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Point of Honor
Vérella
* * * *
"I didn't cause this mess," Arvid Semminson said to the group of thieves crammed into a small back room above a weaver's workshop, two hands of days after the paladin had escaped alive. "But I may be able to get us out of it." He polished the dagger he held with scrap of silk, turning it to catch the light as if to be sure no speck marred it.
"You!" The speaker was the tallest of the group, a heavy-shouldered man Arvid knew had led the local guild's rougher members. "You never been around Vérella that much. I don't know anything about you. How do we know it's not all your fault?" 
Arvid smiled. "You don't know me because I was Guildmaster Galin's appointment." Galin, who had died four years before, supposedly of a fever. Arvid had his doubts. Galin had been an orthodox follower of Simyits, the traditional patron of thieves, not Liart the Bloodlord. His successor, the late—and by Arvid unlamented—Terin, had welcomed the red priests and their Horned Chain symbol. It would not be the first time a Guildmaster was killed by someone who wanted his position. "I collected accounts due the Guild all over Tsaia," Arvid said. He blew on the tip of the dagger, and smiled over the blade at the others.
"You're the enforcer!" said one of the women. "I heard about you." She was a plump, motherly woman and the best pickpocket in the city; street boys learned from her. Arvid had learned from another much like her.
"The senior enforcer," Arvid said. "And, at the moment, the man you most want to be Guildmaster." There it was, his reason for being in the city at all.
"I'm the ranking member left," the tall man said. "Harsin Gnadsson. I was thirteenth in line from Terin Guildmaster; Galat there can vouch for it. If the books hadn't burned—"
Galat nodded. "S'true," he said. "But them others was caught and killed."
"Interesting," Arvid said. Though he could imagine the burly man killing another to gain a rank or two, he doubted Harsin had killed them. Many thieves died the very night the paladin's torture ended, for the Girdish had stormed the underground hall barely a ladyglass after the pledge was redeemed. More since, in the scouring of the city. He ran his thumb along the dagger blade. "And what would I find if I slit your shirt below the waist, Harsin? Is there by any chance a Horned Chain tattoo just there at the small of your back? Or is yours lower down?"
Harsin paled. Right now, in this city full of angry Girdish Marshals, the merest rumor of a Horned Chain tattoo would lead to arrest and discovery...and death.
"You wouldn't," Harsin said. "Thieves' honor—"
"We are all thieves here, are we not?" Arvid said. He slid that dagger into his boot, drew another from his sleeve. "And among thieves, loyalty to the Guild is our first duty, is it not?"
"Yes..." came mutters from them all.
"Then of course I would not betray one of us to the Girdish. But at this time, friends, we need a Guildmaster who has—if not the favor, at least the tolerance—of the law. And I, having saved their paladin's life—" 
"Why was that?" asked Harsin. He did not sound the respectful. "Why bother with her? Because you fell for her yellow hair two or three years ago in some country town? What was she like in bed, that you risk the Guild—"
Arvid moved so suddenly that the flat of his alley blade—five fingers wide, two handspans long, sharp both edge and point—was against Harsin's throat before anyone else moved. The man could not even swallow without cutting himself. "Because I foresaw that Terin Guildmaster's plot would fail, that allying the Guild with the Horned Chain cult was stupid and would, at some point, have exactly the result it did—exposing the Guild to the Girdish and getting most of us killed. Saving her proves thieves are not all Horned Chain, and it is service done. Their law is part gnomish; they will give service for service."
Without looking away from Harsin's eyes, now white-rimmed with fear, he said to the others, "Either you accept me as Guildmaster, because I am wiser than Terin and also have at least some tolerance from the Girdish, or I will leave you all here to be hunted down as the others were—the Girdish have not exhausted their anger yet—and go to a place where the Guildmaster is not a fool."
Harsin blinked in the thieves' code for Your lead. Arvid stepped back, shifting his grip on the alley blade to the ritual position for accepting obeisance, point toward them all.
"Do you then accept me as your Guildmaster?" he said to Harsin.
Harsin swallowed, nodded, and then knelt, both knees thudding on the floor. Arvid hoped no one but the weaver was downstairs to hear. "I, Harsin, master thief, formerly thirteenth in rank to former Guildmaster Terin, accept Arvid Semminson as Guildmaster of Vérella, and to him swear obedience and loyalty. On my honor as master thief."
Arvid held out the blade; Harsin nicked his left thumb with the tip, swiped blood on the upper half, and then kissed it. The others quickly followed, one by one kneeling—more silently than Harsin—drawing their own blood, kissing the blade, making their oath. Finally Arvid nicked his own thumb, rubbing his blood into the marks made by theirs, and then wiping the blade clean with another square of silk, this one white so the stain showed. 
"By this blood, we are agreed," he said. "I am Guildmaster, and you are my people. Obey me, and I will see you safe, to the last drop of my own blood. Honor among thieves; deceit to our enemies."
"Aye, Master," they all said. 
Arvid looked them over: the fourteen women, the six men. A finger of the hand the Guild had been in this division of the city; the situation was as bad everywhere, he knew. And yet, he had now been proclaimed Master in more than half the divisions. He had won. He sliced the bloodstained cloth into fragments with the same blade they'd sworn on and gave a piece to each, folding the rest carefully and tucking it in his belt-pouch.
"So," he said. "Now we get to work. Harsin, I choose you first for this division, and may choose you my second overall if you please me this next tenday." Harsin nodded. He must know that Arvid did not trust him wholly; he would soon show whether he was loyal or not. "We must find you all safe lodging," Arvid went on. "Our weaver friend is like to be discovered if there's too much traffic here." 
"A new Guildhouse?" Harsin asked. 
"Eventually," Arvid said. He pulled out coins from his pocket. "This should feed you for a few days; send but one to market, and all must be purchased honestly." Harsin nodded again, and handed the money on to the motherly pickpocket. 
Later, in his comfortable room at the Silver Bells, Arvid pulled out the alley blade and looked at it thoughtfully. Everything had gone very smoothly, all things considered. Paks had said Gird might have a use for him—might care about the Thieves' Guild. Surely it wasn't Gird who had made it so easy to take over...surely it was Terin's stupid alliance with those fiends of the Horned Chain...he shuddered at the memory. Thieving and killing and even a spot of scaring the fools who didn't pay their Guild dues was nothing like what they'd done. But he could despise torturers like the Horned Chain without changing himself...couldn't he? 
Maybe.
The word came from nowhere and made no outward sound, but in his head the voice was that of a man used to command. His skin pulled up into gooseflesh as if someone had poured a mug of cold water down his spine. No. He was not listening to any voices. Not now, with a Guild chapter to manage. Even if it was...what that paladin had said, even if becoming Master of the Vérella Guild was some kind of reward for saving her, that was the most it could be. Gird had no use for thieves and killers; his past protected him from any demand that he be...try to be...good. He shrugged his shoulders, rammed the alley blade back into its sheath, and went downstairs. A good hot meal and a mug or two of mulled wine would ensure a good night's sleep with no bothersome thoughts.
Maybe.
The End



Author's Note on "Point of Honor"
When Arvid Semminson, the dapper enforcer for the Thieves' Guild first met the not-yet-paladin Paksenarrion in Sheepfarmer's Daughter his life and hers were already on the slippery slope of change, though neither realized the cliff they'd fall off, or that they would meet again… and again. Neither did I. Arvid was conceived as a minor character, an urban, sophisticated foil for a rural town full of provincial rustics with whom my protagonist felt at home. But there he was again, almost two books later, toward the end of Oath of Gold, clearly the only person in a position to sneak a supposedly dead paladin out of a torture chamber. Some twenty years later in real-time -- in book-time much less -- he showed up in Kings of the North as someone much closer to the cliff-edge of decision and radical change. How did he get from the Arvid of Oath of Gold to the Arvid of Crown of Renewal? It began with this little story, in the days immediately after he had saved Paksenarrion's life, the first time he heard that voice. 



Falk's Oath
Falk was the youngest of seven princes in a kingdom that was not particularly rich. The three eldest went out on a ritual quest in hopes of finding wealth and honor, but on their way home, having indeed found both wealth and honor, they fell into the hands of an evil king who imprisoned them, claiming they'd committed a hideous crime. Some say each of the princes had done something foolish, and some tell it that they had done nothing at all. This evil king, it is said, had told his officers to accuse any wealthy traveler of serious crimes, that he might enrich himself thereby, stealing their possessions and—when chance allowed—demanding a ransom to free them. 
A prince—certainly three princes—suited this king's ambitions. He was certain he could wring substantial ransom from their father. So word was sent to their father that vast sums must be paid, hundreds of gold pieces for each, or the princes would be enslaved for the rest of their lives. With great difficulty, Falk's father collected almost the sum demanded, and sent Falk (not wishing to risk the next eldest brothers) to pay the ransom.
Falk was then just of age to be knighted, a youth of handsome mien and very popular for his gracious manners and his generous nature. As the youngest, he had no pride of place, and—his mother having died at his birth—he had never been indulged, but rather blamed for her death, as sometimes happens. He loved all his brothers, though they were—as elders can be—sometimes less than loving to him. He did imagine that he might do great deeds someday that would impress his father and his brothers, as any youth brought up on ideals of honor and courage might, but on the whole he did what he was bid day by day without complaints. So he took the gold, which he knew was not enough, and hoped to convince the evil king to free his brothers anyway.
When he arrived at the evil king's palace, and was announced, he was brought before the king, and there on one side were his brothers, half-naked and bound in chains, gaunt, with the marks of ill-treatment on them. Falk would have gone to them and embraced them, but the king prevented him, saying "Have you brought the ransom?"
"I have," Falk said. He could not bring himself to lie. "As much as my father could gather," he added. He handed over the bags of gold, and there before the king one of the king's men counted them out, lip curled scornfully that not all were the large gold pieces, but many were silver or even copper. And the count was short, as Falk knew it would be: ten full gold pieces short.
"How dare you!" the wicked king said. "You waste my time with this! You have coins in your wallet, I daresay." 
And Falk did, money to feed himself and his brothers on their way home. But at the king's wrath, and though he knew it would still be too little, he emptied wallet and pockets of everything he had, and stripped the birth-ring from his finger, and the king's man counted this too. It was still short, by eight gold pieces and two silvers. 
"You waste my time," the king said again. "If I were not a merciful man, I would imprison you as well and take this gold for my time you have wasted, but it is enough to ransom some of you. Choose who will go free."
"Let them go, and take me," Falk said, looking at his brothers. He could not imagine going back to his father without all of them. He could not imagine leaving one behind.
"What, and then he will send another without the right ransom again, and I will have the feeding of you all that time?"
"No," Falk said, though he felt the cruelty in that king's gaze, and knew that the "feeding" would be all too little, if the king agreed. But he was young and thought he could endure it better than his brothers. "No, I will swear to serve you as you please for a term of years—a year for each?—to make up the missing ransom for the one."
"And your own," the king said, stroking his beard. "A year for each is not enough." Looking on Falk's youth, the king took pleasure in the thought of spoiling his life, and the joy of his brothers and father as well. "I do not know what your work is worth, certainly not near eight gold pieces a year. My serfs are not worth so much. Let me think—you are one of seven brothers. Two years for each of you—fourteen years, are you willing?"
"Yes," said Falk, though he felt a great hollow inside at the thought. How could that be fair, when three of his brothers had never been prisoners here? And could he survive fourteen years of servitude under such a man? Yet other men did; some were slaves for a lifetime. Surely he, a prince bred and trained, could stand it if they could. "Free them," he said, as if the order were his to give.
So there in the king's hall, the king's men stripped Falk of his princely clothes and threw them to his brothers to wear, and he was put in chains and led away, not allowed even one parting embraces or touch of his brothers' hands. The youngest of those, who had been Falk's favorite, called out "We will keep your place for you!" and a guard hit him across the face. Then the brothers, afraid to curse the evil king for fear of what he would then do to Falk, took their leave and struggled home, hungry and exhausted, for they had no money; they had Falk's horse, but sold the horse halfway home, for food. 
When they arrived, the eldest begged his father to raise an army to invade and free their brother, but the king refused. "His mother died to birth him; if it comes to that, he owes a life to the crown." Then the king announced a celebration for the brothers' return. He sought for them beautiful wives, and one by one they married and had children, and they did their best not to think of their brother's fate, who had bought their freedom.
Falk's suffering under the evil king can well be imagined: hunger and thirst, beatings and hard work, day on day and into the night, season after season. He did every kind of hard and dirty work the king could think of, under the king's hardest taskmasters, for the king enjoyed seeing his humiliation. It galled the king that Falk did not complain; he fainted sometimes, from hunger or overwork, but never refused to work until he dropped. The king had him punished unfairly, sure that would make him complain, but it did not. Falk held to his oath, and to the knowledge that he had freed three of his brothers from prison and three others from the need of trying to rescue them.
As the years passed, the work and ill-treatment took their toll on Falk's body, but not his spirit. No longer the handsome, princely youth, now he looked like any mistreated serf, scarred, stooped, stiff of joint. He forgot the flavor of fine foods, the feel of soft cloth, the comfort of a soft bed and warm blanket in cold, or a cooling bath in summer. 
And yet, now and again, unbidden and beyond the evil king's control, some comfort came: the scent of wild plum in spring, of roses in summer, the sound of birds singing: all those came over the walls behind which he lived. The other servants gradually came to admire him, where first they had mocked, and now and then one slipped him an extra nubbin of cheese, or spoke a kind word to him. He cherished these as gifts of the gods, as proof that he was right to have sworn that oath, and right to keep it, and he did what he could to ease the anguish of others from the nothing that he himself had.
At last the years of his servitude were up, though he had lost track of the time himself, and it was only by the king's accountant mentioning the matter that the king was reminded. He had long grown tired of the game anyway—though he would not have loosed Falk sooner for that—for Falk as a scarred, crooked man looking older than his years was no sport now. So on the morning of that fourteenth year's completion, Falk was bidden to the king's hall for the first time since he had left it fourteen years before.
"My accountant tells me your debt is paid," the king said, peeling a peach. "Do you have anything to say?" He still hoped Falk would make some complaint, and give excuse for a final whipping.
"I kept my oath," Falk said, after a moment of silence.
"You were a fool to make such an oath," the king said. And to his men, "Strip him and send him away naked as he was born, for fools have no right to mercy." So his men stripped Falk of the loincloth he wore, and pushed him out of the hall, the courtyard and beyond the palace walls, jeering all the way.
But outside the walls, when Falk had stumbled a few paces into the little shanty village that lay there, the people came out and spoke kindly to him, for they knew his story. This one brought him water, and that one a hunk of bread, and another brought a patched shirt, and another a pair of ragged pants, too wide and too short, with a length of twisted straw for a belt. From the village well, someone drew a bucket of water for him to bathe before he put the clothes on. He could scarcely speak, but they patted his shoulders and sent him on his way with soft words of encouragement.
When he arrived back at his own land, after a difficult journey during which he had worked for food on farms and in towns, he was but little stronger, and he was almost turned back at the border. "How do we know you are that prince? Where is your ring? You look nothing like the men you claim as brothers!" the guards said. But at last he was allowed on his way, and at last he came to his father's palace and there he found his father still on the throne, but now more gray, and his brothers ranged on either side, their wives with them, and their children playing at their feet. Where there had once been seven seats for the princes, now there were but six.
"Who is this beggar come to the king's hall?" asked the king his father of the steward.
Before the steward could speak, Falk replied, "It is I: Falk, your son who was held captive."
"Is it fourteen years already?" the king said, glancing at his other sons. "If I had thought, we might have had a feast prepared-" He looked more sharply at Falk. "You have changed," he said.
"I kept my oath," Falk said.
His third brother rose from his seat and said, "Falk, I am sorry—I should have kept better count—but come, here is a seat for you!"
But the king said, "Never mind that—he is filthy and unkempt. Let him bathe and dress properly and then we shall talk of what is to be done."
Falk was taken to a guest chamber, not the best, and there bathed, his hair and beard trimmed, and given clothes to wear. The servants did not seem to know how to treat him, until he was dressed again in princely garments, and even then frowned more than they smiled. At dinner that evening, everyone stared at Falk, some with worry and some—including his brothers' wives—with contempt when he dropped a bit of food or his fork clinked on the plate. He had not eaten at a proper table for all those years; he had forgotten how to handle the implements and his scarred crooked hands were clumsy. 
And yet, free once more, neither hungry nor confined, he was happy enough to surprise himself. Looks of contempt did not matter; he had had nothing else for fourteen years. For the next few tendays, he wandered the palace, reminding himself of the places he had so enjoyed as a youth: gardens, fountains, beautiful rooms, music played in the evenings, comfortable clothes, his soft bed. He went to the stable, and was assigned a mount, but he found mounting and riding painful now, from the damage to his hips and knees. Still he kept trying, riding slowly through the orchards and along the fields, rejoicing in being free of chains and locks, unthreatened by whips.
He noticed that most of his brothers avoided him, all but the third, who spoke kindly to him and had another seat moved to the king's hall so that Falk could sit at the high table. He did not try to approach them. Gradually his strength returned somewhat with good food and rest, though the gray in his hair and beard, that made him look older than the others, did not darken, and his scars did not disappear.
Finally his father called him in. Falk knelt, though it was painful, and waited to hear what his father would say. 
"I am sorry for your suffering," the king said. "But the fact is—I can find no wife for you. You have no look of royalty anymore and bear no resemblance to our house. You're too old. And I have six sons—six other sons. Why not move out to the country, into the hills where the shepherds range? There I will give you a nice house, some land, I'll provide some servants-"
"You're ashamed of me," Falk said. "Though I kept my oath." 
The king turned red in the face, and Falk saw in his father the same cruelty he had seen in the evil king's face. "Take the house," his father said. "But leave my court. You are not the son I knew before."
So Falk left his father's court, and the king's third son also left the court to go with Falk, bringing along his wife and their two children. It had been Falk's idea to wander the world and help those in need, but his brother and his brother's wife convinced him to settle somewhere for the sake of the children. Falk would not consider the house the king had promised, or even his father's kingdom, so they traveled for a time. Falk's tale spread and when he settled at last, people came to him for protection and for advice on how to live with honor. 
Because Falk's brother had known himself a prince all his life, and had more pride in his birth than Falk, he believed that it was Falk's royal blood that made him capable of both making and keeping such an oath as had saved the brothers. And—having been a captive only a short time—he retained the face and body of a prince. He it was who told Falk's story abroad, in one noble household after another, making it such a tale of high courage and honor that other youths whose hearts were set on honor came and begged to learn of Falk. Thanks to Falk's brother, it was mostly those of noble birth who came to be taught. Yet other tales of Falk went from one peasant to another, from the village outside the cruel king's castle all across the land, and from those tales came those under cruel rulers, asking Falk's help.
Thus the tradition began, and in later times the followers of Falk, unlike those of Gird, believe that leadership ability and a love of honor is inborn and more likely to occur in those of noble birth. Falk himself was gracious to all, even the most humble who sought his teaching, and insisted that they not be excluded. Both of them, Falk and his brother, and then his brother's children, taught the importance of honor and oathkeeping in all things, as well as the arts of war, to be used to protect the helpless.
* * * *
It is not known where Falk lived, or exactly when, or how he died. Many tales have been told of him, and some may be true. Certain it is that great deeds have been done in Falk's name, and many who call upon him have found unexpected aid in peril. Still, Falkians have dwindled since the time of Gird. Only one training hall for Knights of Falk remains, somewhere in the forests of Lyonya. There each Knight of Falk receives a small ruby, a symbol of the blood Falk shed to save others. It is said that if a Knight of Falk betrays the oath of service to Falk, the ruby disappears.
The End



Authors Note on "Falk's Oath"
When I was first working on The Deed of Paksenarrion, I wrote a lot of background material—legends, folktales, songs, etc. And when I had finished those books, I had notebooks filled with these very useful references. In the twenty-odd years between those books and the new Paksworld books, the Paladin's Legacy books, those notebooks—supposedly put away in a particular safe place—disappeared. Utterly. Luckily, enough remained in my memory, with clues from the books, to recreate some of the old material, though not in the same exact words. Falk's legend is older than Gird's, possibly older than the magelords' arrival in the Eight Kingdoms since he is mentioned in the "Oathsong of Mikeli," which is at least that old. Knights of Falk exist in book-now, and this is the legend they rely on.



Cross Purposes
"That miserable disgusting cow-dung duke has turned out to be elven royalty? I don't believe it." Torfinn, king of Pargun, speared a hunk of sausage with the point of his dagger. 
"Our commander, my lord, swears—" Bradatt, the king's most trusted advisor, folded his hands on top of the reports he'd brought.
"He would swear anything, having lost the battle and come home without sword or armor, he and his whole troop. Magical beasts...elves...a dome of light...what does he think I am, a fool?"
"No, my lord, but—"
"Phelan has frustrated my plans for thirty years; he and Tsaia have stolen our land—"
"Er...it was never really ours, my lord—"
Torfinn's fist came down on the table; dishes clattered. "It was north of the river. The damned magelords invaded, enslaved our people or threw them out...it should have been our land—"
"The earthfolk warned us, my lord—it's in the archives—do not go west of the Great Falls."
"The earthfolk—" Torfinn's voice lowered. "The earthfolk are earthfolk; who can understand their ways? They set limits on us in our homeland, giving us no way but the sea to escape when the magelords came. And again, here. She said it might be ours. She said take what you need, so long as you give me my due..."
"I speak nothing against Her. She is the mistress of strategy, as my lord knows." Bradatt crossed his arms and bowed in his chair.
"Indeed I do." Torfinn glanced around the chamber, empty now but for himself and this most trusted minister, and yet...there were drapes and shelves and scrolls and thousands of places where tiny beings might hide, from which bright eyes might watch, and he none the wiser. 
His ancestors had made peace with the Weaver, the Lady of Mystery, the—in vulgar parlance—Webspinner, Achrya. She whose smaller children captured noxious flies and other insects that otherwise brought disease and death. She whose strategems no one might ignore, without grave danger. She hated magelords—who could understand the gods, to know why? She had been their natural ally, when first the Seafolk sailed up the broad river and settled here, teaching women the spells to weave storm-proof sails. 
"It is her wish that we take back those lands north of the Honnorgat," Torfinn said. "It has always been her wish, and what has most frustrated me, in my obedience, has been that man, that Kieri Phelan. Even as a young man, he defeated my father, killed my elder brother. It is from him that the implacable enmity of the Tsaians comes...and now he is to rule the country directly across the river? Encompass me on two sides? I will not have it!"
"But the elves, sire...if he is truly half-elven..."
"Elves! Bah! They are but another kind of mageborn, Bradatt. Liars, tricksters, every one of them, and the only way to protect ourselves is to trick them back. With Her help."
"The earthfolk say they're Elders, like themselves."
Torfinn shrugged. "Maybe, maybe not. Our people knew earthfolk in the homeland, but never mentioned elves, not in any tales I heard of. The first we knew of them was here, where the magelords were. I've never seen an elf and the powers they're said to have, when they drove our people from the southern shore, are those of magelords. I think they are magelords who did not lose their powers, or have some way to feign powers they once had. Using tame wizards perhaps."
"But our troops were defeated—"
"So they were. I trusted Verrakai, fool that I was. I know him descended from magelords, but also opposed to the Mahieran monarchy...I had his promise that when the monarchy fell, he would return our northern lands...at least in the east."
Bradatt sighed. 
"I know," Torfinn said, having noticed the sigh. "I know what you said, and you were right. But it was a chance as comes but rarely; I could not ignore it. And now that red-headed fellow will be their king...but surely has not yet taken real control. Perhaps if we attack now—"
"Sire...it is but a few tendays until the ice goes; we would risk isolating an army across the river during spring thaw. In the mud."
Torfinn shifted in his seat. "I have to think of something. He might attack—"
"Surely not now. As you said, he has yet to take complete control of his kingdom; the coronation is scarce over. There will be much to do there, to keep him busy. The kingdom's vulnerable—"
"Exactly why I thought now—"
"Yes. The old king's health and its effects. But that vulnerability will keep him busy on his side of the river. And rumor has it the elves—or whatever you want to call them—his grandmother included—do not want him fighting."
"Women never do," Torfinn said. Most women, anyway, he reminded himself. 
"There's an interesting story," Bradatt said. "About those years he was unknown." He paused; the king nodded. "I heard it through the Verrakai, who sent a message before he left Vérella. Apparently, Phelan was not just stolen away as a child from the court of Lyonya—he was imprisoned across the eastern sea. By one of them."
"A magelord?" Torfinn started, and looked hard at his advisor. "Why did you not tell me this before?"
"That messenger went by conventional routes, north from Vérella and then across country. He arrived days later than the battle, the day after we learned of defeat. I was not myself informed until yesterday."
"Mmm." Torfinn considered. The stories the Seafolk had brought with them from across the eastern ocean, terrible and filled with blood and pain, gave him a moment's pause. If such still existed; if the magelords who had migrated there still held the powers they once held, and if they had captured a child...he did not want to think of that. He did not want to feel sympathy for an enemy, especially not this enemy. "Do you think it true?" he asked.
"It was given in testimony at court, before the Council and the crown prince," Bradatt said. "And the elves there—the alleged elves there—agreed it was so. That is all I can say; I doubt we will find out more now."
"It would be a terrible thing for a child," the king said, still holding sympathy aside, but with an effort. "But I cannot see how a child could escape, let alone survive to reach these shores. A small child, alone and friendless...and then, supposing it to be the same child, why did not his relatives recognize him? If indeed he has such powers as his mother's relatives are said to have?"
"That I do not know," Bradatt said. "It seems remarkable, but perhaps he had some innate magic."
"Or perhaps it never happened," Torfinn said. He did not want to believe it; everything in his tradition demanded kinship with those the magelords had captured, and he wanted no kinship with Phelan. Surely it never happened. It had been too convenient, the death of Lyonya's old, sick king and the discovery that a strong younger man was the natural heir. Someone had contrived the story, and all had agreed to spread it. He, Torfinn, would not be fooled by something so obviously impossible.
A knock on the door interrupted his thoughts; he scowled. No one was supposed to interrupt his morning conferences. 
"Father!"
Elis. Naturally, it was Elis, the most troublesome of his daughters. 
"Come," he said. He glanced aside at Bradatt, who took the hint, gathered his materials, and left the room as Elis came in. She wore a heavy wool tunic and trousers, her fair hair in a single braid down her back. He stared—for a moment she looked almost like that paladin of Phelan's he'd seen once, riding patrol just inside Phelan's borders. But that one's hair had been more yellow; Elis's was silver-gilt like his own and despite her boyish ways she moved more like a princess than a soldier. 
"I came for the money you promised," she said, blunt as always. "To send with my builders, to the north—"
As if he had forgotten the reason. "You're sure?" he said. 
She glared at him. "Of course I'm sure. Have I asked for anything else, these last five years, than this chance? And you agreed, at Sunturning, you promised—"
He had, indeed, seeing no chance of marrying this one off—no princes of the right age, or temperament either. Elis had inherited his own lordly ways, and nothing the women had tried changed her. If only she had been a son...
"There is a new king in Lyonya," he said, just to see how she would explode this time. "He has no wife."
She did not explode, but her ice-blue eyes pierced him like hot needles. "I am not minded to become a wife," she said. "And you have other daughters to bestow, if you're determined to make peace with him. Atonyin, for instance, would like nothing better than to play the queen."
Atonyin was a fool, interested only in flirtations and parties; it was only by the exercise of stringent measures that she had been kept from disaster. "She is younger," he said. "The man is much older."
"Then he is also older than me," Elis said with splendid disdain. "And he has long been your enemy. Do not play this game with me, Father. You promised."
He had promised, but he was the king, and she was but a stripling girl, over-willful, who had not earned what she demanded. "You shall have your money," he said. "I would see the plans of this place you want to build, first." 
She had a skin ready, the plans neatly drawn; he had to admit being impressed that she had come prepared. He looked at the plan, half-listening to her description, aware as he had not been for a long time of her body, her woman-grown body...a shame to waste it up there in the north. She could be of much more use than Atonyin; she had the intelligence, the strength of will, and clearly—from this—the ability to plan and execute a plan. What a son she would have made, if she had been a boy...and what a powerful queen she might make, in the right place. 
But she would never consent. She stood back, now, giving him stare for stare. She had no modesty, no demure submission, not a scrap of it...and as she was, she was a liability here, where she had already bloodied noses and blacked eyes of those who thought she must be like her sisters.
An idea glimmered below his awareness; he could not pull it up in time, and found himself scribbling a note to his chancellor, releasing the funds he'd promised. He gave it to her; she nodded abruptly, with only the slightest change in expression that might be a smile. "Thank you, Father," she said. "I will render accounts regularly." Then she turned, without asking his permission, and strode out of the chamber. 
He stared at the tabletop...what had his idea been? He had only been joking about offering her to Phelan...it would be a great jest if that came to be, for if there was one man who could tame the girl, surely it was a crusty old mercenary commander. Phelan would be stronger, smarter, proof against her wiles...the king shook his head. Phelan was his enemy. The man would marry, no doubt, but he would marry some sweet simple girl of his own domain, some noble's daughter. 
As smoothly as a hot knife sliding into butter, another image of the situation eased into his mind; he never considered whence it came. Phelan had been married before, to a soldier-woman. He had shown no interest in sweet simplicity, but in exactly the kind of woman Elis was like to be. And if once Elis shared his bed—unwillingly, for he was sure Elis would never be willing—she might...she might do something. His mind ran through the possibilities: a knife in the ribs as he slept, poison dripped into his ear, or in his food or drink, to kill or control. As his wife, Elis would have opportunity to influence him—or kill him—that no one else could have. 
That she would never consent, he was sure, but that a single girl could evade the situation if he set it up without her knowledge...? Impossible. Of that, he was also sure. 
He had not made up his mind when he left the chamber; he would seek counsel of his advisors on this matter. But he eyed his other daughters at dinner that night: Atonyin with her flirting eyes, her dimples...Sargitta who was almost plain and about as interesting as a boiled dumpling without salt...he could not imagine any of them doing what Elis could do, if only she willed it. 
What would make her will it? Would she kill Phelan merely because she was forcibly wed to him? Or would he soften to Pargun if he had a Pargunese bride?
Elis came to dinner late, her dinner robe rucked up on one side. 
"You have boots on!" her step-mother said angrily.
"Sorry," Elis said. She bowed to Torfinn. "My apologies, sir, for being late, but the red mare foaled." 
"And you wore stable boots to the table?"
The other girls giggled, pleased as usual to see Elis in trouble.
"I had no time to change; I was late already." So much for apology.
"Do we not have stable staff to deal with foaling mares?" her step-mother asked. "You are a princess, not a groom! Your place is here, properly dressed, on time."
"Let her be," Torfinn said. He could play the doting father for once. He had to find a way to delay her, to give himself time to think all this out.
They all looked at him in surprise. "But—" her step-mother said.
"She is going, you know that," Torfinn said, forking up a slice of mutton, folding bread around it. "She has chosen to leave court life; I've no doubt she'll come to the table in her northern fastness with stable dirt on her boots every day, and we can't stop it."
"But here—"
"It's only a family dinner. Let her be."
Asgone had been strong-willed once, but the king had convinced her that a queen must show regard for her lord the king; now she frowned, but dipped her head. Elis, he saw, had the sense to sit down quietly, without any triumphant or defiant looks or words, and accept the food the servants offered. She ate rapidly, clearly hungry. Her clear pale skin showed only the faintest color at her cheeks...she had, the king recognized, a beauty that might well appeal to someone like Phelan. Might remind him of that paladin or his former wife. 
"How long will it take your builders to ready your steading for you?" he asked Elis. "You are waiting until there's a roof against the weather, aren't you, before you leave?" 
She gave him a glance, spoon halfway to her mouth. "They are arranging transport of materials now, sir. Tools and such." She sipped from the spoon, swallowed, set the spoon down. "I will wait until the foals can travel; by then they expect to have as much roof as I need at first."
"Wise," Torfinn said. So she would be here until snowberries ripened, at least. Probably until Midsummer. Would Phelan be in Chaya, or would he attend the crowning of Tsaia's new king, the crown prince who would ascend the throne? Surely he would be too busy in his own kingdom, so new to him. Surely, too, he would not risk crossing Verrakai lands again, even with Verrakai and his brother dead or in a Tsaian dungeon.
He had time to plan; he had time to consider if he really wanted to risk his daughter, flesh of his flesh, with a man like Phelan...but he had no other plan, nothing else that might make his land and people safer. The girl owed him that—owed their people that. He smiled at her; she gave him a tentative smile in return.
The End



