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	  In memory of Travis Bohannon,
a country boy from Florence, Texas,
who gave his life to save his family from fire.

Not all heroes are in books.
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Prologue

The Rule of Aare is rule one:

Surrender none.

‘Esea’s light on him,’ muttered the priest, as the midwife mouthed, ‘Alyanya’s sweet peace,’ and laid the wet pink newborn
   on his mother’s belly. The priest, sent down hurriedly in the midst of dinner from the lord’s hall, dabbed his finger in the
   blood and touched it to a kerchief, then cut with silver scissors a lock of the newborn’s wet dark hair, which he folded in
   the same kerchief. With that as proof, no fond foolish peasant girl could hide the child away from his true father. The stupid
   slut might try that; some of them did, being so afraid of the lord’s magic, although anyone with wit enough to dip stew from
   a kettle ought to realize that the lords meant no harm to these outbred children. Quite the contrary. With a final sniff,
   the priest sketched a gesture that left a streak of light in the room long after he’d left, and departed, to report the successful
   birth. Not a monster, a manchild whole of limb and healthy. Perhaps this one would inherit the birthright magic . . . perhaps.


Behind, in the birthing room, the midwife glowered at the glowing patch of air, and sketched her own gesture, tossing a handful
   of herbs at it. It hung there still, hardly fading. The new mother grunted, and the midwife returned to her work, ignoring
   the light she was determined not to need. She had the healing hands, a legacy of a great-grandmother’s indiscretion in the
   days when such indiscretions meant a quick marriage to some handy serf. She hardly believed the change, and having a priest
   of Esea in the birthing room convinced her only that the high lords had no decency.


In the lord’s hall, the infant’s future was quickly determined. His mother could be his nurse, but his rearing would be that
   of a young lord, until his ability or lack of it appeared.


The boy showed a quick intelligence, a lively curiosity; he learned easily and could form the elegant script of Old Aare by
   the time he had seen six Midwinter festivals. He had no peasant accent; he had no lack of manners or bodily grace. He also
   had no magic, and when the lord lost hope that he might show a useful trace of it, he found the boy a foster family in one of his villages, and sent
   him away.


It could have been worse. His lord provided: the family prospered, and the youth, as he grew to be, had no trouble finding
   a wife. He would inherit a farmstead, he was told, and in due time he had his own farm. With his father’s gifts, he started
   well above the average, and as well he had the position of a market judge in the nearest town. It was not enough to live on,
   but it supplemented his farm’s production. He knew he was well off, and shrugged away the hopes he’d once had of being adopted
   into the lord’s family. Yet he could not forget his parentage, or the promise of magic.


In the year of his birth, and far away, the boy already lived who would make his parentage worthless.

   



1

‘You’re big enough now,’ said the boy’s mother. ‘You don’t need to be hanging on my skirts any more. You’re bold enough when
   it’s something you want to do.’ As she spoke, she raked at the boy’s thick unruly hair with her fingers, and wiped a smudge
   of soot from his cheek. ‘You take that basket to the lord’s steward, now, and be quick about it. Are you a big boy, or only
   a baby, then?’


‘I’m big,’ he said, frowning. ‘I’m not scared.’ His mother flicked her apron over his shirt again, and landed a hand on his
   backside.


‘Then get on with you. You’re to be home right away, Gird, mind that. No playing about with the other lads and lasses. There’s
   work to be done, boy.’


‘I know.’ With a grunt, he lifted the basket, almost hip-high, and leaned sideways to balance the weight; it was piled high
   with plums, the best from their tree. He could almost taste one, the sweet juice running down his throat . . .


‘And don’t you be eating any of those, Gird. Not even one. Your Da would skin you for it.’

‘I won’t.’ He started up the lane, walking cantways from the weight, but determined not to put the basket down for a rest
   until he was out of sight of the house. He wanted to go alone. He’d begged for the chance, last year, when he was clearly too small. And this year, when she’d first told him, he’d – he frowned harder,
   until he could feel the knot of his brows. He’d been afraid, after all. ‘I’m not afraid,’ he muttered to himself. ‘I’m not.
   I’m big, bigger than the others.’


All along the lanes he saw others walking, carrying baskets slung over an arm or on a back. A handbasket for each square of
   brambleberries; an armbasket for each tree in its first three years of bearing; a ruckbasket for each smallfruit tree over
   three years, and a backbasket for apples in prime. Last year he’d carried a handbasket in each hand: two handbaskets make
   an armbasket, last year’s fee. This year was the plum’s fourth bearing year, and now they owed the lord a ruckbasket.


And that leaves us, he thought bitterly, with only an armbasket for ourselves. It had been a dry year; most of the fruit fell
   before it ripened. He had heard his parents discussing it. They could have asked the lord’s steward to change their fee, but
   that might bring other trouble.


‘It’s not the name I want, a man who argues every measure of his fee,’ said his father, leaning heavily on the table. ‘No.
   It’s better to pay high one year, and have the lord’s opinion. ’Tis not as if we were hungry.’


Gird had listened silently. They had been hungry, two years before; he still remembered the pain in his belly, and his brother’s
   gifts of food. Anything was better than that. Now, as he walked the lane, his belly grumbled; the smell of the plums seemed
   to go straight from his nose to his gut. He squinted against the bright light, trying not to think of it. Underfoot the dust
   was hot on the surface, but his feet sank into a coolness – was it damp? Why did wet and cold feel the same? He saw a puddle
   left from the rain a week ago, and headed for it before remembering his mother’s detailed warnings. No puddles, she’d said;
   you don’t come into the lord’s court with dirty feet.


The lane past his father’s house curved around a clump of pickoak and into the village proper. Gird shifted his basket to
   the other side, and stumped on. Up ahead, just beyond the great stone barn where the whole village stored hay and grain was
   the corner of the lord’s wall. The lane was choked with people waiting to go in the gate, children younger than Gird with
   handbaskets, those his own age with armbaskets, older ones with ruckbaskets like his. He joined the line, edging forward as
   those who had paid their fee came out and left room within.



Once inside the gate, he could just see over taller heads one corner of the awning over the steward’s table. As he tried to
   peek between those ahead of him, and see more, someone tapped his head with a hard knuckle. He looked around.


‘Good-looking plums,’ said Rauf, Oreg the pigherd’s son. ‘Better than ours.’ Rauf was a hand taller than Gird, and mean besides.
   Gird nodded, but said nothing. That was safer with Rauf. ‘They’d look better in my basket, I think. Eh, Sig?’ Rauf nudged
   his friend Sikan in the ribs, and they both grinned at Gird. ‘You’ve more than you need, little boy; that basket’s too heavy
   anyway.’ Rauf took a handful of plums off the top of the basket, and Sikan did the same.


‘You stop!’ Gird forgot that loud voices were not allowed in the lord’s court. ‘Those are my plums!’

‘They may have been once, but I found them.’ Rauf shoved Gird hard; he stumbled, and more plums rolled out of the basket.
   ‘Found them all over the ground, I did; what’s down is anyone’s, right?’


Gird tried to snatch for the rolling plums. Sikan kicked him lightly in the arm, while Rauf tipped his basket all the way
   over. Gird heard some of the other boys laughing, a woman nearby crying shame to them all. The back of his neck felt hot,
   and he heard a wind in his ears. Before he thought, he grabbed the basket and slammed it into Rauf’s face. Sikan jumped at
   him; Gird rolled away, kicking wildly. In moments that corner of the courtyard was a wild tangle of fighting boys and squashed
   fruit. The steward bellowed, the lord’s guards waded into the fight, using their hands, their short staves, the flats of their
   swords. And Gird found himself held immobile by two guards, with Rauf lying limp on the stones, and the other boys huddled
   in a frightened mass behind a line of armed men.


‘Disgraceful,’ said someone over his head. Gird looked up. The lord’s steward, narrow-faced, blue-eyed. ‘Who started it?’

No one answered. Gird felt the hands tighten on his arms, and give a shake. ‘Boy,’ said a deeper voice, one of the men holding
   him. ‘What do you know about this? Who started it?’


‘He stole my plums.’ Before he spoke, he didn’t realize he was going to. In the heavy silence, with Rauf lying still before
   him, and the courtyard a mess of trampled fruit, his voice sounded thin. The steward looked at him, met his eyes.


‘Your name, boy? Your father?’

‘Gird, sir. Dorthan’s son.’


‘Dorthan, eh? Your father’s not a brawling man; I’d have thought better of his sons.’

‘Sir, he stole my plums!’

‘Your tribute . . . yes. What was it, this year?’

‘A ruckbasket, sir. And they were fine plums, big dark ones, and he—’

‘Who?’

Gird nodded at Rauf. ‘Rauf, sir. Him and Sikan, his friend.’

‘Anyone else see that?’ The steward’s gaze drifted over the crowd of boys. Most stared at their feet, but Teris, a year older
   than Gird and son of his nearest neighbor, nodded.


‘If you please, sir, it was Rauf started it. He said they were good plums, and would look better in his basket. Then he took
   some, and Gird said no, and he knocked Gird aside—’


‘Rauf struck the first blow?’

‘Aye, sir.’

‘Anyone else?’ Reluctant nods followed this. Gird saw a space open around Sikan, who had edged to the rear of the group. Sikan
   flushed and moved forward when the steward stared hard at him.


‘It wasn’t so bad, sir,’ he said, trying to smile around a bruised lip. ‘We was just teasing the lad, like, that was all.’

‘Teasing, in your lord’s court?’

‘Well—’

‘And did you hit this boy?’ The steward pointed at Gird.

‘Well, sir, I may have – sort of – sort of pushed at him, like, but nothing hard, not to say brawling. But he’s one of them,
   you know, likes to make quarrels—’


The steward frowned. ‘It’s not the first time, Sikan, that you and Rauf have been found in bad order.’ He nodded at the men
   behind Gird, and they released his arms. Gird rubbed his left elbow. ‘As for you, Gird son of Dorthan, brawling in the lord’s
   court is always wrong – always. Do you understand?’


‘Yes, sir.’ There was nothing else to say.

‘And you’re at fault in saying that your plums were stolen. They were your lord’s plums, owed to him. If Rauf had given them in, the lord would still have them. Instead—’
   The steward waved his hand at the mess. Very few whole fruit had survived the brawl. ‘But your family has a good name, young
   Gird, and I think you did not mean to cause trouble. So there will be no fine in fruit for your family . . . only you, along
   with these others, will stay and clean the court until those stones are clean enough to satisfy Sergeant Mager here.’



‘Yes, sir.’ And he would be late home, and get another whipping from his father.

‘Now as for you, Sikan, and Rauf—’ For Rauf had begun to move about, and his eyes opened, though aimlessly as yet. ‘Since
   you started this trouble, and moreover chose a smaller boy to bully, you’ll spend a night in the stocks, when this work is
   done.’ And the steward turned away, back to his canopy over the account table where the scribes made marks on long rolls of
   parchment.


Gird found the rest of that day instructive. He had scrubbed their stone floor often enough at home, and scraped dung from
   the cowshed. But his mother was no more particular about the bowls they ate from than Sergeant Mager about the courtyard stones.
   He and the other boys picked up pieces of the squashed fruit and put them in baskets – without getting even a taste of it.
   Then they carried buckets of water – buckets so large that Gird couldn’t carry one by himself – and brushed the stones with
   water and longhandled brushes. Then they rinsed, and then they scrubbed again. Just when Gird was sure that the stones could
   be no cleaner had they just been quarried, the sergeant would find a scrap of fruit rind, and they had it all to do over again.
   But he did his best, working as hard as he could. By the time the sergeant let them go, it was well past midday, and Gird’s
   fingers were raw with scrubbing. He called Gird back from the gate for an extra word.


