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  REFLECTIONS


  Christopher stood in front of the mirror, naked, admiring Krellyan’s handiwork. The dents of a lifetime were erased, washed away by the power of the Saint’s magic, leaving his skin smooth and unwrinkled. Too smooth: he had no calluses on his hands or feet. He’d have to be careful until he made new ones.


  But now he had that ageless look that the elite of the Kingdom shared. Inside he was still a forty-year-old man. On the outside he could pass for twenty-something. The magic hadn’t made him any stronger or faster than he had been. The hardness under his skin was earned the old-fashioned way, the profit of surviving the arduous lifestyle of this world. The reflexes he had cultivated in twenty years of amateur hobby had been honed by a year of deadly serious craft. But the scars he had also gained were gone. The regeneration had kept the good and replaced the bad.


  With a trivial exception, one easily corrected with ordinary cosmetic surgery. Christopher wasn’t about to suffer through that needlessly—it was a decision he’d leave to his wife, when he saw her again. The indiscriminate regeneration spell had replaced all of his missing flesh.


  And it was starting to look like when, not if. He was no longer a lonely, penniless wayfarer lost on a strange world. The lost and strange remained, but now he had allies, an army, and bags of money. Most importantly, the bargain he had made with the god Marcius made sense to him. This world needed a good shaking up, a transfer in the balance of power. The people on the bottom needed more, at the expense of the people on top, and Christopher had just the lever to do it. They had said in the Wild West, “God didn’t make men equal, Samuel Colt did.” On this world, it would be Crazy Pater Christopher and his buckets of dirt that made men equal. The nobles had tael, the source of magic and unnatural vitality that made a man as hard to kill as an elephant. Now the commoners would have elephant guns.


  “If you are finished admiring yourself, we have business to discuss,” Cardinal Faren said from the doorway. The great Cathedral in Kings­rock had a number of plainly furnished cells for the use of traveling priests. This was not one of them. They had put Christopher in the most luxurious room in the Cathedral, normally reserved for visiting nobles recovering from some horrific disease or injury. The height of luxury was signified by the private fireplace and a full-length mirror. Other than that, the room had what a charitable description could only call “rustic charm.”


  An objective description would be “medieval primitiveness,” but Christopher was used to that by now.


  “Why haven’t you had this done?” Christopher asked while stepping into trousers.


  “I do not require it, save for vanity. Which is better served by signs of wisdom.” The old man’s crinkled face was framed by a full head of carefully coiffed white hair. This world shared the usual fetish for the young and beautiful, but it also had a strong veneration for the old. Especially old men. Not many men around here lived to be old.


  “What business?” Christopher finished dressing by hanging his sword at his side. It was like putting on a necktie; he felt slightly naked without it in any formal situation.


  “You’re rich,” Faren said. “We need to talk about how we’re going to spend your money.”


  Saint Krellyan was waiting for them in his private chambers, deep in the heart of the Cathedral. The Saint’s age was problematic. Chronologically he was about the same age as Christopher; physically he looked half of that, but his eyes seemed even older than Faren’s.


  “Rank is uppermost on my mind,” Krellyan said. “You must promote yourself. Your assassin still lurks, and as a lowly first-rank you are much too easy to kill. You cannot serve under Lord Nordland anymore and expect to survive your term of service. Nor would you be likely to find any friendlier assignment.”


  “But as a fifth-rank, you can take command of the draft levee in your own right,” Cardinal Faren pointed out. “You will be a legitimate member of the peerage, vastly harder to kill, and protected by your own loyal army. I am not certain that will be enough, yet I am certain any less guarantees you will not survive the next three years. And I think your men will need your protection as much as you need theirs.”


  The Saint put a lump of bright-purple tael on the desk. It represented over half of Christopher’s newfound wealth.


  “This will advance you to the rank of Curate,” Krellyan said. “It will take at least four days for your rank to fully manifest, so you should begin now. You have already lost three weeks, and I think you have little time to spare.”


  Christopher had not sought rank, privilege, command over others; he had only wanted to go home. But he had a job to do, and doing it would require him to accept certain responsibilities, not least of which was surviving. And the men who had stood and fought for him while Nordland fled would not be any more popular with the lord than he was.


  He picked up the lump and put it in his mouth, where it dissolved like flavorless cotton candy. Over the next few days it would integrate itself into his brain. After that, the only way to get it out again would be to kill him and boil his head.


  There were plenty of people who wouldn’t have a problem with doing that. The people who had tortured him, smashing his legs into bone meal and driving nails through his eyes, weren’t even the top of the list. His assassin, that nameless woman who had stalked him almost since he had arrived, who had illicitly interceded in his state-sponsored “interrogation” by crushing his teeth and his genitals with a hammer, wasn’t the top of the list either. She wanted him to suffer too much to just be dead. But Lord Nordland, and perhaps the entire ruling class of the realm, would be more than relieved to drop his head in a kettle and finally be done with his trouble-making. They’d already tried it once.


  But they had failed. Well, not failed, strictly speaking. He hadn’t survived the torture. Driven to utter despair by pain, he’d used his last spell to commit suicide, killing himself with his own magic. He had his assassin to thank for that mistake on their part, but he wasn’t feeling particularly grateful. After that they had boiled his head. And worse.


  “Three weeks? But why?” Christopher demanded. A week was ten days here, so it was a whole month by Christopher’s calendar.


  “Why not three thousand?” Faren answered. “Knowing Krellyan’s power, they should have burned your body to ash. Instead we found your empty skull on our doorstop.”


  “A gruesome gift, however welcome,” Krellyan said.


