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Long after they had forgotten hope, long after they had given up on life, a weary troop of king's scouts rode half-dead horses across a too-deep river—one of their party was nearly swept away, though there was barely enough life left in the group to try to save him—and as they climbed up out of the riverbed the sound of riders on the open plains met their ears.

Slowly, almost without interest, each of them turned to face south, toward the hoofbeats.  Sunset's last rays glinted blood red off drawn swords.  Twelve men in all approached, riding fresh horses and without the dirt of heavy travel.  They were young—almost too young for soldiers—but the tired look of war was in their eyes, and the sure grips of warriors held those threatening swords aloft, even as the horses galloped across the open grasslands.

The king's scouts looked on with dead eyes as the war party approached.  Finally the surviving captain found the energy to spur his horse forward, a few paces away from his twelve companions, and drew his own sword.  He opened his mouth to speak—whether to command obedience to the king's men or shout defiance he didn't know—but his throat was parched and his mouth thick with the dust of the road, and he found no voice.  As the war party drew near, he sighed and let his arm fall, let his sword hang limp at his side.

The young men broke into a line as they drew near, then wrapped around the king's tired party in a loose circle, eyes sharp with concern.  For several minutes they examined the scouts, from several paces distant, and then without saying a word they wheeled their horses about to look outward.  Eyes sharp, swords still drawn, they searched the terrain all around them for threat, apparently unconcerned with their new prisoners.

A young boy turned to peer at the soldiers from his perch one of the horses; he'd been riding behind his father and had passed unnoticed until now.  After only a moment's consideration he slid out of the saddle and landed lightly on the ground, squinting against the red sunset and the heavy dust stirred by the horses. He stretched up onto tip-toe to reach into his father's saddlebag, drew out a large wineskin, and with some effort carried it to the surviving captain of the king's scouts.  None of the war party seemed to notice the little act of charity, and the weary captain was far beyond suspicion or even caution.  When the boy stretched up, lifting the bulging wineskin to the older man, the captain didn't hesitate.  He accepted the offer and took a drink of cool, fresh water.

He coughed at first, spit out the mucus and mud in his mouth, and then took a longer drink, enjoying the sharp cold of the water as it bit into his throat.  Nearly two days without a moment's rest made an intoxicating, painful pleasure of that one gulp.  Tears came to his eyes at the kindness, and as he blinked them away they left muddy trails down his cheeks.  Whispering words of thanks with a coarse voice he leaned down and passed the skin back to the child, who turned and carried it over to the other scouts, offering them the same refreshment.

The captain felt himself caught in some dream, some desperate hope or hallucination, but he was too tired to consider what was happening, too sore to care, really.  Instead he sat, just a little curious, and watched to see what would happen next.

When the last of his scouts had had a drink of the wineskin—and the boy went at least once to refill it from the nearby river—the boy returned to his father's horse and with some difficulty regained his seat.  Only then did any of the war party move, and it was the boy's father who wheeled his horse and very slowly approached the captain, eyes always searching the landscape beyond them for some motion, some sign of threat.

The captain had last seen the king's army more than two hundred miles to the north and west.  The king's army was no threat…

Finally the stranger stopped within arm's length of the king's captain, surveyed him for a moment, and spoke with a voice of much authority, tinted heavily with the country accent of the Ardain region.  "You bear the uniform of the King's Soldiers."  His voice demanded explanation.

The captain tried twice before he was able to speak clearly.  When he finally answered his voice was a hoarse croak.  "I am Captain James Tandon, a scout of the king's army."

For a long time the other man's eyes searched him again, cold and hard.  He raised his sword, reached out and prodded the captain's sleeve with its tip.  "Captain, eh?  You bear no marks of rank."

The captain almost laughed, but it became a fit of coughing which shook his frame for some time.  Finally he said, "I'm the best that's survived.  We were many more when we began this mission."

The other nodded thoughtfully.  "You've survived much, is clear.  Come with us."  He turned away, shouted something to one of the others in the circle and the war party clearly prepared itself to move.

The captain spurred his horse forward, trying to catch up with the leader.  "Prisoners?"  His voice was too weak; the man didn't hear him.  Finally he leaned forward and caught the man's sleeve, almost falling off his horse with the action.  When he turned, the captain said, "Are we prisoners, then?"

For a moment there was confusion in the other's eyes, and then awareness struck him, and he laughed loudly, a sound of happiness such as the scouts hadn't heard in weeks.  It swelled, it rolled through the air like a beautiful thing.  The man's horse took a step back, and he reached out to push the captain back into his saddle, gently, and leaned close to him, "Never prisoners here, Captain.  No.  You're rescued.  Welcome to Gath-upon-Brennes."

*   *   *

Hooves thudded loudly as a cloaked rider took to the King's Road, racing swiftly back to the capitol.  Large, heavy drops of rain fell through the sky to splash cold against the rider's  thick cloak, against his already numb face, but he bore the king's message and could not stop for comfort.  The rider pulled his hat lower, almost to his eyes, and, squinting through the rain, rode on.

Behind him, in a quiet little stand of trees on the edge of the royal retreat, His Royal Highness Jason of Gath stood in close conference with Robert DeMont.  The latter was a slight man with piercing eyes and a mocking smile, and just enough courtesy to survive at court.  He dressed generally in somber colors, simple clothes, and tended to arm himself with nothing more than a small knife, more useful than dangerous.  Today he wore a heavy cloak against the falling rain, and a concerned look in his eyes.

He watched until the courier was out of sight, glanced nervously around for some too-nosy eavesdroppers—nervous in spite of the remote location—and then leaned close to the king, "The rumors are growing stronger, Jason."

"They can be nothing but rumors.  Even if he is alive, what kind of man could he be after so many years?"

"He is a legend," Robert hesitated, then gripped Jason's shoulder, "and if he's still alive then he is the rightful king."

"I am duly appointed, Robert."  Jason stepped back, turned away.  "I would turn the whole kingdom over to Balafre in an instant.  If Gaihran still lived I would hand it back to him, but neither is possible.  Right now the nation must be led, and until Balafre returns, I must lead it."

"Yes, but if he's still alive, if he's actually still nearby…"

"Then he is well guarded, and his secret well-kept, and I have neither the men nor the time to search for him.  If you get wind of his precise location, then come to me.  Otherwise, I cannot even dream that he survives."

Robert opened his mouth as if to argue more, but finally sighed and gave up.  "Very well.  We address this ourselves."

"It is why he chose me, Robert.  I imagine even if he were here today he would demand that I make this choice."  The king raised one arm against the trunk of an ancient tree, rested his forehead against his arm.  Something about him looked strained, weak.  For a while he simply sagged against the tree, and Robert stood an arm's length away and waited, knowing the strain on his friend.

Finally Jason raised his head.  "War."  The word escaped him like a curse, whispered, but loud enough to make the world tremble.  He shook his head as if coming out of a dream, and then turned to Robert once more.  "War.  That is the choice I must make.  Do I kill ten thousand men to expand my borders?  Do I send my own people to die for a few more acres?"

Robert waited.  The reason was so much greater than property, so much more than wealth, and Jason knew it.  Robert waited as the war raged behind the king's eyes, and finally Jason spoke.  "I cannot do it."

"You must."

"I know."

Robert considered arguing, considered trying to ease his friend's conscience or appeal to his reason, but instead he stepped away into the trees.  After a moment Jason followed, catching up with Robert by a stream a few paces away.  Robert had his bow strung, an arrow at the ready.  Jason restrung his own bow, and then together the two friends forded the stream, crossed a bit of open pasture, and then plunged into a deeper woods in search of game.  The sport would wash away the memory of war for a moment longer, the hunt would drive the demands away, and the Council could wait as long as the king demanded—a few hours for such a choice was not too much to ask.  Robert only prayed that the Council would agree.

*   *   *

It was thirteen years earlier– fourteen, by the invaders' calendar—that the party of king's scouts first found Gath-upon-Brennes. Jason was just a boy. And on that day, in spite of the dust in his eyes, in spite of the pains of riding, in spite of the long day's sunburn starting to smolder beneath his skin, young Jason smiled against his father's back.  He had served the king's men.  As the big workhorse plodded home, following the bed of the mighty Brennes whenever possible, Jason hugged the empty wineskin to his chest.  For the first time he was oblivious to the jostling of the horse, to the weariness of the day or the stink of his dad.  Daydreams danced with his imagination.

The captain had seemed stern, but some of the others were friendly enough, if tired.  Jason recognized the looks about them.  Even at the age of six he had seen more than most of war weariness, of the fatigue bred of constant alarm.  He saw the same weariness in the eyes of these strangers, but he saw something more as well.  He saw the uniform of the King's Army, and saw the fierce pride—weary but not dead—of a true soldier in the eyes of these men.  He also saw reflected in them all the glory of his father's stories.

And they were grand stories.

Jason hugged the empty wineskin against his chest and leaned close against his father's back, still unused to the horse's gait, unsure of his position behind the saddle.  He squirmed a little, trying to get some kind of grip around the massive beast with his little legs, but nearly lost his balance in the process.  Laughing in fear, he leaned forward and thought of other things.

Soldiers, king's men following behind them.  He thought of the bright swords at their sides, of the gold knotting on blue cloth that marked their allegiance.  He thought of the great commanders—and greater kings—that his dad had told him of so often, and grinned.  True heroes just behind him.  True heroes whom he had served.  The sun set, and no moon rose, but Jason did not fear the dark tonight.

Nearly an hour later the small party entered the quiet town of Gath-upon-Brennes.  No torches glowed in the town, nor even a candle, but the peasants and farmers who served escort to the king's men never hesitated.  They were accustomed to the dark, to the thin light of the stars against all the shadows and irregularities of country roads.  As they neared the town a few of the younger men melted into the night, to stir their families or rouse childhood friends.  Jason's father kept his horse to course, maintaining a slow pace to preserve the villagers' utilitarian mounts, and to allow the scouts' overworked steeds a few hours' rest.  Nor was he so old that he'd forgotten the excitement of the thing, and at least part of his pace was to allow the younger men to gather their friends to the town square, to see the real arrival.

The scouts had hardly spoken, and none of the villagers wished to trouble them before they rested, so the ride home was a quiet one.  As they neared the village, though, the farmers and peasants began to talk among themselves.  Jason, almost asleep, heard the whisperings and wove them into the half-dreamt, half-remembered tales of war that his father had always told him.  Behind his eyes the King's Army set foot in Gath-upon-Brennes, after all these years of war, and finally the fighting ended.  Finally the kingdom was restored….

