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						The Black Shield by John Maddox Roberts
					
				

			

			
				
					
						ONE
					
				

			

			
				
					
						The king came riding from the hills astride the fiery cabo that the awed breeders had
					
				

				
					
						named Earthshaker. The animal's four small, curved horns had been tipped with balls
					
				

				
					
						of gold, not for vanity but because Earthshaker had gored some of the handlers.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						Propped before him on his saddle the king held a beautiful, glittering spear. It was
					
				

				
					
						not the long, horseman's spear such as the Amsi favored, but the man-tall warrior
					
				

				
					
						spear of the king's native islands. A full third of its length was graceful, tapering head
					
				

				
					
						with inset steel edges in a body of bronze. Another third was a spirally fluted
					
				

				
					
						butt-spike. A haft of flamewood connected head and spike. It was a famous
					
				

				
					
						weapon, known from the snows of the far north to the jungle kingdoms of the south.
					
				

				
					
						It had become the symbol of his lordship, for it was little
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						suited to mounted warfare and the warriors of his elite guard seldom let him risk himself in close combat
					
				

				
					
						any more.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						Hael had spent the past night by a pool in the low foothills to the north of the town, meditating as was his
					
				

				
					
						frequent custom. His people assumed that he was communing with the spirits or performing magical rites
					
				

				
					
						at such times, but more often he simply wanted to get away from people, to be alone for a while.
					
				

				
					
						Sometimes he felt that this business of being king was a mask he assumed, that, inside, he was still a
					
				

				
					
						herdsman-warrior whose greatest pleasure was in standing solitary guard over the tribe's livestock.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						His guard cheered and mounted when he rode into sight. Most of them were Matwa or Amsi, but there
					
				

				
					
						were representatives of a dozen other peoples. The guard was becoming unwieldy, but every time a new
					
				

				
					
						people joined his alliance, he had to take a few young men into his personal bodyguard, lest the
					
				

				
					
						newcomers should feel slighted.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						The guard fell in behind him and he set off for the town at a trot. An hour's ride brought them to a low
					
				

				
					
						rise overlooking the town, now swollen to twice its usual size by the semiannual fair. Twice each year, the
					
				

				
					
						fairs of the western and southern merchant trains turned the once-tiny Byalla village of Hard Wind into a
					
				

				
					
						minor metropolis where a dozen languages could be heard on any street.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						The king had encouraged the merchants to maintain permanent factors in this town and others within his
					
				

				
					
						domain, guaranteeing the safety of their caravans. His matchless mounted
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						warriors kept the grasslands free of outlaws as well as foreign enemies. The king had a large residence in
					
				

			

			 

		

		
			
				
					
						the town, with barracks for his guard. He spent a month or two of each year there. There were other
					
				

				
					
						such residences in his most important villages and towns. They had been Deena's idea/ for the queen
					
				

				
					
						detested living in tents.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						At thought of her he felt a tug of loneliness. She loved the great fairs, but she was not with him this year.
					
				

				
					
						She was in her mother's house in the hills, soon to give birth to their third child, if the babe was not born
					
				

				
					
						already. He hoped that this would be a girl, for they already had two sons, Ansa and Kairn. Since he was
					
				

				
					
						wed to a Matwa, he had diplomatically given the boys Amsi names over much in-law protest. At ages
					
				

				
					
						eight and six, respectively, it was not clear which of the two would succeed him. Perhaps neither would.
					
				

				
					
						He was all too aware that these things were governed by many factors, including chance.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						King Hael's own power was as much spiritual as political or military. His diplomatic skills had welded
					
				

				
					
						together peoples with centuries of enmity between them, and his feats of invention and organization made
					
				

				
					
						them the masters of the hills and plains. Even so, it had been the support of the spirit-speakers that gave
					
				

				
					
						him the prestige to accomplish these things. The Amsi hailed him as the Prophesied One, and the Matwa
					
				

				
					
						believed him to be an inspired madman, like many of their legendary heroes. It was known to everyone
					
				

				
					
						that King Hael enjoyed a unique and intimate relationship with the spirits of the land. He could mount a
					
				

