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Royal fist met commoner jaw with an impact that jolted Kordas’s right arm all the way up to the shoulder. He was vaguely aware that his hand was going to hurt like bloodygthat would be later. Right now, he had a good excuse to let his rage take over, and a good target to vent it on. He had the surge of adrenaline powering him, now. A little thing like pain was not going to stop him.

Not now.

Not when pure rage misted his vision.

Not when all emotion from the pure shit he had gone through the last year was piled up behind him like a tempest, and here was a righteous target to unleash it upon.

His target staggered back. Kordas turned his footing and followed the right cross with a left to the man’s unprotected gut, driving all the breath out of him in an explosive, guttural grunt. The man bent over, gasping, and Kordas followed with a knuckle-splitting right-handed uppercut that knocked his opponent right off his feet. The force of the blow sent the man flying backward. Pocketknife, kerchief, one shoe, and a spray of blood parted company with him before he even landed. Kordas would not have minded if the offender had cracked his skull on one of the tree trunks behind him, but luck was with the wretch, and he landed instead on his back, not his head. Crumpling onto the “soft” uneven ground padded by decades of fallen leaves was akin to falling on a pile of bricks covered by a few pillows.

Uppercuts always work. They’re so satisfying, too.

Kordas knew better than to fight bare-knuckled, but when he saw the man’s expression, drawing his sword just didn’t come to mind. He could instantly read the guilt on the offender’s very punchable face, and didn’t even break stride throwing the first punch. I love this rage. I want to stay inside this fury as long as I can, and just keep punching. I can kick him, I can throw him, I can snap his joints. I can punch down. And why not? I’m in power. What’s anyone going to do about it? Tell me “no”? The Empire taught me early on, obedience comes from threat of harm. Anyone’ll think twice about crossing me once they see me pound some criminals to paste. I have the authority. I can beat down whoever I want to.

Kordas sucked in air between his clenched teeth.

I want that so much.

Kordas stood over the offender, instinctively stepping into a well-trained boxing stance. Kordas’s vision was still fogged with rage. His hands clenched at the ready, dripping blood and starting to throb. Kordas pulled in his forearms to cover his vitals, and flexed his shoulders, just daring the fool to stand up.

They have no idea of the kinds of rage I keep hidden from them.

The fool was in no shape to stand up. He rolled partly over on his side, doubling into a semi-fetal position, wheezing. There was no other sound but that, and the tense breathing of the crowd that the fight had drawn.

They don’t know how lucky they are, with me. They haven’t seen what I’ve seen.

The downed man’s face was covered in quickly purpling bruises, smears of blood, and a lacerated cheekbone. His body probably looked the same. The way he winced with each intake of breath suggested that there might be a broken rib or two, and he certainly was going to be painfully aware of his sins every time he inhaled or exhaled for at least a week.

Every single bruise and broken bone is deserved.

If his people had been harboring the notion that there was anything “soft” about Baron Valdemar—well, they’d just been disabused of that notion. Word would get around quickly. He hadn’t exactly been looking for an excuse to burn off some of the pent-up emotions from his experiences at Court and the destruction of the Capital, but here it was.

He wanted the blackguard to get up and come at him—while at the same time, he didn’t. The intensity of his fury just moments ago subsided slightly. His rage slammed into the full force of his conscience, and rage broke against it.

But I damned well won’t be a tyrant. I want to be better than that. I want us all to be better than that.

His momentary loss of control made him just a little ashamed of himself.

But just a little.

When the fool on the ground did nothing but wheeze and moan, Kordas stepped back and motioned to the two men of his Guard—that’s what they were calling the loose policing/military group he’d put together, “Valdemar’s Guard”—to come and pick the man up.

“Should we take him to a Healer, Baron?” asked the one who had once been one of his gamekeepers, a tall and weather-beaten man who frankly looked as if he’d be more than willing to add his own beating to the one Kordas had doled out if Kordas asked him to.

“Just long enough to make sure he’s not dying today,” Kordas said, his words coming out sounding harsh and angry. Well, he was still angry, and he roared the words so all present could hear him. “Splints and bandages are all he gets. No herbs. No Healing. And if he wants something to dull the pain, he’ll have to forage it himself. No help allowed.”

While the two of them secured the creep—and it did not escape Kordas that the gamekeeper ran his hands expertly over the fellow’s ribs, before forcing his hands behind him and trussing his wrists together—Kordas turned away from the miscreant and his keepers, to address the little crowd that had gathered while he had been occupied with meting out rough justice.

And got angry all over again, because the first thing his eyes lit on was the broken Doll that the fool had been abusing and torturing for his own amusement. The torture hadn’t gone on long before Kordas and his men had come racing up to the little secluded spot among the thickets of barberry bushes the bastard had chosen to conceal what he was doing. But it had been enough time that the Doll’s arms and legs were broken in four places, and there was no telling what other damage had been done that was covered up by the padding and cloth. The sledgehammer the fool had been using lay beside the Doll where he’d dropped it after Kordas tackled him.

The Dolls looked like oversized children’s playthings. But they had been the backbone of the Imperial Palace servant-structure, and had replaced most humans in those functions years ago. Kordas wasn’t sure how long ago that had been; long after his days as a hostage, at any rate, because they hadn’t been visibly performing those functions when he’d been held in the Palace.

Maybe Dolls were only for the elite, then. The hostages were not exactly elite. Oh, of course—an important part of having prisoners is enjoying their suffering, so there’d be humans for that suffering, not Dolls that don’t display suffering. Cruelty was the Imperial Way, and I was raised Imperial. It’s in me. I resent that it is, but I resent keeping it pushed down all the time, too. I can’t let it out long. I can’t let the Empire rule me.

I won’t. I won’t be like them. I can do this and not be like them.

As he lost the blinding clarity of rage, he felt his stomach churning, heard the murmurs of the crowd he had gathered, and took a moment to glance up into the tree branches overhead. His knuckles ached dully, but all the physical labor he’d done the past few moons had certainly had an effect—he wasn’t in the least winded, nor did he feel as if he’d just pounded someone to within an inch of his life. He just felt bruised in soul and fists.

He lost his focus on everything for a moment. It may have been the sizzling pain from his hands that incited it, or the shivers—part of the comedown from adrenaline—but Kordas’s mind was racing. His heart beat rapidly. His skin felt as if it was wet, and stretched thin. Pain was still just information thanks to adrenaline, but that wasn’t going to last. His mind switched from subject to subject, desperate for something self-saving.

Steady now. I don’t want to tremble. Everyone gets the shakes, but I don’t want to look weak and undignified. Carefully, now. Don’t show anything wrong. Keep that appearance going for their confidence. He caught himself from tripping, twice, as he walked over to the helpless Doll, lying in a heap against a tree trunk. It wasn’t one he recognized, but it was wearing someone’s old shirt and trews, so old, patched, and threadbare that he was fairly certain they’d been taken from the common rag pile that had been established along with the other common supplies. All of the Dolls had discarded the Imperial tabards they wore as soon as they’d escaped to freedom, and the ones who had attached themselves to a particular individual or family generally wore clothing donated by that family. The rest wore whatever they could find. It hardly mattered if they wore nothing, really, but they seemed to sense that people found an unclothed ambulatory cloth creature much more unsettling than a clothed one, so the ones who weren’t given clothing generally found it for themselves somewhere.

He squatted down on his heels next to the poor thing. “Are you going to be all right?”

He wondered if the Doll had a name. Or if they had even decided to call themselves something. Some of the Dolls had taken the initiative to name themselves, and had put some sort of identifier on their person. They were, as best anyone knew, multiple genders—an easy enough concept that only the most superstitious of Valdemarans took issue with, out of fear—and were natively androgynous in voice and form. He couldn’t see anything on this one, but that didn’t mean the creep who had tortured it hadn’t torn off such a thing. This Doll also didn’t have anything in the way of features other than the stitched-in eyes and mouth all of them were given at their creation. With permission, some of the children and younger folks had been clothing and decorating Dolls as a sort of hobby when their work was done, but at the moment the majority were still in the state this one was. So far, only dense Imperial ink would stick to their sailcloth “skin.” Paint either didn’t stick at all, or peeled off when dry. The ones with painted faces had faces painted onto canvas, which was then stitched onto their heads.

“Thanks to your intervention, Baron, this one survives to be repaired,” they replied, politely, as if they weren’t in agonizing pain. They were, and he knew they were, because he’d asked Rose about injuries to the Dolls, and she had told him that yes, they did feel pain when they were injured, and that the mages who had stuffed the Air-spirits called vrondi into these very material Dolls had said they were supposed to feel pain to keep them from mangling themselves as they went about their duties.

