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The draw. He had a lovely draw. This time, he made himself enjoy it. To draw a hundred-pound bow, you first use and then abuse nearly every muscle and every joint in your body. There’s a turning point, a hinge, where the force of the arms alone is supplemented by the back and the legs. He felt the tip of his middle finger brush against his lip, travel the length of it, until it found the far corner. Just look at the target. It doesn’t matter, he told himself. It matters, said the voice. But that’s all right. That helps.
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The Rules of the Game


Deal nine cards, face upwards.




The Stakes


Director Procopius of the Imperial Academy of Music and Performing Arts came by the scar when he was eighteen months old, on the day when his father, in a drunken rage, stabbed his mother sixteen times before turning the knife on his baby son and then himself. The scar, an inch wide, ran from his left eye to the right corner of his mouth, and he knew that for as long as he lived, regardless of what he achieved (and he had already achieved so much), it would always be the first thing people noticed about him and their most abiding impression. He knew that they would burn with curiosity to know how he’d got it, and would be far too polite or embarrassed to ask.


Just before the battle, General Moisa gave orders to strike camp, form columns and retreat. Immediately one of his junior officers stormed into his tent, forcing his way past the sentries. He was a good-looking young man with curly blond hair, rather a round face; stocky build, medium height. “Permission to speak freely,” he said. His name was Senza Belot.


Moisa was putting his maps back in their case. He was a tidy man, who took care of his possessions. “Well?”


“With all due respect,” Senza said, “are you out of your mind? Sir?” he added quickly. “We’ve got them pinned down, we’re between them and the road, it’s flat as a chessboard and they’ll have the sun in their eyes. And you want to run away.”


Moisa looked at him. He liked Senza. “We’re outnumbered three to one,” he said.


“Exactly,” Senza replied. “There’s a lot of them. Far too many. Unless they get control of the road, they’ll have run out of food by this time tomorrow. They’re desperate. We can slaughter them.”


Moisa nodded, as though this was an exam and Senza had scored full marks. “We don’t have any arrows,” he said.


Senza had opened his mouth to make his next point. He stood there with it open for a couple of heartbeats. Then he said, “What?”


Moisa took out one of the maps, unrolled it carefully and weighted down the corners with four pebbles from the jar of corner-weighting-down pebbles he always had by him. “There.” He prodded the map with a sausage-like finger. “Ten carts, a hundred thousand arrows, supposed to be here at first light today. Got washed away by a flash flood crossing the Euryphiale.” He lifted two pebbles and let the map roll itself up again. “No arrows, no battle. Bloody shame, but there it is.”


Senza looked at him, like an idiot staring straight into the sun. “Is that all?” he said.


Moisa smiled. “It’ll do,” he said.


Then came the first recorded instance of the Senza Far-Away Look, so familiar nowadays to audiences of cheap novels and market-square melodramas. Moisa later said he rolled his eyes, which isn’t quite how the Look is portrayed in the classical tradition. “Permission to do something about it. Sir.”


Moisa shrugged. “How long?”


“Hour.” Senza frowned. “Maybe two. But after one hour you’ll know I’ve succeeded.”


Senza’s elder brother Forza was reckoned to be the most promising soldier of his generation, already in command of a battalion at the age of twenty-one. It was a shame he was on the other side. “All right,” Moisa said. “Talk to me.”


Shortly after that, the retreat was called off, the army assumed the standard chest-and-horns formation against the enemy front, and six hundred of the elite Seventh heavy infantry advanced in a long double line, followed by two pike regiments in squares of five hundred, preceded by thirty of the great pavises that Moisa had prepared for the siege of Thrassa. The pavises were big shields, made of ox hides stitched together, about the size of a warship’s sail, hung on square wooden frames and mounted on carts. They headed straight for the centre of the enemy line, which was mostly made up of archers covered by triangles of light infantry.


“He’s going to try and punch through,” said the enemy general (his name is not recorded). “He must be mad.”


His aide, Colonel Forza Belot, grinned. “He hasn’t got any arrows,” he said.


The general frowned. “That’s interesting,” he said. “How did you know that?”


“Little bird told me. They all got washed away crossing some river. So, he’s got two choices, go home or try and smash through. He can’t break our heavy infantry, so he’s going for the soft middle.” He shrugged. “It’s what I’d do, if I was desperate.”


“We’ve got ten thousand archers in there,” the general said. “It’s crazy.”


“Yes,” Forza replied. “Sometimes you have to be.”


The line advanced, the sails of the pavises billowing in the strong tailwind, until they came into medium range of the Western archers. “Well?” the general asked.


“Let ’em have it,” Forza replied.


The archers loosed. They were levies from the northern hill country, trained from childhood to shoot fast and far. They let go twenty volleys in just over two minutes. The six hundred men-at-arms in the front two ranks were wiped out. The advance stopped dead and immediately withdrew, taking long-distance fire until they were out of range. The general, watching from the hilltop, grinned and turned to Colonel Forza. “Well,” he said. “That’s that.”


“Maybe,” Forza said.


The Easterners completed their withdrawal, and the front ranks parted to let them through. The pikemen resumed their positions in the line, but the pavise carts passed on to the rear, where Moisa and the archers were waiting.


“There you go,” Senza said. “Arrows.”


The archers scrambled up on to the carts and started pulling arrows out of the pavises. “Twenty volleys,” Senza went on, “ten thousand archers, that’s two hundred and forty thousand arrows. Say eighty thousand misses, five thousand hits on the Seventh, that’s still—”


Moisa nodded. “Enough,” he said. Then he added, “You didn’t tell me about the Seventh.”


Senza shrugged. “They had to have something to shoot at,” he said, “and we don’t need those men today. What we need is arrows, not heavy infantry.” He smiled. “Plenty more where they came from.”


Moisa now had enough arrows for ten volleys. In the event it only took him seven to win the battle, but he was unable to press home his advantage, mostly because of an inspired rearguard action by the Western Nineteenth Foot, under Colonel Forza Belot. The Westerners then cut across the marshes to reach the road, where they met their supply train. A week later, the situation was more or less exactly how it had been at the start of the campaign.


Six months later, the newly commissioned Colonel Senza Belot of the Eastern Fifth attended a reception at the Winter Palace, where he found himself talking to the widow of an officer of the Seventh. She gave him a polite smile over the rim of her wine glass and said, “I think you’re the man who sent my husband to his death.”


Senza put his glass down. “Permission to speak freely.”


“Yes, why not? I’d be interested to hear what you’ve got to say to me.”


Senza took a moment. “When I barged into Moisa’s tent,” he said, “I had maybe three seconds to get his attention and sell him on a plan of action. In those three seconds I considered two options. One was to take our best men, the Seventh, your husband’s unit, loop round a long way to the west into some dead ground I’d spotted, sneak up on the enemy baggage train and try and drive off a dozen or so carts full of arrows. It was a reasonable plan, I think. I’d had my eye on those arrow carts for about a week, on and off, while we were playing footsie with the Westerners up and down the Belsire river. I knew they’d be out back of the camp, and that their general probably hadn’t figured out about the blind spot. But to get there without being seen would’ve taken an hour, during which time our army would’ve been standing about doing nothing, which would’ve looked very odd, which could’ve put the other side on notice we were planning some sort of prank. Also, if it had all gone wrong we’d have got a good smacking and no arrows; even if it all went just right, I’d have had to leave the Seventh behind to hold off pursuit while we got the arrows safely back to our lines, and they’d have been slaughtered by the Western lancers. The other alternative, which is what I actually did, was pretty well foolproof, and we were pulling arrows out of the pavises three quarters of an hour after it all started. Your husband would’ve died either way. He could have died fighting bravely against overwhelming odds, to give Moisa the seven shots he needed to win the day. As it was, he walked straight into an arrow storm and probably had no idea what hit him. That’s really all there is to it.”


The widow looked at him for a moment. “You thought all that in three seconds.”


“That and other things. I’ve only told you the relevant bits.”


She fidgeted with her glass. “But it all came to nothing anyway,” she said. “There was a stalemate before the battle; there’s the same stalemate now. Nothing’s changed at all, except that a lot of men were killed, and you got your promotion.”


“Yes,” Senza said. “But at the moment, my job’s winning battles, not winning wars. If I’d been in Moisa’s shoes, I’d have done what I originally intended, turned round and gone home. Really, he should’ve known better than to listen to me.”


“I see,” the widow said. “Thank you. Tell me, is there anything you care about other than your own career?”


Senza smiled gravely. “Yes,” he said. “One thing.”


“Go on.”


“I want to find my brother Forza and cut his throat,” Senza said. “Now, please excuse me, there’s someone over there I need to talk to.”




The Cards




1


The Crown Prince


The draw in Rhus is to the corner of the mouth; it says so in the Book, it’s the law. In Overend, they draw to the ear; in the South, it’s the middle of the lower lip – hence the expression, “archer’s kiss”. Why Imperial law recognises three different optimum draws, given that the bow and the arrow are supposedly standardised throughout the empire, nobody knows. In Rhus, of course, they’ll tell you that the corner of the mouth is the only possible draw if you actually want to hit anything. Drawing to the ear messes up your sightline down the arrow, and the Southerners do the kiss because they’re too feeble to draw a hundred pounds that extra inch.


