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      The cloth over his father’s body quivered like the candle flames. It lifted over his mouth, and Ferran quickly folded back the cloth. Out of Jeddrin’s mouth came the spirit, a pale wraith of Jeddrin, shivering, trembling… and then it steadied.

      “Son?” The voice was softer than a whisper, the merest touch of sound on Ferran’s ear.

      “Ferran, Father. Death came suddenly, but not from an enemy.”

      “I choose light.” The wraith leaned to a candle flame, and at once the candle burned brighter, a clear white light bright as summer sun, and the wraith was gone. But in the silence, inside Ferran’s head, his father’s voice said one more thing:

      “I leave you my magery.”

      “What magery?”

      No answer came.
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              Author’s Note
            

          

        

      

      Crown of Renewal is the fifth and final volume of Paladin’s Legacy, and not an entry point for new readers. Oath of Fealty is first.

      This book presented some challenges in chronology. First, and simplest, readers need to know that Crown of Renewal begins a quarter-year before the end of Limits of Power, at Midwinter in Aarenis. This allows the viewpoints of characters who were out of contact to catch up. Timelines converge as communication resumes.

      The other chronological challenge most affects those who have read Surrender None, Liar’s Oath, or the omnibus version of these two, The Legacy of Gird, which are otherwise very helpful to the readers of Crown. The end of Liar’s Oath will not match exactly certain scenes in Crown. Assume an unreliable narrator.

      Finally, this final volume of Paladin’s Legacy pulls together those prequel books – the history of Gird and Luap from their own viewpoints – and connects them to present events. The flaws and the strengths in the Fellowship of Gird shown in the original Paks books began with Gird and his followers, fault lines that cause the schisms appearing in the books’ present time.

      So those who have never read either Liar’s Oath or Surrender None will benefit from reading them – they enrich understanding of the new books. Liar’s Oath is the book almost no one likes, but it’s more palatable if read as a gloss on Crown – as a dry history. If you don’t want to do that, there are some take-home things I can offer from the earlier books.

       

      1. Luap is a classic tragic protagonist – a man of talents ruined by a fatal flaw: his inability to accept the truth of his faults. He lied, repeatedly. To himself and to others, about himself and others. He made up stories he thought were better than reality, including those about Gird’s life and death. Gird’s daughter managed to suppress that once, but as people died who had been there, Luap renewed his effort to tell the story his way. Surrender None (Gird’s book) has the accurate version.

      Luap could not accept Gird’s judgment of him – that he was unfit for command – or that of the wise old magelady who knew his parentage. Because he was a king’s bastard, he thought he had inherited the ability and the right to rule somewhere. Like so many, he told himself that lies didn’t matter if (a) he meant well (and he always did) and (b) the truth would bother somebody (him, for instance).

      Those lies led to disaster for those who followed him and to schism and confusion over the centuries. Knowing himself so little, he was a poor judge of character in others, so he was unable to determine whether the magelords who came with him to Kolobia were coming in good faith or not. Some weren’t. And for the same reason, he was easy prey for iynisin, who convinced him that he was so important to the colony that he must not age. This led to his stealing life force (and age) from those around him and making it possible for the iynisin to escape their old imprisonment in the stone. When they felt strong enough, iynisin attacked Luap’s magelords openly.

       

      2. The last chapters of Liar’s Oath (Luap’s book) gives the viewpoint of Luap and some of his followers at the time the magelords in Kolobia were attacked and then put into enchanted sleep. None of the participants – enchanters or enchanted – had full understanding of the situation on either side. Luap himself was stunned by both iynisin attacks and the sudden demands of the Elder Races that he and his people leave at once, without the benefit of the magic transfer patterns. In the chaos of that day, he prayed for help and had a vision that resulted in the situation the much later Girdish expedition (including Paksenarrion) found: a great stronghold hollowed out of a mountain, with a large group of men and women in armor kneeling in its main hall. In Liar’s Oath, events are seen from Luap’s POV; in Crown of Renewal, from the enchanter’s POV.
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Andressat, winter of the previous year

      Winter storms, one after another, cut off the high plateau of Andressat from the lowlands around it as Midwinter Feast neared. On the morning before the nightlong vigil, Meddthal Andressat, the Count of Andressat’s second son and present commander in the north, woke to hear the thud of the inner door closing, then voices in the tower’s main hall: exclamations, then quieter tones.

      Someone, he gathered, had sent something to someone as a gift. Found it by the door. Sighing, he pushed back the covers, dressed quickly, and went out to see what was going on. Families did not normally come to the towers to leave gifts for their kin on duty, especially not during winter storms. Especially not without pounding on the door and coming inside. He thought immediately of treachery, poisoned food, perhaps, sent by an enemy.

      “Whatever it is, don’t eat it,” he said, coming into the mess, then stopped short as he saw the wide eyes and horrified expressions turned toward him and the quick movement of men hiding something from their commander. “What?” he demanded. “Show me.”

      The sergeant who had served with him since Meddthal first gained command shook his head. “Sir, you don’t want to see this.”

      “Of course I do. Stand aside.”

      “Sir, please. It’s… it’s horrible…”

      Meddthal could feel the hairs on his arms rising; cold foreboding struck like a blow. His younger brother Filis had been missing since the previous summer, disappearing on a routine trip from Andressat to Cortes Cilwan. Almost certainly Filis had been captured by the one man in Aarenis who would want an Andressat son in his hands: Alured the Black, self-styled Duke of Immer.

      “It’s Filis,” he said. “Isn’t it?”

      “There’s a letter, sir. To Count Andressat.”

      Meddthal moved forward. “It’s more than that by the way you’re all acting. Stand aside. I must see to report to my father.” He braced himself for horrors: Filis’s head, Filis’s body. Then he saw it, and his breath came short, his vision darkened.

      The box had been made with great skill, leather laid over a framework of wood. Filis’s face formed the top – skillfully padded enough to show the contours, like a mask, though much flattened, the ears – those distinctive ears – forming a hideously decorative border to left and right. Meddthal struggled to think about that, not that it was Filis’s face, the familiar face of a brother he had loved and quarreled with. Not – absolutely not – about how it had been taken from Filis, whether Filis had been skinned before or after death.

      He struggled to stay upright, to breathe, to hold back the nausea that threatened to shame him in front of all. He became aware gradually that the sergeant’s arm was around him, steadying him – a strong, warm arm, and most of all a live arm. That his men were looking away from him, giving him time to recover, stirring about as if it were a normal morning and they were getting ready for another day. He dragged in one lungful after another of the chill air – air that would never be warm after this. And looked again.

      He could not unsee what he had seen. He could not unthink the thoughts that raced through his mind, deadly as a flight of arrows. He had known – they had all known – that Filis was likely dead, killed by Alured or at his command. They had told themselves that; they had even – as his father had said aloud first – hoped he was dead and past suffering. Had it been Filis’s severed head… even a body bearing marks of torture… it would not have been so bad.

      Filis’s hair fell over the back of the box, carefully braided with ribbons in Immer’s colors and formed into a decorative knot. On one corner was a scar Meddthal recognized from Filis’s shoulder… then he saw the fine stitching that had attached that piece of Filis’s skin to the others. A tube – it must be the message tube with the letter to Count Andressat – protruded obscenely from Filis’s mouth.

      Rage shook him as suddenly as horror had. That scum had planned all this to the last detail… to foul one of the year’s holiest days, Sunreturn, with such horror… to make of it not the day of hope and joy Midwinter Feast had always been but to stain it with the memory of Filis’s death.

      “It was in a sack, tied with a green ribbon,” one of the men said. “There was a message: Send it to Count Andressat as a Midwinter gift from his liege, it said.” He pointed to the sack, crumpled on the floor, coarsely woven, and the ribbon with a wooden tag still attached.

      Meddthal shook his head. “He has no liege, and it would kill him.” To his surprise, his voice sounded almost normal.

      “You’re never going to hide it from him —”

      “No. I’m not going to hide it. But he will have word from me, to blunt the blade, before I send it. Now, however, I will open Immer’s letter. Simthal, is the food ready?”

      “For Midwinter, sir? I thought —”

      “We have much to do, and days are short. We will eat, and we will prepare for the attack that is surely coming.” Already his mind was working again, offering alternatives and the problems with each. In Midwinter, no one could ride from this tower to Cortes Andres in one day’s light… but had Alured’s men sent a message directly to the Count? No… they wanted to unnerve the border guards first. “Tell the cooks: breakfast now. And we will observe most parts of the Midwinter ceremony, though we will not be fools and exhaust ourselves in games this day. We will honor Filis’s memory best by saving Andressat from the same fate.”

      They nodded. Someone handed him a mug of sib, and he sipped cautiously… his stomach kept it down. The tears burning his eyes did not overflow. He took the tube from between the lips, leaving a gaping hole in the face, and untied the green and black ribbons.

      It was written in blood; the rusty color could be nothing else. “Brother,” he murmured, and kissed it. Filis had died, no doubt a terrible death, but this was proof he was no traitor, as some had thought. The words made it clear what had been done and when and how. A terrible death indeed. The box had not required all of Filis’s skin… the rest had been made into a rug for Alured’s bedside – “and as I stand on it each day, so will I stand on Andressat: master of all.” “The best parts” of Filis’s broken body had been cooked and force-fed to the Count of Cilwan and his wife before they were killed and their bodies fed to dogs, their skins added to the rug.

      So Alured had killed not only Filis but their sister, and his father had lost two children. Thank the gods their child, the count’s grandson, was safe in Cortes Andres. A few tears slipped from Meddthal’s eyes. Nerinth had been married to Cilwan young, unwillingly and had endured years with that – Meddthal cut off the thought. It would do no good now to despise Cilwan’s timidity and avarice. He blinked back more tears and read on.

      The rest was yet more boasts and threats. Meddthal thought of burning it, saving his father that knowledge, but the old man would not thank him. He rolled the letter once more and put it back in the tube, then put the tube into his belt pouch.

      Cooks had brought in bread, porridge, pastries, roasts; for a moment his stomach turned again. But vengeance required nourishment. Starving himself, heaving his food out: neither one would help him defeat Alured. He forced down a bowl of porridge and a slab of bacon. Others ate after seeing him eat. He went to the door and opened it, shut it behind him, then opened the outer door. A gray day, just enough light to see, barely past dawn. Low clouds like a lid shut them away from the sun. Wind cut through his clothes like a knife. He went back into the vestibule when the wind had frozen the tears on his face, and brushed the tiny ice chips away.