‘Your dad’s got a good name,’ he said, laying a heavy hand on Gird’s shoulder. ‘And you’re a good lad, if quick-tempered.
   You’ve got courage, too – you were willing to take on those bigger lads. Ever think of being a soldier?’


Gird felt his heart leap. ‘You mean . . . like you?’

The sergeant laughed. ‘Not at first, of course. You’d start like the others, as a recruit. But you’re big for your age, and
   strong. You work hard. Think of it . . . a sword, a spear maybe . . . you could make sergeant someday.’


‘Do you ever get to ride a horse?’ That was his dream, to ride a fast horse as the lords did, running before the wind.

‘Sometimes.’ The sergeant smiled. ‘The steward might recommend you for training. A lad like you needs the discipline, needs
   a place to work off his extra energy. Besides, it’s a mouth less to feed at home.’ He gave Gird’s shoulder a final shake,
   and pushed him out the gate. ‘We’ll have a word with your dad, this next day or so. Don’t start trouble again, eh?’


*    *   *


‘Holy Lady of Flowers!’ His mother had been halfway down the lane; she must have been watching from the house. ‘Gird, what
   did you mean—’


‘I’m sorry.’ He stared at the dust between his toes, aware of every rip in his clothes. They had been his best, the shirt
   actually new, and now they looked like his ragged old ones. ‘I didn’t start it, Mother, truly I didn’t. Rauf stole some plums,
   and I thought we might have a fine—’


‘Effa says Rauf hit you first.’

‘Yes’m.’ He heard her sigh, and looked up. ‘I really didn’t—’

‘Gird—’ She put a hand on his head. ‘At least you’re back, and no fine. Effa says the steward didn’t seem angry, not like
   she thought he would be.’


‘I don’t think he is.’ Suddenly his news burst out of him. ‘Guess what the sergeant said – maybe I can train to be a soldier!
   I could have a sword—’ Excited as he was, he didn’t notice her withdrawal, the shock on her face. ‘Sometimes they even ride
   horses, he said. He said I was big enough, and strong, and—’ Her stiff silence held him at last; he stared at her. ‘Mother?’


‘No!’ She caught his arm, and half-dragged him down the lane to the house.

The argument went on all evening. His father’s first reaction to the story of the plums was to reach for his belt. ‘I don’t
   brawl,’ he said. ‘And I didn’t raise my sons to be brawlers.’


Arin, as usual, stood up for him. ‘Da, that Rauf’s a bad lot, you know that. So’s the steward: they’ve got him in stocks this
   night, and Sikan too.’


‘And I’ll have their fathers down on me, did you think of that? Oreg’s no man to blame his own son, even if Rauf tells the
   tale aright. If Gird hadn’t fought back, Oreg would’ve known he owed me sommat, a bit of bacon even. And Sikan’s father –
   I want no quarrel with him; his wife has the only parrion for dyecraft in this village. As for this way – it’s no good. We
   can’t be fighting each other; the world’s hard enough without that. They’ll have to know I punished Gird, and I’ll have to
   go to them and apologize.’


So it was a whipping on top of his bruises, and no supper as well as no lunch. Gird had expected as much; he saw from Arin’s
   wink that he would have a scrap to eat later, whatever Arin could sneak to him without being caught. But his father was as
   unhappy as his mother to hear of the sergeant’s offer of training.



‘It’s never good to come into notice like that. Besides, we follow the Lady: would you take sword against your own folk, Gird?
   Break the village peace in blood and iron?’ But before he could decide whether it was safe to answer – the answer he’d thought
   of, while waiting for his father to come from the fields – his father shrugged. ‘But if the steward comes, what can I say?
   They have the right to take you, no matter what I think about it. The best I can hope for is that the steward forgets it.’


The steward did not forget. Gird spent the next day wrestling with the family’s smallest scythe – still too long for him –
   mowing his father’s section of the meadow. He knew he’d been sent there to get him out of sight, away from the other village
   boys. He knew his mother had baked two sweet cakes for Rauf’s family and Sikan’s, and his father had taken them over in the
   early morning. It was hot, the steamy heat of full summer, and the cold porridge of his breakfast had not filled the hollows
   from yesterday’s fast. But above him, in the great field, his father was working, able to see if he shirked.


He kept at it doggedly, hacking uneven chunks where his brother could lay a clean swathe. There had to be a way. He paused
   to rub the great curved blade with the bit of stone his father had given him, and listened to the change in sound it made
   on different parts of the blade. When he looked sideways up the slope to the arable, he saw his father talking to another
   of the village men. Gird leaned on the scythe handle, the blade angled high above him, and picked a bur from between his toes.


When he looked again, his father had started back up the arable. Gird dared not move out of the sun to rest, but he tipped
   his head back to get the breeze. Something rustled in the tall grass ahead of him. Rat? Bird? He scratched the back of one
   leg with the other foot, glanced upslope again, and sighed. Someday he would be a man, and if he wasn’t soldier, he’d be a
   farmer, and able to swing a bigger scythe than this one. Like his father, whose sweeping strokes led the reapers each year.
   Like his brother Arin, who had just grown out of this scythe. He grunted at himself, and let the long blade down. Surely he
   could find a way to make this work better.


By nightfall, with all his blisters, he had begun to mow a level swathe. He’d changed the handles slightly, learned to get
   his hip into the swing, learned to take steps just the right length to compensate for the blade’s arc. The next day, he spent
   on the same patch of meadow. Now that he had the knack of it, he was half-hoping the steward would not come. He would grow up a farmer like his father, leading the reapers in the field, guiding his own oxen,
   growing even better fruit . . .


It was the next day that the steward came at dusk, when his father had come in from the fields, and Gird had begun to feel
   himself out of disgrace as far as the family went. The children were sent to the barton out back, while the steward talked,
   and his father (he was sure) listened. He wanted to creep into the cowbyre and hear for himself, but Arin barred the way.
   He had to wait until his father called him in.


There in the candlelight, his father’s face looked older, tireder. His mother sat stiffly, lips pressed together, behind her
   loom. The steward smiled at him. ‘Gird, the sergeant suggested that you were a likely lad to train for soldier: strong and
   brave, and in need of discipline. Your father will let you choose for yourself. If you agree, you will spend one day of ten
   with the soldiers this year, and from Midwinter to Midwinter next, two days of ten. It’s not soldiering at first, I’ll be
   honest with you: you’ll work in the barracks just as you’d work here. But your father’d be paid the worth of your work, a
   copper crab more than for fieldwork. And the following year, you’d be a recruit, learning warcraft, and your father will get
   both coppers and a dole off his fee. ’Twould help your family, in hard times, but your father says you must do as you wish.’


It was frightening to see his parents so still, so clearly frightened themselves. He had never really understood them before,
   he felt. Behind him, in the doorway, Arin and the others crowded; he could hear their noisy breathing. Could soldiering be
   so bad as they thought? All his life he’d seen the guardsmen strolling the village lane, admired the glitter of their buckles,
   the jingle of their harness. He’d been too young to fear the ordersticks, the clubs . . . he’d had strong hands rumpling his
   hair, when he crowded near with the other boys, he’d had a smile from the sergeant himself. And the soldiers fought off brigands,
   and hunted wolves and folokai; he remembered only last winter, cheering in the snow with the others as they carried back the
   dead folokai tied to poles. One of them had been hurt, his blood staining the orange tunic he wore, but the world was hard,
   and there were many ways to be hurt.


He wanted to stand on one leg and think about it, but there stood the steward, peering at him in the dimness with eyes that
   seemed to see clear into his heart. He’d never spoken to a lord before, exactly. Was the steward a lord? Close enough.



‘It would not be a binding oath,’ the steward said, a little impatiently. Gird knew that tone; his father had it when he asked
   who had left the barton wicket open. It meant a quick answer, or trouble. ‘If you did not like it, you could quit before you
   started the real training . . .’


Gird ducked his head, and then looked up at the steward. From one corner of his vision he could see his father’s rigid face,
   but he ignored it.


‘Sir . . . steward . . . I would be glad to. If my father allows.’

‘He has said it.’ The steward smiled, then. ‘Dorthan, your son Gird is accepted into service of the Count Kelaive, and here
   is the pirik—’ The bargain-sum, Gird remembered: not a price paid, as if he were a sheep, but a sum to mark the conclusion of any bargain.
   The price was somewhat else.


The very next morning, Gird left at dawn to walk through the village to the count’s guards’ barracks. None of his friends
   were out to watch him, but he knew they would be impressed. The guard at the gate admitted him, sent him straight across the
   forecourt to the barracks. The guards were just getting up, and the sergeant was crosser than Gird remembered.


‘Get in the kitchen first, and serve the food; then you can clean for the cooks until after morning drill. I’ll see you then.
   Hop, now.’


The porridge was much like their own, if cooked in larger pots and served in bigger bowls. Gird carried the dirty bowls back,
   and scrubbed them, under the cook’s critical eye, then scrubbed the big cookpots. Then it was chop the onions, while his eyes
   burned and watered, and chop the redroots until his hands were cramped, and then fetch buckets of clean water. All the while
   the cook scolded, worse than his oldest sister, while mixing and kneading the dough that would be dumplings in the midday
   stew. The sergeant came in while Gird was still washing down the long tables.


‘Right, lad. Now let’s see what we’ve got, here. Come along.’ He led Gird out the side door of the kitchen, into a back court,
   a little walled enclosure like a barton with no byres. In one corner was the kitchen well, with the row of buckets Gird had
   scrubbed neatly ranged along the wall.


The sergeant was just as impressive as ever, to Gird’s eye: taller and broader than his own father, hard-muscled, with a brisk
   authority that expected absolute obedience. Gird looked at him, imagining himself grown into that size and strength, wearing
   those clean, whole, unmended clothes, having a place in the village and in his lord’s service more secure than any farmer.


‘You’re a hard worker, and strong,’ the sergeant began, ‘but you’ll have to be stronger yet, and you’ll have to learn discipline.
   Begin with this: you don’t talk unless you’re told to, and you answer with “sir” any time I speak to you. Clear?’


Gird nodded. ‘Yes . . . sir?’

‘Right. You’re here to learn, not to chatter. Dawn to dusk, one day of ten . . . can you count?’

‘Not really, sir.’

‘Not really is no. Can’t count sheep, or cows?’

Gird frowned. ‘If they’re there . . . but not days, sir, they don’t stay in front of me.’

‘You’ll learn. Now, Gird: when you come here, you must be clean and ready to work. If you can’t wash at home, come early and
   wash here. I’ll have no ragtags in my barracks. Is that your only shirt?’


‘No, sir, but th’other’s worse.’

‘Then you’ll get one, but only for this work. Do you have shoes? Boots?’

Gird shook his head, then remembered to say ‘No, sir.’ Shoes? For a mere lad? He had never had shoes, and wouldn’t until he
   wed, unless his father had a string of good years.


‘You’ll need them later; you can wear them here, but not at home. Did you have breakfast at home this morning?’ Of course
   he had not, beyond a bit of crust; the porridge had just gone on when he walked up to the barracks. The sergeant hmmphed at
   that. ‘Can’t grow soldiers on thin rations. I’ll tell the cook, and you’ll eat here all day on your workdays. Now – about
   the other boys. I want no brawling, young Gird, none at all. If they tease you about going for soldier, you learn to let it
   pass. No threats from you, no catcalling at Rauf or Satik or whatever his name was. You’ll be where they can’t bother you,
   if you keep your nose clean. Hothead soldiers cause more trouble than they’re worth; you have your chance, for you and your
   family: earn it.’


An answer seemed required; Gird said ‘Yes, sir.’

