
  
    [image: Paladin’s Strength]
  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Praise for T. Kingfisher

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        “Dive in...if you are looking to be charmed and delighted.”

        Locus

      

        

      

      
        
        
        “…[A] knack for creating colorful, instantly memorable characters, and inhuman creatures capable of inspiring awe and wonder.”

        NPR Books

      

        

      

      
        
        
        "The writing. It is superb. T. Kingfisher, where have you been all my life?"

        The Book Smugglers

      

        

      

    

  


  
    
      Paladin’s Strength

      Book Two of the Saint of Steel

    

    
      
        T. Kingfisher

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Red Wombat Studio]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2021 by T. Kingfisher

      Published by Red Wombat Studio

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      Still for Kevin, but moreso

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            One

          

        

      

    

    
      Clara stood outside a stranger’s tent, holding a naked sword in her hands.

      She was not particularly afraid. She was aware that fear would be appropriate, but she had shoved it all down into the vague space inside her chest, where it could not interfere. It was the saint’s will that she be where she was, and if that meant that she was going to stand here with a group of armed men a few feet behind her, waiting for a stranger to come out of his tent, then so be it. She might have preferred to be somewhere else, but the saint had put her here.

      Let us hope, therefore, that it not be the saint’s will that I be cut down by the owner of this tent before he realizes what is going on.

      The tent was large but collapsible, and made of oiled cloth rather than leather. It had been pegged down somewhat loosely and no attempt had been made to secure it against weather.

      Temporary lodging only. They plan to move on before the weather changes.

      This struck her as a good sign.

      There was a tent flap, but her hands were full of steel. Clara cleared her throat.

      There were four tents in all, a wagon, and a trio of picketed mules. She knew that the occupants of the others had already seen her and the armed men behind her.

      “Boss…” drawled a voice from near one of the other tents, “they’re back. And there’s a woman out front with a sword.”

      “God’s balls,” said a voice from inside the tent, presumably “Boss.” “Not another one!”

      Clara rather suspected that they didn’t expect her to speak their language, which was Harshek, from the south and west. There was no point in letting her future captors know how much she understood just yet, so she kept her face studiedly neutral.

      “This one doesn’t look like she plans to cut you just yet, Boss.”

      “Well, that’s something.”

      She heard the sounds of a man moving inside the tent, the scrape of metal on metal as he drew a sword from a sheath.

      Well, if I am going to die today, at least the weather is nice... The sky was clear blue, with only a few puffy white clouds. The air smelled of the pine trees that grew close around the road.

      Clara had been very close to death twice in the last month. Once the air had smelled of burning buildings, and once of sickness and unwashed bodies. Pine was certainly preferable.

      Oddly, the tent itself had a faint odor of whiskey. Clara wondered how much the inhabitant drank, if the outside smelled of it. A bold black sigil had been embroidered on the tent flap. A name? A rank? A ward against whatever misfortune might befall tents? And what might those be? Windstorms or stampedes or avalanches? This seemed like a great deal to place on one ward.

      Behind her, the leader of the Arral war band shouted, “We bring the payment of victory!”

      The man addressed as Boss threw back the flap and stepped outside. There was a sword in his hand, much finer than the one she carried.

      He was tall and heavy-boned, taller than any of the men behind her, and he almost certainly expected to look down to meet a woman’s eyes. That Clara had only to lift her chin a fraction to meet his clearly surprised him.

      His gaze dropped very quickly, however, to the sword.

      She dropped down onto her heels and held the blade out on the flats of her palms. She tried to make herself look as nonthreatening as possible, head bowed, while she studied him through her eyelashes.

      His face was dark and seamed with scars, his hair black and fiercely curly, shot with gray at the temples. There were fine lines at the corners of his eyes, paler than the surrounding skin. Clara had seen lines like that in men who spent a great deal of time in the sun. It made him look older than he probably was, and he already did not look young. Nearly forty, perhaps.

      He looked past her to the band of men standing twenty yards away. “Now what do they want?”

      “They’re not looking all that friendly, Boss!”

      “Thank you, Galen. I could not possibly have figured that out for myself.”

      “It’s what I do, Boss.”

      Clara said in War-tongue, very quietly, “Take the sword.”

      His eyes dropped down to hers. “What?”

      “Please keep your voice down. I should not be talking. And take the sword. It belongs to the man you killed.”

      “I don’t—” He swallowed, then lowered his voice to a fierce whisper. “I don’t want his damn sword! I didn’t want to kill him at all!”

      Clara sighed. “If you don’t take the sword, you are saying that his house still owes you. If you accept the sword, then you accept the price his house has paid and this will be done.”

      The men behind her were growing restless. Clara could hear them murmuring to each other.

      “Why does his house owe me anything?”

      “Because he claimed offense and challenged you. The gods clearly found against him.”

      “I would have just apologized if he’d explained!”

      Clara prayed to St. Ursa for patience. “Take the sword. Please.”

      “Or what?”

      “Or his uncles will have to get involved. That’s them standing behind me.”

      “Saint’s balls.” The man rubbed his face. He was wearing worn leather gauntlets, only a shade darker than his skin. “All right.”

      He reached down and picked the sword up by the hilt. A sigh went through the watching men.

      “Now what?”

      “Now hold it up. Sideways, not point up.”

      He did so. “Ah…They’re backing up.”

      “Good.”

      His eyes flicked down to her again. “What the hell is going on?”

      “A very complex bit of social theatre. Put your hand on my shoulder.” She was ordering him as if he were one of the novices, poor man. Well, there was no help for it. More lives than hers were at stake. “It’s for the best,” she said. “Truly.”

      He obeyed. A man used to taking orders as well as giving them. That was interesting. His expression was really quite indescribable. Frustration, she thought, and under that, a fine sense of the absurdity of it all.

      “What are they doing now?” she asked, keeping her eyes on his face.

      “They seem to be leaving.”

      “Now would be a good time to go back in the tent, then.”

      “There’s one left.”

      “Yes, I imagine so. He is watching to make sure that it is concluded.”

      He glanced warily back at the man in the road, then down at her. She raised her eyebrows.

      “All right. Err…thank you.”

      She nodded.

      He stepped back into the tent. Clara shuffled forward on her knees.

      “Annnnd you’re coming in. All right. Ah…well, then.”

      “I will explain inside,” she promised.

      “Oh, good.”

      She bowed her head even lower, partly for the benefit of the watcher and partly to hide her smile.

      Once she was inside, the man let down the tent flap behind them. In Harshek he called, “Galen, I don’t know what’s going on here, but hopefully this woman can explain.”

      “What if she kills you, Boss?” called Galen.

      “Then either avenge me or put her in charge. Your choice.”

      Clara was glad that she had experience keeping her face schooled to immobility or she might have given away her mastery of the language right there.

      The inside of the tent was dim, lit by the open smokehole at the top. There was no fire burning, though, only a small brazier of coals, just enough to warm an equally small kettle. A hide tarp had been thrown down across the floor. It was warm enough outside that with the flaps closed, the tent might soon become stuffy.

      Despite the dimness, she could see that the inside walls were a blaze of color, scarlet and carmine and sky blue. It was unexpected compared to the drab exterior. She wondered what that said about the man in front of her.

      “All right,” said the man. “I’m sorry I don’t have any chairs to offer you. Would you like tea?”

      She raised her head sharply. “I would commit a venial sin for a cup of tea.”

      It was his turn to raise his eyebrows. “That shouldn’t be necessary.” He stretched out a long arm to the kettle, rummaged two metal cups from a nearby pack, and poured hot water into each, then added a pinch of leaves from a tin. He sat down opposite her and set one cup in front of her and one in front of himself while they steeped.

      “Do you have a name?” he asked.

      “I do. Do you?”

      His lips twitched. “Yes?”

      “Excellent. We are both named beings.” Clara picked up her cup and blew on it to cool it. The leaves swirled back and forth.

      He pinched the bridge of his nose. “Istvhan, if it pleases you.”

      “Clara,” she said. “Whether it pleases you or not, I’m afraid.”

      He lifted his teacup in salute. His expression was that of a man having a very trying day.

      “Now,” he said, “can you please tell me what in the name of the saints is going on here? We were passing through and I thought everything had been settled. I paid the Arral thanes for the use of their territory. And then the next thing I knew, this boy who was barely old enough to shave began screaming that I had offended him and came at me with a sword!”

      “That would have been young Bastian,” said Clara. She could imagine how it had happened. “Oh, dear.”

      “I tried not to kill him!” said Istvhan. “I tried very hard! I nearly threw my back out trying not to hit him! And I still don’t know how I offended him in the first place!”

      “It was nothing you did,” she said. “He needed money.”

      His brows drew together in a fearsome scowl. “Someone paid him to attack me?”

