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Prologue

JAFFA

The new supreme rulers of Khandar met in the old common room of the
Justices, the cudgel-bearing peacekeepers and constabulary who were now
the closest thing the city of Ashe-Katarion had to a civil authority. It was a
gloomy space, buried deep in the city’s ancient gatehouse. Jaffa-dan-Iln, as
Grand Justice, was the nominal host of the gathering, and he’d done his best
to straighten up, removing decades of accumulated rubbish, packs of cards,
dice, and misplaced papers. There was no way to hide the marks and
patches on the carpets, though, or the plain sandstone walls, devoid of
decoration except where some bored Justice had carved them with a belt
knife. The table was cheap wood layered with stains, and the chairs were a
mismatched set dragged from every room of the gatehouse. Jaffa had
rearranged the bookcases and other furniture to at least conceal the more

obscene bits of graffiti.



The chime of a bell on the stairs heralded the arrival of the first
visitor. General Khtoba entered the room cautiously, as though advancing
on an enemy position. He wore his uniform—dun trousers and jacket over a
white undershirt, the jacket fringed with gold at the shoulders as befitted his
rank. A crimson triangle, open on top like a squat V, had been hastily sewn
over his heart to represent the fires of the Redemption. At his side was a
sword so filigreed with gold and silver that it sparkled as he moved. Behind
him came two other officers of the Auxiliaries, similarly uniformed but less
impressively accoutred.

The general looked over the room with barely concealed distaste,
selected the least tatty chair, and sat, offering Jaffa only a grunt of
recognition. His officers took seats flanking him, as though they expected
trouble.

“Welcome, General,” Jaffa said. “Would you care for any
refreshment?”

The general scowled. He had a face made for scowls, with bushy
eyebrows and lips shadowed by a broad, drooping mustache. When he
spoke, gold gleamed on his teeth.

“No,” he said. “I would care to get this over with. Where are the
damned priests?”

The bell downstairs rang again, as if to answer this minor
blasphemy. There was the sound of a considerable party on the steps, and
then the priests of the Seraphic Council entered, all in a gaggle.

Jaffa had grown up knowing what a priest looked like—either an old

man, bearded and fat, in gaudy green and purple robes, or else a woman



demurely shrouded in silks. This new kind, these hard-eyed young men in
spare black wraps, made him uncomfortable. There were no women among
their number, demure or otherwise. Their leader was a younger man with
close-cropped hair and a scar under one eye who took a seat at the table
opposite the general. His flock remained standing behind him.

“I am Yatchik-dan-Rahksa,” he said. “Appointed by the Divine Hand
to lead the Swords of Heaven and oversee the final cleansing of foreign
taint from our land.”

The name meant “Angel of Victory,” which Jaffa supposed was
appropriate enough. The Divine Hand himself had started the fashion for
taking the names of angels when he’d called himself Vale-dan-Rahksa, the
Angel of Vengeance. At the rate the Council was expanding, there would
soon be a serious shortage of angels. Jaffa wondered what would happen
when they ran out of manly, intimidating names and were reduced to
naming themselves after the Angel of Sisterly Affection or the Angel of
Small Crafts.

Khtoba bristled. “That cleansing should have begun weeks ago. The
cursed Vordanai were like a fruit in our hands, ripe for the plucking, but
they were permitted to escape. Now the task of evicting them will cost
many of the faithful their lives.”

“The truly faithful are always prepared to lay down their lives for the
Redemption,” the priest said. “But I think you overestimate the difficulty,
General.”

“Overestimate?” Khtoba frowned. “Perhaps you’d like to try scaling

the walls of Sarhatep without the help of my guns, then.”



Yatchik smiled beatifically. “Walls are no obstacle to the will of
Heaven.”

“So the servants of Heaven have discovered how to fly?”

“Sirs,” Jaffa said. “Before we begin, I should remind you that our
council is not yet complete.”

“Oh, of course,” the general drawled. “Let us wait to see what a
bunch of boy-fucking horse thieves have to say.”

“The gods value all their children,” Yatchik said. “And glory comes
to all who serve the Redemption.”

The bell rang a third time before Khtoba could respond. The last
member of the council made no noise on the stairs, and entered the chamber
with only the slightest whisper of silk. He was dressed in black from head
to foot, loose-fitting robes cinched at the waist, wrists, and ankles in the
Desoltai style, with a black silk scarf wound around his head. His face was
invisible behind his famous mask, a simple oval of brushed steel with two
square holes for eyes.

This was Malik-dan-Belial, the Steel Ghost, chieftain of the desert
tribes. He had risen to prominence long before the beginning of the
Redemption. The Ghost’s Desoltai raiders had been a thorn in the side of
the prince and the Vordanai for years, and the Ghost himself was the hero of
a hundred stories told in hushed whispers. It was said that he had no face,
only an inky void behind the steel mask, and that he’d traded his very
identity to a demon for the ability to see the future.

No one rose as he entered, so it fell to Jaffa to greet him. He got up

from his seat and bowed.



“Malik,” Jaffa said. The Ghost had never claimed another name or
title. “Welcome. Please, take your seat.”

“Yes, welcome,” said Yatchik. “We were discussing plans for the
final destruction of the Vordanai. Perhaps you might care to add your
opinion?”

“It is too late,” said the Ghost. His voice rasped like silk over steel,
harsh with the heavy accent of the desert. “The raschem fleet has arrived,
with transports and ships of war.”

“I’ve heard nothing of this,” Khtoba said. “Where did you get this
information?”

The Ghost fixed the general with his blank, faceless gaze. “The ships
came into sight yesterday evening.”

Khtoba sat tight-lipped. The Steel Ghost had always displayed a
remarkable ability to know more than he should. It was just possible that a
man on a fast horse, with a string of remounts, could have covered the
hundred miles between Sarhatep and the city along the coast road, but
Khtoba’s own men had undoubtedly been watching that road and
presumably they’d seen nothing. That meant either that some Desoltai
messenger had accomplished the same feat cross-country, over the
scrubland and desert of the Lesser Desol, or that the Steel Ghost really did
have some magic at his command.

“We’ll need to confirm that,” the general said. “If what you say is
true, my couriers should bring the news by tomorrow.”

“Even still,” Yatchik said, “we know nothing of their intentions.

They may mean to take the prudent course and return to their own lands.”



Khtoba bared his teeth. “In which case we’ve lost our chance for
vengeance on the foreigners and their Exopterai dogs.”

“That the Redemption is accomplished is enough,” said the priest.
“We need spill no more blood than necessary.”

Jaffa had seen the charnel pits in the great square in front of the
Palace. Presumably, Yatchik would say that those deaths had been
necessary.

“They will not leave our shores,” the Ghost said. General and holy
man both turned to look at him. “The transports are unloading. Men, guns,
stores in great quantity.”

“How many men?” Khtoba snapped, his earlier reluctance to accept
the Desoltai’s information forgotten.

“Three thousand, perhaps four.”

The general snorted. “What can they hope to accomplish with so
small a force? Can they be mad enough to believe they will defeat the
Redemption? My Aucxiliaries alone outnumber them.”

The Ghost shrugged.

“Perhaps they mean to simply hold Sarhatep,” Yatchik said. “If so,
they are welcome to it. There is nothing of value so far down the coast.”

“They cannot be allowed to retain a foothold,” Khtoba said. “We
must soak the sand in Vordanai blood and pack a ship full of their heads to
send back to their king. He must understand the folly of sending armies
against us.”

“Then,” Yatchik said, soft as a snake, “will you march against

them?”



Khtoba froze. Jaffa saw the trap. The general was more afraid of the
priests than of the foreigners. If he marched his strength away from the city
and weakened himself in battle, there was no guarantee he would find a
friendly welcome on his return.

“My friends,” Jaffa said, “the city is restless. Not all have accepted
the Redemption. It may be that the raschem will simply wait, and if they do,
I suggest that we do the same.”

“Yes,” said Khtoba. “My men are needed to keep order.”

In truth, the drunken soldiers of the Auxiliaries were more of a
detriment to public order than a help in keeping the peace, but Jaffa knew
better than to say so. Yatchik smiled.

“In that case, General, you are in accord with my own views.”

Khtoba grunted, conceding the point. Jaffa turned to the Ghost.

“Can we rely on you to keep us informed as to the foreigners’
movements?”

Malik-dan-Belial inclined his masked head slightly. “However,” he
said, “I do not believe they will stay at Sarhatep.”

“Why?” said the general, anxious to be done with this council.

“Among the thousands, there is one who possesses true power. An
abh-naathem. Such people do not cross the oceans to no purpose.”

Khtoba snorted. “So the Vordanai have sent us a wizard, then? We’ll
see if his spells make him proof against cannonballs.”

“The power of the gods will overcome any raschem magic,” Yatchik
said. “Those who trust in the Redemption need have no fear of spells or

demons.”



The Ghost only shrugged again.

Stripped of his painted cloak and staff of office, the Grand Justice passed
into the slums of Ashe-Katarion as the sun sank toward the horizon. He
wore the garb of a common trader, a plain brown wrap belted with a rope,
and a heavy cudgel swung from his hip.

There were parts of the city to which the writ of the prince’s Justices
had never extended, except in name, and this was one of them. Once there
had been an informal accord between those who enforced the law and those
who flouted it. The criminals kept their operations quiet and orderly, and
made certain that the bodies found floating down the river never belonged
to anyone wealthy or important. In return, the Justices turned a blind eye to
their activities.

That peace had gone by the board with the coming of the
Redemption, along with all the other unwritten rules that made the ancient
city work. Some of the slums had practically emptied as the desperate poor
flocked to the Redeemers’ banners. Others had become armed camps, with
raids and counterraids leaving corpses that lay in the street for days to be
torn by packs of feral dogs.

Jaffa therefore kept one hand on his cudgel, and shot hard looks at
the unwashed children who watched him from doors and alleyways. The
few adults he saw were hurrying along, eyes down, intent on their own

errands. This slum, known for reasons understood only by historians as the



Hanging Garden, was one of those that had seen the greatest concentration
of Redeemer fervor. The dwellings of those who had left to follow the holy
flame had been rapidly colonized by the city’s enormous population of
vagrant youths, always in search of someplace to sleep where they wouldn’t
be bothered by thieves, pimps, or Justices.

Along with the squatters had come others who wished to hide from
Ashe-Katarion’s new rulers. Jaffa turned off the main street, a hard-packed
dirt road pocked with occasional half-buried paving stones, and into a
narrow alley. This ran on for some time, twisting and turning, and
eventually opened out into an irregular courtyard.

Here, some of Ashe-Katarion’s ancient architecture had survived the
attentions of the years and the insatiable demand for cut stone. A broad
fountain stood in the center, dusty dry now, watched over by a weathered
stone god with arms spread in an attitude of benediction. Erosion had
blurred his features until he was unrecognizable. Uneven flagstones still
floored the rest of the yard, with hard, wiry grass pushing up through the
cracks between them.

It was here, in this hidden yard, that the last true servants of the gods
waited. Jaffa approached the wicker chair set beside the fountain and fell to
his knees, head lowered.

“Welcome, child.” The figure in the chair was cloaked and hooded,
despite the spring heat, and her hands were swathed in white bandages. Her
voice was desiccated, cracked and dry, like the very voice of the desert.

“Holy Mother,” Jaffa said, keeping his eyes on the broken

flagstones, “I have news from the council.”



“You bring more than news, it seems.” There was a dusty sound
from the cloaked woman that might have been a laugh. “Onvidaer, bring me
our guest.”

There was a startled squeak from behind Jaffa, and the shuffling of
sandals. The Grand Justice remained in his attitude of obeisance, sweat
beading on his face. “I am sorry beyond words, Mother. I did not think—"

“Rise, child,” the cloaked woman said. “No harm has been done.
Now let us see what fish our net has caught.”

Jaffa got to his feet and turned, weak with relief. Standing behind
him was a young woman of fifteen or sixteen, scrawny and stick-limbed.
Her skin was smudged with the filth of the slums, and she wore only torn
trousers and a dirty vest. Her hair hung in thick, greasy clumps.

Onvidaer had one hand on the girl’s upper arm, holding her still
without apparent effort. He was a young man, only a few years older than
his prisoner, but lean and well muscled, with the copper-gray skin of the
Desoltai. He wore nothing but a loincloth, showing broad shoulders and a
muscular chest to good effect, and his face was round, almost cherubic. His
other hand held a thin-bladed dagger.

“She followed Jaffa,” he announced. “For some time before he came
here. But she has reported to no one.”

“Such a ragged little alley cat,” rasped the woman in the chair. “But
what house does she belong to, I wonder?”

“No one,” the girl said. Her eyes were full of defiance. “I’ve done

nothing, I swear it. I never followed him.”



“Now, now,” the woman said. “Cool your anger. Were I in your
position, I might do better to beg for mercy.”

“I don’t know who you are, or . . . or anything!”

“We will find out the truth of that soon enough.” The hood turned.
“Summon Akataer.”

A huge shadow detached itself from the wall behind the old woman,
resolving into an enormous, hairless man in leather breeches and straps. He
gave an assenting grunt and wandered out through the rear of the square,
where empty doorways gaped into long-deserted apartments.

“Now, child,” the old woman said. “Who sent you here?”

“No one sent me!” she said, jerking at Onvidaer’s grip. “And I’m not
a child.”

“All men are children of the gods,” the old woman said, not
unkindly. “And all women, too, even little alley cats. The gods cherish all
their children.”

“Just let me go.” There was desperation in the girl’s voice, and Jaffa
had to harden his heart. “Please. I won’t tell anyone anything—"

She stopped as the huge man returned, accompanied by a skinny boy
of eleven or twelve years in a white wrap. The boy was as bald as his giant
companion, with solemn features and bright blue eyes. He bowed to the old
woman, nodded politely to Jaffa, and turned his eyes to the girl.

“We will find out what she knows,” said the old woman. “Onvidaer.”

The girl threw a wild glance at the knife. “Please. You don’t have to

hurt me. I don’t know anything—I swear—”



“Hurt you?” The old woman gave another paper-dry laugh. “Poor
child. We aren’t going to hurt you.”

Jaffa saw the sudden hope bloom in the girl’s eyes. At just that
moment, Onvidaer moved with the speed of a striking snake, raising her
wrist above her head and sliding the long, thin dagger into her left side
beneath the armpit. It went in smooth as silk, finding the gap between her
ribs. The girl gave a single jerk, eyes gone very wide, and then her legs
buckled. She hung from the young man’s grip on her wrist like a broken
puppet. Her head lolled forward, greasy hair swinging in front of her face.

“I have no desire to cause anyone pain,” said the old woman.
“Onvidaer is extremely skilled.”

Jaffa closed his eyes for a moment, running through the words of a
prayer. Once, such a thing would have sickened him. Once, he had even
sought to bring the prince’s justice to Mother and all who served her, to
break the secret temples and bring their obscenities to light. Now, having
seen the men who had risen in her place, he had bound himself to her
service. Now he was able to look on the death of an urchin girl without
much more than a tremor. There had been so many deaths, after all. And
one lesson the Redeemers had taught to Ashe-Katarion at painful length
was that there were worse things in life than a quick ending.

Mother crooked a bony finger. “Now, Akataer.”

The boy nodded. Onvidaer gathered the girl’s other arm above her
shoulders, so she hung with her knees just brushing the flagstones. Akataer
put one hand under her lolling head and lifted it, looking solemnly into her

blind, staring eyes and brushing back her hair. Then he leaned in, with the



quiet concentration of a craftsman at work, and gently kissed her. His
tongue pushed past her slack lips. There was a long, silent moment.

When he was finished, he put one hand on the side of her face and
pulled open the lid of one rapidly filming eye until it gaped in ludicrous
surprise. Again the boy leaned close, this time extending his tongue through
his teeth, and ever so carefully he touched the tip of it to the corpse’s eye.
He repeated the procedure with the other eye, then stepped back and
muttered a few words under his breath.

In the depths of the girl’s pupils, something took shape. Her body
swayed, as though Onvidaer had shaken it gently. Her eyes closed of their
own accord, slowly, then flickered open. In place of white, irises, and
pupils, they were now filled from edge to edge with green fire. Her lips
shifted, and a wisp of smoke curled upward from the corner of her mouth.

The old woman grunted, satisfied. She gestured Akataer to her side
and patted him proprietarily on the head with a white-wrapped claw. Then
she directed her attention to the thing that had been the urchin girl.

“Now,” she said, “we shall have some answers.”

“This is Mother,” said Akataer, in a high, clear voice. “I charge you
to answer her questions, and speak truthfully.”

The corpse shifted again, drooling another skein of smoke. The
glowing green eyes were unblinking.

“You followed Jaffa here,” the old woman said, gesturing at him.
“This man.”

There was a long pause. When the corpse spoke, more smoke

escaped, as though it had been holding in a draw from a pipe. It curled



through the girl’s hair and hung oddly still in the air above her. Her voice
was a drawn-out hiss, like a hot coal plunged in a water bucket.

“Yesssssss . . .7

Jaffa swallowed hard. He’d been half hoping Mother was wrong,
though that meant the girl would have died for nothing. Small chance there,
though. Mother was never wrong.

“And who bade you follow him? Who are your masters?”

Another pause, as though the dead thing were considering.

“. . . Orlanko . . . ,” she said eventually, reluctantly. .
Concordaaaaaat . . .”

“The foreigners,” the old woman said. She made a hawking sound,
as though she would spit but didn’t have the juice. “And what were the
raschem looking for?”

“. .. Names . ..” The corpse groaned. “. .. Must . . . have . . . the
Names . ..”

She wriggled in Onvidaer’s grasp, and the green flared brighter.
Akataer glanced anxiously at the old woman, who waved one hand as
though bored by the proceedings.

“Dismiss her,” she said.

The boy nodded gratefully and muttered another few words. All at
once, the corpse slumped, green fires dying away. The girl’s eye sockets
were a charred ruin, and the stench of burned flesh wafted across the yard.

“You have done well, Akataer,” the old woman said. “Return to your

chambers. Onvidaer, dispose of that.”



Jaffa frowned. “Mother, I don’t understand. What did she mean, ‘the
names’? Our names?”

“It is not necessary for you to understand, child,” the old woman
said. “Put the business from your mind, and tell me what occurred on the
council.”

Jaffa remembered Khtoba’s sarcastic aside at the prospect of
Vordanai sorcery, and wondered if the general would be quite so flippant
had he been in attendance here. Would a cannonball kill Mother? Jaffa,
looking at her frail, wrapped form, decided that he thought not.

He cleared his throat and began, summarizing the talk and giving his
impressions. The old woman listened attentively, interrupting only once,
when Jaffa was speaking of Yatchik-dan-Rahksa.

“He said nothing of Feor?” she asked.

Jaffa shook his head. “No, Mother. She must still be a prisoner, or
else...”

“She is not dead,” the old woman said. “I would have felt her
passing. No, they hold her still. Go on.”

When he had finished, there was a long silence. The old woman’s
hands, loose ends of the wraps fluttering, were never still. They sat in her
lap, fingers entangled like eels, tugging here and there at the bindings as
though they pained her.

“An abh-naathem,” she said. “There is a warning there, though that
puffed-up fool Khtoba and the upstarts who usurp the names of angels are
too deaf to hear. The Desoltai remember the old magics.”

Jaffa remained silent. It was not his place to offer an opinion.



“Child,” the old woman said, “I want the truth from you, now, not
what you think will please me.”

“Yes, Mother.” Jaffa bowed his head.

“Will the Vordanai retake the city?”

He looked up, taken aback. “Mother—I am no soldier. I cannot—"

“As best you can tell,” she said, her ragged voice almost gentle. “Is it
possible?”

Another pause.

“The Redeemers have assembled a vast host,” Jaffa said, thinking
aloud. “But they are poorly trained, and armed only with faith. Khtoba’s
Auxiliaries are better, but . . .”

There was a smile in the old woman’s voice. “You distrust Khtoba.”

“The man would sell his own mother for a thimbleful of power,”
Jaffa said. “As for the Steel Ghost and his Desoltai, they will do as they see
fit, and who can say what that will be?” He shrugged. “If I were the
Vordanai captain, I would not attempt it. But if the gods smile on him and
frown on us—yes, it is possible.”

The old woman nodded thoughtfully.

“I will give you a message to carry,” she said. “You must conceal it
from Khtoba and the Council, of course. But I think it is time that I met this

Steel Ghost.”
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Chapter One

WINTER

Four soldiers sat atop the ancient sandstone walls of a fortress on the sun-
blasted Khandarai coast.

That they were soldiers was apparent only by the muskets that
leaned against the parapet, as they had long ago discarded anything
resembling a uniform. They wore trousers that, on close inspection, might
once have been a deep royal blue, but the relentless sun had faded them to a
pale lavender. Their jackets, piled in a heap near the ladder, were of a
variety of cuts, colors, and origins, and had been repaired so often they were
more patch than original fabric.

They lounged, with that unique, lazy insolence that only soldiers of
long experience can affect, and watched the shore to the south, where
something in the nature of a spectacle was unfolding. The bay was full of
ships, broad-beamed, clumsy-looking transports with furled sails,

wallowing visibly even in the mild sea. Out beyond them was a pair of



frigates, narrow and sharklike by comparison, their muddy red Borelgai
pennants snapping in the wind as though to taunt the Vordanai on the shore.

If it was a taunt, it was lost on the men on the walls, whose attention
was elsewhere. The deep-drafted transports didn’t dare approach the shore
too closely, so the water between them and the rocky beach was aswarm
with small craft, a motley collection of ship’s boats and local fishing
vessels. Every one was packed to the rails with soldiers in blue. They ran
into the shallows far enough to let their passengers swing over the side into
the surf, then turned about to make another relay. The men in blue splashed
the last few yards to dry land and collapsed, lying about in clumps beside
neatly stacked boxes of provisions and equipment.

“Those poor, stupid bastards,” said the first soldier, whose name was
Buck. He was a broad-shouldered, barrel-chested man, with sandy hair and
a tuft on his chin that made him look like a brigand. “Best part of a month
in one of those things, eatin’ hard biscuit and pukin’ it up again, and when
you finally get there they tell you you’ve got to turn around and go home.”

“You think?” said the second soldier, who was called Will. He was
considerably smaller than Buck, and his unweathered skin marked him as a
relative newcomer to Khandar. “I’m not looking forward to another ride
myself.”

“I fucking well am,” said the third soldier, who was called—for no
reason readily apparent—Peg. He was a wiry man, whose face was almost
lost in a vast and wild expanse of beard and mustache. His mouth worked

continually at a wad of sweetgrass, pausing occasionally to spit over the



wall. “I’d spend a year on a fucking ship if it would get me shot of this
fucking place.”

“Who says we’re going home?” Will said. “Maybe this new
colonel’s come to stay.”

“Don’t be a fool,” Peg said. “Even colonels can count noses, and it
doesn’t take much counting to see that hanging around here means ending
up over a bonfire with a sharp stake up the arse.”

“Besides,” Buck said, “the prince is going to make him head right
back to Vordan. He can’t wait to get to spending all that gold he stole.”

“I suppose,” said Will. He watched the men unloading and scratched
the side of his nose. “What’re you going to do when you get back?”

“Sausages,” said Buck promptly. “A whole damn sack full of
sausages. An’ eggs, and a beefsteak. The hell with these grayskins and their
sheep. If I never see another sheep, it’ll be too soon.”

“There’s always goat,” Peg said.

“You can’t eat goat,” Buck said. “It ain’t natural. If God had wanted
us to eat goat, he wouldn’t’ve made it taste like shit.” He looked over his
shoulder. “What about you, Peg? What’re you gonna do?”

“Dunno.” Peg shrugged, spat, and scratched his beard. “Go home
and fuck m’ wife, I expect.”

“You’re married?” Will said, surprised.

“He was when he left,” Buck said. “I keep tellin’ you, Peg, she ain’t
gonna wait for you. It’s been seven years—you got to be reasonable.
Besides, she’s probably fat and wrinkled by now.”

“Get a new wife, then,” Peg said, “an’ fuck her instead.”



Out in the bay, an officer in full dress uniform missed a tricky step
into one of the small boats and went over the side and into the water. There
was a chorus of harsh laughter from the trio on the wall as the man was
fished out, dripping wet, and pulled aboard like a bale of cotton.

When this small excitement had died away, Buck’s eyes took on a
vicious gleam. Raising his voice, he said, “Hey, Saint. What’re you gonna
do when you get back to Vordan?”

The fourth soldier, at whom this comment was directed, sat against
the rampart some distance from the other three. He made no reply, not that
Buck had expected one.

Peg said, “Prob’ly go rushin’ to the nearest church to confess his sins
to the Lord.”

“Almighty Karis, forgive me,” Buck said, miming prayer. “Someone
threw a cup of whiskey at me, and I might have gotten some on my
tongue!”

“I dropped a hammer on my foot and said, ‘Damn!’” Peg added.
“I looked at a girl,” Buck suggested, “and she smiled at me, and it
made me feel all funny.”

“Oh, and I shot a bunch of grayskins,” Peg said.

“Nah,” said Buck, “heathens don’t count. But for that other stuff
you’re going to hell for sure.”

“Hear that, Saint?” said Peg. “You’re goin’ to wish you’d enjoyed
yourself while you had the chance.”

The fourth soldier still did not deign to respond. Peg snorted.

“Why do you call him Saint, anyway?” said Will.



“’Cause he’s in training to be one,” Buck said. “He don’t drink, he
don’t swear, and he sure as hell don’t fuck. Not even grayskins, which
hardly counts, like I said.”

“What I heard,” Peg said, taking care to be loud enough that the
fourth soldier would overhear, “is that he caught the black creep on his first
day here, an’ after a month his cock dropped off.”

The trio were silent for a moment, considering this.

“Well, hell,” said Buck. “If that happened to me I guess I’d be
drinking and swearing for all I was worth.”

“Maybe it already happened to you,” Peg shot back immediately.
“How the hell would you know?”

This was familiar territory, and they lapsed into bickering with the
ease of long familiarity. The fourth soldier gave a little sigh and shifted his
musket into his lap.

His name was Winter, and in many ways he was different from the
other three. For one thing, he was younger and more slightly built, his
cheeks still unsullied by whiskers. He wore his battered blue coat, despite
the heat, and a thick cotton shirt underneath it. And he sat with one hand
resting on the butt of his weapon, as though at any moment he expected to
have to stand to attention.

Most important, “he” was, in fact, a girl, although this would not be
apparent to any but the most insistent observer.

It was certainly unknown to the other three soldiers, and for that
matter to everyone else in the fort, not to mention the roll keepers and bean

counters a thousand miles across the sea at the Ministry of War. The



Vordanai Royal Army not being in the habit of employing women, aside
from those hired for short intervals by individual soldiers on an informal
basis, Winter had been forced to conceal the fact of her gender since she
enlisted. That had been some time ago, and she’d gotten quite good at it,
although admittedly fooling the likes of Buck and Peg was not exactly
world-class chicanery.

Winter had grown up in the Royal Benevolent Home for Wayward
Youth, known to its inmates as Mrs. Wilmore’s Prison for Young Ladies, or
simply the Prison. Her departure from this institution had been
unauthorized, to say the least, which meant that of all the soldiers in the
fort, Winter was probably the only one who was of two minds about the
fleet’s arrival. Everyone in camp agreed that the new colonel would have no
choice but to set sail for home before the army of fanatics arrived. It was, as
Buck had mentioned, certainly better than being roasted on a spit, which
was the fate the Redeemers had promised to the foreigners they called
“corpses” to mock their pale skin. But Winter couldn’t shake the feeling
that somehow, three years later and a thousand miles away, Mrs. Wilmore
would be waiting with her severe bonnet and her willow switch as soon as
she stepped off the dock.

The scrape of boots on the ladder announced the arrival of a
newcomer, and the four soldiers grabbed their muskets and arranged
themselves to look a little more alert. They relaxed when they recognized
the moon-shaped face of Corporal Tuft, flushed and sweating freely.

“Hey, Corp’ral,” said Buck, laying his weapon aside again. “You

fancy a look?”



“Don’t be a moron,” Tuft said, panting. “You think I would come all
the way up here just to look at a bunch of recruits learning to swim? Fuck.”
He doubled over, trying to catch his breath, the back of his jacket failing to
cover his considerable girth. “I swear that fuckin’ wall gets higher every
time I have to climb it.”

“What are you going to do when you get back to Vordan, Corp’ral?”
Buck said.

“Fuck Peg’s wife,” Tuft snapped. He turned away from the trio to
face Winter. “Thernglass, get over here.”

Winter cursed silently and levered herself to her feet. Tuft wasn’t a
bad sort for a corporal, but he sounded irritated.

“Yes, Corporal?” she said. Behind Tuft, Peg made a rude gesture,
which provoked silent laughter from the other two.

“Cap’n wants to see you,” Tuft said. “But Davis wants to see you
first, so I'd hurry up if I was you. He’s down in the yard.”

“Right away, Corporal,” said Winter, swallowing another curse. She
slung her musket over her shoulder and took hold of the ladder, her feet
finding the rungs with the ease of long practice. She seemed to draw more
than her share of wall duty, which was undoubtedly another little gift from
the senior sergeant. Nothing was too petty for Davis.

The fortress—Fort Valor, as some Vordanai cartographer had named
it, apparently not in jest—was a small medieval affair, little more than a
five-sided wall with two-story stone towers at the corners. Whatever other
buildings had filled it in antiquity had long since fallen to bits, leaving a

large open space in which the Vordanai had raised their tents. The best spots



were those right against one of the walls, which got some shade most of the
day. The “yard” was the unoccupied ground in the center, an expanse of dry,
packed earth that would have been ideal for drills and reviews if the
Colonials had bothered with such things.

Winter found Davis waiting near the edge of the row of tents,
watching idly as two soldiers, stripped to the waist, settled some minor
argument with their fists. A ring of onlookers cheered the pair
indiscriminately.

“Sir!” Winter went to attention, saluted, and held it until Davis
deigned to turn around. “You wanted to see me, sir?”

“Ah, yes.” The sergeant’s voice was a basso rumble, apparently
produced somewhere deep in his prodigious gut. Davis would have seemed
fatter if he wasn’t so tall. As it was, he loomed. He was also, as Winter had
had good occasion to find out, venal, petty, cruel, stupid as an ox in most
respects but not without a certain vicious cunning when the situation arose.
In other words, the perfect sergeant.

“Ihernglass.” He smiled, showing blackened teeth. “You heard that
the captain has requested your presence?”

“Yes, sir.” Winter hesitated. “Do you know—"

“I suspect I had something to do with that. There was just one thing I
wanted to make clear to you before you went.”

“Sir?” Winter wondered what Davis had gotten her into this time.
The big man had made her torment a personal project ever since she’d been

transferred to his company, against his wishes, more than a year before.



“The captain will tell you that your sergeant recommended you for
your sterling qualities, skill and bravery and so forth. You may find yourself
thinking that old Sergeant Davis isn’t such a bad fellow after all. That deep
down, under all the bile and bluster, he harbored a soft spot for you. That all
his taunts and jibes were well intentioned, weren’t they? To toughen you up,
body and soul.” The sergeant’s smile widened. “I want you to know, right
now, that that’s bullshit. The captain asked me to recommend men with
good records for a special detail, and I’ve been around enough officers to
know what that means. You’ll be sent off on some idiot suicide mission,
and if that’s got to happen to any man in my company I wanted to be sure it
was you. Hopefully, it means I will finally, finally be rid of you.”

“Sir,” Winter said woodenly.

“I find I develop a certain rough affection for most men under my
command as the years wear on,” Davis mused. “Even the ugly ones. Even
Peg, if you can believe it. I sometimes wonder why you have been such an
exception. I knew I didn’t like the look of you the first day we met, and I
still don’t. Do you have any idea why that might be?”

“Couldn’t say, sir.”

“I think it’s because, deep down, you think you’re better than the rest
of us. Most men lose that conviction after a while. You, on the other hand,
never seem to tire of having your face rubbed in the mud.”

“Yes, sir.” Winter had long ago found that the quickest, not to say the
safest, method of getting away from an audience with Davis was simply to

agree with everything the sergeant said.



“Oh, well. I had some lovely duty on the latrines lined up for you.”
Davis gave a huge, rolling shrug. “But instead you get to find out what
lunacy Captain d’Ivoire has dreamed up. No doubt it will be a glorious
death. I just want you to remember, when some Redeemer is carving chunks
out of you for his cookpot, that you’re there because old Sergeant Davis
couldn’t stand the sight of you. Is that understood?”

“Understood, sir,” Winter said.

“Very well. You are dismissed.”

He turned back to the fight, which was nearly over, one man having
wrapped his arm around his rival’s neck while he pounded him repeatedly
in the face with his free hand. Winter trudged past them, headed for the
corner tower that served as regimental headquarters.

Her gut churned. It would be good to be away from Davis. There
was no doubt about that. While they’d been in their usual camp near the
Khandarai capital of Ashe-Katarion, the big sergeant’s torments had been
bearable. Discipline had been lax. Winter had been able to spend long
periods away from the camp, and Davis and the others had had their
drinking, gambling, and whoring to distract them. Then the Redemption had
come. The prince had fled the capital like a whipped dog, and the Colonials
had followed. Since then, through the long weeks of waiting at Fort Valor,
things had gotten much worse. Cooped up inside the ancient walls, Winter
had nowhere to escape, and Davis used her to vent his irritation at being
denied his favorite pursuits.

On the other hand, Winter had learned to parse officer-speak, too. A
“special detail” definitely sounded bad.



There was a guard at the open doorway to the building, but he only
nodded at Winter as she entered. The captain’s office was just inside,
marked by the smiling staff lieutenant who waited by the door. Winter
recognized him. Everyone in the regiment knew Fitzhugh Warus. His
brother, Ben Warus, had been colonel of the Colonials until he’d taken a
bullet through the skull during a hell-for-leather chase after some bandits
upriver. Fitz had been widely expected to leave for home after that, since
everyone knew he was only here for his brother’s sake. Inexplicably, he’d
remained, employing his easy smile and flawless memory on behalf of the
new acting commander.

Winter always felt a bit uncomfortable in his presence. She had
small use for officers of any description, much less officers who smiled all
the time. At least when she was being shouted at, she knew where she
stood.

She stopped in front of him and saluted. “Ranker Ihernglass,
reporting as ordered, sir.”

“Come in,” said Fitz. “The captain is expecting you.”

Winter followed him inside. The captain’s “office” had more than
likely been someone’s bedroom back when Fort Valor was an actual
functioning fortress. Like every other part of the place, they’d found it
stripped to the bare rock when they arrived. Captain d’Ivoire had made a
kind of low desk out of half the bed of a broken cart propped on a pair of
heavy trunks, and he sat on a spare bedroll.

This desk was strewn with paper of two distinct sorts. Most of it was

the yellow-brown Khandarai rag paper the Colonials had used for years,



recycled endlessly by enterprising vendors who rescued scraps from trash
heaps and scraped the ink off, over and over, until the sheet was as thin as
tissue. Amidst these, like bits of polished marble in a sand heap, were
several pages of honest-to-Karis Vordanai stationery, crisp as though they
had just come off the mills, bleached blindingly white with creases like
razors. They were obviously orders from the fleet. Winter itched to know
what they contained, but they were all carefully folded to shield them from
prying eyes.

The captain himself was working on another sheet, a list of names,
wearing an irritable expression. He was a broad-shouldered man in his
middle thirties, face browned and prematurely wrinkled like that of anyone
else who spent too much time in the unforgiving Khandarai sun. He kept his
dark hair short and his beard, just starting to show slashes of gray, trimmed
close to his jaw. Winter liked him as well as she liked any officer, which
wasn’t much.

He looked up at her, grunted, and made a mark on his list. “Sit down,
Ranker.”

Winter sat cross-legged on the floor across the desk from him. She
felt Fitz hovering over her shoulder. Her instincts were screaming that this
was a trap, and she had to remind herself firmly that making a break for it
was not an option.

It felt as though the captain wanted her to open the conversation, but
she knew better than to try. Finally he grunted again and fumbled around
under the desk, coming up with a little linen bag. He tossed it on the desk in

front of her, where it clanked.



“For you,” he said. When she hesitated, he gestured impatiently. “Go
on.”

Winter worked her finger through the drawstring and tipped out the
contents. They were two copper pins, each bearing three brass pips. They
were intended for the shoulders of her uniform; the insignia of a senior
sergeant.

There was a long silence.

“This has to be a joke,” Winter blurted, and then hastily added, “sir.”

“I wish it was,” the captain said, either oblivious to or intending the
implied insult. “Put them on.”

Winter regarded the copper pins as though they were poisonous
insects. “Sir, I must respectfully decline this offer.”

“Too bad it isn’t an offer, or even a request,” the captain snapped.
“It’s an order. Put the damn things on.”

She slammed her hand on the desk, just missing the dangerously
upturned point of one of the pins, and shook her head violently. “I—"

Her throat rebelled, closing so tight she had to fight for breath. The
captain watched her, not angry but with a sort of bemused curiosity. After a
few moments, he coughed.

“Technically,” he said, “I could have you thrown in the stockade for
that. Only we haven’t got a stockade, and then I’d just have to find another
damned sergeant. So let me explain.” He sorted through the papers and
came up with one of the crisp sheets. “Aboard those transports are enough
soldiers to bring this regiment up to book strength. That’s nearly three

thousand men. As soon as they dock, I get this instruction”—he gave the



word a nasty spin—“from the new colonel, telling me that he hasn’t brought
any junior officers and he wants me to provide people who are ‘familiar
with the natives and the terrain.” Never mind that I haven’t got enough for
my own companies. So I’ve got to come up with thirty-six sergeants,
without stripping the other companies completely bare, and that means field
promotions.”

Winter nodded, her chest still tight. The captain made a vague
gesture in the air.

“So I ask around for men who might be able to do the job. Your
Sergeant Davis picked you. Your record is”—his lip quirked—*“a bit odd,
but good. And here we are.”

The sergeant would be apoplectic if he knew she was being
promoted, rather than sent on a dangerous foray into enemy territory. For a
moment Winter reconsidered her objection. It would be worth it, almost,
just to watch his face turn tomato red. To make Buck and Tuft salute her.
But—

“Sir,” she protested, “with all due respect to yourself and Sergeant
Davis, I don’t think this is a good decision. I don’t know how to be a
sergeant.”

“It can’t be difficult,” the captain said, “or else sergeants couldn’t do
it.” He sat back a little, as though waiting for a smile, but Winter kept her
face rigid. He sighed. “Would it reassure you if I said that all the new
companies have their own lieutenants? I doubt that your duties will involve

as much . . . initiative as Sergeant Davis’ do.”



Shortage of lieutenants was a perennial problem in the Colonials.
The primary purpose of the regiment, it sometimes seemed, was as a
dumping ground for those who had irretrievably fucked up their Royal
Army careers but hadn’t quite gone far enough to be cashiered or worse.
Lieutenants—who, by and large, came from good families and were young
enough to still make a life outside the service—would usually resign rather
than accept the posting. Most companies were run by their sergeants, of
which the regiment always had a sufficiency.

It was reassuring, slightly, but it did little to address her primary
objection. She’d spent three years doing all she could to avoid contact with
her fellow soldiers, most of whom were vicious brutes in any event. To now
get up in front of a hundred and twenty of them and tell them what to do—
the thought made her want to curl into a ball and never emerge.

“Sir,” she said, her voice a little thick, “I still think—"

Captain d’Ivoire’s patience ran out. “Your objections are noted,
Sergeant,” he snapped. “Now put the damn pins on.”

With a shaking hand, Winter took the pins and fumbled with her
coat. Being nonregulation, it lacked the usual shoulder straps, and after
watching for a moment the captain sighed.

“All right,” he said. “Just take them and go. You have the evening to
say your good-byes. We’re breaking the new men out into companies
tomorrow morning, so be on the field when you hear the call.” He cast
about on the table, found a bit of rag paper, and scribbled something on it.
“Take this to Rhodes and tell him you need a new jacket. And try to look as

respectable as possible. God knows this regiment looks shabby enough.”



“Yes, sir.” Pocketing the pins, Winter got to her feet. The captain
made a shooing gesture, and Fitz appeared at her side to escort her to the
door.

When they were in the corridor, he favored her with another smile.

“Congratulations, Sergeant.”

Winter nodded silently and wandered back out into the sun.



Chapter Two

MARCUS

Senior Captain Marcus d’Ivoire sat at his makeshift wooden desk and
contemplated damnation.

The Church said—or Elleusis Ligamenti said, but since he was a
saint it amounted to the same thing—that if, after death, the tally of your
sins outweighed your piety, you were condemned to a personal hell. There
you suffered a punishment that matched both your worst fears and the
nature of your iniquities, as devised by a deity with a particularly vicious
sense of irony. In his own case, Marcus didn’t imagine the Almighty would
have to think very hard. He had a strong suspicion that he would find his
hell unpleasantly familiar.

Paperwork. A mountain, a torrent of paper, a stack of things to read
and sign that never shrank or ended. And, lurking behind, on, and around
every sheet, the looming anxiety that while this one was just the latrine-

digging rota, the next one might be important. Really, critically important,



the kind of thing that would make future historians shake their heads and
say, “If only d’Ivoire had read that report, all those lives might have been
spared.” Marcus was starting to wonder if perhaps he’d died after all and
hadn’t noticed, and whether he could apply for time off in a neighboring
hell. Spending a few millennia being violated by demons with red-hot
pokers was beginning to sound like a nice change of pace.

What made it worse was that he didn’t have to do it. He could say,
“Fitz, take care of all this, would you?” and the young lieutenant would.
He’d smile while he was doing it! All that stood in the way was Marcus’
own stubborn pride and, again, the fear that somewhere in the sea of paper
was something absolutely vital that he was going to miss.

Fitz returned from escorting another newly frocked sergeant out of
the office. Marcus leaned back, stretching his long legs under the desk and
feeling his shoulders pop. His right hand burned dully, and his thumb was
developing a blister.

“Tell me that was the last one,” he said.

“That was the last one,” Fitz said obediently.

“But you’re just saying that because I told you to say it.”

“No,” the lieutenant said, “that was really the last one. Just in time,
too. Signal from the fleet says the colonel’s coming ashore.”

“Thank God.”

One year ago, before Ben Warus had gone chasing one bandit too
many, Marcus would have said he wanted to command the regiment. But
that had been in another lifetime, when Khandar was just a sleepy dead-end

post and the most the Colonials had been required to do was stand beside



the prince on formal occasions to demonstrate the eternal friendship
between the Vermillion Throne and the House of Orboan. Before a gang of
priests and madmen—more or less synonymous, in Marcus’ opinion—had
stirred up the populace with the idea that they would be better off without
either one.

Since then, Khandar had become a very unpleasant place for anyone
wearing a blue uniform, and Marcus had been living right at the edge of
collapse, his mouth dry and his stomach awash in bile. There was
something surreal about the idea that in a few minutes he was going to
become a subordinate again. Hand over the command of the regiment to
some total stranger, his responsibilities reduced to carrying out whatever
orders he was given. It was an unbelievably attractive thought. The new
man might screw things up, of course—he probably would, if Marcus’
experience with colonels was any guide—but whatever happened, up to and
including the entire regiment being massacred by screaming Redeemer
fanatics, it would not be his, Marcus’, fault. He’d be able to turn up for
heavenly judgment and say, “Well, you can’t blame me. I had orders!”

He wondered if that carried any weight with the Almighty. It was
something to tell the Ministry of War and the Concordat, at any rate, and
that was probably more important. Of the two, the Almighty was a good
deal less frightening. The Lord, in his infinite mercy, might forgive a soldier
who strayed from the path, but the Last Duke certainly would not.

Fitz was saying something, which Marcus had missed entirely. His
sleep lately was not what it ought to have been.

“What was that?” he said.



The lieutenant, well aware of his chief’s condition, repeated himself
patiently. “I said that the troops are almost all ashore. No cavalry, which is a
pity, but he’s brought us at least two batteries. Captain Kaanos is sending
the companies up the bluff road one at a time.”

“Will there be room for everybody inside the walls?”

Fitz nodded. “I wouldn’t want to stand a siege, but we’ll be all right
for a few days.”

This last was something of a joke. Fort Valor itself was a joke,
actually. Like a strong lock on a flimsy door, it was effective only as long as
the intruder remained polite. It had been built in the days when the most
dangerous threat to a fortress was a catapult, or maybe a battering ram. Its
walls were high and unsloping, built of hard native limestone that would
crumble like a soft cheese once the iron cannonballs started in on it. They
wouldn’t even need a siege train—you could take the place with a battery of
field guns, especially since there was no way for the defenders to emplace
their artillery to shoot back.

Fortunately, no siege seemed to be in the offing. The Vordanai
regiment had scuttled away from Ashe-Katarion, the prince’s former
capital, and as long as they looked like they were leaving, the Redeemers
had been content to watch them go. Still, Marcus had bitten his fingernails
to the quick during the weeks of waiting for the fleet to arrive.

“Well,” Marcus said, “I suppose we’d better go meet him.”

The lieutenant gave a delicate cough. Marcus had been with him
long enough to recognize Fitz-speak for “You’re about to do something

very stupid and/or embarrassing, sir.” He cast about the room, then down at



himself, and got it. He was not, technically, in uniform—his shirt and
trousers were close to regulation blue, but both were of Khandarai make,
the cheap Vordanai standard issue having faded or torn long ago. He sighed.

“Dress blues?” he said.

“It would certainly be customary, sir.”

“Right.” Marcus got to his feet, wincing as cramped muscles
protested. “I’ll go change. You keep watch—if the colonel gets here, stall
him.”

“Yes, sir.”
If only, Marcus thought, watching the lieutenant glide out, I could

just leave this colonel entirely to Fitz. The young man seemed to have a

knack for that sort of thing.

The dress uniform included a dress sword, which Marcus hadn’t worn since
his graduation from the War College. The weight on one hip made him feel
lopsided, and the sheath sticking out behind him was a serious threat to
anyone standing nearby when he forgot about it and turned around quickly.
After five years at the bottom of a trunk, the uniform itself seemed bluer
than he remembered. He’d also run a comb through his hair, for the look of
the thing, and scrubbed perfunctorily at his face with a tag end of soap.
“Why, Senior Captain,” Adrecht said, coming through the tent flap.

“How dapper. You should dress up more often.”



Marcus lost his grip on one of the dress uniform’s myriad brass
buttons and swore. Adrecht laughed.

“If you want to make yourself useful,” Marcus growled, “you might
help me.”

“Of course, sir,” Adrecht said. “Anything to be of service.”

References to Marcus’ rank or seniority from Captain Adrecht
Roston were invariably mocking. He had been at the War College with
Marcus, and was the “junior” by a total of seven minutes, that being the
length of time that had separated the calling of the names “d’Ivoire” and
“Roston” at the graduation ceremony. It had been something of a joke
between them until Ben Warus had died, when that seven minutes meant
that—to Adrecht’s considerable relief—command of the Colonials settled
on Marcus’ shoulders instead of his.

Adrecht was a tall man, with a hawk nose and a thin, clean-shaven
face. Since his graduation from the War College, he’d worn his dark curls
fashionably loose. Keen, intelligent blue eyes and a slight curve of lip gave
the impression that he was forever on the edge of a sarcastic smirk.

He commanded the Fourth Battalion, at the opposite end of the
marching order from Marcus’ First. He and his fellow battalion
commanders, Val and Mor, along with the late Ben Warus and his brother,
had been Marcus’ official family ever since he’d arrived in Khandar. The
only family, in fact, that he had left.

Marcus stood uncomfortably while Adrecht’s deft fingers worked the

buttons and straightened his collar. Looking over the top of his friend’s



head, he said, “Did you have some reason to be here? Or were you just
eager to see me embarrass myself?”

“Please. Like that’s such a rarity.” Adrecht stepped back, admiring
his handiwork, and gave a satisfied nod. “I take it from the getup that you’re
off to meet the colonel?”

“I am,” Marcus said, trying not to show how much he wasn’t looking
forward to it.

“No time for a celebratory drink?” Adrecht opened his coat enough
to show the neck of a squat brown bottle. “I’ve been saving something for
the occasion.”

“I doubt the colonel would appreciate it if I turned up stumbling
drunk,” Marcus said. “With my luck I’d probably be sick all over him.”

“From one cup?”

“With you, it’s never just one cup.” Marcus tugged at his too-tight
collar and sat down to turn his attention to his boots. There was a clatter as
his scabbard knocked over an empty tin plate and banged against the camp
bed, and he winced. “What have we got to celebrate, anyway?”

Adrecht blinked. “What? Just our escape from this sandy purgatory,
that’s all. This time next week, we’ll be heading home.”

“So you suppose.” Marcus pulled at a stubborn boot.

“It’s not just me. I heard Val say the same thing to Give-Em-Hell.
Even the rankers are saying it.”

“Val doesn’t get to decide,” Marcus said. “Nor does Give-Em-Hell,

or the rankers. That would be the colonel’s prerogative.”



“Come on,” Adrecht said. “You send them a report that the grayskins
have got some new priests, who aren’t too fond of us and have a nasty habit
of burning people alive, and by the way they outnumber us a couple of
hundred to one and the prince is getting shirty. So they send us a couple of
thousand men and a new colonel, who no doubt thinks he’s in for a little
light despotism, burning down some villages and teaching a gang of
peasants who’s boss, that sort of thing. Then he gets here and finds out that
the aforementioned priests have rounded up an army of thirty thousand
men, the militia that we trained and armed has gone over to the enemy lock,
stock, and barrel, and the prince has decided he’d rather make the best of a
bad job and take the money and run. What do you think he’s going to do?”

“You’re making the assumption that he has an ounce of sense,”
Marcus said, pulling his laces tight. “Most of the colonels I met back at the
College were not too well endowed in that department.”

“Or any another,” Adrecht said. “But not even that lot would—"

“Maybe.” Marcus got to his feet. “I’'ll go and see, shall I? Do you
want to come?”

Adrecht shook his head. “I’d better go and make sure my boys are
ready. The bastard will probably want a review. They usually do.”

Marcus nodded, looked at himself in the mirror again, and paused.
“Adrecht?”

“Hmm?”

“If we do get to go home, what are you going to do?”

“What do you mean?”



“If T recall, a certain count told you that if you ever came within a
thousand miles of his daughter again, he would tie you to a cannon and drop
you in the Vor.”

“Oh.” Adrecht gave a weak smile. “I’m sure he’s forgotten all about

that by now.”

Marcus, feeling prickly and uncomfortable, stood beside Fitz at the edge of
the bluff and watched the last few companies toiling up the road. The path
switchbacked as it climbed the few hundred feet from the landing to the top
of the cliff. The column of climbing men looked like a twisted blue serpent,
winding its way up only to be devoured by the gaping maw of the fort’s
open gate beside him. There seemed to be no end to them.

The men themselves were a surprise, too. To Marcus’ eyes they
seemed unnaturally pale—he understood, suddenly, why the Khandarai
slang for Vordanai was “corpses.” Compared to the leather-skinned veterans
of the Colonials, these men looked like something you’d fish off the bottom
of a pond.

And they were so young. Service in the Colonials was usually a
reward for an ill-spent military career. Apart from the odd loony who
volunteered for Khandarai service, even the rankers tended to be well into
their second decade. Marcus doubted that most of the “men” marching up
the road had seen eighteen, let alone twenty, given their peach-fuzz chins

and awkward teenage frames. They didn’t know how to march properly,



either, so the column was more like a trudging mass of refugees than an
army on the move. All in all, Marcus decided, it was not a sight calculated
to impress any enemies who might be watching.

He had no doubt they were watching, too. The Colonials had made
no effort to patrol the hills around the fort, and while the rebel commanders
might believe the Vordanai were on the verge of departing for good, they
weren’t so foolish as to take it on faith. Every scrubby hill and ravine could
hide a dozen Desoltai riders. The desert tribesmen could vanish on bare
rock, horses and all, if they put their minds to it.

In the rear of the column, far below, a lonely figure struggled after
the last of the marching companies under the burden of two heavy valises.
He wore a long dark robe, which made him look a bit like a penny-opera
version of a Priest of the Black. But since the Obsidian Order—perennial of
cheap dramas and bogeymen of children’s stories—had been extinct for
more than a century, Marcus guessed this poor bastard was just a
manservant hauling his master’s kit up the mountain. One of the sinister
inquisitors of old would hardly carry his own bags, anyway. He wondered
idly what was so important that it couldn’t be brought up in the oxcarts with
the rest of the baggage.