      Kolfin was his best rider, and his own horse the fastest. Meddthal wanted to go himself, but if Alured did plan to attack – and he himself would have – in the next few days, he needed to be here to command the defense. He went back inside. “Kolfin.”

      Kolfin stood up from the table. “Sir?”

      “Finish quickly. Take two days’ ration, and you’ll ride my horse to Cortes Andres with my letter. Be ready to ride when I’ve written it.”

      “Sir.”

      He sat down with pen and ink, and his mind blanked again. Filis. This… this abomination… but his father must know something, and as soon as possible. He wrote quickly, plainly.

      
        
           

          Father. Bad news. Filis’s death proved; Alured has sent —

        

      

      He paused. He could not say it all, not like this… 

      
        
           

          — proof of what he did to Filis. It is beyond my words to say. Laid on our doorstep here last night; no doubt it is Filis. I expect attack when he thinks we are unmanned by grief; I remain here to command defense but will come at your command, bringing what was sent. I send also the letter he wrote you, written in what I am sure is Filis’s blood, admitting he killed the Count of Cilwan and your daughter as well.

        

      

      He sealed that, put it and the letter from Alured in a message bag, and gave it to Kolfin, who had already saddled Meddthal’s horse. “Take a spare horse,” Meddthal said. “Ride fast but warily. Those who did this may be looking to intercept any messenger.”

      “Yes, sir.” Kolfin took the message bag; another soldier brought out another of the horses, saddled it, and transferred Kolfin’s saddlebags to the second horse.

      When Kolfin had ridden away, Meddthal set about readying for attack. By midday, he had completed that chore as well as sending couriers to the two nearest towers to warn them. “Half of you must rest this afternoon,” he said. “If they attack, it will be when they think we have all spent a sleepless night in the dark after a day of grief and worry or perhaps drunken rage. Tomorrow – or even the day after – is when they will come.”

      “What about tonight, sir?”

      “Tonight we will do as we always do. Today and tomorrow, however, we will rest as much as we can, to be fresh when they attack.”

      “And… that? Him?”

      Meddthal looked at the table, at Filis’s face staring upward from the top of the box. It felt – it was – indecent to leave it there like any other box. But he could not close it into the storeroom… or put it outside… 

      One of the youngest men, Dannrith, spoke up. “Sir, someone dyin’ or dead should have a candle and someone by. They wouldn’t of give him a candle… We should.”

      A scrape of boots on the floor as others considered that, and a low murmur, then they all looked at Meddthal. The silence lengthened as Meddthal tried to think, in a mind suddenly fuzzy, whether to say yes or no, where to put the thing, in here or in his quarters or… 

      “I’ll stay with ’im,” said another. And then a chorus of offers.

      That settled it. “In here, then,” Meddthal said. “Bring a trestle and a blanket. We’ll do this right.”

      Very shortly the grisly box had been placed at one end of a plank, with a blanket laid flat below it and Meddthal’s best cloak spread over it, hiding the face and making, with the blanket, a pretense of a body laid straight for burial. Though it was not yet sundown, they lit a candle, and one at a time, as if for a new death, each spoke a word about Filis, for all had at least seen him, if they had not known him.

      Then Meddthal sent half of them to bed, to be wakened at full dark, and the rest took up their duties except for the watcher. At each turn of the glass another took his place. At full dark, when all assembled, the hearth had been swept clean and a new fire laid but not lit. Only the feeble glow of one candle outlined the shape on the board and the face of the one who sat beside him. The others turned their faces from the light and began the long night’s watch for Sunreturn.

      When it was Meddthal’s turn to sit beside his brother’s remains, he wondered if his father would send for him or for the box alone.
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      Jeddrin, Count of Andressat, looked at the face of his dead son and wept. Rage burned in his heart, but grief drowned it for the moment, and he made no attempt to hold back the tears. Let them fall; let them flow; let them be emptied like a bronze bowl so the flame of vengeance could burn higher.

      When the tears ended, he looked more closely. Honoring the dead, especially those who died in war, required the mourners to see and respect every mark life had made on them. “We’ll give him his rightful colors,” he said, and began unwinding the complex knot that the braided hair had been coiled into. “He’ll not go under earth wearing that scum’s.” After the knot came the braids themselves. Three braids; his sons Narits and Tamir, Narits recalled from Cha earlier in the year and Tamir recalled from the south ward, each took one, and he took the last. Deft fingers unbraided the hair, pulled out the black and green ribbons.

      Narits finished first. “You’ll want just one braid, won’t you, Father?” he asked.

      “Yes – we’ll have to comb it all.”

      Narits took up the comb. “There’s blood,” he said.

      “Of course there is,” Tamir said. Next to Filis, he had been the hothead of the sons. “What did you expect —”

      “The hair’s clean,” Narits said. “They must have washed it, or this didn’t bleed much —” He had parted the hair and was peering closely at the scalp. “It looks… almost like… fingernails dug in. Not scratches.”

      The others had finished now and leaned over to look.

      “Let me finish,” Narits said. “I think there are more marks…”

      “Of pain,” Tamir said, turning away. “What does it matter?”

      Narits ignored him and ran the comb through the hair, parting it every half fingerwidth to look for marks. “It’s code,” he said finally. “Like the old scrolls. Father, can you read it?”

      Andressat looked. “Not like this. Can you copy it, Narits, one mark at a time, onto paper?”

      “Yes, Father.”

      When he had done that, it was clear that the marks – each a slightly curved line – formed a definite design. “Alured’s work,” Tamir said. “Maybe an evil spell?”

      “No,” Andressat said. “No, it’s Filis’s.” His voice wavered. “He… managed to give us warning. He must have known —” He cleared his throat and went on. “Filis knew what was coming. With only his fingernails to use – knowing Alured was going to send me his skin – he used them where Alured would not see. Under his hair. Perhaps Alured told him he would leave the hair to make sure we recognized him. This – in the old language of Aare, the old writing – tells us that Alured is controlled by a demon inside him, a demon who looks out his eyes at times and has a different voice. That is like the stories from the north of the Verrakaien who stole bodies.”

      He looked around at his family and his most trusted servants. “Think on this, any of you who thought Filis might be a traitor. Captive, alone, tormented, yet he thought of us – of saving us – and tore his own skin to warn us. Think what courage that took.” He bent down and kissed the hair, then the forehead, and finally the lips. “My son, you deserve every honor that we can bestow on you. You will be remembered as long as our lives endure. And you will not go under the earth but be borne aloft in Camwyn’s Fire, as if with a dragon for your mount. From Esea came all life; back to Esea you shall go.”

      “By Camwyn’s Claw,” everyone responded. “It shall be done.”

      “Though first I must write to the north,” Andressat said. “Lord Arcolin must know of this, and his king. Perhaps his captains in Valdaire can get word to the north even in winter.”
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      Two days later, the funeral pyre stood ready on the cliff just outside the walls of Cortes Andres. On it lay the box, now drenched in oil, and in the box was Filis’s badge. “If it is Camwyn’s will that this fire may send every bit of Filis left below, wherever it may be, on the same smoke rising to the sky, then I invoke Camwyn’s Curse,” Andressat said. “By the Claw and the dragon who bore it, and by the power of Camwyn and the dragon together, I invoke it.”

      When they lit the fire, the flames roared up to the sky as if drawn by the air itself and burned the pyre completely; white ash lifted and swirled like snowflakes. Then far, far above, a white line of fire raced across the sky, from above Cortes Andres to the east, and vanished.

      “Camwyn consented,” Andressat said. He felt hollow of a sudden, and then a pain as if a horse had kicked him in the chest took all his breath, and he knew he was falling.

       

      
Cortes Immer

      A servant’s screams brought the Duke of Immer from his study to his bedroom to find the bedside rug – patched together of skin from Filis Andressat, the Count of Cilwan, Cilwan’s wife, and several other people he’d had flayed – in flames, flames that quickly spread to the bedclothes. More servants ran in with pitchers of water, but the flames could not be stopped until every flammable thing in the room had burnt to ash: stinking, black, oily ash that clung to and dirtied whatever it touched.

      “How did you start the fire?” he asked the servant.

      “I – I didn’t, lord. I swear – I was sweeping when it – it burst into flames. Then I screamed.”

      “Nonsense. Leather doesn’t burst into flames by itself. You dropped a lighted spill if you didn’t start it by intention. And the way the bed burned – what did you do, splash oil on the bed?”

      “No! I didn’t!”

      He made a gesture, and one of the guards ran her through. Even as she fell, a commotion broke out in the courtyard below. Immer looked out the window to see a fire in the kennels. He looked back at the guards. “It seems we have more than one firestarter. See to it.”

      Some time later the guard reported that the dogs in question had been seen to burst into flame while in the dog yard. Nothing burned but the dogs… and not all the dogs. Only the dogs that had been fed human flesh. Immer shrugged. Someone had thrown a curse at him, clearly. Given the time of year – could it have been the old man, Andressat? He hadn’t thought the man had that much power – any power at all, in fact. He’d never been spoken of as a mage. But he claimed to be bred of Old Aare, a true line, so perhaps – perhaps he had been hiding it all these years.
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      Ferran Andressat, heir to the title, stood watch over his father’s body turn and turn with the others. No attack had come after all, and he had called Meddthal in from his guard post for the mourning. They must all be there; in the absence of a king to confirm any of them in the title, they used a ceremony passed down in the family for generations. But that would come after placing Jeddrin’s body in the appointed cave. Until then… they stood watch.

      While he watched, each of his brothers had other chores to complete. Narits received visitors, then ushered them one by one into the chamber where Jeddrin’s body lay. Meddthal organized the household for the reception that would follow the funeral, and Tamir organized the funeral itself. Ferran had given them those assignments. No one had argued.

      As the day wore on and he took his turn at his own assignment – reviewing the status of his father’s governance – servants brought meals he ate, out of necessity, but did not really taste. He knew his father had insisted on the need for nobles to work, but he had not realized how much of the work of managing Andressat and its outlying lands his father had done personally.