  “There is more good news,” Faren said. “They did not find you guilty of treason, which would have forbidden us from bringing you back. They did not officially keep your body past ordinary hope of revival or officially mutilate your corpse. So you are legally free to continue your improbable career.”


  “Speaking of which, I wish to know what your intentions are,” Krellyan stated. “You may rest here for a few days, until your rank asserts itself. Then you must go back into the world. What will you do then?”


  “Faren is right,” Christopher said. “I have to accept responsibility for the men. How do I do that?”


  “You petition the King,” Faren answered, in his capacity as the Church’s top legal officer. “Normally the Church does not intervene in the assignment of our draft regiment, save to make sure it goes to a Bright. In this case we will.”


  “Nordland will be offended, again,” Krellyan sighed, “when you snatch his regiment out from under him.”


  “It can’t be helped,” Faren said, dismissing the problem with a wave of his hand. “After that, you petition the King for a posting. He will send you to some county on the edge of the Kingdom. We cannot exercise any influence on that decision.”


  “He won’t send me back to Nordland’s county, will he?” Christopher asked.


  “I have no idea,” Faren said. “He will send you where he feels you are most needed. Or at least, he is supposed to. I am certain that politics influence the decision, and I am equally certain those political channels are open only to our enemies and not to us. Wherever he sends you, you must make the best of it.”


  “And try not to draw attention to yourself,” Krellyan said, although his tone of voice revealed little hope. Christopher bit his tongue, unable to speak without committing blatant dishonesty. He intended to cause far more trouble than anyone could have guessed. He knew they hadn’t guessed it, because if they had, he’d already be dead. Again.


  2


  INTERVIEWS


  Christopher’s regiment had long since returned to their training camp in the village of Burseberry. He was eager to join them, but the four-day wait was unavoidable, and in any case he needed some time in the Cathedral’s library. He had a career’s worth of magic theory to catch up on.


  And of course, he had to face the King.


  “You must go alone,” Faren told him, angry at his own helplessness. “We dare not be seen supporting you so openly. All we have done so far is to heal and revive your men, at your own expense.” That had taken another quarter of his fortune. It was an expenditure he did not regret.


  It was sorrowful, though, that eighty men could be brought back from the dead for half the expense of promoting one man to a moderate rank. It put the cost of his success into perspective and revealed the sharp edge of this world: power, yes, but not without price.


  He was reminded of the personal price when the carriage arrived to ferry him to his appointment. It was the same vehicle that had delivered him into torture and death, agonies still vivid and recent, only a few days old from his frame of reference. After a shamefully brief battle, his stomach betrayed him, and he threw up in the rosebushes by the curb of the Cathedral.


  Faren stood by, scowling in anger, but not at Christopher. “You need not accept this insult,” he growled. The coachman was careful to remain stone-faced and unmoving, and yet his smirk hung in the air, summoned perhaps by sheer inevitability.


  Christopher stood up, wiped his mouth. This was not the hardest thing he had ever done. He had walked into a hospital room once and told his mother that she was going to die because the doctors had done everything in their power and failed. “You have to beat this one on your own,” he had said, knowing it was impossible, knowing that she knew it too. After that, nothing else had ever seemed to deserve being called “hardest.”


  Ignoring the quavering in his limbs, he climbed into the down-at-heel carriage. As the coachman shut the door, the invisible smirk faded like the worn window curtains. Courage was a concrete quantity here, like gold and iron. Injury and even death could be overcome with magic, on this wondrous and distant world; fear remained obdurate.
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  There was a time when he had gazed up at this city with curiosity and even desire, but that allure was dead now, buried under memories of torture. The close city streets and tall buildings no longer seemed friendly and familiar. They had become hostile, wedded to the establishment that abandoned him to his enemies. Even the magnificence of the Cathedral was tainted, a white blossom lying in the dirt, spoiled by muddy footprints.


  The city crammed twenty thousand people onto a spire of rock sticking up from the surrounding farmlands. Those inhabitants watched Christopher’s carriage incuriously, while he watched them with silent disdain. The towns run by the Church did not tolerate this kind of poverty, uncleanliness, and petty brutality.


  Every town was short on men, having buried half of every generation on distant battlefields. But here in the city Christopher saw an abundance, the detritus left over after the thresher, boys warped and twisted by violence into men who could never return to a pastoral life.


  The castle was impressive, as castles go, with soldiers of precision and dispatch manning the gates, bright pennants snapping in the wind, a solid projection of strength and defense against the monsters that roamed this world. But Christopher could see only the dungeons it hid in its depths.


  This time he entered by the main hall, and his escort of blank-faced soldiers took him directly to throne room. This time there would be no sudden darkness of a sleep spell. Christopher’s new rank put him beyond such simple measures. If they wanted to kill him now, he could put up a fight.


  But not against the King. Although tael was invisible, the King’s power was palpably radiant in the graceful way his brawny frame glided across the floor, the tael-enhanced reflexes obvious even in the way his fine fur cloak draped about him. The Saint was a giddying twelfth-rank, which put him two or three steps above the heads of other Churches; the King was one above that, the highest rank in the realm. Krellyan was a healer and could make bodies whole and living from a fingernail; Treywan was a warrior and, it had been patiently explained to Christopher until he signaled that he believed it, could defeat an entire regiment single-handedly.


  If you let him use both hands, they added, he could quite likely defeat every unranked soldier in the Kingdom. All at once.


  At least, that had been true when men had fought with swords and shields. Christopher’s regiment had rifles and cannons. He was quite certain the King did not understand what that meant, and he was equally certain that failure of understanding was the only thing that would let him walk out of here alive.


