they know what we are about."
 
   "Kreg?" Marek looked at him. "What say you?"
 
   Kreg studied the map for a moment. "I think I'd wonder what would happen to your army so far from home when the Chanakran wizards conjure up more men.  And what if they conjure them back here, not down in Schah with your army?  Remember that village--all the animals taken?  I think those animals, and many others, were taken just to become the army that besieged Elam."
 
   Kaila stared at Kreg, her expression one of astonishment.  She turned to Marek. "Majesty, I spoke foolishly."
 
   "So." Marek leaned on the table as he stared at the map. "We cannot hold, neither can we advance.  There is naught for it but to retreat."
 
   "Are we to return in shame then?" Bryon stared at Kreg although he spoke to the King. "When we march into Norveth, what shall we say?  That we won a great victory but fled before a defeated enemy?"
 
   Marek continued to study the map while Bryon spoke. "Nay, for we march not to Norveth.  I see now our course."
 
   "Majesty?" Kaila leaned over to study the map with him.  Kreg and Bryon joined them.
 
   "Aye.  See here, the Black Mountains." Marek indicated a range of mountains that ran north from where the Amber Mountains met the Topaz hills. "There is only one pass that an army might cross." His finger moved northward, skipping a range of low hills before coming to rest on a forest. "The Greenwood also is ill suited to an army's march." He lifted his finger and stabbed it down onto the hills he had skipped. "We move the army here."
 
   A glitter of understanding formed in Kreg's head. "Beautiful."
 
   "I understand not," Bryon said.
 
   "Kaila?" Marek looked at her.
 
   "Majesty," she said, "methinks I understand, but..."
 
   "Very well." Marek nodded. "We will send a few score archers and a small body of cavalry to hold the pass.  More archers will make the Greenwood an unwelcome place for our foes.  Thus, if they would attack at all, they will attack here." Again his finger stabbed down. "We will bring them to battle on ground of our own choosing.  And we need not have concern for our rear."
 
   He looked up to meet their eyes. "Thus shall the heartland of Aerioch remain secure."
 
   "Aye." Kaila ran her finger along the proposed defensive line. "It is a plan well thought on." She stared at the map and shook her head, then whispered softly, "Well thought on."
 
   "But it is still retreat." Bryon shook his head.
 
   "We move on the morrow?" Kaila asked.
 
   "Nay," Marek stood up straight. "We have marched long these past days and fought hard.  It if proves that we are no longer beset by foes we will withdraw one mile and there rest.  If we yet face foes, we will withdraw to the Black mountains.  We risk being flanked to the north, but it seems me that the risk is slight.  Once in the pass we will leave a rearguard and withdraw to rest."
 
   He turned and leaned in Kaila's direction, "And, Kaila, as soon as we have seen to the security of the heartland, we will bend all our effort to the reconquest of Zantor.  I swear it."
 
   Kaila nodded but said nothing.
 
   #
 
   When Kreg woke the next morning, his right arm did not want to move.  He was still trying to massage life into it when Kaila called him.
 
   Limping only slightly from his wound, Kreg strode over to where Kaila was staring out over the site of the previous day's battle.
 
   Corpses littered the battlefield.  Few, Kreg guessed about one in twenty, were human.  The rest were the bodies of animals, animals of every conceivable kind, ranging in size from chipmunks to oxen.
 
   "It is like we found in Schah," Kaila said. "With the rising of the sun, they regain their natural form."
 
   "Looks like we killed an awful lot," Kreg said.
 
   "Aye." Kaila indicated the troops who were preparing to move. "The King believes that few escaped the sword so we withdraw from this place of slaughter."
 
   "Best news I've heard yet."
 
   The army needed several hours to prepare to march.  Comparatively, the single mile they withdrew took scarcely any time at all.  They established a new camp and set out scouts and foraging parties.
 
   As they settled into the new camp, Kaila, Kreg, Bryon, and a young man who Kreg assumed was Bryon's squire, joined King Marek in his tent.
 
   Marek wore no armor.  Instead, he wore flowing purple robes; on his brow set a gold circlet; about his waist he had belted a sword, not the sword he had worn to battle.  This one had the hilts wrapped in gold wire and set with precious stones.
 
   In a loose semicircle behind the King stood the pages who had been his messengers the day before.  Bertan smiled at Kreg.
 
   Suddenly, Kaila grabbed Kreg's right arm while Bryon snagged his left and they force-marched him to just beyond arm's reach from Marek.
 
   "Yesterday," Marek began slowly, "we fought a great battle.  Our losses were light, but we mourn them nonetheless.  On our enemies we did visit great destruction.  For this victory, we must thank Kreg who came to us from another world and has taught us a manner of fighting never before seen." His voice boomed. "Kneel!"
 
   Kaila and Bryon's hands on Kreg's shoulders left him no choice but to comply.
 
   Marek drew his sword.  Its blade gleamed, not with the silver of polished steel, but with the red-brown hue of bronze. "This sword was once worn by Móanek, the mightiest hero of legend, until he was struck down by treachery.  When it was returned to me, I vowed that never more would it see battle.  Instead, it has become my symbol, used in ceremony and to dispense justice."
 
   With the flat of the sword, he struck Kreg on both shoulders. "I dub thee Knight.  Rise, Sir Kreg."
 
   Kreg, mouth agape, rose to his feet.
 
   Kaila clasped his forearm. "Welcome," she said. "Right glad am I to call you friend."
 
   "I don't know what to say." Kreg returned the grip. "Except, thank you."
 
   "The King does you great honor," Bryon said. "Few there are that he has knighted with his own hand."
 
   "I just hope I'm worthy of the honor," Kreg said.
 
   "Courage and honor and a keen mind will tell," Marek said. "You have done Aerioch a great service.  How could I not do you service in return?"
 
   #
 
   Aside from small groups taking short shifts at sentry duty, the army rested.  At Kreg's request, Kaila had hung a grain sack stuffed with grass from a tree branch.  It would serve as a tilting dummy.
 
   "You've taught me to use a sword pretty well," Kreg said, "but I learned yesterday that I need to learn how to use a lance."
 
   "I have been told," Kaila checked the girths on her saddle, "that you acquitted yourself well."
 
   Kreg mounted his horse. "I dropped my lance and didn’t hit anything but the ground."
 
   Neither wore armor as Kreg's instruction was to be solely against the makeshift dummy.  Later, he would use padded lances against live targets--much later.
 
   "Here, Sir Kreg," Bertan handed him his lance.  Marek had relieved Bertan of duties that afternoon so that he could assist Kreg and Kaila.
 
   "Still honing for that position with Kaila?" Kreg whispered to him.
 
   Bertan grinned sheepishly.
 
   "Bertan!" Kaila vaulted into her saddle. "swing the dummy."
 
   Bertan ran to the dummy.  He pulled it back and let go.  The dummy swung back and forth on its tether.
 
   "Attend," Kaila said.  She spurred her horse into a canter.  She held her lance well forward along the shaft with the butt gripped under her right arm.  Her left, she cocked as though holding a shield.  The lance passed alongside the left side of the horse's neck.  She swerved and spurred the horse to a gallop, straight at the dummy.  The lance struck home.
 
   Kaila reigned in her horse. "Now you."
 
   Bertan stopped the spinning dummy and set it swinging again.
 
   Kreg rode at the dummy.  The tip of his lance swayed as he tried to follow the dummy's movement.  He ended by missing and striking the bole of the tree.  The impact lifted Kreg from the saddle and deposited him on the ground.
 
   "Strike one," he said as he picked himself up and dusted himself off.
 
   "Seek not to follow the motion." Kaila rode over to him. "Watch.  Feel what it will do.  Then, at the last instant, aim your lance in one motion."
 
   Kreg tried again.  His lance just nicked the dummy as his horse galloped past.
 
   "Strike two," he said.
 
   "Better," Kaila said. "You hold the lance too tightly.  You must float the lance to the target, then, at the moment of impact, grip with all the strength in your body."
 
   Kreg tried yet again.  This time he struck the dummy squarely.
 
   The impact caught him by surprise." Kreg reeled over backward, barely retaining his seat while the lance flew from his hand.
 
   Kaila sighed.
 
   #
 
   By the time evening approached, Kreg was hitting the dummy with some consistency, and retaining a solid seat almost as consistently.  Finally, it grew too dark to continue.
 
   "Bertan," Kaila said after calling a halt. "Have you no duties this night?"
 
   "Aye, Lady," he said. "I have the watch, so if I may be excused?"
 
   She nodded.
 
   "He's a good kid," Kreg said.
 
   "Aye." She nodded again. "He is well ready to be chosen as squire."
 
   "He's hoping you'll take him for that," Kreg said.
 
   "It is not unknown to me," Kaila said. "And yet, I think I shall not take squire again until the war is won.  The midst of battle is an ill place for one so young."
 
   "I understand." Kreg began unlacing the girth of his saddle.
 
   "Guards!" Bertan's voice rose in the distance. "To the King!  Assassins!"
 
   Without word, Kreg dropped the girth, drew sword, and sprinted toward the King's tent.  At his side, Kaila did the same.
 
   Kreg stepped aside to avoid a dark form that flew out of the doorway.  With a ripping sound a black, shadowy figure tore through the roof of the tent.  Something vaguely manlike, but twenty feet tall and wrapped in shadows of its own making, stood there.  It carried something in one huge claw, something that struggled.  With a shriek like a rusty hinge, it spread huge, bat-like wings and flapped into the air.
 
   "Archers!" Kaila shouted.
 
   "No!" Kreg grabbed Kaila's arm to restrain her. "It's got the King!"
 
   The tent was empty except for Dahren who stood staring at the gaping rent in the roof.  Kreg found Bertan lying outside the tent, where he had landed.  Deep gouges welled blood from his left arm and side.
 
   Kreg clamped on hand hard on the wound in Bertan’s arm and another on the one in his side, applying pressure in an effort to stop the bleeding.  He heard Bertan moan softly as he shifted in unconsciousness.  Bertan was alive at least.
 
   "You were saying-–“ Kreg looked up, his eyes meeting Kaila’s. "--that a battlefield was a bad place for boys."
 
   


 
  

CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
   "Thus it happened," Kaila said.  "King Marek is captive of some beast or demon."
 
   Kreg, Kaila, and Bryon sat on stools around the map table in Marek's tent.  Bryon had invited Dahren, but he had begged off, claiming that his wound--the demon's touch had burned him when he had tried to grasp it--pained him too much.  A sloppy, hastily applied patch sealed the rent in the roof.  Above the center of the table floated an image of Shillond's head, next to it, one of Keven's. "That's bad," Shillond said. "That's very bad."
 
   "Aye." Keven nodded. "My heart yearns to abandon all save the search for my father.  My head speaks that he would wish me to save the kingdom."
 
   "This is, in part, my fault, I think," Shillond said.
 
   "How say you, Mage?" Keven's image turned to look at Shillond's.
 
   "When we defeated the compulsion on Kaila, I thought the danger was past. If such a clumsy attempt, from so far away, was the best they could do..."  Shillond shrugged. "I discussed the matter with King Marek and he thought much the same.  I think Marek may have had the army mages seeking outward, against another such attempt, and not near at hand against the conjuring of a demon."
 
   "There was no mage near at hand," Kaila said.
 
   "The mage need not have been present," Shillond said.  "The spell could have been cast into some small object, a ring or amulet perhaps."
 
   "But why now?" Kreg said. "If they could do something like this, why not at the beginning, before we even knew the war had started?"
 
   No one spoke for a long moment, then Shillond said, "Why indeed?  What was special about this night?"
 
   "We won a great victory yesterday," Kaila said, "slaughtering the Schahi and their changeling armies with much slaughter."
 
   Kreg nodded. "And this morning?"
 
   "The Twins," Kaila whispered.
 
   "I think you have it, Kreg," Shillond said. "A large changeling army slaughtered, the minor demons released to return with the rising of the sun, and then..."
 
   "And then what?" Kreg asked. "That's as far as I got."
 
   "And then the path to the demon realm is opened," Shillond said, "allowing the greater demon to be more easily summoned."
 
   "So was everything, including our own victory, a deceit to spirit away the King?" Bryon shook his head. "It likes me not to think so, and yet..."
 
   "If so," Keven's image said, "it shall not succeed twice."
 
   "Keven is right," Shillond said. "Now that we know of this trick, we can guard against it."
 
   Kreg looked at the others and, from their expressions, the agreement seemed to be general.
 
   "Your Highness–-" Kaila bowed her head in the direction of Keven's image. "--what are your commands?"
 
   Keven sighed. "It likes me not, but order the army as my father commanded.  Then, leave Duke Bryon in command and return hither."
 
   "What of Kreg, Highness?" Kaila asked.
 
   "Your squire returns with you."
 
   "He is no longer squire," Kaila said. "King Marek, with his own hand, conferred upon him knighthood."
 
   "Highness," Bryon broke in, "Kreg knows this new manner of fighting far better than I.  Mayhap he should..."
 
   "Nay," Keven said. "He, and his knowledge, shall be needed here, methinks."
 
   "As you will." Bryon nodded once, sharply.
 
   Kreg caught up with Kaila as she strode from the tent. "Something is bothering you?"
 
   "Zantor lies beyond the line that we are able to hold," she said. "They are my people and I am sworn to protect them.  Am I now to abandon them to the mercies of Schah?"
 
   "I don't know," Kreg said. "I wish I knew something we could do."
 
   #
 
   It took ten days for the first units of the army to reach, and pass through, the Black Mountains.  The remainder of the army trailed over three to four days behind them.
 
   "The army turns northward here," Kaila told Kreg. "We continue to the west and Norveth."
 
   Kreg nodded.  He twisted in his saddle to face Bryon. "You'll be okay, won't you?"
 
   "Aye." Bryon bowed slightly. "These tactics of yours are a thing unseen before, but methinks I understand someought of them. We shall hold."
 
   By changing horses several times a day, Kreg and Kaila were able to reach Norveth in a mere three days.  In the Capital, new stonework filled the gap where the krayt had broken through the city wall.  Workmen had nearly finished the ditches that Kreg had suggested.  A wooden palisade sat atop the outermost off the earthen ramparts, further protecting the soldiers within.
 
   Keven met them at the palace gates. "The situation grows more desperate," Keven told them as he led the way to the council chamber. "As you say, it has been needful to forsake the easternmost provinces."
 
   Kreg noted Kaila's sharp frown as Keven said this.  Keven apparently noticed it too as he nodded in her direction.  He continued. "An army approaches from the west and we halt it not.  An envoy from Merona arrived last night.  They have come under attack and they implore our aid.  Since Merona has sent aid to us, I cannot in conscience refuse them so we weaken ourselves further.  And the King has been spirited away by demons."
 
   "Damn," Kreg said. “When you put it all together like that...”
 
   "And yet," Keven continued. "All is not darkness.  You have won us a great victory in the East before setting the army to guard the lines you have chosen.  The army in the west has proven to be smaller than at first report, mayhap because they draw forces to attack Merona, and we have good news from the south." He smiled. "Faron has sent word that he has broken the siege of Elam.  Even now, our army rides to Trevanta to discover if they too face foes and to aid them if they are.  And our ships raid the coast of Schah at will, although that has not stopped their armies from striking outward. "He opened the door to the council chamber and motioned Kreg and Kaila inside.  A large map of the kingdom covered the council table.  Shillond already stood by the table, studying the map intently.  They exchanged greetings.
 
   "We need to make plans," Keven concluded as he took a position alongside the table.
 
   "First we must secure our western border," Kaila said. "It matters not what else we do; we cannot leave enemies in the heart of Aerioch."
 
   "I know not how to drive them from the land," Keven said. "Given time, perhaps..."
 
   "Time," Shillond said, "is what we do not have.  The longer the Chanakran wizards have, the more armies they can conjure.  Given time they can conjure up an invincible army."
 
   Kreg sighed and nodded.
 
   "In a single day," Kaila said, "we destroyed a vast army in the east.  May we not do so in the west?"
 
   Keven considered for a moment. "Kreg?  'Twas your counsel that gave us victory in the east.  What say you?"
 
   "I don't know," Kreg said. "Possible, I guess.  The trick is to avoid meeting strength with strength.  Even if you win, that's wasteful.  You want to bring strength where they're weak and avoid fighting where they're strong.  If you can do that, you can win and numbers become less important.  If you can't, it's a slugging match with numbers on their side."
 
   "It sounds as though you counsel to flee from a strong enemy," Keven said.
 
   Kaila leaned forward. "Keven..."
 
   Keven raised a hand and waved it. "I mean no insult." He smiled. "I am no Dahren to reject counsel that sounds strange to my ears."
 
   Kreg nodded in response and said, "What we need, I think, is to find a good, defensible, position and let them break themselves on that.  That depends on being able to fight when and where we want."
 
   "Then 'twill be no difficulty." Keven spread his hands, palms upward. "They chase the army, turning neither to the right nor to the left.  We needs must place ourselves where we wish to fight and allow them to overtake."
 
   "Then we may smite them!" Kaila slapped the table.
 
   "Somehow," Shillond said, "I don't think it will be quite that easy."
 
   "It might be," Kreg said, "or close to it.  Are they still using that wave tactic?"
 
   "Aye," Keven said.
 
   "So," Shillond said.
 
   "And so," Kaila said, "we have answered the question of the army in the West.  What counsel have we for Merona?"
 
   "Once we have vanquished the army in the west we might send aid," Keven said.
 
   "Nay, your highness." Kaila bowed her head in apology for contradicting him. "Merona has little of cavalry, and those they have are less skilled at arms than our own.  An' we wait, Merona shall fall."
 
   "Then we must weaken ourselves further." Keven slumped into a chair as he said that. "For we are honor bound to their aid."
 
   "Spartans," Kreg said.
 
   "I know not this word," Keven said.
 
   "The Spartans were a people on my own world a long time ago," Kreg said. "They were famous for their fighting spirit and skill."
 
   "How are warriors from your world to help us here?" Kaila asked.
 
   "According to legend, when one of the Spartans' allies asked for help, the King of the Spartans would send one warrior."
 
   Kaila cocked her head slightly. "Just one? They were so redoubtable then?"
 
   "They were, but not in the way you are thinking," Kreg said. "They knew the art of war as it was practiced then better than just about anybody else.  It wasn't so much the spear, sword, and shield that the Spartan brought, but the knowledge.  In a later day, the term was military advisor."
 
   "Of course." Shillond's head bobbed in agreement. "And even if Merona cannot defeat the Schahi army, they may at least slow their advance until we can send more tangible aid."
 
   "At least they'd have a chance, something they don't have now." Kreg thought for a moment. "And just maybe this strong defense on all fronts will be enough to make Schah back off.  It's happened on my world."
 
   Keven nodded. "So be it." He paused for a long moment. "Now, what is to be done about the King, my father?"
 
   "He was spirited away by a demon, was he not?" Shillond stared into the space between steepled fingers.
 
   "Aye," Kaila said. "A most malevolent beast, wrapped in shadows with eyes of fire."
 
   "He wasn't as big as that playmate of yours." Kreg nodded at Shillond. "But he was plenty big enough."
 
   "If the King was taken by magic," Shillond said, "and demons are magic incarnate, then there should be a trail I can follow.  A spell of seeking should find him."
 
   "Then why sit we here?" Keven sprang to his feet. "We must be out."
 
   "Calmly, calmly." Shillond waved his hands in a settling down gesture. "The spell will take some time.  I can cast it this very night, but we will have to wait for results."
 
   "Why?" Kreg asked.
 
   "Kreg speaks well." Keven nodded, but he returned to his seat. "What cause is there for delay?"
 
   Shillond sucked air over his teeth. "The spell calls up a minor imp to animate a brass owl.  The imp is a low order demon, too stupid even to rebel against control.  Once animated, the owl will follow magical traces given to it.  It will be able to track the demon that took Marek but it will take time."
 
   "And in the meantime?" Keven growled. "What hellish tortures will be visited upon my father?"
 
   "Keven!" Shillond snapped. "Your father is my friend and has been since long before you were born.  I do what I can, but there are limits to magic, as you well know."
 
   Keven bowed his head. "I am sorry.  I worry for him, 'Tis my only excuse."
 
   "I know, Keven," Shillond said. "I'm worried too, but we have work to do."
 
   "So," Keven's voice returned to its normal strength. "What transpires when the owl finds my father?"
 
   "The imp is released, but the owl remains.  I can use it as a link, much like this table and the map table the King takes on campaign.  We can communicate with him, and I can use the link to locate him."
 
   "Requires it your presence to function?"
 
   "No," Shillond said. "Any senior apprentice could use the link if he sits at the King's head of the conference table."
 
   Keven thought...and thought.  Kreg began to fidget as the silence wore on At last, Keven said, "In the absence of the King, rule falls upon me.  These are our royal commands.  Kaila, you shall take command of the western forces.  You shall use the tactics brought by Kreg from his world to defeat the army of Schah.  Destroy them an' you are able.  Kreg, you shall journey to Merona.  Teach them the warfare of your land that they may stand against the army of Schah.  Shillond shall accompany you as it is needful that a peer of the realm head any such mission."
 
   "Keven," Shillond interrupted. "I'll be needed here to help find the King."
 
   "You have just told us that you are not so needed," Keven said. "We know your preference, but all have our duties."
 
   "Yes, My Liege."
 
   "On this expedition," Keven said, "It is needful that a herald accompany you.  Choose, therefore, any whom you require, saving only Kaila and Duke Bryon who are required to lead our armies.  There are our royal commands."
 
   "So shall it be."
 
   "I have a good idea for a herald," Kreg told Kaila as they left the council chamber.
 
   "Bertan?"
 
   "Bertan the Valiant," Kreg corrected her. "He's got stars in his eyes, but he's already shown himself to be reliable.  He's also terribly anxious to please.  I also like the idea of getting him off the battlefield for a while, at least until he heals."
 
   "Aye." Kaila nodded. "Reliable he is, else he would not be of the King's pages.  And I, too, could wish him further from combat than he is.  But methinks there is more to your thought."
 
   "Yeah," Kreg said. "He reminds me of someone."
 
   "Oh?"
 
   "Me." Kreg smiled. "When I was a kid, before I grew up and got 'respectable'." Kreg paused for a moment. "I was such an idiot.”
 
   #
 
   "Remember," Kreg told Kaila as she was preparing to leave to join the eastern army, "timing is everything.  If the battle at Griselde had been in the morning rather than in the afternoon, the sun would have been in our archers' eyes rather than in the Schahi's.  I don't know that it would have turned the battle around, but it would have had an effect."
 
   Kaila smiled. "You have said many times.  Timing is everything.  Location is everything.  Morale is everything.  Everything is everything." She swung up into her saddle. "We will do well.  'Tis a thing new you have taught.  Where you fight, and when, is as important as how."
 
   "Just don't get yourself killed, okay?" Kreg patted her thigh just before she spurred her horse forward.  He stared after her as she disappeared into the distance.
 
   "Come, Kreg." Shillond's voice brought Kreg back to the business at hand. "We must be off as well."
 
   "I can't believe we're going to Merona!" Bertan practically glowed with excitement.
 
   Bertan had arrived early the previous day, along with a wagon of others too wounded to remain with the army.  He still wore bandages from his encounter with the demon.  Shillond had examined his wounds and announced that he was well enough for their journey.  Despite the slow healing of demon-caused wounds, Bertan would be fully recovered by the time they reached Merona.
 
   With Shillond's magic bolstering Bertan's healing, he would soon be well.  Already Bertan could ride unaided, which was fortunate.  They would be riding to the port city of Enosh, the same city from which Kreg, with Kaila and Shillond, had begun their abortive mission to Schah.  From Enosh a ship would carry them to the island kingdom of Merona.
 
   Keven stood at the palace gate, awaiting them. "It likes me not," he said, "that ye travel abroad so.  There are enemies about in the land."
 
   "We go at your order, Keven," Shillond reminded him.
 
   "Aye." Keven nodded. "'Tis true and I know it well.  And yet, I would ask ye to take care. 'Twould please me not were you slain.  And, Kreg," he added, turning to him, "take care as well.  I find I grow to like and respect you."
 
   "We'll be all right," Kreg assured him. "As Kaila would say, fear not for us.  Fear rather for the evil we face." He urged his horse forward.
 
   They did not travel with the urgency of the previous trip.  Instead of riding at full gallop with frequent changes of mount, they alternated walking and trotting with short breaks.  This pace, covering about thirty miles a day, the horses could maintain almost indefinitely.
 
   "We must see to Bertan's training," Shillond told Kreg when they had halted for the evening.
 
   "Okay." Kreg nodded. "I'll finish up here, so you..."
 
   "No, Kreg." Shillond shook his head. "You misunderstand.  Bertan is a page, learning the sword.  I am no swordsman.  You must see to it."
 
   "Me?"
 
   "You." Shillond tapped him on the breastbone. "There is no other.  And nobody trained by Kaila is entirely incompetent."
 
   "But I'll need training swords," Kreg said. "If we use steel, one of us will get hurt!"
 
   For answer, Shillond removed a long bundle from one of the packhorses. When he unwrapped it, it proved to contain two whalebone training swords, the very swords with which Kaila had taught Kreg how to fight.
 
   Without a word, Kreg took the two swords.  He walked over to where Bertan was currying their mounts. "Bertan, leave that.  Shillond will take care of the horses." His eyes challenged Shillond to contradict him.  "You have your training to attend to."
 
   Shillond held out a hand and took the currycomb and brush from Bertan.
 
   "For your information," Kreg said as he tossed one of the swords to Bertan, "these are the very swords with which Kaila taught me."
 
   Bertan caressed the blade lovingly.  Kreg grinned.  Bertan obviously had a big case of hero-worship for Kaila.  Kreg could understand that; Kaila was a woman worth worshiping.
 
   "No," Kreg said as Bertan took a ready stance. "Hold your sword higher, like this.  I could easily get through your guard."
 
   #
 
   In a week they reached Enosh.  The local count held a message for them from Kaila.  She had met the Schahi army in a minor skirmish and was retreating before them, hoping to lead them to a battleground where she could defeat them.  She expected success inside of a week and they would soon be able to send a force to aid Merona.
 
   "The encounter took place three days ago," Shillond said after relaying the message to Kreg. "We arrived almost on the messenger's heels."
 
   "And Kaila?" Kreg asked. "How is she?"
 
   "Well," Shillond's voice held a mixture of relief and concern. “She received a minor wound in her left arm where a sword point pierced her mail, but it was well doctored.  She says she can still fight."
 
   Kreg snorted. "If there's a fight brewing anywhere for a just cause, I think Kaila would rise from her deathbed to fight it."
 
   "True." Shillond nodded. "Let's just be glad she's not on her deathbed."
 
   "So Kaila's a hero again," Bertan piped up.  He had been listening during the entire conversation. "And you're a hero too, Kreg.  And Shillond's high mage of Aerioch and a hero too.  I want to be a hero."
 
   "There's much to be said for the quiet life." Kreg grinned. "Heroing is likely to get you killed."
 
   "Aww."
 
   "Cheer up, lad." Shillond tousled Bertan's hair. "Do your duty in all things and adventure enough will come your way.  As for being a hero; that's in the hands of the Gods."
 
   #
 
   The next morning they boarded a small galley.  A single bank of oars lined each side, each oar having two oarsmen.  A short mast carried a square-rigged sail, tightly furled against the yard.  With the exception of a closed cabin abaft, the ship was open-decked.
 
   Shillond had selected the ship for its speed and agility.  It lacked the ability to ride out heavy seas and storms and ordinarily would have been a poor choice for this trip, but with Shillond along to ensure good sailing weather, it would be safe.  The ship's speed would also allow them evade any Schahi shipping they should meet.
 
   As they crossed, Kreg told Bertan that the rocking of the ship was an added bonus to his training.  Not often did they have such a perfect opportunity for him to learn balance.
 
   Two days saw them across the straits to Merona.  Another day took them up the Callor River to Lindel, the capital.
 
   Lindel had less than half the size of Norveth.  It straddled the Callor River.  A wall surrounded Lindel with sea gates both where the river entered and where it exited.  A castle occupied an island at roughly the midpoint of the river's winding course through the city.  Boats ran along the river, which was deep enough for even the largest ships.
 
   Kreg had never seen anything like the sea gates of Lindel.  Bridges crossed the river at these points, supported by stone arches.  Stone walls topped the bridges, their immense thickness spanning the entire width of the bridge.  These walls did not meet in the center of the river, ending instead about twenty feet apart, as did the bridges below them.
 
   Wooden drawbridges lay across the top of the walls connecting them and allowing travel from one shore to the other along the top of the wall.  The battlements shielded spear throwing catapults and rock hurling ballistae, which threatened destruction on anyone so foolish as to attempt to take the city by ship.  At the same time, under the cover of this medieval artillery, Lindel's own ships could sally forth and disgorge armies to strike at any force that attempted to storm the city by land.
 
   A brief exchange of shouts between the captain of the ship and someone at the top of the wall gave them entrance to the city.
 
   The mast of the ship, as short as it was, was too tall to pass under the arches of the bridge.  They rowed through the gap between the walls and had plenty of clearance under the drawbridge.  At the docks they found an empty berth and tied up.
 
   "What do we do now?" Kreg asked Shillond.
 
   "We wait," he said. "We fly the Royal Banner of Aerioch, so a messenger should arrive soon."
 
   Indeed, mere minutes passed before a party came into view between the dockside buildings.  Several mounted knights, a score of archers, and one boy on horseback bearing a banner comprised the group.
 
   "Bertan!" Shillond called.
 
   "Yes, Duke Shillond." Bertan ran to the prow of the ship and scrambled onto the dock.  He stood tall, despite his short stature, in a silk tunic blazoned with King Marek's coat of arms.
 
   "Who seeks audience with His Most Exalted Majesty, Efrij, by the grace of the Triumvirate, by order, by election, and by conquest, Knight of the Sword, Earl of the Southern Hills, Lord of Lindel, Duke of Sheron, and King of all Merona?"
 
   "We come in the name of his most noble and august majesty, Marek, surnamed Caelverrum, Lord of Norveth, Master of the Greenwood, Duke of Rinwel and Paramor, Lord protector of Trevanta, Knight of the Threefold Twins, King of Aerioch and Zantor, and Emperor of the Light." Bertan's voice rang clearly.
 
   "King Efrij," Shillond whispered to Kreg, "is overly proud of his honors and lands.  Bertan reminded the herald that Marek is by far the greater."
 
   Kreg nodded, then returned his attention to the continuing exchange.
 
   "You say in whose name you come," King Efrij's herald said, "but not who you are."
 
   "My companions are Sir Kreg," Bertan said, "Knight of the Twins and advisor to the King in matters martial, and His Grace, Shillond, Duke of Deilor, High Mage of Aerioch, and advisor to King Marek on matters magical."
 
   Introductions dragged on for better than an hour.  Eventually the party on the docks decided that Kreg and Shillond did have business with the King and escorted them to the palace.  Here Bertan repeated the introductions, first at the gate to the palace, then again in King Efrij's audience hall.
 
   "I asked for an army," Efrij rumbled when Bertan finished. "And I get two men and a single ship.  Does King Marek mean to insult me?"
 
   "Your most exalted majesty," Bertan said, "stands before you two of the noblest heroes of all Aerioch.  Lord Kreg did, with his own hands, slay a mighty krayt that lay waste to the city of Norveth.  He is the hero of the battle of Griselde and 'twas his wisdom that visited destruction upon the forces of Schah wherein the King's armies did put the Schahi to the sword.  A score of the knights of Schah fell to Sir Kreg's own sword that day."
 
   Kreg shuffled his feet self-consciously.  He did not remember that many.
 
   "And Shillond?" Bertan was continuing. "Did he not tame the fire mountain?  Is he not the mightiest wizard in the sixteen kingdoms?"
 
   #
 
   "So they're coming from the north?" Kreg said sometime later.  Bertan had managed to convince Efrij that perhaps Kreg and Shillond could be of some help in facing the Schahi army. "That's odd.  Why would they circle the island that way unless...it's a diversion maybe?"
 
   "It could be," Efrij admitted. "I will consult my royal seer.  He will watch all my shores and inform us of any approach." He strode from the room.
 
   "Seer?" Kreg looked at Shillond and raised an eyebrow.
 
   "You have adapted so well, Kreg," Shillond said, "that I forgot that you are not one of us.  To answer you, there are mages who specialize in particular types of magic.  The seer is a specialist in spells for gaining knowledge.  I doubt not but that he could find anything within the borders of Merona that is not magically concealed."
 
   Kreg nodded. "We'll have reliable intelligence then. Good.  That helps."
 
   Efrij burst back into the room. "We are undone!  A fleet of forty ships has landed at Callens and the army is in the north!"
 
   Kreg looked at the King for a moment, then turned back to the map. "Callens.  That's...here." His finger tapped the symbol that marked the town. "Hill country on a peninsula.  Narrow neck." He scowled at the map for several long moments. "Majesty, do you have a map of this area?  I need to see what's there so I'll know what we have to work with by way of terrain and what not."
 
   "To what purpose?" King Efrij swept the maps off the table. "We are undone, I tell you!  The army fights in the north and enemies invade from the south.  We cannot fight in both places."
 
   Calmly, Kreg stooped to pick up the scattered maps. "I don't think we'll have to.  By dividing their forces, Schah has given us the chance to defeat them in detail."
 
   "In detail?" Efrij broke off his tirade long enough to query the unfamiliar term.
 
   "One at a time," Kreg said.
 
   "Hah!" Efrij tossed his head. "This southern army will be at our gates long before we can hope for victory in the north."
 
   Kreg spread the maps on the table.  He looked over at Shillond and shook his head. "Shillond, explain it to the gentleman.  I have a headache."
 
   Efrij clouded up.  His face purpled.
 
   "Majesty," Shillond said hastily, before the storm could break, "I believe that Kreg proposes transferring the army from the north to the south."
 
   "Retreat before an enemy?" Efrij roared. "Never!"
 
   "How is it retreat?" Kreg asked, at the edge of his patience. "Since when is advancing to meet a greater threat retreat?  Come on, Shillond.  They don't want our help here."
 
   "Now, Kreg," Shillond's voice was mild, but a twinkle sparkled in his eyes. "This is doubtless as new to Efrij as it was to King Marek.  I suppose it is natural that he finds it as hard to accept."
 
   Kreg stared at Shillond.  Marek had seen the value of the new tactics at once.  Then Shillond sketched a complex symbol in the air and his voice whispered in Kreg's ear, "'When your enemy comes, welcome him.  When he departs, send him on his way.' Have you not said that many times?"
 
   Kreg caught Shillond's eye and nodded.
 
   "Marek didn't swallow these at first, did he?" Efrij snorted.
 
   "True." Shillond nodded. "But he had to accept them.  They win battles."
 
   "So." Efrij preened. "The high and mighty Marek fell flat with a tactic of war."
 
   "Only at first, Your Majesty." Shillond bowed.
 
   "Well, I will not make that mistake!" Efrij slammed a fist on the table, scattering the maps anew. "The army moves at dawn.  Send word at once."
 
   "If I may be so bold." Kreg stilled his voice to mildness. "Leave a few of your forces behind, mostly archers.  They'll harass and slow the enemy, giving us a little more time."
 
   "What is this?" Efrij said. "You dance and fool with the Schahi rather than face him in the open and defeat him."
 
   "You would not want them to think you are fleeing, would you?" He said. "Leave a few forces to harass them.  Then no one can say that fear rather than tactics drove the move of the army.  In the meantime, you buy time and minimize your losses while waiting for your enemy to make a mistake you can exploit.  And rest assured, he will make mistakes."
 