Kordas doubted that. He thought that the mages had been ordered to make them capable of pain so that the plethora of sadists that inhabited the Imperial Court could get pleasure from torturing something that couldn’t fight back. So far as the courtiers were concerned, there was an endless supply of Dolls and no one cared about what you did to them or how you treated them. There would be more by day’s end. When it came to anything in the Imperial Court, the cruelty was the point.

The Doll clearly saw his concern. “Lord Baron, these injuries are less than the torment of enslavement. You put an end to the Capital and Court, and freed us from that suffering. It is well worth this sort of inconvenience to be here with you.”

And that just made Kordas feel worse.

This sort of inconvenience? Life-threatening assault, incomprehensible agony, and still they try to be positive. May I show that kind of bravery on my darkest days.

A fact of a noble’s life is the inevitability of harming others. All a noble could hope to do, were they so inclined, was reduce the amount of damage. At every turn since going to the Capital, Kordas had failed far too often at reducing damage. Thinking of his people, he turned thief, and escalated his grand larceny at every turn. Spying, conspiring. Distraction ploys turned lethal. A well-intended diversion tumbled downward in untold deaths, and the destruction of a place that represented centuries of history.

There was something malevolent about that place, he’d thought many a time. Environments change people. That deceit, madness, and cruelty seeped into me, too. Now, the Emperor and Court were ash, the Capital a debris-strewn lava plain—and that wasn’t guilt-free. The habitat, the wildlife, people’s pets, visitors. Probably a twenty-mile radius of the city was incinerated or boiled away. I only meant to trick and save. I wound up a destroyer for it. I can’t deny that. I can’t get away from those facts.

But I won’t let that be the sum of me.

He hadn’t meant to draw the attention of a massive Earth Elemental to knock the Palace to the ground and swallow what was left. He hadn’t meant to murder the Emperor—well, briefly he hadn’t. He’d only meant for a diversion, so he could escape with his people so far from the Empire that the Imperials would never be able to find them.

But on the whole, he couldn’t find it in himself to regret that it had all happened that way. The place had been a cesspit, fed by everything that was bad in humankind, embroiled in endless war, and led by a madman. There was no way to “reform” that place that he could conceive of, and no real way to reform the Empire. It had been that way for a very long time. Long enough that it had been his grandfather and father who started the plan to escape the Empire in the first place.

And I did give people enough warning to get out, even if all they escaped with was the clothing on their backs and their lives. Most of them didn’t end up at the Lake, but some did by accident. Now they’re far away by a lake and a forest, not cozy in their ancestral homes. And the same goes for my own people. No stability but what we can manage for them. Strange sounds, smells, unknown animals, even the weather is different. It’s a new kind of suffering, but they are alive.

Kordas got to his feet and faced the crowd, which had grown. “Since I don’t seem to have made myself clear before, the Dolls are to be treated as fellow human beings. Not your private servants. Not your personal set of pells when you are angry. Abusing them will get you the same sentence that abusing another person will get you. Exile!” He punctuated the word by pointing to the east with his red right hand. There were some gasps and murmurs, but as he scanned the faces around him, it didn’t look as if anyone disapproved. It was more as if they had been wondering what the bastard’s punishment was going to be, and “exile” surprised them a little.

Did they expect worse? I suppose I could get creative and make him take the place of the Doll he broke, but I don’t think he’d learn better behavior from the punishment, and someone who’ll do this to any other living thing is too dangerous to have around here. There are a lot of things we’re going to have to accommodate, because some of us aren’t fit twenty-year-olds with no health problems, but someone with a sick and twisted mind is not one of those things I am willing to have among us. Maybe later we’ll have the leisure to take someone like that aside and make him human again. Not now.

He turned back to his guards. “Load his personal items into his boat, and give him a fortnight’s worth of provisions. Make sure there is nothing on that boat that is from the common stores, only what he brought for himself when he joined us. Confiscate food and consumables like candles that are more than he needs for a fortnight. Make sure to look over his boat for anything reported missing, while you’re checking the provisions. Put him on the boat with his hands tied, and leave one knife where he can reach it—eventually. Then push the boat through the Gate.”

There was more murmuring. This time it sounded like people were coming around to his idea.

“Which Gate key do we use?” one of his men asked. It was a good question. The Dolls from the Palace had brought with them all the stamps for the Imperial Gate keys and a bewildering number of pre-made keys. Kordas could send him anywhere he chose.

And for one brief moment he was tempted to send the man to the Gate nearest the Southern warfront.

But he didn’t know which Gate key that was, and he didn’t want to bother to take the time to find out.

“None,” he said.

“But where will I end up?” the bastard wailed thickly. It sounded like Kordas might have broken his jaw.

Kordas’s anger flared up again, and he felt some crafty cruelty come out with it. “You’ll end up somewhere random. If you’re lucky, it’ll be where there isn’t any fighting or looting. If you’re not, well, you’d better cut yourself loose pretty quickly. If you’re unlucky, you’ll end up in what’s left of the Capital, and you’ll fry in your boat. If you’re very unlucky, you’ll end up in what remains of a very fractured Imperial Army, who will certainly welcome you. They’ll even give you a uniform and a shiny little hat. And a job. I think they refer to people like you as ‘arrow-magnets’ and ‘Poomer-fodder.’” Kordas spat. “Wherever you end up, you’ll be out of our lives forever, and that’s all I care about.”

The sign that the blackguard had lost the sympathy of the crowd came when there was a chuckle at the term “arrow-magnet.” Satisfied, he turned back to the broken Doll and saw that they had been joined by three more whole ones—ones wearing vaguely blue tabards with a white “V” and a horse’s head on them, designating them as those who had assigned themselves to Kordas and his family. One was Rose, who had alerted him to what had been happening in the first place; the other two were one that had chosen the name of “Trout” and one called “Cobweb.”

“Thank you for coming,” he told them. “Can you three get this poor thing to the Mender?”

“Oh definitely, Baron,” Rose said, nothing at all in her voice betraying if she felt any emotion at seeing her fellow Doll in such dire straits.

Then again, the Dolls rarely displayed much of anything, and that was aside from the fact that their “faces” were, at best, painted or embroidered images on the canvas of their heads. They didn’t venture opinions on their own, and their voices were always even and pleasant. The perfect servants. Even the one that had been so terribly mistreated sounded as if they were prepared to have a lengthy conversation on the methods of brewing tea if he’d asked them to, regardless of how much pain they were in.

How can this moment become a memorable one? His tutors’ lessons replayed in his head. As a noble, every time you are seen is a performance of your role. Don’t miss chances for weighty statements, when they present themselves. Fate can call upon you for a witty, memorable, or daring show at any time. Puissant nobles have honed the skill of recognizing such moments.

“Thank you,” he said, very aware that after his little speech people were paying very close attention to how he himself treated the Dolls. “Please tell the Mender I will be there shortly.” He took a deep breath, stood, retrieved the offender’s kerchief, and ripped it into bandaging strips, using his teeth and left hand. He spoke a brief spell of healing to sterilize his wounds, and let its effects be visible. He wasn’t in the mood for finesse, just starting the repair.

Let them see I had magical power all along. I could have healed fully before anything else, but chose to bleed instead. They’ll see me bind my own wounds, giving the impression I am utterly self-capable. And they know I don’t mind being in pain. Wait. Wait. Do I actually like pain? It would explain a lot. Why do I feel like whatever it is, it’s not enough work until I’m hurting from it? Why am I thinking about this right now? Concentrate.

They’ve seen me defend a Doll, and check on their well-being before tending to my own wounds. That should stick with them.

One thing about all of this, though. Leading by example hurts.

He gave the crowd a raking glance and a firm go-away gesture, implying wordlessly that if they were not busy, they bloody well should be. A second glance assured him that his three Dolls were taking the broken one off without any difficulty (and he hoped with as little pain as possible). Kordas walked on down the muddy path—everything about camping or deployment seemed to turn into mud—healing his hands up as he walked. The pain-blocking had been right on time, but the fractures the pain told of were still there, whether they hurt or not. His right hand seeped blood through the fray-edged bandages. What was it they said in his youth? “If the blood’s fresh and clean, you’ll be all right. You aren’t in trouble till the blood stops flowing.” His slower pace let him get the bones set and pressed. The bandages would help with that, so he left them on. Downhill to a crosspath—also mud, of course—he went where he’d been intending to go in the first place: the corral where his riding horses were.