He was dimly aware of the sound of hooves on wooden planks as they crossed the Brennes and entered the commons.  The water rustled quietly below the planks, the hooves of more than a dozen horses raised a staccato drumming that melted, swirled into the sound of the river below.  All of it shook Jason's dreams without quite rousing him.

And then, in an instant, there was light.  A great blossom of fire and light flooded the commons as his father's horse stepped down off the bridge, as dozens of townspeople lit torches and candles and held them high all in unison, to view the triumphal entry.  Jason blinked—all of the riders blinked and squinted against the sudden light—but in spite of their tattered clothes, in spite of the weariness in their eyes and the frailty of their numbers, they seemed a valiant force to the people of Gath.

As the captain of the king's men led his horse down off the bridge, and his men followed behind him to dismount at the commons edge, a great cheer went up from the crowd.  "The king lives!" they shouted, and, "Hail the Royal Army!  Welcome the victors!"  Jason watched in awe, dazzled by the light and the rush of sound and still half-buried in the dreams of glorious battle.  For a moment he was caught in the swell of it all, and he thought his heart might burst with excitement.  But his eyes fell upon those of the captain, standing beside his tired mount and surrounded by adoring townspeople, and Jason—even at the age of eight—recognized in him the weariness that follows when hope dies.  Jason knew the stories of glory, he knew about the magic of victory and the thrill of conquest, but in this broken man he first learned of defeat.

Jason's dad, goodman and mayor Derrick Matteson, started to speak then, his great booming voice rolling over the grasses and the villagers alike, and bending them all with his authority.  Something about a feast, but before that these guests must be given some quick dinner and places to rest.  Jason expected a festival tomorrow, though it would be meager, but somehow the glamour of it escaped him.  He pushed against the saddle, slid clumsily to the ground and fell on his side when he landed, but in the dark he wasn't embarrassed.  He pushed himself up and took a couple steps away from the horse's strong legs, into the darkness, and then sank down and crossed his legs, and looked at the king's sad captain.

The stranger wasn't listening to Jason's dad, either.  He stared straight ahead, uninterested, and his shoulders and knees both sagged, and his frame was less impressive than the uniform he wore—which was backward, wasn't it?—and even the torchlight, candlelight that glinted in his eyes seemed to lose some of its fire, until all was a dull red glare.  Jason yawned, pressed a grimy hand against his mouth to hide it, and stretched out on his side in the thick grass.  He never took his eyes from the weary soldier, entranced by the image before him, even as the villagers began to disperse to their separate homes, some taking one or two of the king's soldiers with them.  The captain stayed till last, promised a place in Jason's home, and Jason's dad waiting until all the others had dispersed.  As they left the commons the villagers all snuffed out their candles, extinguished their torches, until the night was bathed once more in darkness.

For Jason the dull red glare still seemed to hang in the air, to tint everything.  He yawned again without bothering to raise a hand.  He watched as his dad finally slid down out of his saddle and stepped over to stand by the captain, supporting him as he started to fall.  Jason watched them exchange a few words, then watched as his dad half-supported, half-carried the old man back across the bridge, toward their humble house.  He thought about following after, thought about his bed and the warm fire and the smell of a late dinner drifting through the night air, but none of it was enough to stir him, and finally he let his mind drift.  His eyes closed, and then beheld scenes of battle, scenes of war, but they were no longer glorious.  They were tinted with a dull red glare, bathed in a wash of crimson, and scene after scene seemed full of the weariness, the pain of a long day's work in vain.  As the lights died out in town, as the noisy Brennes rushed under the bridge, as the king's men rested for the first time in days, Jason lay asleep on the commons grass and dreamed of a war in vain.

Daylight pulled Jason gently from sleep, daylight and the busy rattle of wagon wheels on the planks of the bridge.  He sat up among the grass and stretched, yawned like some wild animal and tried to remember where he was.  The memory of the previous night hung an elusive smoke, a shady mix of memory and dream.  He replayed some of his memories in his imagination, startled again by the bright lights of the villagers and the great cheers that had pierced the night.  He laughed a child's laugh and then sprang up, all of a sudden full of energy and motion, and darted to the lake's edge and dove in, splashing through the waves and floating just above the swift, cold current of the river.

For half an hour he swam in the chill waters, drifting slowly with the current along the shore, and watching the bustle of life in the commons.  Several farmers' carts rattled back and forth across the bridge, bringing load after load of breads and steamed vegetables and roasted meats for the festival.  Jason watched all the work, squinting against the bright glare of the morning sun, as housewives and daughters arranged long tables and benches of disparate sizes, then covered them with tablecloths or sheets or whatever they could find, before spreading the heavy platters of food to cover them all.

As he reached the southern end of the commons Jason saw his friend Tommy's mom stooped at the water's edge, washing a bundle of coarse white sheets.  She smiled at him and waved him over, then caught him in a hug as he came out of the water.  "I heard you had a grand adventure last night, little Jason!"

He laughed, blushed a little.  "I gave the soldiers water."  He tried to say it simply, but his pride flooded through the statement, and Tommy's mom noticed.

"That is quite an honor, Jason!  Quite an honor indeed.  Your father must be very proud."

Jason shrugged, "I don't know.  Have you seen him?"

She chuckled, "He's all over town this morning, and he's asking everyone what you're up to.  You should probably find him."

"I slept in the grass."

She laughed again, her voice light and friendly and spoiling the serious face she tried to make, "Well, I'm sure your parents are very worried!  You'd better go let them know you're okay."

Jason nodded, "I will!  Bye!"

The sun was far away in a blue sky that felt faded and empty.  Jason smiled up at it, shook his long wet hair, then set off at a run.  He didn't know where to find his dad, but he had a pretty good guess where Mom would be.

He found her among the tables on the wide green lawn, organizing the arriving loads of steaming ham and beef.  She was tall and pretty, with long hair that hung in a ponytail to her waist, bound up with leather ties at neck and shoulders and the middle of her back.  She whirled when he cried, "Mom!" and a smile blossomed on her face.

"Little Jason!"  She called, holding out her arms as he ran up to her.  "What have you been up to, boy?"

"I slept in the commons, Mom.  I was there when the knights arrived, last night.  Dad left me here, and it was fun.  Where's Dad?"

She laughed lightly.  "He's speaking with the knights.  Do you need something."

"No."  He shook his head wildly, spraying a fine mist on his mom and several of the young women nearby.  "Tommy's mom said he was worried about me.  I wanted to tell him not to worry."

Jason's mom put on a serious face.  "He was worried, when you didn't return last night.  I was worried, too.  But everything is fine now."

"Will you tell Dad I'm okay?"

"I will, Jason.  But he's busy, now.  You go play.  I've got work of my own."

He shrugged.  "I've got nothing left to do.  Can I help you?"

She looked over her shoulder at the younger women, and they grinned back at her.  She turned back to Jason, "Oh, Jason, I have enough help here.  Thank you though—" she stopped suddenly, looking around as though she'd heard some noise, and Jason craned to see what had her attention.  "Did you hear that?"

"Hear what, Mom?  I didn't hear anything.  What did you hear?"  He stretched up on his toes to peek over the edge of the table, but he couldn't see anything special among the crowd of busy women.

His mom said, "I thought I heard Tommy and Luke calling for help.  I wonder if something's wrong…"

Jason's eyes grew wide.  "I bet it's the Southerners.  I bet they're in trouble, Mom.  I'll go help them."

She smiled.  "Save your friends, Jason.  Lunch will be ready in an hour.  Come back here then."

"Oh, I will Mom.  Bye, Mom."  He darted off across the Green, then, looking for his little friends.  They would be somewhere nearby, and chances were good they were playing at soldiers, or would be by the time he found them.

Jason's mom smiled at her son's back, then turned back to the work.  The younger women giggled.  He was a cute one.

*   *   *

The noble King Jason looked around, blinking often against the heavy, cold drops of rain.  He took several steps forward, then stopped.  He leaned forward and peered into the distance, then sighed and turned to his right.  Two steps, then stopped.  Hours yet to noon, but night seemed near beneath the thick black clouds.  He dragged a wet sleeve across his eyes, trying to see through the rain, and peered past peeling bark into the woods.  Everything looked the same, all of a sudden.  The trees were thick, the undergrowth heavy.  He didn't recognize this place.

He took a step forward and his foot slipped in a patch of mud.  He caught himself short of falling, scraping his hand on the bark of a tall, proud fir.  He cursed as he hopped forward, scraping his muddy boots across the wet grass.  What a day for a hunt, he thought, then:  No, it's a day for making choices.  It is a day perfect for this choice.  Alone within the woods, lost in his own land, his weary soul struggled at the task before him.

Aye or nay.  Two options—one to ease his soul, one to keep his crown.  He sighed as he leaned wearily against the tree.  It had been a long night, and this day was the longest of his life.

Where was Robert, anyway?  The thought was followed immediately by another, of old familiarity:  Thank God for Robert.  A true friend, in a world of falsehoods.  A source of light in the darkness.  One nice bastard.  He smiled to himself, cold streams of rain trickling down his face.

He heard a sound far off in the woods.  Robert called out to him, but the voice was thin and lost in echoes.  The king's retreat was not a large piece of land, but it was full of scenery.  Thick woods, sprawling pasture, hills and streams and game like no other place in the kingdom.  Designed for pleasure, for relaxation.  He stepped away from the tree.  Maybe he knew where he was, after all.  Maybe Robert would be that way—

"Oh…damn!"  His feet went out from under him in another patch of mud, and he hit the ground hard.  He bit his tongue as he fell, and the wet mud soaked his hunting clothes.  A fine outfit, gift from his wife.  He scrambled up, scowling angrily at the world around him, but his cheeks were red with embarrassment.  What a day to be king.

*   *   *

Jason was surprised to discover that his friends weren't anywhere on the Green.  Like him—like most small children—they tended to find either the very busiest places, or the most remote places to play.  Little Jason darted in and out among the legs of the adults, searching for Tommy and Luke within the exciting bustle, but they were nowhere.  When it finally struck him that he was looking in vain, he stopped and a wide smile slowly crept across his face.  He looked around, eyes darting to the adults within sight, but none of them was paying him any attention.

He turned, and darted off across the Green, between the sad little buildings of Gath, across the wooden bridge and out into a bright morning among the grasses.