His eyes scanned idly over the fleet, waiting for the colonel himself
to emerge with his escort. He would be a nobleman, of course. The price of
a colonel’s commission was high, but there was more to it than money.
While the Ministry of War might have been forced to concede over the past
hundred years that there were commoners who could site guns and file

papers as well as any peer, it had quietly but firmly drawn the line at having



anyone of low birth in actual command. Leading a regiment was the ancient
prerogative of the nobility, and so it would remain.

Even Ben Warus had been nobility of a sort, a younger son of an old
family that had stashed him in the army as a sinecure. That he’d been a
decent fellow for all that had been nothing short of a miracle. Going purely
by the odds, this new colonel was more likely to be akin to the ones Marcus
had known at the War College: ignorant, arrogant, and contemptuous of
advice from those beneath him. He only hoped the man wasn’t too abrasive,
or else someone was likely to take a swing at him and be court-martialed for
his trouble. The Colonials had grown slack and informal under Ben’s
indulgent command.

The servant with the bags had reached the last switchback, but there
was still no flurry of activity from the ships that would indicate the
emergence of an officer of rank. More boats were landing, but they carried
only supplies and baggage, and the laboring men down at the dock were
beginning to load the carts with crates of hardtack, boxes of cartridges, and
empty water barrels. Marcus glanced at Fitz.

“The colonel did say he was coming up, didn’t he?”

“That was the message from the fleet,” the lieutenant said. “Perhaps
he’s been delayed?”

“I’m not going to stand out here all day waiting,” Marcus growled.
Even in the shade, he was sweating freely.

He waited for the porter in black to approach, only to see him stop

twenty yards away, set down both valises, and squat on his heels at the edge



of the dusty path. Before Marcus could wonder at this, the man leaned
forward and gave an excited cry.

Balls of the Beast, he’s stepped on something horrible. Khandar was
home to a wide variety of things that crawled, slithered, or buzzed. Nearly
all of them were vicious, and most were poisonous. It would be a poor start
to a professional relationship if Marcus had to report to the colonel that his
manservant had died of a snakebite. He hurried down the path, Fitz trailing
behind him. The man in black popped back to his feet like a jack-in-the-
box, one arm extended, holding something yellow and green that writhed
furiously. Marcus pulled up short.

“A genuine Branded Whiptail,” the man said, apparently to himself.
He was young, probably younger than Marcus, with a thin face and high
cheekbones. “You know, I’d seen Cognest’s illustrations, but I never really
believed what he said about the colors. The specimens he sent back were so
drab, but this—well, look at it!”

He stepped forward and thrust the thing in Marcus’ face. Only years
of army discipline prevented Marcus from leaping backward. The little
scorpion was smaller than his palm, but brilliantly colored, irregular stripes
of bright green crisscrossing its dun yellow carapace. The man held it by the
tail with thumb and forefinger, just below the stinger, and despite the
animal’s frantic efforts it was unable to pull itself up far enough to get its
claws into his flesh. It twisted and snapped at the air in impotent rage.

It dawned on Marcus that some response was expected of him.

“It’s very nice,” he said cautiously. “But I would put it down, if I

were you. It might be dangerous.” Truth be told, Marcus couldn’t have



distinguished a Branded Whiptail from horse droppings unless it bit him on
the ankle, but that didn’t mean he wouldn’t give both a wide berth.

“Oh, it’s absolutely deadly,” the man said, wiggling his fingers so the
little thing shook. “A grain or two of venom will put a man into nervous

»

shock in less than a minute.” He watched Marcus’ carefully neutral
expression and added, “Of course, this must all be old hat to you by now.
I’'m sorry to get so worked up right off the bat. What must you think of
me?”

“It’s nothing,” Marcus said. “Listen, I’m Captain d’Ivoire, and I got
a message—"

“Of course you are!” the man said. “Senior Captain Marcus d’Ivoire,
of the First Battalion. I’'m honored.” He extended his hand for Marcus to
shake. “I’m Janus. Most pleased to meet you.”

There was a long pause. The extended hand still held the frantically
struggling scorpion, which left Marcus at something of a loss. Finally Janus
followed his gaze down, laughed, and spun on his heel. He walked to the
edge of the path and dropped the little thing amidst the stones. Then, wiping
his hand on his black robe, he returned to Marcus.

“Sorry about that,” he said. “Let me try again.” He re-offered his
hand. “Janus.”

“Marcus,” Marcus said, shaking.

“If you could conduct me to the fortress, I would be most grateful,”
Janus said. “I just have a few things I need to get stowed away.”

“Actually,” Marcus said, “I was hoping you could tell me where the

colonel might be. He sent a message.” Marcus looked over his shoulder at



Fitz for support.

Janus appeared perplexed. Then, looking down at himself,
inspiration appeared to dawn. He gave a polite cough.

“I suppose 1 should have been clearer,” he said. “Count Colonel

Janus bet Vhalnich Mieran, at your service.”

There was a long, strained silence. It felt like the moment just after you’d
done something monumentally stupid—bashing your thumb with a hammer,
for example—and just before the pain came flooding in. A quiet moment, in
which there seemed to be all the time in the world to contemplate the
destruction you’d wrought.

Marcus decided to take the bull by the horns. He stepped smartly
back, coming to stiff attention, and ripped off a salute that would have made
his instructors at the War College proud. His voice rose to a parade-ground
bark.

“Sir! My apologies, sir!”

“No apology necessary, Captain,” Janus said mildly. “You couldn’t
have known.”

“Sir! Thank you, sir!”

They matched stares for another long moment.

“We had better get the formalities over with,” Janus said. He fished
in his breast pocket and produced a crisply folded page, which he handed to

Marcus. “Senior Captain d’Ivoire, as ordered by the Ministry of War in the



name of horses and all, I am hereby assuming command of the First
Colonial Infantry Regiment.”

Marcus unbent sufficiently to take the note. It said, with the usual
Ministry circumlocutions, that Count Colonel Janus bet Vhalnich Mieran
was directed to assume command of the First Colonial Regiment and
employ it, “as far as practicable,” to suppress the rebellion and protect the
interests of the Kingdom of Vordan and her citizens. At the bottom was
affixed the seal of the Ministry, sky blue wax impressed with the image of a
diving eagle. He handed it stiffly back to Janus.

“Sir,” he said. “You have the command!”

Another salute, which the colonel returned. And that was it—with
those few words command of the Colonials and all the attendant
responsibilities were removed from Marcus’ shoulders. He took what felt
like the first breath of air he’d had in the weeks since the rebellion.

“And with that done,” Janus said, tucking the paper away, “I hope
you’ll do me the favor of relaxing a little. That stiff posture is bad for the
spine.”

The parade-ground rigidity was already producing an ache across
Marcus’ shoulders. He gratefully complied.

“Thank you, sir. Welcome to the Colonials.” He waved Fitz forward.
“This is Lieutenant Fitzhugh Warus, my aide.”

Fitz saluted smartly, as comfortable with strict military decorum as
Marcus was awkward with it. Janus nodded acknowledgment.

“Lieutenant,” he said. “You’re the younger brother of the late

Colonel Warus, are you not?”



“Yes, sir,” Fitz said.

“My condolences on your loss, then. Your brother was a brave man.”

“Thank you, sir.”

That was fair enough, Marcus thought. Maybe not terribly bright, or
honest, but brave, certainly. He was surprised Janus knew anything about
him, though. For all the attention the Colonials had received from the
Ministry of War before the rebellion, Khandar might as well have been on
the moon. Perhaps he’s just being polite.

“If you’ll wait a moment, sir, I’ll have someone carry your things,”
Marcus said. “We have rooms prepared for you inside.”

“I’ll carry them myself, if it’s all the same to you,” the colonel said.
“Just show me the way.”

“As you wish. Shall I order some food brought in as well? You must
be tired.”

“No need,” Janus said. “My man is accompanying the rest of my
baggage, and he can handle all the arrangements of that nature. Besides, it
seems incumbent on me to pay a call on His Grace as soon as possible,
don’t you think?”

“His Grace?” Marcus was puzzled for a moment. “You mean the
prince?” It had been so long since he’d given the exiled ruler any serious
thought that he’d almost forgotten the man was with them.

“Of course. It’s for his sake I’m here, after all.”

Marcus quashed a frown. Janus was likely to be disappointed when
he came face-to-face with the ruler of Khandar, but that was not for him to

worry about it. All I need to do now, he reminded himself, is obey orders.



“Yes, sir. I’'ll get someone to show you to his chambers.”

“I’d appreciate it if you’d accompany me, Captain.” Janus flashed a
smile. “I may need your expertise.”

If so, we’re in it pretty damned deep. Nevertheless, Marcus saluted.

“Certainly, sir!”

Once they were under the shade of the fortress walls, the colonel doffed his
flowing black robe, which turned out to be a thin silk affair sheer enough to
be folded up like a pocket handkerchief. Marcus hurriedly summoned a
nearby soldier to collect it and instructed him to take it to the colonel’s
quarters. The astonished man was too startled to salute properly, but Janus
acknowledged him with a cheerful nod.

Under the robe, the colonel wore an ordinary uniform. It was as crisp
and unfaded as Marcus’ dress blues, but without any of the gilt or
ornamentation Marcus might have expected from a senior officer. Only a
pair of Vordanai eagles on his shoulders, silver with flashing jade eyes,
marked his rank.

Janus himself was mostly unremarkable, aside from his relative
youth and his striking eyes, which were a luminous gray color and
somehow a size too large for his face. His dark hair was cut and combed in
precise military style, which made Marcus uncomfortably aware that his

own was getting out of control.



The prince’s apartments were on the other side of the fortress. His
entourage had insisted that they have one of the corner towers to
themselves, so Marcus had given them the northwest tower, which faced the
ocean and was unlikely to be needed for any defense. The huge silk banner
that the prince had hauled all the way from Ashe-Katarion snapped from an
upper story: a gray eagle on a white field, half concealed behind a rearing
red scorpion.

The tower itself was protected by the Heavenly Guard, but Marcus
had placed his own sentries at a polite distance, reliable men from the First
Battalion. The last thing he needed was an altercation, and he also wanted
to discourage any covert investigation of the prince’s things. A dozen sealed
wagons had accompanied the royal court on the retreat, and camp rumor
said they’d been filled with as much of the Vermillion Throne’s relics and
treasury as the prince had been able to lay hands on.

Marcus’ sentries saluted and stepped aside at his approach, but the
pair of Khandarai flanking the door were more obstinate. Marcus had to bite
his lip to keep from smiling at their earnest scowls. No doubt the Heavenly
Guard had once been a fearsome fighting force, but that time was long past.
More-recent princes had filled the ranks with aging sycophants, and these
two presented a typical example. Both were gray-haired, and the one on the
left had rolls of fat threatening to burst around the edges of his gilded
breastplate. The spears they bore were elaborately worked with gold and
silver wire.

One of them banged the butt of his weapon on the flagstones as the

two officers approached and barked a challenge in Khandarai. Marcus



turned to Janus and translated. “He wants to know who we are.”

A smile flickered across the colonel’s face, there for an instant and
gone again, like heat lightning.

“Tell him the new colonel begs an audience with the Chosen of
Heaven,” he said.

Marcus made a sour face, but translated dutifully. His Khandarai was
rough and ready, and his accent was atrocious, but the guard understood
him well enough. He and his companion stepped apart and gestured the two
Vordanai through the doorway.

The first floor of the tower was a single large room. When they’d
arrived it had been empty, like the rest of the fortress. Now the floor was
strewn with overlapping carpets, and veils of hanging silk obscured the
dirty stones. Incense burned in gilded braziers, lest the nose of the Chosen
of Heaven detect an odor he did not approve of. A small table was set with
silver bowls of water and fruit, in case he should be hungry or thirsty.

Under the attempt at opulence, the seams were showing. The fruit on
the table was dried and old-looking, and all the veils couldn’t hide the squat,
utilitarian proportions of the chamber. Most damning of all, only a half
dozen or so Khandarai danced attendance on the man who had once
commanded the attention of thousands. A pair of young women of no
obvious function lounged at the bottom of the throne, another pair wielded
fans in a vain attempt to move the stifling air about, and a plump-faced man
bustled up, all smiles, as Janus and Marcus approached.

The throne itself was not the actual Vermillion Throne. That

hallowed seat, a marble-and-gilt monstrosity that would have half filled this



room, was back in the Palace at Ashe-Katarion, no doubt being warmed by
the holy bottom of some Redeemer. The servants had done their best here
with carved wood and red paint, but the result was still more a chair than a
throne, and Marcus thought it looked uncomfortable.

On it sat Prince Exopter, the Chosen of Heaven, Supreme Ruler of
Khandar and the Two Desols. He cut the traditional figure. His own hair
was cropped short beneath an elaborate painted wig that to Marcus’ eyes
resembled a gaggle of snakes having an orgy, and his gray-skinned face was
slathered in white and red makeup so thick that it was practically a mask.
Gems and gold glittered everywhere—on his fingers, at his ears, at his
throat—and the purple silk drape he wore was fastened with a diamond
brooch, while seed pearls clattered gently on the fringes.

Marcus wondered if the colonel would be overawed. I doubt it. He’s
a count himself, after all. Technically, a count might not beat a prince in the
hierarchy of nobility, but the humblest peer of Vordan considered himself
far superior to any Grand Pooh-Bah from abroad, no matter what lofty title
the foreigner might affect.

As they entered, Janus glanced around with an expression of polite
but distant interest. The round-faced man, sweating freely, bowed low in
front of the pair of them.

“Welcome,” he said, in accented but passable Vordanai. “I am
Razzan-dan-Xopta, minister to His Grace. The Chosen of Heaven bids you
to approach his magnificence.”

The prince, his face unreadable under the caked-on makeup, said

something in Khandarai. He sounded bored.



“His Grace welcomes you as well,” the minister translated. “He is
most pleased that you have obeyed his summons.”

This was the part that Marcus had been dreading. While he could
understand most of the natives, the denizens of the royal court spoke a
formal dialect that bordered on a separate language. He couldn’t catch more
than one word in four, not even enough to be certain that Razzan was
providing an accurate translation.

He leaned close to Janus and whispered, “The prince may be under
the impression that the only reason you were sent is because he asked them
to—”

Janus held up a hand for silence, thought for a moment, and said,
“Give His Grace my greetings. I have the honor to be Count Colonel Janus
bet Vhalnich Mieran, commanding the First Colonial Infantry. I believe His
Grace already knows Senior Captain d’Ivoire.”

Razzan rendered that, and listened to the response. “His Grace is
most gratified that his valued friend Farus the Eighth would send him so
worthy an individual.”

Janus bowed again. “I will do my utmost to live up to His Grace’s
expectations.”

The prince’s lip twisted, and he rattled off something that sounded
unhappy. Razzan hesitated a moment, then said, “His Grace is curious
regarding the whereabouts of the rest of his fleet.”

The colonel’s expression never flickered. “The ships are all arrived,
and anchored in the bay.”

Exopter spoke again, at some length.



“His Grace wonders if perhaps there has been some error in
translation.” Razzan licked his lips. “Only thirteen vessels are currently in
the bay, he understands.”

“That is correct.”

“But that is insufficient. His Grace’s summons to his most beneficent
ally King Farus the Eighth specifically instructed him to send one hundred
thousand men. Thirteen ships could never carry so many.”

Marcus almost choked on a laugh. A hundred thousand men would
be most of the Royal Army, and it would take every ship on the coast to
carry them. Razzan was feigning incomprehension, but the royal eyes were
watchful.

“The ships have brought sufficient replacements to bring the First
Colonials to full strength,” Janus said. “Along with ammunition, supplies,
and other necessaries.”

Exopter snapped something. Razzan said, “Are these men of the
First Colonials demons, then? Does each fight with the strength of ten men?
Are they impervious to bullets?”

No hint of a smile crossed Janus’ expression, but Marcus could hear
the amusement in his voice. “They are brave and skilled, but I must admit
that they are only men.”

“Then His Grace would like to know how you plan to go about
regaining his kingdom with a single regiment.” Razzan said it politely, and
looked apologetic, but there was a gleam in the prince’s eyes, as though
he’d just delivered a killing stroke. “Or, perhaps, you plan no such thing?

Perhaps our friend the king has abandoned his sworn duties?”



“His Majesty would never dream of it,” Janus said. “As for regaining
your kingdom, you may rest assured that the matter has my full attention.”

The prince drawled a response, and Razzan turned pale. Before he
could muster a suitably watered-down translation, Janus rattled off a string
of court Khandarai so perfect that the obsequious minister gaped. Even the
prince was taken aback, eyes widening under the painted mask. Marcus
blinked.

“If that’s all,” Janus continued in Vordanai, “then I will take my
leave. Please thank His Grace for his time.”

He turned on his heel and stalked out of the room, the pair of
Heavenly Guards parting before him. Marcus hurried to keep pace, feeling
like a boy running at the heels of an older brother. He waited until they were
well clear of the tower to speak.

“I didn’t know you spoke the language, sir.” He tried to keep his
tone neutral, but it still felt uncomfortably accusatory.

“I speak seven languages,” Janus said absently. “In addition to the
usual Vordanai, Noreldrai, and Hamveltai, I have made a particular study of
Borelgai, Murnskai, Vheedai, and Khandarai.” He shrugged. “Though I will
admit I needed to brush up on the more formal usages. I found the time
aboard ship most conducive to study, as there was so little else to occupy
the mind.”

“That’s . . . very impressive.”

Janus shook his head and seemed to come back to himself. “I’m
sorry. I didn’t mean to boast.”

“Not at all, sir.”



“If we’re to work together, Captain, it is important that we be honest
to ourselves and one another about our capacities. I’'m sorry if I caught you
off guard.”

“It just surprised me, sir.” Marcus hesitated. “What did the prince
say to you? I can follow most Khandarai, but not that formal stuff.”

Janus’ lip quirked. “He said that my full attention didn’t amount to
much, considering that the king had sent the dregs of his officer corps.”

“Dregs” was a fair description of the Colonials, but that hit a little
close to home. Marcus winced. “And what did you say to him?”

“I told him that since he was coming to us as a beggar, dregs were
the best that he should expect.” The quick smile again. “I suppose that was
not . . . diplomatic of me.”

“After he insulted His Majesty, it’s only understandable,” Marcus
said loyally. “But . . .”

Janus noticed the hesitation and cocked his head, birdlike. “What is
it? You may always speak freely with me, Captain, provided we are alone.”

He took a deep breath. “Do you really intend to try to recapture
Khandar, sir? Most of the men are expecting to get right back aboard the
transports and sail home.”

There was a long silence. Janus regarded Marcus thoughtfully, his
gray eyes glittering. There was something extraordinary about those eyes,
Marcus thought. They seemed to look through you, past all the trappings
and courtesies and even through flesh and blood until they got at your very
essence. If there really was a Beast of Judgment, it would have that sort of

stare.



“And what are you expecting, Captain?” Janus said softly.

“I—” Marcus stopped, sensing a trap. “I wouldn’t venture to
anticipate your plans, sir.”

“But what would your opinion be?” Janus leaned closer. “What
would you do, if the command was yours?”

Turn tail and never look back. Marcus shook his head slowly.
“According to the last reports before we retreated, the Redeemer army at
Ashe-Katarion was nearly twenty thousand strong. It will be larger by now.
Then there’s General Khtoba”—he wanted to spit at the sound of the name
—“and his Auxiliaries, six battalions worth of Vordanai-trained and
Vordanai-armed soldiers. And ever since this Steel Ghost whipped up the
Desoltai and threw in their lot with the priests . . .” He spread his hands. “If
we’re up to full strength, we’ll have nearly four thousand men.”

“A bit more,” Janus interrupted, “with the attached cavalry and
artillery.”

“A bit more than four thousand,” Marcus agreed. “Against—call it
thirty thousand. Six to one against us, and that’s only counting soldiers in
the field. Practically the whole population of Ashe-Katarion wanted to see
the back of the prince by the time the Redeemers had gotten them fired up.”

“Six to one,” Janus said. “Those are long odds.”

“Long odds,” Marcus said. “I’m not saying my men aren’t up to a
fight, sir. If we had another brigade, a few more guns, maybe a regiment of
cuirassiers, I wouldn’t hesitate. But long odds are long odds.”

Janus gave a slow nod. Then, as though reaching a decision, he

grinned.



“Would you care to take your dinner with me, Captain? I suppose I

owe you an explanation.”

Before dinner there were a few hours of daylight remaining. That meant
more paperwork. There was no way around it; the ledgers and files of the
Colonials had gotten woefully out of date during Ben Warus’ tenure, in
spite of Fitz’ clandestine efforts to clean up his brother’s messes, and
Marcus had hardly had time to make a start on the backlog. Now, with
upward of two thousand new recruits needing to be added to the rolls and
dozens of rank amateurs for sergeants and lieutenants, the ocean of
bureaucratic requirements threatened to close over his head.

Marcus was not a man to admit defeat easily, though, and he spent
the rest of the day puzzling through arcane forms and adding his signature
where required. He barely noticed when Fitz ghosted in and left a steaming
cup by his elbow. When he reached out for it and took a sip, though, the
taste made him look up.

“Tea?” he said. “Real tea? Have you been holding out on us,
Lieutenant?”

The young man smiled. “From the fleet, sir. Compliments of the
colonel, as a matter of fact.”

Marcus pursed his lips and blew across the top of the mug, then took
a longer swallow. The delicate flavor worked like some sorcerer’s

incantation, flinging him across the miles and years to a safer time. For a



moment he was back at the War College at Grent, letting a steaming mug
cool by his elbow as he worked his way through another dense text on
tactical theory and half listened to Adrecht prattle about the latest campus
gossip. He closed his eyes.

The Khandarai drank coffee—a rare delicacy in Vordan, but so cheap
here that you could buy the raw beans for pennies to the bushel. They liked
it dark and sludgy, and heavily spiced. It was a taste Marcus had managed
to acquire over the years, and it certainly packed a kick that would keep you
up for half the night, but still . . .

He breathed out, feeling at least fractionally more at peace. “Thank
you, Fitz.”

“My pleasure, sir.”

Marcus opened his eyes. “Speaking of the colonel . . .”

“Yes, sir?”

“It appears he’ll be requiring my services, at least part of the time.
I’ll be relying on you to take care of the First.”

Properly speaking, Marcus should have had at least two more field
lieutenants to whom he could delegate command authority in his absence so
that his staff lieutenant could concentrate on staff work. As it was, though,
Fitz wore all the hats, sometimes simultaneously.

“Of course, sir. No need to worry on that score.” He hesitated. “If I
may, sir . ..”

Marcus sipped at the tea and waved a hand. “Hmm?”

“What’s your impression of the colonel?”

“He’s . ..” Marcus paused, thinking. “He’s very clever.”



Fitz frowned. “Clever” was not a good thing in the lexicon of the
common soldier. Clever officers came up with elaborate plans that backfired
at just the wrong moment and got you killed.

“He’s a count,” Marcus went on, “but he doesn’t stand on privilege.
Likable, I suppose, but there’s something”—he thought of those eyes, gray
and judging—*“something a little odd. I don’t know.” He shrugged. “I’ve
just met the man myself.”

“Has he given you any indication what he plans to do?”

Before Marcus could reply, there was a knock at the outer door. Fitz
hurried off to answer it, and Marcus turned back to the papers in front of
him, trying to bully his eyes into focus. He took a long drink and let it sit on
his tongue, warm and bitter.

A cough made him look up again and swallow hurriedly. Fitz stood
at the inner doorway. His expression was as officially blank as usual, but the
barest hint of an arched eyebrow indicated that something strange was
afoot.

“There’s someone to see you,” the lieutenant said. “A Miss Jennifer
Alhundt.”

Marcus was taken aback. “Really?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Show her in, I suppose.” Marcus straightened up and tugged at his
collar, peripherally aware of the sweaty patches that were beginning to
show through his dress blues.

The woman was pale, even for a Vordanai. She had the look of

someone who’d spent too much time indoors, an impression enhanced by



watery eyes behind silver-rimmed spectacles. Her hair was long and dark,
tied back in a severe braid. She wore a thin brown coat over a shapeless
cotton blouse and brown trousers. When Marcus had left Vordan, a well-
bred woman wearing trousers would have been, if not a scandal, at least the
occasion for much comment. He wondered idly if all the noble ladies had
traded their frilly dresses for boyish leggings since then. Stranger things had
happened in the world of high fashion.

He got to his feet as she entered, and sketched a bow, which she
returned awkwardly. Her spectacles threatened to fall off, and she caught
them automatically and pushed them back up her nose with a well-practiced
motion.

“Welcome, Miss Alhundt. I’'m Captain Marcus d’Ivoire. Will you sit
down?” He paused, suddenly painfully aware that he had just asked a lady
to squat on the bare floor. He coughed to cover his embarrassment. “Fitz,
fetch a cushion for Miss Alhundt, would you?”

“Thank you,” she said. “I’ll be fine.”

They settled themselves on opposite sides of Marcus’ crude desk,
and she peered at him through thick lenses in the manner of a naturalist
studying some surprising insect. Marcus was still trying to work out a polite
way to ask what the hell she was doing here when she said, “I expect you’re
wondering what I’m doing here.”

He shrugged, and waved desperately at Fitz, who bustled off.
“Would you like some tea?”

“Please,” she said. “I came in with the fleet, of course. I’'m on

assignment.”



“What sort of assignment?”

“His Grace was instructed by His Majesty to gather an independent
perspective on events in Khandar.”

Marcus froze. “His Grace?”

“His Grace, Duke Orlanko,” she clarified. “I’m with the Ministry of
Information.”

Fitz appeared with the tea, which saved Marcus from having to think
of an immediate response to that. Miss Alhundt accepted the mug from the
lieutenant, sipped, and resumed staring at Marcus.

“The Ministry of Information,” Marcus said eventually. “May I ask
in what . . . capacity?”

“Only a poor scholar, I’'m afraid.” She gave a tight little smile. “I
know our reputation, Captain, but I assure you that His Grace employs
many more scribes than he does spies and assassins.”

Miss Alhundt certainly didn’t look like a spy or assassin. She had the
air of someone more comfortable with books than people. But everyone in
Vordan knew about the all-seeing eye and long reach of Duke Orlanko’s
Concordat.

“And you mentioned a royal order?” he said, buying time.

She nodded. “His Majesty was concerned that the reports we’d been
receiving from Khandar might be . . . inadequate. In view of our expanded
commitment and the situation here, he thought it expedient to try to get a
disinterested view of how things stand. That isn’t easy to do through

military channels.”



“Fair enough, I suppose.” Marcus shifted uncomfortably. “So what is
it that you need from me?”

“I just thought I would introduce myself.” She favored him with a
smile, showing pretty white teeth. “I’'m afraid my experience in the field is
rather limited, and I’m sure I’ll be relying a great deal on you and the other
officers for your opinions.”

“I thought you were supposed to get an unbiased view of things.”

“I will present your views along with my own opinions,” Miss
Alhundt said. “That way, His Majesty and His Grace will have all the
available information. Things have certainly been confused lately.”

Marcus could imagine that. He’d written only one hasty report
during the retreat, and it was unlikely that even that had reached the capital
by now. His Grace must be groping in the dark. No wonder he sent some of
his own people along. But her?

“I’ll do whatever I can,” he said. “You understand, though, that this
is now Colonel Vhalnich’s command. My opinions may not count for very
much anymore.”

“I’ll be speaking to the colonel, too, of course,” she said briskly. “I
take it you’ve met him?”

“I received him this afternoon.”

“Would you care to offer your impression?”

“I wouldn’t,” Marcus said. Gossiping with Fitz was one thing, but
talking about a senior officer to a civilian was deeply taboo, even if that

civilian didn’t work for the secret police.



“Fair enough,” Miss Alhundt said, still smiling. “I understand.”
Abruptly, she held her hand out across the table. “I do hope we can be
friends, Captain d’Ivoire.”

Marcus shook awkwardly, again at a loss. Miss Alhundt sipped,
handed her teacup to Fitz, and got to her feet.

“And now, I imagine you have work to do,” she said. “I’ll see you
soon, I’m sure.”

Once the young woman had swept back out the door, Marcus looked
up at his aide. “Do I have work to do?”

“Yes,” Fitz said. “But first you’re having dinner with the colonel,

remember?”

The door to Janus’ quarters opened at Marcus’ approach, revealing a
liveried servant with a haughty expression. Marcus, caught off guard,
sketched a slight bow, and received a nod in return.

“I’m Captain d’Ivoire,” he said. “The colonel’s expecting me.”

“Of course, sir.” The manservant, a pinch-faced man with a shock of
white hair who couldn’t have been younger than fifty, gave Marcus a
somewhat deeper nod and a disapproving stare. “Come in.”

“Ah, Captain!” called Janus from inside. “Augustin, you can get
dinner started.”

“Yes, sir.” The manservant bowed again, deeply, and withdrew.



“Augustin has been with my family since he was a boy,” Janus
confided as the man bustled away. “He thinks of it as his mission in life to
maintain the dignity of my station. Don’t let him bother you.”

Somewhat to Marcus’ surprise, the largest and outermost chamber of
the little suite had been converted into a passable imitation of a dining
room. The walls were still bare rock and there were no carpets on the floor,
of course, but a table big enough for six had appeared, complete with chairs,
napkins, and cutlery. Even plates—Marcus hadn’t seen real china since he’d
arrived in Khandar. He wondered whether the colonel planned to carry it all
into the field.

“Take a seat, Captain! Take off your jacket, if you like.” Janus was in
his shirtsleeves, his blue coat tossed carelessly on top of a trunk in one
corner. “You may have gathered that I don’t stand on ceremony.” When he
saw Marcus still hesitating in the doorway, he commanded, “Sit! I’ll be
back in a moment. I need to sort something out.”

He bustled off through the flimsy curtain that divided the dining
room from the rest of the suite. Marcus, somewhat uncertainly, took one of
the chairs and settled into it. It was a more complex affair then it appeared
at first glance, with a canvas seat and back, and was surprisingly
comfortable. After a bit of investigation Marcus decided the thing could be
folded up for transport.

His curiosity piqued, he picked up his plate. The lack of heft told
him it wasn’t porcelain after all; it felt more like tin. He rapped it with his

fingernail.



“A special alloy,” the colonel said, from the doorway. “And the glaze
is an interesting design. It has nearly the look of proper china, doesn’t it?
But it’s practically impossible to scratch.” He shook his head. “The food
won’t be much, I’m afraid. Augustin is a wizard, but there’s only so much
that can be done with salt beef and hard bread.”

Marcus, whose last meal had been a thin mutton soup from a
wooden bowl, shrugged.

“Once we’ve had some time to settle in, I hope that you’ll introduce
me to the local delicacies,” the colonel went on.

“When we left Ashe-Katarion,” Marcus said, “the thing to eat was
roasted imhalyt beetles in the shell. Under the right conditions they can
grow to be eight inches long, and the meat is supposedly delightful.”

Janus didn’t bat an eye. “It sounds . . . fascinating. Did you spend a
great deal of time with the locals?”

“Before the Redeemers, we had reasonably good relations,” Marcus
said, considering. “On the whole I wouldn’t say they loved us, of course,
but I had friends in the city. There was a little place by the harbor that sold
arphalta—that’s a sort of clam—and I used to spend my free evenings
there. The damn things are hard to get open unless you know the trick, but
the meat is sweet as candy.”

Marcus paused, wondering suddenly if the little arphalta shop was
still there or if it had been consigned to the flames by the Redeemers.
Wondering, for that matter, how many of his friends might have shared a

similar fate.



“I wish I’d been here,” the colonel said. “It’s a fascinating culture,
and I’d have loved to have explored it in peace. I imagine any further
interactions will be somewhat—strained.”

“Quite probably,” Marcus deadpanned.

Augustin came back in with a silver tureen of thick red soup and a
pair of bowls. He placed and poured with all the noiseless elegance of the
ancient retainer, then went back to the kitchen for glasses and a bottle of
wine. He presented the latter to Janus for approval.

“Yes, that will do,” Janus told him. Glancing at Marcus, he said,
“You have no objection to Hamveltai flaghaelan, I hope?”

Marcus, whose appreciation of wine began and ended with what
color it was, nodded uncertainly.

“Augustin was quite upset with me when I didn’t allow him to bring
half the cellar,” Janus said. “I kept telling him that we were unlikely to
require a Bere Nefeit ’79 while on campaign, but he was most insistent.”

“One never knows what may expected of one,” Augustin said. He
poured deftly. “A gentleman must always be prepared to entertain guests in
the manner of a gentleman.”

“Yes, yes.” Janus took up his glass and raised it. “To the king’s
health!”

“The king’s health,” Marcus echoed, and sipped. It was good,
truthfully, though after years of Khandarai rotgut it felt like drinking fruit
juice. He was more interested in the soup—if the ingredients were salt beef
and hard bread, they had certainly been well concealed. Before he realized

it he had cleaned the bowl and found himself looking around for more.



“Another helping for the captain,” Janus said.

“Thank you, sir,” Marcus said. He cleared his throat. “You’d best
know, I had a visitor this afternoon—"

“Our Miss Alhundt? Yes, I thought you might.”

“She . . .” Marcus paused, looking at Augustin. Janus caught his
expression.

“You may trust in Augustin’s discretion. I certainly do. However, if
it makes you more comfortable—Augustin, would you leave us for a few
minutes?”

“Certainly, sir.” The manservant bowed. “I will be outside if my lord
requires anything.”

He ghosted out. He should get together with Fitz, Marcus thought.
Both men had obviously mastered the art of noiseless movement in order to
sneak up on their superiors.

“You were saying something about Miss Alhundt?”

“Ah, yes, sir.” Marcus shook his head. “She works for the Ministry
of Information. I suppose you know that.”

“I do indeed,” Janus said. “What did you think of her?”

“Personally?” Marcus shrugged. “We didn’t talk long enough to
form much of an opinion. A bit stuffy, perhaps. Harmless.”

The corner of Janus’ lip twitched. “Harmless in her person, perhaps.
How much do you know about the political situation back home?”

Politics. Marcus fought back a surge of panic. “Almost nothing, sir.

We don’t even get the gossip until it’s six months stale.”



“I won’t bore you with the details of plots and counterplots. Suffice
it to say that for some time now His Majesty’s government has been divided
into two factions. One—call them the ‘peace’ party—favors a greater
accommodation with the Borelgai and Emperor of Murnsk, and particularly
with the Sworn Church of Elysium. The other side would prefer an
aggressive policy toward both. Precisely who belongs to which faction is
never entirely clear, but the leader of the peace party has for some time been
His Grace Duke Orlanko.” Janus cocked his head. “You’ve heard of him at
least, I trust?”

“The Last Duke,” Marcus said. “Minister of Information.”

“Indeed. It was the ascendancy of the war party that brought us the
War of the Princes, which ended so disastrously at Vansfeldt.”

“You don’t need to remind me of that,” Marcus said. “I was there.”

He’d been on his tour as a lieutenant, supervising a supply company
well short of any action. He’d been close enough to catch the distant flash
and grumble of the guns, though, and to be caught up in the panicked rout
that followed.

Janus nodded. “After the treaty was signed, the peace party found its
rule nearly uncontested. The death of Prince Dominic had robbed the war
party of its leader, and the king was too debilitated by grief and illness to
interfere. Orlanko forged closer ties than ever to the Borelgai and the
Church. As the king’s sicknesses have become more frequent, Orlanko’s
power has increased. If His Majesty were to die—Lord forbid, of course—
Princess Raesinia might take the throne, but Orlanko would rule, to the

extent that he does not already.”



“All right,” Marcus said uncertainly. “What does that have to do
with Khandar? I would have thought we’d be the last thing on his mind.”

“Indeed. When the Minister of War suggested a Khandarai
expedition, everyone expected Orlanko to oppose it. Instead, he not only
threw his own weight behind it, but demanded that one of his people be sent
along as an official observer.”

“Why?”

Janus smiled. “I have spent most of the past few months trying to
figure that out. One possibility is that he guessed that I would be chosen for
the command. The Duke and I are . . . not on good terms. He may think that
we are doomed to either bloody failure or ignominious retreat, and in either
case he could use the fallout to destroy me.”

Marcus, somewhat alarmed by the casual reference to “bloody
failure,” kept his expression carefully neutral. “But you don’t think that’s
it.”

“I don’t. It’s too roundabout, even for a compulsive schemer like
Orlanko. No doubt my downfall would be gratifying, but there’s something
here that he wants.” Janus pursed his lips. “Or something that someone
wants. It may be that Orlanko is merely an errand boy for his friends in the
Sworn Church. There have been a great many clerical comings and goings
from the Ministry of Information lately.”

“What would the Sworn Church want from Khandar?”

“Who knows?” Janus shrugged, but his eyes were hooded. “It could

be anything. They still believe in demons up in Elysium.”



“It doesn’t seem very clever of Orlanko to put his agent out where
everyone can see her,” Marcus said. “I can have a couple of men tail her, if
you like.”

“Thank you, Captain, but don’t bother. As I said, I suspect she’s
harmless in her person. The real agents are no doubt salted amongst our
new recruits.”

Marcus hadn’t thought about that. All those new men, and how was
he supposed to know which to trust? He felt a sudden, irrational stab of rage
at Janus. What the hell have you brought down on my regiment?

After a moment he said, “Why tell me all this, sir?”

“I take it you’re not accustomed to senior officers speaking plainly?”
Janus chuckled. “No, don’t answer that. I’m trying to be honest with you,
Captain, because I need your help. You know the country, you know the
Khandarai, and most important, you know the Colonials. I’'m not foolish
enough to think I can do this without you and your fellow officers.”

Marcus’ back straightened involuntarily. “I will perform my duty to
the best of my ability, sir. As will the others.”

“I need more than obedience. I need a partner, of sorts. With the
Redeemers in front of us and Orlanko behind, I need someone I can trust.”

“What makes you think you can trust me?”

“I’ve read your file, Captain,” Janus said. “I know you better than
you might think.”

There was a long pause.

“What is it that you intend to do?” Marcus asked eventually.



“Whether he intended it or not, Orlanko has backed me into a corner.
My orders require me to suppress the rebellion, but no one at the Ministry
of War understood how badly out of hand things had gotten here. The only
way out is to fight the campaign and win, while keeping one eye on Miss
Alhundt and whatever friends she may have brought with her.”

Marcus considered for a moment. “May I ask something, sir?”

“Of course.”

“I don’t fancy the idea of my men being used as pawns in this game
between you and the Duke. I want . . .” Marcus hesitated. “I would like your
word, as an officer, that you really think this can be done. I’m not interested
in helping you die gloriously.” Or doing so on your behalf.

He’d been worried that Janus would take offense, but the colonel
gave another quick smile. “Of course, Captain. You can have my word as an
officer, a count, or in whatever other capacity you’d like.”

“As an officer will be sufficient,” Marcus said, fighting a grin. “I

never did place much trust in nobility.”



Chapter Three

WINTER

Winter returned from breakfast to find all of her worldly possessions
smashed into the dirt.

Someone had taken down her tent, folding it neatly around the poles
in accordance with regulations. Before they could do this, they’d had to
dump everything out of it, and from the look of things there had been a fair
bit of stomping back and forth to make sure her belongings were ground to
bits against the parched earth of the courtyard.

Davis was nowhere in evidence, of course, but she could see Peg
sitting in front of his own tent, a little way down the row, looking on with a
sly smile. No doubt he was hoping to see her scrabbling in the wreckage to
rescue what she could, and Winter decided abruptly that she wasn’t going to
oblige him. Her worldly possessions didn’t amount to much, anyway. She’d
had to leave almost everything behind in the retreat—her pillows, sheets,

and other comforts, her private tent, the little hoard of Khandarai books



she’d gathered while studying the language. The only things left were a few
mementos and curios she’d picked up in Ashe-Katarion, and she wasn’t
going to grub on her knees in front of Peg for those.

Instead she turned on her heel without a word and went in search of
her new company. This was not an easy task, as the encampment had nearly
tripled in size overnight. The new soldiers were marked out by the solid
blue of their still-creased tents, but since they outnumbered the old
Colonials three to one, that alone wasn’t a great deal of help. Winter ended
up collaring a staff lieutenant and asking directions to the First Battalion,
Seventh Company, which the harassed young man provided with bad grace.

Walking through the neat rows of tents, fresh from some Vordanai
factory and laid out in perfect accord with the instructions in the
Regulations, Winter couldn’t help feeling out of place. Despite the addition
of a new jacket, her uniform was a long way from perfect, and she felt like
the pips on her shoulder drew every eye. She returned the curious stares.

Children, she thought. This is an army of children.

The men she saw eating breakfast or chatting in little groups in front
of their tents looked more like kids playing dress-up than like proper
soldiers. Their uniforms were too neat, with every bit of seam and trim still
in place. Most of the faces she saw were as little in need of a razor as her
own.

The tents of the Seventh Company were marked by a stenciled sign
tied to a post. Otherwise, there was nothing to distinguish them from the
surrounding sea of humanity. Winter had never felt like she was part of an

army until now—the Colonials had been more like a tribe, small enough



that you had at least a nodding acquaintance with anyone you were likely to
meet. Now she understood a little of what some of the older men talked
about, having served with real armies on the continent. The sheer busyness
of the camp felt oppressive.

She shook her head, wandering down the row of tents. A wave of
whispers and stares preceded her. When it reached a small knot about
midway down, a trio of soldiers broke away and hurried over, planting
themselves stiffly at attention in her path. When she stopped, they gave a
simultaneous salute, and she had to clench her fist to keep herself from
automatically saluting back.

Instead, she nodded, noting the single copper pip on each shoulder.
That made these three corporals, half of the six that were standard
complement for an army company. For a long moment, they stood in
silence, before it dawned on Winter that it was up to her to make the next
move. She cleared her throat.

“Ah ... thank you, Corporal. Corporals.”

“Sir!” said the young man in the middle. He was short, no taller than
Winter, and with lank brown hair and the pasty skin of someone who’d
spent too much time indoors. Despite his rigid bearing, he looked as though
he was about sixteen.

“I’m Winter Ihernglass.” There was a formula for this, somewhere,
but she’d be damned if she could remember what it was, so she went on as
best she could. “Senior Sergeant Winter Thernglass. I’ve been assigned to
this company. I think.” She looked around, suddenly nervous. “This is First

Battalion Seventh Company, isn’t it?”



“Sir, yes, sir!” the corporal barked. “Welcome, sir!”

“And you are ... ?”

The young man was practically vibrating with pride. “Senior
Corporal Robert Forester, sir! And this is Corporal James Folsom, and
Corporal Drake Graff. Welcome to the Seventh Company, sir!”

“You said that already,” Winter said. “But thank you.”

The corporal seemed to deflate a little. “Yes, sir.” Then he
brightened. “Would you like to proceed to your tent, sir, or do you want to
review the men immediately?”

“Reviewing is the lieutenant’s job, I think,” Winter said. “We have
got a lieutenant, haven’t we?”

“Yes, sir! Lieutenant Anton d’Vries, sir! I understand he’s still with
the other officers, sir!”

“Well, he can handle the reviewing.” She eyed the other two
corporals, who seemed a little embarrassed by their comrade’s enthusiasm.
“Just show me to the tent, if you would.”

“Sir, yes, sir!”

The corporal about-faced, so stiff it made Winter’s joints ache just to
watch, and started down the row of tents. Winter and the other two
followed.

“Corporal Forester?”

“Yes, sir?”

“You may relax a little, if it would make you more comfortable.”

“Sir, yes, sir!” The boy shot her a grin over his shoulder. “In that

case, sir, please feel free to call me Bobby. Everyone else does.”



They arrived at a tent, identical to all the rest in its factory-fresh
neatness, whose flap was pinned back to reveal the interior. There was only
one bedroll, Winter was glad to see, along with a knee-high portable writing
desk and a regulation knapsack. In the Ashe-Katarion days, Winter had
gotten out of sharing a tent by buying an extra with her own money. Since
the retreat, she’d been sleeping beside two soldiers of Davis’ company,
which clearly made them as unhappy as it made her uncomfortable. She’d
been dreading a similar arrangement in her new unit, but apparently a
sergeant rated a tent to himself. Maybe there’s something to being promoted
dfter all.

Winter went inside with the others. She and Bobby barely had to
bow their heads, but Corporal Folsom, a tall, broad-shouldered man with
blond hair and a drooping mustache, had to bend practically double, and
once inside he squatted on his haunches to avoid brushing the ceiling.
Winter sat down on the bedroll and let out a long breath. There was another
awkward silence.

“Would the sergeant like me to send someone to fetch his baggage?”
Bobby suggested.

“Ah, no,” Winter said. “I haven’t got any, actually. Had to leave
everything else behind in the retreat. In fact, I'd be grateful if you could
have someone run down to army stores. I’'m going to need more shirts,
trousers”—she looked down at herself—*“practically everything, really.”

Bobby straightened to attention even further, if that was possible.

“Sir, yes, sir! I’ll attend to it at once!”



“And a sewing kit,” Winter added. She’d grown practiced at making
certain surreptitious alterations to her shirts to help conceal the shape
underneath, although in that respect it helped that she didn’t have that much
to conceal.

Bobby saluted, drillbook-perfect, and hurried out of the tent as
though his life depended on it. Winter looked from one corporal to the other
in the embarrassed silence that followed.

“Corporal . . . Graff, was it?” she said.

“Yessir,” Graff said. “I have to apologize for Bobby, sir. He’s a good
lad, but . . . keen, you know? I imagine he’ll grow out of it.”

“I imagine so,” Winter said. “Are you three the only corporals in the
company?”

“Yessir. Should be three more, but we didn’t have any others who’d
admit to meeting the requirements.”

“Requirements?”

“Reading and writing, sir. And there’s a test on regulations. Bobby
volunteered, I was a corp’ral already, and we talked Jim here into it.” He
shrugged. “Now that we’re in the field, maybe the lieutenant will tap some
more men for the job.”

Winter nodded. “What’s the lieutenant like?”

“Couldn’t say, sir,” Graff said. “Haven’t met the man.”

“But—"

“He only joined the comp’ny just before we set sail,” the corporal
explained. “Officers were on a separate ship, of course. And he hasn’t

stopped by yet.”



“I see,” Winter said. “And how many men have we got?”

Graff looked suddenly worried. “A hundred and twenty, sir,” he said
slowly, as though explaining to an idiot. “That’s a company’s worth.”

Winter thought about telling him that none of the old companies in
the Colonials had more than eighty, and some many fewer, but decided
against it. Instead she turned to the third corporal, who hadn’t yet spoken.

“You’re Corporal Folsom, then?”

The big man nodded.

“Have you been with the army long?”

He shook his head. Winter, in the face of such implacable silence,
looked to Graff for support. He shrugged.

“Jim doesn’t talk much,” he said.

“I can see that.”

Bobby returned, ducking through the open flap with a leather
portfolio under one arm. He straightened up and saluted, again, then
presented the portfolio to Winter with the air of someone offering a
sacrament. Winter regarded him blankly.

“Reports, sir,” the corporal said. “Daily sick lists, equipment, and
infractions. I’ve been keeping them since we left the depot.”

“Ah.” Winter tried to smile as she took the portfolio. “I’ll be sure to
look through them carefully.”

“Yes, sir! And once you’ve signed your approval, I’ll forward them
to the lieutenant, sir!”

“I’ve got to sign them all? Why?”



“Daily reports are only provisional until approved by a senior
sergeant, sir. There’s also the company accounts in there, sir. They’ve got to
be tallied and brought up to date with the reports.”

“You can’t do that, either?”

Bobby looked shocked. “Corporals are not permitted to view the
company accounts, sir!”

Winter regarded the folder in her hand as though it were some new
and particularly poisonous species of scorpion. The Colonials, as far as she
knew, had managed without the formality of paper accounts. Admittedly,
they’d managed rather badly, all things considered, with equipment
constantly in short supply and pay so far in arrears that the men joked that if
they’d been allowed to collect interest they’d own the kingdom by now.
Apparently things were to be different from now on. She allowed herself a
moment of pleasure at the thought of Davis, a pencil between his fat
fingers, trying to puzzle his way through a book of accounts.

“All right,” Winter said. “I’1l take care of it.”

“Thank you, sir! And I’'ve forwarded your request to the
quartermasters, sir!”

“Right.”

The three men looked at her. Winter stared back. After a moment
Graff cleared his throat.

“Is there anything else you need from us at this time, sir?”

“What?” Winter shook her head. “Ah. No. No, that will be all,
Corporal. Corporals. Thank you.” She felt, vaguely, that something more

was expected of her. “I look forward to working with all of you.”



Bobby saluted again, his whole body vibrating with attentiveness.

Graff gave a nod, and Folsom said nothing.

13th of May, 1208 YHG. One hundred thirteen present, six sick, one
suspended. Ranker Gabriel Sims assessed 1b 6p for loss of cap
(blown overboard). Ranker Arcturo d’Venn judged in violation of
Regulations Ch. 6 Part III Para 2b, Behavior Likely to Incite
Disorder. Sentence: Confinement, 2 days. Ranker Falrad Inker
judged in violation of Regulations Ch. 6 Part II Para 3a, Excessive
Drunkenness. Sentence: Hard Labor in service of Captain Belson, 1
day.

14th of May, 1208 YHG. On hundred fourteen present, four sick,
two suspended. Ranker George Tanner assessed 4p for damage to

civilian property (ship’s rope). Ranker—

Winter closed her eyes and massaged her temples, which had started
to throb alarmingly. Bobby’s handwriting was not helping—it had the
careful precision of someone who’d practiced under a tutor’s switch, but he
wrote so small the words all ran together. No doubt the corporal had been
motivated by a sincere desire not to consume too much of the king’s paper.

She leaned back from the miniature desk, hearing something pop in
her back, and looked at the discouragingly large stack that remained.
Fatigue settled on her like a heavy blanket, payment for the keyed-up
nervousness she’d been feeling ever since her interview with the captain.

She crawled over to the bedroll and flopped onto it facedown.



This could almost work. She shied away from the thought, as though
even to contemplate it invited disaster. I could live with this.

So far, her secret seemed safe. And being a sergeant had definite
advantages: the privacy of her own tent, and a certain automatic distance
from the rankers. If a stack of account books was the worst she had to deal
with, then it was undeniable that Captain d’Ivoire had done her a favor.

The remaining unknown was the company lieutenant—she’d already
forgotten the man’s name—and what his attitude might be. Even there,
though, signs were encouraging. The less time he spent with the men, the
better, as far as Winter was concerned.

For the first time in weeks she allowed herself to contemplate the
future with something other than a sense of dread. The fleet had been
dispatched weeks ago, in response to reports of rebel strength that were
themselves weeks out of date. Even rankers like Buck and Peg could see
that it was fruitless to remain here now that the Redeemers had taken the
capital. “Fort” Valor was a joke, a death trap. It might be a few days until
the new colonel resigned himself to the situation, but soon enough they’d
all be packed aboard ship and set a course for home.

The voyage itself loomed large in Winter’s apprehensions, but that
was only a discomfort to be endured, like so many others. And then . . .

The Colonials will get some awful posting. They were more or less a
penal regiment, after all. Far away from the city, maybe up north, keeping
the king’s sheep safe from Murnskai raiders. Either way, they would be a
long way from Mrs. Wilmore’s, and anyone who might connect a boyish

sergeant with the ragged girl who’d made her escape from that institution.



Winter closed her eyes. Honestly, I’'m sure they’ve forgotten all

about me.

“Sergeant?”

Winter surfaced from a dream of cavernous, echoing halls and a pair
of haunting green eyes. For one confused moment, she was convinced she
was back at Mrs. Wilmore’s Prison for Young Ladies, and that Khandar and
everything that had come after that was the dream.

“Sergeant? Sergeant IThernglass?”

Winter opened her eyes.

Bobby stood by the open tent flap, looking embarrassed. Beyond
him was the gray darkness of early evening, broken by the flickering,
reflected light of campfires. Winter slowly sat up, feeling her cheeks
redden. She coughed.

“Y-yes? What is it, Corporal?”

“Sorry, sir,” Bobby said. “I didn’t mean to wake you.”

“It’s all right.” Winter yawned. “It’s been a long day, that’s all.”

