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      Enter the SF Gateway …


      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


      

      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.






Definition

 

redoubt: from the Old French reboubte: nest, niche. Hence, a breastwork fortress, especially one located on the crests of mountains or above passes.


Chapter 1

Afternoon was fading into evening when the Margrave finally summoned Arkady Sól to his headquarters. The herald who brought the cordial message delivered the words so woodenly that Arkady felt dread go through him in spite of the flowery references to “our most-favored captain” and “your loyal and devoted leadership in the presence of the enemy.”

“Very well,” he said to the herald as he shoved his straight brown hair out of his eyes. “I am almost finished with mending this hilt. It will be an honor to go to the Margrave within the hour.”

The herald cleared his throat. “Captain Sól, the Margrave is waiting for you now. He would not…look kindly on a delay. He is going to hear Mass shortly.”

Arkady sighed and got up from the three-legged campstool he had been perching on. “All right. Let it be now.” He stared at the herald. “Do you accompany me, or am I to go alone?”

“I have other messages,” the herald said, his eyes firmly fixed on some distant spot over Arkady’s left shoulder.

“Then I am not under arrest,” Arkady said, not making it a question. He forced his lips to smile. “The Margrave is gracious.”

“Your years of service stand for much,” the herald mumbled, then turned away before he could embarrass himself and Captain Sól any further. He fingered his tabard. “Other messages.”

“Deliver them,” Arkady said lightly. “Don’t let me detain you.” He offered the man a half-salute before he turned away, not permitting himself to walk slowly no matter how much he desired to postpone the confrontation. He carried only one weapon, his cinquedea tucked into his belt and lying now horizontally along his back, as its Luccan smith had intended. So used was he to carrying it that he almost forgot he had it with him now.

Three officers guarded the entrance to the mill where the Margrave had established his headquarters. They raised lanthorns to see Arkady’s face, though all three knew him well and recognized his voice.

“For the love of God, Vencel,” Arcady protested to the nearest. “Must you do this?”

Vencel had the grace to cough before he replied. “You are under orders, Sól. We are under orders as well.” He looked away. “The Margrave is in the main room.”

“Yes, I assumed that. Why are you pretending that I know nothing of this because of…what happened?” He did not bother to wait for an answer—there would be none given, he was certain—but permitted Vencel to open the door for him. “Thank you,” he remembered to say before the door closed behind him.

The servants inside the mill came to escort Arkady into the main room of the mill, where once the family of the miller had gathered to eat and talk in happier times. One of the servants could not resist looking at Arkady as he indicated the open door. “It’s a shame, Captain Sól.”

“Yes, it is,” Arkady said, trying not to reveal how bitter he felt at that moment. “Thank you for escorting me.” He could see the distress in the servant’s eyes and could not bring himself to make it worse.

“I will pray for you,” the servant promised him as he turned away.

The Margrave Fadey sat with one leg propped up on a stool, his arm resting on the table, a document beneath it. “Captain Sól,” he said with distaste as Arkady came into the light.

“You wanted to see me,” Arkady said, because he felt he must say something. “I’ve come.”

“Yes,” the Margrave said quietly. “I assume you know why you are here.”

What possessed the man to draw this out so much? Arkady asked himself. Why would he not simply inform him that he was discharged and in disgrace. “I know.”

“And you have no sense of shame for what you did?” the Margrave demanded. “You do not cringe at the sight of men of honor.”

“There is no honor in riding into an ambush. I told Captain Kamenetz that at the time.” He said this wearily, having repeated it more often than he could bear in the last few days. “I did not want my men to be killed.”

“You admit to your own cowardice,” the Margrave Fadey accused him, his moustaches quivering more than his indignant voice.

“If refusing to permit my men to be massacred is cowardice, then I own it freely.” He folded his arms. “I will take the writ and I will leave. That is what you want me to do, isn’t it?”

“What I would want, Captain Sól, is for you to have followed orders. None of this would be necessary now.” The Margrave Fadey glared his disapproval.

“Only a Requiem for all of my men,” Arkady said as gently as he could. “I’ll take the writ, Margrave, and I will leave you.”

The Margrave kept his arm on the parchment. “You must also sign an oath, very binding, on the graves of your parents and your hope of salvation.” He took a deep breath. “You are to vow that you will never, for any reason whatsoever, aid our enemies, the Turks, or give council, advice or instruction to them.”

“I doubt they’d have me,” Arkady said lightly. “A Pole fighting with a company of Polish and Ukrainian soldiers? They’d be more apt to kill me than seek my advice.”

The Margrave folded his arms. “You may jest if you wish, but you will sign the oath.”

“Gladly,” Arkady said at once. “Then you will be rid of me and you can go back to your battles for glory.” He had not wanted to sound bitter, but he could hear his own words and they shocked him.

“You are still under my command, I will not tolerate your insolence. It is sufficient that you are a coward.” He held out a quill. “The ink is there. Read this and sign it.”

Arkady sighed. He had the rudiments of letters, but it was always a chore to go over documents. He came and leaned over the table, staring down. He pieced the words together, grateful that the Margrave had not insisted in writing in Latin or Russian or Greek. The intent was clear and not even the courtly language could disguise the severity of the vow. He reached for the quill and dipped it in the ink. Arkady Todor Sól, from Sól, on the Feast of Saint Stanislas he scribbled, not caring if the ink spattered. “There.” He gave the quill back to the Margrave Fadey.

“This will be sent to Sól and entered in the roles of your church.” The message was plain: everyone would know of his disgrace and he would not be permitted to return home.

“If that is necessary, by all means,” Arkady said. “I will not argue with you.” He felt more weary than before. “What else? Do you give me the writ, or is there more?”

“The company will watch you leave camp. You will be allowed to take your weapons and your horse. The rest remains here.” He paused. “You have some prize money. If it were up to me, I would claim it, but I have been told that I am not empowered to do so. You may take it with you.” This last certainly galled him.

“Do my weapons include my armor?” He had paid a high price for the armor and hated the thought of leaving it behind.

“You may take the steel-studded leather, but the rest is forfeit,” the Margrave told him, knowing that this would distress Arkady.

“If you insist,” Arkady said. He would not give the man the satisfaction of losing his temper.

The Margrave rose slowly. He was over forty and battle had taken a toll on him: he moved like an old man. “Here is the writ. It is signed by me and both our priests, as witnesses. You will be expected to leave here before sunset tomorrow.”

“So long,” Arkady marvelled. “A pity that you could not require me to leave tonight.”