There was a place east of town, east of the river Brennes and its placid lake.  It was a little stand of trees alone within the sprawling fields, and back among their shadows dreams came real.  Piles of stones made fortresses, and the little trickling brook became a raging river.  It was a place within a place—a strange land within familiar fields—and it was forbidden.

The boys spent much of their time there.

While he was still several paces from the tree line, Jason saw Tommy first—a mop of blonde hair flashing past through the thick brush.  Almost soundless through the bracken, over dead sticks and thick leaves.  All the boys of the village knew how to move quietly, unnoticed.  They had been raised in a time of war.

Jason immediately sank low, eyes darting back and forth for some other sign of motion, but there was none.  Smiling, he slipped into the cover of the trees and set off after Tommy.  Boy would he be surprised!

It took Jason five minutes to catch up to Tommy, both of the children moving like rabbits, lithe, silent, and fast.  Finally Tommy stopped, though, crouched on the far edge of a massive slab of stone—five paces long and nearly two paces high—where he peered intently down at something beyond.  Jason climbed up onto the rock behind him, his boot scraping once as he scrambled up, but Tommy never turned.  Jason paused, then, his head tilted in curiosity.  What could have so much of Tommy's attention?

He assumed at first it was Luke, probably hiding and entirely unaware that he'd been found, but then he recognized the smell of smoke in the air.  He heard the crackle of flames, and looking closer saw the dance of light, faint within the morning brightness.  A campfire in the woods.  Luke wouldn't have made a campfire.

He stood up at that thought, curiosity overwhelming his stealth, but just as he started to step forward, two large, sweaty hands grabbed him just above the elbows, and a deep, angry voice snarled, "Gotcha!"

Jason panicked, picturing the angry Farmer Paul his captor.  He tried to dive forward and heard a strange curse from behind as he dragged his captor forward into the stone, but he didn't get far.  The man's grip was sure and tight, and he hauled Jason back toward the edge of the stone.

"Help!"  Jason screamed and Tommy turned, surprise and fear mingled on his dirty face, and a moment later two strong hands reached up from behind the stone at the other end and grabbed the other boy's ankles.  Jason saw his eyes widen, and then he was jerked backward off the stone.

Forty yards away, Luke huddled within the undergrowth and looked out with wide eyes on the little camp.  There were eleven tall, strong men around a little fire, with shockingly pale skin and bright blue eyes.  Luke shivered in fear, but didn't dare move.  He watched as the strangers dragged Tommy kicking and screaming off the stone the boys called Tommy's Rock, and bound his arms and legs without apparent effort.  They'd caught him.  The bad guys had caught Tommy.

He thought he'd heard Jason's voice, too, but Jason was nowhere in sight.  They should have found Jason before coming out here.  He would know what to do.  Luke sighed.  Surely Jason would know what to do.

But though Luke couldn't see it, Jason was caught in the arms of another of the strangers.  One strong arm held the boy pinned against the man's chest, while the other was clamped over his little mouth to keep him from screaming again.  Jason tried to bite the hand that held him, but the grip only got tighter and he groaned in pain.

"Don't go into the trees," his mom had said.  "There are bad guys out there in the trees.  There are strangers waiting to steal you away.  Don't leave town alone."

And he'd ignored her a hundred times, but there had never been bad guys before.  These trees were their hiding place, their escape, their retreat.  The bad guys were imaginary, the dangers nothing more than dream.  But now, all of a sudden, they were real.

Jason's eyes went wide as his captor carried him around the stone and into the small clearing at its base.  There was a campfire, hot and high, and hunks of beef suspended above it on sharpened sticks.  Jason could see the remains of the thin cow nearby, newly slaughtered and already stinking in the summer heat.  It was probably one of Farmer Paul's cows.  Tears sprang to his eyes at the thought.  Jason liked Farmer Paul's cows.

The man holding him dropped Jason roughly to the ground beside Tommy, who was lying motionless, crying silently from eyes wide in fright.  Jason immediately jumped up to run, but a heavy boot caught him between the shoulder blades and mashed him to the ground again.

A rough voice growled, "Stay down, you."  The words sounded strange, forced awkwardly through an unnatural accent.  Jason shuddered at the sound, then again at the rough touch of hands on his little arms and legs as he was bound, the cords too tight against his skin.  Then he was dropped again, facing Tommy, and they could only stare into each other's eyes and dread what was to come.

The men began to speak in a strange language, and all three boys knew at once that they were Southerners.  Eskiem.  The enemy, this close to town.

Luke watched it all, free but frozen in fear.  He had no weapon, no idea what he could do against a dozen armed men, but he couldn't watch his friends murdered.  For a moment he thought to charge in, to grab one of the strange hooked swords and cut his friends free, but he knew it for a dream.  He couldn't possibly succeed, if Jason had been caught.  That thought shook him with another shiver:  Jason caught, in the hands of the Southerners.

His dad would kill them, if the enemy didn't.

His dad.  Jason's dad.  Luke caught his breath, trying to gain his courage, then all at once he threw himself to his feet and sprinted off into the trees.  He had to get to town.  Shouts erupted within the camp at his sudden motion, but Luke didn't stop, and in a moment he was moving silently, swiftly along long-familiar trails.  He had to find help.  Maybe the bad guys wouldn't follow him out into the fields.  Maybe they couldn't follow him at all.  Maybe—

Heavy hands stopped him, fell on his shoulders and spun him around all in one movement.  Luke snarled in rage and lashed out with puny fists, but the man who caught him leaned back out of the way and placed a hand over his mouth.

Jason's dad.

Luke looked up into the big brown eyes of Jason's dad and smiled.  Hope.  He stepped back, then, and the mayor of the little town let him go, watching warily.  Luke opened his mouth to warn them, but Jason's dad held a finger to his lips.  He whispered, "We know."

Luke nodded, then turned and pointed over his shoulder, back toward the camp.

Jason's dad nodded again, then gestured behind him and Luke realized he was not alone.  Half a dozen men stood gathered behind him.  Luke recognized Farmer Paul and old Hubert, and behind him the Miller.  The others were unfamiliar, though, and wore new leather armor and carried heavy bows, where the townsfolk carried grass scythes and rusty pikes.  King's men.

Luke stood staring in awe at the noble army before him, and it took a moment before he noticed Jason's dad frantically waving to get his attention.  When he did, he cocked his head in curiosity, but the old man had little patience.  He motioned to the path behind them, pointed sharply back toward town, and after a moment the boy understood.

Go home.

He took one last look at the assembled soldiers, smiling at the thought of the fierce fight about to come, then slipped past them and out through the trees like a hare.  Though he longed to see the battle, he never looked back.  He was luckier than Jason and Tommy.

Scythes are not made for war, and in open battle rusty pikes make weak challenge to a shiny steel sword in the hands of a trained soldier.  Perhaps seven Royal Guards armed with the same equipment would have charged bravely against the enemy camp.  Perhaps with surprise and prowess they would have won the day.  The men of Gath were not soldiers, though, and their commander's objective was to rescue his child son, not earn a glorious victory.  So, while fierce, the fight was not an honorable challenge.

Luke's hope had been right—the Southerners did not dare expose themselves to sight by leaving the cover of the trees, and they had never even seen the boy slipping away from their camp, so their search was short-lived.  They were alert, then, when the men of Gath arrived, but they were not ready for attack.

The king's scouts saw them first, and fanned out in a loose half-circle while the farmers still inched forward.  Just as Jason's dad caught sight of the camp, he watched a clothyard arrow pierce the throat of the Eskiem soldier nearest the children.  The pale man fell without a sound, and two more were down before the Southerners could respond.

The king's scouts were hardened, though, and hateful as well.  Their arms flashed in a blur, one arrow scarce released before another was on the string.  They smiled as men died, and fired again.  While the rest of the enemy charged the murderous shadows, swords half-drawn, one clever Southerner pulled a long knife from his boot and turned toward the children.  There came a soft thud then, a muffled groan as a heavy kitchen knife buried itself to the handle in his back.  Black blood stained his brown tunic and he fell.  Jason's dad looked at Tommy's father, eyes wide in surprise, then both men smiled.

Two of the Eskiem survived the short sprint across their camp through flashing arrows, two reached the line of archers, lips pulled back in angry snarls, but before they even swung they were pierced by rusty steel, skewered on long pikes and hurled backward with the sheer fury of a man defending his family.  Pinned to the ground, the fallen soldiers kept struggling, even when the king's men buried heavy arrows in their sides, until Jason's father stepped forward with a heavy sword—the only one in all the town—and severed their heads cleanly with two blows.

Jason and Tommy were huddled together, eyes squeezed tight shut and tears pouring down their faces.  Their dads crossed the little clearing as the others searched the dead, doused the fire.  Their dads scooped them up in strong, comforting arms, and carried them away from the carnage.  The others looted the fallen, and trembled at what could have been.

The two dads, sons cradled against their chests, sprinted into town in spite of the weight they bore.  Side by side, they raced across the simple wooden bridge and burst through the thin row of houses and workshops, onto the Green.  The captain of the king's men stood watching their return, at a distance of twenty yards from the foot of the bridge, his eight remaining soldiers arrayed in a line before him, on their knees with bows ready at their sides.  Jason's dad stopped in surprise at the sight, but Tommy's only slowed, stumbling on across the Green, desperately seeking out his wife.

The captain's eyes cut east, across the river, but all he saw were the rest of the townsfolk only now visible outside the trees.  He heaved a little sigh, though his eyes showed no relief, and said something to his men.  They relaxed a little, but maintained their positions.

Captain Tandon crossed to Jason's dad, arriving at the same time as the boy's panicked mom.  Derrick handed the boy to his mother and spoke to her without taking his eyes from the soldier.  "Claire, take Jason back to the house.  Get him something to eat, and try to calm him.  He's had a terrible fright."

The captain spoke up, "Claire?  Please don't.  Get him to the center of the Green, with the rest of the women and children, and then offer him what comfort you can."  Derrick's brows came down, but the soldier turned to him, "Mayor, you must—"

"Excuse me, Captain!"  The mayor said, "This is my town.  This is my family.  How dare you—"

The captain interrupted with a soothing voice, "Derrick, you don't understand.  Look."  He stepped to the side, and Jason's dad saw clearly the frightened huddle of women and children at the center of the Green, every eye on the two of them.  Claire stood a pace away, watching her husband's eyes, and as soon as realization struck him, she squeezed Jason tighter and hurried off with him to join the others.