      He ate the last meal of the day with his brothers in the room where the body lay – it could not be left alone – and nodded his approval of what they had accomplished. “We are ready for the burial, then, thanks to you. How one manages alone – how our father managed – I do not know.”

      “And how stands Andressat as a whole?” asked Narits. “I know he had been concerned about the costs of governing the South Marches.”

      “Solvent and whole, thanks to him, and may we do as well now that it is up to us.”

      “Indeed,” Narits said.

      “Do you remember, Ferran, the time you told him you were not going to spend one more morning in the library? You must have been ten or so.”

      Ferran grinned. “I do indeed. As I recall, I spent that entire day copying lists and wishing I could do it standing up.”

      “I was in awe,” Meddthal said. “Arguing with him? Amazing. But seeing the result saved me the trouble of trying it myself.”

      They shared memories for a while… times with their father, with their mother, with both. The candles around Jeddrin’s body burned bright, flames standing up straight, without a flutter. At last Ferran said, “I need to stay with him tonight – go, sleep, and I’ll sleep tomorrow, after – after it’s done.”

      When they had left, he sat by the body and began the old Song of Death his father had taught him. It was in the language of Aare, which he had been forced to learn, as had they all, though none could speak it but themselves.

      The candle flames stirred. He sang on, the near drone of the song fitting his mood, fitting death itself.

      
        
          
             

            There is a lord above all lords

            And a death below all deaths

            Go to the highest lord, to the court of that one

            And be free of death, but never return,

            Or lie in restful sleep, safe from harm

            Far below, below the deepest death

            And never return.

            This night decide, before the death is done,

            While still the spirit has will enough

            Make that choice, make it soon,

            For the sand runs through the glass

            And candles shorten and daylight ends the night

            Come, spirit, make that choice

            So this body may be laid in honor

            Where it should be laid

            Then never return.

          

        

      

      The cloth over his father’s body quivered like the candle flames. It lifted over his mouth, and Ferran quickly folded back the cloth. Out of Jeddrin’s mouth came the spirit, a pale wraith of Jeddrin, shivering, trembling… and then it steadied.

      “Son?” The voice was softer than a whisper, the merest touch of sound on Ferran’s ear.

      “Ferran, Father. Death came suddenly, but not from an enemy.”

      “I choose light.” The wraith leaned to a candle flame, and at once the candle burned brighter, a clear white light bright as summer sun, and the wraith was gone. But in the silence, inside Ferran’s head, his father’s voice said one more thing:

      “I leave you my magery.”

      “What magery?”

      No answer came.
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Valdaire, Aarenis

      Aesil M’dierra’s nephew Poldin, beginning his second year as a squire in that company, rode over to the Fox Company winter quarters at least thrice in a fiveday. Everyone in Valdaire knew the boy had spent more than a quarter year with Fox Company. Golden Company and Fox Company had long been strong supporters of the Mercenary Guild Agreement, and their commanders were friends. This explained the trips back and forth.

      So though the omnipresent spies noted the boy making yet another trip to Fox Company, this time on one of his aunt’s chargers, it meant nothing more to any of them than that Aesil M’dierra’s horse needed exercise and the boy was thought skilled enough to ride it in city traffic. Poldin, for his part, paid attention to other horsemen and pedestrians both, alert for someone who might want to grab a rein or cut it. He found the potential for danger exciting.

      “Morning, Squire,” the Fox Company gate guard said. “That’s your commander’s horse, isn’t it?”

      “Yes,” Poldin said. “It’s the first time I’ve ridden him in the city. Is Captain Selfer here?” The stallion fidgeted under him.

      “Yes, he is.” The guard turned his head. “Tamis, hold the squire’s mount while he speaks with our captain. Walk him up and down in the courtyard.”

      Poldin dismounted and handed the reins to the soldier who had come to take them.

      “I swear you’ve grown a hand this quarter,” the guard said.

      Poldin grinned. “That’s what my aunt – Commander M’dierra says. She threatened to put a rock on my head and hold me down.”

      “Well, you know where the captain’s office is.”

      Poldin nodded and jogged quickly along the near side of the courtyard. He felt relieved to be in this safe place again, though when it had become “safe” he could not determine. Valdaire itself was more dangerous than when he’d first arrived, his aunt insisted. He could see some signs of that himself.

      He knocked at the closed door of the captain’s office and heard Selfer’s familiar voice. “Come in.”

      “Squire M’dierra with a message from Commander M’dierra,” he said as he opened the door and saluted properly.

      “You grow a finger a day,” Captain Selfer said. “Any news?”

      Poldin closed the door. “Yes, Captain. A message from Count Andressat, very urgent my – Commander M’dierra says. And she asks when Duke Arcolin will be coming, if you are permitted to say.”

      “Immer’s on the move?”

      “I don’t know what the message is, Captain,” Poldin said. “It’s for the north.”

      “The pass isn’t open yet,” Captain Selfer said. “Though I hear it may open in the next hand of days. Let’s see.”

      Poldin put the leather message case into Selfer’s hand, then stood back.

      “Sit down, lad. I may have an answer to return.” Selfer untied the strings and lifted the flap. Inside were two scrolls and a folded sheet, the sheet marked with M’dierra’s sigil. He unfolded that. “So,” he said aloud without looking at Poldin. “She worries for your safety, Poldin – and for the safety of the message. Andressat declares it most secret and most urgent, and she advises me to find you something to do that will take a half-day and look as if you’re idling. She will send a few men to escort you back later.”

      “I’m careful!” Poldin said, stung.

      “I’m sure you are, but these are chancy times. The worst since Siniava. She says to tell you to expect an undeserved scolding – it’s all for a reason.”

      “Yes, Captain,” Poldin said. Would Captain Selfer open the other scrolls or wait until he was out of the room?

      “I’ll tell you what,” Selfer said. “You rode her chestnut stallion over here, she says. Why not show him off to the troops – exactly what you wouldn’t dare on your own. Have you practiced any fighting on horseback?”

      “Only a little,” Poldin said.

      “Captain Burek’s out with a troop at our practice ground – you know where it is. I’ll write him a note for you to take, and then you dawdle about showing the horse off. That’s something a boy your age with less sense than you have might do.” Selfer scrawled a note and handed it to him. “Then you’ll eat midday with us, and by the time the escort arrives to scold you for not returning right away, everyone will have seen a safe reason why.”

      Poldin reclaimed his mount, told the gate guard he had a message from Captain Selfer to Captain Burek, and – feeling very daring despite the permission – touched the stallion with his spurs. The horse was more than ready to prance along, in full view of the main road down the hill, to the east side of the compound, where Captain Burek and his cohort were doing mounted exercises.

      “That’s a fancy fellow you’re on, Squire,” Captain Burek said. “Your commander’s favorite, isn’t it?”

      “Yes, Captain; here’s a note from Captain Selfer.”

      Burek halted, waved the troops on to continue their exercise, and took the note, nodding as he read it. “Well, then, your riding’s improved a lot – let’s see how you do with our formations. Unless you have to get back.”

      “I can’t stay too long,” Poldin said.

      “Join up with that third group,” Burek said, pointing. “See if you can keep an even line.”

      Jumping low obstacles – a row of rocks, a log – followed formation riding. Poldin had been through that with Golden Company, though not on this mount. The stallion had his own idea of the pace they should take and bucked after some of the jumps, apparently just for fun.

      “Enough,” Burek called, and the troop halted. “Our former squire’s doing so well, I think we can risk a little weapons practice – if he wants to.”

      Poldin nodded. Soldiers fetched odd-shaped lumps – balls made of rag strips, he saw – and put them on top of poles standing along one long side of the exercise area.

      “You’ll start with a wooden waster,” Burek said. “We don’t want to risk a cut on Commander M’dierra’s favorite mount. Start out at a walk, knock off two, then pick up a slow trot for the rest of the line.”

      The stallion was jigging before Poldin even got lined up and would not walk composedly along the line. Poldin missed the first rag ball, knocked off the second. When he lifted the reins slightly, the horse charged forward, straight along the line but so fast that Poldin missed all but two of the balls and almost fell off when the horse skidded to a halt, wheeled, and charged back down the wrong side of the line at full tilt. Poldin reached across and caught two more balls, then concentrated on stopping his mount, this time managing a straight stop.

      No one said anything. No one laughed. Captain Burek rode over, close enough to speak quietly. “I gather you didn’t plan that.”

      “No… sir.” He had a stitch in his side.

      “I saw that horse pull the same trick on your commander three years ago. I thought he’d have calmed down by now or she wouldn’t have let you ride across the city on him. You did well to stay on and take down four heads.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      “Take him across the field and walk him dry. I’m going to have one of the others walk with you.”

      Poldin could feel the flush rising to his ears.

      “Nothing to be ashamed of, Squire. That’s a top commander’s battle mount, and they do sometimes take over.”

      “Yes, sir. Thank you.”

      Kerin rode beside him as he guided the stallion across the field to the far side. “That’s some horse,” Kerin said. Poldin remembered him from his time with Fox Company. “Glad I wasn’t on him when he pulled that stunt. These fellows —” He patted his horse’s neck. “— are just transportation for the most part. Officers’ mounts learn that kind of thing.”

      “Commander M’dierra will be angry with me,” Poldin said. “I didn’t touch him too hard with the spur, did I?”

      Kerin looked down. “Not a scratch, not a rumple. Didn’t look like you used the spur at all. He’s just a warhorse, that’s all. Give him a bit more rein now; see if he’ll relax.”

      They rode up and down the length of the practice field; Poldin relaxed enough to watch the others. Walk, trot, swiping at the rag-ball heads. Some missed even at the walk. He felt better. By the time the stallion was cooled out, the rest had finished, and they all rode back into the compound together. Kerin took Poldin’s horse as well as his own to the stables, and Poldin followed Captain Burek into the captains’ office.

      Captain Selfer nodded to them both. “Squire, I have a message for you to take back when it’s time – two, in fact, one to be sent on to Count Andressat. For now, though, get yourself over to the mess hall. I need to talk to Burek in private.”

      Poldin found the mess hall busy but sat down at the nearest table and helped himself to slabs of beef, redroots, and steamed grain.