“Yes,” the Margrave agreed, not aware of the irony in Arkady’s tone. “Your men will be given disciplinary action and a reduction in prize mon—”

Arkady faced the Margrave Fadey, making an effort to contain his fury. “My men only did what good soldiers must do, and followed my orders. They accepted my judgment. If I had ordered them into action and they had not gone, you would punish them. But they did not go because I would not permit it. If there is to be any more punishment, it should not fall on my men.” His head ached as he spoke and he could feel the blood pound in his neck. He was able to keep a reasonable level to his speech, but he could not disguise his feelings completely. “You are concerned about the morale of the other men, those who fared so badly in the last fight. Their morale would be much worse if a third of your forces had been hacked to bits and what was left of them hung out on hooks for trophies.”

“They should have fought,” the Margrave persisted, his hands trembling.

“Yes, they should,” Arkady said unexpectedly. “They were eager to fight, and I was proud of our chance to face the Turks. But what were we to do in the face of certain ambush? The defile was narrower than the scouts told us at first, and the walls of it too sheer for men in armor to climb. The Turks were waiting around the rim, with others to close in behind us. What chance would any of us had?”

“There is a Turkish fortress above that defile. Until we take it, we are held back from our advance. The Turks have come too far as it is, and they are not being rebuffed as they should be.” The Margrave wore a large crucifix on a thick chain around his neck. “Ever since Constantinople fell, God has seemed to turn His back on us for that failure. If we are to redeem our faith as well as our souls, we must turn these despicable heathens back into their own lands and purge our soil of their presence.”

“You and the Archbishops are agreed on that,” Arkady said quietly. “Most of the men in my unit fear for their homes and their families. They do not want to return to find burned-out ruins and scattered crops, with no way to learn if their wives and parents and children have been taken as slaves or killed. You and the Archbishops may not think highly of such reasons, but I would pledge my honor—if I had any to pledge—on such men.”

The Margrave Fadey sighed. “You are not the sort of soldier who can understand what is at stake here.” He leaned back. “Very well. Be gone with you. The entire camp will be told of my action against you, and there will be a formal escort of disgrace when you leave the camp.”

Arkady sighed and saluted. “It will have to be as you wish.”

“You are a disappointment to me, Captain Sól. You were sent here with such high praise and recommendations for your valor and your tenacity.”

“It is good to know that my former lord thought well of me,” Arkady said, his attitude suddenly gentler.

“He will also be informed of your disgrace.” The Margrave sat back with a sour expression of satisfaction on his old features. “You will not be able to find honorable employment in Poland anywhere.”

‘Of course,” Arkady said. He stood quietly, wishing the Margrave would finish it.

“Here is your writ,” he said, handing a smaller piece of parchment to Arkady. “You are no longer a part of this or any other Polish or Ukrainian force of Christians opposing the advance of the Turks.”

Now that the thing was in front of him, it was almost impossible for Arkady to take it. Fierce resentment against this stupid, vainglorious nobleman welled up in him, making his head hurt more than before. “Honor and glory to the defenders of the Church of Our Lord Jesus Christ,” he mumbled as he took the document and crossed himself.

“You may leave me, Captain Sól. If it were for me to decide, you would lose your rank, as well, but only your lord may do that.” Clearly this irritated the Margrave. “Inform the bailiff of the camp when you are ready to leave.”

Arkady did not trust himself to speak; he saluted and turned on his heel. He was out of the room quickly, brushing past the two men who guarded the door.

Night had come, bringing its own rustlings. The camp was quieter now, with most of the men tending to their gear, for in two days they would all be on the march again. Many fires glowed, and where they burned, men gathered around them, some silent, some talking, some singing, a few throwing dice, though such activities were forbidden. Arkady walked back to his tent through the familiar huddle and clutter, missing it already.

“How bad was it?” Hedeon asked as Arkady appeared in the flap of the door.

“I can keep the leather armor, but I have to leave the steel. I can keep my weapons and my horse.” He held out the crumpled writ. “This declares me coward, Hedeon, for trying to save my men from destruction. The Margrave Fadey wants someone to blame for the way the battle went.” He kicked his saddle in anger. “He’s an old fool, and dangerous. Take care he doesn’t get you all killed.”

“He wishes to save us from the Turks,” Hedeon said, his voice cracking, for although he had been serving as an aide for more than a year, he was just twelve years old.

“At this rate, he will save us by sending us all to Heaven or Hell, to save the Turks the trouble.” As soon as these words were out, he lifted his finger. “No. Do not repeat that. You would be cast out, too, if you did, and you have less chance of making your way in the world than I do, and that is little enough for me.” He stared at the lanthorn, which was the only light in the tent. “Is there any wine left? I’d like to get roaring drunk tonight.”

“One skin,” the lad said apologetically. “You didn’t ask for it, and so—”

Arkady waved him to silence. “Probably just as well. My head is bad enough now; tomorrow it would be intolerable if I drink.” He looked at his gear. “Do you think they’ll let me take the helmet if I leave the helm?”

Hedeon did not venture an opinion, but he winked.

“Well, pack it for me in any case. I may need to sell it one day, to buy food.”

“It won’t come to that,” Hedeon said with false certainty. “You will find another unit to take you on.”

“I will?” Arkady said bleakly. “Who will take me? What for? Contract soldiers might let me sign on, perhaps. Then it will be take any man’s battle if he has enough gold. Or I could do what many another man in my position has done, and turn robber. Until they caught me and cut off my hands, or blinded me, or hanged me, I would live adequately, I suppose.” Abruptly he flung the writ away from him. “Thorns of God! What right has the Margrave to do this?” He went on without allowing Hedeon to speak. “Yes, I know, rank and place and all the rest of it. He believes he must make an example and I am it.” He dropped down onto the pile of blankets that served him as a bed. “What sorrows me the most is knowing that he will try and try to take that Turkish redoubt until every single soldier in his forces is dead. And what is the worst aspect to all of this is that it doesn’t matter. That breastwork fortress means almost nothing to the Turks. Taking it would change very little.”

Hedeon listened nervously. “You’re not being cautious, Captain Sól,” he warned. “There are those who can hear you.”

“What difference?” Arkady asked, then relented. “Very well. I don’t want to see you compromised. If you have good sense, you will go to Captain Pliecs when I’m…not here. He is a good and sensible man and he will not abuse you.”

“Captain Tworek already has asked that I serve for him,” Hedeon said, trying to sound pleased.

Arkady shrugged. “He’s a sensible man. He won’t treat you badly. He’s got more fleas on him than a heartsick camel, but there’s nothing new in that.” No soldier was free of them, and if one officer attracted more than another, what did it matter?

“I’ll take care,” Hedeon said, relieved that this was the only comment that Arkady made.

“And God guard you,” Arkady added as an afterthought. “You will need His protection, I am afraid.” He started to lean back. “See that my leather armor is packed, and my weapons.” He drew the cinquedea out of his belt and handed it to Hedeon. “I’ll want to carry this with me, but the two swords and the maul…pack them as usual.” With that he leaned back and closed his eyes.

By morning, Hedeon had attended to his chores and had brought Arkady’s horse around to the tent, where he waited now, bridled but not saddled, while Arkady went about the rough business of shaving with a knife edge. “There is food, Captain, if you want it,” the boy called out.