Arial was finally in shape to ride, and the foal was in the process of being weaned, eating about half solid food and half Arial’s milk, so the mare could be ridden again. She welcomed him with a whinny and a toss of her head, coming straight for him, and she even seemed to welcome the saddle, saddlebag with a pair of old trews and a shirt stuffed into it, and light bridle that he fetched from a rough thatched shelter where the tack was kept. Then again, going for a ride meant getting away from her foal, and the foal was getting to be of an age where she was a bit of a pest. Maternal instincts were wearing thin by now, and the relief of being where the foal couldn’t get to her, combined with the pleasure of going out for a nice amble in relatively interesting, though unfamiliar, surroundings, must be what was accounting for her pleasure at seeing him.

Well, and she does like me, I suppose . . .

Arial whuffled at his bound-up hand, then snorted with disapproval at the smell. “It’s fine, dear, it’s fine. You probably just smell some sadist-face on my knuckles.” Arial apparently had nothing to say, which suited him right now. He let her out of the gate—she could have easily jumped it, but there was no point in letting her know she could—and mounted up, turning her toward the lake and the path around it. Horses were creatures of habit. All the Valdemaran Gold horses had been trained to respect fences and wait for a human to open a gate, so it had happened that many of them could be stopped by a low fence that was only chest high, unless trained out of it. It made keeping all of the horses confined much easier. One thing Valdemaran Golds had in quantity was confidence, so more often than not, uncertain horses tended to follow what the Golds did.

This shore had become a city in all things but name, a long, thin city composed of barges, skiffs, and narrowboats pulled up along the shore of what they all unimaginatively called “Crescent Lake”, boats docked three, four, five, even six deep. The narrowboats, where the high majority of people lived, were the nearest to the bank, with the boats storing all their goods and whatever else they had been able to get out tied prow to stern out behind them. If the tow-path was crowded, you could walk where you wanted to get from boat to boat using planks, and many people did. It had a song of its own, this arrangement. Thumps in several different tones played as slow, suffused wind chimes. When the breeze blew through, the low waves of the lake caused the whole array to bump hull to hull, so closely were they anchored. Interspersed with the thumps was the higher-pitched rubbing of hulls, something like a strange melody. It may account for why there aren’t as many predators as we expected. We’ve effectively beaten drums to drive them away, from the day we got here, Kordas thought. The insects didn’t get the hint, though, and chewed us up until bugchaser lanterns were put up all along the shore. Forget what you learned from tales of quests and adventures. This is the real life of adventure: it always ends up as cold, mud, or bugs. Usually all three.

He and his fellow leaders were trying to keep the land from being over-grazed and the woods from being plundered. That meant everyone was living in a boat, and except for those who must, such as guards and gamekeepers, residence ashore was forbidden. It was safer, too. Nobody yet knew what dangers could come out of that all-too-dark forest. The population being afloat meant they effectively had a moat around them. Kordas had his and Delia’s boats tied up in the center of the lake’s arc, putting them right in the middle. No one could accuse him of keeping himself out of reach of his people.

The original evacuation had been enormous, but when everything had settled and it was determined that the new Duke of Valdemar was going to be a decent man, Kordas had given people who wanted to go back home the option to do so. About two-thirds of them had queued up and returned. The Squire was not one; he was happy in his new village, and the Empress, his prize sow, was happy with her palatial new sty, so some of the Squire’s children had taken two-thirds of the Squire’s pigs and gone back to the Duchy, while the Squire’s eldest divided the remaining third between himself and his father and was going to follow Kordas. Lots of people had done the same. Kordas reminded them that no one could guarantee their safety if they returned—but that going out into the unknown was going to be risky, probably dangerous, and at best uncomfortable, hard work.

The mages, to a man and woman, stayed. They already knew how the Empire treated magicians, and none of them were under the illusion that things would change under whatever general or Great Lord of State managed to claw his way to the Conquest Throne. And there were a lot of them, far more than Kordas had ever anticipated, far more than his little mage-enclave had hosted. Apparently mages who were not a part of the Imperial Court talked a lot to each other.

It was always a possibility that one or more of them was an agent of the Empire.

But at the moment, there wasn’t any Emperor. There might not be an Empire. Whoever they had planned on reporting to probably wasn’t in any position to do anything with the information anymore. Once they uprooted from this place and started on their exodus, there would be no way to get forces after them—they wouldn’t exactly be burning bridges after themselves, but his plan would have the same effect.

Among the refugees there were, of course, the accidentals, the strays from the Capital who had simply flung themselves through the nearest Gate without a Gate key and randomly ended up at the Lake. They mostly had nowhere to go until families who were leaving altogether and had no wish to go back to the Duchy had met up with the dispossessed, who found themselves going from “homeless” to “cottage and a garden, and jobs that needed hands to do them.” Which might not be much, but it was more than they’d had after leaving everything behind. After witnessing the rampaging mother Earth Elemental, they were grateful to have anything at all.

Right now there were only three people who knew the truth about why that creature had torn the Palace and Capital apart—Kordas, the new Duke Merrin, and Kordas’s Herald Beltran. The Duke was scarcely likely to let anyone know he’d helped murder the Emperor—is that called a co-murder? Kordas wondered—and kick off the carnage. Beltran could be trusted, and Kordas didn’t intend for anyone else to know the whole truth, not even Isla. The Dolls knew, of course, but the Dolls were very good at keeping secrets.

To his eternal relief, the Dolls in charge of the hostages had taken their charges (and sometimes picked their charges up bodily—the Dolls, it seemed, were enormously strong), stuffed the Gate keys to the Gates nearest their homes down the fronts of their uniform tunics, and pitched them through the Palace Gates before coming here to the Lake themselves. We know it was a merciful rescue, but technically, it was also kidnapping children. In doing good, we become someone’s villains. It feels like every decision is mired in unhappy repercussions these days. Well, that’s real adventure, too. Only storybooks end neatly. At least we managed to send those poor children back to their homes.

He’d worried that he’d have to deal with almost a hundred parentless children, with no idea where their loyalties lay. He’d have had to send them home, of course, but that would mean more people who knew about the plans and the escape and . . . well, he was just glad things had worked out the way they had. The Dolls, it seemed, had kept their heads when everyone around them had thoroughly lost theirs—absolutely no one in authority had turned up at the hostages’ area to evacuate them before the Dolls took matters into their own hands.

I really made a dog’s dinner out of the situation, and if it hadn’t been for the Dolls, things could have gone far more horribly wrong, in every possible way.

So there were about fifteen thousand people here now, mostly younger sons and daughters who would likely never have had the chance for a home and land of their own. So, not as many families as he had initially thought there would be, and no one with children younger than eight or nine. There were quite a few families of the Duchy who were tired of the Empire, figured that whoever eventually became Emperor was not going to be all that different from the last one, and elected to take their chances with Kordas. So they were doing better for long-term supplies than he had dared hope.

And now, everyone who wasn’t going into the west with him had already left.

People were used to him riding up and down the lakeshore, and no one took much notice of him except to look up from what they were doing and wave.

He was ashamed of himself for losing his temper so badly back there—but doing so felt so damned good. It felt good to be able to take his emotions out on someone who deserved a pounding—the creep didn’t even know the basics about what he hated. This wasn’t mere stupid behavior, it was inept, and that only made it worse. This idiot had singled out a Doll, who told him that they already had a job to do, and made that an excuse to beat on them—unaware that what one Doll knew, they all knew.

That’s what Rose had told him, when she ran to get him to save her fellow Doll. Knowing they won’t fight back. Knowing he could do anything he wanted. That’s just pure evil, like torturing a puppy.

But he was glad it happened now, and not after they got underway. Because now people know what I won’t tolerate, and what the price of lawbreaking is. He had come to the conclusion that the best answer to most lawbreaking was going to be exile. It’s “merciful” without putting my people at any more risk. Because risk from within was not something that they were going to be able to allow, not now, and not for a very long time.

He wished they could stay here. If there hadn’t already been people here, people who had a prior claim to this land. And if he wasn’t afraid that despite his best efforts, someone might be able to follow them here from the Empire. After all, he and his mages had managed to do it blind. What could they do if the Imperial mages got their hands on something connected to anyone who was in this mob of exiles? What if they had a plant here, somehow?

He looked landward, and didn’t like what he saw. Already things were looking a little bit stressed—nothing that a good spring couldn’t put right, but . . . over there, goats and donkeys, which would eat anything, had been nibbling on bushes and trees, and the undergrowth had been eaten down to a level where any good herdsman or shepherd would know it was urgently time to move the herds. And pigs, dear gods, what the pigs would do . . .

No, no, besides the fact that other people had rights to this land that superseded their arrival, there simply was not enough room here for his people and theirs. And the strain on the lake—

Well, other people besides him knew this. A lot of mages were Landwise, and he could tell that they were of the same mind. I wonder how many in the Emperor’s Court would have been ill at the mere thought of land management being part of a Duke’s life? I say, if you want to be a Duke, well, it’s vital. Work from the furthest points inward, maintain roads and safety, respond to emergencies, keep the Duchy well-defended, give respect, and always have at least three plans and escape routes.