      “Growing lads,” someone said down the table.

      “Did well staying on that horse,” said another.

      He was watching unarmed practice in the courtyard when he heard the hail from the gate. He looked over his shoulder and gulped. His aunt had sent a sergeant and a full tensquad for him.

      The scolding began right then, in front of all the others. “You knew you were supposed to come straight back! What do you mean spending the better part of the day over here when there’s work to do with Commander M’dierra?”

      “I just —”

      “He was showin’ off that big stallion,” one of the men said. “Should’ve seen him ride – squire’s damn good. Even took off some heads in the weapons exercise.”

      “You were riding her horse in a weapons exercise?” Sergeant Valud’s tone cut like a blade. “Boy, she’s going to take the hide off you, and you won’t sit down for a week, let alone ride. If he’s got a mark on him —”

      “He don’t,” Kerin said. “Squire rode him easy; horse just took off.”

      “Well, of course he took off: it’s how he’s trained. You know that,” he added to Poldin.

      The scolding continued as he got the stallion out of the stable and mounted and as they rode out the gate, down into the city and across it. Boxed in on all sides by the tensquad, Poldin could do nothing but sit there, ears burning, as Sergeant Valud let all Valdaire know what he thought of spoiled boys taking advantage of their relationship to their commander, showing off when given the privilege of riding a high-bred, well-trained battle mount. One of Clart’s troopers, reining his own mount aside to let the tensquad pass, called, “Bet it was fun, though, wasn’t it, lad?” and Sergeant Valud yelled, “Don’t encourage him. He’s for punishment drill, he is.”

      Despite all that and his fear that his aunt really would take it out of his hide, when he was in her office with the door closed and had handed over the messages from Captain Selfer, she read through them then gave him one of her rare smiles. “You stayed on – that’s well done, Poldin; he’s unseated more experienced riders with that maneuver. I really thought Stony would behave better for you.”

      “You’re not angry?”

      “Not with you. You won’t get to ride him again for a while – you’re being punished, after all – but you did exactly what I hoped you’d do. Gave people plenty to talk about other than why you might have gone over there again today when you’d been yesterday.”

      “Do you really think it was too dangerous for me to ride back alone?”

      She clasped her hands on her desk. “You know what happened to Andressat’s son.”

      He shuddered; he couldn’t help it. “He… his… skin was sent to his father.”

      “Yes. I don’t want such a package coming to me or to my sister, your mother. War is never safe, but this is more than ordinary war. Our enemy is a mage; he has powers I do not understand. Tell me what you saw on the way over and back.”

      “On the way over, three thieves near an alley this side of the horse market – that one that angles off from the little fountain. Just standing there in those black clothes. A scuffle in the far corner of the main market, where the fruit sellers are, but I couldn’t see what, exactly. I watched for anyone coming too close.” Poldin scowled, trying to remember every detail he’d noted on the way over and back: known thieves, soldierly-looking men not in a recognized uniform, the city militia, down to the fellow peering out an upper window and then flipping a bit of cloth twice. “And the smell is worse this afternoon, on the way back, and I heard one woman complain that the well in the fruit market square was low, two turns low.”

      “A good report,” his aunt said. “And yes, there is danger, and danger to you more than to someone not related to me.”

      When she said nothing more for a moment, Poldin said, “I understand.”

      “That’s why I can’t tell you what Andressat sent me or what Captain Selfer wants taken to Andressat. We’re fairly sure Immer’s spies suspect you of carrying messages of more import than a joint training exercise or a social engagement between captains. If you’re captured – and I pray Camwyn’s Claw that you’re not – you will not know anything that can harm the Company. I thought of sending you home until this is over with —”

      “Please don’t —”

      She shook her head. “I won’t, because I don’t think you’ll be any safer there and because this is the life you wanted – you saw last campaign season what it’s like, and you said you wanted to stay.”

      “I do!”

      “You’ll spend a fiveday in camp, ostensibly punishment for your escapades today. The next time I send you out will be with a small escort, again on the grounds I need to make sure you don’t stray. Be especially careful any time you eat or drink away from camp, Poldin. Food and drink can be drugged, and a ‘helpful’ person helps the victim into an alley or a small room… I don’t want to lose you.”

      “I will eat here, then,” Poldin said. “But what about water – are the public fountains drugged?”

      “No. That should be safe enough if you use your own mug. Don’t let anyone draw the water from a well for you. Do it yourself.”

      “Do… do we have spies?”

      Aesil grinned. “Indeed we do, and very busy they are right now. But again – I cannot tell you who or what they’re doing.”
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      Six days later, one of Valdaire’s outbound scouts came back from the pass to report that it was open enough for foot and horse travelers, still not passable for wagons. A stream of couriers and scouts rode out at once, Fox Company’s official couriers among them.

      “Wherever you meet Duke Arcolin,” Selfer told the couriers, “let him know the situation here, but be sure he understands this one —” He tapped the packet. “— is for King Mikeli and has not been opened. It must go on at once; Andressat thinks it’s urgent to the welfare of the Crown.”

      “Yes, Captain.”

      Selfer tapped the courier’s knee, and the man nudged his horse into a trot. The courier did not know – no one knew, he believed – that a gnomish courier had taken Andressat’s letter on to the north the very night it arrived. Having a commander who was also a gnome prince had many advantages, though it added complications.

      Back in the stronghold, Selfer met Burek. “I have a word for you, Captain, now that the courier is off.”

      “Yes, sir?”

      “I have another letter from the new Count Andressat, to be handed to you once the pass is open, he said in his note to me. He says he is your father.”

      Burek nodded. “He told me that when I was coming back from Cortes Andres.”

      “He may want you to come there – to stay, I mean. I would, if I were… he has to recognize your ability.”

      “This Company is my home —”

      “Forever? I doubt that. But read your letter and see what he says.”

      Selfer went into his office. He liked Burek – his good sense, his steady personality, his courage – and hated the thought of losing him. This close to the new campaign season, he would wait until Arcolin arrived and let him hire a new captain if Burek left.

      The list of soldiers due punishment for various misdeeds lay precisely in the middle of his desk. One of his least favorite duties and one that grew more common as winter waned. No matter how they trained, in this season troops grew bored and stale, tired of winter quarters, bored by Valdaire. The list lengthened every tenday until the recruit cohort arrived, and this year was made worse by unseasonably warm, sunny weather and the increasingly bad stench near the bridges in the city.

      He sighed, looking at today’s list: two repeat offenders, both for drunkenness. One for brawling with a Golden Company soldier; as a first-time offender, still a worse offense than simple drunkenness. A first-term had wandered away from a work detail and come back late… a girl, of course, was his excuse. Another had been found asleep in the storeroom he’d been assigned to clean. Then there were the problems found at inspection: uniforms and weapons not cared for, missing items, and so on. He jotted down the punishment by each name, then called in the senior sergeant for each cohort and had them assemble their troops in the main courtyard, with the miscreants to one side, in a separate formation.

      After the regular daily inspection of the rest, Selfer called each of those on the list forward with the sergeant for that cohort. One by one he assigned punishments, and when it was done, he went back to his office to file the list. Burek was waiting.

      “He does want me to come back,” Burek said, his expression sober. “I am his oldest son by several years, and I have more experience, he says.”

      “Does that mean he’s naming you his heir?”

      “He offers that. I wish you’d met him. He’s a good man, I think.”

      “Who let you grow up without his name,” Selfer said, and then disliked the edge in his own tone. “I’m sorry,” he said then. “It’s not fair when I haven’t met him. And I suppose he was young.”

      “Yes. And he makes no excuses for how it happened. What he says is that since his father died, he must stay in Cortes Andres most of the time, as the Count. He has three brothers to help, but in the present threat he thinks it is not enough.”

      “He’s hiring Golden Company again this year, isn’t he?” Selfer noticed he was tapping his fingers and quit.

      “Yes. But he still wants me… When we rode together, when he escorted me back to the border, we found we liked each other. More than blood relation; Filis did not like me, or I him, for that matter.”

      “So… you want to go?” Selfer forced back what he wanted to say about Andressat’s family, about how hard it would be for Burek, how resentful the new count’s other sons would be.

      “I said I would stay here. Yet – he is my father by blood. Yet again – the man who raised me, the only father I knew – is also a good man. If I went back – he would be someone I gave orders to. It could not be the same.” Burek met Selfer’s gaze. “And I am needed here, as well. I know that. I owe Lord Arcolin a lot, and you and I are friends. I feel a responsibility for the troops. I know them, and they know me —”

      “You said you would stay here until you were needed there… maybe you will know when you feel the need there more than the need here. But you must tell Lord Arcolin when he comes.”

      “Of course.”

      “And for my part, Burek, I hope you stay. We do not want another Harnik.”

      “Gods, no!”

      “And you may have noticed we’re getting more misbehavior now. We need to get them out of the city and then back in time for Lord Arcolin and the recruits. A five-day march will do no harm and show up anything we need to work on.”

      “Agreed. And if it rains or we get a late snow, all the better to cool the hotheads among them.”
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      By the third day of the march, Selfer had a long list of what must be done when they got back to Valdaire. They were more than a day from the city, in the rough outbounds that belonged to Foss Council, working their way along the foothills of the Dwarfmounts, where rotten snow lay in shaded hollows. No rain had come; the sky was summer-blue, and the wind from the south blew warm.

      They had seen few people the day before, and Selfer did not expect to see many until they were nearer the cities again. Besides keeping the Company busy, he had wanted to look for the old north track Arcolin had mentioned. So far he’d seen nothing but narrow trails. He rode with a wax tablet on his thigh, sketching the route they were taking and trusting his horse to pick its way on the trail.

      “Captain!”

      That cry brought his head up. He shut the cover on his tablet and shoved it and the stylus into the bag hanging from the front of his saddle as he looked around.

      And there, off to his left, was the evidence that someone intended to use a northern route. Below the hilltop route he’d chosen, on the north side of the hill, trees covered the slope… but a line divided them, running back to the east. It was clearly a new-cut track, straight and wide enough for a cohort in marching order and for the largest wagons. Selfer was sure it connected with the north road that ran from Pler Vonja to Sorellin and then on to the Copper Hills.

