
      
      
         [image: Cover]


      
   

      Copyright


      Copyright © 2008 by K. J. Parker


      All rights reserved. Except as permitted under the U.S. Copyright Act of 1976, no part of this publication may be reproduced,

         distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, or stored in a database or retrieval system, without the prior written

         permission of the publisher.

      


      Orbit


      Hachette Book Group


      237 Park Avenue, New York, NY 10017


      Visit our website at 

         www.HachetteBookGroup.com

      




www.twitter.com/orbitbooks


      First eBook Edition: June 2009


      Orbit is an imprint of Hachette Book Group, Inc. The Orbit name and logo are trademarks of Little, Brown Book Group Limited.


      The characters and events in this book are fictitious. Any similarity to real persons, living or dead, is coincidental and

         not intended by the author.

      


      ISBN: 978-0-316-07127-7


      

   

      By K. J. Parker


      THE FENCER TRILOGY


      Colours in the Steel


      The Belly of the Bow


      The Proof House


      THE SCAVENGER TRILOGY


      Shadow


      Pattern


      Memory


      THE ENGINEER TRILOGY


      Devices and Desires


      Evil for Evil


      The Escapement


      The Company


   

   	

      To Pete Thompson, transport officer, A Company,  Brookwood irregulars, starer-down of lions, with thanks


   

      ONE


      The boatman who rowed him from the ship to the quay kept looking at him: first a stare, then a frown. Pretending he hadn’t

         noticed, he pulled the collar of his greatcoat up round his chin, a perfectly legitimate response to the spray and the cold

         wind.

      


      “Don’t I know you from somewhere?” the boatman asked.


      “Wouldn’t have thought so,” he replied.


      The boatman’s frown deepened. He pulled a dozen strokes, then lifted his oars out of the water, letting the back-current take

         the boat the rest of the way. “I do know you,” the boatman said. “Were you in the war?”

      


      He smiled. “Everybody was in the war.”


      The boatman was studying his collar and the frayed remains of his cuffs, where the rank and unit insignia had been before

         he unpicked them. “Cavalry?” the boatman persisted. “I was in the cavalry.”

      


      “Sappers,” he replied. It was the first lie he’d told for six weeks.


      He felt the boat nuzzle up to the quay, grabbed his bags and stood up. “Thanks,” he said.


      “Two quarters.”


      He paid three—two for the fare, one for the lie—and climbed the steps, not looking back. The smell was exactly as he remembered

         it: seaweed, rotting rope, cod drying on racks, sewage, tar. It would’ve been nice if just one thing had changed, but apparently

         not.

      


      As he walked up the steep cobbled hill, he saw a thick knot of people blocking his way. Never a good sign. It was just starting

         to rain.

      


      It was as he’d feared. The short, fat man in the immaculate uniform was almost certainly the harbourmaster; next to him, two

         thin men who had to be his clerks; the old, bald man had the constipated look of a mayor or a portreeve. Add two guards and

         a tall, scared-looking youth who was presumably someone’s nephew. At least they hadn’t had time to call out the town band.

      


      No chance of slipping past. He didn’t look at them directly. At ten yards, they stood at sort-of-attention. At five yards,

         the presumed harbourmaster cleared his throat. He was actually shaking with fear.

      


      “General Kunessin,” he said, in a squeaky little voice. “This is a tremendous honour. If only we’d had a little more notice…

         ”

      


      “That’s perfectly all right,” he replied; his polite-to-nuisances voice. “Listen, is there somewhere I can hire a horse and

         two mules?”

      


      Looking rather dazed, the harbourmaster gave him directions: through the Landgate, second on your left, then sharp right—


      “Coopers Row,” he interrupted. “Thanks, that’s fine.”


      The harbourmaster’s eyes opened very wide. “You’ve been here before then, General?”


      “Yes.”


      One thing that had changed in seventeen years was the cost of hiring a horse in Faralia. It had doubled. All the more surprising

         because, as far as he could tell, it was the same horse.

      


      “Is this the best you’ve got?” he asked. “I’ve got a long way to go.”


      “Take it or leave it.”


      The horse shivered. It wasn’t a particularly cold day. “Thanks,” Kunessin said. “Forget the horse and make it three mules.”


      The groom looked at him; cheapskates aren’t welcome here. Kunessin smiled back. “How’s your uncle, by the way?” he asked pleasantly.

         “Keeping well?”

      


      “He’s dead.”


      Two things, then. “Not that one,” he said, “it’s lame.” He counted out two dollars and nine turners. “Thank you so much,”

         he said.

      


      The groom handed him the leading reins. “Do I know you?”


      “No,” he replied, because at six and a half turners per half-dead mule per day, he was entitled to a free lie. “I’m a perfect

         stranger.”

      


      Climbing the hill eastwards out of town, his feet practically dragging on the ground as the mule panted mournfully under his

         weight, he thought: hell of a way for the local hero to travel. And that made him laugh out loud.

      


      Because he took a long loop to avoid Big Moor, it took him two and a half hours to reach Ennepe, at which point he got off

         the mule and walked the rest of the way, to save time.

      


      No change, he thought. Even the gap in the long wall was still there, a little bit bigger, a few more stones tumbled down

         and snug in the grass. Seventeen years and they still hadn’t got around to fixing it. Instead, they’d bundled cut gorse into

         the breach and let the brambles grow up through the dead, dry branches. He smiled as he pictured them, at breakfast round

         the long kitchen table: one of these days we’d better fix that gap in the wall, and the others all nodding. Seventeen years;

         seventeen years slipping by, and they’d never found the time. For some reason, that made him feel sad and rather angry.

      


      Walking down the drove, Stoneacre on his left, he could see Big Moor clearly in the distance. Seventy-five acres of bleak,

         thin hilltop pasture, a green lump. It cost him a good deal of effort to avoid looking at it, but he managed.

      


      At the point where the drove crossed the old cart road (now it was just a green trace in the bracken; by the look of it, the

         lumber carts didn’t come this way any more), he saw a boy sitting on a fallen tree, staring at him. He pushed his hat back

         a little, to show his face, and called out, “Hello.”

      


      The boy’s head dipped about half an inch. Otherwise he didn’t move. Kunessin understood the look on the boy’s face all too

         well: the natural distrust of newcomers, at war with the furious curiosity about a stranger, in a place where strangers never

         came.

      


      “There’s a stray ewe caught in the briars up at the top, just past the deer track,” he said. “One of yours?”


      The boy studied him for three heartbeats, then nodded a full inch. His lips moved, but “thanks” didn’t quite make it through.

         He stood up, but didn’t walk.

      


      “You’ll be Nogei Gaeon’s boy,” Kunessin said.


      “That’s right.”


      “I’m on my way up to the house now. Is he likely to be in the yard, this time of day?”


      Desperate hesitation; then the boy shook his head. “He’ll be up at the linhay,” he replied, “feeding the calves.”


      “Over Long Ridge?”


      The boy’s eyes widened; he couldn’t understand how a stranger would know the names of the fields. “Thanks,” Kunessin said.

         “How about your uncle Kudei? Where’d he be?”

      


      The boy gave him a long, frightened look. “You from the government?”


      Kunessin grinned. “I’ll pretend I didn’t hear that,” he said.


      He left the boy and carried on down the hill until he reached the top gate of Castle Field, which led into Greystones, which

         led into Long Ridge. The hedges were high, neglected, and they shielded him from the sight of Big Moor.

      


      (Well, he thought, I’m home, as near as makes no odds; the last place on earth I want to be.)


      Then, before he was ready, he was standing at the top of the yard, looking down the slope. Directly in front of him was the

         old cider house, which had finally collapsed. One wall had peeled away, and the unsupported roof had slumped sideways, the

         roof-tree and rafters gradually torn apart by the unsupportable weight of the slates; it put him in mind of the stripped carcass

         of a chicken, after the meal is over. A dense tangle of briars slopped out over the stub of the broken wall, and a young ash

         was growing aggressively between the stones. It must have happened so slowly, he thought: neglect, the danger dimly perceived

         but never quite scrambling high enough up the pyramid of priorities until it was too late, no longer worth the prodigious

         effort needed to put it right. There would have been a morning when they all came out to find it lying there, having gently

         pulled itself apart in the night. They’d have sworn a bit, shaken their heads, accepted the inconvenience and carried on as

         before.

      


      A man came out of the back door of the house: tall, bald, slightly stooped shoulders. He was carrying a large basket full

         of apples. Halfway across the yard he stopped and looked up. For a moment he stayed quite still; then he put the basket down.

         Kunessin walked down to meet him.

      


      “Oh,” the man said. “It’s you.”


      Kunessin smiled. “Hello, Euge,” he said. He noticed that the apples in the basket were all wrinkled, some of them marked with

         brown patches. Forgotten about, left too long in store, spoiled, now only fit for the pigs.

      


      “What’re you doing here?”


      “Visiting,” Kunessin replied. “Where’s Kudei?”


      Euge Gaeon nodded in the direction of the foul, wet pasture beyond the house. “You still in the army?” he asked.


      “No,” Kunessin said. “I retired. How’s the farm?”


      Euge shrugged, as if the question didn’t make sense: might as well ask, how are the mountains? Just behind him, a rat scuttled

         across the yard and vanished into a crack in the feed store wall.

      


      “You staying long?” Euge asked.


      Kunessin shook his head. “Flying visit,” he said.


      Well, at least he’d made somebody happy today. He left Euge to his melancholy task, rounded the back porch of the house (the

         midden was buried under the finest crop of nettles he’d ever seen in his life, but he could just see the remains of a dead

         sheep, and a large clot of sodden chicken feathers), climbed over the back rails and squelched across the small orchard to

         the beech-hedged bank that divided it from Little Moor. There was no gate in the gateway; instead, four or five broken willow

         hurdles had been wedged together and tied to each other with flax twine. He climbed over, grazing his ankle in the process,

         and saw a man in the distance.