  He went to one knee on the plush green-and-gold carpet and bowed his head, the most elaborate protocol demanded in this prickly world where the man in rags just might be a powerful wizard with poor sartorial taste. The King finished his discussion with the courtiers lounging around the map table before dismissing them off to distant corners of the room. It was a farce, since the hall was staffed with guards and no doubt various magical observations, but the interview could now be less formal. For the King, that is; for Christopher, frankness and comfort were unimaginable.


  “You don’t look that different.” Treywan’s voice was strong, but it had the beer-and-football bluster Christopher had always rolled his eyes at. Not here, of course. Christopher pictured the King speaking to him from atop a modern battle-tank, and decided the King could sound like whatever he wanted.


  “Different than what, my lord?”


  “Different than any other priest. And yet, you’ve caused more uproar than a sack of dragons.”


  “I apologize, my lord. That was not my intent.”


  “Nonsense,” the King guffawed, with an undercurrent of menace. “Your cleverness has paid off. You’ve gone from first- to fifth-rank in less than a year. An impressive advance. You are to be commended on your initiative.”


  “Thank you, my lord,” Christopher said automatically, before feeling the thinness of the ice under his feet.


  “I didn’t say I was going to commend you,” mused the King. “I got no profit from your rise. That purple-tongued Cardinal of yours argued me out of my share. Said you had no commission, so I should look to Nordland and his commission for my cut. I almost did; if Nordland had taken his due from you, I would have taken mine from him. But the good Duke is too wroth to speak your name, let alone come and beg his tael from you.”


  Christopher could only blush in embarrassment and anger. It was not his fault that Nordland had abandoned him. It wasn’t even Nordland’s fault, really. The man had made the best decision, given what he knew. Unfortunately the Duke had not understood black-powder weaponry any better than the King did.


  “Now that you are fifth-rank,” the King said, “your Cardinal suggests that I give you a commission in your own right, so that I might never again be cheated out of my tax. To me it seems rather like closing the barn door after the horse is already at the neighbor’s. Though if your meteoric ascent is not yet burnt out, perhaps I can still get some service out of you.”


  Christopher was not sure how to answer this. He did not want to appear to threaten the King with boasts of exploits to come. At the same time, he wanted that commission. He ignored the fact that his destruction of an army of monsters should be counted as service to the Kingdom. He knew by now that the King, indeed every noble in the land, would not see it that way. There were always armies of monsters to destroy. One more or less could hardly be counted as an achievement.


  He settled on something safe and trite. “I will do my best, my lord.”


  “I will not be cheated again,” the King said, unnecessarily. This time the menace was naked.


  The conversation galled Christopher. The King could just ask for his share, instead of threatening him. Christopher could even pay it, though it would leave him penniless. But apparently the Church wielded some influence, because the King dropped the issue and turned to the map table.


  “I’m sending your regiment to Carrhill. A choice assignment: the ulven hunt is a popular pastime among the lower gentry. A chance for a bit of sport, and of course, tael. Many a knight has won a rank or two that way, perhaps even to the peerage. And your boys can fulfill their commitment safely in the city, as long as they do useful work and cause no trouble. I’m sure the lads will appreciate that over sleeping in the Wild.”


  County Carrhill had been overrun by ulvenmen some years ago. The town had barely withstood the attack; the countryside had been devastated. Now the realm kept an army stationed there to augment the county’s local regiment. Christopher thought about barn doors and horses. He was wise enough not to speak.


  “Word has it,” the King baited him, “that your regiment can defeat hordes of monsters entirely on its own. Without you. So I’ll not deny you the hunt. In fact, I encourage you to roam the swamp, searching for wandering bands of rabid dog-men. I am overdue for some tael from your hand.”


  “I will do my best, my lord,” Christopher repeated.


  “See that you do,” the King snapped, annoyed that his lure had not drawn a bite. But Christopher simply didn’t know how to respond to it. Yes, in fact, his regiment had defeated a horde of monsters virtually on its own. The torturers must have told the King the truths they extracted from Christopher’s mind. Clearly the King did not believe the simple facts. As usual, nobody was telling Christopher what they did believe.


  He decided to change the subject, a risky proposition with kings, but still safer than the current topic. “May I ask, my lord, who commands the King’s regiments in Carrhill?” He wasn’t sure how far up the chain of command he had moved.


  “Why, you do,” grinned the King wolfishly. “Unless you can extract Baron Fairweather from whatever ulven cooking pot he’s stewing in.”


  [image: ]


  “There is no Marshall of the South,” Faren explained, examining the parchment of Christopher’s commission. “Nordland’s command of the North is largely ceremonial, but the southern border cannot manage even that amount of coordination.” They were eating now, the tension of the King’s interview having left Christopher famished.


  Returned to the safety of the Cathedral, Christopher’s normal argumentativeness was restored. Jabbing at the rock-hard yellow substance in the butter dish, he said, “That’s stupid. What if all the monsters attacked at just one spot? How would a defense be organized in time?”


  Faren raised an eyebrow around a mouthful of trout. “Why would they do that? We are not at war with another nation; we are defending the borders of civilization from wild creatures. In any case, I presume the monsters are no more able to set aside their squabbles than we are.


  “And it is precisely those squabbles we must discuss,” Faren continued seriously. “Until now, you have been protected.” Christopher thought of all the people who had tried to kill him, and the ones who had actually succeeded, but decided not to interrupt. “Now you are truly ranked. The tael in your head alone is a prize worthy of great violence. Your status as a member of our Church earns you our enemies automatically; your status as the head of your own chapter leaves you without our allies. Your arsenal does not include charm or diplomacy; Nordland is one of our Church’s staunchest friends, yet if he saw you drowning, he would cross the road only to put his foot on your head.”