      “Oh goodness, no.” Clara set her cup down. “They wouldn’t take money for that. That would be to declare themselves hired killers—no, no.”

      “Technically I am a hired killer,” said Istvhan dryly.

      If he was expecting some kind of shocked response, he was disappointed. Clara took this in stride. “That’s fine for you. You’re not Arral.”

      He pinched the bridge of his nose again.

      Clara folded her hands into her sleeves. “Let me try to explain this simply. Bastian’s father is dead and he has—had—a mother and three sisters to support. He had no money for dowries, which means that he could not marry his sisters off. He was most likely hoping that if he challenged you to a duel, you would either try to buy him off, out of cowardice, or that he could kill you, in which case your men would pay a forfeit to him.”

      “A forfeit?”

      Clara waved vaguely in the direction of the other tents. “Your swords and something of value from your house. One of your mules, perhaps.”

      “They just expected my men to say, ‘Oh, you won, here’s his sword and a mule?’”

      “If you were Arral, they would have.”

      “I’m not Arral.”

      “No, which means you would not have a great many relatives to come after him if he killed you, so you were a safe target. At most, there would be your men here to deal with, not an entire angry household.”

      “But I killed him,” said the man. “Mostly on accident. The damn fool practically ran onto my sword.”

      “Yes. From what little I observed in his house, Bastian was not terribly realistic in his expectations.” The tea was finally cool enough to sip. It was strong and of reasonably high quality, but had clearly been sitting in the tin for quite some time. Still, Clara was thrilled despite the metallic undertaste. It tasted like home.

      The taste was like a key, opening feelings that she had tried to lock away. Home. My sisters. My life. She felt a sudden tightness in her chest and shoved it down hard. This was not the time. It would not be the time for weeks. It could wait.

      Istvhan took a deep breath and let it out. She was pleased to see that he had been sufficiently distracted by his own troubles that he had not noticed any lapse in her calm.

      “So what happens now?” he asked.

      “To you? Nothing,” said Clara. “It’s already happened. You killed him and his family paid the forfeit. You accepted it and no more is needed.”

      Istvhan leaned back and sighed with relief. “Well, thank the gods for that. And thank you for your assistance. May I offer you more tea before you go?”

      Clara hid her expression behind her cup. He had, it was clear, rather the wrong impression. She had expected as much.

      She took the moment to study him, now that her eyes had adjusted to the dimness. He was much darker than the Arral, but they were a pale, fair-haired people. Istvhan had an angular jaw, and his beard had been cut close to frame it. The scars on his face were mostly superficial, except for one across his cheekbone that stood out like a pale brand. A handsome man, she decided. Black eyebrows formed sharp wedges over dark, expressive eyes. At the moment, they expressed mostly weariness.

      “I am afraid,” she said, as gently as she could, “that I am not going anywhere.”

      “What?”

      “You accepted the forfeit.”

      He wasn’t slow. She could see the realization hitting.

      “The sword and something of value from his house.” Clara made a self-deprecating gesture at herself. “I’m afraid that would be me.”
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      “What?” said Istvhan.

      The woman sitting before him, Clara, looked at him placidly. They might have been discussing the weather. “They had no money. It was either me or one of his sisters. His mother was very distraught, but she certainly would not give up one of her daughters when I was available.”

      “Available?”

      “As a house slave.” She drank the tea with every evidence of enjoyment.

      “No,” said Istvhan. “No. Definitely not. We do not keep slaves. I do not keep slaves.” He could hear his voice rising and he clamped it down.

      It was not good for a leader to lose his temper. It didn’t inspire confidence. Admittedly, Galen had known him for years and was not going to abandon him for anything short of genocide, and the other men were being well paid for this trip, but it was a habit he didn’t dare to get into.

      It was also a very bad idea for Istvhan in particular to lose his temper, for reasons that had nothing much to do with the woman in front of him.

      The kneeling woman seemed completely unbothered. “I’m glad to hear it,” she said. “Technically the Arral don’t either, but it’s a distinction without a difference in this case.”

      She was a big woman. Nearly as tall as he was, which put her well over six feet, with heavy breasts and belly, hips and thighs. Her shoulders were broad and she carried herself with the confidence of one who is used to being the most physically powerful person in the room.

      Istvhan had carried himself like that once, though it had been beaten out of him a long time ago. There was always something bigger than you, no matter how big you were.

      He wondered idly if he could take her in a fight. It seemed likely, but he wouldn’t assume. Such assumptions had also been beaten out of him a long time ago.

      “You’ll go back at once,” he said.

      “I don’t suggest that,” she said. She had a low, husky voice, and though her tone was pleasant, it did not yield an inch. “They no longer have a man of the house. Bastian’s oldest sister will swear as a son, I expect, and then he will take up the sword. But if you return me, then that means you have suggested that Bastian’s forfeit was too high.”

      Istvhan could feel the situation spiraling out of his control. He had some vague notion of the Arrals’ customs, but that had only been enough to convince him to stay out of their internal affairs completely. This dense web of forfeits and blood prices was nightmarish for an outsider to navigate, particularly an outsider who just wanted to pass through Arral territory and be on his way.

      He thought he had navigated it. The Arral thanes had been more than willing to take money to let him pass through their lands. He had learned the polite forms of address for a stranger to use, he knew who to speak to and who to studiously not look at, and he thought that had been enough.

      And now here was this woman kneeling in his tent, looking ridiculously calm, and telling him that she was part of a forfeit he didn’t need from a duel he certainly hadn’t wanted.

      “Too high?” he asked weakly.

      “Too high,” Clara agreed. “And that would mean that you said his life was not worth what they thought it was. It will fall on the men of his house—in this case, the newly sworn son—to seek revenge for that insult.”

      Istvhan put his head in his hands. “You mean I’d have to duel his sister?”

      “Well, his brother who had been his sister the day before. And as the Arral women do not handle weapons, his brother would have had about twelve hours to learn to use a sword.”

      Istvhan moaned.

      Clara reached out and patted his arm kindly. “It’s all right.”

      “But what am I supposed to do with you?”

      “Well,” she said. “You can take me with you. Or I suppose you could try to kill me.”

      He looked up, catching the emphasis. “Try?”

      “Try.” Her face was serene.

      Istvhan kept his eyes from narrowing, although not without difficulty.

      She’s either utterly mad or knows something I don’t…

      “Let us assume for the moment that I don’t kill strangers who aren’t trying to kill me,” he said.

      “You did say you were a hired killer.”

      “Yes, but no one has hired me to kill you.”

      “Then it would probably be best if you take me with you when you leave.”

      He shook his head. “No. Absolutely not. Out of the question.”

      “Don’t be obstinate,” she chided, as if she were not sitting in a stranger’s tent, entirely at his mercy. “I’m quite useful. I was with the Arral long enough to make some sense of the finer points. I can keep you from giving offense.”

      “You’re not Arral, then?” He wasn’t surprised. Her robes were definitely not of Arral make, although she wore the shapeless hide-wrapped boots they all favored. Her hair was dark blonde and caught back in a neat braid, but her eyes were brown. The Arral mostly had blue eyes.

      “No more than you.”

      He poured out more hot water, shaking his head. “I’ve no intention of staying with them for long. Only of passing through their lands. I have been hired to see a man and his goods through, that is all.”

      She smiled into her tea. “All will be well, friend Istvhan. The gods have brought us together. I was planning to escape myself.”

      “Then I’m glad to have been of service, and I wish you luck.”

      She laughed at that. “No, I’m afraid you don’t get out of this so easily. You are going east, are you not?”

      Istvhan met her eyes evenly, saying nothing.

      “The men were talking about your deal with the thane,” she said. “I’m not a mind-reader.”

      He raked his hand through his hair. Fighting a barely bearded boy had thrown him badly off his stride, and this maddening woman was not helping matters any. Although she did keep you from making the situation with the Arral worse…or so she says…

      “Very well,” he admitted. “We’re going east for a little way.”

      “I, too, am going east.” She sat back, looking as if she had resolved the situation to everyone’s possible satisfaction. “My plan was to travel by night after I escaped.”

      “Then go,” he said. “Light a candle for me when you reach your home.”

      For the first time, her smile slipped. “Ah,” she said. Her eyes dropped to the tea, but not before he caught something flat and frightening in her eyes. “That, I fear, will not be so easy. My home was the convent of St. Ursa. It was burned some weeks ago, and my sisters kidnapped. It is their trail I follow.”

      Istvhan inhaled sharply.

      “You’re a nun?”

      She made a dismissive gesture with one hand. “A lay sister, only.”

      A nun. Of course. Not a madwoman after all, although depending on who you asked, the distinction was very fine.

      Istvhan closed his eyes.

      He had to go east.

      He had not quite lied. He was indeed a killer. It was merely that he was, or had been, a paladin of the Saint of Steel, and he had killed with the blessing of his god.