“Yes, sir. For all of us, sir.” The boy hesitated. “Dinner’s on outside,
sir. Would you care to join us?”

Winter felt a sudden complaint from her stomach—she hadn’t had
anything to eat since breakfast. But she shook her head.

“I’m not sure that would be . . . appropriate.”



“Then I’'ll bring you something, sir, as soon as it’s ready,” Bobby
said.

“Thank you, Corporal,” Winter said, with real gratitude. “In the
meantime I suppose I’d better get back to this paperwork.”

The corporal saluted and left, letting the tent flap fall closed behind
him. Winter rubbed her cheeks, trying to massage some life into them, and
then her temples, to discourage the headache she still felt looming.

From outside, there came the low buzz of voices in conversation,
punctuated by the sound of laughter. She wondered, idly, how much of it
was at her expense. Nothing new there, of course.

She pulled herself over to the desk and tried to focus on the accounts
ledger, but the figures swam across her vision. Rubbing her eyes with the
heels of her palms, she caught a sudden flash of green. A pair of green eyes,
and a half smile.

Her fingers curled through her hair. Why now, Jane? Three years . . .
Fingernails tightened on her scalp, to the point of pain, hands tightening to
claws. What more do you want from me?

With some difficulty, Winter forced her hands into her lap and sat
back. Her heart thumped a fast tattoo, matched by answering pulses in her
temples.

Red hair, dark and slick as oil, slipping through my fingers . . .

Can you be haunted by someone who isn’t dead?

There was a rap at the tent pole. Winter opened her eyes and took a
long, shaky breath.

“It’s me, sir. Bobby.”



“Come in.”

The corporal entered cautiously, obviously determined not to
embarrass his sergeant again. He carried a platter with a steaming tin bowl,
which filled the tent with the smell of spiced mutton, and a couple of
hardtack crackers. Winter took it from him, set it on the desk on top of the
accounts, and attacked it with genuine enthusiasm. The retreat had wreaked
havoc with the army’s supply trains, and the quality of food had seriously
declined since their Ashe-Katarion days. The new officers had obviously
put things back in order. The mutton was in a sort of soup, not quite a
proper stew, and the hardtack absorbed the juices and softened to something
approaching an edible consistency.

It wasn’t until she was mostly finished that she noticed the folded
slip of paper on the platter beside the food. Catching her expression, Bobby
gave a polite cough.

“It’s a message for you, sir. We had a courier just now from the
lieutenant.” He paused, torn between curiosity and propriety. He obviously
hadn’t risked a peek.

Winter nodded and picked up the paper, breaking the blobby wax
seal. The contents were short and to the point, although the scribbled
signature was illegible. Winter read the note again, just in case she’d gotten
something badly wrong.

“Sir?” Bobby prompted, watching her face.

Winter cleared her throat. “We’re ordered to strike tents at first light

tomorrow, and be ready to march by ten o’clock. Can you inform the men?”



“Yessir!” Bobby said, saluting. He turned, obviously pleased with
this responsibility, and left the tent.

Ready to march? Winter gratefully let this new worry banish both
the account book and her memories. Where? Down to the fleet? That was
possible, of course, although she’d have thought the ships would need
longer to replenish their supplies. But if not there, then where? Against the
Redeemers? She allowed herself a smile. She couldn’t believe even a

colonel would be mad enough to try that.

MARCUS

Marcus awoke to the groans and curses of the First Battalion soldiers as
their lieutenants rousted them from their tents. He dressed hurriedly, had a
brief conference with Fitz, then went in search of Janus.

He found the colonel waiting by the gate, watching the men break
camp. Aside from his horse, which stood quietly with all the well-bred
dignity befitting Vordan’s finest, he was alone. All around the courtyard,
tents were coming down and stacked arms were being reclaimed by their
owners. The First Battalion, entitled to the place of honor at the head of the
march, was already starting to form up.

The regiment, Marcus thought, resembled a snake. At rest it was
coiled tightly around itself, forming a more-or-less orderly camp with lines

of tents, horses, and artillery parks. The work of picking up all the



accoutrements would go on for some time, even as the head of the column
started out. Each battalion had its assigned tasks in making or breaking
camp, depending on its place in the order. The First would march out,
dragging the Second after it, and so on, until the snake was fully extended
and crawling down the road.

It was the tail that worried him. The Preacher’s guns could keep up,
more or less, but on the retreat the ox-drawn supply carts had ended up
strung out over miles of rough track, straggling in well after dark. Now,
Marcus looked at the route ahead and imagined every rock hiding a Desoltai
scout, and every defile a gang of Redeemer fanatics.

The sound of hooves from behind him took a moment to penetrate
his gloom. Janus glanced back and said, “Ah. I believe this is our chief of
cavalry. Captain, would you be so kind as to provide an introduction?”

“Of course, sir.” Marcus waited while the horseman dismounted,
spurs jingling. “Colonel, may I present Captain Henry Stokes? Captain, this
is Count Colonel Janus bet Vhalnich Mieran.”

“Sir!” The captain saluted, with his usual ferocity. Henry—that was
what Marcus called him to his face, although he was more commonly
known to officers and men alike by the nickname “Give-Em-Hell”—was a
short, bandy-legged man with a pigeon chest and a peacock’s disposition.
His weapons were always brightly polished, and Marcus didn’t doubt that
he’d given them an extra rubdown today. He wore an expression of fierce
concentration.

A major contributor to Henry’s inferiority complex, in addition to his

height, was that the Colonials hardly had any cavalry. Members of that



branch of the service were generally wealthier and better connected than
those in the infantry, and thus less prone to—or at least more able to get out
of—the kind of official disapproval that got a man sent to Khandar. To add
insult to injury, the great Vordanai stallions and geldings so beloved of the
horsemen fared poorly in the arid climate, so by now most of the captain’s
hundred or so troopers were mounted on smaller, sturdier Khandarai breeds.

“Captain,” Janus said. “I regret that we have not had the chance to
meet before now. Matters have, unfortunately, been busy.”

“Sir!” Henry was practically vibrating with excitement. “Think
nothing of it, sir! Just glad to be on the march again, sir!”

“Indeed. I’'m afraid there is a great deal of hard work ahead for you
and your men.”

“Sir!” The cavalryman’s chest was so puffed up he looked in danger
of leaving the ground. “Just point the way, sir, and we’ll give ’em hell!”

Janus coughed. “I’m sure you will. At the moment, however, I
require them to serve in a more reconnaissance-oriented capacity.”

Henry deflated a little. “Yessir.”

“You’re to range ahead of the advance, make sure the road is clear,
and report on any potential opposition.” Janus had obviously picked up on
some of the captain’s attitude, because he added, “That’s report, not engage.
And make sure your men travel in groups. I understand the Desoltai delight
in ambushes.”

Henry looked sour. That was light cavalry work, and Marcus knew
his heart was in the cut-and-slash of the cuirassiers. He saluted anyway.

“If anyone’s out there, sir, we’ll find them.”



“Excellent. Once you’ve gone fifteen miles, or thereabouts, detail
some men to start laying out a campsite.”

“Yessir!” Henry turned and remounted. Janus watched him ride
away.

“He seems a most . . . enthusiastic officer,” the colonel said, once the
captain was out of earshot.

“Yes, sir,” Marcus said. “Very keen.”

“I must say, a little more cavalry would be a comfort.” Janus sighed.
“Ah, well. We must work with what we’re given.”

“Yes, sir.”

Janus shot him a penetrating glance. “You seem dissatisfied,
Captain.”

“No, sir,” Marcus said stiffly. “Just a little bit anxious, sir. That
matter we discussed last night.”

“Ah.” Janus shrugged. “If it helps relieve your mind, we’re hardly
likely to run into any opposition this far out. Any raid they could mount
would have only nuisance value.”

Marcus nodded. In the courtyard, the march had begun, and the
snake was uncoiling and on the move. Standing beside the colonel, Marcus
was forced to see his men through an outsider’s eyes, and the perspective
made him wince.

It was easy to see, even at a distance, the distinction between the
recruits the Colonel had brought with him and what everyone already called
the “Old Colonials.” Rather than break up existing companies, Janus had

simply installed the new men as additional units onto the regiment’s four



battalions. The old companies, being lower-numbered, led the way on the
march, which meant that the long blue snake appeared to be suffering from
some sort of skin disease that started from the head. The Old Colonials had
done their best, digging long-forgotten blue jackets out of trunks or
wheedling them from the quartermasters, but their shirts and trousers didn’t
match, and everything was ragged and worn. Here and there a flash of color
marked a man who’d refused to give up some treasured bit of silk.

The recruits, by contrast, were an unrelieved mass of blue, broken by
the sparkling steel and brass of polished weapons. They marched in the
vertebrae-shattering, knee-smashing style dictated by the Manual of Arms,
rather than the world-weary slouch of veteran soldiers. Even their packs
were all identical, tied up with the bedroll behind the neck, just so. The Old
Colonials looked more like a pack of beggars, with clothes tied around their
heads to keep off the sun and extra waterskins dangling from their belts.

Before too long, the tramp of thousands of pairs of boots raised such
a cloud of dust that the men were nearly obscured. Marcus derived a slight
satisfaction from the knowledge that all those bright blue uniforms and all
that flashing steel wouldn’t be quite so pristine by day’s end. The leaders of
the march—Marcus’ own First Battalion—had already passed through the
gate and up the road, and the companies of the Second were forming up.
The sound of drums came through faintly, under the rumble of thousands of
footsteps.

“Musicians,” Janus said, apropos of nothing in particular.

“Sir?)’



“I knew I had forgotten something. One always does, when leaving
on a long journey.” He smiled at Marcus. “The Colonials lack a regimental
band, do they not?”

“No, sir. I mean, yes, sir, we don’t have one. I suppose it’s hard to
earn yourself a tour in Khandar as a musician. We make do with the
battalion drummers.”

“Music can have a fine effect on troops on the march. De Troyes
wrote that, in his experiments, merely including bands reduced straggling
by up to thirty percent, and that he was able to extend the daily distance by
almost a mile.” He trailed off, looking thoughtful. Marcus cleared his throat.

“Hadn’t we better mount up, sir?”

“Yes,” Janus said, shaking his head. “Don’t mind me, Captain.
Sometimes I find myself . . . distracted.”

“Of course, sir.”



Chapter Four

MARCUS

Rank, Marcus thought, has its privileges. And in an army on the march,
any little bit of comfort was to be savored.

In this case, the privilege was having someone else to erect his tent.
It had been carried with the rest of the First Battalion baggage and put up
for him at the center of the area allotted to his men. No doubt Fitz had
supervised the furnishings, such as they were—camp bed, folding desk, a
pair of trunks, and the leather portfolios full of paperwork.

Marcus sat down heavily on the camp bed, keeping his boots well
clear so as not to dirty the sheets. He stared dully at his bootlaces, trying to
remember how they functioned.

Fifteen miles. Not so far, in the scheme of things. Scarcely a journey
to notice, in a well-sprung carriage, and certainly nothing a good horseman
should complain of. Marcus was many things, but a good horseman was not

one of them, and he ached from thighs to shoulders.



He could not even blame his mount, since he’d chosen her himself.
He had purchased the mare a year or so earlier, after making a search of the
Ashe-Katarion markets for the calmest, most stolid, least demanding mount
that could be had. The sort of horse frail old ladies rode to church, or
whatever it was that Khandarai old ladies did. He’d named her Meadow, on
the theory that this might help.

And it had, in a way. Meadow was as unflappable an animal as had
ever been bred, which meant that Marcus had to confront the fact that his
frequent equine misadventures were solely the result of his lackluster
horsemanship. The upshot was that up to now Meadow had led an
extremely comfortable life and was hardly ever called upon to do any actual
work, while Marcus walked or rode on carts whenever he could and saddled
up only when it was absolutely unavoidable.

But senior officers were expected to ride while on the march. And
not just in a straight line, either, but up and down the column, watching for
problems and encouraging the men when their spirits flagged. Janus had set
the example here, eschewing his black sun cape for full dress uniform to let
the men get a good look at him. Marcus, perforce, had to follow, with the
result that it felt like he’d ridden closer to thirty miles than fifteen.

For all that, the men in the ranks had it worse. Fifteen miles was a
good day’s walk under the best of conditions, but it was hellish with a full
pack and the Khandarai sun blazing down. The Old Colonials, toughened
by years of trudging through the heat, had grumbled and produced all
manner of unorthodox headgear to keep off the vicious rays. The recruits,

feeling they had something to prove, had shuffled gamely in their veteran



comrades’ wake and dropped like flies from exhaustion and heatstroke.
Give-Em-Hell’s cavalry were even now ranging back along the route of
march, gathering up the stricken and delivering them to the regimental
surgeon to be given a cold compress and a jot of whiskey.

Fifteen miles. Damn the man. It was Janus who’d insisted on the
pace. At least the Redeemers had the courtesy to start their revolution in
April instead of August. Even in spring, in spite of the coastal breezes, the
Khandarai heat was trying. By high summer, the coast would be baking, and
the inland desert would become a bone-dry furnace. Be thankful for small
graces.

A rap at the tent pole made Marcus raise his head. That would be
Fitz, ideally with dinner. He shifted, gingerly, to a sitting position and said,
“Come in.”

Fitz entered, but not alone. Val was as dusty and sweat-stained as
Marcus, but didn’t look half as exhausted. An aristocrat’s son, Captain
Valiant Solwen had learned to ride about the time he’d learned to walk, and
no doubt considered the day’s journey merely a bracing jaunt. He was short
and broad-shouldered, giving him an almost apish appearance when not on
horseback. His looks were not improved by a ruddy face that hinted at his
ability to consume truly heroic amounts of alcohol. He adorned his upper
lip with a pencil-thin mustache, which he claimed gave him a rakish air, and
he spent an inordinate amount of time maintaining it. In Marcus’ opinion it
made him look like a penny-opera villain.

“I’m sorry,” Val said, with a half smile. “I didn’t realize you were

going to bed straightaway.”



“Just resting my eyes,” Marcus muttered. He turned to Fitz. “Have
they got dinner going yet?”

“Yessir,” the lieutenant said.

“Mutton again, I suppose?”

“More than likely, sir.” Khandar was rich in sheep, if little else.
“Shall I fetch you something?”

“Please. Val, will you join me?”

“I suppose so,” Val said, without enthusiasm.

Marcus swung his legs down and unlaced his riding boots, letting his
feet emerge with an almost audible creaking as his bones flexed back into
shape. He stood up in his socks and winced.

“Always meant to get new boots,” he said. “A hundred boot makers
in Ashe-Katarion, there’s got to be one who can get it right. Kept putting it
off, though, and now here we are.” He grinned at Val. “There’s a lesson in
that, I think.”

“‘Make sure you’ve got decent boots, because you never know when
a pack of bloodthirsty priests are going to take over the place’? Doesn’t
sound very widely applicable.”

“More like, ‘Don’t put things off too long, because you may never

y»

get a chance at them.’” Marcus went to one of his trunks, flipped it open,
and rooted amongst his assorted rags until he found what he wanted. He
held the bottle up to the lamp. The wax seal over the cap was still intact,
and amber liquid glistened seductively inside the lumpy glass. Bits of green

stuff floated on the surface. Herbs, Marcus hoped. “I’ve been saving this



one. Damned if I know why. Scared to drink it, maybe.” He held the bottle
out to Val. “Join me?”

“Gladly,” Val said. While Marcus hunted for his tin cups, Val added,
“Adrecht has the same idea, I think. He’s convinced that we’re all going to
die, so he’s drinking his way through that liquor chest of his.”

“Serve him right if he falls off his horse and hits his head,” Marcus
said.

“Small chance of that. Last I heard, his head already hurt so badly he
was riding in a wagon and cursing every bump in the road.”

Marcus laughed and came up with the cups. He broke the seal,
poured, and offered one to Val, who took it gratefully.

“To Colonel Vhalnich!” Val proclaimed. “Even if he is mad.”

He emptied his cup and made a sour face. Marcus only sipped from
his. The sensation on his tongue made him think Val had the right idea after
all. He frowned.

“Mad?”

“What else, marching us out here like this?” Val leaned forward.
“That’s what I came to ask you. You’ve been spending a lot of time with
him. Has he let you in on the big secret?”

Marcus thought for a moment of Miss Alhundt and Janus’ feud with
the Last Duke. “I’m not sure what you mean.”

“The plan!” Val gestured violently with the cup, spraying a few
drops of liquor against the tent wall. “He can’t be planning to just march up

to Ashe-Katarion and knock on the gates, can he? You know as well as I do



what’d happen next. The Redeemers have a goddamned army in the city.
What are we supposed to do against that with one regiment?”

“I know,” Marcus said, downing the rest of his drink in one brutal
swallow.

“But does he? In other words, is he ignorant, stupid, or deluded?”

“He knows,” Marcus said. Then, echoing his words to Fitz, “He’s
clever.”

“Clever! Clever’s the worst. God save us from clever colonels.” Val
shook his head. “Have you talked to Mor?”

“Not recently.”

“He’s not happy.”

“I can imagine.” Captain Morwen Kaanos was irascible at the best of
times, which these hardly were. And his dislike of anything related to the
nobility was well-known. He and Val had a long-simmering feud on the
subject, based on nothing more than Val’s being a distant cousin to some
peer or other. Janus was an actual count, and taking his orders was certain to
send the captain of the Third Battalion into a rage.

“He’s not the only one,” Val said quietly. “I’ve been hearing a lot of
talk, Marcus.”

Silently, Marcus proffered the bottle. Val gave it an evaluative look,
then sighed and refilled both cups. He looked suspiciously into the depths
of his drink.

“What are the green bits?” he said.

“Herbs,” Marcus said. “What kind of talk?”



“Commonsense talk,” Val said. “Which is what worries me. Talk
like, we should have shipped out from Fort Valor. Talk that there’s thirty
thousand screaming savages who like to cook and eat anybody with pale
skin, and that if they want Khandar so badly they’re welcome to the damned
place. Talk that maybe it would be best to take a quick hike to the rear,
’cause there’s no sense getting killed just so some damned count can play
soldier. It’s going to be a run for the boats in the end, so why not get a head
start?”

Marcus frowned, looked at his cup, and set it carefully aside. “You
think anybody’s serious?” The Colonials were famous grumblers—it was
practically the regimental sport—but . . .

“Not yet,” Val said. “But it’s days before we get to the city, even at
this pace. The recruits seem to be game, but I’m not sure how long that’ll
last. They’re awfully green. Did you know that most of them didn’t finish
their time in depot? Some of them didn’t have any. I talked to a whole
company today who said they’d marched straight from the recruiting station
to the ships.”

That was disturbing, too, partly because it reminded Marcus how
little time he’d spent with his own men. Janus seemed determined to make
him into a kind of aide-de-camp, and had been monopolizing his time.

“They’ll toughen up quickly,” he said aloud. “Khandar has that
effect on people. It certainly did on me.”

“Tough is one thing,” Val said. “It doesn’t do much good if they
don’t know how to handle their muskets or form a line.”

Marcus sighed. “What do you want me to do about it?”



Val looked perplexed. “Talk to him, of course.”

“Talk?” It took Marcus a moment to get that. “To the colonel?”

“He spends more time with you than anyone in the regiment,” Val
said. “I don’t think he’s given me more than the time of day. So it’s on you
to tell him what we need. I don’t understand what the goddamned hurry is,
but we need to cut down the marches and get these men drilling. Even a few
days could make a big difference.”

“Easy enough to say,” Marcus said. “I don’t think he’ll listen to me.”

“If he doesn’t, we’re all in the shit,” Val said. “Half the supply train
is still trying to catch up, and this ‘road’ is a joke. If we do another few days
like this, we’ll be on short rations, and if you think the men are grumbling
now...”

Fitz reappeared, bearing two bowls of the ubiquitous dump-
everything- in-a-pot-and-boil-it meal known affectionately as “army soup.”
Marcus glared at it, but Val took the proffered spoon and dug in with a will.

“I’ll try,” Marcus said. “That’s all I can promise.”

Val shrugged, too busy eating to reply.

Standing outside Janus’ tent, as torches and fires flared throughout the camp
and the reds of the sunset gave way to darkness, Marcus realized he had no
idea how to begin.

There was certainly no procedure for it in army etiquette. Captains

didn’t offer unsolicited advice to colonels, much less issue warnings or



present demands. They might occasionally give their opinion, when asked,
but directions started from the top and flowed downward. That was the
point of the chain of command, after all. A colonel was supposed to know
what he was doing.

All the relief that he’d felt when Janus had taken command had
vanished. Marcus stood, one hand raised to knock at the tent pole, and
dithered.

How would Fitz do it? The lieutenant never openly contradicted his
captain, but he had his ways of making it known when he thought Marcus
was making a bad decision. A glance, a cough, a “Yes, sir” with just the
right tone of voice—the meaning always came across as clearly as if he’d
shouted. But he, Marcus, wasn’t Fitz; he didn’t have the boy’s carefully
calibrated manners. Or half his brains, for that matter. Besides, he and
Janus had been together for only a day or so. It had taken Marcus years to
learn the ins and outs of Fitz’s little hints.

He had still not reached a decision when the tent flap opened and
Augustin emerged. The old servant bowed ever so slightly and cleared his
throat.

“His lordship instructs me to say that if you’re only going to stand
there, you might as well come inside,” he said, with a touch more dryness
than was really necessary. Marcus instinctively bristled, but fought the
reaction down.

“Thank you,” he said, with as frosty a tone as he could manage. “I

shall.”



He followed the manservant through the tent flap. From Augustin’s
manner, Marcus half expected that the man had worked some magic to
transform the standard army-issue tent into a feudal palace, complete with
ancient oil paintings and suits of medieval armor.

Instead, he found a tent much like his own, if somewhat neater and
better organized. A simple bedroll was still stowed in one corner, a set of
trunks in another. The colonel sat on a cushion in front of a wide wooden
table, divided into quarters and cunningly hinged so it could be stowed
away for transport. Beside him sat another trunk, this one full of books.
Marcus couldn’t read the titles in the dim light, but they all had the same
dark green leather binding, and fit as neatly inside the little case as if it had
been designed for them. It probably had, Marcus reflected. Janus had
certainly come prepared to his army career.

“Captain,” he said, looking up from a stack of loose pages. “Have a
seat. I assume this is not a social call?”

“No, sir.” Marcus debated remaining on his feet, but decided there
was nothing to be gained from it. He took the cushion opposite Janus. “I
wondered if I might have a word.”

“Of course.” Janus slid the papers aside and steepled his fingers.
“What’s on your mind?”

Marcus glanced uncomfortably at Augustin, who had discreetly
faded into the background. Janus looked up at the manservant.

“Augustin, would you be so good as to make the captain a cup of
tea?” he said.

With another sour look at Marcus, Augustin bowed and ghosted out.



“You really must learn to ignore him,” Janus said. “I assure you that
his discretion is impeccable. But, if it makes you more comfortable . . .” He
spread his hands.

“Thank you, sir.” Marcus cleared his throat. “I—that is—I’m not
sure how to begin.”

“You have some advice for me,” Janus said.

Marcus blinked. “How did you know that?”

“You’d hardly dither so over a report or some minor matter, would
you?” Janus gave a disarming smile, gray eyes shining in the lamplight. “I
did ask for your assistance, Captain. So long as we’re in private, you may
always consider yourself at liberty to speak your mind. I can’t promise I
will always follow your counsel, but I’ll certainly listen.”

“Thank you, sir.” He took a deep breath. “Then I respectfully suggest
that the marches be shortened, and that we institute some sort of regimental
drill.”

There was a moment of silence. Janus, leaning back, cocked his head
as though considering the matter from a new angle. Finally he said, “And
why do you say that?”

“Fifteen miles a day . . .” Marcus paused. “It’s not that the men
aren’t capable, sir, but the wagons won’t make it. Our supplies—"

Janus waved a hand. “There’ll be time for the supply train to catch
up, never fear. It’s more important that the troops accustom themselves to
hard marching. Soon enough we’ll have need of it.”

Marcus sat back, feeling defeated. Janus, watching him, burst out

laughing.



“Sir?” Marcus said uncertainly.

“I’m sorry,” the colonel said, still chuckling. “It’s my own fault, I
think. I’m not yet used to what you might call the military context. Captain,
if you disagree with me, I encourage you to say so. I’'m not Karis speaking
the Law.”

“You’re a colonel,” Marcus pointed out. And a count besides. “It’s
not my place—”

“I intend to take advantage of your judgment and expertise. That
means you must be more than a dumb recipient of my lordly wisdom. So
long as the enemy are not actually before us, I expect you to correct me if I
say anything foolish.”

“Yes, sir,” Marcus said. He’d forgotten how useful that phrase was—
it could mean anything you wanted it to mean.

“So—you’re not really worried about the supply train, are you?”

“Sir . . .” Marcus paused again, then gave an inward shrug. “There’s
been talk. The men aren’t happy—well, that’s nothing new—but they don’t
think we can win. They’re saying that you’re just out for glory, or that
you’re mad, and if we come up against the Redeemers . . .” He shook his
head. “I haven’t spent much time with the recruits, sir, but the Old Colonials
feel . . . fragile. They’ll march, for now, but one hard rap and they’ll fly all
to pieces.”

Janus said nothing. His smile had gone, replaced by a thoughtful
expression, but there was still a touch of humor at the corners of his eyes.

Encouraged, Marcus went on.



“Val—Captain Solwen, that is—came to me this afternoon. He said
some of the new men never even made it to depot, and none of them had the
full training course.”

“That’s true,” Janus said. “The Ministry was unwilling to send an
experienced regiment to Khandar, so it was decided to bring the Colonials
up to strength by throwing together the scraps from the depots and the
backcountry recruiters.”

“Then I’m not sure hard marching is what they need. They might get
where they need to be, but will they fight when you need them to?”

“Just because they’re untrained doesn’t mean they’re cowards.”
Janus frowned. “I was hoping the veterans would provide some unofficial
instruction.”

“From what I’ve seen, sir, the two groups don’t seem to mix much.
And the recruits need to practice formations most of all. That’s not
something you can do on your own time.”

The colonel tapped one finger on the table. “Nevertheless,” he said,
“time is of the essence. If we delay . . .” He appeared to be speaking half to
himself, and didn’t wait for an answer. “I will think on it. Thank you,
Captain.”

“Sir—”

“You’ve made your point.” Janus smiled again, but only briefly.
“Now I need to consider.” The tent flap rustled, and the colonel looked up.

“Ah, and here’s Augustin with your tea!”



Though he knew Give-Em-Hell’s men had swept the route of march,
Marcus found his eyes drawn to every obstacle that might hide some kind
of ambush. It made for uncomfortable riding, all the more so because Janus
seemed oblivious to any sense of danger. With the sun barely past the
overhead, the heat was at its worst, and Marcus had to keep wiping sweat
from his eyes with the back of his sleeve. Meadow plodded placidly
beneath him, unperturbed.

Behind him, the regiment trudged onward, four thousand men in
blue uniforms that by now had a healthy coating of the ubiquitous brown
dust. To the left, the land fell away gradually to the sea, and on the right
rose a line of dry, rocky hills. In between was a strip of ground bearing what
the Khandarai laughably called a road, which amounted to a pair of wagon
ruts and a path worn through the scattered scrub weeds. The only virtue the
track had was that it kept the men from getting lost. Hundreds had dropped
out, from heat or exhaustion, and would have to straggle in as best they
could after the main body finally reached camp.

And if there’s a Desoltai ambush over the next rise . . . The
Redeemers were the principal enemy, but it was the desert nomads Marcus
feared the most. The Desoltai had never been comfortable with Vordanai
hegemony, and they’d thrown in with the rebels at the first opportunity.
They lived out in the Great Desol, where the more cautious Khandarai
feared to go, and practiced both horsemanship and marksmanship in endless

raids against one another and the surrounding towns.



And now they have a leader. The Steel Ghost, a subject of endless
rumor, was supposed to have committed a dozen atrocities already, and to
possess fell powers besides. But the man’s personal characteristics were less
worrisome than the fact that the Desoltai were united, and committed to
ridding their land of foreigners.

It wouldn’t take much. A hundred horsemen would cut us to pieces.
The infantry might be able to form square, eventually, but the wagons and
guns would be so much meat for the butchers. And with Give-Em-Hell out
scouting, we wouldn’t be able to chase them off.

He looked at Janus, who rode with the unconcerned air of a man
without a care in the world, moving with a natural grace in his saddle.
Marcus scowled.

The hell of it was, the colonel was probably right. He would get
away with it today—the odds of the Desoltai being so far west were small.
And he’d get away with it tomorrow, and the next day, until one day he
didn’t. Then it would be too late. But try explaining that to him.

He glanced over his shoulder at the drummers, three of whom
walked beside the sweltering column. Each battalion had its own, stationed
around the colors, and in theory signals could be relayed from one to the
next, allowing orders to pass all the way down the extended line of march
without the need for galloping messengers. This worked well enough on the
drill field, Marcus knew, but in the field of battle only the simplest
commands would get through. “March,” say, or “halt.”

Or “form square.” Marcus stiffened as the idea struck him. Just for a

moment, he allowed himself to think of the possible consequences. Janus



would be furious, of course, and as a count he might have influence at court
in addition to his pull in the Ministry. He could . . .

. . . What? Ship me to Khandar? Marcus reined up, and Meadow
came to a halt. After a few moments the drummers drew level.

“Sir?” one of them said, a heavyset, red-bearded man named Polt.
His cheeks were slick with a sheen of sweat, and he looked about ready to
drop. “Is it time to call a rest?”

Janus had proscribed rest and water breaks every two hours, but
there was some time yet before the next. Marcus looked at Polt’s eager face
and smiled.

“We’re having a drill. Beat emergency square,” he said.

“Sir, — What?” He scanned the horizon frantically for signs of
approaching enemies. “Really?”

“Yes, really. Do it now.”

“But—" He caught Marcus’ expression and decided not to argue.
Instead he turned on his heel and addressed the two drummer “boys.” In a
normal regiment, these would be promising young sub-officers, but no one
promising was sent to Khandar. These two looked like they were older than
Marcus.

“Emergency square!” Polt bellowed, veins standing out on his neck.
“Now!”

The three carried their drums strapped to their backs, where an
ordinary soldier would have his pack. They scooted them round and let
them fall flat, the straps holding them at waist level, and retrieved their

heavy wooden sticks. Tentatively at first, but with increasing volume, they



pounded out a basic rhythm. Boom, pause, boom, pause, boom boom boom
—a simple signal for a vital command that might have to be executed on a
moment’s notice, with no more warning than a sentry’s scream.

At the sound of the drums, the men at the head of the column halted.
Those behind took some time to react, so the whole column closed up a
little, but the regiment was still dreadfully strung out. There were no neatly
dressed ranks on the march. Men walked in little clusters, vaguely divided
by company, with their sergeants and lieutenants more concerned with
chivying slackers than keeping order. They were expecting the command to
halt for rest, and some few even took the opportunity to sit down in the
road.

It was a few moments before the battalion drums picked up the
signal, but once they did, it echoed up and down the whole column. The
effect was everything that Marcus had hoped for—or, more precisely,
dreaded. The Old Colonials knew what the signal meant, but had only a
foggy idea of what they were supposed to do; the recruits mostly didn’t
understand, but they knew something was up by the panicky looks. Their
officers, the lieutenants Janus had brought with him, were split about evenly
between the two camps. Marcus heard a few shouts of “Square! Form
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square!” but for the most part these were submerged in the babble.

The long march column contracted as the men instinctively bunched
up, forming a blob around the battalion color bearers and the drums. From
where he was sitting, Marcus had a good view of the First and Second
Battalions, and he was pleased to see that the First, at least, was slowly

coming into some kind of shape. That was Fitz at work—he had a brief



glimpse of the lieutenant grabbing an officer several years his senior by the
arm and shoving him in the right direction. The blob gradually opened out
in the center and became a ring, whose sides straightened as sweating
lieutenants and sergeants shouted their men into something like a line.
Bayonets came out of their sheaths, and there was a chorus of swearing as
the recruits tried to fit theirs with suddenly awkward fingers.

The Manual of Arms said that a battalion in column of companies
should be able to form square within two minutes of the order being given.
A battalion on the march was allotted a bit more time, five minutes
considered the standard. It was at least fifteen before the First Battalion
emerged into something recognizable as a formation—a hollow rectangular
block, each side three ranks deep, with fixed bayonets bristling like a hedge
of steel points from every face.

Nor was the First the worst offender. Val had screamed the Second
into shape, and Marcus didn’t have a good view of the Third, but before
long a stream of running, shouting men came up the road from the rear.
Marcus thought they were from the supply train, fleeing a supposed enemy
attack, until he saw the uniforms and the desperate, shouting officers and
realized they were the men of the Fourth Battalion. Apparently all attempts
to bring order there had failed, and the men had decided their only chance
was to seek shelter in the steadier squares. A few shoving matches resulted,
and Marcus winced, hoping that no bayonets would come into it. The last
thing he needed was for his demonstration to cause actual casualties.

Next up the road came a dozen guns, pulled at a brisk trot by sturdy

Khandarai horses, and accompanied by a double column of gawking



artillerymen. Marcus had to grin at that. At least the Preacher knows how to
keep his men in order. An infantryman of the Fourth, seeing the
approaching cannon, decided he would be safer in amongst them, while a
sword-waving lieutenant ran after him to a volley of curses and protests
from the gunners.

All it needs is a fat captain with his pants around his ankles chasing
a skinny blonde with a tuba going oompah-oompah, and we’d have a
perfect music-hall farce. Marcus jerked Meadow’s reins and turned back
toward Janus, steeling himself for the colonel’s reaction.

Janus was staring at the disorderly scene below. It took Marcus a
moment to realize he was laughing, inaudible in the din. When he saw
Marcus approaching, he turned on him with a faint but unmistakable smile.

“Sir!” Marcus barked, trying to make himself heard. Janus brought
his horse alongside and clapped him on the shoulder.

“Point taken, Captain,” he said. “Your point is very much taken.” He
shook his head ruefully. “Once everyone gets sorted out, you may order a

halt for the day. We start drill in the morning.”

A halt was inevitable in any event, as it took most of the rest of the day to
get the troops back into something approximating order and untangle the
panicked supply trains. Marcus winced when Fitz presented him with the
final bill—forty-six men with scrapes and bruises, four horses so badly

injured they’d had to be put down, and one wagon that had cracked an axle



when its driver had driven it into a ditch. It could have been worse, though.
The losses of matériel could be replaced or repaired, and he was relieved to
hear that no one had been seriously hurt. And who knows how many lives
saved, down the road. As the sun was setting, Marcus headed back to his
tent with a cautious sense of optimism.

He was nearly there when a meaty hand descended on his shoulder.
He started, spun to face his assailant, and found himself staring into a wild
tangle of hair that failed to conceal a mocking smile.

“What’s the matter, Senior Captain? You seem a little jumpy.”

Captain Morwen Kaanos, of the Third Battalion, was a tall, heavyset
man with weathered, tanned skin that spoke of years in Khandar. Between a
thick goatee, bristly muttonchops, and an unkempt mustache, his face was
almost invisible. His eyebrows were bushy as well, giving him the look of a
wild man, hermit, or possibly the scruffier class of saint. The hand he’d
clapped on Marcus’ shoulder was big enough to be called a paw, and the
hair on the back of it was practically fur.

“It’s been a long day,” Marcus said, irritated by his own reaction.
“And I was hoping to get off my feet for a minute.”

“Don’t let me stop you,” Mor said, in his heavy mountain accent.
“Mind if I poke my head in, though? We wants a word.”

Marcus gave an inward sigh, but nodded. The two of them
practically filled the little tent. Marcus sat heavily on his bedroll and started
unlacing his boots, while Mor stood by the flap, arms folded across his

chest.



“I hear,” he said, “that we got you to thank for the mess this
afternoon.”

“Where did you hear that?”

Mor tapped his nose, then shrugged. “Ain’t no big secret. Polt’s been
telling the story since he put down his drum. Prob’ly ’cause half the Old
Colonials seemed inclined to blame it on him.”

“They’re angry, are they?” Marcus worried at a knot that seemed to
have become inextricably glued tight with sweat and Khandarai dust.

“Some are. You didn’t make them look good back there.”

“I didn’t make them look bad, either. I’ve seen a pack of wild dogs
form a better square.”

“Hell, your boys in the First weren’t too quick about it,” Mor
snapped. “Don’t try to pin this—"

“It’s on no one,” Marcus said. The knot came free, and he slid his
foot out of the boot with a sigh of relief. “It’s a gang of half-trained recruits
and a bunch of old grumblers who’ve had it too soft for too long. What do
you expect?”

“What did you expect? Why’d you do it? Don’t tell me you saw
some old goatherd on a pony and shat your pants.”

“I did it,” Marcus said grimly, “because I knew what would happen,
but His Lordship didn’t believe me.”

“Ah.” Mor uncrossed his arms. “Suddenly it all makes sense.”

Marcus frowned. Mor was always happy to suspect the worst of
senior officers, particularly noble officers. As a general rule, the Colonials

didn’t dwell on the stories of how they’d ended up in exile, or ask about the



disgraces of others, but Mor’s tale was well-known: he’d illegally dueled a
nobleman, he said, over the attentions of a young woman, and had
accidentally killed the man. Whether that was true or not, he certainly
harbored an inveterate hatred of nobility and privilege.

“He’s not bad,” Marcus said. “I think we can work with him. He just
needed a little lesson on what’s possible and what isn’t. If he thinks he’s
going to take this lot into battle after a week of forced marches . . .”

“Battle?” Mor said. “You think it’ll come to that?”

“Probably. We aren’t marching all this way for our health.”

“Last time I checked, there were a hell of a lot more of them than
there are of us. Has anybody told His Lordship?”

“I told him myself,” Marcus said. “Fighting isn’t just about counting
noses, though.”

“Let’s hope you’re right about that. Though I’d lay ten to one we
come scampering back down this road before the month is out.”

“Either way,” Marcus said, starting on the other boot, “it’s not our
problem.”

“True. Our problem is currently sprawled in a supply wagon, making
a solid try at drowning himself in wine.”

Marcus swore softly. “Adrecht.”

“Adrecht. You saw the way his men behaved today?”

Marcus nodded. Adrecht’s Fourth Battalion hadn’t even managed to
stay together, let alone form square. “Where was he?”

“Search me, but he wasn’t with them. Lieutenant Orta said he rode

off around midday and never came back.”



“Saints and martyrs,” Marcus cursed. “Is he trying to get himself
brought up on charges?”

“Last I talked to him, he was convinced we were all going to end up
on Redeemer spikes, so I’m not sure he cares anymore.” Mor gave Marcus
a careful look. “What do you want to do?”

Marcus heard the question under the question. Do we cover for him,
he translated, and try to snap him out of it? Or ignore it and let the colonel
deal with him? He suspected he knew what Mor’s opinion was. Mor had
never had much use for the mercurial, unreliable captain of the Fourth.

“What do you think of this . . . Orta, was it?”

Mor shrugged. “He seems competent enough. A little hesitant to cuss
an’ shove when he needs to, though. The new lieutenants your colonel gave
us are a bunch of spoiled-rotten assholes, and they like to talk back.”

Marcus wondered if Fitz had the same problem and hadn’t
mentioned it. Somehow he doubted it. Fitz had a way of getting what he
wanted, though he never raised his voice.

“Right. Have you got a sergeant with a big mouth you’d be willing
to part with for a while?”

Mor laughed. “You can have your pick of a dozen.”

“Send one or two of them over to Orta, and tell him to work on
getting the Fourth into shape. Hopefully that will buy us enough time to
have a word with Adrecht.”

“I suppose that’s fair enough. It’s going to have to be you that talks
to him, though. He’s never paid me much mind, and I doubt he’ll start
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Marcus nodded. “I’ll wait until morning. Hopefully he’ll have dried
out a bit by then.”

“Either that or he’ll still be sleeping it off.” Mor sighed. “I hope he
appreciates this.”

“I’m sure you’re not likely to let him forget.”

The big man laughed. “Bet your ass.”

By rights, it ought to have been easy to get to sleep. The day had left
Marcus near exhaustion, though more from anxious fretting than physical
exertion. On the way back to his tent the only thing he’d been able to think
about was collapsing into bed, but now that he was actually there sleep
refused to come. He felt alert, even twitchy. If someone had tapped his
shoulder he might have jumped a foot. Lying on his side, he could feel the
thump-thump of his pulse, fast enough to march to.

After an hour, he dragged himself up with a silent curse, slipped his
boots on without tying the laces, and staggered outside. The sky was a blaze
of stars, dimmed only slightly by the torches and fires that still burned
amidst the rows of tents. The moon hung huge and horned just above the
western horizon, washing the labyrinth of blue canvas in a ghostly light.

When he started out, Marcus had the notion of taking a walk to
convince his body to let him rest, but by the time he passed the last row of

tents his steps had acquired more purpose. Beyond where the camp ended,



across a few hundred yards of scrub, a line of torches marked the ring of
sentries.

Sentries carried loaded weapons, and on a night like this they were
bound to be jumpy. Marcus stopped a good fifty yards from the line, cupped
his hands to his mouth, and shouted, “Sentry, ho! Friends approaching!”

The torch waggled in response. Marcus crossed the remaining
distance at a brisk walk and found a young man with a musket resting on
his shoulder and a torch in one hand. The shadows made everyone seem
pale and hollow-eyed, but from the deep blue of his uniform Marcus could
tell he was a recruit. He straightened up when he saw the captain’s bars on
Marcus’ shoulder and tried to figure out how to salute with a torch in one
hand and a musket butt in the other.

“No need, Ranker,” Marcus said. “I’m just taking a quick look at the
lines. What’s your name?”

“Ranker Ipsar Sutton, sir!” He tried to salute again and nearly singed
his forehead. “First Battalion, Fifth Company, sir!”

“One of mine,” Marcus said. “I’m Captain d’Ivoire.”

“I know, sir!” the young man said proudly. “I saw you at the drill this
afternoon.”

Drill, Marcus thought, is one way to put it. “How long is your shift,
Ranker Sutton?”

“Another three hours, sir!” He gestured with the torch. “Nothing to
see so far, sir!”

“It does us good knowing you’re out here,” Marcus said. “I for one

couldn’t sleep otherwise.”



“Yes, sir!” Sutton stood up even straighter. “Thank you, sir!”

“Keep up the good work.” Marcus patted him genially on the
shoulder and walked on, into the darkness.

He went along the line of sentries, meeting each man in turn and
exchanging a few words of greeting. They were all recruits—apparently this
section of the perimeter was held by the Fifth and Sixth companies—and to
man they seemed distressingly keen. Getting a word from him seemed to
cheer them up immeasurably, and by the time he turned back to his tent
Marcus felt like he’d actually done some good.

It would have been different with the Old Colonials. Familiarity bred
contempt, of course, and after the long years in the camp near Ashe-
Katarion even the rankers had come to treat officers with a genial disregard.
It might have been different if Ben Warus had been the sort of colonel to
take offense at insubordinate conduct, but he’d always been an easygoing
type, and the others took their cues from him. Seeing the straight postures
and bright young faces of the recruits reminded Marcus of his last year at
the War College, drilling squads of sweating underclassmen out on the
Long Field.

That was what the army was supposed to be like. Not . . . this. He’d
long ago resigned himself to the fact that Khandar wasn’t much of a post. It
certainly wasn’t what he’d envisioned when he’d started at the College. But
that had been before, when he’d still cared about his career and his standing
in the world, before he’d volunteered for service at the edge of the world
with the hope that it would let him outrun his ghosts. He’d done his best to

enjoy the soft life of a sinecure and not to dwell on the past. Then, during



the retreat, he’d been too busy to think. But now, with his comfortable
routine broken—

“Good evening, Captain,” said a woman’s voice from the darkness.
Such women as were with the regiment—Iaundresses, cooks, and whores,
those who’d been brave enough to accompany the column when it had
marched—would be on the other side of camp, with the supply train. That
left a field of one, so Marcus hazarded a guess.

“You must have eyes like a cat, Miss Alhundt.”

“Good night vision is essential in my line of work.” She materialized
out of the darkness.

“For peeking in people’s windows?”

“For poking through dusty old shelves,” she said, toying with her
glasses. She pushed them up her nose and looked down at him through the
lenses. “You wouldn’t believe the mess back at the Ministry vaults. There
are some rooms where we don’t dare risk open flames.”

“Couldn’t have that. You might set fire to everyone’s secrets.”

“Secrets are not really my business, Captain. There’s so much to
know that isn’t hidden at all.”

“Fair enough,” Marcus said.

“What about you?” she said. “Are you out spying on your
subordinates? Or is this a surprise inspection?”

“Just checking over the arrangements,” Marcus said.

“Very diligent of you,” Miss Alhundt said. “I understand we also
have you to thank for that . . . exercise this afternoon.”

Marcus shifted uncomfortably. “What about it?”



“Did you intend to embarrass Colonel Vhalnich? Or merely to delay
his progress?”

“Neither. It was a—a demonstration. I wanted to make a point.”

“The point that the Colonials are woefully unprepared.”

That was it precisely, of course, but he didn’t want to say so. Marcus
shook his head in silence.

“Do you mind if I ask why?” Miss Alhundt said.

“I’m not sure why you’re so interested.”

She cocked her head, one finger touching the bridge of her glasses.
Beneath the spectacles, the severe hairstyle, and the mannish clothes, he
guessed she was actually quite pretty.

“Because I’'m curious about you, Captain,” she said finally. “You are
something of an enigma.”

“I don’t see why that should be. I’m just a soldier.”

“A soldier who honestly volunteered to serve in Khandar. An officer.
That makes you one of exactly two.”

Marcus snorted. “Really? Who'’s the other fool?”

“Colonel Vhalnich, of course.”

“But—" Marcus bit back his response. Jen smiled.

“He’s talked to you about me, then,” she said. “It’s all right. I won’t
insult you by asking to tell me what he said. I’'m going to guess it was
something like, ‘She’s here because that villain Orlanko is up to
something.’”

“Is that why you’re here?”



“After a fashion.” She leaned closer and lowered her voice. “The
colonel has a reputation for eccentricity. He also has powerful friends at
court. They worked hard to get him this assignment.”

Janus hadn’t mentioned that. Marcus considered for a moment.
“Why?”

“His Grace would very much like to know.” She tapped her nose.
“Therefore, here I am.”

“I see.”

She cocked her head. “I don’t suppose you have any light to shed on
the subject?”

Marcus stiffened. “I don’t.”

“I thought not.” She straightened up. “Just remember, Captain, that
when all is said and done, we’re all on the same side here. I want to serve
the king and Vordan just as much as you or the colonel.”

“I’m sure you do,” Marcus said. “And right now, the best way I can
serve is to get some sleep. I understand that the colonel wants us to start
drilling after the march tomorrow.”

“Of course, Captain. Don’t let me keep you from your bed.”

“Adrecht!” Marcus called, knocking at the tent post. “Get up!”
If the soldiers of the Fourth Battalion found anything unusual in the
sight of the senior captain storming down to their commander’s tent before

dawn, they didn’t say anything about it. The sky was lightening in the east,



and in the First Battalion camp the men would already be up and about,
breaking down their gear and getting it stowed on wagons in preparation for
the day’s march. As rearguard, the Fourth Battalion had a bit more time to
wait, though in Marcus’ opinion the extra sleep didn’t make up for having
to eat the dust of the whole column all day.

Adrecht’s tent was not the usual faded blue army issue, peaked in the
center and barely tall enough for Marcus to stand erect. It was silk, to start
with, and much larger, with four foundation posts, while the army tents had
only two. Once, it had been elaborately decorated with frilled hangings,
ropes of colorful cloth, and colored-glass lanterns that threw fanciful
patterns against the fabric—years in Ashe-Katarion had given Adrecht time
to exercise his talent for acquiring the trappings of luxury. Now all of that
was gone, the fine fabrics either packed in trunks or abandoned in haste on
the retreat to Fort Valor.

And a good thing, too. If they’d had to set up Adrecht’s whole palace
every night, they would never have outrun the Redeemers, however
halfhearted the pursuit had been. Marcus knocked again, hard enough to
sting his knuckles. “Adrecht!”

“Marcus?” The voice sounded muffled, and not just from the thin
silk walls. “’S that you?”

“I’m coming in,” Marcus announced, and slipped past the tent flap.
The broad interior was unlit, and the weak morning light did little to relieve
the gloom. Marcus blinked until his eyes adjusted, then spotted a lantern

hanging from one of the tent poles. He rummaged in his pockets until he



produced a match, then lit the lamp and hung it up again. Its swinging sent
the shadows to arcing wildly.

Adrecht groaned and held up one hand to block out the light. “Good
God,” he said, raising his head from the silk cushion where it rested. “What
do you think you’re doing? It’s much too late for this kind of nonsense.”

“It’s early, not late,” Marcus said. There was another lamp on the
other side of the tent, and he lit it as well.

“When did you turn so pedantic?” Adrecht groped with one hand
until he came up with a heavy gold pocket watch, which he clicked open.
“See? It’s two in the morning. What kind of time is that to be waking me
up?”

“It’s dawn,” Marcus said.

“Is it?” Adrecht blinked at him. “You’re sure?”

“Most of us can tell by looking.”

“Well, that’s a relief.” He shook the gold watch, then snapped the
cover shut. “My watch has stopped. I thought I was just drunk.”

“You were drunk.”

That was a guess, Marcus had to admit, but an educated one. By the
light of the lamps he could see that there were several empty bottles strewn
across the rug-covered floor of the tent. A trunk in one corner held three
rows of cotton-padded compartments, suitable for transporting fine liquors.
More than half the slots were empty. Another pair of trunks, tumbled
haphazardly between the tent poles, spilled a mess of clothes, books, and

papers that looked as though it had been thoroughly rummaged.



There was little else, not even a bedroll. Adrecht had gotten rid of
the uncomfortable army-issue camp furniture at the first opportunity,
replacing it with fine hand-carved pieces purchased in Ashe-Katarion.
Marcus had forced him to leave it all behind when they’d fled, lest some
gilt-encrusted armoire take up wagon space needed for food. That argument
had led to a week of strained relations.

“It’s really dawn?” Adrecht said again, looking up with eyes filmed
by a gathering hangover.

“Yes,” Marcus snapped. “Get up.”

With some effort, Adrecht managed to lever himself into a sitting
position, legs crossed in front of him. His fine white linen trousers were
stained purple where he’d spilled something across them. He looked down
mournfully at the splotch, then up at Marcus.

“I need a drink,” he proclaimed. “You want a drink?”

“Water,” Marcus said. “Do you have any water around here?”

“Water!” Adrecht made a double circle over his heart with one hand,
the ancient Church ward against evil. “Don’t say that so loud. God may hear
you and strike you down. Water!” He snorted. “I made good progress last
night, but if I recall there was a little something left in the purple bottle . . .”
He fumbled with a bottle, which glugged the last few swallows of its
contents into the carpet. Adrecht shrugged and tossed it aside. “Oh, well.
There’s still a few more.”

Marcus located a carafe of lukewarm water and handed it over.
Despite his protests, Adrecht drank greedily, without bothering to locate a

cup. He swirled the final mouthful around, then swallowed it thoughtfully.



“I don’t remember drinking any gun oil,” he said. “But now my
mouth seems to be coated with the stuff. Are the lads playing pranks, do
you think?”

“Adrecht . . .” Marcus looked for somewhere to sit, but after a
survey of the rancid carpet he decided against it. He squatted instead.
“Adrecht, where were you yesterday?”

“Yesterday?” He blinked slowly. “Yesterday . . . yesterday . . .”

“Drinking somewhere?”

“Oh, yes. One of the quartermasters invited me to spend the march in
his wagon, since I offered to share my spirits with him. Great fellow,
absolutely wonderful. He—I can’t recall his name, actually, but he was
kindness itself.”

“You were at it all day?”

“Not all day. I wouldn’t call it all day. Just . . . you know . . .” He
shrugged. “So what?”

“You should have been with your men.”

“Why? For moral support? They know what they’re supposed to do.
It’s just marching, after all.”

“When I called for emergency square—"

Adrecht snorted. “Why would you do a damfool thing like that?”

“If there’d been an attack, we might all have been killed.”

“If there’d been an attack . . .,” Adrecht said mockingly. “Come off
it, Marcus. Sit down and have a drink with me.”