      The line stopped almost below their present position. He could not see the road itself… but with the company halted, he could hear the chunk and ring of axes biting into wood. Whoever was down there had not heard them… yet.

      Quick hand signals for silence, for change of direction. No movement of so many could be truly silent, but they came down from the ridgeline and into the upper trees, scouts deployed ahead of them, with as little noise as possible. Selfer had sent ten hands back, to descend well behind the sound of axes, and four hands ahead. The officers’ horses had been sent, with the pack animals, down the south side of the ridge, where they would not be seen or heard. When they were in position, he signaled all to descend, still as quietly as possible.

      He estimated they were halfway to the line itself when the sound of axes stopped. He halted the advance. Voices… he could not tell how many. It was nearing midday; were they stopping for a meal, or had they realized they were being stalked? Moments passed like days. Then he heard someone walking in the woods, grunting a little as he moved uphill. They had sent their own scout; some noise had alerted them.

      The enemy scout looked like a brigand, very like the brigands who infested Vonja outbounds. He passed the first line of troops without noticing them – and two, rising behind him, threw him down and gagged him before he could yell, trussing him thoroughly. It had taken no time; it had caused no noise. But, Selfer thought, it was time to move quickly. He still had no idea exactly what they faced below.

      As they neared the clear-cut trace, Selfer could see that those actually doing the work were gaunt, dressed in little more than rags, shackled together in pairs and trios. Twenty… thirty… as many as forty of them, some harnessed to a stoneboat, struggling to move rocks others loaded on. Some struggled to hack branches off newly felled trees and drag logs to the side of the track. Perhaps a dozen or so well-fed men in rough clothes with whips and clubs yelled orders.

      Selfer did not wait to find out who the workers were; he signaled for the attack. As his men charged from the trees, the guards turned on the workers, clearly intent on killing them. Only a few faced the soldiers to hold them back. These were overrun almost at once, and the rest of the fight was short and bloody as the troops tried to kill the guards while protecting the men in chains.

      When it was over, all the brigand-looking men were dead but for the scout they’d captured and left trussed up the slope. So were fourteen of those they had supervised, for some of the prisoners, unarmed as they were, had fought back rather than wait for Fox Company to finish the job.

      “Who are you?” Selfer asked. Those who were left looked as if they could scarcely stand, but they had lined up in rows.

      “Corporal Nannsir, sir. We’re what’s left of Sobanai Company, sir, and we surrender to the Duke’s Company under the Mercenary Code.” Blood ran down his arm and dripped off his hand, but he stood stiffly upright. “They thought it was a patrol from Foss – never come this far before, he said, but it couldn’t be let go back, and they must not know about us.”

      “Sobanai! We heard in Valdaire that the entire company perished of disease. Yes – of course you are under our protection, under the Mercenary Code.” He turned to his nearest sergeant. “Feed these people, patch them up. We’ll camp here – bring the supplies down – and start back tomorrow.”

      “Thank you, sir,” Nannsir said. “I – I don’t know your right name, but – but you carry the Fox’s mark. I thought then we might be saved.”

      The rest of that day, Fox Company set up camp, and took care of the former prisoners.

      “Most died,” the corporal told Selfer after his arm was bandaged and while he was eating, he said, the first hot meal in two tendays. “There was fever, right enough, all through the city, but Commander Sobanai, he didn’t let us drink the well water wi’out boilin’ it, didn’t trust it. But then assassins killed him and his son and his captains – all in one night, that was, and before we knew what was what, cohorts of the Duke of Immer was all over us. We fought hard, but – there was too many.”

      “Are there any of you besides these?” Selfer asked.

      “Was some still in Rotengre when we marched out. Doubt they’re still alive. I’m surprised I am.” He took a swallow of sib, then grimaced. “We got nobody to ransom us, Captain Selfer. But I beg you, sir, don’t turn the lads over to the Debtor’s Court. I know we owe you for rescue and our keep, but —”

      “You owe nothing,” Selfer said. “You were in Siniava’s War, just like me – I’m not going to mistreat a comrade, and that includes you. All of you.”

      The man’s eyes glittered; he sniffed back tears. “Thank you, sir. But you can’t —”

      “Duke Arcolin left me in charge. I can. Come now – I see the washpots are steaming. Let’s get you lot cleaned up and some clothes on and then some rest. We’ve a long march back to the city, though we’ll take it as slow as we can.”

      Early the next morning, Selfer sent a mounted courier to Foss to request assistance and supplies for the Sobanai survivors. Fox Company had not brought more provisions than they needed for their own march. Despite their best efforts, it was a day and a half before they met the Foss Council militia, who had brought wagons as far as they could and then come on with loaded pack animals. Everyone was hungry, and the Sobanai men were exhausted despite everything the others could do to help them.

      “They skirted Sorellin and Pler Vonja,” Selfer told the militia captain. “There’s an old drover’s track along the foothills out of Pler Vonja… that’s where they started cutting the new road, but they were headed straight west, not so far north as that track. There are – or were – more Sobanai prisoners in Rotengre, and if they send another group to work on the road, be ready for a dozen or more well-armed nasty characters with them.”

      “What about your prisoner?”

      Selfer glanced at the man, now wearing the same shackles the Sobanai men had worn and burdened with a pack from one of the mules so that an injured man could ride.

      “He’s in your jurisdiction,” Selfer said. “I doubt he can tell you more than the Sobanai had told me, but he’s yours.”

      “I doubt they’ll waste time on him,” the militia captain said. “But he can carry that load a ways.”

      Once they reached the wagon the Foss militia had left – another day and a half – Selfer put the Sobanai survivors in the wagon, loaded pack animals with the supplies, and headed back to Foss and then Valdaire. He had been gone days longer than planned; he knew those left behind would be worried.

      They were. Fox Company’s courier had ridden out to see where the company was and met them between Foss and Valdaire.

      “The pass wasn’t open, after all. Clear enough on this side, but the gnomes say it’s closed on their side and will be at least another three hands of days. They’ll send a messenger down to Valdaire, they say, to prevent what they call too much traffic on mud.”

      Selfer nodded. On the north side of the pass, the road ran across gnome territory; humans could use it only with gnomish permission. “We ran into – not exactly trouble – but what could be. Clandestine road from Pler Vonja west, up in the foothills… and the survivors of Sobanai Company, who were prisoner labor on it. Foss Council is not happy.”

      “I wouldn’t think so.”

      “Go back to Valdaire, set up a separate area for the Sobanai —”

      “You didn’t take them prisoner —”

      “No, they’re under our protection. Mercenary Code, remember? Immer’s agents in Valdaire will want them dead. Send out one of our wagons; tell any who ask we have some injured soldiers.”
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Duke’s Stronghold, North Marches, Tsaia

      The half-Evener storms arrived early, piling snowdrifts as high as the north wall of the stronghold and giving recruits plenty of exercise keeping pathways open from barracks to mess to stables and the main gate. The half-Evener itself dawned clear, the wind no more than an icy whisper across the expanse of white outside the walls.

      Jandelir, Duke Arcolin, looked out the window. Below, one of the cook’s assistants hammered on the thick ice of the inner court’s well with an iron bar. When the ice finally shattered, the water looked black against the white. Smoke rose from the mess hall chimney. Arcolin raked at the coals in the bedroom fireplace and put on more wood. Behind him, Calla stirred in the bed, then yawned.

      “It’s brighter,” she said. Arcolin grinned at her and handed her the robe hung on a peg beside the bed.

      “Not snowing,” he said. “We may get the courtyards completely clear today. I should ride over to Duke’s West.”

      She was out of bed now, shrugging into the thick robe and then padding to the door. “I’ll get Jamis up.”

      Arcolin dressed and went downstairs, eager to see how deep the snow was. Through the gate to the main court, he saw a line of recruits heading to breakfast. Knee deep at least; the recruits would have plenty of healthy exercise today and half tomorrow, he estimated. The inner, smaller court had been partially sheltered by the surrounding buildings, though snow lay waist-high against the downwind wall.

      He went back in, meeting Arneson, his one-eyed recruit captain, in the hall near the dining room, and his foster son, Jamis, coming down the stairs with Calla. “Your recruits are headed to breakfast,” he said to Arneson. “They’ll have a job getting the courtyard emptied out.”

      “Better outside than in,” Arneson said. They all sat around one end of the big table while the cooks brought in a hearty breakfast: porridge, slices of fried ham, hot bread, butter, and honey.

      “Da, may I go outside today, please?”

      Arcolin looked at Calla. “What do you think?”

      “I think he needs a good run around the court if he won’t be in the way,” she said. “Once before lessons and again after.” She turned to Arneson. “Are you taking the troops outside?”

      “Not today, milady,” Arneson said. “We’ll want the courtyard clear of snow as soon as may be, and it’s not going to warm up enough to melt off. But it won’t bother me if the lad’s there as long as he stays clear of the shovels.”

      “I can shovel,” Jamis said. “I shoveled snow on the walkway in Vérella.”

      Arcolin thought back to the previous winter, when gnomes had been living in the cellars. “We have a couple of short-handled shovels, Jamis – it would be a help if you’d shovel in the inner courtyard. A clear path from the door to the well, for instance.”

      “I can do that, Da. Promise.” The boy squared narrow shoulders and nodded formally.

      “Finish your breakfast, then, and be sure you wear your mitts.”

      Soon the recruits were busy in the main courtyard, and Jamis, furnished with a short-handled shovel cut down for the gnomes, had started a path to the well. Arcolin went through to the main court, skirting the busy recruits on his way to the stables. Here the stablemaster had a string of horses ready for exercise.

      “I thought I’d lead ’em down the road, see how it is, just to get ’em out of the stalls and loosen ’em up. Anything we need to take to Duke’s East or back from there in case I make it that far?”

      “No, but I was going to ride that way myself – both vills if I could make it.”

      “Is Captain Arneson coming with you?”

      “I hadn’t thought to ask. Just a moment.” Arcolin went out to the court and called Arneson over. Arneson shook his head.

      “Not unless you need me, my lord. I’ve plenty to do here.”

      “That’s fine,” Arcolin said. He saddled his roan ambler, and he and the stablemaster rode out together, a string of horses trailing behind. Once out the gate, the string swung wide, lunging at the snow.

      “Race you?” the stablemaster said. “A short run won’t hurt ’em.”