      His god was dead. His order was dissolved, the paladins dead or mad. Only a few of them, like him and Galen, remained. He worked now for a temple that dealt in practicalities more than divinity, and he was on an assignment for them now, seeking the source of the strange clay men that had terrorized the city of Archon’s Glory.

      And if he did not turn aside and help a nun, his maternal relatives for nine generations would rise from their graves and come to his dreams to box his ears, with his mother at the forefront.

      And Bishop Beartongue would be waiting to smack me senseless once their shades were done.

      “Domina Clara,” he said, bowing as he knelt so that his forehead nearly touched the ground, “I am your servant.”
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      Clara looked at him with mild dismay. “Sister is fine,” she said. “You don’t need to bow. I’m really only a lay sister.”

      “I have found that with nuns, it is best to show respect.” He straightened and gave her a smile that was open and charming and which Clara was certain was not half so open as it appeared to be.

      He is not lying, she thought, but there is a great deal going on behind his eyes.

      She weighed the ease of company in her travel across Arral territory against whatever might lie behind the mercenary’s eyes, and came again to the same conclusion. It was almost always better to travel in a group than alone.

      If things go south, I can leave them in enough disarray to get away. If I travel by night and avoid hunters… She grimaced. For a few hours, for a day, perhaps, but travelling that way for days on end held its own dangers. It would be so easy to get lost. My sense of urgency never lasts.

      No, it was better to travel with the mercenaries as far as she could. This group was clean and professional-looking, armor in good repair, tents neatly assembled. They had attempted to talk their way out of the encounter with Bastian, and their leader seemed to respect women of the cloth. That respect would hopefully take her at least across Arral territory, and if St. Ursa looked kindly upon her, perhaps a little farther.

      St. Ursa, I do not know if I am doing your will. You are not one to make Your wishes obvious to anyone. So I am doing my best, and if You need me to go in any particular direction, please make the arrangements as You see fit. It wasn’t much of a prayer, but St. Ursa arguably wasn’t much of a saint. A few dozen god-touched sisters and a passing mention when the locals were thanking every divinity that could conceivably be thanked. The nuns had gotten used to doing what they could and hoping things worked out for the best.

      “Allow me to introduce the rest of my men,” said Istvhan. He rose to his feet and held out a hand to help her up. She took it, amused by the courtesy, and then grudgingly impressed. She was not small and he took her weight with no sign of strain, barely shifting his feet at all.

      “Galen you’ve met,” said Istvhan, opening the tent flap and pointing. “My second in command.” He nodded to the red-haired man waiting outside. She inclined her head to him, and Galen bowed dramatically over her hand.

      “Domina Clara.”

      “Oh no,” she said, laughing. “Just Clara. Sister Clara, if you must. I’m not listening to Domina from all of you. I’m only a lay sister. I’ve never aspired to take vows. My parents offered me to St. Ursa when I was young.”

      Galen’s handsome face narrowed as he scowled. “Do you wish to leave, then?”

      “It’s been burned down,” said Clara. “So that’s moot, I’m afraid.”

      Galen blanched.

      She took pity on him. She had wedged everything down into the dark place under her breastbone and his question had no power to hurt her. “That’s why I’m going east. The raiders who kidnapped my sisters took them that direction. I need to find them again.”

      “And our fearless leader has graciously offered our services?” Galen raised an eyebrow at Istvhan.

      “I grant you that I am a flawed man, Galen, but the day that I do not turn aside to help rescue a group of nuns…”

      “If you say so, Boss.”

      “I do say so. Emphatically.”

      “Our business…” Galen trailed off eloquently.

      “Will keep.” Clara would have had to be very dense not to guess that there was a great deal of information being conveyed, but let it go. “This is Brindle, our mule driver,” said Istvhan, clearly changing the subject. “A job-gnole.”

      The gnole by the wagon nodded to her. Clara had met the badger-like creatures on her trading jaunts up and down the canal. As a member of the job-gnole caste, Brindle would be referred to as he. He had a broad white stripe down his face and brindled fur elsewhere, though his fur was going salt-and-pepper gray over his eyebrows and along his muzzle.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you,” said Clara. “Do you know the gnole clan along Slicewater Canal?”

      Brindle’s ears flicked in a smile. “A gnole knows some, yeah. A gnole has far-cousins there.”

      Clara nodded. “I knew…ah…Shedding. And Cobbleclaw. Also mule drivers.”

      “Mules,” said Brindle, with good-natured disdain. “A gnole prefers an ox.” He glanced at the trio of picketed mules. “But temple says take mules, not an ox.” He shrugged.

      “Temple?”

      “Rat-god Temple.”

      “Rat…oh!” Clara turned to Istvhan. “You’re from the Temple of the White Rat?”

      Istvhan shrugged. “We were hired there,” he said. “They arrange things. They arranged Brant’s barrels. We’re supposed to come back with herbs for their healers or something.”

      Clara was glad to hear it. The Temple of the White Rat was that rarest of religious orders, one that simply found problems and solved them and tried to make life better for everyone involved. If they had hired Istvhan’s men, then it was very unlikely that he was a murderous thug inclined to, for example, attempt to slit a nun’s throat in the night. Still… “Barrels?”

      Istvhan led her around the back of the wagon and tossed back the tarp. “Brant, this is Clara. Clara, Master Distiller Brant.”

      “You’re escorting empty barrels?” said Clara, staring at the contents of the wagon.

      “These barrels,” said the small, balding man sitting on the back of the wagon, “are Emperor Oak.”

      He looked at her as he said it, clearly expecting her to recognize the name. Clara had been well-trained by nuns to admit ignorance when she had it. “I’m afraid I don’t know what that is,” she said.

      “Emperor Oak! The greatest of trees! The greatest of all wood!” Brant waved his arms. “To age a whiskey in Emperor Oak is to confer grace upon it. These barrels are worth more than a palace.”

      “…I see.”

      “Brant’s family keeps an Emperor Oak grove,” said Galen, taking pity on her.

      “The Emperor Oak grove.” Brant’s chest puffed up. “The only stand of the great trees in all the world.”

      “As rare as that?” asked Clara.

      The little man deflated, his face almost a parody of sorrow, and yet Clara could see that it was genuine and deeply felt. “As rare as that,” he said. “They were cut recklessly, and they grow only where they will, not where we wish them to. My family is the steward of the last grove. They are healthy now, but it is not enough. A single fire could wipe them all out. In summer, during lightning season, we do not sleep.”

      He turned abruptly and darted away, pulling something from his belt. As Clara watched, bemused, he jabbed his walking stick into the dirt, loosening it, then dropped a small object into the hole.

      “Acorns,” said Clara. “He’s planting acorns?”

      “Aye,” said Galen. Brant moved ten feet away and dug another hole. “Everywhere we stop. He says that if even one in a hundred survive, it is another oak in the world.”

      Clara found that she was touched. “Now there is faith,” she murmured.

      She did not expect a mercenary to understand, but Galen nodded to her. “A faith that relies on neither gods nor priests,” he said, and sighed. “Would that all faiths were so kind.”

      “Many of them are,” she felt compelled to say, in defense of St. Ursa, who started no wars and asked for no sacrifice, and whose blessing upon her chosen was the purest kindness.

      “And many of them are not,” said Galen, his voice clipped. “Many would take all that a man is and leave him a husk.”

      Clara was still trying to think of a response when he turned and walked away.

      “Don’t mind him,” said Istvhan. “We’re about to break camp anyway, now that this…ah…unpleasantness is behind us. You may ride on the wagon, if you wish, or walk with us.”

      “I can walk.”

      He nodded and turned away, clapping his hands together, and shouting the orders to the men to break camp.
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      They made rather more distance than Clara would have expected, given that they were traveling on foot with a wagon. The mules were clearly chosen for stamina rather than speed. She was impressed with the efficiency with which the mercenaries packed—eight troops, not including Galen and Istvhan, each loading up their personal gear and a tent and sliding it into one of the empty barrels lined with oilcloth. That explained the faint odor of whiskey she’d detected on Istvhan’s tent.

      Two of the troops were women. Clara confessed a certain relief about that. There was nothing about Istvhan that made her think that a woman would be in peril from men under his command, but one could never be too careful.

      St. Ursa, it seems that You have guided me to a man who can help me, at least for travel through the mountains. Thank You.

      All that said, it was still a long walk. As a matter of pride, she kept up, but her hip joints and her feet were less than pleased. Most of her travel selling goods for the convent was on foot or by barge, and she was no stranger to it, but she was also used to setting her own pace. (Arguably, she was also at the tail end of recovery from a fever so brutal that her captors had left her for dead, but Clara had gotten extremely tired of being sick and had decided a week ago that she was done with it. Her body did not necessarily agree, but Clara would be damned if she let it win.)