“Damn it, Adrecht,” Marcus said. “What in hell is wrong with you?”



There was a long pause while Marcus tried to regain control of his
temper. Adrecht was a good officer and a good friend. He was smart
enough, God knew—at the War College his help had gotten Marcus through
a half dozen examinations. And in the field he was personally brave almost
to a fault. He was prone to black moods, however, and a bad one could last
for weeks, especially when it was exacerbated by drink.

“I should think that would be obvious,” Adrecht said. He staggered
to his feet, using one of the tent poles to aid him, and started toward the
liquor chest. Marcus moved to intercept him, and Adrecht leaned back and
glared at him with exaggerated irritation.

“I’m trying,” he said, “to become a monk. Obviously. The Preacher
has finally convinced me that the time of the Beast is upon us. Only I have
to get rid of all my worldly possessions first, d’you see? You gave me a
good head start”—he narrowed his eyes—*“but there was still the liquor to
think of. Not really fair to tip it out, I thought. So I’'m working my way
through the lot. Once I’'m done, then”—he clapped his hands—*“it’s off to
the monastery with me.”

“It’s going to be off to the Vendre with you,” Marcus shot back.
“And in irons. We have a new colonel, if you haven’t noticed. If you keep
this up, sooner or later—”

“Please, Marcus,” Adrecht said with a chuckle. “The Vendre?
Really? You don’t believe that, do you?”

“You’d be lucky to get the Vendre. More likely it’d be a firing squad.

Dereliction of duty—"



“I’d be happy to die by an honest Vordanai bullet,” Adrecht said. “At
least if I’'m allowed to get drunk off my ass beforehand. It’ll make me better
off than the rest of you.” He shook his head. “Come on, Marcus. Do you
honestly think any of us are going home, in irons or otherwise? The
Redeemers don’t exchange prisoners; they eat them.”

“We’re not prisoners yet,” Marcus said.

“We might as well be. Or has the colonel explained his secret plan to
you? I’m curious to hear it.”

Marcus shifted uncomfortably. “The colonel doesn’t explain his
plans to me. But he’s not just marching off to be a brave sacrifice for king
and country, if that’s what you mean.”

Adrecht snorted. “We ought to have gotten right back aboard those
ships. This is a death march, and most of the men know it. Can you blame
them if they’re not responding well?”

“The other battalions still obeyed orders.” Eventually.

“I always did have more than my share of smart ones.” Adrecht
caught Marcus’ expression and sighed. “Marcus—"

“I’m trying to help you,” Marcus said. “If you’re not up to the job
anymore, best say so now.”

“Oh, very clever, Doctor-Professor d’Ivoire. Play on Captain
Roston’s pride, maybe that’ll get him back into the firing line.”

“Damn it—”

“All right, all right!” Adrecht held up a hand. “I’ll be at the drills.

That’s what you want to hear, isn’t it?” He shook his head again. “Though



it’s a hell of a thing to force a man to spend his last few days on earth
sweating and shouting orders.”

It’s really bad this time. He’s already given up. There was something
bright and brittle in Adrecht’s eyes, as if a dark, cynical humor was the only
thing keeping him on his feet. The only time Marcus had ever seen him like
this was five years ago, when he’d first got word he was shipping out to
Khandar. Saints. Maybe Mor was right. If this Lieutenant Orta is any good,
maybe we should keep him in charge.

That would mean getting rid of Adrecht, though. Unless Janus could
be persuaded to accept his resignation, the only way for a captain to leave
his company was in disgrace. He’d never do it. And Marcus owed him
whatever help he could manage.

“Well?” Adrecht said. “Was there anything else, Senior Captain?”

“No.” Marcus turned to leave, but paused at the tent flap. “I really
am trying to help, you know.”

“Oh?” Adrecht snapped. “Why?”

Sometimes I have no idea. Marcus shook his head and slipped out.



Chapter Five

WINTER

The day was typical for spring in Khandar—that was to say, merely
unbearably hot, rather than actually lethal as the summer heat might have
been. The sun was a physical presence, a weight pressing down on the
shoulders. It blasted any exposed skin and left uniforms soaked and heavy
with sweat. Even after three years, it could catch Winter by surprise. The
men in the ranks had it worse—for one thing, they didn’t have the luxury of
officer’s caps—and some them were already swaying on their feet. Winter
hoped d’Vries would call a halt before anyone actually collapsed.

She’d nearly collapsed on that first day’s march. The hundred miles
or so from Ashe-Katarion to Fort Valor was the longest trek the Colonials
had ever undertaken, and before that, Winter’s experience with marching
had been limited to a few parades in honor of Prince Exopter.

On the retreat, they’d covered the distance in a fortnight, and they’d

been accompanied by so many wagons the soldiers hadn’t even carried their



own weapons. The return journey was apparently going to be much faster.
None of the recruits had seemed surprised when they received orders for a
fifteen-mile march, carrying not only muskets but full packs, but Winter had
nearly groaned aloud. She’d made it, barely, but the pains in her legs and
shoulders afterward had been an uncomfortable throwback to her days at
Mrs. Wilmore’s. The old woman had firmly believed that backbreaking
labor was a cure for immorality.

The second day’s march had been cut short by the fiasco of an alarm,
and the poor performance of the troops had apparently made an impression
on someone. The officers had announced that the third day’s march would
be only five miles, and that they’d be in their new camp by noon. By this
time Winter had rediscovered the muscles in her legs and found them not
too badly decayed from the old days, and she was beginning to think she
could handle this after all.

She should have known better. God only ever answered her prayers
when He was plotting something worse. The word had come down that the
remainder of the day would be reserved for drill. The recruits accepted this
as a matter of course, but the Old Colonials swore and grumbled.

The announcement had brought the lieutenant back from his usual
position at the head of the column. Apparently eating dust alongside his
men didn’t fit his mental picture of an officer’s duties, but putting them
through snappy evolutions on the drill field did. Winter had seen him only a
couple of times over the past few days, and it was only now that she had the

chance to make a detailed inspection.



Lieutenant Anton d’Vries wore a tailored blue uniform as regulation-
perfect as any of those sported by his soldiers. He was a small, wiry man,
with dark eyes and a pouting mouth under a luxuriant mustache. His hair
was carefully combed and stiffened with powder in what was presumably
the latest fashion from Vordan, though the effect was rather ruined by the
regulation officer’s cap. He wore a sword, the leather of the scabbard still
polished and shining, and carried a thin walking stick that whistled through
the air when he pointed with it. Winter flinched every time he stood beside
her, in fear of an accidental blow to the side of the head.

Drill, she had discovered, was worse than marching. When the
column had been in motion, at least they’d had the feeling of accomplishing
something, even if it was only sweeping another few miles underfoot.
They’d been allowed to fill their canteens when they passed a stream, and to
talk or even sing as they walked. Most of all, no one had been judging them.
The only measure of success was whether you staggered into camp before
nightfall.

Now the hundred and twenty men of the Seventh Company stood in
a solid block, three men deep and forty across. Each was accoutered just so
—cartridge box on the left hip, doubled straps across the chest with
sheathed bayonet, musket held against the right side with fingers curled
around the butt in a nerve-deadening position. They were required to wait,
under d’ Vries’ narrowed, sunken eyes, until he ordered them to move.

Winter stood in front of them, facing the center of the company,
beside the lieutenant. Her task was to relay his orders to the troops, and

make certain they were obeyed. Not an enviable position. Not only did she



have d’Vries’ special attention, but she could feel the dull resentment of
every man in the company. Sweat trickled down her face and soaked her
hair, and every inch of skin seemed to be itching at once. They had been at
it for two hours so far.

D’ Vries tapped his stick against his leg and watched his men with a
haughty distaste. He cleared his throat and looked back and forth along the
triple line with an undisguised scowl.

“Right,” he said. “We will try that again. On the signal, right
oblique, double pace!”

He spoke in a conversational tone. Winter had to repeat those orders
loud enough to carry to the ends of the line. Her throat was already ragged,
but she summoned up the energy. It came out as more of a croak, but
d’Vries didn’t appear to notice.

The company drummers struck up the double pace, heartbeat-fast.
The line shuffled into motion, and almost immediately it became obvious
that little progress had been made.

Long ago, in what felt like a different lifetime, Winter had been a
girl younger than any one of the rankers. All she’d known of the military
life was the stories she’d read of great battles, in which unflinching men
marched precisely through their evolutions while their ranks were torn by
ball and shot. Since her unorthodox method of self-recruitment had
prevented her from spending the weeks in depot where the men presumably
learned such stoicism, she’d done her best to make up for it, acquiring a
copy of the Manual of Arms and the Regulations and Drill of the Royal
Army of Vordan and working hard to memorize both. The knowledge had



turned out to be almost useless, of course, but some of it remained with her
years later.

Consequently, she knew what was supposed to happen. At the first
beat of the drum, each man would take a step with his right foot, placing it
exactly one standard pace—thirty-six inches, according to some hallowed
measuring stick in the bowels of the Ministry of War—in front of the other.
The next step would be on the next drumbeat, and so on, so that the
company moved forward in perfect order, each man remaining stationary
with respect to his fellows.

This would be hard enough, but d’Vries had called for an oblique
advance, which meant that with each pace forward every man was supposed
to move a half pace sideways, producing a sort of diagonal sidle. From the
faces of the soldiers, Winter was sure that many of them hadn’t understood
this, or at any rate didn’t remember until it was too late.

The result was about what Winter expected. Some men started with
their left foot instead of their right, which meant they bumped into the man
beside them. Others forgot to move obliquely, with similar results. Still
others stepped too far, or not far enough, and then trying to maintain their
place lost the beat of the drum and fell out of step. Two men in the rear rank
somehow entangled the straps of their packs and collapsed in the dust when
they tried to move in opposite directions, thrashing like a couple of inverted
turtles.

Within twenty yards the neat three-rank block had dissolved into a
blob of red-faced, shoving men. When Winter called for a halt and the

drummer stopped playing, they stumbled a few more steps from sheer



inertia, then scrambled to push their way back into the correct files. It was a
full five minutes before some semblance of order had returned.

Thus it had gone every previous time as well, and d’Vries’ lips had
tightened with each successive failure. Now his patience was apparently
exhausted. He turned to Winter, cold with anger.

“Sergeant!” he snapped.

Winter saluted. “Yessir!”

“I’ve seen enough. I want you to keep these fellows at it”—he raised
his voice—“until they get it right or they damn well drop dead on the field!
Do you understand me?”

“Ah, yessir.”

The lieutenant’s lip quivered. “Right,” he managed, and stalked off,
walking stick snapping out to flick impudent bits of gravel from his path.
Winter watched him go, feeling the pounding of the sun on her shoulders,
and tried to figure out what she was supposed to do next.

Her eyes found Bobby in the first rank. The boy was red-faced, from
either embarrassment or the sun, and he was visibly trembling with fatigue.
Winter had been in Khandar for two years, as d’Vries had not, and she knew
that dropping dead in the field was far from simply a rhetorical possibility.
Too much more of this and the heatstroke cases would overflow the
infirmary.

She looked across the dusty scrap of land that was serving as the
regimental drill field. It was scrub plain, like all the land they’d marched
over. Occasional rocks or knots of tough, wiry grass broke the monotony of

endless parched earth. The only color came from a tiny stream meandering



through on its way to the sea, which winked and sparkled in the middle
distance. A dozen companies were currently occupied in various exercises,
being put through their separate paces according to the whims of their
officers. Winter watched one lieutenant berating his men as though they
were disobedient mules, and inspiration struck.

“Right,” she said, turning on her heel. Raising her already ragged
voice, she managed, “Company, quarter-right!”

The men, who’d been watching her with some apprehension, gave a
kind of collective sigh and straightened up again as best they could. They
turned in place through ninety degrees, which converted a block of men
forty long and three deep into a column three wide and forty long. Winter
stalked over to what was now the front, drummers hurrying behind her.

“On my signal,” she said, “march pace, forward. Align on me.
March!”

The drums started again, slower this time, and the column shuffled
into motion. Without the distraction of trying to move sideways, and with
only three men per rank to contend with, the march wasn’t terrible. Winter
walked in front of the first rank, who adjusted slightly to stay behind her,
letting her steer the long column like a snake.

She found what she wanted, a hundred yards away. Another
company, in the usual three-rank line, was practicing the Manual of Arms
while a sergeant barked orders. A lieutenant stood beside them, looking
bored. Their backs were to her and her men.

Winter led the column in that direction, glancing over her shoulder

occasionally to make sure her company was still in good order. There was a



moment’s hesitation as they closed with the other company. She took the
opportunity to step sideways, out of their path, and shout, “Forward! Charge
pace!”

The drums thrilled faster. The men in the front ranks, when it
became clear what they’d been ordered to do, went to it with surprising
gusto. No one in the other company noticed until it was far too late. There
were a couple of startled squawks, and then the long column collided with
the rear of the line at a dead run. Winter’s men bowled through, knocking
the others sprawling, until someone in the opposing company started
fighting back. A punch was thrown, somewhere in the press, and a moment
later the whole of the two companies was a mass of fistfights and
roughhousing, going at it with all the sudden energy of discipline released.

Winter, standing at the edge of the melee with the horrified
drummers behind her, looked over her handiwork with a satisfied
expression. The lieutenant of the other company, a fat man with a scraggly
beard, bore down on her while his sergeants tried in vain to restore order.
Winter saluted and forced her face to assume a blank expression.

“What in all the hells do you think you’re doing?” the lieutenant
said, vibrating with anger.

“Sorry, sir. Following orders, sir!”

“Whose orders?”

“Lieutenant d’Vries, sir! Said to keep the men at it. Didn’t mean to
run into you, sir!”

The lieutenant eyed her, uncertain of what attitude to take. He settled

on contempt. Winter struggled to maintain her facade of amiable idiocy.



“Well, you’d better sort this out,” he said. “If your damned men
aren’t out of my company and off this drill field in five minutes, the captain
will hear of it, do you understand?”

“Yes, sir!” Winter spun back toward the mess she’d created.
“Corporal Forester!”

The boy had extracted himself after the initial rush, wriggling eel-
like to the edge of the press, and was looking on nervously. At the sound of
Winter’s voice, he whirled and snapped to attention.

“Let’s get these men off the drill field!” She gestured at the
lieutenant behind her. “Right away, he says!”

She could tell he was having trouble suppressing a smile, too, as

understanding dawned. “Yes, sir!”

The brief punch-up seemed to have dissipated all the exhaustion of the
previous few hours, and the men streamed off the field in a raucous crowd,
laughing and shouting to one another. The carnival atmosphere continued
once they were back at the camp. Someone produced a handball from
somewhere, and soon two impromptu teams were scrimmaging up and
down the line of tents, while spectators laughed and cheered from the
sidelines.

Winter couldn’t see where they found the energy. The release of
tension had left her feeling shaky and drained, and she wanted nothing so

much as a few hours of oblivion. Under the exhaustion was a dull sense of



dread. Her little ruse, which had seemed so clever in the moment she’d
thought of it, now felt ridiculously transparent. D’Vries wouldn’t care if
she’d had contradictory orders or not—he would only see that his demand
had not been obeyed, and she’d bear the brunt of his anger. He’d bust her
back down to ranker, send her back to Davis.

She pushed her way into the cooler semidarkness of her tent. On the
little desk sat the papers—Ilong marches had left her little time to work on
settling the accounts, so an intimidating stack still remained. She knew she
should address them, but at the moment the thought of picking up the pen
made her feel ill.

Instead she slumped onto the bedroll, and stretched out, not even
bothering to take off her boots. Surely I’'m tired enough now. If I just close

my eyes for a moment . . .

Warm, soft lips on hers, fingers running along the small of her back, the
heat of a body pressed against her. Jane’s hair, dark red and soft as sin,
spilling down over Winter’s bare shoulder like a velvet curtain. A brief
flash of her eyes, as green as emeralds.

Jane pulled away from the embrace, stepping back. She was naked,
the most beautiful thing Winter had ever seen.

“You have to get away,” Jane said. “Not just away from the Prison.
Away from all of it. Away from everyone who wants to tie you up and take

you back . ..”



Winter could say nothing. Her throat felt thick.

Jane raised one hand. A dagger glittered, flashing silver. “Take the
knife,” she said, as though instructing a friend on how to carve a roast. “Put
the point of it about here”—she raised her head and put the tip of the dagger
on her throat, just under her chin—*“and press in, upward, as hard as you
can.”

“Jane!” Winter’s scream sounded distant in her own ears.

The knife slid in, smooth as silk. Jane’s emerald eyes were very
wide. She opened her mouth, but no words emerged, only a tide of thick,
sticky blood.

Winter jerked awake, pulse pounding in her temples, ears full of
screams in the dark. They took a long time to fade. She lay perfectly still,
feeling the ache in her limbs and staring at the blue fabric of the tent.

Can you be haunted by someone who isn’t dead?

There was a rap at the tent post. Winter sat up, pathetically eager for
a distraction.

“Who’s there?”

“It’s me,” said Bobby from outside. Winter glanced guiltily at the
stack of reports, but it was too late to do anything about them now.

“Come in.”

The boy ducked inside. He was rubbing one hand with the other, and
Winter could see a bruise blossoming along his knuckles. She felt a brief
pang of sympathy.

“Sorry about that,” Winter said.



“About what?” When she indicated his hand, he smiled broadly.
“Oh, this? It’s nothing, sir. One of the men of Third Company was
inconsiderate enough to obstruct my fist with his jaw. I’m fairly sure he got
the worst of it.” Bobby looked suddenly uncomfortable. “That was all right,
wasn’t it, sir? A corporal is not permitted to involve himself in brawling
with the rankers, but under the circumstances—"

“It’s fine,” Winter said. “I take full responsibility. Was anyone badly
hurt?”

“Two of the men had to carry Ranker Ibliss back from the field, sir.”

“Oh, dear. Will he be all right?”

“I think so.” Bobby coughed. “Apparently he suffered a blow to an
unfortunate area.”

Winter looked quizzical.

“Kicked in the nadgers, sir. Probably not on purpose. You know how
itis.”

“I see. I hope Third Company isn’t going to hold a grudge.”

“Better if they do, sir!” Bobby was smiling again. “The captain of
my depot battalion used to encourage fighting between the companies. A
good rivalry helps knit the unit together, he always said.”

“How long were you in depot?” Winter asked.

“A month. Should have been six weeks, but I was transferred out
ahead of time for this expedition. Still, I count myself lucky.”

“Why?”

“I had a month,” Bobby said. “Some of the rankers got much less. A

few had none at all, straight from the recruiting station to the ships.”



“No wonder they can barely march,” Winter muttered. “Does the
lieutenant know this?”

“He should, sir. He has all the files.”

That didn’t mean he’d read them, or that he cared. Winter mulled
that over.

“I meant to thank you, sir,” Bobby said.

“For that?” Winter said. “It was just a trick.”

“A clever trick, though. The men will be grateful.”

“Just wait until d’Vries screams his head off tomorrow. That
gratitude may be short-lived.” Winter sighed. “Sorry. I’'m not in the best of
moods. Did you need to see me for some reason?”

“Just to say that, sir. And to ask if you wanted your dinner brought
in.”

“I suppose.” Winter looked at the little tent, with the desk full of
daily reports and the bed haunted by unpleasant memories. Bobby seemed
to read her mind.

“You’re welcome to eat with us, sir.”

Winter made a face. “I wouldn’t want to put anybody off.”

“You wouldn’t—"

“Oh, come on. You must know how it is. You can’t have the same
kind of talk when the sergeant is listening in.” That was how it had always
been in Davis’ company, anyway, although Winter had rarely been a part of
the conversation.

“Come and join us,” Bobby said. “I think you’ll feel better for a little

talk, sir.”



Winter chuckled. “Only if you promise to stop calling me °‘sir,’
Bobby.”
“Yessir!” Bobby snapped to attention, eyes shining, and Winter

couldn’t help but laugh.

Dinner was cooking when they emerged. In theory, the company was
subdivided into six sections of twenty men, each led by a corporal. These
units were more commonly called “pots,” since the main feature of each
one was the iron cookpot in which the communal meals were brewed. In the
Seventh, the boundaries between the pots were apparently pretty fluid, and
all six vessels were gathered around a common fire. The men ate from
whichever they liked and sat where they wanted, on the ground, on rocks, or
on empty boxes of supplies. Mostly they gathered in circles, talking,
laughing, and playing at dice or cards.

Bobby led Winter to one such circle, where she recognized Corporal
Folsom among seven or eight other men. They opened up obligingly to
make a space on a makeshift bench of hardtack crates, and someone handed
Winter a bowl full of the steaming broth that was the standard evening meal
when time and supplies allowed. Chunks of mutton floated in it, and the
surface was slick and shiny with grease. Winter accepted a cracker of
hardtack from another man and let it absorb the juice until it was soft and

sodden, then gobbled it down. She hadn’t realized she was so hungry.



At first Winter’s fears seemed to be justified. The men had been
talking and laughing until she arrived, but under the eyes of their sergeant
they ate in awkward silence. Bobby called for a round of introductions,
which produced a half dozen names that Winter promptly forgot. Then
another silence fell, more uncomfortable than the first.

It was Corporal Folsom, oddly, who provided the first crack in the
wall. He broke his usual quiet to comment, apropos of nothing, “Didn’t
realize there’d be so many streams here. They always told me Khandar was
a desert.”

Bobby seized eagerly on this scrap of conversation. “I heard the
same thing. When you read about it, it’s always sand dunes and camels. I
haven’t even seen a camel yet.”

“This is the wet part,” Winter offered. “We’re only a dozen miles
from the coast, so it gets a little rain now and then. And we’re coming up on
the Tsel valley. If you walked twenty or thirty miles south, you’d be in the
Lesser Desol, and there’d be no water for days in any direction.”

“What about camels?” said one of the soldiers, whose name was
either George or Gerry.

“No camels,” Winter said. “Not here. Camels aren’t native to
Khandar, actually. The Desoltai use them, but they live out in the Great
Desol, to the east of the Tsel.”

“Are they the ones who wear steel masks all the time?” said another
man.

Winter laughed. “Not all of them, just their leader. He calls himself
Malik-dan-Belial, which means ‘Steel Ghost.” Nobody knows what he



really looks like.”

“Seems like a pretty cowardly way to go about to me,” another
soldier said. “What about this city we’re marching toward, Ashe-Katarion?
Is it as big as Vordan?”

“Not even close. Barely a town, really.”

“Any chance of getting a decent drink?” someone said, and there
was a round of laughter.

Winter smiled. “There was the last time I was there, but that was
before the Redeemers turned up. A bunch of crazy priests. Apparently they
don’t like drinking, or good food, or anything that’s any fun.”

There was a snigger. “Sounds just like our lot, then.”

“Maybe in a Sworn Church,” someone else offered. “In depot the
Free Chaplain could drink half a squad under the table.”

They went on in that vein, and bit by bit the tension melted away.
Most of the men were taller than Winter, so as often as not she was looking
up into their broad, well-scrubbed faces, but for all that she suddenly felt
how much older she actually was. There wasn’t a man in the circle older
than eighteen. They were all boys, barely off their farms or away from the
Vordan City tenements, and underneath their smiles and bravado there was
a nervous core that Winter recognized.

And she was the one they looked to for reassurance. She was the one
who knew how things worked, here in Khandar and in the army. It was
simultaneously touching and terrifying, bringing with it the full realization
of what they expected of her. When they got to the subject of how she’d

extracted them from drill that morning, none of them thanked her, as Bobby



had. They seemed to consider it a matter of course, part of the duties of a
sergeant, to stand between the rankers and the insanities of the higher
echelons. There were quite a few japes at the expense of d’Vries. The first
was offered hesitantly, but when Winter laughed as loud as the rest of them,
that hurdle fell away as well.

“So what about this Colonel Vhalnich?” said the one Winter was
almost certain now was George. He was a large young man with mousy hair
and freckles. “The talk says he’s mad.”

“He must have done something horrible, to get this command,” said
Nathan. He was short and bespectacled, and considered himself something
of an expert on matters military.

“I heard he volunteered,” said one of the others, whose name Winter
still hadn’t caught.

“Then he must be mad,” George said.

“What do you think, Sergeant?” Nathan said.

Winter shrugged uncomfortably. “I’ve never met the colonel, but
Captain d’Ivoire is an Old Colonial. He won'’t let this Vhalnich do anything
too crazy.”

“So where the hell are we marching, then?” George said.

Opinions differed on that point. Nathan was certain that the
Redeemers would flee for the hills as soon as it became clear that the
Vordanai were in earnest. George continued to insist that Colonel Vhalnich
was going to get them all killed, although he seemed curiously unconcerned
by the prospect. Bobby said that they were merely providing an escort for

the prince, who would negotiate with the rebels until they reached a



settlement. But it was Folsom who provided the most thoughtful answer.
When the big corporal cleared his throat, the circle fell silent.

“I figure,” he said, “Colonel Vhalnich’s got to show that he tried,
doesn’t he? He can’t just take us all back home to Vordan. He’s got to fight
at least once, or else the ministers will have a fit. That’s where we’re
going.” He shrugged. “That’s what I figure, anyway.”

After that, they got back on the subject of Lieutenant d’Vries, and
Winter took the opportunity to excuse herself. She tapped Bobby on the
shoulder as she stood, and the boy looked up at her.

“Can I have a word?” Winter said.

They walked away from the little circle. The sun had gone down and
the sky was darkening fast, already purple-gray. Winter stared upward
pensively, where the stars were beginning to glitter. To someone raised in
the smoky, torch-lit warrens of Vordan City, the nights of Khandar had been
a revelation. Instead of the occasional twinkle, the stars marched across the
sky in their uncounted thousands, and when the moon rose it seemed clear
enough that she could reach out and touch it.

It had been a long time since she’d noticed the night sky like that.
But it occurred to her that Bobby and the other recruits would only just have
seen it for the first time. She wondered if any of them had spent a night
staring up slack-jawed in wonder, as she had.

She wanted to thank the corporal for dragging her out of her tent, but
she couldn’t think of a way to begin. When she glanced at Bobby’s face,
shadowed as it was in the fading light, it was clear that the boy understood.

Winter gave a grateful sigh.



“I had an idea,” she said, “while we were talking. It might get us into
trouble, though.”

“Let’s hear it,” Bobby said cheerfully.

“The key is going to be timing.” Winter chewed her lip thoughtfully.
“We’ll need to spread the word tonight, so we can get everyone rounded up

quick once the march ends tomorrow . . .”

“Load!”

Winter had dispensed with the drumbeat that the regulations
prescribed. It was essential for drillbook perfection that every soldier
perform the twenty-six numbered movements from the Manual of Arms in
unison, synchronized to the beat of the drum, but in practice she found that
it only confused the men. Instead she walked up and down in front of the
triple line, letting her footsteps serve as cadence.

The rankers, already grimed with sweat, struggled with their
weapons. Winter sympathized. Loading was a complicated process. First
you took your paper cartridge, filled with premeasured powder and the lead
musket ball, and tore it in half with your teeth, holding the ball end in your
mouth and keeping the end with the powder in your hand. Then you opened
the lock, tipped a little powder into the pan, and closed it again. The rest of
the powder went down the barrel, which required you to ground the butt of
the weapon and hold it against your boot. The cartridge scraps went in with

it, for good luck. Finally, you spat the musket ball and the rest of the



cartridge into the barrel, grabbed the iron ramrod from the rings that held it
slung under the weapon, and jammed the whole mess home with two or
three good strokes.

There wasn’t enough extra powder to practice loading, so the
company was going through the steps in mime. Once the ramrods had
rattled back into their rings, each man again brought his musket to the ready
position, held at his side with the left hand curled around the butt. Some
took longer than others. Winter, counting heartbeats, estimated it was half a
minute or more before the whole company was ready. She clicked her
tongue.

“Level!” she shouted, walking aside to clear the theoretical line of
fire. Every man raised his musket to his shoulder and pulled back the
hammer. Here and there she heard a quiet curse as someone fumbled the
maneuver or a musket barrel whacked against the side of a neighbor’s head.
Only the front two ranks readied their weapons, while the third waited. The
barrels protruded like bristles on a porcupine, all along the company line.

Winter waited a few more heartbeats, then raised her voice again.
“Fire!”

Eighty fingers tightened on triggers. On each weapon, the lock slid
open and the flint snapped down, raising sparks where it scraped against the
steel. Without powder, there was no sound but the rapid series of clicks.
Winter strode back in front of them.

“Load!” And they began again.

They’d been at it for an hour already. The march had ended at noon,

and with Winter’s encouragement the Seventh Company had hurried



through the business of setting up tents and making camp and then rushed
out to the drill field well before Lieutenant d’Vries had arrived. They’d
been the first ones there. Winter had gone over what she expected of them,
some basics from the Manual of Arms and a few things that weren’t in the
drillbook at all. If they were going to have to drill, it might as well be useful
drill.

Some of the men groaned when she’d explained her approach, but
she saw relief on a great many faces. Bobby had said some of them hadn’t
even made it to the depot before they’d been summoned up, and others had
had only a few days or weeks of what was supposed to be a month and half
of basic training. Even the grumblers had to admit it made a nice change
from endless failures at esoteric skills like double-pace oblique marching.

Midway through the loading, while they were fumbling with their
rammers, Winter turned to face them and shouted, “Square!”

This had been new to even those who had had their full time in
depot, since the drillbook never mentioned company squares, but she’d
coached them through it and they’d gotten the idea after a few repetitions.
The whole company immediately broke off loading, and the edges of the
line—ten files from either side—about-faced and stepped toward the rear.
They filed in behind the first three ranks, so that the line had been halved in
length and doubled in width.

Once they were in place, each man drew his bayonet from its leather
sheath. These blades, ten inches of wickedly pointed steel, locked onto a lug
beside the barrel of the musket with a twist, converting the weapon into

something approximating a spear. This done, the first rank knelt, and the



second rank leveled their muskets over the heads of the first at an angle.
The three files on the edges of the line turned through ninety degrees to face
outward instead of forward and back.

It was smartly done, at least this time. The result wasn’t a proper
square—more of a rectangle, Winter noted pedantically—but it was easy to
form, and the hedgehog of gleaming bayonets looked like a formidable
obstacle. The third rank kept at their loading, awkwardly now as they tried
to avoid cutting themselves on their own bayonets, and when they had
finished they leveled their weapons. The hope was that the combination of
fire and steel would prove an impregnable barrier to enemy cavalry.

Winter let them hold it for a few moments, then called, “Re-form!”
The square melted back into a line, with considerably more confusion and
disorder than it had shown going the other way. She made a mental note to
work through that a few more times.

By now the drill field was filling up, and Winter’s men had gotten a
few curious looks from other officers. She’d ignored them, reserving her
attention for her men, but she’d positioned them so that she’d have a good
view of the path back to camp. When she saw Lieutenant d’Vries
approaching, with his powdered hair and his walking stick, she stopped and
leaned close to Bobby.

“Take them up to the end of the field and back, would you?” Winter
said. “I’ll have a word with the lieutenant.”

“Right,” the corporal said, practically glowing with the joy of

responsibility. He stepped out of the ranks and gestured to the drummers,



who had been squatting in the dirt, unneeded until now. “Company, guide
center, ordinary pace, forward march!”

The drums took up the funeral thump of the standard walking pace,
and the Seventh Company set off in reasonably good order. Winter
remained behind, waiting at attention for d’Vries. The young officer
watched bemusedly as his soldiers marched away, then gave Winter his full
attention.

“What,” he said, “is going on here?”

Winter saluted. “Remedial drill, sir!”

D’Vries’ lips moved silently as he worked that out. “Remedial
drill?”

“Yessir.”

“I received a report from Lieutenant Anders,” d’Vries said. “He was
most displeased—"

“Yessir!” Winter cut him off. “Disgraceful behavior, sir! I take full
responsibility, sir!”

“You’d damn well better,” the lieutenant said, rallying a little. “And
now—"

“The men were clearly in need of a little discipline, sir!”

“Yes,” d’Vries said suspiciously. “Discipline is important. But my
drills—”

“They’re not worthy of your attention, sir!” Winter barked. “Bunch
of shirkers, sir. But I’ll soon have them whipped into shape!”

“Whipped into shape,” d’Vries repeated. He obviously liked the
sound of that. He glanced up the field, where Bobby had just reversed the



line and started marching it back toward them. “They certainly deserve a
little whipping.”

“As I said, sir, I take full responsibility. Discipline will be restored,
sir!”

There was a moment of silence. D’Vries ran his hand along his
mustache a few times and decided that, on the balance, he approved.

“Right,” he said, his voice regaining confidence. “Remedial drill.
Well done, Sergeant. I expect to see good results.”

“You’ll get them, sir!”

“Keep them at it, keep them at it.” He knocked a dirt clod about with
his walking stick. “I’ll leave you to it, then.”

“Sir! You may rely on me, sir!”

“Indeed.”

D’ Vries turned away, looking a little lost but not altogether unhappy.
Bobby arrived beside Winter, signaling the drummers to halt, and Winter
favored the corporal with a smile.

“You got rid of him?”

“For the moment,” Winter said. “Nothing confuses an officer like
violently agreeing with him.”

She’d learned that from Davis, whose barked affirmations had
brought more than one superior nearly to tears. The big sergeant had nearly
always gotten his own way, orders or no orders. It pained Winter to think
that she’d actually learned something useful from the man, but she

supposed she was in no place to complain.



She sighed. “At some point we’re going to have to practice the
damned oblique marching. D’Vries will want to see that we can do it
properly. We’ve probably got a few days’ grace, though, and I'd rather
spend the time on something worthwhile.”

Winter said this with more confidence than she actually felt. For all
that she’d been with the Colonials for two years, she had never participated
in an actual battle. Her combat experience was limited to marching,
parading, and exchanging a few shots with bandits or raiders who invariably
fled or surrendered rather than fight it out. For the most part, she was
marching blind, but she didn’t dare let on to Bobby.

“Yessir,” the corporal said. Then, a bit diffidently, “I wasn’t aware
that forming company square was a standard evolution, sir.”

“It’s not,” Winter said. Normally squares were formed by battalion, a
thousand men at a time. “But the old colonel once told me that as long as
you’ve got four men left, you ought to be able to form square. Given what
happened the other day, I thought we would practice it a bit.”

“Fair enough, sir.” Bobby looked at the men behind her, who were
taking advantage of the brief respite to drink from their canteens or fan
themselves against the heat. “Shall we get them back to it, sir?”

Winter nodded.

That evening, Bobby and Graff taught Winter to play cards. It was a

traditional soldier’s entertainment, but due to her self-enforced isolation



Winter had never learned. When she’d mentioned this, the others had
responded with disbelief, and then nothing would do but that they get
together a game immediately.

Graff dragged the other two corporals and a couple of soldiers
together, while dinner bubbled in the pots, and launched at once into an
explanation so complicated that Winter didn’t understand more than one
word in three. It didn’t help that Graff mixed his exposition of the rules with
lengthy asides about strategy, or that the game he’d chosen apparently had
more exceptions and special cases than army regulations did.

“Right, so say he shows a three,” Graff said, oblivious to his
audience’s puzzlement. “Or two threes, or two fours, but not two fives,
because then he might be working on a turtle. Now you’ve got to either
challenge, double, play, or pass. You’re not going to want to challenge,
because even if you win all you get is his buy, and with threes against nines
you’ve got no better than sixty-forty. If you double, then you both draw
another card, and he’s hoping for at least a king so he can threaten an axe,
while you want to see more like a six or seven, but not a five, because of the
turtle. So say you do. You both throw in another buy—"

He tossed a coin from his own pile into the pot, then took one from
the small pile in front of Winter and did likewise. Winter caught Bobby’s
eye across the circle. The boy shrugged and gave a wry smile.

“Oh, ho!” said a booming voice from over her shoulder. “Gambling,
is it? The Holy Karis isn’t going to like that, Saint. He’s not going to like
that at all! See, I let you out of my sight for half a minute and you’re

already sliding down the dark path.”



Winter’s heart froze in her chest, and for a moment she couldn’t
breathe. The others around the circle were all looking at her, and she forced
herself to turn and confront the shadow looming up behind her.

“Sergeant Davis,” Winter said stiffly.

The huge man laughed. “Good evening, Sergeant Thernglass.”

He rounded the little circle, dark eyes never leaving her face. Buck
and Peg stood behind him, trailing the big sergeant like dogs. When he was
across from her, he pushed his way forward and sat down cross-legged. The
soldiers on either side spread out hurriedly to make room.

“I just thought I’d come by,” he announced, “to see how our Saint is
getting on. I’m sure he’s told you all about me. Good old Sergeant Davis,
and all that. Taught him everything he knows.”

“Welcome to the Seventh, Sergeant Davis!” Bobby said eagerly.

Davis ignored him. “So how are you getting on, Saint?”

The past week seemed to roll away. Davis, flanked by Buck and Peg
with their nasty grins, filled the world. He had been a constant in her life for
more than a year. Without him pushing down on her, the past few days,
she’d felt safe enough to unfold a little. Now here he was again, to mash her
flat.

“Fine,” she muttered. “Good.”

“You should have seen what he did yesterday!” Bobby burbled,
oblivious to the tension. “Lieutenant d’Vries had told us—”

“Oh, we’ve got all kinds of funny stories about our Saint,” Davis
said softly. “Remember that time we all went to the inn, and we all clubbed

together to buy him a whore?”



“I remember,” Buck said. “God, that was a beautiful girl. Standing
there wearing not a stitch when we opened the door to his room, and he
looks at me, and I said, ‘Go on, friend, all for you!’”

“Then he sends her away,” Peg said. “What a damned waste. And
Buck says, ‘Bloody martyrs, Saint, have you even got a cock?’”

Davis just smiled. Winter could well remember what had happened
next. Buck, so drunk he could barely stand, had followed his words with a
grab for her crotch, presumably to check. When she’d stepped out of the
way, Peg had grabbed her from behind. In the ensuing scuffle, she’d kicked
Buck in the face and bitten the back of Peg’s hand.

The sergeant had administered “justice.” He couldn’t sanction
fighting amongst the company, he said, and ruled that Winter had to stand
and receive two blows for the ones that she’d given. In the interest of
fairness, he himself would deliver them. The first punch, to her face, had
nearly broken her nose; the second, in the gut, had left her curled and
retching on the floor. The rest of them had looked on, laughing.

Involuntarily, Winter’s hand went to her cheek, where the massive
bruise had blossomed. Davis saw the movement, and his smile twitched
wider.

“D’you think, Sergeant, that we could have a word in private?”
Davis said. “Man to man. For old times’ sake?”

Winter, anxious to get away from the curious looks of her new
company, nodded jerkily. The three Old Colonials rose. She led them back
toward her tent, away from the pots and the fires, and into the narrow alley

between two canvas walls.



“Sergeant,” Davis said. “You, a sergeant. Fucking martyrs, this army
is really gone to shit, isn’t it?”

“I didn’t want it,” Winter said. “I told the captain—"

“I thought I was sending you out for a suicide mission,” Davis
interrupted, “and the captain makes you a sergeant. How the hell did you
pull that one off?”

“Prob’ly sucked his cock,” Peg said.

“Saint does have a pretty little mouth,” Buck mused. “Practically
like a girl’s.”

“Was that it, Saint?” Davis said. “You engage in a little persuasion?
Thought you could put one over on old Sergeant Davis? Hell, that’s not so
bad, a little cock-sucking for a double promotion. Should have let him fuck
your arse—then you might have made lieutenant, and I’d have to salute you.
Wouldn’t that be a hell of a thing?”

“What do you want?” Winter managed.

“What do I want?” Davis echoed. “God, I’'m not sure. I suppose I
want an army where little pieces of shit like you aren’t promoted over the
heads of better men, to where you can get people killed. But I’'m not likely
to get it, am I?” He shrugged his massive shoulders. “How about this? You
go to the captain and tell him you’re done being a sergeant. It’s too much
for you. You can’t handle it. Suck him off again if you have to. Then you
can come on back to old Sergeant Davis. Won’t you like that?”

“He wouldn’t let me.” Winter felt her hands curl into fists. “I tried to

tell him no, but he wouldn’t—”



“What, because you were too good to be a sergeant?” Davis leaned
close to her, until she could smell the foul rotted-meat stink of his breath.
“Fucking Saint. You’re just too good for this world, aren’t you?”

“Maybe we ought to, you know, help him along,” Buck prompted.

Davis smiled. Winter saw, suddenly, that he was going to hit her. She
tensed, ready to dodge, but Buck and Peg were on either side of her, boxing
her in.

“Sergeant?”

It was Bobby’s voice. Davis froze. Winter looked cautiously over her
shoulder. The boy stood at the end of the little alley, framed by the firelight.

“We’re still talking,” Davis rumbled. “Piss off.”

“The thing is,” Bobby said, advancing, “we were in the middle of a
game, and we can’t go on without the sergeant. So if you wouldn’t mind
having your chat in the morning?”

Buck stepped in front of Bobby. The Old Colonial had at least a foot
and fifty pounds on the boy. He loomed.

“Sarge said piss off,” he growled. “We’re busy.”

“But—"

Buck put one hand on each of Bobby’s shoulders, pressing hard. The
boy’s legs buckled, and he fell involuntarily to his knees.

“Listen, kid,” Buck said. “Just crawl back out of here, and you won’t
get hurt.”

Winter caught Bobby’s eye. Go! She tried to communicate the
message, but apparently it didn’t get across. The boy smiled and flicked his

eyes upward.



“’Scuse me,” said a deep voice, behind Davis. Corporal Folsom
stepped forward and smiled at Winter.

Davis half turned, his face twisted in rage, and then paused as he
reassessed the situation. He was a big man, used to commanding respect by
physical presence alone, but Folsom was nearly as tall as he was. Moreover,
Davis’ bulk was layered with fat, the product of years of soft living in
Ashe-Katarion. The corporal had a laborer’s build, corded with muscle.
There was something in his stance that spoke of a familiarity with violence
—he stood on the balls of his feet, ready to move.

Peg turned to face him, too, and there was a moment of dangerous
silence. Winter wanted to scream, or run, or do something. She wanted
Corporal Folsom to push Davis’ fat face through the back of his skull, but at
the same time the thought terrified her. Standing up to Davis led to pain:
that lesson had sunk into her very bones. Better to avoid notice. But there
was no avoiding notice now.

A clatter of boots behind Bobby broke the pause. Corporal Graff
turned the corner, puffing a little, and behind him came a half dozen brawny
soldiers. Davis reached a decision. He straightened up, and his face twisted
into a parody of a smile.

“My, you do take your games seriously,” he said, slapping Peg
jovially on the shoulder. “Well, T suppose the sergeant and I had more or
less finished our business.” He grinned down at Winter, eyes flashing
murderous fire. “Now you take care, Saint. We wouldn’t want anything to

happen to you, would we? Don’t go stepping on any scorpions.”



“Stepping on a scorpion” was the standard cover story for any intra-
regimental violence. When some poor bastard was so bruised and bleeding
he couldn’t make roll call, his fellows would report that he’d stepped on a
scorpion.

Bobby gave a bright, guileless smile. “Don’t worry, Sergeant. We’ll
take good care of him.”

“S’right,” Folsom said, from behind Davis. “Don’t worry.”

“Well, that certainly makes me feel better.” Davis clapped his hands,
gruesomely cheerful. “Come on, lads. Let’s leave the Saint and his new
company to their dinner.”

Buck seemed eager to go. Peg was more reluctant, glaring acidly at
Folsom, but at a glance from Davis he turned away. The soldiers behind
Graff parted to let the three Old Colonials through. After a moment, Winter
heard Davis’ booming laughter.

“Sergeant?” Bobby said, closer at hand. “Are you all right?”

“Fine,” Winter said automatically. Her breath still came fast, and her
heart pounded. Her gut felt twisted into knots.

“You look like you need to lie down for a bit.” Bobby stepped beside
her. “Let me help you—"

At the brush of the boy’s fingers, Winter pushed him away, too
violently. It was a conditioned reflex, and she regretted it immediately. The
expression on Bobby’s face was like she’d kicked a puppy. She swallowed
hard and straightened, fighting for self-control.

“It’s all right,” she said. “I’m fine. I just need to rest a bit.” She

looked around. “Go back to dinner, the rest of you.”



The soldiers behind Graff stood aside as she passed by them to slip
into her tent. She sat on the camp bed, not bothering to light the lamp, and
hugged her stomach. The muscles there were taut in memory of the impact
of Davis’ meaty fist.

Someone knocked at the tent pole. “It’s Graff.”

Winter didn’t want to see him, or anyone else, but that would be a
poor way to show gratitude. “Come in.”

The corporal entered, looking a little embarrassed. Winter looked up
at him curiously.

He coughed. “I wanted to say that I’'m sorry,” he said. “For
interfering. I thought it prudent, but it was a liberty, and you’d be well
within your rights to be angry.”

Winter shook her head dumbly.

“Jim was worried about you,” Graff explained. “He sees more than
he lets on most of the time. There were three of them and just you, and we
thought, well, that’s hardly fair. So I ran over and rounded up a few of the
lads who looked like they’d been in a fight or two.”

“Thank you,” Winter managed.

Graff relaxed. “Thing is,” he said, “I’ve seen the type before. These
backwoods sergeants are the worst—present company excluded, of course.
They get a tiny bit of authority and they turn into little tin gods. Even worse
when they’re big bastards like this Davis.” He shrugged. “Well, you don’t
have to worry about him. That lot are all cowards at heart. Show them a

strong front, and they’ll just scurry along.”



Winter shook her head. She knew Davis. He was a brute and a bully,
and quite possibly he was a coward, but he also had overweening pride and
a vicious cunning. Show him a strong front, and he’d find some way around
it, some way to strike when you weren’t watching.

“I can’t do this,” Winter said quietly.

“Do what?”

“Any of this.” She waved a hand. “How am I supposed to be a
sergeant? I don’t have the first idea what I’'m doing, and now Davis . . .”
She shook her head, her throat thick. “I can’t do it.”

“You’re doing a first-rate job so far,” Graff said. “I’ve served under
much worse, let me tell you.”

“But what am I supposed to do now?”

“Come back out and have dinner, for starters. You’ll feel better for a
hot meal.”

Winter nodded slowly. Before she could rise, there was another rap
at the tent pole, rapid and frantic.

“What?” Graff barked.

“It’s Bobby,” came the reply. “You’ve got to come out and see this!”

A squadron of cavalry had returned, walking down the aisle that separated
the Seventh Company’s tents from those of the neighboring units. Winter
recognized Give-Em-Hell at their head, looking as puffed up and proud as a

rooster. A dozen of his men followed behind him in a loose square. In the



center were four men on foot, and it was these that were the center of
attention.

Most of the recruits had probably never seen a Khandarai, unless one
had rowed the boat by which they’d come ashore. The natives were shorter
than Vordanai, with dark hair and gray-brown skin. This last varied; they
were called “grayskins,” and Winter had arrived expecting everyone to be
the color of gunmetal, but in Ashe-Katarion she’d seen everything from the
pale ash coloring of the nobility to the brown-black faces of the Desoltai,
burned crisp by the desert sun.

These particular Khandarai were about average in that respect. They
looked skinny and poorly fed, and they were dressed in fraying, baggy
white cloth, painted all over with V shapes in red and yellow.

“Who are they?” Bobby asked, standing beside her.

“Not farmers, that’s for certain,” Graff said. “Look, they’ve got
ammunition pouches.”

“Redeemers,” Winter said. She remembered that sigil all too clearly.
“The triangles are supposed to look like flames.”

“What are they doing out here?” Bobby said. “I thought all the
Redeemers were at the city.”

“Scouts,” Graff said grimly. Winter nodded.

Bobby looked from one to the other, confused. “What’s that mean?”

“It means that out there somewhere”—Graff pointed east—“there’s
an army.”

“It means we’re going to have a fight before long,” Winter said.

Staring at the sullen fanatics, she could almost forget about Davis after all.



Part Two



JAFFA

“So, General,” said Yatchik-dan-Rahksa. “We see the true shape of your
courage at last.”

Khtoba’s frozen face cooled another few degrees. “Courage?” He
looked as though he wanted to spit. “Arrogant pup. Fight a few battles
yourself before you speak to me of courage.”

“And how am I to do that, if I heed your counsel?” the priest replied.
“You would have us cower here, praying the hammer does not fall on our
heads!”

“You may pray as you like,” the general said. “If you had studied the
art of war as you’ve studied the teachings of the Divine Hand, you would
know there is such a thing as strategy. We are strongly placed here, and
there is nothing between Ashe-Katarion and the Vordanai but flyspeck
villages and miles of worthless desert. Let them make the march. At the end

of it, we’ll be that much stronger, and they that much weaker.”



“Are you so certain of that?” Yatchik said. “Already the people
mutter that we fear to face the foreigners. Wait another few weeks and even
the devoted may lose heart. Action is what is required.” He sniffed.
“Besides, what need do we have of strategy? We have the blessing of
Heaven. And we have the numbers.”

“Numbers,” Khtoba said, “aren’t everything.”

Jaffa sat, watching them go after each other like a couple of angry
cats. They had been at it for some hours, circling around to side topics
before returning again and again to the main issue. The Vordanai army had
left its tumbledown fortress at Sarhatep and was advancing up the coast
road. The Steel Ghost had told them as much, and Khtoba’s scouts had
belatedly confirmed it. Yatchik was all for a general advance to meet and
crush the foreigners where they stood, but the general was more cautious.

The real issue went unspoken. The authority of the Divine Hand
rested on the violent sanction of the Swords of Heaven, the Redeemer host
now nearly twenty-five thousand strong, gathered in the plain around the
city. But that host could not sustain itself indefinitely, not without starving
the people it was intended to protect. At some point the Hand would need to
make the transition from revolutionary to ruler, to disband the army and
restore a semblance of normal life to the city, but he didn’t dare to do so
with the Vordanai still in the field.

Khtoba, on the other hand, had everything to gain by waiting. The
Auxiliaries, smaller and better disciplined than the peasant horde, drew their
supplies from well-stocked and — guarded depots. They were also the only

claim to power Khtoba had, and he was loath to risk them. A defeat, or even



a costly victory, might leave his ranks so depleted that one of his rivals
would gobble him up.

And the Steel Ghost? Jaffa glanced at the silent figure in black, and
wondered. He hadn’t said more than a few words during the whole affair.
Jaffa had delivered Mother’s message to him, but he’d given no sign of his
answer.

At this rate, nothing would be accomplished. Jaffa thought on his
instructions from Mother and decided it was time to break the deadlock.

“My friends,” he said, interrupting their sniping, “might I make a
humble suggestion?”

All eyes turned on him, Yatchik’s large and liquid, Khtoba’s piggy
and red. The Ghost’s, of course, were unreadable behind his mask.

“The foreigners are a threat to the Redemption,” Jaffa said. “Perhaps
even the greatest threat. But they are not the only threat. There are still
followers of the prince hiding in the city, or gone to ground in the outskirts.
Bandits and raiders multiply like locusts.”

Khtoba shot a glance at the Ghost. The Desoltai had always been the
most feared, and certainly the most effective, of the “bandits and raiders.”
For all that they were now allies of the Redemption, there was no love lost
between the Auxiliaries and the nomads.

“So,” the general said, “you agree, then, that we must remain here.”

“Some of us must,” Jaffa replied, before Yatchik could object. “But
we must also consider what the enemy may do. Suppose they decide to wait
where they are indefinitely.”

“Exactly!” the priest said.



“Therefore,” Jaffa said, “I suggest that the Auxiliaries remain here to
defend the city, while the army of the Redemption marches forth to lay
waste to the invaders.”

Both men looked at him for a long moment, then exploded at once.

“Of all the foolish—”

“You can’t—”

“The Grand Justice speaks wisely,” rasped the Steel Ghost, in a
whisper that somehow cut through the chatter. Jaffa rallied a bit at this
unexpected support.

“To confront the enemy with less than your whole strength is folly,”
Yatchik said. “Even I know that much of your ‘art of war.””

“True,” Jaffa said, “but, as you say, we have the numbers. Surely the
faithful will not be defeated by heathens?”

The priest was silent for a moment. “It’s not a matter of victory or
defeat. Or course we will be victorious. But how many will need to lay
down their lives? If General Khtoba’s assistance could reduce the suffering
among the devout—"

Khtoba snorted. “Now whose courage is in question?”

