

[image: ]





BY ELIZABETH MOON

 




The Serrano Legacy  
Hunting Party 
Sporting Chance 
Winning Colours 
Once a Hero 
Rules of Engagement 
Change of Command 
Against the Odds

 



The Serrano Legacy: Omnibus One 
The Serrano Connection: Omnibus Two 
The Serrano Succession: Omnibus Three

 




The Deed of Paksenarrion  
Sheepfarmer’s Daughter 
Divided Allegiance 
Oath of Gold

 



The Deed of Paksenarrion Omnibus

 



The Legacy of Gird 
Surrender None 
Liar’s Oath

 



Remnant Population

 



Speed of Dark

 




The Vatta’s War Series  
Trading in Danger 
Moving Target 
Engaging the Enemy 
Command Decision 
Victory Conditions

 




with Anne McCaffrey  
Sassinak (The Planet Pirates Volume 2)

Generation Warriors (The Planet Pirates Volume 3)




 
 
 

 
The Deed of Paksenarrion

 

 
ELIZABETH MOON

 
 
Hachette Digital

www.littlebrown.co.uk




 



 
Published by Hachette Digital 2010

 
Copyright © 2010 by Elizabeth Moon

 



 
Copyright © 1988 by Elizabeth Moon

 



 
Copyright © 1988 by Elizabeth Moon

 



 
Copyright © 1989 by Elizabeth Moon

 



 
The moral right of the author has been asserted.

 



 
All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

 



 
All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

 



 
A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

 



eISBN : 978 0 7481 1300 2

 



 
This ebook produced by JOUVE, France

 
Hachette Digital 
An imprint of 
Little, Brown Book Group 
100 Victoria Embankment 
London EC4Y 0DY

 



 
An Hachette Livre UK Company




Sheepfarmer’s Daughter
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Prologue

 



In a sheepfarmer’s low stone house, high in the hills above Three Firs, two swords hang now above the mantelpiece. One is very old and slightly bent, a sword more iron than steel, dark as a pot: forged, so the tale runs, by the smith in Rocky Ford - yet it is a sword, for all that, and belonged to Kanas once, and tasted orcs’ blood and robbers’ blood in its time. The other is a very different matter: long and straight, keen-edged, of the finest sword-steel, silvery and glinting blue even in yellow firelight. The pommel’s knot design is centered with the deeply graven seal of St. Gird; the cross-hilts are gracefully shaped and chased in gold.

The children of that place look at both swords with awe, and on some long winter nights old Dorthan, grandfather of fathers and graybeard now, takes from its carved chest the scroll that came with the sword and reads aloud to his family. But first he reminds them of the day a stranger rode up, robed and mantled in white, an old man with thin silver hair, and handed down the box and the sword, naked as it hangs now.

‘Keep these,’ the stranger said, ‘in memory of your daughter Paksenarrion. She wishes you to have them and has no need of them.’ And though he accepted water from their well, he would say no more of Paksenarrion, whether she lived or lay buried far away, whether she would return or no.

The scroll Dorthan reads is headed The Deed of Paksenarrion Dorthansdotter of Three Firs, and many are the tales of courage and adventure written therein. Time and again the family has thrilled to the description of Paksenarrion in battle - the littlest ones pressing close around Dorthan’s knees, and watching the sword on the wall. They are sure it glows slightly when those tales are read.

And always they ask, the little ones who never knew her, what she was like. Just like that in the scroll? Always so tall, so brave? And Dorthan remembers her face the night she left, and is silent. One brother thinks of a long-legged girl running down errant sheep; the youngest remembers being carried on her shoulders, and the smell of her hair. Besides this, legend is all they have.

‘She’s dead,’ say some. ‘She must be, or they wouldn’t have sent her sword.’

‘No,’ say others. ‘She is not dead. She is gone where she doesn’t need this sword.’

And Dorthan turns to the end of the scroll, which solves nothing . . . for the Deed is unfinished, ending abruptly in the middle of a stanza.

And one of those children, the little ones, has climbed from stool to table, and from table to mantelpiece, and touched with a daring hand the hilt of each sword . . . and then climbed down, to dream of songs and battles.
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‘And I say you will!’ bellowed the burly sheepfarmer, Dorthan Kanasson. He lunged across the table, but his daughter Paksenarrion sidestepped his powerful arm and darted down the passage to the sleeping rooms. ‘Pakse!’ he yelled, slipping his broad leather belt from its loops. ‘Pakse, you come here now!’ His wife Rahel and three smaller children cowered against the wall. Silence from the sleeping rooms. ‘Pakse, you come or it will be the worse for you. Will you go to your wedding with welts on your back?’

‘I’ll not go at all!’ came the angry response.

‘The dower’s been given. You wed Fersin Amboisson next restday. Now come out before I come in.’

Suddenly she stood in the mouth of the passage, as tall as he but slender, long blonde hair braided tightly. She had changed to her older brother’s clothes, a leather tunic over her own shirt, and his homespun trousers. ‘I told you not to give dower. I told you I wouldn’t wed Fersin or anyone else. And I won’t. I’m leaving.’

Dorthan glared at her as he wrapped the belt around his right hand. ‘The only place you’re going, you arrogant hussy, is Fersin’s bed.’

‘Dorthan, please—’ began Rahel.

‘Quiet! She’s your fault as much as anyone’s. She should have been spinning at home, not running out on the moors hunting with the boys.’

Paksenarrion’s gray eyes glinted. ‘It’s all right, Mother; don’t worry. He’ll remember someday that he’s the one who sent me out with the flocks so often. Father, I’m leaving. Let me pass.’

‘Over my dead body,’ he grunted.

‘If need be—’ Paksenarrion leaped for the old sword, Kanas’s sword, over the fireplace. As she lifted it from the rack, the belt caught her shoulders with its first stroke. Then she was facing Dorthan, sword in hand, with the firelight behind her. The sword felt easy in her grip. Startled, Dorthan jumped back, swinging the belt wildly in her direction. Paksenarrion took her chance and ran for the door, jerked it open, and was gone. Behind her came his furious bellow, and questioning calls from her brothers still working in the barns, but Paksenarrion did not slow or turn until she came to the boundary stone of her father’s land. There she thrust her grandfather’s sword into the soil.

‘I won’t have him saying I stole it,’ she muttered to herself. She turned for a last look at her home. Against the dark bulk of the hill, she could see light at the open front door, and dark figures crossing and recrossing the light. She could hear voices calling her name, then a deep bellow from Dorthan, and all the shapes went in at the door and shut the light in. She was alone, outside the house, and she knew, as well as if she’d seen him do it, that Dorthan had barred the door against her. She shook herself. ‘It’s what I wanted,’ she said aloud. ‘So now I’d better go on with it.’

The rest of that night she jogged and walked down the well-worn track from her father’s farm to Three Firs, warmed by the thought of the coming adventure. She went over her cousin’s instructions time after time, trying to remember everything he’d said about recruiting sergeants and mercenary companies and training and drill. In the first light of dawn she walked into Three Firs. Only in the baker’s house did she see a gleam of light behind closed shutters, and a plume of smoke out the chimney. She smelled no baking bread. She could not wait until the first baking came out unless the recruiters were still in Three Firs. She walked on to the marketplace. Empty. Of course, they might not be up yet. She looked in the public barn that served as an inn. Empty. They had left. She drew water from the village well, drank deeply, and started off again, this time on the wider track that led to Rocky Ford - or so her cousin had said; she’d never been beyond Three Firs.

As daylight came, she was able to make better time, but it was  nearly noon when she came to the outskirts of Rocky Ford. The rich smells of cooking food from the inns and houses nearly made her sick. She pressed on, through what seemed to her like crowds, to the market square in the town’s center. There she saw the booth that Jornoth had told her to look for, draped in maroon and white silk, with spears for cornerposts. She paused to catch her breath and look at it. On either side, a man-at-arms with breastplate, helmet, and sword stood guard. Inside was a narrow table, with one stool before it, and a man seated behind. Paksenarrion took a deep breath and walked forward.

As she reached the booth, she realized that she was taller than either of the men-at-arms. She waited for them to say something, but they ignored her. She looked inside. Now she could see that the man behind the table had gray hair, cropped short, and a neatly trimmed mustache. When he looked up at her, his eyes were a warm golden brown.

‘This is a recruiting station for Duke Phelan’s Company,’ he said as he met her gaze. ‘Were you looking for someone?’

‘No. I mean, yes. I mean, I was looking for you - for a recruiting station, I mean.’ Paksenarrion reddened with embarrassment.

‘You?’ The man stared a moment, then looked down briefly. ‘You mean you wanted to join the Company?’

‘Yes. My - my cousin said such companies accepted women.’

‘We do, though not so many want to join. Look - mmm - let’s get a few things straight before we start. To join us you must be eighteen winters old, healthy, with no deformities, strong, tall enough - you have no problem there - and not too stupid. If you’re a drunkard, liar, thief, or devil-worshipper, we’ll throw you out the worse for wear. You agree to serve for two years beyond your basic training, which takes four to six months. You get no pay as a recruit, but you do get room, board, and gear as well as training. Your pay as a private in the Company is low, but you’ll share any plunder. Is that clear?’

‘Aye,’ said Paksenarrion. ‘Clear enough. I’m over eighteen, and I’m never sick. I’ve been working on the moors, with sheep - I can lift as much as my brother Sedlin, and he’s a year older.’

‘Mmm. What do your parents think of your joining an army?’

‘Oh.’ Paksenarrion blushed again. ‘Well, to be honest, my father doesn’t know that’s where I am. I - I ran away.’

‘He wanted you to wed.’ The man’s eyes had a humorous twinkle.

‘Yes. A pig farmer—’

‘And you wanted someone else.’

‘Oh no! I didn’t - I don’t want to marry at all. I want to be a warrior like my cousin Jornoth. I’ve always liked hunting and wrestling and being outdoors.’

‘I see. Here, have a seat on the stool.’ While she sat down, he fished under the table and came up with a leather-bound book which he laid on top. ‘Let me see your hands - I have to be sure you don’t have any prison brands. Fine. Now - you like wrestling, you say. You’ve arm wrestled?’

‘Surely. With my family, and once at market.’

‘Good. Give me a try; I want to test your strength.’ They clasped right hands, and on the count began to push against each other’s resistance. After several minutes, with neither moving much, the man said ‘Fine, that’s enough. Now let’s go left-handed.’ This time he had the greater strength, and slowly pushed her arm to the table. ‘That’s good enough,’ he said. ‘Now - was this decision to join a sudden one?’

‘No. Ever since Jornoth left home - and especially after he came back that time - I’ve wanted to. But he said I had to be eighteen, and then I waited until the recruiting season was almost over, so my father couldn’t trace me and cause trouble.’

‘You said you’d been on the moors - how far from town do you live?’

‘From here? Well, we’re a half day’s sheep drive from Three Firs—’

‘Three Firs! You came here from Three Firs today?’

‘We live up the other side of Three Firs,’ said Paksenarrion. ‘I came through there before dawn, just at first light.’

‘But that’s - that’s twenty miles from Three Firs to here, at least. When did you start from home?’

‘Late last night, after supper.’ At the word, her stomach rumbled loudly.

‘You must have gone . . . thirty miles, I don’t doubt. Did you eat in Three Firs?’

‘No, it was too early. Besides I was afraid I’d miss you here.’

‘And if you had?’

‘I’ve a few coppers. I’d have gotten some food here and followed you.’

‘I’ll bet you would have, too,’ the man said. He grinned at her. ‘Give us your name, then, and let’s get you on the books so we can feed you. Any girl who’ll go thirty miles or more on foot without stopping to eat ought to make a soldier.’

She grinned back. ‘I’m Paksenarrion Dorthansdotter.’

‘Pakse-which?’

‘Paksenarrion,’ she said slowly, and paused until he had that down. ‘Dorthansdotter. Of Three Firs.’

‘Got it.’ He raised his voice slightly. ‘Corporal Bosk.’

‘Sir.’ One of the men-at-arms turned to look into the tent.

‘I’ll need the judicar and a couple of witnesses.’

‘Sir.’ The corporal stalked off across the square.

‘We have to have it all official,’ the man explained. ‘This isn’t our Duke’s domain; we must prove that we didn’t take advantage of you, or force you, or forge your signature . . . you can sign your name, can’t you?’

‘Yes.’

‘Good. The Duke encourages all his troops to learn to read and write. Now—’ he broke off as a man in a long maroon gown and two women arrived at the booth.

‘Got another one before the deadline, eh, Stammel?’ said the man. The women, one in cheesemaker’s apron and cap, and the other with flour dusting her hands and arms, looked at Paksenarrion curiously.

‘This young lady wishes to join,’ said Stammel shortly. The man winked at him and took out a stone cylinder with carving on one end. ‘Now,’ Stammel continued, ‘if you’ll repeat after me in the presence of the judicar and these witnesses: I, Paksenarrion Dorthansdotter, do desire to join Duke Phelan’s Company as a recruit and agree to serve two years in this company after recruit training without leave, and do further agree to obey all rules, regulations, and commands which I may be given in that time, fighting whomever and however my commander directs.’

Paksenarrion repeated all this in a firm voice, and signed where she was directed, in the leather-bound book. The two women signed beside her name, and the judicar dripped wax underneath and pressed the stone seal in firmly. The cheesemaker patted Paksenarrion on the shoulder as she turned away, and the judicar gave Stammel a final wink and leer.

‘Now then,’ said Stammel. ‘I’m Sergeant Stammel, as you may have gathered. We usually leave a town at noon; all the rest of the recruits are at the Golden Pig and have eaten. But you need something in your stomach, and a rest before we march. So we’ll wait a bit. From here on, you’re a recruit, remember. That means you say “yes, sir” and “no, sir” to any of us but other recruits, and you do what you’re told with no arguing. Clear?’

‘Yes, sir,’ said Paksenarrion.

An hour later, seated by a window, Paksenarrion looked curiously at the other recruits lounging in the courtyard of the Golden Pig. Only two were taller than she: a husky youth with tousled yellow hair, and a skinny black-bearded man whose left arm had a tattooed design on it. The shortest was a wiry redheaded boy with an impudent nose and a stained green velvet shirt. She spotted two other women, sitting together on the steps. None had weapons except a dagger for eating, but the black-bearded man wore a sword-belt. Mostly the recruits looked like farm boys and prentices, with a few puffy-faced men beyond her experience. Only the men-at-arms and the recruiting sergeant were in uniform. The others wore the clothes in which they’d joined. She finished the sandwich in her hand and started another; Stammel had told her to eat hearty and take her time. She had downed four sandwiches when Stammel came in again.

‘You look better,’ he remarked. ‘Is there a short form of that name of yours?’

Paksenarrion had been thinking about that. She never wanted to hear her father’s ‘Pakse’ again. Her great-aunt, for whom she was named, had been called Enarra, but she didn’t like that, either. She had finally decided on a form she thought she could live with.

‘Yes, sir,’ she said. ‘Just call me Paks, if you wish.’

‘All right, Paks - ready to march?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Come on, then.’ Stammel led the way to the inn courtyard. The other recruits stared as she came down the steps. ‘This is Paks,’ he said. ‘She’ll march in Coben’s file today, Corporal Bosk.’

‘Very good, sir. All right, recruits: form up.’ The other recruits shuffled into four lines of five persons each, except that the first file was one short. ‘Paks, you march here.’ Bosk pointed to the last place in the short file. ‘Now remember, at the command you all start off on the left foot, march in step, keep even with the rank on your right, and don’t crowd the man ahead.’ Bosk walked around and through the group, shifting one or another an inch this way or that. Paksenarrion watched him curiously until he bawled suddenly, ‘Eyes front, recruits!’ At last he was through fussing (as she thought to herself) and stepped back.

‘Good enough, Bosk,’ said Stammel. ‘March ’em out.’

For the first time in her life, Paksenarrion heard that most evocative of military commands as Bosk drew in a lungful of air and shouted: ‘Recruits. Forward . . . MARCH!’

The afternoon’s march was only four hours, with two short rest-breaks, but when they halted, Paksenarrion was tireder than she had ever been. Besides the recruits, there were six regulars (Stammel, Bosk, and four privates) and four mules that carried the booth and supplies. In the course of the afternoon, they reviewed (and Paks learned) the correct way to form up, begin marching, and turn in column. She now knew her file number and who the file leader was, and had learned to keep an even distance behind the man in front. Tired as she was, she was in better shape than one of the puffy-faced men. He groaned and complained all afternoon, and finally fell in a faint at the last rest-break. When cold water failed to rouse him, two privates hoisted him over one mule’s pack and lashed him there, face down. When he came to, he begged to walk, but Stammel left him there, groaning piteously, until they made camp.

Paksenarrion and the next newest recruit were set to dig the jacks trench at the camp. This was the tall yellow-haired boy; he told her his name was Saben. He had dug the night before, too, and knew how long to make the trench. As they walked back into camp, the tatooed man sneered, ‘Here come the ditchdiggers - look like a real pair, don’t they?’

The man who’d fainted snickered appreciatively. ‘It took ’em long enough. I’d say they weren’t just digging ditches.’

Paksenarrion felt her ears steam, but before she got her mouth open, she saw Stammel, behind the others, shake his head at her. Then her file leader, a chunky dark youth named Coben, spoke up.

‘At least neither of them sneaked ale and collapsed like a town bravo, Jens. And as for being ditchdiggers, Korryn, it’s better than graverobbing—’

The blackbearded man jumped up and his hand reached for the sword he no longer wore. ‘Just what d’you mean by that, Coben?’

Coben shrugged. ‘Take it as it fits. Digging jacks is something any of us might be assigned - I was, and you will be. It’s nothing to sneer about.’

‘Young puppy,’ muttered Korryn.

‘Enough chatter,’ said Bosk. ‘Fall in for rations.’

Paksenarrion was glad to find that after supper they were each issued a blanket and expected to sleep. She had no problem. She woke early and stiff, and had made her way to the jacks and to the river to bathe before a bellow from Corporal Bosk brought the others out of their blankets. The regulars, she noticed, were already in uniform:  did they sleep that way? She folded her blanket as the others did, and turned it in to the privates to load on a mule. This morning she stirred porridge in one of the cookpits; three others were supervised by Saben, Jens, and the red-haired boy in velvet.

A bowl of porridge, hunk of brown bread, and slab of dried beef made an ample breakfast, and Paksenarrion felt no ill effects from the previous day’s journey. She was, in fact, happier than she’d been for years: she was a soldier at last, and safe from her father’s plans. When she found that Jens and Korryn had been told to fill in the trench, her mood soared even higher.

‘I don’t mind digging them, if they’ll fill them,’ she whispered to Saben.

‘Nor I. That Korryn’s nasty, isn’t he? Jens is just a drunk, but Korryn could be trouble.’

‘Recruits. Fall in!’ yelled Bosk, and the day’s work really began.

In the next few weeks, as they traveled toward the Duke’s stronghold where their training would take place, Paksenarrion and the others became more and more proficient at marching and camp chores. They picked up new recruits in most of the towns they passed, until their group numbered thirty-eight. Already friendships had begun among some of them, and Paksenarrion had heard her shortened name enough to feel comfortable with it. Despite having little time to talk, she knew that Saben, Arñe, Vik, Jorti, and Coben were going to be her friends - and that Korryn and Jens would never be anything but enemies.

Stammel changed the marching order every few days, so that they all had a chance to lead a file as well as follow. Marching in front, where she could not see the motley clothing of the rest, Paksenarrion imagined herself already through training and headed for a battle. She could almost feel a sword swinging at her side. Around that corner, she thought, or over the rise - the enemy is waiting. She pictured grim-faced troops in black armor - or maybe orcs, like those her grandfather had fought. Bits of the old songs and tales ran through her mind: magic swords, heroes who fought and won against the powers of darkness, enchanted horses . . . When she marched in back, however, the visions failed, and she wondered how many more days they would be on the road.

At last Stammel told them that the stronghold was less than a day’s march away. They halted early, beside the river, and spent the rest of the daylight getting as clean as possible. Paksenarrion did not  mind the cold water, but others who tried to make do with a casual swipe at face and hands were ordered back in to do the job properly.

Next day Stammel put Paksenarrion, Saben, Korryn, and Seliast at the head of the first squad files: the tallest recruits. They marched without effort now, and almost without thought, rhythm even and arms swinging. As they came over the last rise, to see the blunt stone walls of the stronghold rise from a narrow plain, squads on the parade fields were shifted out of their way.

Paksenarrion, marching across that space in front of a whole army (as it seemed to her), suddenly felt she couldn’t get any air. Only the habit of days on the road kept her from bolting from so many eyes. She blushed a fiery red and kept marching.
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‘All your personal belongings you turn in to the quartermaster; he’ll put ’em in a bag with your name on it and store them in the treasury. We’ll issue your training uniforms today, and if you want to keep your old clothes, they’ll be stored too. You’ll be issued everything you need.’ Stammel turned to greet a gnarled older man whose arms were full of burlap sacks. ‘Ah, Quartermaster . . . good to see you.’

The man glared at the recruits. ‘Hmmph. Another bunch of beginners. And how much sentimental trash have they brought to take up space in storage?’

‘Not so much; we’ve been on the road eight days since the last pickup.’

‘Good. I’ll need a clerk.’

‘Bosk’ll do it.’ Stammel gestured to Bosk, who came forward and took a handful of tags from the quartermaster. ‘File one, step up one at a time, give your name, and hand over your gear.’

Paksenarrion stepped forward, unbuckling the belt on which her sheathed dagger hung. Bosk had already written out her tag, and handed it to the quartermaster, who fastened it to a sack and waited for her contribution. She held out belt, dagger, and the kerchief with her savings - eighteen coppers - in it.

‘Are you going to keep those clothes?’ he asked, eyeing her brother’s trousers, which had slipped down her hips without the belt.

‘Y-yes, sir.’

‘Amazing. Well, go get your uniform, and bring your clothes back here. Quickly, now.’

Paksenarrion looked around to see where she should go; Stammel waved her toward a doorway on the left. There a man and woman presided behind tables heaped with brown clothing. Paks strode quickly across the courtyard, hoping her trousers would stay up. Behind her she heard Korryn’s nasty chuckle and whispered comment.

When she reached the tables, she saw stacks of plain brown tunics, socks, and low boots. The woman beckoned her, and grinned. ‘You’re a tall one, right enough. Let’s see—’ and she began measuring Paks with a length of knotted string: neck to waist, waist to knee, shoulder to elbow to wrist. ‘Here—’ she held out a tunic, after rummaging in the pile. ‘This should do well enough for now. Change.’

Paksenarrion took the tunic, stripped off her shirt and trousers, and pulled the tunic over her head. The cloth was not as scratchy as the wool she was used to. The sleeves were just short of her elbow, and the hem almost reached her knees. It felt more like a dress cut short than anything else.

‘Try these boots,’ said the woman. Paks put on a pair of the heavy brown socks and eased her feet into the boots. They were short. The woman offered a larger pair. These fit well enough. ‘Here’s a belt for you, and a sheath. You’ll be issued the dagger later.’ The belt, like everything else, was plain brown; the buckle was iron. Paksenarrion took her old clothes back to the quartermaster, feeling silly with the tunic rippling around her bare thighs.

‘Ooh, look at the pretty white legs she has.’ She was sure that mocking whisper was Korryn or Jens, and hated herself for blushing as she handed the clothes to be sacked away. But Stammel heard the whisper too.

‘Korryn,’ he said. ‘Who told you to talk in ranks?’

Paks, returning to her place, dared not look at Korryn’s face as he replied: ‘No one, Sergeant.’

‘Perhaps you need reminding that you are to do what you’re told and nothing else?’

‘No, sir.’ Korryn did not sound as confident as usual. ‘But, sir, such a pretty sight—’

‘If a pair of legs can make you forget your duty, Korryn, you’ll have to be better taught. I don’t care if the Marshal-General of Gird’s Hall  in Fin Panir walks through the lines stark naked and tweaks your beard - you pay attention to me, and not to her. Is that clear?’

‘Yes, sir.’ Korryn sounded sullen. ‘But—’

‘No buts!’ growled Stammel.

 



In less than an hour, Stammel’s group of recruits was outfitted in the recruit uniform. They moved into one of the big barracks rooms, with Bosk and Devlin, another corporal, assigning bunks.

‘File leaders will rotate from week to week for the first month or so,’ said Devlin. He was taller and thinner than Bosk, and looked as if he would smile more easily. Right now he was not smiling at all. ‘File leaders bunk here, by the door,’ he went on. ‘File seconds here, then thirds, fourths, and so on. You’ll change your bunk as you change your place in the files. Now: each bunk has the same bedding, and this is how you’ll make it up.’ The corporals demonstrated, then pulled the bedding apart. ‘Your turn; get busy.’ As the recruits struggled with the bedding, they walked from place to place, explaining and criticizing. The long, straw-stuffed pallet had to be patted into an even rectangle, muslin sheet stretched tightly over it, and the brown wool blanket folded in one certain way at the foot. Paksenarrion finally achieved an acceptable bunk, and stood beside it waiting for the others to finish. Her legs still felt chilly and exposed, and she was hungry. Most of the others looked as uncomfortable as she felt.

At last they were all done. Corporal Devlin went to fetch Stammel, and Bosk moved around the room, positioning recruits beside each bunk, ready for inspection.

Stammel came to the door.

‘Ready?’

‘Ready for inspection, sir,’ answered Bosk.

Stammel began with the file leaders, checking the bunks first. Then he looked at his recruits, twitching a sleeve into place, here, asking about the fit of the boots, there. When he had made his way all around the room, he returned to the doorway.

‘You’ll present like this for inspection every morning before breakfast, ’ he said. ‘And at any other time it’s ordered. You’ll receive your file positions here, when that’s changed, so that you’ll go directly to your file position in formation in the yard. Immediately after an inspection, you’ll parade in the yard, and you’ll march everywhere in formation - to eat, to drill, to work. You’ll have a quarterglass after morning call to visit the jacks, dress and make your bunks; I’ll expect  every one of you to be in place when I come in.’ He beckoned to Bosk and Devlin, and left the room. Most of the group stood still, but a few left their places and started for the door. Bosk returned, and the rash ones halted.

‘And who told you that you were dismissed?’

They stared at their feet.

‘Those of you out of position, stay there. The rest of you are dismissed.’

Paksenarrion gave silent thanks that she had not moved, and went quickly out to the yard. There she found the other recruit units drawn up in formation, and Stammel waiting. She aligned herself on the others, wondering what was happening to the unfortunates who had been held back. Beside and behind her the ranks filled. At last they were all in position. The corporals reported to Stammel, and after a moment he glanced at the other sergeants.

‘Go ahead, Stammel,’ called someone from far down the row. ‘Take yours in first.’

They were marched across the courtyard to a building with windows opening on the yard. Paks could smell cooked meat and bread. There Stammel sent them in, one file at a time. Once inside, she was urged along by a private who directed her to the serving line. There she found a stack of bowls, another of trays, and a bin of blunted knives. She took a tray, bowl, spoon, and knife, and moved toward the impatient cooks. A dipper of some kind of stew went into the bowl, and a half-loaf of bread, hunk of cheese, slab of salt beef, and an apple went on the tray. As she came off the serving line, another private directed her to a table in one corner. Soon her file was seated along the bench, and the tables were filling in strict order. A cook brought over a large jug of water and a cup to their table. Paks took a tentative bit of stew. To her surprise, it was tasty, savory with onions and vegetables. It had looked like a lot on her tray, but she found herself polishing the bowl with the last of her bread before she knew it.

‘Well,’ said Stammel from behind her. ‘How do you like army food?’

‘Seems good enough to me, sir,’ said Saben, from the next table.

‘You’ll eat a lot of it.’ Stammel moved away.

 



The first night in barracks, after so many nights on the road, was horrible. It was stuffy. It smelled. Paksenarrion jerked awake several times in alarm, only to find that she was safe in her bunk: someone  had walked past the doorway. It was neither as light nor as dark as the roadside, for the dark was thicker, an indoor darkness, and the light was clearly of human origin. Several people snored, and their snores echoed off the stone walls. She missed the comfort of the old shirt she usually slept in. The new nightshift she’d been issued was scratchy. (‘We’re civilized,’ Stammel had said to those who protested against wearing a nightshift. ‘Besides, it’ll be cold soon.’) Paks had scarcely fallen asleep after her last alarm when a terrible clangor broke out: Corporal Devlin with the triangle that announced morning call.

Paks rolled out of her bunk and made for the jacks down the corridor. Then back to the room, to struggle with her bunk. She peeled off the nightshift, hoping that Korryn’s eyes were occupied elsewhere. No one said anything. Everyone around her was as busy as she was. She unbraided her hair, combed it with the bone comb she wore looped into it, and rebraided it smoothly, wrapping the tip with a thread from her tunic. She didn’t know what to do with the nightshift. Bosk came to the door; Paks caught his eye and he came forward.

‘What do we do with these?’

‘See that ledge? Fold it neatly and put it there.’ Bosk went around the room to tell the others. Paks tied her bootlaces, straightened her belt and empty sheath, and smoothed the sheet on her bunk one last time.

Devlin came to the door. ‘Ready?’ he asked Bosk.

‘As they will be.’

‘Recruits, prepare for inspection!’ yelled Devlin. Paksenarrion stood where she thought she should be and stared straight ahead. Stammel entered the room, and began on the other side. He found something wrong with each person: blanket folded wrong, sheet crooked, pallet misshapen, boots laced unevenly, hair uncombed, tunic crooked, nightshift folded wrong, dirty fingernails (Paks felt a stab of panic and almost looked at her hands), untrimmed beard, messy bunk (he was only two bunks away, and Paks was sure she could not stand the suspense), nightshift under the bed weren’t you  listening, recruit? And then it was her turn. She felt herself begin to blush before he said a word. She heard - she did not look - him thump the bunk. He looked at her from all sides, grunted, and finally said, ‘Tunic’s wrinkled in back,’ and walked out.

‘Dismissed,’ said Bosk, and Paksenarrion headed for the yard, beginning to wonder why she’d gotten into this.

She wondered even more in the next weeks. She enjoyed the marching drill, which kept them moving about the wide fields in intricate patterns for several hours every morning and evening. It wasn’t fighting, but it was soldierly, and expected. What she didn’t enjoy was the other work. Bedmaking, cleaning, and dishwashing were among the things she’d left home to avoid. If she’d wanted to be a carpenter or a mason, she grumbled to herself one day while working on repairs to the stable wall, she’d have apprenticed herself to one.

Others felt the same way.

‘We haven’t even seen a sword yet,’ complained Effa. ‘I signed on to be a fighter, not drag rocks around all day.’

‘Well - surely we’ll get into that,’ said Saben, as he hoisted one of the despised rocks into place. ‘I mean, the place isn’t full of workers, so they must have become fighters and gone to war.’

Korryn gave a sneering laugh. ‘Fine reasoner you are! No, they’ll keep us as laborers as long as they can, and then try to skimp on our training. As long as they can count on fools like you to join every year, they don’t care how many die.’