   "Humph."
 
   "Now about that map..." Kreg let his words trail off and waved a hand over the map-covered table.
 
   Efrij dug through the pile of maps and selected one.  The map, when unrolled, showed the peninsula on which the town of Callens lay.  "This was my own province," Efrij said gruffly, "before my ascent to the throne." He indicated the hills. "These are too steep for an army to pass and the lowlands are marshy." He ran a finger along a line winding through the hills. "If they are to advance, it will have to be along this road."
 
   "Maybe," Kreg said. "From the look of things, we may just be able to repeat Griselde.  First, of course, we'll have to find a suitable place for the dismounted cavalry and archers..."
 
   "Dismounted?" Efrij's voice rose again. "To fight on foot like a common peasant?"
 
   Kreg sighed.  It was going to be a long night.
 
   


 
  

CHAPTER TWELVE
 
   Several days later Kreg and Shillond sat on their horses  horses provided from Efrij's stables--at the top of a knoll overlooking the road.  Behind them, a steady breeze rustled the leaves of trees already starting to turn the colors of fall.  It brought a chill that Kreg felt even through his armor.
 
   A low fog rolled off the marsh below, spreading tendrils across the gravel road that stretched toward where Callens lay invisible in the distance.  Behind, where the road crossed a higher saddle between two hills, the army prepared to camp for the evening.
 
   “I see no sign of the Schahi,” Kreg stood in his stirrups, trying to see a bit farther.
 
   "The seer says they had not moved from Callens since this morning.  Even if they started then, they could not be here before midmorning tomorrow.” Shillond said.
 
   King Efrij’s command numbered three thousand men-at-arms, five thousand peasant levies, and one thousand archers.  He would have had more archers but he had sent the bulk to Aerioch before coming under attack in Merona.  Of the few that remained, most had gone to harry the Schahi army approaching from the north.
 
   Despite Kreg's constant urging, Efrij and his men at arms refused to fight dismounted.  The forces available forced Kreg to rework his entire battle plan.  He had spent several sleepless nights with map and charcoal, blocking out different ideas.  He still did not know exactly what he would do, having only the barest of ideas.
 
   "They're hoping we'll come rushing in on them," Kreg said. "My guess is they've had enough time to learn from Griselde and that, my friend, scares me."
 
   "How so?"
 
   "They outnumber us." Kreg indicated the troops behind them. "Will they hold, do you think, when faced with an army two to three times their size?" He did not wait for an answer. "Our only advantage is tactics and how long before I run out of tricks gleaned from history?" He grinned.  "You know all that, of course."
 
   "Of course," Shillond said. "But you needed to talk.  Many's the time I've ridden with King Marek before battle while he talked of things we both knew well.  It comes of worry and concern."
 
   Kreg shrugged and spurred his horse down the steep hillside.
 
   #
 
   At the same moment, to the south and west, Kaila sat her own horse.  She, too, sat on a hilltop, surveying the scene of where she hoped to bring the Schahi to battle.
 
   Below her, the army marched across a saddle between two hills.  For days she had reviewed in her mind everything Kreg had told her and still she fretted.  She thought this was the best place to meet the Schahi but fear clouded her thoughts, fear that she would fail Aerioch, that she would fail Kreg.
 
   There were few woods here, only the hills to help channel the Schahi army to where Kaila wished to fight.  She did not know what she would do if, despite all, they avoided her and continued to march into Aerioch.
 
   She wished Kreg were here.
 
   Kaila put her doubts aside at her companion’s soft cough.  She twisted to face him.
 
   "All is well," she told Keven. He had joined her earlier that day.  "Our archers inflict losses upon the Schahi while we take none of our own.  When the sun is high tomorrow, the archers will withdraw from before the Schahi and harry them no more."
 
   "There is method in this an' I not mistake," Keven said.
 
   "Aye." Kaila tapped the map, spread on the table between them. "We harry them not and they reach this point by nightfall.  We shall wait just beyond, on this ridge.  Come morning they will find us there and we will fight."
 
   "Ah." Keven nodded. "Kreg's tactic?"
 
   "No," Kaila said. "Or not quite.  The line is too long to cover in safety and still keep a reserve.  It is my thought to place the reserve between the two wings.  The risk is greater if we are encircled, but I see no other answer."
 
   "No more do I," Keven said. "I leave all in your capable hands."
 
   "Keven, you rule," Kaila said. "It is you who should lead us in battle."
 
   Keven waved the suggestion aside. "You fought at Griselde and have seen these new tactics in battle.  I shall command the left wing as Bryon did there."
 
   "I will be in the center.  Who to hold the right wing, I wonder?"
 
   "Dahren, perhaps?" Keven held up a hand as Kaila started to protest. "I know.  He is a fool and likes you not.  Nevertheless, he is a sturdy knight and loyal to my father, also, he is of the nobility and may not be refused."
 
   "Dahren then," Kaila said. "But it likes me not.  He should have remained in the east."
 
   "He and Bryon quarreled," Keven said. "Bryon would have him no more."
 
   "And I owe him," Kaila's eyes narrowed with fury. "Marry!  But I owe him much for his attempt on the life of my squire."
 
   "Your squire," Keven reminded her, "is squire no longer.  And the tales that the knights tell say that Kreg had the best of that fight.  Many say that Dahren had resort to his secret thrust and it availed him not."
 
   "Speak him fair as you will," Kaila said. "He has given insult to me.  He has made attempt on the life of my squire and squire Kreg was when Dahren made the attempt.  By the King's own word we may not duel but once the war is won...his blood is mine."
 
   "Aye, Kaila," Keven said. "But for the nonce?"
 
   "For the nonce--" Kaila met his eyes levelly, "--we will use him where we may.  Dahren holds the right flank."
 
   Kaila called in several pages and gave them orders to relay to the commanders of the troops.
 
   "It is a strange thing," Kaila said as she and Keven rode down the hill toward the first of the campfires the army was beginning to set. "Ere Kreg came, never would I have planned a battle in this way.  I would have led troops headlong to glory or death, in wild charge, paying no heed to strategy."
 
   "I know," Keven said softly.
 
   "Methinks," Kaila continued. "This be why never had King Marek appointed me general.  For many years have I thought 'twere because I was a woman and not a man."
 
   "Not that," Keven said. "Never that.  Your mother, for all her small stature, was a mighty warrior, second only to great Verrek.  My father knew your mettle for you have your mother's steel, tempered in your father's flame."
 
   “I know...now." Kaila paused as her horse stepped to one side to avoid some obstacle that Kaila did not see. "'Tis strange.  All my life I have thought only of wars and of battles, but of late my mind has been on other thoughts.  Is there not more to life than bloodshed?"
 
   "Aye, Kaila," Keven said. "More there is and I think you know the answer but are yet unwilling to admit it, even to yourself."
 
   They rode without speaking for a while, the only sound being the jingling of the horses’ tack and the wuffling of their breathing.  The smaller of the two moons rose above the eastern ridge.
 
   "How is it that you are here?" Kaila asked at last. "Who rules in Norveth?"
 
   "The Lord Mayor holds the city well enough," Keven said. "The battle is here.  Should I hide within the keep while men die on the field of battle?"
 
   #
 
   "That idiot!" Kreg sank onto the ground next to Shillond. "His idea of honor and courage and valiant charges is going to get us all killed."
 
   Their tent, a standard five-man field tent, had been set a little apart from those of the rest of the army.  Sentries, sentries it had taken long hours for Kreg to cajole out of Efrij, stood in small groups still farther out.  With the setting of the sun a fog had descended, soon turning into a light mist.  Kreg pulled his cloak tighter against the evening chill.
 
   "I noticed something if you did not." Shillond placed another branch on the fire. "While his army fought in the north, Efrij remained safely within the walls of Lindel."
 
   "I noticed," Kreg said. "I also noticed where King Marek and Prince Keven were when there were battles to be fought in Aerioch.  And I also noticed how quickly King Marek snatched at anything that might give him a chance at victory."
 
   "There have been objections to your innovations, have there not? Even in Aerioch?"
 
   "Oh, sure," Kreg said. "Regarding the commandos, for instance, there were exactly two: One from Bryon, who didn't want to take troops from the battlefield--a reasonable enough objection from his perspective.  The other was from that airhead, Dahren."
 
   "Ah." Shillond laughed and said. "You have portrayed him well."
 
   Kreg started to say something and stopped. "Do you always play the devils advocate?"
 
   "Play the?..." Shillond thought for a moment. "If you mean, do I always take the opposing view in a discussion, I suppose I do.  Frequently.  I have been Marek's friend, advisor, and confidant since before he ascended to the throne, and his father's before him.  The habit is deep within me."
 
   "And his father's before?..." Kreg looked Shillond over carefully. "You don't seem old enough."
 
   "Kreg," Shillond said quietly, "I am over five hundred years old."
 
   Kreg said nothing.
 
   "I see that you don't believe it," Shillond said. "Well, no matter."
 
   Bertan chose that moment to return with their meals.  He set a heavy pewter tray on the ground. "They would not believe me at first," Bertan said. "They thought I was just trying to scrounge a meal for some of the pages."
 
   "The more things change,..." Kreg mused.
 
   "Pardon?" Shillond took a bowl of some sort of hot porridge from the tray and passed it to Kreg.
 
   "One second." Then to Bertan, he said, "Sit down, Bertan.  Possibly tomorrow, more likely the day after, we'll be fighting.  There's no need of this nonsense now."
 
   Grinning sheepishly, Bertan sat.
 
   "What I was saying, Shillond," Kreg said. "When I was a student at school, I got sent on an errand for one of the teachers, get some supplies from the office, and I had the same problem as Bertan here."
 
   "School?  Office?" Shillond prodded at the fire. "I know not the words."
 
   Kreg thought about that for a moment.  The local language did not have any words for either school or office that he knew.  He had inserted the English words without thinking.
 
   "No," Kreg said. "I don't suppose you have them here, any more than you have computers.  Lucky you, huh, Bertan?"
 
   Bertan shook his head.
 
   When Bertan had left again, Kreg leaned back and sighed. “School is exactly where someone like Bertan needs to be, not on a battlefield.” Kreg waved his mug in the direction of the tent flaps. “Bertan should be worrying about algebra finals and baseball scores and whether the cute girl in pigtails likes him, not--“ He shuddered. “--whether someone is going to drive a sword through his body.”
 
   #
 
   "I don't understand," Shillond said the next morning. "We passed three places with terrain similar to that at Griselde or, as you described, at Crécy on the way here.  Why have you chosen this spot?"
 
   "Shorter front," Kreg said. "We don’t have many archers and the cavalry is refusing to fight dismounted. That leaves me with the peasant levies as the core of my forces.  I want them deep to steady them."
 
   The army occupied a long saddle between two hills.  In the center, Kreg had placed the peasant levies, eight ranks deep.  Unlike in Aerioch, these troops had shields: large, kite-shaped shields, made of hides stretched over a wooden frame.  This, Kreg hoped, would make up for their lack of weapons.  They carried farming tools:  axes, pitchforks, a few boar-spears.
 
   On the wings, Kreg had placed the cavalry, ten ranks deep.  He had them packed in close order, stirrup to stirrup, in an attempt to steady the cavalry's inherent weakness when receiving an enemy’s charge.
 
   What archers he had, Kreg had placed on the flanks of the hills.  Here, enemy cavalry and infantry would be unable to charge at them.  For each archer, he had one shield bearer.  This would give them some protection against enemy archery.
 
   Kreg had to fight and scrap for each innovation.  Efrij, on his part, had argued against any change in tactics that they had used for centuries.  The fact that these tactics were losing did not enter his thinking.
 
   "Sir Kreg?" Bertan came up behind him. "The scouts have returned."
 
   Kreg nodded.  Sometime the previous day, the Schahi had begun to move.  Since then the High Seer had been unable to trace their movements.  Cloaked by magic, no doubt.
 
   Kreg turned to accompany Bertan to Efrij's tent.  The tent was enormous.  A large tent was necessary, of course, if only to contain the meetings that running an army required, But Efrij’s was three times the size it needed to be.  And where Marek’s tent had been plain, undyed canvas, Efrij’s was of fine linen and dyed in bright colors.  Inside, ceramic tiles covered ground that servants had spent hours leveling.  Kreg did not want to think about how many arrows, or how much food, could have been carried in the wagons that had born those tiles.
 
   "If we hold our present position," the knight who had led the scouting party said, "the Schahi army will reach us midmorning tomorrow."
 
   "Hah!" Efrij said. "Then we will go forward and meet them today!"
 
   "Your pardon, Majesty," Kreg said. "But that is just what they want.  The terrain favors the defense.  They're trapped on the peninsula and must either face us or board ship and leave."
 
   "Their ships have already departed,” the Seer said.
 
   Kreg nodded. "If they wait, we can fortify our position.  Then a couple of small forces, one to stop the main army here and one to destroy anything they try to take through the marshes, can keep them here to starve.  We can take the army to fight in the north.  I’m sure they know that.  They won't wait; they can’t wait.  They have to attack us on ground of our choosing."
 
   "But what of honor?" Efrij asked. "What of courage?"
 
   Kreg wondered how Efrij thought he had a right to even mention those two words. "What honor is there in foolish battles that you cannot win?"
 
   "But we must attack!" Efrij's voice rose.
 
   "No." Kreg kept his voice level. "We must win."
 
   "They are laying waste to all the land," Efrij said, at last voicing his real concern. "I cannot let my home be ravaged so."
 
   "And such an ill-advised attack," Kreg said, "will lose us the army and then they will ravage all of Merona."
 
   He was making headway, but it took more than an hour before he got Efrij to delay his attack.  One day, one more day, and they would be here so why abandon a defensible position?  Eventually, the message got through.
 
   "Bertan," Kreg said when they left the tent. "In the battle, I want you to stay close by me.  That idiot is likely to get us all killed before this is over.” Kreg hated himself for what he had to say next, but he saw no alternative. “I'll need a messenger I can trust.  You have armor?"
 
   "Kreg, I'm a page," Bertan said. "Pages aren't allowed armor."
 
   Kreg swore.  He looked Bertan up and down. "Well, there's no way I'm putting you on a battlefield without it." He grinned. "King Marek would skin me alive, I think.  I know Kaila would, and I wouldn't blame either of them."
 
   "I'm not afraid," Bertan said, but his lower lip quivered slightly.
 
   Kreg spotted the quiver and smiled reassuringly.  He patted Bertan on the shoulder. "I know you're not.  Don't worry about it.  I'll make do with whatever messengers Efrij has."
 
   "There is another solution." Shillond stepped out of the shadows.
 
   "Don't do that," Kreg said. "You scared me out of ten years' growth."
 
   Shillond ignored Kreg's comment. "I know you hoped that Kaila would choose you as her squire, but would Kreg be acceptable?"
 
   "Would he?" Bertan's eyes grew wide. "Kreg fought a krayt and won a battle and he's a great general and everything."
 
   "I can't take a squire!" Kreg protested.
 
   "You are a Knight, Kreg," Shillond said. "It is not only your right, it is your duty to take a squire.  The next generation of warriors must be assured."
 
   "Shillond," Kreg said, "I'm still new at this.  I'll teach him something wrong and get him killed.  I can't live with that."
 
   "Have you so little faith in Kaila's teachings then?" Shillond let a hint of laughter creep into his voice. "She has told me how you fought at Griselde.  In the short time that you have been here, you have learned to handle a sword as if you had been born with one.  You have even defeated a peer of the realm in single combat and that is no small feat."
 
   "If you mean Dahren," Kreg said, "I got lucky.  He nearly skewered me."
 
   "You frightened him," Shillond said. "The tales I heard said that he used his secret thrust, until then known only to us peers, in full view of all who watched.  He would not have done so had you not proved his master."
 
   Kreg stared off into the setting sun. "Bertan?"
 
   "I would be honored, Sir Kreg."
 
   Kreg sighed. “You’re not going to let me get out of this, are you?”
 
   “It is duty, Kreg,” Shillond said.
 
   “All right,” Kreg said, “but I don’t know how.”
 
   “There is merely the oath,” Shillond said, “and while I am no knight, I have heard the oath often enough to know the words.”
 
   #
 
   At Kreg's insistence and over many objections, the cooks were up before dawn.  While waiting in their lines, the troops ate bowls of hot porridge and drank steaming mugs of a bitter, yet stimulating drink.  The scouts heralded the approach of the Schahi army.
 
   Kreg sat on his horse on the right wing of the army, its breath frosting the air in front of him.  The ground crunched as the horse fidgeted.  An early frost had left a coating of white on the grass.  To the left, the sun shone in a cloudless blue sky.
 
   Kreg sat at the extreme right of the line, partway up the hill.  This gave him a commanding view of the battlefield.  He was not alone.  Efrij and several of his squires and pages were there as well.  More importantly, from Kreg's point of view, Bertan was there.
 
   Kreg spared a glance at the hilltop above him where Shillond waited.  If Kreg had need to send word to Shillond Bertan would be his messenger.  Kreg would trust no other.
 
   The first Schahi troops topped a rise in the road.  They advanced in three columns.  As Kreg watched they spread to cover the width of the valley.
 
   In front, they placed archers. In the center, one division formed a front three to four hundred yards across and five ranks deep.  To right and left there was a gap of about fifty, then two more lines of archers, each spreading over two hundred yards of front and the same five ranks deep.
 
   The archers were armed with the same short bows that had been ineffective at Griselde and Kreg hoped they would be equally ineffective here.
 
   Behind the archers were lines of infantry armed with shields and spears.  The infantry formed in small blocks, about five men wide and five ranks deep with gaps a few yards wide between the blocks.  In total, the line of infantry covered about a half mile.
 
   And behind the infantry, coming over the rise, were cavalry.  Like the infantry, they covered a front of about half a mile across organized in small blocks, but these blocks were only three ranks deep.
 
   Those gaps in the lines of infantry and cavalry worried Kreg.  Someone on the Schahi side had learned something from Griselde.  When the archers retreated, as Kreg was confident they would, those gaps would allow them to retire to the rear without their own forces trampling them.
 
   A violet glow formed over the approaching army, matched by a golden one over their own.  Kreg waited for a moment, but nothing else visible happened.  The hairs on the back of Kreg’s neck rose at the interplay of forces, the testing of magical defenses by each side.  Although battle-trained, Kreg's horse shifted beneath him.  The knights around him looked at one another nervously.
 
   “Bertan!” Kreg called.
 
   “Here, Sir Kreg.”
 
   “Ride to the hilltop.  If Shillond can answer, ask him what role magic will play in today’s battle.”
 
   “At once, Sir Kreg.” Bertan pulled his horse around and rode off, cantering up the hill.
 
   “What nonsense is this?” Efrij said. “You send a lance away on a foolish errand.  It is well known, their mages cannot strike at us.  Our mages cannot strike at them.”
 
   “Your mages, perhaps not,” Kreg said, “but your mages are not Shillond.  Let us see what he says, now that he’s had a chance to taste the other side’s strength.” Kreg only wished that he felt the confidence of his words.
 
   A few minutes later, Bertan returned, letting his horse pick its way down the hill.
 
   “The Schahi magic is not great,” Bertan said when he pulled up alongside Kreg, “They have two mages of moderate power and several little more than apprentices.  Shillond believes he has concealed his own power from them and could break through their defenses once, maybe twice, but he would then lack the strength to defend our own forces from magic.  He suggests caution, but that he is ready to strike if you give word.”
 
   “Well done, Bertan,” Kreg said and grinned.  They had an advantage, an advantage the other side did not know about.  That was good. “Stand ready,” he told Bertan, “when the time comes, I may need to send you to Shillond again.”
 
   The Schahi army advanced.  The infantry in the second line began to beat the shafts of their spears against their shields.  The rhythmic thunder was clearly intended to intimidate and, looking around at the nervous faces of the knights around him, Kreg saw that it was working.
 
   “Why, look,” Kreg said, keeping his voice cheerful, “they play some music to die to.” He turned in the saddle and shouted, “Trumpets!  Give them a tune in response.  To arms!” The trumpet call was redundant.  The army was already at arms, but it was a sprightly tune and Kreg saw the knights around him take heart.
 
   A shriek rent the air as the line of archers charged up the hill.  Arrows flew from the Meronan archers to fall among them.  Many of the Schahi fell, but still they charged.
 
   "We must charge!" Efrij stood in his stirrups.
 
   "No!" Kreg shouted. "Hold.  We have the best of it.  Let them come to us."
 
   Below, the Schahi archers on the wings concentrated on the Meronan archers.  The greater power and accuracy of the Meronan longbow, the protection of the shield bearers, and the higher ground gave them the advantage.  While Kreg winced at every scream, three Schahi fell for every Meronan.
 
   The center group concentrated their volleys on the infantry of Kreg's own lines.  The peasant levies huddled behind their shields.  They suffered few casualties.
 
   In the fury of the arrows arcing across the sky, Kreg almost missed the advance of the infantry.
 
   The arrows stopped.  The archers filtered back through the gaps in the infantry’s lines, then the rear ranks of the infantry stepped forward, filling those gaps and turning the infantry into a solid, unbroken line.
 
   The Meronan archers continued their rain of arrows.  The wings of the infantry line bowed backward.
 
   “Hold fast,” Kreg said to Efrij.
 
   “But...”
 
   “Give the order,” Kreg said, pitching his voice just loud enough for Efrij to hear. “We have the advantage so long as we hold fast.”
 
   His face white under his helmet, Efrij nodded.  He stood in his stirrups and shouted. “Hold fast.”
 
   The trumpets sounded.
 
   The infantry continued its march up the hill, the ends of the line continuing to bow backward as arrows fell among them.  Then, for one moment, they stopped, fifty yards from the center of the Meronan lines.
 
   For a few seconds the two armies regarded each other across the field of battle, then the Schahi infantry charged.  The peasant levies in the center bowed backward.  Bowed, but held.  In minutes the attack broke off and the Schahi infantry fled down the hill.
 
   No sooner did the infantry disperse than the cavalry arrived.  The Schahi left, the wing in front of Kreg, forged ahead of the rest of the line.  The Meronan cavalry lowered lances and waited.
 
   The Schahi cavalry lowered lances in turn and charged.  Kreg tried to force calmness through the seat of his pants as his horse started to fidget.  He brought his shield up, mindful of the brief instruction Kaila had been able to give him before they had parted company at Norveth.  Before they could meet, a Schahi fell screaming from his saddle, clutching at an arrow in his thigh.  The archers had shifted their aim from the retreating infantry to the front ranks of the charging cavalry.
 
   The combination of archery from the flank and unbroken line of Meronan cavalry proved too much for the Schahi horsemen.  They turned and followed infantry down the hill.
 
   The Meronan knight to Kreg’s left spurred his horse after the retreating cavalry.  Just beyond another was also giving chase.  In seconds, dozens of Meronan cavalry were racing down the hill, followed by hundreds a few seconds after.
 
   Kreg stood in his stirrups. “No!  Hold!”
 
   "Charge!" Efrij shouted.
 
   "No!" Kreg cried. “Dear God, No!”
 
   Yelling and shrieking, the entire right wing of Meronan cavalry plunged down the hill.
 
   Kreg found himself caught in the charge before, swept up through no choice of his own.  He watched the events as though from a great distance.
 
   They caught the fleeing cavalry.  Men and horses screamed.
 
   Suddenly, blood splashed against Kreg’s helmet and face.  The man on Kreg's left fell, a lance ripping open his body and spraying blood like a fountain.  Ahead of Kreg, a lance struck another horse through the haunch and it fell, forcing Kreg’s mount to veer to avoid it.
 
   The Schahi center had wheeled and fallen on their flank.
 
   Outnumbered, the small contingent of Meronan cavalry fell back. The Schahi cavalry swept around them until the Schahi surrounded the remaining Meronans.  The Meronan knights huddled atop a small knoll, seeking for nonexistent weakness in the wall of encircling cavalry.
 
   "You have led us to ruin!" Efrij snarled at Kreg.
 
   "You were supposed to hold!" Kreg snarled back. "And your stupidity has killed us all."
 
   The Schahi cavalry circled the knoll but making no effort to close in.  Kreg saw why.  The archers had reformed and were marching their way.
 
   In horrid fascination, Kreg watched as fingers fitted arrows to bowstrings.  Bows bent.  Arrows flew.  Two arrows struck glancing blows and rebounded from Kreg's breastplate, a third from his helmet.  Another grazed his left thigh, leaving a bloody line.  His horse fell, screaming, mortally wounded by still more arrows.  Kreg scrambled free as it fell, lest he be pinned underneath its body.
 
   A short pause in the sleet of arrows left Kreg with a moment to look around.  Only a few dozen of the Meronan cavalry remained standing, most on foot.  Horses were larger targets than men for the rain of arrows.  King Efrij lay by Kreg's feet, an arrow having struck him in the cheek and angled upward through his head.  With a sick feeling, Kreg realized that Bertan was not among those standing.  Around them, the archers drew arrows to breast once more.
 
   The ground erupted under the archers, hurling them through the air.  Lightning struck out of a clear sky, scattering the cavalry before them.
 
   *Run Kreg,* the thought burst into Kreg's brain unbidden, sounding like a familiar voice.
 
   "Shillond," Kreg whispered, then shouted, "To me!  Rally to me!" He charged at the disarrayed cavalry, yanking his sword free of its sheath as he did so.
 
   Confused and demoralized by the magic lightning and earthquake, the Schahi scattered before the handful that followed Kreg.  The survivors trudged back up the hill as the Schahi regrouped in the valley.
 
   "King Efrij led us to this evil," one of the knights said. "We are undone."
 
   Kreg agreed with the knight.  But if that sentiment spread, the army would break and the Schahi would run unopposed through Merona.
 
   Back at the Meronan lines Kreg found Shillond, leaning on Bertan.
 
   "Bertan!" Kreg grabbed the boy by the shoulders.
 
   "I didn't abandon you!" Bertan shrank back, fear in his voice.
 
   "I thought you dead." Kreg hugged Bertan to him. "How...?"
 
   Bertan hung his head. "When King Efrij charged, I remembered how you said that an ill-timed charge could lead to disaster.  I went to get Shillond.  It was all I could think to do."
 
   "It is good that he did," Shillond said. "I was in dream state, maintaining a shield against magical attack when Bertan woke me."
 
   "And thereby saved all our lives," Kreg said.
 
   Shillond smiled and shrugged.
 
   Kreg saw that Bertan's face still held fear.
 
   "Bertan," he said, "you did the right thing.  I'm proud of you."
 
   "But I ran away."
 
   "No.  You saw what was happening and, in all the confusion and without time to think, you made the right choice.  If you'd come with me, no one would have gotten to Shillond and we all would have died."
 
   Bertan managed a slight smile.
 
   "Kreg," Shillond said, "we have a problem.  Breaking through the Schahi's own magical defenses has cost me.  I have spent my strength.  Too little remains to hold our own defense for long.  If you have any plans, now would be a good time."
 
   Kreg glanced down the hill.  The Schahi had not yet regrouped, but he could see that they would soon renew the attack.  He closed his eyes and tried to visualize the map of the area that he had studied. "Shillond, can you make a marsh passable?  Dry it up, or freeze it, or something?"
 
   "I think I just have the strength, yes."
 
   "Good," Kreg turned to one of the knights. "Go to the other wing.  Gather the knights.  Then have the peasant levies fill the gaps." Without thinking that Kreg had no authority to give such orders, the knight rode off to do as instructed.
 
   "I don't think we can win," Kreg told Shillond. "Not now.  But maybe we can buy enough time to turn a rout into an orderly retreat."
 
   In the valley, the Schahi army formed their three lines.
 
   #
 
   Kreg reined his horse around to face the rest of the cavalry who followed him.  They had ridden over a marsh, frozen by Shillond.  Kreg, and those surviving knights that had followed Efrij in his charge, rode spares brought up from the rear.  The crossing had cost them two horses, injured in falls on the slippery ice.  The slightest opposition would have prevented crossing.  Fortunately, the Schahi did not seem to know of their presence.
 
   Kreg had left Bertan to tend Shillond, who had collapsed from the effort of freezing the marsh.  Fewer men at arms rode with Kreg than he remembered being in the force. "Remember," he said, "we have to confuse them, break them up, scatter them if possible.  Hit hard, hit fast, then pull back.  While their attention is on us, the peasant levies and archers will retreat.  Then we get out of here ourselves."
 
   "Peasants," one knight said. "Leave them, I say." There were murmurs of agreement. "We have lost.  No good will come if we ride on to our slaughter."
 
   Kreg stood in his stirrups.  Maybe he could use their devotion to honor above all, even reality. "Are you all cowards?"
 
   "There is no shame in being overmatched," the knight said.
 
   "No?" Kreg said. "Would men of honor slink away like whipped dogs?  Would men of honor leave those who served them well to die?  I go.  Let men of honor go with me."
 
   Kreg wheeled his horse and trotted off without looking back.  A few seconds later the jingle of mail told him that others followed behind him.  He waited a long moment before glancing back.  The group that followed was smaller, but not much so.  He smiled grimly.  A small band, perhaps, but one that would fight.
 
   "Please," Kreg whispered to himself as they rode on. "Please, no magic."  With Shillond no longer able to shield them, and the High Seer's abilities unsuited to the task of defense, the army had no protection against even the feeblest wizardry.
 
   As they rounded the arm of the hill, Kreg swung to the left, riding up the slope.  From this vantage point he could see the Schahi army had already begun its next attack.  The archers had withdrawn and begun to reform their lines behind the cavalry.  The infantry were advancing up the hill.  The entire Schahi army faced the forces on the hill, none looking in his direction.
 
   Kreg did not know who had taken command of the peasant levies but they were holding.  Their lines were thinner as they had spread to fill the gaps where the cavalry had been but they were holding.  And the archers still poured arrows down on the advancing Schahi.
 
   As the Schahi infantry collided with the Meronan shield wall an idea burst full formed into Kreg's head.  If he could time it right...
 
   Kreg waited, his lance held in an upraised hand to restrain the impatient knights.  As the Schahi infantry broke off their attack, he dropped his lance and urged his horse forward. "Charge!"
 
   Kreg's shout, and the stampede of shouting voices, the pounding of cantering hooves, drew the Schahi's attention.  The archers turned to face them.  They managed only a few poorly aimed shafts before the Meronans crashed into their lines.  The archers fled, dropping their bows in their haste.
 
   The timing was perfect.  The archers collided with the rear of the Schahi cavalry just as the infantry reached them from the front.  In an instant the army of Schah dissolved into a howling, disorganized mob.
 
   The Meronans swept them back, up the hill.  As the Schahi retreated, the Meronan arrows began to fall among them from above in a deadly cascade.  By the time the sun was low on the horizon, the battle was over.  Meronan cavalry met Meronan peasant levies across a field littered with the bodies of the Schahi army.
 
   #
 
   A few of the Schahi had slipped away and Kreg let them run.  Kreg dismounted his horse as Shillond, again leaning on Bertan, approached.
 
   “I thought,” Shillond said with a grin, “that the plan was to give the army a chance to retreat, not to win another victory.”
 
   Kreg shrugged, “Plans change.  The foot was holding so well that...” He looked back at the carnage-strewn field.  Many of those bodies would vanish with the dawn but for now...The screams that rent the air from wounded men and animals finally penetrated Kreg’s awareness. 
 
   “Oh, God,” Kreg whispered.  Griselde had been almost clean.  But this?  So many dead.  So many wounded.  And the pitiful cries of the wounded, men and horses, stabbed at Kreg’s ears like daggers.  But worst of all was the smell, the smell of blood, the smell of feces.
 
   One man, one of the Meronan foot--Kreg could no longer think of them as “peasant levies”--half disemboweled by a sword stroke, was attempting to drag himself up the hill, intestines trailing behind him.
 
   “No.” The reins of Kreg’s horse fell from nerveless fingers.  He dropped to his knees, then fell to a ball as sobs wracked his frame.
 
   Kreg felt hands take hold of his shoulders and turn him.  Between them, Bertan and Shillond lifted Kreg’s shoulders so Shillond could cradle him in his arms.
 
   “Your Grace,” Bertan said, “Is there anything you can do?  Make him sleep or something.”
 
   “I could, boy.” Shillond kept one arm wrapped around Kreg’s shoulder and, with the other, held his head against his shoulder. “But he needs this.  Wounds of the spirit are like wounds of the body.  The sooner they are cleansed, the less chance for them to fester.”
 
   Some time later, Kreg wiped at his face and stood.  With Bertan’s help, he mounted his horse once more.  He walked the horse toward where the foot still stood in battle lines.
 
   The army cheered.  Kreg said nothing and raised his hand in a tired wave.
 
   When the cheering had died down, Kreg said, softly, “See to the wounded.” He looked down to where Bertan stood by the side of his horse. “Bertan, go tell the knights to send out scouts, about two miles down the road, and sentries.  I don’t think there are any more armies headed our way but let’s make sure.”
 
   Kreg watched as Bertan ran off. “I am so tired.”
 
   #
 
   The army marched for another day before reaching the town of Callens, a day of marching past burned farms, empty pastures, and bloated bodies.  A day in which Kreg grew progressively more morose.
 
   “Kreg?” Shillond said as they reached Callens.
 
   “Wait, I’d said,” Kreg whispered. “Let the Schahi come to us.” He turned aside to look at a farm.  The family that had lived there lay outside a burned cottage.  In the cool weather, their bodies had not yet started to bloat.  They had been hacked repeatedly, long after they had died.  There was no telling what tortures they had undergone while still alive.  “And all the time the Schahi were doing this?  When Efrij said they were ravaging the country, I didn’t know.  I swear I didn’t know.”
 
   “Kreg?” Shillond laid a hand on Kreg’s harm. “You did all you could.”
 
   “Then I should have done better,” Kreg said. “How many have I killed because I wasn’t good enough?”
 
   “You're not listening to me, are you?”
 
   Kreg turned back down the road and continued toward Callens.
 
   “Shillond?” Bertan said from where he rode just behind them.
 
   “We have a problem,” Shillond said.
 
   Silence fell over the army as they rode into Callens.  Bodies littered the streets, some crushed as if pressed between heavy stones, some dismembered pieces scattered, making identification of individual bodies impossible, all mutilated to some degree.  Stains of varying shades of red and red brown marked every wall, every street.
 
   The contents of Kreg's stomach fought their way upwards at the stench.  Only by a supreme effort of will was he able to retain them. "How could they do this?" Kreg's voice cracked. "It's inhuman."
 
   "They're not human," Shillond said softly. "In literal truth, they're not.  They're animals, possessed by demons."
 
   Beyond Shillond, Kreg could see Bertan sitting still on his horse, his face white.
 
   "It's not like in the tales," Bertan whispered.
 
   "It never is," Kreg said.  All the books he had read, all the history he had studied, finally became real to him.
 
   #
 
   Kreg nodded and turned his attention back to the map. "I don't think we can hold Merona.  The army is exhausted and Schah has fresh troops in the north plus the survivors of those we fought here.  They will join the others."
 
   "Do you have any suggestions?" Shillond looked up at him.
 
   "Evacuate," Kreg said. "Gather every ship, every boat, every raft.  Bring them here and ferry every man, woman, and child who can reach us to Aerioch.  I don't like it but it comes under the heading of buying time."
 
   "Time is not our ally," Shillond said. "As you said before, how long before the Chanakran wizards conjure up an invincible army?"
 