"What…"  It took the old man a moment to find his voice, "What's happening here?"

"I heard the farmer's warning as well as you, Derrick.  I already had some suspicion what it might mean."

"You knew they had our children?"  Derrick realized he was shouting, overcome by a terrible rage, but the weary soldier placed a hand on his shoulder and he calmed a bit.  "You knew there was a raiding party out there, and you waited?"

"Derrick…"  Tandon hesitated, then sighed.  His eyes cut back across the lake, and he sighed more deeply.  "Right.  Derrick, look."  The mayor looked where he pointed, out across the lake.  Far to the east—beyond the little stand of trees—a cloud of dust hung in the clear air.  Even as he saw it, a trumpet call pierced the late morning.

Jason's dad understood in an instant, and his shoulders sagged.  "They're coming on Gath at last."

The scout looked at the cloud of dust for a moment before answering, then shook his head.  "I…I don't think so.  Not yet, Derrick.  How many were there in the trees?"

"Ten.  Maybe twelve."

The captain nodded.  "Twelve.  It would be twelve.  That's scouts for a raiding party.  They're coming on Gath, but not in force."  Derrick looked relieved.  The captain sighed.  "Not in force, Mayor, but there will be dozens.  Is there anywhere your people can hide?"

Derrick thought for a moment, biting his lip, but at last he shook his head.  "They wouldn't even if there were.  But there's no cover for miles, no town for miles, and all of those belong to the Eskiem."

"Will any of your men fight?"

Just then the rest of the rescuers came to join Derrick and the soldier.  The archers among them immediately took knees next to their companions, watching the bridge.  The farmers gathered in a loose circle, all eyes anxious on the horizon.

Farmer Paul said, "They're coming?"

Derrick nodded.  "Some of them, at least.  About what we've seen before.  This man wants to know if any of us will fight them."

Paul laughed.  "We have before!  Every man among us will do it again.  The women, too, if we don't stop 'em."

The captain ran his eyes over the handful of men around him, turned to look at the dozen other able men in the Green, then nodded.  "We'll do what we can.  How many bridges across this river?"

"Only that one," Derrick said, nodding at the bridge just north of the lake, "and that one," just south of the lake.  "The next in either direction is miles.  Gath is the crossing point."

The captain eyed him for a moment, then motioned to one of the archers.  He watched Derrick's eyes as he gave the command, "Simon, fire the south bridge."  The mayor only nodded.

"We will hold them here?"

The captain nodded.  "We will try.  Have your men fetch what weapons they have.  Find a place for the women and children.  If we can hold them at this bridge…if there are no more coming from south or west, perhaps we can make a defense.  We will at least try."

*   *   *

Jason stumbled to a stop, looking around and gasping for breath.  His clothes no longer stuck to him, but the drying mud was beginning to cake and the fine cloth now cracked when he moved, rained dirt when he ran.

At least the rain had stopped.

He leaned against a tree and peered into the forest around him.  This bit he definitely didn't know, but he was sure Robert's voice had been coming from this direction.  It had kept up for a while, calling every few minutes, but there had been only the sound of Jason's tromping for a while now.  Still, it had seemed close.  Surely Robert was somewhere nearby.  The tired king opened his mouth to call out.

"Gotcha!"  Jason jumped at the sudden shout behind him, the hands gripping his shoulders.  He lunged forward, trying to break free, and suddenly the grip was gone.  He fell forward into the wet grass, sputtering, then rolled over to face his attacker.

"Oh my god!"  Robert was laughing so hard he had to support himself with a hand on the tree.  Jason just glared.  "That was so funny!"

"Not funny."

"Oh…" his friend had to struggle for breath, "oh, but it was!  You jumped…so high!  If you could have only seen…"

"Robert, this is not the time."  Jason pushed himself up off the ground, looking with dread at the state of his clothes.  Rebecca was going to kill him…

"Oh, come on, Jason!"  Robert stepped over to him, his eyes widening at all the mud, then smiled as he met the king's eyes.  "Relax.  We're hunting.  You love hunting."

"I hate surprises."  He bent to retrieve his bow.  "Besides, I was lost."

Robert nodded.  "I've been saying for months that you need to take more breaks.  You never get out here."

"I can't afford to."

Robert eyed him critically for a moment, then shrugged and turned away, starting up a narrow path.  "I think you need to, if you're this tense on your own retreat.  I don't see how you're in any state to govern."

"I'm not."

They walked in silence for a while, Robert's humor undiminished by the king's pout.  After several minutes, Robert said, "Did I get it right?"

"No."

"Really?"

"Really.  Too high on the arms.  Should've been closer to the elbows."  He walked several steps more, then added, "And your voice wasn't low enough."

Robert shook his head.  "I've heard that story a thousand times, and I still never get it right."

"Nope."

"You really jumped, though."  He looked over at the king out of the corner of his eye.  He was sure there was something of a smile there.  "High as ever.  Maybe next time I'll be right on."

"Maybe."  Jason grinned for a moment, but then it was gone.  "If there is one."

*   *   *

Captain James Tandon watched in surprise as the defense developed.  Once they realized exactly what was happening, the women and children suddenly seemed to discard all his precautions, all his orders, and dispersed among the houses.  Mayor Derrick just stood with arms crossed on his chest, watching the captain's eyes with a satisfied grin.

The men of the village melted from sight.  Ten minutes later half of them returned, hunting bows hanging from their shoulders and makeshift weapons at their sides.  The captain saw meat hooks, smith's hammers, and kitchen cleavers carried with deadly simplicity.  He saw pitchforks and rusty pikes, and one man on horseback carrying a white and blue striped tablecloth as a banner—the colors the Eskiem had established for nonresistance.  Surrender.

In spite of himself, the captain shuddered at the sight.  He'd spent almost two years now on the continent, and it had been more than a year since they'd last heard of any inland towns offering resistance to the Southern forces.  Gath had been a surprise.  Even knowing it for a fraud, it hurt his soul to see the flag of surrender in the farmer's hands.

He turned to the mayor.  "This is not surrender.  You still mean to fight them at the bridge?"  Jason's dad nodded, and the scout nodded.  "Just checking. And your men," he nodded at the poorly armed soldiers gathered a pace away, "they will fight hand-to-hand here to defend the town?"

Derrick met his questioning stare for several seconds, his eyes unreadable, then sighed and shook his head.  "I don't think they will, Captain.  The defense of the Green rests on the shoulders of the king's men."  The captain opened his mouth to protest, but Derrick spoke through his surprise, "Do your best, here.  I'll see you when it's over."

Without another word he turned and strode across to the small cluster of villagers and they began talking quietly among themselves.  A minute later the one carrying the banner rode across the bridge at a gallop, tearing toward the enemy lines.  Arrayed in a wide line, the Eskiem raiders came on at a walk, probably sheathing weapons at the sight of the flag flying as the horseman rode within bowshot of them and galloped along the front of their line.  When he had shown the flag clearly to them all, the horseman rode back toward town, veering north some distance before the bridge and losing himself among the houses on the east side of the river.

The raiders began to gallop, then, charging on an unresisting town to loot whatever they could.  Tandon cursed softly to himself.  Sixty mounted men were charging the town and he had eleven archers to defend it with.  He looked imploringly to the mayor, who was waiting to catch his eyes.  When Derrick saw the captain looking, he shrugged and then followed the rest of the town's men as they dispersed among the buildings on this side of town.  The captain cursed again.

Then again, they were just farmers, merchants.  They weren't soldiers.  With a sigh, the captain surveyed the soldiers he did have.  Eleven men with the powerful longbows of the king's scouts.  He glanced over his shoulder at the circle of women and children.  Time.

He looked across the river.  His chest grew tight, his arms tingled.  War.  He recognized the sensation, felt a special kind of comfort in the grip of battle.  "Positions!"  He called, and his men suddenly snapped to attention.  They fell back in a loose circle, kneeling facing the near foot of the bridge, and hoped they didn't look like what they were.

They needed surprise.  The mayor had promised the Eskiem wouldn't expect resistance. He just hoped it was true.  They were eighty yards from the Green now, sixty out from the bridge, and coming on the town at a gallop.

"Ready!"  He called, and a moment later, "Draw!"  At fifty yards he called, "Volley…loose!"  He watched the enemy lines with bated breath as his men drew new arrows—saw a horse go down, saw a couple falter in their charge.  He thought he saw a man fall from the saddle.  A second volley flew, but the Southerners were coming on at full gallop, now, and most of the arrows overshot their mark.

Thirty-five yards, now, and he called, "Find your mark!"  He drew his own bow, then, and pulled fletchings to his ear.  "Fire!"  He bit his lip as he loosed a clothyard shaft, watched it sink deep into the throat of the leader's horse just as it set foot on the east end of the bridge.

Bright blood gushed, and the horse went down thrashing.  Behind it, three more horses fell on the foot of the bridge, impeding those behind.  The scouts all hated to target mounts, but this was no place for fair combat.  The arrows kept flashing, the Southern soldiers snarling in rage as the foot of the bridge became blocked.

They fell back, then.  Captain Tandon barked, "Ready.  Find your mark!"  But his eyes were darting as the curved Southern blades were sheathed and the short, heavy bows of the Eskiem were bent and strung throughout the force on the opposite bank.  "Fire!"  But even as he gave the order the nearest line of soldiers raised iron shields and deflected the rain of arrows.  Tandon cursed at the sight, cursed again when he heard the sharp bark of orders among the raiders and saw them falling back into two neat lines.  He had hoped for chaos.  He had counted on disorder.

"Fall back."  He said the words, he didn't snap them.  The eyes of his men cut to him in surprise, but then immediately back to the enemy and another volley flew.  The arrows clattered uselessly against the wall of shields, now.  In anger, the captain snarled, "Fall back, men!  We cannot fight across the river."

One of the archers nearest him, the oldest son of an Ardain nobleman, snarled back at him. "We must stand."

"Fall back!"  The captain was shouting, overcome with frustration and anger, but the same soldier leapt to his feet and grabbed fistfuls of the captain's shirt.

"We can't fall back, sir."  There was fire in his eyes.  "There are women and children hiding in those houses.  There are farmers loyal to the crown for two years in this miserable hell.  We're all they've got."