Paksenarrion snorted. ‘If we’re fools for joining, what about you?’ The others laughed, and Korryn scowled, slamming a rock into wet mortar so it splattered them all.

‘I,’ he said, ‘already know how to use a sword. I don’t have to worry.’

‘You will if you don’t get busy,’ said Bosk. They all wondered how long he had been listening.

The closest they came to anything that Paksenarrion recognized as weapons training was hauk drill. Every day they spent two hours with the hauks, weighted wooden cylinders that looked somewhat like maces.

‘I know what you want,’ said Armsmaster Siger, as he supervised the drill. ‘You want swords, you think, and spears. Huh. You couldn’t wield a sword for a quarterglass yet, none of you. Get that up, recruit - higher, that’s right. Thought you were strong, didn’t you? And you’re all as weak as new-born lambs - look at you sweat.’ Siger was a gnarly, dried-up old man who looked old enough to be anyone’s grandfather.

Paks had begun to doubt they would ever get to real weapons - week after week, they swung the hauks: over, under, sideways. And then one day they arrived to find practice swords laid out: wooden,  and blunted, but swords. Siger stood behind the row of swords like a potter behind his wares.

‘Today,’ he said, ‘we find out who’s making a warrior. File one, come forward.’ Paks led her file out of formation. ‘All right, file leader, are you ready to face a sword today?’

Paks took a deep breath of excitement. ‘Yes, Armsmaster.’

Siger glared at her. ‘Ha! Eager, are you? You innocents are all too willing to shed your blood. Very well - pick up the first one in line - yes - that one.’

Paks could not help grinning: a sword in her hand at last. She waggled it from side to side.

‘No!’ roared Siger. ‘Don’t play with it, fool! It’s not a toy to show off with. A sword is to kill people with, nothing less.’

Paksenarrion blushed scarlet.

‘Now - hold it just like the hauk in position one. Yes.’ Siger scooped up one of the other practice blades. ‘This is an infantry sword, short enough not to get in the way in formation. It’s used to stab and slash. Now, file leader - the motions are the same as for hauk drill. Proceed.’

Paks was puzzled but willing, and began to move the sword through the remembered sequences. As she did so, Siger’s blade met hers, tapping it first lightly, then harder. Paks began to watch his blade, thinking back to Jornoth’s sketchy lessons, and forgot all about the sequence of hauk-drill. Excitement rose in her, and she began to swing the blade harder, trying to force Siger’s blade aside. Suddenly his sword was not there to be tapped; instead it rapped her sharply on the ribs.

‘Ouch!’ She was startled, and having lost her rhythm was whacked twice more before she regained it. Uncertain, and a bit angry, she glared at Siger, who gave her a mocking smile.

‘That was the flat of the blade,’ he said cheerfully. ‘Next time it’ll be the edge; keep to the drill, recruit.’

Paks bit her lip, but returned to the drill pattern, meeting Siger’s blade with a crisp smack. He increased the pace, and she struggled to keep up, irritated by his smile and by the snide remarks of Korryn behind her. Again Siger rapped her ribs, sore now from the earlier blows, and Paks erupted furiously into wild strokes that hit nothing - until a sharp blow in the midsection knocked the wind out of her, and she dropped the sword and sprawled painfully on the ground. Korryn laughed.

‘Always a mistake to get angry,’ said Siger, over her head. ‘You’ve a lot to learn before trading killing blows. Catch your breath, now.’ His voice chilled. ‘As for you, recruit, that thinks it’s funny, we’ll have you next, if you please.’

Paks gasped a moment or two, and clambered up.

‘Still want to learn swordplay?’ Siger asked.

‘Yes, sir. It’s - it’s harder than it looks, though.’

Siger grinned. ‘It always is, recruit; it always is. Now you’ve been blooded, I want you to put on a banda next time.’ He jerked his head toward a pile of white objects like cushions. ‘Not you—’ he added as Korryn moved toward the pile. ‘I want to see if you think it’s funny when I whack your ribs.’

Korryn glared at him and snatched up a sword with practiced ease.

‘Ah-h. An expert, is it? You’ve handled a blade before?’ Korryn nodded. ‘We’ll see, then. You need not confine yourself to the hauk drill if you think you can do more.’ But Korryn began with the standard movements, holding his sword easily. ‘I’d say you were used to a longer blade, recruit,’ commented Siger.

Abruptly Korryn changed from the drill pattern, and a complicated rattle of blade-on-blade resulted; Paks could not see just what had happened. Korryn tried a quick thrust, but the shortsword did not reach Siger, and Siger’s blade rapped Korryn’s shoulder. Korryn scowled and pressed his attack again, using his height and longer reach, but he could not touch the Armsmaster, who kept up a running commentary.

‘Taught by a fencing master, weren’t you? You like a thrust better than a slash. You handle that blade like you did most of your fighting in alleys. It won’t do for us - you might as well forget it, recruit, and start learning it right.’ And with that Siger began a furious attack that forced Korryn back, and back, and back around the practice ring, taking blow after blow, until Korryn lost his grip and the sword flew out of his hand. Effa caught it in midair.

‘Now,’ said Siger, the point of his sword at Korryn’s waist. ‘Is it quite as funny when it happens to you? Let’s hear you laugh.’

Korryn was white with rage, breathless and sweaty.

‘Sir,’ he said finally. Siger gave him a slight smile and nodded.

‘Novices, that have never handled a sword, them I expect to get drunk on the excitement and do something stupid - and I thump them well for it. But those who claim to know something . . . Go wait for your turn again, recruit.’

Each of them went a round with Siger without protection, and each received a complement of bruises. Then he showed them how to fasten the bandas, the quilted canvas surcoat worn for weapons practice.

‘Your turn again,’ Siger said to Paks. ‘Ready? Are you sore enough?’

Paks grinned. ‘I’m sore, sir, but I’m ready. I hope.’

‘You’d better be. Now start with the drill.’

This time Paks handled the sword with more assurance, and kept the cadence as even as she could. ‘Better,’ admitted Siger. ‘Painfully slow, but better. Speed it up, now, just a little. Keep the rhythm.’ The blades clacked together. Again, again, again. ‘Now a bit harder - not too much at once.’ The shock of contact was making Paks’s hand tingle; her arm began to tire. Siger shifted around her, and she had to turn and strike at the same time. The ache spread up her arm. Whack. Whack. Sweat trickled down her face, stinging in her eyes. Siger moved the other way, and Paks turned with him, but she lost the rhythm. Quick as a snake’s tongue his blade tapped her ribs. ‘Enough,’ he said. ‘You’re slowing down again. Give the blade to someone else, and go work with the hauks awhile.’

Once they began drilling with wooden blades, they also began to learn other weapons. By the time they marched south, Siger said, they would have a certain minimum proficiency with shortsword, dagger, bow, and spear.

It was the spear that offered the most difficulty. As usual, it had seemed simple, just thinking about it. A long pole with a sharp end, to be poked at the enemy. No fancy strokes - simple. Effective. Surely it was easier than a sword; if nothing else you could hang onto the thing with both hands.

 



‘We don’t use polearms often,’ said Stammel. ‘We’re a fast-moving, flexible infantry, and swords are better for that. But we do train with ’em and we use them sometimes. So. First you’ll learn to carry something that long without getting all tangled up in it. Remember those reeds we gathered last week you were so curious about? Well, they’ve been drying in the storelofts, and you’ll each take one.’

Soon they were back in formation, each with a twelve-foot reed in hand. Stammel had shown them how to hold the mock spears upright; now he gave the command to move forward. Five of the reeds tipped backwards. The butt on one tripped the recruit in front of the careless carrier. When he stumbled, his reed swung out of control and hit the file leader on the head.

‘Pick ’em up - don’t stop, come on! You’ve got to hold them firmly - don’t let ’em waver. Keep in formation, there. Stay in step or you’ll trip each other.’

The reeds dipped and wavered as if a wind blew them as Stammel led the unit to the far side of the parade grounds. By the time he called a halt, most faces were red.

‘Now you see what I meant. The only easy thing about spear work is how easy it is to mess up the whole formation. If you ever see one of the heavy polearm companies, like Count Vladi’s, you’ll see how it should be done. Now - you’ve got to learn how to shift those things about. Together, or you’ll all be tangled together. So just holding them upright, we’ll practice turning in place.’ He called for a right face. Two recruits let their reeds lag behind the turn, and the tips bumped neighboring reeds. ‘No! Hold them absolutely steady when you turn. Keep ’em straight. Try it again.’

After a dizzying few minutes of facing left, right, and about, the unit could turn in place without any wavering of the reeds. Stammel wiped his face and glanced at the corporals. They were trying not to grin. Far across the parade grounds, he could see another unit practicing. It looked worse than his, he thought.

‘Next step is the slope,’ he said. ‘Don’t move anything until I’ve explained. First, you’ll put the butt a handspan behind the right foot of the man in front of you; file leaders, that’s an armspan in front of you. Then slowly tilt the reed back over your shoulder - you have to be careful not to let the butt slip forward. Then your left hand grips two spans below the right, and you lift it onto your shoulder. That gives enough clearance in front for marching. Don’t let it swing free; use your grip to hold the butt end down. Bosk, show them how to do it.’

Bosk came forward and took Paksenarrion’s reed from her hands. He held it upright, and demonstrated the facing movements they had practiced: the end of the reed, far over his head, scarcely quivered when he turned. Then he loosened his grip and let the butt end slide toward the ground, tilting the reed as it slid so that it grounded an armspan in front of him. While his right hand steadied the shaft, his left hand reached below and lifted; the reed rose, keeping the same steep slant. When his left hand reached his right, he shifted the right quickly to the lower grip.

‘That’s the position you want,’ said Stammel. ‘Now, show ’em how to move with it.’

Bosk strode forward, the reed steady on his shoulder, not waving or dipping with his stride. When he turned, they could hear the whirr as the end of the reed sliced the air. He made a square, then returned the reed to an upright position and handed it back to Paks.

‘Ready—’ said Stammel. ‘Ground the butts—’ Paksenarrion felt the length of reed quivering as she tried to let it slide slowly through her hands, aiming the butt somewhat ahead of her right foot. It bumped the ground.

‘It’s too close to you,’ said Bosk. ‘Slide it out further.’ Paks slid the butt along the ground until Bosk nodded.

‘Now tilt ’em back along your shoulders,’ said Stammel. Paks let the top of the reed fall back slowly. The butt came off the ground, but she pushed it back before anyone said anything. Some were not so lucky. Stammel and the corporals were yelling at those who let the reeds get out of control. At last all were in the correct position.

‘Left hands down,’ said Stammel. ‘And lift, but keep it under control. NO!’ he roared. Paks heard a smack and a yelp of pain as someone’s reed landed on someone’s head. Her own wavered as she tried to shift the grip of her left hand. ‘Steady!’ Paks let her eyes slide sideways to see how others in the front rank were doing. Everyone seemed to be in the right position. ‘Now - bring them back vertical again. That’s right. Now slope ’em back - no - No! Control it, don’t let it get away from you.’

This exercise was repeated again and again until the whole unit could shift the reeds from vertical to sloped position without getting out of position. Paksenarrion’s arms ached, and her palms tingled unpleasantly where the reed slid back and forth.

‘We’re going to march back with them at slope,’ said Stammel. ‘And you’d best not look as foolish as the other units, either. Anyone who drops a reed—’ he scowled at them.

They managed to make it back to the courtyard before the others, without dropping anything but sweat. By the time the other units were in and halted, their own reeds were safely on the ground.

Gradually their weapons skills improved. They took fewer - but never no - thumps from Siger, and the spears seemed more manageable. After Paks took the skin off the inside of her left arm during archery practice, she learned to keep her elbow braced correctly. They all suffered a variety of lumps, cuts and scrapes, but the only serious injury in Paks’s unit was Mikel Falsson, who fell from the wall while working on repairs and broke both legs. He recovered, but with a bad limp, and eventually went to work in the armory.

‘He was lucky not to lose either leg,’ said Devlin. ‘That was as nasty a break as I’ve seen.’ Paks shuddered, remembering the white ends of bone sticking out.

‘If there’d been a Marshal here—’ began Effa. Devlin interrupted.

‘No. Don’t say that. Not here. Not in this Company.’

Effa looked puzzled. ‘But I thought Phelan’s Company recruited mostly Girdsmen - doesn’t it?’

‘Once it did, but not now.’

‘But when I joined, and said I was a yeoman, Stammel said it was good.’

‘Sergeant Stammel, to you. Oh yes, we’re glad to get Girdsmen - the more the better. But there’ll be no Marshals here, and no grange or barton.’

‘But why—?’

‘Effa, leave be.’ Arñe tapped her arm. ‘It’s not our concern.’

It was not in Effa’s nature to leave be. She worried the question any time the corporals and Stammel were not around, wondering why and why not, and trying to convert those (such as Paksenarrion, Saben and Arñe) who seemed to her virtuous but unenlightened. Paks found these attempts at conversion annoying.

‘I’ve got my own gods,’ she said finally. ‘And that’s enough for me. My family has followed the same gods for generations, and I won’t change. Besides, however good a fighter Gird was, he can’t have turned into a god. That’s not where gods come from.’ And she turned her back on Effa and walked off.

Meanwhile, she and Saben and Vik discussed religions in a very different way, fascinated by each other’s background.

‘Now my family,’ said Saben. ‘We were horse nomads once - my father’s father’s grandfather. Now we raise cattle, but we still carry a bit of hoof with us, and dance under the forelock and tail at weddings and funerals.’

‘Do you worship - uh - horses?’ asked Vik.

‘No, of course not. We worship Thunder-of-horses, the north wind, and the dark-eyed Mare of Plenty, though my father says that’s really the same as Alyanya, the Lady of Peace. Then my uncle’s family - I’ve seen them dance to Guthlac—’

‘The Hunter?’

‘Yes. My father always goes home then. He doesn’t approve.’

‘I should think not.’ Vik shivered.

‘City boy,’ teased Paks. ‘We gather the sheep in from the wild hunt, but we know Guthlac has great power.’

‘I know that. It’s what power - brrr. Now in my family, we worship the High Lord, Alyanya, and Sertig and Adyan—’

‘Who are they?’ asked Paks.

‘Sertig’s the Maker, surely you know that. Craftsmen follow him. Adyan is the namer - true-namer - of all things. My father’s a harper, and harpers deal much with names.’

‘You’re a harper’s son?’ asked Saben. Vik nodded. ‘But you’ve no voice at all!’

‘True enough,’ said Vik, shrugging. ‘And no skill with a harp either, though I had one in my hands as soon as I could pluck a string. My father tried to make a scribe of me, and I wrote as badly as I played. And got into trouble, liking to fight. So—’ he looked at his hands. ‘So it became - wise - for me to move away, and make use of the skill I did have.’

‘Which is?’ asked Saben slyly.

In an instant Vik had turned, gotten his hold, and flipped Saben onto his back. ‘Throwing down great lummoxes of cattle farmers, for one.’ Saben laughed and rolled back up to a sitting position.

‘I see your point,’ he said cheerfully. ‘But will it work against a thousand southern spearmen?’

‘It won’t have to. You and Paks will be up front, you lucky tall ones, and you can protect me.’

After several weeks of switching places in formation, they received their permanent assignments. ‘Permanent until you do something stupid,’ Bosk said. Paks, to her delight, was made file leader. She still had problems with Korryn, who teased and pestered her whenever the corporals weren’t around, but aside from that she had returned to her earlier pleasure in being in an army. She did wish that brawling were not forbidden. She was sure she could flatten Korryn, and ached for a chance. But after the formal punishment of three recruits from Kefer’s unit who had livened a dull rainy afternoon by starting a fight, she determined to keep her temper. She did not want to lose her new position.

One afternoon a troop of soldiers in the Duke’s colors rode up from the southeast, and were passed by the gate guards into the courtyard. The fifteen men, under command of a yellow-haired corporal, were immensely impressive to the recruits. And they knew it, and swaggered accordingly.

‘Get the quartermaster,’ the corporal ordered a recruit from another unit, and the recruit scurried away. Paksenarrion, taking her turn at  cut-and-thrust practice with Siger, was tempted to turn and look, but the Armsmaster brought her attention back with a thump in the ribs.

‘When you’re fighting, fight,’ he said grumpily. ‘You be gazing around at everything on earth and heaven, and you’ll be buzzard-bait soon enough.’

Paks concentrated on trying to slash past his defenses, but the old man was more than a match for her, and talked on without a break as she grew more and more breathless. ‘Eh, now, that’s too wide a backswing - what’d I tell you? See, you left your side open again. Somebody’ll plant a blade in there when you’re careless. Quicker, lass, quicker! You ought to be quicker nor an old man like me. Look now, I gave you an opening wide as a barn door for a thrust, and you used that same wide cut. Stop now—’

Paks lowered her wooden blade, gasping for breath.

‘You’re strong enough,’ Siger said. ‘But strong’s not the whole game. You’ve got to be quick, and you’ve got to think as fast as you move. Now let’s break the thrust stroke down into its parts again.’ He demonstrated, then had Paks go through the motions several times. ‘Let’s try that again. Don’t stand flat-footed: you need to move.’

This time practice seemed to go more smoothly, and at last Paks’s blade slipped past his to touch his side. ‘Ah-h,’ he said. ‘That’s it.’ Twice more that afternoon she got a touch on him, and was rewarded with one of his rare smiles. ‘But you still must be quicker!’ was his parting comment.
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It seemed to Paksenarrion that events had moved with blinding speed. Only that afternoon she had been a file leader, and Siger had praised her. Now she was shivering on the stone sleeping bench of an underground cell, out of sight and sound of everyone, cold, hungry, frightened, and in more trouble than she’d dreamed possible. Even with cold stone under her, and the painful drag of chains on her wrists and ankles, she could hardly believe it had really happened. How could she be in such trouble for something someone else had  done? Her head throbbed, and her ears still rang from the fight. Every separate muscle and bone had a distinctive and private pain to add.

It was so quiet that she could clearly hear the blood rushing through her head, and the clink of the chains when she shifted on the bench rang loudly. And the dark! She’d never been afraid of the dark, but this was a different dark: a shut-in, thick, breathless dark. How would she know when dawn came? Her breath quickened, rasping in the silence, as she tried to fight down panic. Surely they wouldn’t leave her down here to die? She clamped her teeth against a cry that fought its way up from her chest. It came out as a soft groan. She could not - could not - stand this place any longer. Another wave of nausea overcame her, and she felt hastily for the bucket between her feet. She had nothing left to heave into it, but felt better knowing it was there. When the spasm passed, she wiped her mouth on her tattered sleeve.

Her breathing had just begun to ease again, when she thought she heard a sound. She froze. What now? The sound grew louder, but still so muffled by stone walls and thick door that she could not define it. Rhythmic - was it steps? Was the long night already over? She saw a gleam of light above the heavy door; it brightened. Something clinked against the door; it grated open, letting in a flood of yellow torchlight. Paks blinked against it, as the torchbearer set his light in a holder just inside the cell door. Then he pulled the door closed, and turned to face her, leaning on the wall under the torch. It was Stammel: but a Stammel so forbidding that Paks dared not say a word, but stared at him in silence. After a long pause, during which he looked her up and down, he sighed and shook his head.

‘I thought you had more sense, Paks,’ he said heavily. ‘Whatever he said, you shouldn’t have hit him. Surely you—’

‘It wasn’t what he said, sir - it was what he did—’

‘The story is that he asked you to bed him, and teased you when you wouldn’t. And then you jumped him, and—’

‘No sir! That’s not—’

‘Paksenarrion, this is serious. You’ll be lucky if you aren’t turned out tinisi turin - you know what that is, sheepfarmer’s daughter—’ Paks nodded, remembering the old term for a clean-shorn lamb, also used for running off undesirables shaved and naked. ‘Lies won’t help.’

‘But sir—’

‘Let me finish. If what he says is true, the best you can hope for - the very best - is three months with the quarriers, and one more  chance with a new recruit unit, since I haven’t taught you what you should know. If you say he’s lying, you’ll have to convince us that a veteran of five campaign seasons, a man with a good reputation in the Company, would be so stupid in the first place, and lie about it in the second. Why should we believe you? I’ve known you - what? Nine weeks? Ten? I’ve known him nearly six years. Now if your story is true, and if you can prove it some way, tell me. I’ll tell the captain tomorrow, and we’ll see. If not, just be quiet, and pray the captain will count your bruises into your punishment.’ ‘Yes, sir.’ Paks glanced up at Stammel’s stern face. It was even worse than she’d thought, if Stammel thought she could be lying.

‘Well? Which is it to be?’

Paks looked down at her bruised hands. ‘Sir, he asked me to come to the back of the room - he didn’t say why, but he was a corporal, so I went. And then he took my arm—’ she faltered and her right arm quivered. ‘And tried to get me to bed him. And I said no, and he wouldn’t let go, but went on—’ She glanced at Stammel again. His expression did not change; her eyes dropped. ‘He said he was sure I wasn’t a virgin, not with my looks, and that I must’ve bedded - someone - to be a file leader—’

‘Say that again! He said what?’

‘That I must have - earned that position - on my back, he said.’

‘Did he say with whom?’ asked Stammel, his voice grimmer than before.

‘No, sir.’

Stammel grunted. ‘Go on, then.’

‘I - I was angry - about that—’

‘So you hit him.’

‘No, sir.’ Paks shook her head for emphasis, but the nausea took her again, and she heaved repeatedly into the bucket. Finally she looked up, trembling with the aftermath. ‘I didn’t hit him, but I did get angry because that’s not how I got it, and I started to - to say bad things—’ she heaved again. ‘—that I learned from my cousin,’ she finished.

‘Drink this,’ said Stammel, handing her a flask. ‘If you’re going to heave so much, you need something down, ban or no.’

Paks swallowed the cold water gratefully. ‘Then, sir, he was angry for what I said—’

‘It couldn’t have been that bad - what did you say?’

‘Pargsli spakin i tokko—’

‘D’you know what that means, girl?’

‘No - my cousin said it was bad.’

A flicker of amusement relaxed Stammel’s face for a moment. ‘It is. I suggest you learn what curses mean before you say them. Then what?’

‘He clapped a hand over my mouth, and tried to push me down on the bunk.’ She took another swallow of water.

‘Yes?’

‘So I bit his hand, to make him let go, and he did and I got free. But he was between me and the door, and he took off his belt—’

‘Did he say anything?’

‘Yes, sir. He threatened to beat me, to tame me, and then he swung the belt, and I ran at him, trying to get away. I thought I could push past him, maybe, the way I did with my father. But he grabbed my throat—’ her hand rose, unconsciously, ‘—and hit my face, and - and I couldn’t breathe. I thought he would kill me, and I had to fight. I had to breathe—’

‘Hmmph. That sounds more like the recruit I thought I had. Tell the rest of it.’

‘I - it’s hard to remember. I broke the throat hold, but I couldn’t get away, he was so fast and strong. We were on the floor, mostly, and he was yelling at me - hitting - I remember feeling weaker, and then someone was holding my arms, and someone was hitting me. I suppose that was after you came, though, wasn’t it?’

Stammel’s face wore a puzzled frown. ‘No one hit you after I got there. When I came in Korryn was hanging onto you, Stephi was lying on the floor, and Korryn said he’d just then been able to pull you off. Captain Sejek wanted to hit you, all right, but he didn’t.’ Stammel sighed. ‘If you’re telling the truth, girl, I can see why you fought. But Korryn was there, or says he was, and his story is against yours, as well as Stephi.’

‘He was there, at the beginning, but he just laughed. I - I am telling the truth, sir, really I am.’ Paks swallowed noisily. ‘But I can see why you wouldn’t believe me, if you’ve known him - Stephi? - so long. Only, that’s what really happened, sir, no matter what Korryn says.’

‘If it were only your word against Korryn’s—’ Stammel paused and stretched, then shifted his weight to the other leg. ‘Paks, have you bedded anyone here?’

‘No, sir.’

‘You’ve been asked, surely?’

‘Yes, sir, but I haven’t. I don’t want to. And I asked Maia—’

‘Maia?’

‘The quartermaster’s assistant. I asked her if I had to, and she said no, but not to make a fuss about being asked, like I might at home.’

‘Has Korryn bothered you about it?’

Paks began to tremble, remembering Korryn’s constant teasing, taunting attempts to force her into bed with him. ‘He’s asked me,’ she whispered.

‘Paks, look at me.’ She looked up. ‘Has he done more than ask?’

‘He - he has sometimes.’

‘Why didn’t you say something to me or Bosk?’

Paks shook her head. ‘I thought I wasn’t supposed to - to make a fuss. I thought I was supposed to take care of it—’

‘You aren’t supposed to act like a new wench in an alehouse, no. But no fighter should have to put up with that sort of thing from a companion. When you refuse, they’re supposed to drop it; there’s plenty enough that are willing. I wish I’d known; we’d have put a stop to that.’ He paused briefly. ‘Are you a sisli?’

‘I - I don’t know what that is. He - the corporal - asked me that too.’

‘Like Barranyi and Natzlin in Kefer’s unit. A woman who beds women. Are you?’

‘No, sir. Not that I know of. Does it matter?’

‘Not really.’ Stammel shifted his weight again and sighed. ‘Paks, I want to believe you. You’ve been a good recruit so far. But I just don’t know - and even if I believe you, there’s the captain. Sejek is - umph. You’re in more trouble than most people find in a whole enlistment.’

Paks felt tears sting her eyes. It was hopeless. If Stammel still thought she could be lying, no one else would believe her. She thought briefly of Saben, who had left before the fight broke out - why hadn’t he stayed? Her belly turned again, and she heaved the water she’d drunk into the bucket. She hurt all over, and tomorrow could only be worse. A sob shook her body, then another one. She tried to choke them back.

‘Wishing you were back on the farm, Paks?’ Stammel’s voice was almost gentle.

Her head came up in surprise. ‘No, sir. I just wish - I wish it hadn’t happened, or that you’d been there to see it all.’

‘Still want to be a soldier, even after this?’

‘Of course! It’s what I’ve always wanted, but - but if everyone thinks I’m lying - I’ll never have the chance.’ She retched again.

‘Paks, is all this heaving from being in trouble, or what?’

‘I - I think it’s from being hit, here—’ she gestured at her midriff. ‘It hurts there.’

‘I thought you just had a black eye and a bloody nose - let’s see, can you sit up straighter?’ Stammel moved away from the light to her side. ‘No, keep looking toward the light. Hmm - that whole side of your face is swollen. I can’t even see your eyelashes. Your nose is broken, certainly.’ He touched the swelling very gently. Paks winced. ‘That could be from more than one blow. Do your ears ring?’

‘Yes, sir - but it comes and goes.’

‘What’s this gash on your shoulder? He didn’t have a blade, did he?’

‘No. I think that was the belt buckle. My father’s used to do that.’

‘I wish this torchlight was brighter and steadier,’ grumbled Stammel. ‘Lift your chin. Looks like your throat is bruised, too. Does it hurt to breathe?’

‘Just a little.’

‘Well, where else are you hurt?’

‘In - in front. It all hurts. And my legs.’

‘Stand up, then. I’ll want a look at the damage.’

Paksenarrion tried to stand, but her legs had stiffened after hours of sitting on the cold stone. At first she could not move at all, but when Stammel gave her an arm to pull up on, she staggered up, still unable to straighten. She could not repress a short cry of pain.

‘Here - lean against the wall if you aren’t steady.’ Stammel swung her around and braced her against the wall opposite the torch. ‘Tir’s bones, I don’t see how you could have half-killed him in the shape you’re in.’ Then he paused, glancing down at his arm and then at the stone bench. ‘It is blood. What did they—’

Paks felt herself slipping down the wall; she could not seem to hold herself up.

‘Here, now - don’t fall,’ said Stammel. The warning came too late. Paks lay curled on her side, heaving helplessly.

‘I’m - I’m sorry—’ she gasped finally.

‘Lie still then. Let me look—’ Stammel raised her tunic. Even in the flickering torchlight he could see the welts and dried blood on her thighs. Her tunic was ripped in several places. Stammel swore suddenly, words Paks had heard from her cousin. Then his voice  softened. ‘Paks, I’m going to talk to the captain. We’ll get this straightened out somehow. You can’t be faking these injuries, and their story doesn’t hold up when you’re too weak to stand.’ He put a hand on her shoulder. ‘Now, let’s get you back on the bench. I’ll try to get the captain to let me have Maia see you, but don’t count on it.’ He half-lifted her. ‘Come on - help me. You’re too big for me to lift alone.’

Paks struggled up and finally made it onto the bench with Stammel’s help.

‘I’ll be back to check again tonight, and of course in the morning. You’ll be all right, though miserable. Try not to move around - that may help the heaves - and don’t panic. We won’t forget you.’ With that Stammel took down the torch, opened the door, and left, taking the light with him. Paks lay in the darkness, not quite sure whether she felt better or worse about her prospects.

 



Stammel came up from the cells looking, had he known it, as angry as he felt. Bosk waited near the head of the stairs. When he caught sight of Stammel’s face, his own seemed to freeze for an instant. Stammel, his mind whirling with what he must do, and quickly, before the captain went to bed, stopped at the head of the stairs and beckoned. ‘Corporal Bosk,’ he said, and his voice surprised himself.

‘Yes, sir.’ Bosk was looking at something below his face - at his sleeve, Stammel realized. He was unreasonably irritated.

‘I didn’t do it, Bosk; you know better!’

‘Yes, sir.’ Bosk’s eyes came back to him.

‘We have a problem, Bosk, and little time to solve it. I want you to isolate Korryn, at once. I want to speak to everyone who was in that room from the time Stephi came in until we got there - no matter who, or how long they stayed - everyone. Separately - I’ll use the duty room for that. And before I talk to them, I want to know what they’ve been doing, and what you and Devlin think. But quickly.’

‘Yes, sir. Do you want me to move Korryn first? And where?’

‘Yes. Use that storage chamber down the way, and put a guard with him. He’s not to talk to anyone. Is Dev in the duty room?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Good. I’ll be there. You take care of Korryn and come to me when it’s done.’

‘Yes, sir.’ Bosk left the recruit barracks to find a guard, and Stammel walked to the duty room down the hall. Inside, Devlin was  writing up the log of his watch, frowning. Stammel stepped into the room and Devlin looked up.

‘Are they quiet?’ asked Stammel.

‘About what you’d expect. I thought we were going to have more trouble for a bit: Korryn and Saben. But I made ’em shut up.’

Stammel realized that Devlin, too, was looking at his blood-stained sleeve. ‘Dev, I haven’t been beating her - someone else did that.’

‘Sir, I wouldn’t have thought she’d brawl like that.’

‘I don’t think she did, Dev.’ Stammel paused to listen to feet in the passage behind him. Bosk must have found a guard. Devlin looked confused.

‘But sir, they both said the same thing. And Stephi was down.’