   "I know it!" Kreg snapped. "What do you want me to do?  Quit?  I've never just quit in my life." He stopped, chagrined. "Sorry.  I guess I'm just a little tired." He slumped into a chair and dropped his face into his hands. "Gods, what am I going to do?  How many more are going to die because I’m not good enough?"
 
   "I think you're more than a little tired," Shillond said. "For now, get some rest.  I'll get the necessary messages out."
 
   #
 
   Keven and Kaila sat pouring over a map of the western frontier of Aerioch.  An image of Shillond's head appeared floating in the air above the map.
 
   "Shillond!" Kaila sat back, nearly oversetting her stool.
 
   "There is trouble," Shillond said. "I must speak quickly for this spell is a great strain."
 
   With a quick glance at Keven for confirmation, Kaila said, "Say on."
 
   "We have won a battle," Shillond said, "but the cost was high.  Efrij has been slain and our forces are exhausted.  Another army approaches from the north.  Worst of all, Kreg is heart-sore.  He continues from sheer tenacity, but his heart is gone.  He blames himself for Efrij's folly and for all the deaths that have come, and will come, because he is not more than human."
 
   "Efrij has always been a weak-minded fool." Kaila felt anger rise up in her. "What did he do this time?"
 
   "He led a charge--" Shillond scowled deeply. "--against Kreg's advice, I might add--which caused the deaths of nearly half the men-at-arms.  Kreg rode with them.  The Schahi trapped them, surrounded them, did not even allow them a chance to fight for their lives.  They called up archers to slay them."
 
   "The Twins!" Kaila shuddered.
 
   "I was able to pierce the magical defenses and grant them an opportunity to escape, but only a handful returned.  The other wing held...thank The Twins."
 
   "Aye." Kaila shuddered again. "To be so helpless..."
 
   "Kreg does not believe we can hold Merona," Shillond said. "I must agree.  He has called for every craft that can float to evacuate what we can save.  I have already sent messengers along the coasts of Merona.  I need you to send whatever you can from Aerioch.  I'll use spellcraft to ensure good weather."
 
   "Keven?" Kaila looked at him.
 
   "Of course," he said.
 
   "Good," Shillond said. "How goes it with you?"
 
   "We have had good fortune," Keven said. "Kaila led us to victory in our first battle and we give them no peace.  We have reached nearly to the western mountains, where we will hold against further attacks."
 
   "Excellent," Shillond said. "I will tell Kreg.  Perhaps the news will cheer him." His image wavered slightly. "I can say no more." He vanished.
 
   "You must go to Merona," Keven told Kaila.
 
   "Keven?" Kaila studied him for a moment. "We have battles yet.  Messengers can be sent to arrange for boats.  I would like to go, but..."
 
   "You have heard your father," Keven said. "Kreg's spirit is broken.  If there is anyone in all the world who may mend the broken pieces it is you.  You must go to him."
 
   "As you will, Your Highness." Kaila bowed, turned, and left the tent.  She had several hours yet of daylight.  She saddled her horse, mounted, and drove it to a trot toward Enosh.
 
   Despite all, her heart sang within her.
 
   


 
  

CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
   "Shillond, what am I going to do?" Kreg had commandeered a guard post in one of the towers flanking the main gate of Callens.  It gave him a view of the field below, a field packed solid with people. "All these people..."
 
   Over the previous three days, people had been pouring into the Callens Peninsula by the thousands.  Word of the pending evacuation had spread and every person who could travel was making his way there:  men of military age, their wives, their children, their parents and, in some cases, their livestock.  Already, more than 70 thousand camped on the hills with more arriving daily.
 
   "Three days ago," Shillond said, "you had a plan."
 
   "I was going to evacuate an army." Kreg grimaced. "An army, maybe twenty thousand.  But this..." He swept his hand, indicating the people outside. "How do I tell a man that we can take him because he can fight, but his wife and children remain to the mercies of Schah?" Kreg's eyes drifted to where someone had attempted to scrub a bloodstain from a wall. “How can I watch more people die because I’m not good enough?  How can I do that?”
 
   "You don't." Shillond took Kreg by the shoulders. "You take all of them."
 
   "All?" Kreg sank onto a bench and shook his head. "That's just not possible.  That northern army can’t be more than days away and we just don't have the time."
 
   "I know how close it is," Shillond said. "The High Seer is tracking their progress."
 
   Kreg looked up surprised.
 
   Shillond nodded. "It is true that their own wizards are shielding them from sight, but the seer searches.  When he reaches a place he can't see, we know he's found the Schahi.  We cannot know their numbers or how they are armed, but we can know where they are." Shillond paused then said, "If we need time, then what does it take to get time?"
 
   "Two of you!" Kreg snapped. "One to keep the weather favorable--a mild squall, a stiff breeze for that matter, would sink half the boats out there--and one to protect the army holding the pass.  The Northern army would have had at least one mage with them and we never did find the ones from the army we beat."
 
   A wide grin split Shillond's face. "Then there is no problem."
 
   Kreg stared at him for several seconds. "What?"
 
   "I'll keep watch on the weather.  You protect the army."
 
   “What?”
 
   “Kreg,” Shillond said, “when you led the counterattack against the Schahi, their wizards cast no spells against you, or against us on the hills.  Did you stop to think why that might be?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “I think you were responsible,” Shillond said. “Remember the Krayt? You can block magic.  I said at the time that it was getting stronger.  Maybe it is strong enough now to cover a battlefield.”
 
   They stared at each other.  Finally, Kreg nodded slightly. "That's quite a chance to take on a guess.  We don't really know for certain if I can stop magic like that."
 
   "No," Shillond said. "We don't really know.  But what is there to lose?"
 
   "What is there indeed?  All right, Shillond.  Let's see what we can work out."
 
   #
 
   Rain had been falling for two days, ever since Shillond had started controlling the weather over the strait between Merona and Aerioch.  Shillond had explained that he could not stop rain or wind, but simply move it.  Kreg had asked if he could move it over the neck of the Callens peninsula.
 
   The rain had swollen the marshes, making the land virtually impassible, certainly so to an army.  The only avenue by which the northern Schahi army could reach them would be along the road.
 
   Kreg sat in a wooden chair and looked across a table at three knights.  The rain beat steadily on the canvas of the tent Kreg was using as his field headquarters. Kreg wore a heavy wool cloak pulled tight against the evening chill.
 
   “Digging is menial work,” one of the knights said, “fit only for peasants.  We will not do it.”
 
   “I see,” Kreg said. He stood, removing the brooch pin from his cloak.  From behind him, Bertan took the cloak and stepped back.
 
   Underneath the cloak Kreg wore his armor. Servants had laundered the surcoat, but it still bore tears and stains from the battle.
 
   Kreg slammed his palm into the tabletop. “You will do what I say.  You will dig trenches, pits, or your own graves when and where I tell you to dig them.  And you will do it without complaint or I swear that you will envy the former residents of Callens.” Kreg sat back in the chair and looked up at the white-faced knights. “Do you understand?”
 
   “Yes, Lord Kreg,” the self-appointed spokesman of the three said.
 
   “Then get to work.”
 
   The three backed hastily out of the tent.
 
   When they were gone, Kreg let his head fall forward onto folded arms on the tabletop. “God, Bertan, what next?”
 
   “Kreg, I...“
 
   “No, that’s okay.  I’m just...tired, I guess.”
 
   “You have reason to be.”
 
   In the distance, trumpets sounded. Kreg looked up. “Bertan, what?” He did not know the trumpet signals well.
 
   “The sentries, Sir Kreg,” Bertan said. “A party approaches.  Allies.”
 
   “Go see what it is.”
 
   “Yes, Sir Kreg.” He held out the cloak. “Your cloak, Sir Kreg.”
 
   Kreg reached out and took the cloak. “Thank you.”
 
   Kreg had just wrapped the cloak around himself and settled back into the seat when Bertan returned to the tent. “Archers, Sir Kreg.  It is the archers that harried the northern Schahi army.  They have joined us here.  Five thousand of them.”
 
   Kreg started to rise once more. “I’ll need to see them placed with the others.”
 
   “Rest, Sir Kreg,” Bertan said. “It is being done.”
 
   “But...”
 
   “You have given the order.  None will gainsay you.”
 
   Kreg sighed and pulled the cloak tighter. “Have I become such a monster?”
 
   “A monster, Sir Kreg?  No.  Say rather the greatest hero Merona has ever known.”
 
   Kreg shuddered. “Some hero. ‘I am become death...’”
 
   “Sir Kreg?”
 
   “Nothing, Bertan.  I think we’re done for the night.” Kreg stood and walked to one of the two cots that lay in the back of the tent. “And maybe you can find some more charcoal for the brazier?  It’s cold in here.”
 
   “Cold, Sir Kreg? I am already asweat.”
 
   #
 
   The next morning dawned clear, with dew heavy on the grass.  Kreg looked out from his tent over the fortifications he had ordered constructed.
 
   The army, nobles and peasants alike, had dug a broad ditch across the front of their lines with the dirt piled into a low wall, reinforced with timbers, on the near side.  Wooden stakes filled the ditch and protruded from the front of the wall.
 
   Kreg winced on seeing those fortifications.  The wood had come from now-empty farmsteads. Happy families had once filled those farmsteads.  Those farmsteads now only held corpses, the corpses of people who the Schahi had tortured and killed while Kreg had urged caution on Efrij.
 
   How many more would die while Kreg stood safe behind fortified walls?  But try as he might, Kreg could see no other way.  To attempt to attack the Schahi would be suicide and would lose everything.
 
   Kreg turned away from the fortifications and looked toward the bay.  A nearly solid wall of sail, heading toward Callens, filled the sea.  “Bertan!”
 
   "Yes, Sir Kreg?"
 
   Kreg pointed at the approaching wall of ships. "What is that?"
 
   “Forgive me, Sir Kreg,” Bertan said, “but Shillond said to say nothing until we were sure.  Aerioch sends a fleet of five hundred ships and boats to our aid.”
 
   Kreg squinted and shielded his eyes against the sun.  On one of the larger ships, the sail carried the coat of arms of Aerioch.  As it approached more closely, he could see the royal banner flying from the topmast.
 
   "Send word to Shillond," Kreg said to the messenger. "Begin the evacuation.  Women and children first, then anyone who cannot fight.  When the rest have escaped we will retreat and board ship ourselves."
 
   "Yes, Sir Kreg." Bertan mounted his horse and began the treacherous descent down the hill.
 
   "Five hundred more ships," Kreg shook his head. "We may get out of this alive after all."
 
   #
 
   Once full dark had fallen, Kreg left his post at the top of the hill and began the difficult descent by the light of the twin moons.  He had dared not descend earlier as he had decided to keep the scouts in close.  While he believed the High Seer would give them plenty of warning before the Schahi arrived, he did not completely trust that belief.  If the seer did miss the Schahi, they would only have a couple of hours warning of an impending attack, not enough for Kreg to reach his hilltop from Callens.
 
   Shillond sat in conversation with someone who had his back to Kreg.  The stranger wore a cloak that concealed his figure although Kreg could tell that he would have impressive height standing.  Deep black hair just touched the thrown back hood of the cloak.
 
   Shillond looked up. "Kreg, good to see you.  The first boatloads are away."
 
   The stranger stood and turned.  Kreg's blue eyes met Kaila's silver.
 
   "Kaila?" Kreg stepped forward eagerly. "What are you doing here?  I mean...I'm glad to see you."
 
   "Aye." Kaila's smile sparkled in the firelight. "Right glad am I to see you as well.  How goes it?"
 
   "As well as we could expect." Kreg shrugged. "We managed to pull a costly victory out of a total disaster.  Although we can’t hold the island there's no panic. Not yet anyway.  And those ships that came in.  I assume you came in with them?" He waited for Kaila's nod before continuing. "They'll just about make up the difference.  We've got a lot more to evacuate than I had thought."
 
   Kaila nodded. "Shillond has told me."
 
   Kreg smiled wryly. "All the knights, their families, the minor nobility, their families, most of the freeholders, their families, and a large chunk of the peasantry, and their families.  A lot of them want to bring livestock too, but I'm afraid we'll have to disappoint them."
 
   Bertan entered the room with a message for Shillond.  Kaila's eyes fell on his mail. "You are squire now, Bertan?" Kaila asked him. "To Kreg?"
 
   "Yes, Kaila." Bertan stared at the floor. "It..."
 
   "I needed a messenger I could trust," Kreg said. "And there was no way I was going to have him on the field without armor.  I mean, it’s one thing to send messages from behind to fixed lines like at Griselde, but I was going to be right in the middle of it here so..."
 
   "'Twould be the height of foolishness," Kaila agreed.
 
   "So." Kreg drew a chair close to Shillond and Kaila and sat. "How long will this evacuation take?"
 
   "If everything goes well and nobody else arrives, we can expect to finish late on the third day," Shillond said.
 
   "Figure four days then," Kreg said. "At least.  We're almost sure to get more refugees and just as sure to lose some of those floating deathtraps."
 
   "Four days then." Shillond nodded. "What about your end?"
 
   "The Seer expects the Schahi army to arrive on the fourth day," Kreg said. "I want to be ready for them at any time, though.  You never know.  It looks like we're going to have to retreat under fire and I don't like that.  Too many good men are likely to die in the process."
 
   "What we need then," Shillond said, "is something to hold back the attacking army long enough for ours to retreat and board the boats."
 
   As Shillond spoke, Kreg lifted a small oil lamp from the chain by which it hung from the ceiling.  The lamp was a round, lidded pot with a spout in one side.  A wick in the spout reached the oil within.  Kreg removed the lid and stared into the pot while swirling the oil around.  The light of the burning wick cast eerie shadows that played across his face as he said, "I have an idea."
 
   #
 
   Kaila sat with Kreg at the top of the guard tower.  Kreg stood with one foot resting on the low wall while he leaned with one hand on the merlon.  Kaila leaned against the next merlon and looked deeply into his face.  There were new lines in Kreg’s face, lines of care.  A darkness shrouded his eyes that troubled her.
 
   “Are you well, Kreg?”
 
   “Well enough, I guess,” Kreg said. “I’m alive anyway when so many others aren’t.”
 
   Kaila followed the line of Kreg’s gaze down to the field where thousands camped.
 
   “And many others are alive because of you,” she said.
 
   “And how many are dead because of me?  If only...”
 
   “If only what?” Kaila gently took hold of Kreg’s shoulder and turned him to face her. “Are you greater than the Gods, to order all as you would have it?  Not even the Gods can forestall every evil and long ago learned that the attempt led to ruin in the end.”
 
   Kreg said nothing.
 
   “Perhaps the Gods are different on your world, I do not know, but let me tell you the story.”
 
   She motioned for Kreg to sit.  When he had done so, she said, “Many, many years ago, when the world was still new, Koreb and Mira, the Threefold Twins, walked openly upon the world.”
 
   “Threefold Twins?” Kreg asked. “You’ve used that term before.”
 
   Kaila nodded. “Each of the two can take three aspects, the promise of youth, the strength of maturity, or the wisdom of age.  They are two, Koreb and Mira, but they are each three as well.
 
   “Treva also walked the world, but her love was given to the plants and animals and the rocks and waters, and mankind had little to do with her.”
 
   “I see,” Kreg said. “Go on.”
 
   “Where the Twins walked, there was good for they guided all justly and all who saw could perceive their glory and know them for Gods.  But where they did not walk, Baaltor whispered to the hearts of men, and great evil grew in them.  When the Gods walked among men, you see, they knew goodness but did not grow the strength to withstand evil.  So when the Gods walked elsewhere, evil came to men and took them.”
 
   “Like overprotective parents.  Their children get into trouble when the parents aren’t around.”
 
   “Just so,” Kaila said. “So it was that there was always evil in the world and the Gods grew weary for when they went to stem the evil at one place, it sprung forth again, ever stronger, at another.
 
   “One day the Twins returned to a place from which they had long been absent and one stood before them to challenge them.  The man who challenged them was a wizard deep in the counsels of Baaltor.  His name was Verro, which means “the mighty” and he was the mightiest wizard the world has ever known, saving only the First Wizard.
 
   “Behind Verro stood a great host, a host of wizards and warriors.  No one knows how mighty a host of wizards could grow for few are able to best Baaltor in the challenge and gain the power of magic.  But a mighty host there was, not only of warriors and wizards, but men and women, children scarce able to hold weapon and the old scarce able to walk without leaning on a staff.
 
   “The Twins were wearied from their great labors so when Verro challenged Koreb, he drew forth his sword of light and struck Verro down and slew him.  Seeing what Koreb had done, the others did not flee but stood forth and did battle against the Gods.  Koreb fought and slew all who would challenge him and at his side fought Mira.  None stood against them and none fled.  None who challenged them lived.
 
   “When the battle was done, the Twins looked at the many dead around them and wept for none had survived, neither man nor woman nor child.  On seeing this, Koreb cried, ‘I have become the thing I feared!’ And Mira wept too and said, ‘I, too.  How Baaltor must laugh at this sight.’
 
   “No one knows what counsel the Gods took after that day.  Some say that Jandak, one of the First Gods, called across the void to a God of another world, whom Jandak had befriended before the world was made, and took counsel from him.  But no one knows.  What is known is that since that day no more do the Gods walk among men.  They speak instead to the hearts of those who will heed their words and guide men subtly that men may learn to fight evil both within and without.”
 
   Kaila laid one hand on either side of Kreg’s face and turned it toward hers. “So even the Gods cannot stop all evil.  You do what man may do, the best you can do.  You grieve over your losses, it is true, but do not punish yourself because you are not more than mortal, that you are not more than the Gods themselves.
 
   “We fight, Kreg,” Kaila continued. “We stand between the people of Aerioch and those who would do them harm.  Some, even among the nobility of Aerioch, forget that with our station comes duty, a duty to protect.  My father tells me that we cannot protect all the weak and helpless in the world and he speaks true.  And so our duty is to strive to protect those who come under our hand.  And when, in our human way, we fail, we shoulder the burden anew and redouble our efforts for the future and take comfort that not even the Gods can protect all, however much they may wish they might.”
 
    “I hear you, Kaila, but...”
 
   “But it is a hard lesson to learn,” Kaila said. “I know it well.  It is a lesson that still bites me to the core of my soul as I struggle with it.  But that only means that you are a good man, perhaps the finest I have ever known, and it pains me to see you hurt so.”
 
   “If only I were home, I wouldn’t have to deal with this.”
 
   “If you were home, would you be able to make such a mark upon the world?  Shillond believes that you were brought here by magic.  I do not believe so.  The Gods have called you here, Kreg; I am certain of it.” She took his hand and pulled him to his feet. “Come.  Rest.  I have seen that you have had little enough of rest these last few days.  Rest and I will keep watch that none may disturb you.  And tomorrow, with renewed strength, you and I will find a way to fight the evil that we face.”
 
   “Fear not for us,” Kreg said, a hint of smile finally playing about his lips, “fear rather for the evil we face.”
 
   Kaila smiled in return. “Greatest effect for least effort.”
 
   #
 
   Rain was again falling five days later.  With the northern Schahi army approaching, Kreg had moved to the center of the army’s line to make maximum use of whatever protection against magic he could offer.
 
   It was still odd, Kreg thought, to look back and see the rain and clouds stop halfway to Callens.  The last boatload of refugees had already departed that morning.  All that remained was to wait for enough ships and boats to return for the army to depart en masse.  If the Schahi would stay away long enough, they wouldn’t even have to fight.
 
   About noon a scouting party rode in at full gallop.
 
   "Enemy sighted," the lead scout said, his chest heaving as if he had run the distance himself. "Two hours."
 
   Kreg nodded and turned to the trumpeter who stood close by. "Stand ready," he said.
 
   As the trumpeter sounded the signal, Kreg looked anxiously at the preparations.  The ditch was complete. In front of it they had dug a latticework of pits, interspersed with sharpened stakes.  No cavalry charges would cross that field, at least not quickly.
 
   Over the entire field, Kaila had men lay a thick blanket of oil-soaked straw.  To prepare that, other men had gathered all the oil available in Callens, even slaughtering the livestock and rendering them for the fat.
 
   The Schahi arrived on schedule.  The Meronans had repulsed three attacks when the orange glow behind them told Kreg that Shillond had lit a huge bonfire.  That was the signal.  Kreg called to the trumpeter "Fall back.  Light the fire."
 
   As the command went out, hundreds of archers selected specially prepared arrows. They dipped the arrowheads into lit torches and lofted them, flaming, into the oil-soaked hay.
 
   Kreg grinned as flames climbed skyward.  Shillond was not the only one who could command fire.  He made his way down the hill to join the tail end of the army as it marched to the coast.  The flames would prevent pursuit long enough for them to escape.
 
   #
 
   "You have accomplished little less than a miracle," Shillond said to Kreg aboard ship.
 
   "Miracle?" Kreg said, "The miracle is that we didn't lose more than we did.  How many did we evacuate?"
 
   "Close to a hundred thousand," Bertan broke in.  "Almost half the people in Merona!"
 
   "A hundred thousand." Kreg shook his head. "A hundred thousand more mouths for Aerioch to feed."
 
   "Be not discouraged, Kreg," Kaila said. "You have won a great victory."
 
   "Victory?" Kreg snorted. "Retreat is not a victory.  Evacuations don't win wars." Kreg stopped and shook his head. "They just don't."
 
   "Mayhap Callens is not a victory," Kaila said, "but you have added near on twenty thousand to King Marek's army by this evacuation.  No small thing, certainly."
 
   "She's right, Kreg," Shillond said.
 
   "Where's the Seer?" Kreg asked, changing the subject.
 
   Shillond's smile told Kreg that he had not fooled Shillond. "I sent him ahead with the first boatload.  He hopes he can attune to Aerioch so he will be able to See there as he could in Merona."
 
   Kreg nodded.
 
   After a short silence, Kreg said, "Everyone's still keyed up over the magnitude of the escape, downright euphoric.  Once that fades, morale is likely to go with it." He shook his head. “What am I going to do now?”
 
   The tip of land on which Callens sat stretched into the narrowest section of the strait between Merona and Aerioch.  Crossing the strait took from just after noon until sunset.
 
   A crowd met them at the beach, demanding to know what they were to do now that they had left behind homes and livelihoods.
 
   "Those of you who can fight I hope will join Aerioch's armies," Kreg said. "The rest, I don't know just yet.  We've got a few days, thanks to the supplies we brought.  I'll work out what to do."
 
   The crowd clearly did not like Kreg's answer but they were not ready to riot, not yet.  A dozen Meronan knights sufficed to keep them from troubling Kreg.
 
   "We'll have to separate them," Shillond said. "Spread them about the kingdom.  That way they won't overburden any one province."
 
   Kreg nodded. "Kaila?"
 
   "Shillond speaks wisdom." She pointed to where the Meronan army was building their campfires. "We must also take counsel on what to do with yon army."
 
   Kreg sat on the sand, leaning against a rock. "I don't know." Who needs them most?  Bryon in the east?  Faron in the south?  Or Keven in the west?  Or maybe we should leave them here?  If I send them to the wrong place and we have to send them somewhere else, the war could be over before they finish marching."
 
   Kaila snorted and started to speak.  Kreg waved her to silence and pointed.  Someone was approaching along the beach.  As the figure neared, Kreg saw that it was the High Seer.
 
   "May I join you?" he asked.
 
   "Sit," Shillond said.  Kaila moved closer to Kreg to make room for the Seer in their circle.
 
   "Perhaps I can help you with your problems." The Seer dropped into a cross-legged seat on the sand.
 
   Kreg cocked an eyebrow at him.
 
   The Seer smiled. "You forget, young man, the magic I wield.  Of course I know what you have been discussing.  Shillond has erected his defenses against enemies, not friends."
 
   Kreg glanced at Shillond who nodded. “I thought it best to leave the Seer able to follow us.”
 
   "Although it is good that you, young Kreg, are permitting magic to work at the moment or even my powers would not work," the Seer said. "You are an enigma to me.  And that is odd in the extreme to one with my skills.  I am accustomed to certainty and there is nothing certain about you.  The Gods have touched you and there is the mark of another I don’t know.  Most strange."
 
   "You said you might help?" Shillond urged.
 
   "Quite right.  I have succeeded in attuning to Aerioch.  I think I can find places where extra hands would be welcome so you can send the people in groups to those places.  For the army, you can leave me here with them.  I will set a spell of hearing on you.  When you know whither you want them to go, simply speak it.  I will hear and so inform them."
 
   #
 
   Kreg shivered on the back of his horse as he, Kaila, and Shillond rode into Keven's camp.  During the ride from the coast they had already encountered the first snowfall of the season here in the western mountains.  Winter would soon be upon them.  Despite the gathering darkness, Kreg agreed with Kaila's decision to press on.  With Keven's camp so close he did not want to spend another shelterless night.
 
   "Add Merona to the list," Kreg said to Keven when they met him. "I managed to save most of the army, but we lost the island."
 
   "Along with King Efrij the Foolish, I hear," Keven acknowledged.
 
   "Whatever you do," Kreg said earnestly, "don't say that where the Meronan troops can hear.  I've spent a lot of time building Efrij up as a hero."
 
   Kreg paused.  When he spoke, his voice dripped irony. "Efrij, strong and noble, led a courageous yet doomed charge to buy much needed time for the remainder of the army, sacrificing his life in defense of his subjects." He laughed once. "That's the story I have circulating.  It keeps morale high and that's more important than the truth.  I just hope it doesn’t lead others to make their own doomed charges." He gestured down at the camp. "What do you have here?"
 
   "We hold," Keven said. "We have driven the forces of Schah from our borders and they pass us not.  We can hold, but soon our warriors must return to their homes lest their crops rot in the fields.  And then what becomes of us?"
 
   "I may have more good news for you," Kreg said. "The army I bring is twenty thousand strong, but in addition we have their families: wives, children, parents.  More mouths to feed, true, but also more hands to help in gathering the crops.  The High Seer of Merona came with us and he's sending them where we need them most.  That should let us keep the armies in the field through the winter if need be."
 
   "Aye," Keven said. "That it will."
 
   "Where do you want the Meronan troops?" Kreg asked. "They've had a week's rest in the north and I think they'll be reliable."
 
   Keven led them to his tent.  Charcoal braziers in the corners glowed a warm red, keeping away the early winter chill.  Keven unrolled a map of Aerioch and the surrounding kingdoms on the table in the center.
 
   "We are strong in the east and in the west," he said. "In the south strong garrisons hold both Elam and Trevanta.  Neither city can withstand a prolonged siege but they can hold until we can send reinforcements.  Thus, the only unguarded avenue of attack is from the north.  With Merona in Schahi hands, that is a danger that must concern us although our navy shall protect our coasts.  The winter storms will be upon us soon and not even weather witching can wholly avert them.  Even so, it likes me not to leave the north unguarded."
 
   "So if we divide the Meronan army into two units of about ten thousand each and place them here and here." Kreg tapped two places along Aerioch's northern coast. "The seer can keep watch for landings and the nearest army can move to intercept them before they get established.  If the landing is too large, the seer can send both armies.  The first to arrive can harass the Schahi until the second arrives."
 
   Kaila and Shillond slipped out while Kreg and Keven discussed tactics and contingencies.
 
   #
 
   Kaila looked up as Kreg returned to his tent.  The ride from the north had given some time for healing, but the bloodshed of Callens still haunted his eyes.  Kreg had never before seen the horrors of war, she thought, and he still tormented himself that he could do no more than he had to prevent it.
 
   "What are you doing here?" he asked
 
   "Even after all, you are still troubled," she said. "Are you not?"
 
   Kreg sat on the rolled blankets that formed his bedding. "What makes you say that?"
 
   "We are friends, Kreg." Kaila sat on the ground next to him. "More than friends, sword companions.  We have faced death together, death and worse than death.  I know your moods.  I know your heart.  You have put on a brave face, but in your heart you are greatly troubled."
 
   Kreg sat silently for a long time after Kaila finished speaking.  She remained silent too, content to wait.
 
   "Kaila, what are we going to do?" He asked at last. "All we've done is put off the inevitable.  We've destroyed an army of over thirty thousand in the east, one of close to twenty thousand in Merona.  You and Keven defeated another here and they still keep coming.  They just build bigger and bigger armies.  Sooner or later, they'll wear us down."
 
   "Should we surrender, then?"
 
   "After what they did in Callens?  No," Kreg said. "I’m not about to quit.  It's just so frustrating."
 
   "Frustration." Kaila lit a candle at the room's charcoal brazier.  It provided better light than the red glow of the brazier. "I know it well.  It moves me to tell you a story."
 
   She paused and looked off into the distance as she began. "One score and ten years agone, a plague took Zantor.  All of the noble house died in that plague save only one young knight.  He became the duke and, despite his tender years, he was a good Lord and Zantor prospered.  Nevertheless, there was trouble in the land and the lesser knights and nobles grew restless.  They thought that as Aerioch had become free of Shend, perhaps Zantor could become free of Aerioch.”
 
   Kaila added a small scoop of charcoal to the brazier.  Most of the nobles in Aerioch knew at least the bare bones of the tale but she had never sat down and told it to someone before. “A young girl, Barani by name, was the sole daughter of a minor noble who was the last living descendent of the old Royal house of Zantor.  The duke’s advisors counseled the duke to marry Barani so he bespoke her father and they agreed.  Barani wed the Duke.  But that very evening, before the Duke could even bed his new bride, word came of raiders from Anor striking at the easternmost provinces.  The Duke would not be stayed and rode out that night to fight.” Kaila paused. “The Duke never returned.  Instead, an army the likes of which no one had seen before rode into Zantor.  When they attacked the castle, it was Barani who directed the defense.  While this had happened before, a knight away or slain in battle leaving his wife to defend his home, what Barani did next defied all precedent.  When the knights sallied, she rode with them.  She was a small woman, but it was her fierce demeanor that none would gainsay.  Some say her eyes glowed, so hot was the fire within her.” Kaila shook her head. “I told you the story before. In time, the armies of Aerioch came and drove the raiders away.  With the army came Shillond.  As the raiders had fled before the army and his magics were not needed there, he turned instead to the sick and wounded and there found Barani, clad in mail, her arms red to the elbows with blood as she tended a wounded knight.  It is said that in that moment Shillond was smitten with Barani and swore an oath to never rest until he had won her love.”
 
   “What do you think?” Kreg asked softly.
 
   “I think the court minstrels are too full of their own tales.  Smitten?  Perhaps.  But I know my father too well to think he would swear such a foolish oath.”
 
   Kreg nodded. “Go on.”
 
   “I told you how Shillond and Barani were wed, how I was born, and how Barani was slain and Shillond captured.” She sighed. "Despite the peace between Aerioch and Shendar, Shillond was still held in durance by the witch.  Not even the King-Emperor of Shendar knew of his captivity.  Another two years passed before Shillond was able to win free of the witch and return to Aerioch. Once home, he laid claim to me, then a babe of four summers.  He, with the King's council, decided that I should be raised a lady, that the tragedy that befell my mother not be my own fate.”  Kaila's eyes flashed in the light of the candle. "But I am my mother's daughter.  I found Faron, the weapons master, sympathetic to my desire.  Thus did he teach me in the dead of night.
 
   "At thirteen I overthrew Faron. I then rode to the next royal tournament.  I rode in proudly, wearing my mother's armor.  The same armor in which Shillond had first seen her.  Though armored, I rode without helm, my face bare for all the world to see.
 
   "Some among the knights did contest my right to enter the tournament, but my skill at arms proved the greater and I overthrew them.  Many have since disputed my right to the title of knight and noble.  Always I have prevailed, and yet, Dahren, to this day, would deny me that right.  So you see, I am no stranger to frustration."
 
   #
 
   When Kaila had finished, Kreg grasped her hand and squeezed it lightly. "I noticed something in your story."
 
   "Oh?"
 
   "Why would your mother's armor still be around after, what was it?  Thirteen years?"
 
   Kaila nodded. "And I do not know. 'Tis custom to bury a slain knight in his armor."
 
   "And you told me your mother was a small woman.  Even when you were thirteen, would her armor have fit you?"
 
   "Every year, as you grew, we added links to the mail to match your size.  You had to find your own path, Kaila." Shillond stuck his head into the tent. "I could not choose it for you.  But I could make the path available."
 
   "You were listening?" Kreg scowled.
 
   "Only the last part," Shillond said. "I came to speak to you, Kreg, and I couldn't help overhearing..."
 
   Kreg motioned Shillond in.
 
   "Bertan has been speaking to many of the squires and pages," Shillond said as he made himself comfortable on the ground. "There is an army of Schah beyond the mountains and it has been acting oddly."
 
   "Oddly?" Kreg said. "How so?"
 
   "They've been marching a great deal." Shillond tapped the ground in front of him in several places. "Here one day.  Here the next.  Here the day after.  They march across their line of advance and back again.  It is a large army, true, probably the largest we've seen yet, but why exhaust themselves that way?"
 
   Kreg gasped. "In how many different places has this army been sighted?"
 
   "Five, six, something like that," Shillond said. "Does it mean anything?"
 
   "Converging columns.  Five or six divisions." Kreg bit his lip. "And each one larger than anything we've yet faced."
 
   "Kreg?"
 
   "We're in trouble," Kreg leaped to his feet. "Come on.  We've got to find Prince Keven.  We are in bad trouble."
 
   "Bertan!" Kreg roared as he stormed out of the tent.
 
   "Aye, Sir Kreg?"
 
   "I want the leaders of the scouting parties for the last week at Keven's tent and I want them now.  I don't care how you do it."
 
   "Yes, Sir Kreg."
 
   Shillond and Kaila stared at each other in confusion for a moment before following in Kreg's wake.
 
   


 
  

CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
   Kreg used a stick of charcoal to mark down the location of the scouts' contacts with the Schahi forces on the map.  As the contacts were marked, a pattern emerged.
 
   The candleholder hanging from the tent’s ridgepole dripped wax on the map. Occasionally Keven or one of the others in the tent would scrape the wax spots off the map.  The light of the candles left the corners of the tent wreathed in shadow.  The oily smoke from the candles hung in the air, making Kreg’s nose burn and his eyes water.
 
   "Six." Kreg marked the last location.
 
   "Why are you troubled?" Keven asked. "Their army exhausts itself with these forced marches and will be no threat." He pointed at the first contact. “First they were here." He pointed at another contact. “Then they marched to here.” The third contact. “Then they went here.” Keven spread his hands. “Back and forth for no good reason."
 
   Kreg shook his head and drew six lines on the map, each one passing through several of the individual contacts, the lines converging on their position. “Not one army.  Six...in converging columns.”
 
   He turned to one of the scouts. "How large was the army you found."
 
   "Maybe twice our own strength.  Forty thousand."
 
   "The same with the rest of you?" Kreg asked.
 
   The other scouts nodded.
 
   Kreg shook his head sharply and stared down at the map. "Not forty thousand, Your Highness.  Two hundred and forty thousand.  We’re facing close to a quarter million troops."
 
   "'Tis not possible!" Keven said.
 
   "Kreg," Shillond said, "I told you before.  There is a limit to magic.  Not all the mages of Chanakra could conjure such a horde."
 
   Kreg thought for several minutes. "This changeling spell.  The possessed animals are men at arms?"
 
   Shillond nodded.
 
   "Could they also-–“ Kreg paused. "--be mages?"
 
   Shillond answered slowly. "Aye, if the spell were cast from a place of power, I suppose it could draw a somewhat more powerful grade of demon.  It would serve little purpose.  Even these would only be able to cast one or two spells.  They would be of little use in the war."
 