      


      Kudei Gaeon was standing a few yards from the single oak tree that grew in the top left corner of the field. He was watching

         a handsome heifer calf, which he’d clearly just tied to the tree with three feet of rope. The calf was tugging furiously,

         its feet dug into the soft ground, leaning back with all its weight, its head turned sideways. Ten yards or so beyond, a thin

         cow was watching, angry but too apprehensive to get involved. Kudei took a piece of rag from his coat pocket and bound it

         round his left hand; rope burns, Kunessin supposed.

      


      “Hello, farmer,” he said.


      Kudei looked round and saw him. “Oh,” he said. “It’s you.” For a moment he hesitated, then he grinned; it was as though his

         face was splitting, like a log to the wedge. “You’re back, then.”

      


      Kunessin realised he’d taken a step back, just as he’d always done when talking to Kudei. Too close and he had to look up

         to him, because Kudei happened to be a head taller than him. He’d always resented that, for some absurd reason.

      


      “How’s the farm?” Kunessin asked.


      “Could be worse,” Kudei replied with a scowl. “Short on hay this year because of the rain, but the grass is good and fat,

         so we won’t have to start feeding till late.” He must have realised he was scowling; he deliberately relaxed his face, then

         smiled. “You didn’t come all this way to ask about the farm.”

      


      “Actually,” Kunessin said, then shrugged. “Hasn’t changed much in seventeen years.”


      Kudei thought for a moment, then said, “It’s changed slowly.”


      “The cider house.”


      “You noticed.” Kudei laughed: a slight shudder in his massive chest. “Well, of course you did. Sorry about that. I guess we

         never got round to doing anything about it.”

      


      “There’s always something,” Kunessin said.


      “Not when you had the place.” Kudei frowned, then disposed of that expression too. “You really came back just to see what

         we’ve done with it?”

      


      “No, of course not.” The calf was twisting its neck against the rope. Quite soon, there’d be a sore patch. Dad would’ve padded

         the halter, Kunessin thought. “That’s a nice little heifer,” he said. “Going to show her in the spring?”

      


      “We don’t show any more,” Kudei said. “No time.”


      Kunessin nodded. “Are you done here? I could do with a drink.”


      “Come up to the house. You’ll have to excuse my brothers,” he added sadly. “They haven’t exactly mellowed with age.”


      “I met Euge just now,” Kunessin said. “Wasn’t he ever pleased to see me.”


      “I can imagine,” Kudei said; he was pulling the rag tighter round his damaged hand.


      “You should wear gloves when you’re roping cattle.”


      “I would, if I had any.”


      For some reason, Kunessin was shocked by that. “You’re kidding.”


      Kudei laughed. “Sort of,” he said. “We’ve got seven pairs of gloves, actually, all of them with the palms worn through. And

         we’ve got three good cured sheepskins hanging up in the barn, going mouldy with the damp, but cutting a bit off and patching

         a glove… ” He smiled. “It’s a case of getting round to it, you see. Always tomorrow, always directly. Well, you know.”

      


      Shocked and, he realised, angry. “That’s no way to live, Kudei,” he said.


      “We manage,” Kudei replied quietly. “Come inside, we’ll have that drink.”


      “Forget it,” Kunessin said, more abruptly than he’d have liked. “I need to get back to town by nightfall,” he lied. “It was

         good to see you again.”

      


      Kudei stopped dead in his tracks. “Is that it, then?” he said. “You came all this way to yell at me for not patching a pair

         of gloves?”

      


      “You shouldn’t have let the cider house fall down,” Kunessin replied. “That was just idleness.”


      (He could always tell when Kudei was starting to get angry. It was a long, gradual process, and it always began the same way.

         He’d start to slow down, his movements gentler, his voice growing softer. Just before he got furious, you could barely hear

         him.)

      


      “It hasn’t been easy,” Kudei said. “I was away for ten years.”


      “I know.” Time for another lie. “It wasn’t your fault.”


      “My brothers… ” It was as though Kudei was searching the shelves and drawers of his mind for the right words. “They do their

         best,” he said.

      


      Which was true, and of course that was what made it unforgivable. But Kunessin hadn’t come here to fight. “I’ll be at the

         Glory of Heroes for three days,” he said. “Drop in and I’ll buy you that drink.”

      


      He started to walk away. Kudei didn’t move. A pity, Kunessin thought; but when did we ever say a dozen honest words to each

         other without falling out? “If I don’t see you, take care of yourself,” he said, not looking round.

      


      He took five steps; then he heard Kudei say, “If you can hang on an extra day, I’ve got to take a load of grain to the mill.”


      He had his back to Kudei, so it was safe to smile. “I’ll see you then,” he said, and walked away.


      The sign didn’t hang straight, and the paint was starting to flake in the salty sea air. It read:


      Royal United School of Defence


      Founder & Propr Thouridos Alces


      Late Master Sgt at Arms 5th Infantry


      All schools, styles & techniques expertly taught


      Vacancies usually available


      Under the sign was a small door that looked as though it had been made for a larger doorway and cut down to fit. The latch

         didn’t quite line up with the keeper, so someone had bent it enthusiastically with a hammer. Beyond the door was a long, dark

         passageway leading to a flight of stairs; and at the head of the stairs, another door with another sign:

      


      Fencing School


      No Admittance While Class In Progress


      Kunessin pushed it open and saw a large square room, brightly lit by a great bay window that occupied most of the outward-facing

         wall. The polished floorboards reflected the light, which meant that the man standing in the centre of the floor was a backlit

         silhouette. Nevertheless…

      


      “Hello, Fly,” Kunessin said.


      There was a loud clatter as the man dropped the two-handed sword he’d been holding. “Teuche?” he said, in a bewildered voice,

         like someone woken up in the middle of a complicated dream.

      


      “Yes,” Kunessin said.


      The man started forward, trod on the blade of the dropped sword, stumbled, jumped a foot in the air, landed perfectly and

         ran towards him—all, apparently, in one concerted movement. Instinctively Kunessin took a step back and sideways, but the

         man must have anticipated the move; he lunged, caught Kunessin round the waist and lifted him off the ground.

      


      “For God’s sake,” Kunessin gasped. “You’re breaking my bloody ribs.”


      Thouridos Alces laughed and let him go; he slid down the front of Alces’ canvas fencing coat until his heels jarred on the

         floor.

      


      “Teuche, you complete bastard,” Alces said, gripping Kunessin’s shoulders and shaking him. “What the hell do you mean by it,

         sneaking up on me like that? You might at least’ve let me know you were coming.”

      


      He’d forgotten, he realised, quite how short Fly Alces was: five feet four, five at the most. Hardly surprising: it was something

         you had to make a conscious effort to remember. For one thing, he never seemed to hold still for long enough to be quantifiable

         by any normal system of weights and measures; more like a wave than a solid object, someone had once said. For another, he

         had a knack of seeming to fill all the space available, regardless of whether he was standing in an empty barn or hiding in

         a flour barrel.

      


      “You’re a strange man, Fly,” Kunessin said, pulling gently away. “First time I’ve ever come across someone who demotes himself

         when he leaves the army.”

      


      Alces’ face became a total grin, from chin to eyebrows. “Professional licence,” he said. “No bugger’s going to pay money to

         be taught fencing by a captain. Got to call yourself a sergeant or they think you don’t know anything.” Kunessin didn’t actually

         see Alces move, but suddenly he was a full pace closer and clinging to his elbow. “Come in the back and have a drink,” he

         said. “My God, it’s good to see you again.”

      


      (There was a scar, Kunessin noticed, running from the corner of his left eye to the lower edge of his cheekbone. He hadn’t

         got that in the army.)

      


      “Tea,” he said, “or no deal.”


      “Sure.” He was being towed along, like a cart, towards a green door in the far corner. “I’m a tea drinker myself these days.

         Haven’t touched a real drink in five years. Mind your head on the beam.”

      


      Too late. He winced; for some reason, it was important to him not to yelp or swear. Alces opened the door, and Kunessin followed

         him into the back room.

      


      It wasn’t what he’d been expecting. Instead of chaotic poverty, he saw good furniture, silverware on a polished walnut table,

         a velvet-curtained alcove where he assumed the bed would be, a worn but good-quality imported rug on the floor, and (the last

         thing he’d been expecting) a wife.

      


      “Enyo,” Alces said, “this is an old friend of mine, Teuche Kunessin.”


      She wasn’t impressed, he could see that. There were, in his experience, two sorts of wives. There was the easy-going kind,

         usually stout, plain-faced and harassed-looking, who smiled at the unexpected visitor and immediately set out an extra plate

         and spoon; and there was the other kind, who regarded their husbands’ old army friends as marginally better than bailiffs

         but definitely worse than mice. They were the ones who kept tidy houses and cooked cheap, wholesome meals with plenty of fresh

         vegetables.

      


      “My wife,” Alces said, and although he sounded properly embarrassed, there was also a deep, unmistakable pride.


      (Well, Kunessin thought. This makes things awkward.)


      “You’ll stay to dinner,” Enyo said; not a question but a statement, a grim fact stoically accepted.


      “Thanks, but no,” Kunessin said. “I’m meeting some people in half an hour.”


      She made an unintelligible noise, turned her back on him and started peeling something; a dismissal, but also a withdrawal:

         just pretend I’m not here. Which, of course, he couldn’t do.

      


      “How’s business?” he asked.


      “Fine,” Alces said, sitting down in a fine chair (he makes the room look untidy, but presumably she’s learned to cope with

         that). “We’ve been running this place for—how long’s it been, five years?” No confirmation from the other end of the room.

         “And it’s turned out pretty well. Tradesmen’s sons, a couple of the local gentlemen farmers; Faralia’s changed quite a bit

         since our day, more money about since the war. No competition. We’ll never be rich, but I do three classes a day, all fully

         booked. It’s a living, and not particularly arduous.”