“Cheese will do. See if you can swipe a few extra rounds for me, so I’ll have something to eat on the road. Don’t get caught at it, or the Margrave will see you flogged for helping me.” He kept up his chore, dragging the blade over his wet face, wincing every now and then at the little cuts he gave himself.

“The priest has come to hear your confession,” Hedeon added a moment later.

“I will be ready shortly.” Why did he wish to go to such trouble to make himself a respectable figure, he wondered, when his departure was intended to disgrace him? It might be that he would not permit the Margrave to dictate everything to him. “Ask the priest to step inside.”

The tent flap was drawn back and a small, bent man came through the opening. He made a blessing in Arkady’s general direction, then said, “It is unfortunate that you must leave us, my son.”

“Yes, it is, isn’t it?” Arkady said with a lightness that he did not feel. “I will be with you in a moment, Father.”

The priest took his place on the three-legged campstool. “Sometimes it is in distress that we glimpse the Face of God,” he remarked, then waited for a response.

“I haven’t seen Him so far,” Arkady said, nicking himself one last time. He blotted his face with the same rag he had used to clean his swords, then turned to the priest. “I appreciate your coming, Father, and I know that it is expected of us both for me to make some sort of accounting to you as my excuse for my actions. But I still believe that it was right to stay out of the defile, and I cannot apologize for helping my men live.”

“God is merciful,” the priest said quietly.

Arkady knelt and crossed himself. “I admit that I swear—all soldiers swear. I admit that I wench when I have the opportunity. I admit that I hanker after gold. I admit that I have killed men in battle. I admit that I have been drunk and made a great fool of myself over dice and women. All that is so. But I have never knowingly exposed my men to any more danger than is a soldier’s due. That is why I refused to fight, and why the Margrave is sending me away.”

“Is this a confession, my son?” the priest asked, a bit bewildered in spite of years of experience listening to soldiers.

“No. I do not think this is a sin. I cannot confess it, Father. It would be a greater sin if I did.” He crossed himself again.

“I cannot offer you absolution without confession,” the priest reminded him.

“Then let me confess to drinking or wenching or gambling or stealing ducks from the Margrave’s larder—it’s all one to me.” He was ready to get to his feet but paused out of respect to the old man.

“I will give you a provisional absolution, my son, and that is all that I may do, properly. This is not what will please the Margrave, for it will be learned in the camp and questions will be asked.”

“As well they should be,” Arkady said brusquely, rising without the priest’s permission. “But in a day or two it will all be forgot, and there will be another battle.” He looked at the neatly tied bundles that Hedeon had set out. “By tonight, some of the men will have put up a different tent here, and I will be nothing more than another officer who left.”

The priest got slowly to his feet. “I hope you will think about what I said. There are times when God is seen from the depth of the abyss.”

“Thank you, Father. I will remember it,” he said, doubting it would ever occur to him again.

Outside, Hedeon stood, the reins of Arkady’s horse clutched in his hands. “I will pack the saddle,” he offered.

“I’d be grateful,” Arkady said, proffering one of the two bundles he carried. He made a studied effort not to look around him, for he knew that half the men in camp had been alerted that he was about to leave. If only I do not have to look at them, I can bear it, he thought as he went through the familiar motions of lugging the bundles of his belongings. “Make sure you tie that bag on well; that’s food for me and the horse.”

Hedeon blinked back tears and did as he was told.

“We hate to see you go, Captain Sól,” one of the men said in an undervoice. He was standing not far away, and at these words, Arkady looked up, taken unaware. His eyes met the soldier’s.

“I…” He shook his head, unable to risk saying more. His eyes stung.

There were other words he heard, whispered among the men as they stood, watching him prepare to leave them. Pride and grief almost overwhelmed him as Arkady listened, incapable of ignoring the approval of the soldiers. He tried to convince himself that this alone was enough and that because of it his leaving would not be as bitter as it had been.

“It’s ready, Captain Sól,” Hedeon announced, no matter how obvious this was. “The saddle is—”

“I know, Hedeon.” He reached into his wallet, which was tied to belt, and tossed two silver coins to the lad. “Take care you don’t lose them foolishly.”

Hedeon caught the coins and gave half a salute, then turned and ran away into the crowd.

The herald appeared and looked squarely at Arkady. “You must understand me: if it were up to me—”

“I realize that,” Arkady interrupted him, getting into the saddle as he spoke. “Let’s get it over with. I don’t fault you, man. Just don’t take longer than you must.”

The herald nodded as he took his place ahead of Arkady’s horse and raised his staff so that the men would clear a way for them, which eventually would lead to the edge of the camp. “This is Captain Arkady Todor Sól, from Sól, who has brought shame upon himself and disgrace upon his lord. He has refused to act in the face of the enemy and has shown himself to be unworthy of the rank he holds. May his name be vilified by every one of you for his cowardice and his insubordination.” The herald had repeated this more than seventeen times by the time the edge of the camp was reached, and his voice was growing worn.

“It is not on your head, herald,” Arkady told him as he leaned down and gave the man a silver coin. “Take care. Your master will bring you to ruin if you do not check him.”

The herald took the coin. “It is not right that I should listen to you.”

“No, it’s not,” Arkady said. “But you are in danger if you do not. Well, I’ve said more than I ought and you have been patient with me. I am grateful to you for being so calm.”

“It was not I. The men were silent, that’s all.” He looked back. “You need not tell me this, but which way will you go?”

“How should I know?” Arkady answered, more testily than before.

“As you wish,” the herald said, nodding. At last he stepped aside, permitting Arkady to go.


Chapter 2

Two days outside of camp, Arkady came to a main trade route. He looked at the road, weighing his choices. Westward was all of Europe, and the center of his faith, but westward also lay the fruits of his dishonor and the life of an outcast. “If I am truly exiled,” he said to his horse, “then let it be on my terms.” With that he turned east.

At the end of the third day, he came to a market town, a squalid, hot gathering of mud-covered buildings and old, crowded wells, where men, camels, horses, mules and goats congregated, all of them determined to make more noise than the other. Toward the center of the houses there was a large open square, and in this place a good number of merchants set up their awninged tents to show their wares. Many of the farmers brought produce to sell to the merchants, and the most enterprising of the villagers made food to sell to both merchants and farmers.

Arkady dismounted and led his horse toward the market square, smiling a bit at the bustle. He knew that as a soldier he attracted some attention, but as he was alone, most of the others avoided him, fearing that he was one of those men turned rogue who was not safe to deal with. He made his way to one of the food booths, and since he did not know the language the woman spoke, he did his best to make himself understood in mime. The woman accepted two copper coins in return for two puffs of bread filled with a highly spiced mixture of lamb and onions. Arkady smiled widely at her and gave her another coin for a third helping.