"I know—"

"We've already attacked, James.  We have to hold them at the bridge—"

"I know, Matthew."  Tandon's voice was dead, and the noble soldier started at the hopelessness in his captain's eyes.  "I thought we'd have the support of the townsmen this side of the bridge, but we cannot exchange shots at this range.  Now fall back, or—"

He was interrupted by a sudden grunt from young Matthew, a splash of red at the corner of his mouth, and then the archer fell forward against his captain.  There were shouts—of surprise and pain—among the men before him, the whistle of arrows in the air, the heavy thuds of arrows burying themselves in the earth all around them.

"Fall back!" the captain barked, his voice suddenly hoarse.  He wrapped his arms around the stricken Matthew, though the spark of life was already gone from the young man's eyes.  He dragged him backward and shouted again, "Fall back!"

And another voice called out, "Get them on the bridge.  Don't shoot across the river."

Exactly my plan, thought Tandon.  All around him the archers were on their feet, then, backing quickly away from the water and the rain of death.  Some limped, several cursed, but none were left on the green lawn.  Ten paces back they were already out of the range of the heavy Southern shortbows, and before Tandon could command it his men fired with their longbows a volley that flew easily across the river, but it clattered harmlessly against the Eskiem shield line.

The captain sank to one knee, and let the stricken Matthew slide to the ground before him.  The boy was already dead, and the survivors had no time yet for grief.  Rising, Tandon drew a second arrow to his cheek, searching the enemy for any vulnerable targets.  They were off their horses now, arrayed in neat lines thoroughly defended by the massive Southern shields.  The captain grunted, but there was no target worth firing on and he finally had to release his tense draw on the string.

He heard shouts on the other side of the river again, and they moved.  They knew the limits of their own weapons, and knew they had to take the bridge.  They did it with care, though, forming into a column five men wide, with shield bearers on the outside and archers in the middle.  The first two rows were all shield bearers, and throughout the column every fourth or fifth row was of shield bearers as well.  They fell into the formation with surprising speed, and Tandon sighed.  There were few rivers in the Eskiem Empire—almost no bodies of water more than a pace across—so this was a technique they had learned in the relatively short time they'd been in Sarian lands.  A testament to their adaptability.  He wondered once more if the king's men would ever regain their lands, then pushed the thought from his mind.

"Fire volleys."  It was not an order, now.  Just a suggestion.  "Arch them high.  Maybe we'll get lucky.  When they get to this end of the bridge, though…"  He trailed off, and his men knew.  They had to hold them at the bridge.  One way or another, the raiders had to be stopped here.

He thought he saw some motion, then, some blur of color in the shadows beneath his bridge, and he breathed a silent prayer.  Hope.  "Fall back.  One pace, then hold.  Fire at intervals."  He fell back with them, then released an arrow of his own.  It stuck a quarter inch deep in plated steel, then fell to clatter on the wooden bridge.  "Keep them busy, but don't waste too many arrows.  We'll need 'em yet."

One of the soldiers said, "You got a plan, James?"

He could only shake his head, "Not yet.  But I'm hoping someone does.  Fall back another pace.  Good.  Hold."

The first row of shield bearers stepped off the bridge, and one of the five fell to a lucky shot.

The second row stepped forward, the archers in the third row bent their bows.

The air was rent by a sudden loud crack, beneath the bridge.  Then another, heavy thud in the early afternoon, and several more one after the other.  Axe strokes.  The whole column of Eskiem stopped, confused orders called out in a strange tongue, but the commanders knew no more what to do than the soldiers.

The decision must have been advance, though, because the whole column took one heavy step forward, and another of the shield bearers fell.  The first line of archers came in range, then, too, and one of them fell a moment later.  The king's men took heart at the small victories and a full volley flew, but Tandon was waiting with baited breath for something more.

An ear-wrenching creak suddenly filled the air, and the captain grinned with relief as he saw four men dive out from under the bridge, hurling wood axes aside as they dove into the deep, cold waters of the Brennes.  Some of the men on the bridge must have seen them, because a cry went up, but those close enough to see held only shields, and the powerful strokes of the townsfolk carried them swiftly out into the chill lake.

And then there was no time to fire, no time to think, as the bridge groaned one last time and then collapsed.  Its main supports were hacked through, but it did not fall cleanly into the river.  Rather it shook apart, heavy beams flying and supports crashing together and dragging half an army down into the river within a pile of crushing timber.  At the same moment Tandon called out, "Fire!  Fire at will!"  And they unleashed a rain of arrows on the Southern forces—those on the near shore and those still struggling in the river as well.  Perhaps half the Southerners had been caught in the crash, but the rest still waited on the far shore and they gave little time to their surprise.  In the space of a minute their column had shifted again, back to three long rows stretched along the riverbank, snarling vicious curses and firing angrily, though their arrows still fell well short of the king's men.

Tandon's eyes were on the lakeshore, though, and he held his breath until he saw four figures rise up out of the water and stumble toward the Green.  The current had carried them far into the lake, and they were well out of range of the Eskiem bows.

Another worry pressed on him, though, and he sighed.  "They still have their shield row."  His men were firing still, but they had attained stalemate again.  "And without a bridge to cross, they won't wait here long.  They'll be back with the whole army in a day or two."

The archer nearest him heard his gray musings, and then said with an equally heavy voice, "No, sir.  We won't even have to wait that long.  Look."

He pointed past the angry line of raiders, to the east horizon where a line of horsemen suddenly broke into view, galloping hard.  Tandon stared at them in surprise, and then a slow smile stole across his face.

"Scouts, in line!"  He snapped, and the man nearest him blinked in surprise, then turned and fell to his knee in line with the others.  "Arrows ready!  Advance one pace!"  It was a strange half-crouch hop, but the whole line advanced at once, and in the blink of an eye was kneeling again, bows ready.  "Right.  And…draw!  Find your marks!"  He leaned forward and placed a hand on the shoulder of the soldier who had pointed out the cavalry to him, and said in a calm voice, "Fear not.  Southerners don't charge into battle waving pitchforks."  He raised his voice, then, "Fire!  Full volley at intervals!  Keep them busy!"

When the galloping line of villagers drew near, he called, "Hold your fire!"  The Eskiem took advantage of the sudden break in the attack to turn to the sound of horses' hooves, and were astonished to find armed men bearing down on them with a terrible ferocity.  At the same instant the captain called again, "Fire!" and the arrows fell upon them from behind.  Fifty trained soldiers turned to face a charge of twenty poorly-armed farmers, and a rain of arrows cut them down from behind.  Thirty of them turned back to raise shields against the arrows, and all the fury of men defending home and family broke upon them.  The Southern raiders were caught between a charge and a volley, and they fell in their indecision.

In the end they were driven into the river, and the precise shots of the king's scouts finished them while they struggled.  The river Brennes was their undoing.  When the battle was done, half a dozen of the town's young men were dead, and only Matthew of the king's scouts.  Seven men dead, and a whole raiding party defeated.  

There was gruesome work yet to do, though.  Riders rode out in all directions, searching for any fleeing Southerners, and Derrick and Tandon worked with the rest of the men to drag all the fallen out of the river and wreckage, to stretch them out side by side in a long, terrible row.  Gath had no room for prisoners, so the enemy wounded were callously slain and stretched out with the dead.  They counted, then, took toll of the dead for the sake of their town.  Sixty to the man on the banks of the Brennes, and another twelve in Farmer Paul's trees.  Every man was accounted for.  No one had escaped.  

Even when it was done, after all the chill work in the river's waters, after all the dreadfully practical accounting, Tandon could scarce believe they had won.  He was standing on the river's bank, half-dead from the drain of exhaustion and the thrill of victory, when Mayor Derrick stepped up out of the cold river in front of him and clapped him on the back.

"I told you we wouldn't have to fight them on the Green.  You did good."

The captain only shook his head.  "You led…farmers—against trained soldiers."

"And we won.  Good men were lost, but our home is still our home, for a season more."

The captain only shook his head, "You amaze me, Goodman Derrick.  There are men within the Royal Guardhouse in the heart of the capitol who have barely the courage to keep waging this war.  How do you lead untrained peasants behind enemy lines into battle?"

Jason's dad was suddenly grave.  "Because we remember, Captain.  Because we know what the Kingdom is, and we want it to be whole again."

"You are an amazing man.  I never dreamed we would win."

The mayor laughed, "We've done it before.  Would be a shame to lose on our third go."

"This was your third time against raiders?"

"Oh, yes.  It's the army we dread, and it could come any day.  But as long as they send skirmishers and raiders, we're willing to answer to them."  He looked at the captain for a moment, measuring, then nodded, "We make sure no one gets away, no one carries word to the army where they were defeated, and so far they haven't even thought to suspect us."

"They will, though."

The mayor nodded, "They will.  One day, they'll come against us in strength.  Will the king's army be here to defend us, when that day comes?"

At last the scout looked up at him, understanding dawning in his eyes…and then, behind it, sorrow.  "I would be surprised if they were.  This is not the war we thought it was a year ago.  Hell, it's not the war we thought it was yesterday.  The Eskiem show skill and heart that we cannot match, and every day our resolve seems to weaken."

The mayor's brows came down at every word, and at last he growled, "The Kingsword still reigns, doesn't he?  As long as Balafre rules—"

"He is able to hold the City, Goodman.  Be glad of that.  Nothing more is certain."

"Then what are we to do?"

The scout rocked back on his heels, looking around, and finally sighed.  "We'll make Gath a stronghold.  This town bears enough heart for the whole of the kingdom.  I know warfare—my men and I bear most all the secrets of strategy on both sides of the line, and your men have shown a willingness to do what it takes.  We will fortify Gath, Goodman Derrick, and then I will take my men back to the City.  I will take your story to Balafre himself, and the nation will rise up for the sake of one proud town."

Light shone in the mayor's eyes at the words.  They were proud words, and bespoke a noble heart.  There was also a new light in the captain's eyes—hope that had not burned in months now shone in eyes that had seen too much of this war.

*   *   *

Side by side, the two friends broke out of the edge of the woods and into a little clearing—perhaps thirty paces across—at just the moment that the sun broke through the clouds.  Two hours to noon yet, maybe one and a half, and the day seemed suddenly bright and hopeful.  The sunlight seemed to hang in the air, warm and friendly, and the beads of rain glittered on the green grass.  Jason took a deep breath, enjoying the clean air, and sighed.

"It feels like summer at last."

