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			PART ONE

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			An Absurd World

			A fresh spurt of blood spattered into Alessia’s face, painting a smear across her cheek. She didn’t flinch this time, barely noticed it with all her attention focused on the task at hand – the sharp instruments, the rent flesh, her own precise movements. The soldier lying before her howled, and the walls of the temple chamber echoed it back tenfold.

			“Mother of gods, stop!”

			“Oh, shut up,” said Alessia, bracing her elbow against his clavicle to try and stop the squirming. “And hold still, you’re only making it worse.”

			“You’re makin’ it worse! It hurts!”

			“Good! That’s how you know you’re not dead. Which is probably what you deserve, but not…quite…yet.” She stabbed her needle around the jagged hole in his side again. One last time and it’d be over, one last time he screamed.

			“Aargh! Damned evil witches, damned temples—”

			Alessia slapped her victim, hard. “Insult me all you like, but you will not blaspheme against the Polytheon in here. There, done. You’ll live, for what it’s worth.”

			With the bleeding stopped, Alessia turned away, bone-weary. Across the nave a dozen and more like scenes played out – some with screamed profanities, some with moans, and some in silence. The sisters flitted about like angels of death, praying for the lost souls of some and sending others back into the world for another measure of misery.

			The convent temple was a circular, sepulchral space of hewn stone, capped by a great dome painted with frescoes of gods and saints and men reaching up toward a precious disc of colored glass at its apex that turned noonday sunlight blue. In days of peace that seemed now so ancient, worshipers would assemble around that circle to receive the benediction of the gods from the Mother tending the altar. Now the greatest blessing to be hoped for was survival, and a hazy mist of steam and desperate sweat hung in the air. Alessia dipped her hands into the basin set in the midst of it all, the water near scalding though she’d been scrubbed too numb to feel it. A young acolyte rushed past to replace the pink rags on the altar with fresh ones before disappearing again.

			“You enjoyed that.” The accusing voice behind her did make her flinch, even after three years. Still, she tried and failed to hold back a little grin.

			“Is it not proper,” Alessia said, turning slowly, “to take joy from one’s work, Mother?”

			“Don’t play clever with me girl, you well know what I mean.” Mother Tanusia was herself covered in gore that lent her glare of disapproval an unsettling aspect.

			“Well, why not? Hard to drum up much sympathy – these men are the lucky ones. Those they killed not as much.”

			Tanusia shook a gnarly finger in Alessia’s red-streaked face. “That is not your concern, nor mine! Nothing outside these walls is. I’ve told you a thousand times.”

			“I know, I know. Where’s this lot from, anyway?”

			“Who can say anymore?” Tanusia sighed. “Some pointless skirmish not far away, come to us from both sides. Hard to believe, but it was less savage when it was professionals doing the fighting. These poor fools know nothing but to hack at each other like lunatics. This war has to end soon. They’re running out of men to fight it.”

			“Maybe they’ll start drafting women.”

			“Don’t you even think that! You just try to find new reserves of patience and sympathy. Be a shame for a bright thing like you to turn cynic so young.”

			“Yes, Mother.”

			“And remember, this temple serves as a hospital, not a torture chamber. Try to find some opiphine, or wolfsbane, something before you cut men open again.” There’d been no opiphine to be found since the first season of the war.

			“Yes, Mother.” As Tanusia turned away to some other task, Alessia’s patient put an emphasis on the point by crying out anew.

			“And will you please shut him up!”

			“Yes, Mother.”

			* * *

			Alessia and a few other sisters sat sprawled on benches in the corner, too tired even to stagger back to the dormitory. Those men who were going to die had mostly done so, and the ones who weren’t lay unconscious on the cots that littered the place.

			“Are we done?” she asked nobody in particular.

			“Done, for now.” Sister Livielle started to force herself to her feet. “Almost. I need to check the bandage on that head wound.”

			“I’ll do it, you get some rest.”

			“Needn’t tell me twice….”

			Alessia forced herself to her feet, regarding Livielle with affectionate amusement. “Gods spare you dreams of today, love.”

			While Liv dozed, Alessia made one last round of inspections. As she was trudging back to the bench, one of the soldiers she’d worked on turned his pained gaze toward her.

			“Sister?”

			“Yes, what is it?”

			“I’m sorry. For…what I said earlier. The pain….”

			She sighed heavily. She was tired and annoyed, and in no mood to play nursemaid. Patience and sympathy. “Forget about it. You just worry about getting better so you can get off that bed and make room for someone else.”

			“Yes, ma’am. I just wonder…if it all even made any difference.”

			Alessia wondered that herself more and more, despite her oath of neutrality. Argovan and Bergovny were two kingdoms sharing one peninsula, and little difference between them. The brief moment of unity forged by the old high king had been shattered when his death was followed soon after – some might say suspiciously – by that of his young son. It left a Bergovan duke and the king’s second wife, an Argovani countess, both claiming the throne, and two years of war had failed to settle the matter. Much like the twinned countries themselves, Alessia saw no cause to prefer one faction over the other, for each spilled their enemy’s blood just as easily, the wounded each sought the sanctuary of the Polytheon. Though she’d never intended it, the conversion of the temple house into a makeshift hospital had given the novice sister the skills of an advanced physic, and there was no sign that her training was likely to ease off anytime soon.

			Fatigue only somewhat blunted the shock when her thoughts were interrupted by the boom of the temple’s wide double doors being struck from outside. What now? she thought with consternation as they rumbled open.

			Two columns of armed men marched into the nave, led by an aged, grim-looking brute with black sable draped over his shoulders and dull mail armor from neck to knee. He carried a high-crowned helm in his right hand while the left cradled the hilt of a long, ugly sword at his hip. “Who’s in charge here?” The warlord wrinkled his nose at the stench of putrefying viscera while scanning the long nave, taking in the rows of wounded, the sisters, the acolytes, the bits of discarded bandage strewn about.

			“Go fetch Mother,” Alessia whispered to Livielle, “quickly.” She stepped forward. “May the gods light your path, Lord…?”

			“Taurix,” the man spat. “High Marshal to King Pharamund.”

			“Taurix. Welcome to the temple of the Artameran Polyth—”

			“Whatever. I’m told that piece of shit Ludolphus what calls himself a general passed this way. Is that so?”

			Alessia curtsied as she’d been taught to do before the high and mighty, ridiculous in her cold, blood-drenched habit. “I’m sorry, but we don’t ask the names of those who visit, only that they come and go in peace.”

			Taurix sighed. “He would’ve left some wounded men with you.”

			Is he serious? Alessia looked him square in the eye. “Well as you can see we get wounded with some regularity. You’ll have to be more specific. There is a war on, you know.”