      


      The back of Enyo’s head let him know exactly what she thought of her husband’s summary, but he fancied that her definition

         of a living was rather different. He managed to keep his face straight.

      


      “What about you, though?” Alces went on. “General Kunessin. Only goes to show, if you stay in the service long enough… ”


      “I retired,” Kunessin said.


      “I heard that,” Alces replied. “What did you want to go and do that for? You’d done all the hard work; I’d have thought you’d

         have stayed on and taken it easy.”

      


      Kunessin forced a laugh. “Don’t you believe it,” he said. “I reached the point where I couldn’t stick the aggravation any

         more. Best decision I ever made, actually.”

      


      Alces shrugged. “So, what’s the plan?” he said. “Buy some land and play at farming?”


      He knew Alces didn’t mean anything by it, so he let it pass. “Sort of,” he said. “I’ll tell you about it some time. So,” he

         went on, turning away a little, “do you see much of the others these days?”

      


      A slight frown, but no change in Alces’ tone of voice. “A bit,” he said. “Not a great deal. I run into Kudei in the street

         from time to time, but he doesn’t come into town much. Muri—you know about Muri?”

      


      Kunessin nodded. “I don’t get that,” he said. “I thought he had plans.”


      “Apparently not,” Alces replied. “Or else he changed them, or they fell through. He seems happy enough, which is what matters,

         I suppose.”

      


      “What about Aidi? I heard he’s running a shop, for crying out loud.”


      Alces grinned. “Very successful,” he said. “Got a real flair for it. Also, he got married about three years ago, but she died

         in the spring. Lost the kid, too, which must’ve been hard to bear.”

      


      Kunessin nodded. “I suppose it’s something we never really considered,” he said, “bad stuff still happening even when the

         war’s over. It’s so much easier when you can pile it all on to the enemy. Sometimes I wonder if that’s what wars are really

         for.”

      


      Maybe a barely perceptible shake of the head; he wasn’t sure. But he had the distinct impression that that wasn’t a subject

         to be discussed, even in the presence of the back of Enyo’s head. Fair enough, he thought. Any woman who married Thouridos

         Alces would have to be firm about what could and couldn’t be talked about.

      


      (And then he noticed; or rather, he became aware of the lack of it. Not on the wall, or leaning in a corner of the room; not

         in a glass case or over the fireplace or hung by two nails from a rafter. He couldn’t have simply got rid of it, not even

         for her sake; but in a room so neat and orderly there were only so many places it could be, and it wasn’t there—a glaringly

         empty space, like a place laid at the dinner table where nobody sits down. Could it have been in the rack of blunts and foils

         in the schoolroom? He’d have noticed it there, and besides, it was unthinkable.)

      


      He planted his feet squarely on the floor and pushed himself up. “I really have got to make a move,” he said. (Alces started

         to say something, then thought better of it.) “I’m in town for the next few days, I’m staying at the Glory… ”

      


      Alces grinned. “Haven’t been in there for years,” he said, and the back of his wife’s head quite definitely twitched. “If

         you can afford to stay there, you can afford to buy me a cup of tea.”

      


      “Just about,” Kunessin replied—it didn’t even sound like him talking. “Pleased to have met you,” he said to the room in general,

         and left quickly. Alces went with him as far as the green door.

      


      (Outside in the street, he turned and looked up at the sign. Here lies Thouridos Alces, he thought, may he rest in peace.

         Not, he acknowledged with a faint grin, that there was much chance of that.)

      


      After the visitor had left, she asked him, “Who was that?”


      Inevitably. He marshalled his face and mustered his words. “Old army friend of mine,” he said, picking up an empty cup and

         taking it over to the washstand. It was a valiant effort but tactically unsound; he never washed up dirty crockery.

      


      “General Kunessin, you called him,” she said, and he could feel her eyes on the back of his head.


      “That’s right,” he said, up-ending the cup and swilling its rim in the washbasin. “He stayed on in the service after I quit.

         He’s from around here, originally.”

      


      “He wanted something,” she said.


      “You think so? I thought he was just calling in to say hello, since he’s in the neighbourhood. I haven’t set eyes on him for

         seven years.”

      


      “He wanted something,” she repeated. “But he wasn’t going to tell you about it in front of me.”


      Retreat to prepared positions. He half-turned and smiled at her. “What could a retired general possibly want from someone

         like me?” he said. “Besides, he’s retired. And so am I. You know that.”

      


      One of those looks: uncomfortable, like gravel in your shoe. Never for one moment had he regretted marrying her, but she could

         break his defences the way he used to break the schiltrons. “You want me to tell you about him?”

      


      Shrug. “If you like.”


      He left the washstand and sat down in his favourite chair, where he could be besieged in comfort. “We were all at the Military

         College together, six of us, all from Faralia, which meant we had something in common; the city kids treated us like peasants,

         so we formed what you might call an offensive and defensive alliance, for mutual support. Then the war came, and amazingly

         enough the brass had the good sense not to split us up. They made us into a lance—”

      


      “What does that mean?”


      “Sorry? Oh, right. A lance is a military unit, an officer and ten men, only they were so short of manpower by then, most units

         were understrength. It was the six of us plus the officer, Lieutenant D’Eteleieto. Anyhow, we stayed together all through

         the war. One of us didn’t make it, but compared to most we got off lightly. Specially since we were linebreakers. That means

         we were the ones who—”

      


      “Don’t tell me about that,” she said sharply.


      “Fine,” he said, recognising the edge in her voice. “Anyway, that’s about it. The war ended, we went our separate ways. I

         always thought that afterwards we’d stay in touch, specially since we were all Faralians and all of us except Teuche—that’s

         his name, Teuche Kunessin—came back here to settle down. But we didn’t. There wasn’t any grand falling-out or anything like

         that. I guess that once we split up—we’d been together twenty-four hours a day for ten years; just think about that—I guess

         we realised we didn’t have anything in common worth holding on to.” He paused, just long enough to breathe. “And that’s all

         there is to it.”

      


      A lie so monumental you could have dug a moat round it and called it a citadel. He offered it to her with a sort of honesty;

         her choice whether to attack and invest or withdraw and leave him in peace. But she was a better strategist than that. “Those

         other people you were talking about,” she said. “He seemed to know all about them.”

      


      Which hadn’t escaped his attention, but he hadn’t had time to reflect on the implications. “Presumably someone’s been sending

         him news from home,” he said. “Like I said, he’s a local boy, grew up on a farm in the valley. Actually, there’s a bit of

         a story there,” he added, not sure whether it was a good idea to open another front but willing to take the risk. He paused,

         and she sort of nodded: yes, I’m waiting. “His family lost the farm just before we all went off to the College, and Kudei

         Gaeon’s dad—Kudei was one of us—he bought it cheap and took it over, and Kudei and his brothers are still there, as far as

         I know. Now, Teuche and Kudei were best friends practically from the cradle, but I think that once the Gaeon boys got the

         farm, there was always this little bit of edge between them, buried really deep. Maybe that’s why we’ve all lost touch, I

         don’t know: Teuche was very much in charge, if you see what I mean; the rest of us were more or less pulled in, like filings

         to a magnet.”

      


      If he’d been hoping she’d lose interest, he was wrong. Her frown grew darker and deeper, and he wondered if something had

         snagged her attention that he hadn’t seen for himself. He couldn’t very well ask, though: might as well throw the key to the

         city gates down to the enemy. (Indeed, he thought; and what’s all love except constant siege warfare with the occasional sortie

         and skirmish?)

      


      She was looking at him. “If he wants you to go off somewhere with him, will you go?”


      “Of course not,” he replied, too quickly. “My life’s here now, and besides, I’m through with all that.”


      “You’d better get ready for afternoon class,” she said. “You were going to put new tips on the foils, remember.”


      The glue had set hard in the bottom of the little kettle he kept in the cupboard in the corner of the schoolroom. He lit the

         spirit lamp to warm it up, and eased the bristles of the brush against the palm of his hand to soften them and make them supple.

         Everyone lies to their wives, he thought. It’s necessary, human beings couldn’t function otherwise. Curiously, though (he

         broke off one of the old, worn tips; it came away quite cleanly, without splintering), he’d never really lied to Enyo, not

         that he could remember. She had a way of coming out to meet him halfway, so that either he told the truth or the subject was

         suppressed before a lie could take place.

      


      If he wants me to go off somewhere with him—well, of course. Immediately, without hesitation, if needs be, without stopping

         to put on my shoes. That went without saying. But the situation would never arise, since what could General Teuche Kunessin

         possibly want him for? Where the case is so hypothetical as to be absurd, normal criteria of truth and falsehood can’t be

         made to apply. He was sure she realised that. It was like asking him: if there was a fire and you could only save one of us,

         me or it, which would it be? To which the answer was: that’s why I don’t keep it here.

      


      After he’d finished, he opened the window to get rid of the smell of the glue. From the window bay, he could see the corner

         of Lattengate, where the Glory of Heroes was, and he thought: yes, but what could be tamer, safer, than drinking tea out of

         a blue-and-white cup in the parlour of the Glory? What possible harm…?

      


      After class (at one point he allowed his attention to wander, and got rapped across the knuckles with a foil. The student

         actually apologised), he went down into the street, turned right instead of left, walked up to the Merchant Adventurers’ Hall,

         through the great double doors and down the circular marble stairs to the vault. The guard on duty recognised him but asked

         for the password anyway. He gave it, and was let through into the long corridor. Once, before the war, the hall had been part

         of the duke’s palace, and the small, windowless rooms off the long corridor had been used for long-term storage of men. For

         some reason, he had difficulty turning his key in the lock.

      


      It was, of course, much emptier than the rest of the cells in the row. The Adventurers kept their valuable stock in them:

         quality fabrics, mostly, some bullion, luxury goods (tableware, artworks, presentation-grade arms and armour), bonds, indentures,

         deeds, loan notes. In his cell, Alces kept the lease of the school, a thousand thalers in cash that Enyo didn’t know about,

         five hundred she did know about, a chest of old clothes, a sallet and brigandine on a home-made wooden stand, and a cloth

         bundle, five feet long, slim, wrapped in two blankets, propped up in the corner. The blankets were soaked through with camellia

         oil, and the sweet smell stank the place out.