  The Cardinal glared at him until he gave up his abuse of the butter dish and put it down, surrendering his full attention to the old man. “But of course you already know all this. I only bring it up to put what you do not know into perspective. Much of the south falls under the dominion of the Gold Throne.” Christopher had met only one priest of the Yellow, and in the very short time they had together before someone killed the man, Christopher had formed a deep and lasting revulsion for murderous pedophiles. “I know you,” Faren warned, no doubt seeing Christopher’s feelings on his face, “and I know that you cannot hold your tongue. But you must learn to, for the sake of your own survival. Not only is the Gold Throne wealthy and completely unscrupulous, they are also capable of intelligence and sophistication. Not all are mewling cowards who prey on children. Most importantly, their Patron is equal to our own, and power is an argument that cannot be denied. In our contest for the support of the independent lords, you cannot dismiss Dark out of hand simply because it is wicked.”


  “And you want me to win some of those independent lords over to my side,” Christopher said. Sadly, because he knew how unlikely that would be.


  “Yes,” growled Faren, “you must make alliances of your own. You are in politics now. Your army exposes you to the lords; precedence exposes you to the duelists.” Faren had warned him, long ago, when he had first agreed to a duel with the insufferable Hobilar, that the consequences would be unending.


  “You need not try so very hard in this case,” Krellyan said, handing him a slice of neatly buttered bread. “The Lord of Carrhill is a wizard of dark repute and unlikely to look upon you favorably. Nonetheless, there is something you can do to advance our cause. The wizard takes no sides in religion; thus we have a chapel there, but so does the Gold Throne. We would have the field rendered uncontested.”


  “But not by violence,” Faren hastened to add. “You cannot simply challenge the local Curate to a duel; that would not serve our purposes, and you would probably lose. His Church can offer him much greater aid in violence than we can offer you.”


  “Then what do you suggest?” Christopher asked.


  “Try befriending him,” Faren said. “That’s enough aggravation to drive any man away.”


  This could be a problem. Christopher wasn’t sure he could walk past a temple dedicated to the sacrifice of children without burning it down.


  “It is not as bad as that,” Faren said, scowling at the open book of Christopher’s face. “Their secret rites are just that, secret. In a town where they do not rule with absolute power, they would not dare to sink so low.”


  “So I can’t publicly accuse them of child murder?”


  “Gods no,” Faren said. “To do so would invite a challenge from the Gold Apostle himself, a death sentence for a man of your rank. You must learn to avoid such easy snares. As forewarned is forearmed, I have something that might help.”


  Going to the door, Faren admitted a man dressed in acolyte’s robes.


  Christopher studied the newcomer, a face somehow familiar. The different context took a moment to sort out, because the last time he had seen this fellow was in armor and sword, on the opposite side of a battlefield, serving under the wicked Lord Baron Bartholomew. When the Baron had fallen, this knight had sensibly switched sides for the promise of a chance at pardon.


  “You’re the traitor knight,” Christopher exclaimed. “From Black Bart’s army!”


  The man did not answer, bowing his head in deference.


  “Speak, Torme,” Faren commanded. “I warned you that you must accustom yourself to our ways, and you will find the Curate even more discombobulating.”


  “Yes, Curate, I was.” Torme’s voice was a rattling burr, with the country drawl that was comfortable and familiar to Christopher now. He had to consciously remind himself that this man was not one of his good Church peasants.


  “So you’re to be my bodyguard?” Christopher asked.


  “More like your babysitter,” Faren growled. “He knows how the Dark think, if that is the right word for their madness, from having lived under them his whole life. I figure if he survived this long, he must have good instincts.”


  “I would make a poor bodyguard, Curate,” Torme continued, ignoring the Cardinal’s suggestion that he should be lecturing Christopher instead of humbly explaining, “for I am a knight no longer. But I will serve you as best I can.”


  “Not a knight . . . but we didn’t kill you.” Dying cost you a rank, and the man had been first-rank when Christopher had captured him.


  “The rank was bought with innocent blood,” Torme said matter-of-factly, referring to Bart’s liquidation of whole villages, “and it weighed heavily on my soul. The Saint was kind enough to relieve me of that burden.”


  Christopher had not yet heard anyone describe rank as a burden. However, he was more interested in the technical details. He had thought death was the only way to lose ranks, to extract the tael from a head once it was put in.


  “Such is often the price of atonement,” Faren explained. “It is completely voluntary, of course, as is the atonement itself. And a waste of tael, in my opinion.” The Cardinal was referring to the dismal fact that you could only extract a sixteenth of the tael you put in. “Yet sometimes necessary for the spiritual well-being of the reformed.”


  So Christopher had finally met someone who had atoned. He wasn’t sure exactly what that meant, but he did know what not atoning meant: the noose. Christopher had sent a dozen or more criminals and thugs to the Cathedral for atonement and had never seen them again.


  “Torme,” Faren said patiently, “you have to learn to speak your mind, particularly around the Curate. He is too dense to guess.”


  It was true, of course. Christopher had not even realized there was anything the man wanted to say.


  “I offered my sword to your Church,” Torme said gravely, “when I turned sides against my fellows.” After Bart had been defeated, Torme had surrendered and then fought to subdue the last of Bart’s retainers who chose death on the battlefield over the all-but-inevitable noose. “And when the Saint showed me that there was another way, a kind of life I had not known existed, I offered my soul. But I am not worthy,” and here Torme ran out of words.