			Taurix stared back down at her unblinkingly, and for a few seconds Alessia was sure he was going to run her through with that nasty sword. Oh, that was stupid, she thought.

			Instead he broke into a hard chuckle. “It’s well that you keep that mouth behind these walls, girl. Few live to speak that way to a lord of the Marches a second time.”

			“What goes on here?” Mother Tanusia’s voice boomed as she strode from the rectory office. “So, has the royal struggle finally spread across the sea to Holy Artamera that an army invades a house of the Polytheon?”

			Taurix turned to the woman, noted the stripe on her habit that signified her authority. “Not at all, Mother. At least not yet. In fact we’re grateful for the care of His Grace’s soldiers. Your house should look to be richly rewarded once these treasonous rebels are put down.”

			“That we should live to see that day is all the reward we desire, my lord,” Tanusia replied with barely concealed sarcasm.

			“Yet, it seems you’ve made an unfortunate mistake.” Taurix’s tone suddenly became lighter, even more terrifying.

			“Mistake?”

			“Indeed. For I see that in addition to the king’s loyal defenders, you have among you a number of those very traitors.” Taurix tossed his helmet to another of his company, then stepped slowly over to a fellow with an amputated leg lying on one of the cots, insensate from the brandy it’d taken to calm him. Though blooded and torn, his tunic still bore the green badges of General Ludolphus and Countess Engwara – the ‘treasonous rebels’. “Allow me, Mother, to lighten your burden.”

			Before any could react he plunged his sword through the man’s belly and the cot, the tip stopping just short of the stone floor. The man jerked, eyes wide. Alessia let out a short, shrill scream and the acolytes and most of the sisters scattered from the nave in horror.

			“No! How dare you!” Tanusia roared with such fury that some of Taurix’s own men took half a step backward. She ran to the doomed patient just as he slipped away into death, gurgling blood. “This house is sacred ground, you’ve no right—”

			“Don’t lecture me, woman. Your temple’s inviolate only so long as you keep your oath to take part in no wars.”

			“We’ve taken no part!”

			“No? Look around – giving aid and comfort to the enemy seems to me to be very much taking part.”

			“But…that’s absurd.”

			“It’s an absurd world we live in, Mother.” He moved to the next patient and raised his sword again. Alessia’s patient. She moved to dive between Taurix and his victim, and with barely a thought the lord turned and struck her across the jaw, sending her flying backward. “Go among them,” he said to his retinue. “Root out the traitors.” While Taurix dispatched the man beneath him the others fanned out across the chamber, checking each patient for identifying badges or marks. A few wounded tried to crawl away, succeeding only in making themselves targets. Screams rang out anew.

			Powerless to stop the slaughter, Tanusia crept along the wall to where Alessia lay dazed, watching helplessly as nearly half the lives they’d fought to save were snuffed out. “You…sick butcher,” the Mother hissed.

			“Spare me the dramatics. As that cheeky bitch on the floor pointed out, there’s a war on! If you dare harbor criminals again, expect to be considered a military target. Next time it won’t be a smack in the mouth. Understood?”

			Tanusia glared up at Taurix as she cradled Alessia in her arms. “Yes,” she answered with bitterness.

			“Yes, what?”

			“Yes, lord.”

			* * *

			Alessia spat into the cloth, the blood her own this time. The whole right side of her face throbbed. Punishment from the gods for enjoying my job too much. The damage seemed limited to one lost tooth – a far lighter penance than her patients had suffered.

			Livielle touched her gently, as if she were a drifty snowman to collapse at the barest mishandling. “Are you all right?”

			“Fine,” Alessia answered, trying a weak smile and feeling another trickle on her chin. “Fine enough.” They’d finished the disposal of the new-made corpses, and that dark work weighed on them both. “I just can’t believe Mother groveled before that bastard, said ‘yes, lord’ like some fellating harlot….”

			“What else could she do? What could anyone do?” For once Livielle forgot to pretend shock at such crude language.

			“I don’t know. Something.”

			“Like get her face bashed in? Didn’t do you much good.”

			“That was dumb. But I couldn’t just stand there and watch those people get stuck like pigs.” Alessia flung a blooded rag into a bucket, very tired all of a sudden.

			“Best not think on it anymore,” said Livielle. “At least no other sisters were hurt, though the acolytes are still shaken, poor dears.” She leaned in closer. “I probably shouldn’t tell you this, but…you already have a bit of a following.”

			“What? What are you talking about?”

			“Charging a monster like that, are you kidding? Sister Evandri’s calling you ‘the warrior priestess’.”

			“Wha— That’s heresy!”

			“Just a little one. The gods won’t mind.”

			“Well it’s stupid.” Alessia scowled. “Tell her to stop it. Anyway, the question now’s what to do about—”

			“Sisters!” The cry came from Eudo, a simpleton who tended ground at the temple, and the only male with leave to come and go without escort. He tottered into the nave with a trembling lip.

			“Eudo,” Alessia asked, speaking softly to try and calm him, “what frights you so?”

			“Peoples is come!” He danced from one foot to the other and whined.

			“More soldiers, like yesterday?”

			“No, lowfolks. Some looks hurted.”

			“No rest for the wicked,” sighed Livielle. “Very well, Eudo, open the doors and we’ll get—”

			“Wait.” Mother Tanusia appeared between them. “We must know where they come from first…who they bend knee to.” Some light, some strength had gone out of the woman since the confrontation. She would not meet either of the sisters’ eyes, nor even Eudo’s.

			“What’s that matter?” asked Livielle.

			Alessia already knew the answer, and her stomach churned at it. “Because we can’t risk the wrath of the great warlord a second time. That’s it, isn’t it?”

			Tanusia nodded. “I’ve no choice. I won’t endanger the lives of the sisters and acolytes.”

			“But charity is one of the gods’ commands,” Livielle insisted, “doubly so in time of war! How can we not—”

			“If that beast decides to pay us another visit we won’t be providing charity to anyone at all. It seems this war has elevated a very different breed, and we must navigate them as best we can.”

			Alessia felt bile mixing with the blood in her mouth. “So we pick sides and turn away whoever happens to be on the wrong one? What happens when Engwara gets herself one of these breed, comes and says the exact same thing? Who do you obey then? Or will you just shut out the world entire and wait for them to burn the temple down around us?”

			Tanusia’s face reddened. “What would you have me do? What course would you suggest, sister?” Alessia just quivered in wordless, impotent rage. “Then hold your tongue and be content.”