Author's Note on "Cross Purposes"
Pargun figured as a historical backdrop for all of the first Paksworld books—hostile to the domains in which the action took place, and from which the characters came. But no land is simply an antagonist. Pargun's human population derived from Seafolk, from across the Eastern Ocean. The Seafolk had their own language, customs, legends, and beliefs, as well as a history as deep as any other, from before the magelords left Old Aare. The deep sources of their antagonism would lie in those. In Paladin's Legacy, changes in Lyonya, the mysterious domain governed jointly by elves and humans, forced Pargun's king to react. So did internal divisions no one outside the kingdom knew about. After losing troops in an attempt to prevent Lyonya's new king from getting to Lyonya in Oath of Gold, Torfinn faced a crisis and—like any good king—sought a way out that would do the least damage to his land and people. Like any good king, he saw his relatives—especially marriageable daughters—as tools of his strategy. But strong kings may have strong offspring. Fathers and daughters often see the same situation in different terms.



Torre's Ride
On Midwinter Night, in the darkened houses, with all hearths bare and swept clean, and families huddled together for warmth, the story of Torre's Ride will be told when Torre's Necklace rises in the night sky. This is the version most often told Fintha, Tsaia, and western Aarenis.
* * * *
Once there was a foolish and self-indulgent king who believed the gods would serve his need, since he was also generous. This foolish king had a daughter less foolish than himself, a princess not beautiful but brave and prudent, who was also generous but not in the ruinous way of her father. Her name was Torre, and behind her back some called her Torre Bignose, for she had her mother's nose and her mother had come from far away, from a people with proud noses. Her mother had died when Torre was scarcely able to walk. 
Year by year the foolish king borrowed gold from a neighboring kingdom to maintain a reputation for generosity, trusting to its king's indulgence, for that wicked king, with his eye on profit as well as the young girl Torre, reassured him and encouraged him to borrow more until half the kingdom's worth lay in the debt. Torre's father signed one letter after another acknowledging his debt and promising to pay soon, then spent the loan on feasts for his people and luxuries for himself.
When Torre came of age to marry, she was not betrothed, for of those kings with sons, none wished to take on a kingdom half lost to debt. Except for one: the king who held those letters. He came, then, and demanded the kingdom and Torre besides, smiling a wolf's smile as he stood in the hall of Torre's father's palace with his soldiers behind him.
Torre's father begged and pled, to no avail, and Torre, watching, knew she could not let this thing happen, for she knew the neighboring kingdom to live in fear of this king, who treated his people badly. Worse than her own fate as his wife would be the fate of her father's kingdom when joined to his. For many of the wicked king's subjects went hungry and ragged; her father might be foolish, but his people did not lack.
So boldly she stood forth, and boldly she asked what that king would accept instead, and swore to perform any daring deed he named to ransom her father and her kingdom. And that wicked king laughed, but then bethought him that he could seem merciful at no risk to himself by setting her impossible tasks. This he did, twelve of them, and then demanded that they be all performed in so short a time that not even one could be accomplished. Torre agreed, and would have started at once, but the wicked king told his soldiers to lock her in her chamber.
In the dark of night, and despite the wicked king's guards, Torre escaped out her window and down the vines that climbed the palace. She had with her little enough: the supper she had not eaten, her sturdiest clothes, a sack to bring home the proof of her deeds, and her determination. In the stable, where she expected to find her own mount, she found instead a tall horse as black as her own hair and eyes, and around its neck a string of twelve lumps of coal. Its eyes were bright as stars; its hooves shimmered, as if standing in a stream of running water and not on straw. 
It bore no saddle or bridle, and when Torre would have fetched her own saddle, the horse was before her, blocking her from the tackroom. So Torre, determined that death was better than giving up, dared to mount the strange horse bareback, and rode off into the night, and the wicked king's anger, in the morning, came hard upon those he blamed for her escape.
The deeds demanded were every one difficult and dangerous, and though the black horse bore Torre from place to place more swiftly than any mortal horse, it was Torre herself who faced heat and cold, hunger and thirst, danger from man and beast and monster, storms of wind and storms of rain, to achieve them. 
Time passed, for her, and her skin bore the marks of sun and wind and age as well as the scars of injuries. Her hair, once night-black, whitened year by year until it was white as plum blossoms. And one by one, as she accomplished the tasks, the coals on the horse's necklace turned to jewels, blazing with the light of all stars together.
When all was done, and the black horse wore a necklace of these jewels, she returned to her home, where only the days required by the wicked king had passed. The black horse bore her up to the palace, and the guards fell back, frightened and astonished by the gleaming black horse and its necklace of brilliant jewels: they did not recognize the white-haired rider in ragged clothes. Into the hall she rode, the black horse's hooves ringing on the stone like warning bells.
In the hall where the wicked king stood gloating over her father, all eyes turned to the black horse and its jewels. Torre slid from its back, with the sack in which she had carried proof of her deeds. Still none recognized her, for they had in mind the princess she had been, and not the aged woman she had become. 
She walked forward, and held out the sack. "Here is the debt paid," she said, "with the treasures you swore would wipe it out."
"Who are you, old woman, to talk to me of debts?" the wicked king asked.
"I am Torre," she said, and her father all at once knew her for his daughter, but wept at what she had become. "Look, and see that the debt is paid in full," she said. And she opened the strings of the sack, and turned it upside down, so the treasures of the universe fell out and everyone there was astonished, for nothing so precious had been seen there before, and gold itself appeared dull beside them. Here was a leaf of the One Tree, and a dragon's scale, and the heart of a star, and all other things the evil king had demanded.
The evil king, astonished with the rest, was yet angry that she had succeeded, and spurned the treasures with his booted foot, saying, "If the debt be paid, you are still turned old and ugly and I have indeed taken this king's daughter from her father. Only your ugly nose is the same, Torre Bignose, and you will die alone and childless." He looked at the horse. "But I will take those jewels as payment of the debt, and that horse as well." 
But when he reached for the jewels, the great black horse bared its teeth, grabbed him by the shoulder, dragged him from the hall, and then—with a swing of its neck—threw him elsewhere, beyond human sight or knowing. His soldiers, all affrighted, ran away, and the evil king's body was never found. Then the horse pranced back into the hall and bowed to Torre, tossing its head until the necklace of jewels slid off its head and over hers, to hang around her neck instead. In that instant her youth was restored: her hair black and curly, her body strong and lithe, and her clothes no longer ragged, but whole and unfaded. Her father reached out to her, tears of joy this time streaming down his face.
But Torre bowed to her father, and shook her head, refusing his touch. "I have others to care for," she said. "Use the treasure well." She mounted the black horse; it rose, whirled, and trotted out of the hall. No one saw where it went, nor did Torre ever return. 
That night new stars appeared in the sky, a ring of twelve, brighter than any around them. Torre's Necklace, the proof of impossible deeds done, and the hope of many. Torre herself continues to perform great deeds of rescue and succor, though none can predict where or when she will answer requests.



Author's Note on "Torre's Ride"
Torre is another part of the deep background created as I was writing The Deed of Paksenarrion, and her original legend is in the missing notebooks. I'm sure I'll find them someday. Maybe. I hope so, because there's a story in the same source about Torre and the Master Shepherd that I'd really like to have in its original form. At any rate, Torre's legend is also so old it cannot be dated. She is the patron of hopeless causes, throughout the lands once governed by magelords. Among the Horsefolk she and her legend are remembered differently. This, however, is the legend as known in the Eight Kingdoms. Torre's followers never organized as did Falk's and Gird's and Camwyn's; there are no "Knights of Torre".