      I suppose the marches will get longer, trying to catch up to the raiders. Ah, well. She put one foot in front of the other and concentrated on her breathing, telling herself that she did not feel lightheaded and anyway, she was a great deal better off than her sisters. She waited for Istvhan to call a halt, but he kept going until Galen said, “Boss? Getting too dark to see out here.”

      “I know, I know.” He ran his hand through his hair. “I know. I was hoping to be past this particular thanedom, given everything, but I suppose it’s not going to happen tonight.”

      “A mule is going to trip,” said Brindle accusingly.

      “We should be safe enough,” said Clara. “Bastian’s attempt was considered…ah…in poor taste. They’re not going to take revenge.”

      Istvhan shook his head. “You say that,” he said, “and I believe you, but if manners are the only thing stopping them…well, I’ve seen plenty of men be very rude when it suited them. Rude and stabby.”

      He stood for a moment, clearly thinking, then turned to Clara. “Do you know how far the next thanedom is?”

      Clara studied the horizon, trying to orient herself. Dark blue was creeping down the sky and black tree trunks rose to meet it. “Five miles,” she said, “give or take.”

      “Too much for a mule in the dark,” said Brindle, who apparently did not feel that respect for the chain of command applied to him.

      “Right,” said Istvhan. “No tents tonight. No fire, either. As far as we’re concerned, this is enemy territory.”

      Clara heard a sigh sweep through the mercenary ranks, but no one argued.

      The field on one side was flat enough that they could simply pull the wagon to the side of the road. Brindle slid off the wagon seat and began unhitching the mules.

      “Don’t get too comfortable, people,” Istvhan called. “We’ll be up at dawn and over the border. Then we can set up camp for a day or two while we talk to the next set of thanes.”

      “Boss,” said Galen. And then, “Come on, you lot, you heard the man. Roll out your blankets. Waybread and jerky tonight, and we’ll have something more substantial tomorrow.”

      Clara leaned against the wagon. She had neither food nor bedroll, and wondered if Istvhan had considered that, or if he simply expected her to fend for herself.

      She need not have worried. The mercenary captain vanished around back of the wagon and then returned, carrying two waxed packages. He handed her one and opened the other himself.

      The waybread was much the same as every travel bread ever baked: tough, faintly sour, and impervious to mold. The jerky was actually a pressed bar of meat with some kind of dried berries, and a great deal better than Clara was expecting.

      “I know, right?” said Istvhan. “It’s not half bad. I’ve had dried meat that was just on the edge of rancid and you had to wipe the mold off, but this stuff holds up remarkably well.” He bit off half the bar and chewed, then swallowed. “Mind you, I won’t cry if we can convince the next set of thanes to trade us some eggs.”

      Brindle walked past them, leading the two mules and talking softly to them in gnolespeech. Clara heard the wagon creak as the gnole climbed inside, and then rustling as he rummaged for something.

      “Horses too much trouble?” she asked.

      Istvhan nodded. “We’re limited by the speed of the wagon anyway. Unless we wanted to use a dozen mules and change them out in teams, they won’t go much faster than we’ll walk. And this way we’re only carrying a little extra grain for the mules, not a great load of food for a half dozen horses.” He shrugged. “It’s slower than I’d like, but no one’s in a great hurry.”

      Clara was in a hurry, but not so much of one that she would seek a mount. Horses generally did not like her and she returned the favor.

      “Lot of guards for some barrels,” she said, testing the waters.

      And now is the point where a lesser man would tense up, and then hurry to cover it up…

      “Tell me about it,” said Istvhan easily. “I told them we didn’t need more than Galen and me, and maybe a third. This many people makes us look like a much richer target than we are.” He shook his head. “But Brant’s family has money, and they wanted half a regiment to guard their precious barrels, so here we are.”

      He trailed off. Clara looked over at him. The light had faded and the first stars were coming out. She could not make out his expression.

      It all rang true and Clara had no reason to doubt anything he was saying. And yet…and yet…

      She didn’t press the issue. “Where are you going after you’re out of the mountains?”

      “The barrels are going to Morstone.”

      Morstone. Hmm. It was the largest city for a long way in any direction, an ancient trading hub along the sea coast. You could buy anything in Morstone, if you paid the right price. Clara had never been there, but she had heard all the stories…slave pits, charnel houses, pirate fleets.

      “I’ve heard that’s a very dangerous place.”

      “It is.” His voice held nothing beyond the bare fact.

      “Well. I do not know where my sisters have been taken, but perhaps you’ll be rid of me before then.”

      “Mmm.” Istvhan pushed away from the wagon. “There’s a spare set of blankets,” he said. “We’ll be sleeping cold tonight, but if you want to sleep in the wagon, we can probably convince Brant to share.”

      “No need,” said Clara. “I’ve slept on the ground many times. I thank you for your hospitality.”

      “It is the least we can do.”

      It was Galen who found her blankets and a spare mess kit—tin cup, fork, metal plate. “I’m grateful,” said Clara, accepting them, “but I don’t want to put any of your people out.”

      Galen shook his head. “You aren’t,” he said. “A long trip, somebody always loses part of their kit, or one of the blankets gets soaked and mildews, or someone falls in a river. It’s just easier to keep a few spare sets so that no one spends half the trip having to share gear.”

      She had a long drink of water—the wagon held a water barrel as well, although not made of Imperial oak—and wandered off to relieve herself. When she returned, Istvhan gestured to the space under the wagon.

      “A place of honor,” she said, amused. The spot under the wagon would keep frost off and hold heat better than the open air.

      “As befits your station, Domina,” he said, and though she couldn’t see his face, she could definitely hear the smile.

      Clara rolled herself into the blankets. The ground was cold, but no harder than the floor of Bastian’s house had been. She closed her eyes, extracted a rock from under her head, and was asleep before the rest of the camp had settled.
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      It was a cold morning. Frost coated the grass. Istvhan allowed a fire just long enough to heat water. They shared out tea so strong that it was bitter on the tongue, but it shocked everyone awake.

      “A mule behaves,” muttered Brindle to his charges. “A mule does what a mule is told, and a mule gets warm mash later.” He rolled one dark eye at Captain Istvhan, as if daring the man to make a liar of him.

      “As soon as we’re across the border,” agreed Istvhan. “Then we’ll make a decent camp and see what the thanes have to say.”

      The thanes, as it turned out, were pleased to see them. They charged outrageously for passage through their territory—“I want to buy passage, not the entire town!”—and haggling it down was enjoyable for everyone.

      “You could have gotten it for less,” murmured Clara.

      “Yes, but this way they think they’ve gotten one over on me, and it puts them in a good mood.” Istvhan counted out coin and handed it to the thane’s representative. The tall blonde man eyed the rest of the pouch and invited them all to the market the next day. Somewhat to Clara’s surprise, Istvhan accepted.

      “Is it safe, boss?” asked Galen, as the representative rode away.

      “Markets are under truce,” said Clara. “No one will challenge you to a duel. Otherwise people would get too fidgety and it would cut into profits for everyone.”

      “Good to know,” said Istvhan. “And I’d like to ask around about a few things.” He gave Clara a weighing look. “Would you be able to ask questions among the women for me? It’s not a culture that looks kindly on strange men talking too closely with women.”

      “Certainly. What do you want to know?”

      He and Galen exchanged a look. Galen murmured “Is this wise, boss?” in the language that Clara was still pretending not to know.

      “Unexplained deaths,” said Istvhan, ignoring him. “We were hearing some very unsettling rumors as we came north. I’d like to follow up on them.”

      Now that is interesting. “It’s a hard country,” said Clara. “People die all the time.”

      “The rumors were about decapitations, specifically. Which isn’t normal, no matter how hard the country is.”

      Clara whistled. “Hadn’t heard anything like that with Bastian’s people.”

      “And if we’re lucky, we won’t hear anything here. I’d rather not have severed heads turning up in the soup.” Istvhan folded his arms. “Nevertheless, the people we talked to were very concerned.”

      “I would be too, if people were turning up without heads.”

      Istvhan and Galen shared another brief glance. Clara wondered what they weren’t telling her. Had she fallen in with a band of roving killers who were chopping off people’s heads at random? It seemed unlikely, but you never knew. And it would be depressing. She rather liked Istvhan and Galen and would hate to have to kill them in self-defense. St. Ursa, if you have sent me to be an instrument of Your vengeance, I wish that you would have waited until after I’d found my sisters…

      Fortunately, no one offered to cut her head off in the next few hours. They reached the agreed upon camping spot and Istvhan signaled a halt. “We’ll be here for two days,” he said. “If you’ve got any gear that needs mending, now’s a good time to work on it.”