‘Yes. That’ll bear thinking on.’ Stammel heard voices in the barracks; he and Devlin both listened. Korryn, sounding aggrieved; Bosk, sounding grim and certain. Then three sets of footsteps in the passage, going away. Stammel resumed. ‘Devlin, if I’d asked you this morning whose word to take on something, Korryn’s or hers, what would you have said?’

‘Well - Paks’s, of course. But now—’

‘No buts. If it’s just Paks against Korryn, we know Paks is more trustworthy. She’s never done one underhanded thing yet.’

‘Yes, but what about Stephi? He’s not like Korryn, that I’ve heard.’

‘No, that’s true, and I’ve known him as long as you have. But I’ve seen him in fights - to be as dazed as he was, with no more marks on him - that’s not like him. I wish I knew how badly he’s hurt.’

Bosk edged in the door. ‘Korryn’s safe, sir. And Saben wants to talk to you.’

‘I’ll get to him. You need to hear this too, Bosk. Stephi’s story is that Paks jumped him when he hadn’t done more than proposition her, right? And that she halfway killed him, except that Korryn dragged her off just before we got there.’

The corporals nodded. ‘He said - or was it Korryn? - that he’d only hit her a couple of times since the fight started, she was so wild,’ added Devlin.

‘Then how is it,’ asked Stammel, ‘that Paks is lying down there too weak to stand, covered with bruises and welts?’

‘Welts?’

‘Yes. Stephi’s belt, according to her, and Korryn still had his on, as I recall.’ Stammel moved restlessly about the little room. ‘I can’t  explain Stephi’s part in this, but it needs explaining. He’s not known as a liar, but—’

‘Come to think of it,’ Devlin interrupted, ‘most of that story came from Korryn, remember? Stephi hardly said a word - nodded when Korryn said “isn’t that right” - muttered a little, but that’s all.’

‘Still - I’ve got to come up with answers before the captain goes to bed. We can’t spring all this in the morning. Now: Devlin, I’ll be using this room to talk to those who were in the room at any time while Stephi was there. I want you to find out, as quietly as possible, whether anyone saw Stephi acting strangely at any time this afternoon or evening. Bosk, you find Maia, Siger, and the afternoon watch commander, and have them meet me in - half a glass. If I’m not through here, come along and I’ll step out to meet them in the yard. Got that?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘I’ll speak to Saben first. And remember - keep this quiet.’

‘Yes, sir.’ Bosk and Devlin left the room, and Stammel seated himself behind the desk. Almost at once Saben appeared in the doorway.

‘Come in, Saben.’ The tall boy was obviously worried.

‘Please, sir,’ Saben began even before he was all the way in. ‘No matter what they say, Paks couldn’t have done anything that bad. You ought to know that. She never even hit Korryn, and he pestered her all the time—’

‘Just a minute now,’ Stammel interrupted. ‘You’re the one who came to find us, right?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘I want to know when you first saw Corporal Stephi, and how he acted, and everything you yourself saw him do, or Paks do, until you left the room.’

‘Yes, sir. Well, this afternoon our unit was having weapons practice with Siger, and that’s when he - I mean Corporal Stephi - rode in with the others. My file was waiting turns, and I’d been watching Paks and Siger, but then I started watching the newcomers.’

‘How did they look?’

Saben pursed his lips. ‘Very - impressive, sir. Coben and I were saying we hoped we’d look like that. Anyway, Corporal Stephi sent some recruit for the quartermaster, and looked around until he came. He looked at Paks then, sir, but I didn’t think anything of it. She is good to look at, and she actually got a touch on Siger.’ He paused, as if waiting for a comment from Stammel.

‘Go on.’

‘When the quartermaster came out, they talked, and he and all his men took off their swords. I had hoped they’d do a demonstration for us. Then one of the men led all the horses off to the stables, and the corporal went off with the quartermaster. We were through with practice and just cleaning up for supper when I saw him speak to the guard and go through the Duke’s Gate. I don’t know why—’

‘To arrange lodging for his captain, most likely.’

‘Anyway, I didn’t see him again until after supper, in the barracks. Only a few of us were in there; most weren’t through with their chores. Paks and I had finished ours before supper. She’d promised to show me how to do a round braid in leather; Siger had told us to start planning the wrappings for our sword hilts. And Korryn was there; he nearly always is. And two or three more. I’d just fastened some thongs together, and was showing Paks, when the corporal came in. He looked around, and saw us, and told Paks he wanted to talk to her.’

‘Did he seem the same as before?’

‘I don’t know. A little flushed, maybe, and determined. He gestured Paks to the back of the room, and he had hold of her arm. He sort of pushed her against the bunk in the corner, so she sat down, and he sat down with her, and started talking. Telling her she should bed him, she should be flattered, all that stuff. I could tell she was upset; she got very pink and then pale, and she looked around - but what could we do? He was a corporal. He kept talking louder, and then he said—’ Saben stopped abruptly and blushed.

‘Yes? What?’

‘He said she must have bedded someone, to be a file leader. It was terrible, sir, Paks of all people, and she was really angry. I didn’t think he should be acting like that, so I left to find you. Only I couldn’t find you or our corporals, for the longest time - I didn’t want to yell it out to the whole courtyard - and when I finally asked a guard, he said you were in the Duke’s court with the captain. The guard at the gate wouldn’t let me in, and at first he didn’t want to take a message. I shouldn’t have left, I guess, but I didn’t know they’d beat her up.’

‘You couldn’t tell. Next time there’s trouble, though, get to one of the guards at once to find me. Now, do you remember who else was in the room when Stephi came, and who left before you?’

‘Korryn and Jens, Lurtli, Pinnwa, and Vik, I think. Vik left just as the corporal came in; I don’t know about the others. I was watching Paks.’

‘Saben, have you ever asked Paks to bed you?’

‘No. I’ve wanted to, though. But she has enough trouble with Korryn bothering her; I didn’t want to be that kind of worry. If she wants it, she’ll let me know. We’re friends, anyway.’

‘All right, Saben; you can go.’

‘Sir, you won’t let them hurt her any more, will you?’

‘I’m doing what I can.’

‘But sir—’

‘Enough, Saben. Go on, now.’

A full glass later, after talking to everyone he’d summoned, Stammel faced his corporals and sighed.

‘I’m convinced,’ he said. ‘And you are. But I wish it were any captain but Sejek.’

‘He’s a hard man,’ said Devlin, nodding.

‘And stubborn. If he’s still in the same mood, evidence won’t mean a thing to him. Once he’s made up his mind—’

‘You can insist that Valichi preside,’ said Bosk suddenly.

‘By Tir, I can! How did I forget that? It’s not as if Valichi yielded command to Sejek; he was just not here. And since she’s a recruit - of course her commander has jurisdiction.’ He rose. ‘Sejek’s going to be furious, I don’t doubt, but with what we’ve found, he’ll have to agree. I hope.’ With a wave of his hand, he left the recruit barracks for the Duke’s Court.

At the gate, he spoke to the guard. ‘I need to speak to the captain.’

‘He’s gone up,’ said the guard. ‘Are you sure you want to disturb him?’

‘He’s not asleep,’ said Stammel, cocking his head at a lighted window across the court. ‘I need to see him before he goes to bed.’

‘About—?’

‘Just announce me. He’ll see me.’

‘On your head, Stammel.’

‘It already is.’ Together they walked across the court and the guard spoke to the door sentry.

‘Very well, sir. Down this passage, up the stairs, second door on the right. Not carrying any weapons, are you?’ Stammel sighed and handed over his dagger. ‘Thank you, sergeant.’

Stammel took a deep breath, checked the hang of his cloak, and strode down the passage, up the stairs, to pause in the second doorway on the right. Inside the room, a roomy study, the captain sat writing in the light of a double oil lamp. The captain finished his line and glanced at the door.

‘Come in, Sergeant Stammel. Did you check on your recruit?’ Captain Sejek’s broad, rather flat face rarely showed much expression, and didn’t now.

‘Yes, sir.’ Stammel stood stiffly halfway between the door and the desk.

‘Well?’

‘Sir, I’m not - easy about this.’

‘Tir’s bones, man, no one expects you to be happy about one of your recruits going crazy - it just happens sometimes. Has she calmed down at all yet?’

‘Sir, according to the guards who took her down, she made no resistance; she is not violent now.’

‘Well, she was violent enough. Of course she’s big, but I never thought a recruit could mix it with Stephi and come off on top. That man’s known to be a tough unarmed fighter. Still, I suppose the surprise—’ The captain leaned back in his chair and let the pause lengthen. Finally Stammel broke it, his voice as neutral as he could make it.

‘Sir, I don’t think that’s the whole story.’

‘Well, Stammel, she’d have some sort of story cooked up.’

‘No, sir. It’s not that.’

‘Well, what is it? You won’t make me like it better by being coy.’

‘Captain, I wish you’d go and look at her - just look - or send someone you trust—’

The captain raised his eyebrows. A danger signal. ‘What - has she been drugged?’

‘No, sir. Beaten.’

‘Beaten? You’re sure? All I saw was a royal black eye and a bloody nose - maybe broken - but that’s nothing.’

‘No, sir. More than that - a lot more.’

‘Well, maybe the guards gave her a few licks going to the cells.’

‘They say they didn’t; they say she was quiet.’ Stammel sighed. ‘Sir, what she looks like now, I don’t see how she could have hurt Stephi much. How bad is he, really?’

‘He’s in the infirmary; they say he’ll live. Has two broken fingers, fingerprints on his throat - I don’t know what else. He seemed dazed, couldn’t really talk to me, and the surgeon said to let him sleep. But really, Stammel, that doesn’t get you anywhere. She attacked a corporal. If she got beaten up, she deserved it.’

‘I wish you’d look, sir,’ said Stammel doggedly.

‘I’ll see her in the morning: not before. You realize there’s no doubt she’s guilty, don’t you? An eye-witness out of your own unit, plus Stephi - don’t you?’

Stammel stood perfectly still, expressionless. ‘No, sir. I think there is a doubt.’

‘Stammel, what kind of ridiculous story had she come up with?’

‘It’s not her story, sir; it’s looking at her, and realizing that Korryn, the other recruit, must have been lying about one thing at least. She could not, absolutely could not have been winning over Stephi in her condition. She can’t even stand up—’

‘She’s faking.’

‘No, sir. Sir, I know that recruit, one of the best we’ve had, and she is not faking. That Korryn, he’s been walking on the edge since he joined, and if he’s lying about having to pull her off, he could be lying about the whole thing.’

‘What about Stephi?’ asked the captain coldly.

‘I don’t know.’ Stammel sighed. ‘I know him too, captain, and he’s always had a good reputation. But - something’s wrong here, sir, and I don’t think we know all the facts yet.’

‘Have you found out anything?’

‘Yes - not enough for a full defense yet, but—’

‘Stammel, are you trying to hold out for a formal trial, or something like that?’

‘Yes, sir; I am.’

‘Oh, for—! Stammel, how many days till Captain Valichi gets back?’

‘Three or four, sir.’

‘All your precious physical evidence will be gone by then.’

‘Not Paksenarrion’s. Besides, you could take evidence tomorrow.’

Sejek was scowling as he considered this. ‘Both of us are a bit partisan on this case,’ he said finally.

‘Yes, sir. I wouldn’t ask you to accept my assessment. But what about calling witnesses from Duke’s East, say, who could come, examine, and present their findings to Captain Valichi?’

The captain thought a moment. ‘I suppose that could be done, though it seems a waste of time.’ He glanced up at Stammel. ‘You realize Val may be just as summary as I would be—’

‘Yes, sir, but—’

‘But Valichi is the recruit captain, and has jurisdiction. All right, I won’t argue on that; you have the right to ask a trial if you think it’s justified. Now, who were you thinking of as witnesses?’

Stammel frowned. ‘I was thinking through the Council members, sir, for those with military background and experience in court. I don’t like Mayor Fontaine myself, as you probably know, but he’s honest and no fool.’

The captain nodded. ‘He’s said much the same about you, Stammel. I never did know what your row was about.’

‘Least said, soonest mended, sir, and I don’t expect he’d say different to that, either.’

‘Very well. Heribert Fontaine for one. D’you want two or three?’

‘As few as may be; I still think something very odd is going on. I thought of Kolya Ministiera for the second. She was a corporal in Padug’s cohort at the siege of Cortes Cilwan.’

‘I don’t remember her.’

‘Fairly tall, dark - graying now, of course - she lost an arm that campaign, or she’d have made sergeant the next year. She has an orchard.’

‘I suppose I’d better write a summons. Blast you, Stammel, you might have thought of all this a little earlier.’

‘Sir.’

‘Your recruit had better look the worse for wear in the morning. Come to that, if you go back to check on her - you were planning to, weren’t you?’ Stammel nodded. ‘Well then, I want you to take a guard along - just to keep the chain of evidence quite clear.’ The captain went on writing. Stammel stood quietly, seething over the implication of that remark. ‘Here—’ said the captain when he had finished. ‘Send these over to Duke’s East tonight. We’ll see the evidence - and her testimony, if you want - before breakfast. Have troops paraded by sunrise, and we’ll get everything cleared up early on, I should think.’

‘Yes, sir. I have recruit Korryn, sir, in custody; I’d like him to be examined too.’

‘Very well; anything else?’

‘Yes, sir, there is. I’d like to ask the captain’s permission for the quartermaster’s assistant, Maia, to check on Paksenarrion for the rest of the night. She has some knowledge of healing.’

‘Do you really think it’s necessary? No - never mind: you wouldn’t be putting yourself into this position if you didn’t. Do what you think necessary. Just remember that she is a prisoner, not an honored guest. No one is to enter the cell alone, and the only mitigations to the ban must be lifesaving. I may not have the right to try her, but I can ban her.’

‘Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.’

‘Now take those summonses, and let me get some sleep. Dismissed.’

‘Yes, sir.’ Stammel took a deep breath as soon as he was out of the door, loosening the knot in his shoulders. He had achieved the concessions he’d come for, far more than he’d expected to get. At the foot of the stairs, he almost collided with the Duke’s steward, Venneristimon, whose dark robes blended into the shadowy hall.

‘In a hurry so late, Sergeant Stammel?’ asked Venneristimon.

‘The captain’s request,’ answered Stammel shortly. He never knew quite where he stood with Venner.

‘Ah, well - then I won’t keep you. I was but going to inquire about the wellbeing of your recruit, the one in trouble.’

‘Pretty well beaten up. But excuse me, Venner; I must go.’

‘Certainly. Is it far?’

‘Not so far. Sentry - my dagger, please.’

‘Yes, sergeant. Here ’tis.’

Stammel could feel Venner’s eyes following him as he clattered down the steps into the courtyard and headed for the Duke’s Gate. The guard let him out without comment, and he broke into a jog across the main court. Maia, Devlin, and Bosk were waiting for him in the duty room. He gave them a somewhat grim smile.

‘We’re a little forwarder,’ he began. ‘First of all, he’s agreed to a trial when Captain Valichi comes back: he wasn’t happy about it, but he did agree. I have summonses for Fontaine and Ministiera, as witnesses tomorrow morning. Dev, I’ll want you to ride over to Duke’s East in a few minutes with them. Maia, he’s given permission for you to check on Paks tonight, and even mitigate the ban if necessary - but don’t push it. You’ll have a guard with you, including in the cell. I’d like to know what you think of her injuries - can you tell if she was raped as well as beaten, for a start. Bosk, he wants the troops assembled before sunrise; I’m about to inform the other sergeants, but you see to it for our unit. Paks and Korryn won’t be in information. Jens will, but be ready to take him out.’

‘Do you have any idea yet what happened to Stephi?’ asked Devlin.

‘No. Neither does Sejek, if it comes to that. He can’t see how a recruit - any recruit - could knock Stephi about enough that he couldn’t explain himself. I still don’t know how badly Stephi is hurt.’

‘Are you going to talk to Korryn?’

‘Tonight? No. I couldn’t keep my hands off him.’

‘Hmmph. I’ll be back in about a glass, barring accidents.’ Devlin picked up the summonses and turned.

‘Don’t have any tonight. Want an escort?’

‘No, sir. I’ll just take the fastest horse I can find.’ Devlin ducked out of the room.

‘Shall I go down now?’ asked Maia.

‘Yes. She didn’t look too good when I was there an hour or so ago. Take some water. I gave her some, ban or no: she’d been heaving and was too dry.’

‘I’ll do that. Do you need to speak to the guards for me?’

‘Maybe I should.’ Stammel led the way from the duty room toward the prison stairs. ‘Should be someone around here - ah, there you are. Forli, the captain his given permission for Maia to check the prisoner’s injuries during the night, but she’s to have someone with her in the cell. Can you see to it?’

‘Certainly, sir, but I’ll have to confirm those orders with the captain in the morning—’

‘That’s fine. I know it’s unusual, but it’s one of the things I went to ask him about. Do you want me to call over one of the reliefs?’

‘No, sergeant, I’ll take care of that.’ The guard led Maia down the stairs toward the cells. Stammel walked out into the yard toward the other barracks.
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This time the noise of boots in the hall was much louder. Paksenarrion struggled to sit up as they came closer. It must be morning. Her heart began to pound. Maia had said that Stammel believed her, but Stammel’s belief was not enough, she realized. She still didn’t know if they would even listen to her side of it. The door opened. Two guards carried torches, and two came into the cell.

‘Come on, now,’ said the darker one. ‘It’s time.’

Paks made it to her feet, unsteadily, then stumbled over the bucket. The guards caught her arms to steady her. She was even stiffer than she had been the night before, and her head swam. The guards urged her out of the cell, holding her upright. With every step, the bronze chain rattled on the stone flags and dragged at her  ankles. She had never imagined how hard it would be to walk with chains on. She peered toward the stairs - a long way. The guards pushed her forward. She clenched her teeth, determined not to faint. As she walked, her tunic began to pull free from her legs; she could feel blood trickling down as one of the scabs tore loose.

At the foot of the stairs, Paks swayed as she tried to look up. Her right foot would not lift enough to clear the first step. She tried the left, and made it. With the guards’ help, she hauled herself from one step to the next, but at the landing she could go no further. She broke into a cold sweat and her vision blurred.

‘No sense in this,’ she heard one of the guards say. ‘Let’s get her on up.’ She was hoisted between them and carried to the top of the stairs, and then to the barracks entrance.

Although the sun had not cleared the wall, there was ample light to see the precise formations drawn up facing the messhall and infirmary. An open space larger than usual had been left in front of them. The guards turned Paks to the left, and began moving her along the left flank of the assembly. Paks tried to hold herself upright and walk properly, but she could hardly hobble along. Not an eye slid sideways to look at her; she stared straight at the messhall windows ahead. If only this weren’t in front of everyone - everyone would see her battered face and ripped tunic. She shivered.

‘Just a bit more,’ muttered the fair guard, holding her up as she tripped over the chain yet again. At last they came to the corner, turned right, and approached the center of the open area. Now Paks could see the bearded man in chain mail - the captain - and the corporal with a mouse under one eye and a bandaged hand, and Korryn. She had caught a glimpse of Stammel, but he was now behind her, at the head of his unit. She was placed in a line with Stephi and Korryn, facing the captain. Behind him were two strangers, a grey-bearded man in a plum-colored robe, and a one-armed woman in brown. Paks shivered again at the bite of chill morning air on her cuts and bruises. The captain stepped back to confer with the two strangers; Paks could not hear what they said. Then he came forward to address the assembly.

‘We are met, this morning,’ he said, ‘to consider evidence pertaining to an assault or apparent assault yesterday evening by a recruit on a corporal of the regular Company. Evidence is taken at open assembly, so that none can doubt what was seen and heard. This evidence will be presented to Captain Valichi, who has presumptive jurisdiction,  on his return. Two witnesses, having nothing to do with any of these being examined, will assess the physical condition of those implicated and hear their testimony. The witnesses are Mayor Heribert Fontaine of Duke’s East, and Kolya Ministiera, on the Council of Duke’s East. You may proceed.’

The two witnesses went first to Stephi, walked around him, and then approached Korryn. After looking him over, they came to Paksenarrion. She tried not to look at them. The woman reached out to touch Paks’s swollen face; the touch was gentle, but Paks winced. One of them felt of her tunic in back, where it was stiff with dried blood. They walked back to the captain, and spoke softly. He nodded.

‘Guards, strip them,’ he ordered. Paks was suddenly terrified; she began trembling violently.

‘Take it easy, now,’ muttered the dark guard. ‘They just want to look at all the damage. Be still.’ Meanwhile the other guard had run a dagger along the shoulder seams of her tunic from neck to sleeve-cuff, freeing it from the chains to fall around her feet. She glanced sideways. Stephi was taking off his own uniform; the guards pulled Korryn’s tunic off over his head. Again the witnesses approached them in the same order. Paks waited, trying not to show her fear.

At last they were back to her. Again they walked around her - but this time they spoke to her and each other.

‘Tilt your head up,’ said the woman. ‘Look, Mayor, that’s a bruise, isn’t it?’

‘Surely - one hand only, I think. Stand up a bit straighter, there—’ Paks tried to straighten, but her belly was too sore. ‘Bruises there, too, and she can’t straighten. Can’t tell what instrument - could have been fist, foot, elbow—’

‘Those welts are clearly from a strap of some sort—’

The witnesses walked back to the captain, leaving Paks shaky and sick. This time they spoke loudly enough to be heard by all.

‘That man,’ the mayor nodded toward Stephi, ‘has a bruise on the left cheekbone, probably from a fist blow. Two fingers of his right hand are broken. The knuckles of his left hand are skinned and bruised; he also has a bruise on his right shin. We find no other injuries.

‘The male recruit has skinned knuckles on both hands, and a skinned knee. We find no other injuries.’

The mayor paused to clear his throat. ‘The female recruit,’ he said, ‘has more extensive injuries. A cut two fingersbreadth wide above the  left eye, another such cut above the right eye, much bruising of the right cheek and jaw, the right eye swollen shut, broken nose, possible broken jaw, bruised throat, bruises on both upper arms and both forearms, bruised and skinned knuckles on both hands—’

Paks, listening to the list of her injuries, felt the descriptions as an echo of the blows that caused them. She was determined not to faint in front of everyone, but her knees loosened and her head drooped. The dark guard shook her arm. ‘Don’t listen to that,’ he muttered. ‘Look up; count the messhall windows. You can make it.’ Paks stared at the windows, trying to shut out the mayor’s voice.

‘—two welts across her shoulders,’ the mayor was saying, ‘and a gash that could be from a blade or some stiff instrument on a whip. Similar welts on buttocks and thighs, including several more gashes. Bruises on ribs and belly - from hard blows, but with what is uncertain. Bruises on thighs, especially intense on upper inner thighs. Some sign of internal bleeding. The external evidence, captain, is consistent with rape. Additional examination would be necessary to confirm that, if it is an issue.’

Paks noticed that the captain was looking at her for the first time; she could not tell if he was still angry with her.

‘Have you any additional comments, Councilor Ministiera?’ asked the captain.

‘Captain Sejek, when one finds a woman beaten up like this, and two men only lightly marked, the usual interpretation is that the men assaulted the woman.’ The dark woman’s voice was brusque, with an edge of sarcasm. ‘But she is in chains, so I suppose she’s charged with assaulting them. On the evidence, without testimony, that’s absurd. Even if she started the fight, she didn’t do much damage - and she’s been well punished. Furthermore, chains are clearly unnecessary. She can hardly stand up, let alone escape. She should be in the infirmary if you want her in shape to stand trial.’

The captain nodded. ‘Sergeant Stammel,’ he called.

‘Sir.’

‘Convey your recruit to the infirmary; the witnesses will take her testimony later. Guards, you may strike the chains.’

‘Hold up, now, till we get them off,’ said the fair guard softly. ‘Seb’ll have to go for a chisel and stone - not long.’

Stammel slipped an arm under hers on the other side. ‘You’ll be all right, Paks. Take it easy.’

The dark guard came back with his implements, and chiseled off  the bent spikes that fastened wrist and ankle cuffs. ‘There you go. Need any help, sergeant?’

‘We’ll make it. Keep an eye on Bosk; he may need you.’

The guard grinned. ‘Aha!’ He picked up the fallen chains and moved to the side of the courtyard.

With Stammel’s support, Paks was able to manage the few yards to the door of the infirmary. Once inside, she slumped against him, shaking and sick again. He swung her into the nearest bunk, and pulled a linen sheet over her. Maia was ready with a bowl of poultices and a jug of numbwine.

As Stammel came back out, he looked square at Korryn’s face. Korryn ducked his head and turned even paler than before. Stammel walked back to the head of his unit, impassive.

‘Are you ready to take testimony?’ asked the captain. The witnesses nodded. ‘Very well. I’ll begin. After supper last night, I was chatting with the recruit sergeants and corporals in the Duke’s Court, when one of the guards brought word that a recruit sought Sergeant Stammel because of trouble in the barracks. The recruit stated that Corporal Stephi was involved. Stammel and I and Stammel’s two corporals went directly to the barracks. As I came to the door, I saw that recruit—’ he pointed at Korryn, ‘holding the woman. Stephi was lying on the floor with blood all over his face and tunic, and fingermarks on his throat. The woman appeared to have a black eye and bloody nose; she didn’t look nearly as bad as she did this morning, nor did she complain of any injury. The recruit holding her stated that he had restrained her from killing Stephi, that he had just then gained control of her. Stephi seemed dazed and was unable to give a coherent story, but did say that he had asked the woman to bed him. The recruit said that Stephi had teased her when she refused, but nothing more, and that she had attacked him. On the evidence, Stephi appeared to be injured, perhaps seriously. I had the woman secured under ban, and set a summary trial for this morning. Sergeant Stammel requested permission to question the woman about her actions, which I granted, and several hours later he appeared with a request for a formal trial, and evidence to be taken today by witnesses.’

‘Did the woman say anything yesterday? Did you question her then?’

‘No. The other recruit did all the talking. She didn’t argue. It seemed obvious.’

The mayor turned to Stammel. ‘Is this the way you remember it?’

‘Yes, Mr. Mayor. May I amplify?’

‘Go ahead.’

‘When I visited Paksenarrion in the cell, I realized that she had taken more damage than was first apparent. It seemed to me that her injuries made the story told by Korryn - the other recruit - inconsistent or even impossible. Her story made more sense. She said that after she refused to bed the corporal, he had pushed her down on the bunk. She bit his hand. He took off his belt, and threatened her. When she tried to push past him, he grabbed her and she couldn’t escape. She remembered being held while someone hit her, but could not remember who it was. This story fit her injuries better than Korryn’s. Paksenarrion has been, until this, an outstanding recruit; she has not been known to lie. Korryn had a grudge against her; she has refused to bed him.’

‘What is her background, sergeant?’

‘She’s a sheepfarmer’s daughter, from the northwest. She ran away from home to join us.’

‘And this - uh - Korryn?’

‘He joined us in White Creek; claimed to have been in Count Serlin’s guard, but wanted more - action, I believe he said.’

‘And his record?’

Stammel frowned. ‘He has not done anything that would require his expulsion.’ The unsaid ‘yet’ trembled in the air. ‘However, he has been the subject of complaint by Corporals Bosk and Devlin, and Armsmaster Siger.’

‘That’s not fair!’ Korryn’s face twisted in anger. ‘You favor her; you always have! A pretty face - I’ll warrant one of you has bedded her—’

Bosk and Devlin each took an involuntary step forward; Stammel was rigid and white with fury. Before he could say anything, Kolya Ministiera stepped toward Korryn and looked him up and down.

‘Hmmph!’ she snorted. ‘A fine - man - you are.’ She spat at his feet, and turned back to the captain with a swirl of her brown robe. ‘I suppose we must hear his testimony, just to keep things straight.’

‘He’s out, whatever he says now,’ growled Stammel.

‘Nonetheless,’ said the captain. ‘He must speak. And keep to the truth—’ he said to Korryn ‘- if you can, recruit.’

Korryn’s eyes slid from side to side. ‘It is the truth - what I said. She went crazy, and started hitting this corporal, and I thought he could take care of her, and I guess he did hit her a few times. Then  she got a grip on his throat, and I decided to help him out and pull her off. He’ll tell you—’ Korryn gestured at Stephi. ‘I - I thought it was just a bit of fun at first, and then - I did what I thought was right,’ he said, pulling himself erect. ‘Maybe I made a mistake - but you can’t punish a man for doing what he thinks is right.’

The captain and witnesses received this in tight-lipped silence. ‘Is there,’ the captain asked Stammel after a pause, ‘any other witness to all this?’

‘That recruit we met coming out of the door - the one who said he was going for help - he should have seen something.’

‘Where is he?’

‘Corporal Bosk,’ said Stammel. ‘Escort Jens to the front, please.’

‘No!’ came a squeal from behind Stammel. ‘I - I don’t know anything - I didn’t see - I - I just came out—’

‘He’s a friend of Korryn’s,’ said Stammel, as Bosk half-dragged Jens out of formation to the front.

The captain beckoned to two of the guards. They took Jens’s arms and forced him upright. ‘Now then - what’s his name, Stammel?’

‘Jens, sir.’

‘Jens. I expect you to tell us the truth, right now. Did you see a fight involving Paksenarrion, Korryn, and Stephi, or any two of them?’

‘I—’ Jens looked frantically from side to side; when he met Korryn’s fierce gaze he flinched. ‘I - I saw a little tussle, sir - sort of—’

‘A little tussle? Be specific now: did you see it start?’

‘N-no - I was - was - uh - cleaning my boots. Sir.’

‘Did you see any blows struck at all?’

‘Well - I - saw - I saw Paks and that man rolling on the floor, and then Korryn said - said go look at the door—’ Jens was staring at his feet.

‘At the door?’

‘Yes, sir. He - uh - said I should - should look for the sergeant, sir.’

‘Oh? And did you?’

‘Yes. I looked, but I couldn’t see him - I mean, until you came.’

‘And just what did he tell you to do if you saw the sergeant, eh?’ asked Kolya. She moved to his side and jerked his head up. ‘Look at me! What did he tell you?’

Jens began to tremble. ‘He said - he said to tell him.’

‘Tell who, the sergeant?’

‘No. Tell him - Korryn—’

‘If you saw the sergeant. I see.’ Kolya backed away. ‘I don’t know about your Corporal Stephi, captain, but that recruit—’ she jerked a shoulder at Korryn, ‘is lying in his teeth.’

‘Agreed,’ said the captain.

‘And the other one isn’t much better,’ she said with distaste, looking at Jens.

‘They’d both better go under guard,’ said Sejek. ‘Captain Valichi won’t be back for several days, so they can’t be confined under ban the whole time, but until tomorrow morning—’

‘But - but ask him!’ interrupted Korryn. ‘Ask the corporal! He’ll tell you I’m not lying.’

The witnesses turned toward Corporal Stephi, who had stood silent through everything. But the captain intervened.

‘Before you question him, I want to tell you what happened this morning.’

‘Very well, captain,’ said the mayor.