A Parrion of Cooking
When the duke's men rode into the vill and demanded a maid or two to take back to the main house for training, Farintod's father pushed her out into the lane. "Here she is," her father said, his hands firm on her shoulders. "A true parrion for cooking she has."
The soldiers looked her up and down. "She's over-young," the leader said. "How can you be sure?"
"She makes good bread. Better than most. Take her and see," her father said. He pushed harder, sticking his thumb under her shoulder-blade to make her stand tall. "A hard worker, too. She's stronger than she looks." 
Farintod didn't fight him. Six hungry sibs in the hut, and no more food to be had; her tiny share would mean more to the youngest than to her. The soldier nodded to the others; two of them dismounted, put a rope around her neck, re-mounted, and led her behind them like a dog. 
She stumbled along, red-faced, humiliated, frightened, while the men laughed and teased her about her clumsiness. Soon there were five, three girls and two boys, all leashed to riders, all eventually standing—naked, wet, and shivering from the buckets of water thrown on "those filthy things"—to speak a name and a skill to a tall man in thick clothes and boots. Farintod gave her name and—as her father had told her—claimed a parrion of cooking.
"A parrion, is it? Or do you just know how to boil water?"
"A parrion," Farintod said. "I make the bread—"
"We shall see," the man said. He jerked his head at one of the other men. "Fetch the cook. This one's to the kitchen if Cook'll have her."
Goltha Cook had taken her inside, into the warm kitchen, and asked her questions—how did she make bread, what foods could she cook—and then had her demonstrate what she knew. And then she had become Cook's assistant, learning day by day the use of spices she had never known, and more uses of the ones known to every peasant. Cook was twelve years dead now, and Farin her successor, head cook for this terrifying family.
She had learned, in the years since leaving her village, how to survive in a place where magery and evil ran thick as blood. Bow the head, lower the eyes, and show no weakness the masters could exploit. She never complained; she never asked favors; she made no friends and took no lovers. Her former life, she told herself, was only a dream—lost forever—all but her parrion, the gift from Alyanya, Lady of Peace, a name she must never say in this place. 
Farin thought of that day, and the days after, the night she found the girl Efla sobbing in a heap on the kitchen floor. Her kitchen floor now, though she dared not say it out loud. Sobs did no good, and much harm, in this house; the masters liked to see girls cry. 
Efla, unlike herself, had been born among the house servants and had never known a real family. Shorter than Farin, easily frightened. Skinny, until she grew apples on her chest and a curve to her hip, at which point Farin knew—try as she might to keep the girl out of sight—one of the masters would notice her and the inevitable would happen. 
And now it had. And no need to ask who; she had a nose and the scent he wore was unmistakable. Young lord Hagin, the Duke's grandson.
"Be quiet, girl!" Farin said. "Stop that noise."
Efla looked up, tears running down her cheeks where the marks of a hard grip showed dark—on cheeks and chin and...of course...neck. "I—I—I—can't!" she wailed. 
Nothing to do now but this: Farin leaned over and slapped her smartly. "Be quiet, I said. Do you want to end in one of the cells below the tower?" 
That quieted the girl; her face turned pale as new-sifted flour. Farin handed her a dough-cloth off the table. "Dry your face and get up." Efla opened her mouth again; Farin scowled. "Get up," she said again. Efla clambered up, more awkward than ever, and clutched at the table, bent like an old woman. Farin forced herself to stand back. She knew, she could feel in her own body, every pain Efla felt; she had been hurt the same way. But sympathy could send them both to the cells. She willed the strength she now had into Efla's body, knowing she was no mage, and it would not work.
And it didn't. Efla, bent, gasped as she tried to push herself up straight. From the corner of her eye, Farin caught a movement in the dark passage beyond the kitchen. One of them, that would be. Probably Lady Verrakai, come to spy. 
"Stand up," Farin said, her voice deliberately harsh. "What were you doing in the kitchen alone, this late? Meeting someone?"
"N-no, Cook. I-I wasn't. I-I-I—"
"That stableboy I've seen making eyes at you? One of the grooms? The bootboy? Gardener's lad? What did I tell you, girl, about flaunting yourself—"
"I didn't! It wasn't that—he—" 
"Quiet! You don't fool me—"
"Is there a problem, Cook?" Lady Verrakai, the duke's own wife, slid into the kitchen like oil down the side of a bowl. Her voice seemed gentle, even sweet, but Farin knew well what lurked within. Magelady. Worse than that, sworn to the Bloodlord, Liart. Just like the rest of them, man and woman and child: eager to hurt, useless to heal. 
"Milady," Farin said, dipping a courtesy. Efla, she saw, had at least the sense to do the same. "'Tis only one of the assistant cooks. Coming to that age, milady, and—"
"I see..." Lady Verrakai came nearer; Farin's skin crawled. She stood still, knowing better than to flinch; the lady passed her by and came to Efla. Farin closed her eyes a moment, wishing she had more gods to pray to, gods with real power, to give the girl answers that would not end with her in those cells beneath the tower for the last agonizing days of her life. She sent a prayer to Alyanya, Lady of Peace, anyway, even though her parrion was the only gift Alyanya had given her. 
Lady Verrakai reached out and touched the bruises on Efla's face; the girl trembled. "Does that hurt you?" Lady Verrakai said, her hand now clasping Efla's chin, forcing her into the fingers that probed the bruises. "Surely, child, you erred, to be punished so." 
Efla shook like a bush in the wind, too terrified to answer. 
"And you cannot tell me who? Or why? Was it Cook here?"
Efla shook her head.
"Well...you must be more diligent, child, and more obedient, lest worse come to you. We do not tolerate ill discipline in this house, as Cook was, perhaps, telling you." The glance she aimed at Farin held a threat sharp as a sword.
"Yes, milady," Farin said, with another dip of the legs. "She is a hard worker, milady, and may make a cook in time."
"Keep her in order, then, Cook, and I will not need to share this with the duke. Let her be quiet and...submissive...and we'll hear no more about it. If she suits you as a helper..."
"Yes, milady, she does. But like all younglings, needs a wallop now and then."
Lady Verrakai's smile was knowing. "So do all, Cook, now and then. Even...even those not so young, now and then."
Farin felt cold grip her, the lady's malice, her potent magery. Lady Verrakai came nearer, nearer; Farin could not move. The lady's smile now would have chilled anyone, she thought. One slim hand, decked with rings, rose and stroked Farin's hair gently, slid down to her ear...and hard nails dug in.
"Did I not command you always to wear a cap over your hair in this kitchen? Always?"
"Yes, milady." This one time she had hurried from her bed, hearing a noise in the kitchen...
"You have no cap on." This in a tone of mock surprise. "And I thought you a careful and obedient servant. Instead...in the kitchen without a cap. Disobedient. Sly. Whatever shall I do with you?"
"Whatever milady wishes," Farin said, when the lady allowed speech.
"Very true." Lady Verrakai leaned back a little, still digging her fingernail into Farin's ear, tugging. Farin felt the magery wrap her throat again, silencing her. "And what I wish..." A deliberate, long-drawn pause. "Is this." She leaned close again, and with her other hand grabbed a lock of Farin's hair, yanking it from her head. She threw it on the floor. Another. Another. Farin's eyes watered at the pain. Then Lady Verrakai let go, hands and magery both. Farin drew a shuddering breath. 
Lady Verrakai gave Efla a hard look. "Watch and learn, girl, what happens to those who disobey me! Stand there and do not move or speak. Cook—the floor of this kitchen is filthy...there is hair on the floor! Animal hair. Get down on the floor and pick it up, every single hair, one by one, and hand each one to me." 
Farin dropped to her knees. Lady Verrakai's voice had changed; this was going to be bad. She hoped Efla was too frightened to disobey or they might both die this night. A sharp kick behind threw her forward onto her hands and almost her face. 
"One by one I said."
Farin could not see the hairs; it was too dark. She felt one, got it between her fingers, and started to rise to her knees; another kick knocked her down. "I said down." 
When Lady Verrakai finally stopped, it was almost time to start the bread for breakfast, and Farin had been crawling the floor all night, handing her own hairs one by one to Lady Verrakai...for whatever magery the woman chose to inflict on her. Hair and nails and bits of skin...all could be used by the magelords to inflict more damage. And she had taken damage already this night. Kicks and blows, some with a hand, some with the rolling pin, some with the broom, left her with bruises all over. Blood from her scalp had dried, but that was not the only blood. 
At the end, Lady Verrakai made her kneel beside the table, where the lady could grip her cheeks with both hands, thumbs threateningly close to her eyes, and deliver her final speech.
"This is not your kitchen, Farin Cook, despite what you think to yourself. This is my kitchen. You are nothing but a serf. No more clumsy attempts to protect girls like this; I know what you've done and I will not allow it. You, this girl, every girl and boy and man and woman in this house...you are no more than two-legged animals, just as much the duke's and mine as the horses and dogs. You will serve us, and obey us, and please us...or you will be the Bloodlord's sacrifice. If I choose, I can strip this girl naked and have her taken by every man in the household, in plain sight of all...do you understand me?"
"Yes, milady."
The thumbs slid closer to her eyes. "And if I choose, I can blind you, Farin Cook, and have you whipped around the house, stumbling and falling into every wall, bitten by the dogs, trampled by horses, and hang you upside down over the stable gate until you die...do you understand that?"
"Yes, milady." Her voice shook in spite of herself, and the lady's smile was amused.
"Yes, now I think you do," she said. "Kiss my feet," she said, and Farin bent and kissed the lady's feet, and accepted without complaint more blows on her back as she did so, a final kick to the head, and then it was over. The lady stood, walked out the door, said, "Good morrow, Farin; I look forward to your excellent hot rolls at breakfast." 
Farin thought of curses but dared not utter them; mages had ears like cats, alert to the faintest sound. She levered herself up, joint by painful joint. Every part of her body hurt, joints and muscles and skin alike, and work today—with no sleep before it—would be hard. Life was hard; nothing to do but live it. The lamp burned dimly, but she could see Efla, pale and stiff, hands rigid at her side.
"We must wash and dress properly," she said to Efla, keeping her voice level and low. "We must be clean as always, we must have on our proper clothes and our slippers and our caps on straight and we must have everything in order and breakfast ready on time. Do you understand?"
"Yes, Cook," the girl said. "But...you're hurt. She kicked—"
"She is the Lady Verrakai, and we are her servants," Farin said. "Come now, quickly. I will pour the bucket for you, and you will for me." 
She heard a cock crow outside. Time indeed. "Hurry," she said. "The others will be coming."
Water had never been so cold, and Efla, shivering, started whimpering again when she saw Farin's bruises, much worse than her own. Farin knew better than to look at herself. She tried not to see Efla's, the blood that streaked the girl's thighs. "What you don't see don't hurt so bad," her father had said. She knew that to be true. She said that to Efla, who just stared, mouth open and tears running down her face. Drat the girl; why did she have to make it harder?
She got them both washed and dressed and back in the kitchen, thin cloth slippers on their feet, neat caps on their heads. The oven was hot enough; the dough had risen properly overnight. When the other kitchen help arrived from the servants' loft, Farin hoped all they saw was their Cook, always an early riser, and Efla. She herself had pounded the dough down, rolled it, and given part to Efla to make into the round everyday loaves, while she buttered and spread jam, and then twisted smaller bits into the fancy shaped breakfast rolls. Flour dust covered the bruises on her fingers.
"Put the porridge on," she ordered the first in, and "Mend the fire," to the next. Morning went on as it always did; by the time the steward reported that family were on their way down, she had all ready as usual: the stirred eggs, the cheeses sliced and laid out on a platter, the baked and fried meats, and the breakfast rolls piled in a heavy pottery bowl to keep them warm, wrapped in a cloth with the Verrakai crest. Servants carried the food away; dairy maids arrived with the morning milk and eggs. 
None dared take a bite for themselves until after the dishes came back from the dining room and were clean, dried, and properly stacked. Only the porridge pot was left, and the meager leftover went into a kitchen bowl, out of which each ate in turn, sharing the spoon. Not even a drop of honey or jam could be taken to season it; all were still hungry when it was finished, the bowl and pot clean and ready for the next meal.
Farin counted herself lucky that nothing more disturbed the day; she cooked, and supervised the others, and made sure that every detail of the kitchen ran exactly as it should. Lady Verrakai did not appear. Only the steward, as they were cleaning up after the second meal. He said nothing about Efla's bruised face, the darkening bruises on her own face and arms; he gave her the orders for the evening meal and went on his way.
She slept that night in the servants' bath house, dank and chill as it was, for she did not feel safe in either of her usual places. Cold and pain kept rousing her, so she hardly slept. Thus she heard the clatter of a rider arriving fast, sometime after the turn of night. Voices in the stableyard, then several sets of boots went in through the kitchen entrance. Shortly, the great bell rang, rousing the household. 
Farin got up, wincing, raked her hair back, put on her cap and slippers, and hurried into the kitchen. Through the door she could see lamplight in the passage. Quickly she touched spills to the fireplace coals and lit the kitchen lamps. Whatever it was, food would be needed...
The steward put his head in the door. "Cook! A hot meal for the family, at once. Travel rations for forty—"
Something big had happened. What could it be? Forty people leaving the household? All the family? She could hope for that. She pulled all the eggs out of the cool pantry: not enough, but they would have to do. She could extend them—milk, cream, onions...they still had a basket of dried mushrooms...there was the ham in the meat pantry...
By the time two of the kitchen maids had stumbled sleepily into the kitchen, Farin had both frying pans hot on the fire, onions sizzling in them, one of the dough bowls with twenty eggs and two measures of milk beaten to a froth, and the dried mushrooms soaking. "Chop those mushrooms," she said to Efla. "No bigger than your thumb end." To the other "A slice off the ham, cut it in strips the width of your little finger. Then a fat slice off that wedge of older cheese and grate it." 
"Should I put the dough in the oven now I'm done with the mushrooms?" asked Efla.
"It's not risen enough, most like. I'll check." She took the mushrooms Efla had chopped and tossed half in each frying pan. Then the ham, and then, finally the egg and milk mixture. "Shake these around, Efla, while I check the dough. Put some salt in, not too much. Don't let them burn on the bottom."
She checked the bread dough—close enough—punched it down and made medium-sized everyday loaves, small enough to bake quickly, putting them straight into the oven, then checked Efla's handling of the stirred eggs. She blinked, seeing little green spots...
"I put them herbs in, like you use," Efla said. "T'ones milady likes." 
Farin sniffed. The right herbs and the right amount. She hadn't thought Efla was that advanced. Perhaps the girl had a parrion after all. "Good," she said. "Now go help Maia and Jaim slice meat for the meat platter, and I'll finish these." She reached for the dish of grated cheese, intending to melt it on top of the eggs, and had just sprinkled it on top when she heard more noise. Spurred boots clattering and jingling on the stairs, raised voices, men's and women's both. 
Farin piled platters with the egg mixture, scattering more grated cheese on top—no time to melt it in the oven as she'd planned—and handed the platters of eggs and meats off to the serving maids now waiting at the passage door. A basket of yesterday's bread—not nearly enough, but the bread in the oven wasn't done yet.
What was happening? Jaim took out a bucket of kitchen waste—eggshells and a bit of cheese rind and such—through the stableyard and on to the pigsty; he came back with news that almost every horse in the stable was being saddled. So they were going somewhere, but where? And why? Few traveled in winter.
She smelled the bread, brought it out and thumped the loaves. Another short while...back in it went. "Clean up this mess," she said to the others. "We've got travel bread to make and supplies to pack." Travel bread, hard, flat sheets, had an easy dough; no waiting for yeast to rise. She started the dough, setting the others to slice cheese and sausage into the right sizes for saddlebags, and was rolling it out when Lady Verrakai came in with her grandson. Everyone stopped and made their bows, including Farin.
"How long?" Lady Verrakai asked.
"It's just ready to bake now, milady," Farin said. "Takes half a ladyglass to bake for a short trip, a full ladyglass to last more than five days."
"Five days is enough," her grandson said.
"No. You cannot be sure," Lady Verrakai said. He opened his mouth; Farin tried to watch without being obvious. What would the lady do? What would he do? He shut his mouth again.
"A ladyglass, then," Lady Verrakai said. She glanced at the one on the kitchen shelf; it lifted in the air, turned upside down, and the sand inside began running through it. "Into the oven with those."
"Yes, milady," Farin said, with another curtsey. She slid the peel under the dough, then swung it around as Jaim pulled the oven cover aside.
* * * *
By the time the travel bread came out of the oven, all the cheese and sausage and honeycakes were packed, each in a rolled cloth, and Farin had the wrappings for the bread ready as well. A count of ten after that, the steward arrived, demanding the food; Farin pointed to the loaded table. "Where should we take it?"
"Not you, Cook," he said. He gestured, and two men dressed in the Verrakaien militia uniform strode in, picked up the baskets and walked out. "Clean this up!" the steward said, waving to the kitchen. 
"Yes, Steward," Farin said, nodding. To her helpers, she said "They'll be wanting midday meal soon enough, and we need rusks for the children's supper."
The rest of that day she felt always a step behind, as the missed sleep and the bruises wore on her, but she managed to finish the day's work without another beating. 
Cooking for the women and children was a much lighter task than for the full household, and in the next hand of days Farin recovered her own strength and made headway on preparing for the men's return. Once a day, sometimes twice, Lady Verrakai or the duke's brother's widow appeared in the kitchen door and stood watching. Farin made sure the kitchen looked busy from dawn to well after dinner. Nothing was out of place longer than it was in use; no spills left unwiped, no dirty dishes left stacked. 
When that hand of days passed, and the men had not returned, other servants in the house began to ask Farin if she had heard anything. She shushed them and sent them away. The wives and widows would not tolerate gossiping, she knew. But she wondered. The lad had thought five days' enough...well, in this season, any journey could take an extra day or so. 
Then it was two hands of days since the men had left. Then three. One early morning Efla broke down crying; Farin pushed her into the dry pantry next to the ovens, where meal and dry beans and the like were stored. "Will you hush! Do you want a beating like I had? What is wrong?"
"I—I didn't bleed," Efla said. 
Farin aimed what she hoped was a potent curse in the direction of the young lord, imagining arrows falling from the sky, spears thrust from the side. "You might lose it," she said. 
"I—I want birthbane."
"Hush! You know it's forbidden here!"
"But—"
"No. Do not ask. It is not for us, their servants. You can—" What could she, what would she do? Farin's own child, taken away at birth, supposedly fostered somewhere...might be, she knew, dead. She did not even know if it had been a boy or girl. "You can do nothing," she said. "We must endure."
"I can't...I want to die..."
Farin closed her eyes a moment. She had felt that despair and that terror, but she had known—from early—that she had something of her own, a place, a way to be that was not merely part of the terrifying world of the Verrakai.
She sat down on a barrel of meal. "Efla. Listen to me. Listen well; I can tell you only once, and I must be quick, before the Lady comes down."
Sniffles, no words. 
"You know I have a parrion of cooking. That is what makes me able to endure what I endured the other night—what we must all endure. But those of us with a parrion can—can live in that parrion, thinking about it, using it, learning from it. Dying serves them—they can use the dead, with their evil magery. A parrion cannot be corrupted and it holds us in the Lady's peace...Alyanya's peace. "
"You—you can't say that name—"
"Hssh! I just did. Older than any Verrakai, the Lady is. You don't say it; you just know it. And you, Efla, you have the parrion too. I saw it that day you added herbs to the eggs for their breakfast; I've watched you since. The Lady of Peace has given you her gift, your parrion, to feed people. You know by smell, didn't you? It just feels right?"
"Y-yes."
"So there you are. That's your parrion, Efla. You'll make a real cook someday. Think about that, and not what's growing in your belly. Think about that—they cannot take that from you, without taking your breath. No one can. And if you die, the pain's all gone, forever." 
"They—they said the Blood Lord would always own me—"
Farin sighed. "They say...and they have powers, no doubt of it, but...I was Lady-blessed at the well near my parents' home, on my name-day. She's no warrior, the Lady isn't, but she's strong and she takes us all when we die. Body to body, she wraps us 'round, and—" A noise from the kitchen stopped her. "Stay here," she said. "Behind the door." Quickly, she reached the measure that hung from the back of the door, and scooped out a measure of beans from the barrel on that side of the pantry. 
"Cook! Where are you?" Lady Verrakai.
Farin opened the pantry door. "Here, milady."
"What were you doing in there?"
"Fetching out beans to test, milady." Farin held out the measure. "I test them every three tendays, to be sure none are softening or sprouting. Milady will remember a hand of years ago, when a barrel went bad—"
Lady Verrakai looked hard at her, but Farin held her own expression steady. "I do remember," she said. "And do you dig down into the barrel, or take them from the top?"
"When it's full, milady, I dig down; when it's more empty, from the top."
"And you have not tested these yet?"
"No, milady."
"Show me."
Farin reached down a bowl, poured water into it, and then poured in half the measure of beans. Most sank at once, a few floated. She pushed them down; two rose up again.
"Are they rotten?" Lady Verrakai asked.
"No, milady, but they may have a hole where a weevil was."
"What do you with the rest of that measure?"
"Test each bean for hardness, milady," Farin said. She took the big cleaver and cut one bean neatly in two. "See, milady, the inside shows if it's dry or soft, and if there's a growing bit. This one is a good one."
"And you throw these beans away?"
"No, milady. That would be waste. The ones I cut will be pounded to bean flour, to thicken soups; the bean flour we keep in a jar, in the same pantry. The ones being soaked will be mashed when they're soft, cooked, then mixed with herbs and lard into a paste for roasting meats."
"Very well." Lady Verrakai said nothing more, and went away. 
Farin assumed she was still in hearing. "Jaim, bring the pestle over and the mortar; you will pound the beans as I cut them." 
Another five days passed, four hands of days since they'd left and the men did not return. The stable workers and the few militia left at the house looked tense every time Farin went outside for something. The next morning, when coming back to the house from the servants' jacks, Farin saw a group coming in the stable yard gate: four militia men herding some peasants roped together, neck to neck to neck. Nausea gripped her. She hurried across the cobbled yard to the kitchen door, looking away from them. She knew what would happen; they would be taken to the tower...and did that mean one of the red priests had come? 
What would happen would happen, and nothing a cook could do about it. She could not even protect her own. Efla, later that day, saw someone in Verrakai livery ride in on a lathered horse. Whoever it was did not come through the kitchen, but Lady Verrakai and the other Verrakai women did, striding through without meeting anyone's gaze as Farin and the others flattened themselves against the walls.
"To the dungeons," Farin said quietly to her staff, after she was sure the mageladies had gone far enough. Whatever news had been brought was bad...something had happened to those who had ridden away...but what? She scolded Efla and Jaim and Kolin, pushing them to work harder, faster. Whatever it was, bad news for the lords and ladies meant worse news for the servants. 
The ladies were back before the evening meal, and this time Lady Verrakai paused in the kitchen, looking around at the work being done. Her slow cruel smile stopped Farin's hands stirring a sauce, and then her magery stopped them all, until taking a breath was like hauling on a stone. 
"That girl," Lady Verrakai said, "does not have her mark, I think?"
Farin could not move, could not speak. 
"You do. I remember well how you squealed when it was given. But the girl—the lad was in haste to teach her her faults, and did not take the time then. It is often so, as it was with you. She must be marked." Lady Verrakai went to Efla, stiff as the rest with fear and magery, and stroked her cheek. "Yes, dear, you must have your mark, so all know you belong to Verrakai and to the Bloodlord." Then she stepped back, and looked again at Farin. "After we eat, I think. You will have dinner ready on time." Then she turned and walked to the door, leaving them all caught fast in her magery, unable to move. She glanced back. "Oh...perhaps you do need to move." Farin felt the pressure ease. "But none of you will leave this room until the girl has been marked."
She was gone, and Farin knew the doors were blocked with magery. She said nothing but what a cook should say, urging the others to finish the preparation for dinner, and when it was done, Lady Verrakai stood again in the doorway with the servants who would carry in the food. She had no need to say anything; Farin knew the door was unblocked only to allow the servants entrance, to pick up the food and carry it out...and then they were closed in once more.
Efla's eyes were red; tears overflowed.
"No," Farin said. "Not now."
"They're going to hurt me again!"
"It's only for the mark," Farin said, trying not to remember the pain of that, the hot needle, the burning stuff pushed into her skin, how long the mark burned and then itched as it healed. "Don't cry, Efla. They'll take longer if you cry; they like that. Think of your future; think of your parrion. The kitchen you will have someday and how much more you will know—no pain lasts forever."
"I don't care!" Efla's sobs shook her voice. "I-I'll never—I can't—I'm scared—"
Jaim and Kolin were trembling now, whimpering. It was too much; if Efla screamed, they would all be punished and Efla most likely would die in the cells after many days of torment. Farin cuffed Jaim on the way to Efla, grabbed her shoulders, shook her into silence. She leaned close. "Stop your sniveling, or I will hurt you myself. You will get us all taken to the cells. You will be silent until milady comes, and you will go with her like the obedient servant you are, and you will endure whatever there is to endure. Do. You. Understand?"
Efla stared back at her, eyes swimming with tears. She blinked, then nodded. "Y-y-yes, Cook."
Farin let go her shoulders; the girl did not fall, though she put a hand on the work table to steady herself. Farin looked around at the others. "All of you: this kitchen must be clean before milady returns from dinner. I will wash the bowls—" She did not trust their shaking hands with breakable things. "Kolin and Efla, you will clean the table. Jaim, you clean the floor."