The rest of that day was more chores and little that Gird could see as soldiering, although he did see the inside of the barracks,
   with the lines of wooden bunks and thin straw mattresses, the weapons hung neatly on the walls, the jacks (inside! He wondered, but did not ask, how they were cleaned. Surely they were cleaned; they smelled less than his own family’s pit.). He swept a floor that seemed clean enough already, carried more buckets of water to the
   cook, ate a bowl of stew larger than his father ever saw for his lunch, washed dishes until his hands wrinkled afterwards,
   fetched yet more water (he felt his feet had worn a groove from the well to the kitchen door) and sliced yet more redroots,
   had a huge slab of bread and a piece of meat for supper, and was allowed to stand silent in a corner and watch the ordered
   marching that preceded the changing of watch before dusk.


He ran home along the dark lane his bare feet knew so well, bursting with excitement. Meat! He didn’t know if he would tell
   them, because they would see no meat until harvest . . . but it had tasted so good, and the stew and bread had filled all
   the hollows in his belly. He burped, tasting meat on his breath, and laughed.


They were waiting, and had saved a bowl of gruel and hunk of bread for him; he felt both shamed and proud when he could give
   it to the others.


‘So – they’ll feed you well?’ His mother wasn’t quite looking at him, spooning his share carefully into other bowls.

‘Yes. Breakfast too, but I must get there early.’

‘And do you like soldiering?’ she asked, a sharpness in her voice.

‘It’s not soldiering yet,’ he said, watching the others eat. ‘I helped the cook today, chopping onions and carrying water
   . . . I carried enough water for two days.’


‘You can carry my water tomorrow,’ his mother said. His father had yet said nothing, watching Gird across the firelight as
   he ate.


The time from summer to Midwinter passed quickly. One day in ten he rose before dawn, at first cockcrow, and ran up the lane
   to the gate where the guards now knew him by name and greeted him. Into that steamy kitchen, larger than his own cottage,
   where the cook – never so difficult as that first day – gave him a great bowl of porridge before he served the others. As
   the days drew in with autumn, that kitchen became a haven, rich with the smells of baking bread and roasting meat, savory
   stews, fruit pies. It was a feastday, however plain the soldiers found the food (and he was amazed to hear them grumble);
   he had his belly full from daylight to dark. With a full belly, the work went easily. Hauling water, sweeping, washing, chopping
   vegetables, chopping wood for the great hearths. He learned the names of all the guards, and knew where everything was kept.
   Two of them were recruits, one from his village and one from over the fields sunrising, tall boys he would have thought men if he hadn’t seen them next to the soldiers. He began to learn the drill commands as
   he watched.


The other nine days passed as his days always had, in work with his family. He was growing into the scythe, or managing it
   better, and he was allowed in the big field for the first time. Arin took him up to the high end of the wood, where the village
   pigs spent the summer rooting and wallowing, to help gather them into the lower pens. They ate their meager lunch in a rocky
   cleft up higher than others ever came, a place Arin had shown him the first year he went to help gather pigs. He spent a few
   days nutting in the woods, with his friends, laughing and playing tricks like the others. They all wanted to know what he
   was learning. When he explained that so far it was just work, like any work, they wondered why he agreed.


‘It will be soldiering,’ Gird said, leaning back against a bank and squinting up at one of their favorite nut trees. ‘And in the meantime,
   it’s food and coppers for my family – what better?’


‘Good food?’ asked Amis. He was lean and ribby, as they all were that year.

Gird nodded. ‘Lots of it, too. And that leaves more—’

‘Can you take any home?’

‘No.’ That had been a disappointment, and his first disgrace. Sharing food was part of his life: everyone shared, fast or
   feast. But when he tried to take home a half-loaf being tossed out anyway, it had brought swift punishment. ‘The sergeant
   says that’s stealing. They’re getting enough for me, he says, more than I’m worth. That may be so, though I try. But not one
   crust will they let me take out, or a single dried plum.’ The stripes had not hurt as much as knowing he could not share;
   he had not told his father why he’d been punished.


Terris made the closed-fist gesture against evil. ‘Gripe-hearts, is what they are. You watch, Gird, they’ll turn you against
   us.’


‘Never.’ Gird said it loudly, though he could already sense a rift between him and his friends. ‘I can share from my own,
   when I earn my own: then you’ll see. Open heart, open hands: the Lady’s blessing.’


‘Lady’s blessing,’ they all said. Gird made sure to put a handful more than his share into the common sack that would go up
   to the count’s steward as their fee for nutting in those woods.


At Midwinter Feast, he stood once more before the steward, this time in the Hall, and agreed to his next year’s service. His
   father had stayed home, shrugging away Gird’s concern for his cough. Two days in ten, he thought, they will not have to feed
   me, and there’s the coppers besides. He was proud of the thought that his pay might help with the fieldfee.


Two days in ten made one in five. In the short days of winter, the sergeant set him to learning counting and letters. Gird
   hated it. Sitting with cold feet and numbed hands over a board scrawled with mysterious shapes was far harder than fetching
   water from the well, even when that meant breaking the ice on it first. At home he could read tallies well enough, the notched
   sticks all the farmers used to keep count of stock and coin. But here were no helpful hints . . . you could not tell, from
   the words, who wrote them. Without the clue that this tally was Oder’s . . . when everyone knew that Oder had only a double-hand
   of sheep . . . you had to know all the words and numbers to find out what it said.


Some of the men laughed unkindly at his struggles. ‘Thickhead,’ said one, a balding redhead whom Gird had rather liked before.
   ‘Perhaps the knowledge could get in if we cracked it open for you?’


‘More like his little wit would fall out,’ said another. ‘He thinks with his hands and feet, that one, like most peasants.’

Gird tried to concentrate on markings that seemed to jump and jiggle about in the flickering candlelight. Was the sign for
   three supposed to stick out this way, or that? He wiggled his fingers, trying to remember. The sergeant’s sword was on the same side as that hand . . . he
   shook his head, confused once more.


‘Here,’ said the redhead, handing him two pebbles. ‘Put this in your hand – no, that hand – and hold it there. Now call that your left hand, eh? Stonehand. Some signs are stonehand, some are empty hand – you
   can remember that much, can’t you?’


He might have, but he was angry. He clenched his teeth against the temptation. The sergeant intervened. ‘Let him alone, Slagin.
   The stone’s a good idea, but leave the rest of it. Some boys take longer, that’s all. All right, Gird, the cook needs more
   water.’


By spring, the two days in ten of plentiful food had begun to show. He had always been heavier built than most of his sibs.
   ‘More like my brother,’ his father had said, of an uncle dead before he was born. Now his broader frame began to carry thicker
   muscle. He had grown another two fingers up, and was straining the seams of his shirt. And that summer he carried a ruckbasket
   of plums without difficulty.


All that year, Gird worked his two days in ten, and his family settled into the knowledge that he would almost certainly become
   a soldier. His father continued to teach him the crafts and skills of farming, but with less urgency. His mother let out his old shirt, and made a new one, without pleading with him to stay home.
   His brothers admitted, privately, that life was a bit easier when he got part of his food elsewhere, and the coppers came
   in on quarterdays. Rauf tried once to tease him into a fight, calling him coward when he backed off; a few months later he
   noticed that Rauf crossed the lane to avoid him. And his friends seemed glad to see him, when any of them had time off for
   foolery, which wasn’t often.


So at Midwinter, he gave his oath to the steward, and entered training as a recruit, to sleep in the barracks with the others
   and learn the arts of war.
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‘Your oath to the steward’s one thing,’ said Sergeant Mager. ‘It’s me you’ve got to satisfy.’

Gird, along with three other recruits, all from other villages, stood uneasily in his new orange uniform while the sergeant
   stalked back and forth in front of them. The other soldiers were inside, enjoying the Midwinter Feast. They were in the little
   back courtyard he knew so well, with an icy wind stiffening their skins.


‘If you make it through training,’ the sergeant went on, ‘you’ll give your oath to our lord or his guardian. You’ll go where
   he sends you, and fight his battles, the rest of your time as soldiers. Some of you—’ he did not look at Gird ‘—some of you
   started your training as boys. But you needn’t think you know much yet. You all start level.’


Level meant the bottom. The senior recruits, that Gird had seen cuffed and bullied by the older men, now cuffed and bullied
   the new ones. Gird was no longer the cook’s helper, but he still hauled buckets of water, scrubbed floors, and now had his
   uniform to keep clean and mended, besides. The boots that went with it kept his feet from the snow, but chafed badly until
   he learned how to pack them with oily wool. He had never had to do anything to a bed but fall into it and fight his brothers
   for the cover: now he had to produce as neat a mattress, as tightly rolled a blanket, as the others. And, lacking a boy to
   do the work, all four new recruits washed dishes.



Yet none of them complained. Like Gird, they had all been peasants’ sons, only one of them the son of a free tenant. It was
   worth all the abuse to have a full belly all winter long, somewhere warm to sleep. Gradually they got used to having enough
   to eat, a bunk each, with a warm blanket, whole clothes that fit, boots.


Gird had been hoping to move quickly into training with weapons, but the sergeant had other priorities. They would all, he
   said firmly, with a hard look at Gird, learn their letters well enough to follow simple orders. They would learn to keep count,
   so they could help the steward or his agents during tax-time. Ifor, who had been sent from the nearest trading town, could
   already read a little, and use the pebble-board for figuring. He didn’t mind the daily session with letters that was still
   torture to Gird.


‘You’ll never make sergeant, Gird, if you don’t learn this,’ the sergeant warned. Gird was beginning to think he didn’t care,
   if making sergeant meant making sense of reading and writing and numbers. He could see, as clear as his hand on the table,
   how many legs two sheep had, but trying to think of it and write it down made the sweat run down his face. He was the slowest
   in this, as he was strongest in body. The sergeant insisted that it didn’t have to work that way, that many strong men were
   quick-minded in learning to read. Gird eyed the others wistfully, wondering what the difference was inside their heads. He
   struggled on. He knew all the marks, now, that stood for numbers and sounds; he could read the simplest words, and write his
   own name in awkward, shaky letters. But it got no easier, for all his labors.


Besides that, they had to learn about their lord’s domain: the correct address for the lord himself, for the steward, for
   the various officers who came through on inspections. The names of all the villages, and the headmen of each, and the sergeants
   in all the places the guard was stationed. Once in the lord’s guard, they might be sent anywhere within his domain. Most men
   served away from their homes, at least until they were well along in service. Gird had never really considered the possibility
   that he might leave and never come back. Going off to war was one thing, but leaving this village – the only place he’d ever
   known – to make a life somewhere else – that was new and disturbing. He frowned, but said nothing. At least this was better
   than reading and writing. The lists went on and on. They had to know the right name for each piece of equipment in the barracks,
   from the tools used on the hearth to the weapons hung on the walls. Each weapon had not only a name, but a name for each part – for each movement with which it could be used – for the command
   given to make each movement.


When they did begin what Gird recognized as soldier’s training, it was hardly different from the games boys played. Wrestling
   – he had wrestled with the other lads all his life. He was good at it. When the sergeant asked him if he thought he knew how,
   he answered briskly that he did, and stepped out. Someone chuckled, but he ignored it. They laughed at everything the new
   recruits did, good or bad. He eyed the balding redhead he’d been told to work with, and cocked his arm, edging in as the boys
   always did. Something like a tree trunk suddenly grabbed him and he felt himself flying through the air, to land hard on the
   cold stone floor.


‘It’s not a game any more,’ said his partner mildly. ‘Try again.’ Some five falls later, when Gird was breathless, bruised,
   and much less cocky – and the other man had hardly broken into a sweat – the sergeant called a halt.