"Shh!"  Robert jabbed him in the ribs from behind, then slowly extended an arm past the king's head to point across the clearing.  Just on the edge of the tree line opposite them, almost hidden in the dappled shadows and undergrowth, a mighty buck stood watching them.  The wide antlers swung as the deer raised its head to eye them suspiciously.

The hunters didn't move.  Jason breathed, "Is it real?"

Robert whispered, "That's the one.  They were telling the truth."

A long pause, but the deer didn't move.  Finally Jason said, "You have an arrow ready?"

A sigh.  "No.  You?"

"Nope."

The buck turned slowly, then took a step toward them, out into the sunlight so that both men could admire his massive frame.  Another step, twenty-five paces distant, then he tilted his head again.  Both of the hunters longed to reach for an arrow, to try for a shot—neither dared move.  His eyes were on them.

Then, almost casually, the buck turned and walked back into the trees.  A heartbeat passed, maybe two, and then two arrows flashed across the clearing and into the shadow and brush on the other side, but the buck was already lost in the darkness.

*   *   *

The fortification of Gath took most of two years.  It began with a wall—a narrow, split-timber wall surrounding the small Green and the thin row of houses and shops on the west of the river, in the curve of the wide Brenlac.  The king's captain explained what he wanted and the craftsmen of the town made it quickly.  Simply.  It was meant to stop a charge, to slow an attack, not to withstand long fire.  The real wall would come later.

On the heels of the wall they built crude, low bridges to replace the two torn down to stop the Southern raiders.  They were made hastily to reconnect the town, but they were built to be destroyed.  Like the timber wall, they were a temporary measure.

Then construction stopped, at the captain's insistence, and training began.  Tandon had been impressed by the tactics of the villagers, but he pointed out that the true force of the Southerners would not be so easily overwhelmed.  So, within a month of their victory over the raiders, every man and woman in the town of Gath strong enough to bend one had a battle longbow and at least a hundred arrows.  The king's scouts were expert archers, and they trained the villagers day and night for weeks, until two shots of three any of the townsfolk could hit a knot on a tree from thirty paces.  Only then was Tandon satisfied, and he drilled groups twice a week, even after that.

Every able rider had ridden against the raiders.  The villagers had their own training on horse combat, but Tandon watched them quietly, critically through one afternoon, shaking his head all the while.  When they were finished, Jason's dad dropped to the ground before him, breathing heavily.  "Well," he said, "what do you think?"

"Honestly?"  The mayor nodded, and Tandon said matter-of-factly.  "It's a miracle you've ever won a fight—No!  Not a miracle, but a fluke.  You can't count on these tactics ever serving again."

Derrick lowered his brows and for a moment looked like he meant to argue, but then he deflated with a sigh.  "Teach us, then."

With the mayor's help, he chose twenty-five men and fifty horses—with the mayor's help, he claimed the horses on behalf of the town.  "What the town really needs," he explained to Derrick, "is archers.  This is to be a defensive structure, not a true military encampment.  So instead of the cavalry you tried to assemble before, you want a light horse patrol for any business outside the walls, an elite scout system for reconnaissance, and some swift skirmishers to prevent routed enemies from escaping."

"And we can do this with twenty-five men?"

The captain bit his lip, but after only a second he nodded, "You can start with twenty-five men.  There's a big difference between charging with your neighbors at your sides to defeat enemies attacking your home and…sneaking through enemy lands trying to find danger.  You see what I mean?  It was the right thing to do giving a bow to everyone able to pull one.  It would be quite the wrong thing to impress everyone capable of sitting a horse into your mounted division.  Understood?"

The mayor nodded.  The captain smiled, "Good.  Now, those we did choose…show promise.  Round them up, and I'll have Simon start thinking on training."  Jason's dad turned away toward the town, but the captain caught his arm.  "One more thing.  Any good blacksmiths in town?"

"Two."

"Have the people start gathering all the unused iron and get it to the smiths.  We're going to need armor and weapons before this is done."

The mayor looked into the captain's eyes for a minute, and then said with a quiet awe in his voice, "You mean to make us more than a thorn in the Southerner's side, don't you?"

"I mean to make you a stronghold.  Will your people be up to the task?"

Derrick rocked back on his heels, running his eyes over the men and women hurrying about tasks—everyone in sight busy.  "We've stood against them this long.  I think we'll use any weapon you give us to keep on."

"Good.  Then get the smiths to work."

"And the rest of us?"

Tandon smiled.  "The rest finally start the real work.  Tomorrow, at dawn, we will begin construction."

The defense of the town devoured every minute of free time within Gath.  Evenings and nights were spent gathering cut stones from the nearby quarry—later from old and ruined barns or farms outside the wall and, eventually, from the buildings of the town itself.  They built the stone wall inside the timber wall, laying a sturdy foundation a pace wide, building it into the sky all around the little town.  Its ends stretched right up to the turbid river, touching at either end the foot of one of the temporary bridges.

And men and women trained with weapons night and day, and over time some could be seen wearing new swords on their belts.  The villages' scouts now rode out beside the king's scouts, and both wore chain link armor as often as not.  In addition to the defenses, though, normal life went on.  Tandon pointed out that, when the Southerners did come, it would be siege, so he called for as large a harvest, as extensive a storage as the village could make.  So while the walls rose into the sky, the farmers continued to farm, the craftsmen to craft, and the children grew.  Jason watched the construction with interest, helped wherever he could.  He carried water and food among the workmen, ran errands, carried messages and orders.  Tandon named him aide-de-camp—a title which the young man took very seriously.  The boy worked hard, slept in the Green as often as his bed, and woke at dawn to work again.  Derrick and Claire watched him from a distance, curiosity and concern mingled with their pride.  He was the youngest of their children—he alone was not trained to fight, and did not ride with his brothers when the enemy scouts or raiders came.

They did come.  Months passed between the defeat of the raiders and the next party to arrive, well into the fall, and the next party appeared convinced still by the flag of surrender, in spite of the low wall already growing around the town.  This time the townsfolk watched and waited, until the bulk of the Southern forces were already either on the bridges or in the Green.  Then the women and men of Gath rose up, all at once, and opened fire with surprising precision.  The raiders were taken off guard, were slain to the man, and Tandon smiled at his victory.  Then he commanded them back to work on the walls.

The second raiding party came one week later.  A scout returned from the field with word of warning, and a cloud passed across Tandon's eyes.  Derrick, always at his side now, asked, "What's wrong?  You don't think we'll defeat them as easily as we did last time?"

The captain shook his head.  "I don't think we'll surprise them.  Another raiding party this soon must be a test.  They will be ready for us.  Whether or not they escape, I imagine the Southerners will consider any loss of these men to confirm resistance here at Gath."

Derrick sighed.  "What, then?  Do we let them loot us and let them carry news of our obedience back?"

"No.  It's too risky.  They could as well come peacefully into town and slaughter us all, if they know.  If they even seriously suspect, really.  And if they don't, they can't help recognizing our preparations, and they'll take that news back."

"So we fight?"

"We fight.  Arrange them in lines along the river's edge.  We'll kill them while they're out of range.  The bridges stand until there are men on them."

"I'll get Paul to carry the flag of surrender—"

"Don't do that."

"I've got to," Derrick insisted, "They're close already, so he'll have to be quick."

"They won't fall for it.  Don't waste a man."

"We need the surprise, Tandon.  They've fallen for it every time before."

The captain could only sigh.

The town spread out along the river's edge and watched Farmer Paul ride out to the enemy line.  They held their bows behind their backs, bristling quivers resting on the ground by their feet, hopefully out of sight.  Tandon could smell the fear in the air, the tension of waiting.  Inside him, the battle already raged, a quiet fire.

He looked up at a gasp, which melted quickly into cries of anger or pain, the harsh sound of tears.  He looked up in time to see Farmer Paul fall sideways from his saddle, clutching at his stomach and writhing even as he fell.

The Southerners broke into a gallop.

"They know," said Tandon grimly.  "They know that we fight back, but they cannot know how well."  He ran his eyes over the grieving villagers, the women trembling and the men cursing in rage.  He hoped training could overwhelm emotion.  "Positions!"  He called, and breathed a small sigh of relief as men and women all along the line snapped to attention.  "Ready," he called, and they reached to their quivers, "Draw!" and nearly a hundred archers stood along the river, facing two hundred mounted men.  At fifty yards he called, "Volley…loose!"

They fell, snarling.  They kept up the charge, and the second volley mowed down even more.  At thirty yards he called for marks, and those Eskiem that didn't fall broke and fled.  Some commanders still stood their ground, shouting for the deserters to return to the fight, but the commanders fell a moment later.  The men and women of Gath were good with their bows.

Scarce had these last hit the earth before Derrick stepped back from the line and started shouting orders.  "Skirmishers mount up!  Ready for the chase!  Ready for clean-up!"

But Tandon stopped him with a hand on his shoulder.  "Derrick, don't."

The mayor whirled, his eyes flashing, but the captain only shook his head.  "They know, Derrick.  Let these go.  Have your skirmishers bring in the body of Paul, and we will have a funeral.  The army could be here tomorrow."

Derrick met his eyes for a moment, then nodded.  It was a somber night.

And at dawn, they began their work again.  Nothing could halt that for long.  The walls rose, and all through the day scouts rode patterns, looking for any sign of attack.  They found none.

For months, they found none.  And then the walls were complete.  Head-high to a man, with a crenellated top and stepping-stones beneath the notches, so archers could rise up to fire out, then duck to safety behind the stone.  Small turrets every twenty paces offered room enough for one archer each to look down on the field from a height of three paces.  The whole wall ran nearly three miles long, in a wide loop that ended at the river.

There were neither gates nor doors in the long stone wall.  At two places inside the wall stone ramps climbed up to its top, for those lithe enough to jump down on the other side, but most had to cross the river and double back to get west of town.

It was a time of great hardship for all the people of Gath, but as days and weeks melted by, they continued to support the mayor's efforts.  For years now—years that seemed like forever—the people of Gath had defined themselves only by their loyalty to the old kingdom.  Derrick himself had been the first to declare defiance, when he burned his field rather than provide Eskiem soldiers with wheat.  They had punished him, then, by burning his house and farm, but he had escaped with his children and sought refuge in the nearby town.  Gath-upon-Brennes.