When Lady Verrakai and the others reappeared, the kitchen was clean, the pots and utensils polished, the fire banked for the night, and dough for the morrow's bread safely in the warming oven. The women looked around, ran hands over the table top, called their magelight to look at the floor...but all was in order. 
"You will remain here until we return," Lady Verrakai said. "And you will stand where you are." 
Once more the mage power held Farin, Jaim, and Kolin, each standing in place, while the mageladies went to Efla, took hold of her, and forced her away, out the kitchen entrance. Whether they silenced her, or Efla had managed to hold her own tongue, Farin could not tell, but the girl made no sound.
Time passed. Farin's legs grew tired; her feet burned. She could not sit; she could not even fall down. Magery held her in place, but not as something to lean against, to be helpful while forced to stand. Instead every pebble of her weight pressed onto her feet, and her feet onto the floor, and she thought she could feel every vein of the stone in the floor.
Finally the women returned, with Efla, senseless, over the shoulder of a groom. At Lady Verrakai's orders, he laid her on the floor, then left. She smiled at them all. "You may return to work now. It is but two glasses until time for breakfast, so I expect breakfast on time."
The magery melted away, as the ladies left the kitchen. Farin staggered, her legs stiff and her feet cramping, on her way to Efla. "Take buckets, use the jacks, fetch water," she said to them as she knelt beside Efla. "Be quick about it; we've scarcely time."
Efla was alive. Farin folded back the shoulder of her dress...there, the horned chain on her shoulder. But it would not only there, not with the time they'd taken. She could not undress the girl; she could not even put her to bed. She squeezed her eyes shut against the tears she dared not shed, blinked hard, and then shook Efla's other shoulder as gently as she could.
"Efla. Wake up. It's over. We need you."
Efla groaned; her eyelids fluttered open and she jerked her head. 
"Quiet," Farin said. "It's Farin. You're in the kitchen. The ladies want their breakfast on time. Get up now."
Efla shook her head, biting her lip. 
"Now!" Farin said, hardening her voice. She yanked on Efla's arm; the girl cried out, but not loudly, and Farin finally got her upright. Jaim came in with a bucket of water. "Wash your face," Farin said. "And Jaim, fetch two clean aprons."
Kolin came in with her bucket. Farin splashed some water on her own face, and poked up the fire in the ovens. The dough had risen properly overnight; she thumped it down on the table, pounded it a little, and then looked at Efla. Clean-faced now...a clean apron replacing the rumpled mess she'd worn...no time to have her change her dress anyway. 
"Kolin, bring that jar of mixed dried fruits; we'll put some in the morning rolls. Efla, you'll chop the fruit. Evenly, no pieces bigger than your little fingernail."
The usual morning rhythm soothed Farin—check the ovens' heat, cut and shape the dough, tell this one to slice the breakfast meats, that one to fetch the eggs, another to stir the porridge...she did that herself, this morning, between starting the eggs, keeping an eye on Efla, who chopped slowly, but steadily, the little pile of red and purple and orange fruit-bits slowly filling the bowl Farin had given her. Farin took it, sprinkled the roll-dough with the dried fruit, drizzled some honey, sprinkled figan and zettz, then rolled each up and set them on a griddle, and the griddle in the oven. 
Efla, without being told, replaced the rest of the fruit in the right jar, took the jar to the pantry, wiped the knife clean. When she came back to the work table, Farin nodded to the pan full of stirred eggs, still half-liquid. "Keep those on the move," she said. Efla nodded without speaking. Maybe, just maybe, she was doing what Farin had told her, putting all of herself into her parrion. It had saved Farin; maybe it would save Efla.
* * * *
A few days later, days of tension that had everyone in the household on edge, Farin heard shouts from the front of the house shortly after breakfast was done, and then a rush of scurrying feet. One of the other mageladies stopped in the kitchen door. "Stay here!" she said, and made a sign in the air. Then she turned away. Farin found make-work for her staff, for herself. Whatever happened, someone would want food, so something would have to be sliced or chopped, ground or sifted, stirred or kneaded. An extra batch of bread never came amiss. She caught glimpses of servants rushing back and forth in the passage, heard voices—some loud and angry, some merely mumbles and grumbles in the distance. Then silence, a silence heavy with magery.
The feel of magery moving...doing somewhat...made Farin's skin crawl. Blocking the door, that was a small thing; this...this was more than one of the mages, and another mage—one or many?—opposing them. She heard no voices, just felt the magery, invisible but heavy, sliding past her on this side and that. Like the silent popping of a bubble, the spell that blocked the kitchen door broke and vanished.
Then came shuffle of many feet entering the great hall. And a man's voice she had never heard, declaring something she did not understand, except for the last bit—the command for all to come forth. Farin looked around the room, gathering her people. 
"Should we clear everything first?" Jaim asked.
"No," Farin said. "Best not." The work table, with its heap of redroots and bowl of red-root slices, the mound of dough she'd been kneading, that could wait. No other house servants would have to come through the kitchen to reach the front hall; the knives and tongs and open pantry doors would be safe enough. She led them out into passage, around the turns, to the great hall, into the mass of servants at that end. At the other, she saw with astonishment, the mageladies stood surrounded by armed men in uniform, uniforms she did not recognize. 
And with them, a tall woman, clearly a Verrakai by her face and coloring, though sun-marked darker than the others. She wore men's clothes—a soldier's clothes—with steel throat-guard at her neck, mail, leg-guards on her legs. The sword at her side was no jeweled plaything. Her expression promised, as all Verrakaien did, punishment for disobedience. Her gaze moved from one side of the servants to the other; as it passed over her, Farin felt the power. This too was a mage.
"I am your new Duke, by order of the crown prince and Council," she said. Her voice was firm, a voice used to command. "From now on, all orders come from me. Is that clear?"
Others murmured; Farin's voice locked in her throat though her lips moved. What horrors would come from such a woman? A woman duke? How could a woman be a duke? 
"If you obey me, no harm will come to you. If you do not, I will consider you conspirators in the treason which brought Attaint to all in the family and you will be transported to Vérella to stand trial. What say you?"
Farin puzzled over the unfamiliar words. Conspirators? Treason? Attaint? What did that mean? But "if you obey" and "what say you?" were clear enough, and she had just opened her mouth when the steward pushed through the servants and confronted the woman. Farin hoped the woman would stick her sword into him, but instead she answered his challenge with an explanation Farin could almost understand. 
Duke Haron was dead; he had done something bad—the woman did not say what—and been killed. Farin wished she'd said what the Duke had done and who killed him. Every member of the family was under attainder—whatever that meant—and the mageladies had tried to attack this woman—and failed. She was the new Duke, strange as that seemed, and a mage with the power to control Lady Verrakai. Lady Verrakai and the other mageladies were prisoners now, and would be taken away. A flicker of hope rose in Farin's heart, but she pushed it down. One mage might fight another, but that did not mean the winner would spare the loser's servants. 
The steward, Farin knew, lied when he said he acknowledged the woman as Duke. Did the woman realize it? Apparently; she called him and the footman called Coben toward her. Farin felt the pressure of magery in the hall, making it hard to hear and harder to understand everything said between the new Duke and the two men. She watched, and seeing them from behind saw the flick of fingers the new Duke could not see, from the steward standing slightly in front of the footman. Sure enough, once bound they lurched toward the new Duke...and her escort ran them through. 
Even as they fell—before Farin could do more than grab Efla's arm to keep her still—she heard noise from outside and three men ran through the crowd of servants, pushing them aside, waving knives and pokers. Knives...where had they found knives like that? The long one, with a little curve...but in the chaos, Farin couldn't think. The other servants squealed, pushing and shoving to get away from the attackers; Farin stayed where she was, watching the new Duke. She held Efla and Jaim in place even as others ran into her, recoiled, ran the other way. Kolin, pushed hard, fell to her knees, then staggered up, pulling on Farin's apron for balance. 
The new Duke stood still, watching them all, as the three attackers fell to soldiers' blades, then glanced at the mageladies. Farin followed her gaze; the mageladies were grinning. She guessed they must have had something to do with whatever had happened, but even as she watched their faces went blank and their shoulders slumped. The new Duke, tall and proud, had mastered them again. Now the Duke was walking around the fallen bodies, and now she came toward the servants. 
Others fell to their knees; Farin lowered herself as well, still holding to Efla and Jaim. No one spoke until the new Duke did. She asked first for nurserymaids, and the six of them shuffled forward on their knees. She dismissed them to care for the children, sending guards with them. And then she asked for kitchen staff.
Farin's knees hurt. If she was going to be sent back to the kitchen, she might as well get up now. She clambered up, dragging Efla and Jaim up with her, and curtsied to the new Duke. Then glancing down respectfully, she saw the knife in one dead man's hand. And the pokers. Her knife. Her pokers. He had been in her kitchen with his dirty mucky boots, and he'd stolen her knife to attack the Duke...!
Rage swamped the last of her fear and the words burst out of her: "He's tooken my best carving knife, that wicked Votik, and him no more than a kennelman!" She hardly knew what more she said, until she ran out of breath, and saw the Duke looking at her with the merest crimp of the mouth that might mean she was laughing inside. Farin stood, breathing hard, wondering if she was about to die, being loud to a Verrakai mage.
But the Duke just nodded. "You should go back to the kitchen with your helpers, and fix a meal for the young children. Someone will bring in the kitchen tools when we're finished here." 
Farin knew dismissal when she heard it; she ducked her head, and stomped off, muttering warnings to Efla, Kolin and Jaim on the way. "An' if we ever see that knife again I'll be surprised, indeed I will."
As she'd expected, the kennelman and the grooms had left filthy footprints on the floor. She sent Jaim for more water. It was not long before one of the soldiers brought the pokers and knife to the kitchen, setting the pokers by the fireplace and the knife on the work table. He said nothing, but nodded at Farin; she nodded back. The new Duke did not appear in the kitchen until much later, after dark, when she came in from the stable-yard and asked Farin's name. 
"Farintod, m'lord," Farin said. "I'm called Farin, or just Cook."
The new Duke nodded, and went on through, not asking for food or giving orders. Farin finally shrugged, and sent the others to bed up in the servants' garret. She put the new dough in the warming oven, and crawled under the work table to sleep. 
When she woke in the pre-dawn, she knew the house was astir, but no one had said when to serve breakfast. The stirred the fire, checked the dough—not quite risen enough—and lit the kitchen lamps. One of the soldiers looked in; she asked about breakfast.
"The captain—the Duke—is eating with Sir Valthan," the man said. "We have our own rations, for now."
"Then I will cook for the children," Farin said. Soon enough, her helpers showed up, wide-eyed and eager to pass on the gossip from the servants' quarters.
"She is a Verrakai," Jaim said. "But they cut her out of the family rolls—"
"Because she ran away," Kolin said.
"And then she went to Chaya and became a knight, and a mercenary and she's fought in Aarenis with the Duke they call the Fox."
"Why did she run away?" Farin asked. "And stir that porridge, Kolin; don't let it scorch."
"She didn't say. The oldest nurserymaid, she remembered seeing the new Duke as a girl, and she was always in trouble, but why she ran away Cynta doesn't know."
Or Cynta would not say. Not to Kolin. Farin kept that thought to herself and checked the dough again. Now it was ready. She shaped it all into loaves, that being easier, and plain bread more suitable for children and servants than fancy rolls.
"And Methlin says the new Duke made all the ladies undress to the skin and put on servants' clothes—Methlin was wearing a lady's dress one of them took off—"
"Enough chatter," Farin said. She didn't know what to think of that. "Those ladies are still mages, and still nearby."
That quieted them down, for a time. Farin put the dough in the oven, and turned the ladyglass on its shelf. 
"Porridge is ready," Efla said. Jaim stood back with a sigh of relief. 
"Go up and tell them to send down the bowls on a tray," Farin told him. "It's early, but it will keep the children from running down to see what is happening." 
By the time the children's food had gone up, and the empty dishes come back for washing, Farin and the others had eaten a bowl of porridge each, and a slice of bread—more than usual and Farin hoped they would not be punished for it. She ignored the noises from the front of the house, merely nodding when one of the other servants reported that the mageladies and most of the troops had gone away, turning north on the other side of the ford. 
Then three women came to the kitchen, escorted by one of the remaining soldiers. "They were prisoners in the dungeon," he said. "They say they can cook and want to work here."
Farin looked at the women, dressed now in finery from the mageladies' closets. Did they really know anything about cooking? But it did not matter, if it was the Duke's orders. She nodded; the man left, and the two women stood almost leaning on each other.
"Come on in," she said. "You'll need aprons over that—Kolin, fetch them aprons. I am Farin. Who are you?"
Suli, Varnin, and Meris had some knowledge, she found, but had never cooked beyond their own families. They were willing to do anything, they said, and Farin assigned them the simplest chores: picking over redroots and cutting out the black spots, stirring another pot of porridge, sweeping the floor. From them she learned that the new Duke had freed all the prisoners, treated the dead boy's body with honor, and sent the boy and his father—who died in the night—home to be buried in their village. 
"An' she had us all fed and washed and given clothes right away, and she spoke soft to us and then bade those soldiers treat us well. An' they did. An' any of us who want to stay here can stay—Sella and Nandin are going to make over the mageborn's clothes so they're not as obvious. She said there might be other Verrakaien who weren't here to be captured, who might hurt us."
Farin thought that over, along with the other things the new Duke had done—some she had seen herself—but she still could not believe that a Verrakaien mage could be trusted. Let her temper be tested, and the new Duke would be just like the previous. Yet, though she had given orders to kill, she had not taken anyone into the tower to torment them. In the meantime, Farin told Efla to start a pot of soup for the servants, using more vegetables and a precious jar of beef broth instead of water, as a treat. Perhaps the new Duke would not come to the kitchen again, and the women who had been prisoners needed more food.
Later in the day, the Duke herself came into the kitchen, looked around, nodded to them, and came directly to Farin. "Farin, I know that some medicines are given in food, and in some houses the cook prepares them. Do you know of such things?" 
Farin felt cold. Yes, indeed, this Verrakai mage was all too like the others. She answered respectfully, eyes lowered, leading the Duke to the dry pantry and pointing to the box of special herbs. 
The Duke had the keys—she must have taken them from Lady Verrakai—and tried them until one opened the box. "Do you know which is which?" she asked.
Farin nodded. She pointed to the packets and jars one by one, naming what was in each and how it was prepared, and then at the box within the box, also locked. "And that box has powdered deathwish, from something grows on rotting logs in the forest. Only the Duke is allowed to use it."
"For suicide?" the new Duke asked, as if she did not believe it.
"No," Farin said. She explained; the new Duke listened without showing any reaction, even when Farin's tongue ran off with her again and she let her resentment show that only the mageborn had an inevitable death eased with it. She rushed on to the other drugs in the box. "Now that there is boneset, you put it in sib if someone's broked a bone and it's said to heal faster. And that's lungwort, steep it in hot water—" The new Duke asked no questions until Farin ran out of things to describe.
"And you mixed these things with food and drink, here?"
Farin repressed a shudder. This was coming close to things she would rather not remember. She answered, explaining that she had never handled deathwish. Her worst dreams, in which she broke that little box open and poisoned all the Verrakaien, except that it didn't work and they took her to the cells...she pushed that back.
The new Duke looked thoughtful, then asked more about gnurz and its effect on magery as well as panic or rage. Farin explained what she had done—a pinch in the children's porridge the day before, to calm them. It did no harm Farin had ever heard of, just kept the childer easier to manage for the nurserymaids. The Duke nodded and told her to continue it another day or two.
When the Duke turned to go, Farin dared her own question. "And for your dinner, my lord? You haven't said what you want. And if I could know what you need for tomorrow—?"
The Duke looked around the kitchen again, her expression almost blank. "What are you making for the children and yourselves?"
"For the children, my lord?" What else did anyone feed children for their supper but milky porridge and rusks, with a honeycake to follow at bedtime? She said that, and "Soup and bread for the servants," and the Duke paused, a slight frown on her face. Farin thought perhaps she did not know what foods were in the pantries, or what the cooks could do, so she went on, explaining that she had not started a roast—could not, without orders—but could cut a steak quickly enough.
"Soup and bread will do well enough. And cheese."
Servants' food? A lord—a Duke—would dine on bread and soup and cheese? That was different. Duke Verrakai-that-was, he had wanted a clear soup now and again—and it must be perfectly clear, not a speck in it—but otherwise soups were "that mess" to the Verrakaien. 
The Duke left the kitchen then. The children's supper went upstairs; the Duke sent word the captain was back, and she would be glad of a meal when it was ready. Farin sent it in, and the dishes came back later, empty, the bowls wiped dry. Well. Whatever that meant.
The next morning, the new Duke appeared while Farin was just starting breakfast, and asked for hot water. She wanted to bathe, she said, but she chose the servants' bath over those upstairs. What a strange person! Of course, she had been a soldier, and away from the family. Perhaps that—Farin was still mulling over the possible reasons for the woman's strange behavior when she came back into the kitchen in clean clothes, the dirty ones in her arms. She looked not much different—relaxed perhaps—so Farin dared to tell her what to do with the dirty clothes, and guide her to possible choices for the day's meals. The Duke accepted the suggestions, and after breakfast stopped by the kitchen to say it had been a good meal, and thank them.
A change indeed. If only she could trust it. The morning ran quietly enough; extra hands in the kitchen did make lighter work, and fewer ladies to feed meant stores were not disappearing as fast. The mood in her kitchen had lifted; the three women were sharing stories of their families; the younglings were listening.
Then the horror began. Cries and bustle from far up in the house, where the children were. Farin moved to the kitchen door, then to the foot of the back stairs, listening. Then down the stairs came the new Duke, carrying the limp body of a small girl bleeding from nose and mouth. Her captain and one of the soldiers followed, each with a child. 
The look on the new Duke's face told the story, as Farin had thought. The children angered her, and she had struck them down. Child-killer. She was a child-killer, and nothing could be worse than that. Too many children had died in this house, in the years Farin had been there. And now more children, three in one day....
"Where—?" Her voice caught in her throat as the Duke looked at her. 
"Leave us," the Duke said. Farin backed away, then turned and hurried back into the kitchen. She said nothing to the others. Knowing what she had seen could only endanger them. One of the nurserymaids ran in and whispered that the sickly boy had come to the crisis that morning, and might not live. Then she hurried away. Farin bit her lip. It was not the sickly boy she'd seen carried out, and if the nurserymaids said nothing about those children...she shook her head. 
At midday she had one of the older women take the pastry she'd made earlier to the dining room, and then find the Duke. She did not want to see the Duke again, at least not this day. The Duke ate, the woman told her, then hurried away upstairs, and the captain said it was because she worried about the child.
Which made no sense. Why would she kill the likeliest children—for all three, Farin knew, had been healthy and active—and spend time on the sickly one who would probably die? Soon after that, she heard the nurserymaids in the passage again, leading a file of children toward the front of the house. 
Later in the afternoon, the Duke came in, leading the sickly boy, who, the Duke said, was hungry. 
"Beef broth and dry bread," Farin said. "That's best for young'ns been sick." She quickly warmed a pan of broth and sliced bread, then set them before the boy as he perched on a stool. He began eating at once. Farin stepped away from the table, watching the Duke and trying to read her expression. She looked concerned, but what was she really thinking? "Had the crisis this morning, I heard," she said, when the Duke said nothing. "'S fever's gone so fast—is that real, or—?"
"I believe it to be real," the Duke said. "Falk's grace, I call it."
Farin stiffened. Falk? The servant prince? "Falk! None of the—I've never heard my lords and my ladies talk of Falk's grace."
"You will hear me do so," the Duke said, smiling. She touched a red stone on her collar. "I am a knight of Falk, remember."
She did not remember any such thing, or know what it meant, but she did know Falk and Gird were names never mentioned without a curse in this house. "Does that mean...no more of those with the...?" She made the gesture of the horned chain.
"No more priests of Liart, no more blood magery," the Duke said. Farin felt her own heart pounding; no one could say that name but one of the Bloodlord's priests. Evil would come, would swallow them all. "No more!" the Duke said, more loudly, without a hint of fear in her voice. "I am your Duke and my word is your law, but my word is founded on Falk and the High Lord, not those scum."
That did not sound like a child-killer and yet...four children were dead, for she had heard about Restin, the older boy, from one of the maid who told her about the sickly boy's crisis. Someone who killed children...what did she really want with this boy, Mikeli? Unless the others had done something terrible...but what could a child do, to deserve killing? Yes, they were mage children, but so young—they had no real power yet, surely. And if this Duke went looking for Liartians, every servant in the house bore the Horned Chain tattoo. Were they all to die?
"But—but I—" Efla dropped a bowl that cracked on the floor, spilling flour. "I—they made me swear—"
"Be quiet, Efla!" Farin said, crossing her fingers behind her back. Alyanya save the girl; she had suffered enough already and it wasn't her fault...
The Duke's voice was quiet, almost soothing, so like Lady Verrakai's that Farin shuddered. "Efla, what did they make you swear?"
Tears poured down Efla's face, and the words rushed out, a confession that would, Farin was sure, get her killed then and there. 
The Duke reached for Efla, pulling her close. Farin closed her eyes. Now it would come, the blast of magery or the poisoned knife. But instead, the Duke's voice: "Child, the gods forgive such oaths. You are not bound to Liart..." 
Farin heard no more of what the Duke said; those words repeated in her head, over and over. The gods forgive such oaths...forgive? You are not bound to Liart...not bound to Liart? Could that be true? For all of them? And for herself—she knew she had sworn falsely, not the first or last of her own lies, all told to save herself or those she cared for, every child she had trained in this kitchen—were those lies forgiven? She shook her head, tried to hear again. 
Efla was telling the Duke about the child she carried, her fear that it was Liart's, a demon child. Farin thought of her own; they had told her the same thing, that it was not the seed of the man who raped her, but that of the Bloodlord himself. And she had never seen it...
Now this strange Duke, this woman who had been a soldier, who had killed children this very day in this very house, comforted Efla as if she were also a mother. Bade her sit down, told Farin to bring a wet cloth. Farin wrung out a kitchen cloth into the bucket and dredged up her weakening conviction that this was a magelord, a Verrakai magelord, like any other, and soon enough she would show that, as she had with the children she'd killed. Just like Lady Verrakai, pretending gentleness before causing pain. And Efla, silly weak Efla, was taking it all as truth.
She handed Efla the wet cloth. "Wipe your face," Farin said to her. "What a silly girl, to bother the Duke with all this. And I still think you wanted it, only you got caught and made up that about being forced—" The safer tale, the one that might keep Efla from more punishment. Efla, predictably, burst into tears again, protested her innocence. Drat the child; she would not learn.
"I want to hear all her story," the Duke said, and then told Farin to watch the boy she'd brought down to the kitchen, lest he eat too much. Which he was trying to do, about to pour the whole pot of honey on a loaf of bread. 
Farin plucked the honey jar from the boy's fingers, patted him on the head, then sliced the bread and allowed him a slice with a spoonful of honey on it. All the while she listened to the Duke—she could not hear Efla, but she'd heard the story before and didn't need to. The Duke was reassuring her—about the child, about the oath she'd given. Efla pulled aside the top of her dress, even showing the Duke the Horned Chain tattooed on her shoulder. The Duke nodded. 
"You can't undo what's done, or unsay what's said," the Duke said, still in that steady, calm voice. Try as she might, Farin could not hear madness in it, or cruelty. If any Verrakaien—if any magelord—could be...different...this one was. But could it be? She looked around the kitchen; the others were edging nearer, clearly listening as intently as she had.
In a moment or two, the Duke would notice that, and have more questions. Farin moved back along the table; she should take the risk, not the others.
"They said we all had to," she said. "They said once we swore, the Bloodlord would know and we could never get away." She laid her hand on her own marks, the one here, the other one there. 
"That's not true," the Duke said. "Anyone can turn from evil if they want to; the gods act through people—through us." Her glance went from Efla's tear-stained face to the rest of them, one by one, coming back to Farin again at the end. "Anyone," she said softly, so only Farin and Efla could hear. "You, Farin, protecting your people in this kitchen. I have searched you, Farin Cook, and I find no evil in you." Then she stood, patted Efla on the shoulder, and walked out.
Farin stood, unable to move for a long moment. It was not the weight of magery holding her in place, but the lack of it—the lightness as years of fear lifted, leaving her dizzy with relief. She argued with herself: the Duke had killed children. But seeing the boy, healthy again and eating his bread and honey, and Efla's face and the others, their eyes shining, she could not bring back the steadying weight of fear. 
"Well, now," she said. "Time we got to work. Our Duke will want her dinner, eh? And someone must clean that floor...Efla, you spilled the flour; you sweep it up. Put it in the bucket for the pigs' dinner; they won't mind a little dirt."
And that night, Farin went upstairs to the servants' garret, and slept sound in a bed.
The End