Teucer had a lovely draw, everybody said so. Old men stood him drinks because it was so perfect, and the captain made him stand in front of the beginners and do it over and over again. His loose wasn’t quite so good – he had a tendency to snatch, letting go of the string rather than allowing it to slide from his fingers – which cost him valuable points in matches. Today, however, for some reason he wished he could isolate, preserve in vinegar and bottle, he was loosing exactly right. The arrow left the string without any conscious action on his part – a thought, maybe: round about now would be a good time, and then the arrow was in the air, bounding off to join its friends in the dead centre of the target, like a happy dog. The marker at the far end of the butts held up a yellow flag: a small one. Eight shots into the string, Teucer suddenly realised he’d shot eight inner golds, and was just two away from a possible.


He froze. In the long and glorious history of the Merebarton butts, only two possibles had ever been shot: one by a legendary figure called Old Shan, who may or may not have existed some time a hundred years ago, and one by Teucer’s great-uncle Ree, who’d been a regular and served with Calojan. Nobody had had the heart to pull the arrows out of that target; it had stayed on the far right of the butts for twenty years, until the straw was completely rotten, and the rusty heads had fallen out into the nettles. Every good archer had shot a fifty. One or two in the village had shot fifty with eight or fifty with nine. A possible – fifty with ten, ten shots in the inner circle of the gold – was something completely different.


People were looking at him, and then at his target, and the line had gone quiet. A possible at one hundred yards is – well, possible; but extremely unlikely, because there’s only just enough space in the inner ring for ten arrowheads. Usually what happens is that you drop in seven, maybe eight, and then the next one touches the stem of an arrow already in place on its way in and gets deflected; a quarter-inch into the outer gold if you’re lucky, all the way out of the target and into the nettles if you’re not. In a match, with beer or a chicken riding on it, the latter possibility tends to persuade the realistic competitor to shade his next shot just a little, to drop it safely into the outer gold and avoid the risk of a match-losing score-nought. Nobody in history anywhere had ever shot a possible in a match. But this was practice, nothing to play for except eternal glory, the chance for his name to be remembered a hundred years after his death; he had no option but to try for it. He squinted against the evening light, trying to figure out the lie of his eight shots, but the target was a hundred yards away: all he could see of the arrows was the yellow blaze of the fletchings. He considered calling hold, stopping the shoot while he walked up the range and took a closer look. That was allowed, even in a match, but to do so would be to acknowledge that he was trying for a possible, so that when he failed—


A voice in his head, which he’d never heard before, said quite clearly, go and look. No, I can’t, he thought, and the voice didn’t argue. Quite. Only an idiot argues with himself. Go and look. He took a deep breath and said, “Hold.”


It came out loud, high and squeaky, but nobody laughed; instead, they laid their bows down on the grass and took a step back. Dead silence. Men he’d known all his life. Then, as he took his first stride up the range, someone whose voice he couldn’t identify said, “Go on, Teuce.” It was said like a prayer, as though addressed to a god – please send rain, please let my father get well. They believed in him. It made his stomach turn and his face go cold. He walked up the range as if to the gallows.


When he got there: not good. The marker (Pilad’s uncle Sen; a quiet man, but they’d always got on well) gave him a look that said sorry, son, then turned away. Six arrows were grouped tight in the exact centre of the inner gold, one so close to the others that the shaft was actually flexed; God only knew how it had gone in true. The seventh was out centre-right, just cutting the line. The eighth was in clean, but high left. That meant he had to shoot two arrows into the bottom centre, into a half-moon about the size of his thumb, from a hundred yards away. He stared at it. Can’t be done. It was, no pun intended, impossible.


Pilad’s uncle Sen gave him a wan smile and said, “Good luck.” He nodded, turned away and started back down the range.


Sen’s nephew Pilad was his best friend, something he’d never quite been able to understand. Pilad was, beyond question, the glory of Merebarton. Not yet nineteen (he was three weeks older than Teucer) he was already the best stockman, the best reaper and mower, champion ploughman, best thatcher and hedge-layer; six feet tall, black-haired and brown-eyed, the only possible topic of conversation when three girls met, undisputed champion horse-breaker and second-best archer. And now consider Teucer, his best friend; shorter, ordinary-looking, awkward with girls, a good worker but a bit slow, you’d have trouble remembering him ten minutes after you’d met him, and the only man living to have shot a hundred-yard possible on Merebarton range—


He stopped, halfway between butts and firing point, and laughed. The hell with it, he thought.


Pilad was shooting second detail, so he was standing behind the line, in with a bunch of other fellows. As Teucer walked up, he noticed that Pilad was looking away, standing behind someone’s shoulder, trying to make himself inconspicuous. Teucer reached the line, turned and faced the target; like the time he’d had to go and bring in the old white bull, and it had stood there glaring at him with mad eyes, daring him to take one more step. Even now he had no idea where the courage had come from that day; he’d opened the gate and gone in, a long stride directly towards certain death; on that day, the bull had come quietly, gentle as a lamb while he put the halter on, walking to heel like a good dog. Maybe, Teucer thought, when I was born Skyfather allotted me a certain number of good moments, five or six, maybe, to last me my whole life. If so, let this be one of them.


Someone handed him his bow. His fingers closed round it, and the feel of it was like coming home. He reached for the ninth arrow, stuck point first into the ground. He wasn’t aware of nocking it, but it got on to the string somehow. Just look at the target: that voice again, and he didn’t yet know it well enough to decide whether or not it could be trusted. He drew, and he was looking straight down the arrow at a white circle on a black background. Just look at the target. He held on it for three heartbeats, and then the arrow left him.


Dead silence, for the impossibly long time it took for the arrow to get there. Pilad’s uncle Sen walked to the target with his armful of flags, picked one out and lifted it. Behind Teucer, someone let out a yell they must’ve heard back in the village.


Well, he thought, that’s forty-five with nine; good score, enough to win most matches. And still one shot in hand. Let’s see what we can do.


The draw. He had a lovely draw. This time, he made himself enjoy it. To draw a hundred-pound bow, you first use and then abuse nearly every muscle and every joint in your body. There’s a turning point, a hinge, where the force of the arms alone is supplemented by the back and the legs. He felt the tip of his middle finger brush against his lip, travel the length of it, until it found the far corner. Just look at the target. It doesn’t matter, he told himself. It matters, said the voice. But that’s all right. That helps.


He’d never thought of it like that before. It matters. And that helps. Yes, he thought, it helps, and the arrow flew.


It lifted, the way an arrow does, swimming in the slight headwind he presumed he’d allowed for, though he had no memory of doing so. It lifted, reaching the apex of its flight, and he thought: however long I live, let a part of me always be in this moment, this split second when I could’ve shot a hundred-yard possible; this moment at which it’s still on, it hasn’t missed yet, the chance, the possibility is still alive, so that when I’m sixty-six and half blind and a nuisance to my family, I’ll still have this, the one thing that could’ve made me great—


Uncle Sen walked to the target. He wasn’t carrying his flags. He stood for a moment, the only thing that existed in the whole world. Then he raised both his arms and shouted.


Oh, Teucer thought; and then something hit him in the back and sent him flat on his face in the grass, and for a moment he couldn’t breathe, and it hurt. He was thinking: who’d want to do that to me; they’re supposed to be my friends. And then he was grabbed by his arms and yanked upright, and everybody was shouting in his face, and Pilad’s grin was so close to his eyes he couldn’t see it clearly; and he thought: I did it.


He didn’t actually want to go and look, just in case there had been a mistake, but they gave him no choice; he was scooped up and planted on two bony shoulders, so that he had to claw at heads with his fingers to keep from falling off. At the butts they slid him off on to his knees, so that when he saw the target he was in an attitude of worship, like in Temple. Fair enough. Arrows nine and ten were both in, clean, not even touching the line. They looked like a bunch of daffodils, or seedlings badly in need of thinning. A possible. The only man living. And then he thought: they won’t let me pull my arrows out, and they’re my match set, and I can’t afford to buy another one—


And Pilad, who’d been one of the bony shoulders, gave him another murderous slap on the back and said, “Nicely, Teuce, nicely,” and with a deep feeling of shame and remorse he realised that Pilad meant it; no resentment, no envy, sheer joy in his friend’s extraordinary achievement. (But if Pilad had been the shooter, how would he be feeling now? Don’t answer that.) He felt as if he’d just betrayed his friend, stolen from him or told lies about him behind his back. He wanted to say he was sorry, but it would be too complicated to explain.


They let him go eventually. Pilad and Nical walked with him as far as the top of the lane. He explained that he wanted to check on the lambs, so he’d take a short cut across the top meadow. It’s possible that they believed him. He walked the rest of the way following the line of the hedge, as though he didn’t want to be seen.


It was nearly dark when he got home; there was a thin line of bright yellow light under the door and he could smell roast chicken. He grinned, and lifted the latch.


“Dad, Mum, you’re not going to believe—” He stopped. They were sitting at the table, but it wasn’t laid for dinner. In the middle of it lay a length of folded yellow cloth. It looked a bit like a scarf.


“This came for you,” his father said.


He said it like someone had died. It was just some cloth. Oh, he thought. He took a step forward, picked it up and unfolded it. Not a scarf; a sash.


His mother had been crying. His father looked as though he’d woken up to find all the stock dead, and the wheat burned to the ground and the thatch blown off.


“I shot a possible,” he said, but he knew it didn’t matter.