  “We’ve taught him to read and write,” Faren explained, “and more theology than you’ve ever learned. He took to the doctrine splendidly. So we thought to make a priest of him, but he is not by nature a healer. A sword fits too comfortably in his hands.”


  Both men looked at Christopher expectantly. He thought he had an idea of what they were getting at, but he couldn’t understand why they were talking to him about it.


  “So make him a priest of Marcius,” he said. The Marshall of Heaven was a war-god, and his priests carried swords.


  “We can’t,” Faren said gently, “at least, not legally. Marcius already has a priest in our lands; if this man is to join that brotherhood, it is up to the ranking clergy to promote him.”


  Christopher scowled glumly. That ranking clergy was him, and he did not want this responsibility. He already had a regiment of rowdy young men to look out for. How was he supposed to pass judgment on a man he didn’t know and deny or permit him a lifelong career of service to a god?


  “You need not promote him right away,” Faren said, misunderstanding his reluctance. “We have already paid for his acolyte-rank, so he will still be of considerable use as an assistant. But eventually your Church will require more priests than just yourself, so I suggest you start training them now.”


  Torme stood silently, awaiting his fate without argument. Much as he had when they had first captured him.


  “How am I supposed to know if he belongs?” Christopher asked. How am I supposed to deal with a man who used to kill people for the Dark, was what he really wanted to say.


  “That’s what training is for,” Faren answered. “Although I am certain he can master the skills, and as for his character, I already told you he was White. Other priests have been promoted on less.” Faren’s voice turned stern, as he referred to Christopher’s original promotion on the strength of a single interview with the Saint.


  It sounded like an order, so Christopher took the out he was given. If it turned out the man was still a homicidal maniac, it would be Faren’s fault.


  “When do I have to buy him a sword?” Christopher asked, immediately unhappy at how stingy that made him sound.


  “Not until he has a full rank,” Faren answered. “He can practice with wood until then. It seemed adequate for you, after all.” He took the untouched slice of buttered bread from Christopher’s plate and put it on his own, slathering it with minced fish.
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  As Christopher was finishing his packing for the ride home, he realized what was missing. He’d marched out with another Pater, a first-rank priest, attached to the regiment as a healer. Although the man had fled with Nordland, Christopher didn’t hold it against him, since he’d only been obeying orders. Although Christopher was fifth-rank now, the regiment could still use the healing power of a Pater of the Bright Lady.


  “Where’s Stephram?” he asked, and the faces around him turned to stone. Once again Cardinal Faren was tasked with delivering unpleasant news.


  “It is not the policy of the Church to replace healers who fall in service to a regiment,” Faren said, the absence of emotion in his voice revealing just how angry he was. “One might technically argue that Stephram does not belong in that category. Nonetheless, we cannot afford to replace him.”


  “What do you mean, ‘fell’?” Christopher asked. “Did he get killed riding home with Nordland? Can’t we just revive him?” Christopher was becoming surprisingly blasé about bringing people back from the dead.


  “No, he came out of the Wild alive, if not whole,” Faren growled. “But you cannot revive him now. Having chosen to walk through the door, he will not change his mind on the other side.”


  “What are you saying?” Christopher asked, alarmed. “What do you mean ‘chosen’?”


  “Exactly what it sounds like,” Faren snapped, exasperated at Christopher’s lack of subtlety. “When your men came stumbling impossibly out of the Wild, Stephram hung his head in shame for days. And then, while you lay dead in the King’s castle, he went into a copse close to the city, slung a rope over a tree, and put his head in the noose.”


  “But why?” Christopher demanded, stunned and angry. He’d counted Stephram as a friend. How could the man do this to him? Or himself, for that matter.


  “I don’t know. Why don’t you ask him?”


  Christopher bit back a retort. It wasn’t the Cardinal’s fault. And Faren had counted Stephram as a Brother, too.


  “I was serious,” Faren said after an uncomfortable silence. “Necromancy is barred to us, but not to you. If you would have questions, then look to his ghost for answers. The experience might be salutary for you. Not for me,” Faren added sourly. “I know all I need to know. But perhaps you should test your new powers, while you are still in safe lands.”
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  So now they stood in a little wood, on the edge of farmlands that surrounded the city. The tree they faced looked innocent enough, under the shining sun, the warm summer breeze ruffling its green leaves. It did not seem auspicious circumstances for speaking with the dead.


  “His corpse is already ash,” Faren said. Raising zombies was another ugly possibility in this world; burning bodies was a standard precaution. “But this is the site of his death, and you know his name and the time of his passing, so you have what you need, I think.


  “Understand,” the Cardinal warned, “it is not really his spirit you summon, only a seeming. The dead cannot form new thoughts or hold feelings beyond the length of your spell. Yet they retain the will they had in life, and Stephram died angry, so be prepared for hurtful words. Remember that this is only a shadow of our Brother, and not the wholeness of his life and deeds.”


  “What about harmful actions?” Torme asked, pale-faced. He was the only other person present and clearly unhappy about dealing with ghosts.


  Faren was unmoved. This was practical theology, after all, and therefore fell under the domain of educational activities, which excused all manner of dangerous shenanigans. “It is not a real ghost,” he said dismissively, “only an illusion. In any case I think my power is sufficient to deal with ghosts.”