And the Eskiem came to Gath, too, but Derrick was waiting.  He stirred up passion in the hearts of the people there, and reminded them of the glory of the old kingdom.  He begged them to remember the nation of their fathers, the identity of themselves as a people, and he made rebels of the town.  And news had spread among the conquered far more quickly than among the invaders, and refugees had come from miles around to dwell in rebel Gath.  So the town was built of noble men and women—folk who had already risked life and limb to serve their ancient loyalty, and when the king's soldiers asked work of them they were up to the task.  They devoted night and day to the town's defense.  In their brave eyes, the dangers and inconveniences of a military fortification paled against the opportunity to strike out against the invaders.

When the wall was done, Derrick met with the captain.  "Still no sign of the Eskiem."

"That is bad news, Mayor.  Not good.  The longer they wait, the more they respect the threat we pose.  When they come…" he trailed off, an old hopelessness suddenly returning to his voice, but Derrick answered proudly.

"When they come, we shall stop them.  You have taught us well, Tandon, and we are a fierce people.  When they come, the bridges will fall and the wall will stand, and their only hope will be to starve us out."

Tandon stepped up onto one of the stepping stones, then heaved himself up to kneel within one of the notches and survey the horizon.  After some time, he turned back to the mayor and there was a smile on his face.

"The bridges won't fall, Derrick.  We have yet to build the bridges, but they will stand in your defense as well."  His smile spread, finally reaching his eyes.  "I have great hopes for the bridges."

*   *   *

The hunters sprinted across the clearing, desperately searching the bracken on the far side for some bit of hair or splash of blood to indicate a hit, but there was none.  Instead they found their arrows, no more than an inch apart, buried in the earth several paces back among the trees.  Jason sighed.

"We missed."

"We saw him, at least.  That's something.  There've been rumors for years."

"He was amazing."  Jason crouched down and pulled his arrow out of the ground, idly brushing the dirt from the steel head.  "It would have been a sad thing to kill him, really.  He was regal."

Robert laughed, "Kings are for killing.  It's why we make them."  He only laughed harder at the dark look in Jason's eyes, then reached out and pulled him to his feet.  "Come on.  The beast was really moving—he left tracks two inches deep.  Maybe we can find him yet."

For half an hour they trudged through the dripping trees, following tracks where they found them, curling slowly in a great wide circle that would eventually have brought them back to the clearing they first saw him in.

Robert noticed this first.  As they passed a small gully, he caught Jason's arm.  "Look, we've passed this creek before.  We're circling around."

"You think we can catch him?"

"I think we can head him off.  If we split up."  He stopped, then looked critically at his king for a moment, "Are you willing to split up?  Or are you afraid of getting lost again."

"Stuff it.  I know where I am now.  Where do you want me to go?"

Robert pointed down the creek bed, "Back that way.  It cuts straight across toward the clearing.  I'll follow this trail around, but I'd bet you a thousand gold it'll take me back to the clearing, too, and the buck will be right where we left him."

Jason nodded. "Or close to it, at least."

"Right.  I'll try to drive him to you.  You remember the prints in the riverbed last time.  He'll jump down and then follow it east.  Just wait for him on the north bank, and you should have an easy shot."

They split up, then—the king slogging through the spongy mud of the gully, while his friend followed stony paths through bracken and brush, and both hoped their trails would meet again.

*   *   *

It was late spring in Jason's ninth year when they began the construction of the bridges, and he had never been more excited.  Within a week the temporary wooden bridges had been broken up and rebuilt into a kind of scaffolding—narrow wooden catwalks that spanned the river north and south of the lake, just inside the stone walls.  They sank thick timber pilings into the stony bed of the river, and the captain explained that even those were only temporary.  The bridges would be all stone, and must be strong against all contest.

Tandon kept young Jason constantly busy now, running back and forth along the wooden span across the rushing river, carrying instructions and fulfilling little tasks for the captain.  The soldiers stopped when he skipped lightly along the scaffolds, oblivious to the danger just below him.  The boy never noticed that there were no rails, that the path was scarcely half a pace wide.  He sprinted where strong soldiers moved in inches.

And the bridges grew.  Tandon and Jason's dad both watched the horizon nervously during those days, knowing themselves still unready for a full assault—knowing that half the people of the town would never make it across the wooden scaffolding into the shelter of the walls if the enemy came on quickly.  But there was no sign of them, and work progressed.

Derrick was surprised to learn just how much thought and preparation the captain had put into the construction of the bridges.  When it came time to build them, he revealed extensive drawings that he had developed with the help of half a dozen different craftsmen from the town, as well as input from all his men.  It was designed to be strong, structurally sound, but also as a military structure.  The drawings alone were impressive, but as Derrick looked them over, compared them with the rickety wooden scaffolding, he could already see the structure developing.

"Good lord," he breathed, "you mean to make a weapon of them."

"I mean to take advantage of everything your people have done to keep this town free.  We will need more stone than we have, though, and we dare not risk trips to the quarry."

Derrick nodded, understanding the deeper significance of the statement.  "You can have my home."  The captain opened his mouth to object, but Derrick insisted, "We have family with room enough in the town.  And Jason lives in your camp, anyway.  Take my home, and let me know how much more you need.  I'm sure others will provide."

The captain looked across the little Green, at the proud little manor of the mayor's family—the town's only boast of elegance.  "It will do," he said.  "Your home should be sufficient."

At the foot of each bridge they built a heavy gate, with little sealed guardhouses on either side.  The gate itself was heavy iron, made of vertical slats rather than poles to allow those on the inside greater range of fire than those on the bridge.  The design of the gate's two pieces was also the lock—when they fell together at the middle their own weight held them closed, and they could only be opened from the inside.  Jason was on the bridge when they were first closed and strong men tested them.  He laughed, "You're doing it wrong.  If you can't open it, go over it!"  And he leapt up the face of the iron gate, but his grip was awkward on the slats and he couldn't reach the top.

The captain smiled.  "Your smiths are careful men, Derrick.  The gates are well-made."  He looked around at all the men admiring the elegant simplicity of the gates, and barked, "Back to work!  The gates are useless without a bridge beyond!"  Without a grumble or complaint, the soldiers and villagers alike returned to their tasks, heaving heavy stones and placing them with care.

Six wide legs rose up out of the river, square stone pillars that would eventually support the whole span of the bridge.  When the pillars were finished, Tandon sent Jason to one of the carpenters furthest from town, on the other side of the river, and within an hour a little ox-cart came rattling up the road from the east, its little bed filled with long timbers that extended almost half their length behind the cart.  Formed of whole trunks, the heavy poles were sharpened to a point on both ends, and those who had seen the drawings whistled in appreciation when they realized what these stakes were for.

"Plant them," Tandon said, when he saw the cart approaching.  He started to turn away, but his eyes lit on young Jason, riding beside the carpenter on the cart's rough seat, "And send me the boy."

The stakes were driven deep into the riverbed around each of the bridge's stone supports, spread in a half-circle on the upstream side of each piling with their sharpened ends just below the river's surface.  "For barges," Tandon had explained.  "I don't know if the Eskiem would think of it, but when you've got to bring down a bridge, you stick a heavy barge in the river's current and let it take out a piling.  Those stakes are strong enough to stop most anything we might see this far inland.  They'll also make it harder for enemies to sneak in by boat—they'd instinctively try to stick close to the cover, and those stakes will tear them apart."

With the pilings and gatehouses up on both ends of the lake, the captain turned all his attention to the north bridge.  He meant to get at least one up as soon as possible, so that the villagers would have some way to reach safety if the Southerners did come.  Then they could finish the other bridge at their leisure.

The span of the bridge made as shallow an arch as was sturdy, to give attackers as little height advantage as possible when trapped outside the iron gate.  Even so, it rose many paces above the turbid river, allowing plenty of room for ship traffic beneath.  And for enemy boats to sneak past.  Tandon had thought of that, though.

Every three paces something like an archer's nook—a V-shaped window that allowed an archer on the inside a wide range of fire, and anyone on the outside only a very small target to fire into—pierced the structure of the bridge and gave view of the river below.  They were set one pace back from the upstream wall of the bridge, a pitfall every three paces along that one side.  "For the villagers," Tandon explained, "they will be simple to avoid.  For those who don't know about them—for a mounted charge or even footmen in a tight press—they will make a treacherous trap."  He nodded to the little span of bridge already rising up from the western shore, where several of the adapted archer's nooks already appeared.  "Those will break a horse's legs, and they're wide enough to catch a man's foot and trap him, if he steps too quickly."

In the drawings, long polearms were mounted on the bridge wall near each of these nooks, cruel barbed hooks on sturdy poles, that defenders could reach down through the nooks to catch at enemies passing beneath on boats.  Of course, archers could shoot down through them as well.  Derrick shivered at the thought of trying to pass beneath that bridge with a determined defense firing from above.

The walls of the bridge, like the walls of the town, were crenellated stone, allowing good cover for an archer to fire down on the river, or on the banks beyond.  The notches were not square, though, but angled east across the river, so they would serve no help to attackers caught on the bridge.  They offered no vantage on the town.

When the north bridge was done, Derrick threw a celebration.  Construction ended late in the day, and as the weary men placed the final stones or spread the last of the mortar, the mayor walked up and down among them spreading the word.  As they finished, then, the workers went back to their homes to rest and clean up, then brought their families back at sunset.

Torch cradles along both walls of the bridge supported two dozen long pole lanterns, so the arc of the bridge glowed softly in the night.  A bonfire burned at the heart of the Green, too, and all the families of the town were out to celebrate.  Word had been spread as far as the city's scouts dared roam, and families from distant farms looked on the town's defenses for the first time, and were amazed.  The bridge was a proud monument to the effort and ingenuity of the people as well, and all across the Green hope swelled in the hearts of men and women who had for too long lived in fear.

Tables were spread with food prepared throughout the day by many of the village women, and everyone ate their fill.  The hushed babble of hundreds of voices held the dark night at bay, as old friends met again, and new relationships were formed.  Children ran and laughed and played.  The mayor even opened a cask of wine that was spread thinly among the townsfolk, but enjoyed as a very rare treat.

Jason enjoyed the party.  It was the first waking time in months that he had not been busy helping with the construction or the other projects of the soldiers.  Now he sought out his old friends, found them talking excitedly behind one of the refreshments tables.  He swaggered as he approached them.

"Hey, you boys!"  He snapped, trying to sound like a soldier, "what are you skulking about for?  Get out in the light!"

Tommy whirled, a smile on his face, "Jason!  Where've you been?"