His father frowned, as though he didn’t understand the words. “That’s good,” he said, looking away; not at Teucer, not at the sash. “Well?” his father said suddenly. “Tell me about it.”


“Later,” Teucer said. He was looking at the sash. “When did this come?”


“Just after you went out. Two men, soldiers. Guess they’re going round all the farms.”


Well, of course. If they were raising the levy, they wouldn’t make a special journey just for him. “Did they say when?”


“You got to be at the Long Ash cross, first light, day after tomorrow,” his father said. “Kit and three days’ rations. They’re raising the whole hundred. That’s all they’d say.”


It went without saying they had records; the census, conducted by the Brothers every five years. They’d know his father was exactly one year overage for call-up, just as they’d known he had a son, nineteen, eligible. It would all be written down somewhere in a book; a sort of immortality, if you cared to look at it that way. Somewhere in the city, the provincial capital, strangers knew their names, knew that they existed, just as people a hundred years hence would know about Teucer from Merebarton, who’d once shot ten with ten at a hundred yards.


He wasn’t the least bit hungry now. “What’s for dinner?” he said.


He woke up out of a dream, and all that was left of it was someone saying, he must’ve had eyes like a hawk, and then he remembered: what day it was, what he had to do. He slid off the bed, found his clothes and wriggled into them by feel, because it was too dark to see.


The idea was to leave the house before anyone else was awake. Nice idea, but Teucer had always been clumsy. He sideswiped a chair with his thigh, and the chair fell over, and something that must’ve been on the chair clattered on to the flagstones, making a noise like chain-making at the forge, only a bit louder. He realised that it was his bow, quiver, knapsack and tin cup. He lowered himself to his knees and groped on the floor till he’d found them all. The noise he made would’ve woken the dead, but there was no sound from the other room. Mum and Dad would be wide awake, so presumably they’d guessed what he was doing. Well.


He’d put his boots in the porch the night before, the sash stuffed into the leg of the right boot. He wasn’t sure whether he was supposed to wear it yet; in theory, he knew, you were a soldier from the moment it was handed to you (so when he shot the possible, was he already a soldier?) and so he guessed he was entitled to wear the damned thing. But old men in the village who’d been in the service told all sorts of blood-curdling stories about what happened to raw recruits who broke the secret laws of military protocol. There were, he knew, thirty-six different ways of wearing the sash: only five of them were correct, and two of those were reserved for twenty-year men. Unfortunately, either the old men hadn’t specified, or he hadn’t been paying attention. He fished it out, shoved it in his pocket and put his boots on.


The sky was cloudless, before-dawn deep blue, and it had rained in the night so everything smelt sweetly of wet leaves and slaked earth. He walked up the yard, stopped by the corner of the hay barn and looked back. He knew this moment. It was one of the best, getting up early and walking round the fields to see if he could shoot a couple of rabbits, maybe a fox, a deer if he was absolutely sure nobody was looking. On such days he’d always stop and look back at this point, just in case there was a rabbit sitting out on the edge of the cabbage bed. No such luck today. He grinned, turned easily and walked on, taking care to make no sound, out of force of habit.


Pilad and Musen were waiting for him by the oak stump on the top road, silhouettes against the blue sky. Musen was wearing a hat and a scarf, which seemed a bit excessive for the time of year. He nodded as Teucer came up, grunted, “All right, then?” Pilad was eating an apple.


“Where’s Dimed?” Teucer asked.


Pilad shrugged. “Shacked up, probably. Last taste of home, that sort of thing.”


“Do we wait?”


“No chance.” Musen stood up. “Catch me getting in trouble because he can’t be arsed to get up in time.”


Teucer glanced at Pilad, who nodded, threw away the apple and rose to his feet. “He’ll catch up,” he said.


On the way to Tophead, Pilad told them the latest from the war; Pilad knew these things, though nobody knew how. By all accounts, it wasn’t good. General Belot had crushed the enemy Third Army in the foothills of the mountains, which was all very well; but it turned out that the incursion was just a feint, designed to draw him away while the enemy unleashed their main offensive, which was headed straight at Choris Anthropou. Right now, there was no army in being between them and the capital, which was why they were scrambling all the levies and reserves in the northeast and rushing them south to block the way. Nobody expected them to turn back the invasion, no chance whatsoever of that; the idea was simply to buy time for Belot to get back across the sea and sort the buggers out for good. Whether even he would be able to do that was uncertain; it was a stupid time of year to be crossing the sea south to north; there wasn’t time to hug the coast round, and sailing across the middle with the summer storms just starting, you could end up anywhere, very likely the bottom. This time, it looked like Belot had been taken in good and proper—


“Don’t say that,” Musen interrupted. “Belot’s the best, there’s no one like him. He’ll get there, don’t you worry.”


“No one like him except his brother,” Pilad replied. “That’s the point.”


“What if he doesn’t get here in time?” Teucer asked.


Pilad shrugged. “They still got to take the city,” he replied. “If they can’t carry it by storm, there’ll be a siege. That’ll give old Senza plenty of time to get here and do the business, so I guess Forza’s putting everything on being able to bash his way into Choris damn quick. Don’t suppose he’d take that chance without he’s got a damn good reason. They reckon he’s got some kind of new weapon. But they always say that.”


They’d reached the stile at Clayhanger, where they were joined by the Lower Town contingent. Interestingly, Dimed was with them, which tended to support Pilad’s theory. Someone said that the Higher Town boys would meet them at the brook, and the West Reach crowd would be waiting for them at Fivehead. Lamin’s mother had sent them a large basket of freshly baked honeycakes, with instructions to leave the basket at the Truth & Patience. “Does she want paying for them?” Musen asked with his mouth full, and nobody could be bothered to reply.


Sear Hill is the highest point south of the Lakes. Teucer had been that far out twice before, both times on droves, taking cattle to Southanger market. He recognised the blunt sugarloaf profile of the hill and knew where he was.


“Don’t talk soft,” Musen said. “That’s not Sear; Sear’s fifteen miles away, due east. That’s Cordinger, and over there’s the Wey valley.”


“Right,” Pilad said. “And in that case, we should be standing up to our ankles in the river.” General laughter, and Musen pulled a sad face. “That’s Sear, and just over the skyline’s Southanger. We’ll be there in time for dinner.”


And they were. The muster was on Southanger Yards, the flat plain just outside the town where cattle were penned for loading on to river barges bound for Ennea and Choris Anthropou. Appropriate choice; when they got there, the whole plain was covered in sandy-white cotton tents, fifteen feet by ten, pitched in streets. The smoke from the campfires set Anser off coughing while they were still five hundred yards from the camp gates; they were burning coal and foundrymens’ charcoal, and the air was thick and oily. They knew where to go because there was a queue, about a hundred men with bows and knapsacks, lining up to get through a small gap in a fence they could easily have climbed over. Welcome to the army, Teucer thought.


Pilad got talking to some of the men in front of them, East Riding men from over the other side of Sear. They were all wearing their sashes; the wrong way round, too. Teucer quietly suggested pointing this out, but Pilad only grinned. The queue moved painfully slowly when it moved at all. They were all hungry, but they were reluctant to break into the provisions they’d brought from home for fear of spoiling their dinner. The East Ridingers must’ve been there considerably longer. They were munching on bread and cold meat, and passing round big stone bottles of cider. Suddenly they were called forward; they passed through the gate and disappeared, as though they’d been eaten.


A very short man in a very big green coat was sitting on a stool in the gateway. “Next,” he called out. Nobody moved. “I said next,” the short man shouted. “You there, where’s your sergeant?”


You there, who turned out to be Notker from Lower Town, shrugged and looked helpless. Pilad sighed and moved to the front. “That’ll be me,” he said. “We’re from Merebarton. My name’s Pilad.”


The short man studied a sheet of paper. It had been folded many times, and the writing was very small. “Where?”


“Merebarton,” Pilad said. “Just up from Coopers Ford on the South road.”


“Got you.” The short man looked surprised, as though the existence of Merebarton was too bizarre to credit. “Says here, twenty-six men.”


“Are you sure?” Pilad said. “There’s twenty-eight of us.”


The short man stared at his paper, then looked at Pilad; then very slowly, like a man throwing dust on his father’s coffin lid, he felt in his pocket, produced a little brass travelling inkwell, unscrewed the lid, put the lid carefully down on the ground, put the inkwell down beside it, felt in his other pocket, brought out a little bit of hazel twig with a nib served on to it with bootmaker’s twine, leaned forward, dipped the pen in the ink, found his place in the paper, pressed it hard against his knee, scratched something out and wrote something in. “Twenty-eight,” he said. “Is that right?”


“That’s right, yes.”


The short man nodded, then carefully reversed the procedure, with the tucking away of the inkwell as the final step. “You’re late,” he said.


Pilad didn’t even blink. “Sorry about that,” he said. “We got held up. Bridge down at Redstone.”


The short man clicked his tongue. “Through there,” he said, without the slightest indication of where there was. “See the master-at-arms, then the quartermaster.”


They moved through the gateway. As soon as they were through, Teucer asked, “Where’s Redstone?”


“No idea,” Pilad said. “Right, over there, I guess.”


Nobody seemed to mind that Pilad was now their sergeant, whatever that meant. Pilad had spotted the East Riding crowd who’d been in line ahead of them; they were now standing in another, even longer line that led to something Teucer couldn’t see. The Easterners were, Teucer noticed, very quiet and subdued; also, they’d taken off their sashes.