      


      He unwrapped the bundle, just enough to see the white flare of the steel in the yellow glow of the lamp he’d brought with

         him, and to test the surface with his finger to make sure the oil hadn’t dried out. Then he wrapped it up again, put it back

         and turned to go.

      


      On the way out, he met the vault steward, and stopped him.


      “I was wondering,” he said. “What precautions do you take in case of fire?”


      The steward looked puzzled. “It’s all stone,” he said. “There’s nothing that could possibly burn.”


      Alces nodded. “Fair enough,” he said. “Thanks.”


      “You’re welcome. By the way, I think you’ll find you’re behind on the rent.”


      He smiled. “My wife handles all that sort of thing,” he said, and left.


      Even if he’d been a stranger in town, he’d have had no trouble at all finding the tanner’s yard, even with his eyes shut,

         even with a scarf wrapped double round his face. Something you got used to, he presumed, if you really had to.

      


      The foreman pointed him in the right direction, and he saw a wooden vat, seven feet tall and about the same in diameter, standing

         in the middle of a high-roofed wooden shed. Two men were next to it: one at the top of a ladder, the other down below, handing

         up a large wooden bucket. The man at the top dipped it in the vat and handed it back, and as he came closer, Kunessin saw

         that the bucket was full of greyish-white jelly. He shuddered. Everybody knew they used the stuff in the tanning process,

         but knowing and actually seeing are two very different things.

      


      (Seen worse, he reminded himself, but it didn’t really help.)


      “Hello, Muri,” he said.


      The man on the ground looked round, saw him and (regrettably) dropped the bucket. His colleague on the ladder asked him what

         the hell he’d done that for. A fair question.

      


      The last seven years, Kunessin couldn’t help but notice, hadn’t been kind to Muri Achaiois. His cheeks had turned into jowls,

         and there were pads of soft, folded skin under his eyes; his hair was thinning on top, and he’d made the mistake of growing

         a beard, or trying to, on a less than fertile chin, with the result that the sides of his jaw looked like briar patches, while

         his chin reminded Kunessin of downland pasture, sparse and closely cropped by rabbits. He’d put on weight, too.

      


      “Teuche,” he said, apparently unaware that his shoes were covered in spilled brains. “Where the hell did you jump out from?”


      “Who’s he?” the man up the ladder was saying. As far as Muri was concerned, he didn’t exist.


      “Can you get away for five minutes?” Kunessin asked.


      “Sure.” Immediately, Muri started to walk towards him; the first step he took put him on notice that something was wrong.

         He looked down at his feet, and sighed. “Carry on without me,” he said, to nobody in particular. The man up the ladder told

         him what he thought of that idea, but he didn’t seem to hear.

      


      “How’d you find me?” Muri said.


      “Your cousin Erys,” Kunessin replied, taking a step back as Muri came within arm’s length. “She told me what happened. I’m

         sorry.”

      


      Muri shrugged. “Does everybody know? The others, I mean?”


      “I don’t think so. I just saw Fly; he knows you’re working here, but that’s all. I don’t know about Kudei, we didn’t have

         a chance to talk about old times, and I haven’t seen Aidi yet.” He frowned. “Your friend over there looks like he’s a bit

         upset with you.”

      


      “Fuck him,” Muri said succinctly.


      “Fine,” Kunessin said. “I don’t want to be responsible for you losing your job, that’s all.”


      Muri smiled broadly. “You know what,” he said, “I’m not too fussed. Hang on, there’s a trough out in the yard. I guess I’d

         better wash my boots off.”

      


      “No, it’s all right.” Kunessin shook his head. “You get back to work. I’m staying at the Glory. Drop by this evening and we

         can talk properly. All right?”

      


      Muri scowled at him, like a child who thinks he’s been cheated out of a promised treat. “At least tell me what’s going on,

         Teuche,” he said firmly. “You didn’t come all this way just to see me drop a bucket.”

      


      “It’ll keep,” Kunessin replied. “See you tonight.”


      By the time he’d gone, the other man had climbed down the ladder, and was sweeping the white, dusty mess into the gutter with

         a yard broom. Curiosity had pushed out anger, and he asked, “Who was that?”

      


      Muri Achaiois looked at him. “You were in the war, weren’t you?”


      “Yes, of course.”


      “That,” Muri said, “was Teuche Kunessin.”


      The other man stopped what he was doing. “Oh,” he said.


      *   *   *


      Aidi Proiapsen was easy enough to find. Left out of the tannery gates, down the hill until the narrow alley turned out into

         broad, well-paved Ropewalk, turn right and look for the biggest, bravest shopfront in town. Aidi was waiting for him in the

         doorway, leaning on a barrel of store apples; a tall, wide, curly-haired man behind a shield-like grin.

      


      “Hello, Teuche,” he said. “I heard you’re back in town.”


      Kunessin nodded. “This is all very splendid, Aidi,” he said. “You must be next best thing to respectable.”


      Aidi laughed. “You could say that,” he said. “Vice-chairman of the Adventurers’, deputy town clerk and justice of the fucking

         peace. Talking of which, I ought to have you run out of town for vagrancy. Unless you tell me what you’re here for, that is.”

      


      Kunessin looked past him into the shop. He could see a boy unrolling a bolt of cloth on a long table, and a middle-aged woman

         weighing out rice from a big white jar. “Staff,” he said, with a grin. “Do they know who they’re working for?”

      


      “God, no. They’d run home screaming.”


      “Justice of the peace is a good joke,” Kunessin said.


      “I looked them up in a dictionary,” Aidi replied. “Justice and peace. Strange idea, both of them. You’d better come inside;

         you’re scaring away the customers.”

      


      He nodded, and followed Aidi through the shop into a storeroom at the back. It was crammed with barrels, boxes, jars and cases,

         and there were rat droppings on the floor. Aidi pointed him at the only chair, and perched on the edge of a cider barrel.

         “It’s good to see you again,” he said.

      


      Kunessin shook his head. “You won’t think so in a moment or two, when I tell you what I’m here for.”


      “I gathered you’ve called a sort of army reunion,” Aidi replied. “At the Glory. I can wait till then, if you’d rather.”


      Kunessin smiled. “You’re going to say no,” he said, “and I don’t want you putting off the others. So I thought I’d get you

         over and done with first.”

      


      “Fair enough,” Aidi said. “You’ve finally packed in the army, then.”


      “Yes.”


      Aidi nodded. “About time, too. No kind of life for a grown man.”


      “Quite,” Kunessin said. “No, what I’ve got in mind is something rather more worthwhile, for a change. But I can see you’re

         settled, doing well for yourself. You won’t be interested.”

      


      Aidi yawned. “Probably not,” he said. “But try me anyway.”


      There was no easy way to describe how Kunessin changed, but the difference was too extreme to overlook. He sat perfectly still,

         but he seemed almost impossibly tense, like a rope just about to snap. His voice was suddenly much softer; always a sign of

         trouble. “Did you ever hear of a place called Sphoe?” he asked.

      


      Aidi thought for a moment. “It’s an island, isn’t it?” he said. “Somewhere off the northern peninsula. Didn’t their third

         fleet have a base there, late in the war?”

      


      Kunessin nodded slowly. “I’ve been there,” he said. “Looting, basically. We went to see if they’d left any stores behind that

         we could use—masts, planking, that sort of thing.”

      


      “And?”


      Kunessin wasn’t looking at him any more. “Nothing we could use,” he said. “They’d cleaned it all out before they abandoned

         it, but they left the buildings standing, and they’d done a lot of work there—wells, drains, storage pits, you name it. It’s

         a wonderful place, Aidi. Nobody lives there, it’s twenty square miles of good deep soil sheltered by a mountain range, with

         a big fat river running straight through the middle. We found a furnace they’d built, so we think they’d found iron there,

         and the entire south side is one big oak forest. You should see some of those trees, Aidi, there’s nothing that size left

         on the mainland. There’s deer, and wild pigs, bloody great birds living in the woods that’d feed a family for a week, and

         it’s an island, so of course there’s all the fish you could ever want, and there’s a cove on the north shore where turtles

         come up twice a year… ”

      


      Aidi was looking at him, his head a little on one side, like a puzzled dog. “That’s wonderful, Teuche, and I’m very happy

         for you, but what’s this got to do with us?”

      


      Kunessin could see in his face that he’d already guessed the answer. “I want us to go there,” he said. “You, me, Kudei, all

         of us. Just take it for our own and live there, like we used to talk about.”

      


      The door opened, and a tall, thin boy, fifteen or sixteen, appeared in the doorway. “Sorry,” he said immediately. “I didn’t…

         ”

      


      Aidi beckoned him in with a flick of his hand, like someone swatting at a vexatious insect. The boy took a jar off a shelf

         and scurried away.

      


      “For crying out loud, Teuche,” Aidi said, and the edge to his voice was both annoyance and compassion. “You can’t seriously

         think—”

      


      Kunessin felt the anger spurting up inside him; the special anger, the sort that comes when you’re explaining something to

         somebody who’s too stupid to understand. “We used to talk about it,” he repeated, “all the time. You all liked the idea. We

         had an agreement—”

      


      Aidi laughed. In retrospect, he realised it was a serious error of judgement. “Oh, sure,” he said. “And when I was seven years

         old, the girl next door and me agreed we’d get married as soon as we were old enough. I even made her an engagement ring out

         of copper wire. We were young, Teuche, young and stupid and cold and wet and convinced we were going to die. I think you’d

         have an uphill struggle trying to hold us to it in a court of law. And that’s a justice of the peace talking,” he added, with

         a false grin. “Look,” he went on, lowering his voice a little, “that place we used to talk about finding. You know what it

         really was? It was being out of the army, where there wasn’t a war. And you know what? The rest of us found it, all of us

         except you. We don’t need any fucking island, Teuche. Really, all we needed was to get away. From the war.”