‘Now you know what you don’t know. Convinced?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Remember: if we have to crack your head to let in wisdom, we will.’ The sergeant was serious, but Gird grinned at that. It
   made sense. His father said much the same, and he’d known all his life that his own head was considered harder than most.


Besides wrestling, there was drill. Gird found he liked that, although he had trouble with some of the sequences, and more
   than once turned in the wrong place and got trodden on. And pounded, when the sergeant caught up with him. But when it worked,
   when all the separate individuals merged into one body, and the boots crashed on the stones together, it sent shivers down
   his backbone. This was really soldiering, something the village folk could watch and recognize, something to show off. If the sergeant ever let them past the gates, which he had not for tens and tens of days.


One late-winter day, shepherds came to ask the guard’s help in hunting a pack of wolves. The steward agreed, and the sergeant,
   now mounted on a stout brown horse, led them all out into a miserably cold, bleak day with neither sun nor snow to commend
   it. Gird marched for the first time in uniform down the lane past his cottage, where his younger sister peeked through the
   leafless hedge and dared a shy wave. He could not wave back, not with the sergeant’s eye on him, as it surely was, for all
   he rode ahead. But he knew she watched, and admired her older brother, and someday all the others would too. He could imagine himself receiving admiring glances
   from all the villagers, when he saved their stock from wolves or folokai, or protected them from brigands.


Gird enjoyed the wolf hunt, though it meant that he and the other inexperienced ones spent three whole days trudging through
   cold damp woods and across even colder wet pastures, looking for wolf signs. It was not until much later that he realized
   the sergeant never expected them to find any – that’s what the gnarled old tracker with his hounds was for – but it kept them
   out of trouble and far away from the actual hunt. They returned in the glow of a successful hunt, behind the lucky ones who
   had actually killed two wolves and so got to carry them through the village. (Gird and the other recruits had carried them
   most of the way back, while the hunters themselves told and retold exactly how each spear had gone into its prey.)


With the coming of spring, they spent more of their time outside, and more of it in things Gird recognized as soldierly. Marching
   drill, and long marches across the fields and pastures. Archery, not with the simple and fairly weak bows his own people used
   for hunting small fowl in the woods, but with the recurved bows that took all his strength to draw. They learned the use of
   stick and club, facing off in pairs and later with the older recruits in sections. Gird collected his fair share of bruises
   and scrapes without comment, and dealt as many.


Days lengthened with the turning year. Soldiers as well as farmers had to put in their due of roadwork, and Gird’s weapon
   on that occasion was a shovel. He hesitated before jamming it into the clogged ditch: was this like a plow? Did he need to
   perform the spring ritual of propitiation before putting iron in Alyanya’s soil? He muttered a quick apology as he saw the
   sergeant glare his way. It would have to do. He meant no disrespect, and he had brought (on his own time) the sunturning flowers
   to the barracks well. Although the sergeant had brushed them away without comment, surely the Lady would understand.


He might have known his mutter would not go unnoticed. Even as he tossed the second shovelful of wet clay and matted leaves
   to one side, the sergeant was beside him.


‘What’s that you said, Gird?’

‘Just asked the Lady’s peace, sir, before putting iron to ’er.’

The sergeant sighed, gustily, and looked both ways to be sure the others were hard at work before he spoke. ‘Gird, when you
   were a farmer’s brat, you paid attention to the Lady, and no doubt to every well-sprite, spring spirit, and endstone watcher. I’ve
   no doubt who it was tied that bunch of weeds to the wellpost.’


Gird opened his mouth to say it wasn’t weeds at all, but the proper flowers, picked fresh that morning, but thought better
   of it.


‘But now you’re a soldier, or would like to be. You need a soldier’s patron now, Gird, not a farmer’s harvest matron. Gods
   know I’m as glad of the Lady’s bounty as anyone, and I grant her all praise in harvest time. It’s right for farmers to follow
   all the rituals. But not you. Will you stop to ask the Lady’s blessing every time you draw steel, in the midst of battle?
   You’ll have a short life that way.’


‘But, sir—’

‘You cannot be both, Gird, farmer and soldier. Not in your heart. Did your folk teach you nothing of soldiers’ gods?’ Gird
   shook his head, still shoveling, and the sergeant sighed again. ‘Well, ’tis time you learned. Tir will take your oath in iron,
   same as mine, and asks nothing but your courage in battle and your care for your comrades. The lords say he’s below Esea,
   their god—’ He peered at Gird’s face, to see if he understood. Gird nodded, silently; his father had had a lot to say about
   Esea – a foreign god, he’d said, not like their own Lady, and not like the Windsteed. ‘But to us it doesn’t matter,’ said
   the sergeant. ‘He’s god enough for me, my lad, and that should be enough for you. Think about it. And no more flowers around
   my well, is that clear?’


‘Yes, sir.’ He had not thought soldiers that different. Everyone knew the capriciousness of the merin, the well-sprites . . . how the water rose and fell, regardless of local rains, how even its flavor changed. Had that well
   in the barracks yard gone years without proper care? He was sure the water had tasted sweeter after his offering. But he could
   not argue with his sergeant.


After the roadwork, after the bridge repairs that followed the spring rains, the recruits had their first chance to mingle
   with the villagers. Gird spent most of that time helping his father and brothers with their work, but found an hour now and
   then to meet with his old friends. At first they were properly impressed with his growing strength and martial skills, but
   that didn’t last long.


‘It’s not fair,’ said Teris, when Gird had thrown him easily for the third time one evening. ‘You’re using soldiers’ tricks
   against friends, and that’s not fair.’ He turned away. So did the others.



‘But I—’ Gird stared at their backs. He knew what that meant. If they shut him out, he would have no one in the village but
   his family. And his family, just lately, had been irritating him with complaints about his attitude. If the sergeant forbade
   him to remember all the Lady’s rituals, his family insisted that he perform them all perfectly. He could not lose his friends:
   not now. ‘I – I will teach you,’ he offered. ‘Then it would be fair.’


‘Would you, truly?’ Teris turned around again.

‘Of course.’ Gird took a deep breath. The sergeant might think he knew nothing – or that’s what he kept saying – but here
   he knew more than any of them. ‘We can say we have a guard unit – we can have a sergeant, a captain—’


‘I suppose you’ll want to be captain,’ said Kev.

‘If he’s teaching us,’ said Teris, shrugging, ‘he can be captain. For awhile.’

‘We need a level field,’ said Gird. He would teach them marching, he thought to himself. Maybe if he taught them, he wouldn’t
   forget the commands himself. Somewhere in the back of his mind he remembered an oath not to teach ‘peasants and churls’ the
   arts of war. But marching in step wasn’t an art of war. They’d all tried when they were little boys; they just hadn’t known
   how to do it right. And wrestling wasn’t an art of war; no one fought battles by wrestling. And archery . . . all boys played with archery.
   Nonetheless, he took care that the level field they decided on was well out of sight of the guard stations.


In a few weeks, Gird’s troop of boys was moving around the back horse pasture with assurance. Bit by bit, as he learned from
   the sergeant, he transferred knowledge to the boys.


‘The little groups are called squads,’ he said one day. ‘We have enough to have three of them; it’s like pretend armies. Every
   squad has a leader, and marches together, and you can do real things with it.’ They built a sod fort in the field, and practiced
   assaults. Teris, in particular, had a gift for it; he remembered everything Gird told him, the first time.


Now, rehearsing his new knowledge with his friends, Gird felt that his life as a soldier was well begun. That first summer
   as a recruit, he spent all his free time with them; he saw no reason why their old friendship should ever end. He wished he
   could show them off to the sergeant. If he could train them, he had to be learning himself, didn’t he?



But as time passed, Gird’s friends were working too hard in the fields to have time for boyish play. First one, then another,
   failed to turn up for drill, and then the others refused to do it. They wanted to lie in the long grass and talk about things
   Gird didn’t know: whose brother was courting whose sister, which family might have trouble raising the fieldfee this year,
   all that timeless village gossip. When he tried to argue them into drill or wrestling, they simply looked at him, a look the
   sergeant had taught him to think mulish and stupid. He gave in, since arguing would not serve, and wished he could live in
   two places at once.


After harvest, he had less time off himself, and rarely came into the village all that winter. The recruits had begun to learn
   sword-work, and even Gird knew that he could make no excuse for teaching his friends to use edged weapons, even if they had
   had them to practice with. No one did; the strictest of the laws forbade any but soldiers to have weapons, and even the free
   smiths feared the punishment for breaking that law. Besides, the sergeant still insisted that he keep trying to learn to read
   and write. None of his friends could, or cared to. His father admitted that reading was a useful skill, but wasn’t at all
   sure that it was right for a farmer to know. Gird opened his mouth to say ‘But I’m not a farmer!’ and shut it again. That
   was the whole point, and they all knew it.


There were other barriers growing, too, between them. He could not tell them what the sergeant said about Alyanya, or what
   he felt himself. Even the rituals of harvest had seemed a little silly; the twisted wisps of straw, the knotted yarn around
   the last sheaf, all that was peasant lore, far removed from his future as a soldier. He felt guilty when he listened to the
   other soldiers’ jests; those were his people, his family and extended kin. Yet he wished that the villagers would somehow
   impress the soldiers – would somehow be more soldierly, so that he could feel pride in them.


And there was the matter of soldiers’ discipline. For himself, Gird could stand a few buffets when he made a mistake, a few
   lashes for coming back drunk from the harvest festival trying to sing ‘Nutting in the Woods’. Being clouted by the others
   was no worse than being mauled by Rauf and the older boys when he’d been younger. For that matter, many families were almost
   as rough; his father had taken a belt to him more than once, and his oldest brother had pummeled him regularly before he married
   and moved away.


What he did not like was having to do the same to others. When Keri, a lad from one of the distant villages, mishandled a
   sword, and the sergeant had them all join in the punishment, Gird told himself that someone who couldn’t stand a few buffets wouldn’t
   stay strong in battle, but he didn’t like to think which bruise on that battered face had come from his fist. He got a reputation
   for being strong enough but unaggressive, a little too gentle. The sergeant shook his head at him after seeing him flinch
   from Keri’s punishment. ‘And I thought you’d be the quarrelsome sort, glad enough to clout others. Well, better this way,
   as long as you don’t mind killing an enemy. But mind, lad, soldiering’s not for the faint heart or weak stomach.’ He was sure
   he would not mind a battle; it was having to hit someone helpless that made him feel sick to his stomach. This was another
   thing he could not share with boyhood friends; he knew they would not understand.


Past Midwinter Feast, in the slack of late winter, he found another troubling presence in the barracks. Three of the soldiers,
   all from Finyatha and rotated here from the count’s household, favored Liart. Gird had never heard of Liart before that second
   winter, when he came back from the jacks one night to find the three crouched before the hearth with something that whimpered
   between them. When they heard him, one of them whirled.


‘Get away!’ he’d said. ‘Or by Liart’s chain, you’ll rue it!’ He had gone to the sergeant, unsure, and seen the sergeant’s
   face tighten.


‘Liart, is it? Liart’s chain? I’ll give them Liart’s chain!’ And he had stormed out, bellowing. But in the end he had gone
   to the steward, and come back shaken. ‘A god of war is a god of war,’ he’d said then, in the bleak light of a winter morning.
   ‘Our lord approves, if someone chooses Liart for patron.’