Authors's Note on "A Parrion of Cooking"
A "parrion" is something stronger than a talent for a craft or art, though it's related to our understanding of talent. A parrion is talent plus commitment, a choice and a belief that this craft, art, or trade is a fundamental part of identity, approved by whatever gods the person believes in. Some would even argue it's a lesser form of magery. The term—and the belief in parrions—comes from the northern "Old Human" culture, not the mageborn, and is seen most clearly in Surrender None, set in a time when Old Human beliefs were still strong among the peasants of magelord estates despite centuries of oppression. In the "now" of book-time, parrions are mostly understood in terms of women's talents but in the past men also claimed parrions and some still do. This story shows how a parrion can help someone maintain their sense of identity, their integrity through severe trials—and how hard it can be to believe in real change. Farin Cook appeared in Oath of Fealty, the first volume of Paladin's Legacy, trailing her past behind her.



Vardan's Tale
"Holy Falk, Gird, and Camwyn," Linnar Vardan muttered, shivering. She crouched in the ditch her half-cohort had dug in the summer, icy water up to her neck, watching the strange fire race toward her. She had never seen anything like it, the purple-white glare tree-tall, as intense as the hottest fires smiths made. She was going to die—they all would—no wet ditch could protect them from something like this.
It burned like no mortal fire, moving as if it had a purpose, an intent behind it. Waves of heat reached out ahead of it, smelling more like a forge-fire than ordinary burning trees. As it neared, Vardan yelled "Down!" at the patrol, threw her head back under the water and held her breath. It would not be enough; she would die, but—
Violet-white fire flowed over the ditch; for the instant before the water turned to steam and obscured vision, Vardan saw what no mortal had ever seen, the underside of a dragonlet, the fire-colored structures that would be, if the dragonlet survived, breastbone, ribs, heart and lungs and limbs. And she saw the mad eyes, alight with glee. Instinctively, she rolled over, burrowing face-down in the water; she felt heat on her back and legs, and then searing pain, and then cold again as the light passed with the fire.
Desperate for air, she raised her head. All around, but the ditch they lay in, was ash—not a stump, not a branch, but a lane of ash, blowing south on the bitter north wind, dimly lit by the fire that still burned on toward the south. She heaved himself up, surprised to be alive, and heard around her others doing the same—coughing out the muddy water, grunting in pain.
"What was that?" Tarvol asked.
"Sergeant?" 
"I'm here. I'm fine." Vardan said. She didn't feel fine, but right now alive was fine, by definition. "Thank the gods." Her back felt scorched, but when she reached back over her shoulder, her fingers met wet leather and shreds of wool, not bare burnt flesh. "All right," she said, hearing her voice regain its accustomed timbre. "Who's with me?"
One by one, they gave their names and clambered out of the ditch, wet, cold, and shaken, but alive. Except for the four who weren't...who hadn't gone all the way under the water. 
Vardan blinked back tears. No fire she'd ever seen had done that to human bodies...but it was too late to help them, and she had the others to think of. "Pick 'em up," she said to the others. "My guess is the Pargunese will come this way—we don't want them messing our friends about."
"Where are we going?" Malden asked.
That was the question. They'd been on the way back to camp when they first saw the fire loom and heard that fearful roar...and from the look, it might've passed over the camp. Vardan shuddered, and told herself it was the cold. 
"We're taking their bodies into the woods," she said. "Then we'll find the camp." If it's there. If anyone survived, as we did. 