      


      Kunessin shook his head. “No.”


      “From the war,” Aidi repeated. “From each other. Oh come on,” he added, before Kunessin could interrupt. “You’re supposed

         to be clever; surely you can see it for yourself. We all came back here, after the war, after the service. We all live right

         on top of each other in this rat-arse little town, and we never see each other or talk to one another from one year’s end

         to the next. And you know why? It’s not because we all had some grand falling-out or hate each other; it’s just that there’s

         nothing left to say any more. And—well—I suppose it’s because we all remind each other of stuff we’d prefer not to remember.

         And you don’t need a chequerboard and a box of counters to figure that one out.”

      


      Kunessin realised he was standing up, which meant he was about to leave, and his leaving would be a statement of disapproval,

         quite possibly a severance of relations. He was sorry about that. “Good to see you again, Aidi. You’ve done well for yourself,

         I’m really pleased about that.”

      


      Aidi was shaking his head. “They’ll all tell you the same thing,” he said, “and then you’ll be pissed off with the lot of

         us and never speak to us again, and I don’t really think you want that. Why not just drop it? Tactical withdrawal to defensible

         positions? You always used to say, nine times out of ten, the best battle’s the one you don’t have to fight.”

      


      “We’ll see,” was all he could find to say. “You never know, maybe the others are better friends than you give them credit

         for.”

      


      Aidi’s face had frozen, as though he’d pulled down a visor. “So long, Teuche.”


      Kunessin walked out of the shop, and found that the sun had come out, slanting down over the roofs of the north-side buildings

         like a shower of pitched-up arrows. He found the warmth and light annoying, almost offensive.

      


      For a long time after he’d gone, Aidi Proiapsen sat still and quiet in the back room, staring at a corner of the ceiling.

         Then he got up, opened a drawer in the desk in the corner, took out a ledger and went through it, quickly and with purpose,

         jotting figures down on a scrap of paper. His lips moved as he did the mental arithmetic. They’d laughed at him for doing

         it at the Military College, back when he was so young he actually cared what people thought about him. Now he did it as a

         deliberate affectation, because nobody would ever dare laugh at him again.

      


      He found the total, added up again to make sure, and wrote the result down on the palm of his hand. Less than he’d thought;

         he sighed, and put the ledger away.

      


      “Mind the shop,” he told the middle-aged woman behind the counter. “I’m going out for ten minutes.”


      He crossed the road, turned left, headed up the Ropewalk as far as the corn exchange. On the corner there was a small, rather

         miserable tea-house, shutters down and almost bare of paint, a door that stuck in the damp weather. He went inside, waited

         a moment until his eyes adjusted to the gloom, found the man he was looking for and walked over to where he was sitting.

      


      The man was drinking thin soup from a wooden bowl with an enormously wide spoon. At least a quarter of it was soaking into

         his shirt; his eyesight wasn’t good, but he denied the fact, like a king refusing to acknowledge the existence of a rebel

         government.

      


      “Proiapsen,” he said.


      Aidi scowled down at him. “You actually eat the muck they serve in here?”


      “It’s cheap,” the man replied. “Food’s just fuel. What do you want?”


      “You know perfectly well.”


      The man grinned and laid his spoon down on the bare table. “It can’t be anything to do with the offer I made you,” he said,

         “because you told me you didn’t want to know. In fact, you were quite offensive about it; a smaller man would’ve borne a grudge.

         So it must be something else, mustn’t it?”

      


      Aidi sighed and put the scrap of paper down in front of him. The man shook his head. “Can’t read that,” he said. “Your handwriting’s

         terrible.”

      


      “You’re going blind, you mean,” Aidi replied. “Terrible thing that must be, blindness. It’s the one thing I’ve always been

         really scared of. I feel sorry for you.”

      


      The man grunted. “The hell I am,” he said, picking up the paper and holding it a hair’s breadth from his nose. “The light’s

         so bad in here. What’s all these numbers?”

      


      Aidi drew in the deep breath that’s supposed to help you stay calm. “Stock at cost,” he said, “fixtures, goodwill, accounts

         due less accounts owed. Take it or leave it.”

      


      The man made a performance of staring at the paper, spinning it out for as long as he could. “What’s that?” he said. “Looks

         like a six.”

      


      “It’s a nine.”


      “Can’t do it,” the man said abruptly. “It’s not worth that to me. You know my offer. It’s that or nothing.”


      If I kill him, Aidi thought, it’d count as a breach of the peace. “All right,” he said. “Split the difference.”


      The man picked up his spoon. “I’ll have to think about it.”


      “No.” Aidi lifted the bowl out from under the man’s nose and put it down on the floor. “This is your one and only chance,

         and I’ll need the money in three days. Otherwise, no deal.”

      


      “Let me see those figures again.”


      Aidi screwed the paper into a ball and dropped it carefully into the soup bowl. “Yes or no.”


      “Ten thousand.”


      Aidi closed his eyes. “Fine,” he said. “Three days’ time, here, in silver money, and you can be absolutely fucking sure I’ll

         count it. All right?”

      


      The man sighed. “Soldiers,” he said. “Why do you always have to be so aggressive about everything?”


      Aidi turned to go, but as he reached the door, the man called him back. “Just out of interest,” he said. “Why?”


      “I’m leaving town.”


      “For good?”


      “Yes.”


      “Ah.” The man nodded. “Going somewhere nice?”


      He had his back to the man, who didn’t see him smile. “You bet,” he said. “By all accounts, it’s the earthly fucking paradise.”


      He slammed the door, presumably to make sure it shut properly. After he’d gone, the man picked his soup off the floor, fished

         out the scrap of paper, and finished his meal. Business and emotion, he fervently maintained, were all very well, but wasting

         food was a sin.

      


   

      TWO


      When the Confederation stormed the enemy stronghold of Ieres, the leaders of the allies expressed their thanks to Colonel

         Kunessin by giving him the wife of the garrison commander, who’d been killed during the assault. She was, they told him, the

         only thing worth having in the place, and it was the least they could do to show their appreciation.

      


      Colonel Kunessin was, of course, notoriously shy around women, though the allies hadn’t known him long enough to be aware

         of it. He knew they’d put the wretched girl in his tent, and he spent an awkward evening finding excuses not to go there,

         though he was painfully tired after a long, difficult day. Eventually, he couldn’t hold out any longer. He rehearsed a little

         speech as he walked back through the camp, all about how he believed in treating civilians with proper respect and how magnanimity

         in victory was the mark of a civilised society. When he pulled back the tent flap and saw her sitting on the edge of the bed,

         however, all his well-chosen words evaporated like spit on a griddle, and he found himself stuck in the doorway, unable to

         go out again and desperately unwilling to go in. She turned her head to look at him; she’d been crying, understandably enough,

         and her make-up had run, leaving her with sooty black rings round her eyes, like a blacksmith.

      


      “Look,” he said, “I know you’ve had a rough day, but would you mind terribly sleeping on the floor? You can have all the cushions,

         and the rug. Only I really do need the bed.”

      


      She looked at him, and he was beginning to wonder if she could understand his dialect; then she said, “All right,” and smiled

         at him. It wasn’t forgiveness—he’d have been shocked if it was—but it acknowledged a gracious intention; and he realised she

         was the first person he’d met in a long time who actually came close to understanding how his mind worked.

      


      “Thanks,” he said, and sat down on the bed, just as his knees gave way. He heard the bed creak, and felt embarrassed. The

         best you could say for her was that she was attractively plain, but she did have rather fine grey eyes. “Is it all right if

         I put the lamp out now? I’ve got to get some sleep.”

      


      “I’ll do it,” she said, and the light went out. He yawned before he could stop himself, and closed his eyes.


      Some time later, he wasn’t sure how long, he woke up and found he was sitting bolt upright with his eyes wide open.


      “Are you all right?” the woman’s voice said.


      He knew he was awake, because it was dark, and in his dream it had been broad daylight. “Sorry,” he said. “Did I wake you?”


      “You were having a nightmare,” she said.


      “Yes.” He lay down again, but kept his eyes solidly open, just in case. He had no desire whatsoever to go back into the sunlight.

         “I get them a lot. You can probably guess why.”

      


      She didn’t reply immediately; then she said, “If you like, I can tell you how to deal with that.”


      Naturally he was suspicious, but he said, “Can you?”


      “It’s quite simple,” she replied. “My mother taught me. She was a doctor.”


      That didn’t sound right, but then he remembered: they had women doctors in Coine Ariste, and women clerks and teachers and

         merchants. “I’d be very interested,” he said politely.

      


      “All you do,” she said, “when you fall asleep and find you’re in a dream, straight away you look round for a door. Doesn’t

         matter where you are: in a field, on a beach, in the middle of a forest or a desert. You look round for a door, and you’ll

         find one. Go straight through it, and as soon as you’re through, you can decide what the dream’s going to be; and if it starts

         getting nasty once you’re there, just do the same thing over again. Look for a door and go through it. It works, really.”

      


      He thought for a moment. “I get these recurring nightmares,” he said, “the same one every night for a week, sometimes, so

         I know them pretty well, and there’s never a door in them anywhere.”

      


      “You need to look for it,” she said. “Try it, it works. Only,” she went on, “you do need to be careful, because sometimes

         there’s two doors next to each other, and whatever you do, you must choose the left door—you’re right-handed, aren’t you?”

      


      “Left-handed, actually.”


      “Oh. In that case, always take the right door. If you go through the other one, you’ll find yourself in a memory, and you

         can’t always choose where you’ll end up. It’s never actually happened to me,” she added, “but my mother told me about it,

         and she was very firm.”