Right now, he didn’t have three plans, but he did have two. One was to send more people back to the Duchy, if he could find any more that wanted to go. Along with that was to allow a small settlement here. Nothing that would compete with the locals, or make them resentful. That would reduce the strain on the environment here, and they would set up Crescent Lake as their town and hope for the best. The second was, in equal measure, desperate and daring. The scouts had already found a new river on the other side of the marshes, and four mages were setting up a Gate there. It was a lot easier getting two wooden uprights, four mages, and eight scouts across that swamp than it would have been to take fifteen thousand humans and roughly four times that many animals across—and that didn’t count the chickens and waterfowl. The scouts had a Doll with them—and of course, what one Doll knew, they all knew, so as soon as Rose told him the new Gate had been activated, they could link the two and the real migration could begin.

And we’ll go for as long as it takes. Rumor in the villages here says that the lands to the west are ravaged by the Mage-Wars, and no one lives there. So we find out if that is true. And we find a place of our own.

By this time, he was at the mouth of the river that trailed into the Lake, draining out of the swamp that was several leagues along. This was where most of the mages had made their own little camp of boats. Most ordinary folk liked the idea of mages, but didn’t care for living anywhere near them. There were, after all, the occasional clouds of stinking smoke, accidental fires, and certainly odd lights and sounds at all times of the day and night. Mages, on the whole, did not much care for living around ordinary folk, either. They were, to say the least, a bit eccentric. Many of them had been bullied in their childhoods by “ordinary” folk. And when they were among other mages, they didn’t have to explain behaviors like pacing for hours, muttering, or suddenly leaping up in the middle of something else to run to “try something out.”

The Mender was here. He was a young protégé of Sai’s who showed a remarkable aptitude for putting the Dolls to rights. A great many of them had come through the Gate injured, on fire, or both, and he had been the first to volunteer to try to fix them. He still hadn’t found a way to free the animating vrondi from the fabric and wood shell, but he could make them as good as new when they needed repairs without putting them in pain.

The Mender had a tent on the shore, although he lived in a barge with five other mages. The tent, one of the ones that had been brought here to establish the beachhead for the migration, was for his work. The flaps were tied wide open to let in air and sun, and Kordas rode up to it and tethered Arial to a tent-peg before ducking inside.

*   *   *

Delia hung on Doll Ivy’s every word, as the Doll described Kordas’s one-sided fight with the man who had beaten and broken another Doll that Ivy had not put a name to. And when Ivy reported that Rose and other Dolls were taking the broken one to the Mender, Delia was torn—part of her wanted to go to the Baron, but the other part of her knew that although she did not have any kind of magic, the Mender found her of great use, and would probably want her. Duty won out, and she knew she would get to the Mender faster than the Dolls could bring the victim, so what she told him could give him time to prepare.

When Rose, Cobweb, and Trout arrived with the poor victim cradled among them, the tent was already prepared, with new “bones” laid out, fabric ready for patching, and a big bag of lamb’s wool sifted full of sand and pre-enchanted for stuffing. This was one of the first things that the Mender had intuited, and the writings on the subject—once the Dolls had found them in the barges-full of records they had stolen—had confirmed it. One of the things that made the Dolls possible in the first place was that their “stuffing” was full of tiny crystals holding magical energy, and what was sand if not billions of tiny crystals?

The Mender had a name, but he was so nondescript, with his plain brown hair, unflappable expression, and forgettable face, that at this point everyone just called him Mender, and he seemed to like it.

With the victim laid carefully on a clean cloth, the first thing that the Mender did was place both hands over a spot in the middle of the Doll’s chest where the vessel containing the bound vrondi was. After a moment, the Doll let out an unaccustomed sound that was very like a sigh.

“Well,” the Doll said. “Not feeling anything at all is a small price to pay for not feeling pain. This is strange.”

The Mender took away his hands and smiled. “Everyone says that,” he replied. “Including humans. Now, let’s see what damage was done. We’ll start with your arms.”

Between them he and Delia got the poor thing undressed—if you could call the rags the Doll had adopted “clothing”—and the first thing they both did was to hunt for the nearly-invisible knot that ended the seam holding the Doll’s arms to their shoulders. Delia found hers first, teased the long ending of the thread out of where it had been buried in the stuffing, and carefully unpicked the knot. The thread holding the Dolls together was also enchanted and the Mender didn’t yet know how to make it, so when they took a Doll to pieces for any reason, they had to retain the thread and reuse it.

The Dolls had told the Mender that this was the usual case back at the Imperial Capital; the thread apparently could only be enchanted while it was being spun, and there was only one mage who could enchant and spin.

Fortunately the fabric of their bodies was perfectly ordinary canvas, or Delia wasn’t sure what they would have done about the Dolls who had come out of the Gate on fire. How awful that must have felt, Delia thought, but fortunately for everyone, repairing counts as healing up for them, and we could fix them.

The thread seemed to resist damage to a remarkable degree, and did respond to spells to restore it to perfect condition.

With the arms detached from the shoulders, and a quick check showing that the clever wooden ball-joints were undamaged, the next task was to find the knot that ended the seam holding the upper arm together and unpick that seam, carefully saving every scrap of stuffing. This was where Delia was coming in very handy to the Mender; she was a deft seamstress, and her Fetching Gift gave her the equivalent of an extra hand. Plus, of course, having someone on the other side of the Doll repeating what he was doing cut his time of assembly and disassembly in half.

The Doll bones were strange things, made of wood with windings of copper strung with crystal beads. The Mender didn’t know how to make those yet, either—but he did know how to transfer the spells from the broken bones to the new ones. Then he fitted the joints together—the sound of them snapping into place had been unnerving at first, but now it sounded satisfying to Delia—and they sewed the mended limbs back together, making sure that the canvas was as tight over the stuffing as skin was over muscle. By the time Kordas arrived, they were stitching up the last seams, ending each one with that special secure knot, and burying the long tail beneath the canvas skin and deep into the woolen stuffing.

It always made her giggle a little when, thanks to the sand in the wool, the needle ended up sharper and cleaner than it had been when she started.

The Mender had restored feeling to the Doll once the bones were replaced, and she was fairly certain the stitching was causing them pain, but the Doll accepted it without complaining.

“How are you feeling now?” Kordas asked the Doll, looking into their sketched-on eyes.

“This one is much improved,” the Doll replied, as they slowly sat up, and gingerly moved their limbs, trying them out. “Much thanks to the Mender and Lady Delia.” Kordas wordlessly handed the Doll some clothing from his saddlebags.

The Doll took it . . . with a moment of hesitation. “This one shall return these when—”

“No need,” Kordas interrupted, a little gruffly. “It’s the least I can do to make up for what happened to you.”

“Then this one thanks you.” The Doll got into the clothing—which just looked a bit uncanny, and Delia glanced away—then bowed to Kordas. “And this one thanks you, not only for coming to this one’s rescue, but for exiling the human. This is not the first time he has harmed a Doll. It was only the most violent.”

Kordas went a little pale at that, but quickly recovered. “If anything like that happens again, I want to know about it,” he said, his voice a little harsh. “Immediately. And hereafter if someone mistreats a Doll, you Dolls are authorized to get the nearest of my Guard and come deal with the offender. I’ll—actually I’ll add that to my speech.” He ran his hand through his hair. “I need to go work out that speech,” he added with an air of distraction. “Now that I know you’re all right, I should get back to that.”

With that, he turned abruptly and left, with Delia’s gaze upon him still.
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Would you mind staying here for a little longer to help me clean and organize?” the Mender asked.

She didn’t sigh, but . . . those were servants’ duties, and she had been doing a lot of servants’ duties lately. Of course, that was because the servants had been doing a lot of other duties since they all got here. Well, even a young female servant was probably physically stronger than Delia was. And most of them had some acquaintance with the kind of work that needed to be done around the lake. And most of them wouldn’t complain about being asked to step outside of their old duties and pick up a shovel to dig latrine trenches, or a hand-scythe to gather grasses and weeds for the grazing animals, or help with mending or cooking. She couldn’t help but feeling a bit put-upon, but before the feeling had a chance to set in, something would happen, like she’d see Isla with the sleeves of her gown rolled up above her elbows, helping in their communal kitchen. And then she’d feel guilty for feeling put-upon.