He was smiling like the cat that had eaten the canary, and small
wonder. Jaffa could see the scenario playing itself out in the general’s mind.
With the Redeemer army away from the city, he would have the only
reliable body of men. The Divine Hand could be put under proper control,
and sooner or later the general would have the throne he’d always coveted.

Yatchik could see it, too, of course, but Jaffa had one more card to play.



“And,” he said, “we know that the prince—may his name be cursed
—rides with the raschem. Surely the glory of his capture is a goal worth the
risk?”

Yatchik’s eyes lit up. It was common knowledge that Prince Exopter
had fled the Palace with most of his treasury and wagons full of valuables,
all the loot his dynasty had extracted over centuries of tyranny. It was not
the glory that attracted the priest, but the gold. Whoever brought that wealth
back to the Redemption would find his star on the rise. Now it was
Khtoba’s turn to sputter.

“Now, see here—,” he began.

Jaffa sat back and left them to it. He thought they would agree in the
end, but as long as they did something it would make no difference. He
hoped fervently that the Redeemers and the foreigners would annihilate one
another, although there seemed small chance of that. As Yatchik said, the
Khandarai had the numbers. Even if they lost two-for-one, the tiny Vordanai
force would be extinguished long before the Swords of Heaven.

He saw the Steel Ghost looking at him—at least, the mask was
turned in his direction, though the eyes behind it were still invisible. When
he had caught his gaze, the Desoltai chieftain dipped his head in a slight
nod.

Jaffa nodded back. Mother would get the meeting she wanted after
all.

FEOR



Feor sat with her head in her hands, eyes closed, trying to block out the
screams. She kept returning to the day the temples fell, the day her fellow
holy orphans had died beneath the swords of the vicious new priests. No
matter how many times she went over it, nothing would change, not for her
and not for Aran or Mahl or any of the others. But she couldn’t seem to stop
herself from remembering, over and over.

She’d been treated well enough. A few bruises from Gaedra’s
massive hands were nothing. She remembered the look in Aran’s eyes, the
dawning terror an instant before the eunuch’s club dashed his brains to paste
against the wall.

The flap of her tent rustled. She could tell it was him without looking
up. The huge man didn’t seem to have bathed since that awful day, and he
gave off a sour stench.

“Get up. Yatchik wants you.”

Feor raised her head, but apparently too slowly for Gaedra’s taste.
He grabbed her forearm and jerked her painfully to her feet, then forced her
to stand on her toes as he straightened to his full height. Her shoulder
burned.

“I said get up, little whore. Dirty slut. Worthless cunt.”

A deep rage smoldered in Gaedra. He had been a servant of the
temple, like her, but the eunuch had betrayed his sacred trust and opened the
doors to the Redeemers. Even that had not slaked his thirst for vengeance,

and he took his anger out on her, abusing her as much as his limited



vocabulary would allow. Yatchik-dan-Rahksa had not, as yet, permitted him
to go any further.

She bit down a gasp and managed to say, “And what would you
know about such matters?”

The eunuch roared and spun, slinging her through the tent flap and
out into the camp. She hit the ground with her aching shoulder and rolled,
breathless with pain. Gaedra stalked after her, and she scrambled back to
her feet before he could grab her again.

“When Yatchik speaks, you obey.” He smiled. “Or not obey. Perhaps
then Yatchik will see how useless you are. And after that . . .”

Feor straightened her robes, sniffed, and turned in the direction of
Yatchik’s tent. Gaedra hurried along at her heels, but when they arrived at
the priest’s plain black dwelling, the eunuch hung back. Feor ducked
through the flap and went inside alone. Yatchik-dan-Rahksa sat on a
cushion in the semidarkness, studying a leather map unrolled on the dirt
floor. He shot her a questioning look.

“Feor. You know what I need from you. Have you reconsidered?”

“You understand nothing,” she told him, for what seemed like the

hundredth time. “Even if there is an abh-naathem among the raschem army

3

“There is,” Yatchik interrupted.
He was right about that, although she refused to admit it aloud. For
several days now she had been able to feel the dull presence of the foreign

sorcerer, lurking off to the west like the sun just passing below the horizon.



There was power there, more power than she’d ever felt before. More, even,
than she felt from Mother or Onvi.

“Even if there is,” she repeated, “and even if I wished to help you, I
could not.”

“You are a naathem,” he said. “Your magic can defend us from his.”

“You speak of ‘magic’ as though you knew something of it,” Feor
scoffed. “I tell you again, you do not understand. My naath cannot do what
you ask.”

“I do not have time to understand.” Yatchik stood, his thin frame
unfolding to its full height. His head brushed the cloth ceiling, and Feor had
to look up to see his serious eyes. “Tomorrow the faithful take their
vengeance on the raschem. Whatever fate they suffer will be your fate also.
If I were you, I would be more careful how I speak.”

“I know you would,” Feor said. “But that is because you have never

truly had faith.”



Chapter Six

WINTER

It figured, of course, that after all the drill their first assignment would be
something they’d never practiced.

Moving inland from the coast, the land rose irregularly in a series of
low rills, roughly perpendicular to the road the Colonials were marching
along. Colonel Vhalnich was worried about these ridges, as well he might
be. Even Winter, no student of strategy, could see that any cannon emplaced
here would have a formidable field of fire. Companies had been broken out,
therefore, to advance up the high ground, make sure it was clear of scouts or
sharpshooters, and “if possible, make contact with and ascertain the location
of the enemy.”

Winter wondered whether Colonel Vhalnich—or Captain d’Ivoire,
who’d actually issued the order—had really thought about the last part of it.
Lieutenant d’Vries had certainly taken it to heart. As a result, the Seventh

Company was currently splashing through a stream between the ridge



flanking the road and the next hilltop, getting farther and farther from the
main body. Winter had been growing correspondingly more and more
nervous, until she finally felt she had to say something.

D’Vries was mounted, which made him hard to approach. Winter
patted the flank of his horse, a beautiful dapple gray that was obviously
suffering badly in the Khandarai heat, and tried to attract the lieutenant’s
attention.

“Sir?” When this had no effect, she resorted to the slightly
humiliating expedient of tugging at the tail of his coat, like an anxious child
accosting a busy parent. “Sir, could I have a word?”

“Eh?” D’Vries looked down. He was in his element at last, riding
boldly at the head of his company, resplendent in his bright blue-and-gold.
A sword with a silver-filigreed sheath hung at his belt. Even his spurs
gleamed with polish. “What is it, Sergeant?”

“I wondered—,” Winter began, but d’ Vries interrupted.

“Speak up, man!”

Winter cursed silently, then said, “I wondered, sir, if perhaps we’ve
come far enough.”

“Far enough?” He looked down at her disdainfully. “We haven’t
found anything!”

“Yes, sir,” Winter said. “But we were ordered to hold the ridge—"

“And to make contact with the enemy!” the lieutenant said.

She gave a quiet sigh. He’d said the same thing at the outset. “But,
sir, if we’re attacked—"

He barked a laugh. “Then my men will have to show their mettle!”



Winter felt lost. She wanted to explain that mettle wasn’t the issue—
if they located a substantial force of the enemy, a mere hundred and twenty
men weren’t likely to be able to make much of a stand, however valorous
they were. But d’Vries would only laugh and call her a coward.

“In any case,” he said, “this is my first assignment, and I’ve been
ordered to locate the enemy. I do not intend to return as a failure!”

That there were a dozen companies with similar orders, up and down
the line of march, had apparently made no impression on him. Winter
saluted and turned away, feeling the day’s heat throbbing against the back
of her neck and soaking her uniform in sweat. Her breasts ached where
she’d bound them too tightly; she’d had only a few hours with the sewing
kit, and hadn’t gotten the measure quite right on her replacement
undershirts. Her skin itched where it rubbed against the soaked cotton.

Most of the men were suffering equally, if in different ways. A few
days of drill had helped, but it took longer than that to truly become
accustomed to the hellish sun. As they passed the stream, they took the
opportunity to drink, refill their canteens, and splash water on their faces.
The little brook was brackish and warm, but it was pleasant even so.

They were advancing in loose order, not the shoulder-to-shoulder
line they’d practiced on the drill field. The men took advantage of the laxer
discipline to talk and joke with one another as they trudged across the
bottom of the valley and started up the opposite height. They didn’t seem
worried. Winter flinched at each burst of laugher, but she was the only one.

She kicked savagely at a dry puff bush as she passed, and it exploded

satisfactorily into a thousand drifting seed pods. The hell of it was, more



than likely nothing would come of all her nerves. So far none of the scouts
had sighted anything more than distant horsemen, who turned and fled at
the first approach of anything in blue. Give-Em-Hell’s cavalry ranged out
ahead of the column, covering the most likely approaches of an enemy
force. These reconnaissances were just a precaution. But, of course, try
telling that to d’Vries.

Bobby drifted over to her. The boy was plainly exhausted, sweat
running down his face in rivulets, but he struggled gamely onward under
the weight of pack and musket. He even managed a smile.

“Aren’t—aren’t—" He labored for a moment to catch his breath.
“Aren’t we getting a bit far out?”

Winter snorted. “D’Vries thinks the colonel has ordered him
personally to chase down the entire enemy army.”

“He’ll get a dressing-down from Captain d’Ivoire, I bet.”

“Maybe.” Winter shrugged. “Captain d’Ivoire’s a busy man.”

“Think he’ll call a halt when we get to the top of the next ridge?”

“God Almighty, I hope so.” Winter looked at the perspiring troops
now struggling up the slope. “Otherwise we won’t even need to run into the
Redeemers. The sun’s bad enough.”

Bobby nodded wearily. They walked on in silence, picking their way
around occasional screes of loose rock or clumps of hardy shrubs and grass.
This ridge was taller than the one that ran along the road, and Winter
imagined it would afford quite a view. She hoped that d’Vries would be

satisfied with taking a look from the top.



There was a surprised shriek from her right, followed by a burst of
laughter.

“Sarge! I think something bit Cooper!”

More laughter. Winter left Bobby’s side and hurried over to a small
group of soldiers, acutely aware that getting bit by something in Khandar
was no laughing matter. In the city she’d known a Khandarai trapper who’d
claimed there were a hundred and seven varieties of snakes in the Lesser
Desol, and at least a dozen kinds of scorpions. Each was dangerous in its
own particular way.

On inspection, however, Cooper turned out merely to have stepped
in a prickerbush, whose barbed thorns had snagged his trousers and drawn
angry red scratches down his leg. Winter got the lad disentangled, much to
the amusement of his companions.

As she straightened up, there were shouts from above, at the top of
the ridge. Winter thought at first that another man had had an encounter
with local wildlife, but from the volume it sounded as though the whole
company had stumbled into a nest of snakes. Above it she heard the high,
shrill voice of the lieutenant.

“Back! Go back!”

He came into sight over the top of the ridge, his terrified horse
moving far too fast already, blood spotting the animal’s flanks where he’d
kicked it viciously with his spurs. A few soldiers followed, picking their
way down the rocky slope as fast as their legs would carry them.

Winter spat a curse that would have given Mrs. Wilmore an

apoplectic fit on the spot. She forced her weary legs to move, sprinting the



last dozen yards to the crest of the ridge, and found most of the Seventh
Company still gathered there. The thin line had contracted to a tight bunch
as the soldiers instinctively huddled together.

The top of the high ridge afforded an excellent view. Over her
shoulder, Winter could see the ocean, though the coast road and the
Vordanai army were blocked by the lower ridge behind them. Ahead of her,
to the south, the furrowed land stretched on and on until it flattened out into
the sandy wastes of the Lesser Desol.

The objects of the soldiers’ attention were closer at hand, however.
Off to the east, the coast road became visible again as it swung inland to
avoid some obstacle, and there a vast host had gathered. It looked more like
a camp than an army, with tents and crude banners showing the crimson
flame of the Redeemers on a black field. Men milled around, reduced to
ants by the distance, and there was no mistaking the flash of the sun from
polished steel blades.

Spreading south and east from the camp was an apparently endless
tide of horsemen. They rode in small groups of twenty or thirty, and there
were more groups than Winter could count, covering the valley at the foot
of the ridge. They were shabby-looking men, un-uniformed and mounted on
scrawny beasts liberated from their lives as cart horses or field animals, but
they screamed and drew swords when they saw Vordanai blue against the
horizon. Priests in black wraps egged them on, screaming loudest of all and
waving the riders forward.

The lieutenant was still shouting, barely audible over the shrieks of

the Redeemers.



“Back! Back to the column!”

The closest groups were only minutes away. The slope would slow
them, but not enough. Winter cursed again. She hurried to the mass of men
on the ridge, only to find it melting away before she got there. The soldiers,
momentarily transfixed by the sight, had recovered their wits, and one by
one they were making the same decision as d’Vries had. There were only a
few dozen left when she arrived, Bobby and the other two corporals among
them.

Winter grabbed Bobby’s shoulder. The boy looked up at her, eyes
wide.

“Wh-wh-what—"

“Back down the hill,” Winter said. “But stop at the stream.
Understand that? Get everyone you can to stop at the stream.”

“We have to get back to the column,” Bobby gabbled. “We’ll be
killed—oh, saints and martyrs—"

“We’ll never make it,” Winter said. “Too far. If we run they’ll cut us
down. We have to stand them off!”

She glanced up at the other two corporals for support. Graff looked
dubious, but Folsom nodded grimly. He took off down the hill at a run,
bellowing at the top of his lungs.

“The stream! Halt at the stream!”

“Help me,” Winter said to Graff, and started grabbing men by the
arm and pulling them away from the crest. Mesmerized by the sight of their
own deaths approaching at a gallop, at first they refused to move. Winter

turned them about by brute force, shouted in their ears to form up at the



stream, and pushed them so they stumbled down the slope. Graff followed
her example. By the time the pair of them were the only ones remaining, the
first of the Redeemer horsemen were already climbing the ridge.

Winter spun at a piercing, inhuman shriek. D’Vries had tried to get
even more speed from his mount, in spite of the rocky, broken ground, and
the gray had put a foot wrong. The animal went down and rolled, screaming
its terror, and the lieutenant was thrown free. Both came to rest near the
bottom of the slope. The horse tried to rise, but immediately went down
again, one foreleg refusing to bear its weight. D’ Vries, miraculously unhurt,
took one look at it and continued his run on foot, splashing across the
muddy stream in his enameled leather boots and starting up the opposite
slope.

Folsom’s shouts were having some effect. The long-legged corporal
had reached the bottom before most of the men, and he waved his musket in
the air while he called on them to form. Some gathered around him,
although no formation was evident, and those still coming down the slope
headed for the crowd that was growing in the creek bed. Others, mostly
those already past the stream, kept running after the lieutenant.

“Come on,” Winter said to Graff, and ran. Turning away from the
horsemen was hard, and keeping herself from stumbling in the first dozen
yards was harder. The small of her back itched, expecting a musket ball or a
rider’s saber. When the ground leveled out enough that she could risk
turning her head, she found she’d made better time than she’d thought. The

first of the Redeemers were just cresting the rise, whooping and shouting at



the sight of the Vordanai soldiers running for their lives. They wouldn’t be
able to gallop down without the risk of ending up like d’Vries.

She spotted Folsom in the crowd of nervous men, some of whom
looked ready to take off running again. Winter cupped her hands to shout as
she ran.

“Square! Make them form square!”

She covered the rest of the distance at a dead sprint, Graff behind
her, his stubby arms pumping. Folsom was already at work, shoving the
uncomprehending men into line. He’d managed to force the knot of men
into a hollow oval, but it was open at the back, where the men were
spreading out along the creek bed. Winter pulled up short, gasping for
breath.

“Fix—fix—" She coughed, mastered her lungs by sheer force of
will, and managed, “Fix bayonets. Two ranks. Don’t shoot till they close.
Graff!”

The wiry corporal was beside her, hands on his knees. “Yes?” he
replied, coughing.

“Straighten them out. Hold fire. You understand?”

She caught his eye, and he nodded. Winter ran around the face of the
oval, toward where the line dissolved into an amorphous mass. Bobby was
at the edge, still shouting at the men who were climbing the opposite slope
behind the lieutenant. Winter grabbed the boy’s hand.

“Listen. Bobby, listen to me!” Winter gestured up to where the riders
were picking their way through the rocks, only minutes from contact. “We

need a rear face to this formation. Otherwise they’ll just go around and take



us from behind, you understand?” She became aware that the men nearby
were listening, too, and raised her voice. “Form up! Double line! We have
to guard their backs”—she waved at the men at the front of the square, now
in a recognizable line—*“and they’ll guard ours! Form up now!”

Bobby raised his voice as well, high and girlish with barely mastered
fear. The men started to form, pushing and shoving, and on the inside of the
square Folsom started taking them by the shoulders and jamming them into
the right positions. As the formation came together, the nerves of the
recruits seemed to steady. It was agony to look away from the oncoming
horsemen, as the back face of the square was obliged to do, but under
Winter’s prodding they stopped staring over their shoulders and
concentrated on their weapons. Bayonets came out of their sheaths, and
each man fixed the triangular steel blade to the lug just below his musket
barrel. Folsom still bellowed from inside the square.

“Hold fire until my command! Any man who fires without my
command is getting cracked over the head!”

It was strange to hear the big corporal speak so freely, as though
danger had finally loosened his tongue. Graff was at work on the right face
of the square, and Winter went to the left, but the men didn’t require much
steadying. Some critical threshold had been passed, and the Seventh
Company had gone from a fleeing mob back to an organized body of
soldiery.

The sudden clap of a gunshot cut through the shouts of the men, and
Winter saw a wisp of smoke rising from the ridge. The rider who’d fired

lowered a stubby carbine and drew his sword. Other shots followed. Every



bang and flash was accompanied by a collective swaying of the men in the
square, each man individually attempting to dodge.

“Hold fire!” Folsom screamed. “Hold your fire, by Karis the Savior,
or you’ll wish you had!”

The line of horsemen directly opposite the square slowed their
descent, but those beyond it on either side swept forward with wild cries.
Free of the rocky ridge, they spurred their horses to a gallop, starting up the
smaller rill beyond. D’Vries had made it halfway to the top, with the men
who’d fled straggling behind him, but the horsemen easily caught up to
them. Some of the men turned to face their pursuers, and there was a ragged
chorus of shots and a billow of smoke. Winter saw a couple of horses go
down. Then the riders were on them, shouting and slashing with their sabers
or jabbing with long spears. The last Winter saw of Lieutenant d’Vries was
a brief glimpse of glittering gold and silver as four men closed in around
him.

Other men were cut down as they ran, or spitted on the spears. Some
tried to fight, blocking the sabers with the barrels of their muskets, but the
clang of steel on steel invariably drew the attention of another horseman,
who cut down the unfortunate soldier from behind.

Directly above, on the crest of the high ridge, a party of Redeemers
was forming. They’d been quick to sweep around the sides of the square,
giving it a wide berth to stay out of easy musket range, but none of them
had yet challenged it directly. Here and there a carbine or even a pistol
cracked, but at that distance the riders had little chance of hitting even the

tight-packed ranks of the Vordanai formation. Winter could see one of the



black-wrapped priests screaming at the top of his lungs, and the scattered
horsemen gathered into larger groups. Many continued on, over the low
ridge behind which the Vordanai main column waited.

A group was forming on the other side of the square as well, and
smaller units circled around the sides, like predators eyeing prey for a hint
of weakness. Winter realized, belatedly, that she was outside the protective
wall of bayonets. She looked around quickly to make sure she was the last
one still standing beyond the line, then stepped sideways between two of
the musket barrels that protruded like spears. The men shuffled aside to let
her in, then closed behind her like a curtain.

Corporal Folsom stood in the center of the tiny clear area inside. The
faces of the square were only ten men wide, so the interior was about
twenty-five feet across, bisected by the creek bed and the muddy, trampled
ground around it. The corporal saluted, as though nothing unusual had
happened.

“Where’s Bobby and Graff?” Winter said. Folsom pointed to where
the two of them stood side by side in the rear rank, and Winter pulled them
out. Bobby looked white-faced and terrified, knuckles standing out
bloodless as he clutched the barrel of his musket. Graff, grizzled and
bearded, was harder to read, but Winter thought even he was looking a little
gray. She did her best to appear unconcerned.

“Right,” she said. “We each take a face. Hold fire until twenty-five
yards, and then only one rank. Second rank holds fire until point-blank. You

understand?” She caught Bobby’s eye. Graff was a veteran, and Folsom



seemed to know what he was about, but the boy looked rattled. “Senior
Corporal Forester, do you understand?”

»

“Yessir,” Bobby said automatically. He blinked, and some life
returned to his face. “Hold fire till twenty-five—"

“Right. And whatever you do, don’t let them step back an inch. No
horse alive will charge a row of bayonets, but if they waver—~

The priest on the hill cut her off. He sang a single high note, close to
a howl, breathtaking in its pitch and purity. It would have been almost
beautiful if Winter hadn’t recognized it—the Redeemers in the city had
given the same cry before they set light to the pyres of heretics. The riders
answered with a roar, and there was a sudden thunder of hooves as they
started forward. Winter couldn’t begin to estimate their numbers—hundreds
at least—

“Go!” she told the corporals, and ran to the south face, directly
opposite where the priest had gathered the largest band of the enemy. Her
voice rose to a hoarse shout, scraping her throat raw. “Hold fire! First rank,
kneel and ready to fire on my order. Second rank, hold fire. Hold!”

The horsemen started out slowly, picking their way down rough
ground at the top of the hill, then gaining speed as the slope flattened out.
The distance closed rapidly. Seventy yards, sixty, fifty—

A musket cracked to her right, followed quickly by a couple of
others as trigger fingers tightened in sympathy.

“Hold your fucking fire!” Winter screamed, and heard the corporals
echoing the call. Bobby’s voice was high and tremulous, while Folsom’s

bass shouts carried over the thunder of hooves.



Answering cracks came from the advancing mob. More carbines,
and the range was shorter. Most of the shots went wide, but just in front of
Winter a man grunted as if in surprise and slumped forward. From behind
her, she heard a shriek.

Thirty yards. The riders had to close in to match the narrow face of
the square, until they were riding boot to boot and five-deep. Spears and
sabers waved in the air, and gray-skinned faces twisted in fury. The red
flame of the Redemption adorned every breast. Twenty-five yards.

“First rank, fire!” Winter screamed, echoed moments later by the
three corporals.

For an instant all four sides of the square were fringed in fire, the
yellow-pink glare of muzzle flashes, followed by a billow of smoke. With
the enemy packed so tightly, they could scarcely miss, and every ball
seemed to find either a horse or a rider. Men dropped from their saddles as
though swatted by invisible giants, and horses screamed and collapsed,
spilling their riders onto the unforgiving earth. Every horse that went down
took two or three others with it, until they formed a pile of terrified,
thrashing animals and screaming riders. Those behind broke to the left or
right, avoiding the obstacle, or if they were particularly brave urged their
mounts into a jump. Staggered and broken, the charge closed nonetheless.

“Second rank on my command!” Winter shouted, unsure whether
anyone but the men right beside her could hear over the tumult. “First rank,
hold steady!”

She heard Folsom’s bellow, and a snatch of Bobby’s voice

excoriating his troops with words a lad his age ought not to have known.



The riders were so close now that the whole world beyond the blue square
seemed to be filled with horses and shouting men.

The front rank of Vordanai had knelt to allow the second rank a clear
field of fire, and set the butts of their muskets against the dirt. Their
bayonets presented an unbroken line of razor-edged steel points to the
oncoming riders, and if the men were foolish enough to want to hit that
obstacle at a gallop, the horses were not. They shied away, swinging to
either side in order to avoid contact with the bayonets, only to collide with
the attackers against the other faces of the square who were doing the same.
Other riders reined up and managed to bring their animals to a halt just
outside the line, but they, too, had to work quickly to avoid collision with
those coming on behind them.

In an instant the wave of screaming riders had become a melee of
shoving men and rearing horses. Those closest to the square slashed down
at the points of the bayonets, trying to bat them aside. Somewhere a pistol
cracked, and a man in the rear rank of Winter’s side of the square toppled
backward, hands clawing at the red ruin of his face. His cry was inaudible
amidst the tumult.

“Second rank, fire!”

She wasn’t sure if the men heard her or simply could wait no longer.
Forty muskets cracked, the sound like a bludgeon against her ears, and lurid
smoke wreathed the whole scene. The effect on the horsemen was fearful.
At that range, the ball from a musket would pass through flesh and bone
like wet tissue paper, with enough energy to come out the other side and kill

again. Horses screamed and collapsed, all around the line, and men were



shouting and cursing at one another. There were more cracks, either late
firing or enemy weapons.

“First rank, hold steady! Second rank, load!”

If they had been able to press forward, the Redeemers might have
broken the square. With the bayonets of the second rank withdrawn so they
could hurry through the drill of stuffing powder and ball down their barrels,
the first rank stood momentarily alone, a thin line of steel. But the volley
had torn horrid gaps in the mob of attackers, and those that remained were
having difficulty controlling their mounts, much less pressing forward over
the still-thrashing bodies of those that had fallen. On the edges, a few were
already shying away.

Half a minute—7Too slow, Winter thought—and the second rank’s
weapons swung back into line. More of the riders started to turn away.

“Second rank, fire!”

Another volley ripped out, more ragged than the first, but nearly as
effective. Suddenly the horsemen were fleeing, riding away from the square
with the same desperate speed with which they’d charged. A ragged,
spontaneous cheer erupted from the Vordanai as their enemies fanned out
and away. Winter’s voice cut through it like a knife.

“First rank, load. Second rank, steady!”

Through the shredded wisps of smoke, she could see the black-clad
priest still waiting at the top of the ridge, with a considerable body of men
around him. The first wave was rapidly dispersing in all directions, but

some of them turned their horses about when they’d regained a safe



distance. Others kept going, despite the shouts of their comrades. Outside
the square, screams rose from the field of broken men and animals.

When the first rank had finished loading and reestablished the line of
bayonets, Winter told the second rank to load and took a moment to look
behind her. All the faces of the square were intact—as she’d known they
had to be, or else some rider’s saber would have taken her from behind—
and she could see the three corporals echoing her orders. Here and there a
Vordanai soldier had slumped over in place, and his comrades had closed
ranks around him. A few others, not as badly hurt, had walked or crawled to
the center of the square. She saw one man, with an almost mechanical calm,
tearing strips from his smoke-grimed undershirt to wrap around the bloody
ruin of his left hand.

The cry of the Redeemer priest—that high note, incongruously pure
—drew her attention back to the ridge. With the survivors of the first attack
out of the way, the black-wrapped cleric urged his own mount down the hill,
and the men gathered around him followed. They kicked their horses to a
reckless speed, and more than one stumbled and fell amid the rocks and
wreckage, but the rest came on.

“Hold fire!” Winter shouted. “The same damn thing again—just hold
until they close—”

At twenty-five yards, the first rank exploded into flames, and men
fell up and down the charging line. There were fewer of them, and being
more loosely packed they suffered less than the first wave had. The
survivors, including the priest, urged their mounts into a gallop and pushed

on over the corpse-strewn ground.



Winter watched the priest with fascination. He was unarmed,
practically standing in his stirrups and holding the reins with both hands.
His high-pitched song had given way to a shriek, and his face was screwed
up in ecstasy or hatred. By fervor or superior horsemanship, he’d
outdistanced all of his companions.

“Second rank,” Winter shouted, “fire!”

A half dozen muskets had drawn a bead on the man in black, and
they all cracked together. The priest had nearly reached the line, and he
urged his animal into a final leap to clear the barricade of dead or dying
horses that lay in front of the square. In midair he seemed almost to
explode, bits of black wrap blowing outward in sprays of blood. A bullet
found his horse as well, and the beast’s front legs collapsed when it landed
just in front of the square. It was traveling too fast to be stopped so easily,
though. The horse twisted and rolled, nervelessly, and collided with the wall
of bayonets.

In dying, the animal had achieved what the living riders could not. It
slammed into the men in the square, knocking their bayonets aside or
trapping them in its flesh. Three more riders followed close behind it,
having evaded the volley and threaded the obstacles, and they charged into
the gap.

One soldier, knocked down by the corpse of the priest’s mount,
found a horse riding directly over him. He thrust his bayonet point upward
and rolled aside as the animal collapsed with a shower of blood. The rider

on the left found another man jabbing at him and leaned forward to aim a



cut at the soldier’s hand. His attacker rolled backward with a cry and a
spray of gore.

The third horseman, hefting a spear, came directly at Winter.

Her first instinct, to get out of the path of the charging animal, saved
her life. The horseman reined up beside her and thrust, but she threw herself
aside just in time. He circled, fending off an outthrust bayonet, and came at
her again. This time she had to roll as he passed, and fetched up against the
corpse of a young man in blue, hands still clenched around his musket. She
snatched the weapon, swung it clumsily to point at the rider, and started
fumbling with the cock. The pan clicked open, letting the priming charge
trickle out into her face.

Winter spat, tasting the salt of the powder, and blinked a few grains
from her eyes in time see the spear coming down at her. Abandoning any
attempt to fire the musket, she blocked the swing with the barrel and thrust
the bayonet back at him. The Redeemer shouted when the point scored on
his arm, and dropped his weapon. He wheeled away just in time for the
rider who’d been unhorsed to charge her, screaming. Winter scrabbled
away, leveling the musket like a spear, but the man kicked the barrel with
his booted foot and it jolted from her hand.

Something flashed past her, dressed in blue. Bobby charged with all
his weight behind his bayonet, like a medieval lancer. It caught the man
high in the chest and sank in until the barrel was flush with his skin. The
Redeemer toppled, dragging the musket from the boy’s grasp. Bobby sank
to his knees beside the corpse, but a half dozen soldiers swarmed past him

and Winter. Dimly, she saw them butcher the wounded horseman like a hog,



then move on to close the gap opened by the dying horse. Around the
outside of the square, the rest of the late priest’s companions were shying
away, and at that moment another volley boomed out, pressing them into
full flight.

Winter’s heart hammered so fast she was certain it was about to
explode. She searched her body for pain, and discovered with mounting
disbelief that she seemed to be relatively intact. Another volley exploded all
around her, chasing the fleeing Khandarai, but her battle-numbed ears
barely registered it. She rolled over and crawled to where Bobby sat staring
into space in the direction the Khandarai had come from.

“Bobby!” Winter said, her own voice distant and ringing in her ears.
“Corporal! Are you all right?”

Bobby looked at her quizzically, as though she were speaking in a
foreign tongue, and then blinked and seemed to recover himself a little.

“Fine,” he said. “I’m fine.”

Winter staggered to her feet. The square was intact, the first rank of
men kneeling grim-faced with leveled bayonets while the second rank
busily loaded yet another volley. Beyond that, she could see nothing. The
smoke had piled up around the company like a fog bank, and even the sun
was only an unseen presence overhead.

She heard a couple of cracks, distant gunshots, but they sounded a
long way off. Before long, even the drumming of hooves on dry earth had
faded like departing rain. A light breeze coming down the valley started to

shred the smoke, and snatches of blue sky became visible.



The second rank had loaded and leveled. Winter saw Graff and
Folsom looking at her for orders. Bobby was still immobile on the ground.

“First rank, load,” Winter croaked. She turned in place, wishing she
could see. Beyond that smoke, the Redeemers could be waiting, re-forming
for another assault—

But they were not. By the time all the company’s muskets were
reloaded and ready, the dense bank of smoke was drifting into tatters, and
the valley floor became visible. For as far as the eye could see in any
direction, it was empty. The Redeemer cavalry had moved on, the vast bulk
of the horsemen simply sweeping around the tiny square and on toward the
main Vordanai column. In the immediate vicinity of the Seventh Company,
the ground was littered with shattered, screaming horses, wounded men,
and corpses. On the slope of the northern ridge, patches of blue marked
where Vordanai soldiers had been cut down as they ran. Some of them
moved feebly, but most were still.

Winter stared in dumb disbelief. She felt someone move to her side,
and looked up to see Graff, his bearded face twisted into a parody of a
smile.

“Well, that seems to be over.” He scratched the side of his nose.

“What the hell do we do now?”



Chapter Seven

MARCUS

The Colonials went through the evolution from march column into square
with considerably more expertise than they’d shown a few days before,
though they were still too slow for Marcus’ taste. From above, they would
have looked like a chain of four diamonds strung out along the road, points
aligned with one another so that the faces of the squares could shoot
without risking friendly fire. The Third and Fourth battalion squares, at the
back of the column, had formed around the artillery and the vulnerable
supply train, while Give-Em-Hell’s cavalry were gathering nearby.

The diminutive cavalry captain himself rode over to where Marcus,
Janus, Fitz, and the regimental color party waited by the First Battalion
square. He reined up and, his eyes gleaming, ripped off a tight salute to the
colonel.

“Give me leave to charge them, sir,” he said, his pigeon chest

swollen with pride. “I’ll clear that ridge in a flash.”



Janus raised a polite eyebrow. “You don’t think you’re at too much
of a numerical disadvantage?”

“Each man in blue is worth a dozen of those cowardly goat-fuckers,”
the captain said.

Marcus winced at this, but Janus was unperturbed.

“Indeed. Though, if our scouts are even marginally trustworthy, they
would outnumber you roughly thirty to one. Possibly more.”

“But they won’t be ready for it!”

The colonel shook his head sadly, as though he would have loved
nothing better in the world than to let the captain off his leash.

“I’m afraid the cavalry has too important a part to play in today’s
battle to risk it at this stage, Captain. Keep your men close. You’re to shelter
inside the Second Battalion square, understand?”

“But—" Give-Em-Hell caught Janus’ eye, and somewhat to Marcus’
astonishment he subsided. “Yes, sir. As you say.” He put his heels to his
horse and rode toward where his men waited, near the front of the column.

Marcus leaned toward his commander. “I apologize for Captain
Stokes, sir. He’s a good cavalryman, just a touch overeager.”

“Eagerness has virtues all its own, Captain.” Janus shrugged. “There
is a place for every man, whatever his talent or temperament. Captain
Stokes will have his turn.” He looked up at the ridge. “I can’t imagine what
they’re up to. If they take much longer, I shall have to order up some
artillery to hurry them along.”

The hilltop was dark with enemy horsemen gathering around a dozen

black-clad priests who chose that moment to break into their sweet, high



song. They all hit subtly different notes, and the result was a ringing
harmony that echoed down from the ridge with a weird, unearthly beauty.
Marcus felt his jaw tighten, but when he looked at Janus he saw that the
colonel was sitting with his eyes closed, absorbing the melody. He opened
them again only when the keening was answered by a roar that seemed to
come from thousands of throats.

“Do Khandarai priests always sing like that before they enter
battle?” Janus asked.

Marcus shrugged. “I don’t think so, sir. As far as I’'m aware, it’s a
Redeemer thing.”

“Hmm.” Janus looked thoughtful. “Pity.”

“Perhaps we ought to take shelter, sir?”

Janus examined his hand for a moment, flicked a bit of grit from
under one fingernail, then looked up again at where the enemy horsemen
were beginning to pour over the ridge. “Very well. Let’s find a safe
vantage.”

The interior of the First Battalion’s square was a bare patch of
trampled earth seventy yards or so to a side. Behind the triple ranks that
formed the edge stood the lieutenants, one to each company, while the
sergeants prowled back and forth. All around him, men loaded their
weapons and fixed their bayonets.

Janus had produced a spyglass, a fearsomely expensive-looking
thing in brass and blond wood. His horse’s height let him peer over the
heads of the men around him, and he shook his head regretfully.

“A mob. Nothing more than a mob.”



Marcus watched the horsemen thundering down from the ridge.
Without the aid of a glass, most of what he could see was the dust raised by
their passage. The priests were still at the front, waving the others forward,
and he could see a few of the “soldiers,” ragged men with improvised
weapons, riding scrawny horses.

“A big mob,” he said. “From what the scouts said, there have to be
three or four thousand of them.”

“Four thousand or forty, it makes no difference,” Janus said. “A
charge like that will never break a solid square.” He gave Marcus a smile,
his big gray eyes unreadable. “Assuming our men are up to it, of course. If
not, things will become exciting very quickly.”

“They’re up to it, sir.” Marcus put a certainty into his voice that he
didn’t feel.

“We’ll soon see.”

Marcus watched the approach of the riders impatiently. There was
nothing for him to do, not now. The lieutenants would give the orders to
load and fire, and they knew their business—or if they didn’t, it was too late
to teach them. The gleaming line of bayonets shifted slightly as the men on
the sides of the square turned in place to face the oncoming tide. Marcus
felt oddly detached as the huge cloud of dust glided toward them, like the
leading edge of a sandstorm.

“Level!” The shout, from a dozen throats at once, brought Marcus
back to reality. The horsemen were only sixty yards away, coming on at the

gallop, and their shouts filled the air. Fifty yards, then forty—



He never heard the order to fire, only a single musket’s crack
followed by a roar that spread along the formation like a blaze catching in
dry tinder. Two sides of the square flashed and boiled with smoke. He could
see a few horses fall, but most of the effect was hidden by the dust. The first
rank of soldiers knelt, bayonets braced in the dirt, while the third rank
began to reload. The second had reserved their fire, the points of their
blades projecting between the men of the first.

The last Marcus could truly see of the battle was the riders splitting
against the point of the square, flowing around it like water breaking around
a rock. Unable to charge home, they ended up riding along the faces of the
formation, slashing impotently at the ranked bayonets. The second rank
fired, and more horses went down. Then the dust of the riders’ charge
mingled with the smoke to obscure his view entirely. He could hear the calls
of the sergeants, to load and fire, but the organized crash of volleys was
gone now. Each man fired at fleeting targets, or at no target at all, flinging
his lead into the gritty fog and trusting that some Redeemer would stop it.
Muzzle flashes from outside the square showed here and there through the
murk, but few of the riders had pistols or carbines. Those that did seldom
got a second chance to use them—the unmistakable glare of a shot instantly
drew a dozen answering blasts from the faces of the square.

The other squares were fighting, too. Marcus could hear the thunder
of their fire, but for all he could see they might as well have been on the
face of the moon. He glanced across at Janus. The colonel sat, reins held
lightly in his hands, his eyes closed in contemplation. The expression on his

face was utterly relaxed, lips curved in a slight smile. It made Marcus look



away, uncomfortable, as though he’d walked in on his superior doing
something private and sordid.

It went on that way, and on and on and on, longer than Marcus
would have believed possible. Out in the smoke, the riders circled, rode
past, formed and charged, but all invisibly. Men fell on the faces of the
square and were dragged into the center—here one who’d lost the fingers of
one hand to a saber, there a boy with his elbow shattered by a carbine’s
bullet. One by one the square filled with these unfortunates. The toll on the
Redeemers was worse, far worse. Marcus knew it had to be, but the only
evidence was the shouts of men and the screaming of horses. He began to
feel as though there was no end to the men out there, as though his own
soldiers would be picked off, one by one, until only he and Janus remained,
alone in the fog—

The colonel opened his eyes, and his smile broadened.

“Well,” he said, “that would appear to be that.”

It was a few moments longer before Marcus realized he had the truth
of it. The sound of hoofbeats on hard earth was fading, and the cracks of
muskets sputtered out like a dying fire. The screams of the wounded, human
and animal, seemed to rise in volume now that they were the only sounds
on the field. Slowly, the fog of smoke and dust began to dissipate, prodded
by the sea breeze.

Janus flipped his reins abruptly, and his horse trotted toward the edge
of the square. A lieutenant hastily pushed his men aside to make way.
Marcus followed. Their mounts picked a careful path through the dead and
dying men who littered the ground around the square until they had fought



clear of the dusty murk and emerged into bright sunshine. Marcus was
astonished to see how little the sun had progressed. He would have sworn
they’d been fighting for hours.

All around them, the enemy were fleeing, toiling up the slope or
galloping east and west along the coast road. None of them even paused for
a look at the two horsemen in blue.

“Well,” Janus said, “it seems the men are up to it.” He expressed no
particular emotion at this, as though it were merely another piece of data in
an interesting experiment. He stared into the distance for a moment, then
turned to Marcus. “Order the regiment back into column. We’ll march clear
of the field, rest a quarter of an hour, then continue down the road.”

“Sir?” The men would be exhausted. Marcus himself was quivering
with released tension. A quarter of an hour didn’t seem like nearly enough.

“We’re not finished yet, Captain. You heard the scouts’ report. The
enemy infantry awaits us.”

“Might it not be better to withdraw, then?” Marcus asked. “We could
take a strong position to the west—"

“No,” Janus said. “We must press our advantage.”

Marcus was a little dubious that they had an advantage. By all
accounts, the Redeemer host was at least twenty thousand strong,
outnumbering the Vordanai army five to one. True, they were mostly
peasants and fanatics recruited by the hysterical appeals of Redeemer
priests, but twenty thousand men was still twenty thousand men.

“What about the casualties?” he said.



Janus pursed his lips. “Detail a company to care for our wounded.
The dead can wait until nightfall, as can the business of gathering
prisoners.”

“Yes, sir.” That sat poorly as well. The men wouldn’t like not being
able to stop to bury their fallen comrades, although Marcus was dubious
that they’d be able to bury anyone in the sun-scorched, iron-hard earth.

But orders were orders. Marcus rode in search of Fitz.

A vast cloud of dust marked the Redeemer army, rising above the coast road
like a grounded thunderhead. A similar plume trailed the Vordanai column,
leaving the rearmost battalion and the drivers in the train spitting grit.
Marcus glanced sidelong at Janus, who was riding as carefree as if he were
off to the theater.

“Sir,” Marcus said after a while, in case the colonel hadn’t noticed
the looming cloud.

“Captain,” Janus said, “I’m aware that we have not reached the stage
in our relationship where I have your full trust, but I hope you’re prepared
to believe that I’'m not actually blind.” He pointed a short way ahead.
“There’s a bit of a ridge there, and the road veers slightly north. Not much,
but every bit helps.”

After another few minutes, the colonel reined up, and Marcus
stopped beside him. Fitz, in his role as aide-de-camp, was still trailing at a

respectful distance. To Marcus’ eye, there wasn’t much to distinguish this



barren patch of roadway from what they’d been riding along all day, but
Janus seemed satisfied.

“This will do,” he said. “Draw up, all four battalions in line. Tell
Captain Stokes to take the flanks, but that he’s not to go riding off without
my express orders. And find me Captain Vahkerson, if you would.”

Marcus nodded, still fighting the sour feeling in the pit of his
stomach, and started dictating orders to Fitz. Before long the dust was
everywhere, and with it the clatter and shouts of men getting into formation.
The battalions went through the evolution from columns into long, three-
deep lines with the usual hesitation and confusion, and Marcus winced
every time a sergeant cut loose with an angry tirade. If Janus noticed or
cared about the poor performance, however, he didn’t show it.

Captain Vahkerson—the Preacher to all the Old Colonials—turned
up, on foot and covered head to toe in dust. He saluted grimly.

“Lord’s blessings be on you, sir,” he said, doffing his peaked
artilleryman’s cap. He was a rail-thin man, with long, wiry arms patched
with ancient powder burns. His hair was thinning from the top, as if in
natural imitation of a monk’s tonsure, but he maintained his ferocious beard
and whiskers. A Church double circle, wrought in brass, hung around his
neck and flashed when it caught the sun.

“And you, Captain,” Janus said solemnly. “Bring up your guns. Half
batteries on the flank and the outer intervals. Leave the center to me.”

“Yessir,” the Preacher said. “We should have a nice field of fire once

the dust clears.”



“As to that,” Janus said, “you’re to hold fire until the infantry opens.
Load with double case and wait for my order, you understand?”

“Sir?” The captain frowned, then caught Janus’ expression. “As you
say, sir. I’ll see to it.”

Janus nodded, and glanced at Marcus as the artillerist hurried off.
Marcus had been trying to keep his expression neutral, but Janus seemed to
see through him without apparent effort. “You don’t approve, Captain?”

“Just a thought, sir. A few rounds at five hundred yards might serve
to break their momentum a bit.”

“It would indeed. But is that really what we want?” Janus favored
him with a tight-lipped smile. “Trust, Marcus. You’ll see.”

“Yes, sir.” He caught sight of a familiar figure moving toward the
front. “Excuse me for a moment.”

Miss Alhundt was an awkward rider, Marcus was surprised to see,
possibly even as bad as he was. He guided Meadow alongside her small
Khandarai mount. She was in her usual brown coat and trousers, with her
braid coiled and pinned at the back of her neck. Her spectacles were
covered in bits of grit and dust, and she rubbed at them ineffectually with
the back of one hand.

“Miss Alhundt,” Marcus said, “what exactly do you think you’re
doing?”

“Observing,” she said. “His Grace commanded me to be an observer,
and to do that I must observe, don’t you think?”

“You can observe from the rear. The firing line is no place for a—"

He almost said “woman,” but sensed this would not go far toward



convincing her. “—a civilian.”

“From the rear I wouldn’t be able to see. I’'m not averse to danger,
Captain.”

“This isn’t the opera,” Marcus snapped. “Men are going to be dying
here in a few minutes.”

She nodded, unimpressed.

“Besides,” he said, “if our line breaks—”

“I would be safer in the rear?” She raised an eyebrow. “That seems
unlikely, unless you think the Redeemers would neglect to pillage the
supply train. In fact, a position near the front makes it more likely that I
would be killed outright in the event of a serious defeat, which frankly I
would find preferable to the alternative.”

“But—"

“It’s all right, Captain,” Janus said from behind him. “I asked Miss
Alhundt to attend us.”

Marcus turned in his saddle. “You asked her?”

“Of course.” He gave a thin smile. “I would not want the Minister of
Information to think I had anything to conceal.”

Miss Alhundt’s expression turned stubborn, and she seemed about to
argue, but he cut her off.

“Miss Alhundt, you have just come from the wagon train, I believe?”

She nodded, disconcerted. “Yes. Why?”

“Did you happen to note what His Grace Prince Exopter was

doing?”



Her lips twitched. “Hiding, last I saw. He disappeared into that giant
wagon of his around the time the Redeemer cavalry attacked, and hasn’t
come out since.”

“I see. A pity.” Janus glanced at Marcus. “I invited His Grace to
witness this as well, you see. I think it will prove an interesting lesson.”

I wish I had half his confidence. Marcus looked back at the still-
forming line. The Preacher had unlimbered his guns in the gaps between
battalions, and some of his men were leading the teams back to a safe
distance, while the rest started loading. Each round of case shot looked a bit
like a battered tin bucket, closed at both ends, and the ammunition rattled
and clanged as the gunners forced it down the barrels.

As the troops came into position and lapsed into stillness, all eyes
were to the east, where the cloud of dust rising above the enemy host
loomed larger every minute. Here and there, when a breeze cleared a patch,
it was possible to see them—a seething mass of brown and black covering
the narrow plain from the shore to the north to the edge of the southern
ridge.

There seemed to be no end to the Khandarai army. If it really
deserved the name “army.” On the whole, Marcus thought not. It seemed to
be more of a mob—no units, not even an attempt at organization, just a
huge sea of humanity pressing forward in the desire to get to grips with the
foe. Here and there he could pick out Redeemer priests, wrapped head to
heel in black, walking backward in front of their flock so they could

continue their harangues.



The “soldiers” of this force would have been almost laughable in any
other context. They were the sweepings of Ashe-Katarion, the poor fools
who dwelt in the gutters and tenements, summoned to war by the priests’
promises of retribution in this world and rewards in the next. Each was
armed with whatever he had had to hand. There were swords and spears, a
few muskets and blunderbusses, but also hoes, picks, and cudgels.

But there were so many of them. Twenty thousand, the reports had
said; Marcus had no way to count them, but they seemed to go on forever.
The flat ground around the road was fairly narrow, only a mile or so from
the sea to the hills, and the Khandarai covered it like a swarm of locusts.
Their charge would swamp the thin Vordanai line, and even if it didn’t, the
flanks were vulnerable. It would be easy for the Redeemers to circle around
the edges and take the line of blue from the rear.

We were fools to leave the fort, Marcus thought. The ancient
sandstone walls might have been useless against a modern army, but they
certainly would have sufficed against this mob. Now, in the open, the
Redeemers could bring their numbers to bear.

The leading edge of the host had advanced to within long cannon
range. Some of them obviously knew it, and a shiver seemed to go through
the whole force as individuals paused, tensed, waiting for the distant puffs
of smoke and the scream of cannonballs. When it didn’t come, they pressed
onward, driven forward by those behind them.

Closer, and closer still. When it became obvious that no fire was
forthcoming from the Vordanai line, the Khandarai began to howl, and the

priests sent up their weird, high-pitched cry. The swarm surged forward.



Janus had a pair of lieutenants by his side to act as runners, and he
summoned them with a crook of his finger.

“I will give the order to fire myself,” he said. “Make sure that’s
understood. Any man who shoots beforehand will have a great deal to
answer for.”

The young men scampered off. Marcus watched them go, then
turned back to the approaching horde. They were in easy cannon range now.
The Preacher’s guns ought to have been pounding them, cannonballs
snatching great gaps in those tight-packed ranks, carrying men away by the
dozen. It might not have been enough—Marcus wasn’t sure if anything
would be enough—but it would be something. But Janus had ordered them
loaded with double case, two rounds of tight-packed musket balls in thin
metal shells, converting each piece into something like a giant shotgun. At
close range, the effect would be fearful, but the wasted opportunity for fire
made Marcus wince.

The priests were ahead of the wave of men, urging them on with
their song and their example. There was a slight slope up toward the
Vordanai position, but the attackers slowed only a little. The front ranks,
composed of those men most eager for blood, were a solid line of bristling
steel of every description.

Marcus spared a glance for his own men. The triple-ranked
battalions stood, still as statues, muskets already loaded and at the ready.
Here and there, Marcus saw a man turn to look anxiously over his shoulder,

as though to make sure the road was still open behind them in case a hasty



flight became necessary. The sergeants, prowling behind the ranks, raised a
shout if any man looked for too long.

Steady, Marcus decided, but only for the moment. Mor wasn’t the
only one who’d worked out the odds. The Old Colonials hadn’t survived in
Khandar by fighting unwinnable battles. As for the recruits, Marcus could
remember the balance of pride and terror he’d felt the first time he’d gone
into action. The pride would hold them for a while, but if that balance
tipped toward terror they’d break badly. When that happened, the whole
line would give way at once.

The colonel looked at the approaching enemy, gray eyes shining,
nothing on his face but serene confidence. He seemed almost a different
man here on the battlefield, as though some madness had taken hold of him.
Val had told him that camp gossip said the colonel was insane. Marcus
hadn’t paid it any mind, since soldiers said the same of practically every
officer who made a decision they didn’t agree with. Now, though, looking at
the gleam in those huge eyes—

He glanced at Miss Alhundt, and found her looking at Janus as well.
When she turned to Marcus, their gazes met, and a spark of understanding
leapt between them. She sees it, too. Marcus was filled with a sudden terror
—if he really was mad, it was too late, too late to do anything but run—

The cries of the Redeemers drew his eyes forward again. They’d
started their sprint too early, Marcus could see, a common mistake among
green troops. It was easy to misjudge distances, and the men were always
eager to start running. Now they were slowing to a trot or a walk, clumping

up as the wave behind them pressed on. Here and there, knots of men



hesitated, intimidated by the wall of silent Vordanai uniforms and the sight
of the waiting guns. But the majority came on, to two hundred yards, legs
pumping as they pushed themselves back into a run. One hundred.

Fire! Marcus wanted to scream. They’d get in two volleys, if they
were lucky. The cannon would take a frightful toll. Fire! But he held silent.

The screams turned triumphant. The leading edge of the horde
spread out as men broke into a dead sprint, weapons flailing. They had
barely forty feet of ground to cover. Even placid Meadow shied at the cries,
and Miss Alhundt’s horse shifted nervously backward, though Janus kept
his mount under expert control. The Vordanai line hadn’t even fixed
bayonets—it was going to be slaughter—

Marcus turned desperately to the colonel, only to find Janus looking
back at him. His gray eyes were sparkling, and a hint of a smile played at
the corner of his mouth.

“Fire,” he said.

“Fire!” Marcus roared.

He was drowned out by the crash of muskets. What resulted was not
the blast of a single volley, but a rapid, rising thunder as the firing spread
from the center of the line to the flanks, like flame racing along a fuse. Half
a second after it had begun, Marcus heard the deep crump of the guns
speaking as one.