      


      He thanked her and lay back on the bed, trying to keep his eyes open, but he couldn’t. Very soon, they closed and he was back

         in the dazzling sun; but this time, as he looked round at the terrible sight, he saw a doorway, set into one of the granite

         outcrops. Oh, he thought, and walked towards it. As he got closer, he saw that there were two doors, side by side, identical.

         He tried to remember what the woman had said, but the words were already drifting away, like the fragments of a dream when

         you wake up. Look for a door and go through it. It works, really. Yes, but there’d been more to it than that. Whatever you

         do, you must choose the—

      


      Behind him, they were all looking at him. No, he thought, I really can’t face all that again. Then he heard his own voice:

         left-handed, actually; and he felt his left-hand fingers flex. He reached out and opened the left door.

      


      “General Kunessin,” the woman said. “Are you all right?”


      He opened his eyes. “What?” he said.


      “You were shouting.” She was tall and pale, with grey hair drawn tightly back in a bun. “I could hear you downstairs in the

         parlour.”

      


      Marvellous, he thought. “Sorry,” he said, “just a bad dream.” His left hand was numb; he’d been lying on it. He’d been doing

         that a lot lately, and it gave him cramp the whole of the rest of the day. “What time is it?”

      


      She answered by pulling back the curtain and opening the shutters: broad daylight. “There’s breakfast in the common room,”

         she said, “or I could bring you something up.”

      


      She wasn’t to know, of course. “Thanks,” he said, “but I don’t eat breakfast. Did you manage to get my boots mended?”


      She looked at him. “He did the best he could,” she replied, “but he said the leather’s all perished, there’s nothing left

         to sew into. I don’t know why you don’t get yourself a new pair. There’s a very good cobbler in town, at the corner of Lattengate

         and the Ropewalk.”

      


      “I know,” he said, “but I like that pair. I’ve got awkward feet,” he lied. “It’s hard to find boots that fit me.”


      He knew why he lay on his left hand, of course: so he couldn’t use it. But it never worked. The pins and needles were starting

         now, particularly severe this morning. He’d been to see a doctor about it, the last time he was in Coine Ariste. Try lying

         differently, she’d said.

      


      The woman was laying out his clothes for him, everything nicely pressed and folded, which made him feel ridiculous. He’d only

         started undressing to sleep six months ago.

      


      “There was someone asking after you earlier,” the woman said, draping his socks over the back of a chair. More holes than

         socks, she pointedly didn’t say. “A farmer, by the look of him. He said he’d call back at noon.”

      


      “Thank you,” he said, a little louder than he’d have chosen. “Tall man, broad shoulders, red hair, sunburnt, lots of lines

         round the eyes.”

      


      She seemed rather startled. “That’s him,” she said. “You know him, obviously.”


      He couldn’t help smiling. “Since we were both three years old,” he said. “We grew up next door to each other, and we both

         started at the Military College on the same day. But he came home after the war, I stayed in the service.” I’ll shut up now,

         he thought.

      


      “Well, anyway,” the woman said, “he called.” The implication being: if he calls again, tell him to wipe his boots.


      “Thanks.”


      She looked at him as she left, and he spared a tiny flake of compassion for her; farmers, in their work clothes, calling at

         the Glory of Heroes. The world was indeed hastening to its end, and here she was, caught up in its dying throes. But never

         mind, he thought.

      


      Since we were both three years old. He frowned and swung his legs over the side of the bed. Scarcely a day out of each other’s

         sight for twenty-seven years. The intriguing question was (and he’d never been able to answer it): which of them was substantial,

         and which the shadow.

      


      Of course, he’d never be able to forgive him about the farm.


      He pulled on his clothes, dragged a comb through his hair and beard, and put on his boots. He felt thick-headed, stupid; too

         much sleep, he decided. Kudei would be back again at noon. Something to look forward to.

      


      He put on his coat, realised he’d forgotten something, took it off again, and picked up his sword-belt. Unlike most of his

         fellow generals, he’d never bothered with a special sword—blued and gilded blade, ivory grip, chiselled quillons, any of that.

         On the day he left the service, he’d sneaked into the armoury and helped himself to a standard Type Fourteen off the rack;

         hadn’t even bothered drawing it from its sheath to examine the blade. Since then, he’d had it out to oil it once a week, scrub

         off the fine pitting of rust under the rain-guard with a handful of steel swarf, because he’d been taught to do that in college

         and old habits linger. But he’d worn it every day. When he was young, old soldiers had told him that after a while, a soldier

         can’t walk properly without that three-pound weight on his left hip; you feel unbalanced, as though one leg’s suddenly become

         an inch shorter than the other. Unlike most things the old-timers had told him, that one had proved to be true. He’d chosen

         a long coat, so only the chape showed under the hem. He’d gone for a Type Fourteen rather than a Fifteen because it was shorter.

         Even so, some people noticed, and he didn’t like the way they stared at him, though he couldn’t blame them for it. The chape

         bumped on the treads as he went downstairs. That’s right, he thought, tell everybody in the building I’m coming.

      


      Outside the air was cold and slightly damp, the remains of a sea fret blowing over from the west. There was just enough mist

         left to soften the lines of the houses, and he felt drops of moisture forming in his beard and moustache. I’ve forgotten how

         to be cold, he thought; careless of me. He walked slowly down the Ropewalk, stopping from time to time to stare in through

         the doorways of shops, until he reached an old stone building with a weatherbeaten frieze of a bee carved over the lintel.

         The door was closed, unlike those of the ordinary shops.

      


      A young clerk scowled at him as he walked in. “Yes?”


      “I need to see the resident,” Kunessin said.


      The clerk’s face hardened, like red-hot steel quenched in water. “Is he expecting you?”


      Kunessin took a packet from his sleeve: a sheet of paper folded small and sealed with a dark red blob. The clerk recognised

         it, and immediately turned into someone else. “I’ll tell him you’re here,” he said brightly. “Please take a seat; he won’t

         be long.”

      


      “Hurry it up a bit, can’t you?” Kunessin said. “I haven’t got all day.”


      The resident turned out to be a short, wide man who looked like he was trying to carry a cushion wedged under his chin. The

         letter clearly bothered him.

      


      “I’m sorry,” he said, “we don’t usually hold sums like this on the premises. I’ll have to send to Aeres for the balance.”


      Kunessin frowned. “How long will that take?”


      “Two days there,” the resident replied, “three, maybe four days back. The roads at this time of year… ”


      “How much can you let me have right now?”


      The resident thought about it for a moment. “We can probably find you twelve thousand in ready cash,” he said.


      Kunessin nodded. “Write me bills of exchange for the balance,” he said, “in units of one thousand. I take it they’ll be good

         here in town.”

      


      “Of course,” the resident said. Kunessin noticed that he was sweating slightly. “Will you be staying long?”


      “Not six days,” Kunessin said. “I’m disappointed,” he added. “Your resident in Intera said you’d have the whole lot on deposit

         here.”

      


      “Under normal circumstances we would, General Kunessin,” the resident said. “But with the milder weather, the farmers put

         off the cull, which means—”

      


      Kunessin stood up. “I’ll be back about mid-afternoon,” he said. “If you can have it all ready for me by then, that’d be a

         big help.”

      


      One problem solved, at any rate. The two hired mules would be able to carry twelve thousand silver thalers reasonably easily.

         He’d have been reluctant to burden himself with a third mule; two would be bad enough. He tried not to think about the money

         as money, only as dead weight, heavy boxes needing to be transported from one place to another. Besides, he thought, it won’t

         be long now, and I’ll be rid of it for good. Is it possible for a human being, relatively sane and not in the grip of religious

         fervour, to hate money? Illogical, since money doesn’t actually exist. A silver coin is simply a representative, like a delegate

         at a conference, participating in the general exchange on behalf of goods and labour. It’s not to be held responsible for

         what it’s exchanged for, any more than for how it was originally come by. Accordingly, hating money is like killing a herald:

         pointless, counterproductive and in poor taste. Even so, the thought of himself as a rich man had always bothered and disturbed

         him. Once it was all gone, he’d be relieved, like a man who’s just carried a heavy sack up a mountain.

      


      Down the Ropewalk to Spangate, Fish Street, North Quay, to the huge black shed at the end. The tide was in, and the slipway

         that led to the shed’s enormous back doors was mostly under water, giving the impression that the shed was trying to drink

         the sea. Outside sat a stack of oak trunks, twenty or more, none less than five feet in diameter. A giant lives here, Kunessin

         thought.

      


      He walked up to the front door, which was slightly open, and went inside. Nobody about; but in the middle of the floor, in

         a cradle of massive beams, lay the bones of a ship, a carcass picked clean by scavengers. The air was thick with floating

         dust.

      


      “Hello?” Kunessin called. His voice echoed back off the high roof.


      An old man appeared, apparently out of nowhere. He was small and thin, in clothes many sizes too big and lacquered like armour

         with tar. He looked at Kunessin with barely disguised horror.

      


      “Good morning,” Kunessin said. “I’d like to buy a ship.”


      The old man looked at him as if he was dangerous. “You don’t look like a fisherman.”


      “I’m not.”


      “Or a trader.”


      Kunessin shook his head. “I’m not a trader,” he said. “You don’t remember me, do you?”


      “Can’t say I do.”


      He smiled. “I’m Teuche Kunessin,” he said. “Heloria’s son.”


      For a moment, the old man was perfectly still. Then he nodded, as though reluctantly agreeing to a deal that would end up

         costing him money. “You’re back, then.”

      


      “Not stopping,” Kunessin said. “More like a brief visit.”


      The old man frowned. “I heard you were still in the army.”


      “Retired.”


      At last, he’d said something the old man could bring himself to endorse. “That’s right,” he said. “That’s no kind of a life.

         What did you say you wanted?”

      


      Hard to believe, Kunessin told himself, that his mother and this creature had shared a grandfather. “A ship,” he said. “For

         choice, I’m after a ketch, around a hundred and fifty tons’ burden, square-rigged on the foremast, with the mainmast stepped

         well aft, and I need it as soon as possible.”