      Brant climbed out of the wagon and began planting acorns. Brindle unhitched the mules and tethered them in a line. Clara turned back to Istvhan. He had a slight frown on his face, dark eyebrows pulled together. “I am sorry for the delay, Domina. I know that you are eager to reunite with your sisters.”

      Clara snorted. “It’s been nearly a month, half of which I spent at death’s door. You need not apologize. I have already accepted that there is no hope of catching up to them before they reach their destination. I only wish to learn what that destination is.”

      “And then?”

      “And then I will find a way to get them back,” said Clara. She cracked her knuckles. Istvhan’s eyes widened just slightly, then he laughed.

      “I pity the men who stand against you.” He shook his head. “More immediately, I should ask if you mind sharing the command tent. I give you my word I will treat your honor as my own, but I will not be offended if your people do not let unwed men and women share sleeping quarters.”

      “Bah,” said Clara. “I’m not so rude as to kick you out in the cold when you’re being so gracious as to escort me across the mountains.”

      “It wouldn’t be the cold,” said Istvhan. “I’d make someone else share. They’d whine, but they’d live.”

      “Still seems unkind. And I suppose then I’d have to put the blasted thing up myself as well.”

      Istvhan laughed. “Actually two of the men are positive demons at tent building. They put all of them up and in return, they don’t stand watches. They’ll have the command tent up in ten minutes, while I’d still be laying out poles and trying to figure out which set goes where.”

      While Clara suspected that he was playing droll for her benefit, she had to admit that his men really had an uncanny knack for it. She went off to relieve herself just out of sight and when she returned, half the tents were erected and the pair was hard at work on the remainder. Istvhan held back the command tent flap and gestured. “Your palace, Domina.”

      “So kind.”

      He had already laid out his bedroll, which was a subtle bit of kindness. It let her place hers as far away as she liked, without making it awkward. She chose a spot halfway around the tent where nothing lay between her and the door. And I wonder if he did that deliberately or if it was just a happy accident…

      Hard to say. It wasn’t the sort of thing that most men ever had to think about. But there was more going on behind Istvhan’s eyes than he let on, she’d bet money on it.

      At the moment, what was going on behind his eyes appeared to be sleep. He was stretched out, using his bedroll as a bolster, eyes closed as if he was about to take an afternoon nap. Clara was reminded of the lynxes that prowled the forests near the convent—big, heavy-bodied cats with enormous paws and the same sense of lazy alertness. She’d seen pumas in the woods, which were undoubtedly larger, but they always seemed lanky to her, as if they had a hard time getting weight on. The biggest lynxes were almost spherical, with bunchy hindquarters and thick coats of fur.

      This is probably not the time to be speculating on how bunchy the gentleman’s hindquarters are. She swallowed a laugh. Nevertheless, the image stayed with her. There was a great deal of raw animal vitality to Istvhan, even when he was resting.

      The tent was warming quickly from the brazier. The bright colors of the walls made it feel like summer. Perhaps that’s what he reminds me of, a cat in a sunbeam…

      “May I trouble you for some tea?” asked Clara. “I’ll make it if you tell me where it is.”

      Istvhan opened his eyes a slit. “Metal tin on your left.”

      She was already reaching for it when she registered that he’d spoken in Harshek. She gave him a cross look and he smiled lazily.

      “Well, blast,” she said. “And here I was hoping to keep that to myself, in case you gave orders to murder me.”

      He chuckled, eyes closing again. “Clever, Domina. Do you speak any others?”

      “Several, depending on how you count the various trade-tongues along the Slicewater. They’ve all got the same basic structure, but they take words from all over, so one end sounds different than the other. My monastery spoke Dryman, but we illuminate in Harshek.”

      “Ah, that’s how you learned it.”

      “You?”

      “A few. Harshek’s my native tongue.”

      Clara let the tea leaves finish steeping and poured the tea out. She passed him a cup.  He took it, rubbing his eyes with his free hand. “Dirt was a harder bed than I like, at my age,” he said. “Particularly after a very awkward duel in the morning.”

      “I’m sorry. That couldn’t have been pleasant.”

      “I don’t mind killing,” he said. “I don’t enjoy it, but it’s a thing I’m good at, so I do it as needed. But desperate young men…”

      “It wasn’t your fault.”

      “No, it wasn’t.” Istvhan gave her a wry look. “I’m not wallowing in guilt, Domina, if that’s what you fear. I was doing my best to disarm him and he practically threw himself on my sword. Truly, there was nothing I could have done. Some people are going to be killed by the world, and it appears this time I was chosen to hold the blade. It’s just such a damn waste, that’s all.”

      Clara lifted her cup in silent acknowledgement.

      She didn’t quite know where to look, so she found herself looking down at her hands, and then at his hands on the tea cup. His were thick and powerful, the backs covered in dozens of short scars, the defensive wounds of any warrior. There was a particularly nasty puckered scar on the left one, right at the web between thumb and forefinger, as if he had been stabbed in the hand.

      “It was a possessed peacock,” he said.

      She looked up, startled. “Beg pardon?”

      “The scar you’re staring at.”

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to stare.” And then, because she couldn’t possibly let it go, “A possessed peacock?”

      Istvhan grinned. His teeth were very white. “Not truly possessed. A wonderworker whose peculiar talent was controlling poultry. We were hired to deal with him. He’d been using flocks of geese to terrorize a nearby town and demand protection money. He could only do domestic fowl, thank the gods, or he’d probably have sent swans and eagles after us.”

      Clara thought there was an almost infinitesimal pause before ‘hired’ but it had been so slight that she might have imagined it. “So he attacked you with a peacock?”

      “Drove its beak right into my hand. I was lucky. One of my compatriots took three geese to the head and we had to carry him out on a stretcher.”

      She lifted her teacup and frowned at him over it. “I am not sure how much of that story to believe.”

      “It is the god’s own truth, Domina. I have been slightly nervous around certain shades of blue ever since.” Istvhan drained his cup. “I’m for a nap,” he said. “If you wish to wander, any of my men will accompany you if you ask.”

      “Is that an order?” she asked, raising an eyebrow.

      “Not at all. You know as well as I do what the risks are here. You’ve lived through them.” He rearranged the bolster and slouched back against it, closing his eyes. “It is as much for the benefit of my nerves as your safety, Domina.”

      “We must save your nerves at all cost,” said Clara. “Never fear, Captain Istvhan, I could use a nap myself.” She stretched out on her bedroll, and if he said something clever in response, she fell asleep too quickly to hear it.
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      Istvhan dozed, but only lightly. It was the kind of nap that wasn’t quite sleep, and he could have been on his feet with a sword in his hand in a matter of seconds.

      As no one came through the door waving weapons and shouting that he had murdered their second cousin twice removed, he got perhaps an hour of rest. Occasionally, he would glance over and see Clara sleeping on her bedroll. She had curled on her side and reminded him of a hibernating bear. A large, powerful beast, currently at rest, and yet he had a suspicion she could be dangerous if roused.

      He still didn’t know how he felt about her. They were, at the moment, going the same direction, and she had not slowed his mission at all. And certainly his mission was not so time-sensitive that he could not turn aside for a convent of kidnapped nuns.

      And yet…

      There was something reserved about her. He had no doubt that her story was true, but she was telling him only so much as he needed to know. Which was…oh, not suspicious, not at all, you didn’t fall into the lap of what appeared to be a mercenary captain and immediately blurt out your life story. It was just that when he looked at her, watching and weighing, she looked back and he was quite certain that she was watching and weighing him the same way.

      Istvhan was pleasant and generally good-humored and because he was very large, he knew that people thought he must be stupid. They did not expect him to look any farther than his next meal or his next job or his next woman. He wondered if they thought the same of Clara, that because she was very large, she must be slow and not terribly bright.

      And I wonder if that is as dangerous a mistake to make about you as it is about me?

      She had spoken so blithely about escaping her captors and traveling by night. His first thought had been that such things were a great deal more difficult than civilians thought.

      His second thought, however, was that Sister Clara did not strike him as a fool.

      She sat up. He hadn’t known that she was awake, and that, too, was interesting. She had a complicated expression, although it didn’t seem to be directed at him.

      “Are you married?” asked Clara abruptly.

      Istvhan’s first thought was that she was somehow propositioning him. His second was that she was a nun and that was just not a thing that happened. His third thought, somewhat belatedly, was that he wouldn’t actually mind if she did. She was…interesting.

      Interesting, my ass. She’s built to the same scale you are, and that’s rare enough to be fascinating. And she was cool as ice sitting on your doorstep with a sword and a lot of angry men behind her.

      She also had great thighs. Istvhan had always quite admired women’s thighs. And her breasts were built to the same scale as the rest of her, which meant that there was enough of them to fill even Istvhan’s enormous hands.

      She’s also a nun. Bishops, yes, priests sometimes, nuns never. There are rules.