Double canister at ten yards. Oh, saints and martyrs. Even in the
midst of shock and terror, Marcus had a moment to feel pity for the
charging men. The bucket-like case shot would disintegrate when the main

charge went off, carrying its load of half-inch balls outward like a giant load



of buckshot. Those balls retained enough force to kill at five hundred yards;
from thirty feet, they would hit like the hammer of God.

For a moment, between the blinding flash of musketry and the
billowing smoke, he could see nothing. As the roar died away, it took the
bloodthirsty shrieks of the Redeemers with it, and a moment of shocked
silence seemed to fall across both armies. Then, as though on command, the
wails of the wounded rose like the screams of the hosts of hell.

The volley had gone through the Redeemer host like a reaper’s
scythe through wheat. Corpses lay three-, four-, five-deep in front of the
Vordanai line, mixed with wounded men and here and there a few who had
come through miraculously unscathed. In front of the guns, there were no
such fortunates, and not even any corpses recognizable as such. Pieces lay
scattered like dismembered dolls, legs and arms and shattered skulls, men
who had been hit by a dozen balls and torn to shreds. For an instant the field
of fire of each piece was clearly visible, a giant cone of fallen men
spreading back through the horde as though swept by a giant broom, while
those to either side stood stunned into insensibility.

In deference to the shouts of their officers, the blue-clad soldiers did
not stop to admire their handiwork. Ramrods rattled as the triple line
reloaded. They were still slow, and a quick man might have been able to
sprint through the field of corpses and reach them, but none of the
Khandarai even tried. In less than a minute musketry started to roll again,
not all at once but unit by unit as lieutenants called for fire. The pall of
smoke was stabbed again and again by yellow-pink fire, and Marcus could

hear more screams.



Something had been hanging in the balance, some equilibrium
between the stunned immobility of the Khandarai survivors and the pressure
of the still-eager men behind them, shielded from the fire by distance and
the bodies of their comrades. The second volley tipped the balance, and
men started to run. Some were fleeing, some running toward their
tormentors. Some, unable to breast the current of men behind them, ran
sideways along the ranks of Vordanai like ducks in a shooting gallery. When
the third volley exploded, those few who’d tried to reach the blue line went
down with it. One by one, the guns spat a second discharge of lethal
projectiles. The Preacher aimed at the thickest points in the crowd, where
those trying to flee met those coming up from behind, and the fire cut them
down in clumps.

Then there were no more men trying to close, or even pressing
forward from the rear. The whole vast host was in flight, panic spreading
from man to man like a plague, until even those who hadn’t gotten close
enough to taste the smoke were throwing down their weapons to speed their
flight. Only the black-clad priests tried to stem the rout, and few listened to
their entreaties. One cluster sent up their high-pitched song yet again, and it
moved something in their followers. A knot of men started to gather around
them, accreting more as these brave few grabbed their comrades bodily and
turned them back to face their foes. It lasted until the Preacher took notice.
One of the guns growled, sending a storm of metal in their direction. Priests
and men were blasted to bloody ruin, and the rout resumed.

The colonel turned back to Marcus. His smile was gone, but his eyes

still sparkled.



“The men are to fix bayonets and advance. Keep the pressure on.
They may make a stand around their camp.” Then he did smile, slightly.
“Oh, and a message to Captain Stokes. Tell him the leash is slipped. Tell

him”—Janus paused—*“tell him to give them hell.”

Even a half mile down the road, leaving the scene of the slaughter behind,
the plain was still dotted with corpses. Some wounded men had made it this
far before their legs gave out. Others had been cut down by Give-Em-Hell’s
pursuing horsemen. Janus had instructed that quarter was to be offered to
those who asked for it, but thus far few had, preferring to trust to their legs
rather than the mercies of the foreigners.

Marcus rode slowly, feeling dazed. What had seemed like an eternity
while it was happening now felt like a flash, an instantaneous transition. A
few minutes separated certain doom from total victory. The men had
seemed to take it in stride, setting off after the Khandarai with a chorus of
cheers and yells, but Marcus was having more difficulty.

He couldn’t have known. It nagged at him like a broken tooth, best
avoided but unavoidable. He couldn’t have known. There had been a
moment, just a moment, after the first volley had slammed out. A matter of
thirty seconds or so, when nothing had protected the Vordanai line, not even
bayonets. If they’d pushed the charge home, that line would have shattered

like glass. Every man for himself, and damn the consequences. Marcus was



certain that he himself had been only an instant from putting the spurs to
Meadow and riding for it. Perhaps that was what rankled.

It hadn’t worked out that way, of course. But he couldn’t have known
they’d break. Not for certain. Janus had tossed the dice, and they’d come up
sixes, but the thought of what might have been made Marcus’ stomach roil.

Even worse, he didn’t know why. Why hold fire for so long? Why
deploy to meet that giant horde at all? He wanted to march up to the colonel
and demand an explanation, but that simply wasn’t done. Colonels were
under no obligation to explain their battle plans to subordinates.

If he was overconfident before this, now there’ll be no stopping him.
Marcus thought of the strange light in those gray eyes and shivered. “He
couldn’t have known.” But he acted as though he had.

“You seem troubled, Captain.”

Marcus hadn’t realized he’d spoken aloud, or that Miss Alhundt had
been riding alongside him. He looked up into her dirty spectacles and
managed a sickly grin.

“Apologies, Miss Alhundt. I didn’t see you there.”

She waved a hand. “You were preoccupied. I merely wondered with
what.”

“Tired,” Marcus said. “Just tired.”

That was true enough. The nervous energy had gone out of him like
water out of a bath when the plug was pulled, leaving him feeling
unutterably empty. He wanted nothing more than to find a bed and sleep,
for all that it was only midafternoon. But he couldn’t—not yet. There was

more work to be done. Messengers had already carried his orders to the



troops, telling them to re-form at the edges of the Redeemer camp and set
guards while details of picked men rounded up the prisoners. He wanted no
wanton violence toward civilians, and in this at least Janus had agreed with
him. The tedious, grisly business of tending the wounded and burying the
dead would last long into the evening as it was.

Miss Alhundt’s horse stepped daintily over a dead man in the road,
lying on his face with his back slashed open by a cavalry saber.

“I must admit I had a moment of doubt when the Redeemers came so
close. It seemed risky.” She caught his eye. “But I’m not a military expert.”

Marcus’ lip twitched. He said nothing, but he was sure she could
read everything she needed in his expression.

“And yet,” she went on, “this is certainly a victory. Even His Grace
can have no cause for complaint.”

Enough is enough. “What are you getting at, Miss Alhundt? What do
you want from me?”

“I want to know where your loyalty lies.”

“Where it always has,” Marcus growled. “With king, country, and
the chain of command.”

“In that order?”

“I’m not going to play word games with you.”

“It’s not a game, Captain. I need your help.”

Just for a moment, Marcus thought he saw something genuine in her
expression. The coy, clever smile was still in place, but there was something
in her eyes. It was the look of someone treading water over an infinite

abyss. Then she turned away.



“What’s that?” she said.

“What?”

“That.” She pointed with one hand. “The smoke. Has there been
more fighting, do you think?”

Marcus lifted his eyes. Beyond the next bend in the road, a column
of smoke was rising. It wasn’t the gray-white color of powder smoke, which
in any event tended to hug the ground like fog. This was the thick black
smoke of burning wood and canvas, burning wagons and stores and
blankets—

“Brass Balls of the Beast,” Marcus snarled, kicking Meadow to a

trot. “What the hell have they gotten into?”



Chapter Eight

WINTER

Winter hiked wearily back toward the ravine where she’d left what
remained of her company. The immediate aftermath of the Redeemer’s
attack had been a desperate scramble to rescue what wounded they could
and then run for the nearest cover. They’d ended up in a wind-carved defile
through the high ridge, narrow enough at both ends to be easily defended.
Only then had Winter felt secure enough to give most of the company a rest,
while she and Bobby picked a cautious path up the empty hillside to find
out what had happened.

When they returned, Graff shouted the men awake. Most of the
survivors had dropped wherever they’d halted, sprawled across the narrow
floor of the ravine like a blanket of corpses. But the corporal’s yell
produced a miraculous resurrection, and as Bobby related the good news the
buzz of conversation spread, punctuated by whoops and hollers. Winter

pushed her way through the jubilant throng and found Graff.



“Good to see you back safe, Sergeant,” he said.

“Thanks.” She jerked her head in Bobby’s direction. “You’ve
heard?”

“I’m not sure I believe it.”

“We had the whole story from a couple of Give-Em-Hell’s
outriders,” Winter said. “From the top of the hill you can see the Redeemer
camp burning.”

“Nice to get good news for once,” Graff said.

“Better than the alternative,” Winter agreed. “But we’ve still got a
bit of a walk ahead of us, and it’d be best to make it before dark. How many
of the wounded need to be carried?”

The corporal counted on grubby fingers. “Fox . . . Inimin . . .
Gaff . .. Regult. . .” He looked up. “Four, I think.”

“What about Eiderson?” Winter wasn’t good with names, but she
was starting to remember a few. Eiderson was a big, blond man with a
sarcastic manner, prone to sneers, but he’d screamed loudest of all when
they’d carried him from the battlefield with a carbine ball through the thigh.

“He died,” Graff said quietly. “An hour or so back.”

“Oh.” Winter felt guilty that this news didn’t affect her more. “Four,
then. Eight men to carry them, and four more just in case. Bobby and I will
stay with them. Can you take the rest of the men ahead?”

Graff frowned. “There could still be Redeemers about. Best to stick
together.”

She shook her head. “The outriders said we’re in the clear. The more

men we get back to a camp by nightfall, the less worried I’1l be.”



“As you say, Sergeant,” Graff said. “Take Folsom as well, then. I can
ride herd on the others.”

Winter glanced up at the sun. It had touched the horizon, and lurking
under the still-stifling heat she could feel the chill of the desert night,
waiting to pounce.

They rigged stretchers for the four wounded men out of muskets and
torn jackets, and fashioned makeshift torches from scraps and scrub grass
for when night fell. Graff set off first, with the balance of the company,
promising he’d send riders to escort them the rest of the way once he
reached the regiment. Winter and her small party left the ravine just after
sunset, picking their way down the center of the valley where the land was
flattest. The wounded men whimpered and moaned, and any false step that
jolted them produced heartrending screams.

At first the stretcher bearers and their escorts kept up a lively chatter,
Bobby among them, though Folsom had reverted to his usual silence and
walked silently at Winter’s shoulder. As twilight deepened from red to
purple, though, the gathering darkness smothered conversation like a
shroud. The four unburdened men lit their torches, which gave enough light
to place their feet by, but no more. They filled the valley with flickering,
dancing shadows, decorating every rock with a long black streamer.

A column of smoke was visible, rising from burning Redeemer
stores and blotting out a chunk of the darkening sky. Winter directed them
toward it, which was the direction the valley ran in any case. She’d intended

to skirt the base of the conflagration once she arrived, but at ground level it



was more of a cloud than a bonfire, with no clear edges. They were in the
Khandarai camp, or the remains of it, before they realized it.

There was actually very little to mark it as a camp of any sort. There
were no neat lines of tents, as in the Vordanai encampments. Bedrolls and
sheets were scattered at random, interspersed with crude lean-tos of linen
and sticks. Amidst these were all the detritus of an army on the march—
weapons, spare or broken, sacks of meal or fruit, bones and offal from
butchered animals, bits of clothing left behind for the final march into
battle.

Most of what would burn had been blackened by fire, and here and
there fitful embers still smoldered, sending up choking black smoke. Before
long, full dark arrived, and the circle of light cast by the torches defined the
limit of their vision. They walked in silence, objects coming into view a few
paces ahead and falling into oblivion after they’d passed, like floating
wreckage flowing around a ship under sail.

Winter barely noticed the first body, blackened and charred by flame,
curled into a ball amidst the crisped ruins of a bedroll. Only the skull
marked it as something that had once been human. The next, though, was a
ragged man coated crimson from a dozen wounds in the back, lying
facedown in the dirt. Past him was a man with a spear still in his hand, the
side of his head shot away by a musket ball. From then on, as they entered
the center of the camp, they encountered more and more corpses, until they
all had to tread carefully to avoid crushing stiff, outflung fingers or

stumbling over twisted limbs.



There were women, too, Winter realized with a start. Some, dressed
in rags and curled around the wounds that had killed them, were
indistinguishable from the men, but this far into the camp any resistance
had apparently collapsed, and the victors had found time for a bit of sport.
They passed one body naked and spread-eagled, her throat cut in a ragged
red half circle like a broad grin. Elsewhere the torchlight revealed the pale
buttocks of three women laid facedown in a row, robes hiked up to their
armpits. A gray-bearded old man lay nearby, killed by a single shot to the
chest.

It went on, and on, and on. Winter wanted to scream, but she didn’t
dare. Inside the smoke cloud, she had no way to navigate, so all she could
do was lead her men on a straight course and pray they’d come through it
eventually. She watched the faces of the men in the flickering light. Folsom,
behind her, might have been carved of stone, but Bobby’s eyes were wide as
saucers. The boy had dropped back when they found the first corpse, and
with each successive discovery he pressed closer to her side. Winter reached
out and found his hand with hers, tentatively. She wasn’t sure if the gesture
was unmanly, but Bobby twined his fingers through hers, and gripped tight.

She felt an odd need to explain, to make excuses. It’s war. This is
what it’s always been like. After a battle, when their blood is up, men will
do things they’d never consider otherwise. But her throat was too tight to
speak, and the burning camp had the heavy, unbreakable silence of a
cathedral.

Winter wondered how much of the devastation had been wrought by

the Old Colonials and how much by the recruits. She had a depressing



feeling that she knew the answer. Old Colonel Warus had taken a dim view
of rape and pillage when it was committed under his eye, but he hadn’t
troubled to extend that eye very far. And when a village had been suspected
of harboring bandits or rebels . . .

They were not the only ones in the camp, though no living person
strayed into the circle of firelight. Other torches moved here and there,
bobbing among the slowly dying flames like distant will-o’-the-wisps.
Alone, or in groups of two or three, they picked their way through the ruins.
In search of plunder, presumably, though there was little of value that
Winter could see. She could hear them at times, too, rough voices calling to
one another over the crackle and spit of the flames.

It seemed they’d been walking for hours in silence, and even the
cries of the four wounded men were muffled. When Winter heard a low,
agonized groan, she assumed it came from her party, but it was followed by
a hiss and a muffled curse. She stopped, and held her palm up to halt the
others.

Bobby’s hand tightened convulsively, then slipped free.

“What is it, sir?” the boy said.

“I heard something,” Winter said. “Someone’s alive, near here.”

The soldiers looked at each other. One of them, a sandy-haired youth
holding one end of a stretcher, spoke up.

“Are you sure?” he said.

“I heard it, too,” Folsom rumbled, and pointed. “Over that way.”

The soldier glanced at his companions, then shrugged. “So what? It’s

got to be a grayskin.”



“It could be one of ours,” Winter lied. The curse she’d heard had
been in Khandarai. “We can’t just leave him.” She surveyed their faces and
came to a quick decision. “You keep on. The camp can’t be much farther. If
we can find him, Corporals Forester and Folsom will help me bring him in.”

The man nodded. Another soldier kindled an extra torch and handed
it to Folsom. The stretcher bearers and their escort trooped off, leaving
Winter and the two corporals alone.

Bobby made a visible effort to control himself, shifting his musket
from one hand to the other and shaking out stiff fingers where he’d gripped
it too tightly. He took several long breaths and then turned to Winter,
determination written in his face. Winter found her respect for him
increasing. He was obviously scared, even terrified, and equally obviously
determined not to let it prevent him from doing as he was ordered. Folsom,
as usual, was impassive.

“Right,” she said. “Let’s go.”

They walked in the direction of the sound, past torn blankets and
smoking piles of rubbish. Corpses were everywhere, sprawled in attitudes
of fear and flight where they’d been cut down by their pursuers. Winter
forced herself to look around, searching for movement. Bobby cupped his
hands to his mouth and shouted a greeting, but it produced no reply, and he
didn’t repeat it.

Then Winter caught a flicker of motion. She pointed.

“There!”

There was an overturned wagon, a dead horse still tangled in the

traces. Someone crouched behind it, a dark shadow against the dull red light



from distant fires. Winter stepped forward, hands spread, trying to look
nonthreatening.

“Hello?” she said, then tried again in Khandarai. “Keipho?”

She half expected whoever it was to flee. She certainly did not
expect the enormous shadow that rose up from behind the broken wagon,
eyes glowing with reflected torchlight. It roared like a bull, a deep, animal
sound with no human language in it, and charged.

It was a man, she could see, tall and thick-limbed, shirtless, with a
hairy white belly that strained at his belt. His face was wild with rage, and
in his hands was a curved sword half as long as Winter was tall. He vaulted
the dead horse in a single stride, weapon held above his head.

From Winter’s right came a bang that shattered the stillness like a
rock through a pane of glass. Smoke billowed from Bobby’s musket, but the
boy had pulled the trigger before getting the weapon level, and the ball
whined off into the night. The giant barely broke his stride, headed straight
for Winter, his blade raised for a two-handed downward cut that would have
chopped her in half.

Folsom stepped into his path, bulling forward underneath the stroke
so that the pommel of the sword glanced off his shoulder. The corporal had
let his musket fall, but he still held the torch in his left hand, and he pressed
it against the giant’s back. The big man roared, and his knee came up and
buried itself in Folsom’s stomach. Folsom gave a grunt and staggered
backward, and the Khandarai came around with a backhand slap that lifted

him off his feet and sent him sprawling in the dust.



Winter dove for the musket Folsom had dropped, rolled, and brought
it to her shoulder as she came up. The Khandarai had his sword raised once
more, this time to decapitate the fallen corporal, and Winter had the whole
of his broad back as a target. She pulled back the hammer, hoped like hell
the jostling hadn’t spilled the powder in the pan, and pulled the trigger.

The bang of the weapon sounded sweet in her ear, and even the mule
kick against her shoulder was reassuring. She saw dust fly from the giant
where she’d hit him, and he went suddenly still, sword held high. The ball
had gone in near the small of his back, and she could see blood begin to
spurt, but he gave no sign of pain. Instead he turned, slowly, revealing a
matching hole in his gut. His sword still raised, he took first one step toward
Winter, then another.

Die, Winter begged, half a prayer. Die, please just die! But he came
on, blood gouting down the curve of his belly in regular pulses. She raised
the musket in a halfhearted attempt to block his downward blow, knowing
he could easily hammer the weapon aside.

Another bang from behind her, and the huge man sprouted another
gaping red wound, this time high on his chest. He staggered like a drunk,
grounding the point of his sword as though he meant to lean on it. Then
finally, mercifully, he toppled, with one last roar that was more like a moan.
The impact of his collapse seemed to shake the ground, and for a long
moment Winter couldn’t look away, fearing that he would once again
clamber to his feet. When she finally managed to look over her shoulder,
she saw Bobby standing with a leveled musket, smoke rising from the lock

and barrel.



Folsom groaned, and the sound seemed to break the spell. Winter
rolled over and managed to get to her knees, and Bobby let his weapon fall
and hurried to her side.

“Sergeant!” he said. “Sir! Are you all right?”

“Fine,” Winter said, when she had the breath. “He didn’t touch me.
Check on Folsom.”

But the big corporal was already getting to his feet. The left side of
his face was blotchy and smeared with blood from a few small cuts, but he
waved away Bobby’s offered hand and went to Winter’s side. Together, the
two of them hoisted her to her feet and helped her remain there, in spite of
some unsteadiness around the knees.

“What?” Bobby said. “What in the name of all the saints was that?”

“Goddamned monster,” Folsom muttered.

“He was a fin-katar,” Winter said. Her own voice sounded distant
through the blood rushing in her ears.

The two of them looked at her. “A what?” Bobby said.

“A fin-katar,” Winter repeated. “It means ‘a divine shield.” They’re
kind of a holy order. The personal guards of the Khandarai priesthood.” She
frowned. “The old priests. Not the Redeemers.”

Folsom frowned. “How d’you know?”

“Look at the size of him,” Winter said. “They all look like that. The
priests do something to them.”

The big corporal made the sign of the double circle over his heart.

“Sorcery.”



“I’ve heard it said,” Winter said. “Or some trick with powders and
potions. Someone once told me the fin-katar eat only poison pear and drink
only scorpion venom.” Her brain felt like it was slowly starting to work
again. “What the hell was he doing here, though?”

“Plenty of priests with this army, looked like,” Bobby said.

“The Redeemers hate the old priesthood,” Winter said. “They blame
them for leading the people astray in the first place.”

Folsom shook his head. “Infidels.”

Winter hadn’t known the big man was particularly pious, but then
she knew little enough about him. Or any of them, for that matter.

“You can’t tell me that was what we heard moaning,” Bobby said,
eyeing the enormous corpse.

“No.” As her heart calmed, weariness seeped back into Winter’s
limbs. She found that she’d suddenly lost her taste for her mission of mercy.
“But maybe we ought to go back. God only knows who else is hiding
somewhere around here.”

Folsom nodded fervently. His cheek was already purpling into what
promised to be a hideous bruise. Bobby looked less certain, though.

“It sounded like it came from somewhere close,”

“Maybe_))

the boy said.

Another voice, thin and papery, like the whisper of a ghost. “Please.
I’'m here.”
Bobby looked around, startled, and Folsom grabbed for one of the

muskets. The words, Winter realized after a moment, had been in



Khandarai. Neither of the corporals understood the plea as such. She waved
them hurriedly to silence and spoke aloud in the same language.

“Where? Where are you?”

“Wagon . . .” The voice was faint. “Please . . .”

Winter looked at the overturned wagon. It was big and solidly
constructed, really too much for a single horse. There was a space under it,
where the walls held the bed off the ground. The front was blocked by the
driver’s box, but the back was open where the tailgate had been knocked
away.

“Are you underneath?” Winter said, still in Khandarai. “You can
come out. We won’t hurt you, I swear.” The voice sounded young, and
probably female.

“Can’t,” it said. “Stuck.” There was a long pause, and then a muffled
scream. When it came again, the voice was thick. “I can’t...”

“Hold on.”

Winter went to the wagon, intending to circle to the open tailgate and
peer underneath. Halfway there, though, she saw the pale shape of a hand,
palm up. Whoever was under the wagon had been caught when it
overturned, one arm pinned to the dirt by one of the wooden walls. No
wonder she can’t move. The flesh of the forearm was angry red and purple
where the board pressed against it.

“Folsom!” Winter said. “Can you shift this?”

The big corporal approached, looking speculative, and circled
around to the rear, where he could get a grip on the bed. He gave it a

tentative pull and grimaced.



“Not much,” he said. “We’d need a couple more men to flip it.”

“Just lift it a little,” Winter said. “Only for a minute.”

By now he’d seen the hand, and he nodded grimly. He squatted, put
both hands under the bed, and straightened up with a grunt. The wagon
came up with him, wheels spinning slowly.

The girl screamed, high and piercing. Winter took one look at her
outflung arm, which had an extra bend above the elbow where the wagon
had been resting, and knelt down to grab her by the legs instead. She
scrabbled for a moment in the semidarkness under the wagon,
uncomfortably aware of the weight that would crash down on her back if
Folsom’s strength failed him, until she managed to get a grip and pull. The
girl slid free, but her broken arm shifted, and she gave another shriek right
in Winter’s ear. Bobby grabbed her shoulders as they emerged and pulled
her away from the wagon, and Folsom let the weight fall back to earth with
a crash.

“Are you all right?” Winter asked in Khandarai. She got no response,
and when she leaned closer she could see that the girl’s eyes showed only
the whites. Her gray skin seemed unnaturally pale.

“Dead?” Bobby asked.

Winter shook her head. The girl’s chest moved, breath coming
shallow and fast.

“Passed out, I think. Her arm’s broken.” At first glance, there didn’t
seem to be any other wounds. “We’ll have to carry her.”

“Carry her where?” Bobby said.

“Back to camp,” Winter said. “And—"



“To a regimental surgeon?” Bobby said.

That brought Winter up short. If the officers were turning a blind eye
to rape and murder, she doubted the surgeons would have much time for an
injured grayskin.

“Back to my tent, then,” Winter said. She wondered if someone had
set up their tents, or if they’d all been written off for dead.

“Someone will see,” Bobby said. “What are you going to tell them?”

There was a long pause while Winter chewed her lip.

“Wrap her in a blanket,” Folsom said, dusting off his hands.
“Another wounded man carried into camp. Nobody’ll notice.”

Winter looked down at the unconscious girl. She had a heart-shaped
face, gray skin dusted with soot, and long, dark hair that was a mass of dirt
and tangles. She wore only a simple gray robe, cinched at the waist with a
wispy cord belt. Winter guessed she was younger than Bobby.

“We’ll try it,” she said. “And then I’ll think of something.”

Getting the girl into camp was easier than Winter had dared hope. The
Colonials had raised their tents upwind of the burning Redeemer camp,
within easy distance of the little brook as it emerged from the valley and ran
into the sea. The city of blue canvas was the same shape and size as ever, as
though nothing had happened, and the sentries only looked them over
briefly and then waved them through.



The Seventh Company’s tents had indeed been erected along with
the rest. Winter saw no one as she and the two corporals threaded their way
to her own dwelling. It was after full dark, and if the rest of the men were as
exhausted as she was, they were no doubt sound asleep. The need to
collapse was almost overwhelming, but she held it off for the moment.

Folsom let the girl down on Winter’s pallet. Her eyes were tightly
closed now, and Winter couldn’t tell if she was awake or not. A soft moan
escaped her lips as her broken arm touched the ground.

“That needs tending,” Folsom said.

Winter, finally sitting, was wondering if her legs would actually drop
off. She gave a weak nod.

“Fetch . . .” She paused. Someone in the company had set broken
arms before, surely, but inquiring openly would give the game away.
“Bobby, fetch Graff. You’ll probably have to wake him.” The gruff corporal
was a veteran. Doubtless he’d dealt with this sort of thing before.

“Right,” Bobby said. The boy’s eyes were bright with exhaustion,
but he went nonetheless.

Folsom grunted and left the tent as well, returning a few moments
later with a cracker of hardtack and a block of Khandarai cheese in one
hand and a canteen in the other. These he offered to Winter, who took them
gratefully. She’d had nothing to eat since morning but a few crumbs
gobbled in haste in the ravine, and even dry the hardtack was welcome. The
cheese was a touch overripe, but she sliced and devoured it anyway, and

washed it down with the lukewarm water.



Graff pushed his way in, rubbing sleepy eyes, with Bobby behind
him.

“Glad to see you made it, Sergeant,” he said, “but I don’t see—" He
stopped when he saw the girl on the pallet. “Who’s this, then?”

“We picked her up in the camp,” Winter said quietly. “Her arm’s
broken. Can you do anything for her?”

Graff looked from Winter’s face to Bobby’s, uncertain. Then he
shrugged.

“I’m no cutter, but I could wrap a splint. Did it break the skin?”

“Not that I saw,” Winter said.

“Should be all right, then,” he said. “It’s not likely to fester, anyway.
I’ll need some clean cloth, and a length of board.”

Bobby left again to fetch the supplies, and Graff went to the pallet to
examine the girl. He nodded approvingly.

“Looks like a nice clean break,” he said. Then, glancing at the tent
flap, he lowered his voice. “Sergeant, are you sure you know what you’re
doing?”

“No,” Winter said truthfully. “But you saw the camp, didn’t you?”

Graff shifted uncomfortably. “It’s war.”

“We heard her calling, and . . .” Winter shrugged. “I couldn’t just
leave her there.”

The corporal was silent for a long moment. “Fair enough,” he said,
after a while. “The colonel said that we’re staying camped here for at least
another day, for the sake of the wounded. Hopefully she’ll be well enough

that we can turn her loose by the time we march.”



“Thank you, Graff.”

He colored slightly under his beard. “Not my place to question the
sergeant’s decisions.”

Winter laughed, and Graff smiled.

“’Sides,” he said gruffly, “it’s us that should be thanking you. Every
man of us. Even if most of those out there don’t know it, I do. If you’d let
them keep running, we’d all have ended up on spits.”

Winter was taken aback. “I—it was just the right thing to do. You
could have seen that as well as I did.”

“Should have,” Graff said. “But it was you that did it.”

She nodded awkwardly. The conversation was interrupted when
Bobby returned, bearing a selection of boards and a spare sheet ripped into
strips. Graff took these implements and set to work, rolling the girl onto her
back and gently stretching her arm out along the pallet. Her eyelids
flickered, and she moaned again.

“Folsom, hold her down,” Graff said. “Can’t have her shifting about
on us. Sergeant, she’s going to scream . . .”

Winter cast about, found one of her discarded socks, and wadded it
up. Murmuring apologies, she pushed it into the girl’s slack mouth. Graff
nodded and began his work. The flesh of the broken arm moved sickeningly
under his fingers, and Winter had to look away. The girl’s jaw tightened on
the sock, as though she wanted to bite through it, but she gave no sound.
After a few moments, the procedure was done, and Graff was winding her

arm round with linen.



“That should hold it,” he said. “If she starts to show fever, we’ll have
to unwrap it and take a look. If it’s festered after all, then the arm will have
to come off.” He caught Winter’s eye. “And don’t look to me for that.”

Winter nodded. “Thanks again.”

“It’s nothing.” He tied the linen off and got to his feet. “Now, if the
sergeant will excuse me, I'll be going back to bed.”

“Go,” Winter said. “All of you. Get some sleep.”

“What about her?” Bobby said. “Someone should watch her. What if
she wakes up?”

“Hopefully she’ll have enough sense to stay quiet,” Winter said.

“Or she’ll slit your throat,” Graff said. “She’s a grayskin, after all’s
said and done.”

Winter gave a tired shrug. “If you find me with my throat slit in the
morning, you’ll know what’s happened.”

The three corporals grumbled a bit more, but in the end they left.
Winter gathered the sheet and pillow from her bedroll to soften the hard
earth, and stretched out. It was lumpy and uncomfortable, but she was

asleep the instant her eyes closed.

Jane sat beside Winter on a long bench, watching Mrs. Wilmore lecture on
the nature of charity.
Winter was afraid to turn her head. There were proctors prowling

about, with sharp eyes and vicious switches. But she could catch glimpses



of Jane out of the corner of her eye, red hair falling around her face like a
curtain of dark crimson silk. She could smell her, even under the deep,
earthy scent they all carried from working in the Prison gardens.

She could feel Jane’s hand on her knee, thumb rubbing tiny circles
through coarse fabric. Inch by inch, the hand ventured higher, fingers
exploring her thigh like mariners venturing into uncharted waters. Her skin
pebbled into goose bumps, and her throat was tight. She wanted to tell Jane
to stop, certain that at any moment she would hear the whistle of a proctor’s
stick. And she also wanted to grab Jane by the shoulders, press her close—

“You still have it?” Jane said. Her fingers slid farther upward,
Winter’s skirt bunching around them.

Winter risked turning her head, but Jane wasn’t looking at her. Her
eyes were hidden by the fall of her hair.

“Do I have what?” Winter whispered.

“The knife,” Jane said, too loud. “You have to bring the knife—"

Light, filtered gray-blue through canvas. It took Winter a moment to
remember where she was—not back in the Prison, nor back in the ravine,
with Khandarai horsemen all around, but safe in her tent in the midst of the
Colonial camp.

And not alone. She sat up from her improvised bed and immediately
regretted it. Her body felt like a solid mass of aches and bruises, and the

sweat and grime of the previous day had dried into a crust on her skin. She



leaned forward, clutching her head, and groped for a canteen. The water
was tepid, but it cut through the dust in her mouth.

The Khandarai girl lay on the bedroll beside her. She was exactly
where they’d left her the night before, and so still it was a moment before
Winter realized that she was awake. Her eyes tracked Winter, but other than
that she didn’t move a muscle. It reminded Winter of a rabbit, paralyzed by
the glare of a stalking fox. Winter cleared her throat and spoke in
Khandarai.

“It’s all right,” she said. “We’re not going to hurt you.”

The girl seemed to unfreeze a little, but made no reply.

“How do you feel?” Winter indicated her own left arm. “Does it hurt
badly?”

“Where am I?” the girl said.

Her speech had an almost musical lilt, and Winter was suddenly
painfully aware of the grating inadequacy of her Khandarai pronunciation.
She’d picked the language up in bits and pieces from books, once she’d
taught herself to read the flowing Khandarai script, and she’d practiced in
bars and on the street. Unconsciously, she’d adopted the accent, which
meant that she sounded distinctly lower-class to Khandarai ears.

“In our camp,” Winter said. “This is my tent.”

“Camp,” the girl said. “The raschem camp.”

Raschem was “bodies” or “corpses,” Khandarai slang for Vordanai
and other pale-skinned foreigners. Winter nodded.

The girl suddenly fixed her with a long stare. Her eyes were the

peculiar purple-gray common among the Khandarai, which foreigners often



found unsettling.

“Why?” she said. “Why did you bring me here?”

“We found you in . . . the burned camp.” Winter groped for the
words. “We did not want to leave you to die. Do you remember?”

“Remember?” The girl raised her broken, splinted arm. “I am not
likely to forget. But I do not understand. Your soldiers were killing
everyone. Taking the women first, and then—" Her gray skin paled. “Have
you brought me to—"

“No,” Winter said hastily. “Nothing like that. I swear.”

“Then why?” The purple eyes were mistrustful.

Winter felt like she couldn’t muster a sufficient explanation in her
native language, let alone pick her way through it in Khandarai. She
changed the subject.

“My name is Winter,” she said. “Winter-dan-Ihernglass, you would
say.” She mustered the politest language she had. “May I know yours?”

“Feor,” the girl said. Catching Winter’s expression—Khandarai
invariably went by both given and family names—she added, “Just Feor. I
am a mistress of the gods. We give up our other names.” She looked warily
around the tent. “May I have some water?”

Winter handed the canteen across wordlessly, and Feor took it in her
good hand and drank deeply, letting the last drops fall on her tongue. She
licked her lips, catlike, and set it carefully aside.

“I’ll get some more,” Winter said. “And some food. You must be
hungry.”

When she started to rise, the girl held up a hand. “Wait.”



Obediently, Winter stopped and sat down again. Feor fixed her with
that peculiar gaze.

“I am your prisoner?”

Winter shook her head. “Not a prisoner. Not really. We just wanted
to help you.”

“Then I can leave as I please?”

“No!” Winter sighed. “If you go out into the camp, someone really
will take you prisoner. Or just kill you, or—”

Realization dawned on the girl’s face. “They don’t know. The others,
they don’t know that you’ve brought me here.”

“Only a few. People I trust.” And how had that come to be? Winter
reflected. She’d known the three corporals for only a few days. Battle
worked strange magic sometimes. “We’ll figure something out, I promise.
But for now you have to stay here.”

Feor nodded gravely. “As you say.” She put her head on one side.
“When you . . . found me, was there a man nearby? A large man, with no
hair.”

Her face gave no indication of her feelings on the matter. Winter
debated briefly.

“Yes,” she said eventually. “He’s dead.”

“Dead,” Feor repeated. “Dead. That is good.”

Winter stared at her. A mistress of the gods, she’d said. A priestess.
But a priestess of the old ways—the Redeemer priests were all men, and
their faith preached that the leadership of the priestesses of the old temples
had been the first step on the path to corruption. Winter had heard them



shouting that message on street corners in Ashe-Katarion often enough,
before the Redemption had grown into a revolution.

So what was this girl doing in the middle of a Redeemer army?
Winter shook her head.

“I’1l get us something to eat,” she said. Feor gave another grave nod.
There was something terribly solemn about her. Not that she has much
reason to smile.

Outside the tent, the camp looked little different from any of the
others they’d pitched on the road from Fort Valor. The same rows of blue
tents, the same stands of stacked muskets. Only wisps of dark smoke rising
to the west gave any hint of what had happened the day before. That, and
the fact that some of these tents are empty.

The sun was already high overhead, and the men were up and about.
Some tended their weapons, sharpening bayonets or cleaning the powder
and grime from musket barrels, while others diced, played cards, or just sat
in circles trading stories of the day before. When they caught sight of
Winter, they straightened up and saluted. She waved them back to what they
had been doing and went in search of Bobby.

She didn’t have to look far. The young corporal arrived at a run,
hurrying down the line of tents, and practically ran into her. Winter took a
hurried step back as Bobby stopped, drew up, and gave a crisp salute. The
boy’s uniform was clean, and his skin looked freshly scrubbed, though
traces of black powder smoke still darkened his sandy hair.

“Good morning, sir!”



“Morning,” Winter said. She leaned close and lowered her voice to a
whisper. “Do you think you could find some food and water that I could
bring back to my tent?”

“Of course!” Bobby smiled. “Wait here, sir.”

He dashed off, leaving Winter alone in the midst of her company.
She became aware, bit by bit, that the men were watching her. She turned in
a slow circle, as though inspecting them, but inside she was baffled. They
seemed to want something from her, but Winter was damned if she knew
what.

“Er,” she said, and a dozen conversations suddenly died. More
distant sounds cut through the sudden silence. Shouts, the whinny of horses,
wagons creaking. An army camp was never truly quiet, but it seemed as
though a great sucking void had sprung up, centered on her. Winter felt the
muscles of her throat trying to close in panic. She coughed.

“Hell of a job, yesterday,” she said. “All of you. Well done.”

A shout rose from a dozen throats at once, any words lost in the roar.
All the rest quickly joined in, and for a minute the cheering drowned out all
other sound. Winter raised her hands, and it gradually died. Her cheeks
were pink.

“Thanks,” she said. The cheers immediately resumed. She was
rescued by the appearance of Bobby, carrying a pair of canteens and a sack.
The corporal was grinning broadly. Winter took him by the shoulder and
marched him at an undignified pace back toward her tent.

When the cheers had once again died away, Winter leaned close.

“Did you put them up to that?”



The boy shook his head. “No need, sir. They’re not stupid. They
know what happened yesterday.”

“And they’re cheering?” Winter didn’t feel much like cheering
herself. A little under a third of the men under her command had not come
back from their first assignment.

“They’re alive, aren’t they?” Bobby flashed his grin at her. “If we’d
followed d’Vries when he ran, we’d all be dead by now. You were the one
who got them to make a stand.” He coughed delicately. “I think it helps that
d’Vries got what was coming to him. Not that you heard me say so, sir.”

Contempt dripped from Bobby’s voice at this last. It was true, Winter
reflected. Soldiers had odd feelings toward their officers. A man could be a
bully, like Davis, or a drunkard, like Captain Roston of the Fourth, or a
tantrum-throwing martinet, and retain the affection of at least some of those
who served under him. But the one thing that no soldier could abide was
cowardice. Even Winter, who was an odd sort of soldier at best, found she
felt only a cold disregard for the lieutenant who had fled at the first sight of
the enemy.

“I didn’t . . .” Her voice trailed off. “It was only what needed to be
done. Anyone could have seen that.”

“But you did.” Bobby shrugged, then lowered his voice. “How’s our
patient?”

“Awake and talking,” Winter said. “I’ve been trying to explain the
situation to her.”

“What exactly is the situation, sir?”

Winter grimaced. “Damned if I know.”



Feor tore into the bread and cheese hungrily, only slightly impaired by
having only one arm to work with. Bobby watched her intently, until Winter
gave him a sidelong glance.

“You’ve never seen a Khandarai up close, have you?”

“No, sir. Except for yesterday, of course.” He hesitated. “Can she
understand us?”

“I don’t think so.” Winter switched to Khandarai. “Feor?”

The girl looked up, mouth full of bread.

“Do you speak Vordanai at all? Our language?”

She shook her head, and went back to eating. Winter passed that
along to Bobby.

“You’re pretty good with their language,” the corporal said.

“I’ve been here for two years,” Winter said.

It wasn’t really an explanation—many of the Old Colonials had
picked up no more of Khandarai than they needed to order in a tavern or a
brothel, but Winter had tried hard to learn the language as she explored the
city. Under the current circumstances, though, she thought that her—hobby,
call it—might seem vaguely disloyal.

Feor finished the last of the bread, drank from the canteen, and gave
a little sigh. Then, as though seeing Bobby for the first time, she sat up a
little straighter and resumed her austere expression.

“Thank you,” she said.



Winter translated, then said to Feor, “He doesn’t speak your
language.”

She nodded, eyes a little distant, as though pondering something.

“Listen—,” Winter began, but the girl raised a hand.

“Let me have a moment, if you would,” she said, and took a deep
breath. “I am not a fool, Winter-dan-Ihernglass. Or at least I like to think
not. I understand what you have done for me. I do not”—her mouth quirked
—*“I do not quite understand why, but my ignorance of your reasons does
not diminish the fact that you saved my life, and apparently not to simply
make me your slave or your whore.” She bowed, first to Winter and then to
Bobby, so deep that her forehead nearly touched the ground. “I thank you,
both of you.”

Winter nodded awkwardly. “She’s grateful,” she said in response to
Bobby’s questioning look.

“And as you have given me this gift,” the girl went on, “I will not
throw it away. Tell me what you need me to do, and I will do it. I trust that,
if you meant me harm, you have already had ample opportunity to
accomplish it.”

Winter gave another nod. She felt a small knot of worry dissolve. If
the girl had been stupid, or obstinate, the chances would have been high that
she’d not only get herself discovered but that Winter and the others might
be punished in the bargain.

“I’m still figuring this out myself,” Winter said. “I hope that we can
find somewhere safe and let you go, but it may take some time.”

Feor inclined her head. “If that is the gods’ will.”



“If you don’t mind, may I ask you a question?”

The girl nodded.

“What were you doing with that army?” Winter shifted awkwardly.
“You do not seem like one of”—she fumbled for the Khandarai words
—“the men of the Redemption.”

Feor laughed. It was the first expression of humor that Winter had
seen out of her, and it transformed the severe angles of her face. Her eyes
sparkled.

“No,” the girl said. “I am not. I was there as a prisoner of Yatchik-
dan-Rahksa.”

“The . ..” Winter’s lips moved silently. “The angel of vengeance?”

“The—" She said another couple of words that Winter didn’t know.
Seeing the incomprehension, Feor went on. “The high priests of the
Redeemers take the names of angels. This one was the leader of the army of
the Faithful.”

“Why would he bring you along?”

“Because he is ignorant. He thinks—thought—that I would have the
power to counter the magic of your leader.”

Now it was Winter’s turn to laugh. “Our colonel isn’t a wizard, at
least not that I know of.” “Wizard” didn’t quite translate properly, but Feor
seemed to catch the gist. She shook her head.

“There is a man of power among your army. Malik-dan-Belial
warned us, and this close even I can feel it. Yatchik’s ignorance was in
thinking I would be able to defend him against such a man. What power I

have is not of that sort.”



“Power? As a mistress of the gods, you mean?” Winter shifted
uneasily. The subject of religion made her uncomfortable.

“No.” Feor’s face went distant again. When she spoke, it was slow
and careful, as though speaking was difficult. “I am a naathem.”

Winter paused. She’d encountered the word before, but a proper
translation had always eluded her. The Khandarai seemed to use it to mean
“wizard” or “sorcerer,” although not quite in the Vordanai sense and without
the connotation of evil those words carried to Vordanai ears. Literally it
meant “one who has read.” But even among Khandarai, naathem were the
domain of myths or fairy tales. No one she’d ever spoken with had claimed
to have met one, any more than a modern Vordanai would have personally
seen a demon or a sorcerer.

Bobby, in the silence that followed, looked curiously at Winter.
“What did she say?”

“She’s a priestess,” Winter said. “But not one of the Redeemers.
They brought her along because they thought that she would defend them
against our magic.”

The boy laughed. “Our magic?”

“The Redeemers take that sort of thing seriously.”

“So she was a prisoner?” He looked curiously at Feor, who looked
back with polite incomprehension.

“I think so.” She switched back to Khandarai. “Feor, if you could get
away from here, where would you go?”

“Back to Mother,” she said, without hesitation. “In Ashe-Katarion.

She will be looking for me.”



Winter sat back. “She wants to go home,” she said to Bobby.

“Don’t we all,” the boy said.

Not all, Winter thought. Aloud, she said, “Hers is a good deal closer
than ours. We may be able to manage something.”

A knock at the tent pole interrupted them. “It’s Graff.”

“Come in,” Winter said.

Feor gave the older corporal a nod, and he dipped his head
uncertainly in return. To Winter he said, “Is she making any sense?”

“To me, anyway.” Winter turned to Feor. “This is Corporal Graff.
He’s the one who set your arm.”

The girl raised the bandaged limb. “Tell him he has done an
excellent job.”

When Winter repeated that, Graff laughed, and colored a little under
his beard. “It wasn’t anything difficult, just a little break.” He smiled at
Feor, then turned to Winter. “Got a message. The colonel wants to see you.”

Winter’s good mood, always a little fragile, evaporated at once.
“What? Why?”

“Didn’t say.”

“You don’t think—” Her eyes flicked to the Khandarai girl.

“No, I doubt it. Anyway, he said ‘at your earliest convenience,’
which means ‘right goddamned now,’ so you’d better go.”

“Right.” Winter scrambled to her feet, then looked down at herself.
She felt as though she ought to change clothes, but there was no way to
manage it with the three of them in the tent. She desperately wanted a bath

as well, but that was out of the question. Hygiene was one of the hardest



parts of maintaining her secret, at least since the regiment had left Ashe-
Katarion. Fortunately, the prevailing standard was not high.

“Keep an eye on her until I get back,” she said to Bobby. Then, to
Feor, “I need to go. Stay here, and if you need anything, try to show
Bobby.”

The girl nodded, purple eyes imperturbable. Winter glanced at her

one more time, then slipped outside.

“Senior Sergeant Winter Thernglass, reporting as directed, sir!”

She held the salute until the captain waved it away. The colonel’s
tent was hardly bigger than her own, though much better organized. A few
trunks packed against the canvas walls presumably contained his
necessities. In the center was a low folding table and a portable writing desk
with pens, ink, and drying sand in securely fashioned containers. The
officers sat on cushions, Khandarai style, Captain d’Ivoire on her right and
Lieutenant Warus on the left.

At the head of the table sat the colonel. He was not what she had
been expecting. Younger, for a start, and thin-featured and delicate instead
of stocky and gruff, as so many of these senior officers seemed to be. His
long fingers were constantly in motion, twining, untwining, steepling or
tapping something. Deep gray eyes regarded her thoughtfully, as though
weighing what they saw in the balance. She had the unpleasant feeling that

she would be found wanting.



“I apologize for my condition, sir,” she said. “After we returned to
camp, I needed to rest, and I received your order shortly after waking.”

The colonel smiled, and something in his eyes glittered. “Do not fret
about it, Sergeant. Under the circumstances . . .”

Captain d’Ivoire cleared his throat. “We’ve heard from some of the
men of your company, but I just want to make sure we have things
accurately. You were ordered to scout the ridge parallel to our line of
march?”

She nodded, her chest tight.

“The late Lieutenant d’Vries led the company down that ridge,
across the valley, and up the next rise,” he said.

“He was eager to make contact with the enemy, sir.”

“Did you advise him to this course of action?”

She straightened slightly. “No, sir. I advised against it.”

“On what grounds?”

“That we would be too far from the column to fall back should we
encounter the enemy in strength, sir.”

He nodded. “Then, at the top of the ridge, you saw the enemy
cavalry approaching. The company”—the captain glanced at a paper on the
table— “‘ran for it like a bunch of rabbits,’ as one of your men put it.”

“They were startled, sir. The enemy were . . . numerous.”

The colonel’s lip quirked slightly at the understatement, but he said
nothing. Captain d’Ivoire went on.

“What was Lieutenant d’Vries’ response at this juncture?”



“He . . .” Winter paused. Criticizing one senior officer in front of
another was simply Not Done. For one thing, officers tended to club
together, so the most likely result would be some kind of subtle retribution.
But he had asked. She sought for a positive interpretation of the facts. “The
lieutenant started to ride at once for the main column. I imagine he was
eager to alert you to the presence of the enemy.”

Another slight smile from the colonel, and something like a
smothered laugh from Fitz Warus. Captain d’Ivoire’s face remained
composed.

“At which point you took command of the company and ordered
them to form square at the bottom of the valley.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Which they proceeded to do, in spite of the fact that company
squares are not a formation in our drillbook.”

“We had . . . a little practice, sir.”

“And then you held off the attack of, what, three thousand enemy
horsemen?” The captain looked at Fitz.

“At least three thousand,” the lieutenant said.

“Most of them just rode by,” Winter said. “Only a few hundred
actually stopped to attack us, sir.”

“I see.” D’Ivoire turned to the colonel. “There you have it, sir.”

“Indeed I do,” the colonel said. “The only pity is that the lieutenant’s
unfortunate demise has robbed me of the chance to castigate him for his
incompetence. All that remains is to acknowledge your accomplishment,

Sergeant.”



Winter blinked. “Sir?”

“You rescued your company from an impossible situation, and
brought them safely back to the column when your officer broke and ran.
That is an accomplishment, I would say.”

“Sir,” Winter said stiffly, “thirty-eight men of the Seventh Company
are dead.”

Colonel and captain looked at one another, then back to her. The
colonel gave a slow nod.

“Nevertheless,” he said, “things could have been much worse, and
that deserves recognition. You are hereby brevetted to lieutenant, for the
duration of the campaign, with the Ministry of War to review and approve a
full promotion following the conclusion of hostilities. You’ll remain in
command of the Seventh Company, as you have demonstrated such aptitude
for it.”

“Yes, sir.” That didn’t seem quite sufficient. Winter licked her lips
and looked from one officer to the other. “Thank you, sir.”

The colonel waved a hand airily. “Well done, Lieutenant.”

“Congratulations.” Fitz Warus stood and took her hand amiably. He
led her away from the table and out of the tent, talking, but Winter still felt
too stunned to reply. Apparently he didn’t mind. He left her at the edge of
the little group of tents that belonged to the senior officers, with another
handshake.

How am I going to tell Bobby? The boy would overreact, and she

wasn’t sure she could stand it. She shook her head, then remembered Feor.



I wonder if I should have told the colonel. An hour ago, she wouldn’t
have even considered it, but that was before she’d met the man. He seemed
—not friendly, of course, not even kind. But fair, possibly, and even-
tempered. That was a pleasant change from Colonel Warus, whose rages
had been rare but legendary. She had the feeling that he wouldn’t fault her
for rescuing the girl, and he’d see to it that she wasn’t treated badly.

She shook her head. No matter how she parsed it, it felt like a
betrayal. Winter smiled crookedly and turned her steps back toward the

Seventh Company’s tents. We’ll have to deal with this ourselves.



Chapter Nine

MARCUS

“Adrecht!” Marcus rapped twice at the tent pole. There was no reply, and
he frowned. “Adrecht, I’'m coming in.”

He twitched the flap aside, letting a shaft of sunlight in and
momentarily brightening the semidarkness under the translucent canvas.
There was a soft sigh and a murmur from the far end.

“Marcus?” Adrecht said. “Is that you?”

“It’s me,” Marcus said, picking his way carefully among bits of
discarded clothing. He blinked the darkness and made out a figure lying on
a mat at the other side of the tent. “We need to talk. [—”

He paused. Some of the clothing on the floor couldn’t be Adrecht’s,
unless the Fourth Battalion captain’s tastes were stranger than Marcus had
given him credit for. He took a step closer and saw that there were two
people on the bedroll. The smaller one sat up, letting the sheet fall away

from her. She was a Khandarai girl, not more than eighteen or nineteen,



with dark eyes and long dark hair. Her small breasts were uncovered, but it
didn’t appear to concern her.

“Saints and martyrs,” Marcus swore. “She had better not be from the
Redeemer camp.”

“What?” Adrecht sat up suddenly. “No! Honestly, Marcus, what do
you take me for?” He brushed the girl’s cheek lightly. “Dali’s a camp
follower. She’s been with us since Ashe-Katarion.”

Marcus relaxed a little. Quite a few Khandarai had followed along
with the regiment when it had fled the Khandarai capital: those whose
livelihood depended on the Vordanai soldiers or who didn’t fancy their
chances under the new regime. More had come to them while they waited at
Fort Valor and on the return march, drawn by the chance to sell their wares,
their services, or their bodies to the foreigners.

“Well, tell her she needs to go,” he said.