      


      The old man blinked twice. “You got any idea how much something like that’d cost you?”


      Kunessin grinned. “About eight thousand,” he said. “With all canvas, ropes and gear.”


      “Can’t help you,” the old man said. “I got nothing like that at all. Could build you one, take about three years.”


      “I need it now,” Kunessin said firmly. “What’ve you got?”


      The old man thought for a very long time. “I know for a grab,” he said. “Three masts, two hundred ton. Head’s all rotted out,

         mind, and shipworm pretty bad in the keel. Could have her seaworthy in nine months, but not before.”

      


      “No good,” Kunessin said. “Anything else?”


      “Got a brigantine,” the old man said doubtfully. “At least, I know for one. Prize of war; it’s with the agent now. He might

         take ten thousand for it, to be shot of it.”

      


      “Too much money,” Kunessin said. “Nine’s my limit, and that’s pushing it.”


      The old man scrubbed his face with the palm of his hand. “There’s a snow might suit you,” he said doubtfully. “Belongs to

         a man out to Schetlia. Good ship, sound; had it from his brother who died, and he’s no sailor, so he’d most likely sell for

         ready money.” He shrugged. “I can ask.”

      


      Kunessin frowned. He’d done his best with the chapter on ships in Standing Orders, but that was the sum total of his maritime

         knowledge. “All right,” he said. “What the hell’s a snow?”

      


      The old man looked at him as though he was simple. “Merchantman,” he said. “It’d be around two hundred pushing two fifty,

         two masts, only the small mast back of the mainmast carries a mizzen. Well?”

      


      Kunessin shrugged. “If that’s all there is, fine,” he said. “And you think I can have it for nine thousand?”


      “Don’t know about that,” the old man said. “Reckon he’d want nine and a half, and that’s without sheets and lines. I can ask.”


      “You do that,” Kunessin said. “Tell him it’ll be cash, no bills or letters, just silver money. That ought to make a difference,

         I’m sure.”

      


      The old man studied him for a while. “I thought you said you were in the army,” he said. “Where’d you get hold of that kind

         of money?”

      


      Kunessin smiled. “From dead people,” he said. “A great many of them. I’m at the Glory; leave a message for me there as soon

         as you’ve talked to this man, all right?”

      


      As he walked back into town, he thought: so I’ve just bought a snow. A snow, for crying out loud; what kind of name for a

         ship is that? Not, he reassured himself, that it matters, just so long as it gets us there and we can fit all the stuff inside.

         Still, if I’m spending that much money, I’d have preferred something I’d at least heard of.

      


      (And supposing they refuse? Supposing they don’t want to come with me, and the whole thing falls through? What the hell am

         I going to do with a two-hundred-ton mizzen-rigged snow? But if they refuse, none of it’ll matter very much. So let’s hope

         that won’t happen.)

      


      Nothing to do for the rest of the morning; no errands, no visits. He went back to the Glory of Heroes and sat on his bed,

         staring out of the window.

      


      “Teuche Kunessin,” he said, mouthing the words like a child playing with its food. “Now there’s a name I haven’t heard in

         a long time.”

      


      Alces nodded. “I never thought I’d see him again,” he said. “I assumed he’d probably carry on in the service till he was a

         field marshal or something, then retire, buy a big country estate somewhere on the mainland, and spend his life riding to

         hounds and building ornamental fountains in the grounds of his mansion. That, or he’d buy a farm and settle down. I don’t

         know,” he added with a shrug. “I guess I just stopped thinking about him, once I came back.”

      


      “What do you think he wants?”


      “I really can’t begin to imagine.” Alces hesitated, the glue pot in one hand, the brush in the other. “I don’t suppose it’ll

         be good news for anybody.”

      


      “What makes you say that?”


      “I don’t know,” Alces said, putting the brush down. “There was always this rather scary streak in his nature. Don’t know how

         you’d describe it. He kept getting big ideas.”

      


      Heure Alces grinned. “I can see where that’d strike you as dangerous,” he said. “Never been a major fault of yours, thinking

         big.”

      


      “Thanks, Dad,” Alces said grimly. “You were the one who said pack it in, settle down.”


      “True.” Heure Alces nodded. “But maybe I had something other in mind. Damn it, son, when you came back from the war, you had

         money. You made damn sure you let us know about it. What happened?”

      


      “Oh, well.” Alces took the strip of rawhide and began stretching it over the glue-brushed handle, pressing out the air-bubbles

         as he went. “It didn’t seem real, if you see what I mean. I guess I’d never really believed there’d be a rest of my life;

         after the service, I mean. So when I woke up one morning and found myself in it, I didn’t really know how to handle it. I

         ended up treating being home as one long leave, the assumption being that sooner or later I’d be going back, so what I did

         couldn’t possibly matter. And then, of course, I met Enyo and… ” He shook his head. “Trouble was, by that point there wasn’t

         quite as much money left as I’d have liked. But there’s still some. A bit, just in case. And the school’s doing all right.

         It’s a living.”

      


      Heure held down the end of the rawhide with his fingertip while his son wrapped string round the handle to keep the hide pressed

         down firm while it dried. “You’ve never talked much about any of that stuff,” he said. “I always assumed—”

      


      “Nothing to talk about,” Alces interrupted. “Mostly it was just boredom and hard slog: marching, sleeping rough, eating garbage.

         Waiting around. You’d spend a week sat in a tent in a muddy shithole in the rain, bored out of your head, and then suddenly

         it’d be forced marches, dragging yourself through a swamp to get somewhere in a hurry, then another week sat doing nothing

         and then back to where you started off from. Or else it’d be digging ditches, or building walls, and we never did find out

         what the hell it was in aid of. Some clown on a horse’d come along and say, ‘You men, build a wall,’ and that’d be that. Hardly

         ever came back to see if we’d done it how he wanted it; and then there’d be new orders, be twenty miles away by this time

         tomorrow.” He shook his head. “Actual fighting time, maybe one month in every year. It was the least of our worries really.”

      


      Heure Alces waited till his son was looking the other way, then considered him carefully. Whatever else he might have been,

         he’d never been a liar before. But people changed at the war, he knew that, even though he’d never been a soldier himself.

         “Talking of which,” he said, “I seem to remember you brought some other stuff home with you, besides the money. What became

         of it?”

      


      Alces’ head twitched, like a horse avoiding the bridle. “Got rid of it,” he said. “Hardly likely I’d ever need it again. Why?”


      “Just curious.”


      “Junk,” Alces said, “cluttering the place up. And we’re not exactly well off for space here.”


      “I guess not,” Heure said. “Only, you could’ve made a display of it or something. Impress the customers, genuine war souvenirs.

         Something to show you’d actually been in the service.”

      


      “Maybe. Anyway, it’s all gone, so it’s too late now. All right, that ought to do it, you can let go now.” Heure moved his

         finger, and Alces tied off the ends of the twine in a small, neat knot. “There,” he said, “that’s saved me a thaler fifty.”

         He picked up the mended foil and put it back on the rack. “That’s the Eridi boy,” he said. “He loves to whack with the foil,

         like he’s back on the farm threshing corn. God only knows why his father sends him up here, he’ll never learn anything. Thinks

         he knows it all already.”

      


      Heure shrugged. “The public,” he said, “bless them. It’s the same in tailoring: they always think they know more about your

         job than you do, and then you get the blame when it ends up looking a mess.” He grinned. “Do you remember Thoas Proiapsen?

         Great big fat man, but he insisted on trousers five inches too small in the waist.”

      


      “Oh God, him.” Alces smiled. “Yes, and he used to come hammering on the door in the middle of the night, after he’d been thrown

         out of the Golden Bow, said you’d made him look like a fool and he wanted the alterations done then and there.”

      


      Heure nodded. “Your mother threw a bucket of water at him once.”


      “You’re kidding.”


      “I’m not. She missed, mind, which was just as well, since the old bugger was a justice of the peace. Don’t suppose he even

         noticed, though.” Heure paused—in retrospect, just a bit too long. “You knew his son, didn’t you? What was his name?”

      


      “Aidi,” Alces replied.


      “That’s right, of course. He’s got the big mercantile in the Ropewalk now. Done very well.”


      “Indeed. A damn sight better than me, is what you’re saying.” Alces shrugged. “If he’s done all right for himself, he’ll have

         deserved it. Always very smart, top of the class at college. Of course, brains run in the family. His great-grandfather—”

      


      “Yes, I’d forgotten that,” Heure said. “The famous philosopher.”


      Alces grinned. “Aidi didn’t inherit that,” he said. “Always the practical sort. Saved all our necks a time or two, though.

         Now if he’d stayed on in the service, he’d be commander-in-chief by now. But he’d never have stuck it. Not exactly the fools-gladly

         type; and if there’s one thing you get in the army, it’s fools. You can tell them quite easily: they’re the ones on white

         horses with gold braid down their fronts.”

      


      “Like your friend Teuche Kunessin.”


      “Ah well, he’s the exception.” Alces suddenly stood up, and Heure knew what that meant: end of subject. “You coming round

         later for your dinner?”

      


      Heure shook his head. “Your aunt Theano asked me over,” he said.


      “Ah.” Alces nodded gravely. “Run out of excuses, then.”


      “It’s not that bad,” Heure said. “At least she can’t ruin bread.”


      After he’d gone, Alces swept the floor, checked the guards and buttons of the foils and trimmed the lamps, taking his time

         about it. It was getting dark outside. He went to the window; he could just see the glow of the porch lantern of the Glory

         of Heroes. Well, he thought. He sat down in the window seat, as the last of the light faded.

      


      “Fifty thalers,” the man said. “Take it or leave it.”


      Muri Achaiois turned his back on him for a moment, walked a step or two toward the door. “Sorry to have wasted your time,”

         he said.

      


      The man frowned, and maybe he moved just a little bit closer to the large wooden box in the middle of his shop floor. “You

         won’t get a better offer,” he said. “Not in Faralia.”