   "And if one of these spells was this changeling spell?"
 
   Shillond opened his mouth.  Closed it.  Tried again.  Nothing.
 
   "Let me put it this way," Kreg said. "One mage.  Two mages.  Four.  Eight.  Sixteen.  Thirty-two.  How long until you can conjure any number you require?  Will they run out of demons?"
 
   “Unlikely,” Shillond said quietly.
 
   "We are doomed." Kaila's voice was also quiet.
 
   "Shillond," Kreg said, "we need an answer.  I spotted the problem because I know something about numbers.  I know nothing about magic."
 
   "Answer?" Shillond shook his head. "I don't know that there is one."
 
   "Kreg is right, Shillond," Keven said. "You must find an answer or we are truly doomed.  For the nonce, we face an army the likes of which the world has never seen.  We need to take counsel how to survive the next march of days."
 
   "The pass is narrow," Kreg said. "That's good.  It'll keep them from flanking you and reduce the advantage of their numbers somewhat."
 
   "You believe we may yet be victorious?" Kaila asked hopefully.
 
   Kreg shook his head. "No, I don’t think so, not against that many.  What I hope to do is blood them and blunt their advance.  We haven't bought as much time as we could have wished, but maybe we can buy a little more."
 
   "The trouble," Shillond said with a grin, "is to do so without being too good at it."
 
   Kreg looked at Shillond and tilted his head. "You've lost me.  Would you mind explaining that?"
 
   Shillond nodded. "When you vanquished the army in the east, that worried them.  Then you did it again in Merona.  And Keven and Kaila did it yet again here.  All this must have caused them to conjure up the vast army we face now.  It is a compliment of sorts."
 
   "Compliments like that I could live without," Kreg said. "So what do we do now?"
 
   "We delay them," Kaila said. "Shillond knows of no answer, but answer there must be."
 
   "Aye," Keven said. "Find it we must or Aerioch will never know another spring. Kreg, you have shown much knowledge of matters martial.  Have you any counsel?"
 
   Kreg thought for a moment then shook his head. "All I know comes from the history of my world.  With the right tactics, and the right situation, a smaller army can defeat a larger.  We've done it several times here.  But these kind of odds...I just don't think it can be done.  I'm tapped out."
 
   "The idea is not to win," Shillond reminded him. "The idea is to allow them to win, but neither too quickly nor too well."
 
   "Mayhap we can fortify the pass?" Kaila pointed to the map. "Aye.  Here, the pass is less than a mile wide.  We could dig a trench across and pile the dirt on the nigh side, then surmount it with a battlement of stone.  Our archers could shoot from behind in safety."
 
   "Aye, Kaila," Keven said. "And these ridges, here and here, overlook the pass.  Archers placed thereupon will be able to strike at the enemy's flanks."
 
   "Feel left out, Kreg?" Shillond whispered to him as Kaila and Keven continued their plans.
 
   "Not at all," Kreg whispered back. "I never pretended to be a general."
 
   "Ah, Kreg." Shillond grasped Kreg by the arm. "You set spark to tinder and now the flame burns brightly.  They will buy us time and you and I must decide how to use it."
 
   Keven and Kaila, heads huddled over the map table, did not note Shillond and Kreg exit.
 
   #
 
   The soft scrape of metal against leather snapped Kreg awake.  In the gloom of his tent, Kreg could just make out a dark figure looming over him, with a blade poised to strike.  It had been the drawing of that dagger that he had heard.
 
   Kreg rolled off his bedding toward the figure.  He heard a thud behind him as the blade struck the ground where his neck had been.
 
   Kreg continued his roll, catching the figure in the legs.  They ended in a tangled heap.  After a short scuffle, Kreg found his right hand clutching the would-be assassin's throat.  His left he locked around the intruder's right wrist, keeping the sword at bay.  The assassin reached for Kreg's face with a claw-like hand, but Kreg was larger, his reach longer.
 
   A few seconds later, the stranger went limp.  Kreg shifted his position, drawing his legs under him in preparation to dragging the would-be assassin to his feet.
 
   In that moment on inattention the assassin drew a dagger with his free hand.  He swung and the dagger's tip seared a line across Kreg's cheek.  The cut, although shallow, burned with an intensity all out of proportion to its severity.  A wave of nausea rolled over Kreg.
 
   As dizziness followed the nausea, Kreg dropped the assassin and staggered backwards.  The assassin fled from the tent.
 
   Kreg tried to shout but no sound emerged.  The world went black and he toppled to the ground.
 
   #
 
   "Easy, Kreg," Shillond's voice came to him out of the darkness. "That was a powerful poison.  I've treated it, but you must rest."
 
   With a supreme effort, Kreg managed to pry open his eyes.  A blowtorch flamed across his right cheek.  It was morning and the light stabbed painfully into his eyes. "What happened?"
 
   "A noise awoke Bertan," Shillond said. "He saw someone enter your tent and came to see if anything was amiss.  He called for the guards.  We arrived to find you unconscious on the ground.  Judging by the poisoned wound I found on your cheek, I assume you fought off an assassin."
 
   Memory tumbled back into Kreg's mind.  He spent the next few seconds sorting it out.  In clipped terms, Kreg told Shillond what had happened. "Where is Bertan?" He asked after he finished.
 
   Shillond hesitated for a moment then sighed. "He was in the path of the assassin when he fled," Shillond said. "My guess is that he grappled with the assassin.  He received a knife in the ribs for his pains."
 
   "What?" Kreg started to sit up.  The movement riled his stomach, making Kreg gag and forcing him to lie back down. "Where is he?  Is he okay?"
 
   "Rest easy, Kreg." Shillond replaced the blanket Kreg's movement had dislodged. "The wound, although painful, was not especially serious. I've already treated the poison and a sleep spell keeps him comfortable.  He will recover in a few days, a week at the most."
 
   Kreg sighed with relief. "I'm glad to hear that." He paused before continuing. "I trust steps are being taken to keep this from happening again?  Being a human target does not appeal to me."
 
   "There are guards outside the tent," Shillond said. "And either Kaila or I, or both, will remain with you at all times.  She is getting food now and will join us shortly."
 
   "That's a little more than I expected," Kreg said. "The guards outside are enough.  Really."
 
   Shillond leaned closer to dab a thick, greenish paste on Kreg's cut cheek.  Seconds later, the stinging faded. "Kreg, someone attempted to kill you. We don't know who, but it stresses something.  You are far more important than you are willing to accept.  I don't know why, but until we find out, it is vital to keep you alive and functioning."
 
   "Shillond," Kreg said, "maybe somebody thinks I'm notable in some way but they're mistaken."
 
   "You're just an eye tee consultant, whatever that is," Shillond said. "I've heard the litany before, Kreg, and frankly, I'm tired of it.  You must learn that no one is inconsequential.  No one."
 
   Kreg nodded. "My head hears you, Shillond, but my heart has trouble getting the message."
 
   "He speaks sooth, Kreg." Kaila walked in carrying a platter laden with several wooden bowls. "Already would Aerioch have fallen an' you not have aided us.  Done less have many who have been great heroes of legend."
 
   She set the platter on the ground next to Kreg. "Now, you must eat.  The poison has weakened you and that, no doubt, is why you speak foolishness of yourself."
 
   At the thought of food another wave of nausea swept through Kreg. "I don't think I can."
 
   "Broth, Kaila," Shillond said, "and bread.  I do not think he will be able to retain anything more for another day or so.  The poison did a great deal of damage before I could cure it."
 
   "Aye, father," Kaila said. "I thought as much."
 
   She selected a bowl and picked up a spoon, restraining Kreg with a glare when he started to rise again. "Nay, Kreg.  You lie still." Shillond slipped out of the tent as Kaila held the spoon to Kreg's lips.  Kaila’s steady hands spilled none of the broth as she fed Kreg, alternating spoons of broth with holding small pieces of bread for Kreg to nibble. "Right concerned was I." Kaila set the bowl and spoon aside. "For three days Shillond tended you.  He could not use magic in aiding your cure and had to use only herbcraft.  He would not say but I believe that at times he despaired of success."
 
   "Why?" Kreg reached up to wipe a trickle of spilled broth from his chin. "Why couldn't he use his magic?"
 
   "Shillond said that your shield has grown yet stronger," she said. "Before effort, will, on your part was required to stop magic.  Now, Shillond thinks, effort on your part is required to permit magic." She selected a cup from the platter.
 
   "I see."
 
   "Drink." Kaila pressed the cup to Kreg's lips. "It is a sleeping draught.  When you wake, you will be much recovered.  Sleep and fear not. I will keep watch."
 
   The drink had a sharply bitter taste and Kreg grimaced as he drank. In a few seconds a pleasant lassitude rippled over him.  Kreg's eyes closed.  He sighed and drifted into deep slumber.
 
   #
 
   "How feel you?" Kaila's voice was the first Kreg heard as he opened his eyes.
 
   "Better," Kreg said. "My cheek still hurts." That was an understatement.  His cheek felt like a hot brand scored into his flesh.
 
   "'Tis to be expected." Kaila held a cup of wine for him. "Shillond will return shortly with herbs that will ease the pain.  He tends Bertan now."
 
   "How is he...Bertan?" Kreg asked after he had taken a long sip from the cup.
 
   "Shillond keeps him in the deepest of sleeps," Kaila said, "so he knows no pain.  His wound heals well and Shillond has cleansed the poison from his body.  I doubt not that he will be fit soon."
 
   "I'm glad.  I've come to like the kid."
 
   "Aye," Kaila said. "In time, he will make a right good knight.  Shillond tells me that you have continued his training in sword?"
 
   "Somebody had to," Kreg said. "I just hope I haven't screwed him up too badly."
 
   "Ah, Kreg." Kaila patted him on the shoulder. "Truth it is that there is none in all the kingdom who can stand against me in any weapon saving only the bow--there I bow before your skill--but it seems me that you are the better teacher. I have spoken to Shillond and he concurs.  Long has it been since I faced the difficulties of a young lad, first learning skill at arms.  It makes me impatient with their foibles."
 
   She stopped as the sound of the guard's challenge warned them of an approaching visitor.  The tent flap swung back and Shillond entered.
 
   "How are you feeling today?" Shillond asked.  Without waiting for a reply, he set to work dabbing a cloth into a bowl containing a red paste, then smearing it over Kreg's cheek.  The contact stung sharply, but almost instantly a pleasant numbness flowed into the damaged tissues.
 
   Kreg sighed with relief. "Ooh.  That's much better."
 
   "Here, Kreg." Shillond helped support Kreg into a sitting position, then to his feet. "I'm sure you'll need to...ah, get out for a few minutes."
 
   Leaning heavily on Shillond's shoulder, Kreg let Shillond lead him out of the tent.  The cold of the air took a sharp nip at Kreg's throat as they passed out of the warmth of the brazier-heated tent.
 
   Kaila followed at a discreet distance, but close enough to prevent any further attempts on Kreg's life.  Her hand rested lightly on sword hilt.
 
   When Kreg had taken care of necessary details, Shillond led him back to the tent.  Kreg did not protest at Shillond's order to lie back down.  The short trip had exhausted him.
 
   "What is the news?" Kreg finally asked. "How goes the war?"
 
   Kaila looked at Shillond a moment before answering. "Keven is greatly worried.  Faron holds to the south and last report has a large army massing there.  Likewise does Duke Bryon report from the east.  We have no report from the north, but the Meronan forces cannot yet have reached their camps.  You know what we face here.  We are ringed about by foes." She hung her head. "Soon they will fall upon us and Aerioch will be no more.  An honorable death seems all that we can hope for."
 
   Kreg looked away.  If even Kaila was discouraged, then the situation was grim indeed.
 
   "Shillond?" Kreg looked back. "You said before that you asked Baaltor the wrong question.  Let's go back and ask some right ones."
 
   "I wish it were that simple," Shillond said. "Kaila has traveled to his realm with me, as have you.  Now that Baaltor has your measure, he can send much greater forces.  I no longer have the strength to face him alone." Shillond poked into the charcoal brazier for a moment. "I have had to face him by stratagem for longer than the two of you have been alive.  Until I have some new artifice, to return to his realm would only mean death."
 
   "Father?" Kaila suddenly brightened. "Take not Kreg or me.  Take us both.  With Kreg by my side, sword in hand, we may face aught the demon may send against us."
 
   "No, Kaila," Shillond said. "I cannot both defend you against spellcraft and duel with the demon."
 
   "Let Kreg attend to our defenses," Kaila said. "Kreg can shield us against any mystic threats and you will then be free to aid us against threats physical."
 
   Shillond's mouth slowly dropped open. "I had never thought..."
 
   "I've never seen you astonished before," Kreg said. "Kaila's outlined what I had in mind." He grinned. "She seems to have thought it through a lot more thoroughly than I had."
 
   We don’t even know if we can journey to Baaltor’s realm with Kreg now, or if his ability to resist magic will break the journey disk spell or not,” Shillond said. “We will need to test that.  I must make preparations.  If Prince Keven grants leave, I will return to Norveth tomorrow to make them. Kreg, you and Kaila can follow as soon as you are well enough to ride."
 
   Kreg nodded.
 
   #
 
   Keven did grant leave.  Shillond left the next day.  That day and the next two Kreg walked about the camp, leaning heavily on Kaila, in an effort to recover his strength.
 
   "It likes me not," Keven said.  Kaila had helped Kreg to his tent. "The Schahi army has waited beyond the pass for some days now and they attack not.  What is their plan?"
 
   The open flap of the tent faced down into the pass.  Kreg looked down at the army.  Keven had finished the fortifications, making them as secure as possible.
 
   "They wait for something," Kaila said. "What, I know not."
 
   Kreg stared off into the distance as if he could conjure a vision of the opposing army. "I don't know and I can't guess.  Whatever it is, when we find out, you can bet we won't like it."
 
   Keven pointed out the army below. "Are you able to see how I have disposed the army?  Our lines wait below in two wings of dismounted knights.  Between them I have a wedge of archers, three thousand strong.  Atop the hills on either flank I have placed more archers where they may loose their shafts into an attacking force.
 
   "The straw you see scattered before them has been soaked in oil.  I know not if we can withstand the assault of yon army, but it will be a great battle."
 
   "Win or lose," Kreg said, "the idea is to hurt them more than they hurt us.  I'd give anything right now for a tribe of Mongol horse archers, or better yet, some riflemen.  We could peck away at them and they couldn't touch us."
 
   He sighed. "Of course, the Schahi would learn how to deal with that too, probably by piling on more numbers.  The most we could do is buy us just a little more time."
 
   "Be not discouraged," Keven said. "Shillond has told me that he seeks an answer.  An' we hold the kingdom long enou' it doubts me not that he will find the means to save us all."
 
   "Bah!" Dahren trudged into the tent, overhearing Keven's remark. "It is not meet that men should rely upon sorcery. 'Tis better to die in valorous defeat than to live if life is tainted by the cowardly methods of wizards."
 
   "Dahren, you speak foolishly," Kaila said. "Honor is found in protecting what we hold dear.  Would you throw away all that King Marek has achieved?"
 
   "Hmph.  He makes peasants almost the equal of knights."
 
   "And you would make knights no more than bandits." Kaila's voice chilled with more than the frosty air. "Hold your peace lest you be thought traitor."
 
   "You dare!"
 
   "Aye," Kaila's voice remained unchanged. "I dare."
 
   "I am no traitor!" Dahren's face purpled with rage. "And were it not for the King's ban, I would prove so on your body!"
 
   "Enough!" An impressive roar issued from Keven's slim frame. "My father has forbidden this duel so let that be the end of it.  I repeat his words, 'If ye must duel, do so after the war is won.'
 
   "Kaila, Dahren merely speaks what many think.  These new ways are strange.  We face an implacable foe and in our frustration tempers run hot.
 
   "Dahren, Kaila, too, seethes with frustration at our impasse.  No one doubts your loyalty.
 
   "It is our command that ye forgive one another that we may end this strife that threatens us as surely as does yon army."
 
   "Aye, Highness," Kaila bowed deeply, from the waist then turned to Dahren. "My hand, if you will have it."
 
   Dahren hesitated a beat, then took the proffered arm.
 
   Kreg noted the fire of hatred that still smoldered in Dahren's eyes.  Whether directed at Kaila, Kreg, or the Schahi, Kreg did not know.
 
   “Now, Dahren,” Keven said, “what did you want?”
 
   “I demand to have command of the knights in reserve.”
 
   “In reserve?” Keven smiled. “Do you not rather wish to be at the front?”
 
   “Bah,” Dahren said. “You hide behind walls.  It is the reserve that will sally forth and meet the enemy face to face as men should.”
 
   “If I command it,” Keven said, “and only then.”
 
   “You will command it,” Dahren said, his voice suddenly soft and gentle. “No man of honor could refuse to give battle to a foe.  You will command it and you will see again how men fight.  And then you will turn from these tricksters' ways and follow again the ways of honor.”
 
   “Have a care, Dahren,” Keven said, his voice even softer. “Do you accuse me?”
 
   Dahren stepped hastily back, raising his hands as if to ward off a blow. “I do not doubt your honor, Your Highness.  I rely upon it.”
 
   #
 
   "Come, Kreg," Kaila's voice roused him early the next morning. "Keven has sent word that we are to meet with him at first light."
 
   Kreg scrubbed at is eyes with his fists. "I'm up."
 
   Kaila chuckled and handed him a steaming cup.  Neither coffee nor tea, the hot drink nevertheless brought Kreg into wide wakefulness.
 
   "Why's Keven want us?" Kreg asked after he had downed half the mug.
 
   "The messenger did not say, but I think he wishes us to seek the cause of the Schahi withholding their attack."
 
   Kreg nodded.  He pulled a heavy woolen tunic over his head and wool breeches over his legs.  Once dressed, he set a heavy cloak about his shoulders. "Okay, let's go."
 
   The cold air outside the tent hit Kreg like a fist, dispelling any remaining traces of sleepiness.  His breath formed clouds in front of him as his feet crunched on the frozen ground.  The guard at his tent flap nodded as Kreg and Kaila passed.
 
   "Can we check on Bertan?" Kreg asked. "Or do we have time?"
 
   Kaila squinted at the eastern horizon, graying with pre-dawn light.  A hint of red glimmered in the low spots between peaks. "It is early yet, even by Keven's command.  I think he will not begrudge us a moment or two."
 
   After the attack, Shillond had installed Bertan in a small tent of his own.  While not large enough to stand in, the tent was all the warmer for it.  Kreg required four charcoal braziers to keep his tent comfortable. Bertan needed only one.
 
   Kreg peeked into the tent and saw that Bertan was still asleep.  As he was about to back away, Bertan's eyes opened. "Sir Kreg!" Bertan sat up.
 
   Kreg smiled and crawled into the tent.  Kaila squeezed in behind him. "Are you well, Bertan?"
 
   "Yes, Sir Kreg," Bertan said. "Shillond said before he left that I should rest a few days yet, but..." He ended in a half-wistful sigh.
 
   Kreg chuckled. "Anxious to be up and about, Bertan?"
 
   Bertan shrugged.
 
   Kreg laughed. "All right, Bertan.  If Kaila agrees, I'll okay you for light duty.  Nothing straining, but at least it will let you out of this tent."
 
   "I see naught amiss," Kaila said.
 
   "Then that's settled." Kreg nodded once. "You can start," he said to Bertan, "by getting dressed and joining us when we go to see Prince Keven."
 
   "Yes, Sir Kreg."
 
   Kreg gestured Kaila to precede him and crawled out of the tent. "We'll wait for you," he tossed back over his shoulder.
 
   Outside, Kreg stood.  He grabbed the front of the legs of his breeches and shook them vigorously. "Man, crawling on this ground is likely to freeze your knees."
 
   Kaila snorted, blowing a cloud of fog from her nose that made her seem like a fire-breathing dragon.
 
   A moment later Bertan emerged from the tent, hugging himself tightly against the cold. "I'm ready," he said.
 
   


 
  

CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
   "Halt!" One of the guards in front of Keven's tent said as Kreg, Kaila, and Bertan approached.
 
   Six guards stood around the tent, two flanking the entrance flap and one more at each of the four corners.  The guards wore mail tunics coming to mid-thigh rather than the longer mail shirts worn in battle.  Conical helmets covered their heads and high leather boots protected their legs.
 
   The guards standing next to the entrance flap stood with shashyn, the great sword of Aerioch held bare, the points held pommel up and forward and the points of the swords resting on a leather pad next to their feet.  The one on the right held his sword in his left hand, the one on the left, in his right.  The other guards wore their shashyn scabbarded at the waist.
 
   "I am Kaila," she said, "Kreg and I have been commanded to appear before the Prince.  Kreg is accompanied by his squire, Bertan."
 
   The guard nodded.  He turned to the tent flap and pulled it slightly to one side. "Majesty, Kaila and Kreg are here as you have ordered."
 
   There was no response.  The guard looked at Kaila and grinned. "He was about late last night.  Perhaps he still lies slugabed.  If you will wait here, I will rouse him."
 
   At Kaila's nod, the guard slipped into the tent.  A moment later he sprang out, almost bowling Kaila over.  His face ashen, he gulped breath then said. "He's gone.  The Prince is not within."
 
   "Gone?" Kaila asked.
 
   "Maybe he's just out early," Kreg suggested.
 
   The guard shook his head. "Nay.  Had the Prince departed before my watch the previous guard would have said."
 
   Kreg frowned. "I think we'd better look into this, Kaila."
 
   At her nod, Kreg entered the tent.
 
   The braziers had died--the ash in them cold--leaving the tent no warmer than the air outside.  On the left, Keven's sleeping pallet lay, neatly arranged.  Kreg stooped to feel the blankets, seeking any residual warmth.  They were as cold as the rest of the tent interior.
 
   "I don't think his bed's been slept in," Kreg said.  He looked over the ground.  While hard-packed from much walking, it did not have any of the scrapes and general torn-up appearance that marked a fight. "Nor do I see any signs of a struggle."
 
   "Rouse the camp," Kaila told the guard who had followed them into the tent. "It may be that Keven slipped out without the guard on his tent being aware.  Even now, he may be speaking with some other knight."
 
   The guard nodded, still pale. “Let us pray it is so.”
 
   An hour later, the truth became clear.  Keven was no longer within the camp.
 
   "What do we do?" a knight implored Kaila.  A small knot of them had clustered around her.  Kreg stood beside, and slightly behind her.
 
   "Send out scouts," Kaila said. "If in some manner the Prince has been taken, then his abductors may still be near.  Search diligently.  It may be that we may rescue him."
 
   "But what of the army that comes?" another said. "We cannot face so large a force."
 
   "We are overmatched," another said.
 
   Kaila looked back at Kreg.  He nodded.
 
   "How does your situation differ from what it was yesterday?" Kreg said. "This army is the same.  The army you face is the same.  Keven may be missing, but that does not change what we have to do here."
 
   "I would expect such talk from a craven outlander." Dahren stood outside the group, his arms folded belligerently. "Who are you, Sir Kreg--" His tone made the title an insult. "--to give direction to the knights of Aerioch?"
 
   Kreg bit back the retort on his lips.  A moment later, he said, "I may be 'outlander' as you term it, but I have fought for Aerioch enough to have earned my place, I think.  More than once my blood has been spilled in Aerioch's defense."
 
   Although Dahren seemed about to say something more, many of the knights were nodding.
 
   "But," a knight said, "who is to lead us?"
 
   Kaila sighed. "I am ranking noble, I think.  Thus does the duty fall on me."
 
   "Ha!" Dahren said. "If we were not lost before, surely we are now."
 
   "That is not justice," another of the knights said. "She led us to victory against the Schahi before."
 
   Dahren humphed and stalked off.
 
   "Lead us," one of the knights said to Kaila.
 
   When Kaila at a loss, Kreg whispered in her ear. "If the Schahi were waiting for anything before their attack, this would be it."
 
   She nodded. "Man the heights, and the fortifications.  Kreg has said, and I concur, that the Schahi are likely to attack soon.  If not today, then within the near future."
 
   The knights, relieved to have tasks to do, trotted off.
 
   "First, the King," Kaila said to Kreg when the others had left. "Now the prince.  What will befall next, I wonder?"
 
   "I don't know," Kreg admitted, "but I can guarantee we won't like it."
 
   #
 
   No attack came that day.  Nor did the scouts have anything to report regarding the missing Keven.  The scouts did spot the Schahi army on the move, coming closer.  Such a large army moved slowly and they would probably reach them within the next three days.
 
   Kaila met with Kreg in his tent.  Bertan served them a late supper and, at Kreg’s invitation, joined them.
 
   "It is true," she said. "Against such a host we cannot hope for victory.  The most we can expect is to blunt their advance and that not much."
 
   Kreg nodded. "No more than we expected."
 
   “But, Sir Kreg,” Bertan said. “I have seen you win against vast armies both at Griselde and Callens.  Can you not do it again?”
 
   “The Schahi armies there were nothing like this, Bertan,” Kreg said. “A good position, or superior mobility, or better arms and armor, can let a smaller force defeat a larger one, but there comes a time when a force is large enough that you can’t kill them fast enough to keep the rest from dragging you down.”
 
   Kaila scratched at the side of her chin. "Methinks still that Shillond will be the key to victory.  The plan to wrest the secret from Baaltor is of greatest importance.  If it succeeds, then victory may still be ours.  If it fails, then we shall fail ourselves."
 
   Kreg nodded again and sat quietly, waiting for Kaila to continue.
 
   "It likes me not to turn from a fight," she said, coming to the point at last, "but I think we must.  You are well enough to ride now although neither fast nor long.  Still, if we start sooner, we arrive sooner.  We must join Shillond.  Only with him lies any hope of victory."
 
   "Who will you leave in command of the army?" Kreg asked.
 
   "If Kaila leaves," Bertan said, "Dahren will be ranking noble."
 
   Kaila nodded.
 
   "I don't like that at all," Kreg said.
 
   "No more do I," Kaila said. "He is like to stand on his rights.  I like him not, but he has not given cause whereby he may be denied."
 
   "You're right about standing on his rights," Kreg said. "And he'll probably call us cowards in the process."
 
   Kaila barked laughter at that. "Well, let us find him and see."
 
   #
 
   "Hah!" Dahren said a few minutes later in front of his pavilion.  Clouds threatened to drop their load of snow onto them.  With those clouds hiding the moons and the stars, the only light came from campfires and torches. "I did not expect you to admit your cowardice so openly.  Aye.  Flee.  Turn and run from the battle and I will lead the army on to glory."
 
   "That's not the plan," Kreg said quietly. "You are to blunt the advance, do some damage.  Retreat in good order and save the army."
 
   "Of course, you would speak so," Dahren said. "All you know is to flee and hide.  Go.  Crawl back to Norveth.  We need not your kind of lessoning here."
 
   Kreg’s fists clenched almost of their own accord.  A moment later he sighed and looked away.  Kreg could ignore his insults but Dahren, with his dreams of glory, would cost them many good men.  Nevertheless, Kaila's arguments held.  They could not stay here.  Shillond's plan had to take priority.  Her arguments also held with regard to Dahren.  They could not deny him command regardless of the lives leaving him in charge would cost.
 
   "You speak foolishly, Dahren," Kaila said. "Kreg has taught us wisdom.  King Marek saw the virtue of Kreg's arts at once."
 
   "And what gained he?" Dahren asked. "If he still lives, King Marek is captured, held none know where.  Despite his promises, the wizard has failed to find him.  Now Keven is gone too.  Dead or captured?  Who knows?  Are we all to fall because of this foolishness?"
 
   Kreg saw Kaila bite her lower lip, drawing blood in her effort to restrain her temper. "Dahren," she said, her voice as cold as the air around them, "the King himself has forbidden us to duel, else..."
 
   "Ah!" Dahren shouted again. "A convenient excuse to hide behind."
 
   Kaila's face went blank.  Her right hand opened and closed repeatedly as her eyes narrowed, locking with Dahren's.
 
   "Kaila," Kreg said. "Remember who you're talking to.  Dahren is a fool; his words meaningless drivel.  Let him rant on.  No one who knows you can possibly believe his lies."
 
   Dahren jerked his attention from Kaila to Kreg. "Dare not to insult me, whelp!  No King's ban prevents me from slaying you!"
 
   Kreg sighed. "Don't bother with threats, Dahren.  I've beaten you once already."
 
   "I am a peer of the realm." Dahren's shouts increased in volume. "You will address me as 'My Lord'."
 
   "I will," Kreg said, "when you earn it."
 
   Dahren's face went scarlet.  Ignoring the sword at his waist, he reached out with a hand to grab Kreg by the collar.
 
   Kreg grabbed the extended arm and stepped back, pulling and turning with Dahren's movement.  An instant later Dahren lay face down on the ground, Kreg's right knee pressing down on his left shoulder.  Kreg had Dahren's arm twisted up and back in a way that Kreg knew from experience was excruciating.
 
   As Dahren struggled to free himself, Kreg increased the pressure fractionally, forcing an involuntary cry from Dahren.
 
   "Just hold still, Dahren," Kreg said. "It wouldn't take much more force dislocate this elbow."
 
   As Dahren continued to struggle, Kreg increased the pressure still more.
 
   "You're tough, Dahren," Kreg said. "I know how much this hurts.  But if you do not yield, I will press on and break the arm.  Neither of us wants that.  How can you prove your courage in battle if you’re laid up with a broken arm?"
 
   "Release me!" Dahren shouted, the pain in his voice only poorly concealed.
 
   "Do you yield?"
 
   A long silence.  Kreg added just a bit more pressure.  Finally Dahren said, "I yield."
 
   Kreg released the arm and stood back.  His right hand never strayed far from his sword hilt.
 
   Dahren stood in silence a long moment then said, "If I am to command this force, I will have things to do." He spun and left.
 
   Kaila slid the sword that Kreg had not noticed she had drawn back into its sheath. "I had forgotten your skill without arms."
 
   Kreg shrugged.
 
   The crisis over, Bertan broke his silence. "I've never seen anyone fight like that, Sir Kreg.  Will you teach me?"
 
   Kreg reached down to grasp his shoulder. "Let's get the two of us healed fully first.  All right?"
 
   Bertan nodded eagerly.
 
   "If teaching you will be doing," Kaila said. "May I count myself your student as well?"
 
   "You?" Kreg looked at her in surprise.
 
   "Aye," she said. "I own no peer with sword, but I have come to see that there are times when a sword avails not."
 
   Kreg grinned at her. "Sure.  Why not?  The more the merrier."
 
   As they turned away, Kreg looked back. “I think I may have made a mistake,” he said. “Dahren is going to cost us, cost us dear.”
 
   #
 
   The army receded behind them as Kreg, Kaila, and Bertan descended from the mountain pass.  Besides themselves and their saddle horses, they had one packhorse.  For riding, Kaila had picked smaller horses, about 15 hands high at the shoulder with stocky bodies and short legs.  The gait did not jar like some of the horses Kreg had ridden, but was smooth and gentle.
 
   A light dusting of snow covered the ground, making footing treacherous on the rocky ground.  Kreg let the horse pick his own way, trusting to it to choose the safest route.  Despite their slow pace, the army camp was soon lost in the mountains behind them.
 
   Kreg glanced over at Kaila.  She did not look pleased.  Despite all they knew, all their arguments, she still did not want to turn her back on an army facing combat.  Kreg more than half agreed with her.  Somehow, it felt wrong to be leaving. 
 
   Behind them, Bertan sat his horse erect, almost squirming in his saddle and his lips twisting with the effort not to grin.
 
   "You look chipper," Kreg said to Bertan. "What happened?  You win a bet from the pages?"
 
   Bertan shook his head as the grin broke free of his control.  He nodded down the hill in the direction they were traveling. "In about a day or two we'll be going through my father’s province.  Depending on the road, we may even pass close to my family's estates."
 
   "This is no pleasure journey, Bertan," Kaila said. "We have not time to stop while you make merry."
 
   Bertan's grin vanished.
 
   Kaila smiled. "And yet it seems me that we might make an overnighting at your father's manor.  While we reside there, you will without doubt wish to inform your family of your new status, will you not, Squire Bertan?"
 
   Kreg watched Bertan's grin escape again to vanish in a serious expression. "As you wish, Your Grace."
 
   Kreg watched the two with their serious expressions for a moment, then burst into laughter.  A moment later, Bertan joined him.  Finally, Kaila added her voice to theirs.
 
   "Marry!" Kaila wiped a laughter-induced tear from her eye. "But I needed that.  It is said that while healing magic restores the body, a laugh restores the soul."
 
   Kreg nodded. "I know what you mean."
 
   As they descended the mountain pass, the air warmed slightly.  Nevertheless, the day remained chill and Kreg was grateful for the heavy wool of his cloak.
 
   When they stopped for the night, Kaila examined Bertan and pronounced him not yet fit enough for many of the camp chores.  Kreg took the horses while Kaila set about pitching the small tent they would share.  Bertan could light and tend the fire.
 
   Kreg's horse leaned eagerly into the currycomb while Kreg groomed it.  Kreg smiled at it. "You like that, do you?" The horse whickered and turned its head to nuzzle him.  Kreg reached up to scratch it between the ears.
 
   Kreg paused for a moment before turning his attention to Kaila's horse.  He could hear a bird singing in the distance, a birdsong he had never heard before.
 
   "Bertan," he called, "you know this area?"
 
   "Yes, Sir Kreg."
 
   "What's that birdsong?" Kreg asked.
 
   Bertan cocked his head to listen. "That's the vortrill," he said. "You never see them; they're very shy, but whenever you're near woods--“ Bertan nodded at a stand close at hand. "--you can hear them singing." He waved, indicating the different stand, the edge of which they had chosen for their campsite. “But when you enter the woods, they stop.  As I said, they’re very shy.”
 
   Kreg paused for a moment longer to listen, then turned back to Kaila's horse.  He finished about the same time as Kaila pounded the last stake around the tent.  She had gathered huge armloads of grass and piled them atop the tent, finally covering the whole with an oiled cloth tarpaulin.  Kreg nodded at her preparations.  Winter was approaching and even in the lowlands the nights were becoming cold.
 
   The tent would barely contain the three of them, but that was to the good as well.  Their body heat would keep it warm.
 
   Soon they sat around the campfire, gnawing on dried meat while a porridge of grain and dried fruit boiled in a pot hung over the fire.
 
   "Do you think we need watches tonight?" Kreg asked.
 
   "I think not," Kaila said. "We all need to rest.  The horses are scout-trained and sleep lightly.  Should anyone approach, they will wake and alert us."
 
   "What are you worried for?" Bertan asked. "We're in Aerioch with an army between us and any enemies."
 
   Kreg snorted at that.
 
   Kaila said, "Bertan, you would do well to remember that Keven was in the midst of that army, with guards about his very tent, when he was spirited away.  And in the east, King Marek was in his own tent with Dahren, one of his own knights, to protect him.  If they found not safety, do we not have cause for concern?"
 
   "Oh," Bertan said. "I'm sorry.  I didn't think."
 
   "Don't worry about it," Kreg said. "You're no worse than I was when I first showed up here and I didn't have the excuse of youth." He grinned. "Did you know I questioned the wisdom of learning how to use a sword?  I thought I was just humoring Kaila."
 
   Bertan's eyes grew wide. "Really?"
 
   "You told me not of this," Kaila said.
 
   Kreg chuckled. "It's late.  I don't know about you two, but I'm bushed." He wiped his hands and crawled into the tent.
 