      Arcolin grinned and closed his legs on the roan. Off they went, not particularly fast in the snow. The stablemaster had veered wide of the road to be sure none of the string stumbled into the ditch. Arcolin stayed on the road, and the roan plunged on. About halfway, the roan slowed, and Arcolin let it continue at a slow pace. He was almost to Duke’s East when he saw a small figure emerge from between the buildings and walk toward him over the snow. A child, he thought at first. One of the boys Jamis played with when he brought Jamis into the vills with him. But something… As he came closer, he saw that it was a gnome, and not one of his gnomes. Aldonfulk by the braid on his jacket. What was an Aldonfulk gnome doing this far north in winter?

      He dismounted and walked forward, pulling the ends of his gnomish scarf loose. His gnomes had insisted he should wear or carry it always, in case he met gnomes, so they would know who he was and treat him “in the Law.” The gnome stopped at what he now knew was the appropriate distance away and bowed.

      “It is that you are prince of Arcolinfulk?”

      “It is,” Arcolin replied in his increasingly fluent gnomish. “And it is that you are of Aldonfulk.”

      “My prince sends you greetings and news he considers urgent. I am called Faksutterk. Where is the hall of Arcolinfulk?”

      Properly, the “hall” was that still being excavated by his tribe of gnomes, but Arcolin was of no mind to ride there today in the snow. As well, he knew that his tribe needed more time to make what they considered a proper hall. On the other hand, gnome protocol insisted that a gnome hall was the proper place to discuss business.

      “It is that I must speak to the mayor of this vill today,” Arcolin said. “You are welcome in my stronghold as envoy of Aldonfulk, incurring no obligation.”

      Faksutterk bowed. “It must ask: Stronghold is Arcolinfulk hall?”

      “No,” Arcolin said. “Arcolinfulk hall is in hills to west.” He pointed. “Stronghold is for human troops in training.” He wondered how much Faksutterk understood of his situation.

      “It is that all is aboveground?”

      “No,” Arcolin said. “Stone below as well, chambers for kapristi visitors, where Arcolinfulk dwelt until they had excavated enough of the tribe’s stone right.”

      Faksutterk bowed again. “I will go and await Prince Arcolin’s return if that please the prince.”

      “It pleases the prince,” Arcolin said. “Go in Law, carrying Law.”

      Faksutterk’s eyes gleamed. “Law is life.”

      “Law is life.” Then, to the stablemaster, Arcolin said, “Go swiftly back to the stronghold and tell Captain Arneson to expect this gnome and be sure all is prepared for him in the best cellar. I must speak to Mayor Fontaine and will then return. I had hoped to make it to Duke’s West today as well, but courtesy for the guest must come first unless there is an emergency.”

      The stablemaster saluted, turned the exercise string – now much more docile – and picked up a trot along the road back to the stronghold. With a last bow to Arcolin, Faksutterk followed the horses.

      Mayor Fontaine wasn’t at his house but with a half dozen men at the mill, clearing the drifts from the mill lane. “My lord Duke!” Fontaine said. “How fares the stronghold?”

      “Recruits are busy clearing the courtyard,” Arcolin said. “And my stepson is doing his best to clear a path to the well in the little court.”

      Fontaine grinned. “My lord, you’re fortunate in that lad. And his mother, of course, but I must say… the lad should make a fine officer some day.”

      “And a fine heir, perhaps?” Arcolin said. “I’m pleased with him, I admit. Started calling me ‘Da’ sooner than I expected, and he’s cheerful and active. Tries to be helpful, as today.”

      “Village likes him,” Fontaine said. “He gets along with the childer when you bring him in, speaks polite to adults.” He chewed his mustache a moment. “If you chose, m’lord, to adopt him as your heir, wouldn’t anyone here mind, I’m thinking, assuming he grows as he started.” He yanked his shovel out of the snow. “Most do.”

      “Anything in the vill I need to know about?”

      “Savin’ that gnome passed through this morning? But you met him already – no, nothing once we get the mill going again. You might drop in on Kolya; she’s had a bit of fever. M’wife’s checked on her ’most every day but not yet today.”

      “I’ll do that.” Arcolin mounted again and rode over the bridge to Kolya’s house. Smoke rose straight into the sky, but he saw no marks in the snow from a visitor that day. He hitched his horse, took the shovel from its mount over the door, and cleared the doorstep and then the path to the gate. The latchstring hung outside, coated with snow; he brushed it free, knocked twice, then opened the door.

      Kolya, bundled in blankets, half lay on a chair with a footstool placed near the fire. She turned her head, then threw back one blanket. “My lord —” A cough racked her.

      “Don’t get up,” Arcolin said, closing the door behind him. “Fontaine said you had a fever.”

      She nodded and lay back in the chair, her hand plucking at the blanket. Arcolin looked around the neat front room, then opened curtains to let in the sunlight before approaching her. She looked tired and sick, her lips more gray than pink. He spotted a copper can set near the fire – sib, probably – and an empty mug on the table at her side and poured a mug for her. She sipped it but put it down still more than half full.

      “Fontaine said his wife checked on you daily – but Kolya, you need more care than that.”

      A shrug; she looked away.

      “Kolya… is it just the fever? What else is wrong?”

      “He’s never coming back,” she said.

      “Who – oh. Stammel.” Who had died far away in the South.

      “He had friends here,” Kolya said. “We would have helped —”

      “And he chose to go – and did not say a word to you.” Arcolin had known that she and Stammel were friends, but… had they been more? He tried to think back to the days before her injury and retirement or even the years she had lived in Duke’s East.

      “No. I hoped he… but he didn’t. And now he’s gone.”

      “You have friends here,” Arcolin said. “And away, as well. Your Kuakgan, who sends you apples.”

      “The trees are old enough now,” Kolya said. “And I have trained others to trim them. They don’t need me.”

      That sounded ominous. Arcolin had seen sick people give up before; fighting a fever could be exhausting. But Kolya had always been a fighter. Was all this about Stammel, or was there something else? He went into the back room and found a hotpot, now cold, with a meal the mayor’s wife must have brought the day before. A loaf of bread with one slice cut off was wrapped in a cloth next to an overturned bowl – he lifted it. A mound of butter on a plate. Bread knife, spoons, and small bowls lay nearby. He found a tray, loaded all this onto it, and carried it back into the front room. He set the hotpot in the fire and set about slicing bread.

      “I’m not hungry,” Kolya said.

      “I am,” Arcolin said. The little iron pot heated quickly; he stirred the stew of meat, barley, onions, and redroots as it warmed and put slices of bread into the toasting rack that sat near the hearth. The smell of toasted bread mingled with that of the stew; he buttered the toast and set it near Kolya. “And you aren’t drinking enough. Finish your sib.”

      “I… I’ll need to go —” She moved her head to the side.

      “I’ll help.” Before she could protest, he had an arm behind her back, helping her up. She paled; he held her upright until she could stand on her own, then helped her to the jacks in the back of the cottage, wishing he’d thought to light the brazier there beforehand. The small room was as cold as outdoors. He left her there and went to get a small shovel of coals for the brazier.

      Once reinstalled in the chair, wrapped again in shawls and blankets, she seemed a little more comfortable. Arcolin urged her to drink the rest of the sib, then poured water for her and handed her a slice of buttered toast.

      “I’m not really —”

      “You need food,” he said firmly, the voice of captain to soldier, and she ate, though slowly. He put a little stew in the bowl for her and took more for himself, carrying another chair across the room from the table. She ate one spoonful, then another.

      “She’s a good cook,” Kolya said. “I just… I didn’t feel like eating.”

      “A bad storm… and being sick…”

      “She brought wood, too, for the fire.”

      “Good,” Arcolin said. He watched as she ate several spoonfuls more. Then he said, “You’re on the village council, Kolya. You’re important to us. I think you should have someone here until you’re well again.”

      “I don’t want to trouble anyone —”

      “It’s my responsibility. If you were still active in the Company, I wouldn’t leave you alone when you’re sick. Same with this.”

      She nodded slowly. “I didn’t want to ask the mayor —”

      She and the mayor got along well enough these days but had never been friends.

      Just then a knock came at the door. “Kolya?”

      “That’s Seri,” Kolya said.

      “Good,” Arcolin said. He went to the door. Fontaine’s wife nodded to him. She had another hotpot, wrapped in cloths, in a basket, and behind her was a girl with an armload of folded linens.

      “My lord,” she said. “I’m glad you’re here.” Arcolin stepped back, and she bustled in. “Kolya – glad to see you’re eating, m’dear. We were that worried yesterday, but we couldn’t get out.” She turned back to Arcolin. “My lord, it’s to my mind Kolya should not be here alone. Now, our house has room – it’s only having the lads share a bed – and if the weather turns bad again, no worry that someone can’t come and check on her.”

      “I don’t want —” Kolya began, but Arcolin looked at her and she fell silent.

      “I think that’s most generous,” Arcolin said. “I was thinking of hiring someone to stay here with her – an older girl, perhaps —”

      “I could, Ma,” Fontaine’s daughter said. “Then the councilwoman wouldn’t have to move – though if she wanted, she could have my room.”

      Arcolin looked at Kolya. “Would you rather stay here or be with a family for a few days?”

      Kolya looked at the girl, then her mother. “It’s very kind of you,” she said to Seri, “but I’d rather stay here. If you’ll allow —”

      It was all settled in a half-glass. Arcolin made sure the girl knew enough about nursing; her mother promised to come by once a day as well except in the worst weather. Arcolin insisted on the duke’s duty to pay for a veteran’s care. “Tomorrow I must visit the gnomes’ hall – an envoy from the Aldonfulk prince came today – and Duke’s West if I can. But I will be back the day after – or perhaps another day, but not more than three.”

      He rode away, still worried about Kolya, but not as much – the girl, Caelin, seemed delighted to have her first job outside the home, and Kolya had plenty of supplies in the house. Still, when the roads cleared, he would send for a Kuakgan for her.

      When he reached the stronghold, Arneson told him that they had lighted a fire in the cellar chamber before the gnome arrived, and the gnome seemed satisfied to be under stone. Arcolin went through into the inner courtyard, where he found a narrow, slightly crooked – but complete – path from the door to the well. One of the kitchen helpers hoisting a bucket grinned at him.