      


      “Then I won’t sell them,” Muri said. The man retreated as he approached the box, and reached down and slammed the lid. “You’re

         quite right,” he agreed. “You’d only have ended up losing money. It’s not what you might call a big reading town.”

      


      The man was staring at the box. “I can run to fifty-five,” he said.


      Muri shook his head. “I wouldn’t,” he said. “You’ll regret it if you do. I mean,” he went on, flinging back the lid of the

         box and snatching a book at random, “look at this. Types of Ethical Theory. Who’s going to want to buy that round here?”

      


      “Quite,” the man said nervously.


      “Or this one. Neas’ Metaphysics. You’d get so sick of looking at it up there on the shelf after a while, gathering dust, taking up space. No, I think you’re

         wise to pass on this lot. Thanks for listening.”

      


      The man frowned. “Where’d you get them all, anyway?” he asked.


      Muri shrugged. “My old college books, a lot of them,” he said. “And others I picked up while I was abroad, in the service.”


      “That’s right,” the man said. “I remember someone telling me you were in the army. I was in the war too, you know.”


      Muri’s eyes went blank, but the man didn’t appear to have noticed. “Were you really?” Muri said. “What unit?”


      “Commissariat,” the man replied. “Master supply sergeant. How about you?”


      Muri moved a little closer, just within arm’s length. “I was a linebreaker,” he said.


      The man’s lips moved, but no sound came out at first. “Is that right?” he said. “Well… ”


      “Anyway,” Muri said. “That’s where most of them came from, plus a few I bought since I got home. Not many, though. Not many

         booksellers come this way, after all.”

      


      The man was nodding. “So basically,” he said, “they’re imported books, right?”


      Muri frowned. “You could say that, yes.”


      “Imported books are different,” the man said quickly. “Imported anything’s got to be better than the local stuff, hasn’t it?”


      “You think so?”


      “Oh yes, no question about that. Cushions, lamps, crockery and tableware. Books too, stands to reason. I mean, I don’t suppose

         there’s another copy of—what was that one again?”

      


      “Types of Ethical Theory.”

      


      “Don’t suppose there’s another one of them anywhere in Faralia,” the man said. “Scarcity value. Prestige item. Bound to find

         the right buyer sooner or later.”

      


      Muri considered that for a moment, then shook his head. “I doubt it,” he said. “Practical Carpentry, yes, or Secrets of the Bedchamber. But not philosophy and ethics.”

      


      “You got either of them?”


      Muri smiled. “Oddly enough, yes,” he said. “They’re down at the bottom of the box somewhere, I’m pretty sure.”


      “Good condition? All the pictures?”


      “Unopened,” Muri replied. “But some of the others are downright tatty. I mean, look at this one.”


      The man peered at the spine. “Principles of Applied… What’s that word?”

      


      “Geometry,” Muri said. “It means the study of lines and angles.”


      “Sounds interesting,” the man said, with less than total conviction. “Seems to me, if there’s some kid going up to the Military

         College, he’ll be able to buy all his books here before he starts. Give him an advantage over the other kids, I bet, if he’s

         read the books before he gets there.”

      


      For some reason, Muri’s face darkened. “Quite possibly,” he said. “A bit of a long shot, though, don’t you think? I mean,

         nobody sends their sons to the College these days.”

      


      “Tell you what,” the man said desperately, “I’ll give you seventy-five for the lot. Apart from Types of… that one,” he added. “You can keep that. But throw in the box, I could use that myself. Well?”

      


      Muri nodded gravely. “Deal,” he said, and held out his hand. The man hesitated, very briefly, before shaking it, and he held

         his body out of the way, like someone stoking a very hot fire.

      


      When Muri had left the shop, the man’s wife came out from behind the curtain separating the front and back rooms. She marched

         up to the box, kicked it open with her tiny, delicate foot and said, “Are you out of your mind?”

      


      The man scowled at her. “Bargain,” he said. “We’ll make a packet off this lot.”


      She swung round to face him, and not for the first time he wondered if he’d been sensible, marrying a woman half his age and

         height, who nevertheless had the knack of making him feel like he was six years old. “Books,” she said. “College books,” she

         added, making the word sound intolerably decadent.

      


      “Like I told him,” the man muttered. “Get a student in here, just off to the College—”


      “Oh, right,” his wife cut in, swift and sharp as an arrow. “Like we get a lot of them.”


      “We get all sorts,” the man said firmly. “Anyway, they’re not all college books. There’s a Secrets of the Bedchamber in there, that’s got to be worth—”

      


      “That’s going on the fire,” his wife said. “And don’t you let me catch you so much as opening it.”


      “Don’t be stupid,” the man pleaded. “To the right customer, it’ll near enough pay for the whole lot, and then anything else

         we sell’ll be straight profit. I’m not stupid, you know.”

      


      Her face told him she knew no such thing. “Who was he, anyhow?” she said. “You were practically licking his boots.”


      “Soldier,” her husband replied, looking the other way.


      She sniffed. “Soldier doesn’t mean anything,” she said. “Everybody’s a soldier. You were a soldier. Doesn’t mean anybody treats you like you’re God almighty.”

      


      Self-evident, he thought; but it was far too late to do anything about that now. “He was a linebreaker,” he said. “Got to

         show a bit of respect.”

      


      “What’s a linebreaker?”


      Muri Achaiois didn’t go back to the tanner’s yard. Instead, he crossed the road, walked up the alley between the livery stables

         and the tailor’s shop, then up the steep, narrow street that led out of town, on to the hill. At the top, he paused and looked

         down at the town.

      


      Faralia, he thought: a place to have come from, a place to get away from. People from Faralia tended to do well in the outside

         world, presumably because they had the extra incentive that if they failed, they’d have to go back home.

      


      The seventy-five thalers filled both his jacket pockets; they bumped on his thighs as he walked, like saddlebags on a mule.

         The books had made Faralia bearable, and now they were gone; but that was all right (apparently), because Teuche Kunessin

         was back, back but not stopping, and wherever Kunessin was going, he was going too.

      


      (He could almost hear her voice, in the back of his head: are you out of your mind? Going off with Kunessin, after the last

         time? Get real, Muri, you’re too old for the wars, and if it’s not that, it’ll be something even worse. Mark my words, that

         man’ll be the death of you.)

      


      He thought about that. Probably not the wars, he decided. If Kunessin wanted to fight, he’d have stayed in the army; and besides,

         Kunessin had always been the one who didn’t want to fight, only to stay alive and win if possible. The terrible thing about

         him was that, quite early, he’d reached the horrible truth that the best way to achieve those ends was to kill the enemy,

         as quickly and efficiently as possible.

      


      Teuche wasn’t to blame, he told himself, firmly and without conviction. He only did what was necessary. Without him, we’d

         none of us be here now. He was the only one who—

      


      He realised he’d reached the edge of the cliff. Below (nothing between him and them but empty air) were the rocks of the North

         Shoal: Steeple Rock, Spit Rock, the Needles. Someone had said of Kunessin, years ago, that if he fell off a cliff, he’d learn

         to fly before he reached the bottom. The same, they said, was true of A Company as a whole. They were unkillable. Death simply

         didn’t apply to them. He took one step forward, until the tip of his toe was just over the edge.

      


      Not the wars, then; something else. Something even worse. Well, it could be anything, because nobody ever had more ideas than

         Teuche Kunessin. Anything from growing figs in the Stasin to gathering dried bat guano in the Iphthimous caves, and always

         the same tantalising promise to go with it: we could make a good living, we could put all this shit behind us, we could live

         like ordinary people, and nobody’d ever know. All my life, he used to say, I’ve wanted to be a stranger somewhere, I’ve wanted

         to go where nobody knows me. And they’d all grinned, and told him: fat chance of that.

      


      Just think of it, though, Muri told himself. Just think of a place where we could be nothing more than five middle-aged men

         on a beach, walking up the road into town.

      


      It’s my own stupid fault, he thought. I could’ve said anything, but I had to go and tell that man I was a linebreaker. Couldn’t

         resist, just once more, to see the shock in his eyes, the respect, the nervousness, the fear. They hate us really, Teuche

         used to say; they only tolerate us because they know we’re not going to live much longer. And then he’d grin and say, wouldn’t

         it be a laugh if we survived this war and went home? They’d have to either make us kings or poison our beer, or both.

      


      He peered down, past his toes. Not the first time he’d thought about doing it. A cliff made it so easy, so convenient. You

         just had to take one step forward, until you reached the point where your centre of balance was over the edge. If you were

         scared or got cold feet, you could shut your eyes, so you wouldn’t actually know when you’d passed that critical point. There’d

         be a short time, five or six seconds, when you’d still be alive, but falling, without any hope or possibility whatsoever of

         getting out of it. Then… It’d be over so quickly, you probably wouldn’t even know. It was something you could do practically

         on a whim, in the split second when it seemed like a good idea, and once you’d committed yourself to it, there’d be no turning

         back, no resolution-sapping possibility of changing your mind. One step, and that’d be that. For two pins…

      


      (His mother’s favourite phrase: for two pins. As soon as he thought of her, he knew he couldn’t do it; because just suppose

         there was a life after death, and when he got there she was waiting for him, bursting to tell him exactly what she thought

         of what he’d made of his life. It really was enough to make you determined to stay alive as long as possible.)

      


      As soon as he’d reached that conclusion, of course, he felt sick and dizzy, and a gust of wind nudged him a little bit closer

         to the edge. He whimpered, twisted, felt his balance go and threw himself backwards, landing painfully, sitting down hard

         on a big chunk of stone. The jarring of his spine made him squeal like a pig (and you think that’s painful, he pointed out

         to himself, think what it’d be like mashing your head on a big sharp rock. How stupid can you get?).

      


      Fine, he thought, once he’d got over the pain and the panic. That’s that settled, then. I’m going with Teuche Kunessin. But

         you’d decided that all along, hadn’t you; and all this was just melodrama.
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