				
					
						wild cabo and
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						it would behave like the best-trained domestic beast.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						Just outside the town, near the encampments of the caravans, a wing of his cavalry
					
				

				
					
						practiced their complex evolutions. They rode at a gallop, loosing arrows as they
					
				

				
					
						went, riddling man-sized targets at a range Hael would not have credited just a few
					
				

				
					
						years earlier. Their bows were short, composed of layers of wood, sinew and split
					
				

				
					
						horn, bound together with a powerful glue. Hael had not invented these bows, but
					
				

				
					
						had asked his bowyers to improve on a crude design from a mountainous area where
					
				

				
					
						there was no proper wood for the traditional long, stiff wooden bow of the hill
					
				

				
					
						people. Now everyone thought of them as King Hael's bows. Hael himself was an
					
				

				
					
						indifferent archer compared to these young men, who had been boys when the new
					
				

				
					
						bows and the new king revolutionized the lives of the plains people.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						The king cocked an eyebrow to see whether the others were getting the full benefit of
					
				

				
					
						this display. The trade delegation from the west watched the exercises of the
					
				

				
					
						mounted men with interest. Among them, Hael was sure, were a number of military
					
				

				
					
						spies. This suited him well. He wanted the western kings to know how powerful the
					
				

				
					
						plains people had grown under his guiding hand. These spies would be able to
					
				

				
					
						render expert testimony.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						Beyond the training ground, the fair was in full uproar. The colorful tents of the
					
				

				
					
						traders were full of sophisticated goods and metals to exchange for the products of
					
				

				
					
						the land. Matwa, Amsi, Byalla and others brought loads of pelts, feathers, rare earths
					
				

				
					
						and medicinal herbs. Each
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						year, Hael sent out small expeditions to comb the hills and mountains for mew sources of trade goods.
					
				

				
					
						Most especially, he wished to find a source of metal, to reduce his people's dependency on the
					
				

			

			 

		

		
			
				
					
						outlanders. Thus far, he had failed in this.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						The king and his escort rode within the village walls to the loud cheers of inhabitants and visitors. The
					
				

				
					
						once-squalid town of despised and exploited farmers was now a colorful and prosperous community.
					
				

				
					
						Many of the Byalla had taken readily to the role of innkeeper, shopkeeper or company middleman. They
					
				

				
					
						were no longer treated as slaves by the Amsi and their loyalty to Hael knew no bounds.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						The royal residence was a handsome structure of rammed earth and thatch, with skylights and windows
					
				

				
					
						of colorful glass, imported at great cost. This last was an extravagance Hael deemed justified for the
					
				

				
					
						impression it made on visiting chiefs. A southern or western king would have considered the building
					
				

				
					
						modest even for a royal hunting lodge, but Hael governed an outdoor people who were far more
					
				

				
					
						impressed by the number and ferocity of the men who followed him, and by his vast herds.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						He dismounted and strode up to the broad verandah that encircled the residence. Envoys and
					
				

				
					
						messengers bowed him inside and he greeted each one courteously. A man wearing the livery of a Nevan
					
				

				
					
						messenger came forward, presenting a scroll-box.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						"Letters from His Majesty and your other friends in Neva, King Hael," the man said. "Royal gifts will
					
				

				
					
						arrive later, by caravan."
					
				

			

			
				
					
						"My thanks to your royal master," Hael said.
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						"I think he will be pleased with the gifts I have selected for him. Merchant Shong will bear them this year,
					
				

				
					
						as usual."
					
				

			

			
				
					
						The messenger bowed his way out and the king handed the box to a Byalla steward, to be perused later,
					
				

				
					
						at leisure. He braced himself for a long day of giving audience, deciding which merchants should have
					
				

				
					
						which trading privileges, which breeding stock should be sent as gifts to the neighboring kings. The
					
				

				
					
						southern kings, as usual, pestered him to send some of his warriors to serve in their armies as irregulars.
					