The queue was to see a large, bald man with three teeth, sitting on a wooden box. He grinned at them. “Who’re you, then?”


“Merebarton,” Pilad said. “That’s—”


“I know where it is,” the bald man said. He didn’t have any papers. “So where’s the rest of you, then?”


“We’re it,” Pilad said. “Twenty-eight.”


The bald man shook his head. “Merebarton,” he said. “South Riding. Thirty-two men. Where’s the other four?”


“Everyone’s here,” Pilad said. “There’s nobody left in the village but old men. Really.”


The bald man sighed. “No skin off my nose, boy,” he said. “But your mates are going to catch it hot when the proctors come round. All right, over there, where you see the big tent. You get your kit, and someone’ll point you to your tent.”


“Thanks,” Pilad said. “When do we get dinner? We’ve been walking all day.”


“Suit yourselves,” the bald man said with a shrug. “You brought your three days’ rations, didn’t you? Eat ’em soon as you like, for all I care. Right, move along.”


“You know what,” Teucer said, as they stood in line outside the quartermaster’s tent. “This isn’t how I thought the army would be like. It’s, oh, I don’t know—”


“All over the place,” Pilad said. “Doesn’t bode well, if you ask me.”


“Quit moaning,” said Notker from Lower Town. “I thought it’ll be all bull and shouting and saluting, all that stuff. Can’t say I was looking forward to it.”


“Maybe that comes later,” Musen said.


“No, I don’t think so.” Pilad was watching something; Teucer tried to figure out what it was, but he couldn’t see anything. “I think this is how it’s going to be.”


“Hope you’re right,” Notker said.


“I hope I’m wrong,” Pilad replied. “But I doubt it.”


The quartermaster was tall and very thin, missing his left eye and his right ear. The hair on his head was sparse and fine, like grass growing back on fallow ground. “Unit,” he said.


“Merebarton,” Pilad replied. “Twenty-eight of us.”


The quartermaster sat on an upturned barrel in the middle of a large tent, almost empty. There were about half a dozen tubs – old water barrels sawn in two. “Right, then,” he said. “You get one pair of boots each free of charge – look after ’em because after that you got to pay for them yourselves. You get one sheaf each three dozen standard arrows, one bowstring, hemp, one sash—”


“We’ve already been given those.”


“One sash,” the quartermaster repeated, “one roll standard bandage, one inspirational medallion depicting the triumph of the true emperor, pewter, one cap, wool. When you’re done, go out through the back; someone’ll point you to your tent.”


“Just a moment,” Pilad said. “What about swords? Don’t we get them?”


The quartermaster looked at him as though he’d just become visible. “Swords,” he repeated. “What you want them for?”


“Well, to fight with.”


The quartermaster shook his head. “You ain’t here to fight, boy. You’re here to shoot arrows. You get arrows. Swords cost money.”


“But what if we’re—?”


“Next,” the quartermaster said.


“Is there an officer I can talk to?”


The quartermaster looked as if he’d been asked for a unicorn. “There’s one around somewhere,” he said. “What you want an officer for?”


“Well,” Pilad said, “I just want to—”


“Now you listen.” The quartermaster took a deep breath, as though about to perform an act of charity for an unworthy recipient. “You boys aren’t soldiers, right? You’re levy. You need to be able to do three things, no, sorry, four. You need to shoot your bows. Can you do that?”


“Yes.”


“You need to walk.”


“Yes.”


“You need to do what you’re told. You boys all right with that?”


“Oh yes.”


“And you need to be able to run,” the quartermaster said. “Because when you’ve walked to where they tell you to go, and you shot off all your arrows, and them Western bastards are coming to get you, you want to be able to run like the fucking wind. You got that? Grand. All right, who’s next?”


There was no one outside the tent to tell them where to go next. After they’d been standing around for a minute or so, Pilad said, “This way,” and walked off.


Teucer trotted to catch up with him. “Where are we going?”


“Get a tent.”


“But we’re supposed to—”


Pilad smiled and shook his head. “Over there,” he said.


They found a tent with nobody in it. There were no blankets or anything like that. They piled up their gear, and Pilad told Anser to go and look for the latrines. “Won’t be hard,” he said. “Just follow your nose.”


The others were digging their provisions out of their packs. “I think I see what you mean,” Teucer said.


Pilad nodded. He didn’t seem to be hungry, so Teucer decided he wasn’t either. “It’s not good,” Pilad said. “Still, we’re country boys; we can fend for ourselves. Main thing is to stick together. If we do that, we’ll be all right.”


“We should go home,” Musen said, sitting down on the ground next to them.


“We can’t do that,” Teucer said.


Pilad said nothing. “I don’t see why not,” Musen replied. “Nobody gives a shit about us. We might as well not be here.”


“We’d get in trouble.”


Musen laughed. “Nah,” he said, “they’d just think we wandered off somewhere, got given the wrong orders, something like that. We should just turn round and go back home now, while we got the chance.”


Teucer looked at Pilad, who was thinking. “Well?” he prompted.


“I don’t know,” Pilad said. “I don’t think much to staying here. I mean, you heard the quartermaster. Doesn’t look like they’re going to make us into soldiers any time soon, and I reckon, if you’re in a war, you need to be a soldier, or you won’t last very long.”


“That’s right,” Musen said. “So, let’s get out of it while we still can.”


“I don’t know,” Pilad repeated. “It’s a mess all right, but they’ve got us down on a bit of paper somewhere, so if we just clear off, they’ll know, and that won’t be good either. I reckon the best thing is if we stick together, look out for each other, and think about what we’re doing, instead of just doing what they say regardless. We’re not stupid, we can look after ourselves, we should be all right. Just don’t expect those buggers out there to do anything for us, because they won’t.”


Musen gave a loud sigh of annoyance, got up and walked away. Pilad didn’t seem to mind. He lay back on the ground, his head propped up on his pack, and closed his eyes. Pilad slept where and when he could, like a dog, and always woke up instantly, fresh and ready for anything.


*


Six days’ march. It’s walking, Pilad told them; we can do that, we’ve been walking all our lives.


The first day was fine. The weather was good and so was the road. March had conjured up in Teucer’s mind a vision of coordinated footfalls and relentless pace, but in fact it was more of a heavily armed stroll, since they weren’t supposed to go faster than the ox carts. They stopped half a dozen times, always by water. Pilad got talking to men from some of the other contingents; he had family in the North and West Ridings, so the problem wasn’t so much getting the strangers to talk as inducing them to stop without giving offence. In the evening, they set up a few caps on sticks and had an impromptu archery match between five villages; Merebarton came second, mostly because Musen flogged an easy one at fifty yards. There was still some cider left, though not for long.


The second day seemed to have rather more hours in it than the first, or else time passed more slowly west of the Blackwater. The road at this point was much used by carts, so they were walking in deep ruts, often flooded by the recent heavy rains; they got a sample of those around midday, and had to walk sodden until they dried out mid-afternoon. By the end of the third day Teucer’s feet were beginning to hurt, and on the fourth day the ground started to rise as they tackled the foothills of the Hog’s Back, a range he’d heard about but never seen before. At this point, the carts turned off and left them; apparently, they weren’t their supply wagons after all, just a small convoy that had happened to be going in the same direction. On Pilad’s advice, Teucer had kept some food back, but most of the others had long since finished theirs, and lack of food was the dominant subject of conversation on the fourth and fifth days. There must be a supply wagon somewhere, obviously; someone must’ve arranged for it to meet them at some point, but nobody seemed to know where or when. This raised the question of who exactly was in charge. Everyone Pilad spoke to seemed convinced that there was an officer with the column, but nobody had actually seen him; each village assumed he must be with one of the other contingents. On the fifth morning, before they started out, Pilad got up early and went round the camp. When he came back, he looked worried, which was never a good sign.


“No officer,” he said.


“That can’t be right,” Musen objected. “If there’s no officer, how do we know when to start and stop?”


Pilad sat down on the ground, took his boot off and examined the sole. “Good question,” he said. “The sergeant of the Conegar lot reckons there was an officer to start with, but he sort of vanished after the first day. Nobody else figures to have seen him. I think whoever’s in front starts walking when the sun gets up.” He put his boot back on and smiled. “There’s a fair chance we’re on the wrong road, as well. I think when we crossed that river day before yesterday we should’ve taken the left fork, not the right.”


Notker looked up sharply. “You what?”


“Sergeant of the Conegars was told we’re headed for Spire Cross,” Pilad said. “Spire Cross is on the Mere, and the Mere runs from the Hog’s Back to the sea.” He turned his head and nodded sort of north-east. “That’s over there,” he said. “Still, he could be wrong. He was only going by what he reckons this officer told him, and nobody else but him ever saw this bloody officer. For all I know, he might’ve been walking too long in the sun without his hat on.”


There was a brief, quiet moment while everyone thought the same thing.


“So the supply cart—” Musen said.


Pilad shook his head. “Don’t hold your breath for any supply cart,” he said. “I reckon what we fetched from home was meant to last us as far as Spire Cross. So, if we get there tomorrow sometime, no real harm done.”


“And if we’re on the wrong road—”


“Well,” Pilad said.


Anser from Middle Town said, “You don’t actually know this is the wrong road.”


Pilad grinned at him. “Course not,” he said. “I don’t actually know we’re supposed to be going to Spire Cross, that’s just what the sergeant of the Conegars told me, and he could be daft in the head for all I know.”