			She sent Eudo to a high window to question them. The peasants were the few to escape Taurix’s latest raids, and they piled against the door crying, “Help us, by the gods!” because they’d been preached to all their lives about the charity of the Artameran Polytheon.

			“That’s it then,” said Tanusia when Eudo brought an answer, defeated. “They’re Baroness Brathilde’s landbound. Whether they will it or no those people are enemies of Taurix, of Pharamund. We mustn’t let them inside.”

			The gathered sisters stared at Tanusia as if she’d grown horns. “You can’t be serious,” Alessia said. “You’re condemning—”

			Tanusia cut her off with a swipe of her hand. “The doors stay shut! That’s final.”

			“Aye,” growled Alessia, “well gods damn us then.”

			* * *

			The wounded pushed higher and harder against the doors and pelted the building with cries, with curses and finally with rocks. Tanusia shut herself inside her cell with fists tight against her ears. Two days it persisted, and more than once Alessia moved to unbar the doors only to find Eudo parked there like a stone gargoyle, even to sleep. If she tried to sneak past he’d pop an eye open and whine, “Mother said no,” obedient to Tanusia’s command even if he did not understand it.

			The pleas outside faded, then were gone. Tanusia emerged from her cell red-eyed and ordered the bar lifted. The doors opened and the late-day sun poured in orange light carrying with it a too-familiar smell, and as they swung inward bodies stiff with rigor mortis dropped to the ground. The outsides of the doors were riddled with gouges matched by splinters buried under the fingernails of the dead.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Just a Pleasant Dream

			Tanusia closed the door to the tiny cell behind them. “There, now tell me what was so important it couldn’t wait until chapter.”

			Alessia took a deep breath, steadied herself against a bedside table. “I would not speak of this in chapter, Mother. I….”

			Tanusia frowned. “What is it, child? If you’re still angry about what happened with the villagers, I’m sorry but I’ve already—”

			“It’s not that. Or rather, it’s not just that.”

			“Then spit it out.”

			Breathe. “Mother, I find I cannot obey both your commands in this and those of the Polytheon as I understand them. So I’m here to beg for my release.” The silence between them screamed in Alessia’s ears. Tanusia stared at her, unmoving. For a terrible moment Alessia was afraid she’d not been clear. “I mean—”

			“I know what you mean, I heard you. If this is some attempt at coercion….”

			“It’s not. I know you won’t change your mind. If the screams of those people couldn’t do it…. But I can’t – I won’t endure another day like yesterday. Innocents suffer every hour and no one does anything about it. ‘It’s war,’ they say, as though that makes enough excuse, and move on. The one refuge they have is the temple, and now you say we only welcome folk lucky enough to fall on the right side of some damned line on a map? How can I accept that?”

			“You can’t.” Tanusia nodded. “Not being who you are. I admit I feared something like this. I was hoping it’d pass by…but no. You must do as you feel the gods demand. You have that luxury. I’ve more complicated responsibilities.” She gave a wan smile. “To think, only the other day it was I chiding you for being too ungentle, now here we are. Your knife cuts deep, child. Are you absolutely sure of this? Where would you go? It’s not safe out there for anyone, never mind a woman alone.”

			“I…I hadn’t thought much of that, I was so dreading this moment.”

			“Ah, then I suppose I should be flattered.”

			“Carsolan, or Murento, somewhere I can practice physic without restriction—”

			“There’s no such place! Oh, you haven’t thought this through at all, have you? This damnable war’s left its mark on every corner of Argovan and Bergovny both. It’s not just battles anymore. If temples are no longer sacrosanct, then nowhere is. You may come to regret this decision, sister.”

			Alessia set her jaw, determined. “I’m full of regrets, Tanusia. I can bear a few more, but not like yesterday’s. Call me sister no longer.”

			“Very well. Take a day to gather your belongings and make your goodbyes, but no more. I can’t have your choice infecting the others. They’ll miss you terribly, especially the acolytes. And Livielle. And…I will miss you.” She drew Alessia into a tight embrace, tears welling up. “I do hope you know what you’re doing.”

			That night the temple sisters sang their evening prayers. It was a dour melody, made haunting of late and no less so for being one voice the weaker.

			* * *

			Alessia was two and a half years into her novitiate. Another season and she’d have taken final vows as a full-fledged sister pledged to the Polytheon for life. People joined the temples for many reasons: some fled the law or serfdom or an unhappy home. Some sought peaceful retirement after a lifetime of chaos, or after growing weary of the world and finding for themselves no place in it. Only a few had the true calling, and the novitiate period allowed those on a wayward path to realize their mistake, with no harm done.

			Which am I? Education, position, opportunity beyond the marshlands of her home county – they all seemed like naïve notions now. Alessia pulled off her habit and wondered what she should do with it. Fold it and set it on the cot that was no longer hers? Hang it on the hook above or deliver it to the laundry? Maybe they’d ritually burn it after she left. She stood shivering in her shift. The canvas rucksack in front of her held pitifully few items, for everything she’d needed was provided and owned by the temple. A spare physic kit, a change of clothes, some travel items, some hardtack, copper coins. And all of those newly bestowed gifts of charity. Oh, the irony of that!

			“So it’s true then. You’re running away.”

			Alessia jumped, spun around. The dormitory was quiet and otherwise empty, but Livielle’s soft slippers let her move undetected. “I’m not running. You know why I have to do this.”

			“Another argument with Mother? Another temper tantrum? What does it matter, Lessi? Is it so important that you get your way—”

			“Stop it! You know that’s not what this is about.”

			“But how can you leave…us?” Me, Livielle almost said before catching herself. No matter, Alessia heard it anyway.

			She moved in close, her voice dropping to just above a whisper. “Liv, you’ll be fine. Stay behind these walls, listen to Mother. One day this will all be over, and then…well.”

			Livielle swallowed, fought hard not to cry. “All right. It’s just…it would’ve been nice…wouldn’t it?”

			They were alone, but it wouldn’t have mattered if they were not, not now. Alessia took the girl in her arms and kissed her lightly. “It was just a dream, love,” she whispered, “just a pleasant dream. There’ll be others.”

			“Not like this.”

			Alessia pulled back, forced herself to let go. “May the gods light your path.” But she couldn’t see any light, any path before her, and that made her afraid.

			In the morning the temple doors opened again and Alessia emerged from a misty-eyed crowd of sisters and acolytes, Tanusia and Eudo. She was dressed in a simple travel gown with her sack slung over a shoulder. Livielle wasn’t there; she couldn’t bear another parting. That was fine, they’d made their farewells.

			“I must ask you once more,” said Tanusia before Alessia crossed the threshold, “is this really what you want?”

			Alessia lowered her eyes. “No, it isn’t. But it’s what I have to do.”