      He took refuge in amusement. “No woman’s been fool enough for that, I’m afraid.”

      Clara did not meet his eyes. She was…Saint’s blood, was she blushing?

      “Ah. I see. Ah…do you have, perhaps…oh, Ursa’s tits.” She folded her arms and faced him directly. “I’ve got no luggage and I own nothing. Have you got any clean rags?”

      Istvhan burst out laughing. “Oh, is that all? I may not be married, Domina, but I have many, many sisters. I’ll ask Marli and Thorn. One of them’s bound to have something.”

      “That would be a great kindness,” said Clara.

      Istvhan’s smile faded as he let the tent flap drop behind him. He tried to trace the source of the heaviness in his chest, and realized that it was, indeed, disappointment.

      Saint help him, he’d actually wanted to think that she was propositioning him. Which meant that he was attracted to a nun.

      Bloody hell.

      It made no sense. He was not desperate in any sense. His last relationship had ended less than a month ago. Given that Bishop Beartongue, highest ranked of the priests of the Temple of the White Rat in Archenhold, had nearly run him into the ground, he’d been looking forward to a few months of celibacy to recuperate. The bishop was a marvelous woman, but she had a great many aggressions to work out and limited free time to do it in.

      He had no regrets about the relationship, nor its end. Istvhan had been a port in a storm and knew it. The bishop understood human hearts too well to play with his. “Much more of this and either you will fall in love out of self-defense or you will begin to think of this as a service to the Temple, like bodyguard duty,” she’d said. “And I have no desire to be an object of unrequited love or patient service. Better to call it a pleasant interlude for both of us.”

      Istvhan had made a token protest, but she was right. Not that he was in any danger of falling in love these days, but all paladins ran on guilt and duty in equal measure. He had taken the assignment to the north with a sense of relief, and not just because he was having a hard time keeping up with her.

      Which was why it was so odd that he immediately had such thoughts about a woman he had only just met. Particularly a nun.

      The lure of the unobtainable. Which is all your foolishness and none of hers. Istvhan had never yet blamed a woman because he was attracted to her, and he certainly wasn’t about to start now.

      Truth was, he’d been glad to go for more reasons than love or lack thereof. His people were nomads, and while they often stayed in one place for months at a time, sooner or later, they did move on. He had stayed in Archenhold longer than he had ever stayed in one place, and wanderlust had been nagging at him.

      So of course you go haring off to the frozen north and a group of thanes who think outsiders make good sword practice. Excellent plan. He gazed up at the clear sky with its promise of cold and the serrated ranks of pine trees and filled his lungs with the scent.

      Marli looked up from where she was scrubbing her mess kit down with a handful of sand. “Captain?”

      “Our new arrival has no supplies, and I fear that the phase of the moon has caught her out. Do you or Thorn perhaps…?” He made a vague hand gesture, hoping that she would read whatever she needed to into it.

      Marli snorted. “Not a concern of mine,” she said, “but Thorn will. Half a moment.” She ambled off to a tent and a minute later the other female member of the troop appeared from it and went off in the direction of the command tent. Istvhan decided to leave them to it. He had enough sisters to know what was going on, and he’d also known enough women to know that they didn’t all enjoy discussing bodily functions in the presence of strange men. Or her culture may have something against it. I don’t know a damn thing about where she’s from. Hopefully she’s traveled enough not to hold it against me if I do something egregious on accident.

      Then again, she was enlisting his help to chase down her fellow nuns, so she was likely to put up with a great deal from him in return for that help. Which means that I must be doubly careful that she is not tolerating things because she feels she must… He rubbed his forehead. The larger part of power was understanding the power you had over others, even if you would rather not have had that much power in the first place.

      He had power over the people under his command as well, so he spent the next few hours on a slow circuit of the camp, checking in with each of his people, trying to identify anything that needed fixing before it became a problem. Most of the problems were very small and could be fixed easily—reactions to the altitude, bits of kit gone missing and needing replaced. The majority could be fixed with a trip to the market, a trip to the medicine kit, or simply with more frequent stops. Brindle delivered a lengthy diatribe about mules, the problem of mules, the attitude of mules, the equipment sent out with the mules, and why oxen were superior to mules in every possible way. Istvhan had listened to this particular diatribe four times already since leaving Archenhold and was resigned to it by now. At the end, Brindle grudgingly confirmed that a gnole had no outstanding issues that a human could fix and Istvhan went away again, feeling as if he had survived a battle.

      Galen was last. “Doing well?”

      “Well enough.”

      “Nightmares?”

      Galen shrugged. “Nothing bad. Nothing dangerous.” He raked a hand through his dark red hair. “I hate to say it, brother, but I think that it’s easier out here. Not at the Temple.”

      Istvhan nodded. There were seven surviving paladins of the Saint of Steel. They lived at the Temple of the White Rat in Archon’s Glory, serving as best they could. The Temple had set aside a place for them, a place of calm and quiet, of order and structure. It had been a great kindness and it had helped many of them heal.

      The only problem was that when you were in a place of healing, it was hard to forget that you were damaged.

      He said as much to Galen, who nodded. “We’re all broken,” the redhead said. “I don’t think any of us are going to forget it. But here…” He stretched his arms out. “I don’t know if it’s just that the Temple is a reminder of what we’ve lost or if it’s just that I can’t be as broken out here, so I’m not. Maybe I’ll collapse the first time we get in a real fight. Maybe the battle tide will come on me and I won’t get loose and you’ll have to take me out.”

      Istvhan shrugged. “These things happen.”

      “But the upshot is that I’m having fewer nightmares here. Whether because I don’t feel safe having them or I don’t need to have them…eh, the Saint only knows.” Galen grinned abruptly. “Either way, I’ll take it. How’s your new friend?”

      “The nun? Well enough. Not telling us everything.”

      “We’re not telling her everything, either.”

      “Yes, which is why I’m not holding it against her.” Istvhan shrugged. “It’s been, what, a day? We’ll get there, or not.”

      Later that night, when they finally turned in, he thought that it had been a very long day for everyone. Clara had clearly bathed and was combing her hair out. Her teeth were chattering. “Saint’s blood,” Istvhan said. “Did you wash in a stream? That’s pure snow melt. Cold as a nun’s ars—”

      He heard the words coming out of his mouth too late to stop them and so snapped his teeth shut and nearly choked.

      Clara bit her lower lip and made a tiny squeak, utterly incongruous from such a large woman, and began to laugh helplessly. “Well,” she managed to say, “mine’s certainly that cold now, yes.”

      Istvhan buried his face in his hands. “Domina,” he said weakly. “I am so very sorry. I am a thoughtless boor not fit for polite company.”

      She snickered. “You’ve very kindly agreed to take me through the mountains. We’ll call it even.”

      “You’re bound to be better company than the barrels, anyway.”

      She chuckled. “And this is much more comfortable than sleeping in ditches.” The last chuckle came out partly as a sigh. “You must think it odd that I am laughing so much when…well…” Her gesture toward the tent flap encompassed the world outside, presumably including the raiders.

      “Not in the slightest.” Istvhan leaned forward, wanting to touch her arm and offer comfort, but not sure that she’d appreciate it. “I am a warrior, Domina. Those of us who make jokes usually fare better after the battle than those of us who don’t.” He thought of Galen, who was never at a loss for a joke and who sometimes screamed in the night until he was hoarse. But he is alive to do it. Most of the Saint of Steel’s chosen did not fare so well.

      “When we were in the wagon,” said Clara, sounding entirely too calm, “when the raiders were driving us toward Arral country, we sang. And we prayed. And Sister Sigrid told us terrible jokes, and I laughed harder than I have in years.”

      “Sometimes it’s the only way.” He didn’t like the calm in her voice. Calm like that was usually brittle. But there was nothing brittle about Clara, and he did not know her well enough to say anything more. He stretched himself out on his bedroll, turned on his side, carefully facing away from her side of the tent in case she had to disrobe. The comb is standard in the kit, but presumably she has no extra clothing either. Damnation, I’m the only one who’s got anything that will fit her, and I don’t exactly carry a nun’s robes as part of my travel gear. “I’ve got a spare cloak that should fit you,” he said aloud. “It’s cold in the mountains this time of year.”

      “That would be a kindness. Thank you, Captain.”

      “Did the Arral not clothe you?”

      He heard the rustle of fabric and the sounds of movement. “Bastian’s mother nursed me back to health when I was half-dead of fever. That took weeks of time and food, and she had little else to spare.” More sounds of movement. He gazed at the small travel lamp, watching the flame. “It was complicated, and though I wish Bastian had not died, I am glad that you came along before the issue of my captivity became too pressing. It would have become…awkward.”

      He snorted. “That’s one way to put it. Settled, Domina?”

      “I am, thank you.”