Calo from Lopenhead said, “How can they send us off without an officer? That’s crazy.”


Pilad yawned. The sun was just starting to come up, and his face was blood-red. “Maybe there weren’t enough to go round. I don’t know, do I?”


“But if we’re on the wrong road, we got to turn back, right now. We keep going, we could starve to death.”


Teucer looked all around him, at the grey dry heather and the granite outcrops. “We’re five days from the camp,” he said. “All that time, we didn’t pass anywhere where we could get anything to eat.”


“Teucer’s right,” Pilad said. “God knows if this is the right road or not, but if we keep going we may well starve; if we turn back, we definitely will. Meanwhile, any of you see so much as a mouse, shoot the bugger.”


No mice. The only living things apart from themselves in those hills seemed to be buzzards and crows, which stayed just out of range at all times, the way they do. By the end of the sixth day, it was clear that Pilad wasn’t alone in his doubts. The pace of the column fluctuated wildly, from a slow trudge to a frantic quick-march whenever there was a horizon to cross beyond which there might be something to see, such as a town, or a line of carts, or even a plume of distant smoke. “Somebody’s got to live here,” Notker said, just after noon on the sixth day; apparently not. They realised they hadn’t seen a living soul since before the Hog’s Back.


“Figures,” Pilad said. “This war’s been going on a long time. When they call up a village, that’s all the men gone. You think what happens when they don’t come back, or just one or two. It means sooner or later everybody that’s left packs up and heads for the city; that or stay put and starve to death. I reckon that’s what we’re looking at here.”


Teucer thought of Merebarton, of who was left at home to do the work. His father, uncles, a few hired men; if something happened, how long could they carry on before it all got too much? They’d cope to begin with, but it wouldn’t be like making shift while someone was away on a drove or off work with a broken arm. Gradually, the things left undone would begin to creep in: the fences not mended, the docks and thistles not grubbed out, the muck not spread so that the land lost heart, never quite enough hands to bring in all the harvest or the hay. Each year there’d be more left to spoil, less in the barn, another three or four pastures run to waste, another shed roofless or fallen down for want of time and stone to fix it; and all the time the men working harder, getting older, wearing out with use until in the end they were blunt and no good. It could happen so easily, while your back was turned.


On the seventh day, there was a horseman.


The column stopped dead and watched him, from a faint suggestion of moving dust into a man on a horse, in a grey cloak and a red felt pillbox hat, like the ones they’d been given. He galloped up the last rise towards them in fine style, his cloak floating in the slipstream; drew up, looked at them and yelled, “What the hell do you think you’re playing at?”


They had, it turned out, taken the wrong road; they should’ve been in Spire Cross the day before yesterday, so the rider, a sergeant-at-arms from the Fifteenth cavalry, a regular, had been sent to find them. Being well versed in the stupidity of civilians, he’d glanced at a map, guessed what had happened and here he was. He looked at the desperate faces crowded round him and said, “Who’s in charge of you lot, anyway?”


Dead silence; then Pilad said, “You are. What do we do?”


He’d brought his map with him. Teucer had never seen one before; he looked at it over Pilad’s shoulder, but it made no sense. The cavalryman, however, seemed to understand it just fine. He had a little metal tool, like the carpenter’s callipers but tiny and fine; he walked them across the map, measuring distances. “You cut across country here,” he said, jabbing at the map with a long forefinger. “You’ll be all right. Can any of you monkeys read a map?” Silence. “Can any of you read?” More silence. “Shit,” the cavalryman said.


“You’ll have to come with us,” Pilad said.


“No chance,” the cavalryman replied, “I got other things to do. Look,” he went on – he was talking to Pilad as though he was the only person there – “all you got to do is, keep the sun on your left in the morning, keep looking at that slight rise – there, you see it? That’s Stonecap, here, look.” He prodded the map with the steel measuring tool. “Head straight for that till you come to this belt of trees, then head sharp north. That’s an extra half a day, but that way you won’t get lost. There’s a village here, look: ask them nicely and they’ll give you something to eat and point you to Spire Cross. You got that?”


Pilad frowned, then nodded. “If you’re going back to the camp, can you get them to send a cart to meet us on the way? We haven’t eaten since—”


“Sorry, no carts,” the cavalryman said. “Nothing due in, so nothing to send out. You’re country boys, you can look after yourselves.”


“Not in this.”


“Do the best you can,” the cavalryman said. “You’ve only got to get as far as the village, and then you’ll be just fine. Try and think about something else.”


*


Easier said than done. Nobody said anything the whole of the second day after the cavalryman left them. From time to time, as they crossed small combes and valleys, inevitably they lost sight of the small bump on the skyline on which all their hopes depended; it was a terrifying feeling, and in spite of their sore feet and aching calves they quickened their pace until they were back where they could see it again and feel safe.


There was no belt of trees. They were a few degrees off complete panic when someone pointed out a line of nettles and briars. On investigation, these proved to mask tree stumps, and the ash of burned lumber, which had sweetened the ground and made the briars grow. “That’s all right, then,” Pilad said. “So now we head north, and there we are.”


“I’m not sure I like being a soldier,” Teucer said later, as they climbed the long hill towards where the village was supposed to be. “We’ve been in the army seven days, we’ll be lucky if we survive another two, and we haven’t come anywhere near the enemy yet.”


“The enemy’s not the problem, far as I can see,” Pilad replied. “It’s the daft buggers on our side we want to worry about.”


They reached the village just before dark. They were in no hurry. They knew it was deserted from miles off; no smoke from the houses, no livestock in the fields. They kicked down a few doors, but all the houses were bare, stripped to the walls, the floorboards taken up, because nobody would abandon good sawn lumber. They found one barn with half a loft of damp, black hay. The Sticklepath boys shot and ate a stray dog. Nobody else had the energy to go looking.


Six miles or so outside Spire Cross, they were met by five cavalrymen in red cloaks, who arrested them for desertion.


Pilad dealt with all that, and got them tents, and made the quartermaster-sergeant keep the kitchen open an extra hour so everyone got enough food. Then he ate something himself, went back to the tent, lay down on the floor with his boots on and went to sleep.


Some bloody fool blowing a trumpet in the pitch dark woke them up. That, apparently, meant morning parade. Teucer was stunned. He’d never seen so many people in one place before in his life. He tried counting – so many rows, so many men in each row – but it was hard to see from where he was. Over two thousand, at any rate; and he thought, well, at least if it comes to actual fighting we should be all right, because two thousand of us, all shooting at once: what could possibly survive that?


They stood in their long lines, and a small group of men in red cloaks and red felt hats stood on the other side of the parade square and looked at them. That was all. Then someone yelled something Teucer didn’t quite catch, and everybody started to walk away.


He looked round for Pilad and saw, to his horror, that he was headed straight at the men in the red cloaks. He hurried after him, and was in time to hear him clear his throat politely and say, “Excuse me.”


Oh hell, Teucer thought. A redcloak turned round, looked at Pilad for a moment and said, “What?”


“Excuse me,” Pilad repeated, “I’m Pilad, I’m the sergeant of the Merebartons.”


“Good for you,” another redcloak said.


“Could you please tell me,” Pilad said. “Sir,” he added. “What sort of training do we get?”


Brief silence, then one of the redcloaks laughed. Another one, an old bald man with white hair round his ears, like sheep on a hilltop, said; “Merebarton. That’s South Riding, isn’t it?” He had what Teucer had always thought of as a government voice, like the surveyors who came by every five years or so.


“West, sir.”


“West Riding, thank you. Do you boys go to archery practice, like you’re supposed to?”


“Yes, sir. It’s very popular.”


The man nodded. “I’m guessing you’re all farm boys, shepherds, stockmen, foresters.”


“That’s right, sir.”


“Fine.” The man looked at Pilad’s bow. “Made in the village, was it?”


“Yes, sir. Got our own bowyer.”


“Listen,” the man said. “You can shoot, you can get to places, you can look after yourselves, that’s fine. You’re levy, not regular soldiers, so we don’t ask very much of you. Go where you’re sent, stand where you’re told, shoot three volleys, that’s it. Run away if you like, we don’t care. Rest of the day’s your own. We simply don’t have time or resources to train you, we definitely can’t feed you or pay you while you’re being trained, so we take a realistic view. Stand, shoot, run like hell. That’s all. Savvy?”


“Sir,” Pilad said, and walked away. The men looked at him for a moment, then resumed their conversation.


“Musen was right,” Pilad said, as they stopped for the midday rest. They’d been walking for three days. The boots they’d been given didn’t fit. “We should’ve gone home when we had the chance.”


“Don’t let him hear you say that,” Teucer said.


“Don’t worry, I won’t. But we should’ve.” Pilad opened his knapsack and took out two cloth parcels, tied up with tarred string. “Here,” he said, “one for you. Don’t know why I’ve been carrying it for you all this time.”


Teucer took it. Heavy, but soft. “What is it?”


“Mail coif,” Pilad said, keeping his voice soft and looking straight ahead. “We’re not supposed to have them, but I traded with the quartermaster: bottle of brandy I fetched from home. It goes over your head like a hood. He wouldn’t give us helmets. Covers the throat and the top of your chest, too. No, don’t open it now. Put it away before anyone sees.”


“Thanks,” Teucer said. “Why won’t they give them to us, if they’ve got them?”