			“Then indulge me in one little way at least.” Tanusia turned to a young acolyte almost lost in the folds of her habit and took up what the child held. “Taurix was right in one thing. It is an absurd world we live in, and dangerous. Take this.”

			It was a bow. A light, recurved hunting bow of simple but quality manufacture and a dozen arrows sheathed in a hide quiver. “Mother,” said Alessia, “I can’t take this—”

			“Take it,” Tanusia insisted. “Better to have it and not need it than the other way round.”

			“I’m leaving so I can save lives, not take them.”

			“And there may come a time when you’ll have to save your own. Besides, you might need to hunt to eat. Take it! Consider it my final order.”

			Alessia took it to satisfy the woman, certain she’d never use it nor even learn how. She pulled the copper Polytheon star from her neck and dropped it on the ground torn up by the supplicants they’d turned away. “Well, that’s it. I guess.”

			“I hope you find what you’re looking for,” said the child acolyte.

			“So do I, dear.” Alessia fought not to look back as she walked toward the road that led she knew not where, to do she knew not what.

			* * *

			Taurix drew the fur cloak tighter around his neck against a gust of wind, his bones not yet used to the chill of the south. Still, he thought as he surveyed the devastation, I wouldn’t be anywhere else. Even after so many years he never failed to feel awe at the sheer destruction of a town given over to sack. A few more such examples and things might finally start going in the proper direction. Every corpse, every smashed building was a stone laid on the path to victory. In the distance a scream was cut short. But not too quickly, perhaps.

			A body lay in Taurix’s path, face down and naked in the mud with blood trickling from between its legs. As he stepped over it his boot crunched on something hard – a piece of pottery, and a trail of broken bits leading from a burned-out home. More looting’ll slow us down. Have to speak to the captains about that. Across the way a crow alighted on an overturned barrel, brandishing a pink piece of something in its beak before flying off again. “Feast well, my friend,” Taurix muttered.

			“M’lord!”

			Taurix spun on a heel at the call. The cloak twisted around his muscular frame, the few wisps of hair remaining on his head fluttering in the breeze. A stab of pain shot up his left leg and into his hip at the movement. This war came twenty years too late, he thought. Or I twenty too early. “Well Tobius,” he said impatiently, “is he here?”

			The secretary dropped to one knee, making a squelching sound in the street trampled to sludge by hundreds of boots. “Waiting in your command tent.”

			“I assume that means he’s managed to capture Ludolphus?”

			“I…er, His Lordship did not say—”

			“No then.” Taurix sighed. “Disappointing.” He took a last look at his day’s work before stomping off to his tent and wrenching the flap aside.

			The young man looked up from the letter he was reading. He sat behind Taurix’s campaign desk, muddy lambskin boots perched on the edge and a silver goblet in hand.

			“Lord Felgred, I presume?”

			The fellow raised the goblet in greeting then took a long gulp. “I’d just about have to be, wouldn’t I? Anyone else that barged into your tent and drank your wine from your silver should look to be disemboweled for his troubles.”

			“Don’t exclude yourself so quickly,” Taurix replied. “Welcome to the war, my lord.” My spy, more like. Pharamund sends his lackey to keep me on a short leash. Shitheels, both.

			“You’re welcoming me? That’s a bit backward. Since storming down out of the northern Marches just last season you’ve stirred up a hornet’s nest of troubles. Your little stunt in Murento, for instance….”

			“That was no stunt. Two years of attack, retreat, advance, fall back and regroup…lunacy! It’s past time for decisive action. And to lose a city….”

			“I see your strategy – kill everyone in the city and there’s no one left to surrender it. Brilliant.”

			“Surrender must be seen as the worst possible outcome. From now on it will be. This war’s been run like a farce—”

			“I certainly hope,” Felgred said sharply, perhaps made bold by Taurix’s excellent wine, “you aren’t speaking ill of His Grace.”

			Taurix glared, taking a rare moment to measure his words. “Never dream of it. But perhaps the judgment of those who advise King Pharamund isn’t all it should be.”

			A tension settled thick in the tent. Two soldiers oiling leather in the back tried hard to look invisible but quivered in anticipation at the very real risk of violence. “Taurix,” Felgred said. “That’s a Marchman name, no?”

			The older lord winced. “It is,” he replied, ice clinging to each syllable. “What fucking of it?”

			“It just seems strange to me that a noble lord, especially one of the soft sunny north, would carry the name of a barbarian.”

			Taurix pushed Felgred’s boots from his desk. “My grandfather was an upland chieftain. I carry the name in his honor, and to remind me of how far a man can climb. Or fall. And since the Marchman tribes precede the kingdoms of Argovan and Bergovny both, my right and title is doubly sound. And, as you doubtless learned the lineages of the Bergovan peers before knowing which end of your prick to use, I must wonder at your point.”

			Felgred set down the goblet, held up his hands in surrender. “Just an observation. Whatever else folk say, the Marchmen are fierce warriors, heedless of their own safety in battle. I wonder if some of that recklessness doesn’t run in your blood as well.”

			“Battle,” said Taurix, “has been the exception rather than the rule in this war.”

			“You see my point all too clearly then.” He held up the letter he’d been reading, waved it in Taurix’s face and never knew how close he came to being gutted for it. “You got Engwara’s attention – she’s sent reavers to devastate my lands, and as we speak crops from Lenocca halfway up the Carsa burn. Armies march on their stomachs, and if I can’t feed them they certainly can’t fight.”

			Taurix nodded with approval. “Good basic warcraft. If it’s grain you want I’ll make you a gift, courtesy of the soft sunny north and the Marcher lord with a barbarian’s name.”

			“That’s most kind. Meanwhile, I’ve a line on your elusive General Ludolphus.”

			“You captured him?”

			“Me? Heavens no, I haven’t the men for that. I have an idea where he’s fled though – south, straight for Carsolan.”

			“Then let’s get after him!”

			“We will, we will.” Felgred rose, a touch clumsily thanks to the wine. “Something I want to show you first. Come.”

			* * *

			“Hold still, here it comes!”

			“Aye, m’lo—”

			The soldier was knocked clean off his feet by the blow, the bolt lodged halfway through his shield. He tried to fall so as not to impale himself on the tip. The man crawled to his feet, his heart pounding.

			Felgred sat mounted twenty yards away, impatient. “Well?” The soldier held the shield up sideways to show the damage. “Amazing,” he said with a wide smile. “Simply amazing device.” He handed the weapon to Taurix, who sat on a charger next to him observing the demonstration. “Care to give it a try?”

			“What’s it called again?”

			“A cross-bow. It’s powerful. Like a ballista you can carry.”