Well, helping the Mender isn’t nearly as bad as trying to herd those three nephews of mine. Little Jon wasn’t bad, but Restil and his brother Hakkon could be like a pair of twin ferrets, into everything, and there one moment and gone the next. Freed from the duties of being pages, and because of their background, too young to really be put to any useful work, they were treating all this as the best holiday ever. She was very tired of being dragooned into “watching” them, because they treated her as a challenge to escape from, and when they disappeared, it was a given that within the mark she’d be summoned by someone who was very annoyed to “come get them out of their mischief.” They’d already tried to ride every beast short of a horse that was large enough to ride, and she shuddered to think what would have happened if the sow they’d tried to turn into their pony had had her piglets with her at the time. They poked their noses into the laundry and nearly got scalded for their trouble, they’d long since been banished from every communal kitchen for trying to filch food, and after the ram-riding incident none of the shepherds wanted them near the sheep and goats. The cowherds had threatened to drown them if they bothered the cattle again. The goose-girls had set the ganders on them, and the roosters had defended their flocks with spurs, so they were at least keeping clear of the fowl on their own. They each seemed to have the energy of six Delias, and so far she hadn’t been able to think of anything that would occupy them safely. And even if she did, chances were if they saw a bird or a butterfly they’d run to chase it.

She couldn’t even hide from her sister in her own boat—because it wasn’t just “her” boat anymore. Just as her three nephews had been quartered with their parents—fully filling up that barge—she’d had five female servants put with her. So there was absolutely no privacy, and no escaping the fact that if Isla was heard to call Delia’s name, there would be at least five people who would be sure to tell Isla that “I’m sure I saw your sister in her barge.”

Well, I am halfway around the lake from Isla right now, and I’d rather help the Mender than run my feet off after those boys. So she smiled. “If another pair of hands is useful to you, then I am all yours.”

“Very much so when working on a Doll as badly hurt as that one was,” the Mender said, coloring a little, and making her think he probably didn’t have much experience being around girls. “Your Gift was exactly what was needed to hold things without obstructing my vision. A pair of invisible hands is extremely useful.” The two of them began picking up all of the varied and somewhat odd things he needed when he was mending a Doll. She’d done this twice before, and knew where everything was now. “May this be the last time we Mend a Doll here at Crescent Lake,” he said, as she carefully retrieved every thread of magical fluff and stowed it away. “I wish we could stay, but I can easily see why we can’t.” At her glance of puzzlement, he elaborated. “I’m Landwise. That might be why I’m good at putting the Dolls back together. I can feel the stress so many people all in one place is putting on this area. To be honest, the best thing we can do for this lake is leave it before we’ve started ruining it.”

“Well, the local farmers like us well enough,” she pointed out. And it was true. Several farmers would arrive with wagons every day to collect all the excrement of humans and their animals that would otherwise soon have overwhelmed the area.

“Well, as one of them told me, ‘No farmer has ever complained of having too much manure,’ though I suspect they would if Kordas had made the decision to stay.” The Mender shrugged. “Once we’re out of here, the land will rest over the winter, and everything will be fine again.”

“Do you ever—” She hesitated, but the Mender seemed a kind young man, and maybe he wouldn’t mind letting her talk about things. “Do you ever wish we could go back to the way it was?”

He sat back on his heels, and rolled up the leather case that held his instruments. “For myself? No. There was always the chance I’d be snatched up by the Emperor’s people if anyone had ever found out about all the mages that the D—I mean, Baron, was harboring. And—” His eyes lit up. “I had no idea that the Dolls were something that was even possible! I love being able to help them. They let me study them as much as I want. And I am going to miss them dreadfully when we finally figure out how to release them.”

“We will miss you too, Mender,” said the Doll they had been helping. They both turned to look at the Doll with a little surprise, since most of the Dolls were not much given to spontaneous expressions of any sort. “You are a considerate and skilled man. We appreciate you.”

“Well . . . thank you.” The Mender blinked rapidly, as if he was trying not to cry. “I’m exceedingly touched . . .”

“Have you a need for an assistant such as this one?” the Doll continued, hesitantly. “This one would enjoy serving you.”

“Uh—you mean that’s possible?” the Mender replied, clearly taken aback.

“This one is a bit handicapped,” the Doll pointed out, raising their mitten-like hands. “Fine manual dexterity is, alas, out of the question. But this one can fetch and carry, hold things, pass you instruments, and keep track of your supplies and belongings. If nothing else, this one is a pincushion.”

“No, I meant, is it possible that I’d be allowed to have your services?” the Mender corrected. “I was under the impression that you Dolls were a sort of common labor pool, and no single person could—uh—require your help.”

“The Baron has told us repeatedly that we may do as we please,” the Doll said. “And this one would be pleased to serve you.”

“Well, I guess it’s settled, then.” The Mender licked his lips and thought for a moment. “Do you have a name?”

“This one has not chosen a name. Would you like this one to do so?” the Doll tipped their head to the side.

“Yes. And if you don’t mind, I’d like to make you look more—unique.” He now looked at Delia. “I’m kind of . . . helpless with hair . . .”

“We’ve got wool without any sand in it,” she pointed out. “That will do for hair.”

It took quite a bit of time, which Delia was actually happy about, since it meant no one was looking for her to do some other unskilled chore to release someone who actually had skills for other work.

But no one sent for her (and all Isla had to do was ask the nearest Doll to tell her to come back) and no one brought in another broken Doll to be worked on, so she and the Mender and the Doll had a rather relaxed, interesting time together. The Doll settled on a name—Dern—and a look—androgynous—and they went to work. When they were done, Dern had a wig of sorts, sewn into the canvas “scalp,” of short brown curls from a brown-fleeced sheep. Dern also had a face delineated with that dense Imperial ink and a feather. The Mender had a rather delicate touch for that.

“Your face looks better than the painted ones I’ve seen, Dern,” Delia observed, as the Mender corked his bottle tightly and gave Dern the feather, which Dern promptly stuck in their brown curls like an ornament.

“Technically the faces are painted on cloth attached to the Doll—barely anything but the most pigmented ink sticks to them. I always think that the people who had faces painted on their Dolls were going a bit too far,” the Mender replied. “It’s too close to real, yet not real enough. It makes me all uneasy when I look at them. This is better.”

“Is it? That’s good,” Dern replied. “This one does not wish to be the cause of distress.”

Delia sat back on her heels to study the effect of their work. “It is good,” she agreed. “Attractive. And now that you’ve been decorated, I think we need one more thing that will identify you as having allied yourself with the Mender. Can you think of anything?”

Silence from both of the others, while she thought about it herself. What would work for that sort of thing? Kordas’s Dolls all had the tabard with the Valdemar “V” and horse head on them. All of the Dolls who had assigned themselves to the Healers wore a green leaf painted on their tunics or shirts.

“Well, I suppose I am a sort of Healer,” the Mender said finally. He took back the feather from Dern and inked a brown-colored leaf with oak-gall ink on the front of Dern’s shirt, then handed the feather back. “Even if people don’t know what that means, they’ll think twice about trying to command your services.”

“Which are to be used for what, right now?” Dern asked, tilting their head to the side in mimicry, Delia supposed, of the same gesture humans made.

“Organizing and packing up my tools and things, then stowing them in my barge. We’ll start with things I’m not likely to need before we set out, and end with the things I’ll need in an emergency.” The Mender shrugged at Delia. “Sorry, I think I won’t need you now, Delia. But thanks.”

“That’s all right,” she replied, although all right was not exactly what she felt. “I’ll see if the other mages need help.”

She quickly came to discover that the answer was “no,” since each of the mages seemed to have their own Dolls, or at least, there were teams of Dolls helping them, as they, too, got ready for the migration. “I can’t think of anyone that needs help except those two apprentices that are on latrine-trench duty,” Sai told her, as he supervised the Dolls packing up the bricks that made his bread oven preparatory to stowing them as ballast. She sighed with regret at that. She was going to miss Sai’s bread. “They don’t have Dolls and they’re probably sick of the work by now.”

The two apprentices had been taught a spell that pulled all the water out of what it was cast on, and their job was a full-time walk of the latrine trenches, desiccating everything that was in there. Servants that were used to dealing with manure, like stablehands and gardeners, went out with the herds, collecting everything the animals dropped and bringing it to the trenches as well. From there the local farmers collected the now-dry and easier-to-handle fossilized feces and carted them away to be added to their compost piles. She’d thought this was ridiculous, and that the servants’ time could be utilized much better elsewhere, until she got a look at just how much waste fifteen thousand people and exponentially more animals could produce in a day. Without things like the compost heaps and cesspits they had back home to handle it all, well, it wouldn’t be pretty, and people would be getting sick faster than the Healers could help them. The farmers, meanwhile, were stockpiling what was as good as gold to them, and they were making compost piles out of it that would keep their fields well-manured for the next several years at the least. And those that didn’t actually have many animals themselves were positively giddy at this unexpected bonanza.