Gird tried to ask, and was sworn at for his pains. Then, later, one of the other men, Kadir, explained. ‘Liart’s followers
   buy his aid with blood; ’tis said he likes it best if it comes hardly . . . d’you see?’ Gird didn’t, but knew he didn’t want
   to know. ‘Liart’s chain . . . that’s the barbed chain, like the barbed whip they use on murderers, up in Finyatha. Some lords
   use it, more than used to. Mostly it was thieves and outlaws, in the old days, so I heard. But the thing is, Gird, don’t you
   be asking trouble of Liart’s followers; they’ll torment you as glad as anyone, if you bring notice to them. I’d be careful,
   was I you.’


A few days later he found a short length of barbed chain on his bunk, as they came in for inspection. The sergeant’s eyes
   met his; he took his punishment without complaint; they both knew he had not put it there. He himself had declared for Tir,
   as his sergeant had suggested the previous summer, although he had not yet given his oath of iron. That would require a Blademaster, and the
   sergeant said they would have the chance after they’d given their final oath to the lord when training was over. The sergeant
   had told him what was lawful for him to know, though, and it was very little like anything the villagers taught.


So when the days lengthened again into spring, there were many things he could not share with old friends. They would have
   questions he could not answer – that was the best face he could put on it. Likely it would be worse. And he himself, as tall
   now as any of the guards, would be promoted from recruit come Summereve, when the lord was home from Finyatha.


Later he would remember that spring as one of the happiest times of his life, drenched in honey. He was young and strong and
   handsome; when he walked along the lanes to visit his family, with the brass badge of his lord’s service shined and winking
   in the sun, the little children smiled and waved at him, tagging along behind. ‘Gird,’ they called. ‘Strong Gird . . . carry
   me, please?’ Girls near his age glanced at him sideways; he felt each glance like a caress. Boys too old to tag him like the
   younger children watched nonetheless, and when he stopped to speak to someone they’d come close. ‘Is it hard to be a soldier,
   Gird?’ they’d ask. And sometimes he told them tales of the barracks, and watched their eyes widen.


Once, twice, he had leave to go to the gatherings in the sheepfolds around, where the young men and girls met and danced.
   He was too young yet – he merely watched – but he enjoyed the music, and the respectful, if wary, glances. His old friends
   still joked with him, cautiously, but none ventured to wrestle or match arms. He didn’t mind that; he didn’t want to hurt
   them, and he knew now that he could.


Even at home, it was a good spring. His father’s eyes still showed concern, but his older brothers were clearly proud to have
   a brother in the guard. Other lads his own age were still ‘lads’ only – too young to marry, too young to inherit a farm, and
   most were younger sons. ‘Sim’s boys’ or ‘Artin’s boys,’ they were called, in lumps like cattle. But he, Gird son of Dorthan,
   he had a name for himself in the village, and a nickname to match, for even the veterans called him ‘Strong Gird.’ And on
   his rare days off, when he helped his father and brothers on the farm, he knew he deserved that nickname: he could outlift
   any of them, could haul more wood and dig a longer line of ditch. Now he could handle the longest scythe they had, and mow as level a swathe as his father.


‘I can’t say they’ve spoiled you for work,’ his father said one of those nights, when Gird was enjoying a last few minutes
   by the fire before walking back to the barracks. ‘You’re a good worker; you always were, from a little lad. You’re strong,
   and you’ve no foolish ideas about it. But I still wish—’ He left the wish unfinished. Gird knew what he would have said, but
   he had never understood it. He would never forget his family, the people of his heart. And, strong as he was, he wouldn’t
   die in battle far away – he would come home to them. Couldn’t they understand that?


‘I’ll be all right, Da,’ he said, patting his father’s shoulder. ‘I’ll be good, and someday—’ But he could not name his private
   dream, not then. It trembled on the edge of his mind, half-visible in a cloud of wishes too vague to express. He would do
   something wonderful, something that made the village and the sergeant both proud of him. Something very brave, that yet hurt
   no one but bad men, or monsters.


‘Go in peace, Gird, as long as you may,’ his father said. ‘I pray the Lady forgives your service of iron.’

His father always said that, and it always annoyed him now. Alyanya, the Lady of Flowers, the Lady of Peace, the Lady whose
   permission they must have each spring to touch the land with plow or spade – Gird thought of her in his mind as a more beautiful
   form of the village maids. Rahel, maybe, with shining hair down her back, or Estil whose perfect breasts swung dizzyingly
   with every stroke of the scythe during haying. Those girls, those flower-scented soft-skinned girls with their springtime
   bodies swaying along the lanes, those girls didn’t mind his ‘service of iron.’ No, he had seen them glance, seen them smile
   sideways at him, while farm lads his age received no flicker of eyelash at all.


And surely the Lady herself, whatever else she was, understood the need for soldiers – surely she also admired broad shoulders,
   strength, the courage of a man with bright weapons in his hand. The sergeant had told him an old tale about Alyanya and Tir,
   in which the Lady had her Warrior guardian, and was glad of his service. He had never heard such a tale at home, but it made
   sense, the way the sergeant told it. That the iron of plow and spade was but another form of the iron of sword and spear,
   and the Lady’s consent to one was as gracious as her consent to the other. ‘Bright harvest,’ the sergeant’s tale had sung,
   ‘born of this wedding, child of this marriage—’ Girl and Lady, he thought to himself, both know and want the strong arm, the bright steel. But he did not argue with his father, as he had
   once the year before. His father was a farmer, born and bred, and would die as a farmer – may it not be soon! he thought piously
   – and he could not expect a farmer to understand soldiers’ things.


He walked back through the late-spring night, with starlight glittering in the puddles alongside the lane, as happy as he
   could imagine being. He was Gird, the local farmer’s son who had made good, had made a place for himself in the lord’s household,
   by the strength of his arm and the courage of his heart.


Then the lord count arrived from the king’s court. All the guards stood rigid in the courtyard for that: Gird in the back
   row, with the other recruits. Tall as he was, he had a good view of the cavalcade. A halfsquad of guards, looking somehow
   older and rougher than those he had met, on chunky nomad-bred horses, followed by two boys that looked younger than Gird on
   tall, light-built mounts. Behind them, a prancing warhorse with elaborate harness embroidered and stamped on multicolored
   leathers. And on the warhorse, their lord – Gird’s liege lord, Count Seriast Vanier Dobrest Kelaive – a sour-faced young man
   in orange velvet, black gloves, tall black boots, and a black velvet cap with an orange plume. He looked, Gird thought, like
   a gourd going bad in storage – a big orange gourd spotted with fungus.


Immediately he suppressed the thought. This was his lord, his sworn liege, and for the rest of his life he would be this man’s
   loyal vassal. His eyes dropped to the horse, the saddle, the tall polished boots. There were his spurs, the visible symbol
   of his knighthood, long polished shafts and delicate jeweled rowels. The steward came forward; the squires dismounted, handing
   their horses to grooms. One of them held the lord’s bridle; the other steadied the off stirrup while he dismounted. Gird watched
   every detail. So far he had not had a chance to ride more than the mule that turned the millsweep. But in watching the horse,
   he heard everything, heard the steward’s graceful speech of welcome, the curt response.


He knew, as did they all, that the young lord had been educated at the king’s court in Finyatha; this year, at Summereve,
   he would take over his own domain, and the steward’s rule would end. Everyone had liked that idea – or almost everyone – and
   had told one another tales of the steward’s harshness. A young lord, they’d said, their own lord, living finally on his own domain, would surely be more generous. The steward would have to do his bidding, not make
   up orders of his own.


But now, seeing the young lord in person, Gird had a moment of doubt. For all the complaints he’d heard of the steward’s harshness,
   most years no one went hungry. The sergeant had told him of other lands where brigands or war brought famine. Here, despite
   the fees, a hardworking family could prosper, as his had, with one brother tenanting his own cottage, and Arin soon to marry.
   Would things be better under the young count?


Still, Summereve, only a few days away, would bring a great day for both of them. The lord’s investiture, in the moments after
   midnight. He could not imagine what solemn rituals gave one of the lords dominion; the sergeant made it clear that it was
   none of their business. Perhaps the sergeant himself had never seen. Village rumor, he remembered, had it that the lords gained
   their great powers when they took office. But he had never seen any lord, or anyone with powers beyond the steward’s ability
   to ferret out the truth when someone lied. He could not begin to imagine what kind of powers their young lord might have,
   or use. He pulled his mind back from this speculation to his own prospects. His promotion from recruit to guard private, the
   next afternoon, would be part of the lord’s formal court, the first occasion on which the count would show his wisdom and
   ability to rule well. Gird had his new uniform ready, had every bit of leather oiled and shining, every scrap of metal polished.


He let his eyes wander to the rest of the entourage. Behind the lord’s horse came others equally gaudily caparisoned: young
   nobles in velvets and furs, sweating in the early summer heat. Young noblewomen, attended each by maids and chaperons, riding
   graceful horses with hooves painted gold and silver. They began to dismount, in a flurry of ribbons and wide-sweeping sleeves,
   a gabble of voices as loud and bright as a flight of birds in the cornfield. As the young lord passed his steward’s deferential
   bow, and led the party into the house, Gird felt a surge of excitement. The real world, the great world of king’s court, the
   outside world he had never seen, had come to him, to his own village, and he would be part of it.
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Behind the main mass of the lord’s hall lay the walled gardens. To the east, the fruit orchard, with its neatly trimmed plums
   and pears, its rare peach trained against a southern wall. To the west, the long rows of the vegetable garden, mounds of cabbage
   like a row of balls, the spiky blue-green stalks of onions and ramps, the sprawling vine-bushes of redroot. Ten-foot stone
   walls surrounded each garden, proof against the casual thief and straying herdbeast. But not, of course, against the daring
   of an occasional boy who would brag the rest of his life about a theft of plum or pear from the lord’s own garden.


Meris, son of Aric, now the tanner’s apprentice, had taken a plum the year before, but it was partly green. This year, he
   determined to take a sackful, and share them out, and they would be ripe ones, too. The lord’s best plum tree, as Meris knew
   well (for his uncle was a skilled pruner of trees, and worked on them), was the old one in the middle of the garden, the only
   survivor of a row of plums grafted from scions of the king’s garden in Finyatha. Its fruit ripened early, just before Summereve,
   medium-sized reddish egg-shaped plums with a silver bloom and yellow flesh.


It seemed to him that the young lord’s arrival would be an excellent time to make his raid. The lord and his retinue would
   be busy, and nearly everyone else would be watching the excitement in the forecourt. So as soon as the first horns blew across
   the field, signalling the approaching cavalcade, Meris left off scraping the hair from the wet hide he was working on, and
   begged his master to let him go.


‘Oh, aye, and if I don’t you’ll be so excited you’ll likely scrape a hole in it. Very well . . . put it back to soak, and
   begone with you. But you’ll finish that hide before supper, Meris, if it takes until midnight.’


With the prospect of a belly full of his lord’s best plums, a delayed supper was the last thing Meris needed to worry about.
   He grinned his thanks and darted from the tannery. He had hidden what he needed behind a clump of bushes on the east side
   of the lord’s wall . . . a braided rawhide rope with a sliding loop. Other boys used borrowed ladders, and he’d heard of the
   smith’s boy using some sort of hook tied to rope, but he had found that the looped rope could nearly always find a limb to fasten on. With a little support
   from the rope, and the skill of his bare feet on the rough-cut stone walls, he had always managed to get over. And the rawhide
   rope, without a hook or other contrivance, never attracted the suspicious attention of the guard. Once they’d found it, and
   he watched from the bushes as they shrugged and left it in place. A herdsman’s noose, they’d said, dropped by some careless
   apprentice. Let the lad take his master’s punishment, and braid another.


He waited, now, in the same clump of bushes, watching people stream by from the eastern fields. Soon no one passed. He heard
   a commotion around the wall’s corner, from the village itself. Let it peak, he thought. Let the lord arrive. He waited a little
   longer, then glanced around. No one in sight, not even a distant flock. He swung the noose wide, as he’d practiced, and tossed
   it over the fence. He heard the thrashing of leaves as he pulled, and it tightened. He tugged. Firm enough.