The woman returned his grin and said something in a friendly tone of voice, then scowled in the direction of a platform on the other side of the market square. She shook her head in disapproval and made another incomprehensible remark before giving her attention to a new customer.

Arkady munched at his food and led his horse toward the well where other horses were tied up. He looked around in the hope of finding a farmer selling grain, since he was low on food for his animal. “I’ll try to find you some apples or dates, fellow,” he promised the horse.

A turbaned merchant in hodgepodge of clothes had climbed up on the platform and had started to harangue the crowd in a high, metallic voice. The attention he attracted was not entirely favorable, for some of the villagers whistled through their fingers at him in a derisive way. Others approached the platform, some of them holding wallets ready in their hands. Whatever he was selling, those merchants were interested in buying.

His curiousity piqued, Arkady strolled toward the platform, nibbling on the last of his food. He hoped to find out what it was the turbaned merchant had to offer.

An assistant was summoned, and he mounted the platform, pulling two large chains with him. Fifteen men and women, all shackled, stumbled up onto the platform. Most of them were dragged down by hunger, fatigue and the enervating weight of their wretchedness.

Arkady looked at the slaves in a little surprise, for although he had heard of open slave markets, he had never before seen one. He looked over the men and women offered for sale, wondering who they were and where they came from, that they should be where they were now. He had never seen clothes like they wore, or faces quite like theirs. He wished he knew enough of the local tongue to ask who the slaves were. He moved closer, as if proximity would explain matters to him. Once again he looked over the slaves as the turbaned merchant began to point out the various qualities of the first few men on the chain.

The woman next to last was the one who held Arkady’s interest. She was young, certainly not yet twenty, with a strong and lithe body under the swathes of stained silk she wore. Her skin was a light shade of bronze and her hair was black as onyx, without a trace of red or blue in its shine. Her face was unusually tranquil, and a moment later Arkady realized why: she turned toward him, and he saw that her eyes were a strange, light shade, like frost-blighted leaves. The dark blue mark in the center of her forehead seemed more truly an eye.

Arkady was not aware that he had come to the foot of the platform and was staring up at the woman, but the little slaver was, and he hurried over to the soldier, a fawning grin on his grizzled features. He bowed ingratiatingly and began to say something that Arkady could not understand.

“Be quiet, you,” Arkady snapped, his eyes fastened on the young woman. He had the oddest feeling that blind as she was, the woman was looking at him. “How much?” he asked the slaver.

Although the slaver did not understand Arkady’s words, he had been a merchant long enough to know when someone wanted to buy. He held up both hands and flashed his fingers twice, then touched the gold earrings he wore.

Arkady shook his head, and held up all the fingers on one hand and two of the other, thinking as he did it that he was being incredibly foolish. He was a soldier without employment. To buy a slave was a ridiculous extravagance, and when that slave was a blind girl…

They compromised at fifteen gold coins, and Arkady gave them to the merchant with an expression of distaste, and watched while the woman was unfastened from the chain. The assistant started to drag her forward; she missed her footing and almost dropped to her knees.

“No!” Arkady ordered in the same tone of voice that he used with his troops. He clambered onto the platform and took the chain, shoving the assistant aside. The merchant and some of the men in the crowd laughed; Arkady ignored them.

The young woman turned her face toward Arkady and said something in a low, musical voice, extending her hand.

As Arkady closed his fingers around hers, he had the oddest sense that a current had run down his arm, and he looked at her, startled. He still did not know why he had brought her and, now that he had her, what he would do with her. He decided that he was mad. He said to the young woman, “Come with me. This way.” Gently he led her toward the stairs, then checked her. “You have to step down here.” He knew that she did not have the words, but he felt her hand tighten, and she went down the stairs carefully, feeling her way with her slippered feet.

At the foot of the steps, she faced him again and murmured something more, touching his arm uncertainly. There was a question in the words she spoke.

“Take my arm; it’s all right,” he assured her as he went back toward his horse. What on earth was he doing, he asked himself as he guided her to his mount. What possessed him to purchase a slave like this one? “Stay with my horse,” he said to her, feeling helpless to make himself understood.

“N’yeh,” the young woman said, taking hold of the stirrup as soon as Arkady put her hand there.

“Uh…good,” he said, having no idea what she meant. “You…stay here…I…I”—he pointed to himself and spoke very slowly, finding the whole situation too absurd to deal with—“have…to get food.”

The young woman nodded, taking hold of the stirrup with both hands. She said something more that sounded like “simbruk” to Arkady and made an attempt at a smile.

“I’ll…be back…shortly. Shortly.” He took a few steps away from her, half expecting to see her run off or be taken by one of the other men in the crowd. He looked around and decided that she might not be safe, even if she remained where he had told her. He went back to her side and said. “Look, I’m going to take you and the horse with me.”

She ducked her head, but whether it was a nod or a bow, Arkady had no way of knowing, and this was more frustrating than complete and stoic silence would have been.

One of the men in the crowd pointed at Arkady, laughing and saying something to the men around him. The others glanced toward the two strangers—not only different from the people in the market square, but different from each other as well—and joined the first man in laughter.

“Don’t mind them,” Arkady said grimly as he led both the horse and the young woman through the crowd toward the farmers’ stalls. “We’ll be out of here in a little while.”

“N’yeh,” she said with great serenity.

“Right,” he agreed, still trying to figure out why he had let himself become caught by her and her plight. He might as well have joined forces with the soldiers of the Chinese for all the good he was doing, and now to have this slave as well!

She touched his arm. “Tara manidatta.” She moved after him with unusual confidence, for although he chose their way carefully, she did not appear to falter as he led her. There was an odd half-smile on her full mouth.

Arkady found a seller of grain and had much to do to keep his horse from helping himself to the farmer’s produce while he bargained for a price. At last he was satisfied that he had got the price as low as the farmer was willing to go for a stranger, and paid out the money. He noticed that his supply of coins had become dangerously low, and again he cursed the impulse that had caused him to buy the slave. Yet now that he had her, he could not stand to part with her. He gave her a puzzled look, then accepted the two bags of barley and oats the farmer held out to him.

Near the market two men in foreign dress stood, one of them holding a long staff of bamboo. They watched Arkady and his slave as they made their way through the crowd. Although they did not speak to each other, there was an air of communication about them, as if they had no need for words. One of them frowned, but the other wore an expression of satisfaction, if not pleasure; his bamboo staff seemed to twitch in his hands.

“The Bundhi will be satisfied,” the frowning one said at last, staring hard toward Arkady. “He is nothing.”

“Yes; he will be pleased,” the man with the staff said. He nodded to himself. “A mercenary soldier. I could almost feel sympathy for the girl if she were not so dangerous.”

The other laughed. “We need not concern our master about that now.” He stepped back, making a strange gesture before starting through the crowd.