Pilad grinned. “Too many of us, is why. Those aren’t ours, by the way, not for our side. That’s Western stuff, off dead bodies. One careful owner. Quartermaster buys it off men coming back off the front, flogs it to the recruits. Says he’ll take any mail we can get him, also helmets and leg plates if not too badly bashed up. So keep your eyes open, all right?”


Teucer nodded. “We could get in trouble.”


“Bit late for that.” Pilad yawned. “Want an apple? I got a couple left.”


“Later,” Teucer said. “You know, it doesn’t seem right, taking things off dead people. It’s like stealing.”


Pilad gave him one of those looks. “Really,” he said. “Where do you think those boots you’re wearing came from? Anyway, it’s not like we’re stealing anyone’s own stuff, it’s what they were issued with, it all belongs to some government. It’s not like pulling a ring off some poor bugger’s finger.”


“I guess,” Teucer said. “Even so. I’m not sure I want to live off carrion.”


“Crows manage.” Pilad gave him a wide smile. “Clever birds. Did you know they can count? It’s true. If two of you go and sit under a hedge and then one of you gets up and walks away, the crows won’t come back in to feed till the other one’s come out. Seen it myself, loads of times.”


Teucer couldn’t help grinning. “That’s bullshit.”


“True as I’m sat here. Would I lie to you?” He stood up, looked round. “Come on,” he said, “we’d better be making a move.”


Teucer hauled himself to his feet. It felt better now that there was an officer, though he hadn’t seen him for three days. Still, he was out there somewhere, like the Skyfather, dimly aware of everything and presumably taking an intelligent interest. Someone or something to believe in; that wasn’t too much to ask, surely.


A squadron of regular cavalry overtook them the next day, thundering past in a swirl of cloaks and dust. At the rear of their column, a dozen or so men were leading strings of riderless horses – remounts, or the horses of dead men; they went by so fast it was impossible to see very much. The day after that, they passed through farmland, the first inhabited and cultivated country they’d seen since they left home. Teucer could see sheep in a fold, smoke rising from half a dozen chimneys, a cart crawling along a distant road. By mid-afternoon they’d left it behind and were back up on the moors, where the only living things besides themselves were butterflies.


“I had the weirdest dream,” Musen said suddenly, as they started to climb again after a long march across a high, flat ridge. “I dreamed the war was over and we arrived too late, and everybody got something to take home except us.”


Notker said, “What sort of thing?”


“I don’t know. Big, all wrapped up in sacking. I remember we were standing in a great long line, and when we got to the front, this man in armour said, ‘Sorry, boys, it’s all gone.’” He shrugged. “Maybe the war really is over,” he said. “Maybe I’m a prophet, like in Totona.”


Pilad shook his head. “Don’t think so,” he said. “For a start, the prophet in Totona’s a girl.”


Laughter. “So?” Musen protested. “I never heard it was only girls. My uncle, he reckons there was an old man in his village could tell what the weather was going to be, smack on every time. So it can be men, too.”


“Let’s hope you’re right,” Pilad said. “But I’m not holding my breath.”


Just before nightfall, they met a cart; big, bigger than a haywain, and piled so heavy that its axles were bowed with long parcels, wrapped in sacking. They could smell the cart long before and after it passed them. Musen went quite pale. Notker was about to say something but Pilad scowled at him and shook his head.


“War’s still on, then,” Teucer said quietly.


Pilad shrugged. “Could be they died of camp fever,” he muttered. “That’s what kills most people, so they reckon.”


“What’s camp fever?”


“The shits,” Pilad said. “But so bad it kills you. Mostly you get it from drinking bad water.”


“Oh,” Teucer said.


The next day they had to climb a very steep rise, which took them most of the morning. From the top, they could see for miles, though the view wasn’t particularly interesting: moorland, with tall mountains a long way to the north; a river like a slash oozing green blood. “That’ll be the Sannis,” Pilad said. “I’m guessing we follow it east till we reach Longamen.”


“Where’s that?”


“Where the fighting is,” Pilad replied, “or at least, that’s where it was when we were at Spire Cross. Anyhow, following the river won’t be so bad. We’ll have water, that’s for sure. And I’ll bet you there’s deer, or pigs. Bound to be rabbits, anyhow.”


They lost sight of the river soon after they started to go downhill, but knowing it was there made Teucer feel almost absurdly hopeful; a river, a clear line drawn across the landscape to guide them, this way to the war. He wasn’t so sure about that part of it, but at least there was finally something to see, aim for, follow. That had to be better than all the blank empty space.


Mid-afternoon, he heard Notker say, “Who do you reckon they are, then?” He looked round but he couldn’t see anything. Pilad stopped and turned his head. He was that much taller, of course. “Not sure,” he said. “Must be more cavalry, the speed they’re going at.”


“Headed this way?” someone else said.


“Can’t say. They’re moving away from us now, but the road loops and doubles back down in the valley. We’ll know soon enough,” he added, shifting his pack on his back. “Must be nice to ride everywhere, instead of having to damn well walk.”


Teucer took a few steps left and tried to peer round Pilad’s arm, but there was a rock outcrop in the way; he could see a slight smudge of dust in the air, but that was all. “I think they must’ve gone the other way,” Notker said. “Can’t see them any more.”


“Screw them,” Musen said.


Notker was trying to stuff a scrap of rag between his shoulder and the carrying strap of his bow case. “Give me my own two feet every time,” he said. “I hate riding. It’s such a long way down.”


“There’s nothing to it,” Pilad said. “You just sit there.”


They carried on for a while, climbing steadily. A lark burst out from the heather, making Pilad nearly jump out of his skin, and flew away shrieking. Musen muttered something about looking out for snakes, because you tended to get them wherever you found larks. That’s just not true, Notker said, because—


“They’re back,” someone said.


Teucer leaned back and craned his neck, and this time he could see them; at least, he could make out dust, rising almost vertically from the valley floor, a long way below. “You sure that’s the same lot?” he asked, but apparently it was too stupid a question to merit an answer. Whoever and whatever they were, there seemed to be a lot of them, moving quite fast. “First they’re above us; now they’re down there,” Oseir from East Reach said. “Wonder what they’re playing at?”


“Showing off,” Musen said.


“Could be.” Pilad uncorked his water flask and took two big gulps. “Bloody fools if they are.”


“You sure they’re on our side?” Notker asked.


Someone laughed. “With the cavalry, who knows?” said one of the Conegar men. “Don’t suppose they do, half the time.”


“Wonder if they’ve got any biscuits?” Oseir said. “We could trade them.”


“What would we have that they’d want?” Pilad said.


They caught a few more glimpses of the horsemen through the afternoon and early evening, and when night fell and they lit their campfires it was in their minds that the riders might come across and join them; they’d have news, perhaps, or better food, or both. Come dawn, though, there was no trace of them to be seen, so it seemed likely they’d pulled out at some point in the night. “Maybe they’re escorting us,” Bajo from Stoneford said, “and they’ve gone on ahead to make sure the road’s clear or something.”


“You’d think they’d tell us, if they were doing that,” Musen said.


“Not necessarily. And anyhow, just because we don’t get told doesn’t mean they haven’t reported to the officer.”


“Him,” Musen said darkly. “Anybody seem him lately?”


“Could’ve done, for all I know,” Bajo replied. “On account of, I don’t know what he looks like.”


Thoughtful silence for a moment. “Well,” Notker said, “he’d be in uniform, wouldn’t he?”


“Like we are, you mean,” Pilad said.


“That’s different. He’s a regular.” Musen threw another chunk of dead thorn branch on the fire. It burned quick and cold, a lot of light and not much else. “I think he’s buggered off somewhere and we’re on our own again. That’s not right. We should have proper officers.”


Pilad laughed. “Then we’d have to act like real soldiers,” he said. “The hell with that.” He looked up at the sky. “Time we were on the road,” he said, and everybody got to their feet.


It took them the rest of the morning to get down the hill on to the plain; hard going, heather, bracken and shale, the gradient quite steep, the road broken and crumbling. By the time they reached the flat, the calves of Teucer’s legs were sore enough to slow him down, and he knew they’d be worse the next day. The level ground, though, was as good as a holiday. Something grazed here. The grass was short and soft, thick with clover and creeping buttercup. Teucer was tempted to string his bow, just in case they saw deer, but they were making far too much noise, so he left it in its case. When they reached the river, the smell of water was almost overpowering after so many days on the dry moor. They stopped, waiting for the officer to bawl them out for wasting time, but nobody spoke. Then they unslung their bow cases, quivers and packs and flopped down on the grass. It was flag iris season, and the riverbank was blue with them, knee- or even waist-high. Oseir and Notker stood up after a while, scrabbled about in the shallow water for flat stones, and started skipping them across the deeps between the stepping-stone reefs. Teucer watched them for a while, then asked, “Can you do that?”


Pilad shook his head. “My dad tried to teach me, but when I do it they just go splash.”


Suddenly, in spite of his sore legs, Teucer didn’t feel tired any more. He stood up and walked to a place on the bank where something (sheep, most likely) had broken down an easy ramp into the water. There was a small apron of shale, and he bent down to look for good skipping stones. He found one, then something caught his eye (upside down, seen from between his legs): horsemen, trotting towards them beside the water.


He straightened up. “They’re back,” he called out.


There were a lot of them. Pilad sat up and spat out the blade of grass he’d been chewing. Some of the others further downstream were waving and calling out. No need; the horsemen were headed their way.