Standing back a bit from the base of the wall, he threw himself upward, finding a toehold, and another. Whenever he found
   nothing, he used the rope, but most of it was skill and scrambling. At the wall’s top, he flattened himself along it and gave
   a careful look at the hall’s rear windows. Once he’d been seen by a servant, and nearly caught. But, as he’d expected, nothing
   moved in those windows. Everyone must be watching the forecourt, and the young lord’s arrival. He pulled up his rope, and
   coiled it on the top of the wall. He could gain the wall from the inside by climbing one of the pears trained along it; he
   needed the rope only for getting in. This time, though, he planned to use it to lower the sack of stolen fruit on his way
   out. He checked his sack, took another cautious look around, and climbed quickly down a pear tree to the soft grass under
   the trees.


He heard a blast of trumpets from the forecourt, and grinned. Just as he’d planned: complete silence in the gardens, and everyone
   out front gaping at the lord. Silly. He was going to be there long enough for all to see, so why bother? Meris glanced around,
   still careful. No sign of anyone. One of the gates between the fruit orchard and the vegetable garden was open; he could see
   the glistening cabbage heads, the spikes of onion.


He moved forward. None of the pear trees had ripe fruit, but all were heavy with green pears. One of the golden plums was
   ripe; a single fruit lay on the grass beneath. Meris snatched it up and bit into it. Sun-warm and sweet, the juice slid down his throat. He spat the pit into the grass and plucked several of the golden
   plums for his sack. He took a few red plums from another tree, and then found himself at the old one, the ‘king tree’ as his
   uncle called it.


It was loaded with ripe and overripe plums; clearly the steward had decided to leave it for the young lord’s pleasure. Ordinarily,
   Meris knew, the trees were picked over every day to prevent loss to bird and wasp. But here the limbs drooped, heavy with
   plums, and the grass beneath was littered with fallen fruit. Wasps buzzed around these; the air was heavy with the scent of
   plum. Meris stepped forward, careful of the wasps beneath, and started picking.


He had nearly filled his sack, when he heard a door slam at the far end of the garden. He looked over his shoulder. Surely
   the welcoming ceremonies would have taken longer than this! He could see nothing between the trees, but he heard voices coming
   nearer. To go back, he would have to cross the central walk, in clear view of whatever busybody gardener had come back to
   work. But on this side, only a few steps away, was the open door to the vegetable gardens. He could outrun any gardener, he
   was sure, but he might be recognized. If he could hide for a little . . .


Quietly, he eased through the garden door, still without seeing whose were the oncoming voices, and found himself in unknown
   territory. To his left, rows of cabbage and onion stretched to the rear of the stable walls. Ahead were the beanrows, tall
   pole frames with bean vines tangling in them, only waist-high at this season. In a few weeks the beanrows would have been
   tall enough, but right now he’d have to crawl in between the poles. Scant cover, and once he was among them, a long way to
   any of the walls. On his right, the low matted redroots, with gourds beyond them, and some feathery-leaved plants he’d never
   seen before. The wall he’d come through was covered with some sort of vine; it had orange flowers and was trimmed off a foot
   or so below the wall-height. He saw no one in the whole huge garden, but he saw no place to hide quickly if someone came in.


He flattened himself against the wall by the open door, and listened. Guards, they sounded like; rough voices. Perhaps the
   lord had sent them to check on everything – though Meris thought he should have trusted his local sergeant. The voices had
   passed beyond, and then he heard them coming back, heard the steady stride, the faint chink of metal on metal. Guards, sure
   enough. He dared a look, saw a broad back in the orange and black striped tunic, no one he recognized. Guards who had come with the young lord, then.
   They were through; they passed by, and kept going. He listened to their heavy step all the way down the main walk.


He grinned to himself. His luck was holding. In a mad impulse, he darted forward and yanked two onions out of the ground and
   stuffed them in his sack. And a ramp. Ramps, the onion cousin that none of the peasants was allowed to grow, brought from
   the old south, so they’d always heard, and sold sometimes on market days for high prices – he would have a ramp of his own,
   the whole thing. He might even plant it, under the forest edge, and grow more. Then he stood up.


‘Hey – you there!’ In the time it had taken him to pull a ramp, one of the gardeners had entered by the stable doors. Meris
   did not wait to see what would happen; he bolted straight for the door into the orchard. Behind him, the gardener’s yell had
   started others yelling. He slammed the door behind him and threw the latch; it might slow them an instant. Then he was off,
   running between the trees as hard as he could pelt, the sack of stolen fruit banging his thigh.


He hardly saw the group of people strolling along the main walk before he had run into them, knocking one man flat. He heard
   high-pitched cries, and deeper yells of rage, and kept going, knocking aside someone’s grab at his arm. It seemed the orchard
   had grown twice as wide; tree limbs thrashed his face. Behind him now were the heavy feet of guardsmen as well. When he came
   to the wall, he swarmed up the pear tree as fast as a cat fleeing a wolf, and gained its top. Here he paused a moment. The
   guards were too heavy for the pears; they’d never be able to climb so high, he thought. Of course, they’d bring ladders .
   . . He caught a flash of bright orange between the trees below, and someone yelled. Hardly thinking, he snatched an onion
   from his bag and fired it at the shape. Another bellow; he turned to leap into the thicket below. He’d have to risk mashing
   his fruit. He had no time to lower it carefully; in fact, he’d have to run off without it if he didn’t want to be caught.


The sergeant kept them on parade in the forecourt even though the young lord had gone on into his hall. He might come back
   out; besides, the peasants were still milling about in the lane near the gates. When the noise began, a reverberant yell from
   somewhere deep in the hall, the sergeant sent squads in at once, one through the hall itself. Almost as soon as they disappeared into the hall, they came boiling back out again, running for the gates.
   Gird, with the other recruits, knew that something had happened, but not what; the sergeant silenced them with curses when
   they asked, and finally sent them off to the barracks. There they shifted from foot to foot, nervous as young colts in a pen.
   They dared not sit on the bunks made ready for inspection; they dared not do anything, lest it be the wrong thing.


Not long after, they were called back. The sergeant looked as grim as Gird had ever seen him; no one dared speak. He hurried
   them into formation, marched them once more to the forecourt. This time they were told to form a line dividing the forecourt
   in half. On one side, the lord and his steward, and the guardsmen. On the other, the villagers, crowding in behind Gird and
   the other recruits. And between them, his shirt torn half off his back, Meris son of Aric.


Gird stared at the scene before him, bewildered. He had known Meris all his life; the younger boy had a name for mischief,
   but Gird had thought him safely apprenticed to the tanner. What could Meris have done, to cause such an uproar?


The boy, held tightly by two guardsmen, stood as if lame, leaning a bit to one side. Gird could see a bruise rising over his
   eye. On the far side of the court, the lord started forward, slapping one black glove against the other. The steward laid
   a hand on his arm, was shaken off with a glare, and stepped back.


‘What’s his name?’ asked the lord. No one answered for a moment; Gird thought no one was sure who should, or how the young
   lord should be addressed. Then the steward spoke up.


‘Meris, son of Aric,’ he said. ‘A tanner’s apprentice.’

The young lord flung a glance back at the steward, and nodded. ‘Meris, son of Aric . . . and is Aric here?’

‘No, my lord. Aric is a herdsman; your cattle are in the pastures beyond the wood right now; he is with them.’

‘And the tanner, his master: where is he?’

A movement among the villagers, and the tanner stepped forward. ‘Here, sir.’

‘Sir count, churl.’ The lord looked him up and down. ‘A fine master you are – did you teach your ’prentice to thieve, is that it?’


‘Sir?’ The tanner’s face could not have been more surprised if he’d found himself dyed blue, Gird thought. The young lord
   barked a contemptuous laugh at him.



‘You mean to claim you did not know where he was? You did not know he was stealing fruit from my orchard? From the way he
   ran straight for that pear tree, I dare say that he had done it often before. You know the law: a master stands for his apprentice’s
   misdeeds—’


‘Stealing fruit?’ Gird did not know the tanner well; the man had moved into the village only three years before, when old
   Simmis had died and left the tannery vacant. But he seemed honest enough now, if perhaps none too bright. ‘But he begged the
   time off to see your honor’s coming—’


‘While you, I presume, were too busy to see your liege lord’s arrival, or to supervise your apprentice properly?’

The tanner looked from lord to steward and back again, seeing no help anywhere. ‘But – but, sir – I didn’t know. I thought
   he—’


‘You should have known; he was your apprentice. Be glad I don’t have you stripped naked and in the stocks for this; the steward
   will collect your fine later.’ The lord smiled, and turned to the boy. ‘And as for this young thief, this miscreant who was
   not content to steal my fruit, but boldly assaulted my person – you’ll climb no more walls, and steal no more fruit, and I
   dare say you’ll remember the respect you owe your lord to the end of your life.’ The steward moved, as if he would speak,
   but the young count stared him down. ‘It is your laxness, Cullen, that’s given these cattle the idea they can act so. You
   should have schooled them better.’


The courtyard was utterly silent for a long moment. Then a soft murmur began, like the first movement of leaves in a breeze,
   rustling just within hearing. Gird felt a wave of nausea, as he realized with the others that the young lord intended far
   worse than the steward ever had. Even now he could not believe that Meris had assaulted the lord: Meris had never assaulted
   anyone. His mischiefs were always solitary.


It was then, as his eyes slid from one to another, not quite meeting anyone’s as their eyes avoided his, that he noticed the
   pin clasping the young count’s cloak. A circle, like the symbol of Esea’s Eye, the Sunlord, but sprouting horns . . . like
   a circle of barbed chain, the barbed chain the followers of Liart had left on his bunk. And those three, of all the soldiers,
   were untroubled by the count’s malice . . . were eager, he realized, for whatever the count wanted.


What the count wanted, as events proved, was threefold; to terrorize his peasantry, to impress his friends from the king’s
   court, and to leave Meris just enough life to suffer long before dying. Long before the end of it, Gird and many others had
   heaved their guts out onto the paved court, had fallen shaking and sobbing to their knees, trying not to see and hear what they could not help
   seeing and hearing. Not even his sergeant’s fist on his collar, the urgent ‘Get up, boy, before it’s you—’ could steady him. He staggered up, shook free of the sergeant’s hold, and bolted across the empty
   space into the crowd, fighting his way to the gate like a terrified ox from a pen.


He had moved so suddenly, with so little forethought, that no one caught him; behind him the villagers reacted to his panic
   with their own, screaming and thrashing away from the scene of torture. That kept the rest of the soldiers busy, though Gird
   didn’t realize it. He ran as if he could outrun his memories, down the long lane past his father’s cottage, out beyond the
   great field, the haymeadows, fighting his way blindly through the thickets beside the creek, and through the rolling cobbles
   to the far side. Then he was running in the wood, staggering through briar and vine, falling over the gnarled roots of the
   old trees to measure his length again and again. He never noticed when his uniform tore, when thorns raked his arms and face,
   tore at his legs. Higher in the wood, and higher . . . past the pens where they fed the half-wild hogs, past the low hut where
   the pigherder stayed in season. He startled one sounder of swine, so they snorted and crashed through the undergrowth with
   him for a space. Then he was falling into another branch of the creek, and turning to clamber upstream, instinct taking over
   where his mind couldn’t, his legs finally losing their stride to let him topple into the rocky cleft his brother Arin had
   shown him all those years ago.