   #
 
   Late the next afternoon, Kaila led them up a path to a small estate.  A wooden palisade surrounded the main compound. In the center of the compound stood a two-story wooden house.  The windows in the house were small, with heavy shutters.  Smoke rose from the multiple chimneys in the house.
 
   Kreg heard Bertan gasp beside him.  He looked over and noted the eager expression on his face. "Your home?"
 
   "Yes, Sir Kreg," Bertan said. "I have not seen my family since the last Midsummer Festival."
 
   "Come," Kaila said from slightly ahead of them. "We tarry overmuch.  A hot meal and a warm bed will do me well this night."
 
   Kreg grinned as he followed her up the hill.
 
   "My father is one of the lesser knights," Bertan said as he rode beside Kreg. "He is with Faron in the south.  I don't know if he fares well or not."
 
   Kreg nodded.
 
   As they neared the stockade, a grizzled, gray-haired head poked over the wall.  It disappeared a moment later to shout inside.  The huge wooden gate swung open almost as they reached it.
 
   Inside the compound, a garden and empty sheep pens took up most of the space.  A number of women gathered around a well in the center of the compound. Storage sheds ran along one outer wall.
 
   "Welcome, welcome." A woman in her mid-forties greeted them.  She approached from the house with arms outstretched.
 
   "Greetings, Lady Brethon," Kaila said. "I am Kaila.  I ask the hospitality of your house this night."
 
   "Indeed you are right welcome," she said. "and..." Her eyes fell on Bertan.
 
   Bertan slithered off his horse to stand before her. "Hello, Mother."
 
   "Bertan!" She gathered him into her arms.
 
   When he had disentangled himself, Bertan beamed up at her. "I am squire now." He indicated Kreg. "This is my Lord, Sir Kreg, knight and hero."
 
   Kreg found himself blushing under Lady Brethon's scrutiny. "Bertan overstates cases," Kreg said. "I'm just..."
 
   "Please, Kreg," Kaila said, "not again."
 
   Kreg stopped for a moment and stared at her, then broke into a laugh. "All right, Kaila.  For you, I'll shut up."
 
   When they dismounted, grooms came to take their horses.  They followed Lady Brethon into the manor house.
 
   #
 
   "How goes the war?" Lady Brethon asked as they settled into the parlor.  She had sent a servant for mulled wine and cakes.
 
   They gathered around the fireplace.  The fireplace and candles on an iron chandelier provided dim illumination for the room.  Tapestries covered the walls, moving occasionally as wind leaked through the walls.
 
   "I cannot lie to you, Lady,” Kaila said. “It goes badly.  The numbers of our foes seem endless.  Kreg has taught us much of the art of war and that allow us to destroy large hosts, even much larger than our own, but still more come.  I know not how much longer we can endure."
 
   Lady Brethon nodded. "Is the estate in any danger?"
 
   "I know not," Kaila said. "You are small and not on the main road.  Perhaps they will pass you by, seeking more to follow our armies.  But perhaps not.  I cannot say.  If you wish to take your household to Norveth, we will make you welcome and provide what sanctuary we may."
 
   "I was in Merona and saw what they did in conquered territories,” Kreg said, “I, for one, would not want to be behind their lines."
 
   "I see," Lady Brethon said. "And you, my son?  Would you also want me to come to the capital?" Lady Brethon chuckled and reached out a hand for Bertan’s head, a hand that Bertan dodged agilely. "All right," she said, returning to seriousness. "I'll need a few days to prepare."
 
   "We cannot wait," Kaila said, "or we would offer you escort." She shrugged. "But we must hasten on come the morning.  We have urgent business with my father in Norveth which may yet grant us victory."
 
   Lady Brethon nodded. "We'll follow then, as soon as we can."
 
   "Make haste," Kaila said. "The army cannot hold for long.  Once the attack begins they will hold a day, perhaps two, not much longer.  You will have to move swiftly to remain before them."
 
   "I'll remember," Lady Brethon said. "Thank you for your advice."
 
   “I wish we could do more,” Kreg said.
 
   “I have one more piece of advice,” Kaila said.  “If you cannot come to Norveth before the Schahi arrive, take your household and flee to the hills to the south.  It will be hard, but better that than to be slaughtered by the Schahi demons.”
 
   “This too, I will remember,” Lady Brethon said.
 
   The servants arrived bearing trays that they set on small tables between the chairs. One of the servants--an older man, his hair a gray bordering on white--poured a cup of wine for Kreg and handed him a small cake wrapped in linen. “I pray our humble fare pleases you, Lord.” Kreg saw others serving Lady Brethon, Kaila, and Bertan.
 
   “Thank you,” Kreg said, drawing a wide-eyed stare from the servant. “I’m sure it will be fine.”
 
   “My lord is gracious,” the servant said and bowed, backing away.
 
   “So tell me,” Lady Brethon said, “what trouble has this scamp been getting into at court?”
 
   #
 
   They left early the next morning.  Once out of sight of the estate they broke into a trot, but soon had to slow to a walk as the jarring irritated Bertan's still not completely healed wound.
 
   Toward noon, Kaila called a halt.  They were descending a low hill and could see where the road wound into a stand of woods below them.
 
   "Something is wrong," she said.
 
   Kreg pulled up alongside her and nodded. "I agree, but I don't know what."
 
   "The vortrill," Bertan said.
 
   "What?" Kreg asked him.
 
   "Listen," Bertan said. "Where are the vortrill?" He pointed at the woods below. "We should be able to hear them."
 
   Kreg looked at the woods for a moment and nodded. "An ambush you think, Kaila?"
 
   "Aye.  Belike."
 
   "Should we try to go around?"
 
   "I think not." Kaila stared at the woods. "Should we do so, like as not, we will find them further along the road when we are not forewarned."
 
   “If there are too many, or too strong, for us to take even with warning?”
 
   “Then they will do so whether we ride in now or no,” Kaila said.
 
   “Good point.” Kreg nodded. "All right." He removed his bow from its case and strung it.  Then he loosened his sword in its sheath. "Let's do it."
 
   He waited while Kaila mimicked him.  She then took an arrow from her quiver and placed it against the string.  Her left index finger, looped over the shaft, held it in place.  Kreg nodded in approval as he mimicked her.
 
   Kaila kicked her horse into a walk, then a trot.  Kreg and Bertan followed her.
 
   The attack came just inside the edge of the woods.  Ten men sprang from the underbrush, attacking them with clubs and swords.
 
   Kreg and Kaila moved as one.  Their bow arms came up while they drew and loosed.  Two arrows sped to targets, embedding themselves in two bandit chests.
 
   While Kreg fumbled for another arrow, Kaila loosed her second.  Another bandit died, Kaila's arrow through his throat.
 
   As two of the bandits closed on him, Kreg abandoned his attempts to draw an arrow.  Instead he grabbed for his sword.  Ducking a wild swing by one bandit's club, he parried the other's sword.  His riposte bit into the bandit's sword arm.  The slash bled heavily, not immediately debilitating, but dangerous if not swiftly tended.  The bandit fell back, clutching at his arm, blood leaking from between his fingers.
 
   Kreg turned his attention back to the other who was starting to bring his club back around in a backhand strike.  Kreg jerked his foot free of his stirrup and kicked, catching the club just above where the bandit grasped it and sending it flying.  An instant later, he slashed the bandit across the base of his neck.
 
   For a moment Kreg was free, facing no opponents.  A glance showed Kaila in control of her own situation.  Two bandits lay dead near her feet, another fenced with her but he backpedaled and parried, not attacking.
 
   A glance in the other direction brought Bertan into his sight.  Bertan had fallen from his horse and faced two bandits.  The two had split, working to the sides in an attempt to get Bertan between them.  Bertan was backing quickly, trying to keep them both in front of him but he could not keep that up for long.
 
   With a yell, Kreg dropped his sword and snatched an arrow from his quiver.  Almost surprised to find his bow still in hand, he nocked the arrow, sighted and loosed.  One of the bandits fell.  An instant later, Kreg had sent another arrow after the first to strike the other bandit.  Kreg slid his third arrow back into the quiver, unneeded, sparing a moment to wonder at how easily he had managed after the first frantic moments of clumsiness.
 
   As he looked up, he saw a glint of silver in the surrounding woods.  For an instant, Kreg saw an armored figure on horseback, with the breastplates and tassets over chain that the Schahi had worn in Merona.  Before Kreg could raise and draw his bow, the armored figure turned and vanished into the underbrush.
 
   When Kreg turned back, Kaila had finished her opponent. "I think I see why you travel in armor," he said.  His horse carried him back to where he had dropped his sword.  Kreg dismounted to retrieve it. "Are you all right, Bertan?" he asked.
 
   "Aye, Sir Kreg."
 
   "Kaila?"
 
   "I am well, Kreg.  These bandits are poor fighters."
 
   Kreg placed a foot under one of the bandits and lifted, flipping him face up. "I don't think they were bandits, exactly."
 
   "What say you?" Kaila dismounted to retrieve her arrows.
 
   "At the end of the fighting," Kreg said, "I saw a man in armor." He started to go after his own arrows but saw that Bertan was already tending to that chore.
 
   "It may be," Kaila said, "that some renegade knight leads them."
 
   Kreg carefully wiped his sword on the clothing of one of the dead bandits. "I don't think so.  He was wearing Schahi armor."
 
   "So." After wiping her own sword clean, Kaila slipped it back into its scabbard and mounted her horse. "A trap.  But to what end.  Did they seek merely to cause terror within the kingdom as you did with your commando units, or did they seek to kill or capture you and me?"
 
   "I don't know," Kreg said, remounting his own horse. "I don't like it either way and, frankly, I think we'd better be more careful from here on out."
 
   "You speak wisdom," Kaila said.
 
   Bertan approached Kreg's horse to return his arrows. "Sir Kreg, I know it's noon, about time to stop, but..."
 
   "But not here, right?" Kreg’s wave took in the bodies around them.  At Bertan's nod, he smiled, "Well, I feel the same way.  Let's move down the road a ways, but be ready for more attacks."
 
   


 
  

CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 
   A week later, they rode into Norveth.  The river valley was warmer than the highlands to the west but frost still dusted the ground in the mornings. As they entered the gate, the garrison sent a dispatch rider ahead of them.  Shillond met them at the entrance to the palace.
 
   The wizard led them to a small parlor where they sat at the fire and Kreg and Kaila reported all that had happened since he had left the army to return to Norveth.
 
   "And so, Keven, too, has been spirited away.  We know not how," Kaila said in conclusion as she finished. "It liked me not to leave Dahren in command, but I saw no other way."
 
   "In Kaila's defense," Kreg said before Shillond could answer, "I agreed with her.  Dahren could easily lose us that entire army, but--" He shrugged. "--what other choice did we have?  We had to get back here.  If we can’t do something about these changeling armies then before long it won’t matter anyway. "
 
   Shillond nodded. "I agree with both of you." He frowned at them. "And you've both been beating yourselves with whips over the decision.  Stop it, now.  You did the only thing you could."
 
   He stood up and began to pace. "I have not done nearly as well.  Since returning to Norveth, I have faced difficulty after difficulty, problems that only a peer of the realm could address.  I have been unable to make even the first preparations for our attempt to find an answer."
 
   "So what do we do now?" Kreg asked.
 
   Shillond returned to his seat. "You say we cannot hold the west?"
 
   "Not long.  Not long at all."
 
   "Aye," Kaila said. "Belike, they are already in retreat, scant days behind us."
 
   Shillond nodded. "How will that affect the other armies?"
 
   Kreg considered that. "Could I see the map again?"
 
   Shillond gestured.  A map floated from the rack by the door and unrolled itself on the table.  At the same time, Bertan entered the room, a large tray with a pitcher and several cups in front of him.
 
   "Your wine, my Lords and Lady," he said.
 
   "Just set it down, Bertan."
 
   Bertan set the tray on a small table and started to retreat from the room.
 
   "Stay, Bertan," Shillond said, looking up. "You'll have to start learning tactics sometime.  Now is a good time. Kreg?  If you will agree?"
 
   "Huh?  Oh, sure.  Come on over, Bertan."
 
   As they gathered around the map table, Kreg drew on the map with a stick of charcoal. "Okay, let's see.  We've got armies here in the east.  Another in the North and Faron holds Elam and Trevanta.  Dahren's probably already in retreat in the west." He looked up at Kaila. "That look right to you?"
 
   Kaila studied the map for a moment and nodded. "The army in the north," she said, "is of doubtful quality.  Meronan knights and soldiers all, the loss of Merona will have sapped their spirits."
 
   "I have spoken to Bryon and his forces are still solid," Shillond said. "They have won a number of victories in holding against assaults."
 
   Kreg turned to Bertan. "Well, since I'm supposed to be training you, why don't you tell me what you think of the situation?"
 
   Bertan studied the map. "The Meronan troops haven't been attacked yet.  They may not.  The winter storms are due to begin and I don't think even Schah will try to send a navy around to attack us from the north."
 
   Kreg thought for a moment. "I don't know what your winter storms are like. Shillond?"
 
   "I think Bertan's right.  My weather witching could not stop them. I don't know of anybody who could."
 
   Kreg nodded. "Very good, Bertan, what about the other armies?"
 
   Again, Bertan studied the map. "I don't see anything wrong with them."
 
   Kreg stared at the map. "I don't know.  Something's not right."
 
   Kaila, staring down at the map with him, shook her head. "It likes me not, either, and I cannot understand why.  Dahren is not so much a fool as to fail to fall back to Norveth and here we can hold long enough to seek what answers we need from the demon.  Faron is secure in the south.  Bryon holds the east.  With the winter storms, the Meronan forces become a reserve."
 
   "Bryon holds in the east." Kreg whispered the words slowly.  A moment later he looked up. "How large a force would it take to bottle us up in the city?" he asked Shillond.
 
   Shillond snorted. "Kreg, I'm a wizard, not a general, not even a knight except in name."
 
   "Sorry.  Kaila?"
 
   Kaila considered a moment. "Methinks 'twould require few enough.  The very river that guards us will also keep us within an' we be besieged.  Belike a small force could contain us within the walls."
 
   "Mm hm," Kreg said. "And the rest of the army goes to attack either Bryon or the Meronan army.  I don't think the Meronans will be able to withstand the numbers they're likely to face, and not even Bryon can handle foes attacking from both sides at once."

 
   Kaila winced visibly at that. "Aye, Kreg.  You speak sooth.  Faced we an ordinary army, then to divide their forces thus would be folly but ‘gainst the numbers they could conjure?  Both the Meronans and Bryon would be lost."
 
   Kreg tapped the symbol on the map denoting Norveth. "Not quite, I think.  If we pull them back now, we can save them for the time being and strengthen the last defense of Norveth.  It's all I can think of."
 
   "Aye," Kaila said. "It likes me not to abandon the rest of the kingdom, but I see no other choice.  Father?"
 
   "I, too, agree.  I'll have to contact the others magically.  We can't wait for overland messengers." He shook his head.
 
   #
 
   Kreg and Kaila walked the walls of the city, inspecting the defenses.  Crews manned catapults, giant crossbows that could hurl stones and spears with fair accuracy to great distances.  Other crews manned ballistae, which could hurl bigger stones to greater distances, but with less accuracy.  Kreg suggested soaking hay bales in oil and hurling them, flaming, with the ballistae.  The hay bales would burst on impact and spread fire over a great area.  The crews looked at him as if he were mad.
 
   "Kreg," Kaila said. "How keep we the ballista from burning?"
 
   The question caught Kreg short.  Of course she was right.  Ballistae were made of wood, treated against the weather with pitch and would burn quite nicely.  He shook his head. "Bad idea." He sighed. “On my world they used burning hay bales, but I don’t know how they kept from setting fire to the ballistae.”
 
   Guards kept careful watch although they did not expect an attack to come at nighttime.  The flickering torches cast eerie shadows of the battlements on the ground below.  Only one of the moons was visible and sparkled off ripples in the water filling the ditches across the bight of river.  Below, shadows of movement revealed where more guards patrolled.
 
   "Shillond has said that he has already spoken to the High Seer of Merona," Kaila said after a long time in silence. "The Seer reports that Dahren has already lost in the west and retreats."
 
   "That's no news," Kreg said. "We expected as much."
 
   "Aye," Kaila said. "It is one thing to expect.  Another to know for certain."
 
   Kreg laid a hand on her shoulder.
 
   "The Seer did well, I think," Kaila continued after a while. "He sent a force of archers to harry and slow the Schahi so that the remnants of Dahren's army may escape."
 
   "'Remnants.' I don't like the sound of that," Kreg said.
 
   "I, too, am filled with foreboding." She paused again and turned to face Kreg with a smile. "According to the Seer, the archers grumbled that all they did was harass and slow Schahi troops. He selected the same archers as had that task in Merona."
 
   "Well, they're good at it," Kreg said.
 
   Kaila seemed about to laugh then the moment passed. "Aye," she said quietly. “And when will we be able to do more than harry and delay?”
 
   “Shillond is in his workshop,” Kreg said. “He said there is a bit more preparation needed.  If we can get a day or two of peace we’ll be ready to go.”
 
   #
 
   Kreg and Kaila waited at the gate when Dahren led the few pitiful remnants of the western army back into Norveth.  Kreg felt his heart sink as he watched the band struggle through the gate.  Not one in twenty returned.  And few of those who did return were unwounded.  Kreg watched the bandages and splints and frowned.  There were no wagons, and no foot.  Only those who could ride had returned with Dahren.
 
   As Kreg frowned down at the approaching troops, Bertan approached, leading a man in gray robes.
 
   “What’s up, Bertan?”
 
   “This is Kernak, one of the healers,” Bertan said.
 
   Kernak bowed.
 
   Kreg returned the bow. “How may I help you?”
 
   “Sir Kreg, we have been attempting to treat some injuries but our spells have been failing.  I was told that you might be able to...”
 
   “How long has this been going on?” Kreg asked.
 
   “As soon as you and Duke Kaila returned to the city, Sir Kreg.”
 
   “You should have sent word sooner.” Kreg spent a moment telling himself that he wanted magic to work. “Your spells should work now.” He looked again at the remains of Dahren’s force. “I think you’re going to need them.” 
 
   Kreg clabbered down the ladder from the battlement and raced to the gate.
 
   "Great was the slaughter," Dahren was saying as Kreg approached. "For every one of our noble knights that fell, we slew twenty!"
 
   "That was not well done." Shillond said.
 
   "Not well done?" Dahren's hand fell to his sword hilt.  Shillond lifted one hand, palm forward.  Dahren paled and let go of the sword. "We have wreaked havoc in the Schahi army.  It is true, we've had our losses, but..."
 
   "But we left you with an army," Kreg said, his lips tight, "and you return with...this." A jerk of his head indicated the knights and men-at-arms still straggling through the gates.
 
   He looked up at Dahren, who returned his glare from his horse's back. "Where's the foot?" he asked Dahren.
 
   "Hah!" Dahren said. "What concern have I for peasants?  They make their own way, skulking about the countryside no doubt."
 
   Kreg felt his fists ball and his face grow tight.  He had to force two deep breaths before he could speak. "You abandoned them.  I swear, Dahren, when this is over, if Kaila doesn't take your head I will."
 
   "Don't threaten me, puppy dog," Dahren glowered down at him.
 
   "Don't give me cause." Kreg returned his glare.  With the edge of his vision he watched Dahren's shoulders, looking for the slight tensing of muscles that would give him an instant's warning before Dahren reached for his sword.
 
   A lightning bolt struck the ground between them.  Kreg turned back to see Shillond standing with his hands raised.  A glowing mist surrounded one hand. The other smoked slightly.  The tang of ozone tickled Kreg's nose as Shillond said, "That is enough, both of you.  This is not the time."
 
   Kreg forced his anger into the background. "As you say." He nodded to Shillond.
 
   Dahren said nothing to Shillond, but he did nod.  To Kreg, he said, "There will be another time."
 
   Kreg turned back to him. "Count on it."
 
   Dahren spurred his horse, jabbing the rowels deeply into its sides.  The horse bucked once, but at Dahren's savage jerk on the reins it trotted forward, nearly bowling Kreg over.
 
   As he moved into the distance, Kreg could hear Dahren pick up his string of boasts.
 
   Kreg felt Shillond's hand on his shoulder. "Maybe I shouldn’t have lost my temper, Shillond, but I’ve had about enough of that...that...”
 
   "Frankly, the fewer knights like Dahren we have, the less desperate our situation."
 
   Kreg turned in surprise. “Then why’d you stop me?”
 
   Shillond went on. "Had Dahren been afoot, I might well have allowed events to proceed.  Dahren has the edge in experience but you have strength and speed of him.  In single combat, I’d say you're his match and more, easily, but he was mounted and his steed is war-trained.  I am not certain you could have bested both."
 
   Kreg let out a deep breath and felt the last of his tension drain away. "As may be, I'm just as glad we didn't fight." He looked over to where the gates were closing behind the last of the returning troops. "How many men died just to feed his ego?  Will we see any of the foot troops again?  Did any even survive?"
 
   "I don't know," Shillond said. "It's not likely."
 
   "No," Kreg said, "It's not.  Damn him.  This was supposed to be an orderly retreat, but he stayed until it turned into a rout.  It makes me sick."
 
   Shillond squeezed his shoulder. "At least here Kaila and I both rank him.  We should be able to keep him in check."
 
   "I hope so," Kreg said as he began to lead his way back to the palace. "I truly hope so."
 
   #
 
   "You are insane!" Duke Bryon raged at Dahren.  He had returned three days after Dahren. "Aye, I liked not these changes in our ways at first, but I see now that they win battles.  Kreg has done us no evil turn."
 
   "And had I done as he wanted?" Dahren raged back with equal volume. "Then the Schahi army would be even larger than it is.  Kreg wanted me to turn back while I could still fight."
 
   "He wanted you to preserve an army able to fight," Bryon said. "Not..."
 
   Even in Shillond's workroom Kreg could hear them quite clearly.  A few moments later the argument faded in volume and Kreg could no longer make out the words.
 
   "I told you Bryon could keep him in check," Shillond said.
 
   Kreg chuckled. "That you did.  Now, what did you want to see me about?"
 
   "I need to know more about this ability of yours to prevent the casting of magic.  It will be central to our expedition."
 
   "I see," Kreg said.
 
   "Mostly," Shillond continued, "I need to know just how quickly you can raise it after lowering it."
 
   "I'm not sure I understand."
 
   "You'll have to lower it so we can make the journey to Baaltor's realm," Shillond said. "Then, once we reach him, you will have to raise it again. The speed with which you can do so could make the difference between our lives and our deaths."
 
   "Oh."
 
   "First," Shillond said, "let's see what happens if you use no special emphasis. Concentrate on allowing spellcraft to work around you, then just relax.  Try not to think about resisting spells.  I'll cast a series of small spells and we'll see how long it takes for your resistance to return."
 
   "Shillond?"
 
   "Yes?"
 
   Kreg grinned. "Whatever you do, don’t think about a purple krayt."
 
   "I don't see..." Shillond paused for a moment. "Oh.  Quite right." He paused for a moment more. "I think I have a solution.  I'll cast a minor mindblock spell, nothing you won't be able to break at will, but enough to keep you from accidentally thinking about stopping spells.  That should be enough."
 
   “Shillond, I’m not so sure...”
 
   “After all this time,” Shillond said, “do you not trust me?”
 
   “It’s not that, but, well.  I’ve already had one spell messing with my mind and...”
 
   “I understand, Kreg, but we have to do this.  We have to know if we’re to have any chance, any chance at all, of defeating the Schahi.”
 
   Kreg sighed and nodded.  In the end, he did trust Shillond. "All right.  Let's get it over with."
 
   Shillond called light in his palm, then allowed the ball of light to float near him.  While that ball of light continued to float in the air, he called and dismissed others.  After about a candle of this, Shillond’s attempt to call light failed but the ball of light he had first called continued to glow.
 
   “Very good, Kreg,” Shillond said. “Now, can you concentrate on allowing spellcraft again?”
 
   Kreg nodded and complied. Shillond called and dismissed a light once more then said, “Now, block spells.” Shillond immediately attempted to call light once more.  Again, the light failed to come.
 
   They repeated the experiment several times, using different small spells, all with the same result.  Spells cast before Kreg blocked magic continued but spells could not be cast nor magic be dismissed or changed while Kreg was blocking magic.
 
   "That will be perfect," Shillond said at the end of the session. "Now we will need to know if you can be more selective, suppressing some spells while permitting others."
 
   He laughed at Kreg's expression of chagrin. "Tomorrow, Kreg.  Just now I'm as tired as you."
 
   #
 
   Kreg found Kaila overseeing the making of arrows, quickly and probably poorly, but in large numbers.  Given the numbers of Schahi they expected to face, accuracy was not a concern.  Instead, they needed large numbers of arrows with iron heads that could penetrate armor.
 
   "You seem more relaxed," Kreg said as he approached Kaila.
 
   She nodded. "I am relieved.  Bryon ranks me and has taken the responsibility for the defense of Norveth from my hands.  He has also taken Dahren in hand and that is no small thing, not in my eyes."
 
   Kreg nodded.  From the time of his arrival until Bryon's return earlier that morning, Dahren had been a gadfly to Kaila.  His constant criticisms and complaints had driven her nearly into drawing her sword several times but, in each instance, she had remembered Marek's wishes and relented.  While Dahren was a continual source of irritation to Kaila, Kreg noted that Dahren avoided him.  When he realized that, Kreg took to spending every free moment in Kaila's company.  This kept Dahren at bay but more, it provided no small source of pleasure to Kreg.
 
   "You spoke with Shillond.  What says he?"
 
   "So far, so good," Kreg said. "Tomorrow he wants to check something else about this ability of mine.  If that works, I expect we'll go the day after."
 
   "It is well," Kaila said.  She gestured down the ladder, suggesting that Kreg should precede her. "The sooner we beard Baaltor in his lair, the sooner we shall win an answer that may save the kingdom."
 
   “All we need is a couple of days,” Kreg said. “Just two days and we’ll have an answer one way or another.”
 
   At the bottom of the ladder she looked up.  Kreg followed her gaze and saw heavy black clouds, blowing their way on the westerlies.
 
   "Snow is coming," Kaila said. "It will be the first of the season here in Norveth.  I know not if that is good omen, or evil."
 
   "I don't know about omens," Kreg said. "But I think a storm will hinder an army outside the walls more than it will us inside them."
 
   Kaila nodded. "Then I will think it good." She shrugged. "If I err, it will matter not."
 
   #
 
   "Banners approach!" the cry, resounding through the crown, ripped Kreg from his sleep.  He blinked at the light.  The sun had been up several hours and glared down from a newly clear sky in accusation.  Kreg had overslept by several hours.
 
   Tossing on a robe, Kreg stepped out into the corridor.  Bryon strode down the corridor toward him, not quite quickly enough to break into a trot.
 
   "Ah, Kreg," Bryon said. "I was coming to rouse you.  Lookouts have spotted the Schahi army.  They will arrive 'ere midday."
 
   Kreg rubbed at his eyes with his fists and nodded. "Where's Bertan?"
 
   "He will be about."
 
   Kreg frowned. "I told him to wake me at sunrise."
 
   Bryon nodded. "I gave instructions to allow you to sleep, and did so myself.  We have plans to make and that soon.  It is best that we be rested, is it not?"
 
   "I feel like I'm shirking," Kreg said.
 
   "We will have work enough to do before this day is through," Bryon said.  He nodded toward Kreg's door. "Finish dressing.  I will call council in half a candle."
 
   Kreg nodded. "I'll be there."
 
   #
 
   A new wave of clouds had swept over the sky, requiring torches to illuminate the council chamber.  Instead of using the main table, Kreg, Kaila, Shillond, Bryon, and Dahren crowded around a smaller table set next to the room's fireplace.  Even the fireplace did not keep away the chill entirely.  A cold draft tickled the back of Kreg's neck, sending frequent shivers through him.
 
   "The scouts could not even guess at the numbers of the Schahi army," Bryon said. "All they could say was that it was immense, larger than anything they have ever seen before."
 
   "It is smaller than it might have been," Dahren said. "My knights..."
 
   "And our army is smaller as well." Bryon cut him off. "Dahren, you boast of deeds that you would do better to keep hidden.  You held in the west when you should have retreated and saved your forces.  You did Aerioch no good turn by your actions." Bryon's fierce scowl seemed to forestall any retort on Dahren's part.
 
   To the group in general, Bryon said. "I like not being in command of what may be a last, desperate defense, but with the King and the Prince both gone it falls to me and I will do the best I can." He scowled. "Shillond, I think this plan of yours is our only chance.  The Schahi spend their changeling soldiers like water and they seem like to campaign through the winter."
 
   Shillond nodded. "I have to agree.  I wish I had better news."
 
   "If they settle for a siege," Kreg said, "we can go ahead with the plan.  If Shillond can find an answer to the changeling spell, then we've won if we have anything left." He grinned. "Whatever human troops they have will find it a shock to see the bulk of their army converted back to mice, squirrels, and rabbits.  We should be able to take advantage of that confusion if we have even a handful left."
 
   "That is well," Bryon said. "Then all resides with you, for never has Norveth been taken by storm."
 
   "But never have we faced such numbers before," Kaila said. "Can we hold against such a host?"
 
   "We can hold against any host!" Dahren slammed a fist down onto the table. "The knights are strong.  They fight with courage and do not flee at the first hint of danger." His gaze remained unwaveringly locked on Kreg's while he spoke.
 
   As Kreg opened his mouth to speak, Bryon interrupted. "That is as may be.  Perhaps we may hold against any mortal force, but the Schahi have wizards with them.  Many wizards.  If they attempt an assault on the city, we will need all our resources to fend off their attack."
 
   "Bryon?  Are you sure that’s wise?" Shillond asked.
 
   "Wise or no, it is what we need," Bryon said. "I will need your services in our defense." He paused for a moment. "And Kreg, I am told of your ability to turn spells aside.  I would have your aid in that capacity as well as your strong sword arm while we repel their attacks."
 
   Kreg nodded. "But maybe it won't be necessary.  Maybe they'll just be content to starve us out."
 
   Bryon, Kaila, and Shillond laughed.  Dahren just sat silently.
 
   Kreg stared at them for a moment, then grinned. "Yeah.  You're right.  It was a stupid thought." He frowned. "I just don't like it.  We need to get on with the plan."
 
   "I know, Kreg," Shillond said. "The longer we are kept from seeking an ultimate answer, the more chance there is of something stealing away any chance of victory."
 
   “I hear your words, mage,” Bryon said, “and they are well said.  But if the city falls before you can bring back an answer, then all is lost, answer or no.  We must first drive them from our walls; make them turn from storm to siege.  Then you may proceed with your plan.”
 
   


 
  

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 
   Bryon, Kaila, and Kreg stood on the eastern wall shortly after noon when the Schahi first marched into view.  The wind blew from the northwest, fluttering Kreg’s surcoat and burning with cold those spots not protected by the heavy padding under his mail.  In the field below them, about a half inch of snow covered the ground.  Servants had swept the snow from the battlements and spread sand and fireplace ash so that the footing would be less slippery in the coming fight.
 
   The oncoming army divided into two columns and spread, forming a wall of armed men across the neck of land that led into the bight of the river.  From out of the woods beyond them, other units emerged.
 
   The army stopped just beyond bowshot from the first ditch.  A lone rider trotted from the Schahi lines approaching Norveth with a white cloth tied to his spear.  The rider wore heavier armor than Kreg had seen the Schahi wear before.  In addition to the breastplate and hinged tassets, crude pauldrons were strapped to the shoulders.  A large shield hung suspended from his back.
 
   As the rider approached each of the three ditches and its wooden palisades, in turn the troops shifted, with reserve forces gathering near the gate before guards passed the rider through.  Kreg smiled at the deception.  To that rider their numbers would seem far greater than they were.
 
   "Halt!" Bryon called out when the rider came close to the city walls. "Who comes under flag of parley?"
 
   "I speak for King-Emperor Skathos, ruler of all the world."
 
   Kreg snorted. "Didn't take long, did it?"
 
   Bryon waved him to silence. "What have you to say, mouth of Skathos?"
 
   "King-Emperor Skathos bids you lay down your arms and surrender to his will.  He promises to extend to you his mercy."
 
   Bryon laughed. "Mercy?  Mercy such as he showed to Merona?  To the City of Callens?  Mercy such as that known in Shendar, where Schahi troops loot and rape at will?"
 
   "It will go worse for you if you resist."
 
   "Then so be it!" Bryon said. "For resist we will.  We shall fight while stands a knight of Aerioch.  We shall fight while lives a yeoman with bow or spear to slay one of your demon spawn.  We shall fight while breathes a peasant who has known the mercy of good Marek Caelverrum even if all he has is staff or knife to strike with.  While one man lives, Aerioch shall not fall."
 
   The messenger stood in his stirrups. "So be it.  By your own mouth is this city's fate sealed.  We shall not cease until every living thing within lies dead."
 
   With that, he turned and spurred his horse back to the lines of his own army.
 
   Kaila lifted her bow, drawing an arrow to her breast.  Bryon laid a hand on her shoulder. "Nay.  He came under flag of parley.  We will honor it."
 
   "I don't like it," Kreg said. "He's seen our defenses."
 
   Bryon shrugged. "Does it truly matter?"
 
   Kreg laughed. "I guess not."
 
   "And so we wait," Bryon said.
 
   "Wait?" Kreg asked. "What for?"
 
   "For their attack," Kaila said. "They will sit in their lines until their siege train reaches them.  With towers to strike from above and thus hamper our defenders, they will begin their attack.  How think you, Bryon?  In what manner will they proceed?"
 
   "Ladders, methinks," Bryon said. "Attempts to storm a defended wall with men are always costly, but their numbers seem endless and they have shown no fear in spending them."
 
   Bryon turned to Kreg. "It may be some days before they begin or it may be sooner.  I would that you remain always ready to defend.  Even before their siege train arrives, it may be that they will launch a magical attack. "
 
   Kreg nodded. "You want me to stay on the wall?"
 
   "Nay, but close.  I will attempt to send scouts out this night.  If Schahi mages have not struck by morning and the siege train is not too near, then join with Shillond and attempt to beard the demon for an answer.  I shall attempt to ensure that you have a city to return to."
 
   "I suppose nothing will happen for a while, but I'll go ahead and stay here anyway," Kreg said. "If you don't mind, that is."
 
   "As you will, Kreg," Bryon said. "Kaila?"
 
   "I will remain with Kreg for a time, Your Grace."
 
   "Kaila," Bryon said in surprise. "We are near of equal rank.  You need not..."
 
   Kaila shook her head. "It is because we are of so near rank," she said. "I want all to see that I accept your rule."
 
   "Only for a time," Bryon said. "The King will return."
 
   "Aye," Kaila said. "Only for a time, but you rule."
 
   Bryon hesitated for a moment, then nodded.  He turned and descended the ladder from the battlement.
 
   "You know," Kreg said. "Except for training each evening, I've hardly seen Bertan since we arrived in Norveth."
 
   "It is no great wonder," Kaila said in the same casual tone. "I know you are yet unused to having a squire.  And so short was your time as squire yourself that you know not all the duties.  I have also taken him in hand in training on horseback and with lance.  I hope I do not offend, but methinks your skills in those areas are not yet sufficient."
 
   Kreg glanced over at her.  She seemed genuinely worried that he would be angry. "Kaila, about the only thing I do know is just how much I don't know.  Bertan wanted to be your squire so much that I'm glad to see he's getting training from you."
 
   "I am relieved," she said.
 