Moving the bodies into the woods proved difficult. The strange fire had kindled others along its margins, and that more normal burning left piles of smouldering trees, bushes, debris. Vardan finally gave up looking for a safe place to exit the lane the fire had made, and led her people back to what she thought was the site of their camp, only a short distance from the ditch
Nothing remained. She stared into the darkness, now lit only by the flickering of normal fires to right and left, and tasted bitter ash in her mouth as the wind blew it in her face. No camp. All the others dead, no doubt; she could only hope it had been quick, as quickly as the fire passed over their ditch. No camp meant no supplies: no food—no spare weapons—no clothes to replace the wet remnants in which she and the others stood shivering. They kicked through the ash—not so much as a metal buckle left. 
"Well," she said. For a moment she could say nothing more, her mouth dry with the taste of ashes and grief, her heart heavy with something near despair. But she had been at Dwarfwatch during the siege, not yet then a sergeant. She had despaired then—and she had survived because one person had not given up, one person had—beyond all hope—brought rescue and saved those who remained. Paks Yellow-hair hadn't been a paladin then, only a common soldier of Phelan's...and Phelan was now Lyonya's king. Her king.
Vardan's heart gave a single painful beat, then steadied. 
"Your box," Kir said. "Sergeant, your box."
Her box, full of a lifetime's collection of jewelry from the south: her security in old age, her delight always. The silver armlets with leaping fish; the gold ring with the ruby, the necklace like a wide silver collar: loot from campaigns in Aarenis that she'd found herself, and traded for, and purchased outright. "Box doesn't matter," she said. 
"But Sergeant—you always said—" Kir, barely twenty winters, had already shown a talent for not knowing when to keep quiet.
"It doesn't matter," she said. "We matter. Our people matter. Surviving matters, and killing Pargunese matters. That's all." They all had things they'd lost—Kir had kept a braided ring of his mother's hair in his box. She told herself that hair meant as much to him as her finery did to her—and even if it didn't, this wasn't the time to worry about it.
"We'll find some rangers," she said. "When the Pargunese come—because they'll be following this trail, I've no doubt—we'll hold them until the king comes." 
"But—we're less than two tensquads, sergeant."
"We're less than two Halveric tensquads," Vardan said. She squinted into the wind. No sign of Pargunese approaching, and with the wind from the north, she would hear them before she saw them in the dark. Would they have torches? "We're going close to the edge-fires—get dry, clean our weapons—and then we'll find a gap in the fires and a place to lay our comrades."
The edge fires were also burning southward, pushed by the wind; when Vardan realized this, she knew they had only to wait a little to get into unburned forest. In the more normal firelight, she and the others cleaned their wet and muddy swords and daggers and warmed up as their clothes dried. Only five blackwood bows remained to them, the others having been dropped as people jumped into the ditch. Most of the arrows had survived and needed only to be wiped dry. Any clothing touching the water's surface had burned; Vardan's own winter cloak, like many others, looked like a ragged collar. Two of the corpses, found face-up, had whole cloaks, sodden with mud. 
"We'll have to use those," Vardan said. "Don't know when we can resupply." 
"But—"
"And their weapons," she said, in a tone that brooked no argument. "They will have all honor later, but for now we have a war to fight." 
The muddy cloaks, rinsed as well as possible in the ditch and wrung out, steamed by the fires. Vardan had their dead companions laid out as decently as they could, with prayers to Alyanya, Falk, and the taig. To Vardan's amazement, the earth opened and gently took them in, closing over the bodies as tenderly as a mother folds a sick child in a blanket. Nearby stones tipped slowly over and sealed the grave. 
"The Pargunese will come," Vardan said. "Either on that fire-path or through the woods. We'll wait for them here." 
Now—hungry, tired, and cold, but eased by the taig's care for their dead, they crouched behind the bulwark of smoking debris, warmed by remaining coals, and waited for the Pargunese to come.
Almost simultaneously, Vardan heard a distant rhythmic sound blown on the wind and someone nearer, in the woods. Vardan didn't know who the nearer sound was. Pargunese scouts? The Pargunese were certainly war-wise enough to have forward and flanking scouts, Vardan knew. 
But whoever it was moved more quietly than she thought Pargunese would, never stumbling. Vardan touched Tarvol's shoulder; she could just see Tarvol's nod when he pointed to the sound. Tarvol nocked an arrow and Vardan stood up and spoke the password aloud.
Silence, but for the wind and the distant sound of marching, a little closer now. Then the correct reply, and "Ranger—you?"
"Halveric," Vardan said. 
"Bless the Lady," the ranger said. The ranger came within sight now, a shadow among shades. "How many of you?"
"Three hands and one," Vardan said. "The camp's gone."
"More than that," the ranger said. "Have you bows?"
"Five," Vardan said. "And plenty of arrows."
"Pargunese are coming," the ranger said. "Many, some on foot and some with horses."
"I can hear," Vardan said.
"Rangers on both their flanks," the ranger said. "We've picked off some already, but they have crossbowmen as well as pikes."
"Royal Archers?" Vardan asked.
The ranger sniffed, a sniff eloquent of contempt. "Those next upstream say they were bade stay until ordered to go in case more Pargunese landed. Fifty of them—well, forty, because ten did come, to explain why the rest wouldn't." His voice warmed. "My pardon: I'm Veril. I was at the river; we could not prevent the landing."
"And I'm Vardan, a Halveric sergeant." If the magical fire had struck Riverwash, she might be the only sergeant left for this cohort...if she could call sixteen a cohort. "We were coming back from a two day patrol—late, we kept getting stuck in the marsh—and almost to camp."
Now the Pargunese were close enough that Vardan could hear the sound of horses' hooves as well as men's feet. Her stomach tightened. 
"Other rangers will be here soon," Veril said. "I am our forward scout, but I will stay until someone else comes."
"Who commands?" Vardan said. 
"No one, really. We rangers act independently. I would suggest moving with the others. How many days' supplies have you?"
"None," Vardan said. "We were coming in to resupply when the fire hit."
"Then you must ask the other rangers. We have caches here and there, but I have no time to show you."
A soft owl call wavered through the trees. "I'll tell them you're here," Veril said, and gave a similar call, but with more modulation. Then he said, "I must go—I must stay ahead of them and give warning. Gods be with you."
In a short time, two more rangers moved up to contact Vardan's group. They had no more information about the general situation than Veril. Down the fire's path torches appeared, their flames streaming in the wind, and a dark moving mass under them. She forgot hunger, exhaustion, cold, at the sight of the enemy. They had set that fire—killed friends—destroyed everything she owned in the world but the Halveric oath-ring on her thumb—and she wanted to rush out and kill—but knew better. She must think...must stay back, with her people, and only harass them. 
Vardan herself was not one of the best archers in the group; she gave her own bow to Malden, who was. In the dark, by the light of distant torches, it was difficult to judge range or windage, but she heard the squeal of a horse before the Pargunese were fully abreast—a ranger back down the line of march had hit one. Then her four archers stood and fired as a volley into the flank of the Pargunese, and dashed back into the deeper woods just in time; the Pargunese crossbowmen must have had their bows spanned, for a clattering of bolts high in the branches suggested they'd fired high: the lethal dropping fire Vardan had seen in Aarenis. 
A Pargunese yelled angrily; the formation marched on, and the rangers moved with it. One asked "Do you need food?" 
"Yes—we lost supplies and all."
"Noldin, take them to the Twostone cache," the ranger said, and another tapped Vardan on the arm.
"Follow me," she said. "Single file." 
By dawn, they were deep in the forest, at a small three-sided shelter with a firepit in front and sleeping platforms to either side. In the back wall, between piles of dry firewood, a door led into a storeroom. In that early light, Noldin appeared as a dark-haired woman of medium height, dressed in the usual russet and green. Vardan looked at the little campsite.
"Jacks there, sunsetting," Noldin said, pointing. "Between the rocks. Good water summerwards—spring doesn't freeze; bucket's in the shelter." 
Vardan nodded at Tarvol, who fetched a bucket and started off. As the dawnlight strengthened, she looked at her troops...streaked with mud and ash from head to foot, the older veterans with almost no expression, and the younger ones, some of whom had never fought in Aarenis, showing white around the eyes. 
"May we build a fire?" she asked. A fire's smoke might betray them to Pargunese, but they needed hot food and cleaning up would be good as well.
"Yes," Noldin said. "They're well past by now." She looked around at them all. "What—how did you live through the fire?"
"Ditch," Vardan said. She squeezed her eyes shut and opened them again. Here, among the healthy forest, the air smelled of cold wet forest only. "When we made the camp, so close to those wet woods east of it, the captain worried about rising water. So he said dig out a little drainage channel summerwards of the camp, to keep us from being cut off on that side. We spent part of the summer and fall on it, dug it out and piled the dirt up for a causeway, and then built a bridge over it. Sure enough, it drained more water, and after the fall rains, had water chest-deep in it. When we saw the fire coming, we jumped in." 
"The water saved you?"
"Yes. Most of us." Vardan hoped she would ask no more questions. 
Noldin looked at her for a moment, then said, "In the storeroom we have dried beans, trail bread, and meal in casks. Cookpots and a couple of spare mugs and bowls. You will find also a stack of blankets and five spare cloaks. I'm sorry it is not more."
Vardan bowed. "We are grateful."
"I must go," Noldin said. But she hesitated.
"You will eat with us?"
"No—but do you want me to tell any other Halverics I find where you are?"
"Yes," Vardan said. "We cannot stay here long. But when we go, I can leave them word which direction."
Noldin disappeared among the trees like a wisp of smoke. Vardan told off her troops for the necessary chores, and by midmorning everyone had eaten at least some meal moistened with hot water and had a mug of sib. She let half of them sleep, dirty as they were; the others, she set as rotating sentries, with those off watch cleaning themselves and inspecting their weapons by daylight. She felt better when she'd washed the bitter ash from her own face, when she'd brushed the now-dried mud from her uniform, and exchanged the useless scorched frill of her cloak for one of the rangers' cloaks. 
In midafternoon, she woke the first group and put them to work, and then slept until the turn of night. She woke with a clear idea of what she should have done, and what she should do now—send someone to Chaya to tell the king what the current situation was, take the rest to Riverwash to link up with Captain Talgan. But last night's situation would have changed by now—surely the rangers would have sent someone to Chaya. She forced herself out of the shelter and then heard the rattle of sleet falling through the branches. 
"Sergeant?" Ganeth, the watch-first, spoke at once; he was huddled by the fire; it hissed when a bead of sleet hit it.
"We'll need to move tomorrow," Vardan said, wondering as she said it if that would be possible. If the sleet turned to heavy snow, if the clouds hid both the sun and Torre's Necklace by night, they could be lost in the forest. She was no ranger, to feel the taig and its guidance. The maps she'd had burned with the camp. "Unless it snows," she added, sighing. "I'll take over, Ganeth. Go in and wake sentries; I'll tell the others they're off-watch."
Flurries of sleet and snow alternated the rest of the night; at dawn the ground was powdered white. The troops looked better for sleep and food and cleanliness. They made breakfast smartly, straightened the campsite, and looked to Vardan as if they expected her to know what to do next.
Three hands of them, and herself. What could three hands do best? 
The winterwards sentry hooted the alarm, as near to an owl's call as he could. In that instant Vardan knew one thing they could do: kill Pargunese who did not outnumber them. She signaled in Halveric hand-talk; her troops arranged themselves and moved out.
The Pargunese they saw skulking through the forest looked as desperate as she had felt the day before. Four hands of them, half with pikes and half with crossbows. They stopped every few steps; they muttered in Pargunese, pointing this way and that.
They were lost, that was clear, and they did not agree on something—direction? Intention? They did not seem to expect an attack—or had no discipline, which she did not believe, having seen the Pargunese marching.
Vardan's troops let them come closer...closer. Then three ravens flew from a tree with loud cries, and the Pargunese looked upward. Vardan signaled. Her five archers took five of the Pargunese crossbowmen, two from one side, three from the other. The other crossbowmen bent to span their bows, but too late—five more arrows and they were all down, wounded at least. The pikes, five ahead and five behind, drew quickly into a circle, pikes out, but were too few, and on uneven ground. The Halverics stepped forward, swords drawn. The Pargunese yelled—for help? Curses?—and again the Halveric archers drew, shot, drew, and shot again. At that range, the Pargunese armor—whatever it was under their winter cloaks—did not protect them, and they fell, dead or wounded, the pikes clattering to the ground. 
Vardan watched as her troops finished them, collected the weapons and stripped the corpses. Twenty warm woolen cloaks, heavy knitted tunics, woolen trousers, boots, gloves, helmets...her own people would not go cold now. And they had ornaments—earrings, neck-rings, arm-rings, all in designs Vardan had not seen except on a ship-captain in Immerdzan. Her people glanced back. "Go ahead," she said. "They owe us." 
The Pargunese had carried packs as well, stuffed with hard rounds of bread, dried fish, dried meat, unfamiliar hard orange cheeses, and small stone jars of something that stank like rotting fish. Besides pikes they had short swords with a different shape of blade from the Halveric swords, and some had small axes strapped to their packs. 
"Take it all back to the ranger shelter," Vardan said. "We can leave something for the rangers, after all."
By the time they had done that, and hauled the Pargunese corpses farther away, snow was falling again and daylight was almost gone. That second night in the ranger shelter felt very different; meeting and killing the Pargunese meant that being where they were had a purpose. The next morning, snow flurries made Vardan decide to stay where they were another day rather than risk being lost. 
Instead, they sorted through everything they'd taken from the Pargunese. Everyone now had warm clothes and cloak as well as a pack to carry supplies. They repacked the cloaks borrowed from the rangers and stacked the extra Pargunese clothes beside them. The Pargunese food seemed wholesome enough, except for the stinking goo in the stone jars. She made sure the ornaments were shared out fairly—they'd all earned the loot—and for herself took an arm-ring and a neck-ring. Though it was against Halveric rules to wear anything but the oath-ring on duty, Vardan decided this was a special case. 
Around midday, the sentry on the sunsetting side brought in a hand of Halverics from farther upstream. Vardan recognized them as part of those who had been stationed at Riverwash.
"It's gone, Sergeant," their leader said. "Some kind of magical fire. The captain had sent two tensquads of us out to back up the Royal Archers downstream, where the first landings were. We was coming back, when we saw it glaring in the sky, and then it went hurtling past—we saw Riverwash burn."
"Two tensquads of you—where are the others?"
"Not far behind us—three are wounded. We were trailing some Pargunese. Found some nekkid bodies—"
"We killed them yesterday." Two tensquads plus her own made nearly four—enough to do something with. "One of you go back—tell them to hurry up here—there's a big force of Pargunese sunrising of us, headed for Chaya. Rangers are harrying them—we can help."
In the afternoon the snow stopped, though wind continued to moan in the trees. A line of hard blue showed to the north. With the other Halverics there, the little shelter was far too small, but Vardan felt much happier. After two meals and a rest, with starshine lighting the snow, Vardan decided it was time to go. The wounded swore they could keep up; she sensed their need to be with their comrades. Her sixteen used the Pargunese packs; all of them took as much food as they could stuff into them, and long before the turn of night they were on their way, scouts out ahead, behind, to either side. More than three tensquads felt like much more than a little less than two.
* * * *
By dawn they had reached the fire's track, now dusted white with snow over the ash and showing no sign of travelers. The snow-capped body of a dead horse, and other lumps that might be corpses lay here and there. But even as Vardan wondered how far ahead the Pargunese were, a ranger stood up from a tangle of half-burnt branches and roots. 
"You've come back," he said to Vardan. "We thought perhaps you'd gone straight to Chaya."
"I didn't know the way," Vardan said. 
"They're moving slowly," the ranger said, heading south along the fire track as if he knew they would follow. "We're able to do that much, and we've killed a fair number, though we can't stop them...I thought you had only three hands of troops."
"Found more," Vardan said. "So—we can catch them?"
"Oh, yes. And it's safe to walk out here—smoother—until we're closer to them. All we have to worry about is their horses, and that not much. How many bows have you?"
"Five hands of longbows," Vardan said. "Trained to volley fire, battlefield style." She looked aside at the forest walls. "Any chance they'll set an ambush?"
"We keep them too busy," the ranger said. He gestured to the mounds under the snow. "We haven't counted, but they're not as big as they were."
"We took two tensquads, back there," Vardan said. "Half pikes, half crossbows. We left the pikes at your camp, but you see that some of our troops have crossbows now."
"Slow," the ranger said. "But a good range, I'll grant."
To the side, in the woods, someone moved; Vardan caught the movement from the corner of her eye; the ranger stopped and lifted a hand.
"They're not far ahead," he said. "Will you join us on the flank or try to attack their rear? Half the horses are there."
Vardan looked around. On the open track, horses could move faster on the ash and snow than her troops...and yet an unexpected volley... "Do they have a rear guard? Alert, I mean?"
"Yes, but they're tired. And hungry, I think. We haven't let them sleep easy."
"Two days ago they returned volley for volley—do they still?"
"We don't shoot by volley...we pick them off one at a time. But they seem to be conserving their bolts now."
Vardan sent the wounded off to the woods, and directed the rest to advance in file up either side of the track. Ahead, the track lifted gently over a rise; the enemy, the ranger reported, was just the other side.
At the rear of the Pargunese formation, half the horsemen faced backward. The formation was definitely smaller than what she had seen before, but too close to bring her troops into view without risking a deadly charge. She blinked, trying to calculate the distances. Captain Talgan had had some arrangement of sticks and string he used for that. She crawled backward down the slope and described what she'd seen to her troops and the three rangers.
"You want a dropping volley from back here, out of sight? How far is it, Sergeant?"
"A hundred full paces, about," she said. She sketched it in the snow. "You can clear the rise; they won't know it's coming and it should fall among them. Shoot from here, two volleys, then run straight for the woods, well out of sight—beyond volley-range from this scar—because any horseman you don't dismount or kill will be coming this way fast. They'll see the tracks we made, but—" She turned. Behind them, the rangers were already brushing away the tracks into what looked like windblown streaks.
Thirty arrows flew up together, hanging visibly in the air, and then dropped out of sight. Another thirty followed. Vardan made sure all her people were back into cover...and sure enough, ten horsemen came galloping over the rise; they reined in when they saw nothing but the empty stretch of snow ahead of them. 
From the far side, Vardan saw an arrow streak toward a horse from the brush—close range, a flat trajectory. The horse screamed, tried to leap away, and fell; the rider just managed to roll clear. Vardan looked at the Halverics to either side of her. Could they take on the Pargunese now? Would the rangers fight with them? And how many rangers were here? Surely the few they'd seen so far weren't all. With enough bows—but the ranger touched her arm. 
"Let them go unhindered a little. Your volley did well—fifteen dead at least, and three horses down. We have a surprise for them a little farther on."
When the Pargunese horsemen were once more out of sight, and the column in motion, Vardan called the Halverics together and they moved along a woods trail west of the fire-scar, catching up with and passing the Pargunese column without seeing it. Two rangers accompanied them, one leading and one following, insisting that Vardan didn't need flanking scouts. She insisted she did, but agreed to use them only on their western flank. 
"There's a steading ahead...the people have been warned, and are well away with most of their livestock. There's little to loot, but enough to hold them, we think. Especially the ale." He mimed lifting a jug. 
Vardan chuckled. "Much of that and they'll want a nap in the barn."
"Indeed. They didn't sleep well last night; we kept them moving."
"How's their discipline?"
"Good. But they may be hungry and they quit shooting volleys in return for our sniping."
Were they short of bolts, or conserving them? 
"They don't have a supply train," Vardan said. "The ones we killed had food in their packs."
The ranger grinned. "That's because most of their supplies never made it to shore. Their soldiers rowed across in those big long boats they have, towing smaller ones loaded with supplies, two men in each, one steering, one also rowing. While they were unloading the troops in the boats, and the horses, some of us were taking shots at the soldiers. Eight of us rangers and two fisher lads drifted down from upstream, under reed clumps."
"In the water? In winter?"
"It's cold, but we'd greased up well with sooty lard, before. That helps. Anyway, our people drifted down to the supply boats while their soldiers fought their way onshore against resistance. Then they cut the ropes that held the little boats to the big ones and if someone aboard stood up to yell for help, they tipped the boat over, man and all."
Vardan imagined floating down that river in the dark, knowing enemy boats were ahead...getting in among them...cutting ropes...
"Only three of ours got to shore where we could help 'em," the ranger said. "I pulled one out, with a gash all down one shoulder, bleeding hard."
Vardan shivered, though she wasn't cold now, at the speed they were moving. At least she wasn't going to die in the Honnorgat like a speared fish.
The farmstead, when they reached it, looked like what it was—a stout house with stone foundation and ground floor, logs above. Clearly people had left in a hurry—a panic, it looked like, with a furl of cloth half unrolled dropped in the fore-yard, a broken dish on one of the steps, a hen-run with the gate open and one hen pecking at spilled grain. The smokehouse trailed a thin coil of blue smoke against the sky and smelled of a winter's worth of hams and sides of bacon, but the hog-pen gate was also open and the tracks showed where a sounder had been driven out. 
The fire had passed near enough that an obvious lane led to it from the fire's track, and the forest along the track had been thinned, the underbrush cleared. "We think they'll take the bait," the ranger said. "They'll suspect an ambush, but with food and the possibility of making a safe camp for the night—"
Vardan nodded. "They'll be harder to hit if they're under cover."
"True—but it slows them down. The king must be bringing troops down; if we slow them enough, cut down the size..."
They discussed the best disposition of troops, the best time to strike. Vardan and the Halverics skirted the yard, the barn, the other outbuildings, garden, and fields, at a distance, to avoid leaving obvious tracks in the snow. They settled into the thicker forest; they dared not make a fire, but shared out strips of smoked meat. Vardan set two sentries, and then, with the others, kicked aside snow-covered leaves to make a dry hollow and dozed under her cloak. 
The Pargunese arrived before dark—slowly, cautiously, sending a patrol to check out the farmstead. Vardan, wakened by one of the rangers, crept forward to see what they looked like. Hungry, tired soldiers worried about an ambush, she thought, just like those she'd seen often enough on campaign in Aarenis. Not stupid, either—their approach was just what Halveric would have advised. 
When the patrol reported back to the main body—their formation clogging the farm lane; Vardan could see only the front ranks—they set sentries where she would have set them, and quickly occupied the house and barn. A working party broke up the henyard and pigpen fences, began building a barricade from house to barn. Someone was set to work with a shovel, hacking at the hard ground—for jacks, Vardan assumed. So they planned to stay awhile? She wished she'd brought the shovel they'd found in the rangers' shelter; the Halverics had nothing to dig with but their boot-heels and it went against all training to leave their filth on the open ground. Smoke blew from the chimney, thickening as Vardan watched. She glanced at the ranger beside her; the ranger grinned. 
Pargunese voices—loud, harsh, some sounding angry and some laughing—and squawks of the remaining hen came to them on the cold breeze. Thunks of an ax on wood, crack-crack of breaking branches, whinnies from the Pargunese horses; Vardan guessed that someone had found grain for them. But what would happen when they found the ale?
Not, she was sorry to see, the drunken revel they'd hoped for. She watched as one of the Pargunese commanders had soldiers tip two barrels of it into the snow. From another, each man got one mug. No one got drunk on one mug of ale. Well...full fed and with a chance to rest, they should sleep anyway.
Daylight seeped away as the Pargunese finished piling up their barricade—waist high, chest high. Vardan could no longer see past it, but she could imagine, from her own experience, the troops lining up for rations. They would have hot ham and sausage, and by now hot bread to go with them. Maybe sib, or whatever brew the Pargunese had instead. Her stomach growled. The farmstead quieted though an officer or sergeant made the rounds with a basket and sentries sounded off, stepping out to receive their dinner. Easy to tell where they all were. Darker still. The wind dropped, and a few flakes of snow fell, then more. 
Vardan drifted into numb immobility, not thinking about the past days, not thinking at all, and yet not dozing—the ranger's first light touch on her shoulder brought her to full alertness. "Get your people." The falling snow now filled his earlier tracks. 
Vardan left the five injured behind, making sure they were awake and knew which way to move if necessary; the others followed silently, bows in hand. For herself, she had chosen one of the crossbows they'd taken from the Pargunese; it hung from her belt and she had dagger in hand, ready to use on the sentry she expected to find under a particular tree.
Instead, she stumbled over the man—apparently he'd hunkered down in the falling snow and dozed off—and her first blind stab rang on the man's breastplate. The crossbow bruised her leg as she fell; the man was awake, taking in breath to yell. Vardan had a knee on one of his arms, feeling with the knife blade for the opening above the gorget, when someone else planted a boot on the man's face and slit his throat. A gout of hot blood soaked Vardan's arm; the man's last breath gurgled and his legs jerked, but those small sounds were muffled by the falling snow. 
They moved on, leaving the trees behind. A dim light showed ahead. Vardan stopped. Was that a shape with it? She reached back with one hand, tapped the man behind her, then ran her finger across the palm opened ready for her and tapped again. That way. Six paces. She heard a faint noise as her men fanned out to either side.
The light brightened slowly through the veils of falling snow. Someone coming. One? More? She could hear nothing but her own pulse pounding in his ears and the whisper of snow on her helmet. At a guess, someone coming to check on the sentries. Before, the man had come by himself. Too late now to crouch down and be a stump. Too late to reach for the crossbow. She shifted her dagger to her heart hand and drew her sword slowly, barely a whisper as it came free, then held it and the dagger under her cloak to hide any telltale gleam. 
Closer—closer—she could see the snowflakes now, twirling as they fell, making a glow around the dark figure. Figures...six of them. Someone leading out the next shift of sentries, it must be. With that realization came the knowledge that someone was bound to make a noise, that surprise would be lost, and they might as well do this the most efficient way. As she moved, the light jerked suddenly nearer and one of the Pargunese yelled. 
"Six!" Vardan said to her troop as she thrust at the man with the lantern. Encumbered by the lantern in his sword hand and a basket in his heart hand, the man dropped the basket and tried to grab his dagger, but Vardan had already thrust her short-sword into the man's neck until it bumped the backbone. As the man slumped, the lantern fell to the snow and went out; Vardan freed her sword with a practiced twist. Ahead, from the direction of the farmhouse, she heard shouts and saw the dim loom of other lights. Nearer, she'd heard bowstrings twang and arrows hit; at that range, she had no doubt arrows penetrated the Pargunese armor.
They moved closer, bending low; Vardan wondered whether she should withdraw her troops since they could not see clearly—would not, until they were in close range of the farmhouse. The lights brightened—more of them. Vardan sucked her teeth and tried to think what the captain would have done, what Aliam would have done. The plan had been to sneak close, make a fast attack, firing the barricade if they could and shooting anyone they saw, but the rangers had the firepot, not her people. She couldn't judge distance in the snow; looking back she saw only flakes against the dark, not the trees they had left. 
She asked the best archer. "Berol, can you guess how far?"
"I think we're too close for a dropping volley, close enough to shoot a fingerbreadth above the target," Berol said. "If we could see the targets." With the calm of a veteran he said "They'll be shooting at us, soon."
"They can't see us any better," Vardan said. "Your target's the light. Line up close, volley fire, then scatter. Ten paces in, repeat. On my command." She scrubbed her sword in the snow, sheathed it, unhooked the crossbow from her belt, spanned it, fumbled a bolt into place. Someone should be close to the lights—to either side maybe, but close. "Ready...now!" She touched the trigger of her crossbow and the bolt shot into the night along with the others. 
She ran forward, counting in her head...one, two, three...ten as she heard footsteps in the snow to either side, moving away. A few yells from the Pargunese; one of the lights went out, but more flared, closer now. Halt, re-span the bow, the bolt this time coming easily to her fingers and into position. She heard the others coming forward, then halting as well. 
"Ready...now!" Again they shot. "Back twenty!" When they regrouped, she shifted them thirty paces to summerwards, and repeated the pattern—a volley at the lights, then forward and another volley, then back. The Pargunese were making a lot of noise—if only she'd known Pargunese. Orders being shouted, questions, responses. Suddenly, above them, she heard the thin, deadly whistle of falling bolts. "Overhead! Shields!" They had only a few shields left—she didn't have one—a helmet was no protection—she heard them hit—some on the snow, some with the distinctive wet crunch of armor and bone and human flesh. The survivors dragged the fallen back to the trees, silently, as Vardan directed. Vardan herself fumbled in the snow for the bolts she'd heard land near her, finding only two she could pull out by the fletched ends. 
They lost six to the blind volley...five in the head, one in the shoulder that went down through lung and heart. Berol, Little Tam, Mol, Segre, Celin, Lir. Vardan thumbed their eyes closed, and they all recited two prayers to Falk and one to Alyanya, as they laid the bodies out decently. Several rangers brought boughs to lay on them. Vardan hoped their own four volleys had done at least that much damage to the Pargunese. 
As the snow continued to sift down through the trees, Vardan prepared to endure another cold, uncomfortable night. The rangers reported that the nearest shelter was a half-day's walk away—in daylight. They did know where a low rise supported evergreens, and soon they were all crammed in under the low hanging boughs of a clump of cedars. The rangers had left observers nearer the farmstead; Vardan let her people sleep, if they could; if the Pargunese moved in the night, let them. She fell asleep at last.
Morning brought a cold fog between the trees; the snow had stopped. One of the rangers had a tiny fire going on the back side of the rise. He said they were far enough from the farmstead that the smoke wouldn't be seen, and he'd started a pot of sib. One by one the Halverics woke up, ate a meager breakfast of dried fish from Pargunese packs, and had each a few swallows of sib, but she could tell they felt as she did—nowhere near full.
Would the Pargunese move that day, or was there enough food to feed them for several days? If that smokehouse had been full—and the dairy and granary—winter stores for the twenty or thirty who lived there—perhaps they would stay. They had looked burdened enough and they had no wagons. She could not imagine those riders dismounting to use the horses as pack animals. 
If they stayed, she should take her troops on south to Chaya, meet up with the king or Aliam or whoever was coming. But if they moved, she should help the rangers slow them on the way.
The ranger put his hand on the ground, where he'd brushed the snow away. "The king's coming," he said.
Vardan put her own hand down, but felt nothing. "How do you know?"
"The taig. It is pleased. That bad fire was stopped, and the taig has recovered enough for me to sense it as more than just anguish. The Lady is again in our land as well." The ranger smiled, a relaxed smile this time. "She will heal the land; the king will defend it." 
* * * *
It took all day and into the night to reach the king's camp, despite the ranger's guidance. Hunger and cold and the snow making every step treacherous hindered them. At last Vardan could see lights twinkling ahead—cookfires or torches—and urged her battered troop onward.
Sentries called out as they approached, and soon they were surrounded by Royal Archers, bows drawn and arrows pointed at them. Standing still was hard—Vardan's legs felt shaky.
"Who are you!"
"Halveric Company...survivors. Most died." 
Someone behind the ring of archers turned away, she heard "—tell the king." 
All at once the king was there, striding through the snow as if it was no more difficult than a paved courtyard. Though the torches flickered and flared in the night wind, she could see him clearly. He looked first at the sentries, brows up.
"They say they're Halverics," one of the sentries said, without looking away from Vardan. "But they could've stolen what Halveric gear they wear."
The king looked at Vardan, then the others; she knew what he must be thinking. Halverics wore no ornaments on duty, and here they were, decked out with Pargunese torcs and armbands, some with Pargunese clothes and cloaks. "Who commands?" he asked.
"I do, m'lord," Vardan said. "Linnar Vardan, second sergeant." 
"What happened to your uniforms?" 
"Burned off, m'lord. There was that fire—purple-white, it burned—"
"Scathefire," the king said. "And you survived?"
"A few of us, m'lord. In a ditch of water, near our camp—coming back from patrol."
"That's a Pargunese crossbow you carry," the king said. "How did you come by that?"
Vardan grinned at him. "Surprised a patrol of Pargunese—killed 'em all. M'lord, there's a crowd of Pargunese on the fire's track—we've been with some rangers, sniping at them—"
"I'll want your report," the king said. "But first I'll see you fed and warm. Good work, sentries, but these troops are what they claim." He beckoned, and Vardan followed a King's Squire into the camp, toward warmth and food and more safety than they'd had in days. "A moment, Sergeant," the king said. "When you've settled your people, come to my tent." 
With the help of the King's Squires and the household troops, it didn't take long to see her people supplied. For herself, she ate a small chunk of sausage, scrubbed her face clean, and went to the king's tent while the others ate, hoping the king would have food there. Surely kings did.
In the lamplit tent, King's Squires were already laying out a hot meal; the king sat on the other side of the table, but only one place was laid, on the near side. Vardan bent her knee. "I knew you, sir king. I didn't want to say that in the woods, in case—"
"Sit down and eat," he said. "I'm sorry I cannot send you to your rest at once, but you have information we need."
 Between mouthfuls of redroots in honey, steamed grain, beef in gravy, thick slices of bread with jam, Vardan told the tale of her patrol's narrow escape, and what they had done since. The king's questions, reminded her of details she'd almost forgotten. As her hunger eased, she looked up at him again. 
She knew him as Duke Phelan, a frequent ally of her own commander: all Halveric soldiers knew he had been Halveric's squire years ago, and her own memory of him from Siniava's War in Aarenis was particularly clear. That last year in Aarenis, under the blazing southern sun, she'd have sworn he had a few gray strands in his fox-red hair and beard, but she saw no gray strands now in the mellow lamplight. Maybe it had been dust and the strain of that campaign. Otherwise, he was easily recognized, and the green and gold over his mail, instead of maroon and white, did not make him look kingly. His expression did. 
"You have bought us time, Sergeant," he said. "If you had done nothing more than delay them, that would have been valuable. But bringing trained archers, already armed—that is beyond my hope. I have sent messengers to that Royal Archer camp you mentioned, ordering them to make haste to meet us, but that will take them a day at least, even mounted."
Vardan had not noticed that—surely someone must have come in; he must have spoken to them or written something—she looked at the pile of empty dishes on the table and wondered what else she'd missed, eating like a starving wolf.
"What about Captain Talgan?" she asked. "The Halverics we found saw another fire to the west—but he was at Riverwash—"
"Riverwash burned," the king said. "Scathefire." Vardan felt the news as a blow to the chest; her breath stopped. Surely not all— "As far as I know, no one in the fort there survived," the king went on. "I have heard nothing from there...assassins preceded the attack, disrupting the courier system for several days."
"So all we—you—have—"
"Is here, or scattered through the forest. And though the dragon—"
"Dragon!" Vardan remembered the scathefire, as he called it, passing overhead, and the vague outline of a fiery creature within it.
"Yes, dragon. A witness, one of my Squires, saw the dragon destroy a troop of Pargunese near Riverwash, but I have no assurance that the dragon killed all the Pargunese who landed there...or that none have landed since." The king nodded his thanks to a servant who brought a jug of steaming sib to the table. He gestured to Vardan's mug. As the man poured, he said, "Aliam's on his way with the rest of Halveric Company, but he won't have reached Chaya yet. We need to hold the Pargunese away from Chaya and the King's Grove until he can reinforce us. With your contingent, I now have eighty archers—"
"We're almost out of bolts and arrows, m'lord," Vardan said.
"Plenty with us," the king said. He asked a few more questions, and finally excused her. A King's Squire guided her to a tent, where she fell asleep the moment she rolled into the blanket. 
* * * *
The next day, Vardan nodded as the king's battle plan was laid out. Pinning the Pargunese between archers...slowing them with the barricade...that made perfect sense. She knew—and knew the king knew—it would not go as smoothly once they made contact with the Pargunese column. Something would go wrong; something always did in war. She had her doubts about the Royal Archers, who had never been in battle until the Pargunese invaded. Her own people—fed now, and with a night's sleep in blankets in a tent, guarded by others—looked as well as could be hoped; she knew they would fight well. But if anyone could pull together a force made up of disparate and differently trained soldiers—the rangers, used to independent actions, the Royal Archers, used to shooting at targets in a field, the King's Squires, whose duties she didn't understand, and the Halverics—it would be the king or Halveric himself. 
The Pargunese, when they appeared, marched in as good order as always, though Vardan could tell they were fewer in number than the last time she'd seen them. Only eleven horsemen now. She waited for the king's signal. The first horn call rang out: draw. Vardan spanned her stolen crossbow. The Pargunese line faltered, but steadied and came on. Good. At the second horn call, she released her first bolt, quickly placing another, spanning the crossbow again, releasing again. 
A Pargunese yelled what must be orders; the Pargunese column turned toward them—raggedly, Vardan noted—and charged. Before they reached the woods edge, a third horn call rang through the cold air, and the Lyonyan force on the far side of the track ran out and fired into the backs of the Pargunese. Men screamed and fell; the Pargunese formation almost fell apart, but another bellowed command brought them together into the protection of overlapping shields. 
Halveric Company had tried that—practiced it often, used it rarely—but Vardan remembered how it felt, how it hindered the troops, blinded by the shields, crowded together. It was hard to walk without bumping into someone, hard even to breathe when they'd done it in the hot southern climate. She didn't think cold would make it easier. Vardan watched the Pargunese shuffle forward and could almost feel the strain of it. "That'll wear 'em down," she said to the ranger next to her as they picked their way through the forest edge, hidden by the debris from the fire and the snow that cloaked it. 
When they came in sight of the barricade, Vardan led the Halverics on past it, coming out of the woods onto the fire track. They were to play the part of defenders hiding behind it, a small enough group to lure the Pargunese into breaking formation to climb the obviously inadequate defense. The Pargunese column, close enough to see clearly when she looked between two logs, stopped. Then it spread out, opening a space in the center. She could see a helmet glinting there. Vardan scowled: none of the archers to either side had fired; a volley aimed high, to drop into that hole would have—her breath caught.
The helmet—the man—was shifting as she watched, turning into something else, some kind of creature—it raised up, its shiny black carapace clearly that of a spider larger than a person. The Pargunese between it and the barricade opened a gap and it moved faster than a man toward it, then up onto the barricade—. 
Vardan looked around; the king, mounted, had moved out of the trees as well. 
"What is that?" she asked.
"Achrya's creature," the king said, in the same tone as for a wagon or a tree. 
Vardan had heard about such—the one at the Halveric stronghold when the paladin was there—but she hadn't seen it. This one looked as bad as the tales the household had told. Shiny carapace, stiff hairs like thorns the length of her hand.
"Sergeant Vardan—I'll need a Halveric tensquad—"
"Yes, my lord—sir king!" No use to avoid the title, when he was right there in his crowned helm, obvious as a pig in a pantry. But what was he thinking, going out with just a tensquad and his Squires? He should stay back—
His look at her stopped those thoughts short. As if he had spoken, she understood: a mixed force that had never fought together—the independent rangers, the formerly ceremonial Royal Archers—needed a visible leader. He could not, here, command from a vantage as he and Aliam did in Aarenis. He trusted her and the other Halverics to do exactly what he said, when no one else might.
Vardan ran her eye over the Halverics behind her and called out ten names. And who to command them after her? Stepan, at that end. Never mind he'd been knocked back to private for that mischief last summer...he'd fought in Aarenis as a senior corporal. "Stepan," she said. "Take over," and she led the others out behind the king's gray stallion and his Squires.
 She heard noise enough from the other side of the barricade, but that was not her fight; she focused on the Pargunese already over the barrier. A dozen only, so far; one saw her squad, pointed, and they tried to form up. The king and his Squires were already beyond them, aiming for the spider-thing; these were hers to kill. Her squad hit them before they'd organized. The familiar clash of sword and pike, shield and shield began, and Vardan knew at once the Pargunese were lost. They had only one pattern of attack, and none of defense; in minutes they were dead. 
And in that moment, a wave of malice struck Vardan and the others, so it seemed they could not move, could only stand, shocked into stillness, their hands loosening on blade and shield. Vardan saw then what that first skirmish had hidden: more of the giant spider-shapes. Two were dead, but two others threatened the king and his Squires. The largest, the first, faced Vardan's squad from atop the wagon. 
 And more Pargunese, already over the barrier, had formed into ranks and were moving to attack the king. She struggled with the magery—it had to be evil magery—that bound her. The king and two Squires could not fight them all. She saw his Squires draw bows and shoot at the two monsters nearest them, but the arrows stopped in the air as if they'd hit a wall and dropped, useless.
Rage filled her, the battle rage of so many years. She felt the paralysis loosen at little. Fine. If anger could defeat it, she had enough anger for an army. Anger for all those who had died in the scathefire: her captain, her comrades of so many years, the people of Riverwash. Rage swamped even her fear for the king. 
"Get moving!" she yelled at her squad. It was hard to step forward but she did, one step after another, pulling her feet up and forward as if out of deep mud. "What are you, raw recruits in your first skirmish? Halverics! Pick up your feet, you lumps! Falk's Oath in Gold! That's our king over there. Move!" 
Behind her, she heard them moving, muttering to each other, calling on their own anger. Achrya's creature came down from the wagon and leapt at them. So big...so fast...Vardan wished for a pike, something to hold it away. But her sword would have to do. She went directly for the monster, remembering the king had said to hit the eyes. But before she could reach them, it caught her in clawed forelegs, squeezing. She hacked at it with her sword but the sword would not bite on the hard carapace. She knew her squad was trying to help, but nobody could get a blade through it. And the claws, sharp as swords, sliced through her leather armor, deep into her body. She struggled to breathe, felt hot blood running from her wounds. Her vision darkened; she heard but did not see the king's shout, the sound of his horse's hooves on the carapace, then she was falling, hitting the ground. 
Silence. Her pain receded. She was floating, at ease, but duty dragged her back. Was the king alive? Had they won? She had to know; she had to try...she forced her eyes open. With vision came sound again, and pain, and then the king's face, staring at her, his hand on hers. 
"Sir...king?" Her voice surprised her: barely a whisper.
"It's dead. We won. You saved us, sergeant."
"Is...good."
The king touched her shoulders; she knew he wanted to heal her, but as she closed her eyes she saw another place, felt that comfort, and a voice calling her. 
"No," she murmured. "Not now. Let me...Falk calls me. Tell m'lord Halveric..." 
* * * *
In the rolls of Halveric Company Linnar Vardan's name carries a special mark, and a title: Kingsaver. On the day of her death every year, Halveric Company recites the story of her last engagement, from the scathefire to the demon's attack. Her bones, once raised, were painted with her whole life's story by the royal scribe and returned to her family, where they are shown to every child.