      “Your lad begged us to leave the path as he’d dug it until you arrived, my lord. Says he’ll widen it this afternoon.”

      “I think Calla will want him indoors this afternoon,” Arcolin said. “But I’m impressed. That’s quite a job for a lad his size.” He went on in, stripping off his cloak, scarf, and gloves. Jamis and Calla were in the dining room, near the fireplace; the boy turned quickly to look at him.

      “Da?”

      “A fine job you did,” Arcolin said.

      “I can work more —” Jamis began; Calla gave Arcolin a look.

      “No,” Arcolin said. “There’s others would like to get some exercise outside. I’m proud of you, working so hard, but there’s more than one kind of work, and the weather’s holding, so you can go out again tomorrow.”

      Jamis nodded. “Yes, Da. Did you know there’s a gnome, Da? And not one of yours?”

      “Yes. An envoy from the Aldonfulk prince. I must meet with him. I don’t know if he will eat with us or not – if he does, we must all be very careful not to stare or chatter.” He looked at Calla then. “Kolya Ministiera’s been sick during the storm and isn’t well yet. I’ve hired Fontaine’s daughter to stay with her for a few days. When the road’s clearer —”

      “Of course I’ll go,” Calla said. “Sick and alone in the storm – and with only one arm – and of course she misses Stammel —”

      “She told you?”

      Calla smiled. “People do tell me things, you know. She hoped he’d settle down and retire here eventually. When he left so suddenly, she was afraid he’d never return. And then – he was gone.” She shook her head. “I can hardly believe it is really spring where he was, and here we have snow drifted halfway up the north wall of the stronghold.”

      Arcolin thought back to springs in Valdaire. “The dragon said so… he was far south of where I’ve ever been.” He sighed, thinking of Stammel’s death. “But I must go meet with the prince’s envoy.” He made his way down to the cellars, now bright with the decoration the gnomes had added during their stay.

      Faksutterk answered to his knock on the door of the cellar chamber. He bowed, and Arcolin inclined his own head in return. In gnomish, he said, “It is my wish that the envoy of your prince be comfortable.”

      “It is comfortable,” Faksutterk said. “Will the prince enter?”

      “It is the guest’s choice, to go upstairs to my office or to speak here. This is guest space.” Arcolin’s tribe had all preferred to meet humans out of their own space once they were settled into it.

      “The prince’s office,” Faksutterk said. He closed the door behind him, and Arcolin led the way upstairs.

      In the office, Arcolin sat first, as gnome protocol demanded, and then waved Faksutterk to a chair. The gnome did not sit immediately but pulled out of his tunic a gray leather tube and handed it over, then climbed into a chair. “My prince has word beyond writing,” he said. “When the prince has read it.”

      Unlike the stone-etched invitation he had received the previous summer, this was written on a cream-colored material – coated fabric, he thought – in Common, not gnomish. The first section, in fact, was in Selfer’s familiar hand and revealed that the situation in Aarenis had worsened faster than he had imagined possible.

      
        
           

          … the Count died shortly after; his eldest son, Ferran, inherited the title. Lûn and Immervale have both certainly fallen, and I believe Cortes Cilwan is certain to follow, if it has not already. Though there is little travel on the great road in winter, Cortes Vonja reports refugees from downriver. I have that from a reliable source. Foss Council offered a winter-season contract at one-third pay, with immediate increase to last year’s, to remain in readiness in case of attack. I agreed in your name. I have urged Valdaire’s Council to ally with Foss and have been assured all reliable mercenary companies will be contracted soon. Aesil M’dierra has contracted with Andressat and has moved a cohort of mounted infantry… 

        

      

      In another hand and less easy Common, Arcolin read the Aldonfulk prince’s assessment.

      
        
           

          Though we meddle not in human affairs and wish no meddling in our own, yet in fair exchange for information received and as Law requires between princes, I say thus. It would be well if you gave your command to your captains in Valdaire, which should make contract and set them free to act until you return. By kapristi, word of this mad duke comes from east: from the Takkinfulk, the Varonfulk of the Eastbight, and the Kastinfulk of the Copper Hills.

        

      

      Arcolin had heard of none of those gnome tribes; the prince had included a map. Gnome tribes inhabited many hills he had not known about, both north and south of the Dwarfmounts, excepting the area of Lyonya labeled Sinyi.

      The prince’s letter went on, giving information from other tribes and the latest information available on the whereabouts of the Duke of Immer and his resources.

      “Extraordinary,” he said aloud, then looked up at the gnome sitting patiently in a chair too large for it. Faksutterk nodded. “And your prince has more, by word?”

      Faksutterk spoke in rapid gnomish, taxing Arcolin’s ability to follow. Time and again he held up his hand, asking Faksutterk to repeat something. The Aldonfulk prince, he understood finally, proposed a regular courier service between them, including carrying messages to and from Fox Company when Arcolin was not there. The gnomes were positive that the necklace – Arcolin could not help thinking of it as “Paks’s necklace” – was now in the Duke of Immer’s possession and that it posed a special threat. The prince also asked questions about the organization of Arcolin’s tribe “that their names may be written.”

      “Is there then a single list of gnomes?” Arcolin asked. “All the gnomes in all the princedoms?” As far as he knew, only granges, in Tsaia, tried to keep count of everyone. Towns and nobles reported only certain categories to the king.

      “Yes. Is most secret; only for prince to know.” Faksutterk stared at Arcolin without saying more.

      The next morning, Dattur appeared at the front gate even as Arcolin and Faksutterk were emerging from the inner court on their way to Arcolinfulk stone-right. Arcolin greeted him in gnomish and introduced Faksutterk.

      Dattur bowed; Faksutterk returned his bow. Dattur said nothing; his expression offered Arcolin no clue.

      “Faksutterk brought news from the South,” Arcolin said. “And word from his prince.”

      Still Dattur said nothing. Arcolin sensed a resistance to… something… a resistance like that of a mountain of rock. “You had a message for me?” he asked Dattur directly.

      “It is invitation for prince —” The word was accented heavily, “— to visit and see what has been wrought since Midwinter.” He spoke in Common, not gnomish; his gaze held Arcolin’s, conveying more than the words themselves.

      “I see,” Arcolin said, trying to decipher that message. Surely the gnome wanted a fellow gnome to come to the stone-right… or did he? What if he didn’t? Why wouldn’t he?

      “It is Law to speak tongue of Law to speak Law! It is to speak kapristi!” Faksutterk said to Dattur in gnomish. “Human speak kapristinya – no need talk man-talk.”

      “It is Law to speak as other understands best,” Dattur said, this time in gnomish and slowly. “It is to speak to one spoken to and not to one overhearing.”

      Faksutterk turned a darker gray and said, “Kteknik!”

      “It is your prince gifted this Law-teacher correct attire,” Dattur said. His eyes glittered. “It is that you argue with your prince?”

      This would not do; three recruits had turned to stare at the quarreling gnomes, and Arcolin was sure those on watch on the parapet were watching as well.

      “It is not Law for kapristi to argue in front of all,” Arcolin said in gnomish. “If words must be said say them indoors: come to my office, both of you.”

      Silence. Two pairs of shiny black gnome eyes stared at him.

      “My prince speaks Law,” Dattur said, and threw himself down to kiss Arcolin’s boot. Faksutterk bowed very low, and the two gnomes followed Arcolin back through the courtyard. Cobin, one of the recruit sergeants, had already yelled at the curious recruits, and no one stared as they passed.

      In his office, he sat down but did not offer either of them a seat. A gnome prince, he thought, might well have chewed them out, but he knew no gnomish curse-words, if they even had such things. He let the silence lengthen as he might for soldiers in trouble, but unlike soldiers, they did not fidget. Rockfolk. Silence and waiting would be no problem for them. He pinched the bridge of his nose, trying to gather his thoughts and his still shaky grasp of their language.

      “Very well,” he said in slow gnomish. “Faksutterk, you are your prince’s envoy. I gave you welcome. I gave you place to stay. You said it was Lawful.”

      “It is Lawful,” Faksutterk said.

      “Dattur, you are my hesktak —” Faksutterk shifted as if about to speak; Arcolin stared him into immobility and then went on. “Is it Law that the envoy of another prince be granted guest-space?”

      “Yes, my prince.”

      “Is it Law that the envoy of another prince be granted food and drink?”

      “Yes, my prince.”

      “Is it Law that the envoy of another prince be granted all freedom of a stone-right, to go where he will?”

      Dattur hesitated. “It is that some princes send same envoy to a prince once and again, and that prince grants them freedom of stone-right. But not all. It is not that Law requires. It is custom under Law.”

      “Lord Prince Arcolin.” Faksutterk bowed again. His face had paled to its former level of gray.

      “It is permitted to speak,” Arcolin said.

      “It is Law Dattur speaks. It is that Lord Prince Aldon would have report of Arcolinfulk gnomes to know health. It is not that Lord Prince Aldon has no trust of Lord Prince Arcolin, but only…” He paused a moment, then went on. “Lord Prince Arcolin is not kapristi in birth and blood. Lord Prince Arcolin has… human knowledge and perhaps has not all knowledge to know… to judge… health of kapristin.”

      “This says not about that,” Arcolin said, stumbling among the gnomish for a moment. Dattur opened his mouth, and Arcolin turned his command gaze on Dattur, who subsided.

      “Is it that Lord Prince Aldon has said ‘Go see’ or that a report from hesktak is sufficient?”

      “Lord Prince Aldon said, ‘Learn if it is that they prosper and if it is not, then if it is that Lord Prince Arcolin, as human, has need of service of instruction.’ It is not said how to learn.”

      “Dattur,” Arcolin said in gnomish, “it is that you came to bring word from my kapristin?”

      “Yes, my prince.” He glanced aside at the other gnome. “It is word should come to my prince first, but… then share as the prince wills.”

      “Excellent.” Arcolin bowed to Faksutterk. “Honor to Lord Prince Aldon for concern for kapristin who should not suffer because a human prince knows too little. Will you wait while Dattur gives me his report?”

      “I will.” Faksutterk bowed and withdrew to the hall.