			“Hmm.” Taurix examined the awkward weapon. “Takes long to reload, though.” He handed it back to Felgred untested.

			“The price of progress. Still, one volley of these and you mayn’t need to reload.”

			“This war won’t be won by curious gadgets.” Taurix kicked his horse back toward his camp, anxious to get moving. Felgred’s palfrey struggled to keep up.

			“Yes, you favor simpler methods. You made short work of Brathilde’s lands. Didn’t she declare for Pharamund?”

			“She switched sides last season. That makes her an enemy.”

			“Ah. And I hear you gave those temple women a singular fright. It’d be unwise to anger the Polytheon. The Holy City might be far away and neutral, but there are plenty of powerful true believers here, and Engwara’s enemy enough.”

			“Point taken,” the Marcher lord replied impatiently. “I’ll defer to you on political matters, if you’ll defer to me on military ones. An enemy’s an enemy whether the so-called queen in Carsolan or a slogger in sickbed. After the bloody nose Pharamund suffered at Everwest, I’d think you would tend to agree.”

			Felgred swallowed hard. The Everwest disaster and the cost of retaking the city had led to the rather intemperate removal of the previous lord high marshal and the elevation of Taurix. “No argument there. It’s just, your devotion to the king’s cause seems to have come, well, a bit recently in my memory. Perhaps—”

			“When that woman’s fleet attacked Ólo it was she who declared the enemy, not I. My house has ruled the northern Marches before man piled stone on stone or set fire to forge and will do so until the sun burns out in the sky. There’s nothing I won’t do to remove her threat, and there’s my devotion. Is that clear?”

			“All right, you’ve convinced me! Maybe I should feel sorry for Ludolphus.”

			Taurix snorted. “Don’t bother. I’ll put him beyond all feeling soon enough.”

			“Though I’m surprised you’re so keen to end the war quickly. I would’ve thought this is what you Marcher lords live for. What’ll you do when it’s over?”

			“There are always wars to fight, lordling. The Bhasan emperor’s satraps raiding over the mountains, snatching at my lands like ill-behaved puppies while I’m away. Pirates from Pelona, slave uprisings. Even Lady Nostrado needs to be slapped back into line on occasion. This? This is a distraction.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			A Just Reward

			‘Civil war’ they called it, but Ulnoth couldn’t see a damn civil thing about the whole mess as he crashed through a wall of brush and down the ravine, making far too much noise for someone trying to slip away. Though outnumbered three to one, he knew the woods better than the recruiters set on drafting him, so his odds probably worked out about fair. Fairness was currently the last thing on Ulnoth’s mind.

			Rolling to a halt, he peeked back up the slope where the afternoon sun lanced through the trees. Had they given up? No, a healthy man in his twenties was too precious a prize to surrender so easily. He grabbed a good, thick branch from the ground and crept along the bottom of the gully, making it almost ten paces before a blur of red whipped across his vision and slammed him into the mud. It resolved into a decidedly unhygienic fellow with a toothy grin and five-day growth, clad in the worn scarlet livery of Pharamund. King Pharamund if you asked certain folk – Usurping Bastard Pharamund according to others. “Now let’s have no more o’ that,” said the recruiter. “You just come along with us and we’ll get you sorted out real n— Huargh!”

			Having no interest in getting sorted out any way at all, Ulnoth swung the branch up across the man’s jaw, launching two yellowed teeth across the forest floor followed by tiny comet-tails of blood. He scrambled to his feet and tore off in the general direction of the village. “Teach me to take a shortcut,” he muttered to himself.

			“Muhverfugger,” the recruiter moaned, bent over and spitting more blood. Two more burst forth after Ulnoth, leaving their companion forgotten behind.

			“Come on, son,” called out one of them, somewhat past his prime and huffing heavily. “King’s army…needs men! No use…running, they’ll get ya…sooner or later. They get everyone!”

			“Aye,” said the second man, “we’s just doin’ our jobs! Come back, make it easy on yourself!”

			Ulnoth’s mind raced with options, most of them dumb, until he heard a soft trickle not far off. Cadwall’s Run! He looked for the familiar landmarks – the upturned tree stump, there. The boulder with that patch of moss that looked like Saint Nelwyn…right there. Not much farther, then.

			He came at last to a rickety bridge. It certainly looked solid enough to bear him across, surely good for another season yet? He didn’t step onto it but cut north upstream, careful not to get stuck in the marshy wet. Now where’s that stone? He leaped lightly onto the rock jutting from the middle of the stream, then again toward the other side. He didn’t quite make it, landing shin-deep in a clod of muck a yard from the bank. Good enough. He waded ashore, came back to the bridge and continued on to the village just as his pursuers came upon the Run. Without a moment’s hesitation they trampled onto the bridge. A creak, a groan and the rotted-out planks collapsed, tossing the men into the water. The rubble and sucking mud held them long enough for Ulnoth to pause a moment and admire his handiwork.

			“Fareyawell,” he called with a wave as they thrashed. “Give my regards to the king!”

			* * *

			“It’s the same ever’where,” grumbled Bedegar between gulps of watery beer. “I’m too old to bother with o’course, but recruiters got my nephew last season. No idea where he is now.” The white-haired man sighed. “You gave ’em hells today though.” A rumble of approval passed through the taproom, and a few congratulatory hands patted Ulnoth’s shoulder.

			“Sure, ’til next time,” he said, fingering the hole that’d been ripped in his tunic at some point. “When’ll it end, Bed? King, queen, one country or two, nobody gives a good godsdamn. Just flip a coin or play a round of castra and be done with it.”

			“Nah, that’d make too much sense,” replied Bed.

			“And now that all them fool volunteers got themselves killed, the lords steal us farmers from the land to keep at it. Who’s gonna feed their fat asses if they turn us to spear fodder? It ain’t a game nummore, Bed – I got mouths to feed!”

			“I know, I know,” said Bedegar. “Speaking o’ which, how are they?”

			Ulnoth grinned in spite of his commitment to maintaining a bad mood. “Well, Lisette’s three. That’s pretty much her story. Chattering little ball of mostly hair, golden like her mother’s. Taken to giving names to all our animals. And the trees. And the farm tools….”

			Bedegar chuckled. “Is that so? And Athewen?”

			“Makes this whole ruin of a world bearable. They both do. It’s a hard duty though, keeping ’em safe in it.”

			Bed raised an eyebrow. “Is that why you seek out a lighter duty with…?”

			“Don’t,” Ulnoth replied with a sharp frown.

			The old man shrugged. “You’re a lucky one, Ulnoth, despite everything.”