“Been sent to find us, I bet you,” he heard Musen say to Oseir. “Probably we’re going to get a bollocking for wandering off.”


Odd-looking people. The first thing he noticed, once they were close enough to be more than horse and rider shapes, was the helmets they were wearing, because they flashed in the sun; tall and elegantly conical, like elongated steel onions, with a little tuft of white or black horsehair sticking out of the point on top. Whoever they were, they must have come from a very hot place, since they felt the need, in midsummer, to wear long wool cloaks with fur collars. Bowmen – something in common, except that their bows were absurdly short and round, like a pretty girl’s top lip. It hadn’t occurred to Teucer that they might be foreigners – but why not? It was a big empire, and if they were regulars, they could be serving hundreds of miles from home. If so, would he be able to talk to them and understand them? It’d be a pity if he couldn’t. He’d never met a foreigner.


“They ride with their bows strung,” someone he didn’t know said. He looked; true, and strange. You don’t keep your bow strung all the time, or it takes a set and loses its cast. Maybe it was different with the short cavalry bows, which were made out of horn and sinew rather than wood. It’d be nice if he got a chance to ask them, possibly even have a shot or two with a horn bow. He straightened up and lifted his arm to wave.


Something flew past him, level with the water. He guessed it was a dragonfly.


“Bloody lunatics,” said one of the Conegar men. Teucer wondered what he meant, and then he saw one of the riders draw an arrow from his quiver.


It was interesting how he did it. In Rhus, the quiver is worn on the back, a long way up, so that the fletchings of the arrows stand quite high over the right shoulder. The horseman’s quiver was on his belt, on the left side, so that the fletchings brushed the mushroom-shaped pommel of his saddle, around which his reins were knotted. To draw an arrow, he had only to reach down a few inches from his loose point. He did it without looking, fingering the arrow upwards from the quiver into his palm and nocking it in a single, fluid movement. When he drew, he didn’t lodge the string against the pads of his fore and middle fingers; he caught it between his thumb and a big, oddly shaped thumb ring made of horn or tortoiseshell. You’d have thought it’d be impossible, or at the very least awkward and excruciatingly painful, but apparently not. As he drew, he swivelled his left arm out sideways, peering over the bow for a target. He drew to the chest, and let the string pull itself off his thumb—


He’d shot one of the East Reach lads, Corden or Corder, something like that. He’d ridden up level with him, as he’d straightened up from a crouch to shout or wave his arms, and shot him, from a distance of seven or eight feet, straight into the chest, dead centre, just below the bone. Teucer saw the feathers sitting on the man’s chest, like a big horsefly.


And everything changed.


(There used to be an old man in Higher Town who had a trick he liked to play. He’d get a bit of charcoal and draw on a plank of wood: twelve black lines, forming a sort of sideways-on cube. You’d look at it, and to start with you thought you were looking down on it, but after you’d been staring for a second or two, it seemed to change, and in fact you were looking up at it from underneath. You actually felt a little jolt, as though you’d been nudged, and a very slight trace of dizziness.)


They’re the enemy, Teucer thought. Not our lot; the enemy, and they’re going to kill us, and there’s absolutely nothing—


Something bit him; he winced and yelped. It felt so much like a bee-sting. He felt something wet trickle down his face, just like rain when you’re caught out in a sharp shower. The horsemen were surging along the line, shooting as they passed. He saw Notker on the ground, and Pilad and Oseir. An arrow came so close to his face that he felt the breeze and heard it, swish-swish. Somewhere very deep inside his head, a voice he didn’t recognise said, fall down.


He obeyed without thinking, only realising as he lay with his head under his left arm that he was doing this so as to make it look like he’d been hit and killed, so they wouldn’t shoot at him. But the horses will trample me, he thought. They’ll ride over me; trouble was, he didn’t dare move, because he could hear, and feel, the hooves going past, appallingly close: they made the ground bounce. Anyway, he was too cold to move, like the winter when he’d lost his way in a snowstorm and dropped down in his tracks; it hadn’t hurt and he hadn’t been scared because he was too frozen to feel anything at all. But his mind was racing, or a part of it, imagining and predicting all sorts of ways he could come to harm if he moved so much as an inch – shot, trampled, speared, a hoof on the side of his head or his ribs, the crunch and the splitting noise. Stay where you are, said the voice, and for all he knew it was the Skyfather. The hooves were so loud they made his ears ring. I’m probably going to die, he thought, and it didn’t seem unreasonable. He closed his eyes.


There was noise for a long time, and then it dwindled quickly, and then it was dead quiet. Teucer considered moving, but it wasn’t as easy as that. He’d dropped in an awkward position, his left leg hinged at the knee under him; it had gone to sleep, and he couldn’t move it, not without using his hand and actually lifting it. In his mind he made up pictures; the horsemen all gone, everyone else dead; or the horsemen sitting quiet watching to see if anyone stirred, arrows on their strings. Both pictures were entirely credible. He stayed where he was.


And then he felt something; a tug on his right foot, a sort of side-to-side levering movement. It took him a moment to figure out that someone was trying to pull off his boot. The enemy, robbing the dead. He froze and held his breath, but maybe he tried too hard, because something tickled his throat. He fought it desperately hard, but he couldn’t stop it. He sneezed.


“Teucer?” said a voice.


He opened his eyes. “Musen.”


There was Musen, looking down at him, gripping his right foot in both hands. “Teucer.”


“What the hell do you think you’re doing?”


Musen dropped his foot. Its impact on the ground jarred his whole body, and his numb left leg erupted in savage pins and needles. “I thought you were—”


Musen had one bare foot. Teucer lifted his head to look past him, to see who else—


“Just me,” Musen said. “God, am I glad to see you.”


“Musen.” Indeed. On the one hand, he wanted to smash his face in for trying to steal his boot. Also, he’d known him all his life and never liked him very much. “What about the others?”


“There aren’t any. Come on.”


Made no sense. “What do you mean? What about—?”


“There aren’t any others.” Musen froze for a moment, as though his own raised voice had startled him, then took a deep breath. “Are you all right? Are you hit?”


“I don’t think so. But I’ve got pins and needles in my leg.”


Musen stared at him. “Teucer, don’t be such a fucking girl. They could be back any minute. We’ve got to go.”


Out of the question, obviously. First, they’d have to go through the bodies, make sure there weren’t any other survivors; then they’d have to bury the dead, and then carefully select as much in the way of supplies and useful equipment as they could realistically carry; best part of a day’s work, even under ideal conditions. They couldn’t just—


“Now. Or I’m going without you.”


“They can’t all be—”


“Now.”


Musen turned away, and it was as though there was a rope round Teucer’s neck; he felt himself being pulled to his feet, and staggered as his numb leg refused to take his weight. Musen was walking away. Teucer staggered again, nearly lost his balance, found it again, skipped a step or two to catch up. “Where are we going?” he called out.


“How the hell should I know?” Musen said. “Home. Anywhere. Away from here, before they come back.”


Musen had always been a fast walker. Pilad reckoned it was because he was so much shorter than everyone else; he’d got used to going very quick, just to keep up.


Teucer stopped dead. Musen hadn’t noticed. “Wait,” he shouted.


“What?”


“The others.” He meant Pilad. “We can’t just—”


“Screw you, then,” Musen said, and walked on.


Teucer gazed at his back as he got smaller and smaller, and he felt himself filling up with panic, like a bucket under the pump. Bastard, he thought; callous, unfeeling bastard. Then he broke into a run.


Musen, he realised, was marching up the slope. That wasn’t a good idea, because once they reached the top they’d be against the skyline, visible for miles. He wanted to point this out, but he had no breath, from running uphill. He tried to go faster, but it simply couldn’t be done; he couldn’t run any more, and walking flat out he was just about keeping up. He opened his mouth to yell but sucked in air instead. He filled his lungs till they hurt. It wasn’t anything like enough. The backs of his legs felt like they were about to burst.


When they were nearly at the top and he’d finally got close enough to be heard, he saw that Musen was heading for a fold in the hillside, just under the skyline. It was practically a sunken lane, and they’d be more or less invisible until they reached the end of the ridge. Smart. The sort of thing Pilad would’ve done. Also, they’d both come the same way, earlier, but he hadn’t noticed the fold in the hill, and Musen had. It suddenly occurred to him that Musen wasn’t stupid. He wasn’t sure what he thought about that.


“Right.” Musen stopped, bent forward, his hands on his knees. He was breathing hard. “What were you saying?”


“What?”


“Earlier. You were saying something.”


Yes, but it was too late now. From there, they couldn’t see the place, or the bodies. “Nothing,” Teucer said. “Forget it.”


Musen had no problem with that. “The way I see it,” he said, “we’ve got no food, no water, we don’t know if those bastards are going to jump up at us any minute. I think—” He paused and straightened up. “I think the way we came is that way there.” He didn’t point, barely nodded. Teucer had no idea where he was referring to. “But if the bastards knew to hit us back there, stands to reason they know the country, which means the roads. So, if we go back the way we came, there’s a good chance we’ll see them again.”


Teucer shivered. He’d never have thought of that on his own.


“So,” Musen went on, “we need to head back in the same direction, but not following the road. Which means picking our way across this shit. It just keeps getting better.” He scowled, then turned to face Teucer. “What’ve you got?”


“What d’you mean?”