      Istvhan snuffed the light and let the darkness take them.
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      The mercenaries approached the market the next day with their hands on their weapons and their mouths watering. The smell of cooked meat and spices filled the air. Galen made a sound like a man in the throes of exquisite pain.

      Lacking money, clad in Istvhan’s cloak, Clara ambled around the market until she discovered a knot of women sitting together behind one of the buildings. Several were smoking pipes, and most of them had drop spindles whirling in one hand while they talked. They looked up at her with interest, but no hostility.

      “May I join you?” she asked.

      “Sit, sit,” said the oldest, a tiny woman with a wrinkle-lined face. “You are the one who Keela took in, yes?”

      Keela. Bastian’s mother. “I am,” said Clara. “Though I was given as blood price to the mercenaries.” She jerked her chin in the general direction of the men.

      “Ah,” said one of the others. “Their leader’s a fine big one, isn’t he?”

      Two of the women cackled. Another gave Clara a worried look. “They have not mistreated you, have they, youngest sister?”

      “No, no,” said Clara. “Their leader has been very courteous. Though he is worried.”

      Having dropped that bait, she sat back. The oldest woman raised an eyebrow and gave her an incisive look, but went along. “And what worries him is…?”

      “Rumors,” she said. “The lands he traveled through before were plagued with a killer who cut off people’s heads. He does not know if he has left the killer behind or not.”

      Looks were exchanged between the Arral women. Several spoke to each other, but their accents were thick and they spoke too quickly for Clara’s limited skill to follow. The oldest woman sucked on her pipe stem and then blew a cloud of smoke into the air over her head.

      Finally, one of the women turned back to Clara. “We know of what you speak, perhaps.” She was middle-aged, with gray hair and a silver-gray shawl with glints of metallic embroidery. She glanced to the oldest as if for approval.

      Clara kept her eyes and her voice low. “I would be glad to have something to tell him. It would perhaps gain his favor.”

      The oldest studied her for a moment, then nodded to the woman in the silver shawl.

      “My thane holds the south,” said the woman with the shawl. “A month ago, my sister’s cousin went missing. Two days later, hunters found his head. Cut off. And a body. But.” She leaned forward and tapped Clara’s knee, her face intent. “It was not his body.”

      Clara inhaled sharply. “Whose was it?”

      The woman shook her head. “A woman. Not a woman of the Arral. But her head was gone as well.”

      This was much stranger and much more alarming than Clara had expected. No wonder Istvhan had been asking questions. “How terrible!”

      “Devil work,” said the oldest, blowing another cloud of smoke.

      “Any others?” asked Clara.

      Murmured denials. The woman in the shawl spread her hands. “The river is running high now,” she said. “If there were more, they would float away. No one I know has been lost, but there are thanes we do not speak to.”

      More nods. “I thank you, older sister,” Clara said. “This is not good news, but he will be glad of it.”

      The Arral women nodded. They understood the importance of proving one’s value to the men.

      Clara spent a few more minutes with them. She accepted a puff on a pipe from one woman and duly admired another’s toothless grandchild. The conversation drifted to other things. Nothing else attracted her attention, mostly complaints about the weather and the harvest, a well that was inexplicably not filling with the recent rains, a child down with spots. It reminded Clara of being back in the convent, surrounded by the small sounds of practical things, the motions of drop spindles, the sound of women’s voices.

      She was not prone to homesickness by nature. She had chosen the life of a trader for the convent because she could leave for weeks and not feel the weight of time passing. But suddenly the weight of what she had lost—what might be lost forever—rose up and took her by the throat.

      Not now. This is not the time. She pinched the bridge of her nose to keep back tears. She had not cried behind the iron bars of the raider’s wagons. She had not cried in Bastian’s house. She would not cry now. It was not safe, no matter how much the Arral women reminded her of home.

      Blessed St. Ursa, give me your peace a little longer. She pushed the tears down. The sisters of St. Ursa learned to let strong emotions pass through them, to remain calm even when their hearts were roiling. The beast inside her must not wake. She waited for the burning behind her eyelids to fade.

      When she opened her eyes again, the oldest woman had taken her pipe from her mouth and was looking at her intently. Though the blue of her eyes had faded, her stare was no less fierce. Clara was reminded of a wolf’s eyes.

      “You say he does not mistreat you,” said the Arral elder.

      “He does not,” said Clara. It was much easier to think of Istvhan than the convent. From what she had seen so far, it was hard to imagine him mistreating anyone. Courtesy could (and often did) hide cruelty, but he was too comfortable with his power. Only the weak needed to lord it over others in that fashion.

      “And yet…?”

      Clara wiped at her eyes, not bothering to hide it. “I think of what I have lost,” she said. “You remind me, all of you.” Which was true, so far as it went.

      “Ah.” Heads nodded around the circle. Yes. This was also understood. Arral women left their families and went to their husbands, sometimes in separate thanedoms, and did not return.

      “We all lose much,” said the oldest, tapping the ashes from her pipe. “But you are our forever youngest sister. Do not forget.”

      “I won’t,” said Clara. They had nursed her back to health, even if she had ultimately been somewhere between a prisoner and a slave. By their reckoning, to be even the lowest rank of Arral was a gift, compared to being thaneless.

      She rose to her feet. “I must return,” she said. “Thank you all.”

      The oldest woman went with her, somewhat to Clara’s surprise. She ambled up to Istvhan and planted herself in his path, hands folded on her cane.

      Istvhan’s eyebrows went up, but he bowed very deeply to her. “Honored elder,” he said.

      She snorted, looking him up and down with her ancient blue eyes, and then spoke, slowly and carefully. “Do you understand my words?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Hmm.” She looked him up and down again. “You are big, outsider.”

      Istvhan’s lips twitched, but he said, very gravely, “Yes, ma’am.”

      She lifted her cane and poked him in the midsection. “You have our forever youngest sister with you.”

      “I…ah…” Istvhan glanced at Clara. Clara pointed to herself and nodded vigorously. “Oh. Yes, ma’am,” he said.

      “You will treat her well.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “You will not beat her.”

      “No! Certainly not!”

      “You will not make her carry things that are too heavy.”

      “Ah…no, ma’am.”

      Another poke with the cane. “You will let her sleep afterward!”

      “Ma’am, I…ah…” Istvhan looked helplessly over at Clara. They were attracting quite a crowd. Apparently the prohibition against outsider men approaching women did not apply to tiny elderly ladies scolding men three times their size. “I…that is…”

      “You will!” A determined poke with the cane.

      “Yes, ma’am,” whispered Istvhan, looking, for all his size, like a very small boy caught with his hand in the sweet jar.

      The muffled gasps of laughter behind her were definitely Galen. Clara wasn’t sure whether to laugh with him or turn scarlet and sink into the ground with mortification.

      “Hmmph.” The old Arral woman’s scowl lightened. She poked him one last time with her cane, then nodded to Clara. “You will tell us if you have anything to complain of, youngest sister.”

      Clara bowed very deeply, not trusting herself to speak. Galen was losing his battle with hilarity behind her.

      Istvhan watched the old woman totter away on her cane. His expression resembled nothing so much as a poleaxed steer. “What…just…happened?” he asked.

      Clara coughed a few times until she had herself under control. “Ah…I’ll explain later?”

      “Will you?”

      “…maybe?”

      Galen let out one loud, explosive laugh and immediately tried to look as if it had been someone else.

      Istvhan’s eyes narrowed. “Something funny, Galen?”

      “Yes, Boss.”

      The two of them glared at each other for a few seconds, and then Istvhan’s face cracked in an enormous grin. “Surprised you lasted that long,” he admitted. “Saint’s blood, what a woman! I wonder if she’s single.” Galen snickered.

      “Anything more we need here?” asked Clara. “I did learn something you might be interested in.”

      “Galen, is the food situation handled?”

      Galen nodded. “They’re overcharging us terribly for food that won’t keep through winter. About what I expected.”

      “No surprise there. All right. Round everyone up—I don’t want to leave people to get in trouble, market truce or no market truce.”

      It took a bit longer to get back to their camp, even with the assistance of the extra mule. Galen, who was acting as quartermaster, had loaded up on potatoes. Brindle grumbled when he saw them.

      “You don’t like potatoes?”

      “A gnole likes potatoes just fine. A mule doesn’t like hauling so many of them.”

      “They’re cheap and they last forever. Be grateful I didn’t get us fifty squash to go along with them.”

      “A mule would tell a human where to put his squash…”

      Istvhan waved Galen over, leaving Brant and Brindle to rearrange the wagon. “Now then, Domina, can you explain what just happened, other than the bit where I’m being scolded like a depraved monster in the middle of the market?”

      “Arral don’t keep slaves,” said Clara. “They adopt them. I am ‘forever youngest sister’ to Bastian, meaning that I have the lowest rank of any women in his house. Of course, in a society where women can’t hold property and can be sold, it’s functionally identical to slavery, but the Arral would get extremely offended if you called it that.” She rolled her eyes.