For some time he knew nothing, felt nothing, and the hours passed over him. He woke, with a countryman’s instinct, at dusk,
   when the evening breeze brought the hayfield scent up over the wood, and tickled his nose with it. He ached in every limb;
   his scratches burned and itched, and his mouth tasted foul. Until he was up on his knees, he did not remember where he was,
   or why – but then a spasm of fear and shame doubled him up, and sourness filled his mouth. He gulped and heaved again. Meris,
   a boy he had known – a lad who had tagged behind him, more than once – would never walk straight again, or hold tools, and
   he had worn the uniform of the one who had done it.


He could hear his mother’s voice ringing in his head. This was what she’d meant, about taking service of iron, and leaving
   the Lady of Peace. This was what his father had feared, that he would use his strength to hurt his own people. Scalding tears
   ran down his face. He had been so happy, so proud, only a few days before . . . he had been so sure that his family’s fears were the silly fears of old-fashioned peasants, ‘mere farmers,’ as the sergeant so often called
   them.


Arin came to the cleft before dawn, sliding silently between the trees. ‘Gird?’ he called softly. ‘Girdi – you here?’

Gird coiled himself into an even tighter and more miserable ball as far back as he could burrow, but Arin came all the way
   in, and squatted down beside him.


‘You stink,’ he said companionably, one brother to another. ‘The dogs will have no trouble.’

‘Dogs?’ Gird had not thought of dogs, but now remembered the long-tailed hounds that had gone out with the tracker after wolves.

‘I brought you a shirt,’ said Arin. ‘And a bit of bread. Go wash.’ The very matter-of-factness of Arin’s voice, the big brother
   he had always listened to, made it possible for him to unclench himself and stagger to his feet. He took the shirt from Arin
   without looking at it, and moved out of the cleft before stripping off his clothes. In the clean chill of dawn, he could smell
   himself, the fear-sweat and vomit and blood so different from the honest sweat of toil. Arin smelled of onions and earth.
   He wished he could be an onion, safe underground. But the cold water, and a bunch of creekside herbs crushed to scrub with,
   cleansed the stench from his body. His mind was different: he could still hear Meris scream, still feel, as in his own body,
   the crack of breaking bones.


‘Hurry up,’ said Arin, behind him. ‘I’ve got to talk to you.’

Gird rinsed his mouth in the cold water, and drank a handful, then another. He pulled on the shirt Arin had brought; it was
   barely big enough across the shoulders, and his wrists stood out of the sleeves, but it covered him. Arin handed him the bread.
   Gird had not thought he was hungry, but he wolfed the bread down in three bites. He could have eaten a whole loaf.


By this time it was light enough to see his brother’s drawn face, and read his expression. Arin shook his head at him. ‘Girdi,
   you’re like that bullcalf that got loose and stuck in the mire three years ago – do you remember? Thought he was grown, he
   was so big, but once out of his pen and in trouble, he bawled for help like any new-weaned calf.’ Gird said nothing; he could
   feel tears rising in his eyes again, and his throat closed. ‘Girdi, you have to go back.’ That opened his eyes, and his throat.


‘I can’t!’ he said, panting. ‘Arin, I can’t – you didn’t see—’


‘I saw.’ Arin’s voice had hardened. ‘We all saw; the count made sure of it. But it’s that or outlaw, Girdi, and you won’t
   live to be an outlaw – the count will hunt you down, and the fines will fall on our family.’


It was another load of black guilt on top of the other. ‘So – so I must die?’

‘No.’ Arin had picked up a stick, and poked it into the moss-covered ground near the creek. ‘At least – I hope not. What your
   sergeant said was that if someone knew where you were, and if you’d turn yourself in, he thought he could save your life.
   And we’d not lose our holding. The steward . . . the steward’s not with the count in this. You saw that. But you have to come
   in, Gird, on your own. If they chase and capture you—’


‘I can’t be a soldier,’ said Gird. ‘I can’t do that – what they did—’

‘So I should hope. They don’t want you now, anyway.’ Even in his misery, that hurt. He knew he’d been a promising recruit,
   barring his slowness in learning to read; he knew the sergeant had had hopes for him. And now he’d lost all that, forever.
   His stomach rumbled, reminding him that he’d also lost plentiful free food. ‘We can use you,’ Arin went on. ‘We always could.’


His mind was a stormy whirlwind of fear and grief and shame. He could imagine what the sergeant would say, the sneers of the
   other men, the ridicule. And surely he would be punished, for disgracing them so, and breaking his oath of service. Would
   he be left like Meris, a cripple? Better to die . . . and yet he did not want to die. The thought of it, hanging or the sword
   in his neck – and those were the easy ways – terrified him. Arin’s look was gentle.


‘Poor lad. You’re still just a boy, after all, aren’t you? For all the long arms and legs, for all the bluster you’ve put
   on this past spring.’


‘I’m – sorry.’ He could not have said all he was sorry for, but a great sore lump of misery filled his head and heart.

‘I know.’ Arin sighed. ‘But I’m not sorry to think of you working beside me, Gird, when this is over. Come now: wash your
   face again, and let’s be going back.’


He felt light-headed on the way, but the stiffness worked out of his legs quickly. His soiled uniform rolled under his arm,
   he followed Arin down paths he hardly remembered.


‘We need to hurry,’ said Arin over his shoulder. ‘They were going to start searching again this morning, and I’d like to get
   you down to the village before they set the dogs loose.’



‘What – what happened, after—’

‘After you bolted? Near a riot, that was, with everyone screaming and thrashing about. It took awhile to settle, and the count
   had more to think of than you. Then your sergeant came to our place, and talked to father. Said you’d deserted, and they’d
   have to hunt you unless you came back on your own, and even if you did it might go hard with you. He didn’t like the count’s
   sentence on Meris any more than the rest of us, but . . . he had to go along. He took out a few of the men late in the evening,
   calling for you. I was sure you’d come up here.’


‘I didn’t think,’ said Gird. ‘I just couldn’t stand it—’

‘Mmm. Then the steward came, after dark.’ Arin stepped carefully over a tangle of roots and went on. ‘Said we’d lose the holding,
   the way the count felt. He’d come down to show off his inheritance to his friends from court, all those fine lords and ladies,
   and then Meris hit him with an onion—’


‘He what!’

‘That’s right. You probably don’t know what really happened. Meris was stealing fruit, thinking everyone would be busy out
   front, but the count wanted to show the ladies the garden, and hurried through. So when Meris was spotted, he ran straight
   into the count and knocked him flat, in front of his friends, and then fired an onion at him from the top of the wall. Probably
   thought it was a guard. Poor lad.’


Gird was silent, thinking what sort of man would cripple a boy for such a ridiculous mistake.

‘He was wrong, of course, and now we’re all in trouble, from the steward on down, but—’ Arin flashed a grin back over his
   shoulder. ‘At least you didn’t take part in it – and if they want to call it cowardice, well, I say brave men have better
   to do than batter rash boys into ruin.’


‘I don’t want to die,’ said Gird suddenly, into the green silence of the wood.

‘No one does,’ said Arin, ‘but sick old men and women. Did you think a soldier would never see death?’

‘No, but – but I didn’t think it would be like this. If it is, I mean.’ He didn’t expect an answer to that, and got none.
   Early sun probed through the leaves, shafts of golden light between the trees. The wood smelled of damp earth, herbs, ripening
   brambleberries, a whiff here and there of pig or fox or rabbit. He was afraid, but he could not shut out the richness of the world around him, the springy feel of the leafmold under his feet. Air went in and out his
   nose despite his misery.


They came to the straggling end of the lane without being seen. Gird hesitated to follow Arin into the open, but his brother
   strode on without looking back, trusting him. He could see no one but a distant shepherd far across the fields. Up the lane
   toward the village. Now he could see the first cottages, his father’s well, the lane beyond, the great fields to his right.
   A few women at the well, someone (he could not tell who) behind the hedge in front of their cottage.


Arin spoke again. ‘It’s better if you go alone, Gird. Can you do that?’

Cold sweat sprang out all over him. Alone? But he knew Arin was right. The sergeant and steward would know that his brother
   had gone to bring him in – the whole village knew already – but if he went the rest of the way alone it could go unspoken.
   Less chance that more punishment would fall on Arin.


The soldiers were just starting out from the gates when he came in sight of them; the sergeant must have delayed as long as
   he could. They paused, and the sergeant gestured. Gird walked on. His legs felt shaky again, and it was hard to breathe. When
   he was close enough, he didn’t know what to say. He couldn’t salute, not with his filthy uniform under his arm, and a peasant
   shirt on his back. The sergeant’s face was closed, impassive.


‘Well, Gird,’ he said.

‘Sir,’ said Gird miserably, looking down at his scuffed and dirty boots. He forced himself to meet the sergeant’s eyes. ‘I
   – I was wrong, sir.’ One of the men guffawed; the sergeant cut it short with a chop of his hand.


‘You broke your oath,’ the sergeant said. He sounded weary and angry together, someone who had come near the end of his strength
   as well as his patience. ‘Right in front of the count himself—’ He stopped. ‘You’re carrying your uniform? Right. Give it
   here.’ Gird handed it over, and the sergeant took it, his nostrils pinched. ‘Take off your boots, boy.’ Gird stared a moment,
   then hurried to obey. Of course the boots were part of the uniform; he should have thought of that. His feet, pale and thin-skinned
   from more than a year of wearing boots daily, found the dusty lane cool and gritty. The sergeant jerked his head at Keri,
   one of the other recruits, who came to take the boots, and the uniform both. ‘We’ll burn them,’ said the sergeant. ‘We want nothing tainted with cowards’ sweat.’ Gird felt himself flushing; the sergeant nodded at him. ‘Yes, you. You were
   wrong, and so was I, to think you’d ever make a soldier. I should have known, when you flinched from it before . . .’ His
   voice trailed away, as the steward came out the gates with the village headman.


The steward gave Gird the same sort of searching look. ‘So. He came back, did he? Or did you track him down?’

‘He came back, sir. Brought his uniform; he’d got a shirt from somewhere.’

The steward looked Gird up and down. ‘It’s a bad business, boy, to break an oath. Hard to live down. Reflects on the family.
   The count would make an example of you, but for the sergeant’s report: you’re strong, and docile, and will do more good at
   fieldwork than you will feeding crows from the gibbet. See that you work, boy, and cause no trouble. One more complaint of
   you, and your family’s holding is forfeit.’ He turned to the headman, ignoring Gird.


The sergeant said, ‘You heard him. What are you waiting for? Get along to work, boy, and thank your Lady of Peace that you
   still have the limbs to work with. I wouldn’t mind laying a few stripes on your back myself.’
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In time Gird thought the stripes would have hurt less. He walked back to his father’s cottage, that bright morning, with his
   feet relearning the balance of walking bare, and his skin prickling with the knowledge that everyone knew he had been disgraced.
   Had disgraced himself, he reminded himself firmly. That first time along the lane, no one said anything, though he was aware of all the sidelong
   glances. He made it home without incident, to find Arin waiting for him.


‘You’re to clean out the cowbyre,’ said Arin, handing him the old wooden shovel. ‘He thinks it better if you keep out of sight.’

Gird glanced at his mother, busy at her loom. Her expression said ‘I told you no good would come of it,’ as clearly as if
   she’d spoken aloud. His youngest sister Hara had obviously been told to keep quiet. He wondered if she’d been the one peeking
   through the hedge earlier. Probably. He took the shovel and went to work.



Across the barton, Arin was mending harness. Beyond the barton wicket, Gird could see a cluster of men in the greatfield.
   Midmorning now; they’d stopped work for a chat and a drink. He shoveled steadily, piling the dirty straw and manure in the
   basket, to drag across the barton and toss on the pile just beyond the gate. He wasn’t sure why Arin was staying close – did
   they think he would run again? And Arin hadn’t asked what happened up at the manor gates. Gird felt as touchy as after his
   first sunburn each spring. Every glance Arin gave him seemed to be made of flame.