Beside Arkady, his slave turned suddenly, as if she had heard something.

“What is it?” Arkady asked, cursing himself for not knowing how to speak even two words of her language. He felt more foolish than ever.

She shook her head slightly, motioning him to silence, and once again he had the eerie feeling that she was actually watching for…he could not guess what.

In the crowd, the two strangers halted. “We should not get closer,” the one with the staff told his companion.

“True,” the other whispered. “Move back. We must not let her know we are here.”

“What does it matter? That lout who bought her cannot understand a word she says, and if he did, he would do nothing. No more than a dozen men in this marketplace know our tongue, and they would not listen to her if she complained.” He folded his arms, holding his staff with care. “The Bundhi will want to be certain that the soldier will take care of her for us.” He sniggered, making a disgusting face. “If he knew what he had, I wonder what he would do with her?”

“Be cautious!” the other said sharply. “She might overhear.”

“Not in this confusion,” the first declared. “Still, no harm in watching at a distance. We’ve done it this far.”

Arkady’s slave continued to stare, one hand raised to her mouth, and alarm in her large, clouded eyes.

They had reached two stalls where food-sellers had travellers’ meats set out. Arkady, who had been trying to decide if he wanted goat cheese or a crude lamb sausage to take with him, noticed that his slave was still distracted and staring. “Is there something wrong, girl?” he asked, touching her elbow in the hope that he would not frighten her more.

“Salghi,” she told him, tears of vexation coming into her eyes. She shrugged, sighing. “Salghi, immai.”

The vendor in the nearer stall laughed and pointed derisively at Arkady, then pursed his lips toward the slave and laughed more loudly.

“Stop!” Arkady turned on him. “By Saint Michael, you will not—”

His slave took his hand and shook her head. “Vret, immai.”

Arkady listened closely to the words she spoke, knowing it was absurd to try, but hoping that if he gave her his full attention, he might yet come to understand what she was saying. “I did not buy you for that,” he protested. “This man is lying.” But what did he buy her for? he asked himself. Blind as she was, what other use might he have for her?

The vendor continued to laugh, and several of those around him joined him. They hooted and guffawed.

“Monsters,” Arkady muttered, turning away. “We’ll get our food elsewhere,” he grumbled to his slave. He took her arm roughly and propelled her through the gathering crowd, away from the stalls and the mirth of the men there.

The stranger with the staff watched them go. “You see? He is not going to bother us.”

“Apparently not,” the other responded. “The Bundhi will be relieved.”

“Yes.” He touched his staff with respect but not affection. “We may start back today.”

“It would be best,” the other agreed, shuddering as the staff in his companion’s hand moved slightly. “That…bamboo will need—”

“—Food,” the first man finished. “And soon.”

The second man shook his head. “It may be a mark of advancement, but…”

The first man nodded, patting the long, enveloping robes he wore. “It would not reach me easily, Mayon.”

“Still,” Mayon warned him, not quite concealing a shudder.

“The Bundhi carries a staff much more potent than this one,” the first reminded Mayon.

“I am aware of that,” Mayon said, plucking nervously at the patterned silk of his robe.

“It will be good to return to the Bundhi,” the first said, nodding to himself. “We have done the task he set for us. We will be able to tell him that his orders have been carried out as he wished them to be. That will bring us rewards.”

Mayon could not bring himself to be as pleased about the prospect as the other was. “I will settle for an uneventful journey and a return to my studies.”

“You’re too cautious, Mayon, that’s your trouble. You do not take advantage when it is offered to you.” He grinned. “I am not so reluctant. When the Bundhi tells me that he will give me what I ask for, I will speak of my desires.” He touched his staff again. “You could carry one of these, but you have not asked for it. The Bundhi does not give what is not sought.”

“Perhaps I do not seek that,” Mayon evaded. “You have what you want, Vadin. Be content with it.” He started away through the crowd. “I will arrange for mules.”

“Excellent. But choose them carefully. Not all of those animals can tolerate this staff.” Vadin took a last glance toward Arkady and his slave. “I trust that Surata is happy in her master.”

“It does not matter what she is,” Mayon snapped, ignoring the young blind woman. “She was the Bundhi’s enemy and now she is a soldier’s slave. That is sufficient.”

On the other side of the market, Surata made a strange, disturbing cry, gripping Arkady’s arm with her free hand.

He stopped at once. “What is it?” he asked, startled at the strength she revealed. “Is something the matter?”

She stood still, her head slightly cocked, her blind eyes moving as if she could will herself to see. “Rillemata,” she said with urgency, making the sounds roll in ways he had never heard before.

“Do you have to stop? Is there something wrong?” It was fruitless to speak to her, but he could not stop himself. “Tell me, woman!”

She released his arm and touched her brow, a puzzled expression coming over her face. “N’yeh.” Her step faltered and she blundered into him.

Arkady took her by the shoulder. “Steady,” he said to her in the same quiet way he used to talk to his troops before a battle. “Calm down. There.”

Embarrassed, she tried to step back from him, but he would not release her. She lifted her head. “Toressu, immai.”

“That’s better,” Arkady said. “You’re proud enough, girl. That’s good.” He drew them to the side of the broad road that led to the market square, slapping the horse close to the building to be out of the way of any travellers or merchants. “I don’t know what I’m going to do with you, but don’t worry that I might treat you badly. I still have a little honor left to me. I won’t harm you while you are in my care.” He knew she could not understand him, that his reassurances meant nothing, but he went on, as if to convince himself that his disgrace had not ruined him completely. “I don’t know what made me buy you, but now that I have you, I will use you well. I won’t take you by force, or let you starve. I’m not so low as that.”

“Cherut, immai,” she said gently. Her eyes were lowered, but there was no shame about her.

He shook his head unhappily. “One of us is going to have to learn a few words from the other.” If he could not learn something from her, he supposed that he would have to sell her in time, and that realization made him cringe. It would be one more damning indictment against him if he removed his protection from this blind, foreign girl.

“N’yeh, immai,” she said, this time more confidently.

A party of men on stinking, mangy camels came by. Arkady looked at them in disgust while his slave simply held her nose.

“You’d think they’d do something about such animals. Horses and mules can smell pretty bad, but nothing like those beasts.” He sneezed. “Well, we should be away.” It did him no good to stand here trying to get her to comprehend his words. It was better that they go on, he knew that. “I’ll get a hare for us, or some game birds. I can spare a few arrows for that.” He touched the small unstrung hunting bow that hung from his saddle. “I bought it yesterday, from a Turk with an eyepatch. I chose a dozen of his straightest arrows, so one or two for dinner won’t trouble me.” That was not quite the truth, but he wanted to reassure his slave as well as himself. He took hold of her arm with one hand and the reins of his horse with the other, then led them both out of the market town on the smaller of two roads stretching out to east-northeast. “Once we’re out of the town, we’ll ride. By Saint Michael, I hope you can ride, girl.”