				

				
					
						They offered handsome pay, but Hael put them off. He did not wish his young men to get in the habit of
					
				

				
					
						serving other kings.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						Among the visitors were priests and wandering wise men of various religions. Some of these were spies
					
				

				
					
						as well, but most merely wanted a close look at this remarkable king who was also said to be a sort of
					
				

				
					
						priest or shaman. As with the merchants, Hael guaranteed the safety of all such travelers within his
					
				

				
					
						territory, although he usually found their preachings to be a mere nuisance. Long before, however, he had
					
				

				
					
						learned that these men often had traveled widely and liked nothing better than to talk about it. They could
					
				

				
					
						be veritable mines of information about foreign lands. Unlike merchants, the holy men rarely expected to
					
				

				
					
						be paid for any morsels of information they delivered. In consequence, Hael treated them with unfailing
					
				

				
					
						courtesy.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						This group paid him elaborate formalities, using the ritualistic forms to hide their astonishment. Hael was
					
				

				
					
						used to that look. Priest or chief, merchant or warrior, none of them could quite believe that King Hael,
					
				

				
					
						who had come out
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						of nowhere to create a vast kingdom from primitive tribes, who had established sophisticated diplomatic
					
				

				
					
						and trade relations with half the world, who had built a mobile army such as the world had never seen,
					
				

				
					
						was a young man still in his twenties.
					
				

			

			 

		

		
			
				
					
						Hael saw a dusty Matwa subchief enter the doorway and beckoned him to approach. "Any word from
					
				

				
					
						Broadleaf ?" This was the queen's home village.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						"Not when I left two days ago," the man reported. "The old woman guards the house like a longneck."
					
				

			

			
				
					
						"My mother-in-law is intractable at these times," Hael said. His mind was set at rest. Had there been any
					
				

				
					
						difficulty, his wife's mother would have sent a hundred men to drag him back by force.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						When the day's formalities were over, Hael called for the box of messages. Most were official or
					
				

				
					
						semi-official communications. A few were personal. Hael took one of the latter, a scroll closed with a
					
				

				
					
						seal he knew well. It was from the royal scribe Choula. Choula had penned several of the other scrolls in
					
				

				
					
						his official capacity, but this one was a personal letter to a friend. Choula had taught Hael to read.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						Hael sat back and broke the seal. The letter was long and chatty, full of court and city gossip. He
					
				

				
					
						included descriptions of recent expeditions of exploration, complete with sketchy maps. Choula was also
					
				

				
					
						a topographer, and had drilled into Hael the importance of accurate maps. It gave Hael a warm feeling,
					
				

				
					
						to communicate thus with a friend he had not seen in the fle'sh for a number of years. Near the end of the
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						letter was a bit of information that trans-fbrmed the warmth to heart-freezing cold.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						. . . and our beloved king, Pashir, sends you assurances of his eternal friendship, although he considers it
					
				

				
					
						rather rude of you to go and make yourself a king when you were supposed to be working for him. In
					
				

				
					
						token of his esteem, he has recently named your old friend, the sea-captain Malk, as one of the masters
					
				

				
					
						of the newly reorganized Sea Merchants' Guild. Malk has become quite prosperous, owning six vessels.
					
				

				
					
						He has asked me to pass along this odd bit of information: It seems that travel to the islands you once
					
				

				
					
						called home has become hazardous. A new king has arisen there, whose name I do not recall, and he has
					
				

				
					
						unified many of the islands into a sort of island kingdom. His warriors sail and paddle their vessels from
					
				

				
					
						one island to another, conquering as they go and pressing the defeated warriors into the conqueror's
					
				

				
					
						service. It is said that they have had a few successful raids on the more remote areas of the mainland. He
					
				

				
					
						says that it is a peculiarity of these warriors that they all bear black shields....
					
				

			

			
				
					
						Hael brooded long on this letter, and a great sense of dread overtook him. He had thought himself free of
					
				

				
					
						his former life. Here he had made a life for himself that was unique, unlike any other man's. He had
					
				

				
					
						thought that he had made his people safe from the dangers he had known would one day threaten them.
					
				

				
					
						But now a greater danger loomed. Gasam was alive.
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						He had thought that Gasam was too mad to live, but, then, did many not believe Hael himself was mad?
					