‘This morning when I woke, I had a message from the surgeon. Stephi woke last night, and wanted to see me, but they did not call me because it was so late. This morning I went to see how he was, and found that he had no memory of the events last evening. None at all. I did not want to suggest things to him, so I told him only that he would be examined by witnesses about some trouble. The surgeon could find no physical cause for his loss of memory, and as you can see, the blood I saw on him yesterday was not his own. I must say that since he’s been in my cohort, he has always been a competent, sober soldier and a good corporal, with no faults against him. I cannot imagine what caused his behavior, but I can swear that it is not typical.’

‘Is it likely that he would pretend a loss of memory, if he had done wrong?’ asked the mayor.

‘I think not,’ replied Sejek. ‘He has always been honest, in my experience.’

‘Hmm.’ The mayor turned to Corporal Stephi. ‘You have seen the evidence of the injuries suffered by you and others, and you have heard what testimony has been given. What is your understanding of what happened?’

‘Sir, I have no memory from just after supper last night until I woke in the infirmary. When I woke I felt strange - dizzy - and of course my hand and the bruises hurt. I asked the surgeon what had  happened, but when he found I had no memory, he would not say anything, only that I had been found hurt. I - when I heard this morning - and saw that girl - Sir, I’ve never beaten a woman so. I’ve never forced one to bed. I don’t understand how I could have - but I saw her injuries. Someone hurt her, and if it was - if I did such a thing - I know what you must do—’ His voice trailed away.

‘Why did you ask to see the captain last night?’

‘Because I was frightened. I wanted to know what had happened - I thought the captain would tell me. And - and I couldn’t remember.’

‘But Stephi,’ said the captain. ‘You must remember something - maybe just the beginning - you must be able to say whether this recruit is lying.’ The witnesses stirred but said nothing. Stephi looked at Korryn with distaste.

‘Sir - captain - I cannot remember anything. But I’ll tell you, sir, he must be lying. What we’ve seen and heard—’

‘You say that even if it condemns you?’

‘Yes. Sir, it’s obvious. That girl didn’t beat me up - and honestly, sir, there’s no way she could have.’ Stephi conveyed all the confidence of a senior veteran, sure of his own fighting ability.

‘But you can remember nothing?’ prompted the mayor.

Stephi shook his head. ‘No, sir, I don’t. But I don’t expect you to believe that. You’ll want to test me, I’m sure.’

‘You must remember,’ yelled Korryn suddenly. ‘You must - I told you yesterday—’ He paled as they all looked at him, and he realized what he had said.

‘You told him, eh?’ said Kolya softly. ‘You told him what?’

Korryn drove a vicious elbow into the midriff of the guard on his left, and as the man slumped forward he snatched at his sword. The other guard drew his own weapon and darted forward, but Korryn was free with sword in hand, dancing sideways and looking for a way out.

‘Take him!’ roared the captain, drawing his own sword. Stammel charged, unarmed as he was, with Bosk and Devlin behind him. Korryn swung at Stammel, cursing; Stammel barely evaded the blow. Korryn backed, edging toward the unarmed witnesses as guards converged from around the courtyard. Suddenly Kolya slipped behind him and wrapped a powerful arm around his neck. Korryn fell backwards, gasping. She held him until the guards had jerked the sword out of his hands and grabbed his arms.

‘If it were my decision, he’d be in chains,’ she said calmly, dusting her hand on her robe.

‘At once,’ said Sejek. The guards grinned as they dragged Korryn away. ‘Now, Stammel—’

‘Sir,’ said Stammel. ‘I’d like permission to dismiss the formation now. They’ve seen as much as they can learn from.’

‘I think you’re right. Go ahead, but I’ll want you for the rest of this.’

‘Yes, sir.’ Stammel turned away. The captain, frowning, spoke to the witnesses.

‘Mayor Fontaine, Councilor Ministiera, I appreciate your efforts. You will want to take more testimony from both Paksenarrion and Stephi, I presume.’

‘Indeed yes,’ said the mayor. ‘You have quite a complicated problem here, captain.’

‘You’ll remand Stephi to the Duke’s Court, I assume,’ said Kolya.

‘Yes. I must. Corporal Stephi—’ he gestured to the corporal.

‘Yes, sir.’

‘This must be investigated further. You must consider yourself under arrest from this time. I’ll have to see whether Stammel will trust your parole; he’s within his rights to refuse it until Captain Valichi returns.’

‘I understand, sir. I wish I did know what happened.’

While they were talking, Stammel had spoken to the other recruit sergeants and the formation had dispersed. He had told his own corporals to take the unit outside to drill. ‘And keep ’em busy,’ he said, ‘until I come out and relieve you. We have a lot to work off. I’ll be there as soon as I find out how Paks is, and what the captain is going to do.’

So it was in a nearly empty courtyard that the captain turned to Stammel and said, ‘Well, sergeant, you were right. I wouldn’t have thought it, but—’

‘Sir, I was sure Paksenarrion was not to blame - but I’m not sure your corporal is. If Korryn gave him something, a drug or something like that—’

‘I hadn’t thought of that. Something strange has happened—’

‘I agree,’ said Kolya. ‘And I think this should be discussed in somewhat more privacy.’

The mayor nodded. ‘I’d suggest the Duke’s Court, Captain Sejek.’ ‘A good idea. Stephi, get dressed and come with us. Guard, you’d best come too.’ The captain turned away and headed for the Duke’s Gate. Stammel and the witnesses followed him; Stephi pulled on his tunic and came after them, trailed by the guard.
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In the Duke’s Court, the little group clustered near the fountain. The witnesses sat on its stone rim; the others stood.

‘Tell us first, Stephi, everything that happened yesterday after you left me in Duke’s East,’ said the captain.

‘Yes, sir. Well, I came directly here with the men; we didn’t stop at all in Duke’s East. When we arrived, I asked a recruit to call the quartermaster for me - I don’t know what his name was, a stocky brown-haired boy - and had the men put up their horses and turn in their swords. Then I talked to the quartermaster, and gave him your letter, sir, and we went into the storerooms and started marking what we were to take back. Suddenly I realized that it was getting late, and I hadn’t told anyone you were coming yet, so I left the quartermaster and went through the Duke’s Gate to speak to the steward.’

‘Had you had anything to eat or drink, Stephi?’

‘No, sir, nothing but water. We got here after lunch. But when I’d spoken to the Duke’s steward, he asked if I’d like some ale. Tell you the truth, sir, that’s one reason I didn’t stop in the village. When I came up here six months ago with a message, the steward gave me some ale while I waited for the reply, and - and I was hoping, sir, he might again. Not that I’d have asked, of course, it being the Duke’s own ale. But sir, you know how tasty it is.’

‘Indeed I do. So you drank ale, then? How much?’

‘Well, the steward brought out a ewer and a tankard, and the ewer was full. I poured out a tankard of it, and he left to go back inside and give orders to the servants. It was as good as I remembered, or better. I finished that tankard, sir, and thought of pouring out another. But I thought how strong the ale was, and I didn’t want to be drunk - but he’d said to drink hearty, and it was already out of the cask - he wouldn’t pour it back in—’ Stephi’s tanned face was flushed with embarrassment. ‘So I - well - sir, I poured it into the flask I was carrying, after pouring the rest of my water out. There was maybe a swallow left in the ewer, and I drank that. Then the steward came back, and asked how I liked the ale, and I said fine, and he asked if I  wanted more, or something to eat, and I said no, I’d eat with the men at mess, and thanked him.’

‘Where is that flask now, Stephi?’ asked Kolya.

‘With my things, I suppose; I took it back to the barn and put it in my saddlebags.’

‘Go on, then.’

‘After that, after I put the flask up, it was nearly time for supper. I saw you ride in, sir, and go on through the Duke’s Gate, and then I collected the men and we went to eat.’

‘What did you eat?’

‘The usual, sir. Bread, cheese, stew. The men ate the same. I remember feeling a little - annoyed - at the noise. It seemed louder, all that banging and clattering. I wondered if I shouldn’t have had that last swallow of ale, but nobody else seemed to notice anything about me, and I was steady on my feet. But then, sir - it’s as if I was - was thinking about something else. You know how you do something you’ve always done, but you aren’t thinking about it, and a little later you can’t remember if you’ve done it? I know I left the messhall, but it’s just hazy after that. I think I walked out into the court, but I’m not sure even of that. Then - nothing, until I woke in the night, in the infirmary.’ Stephi looked around at the puzzled faces.

‘How long would you say it lasted?’ asked Kolya of the captain.

‘The violent phase - only a quarterglass or a little longer; the loss of memory seems to be about six hours.’

‘It’s consistent with a potion or spell,’ said the mayor.

‘A potion, I’d say. We don’t have a mage in range for this,’ said the captain.

‘I think we need to check the Duke’s ale. If someone has tampered with it—’ the mayor’s long face scowled at them.

‘I’ll get the steward.’ Sejek disappeared into the arched doorway of the Duke’s Hall, pausing to speak to the guard on the steps. It was some little time before he came out; he had a large flask of tawny liquid, and the steward carried a ewer and tankard on a tray. Venneristimon looked concerned, and was talking as he came.

‘I’m quite sure, Captain Sejek,’ he was saying, ‘that nothing is wrong with the Duke’s ale. It’s true that this cask has been tapped some time, but I fail to see how anything could have adulterated it. Perhaps I simply should not have given the poor fellow quite so much. I mean, he seemed responsible.’

‘We’ll have to check it, Venner, and make sure. The Duke has enemies enough who might wish to poison his stores.’ The captain put the flask he was carrying down in front of the witnesses. ‘I drew this off, myself,’ he said. ‘It smelled all right. I had Venner bring out the same ewer and tankard he served Stephi with. Do you recognize ’em, Stephi?’

Stephi reached for the utensils and Venner released them. He turned the tankard around in his hands. ‘Yes, sir; it’s the same. There’s a dent here on the rim, see? And the ewer matched the pattern, same as this one does.’

‘I was telling the captain,’ Venner put in, ‘that of course these things were washed up at once. If there was anything, it would be gone.’

The witnesses all examined the ewer and tankard. ‘It looks innocent enough,’ said the mayor. ‘But it could have held anything.’

‘Let’s test the ale,’ said Kolya.

‘Go ahead,’ said the captain, nodding toward the flask. Kolya picked it up and sniffed.

‘Smells like good ale. But I wonder if we could smell a potion, or would the ale cover it?’

Stammel shrugged. ‘I don’t know - I’ve heard that some potions have a strong smell, but who’s to say?’

‘Try a single drop,’ suggested the mayor. ‘See what happens.’

‘If I go wild,’ said Kolya, ‘don’t break my arm; I’ve got apple harvest coming soon.’ She sipped the ale. ‘Tastes good. This is what he serves at the high feasts, isn’t it, Venner?’

‘Yes, it is.’

‘Tastes just as it did last year, if I’m any judge. No aftertaste.’

‘I think the corporal just drank too much,’ Venner said again. ‘It is strong ale, and I should not have brought a full ewer.’

‘It can’t be that, Venner; he didn’t drink it all,’ said the captain.

‘He drank only one tankard - and one tankard of anything wouldn’t make Stephi drunk. He poured the rest into his water flask.’

‘Stephi,’ said Stammel. ‘Do you have any sort of potion at all - anything you might have added to that ale later, and forgotten?’

Stephi thought a moment. ‘Well—’ he looked embarrassed. ‘I do have a - sort of a - a love potion. I got it from an old granny down the other side of Vérella. But - there’s not much to it, sir, really, and besides, I didn’t take it.’

Kolya looked at him. ‘A love potion?’

‘It’s - it’s something my girl and I enjoy - we share it—’

The captain shook his head. ‘The things I never knew about you, Stephi.’

‘But it’s harmless, sir, really. It’s just like a bit of wine, only more so. Just makes the night more fun, is all.’

‘Still, we’d better check it. It might not be as harmless as you think. Did you get it from the same person this time as before?’

‘Well, no sir, I didn’t. But it’s a simple sort of thing - lots of the grannies sell it. I usually get it from one of the forest-folk tribes in Aarenis, but we were on the road here, and this little old lady asked did I want anything. I’m sure it’s all right, sir, and even if it’s not, I never took it.’

‘Where is it?’

‘With the rest of my things, in the saddlebags.’

‘We’ll take a look.’ The captain turned. ‘Now where has Venner gotten off to? Stephi, who knows where your things are?’

‘Any of the men that came with me would know, or I could show you.’

‘Stammel, why don’t you find them for us.’

‘Yes, sir. Would you want one of the witnesses to come along?’

Sejek shook his head. ‘Not unless they want to.’

Stammel left the Duke’s Court and angled across the main courtyard to the stable. Stephi’s squad was hanging around the stable entrance, looking wary. He nodded to them.

‘We need Stephi’s saddlebags,’ he said. They looked sideways at each other.

‘Sergeant - what’re they going to do? Stephi’s a good corporal—’

‘I can’t say. We don’t know enough yet, and anyway it’s the Duke’s decision. Now - where are his things?’

A lanky private led the way into the smaller tack room. ‘That’s Stephi’s,’ he said. ‘The first on that row.’ Stammel lifted the saddlebags from their peg and turned toward the door.

‘Come along,’ he said, ‘and tell me who’s handled these things.’

‘Nobody, sir; Stephi came in before supper from the Duke’s Court, and put his flask in with the rest, and nobody’s been at his things since that I know of.’

As Stammel came across the Duke’s Court toward the others, he saw Venner coming down the steps from the Hall. He wondered briefly where Venner had been, but dropped the thought as he handed the saddlebags to the captain.

‘These are yours, Stephi?’ asked the captain.

‘Yes, sir. The flask will be in the right one, in a holder, and the potion bottle is in the left one, wrapped in my spare socks.’

They all watched as the captain opened the flaps of the saddlebags and took out the contents. He found the flask and set it aside, unopened for the moment. ‘It has liquid in it,’ he said. ‘I can’t tell how much.’ He began rummaging in the other saddlebags, removing a neatly rolled cloak and a comb, then a single sock, then another one, and finally a small cloudy-glass bottle with a glass stopper. ‘It wasn’t in the socks, Stephi,’ he said as he slid out the stopper. ‘Phew! What a smell!’ He looked up. ‘It’s empty.’ He passed the bottle to the mayor, who sniffed, wrinkled his nose, and passed it to Kolya. She did the same before handing it to Stammel.

‘Is this the same bottle?’ asked Stammel as he sniffed cautiously at the opening.

‘Yes sir. It looks like it. But it didn’t have a bad smell before. May I smell it now?’

‘Go ahead,’ said the captain. ‘But you wouldn’t have smelled it - looks like it had a wax seal around the stopper.’

Stephi sniffed the bottle. ‘It’s strange - but it reminds me of something. Just a little. Who could have emptied it?’

‘One of your men says no one touched your things, but you, when you came out of the Duke’s Court yesterday,’ said Stammel.

‘But all I did was put the flask back. I didn’t open this bottle.’

‘Let’s examine the flask,’ said the captain. He opened it and looked in. ‘It’s not even half full, and the smell’s here, too.’

Again the witnesses checked for themselves. ‘If what made Corporal Stephi act unlike himself and forget what happened was in what he drank, then the evidence is that it came from this potion bottle,’ said the mayor.

‘But I didn’t open it,’ Stephi repeated.

‘You don’t remember opening it,’ said Kolya. ‘If it was strong enough magic, you wouldn’t remember.’

‘But I remember going in to supper after putting the flask away.’

‘Stephi, are you sure you didn’t have a few more swallows of ale - after supper, maybe?’ Captain Sejek sounded more tired than angry.

‘Sir, I - I thought I was sure I’d never do anything like I must have done. I don’t think I drank any more - or opened the potion. But - how can I be sure? How can I be sure of anything?’

‘Stephi - I don’t know.’ Sejek sighed. ‘I believe that whatever you  did was under some kind of outside influence. Right now that potion seems the likeliest to me - it wasn’t what you thought. The witnesses will have their own opinions—’ He glanced at them.

‘We still need the woman’s testimony - Paksenarrion’s,’ said Kolya.

‘From what Stammel said, I doubt it will help; but go ahead, of course.’

‘I wonder if we can find out what the potion is,’ said the mayor.

‘And I still have a concern for the Duke’s ale. Are we sure it is not contaminated? The smell in this bottle is suggestive, but—’

‘We could seal it and hope it keeps until the Duke’s Court; he’ll have his mage there.’

‘I’ve marked and sealed the cask,’ Venner said. As they looked at him in surprise, he pursed his thin lips. ‘That’s why I went back inside. The entire cask will be available for examination at the trial.’

‘All right, then,’ said Sejek. ‘If you, Councilor Ministiera, will take Paksenarrion’s testimony, and gather such evidence as might be needed, the rest of us can get back to our business. Stammel - about Stephi’s parole—’

Stammel sighed. ‘Sir, I’ve known Stephi as long as you - and I trust him. But recruits - especially my unit - won’t understand if you leave him free. They know that Paks was chained under ban last night. Korryn’s under ban now—’

‘Sir, he’s right,’ said Stephi. ‘I can’t believe that I went - crazy or something - and did that to anyone, but the evidence is against me. The troops won’t like it; they won’t understand it, if I’m not under guard.’

‘I don’t say put him under ban,’ said Stammel. ‘He’s cooperated, we think someone may have magicked him - so don’t ban him. But—’

‘I see your point,’ said Sejek, frowning. ‘Very well. Stephi, I’m sorry, but you’ll have to spend your time in the cell. I’ll be down to check on you, and you’re not under ban.’

‘That’s all right, sir. I understand. I would like - if it’s possible - to know how the girl is, and if she’s well enough later, I’d like to - to apologize—’

‘We’ll see, Stephi.’ Sejek nodded to the guard, and they watched as Stephi was led back to the main court. The captain sighed heavily. ‘I’d like to get my hands on that granny, whoever she is. Tir’s gut, but that’s a fine soldier to be dumped in such trouble. Stammel, you’ll need to see to your unit, but I’d like to talk to you later.’

‘Yes, sir. Any particular time?’

‘Not until after lunch, at least. It’ll take me that long to settle my men and make some kind of written report of this. When you’ve time, check with me. I may have to put you off an hour or so, but I’ll try to be ready.’

‘Yes, sir.’ Stammel bowed slightly, and headed for the infirmary, tailing Kolya who was disappearing through the door.

 



Paksenarrion lay quietly as Maia cleaned and poulticed her thighs; a large cool poultice already covered the swollen half of her face. She’d been given a mug of beef broth and a half-mug of numbwine, and felt as if she were floating a handspan above the bed. She heard the door open, and saw Maia glance up.

‘Well, Kolya; do you need to see her again?’

‘If she’s able. What did the surgeon say?’

‘She’ll mend. Her eye’s all right. She’s had numbwine; she’ll be drowsy and drifting a bit. Eh - Paks. Come on, Paks, wake up.’

Paks swallowed and tried to speak. Not much sound came out. She tried to look at Kolya, but found she couldn’t turn her head. Kolya suddenly appeared beside the bed. Paks blinked her good eye. She had not really looked at the witness before. Now she noticed black hair streaked with gray, black eyes, dark brows angled across a tan, weathered face. She blinked again, her eyes dropping to Kolya’s broad shoulders, her arm - the sleeve of her robe covered the stump of her left arm.

‘She’s awake,’ said Kolya. ‘So - they call you Paks, eh? I’m Kolya Ministiera, one of the witnesses. We need to take your testimony on this. Can you speak?’

Paks tried again and managed a hoarse croak.

‘Water might help.’ Kolya turned away and reappeared with a mug. ‘Can you hold the mug? Good. Now drink and try again.’

Paks took a swallow or two of water, gingerly felt the inside of her mouth with her tongue, and managed to say, ‘I can speak now, Lady.’

Kolya snorted. ‘I’m no “lady”, child: just a pensioned-off old soldier.’ ‘But - didn’t he say - you are on the Council?’ Paks stumbled over the words. Even after numbwine, it hurt to move her mouth.

‘That’s nothing but the Duke knowing I’m the Duke’s man still. No, I farm now, and raise apples. I’m no fine lady.’

‘I - I didn’t know you were a soldier,’ said Paks slowly, trying not to look for the missing arm.

‘Yes - I was a corporal, same as Stephi, when I lost my arm. Don’t look so solemn, child. That was just bad luck - or good luck, if you like, that I lived. And the Duke’s treated me well: a grant of land, and a seat on the Council.’

Paksenarrion thought briefly of being as Kolya was, beyond warfare, pensioned off to a farm. She shivered. ‘But - what do I call you, if not lady?’

‘Well, if you want to be formal, you could say Councilor Ministiera, but with you full of numbwine I doubt you’d get your tongue around that. Kolya’s fine. I won’t bite.’

‘Yes - Kolya.’

‘Now, Sergeant Stammel gave me the outline of your story, but I still have some questions for you. Had Corporal Stephi spoken to you at any time before he entered your barracks?’

‘No - in fact, I didn’t really see him before. Only out of the corner of my eye as they rode in, and then Armsmaster Siger thumped me for not paying attention.’

Kolya chuckled. ‘With good cause. Take it from me, you never look aside when fighting. But you didn’t see him at supper?’

‘No - I was talking to Saben.’

‘I see. I understand that he showed up in your barracks and said he wanted to speak to you. Then he tried to get you to bed him, and tried to force you when you refused. Is that right?’

‘Yes. He tried to push me down. Then when I said some things my cousin taught me, he put his hand over my mouth and I bit him. And that’s when he got very angry—’

‘He hit you first with his belt, Stammel said—’

‘And I tried to get past him and away. I really did, Kolya. I wasn’t trying to hurt him, or fight, just get away.’

‘All right, calm down. He’d be too much for you, I imagine.’

Paks began to tremble again. ‘I - I couldn’t get free - and he was hitting me, again and again. I couldn’t get my breath, and someone was holding me, so I couldn’t hit back or get away, and - it hurt so much—’ Tears ran down her face. ‘I - I’m sorry - I don’t mean to cry—’

‘That’s all right. A hard beating takes it out of you.’ Even in her misery, Paks noticed that Kolya spoke as someone who knew. ‘You’ll be all right in a few days. Paksenarrion, have you ever bedded anyone here?’

‘No.’ Paks fought against the sobs.

‘Have you ever bedded anyone?’

‘No - I never wanted to.’

Kolya sighed. ‘Paks, we need to know if you were raped as well as beaten - do you know?’

Paks shook her head. ‘I - I don’t know what it would be like. I know it hurts, but I don’t know what kind of hurt.’

‘Well, then, we’ll have to take a look. Maia will help me, and I think another swallow of numbwine won’t hurt at all. If you sleep all day, so much the better.’ Kolya fetched the flask of numbwine and poured some into the mug Paks held. ‘Drink all of that.’ Paks swallowed, almost choking on the heavy, sweet wine. In a few minutes she felt a soft wave of sleep roll up around her, and drifted away, unknowing.

A few minutes later, Kolya left the infirmary, and almost fell over Stammel who was waiting at the door. ‘Well?’ he asked harshly.

‘No,’ said Kolya. ‘She wasn’t. They put enough bruises on her, and if they’d had another two minutes - but as it is, she wasn’t raped. That may save Stephi’s hide - or some of it.’

‘It won’t save Korryn’s,’ said Stammel grimly. ‘That was a neat catch you made, Kolya.’

‘Thanks. Some things I can still do. I agree you’re well rid of that one. I wonder if we’ll ever know which of them actually did what - probably not. I presume Korryn’s will be a public event.’

‘Very. That—’ Stammel growled and spat. ‘I can’t think of a word. Filth. I should have run him out weeks ago.’

Kolya tapped his arm. ‘Now, Matthis Stammel, you know you aren’t that kind. You had to have a good reason. I’d better go on and report to the others. Cheer up - she’ll be all right in a few days.’

‘I hope so. She’s a good one, Kolya - almost as good as who she looks like - Tammarrion - if nothing goes wrong.’

Kolya looked thoughtful. ‘Does she? I couldn’t tell, with all those bruises. You know you can’t protect the good ones, Stammel; it ruins them in the long run.’

‘I know. But this kind of thing—’

‘If she’s that good it won’t stop her. Nothing stopped Tammarrion. Wait and see - I’d best go.’
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By the time Captain Valichi returned, Paksenarrion was up, though her right eye was still swollen shut. She had not returned to her unit; Stammel wanted to report to Valichi, and give him the chance to talk to her if he wished, before she talked to her friends. As it happened, Valichi made his decisions on the basis of the witnesses’ reports, conferences with Sejek, Stammel, and Stephi, and an interview with Korryn, the last for form’s sake only. So one morning Maia helped Paks back into her recruit uniform, now cleaned and mended, and sent her to join the others in formation to witness Valichi’s decisions.

Again it was early morning. Paks had scarcely time to find her place before they were called to attention. A heavy timbered framework on a low platform was centered before them; on the right stood the witnesses, and on the left was a quartet of guards near a smoking brazier, one holding a straight razor, and one a whip. Paks recognized the dark guard who had held her. She looked at the razor and whip, and shivered.

She heard the noise of boots and chains as Korryn and Jens were brought out of the building into the courtyard. Memory of her own ordeal made her choke. She thought hard about Korryn, about all the things he’d done, to keep from feeling sympathy she wasn’t supposed to feel. After all, she’d wanted to beat him herself, in the past.

The prisoners passed in front of the formation. Jens was hanging back, having to be prodded, half-carried. She could hear his soft fearful moans. It was disgusting. Korryn had new bruises on his face. She wondered who had hit him, and why. Probably the guards, she thought. They halted in front of the platform. Captain Valichi, shorter than Captain Sejek and looking almost square in his armor, moved towards them, facing the assembly.

‘You are here to witness the punishment of two former recruits of this Company,’ he began. ‘For their crimes they have been expelled from the Company; after their punishment, they will be taken beyond the bounds of the Duke’s domains. Should they ever return, they will be liable to additional punishment, as the Duke may direct. Should any of you see them within this domain, you are required to  report it to your officers. Their crimes are known to most of you, but I proclaim them. Korryn Maherit was charged with assisting in an assault on another recruit—’

‘It’s not fair!’ yelled Korryn. ‘It wasn’t my fault!’ Even before Valichi’s command, one of the guards holding him had slugged him.

‘—with conspiracy with Jens Hanokensson to prevent detection of this assault,’ the captain went on, ‘and with lying to the witnesses called to take testimony in the case. All the evidence and testimony so far indicates that Korryn Maherit did assault and injure Paksenarrion Dorthansdotter, and did instruct Jens Hanokensson to warn him of the approach of any authority, and did attempt to instruct Corporal Stephi of Dorrin’s cohort, a veteran member of the Company, in a lie explaining the assault, while Corporal Stephi was temporarily unaware of his own actions, probably through the action of some drug or potion. We have no proof that Korryn Maherit supplied this drug or potion. Jens Hanokensson stands charged with conspiracy with Korryn Maherit to prevent detection of Korryn Maherit’s crimes. Both of these men have a bad record in the recruit cohort. The following sentences are imposed by me, as Duke Phelan’s lawful representative and cohort commander of recruits. For Jens Hanokensson: five strokes—’ Jens moaned again; the guards holding him shook him. ‘—a shaved head, and expulsion. For Korryn Maherit, the Duke’s brand on the forehead, forty strokes well-marked, and expulsion tinisi turin.’ Korryn writhed, trying to break free from his guards. ‘Strip them,’ said Valichi. Two of the guards by the platform came forward and ripped the recruit tunics from neck to hem, then turned the prisoners to face the formation. The guards forced Jens to his knees, and the one with the razor stepped up behind him. When he felt the first tug at his cinnamon-brown hair, he yelped and flinched.

‘Hold still, ye fool,’ said the guard. ‘If ye jerk around, I’ll cut ye.’ Tufts of hair fell; Jens had shut his eyes and was rigidly still. The barber worked quickly and roughly; soon nothing was left of the thick hair and mustache. A few shallow grazes oozed blood on his scalp, which was pale above his tanned face. The guards hauled him up the platform to the posts and crossbar, and bound him to it, feet dangling. Then the guard with the whip mounted the platform behind him.

‘One,’ said Captain Valichi. The whip smacked against his back; Paks saw his face twist in pain. ‘Two.’ Another smack. He gave a strangled cry. ‘Three. Four.’ The captain paused. ‘Sergeant Stammel - do you want the parting blow?’ 

‘No, sir. Not for this one.’

‘Five.’ The last blow fell. Jens’s screams softened into sobs as the guards untied his arms and dragged him from the platform. Paks could see the welts standing out on his back; only one was bleeding. The guards moved him away from the platform and held him facing the assembly.

It took four of the guards to hold Korryn as one of them took the brand from the brazier where it had been heating. Paks looked down. She didn’t want to see this. She could hear Korryn’s muttered curses, the scuffling feet, the hiss and sizzle as the brand etched his forehead. He gave a short cry, followed by gasping sobs. She glanced up for a moment. The guard with the razor was taking off his hair; Korryn’s face was white under its tan. The brand showed stark, a stylized foxhead. Without his hair and beard, his face looked different; he hardly had a chin. His eyes met hers; he snarled a curse at her, and the guards cuffed him. Paks stared over his head; she didn’t want him to think she could not watch.

The guards dragged him up the platform - still struggling to break free - and bound his wrists to the crossbar after removing his chains. Then they bound his ankles to bolts Paks had not noticed, and the guard with the razor stepped up to him. Korryn paled even more.

‘What are you—?’

‘Tinisi turin means shaved - all over—’ said the guard, grinning. ‘Like a shorn lamb, remember?’ And shortly the hair on chest, belly, and groin made a heap on the platform. When that guard was through, he stepped back, and the one carrying the whip came forward.

By the tenth stroke, Paks no longer cared what Korryn thought; she stared straight at the messhall windows. No one had reminded her that she might have been on that platform, but she remembered well enough what Stammel had said when he first came to her cell. She loathed Korryn - would be glad to see him gone - but she could not watch. The blows went on - and on - each counted out by the captain’s calm voice. They sounded different now. Korryn sounded different too. She tried not to hear that, and lost the count. Suddenly it was very quiet. She looked up. Korryn hung from his bonds, head drooping; she could see the blood streaking his legs and staining the platform below.

‘Well, Sergeant Stammel?’ asked the captain.

‘Yes, sir; with pleasure.’ Stammel left his place and mounted  the platform. The guard handed him the whip, now glistening along its length. Paks watched, fascinated and horrified, as he braced himself and gave Korryn five powerful blows. Korryn’s body jerked, and he gave a last scream and fainted. Stammel ran his hand down Korryn’s back and returned to his unit, holding his bloody hand out. He faced Paks, and touched it to her forehead as her eyes widened in shock.

‘By this blood your injury is avenged,’ he said, and took up his position again. Meanwhile one of the guards had taken a pot of some liquid and was daubing it on Korryn’s back. Then he was untied, and lowered to the ground. His back and legs were covered with welts and blood; the dye in the pot made a blue stain that looked ghastly mixed with blood. A guard checked his pulse.