She was pretty sure they’d have been less enthusiastic if it had been in its native state. But they probably would have taken it anyway.

She wanted to dawdle, but there was always the chance that someone would see her making her slowest possible pace back to the family boats, and people being people, someone would take great glee in telling Isla about it. Isla wouldn’t say anything, but she’d give Delia that look that said I am disappointed in you, and that was worse than being scolded.

But it was hard not to drag her feet when she knew she was going back to another round of chores until well after dark. Her boat was in good order, and ready to be towed, but somehow the boys were managing to drag practically everything they could out of its proper place, and often out of the boat entirely. And she always seemed to be the one tasked to restore order out of chaos.

I swear, I will never, ever, ever have children.

Sure enough, as soon as she arrived back at the boats, Isla thrust a basket of clean clothing with mending materials on top of it into her hands and said, “Find a place to sit. These need to be mended before dinner,” and vanished into the boat she and Kordas shared with the boys.

With a sigh, she looked around. Her boat was full of the maids stowing everything away in the most economic way possible, so she opted for a spot on the stern, where there was full sun and a nice warm spot on the decking. On top of the basket was a keeper made of felt with three precious needles in it, and a single spool of thread. At this point, no one was paying any attention to the color of thread clothing was mended with, or even the kind of thread it was. This looked like light wool, the kind you mended stockings with. And it was gray; the clothing in the basket was literally every color except gray.

But at least when I am doing this I am not trying to chase down those boys.

I wish I was home . . .

Her hands stilled for a moment, and she was startled by the tight feeling in her throat and an upwelling of tears. With her back to everything and everyone, and no one to see her and ask her sharply what on earth she was crying about, she let the tears spill over her cheeks, mourning her past life. Mourning her home. Mourning the little room that had been hers, and hers alone. Mourning a world where “needlework” meant working beautiful images in thread, not sewing on a patch to cover a hole in the seat of someone’s trews. Where every meal was carefully prepared and full of variety, not pottage for breakfast, bread and cheese for the midday meal, and the same stew, either fish or meat, served in a small round loaf you were supposed to eat when you finished. She’d helped in the communal kitchens; every possible scrap, from peel to leaves, from bones to organs, was chopped up and put in that stew, and the Healers had said to chew up the softened bones and eat them, which was . . . ugh. Nothing was wasted. Nothing.

And things will probably get worse from here. Food would run out, until they were left with nothing but grain pottage, flavored with herbs and salt or maybe some dried fruit if she was lucky. Winter was on the way, and she was sure there was no way that a boat could be made as cozy as a sturdy building. And who knew what was out there? Her imagination was quite good at populating the blank map with all manner of horrors.

Well, no one was going to know how she felt, if anyone even cared. She might as well just let the sadness and the frustration have their way. So the tears fell on her mending, and she cried in silence, as her hands worked.

*   *   *

Kordas could hardly believe his luck when he got back to the family barges and found Isla—astonishingly!—alone. Isla was working, of course; everyone worked now, often from dawn to dusk, but her ears were certainly free, and he spied her through the rearmost windows of the barge. She was all the way back in their personal barge sitting on their bed. The boys were elsewhere, and since she was making ordinary shirts into quilted shirts for winter, that was something he could actually help her with. He couldn’t sew, but any fool could pick rags apart into tiny bits of thread for stuffing, so he eeled his way to their “bedroom.” He sat down without a word beside her and began doing just that with the tiny rags, stuffing the resulting frizz into a rough bag she had for the purpose. She had turned a shirt inside out and, with the padding and carefully cut patches, all of identical size and shape, was doing the quilting in small squares in a neat pattern, not unlike the “checked” pattern in heraldry. The resultant quilted shirt could be worn with the original side out, or the patchwork side out, if the original got too stained to be presentable. It would be infinitely warmer than two simple shirts.

“I heard some rumors you were beating someone,” she said casually, sewing a brown square down onto the padding, then carefully turning the edges under and sewing it in place next to a beige square.

“Rumor flies faster than a bird,” he said ruefully. “It’s quite true. Doll Rose came to get me because someone was deliberately torturing another Doll. By the time I got there, he’d broken every limb with a sledgehammer.”

She stopped sewing for a moment with a swift intake of breath. “I’d have done worse than beat him,” she said flatly, looking up at him. “Perhaps it’s just as well Rose came for you instead of me.”

He didn’t ask her what she would have done, because he already had a shrewd idea of what it would have been, and besides being exiled, the idiot would probably have been singing soprano for the rest of his days. “Well, he had the bad sense to resist me with his face,” was all he said. “And I took my temper out on him.”

“If you are having trouble with your temper, it’s best to find a target worthy of getting it in the face,” she agreed.

He snorted. “In the face, and the gut, and the face again. The face a lot, actually. I broke his jaw. And I exiled him. He’ll be going through the Gate on no pass before we take it down. The evilest part of me hopes he ends up in the Capital.”

Isla side-glanced at Kordas’s bound-up hand. “And broke your hand doing it, it appears. Healed?” Kordas nodded and held it up. She nodded slowly. “You did the right thing. Next time it could have been a child, or someone else who couldn’t defend themselves. I assume there is going to be a speech?”

“I can’t leave this at rumor. And I want to make sure everyone knows where they stand on this—and on some other things. That way anyone who is having second and third thoughts about staying with the migration can use what I am about to tell them as an excuse to leave without looking like a coward.” He half smiled at her, and she chuckled.

He relaxed all over. Truth to be told, he liked this version of Isla rather more than “Lady Isla, Duchess Valdemar.” She was a lot closer to his old childhood friend than she had been in years. All the fancy gowns and every bit of jewelry had been stowed in the most inaccessible places in the storage barges or in this one, and these days you were just as likely to find her in a heavy knitted tunic and a pair of soft canvas trews or breeches as you were a gown. And if it was a gown, it would be a sturdy thing, meant to take abuse and dirt and be washed clean in the lake and dried on a bush. She wore her hair in a single braid down her back, though unruly dark tendrils inevitably escaped around her ears.

“I’d be lying if I said I didn’t think you need to do that. In fact, you’re right to, and this is exactly the right moment for you to make a speech about it. People here have never seen you in a fury until now—and—” She shrugged. “You know people. There are probably some who think you’re soft, or too busy with other things to pay attention to what’s going on below you. And without a shadow of a doubt there are quarrels brewing quietly, people looking to take advantage of you, or what they see as your inattention, and—well—it’s like balancing all that among the manor staff, only on a vastly larger scale. I think it’s definitely time for them to learn that there are things you won’t put up with, and that the penalty for doing those things is serious. People have already grouped together with people they knew before, and you’ve already appointed leaders for each group, and you have those leaders reporting to your new Guard officers, so not only will you establish a proper code of conduct, this will be telling those leaders what you expect them to do.”

“I need to think about what I am going to say, so if you don’t mind, I’ll keep making stuffing for you.” He paused a moment. “I told Rose that I was sorry we hadn’t found a way to free them yet. But the truth is, right now—we need them too much, and if the Mender ever does figure out how to get the vrondi out of those shells—can we afford to let them go?”

“Have you asked them how they feel about it?” she replied sensibly, as the boat rocked ever so gently with the small movements they were making and the wavelets of the lake. It was still warm enough during the day that the shutters were open on the windows, and the hum of voices up and down the shore combined with the sound of the waves and the rising and falling of the boats’ hulls was quite soothing. It made a lovely sound to go to sleep to—although he had to admit that the times there had been a storm on the lake and the barges had rocked violently and banged together had not been so pleasant. It was a good thing that the material they were made of was as tough as steel.

“Well, not in so many words,” he admitted.

“Then remember what you tell me all the time. When you want to know what people are thinking, don’t spin yourself into knots about it, just ask them.” The sound of footsteps—the peculiar, too-even, too-precise, too-measured steps that only a Doll took—echoed off the hull from the front of the barge, and they both stopped what they were doing. Kordas felt a dim sense of apprehension. Now what? he thought.

But it was Rose; like the three Dolls who had assigned themselves to him, Rose wore trews of stiff canvas and a shirt of the same coarse cloth grain-sacks were made of, both of which would have been scratchy and supremely uncomfortable for a human, but which the Dolls assured him caused them no problems. Clothing was mostly to make them fit in with the humans, Rose had said; they did not feel cold or heat, and didn’t actually need covering. Over the outfit, Rose wore the blue-painted canvas tabard with the Valdemar “V” and horse head that had always been associated with his family, rather than the more elaborate Ducal crest of the winged horse. Rose’s once-bare head was now covered in a crop of woolen curls that had taken Isla the better part of three evenings to knot into Rose’s canvas “scalp,” and she had been painted with a rather sweet face by Jonaton. Rose no longer needed that little rose sketched into her forehead for him to tell her from the other Dolls. Though she did wear a rose that someone had made for her out of a scrap of red ribbon in her wooly hair.