   Kreg stretched, then leaned against one of the merlons atop the wall, watching the Schahi army through the space between the merlons.  Kaila mirrored Kreg’s position on the next merlon, silently watching along with him.  Her position put her close alongside him, close enough to touch.
 
   #
 
   The siege train arrived some hours after sunset, large wagons pulled by oxen.  By firelight the Schahi busied themselves assembling wheels and other items carried by those wagons with timbers cut from the local forest into siege towers, ballistae, and other weapons.
 
   The attack came at dawn.  Tens of thousands of screaming Schahi charged the first ditch.  Schahi fell in droves under the rain of arrows as they crossed the field and then plunged into the ditch, wading through the icy waist-deep water.  Those who reached the near side threw grapples and ladders up the wall.  The defenders overset the ladders and cut the cables to the grapples but more came.  The sun had not yet reached halfway to the zenith before the defenders of the first ditch fell back to the second.  The Schahi began tearing down the palisade and using its timbers to bridge the ditch, making a ready path by which to bring up reinforcements.
 
   Their numbers seemed scarcely smaller than when they had begun.
 
   By noon, the Schahi had repeated the process with the second ditch.  The forces at the third held no longer and the way was opened to the very walls of the city.
 
   As soon as the Schahi had breached the third ditch and come into range, Kreg had begun shooting arrows. Even through the leather glove, Kreg's fingers ached from the pressure of the bowstring.  His shoulders flamed from the effort of repeated drawing and loosing.  In the confusion he could not tell the effect his arrows were having.
 
   A hand pulled at his arm.  He shook it off and shot another arrow.
 
   The hand grabbed him again and Kreg turned to yell at its owner.  Bertan stood behind him. "Sir Kreg.  You must get below and don your armor.  The siege towers..." He pointed to where three tall wooden towers mounted on wheels rolled toward them.  As Kreg watched, the first arrows arced from the towers.  At extreme range, they fell with little effect.
 
   "But the fight..." Kreg began.
 
   "Others will fight," Bertan said. "But you must get into armor now."
 
   "Go, Kreg," Kaila said, her voice muffled by her helm.  Kreg had not seen her return. "We will hold the wall until your return."
 
   As Kreg descended the ladder, dropping swiftly so he would not hinder the men trying to mount to the wall, he swore at himself.  Why had he not left before, sometime last night, to arm?  He started toward his quarters, but Bertan tugged him toward a shed. "Here, Kreg.  I had your arms brought up.  We can't afford to have you too far from the wall."
 
   Kreg nodded, glad someone was thinking.  He certainly had not been. "Thanks." He followed Bertan into the shed.
 
   Bertan helped Kreg into the armor, fastening lacings and straps with far more surety and speed than Kreg had managed in the battle at Griselde when he had performed that service for Kaila.  This time, Kreg had high leather boots to protect his legs.  When he held them up, Bertan said, "Kaila had me see to their make.  She worried should you again enter battle not properly armored."
 
   Kreg humphed as he stamped into his boots.  Kaila would think of things like that.
 
   "Okay," Kreg said, flipping down the visor of his helm. "Let's get back to the fight."
 
   He followed Bertan back up the ladder.  The instant he reached the top of the wall, two arrows caromed off his breastplate and another off his helm.
 
   Bryon and Kaila fought side by side.  Kreg hastened to join them.
 
   "As I thought!" Bryon called, looking down into the swarm below the city wall. "Ladders."
 
   Kreg saw men running toward them, ladders held over their heads.  He snatched up a fallen bow and looked around for arrows.
 
   "Nay, Kreg," Kaila said. "Wait for it."
 
   He did not know what she meant, but he set the bow aside and drew his sword.
 
   The first ladder slapped against the wall near him.  Kreg ran to push it over.
 
   "Wait for it!" Bryon called.
 
   Again, Kreg waited.  When the first climbers had come halfway up the ladder, Bryon shouted, "Now!"
 
   Together, the four of them heaved at the ladder.  Slowly at first, then faster, it toppled over.
 
   As Kreg watched its fall, he saw that some of the men on it clung to it.  Others dropped to land hard on the ground.  When the ladder and its remaining living burden hit the ground, it broke.
 
   Kaila clapped Kreg on the shoulder. "They will not use that ladder again."
 
   Beneath his visor Kreg smiled grimly.  Of course.  Obvious.  But reading about sieges was far different from being in one.
 
   Around them other ladders rose.  Other Schahi mounted, far more than even the entire army could overturn.  Soon the fighting on the wall top was hand-to-hand.
 
   Bryon designated some to deal with those that had reached them, others to continue overturning ladders.  Kreg found himself in the first group and did not have time to think of anything save trying to stay alive.
 
   Kreg's third opponent was somewhat more skilled than the first two.  Kreg was tired, his sword like lead in his hands.  He fell back, and back again.
 
   Suddenly the man facing Kreg jerked and toppled.  Bertan stood behind him, his sword red for a third of its length.  As Bertan stood, staring at the corpse of his kill, Kreg lunged, thrusting over and past Bertan's shoulder.  His sword pierced the joint between breastplate and tassets on the man who had been about to take Bertan from behind.
 
   "Th-thanks," Bertan said weakly.
 
   "Steady, Bertan," Kreg said, feeling none too steady himself. "It's not over yet."
 
   He looked around.  The ladders were all gone, as were most of the Schahi at the top of the wall.  The numbers below the wall seemed undiminished.  He saw Kaila a few yards away dispatching an opponent, and a little beyond, Bryon, stooping to wipe his sword on a dead Schahi's surcoat.
 
   As Kreg watched, Bryon jerked upright, an arrow protruding from his back. "Kaila," he shouted. "Command.  To you." He fell.
 
   "No!" she cried.  She ran to Bryon's fallen body.
 
   Kreg felt sick.
 
   Finally, the crews of the ballistae seemed to realize the source of the greatest danger, or their commanders did.  Someone had decided that the risk of burning the catapults was warranted.  Flaming hay bales flew to strike around the siege towers.  By shear chance, a few bales fell atop them.  The towers started to burn.  The arrows stopped.
 
   Kreg ran to Kaila's side.
 
   She looked up at him, her eyes wet behind her helmet. "He was my only true friend on council.  Gods, Kreg, what am I to do?"
 
   Kreg took a deep breath before replying. "Command.  It was his last order to you."
 
   "Aye," she said weakly, heaving herself to her feet. "Command." She leaned against the battlement.  Kreg could see her chest heave as she gulped air. "Have you any advice?"
 
   "Not as such," Kreg admitted.  He pointed to the woods. "They'll probably have men making more ladders already.  They'll be back."
 
   Kaila pushed herself back upright. "They will be back, aye.  If--if we can just hold them...hold them long enough to convince them to try to starve us out.  Then we may still win."
 
   Her eyes turned in the direction of Shillond's workshop, invisible in the distance.
 
   #
 
   A page ran toward them. "Milady," he said seeing Kaila, "I must find Duke Bryon."
 
   "Duke Bryon is dead," Kaila said. "I command in his stead."
 
   The page stopped in front of her. "I have a message from Duke Shillond."
 
   Kaila nodded.
 
   The page took a few ragged breaths before continuing. "Schahi forces have attacked across the river on rafts and boats.  Dahren was nowhere to be found, so Shillond took command of the forces.  They repulsed the Schahi but with heavy losses."
 
   "Dahren?" Kaila looked over at Kreg.
 
   Kreg laughed. "After all his posturing, it's Dahren who turned coward."
 
   Kaila smiled wryly.  To the page, she said, "Tell Shillond that we too repulsed our attack with losses.  Bid him hold as he is able and we shall do likewise."
 
   "Aye, Your Grace." The page bowed to her and left.
 
   Kreg noticed Bertan hovering by his elbow. "Is something on your mind?" he asked.
 
   "Kreg," Bertan said hesitantly, "I'm sorry...I..."
 
   Kreg looked from Bertan to the body of the man he had killed. "The first man you ever killed?"
 
   "Aye." Bertan stared at his boots. "I had not thought I'd turn coward."
 
   "You didn't turn coward," Kreg said. "It's not uncommon to freeze after something like that." He pointed at the body with his sword. "It happened to me my first time."
 
   "You?" Bertan looked up at him.
 
   "Me," Kreg said. "And all through the battle, all through all the battles I've been in, I've been terrified."
 
   "But...but you're a hero."
 
   Kreg shrugged. "Maybe.  That's for others to judge, not me.  For the most part I've been trying to stay alive, that's all.  The point is, being afraid does not make you a coward." Again, he pointed at the body. "And never, never be ashamed that killing is not easy.  Sometimes--all too often--it's necessary, but it should never be easy.  Do you understand?"
 
   "I...I think so."
 
   Kreg smiled. "Another time, Bertan."
 
   Kreg looked up at Kaila.  She nodded at him.  A moment later, she said, "I am going to send the guards down in shifts to rest.  They will fight the better for it, methinks."
 
   "Good idea," Kreg said. "I could use a rest myself."
 
   "Aye," Kaila said. "It was my thought that you be in the first group."
 
   Kreg opened his mouth, but Kaila said, "Nay.  No protests.  You are tired and we cannot afford your loss."
 
   Kreg decided he was too tired to argue.
 
   Seeing acquiescence in his expression, Kaila nodded. "Bertan, guard him well."
 
   "With my life, Your Grace."
 
   Kreg descended the ladder considerably more slowly than he had climbed it.
 
   #
 
   "Here they come!" Someone shouted.
 
   Kreg stood on the battlement as he watched the second wave of the attack begin.  This time the few incoming arrows all rose from the ground.  Siege towers were not so easily replaced as the ladders.
 
   Near him stood Kaila and Bertan, along with a soldier in armor without surcoat or crest to helm.  Whether squire or man-at-arms, Kreg could not tell.  A little farther along the wall stood others, knights and squires and men-at-arms mixed with archers and those of the peasant levies steady enough to stand on the wall.
 
   An instant before the first ladders swung up against the wall, Kreg glanced back at the other armored figure near him.  Squire, he thought.  He seemed somehow familiar.
 
   Just as that thought crossed Kreg's mind, the attack began in earnest.  A ladder came up near them and Kreg ran to be ready to push it over.  Bertan helped him, using a long pole to continue the push beyond arms' reach.  The pole was necessary.  The Schahi had learned from their previous attack and had set the ladders with their bases somewhat farther from the wall.  Still, the ladder went over.
 
   "The city burns," Bertan cried, pointing.
 
   Kreg glanced over his shoulder.  In the distance, thick columns of black smoke rose.
 
   "Kaila?" Kreg said. "Would Shillond have fired the town for any reason?"
 
   "Nay," Kaila paused to thrust through the faceplate of a Schahi soldier who had reached the top of the wall. "What purpose would it serve?"
 
   "Then the Schahi have broken through."
 
   "We must hold," she shouted back to him. "Shillond may yet be able to close the breach.  It is our only hope."
 
   Kreg did not answer.  Instead, he placed one foot on a ladder and shoved, pushing it away from the wall, where Bertan with his pole could keep it falling, and shoving himself back so that he faced another Schahi.  Steel rang on steel and the Schahi died.
 
   The attack continued as the afternoon wore on.  Kreg fought until he could barely lift his arm to swing his sword.  Still the Schahi pressed on.
 
   During a momentary lull, Kreg let his sword arm drop to his side while he gulped in huge lungfuls of air.  He looked around.  Bertan still fought nearby, his sword red and dripping clear to the hilts.  Kaila and the unknown squire fought to his other side.  The wind had risen from the west, carrying the smoke from the burning city to them.  Kreg's eyes teared and his breath caught in his throat as a gust brought a particularly acrid billow to him.  He turned back to the fight, coming to Bertan's aid.
 
   As the Schahi fell, Kreg started to turn back in the other direction.  Before he had halfway completed the turn, he caught a glimpse of motion that brought him spinning the rest of the way around.
 
   The squire had crouched and lunged, catching Kaila in the waist with his shoulder.  He continued the lunge, sweeping her off the edge of the battlement.
 
   As Kaila fell, Kreg leaped to the edge of the wall.  Below, he could see Schahi swarming around her.  As Kreg watched, helpless, he saw them carry her, still struggling, away.
 
   His scream tore from his throat, cutting like broken glass. "Kaila!"
 
   #
 
   "Traitor!" Bertan dashed past Kreg and slashed at the squire with his sword.  The squire leaped back and parried Bertan's blow, then made a slash of his own.
 
   When Bertan parried, the squire twisted his wrists in an unusual way and his blade pivoted under Bertan's.  His slash turned into a thrust and struck Bertan in the shoulder.  Chain mail rings broke.  Blood spurted.  Bertan fell, clutching his shoulder.
 
   Kreg had seen that technique before. "Dahren!"
 
   The squire, no, the knight Dahren, turned to face Kreg, his sword held at high guard.
 
   "What, no taunts?" Kreg smiled grimly as he raised his own sword into guard.
 
   Dahren remained silent.
 
   Kreg lunged, fatigue forgotten.  Dahren parried but before he could counter, Kreg snapped his sword back around in a low slash, aiming at the knees.  Again, Dahren parried and again, Kreg pressed the attack before he could counter.
 
   Twelve attacks Dahren parried without making one of his own.
 
   Kreg kept close watch on Dahren's movements even as he pressed his attack.  He did not want to give him any opportunity to escape.  Not now.  Not with Bertan's blood still staining the battlements.  Not with Kaila dead or a prisoner.
 
   Dahren dropped one hand from his sword.  Kreg, wary, leaped back while Dahren reached behind his own back.
 
   Dahren's hand whipped from behind his back, Kreg twisted and a thrown dagger glanced off his breastplate, ripping his surcoat.
 
   "Is that the best you can do?" Kreg asked.
 
   "Who are you?" Dahren asked. "What are you?"
 
   "I am Kreg," he said, his voice calm in his own ears. "I am your death." It sounded fatuous in his own ears.
 
   They closed again, more warily this time.  They circled, each watching the other for any hint of weakness, any opening in his guard.  Slight shifts of position countered slight shifts by the other.
 
   Kreg struck first.  Dahren parried and backed.  Kreg followed.
 
   Kreg's next blow caught Dahren in the wrist.  Although his sword did not penetrate the mail, Kreg heard bone crack.  Dahren dropped his sword.
 
   Dahren dropped to his knees. "Mercy!  I beg you!"
 
   "Like you gave Kaila?" Kreg's lunge took Dahren in the throat, rupturing the mail.  Blood sprayed as Dahren sank to the stones.
 
   Kreg glanced around him.  Others had repulsed The Schahi attack while he fought Dahren.  A knight approached.  Kreg did not recognize the device on his surcoat.
 
   "Where is the Duke Kaila?" the knight asked.
 
   "Taken," Kreg said.  No need to discuss the details.  Morale would be low enough already and talk of treason would only make it worse.
 
   "Taken?" Kreg could hear fear in the knight's voice.  A moment later, he said, "You are Sir Kreg, are you not?"
 
   "I am," Kreg said.
 
   "Then tell us.  What must we do?  The knight pointed at the army encircling the city. "They will be back." He pointed back at the rising plumes of smoke.  Smoke had already begun to choke the air even from this distance. "Methinks the city might already be falling."
 
   Kreg stared at the knight.  The knight was looking to him for leadership.  Kreg wanted to scream.  I'm not ready for this.  And yet, the knight waited. "Get the wounded down off the wall.  Leave them under guard of those wounded who can still walk." He nodded toward the smoke columns. "If the Schahi have indeed broken through, they may need the protection.  We might also have problems with looters but I don't see that we can do anything about it." He paused for a moment. "Arrange rest breaks in rotation, but keep everyone close.  We may need them swiftly if, no, when, the Schahi attack again."
 
   "Yes, Sir Kreg." The knight flipped up his visor, nodded once, and slapped it shut.  He turned and strode off.
 
   Kreg knelt by Bertan's still form.  Bertan still clutched his shoulder.  As Kreg flipped up Bertan's visor, his eyes flicked open.
 
   "I tried to stop him, Sir Kreg," Bertan said. "I couldn't move fast enough."
 
   "It's okay, Bertan," Kreg said. "I wasn't quick enough either." His eyes narrowed. "I got the bastard though."
 
   Bertan nodded and winced. "Am I going to die?"
 
   Kreg glanced down at Bertan's shoulder.  Blood still leaked in pulses from under Bertan's hand: too much blood. "I don't think so," he lied. "Let me see the wound."
 
   Bertan moved his hand.  More blood spurted from the gash.
 
   Kreg immediately clamped his own hand over the wound and pressed hard, hard enough that Bertan gasped in pain.  With his free hand, Kreg drew his dagger and hacked a swath of cloth from the hem of his surcoat.  Fumbling one-handed, he folded it into a pad.  Finally, he released Bertan's shoulder long enough to shove the pad through the rent in the armor and against the wound before clamping down on it again.
 
   "Here, Bertan," Kreg took Bertan's hand and placed it on his shoulder in place of his own. "Hold that and press hard."
 
   Using Bertan's sword belt and another strip of cloth cut from his surcoat, Kreg strapped Bertan's hand in place to keep pressure on the wound.
 
   Sometime during Kreg's ministrations Bertan stopped breathing.
 
   #
 
   "Kreg?" Kreg looked up at the sound of that familiar voice.  His arms, his shoulders, his back, all throbbed from his effort to revive Bertan.  Kreg did not know how long he had worked over Bertan but in the end he had collapsed in exhaustion.
 
   Shillond stood next to him.  He nodded down at Bertan's body. "Is he?"
 
   Kreg nodded. "I tried, Shillond," Kreg said. "Gods, I tried but I couldn't save him."
 
   Shillond laid a hand on Kreg's shoulder and squeezed.
 
   Kreg wiped at his eyes. "I thought you were handling the defense of the other side of the city."
 
   Shillond shook his head and reached up to rub at the soot that smudged one cheek. "We've lost there," he said. "The Schahi are already in the city and coming this way.  They'd be here already except they're stopping to burn everything."
 
   Kreg leaned back against the parapet. "So it's over."
 
   Shillond shook his head. "It may be.  I don't know."
 
   He paused for a long moment then continued. "I heard that Kaila..."
 
   Kreg swallowed a hard lump before answering. "She was pushed from the wall.  I saw her carried away by the Schahi.  She was still struggling, so she was alive then.  I don't know about now."
 
   Kreg watched Shillond for his reaction.  Shillond's fists clenched.  His lower jaw trembled for a moment.  Then, with a visible effort, Shillond brought himself under control. "How did it happen?  I cannot believe she would have been so careless."
 
   "She wasn't," Kreg said. "She was betrayed by someone she thought an ally.  He poked at Dahren’s body with his sword. "I found Dahren.  I guess he hated Kaila enough to risk the destruction of Norveth just to arrange her death.  I killed him, but too late.  He had already attacked Kaila and killed Bertan, although it took Bertan a while to die." His eyes met Shillond's "Bertan was faster than I was.  If I'd reacted just a little sooner, he would still be alive."
 
   "I'm sorry, Kreg.  Truly I am," Shillond said. "But we need to know what to do now."
 
   “Bertan the Valiant, to the very end.” Kreg shook his head. "We fight as best we can.  Take as many of them with us as we can before we go down.  That's all that's left."
 
   Shillond stared into his eyes for a moment. "All right.  There's a spell I want to cast.  If you would be so kind..."
 
   "What?  Oh, right." Kreg concentrated on allowing magic to work.
 
   A moment later Shillond's right index finger darted up to tap Kreg on the forehead. "Sorthenkyl!"
 
   Kreg only had time to stare at Shillond in shock before blackness overtook him.
 
   


 
  

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
 
   Kaila woke to a throbbing pain in her right temple.  Stripped of armor, of weapons, of clothes, she lay on a rough wool blanket.  Freezing air blew across her naked body, sending uncontrollable shivers through her.
 
   She sat up, feeling a heavy weight around her neck and hearing a rattling of metal.  While her hands and feet were unbound, a heavy slave collar circled her neck.  A chain ran through loops of metal on the collar to fasten to the back of a wagon.  The ends of the chain depended from a heavy metal ring welded to an iron plate.  Large rivets held the plate to the wall of the wagon.
 
   Kaila surveyed her surroundings.  In addition to the blanket on which she sat, another lay next to her.  Doubtless it had covered her and she had dislodged it.  As she wrapped the blanket around her against the cold, she noticed a bowl of porridge sitting on the ground to her other side.
 
   Kaila regarded the bowl for a long moment before picking it up.  Had her captors wanted to kill her they would have many easier methods than poison.
 
   Since her captors had not provided her with a spoon, eating the lukewarm porridge proved a sloppy process.  When she finished, Kaila wiped her fingers and mouth on the corner of the blanket.
 
   The food helped.  The pain in her temple faded to a dull ache.  Looking further, she saw that she sat in the middle of an encampment.  She had no shelter but the wagon sitting next to her.  No protection from the cold save the two blankets.  Now that she had eaten, she began to feel the dryness in the back of her throat, the beginnings of real thirst.  Even the moisture of the porridge had been insufficient to eliminate it.
 
   "So you wake at last."
 
   Kaila whipped around at the sound of that voice.  A man in black robes stood not far from her.  The way he stood spoke "wizard" to Kaila as surely as if he had announced his profession.  Something about him seemed familiar, but Kaila could not at first place the thought.  Eventually the image clicked into place--he was the wizard who had captured them in Schah.
 
   "Come closer." Kaila smiled, her hands flexing.
 
   The wizard grinned back at her. "I think not.  I could prevent your doing harm easily enough, but I see not reason to waste the power."
 
   "Than I shall give you a reason," Kaila said. "Soon, my hands will find their way to your throat and I will squeeze until I hear the popping of your neck bones.  Think not that these chains shall stop me.  And if your demon-spawn slay me afterwards it is of no matter.  I shall await Pireth’s Chariot with joy, knowing that you have preceded me."
 
   "I am sure your belief comforts you," the wizard said. "But you make empty threats." He gestured and muttered a short spell.  Kaila stared down at her hands.  They lifted, of their own volition and settled around her neck, just above the collar.  They squeezed, lightly at first, then harder, cutting off her wind.  Try as she might, Kaila could not stop them.
 
   The wizard made a gesture and Kaila's hands fell to her sides again.
 
   When Kaila had stopped coughing the wizard said, "Aerioch is no more.  By the setting of the sun last night, we had overthrown her last defenders.  You and your imprisoned rulers are all that are left of the high council."
 
   Despite herself, Kaila caught her breath.
 
   The wizard noticed her action. "Yes, your father is gone.  By policy we slew all who work magic.  We contented ourselves with imprisoning the knights and will put them to work rebuilding Norveth as our own city.  That did not save your council.  We found both Bryon and Dahren dead within the city."
 
   Kaila half smiled at that.  So Dahren had died anyway, despite his desertion and hiding.
 
   Her smile did not please the wizard. "We will be moving shortly," he said. "Boots will be brought to you since we want you to arrive in Chanakra in good health.  No clothes.  The blankets will have to suffice."
 
   He started to leave then turned back to her. "Oh," he said. "When we stop for the night, you can expect visitors from among the soldiers.  They have instructions that no one is to harm you physically.  At least, they are not to kill, maim, or permanently disfigure you.  Beyond that..." He shrugged. "Your reputation is great enough that they will come in sufficient numbers that not even your renowned strength will prevail."
 
   Kaila kept her face schooled into impassivity.  Whoever the wizard was, he obviously wanted her to feel anguish.  She would not let him know that he had succeeded.  There would be time for tears later.
 
   Holding back the tears was a struggle.  Shillond--dead.  And Kreg--dead or imprisoned.
 
   The threat of the soldiers did not worry her much.  Whatever came, she would bear it.  In time she would get her chance.  In time, the wizard would die.
 
   #
 
   The march started about two hours later.  Kaila had received the boots as promised.  As the troop crossed a stony field, Kaila stumbled and fell.  Soldiers on horseback laughed as the wagon dragged her across the stones for several yards before she could regain her feet.
 
   One of the soldiers, with a mocking bow and an open leer, returned to her the blankets she had dropped.  She returned his leer with a glare.
 
   As the soldier walked away and remounted his horse, Kaila had to fight to suppress a smile.  Her fall had been no accident.  Within her mouth she held a broken pebble of the same hard rock used to make whetstones.
 
   She had a tool.
 
   #
 
   Kreg woke in an open field.  The air had a slight chill, more representative of autumn than winter.  Trees sporting vividly colored foliage framed the cloud-dotted sky above him.  To his left, he heard the crackle of a campfire.  He sat up.
 
   Shillond sat near the fire, tending to the small animals and tubers spitted above it.  Kreg's armor lay near his feet.
 
   "Would you explain to me what's going on?" Kreg asked.
 
   Shillond jumped. "Kreg!  I did not expect you to wake so soon."
 
   "You haven't answered my question," Kreg said.
 
   Shillond took a deep breath before answering. "No, and you do deserve an explanation."
 
   Kreg nodded. "You knocked me out, why I don't know.  Now we're in the middle of nowhere.  So tell me what happened."
 
   "First, would you have come with me had I asked?"
 
   "Probably not," Kreg admitted.
 
   Shillond nodded. "That's why I had to trick you.  From the bottom of my heart, I apologize, but I saw no other way."
 
   "No other way for what?" Kreg asked, his voice rising.
 
   "Escape." Before Kreg could say anything, Shillond went on. "We could do no more for Norveth.  Free, we might do...something."
 
   "Okay," Kreg said. "Maybe miracles happen in this world and we can do something.  Now, how did you get us away?  The last I saw we were surrounded by a large army."
 
   "I dragged you to my workshop," Shillond said. "I had to work fast to get you there before you started suppressing magic again.  Once there, I used the spell of apportation to move us to another place of power."
 
   Kreg mulled that over for a moment. "Okay, where?"
 
   "I only knew of one place of power where I hadn't already used the route: the one we used to escape from Schah."
 
   "You mean we're back in Schah?" Kreg shook his head. "Talk about frying pans and fires.  Wait a minute.  The one we used before?"
 
   Shillond nodded. "So we can't jump back to Norveth.  I'd already used that route, but the reverse, coming here, was still open."
 
   Kreg nodded. "Okay."
 
   Shillond stared into the fire. "There was another reason for coming here."
 
   Kreg got up and moved to a spot next to the fire. "I'm listening."
 
   "I think we might be able to rescue Kaila."
 
   Kreg's heart leaped at the thought. "Rescue Kaila?  How?"
 
   "There are two routes that an army might follow into Schah," Shillond said. "One, Faron still has plugged.  The other passes not too far from here." He shrugged. "I had not thought beyond that."
 
   "Do you think she's still alive?"
 
   Kreg winced at the look of pure misery that crossed Shillond's face. "I don't know.  She was still alive when you last saw her, so since they didn't kill her outright maybe, just maybe, they took her prisoner instead." He removed the spit from the fire to examine the roasting meat. "Kreg, in over five centuries she's the only child I've ever had.  I--I can't bear to think of any option but her being alive."
 
   "I know," Kreg said, his voice hoarse. "Me, too."
 
   "You?" Shillond looked up from the roast meat to peer closely at Kreg. "You see her as more than a friend.  Don't you?"
 
   "Yeah." Kreg picked up a stick and poked at the fire, sending sparks popping. "Yeah, I guess I do.  But she loves Keven, so--"
 
   "She does not love Keven," Shillond said flatly.
 
   Kreg froze. "But you said..."
 
   "I said that they were expected to marry.  It is not a love match.  Only the needs of the kingdom led to the decision for them to marry.  Kaila's sense of duty would not let her shirk.  That alone kept her true to Keven."
 
   #
 
   As darkness settled over the Schahi camp, Kaila felt along the chain until she found a particular link.  With strong fingers she flecked off dried mud then retrieved the stone from where she had secreted it under the slave collar.  It dug painfully into her flesh on the march, wearing an angry red ulceration, but no one had found it despite visits by her captors.
 
   Those visits had stopped after the third night.  Even demons in human form could learn to feel pain and to fear it.  Several of the Schahi rode wagons with bones broken by her hands.  One lay dead, his throat crushed.  That one had remained human with the rising of the sun so it had not been one of the changelings.
 
   Kaila turned her attention to the link of chain.  For several weeks she had been scraping at it, always in the same spot, with the stone.  Slowly, she had worn away the material, digging a gouge into the link.  Each day, she covered the signs of her work with mud, formed with her own saliva if no other moisture offered.
 
   The work had been difficult.  Her fingers first reddened, then blistered, then callused.  The tendons and joints ached each night from the effort of holding the small stone and pressing it against the link of chain, yet the effort had been worthwhile.  The link had worn almost thin enough to break.
 
   Once more Kaila set down the small stone and wrapped the chain around her hands.  Straining with all her strength, she pulled.  The metal creaked slightly, then, with a soft chink, the thin neck of metal that remained parted.
 
   With eager haste, Kaila worked and tugged at the chain until one of the neighboring links slid through the gap in the broken link.  A second of sliding the chain through the loops on her collar and she was free.
 
   Kaila grinned a wolfish grin as she glided silently through the camp.  Since the Schahi had given her no clothes, she wrapped the blankets around herself.
 
   She paused in the shadows of a wagon, which stood just inside the perimeter of the camp.  Only a few scattered sentries, standing by watch fires, guarded the camp.  Her grin widened as she thought how they would pay for that vigilance.
 
   The frozen ground made silence difficult and Kaila had never had much skill at stealth.  She had never needed it.  Kaila did not know if the guard had not heard her or if he had just ignored any sounds she made.  Whatever the reason, she reached him without his reacting.
 
   From five feet away, she leaped.  Her right arm circled his throat and her left grabbed his right wrist.  She pulled, cutting off his wind and any cry he might make.  As he struggled in her grip, she pulled harder.  And harder still.  Finally, she heard a crunching crack, like a handful of twigs breaking.  The guard twitched once and went limp.
 
   Kaila took a moment to steal the guard's weapons: a sword, somewhat lighter than her own: and two daggers, one balanced for throwing.  She considered stripping him of his clothing but the tunic and trousers would be too small for her.
 
   She slipped off into the night.
 
   From hiding in the scrub she watched the Schahi camp and tried to decide what to do.  For the first time in her life she was truly alone.  Always before she had had someone to lean on, someone to give her direction or at least advice.  On embassies to other kingdoms, she had always traveled with Shillond.  In council she had always deferred to the King or to Keven.
 
   Now Shillond was gone.  The King and Keven were gone.  Even Kreg was gone, dead or captured.
 
   She pulled the blankets tighter and considered.  Returning to Norveth would serve no purpose.  If the wizard had spoken truly, then Shillond was dead and, though she could not allow herself grief, the thought clutched at her heart.  Kreg was most likely dead as well and that thought made her heart clutch even tighter.  Only the King and Keven were still alive.  Very well, that would be her goal.  Perhaps if she followed the Schahi, they would find some way to free them.  At worst, she could die in the attempt.
 
   She crawled backwards, away from the army, suppressing a gasp at the cold of the ground against her naked knees.  She would watch, and she would follow.
 
   #
 
   Kreg looked down the hill at the army unit passing by.  Almost entirely cavalry, they had few wagons, relying instead on packhorses.
 
   Kreg glanced back at Shillond and nodded once.
 
   Shillond whispered a string of words that Kreg did not understand.  He made tiny gestures with his fingers, moving them in intricate patterns.  A moment later he shook his head.
 
   Kreg frowned.  Kaila was not with this group.  He nodded and tapped Shillond on the shoulder.  Together they backed away, crawling on their bellies.
 
   Once they had passed the crest of the hill and descended far enough to do so safely, they stood up.
 
   "Gods, Shillond," Kreg whispered so quietly that he was nearly mouthing the words. "It's been weeks.  If they still had her, they'd have been through here by now, wouldn't they?"
 
   Despite the frustration he felt, Kreg never once raised his voice above the faintest of whispers.  They had learned to be cautious.
 
   "It's too soon to give up yet, Kreg." Shillond kept his voice equally low. "Travel in winter is always slow.  And if they have more than a couple of wagons with them, they'll be slowed all the more."
 
   "All right." Kreg sighed. "I guess I'd better get back up to lookout then."
 
   Shillond clapped him on the shoulder and continued down the hill to their small camp.
 
   At the hilltop, Kreg kept watch as he had for more than four weeks.  He piled leaves over himself, both to hide his position and to keep away the chill.  Winter had finally reached this far south, bringing constant frosts.  It snowed little, but the icy rains were in many ways worse.
 
   About noon, Shillond brought him a gourd of warm soup and a leaf-wrapped bundle of acorn bannock.  Wordlessly, Kreg nodded thanks and ate while continuing his watch.
 
   Late in the afternoon, Kreg saw another army approaching from the North.  In the distance Kreg could see that they had a number of wagons with them, drawn by mules.  While they were yet a good distance away, Kreg slipped out of his blind and trotted down the hill, long practice made even his trot nearly silent.
 
   Kreg approached the camp with hand over mouth to warn Shillond to silence.  He made the hand gestures they had developed to inform Shillond of the approaching army and tell him its approximate composition.  Shillond nodded and gestured back up the hill.
 
   Kreg and Shillond moved as fast as absolute silence would allow.  Several close calls in the preceding weeks had taught them the need for the utmost in caution.
 
   The two of them reached the top of the hill before the army had reached its foot.  Shillond cast a quick spell and nodded to Kreg. "No scouts in the area.  We can speak."
 
   Kreg nodded.  They could talk, but he preferred not to for the most part.
 
   They crawled down to their position behind a low row of bushes.  When the army reached the foot of the hill Shillond cast a spell.  As Kreg watched, Shillond cut the spell short.
 
   "Mage," Shillond whispered quietly.
 
   Kreg's eyebrows twitched upwards. "Did he spot your spell?"
 
   "I think not," Shillond said. "But I think something a little more subtle is called for."
 
   Slowly, Shillond mumbled the words of another spell.  His fingers moved in a different but no less intricate pattern.
 
   Kreg saw Shillond's breath catch as he completed the spell.
 
   "Shillond?" He whispered urgently.
 
   Shillond bit hard at his lip. "I...saw...Kaila's sword." He dropped his eyes. "I did not see her.  She is not with them."
 
   Kreg had trouble breathing.  He tried to swallow, to clear his throat, but a cold lump made even that difficult.  He tapped Shillond's shoulder and backed up the hill.
 
   Once clear, he stood and said. "So.  We feared it might happen.  If they have Kaila’s sword, but not Kaila, then..."
 
   Shillond nodded. "Now we know."
 
   Kreg looked up the hill as though he could conjure a vision of the army on the other side. "Can we at least recover her sword?  I know it's stupid but it seems the least we can do for her."
 
   "There's a mage with them.  That will make it difficult--and dangerous."
 
   "But not impossible?"
 
   Shillond nodded. "But not impossible."
 
   They returned to their camp, gathered their meager supplies, and headed south.  The two of them were able to move faster than the army, burdened as it was by wagons.  By nightfall they were several miles ahead of it.
 
   #
 
   The next morning Kreg strung his makeshift bow.  Neither as powerful nor as accurate as his Meronan longbow had been, it would nevertheless serve for their plan.  Five weeks of practice in bringing down small game for their meals had made Kreg reasonably accurate with it.
 
   "The wizard will have to be our first priority," Kreg said.
 
   "I know the plan, Kreg," Shillond said. "You be ready.  You'll have a few seconds only before he realizes he's under attack."
 
   Kreg grinned. "I know the plan, Shillond." His grin faded. "Are you as nervous as I am?"
 
   "Likely," Shillond said. "I could probably defeat this wizard in a duel--he did not seem terribly powerful--but I could not fight him and the army."
 