‘He’ll do,’ he reported. ‘Cold water, sir?’ The captain nodded. After several minutes, and a bucket of water, Korryn stirred and groaned. When his eyes opened, Captain Valichi nodded, and the guards pulled him to his feet and bound his hands in front of him. Jens, meanwhile, had been dressed in a nightshift, with a rope noose around his neck; his guards looked to the captain.

‘Go ahead; take him out.’

‘West, sir?’ The captain nodded in answer, and the guards led Jens away. Korryn now had a rope around his neck too, and at the captain’s second nod, his guards tugged, forcing him forward. He could barely keep his feet. Paks looked away, stomach churning. She heard horses’ hooves behind the formation, near the gate, muttered voices. Then the hoofbeats moved away, through the gate, and the courtyard was left in silence.

Captain Valichi looked at them for a long moment. ‘Some of you,’ he said with a grim smile, ‘seem impressed by what you saw - I hope you all are. The Duke will not tolerate anything that jeopardizes the strength of the Company. In a few months you will be depending on each other in battle. Each of you must be worthy of your companions’ trust, both on and off the field. If you aren’t, we’ll get rid of you. If you injure a companion, you’ll be punished. It may be that some of you don’t have the stomach for army life; if so, speak to your sergeant. We don’t want cowards. Sergeant Stammel, assign a detail from your unit to clean up this mess, and I’ll want to speak with Paksenarrion. The formation is dismissed.’

In the unit’s duty room, a few minutes later, Paks tried to act calm. ‘Sit down, Paksenarrion,’ said Captain Valichi. She sat across the desk  from him. Her stomach was a solid knot of apprehension. ‘Have you talked to any of your friends since this happened?’

‘No, sir.’

‘Good. Paksenarrion, you have a good record, so far. This is the first trouble you’ve been in, and from the evidence none of it was your fault. Stammel did say that he thought you should confine your use of strong language to terms you knew the meaning of - though calling someone a jacks-hole full of soured witch’s milk—’ Paks gasped and felt herself reddening; the captain smiled and went on, ‘—is not an excuse for an attack, it can cause trouble. Did you even know that was Pargunese? No? Well, stick to Common or whatever your native language is. Anyway, you’re blameless of the brawl itself. Now - you’ve been injured in the Company, though not, we think, permanently. If you wish to leave, you may. We will give you a recommendation, based on your record, and a pass through the Duke’s domain, and a small sum to tide you over until you reach home or find other employment. I can suggest several private guard companies that might hire you with our recommendation. You’ll be on light duty until you can see out of that eye again: you may have that long to make your decision - unless you are already determined to leave. Are you?’

‘No, sir. I don’t want to leave at all.’ Paks had had a lingering fear that she might be thrown out.

‘You’re sure?’ Paks nodded. ‘Well, if you change your mind before you’re back to full duty, let me know. I’m glad you want to stay in; I think you’ll do well - if you stay out of fights like this. Tell me - do you think Korryn was sufficiently punished?’

‘Yes, sir.’ Paks could hear the distaste in her own voice.

‘Ah. It bothered you, eh? I see it did. Well, it’s supposed to, and if you stay in, you’ll see that again - though we all hope not to. Now - about Corporal Stephi. I’ve agreed, with Sejek, to let him go south for his trial by the Duke. We’ve kept the scribes busy, and have the witnesses’ testimony and the rest written down. We think this will be sufficient, and the Duke won’t need to see any of you. We hope. Anyway, Stephi has been quite concerned about you - did Stammel mention it?’ Paks nodded; Stammel had told her a lot about Stephi. ‘He’s asked how you were, and he wanted to see you and apologize. He’s a good man, really. We’re sure that some outside influence - probably magical - affected him that night. But - it’s up to you - will you see him before he goes south?’ 

‘Sir, I - I don’t know. Should I?’

The captain frowned slightly, lacing his hands together. ‘It would be kind, I think. He can’t hurt you now, you know, even if he wanted to. It won’t make any difference to his trial, but it would reassure him, to see you up. You don’t have to, of course.’

Paks did not want to see Stephi ever again, but as she thought about it, she realized that she would have to, next year in the south. They might be in the same cohort; he might be her corporal. Best get it over, she decided, and looked up to meet the captain’s gaze. ‘I’ll see him, sir. But - I don’t know what to say.’

Valichi smiled. ‘You needn’t say much. It’ll only be a minute. Wait here.’ He rose from behind the desk, and went out, shutting the door. Paks felt her stomach churn. She swallowed once, then again. It seemed a long time before the door opened again. Paks rose as the two captains, Valichi and Sejek, and Stephi came in together, crowding the little room. The mouse under Stephi’s eye had faded to a sickly green.

‘I’m very sorry, Paksenarrion, for the trouble I caused you,’ said Stephi. Paks could not find her voice, and merely nodded. ‘I want you to know that - that I don’t do things like that - not usually. I never have before.’ His voice shook a little. ‘I - I hope you won’t leave the Company, because of it—’

‘I won’t,’ said Paks. ‘I’m staying in.’

‘Good. I’m glad. I hope you’re feeling better.’

‘Yes.’ Suddenly Paks found herself wanting to reassure this man, even though he had hurt her. She liked his honest face. ‘I’m doing well - in a week I’ll be fine.’ He relaxed a bit and seemed to have nothing more to say.

Captain Sejek opened the door and Stephi went out; Paks saw the guard waiting for him in the passage.

‘Thank you, Paksenarrion, for seeing him,’ said Sejek a moment later. ‘I, too, regret your injuries and the trouble you’ve had. Stephi will be punished, of course—’

‘But sir, everyone’s told me it wasn’t really his fault,’ said Paks, before she remembered that Sejek was a captain. She bit her lip.

Sejek frowned and sighed. ‘Maybe it wasn’t, but even so, he injured you. That doesn’t change. We punish drunks for their misdeeds, and for being drunk. He’ll be punished.’

Paks thought of Korryn’s punishment and shuddered. ‘But he’s not as bad as Korryn,’ she persisted.

‘No. He’s not. But he’s supposed to be better - much better - than any recruit. He’s a corporal of the regular Company, a veteran. This is not an offense to regard lightly. But that’s not your concern - don’t worry about it. I, too, am glad to hear that you’re staying in the Company; I’ll see you in the south next spring.’ Sejek went out, leaving Paks with Valichi.

Valichi’s mustache twitched. ‘Now that’s as close to an apology as I’ve ever heard Sejek come.’

‘Apology?’

‘Well - he’s wishing he’d taken a better look at you before he banned you that night. But Sejek doesn’t like to admit he could be wrong - I’ll warn you of that. Don’t even hint that he made a mistake on this, or he’ll be down on you for years. Right now - well, he’s convinced that you’re acceptable. It helped that you defended Stephi - was that why you did it?’

Paks was confused. ‘Sir, I—’

‘No. You’re not the type. Go find Stammel - he’s out drilling, I think, on the east grounds - and he’ll keep you busy.’

Paks walked out, still confused, but happy to be returning to her friends. She joined in marching drill, but Siger barred her from weapons practice. ‘You can’t fight with both eyes open, yet,’ he said. ‘It’ll be a long time before you’re ready to fight with just one.’ Barracks chores were well within her capacity; when she thought about the cell, or the infirmary, she was glad enough to have them to do.

At first no one said anything about the fight or its aftermath. Saben explained that he had tried to find Stammel, that by the time he had returned, she was already hurt. The others simply avoided the subject. Even Effa forbore to give a lecture on the protection of Gird. This suited Paks very well; she had no desire to talk about the little she could remember. But in the other units, curiosity overcame tact, and as soon as she was back in weapons drill, the questions began. Barranyi, the tall black-haired woman in Vossik’s unit, often matched against Paks in drill, went farther than most. She was well-known for her strength of arm and sharp tongue.

‘You should have poked an eye out,’ she began one afternoon, as they walked back to the main stronghold with a load of firewood. Paks shook her head.

‘I was trying to get away.’

‘That’s stupid. Anyone can get mauled trying to get away. Attack on your own. If you’d gotten an eye—’

‘I’d have been in worse trouble, Barra.’ Paks checked the mule she was leading, and shoved one length of wood back into place. But Barra had not gone on; she halted her own mule and went on with her lecture.

‘No, you wouldn’t. He started it; he was wrong. They’d have had to admit that. As it is, they owe you—’

‘No, they don’t. Besides, they only found out it was his fault because I was beat up worse.’

‘That’s not right.’ Barra scowled and strode along silent for some distance. ‘If it’s not your fault, they should—’

‘Barra—’ Natzlin, a slender, pleasant girl with warm brown eyes who had been coupled with Barra before they joined, laid a hand on her arm. ‘Paks came out well - and if she’s satisfied—’

‘No. She came out beaten half-dead, and—’

Paks laughed. ‘By the gods, Barra, I’m not that easy to kill.’

‘You looked it that morning. A real mess, I tell you - I was ashamed—’

Paks felt a flicker of anger. ‘You - and why you? I was the one out there in front of everyone—’

‘You’d always been a strong one, Siger’s pet, and there you were, looking like something that’d come from a lockup—’

Paks grinned in spite of herself. ‘Well - I had—’

‘Blast it! You know what I mean! You looked—’

‘Gods above, Barra! She doesn’t want to think about that now!’ Vik shoved his way between them, and winked at Paks. ‘Don’t worry - even bruises and chains can’t make you ugly, Paks.’

She felt herself go red. ‘Vik—’

‘Like a song,’ he went on, unmoved. ‘Did you ever hear “Falk’s Oath of Gold,” Paks? When Falk was taken in the city of fear, and locked away all those years?’

‘No. I thought Falk was a sort of saint, like Gird.’

‘Saints!’ snorted Barra from Vik’s other side.

‘He is,’ said Vik seriously. ‘And Barra - I wouldn’t scoff at them. Maybe they’re far above us - but they have power.’

‘The gods have power,’ said Barra. ‘I’m not like Effa - I don’t believe that men become gods when they die. And I’d rather be alive anyway.’

‘But tell me about Falk,’ said Paks. ‘Isn’t he the one that wears rubies and silver?’

‘I don’t know what he wears now,’ began Vik. ‘He was a knight,  a ruler’s son, who kept his sworn oath and saved his kin by it, even though it meant years of slavery for him.’

‘Ugh. Why didn’t he just kill his enemies?’ asked Barra. ‘I heard that he spent a year cleaning the jacks of some city—’

‘That and more,’ said Vik. ‘It’s in the song, but you know I can’t sing it. My father did, and I know most of the story. You’d like it, Paks - it’s full of magic and kings and things like that.’

‘A magic sword?’

‘Oh, yes. More than one. Someday when we’ve made enough money, we can hire a harper to sing it for us.’ Vik kept the conversation going until they reached the stronghold, where they broke up into their separate units. Barra shook her head, but stayed away from the topic the next time they drilled together. But others wanted to know what the underground cells were like, and what Stammel had said, and what the corporal had said. Paks fended off these questions as best she could: the cells were cold and miserable, and she wouldn’t repeat any of the talks she’d had. Eventually they let her alone.

Meanwhile, Stammel had taken the unit in to help Kolya with her apple harvest. This was their first time to see Duke’s East, since they had arrived from the west. In size it was between Three Firs and Rocky Ford. Children playing in the streets waved and yelled at them; the adults smiled and spoke to Stammel. They passed an inn, the Red Fox, and a cobbled square surrounded with taller stone houses, and came to a stone bridge over the little river. Upstream Paks could see a weir and a millpond, and a waterwheel slowly turning. Kolya’s orchard lay south of the river, beyond a water meadow where cattle grazed.

Kolya’s orchard had more trees than Paks could count; she had never seen such a thing. Her aunt had been famed for five apple trees and two plums, but Kolya had rows of apples, plums, and pears. Only the apples remained so late, scenting the air with their rich, exciting fragrance. Soon Paks was high on a ladder, picking the apples at the top of her assigned tree. It was cool and sunny, perfect weather for the job. Below, in the aisles between the trees, Stammel and Kolya strolled together, directing the pickers and talking.

Paks caught a few snatches of that conversation, between orders to the workers. It seemed to be far removed from apple harvest, something about someone named Tammarrion, who had once been in the Company.

‘—wouldn’t have happened like that at all,’ she heard Stammel say. ‘She would have made sure first, before she called for a ban.’

Kolya snorted. ‘In her day, you’d never have brought back someone like Korryn at all, would you?’

‘No - you’re right about that. But things are different.’ Paks saw his head shake, far below, then he peered up to see that she was working. She wondered if the mysterious Tammarrion had been a sergeant - even a captain - but something in their tone kept her from asking.

 



As fall turned to winter, the recruits honed their weapons skills, now learning to use a shield with their swords. They began drilling in groups, one line against another, learning to work together with their weapons. They were allowed to stand guard, first with the regulars, then alone. On guard duty on the wall, with her sword hanging heavy at her side, Paks felt very much the professional. One gray, sleety day, she was on duty when a traveler came up the road from Duke’s West, and called the challenge herself. She thought he did not notice that her tunic was recruit brown instead of maroon.

Along with all this, they were introduced to tactics. Paks had thought that after mastering the intricacies of drill, nothing remained to learn about engaging the enemy. She was wrong.

‘But I thought we just ran at them and started fighting,’ said Vik, echoing her thought.

‘No. That’s the way to get killed, and quickly. None of you will make these decisions now, but you all need to know something of tactics. You can do your job better if you know what you’re trying to accomplish.’ They were gathered around Stammel in the messhall between meals; he began to set out apples on the table. ‘Now suppose this - here - is the Duke’s Company. And this over here is the enemy. Look at the length of lines.’

‘Theirs is longer,’ said Saben, stating the obvious. ‘But we—’

‘Listen. Now suppose we engage just as we are. What happens on each end of our line, on the flanks?’

‘They can hit the side, too,’ said Vik.

‘If they have enough, they can go all around,’ Paks put in.

‘Yes. That looks bad, doesn’t it? But it depends on why their line is so long, and what they’re fighting with.’ He added more apples to the array. ‘Suppose they’ve only as many men as we have, so their line is long and thin. We form the square, and we engage one-on-one all the way around. With our depth, we actually have them outnumbered  at each position. If they’re fighting with swords, they won’t have  a chance. We have concentrated our strength on their weakness - or rather, they have stupidly chosen to make themselves weak all over.’

Effa frowned at the table. ‘So it’s better to make the square?’

‘Not always. We can’t move fast or far in the square - you remember—’ They nodded. ‘Mobility is important, too. So is terrain - where is the good ground?’ Quickly he showed them how slope, water, and such hazards as swamp and loose rock could change the choice of tactics. ‘It’s the commander’s responsibility to choose the best ground - for our side, of course. The Duke’s famous for it. But you need to know how it’s done, so you’ll know what to watch out for, and which way to move—’

‘But we’re under orders, aren’t we? We just do what we’re told—’

‘Yes. But sergeants and corporals get killed - even captains. In battle, there’s no time to send questions to the Duke. If the regulars don’t know what to do and why, the cohort will fall apart. Be captured at best. That’s what Kolya Ministiera did - took over her cohort, kept ’em moving together, the right way. That’s why she made corporal so young. If she hadn’t lost an arm at Cortes Cilwan, she’d have been the youngest sergeant in the Company, I don’t doubt. But when she went down, someone else took over - that’s what we train for.’

They looked at each other, wondering. Paks hoped she would do as well - without losing an arm. The only thing that frightened her was the thought of ending her career as a young cripple, with nothing left to do.

Soon the lessons in tactics had gone beyond table demonstrations to live practice fields. Each recruit unit made a mock cohort, and they practiced engagements, disengagements, squaring, flanking, and other maneuvers: first without weapons, and then with wooden swords and shields. In smaller groups they learned to fight in confined areas: stairs, passages, stables. They made ladders and scaled the walls of the stronghold in mock assaults, then learned to hold the wall against assaults. And since the Duke sometimes hired mounts when he wanted to move his troops rapidly, they learned to ride.

‘This is a mule,’ said Corporal Bosk. Paks thought that was unnecessary. The mule flicked one long ear. On the ground beside it were saddle, saddlecloth, and bridle. ‘A mule is not a horse,’ he went on. That also was obvious. Long ears, mealy muzzle, heavy head, small hooves. Paks suppressed a yawn. Maybe some of the city people didn’t know the difference. She glanced around for Vik. ‘How many of you,’ Bosk was asking, ‘have ever worked with mules?’ Several  hands went up. ‘You—’ he said, pointing. ‘What’s the big difference between mules and horses?’

‘Mules can kick anyways,’ said Jorti, ‘and they’re fussier about their ears, and they’re smarter than horses.’ Jorti’s father, Paks remembered, had something to do with caravans.

‘Right,’ said Bosk. ‘All of that. Those of you that’ve never worked either will have less trouble than you horse-folk. They are different. Mules are more ear-shy than any horse, and if you drag a bridle over their ears, they’ll plant a hoof on you. A back hoof. When you’re standing in front of ’em.’ Paks looked at the mule, surprised. It didn’t look like it could kick forward. ‘And they’re smart,’ Bosk went on. ‘Really smart. A good one’ll go farther on worse ground with less fuss - but a mule looks out for itself above all.’ He picked up the bridle and began to demonstrate how to put it on.

The mule assigned to Paks flicked its ears nervously as she eased the crownpiece over the top of its head. She talked to it as if it were her father’s plow pony, but kept a respectful eye on the near hind leg. The mule that kicked Sif had made a believer out of her. She laid the saddlecloth on its back, and, after another look at Bosk’s demonstration, set the saddle in place.

‘That’s right,’ he said, as he walked along the line. ‘Now fasten the girth.’ For that she had to bend down, reaching under its belly. The mule stood as if its feet were bolted to the ground. Paks caught the end of the girth and drew it up. The mule swelled visibly. Paks tugged the girth tight, and pulled again. The mule gave her an inscrutable look out of one amber eye, and shifted its weight minutely. Paks glanced back, and saw the tip of the near hind hoof resting lightly on the ground. Its ears flopped out sideways, swung lazily back and forth. She tugged again at the girth. The mule sighed, without losing an inch of its circumference, and the ears were still. Paks glared at it.

‘Dumb mule,’ she said.

‘That won’t do,’ said Bosk behind her. ‘Mule knows you’re nervous. Like this—’ He grabbed the mule’s reins, gave a short jerk, and yelled ‘Hai!’ into one drooping ear. The mule threw up its head with a snort, ears forward. Bosk thumped it hard in the ribs, and jerked the girth four inches tighter with one smooth motion. ‘Like that,’ he said. The mule was back on all four legs, tail swinging gently. ‘Don’t hurt ’em,’ he went on. ‘They won’t forget being beaten, say, but you’ve got to get their attention and be firm. Can’t bluff ’em, like you can horses.’

Eventually they all learned to bridle and saddle the mules, and after  hours of painful practice they all learned to ride without damaging the mules or themselves. Paks even grew to enjoy it, trying to see herself on a prancing warhorse instead of a mule. She asked Bosk once if it were the same; his face creased in a grin. ‘Thinking of that, are you? And you not yet a soldier! Well, Paks, it’s about as much like riding one of these old pack mules as playing soldier with a stick-sword is like real warfare. You’ve a long way to go, girl, if that’s where you’re going.’ Paks blushed and kept her dreams to herself after that.

As the cold winter wore on, they began to feel that they were ready to go - ready to face any army anywhere. Some from each unit had left - those frightened or shocked by Korryn’s punishment, those injured too badly to continue, and a few more who decided, as the training came closer and closer to actual combat, that they didn’t want to be soldiers after all. Some of the recruits - Paks and Barra among them - were surprised that these dropouts were let go with so little dispute. Why had they had to sign an agreement to stay two years, if anyone could leave at any time?

‘Think about it,’ said Stammel when Paks asked. ‘Your life will depend on the skill and courage of those beside you. Look at Talis: she was warned along with the rest of you, and she got pregnant anyway. Anyone too selfish or stupid to take birthbane when it’s right there on the table at meals isn’t going to make a good soldier. As for courage, do you want to chance your life on someone whose only thought is getting away?’

‘No, but—’

‘No. And they did not know, until they tried the training, that they would fail, or be so frightened. Neither do you. That’s why no one’s promoted from recruit until after we’ve seen them in battle.’

Paks thought about that, and looked at her companions with new intent. Vik - always joking, but quick as a ferret with his blade. Arñe, pleasant and hardworking, never flustered. Saben, good-natured and strong, quick on his feet. Effa, bossy and nosy, but totally honest and fearless. Barra, her nearest rival among the women for size and strength, and Natzlin, her gentler shadow. Quiet Sim, Jorti with his caravan tales, quick-tempered Seli, chill Harbin. Those swords would ward her, or not. Her sword would ward them - or not.

But time to think was short, with the rush of training, and soon the year turned toward spring. The first brief thaw made mush out of the snow on the drill fields; the ground below was still frozen. And then the hints began.
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The Duke is coming. The Duke will be here next week - no, two weeks - no, three days. Rumors swarmed over the stronghold like hornets, stinging all the recruits with excitement and curiosity. Every square foot of the stronghold was scrubbed, and what the working parties thought clean enough was scrubbed again - and again. They cleaned the stables, oiled every scrap of leather, polished every bit of metal on all the tack. The pits that served the jacks were dug out and limed, and the stinking refuse hauled away in carts to be spread on the hayfields of Duke’s West. Along the road from Duke’s East, fifty recruits filled holes and ruts and cleaned out the side-ditches. They rolled the surface with a heavy stone cylinder drawn by oxen, using strings and a notched stick to make sure the crown had an even camber. Siger had a group busy oiling the wooden practice blades and scouring all metal weapons; he would not tolerate so much as a fingerprint.

None of the recruits were allowed in the Duke’s Court, but from all the bustling in and out it was obvious that the same rigorous preparation was going on there as well. Messengers jogged back and forth between the two villages and the stronghold, staying off the newly worked road to avoid the curses of the road crew.

 



It had been raining several days, a cold thin drizzle that penetrated without cleansing, but after a shift of wind in the night, the sky cleared. Paks, on duty as recruit guard in the night watch, had spent several miserable hours pacing back and forth on the battlements before the rain quit. She and Coben had complained every time they met at the southeast corner of the wall. The windshift brought drier and colder air; they agreed the exchange was for the better. Now, as the Necklace of Torre, the winter watch-stars, sank to the west, the eastern sky began to glow. Paks looked toward the messhall chimneys - yes, a thin column of smoke, thickening as she watched, oozed from one of them. She thought of the asar, the hot sweet drink the night guards were given as soon as it could be brewed, and blew on her cold hands, looking outward again.

The land around was still a dark featureless blur, but she could see the ridge to the northeast, black against a sky now showing deep blue. It seemed much colder; she stamped as she walked back and forth from the gate tower to the corner. Light seeped into the sky, moment by moment. She could see the planks she walked on, and the remaining puddles, now frozen hard. She could see the paler blur of the road to Duke’s East trailing away from the gate. She glanced back at the courtyard, at the messhall chimneys, both smoking now, the smoke torn away in tatters from the tops of the stacks. She looked eastward. A white band showed beneath the broadening blue; only Silba, the dawn star, still shone in the lightening sky. She dropped her eyes to the land, emerging slowly to sight as if it rose from under dark water: the ridge to the east, and the mountains beyond it - the broad reach of the drill fields, sodden with rainwater that reflected the brightening sky. Southward, the road stood out more clearly, swerving to avoid a marshy area, lifting over a hummock of ground between the stronghold and Duke’s East.

Sometimes, she remembered, you could see the smoke from Duke’s East: the low buildings were out of sight in trees, behind the hummock, but she knew which clumps of trees to watch. It was still too dark. Her legs felt brittle with cold; she did a little jig at the corner, waiting for Coben to finish his circuit so they could talk.

‘Gah - it’s cold!’ he gasped, shivering, as he came close enough.

Paks nodded, dancing from foot to foot, both of them numb. ‘N-not long,’ she said. ‘Did - did you see the smoke? Soon.’

Coben grinned. ‘B-better be soon. Better go on; it’s colder to stop.’

Paks turned away. It was light enough to see colors now, muted though they were. There was the dark blur of trees along the river - the larger blur of the trees near and beyond Duke’s East. When she got to the gate tower, the guard sergeant opened the tower door and beckoned her in.

‘Here’s something to warm you,’ he said. ‘Just came up from the kitchens.’

Paks nodded gratefully, too cold to speak, and took the mug he offered. Even in the tower it was cold; steam rose from both mug and pitcher on the table. She sipped the scalding liquid; it burned her tongue. Her hands around the mug began to ache with cold, then warmed enough to tingle. She felt a warm glow inside, and drained her mug. ‘Shall I take some to Coben?’

‘Let him come in, out of the wind,’ said the sergeant. ‘You walk both segments for a few minutes, then come for a second dose.’

‘Yes, sir.’ Paks rubbed her arms hard a moment, then opened the door and went back out on the wall. It was just as cold. A red streak fanned across the east. Coben was waiting at the corner; Paks waved him in. He jogged past her with a stiff grin. She walked on, looking east at the nearby slopes, and turned north at the corner to take Coben’s place. North of the stronghold she could see more ridges through a gap in the nearest. Orcs laired there, someone had said. West were great rounded folds of moorland that the villages used for sheep pasture. She thought back to the moors above her father’s farm. It had been cold there, too, but you could stay in with the sheep at night. Her nose wrinkled, remembering the smell. She grinned to herself. She did not want to be back there, even for a warm place at night. She turned and started south along the wall.

A chip of liquid fire lifted above the eastern horizon, south of the ridge: the sun, a fat red-gold disk. Paks noticed the crisp blue shadows that sprang across the walk from the stones of the battlements. The early light gave the fields below a rosy glow. Evergreens along the river were clearly green, and bare branches on other trees glinted as they swayed in the wind. She looked again for Duke’s East. Yes - smoke, now gold-white against a pale blue sky. She looked along the road, idly, then stiffened. She had caught a glimpse of sunlight on something - something that glittered.

She strained her eyes, squinting against the cold. Whatever it was lay between the hummock and Duke’s East, where the road itself was out of sight. Another glitter, a vague sense of movement. Paks let out a yell. The guard on the other side of the tower, who had been heading for the west corner, turned and looked at her. She yelled again, and pointed toward Duke’s East, then jogged to the tower. The door opened.

‘What is it?’ asked Coben. ‘Was I too long?’ Behind him, Paks could see the sergeant.

‘No - something on the road. On the road to Duke’s East.’

Coben erupted from the doorway just ahead of the sergeant. ‘Where?’ asked both of them at once. Paks pointed.

‘Beyond the hummock - I saw something in the light, something moving.’

‘I can’t see anything,’ said the other guard, a recruit from Kefer’s unit, who had come through the tower. ‘What were you yelling for?’

‘It may be the Duke,’ said the sergeant. ‘If she saw anything - we’ll know soon enough. Get back to your posts; I’ll rouse the others. If it is the Duke,’ he said to Paks, ‘I’ll thank you for the extra warning. He won’t catch us unprepared - not that we were.’

Coben went back to the east wall, but kept looking over his shoulder to the south. Paks could not take her eyes off the road, where it came back into view over the hummock. Behind her in the courtyard she heard a sudden commotion, but she was not even tempted to turn around. The tower door opened, and half the complement of regular guards poured out, all armed, to space themselves along the wall. Paks saw two trumpeters waiting in the doorway. The other half of the guards, she realized, had gone out the far side of the tower. The sergeant reappeared.

‘Paks, you and Coben come down and parade with your unit.’

Paks tore her eyes from the road; the sergeant eyed her kindly. ‘Go on, now. I know you want to stay and see it, but the Duke likes everything done regularly. All the recruits should be together.’ Paks nodded, and slipped down the tower stairs to the courtyard. The recruit units were already forming. Stammel was watching for Paks and Coben with another jug of asar.

‘Here - you two look half-frozen. Drink this quickly, go use the jacks and straighten yourselves up, and get back here as fast as you can.’

They took the jug into the barracks. Paks took down her wind-blown hair and rebraided it quickly, then downed a mug of asar. She ran to the jacks, rubbing her arms and stamping her feet. It seemed much warmer down off the wall. When they came out, Stammel took the jug and sent them into formation. Corporal Bosk moved out of her place and into his own.

Just as Paks stepped into her position, the trumpets rang out from the tower. She wished she was up there to see. After a breathless pause, the trumpets sounded again; this time she could hear a faint answering call from outside. Captain Valichi was striding around the courtyard, checking each recruit unit in turn. Across the court, Paks could see his horse waiting. The trumpets sounded again. Captain Valichi mounted and rode to the gate. A bellow from the guard sergeant, high overhead. A rumble from outside. The sergeant yelled down into the court: ‘Captain, it’s my lord Duke.’

‘Open the gates!’ ordered the captain. Paks could hear the grinding of the portcullis mechanism, and the great brown leaves on the main  gates folded inward. For a moment nothing happened. Then the clatter of horses’ hooves on stone, and a figure in glittering mail under a long maroon cloak rode through the gates. Valichi bowed in the saddle.

‘Welcome, my lord Duke,’ he said. The cloaked figure pushed back the fur-edged hood, revealing rumpled red hair above a bearded face.

‘Early for breakfast, I’d have thought,’ said the Duke. ‘What sharp-eyes spotted us this time?’

‘A recruit, my lord,’ said Valichi.

The Duke scanned each of the recruit units; Paks felt his gaze like a dagger blade, cold and keen. Then he grinned at Valichi. ‘Well,’ he said, ‘let’s keep that one. Good work, captain.’ He dropped his reins and stretched. ‘Tir’s bones, Val, I’m ready for breakfast if no one else is. It’s cold out there, man. Let’s get the fire.’ He lifted his reins and rode through the wide aisle of the formations to the Duke’s Gate. Behind him came two youths, also in chain mail, a tall man in flowing robes and a peaked hat, two richly dressed men in velvet tunics edged with fur, and a troop of men-at-arms. One of these carried a pennant on a long staff. Paks wondered if its polished tip had caught the light, and that’s what she’d seen.

Grooms ran out to take the horses; the men-at-arms dismounted as the Duke went through into his court, and led their own mounts to the stables. Horses, Paks noticed, and not mules. The guard sergeant came out of the tower with all but the dayshift guards; he caught Stammel’s eye and made a lifting gesture with his hand. Paks could not yet read the hand signals the veterans used, but Stammel grinned. He turned to Paks. ‘Good eyes. The Duke tries to take us by surprise, and he likes to fail - at that, if nothing else. Where did you see him?’

‘I saw something - but I wasn’t sure what - between that high ground and the village. It must have stuck up fairly high; could it have been that pennant?’

‘Could have been, or a squire’s helmet. The sun must have caught it just right - and then you were looking in the right place. Well done, Paks.’

 



Duke Phelan might have traveled half the night to arrive at his stronghold at dawn, but that did not mean he planned to sleep the day away. Shortly after breakfast, he appeared in the courtyard to watch Kefer’s unit at weaponsdrill, and by noon he had observed every recruit unit in its work. He said little that any of the recruits  could hear, but his sharp glance seemed everywhere at once. In the afternoon the recruits lost sight of him; they were doing two-on-one engagements in the mud, with Stammel’s unit the one, and trying to maneuver in the square. None of them had a glance to spare for the wall, or the cloaked figure atop it, watching. The sergeants saw, but said nothing.