			“I am. Not that you’d know it by the surroundings.” That was true enough. Rationing made all but the barest food and drink illegal, thus the room they sat in was literally underground, in the cellar of a barn owned by some far-off bank. It was a bit of an open secret in the village of Plisten, far beneath the gaze of any heighty lords more concerned with the war between Engwara and Pharamund than with bootlegging peasants.

			“You takes your comforts wheresoe’er you may, my boy,” said Bed, “as I often reminded your da, gods rest ’im. Now drink up and soon you’ll be addled enough to believe that cack from the Polytheon about a just reward in the next life.”

			Ulnoth took his drink, then set the cup down hard. “Can’t wait that long, Bed.” His eyes drifted past the crowd and the smoke, and the corner of his mouth turned up just a tick. “Speaking of comforts….”

			“Huh, don’t need to guess what you’re spyin’ at. You’re playing a dangerous game there, son. I told you once—”

			“I know, and I said don’t.”

			“I’ll leave ya to ’er then.” Bed lifted his cup in mock salute as his young friend stood. “Gods light yer path.”

			“Uh-huh, and yours,” Ulnoth muttered, his thoughts already miles away.

			* * *

			An hour later Ulnoth lay exhausted on a straw cot, drowning in Sally’s dark tresses. She rolled over and rested a pouty chin on Ulnoth’s chest.

			“How long are you in town this time?”

			“Mmm, who cares?”

			“C’mon, how long?”

			Ulnoth sighed. “Depends on how hard the grain factor wants to haggle. I can’t take another price hit like last year. War’s supposed to make grain more expensive, but they keep coming up with excuses….” He shrugged. “I’m here as long as I need to be.”

			“Well that’s fine by me,” Sally said, tugging playfully on the curls of his short auburn beard. “I’m feeling thoroughly underfucked these days.”

			“Flattered, but you must know I ain’t the only man in the county.”

			“Starting to seem that way. I heard about your little adventure with the recruiters.”

			Ulnoth snorted. “Aye, I’m a real hero. What other news of the great patriotic struggle? Are we bending knee to king or queen this week?”

			“Umm, king still. I think. Pharamund’s put a Marcher lord in charge as the new marshal, real bloody-minded.”

			“That’s nothing new.”

			“This one’s different,” Sally said, suddenly serious. “Courier rode through yesterday, said he was at Murento. The queen’s army put it under siege, and after a while they yielded.”

			“That’s nothing new either – cities change hands with the winds.”

			“Not this time. The marshal retook it a few days later. The queen’s soldiers escaped, but to punish the citizens for surrendering he sacked the city, burned down the university and strung half the population up along the walls so all who passed by could see the price of treason against the king. Women and children, too.”

			Ulnoth frowned. “That’s…bullshit, Sally. You’re too credulous. That courier was having you on.”

			“No, he wouldn’t even talk about it before downing a gallon of cider, and then only in whispers. He was scared. Scared me, too.” Sally shivered and wrapped herself closer around Ulnoth. “I wish some wizard would come along and just disappear us into Faerie, away from these godsfucked lords and their godsfucked war, leave us in peace.”

			“That’s only in stories. Besides, you’d go batty with boredom in such a place.”

			“Oh, I think you could keep me entertained,” she said, sliding a slender hand down between his legs. “Ready for more, I see.”

			He took one of her olive-toned tits in his grasp. “Always.”

			“Oh yes? You haven’t felt the full extent of my powers, arrogant mortal! Hows about I show you things….”

			“Mmm, yes….”

			Her voice dropped to a husky whisper. “Unspeakable things….”

			“Ahh….”

			“Things that pasty little wife of yours couldn’t even begin to imagine….”

			Ulnoth suddenly jerked, shrank back. “Godsdammit!” He leaped up and tromped toward the clothes piled in the corner. “What’d I tell you last time? Chthonii, the one thing I say not to talk about….Shit!” He plucked his braies from the pile and one muddy leg of his chausses. He hopped from one leg to another as he wrenched his clothes on.

			“Ulnoth, I’m sorry! I-I just got a bit carried away….”

			“I’ll say you did.”

			“Come on, don’t be that way. You know how I am.”

			“Aye, I know.” He was dressed and out of the rented room without another word.

			* * *

			“Let’s get this over with.”

			The factor looked up from his lunch with one raised eyebrow. “Good afternoon to you too, Ulnoth.”

			The factor was easy to pick out even in the dim taproom, his ridiculous bag-sleeved silken cotte setting him well apart from the meaner villagers. Clean-shaven, with hair cut short in the current fashion, his very presence screamed, I’m better than any of you will ever be! Ulnoth knew he shouldn’t have come to the man angry. It probably wouldn’t end well, but he wanted to finish his business and go home. Stupid sandcrab girl, why’d she have to…. Whatever. He put it out of his mind. “Marek, you’ve no idea how profoundly uninterested I am in cocking around today, so you can save the excuses about pirates stealing shipments and I won’t remind you about blight and rationing. Heard it all before. I’ve got a great deal, even for you: fifteen per tun. Take it or leave it.”

			Marek chewed, swallowed and sat back in his chair, all while keeping perfect eye contact with Ulnoth. “Twelve.”

			“You worthless piece of—”

			“In addition to the usual myriad catastrophes that can befall grain shipments, it’s become common knowledge that Emperor Artabarzanes is nipping at the borders of Bergovny, snatching away whole crops and adding to our woes. That’s what happens when Marcher lords are more interested in slaughtering each other than keeping up a defense of the Marches. The Marimines Islands’ banks grow weary of the high-risk credit environment. Liquidity suffers.” He held up his palms as if to say, What can anyone do? Certainly not my fault, old boy. “Twelve.”

			Ulnoth grimaced, punched the air. “Done,” he growled, simmering with bile.

			“There now, that wasn’t so painful, was it?” Marek stood. “I wish all my clients were so decisive. Pleasure, as always. And as a token of goodwill, here’s an advance.” He tossed a silver penny onto the table then extended a hand along with the falsest of smiles. Ulnoth just glowered. “Until next season then.” He smirked and mounted the stepladder up out of the room.

			Ulnoth scooped up the penny but didn’t bother putting it in his purse. He walked over to the plank laid between crates that served for a bar and slapped it back down as the brewer Ludrig passed. “Brandy,” he said.

			An hour later he considered going home. An hour after that he reconsidered it. Twelve, he thought. Can we make it through the winter on that? Not likely. Maybe I should join the army after all. At least they drew some pay, and volunteers earned more than conscripts. After some unknown span of time Ulnoth looked up from his ponderings to notice the place emptier than usual. Completely empty, but for a couple of tanners. It was late but no one had bothered to toss him out. A nervous woman came down the stair, whispered something to the tanners, then they all left together in a hurry.