Author's Note on "Vardan's Tale"
Sometimes an important part of a story does not fit in the book where it belongs by temporal sequence. In this case, the story of a little group of survivors cut off from their command structure did not work as either the ending of Kings of the North or the beginning of Echoes of Betrayal. I had to cut everything in Vardan's viewpoint, and only a tiny bit of the story—the end—appeared, from someone else's viewpoint, in Echoes. But Vardan deserved to be heard. So I published it in slightly different form, in twelve installments, as a Yuletide present present for readers of the Paksworld blog. What can a few disorganized survivors do, when all they know is lost? What some survivors have always done. The right thing.



Those Who Walk in Darkness
He was feverish and shaky; they had made him stay to the end. Now he slipped away from his father in the crowd, swerving quickly into a side passage, and forced himself to hurry on the stairs. His back hurt still, four days after the beating.
It was already dark outside, and cold. Torches flickered in the light wind, sending crazy shadows along the street. He took a long breath of fresh air, grateful for it. The streets were strange again. Every time they stayed below too long, he had trouble adjusting to the movement and noise. He had tried to say that, but his father had silenced him with threats. Just as the priests silenced his father with threats.
They had not silenced the paladin. He hunched his shoulders, remembering her last words. She had refused to acknowledge the Master; she had claimed the protection of the High Lord and Gird. The priests always said there was no High Lord, but when they unbound her legs the terrible burn wounds closed over as everyone stared. Even the priests; he could tell they were frightened too, by the way they screamed at the crowd and drove them away.
He slid behind Sim the baker, and flicked a roll from the tray while Sim bickered with a customer who wanted a discount this late in the day. Sim caught the movement and kicked at him, but the kick didn't land. Sim didn't mean it to. The roll was cold and hard, that morning's baking, but better than nothing. He sank his teeth in it, pulled off a mouthful. The paladin—they'd had to taste her blood. He hadn't wanted to, but after the other he knew better than to stand back. It tasted like anyone's blood, after all. Salty. The bread stuck in his throat; he choked. A hard hand pounded his back; another grabbed the roll. For an instant he flailed, off balance with the pain of his back; he heard the laugh, and knew it was Raki.
"Take a bite of my supper will you?" Raki lounged against the wall, inspecting the roll. He had years and height, and the assurance of them.
"Wasn't for you," said Selis. He moved his shoulders, wondering if the welts had opened again.
"Should have been. You owe me." Raki took a small bite, watching him. Selis shifted his feet, wondering which way to go.
"I couldn't come," he said.
"Couldn't." Raki chuckled, an unpleasant sound. "That's what I heard. Jori said you squealed like a rabbit."
"You knew—"
"Isn't much I don't know. Eh, dark of three nights I was there myself. Not as good sport as some, that fighter."
"Paladin," said Selis, before he thought. Raki's brows went up, changing the shape of his face in the torchlight.
"Paladin," he said. "You say that like you meant it, Selis. Don't you know there is no such thing?"
"I saw it," said Selis stubbornly.
"Saw what?" Raki spat, just missing Selis's foot. "I saw a fighter shaved naked and trussed like a market pig for everyone to sport with. That's all I saw."
"Did you see the end?"
"And me a prentice with an afternoon shift? Of course not—I've been on the street since midday, earning my share. Just you wait, Selis, until you're on the street—then you'll learn—"
"But Raki—"
Raki glared at him. "Have you forgotten, little boy? You're nothing. That's the rule—as far as you and I are concerned, and the Master is concerned, you're nothing." Selis looked down. Raki was right; he had street duty, he had rank in the Guild. And no Guild child could argue with him, however close he was to his own apprenticeship. "That's better," he heard Raki say, then two quick strides and Raki gripped his shoulders, hard, intending to hurt. "And you listen, Selis who squeals like a rabbit: you'll always be nothing. I'll always be ahead of you—I'll always have the power, and you'll always serve me—little boy." He shoved Selis against the wall, until the smaller boy was gasping with pain, then released him with a hard push that sent him sprawling.
For a long moment Selis crouched there in the shadow, shaking with both fear and anger. Raki hated him—had always hated him. Raki's father was dead, killed on Guild business; Raki had been reared by the Guild, a foster-child. Selis's father held rank enough: the richest fence in Vérella , with contacts from Valdaire to Rostvok. But Raki was bigger, older, and early skilled in those torments that give older boys dominance in any gang. Selis knew Raki was doing well as an apprentice thief; they all knew, when the lists were posted. And Selis, small even for his younger age—his stomach knotted when he thought of the years ahead.
That made him think of food; he looked back toward Sim's stall, but the baker was already closed. He could not go home. The priests had forbidden it as part of his father's punishment—the punishment that fell on him, because they knew that was worse for his father. They had also forbidden an inn. He dared not spend the coins his father had palmed him, with their spies everywhere. He had to scavenge, they had said. With a sigh, he pushed himself up and started toward the great market. Perhaps someone had left scraps there.
Selis had rarely been alone on the street after dark. Before Raki made apprentice, he had gone out with that group once or twice, and his father had taken him along to a tavern from time to time, but this was different. The noise of booted feet seemed loud, and the men and women larger. He heard the crash of arms down one street, and darted across it to another. Here it was darker, with fewer people. Selis slid along the wall, half-feeling his way. It grew colder. He shivered, wishing for the cloak the priests had taken from him. They had told him where he could sleep warm, whispering in his ear as he hung on the frame, but he would never go there. For one night he could survive on the street; he had been out before with the others. He wondered about the paladin. He had heard the talk—she was being given to another, to be killed outside the walls later—but how much later? If he was cold, in wool pants and tunic, she must be colder, stripped and shaved like that. The wind ruffled his thick mat of hair, and he shivered again.
The great market, when he came to it, was a cold windy space lit spottily by windblown torches. No stalls showed, and the local brats had scavenged any dropped food long before. Selis sighed as he hunted along the edges, turning over bits of trash with his foot. His stomach growled, and his mouth felt dry. At the public fountain, a thin skim of ice slicked the stone margin. The icy water made his teeth ache. He looked up; nothing but thick darkness that smelled wet. The wind dropped again; he could hear footsteps in the distance, and a drunken voice singing. He moved around the fountain, looking for a place out of the moving air. 
He could still see the paladin in his mind, and he could see himself. Why had he squealed like that, before they even hit him? Someone had laughed, and others had joined them; he should have been silent. The paladin had been silent. When they first brought her in, everyone was: he had been breathless, waiting for the high gods to send a bolt of fire or something. And nothing had happened. He almost believed the priests, that nothing could happen, that only the Master had power. He believed it when they dragged him forward, and when they beat him, and nothing happened. He believed it when the paladin's torment went on and on, and nothing happened. He believed it until—he frowned, thinking of it—until he had gone forward himself, to spit on her and taste her blood, as the children must. Then he saw gentle gray eyes, a tired face drawn by pain but unafraid and—most strange to him—not angry. He had stared then, forgetting what to do, but the priest had tapped his sore back and reminded him. And so he had spit, and rubbed his finger along her bloody sides and tasted it, and she had looked at him, without anger or fear.
How could that be? They were all frightened, all the rest: he was, and his father, and all the others in the hall, and the guards. Even the priests. But she was not frightened. She had been hurt—had cried out with pain, as he had—but not frightened. Nothing changed her mind. She had said, again and again, that the High Lord was real. That Gird Strongarm was real. That the Master was nothing before them. That thought made him twitch. It was dangerous. If he defied the Master, if he didn't believe, then they would hurt him as they hurt her. He curled into a ball, the taste of that blood filling his mouth. He felt nausea burn his throat. He had to believe. He had to obey, or else— But when he screwed his eyes shut, he saw her face. He heard her voice, somehow steady and clear despite the torments. Those gray eyes seemed to watch him.
A booted foot tapped him sharply in the ribs, and he uncurled with a gasp. A watch officer, with four guards behind him.
"What are you doing here, boy?"
Selis fumbled for explanations. "I—I was sitting—"
"You can't sleep here. Who are you?" "Selis Kemmrisson, sir." It was permitted to be polite to the watch, if unwise to be stopped by them.
"Hmm. Your father's business?"
"Merchant, sir."
"And you're—ah—out on business?"
"No, sir—I mean, yes—in a way—"
"Runaway?"
"No, sir."
"Hmmph. It's no night for a youngster like you to be out playing pranks. Go home and stay in."
Selis wanted to ask why, but knew better; he started across the square as if he knew where he was going.
"And don't let me catch you hiding in someone's doorway, boy—" the man called after him. "—or I'll think you a fairspoken thief, that I will."
Seli could not laugh at that, as Raki would have—but Raki wouldn't have been found curled up on the fountain step. Raki would have heard them coming and been hidden in shadow. He walked on, his legs aching now. He had gone out the west side, where he rarely wandered. At the first crossing, he would have turned back, but heard another patrol. As his heart steadied again, he wondered what it would be like to be without fear, like the paladin. He tried to imagine her with Raki, but in his mind no pictures took life. Yet Raki was brave; he never showed fear. From behind or above—Selis thought of Raki dropping on her with his little dagger, the narrow blade allowed apprentices on duty. But again the picture caught no life; Raki was a shadow attacking a shadow, and both vanished in his mind.
Ahead on the right a wide door let out a bar of light that striped the width of the street. Selis slowed, walking as quietly as he could. He was fairly close when he recognized the place: a Gird's grange, the one called Old Vérella. He stopped short, suddenly drenched in sweat. A shadow crossed the light, and a man stepped into the street, to set a burning torch in a bracket by the open door. Selis could see little of him but the shape: massive, in glinting mail. The man went inside, and returned with another torch, set on the other side of the door. Then he stood in the opening, and drew his sword, as if guarding the door against an invader. Selis looked around, and saw no one. When he glanced back, the man was looking his way; again Selis froze, looking down as he had been taught, lest his eyes catch the light. After a long moment he looked up. The doorway was empty, but a shadow marked the light as the man paced from side to side within.
Selis leaned on the wall beside him. His heart hammered. He could not cross that bar of light, and behind—he turned, to see a torch-bearing squad of watchmen cross the street far behind him. He tucked his cold hands into his armpits, and crouched. He wished he was at home, tucked in the warm bed with his brother, safe behind that locked door. He imagined his mother's arms around him, the soothing salve she would spread on his back, the sweet asar she would brew for him. Something clanged, down the street; his head jerked up. When he looked, the watchmen were closer, but they turned a corner down a side alley and disappeared. He closed his eyes, but the vision of home would not return. Not in comfort, at least. He seemed to see his mother, frightened, wringing her hands and staring wide-eyed at his father, who held a scrap of bloodied cloak. He remembered all too clearly the changes in the last few years, the new lines in his father's face, the silent glances from one elder to another, that began with the first of the red priests holding ceremony in the old Guildhall underground.
He looked up the street to see the grange door still pouring light onto the cobbles. It looked warm—but it couldn't be warm with the door open like that. He sighed, leaning back until his back hit the wall, then wincing. Blast that Raki—surely the welts had reopened! He couldn't feel his feet any more, and his teeth chattered. He thought of his uncle's tales of the north, of merchants dying in the snow when they fell asleep. With an effort he pushed himself upright, and stamped, nearly falling when one leg gave way. It was too cold to stay there, and he was hungry, and—he looked again at the grange door, with the shadow crossing and recrossing that light. 
What had she been like in armor? he wondered suddenly. He had thought of paladins as shining, brilliant like stars. Once he had seen one—or thought he had—and from the crowd's murmur it might have been. But in the priests' hands, she had been nothing much to see—except those eyes. And the steady voice, refusing them. And the wounds, at the end, healing without any aid he could see.
He had moved enough to shiver again, dancing in place, but his breath was giving out. How had she insisted that Gird would help her, when she was helpless in their hands? How had she been taken? Had she fought at all? He knew the Marshals by reputation; no thief would fight one openly. Paladins fought even better, by the stories—how they captured her without a fight? He wished he could ask her. He wanted to know why she wasn't afraid, and why she hadn't been angry, fighting. He could not imagine that. 
The light drew his eyes, a broad yellow stripe. Across and across the shadow marched. He would be unafraid, whoever that was, man grown and bearing a sword, but she had had no sword. Yet she had been Girdish—she had said so. Gird the protector, she had said. Selis found himself halfway to the light before he realized it; his teeth chattered harder than ever. Gird the protector. But Gird had not protected her, not even from a scared boy like himself. He felt another wave of nausea at the thought of her blood in his mouth. How could he turn to Gird, if Gird would not protect her? But she had not been afraid. Had Gird taken her fear, and left her the rest? It might be worth that pain not to be afraid, even for a night.
Quickly, giving himself no time to think, Selis threw himself forward, into the light, skidding to a halt just inside the door. Fear flooded his mind, clouding his eyes for a moment so that all he could discern was a huge shadowy shape looming over him, with light behind it. He opened his mouth to scream, but as in a nightmare no sound came. The shadow bent over him; he felt strong arms around him, lifting him gently.
"Shhh," said a voice. "It's all right. You're safe here." He was shivering with cold and fright together; he felt tears burning his eyes, running hot on his cold cheeks. The man carried him easily, speaking to someone else, directions that Selis did not follow, being deaf to anything but his fear. Gradually it eased. 
He was warm. He was cradled in someone's lap, his legs dangling, and as his sobs died away, the man began to speak.
"There, little lad—were you the frightened rabbit crouched by the wall earlier? Don't fear—what's made you fear Gird, of all saints? Here, now—" A hiss followed, as the man touched his back. "Ah, you're hurt. We'll ease that; let me help you with your tunic." Selis sat up, seeing blurrily through the last of his tears a freckled face under thinning red hair, pale blue eyes that met his steadily. He fumbled with the laces of his tunic; the man waited until he dragged it over his head, wincing at the pain.
"I—I'm sorry—" he mumbled, not knowing what else to say. The man's face had stiffened, seeing his back. He saw the blue eyes turn cold.
"Gird's arm, boy, who dealt those blows?" Selis shivered again, his fear returning. He could not answer, shaking his head helplessly when the man asked again. Then the man sighed. "I think I know—if that's not the mark of a crooked lash, I'm no Marshal. And why are you sorry, boy, unless you dealt such blows to another?"
"I—" Selis bowed his head, fighting back another bout of sobs. "I'm afraid—"
"I can see that." The Marshal moved, turning to call. "Kevis! Bring me some water, and bandages." He gathered Selis in his arms again. "We'll get you to bed, boy, and get these cleaned out. When did you eat last?"
"I don't know—" The motion from chair to bed made him dizzy; the Marshal rolled him neatly onto his belly.
"I expect you've more welts below—is it so?"
"Yes, Mast—Marshal," said Seli.
"Don't use that scum's name here," said the Marshal grimly. "I thought so—they weren't content with her, they had to take a child as well. Here, lift your hips. Damn them. You'll carry these marks for life, boy." Seli heard footsteps, another man's voice. 
"Anything else, Marshal?"
"Food, Kevis. Who else is keeping vigil?"
"Arbad, Rahel, and Arñe."
"Good. I'll be with this boy awhile, until he's settled—"
"That's—"
"Liart's work, yes. By Gird's cudgel, we've a housecleaning to do in this place, yeoman marshal, and no regency council fop will stop us this time."
"Aye. That's what I thought." The other man went away. Selis dared to look around; he was lying face down on a narrow bed against the wall of a small clean room. A dark blue robe hung on one peg, a swordbelt and sword on another. A low table and broad chair completed the furniture. On the table was a bowl of water and pile of cloth strips neatly rolled into bandages. The Marshal was dipping a cloth in water.
"This will sting," he said, meeting Selis's eye. "I'm sorry for it, but evil deeds last longer than the doing." He began working on Selis's back; it felt worse than stinging to Selis. He bit his lip, and thought of the paladin. "These are inflamed," the Marshal went on. "How long ago were you beaten?"
"Four days," said Selis, in a jerky voice. "I—I think it was four days."
"Hmmph. And you've been lurking the streets since?"
"No—Marshal. I—ouch!" He clenched his fists; the Marshal seemed to be digging into one of the welts with his fingers.
"Sorry, lad. This one was going bad; full of pus. It has to come out."
"It—didn't—feel like—that before—" Selis had buried his face in the blanket.
"I know. The ones that go bad quit hurting for a time. Those damned hooks they use dig in and make a deep place for wound fever to grow." By the time the Marshal finished, Selis was shaking again, trying not to cry aloud, with a mouth full of blanket. "That's all," the Marshal said finally. "They're all clean—and plenty of salve on them—shouldn't go bad now." His hand on the back of Selis's head was gentle and warm. "You're a brave lad, to be so quiet—a beating is bad enough; I know this hurt."
Selis looked up in surprise. "Me? I'm not brave—"
A chuckle surprised him further. "You've enough experience to judge? I would hope you did not." The other man reappeared, carrying a deep bowl and a pitcher. The Marshal nodded, and he withdrew. "Eat a little, if you can, and drink all of this. You may be fevered; don't eat more than you want." While Selis ate a few mouthfuls of beans, and sipped the bitter drink, the Marshal fingered his clothes. "These aren't beggar's clothes," he said finally. "Are they yours?"
"Yes, Mas—Marshal."
"Good cloth. Were you stolen away?"
"N-no, Marshal." 
"No?" The Marshal's eyes glittered in the candlelight. 
"Your family consented to this?" His gesture included Selis's wounds and his hiding in the streets.
"It—they—" Selis shook his head, near tears once more.
"They were afraid too," said the Marshal, without hint of question.
"Yes, sir," said Selis.
"So they let this happen?"
"It couldn't be helped," whispered Selis to the blanket. "He couldn't stop—"
"Ah. Does your family ask our aid? Is that why you came?"
"No." Selis drew a long breath. "They don't know I am here. I was not to go home until daylight, they said."
"They—Liart's priests?"
Selis nodded. "They said they'd do more if I did—"
"To your family?" At his nod, the Marshal frowned. "Your family worships there, boy? Is that what you mean?"
He shook his head, unable to say; how could he explain? Marshal sighed.
"I don't understand, lad. You were afraid when you came—I thought from your face that you feared Gird himself. Your family let Liart's priests beat you, and yet you say they don't worship him. Why did you come, if not for that? Did you hope sanctuary for yourself?"
Selis closed his eyes, to see the paladin's gray eyes watching him gravely. "She wasn't afraid," he whispered.
"What!" The Marshal went on in a quieter voice. "What do you mean, 'she'? What have you seen?"
He clenched his hands on the blanket. "Sir, they had a—a lady. A fighter—"
"A paladin," said the Marshal. His voice had chilled. Selis glanced at him and froze again; the Marshal's face was hard as dry bone. "Go on," said the Marshal.
"A paladin," he repeated. "They hurt her. And she wasn't afraid. She looked at me."
"Looked at you?" Selis could hear the effort ofcontrol; he shivered, feeling great anger near.
"Yes, sir. When—when they hurt me, and when I—" He stopped, shivering again. Surely the Marshal would kill him, if he told it. He had tasted her blood; the memory sickened him.
"What did you do?" asked the Marshal, in that remote quiet voice. Selis found himself answering as quietly.
"They called us up—the children—we had to spit on her and taste—" he faltered momentarily. "Taste her blood," he finished. His head sank, waiting for the blow.
"Was that before or after they beat you?" asked the Marshal.
"After," said Selis. 
"And did you enjoy it?" asked the Marshal in the same level tone.
"Enjoy!" Selis's head came up. "Marshal, no! How could anyone—it was terrible, but they would have killed me—my father was there—"
The Marshal's pale eyebrows had risen. "No one enjoyed it?"
Selis felt a wave of heat flush his face. "Some," he admitted. "Some did, but—"
"But you did not. And now do you think it was right, boy?"
Selis dropped his eyes again. "No, but I was afraid."
"After that beating—" He heard the musing tone, a heavy sigh.
"It wasn't only that," he found himself saying. "My father—they had told him—I heard them threaten him—we were all afraid. Only she wasn't. When I went forward, I forgot what to do; she looked at me, not frightened, not angry. Then the priest hit me again, and told me—and—and I did it. But sir, whatever they did, she was not afraid. At the end—"
"Stop." The Marshal's face was unreadable. After a long moment of silence, he went on. "Boy, you came to us frightened, cold, hungry and hurt: do you acknowledge that?"
"Yes, Marshal."
"What's your name?" He hesitated; what would happen to his family? The Marshal went on impatiently. "I need something to call you besides boy; if you don't want to tell me your father's name, that's all right."
"Selis," he answered.
"Selis. You came here needing aid; Gird is the protector of those who cannot protect themselves, and as his followers we are bound to aid the helpless. Do you understand?"
"Yes." He thought he did; they were oathbound, but unwilling.
"I doubt that." The Marshal went on. "But we have our rules too, Selis. If you take our aid, we will expect payment from you—not these silvers in your pocket—" he jingled the coins in his hand. "But the payment of an honest heart. Until now I have listened as I might to any frightened child needing help. Frightened children lie, to save themselves pain. I ask you now for the truth, Selis, and if you lie I will not scruple to throw you out. Is that clear?"
"Yes, Marshal." Selis stared, confused.
"Now. You say you witnessed the priests of Liart tormenting a paladin, a woman. Is that true?"
"Yes—"
"And when was this?"
"It—began some days ago, sir." Selis counted on his fingers, to be sure, backwards and forwards both. "Five days, after sunset."
"And you spoke of an end: when?"
"This afternoon, near dark. It was dark when I came outside."
"And what was the end you saw, Selis?"
"It—" Selis paused. In the confusion that had followed the healing of the stone burns, he was not sure just what had happened. "What I saw," he began cautiously, "was the burns going away. But she did not wake, and the priests were angry and drove us all out. But I had heard she was to be killed outside the walls somewhere."
"The burns went away?" The Marshal's voice had warmed a trifle.
"Yes, Marshal. They had put hot stones to her legs, to cripple her, and when they unbound them, the burns healed, disappeared, even as they held her for everyone to see."
"Gird's grace." Selis looked up at that, and saw the balding shiny top of the Marshal's bowed head. Then the Marshal lifted his head slowly; his eyes glittered with unshed tears. "And so she lives?"
"I think so—then. The guards dropped her, and then they told us to leave, and began pushing at us. I looked back, and saw one of them tying her arms again. But she did not wake—"
"No. And you say she showed no fear—"
"No, sir. At first I wondered—I couldn't believe the gods would let a paladin—if it was a paladin—" He floundered for a moment, catching an expression on the Marshal's face that frightened him again. "I mean, sir, that I had heard about paladins—and she had no sword, even—and did not fight—"
"And you doubted she was a fighter at all?"
Selis shook his head. "No—I've seen fighters; she looked like that. But paladins—the priests said it was all a lie, and that she was no more than any other fighter. I thought if she was, the gods would do something, and they didn't. The priests went on, and the others—"
"What others?"
"The—the ones there. Everyone, nearly. The priests require it."
"That everyone join the torment?"
"Yes, sir." Selis glanced quickly up and away, letting his eyes roam around the bare room.
"Were you there for all of it, Selis?" The Marshal's voice was curiously gentle; it surprised him enough to face that blue gaze.
"Yes, sir. They said I had to stay for it all. They wouldn't let my father even speak to me that day, or the day after—"
"How many times did they beat you?"
"Only the once, sir. But then—they made me sit on the other side, with the children, and they told me they would beat me again if I angered them."
"I see." The Marshal's lips folded in a tight line. Selis watched him, sure of anger when he spoke again. After a moment, the Marshal shook his head slightly. "Boy—Selis—if you had stayed on the streets until morning, in this cold, you'd have had wound-fever enough to keep you abed until spring. The priests knew that: wounds festering four days, hunger, a cold night. They must need a hold on your father. Remember that, Selis: they serve a bad master with bad service; there's enough pain in the world without causing more." 
He stretched, and went on more briskly. "Now—you need rest before anything else. Sleep here. Do not leave this room without permission; if you wake, you may eat and drink again, but do not leave. There's a pot under the bed. Is that clear?"
"Yes, Marshal."
"And will you stay?"
"Yes, Marshal."
"Later I hope you will be free of the grange, but this night we are keeping a vigil it could be dangerous for you to witness. Sleep well, Selis, and fear no more."
But he did not sleep well. His back hurt, from shoulders toknees, a stinging pain almost as sharp as the first hours after the beating. His head ached, and spun strange unpleasant dreams when he dozed off. The bandages chafed; in a half-sleep he felt them as bonds holding him down, and fought himself awake. The bed was tumbled and damp around him; the room black dark, for the candle had burnt out. A line of light showed the door ajar. Selis pushed himself up. His mouth was dry and tasted foul. He lurched into the table and felt around for the pitcher and mug. After a drink his head felt clearer; he fumbled under the bed for the pot. 
When he lay down again, he could not sleep at all. His back throbbed; the tangled bedding caught his feet as he shifted and turned. He thought of the coming day, of his father's fright, of the home that no longer seemed safe, since he could be dragged away at the red priests' whim. Raki and the others waited for him in the streets, and the red priests underground. And even his father was not safe. He knew, now, that they might have hung his father on that frame, for all his wealth and position in the Guild. Even his mother—that thought was too terrible. He groaned aloud. No one was safe anymore: not him, not his parents. If the red priests wanted, he did not doubt they could steal the prince, or any of the nobles. There was no safety for anyone, anywhere—
He was crouched in the bed, shaking with fear, his blood pounding in his ears. They would find him, even here; he must run. They were coming, they would always be coming, but if he ran fast enough they might not find him. He threw back the bedding, and felt around the room for his clothes. He stumbled over his shoes, and put them on. His pants were easy, but he could not squirm into his tunic with the bandages; he folded it on his arm and stole to the door.
It opened noiselessly to his touch, giving on a dimly lit passage with other doors. Beyond the passage was a larger space with more light. He tried each door in turn, without success. He had not Raki's skill with locks. He crept farther along the passage. It ended in the grange itself; he crouched near that opening and looked along the length of that large room. Ahead, the street wall, with its wide door open to the night outside. On the opposite wall, racked weapons: clubs, swords, spears, all neatly arrayed. On the near wall, coils of rope and a row of ladders: fire-fighting gear. Very cautiously he put his head out the opening, and looked to his left. A wooden platform centered the floor there. At each corner stood an armed figure: two men and two women, facing inward, swords drawn. In the center of the platform, a brilliant light, like a jewel on fire. Selis could not see the Marshal; he put his head out farther, craning his neck to see around the corner to his left.
"Selis!" That call came from beyond the open door, fanged with malice.
His head whipped around; he stared into the blackness, trying to see Raki. But the darkness beyond was featureless. He cowered back into the passage.
"We see you, Selis rabbit," came the mocking call. "We'll find you." 
He wanted to hear the armed Girdsmen chasing Raki; he wanted to hear something but the beat of his own heart. But the Girdsmen did not move; the Marshal did not appear. A wisp of fog stole into the grange by the door. Selis stared at it as if it were alive. After a time it seemed thicker. He looked around the grange from his hiding place: each torch was haloed now, and he could no longer see the spear-hafts clearly on the opposite wall. He jerked his gaze back to the main door. Fog and shadows clung about it, shifting in the hazy light. Was that a blacker shadow coming in? Selis backed a step. A light mocking laugh ran along the wall.
"Selis—I see you. It's not so dark there." Selis backed again, into the dark passage. Damp fog filled half the grange, reaching along the walls toward him. He remembered the Marshal's warning. If he had stayed in that room, Raki could not have seen him. It was his fear—he shook his head. If he retreated to the dark room now, Raki could follow; Raki moved faster in the dark than he did. But in the light, he could be seen. Raki might throw a dart, or his dagger.
Or might not. Selis thought hard, choking on his fear. If he hid in the dark, Raki would surely come. If he came to the light, perhaps the Girdsmen would protect him. Perhaps Raki would wait for a better chance. He squeezed his eyes shut. What would she do, the paladin? He saw those gray eyes, unafraid, watching. She would never have left the room, perhaps. But it was too late for that. He opened his eyes again. Fog had eaten half the light, slicking the walls with icy moisture. A shadow moved along the near wall, dark and silent. Selis pushed himself up, and took a step forward. The shadow halted. Another step, another. He came to the doorway again, and stepped free of the passage. 
Raki's shadow had moved back, toward the outer door. Selis turned to the platform, where two broad backs faced him; across it, he could see the other watchers, their faces intent on the shining object in the center. That light seemed to hold the fog at bay. He took a cautious step into the open, looking around for the Marshal.
The Marshal stood facing a recess in the back wall of the grange. Light from it glittered on his mail. Selis crept nearer, casting nervous glances back over his shoulder at the shadowy end of the grange. But he saw nothing moving. From this angle, he still could not tell what it was that made the shining light on the platform. None of the Girdsmen looked at him; none of them moved at all. He wondered what would happen if he spoke, but feared to try. The Marshal, too, seemed unaware of him. He took another step, and another. Now he could see what lay in the recess: a rough club of wood, with a smoothly polished handle. Light filled the recess; he could see no source.
He heard a patter of sound, and turned to see Raki standing near the platform, a dark figure slightly blurred by fog.
"They won't help you," said Raki. "They're spelled—they can't move." Selis felt his belly knot up; he shivered. "You might as well come with me, little boy," Raki went on. "The red priests will want to know where you've been."
"No—" Selis shook his head, shrinking back. He felt the Marshal's sleeve brush his bare shoulder. 
"You want me to drag you?" Raki extended his hand, as if in greeting, then flipped his wrist. His little dagger lay in his palm, lightly clasped. Selis had seen him do that before. Raki had flicked the buttons off his dress tunic with that dagger, made him scramble for them in the gutter. Selis swallowed hard, aware of the Marshal's silent bulk behind him. Why didn't the Marshal do something? Was he spelled? And by whom?
"I won't come," he managed to whisper.
"Oh, you'll come," said Raki. "And your father—he won't be so proud, after this. And your mother—"
"No!" His voice startled himself; he could hardly believe it. "I won't come." Raki had stiffened at that tone. "You don't have any right. This isn't your place—"
"Little boy." Raki's voice was deadly. "All places are my Master's places, and I go where I will; you have no rights here. You're no Girdsman."
"No, but—" Selis tried to hard to think. "Anybody—he's the protector of the helpless—"
"Protector? And did he protect his paladin?"
"Yes. You didn't see it; I did."
"Selis, you're a fool; you saw what I saw, and you know it."
"No—I saw the wounds heal—"
"What!" Even in the fog he saw Raki's eyes widen.
"I did. Raki, the burns healed, I tell you—"
"I don't believe it." But Raki's voice was edged with doubt. "You were dreaming—you were wound-witless yourself—"
"No." Selis shook his head stubbornly. "It's true—that's why they drove us all out. The priests were angry, Raki, and afraid." He took a long breath. "And that's why I'm staying. She wasn't afraid, even after all they did, and then the wounds healed."
Raki cocked his head. "Well—she was a paladin—"
"You said there weren't any."
Raki shrugged. "Maybe I was wrong on that. Say she was a paladin, and the gods help paladins. But you aren't one. I'm not. For people like us, Selis, there's reason to fear. I've never had any aid from these so-called saints, nor have you—but we know what stripes the Master will deal if we don't obey. Gird won't save you, and you know it."
For a few moments Selis had forgotten to be afraid, as Raki seemed to listen, but now Raki was moving, coming toward him, and he felt the same choking fear as before. He tried to back, bumped into the Marshal, and felt that immobility as a wall.
"I can't—" he gasped. "I won't—"
"Come on, rabbit!" Raki had slipped the dagger back up his sleeve; he grabbed for Selis with both hands. Selis threw his tunic in Raki's face and lunged away. But there was no place to run. Beyond the platform was the foggy dark, cold and dangerous. Raki followed him slowly, chuckling. Selis looked wildly for somewhere to go, something to fight with. The weapons on the wall were hung too high, and he didn't know how to fight anyway. He edged around the platform, trying to keep it between them. Raki gave a contemptuous look at the Girdsmen posted at each corner, and stepped onto it.
The wood boomed like a giant drum. Before Raki could move, the Girdsmen had shifted, their heads coming up to focus on him. Selis froze. He saw the Marshal turn, saw the other swords come up, saw the flicker of movement along Raki's arm that became a dagger in his hand. Whatever had made the light let it fail, and it sank to a mere glimmer, a torchlit glint of metal on the platform. Then Raki leaped across the platform, his dagger before him, between the two Girdsmen on that side. Selis thought he had made it until he saw him stagger, saw the spatter of blood that marked the grange floor. The Girdsmen were quick; they had Raki safely bound almost before he caught his breath.
"You!" Raki glared at Selis. Two of the Girdsmen turned to look at him; he saw the Marshal already watching. "You'll pay for this, Selis," Raki went on. Selis shook his head, silent. He dared not look at the Marshal; he didn't want to watch Raki either. He stared at his feet.
"I thought I told you to stay in your room," said the Marshal. "I thought you agreed."
"I—yes, sir." Selis trembled. He saw a swirl of blue cloak; the Marshal's cloak, coming nearer. 
"You brought trouble in your trail," said the Marshal. "Did you mean to?"
"No, sir." Selis felt the Marshal's hand on his head, slipping down to cup his chin and force his face up. "I—I didn't—" he faltered. "I—I was frightened, I knew they'd come for me, and I thought I would run. And then when I got to the light, Raki was waiting—"
"Hmm. Trouble is always waiting, lad; at least you had the sense to stay in the light." He turned away, and left Selis standing alone. Then he turned back. "This other boy—who is he?"
"He's—"
"Selis, you'd better be quiet." Raki sounded as dangerous as ever.
"Are you threatening our guest, thief?" asked one of the Girdsmen.
"Peace, Arñe," said the Marshal. "Let the boy answer, if he will."
"It's—Raki," said Selis. "He's—someone I know."
"I gathered that. Someone you know who is not a friend—who wants to hurt you?"
"Yes, sir."
"Does he follow Liart?"
"Yes, sir."
The Marshal walked over to Raki, and crouched beside him. "Let me see—not a bad wound. And so you think, Liart's thief, that Liart has all the power? You think Gird does not protect his own?" Raki did not answer. "Well, then—do you wish to live, or not?"
"All wish to live," said Raki. "Even that rabbit over there."
"Rabbit or rat, eh? I tell you what, Raki, I will not let a Liart's thief go free. Especially now. You entered a grange unasked, you violated the platform and the vigil, you attacked a yeoman of Gird: for any of these your life might be forfeit. Yet you are young. Would you prefer prison?"
"No!"
"Or will you forsake Liart, and swear your life to Gird's service?"
"Forsake the Master? But he will—"
"Then you, too, are as afraid as that boy?"
Raki seemed to shake a moment before answering; his voice was lower and less scornful. "No—no, but I have seen—"
"Something you're afraid of. All men are afraid, Raki. You call that child a rabbit—have you the courage to do what he has done?"
"Him? What?"
"He came here. He endured the treatment of his wounds without complaint. And he stayed in Gird's light when you tried to frighten him away." The Marshal paused; Raki said nothing that Selis could hear. Then the Marshal spoke in a different tone. "And where were you, Raki, when the paladin of Gird endured your god's torment? Were you there?"
"Well, I—yes."
"Did you taste her blood, as Selis did?" Raki nodded, unwillingly, Selis thought. "Did you do more?" After a long pause, Raki nodded again. "What?" Selis saw Raki shake his head, then his face worked. Whatever he said came to Selis only as an unintelligible gasp.
The Marshal shook his head at the end. "Well, Raki—make your choice. Choose Gird's service, and live; or Liart's, and die."
"You won't really let me go—"
"Not go, no. If you choose Gird's service, we will tend that wound and put you to bed, then find you a trade to learn—"
"As someone's slave," snarled Raki.
"No. Girdsmen hold no slaves."
"But how do you know I—"
"You would swear your oath on the Relic of this grange," said the Marshal. "I warn you that swearing falsely is a perilous thing."
"Has Selis sworn?" asked Raki.
"Selis is not your concern," said the Marshal. "It is your life we speak of now. Will you choose Gird, or death?"
"I don't want to die." Raki's voice trembled a little. Selis could not see his face for the others around him. He had never heard Raki sound frightened before. 
"Well?"
"I—I'll swear."
"You will serve Gird, by the laws of our Fellowship?"
"Yes." 
"Bring him." The Marshal turned back, moving around the platform to the recess; Selis flattened himself back into the corner. The Girdsmen untied Raki's arms and hauled him up. He looked shaken, unlike the confident boy Selis had always known. They urged him forward, until he stood beside the Marshal. He glanced sideways and looked at Selis. Selis looked back, seeing Raki for the first time as a boy—only a boy—older, but far from powerful. The Marshal reached into the recess and brought out the club. Selis could not see his face, as he spoke, but his voice was grim.
"Raki, I know you do not believe what I am saying, but I warn you: if you intend dishonesty, if you swear falsely on this relic of Gird, you may die. This club, we think, was Gird's own. Others have died of false swearing; you must know this. Your choice is meagre; you have lived with evil so long that we dare not trust anything but an oath like this; I wish it were otherwise. Now—take it in your hands. Yes, like that. Now—"
"It isn't fair, five against one," said Raki sullenly. Selis felt a pressure in the air, as if a listening crowd had Formed.
"Oh?" The Marshal's voice held no emotion. "Was it fair, many against one paladin?"
"No—"
"Then swear, Raki, or do not; it is time."
"I—I don't know what to say."
"Say: I swear my life to the service of Gird, according to the rules of his Fellowship." Selis could see the tension in Raki's face; it glistened with fog or fear. He saw Raki's hands clench on the club, and knew he was about to strike. But no one moved. Raki breathed fast, staring at the Marshal, then took a long breath.
"I—I swear—" he began. His eyes dropped to the club, widening. "I—swear my life—to the service of Gird—" Now the club glowed slightly; Raki's brows went up and his tongue ran around his lips. "I mean it," he breathed. "If—"
"Finish," said the Marshal.
"According to the rules of his Fellowship," said Raki quickly. The club's glow brightened, then faded.
"Do you renounce your allegiance to Liart of the horned chain?"
"Y-yes."
"Good." The Marshal took back the club, and replaced it in the recess. "Kevis, you and Arñe tend his wound; one of you stay with him when he sleeps. Raki, you are oathbound to obey them, for now. When you wake, you and I will talk. For now, I have something to say to Selis." Selis watched Raki move way between the two Girdsmen with a strange feeling of unreality. It simply could not be that Raki—daring Raki, wild Raki, dangerous Raki, the prize apprentice, the ringleader of the youngest thieves—was now sworn to the Fellowship of Gird. 
"Selis." The Marshal's voice brought him back from that reverie. "Come here." He was suddenly afraid again. What if he had to swear, and the relic proved him false? He didn't know if he could be a Girdsman. But the Marshal was leading him to the platform. "Do you know what that is?" he asked, pointing at the object that lay glinting in the middle. Selis peered at it. A flat medallion on a chain, crescent-shaped.
"Yes, sir," he said. "It's a symbol of Gird."
"That's right. Pick it up." Selis looked at him, surprised, and the Marshal nodded. He stepped onto the platform gingerly, expecting that hollow booming; instead, his feet scuffed lightly on the wood. His back twinged as he bent to pick the medallion off the broad planks. He wondered if it would be respectful to touch it, and lifted the chain instead. "Hold it in your hand," directed the Marshal. Selis wrapped his hand around it, wondering. It felt like metal, chilled from the night air. The Marshal cocked his head. "Are you frightened now, Selis?"
He thought a moment before answering. "No, sir." 
"Would you be frightened if I asked you to stay in the same room with Raki?"
"No—not now. Not if you were there."
"Are you afraid of me?"
"No, sir. Not now. But if you were angry—"
"Selis, I have been angry since you came. If you do not fear me now, you need not fear me at all."
"Angry—at me?"
"No. Should I be?"
"I did what they did."
"Boy, we have all done evil in our time; I pray Gird's grace that's the worst evil, and the last evil, that you do. Listen, Selis. You are younger, and I judge less tainted with evil; you should not need binding with such a strong oath as holds Raki. But in this time, with so much evil loose in the world, you need protection. Do you wish ours, or would you find another patron?"
Selis looked at him. "You mean be a Girdsman?"
"Yes. Join the Fellowship, but as a child does, not as a man. Thus if you grew to be called by another worthy patron, it would be no oathbreaking for you to become a Falkian, say, or join a forge of Sertig. It would mean putting yourself under our authority, until you were grown; the Fellowship would be your family."
"I—don't know if I can ever be a fighter," Selis said. "Raki's right, that I'm a rabbit. I—I cried, when they took me forward, even before they hit me." Somehow it seemed important to say that; he did not know why.
"Not all Girdsmen are fighters, but the Fellowship helps all learn to face what dangers they must. We will not ask you for more strength than you have, Selis. You are a child, not a man."
"Then I would like to stay. I would like to—to not be so frightened, like all the rest."
"Good. Rahel, come hear Selis's oath. Say this after me, Selis: I ask protection of the Fellowship of Gird until I am grown, and swear to obey the Marshal of my grange as I would my own father, and accept his discipline if I am wrong."
"Don't I have to hold that thing?" asked Selis nervously, looking at the recess.
The Marshal laughed softly. "No, lad. The medallion in your hand will do well enough for you."
Selis repeated the oath without incident.
"Now," said the Marshal. "Since you disobeyed earlier, and brought trouble it took two Girdsmen to handle, here is your punishment." But he was smiling. "You will stand in the grange with us, until the next shift of watchers comes to keep vigil; can you do that, or are you too weak?"
"I can stand," said Selis, suddenly warm again.
"Lay the medallion where it was," said the Marshal. "And then take your place here." He pointed to one of the corners. "And here—" He had ducked into the passage and out again before Selis was quite aware of it. "You cannot stand there clad in bandages, like a half-wrapped corpse. Here's training armor, and a cloak. And hold this sword so. It won't be long until the change of watch: just stand so."
And Selis found himself blinking hard to stay awake, the padded canvas surcoat and long wool cloak warm against the fog. He could not believe it: he, the rabbit, with a sword in his hands, keeping vigil in a grange of Gird. When the watch changed, he fell asleep as soon as the Marshal laid him in a bed.