  Christopher was not so sanguine, but he had to learn to master the abilities his rank had bought him. Better here with the Cardinal at his side than later. The process of gaining ranks was a surprisingly empty feeling; the only definitive change was the broader selection of fiery pictographs offered by the hallucinatory animated suit of armor during his morning trances. These represented spells, increased privileges of serving the Marshall of Heaven opened up by his advanced rank. Now he chanted the words of one of the newest ones and was unhappily rewarded with a wisp of unnatural mist rising from the ground. The quality of sunlight seemed to fade, and Christopher thought to feel a coolness in the air, as if some old and musty basement door had been opened.


  The white vapor condensed into a credible vision of Stephram hanging from a tree by the neck, his hands bound behind him. The body twitched and kicked, slowly suffocating, and Christopher leaned forward automatically to help. But the Cardinal put out a hand to stop him, shaking his head sadly.


  “Stephram,” Christopher asked, “Why? Tell me why?”


  “Because I did not make the rope long enough, so I strangled instead of snapping my neck. Hence the twitching.” The ghost of the corpse spoke with unrelieved spite.


  Christopher was only allowed five questions, and the witness was definitely hostile.


  “I meant, why did you kill yourself. Tell me what drove you to suicide.”


  “I didn’t drive, I walked,” said the ghost. The spell compelled it to a more stringent answer. “Shame, Pater, shame at my cowardice.”


  Christopher had been a Pater while Stephram knew him, and the title was surprisingly painful, evoking the memories they had shared as first-rank priests in an army of farm boys.


  “You were only following orders,” he objected. “There was no shame.”


  “It is fruitless to argue,” chided Faren.


  The ghost answered anyway. “I abandoned a Brother in the field, at the behest of a mere lord. If I had stayed, I would have been a hero; instead, I was craven and disloyal, a figure of pity. I blamed Nordland, of course, yet I also blamed you, for the mere crime of surviving.”


  “But how does this equate to you killing yourself?” Christopher asked. “You knew I would forgive you.”


  “I did not want forgiveness, I wanted revenge. And now I have it.” The leer aimed for grisly triumph. On the face of a dead man it only achieved the pathetic.


  “Revenge? How?”


  The ghost laughed, cruelly similar to Stephram at the dinner table telling a joke. “My death is punishment on you both. Nordland fled a coward, though no one dares to say it to his face. But my corpse cannot be denied, and many will say that Nordland should have joined me here on the tree, purely out of shame. I had the courage to name him craven by my deed.


  “And you, Brother, I have also struck from beyond the grave. Now Nordland can never forgive you. My suicide will be a lasting chain that will bind his anger and guilt. I cannot be revived, so I cannot be forced to recant or induced to forgive. I stand as a bar between you and the Duke, and he must hate you for as long as I am dead. As will I.”


  The spell was done, the questions exhausted, and so was Christopher. The mist evaporated into the daylight, and the tree stood innocent and silent once again.


  “Suicides are ever vainglorious,” Faren grumbled.


  “Why can’t he be revived?” Christopher asked, struggling against his emotional fatigue and trying to create some room for denial. “I committed suicide, and you brought me back.”


  “You did not. You struck against your enemies through your act. Bringing you back let you continue your fight. Stephram can only lose his battle if he returns. And because he cannot form new desires, he cannot give up his wicked goal. Those on the other side do not change. Remember this,” Faren admonished, “before you send anyone else there.”


  Christopher blushed in terrible shame. He’d shot a man, on the march home, for not walking. He had been irrational after two days of grueling travel and inadequate food and shelter. That hardly served as an excuse. He hadn’t lost any more men to immobility. That didn’t seem exculpatory, either.


  Faren took pity on him. “The lad returned. He was in the act of returning home at the time, anyway, so the risk was low. The two you lost were no fault of yours. And yes, I know you dared not ask, but Karl lives also.” Karl the two-time veteran was the real leader of the army, a young man of such gratuitous courage that it made Christopher’s stomach ache. The release of tension made him faint-headed. He could carry on without Stephram, but without Karl he would have been utterly lost.


  Climbing on his magnificent warhorse, the stalwart Royal, who had carried the dead on that march instead of Christopher, he reflected that he had gone to war and lost only two young men whose names meant little to him, boys he could not even picture out of memory. The quality of his relief shamed him.


  3


  RETURN OF THE PRIEST


  Faren’s carriage escorted him and Torme all the way to Knockford, ostensibly on its own private business, the presence of the highly ranked Cardinal guaranteeing no unpleasant surprises. They rode into town without fanfare, the guards at the gate acknowledging them with only brief formality, but inside the walls of the church Christopher was ambushed by happy faces.


  “We have a lot to discuss,” he told his business managers. Tom was grinning to see him back in one piece. Jhom, more reserved, was still obviously relieved; even Fae smiled at him coolly. Karl, of course, nodded a minimal greeting, as if their recent mutual deaths were not worthy of comment, and immediately countermanded his alleged superior officer.


  “Not today,” Karl said. “Your regiment requires your attention first.”


  There was something wrong with the way Karl said it, the smallest hesitation that should not have been there. Christopher wasn’t sure why, until Tom spoke.


  “He’s a Curate, now, Goodman, not a foolish young Pater anymore.” Tom made it into a joke, on both halves. In the middle the point was clear. “Mayhaps he’ll not be so hurried,” he added.


  Christopher was already speaking. “I’ll be back tomorrow,” he told them, accepting Karl’s judgment as his own. “I can tell you this much: in a few weeks, we have to start training the next year’s draft. That means you all have to double your production.” Jhom finally looked almost happy; Fae pursed her lips. That was going to cost him, he knew, but he had no idea how much, or even what currency it would be in. The woman was like that.