			“Ludrig,” he called toward the back room. No answer. “Hey, Ludrig! Hey, I’m drinking up all your cider, better wake up and stop me!” When the bartender abandons his bar, something is very wrong. He crossed the sawdust-strewn cellar and climbed.

			It was dark outside, an hour when all honest souls and most dishonest ones should be abed. Instead there was pandemonium. Townsfolk and strangers scrambled north on the highway along the Carsa River, walking, running, riding horse-drawn carts, mule carts and even a few rickshaws. Dogs barked. “What is going on?”

			“Ulnoth!”

			He turned with a scowl. “I’m still pissed at you, Sal—”

			“Shut up and listen. They’re coming!”

			“Coming? Who?”

			“Reavers! Riding up from the south, firing everything in their path. They…they torched Lenocca.”

			Ulnoth went white. “Lenocca? But it’s a temple city, inviolate!”

			“Old quarter might be, but the land’s held by Felgred, Pharamund’s man. Word is they’re keeping to the river and burning. Your farm, isn’t it—?”

			“Oh gods….” He didn’t waste any more breath. He tore through the stream of humanity flooding the road until he spotted a fast-looking horse, then leaped into the air and ripped the unfortunate rider from his saddle.

			“Hey!” They fell to the ground together. The horse snorted and shied away while other travelers mostly interested in minding their own business drifted around the island of violence. Ulnoth climbed into the saddle, wrenched the horse around against the flow of traffic and into the darkness, leaving the mount’s owner shambling after him and spitting hellfire.

			Faster, faster. Blood pounded in his ears as the horse pummeled the ground at a gallop, sweat steaming in the night’s chill. Ulnoth’s lungs burned with the effort of holding on. Go.

			He smelled it first of course. That’s always how it is, isn’t it? He almost gagged at the smell. He tried breathing through his mouth. It didn’t help. They’ll hide. Yes, they’re clever, they know to hide.

			Losing a crop was bad, even at a price of twelve per tun. Losing the house was worse, but if the foundation was sound it could be relaid. If anything happened to his little girl, to Athewen….

			—that pasty little wife of yours—

			He shook that memory from his head. Please, let them be all right and I swear I’ll never touch – look at – think about another woman again! He turned a corner, cleared a line of trees, and saw the red glow on the horizon. No….

			Too late for the crops – millet, turnips, all a field of black, the fire already spread to the next property. The remains of his home burned bright. Ulnoth kicked the horse but still it slowed, spent and refusing to go another step toward the heat. Surely they would’ve got away from that. He crumpled from the saddle and half crawled toward the inferno. Smoke poured poison into his eyes, his throat.

			“Athewen!” Ulnoth barely heard his own voice against the roar of the flames. “Lisette!” No use. “Athewen….”

			They could be anywhere, or nowhere. He searched the bounds of the property, the edge of the forest, the rocky waste leading down to the riverbank calling their names over and over. Finally he let out a wordless howl. Smoke and fatigue overcame him as the adrenaline flowed out and he collapsed, dead to the world.

			* * *

			Ulnoth didn’t remember waking up, barely remembered how he’d got there. The horse – was there a horse? He couldn’t see one. His hands and clothes were black. The ground, trees, his own throat it seemed, all black with burn, except for the snow of gray ash in the early gloom. The sun overhead burned cold, hidden by cloud – real clouds or more smoke? There wasn’t even a wind to carry the fumes away. He lay still for a few centuries, certain he was in the deepest of the seventeen hells. A just reward, Bedegar’s voice droned from somewhere.

			When aching joints broke the sad news that he was indeed still alive, Ulnoth rose and reached for a fencepost to steady himself. The charred wood crumbled in his grasp and he nearly fell again. What am I doing here? I had to find something. Some…. He looked at the ruin before him. It seemed familiar. This was my house. It hit him like a sucker punch from the gods. Athewen. Lisette.

			The rubble still gave off a sickening heat, though the sting of singed arm and beard hairs barely registered as he trod among the cinders. It hadn’t been much of a house – one room and a small attached barn. It didn’t take long to search.

			He found his wife’s body in the middle of the floor, and though it had been immolated to nothingness, he recognized the little copper Polytheon star still around her neck. A spearhead was lodged in her ribcage with the shaft snapped off just below it. Proof then, if any was needed, that this was no accident. Ulnoth stood over what was left of his wife, so in shock that he actually felt nothing in that moment. How can that be? wondered the tiny corner of his mind still capable of thought.

			He paced the perimeter in a daze. The few animals they’d had were gone. The cornerstones of the foundation were blackened like everything else but still solid. All four of them. One, two, three….

			Little Lisette was wedged up against the fourth one, golden hair all burned away. Part of her skull was missing, smashed against the cornerstone.

			He doubled over and vomited, and when his stomach was empty he retched black bile. A thunderclap burst overhead, and as a cold rain fell and turned the world to a dark slimy swamp, Ulnoth wailed.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			The Hard Way

			Alessia traveled a country of scar tissue in every direction – scorched fields, houses fallen back to the earth, people few and far between. Why, she wondered for the ten thousandth time, would anyone so completely break a land then fight so long and hard over it?

			She’d started southward along the Talphus River, but quickly abandoned the idea after hearing word of fighting that way. Now she crept east, still keeping an eye out for soldiers. Pharamund had his supporters in Argovan and Engwara some in Bergovny, so one never knew where violence would erupt next. After finding no town intact, she spent her first night in a crumbled Polytheon priory, the brothers long fled or worse. Is it too late to go back? But of course it was, and her reasons for leaving could only deepen over time.

			Two more days and the Sellinac Mountains fell away to ripples on the horizon near the Bergovan border. Some of the travelers Alessia asked for directions had strange accents and dialects, but in a world where serfs might never travel more than ten miles from where they were born, tongues could change from one town to another.

			“Thahtaway. Abaht a day’s wahlk,” said the woman perched atop a cart drawn curiously by one ox and one mule yoked together. She jerked a thumb behind her. A haggard man in the seat with her clutched at a bundle like it was gold. “Ya can go straight on ’cross Carsa to Firleaf and ’at, or south to Plisten then ’Nocca. Don’t go north.”

			“Why, what’s north?” Alessia asked.

			“Wengeddy,” the man said, as if that was all the explanation needed. “Don’t go north.” The woman tapped the ox on the shoulder with a stick and the cart pressed on westward.

			“Firleaf,” she said to herself. “That sounds pleasant.”

			* * *

			“Gods’ tits, woman, yer goin’ alone?”