Adrecht gave an exaggerated sigh and said something in Khandarai.
He spoke the native language better than Marcus did—better than any of the
officers, in fact, except possibly Fitz. The girl laughed and rolled to her feet,
stretching ostentatiously in front of Marcus before hunting around on the
floor for her clothes. The sight of her body, lithe and trim, forcefully
reminded Marcus of how long it had been since he’d enjoyed that particular
comfort. He ground his teeth while he waited for her to gather her things
and go.

In the meantime, Adrecht had slipped into a pair of trousers and
gotten out of bed. When the girl had gone, he turned to Marcus and crossed

his arms on his bare chest.



“Well?” he said. “What is it this time? It can’t be missing drill; I
heard the announcement last night.” Janus had given the regiment the day
off for recovery, except for those needed on work details.

“It’s not that.”

“Well?” Adrecht smiled. “Why do you look so gloomy? We won,
didn’t we?”

The victory seemed to have reinvigorated the Fourth Battalion
captain. He almost looked his old self again, albeit still missing his fancy
trappings.

“It’s not the battle, either,” Marcus snapped. “It’s what happened
afterward. Have you been out to the camp?”

“Oh.” Adrecht looked away. “That was . . . unfortunate.”

“‘Unfortunate’ is not the word I would choose,” Marcus said. “I
gave an order that the men halt outside the camp and return to their
formations. Your men ignored it.”

“It wasn’t only my men,” Adrecht protested.

“The Fourth led the way,” Marcus said.

There was a long pause. Adrecht shook his head irritably.

“Come on, Marcus. What do you want from them?” He waved his
hand. “These aren’t saints. They’re not even proper soldiers. They’re the
scum of the earth, and you know it—the sweepings of the army. You can’t
expect them to behave like a bunch of country gentlemen.”

“All I expect is that they obey orders.”

“After a battle like that you can’t blame them for wanting a little . . .

release. You know?” Adrecht laughed weakly. His smile faded when



Marcus’ fist crashed against the tent pole.

“Damn it,” Marcus said. “Listen to me. I’'m not here to preach the
Wisdoms at you, Adrecht. The colonel is not going to be happy about this.
If I were you, I’d get a head start and start handing down some discipline as
soon as possible.”

“But—,” Adrecht sputtered. “What am I supposed to do? Start
thrashing rankers at random?”

“Do something, or else if we do get back to Ashe-Katarion they’ll
burn the place down around our ears.” Marcus turned on his heel.

Behind him, Adrecht said, “There were some of yours right at the
front, you know.”

I know, Marcus thought. He could guess which, too—Sergeant Davis
and his pack of wolves, for starters. Fitz was already asking questions.

He let the tent flap fall behind him and struck out across the camp,
setting a slow pace to give himself time to cool off.

Maybe it doesn’t make any difference. He hadn’t had a moment alone
with Janus since the battle, so he wasn’t sure if the colonel was angry or
not. Plenty of highborn colonels wouldn’t have given a copper bit about the
rape and murder of enemy camp followers, especially grayskin infidel camp
followers. Marcus thought Janus might be different, but—

It doesn’t matter. I’m angry enough for the both of us. He’d spent
most of the previous evening leading the work details that had finally
cleaned up the Khandarai camp. Every overturned tent seemed to hide some
fresh horror, and each one added another coal to the pile smoldering in his

gut.



And all for what? So that fool of a prince can get back on his
crumbling throne? If it was up to Marcus, he’d have handed the man over to
the Redeemers and wished them good fortune.

I shouldn’t have taken it out on Adrecht, though. As his temper
cooled, he could admit that. The Fourth Battalion had been the worst
offenders, but the speed of the Redeemer collapse had caught them all by
surprise. It was no wonder the officers had lost control.

On the other hand, he’s not the one who has to explain it to the

colonel.

Marcus’ vague feeling of apprehension came into sharp focus when he
approached the drill field and saw the artillery arrayed for review, and the
colonel in conversation with some of the men. When he hurried over,
though, he found the Preacher all smiles.

“. .. bless you, sir. We’re honored by your interest,” he was saying.

“I notice,” Janus said, “that these guns have some fascinating
modifications.”

He gestured to the six cannon that had been with the Colonials when
he’d arrived, which had been given pride of place in the center of the line.
Chief among these “modifications” was the addition of passages from
scripture, engraved all over the surface from muzzle to base. The Preacher
insisted this improved the weapon’s accuracy. He had a steady hand, and

he’d been able to cram quite a large chunk of the Wisdoms onto each gun.



The Preacher doffed his peaked artilleryman’s cap. “Weapons of the
Lord, sir,” he said. “Weapons of the Lord, every one of them. Gives them an
extra bit of sting against the heathens. This one, I started with Martyrs, and
got all the way to—"

“This is a Kravworks ’98, isn’t it?” Janus interrupted.

The Preacher blinked, fingering the brass Church double circle that
hung around his neck. “Yes, sir. All our original twelve-pounders are.”

“But you’ve done something to the touchhole.” He leaned closer. “I
can’t quite see from the outside, but—"

The Preacher gave a broad smile. “You’ve got a good eye, sir! We
had to drill out the originals—”

Noticing Marcus, Janus waved him closer and launched into an
explanation. “The Kravworks 98 was a botched job,” he said. “Problems
with the touchhole, something about the boring. The tests showed that the
misfire rate would be nearly twenty percent, so most of the guns got sent
abroad, or else—"

“To bottom-of-the-barrel outfits like this one,” Marcus finished. That
was a familiar story—the Colonials got the worst of everything. Muskets
that wouldn’t fire, uniforms that fell to pieces, cannons that exploded . . .

“Indeed.” Janus caught Marcus’ expression. “No offense intended, of
course.”

“None taken,” Marcus said. “I understand that Captain Vahkerson’s
made the best of it.”

“What have you got in there?” Janus said to the Preacher.



“Friction primers,” he said. “New Hamveltai design. Works a bit like
a match. Had to tweak them a little myself, of course, but we’ve got the
misfires down to one in a hundred shots, and that last shot is usually a failed
ignition rather than something dangerous.”

“Interesting.” The colonel appeared to follow all that, which was
more than Marcus himself could say. “But aren’t Hamveltai primers a bit
hard to come by out here?”

“Ah, as to that, my Lieutenant Archer is a dab hand with chemicals.
We managed to puzzle out the recipe with only a few scorched gloves to
show for it. By the grace of God, all the raw stuff is easy to get locally, so
we’ve got a ready supply.”

“Ingenious.” Janus put on a broad smile. “He’ll have to give me a
demonstration of the process at some point.”

“Whenever you like, sir! We’d be honored.”

“And I was impressed by your performance,” Janus replied. “I hope
the new pieces are to your satisfaction?”

“Absolutely, sir. Smooth as butter, the whole lot. The six-pounders
are particularly fine.”

“I picked them out myself before we set sail,” Janus said. “If there’s
anything you need—"

“Actually, sir,” the Preacher said, “I understand we captured a
number of mounts and packhorses from the heretics. Some of our teams are
already under-strength, and we could do with extras for rotation. If you

could see your way . ..”



“Of course.” The colonel smiled again. “Not worried about having
heretic horses pulling your holy guns?”

“Bless you, sir. I’ll soon have ’em on the straight and narrow. I read
’em scripture every night, you see.”

Marcus didn’t know if that was a joke or not. The Preacher had an
odd sense of humor.

Janus chuckled. “Very well, then. Carry on, Captain.”

“Sir!” The Preacher saluted. “Thank you, sir!”

Turning away from the guns, Janus motioned for Marcus to follow
him. Marcus fell into step, almost unconsciously, slowing his pace to match
Janus’ shorter strides.

“A good man, Captain Vahkerson,” he mused.

“A bit eccentric,” Marcus said, “but certainly a good officer.”

“He’s effective,” Janus said. “Give me effective and eccentric over
stolid and conventional every time.” He eyed Marcus sidelong. “There are
those who have called me eccentric as well, you know.”

“I can’t imagine why, sir.”

Janus laughed. When Marcus remained silent, the colonel glanced at
his companion. One look, but from that one brief glimpse of those gray eyes
Marcus suddenly felt as though his every thought had been revealed.

“Ah, Captain,” Janus said. “I think you are not entirely pleased with
me.”

“Sir?”

“If there’s something you wish to say, I encourage you to say it.”

Marcus stiffened. “It’s not my place, sir.”



“Nonsense. In a crisis, certainly, I expect to be obeyed without
question, and I must say you have performed admirably on that front.
Afterward, however, you may feel free to berate me however you like. My
pride is not easily injured.”

Marcus blinked. “Sir?”

“However.” Janus held up a hand and looked around at the bustling
camp. “Perhaps we should be alone.”

Janus’ tent was nearby. Augustin let them in, his lined face
disapproving as always. Once they were seated on opposite sides of the
camp table, Janus sent the servant off to the commissary in search of fresh
water. Marcus wondered if this was for his benefit.

“Sir,” he ventured, “did we have business to attend to?”

“Of course,” Janus said. “But first, I think, the air must be cleared.
Whatever you wish to say, please say it.”

Marcus took a deep breath and held it for a moment. Criticizing a
senior officer to his face went against every tenet of army etiquette, not to
mention good sense. But Janus had insisted. He tried to frame the question
as politely as possible.

Luck. The colonel had gambled, and it had paid off. But if he was
overconfident before, now he’ll be positively dangerous. If I can make him
see that . . .

“When the Redeemer infantry first approached,” Marcus said, “why
did you order us to hold our fire? We could have done them a great deal of

damage in the time it took them to form and charge. We might even have



broken up the attack altogether.” Marcus swallowed hard, but persevered.
“It seemed . . . unnecessarily risky. Sir.”

The colonel was silent for a moment, looking thoughtful. “Risky,” he
said. “Probably. Certainly. But unnecessary?” He shook his head. “What
you need to understand, Captain, is that the answer to every question is not
in the tactics manual. You should consider the larger situation.”

He waved a hand. “For example, you must always consider the
character of the enemy. Truthfully, I did not know this one as well as I
might have liked—a Vordanai force, for example, or a Hamveltai one would
have been a different matter. But I knew they were green troops who had
never faced a field battle. Poorly organized, led with enthusiasm but without
discipline.”

“I would have thought green troops more likely to be disordered by
long-range fire.”

“Precisely. Disordered, but not broken. Suppose we had opened on
them, and they had retired in confusion before reaching musket range. What
would the result have been?”

“A victory,” Marcus said.

“And then? What would our next move have been?” Janus raised an
eyebrow. “Cannon kill with great efficiency, but not fast enough to make up
for our numerical disadvantage. We lack the cavalry strength for an
effective pursuit. The Redeemers would have simply retired a short distance
and confronted us again, at substantially the same odds. Sooner or later,
they would hold together long enough to push a charge home, and then—

disaster. Or, if they had a commander with any skill, a flanking movement



would have forced us to retreat. In either case, once that vast army had its
legs underneath it, things would go hard for us.”

Marcus nodded. “We might have fallen back to a defensible position

“Then we would have been lost for certain. Nothing hardens men
faster than a siege, and they would have little trouble cutting us off from
water and forage. The best we could hope for would be to cut our way back
to the fleet.” The colonel shook his head. “No, the only chance for victory
was a complete rout. A single, sudden blow, so hard that they would come
apart entirely. For green troops, their first contact with enemy fire is crucial.
It sets the character, you might say, of everything that comes afterward.
Most of those men will never return to the enemy ranks, or if they do they
will only run again. Certainly it will take weeks before they can assemble
another force half so large. And, in the meantime, the road to Ashe-Katarion
is open.”

Marcus sat for a moment in silence, absorbing this.

“Our troops were green as well,” he said after a while. “Most of
them, anyway. And even the Old Colonials had never fought a battle like
this.”

“Indeed,” Janus said. “I expect this first contact to have a most
salutary effect on them.”

Luck, Marcus thought. He risked all our lives on—a hunch? His
impression of the enemy? But he couldn’t fault Janus’ logic. He himself
hadn’t seen any way to win through against the numbers they’d faced. He’d

assumed that, in spite of Janus’ talk the night he’d arrived, he planned to



make a reasonable effort, prove to his superiors that he was no coward, and
then retreat when the situation became untenable.

He really does intend to win. The thought made Marcus shiver.

“Well?” Janus said. “Does that satisfy you, Captain?”

“I’m not sure, sir,” Marcus said. “I need to think on it.”

“Do so. And feel free to return with further questions.” The smile
again, there and gone like distant lightning. “It’s part of a commanding
officer’s duty to educate his subordinates.”

If that was true, no one had told the other colonels Marcus had
served under. Not that Ben could have taught me much. He nodded anyway.

“Yes, sir. Now, you said you had business?”

“Indeed,” Janus said, without a change in his expression. “I would
like you to arrest Captain Adrecht Roston, on the charge of dereliction of
duty and others pending investigation.”

Marcus stared, feeling as though he’d been punched in the stomach.
Janus raised his eyes to the tent flap.

“Ah, Augustin,” he said. “Something to eat as well, I think.”

“Sir,” Marcus began, “I’m not . . .” He stopped, fighting the urge to
panic, and cleared his throat. “Are you sure? I’m just not certain that—that
this is wise.”

“Wise?” Janus raised an eyebrow. “Would you say that Captain
Roston is a good battalion commander?”

Marcus almost said, “Of course,” automatically—no senior officer
could expect an honest answer to a question like that!—but something in

those gray eyes made him hesitate.



“Would you say that he has acquitted himself well over the past
month?” Janus went on.

Again Marcus was silent. The colonel seemed to take that for a reply.

“Then would you say that he’s well liked by his men? That his
removal might cause discipline problems?”

Not goddamned likely. There were certainly a few in the Fourth
Battalion who would shed a tear at Adrecht’s passing, but that would be
because they enjoyed the laxity of his discipline, not his company. In Ashe-
Katarion he’d practically ignored the rankers, preferring to spend his time
with the other officers and a glittering array of Khandarai high society.

“And finally,” Janus continued remorselessly, “would you say there
are no better men available? Your Lieutenant Fitzhugh Warus, for example,
seems to have done exemplary work.”

Marcus found his voice at last. “But, sir. Dereliction of duty?”

“He disobeyed a direct order from a superior when his men began
looting the Redeemer camp. Or failed to enforce one, which amounts to the
same thing. The result was damaging to our cause and our material position.
What else would you call it?”

“The men were—are—green, sir. They got out of control—”

“All the more reason to show them that this sort of conduct will not
be tolerated.” Janus’ voice was still pleasant, but Marcus thought he could
hear the ring of steel underneath. “A demonstration must be made.”

Marcus remembered, uncomfortably, being on the other side of this

argument in Adrecht’s tent. He nodded slowly.



“I understand that he is your friend,” Janus said, letting a little
sympathy into his tone. “But you must admit I would be justified.”

You don’t know him, Marcus wanted to say. Janus hadn’t been at the
War College with Adrecht, hadn’t nursed him through vicious hangovers or
watched in mystified envy as he effortlessly charmed young women with
his smile and the glitter of his uniform. He hadn’t been at Green Springs,
where Adrecht and a company of the Fourth had charged across open
ground under fire to rescue a half dozen wounded men.

And, of course, he saved my life. Marcus wondered whether that had
been in Janus’ files.

“Sir,” Marcus said, “may I make a suggestion?”

“Of course.”

“What if I speak to Captain Roston and make it clear that, were he to
offer his resignation, you would accept it? That would be . . . kinder.”

“I’m afraid not,” Janus said. “The effectiveness of the demonstration
would be lost.” Janus considered. “You may break the news to him, if you
like, and ask him to present himself for arrest if you think that would be
easier on him. I have no wish to be unnecessarily cruel.”

“Thank you, sir,” Marcus said hollowly. He saluted. “If you’ll excuse

»

me.

“All in all,” Fitz said, “we got off astonishingly light.”



He had to speak up to be heard over the screams. There was a man
strapped to the surgeon’s board, a mangled arm held in place by a burly
orderly while the cutter worked with the bone saw. They’d given the patient
a leather-padded stick to bite down on, but apparently he’d lost it. At least
his voice drowned the noise of the saw itself, a high-pitched singsong whine
that gave Marcus the shivers.

“Counting the scouts,” the lieutenant continued, “we have less than a
hundred dead or seriously wounded. Another hundred or so that should
recover. Given the numbers engaged—"

Marcus nodded as Fitz went on. No one had troubled to count how
many Khandarai had died, of course, but it had been a great many. Details
were still stripping the field of corpses, stiff and bloated now after a day in
the desert sun, and carrying them to the pyres that burned day and night.
Gleaners brought back what they could find, but there was little enough.
Most of the Redeemer’s supplies had burned with their tents.

They walked through the little patch at the edge of the camp that had
been designated as the hospital. Open-sided tents shielded the wounded
from the sun, and the regimental surgeons bustled back and forth with brisk
efficiency. Marcus suspected that much of the activity was for his benefit.
As Fitz had said, they’d gotten off lightly. Many of the tents were empty,
and of those that were occupied most of the men Marcus could see looked
hale enough. Even a minor wound could fester, of course, and a man might
lose a limb like the poor bastard back on the table if it got bad enough. But
nevertheless—lightly.



He still felt a little sick. The worst engagement the Colonials had
been in before the Redemption had been the ambush that killed Colonel
Warus. They’d lost six men in that fight, and had two so badly injured
they’d died later. One more had been invalided home. Nine altogether, and
that had been considered a disaster, with the whole regiment in mourning.
And now this.

That’s war, he told himself sternly. The First Colonials had never
been a battlefield regiment until now. What fighting they’d done had been
bushwhacks and bandit chasing. I should count myself lucky the men stood
up to it. Indeed, the mood of the camp seemed to have taken a sharp upward
turn. The mutters and sour looks had stopped, replaced by smiles and quick,
crisp salutes.

“Sir?” Fitz said.

“Hmm?”

“Is something wrong? You seem preoccupied.”

“Why do you say that?”

Fitz cleared his throat. “For one thing, sir, we left the camp a few
minutes ago. Perhaps we should turn back?”

Marcus looked around. Fitz was right, as always—they’d left the last
line of tents and the latrine pits behind, and Marcus had been absently
strolling out into open scrub. Twenty yards back, a few confused sentries
watched curiously.

“Ah.” He looked back at Fitz. “A bit farther, actually.”

“Yes, sir,” Fitz said, in that way he had that actually meant, I see that

you’ve gone mad.



Marcus headed toward a big rock, a boulder half buried in the
parched earth with a clump of wiry trees growing from one side. He put his
back against it, feeling the warmth, and let out a sigh. Fitz stood in front of
him, prim and correct. They were a good sixty yards from camp now. No
chance of being overheard.

“The colonel,” Marcus said, “is going to arrest Adrecht.”

Fitz didn’t even blink. “On what charge, sir?”

“Dereliction of duty. I talked him into letting me break the news.”

“That was very kind of you, sir.”

“But now I have to tell him.” Marcus grimaced. “I’m not sure I can.”

Fitz maintained a diplomatic silence.

“It wasn’t really his fault,” Marcus said, to no one in particular. “I
mean—ypartly, of course, but—" He shook his head.

“Perhaps if you spoke to the colonel again, he would accept some
lighter form of discipline?”

“No,” Marcus said. “He wants to make an example.” He hesitated,
then added, “He talked about giving you the Fourth.”

Fitz’ expression didn’t change. “I see.”

Marcus looked at him curiously. “Do you want a battalion
command?”

“It would certainly further my career, sir. However, I would worry
about the First in my absence. With you spending so much time with the
colonel . ..”

That was true enough. Fitz practically had a battalion command

already.



Marcus pushed away from the rock. “I need to talk to the others. Can
you track down Val and Mor and have them meet me in my tent around
sundown? Make sure you don’t let anyone know why.”

“Certainly, sir.” Fitz saluted.

The walk back to camp felt longer than the walk out had, and the rest
of the day seemed to pass only grudgingly. There were account books to
sign off on, stores and inventories to approve, sick lists and casualty reports
—that was only the top of the stack. Marcus didn’t dare wonder what lurked
in the bottom layers. By the time he looked up and saw that the horizon had
gone crimson, his right hand was stiff and aching, and his fingers were
blotchy with spilt ink.

Mor arrived first, red-faced from hours in the sun and in a foul
mood. He shrugged out of his uniform coat before Marcus could say a
word, tossed it into a corner of the tent, and tugged at his collar.

“They’re a bunch of children,” he said. “A bunch of spoiled children.
Tell them they’ve done something wrong and they look at you like they’re
about to cry. I don’t know where the colonel dug up this lot.”

“The recruits?” Marcus said.

“The rankers are fine. It’s the lieutenants that are the problem.” Mor
paced the length of the tent twice, then aimed a kick at his own jacket.
“Bunch of stuck-up goddamned paper soldiers. Not one of them had seen
any action, and before the battle yesterday they were just about pissing their
pants, but now they all think they’re Farus the Conqueror come again.” Mor

shook his head. “Are your lot any better? Want to trade?”



Marcus shook his head, feeling guilty. He barely knew his own
company commanders, aside from the Old Colonials. Janus had
monopolized the time he ought to have been spending with them.

“Next time we drill I’'m going out myself,” Mor said. “Make them
eat a little dust instead of just wagging their chins. Maybe that will teach
them something.” He let out a long sigh. “Got anything to drink?”

“Not just now. We’ve got problems.”

“Don’t I know it. That’s why I asked for a drink.” Mor flopped down
beside the camp table. “So what’s going on?”

“We need— Ah, here he is.” Val pushed aside the tent flap and
entered, blinking in the lamplight.

“Marcus, Mor,” he said politely. “Fitz seemed agitated, so I hurried
over.”

“Agitated?” Mor said. “He doesn’t know the meaning of the word.”

“Agitated for Fitz, I mean,” Val said.

“Sit down,” Marcus said. “We need to talk.”

“Now I’m starting to get worried,” Mor said with a smile.

“Given the company,” Val said, “I think I can guess the subject. It’s
Adrecht, isn’t it?”

“It’s Adrecht,” Marcus confirmed. “The colonel’s not happy with
what happened to the Redeemer camp.”

“Bah,” Mor said. “It’s not pretty, I’'ll grant you, but they got what
they deserved.”

“Deserved?” Marcus said. “They were running away. There were

women—"



“Women who followed an army into battle,” Mor said. He waved a
hand dismissively. “If they’d stayed in Ashe-Katarion they would have been
safe. And nobody had to run away. We gave them a chance to surrender.”

“That’s still no excuse for slaughter,” Val said stiffly. “The rules of
civilized warfare—"

“Last I checked the goddamned Redeemers were not exactly
signatories to the goddamned Convention of ’56. They eat their prisoners,
remember?”

“That’s just a rumor,” Val said.

“In any case,” Marcus cut in loudly, “Adrecht is taking the fall for it.
The colonel told me he wants him arrested.”

“Arrested?” Val looked incredulous. “For what?”

“Dereliction of duty.” Marcus shrugged. “Whether he can make that
stick in a court-martial, I have no idea, but Adrecht would spend the rest of
the campaign in a cage on just the colonel’s say-so.”

“Who gets the Fourth?” Mor said.

“Fitz,” Marcus said, a sour taste in his mouth. “Or so the colonel
implied.”

“About time,” Mor said.

Val ignored him and turned to Marcus. “What are we going to do?”

“I wanted to see you two first,” Marcus said. “We need to decide,
together—”

“Decide what?” Mor said. “Sounds like the decision’s already
made.”

“We need to decide if we’re going to stand for it,” Val said.



“Exactly,” Marcus said.

There was a long moment of silence. Mor looked from one to the
other, started to chuckle, then trailed off. He sat up abruptly.

“You'’re serious, aren’t you?” he said.

“Adrecht is one of us,” Val said. “One of the Colonials. We can’t just
abandon him.”

“He never was worth a damn,” Mor said. “And he hasn’t lifted a
finger since the Redeemers sent us packing. Half the time he’s too drunk to
walk!”

That hit a bit close to home for Marcus. The answer might be simple
for Val, but he was a man of simple loyalties. Fitz would make a better
battalion commander than Adrecht. Janus was right about that. And
Adrecht was—well, Adrecht. Marcus had been with the other captains so
long that he’d lost sight of them. They were simply part of the landscape, as
immovable as the fixed stars. The Colonials without Adrecht would be like
waking up without an arm or a leg. But Janus forced him to look with an
outsider’s perspective, and he had to admit that he didn’t like what he saw.

“I can’t believe you’re talking like this,” Mor said. “I know he was at
the College with you, Marcus, but—"

“I can’t believe you aren',” Val snapped. “If it was Marcus or I
taking the blame, would that be any different?”

“Of course it would! Adrecht—"

“Got what he deserved?” Marcus suggested.

“Yes,” Mor said, though he had the grace to blush slightly.



Mor had never liked Adrecht. Adrecht’s feud with Val had reached
such epic proportions that it had become a sort of friendship, but between
him and Mor there had never been anything but cold politeness. Adrecht’s
privileged background was the cause, Marcus suspected. The nobility were
at the top of Mor’s list of hatreds, but as the scion of a wealthy family
Adrecht wasn’t too far behind.

“He doesn’t deserve it,” Marcus said. “Not for this. Green troops, in
their first real fight—it could have happened to any one of us. His men were
just the first ones over the line.”

“So what are you suggesting?” Mor said. “You made it sound like
the colonel was pretty set on this—do you think you can talk him out of it?”

“If Adrecht is arrested, I’ll submit my resignation,” Marcus said.

Val nodded slowly. Mor looked from one of them to the other,
aghast.

“Do you realize what you’re saying?” he said. “This isn’t some
peacetime infraction. If you refuse to serve during a campaign, the colonel
can get you for desertion. Forget spending the march in a cage. He could
shoot you on the spot.”

Val’s face clouded. Evidently he hadn’t considered that aspect of the
situation. It was one thing to resign as a matter of honor, but quite another
to be branded a deserter and shot like a common criminal.

“You were the one who said the Redeemers deserved what they got,
Mor,” Marcus said. “Can you really let one of your fellow officers be
disgraced for letting that happen?”

“If the alternative is being shot, you’re damn right I can,” Mor said.



“He wouldn’t shoot all three of us,” Marcus said. “If we stand
together—”

“He won’t get the chance,” Mor said. “I’ll have no part of this. I'm
sorry, Marcus.”

There was a long pause. Marcus looked at Val.

“I'...,” Val began, then hesitated. “I need to think.”

I’ve lost, Marcus thought. He knew Val too well. In the hot flush of
anger and honor besmirched, he would have willingly marched into hell
itself, but given a night to reflect, his fears would get the better of him.

He forced a smile and got to his feet. “Well. I think we can leave it
there for tonight, then.”

“You’re not going through with this, are you?” Mor sounded
anxious. “For God’s sake, Marcus—"

“Good night, Mor. Val.”

The two of them left, though not without a few backward glances.
Only a moment after they’d gone, Fitz ghosted in carrying a mug of
steaming tea. He presented it without comment.

“Thank you,” Marcus said. “That will be all for tonight.”

“Sir.” Fitz saluted and withdrew.

“Sir,” Marcus said. He’d dressed in his best, the formal blues he’d worn to
welcome Janus to the regiment, and his salute was parade-ground crisp.

Only the darkness around his eyes betrayed any hint of a sleepless night.



If the colonel was similarly troubled, he showed no sign of it. He sat
in the blue-shaded half-light of his tent, the folding table assembled and a
painted-leather map unrolled across it. Alongside this were a number of
paper maps, mostly hasty pencil sketches. He studied these so intently that
he didn’t even look up at Marcus’ greeting, merely waved a hand for the
captain to take a seat. Only after a few seconds, when Marcus remained
standing, did he raise his head.

“Captain?” he said. “I would value your input, if you don’t mind.”

“Sir,” Marcus said again. He reached into his breast pocket and
withdrew a folded slip of paper, which he placed in the center of the map.

“Ah,” Janus said. “Is this from Captain Roston?”

Marcus closed his eyes for a moment. “No, sir. From me.”

It was the first time that Marcus could recall seeing Janus look
surprised. The expression flickered across his face for a split second, only
barely visible before iron control slammed back into place. Still, somehow,
it was gratifying. At least he can be surprised. Marcus had half expected to
find Janus waiting for him with a court-martial.

The colonel, his expression once more a mask, reached for the note
and flicked it open. It wasn’t long, just a few lines. A moment later he
tossed it aside and looked back up at Marcus.

“Would you care to explain, Captain?”

“Sir. I don’t believe it requires—”

“Captain.” Janus’ voice cracked like a whip.

Marcus swallowed. “The charges against Adr—against Captain

Roston. Your original order was relayed to him through me, and I was the



officer in overall command. Therefore the failure is mine, as are the
consequences. If you required Captain Roston’s arrest, I could not in good
conscience refrain from submitting my resignation.”

“I see.” Janus tapped his index finger on the desk. “I assume you’re
aware that I can reject this?”

“Yes, sir. And I can refuse to recognize your rejection.”

“And since we are engaged in an active campaign, that qualifies as
desertion,” Janus said. “I see.” The finger tapped again. “You agreed with
me that Captain Roston was not the best man for the job.”

“Yes, sir.” Marcus hesitated, but there was no going back now. “That
doesn’t make it right to remove him like this.”

Tap, tap, tap. Then, all at once, Janus’ face became animated again,
as though someone had shone a spotlight on it. “Very well.” He pushed the
letter back across the table. “You may keep this.”

Marcus blinked. “Sir?”

“Getting rid of Captain Roston is not worth losing you in the
bargain. You win, Captain.” Another flicker, this time a smile. “As usual, it
seems.”

“Captain Roston—"

“You will convey my displeasure to Captain Roston at the conduct of
his men. But unofficially.” Janus fixed Marcus with a penetrating stare.
“You understand that should the captain fail in his duty again, you will bear
the responsibility for it?”

“Yes, sir.” Marcus took what seemed like his first breath in hours.

“Thank you, sir.”



“No thanks are necessary,” Janus said. “Now sit. We have plans to
go over.”

“What—"? Now, sir?”

“Time is short,” Janus said. “We’ve wasted far too much on
peripheral matters already.”

“Yes, sir.”

Marcus’ mind felt like a clockwork engine thrown suddenly into
reverse, gears screeching and stripping. He tried to focus on the map, but it
seemed like nothing but a random set of painted splotches.

He did his best not to show his confusion, but hiding his feelings
from Janus was apparently beyond his ability. The colonel gave him a cool
glance, then waved a hand vaguely.

“A few minutes, on the other hand, will not greatly delay us. I
suggest you go and change into your usual uniform. You seem—
uncomfortable.”

“Yes, sir.” Marcus hesitated. “Thank you, sir.”

Janus was already bent over the map again, leafing through a stack
of scouting reports. Marcus beat a hasty retreat.

Stepping outside, he practically ran into Val. The other captain was
approaching at a jog, his uniform sending up a gentle jingling sound like a
fool with his cap and bells. He’d embellished it, over the years, with bronze
and silver trinkets and embroidery in the Khandarai style. None of them had
anticipated needing their dress blues for official Vordanai functions again.

“Marcus,” Val said, breathing hard. “I’m sorry. I came as quickly as I

could.”



“What are you doing here?”

“Have you given it to him already?”

“Given it . . .” Marcus stopped as realization dawned. “You’ve come
to resign?”

“Of course!” Val said stoutly, then abruptly looked sheepish. “I
admit that Mor nearly had me convinced last night. But this morning I
thought—hell—” His blush deepened. “I couldn’t stand leaving you in the
lurch, and that’s that. But it took me a while to get dressed and write the
bloody thing out.” He fished in his pocket. “Please tell me it’ll still do some
good.”

Marcus smiled. He felt, abruptly, like a weight had fallen from his
shoulders, as though he could only now acknowledge the reality of what
had happened.

“I don’t think the colonel has any need of it,” he said. “But it’s
certainly a great comfort to me.”

“But...”

Marcus clapped him on the shoulder. “Come on. I still need to

change.”

Half an hour later, back in his regular sun-bleached uniform and fortified by
a cup of coffee strongly flavored by a splash of Khandarai liquor, Marcus

ducked into the colonel’s tent again and snapped another textbook salute.



The colonel was in the same attitude as when he’d left, though most of the
scouting reports had been converted into pencil notations on the maps.

“Captain,” Janus said, “will you actually sit down this time?”

“Gladly, sir.” He hesitated. “I must apologize for disturbing your
planning earlier—”

The colonel gave an affected sigh. “Think nothing of it. We have
more important matters to discuss.”

Marcus nodded and sat. The colonel turned the leather map so that it
faced him, and tapped a finger on it. It took Marcus a moment to parse—the
script was Khandarai, and the mapmaker had used unfamiliar symbols—but
once he found the label for Ashe-Katarion, the landscape snapped into
place. Janus’ finger marked the regiment’s current position, roughly thirty-
five miles from the city.

“We march tomorrow,” Janus said. “The question, of course, is
where.”

“To the city, presumably,” Marcus ventured.

“Indeed. But getting there is going to be a problem. News of our
victory has reached them by now, and General Khtoba appears to have
bestirred himself at last.”

“You think he’ll meet us on the road?”

“Unfortunately, I doubt that he’ll be quite so bold. No doubt he’ll
keep to the west bank of the Tsel, and therein lies the difficulty. You see?”

Marcus frowned. He’d never claimed much of a gift for strategy, but
the issue here was clear enough. Ashe-Katarion clustered around an inlet

called the Old Harbor, repository of the trade that formed the city’s



lifeblood. In ancient times, the river mouth had been there as well, but the
channel had silted over and the mighty Tsel had dug a new path to the sea,
some twenty miles to the west of the city. The kings of Khandar had cut a
canal south from their city to a bend in the river rather than relocate their
temples and palaces to the new outlet.

The result was that the Tsel was squarely between the Colonials and
the Khandarai capital. Upstream to the south, the great river wiggled like a
snake as it crossed the wide, flat plain, but here at the coast it ran fairly
straight. Slow-flowing it might be, but it was nearly a mile wide and
presented a formidable obstacle.

There was a bridge a few miles up from the sea, where a pair of
rocky islands provided a decent footing. The Vordanai cartographers, in
their unimaginative way, had dubbed the triple span Westbridge, and the
town that had grown up on both banks Westbridge Town. It was through
here that the coast road ran, over the river and down the last few miles into
the city.

Marcus had ridden through the town many times, most recently on
the retreat from the Redeemers that had ended at Fort Valor. There were no
purpose-built defenses, no fortress walls or emplaced artillery, but the place
would be a nightmare to take nonetheless. The bridges were narrow, barely
wide enough for a pair of wagons to pass one another, and the islands
commanded the approaches and provided excellent fields of fire. Troops
attempting to cross would have to do so without cover, in the face of every
gun the defender could muster, and even if they succeeded in storming the

first island they would only have to accomplish the same task twice more.



Then, on the far bank, they’d need to hold the bridgehead against whatever
counterattack the enemy would have waiting.

“Khtoba’s dug in around the bridge,” Marcus guessed.

“Like a tick on a dog,” Janus said. “With only three battalions,
though. He’s no fool, and he knows we won’t go that way unless we have
to.” He tapped the map again, upstream of the city. “The other three are
here. There’s a ford just north of this river bend, good enough to cross if we
don’t mind getting wet.”

A ford sounded hardly better than the bridge. Marcus tried to
imagine slogging through a waist-deep river and assaulting the far bank,
while the enemy flailed the water with musket and canister. It might be
done, if the attackers were determined enough, but the losses would be
ghastly.

Janus was watching him with those deep gray eyes, and Marcus
decided this was a test. He looked down at the map and searched his
memory.

“We might march down the east bank,” he said eventually. “There’s
another bridge here, at Saal-Khaaten, and more fords upstream where the
river’s narrower.”

“Khtoba would follow,” the colonel said. “And he has the inside
track.”

“If we can threaten more than two crossings at once, he’ll have to
spread himself thinner. He can’t cover them all.”

Janus gave a slow nod. “It might serve. And then what, once we’ve

crossed?”



“A battle, presumably.”

“A head-on fight, and he’ll choose the ground,” Janus said. “And
Khtoba has us three to two.”

“The last Redeemer army had us five to one,” Marcus said. “I didn’t
think the odds concerned you.”

The colonel waved a hand. “Those were rabble. The numbers didn’t
concern me because I knew they would never stand up to disciplined fire.
They might as well have left three-quarters of those men at home, for all the
good they did. But the Auxiliaries are a horse of a different color.”

That was true enough. The Auxiliaries comprised six battalions of
Khandarai recruited by Prince Exopter and trained by his Vordanai allies.
Marcus had taken his turn at the training a time or two, and they’d certainly
looked disciplined enough, marching up and down in their brown uniforms.
More important, they had Vordanai weapons, including a full complement
of artillery. They were supposed to have been a bulwark against rebellion,
but no one had counted on the fervor the new religion inspired. The
Auxiliaries had gone over to the Redeemers almost to a man, along with
their commander.

“On even terms, in open ground, I wouldn’t hesitate,” Janus said.
“But Khtoba is not likely to give us a chance at that. Judging from his
actions thus far, I doubt he’d even give battle. More likely he’d fall back
behind the canal, or into the city itself, and fight us in the streets. That we
must avoid at all costs.”

Marcus shook his head. “So what, then?”



“The general has given us an opportunity here.” He tapped the
bridge again, and then the ford. “Two detachments, widely separated, and
not much between them but pickets. Where we need to be”—he moved his
finger to a point between the two—*“is here.”

“We’d be surrounded, with no line of retreat,” Marcus objected.
“Even if we could get there, which we can’t, since we can’t cross the river.”

The colonel grinned like a cat.

It was nearly sundown. Rest—which at the start of the day had seemed like
some distant and unreachable oasis—was practically within his reach, and
Marcus therefore had a strong inclination not to answer when there was a
knock on his tent pole. In theory, it might be important, although short of an
impending Khandarai attack Marcus couldn’t think of anything that
qualified. He compromised by responding with a sort of muffled grunt, in
the hopes that the knocker either wouldn’t hear him or would give up and
go away.

Instead, the visitor spoke. “It’s Adrecht.”

Damn. “Oh, all right.”

Adrecht ducked through the flap. Even in the dim lantern light, there
was no mistaking the huge bruise that purpled his cheek and nearly closed
one eye. A shallow cut above his eyebrow was dark with scabbed blood.

“Saints and martyrs,” Marcus swore. “What happened to you?”



“Mor,” Adrecht said, with an exaggerated wince. “Do you mind if I
Sit?”

Marcus nodded, and Adrecht folded his lanky form up beside the
camp table. Marcus waved at his trunk.

“Do you want a drink? I think I’ve got something . ..”

“No,” Adrecht said. His expression was thoughtful. “No, I don’t
think so.”

“So what happened? Mor just jumped you?”

“After a manner of speaking,” Adrecht said. “He came into my tent
and told me that he’d had it with me, and that Marcus was a better friend
than I deserved.” He smiled slightly. “With more swearing, of course. Then
he picked me up and tossed me into a tent pole. Snapped it in half, as a
matter of fact.”

“Hell.” Marcus’ face clouded. “I’ll talk to him. I don’t care what he
thinks, that was out of line—”

“No,” Adrecht said. “Not really.”

Marcus swore inwardly. He’d hoped to avoid this for a while. “Ah.
He told you the whole story, then.”

“Most of it. I got the rest out of Val. If you want to keep something a
secret, you ought to think twice before sharing it with those two. Think
three times, maybe.” Adrecht shook his head. “Why didn’t you talk to me?”

“I wanted to keep it quiet.”

“Honestly, Marcus.”

Watching his friend’s expression, Marcus could tell that excuse

wouldn’t do. He sighed. “I didn’t want you to do anything . . . rash.”



“Rash? Like turning myself in before you got a chance to resign?”

“Like that, for example.”

“Accepting dismissal,” Adrecht deadpanned, “rather than risking
your being shot for desertion. That would be ‘rash.’”

“I suppose so.” He frowned, searching for words. It was hard to
explain to the others, but he’d never really felt endangered—he had no
reason to be sure that Janus wouldn’t shoot him, or even bring him up on
charges, but he felt the certainty nonetheless. “It wasn’t really about you. I
tried to explain that to the colonel.”

“Did he believe it?”

“I’m not sure.” Marcus shrugged. “It doesn’t really matter.”

“I suppose not.” Adrecht paused, then said, “Well, if it makes any
difference, you were right. I would have been rash.”

There was a long, awkward silence. Marcus searched for something
to say, but drew a blank, and in the end it was Adrecht who spoke.

“You don’t owe me anything, you know. It’s been—"

“Fighteen years,” Marcus said. “I know.”

Another silence. Adrecht sighed.

“What am I supposed to do now?”

“What do you mean?” Marcus said.

“How can I just go back to my battalion now? I know the colonel
would rather be rid of me. Mor seems to hate me. And you—" He shook his
head. “It seems like I ought to resign, but after what you’ve been through

that would be a bit of a waste, wouldn’t it?”



“I don’t know.” Marcus hadn’t thought that far ahead. “Mor will
come around eventually. But I think you need to prove the colonel wrong.”

“Small chance that I’ll get the opportunity. He’ll have me guarding
the latrines for the rest of the campaign.”

“He won’t, as it happens.” Now it was Marcus’ turn to smile. “We’re
going into action again tomorrow, and you’ve got a big part in it. Right
beside me, in fact.”

“Oh.” Adrecht didn’t sound surprised. “And how did that happen?”

“You volunteered.”

“I suspected as much. I’m not going to like this, am I?”

“Probably not,” Marcus admitted. “I didn’t.”



Chapter Ten

WINTER

Winter sighed and rubbed her weary eyes. The lantern on her little table
had guttered low while she’d been working. She blew it out, added another
inch of oil, and wound out more wick, then struck a match and relit it. The
sudden flare of light seemed bright as noon in the darkness of her tent.

What I ought to do is sleep. But awake, she could feel the captain’s
orders for tomorrow staring at her from where she’d tucked them in her
coat, and every time she lay down to sleep she found herself faced with
accusing green eyes.

Her only solace lay in work, of which there was fortunately a
sufficiency. In spite of Winter’s intermittent efforts, the company books
were still badly out of date. Not only did the various infractions, minor
penalties, and daily logs of the march still need to be recorded and
approved, but the deaths of nearly a third of the men still needed to be

processed. Each of the dead had left behind some pathetic bundle of



possessions, all of which Bobby had carefully inventoried and assessed.
These would be sold at the first opportunity, and the proceeds forwarded to
the dead men’s kin along with the army’s standard benefits.

The lists made for sad reading. Winter tapped her pen beside a line
that read, “One locket or keepsake, brass, containing a miniature of a young
woman. Of indifferent quality. 2f 6p.” She wondered whether the girl had
been a wife, a lover, or merely some object of brotherly affection. Then,
frustrated, she tossed the pen aside and leaned back on her elbows. Her
eyes, itchy with fatigue and lantern smoke, filled with tears.

“Are you unwell?”

The voice was Feor’s—there was hardly anyone else likely to speak
to her in Khandarai—but Winter started anyway. The girl was so quiet it
was easy to forget that she was there. She lay on her stomach on the extra
bedroll Graff had cadged from the quartermasters, reading by the flickering
light of Winter’s lamp. Aside from the occasional rasp of a turning page,
she might have been a queer-looking statue.

“No,” Winter said, blinking away the tears. “Well, yes, but not how
you mean. I’'m tired.”

“Your diligence does you credit,” Feor said. Sometimes the girl’s
tone was so solemn that Winter was sure she was joking, but her face never
showed any hint of it.

“I’m sorry. I must be keeping you awake.”

“It’s no trouble. Since I have no duties here, I have time enough to

sleep.”



With a broken arm, Feor could hardly set up tents, or cook, or clean
weapons or uniforms. She spent most of her time bundled in a white robe,
trudging along with the quartermasters and the rest of the camp servants.
Graff escorted her to Winter’s tent when they stopped for the day, and she
stayed inside until full dark. Bobby or Folsom brought food in at
dinnertime.

Winter had been worried that someone would notice, and
undoubtedly many had, but it hadn’t attracted the attention she’d feared.
The army had started out with a considerable “tail” of servants and camp
followers, and had only added to it during the slow progress up the coast
road toward Ashe-Katarion. However much the Khandarai might hate their
Vordanai oppressors, it seemed as if some of them were not averse to
washing those oppressors’ clothes, selling them food and wine, or sharing
their bedrolls. Not if the price was right. So while it was an open secret that
Winter shared her tent with a young woman every night, she was hardly the
only one, and the only response from the men had been some wistful
grumbling about the privileges of rank.

No doubt Davis and the others were laughing at what their “Saint”
was up to. Thankfully, Winter had not run across the sergeant since the
battle. If her earlier promotion had angered him, her brevet to lieutenant
would drive him to a frenzy. She hoped idly that he’d gotten himself killed
somehow, but she doubted she would be so lucky.

“I’'m sorry I don’t have more for you to read.” Winter’s inquiries

among the servants and camp followers had produced only a couple of slim



volumes, mostly myths and tales for children. “You must have seen all that
before.”

“I consider myself lucky that I was rescued by someone with such a
command of our language.”

“Most of the Old Colonials speak it, at least a little.”

“You have more than a little,” Feor said. “You must have made a
study of it.”

Winter shrugged. “Here and there. There wasn’t much else to do
while we were in camp.”

“In my limited experience, most soldiers seem to be satisfied with
drinking, dicing, and whoring. These did not appeal to you?”

“Not especially.” Winter cast about, eager to change the subject.
“What about you? I suppose you lived on the sacred hill, before the
Redemption started?”

Feor nodded. “In a special cloister, with the other naathem.”

“What was that like? The old priestesses never let any Vordanai so
much as set foot on the holy ground.”

The girl reflected for a moment. “Orderly,” she said. “We live our
lives for Mother and the gods. Our days were tightly circumscribed—so
much time for prayer, so much for study, so much for chores.”

“That sounds familiar,” Winter muttered. “Did it bother you, living
like that?”

“I knew no other way to live, until the Redemption. We were kept

from contact with the unholy.”



“What about before you came to the temple? Did you have a
family?”

Feor shook her head. “We were all orphans. The word is sahl-irusk,
sacred children. Those entrusted to the temples in infancy. Mother chooses
her naathem from among these.” She paused, and there was a hint of pain in
her eyes. “The last few months have been something of a shock. The
Redeemers have brought us . . . chaos.”

“And you want to go back?”

“Yes,” Feor said. “I must return to Mother.”

“Even if she locks you up again?”

“It is for our own protection. Naathem are in danger from the unholy
world. It would use us, or destroy us.”

Winter frowned. “Then why tell me?”
“You saved my life,” Feor said. “Lies seemed a poor way to repay
you.”

Winter nodded. She still wasn’t sure what to make of this naathem
business. Feor seemed ordinary enough, for a priestess. But she clearly
believed the title meant something, and Winter had been hesitant to
challenge her on it. Let her have her beliefs, if it makes her happy. The
naathem of the stories were monstrous figures, powerful and malicious, but
perhaps the priests of the sacred hill meant the term differently.

“I should get some sleep,” Winter said. She glanced at her coat, as
though she could read the orders through the pocket lining. “Tomorrow is
going to be . . . busy.”

“Another battle?”



“I hope not. God willing, we’ll just get a little wet.”

Feor nodded, but thankfully didn’t press for details.

“If . . .” Winter coughed. “If something goes wrong, and we’re . . .
captured, or something like that, you may end up on your own. If you stick
with the army, you shouldn’t have too much trouble.”

“I can wash clothes with the rest, if need be.” Feor fixed her with an
oddly calm stare. “But you will return.”

“Is that a prophecy?”
Another little smile. “No. Just a guess. But hopefully an accurate

one.

Winter snorted and blew out the lamp.

If she dreamed, she was too tired to remember any of it. When Bobby came
to wake her, an hour before dawn, Winter got out of bed feeling almost
refreshed. She dressed in darkness and slipped outside to find the Seventh
Company waking up around her, men emerging from their tents grumbling
and bleary-eyed. Watching them tighten their belts and take their weapons
from where they’d stacked them the night before, Winter felt the first
fluttering of the anxiety she’d fought all the previous day.

That anxiety was in full flood by the time the men had formed up
and begun the short march to the river. Winter walked at the head of the
column, looking over her shoulder every few moments to make certain they

were still following. Why should they follow? Her stomach roiled. A week



ago I was Ranker Winter Thernglass. Then sergeant. That wasn’t so bad. I
still just had to follow orders. But now? The captain had given her the
assignment, and there would be no one else to blame if it went wrong. Or if
I get my people killed, like d’Vries did. The lieutenant had been a fool,
but . .. I’m sure he didn't think of himself as an idiot. Who's to say I’m any
better?

The sky was gray with predawn light by the time they reached the
river. The Vordanai column had camped a few miles to the west of the Tsel,
behind a ridge that would hide their bivouac from any lookouts across the
water. They’d left the coast road the day before, behind a strong cavalry
screen, and Winter’s men trudged across sodden fields and goat tracks to
cover the last stretch to the riverbank. The Tsel stretched out before them,
looking more like a lake than a river. It was nearly a mile across, milky
brown in color, and placid as a millpond.

“Whatever you do,” Winter passed the word, “don’t drink the water.”
The warning hardly seemed necessary. After crashing down from the
southern highlands and winding its way across the plains, the mighty Tsel
was more like an oozing flow of liquid dirt than a proper river. Not to
mention that half of Khandar uses it as a sewer.

The boats were waiting for them, drawn up on the bank with a guard
of a half dozen cavalry troopers. They were a sorry-looking bunch of craft,
mostly small fishing skiffs that wouldn’t hold more than four or five men,
with a couple of shaky-looking rafts and a tub of a barge that looked to have

been recently patched and pressed back into service.



“The Auxies aren’t stupid,” Captain d’Ivoire had explained to her.
“They’ve pulled all the heavy transport over the east bank. But they didn’t
expect us so soon, so they didn’t have time to be thorough. Give-Em-Hell is
out there right now, rounding up whatever’s left in the fishing villages, and
he tells me there’s some bits and pieces. Not much, but it should be enough
to get your company across, plus a few more men to work the oars. We’re
volunteering anyone who’s ever worked on a boat before.”

He’d gone on to explain the strategic situation, pointing here and
there on a leather map, but it had rolled over Winter like water off oilcloth.
All she’d absorbed was the pertinent facts: you and your company are going
across the river.

“Right!” she told her men, when they’d gathered around. “Starting
putting those boats in the water. Get in a man at a time until it looks like the
next man will swamp the thing. Then get down and stay down. I’m not
coming back to fish anybody out of the river!”

“But, Sarge, I can’t swim!” someone said from the back, and there
was a round of laughter. It sounded forced. They’re nervous, too, Winter
realized. Somehow that made her feel a little better.

“Graft,” she told the corporal, “you take the barge; that’s the biggest.
Folsom, one of the rafts. Bobby, stay with me.”

The captain’s estimate had been accurate, and what was left of the
Seventh Company managed to cram aboard the little flotilla, along with the
“volunteers” from the rest of the regiment. These rowers were without gear,
to keep the load as light as possible, and most of them had stripped their

uniforms to the waist in anticipation of a long, hard day’s work.



When the last man was aboard, the boats shoved off. Oars flashed,
disturbing the smooth brown flow of the river. As the captain had promised,
the oarsmen had been chosen from those who knew what they were about,
and their progress was steady. The big barge wallowed precipitously low in
the water, but with the river so glassy still it hardly seemed a danger.

She’d told the men not to talk once they’d begun to cross. Sound
could carry queerly over water, and she was determined not to alert the
Auxiliaries until she could no longer avoid it. The morning seemed
unnaturally quiet, and every cough or rustle of cloth was audible, even
above the creaking of the boats and the steady splash of the oars.

Before long the west bank of the river had dwindled until it was a
mere smudge, brown on brown. It was almost like being at sea, with
nothing visible but water and a barely distinguishable shoreline. But the sea
was never so calm, even on the mildest day. Compared to the gentle rock of
the waves, the Tsel felt like something decaying and dead. Even the smell of
it was the rich, earthy scent of rot, drifting up from the accumulated silt of a
hundred winding miles.

The east bank came into view, so gradually that Winter had to lean
forward and squint to be certain. There was a fishing village at this spot on
the Auxiliaries’ side of the river, a middling-sized place that boasted a long
stone quay. Ordinarily it played host to the riverboats that carried grain and
produce to satisfy the city’s appetite, but General Khtoba had designated it
as one of a half dozen spots for his men to store the vessels they’d

appropriated from the west bank villages and fisherfolk.