The boy puffed out his chest, "I been working with the soldiers.  I'm aide-de-camp.  That means I'm one of 'em!"

Luke said, "Wow!"

Jason nodded, "I helped build the bridge.  Wanna see it?"

"I already saw it," Tommy said proudly.  "I came across it at sunset with my ma."

"Oh, sure, you saw it," Jason said, "but you haven't explored it.  It's got all kinds of neat stuff.  Holes for shooting bad guys, and stuff.  Come on."

Excited, the three boys raced across the Green, then stopped in reverent silence at the foot of the heavy iron gates—half-closed, now, so that the villagers coming and going could admire its construction.  Jason pointed up at the outside of the gates, "Those are impossible to climb—"

"Not like old Thacker's Rock?"  Luke said defiantly, but Jason nodded.

"Harder.  I tried to climb 'em, and couldn't."

Tommy said, "Wow!"

"I know.  But they're just gates.  They close and lock, with those bars."  He pointed uninterestedly to the [thing Trish talked about], an amazing accomplishment for the people of the village, but little more than a lock to a nine-year-old.  "Let's go up on the bridge, though."

He took them up into the night, dragging them in and out among the admiring villagers who littered the bridge.  He showed them the row of archer's nooks along the bottom, and climbed down inside one, sticking his arm through the narrow window.  "See?  It really is a hole.  I can put almost up to my shoulder through!"  He climbed back out and pointed to the cruel hook on the wall, "And that's for catching bad guys.  You put it down the hole, and when they float by you grab 'em!"  He made a sharp jerking motion with his hands, then threw himself backward as though he had been caught.  He fell to the ground roughly, but only laughed.  His friends' eyes were wide.

"I know!"  He said, scrambling up.  "It's so cool.  Look at these!"  He stepped around the archer's nook and pulled himself up into the notch in the wall.  "See how this rock is sloped, so you can't see the city?  And this one over here slopes out, so you can see the other side of the lake?  That's so you can shoot bad guys, but they can't shoot your mom."

Tommy's eyes went wide.  "That's cool!"

Luke said, "What's the notch for?"

Jason looked at it for a moment, considering.  A long notch cut into the townward stone was designed to catch arrows fired from the far shore, so that the slope of the stone would not aim enemies' arrows directly into the bridge.  Jason didn't know that.  "It's for water, I think.  Like a drainpipe."

"No it's not!" Tommy yelled.  "You don't know.  It's not for water, because there's nowhere for water to come from.  It's not like a roof!"

"Yeah, but…" Jason jumped up, and stretched his arms out across the stone.  He couldn't reach the other edge.  "See!" he said, "It's big!  You wouldn't want too much water up here, just like a roof.  Or…or bird poop!"

Tommy laughed, and Luke said, "Gross!"

Tommy said, "You really don't know what it's for, though."

Jason scowled, "Do you?"

"No," he said, "but I might if you wouldn't hog it all.  Let me look!"  He climbed up into the little notch with Jason, forcing the other back, and just as he knelt to examine the strange groove more closely, he bumped young Jason just a bit too much.  Jason started to fall, reached out to grab Tommy's shirt to stop himself, but the simple fabric tore right across the shoulders and Jason fell from the bridge, down into the cold water several paces below.  He had only a moment to shout before the black water swallowed him.

That tiny shout, though, drew attention.  In a flash all of the adults milling on the bridge were lining its wall, looking desperately for some sign of motion below.  Several of the men nearest, who had some idea what had happened, didn't hesitate but hoisted themselves up into the notches in the wall and dove directly into the cold water.  Three of the noble townsfolk dove down, to save the child of their mayor.  Three of the king's scouts dove in as well, because they had come to love the boy.

The water beneath the bridge was deep, and a powerful and rapid current raced beneath the surface.  Little Jason knew well how to swim, but he fell in darkness from a great height, and hit the water hard.  He was conscious long enough to see the little red stars of the bridge's lanterns distant, almost invisible through the deep water.  He was conscious long enough to feel the boulder on the river bed bruise his little leg, and feebly he scrunched up and kicked off against it.  He was not conscious long enough to gulp a breath of air.

His rescuers were brave but gravely hindered by the dark and dangerous waters.  They were well aware of the sharpened stakes hidden just below the river's surface, well aware of the raging current and the chill in the water.  Not one among them thought on these things, but the dangers nagged at them in the darkness.  They splashed about blindly, dove under the water but saw nothing in the darkness.  Fear and sadness numbed them more than the icy river.

They searched carefully beneath the bridge, some of the braver men seeking out the dangerous spikes and searching with heavy heart among them, but there was no sign of the boy in the bridge's shadow.  After too many fleeting minutes they began moving downstream, beyond the bridge, knowing the current must have dragged him by now.  They spread out across the width of the river and dove, or swam downstream with long, powerful strokes, trying to outrun the river.  They began to shiver, their strength seeping out into the water and leaving them empty, weak.  They began to despair, and one by one they were driven out of the river, to stand forlorn on the rocky shore.

Then there was a cry in the night, a shout from one of the men, though the town anxiously gathered on the bank could not discern between joy and grief.  A moment later there was a loud splashing, and then a strong figure entered the ring of light thrown by the bonfire, twenty yards downstream from the bridge.  It was one of the king's soldiers, and he carried the boy before him, cradled in his arms.  He had found Jason floating on his back, motionless in the night.  Even now he was limp.  He didn't move…didn't breathe.

Jason's mom and dad both came forward to meet the soldier, young Morris, and as he handed them their child he couldn't meet their eyes.  He only touched a hand to his chest, ancient benediction, and then turned away sadly and stepped off into the shadows.

Jason's dad took the boy, and held him close against his chest while his mom cried.  Tears leaked from the mayor's eyes, as well, but he refused to show his pain.  Instead he turned away, forcing himself to ignore the desperate sobs of his wife, and crossed the small space to the bonfire.  The people of Gath parted before him, buried in a grave silence, then turned to watch as he knelt before the warm blaze.

Captain Tandon broke through the line of the crowd, apparently just arrived, but when he saw what Derrick was about, he stopped and watched with tears glittering in his eyes.

Jason's dad shrugged out of his thick wool shirt and spread it on the grass before him, then lowered his son into it.  He gathered the warm cloth around the boy, then, and began rubbing it with his hands, trying to dry and warm the child within.  He worked the boys little arms and legs, up and down, and then he moved to the midsection, and instead of rubbing the boy he struck him.  Sharp, hard, he hit him with the palm of his hand.  Once, twice, and the townsfolk began to mutter at the cruelty, but Captain Tandon raised a hand and all fell to silence.

The mayor bent down to kiss his son, and breathed into his mouth.  Then he sat back, and struck him again.  He bent again, and this time after one breath the boy's little body was shaken by a spasm, a wet cough, and his dad quickly scooped him up and turned him over, holding him face down, and pressed against his back.  There came another cough then, a splash of water on the ground, and then old Derrick rose, cradling his son against his chest, and turned back to the townsfolk.

"He yet lives."  His voice was low, without much hope, but the words brought encouragement to the people of Gath.  "Jason lives.  Tandon?"

In a flash the captain was standing at the mayor's side, almost supporting him as he pulled him off into the night.  His mom followed a step behind, still choking on tears.

And the people of the town were only left to watch them go.  After some time, some silence, Tommy's dad began to chant a solemn, ancient prayer, and the other men and women of the town joined in, until the night shook with the rhythm of their voices.

When the prayer was done, they split up.  Those families that lived nearby left the town, crossing the mighty bridge with a terrible respect, and returned to their homes.  Some of the families from farther afield, nearer to towns controlled by the Eskiem, begged refuge in the town, and all were welcome.  The people of Gath were all refugees, and they welcomed more with open arms.

And everyone who had been in Gath that night shuddered as they sank into their beds, whispered quiet prayers into the darkness, for a boy on death's door.

*   *   *

Jason climbed up out of the riverbed, his foot slipping some in the mud along the bank, but he made his way up onto the grassy slope, and finally up to surer footing.  He stopped for a moment to catch his breath, leaning against a tree.  He knelt, arrow at the ready, and waited.  Ten minutes passed, twenty, and nothing happened.  After half an hour he sighed in frustration and stood up.  Just then a great rustling shook the leaves and branches across the creek from him.  He raised the bow and drew it in one movement, pulling fletchings to his ear as he watched the spot where the trail broke through the trees.

For a second, nothing happened.  Then a rustle.

Then movement, a flash of color, and he sighed as he lowered the bow.

Robert looked at him across the gully, "Anything?"

"Nothing!"  Jason shouted, more frustrated than angry.  "Nothing but you."

"Should I go back?"  He waved over his shoulder, but didn't look enthusiastic about the idea.

"No."  Jason took a step forward.  "No, if you didn't see him on the way 'round, then we've lost him.  Just get over here."

His friend looked down into the gully, then back at him with his face scrunched in disgust.  "Through the mud?"

"Just get over here!"  The young king watched as Robert climbed awkwardly down into the riverbed, then turned to search out another path.

He had taken three steps, maybe four, when a sudden explosion of sound and motion nearly stopped his heart, as a great fat pheasant burst from the leaves under his feet.  He cried out, jumped back, and released his readied arrow all at once.  The arrow buried itself in the trunk of an old tree not arm's length away, the shaft splintering at the impact.

Behind him, Robert's laughter suddenly tore the quiet morning, louder than the thunder of the pheasant's wings.  He had head and shoulders above the river's bank, and as he laughed he lost his grip and slipped back down into the riverbed, without a pause in his merriment.  Jason, his heart still pounding with fright, tried to fight down his shame as he stepped back to the gully's bank and looked down at his friend.

"Will you be all right?"

It took Robert a moment to catch his breath to answer.  "Oh, I'm sure I'll be fine.  That…that was just such a fine shot!"

"Shut up."

"Truly.  It was perfect.  It will be quite a lot of work to skin the thing, though."

"Shut up.  Get up here."

Robert pushed himself up and took the muddy slope at a run, finally gaining the higher ground and rising to stand by Jason, his pants now covered in mud.  He slapped at them for a moment, then shrugged and gave up.

"You know," he said, a little too seriously, "the plan was to shoot deer."

For a long moment Jason just stared at him, astonished, then he abruptly turned his back and marched off along the path.  "Come on, Robert."

"I mean, trees are excellent sport, Jason, but there's just no meat on them…"

"Shut up!"

Chuckling, the two picked their way through the woods.
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