      Dattur took a scroll from under his jacket and handed it over. Sure enough, it was a list of the gnomes in the stone-right: age, sex, names. “Five more births since Midwinter,” he said, not waiting for Arcolin to read it.

      “So soon?” Arcolin asked. The list was many more than he had expected.

      “When kapristin few and work large, then… quicker.”

      “All healthy?” Arcolin asked, scanning the document. His mind had difficulty wrapping itself around all the names. Why were some so short – like Lord Prince Aldon – and some so long and hard to say – or hear in the mind, reading silently?

      “Very healthy,” Dattur said, dropping now into Common. “Once planted, the misiljit grows rapidly and so food is abundant, and more food makes more… but we do not talk about it.” He shook his head. “But you are my prince, and you need to know. When the kapristinya eat misiljit untainted and abundant, then they can… childer. Many.”

      “It is in my heart that Law does not require me to know all about that,” Arcolin said. Arvid had told him one night, late over wine, that he had tried to unremember his one sight of Dattur naked. He would not explain it and the next day claimed not to remember the conversation at all. “But to know that my people gain in number and health pleases me greatly.”

      Dattur bowed. “My prince will see that those who came here have a mark by their names. Those names may be known to Faksutterk and Lord Prince Aldon if my – if those once known as Karginfulk sent their report as they should. I had been gone, as my prince knows, for several winters.”

      “Should I show this to him? Let him take it to Lord Prince Aldon?”

      “Show it to him, yes. Allow him to make a copy – or ask your hesktak to make the copy and stamp it with your seal.” He nodded to the desk, where the seal of Arcolin’s gnome tribe lay, the first gift of his people, carved from stone of the hills.

      “And should he see the Hall, or is it not ready for visitors?”

      “We would prefer not, my prince. It is… the kapristinya are at work there, and also… childer… and it will be more fitting later.”

      “Then so it will be. And should I write to Aldonfulk prince, as he wrote to me?”

      “As my prince wishes. A prince may thank a prince, and ask help of a prince, where one kaprist may not. This list will make exchange for what he told you.”

      “Add to the list, then, a letter of thanks for his information and due respect, and say that I concur in the need for us to exchange information. I will also write to my captains in Aarenis and ask that he pass that letter to them, at his convenience. Will that do?”

      “Yes, my prince.”

      “Ask him to return, please.”

      Faksutterk came in and bowed again.

      “My hesktak came with word of the health and names, and here is the list,” Arcolin said in gnomish, handing it across the desk. “If it is that Lord Prince Aldon needs a copy, it would be my desire for my hesktak to make that copy for you. And I would ask that you take a letter to Lord Prince Aldon and carry one I am asking him to give to my captains in Valdaire, to do as he suggested.”

      “It is marks here?” Faksutterk said. He used his right little finger to point.

      “Those who came from where Dragon cast them out.”

      “It is so few.”

      “Yes.”

      “It is that so many now means health,” Faksutterk said. “Lord Prince Aldon glad of copy.”

      “Dattur —”

      “It is done at command,” Dattur said, and then in Common, “If I may have use of paper, less time.”

      “Of course. In the clerk’s office; you know where that is.” He turned to Faksutterk. “It is that Dattur will write list on paper from here. It is that you go with him.”

      “Lord Prince, I go with him.” Faksutterk bowed, Dattur bowed, and both gnomes left the office.

      While they were gone, Arcolin drafted a letter to Selfer, briefly explaining what the gnome prince had told him and giving him authority to issue what orders seemed best until Arcolin returned. He sealed that with wax and his ducal seal, then mixed the ink he would need for the gnomish seal. When the gnomes returned, Dattur handed Arcolin the original and the copy of the list and a short letter in gnomish to the Aldonfulk prince. Arcolin looked them over carefully, then inked his seal and set it on the page with the list while he pricked his thumb with the stone knife used only for this purpose. He lifted the seal and squeezed one drop of blood onto the circle to one side of the seal design. As Dattur had taught him, he said in gnomish: “With this life under Law, it is done.” When the blood and ink dried, he handed the paper copy to Faksutterk, who bowed low. Then he did the same with the letter to the Aldonfulk prince and handed that and his letter to Captain Selfer to Faksutterk.

      “Lord Prince, it is that I return to my prince now.”

      “I offer welcome to Lord Prince Aldon’s envoy, Faksutterk,” Arcolin said. “Guesting as long as desired, and no exchange.”

      “It is that I return quickly, my prince says, when I know. Now I know. Now I go.”

      “It is that supplies for journey —”

      The merest hint of a smile lit Faksutterk’s face. “It is not need, Lord Prince Arcolin. It is good offer. It is that this one excused?”

      Arcolin nodded. “It is so. Travel in Law, arrive in Law, be held in Law.”

      “It is Law,” Faksutterk said. Arcolin rose and went with Dattur to the inner courtyard gate while Faksutterk fetched whatever he had left in his guest quarters. When he came out, they all bowed, one to another, and Faksutterk headed back down the road to Duke’s East.
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      “You had things to tell me when you came,” Arcolin said to Dattur. “You wanted me to visit the stone-right, but it is too late in the day. Will you stay here overnight and we will go in the morning?”

      Dattur bowed. “That is well, my prince.”

      “Under stone, you may choose your chamber,” Arcolin said. “But for now, tell me more details of my kapristin.”

      “My prince has names and ages – what more to know?”

      He would have known how to ask another military commander whose company had been near-destroyed – indeed, people had asked him about his cohort’s recovery after Dwarfwatch. But he still had no idea how gnome society was organized and thus could not find the words for the questions. He tried to explain that to Dattur.

      “I would understand more… more how you live, what tasks are appointed, and to whom. Not because I want to interfere but to find out so if the prince needs to aid, aid will be given in Law.”

      Dattur nodded. “My prince asks about the paths of power. It is… like your army. For each task, one in command and those who obey commands.”

      Arcolin opened his mouth to explain that the Company wasn’t organized like that but then listened instead.

      “When a princedom is large enough, tasks change with seasons above: on the year turnings, the tasks change. When yet small, a princedom must assign several tasks to each. The kapristinya delve —”

      “But – they have childer —” Surely working rock was not compatible with bearing children.

      “Kapristinya strong in rock… All have rock-power, but kapristinya have most. Though now no elder kapristin, so work goes more slowly.” Dattur paused; Arcolin said nothing, his mind stuck on the image of a grandmother gnome cutting rock. “Estvin as you say is local… captain. Those he tells do or tell others to do. Most spend time seeding new delvings with misiljit and making cloth. All now but childer have proper cloth. Until child speaks Law, no matter. And my prince named me hesktak, teacher of Law to prince.”

      Dattur ate dinner that night with Arcolin, his family, and the resident captains before retiring to the cellar guest room. In the morning, he walked on top of the snow while Arcolin rode, and they reached the gnomes’ new home by midmorning.

      Arcolin already knew gnomes worked hard and tirelessly – but the change to the hall entrance amazed him. Now the entire entrance bore an elaborate interlacing design of gnomish writing; he paused to read it, and Dattur murmured a translation he now scarcely needed:

      
        
           

          Here Arcolinfulk dwell. Law is Law. Lord gives Law.

          Enter in Law, Dwell in Law, Depart in Law.

        

      

      His estvin and four other gnomes came into the light to greet him. The four carried a roll of cloth. The estvin bowed, then came forward to kiss Arcolin’s boots. “Lord Prince, welcome to your hall. We bring at last a prince’s robe for our prince, grown here for you. Will you accept it?”

      “I will accept it,” he said. “It is in Law.”

      Unrolled, the robe resembled in style, though not in size, the one worn by Lord Prince Aldon. The tribal name, Arcolinfulk, ran around the neck and down the front; on the back, the weavers had worked in his blazon, a foxhead, in a lighter, more silvery gray. Arcolin put off his winter cloak and thick tunic, then put on the robe. It felt more comfortable than he expected, cutting the chill wind better than his heavy cloak, though much lighter.

      “It is very good,” he said, bowing to the estvin. He pulled his stole out from under the robe and laid it around his shoulders. “Your prince is pleased and honored by this gift.”

      The estvin led the way into the entrance hall and then to what would be, Arcolin learned, the hall of judgment, where the prince might receive visitors and give judgment on cases of Law. Arcolin could see that it had the same shape and style as that in the Aldonfulk hall: a carved screen, a dais with a throne in front of it, a broad floor on which visitors could wait and chairs might (or might not) be placed.

      “Beyond the screen?” he asked.

      The estvin bowed and led him onward through an entrance invisible until he was only a few paces away. Behind the screen was a shape like the inside of a shell, curved and arched, and facing it was a dais matching that on the other side, with another seat.

      “So prince’s voice is heard,” the estvin said. “The prince would hear?”

      “Yes,” Arcolin said.

      “My prince will sit in his seat and speak Law. Any true Law.”

      Arcolin climbed up and sat in the stone seat; it fit him perfectly. “The Lord spoke Law,” he said in gnomish, no louder than he would have said it to one beside him at a meal in a quiet place. His voice rang out, much louder, it seemed to him.

      “Good work,” the estvin said. He did not smile in the human sense, but Arcolin could tell he was pleased. “We were not sure of height of human mouth.”

      “Why this way?”

      “Always this way. Prince speaks Law, not seen, as High Lord not seen speaks Law to prince.”
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      By the time Arcolin returned to the stronghold, he knew a lot more about gnome society, enough to know he was the most ignorant prince a gnome tribe ever had. He had met the gnome women – only they weren’t like any women he’d ever known, even leaving aside the gray skin and black beady eyes. They came to be introduced, to kiss not his boots, like the male gnomes, but his forehead. The ritual kiss was dry, almost like the touch of a stick or, more likely, a rock.

      They brought their children, from the tiny ones wrapped in a gray cocoon of the gnomish fabric to the ones able to walk, now for a time clothed in the maroon and brown of Fox Company wool. Those little faces, a gray so pale it almost looked white, filled Arcolin’s heart with gratitude for Gird’s guidance in saving them.

      Then the women and children withdrew deeper into the stone-right, and the others showed him what was finished enough to show: halls and passages and rooms whose purpose he could not yet guess, though some were lined with misiljit. To Arcolin it looked like gray-blue moss, and it scented the air with a peculiar smell that made his nose itch. Certainly there was a lot of it.
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