      Istvhan gazed up at the sky, as if seeking strength. Either he found it or he gave up, because he looked back down and put his hand over his heart. “Please tell me if I am making you carry any loads too heavy for you, Domina.”

      “Of course,” said Clara sweetly. “As long as you let me sleep afterward.”

      Galen bit the side of his hand and made a noise like an injured goose.

      Istvhan thumped him, grinning. “All right, all right. Did you learn anything else?”

      “Oh yes. Your killer has been here. A month ago. Left a severed head but no body, and a different body, with no head.”

      The two men’s amusement stopped instantly. They traded looks.

      “That doesn’t surprise you,” said Clara. “Which is interesting, because most people would be very surprised by a headless body turning up alongside the wrong head.” She folded her arms and leaned back.

      Istvhan had a remarkably good poker face. Galen didn’t. Green eyes flicked to Istvhan, then to Clara, then to the floor.

      “Is there something you’d like to share with me?” The trick was to use the same voice the abbess used. The nun voice. The one that assumed that you had done something wrong and you knew it and everyone knew you knew it and you just had to spit it out and get it over with.

      Istvhan was made of stern stuff, she’d give him that. His eyelid twitched, but nothing else. Galen, however, snapped like a twig.

      “Ist…Boss…ah…maybe we should tell her.” He spoke Harshek, so apparently Istvhan hadn’t mentioned the language issue.

      Istvhan sighed heavily. “If we’re ever being tortured, I’m making you go last.”

      “Only if they use nuns, boss.”

      “Also, she understands every word you’re saying.”

      Galen swore. Clara inclined her head and said, “I can read and write it, too.”

      Istvhan gave up. “We’ve heard about it,” he said. “It’s not just the chopping off heads. Something very weird is going on, obviously. Someone is leaving bodies behind, and sometimes heads. Sometimes they carry one from one place to another.”

      “Do you know who it is?”

      Galen stared at the ground. Istvhan shook his head. “Not specifically, no. We think it may be more than one person, perhaps some kind of cult. Whoever they are, we seem to be behind them, and I suspect they could make a great deal of trouble for us. If we get blamed for their crimes…well. I would like to know everything I can about what I may be walking into.”

      He said it smoothly, evenly, plausibly. He met her eyes. His hands were relaxed and his gaze was direct. And Clara was quite certain that he was lying through his teeth.
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      “You seem well-traveled for a nun,” said Istvhan the next day, as they walked ahead of the mules. The air was crisp and cool and though they had set a brisk pace, the day was mostly downhill and easier going.

      “I’m a lay sister, not an anchorite.” Clara rolled her eyes at him. “Don’t you have nuns where you’re from?”

      “We have lots of nuns,” said Istvhan. “That’s why I’m scared of you.”

      Clara laughed. She laughed often, and Istvhan was glad of it. “All right, fair enough. Well, my convent sells truffles, rare herbs, and embroidery. Except that my embroidery is not terribly good, so my primary job was to travel up and down the Slicewater Canal, selling our goods.”

      Istvhan nodded. “Well, that explains it, then.”

      “Explains what?”

      “How you learned about the Arral so quickly. How you knew a gnole clan.” He grinned. “How you took Brant and his acorns in stride.”

      “I think the acorns are quite touching. I hope his trees grow very strong.”

      Istvhan thought, privately, that it also might explain why Sister Clara had not aspired to take any more restrictive vows. Depending on her background, the life of a trader might not have been available to her, except through the convent.

      “Have you ever traveled this way before?” he asked.

      She shook her head, looking at the windswept landscape, cut with narrow, tree-filled pockets. “A lonely place,” she said. “The Arral clans are spread out and not particularly interested in truffles. And they do their own embroidery.” She rubbed the back of her neck. “I was always telling Sister Narzil that we needed to expand further and sell our wares farther afield than just the canal, but I would have gone south, not east.”

      “Truffles are not so easy to find,” said Galen, coming up alongside them.

      “And what do you know about it?” asked Istvhan, amused. Galen was a good man, but not above pretending to far more expertise than he actually possessed.

      “Ye of little faith. My grandmother was a healer. But there’s no money in healing, so she sold herbs. A truffle was a rare thing when she could find one, and it kept her in firewood and lamp oil for a season.”

      Istvhan held up his hands. “I yield, I yield. Very well, you are a master of truffles.”

      “Nothing like it.” Galen grinned at Sister Clara, and although Istvhan knew that smile meant absolutely nothing but friendship—Galen had definite tastes and they did not run to women—he felt a twinge of…concern. Definitely concern. Not jealousy, because that would be foolish. I simply don’t want the good sister to be led astray.

      She’s a nun. People like Galen do not lead nuns astray.

      And what about people like you?

      He missed the next sentence or two, but was pulled out of his thoughts when Clara laughed again. “No, we keep no truffle pigs,” she said. “Pigs are entirely too intelligent and I do not trust them. The young ones are well enough, but they all seem to go a bit mad when they grow into their balls.”

      “A common enough affliction,” said Istvhan blandly.

      “Yes, it seems to be.” She gave him a wry look. He gave it right back to her. “Other people can keep them and I will eat ham and bacon with a glad heart. And trade truffles for them.”

      “So how do you find them, then?” asked Galen. “No hounds, no pigs? Even my grandmother had a truffle hound, though he was half-blind and snored like the end of the world.”

      “We have our ways,” said Clara. “You cannot expect me to give up the secrets of my order so easily.”

      Galen clapped a hand to his chest. “A nun has found me untrustworthy.”

      “Lay sister.”

      “Either way. My life is blighted.” He cast a tragic look at Istvhan. “Have you ever heard such a thing?”

      “A very wise nun, clearly.”

      “Lay sister.”

      “You keep saying that.”

      “It’s true.” Her lips twitched. “I am not a nun, not in the sense that you mean.”

      “You live in a convent and serve your goddess, do you not?”

      “Saint, but yes.”

      “Then I fear, sister, that by his standards you will forever be a nun.” Galen leaned over and patted her arm sympathetically. “It’s all right. You learn to bear up under our fearless leader’s assumptions.”

      “I haven’t taken any of the major vows, beyond serving the convent and…” She waved her hand, presumably indicating whatever other vows came alongside that. “I’m not sworn to poverty or penitence or celibacy. Granted, poverty has mostly found me, but that’s more a matter of life than oaths.”

      The word celibacy hit Istvhan square in the chest and settled…somewhat lower.

      “And celibacy?” asked Galen, giving her an exaggerated eyebrow wiggle. “Has it found you, too?”

      She aimed a mock-swat at him. “I suspect, Ser Galen, that my celibacy or lack thereof is a matter of purely academic interest for you.”

      He ducked, laughing. “Well, you’re not wrong. Though if you know any handsome lay brothers of your order, I wouldn’t say no to an introduction.”

      “I fear we’re an exclusively female order, but I’ll keep an eye out.”

      Galen gave Istvhan a brief, smug look behind Clara’s back. A you-can-thank-me-later look. Istvhan grunted.

      “Ignore him,” said Galen. “He’s from around the southern border of Charlock. They can’t grow a truffle to save their lives there.”

      “Desert country, isn’t it?”

      “Hills and desert,” Istvhan said. “Similar to the Arral in some ways, although we are much more flexible about our women and our honor.”

      “I thought you came from the south, not the west.”

      “I did. I left my homeland years ago, when I…when I was twenty. My sisters mostly stayed. They run things now. I go back every few years so that my nieces don’t forget my face.”

      “His people are all bandits,” said Galen. “Don’t let him convince you otherwise.”

      “And yours are all madmen who paint themselves blue and fight naked.”

      Galen looked affronted. “My grandmother would never.” He paused, sliding Clara a sly look. “Now, my great-grandmother…”

      “I am certain she struck terror in the hearts of all who beheld her,” said Clara.

      “Most definitely. My grandfather didn’t stop running until he’d reached the southern coast, and he took my grandmother with him.”

      Clara laughed. She was not classically beautiful by any stretch, but she had a marvelous laugh and an air of vitality that painted pictures in his head about what that laugh would sound like in his ear.

      Stop. A nun is a nun is a nun is still a nun.

      A nun not sworn to celibacy is…probably someone’s fetish. Istvhan wasn’t sure if it was one of his, but part of him seemed very interested in finding out, which made no sense at all. He’d taken this trip north because he needed time to recuperate from the Bishop. He’d been worn to a shadow. Human flesh could only take so much.

      Galen said something he didn’t quite catch that made Clara laugh so hard she had to stop and put her hands on her knees. Istvhan thought dark thoughts and looked away, over the hills, wondering what was wrong with him.
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