At noon, Hara passed through the cowbyre with their father’s lunch wrapped in a cloth; she gave Gird a cool nod that cut him
   to the bone. Arin stopped punching holes and lacing straps together, and stretched. He smiled; by then Gird was not sure what
   that smile meant.


‘Come on, then, long-face. It’s not what you’re used to, but it is food.’ Arin hardly needed to wash, but Gird was muck to
   the knees and elbows. He remembered to flick a spatter of clean water out for grace, and washed carefully enough to please
   the sergeant before going in to get his bowl of mush. It hardly seemed to touch his hunger, but then the look on his mother’s
   face tightened his throat so that he could not have swallowed another bite.


By late afternoon, he had cleared the cowbyre, and when the cowherd brought the animals back to the village, and Arin led
   their own three into the barton, he had the stalls spread with fresh straw. He washed up quickly, and started milking. He
   had always liked the cows, even the crook-horned red cow who slapped his face with her dirty great tail and did her best to
   tread in the bucket. His father appeared as he was milking the second, but said nothing before going on inside. Gird leaned
   his head into a warm, hairy flank, and let his hands remember the rhythmic squeeze and pull that brought the milk down quickly
   and easily. The milk smelled good, no taint of onion or wild garlic. He leaned closer, and gave himself a warm, luscious mouthful.


‘I saw that,’ said Arin, from around the rump of the third cow. ‘You know better.’ It was the old bantering tone of their
   boyhood, but it didn’t seem the same.


‘Sorry,’ said Gird, wishing he weren’t so conscious of the taste of that milk, the richness of it. Their milk was traded to
   the village cheesemaker; grown men did not drink milk. He felt he could drink the whole bucket. He finished the last quarter,
   and carried the bucket into the kitchen. From there he could hear the voices in the front room: his father and the steward. What now? he wondered.
   But his mother, square athwart the kitchen hearth, sent him back to the barton with a wave of her spoon.


He ranged around it, doing every chore he could think of, until his father called him in. It was much like the night the steward
   had visited to offer him the chance to train: his mother and father sitting stiffly on one side, and the steward at their
   single table. Arin followed him in. Hara, banished to the kitchen, was as close to the door as she could be, and not be seen
   by the elders.


‘You should know,’ said the steward without preamble, ‘what your rashness will cost your father. He must appear at court,
   the afternoon of the count’s investiture. I have spoken with the count, and pled what I can: your youth, your father’s record
   of work, your brothers. But the fact is, the count is angry, and with reason. And your father, head of your family, will be
   fined. I came to tell him, that he might have it ready to pay, and save himself a night in the stocks.’


Gird met his father’s eyes. His father in the stocks? For his running away?

‘You will attend as well, boy, and it may be the count will have something to say to you. He is your lord; he may do as he
   pleases. Remember your rank, and try—’ the emphasis was scornful ‘—to cause no more trouble.’


When the steward had gone, Gird’s father patted his shoulder. ‘It’s all right, Gird. You’re here, and alive, and – it’s all
   right.’ Gird knew it was not. For the first time in his life, he realized that he could do harm he could not mend. He felt
   at once helpless and young, and far removed from the boyish confidence of a few days before.


‘What – how much is the fine?’ he asked.

His father cleared his throat. ‘Well. They want repaid all they spent on your training. It’s all in the steward’s accounts,
   he says. Food, clothing, the coppers he sent me, even barracks room. And then a fine for oath-breaking—’ Gird had never really
   mastered figures, but he knew he’d worn clothes worth far more than his family could have bought him. And eaten more, of better
   food. His father turned to Arin. ‘I’ll have to ask you—’


Arin nodded. ‘Of course. Will it be enough?’

His father scrubbed at his face with both hands. ‘We’ll see. Gird, you were too young before: come here, now, and see where
   our coins lie hid.’



He had known it was under some stone in the fireplace; everyone hid valuables that way. But not which – and before his father
   levered out the stone, he would not have suspected that one. Within was a leather pouch, and in that his father’s small store
   of coppers and silvers. His father counted it out twice.


‘I saved most of your wages, for Arin’s marriage-price, and Hara’s dower. There’s a hand of coppers, and another hand of coppers.
   But a fine of double the fieldfee – that’s a silver and a hand of coppers, and doubled—’ He laid it out as he spoke, handling
   the coins as gingerly as if they were nettles to sting him. Gird held his breath, thinking of the hours of labor, baskets
   of fruit and grain, that each represented. ‘And the uniforms—’ The last of the coppers went into a row, and his father frowned,
   shaking his head.


‘’Tis not enough, even so. They might have let you keep the boots, at least, if we must pay for them.’

‘How much?’ asked his mother.

‘Eight copper crabs, and that’s if the count holds to the steward’s say. I doubt he will. It’ll be a sheep, then, or a furl
   of cloth.’


‘I have a furl, set by,’ his mother said. ‘It was for—’

‘No matter what it was for,’ said his father harshly. ‘It is for Gird’s life now.’

‘I know that,’ said his mother. Gird watched as she opened the press that stored her weaving, and pulled out a rolled furl
   of cloth. His father touched it lightly, and nodded.


‘We’ll hope that will do,’ he said.

The lord held court in the yard, with the count seated beneath an awning striped orange and yellow. None of his noble friends
   was with him; having sat through his investiture at midnight, they had all slept late.


Despite Gird’s father’s oath to the steward that they would appear, one of the soldiers came that morning to march them up
   to the manor gates. He had studiously ignored Gird; others had not, small children who had stared and called and been yanked
   back within cottages by their mothers. Gird’s feet were sore, not yet toughened to going bare, and his shirt had already split.
   His mother had patched it the night before. He was acutely aware of the patch, of his bare feet, of the difference between
   Gird, Dorthan’s son, peasant boy, and Gird the recruit.


That contrast was sharpened when he watched the other recruits accepted into service as they gave their oaths to the count,
   and pinned on the badges of guard private. None of them met his eyes, not even Keri. One by one they came forward, knelt, swore, and
   returned to the formation. Gird’s heart contracted. For one moment he wanted to throw himself before the count and beg to
   be reinstated. Then his roving eye saw the stocks, with the stains of Meris’s blood still dark on the wood.


Another case preceded theirs. The steward had intended it, Gird knew, as the ritual single case the new lord must judge; he
   had saved it back from the spring courts. Now he rushed the witnesses through their stories of missing boundary stone and
   suspected encroachment on someone’s strip of arable. Clearly not even the plaintiff and defendant thought it was as important
   as before, compared with Gird and his father. The count concurred with the steward’s assessment, and the loser didn’t bother
   to scowl as he paid his two copper crabs to the winner, and another to the count.


Then it was their turn. The steward called his father forward; Gird followed two paces behind, as he’d been bidden. To his
   surprise, the sergeant came too.


The count’s face was drawn down in a scowl of displeasure that didn’t quite conceal an underlying glee. The steward began,
   explaining how Gird had been recruited.


‘A big, strong lad, already known as a hard worker. He seemed brave enough then, as boys go—’ He turned to the sergeant.

‘Willing to work, yes. Obedient, strong . . . not too quick in his mind, my lord, but there’s good soldiers enough that can’t
   do more than he did. Never gave trouble in the barracks.’


‘And he gave you no hint of his . . . weakness?’ The count’s voice this day was almost silken smooth, no hint of the wild
   rage he’d shown before.


The sergeant frowned. ‘Well, my lord, he did in a way. He didn’t like hurting things, he said once, and he never did give
   up his peasant superstitions. Flowers to the well-sprite, and that sort of thing.’


‘Complained of hard treatment, did he?’

‘No, my lord. Not that. Like I said, a willing enough lad, when it came to hard work, not one to complain at all. But too
   soft. I put it down to his being young, and never from home, but that was wrong.’


‘Indeed.’ The count stared at Gird until he felt himself go hot all over. ‘Big lout. Not well-favored, no quality in him. Some are born cattle, you know, and others are born wolves. You can make sheepdogs of wolves, but nothing of cattle
   save oxen in yokes. He looks stupid enough. I can’t imagine why you ever considered him; if you want to stay in my service, you’d best not make such mistakes
   again.’


‘No, my lord,’ said the sergeant and steward, almost in the same breath.

‘Well,’ said the count, ‘to settle young oxen, put stones on the load. You had a recommendation, steward?’ The steward murmured;
   Gird heard again the terms his father had told him. The count nodded. ‘Well enough, so far as it goes, but not quite far enough.
   Let one of my Finyathans give the boy a whipping, and if his father wants him whole, let him pay the death-gift for his life.
   Else geld the young ox, and breed no more cowards of him.’ His eyes met Gird’s, and he smiled. ‘Do you like my judgment, boy?’


Beside him, his father was rigid with shock and fear; Gird bowed as well as he could. The death-gift for a son was a cow and
   its calf that year. A third of their livestock gone, or his future sons and daughters. He knew his father would pay, but the
   cost!


The steward muttered again; the count shook his head. ‘Let the father pay now. What is it to be, fellow?’ Gird’s father stepped
   forward, and laid the pouch of coins, and the furl of cloth, on the table. The steward took the pouch and counted the coins
   quickly.


‘The cow?’ he said without looking up. Gird’s father nodded, and the steward noted it down. ‘Go fetch the cow,’ he said brusquely.

‘Sir, she’s with the cowherd—’

‘Will you fetch the cow or not?’ The steward’s face was white. ‘It’s all one to me whether you have grandsons from this boy.’

Gird’s father bowed. ‘I’ll go now, sir, may I?’ he said, his voice trembling, and backed away. The count laughed.

‘’Tis no wonder the boy’s a coward, with such a father. At least he’s docile.’ The count waved a hand, and one of the Finyathan
   guards went off, to return in a few moments with a long rod bound in leather. ‘And you, sergeant, as you erred in choosing
   him, I don’t doubt you’d like a chance to leave your mark on him?’


Whether he wanted to or not, Gird could not tell, but the sergeant had no choice. That much was clear. Nor did he. He went
   to the stocks without resistance, hoping he could keep from crying out. He felt the scorn more than the blows, but the Finyathan
   guard, when the sergeant gave up the rod to him after four or five stripes, had evident delight in his work. The count watched,
   leaning on one elbow and chatting to the steward without taking his eyes off Gird’s face. By the time his father came back
   with the cow, Gird had bruises and lumps from more than the rod. He had closed his eyes before they swelled shut, not wanting to see his former friends
   in the guard as they joined in.


He woke face-down in a puddle of water that had been thrown over him, with the count’s waspish voice saying, ‘Take the oaf
   away, and pray I forget all this.’ His father’s arm helped him up; outside the gates Arin too waited, to help him home.


His head rang. He could not have made it without help. His mother and Hara cleaned the blood off, and muttered over the damage
   done to the shirt. The rest of that day and night he lay wrapped in a blanket, sipping the bitter brew his mother spooned
   down him at intervals. For himself, he’d have been glad to have wound-fever and die of it, to be at peace, for his old dreams
   tormented him like haunts, making mock of his pride. He twisted and groaned, until Arin woke and held him.


‘It’s all right, Girdi. It’s over now.’ But it was not over, and wouldn’t be. He was sour with his own sweat, disgusted with
   himself, and shaking with fears he could not express. If things had gone so wrong so fast, what was safe? Arin’s reassurance
   meant nothing. He remembered the look on the count’s face, the delight in cruelty. He might have been killed – really killed
   – his life had hung on the count’s whim.
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