And—he was thinking of Rose as “her,” not “it.”

“The Doll who was injured is fully mended, has taken the name ‘Dern,’ and has tied themselves to the Mender,” Rose said. “Rumors are spreading about what happened. Fundamentally, people approve of your actions, Lord Baron.”

“Then I should definitely make that speech tonight while they haven’t had a chance to think too much about it,” he said. Then took a deep breath. “Rose, I am sorry we have not been able to find a way to free you. But—I am also not sorry, not entirely. This is very selfish of me, but we need you. You can do things humans can’t, you don’t need food or sleep, and you can tolerate things and conditions humans would fold under. I—”

To his astonishment, Rose actually held up a hand to stop him from saying anything further. “We are of one mind in this, Lord Baron. Regardless of when you find a way to free us, we will serve you until you no longer need us. That is a promise from all of us. Hopefully, that will occur before you become too accustomed to depending upon us.”

“Hopefully,” he said hesitantly. We don’t dare become dependent on them, or I’ll never get people to allow them to go, and they’ll just be enslaved all over again. We can’t have that. That will start us down the road to replicating the Empire.

“You freed us from a terrible slavery. Life among you has been . . .” She cocked her head to the side. “Pleasant. Very pleasant, for the most part. And there is an overwhelming likelihood that you will find a way to free us, and do so before we feel we need to remind you of your promise.” She straightened her head. “So now, I will leave you to your thoughts, and go to collect some food for you from the kitchens.”

She turned and left, leaving both of them to stare after her. “Well. That was unexpected,” he managed. But Isla had noticed something he hadn’t.

“Did Rose just call herself ‘I’?” she said incredulously.

*   *   *

Word was spreading around the encampment that Kordas was going to make a Speech, so people were getting through their evening chores as quickly as they could. Meanwhile, he set up the old family heirloom, the stately telcaster—seldom used for anything except entertainments on the estate for the last couple of generations—that allowed him to conjure up an image of himself that was twenty feet tall from the surface of the lake, and broadcast his words around the shore, and probably a lot further. It didn’t seem to bother the birds and animals, at least not after the first few times they’d used it, so he didn’t worry about what else was hearing him.

They’d been using the antique instrument for some time now, every night when the weather was fine, to update the entire camp on what had happened, what was scheduled, and what weather to expect. And immediately send telcaster-amplified warnings by bugle and shout—like the time a bear had gotten past the perimeter guards and headed for one of the kitchens.

That bear had become stew, rather than partaking of the stew. He often wondered if it was the same one that had chased Jonaton’s enormous black cat Sydney back through the first Gate they had established here. If so, Sydney had probably especially enjoyed his dinner of bear gravy and innards.

Every night after the news and any other pressing concerns for the camp were disposed of, there was entertainment. No great Bards had made the trek here—his court hadn’t been notable enough to attract even a minor Bard, and Merrin’s Bard had elected to stay with the new Duke—but in fifteen thousand people, there was bound to be plenty of talent. Musicians, or at least people who could make a pleasant noise, tell a good tale, dance, or do something else that entertained others volunteered, however odd their talents may be. One family juggled goslings, one troupe did a serialized puppet comedy, and yet another couple showed ways to cook, which was an unexpected hit. They all got their chances on what was probably the biggest stage anyone could ever have imagined. And if sometimes their audience drowsed or talked through their performance, well, they’d never know, because all they could see was a group around them that was about the size of an audience in their village. Kordas smiled a moment thinking of it, because it drew a tear to his eye every time the camp joined in on an anthem or ballad, thousands of voices echoing around the lake. Whatever differences or complaints they might have, they were united in song.

The telcaster had been in his family for generations, and it wasn’t an uncommon sort of object to have among the nobles of the Empire. It was considered a sort of toy, rather more backward than some of the advanced objects of its type had been back in the Capital. Among other things, when one had guests, having a telcaster ensured that no one was slighted by getting an inferior view of any entertainers. It required a mage to work it, of course, but the rulers of the Duchy of Valdemar had been mages all the way back to the first Duke, and apprentices had been taught its use.

The bigger, fancier versions went by the name of illusionarium.

Kordas preferred the humbler term “telcaster.”

Before he could set it up, he made himself a little three-sided enclosure with a sheet pinned to the branches of one of the trees nearby, and hung a mage-light where it would give the most flattering light. He’d done this so many times he could have set up everything in his sleep, and didn’t need Ivy’s help, although he always accepted it. Right now, no Dolls were around him, only the black-furred bruiser watching him. Sydney’s tail flicked, though the rest of him was studiously relaxed. If one knew cats, one would recognize that such a well-practiced calm meant mayhem would strike at any moment.

The last stage was setting up the object itself. It was portable, though not small. Zebrawood casing held arrays of crystals adjusted by brass rods at the front, with similar controls for sound on the other side of its “eye.” Brass plates labeled what each rod did, though few laymen could have understood them. When it was time, the front cover was merely flipped back (carefully!), and its mirrored surface showed whatever was in front of it. Once the lights inside warmed up enough, it wasn’t very long before the telcast would begin. Its center looked not unlike one of the black bowls used for scrying. As usual, he had to pull Sydney out of it. The bowl was always warm, and Sydney liked to sleep in it. Occasionally, since it was old, the thing would come on by itself for a moment using whatever residual magic was nearby, and the entire camp would get a fine view of Sydney licking his balls until someone noticed and shut the telcaster off.

In this case, Sydney had seen what Kordas was up to, and had placed himself in the eventual focus of attention. Now, removed from it, the cat realized he needed very much to be over there very quickly, for some reason, and darted away.

Jonaton’s cats—the mage had somehow brought all of them—had made themselves citizens of the entire camp, with over half attaching themselves to families, and the rest roaming boat to boat. They avoided the shore for the most part, probably because of the smell of the livestock and trenches. Thanks to lake effect, those were seldom upwind from the boats.

While Kordas set the telcaster up and tuned it, Isla, the children, Delia, and anyone nearby who wanted to see the actual Baron making the speech rather than watching the illusion settled down on blankets in front of him.

He took a deep breath, composed himself, and began.

“Folk of the Valdemar Expedition,” he said, trying to project both strength and warmth. “I’m sure by now you all have heard about today’s incident. I need to speak with you about that—and so much more.”


[image: image]

Delia cast her eyes over the barges nearest her. The sun had nearly set below the tree line, which signaled that the telcast was soon to begin. The temperature had already dropped, and people were bundled up, their dinner ready, their pets safely with them. They mostly sat on their barges, eyes fastened on the lake, waiting for the Baron’s speech.

Nobody missed one of Kordas’s addresses, and not just because they needed to know what he had to say. It was that Kordas was entertaining and reassuring, too. His speeches had revealed a highly charismatic man that most of the folk responded to as the voice of a guiding commander. Delia didn’t recall him being as compelling a speaker back when they had been home, but then, she hadn’t often seen him acting in the official role of Duke. She found herself hanging on his words like everyone else was, and there was none of the restlessness and muttering she often heard when news was being spread or when some of the entertainment was going on. Even the occasional breeze with ice in its teeth didn’t dissuade people from sitting out here along the lake to listen to him.

Beltran adjusted the brass hoops and arms of the telcaster, twisting one to increase its brightness. Out on the water, visible to everyone on either side of the shoreline, the blue of the background came into existence, only a glowing blue ovoid right now. As Beltran altered the angle of several arms, the wrinkles in the backdrop were distinguishable in the lake image, and the white splotch in the lower quarter resolved into text. “Evening News,” it read, followed by “Variety Show” and “Night Music.” A few seconds’ time with a pen, and a new card replaced it, reading “SUNDOWN—BARON’S ADDRESS TO ALL—HEAR AND WITNESS.” It was a phrase born in Valdemar, in fact, known to everyone from schoolchild to elder. It was a polite way of saying, “Technically this is not mandatory, but you’d regret missing it.”

Delia watched Kordas with more attention than her work actually called for, as he took command of everyone’s attention. Whether he was telling mundane facts or describing a disaster, Kordas gave the impression that he was right there, to handle it personally. Maybe more importantly, that he was supposed to be there. People respond to confident speakers, even if their messages are bunk, she thought, and he doesn’t tolerate bunk. When the Baron of Valdemar spoke, even if the news was bad, he was someone to be counted on.