“Food,” Musen explained. “Water. Got any?”


Teucer had to think. “No.”


“Shit. Nor me.” He pulled off his quiver and threw it away. “What are you doing?” Teucer asked.


“We’ve got arrows but no bows,” Musen said. “The hell with that. Also, the last thing we want to do is look like soldiers. Get rid of it.”


Slowly, Teucer took off his quiver. Only three viable arrows: the rest had got split or cracked when he’d fallen down. His quiver. Not his match set, with which he’d shot the possible; his best business arrows. Somehow, he couldn’t believe the possible had ever happened. He dropped the quiver on the ground. “Good boy,” Musen said. “Well, nothing for it. We’d better start walking.”


“Where are we going?”


“Home, of course. Don’t know about you, but I’m through playing soldiers.”


“But they’ll—”


Musen gave him a scornful look. “Like hell,” he said. “If they ever find out what happened to our lot, they’ll assume we died, too.” Suddenly he grinned. “Cheer up,” he said. “We’re dead. Which means we’re let off. It’s just you and me now, God help me.”


He’d been vaguely aware for some years that Musen didn’t like him very much. There was no reason. It was just that Musen said and did things that irritated him, and clearly it worked the other way around. It really didn’t matter, hadn’t mattered; they’d always been with the others, never alone together for more than a few minutes. There were plenty of people in Merebarton, after all. Had been.


“We can’t just wander off like this,” he said to Musen’s back. “It’s not right.”


“You do what you like.”


Musen was right, of course. It surprised Teucer how little that seemed to matter. But then, he thought, kingdoms and empires are like that, too. If there’s a war, it stands to reason, one side must be in the right and the other side must be wrong, and the wrong side must realise that: people aren’t stupid. But they go on being wrong, all through a war, to the last drop of blood, because— He had to think about that. Because the side you’re on matters more than pure Truth; it has to, otherwise people couldn’t live their lives; everyone’s wrong sometimes, and you don’t just weed them out and throw them away, like rotten fruit in the apple loft. You stick by your family, your village, your country. Now, here was Musen, clearly very smart, clearly quite right, and every instinct was urging him to argue, dispute, induce him to change his mind and do the wrong thing, just because they didn’t like each other. The horrible thought struck him that Musen was his side now, all of it. Pity about that.


He ran to catch up.


“So,” he said, “you reckon it’s this way.”


“Yes.”


“Fine. How far till we reach some water?”


“How the hell do I know?”


Uphill now, a long, steep climb. It was getting harder not to think about water, and food. Musen turned out to be considerably fitter than he was, or he had more stamina or willpower. The better man, in any event. Probably, Musen didn’t need him at all, he’d be faster and better off alone. If this is a joke, he thought, I’m not laughing.


Two days in Musen’s company, without food, with black ooze from bog pools to drink. It tasted strong rather than foul, but that evening he was convulsed with stomach cramps that made him whine out loud. Musen was fine.


On the third day, he saw a river. It wasn’t even that far away. “Look, over there,” he called out, but Musen was already scampering down the steep scree slope. Teucer, figuring that a twisted ankle wouldn’t really help matters, followed on rather more carefully.


“This is good,” Musen said, when he finally stopped drinking. “This must be the Swey, so we’re past the Greytop. It should be all downhill to Spire Cross from here.”


Teucer was on his knees beside the water. He couldn’t wait to stick his face in it and drink till he burst. But first, there was something he needed to point out. “We’ve been here before,” he said.


“Don’t talk stupid.” Musen was lying on his back, staring up at the sky.


“We’ve been here before,” Teucer said. “This is where it happened. Well, a bit further on. But look, that’s the hill we climbed, and that’s the fold of dead ground where we went so the horsemen wouldn’t see us. You can just see the edges.”


“Balls,” Musen said, but he sat up, wriggled round and scowled at the hills behind them. “Nothing like it,” he said.


Teucer cupped his hands and plunged them under the water. “We’ve come round in a circle,” he said.


“We can’t have.”


The water was wonderful, clean and cold, and the more of it he drank the more he wanted. “All right, then,” he said. “You take a walk down the riverbank, can’t be more than half a mile. I can tell you exactly what you’ll find.”


“Fuck you,” Musen said. He got up and walked away until he was out of sight. Not long after that, Teucer heard a familiar noise and looked up. A column of crows was twisting up into the sky, shrieking and yelling. Disturbed while feeding, Teucer guessed.


Sometime later, Musen came back. He had two bows, four quivers looped over his neck and two big knapsacks hanging off his elbow. He looked terrible.


“I got us some stuff,” he said, dumping the packs and scrabbling at the quivers until he was free of them. “Looks like the bastards went through it all pretty good looking for food, but they missed a bit. There’s a water bottle each, too.”


Teucer stood up. “I thought you said no bows.”


Musen shrugged. “Changed my mind. Well, there might be deer, or hares or something. Anyhow, I figure the bastards are long gone. We’ve been walking around here for three days and not seen them.”


There was something Teucer wanted to ask, but he didn’t. “Fine,” he said. “So, now which way?”


Musen sat down, took a leather bottle out of one of the packs and plunged it in the river. “I figure where we went wrong was, we went up that fold instead of down it. We go down it, pretty soon we should be able to see the beacon on Greytop, and then we’ll know exactly where we are.”


Teucer thought for a moment. “There’s a beacon.”


“Of course. Part of the military relay. Everybody knows that.”


“You knew there should be a beacon,” Teucer said, “and you couldn’t see it, and you still kept on going.”


“Sure.” Musen lifted the bottle out of the water and pressed the stopper in tight. “Your fault. I couldn’t bear the thought of the smug look on your face if I’d said I thought we’d come the wrong way.”


“Ah,” Teucer said, and filled his bottle.


The village appeared out of nowhere. They climbed out of a steep, dry combe on to a skyline littered with granite outcrops, and suddenly there it was: two dozen buildings, with smoke rising from the chimneys. They hadn’t seen it because the valley in which the village lay was so deep. There were springs running down the hill into a lake; the village was at the far end. The valley was absurdly green, as though it had been painted.


“Not on the map,” Musen said, as they scrambled down the slope. “Maybe the government doesn’t know about them. Well, it’s possible. Some people don’t like paying taxes and sending their sons off to fight. Crazy, but there it is.”


“Oh, come on,” Teucer said. “You can’t hide a whole village.”


“You say that.” Musen stopped to tug his leg free from a briar, the first one they’d seen for a month. “You know Ranmoor, over between Merebarton and the old top road? Never been on the map, not ever. Surveyors came round, time before last, never heard of it. They only stumbled on the place because one of their mules broke loose and they had to go look for it. And the Ranmoor people weren’t even trying to stay hidden.”


“How do you know this place isn’t on the map?” Teucer asked.


“Because I saw it,” Musen replied. “The officer’s map, at Spire Cross. Made a point of studying it, just in case.”


“You can’t read a map.”


Musen laughed. “If you say so.”


“You can’t read.”


But he could, apparently. A man of infinite resource and many hidden talents. It was a shame he was so objectionable. “Who taught you?”


Musen didn’t answer. Bastard, Teucer thought. Not that it mattered; couldn’t matter less, and it was just as well he had such a useful skill, as well as such a splendid memory. But who had taught him? And why had either of them bothered?


It took an agonisingly long time to get down to the valley. Each ridge they crossed proved to be hiding half a dozen more, and in places there were sheer drops or steep slopes of shale, guaranteed to break a leg, probably a neck as well. Going round meant going back up again. “You’ll notice there’s no road to this place,” Musen said, as they headed uphill for the fifth time. “You ever been to a village with no road?”


“No road this side of the valley,” Teucer pointed out; “could be one the other side,” but he was rapidly coming to the conclusion that Musen was right. A green paradise with a lake in the middle; enough grazing for enough sheep, and, at the far end of the lake, where the biggest stream came down off the hills, there was a flood plain, fat with accumulated silt. You could grow anything. And fish, too. Who needs the world when you’ve got all that?


In which case, he thought, maybe they won’t want strangers.


Maybe the same idea had struck them both at the same time. They slowed down, kept off the skyline as much as possible; they were dawdling, as though waiting for dusk. Eventually Musen said, “Chances are, they don’t bother locking their doors.”


Teucer had been thinking the same way. “You mean stealing.”


“I think it’s called foraging when you’re a soldier.”


“If they catch us—”


“Then they’ll string us up, just exactly like they’d have done if we’d walked in and said hello, but with a good reason. Same difference.”


No arguing with that. There was a stand of ash trees on the west side of the village. Maybe two hours to sunset. Musen was already heading that way.


From the edge of the trees they could see the village street. Windows glared yellow, like eyes. “We’ll wait till everything’s gone dark,” Musen said. “That one there looks like an inn, so I’m guessing that outhouse back and left is a hay barn.”


Teucer couldn’t help grinning. In Merebarton, everyone strung up their sausages in the hay barn rafters under the thatch, where it was cool, dry and dark. And cheeses, in racks on the back wall, and shelves of store apples. And it wasn’t really stealing, because – well, it wasn’t, that was all.


“So,” he said, after a while. “Where do you think we are?”


Musen thought for a long time before answering. “I think,” he said, “that the other side of those hills in front of us is a long, high moor, and the far side of that’s the Asper. If we can find that and follow it south-east, we go round the side of Spire Cross and from there on it’s due south, downhill all the way. I think,” he added.
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