   "And I'm not up to taking on either one single-handed," Kreg said. "I just wish we could use that ability of mine a little more positively."
 
   "Kreg, we don't know if you can suppress some spells while permitting others.  I'm afraid now is not the time to test it."
 
   Kreg nodded.
 
   Shillond raised his hand in benediction before disappearing into the woods.  Kreg waited a few minutes before heading in a different direction.
 
   Kreg found the road and selected a tree, a pine.  He climbed, finding a point where he could still see the road, but where he would be nearly impossible to spot from the ground.
 
   He positioned himself comfortably, his legs bridging two branches and his back resting against the bole of the tree.
 
   In the preceding weeks Kreg had become used to waiting.  He sat watching the road.  After a time, he reached into a rabbit-skin pouch at his belt and drew out a few pieces of broken bannock to munch.
 
   In time, the Schahi unit came into view.  Kreg watched as the fore guard rounded a curve in the road.  He selected one of his two arrows and fitted it to his bowstring.  He would have one chance, maybe a second one.  If he failed with both, then nothing would matter.  Kreg licked dry lips as the leaders of the group passed under his tree.  The main body of the unit appeared around the curve and again Kreg waited, but now he focused on allowing magic to work.
 
   Finally, Kreg heard a shout.  A man, just rounding the bend, stood wreathed in silver fire.  Shillond's spells had caused the wizard's magical defenses to flare visibly.  Locking his eyes on that figure, Kreg willed magic, all magic including any defenses the wizard called up, to cease.
 
   In one smooth motion, Kreg drew, sighted, and let fly.  He had his second arrow to string and the bow drawn before the first struck.  He did not need the second arrow.  The first struck the wizard full in the chest.  He toppled to the ground.
 
   As Kreg again concentrated on allowing magic to function, Shillond began the second part of the plan.  Flames burst out of the forest from the far side of the road.  Some of the Schahi fled into the surrounding woods.  Others charged into the forest, charging in the direction of the source of the flames.  Few stayed on the road.
 
   Kreg grinned as he clambered down the tree.  As Shillond had warned him, he felt a faint tugging in his head.  He followed the direction of the pull.  It led him after one of the Schahi who had fled.
 
   When Kreg hit the ground, he dropped the bow.  He raced off, letting the pull in his head lead.
 
   Unarmored and carrying only his sword, Kreg could move much faster than a man wearing heavy armor.  He caught up to the Schahi as he slipped in the slimy bottom of an ice-rimmed stream.
 
   Kreg stood at the edge of the stream and leaned on his sword as if it were a walking stick. "You have two choices," he said. "You can yield to me that sword and I'll let you leave here alive.  Or we can do this the hard way and I take the sword anyway."
 
   The Schahi looked up from his stumbling in the streambed and seemed to measure Kreg with his eyes.  Kreg noted his measuring stare and said, "I'd better warn you.  I killed a peer of the realm of Aerioch in single combat.  Armor or no armor, he never touched me."
 
   With a scream, the Schahi charged Kreg.  Kreg parried his swing, made clumsy by the slippery mud underfoot.  Kreg brought his sword hard against the back of the Schahi's sword hand.  The sword dropped to the ground as Kreg thrust with his own sword, stopping a fraction of an inch from the Schahi's faceplate. "I'd get lost if I were you."
 
   The Schahi backed away.  He hesitated for a moment then turned and ran.
 
   "Oh, wondrous well done!"
 
   Kreg spun at the sound of that voice.  His sword dropped from nerveless fingers. "Kaila?  I thought you dead!"
 
   She stood before him.  Thinner than he remembered, whipcord and muscle.  A light smile played about her lips.
 
   


 
  

CHAPTER NINETEEN
 
   "And I had thought both of you dead," Kaila said when they had finished relating to each other the events of the past few weeks. "When the wizard said that no mages survived in Norveth, what could I think but that you had fallen, Shillond?  And Kreg, for you I feared as well."
 
   They sat around a small fire in the hollow in which Kreg and Shillond had hidden.  Several small animals roasted on spits above the fire while more acorn bannock baked on rocks next to it.  Kaila had already ravenously devoured the small store of food they had previously prepared.
 
   Shillond nodded. "We escaped before the final fall of the city."
 
   "You escaped, Shillond." Kreg's voice held no hint of rancor. "You kidnapped me.  So,” he continued, “You broke free of your chains and escaped the camp.  Then what?"
 
   “They searched for me,” Kaila said. “For eight days I hid, never daring to stray too far lest they depart and I not be able to follow.  It was a peril-fraught time, but in time they ceased to search and resumed their march to the south.  I followed, and was much surprised to find you here.”
 
   “And I had thought you lost when Dahren pushed you from the wall.”
 
   "So the unknown squire was Dahren in disguise?" Kaila asked.
 
   Kreg nodded slowly. "After he pushed you, Bertan reacted before I could.  When they fought, Dahren used that secret thrust of his--that's how I recognized him--and got Bertan in the shoulder.  His point hit that big artery and Bertan bled to death before I could stop it." He stared down at the frost covered leaves. "He died in my arms."
 
   Kaila laid her hand on Kreg's, "I share your grief."
 
   Kreg nodded slightly.
 
   "So Dahren was a traitor?" Kaila asked after a short time.
 
   "Probably.  I don't really know," Kreg said. "He may have been a traitor all along, or he may have just hated you enough..."
 
   Kaila nodded. "Aye.  It may be that we will never know.  Nowhere is it writ that we shall always understand all things." She pulled one of the spits from the fire and tested the meat.  Satisfied, she bit into it. “I crave pardon for my hunger.  I have had little enough these past few weeks, some nuts and a few fish, eaten raw.” She looked the two of them over. "You have changed.  The both of you."
 
   Kreg looked at Shillond, then down at himself.  They had both lost weight, nearly as much as Kaila.  The changes had come about so gradually that they had not noticed until Kaila pointed out the difference. "I guess food's been a little scarce," he said. "There's not much forage in winter."
 
   "Aye." Kaila gestured down at her own body.  She had made a slit in the center of one of the blankets and draped it over her body with her head passing through the slit.  The sword belt at her waist converted it into a makeshift dress.  The other she had formed into a cloak, securing it at her throat with a short cord made of braided grass.  The boots had long since worn away and she had replaced them with sandals woven from more dry grass.  To protect her feet from cold she had wrapped them with wool cut from the edges of the blankets. "We must make plans."
 
   Kreg blinked, confused for a moment at Kaila's sudden change of subject.  A moment later he nodded. "Since we're together at last, maybe we should go after Baaltor and find the answer to that changeling spell."
 
   Shillond shook his head. "I don't think that would serve any purpose now.  Schah has already won.  Even if we defeat the demon and find a way to eliminate all the changelings, we'd still have to face the Schahi army, plus the Chanakran wizards.  I do not think the three of us could manage that."
 
   "What of Faron?" Kaila asked.
 
   "If he hasn't fallen already, he will soon.  Certainly before we can reach him."
 
   Kreg nodded. "Yeah.  I think you're right, Shillond." He paused. "There must be something we can do."
 
   "It was my thought," Kaila said, "when I believed you dead, to follow the returning army and hope that they would lead me to where the King and Keven are held.  It was my hope that in some way we might raise a revolt and thus restore Aerioch." She shrugged. "I had not thought beyond that."
 
   "Maybe we can combine the two,” Kreg said. “Rescue the King and Keven, then go after Baaltor.  Five may not be much more than three, but when two are the King and the Prince, that may be enough to draw whatever remains of Aerioch to us.  It’s a chance, I think. "
 
   "I think you have found our best chance," Shillond said. "Aye, we've been letting the Schahi dictate our actions for far too long."
 
   A frown carved furrows into Kaila's brow at Shillond's words. "That brings a thought." She stared down at her folded legs for a long moment, then looked up. "The Schahi in the army that held me prisoner, their leaders spoke of returning, not to Schah, but to Chanakra.  Could it be that Chanakra is not ally to Schah, but master?"
 
   Shillond considered that. "If that's so, we've been going about this campaign entirely wrong."
 
   "What do you mean?" Kreg asked.
 
   "We searched for answers in Schah, when Schah may very well have been a trap, meant purely to hide the true source of danger--Chanakra.  Early on, we could have sent a force to Chanakra by sea.  Perhaps the commandos you recommended, Kreg.  With their own shores attacked maybe..." He shook his head. "And maybe not.  I do not know.  Deception within deception within deception.  It has the feel of one of Baaltor’s games."
 
   “Still," Kreg said. "I think Chanakra is where we'll have to go after all." He grinned ruefully, remembering the last time they had made that decision.  They had awaked the next morning in a dungeon. "So do we work our way down to a port city and take passage?"
 
   Shillond considered for a long moment. "I think we dare not.  The only ships sailing will be under Chanakran control.  We will have to go overland." He shuddered. "It will be a long journey, and a difficult one, especially in winter."
 
   #
 
   "Keltac agrinthor rajeman." Shillond spoke to the innkeeper in the Chanakran language.  They all spoke it.  In the months they had journeyed, Shillond had cast a learning spell on all of them and they had spent every safe opportunity talking to those who spoke Chanakran.  Of the three, only Shillond had mastered accent.  Kaila still sounded like a knight of Aerioch while Kreg's speech was that of no land on that world.
 
   Kreg, watching Shillond haggle for their room, did not want to remember that trip.  Crossing mountains in mid-winter had been particularly harrowing.  Kaila, Shillond, Kreg himself, they had all suffered frostbite more than once.  Only Shillond's magic had kept them from losing fingers and toes.
 
   As they had come closer to Chanakra, nervousness had taken over for physical hardship.  Kreg remembered all too clearly the fiasco of their mission to Schah.
 
   "It is robbery!" Shillond shouted with vigor, still speaking Chanakran. "You seek to beggar me so that my daughter and her husband will starve 'ere they set up household!"
 
   "Nevertheless, that is the price," the innkeeper said. "Seven silver seridi."
 
   Shillond's grumbles discussed the innkeeper's ancestry in amazing, and physically impossible, detail as he counted out the coins.
 
   "Seven?" Kreg asked Shillond as they climbed the stairs to their rooms. "That's a lot better than you got in Melkor."
 
   "That it is," Shillond said. "They must be desperate for custom."
 
   "Shillond," Kaila said. "Certain are you of this tale you tell of Kreg and I being husband and wife?"
 
   "Why, yes," Shillond said with a sly smile. "I think it's the best possible pretense, for more reasons than one."
 
   Kreg glanced sideways at Shillond. "You're up to something," he whispered.
 
   Shillond did not answer.
 
   They found their quarters, two adjoining rooms.  Shillond had one room and Kreg and Kaila, posing as husband and wife, shared the other.
 
   "I think we'd better stay here for a few days," Shillond said. "The journey has been hard and we could use the time to heal."
 
   Kreg sighed, partly with frustration at the delay, but mostly with relief. "I think you're right.  I'm not sure I could draw my sword, let alone fight with it."
 
   "Truly," Kaila said. "I find myself in like case."
 
   In their room, Kaila looked with surprise at a pitcher of wine sitting on a small table." She poured herself a cup and tossed it back. "Ah.  Long has it been since wine has touched my throat."
 
   "Kaila," Kreg asked worriedly, "are you sure that's safe to drink?  You seemed surprised to see it."
 
   "Oh, aye, it should be safe enough." Kaila glanced at the pitcher once more, then turned her back on it and sat on one of the room's stools.  She began to pull off the boots they had stolen from a Schahi soldier. "Like as not, it is another attempt of the innkeeper to draw custom.  I surmise times are lean as wars interrupt trade."
 
   Kreg nodded.  He fidgeted for a long moment. "Um.  Kaila?"
 
   "Aye, Kreg?"
 
   "Look, I'll make up a pallet on the floor like that first night."
 
   Kaila stared at her boots, lying on the floor, for a moment. "Kreg, there is something I must know.  I charge you to tell me truthfully."
 
   "Of course."
 
   "What are your feelings for me?  I know we are friends, but I would know if you feel more or no."
 
   Kreg decided it was his turn to stare at the floor. "I think I've been in love with you for a long time.  Since the battle of Griselde at least."
 
   Only silence met his confession.  When at last he looked up his eyes met Kaila's.  Tears rolled down her cheeks. "I had not hoped... Kreg, you need not make pallet on the floor."
 
   Kreg considered her words. "What about Keven?  As far as we know, he's still alive and we're on our way to rescue him and the King."
 
   "Keven released me from my vow to marry him long since.  He saw that I loved you before even I did.  Keven and I have never loved one another, no more than as friends."
 
   "So Shillond told me."
 
   "So," Kaila said. "This is why he has chosen for us to play the roles we play."
 
   Kreg stared at her for a moment, then laughed. "So it is."
 
   #
 
   Kreg and Kaila napped through the early part of the afternoon.  On rising, they descended to the common room.  Shillond had saved places for them although it had not been necessary.  The room was nearly empty.
 
   The minstrel by the fireplace sang off-key.  At least it was a different ballad this time.
 
   "Did you rest well?" Shillond asked.
 
   Kreg thought for a moment, then decided that Shillond meant no more than he said. "Well enough.  Kaila?"
 
   "Aye.  Well enough."
 
   "I have been about the town," Shillond said, leaving Kreg to wonder where he got his energy.  After events that left Kreg and Kaila exhausted, Shillond always seemed full of vigor. "I've kept my ears open and my mouth shut.  Unfortunately, I learned nothing that we did not already know, perhaps when we cross into Chanakra itself."
 
   "Just listening may never tell us what we need to know," Kreg said.
 
   "I know," Shillond said. "But I think it better to try that approach for a time.  We are far less likely to reveal ourselves than if we went around asking questions.  I want to avoid drawing attention for as long as possible."
 
   "What are our funds like?" Kreg asked.
 
   "Good enough for another two or three weeks," Shillond said. "We'll stay here long enough to recuperate, then collect a little more and move on."
 
   Kreg caught Kaila's eye and winked.  The two of them had been providing their meager funds.  Whenever they were short of cash, they would find a Chanakran or Schahi soldier in the nearest town.  The soldier would wake some time later a little poorer, but perhaps a little wiser.  This same source had provided Kaila, piecemeal, with clothes to replace the modified blankets, although finding targets large enough to fit her had often been a challenge.
 
   They had always moved on after robbing a soldier and had been careful not to overdo.  They did not want to leave an impression of anything unusual happening.
 
   #
 
   Kreg's eyes snapped open wide for a moment before he hung a mask of studied indifference on his face.  The voice behind him had just said something that Kreg found interesting.
 
   "Aye, I saw that pretender of Aerioch and his bastard." Kreg caught his breath. The "pretender of Aerioch and his bastard" could only be Marek and Keven, and the owner of the voice's next words confirmed that idea. "The High Mage parades them before the people once each tenday.  The time I was there, he said they will be executed as part of the Midsummer festivities."
 
   "Ah, Kajak, you are always bragging about the things you've seen, whether you've actually seen them or not."
 
   "Nevertheless, it is true," Kreg heard a gurgle as Kajak took a long drink. "I hear we seek to bring down Tanak next.  They have many wizards, but not so many as we."
 
   After that, Kajak and his companions turned to more innocuous topics.  Kreg ordered another drink and sipped it slowly before leaving the tavern.  He returned to the inn and spotted Kaila and Shillond in the common room.  With a jerk of his head, he indicated that they should return to their rooms.
 
   "I've got something," Kreg said once they door shut behind them. "Do you know anything about a 'High Mage'?"
 
   Shillond nodded. "A council of wizards rules in Chanakra.  Their chief, their King if you will, is the High Mage.  He is always the most powerful of their number."
 
   Kreg nodded. "I suspected something of the kind.  I overheard someone say that the High Mage will be executing Marek and Keven at the Midsummer Festival."
 
   Kaila scowled. "He will not if I have ought to say in the matter."
 
   "Midsummer," Shillond said. "That leaves us about two months.  Did your informant say where?"
 
   "I'm afraid not," Kreg said. "His companions didn't believe that he really knew, but the way he sounded, and the way he didn't make a big deal out of it, make me think he saw and heard what he claimed."
 
   "Perhaps we should speak with this Chanakranon," Kaila suggested.
 
   Shillond shook his head. "I don't think so.  We don't want anyone to know that someone interested in the fate of the King and Prince is near."
 
   "Besides," Kreg said. "I didn't get a look at him.  He went on before Kaila could speak. "He was behind me and I didn't want to turn around and maybe let him know I was interested.  Sorry, Kaila." Kreg did not say that he knew the man's name.  He agreed wholeheartedly with Shillond and did not want an argument.
 
   "How then," Kaila asked, "should we proceed?"
 
   "As we planned, I think," Shillond said. "We'll finish our rest here than move on.  Our eventual goal is the capital of Chanakra.  Wherever they are holding the King and Prince, it will not be far from there."
 
   "But we cannot delay!" Kaila visibly fought to keep her voice from rising and attracting attention from outside their rooms. "We must haste lest we arrive too late."
 
   "We must complete our recovery," Shillond said. "If we are to accomplish anything, we will have to be at our best."
 
   Kreg shook his head. "Sorry, Shillond.  I'm with Kaila on this one.  We'll need to move and soon.  We'll take it easy on the road, rest while traveling." He thought for a moment. "Do we have enough to purchase three horses?  Cheap ones, just for riding?"
 
   Shillond shook his head. "Not by a dozen seridi."
 
   "Then we take the money we need here," Kaila said, "and buy the horses in the next town we pass.  I like not the thought of waiting idle while my King and Liege lies under sentence of death."
 
   Shillond nodded. "All right.  I don't like it, but there's merit to your views too.  Tonight then?"
 
   Kreg shook his head. "Tomorrow.  One extra day of rest won't delay us enough to matter but will make a major difference in our conditions."
 
   Kaila opened her mouth to protest, then stopped and nodded. "Tomorrow."
 
   "Agreed." Shillond made it unanimous.
 
   #
 
   Kaila lounged on a corner, her tunic hitched shorter than usual.  She wore no breeches and had exchanged her boots for soft sandals.  She had also removed her weapons.
 
   Passersby leered at the amount of leg showing, at the way her belt pulled the tunic tight over her breasts.  She returned their stares with indifference, an indifference that encouraged them to move on without stopping.
 
   Finally, the street was empty except for a lone Chanakran soldier.  As he leered at her, Kaila let her lips pull into a slow, inviting smile.
 
   "Payday, soldier?" she asked.
 
   "No," he said.
 
   Kaila pouted.
 
   The soldier grinned. "But I have had wonderful good fortune at knucklebones."
 
   "Is that so?" Kaila tugged at her tunic, causing it reveal even more closely the shape of her breasts.
 
   "Is so." The soldier reached for her shoulder.
 
   Kreg dropped from the overhanging rooftop where he had been waiting.  He and the soldier sprawled to the street together but Kreg was on top.  His arm clamped around the soldier's throat.
 
   As the soldier started to struggle, Kreg shifted his grip slightly so that his arm pressed against the carotid arteries on either side of the neck.  In a few seconds, the soldier went limp.
 
   As usual, Kaila grumbled as they searched the soldier's unconscious form for coin. "I like this not.  It is not proper for a knight of Aerioch to skulk in alleys like a thief."
 
   Kreg grinned and prodded the body. "We are thieves."
 
   "He is an enemy of Aerioch and as such his life is forfeit.  He is fortunate indeed that we take only his coin." Kaila kept her voice stern, but the corners of her mouth twitched with humor.
 
   Kreg nodded. "Absolutely." He held up the soldier's belt. "Count it here or wait until we reach Shillond?"
 
   Kaila took the pouch and spilled its contents into her palm.  Among the sprinkling of copper and silver the gleam of gold glinted in the light of the twin moons, both near full.
 
   Kreg suppressed a low whistle as Kaila dug three gold coins out of her handful. "He spoke sooth about his fortune."
 
   Kreg grinned at her. "Too bad we had to come along and change it for him."
 
   Her grin mirrored his as they slipped into the shadows of the alleys. "With this," she said as they hastened through the streets, "we will be able to purchase mounts for all of us and, I think, we need not worry about funds 'ere we rescue the King or die in the attempt."
 
   Kreg nodded and touched fingertips to his mouth for silence.  They were entering a more populous section of town.
 
   They met Shillond at the edge of town.  He accepted their prize without comment.  At the gate, he cast a spell that put the guards to sleep, then used another spell to unlock the gates.  Once they had passed a few hundred yards into the countryside, he cast a third and final spell, waking the guards.  They would think that they had merely dozed for a few minutes and would not notice anything amiss unless they confessed their falling asleep to their compatriots and learned that all had fallen asleep at once.  Since flogging was the penalty for sleeping while on watch, that was an unlikely prospect.
 
   "We have not enough to purchase battle-trained destriers," Kaila said sadly. "But methinks good quality palfreys are within our reach."
 
   Shillond shook his head. "We're poor travelers. Buying anything more than a peasant cobb would attract the attention we want to avoid."
 
   Kaila frowned a long moment, then sighed. "Aye.  You speak truly."
 
   #
 
   Kreg, Kaila, and Shillond rode into the capital of Chanakra three days shy of six weeks later.  Kreg's horse walked with a noticeable limp, spavined.  It could not travel more than fifteen miles a day but was much less tiring than walking.  Further delays had come from the need to purchase provisions.  Only Shillond could do that, for only he had learned the Chanakran language well enough so as to not cause suspicions.  Kreg could assist in smaller villages since no one would recognize his accent.  Kaila, however, had to remain either mute or hidden, usually the latter.  An Aeriochnon accent would be damning.
 
   "State your purpose for entering Bonaka," the bored guard at the gate regarded them idly.
 
   "We come for the Midsummer Festival," Shillond said.
 
   "Who are these with you?"
 
   "Ah," Shillond affected an air of sadness.  Obviously affected. "The girl is my daughter.  There is drought in my lands and we cannot afford any more to keep her.  I hoped to sell her at the festival where I might get a good price.  The other is a hired guard.  He is not much, but he is willing to work for a share of what she brings."
 
   "Your daughter, huh?" The guard seemed frankly skeptical.
 
   "I speak nothing but the truth."
 
   The guard's eyes flicked from Shillond, to Kaila, and back, "She looks nothing like you."
 
   "Takes after her mother, she does.  A charming lass, if a bit tall. Still, she's quite strong and useful on the farm.  I refer to the mother, of course.  The girl has no head for keeping to chores." Shillond winked. "Comely though, is she not?"
 
   Kaila started to redden, whether with anger or embarrassment Kreg did not know.  He poked her sharply in the ribs and the angry red of her cheeks faded.
 
   "Comely enough, if you like them tall," the guard said, "and I do.  I may buy her myself.  I'll give you five gold for her."
 
   Kreg felt a moment of panic before Shillond said, "Would that I could, good sir, if only to be quit of this surly guard, but I pledged to the Wizard Lord of my village to sell her only at the festival.  I believe he made a sending to his cousin on the High Council, recommending that he have a look at her.  I would hate to disappoint him."
 
   The guard blanched. "Yes...I see.” He regained his composure. "Entry fee is one silver per person, one copper per beast."
 
   Shillond nodded and paid for the three of them.
 
   Once in the city they found an inn and again Shillond dickered for a room.  They returned to their old story: old man, his daughter and her husband.  In a city the size of Bonaka the chance of meeting the gate guard again was vanishingly remote until they left.  And if they left at all, it would be with Marek and Keven.
 
   They had proposed various plans for the rescue of Keven and Marek during the ride to Bonaka.  Proposed, and discarded.  Eventually, they had settled on one desperate gamble, a variant of the ploy that had successfully recovered Kaila's sword.  Even if the plan succeeded, how they would escape the city and return to Aerioch was still undetermined.
 
   "As before," Shillond said when they were alone in their rooms. "Eyes and ears.  Anything we can learn about the execution beforehand will help."
 
   #
 
   Two weeks passed with unbridled haste.  In that time all they had learned about the coming execution was time and place.
 
   Kreg and Kaila sat on a low rooftop overlooking the site of the planned execution.  At their sides were bows, hand-carved from ash staves and strung with sinew cords.  While Kreg had not been quite up to constructing a full composite bow, he had suggested they back the bows with sinew, which would increase their power and accuracy.  The arrows, instead of having chisel-like bodkin points to pierce armor, carried broad bladed hunting arrowheads.  They did not need to pierce armor, just to kill mages; kill them quickly.
 
   A low wall around the rooftop concealed Kreg and Kaila from casual view.  They had wedged shut the trapdoor giving access to the roof so as to keep spectators away.
 
   Kreg and Kaila passed a goatskin container back and forth, drinking the watered ale within in slow sips.
 
   "I hate waiting," Kreg said.
 
   Kaila smiled. "So you have said."
 
   "This is insane, you realize that, don't you?"
 
   "That too, you have said."
 
   Kreg snorted. "I guess I'm just nervous."
 
   Kaila nodded. "I too.  How much longer, think you?"
 
   Kreg squinted up at the sun, which was approaching zenith. "Not too.  Noon, they said."
 
   "Noon." Kaila peeked over the wall. "A crowd gathers.  It will be difficult to pass them."
 
   Kreg peeked with her. "But they'll add to the confusion."
 
   "Aye."
 
   Across the square he saw a flash of light.  Repeated.
 
   "There's the signal," he said to Kaila.
 
   She nodded.
 
   Shillond occupied a position on the far side of the square from where he could watch for the approach of the procession.  His signal had nothing of magic that could reveal them to the Chanakran wizards, but came from a simple mirror reflecting sunlight.
 
   A few minutes later, a procession entered the square.  First came four guards, as tall as Kreg but heavy with fat.  Barefoot, they wore only linen tunics belted at the waist and reaching to mid-thigh.  The guards carried short, heavy-bladed spears vertically in front of them.  Behind them came two other guards, similarly dressed but without weapons.  Instead, each of them held the end of a chain.  The other ends of those chains ended in slave collars around the necks of two men.  The men were dressed in rags, their hair matted and filthy and unkempt beards covered their faces.  Nevertheless, Kreg recognized Marek and Keven.
 
   Behind Marek and Keven were four more guards, the same as the leaders, several men in long white robes, and then more guards.
 
   Finally, in the rear, was the biggest man Kreg had ever seen.  Heavy with fat, like the guards who preceded him, but the graceful glide with which he walked told Kreg that there was muscle under that fat.  He held a large curved sword horizontally before him across his upturned palms.
 
   The first four guards split to either side of a raised dais that surrounded a fountain.  No water flowed in that fountain and Kreg wondered if it ever had.  The next two, leading the King and Prince, mounted the dais.  The guards after them also split to surround the dais.  While the robed men in their turn mounted the dais, the two leading Marek and Keven took them to a wooden scaffolding set to one side that overhung the fountain.  Rust brown stains under that scaffolding told Kreg that it had been used for executions before.
 
   Finally, the executioner, for Kreg could envision no other role for the massive figure that finished the procession, mounted the dais.
 
   Glancing out of the corner of his eye, Kreg saw that Kaila had half drawn her bow. "Wait for it," he said, fitting an arrow to his own bowstring.  He concentrated on letting magic function.
 
   The guard who had been leading Marek shoved him to his knees at the edge of the scaffolding.  Marek twisted, shaking off the hand and drove his elbow into the guard’s groin.  Despite the seriousness of the situation, Kreg grinned at the King's pluck.
 
   One of the robed men raised a hand and the King jerked.  His knees buckled and he bent, placing his upper body on the scaffold, his head hanging over the edge.
 
   The executioner stood over Marek and raised his sword.
 
   Silver fire suddenly surrounded the robed men on the dais as well as several in the crowd.  Kreg and Kaila drew and loosed as one.  Kaila's arrow, as prearranged, struck the executioner in the chest and he toppled into the dry fountain. Kreg's hit the silver limned man farthest to the left.
 
   In the moment it took Kreg to shift aim, he had noted the positions of the remaining silver-limned men and concentrated on stopping magic.  The glow faded.
 
   Kreg's second arrow took out the next leftmost while Kaila's struck the rightmost.  Another pair of arrows killed two more wizards.  Kreg then concentrated once more on allowing magic. Shillond had been waiting for that moment--after three arrows--the sixth wizard erupted in a pillar of fire.
 
   Kreg and Kaila dropped from the rooftop before the crowd had even realized what was happening.  With the wizards and their defenses gone, Shillond's spells caused guards to fall all about Keven and Marek.
 
   Sprinting toward the fountain, Kreg drew his sword.  A low jump carried him over the fallen body of a wizard to land at Keven's side.  To his right, he saw Kaila vault to the top of the scaffolding and gather up the King.  Not bothering to get him running, she slung him over her shoulder and leaped from the scaffolding to the ground.
 
   Over their heads, streaks of fire and bolts of lightning shot across the square, hitting no one, but the crowd started screaming and running.
 
   Kreg and Kaila dashed across the square on the heels of the panicked crowd and turned down a street where Shillond joined them.
 
   “Magic, Kreg,” Shillond reminded him.
 
   Kreg nodded as they ran.  He had to prevent his magic resistance from rising.  They might still need Shillond’s spells.  For an instant he wished his ability extended to allowing some magic while denying others.
 
   They wove through a dizzying array of streets and alleys, finally coming to a stop in a side street deserted by all save a few rats that scurried from their presence.
 
   Kreg's chest heaved as he tried to regain his breath. "We did it!  I don't believe it worked."
 
   "Oh, you did well," Keven said.
 
   Kreg turned to stare, noting that Shillond and Kaila did the same.  That did not sound like Keven.
 
   "Yes, very well indeed.  And I thank you for helping me remove those others from the council." Keven's face melted.  Moments later another form stood before them where once Keven had been. "But truly, you did not expect to succeed?"
 
   Shillond started to cast a spell and Kreg hastily damped down his magic resistance.
 
   In that instant the person who stood in Keven's place said three harsh syllables.  Shillond clutched at his throat and dropped to his knees.  Kaila locked into immobility, her sword half-raised.
 
   Before Kreg could raise his magic defense again, the figure said another word.  Kreg's sword dropped from numb fingers and his knees folded beneath him.  His vision contracted to a tiny pinpoint of light that gradually faded to black.
 
   


 
  

CHAPTER TWENTY
 
   Kreg woke in a dark cell, a pile of moldy straw providing the only cushion between him and the stone floor.  In the distance he could hear low moans.  The sour stench of mold, rot, and stale human waste burned in his nostrils.  Above him a rectangle slightly less dark than his surroundings shone almost like a beacon despite its dimness.
 
   Kreg pushed himself to his feet.  Every bone and muscle in his body ached but he did not seem to be injured beyond a few bruises.  With his hands extended, he explored his prison.
 
   The cell was about ten feet on a side with walls of rough-cut stone mortared together.  The edges of the stone blocks were rounded and the gaps between them too shallow to offer any purchase for climbing.
 
   Reaching up, he could not find the ceiling nor could he reach the source of the dim light.  The floor under the straw, like the walls, was rough-cut stone mortared in place.  A shallow trough, about a handspan wide and maybe half a hand deep ran along one wall.  At the end of the trough a hole, about the size of Kreg’s wrist, pierced the floor.  The hole extended as far as he could reach with his fingers.
 
   In one wall was a door of splintery wood bound with metal bands.  With no tools save his own fingernails and teeth he doubted that he could make any impression on that door.
 
   He probed the wall more carefully.  In spots, the mortar was crumbling.  A few seconds probing revealed that the walls were still solid and offered no avenue for escape.  The most he accomplished was to free a few pebble-sized pieces, not large enough use as weapons.  Or were they?
 
   Kreg regarded his worn clothing.  He tugged at the hem of his tunic and, a few moments later, had torn loose a yard-long strip of cloth.  That and the pebble-sized stones made a sling, a  scant weapon perhaps and one in which he had no skill, but better than nothing.
 
   Kreg settled down with his back to the wall, facing the door.  He laid the makeshift sling and his pebbles at this side and composed himself to wait.
 
   Sometime during his wait, Kreg dozed off.  When next he awoke, the rectangle above him revealed itself as a window.  Blue sky shone through it, dotted with clouds.
 
   Kreg heard a scraping sound at the door.  As Kreg watched, a small metal plate at the bottom of the door that his earlier explorations had not revealed, slid upwards.  A bowl slid through it and the plate snapped shut.
 
   Kreg snorted and glanced down at his sling.  So much for his plans, such as they were, for escape.
 
   The bowl contained a thin gruel, neither satisfying nor tasty.  It did make a start at filling his belly.
 
   A copper chamberpot allowed him to relieve himself.  He again settled to wait.  If they did not open the door to feed him, perhaps they would open it to empty the chamberpot.  Or would they?  Kreg considered again the probable purpose of the trough and hole and suddenly wished for water and soap.
 
   Kreg soon lost track of the days.  To pass the time, he exercised, performing calisthenics as active as the room would allow.  Despite his efforts, he grew weaker.  The single bowl of gruel a day did not suffice to maintain his vigor.  Soon Kreg had nearly given up on the exercise.  He no longer had the energy to continue.
 
   Left to his thoughts, Kreg had time to ponder.  Why did no one come to question him, or at least to gloat?  Kreg did not know.  He sat alone in his cell.
 
   In deep depression, Kreg considered his options.  Escape seemed impossible.  Neither the hatch at the bottom of the door nor the window above would pass his body.  The door was secured--locked, barred, or bolted he did not know, nor did it matter--from the other side.  If those outside did not open the door he could not pass through it.
 
   He could not leave this room.  He could go nowhere.
 
   Kreg froze.  If he remembered something Shillond had said, there was one place he could go--without leaving this room.  A desperate gamble--Shillond had specifically warned him against trying it--but what other choice did he have?  He took one of the pebbles he had pried loose and scratched a rough pentagram on the floor.
 
   Standing in the center of the pentagram, Kreg licked his lips once, and said, "Four walls--black." He traced out a great square with his hands.  Next, he traced the lines of the pentagram. "Magic circle--white." He held his hands overhead. "By the power of Eranah." He lowered his hands to his sides. "A journey-disk of light."
 
   Nothing happened.  Then, chagrined, Kreg concentrated on allowing magic and repeated the incantation.
 
   Almost to Kreg's surprise, despite Shillond's warning, the lines of the pentacle began to glow with a dim, yellow light that swiftly grew brighter.  When it reached the brightness of the larger of the two moons the light spread, filling the gaps between the lines.  Kreg stood on a disk of light.
 
   The features of the cell blurred together until they merged into a formless, gray mist.  The mist darkened gradually, first gray, then purple, finally black.  The blackness seemed to stretch forever, an impenetrable nothingness in which the pentacle, now an isle of light, floated.
 
   Out of the blackness a spot of red, the color of freshly spilled blood, glowed.  It grew as it neared the pentacle, or perhaps the pentacle neared it, Kreg still could not tell.  The spot of color grew closer, resolving into the form of Baaltor.
 
   "Well, human," its voice boomed. "You have returned to me."
 
   Kreg swallowed and said, "I come seeking answers, Baaltor."
 
   Baaltor laughed. "Answers?  There are no answers.  Since you come alone, I surmise that you seek magic of your own."
 
   Kreg gulped.  He had not really thought what he would do once he arrived. "Well enough," he said at last.
 
   Baaltor laughed again. "Know, oh human, that I am permitted when one returns before me to use such force as would have bested them before.  Since you come before me a second time, I may now destroy you with ease."
 
   Kreg said nothing.
 