“N’yeh, immai,” she said softly.

Arkady shook his head. “You’ve said those words before. I only wish I knew what they meant.”

There were beggars along the road, a few with criminal brands on their arms and faces. Most of them held out their bowls with pitiful cries, but some were silent, either from apathy or the loss of tongues. Arkady had never gotten used to beggars, not even those who waited around the church in Sól, and these seemed worse to him because they were more miserable and more vicious than those he had seen in Poland. He thought, as he walked, that perhaps the reason he had bought the slave was that he could not permit her to end this way, another discarded and sightless derelict with a bowl and nothing else.

Finally the huts and beggars became more infrequent, and there were fewer travellers jostling toward the market village. Arkady halted the horse and brought the reins over the head. “I’m going to mount, and then I’ll pull you up behind me. You’ll have to sit on the blanket roll.” He took one of her hands and wrapped it around the stirrup. “Hang on for a bit.” With that, he vaulted into the saddle, keeping his boot out of the stirrup until he leaned down and took her hand. “Come up, then,” he said sharply, as he would have to another soldier.

The slave did not respond quite as he had expected, and he had to haul her onto his mount, trying to settle her while he struggled with his horse. The bay gelding snorted and shook his head at this treatment, sidling and scampering while Arkady attempted to balance his slave on the bedroll behind the saddle. Finally, flushed and breathing deeply, he satisfied himself that the girl would not slip off. “You’ve…you’ve got to put your arms around my waist and hang on. We’re not going to go much faster than a trot, but for the most part, we’ll be walking. The horse has too much of a load with both of us for me to run him very far.”

“Cherut, immai,” she said, the hitch in her voice betraying her nervousness more than her expression.

“Fine. That’s fine,” he said a bit inanely. “Here we go, girl.” He loosened his hold on the reins and nudged his mount with his heels. Relieved, the bay gelding broke into a trot, jarring both riders with his abrupt movement. “Hold on!” Arkady barked, turning slightly in order to be sure his slave heard him. “You’ve got to hold on.”

The slave said nothing; she put her arms around Arkady’s waist and clung to him while she bounced on the bay’s rump, only partly protected by the bedroll.

The horse soon slowed to a walk, but in the time it took the bay to calm down, Arkady thought he would be deprived of breath by the grip of his slave. He tried to pry her fingers loose but found that he could not. Once he started to shout at her but realized that was a foolish thing to do. She could not understand him no matter how loudly he spoke. He resigned himself to her strangling embrace until the gelding dropped back to a walk. When that finally happened, he felt her arms relax a bit, and he took advantage of this.

“If you don’t hang on that way, it’s easier for me,” he said very slowly and precisely. “Remember that, will you?”

Behind him, she said something he could not make out, then sank her fingers into his belt, which permitted him to breathe more freely.

“Right. That’s better.” He decided that she was a sensible girl, for all her foreignness and her blindness. “You probably don’t know what’s going on. I wish I could explain it to you.” He would have to find a way to talk with her soon or their travels would be impossibly difficult. He tried to think of a way to start as they made their way across the flat valley toward the first rising hills in the distance.

By evening they had begun to climb, and Arkady was secretly pleased that they had made such good progress. He decided not to press on too far that day and began to search for a place they might be able to camp; in a while he found a small glen a short distance off the road. A stream ran down the far side of the glen, and there was enough shelter to give them some protection during the night.

“This will do it, I think,” Arkady said aloud. “We can lay out the bedroll and make a fire. I’ve got a pot for cooking, and if I can bring down a rabbit or a bird, that should give us a fairly good meal.” It would be little enough for two, but he decided that he would not suggest that, and not simply because his slave would not understand him. He swung the bay off the road and brought him to a halt in the glen. “This is where we stop tonight, girl.”

“Immai?” she asked, her expression puzzled as he dismounted.

“Give me your hand,” he told her, taking hers before she could become frightened. “I’ll help you down. Just lean and I’ll catch you.” He tugged gently on her arm, and as she shrieked, he caught her and helped her to the ground. “There. All fine.”

She put her hand to her head, shaking it a little. “Verrek, immai?”

“Sure,” he answered, having no idea what she might have said. “I’m going to gather wood for a fire and get my saddle off the horse. I want you to sit down. Sit down.” He pressed her shoulders and found that she was willing to do it, although she moved stiffly from her hours on horseback. He sighed a little as he untied the bow from his saddle and strung it. “I’ll have to do a little hunting. I won’t be long.” He was already reaching for the hobbles to secure the bay. Once the hobbles were in place, he unbuckled the girths and tugged the high-fronted, straight-canteled saddle off his gelding’s back, putting it on a clear space of ground. “You can lean against this while I’m gone,” he said to his slave.

“Cherut, immai,” she answered, sounding tired. Obligingly she braced her elbows against the saddle and half leaned against it.

“I’m taking one of my swords, but you can have the other,” he said, bending down and taking one of her hands and laying it on the hilt of his shorter sword. “Just don’t take out after the horse with it, will you?” He smiled at her as he would have smiled at green troops, but the sight of her eyes froze the expression in a rictus grin. “I won’t be long. I’ll call out when I come back.”

“N’yeh, immai.” She held the sword more firmly.

“That’s right,” he said, not with much certainty. “Hang on to it.” He stepped away from her, fixing an arrow in place as he went. If he had not shot something for their supper by dusk, he would go back and they would have to make do with what he had in his saddlebags. He decided not to waste time searching for arrows that went wide of the mark. He did his best to keep his thoughts on small game instead of the slave he had bought.

To his surprise, by the time he returned with two small rabbits, his slave had found a way to gather wood and lay a fire, and she sat by it patiently, her hand not far from the sword he had left for her.

“You’ve done well,” he called out as he started across the glen toward her. “Next time I’ll leave the flint and steel with you so you can light it as well.”

She had turned toward his footsteps and the sound of his voice. “Selleh, immai,” she called out, lifting one hand in greeting.

Arkady paused to pat his horse and to replace the bay’s bridle with a halter. “There you are, boy,” he said to the horse. “You can graze awhile. How’s that?”

The bay nuzzled his arm, whickering softly.

“Good boy,” Arkady said, patting the gelding’s neck once more before continuing across the glen toward his slave. “I’ve gutted the rabbits already. They’ll cook nicely on a spit, and I’ll make some gruel.” He flung down the rabbits not far from his slave and saw her draw back in alarm. “They’re just rabbits, and dead ones at that,” he explained as he set about flaying them. The soft pelts were matted with blood by the time he was through, and he tossed them away with some regret, since he knew that when winter came, he might want a few soft rabbit pelts to line his one cloak.

When he finally struck a spark for the fire, his slave was the one who made a nest of dry twigs and leaves for it and blew on it gently until flames appeared. She stayed close to it, and Arkady decided that she must be chilly, for night was coming on and she had fairly light garments—he had not seen such clothes before—and of course had not been given anything heavier.