In the next week, while the sergeants muttered and fussed over the recruits like hens with too many chicks, the Duke managed to see everything. He appeared in one barracks when the recruits were just getting up, and in another while they were sanding the floor. He walked through the messhall during meals, and even ate there twice. The recruits could hardly choke down their food. He ate as if he liked it, and talked easily to his squires. They all knew by then that the young men in mail were his squires, and one of them a nephew of Count Vladiorhynsich of Kostandan. He was there when Vona’s unit made a brilliant reverse in square and threw Kefer’s unit off balance, and still there when Stammel’s unit managed the same thing, not quite so well, against both the others.

‘I wonder if he ever sleeps,’ muttered Arñe to Paks in the jacks, the one place they were almost sure he wouldn’t be.

‘I don’t know. He was on the wall last night when we came on. Gave the watchword, just like Captain Valichi, but I nearly fell off the parapet.’

‘And this morning he was waiting in the courtyard when we came out. I wish I knew what he was thinking—’

‘I don’t.’ Paks had, in fact, been wondering what the duke had done to Stephi, but she was afraid to ask anyone. Surely Stammel knew, from the men who had come, but - ‘If I knew,’ she said in answer to Arñe’s quizzical look, ‘I’d be even more frightened of him.’

‘It’s not like he’s done anything to anyone,’ mused Arñe. ‘But I have the feeling he would. I’d like to be first on the road,’ she added, bringing up the unspoken thought of all of them. One recruit unit would be chosen to lead the march south to join the Company. The best unit, of course. They all knew who the best unit was - but a little coolness came into the friendships that had formed between recruits in different units.

‘Barra and Natzlin think they’re getting it,’ said Paks. Arñe snorted.

‘After the way Vona’s pulled them off two days ago? They’ll have to do something big to make that up.’

‘Ours wasn’t so sharp,’ Paks reminded her.

‘Against both of ’em. Kefer’s was only one-on-one. I hope—’

‘We’ll make it,’ said Paks, suddenly full of confidence. ‘We’re much better with spears, and we’ve got four of the best swords—’

That week was, in fact, one long round of contests. Those few who were dimwitted enough not to catch on to that by themselves were forcibly enlightened by their companions. Mock combat the last day was hardly mock: collarbones and fingers, one or more in each unit, snapped under the blows of wooden swords. When the entire recruit cohort was gathered in formation in the courtyard, there were no smiles. For the first time, they were being addressed by the Duke himself, formally.

Paks, in her usual position at the front of the formation, ignored the bruise that had three of her fingers swelled up like blue sausages. It had definitely been worth risking them broken to break the front line of Vona’s square. Especially since they weren’t broken; the surgeon said they’d bend in a few days. She watched for the Duke. One of his squires came through the Duke’s Gate and nodded to Captain Valichi. The trumpeters blew a fanfare; Paks’s skin rose up in chillbumps. The Duke strode briskly through the gate, cloak swirling. He spoke to Valichi, nodded, then moved to Vona’s unit, on the far side of the courtyard. Paks suppressed a groan. Had they lost to Vona’s? But the Duke made no announcement. Perhaps he was just inspecting, as he had twice before. She dared not glance over to see. Her hand began to throb more insistently; the pain edged up her arm. She listened to the rasp of the Duke’s boots across the court. It seemed a very long time before the sound came closer. Now he was at Kefer’s unit. She could hear that he was, indeed, passing along the ranks. She could even hear the rumble of his voice as he spoke to this recruit or that.

Then he was in front of them, greeting Stammel, and giving a quick glance along the front rank. Paks wondered if he would speak to each of them. She reminded herself of Stammel’s instructions: ‘Say “yes, my lord,” or “no, my lord,” instead of just “sir” as you would for the captain.’ The Duke came closer, with Stammel now a pace behind him. Paks could feel her neck getting hot. She tried to stare through him to the messhall windows, but he was tall; it was hard to avoid meeting those gray eyes.

‘Fingers broken?’ he asked her.

‘No, sir - my lord,’ said Paks, stumbling over the honorific and blushing even more.

‘Good.’ The Duke moved on, and Paks heard nothing for some time but the blood drumming in her ears. After Stammel had told them, and she had reminded herself, she’d still said it wrong. When she could hear again, the Duke was already on his way to the front of the formation.

‘When you were recruited,’ he said to them all, ‘you agreed to stay with this Company for two years beyond your training, and to fight at the orders of your commander. Back then you didn’t know your commander. Now you do. All of you have qualified to join my Company, and that means you follow me - obey my orders, fight when I tell you to, march when I tell you to. Your sergeants will tell you - have told you, I expect - that I’m hard. That’s so. I expect a lot of my soldiers. Skill, courage - and loyalty. To me, personally, as well as to the Company. Now if there’s anyone who, after seeing me, can’t swear fealty - now’s the time to leave.’ There was a long breathless silence. The Duke nodded. ‘Very well. Then give me your oath.’

Captain Valichi stepped forward to lead them in the oath of service. ‘We swear to you our hands, our blades, our blood, our breath - the service of the hands, and the service of the heart. May the gods witness our oath of loyalty and be swift to punish the oathbreaker.’

‘And I to you,’ said the Duke, ‘pledge hands and blade and blood and breath. My honor is your honor, before all enemies and trials, in all dangers high and low. The gods witness my oath to you, and yours to me.’ He looked back and forth at the recruits, and nodded.

‘Well, now, companions—’ Paks stiffened, surprised by the change in his voice and address. ‘You’ll soon be on your way to battle. As always, one unit must be first on the road. ’Tis no easy chore to choose among you. Tir knows what I’ll do if the Company grows to four cohorts. But the choice is made, and that’s for Stammel’s unit—’ Paks suddenly felt that she could soar high in the air on the breath she drew. She locked her jaw on a yell of triumph. Someone behind her was less careful. To her surprise the Duke grinned. ‘One yell won’t hurt,’ he said. ‘Cheer your sergeant, if you will.’

And ‘Stammel!’ they yelled, and the walls rang with it.

 



The Duke rode out the next morning, with a late snowstorm behind him. He had hardly disappeared into the swirling veils before the recruits were hard at work again - this time in preparation for the march south. First they were measured for their uniforms, having changed shape since they arrived. With the maroon tunics went  taller boots and longer socks, a long maroon cloak with a hood, and - most exciting - armor. Instead of bandas, they would wear boiled-leather corselets (‘Until you can buy something better, if you want it,’ remarked Devlin.) There were greaves for their legs, and wide bands to protect their wrists. And bronze helmets on top of all.

‘Make up your minds,’ said Stammel, ‘how you’re going to wear your hair. If it’s long, I’d say keep it inside the helmet, hot as it is, or some enemy will grab it and throw you. It’ll make a cushion.’ Paks found a way of winding her braid that was comfortable and secure. But the helmet was heavier than she’d expected. So was everything else.

‘You’ll get used to it,’ said Stammel. ‘After you’ve marched all the way to Valdaire in it, you won’t even notice.’

It seemed hardly any time at all since the Duke’s visit when two of the captains arrived from the south to escort them. A last few days for inspection and packing the mule train that would carry their necessary supplies - and then it was the last night in the barracks. Paks found it almost as hard to sleep as she had the first one.
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As Paks passed under the gate tower and out into the cold gray light of a late-winter dawn, she felt how changed she was from the girl who had left home those months before. She had not told anyone when her nineteenth birthday came, but she felt the extra year like a wall between her and the past. No one would take her for a farmer’s daughter, not with the sword at her side and the skill to use it, not in the uniform of Duke Phelan’s Company. Beside and behind her, eighty pairs of almost-new boots beat the same crisp rhythm on the hard-frozen road to Duke’s East. Going to the war, the rhythm sang in her head. Going to the war.

By the time they reached the rise between the stronghold and Duke’s East, the sun was rising, a brief red glare between the clouds. This was the last bit of known road: the curve into the village past the Red Fox, the square, the bridge. Smoke rolled out of chimneys. As their boots rang on the cobbles of the square, faces appeared at windows and doors. Mayor Fontaine opened his door to wave, along  with the row of children that appeared at his back. Several children ran from houses to march alongside, singing and yelling, until they were called back. Beyond the bridge was Kolya’s farm and orchard; Kolya was leaning on the gate, grinning.

‘Good luck,’ she called. ‘Fight well.’ Paks glanced at her, and Kolya winked. Then they were past, and after another fifty paces the road swung left again, leaving the village behind to curve through a wooded swamp, now frozen. After that it climbed, and the trees fell away. A stone wall bordered the road on the west, and beyond it Paks saw a herd of shaggy cattle, guarded by several men in leather capes. All the cattle stared at them, ears wide, as they marched by. Most of them were heavy in calf, and looked as wide as they were long in their winter coats.

They were seven days on the road to Vérella, marching at first through forested ridges that gentled into farmland sprinkled with villages. The people were shorter here, and looked heavier; the women wore their headscarves knotted high, with a peak to one side. Each night they stopped by a large stone-walled barn with a fox-head design chiseled into the stone. Stammel explained that the Duke had built these barns for the farmers to use, provided they let his troops shelter there while traveling.

The column settled quickly into the habits of a long march. Recruits took guard duty in rotation with the regulars, and hardly thought of themselves as recruits. They knew the captains now: Pont, junior to Cracolnya, and Ferrault, junior to Arcolin. As they passed through the villages, they saw themselves as they were seen: mercenaries. The Duke’s Company. They began to pick up the news of the road as they neared Vérella.

‘Eh, captain,’ shouted one graybeard. ‘You’re late this year. They Sobanai is already come by here.’

‘Seen anything of Vladi’s?’ called Pont.

‘Nay, and I hope not. They don’t come this way but once in a while, and I’m glad for it.’

‘Why, grandfather?’

‘Eh, well - he’s too hard for us, that one. Better he go east.’

The captain laughed and rode on. Paks wondered who the ‘Sobanai’ were. She watched as two children, screeching to get the soldiers’ attention, struck at each other with wooden swords. An older voice called them, angry, and they dropped the swords and ran off.

Then they came to Vérella - the first city Paks had ever seen,  Vérella of the Bells, the seat of the Kings of Tsaia. From a distance its great stone walls and towers seemed to sail the river meadows, already tinged with spring green. They had passed slower carts and wagons all that morning, and as they neared the city, they met more traffic: trains of mules, ox-drawn wagons, foot travelers, and horsemen.

The guards at the city gates wore rose and gray, and carried pikes. They marched under the gate tower. It seemed immense to Paks, its opening wide enough for two wagons at once to pass. The way was paved with square cobbles of pale gray stone, and was even wider than the gate. Paks tried not to gawk, but she was distracted by the buildings, tall and many-windowed, and crowded wall to wall, and by the incredible noise and bustle. Against the tall stone walls lay a flotsam of bright canvas awnings over shop windows and street peddlers, merchandise of all sorts piled in alluring heaps - it seemed that only the constant current of traffic kept it from taking over the road itself. She had never imagined such a variety of people and things. Men in long gowns with fur-edged sleeves. A stack of intricately patterned carpets next to a pile of polished copper pots of all sizes. Four men carrying a sort of box on poles, with curtains swaying on the box. A woman in green velvet, on a mule, strumming a hand-harp. A fat child, broad as he was tall, with an axe at his belt - as they passed, Paks was startled to see a waist-length red beard on the child. She gasped.

‘Don’t gawk about,’ muttered Bosk. ‘It’s just a dwarf.’

She had not realized that dwarves were real. She tried to keep her eyes ahead, but it was impossible. They passed a man in red and blue motley carrying a strange skinny black animal with a long tail that wrapped his arm. Two children dashed by, balancing loaves of bread an armspan long. She heard a confused roar from the right, and Stammel yelled a halt. From a side street rode six figures in gleaming plate mail on chargers bigger than the duke’s; the street shook to the pounding hooves. Paks felt breathless. She watched Stammel peer down the side street before leading them on. She had never seen horses so big. Were there more?

After another few minutes of marching, the street made a sharp turn left and then right. Here were fewer sidewalk stalls, but a fascinating blend of smells: roast meats, fresh bread, ale, wine, spices. Paks heard her belly rumble in response. The buildings had benches in front of them, and a row of watching eyes followed them down the street. She saw another dwarf, and then two more, on one of the benches.

At a cross street, Stammel turned right into a narrower street the column almost filled. Ahead was a high stone wall, and beyond it the turret of some building. When they reached the foot of the wall, Paks saw that a wide paved area lay before it; Stammel turned left again, and they marched beside the wall for a space. Paks saw no gate, and no guards on the wall. At last it swung away to the right, and they went on, again on a wide street between buildings. There were fewer stalls, and no peddlers. Paks saw a string of mules being led through a gate; she glanced sideways into the gate as they passed it. Inside, stables surrounded a courtyard; she saw another of the great horses, this one led by a boy.

They entered a square with a fountain in the center and trees around the fountain. Here once more were the canvas awnings of shops and sidewalk stalls. A barefooted woman in a short dress struggled with a large jar of water from the fountain. A plump child in a furlined hood trotted behind a large fluffy white dog. Two cloaked men in tall boots strolled near the fountain, hands near the hilts of their weapons. A tall slender figure in gray trotted briskly past the column on a horse bridled in green and gold. It was past before Paks realized that its face was not human.

Past that square they marched down a quiet street with trees planted in the center. Ahead was another gate. The captains, who had ridden ahead, sat chatting with the guards as they marched up. ‘Everyone still with us?’ asked Pont.

‘Certainly, sir.’

‘Very good. I’ve arranged for a meal outside the gates - you remember the Golden Goose? They call it the Winking Tomcat now: old Penston’s nephew inherited it this winter. We’re called to meet with the vice-regent; wait for us there.’

‘Yes, sir. Do you think you’ll be long enough to unload the mules?’

‘No. Give ’em a feed though. We’ll march through to Littlebridge today.’

‘Yes, sir.’ Stammel led them through the gates, this time onto a wide stone bridge with a waist-high stone parapet. They were far above the water. Paks looked upstream and saw a dark still surface; she could not tell how fast the water was moving. Another bridge spanned the river upstream; a wall rose from the far bank. Ahead of them, their own bridge pierced the wall at a tower, and again they passed through gates.

Here the buildings were lower, many of them wood and not  stone. Paks could see over them to yet another wall. These streets were crowded, but they saw few velvets and furs, and more bare feet. Some people wore wooden clogs that clattered loudly on the cobbles. A pack of lean dogs worried something in a gutter. They passed a row of taverns, reeking of stale beer; only one man huddled on the benches outside. A fat woman in gaudy clothes danced sideways beside the column, showing a trayful of glittering jewelry. Paks heard one of the corporals swear at her; she flung back an oath in return.

At the last wall, the guards waved them through the tall gates, and they came out to see loosely spaced buildings and fallow fields beyond. They passed a tanner’s stinking yard, a pen of cattle on one side of the road and a pen of hogs on the other, a field fenced with split rails (which Paks had never seen) holding a dozen horses and a few mules, another field with wagons parked in rows. Ahead on the left was a large stone enclosure with a two-story building in front. On the sign hanging before it was a yellow cat with a ferocious leer. Stammel halted them, and entered the inn. Paks looked around. Across from the inn an open slope of bare ground eased up to a stand of trees. Ahead, down the road, was another building that might be an inn, then a row of cottages.

Stammel came out. ‘The court’s too full,’ he said to Bosk. ‘We’ll eat over here—’ he nodded at the open space. ‘I’ll take the file leaders in for food.’

Paks followed Stammel into the inn, excited and curious. It was much larger than the inn at Rocky Ford, larger than any she’d seen. They entered a long low room filled with tables and benches and noise. The landlord, a tall heavy young man with a pale mustache, led them to the kitchen behind, where the cook’s helpers were heaping platters with roast meat, bread, cheese, and dried fruit. Paks took a platter and carried it back through the dining room and across the road. The food was good, spiced with strange flavors, and Paks devoured her share. The second rank took the platters back, and they settled down to wait until the captains returned.

‘How do you like cities?’ Saben asked Paks.

‘I don’t know - it’s not what I thought it would be.’

‘Did you see that dwarf?’

Paks nodded. ‘I didn’t know they were real, any more. Do you know what was on that horse with the fancy bridle?’

‘No. I missed that. We can ask Stammel or Bosk.’

Bosk chuckled at their question. ‘You mean you don’t know? It’s a good thing you didn’t point. That was an elf, from Lyonya or the Ladysforest, a messenger to the Council.’

‘Elf—’ Paks and Saben looked at each other. ‘Will we see more of elves and dwarves and things like that?’ asked Paks.

Bosk spat. ‘I hope not. Uncanny, they are, and unfriendly, too. We don’t have much to do with them, and the less the better, I say.’

‘Now Bosk,’ said Devlin, who had walked up on the conversation. ‘Elves are good fighters, you have to say that.’

‘If it’s fighting alone, give me dwarves - not that I want them, but they’re hard as stone, and tireless. Elves - they’ll sing as soon as fight, or go off after some fool idea. And they think they know everything, and have to tell you about it - without answering any question you want answered, either.’

‘I don’t know—’ Devlin looked thoughtful. ‘I’ve met a few elves - five years ago, that year you stayed north, Bosk, I talked to one. She was uncanny, but beautiful. Sometimes she’d sing in Common, about the Beginnings, and where the elves came from, and battles long ago. It was strange, but very powerful. I liked it.’

‘Your choice,’ said Bosk shortly. ‘And you can’t say some elves haven’t gone bad—’

‘The kuaknom? That may be, but they’re all dead.’

Bosk snorted. Another recruit broke in. ‘But won’t we go past dwarf lands in a few days?’

‘South of here, yes. But we go around the mountains rather than through them. We’ll see dwarves on the road between here and Valdaire, but we won’t see their caves.’

‘Are gnomes just another name for dwarves?’ asked Saben.

‘Gird’s arm, no! And remember that, if we see any. The Aldonfulk princedom comes near the road for a day’s travel. They’re not like dwarves at all, save their love of stone and living underground. You saw that dwarf - wide as he was tall, and so they all are. Gnomes are slenderer, but still short. Good fighters; they’re lawful folk, knowing the value of discipline and training. They don’t say much, but what they do say you can trust with your life.’

‘You like them, don’t you?’ asked Paks.

‘Of the elder races, yes. Trustworthy, brave, well-organized. Some of them are Girdsmen.’ Paks had not realized before that Bosk was Girdish; she looked at him curiously.

The sunlight had dimmed behind thicker clouds as they ate, and  now a fine drizzle sifted over the landscape. Paks stamped her feet, feeling the chill.

‘I hope we start marching soon.’

‘We’ll have to wait for the captains. I hope they don’t linger over their meal.’

‘Where are they?’

‘Probably with the vice-regent. They usually eat at the palace on these journeys; the regents always have some message for the Duke.’

Paks wondered what the palace looked like. ‘Did we pass the palace?’ she asked.

‘Do you remember that wall we marched beside, before we came to the square with the fountain? That was the palace wall. You can’t see the palace itself from outside.’

‘Have you seen it?’

Bosk shook his head. ‘No. But Stammel did once, I think. It’s just a palace, though, like any other. I’ve seen the King’s Hall in Rostvok.’

‘That’s in Pargun, isn’t it?’ asked Vik. Bosk nodded, and Vik went on. ‘I heard it had a room lined in gold, polished like mirrors, and all the guards wore jewelled helmets and a ruby in one ear.’

‘I never saw a golden room,’ said Bosk. ‘But they do wear jewels in their ears, and not just the guards, either. I couldn’t say if they were rubies. As for helmets, the ones I saw were good polished bronze, nothing more. Tell you what they did have, though: in the King’s Hall itself, where the King sits and receives ambassadors and such, they had a hanging framework that held - oh - a hundred candles, I suppose. Much like what the Duke’s got, so far, only bigger. But all over it, and hanging from it, were little chips that looked like clear ice - much too big for diamonds - and they glittered in the candle-light, and made sparkles of all colors that danced over the whole hall. One of their men told me it was a kind of glass, but I never saw glass anything like that. It was something to see, I’ll tell you - all lit up and a hundred colors. Like the sun coming out after rain, or an ice storm, only more so.’

Paks tried to imagine such a thing and failed; she had never seen even the Duke’s dining hall. She shivered as the drizzle thickened. When she glanced back up the road toward the city, she saw nothing but a cloaked man on foot, trudging doggedly toward the gates. Just as Stammel spoke of moving them into the inn courtyard, they heard a shout.

‘Good,’ said Stammel. ‘Here’s the captains, and we can go on. What I heard of the roads, it’ll be a long march.’

‘What about cloaks?’ asked Devlin. ‘If this gets worse—’

‘We’ll need them dry for tonight,’ said Stammel. ‘If a caravan’s stuck in Littlebridge, we may not have shelter for everyone.’

The captains rode up. ‘Sorry we were held up,’ said Pont. ‘The vice-regent insisted that we witness the seal on a letter for the Duke. Ferrault will go on, and I’ll stay with the column. We’d better march.’

Quickly Stammel reformed the unit, and they moved out. Ferrault’s bay horse trotted ahead, quickly moving out of sight. The last large building was indeed another inn, this one with a picture of a mounted fighter on its signboard. As they passed, a small group of men lounged out its wide door to stare at them.

‘The carrion crows are moving, I see,’ said one in green, with grey boots.

‘Whose are those?’ asked another. He had a delicately curled mustache.

‘Some northern warlord. Duke something-or-other, I forget. They all ape the nobility, that sort.’ Paks heard him hawk and spit. ‘Better they go south to Aarenis and die than cause trouble here, I say.’

The others laughed. Paks noticed that Stammel’s neck was redder than usual. He said nothing. She wondered if the captain had heard. They marched on, up a rise in a gentle S-curve. The road ran between low walls and hedges, with farmland on either side. Under the drizzle the plowed fields looked soft and black. Most of the cattle were dun, with white markings on their faces. Cottages near the road were stone below and white-washed wood above; the roofs were slate cut thinner than Paks had seen before. Each cottage had a block of fruit trees behind it.

The next two days taught Paks more than she wanted to learn about bad weather marching. First the hard-frozen road went from greasy to soft mud under the drizzle. As the afternoon and rain went on, the mud deepened, until they were all ankle-deep in thin slop. Paks felt the wet creep into her boots: first the toes, then the sides of her feet, and finally the whole foot, squelch, squelch, squelch with every step. Her socks pulled the dampness up her legs. Drizzle soaked her tunic at the shoulders, until little trickles of rain began to run down her back and sides. She worried about her sword in its scabbard. That was better than thinking about her cold feet. When the road lifted over low hills, it firmed, but in the hollows mud was  deep enough to slow them. Paks, in the front rank, could see how it had been churned already by heavy caravan wagons.

As the light faded, Paks began to wonder where they would spend the night. Usually by this time they were already camped. She glanced around. Thick leafless woods on either side of the road, as they toiled up yet another rise. Mud dragged at her feet. Several had stumbled in holes hidden by the mud; some had fallen. At the top, the road followed the ridge, swerving east. The drizzle thickened to a steady light rain, blown by a northeast wind. As it got darker, it was harder to see the road surface. Paks lurched as she missed her footing in the ruts and holes. The road swung right; she felt the change in grade as it dipped. Paks heard the captain coming up, the sucking noise of his horse’s hooves in the mud. He rode past her, his horse in mud to the knees, and called to Stammel.

‘It’s going to be black dark before we make Littlebridge in this muck, and that bad hole’s still to come. We’re starting to break up in the rear. There’s a place to camp along on the right; it’ll be out of the wind if it stays as it is.’

‘Yes, sir. Do you mean that old wanderer campground?’

‘That’s it. There’s a spring straight downhill.’ The captain wheeled his horse and rode back past the column. Paks noticed that he looked as wet as she felt. She was glad they were stopping soon. The next two hundred paces seemed to take forever. She watched Stammel search the edge of the woods.

‘See this path?’ he asked. Paks could barely see a dim gap between the trees. ‘We follow this; it’ll open out on a firm slope. Stay on the path; we don’t want the tribe angry with us.’ He led the way, and Paks followed. File by file they slipped into the woods. After a few twists and turns, they came to a large clearing, dim now in the dusk, but easily large enough for all. Paks followed Stammel to the right, and they settled down under a row of cedars to rest. Stammel went back to direct the others. It seemed to take a long time. Paks began to stiffen in the cold, and her belly cramped and growled as if she’d never eaten lunch. She looked back through the trees and saw a flickering light - torches - someone had gotten torches from the pack mules.

The light roused her, and she stood, swinging her arms back and forth. If they were camping, Stammel would want a fire. And the captain had said something about a spring, and they’d need a ditch - she looked around for her file, and called them over. The other file leaders of her unit looked up, listening.

‘As soon as we can get a torch,’ she began, ‘we can see to set up. Same assignments as night before last, except I don’t know if we’ll be cooking. I’ll find out. Wood gatherers, try to find something dry - at least not soaked. Everybody up and get working, or we won’t sleep dry.’ She was sure they would have a miserable night.

It seemed to take a long time to get organized. Torches sizzled in the rain, giving barely enough light to see, until the main campfire finally caught. The clearing was a slightly irregular oblong, edged all around with thick cedar trees, and sloping just enough to shed water. Off to one side was a smaller clearing where Stammel told them to dig their trench. The tribe, he explained, always used it so. Paks and Malek went with Bosk to find the spring, down slippery wet rocks until they heard a frog splash into open water. By the time they came back, the fire was burning well, and Stammel had them fill several kettles. Steam rolled up from their wet tunics. Bosk took the packet of ground roots and herbs for making sib, and poured it into the kettles.

‘It’ll be stronger this way, and bitter, but we need it strong.’ Paks stirred the brew with a wooden spoon, enjoying the fire’s warmth. More and more of them were clustering near the fire to eat their ration of trail bread and salt beef. Bosk assigned someone to stir the other kettles.

‘Here, Paks.’ Her file-second handed her a share of bread and meat, and squatted beside her. ‘I don’t think I’ve ever been so wet, and had to sleep out.’

Paks grunted around the hunk of meat in her mouth.

‘You should see Kefer’s unit,’ he went on. ‘Mud to the waist, it looks like. I wonder how much more of this there is.’

Paks finished chewing the beef into submission, and washed it down with a swig of water. ‘I guess it depends on how long it rains. Lucky for us we were in front today. If they change the marching order—’

Keri looked startled. ‘They wouldn’t. The duke himself said we were the first.’

‘As an honor, yes. But in this - whoever marches last has the worst of it. It slows us all down, and it’s not fair.’

‘Maybe it will dry off tomorrow.’

‘Maybe.’ Paks stirred the brew again, and took a bite of bread. Her right side, near the fire, was dry and hot; she shifted to the other side of the kettle and decided to take off boots and socks. She could dry  her socks on the firepit rocks. She struggled with her boots, and had one off and the other half-off when she saw Stammel approaching. She tried to stand, but he waved her down.

‘Don’t get up. How’s the sib coming?’ It had begun to smell good. He dipped the spoon in and took a sip. ‘Another half-hour, I expect. Don’t scorch your boots. I wanted to talk to you about the order of march tomorrow.’

Her head came up. ‘You’re changing it? I wondered if you would.’ Stammel looked surprised. ‘I didn’t think you’d expect it, but yes. It’s nothing to do with the honor, you know; it’s the mud. The last unit has the hardest time, and slows us.’

Paks nodded. ‘I thought so. How will you change it?’

‘We’ll change places every two hours - the change will keep any one unit from wearing down, I hope. The mules will go first; with those narrow hooves they have a bad time in soft ground anyway. You’ll be the last unit when we start, then move to second and first in rotation.’

‘Why can’t we walk in the fields, when the road’s so bad?’ Stammel shook his head. ‘No. We don’t trample fields. It’s one of the Duke’s rules, and one of the reasons we can travel without trouble. The farmers don’t fear to see us coming.’

‘How far do we need to go?’

‘Tomorrow?’ Paks nodded. ‘We’re almost an hour’s dry walk from Littlebridge, and the next good stop beyond that is Fiveway - a nice day’s march in good weather, and I don’t know if we can make it in the rain. Depends.’

Paks turned her socks over; they were almost dry. ‘Is it usually like this?’

‘Sometimes. There’s a lot of rain south of Vérella, all the way to the foothills of the Dwarfmounts. Then it’s usually drier, going west and over the pass - not bad at all once we’re in the south itself. By then it’s summer anyway. But this stretch of road - three to six days depending - is always bad if it rains. You’d think the Council in Vérella would do something, with all the trade coming this way, but they haven’t since the old king died. They leave it to the local land-holders. And they just leave it.’

Paks thought back to the city she’d seen that morning: a very different world from the wet dark clearing. ‘Sergeant Stammel, why did that man call us carrion crows?’

Stammel grunted. ‘You heard that, did you? You don’t want  to listen to that sort. Well - crows follow a battle, I suppose you wouldn’t know that - they come to feast on the carnage. And some folks call mercenaries that, as if we were bloodseekers.’

Paks thought that over a moment. ‘But who were they? They had rich clothes. And why did they say that about the Duke? He really is a duke, isn’t he?’

‘Them? Town bravos is what they looked like. They’d like to be thought lords’ sons by their dress and jewels. As for our duke - I haven’t heard anyone dispute his title - any time lately, at least. He’s duke enough for me, and more worth to follow than some pedigreed princeling that can’t sit his horse without a tutor, or draw blade without six servants to protect him.’ Stammel stopped short, and stirred the fire for a moment. Paks asked nothing more, but turned her socks again. They were dry, and she brushed the dried mud from them. Stammel tasted the sib again and shook his head.

When the sib was finally ready, Stammel dipped a large spoonful of honey into each kettle. After a mugful of that stout drink, Paks felt warm to her toes. Her unit, being least tired, had the first watch. For the first hour or so the drizzling mist lightened, and Paks hoped it might stop entirely. But heavier rain returned, hissing and spitting in the fire. Stammel brought a length of waxed canvas to lay over their store of wood.

When the watch changed, Paks took her dry cloak from the protected pack with a feeling of futility. Everything was wet. She found a space under a cedar where the tree’s thick foliage kept the rain from falling directly on her, but she was sure she would not sleep.

Stammel’s call took her by surprise. She had slept the night through despite the damp. She unrolled her cloak and crept out. A wet mass of cedar foliage smacked her in the face. Paks shivered. Around her the camp came slowly to life. She stretched the kinks out of her back, then looked distastefully at her sodden boots, and walked barefoot to the firepit.

The last watch had put porridge on the fire as well as sib. Paks checked to see that her file was up and moving, then took her place in line. Her wet cloak dragged at her shoulders. She wondered if they would pack the wet cloaks or wear them. When she could get near the fire, she turned her back to it, hoping to dry the cloak. The hot food warmed her; she wondered if she could march barefoot, and save her boots. But Stammel explained the dangers of this, and she resigned herself to the discomfort.