				

				
					
						Gasam, his foster-brother, who hated Hael with a twisted, inexplicable hate. Gasam was not only alive
					
				

				
					
						but he, too, had become a king and a conqueror.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						Hael turned and looked through the window toward the mountains to the west. He knew, as surely as he
					
				

				
					
						knew the face of the black-scarred moon, that Gasam was a tyrant as evil as any from legend. In his
					
				

				
					
						ears, unheard by anyone else, the voices of the spirits spoke to him. He knew now that someday, on the
					
				

				
					
						great coastal plain beyond those mountains, he would once again meet with his foster-brother Gasam,
					
				

				
					
						and that the meeting would be terrible.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						TWO
					
				

			

			 

		

		
			
				
					
						The smoke of the burning dead was sweet in his nostrils. King Gasam stood on the steps of the temple
					
				

				
					
						and gazed into the 
						plaza 
						below. Upon one side, the new slaves continued to throw the corpses of the
					
				

				
					
						enemy slain onto a pyre of blazing timber. On the other, his warriors gathered the loot of the town, both
					
				

				
					
						animate and inanimate. Above the crackling of the flames he could heard the wailing of the women and
					
				

				
					
						the shrill sobbing of the children. He found these pleasing as well.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						King Gasam was a tall, handsome man in his middle thirties. His long, bronze-colored hair flowed free
					
				

				
					
						down his back in the fashion of a Shasinn senior warrior. He eschewed the paint, feathers and furs
					
				

				
					
						favored by most Shasinn. His waist was girded with a belt which supported a shortsword and a loincloth
					
				

				
					
						of plain red
					
				

			

			
				
					
						leather. Among the color-loving Shasinn warriors, this set him apart as clearly as any royal finery.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						"My lord."
					
				

			

			
				
					
						He turned to see his woman emerge from the temple. Queen Larissa was acknowledged as the most
					
				

				
					
						beautiful woman among the Shasinn, whom all considered to be the comeliest people in the world. She
					
				

				
					
						was aware of the fact and wanted all to know it. She wore a great deal of fine jewelry and little else. It
					
				

				
					
						pleased the king that his woman could flaunt herself thus and no man dared respond. Today she had
					
				

				
					
						added something new. Her nipples were covered by delicately worked caps of gold, connected by a thin
					
				

				
					
						golden chain. She pressed herself to her husband and he gave the chain a tug, causing her to wince.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						"What holds them on?" he said, grinning.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						"That is my secret. Rest assured it is painful."
					
				

			

			
				
					
						"Good," he said. His tastes and hers were not those of ordinary people. "Shall we inspect my new
					
				

				
					
						conquest?"
					
				

			

			
				
					
						At the bottom of the steps his shield-bearer handed him his spear. The beautiful, slender weapon was
					
				

				
					
						made entirely of steel except for a short, wooden grip. He had had the steel edges stripped from the
					
				

				
					
						weapons of slain chiefs and smithed into this extravagant spear to symbolize his kingship and his
					
				

				
					
						difference from other men. The bearer fell in behind them, carrying the king's long, black shield. The
					
				

				
					
						warriors cheered in an ecstasy of hero-worship as their king and queen walked among them. The true
					
				

				
					
						Shasinn retained their proud bearing, but war-
					
				

			

			
				
					
						riors of lesser peoples fell to their knees, some chanting hymns in a dozen languages.
					
				

				
					
						Bronze weapons glittered in the bright sunlight.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						First the king and queen examined the heaps of precious metals, jewels and cloth, beautifully crafted
					
				

				
					
						vessels and plate. There were bulk goods: ingots of metal, stacks of glass in wooden crates packed in
					
				

				
					
						sawdust, bales of fiber to be woven and dyed.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						"The mainlanders are rich," Larissa said. "There is too much here to send back to the Islands until you
					
				

				
					
						capture some larger ships."
					
				

			

			
				
					
						"Nothing goes back to the Islands," the king said.
					
				

			

			
				
					
						She looked at him sharply. "What do you mean?"
					
				

			

			
				
					
						"It is time I had a mainland base. This town has a decent harbor and its look pleases
					
				

				
					
						me. How would you like to have a palace here, my queen? No more arduous
					
				

				
					
						voyages back to the Islands at the end of each raiding season, no more picking
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