Once the rabbits were on the spit, Arkady went through the gloom to the stream and filled his single pot with water. Then he tossed some grain into the water and set it against the burning, dry branches.

“Durran jamni, immai,” she said to him while he turned the rabbits on the spit.

“Whatever that means,” he said, shaking his head. “What can have possessed me? You’d think you’d worked some sorcery on me, girl. But what would you want someone like me for? Tell me that.” He chuckled. “I suppose this is as bad as talking to myself.” He had a short, stiff twig and he used it to stir the gruel.

The slave sat very still, then touched his arm so softly that he was not certain she had actually done it. She waited, then put her hand over her breast. “Surata. Surata.”

“What?” He looked at her closely. “Surata?”

“N’yeh, immai,” she said enthusiastically and repeated the gesture. “Surata.” Then she put her hand on his chest. “Immai?”

“Arkady Sól,” he answered, hoping that was what she wanted to know. He pointed his finger at her, letting her hold his hand as he did. “Surata.” He turned his hand back to himself. “Arkady.”

“Arkady,” she said, actually smiling. “Arkady.”

“Right.” He could feel himself grin at this. It was not much, he had to admit, but it was better than nothing. At least his slave had a name and he could call her something other than girl now. “Well, Surata, it’s about time we had a bite to eat.”

“N’yeh, Arkady-immai,” she said.

“Not Arkady-immai, just Arkady. Arkady Sól.” He was worried that she might have misunderstood him after all. “Arkady.”

“Arkady-immai,” she corrected him, pointing to herself again. “Surata.” She put her hand on his chest once more. “Arkady-immai,” she said serenely.

“Fine. Arkady-immai, whatever that means,” he grumbled.

Surata began to hum, plainly very happy. She swayed where she sat, her movements so beautiful that she seemed almost to be dancing.

Arkady watched her for a little while, enchanted with what he saw. He realized with sudden irritation that his resolve to treat her with courtesy might be more difficult that he had first assumed. She was blind, but there was a fascination about her that Arkady felt as keenly as he felt the shame of his dishonor. He put his mind on stirring the gruel and turning the spit, so he would not dwell on the opulence of her body.

After a time, she was still again. “Arkady-immai?”

“Here,” he said shortly. “The food’s almost ready. You can have gruel now and the rabbit in a bit.”

She nearly burned her hands on the side of the pot; she would have done so if Arkady had not restrained her. She made a strange exclamation, then drew back, blowing on her fingers and trying to keep the tears from her eyes.

Arkady handed her his one spoon. “Use this,” he suggested, pressing it into her hand so that she could feel it. “And give it a moment to cool.”

Surata must have heard how irked he was, because she sighed and gave a contrite smile. “Poehl, immai.”

“Fine. Don’t do it again,” he responded, then came very close to burning his own hands as he started to reach for the spit. He swore loudly, then started to laugh.

It was a little time before Surata started to laugh with him, and as she did, he found that his vexation had faded completely.


Chapter 3

By midnight all that remained of the fire were a few glowing embers, and the air was colder. Arkady had pulled his saddle closer to the ashes, doing his best to wrap his blanket around both himself and Surata. He had thought at first that he was tired enough not to be disturbed by her nearness, but after a short, deep sleep, he became aware of the curve of her leg against his and the steady rhythm of her breathing. Still somewhat asleep, he let himself drift with his dreams, hoping that he would be forgiven for the lusts they revealed. In time he became lost in them, letting his imagination take him to the forbidden places where he could revel in Surata’s flesh. He would confess these lusts the next time he found a priest to hear him.

“Arkady-immai,” Surata whispered a bit more loudly. “Arkady-immai!” She shoved his arm. “Emtahli.”

Her reality vied with his dream; Arkady hung in the confusion between, not wanting to relinquish the dream for the stern world. He mumbled and tried to turn over.

Surata shook him with force. “Arkady-immai!”

He opened his eyes and looked at her, seeing little of her in the darkness. “Wha…”

“Emtahli!” Her voice was still low, but the urgency in her tone communicated her fear through the foreign word.

The last of his dream faded and he came fully awake. “What is it?”

She poured forth a hurried message while she mimed several men on horseback, riding hard and brandishing weapons. She then pointed to his two swords and his maul, indicating that he should arm himself.

“How close?” he asked, not pausing to wonder how she knew this. He had been a soldier far too long to discount such presentiments. “How many?”

Surata said several words, then held up her hand opened. She pushed him again, clearly hurrying him.

Arkady scrambled to his feet, reaching for his metal-studded leather brigandine, bending to reach the buckles under the arms. It was long enough that he had no need of the corselet, and for that he was grateful. He fumbled for his helmet and his boots, cursing as he shook the boots to dislodge anything that might have crawled into them during the night. He hopped as he pulled each boot on, hearing the tinned steel clink and jangle. “My swords! Where in the name of Saint Michael are my swords. And keep the maul handy—I may need it.”

“N’yeh, Arkady-immai,” Surata said, drawing the cover close around her.

“Take this and hide under it,” he ordered, kicking his shield in her direction, then pausing to show her how to do it. “And stay there until I tell you to come out. Keep the blanket tight around you. It will protect you a little where the shield does not.” He straightened up, a sword in each hand, turning slowly in a circle and listening with such concentration that he could hear the breathing of his horse.

It was not long before he heard the approach of muffled hooves and the soft slap of saddle leather. Whoever was coming was using stealth. The horses were pulled up just off the road in the low trees and brush that screened the glen from travellers.

“Hold steady, Surata,” Arkady said in an undervoice just before he moved to a more shadowed part of the glen. He knew he would require every advantage if the intruders were to be held off. His gauntlets, stiff from cold, did not yet afford him a firm grip on his sword hilts. The longer weapon, in his right hand, had been sharpened less than a week ago and would cut with ease; but the shorter had not been honed or sharpened for more than a month, and its edge was not as keen. Arkady shook his head at his own negligence. If he came through the night, he would have to do something about his short sword.

On the other side of the glen, two men emerged from the brush, both carrying axes and wearing short mail cuirasses, the standard gear of bandits. One of the two made a gesture, and three more men joined them, the last pointing to Arkady’s horse and gesturing his approval of the gelding.

Arkady glared at them. It was bad enough that these five wanted to rob, capture, perhaps kill them, but that they should also plan to take his horse infuriated him. He flexed his fingers in his gauntlets. He was entirely awake now and ready to fight.

The bandits were striding toward the fire, moving swiftly but with practiced silence. They fanned out, making a half-circle that would be closed quickly once they reached the dying fire.

As soon as the bandits were past his hiding place, Arkady stepped out behind them, matching his pace to theirs so that they would not hear him move. He kept with them for a dozen strides, then chose the man on the end of the crescent and moved behind him, raising his sword as he did.