Author's Note on "Those Who Walk in Darkness"
What happens to minor characters when their small part is done? As I wrote the last part of The Deed of Paksenarrion, I had to tell the story of a traumatized boy who appeared briefly in Oath of Gold before I could settle into finishing the book. It appeared in my first two short-fiction collections, and later I put it up on the Paksworld website. So why here, again? Because sometimes those minor characters and minor side-stories connect with something years later. This story tells only the beginning of a lost boy's new life. How he grew up, what he did, how he influenced others didn't enter my head for years, until I was writing the end (and stories beyond the end) of Paladin's Legacy. There he was again, still a minor character whose life had intersected with a more prominent one years after the end of that series and before the events of "The Last Lesson." Will he ever come back to fill in the years between? I have no idea.



The Last Lesson
On the morning of half-Winter, nine hands of days before Midwinter Feast, seventeen young men who hoped to become Knights of the Bells sat around the long table at one end of the knights' salle with the Knight-Commander. 
"Gentlemen, today we will consider the duel, both in law and practice." He looked up and down the table. Every year they looked younger to him. The light, the dark, the nobly born, the commoners...no girls this year. He pushed that away. None of his own daughters had wanted to be knights. No matter that both Falkians and Finthans knighted more women. He dragged his attention back to the day's lesson.
He cleared his throat and began. "You all know that dueling is forbidden by the Code of Gird. Yet you have all heard that duels are fought by Girdish men, despite stiff penalties if they are discovered. You may have been tempted yourselves to offer a challenge or answer one. I imagine you are curious about dueling. Perhaps you think it is much like any fencing practice." 
He glanced around the table: a few smiles, a few nods. "It is not. The fencing practice you have had here is nothing like the dueling ground, gentlemen. However quick and strong you are, facing swords bated on edge or point under the eye of an instructor is very different from facing live steel in the hands of someone who means to spill your guts on the ground."
Now they frowned, most of them. 
"You know this—it has been mentioned by your armsmasters—but you cannot understand as yet. Let me tell you about my experience."
He could feel their quickened interest. He rarely spoke of his own experience, any of it. He was the king's cousin, a Duke until his appointment as Knight-Commander of the Bells, still a member of the Royal Council. It was easy to imagine himself into those young, inexperienced heads: instead of a dull lecture on the law, they would hear an exciting story from a royal personage. So they thought. 
"A few years before I took over the Bells," he said, "I fought a duel. I had of course been in battle before, so the feelings—the changes in myself—in facing live steel were not new to me, but they were to my opponent. It was his first duel." They would want to know who; he wasn't about to tell them, and he went on without pausing. "He was highly trained, very skilled, and—being so much younger than I—naturally faster in his movements. It reminded me of myself, in my first fight with live steel."
He paused, took a sip of water. It had been nothing like his first fight with live steel, really, but this was not about himself. And the young man who had faced him had certainly shared a bloodline and a naive arrogance much like his own at that age. He began again, sketching the progress of the duel...the first encounter, the first blooding, the pause for wounds to be bandaged, the return to the dueling ground, the next and the next.
"But then," the Knight-Commander said, "I saw what was happening to my opponent, and I understood that he was not longer able to master himself, no longer thinking clearly. It was up to me, as the elder, to do so." He paused again to look at the listening faces, all intent. "I stood up from my guard, dropped my blade, said I had finished, and thanked him, walking forward ready to shake his hand. He stared, stiff as stone for a moment, then switched his blade to his heart hand and shook mine." No need to say that the young man had burst into tears and thanked him.
"So you saved yourself," Soldan Masagar said, a faint edge of contempt in his voice. He was a baron's son from the northwest corner of the kingdom.
The Knight-Commander nodded. "It is true, I am alive now. But I did it not to save myself—but him."
"You mean—you could have killed him instead?" "Probably not, unless he slipped and fell," the Knight-Commander said. "Twenty years slows a man. He would have killed me...and it would have ruined him."
"I don't see that—it would have made his reputation as a swordsman." That was Parin, a Marshal's son from Elorran's old domain.
"As a murderer," the Knight-Commander said. "As a man to be feared and possibly hated. A man whose whole life would be marked by that duel, making his destiny more difficult, if not impossible."
"But you—but—" The young man's voice faded away in the face of the Knight-Commander's steady gaze. 
"When I was young, I killed men," the Knight-Commander said. "I know what it does to a young man, to kill out of fear or pride or hot blood."
"But your reputation—"
"Could not suffer what his would, had he ended it—or had he killed me."
"If you think dueling is so bad, why did you agree?"
The Knight-Commander laughed. "I did not say I thought dueling was so bad, when it's first-blood only. The problem is, gentlemen, that it's hard to stop at first-blood when you are angry, when your pride has been hurt, or when you are too frightened." His expression hardened, and he looked from face to face. "And do not tell me, young hot-bloods, that you cannot be frightened. Anyone can be frightened, just as anyone can lose control in a temper. You can—you may—and some of you will—do terrible things in those situations. You think now you will not. You think now you will be steady as oaks, immobile as stones, but you have not been tested."
"My father says you were tested." Predictably, a Marrakai, second son of a second son. "But he won't tell me how."
"Indeed I was, and when I was younger than any of you. And I lived, which some of you would call victory and success. As far as the body goes, that is true. But in choosing life, in a desperate situation, I killed...more than I had need, it might be. It haunts me to this day, those lives lost." 
Silence. The Knight-Commander watched face after face, touching each with his magery, tasting their reaction. Most were thoughtful, a little worried now about their own store of courage and resolution. Two were thoughtful another way. The baron's son from the far northwest, who had already expressed his distrust of mages. The Marshal's son from the old Elorran district, a little too eager for fame, a little too prideful of his Girdish heritage.
"How many of you," the Knight-Commander asked, "have ever chanced with live steel?"
Silence, glances exchanged. 
"Come now," he said. "This is not a trap; I know how boys play with daggers and older lads with swords, if they can escape adult supervision. You will take no harm from honesty."
"I have," one said, and then another. Only a third, in this class—better than he'd expected.
"I hope you had the sense to wear protection," the Knight Commander said. "Since you are here, I suppose you did. And have any of you ever been on the dueling ground?"
Shaken heads, a chorus of variations on "No."
"Let me make it clear what that is like. Semmis—stand there." He pointed; the student named rose and moved quickly to the far end of the salle. "Take off your doublet and shirt." As he spoke, the Knight-Commander stood and removed his own tabard and doublet, then yanked his shirttails free and pulled his shirt over his head. There were gasps from a few, quickly stifled. Good. He knew what they were seeing—an old man's body, an old man's wrinkled spotted skin over muscles still hard, the mat of hair on his chest and belly gone as white as his beard, the scars of his battles still puckered, easily traced. "Galdin, you act as Semmis's second. Nellrin, you are mine. Seconds, go into the armory and bring out two identical fighting blades. Baren, Tamor, shut the doors to the salle; let no one in. Karden, fetch a sack of bandage rolls from the supply closet."
"Sir—are you going to—?" Alarm in their tone, as it should be.
"Go and do what I told you." Habit of obedience sent them on their way without more questions. The air in the salle was cold; he felt his skin drawing up into gooseflesh, felt the urge to shiver. Instead he drew a little heat from his magery, the least he could. He would need his strength elsewhere. By the time the two seconds had returned with the swords, he had taken off his boots and socks and stood barefoot on the cold stone floor, and bade Semmis do the same. 
The young man's body was symmetrical, well-muscled, his skin smooth, unmarked with anything but a narrow scar on one shoulder. Semmis looked a little pale, as well he might, half dressed and barefoot in a cold salle and facing he knew not what challenge from his Knight-Commander.
"I have issued no challenge," the Knight-Commander said, as the seconds emerged with swords and silence held the room. "Yet." Silence deepened. "Semmis, take the sword my second hands you." He walked over to the seconds. "I will take the one your second hands me...now bow to the seconds." He turned to the others. "Half of you to either side, against the walls. Take off your boots, all of you: they will outline the dueling ground. And you, Parin, you will be the master, the one who gives the command to begin, and cries hold when blood is drawn." Parin nodded, looking eager. "You seconds, you will now mark the ground, and if either of us retreats outside it, the duel ends to that one's dishonor. Karden, be ready to bandage any wounds. I prefer not to drip on the floor, nor do I wish to spend the afternoon on my knees scrubbing it clean." He grinned at the others. No one grinned back. 
Quickly the seconds outlined the space he pointed out with discarded boots and socks. The Knight Commander stepped inside it; Semmis, he saw, had also stepped in, and was now flushed a little.
"Duels are ordinarily fought outside," the Knight-Commander said. "Often at dawn, sometimes at night, in a ring of torches. Rarely in midday, always in secret, because as I reminded you, Gird forbade dueling. What does the Code of Gird say?"
Several repeated it, almost in unison.
"Indeed."
Before him, Semmis' expression had gone from confusion to wariness: he was beginning to believe this was real.
"Semmis, I challenge you to a duel. There is no offense; I needed someone to use as an example, and you are slightly better with a sword than Joris." He was also one of the more level-headed students, and should thereby take longer to reach the mindless stage of combat. "If you do not accept, you will be known as a coward hereafter and disgraced before all. You will not become a Knight of the Bells. Respond." 
A twitch, no more, of Semmis's mouth, then he answered. "Knight-Commander, I accept your challenge."
"Are you satisfied with your weapon?"
"I am, sir."
"Are you satisfied with your second?"
"I am, sir."
The Knight-Commander glanced at Parin. "Your cue," he said.
"On guard!" Parin said. His voice cracked on the second word; from the corner of his eye, the Knight-Commander saw that he flushed, embarrassed. The Knight-Commander raised his blade, pointed it at Semmis's chest. Twelve paces away, Semmis's blade pointed at him, only the slightest tremor tossing light down the blade. 
The Knight-Commander knew, none better, what Semmis felt as he saw that point aimed at him, those sharp edges gleaming. He knew how aware Semmis would be of the cold stone beneath his feet, the light from the high eastern windows, the movement of the air, those who watched...and he saw the moment when Semmis's focus cast all that out, as he himself had cast out awareness of snow, encircling trees, nervous horses stamping and snorting, the whole vast scale of life that had never seemed so large or so fragile, the first time he had faced a naked blade.
In that moment, the Knight-Commander sprang—slower than in his youth, but with all the authority of a man experienced in battle. To his credit, Semmis did not retreat or falter; his parry was strong, his riposte quick. The Knight-Commander's parry moved it aside, and his own riposte caught Semmis on the forearm, just as he'd planned, on the outer side, away from the dangerous arteries. Still, the wound bled. 
Parin cried "Hold!" a moment after he should have; Semmis, still moving, had made his riposte and caught the Knight-Commander above the elbow, near the shoulder, when his parry did not clear. 
"Hold!" Parin cried again, louder, and this time Semmis dropped the tip of his blade.
"Wipe the blades first, Karden," the Knight-Commander said. "Then with a clean roll, bind Semmis's wound and mine." 
The others, backed against the walls of the salle, stared, some of them muttering to one another. The Knight-Commander felt his blood making its warm tickly way through the hairs on his arm. He could smell it: iron and meat. Karden seemed unduly slow about bandaging Semmis's wound, and the Knight-Commander's second, Nellrin, grabbed a bandage roll from the sack at Karden's feet and brought it to him. 
"Sir—should I wipe it off first?"
Nellrin had not been outstanding in the wound-tending class. 
"Cut off four hand lengths with your dagger, make a pad large enough to cover the wound, put it on and then start wrapping it with the rest. Snugly. Once down, once up, then tie it off, cut the excess off and use that to wipe up."
"I'm sorry if it hurts you—"
The Knight-Commander shook his head, and watched the others. Flushed faces, paler faces, mouths a little open or firmly shut...which reacted which way? Soon enough his wound was bandaged, and he walked back into the marked area. Semmis stepped in almost at the same moment. The Knight-Commander looked at him. No confusion now, no sign of fear. The blue eyes blazed with eagerness, with the desire to attack. For himself, the Knight-Commander felt the beat of his own heart, the stiffness of his joints. This would be, he thought, the last time he dared give this particular demonstration. He knew himself to be slower, older, and in more danger. That did not matter. These boys—young men—could not learn this lesson any other way. Young men—and he remembered his youth very clearly—must see for themselves, feel for themselves. 
"On guard!" Parin said, sounding a little hoarse with the effort of keeping his voice deeper.
Once more the Knight-Commander moved forward, this time a little slower. Semmis took that opportunity, attacking fast. A stop-thrust would have fended him off, but a stop-thrust with these weapons would likely kill; the Knight-Commander chose instead a flurry of unusual parries to counter the flurry of straight-forward thrusts, but very soon Semmis made another touch, another wound.
"Halt!" Parin said.
The Knight-Commander felt his heart pounding in his chest; his breath burned in his lungs. This time Karden came directly to the Knight-Commander, concern on his face. "Sir—"
"I am merely a little winded, Karden, take no notice. Too many breakfast pastries." He watched Semmis, marked only by the first wound; the young man was alert, eyes bright, swaying a little like a snake planning a strike. His one wound had stained the bandage but certainly was not bleeding fast. His own...he did not look to see, though he felt it was more serious. 
Nellrin hovered near him. "Sir...as your second...will you not consider a yield?" 
The Knight-Commander looked at the others. Had they seen enough? Not quite. To Nellrin he said, "Inquire of Semmis's second whether his principal is inclined to cease."
He watched Nellrin approach Galdin, and Galdin approach Semmis. Semmis listened, then shook his head, and grinned at the Knight-Commander, a grin full of confidence and eagerness to continue.
No. The lesson was not complete. And he must be very careful, for all his experience would not completely make up for his aging body. He owned himself tired now, and knew he had not much longer to fight. He must not let Semmis kill him. 
He moved into the ground again, not trying to conceal his tiredness. Would Semmis notice? What would it mean to him if he did? Some became wilder with the scent of blood and some calmer. Semmis, somewhat to his surprise, looked wilder. So, then. 
At the "On guard," they both moved; the blades clashed. The Knight-Commander parried once, twice, managed a riposte that slid off Semmis's good parry, and barely escaped a wickedly fast reversed attack. His breath came short now, and he thought with regret of the extra honey-cake he'd eaten at breakfast. Too many breakfast pastries indeed.
Semmis bore in again, intent. From the spectators, a low murmur, a louder cry, almost a complaint; the Knight- Commander could not catch the words over the pounding of his heart, the breath that tore at him. 
But Semmis stiffened, stood up, dropped the tip of his blade. His expression changed. "No." 
The Knight-Commander straightened slowly as his back twinged, and struggled to steady his breathing and his voice. "No?"
"Sir, I am sorry," Semmis said. "But no. I will not fight you longer. I will not wound you again. It is not a good thing—a right thing—to do. I honor your courage and...and I think...I do understand the lesson."
The Knight-Commander smiled. "Then it is worth a little blood spilled," he said. He reached out and Nellrin took his blade. Another long breath. "Especially if it is mine." He turned to the others. "Let me see if the rest of you do...consider what you felt as you watched. Some of you—" he picked them out with his gaze—"were eager to see the fight; you had in mind whom you wanted to win, did you not?" Shamefaced looks: they knew who they were. "You are those most likely to participate in a duel or some other adventure because it is exciting. Know that about yourself." 
He looked around again, once more picking out those who he meant with his gaze. "Some of you were shocked to have the Knight-Commander tell you to do something forbidden, something against the Code...but you obeyed. You can be swayed by one in authority, and possibly by a mob as well, to go against your training. And some of you, again, were worried the whole time, knowing it was dangerous, that Semmis or I might take harm...and toward the end, you saw that Semmis was excited, fully engaged, and I was tiring..." 
He looked again at Semmis, now shivering a little as his sweat dried in the chill air. "What did they say, Semmis, did you hear?"
"Someone said 'murder' sir, but...but in truth I had already thought it and yet I was attacking...I never thought I would be willing to hurt someone I respected, just because I had a blade in hand." He handed his blade to his second, and knelt before the Knight-Commander. "Sir, truly I am not worthy to be a Knight of the Bells, and you should remove me from the list of candidates." 
"On the contrary, Semmis, you are very worthy. You showed courage and self-command both. Get up, lad, let us shake hands, and get your shirt on. So will I."
The Knight-Commander needed assistance to regain his shirt, and it was over his head, obscuring his sight, when pounding came at the doors. He yanked at the neck opening with his heart hand and looked out to see—not the Marshal he expected—but the king himself in the doorway. No one moved for an instant. The king stood there, flanked by his personal guard, saying nothing. 
The Knight-Commander, his injured arm at a painful angle with the sleeve only half-on and his second, the hapless Nellrin, frozen in alarm, hissed "Sleeve!" at Nellrin, who hastened to pull it into place, hiding the bandages. "Surcoat," he said then, and Nellrin reached for it, too late.
"Wait," the king said, and Nellrin froze again. Down the length of the Salle he looked at the Knight-Commander and the Knight-Commander looked back. "You," the king said. "Again? And how much damage this time? And which one?" Now the king's gaze swept the salle.
"They will not tell you," the Knight-Commander said, before anyone could. "Nor will I. Little enough damage from the blade. The years have wounded me far more." They both understood that; the king's gaze wavered for a moment.
"And is your lesson finished for today?" the king asked.
"Not quite," the Knight-Commander said. "Gentlemen, we will convene again after midday; make your bow to the king and dismiss yourselves to study and a meal."
When the young men had left the salle, the king came nearer, shaking his head. "Beclan, my dear cousin, you must not go on with this...one of them will kill you and then..."
"And then he must die. Yes. I know. This is the last time."
"You said that last year."
"Indeed. But I have trained harder this year and I thought I could...I had concerns about some of them." He sighed, wincing at the catch in his breath.
"You will see my physicians," the king said. "My quarters?"
"Here, if you please. My office has a fireplace, and it is warm and...I do not wish to climb stairs."
The king's expression changed; he sent a guard running to find the physician and he himself offered an arm to the Knight-Commander then helped him down the salle and a short passage to the inner office. A fire did burn there; the room was warm, and the Knight-Commander's yeoman-marshal stood ready. 
Off came the shirt again, then his yeoman-marshal took a robe from the warming stand to cover him until the physicians arrived. At the king's command he sat in the chair nearest the fire, glad to do so. The faces of the knight-candidates passed by his inner eye, from the most junior, just in from squiring someone, to the seniors nearing their knighthood ceremony. 
What should he do about the baron's son and the Marshal's son? For a Marshal's son not to be knighted with his class was...a scandal in the making. For a Marshal's son to make a bad knight, a knight who thought more of his own fame than Gird's law...was worse. Parin had made mistakes as director of the duel—not unusual, for he had no experience. But what kind of mistakes? What did they mean? As for the baron's son...he would need to explore the roots of the young man's distrust of magery. It must not be hatred.
"He should be lying flat!" That was the king's physician arriving in a pet, as he often was. "This is not the proper—well, then the desk. Move him!"
The Knight-commander opened his eyes and tried to stand, but his knees failed him. Many arms caught him, lifted him, and laid him on his great desk, the only thing he had taken with him from Verrakai's country house.
"Gird's guts, did none of you keep an eye on the wounds—these bandages are sodden!"
The Knight Commander closed his eyes against the lamplight. The surgeon would scold, and probe the wounds, and it would hurt—better not to watch. Better to ready himself for the pain. He didn't think it was that bad, really.
The surgeon's shears tugged at the bloody bandages; he held his jaw clenched. Somewhere in the next phase—the washing out, the packing with herbs, the sewing of the lesser wound—he drifted off, only to wake later with a throbbing head and too many lights in too large a room. His mouth felt furry and tasted foul.
"Lie still." Not the surgeon's voice, but another he knew, the Marshal-Judicar. In the old days, when he himself had been Duke Verrakai, Selis had been one of his squires and from there gone to Fin Panir. "By ill-luck, or a lesson from Gird about the non-wisdom of old men dueling youngsters—or dueling at all, for that matter—your opponent nicked a larger blood-vessel. Gird has granted a healing of your recent wounds, but...old friend...the surgeon says you have strained your heart beyond repair."
He did not feel like talking, but he had to make some answer. He opened his mouth; the Marshal-Judicar lifted him a little and offered a cup. He sipped cautiously. Water only.
"I am old," he said. "And perhaps foolish."
"Definitely old and very definitely foolish." The Marshal-Judicar shoved a pillow under his head, so he no longer lay flat and could see the room with less effort. 
"Where is this?"
"The royal apartments. The prince—Camwyn's room."
Camwyn, the prince struck down by iynisin, whisked away by a dragon, who had never returned and would now—if he lived—be an old man himself, though not as old as the king or the Knight-Commander. Other memories returned. "My class...is it past midday?"
"Long past. The king himself took your class, and lessoned them well. They came out of it like whipped puppies, tails well between their legs."
"No!" He remembered now why that was wrong, a bad idea...he could not find out what he must know before the final list went in, if all were too cowed by the king to reveal what he needed.
The Marshal-Judicar shrugged. "You know the king—"
He did. He knew the king and the king's justice very, very well. And he had not been there to protect them. He tried to sit up; his heart throbbed; his chest ached. The Marshal-Judicar leaned closer. 
"No, you must not. Lie still. There is a potion you must take—"
"But the class—"
"Will fare as it fares. I am going there shortly, but first, I promised you would drink this."
Another cup, gold. The king's own, he recognized. He met the Marshal-Judicar's gaze, wondering if...
"It is not that," the Marshal-Judicar said. "Only it must be kept in gold, or it changes in the vessel."
There were other gold cups in this palace. Still, he had no choice. He sipped, finding the potion bitter under the sweet wine with which it was mixed. He drank it down, and let sleep take him again.
On his next waking, once more with furry, foul-tasting mouth, the king sat facing him, in a chair beside his bed. The king's physician lifted his shoulders, put another cup to his lips, and he drank a few swallows of water. His chest did not hurt; his heart beat quietly, as it should. Mikeli, the king, looked stern as usual, but his expression softened when the physician nodded to him. 
"You will be with us awhile longer, Cousin, and for that I am truly grateful."
"I share that gratitude," the Knight-Commander said. "How may I serve you?"
"By staying alive," the king said, in a less tender tone. "By not being a fool and killing yourself to no purpose."
"I had a purpose," the Knight-Commander said.
"To teach them dueling was wrong—"
"No, sir king. To teach them to know their own weaknesses, especially the ones that seem strength." He took a long breath, luxuriating in the lack of pain as he drew it. "To be sure we knight none who will in time betray the Bells, or you."
"Ah. I know you think that, but I still do not see—"
The argument was years' long, ever since he had become Knight-Commander, and he had prevailed so far without using the last thrust he knew...one that he knew would wound the king. His king. Who held his oath twice over. But if the king could not, or would not, understand the importance, he would use it now. 
He waited, ignoring the king's evident impatience, examining all his motives and knowing some might be hidden from him. Was any of this vengeance, for what the king had done to him? Was there any malice in his heart for this king? And was it necessary that the king understand why that lesson was so important? He found no desire for vengeance, no desire to prove the king wrong in those decisions that had cost so much. And for the future of the realm, for this king and the next and the next after that...yes, it was necessary.
Another deep breath, and he began. "Sir king, allow me one more explanation, if you will."
"Certainly, Cousin—if you think you must exert yourself, but surely it can wait."
The Knight-Commander searched himself again. No. "Sir king, I believe it cannot wait." From the king's shift of expression, he understood that; his brows rose and his lips parted. "Please," the Knight-Commander added. He reached toward the king, and the king took his hand.
"I am listening," the king said.
"They must learn what is in them, to learn how to live," the Knight-Commander said. "When I was...young...I did not know. And that led me to those acts we know of, and though the king has forgiven me, set me in a place of honor, the fact remains that many deaths lie at my door, which had I been wiser might not have died."
"Beclan, we've talked about this—"
"Yes, but not in this wise. And I did not understand it even after it happened, until that duel." The first actual duel, the one he had told the king something about, but not all. "What I felt in myself, when I was young, I saw clearly only when I saw it in another. In that duel. And it is time you know more about that duel."
"You never told me who," the king said. "Will you now?"
"Yes," the Knight-Commander said. "For as it came out, it did both me and the young man good, and you can see the good yourself so you will not doubt him."
The king paled. "You cannot mean—"
"Juris, yes. Your son and heir."
"He never told me." 
"I told him not to. I told him, as I tell the young men now, to mind their own honor. To struggle within themselves, pray to Gird and the High Lord for guidance, but grow into men, for a man's honor must grow from himself, not be a weaker shadow of someone else's. Juris did me small harm, and learned much of his own temper, which was to his good. And you see him now, seven and thirty winters grown, trustworthy in all he does, sound of judgment and temper. Would you have trusted him then, knowing—?"
"Who challenged whom?"
"He was very angry, sir king, when I forbade him something, saying he was too young and not able. He challenged me."
"And you accepted...why?"
"I was angry, too. He said things...about me, my family—both families, in fact—and I had more temper then, perhaps, with the death of my first son, than I should have had."
"Will you tell me what he said?"
"Why? It is over and done long years ago. He was young and rash, like many others...like yourself, as we both recall."
The king's lips thinned, but he nodded. "So I was."
"So are nearly all the young fit to be knights. Courage is rashness under discipline. What I learned then, connecting Prince Juris's reactions to mine in the past, and to many others I had seen, was how hard it is to help the young and rash learn what they most need—who they really are, what strengths and weaknesses they have, and how ignorance of themselves can destroy their lives and others when they hold the power of life and death. And I learned how to open their eyes to it, in the one way that I believe to my core works: believing themselves in mortal danger and then...understanding what killing is."
"I learned early what killing is, when our uncle was killed before my face."
"Yes, sir king, you did learn about mortal danger and the aftermath of killing...but with respect, it was not you who killed. Roly Serrostin would have told you the difference, if you had asked."
The king looked thoughtful. "He tried once, but...but I thought he was the lucky one. He wasn't held helpless; he could fight."
"All who live through attacks like that are lucky. You and Juris and Roly."
"And you think everyone needs to kill?"
"No. Everyone needs to be brought to the point of decision, in a way that allows a decision to be made. As with this conversation, sir king. Do you—does the person—act out of necessity, or out of some other motive? Before it is life and death for many—before a knight receives his spurs and his insignia—that knight-candidate should have been brought to the point of knowing his—or her—deepest desires and temptations. Here and now, telling you this, I know I am not speaking out of resentment of anything in the past—for I feel none now—or fear of your power—or anything but the desire to make clear why this trial, or one very like it, should continue after I die."
"You are not going to die yet..."
"I hope not. I hope to see this class be knighted, those that should be."
The king raised an eyebrow. "How many, since you have been Knight-Commander, have you struck from the list?"
"I?" The Knight-Commander met his king's gaze directly. "I have never struck anyone from the list, sir king. After this class, those who know themselves unworthy withdraw."
The king's brow furrowed. "That seems unlikely. Not all of them face the blade. Nor will rogues withdraw on their own, will they?"
"These are not rogues, sir king. All candidates pass an examination with the Marshal of their home grange; they are watched closely through their training, as you must remember from your own. They're as good as we can find. But they do not know themselves yet as a good knight must." Now the Knight-Commander grinned. "As for the rest, the effect on those who do not wield a blade in the exercise—there's the wonder of it, sir king; even so they come to that decision on their own."
"Is it your magery? Are you putting them under a glamour?"
"No. I do not; it would not be fair, and I do not need to. The soul's mirror is well-lit and polished, I believe, and few who are forced to face it leave untaught. This exercise holds that mirror up to each of them."
"And you have concerns about some of this class?"
"Yes."
"Who?"
"I will not tell you now. Give them time. I might be wrong, after all."
The king squeezed the Knight-Commander's hand and laid it back on the blanket. "You are the least wrong of all my kin and Council," he said. "It has been annoying, how often you have been right, especially considering your distant past." He stood, then slowly sat back down again. "Tell me, Beclan...do you think Juris will be a better king than I?"
The Knight-Commander reflected in an instant that this king certainly had a gift for asking the most awkward question of those possible. "Yes," he said. "I think he will. He has had a father all his life long, and you were orphaned young. Your uncles did their best, but they were not kings, as your father was and you were destined to be. You have been a good king, Mikeli. You stopped the massacres. Juris may be a great one, and certainly apt to face any of the challenges you faced."
"I pray he is," the king said. "And I thank you for your honesty." He looked away and then back. "You look tired, Beclan; I hope the physician is wrong about your heart, for I both love and value you."
"Thank you, sir king," the Knight-Commander said. He closed his eyes, and eventually slept.
* * * *
In a hand of days, he was up once more, dressed formally in the surcoat of Knight Commander, back in his own quarters. The king had, quite properly, appointed another as a temporary substitute, so the knight-candidates' training had not been interrupted. The Knight-Commander knew that it would not be long before that appointment became permanent. Dorthan Arcolin, Jandelir Arcolin's second son, had served as a captain in his father's mercenary company: he, the Knight-Commander thought, would understand about the lesson, whether he agreed to continue it or not.
The class of seniors, when he met them next, stared at him, a little discomfited. "Well, gentlemen," he said. "You have the first vigil tonight: I am sure you are prepared." A mumble of affirmation. "Good, then. We will return for the moment to what I intended to say after lunch the day of our last meeting. You know—you have been told repeatedly—that the Bells is a Girdish order of knights, and that a Knight of the Bells must be everything a knight is meant to be: a strong, skillful warrior, apt in all weapons of knighthood, of undoubted courage and unstained honor, faithful in oath, obedient to the commander. And also everything a follower of Gird is meant to be: honest, trustworthy, responsible, upholding the Code of Gird...although for Knights of the Bells, that is amended to 'The Code of Gird in Tsaia'." 
Respectful nods from all of them, but no one spoke. 
"So in your vigils this half-quarter, you will pray Gird's aid to discern where you fall short of that ideal, and whether—by the time you might be granted your spurs and insignia—you will be able to give your oath in complete honesty. In this first vigil, you will pay particular attention to what you experienced at our last meeting..."
Semmis had raised his hand. At the Knight-Commander's nod he spoke. "Sir, the king made it very clear what he thought of us—and we concluded among ourselves that we were all at fault. Does not that make us all unworthy to become knights?"
The Knight-Commander shook his head. "No, for who is without fault? We can but strive to know where we are likely to go wrong, and in foreknowing be more able to hold to Gird's example." He paused and looked along the table before continuing. None of them spoke. 
"What I say now is true of all the vigils, in each of which you will concentrate on a different aspect of your own character. Some of you, in your vigils, may decide that you are not suited to membership in the Bells, though it has been your goal these several years. Indeed it is not uncommon for someone to withdraw his candidacy during the period between half-Winter and Midwinter, when through prayer he realizes he is not and cannot be what a Knight of Gird should be. And should that knowledge come to any of you, there is no dishonor—rather the reverse—in facing that truth and withdrawing." 
A long pause, in which it seemed he was the only one breathing. Then Joris raised his hand, and spoke.
"Sir, the last time we met you were talking about the way we reacted to the duel—to your setting it up, and your challenge to Semmis, and so on. But that was the first time we had seen a duel, so...does not that contaminate our reactions?"
"How would it?"
"Well...I mean...it was a surprise, sir. We didn't know it was coming."
"You are unlikely to know when your first time to face a live blade is coming. I did not. Semmis did not. What you feel then is unexpected. After the lesson, you know what you felt, and you can consider that in light of your necessities. You can decide if—and how—you will manage it next time."
Another silence. It was important to give them time to think, though not too much. He wished he'd been able to come the day before, but at least he was here before they began the vigil.
"Knights are those others look to in extremity," he said. "Knights command others, within a few years. So they must be able to make sound decisions quickly. It is not age alone, for there are men with sons your age who cannot take command of themselves and others. Nor is it all inborn. Even Falkians, who believe in the importance of blood more than we Girdish do, know it must be trained."
"Do they do this, sir? Demonstrate a duel?"
He frowned. "I do not know. I do know that many of them are part-elven and are older when they enter, with more experience. Though not all." For a moment the scene at the palace in Chaya, his first sight of elves and half-elves, when he was newly reft from his family and made Kirgan Verrakai, came to him. He shook himself. "But what the Falkians do is not to the point, gentlemen. The point is what happens in any situation that excites your emotion in the presence of danger, and how prepared you are to act as a Knight of the Bells should. Think on that, this night, during your vigil, and pray Gird give you the knowledge of yourself that you need."
For an instant he felt as if someone had thrown him down and sat on his chest. His vision darkened. He felt his heart beat heavily, then pause, then beat again. His vision cleared slowly. All the students were staring at him, wide-eyed now. What had just happened? What did they see? 
"I believe," he said, holding himself erect in his chair against the pain, "I would like one of you to call my yeoman-marshal." His voice, he was glad to notice, sounded like himself: calm, steady, clear. Then his vision darkened again; he felt hands, firm and gentle hands, lifting him from the chair, and a student's voice—but which?—calmly telling the others what to do. He would make a good knight, that one.
Another voice, calm, steady, and clear spoke to him: Well done, Beclan. Very well done. He knew that voice, rarely heard but always trusted, and relaxed into it.
* * * *
Dorthan Arcolin, recently confirmed as Knight-Commander of the Bells, sat behind the great desk in his office and looked at the young man standing before him in the uniform of a knight-candidate. Soldan Masagar, grandson of the baron who held a domain bordering the gnome princedom of Arcolinfulk.
"You had a question about the ritual?" he asked.
"No, sir." Soldan looked down for a long moment, then met Dorthan's gaze. "I have a request. I...I want to remove my name from the list of candidates for knighthood."
Dorthan frowned. He would not have expected this from a Masagar: stubborn as stumps, his father had said of them. "You have a reason for this? You have worked hard these years to become a knight..."
"Yes, sir. It is that in the vigil...I knew...I knew it was not for me."
"Which of the vigils, then?" Dorthan tried to remember what he had heard about Soldan as a boy from his father. Almost nothing, except that the boy had learned enough of the gnome language to impress Dattur, the gnome hesktak of Arcolinfulk, to his father's surprise. How that could relate to this...he had no idea. He wished his predecessor had lived long enough to tell him which of the candidates had concerned him. 
"The first, sir. The one after...after the former Knight-Commander...the former Duke Verrakai died. I hoped...I prayed again, at the second vigil and the third...but it's not right."
"I have heard no complaints of you," Dorthan said. "Your record is good."
"Yes, sir, but that is not enough. I understand that now. It is how I feel about magery." Soldan glanced away then back at Dorthan. "I—during the duel—I was not watching the Knight-Commander for injuries, but to be sure he did not use magery. I worried about Semmis, not him, even though he was older. I did not notice how badly he was wounded until afterwards. And I know—from the vigil—in a crisis, sir, I would always trust someone without magery over someone with it. The Code says that is wrong. Maybe, someday I can change. I will try. But for now, I should not be knighted." 
Dorthan nodded. "I believe you are right, Soldan. I will remove your name from the list, and I honor your truthfulness. Do you wish me to write your father?" He hoped that was the right protocol; his predecessor had left no instructions. 
"I must tell him myself. May I go now? Tonight? I have...I have packed..." Soldan's face was rigid with misery and shame; his eyes glittered with unshed tears.
"Does your family keep a house here in Vérella?" 
"No, sir."
"Then you certainly may not start a long journey in the dark in winter. You are not leaving in disgrace, Soldan. Your honor is unstained. Many good men are not Knights of the Bells." 
Soldan started to shake his head; Dorthan held up his hand. 
"I insist. You are withdrawn as a candidate for knighthood, yes, but you are still under my command until safely returned to your family. It's in the contract." 
"That's—true—sir."
"In my judgment, you have shown courage; you have nothing to be ashamed of." Dorthan reached for paper and pen, poured a little water in the ink dish, rubbed an inkstick in it, and started writing. "You will spend this night—if you do not wish to stay here—in Duke Arcolin's city house, and you will have an escort from Arcolin for the journey north. I'm writing a note to the house-wards, and one to the Master of Horse, to issue you a mount and pack animal to take your things over there. And someone familiar with the route to help you find it since it's already dark—I don't think you've ever visited it."
"Thank you, sir, but I don't really need—"
"Orders, Soldan, remember. Now, this season, so close to Midwinter—I doubt you'll make it home in time for that. You should plan to stay in Duke's East until a break in the weather. I know you will be welcome to stay with Duke Arcolin." 
Dorthan saw Soldan relax a bit, muscle by muscle, as he heard these arrangements being made. Clearly he trusted Dorthan, perhaps because an Arcolin was a known quality in the north. His own doubts about his readiness to command the Bells, one of the youngest ever named to that position, eased as well. As the king had said, his experience with troops had given him what these young men needed most. Here was proof of it. He completed the notes, handed them over, then came from behind his desk and sent Soldan off with a blessing.
When Soldan left his office, Dorthan shook his head as he sat down again, still baffled by what Beclan had told him about the dueling lesson. It made no obvious sense to him; his own first experience of mortal danger had been in battle. How could it have such effect on someone who had not been in personal danger? 
And yet it had, on Soldan. How had Beclan come to think of it? What else did he know? Dorthan's father had told him much of Beclan, born a Mahieran, then forced into the Verrakai name. He was learning more from Beclan's own journals, kept in a secret drawer in this very desk, a secret Beclan had shared in the hand of days between the duel and his death. 
He was tempted to pull one out and read it, but instead he started the longer letter to his brother, Duke Arcolin, explaining what had happened and why Soldan Masagar was coming. He had just completed the first page when another knock came on his door. 
"Sir? I need to speak with you."
"Come in," he said. 
The End



Author's Note on "The Last Lesson"
Some things young men learn only from old men, and only from old men willing to teach the hardest lessons the hardest way. I have been fascinated all my life by how people of different ages cope with the same challenges--how innate personality and experience interact to produce both wisdom and folly (and sometimes in the same individual.) A man whose own experience is both deep and complex, who has faced his own darkest desires and fears, who has lived past his failures and accepted the tragic outcomes of his own choices, is a man from whom the young can learn much, if they will. Some learn from a hint, others from a demonstration, still others need a clue-by-four upside the head. Some cannot, or will not, learn at all.
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