   "Behold," Baaltor waved and an image appeared.  It took Kreg a moment to realize that it was him, so wasted was the image.  Another image appeared next to it: Kreg, in the full blush of health. "Had you gained in strength, you might have chance against me, but see how far you have fallen.  As it stands, you are nothing, an annoying gnat buzzing about my head, fit only to be swatted."
 
   Kreg opened his mouth to speak, but Baaltor continued. "However, you amuse me.  Instead of destroying you, I will make you a bargain.  I will send you back to the world that is your home.  Is that not a better fate for you?  Should you challenge me and fail, your soul shall drift at the edge of my realm, drift alone, unseeing, unspeaking, unhearing, until one of Them should chance by to reclaim it.  Alone in the darkness between worlds for who knows how many ages, aware that entire endless time.  This truly is torment you cannot possibly imagine.  Only then will you then go on to your final fate as decreed by...Them."
 
   For a moment, Kreg could see himself back in his apartment, comfortable in his reclining seat.  His bookshelf to one side to read about the exploits of others from the safety of his home.  To the other side, his bow should he like to amuse himself again in safety.  A refrigerator full of food.  Heat or cool air at the touch of a finger.  Security.  Safety.
 
   Somehow he did not doubt the demon.  Against that, Kreg could only place the invisibly small chance of his being able to accomplish anything here.  And yet, Kaila, Shillond, the others, all were doomed.  Doomed unless he could somehow accomplish something.  Would Kreg gamble his hope of eternity against the minuscule chance that he could help them?  He decided he would. "I say no.  Commence the challenge.  I stand ready." Kreg spun his sling about his head, waiting for the first of Baaltor's warriors to appear.  He hoped to take its weapons before it vanished.  Maybe the weapons would not vanish with it if Kreg held them.  Maybe.
 
   "Know, oh foolish mortal," Baaltor said, "that many have come before me after years of study and in the full blush of their youth.  Many have faced me in challenge.  Few have returned to sunlit lands.  Come, my offer remains.  I will return you to your world and you may forget what transpires here.  In truth, what concern is it of yours?  These are not your people.  Why should it matter to you what happens to them, especially as you have no power to affect matters?"
 
   Kreg set his lips into a thin line as the demon spoke.  Whatever the demon thought, whether he should or should not care about the people of this other world, about his friends, about Kaila, he did care.
 
   "No, demon," Kreg said. "I reject your offer."
 
   "One last time," Baaltor said. "This time I offer you a gift.  I was watching as you fought on the wall of doomed Norveth.  I was able to snatch the shade of your squire Bertan before That One and his chariot could spirit it away.  I have it now within my grasp.  It is within my power to restore him to you.  I can restore him to life and send the two of you to your world.  There he will not be in danger of having his life cut tragically short by war.  A pleasant life he would have, would he not?  Even the poor of your world know wonders of a like to make the wizards of this world marvel.  This is my final offer.  For your sake, for his sake, accept it."
 
   A new vision filled Kreg's head.  A larger apartment with a second bedroom, Bertan's bedroom.  Bertan off to school, learning math and science, not warfare.  Bertan safe.  Bertain alive.
 
   The sling ceased its whirling as Kreg sank to his knees.  Bertan?  Restored to life?  How, Kreg wondered, could he reject the offer.  Kreg felt sick anew at the thought of Bertan's death and it was his fault.  His fault.
 
   Kreg closed his eyes and pictured Bertan in his mind; Bertan attacking Dahren; Bertan naming him traitor.  Again, he saw himself holding Bertan in his arms, the look of gratitude that had crossed Bertan's face when Kreg told him that he had got Dahren.
 
   Kreg's head snapped up.  Bertan would not thank him.  Not if the price of his restoration was any chance at restoring Aerioch. "No, demon.  I reject your offer and I reject you.  Now quit stalling and begin the challenge."
 
   Baaltor roared.  Flames licked out from his mouth and swirled around Kreg, but not touching him. "The challenge is over, mortal, and you have won.  By the laws I must grant you a modicum of magic and answer fully for you three questions." The demon leaned close, baring man-long teeth. "Ask well for no more will I answer."
 
   Kreg thought.  Three questions.  He considered carefully so as to use those questions to give him the most information.
 
   "When I first arrived," Kreg said. "Someone placed a curse on me.  And yet you, the source of magic, did not know me when Shillond brought me here.  How could that be?"
 
   The demon did not seem at all pleased at that question. "Very well.  The High Mage of Chanakra sensed your arrival.  The power that brought you was not my magic so I was not aware of your presence.  Your arrival was a threat to the High Mage and, as is the way of magic, he could see.  It was he who cast the minor curse upon you so as to bind you to impotence until he could take a direct hand.  And it was he who set watchers on you until you were spirited away by that fool Shillond.  Such small magics do not draw my attention and it was only later when I knew to look that I saw them.  When again the High Mage turned his powers in your direction you were too well-shielded against his magic and too far for more direct means to destroy.  Thus, he came to me and when he had won his duel, I spoke to him the strategem that would bring you to him as well as rid him of certain enemies on the council."
 
   Kreg nodded.  That explained many things. "During our challenge, you seemed to know a lot about my world.  If you did not know of my arrival how could you have known that?"
 
   Baaltor laughed. "That is a foolish question.  While I am forbidden from taking a direct hand in the affairs of the world, unless bid by one who fulfills the ancient rituals, I can see what I will.  I watched you.  And with you as a mirror, I was able to look into your world.  A truly marvelous place.  It is such a pity that my power will not extend thence.  Now I have answered two of your questions.  I warn you, your newly acquired magic will avail you naught if you do not seek a spell with your third."
 
   Kreg chilled at the thought.  He had been about to ask for information about the events in Aerioch, or maybe on the condition of his friends.  He thought again. "I need to know how I might end the Chanakran changeling armies, all of them, to send back the demons inhabiting them, without regard to distance."
 
   Baaltor laughed again. "And so the child has asked better than the graybeard.  Had Shillond asked that question, the war would have been over long since.  Or perhaps not.  I might yet have been able to thwart him.  But you, human, you amuse me.  I will tell you a way.  I will even grant you sufficient power to cast the spell, once only.  Power such as a fledgling spellcaster would not have."
 
   Kreg frowned.  Something was not right here.  He dismissed the thought.  Whatever happened to him, the changeling armies would be gone.  Whoever survived would be free from their destruction even if Kreg never again set foot outside the dungeon.
 
   Baaltor paused and Kreg could not help imagining a smile on the demon’s face.  A moment later, Baaltor said, "Draw a circle an armspan across on floor or ground with salt water.  The salt water need not be pure, but it must be essentially salt water.  Within it write the name, also in salt water, of the one who is now.  Lastly, say these three words." He spoke three guttural words. "When all that is done, with the rising of the sun the Chanakran armies will vanish and the demons inhabiting them will be freed to return hither."
 
   Kreg nodded.
 
   Baaltor cocked his head to one side.  Then growled and said, "One final thing, human.  You possess now the magic of this world.  Using the magic of this world, with power you have won from me, will sever your tie to your own.  No longer will you be immune to spellcraft.  Never again can you hope to return to the world of your birth.  Your fate will lie here forever henceforth."
 
   Kreg nodded.  He repeated softly to himself the three words Baaltor had given him, memorizing them.
 
   An instant later the process of arrival reversed itself.  Kreg found himself back in his cell.
 
   As Kreg stepped from the pentagram and looked around the cell he realized the trick the demon had played on him.
 
   "Salt water!" He slammed a fist into the wall. "Damn you, Baaltor!"
 
   In the back of his mind, Kreg fancied he could hear a faint hint of laughter. "Damn me?" he fancied he heard. "I'm already damned, human."
 
   #
 
   Kreg sat on the straw, sucking on his scraped knuckles and regretting his outburst of temper.  He thought he might have cracked the bone in one of his knuckles, he had hit the stone that hard.  His knuckles bled slightly and he could taste the blood.
 
   Kreg jerked upright.  The taste of the blood.  The salty taste of blood.  Of course.
 
   "Baaltor, you may have just outsmarted yourself."
 
   Kreg grinned as he began to collect his pebbles.  Blood was mostly plasma.  And blood plasma was essentially salt water.  Baaltor himself had said that the salt water did not have to be pure.
 
   Kreg began to rap the pebbles he had gathered smartly together as hard as his bruised hands would allow.  Finally he succeeded in striking a chip from one, a chip with sharp edges.
 
   He held the chip in his right hand and took a deep breath, steeling himself.  He swiped the edge of the chip quickly against his left forearm.  As blood welled from the cut, Kreg twisted the edge of his sleeve to squeeze his arm and partially block the veins.  The blood flowed more freely, running down his arm.
 
   As the blood flowed from his arm and dripped from his hand, Kreg traced a six-foot circle on the floor.  He stepped back and considered.  Baaltor had called for him to write the name of "the one who is now" within the circle.  Rather cryptic that comment except Kreg remembered what Kaila had told him about the Three First Gods.  Eranah, whose power comes from what is not but will be.  The Nameless One whose power comes from what was but is no more.  And Jandak, whose power came from what is, whose power is “now.”  With a smile, Kreg stepped forward and, still using his own blood, wrote the name of Jandak within the circle.
 
   With that done, Kreg stepped out of the circle and used his sling as a bandage to staunch the flow of blood from his arm.  Then he raised his arms and spoke the three words that Baaltor had given him.
 
   Kreg felt a burst of light and heat explode within his solar plexus.  It spread through his body, burning fire along his nerves, then rippling outward from him in almost visible waves of energy.
 
   A second surge hit hard on the heels of the first.  This one hit even harder.  Kreg could not suppress a cry of pain as he fell to his knees.  His strength drained out of him, leaving him even more drained than his worst workout with Kaila.
 
   Kreg sagged against the wall, closing his eyes to rest.  Only for a moment, he thought. Only...for...a...moment.
 
   #
 
   Kreg woke to the sound of something scraping at the door to his cell.  The sound was different and higher up, than that preceding his meals.  He lay watching the door with a curious lightheadedness.  His left arm ached where he had cut it.
 
   The door started to open.  Kreg glanced at the bandage on his arm.  Now that he no longer had the sling, they had come for him.  Oh well.  He doubted he had the strength to stand, much less fight.
 
   The door finished its slow creaking.  Kreg looked up at half a dozen crossbows aimed at him.  Behind them a man in mage robes stood.
 
   "Bring him," the wizard said.
 
   Two of the guards set down their crossbows and came into the cell.  They grabbed Kreg's arms, one catching Kreg exactly at the cut, and dragged him out of the cell, not giving him a chance to even try to stand.  As they dragged him down the corridor, Kreg caught glimpses of other guards opening other cells, collecting other occupants.
 
   Kreg's escorts dragged him up a flight of stairs and down a hallway, never once allowing him a moment to regain his feet.  As he bounced up a second flight of steps, Kreg thought the pain of the jarring likely to drag his arms free of his shoulders.  Finally, the guards tossed him into a large hall.
 
   Four others followed him just as unceremoniously.  Finally, the wizard swept into the room, his robes swishing along the floor.
 
   Kreg took a moment to gather himself and look over the others with him.  As he suspected, they included Kaila and Shillond.  The other two surprised him: King Marek and Keven.  After the fiasco at the square, Kreg had been certain that they were already dead.
 
    “Leave us,” the wizard said to the guards who had brought them.
 
   “But, Illuminance,” one of the guards said, “the prisoners...”
 
   “I am the High Mage of Chanakra!” he shouted. “Do you think I fear four pitiful men and a woman?  Leave us!”
 
   The guards bowed and backed out of the room.
 
   "One of you," the wizard said, "has destroyed my army.  Which of you was it?"
 
   Instead of answering, Kreg took a closer look at his companions.  None of them seemed in any better physical shape than he and Shillond's eyes had a glazed look as if he were drugged.
 
   "So your armies are gone," Kreg said. "Too bad."
 
   "How think you we could be responsible?" Kaila asked. "Think you we escaped your dungeons, flew upon the winds to Aerioch, and then returned hither with the task accomplished?"
 
   Kreg grinned.  Their imprisonment had not removed from Kaila any of her spirit.
 
   "A spell broke the changeling spell," the wizard said. "I traced its source to the dungeons.  One of you is responsible and I will know who."
 
   Kreg laughed. "If we had known how to do that, don't you think we would have done it long ago and saved ourselves all this trouble.  But no.  Then we wouldn't have had the pleasure of your hospitality."
 
   The wizard stamped over to Kreg and grabbed him by the collar of his tunic.  So threadbare was the fabric that Kreg felt he could, even in his weakened condition, tear free at will.  At the moment, he did not want to.
 
   "You know something." The wizard punctuated his pronouncement with a jerk that tore cloth. "Speak or I will burn you to ashes."
 
   Kreg forced a slight smile. "You are welcome to try.  But remember that I can stop spells.  Shillond tells me that the feedback from trying is quite painful, and that was with rather small magics.  Imagine what something powerful would do to you."
 
   Kreg had to fight to keep from holding his breath.  He remembered only too well Baaltor's words.  Since he had used the magic of this world he no longer had any protection from his own.  If the wizard called his bluff...
 
   He did not. "Then I will have your friends tortured before your eyes if you do not speak."
 
   During the wizard's diatribe, Kreg had been letting his knees bend, shifting his weight slowly backward and hanging more on the wizard’s arms.  This forced the wizard to pull away from him to keep the two of them balanced.  Suddenly, Kreg hurled himself forward.
 
   The wizard could not respond in time.  They toppled to the floor but with Kreg on top.  Kreg put all his weakened strength, all his reduced weight behind the forearm he laid across the wizard's throat keeping him from speaking any spells.  He could not risk the quicker carotid choke for that would be to risk allowing the wizard to force air past vocal cords, with potentially disastrous results.
 
   Even weakened as he was, Kreg found himself stronger than the wizard.  He kept pressing until the wizard stopped struggling, then longer until he was sure that the wizard was dead.
 
   Exhausted and shaking, Kreg shoved himself to his feet.  Blinking, he looked around at the others.  They had not been idle.  Two guards lay dead on the floor, Kaila standing over one, Marek and Keven over the other.  A tapestry torn from the wall revealed where they had been concealed.
 
   "So intent were they on reaching you and the wizard," Kaila said, prodding the guard below her with her feet, "that they passed us by all unseeing."
 
   "I had thought," Marek said uncertainly, "that I would languish the rest of my days within that dungeon."
 
   “Only two guards?” Kreg shook his head. “This doesn’t make any sense.  Was he really that confident, or that stupid?”
 
   Kreg shook his head and looked at Shillond, who still stood unmoving, his eyes glazed.
 
   Kaila joined him as he went to Shillond's side. "It is a spell," she said. "I have seen my father use it when we have had wizards imprisoned for crimes.  It dulls the mind so one cannot work magic, but does no lasting harm." She took Shillond's chin in her hand and turned his head from side to side to examine him. "With yon wizard dead he should soon wake." She sighed and smiled at Kreg. "It is fortunate indeed that the wizard only thought Shillond and his magic a threat and thought not of the danger of your hands."
 
   Kreg shrugged, his eyes drawn to the door to the room. "It can't be too long before we're discovered"
 
   "Come they may," Keven said from behind them. "I for one will not return alive to their dungeons."
 
   "Nor I," Marek said.
 
   Kreg looked over at Kaila and shrugged. "Might as well go out fighting."
 
   #
 
   Kreg estimated about an hour passed before Shillond finally woke.
 
   "What happened?" he asked predictably.
 
   "To sum up," Kreg said. "We're in Chanakra somewhere, inside either a palace or fortress.  We're no longer in our cells.  The wizard who was holding us is dead.  So far no one has entered the room so we haven't been discovered yet.  Oh yes, the changeling armies are gone.  If you want explanations of any of that, I don't think we have the time."
 
   "The wizard?" Shillond asked.  When they pointed him out to Shillond, he exclaimed, "The High Mage!  This may offer us a way of escape."
 
   "Escape, how?" Kreg asked.
 
   "If you have aught to say, Shillond," Marek said, "Then say on."
 
   Shillond stooped to examine the body. "I can cast an illusion, give--Keven I think, he is nearest of the size and already speaks Chanakran--the seeming of the wizard.  Since it is the High Mage of Chanakra, he will be able to take us out past the guards."

 
   "Which leaves us still in Chanakra," Marek said.  He sighed. "But even that is better than in the dungeons."
 
   "Our problem," Kaila said, "will be to find a passage from this warren."
 
   "When I was brought hither," Keven said, "I was dazed but aware.  I surmise that this was not the case with you?"
 
   Kreg, Kaila, Shillond, and Marek all shook their heads.
 
   "Then it may be that I can find a path through the corridors which will carry us outside."
 
   "Great," Kreg said. "Let's do it."
 
   Marek nodded. "Very well.  If we may depart, then we should do so with all haste."
 
   Shillond nodded. "I can cast the spell, but I'm afraid I will have little energy left.  I don't know if I'll be able to cast any further spells after that."
 
   Silence met his warning.  Shillond drew a deep breath, then passed his hands over the High Mage's face and over Keven's.  A shimmer, and Keven's features blurred into those of the High Mage.
 
   "Did it work?" he asked.  Even his voice was that of the High Mage.
 
   "It has," Shillond said. "Make haste.  I know not how long the spell will last."
 
   Keven opened the door slightly and peered out.  A moment later he slipped through and motioned the others to follow him.
 
   One by one they followed Keven into the corridor.  Keven led the way through the corridors, striding confidently whenever they met anyone, but mostly half-staggering in a way that looked as exhausted as Kreg felt.  Occasionally Keven halted uncertainly at crossings before choosing a direction.  Kreg hoped he really did know where he was going.
 
   They were fortunate in that no one seemed to want to attract the "High Mage's" attention.  Indeed, anyone they met scurried fearfully out of their path.
 
   At long last, Keven's directions proved true.  They reached the main gate of the building.
 
   "Halt!" the guards called to them.
 
   Kreg froze.  Had they been uncovered?
 
   "Do you seek to halt me, dolt?" Keven boomed with the High Mage's voice.
 
   The guards paled. "Pardon, Illuminance, but our orders..."
 
   "I give the orders," Keven said. "It would do you well to remember that!"
 
   The guards paled even further.
 
   "Well?" Keven said.
 
   The guards backed away.  Keven led the others through the doorway.
 
   #
 
   A couple of hours of rest had allowed Shillond to recover sufficiently that he could use magic again.  A sleep spell had put a guard to sleep and Kreg had relieved that guard of his money.  That selfsame money provided them with food, clothing, and a shared room in one of the more disreputable areas of the city.
 
   Kreg looked over the five of them as they lounged in the room.  They had lost much, all of them.  Kaila had lost her mother's sword.  Keven and Marek had lost a kingdom.  And Kreg had lost a world.
 
   Kreg allowed himself the hint of a grin.  To all appearances, Shillond had lost nothing but weight.
 
   His grin widened.  While they had lost, they had gained too.  Kaila had changed since Kreg had known her.  No longer just a good-natured bruiser with a quick temper, she had revealed a keen mind that he would never have suspected when he met her.  And Kreg?  He had become someone that his self of a year ago would never have recognized.
 
   "You smile," Kaila said. "I would hear cheerful thoughts."
 
   "I was just thinking," Kreg said. "Five people now have to sneak back into Aerioch and raise a rebellion against the Schahi.  While the death of the High Mage is likely to cause such confusion that Chanakra won't have much influence, these five people will have to escape the country, reach Aerioch, raise forces from somewhere with all the knights either dead or imprisoned or enslaved, and then throw the Schahi out of Aerioch."
 
   Kaila seemed puzzled. "And this causes you to smile?"
 
   "Of course," Kreg said. "The Schahi don't have a chance."
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CHAPTER ONE
 
   Kreg looked over the four people in the room with him.  They had lost much, all of them.  Kaila had lost her mother's sword.  Keven and Marek had lost a kingdom.  And Kreg?  He had lost a world.
 
   Kreg allowed himself the hint of a grin.  To all appearances Shillond had lost nothing but weight.
 
   The High Mage of Chanakra was dead.  Kreg had accomplished that along with the destruction of the changeling armies that had conquered Aerioch and most of the rest of the known world.  And in the doing he had helped King Marek, Prince Keven, Kaila, Shillond, and himself win free of the High Mage's dungeons.
 
   Kreg's grin widened.  While they had lost, they had gained too.  Kaila had changed since Kreg had known her.  No longer just a good-natured bruiser with a quick temper, she had revealed a keen mind that he would never have suspected when he met her.  Kreg himself had become someone that his self of a year ago would never have recognized.
 
   "You smile," Kaila said. "I would hear cheerful thoughts."
 
   "I was just thinking," Kreg said. "Five people now have to sneak back into Aerioch and raise a rebellion against the Schahi.  While the death of the High Mage is likely to cause such confusion that Chanakra won't have much influence, these five people will have to escape the country, reach Aerioch, raise forces from somewhere with all the knights either dead or imprisoned or enslaved, and then throw the Schahi out of Aerioch."
 
   Kaila seemed puzzled. "And this causes you to smile?"
 
   "Of course," Kreg said. "The Schahi don't have a chance."
 
   In the corner, Shillond frowned.
 
   “Shillond?” Kreg said.
 
   “The High Mage was an idiot,” Shillond said.
 
   “Be thankful that he was, father,” Kaila said.
 
   “How did an idiot best Baaltor even once?” Shillond said. “How did an idiot gain the magical power to become High Mage of Chanakra?  How did an idiot direct the conquest of so much of the world?”
 
   Shillond frowned again and looked into his hands. “I fear that it was not the High Mage of Chanakra who was our foe.  He was no more than a pawn.  All of this was just one more deception within the deceptions.
 
   “I fear that our true foe, whoever it might be, somehow has won.”
 
   #
 
   Early evening of the next day, Shillond returned to the room they shared carrying a modest basket of bread, cheese, and small flasks of wine.
 
   "It is as we feared." Shillond set the basket on the room's small table. "With the death of the High Mage discovered there has been much confusion but the city has been sealed.  Guards have been increased at the gates and lesser mages assigned to them to watch for magic.  Troops search all ships before permitting them to sail and more mages join those searches.  And more parties search the city for us, also accompanied by mages."
 
   "That's a lot of mages" Kreg took a small loaf of bread and a block of cheese from the basket. "From everything you've told me I thought there would not be many mages in the world." He bit into the cheese and grimaced at the sour taste.
 
   "There were fewer than a dozen in all of Aerioch," Marek said, taking his own portion from the basket. "From whence come these Chanakranon mages?"
 
   "I do not know," Shillond said.
 
   "If gates and port be closed to us," Kaila said, "How may we escape the city?"
 
   "Can we scale the wall?" Keven asked. "Cut the throats of patrols and be off before anyone notes their absence?"
 
   "And have those within the towers feather us from afar?" Marek shook his head. "I think not."
 
   "Then hide within the city." Keven waved toward the room's shuttered window. "There are many thieves and cutthroats here.  Of what note are four more?  Five, with Good Duke Kaila."
 
   "I am neither thief nor cutthroat--" Kaila's voice rose with each word, then she stopped and smiled. "--but I may play the part if needed."
 
   Shillond sighed. "I don't think so." He opened one of the shutters on the window and peered into the alley below. "Of the five of us, King Marek does not speak the Chanakranon language and only I speak it well enough to pass for a local.  And with three of us being veritable giants to the locals we would be soon noted and draw the searchers to us.  And we cannot remain hidden in these rooms or again we would be noticed and found."
 
   He turned, leaned against the windowsill and folded his arms. "We must escape, and soon if we are to escape at all."
 
   "What about that seeming spell?" Kreg asked. "It made Keven not only look like the High Mage but sound like him.  If you could change us, we could pass for natives."
 
   "It would make us look and sound like natives, but it would not teach Marek the language."
 
   "I could be a mute," Marek said. "If I do not speak, I will not need to know the language."
 
   Shillond shook his head. "The spell is easily penetrated by any mage who thinks to look.  And with mages searching for us we would again soon be revealed."
 
   Marek sat on the room's single bed and leaned his head in his hands, his elbows on his knees. "Is there no hope then?"
 
   "Children!" Kaila said sharply. "Are you all children?  We have walked the width of the world, slipped within the enemy's own stronghold.  And, when captured, Kreg did, from within his very cell, destroy the changeling armies that had conquered Aerioch and when questioned by the High Mage did slay him with no more weapon than his hands.  And then we proceeded to escape from the enemy's dungeons and win free to the city.  And now, now, when beset by these . . . inconveniences, you give up hope?  Children, I say."
 
   Kreg smiled and stood. "Kaila is right.  We still live.  We're still free." His eyes met hers. "Fear not for us.  Fear rather for all the evil in Chanakra."
 
   "Well said!" Keven stood as well.
 
   Marek straightened and nodded. "So be it.  How shall we proceed?"
 
   "We need to learn more," Shillond said. "The seeming spell is our best chance to avoid detection for now." He looked first at Kaila and then at Kreg. "Eyes and ears?"
 
   Kreg nodded. "Eyes"
 
   Kaila laid a hand on Kreg's shoulder. "And ears."
 
   #
 
   Kreg and Shillond waited in an alley overlooking the docks. Keven, as the one who spoke the Chanakranon language best after Shillond, had accompanied Marek to inspect the gates.  Kaila was prowling the depths of the city alone.  Shillond's magic had given them the seeming of random locals.  He had admonished them to watch carefully and avoid mages at all costs.
 
   The alley was little more than a crack between the adobe walls of low buildings.  On one side stood a tavern, on the other a brothel.  Rat's scurried in the shadows picking at the garbage dumped in the alleyway.  The shadows of the alley, coupled with the bright sunlight of the docs concealed them from casual view.
 
   "We have not had chance to talk since escaping the dungeons" Shillond said.  He had assured Kreg that no one was nearby. "You said that you destroyed the changeling armies but did not say how, only that you no longer can block spellcraft."
 
   "I remembered the spell you used to challenge Baaltor," Kreg said. "You told me that even someone not a mage can cast that spell, only that spell.  I challenged Baaltor.  He...made me promises--send me home, even restore Bertan to life--if I would give up on you.  I refused and, well, turns out that was the challenge and I won.  The prize I sought was the means to break the changeling spell.  He gave me that and sufficient power to cast it...once.  Once I did that, the extra power was gone, but I guess I have whatever someone gets after a first challenge with that demon.  I don't know.  If I have it, I don't know how to use it."
 
   "That should not be possible," Shillond said. "Baaltor is not so easily bested as that."
 
   "Easy?" Kreg said. "You think that was easy?  Bertan...."
 
   "I know, Kreg," Shillond said softly. "But compared to what Baaltor could have done.... And you did not know to choose the form of the challenge so Baaltor could set the form.  And to choose the challenge of temptation instead of a physical contest?  He was right, you know.  Weakened as you were, he could have bested you with ease.  And when you won, he went beyond what he was required and gave you sufficient power to cast the spell?  Why?"
 
   Kreg sucked air over his teeth. "Because it's what he wanted to happen."
 
   "He permitted you to win for his own ends.  And if he permitted you...."
 
   "Then maybe we've learned why Chanakra has so very many mages."
 
   "That could also explain--"
 
   Kreg held up a hand.  At the docks a search party left one of the ships.  As they watched the mage heading the party stood at the dock as the gangplank slid up onto the ship and the and teh crew pushed the ship off from the dock.  Oars churned the water as the ship moved out into the harbor.
 
   "That's the fifth ship," Kreg said. "All the same pattern."
 
   "No chance to slip aboard after they search."
 
   "Not here anyway," Kreg said.
 
   #
 
   Kaila frowned as she lounged against the corner of a tavern.  Men passing would frequently pause to leer at her scanty attire but would scurry past on seeing her scowl.  Too often of late she had worn this particular disguise and wondered what she would do if she needed to carry through on the implied promise of her clothing and pose.
 
   So far three men had braved her scowl.  Each would wake, eventually, in the alleys to which she had taken them, stripped of coin and other trinkets they might think valuable, but alive.  And each time she needed to change locations.  So far she had learned that Chanakra possessed few forces ready to search the city but others were coming, drawn from other cities.  Eventually she and her companions would no longer be able to hide within it.  Shillond was right.  They had to escape and soon.
 
   There.  That one.  As another man, resplendent in the uniform of a high officer of the guard departed the tavern, Kaila looked up to meet his eyes and smiled.  The officer--a captain, Kaila thought--met her eyes and turned toward her.  As he looked at her, Kaila arched her back slightly in a way that she knew emphasized her breasts and pulled the hem of her tunic higher.
 
   The woman on whom Shillond had modeled the seeming had much larger breasts than her own.  But through such subterfuges as this, she had learned that few men would ignore even her own modest breasts if she chose to twist just...so.
 
   The captain was openly staring now.
 
   "Is Milord seeking company?" Kaila let her smile widen.   She let her mouth open slightly, her tongue touch her upper lip, and then let her lips stretch into her most inviting smile.
 
   The captain looked her up and down. "I'm thinking about it."
 
   Kaila pouted. "Well, think faster."
 
   Kaila made no mention of coin.  Chanakran law forbade the selling of sexual favors and the watch took that law very seriously indeed.  The law made no mention of gifts given by a pleased lover to the object of his overnight affection.  And if the gift was inadequate?  Why not even a captain of the guard would willingly face the wrath of the powerful, if unofficial, pimp's guild.
 
   The captain bowed and extended a hand.  Kaila giggled, curtsied, and took it, grateful for once for the years the King and others had tried to turn her into a court lady instead of a warrior and a knight.  Indeed, she hoped that her curtsey was not too polished.
 
   She let the captain lead her where he would.  Once some distance from the tavern outside which she had met him she stumbled and bumped into him.
 
   "I beg milord's pardon," she said.
 
   "Are you all right?"
 
   "Milord is kind, but--" She looked to the left, stuck her tongue in her cheek as if gnawing on it, then to the right. "--I need to get off the street."
 
   "Are you well?"
 
   "Please, Milord.  It will not take long."
 
   Now it was the captain's turn to look both ways.  He paused, then pointed at the opening to a dark alleyway. "There."
 
   "Milord is gracious," Kaila said. "If...if you would be so kind as to keep watch.  There are cutpurse's about."
 
   "My lady's wish." He waved her forward and followed her into the alleyway.
 
   Once within the shadows, Kaila's left hand darted out.  Her fingers closed on the Captain's throat, cutting off a cry before it was made.  With inexorable strength she drew him deeper into the alley.  Once certain she was no longer visible from the street she held him pinned against the wall.
 
   "And now, good sir," she said, watching as his eyes began to roll back in his head. "Let us see just what you are about." She released the pressure on his throat and held her other hand against his mouth, not so hard as to cut off air, but but muffle the sound of his coughing fit.
 
   The captain snatched at his dagger with his left hand.  Before he could draw it, Kaila dropped the hand which had been covering his mouth, grasped the captain's wrist, and twisted.  She felt bones break under that grip.
 
   "That was unkindly done, sir." She leaned closer, her eyes less than a handwidth from the Captain's. "As you might surmise, I am no street wench, but a warrior and a knight.  And if you wish to live out this day, you will tell me all you know of the search that proceeds in this city."
 
   #
 
   How strange, Keven thought, to treat his own father, the King of Aerioch, as a servant.
 
   The seeming Shillond had given Keven was that of a moderately well-to-do merchant.  Marek's, of a simple workingman, shorter and broader than Marek’s natural giant size.  Mute, of course, given his inability to speak Chanakran.
 
   Keven wondered for a moment where Kaila had gotten the coin to fund their ruse then decided he did not want to know.
 
   The cafe sat across the square from the North Gate.  The gate proper stood open but twin portcullises blocked the passage through the wall.  The setting sun cast long shadows across the square, a square filled with people seeking exit from the city.
 
   Keven took a sip of his ale and let his gaze drift over the square.  Large crowd, clamoring at the gate seeking egress.
 
   Keven nudged Marek and nodded in the direction of the gate.  Spear armed soldiers barred the way as the inner portcullis rose.  Keven watched as the soldiers ushered two carts, a wagon, and a half-dozen people on foot through the now open gateway.  One person tried to dash through only to face a leveled spear.  The man backed away.
 
   The portcullis dropped, leaving the little party isolated within the gateway.  Keven could not see, but he could imagine the arrow slots to either side and the murder holes in the roof ready at any instant to rain death on those within.
 
   A green glow descended from the ceiling of the gateway and washed over the people within.  It held for several heartbeats then faded.  Keven fancied he could hear a shout within the gateway.  No.  He must have imagined it.  How could he hear even spoken word over the clamor of the crowd?
 
   The outer portcullis rose and the party within the gatehouse departed.  Another party, from outside, entered.  As Keven watched, the outer portcullis closed and the inner opened.
 
   So, Keven thought, they were only interested in those leaving the city, not those entering.  No doubt they sought him and his companions.
 
   Motion to his left caught Keven’s attention.  He turned his head.  Marek seemed different.  Was he taller than a moment before?  Yes.  Yes he was.
 
   “Come,” he said, still playing his role. “We have business to be about.”
 
   Marek cocked his head to one side, staring at Keven then his eyes grew wide.  He nodded and rose.
 
   Keven dropped some coins on the table as he stood.  Marek was definitely taller, his body shaped shifted from the stocky shape of a serving man to the more defined musculature of a seasoned warrior.
 
   The spell, Keven thought.  Whatever spell had caused that green light had, weakened by distance perhaps, started to dissolve their seemings, their magic disguises.
 
   Ahead, Marek pushed through the crowd, forcing a passage between the people and the buildings.  Keven followed in his wake.  Despite their faltering seemings, changing their appearance and their voices, Marek retained his true size and strength.
 
   Marek now stood a full head taller than the tallest other person visible, his true size.  Instead of the clothes of a man serving a moderately successful merchant, he wore a simple tunic and breeches.  His hair had extended to below his shoulders, the length it had grown to during his captivity.
 
   Keven looked down.  His own seeming was likewise gone.
 
   "There!" The shout came from the soldiers at the gate. "Stop that man!"
 
   In the confusion, Marek snatched a pole from an awning that shaded a shop's entrance.  He swept the tip of the pole at knee height.  Keven heard the thumps as the pole struck several men who did not move back fast enough.  Marek reversed the poll, bringing the opposite end back around at head height.  The crowd retreated further.
 
   For a moment Keven hesitated.  Marek's great size marked him but Keven's appearance did not stand out.  No one had yet noted him.  If he slipped away he could come back with the others and, what?  Rescue his father?  And if they decided not to capture but simply to kill.
 
   No.
 
   He regretted that he did not have a sword as he drew the dagger from his belt.
 
   Marek had turned, seeking to drive his way farther from the gate.  Despite no longer needing to maintain their subterfuge he still had not spoken.
 
   A stocky tough moved into the gap between Keven and Marek's turned back, a club upraised in his hand.
 
   Keven struck.  His dagger bit deep between the ribs of the tough.  The tough stiffened and dropped the club.  With a practiced twist Keven drew the dagger free and pushed the falling body of the tough aside.  The body fell to the ground, twitching.  Keven leapt lightly over it and shouted, "Run, father!"
 
   Marek thrust three times with the staff.  Three men fell gasping to the ground, curled around their own bruised guts.  Marek darted forward.  Following, Keven scooped up another of the awning poles and slid his dagger back into its sheath.  A staff would be a better weapon in this crowd than his dagger.
 
   Keven kept close behind Marek, striking judiciously with the staff to keep the disorganized crowd from closing to near behind them.  He spared a glance in the distance behind and saw the detail of soldiers from the gate forcing its way through the crowd.
 
   Unshy about using their spears to speed the crowd's separation the soldiers were gaining.
 
   They were not going to escape.
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