Someone might fall in love with Kordas for that alone, she thought, and smiled.

The telcaster’s arms were locked in place, and the glow in the bowl was matched by a glow from the lake. A flickering red light on the telcaster’s face gradually became a steady one. It was time.

Herald Beltran placed a last card in the cradle, which read “BARON’S INTRODUCTION,” and stepped in front of the backdrop. “Hear all, see all, Official Pronouncements of Law and Profundity will be spoken tonight. Welcome now your leader, your head of state, architect of your prosperity, Kordas, Baron of the Expedition.”

The applause that followed was riddled with hull-stamping, whistling, barking, and whoops of enthusiasm. Only the cats failed to comment.

Kordas stepped into the telcaster’s view on the shore, and on the Lake, a towering, brightly glowing version of him did the same. He wore his circlet, and nothing especially ornamental except for a triple-chained clasp for his mantle, bearing a gleaming enameled Valdemar family crest. It sent the subtle hint that this was not only an address by the Baron, it was something personal to him. He raised his hands, and spoke when the cheers had died down.

“Valdemarans. Friends. Allies, Guests, and Wards. We all understand that as we brave the challenges of this journey, anyone may become annoyed or angry to some degree, and that can be handled. Today, I judged a man called Donat Benin guilty of a serious crime. The crime today, however, was no simple venting of stress or armed conflict. It was a despicable act: a near-lethal assault by someone who, by my judgment, had studied the Dolls around him and, knowing they could think and feel, chose to engage one in violent torture past the point a human would have been murdered.”

The implication there being that if he’d do that to Dolls, he’d do it to humans too—if he hadn’t already, Delia thought. Kordas is coming out swinging. This obviously means more to him than just a speech. Beltran stood beside the telcaster’s table. His hands moved impossibly quickly, transcribing Kordas’s words onto cards, then dropping them in place on the telcaster’s bookstand-turned-card-rack before the ink was anywhere near dry. Not everyone on the expedition had perfect hearing, after all, and this way anyone could read the words below the Baron’s image.

“The criminal was seized, charged, and sentenced before there could be any more victims. I’ll repeat now what I’ve declared in the past: Dolls are to be treated as you would treat your neighbor. They are not property, servants, or slaves. They are not the same as you, but their lives are equal to yours, and of equal value. That someone in our situation would willfully cause such savage harm to a Doll is reprehensible. We should be better than that—we all should be better than that.”

Murmurs of assent, and nodding to each other, probably told Kordas what this small audience thought as he spoke, allowing him ease to work the much larger crowd facing the lake.

“What the Dolls graciously do for us now derives from my promise to free them, once we know how. Assault any Doll, and you assault a friend of mine. Remember that. One day, sooner than you might imagine, they will be gone from our lives. What they do for us now, we will entirely have to do for ourselves. In my opinion, we should all thank the Dolls, for while we rescued them, they continue to rescue us. To torture one is—unforgivable.”

Kordas let the silence go on two beats too long. It was clear that he meant the pause to be uncomfortable, for his next words were harsh and uncompromising. The muscles of his jaw tightened, and his eyes grew hard.

“To that end, the penalty for serious lawbreaking will now be exile. A fortnight of provisions, a knife, and through a Gate you go, and may any god who will still claim you have pity on you. The trip is one-way. The exit is random. If you’re lucky, you’ll arrive where you can find shelter and live as a scavenger—briefly. If you are not lucky, you’ll be conscripted into the front lines of whichever conflict you stagger in on. If you are very unlucky, your last few breaths may be in the smoldering ruins of the Capital. Further, if you are guilty of High Violation, I’ll send you through bleeding, on a raft made of scrap, without a boat or goods. Those exiled will be drugged hard, and should you wake, you won’t remember us, your crimes, or even who you are for quite some time. If ever. You will no longer be our problem.”

Even from the shore, Delia could hear intakes of breath around the flotilla. I guess that’s the sound of thousands of people suddenly evaluating themselves. And in the Empire, a noble would pretend nothing bad had happened, not make a point of it.

“I’m going to say this now, because the assault I judged today sharpened the need for it. Could any who meet us ever trust us, if they saw what Donat Benin did? No, and rightly so. This new land is only new to us. To the people already here when the first barges came through, we are likely the largest population they have ever heard of, with strange magic, fierce weapons, and incomprehensible language. We must look like an endless, invading army. We are not an army! We’re not going to conquer anything by force of arms. We will defend ourselves from raids, wildlife, and magical attacks, and we will not act like the ruined Empire would, training and traditions be damned, by clearing our path via slaughter and annexation. Friends, it is a fool’s mistake to turn away from the truth. What we do, how we actually live away from the negotiating table, is who we really are. Whatever the worst of us does, though it may be one in a thousand of us, is an undeniable part of who we are as a people. To speak of trade, peace, and discovery to the locals’ faces yet commit crimes upon our own is something we should be damned for. We can not puff up and assume that ‘if our side did it, it must be right.’

“I say that the best way to appear trustworthy, likable, and respectable is to be those things. Not a veneer glued over a cracked, crumbling foundation, but rather, all of us actually being as strong and adaptable as we could be. If one of us is cruel, hateful, or criminal, that one not only harms us directly, they harm us indirectly, because we never know who is watching us at the time. In military terms, there is great wisdom in the saying, Don’t provoke the natives. They already surround you.”

The smattering of grunts and chuckles were all, no doubt, from campaign survivors.

He paused for effect, and then held his hands palm out and upward. “My people. My brave people. Many of you are still in shock over the loss of our old homes and ways. Many are anxious about our future. I understand. We were raised on tales of great deeds, and we can exemplify what we admire in songs and stories. I say that the best heroes are those who show that what they dared can be done. They aren’t to be looked at from a distance as a novelty, they are inspirations. We can be heroes up close, in our own ways.

“I say to you, plainly, it is better to live with a measure of danger than a certainty of mediocrity. We have to be a band of brothers and sisters. This is an expedition with laws, but more than that, we must regulate our behavior in day-to-day life. From that, we build a reputation. Think on tolerance. Work out how to swap, buy, and bargain for peace. When you can tell that a fight is building, back off. Disengage. Take some time. Let someone negotiate for you, call a truce, or work on solving whatever upset you. Don’t let it fester like a boil. Lance it, and heal up.”

Delia nodded. I bet beating and sentencing Donat Benin today felt like lancing a boil.

“The malignancy of divisiveness, given the chance to creep deeper, would rot us. You need to truly consider that your neighbor’s beliefs are as valid as yours, and not disparage or impair those beliefs. Even if your beliefs dictate that you must evangelize, or fight others—not here, and not now. The expedition comes first. The whole of us comes first.

“If you find in your heart that you cannot face your gods with that compromise, we will not judge you as lesser, and we will help you pack. The return Gate to Valdemar will be opened one more time so you may be faithful to your beliefs.

“About your beliefs. If you want to make a nod to a god when it occurs to you, or wear your faith’s symbols and colors, or wear a sieve on your head and chant at a chicken if you feel like it, go ahead. Just support each other. I don’t ask you to like everyone you encounter on this journey, but I demand that you treat them with respect. Anyone who disparages you for following this rule is going to answer to me.” He made a fist with his right hand, and Delia wondered if that was the same fist that he beat the criminal with. “I hope that’s clear.”

Kordas paused a moment, then resumed with a tone of annoyance, “And I don’t want to hear some pedant whine, ‘But what if they’re a cannibal? Do they get to do what they want?’ or other nonsense to complicate the matter. I don’t have time for hypothetical but whatabouts, nor do I want any of you to think this is an excuse for bad behavior. Work specifics out with your home-group, your headmen, and your adjudicators.”

He let that sink in for a moment, looking around as if he was gazing over the entire lakeside. There was little feedback from that, but Delia counted that as good. It might mean people are actually thinking about his words, rather than only listening enough to build a rebuttal. I think he’s had enough of people who’d work out three arguments against him while he was still speaking, instead of listening to what he said.

“We are not so naive as to think ‘just be nice to each other’ can solve all problems. In brutal honesty, this isn’t even about friendliness at its core, but rather, this is for our survival. Heed this message well: strife between any of us means more risk to all of us. Inflexible thinking can kill, out here. We are new here—and we are renewed here. We are the ones who must change.”

He gestured widely, toward the sun’s remaining glow, and spoke in a lower voice. “There, further than you can yet see, the land was ravaged by our ancestors in a terrible war, fought by inconceivably powerful magicians about five hundred years ago. Proximity to that area is what shields us from being found by the remains of the Empire in the east, so obviously, we will go into the west. We will take care to find a good spot, where either the locals ask us to stay, or where the land is empty of any intelligent creature that claims it.
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