Soon they were ready to leave; yesterday’s last unit grinned slyly as they filed away through the trees. Only the captain on his horse stayed behind. When they came out on the road, Paks started after the rest. The road surface was churned into uneven mush, like half-eaten porridge gone cold. Their boots sank in several inches at once. Downhill the mud deepened. Rainwater on the surface splashed high up their legs. The next unit was already far ahead, but when Paks tried to pick up the pace, several of them slipped in the mud and almost went down.

She had to slow again; she and the other file leaders began a marching song to keep everyone in step, and that seemed to help. When some ran out of breath, or stumbled, others took it up. The downhill grade eased, but the mud was deeper still. It dragged at their boots; Paks felt her thighs begin to ache from jerking against that pull with every step. Around another turn of road, Paks saw that they’d gained half the distance to the unit in front of them. Then she saw why: it was floundering in a section of road that seemed to have no bottom.

‘Tir’s brass boots!’ growled Captain Pont. ‘I told them that the next time I mired a troop in this place, I’d fix it myself, then and there.’ She looked up at him; he was scowling. ‘Very well - Paks—’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘We’re going to put some stepping stones in that mess. See those walls?’ He pointed to the drystone walls that bordered the road. Paks nodded. ‘Get your unit off the road; when they get to the bad spot, take those stones and pile ’em in until you can walk across. Those Tir-damned farmers have made enough pulling wagons out of this hole - we all pay toll on this road anyway, and some of it is supposed to go for repairs.’

The edge of the bad patch was obvious: the gaping hole where a mule had gone in belly deep was still there. Already the mired unit was beginning to tear up the wall for stones. The first stones sank at once, but eventually they began to fill the hole. Finally Paks had her unit lay the flat topping stones from the wall over all, and they walked across the hole without sinking.

Beyond that hole, they were back in ankle-deep mud, but the change of pace had rested them. Now they slogged on together, all three units chanting one song after another. ‘Cedars of the Valley’ gave way to ‘The Herdsman’s Daughter’ after many verses. On the left, trees thinned to pasture, and across the fields Paks could see a  river as gray as the sky. The road edged toward it. Soon she could see a cluster of cottages huddled near the road. As they neared them, the road firmed. Paks could feel gravel through her sodden boots. They came to a paved square, streaming in the rain. Around it were larger buildings: an inn, a tall building with wide doors painted blue and red, several large houses. Stammel halted the column. Paks shifted her shoulders under her wet cloak and wondered if they would get anything from the inn. She looked around. The square was empty but for them; their mules were caked in mud to the belly, and the other units looked as muddy as she was. Her legs ached. She tried to see out the other side of the square, where the road humped itself up - a bridge, she thought. This must be Littlebridge.

A short time later, they marched out, having seen the inside of the inn very briefly, while downing fresh rolls and mugs of hot soup. That interval of warmth and dryness was welcome. All too soon Paks was back out in the rain, lining up behind Vona’s unit, with Kefer’s behind her.

They started briskly across the square and over the narrow humped bridge beyond it. On the other side were more houses, some large, and craftshops. Then the houses dwindled to cottages flanked by gardens, and the gravelled road softened to mud.

The rest of that day was a matter of endurance. At times the rain slackened, but mostly they marched before a chill, wind-driven rain. Mud was always with them: now thicker, and clinging to their boots with every step, now thinner and splashing like water. They passed sodden little villages, too small for an inn, and wet farms that seemed half-melted into the ground. Every two hours they halted for a brief rest and change of position. By midafternoon, they were numb with fatigue, stumbling along the road like drunks. Paks ached from head to heel. She no longer worried about her sword rusting, or where they would sleep. She put one foot ahead of the other with dogged intensity. As the light faded, her unit shifted again from last to middle, this time with no pause for rest.

‘We’ve got to get them to Fiveway,’ she heard Stammel say, but she did not look up to see who else was nearby. They started again, lurching in the mud. Soon it was too dark to see anything but the nearest ranks and the road beneath. Then that faded. They marched on in the darkness more by feel than sight. The last singers lost heart and the marching songs died away. Paks could not have said how long they’d marched - it seemed like half the night - when the darkness  ahead was broken by a line of dim orange lights. She could not tell how far away they were, nor how big - they were merely blurs that brightened step by step. After awhile, she realized that they were square: windows, she thought suddenly, with lights behind them. At once she felt even colder and stiffer than before.

Soon she could see light reflected on the wet road outside the windows. The road firmed under her feet: gravel again. She heard the crisp hoofbeats of the captain’s horse passing on the right. Torches flared ahead, wavering in the wind. By their light she could see wet pavement, the fronts of buildings, the gleam of steel. An abrupt challenge rang out before them. Stammel called a halt. She heard voices, but could not distinguish the words. She shivered. The torches came nearer; now she could see the men holding them, and the armed men behind. She slid a hand to her sword hilt. Stammel appeared, carrying a torch now. In its dancing light his face was strange; she could not read its expression.

‘We’ve got shelter near here,’ he said. ‘Vona’s unit will pick up food at the inn. Paks, yours will unpack the mules. Follow Devlin; he knows where to go.’

Paks did not think she could follow anyone anywhere, but when Devlin came with a torch, she found she could still pick up her feet. They turned down a lane beside a high stone wall, and came out in a field, onto short wet grass. Not far away Paks sensed a large structure looming against the sky. Devlin led them to it: a barn, stone below and wood above, easily large enough for all of them. The mules were already tied along one end, and the skinner had lighted other torches; a warm glow spilled out to meet them.

Once inside, the relief of being out of the wind and rain was enormous. The barn was almost empty, but for hay in one corner. Paks wanted to fall headlong in that hay and sleep, but Devlin prodded her to come unload the mules. She and the others stumbled over and pulled off the packs. Kefer’s unit, meanwhile, began placing torches high in wall brackets away from the hay. Then they laid out sleeping areas. Their final chore was setting up lines for drying their wet clothes; the barn had hooks built in, and Devlin handed out rolls of thin cord. By this time, Vona’s unit had brought the food, plentiful and hot despite the trek from the inn.

Long loaves of bread that steamed when they were broken - crocks of butter - kettles of savory stew - Paks ate at first hardly noticing what she put in her mouth, but as she warmed up she realized how  good it was. Mug after mug of a strange hot drink not so bitter as sib. Bowl after bowl of stew. Suddenly she was nearly asleep, nodding as she sat. She glanced around. Devlin and Bosk were gathering empty platters and pots; she wondered if they would make the trip back tonight to the inn. She met Stammel’s eye and braced herself for the order to go back - but he smiled and told her to get some sleep. When she tried to get up, she found she had stiffened from that brief rest. She barely made it to a heap of hay and an empty blanket, falling into a deep sleep before she could review any part of the day.
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The next morning rain still fell in curtains. Captain Pont decided to delay at least a day, and the barn filled with drying clothes. Everyone was stiff and grumpy at first, but by noon they were all awake enough to be restless. Paks even welcomed a walk through the rain to the inn for food. A caravan bound for Vérella had come in; great wagons blocked the streets, and the inn was full of wet and disgruntled merchants.

‘Camped!’ she heard one exclaim to the landlord, as she led her file toward the kitchen. ‘By Simyits, we weren’t camped. We were stuck - flat stuck! Gods blast your count or whatever you’ve got down here! I pay toll on this passage every year, and he hasn’t set stone on the road since my father died.’ Paks glanced at the speaker, a tall, powerful man in mud-stained leather with a gold chain around his neck and a ring in each ear. The landlord, shorter and plumper, had a fixed smile on his face. ‘You can tell him for me,’ the big man went on, ‘that the Guild League can find another way north, if it comes to that.’ Then Paks was in the kitchen, dodging a squad of agitated cooks to the table where their food was laid ready. She noticed on her way back out that the landlord had escaped from the tall man, and was leading a party of velvet-clad ladies up the stairs.

When she mentioned the incident to Stammel, he laughed. ‘That’d be the wagonmaster,’ he said. ‘Let’s see - it might be the Manin family caravan, or maybe Foss Council. Did you notice what they carried?’

‘No, sir. What’s the Guild League he mentioned?’

‘Guild League cities, that is. Those on the north caravan route, not the Immer route.’ Paks felt that this explained nothing. Stammel noticed her blank look. ‘Don’t you know anything about the south, about Aarenis?’

‘It’s where some spice comes from, and fancy embroidery,’ said Paks.

‘Umm. That’s not enough. We have time for better. Have you heard of the Immerhoft Sea, that lies south of the land?’ Paks nodded. Jornoth had mentioned it. ‘Across the Immerhoft was Aare, the old kingdom. Those people settled islands in the Immerhoft, then sailed on to find a great land they called Aarenis, the daughter of Aare. They settled it, and spread, and the land was divided among great lords and their children. In time they spread to the Dwarfmounts, driving the elves ahead of them, and found passes to the north. That’s what we call the south - Aarenis is what it’s called when you’re in the south - from the Immerhoft to the Dwarfmounts. These same folk settled the western kingdoms of the north.’

Paks frowned. ‘I thought the Eight Kingdoms were settled by seafolk and nomads from the north. My grandfather—’

‘Was probably a horse nomad. In part, they were. But all these groups met in the Honnorgat valley. The eastern kingdoms, those below the great falls, have more seafolk. Tsaia and Fintha have more nomads. And Lyonya and Prealith have elves. But most of the folk in Tsaia and Fintha came from Aarenis long ago.’ Paks nodded, and Stammel went on. ‘There’s a great trade between Aarenis and the Eight Kingdoms and most of it comes through the pass we’ll use, up the Vale of Valdaire. Long ago it came by water, up the Immer and its tributaries. Southbound trade sailed from Immer ports to Aare itself. But Aare is a wasteland now, and the sea trade goes to other lands - I don’t know where myself, and the tales are strange enough. Anyhow, for one reason and another, a group of cities agreed to build a new trade route, a land route. Some say the river trade was taxed too heavily by the lords and cities along it, and some that river pirates made it too dangerous. I think myself that these cities traded more with the north, and for that a land route was needed anyway. So their merchant guilds joined in the Guild League, and they built the road and maintain it, and they send their caravans north each year, and we send ours south. The wars in Aarenis come partly from rivalry between the Guild League cities and the river cities and old lords.’

‘Which side are we on?’ Effa had come near to listen, with several others.

‘Whoever hires us,’ said Bosk, leaning on the wall nearby.

Stammel nodded. ‘He’s right. The duke makes a contract with someone - a city or a lord, whoever will pay his price - and that’s who we fight for.’

Effa looked shocked. ‘But - surely the duke wouldn’t make a contract with just anyone.’

‘Well - no. We’re a northern company, after all: an honorable company. He has his standards. But we’ve fought for one city against another, and for a lord against a city, and the reverse. It doesn’t matter.’

‘What do you mean, we’re an honorable company?’ asked Barra. ‘Aren’t all companies much alike?’

‘Tir, no! I wish they were. The good ones - mostly northern - agree on some things - we won’t harbor each other’s criminals or traitors, we won’t torture prisoners, we treat prisoners fairly, and so forth. We don’t steal supplies from peasants, or destroy crops if we can avoid it. We compete, but we know there’s wars enough to keep us all employed; we don’t try to kill each other off, except in battle. And that’s our business. But there are some others—’ Stammel paused, and looked around the group; more recruits had come to listen to him, and Captain Pont lounged nearby. ‘Captain Pont will bear me out—’

Pont nodded, his long face splitting in a grin. ‘Surely. The south is full of so-called mercenaries. Most of ’em are robbers that blackmail some poor town into hiring them to keep order. Some are fairly honest hired blades in summer, and robbers in winter. A few are fairly well-organized and independent, but downright nasty—’

‘The Wolf Prince—’ muttered Stammel.

‘Yes - the Wolf Prince. He’s definitely a bad one. Uses poison, assassins, and anything else he can think of. Tortures prisoners and sells ’em to the sea-rovers. Takes ransom only in coins or hard jewels, and only within three days. We broke into his stockade one year - were you there, Stammel?’

‘Yes, sir.’ Stammel picked up the tale. ‘He’d captured a patrol of the Sier of Westland’s light cavalry, and chained them all in the open, without food or water. Only three were alive when we broke in; one lived to make it back to Westland, with all we could do.’

‘But didn’t you kill him?’ Effa broke in.

‘No. He’d gotten away a few days before; we never did know how he got through the lines.’ Stammel paused, his face grim. ‘Then  there’s the Honeycat. Calls himself Count of the South Marches, I think it is, and runs four companies or so along the coast and up the Immer valleys. There’s a bad one. We’ll probably come against him again this campaign. He’s not exactly a mercenary, in the usual sense. He stirs up wars; they say he has factions in every city, and has even bought out some of the guilds. He hates the northern companies, because he can’t scare us or bribe us.’

‘Why is he called Honeycat?’

‘It’s what he’s like, they say - sweet words, soft voice, and then claws in your belly.’

‘I’ve heard of him,’ said Barra suddenly. ‘Isn’t he the one that hung the witwards of Pliuni upside down from the city gates?’

‘Yes, but it wasn’t the witwards. It was the priests of Sertig’s Anvil and the Lord’s Hall. That’s why five priesthoods have banned him - not that he cares; he believes in none of them. Some say he worships the Tangler or the Master of Torments, and others say he follows the Thieves’ Creed. Whichever, he’s bad clear through. His captains are as bad as he is.’

‘Is that why we’re going to fight him?’ asked Effa. Stammel glared.

‘Haven’t you been listening at all? We’re a mercenary company; we fight for pay. If we do fight the Honeycat, it’ll be because some enemy of his hires us. We have nothing to do with good and bad - not that way, I mean.’

Paks was still thinking about something Stammel had said earlier. ‘You said the honorable companies treat prisoners well—’

‘Yes. Why?’

‘Well - how do we - I mean, isn’t it dishonorable to surrender? And for the others? I thought we just fought until—’

‘No, no,’ Stammel interrupted. ‘We’re hired fighters, not fanatic hotheads. We fight hard when we’re fighting, but if our Duke or captains tell us to quit, we quit. Right then. You remember that, or you won’t make it back to wherever - Three Firs. There’s no sense in losing the whole Company out of pride.’

‘But don’t we owe it to whoever hired us?’ asked Saben.

‘No. The Duke hired you - remember your oath to him?’ He looked around until they all nodded. ‘You agreed to obey the Duke, and his captains - no one else. That’s where your honor lies. Somebody who has a contract with the Duke, that’s between the Duke and him. Our honor is between the duke and us.’

‘It - it doesn’t happen often, does it? Being surrendered, I mean, and captured?’ Paks still could not imagine it.

‘No. Not to us; the Duke’s careful. He won’t take a contract where we don’t have a chance. But it has, and it may again.’ Paks sat frowning at her bare feet as the talk went on around her. It had never occurred to her that they might surrender; she did not like that idea at all. Effa was still arguing, talking about St. Gird and the honor of a warrior, and Arñe, as usual, was trying to shut Effa up.

‘Effa,’ said Pont finally, ‘if you wanted to be that sort of warrior - a paladin or something like that - you should have talked to your Marshal about joining a fighting order—’

‘He said I should get experience,’ said Effa, red-faced.

‘You’ll get that here,’ said Pont. ‘And even Marshals and paladins, Effa, must follow orders—’

‘But they don’t surrender! They fight to the death—’

‘Not always,’ said Bosk. ‘I’ve known them to retreat: any good warrior must learn when to withdraw.’

‘You’ve seen that?’

‘Yes. Think of the legends; Gird himself retreated once, at Blackhedge, remember? If you finish your service with us, and join a fighting order, you’ll see - fighting’s fighting, Effa - war doesn’t change. If Girdsmen never backed out of a fight, they’d all be dead.’ Effa looked unconvinced, but subsided.

Late that afternoon the rain stopped. By next morning, the clouds had cleared. They were on the road early. When they fetched breakfast from the inn, well before dawn, they learned that another caravan had come in the night before, from the east.

‘You might’s well go across the fields,’ the landlord told Captain Pont. ‘We’ve wagons wall to wall in town, and stuck on all the roads in. You’ll not harm plowed or planted ground if you swing east a bit and then south: that’s fallow this year.’

So they made good time on the turf for some distance. They climbed a long gentle slope. The view opened around them: pasture-land nearby, and blocks of woodland in the distance. Something along the woods edge was in bloom; puffs of white that looked like plum blossom. As they topped the rise, Paks noticed an irregular cloud bank to the south and east.

‘There they are,’ said Stammel cheerfully.

‘What?’ Paks could not see anything cheerful about more clouds.

‘The mountains - that’s the Dwarfmounts.’

‘They’re not very big,’ she said doubtfully. ‘I thought they were big mountains.’

Stammel laughed. ‘They are. We’re a long way from them. Keep watching.’

Day by day the mountains crawled above the horizon, showing themselves taller and taller. Eastward were the highest peaks, snow-covered from tip to foothills below - but even the western end of the range was higher than anything Paks had seen. The tales went round the fires at night: those dun-colored hills were home to gnomes, the princedoms of Gnarrinfulk and Aldonfulk. The mountains themselves sheltered tribe after tribe of dwarves: Goldenaxe, Axemaster, Ironhand. Rich dwarves, immensely rich with the gold and silver and gemstones they delved from the mountains’ roots.

Now the road swung west, along the line of the range, and west again, as they climbed higher into the hills. The mountains seemed to dive into the earth just west of their path. ‘That’s the pass,’ explained Stammel. ‘And just beyond is the Vale of Valdaire.’ Here the road was busy. They passed caravans headed north, great wagons pulled by powerful mules, each with its armed guard atop, and a squad or so of men-at-arms marching before and behind the train. They saw more dwarves, traveling in troops, heavily armed, peering at the humans suspiciously from under their brows. Elves here and there - single travelers, mostly, but once a small band of elven knights, who hailed the captain in silvery ringing voices that thrilled the ear like harp-strings lightly plucked.

As the road rose higher over every hill, Paks could see behind them the great tumbled rug of forest and field that sloped from the mountains to the Honnorgat. Far away north was Vérella of the Bells, and upriver from that Fin Panir that she had never seen. And somewhere very far north and west, beyond the Honnorgat and at the springing of one of its minor branches, were the moors above Three Firs and the low stone house where she’d been born. The miles to the duke’s stronghold had seemed no barrier to return, nor the crossing of the great river, nor the miles since. But when she looked up at the mountains’ snowy wall, she felt that crossing them would be to leave the land of her home.

As she mused, someone noticed the blue shadow to the west. Still many miles away, it hung a blue curtain on the sky - the arm of a great mass of mountains that bordered Aarenis on the west. The pass south lay between the two ranges.

The pass itself was easier than it looked. For hundreds of years that road had been worked and reworked; it wound between hills and  around them, taking the easiest way up, and only at the last did it lift itself from beside a streambed and crawl over one. At once, having crossed, it returned to the easy path, winding along as it must, among hills now green with spring.

For it was full spring in the south, a lush spring. The Vale of Valdaire lay lovely and green before them, a vast bowl with snowy mountains in the background, green pastures on the uplands, and darker green forests below. From the top of the pass, it took two days to reach the city, but every step of the way was pleasant.

Valdaire, as they saw it gleaming beside the laughing waters of its little rivers, was far more welcoming than Vérella. Its walls seemed more apt to hold up the backs of shops than to form a defense. As they neared it, the road was lined with great inns, each with a huge walled court for the caravan wagons and draft animals. Across the river from the road, on rising ground not far from the city, they saw what looked like a small stone village. Bosk pointed it out.

‘That’s Halveric Company’s winter quarters,’ he said. Someone bolder than Paks asked what ‘Halveric Company’ was. ‘Mercenaries, like us. They usually contract with the Sier of Westland, these last few years. A good company, all things considered.’

‘Where’s ours?’ someone asked.

‘East of the city. We’ll go through, just to show you. Now keep it sharp.’

Valdaire swarmed with people, and not only merchants and craftsmen, as in Vérella: it swarmed with troops of all sorts. They had been told it was the truce city, but they had not expected so many different colors and badges. Green tunics much like their own, red tunics over black or gray trousers, green leather over brown wool, brown tunics over red - it was bewildering. Riders in chain mail on slender, quick-stepping horses, riders in plate on massive chargers, crossbowmen on mules. Now and again one of them spoke to Captain Pont or Stammel, commenting freely on the recruits’ appearance. Paks noticed the strange accents, and the gods they swore by - she had no idea who or what Ashto and Senneth were.

At last they were through the city. On the right was a last inn, The White Dragon. A row of men in leather armor lounged outside it, and stared as the column went by.

‘Phelan’s new recruits,’ she heard one of them say.

‘Wish they were ours,’ said another. ‘That load of blockheads we got this year—’

‘Think these are better?’

‘They march better, that’s something. By Tir, I hope we don’t close that contract with—’

‘Hssh!’ Then the column was past, and she heard no more.

They turned from the road into a lane. Ahead were whitewashed stone buildings, most long and low but three of them two-storied. Paks took a deep breath. This had to be the duke’s winter quarters - in a few minutes they would see the veterans for the first time, would find their places in the full Company. They marched closer. She could see people walking around between buildings. No one seemed to pay them any attention. Paks tried not to let her eyes wander as they came between the buildings. The veterans looked incredibly tough. They came to an open space, and Stammel halted them. Almost at once, a voice she did not know bellowed a command, and the Company formed so fast it seemed the bodies snapped into place. Instead of men and women casually walking about or standing in doorways, now there was a compact, precise formation of hard-eyed soldiers. Paks blinked; several behind her gasped. She could feel the veterans’ eyes scanning the column. It made her uneasy, like an itch. Then the duke rode out and greeted Captain Pont, and within moments the column was dispersing to the three cohorts of the Company.

All in Stammel’s unit went into Arcolin’s cohort. He was a tall, stern-faced man with dark hair and bright gray eyes. Arcolin’s junior captain was Ferrault, who had ridden with them as far as Vérella: sandy-haired, bearded, both shorter and slighter than Arcolin. Barra and Natzlin and the rest of Kefer’s unit were assigned to Dorrin’s cohort. Paks was startled to find that Dorrin was a woman. Sejek was her junior captain - and Stephi, then, was in another cohort. Paks was relieved.

The next few hours were even more chaotic than her first as a new recruit. Each novice was assigned to a veteran, and the veterans made it clear that they would have to prove themselves all over again - if they could. Donag, a heavy-set file leader with dour dark brows, gave Paks an unfriendly look.

‘Are you the one that got Stephi in such trouble?’ Paks froze; she had relaxed too soon. Donag interpreted her silence to suit himself. ‘I thought so. You ought to be ashamed enough to keep quiet. A good friend he’s been to me, Stephi - cause more trouble, and you won’t see the north again.’ He glowered at her a moment longer. ‘They say you can fight; it had best be true.’ He led her to her assigned bunk  without another word. Paks felt a smoldering anger. She had not gotten Stephi in trouble; it had been his fault. She glared at Donag’s back.

The next several days were uncomfortable. They drilled every day, marching and weapons, and it was obvious how much they had yet to learn. Paks had been coasting, as one of the best recruits. Despite Siger’s nagging about speed, she had thought she was as fast as she needed to be. The slower veterans were faster. The best - and Donag was one of these - seemed inhumanly fast. She acquired a lot of new bruises, and the only time Donag smiled at her was when he dealt them.

‘He’s down on you, isn’t he?’ asked Saben one evening on the way back from supper. Paks nodded. She didn’t want to talk about it. She had heard, through the grapevine, what happened to Stephi, and had decided Donag would just have to wear out his resentment. Barra, of course, had noticed and urged Paks to complain. ‘It’s not your fault,’ Saben went on. ‘He shouldn’t be like that.’ Paks shrugged.

‘I can’t stop him.’

‘No, but Stammel could. Or the captain.’ That was what Barra had said, too.

‘No. It wouldn’t work. Just - don’t say any more, Saben, please.’

‘All right. But I’m on your side, remember.’ He looked worried, and Paks managed a smile, her first in several days, to reassure him.

Later that evening, Stephi showed up in their barracks. Donag smiled at him, and gave Paks a warning glare. She went on with her work, polishing her helmet. To her surprise, Stephi greeted her first.

‘Paks - how do you like the south?’

She looked up, startled. ‘It’s very different. It’s so hot already.’

Stephi smiled. ‘That surprised me, my first year south. Wait until full summer; you’ll think you’re melting into your armor. Are you settling in all right?’

Her eyes flicked toward Donag and back. ‘Yes, very well.’

‘Good. I expect, though, you’ve found it a change from being a top recruit - it’s usually a shock.’

Paks found herself relaxing a bit. Stephi did not sound angry with her, not nearly as hostile as Donag. ‘It is a change - you’re all so much faster.’

‘If we weren’t, we wouldn’t be here to teach you,’ said Donag gruffly. He had walked over while they were talking, and now turned to Stephi. ‘Have you heard about the contract yet?’

Stephi shook his head. ‘No. We were out all day in the hills. Have you?’

Donag looked at Paks.

‘Don’t mind her,’ said Stephi. ‘They have to learn about contracts sometime.’

Donag frowned, but went on. ‘I saw Foss Council messengers today, and two of them rode out just after lunch with a squad of guards. And in the city they’re saying that Foss Council and Czardas are squabbling over boundaries.’

‘Huh,’ grunted Stephi. ‘Czardas. Let’s see - that’s a count, isn’t it? All he’s got is local militia, unless he hires someone - or if Andressat joins him.’

‘I don’t really know yet,’ said Donag, but he was grinning.

Stephi grinned too. ‘But it was one of your - umm - good sources?’

Donag just grinned, shaking his head. Paks watched him in surprise. When he wasn’t scowling, he had a pleasant face: rough and weathered, but humorous. He caught her look, made a wry face, and went back to his grin. ‘I’m not always a grouch, no - if that’s what you were thinking. And perhaps you’re not as bad as I thought - if you behave.’

‘I’m going down to the Dragon,’ said Stephi. ‘Why don’t you come, Donag? I’d like to see what other rumors you can pick up.’

‘Well - I’m on late watch. But if we don’t stay long—’ He looked at Paks then back at Stephi. ‘I’ll come. But you, Paks, don’t be blabbing all I told Stephi, and be sure you’re ready for watch on time.’

‘Yes, sir.’ Paks watched the two men leave with mingled relief and astonishment.

From that time on, she had little trouble with Donag, though he still thumped her during drill until she found speed she had never thought to reach. In those weeks, a few of the younger veterans made cautious overtures of friendship. Paks was glad to spend time with Canna Arendts, whose tales of her first year’s battles were much more exciting than Donag’s dry instruction. Canna’s best friend had died, and she enjoyed having someone to tell her stories to, someone who would listen by the hour. Saben liked her too, and Vik said he liked having a woman around who was not taller than he was - which made them all laugh wildly, the last night in Valdaire, as he craned his neck pretending that Paks and Arñe were seven feet tall. Canna laughed too, dark eyes dancing. She was lean and quick, and Paks felt clumsy and huge beside her.

On the road again, marching south, Paks could think only of the fighting to come. She had thought herself close to fighting before, but this time she was. This was real, marching with battle-scarred veterans around her, and soon the fighting would be real. No more drills, no more instruction. In the back of her head the vision rose of herself with a great sword, leading a charge. She knew it was nonsense, yet - this was a long way from Three Firs. Anything could happen. Almost anything. She was marching as file second to Donag - that had been a surprise. Most of the recruits were slotted further back in the column.

After several days of marching, they came to the fields where the first battle would be fought. Across a wide space was a dark mass: the enemy army.

‘Militia,’ muttered Donag contemptuously. ‘We won’t have much trouble with them, unless they’ve a surprise for us.’ Paks did not dare ask how he knew. She said nothing at all. ‘Just remember that even militia can kill you if you’re stupid,’ he told her. ‘Stay in formation - remember the strokes - and listen for orders.’

To her surprise, they set up camp that afternoon as if it were any other day on the road - except for the surgeons’ area. Paks eyed the rows of straw pallets and the neatly arranged tents with distaste. She had heard stories about the surgeons, too. The recruits got another lecture, from the captains, and then a final one from their own sergeants.

‘And after that they expect us to sleep?’ asked Arñe. ‘I can’t keep my eyes shut an instant, I know.’

‘The followers of Gird—’ began Effa. Arñe interrupted.

‘Effa, you Girdsmen may be all you say - brave, wise, and everything else - but I’m not one of you. If you can sleep, fine. Do it. As for me, if the gods guide my strokes tomorrow, and bring me safe through, then I’ll sleep—’

‘And I.’ Saben’s face was more serious than usual. ‘I find I’m thinking how peaceful it is in the cow byres, on a summer’s evening.’

Paks thought of sheep, fanned wide on a slope and coming together at the foot. The quick light clatter of their hooves, the anxious baa-ing, and the wide silence over all.

The next morning they were wakened before dawn, and barely managed to choke down breakfast.

‘Eat, fools,’ said Donag, scowling again. ‘You can’t fight empty. You’ll wear out. And be sure your flasks are full, and drink so you slosh. Hurry now.’

And before the sun cleared the low hills east of them, they were standing in formation, swords drawn, waiting.
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As the sun rose higher, Paks felt sweat crawling through her hair under her helmet. The dust cloud ahead came closer as the Czardians advanced. Somewhere off on the right wing, a confused clamor began: crashing, metallic, and a deep roar that seemed to shake the earth. Her heart pounded; her sword grip felt slippery. She opened her mouth for air. Surely Stammel would tell them if they were supposed to do anything. She watched his unhurried stroll back and forth in front of their ranks. Behind him the mass of enemy came closer and closer. Someone in the ranks let out a sobbing groan.

‘Take it easy, now,’ came Stammel’s rough growl. ‘Remember your drill. I’ll tell you when to worry, recruits. And you veterans, stop acting up to scare the new ones. I’ll dock you a day’s pay, if anyone else tries to unsettle ’em.’ Paks took a deep breath and tried to relax, flexing her hand on the sword. The noise and the dust came closer. One of the captains trotted along the front of their line and paused to speak to Stammel. Paks saw him nod. Stammel swung round to face them; Paks felt him capture and release her gaze before giving the expected order. At his command they began to march forward, and now the corporals began chanting a ritual encouragement and reminder.

‘Stay in formation now, file two; keep your swords up; keep your shields up and ready; steady march, slow march, count y’r cadence, slow march; file three, pick it up; steady march; no crowding there, third and four! Remember your shields, up and out—’ And then the front rank was engaged with the enemy, and the noise of battle drowned out their voices. Paks suddenly found enemy swords thrust at her as the first rank moved into the enemy formation.

She blocked one with her shield, and hacked awkwardly at another with her sword. Only her longer reach kept her alive as her more dexterous opponent disengaged and thrust again. She remembered the correct move, this time, and slashed his sword away. The attacker on her left was now fully engaged with her shield partner, so she could use her own shield for protection against the man in front. She  blocked another thrust, and tried an overhand swing. Her opponent’s shield caught her blade; for a terrifying instant she could not wrench it free. She was wide open to his sweeping stroke; though she deflected it with her shield, the blade slid down and sliced into her leg through the greaves.