The man on the end shrieked as Arkady’s sword bit deeply into his shoulder. He fell to his knees and then to his side, clutching the wound and howling from the pain.

“Ah!” Arkady burst out, spinning toward the next man in line, his long sword held low and straight. The blade caught the next man on the side of his thigh, lifting him up with the blow. As he pulled the long sword free, Arkady thrust out with his short sword, catching the man on the chest and knocking the air out of him.

The other three had recovered from this surprise attack and were bringing their axes up to the ready, the bandit in the steel helmet bellowing to the others as he began to swing his axe in a lethal pattern before him.

Arkady dropped back, working carefully. He was confident that he could defeat two men armed with axes, but three changed the odds too much. He moved quickly, not wanting to give one of the men the opportunity to get behind him, or to let two of them outflank him. He made two quick passes with his long sword, just enough to make the bandits keep their distance. “Not yet, not yet,” he breathed as he sought for the best footing.

The leader of the bandits began to press his advance, swinging his axe more quickly and forcing Arkady to give ground as he and his men closed on him.

The leader drew a poignard from his belt, making an unpleasant sound as he did. His two men followed suit, pressing closer to Arkady.

With a swift change of stance, Arkady lunged at the man on his right, nicking his leg before the bandit’s axe clanged down, deflecting the sword. Arkady moved quickly, driving his short sword at the belly of the man on his right. This time he had the satisfaction of seeing the bandit double over, retching violently. In the next instant, he almost dropped his short sword as the leader’s axe cut into his forearm.

There were two bandits still on their feet, and one of them was limping. That might be enough, Arkady thought, as he tested the grip on his left hand. It was weak but he could still hold the weapon for a little while. He had received worse and continued to fight. He hefted the short sword and lashed out with it, more to convince his opponents that he was not hurt than to do them any damage.

The leader slashed out with his axe, shouting loudly as he did, his words shrill with rage. He rushed at Arkady, still keeping his axe in motion. As Arkady fell back, he struck out with his poignard, which glanced off the metal studding of Arkady’s brigandine. He roared his outrage; his face, now close enough for Arkady to see his features, was distorted with ire. There were flecks of foam on his beard.

Near Arkady’s left leg, the man on the ground reached for his axe. He was still clutching himself and moaning, but he had recovered enough to be able to fight again.

Arkady saw the movement, and he responded quickly, bringing the heel of his boot down on the man’s wrist. He heard the snap and grind of broken bone and the miserable wail with a guarded confidence. He had been able to reduce his opponents to two, and if his left arm could hold out, he was fairly sure he could defeat them.

The man on his right shifted ground, looking for a way to get behind Arkady. He dragged his right leg, but not enough to make movement impossible. His axe swung ominously.

Sensing this maneuver more than seeing it, Arkady pivotted, slashing with his long sword. He felt the tip of it rake the limping man’s mail, and saw the sparks where steel scraped steel, but then he lost his footing and stumbled backward.

With an enraged shout, the leader was on him, bringing his axe high for the dispatching cut.

Arkady thrust with his short sword, holding it low enough to get under the mail cuirass. With the other sword, he lashed out at the limping man, hoping to keep him back. The force of the leader on Arkady’s short sword demanded all his strength and attention, for the bandit writhed like a gaffed fish as the point sank into his abdomen and drove upward under his ribs. Arkady felt blood on his hands and spatters of it on his face, and he dodged as the bandit leader’s flailing arm brought his axe close.

The limping man shouted, and his leg went out from under him. He thrashed, trying to reach the new, wide cut Arkady had given him. His axe lay on the ground, and he made no move to grasp it.

Arkady rolled away from the body of the leader of the bandits. He felt weakness rush through him now that the urgency of battle had ended. Tears stood in his eyes and his left arm trembled so badly that he had to release his hold on the hilt of his short sword. He felt that he was about to be sick.

The limping man wrapped a length of cloth torn from his sleeve around his leg, then struggled to his feet. He looked in silence at his fallen comrades, then stumbled off toward where the bandits had left their horses, gasping with every step he took.

Two of the others had recovered enough to shamble after the limping man, leaving their leader and the second man Arkady had wounded behind.

Arkady sat on the ground, his legs stretched out in front of him, his head lowered. He was panting and the cut in his arm ached abominably. He could not bring himself to turn his head and look at the bandit leader, though the dead man lay less than an arm’s length away; instead Arkady peered through the darkness to the other remaining man, who lay unconscious on the ground. He knew that he should go to the fallen bandit and cut his Achilles tendons, crippling him and punishing him for his outlawry, but Arkady could not bring himself to create another beggar to sit by the side of the road with a bowl. Slowly he got to his feet and made his way back toward the faint glow of the dying campfire.

“Arkady-immai?” Surata asked tremulously as he approached, hearing his uneven steps.

“It’s all right, Surata,” he said in great fatigue. “They’re…gone, most of them. The two that are left won’t bother us.” He sank down beside the campfire, seeking what little warmth it offered, his thoughts dazed. He cradled his wounded arm against his chest and fixed his eyes on a place in the middle distance. He could not tell how much he was bleeding.

Surata shifted the blankets and the shield away from her and sat still and alert, trying to locate Arkady by his movements and the sound of his breathing.

“Over here,” he said after a brief silence. “I’ve got a cut on my arm and I’ll probably have some bruises tomorrow.” He had long since resigned himself to such hurts, for they were part of a soldier’s life, but he was uncertain he had assessed all the damage that had been done to him, and he held his thoughts and worries within himself even though Surata could not understand them if he spoke of them. It was his arm that concerned him the most, and for that reason, he hesitated to probe the cut, for fear it would be worse than it felt.

Surata made her way on hands and knees to where he sat, and there she paused, not yet convinced that she could come nearer without hurting him in some way. “Arkady-immai?”

He raised his head. “What.”

She wanted to ask him where he was wounded, but she had no words for it. She caught her lower lip between her teeth and wanted to shout with vexation. It was impossible to tell him that she had skills that would help. Finally she reached out and put her hand on his right arm. “Vaidatta,” she said, hoping that he would sense her intention from the tone of her voice.

Firmly but without any roughness, he held her off. “It’s nothing you can do anything about.” He wished he had a few strips of cotton to bind the cut, but there was nothing he owned that would lend itself to making bandages. He told himself he was a fool for that oversight.

This time Surata’s hands were more forceful, and she ran her hands over his arms and face expertly. “Dun’yatta,” she said as she touched his helmet. Carefully she unfastened the chin-guard and lifted the thing from his head, smoothing his rough-cut hair back from his brow. Once she put the helmet aside, she renewed her examination of his face. She found a knot of a scar over the arch of his right eyebrow and deep lines around his eyes and mouth, but she realized that his features, while not fine, were attractive and well-cut.
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