			The highways were dotted with wayside clearings every few miles to ease travelers, and this one boasted a firepit currently in use by ten or twelve of them. Alessia gave her inquisitor a bemused look. “What? Yes…I know, I know. Dangerous.”

			“Dangerous.” The man nodded. “And nearer to full lunacy, or suicide.” He waved Alessia toward the fire and the bubbling pot that seemed too small to fill twelve stomachs. “Sit by awhile at least. Lucky thirteen we’ll be.”

			“I…all right. But I haven’t much to add to your pot, just some hardtack.”

			“Eh?” An older woman stirring the pot looked up. “Toss it in, soak up and add some thick to the mess.”

			“Can I take it,” said the man who’d invited her, “by your unworldliness, if I may say so, that you be o’ the cloister?”

			“You can take it,” Alessia answered as she crumbled a wafer into the pot, “but it’s not quite so anymore. I quit the temple.”

			“You what?” Half the company said it all at once, and it might have been funny but for the horror on their hard-bitten faces. “Why, by the gods – if you’ll forgive me – would you go and do a damn fool thing like that? Leave the only halfway safe place left in the world?”

			Alessia tried to explain what’d happened. They listened but didn’t seem to understand. “Hmm,” mumbled the old woman as she emptied a ladle of…whatever it was into a clay bowl. “Well tahns can always use a physic, just so long as you can get to one ain’t been hit yet—”

			“I’m sorry,” said Alessia, not sure she’d heard right, “did you say…oh, towns.”

			The woman gave her a quizzical look. “Aye, tahns. What else? Stick to the roads though – godsdamn bandits make as much trouble as the soldiers. No real difference, really.”

			“Aye,” agreed the travelers.

			Alessia ate her meal and tried not to think of bandits.

			Sometime later that night she woke to find a body on top of her and a hand over her mouth. Panic shot through her. Bandits!

			“Ssh,” said a whisper somewhere above her. “No troubles, sis, jus’ a quick ’un, eh?” It was cold and the fire was out. Nearby, dark shapes huddled together, breathing, snoring. None of the other travelers stirred. The hand that wasn’t covering her mouth pawed at Alessia’s gown. Down, down toward the hem, up under it.

			No! she tried to scream but couldn’t. She opened her mouth to bite and tasted the salty stink of her attacker’s fingers, then blood.

			“Ah!” The figure shrank back and Alessia wrenched her knee upward. He went tumbling to the side. “Godsbuggerit!”

			“Oh, give it up, sis,” mumbled another tired voice. “It’s jus’ a tumble. Fair trade for a bowl and fire, and these ol’ bones need they’s sleep.” It was the old woman! Alessia placed her attacker now – the man who’d drawn her into this company of strangers. Lucky thirteen.

			“Aye,” agreed the others who’d awakened.

			What horror had she walked into? Alessia staggered to her feet, almost tripping over her rucksack, which she’d used as a pillow, the bow lashed to the side of it. She hugged it in front of her like a shield, and then felt something inside poke her hand. Something small and hard and sharp. She fumbled at the top flap while backing away.

			“Hey now,” said her would-be rapist, sucking at his bitten finger, “don’t be like that! Come on back, let’s all just—” He leaped at her.

			Alessia whipped an arrow out of the sack and swung. The head sank into the man’s cheek, through the meat and straight out the other. She turned and ran in no particular direction, leaving the man howling with a yard of good temple ash skewered clean through his mouth.

			When she’d run her legs out and her throat burned with desert dryness, Alessia collapsed in the dark, still hugging her rucksack, weeping silent thanks for Tanusia’s final order.

			* * *

			What just happened? What did I just do? What just happened? She asked herself the questions over and over in a daze, in a gray place half a league west of sleep. When at last the sky lightened, she stumbled to a brook at the bottom of a gully. The face reflected in the water bore uncounted cuts and scratches from her flight through the brush, reddened eyes and a trace of the same deadness she saw in others.

			She rinsed her wounds, dared a few sips of brackish water—

			Ack!

			—then looked around for the road. How far did I run? Which way? She climbed a nearby hill to get a better look. Should I go back? What if those…people are still there?

			She made her way east, parallel to the highway but well away from it. It was slow going through the brambles and she soon had new scrapes to match the old. Around noontime the first pangs of hunger hit her all at once. In the temple they’d eaten simply but none starved. Thus this new pain brought some alarm.

			Alessia felt through her sack for the rough flatness of her remaining hardtack. She didn’t find it. Annoyed, she dumped everything in a pile on the ground. The last thing to tumble out was a sparker. “Oh, no….” She rifled through everything. Fallen out or swiped, it wasn’t there.

			“Chthonii,” she breathed, painfully aware that no one was around to report her foul mouth to Mother. She instinctively reached for her neck, for her Polytheon star, but it wasn’t there either. She’d cast it away.

			“All right,” she said to herself, “don’t panic. Uh….” There were hills all around, and that meant ravines and probably water at the bottom. But food? Her eyes rested on the pile before her – clothes, some coins, her physic kit, needle case, eating knife— Ha! No use for that now – sparker, bow…

			The bow, still in one piece and strapped securely along the edge of the sack. She’d not wanted to take it at first, but an arrow had already saved her. What else could she accomplish?

			* * *

			Alessia’s total archery experience added up to a few laughing, fumbling attempts at market fair games, and it took her almost twenty minutes just to string the thing. She became terrified of breaking it as she bent it back to its full tension. “This can’t be the right way,” she whispered more than once before giving up to let her aching arms recover. Somehow she managed it without getting her fingers caught in the nocks. What an idiot I must look, she thought, unnerved anew at the notion of being watched.

			She drew an arrow from the quiver and notched it, the gray goose-feather fletching tickling her fingers. She picked out a large nearby oak tree, an easy target certainly. She drew the string as far back as she could manage, clenched her throat to hold her breath and let go.

			“Ah!” Pain exploded across her arm where the string smacked and her fingers buzzed. The arrow was nowhere to be seen, and had certainly not hit the tree. This wasn’t going to be as easy as it looked.

			The next day saw Alessia hungrier, and motivated to try the weapon again. Slower this time. She wrapped cloth around her arm and fingers, tried a few aching practice draws, aiming and relaxing. At last she built up the nerve to try another shot.

			This time, it hit the tree. A glancing strike that made the arrow twist around then fall to the ground, but a hit all the same. Alessia let out a whooping cry at the small victory. She tried another shot, and another and another until she could hit the target nearly half the time.

			That night Alessia dined on a hard-gotten feast – a pigeon and a squirrel. It cost another arrow broken on a stone, but it was a trade gladly made.
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