  Then he followed Karl to the stables, where his officer corps waited for him dressed in full military regalia. At least they had polished the ugly black from the armor they had taken from Bart’s defeated knights, and it shone an honest and neutral gray. The rifles attached to their saddles looked out of place next to the steel plate and chain, but only for a moment.


  Karl looked at Torme and waited.


  “Faren felt I needed an assistant,” Christopher said.


  Torme explained for him. “I am an Acolyte, Goodman, though I once served as a Knight.” In a few words, Torme told Karl the information he needed that Christopher hadn’t thought to convey. Now Karl knew the man’s rank and his powers, and also that Torme understood what Karl’s position was.


  Just to make it perfectly clear, Christopher spelled it out. “Karl’s title is lieutenant; he is my second-in-command.” Assigning command or political power to a person without rank was unprecedented in this world. Torme, to his credit, didn’t raise an eyebrow.


  But Karl ignored the exchange with his customary dispatch, and Christopher was comforted.


  As they rode out of town, they passed carpenters in the act of building a guard post for the handful of armored men who watched the traffic. Christopher shrugged his shoulders questioningly.


  “The Vicar has made some adjustments to her security,” Karl answered, with a glint of satisfaction in his eyes. Christopher was glad now that he’d escaped town without having to see her. She wouldn’t be pleased with the adjustments, and she’d almost certainly blame him.
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  A few hundred yards from the village of Burseberry, an officer broke out of the cavalry column and galloped ahead to summon the regiment to inspection. Christopher was impressed at how closely they had timed it. Although the troops had only minutes to prepare, they were already in parade formation as he rode into the empty field that had become their drilling grounds. The barracks and barns of his military camp were unchanged, as was the stone chapel at the heart of the village just to the north, but he did not recognize the regiment before him, despite the familiar faces it wore.


  Where had his rowdy boys gone? What mischievous sculptor had left this wall of stone, of ramrod-straight backs and squared shoulders? They stood in ranks, unmoving, the boisterous lads turned into toy soldiers, stiff and precise. On command, with flawless unison, they saluted, two hundred throats bellowing, “Sir!” in greeting and obedience. In the bright spring air they stood clean and firm, uniforms in perfect order, bayonets and helmets sparkling, boots shined without blemish.


  Gazing over his army, he was consumed by a wave of pride. It radiated out from them, magnified and reflected by the watching village, and he was the focal point. He had taken them into the Wild and brought them out again. He had faced them against monsters and won. He had stood with them where heroes fled.


  And now they stood for him, waiting.


  Driven by a triumph steeped in bitter dungeons of cynicism and cruelty, he barked at the silent ranks. “You no longer serve Nordland,” he told them and thrust high the commission from the King. In the perfect quiet the crackle of the parchment in his fist could be heard across the field. “Now you serve me!” he shouted, and the wall shattered like glass, exploding into bellowing cheers, arm-waving leaps, the deafening pandemonium of victory. And this, too, was a sigil of his power over them.


  He went inside, leaving the officers to deal with the disorder, struggling to contain his own emotions. The heady wine of power made him dizzy, and he could not afford to lose his step. Perhaps here, it would not matter so much, yet even that impulsive display of his absolute command had been foolish. Who knew who was watching?


  Karl was, for one. “You have something I have never seen before,” he mused. “Not loyalty; a peasant’s life is worth little, even to himself. To pledge it in the service of a lord is no great matter. No, you have something else.” Karl’s gaze pierced distant clouds on far horizons of possibilities. “You have their attention.” He did not speak the rest of his thought, because he did not have to. He already knew that Christopher understood that with power comes responsibility. He already trusted Christopher with more than their lives.


  And then the tension melted under the teary grasp of a young woman. Helga had become like a sister, and she hugged him like a brother returned from the dead. Both of them were orphans, her in the conventional way, and he in the loss of his own world. Only last year they had lived in the little stone chapel like simple peasants. Now he had an army under him, and she had her own battalion of cooks and servants to feed it.


  With old Pater Svengusta, of course. “A Curate now, in less than a year! What a load of trouble that will cause. Every young buck will want to join the Church of Rapid Advancement. You’ll be drowning in hopefuls, and how will I get any sleep then?”


  Torme did not blush, although Christopher thought his bow was a little stiff. The poor fellow would just have to get used to Svengusta’s joking.


  “Pater, meet Acolyte Torme, newly of the Church of Marcius,” Christopher said, just to watch how the clever old man squirmed out of this one.


  “Well, that’s not so bad then,” Svengusta said, “at least he’s quiet. If they’re all like this, I suppose we can manage.” He winked at Torme, offered him a mug of ale, and their friendship was sealed. Christopher wished, not for the first time, that he could lug Svengusta around to do his politicking for him.


  Then there was paperwork, despite the dearness of paper. He had to look over the supplies, to see what they had left, while Karl explained how they had got on without him. Little Charles, the young man he had recruited early because of his rare ability to read, had lists of expenses to go through and disbursements to be signed, and in the process he could not help but show off his new fingers. But he didn’t look any younger from his regeneration, being only sixteen in the first place.


  “That’s the first time a boy has come home from war with more parts than he went to it with,” Svengusta cracked. The joke did not shake the adoration beaming from Charles’s face.


  “You’re still quartermaster,” Christopher warned, “too valuable to waste on any further heroics, until you teach others to read and write.” And then he remembered Torme and immediately plunged the poor man into the morass.