With some relief Winter identified the long, low shapes of the quay
and the high-sided barges tied up all around it. It was always good to know
that things in the field really were the way the officers had said they’d be, if
only because this so rarely turned out to be the case. As they closed, she
was further relieved to see no signs of life from the village or evidence of
sentries at the riverside. The villagers, no doubt, had fled or been evacuated
when the soldiers had arrived.

The quay was so crowded with boats there was no room for her little
flotilla to dock. Instead they coasted up beside it, riding next to the
enormous grain barges and sleeker fishing skiffs. The shore was a murky
mess of mud and cattails, strewn with the skeletons of wrecked boats left
there to rot long ago. These obstacles meant they could approach only into
the shallows, with the barge bringing up the rear.

Winter waved her hand, and the men piled over the sides, boots
sinking in slimy mud and water lapping at their shins. The little boats
rocked at the shifting weight, and brown water slopped into the bottoms.
Those in the lead waded ashore, raising their knees high to shake off the
muck like a troupe of high-kicking dancers. The rest followed. When
Winter’s turn came, she braced herself and stepped out into the river.
Instead of the chill she’d been expecting, the water was as warm as a bath,
and her boot sank through a few inches of mud before it met something
solid. Something slimy and many-legged brushed against her thigh.

She gave no instructions—this part had all been prearranged. Graff
led two dozen men on a broad sweep into the town, to search for and

hopefully capture any Auxiliaries who might be on guard. Winter and



Bobby gathered the rest of the company on the shore, assembling on a
rough, stony path that ran along the riverbank. The oarsmen swarmed out
down the quay, looking for the vessels most likely to suit their purpose.

Graff hadn’t returned by the time their leader, a thin-faced corporal
Winter didn’t recognize, reported back. He kept his voice low, unwilling to
break the sepulchral silence.

“We should be able to get a least a dozen of those big barges back
for this leg,” he said. “Those’ll carry a company apiece, easy.”

“How many men will you need?” There were too few of the rowers
to move the larger boats, so some of the Seventh would have to be drafted
as extra hands.

“Call it three dozen.”

Winter chewed her lip. That would leave her barely fifty to hold the
quay on this side until the boats returned. The captain had been quite
specific—they’d need every one of the boats to get the entire regiment and
its supply train across. Winter’s task would be to make sure the Auxiliaries
didn’t catch wind of what was going on and wreck the remaining craft
before enough men could cross to put them into service.

Things seemed quiet enough, though. She gave a decisive nod and
directed the corporal to Bobby, who started telling off men for rowing duty.

The last of the newly crewed barges was just casting off when a pair
of shots came from the direction of the village, shockingly loud in the
morning quiet. The corporal, aboard the barge, looked back at Winter, but

she waved him on and turned to Bobby.



“Corporal Folsom, guard the quay. Corporal Forester, with me.” She
pointed out another dozen soldiers, and they fell in behind her. They set out
into the village at a jog, spurred by another pair of shots that echoed like
falling trip-hammers.

The village would barely have qualified as a hamlet in Vordan. It
was just a cluster of clay-and-thatch houses, not more than twenty in all,
arranged in a rough circle. The occupants were long gone, and the empty
doorways gaped at Winter as she passed. Up ahead, against the walls of the
last couple of huts, were a dozen men in Vordanai blue. Graff trotted up to
meet her, his face grim.

“One of ’em got away. Sorry, sir.”

Winter shoved down a sudden thrill of panic. “How many were
there?”

“Four. Out a good distance, away from the houses, so we couldn’t
get close without them seeing. We got as near as we could and tried to bring
’em down, but that was still a long shot.”

“Only one escaped?”

“Yessir. We got two, and one whose horse was hit surrendered. They
got one of ours, though.”

“Who?”

Graff pursed his lips in disapproval at the question, but said,
“Jameson. He’s dead, sir.”

No time for regrets now. “Take me to the man you captured.”

Graff nodded and conducted Winter forward. The men Graff had

brought with him were still on guard, muskets loaded and at the ready, as



though they expected the Khandarai to return any moment. The unfortunate
Jameson lay on his face where he had fallen, a bloody hole the size of
Winter’s fist between his shoulder blades. Winter looked away.

Two Khandarai lay out in the field beyond the village, while a third
sat cross-legged under the watchful eyes of a pair of Vordanai. He surveyed
his captors with an arrogant air, and, guessing that none of them spoke
Khandarai, amused himself by insulting them to their faces.

“You, on the left. If you were not born of the union of a bitch and a
goat, then your mother must have been a woman of such surpassing
ugliness I wonder that any man would stoop to lay with her.” On seeing
Winter, he added, “Ah, and here comes the commander, who is evidently a
boy of twelve. Drop your pants, sir, and let us see if there is any hair on
your cock. Or perhaps you were born without one?”

“Shall T order them to strip you,” Winter snapped in Khandarai, “so
that we can have a comparison?”

The man sat up a little straighter, but said nothing. Winter shook her
head.

“Should I bother asking questions?” she said. “Or should I just tell
my men to begin beating you?”

The Khandarai blinked. He was a young man, in the brown and tan
uniform of the Auxiliaries. His dark hair was gathered at the back of the
neck, in the Khandarai fashion, and his chin was covered with a bristly fuzz
that he probably thought of as a beard. By his lack of insignia, he was a

ranker—the Auxiliaries used the same ranks as the Royal Army—but he



wore an armband of red silk, daubed with the ubiquitous open triangle of
the Redemption in black ink.

All in all, aside from the uniform, Winter wouldn’t have given him a
second glance if she’d passed him in the streets of Ashe-Katarion. She
might even have shared a drink with him, if they’d met in a tavern. But
now . ..

“I don’t know what you’re doing here,” he said. “But you’d be best
advised to surrender when Rahal-dan-Sendor fetches our men. You’ll be
treated kindly, I assure you.”

“How many men in your force? How far away are they?”

He looked at her defiantly. Winter looked over her shoulder at Graff.

“Lay one across his jaw, would you? Then try to look menacing.”

“Gladly,” the corporal growled.

Winter was still fighting a sick, acid feeling in her gut when she returned,
with Graff and Bobby, to the rest of the company.

“I don’t know what you said to him,” Graff said, “but that was neatly
done.”

“Sergeant Davis was an excellent tutor,” Winter muttered. Her
knuckles itched, as though she’d administered the beating herself.

Folsom had the rest of the men loading and checking their weapons.
The big corporal stood up and saluted as they approached, and the rankers

made to do likewise. Winter waved them back to their task.



“We’re going to have guests,” she told them. “There’s a Khandarai
detachment not far from here. Four companies, unless our friend with the
black eye was telling stories. We’ve got maybe twenty minutes before they
arrive.”

There were a few groans from the men near enough to hear. Winter
turned to Bobby.

“How long until the boats get back?”

“It took us nearly an hour to cross, sir.” The boy seemed perfectly
composed, in spite of the bad news. “It’ll probably take the big barges a
little longer. Plus they may take some time to get things arranged on the
other side. Call it three hours total.”

“Captain d’Ivoire will have everything ready the moment they touch
bank.” That was partly for the soldiers’ benefit, but it was also the truth, or
so Winter devoutly hoped. She had a lot of faith in Captain d’Ivoire. “So
we’ve got to keep them off the quay for a few hours.”

The three corporals nodded. Winter was a little surprised at the lack
of protests. She felt as though, in their place, she would have said
something like, “That’s impossible!” or “We’ll all be killed!” Even the
rankers seemed more confident than she was. She took a long breath and
tried to think.

“Right,” she said eventually. “Break into teams of three. Each team
takes a hut. One man shooting, two loading. If you haven’t got a convenient
doorway, knock a hole in the wall. I’ll take the first shot myself, so hold fire

until you hear it.” She raised her voice. “Everyone got that?”



There was a ragged chorus of assent. Winter turned to the three
corporals. “Folsom, Graff, get the teams set up around the center of the
village. Bobby, you’re with me in case I need a runner.”

“Yessir!” The boy’s eyes were bright. He’s looking forward to this.
How can he be looking forward to it?

“I don’t mean to contradict you, sir,” Graff said in a low tone, “but
what if they don’t come in dumb? If I was in charge out there, I’d break out
some men to search the houses. If it comes to hand-to-hand, they’ll swamp
us.”

Winter risked a smile. “That’s because you’re not an educated man,
Corporal. Did any of your old commanders do things strictly by the tactics
manual?”

He scratched a bearded cheek. “No. At least not for long.”

“These Auxiliaries were trained to be model Vordanai soldiers. I
should know; we used to have to train them.”

“So?”

“So they really believe in that tactics manual.”

Either the Khandarai had taken longer than Winter had expected to get
organized, or else the twenty minutes had merely felt like hours. She hoped
it was the former.

She and Bobby were crouched in one of the little clay huts. It was

nearly empty inside, the inhabitants having carried away everything they



could when they left. The only evidence of the occupant’s profession was a
pile of half-mended net lying against the wall. The building was a simple
dirt-floored affair, with a ring of stones in the center for a fire and a single
doorway. It now also boasted an impromptu window—a few minutes’ work
with bayonets had been enough to carve a head-sized hole through the soft
clay. It was through this hole that Bobby was keeping watch to the
northeast, the direction from which the prisoner had said the Khandarai
would come.

When the boy waved her over, Winter’s tension ratcheted up another
notch. She’d been halfway hoping the Auxie had been lying, out of bravado
or a desire to frighten her off. Apparently not. Leaning out the doorway, she
could see men in the distance, marching across the sodden fields. They were
in close order, as though on parade, a wall of brown uniforms and glittering
weapons.

At least she couldn’t see any guns. That would have spelled the end
of any chance of effective resistance—these clay walls would offer little
protection from cannonballs, and the Auxiliaries would be happy to blast
the huts to pieces and march in over the ruins. As it is. ..

She watched for a few tense minutes. Bobby, at the loophole, had a
better view than Winter.

“They’re doing something,” he said. “Changing formation, or—”

“Breaking off.” Winter saw it, too. “Damn. They’ll send part of the
force in and keep the rest as a reserve.”

“Should we change the plan?”

“No time now. Just don’t shoot until I tell you.”



While one group of men stood, staid as cows, out in the fields, the
advance force closed in. Winter guessed there were two companies—two
hundred forty men, give or take—in a neat column on a half-company front.
The leading men passed between the outermost pair of huts, stepping in
unison to the steady beat of their drums. She could see a lieutenant in front
of the first rank, his drawn sword in his hand.

Winter sent up a silent prayer that her men would remember their
instructions, and have the stomach to sit on their hands until the Khandarai
got closer. Surprise was a precious thing, and they would get only one
chance at it. Though with another two companies in reserve . . . She shook
off the thought.

Apparently the Almighty was listening. No shots echoed through the
village as the Auxiliaries advanced, neat tan boots spattered with mud. The
head of the column was nearly level with her hut now, which was most of
the way to the waterfront. The rear was just entering the village.

“Think you can hit that lieutenant?” Winter said.

The boy frowned. “That seems a little unsporting, sir.”

“Sporting is for handball. Drop him.”

The boy nodded and bent to one knee, resting the barrel of his
musket on the edge of the loophole. The man Winter had so casually
marked for death was barely ten yards away, still oblivious, conducting the
march with his shiny sword as if he were in review in front of the palace.

The crack of the musket was magnified in the tiny interior of the hut
until it sounded like a mountain shattering. Smoke boiled up from the barrel

and the lock of Bobby’s weapon, obscuring the view through the loophole,



but watching from the doorway Winter could see the lieutenant spin and
fall.

Almost immediately, shots cracked from all over the village, puffs of
smoke rising from doorways and loopholes. The tight column was a
difficult target to miss, and a chorus of screams and shouts from the
Khandarai attested to the effect of the fire. Bobby grabbed Winter’s musket,
loaded beforehand, and returned to the loophole. Winter watched a moment
longer from the doorway.

As she’d hoped, the ground-in discipline of the Auxiliaries held
them in position while their officers tried to make sense of what was
happening. With the lieutenant down, some poor sergeant would be
shouting orders. In the meantime, the column had halted, the men standing
impassively in the face of balls that whistled by or stung like hornets.

That won't last, though. Discipline or not, no soldiers would stand
and be slaughtered without replying. The tight ranks of the Khandarai
started to break up, individuals or pairs dropping to one knee or turning to
find their tormentors. Muskets started to sound from the column, and the zip
and whine of balls was soon accompanied by the pock-pock-pock of shots
hitting clay.

Winter ducked inside, grabbed Bobby’s fired musket, and started to
reload it. Bobby, having fired his second shot, hit the ground beside her to
work on the other weapon. Outside, the fusillade continued. Winter had
little doubt the Auxiliaries were getting the worst of it. It would be easy

enough to see where the ambushers were firing from, as each loophole and



doorway was marked by a cloud of powder smoke. Scoring a hit on the
fleeting shapes beyond was another matter.

If they had any sense, they’d have run for it the minute we opened
fire. Discipline and the tactics manual triumphed over sense, however.
Winter fell into the simple routine—bite the cartridge open, pour in the
powder, spit the ball down, and ram the whole thing home. Prime the pan,
hand the musket to Bobby, accept a just-fired weapon in return. The barrels
grew hotter with each firing, until they scorched her skin when she touched
them, but she kept on. Shots hit the house in a steady rain. One or two even
broke through the clay. Winter watched, fascinated, as a musket ball
smashed through six inches above Bobby’s head, caromed weakly off the
opposite wall, and rolled to a stop at her feet like a flattened marble.

And then there wasn’t another musket to load. The firing died away
in fits and starts, but after a minute or so of silence, Winter risked a look out
the doorway while Bobby stood vigil at the loophole with a loaded weapon.

The field of battle—if it could be called a battle—was empty except
for corpses and a few wounded men, the latter beginning to raise piteous
cries. It was hard to get a good sense through the smoke, but there seemed
to be a great many corpses, for the most part lying in the neat rows in which
they’d stood. Winter emerged from the hut and cupped her hands over her
mouth.

“I’m coming out!” she shouted. “Everyone hold fire!”

She could hear a ragged chorus of laughter from the closest
buildings. Bobby hurried to fall in behind her, still carrying his weapon, and

Winter walked out into the center of the field. Smoke lay as dense as a



blanket, drifting only sluggishly in the calm air. The smell of it assaulted
her nostrils, an acrid, salty tang with an occasional undercurrent of blood or
offal. There was no sign of any upright Khandarai.

Winter turned sharply when a pair of figures loomed through the
smoke, but it was only Graff and Folsom. The rest of the company was
beginning to emerge. As the realization of what they’d done sank in, here
and there they sent up a ragged cheer.

Graff looked over the field of corpses with professional satisfaction.
“They won’t forget that in a hurry,” he said. “Those that got away, anyhow.”

Winter gave a weary nod. All the Auxiliaries she could see were
either dead or obviously nearly so. The retreating Khandarai had taken the
more lightly wounded with them, for which she was grateful. The Colonials
could hardly have spared the time to care for them.

“Right,” she said, more or less to herself. Then again. “Right. We’ve
probably got a little while before they figure things out. Folsom, collect all
our people and find out what we lost. Graff, take a detail and go over the
field. The Auxies use the same muskets we do, so gather them all up, along
with all the ammunition you can find. If there’s anyone out there who looks
like they might make it, bring them along. Once that’s done, back to the
river.”

“We’re not staying here?” Graff said. “We bloodied their noses—no
reason why we can’t do it again.”

“We can’t do it again because they’ll be ready for us,” Winter said.
“Someone out there isn’t an utter fool. They won’t come in dumb next time.

Either they’ll break out and come at us in loose order, like they should have



in the first place, or else they’ll skirt the village entirely and go straight for
the boats.” She thought for a moment. “More likely the latter. So we fall
back to the quay.”

“If you don’t mind my saying,” Graff said quietly, “is that a good
idea? We’ll have no cover at all. The lads are willing, but we won’t last if
we have to go volley for volley with four companies.”

Winter nodded. “Bobby, you’re with me. We’re going to see what we

can do about that.”

“Pull!” Folsom shouted, his deep voice echoing off the barges. “Wait, two,
three, pull!”

He demonstrated with a massive effort on his own part, muscles
standing out in his arms like corded ropes. Two dozen men behind him
added their strength to the line, and the barge groaned and jolted another
foot up onto the quay. The rear end was out of the water now, dripping
brown mud into the river.

Winter stood with the casualties at the far end of the stone pier.
There had been four of these: one ranker who’d taken an unlucky shot
through a doorway and lost the top of his head, two men wounded by balls
that had punched through their protective walls, and an unfortunate recruit
who’d accidentally double-loaded his weapon after failing to notice a

misfire. Packed with twice the normal load of powder, the musket had

exploded, leaving the side of his face a lacerated ruin.



The dead man was covered by a tarp, while Graff did his best for the
three wounded. They hadn’t done a precise count of the Khandarai dead,
but Winter guessed there’d been more than eighty, plus however many
they’d dragged away. For fifty men against two hundred, that was no poor
result, militarily speaking, but standing beside the boy with the torn face
Winter couldn’t help but feel like a failure.

She focused on the river instead. The sun was well up by now, and
the morning haze had burned away, but if there were barges on their way
back across Winter couldn’t see them. Bobby, standing at her shoulder,
correctly interpreted her thoughts.

“It’1l be at least another hour, sir,” the boy said.

Winter nodded and looked away. Her gaze fell on the man who’d
taken a ball in the arm. Graff had torn his shirt off and wrapped it round the
wound as a makeshift bandage, winding a scrap of wood in the linen to
keep it tight. Bobby, following Winter’s eyes, gave a little shudder.

“Are you sure you’re all right?” Winter said. A flying splinter of clay
had given the boy a cut on the shoulder. Winter hadn’t noticed the damp
patch on his uniform until after the fighting was over.

“It’s nothing, sir. Honestly.”

Graff stood and came over to them. “Perkins will be all right, but
Zeitman will probably lose the arm once we get him back to the cutters.
Finn—” He glanced at the boy with the mutilated face. “That needs
cleaning out, but he screams if I so much as touch him. He needs a proper

surgeon.”



“You’ve done what you could,” Winter said. “Go take over loading
detail.” The weapons they’d gleaned from the Auxiliaries lay in neat rows
on the quay, all bright wax and polish. A group of Colonials was
methodically cleaning the barrels and loading them, one after another, from
a pile of captured ammunition.

There was a great crash from farther up the pier as Folsom’s team
flipped the barge end over end, so that its flat, dripping bottom was exposed
to the sky. Resting lengthwise, it overhung the quay by a few feet on either
end. She’d chosen one that was four or five feet high and made of sturdy-
looking wood. The sides would probably stop a ball, at least at long range,
and it would take a few moments for any attacker who wanted to use his
bayonet to scramble over. Combined with the boats tied to the dock on all
sides, it would provide a reasonable degree of shelter from fire from the
shore. It was the best she could hope for under the circumstances.

Finn touched his face where the metal shards had torn it and gave a
little screech. Bobby jumped visibly. Winter laid a hand on his shoulder and
conducted him away from the impromptu hospital, back toward the
barricade.

“Sir?” Bobby’s voice was hesitant. “I don’t mean to be . . . thatis . ..
can I ask you a favor?”

“A favor?”

Bobby stopped. His voice was low enough that only Winter could
hear. “If I ever get—hit, you know, and—"

“Stop,” Winter said. “Everyone knows that talking like that is the

next best thing to asking for it. The Lord Above loves irony.”



Bobby winced. “Sorry, sir. But this is important. [f—you know—can
you promise me something?”

“Maybe,” Winter said.

“Don’t let them take me to a cutter,” Bobby said urgently. “Please.
Take care of me yourself.”

“I’m not much of a surgeon.”

“Then . . . Graff, or someone you trust. But no cutters.” He looked
up at Winter, and his soft face was full of desperation. “Please?”

Winter would usually have given her word at once, and then broken
it just as easily when the need arose. A lot of soldiers had that sort of
feeling about surgeons. It was only natural, if you’d spent any time in a
hospital or watched the men hobble out short an arm or a leg. Winter wasn’t
fond of the medical men herself. But when it really came down to it, she
suspected she’d rather live as a cripple than die a slow, agonizing death
from a festering wound.

Under ordinary circumstances, she would have put this down to pre-
battle jitters, the sort of thing Bobby would forget about tomorrow morning.
But there was something disturbingly sincere in the corporal’s eyes, so
Winter chose her words carefully.

“Graff isn’t a surgeon, either.” She watched the boy’s expression.
“Let’s be clear about this. If it’s a choice between going to the cutter or into
the ground—"

“I’d rather die,” Bobby said immediately. “Promise me.”

After a moment of hesitation, Winter nodded. “I promise, then. But

you’d better not get yourself hurt, or I’'ll have a hell of a time explaining



myself to Folsom and Graff afterward.”

Bobby gave a weak chuckle. Winter tried to think of a way to dispel
the grim mood that had descended, but was spared the necessity. There was
a shot from the barricade, and a cry of “Auxies!” The quay was suddenly a
chaos of rushing men. Winter heard Folsom’s voice rising above the din,
shouting soldiers into line.

She patted Bobby’s shoulder again and pushed her way forward,
until she was up against the sloping wall of the upside-down boat. It rose
slightly toward the center, forming a shallow keel, but the top was still flat
enough to see over. She saw Graff upbraiding a man carrying a smoking
musket.

The situation wasn’t as bad as she’d feared, then. Looking up the
quay, between the wall of boats on each side and into the village, she
couldn’t see any obvious sign of the enemy. She pulled Graff away and
asked for a report.

“Sorry about that, sir. He shouldn’t have fired.”

“False alarm?” Winter said hopefully. Every minute the Auxiliaries
delayed was a minute less they’d have to wait for reinforcements.

“They were there, right enough, but only a couple. I saw three men,
but there may have been a few more. Back amidst the houses, sort of
skulking, like. Ferstein took a potshot and they all started running.”

“Scouts, then.” Winter chewed her lip. “He knows we’re not in the
village, and that we’re barricaded in here. Maybe he doesn’t know that
we’re waiting for the rest of the regiment to cross. Could be he’s waiting for

reinforcements of his own.”



“Could be, sir,” Graff said.

“Let’s assume not.”

Winter looked up at the boat Folsom had dragged into place. There
was room for only eight or nine men to stand across the quay, shoulder to
shoulder. That wasn’t a lot of fire, even with a good supply of loaded
weapons. On the other hand, the enemy would be similarly restricted, and
they wouldn’t have anything to hide behind.

“If they come, they’re going to get a kicking,” Graff said, echoing
her thoughts. “T wouldn’t like to try attacking up this way.”

“Let’s hope they’ll be just as reluctant.”

As it turned out, they were not.

It was a further half an hour before the enemy commander decided
the village was clear and marched his men in. All four companies, or what
was left of them, formed up in the town square. They were three or four
hundred yards from the edge of the quay, and twenty more from the
barricade. Close enough for the Vordanai to shout and make insulting hand
gestures, but too far for anything but an extremely lucky shot to carry.

There was one man ahorse just in front of the enemy ranks, who
Winter assumed was the commanding officer. She hoped he’d display the
same lead-from-the-front mentality that his lieutenant had shown earlier,
but no such luck. When the brown-and-tan column lurched into motion, the

mounted man stayed well to the rear. Winter signaled for her own men to



make ready. Nine of them, chosen by general acclamation to be the best
shots in the company, were crouching against the barricade. The rest of the
rankers waited nervously behind them, spread out across the quay, sitting or
on their knees to avoid showing their heads over the top of the boat.

The Auxiliaries were in a company column, forty men wide and a
dozen or so deep. Their drummers quickened the pace as they approached,
from the languid march rhythm to the pulse-fast beat of the attack. Winter’s
men waited, bayonets already fixed on their muskets, until the column was
a hundred yards out—still well away from the base of the quay but clear of
the last few houses in the village.

At a gesture from Winter, the men on the barricade opened fire. The
crash of nine muskets at once, in the echoing confines of the boat-crowded
quay, sounded more like a battalion volley. Smoke billowed along the
barricade, and here and there in the front rank of the approaching formation
men twitched and went down, or dropped out of line and stumbled off to the
sides. A hundred yards was still a long shot for a musket, but the target was
wide and packed shoulder to shoulder, so some balls inevitably struck
home.

As soon as they’d fired, the men on the barricade turned and handed
their weapons to soldiers waiting behind them, accepting fresh ones in
return. Winter watched the exchange with a touch of pride. For something
she’d improvised on the spot, they handled it nicely. Another volley crashed
out, more ragged than the first as the individual men fired as quickly as they
could mark a target. More Auxiliaries went down. The brown-and-tan

column closed up around the casualties, its ranks swallowing the fallen like



some amorphous multibodied creature. Winter could hear the shouts of the
Khandarai sergeants pushing their men to keep the line straight in spite of
the losses.

Another volley, and another, until all cohesion was lost and there
was simply a steady rattle of shots. New muskets were handed up as quickly
as they were fired, while the balance of the company worked on reloading.
The tread of the Auxiliaries’ boots was audible under the intermittent cracks
of the shots and the fast beat of the drums. Winter watched the remorseless
advance of the column with rising dread.

Come on, she thought at them. You don't like this, do you? Break off

The drums stopped, and then the footsteps.

“Down!” Winter shouted.

A moment later, the first two ranks of the column cut loose. The roar
of musketry drowned the sound of the balls striking the boat, but Winter
could feel the barricade shiver and jump under the impact. More shots
zipped and whistled overhead.

“Fire!” she called, and the men who’d ducked behind their makeshift
breastwork popped back up and continued their withering barrage. At fifty
yards, nearly every ball told. The few that didn’t hit the dirt in front of the
Auxiliaries, throwing up little fountains of mud.

Another volley from the Khandarai made the boat shake and splinter.
Once again, the Vordanai ducked, which rendered the shots mostly
ineffective. The Auxiliaries’ fire-discipline was breaking under the stress

and excitement of battle, as it always did once soldiers were hotly engaged.



The next volley was ragged, with shots continuing to sound a considerable
time after the main blast, and from that point on the shooting dissolved into
a general racket on both sides as men fired, loaded, and fired again as fast
as they were able.

One of Winter’s nine leapt back from the barricade, cursing and
clutching the bloody mess of his left hand. Graff gestured and one of the
loaders took his place, taking up the fallen musket and firing into the
gathering smoke. It was becoming difficult to see, but judging from the
pinkish yellow muzzle flashes the Auxiliaries were still out at fifty yards,
some distance from the base of the quay.

Winter could well imagine their commander’s consternation. Only
his first two ranks could fire, but that still gave him eighty muskets engaged
to her nine. On the other hand, Winter’s men were getting off three or four
shots for every one the Khandarai loosed, and they were protected by the
barricade.

Moreover, he had few options for rectifying the situation. The closer
he got to the quay, the more the barges lining the sides would restrict his
visibility, until he was reduced to the same nine-man front. The only other
option was to charge and hope to carry the barricade with bayonets, but the
tactics manual said that a bayonet charge would be effective only against an
enemy already shaken or routed by fire, and the defenders here were clearly
anything but shaken.

Winter hoped like hell the man stuck to the tactics manual. The
Auxiliaries had plenty of bodies in the rear ranks to replace those that fell,

she knew, but how long would they stand it? No matter how well trained,



there was a limit, and no soldier liked to stand in a position where he was
obviously getting the worst of it.

One of the men in blue flopped backward from the barricade,
thrashing on the quay like a landed fish. Winter glanced in his direction and
then looked away with a shudder; the ball had carried away a quarter of his
skull, and he’d splashed the stones with blood and bits of slime when he
fell. Graff sent another man up the barricade and detailed two more to drag
the dead man to the rear and out of view.

She turned back to the battle, only to find it dying away at last.
Either panic had triumphed over discipline or the enemy commander had
recognized the futility of his position and backed away voluntarily.
Whatever the case, there were no more muzzle flashes in the smoke, and no
skirl of advancing drums. The men on the barricade fired a few more shots
on general principle, then let out a cheer to hurry the Khandarai on their
way.

It wasn’t until the cheering became general that Winter noticed that
one of the soldiers leaning on the boat wasn’t joining in. She had a couple
of men pull him away, and they found he’d taken a ball in the chest and
died in place, painting the woodwork red with gouts of arterial blood. In the
confusion of battle, no one had noticed.

That dampened the atmosphere somewhat. Winter stared out into the
swirling smoke while Graff conducted the poor dead boy to the end of the
pier. Her apprehension increased by degrees, until by the time he returned

she was certain something was wrong.



“They’re not gone,” she told him. “We’d have heard them shouting if
they’d really broken.” She looked around at her own men. “Quiet! Graff,
get them to be quiet.”

“Quiet!” said Graff, and Folsom took up the cry at a bellow. One by
one the men fell silent, all looking toward the barricade, and hands
tightened around weapons. Finally, all that could be heard was the gentle
creaks and scrapes of the boats riding against the quay, a little splashing
from the river, and—quiet conversations, close at hand. Too low to hear the
words, but Winter didn’t need to. A horrible picture had sprung full-formed
into her mind.

“They’re not gone,” she said. “They split up and spread out along the
shore, behind the boats.” While the wall of high-riding barges protected the
defenders from enfilading fire from attackers on the riverbank, it also
mostly concealed the bank from view. There was only one reason to take up
such a position. “They’re going to try to storm us.”

Graff spat a vile curse and turned to the men. “Fix bayonets!
Helgoland, you’re on the wall. The rest of you form up—no, stay on your
knees! Two ranks, loaded weapons, hold fire until my command!”

“Sir,” Bobby said by Winter’s elbow, “we’d better move back.”

That rankled, but she could see the logic in it. There was no sense in
being in the line of fire, where she might prove an impediment to her own
men. She and the corporal threaded their way through the double line of
kneeling men that Graff was organizing, and took a position beside Folsom
and the remaining dozen men of the company, who were still loading

muskets as fast as they could ram home powder and ball.



Graff joined them, and just in time. A shout from the men at the
barricade warned that the Khandarai were approaching, boiling out of the
smoke at a run. There was no careful drum-timed advance this time, just a
swarm of brown uniforms and the wicked gleam of fixed bayonets.

The Colonials at the barricade needed no encouragement. They fired
at once. At less than twenty yards, the volley had a dreadful impact,
bowling men completely off their feet and spraying blood across those who
came behind them. The charge had too much momentum to stop, however,
and the Auxiliaries came on like maddened hornets, trampling the bodies of
their comrades in the narrow confines of the pier.

They reached the boat and started to clamber over, stumbling a little
on the still-wet surface. One man lost his footing and crashed back into his
fellows, but more made it to the top. For a moment, they were silhouetted
against the afternoon sky, brown on blue.

“First rank, fire!”

Graff timed it nicely. The men on the barricade had thrown
themselves flat after firing their volley, and with the range barely over ten
yards the Colonials had a target any game hunter would have envied. The
roar of the volley was louder than thunder, and the men standing on the boat
jerked or spun away, sliding off the curved wood to land bonelessly on the
pier.

There were more behind them, though, pressed forward by the tight
confines and the momentum of the rear ranks still pouring onto the quay.
Graff waited until a few had gotten their footing before calling for the

second rank’s volley, which cut them down like wheat. More tried coming



over on their bellies, slithering across on the slick undersurface of the
upturned boat, but the men who’d crouched in the shadow of the barricade
grabbed these brave souls as they emerged and dragged them to the ground
to apply their bayonets.

More dangerous were the shots that were starting to come from the
Auxiliaries packed against the barricade. Cover worked both ways, after all
—now it was Winter’s men who were exposed on the naked stones of the
quay, while the Khandarai had the boat to hide behind. A man in the second
line jerked backward with a screech, toppling against one of the barges. The
rest, having retrieved loaded muskets from the fast-diminishing stock, fired
back in an effort to force the Auxiliaries to keep their heads down.

That’s it, Winter thought. I’m out of tricks. Her men wouldn’t flee—
couldn’t, really, with their backs literally against a wall—but at this rate
they’d be wiped out. She looked at the tight-packed mob of soldiers on the
other side of the boat and wished, absurdly, for a cannon—a single load of
canister would have cleared the quay. Of course, if we could have gotten
any guns across the river we wouldn’t be having this problem—

She blinked in disbelief. The mob was breaking up. Auxiliaries were
starting to run, first those at the rear, then the men closer to the front as the
pressure from behind started to ease. The rest of the Colonials saw it, too.
Cheers started to rise again, louder and louder.

But—they finally had us! Why . . .

It wasn’t until Graff let out a satisfied sigh that Winter finally turned
around. The end of the quay—the only space through which she’d been able

to get a view of the river—was now blocked by one of the high-sided grain



barges. The front hinged down to make a ramp, and men in blue were
pushing past the cheering defenders, weapons at the ready. As the fighting
faded, Winter could hear firing elsewhere along the riverbank.

Behind the first wave of fresh troops came a neat figure in dress
blues, eagles glittering on his shoulders. His deep gray eyes took in the
scene on the quay for a few moments, and then he turned to Winter and
smiled. Winter, only partly recovered from her shock, managed a hesitant
salute.

“Well done, Lieutenant,” said Colonel Vhalnich. “Very well done

indeed.”



Chapter Eleven

MARCUS

“—Then he’d dragged a boat across the pier, to make a sort of breastwork,”
Janus said, cheerful as a kid with a new toy. “You really ought to have seen
it, Captain, it was a neat piece of work. Brown uniforms lying on the other
side as far as the eye could see, and not even two dozen of ours so much as
hurt.”

“That’s why you put them there, wasn’t it?” Marcus said.

“I expected them to have to keep off a few raiders. It was pure bad
luck there happened to be four companies within an hour’s march. Most
commanders would have packed their men onto the boats and rowed for it
when they saw the odds.” He paused. “Most sensible commanders,
anyway.”

Marcus could have done without the reminder that they’d nearly
forfeited the campaign before they’d begun, just because a few hundred

Auxiliaries had been in the wrong place at the wrong time. A symptom of



inadequate intelligence gathering, of course. The lack of cavalry for
reconnaissance had been a handicap from the beginning, but it made
Marcus more nervous the closer they got to Ashe-Katarion.

“It may not have the sweep of Noratavelt or the romantic pageantry
of Ilstadt, but if you ask me, there’s as much artistry in a well-executed
skirmish as any proper battle. Or in any painting or sculpture, if it comes to
that.” He cocked his head. “Another monograph, when I get the free time.
‘War as Art.” I think the general’s job is harder than the painter’s; canvas
doesn’t fight back, after all.”

Art had never been Marcus’ strong point. “Have you thought about
what you’re going to say to the prince?”

“I’m going to tell him to look under his loincloth and figure out if
he’s a man or a eunuch,” Janus said. “And if he does find a pair of balls, I'm
going to suggest that he learn to use them.”

Marcus stopped in his tracks, so that the colonel walked a few paces
farther before turning. Janus sighed at the expression he saw.

“No,” Janus said. “Not really. Has anyone ever told you, Captain,
that you need to work on your sense of humor?”

“I’m not used to needing one around senior officers,” Marcus
muttered. Janus, who had very good hearing, chuckled broadly.

The rigors of the march had reduced the prince’s ability to keep up
his accustomed style, though his entourage made the best effort they could.
He had an enormous tent, sewn together from four of the regulation army
tents, but the exterior was plain blue canvas and the inside not much better

ornamented. Much of what the royal household had been able to carry away



from Ashe-Katarion had been loaded onto the fleet at Fort Valor. A few furs
and some silk cushions were all the luxury the rightful occupant of the
Vermillion Throne could manage.

Razzan-dan-Xopta was on hand to greet the two officers, but much
of the rest of the entourage had been left behind, including the Heavenly
Guard. Marcus approved—nothing slowed down an army like useless
impedimenta—but he doubted the prince shared his reasons. He got the
feeling the Khandarai ruler was skeptical about their chances.

Perhaps still stung from his last audience with Janus, the prince
dispensed with the formalities. He barked out a question, and Razzan
translated, for Marcus’ benefit if not the colonel’s.

“His Grace is concerned,” the minister said. “He wishes to know
how you propose to defend him from his enemies when your army is on the
other side of the river.”

“I must admit that I cannot,” Janus said. “Please tell His Grace that I
would feel much more assured about his safety if he were to cross with us.”

The prince said something petulant. Razzan said, “The Chosen of
Heaven points out that, on the other side of the river, escape would be
impossible in the event that you are defeated.”

Marcus eyed Prince Exopter with distaste. The nobleman had made
his preferences clear through an endless stream of “polite” missives,
directing Janus to appear before him to “receive guidance on the direction
of the campaign.” What that amounted to, apparently, was retreat. In spite

of the victory over the Redeemer army, the prince wanted to flee to Vordan



with his gold. But the fleet would not sail without orders from Janus, and
Janus had simply ignored the messages.

And this is who we’re fighting to keep on the throne? Marcus
wondered again who, exactly, would be hurt if they just let Exopter scuttle
away, if he wanted to so badly. The Khandarai certainly don’t want him
back. In the end, though, it was the honor of the King of Vordan that was at
stake, and implicitly the worthiness of a pledge of support from the House
of Orboan. Not to mention the small matter of the screaming fanatics who
want to burn us alive, prince or no prince.

Among the things that had been left behind was the royal makeup
artist. The elaborate red-and-white powder that had been the prince’s mask
was nowhere in evidence. Underneath it was a rather ordinary face, with
sagging jowls and thick, pouting lips. A thin fuzz of hair was just beginning
to sprout around the crown of his head, but a patch on top remained bare.

“If we are defeated, Your Grace . . .” Janus paused. “You may tell
His Grace that if we are defeated, all hope of regaining his throne falls with
us, and so I regard it as my duty to press the campaign to the utmost.”

“Your duty to His Grace is to obey,” Razzan said, almost before his
master had finished speaking.

“My pardon. I mean no offense, but my duty is not to His Grace the
Prince of Khandar. Rather, it is to His Majesty the King of Vordan, to whom
I have sworn my sacred oath. He has directed me to secure the Vermillion
Throne, and I intend to do so or perish in the attempt.”

There was a long silence. The prince muttered something that

sounded like an insult. Razzan, perhaps remembering that Janus understood



well enough without the translation, rendered it after only a slight
hesitation.

“You are a most impudent man, His Grace says. He promises that his
friend and cousin the king will hear of your conduct.”

“I have no doubt of that,” Janus said.

Through the Last Duke, if nothing else. He’d seen Miss Alhundt
around the camp a few times since the battle, but he’d avoided speaking to
her. So far she hadn’t pressed the issue. He wondered if he had justified an
entry in the reports she sent home.

“His Grace will consider what you have said,” Razzan said. “You are
dismissed.”

“Thank you,” Janus said. “The last of the regiment crosses by this
evening.”

The two Vordanai bowed and retreated from the royal presence. The
Chosen of Heaven did not look pleased in the least.

“He’ll consider what you have said?” Marcus repeated, once they
were outside. “What does that mean?”

“It means he’ll cross,” Janus said, “but he didn’t want to say it,
because he’d lose face. The last of the baggage train is over?”

“It should be by now,” Marcus said, glancing at the reddening sun.
“I’ll speak to Fitz.”

“Good. Then get the Fourth moving. Save space on the boats for the
prince and his retinue when they decide to turn up.”

“What if they don’t?”

Janus didn’t bother to answer that.



The prince turned up, of course. Janus embarked with the second-to-last
boatload, and Marcus with the very last. He settled in for the trip among the
stacked cargo at the front of the barge. It was well after sundown, and the
colors were beginning to fade from the western sky. Ahead, a few stars
were already winking. Fortunately the crossing was not hazardous, even in
the dark—the broad, flat Tsel was as hospitable a river as could be
imagined.

The prince’s servants had thrown up a silk curtain around him,
cordoning off their lord and his noble attendants from the rest of those on
the barge. The boat was only half full in any case, and the Colonials seemed
inclined to give the Khandarai a wide berth. They accorded Marcus the
same privilege. In the days before the Redemption, the men would have
thought nothing about coming over to him to share the latest city gossip or
grouse about the duty rosters. Now everyone knew he’d been spending time
with the new colonel, and apparently Janus’ exalted status was contagious.

He was a little relieved, therefore, to hear the sound of boots on the
deck behind him. The greeting froze in his throat when he turned to find
Miss Alhundt looking down at him through her spectacles, hands on her
hips, wearing a curious little half smile.

I want to know where your loyalties lie. Marcus’ eyes darted like a
cornered animal, but there was nowhere to run. He stood, instead, and
sketched a bow.

“Miss Alhundt.”



“Captain.” Her smile widened slightly. “I feel like you’ve been
hiding from me.”

“Duties, I’'m afraid. Colonel Vhalnich keeps me busy.”

“I imagine.” She gestured at the crate Marcus had been using as a
bench. “Do you mind if I sit?”

Yes. “Not at all.”

She placed herself delicately on one corner, and after some hesitation
Marcus resumed his own seat. Together, they stared for a few moments at
the black water of the Tsel, smooth as glass except for the fading scars torn
by the other barges. The torches and lanterns of the new camp were tiny
specks of light on the distant bank, winking like fireflies.

Miss Alhundt broke the silence. “I heard the colonel had a
disagreement with the prince.”

“I’m not really in a position to comment,” Marcus said.

“No,” Miss Alhundt said. “No, I suppose not.”

There was something odd in her tone, as though the heart had gone
out of her questioning. He waited, expecting another attempt, but when he
risked a look at her face she was just staring at the water.

It was a pretty face, he noted absently. Soft and round, with a small
nose and wide brown eyes. The spectacles and severe hairstyle lent her an
air of formality, but it felt like a borrowed thing. A mask. He cleared his
throat.

“Are you all right, Miss Alhundt?”

“He’s really committed now, isn’t he?” she said. “The colonel, I

mean.”



“We all are. With the river behind us . . .”

She nodded. “You don’t seem worried.”

He almost repeated the line about not being able to comment, but it
felt wrong. This wasn’t a Concordat agent fishing for information, just a
young woman looking for reassurance. He forced himself to relax a little.

“The colonel has been right so far.”

“He has.” She sighed. “Captain, can you keep a secret?”

“I like to think so.” Then, a little unfairly, “I didn’t think the
Ministry was in the business of sharing secrets.”

She nodded, as though the jibe were no more than her due. “Not that
sort of secret. This is . . . one of mine.”

“Oh.” He shrugged. “Go ahead, then.”

She turned to face him, swinging her legs over the edge of the crate.
“It was at the battle on the road. You remember?”

“I’m not likely to forget.”

“I was sitting on my horse, watching the charge come in—it was like
watching the sea come in, a wave of screaming faces. And you and your
men were out front, such a thin line, and I thought we’d all be pulled under.
Just crushed underneath, like a wave lapping over a rock.”

Marcus said nothing. He thought back to the same moment, waiting
desperately for the order to fire, this close to yanking Meadow’s head
around and applying his spurs.

“I prayed,” she said, in a whisper. “I literally, honestly prayed. I can’t

remember the last time I did that. I said, ‘God Almighty, if you get me out



of this and take me back to my nice safe desk under the Cobweb, I swear to
—to you that I will never leave it again.””

“I think every man in that line had something similar in mind,”
Marcus said. “I know I did.”

She let out a long breath and shook her head. “I asked for this
assignment, you know. I was bored. Bored! At my safe little desk in the
third sub-basement, where mad priests never came screaming over the ridge
to try to roast me alive.” She looked up at him, glasses slightly askew. A
strand of mouse brown hair had escaped from her bun and hung over her
ear. “Do the Redeemers really eat their prisoners?”

“Only on special occasions,” Marcus said. At the look on her face,
he gave a little shrug. “I expect not. They certainly enjoy setting fire to
them, but eating them afterward?” He shook his head. “It’s just a rumor.
Believe everything you hear in the streets and they’ll have you thinking the
Steel Ghost is a wizard who can bend space and time, and that the old
priestesses on Monument Hill can speak with the dead.”

She gave a weak chuckle, then lapsed into silence again. The last of
the light had faded from the sky, and the barge rowed by torchlight. The
constellation of fires on the far bank spread wider as they approached, as
though to engulf them. Miss Alhundt’s knee, Marcus noted, had fetched up
against his own. He could feel the warmth, even through two layers of
fabric, though she didn’t seem to notice.

“I wanted to apologize,” she said.

“For what?”



“For the way I behaved before.” She looked uncomfortable. “I have
to write a report—you know that, of course. So when I first met you I
thought, ‘Aha, here’s a good source of information.’”

“I gathered that,” he said.

She winced. “Was I that obvious about it?”

“More or less.”

“This really isn’t my job. I read reports other people write, extract
the salient points, and write another report. At first I thought this would be
just like that, except I’d have to ask questions instead of reading. But . . .”
She paused. “When I saw the barges crossing, it sort of hit me. If we lose—
if the colonel makes a mistake—or . . . or anything, we’re all going to die.
I’m going to die.” She looked up at Marcus again with a brave smile. “I’'m
afraid I’ve lost my detachment.”

“We won’t lose.” Marcus wished he felt as confident as he sounded.
“The colonel knows what he’s doing.”

“You really admire him, don’t you?”

“Is that going in the report?”

She laughed. “I packed the report away. It doesn’t matter much now,
does it? Either he wins, or else I won’t get the chance to send it.”

“Then yes. He’s—you have to talk to him to understand. He’s
different. When I was at the War College, I knew plenty of colonels, but no
one like Janus.”

“Janus?” She smiled again. “You’re awfully chummy with him.”

Marcus blushed under his beard. “He insists. Usually I can get away

with ‘sir,” though.”



“Better than ‘Count Colonel Janus bet Vhalnich Mieran,’ I suppose.”
Her eyes glittered in the torchlight. “Well, if he’s Janus, I should be Jen.
Can you manage that, Captain?”

“Only if I can be Marcus. ‘Captain’ sounds strange to me, anyway.
Old Colonel Warus always called me Marcus, or just ‘Hey, you!’”

She laughed again, and Marcus laughed with her.

“Miss Alhundt . . .”

“Jen,” she admonished.

“Jen.” In the quiet darkness, that felt oddly intimate. “So what are
you going to do now?”

“The same thing as everyone else, I suppose. Hope like hell the
colonel knows what he’s doing.” She sniffed. “I don’t even know why I’'m
here, not really. The Cobweb is that kind of place. You hear rumors, but you
never know anything.”

“Not so different from the army after all, then.”

“But with us everyone thinks you know. You can see it in the way
they look at you.” She glanced up at him again, and he was astonished to
see tears in her eyes. “I’m just a clerk, really. It’s my job. I write reports
and . . . and that’s all. Just a clerk.”

Without really knowing why, Marcus put a hand on her shoulder and
pulled her against his side. She gave a little jerk when he touched her, and
her skin pebbled into goose bumps, but she raised no objection. After a
moment he felt her head on his shoulder.

“I know,” he said. “It’s all right.”

“I’m sorry,” she said again.



“It’s all right.” He gave her shoulder a squeeze. “It’s not your fault.”
For the rest of the journey, they didn’t speak. Jen soon fell into a
doze. For his part, Marcus looked up at the growing ranks of stars and
thought about Vordan, and the home that now existed only as a fading

memory.

The drums started at sunup, in spite of the moans of exhausted men. Those
who’d come over on the last relay of boats had gotten only half a night’s
sleep, but the drummers were relentless, and bit by bit the encampment
came alive. Given that he was one of those who’d been deprived, Marcus
found himself sympathetic to the groaners.

“I’m still not happy about the split,” Janus said, when they met in the
sodden fields outside the little fishing village. “But it’s the best we can do.”

Marcus nodded. He was taking the Old Colonials with him, and
Janus the recruits, rather than splitting by battalion. It made more sense,
given the nature of their separate tasks, but administratively it was a
headache.

“Figure on four days, at the outside,” the colonel went on. “One to
locate the enemy, one to destroy him, and two to return. Can you give me
that long?”

“I can certainly try, sir.”

“Good.” His smile again, just a flicker, there and gone. “Good luck,

Captain.”



Behind the two officers, the First Colonials formed up. The larger
column, just over two-thirds of the men, all the cavalry, and half the guns,
headed south with Janus toward the upstream ford. The remaining third
turned their steps north, toward Ashe-Katarion and the canal that linked the
city with the Tsel.

Marcus drove his troops hard, and they made good time, free at last
of the cumbersome need to wait for the baggage train. The wagons were
strung out on the road behind them, left to straggle in as best they could.
Speed, Janus had agreed, was of the essence. By evening the canal was in
sight, a winding ribbon of reflected light that looked more like a natural
stream than an artificial construct. In spite of protests from the footsore
grumblers, Marcus stretched the march until they’d reached the outskirts of
the town that was their objective. Then, finally, they were allowed to rest,

flopping down wherever they stood without bothering to set a proper camp.

Even then, there was no rest for some.

Marcus looked over his troops by torchlight. They were all First
Battalion men, picked soldiers, those whom Marcus knew he could rely on
when things got dangerous. At their head was Senior Sergeant Jeffery
Argot, a grizzled hulk of a man who was among the longest-serving
Colonials. He’d been commander of the First Company as long as Marcus
had been in Khandar. What he lacked in imagination, he made up for in

solidity. He was as completely unflappable as any man Marcus had ever



met. The fact that he could wring a man’s neck like a chicken’s didn’t hurt,
either.

By rights, it should have been Fitz leading the sortie. Not having the
lieutenant there felt strange, like losing a limb. Marcus kept being surprised
to find the vast, pockmarked face of Sergeant Argot watching him instead
of Fitz’s dark, intelligent eyes. But there was no helping it—six companies
of the First Battalion, all the recruits, were away with Janus, and Marcus
wouldn’t have felt right leaving their command to anyone else.

Val and Mor were there, too, and Give-Em-Hell and the Preacher,
leaving Marcus with only Adrecht and a handful of junior officers. It had
seemed like a good idea at the time—if Marcus could not be there in
person, it was the next best thing—but looking at the silent, brooding town
in the flickering darkness he wondered if he should have been quite so
quick to send them all away.

Adrecht will do what he needs to do. He had revived considerably
since his brush with the colonel’s displeasure, attending regular drills and
showing a renewed interest in command of his battalion. They hadn’t
spoken much, but the few words they’d exchanged made it clear they didn’t
need to, to Marcus’ vast relief.

Still. T would feel better if Fitz were here. He pushed the thought
away—too late for that now—and turned to his picked crew. They
numbered only two dozen, which he judged enough for the task at hand.

“I make it just past midnight,” he told them. “That means we’ve got

three hours or so before first light. You’ve got that long to get into position.



So be quick, and remember that if they hear a gunshot the game’s up.
Everyone got that?”

They nodded. He watched their faces and was pleased by what he
saw. No fear, just a steady determination. Even a bit of relief, he suspected.
These were all Old Colonials, after all. In some ways they were as green as
the recruits—marching in line of battle with flags flying and drums beating
had been a new experience for all of them, Marcus included—but this sort
of nighttime creeping was a familiar exercise.

“Right,” Marcus said. “Good luck.”

The sergeant doused the torch, and the little column set out. They
left the road almost at once, heading due east to swing wide around the
borders of the little town. Then, if all went according to plan, they would
turn north and cut back west when they came close to the canal.

Marcus had made sure to take a good survey of the ground while
there was still light, since he didn’t much trust his maps. They’d been drawn
by Vordanai cartographers, working on secondhand sketches and
descriptions, and were often woefully out of date as well. The town they
were approaching was so small it hadn’t been granted the honor of a label
with a Vordanai name, just a colored dot. From the locals they’d
interrogated on the approach, Marcus had gathered its Khandarai name was
Weltae-en-Tselika, or “Weltae on the little Tsel.”

Seen from above, it was roughly triangular in shape, with the point
to the south and one flat side against the canal to the north. The ground rose
slightly away from the canal, with a few rocky hillocks looming out of the

sodden fields, and it was on one of these that the people of Weltae had



constructed their temple. This heavy stone structure formed the point of the
triangle. The road ran beside it, cutting through the center of town. The
buildings lining the road were mostly clay and thatch houses, with a few
wooden structures.

The town’s most important feature was at the canal. The “little Tsel”
was unbridged outside of Ashe-Katarion, and in most places deep enough
that a man trying to cross would have to swim the turgid water. Here,
though, a dip in the ground caused the water to spread, and it was shallow
enough to wade. Over the years, the Khandarai had made the crossing easier
by tipping any stones they 