Paks staggered as the blade bit in, and that jerk freed her own sword. She lunged straight ahead, thrusting at the man’s belly. Her longer reach worked; her sword slid into him. Before she could follow up her thrust, someone ran into her from behind, and knocked her off balance. She fell among the stamping feet and swinging blades, confused by dust and noise. The man she’d stabbed was also down - she saw his face, barely a foot from her own, and the dagger in his hand. She dropped her sword and grappled with his knife hand, trying to free her left arm from the shield so she could draw her own.

Suddenly his arm went limp; she saw another blade deep in his body. She could not see who had done it. She could not see anything but shadowy legs in the dust. She groped about for her own sword and found it, and tried to get to her feet. Bodies shoved at her from all directions. Her eyes were clogged with sweat and dirt; she blinked furiously, then realized she was surrounded by fighters in the Duke’s colors. She tried to pick out where she was in formation - or anyone she knew - but nothing was familiar. Out of the whirling dust came more fighters in blue and yellow; around her rose screams and bellows of rage. She found as she thrust at one of the enemy that her own throat was raw with yelling - and still she yelled. Her shield arm ached. Her sword weighed as much as a full-grown sheep. Her left leg was on fire. She kept thrusting, countering with shield, thrusting - her head splitting with the noise and dust. She took in great gulps of air, but found herself choking on dust, coughing, sobbing against the coughs. She nearly went down again, slipping on something underfoot, but someone grabbed her arm and kept her upright.

‘Go on! Forward!’ yelled someone in her ear, and she went on, squinting through the dust for yellow and blue to strike at, her sword and shield work now mechanical, as in drill.

At last there seemed to be less dust in front of her, and no blue and yellow. Someone grabbed her arm; she raised her sword to strike, but Stammel’s voice penetrated the din. ‘Paks. Stop! Paks!’ Her sword arm fell as if someone had cut the tendons. She stood, half-blinded by dust, gasping for breath, shaking - at last she could see Stammel, and met his eyes. ‘All right, Paks,’ he said, more quietly. ‘You’re  wounded; go to the rear.’ She could not move. The light failed, as if clouds had come over the sun. She heard Stammel’s voice, now urgent, but could not follow what he said.

Someone’s shoulder was under her arm, supporting her; someone’s hands fumbled at the buckles of her shield. She tried to stop them, but could not seem to move well. Voices talked back and forth across her hearing. Nothing made sense. Suddenly someone shoved what felt like a length of wood into the wound on her leg; she tried to push them away from her, all of them, but found herself lying flat on the ground with no memory of how she’d gotten there. One of the veterans held her shoulders down; sweat dripped off his nose onto her face. When he saw her watching him, he said ‘Sorry,’ but went on holding her. Someone else was holding her legs. Her injured leg throbbed fiercely. A surgeon in his dark robes bent over her leg. A hand appeared out of nowhere, with a kerchief dripping water.

‘Here,’ said a voice. ‘Chew on this.’ She opened her mouth, and he stuffed the wet rag in. At once something - she thought the same length of wood - bored into her leg. She twisted against the hands that held her, to no avail. The pain went on, and when it finally stopped was replaced by a bath of liquid fire. Paks closed her eyes, grinding the rag with her teeth. Something tugged at her leg - would tear it off, she thought - but ceased before it came loose. She opened her eyes. Tears blurred her vision until she blinked them away. Her leg still throbbed, but farther away - a spear-length or so, maybe. The veteran released her shoulders; the surgeon was already walking away. She gagged on the wet lump of cloth in her mouth, and a hand came to pull it out.

‘There,’ said the voice. ‘That’s over.’ Paks tried to twist her head to find the speaker, but it was too much effort. ‘You need some wine,’ the voice went on. ‘That will ease the pain.’ She tried to speak up, to refuse, but a strong arm heaved her head and shoulders up, and a wineskin pressed against her lips. When she opened her mouth to protest, a squirt of wine filled her mouth; she had to swallow. The wineskin was tooled in gold, she noticed, as another squirt of wine filled her mouth - then another. The pain receded farther, and a dark haze spread across her vision.

 



Paks woke to darkness and the sounds of pain. Far away to her left was a bobbing yellow glow. She felt light and crisp except for her injured leg, a cold weight dragging at her. The glow came closer,  paused, came closer. She realized it was a lantern - in someone’s hand - someone coming near. She felt very clever - she knew what was happening, someone was visiting the wounded. Then she realized she could not find her dagger. Had she been captured? She tried to think as the lantern came nearer. Her leg began to throb, but it didn’t bother her. She had just decided that it wasn’t really attached at all when the lantern paused beside her. She squinted up, trying to see past the light to the person who held it. ‘Hmm,’ said a voice she thought she should remember. ‘Looks a bit feverish, this one.’ ‘How do you feel?’ another voice asked.

Paks worked her tongue around in her dry mouth until she could speak. ‘I’m - all right.’

‘Do you feel hot?’ asked the second voice.

At the question Paks realized that she was cold, cold from the bones out. She started to answer, but a violent chill racked her body; her teeth rattled like stones in a sack. A broad hand touched her forehead.

‘Fever, all right,’ said the first voice. ‘Best dose her now, and be sure she’s checked on. We’ll use what we have to on this one.’

‘She needs to drink,’ said the second voice. ‘She’s dry. Here, now—’ he said to Paks. ‘We’ll lift you up, then I want you to drink all of this.’

One of them lifted her shoulders and steadied her head; a jug came to her lips. Paks sipped; it was water. Despite the shaking chill and rattling teeth, she managed to empty the jug.

‘Now then,’ said the voice. ‘Swallow this.’ Paks had half-drained the cup before the taste reached her; she gagged and tried to spit it out, but hands restrained her. ‘Finish it!’ said the voice, and she choked down the rest of that bitter brew. ‘Now a swallow of numbwine. ’ Paks swallowed that, and the arm behind her eased her back to the straw.

‘Sleep well, warrior,’ said the first voice. Paks felt a hand grip her shoulder, and the lantern moved away to her right; three shadowy forms moved with it.

When next she woke, a lantern was on the ground beside her, and someone was peeling off her sweat-sodden clothes. She grumbled a weak protest, but the person went on, drying her with a rough towel and then easing her into a long linen shirt. ‘It’s fever sweat,’ a woman’s voice said. ‘You need dry things so you won’t chill again.’ A warm dry blanket covered her, then the woman held a flask to her  lips. ‘Go on - drink this.’ Paks gulped it down and was asleep almost before her head hit the straw.

A hand on her shoulder and a voice calling her name roused her to sunlight dappling through green leaves. She felt solid to herself, aches and all. Stammel squatted beside her. ‘Come on,’ he said. ‘You’ve slept long enough.’

Paks found her mouth too dry for speech. He offered a jug of water, and helped her raise her head to drink. She tried again; her voice was thinner than usual. ‘I - forgot the right strokes.’

Stammel grinned. ‘I was going to mention that. Tir’s bones, girl, a battle is no place to show off. Why do you think we teach you what strokes work?’

‘I’m sorry—’ she began.

‘Never mind; more weapons drill for you, until you can’t forget it. We don’t want to lose a good private—’

‘What!’

‘Well, you did it in a backwards, idiotic way, but you hardly fit the “recruit” category any more. I hope you realize you very nearly got yourself killed - and why didn’t you get that wound bound up before you nearly bled out?’

‘I - I didn’t know it was that bad.’

‘Hmm. You don’t come of berserker blood, do you? No? Probably just first-battle fever. Vanza, by the way, is sorry he told you to advance when you were already wounded. He says he didn’t see it.’

‘That’s all right,’ said Paks.

‘Not with me, it isn’t. It’s his job to keep track of you novices and get you back if you’re hurt. Do you remember how many you killed?’

‘I killed? No—’ Paks thought a long moment. ‘No. There’s - a lot I don’t remember. It’s all confused.’

‘Likely enough. You did well, Paks, wrong strokes and all. Now - you’ll be going back with the other wounded to Valdaire in a day or so. The duke expects we’ll take out the rest of the Czardians tomorrow or the next day; they’ve gotten in among those hills southwest of here. Vanza will stay to help with our wounded—’

‘Do I have to go back to Valdaire? Couldn’t I stay here—’

Stammel shook his head. ‘No. The surgeons say you won’t be up to a route march for several weeks. You lost a lot of blood, and the fever might come back. Don’t worry, though - you’ll be with us again soon.’ He gave her a reassuring grin as he stood up. ‘I’ll see you again before you go. Do what they tell you, and heal fast.’

Paks had hoped to prove the surgeons wrong, but she could barely hobble a few steps to the wagons when they loaded. She settled into the second of five wagons, bedded deep in straw and braced into a corner against the jolting ride. Four others shared the wagon: Callexon, a recruit in Dorrin’s cohort, with his broken leg bound in splints, a veteran with a huge lump on his head who never woke up, a woman named Varñe, from Cracolnya’s cohort, who had been burned by flaming oil, and Effa, who had been trampled by a warhorse and would never walk. Callexon and Paks helped Vanza care for the rest at halts. Paks learned how to feed and clean a helpless person, and how to help with bandaging.

The little caravan had been winding between tall trees, shade cool on the canvas-topped wagons. Paks looked out to see whether it was a road they’d marched over, but she couldn’t tell. The wagon rolled smoothly; she closed her eyes and dozed off.

She was wakened by a scream and a jolt that wrenched her leg. She opened her eyes to see Vanza hurtling out the back of their wagon, sword in hand. Out the front she could see strange horses and masked riders with black wolf’s heads on their red jerkins. Something blocked her view to the right; their wagon’s driver was slumped against the iron bow that held the canvas. Two arrows poked through her tunic. The mules had their ears laid flat. As Paks grabbed for the reins, heaving herself over the front of the box, the lead pair surged forward.

She heard a whirr and a thunk, and saw an arrow stand quivering in the wagon box beside her - but she had the reins. She tried to haul the driver inside with one arm; she couldn’t get any leverage. The wagon lurched as the mules veered from the track. Another arm appeared beside her: the burned woman.

‘I’ll get her - you drive!’

‘I’m trying!’ Paks had driven her father’s pair of plow ponies, but nothing like a hitch of four frightened mules. She had a tangle of reins, all too long, and the mules were picking up speed. Suddenly one of the red-clothed riders swerved beside the lead pair and made a grab for their reins. Paks pulled some of her handful, and the mules veered.

‘Now I know what those are,’ she muttered, and reached to shorten the others. The rider glanced up and saw her. He wheeled his horse and came at the wagon, sword raised. Paks jerked the other pair of reins as he neared it; the mules swerved back and the wagon slammed into his horse. His sword hit the iron frame and shattered. Paks hardly  noticed. The mules had broken into a panicky run. There were trees everywhere she looked. She couldn’t brace herself well enough to pull them in. And her best attempts at steering had the wagon swinging wildly from side to side. All around came wild screeches, yells, the whinnying of horses and braying of mules. An arrow struck one of the leaders. It screamed, and lurched ahead faster. Ahead Paks saw a gap in the trees; the mules galloped toward it, flat out. Too late, Paks saw the dip that steepened into a bank of eroded stone over a stream. The wagon bounced from stone to stone, collapsing with a broken axle in the shallow streambed; the mules were jerked to their knees by the shock. Paks, already leaning over the front of the box, flew forward. Her injured leg slammed against the back of the box, all that kept her from going headlong on top of the wheel pair. She banged her chin on the footboard, and hung there dazed.

‘Quick!’ said a voice. Someone pulled at her. ‘Help with these reins. Don’t let ’em take off again.’

‘Mmph.’ Paks shortened the reins and blinked heavily. Varñe held the reins she’d dropped.

‘I’ve got the nearside reins,’ the woman went on. ‘We’ve got to get them up. Where’s the whip?’

Paks looked around and found the whip still in its socket. She slithered over and managed to reach it. She glanced back into the wagon. Most of the hay had bounced forward in their final crash. Callexon still clung to the rear board, bow in hand, his splinted leg apparently straight. He waved at Paks.

‘I’ve got two, so far,’ he said. ‘If you can smooth the ride a little—’

Effa and the unconscious man were tangled in the hay. Paks turned back to the mules. All but one were standing already, quietly enough; she flicked the whip at the arrow-struck mule, and it finally struggled up, not too tangled in harness. Paks looked at Varñe. ‘Do you want me to take those reins?’

The woman gave a wry grin that creased the salve on her blistered face. ‘Depends - nothing like a little excitement to clear out a dose of numbwine. Maybe I should take all the reins and let you check on the others.’

Paks handed over the reins, and slid back into the hay. She found the driver first; she was dead. The veteran with the head injury snored heavily, but Effa was also dead, her stubborn face wiped clean of all expression. Paks tried to straighten the injured man on top of the hay. Her leg hurt a lot; when she looked at it, the bandages were soaked  with blood. She burrowed into the hay for the medical supplies, and wrapped more bandages around it. She felt nauseated and faint, and broke into a sweat trying to pull herself back to the driver’s seat.

‘I see someone,’ called Callexon.

‘We aren’t going anywhere,’ muttered Varñe. ‘Blast! Not even a sword among us.’

Paks took out her dagger. ‘Calle’s got the bow, and I have a dagger—’

‘With those, it’s not enough. I wonder how many—’

‘It’s ours!’ yelled Callexon. ‘Hey - Arvid!’

Paks looked back. A limping figure in maroon and white stood at the top of the bank. ‘Any more alive?’ he called.

‘Yes - but the wagon’s broken.’

‘So I see.’ The man limped down the bank, chest heaving.

‘What about them?’ asked Callexon.

‘Driven off for now. Tir’s gut, I never thought even the outlaw companies would attack a sick train.’ He clambered up to peer in the wagon. ‘Hmmph. We’ll have to clear you out before we can mend this. Can any of you walk?’

‘I can,’ said Varñe. Callexon shook his head.

‘Let’s see.’ Arvid climbed in and worked his way forward, checking the bodies first, then Paks’s leg. ‘We’d best deal with that.’ He tore off another length of bandage and tied it tighter than Paks had managed. ‘Now you,’ he said to Varñe.

‘I’m no worse than I was.’

‘No? Let me have the reins, and see your hands.’ He tied the reins to the wagon frame, and looked her over. ‘You’ll do - after a dose of numbwine. Now—’ he climbed down. ‘—to get these mules unhitched.’

Paks sank back in the hay and her eyes fluttered shut. She roused to find Vanza beside her, calling her name.

‘Yes - what—’

‘Paks, we have to move you out of this wagon. We’re going to carry you in a blanket - don’t struggle.’

She felt the blanket tighten around her, then a swooping sensation that made her want to fight her way to her feet. Instead she lay still. Above her were voices, Vanza’s among them.

‘We’d better send word to the Duke—’

‘—that’s the fastest. And isn’t there a Baron Kodaly or something near here?’

‘Yes - off east a bit; he claims this forest. Don’t forget—’

‘—wheelwright, and a smith, and supplies—’

‘—never heard of anything like this in all the years—’

‘—Marshals or priests or something, if you can—’

‘—what they thought they’d get out of it—’

‘—and coffinwood—’

‘—forward to Valdaire, too, but we can’t spare another—’

Paks sank into unconsciousness.

Her next waking was a confused struggle through dark corridors with shadowy opponents who faded away as she came near. Far ahead was a blur of light and a clamor of sound; she came to it in bursts of random motion. Finally her vision cleared. She was lying on the ground under a tree. The surgeon knelt by her injured leg, shaking his head.

‘—don’t think I can do more, my lord,’ he was saying. ‘Too much blood loss, and this additional bruising—’

Paks felt a cold twinge of fear. Was that her leg about which he had not hope?

‘Very well,’ said a voice from above and behind her. ‘We’ll try a healing. Master Vetrifuge?’

‘At once, my lord.’ A gray-bearded man in black and green robes stooped beside the surgeon and laid his hands on Paks’s leg. A warming tingle ran from his touch through the wound; it did not hurt. The surgeon bent to look.

‘That’s better.’ He looked at her face and found her watching. ‘She’s awake, my lord. We might try the potion.’

‘Go ahead,’ said the voice behind her. The surgeon took a small flask from his robes and brought it to Paks. He slipped an arm behind her shoulders and lifted her head until she could drink.

The lip of the flask was icy cold, and the two swallows of liquid in it burned her throat, but gave her the same warming tingle as Vetrifuge’s hands. Her leg did not hurt any more, nor the bruises where she’d hit the footboard. Her nausea had gone too. The surgeon’s face, watching her, was clear in every line; she could see the dust on his eyelashes. He turned to look at her leg.

‘Ah - that’s more like it. Rest and food will be enough now. Thank you, Master Vetrifuge.’

‘My pleasure, Master Simmitt,’ said Vetrifuge, with a mocking smile. ‘Glad to know there are yet a few things in which wizardry can aid the science of surgery.’ The surgeon reddened, and seemed to swell in the neck.

‘Others need your skills,’ said the third voice, with enough bite that both men froze an instant.

‘Yes, my lord; right away.’

As Paks watched them stand and walk off, a mail-clad figure moved to her side and sat. When she looked back, she was face to face with the Duke himself. Paks gulped. This close she could see a few silver hairs in his fox-red beard; his nose was sunburnt and peeling; his eyes were the gray of sword-steel, just barely blue. Her eyes dropped. His cloak was fastened with a silver medallion; it was dusty. His gloves were gray kid, sweat-stained.

‘First,’ said the Duke, ‘you need to drink this, and eat a little; then I want to know what happened. What you saw.’ Paks dragged her eyes back up and saw once more the gold-tooled wineskin she’d seen the night of the battle. ‘Try to sit up.’ Paks found she was weak, but able to rise on one elbow. She took the wineskin. ‘It’s watered,’ said the Duke. ‘It shouldn’t knock you out. Here - have some bread.’ He bit the end off a loaf and handed her the rest. Paks tore off a hunk and took a swallow of wine. She wondered how long she’d slept, and when the Duke had arrived, but under his eye she ate as he directed.

‘Now,’ said the Duke, when she had choked down most of the bread. ‘Take your time, but tell it all, from the beginning. I want to know everything you can remember about the attack.’

Paks blushed. ‘Well - sir - my lord - I was asleep. Then someone screamed, and the wagon bumped. I saw Vanza jumping out the back, and out the front were riders in red, with a black wolf’s head on the front—’

‘On the back as well?’

Paks thought a moment. ‘No - I don’t think so. Just the front. Then I saw our driver’d been shot, so I tried to get the reins. The mules were scared. Varñe helped me pull the driver into the wagon. One of the attackers tried to grab the lead mules’ reins, but they swerved away—’

‘Were you driving, or—’

‘Yes, sir, I was - but I wasn’t sure which reins were which. It seemed like a lot - I jerked the ones that were tightest, and the mules veered—’

‘Go on.’

‘Then the rider turned and came at the wagon, so I pulled the other reins, and the wagon ran into his horse—’

‘What did he look like?’

‘The rider? He had a mask on.’

‘A mask? Not a - wait - have you seen anything but open helmets? Have you seen a knight’s helmet, with the visor down?’

‘Yes, sir. Sergeant Stammel showed us that in training. This was different. He had an open helmet over chain mail, but a mask over his face - it was some kind of cloth; I saw it ripple.’

‘Aha!’ The Duke slammed his fist onto his thigh. ‘Very good. Go on - what else?’

‘He seemed heavy - broad in the shoulders. Taller than Sergeant Stammel, I think. He had something on the shoulder of his tunic that glittered. The horse had no barding, but it was a war saddle, and the blanket was black with a red stripe.’

‘What color was the horse?’

‘Light brown, dappled, with a pale mane and tail. All the others were dark, but for the spotted one.’

‘Spotted?’

‘Yes, sir. One was black and white spotted. Now that I think of it, that one was smaller - we went by it in the trees.’

‘What sort of rider on the spotted one?’

Paks shook her head. ‘I’m sorry - I don’t remember—’

‘But you’re sure of the horses?’

‘Yes, sir - though I don’t know that I saw all of them. We were moving too fast, and I was trying to steer around things, but I didn’t see the stream until we were almost into it. So I broke the wagon—’ Paks faltered, remembering Stammel’s lectures on damaged equipment.

‘Hmm.’ The Duke’s eyes crinkled. ‘Are you an experienced teamster?’

Paks looked down. ‘No sir - my lord.’

‘That’s all right then. Not your equipment.’ Paks looked up, still worried. ‘Tir’s bones, girl, that wagon’s the least of my concerns. I’ve lost fighters here. A wagon’s nothing - you did well. But I want to know who—’ he bounced his fist on his thigh for emphasis, ‘—and why and how anyone would attack a caravan of wounded. No treasure - no ranking prisoners to ransom - and they must know this’ll bring my Company down on them. It’s costing me now, but it’ll cost them—’ his voice trailed off, and Paks almost flinched at the look in his eyes. He glanced back at her and half-smiled. ‘You were just promoted, right? Paks, isn’t it?’

‘Yes, my lord.’

‘Well, Paks, you’ve had the most expensive healing I hope you’ll ever need, and you should be ready to fight in a day or so. The next time you see those red tunics, you’ll have a weapon in hand. I’ll expect you to fight as well as you did in your first battle.’ The Duke stood. ‘No - don’t try to get up yet. The surgeon will clear you for that.’ Paks watched as he strode away, cloak swirling around his tall boots.

Paks looked at her leg, no longer wound in bandages. A red scar showed the line of the wound, but it looked nothing like the deep gash it had been. She wondered what they had done - how it had healed so fast - and why they hadn’t healed it that way in the first place. She looked around. The makeshift camp was bigger than she’d supposed. Smoke rose from a fire near the stream crossing; loud clangs revealed a smith at work. Across the clearing, the Duke was talking to a short man in plate mail. They headed for a tent, maroon and white striped. A man in green livery was cooling out a big warhorse still lathered in sweat. Another led three lighter mounts. On the track away from the stream, the remains of the caravan clogged the way. Two burnt-out wagons, one unburned, but missing a wheel, dead mules. As she watched, a group of soldiers dragged a mule into the forest. She wondered what had happened to the other wounded; she didn’t see any of them. Had they all died? Callexon hadn’t looked that bad—She saw the surgeon and Vanza approaching.

‘How do you feel?’ asked the surgeon.

‘Fine,’ said Paks. ‘Can I get up?’

‘Yes - you’ll be weaker than you think; you lost a lot of blood.’ Vanza reached down an arm, and Paks pulled herself up. She felt dizzy at first, but it passed quickly. ‘Try walking,’ said the surgeon. She took a step, then another. She felt no pain, but she was shaky. ‘That’s expected,’ the surgeon reassured her. ‘Don’t push yourself for the next day or so - rest when you’re tired. Eat and drink as much as you can.’ He turned away. Paks looked at Vanza.

‘Where are the others? Were they all—’

‘No. Not all.’ He sighed. ‘We lost more than we should, though. I still can’t believe it. No one does this - I knew the Wolf Prince was bad, but even he—’

‘Is that who it was?’

‘It must have been. You saw the wolf’s head, didn’t you?’

‘Yes. But I’m confused—’

‘We all are. Now - all you wounded are being healed, as you were, by the Duke’s command. For today, stay close. You can help  with food, and that sort of thing, but don’t try to do too much - no hauling mules around.’

‘But - what did that Master Vetrifuge do? And why not do it all the time, if it works so well?’

Vanza stopped short and gave her a startled look. ‘You mean you don’t know about magical healing?’

‘No. Effa said something about St. Gird, but—’

‘That’s different. Or somewhat different. Let me see - first of all, Master Vetrifuge is a mage. Wizard, they’re called in the north. Surely you’ve heard of them?’

‘Yes, but—’

‘Just listen. Some mages specialize in one sort of magic; healing magic is one particular kind of magic. I don’t know how it works - I’m no mage. It’s great learning, I’ve been told, and great power - but whether of a god, or the mage himself, I don’t know. But healing mages can heal wounds, if they aren’t too bad. Too old, say, or full of fever. Sometimes they can heal diseases, though not so well. But it takes a lot of money. Mages don’t work for nothing.’

‘What about potions?’

‘You had that too? Mages make potions, to speed healing. Those are even more expensive; don’t ask me why. Our surgeons always have a few of these, but of course they don’t use them most of the time.’

Paks frowned. ‘Why not? If wounds could be healed so fast—’

‘Because of the cost. Paks, the Duke will have spent the whole contract’s profit, I don’t doubt, just healing the few of you here. No one could afford to have every wound magically healed. It’s cheaper to train and hire new fighters. Our duke is one of the few I’ve heard of who will use such healing at all for his common soldiers.’

‘Oh.’ Paks thought about it. She had no way of valuing things, but it seemed strange that a tiny vial of liquid, however rare, could be more costly than a person. ‘But what did Effa mean, then?’

‘About St. Gird?’ Paks nodded. ‘Well, the gods can heal, if they will. Those who serve them - Marshals of Gird, or Captains of Falk, or whatever - have the power to ask healing of the gods and have it granted. Before my time, the Duke was friendly with Girdsmen - I even heard he was one himself - and had a Marshal with the Company for healing. I’ve seen men who say they were healed that way.’

‘Does that cost so much?’

‘Well - I can’t say. They usually heal their own, and no one else:  Marshals heal Girdsman, and Captains heal Falkians. I’d think it would cost, though maybe not in gold. Why should a god give healing for nothing?’

‘The gods give rain and wind for nothing, and sunlight.’

‘For nothing? Surely your people gave back, wherever you’re from—’ Vanza stared at her. Paks remembered the little shrines by the well and the corners of her father’s fields; the tufts of barley and oats, and the lamb’s blood they left there. For an instant she felt cold as she realized how close she had come to impiety.

‘You’re right,’ she said quickly. ‘But the gods have the power to give as they choose, whatever gifts we give. That’s what I meant, that we give gifts, we do not compel.’ She hoped that was what she’d meant.

He nodded. ‘True, no one can compel - but they are honorable, or the good ones are, and generous.’ He nodded to her and went away. Paks stared after him, thoughtfully. Wizards . . . magical healing . . . somehow when she’d heard of magic potions in songs, she’d never thought of the cost in gold. Or lives.
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The next day Cracolnya’s cohort marched in. Pont, his junior captain, escorted the survivors back to the Company’s camp while the Duke, Cracolnya, and most of that cohort went on to Valdaire.

‘I thought the Czardians were defeated,’ said Callexon. ‘What happened?’

Erial, the junior sergeant in Cracolnya’s cohort, chuckled. ‘They were. But they’d hired a mercenary band to help them, only it was late. Then the Duke pulled us out - so when their hirelings finally arrived, they quit talking to Foss Council again and decided to fight for it.’ She paused to wipe the sweat from her face. ‘Won’t do them any good. As long as Foss Council still has three cohorts in the field, and we have two—’

‘Who’d they hire?’ Varñe’s face still looked patchy and pink, but she was otherwise healthy.

‘Some southern company. We don’t have to worry; they won’t be any better than the Czardian militia.’

‘Unless they’ve got the Free Pikes,’ said Vanza.

Erial looked startled. ‘I never thought of that - they hardly ever hire out.’

‘Who are the Free Pikes?’ asked Paks.

‘The only decent southern company,’ said Erial. ‘They’re from the high mountains in the southwest - I think they call it Horngard.’

‘That’s right,’ said Vanza. ‘They don’t hire out much - they fight in defense, or if their land needs money. But when they fight—!’ He shook his head.

But the Czardians did not have the Free Pikes; they had hired, Stammel explained, a renegade baron of the Sier of Westland and his so-called knights. They were best known for their woodswork - sneaking into enemy lines at night to kill sleeping men, or steal supplies, or start fires - but could put up a respectable fight on the field, as well.

Paks had hardly realized, in the excitement of her first battle, that the Duke’s Company was not fighting alone. Now she had a look at the Foss Council militia. They wore short gray tunics over trousers of bright red (from Foss) or green (from Ifoss); they carried short straight swords and light throwing javelins. Foss Council held the right wing of their position; their camp, like the Duke’s, was in the forest. Trees ended on a gentle slope, opening on a wide expanse of grass and sedge that faced another tree-shaded ridge some distance away. To the left, the trees made an arc connecting the two ridges; to the right the grassy meadow grew wetter, finally producing a stream that trickled away to the north.

When the next battle came, two days later, Paks was more than ready for it. Someone had made it through the lines; Arñe was in the surgeon’s care with a knife wound, and Kir of Dorrin’s cohort was dead. Even so, her breath came short as the two lines closed. For an instant she was even more frightened than the first time - she could feel the sickening blow that had opened her leg. She thrust the thought away angrily as the remembered noise and confusion swept over her. This time she was able to keep her head, battering at the enemy stroke after stroke. She was aware of the man beside her, able to adjust her strokes to his so that they fought as a unit. It seemed to last forever: dust, noise, confusion, the rising and falling blades. Then the ground softened under her feet. She realized that they had advanced to the center of the field, where mud churned up instead of water.

Some time after midday, both sides withdrew a space. Paks drained her water flask and wiped sweat from her face. She had come through uninjured. Her stomach growled - a long time since breakfast. They stood quiet in formation: across the way the enemy lines shifted, milling.

‘Pass your flask back,’ said Donag, handing her his. ‘They’ll send water forward.’ Soon the dripping flasks returned, and they drank. Slabs of bread came forward, then more water. Paks ate hungrily. When she looked again, the enemy seemed a little farther away. She nudged Kiri beside her.

‘They’re giving back,’ he said. ‘Don’t look at ’em, and maybe they’ll go all the way.’

‘But what does it mean?’

‘Means they don’t want to fight the rest of the day. Fine with me - it’s too blazin’ hot anyway.’

And in fact the enemy were soon back in their own camp, and to Paks’s surprise they were not sent in pursuit. In the next week, before the Duke returned, they fought several such inconclusive engagements.

‘Why don’t they want to fight and win?’ she asked one night.

‘Don’t complain,’ said Donag. ‘If they wanted to win - I suppose you mean Foss Council? - it’d be our blood on the ground, and not their militia’s. Think about it. They want to win, but what they want to win is whatever it is they’re fighting about: where a border is, or a caravan tariff, or something like that. If they can convince Czardas to yield on that, without us having to cut our way through the entire Czardian army, so much the better.’

‘But—’ began Arñe, now back from the surgeons.

‘No buts,’ interrupted Donag. ‘Tir’s guts, you idiots! You’ll get all the fighting you’ve stomach for by the time you make corporal - if you live that long. Don’t look for trouble. It’s your profession - it’ll come to you.’

When the Duke returned, everything changed again. With Cracolnya’s archers, he decided to change ground. Under cover of darkness they slipped far to the left of their previous position. This left a gap between the Duke’s Company and Foss Council’s troops, and confused the novices almost as much as the enemy. Paks worried about the militia, and even more about what they might think.

‘Don’t be silly,’ said Canna. She had seen this before. ‘They’re moving too. It’s a trap, if it works, and a good move even if it doesn’t.’
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