  Kennet was deeply changed by his experience, no longer a gawking teenager. In the last year he’d put on another two inches and two dozen pounds; he was now larger than Christopher, an imposing manly figure who was only barely recognizable as the village boy with the townie girlfriend that had started Christopher down the path of duels and armies. The quiet confidence in his stance uncannily resembled Karl’s, but the devotion in his eyes was no less than Charles’s. Even the hardened mercenaries looked on Christopher with unflinching respect. Unnerved, Christopher unconsciously sought out the one soldier who had cause to blame him, the injured man he’d shot on the march. He found him hard at work in their newest barn.


  “It’s good to see you walking again,” he said to the young man, the humor awkwardly buried under relief and guilt.


  But the soldier barked, “Yes, sir!” while the blush crept up his neck.


  Christopher could not let this go, despite Karl’s subtle frown. “I’m sorry, Private, that I . . . did that. I was in the wrong.”


  “No, sir, I deserved it!” reported the soldier before he realized he was arguing with his commander. Confused, he simply repeated his agreement with whatever was being said. “Sir!”


  “He disobeyed a direct order,” Karl said. “You were within your rights, both by law and custom.”


  “But it was an impossible order,” Christopher objected.


  “Since when has that mattered?” Karl replied with honest curiosity.


  “It does now,” Christopher said. But he could not reform an entire military culture standing here in a barn, so he swallowed his guilt and moved on.
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  It was late that night before he could sit down in his chapel, put up his feet, and nurse a fine light lager. The calluses were still coming in. He’d earned a really beautiful set on that terrible march out of the Wild, and now he had to start all over.


  “We have to start all over,” he complained to Karl. The men didn’t have enough ammunition to fight a single battle, not to mention the cannonry and other hardware that needed replacing. The regiment wasn’t fit for combat, and their posting in Carrhill weighed heavily on his mind.


  “Food and clothing they could not deny me,” said Karl, “and your witch makes bullets as fast as she can. But your shop master claimed he was busy with other things. In truth he waited for your return.”


  That was intolerable. When Karl had served the Saint, no one had doubted his authority.


  “I’ll speak to them. They have to learn you are in command.”


  “But I’m not,” Karl replied.


  The smiths had ranks, even if they were only craft-ranks. Tradition would not let them take orders from an unranked man. But they should know by now that Christopher had no patience for tradition. He tried to think of a suitable punishment for their recalcitrance and decided that the new designs he was going to dump on them would be enough.
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  Jhom was definitely nervous. He shouldn’t be; as the manager of Christopher’s machine shop, and the son of the local Vicar, the man had as much prestige as it was possible to get without a noble rank. But Christopher could tell he was nervous from the obsequious way the smith talked to him, working his new title into every sentence. To these people, that was the greatest compliment they could pay you.


  “Enough,” Christopher said, “I can see you were busy with useful work while I was gone.” The Franklin stoves were sure to please the peasantry, once they understood that they would use half as much wood through the winter, but Christopher hadn’t come here to save trees. “We need to talk about guns, Jhom. I need lots of them.”


  “About that, Curate. I did the experiments you suggested. I thought to suggest some changes, if you would be so kind—”


  Christopher cut him off. “Yes, of course. Just get to the point.”


  Jhom winced but took him outside to the firing benches, where a rifle was locked down into a stabilizing block. He started to babble about it while Christopher removed the gun and inspected it carefully.


  They had cut four inches off the length and thinned the barrel, reducing the weight by a third. It was in all ways superior to the weapon Christopher had designed. So this was all Jhom had wanted: approval.


  “This model performs virtually the same in tests of accuracy, and the breech can stand a triple charge without bursting.” Jhom was still pitching, even while Christopher smiled in satisfaction.


  “It’s excellent, Jhom. Better than mine. Do you still have the targets?” He had taught them the scandalous practice of firing the gun at a paper target, so you had a permanent record of the test. Scandalous because paper was almost literally worth its weight in gold. Or had been; now that Fae made paper industrially instead of ritually, the stuff was as cheap as silver.


  “So we should begin producing these, my lord?” Jhom finally looked ready to be relieved.


  “Begin?” Christopher complained, just to be difficult. “You should have started making them weeks ago.”


  “I did not know how many you would require,” Jhom answered. Now that the quality had been approved, the smith seemed prepared to forget he had ever doubted it. Christopher let it go, because he had plenty of other things to annoy his engineers with. “How many should we make?” Jhom asked, already calculating his share of the profits in his head.


  Christopher grinned. “All of them.”


  “Come again, my lord?”


  “How many can you make? We need two hundred for the men; we’ll retire the old rifles as soon as we can.” After carrying the heavy rifles back on that long march, they deserved a break. “We need two hundred more for the next regiment. And I’d like hundreds more. Maybe we can start selling them.”


  The quantities made John’s eyes go starry. Christopher went on. “And we need cannon, both replacements and more. And grenades. Lots of grenades.”


  “We do not have enough machines,” Jhom reluctantly objected.


  “Then you’ll have to make more. Oh, and I have some new things I want you to build, too.”


  “We do not have enough men,” Jhom said with finality. “And I cannot hire more. There are barely enough smiths to do your work and the ordinary work of the town.”


  This would not do, not at all.


  “Can we import them? From other towns?”


  Jhom was dubious. “Ask a man to leave his home and kin, just for a job? It seems unlikely that established craftsmen would respond.”


  Christopher sighed. He was pretty sure he knew what the solution was, because it was always the same. “Then we’ll make new craftsmen.” Opening the little silver vial he carried—an affectation of the wealthy, like a money belt or a watch pocket—he poured a purple pea out into his palm. It represented a fortune in gold, thirty pounds of the stuff.
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