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Zorey arrived into Stoneybridge town tired, wet, and hungry, and not much inclined to dealing with his fool nephew’s most recent passion—whatever it was. He couldn’t remember what his sister had said the lad was up to this time. Falconry, maybe. 

It was something she thought Zorey might be a good influence on, anyway; though perhaps it was just that she’d run through all her other friends and relatives and was left with him. She’d begged him to take the time for a visit, to make sure Colin was learning something, making good connections, anything, at the second-most expensive university in the world.

It was with some surprise that after a bath and a meal Zorey found his messenger returned from the university with his nephew in tow. The merchants he’d been guarding through the battlefields of Tezhar and East Willonby had paid him extra for night duty, so they could arrive in time for the opening of the Luchar Market.

Zorey didn’t care about the merchants or the Luchar Market or anything but the fact that he’d been on the road for two weeks, it was ten of the clock on a Saturday, and the bar wouldn’t open for another two hours. He was, however, surprised that his nephew was out of bed: not something he usually expected of students.

Colin was dressed in what Zorey presumed was the fashion at the Circle Schools – or at least among the richer set at Stoneybridge and Birckhall across the water. Everyone else was still in breeches, waistcoats, frock coats. Colin wore a short doublet of green with red dagging, with balloon sleeves, hose, and codpiece of contrasting white and black. To top it all off he wore a green velvet hat so large and pouffy that its feather kept knocking into things, even when Colin had taken it off so he could bow to his uncle. 

Zorey grunted and shovelled more bread into his stomach. A dozen or so years after the Empire left Alinor and the old courtesies were coming back under strange new fashions. He was an old soldier from Imperial days: he saluted when he met a noble, called his superiors ‘lord’ and ‘lady’ (or ‘sir’ and ‘madam’, if they weren’t quite of the Quality), and left fashion to the young and foolish.

“Uncle Zorey!” Colin cried, in his barony’s accents; well, he couldn’t help that. “I was so glad to get your message. How long are you in town for?”

Zorey yawned. “Just till tomorrow. I’ve a job to take a Scholar home. Won’t be back east for a month, it’s halfway into Pfaschen.”

Colin’s face fell. Despite himself Zorey felt a little flattered that his nephew wanted to spend time with him. Then he recollected that no doubt Colin would want some money or the like to tide him over to the next quarter-day. 

(Although his sister had mentioned that Colin seemed to be going through less money than normal, and was afraid he’d fallen into bad company, by which she meant poor people up on scholarships.)

Not that Zorey had much money to spare, being a battered old soldier reduced to guarding nervous travellers across the mostly peaceful lands of northwest Alinor. Mostly peaceful, except when some local baron took offense at another local baron, and declared a raid or a siege or a war.

“Uncle, I don’t suppose—” Ah, here it came, he thought, gulping down his coffee balefully and wishing for ale. “I don’t suppose – there was something I wanted to show you— but I’d hoped you were here for a few days. I’m not quite ready—I thought you’d be—”

“Out with it, lad,”

“I’ve been ...” Colin flushed, twiddled the feather’s absurd curls, danced his feet in their black and red slippers across the floor. “I’ve been taking lessons in swordswork, you see, and there’s practice this morning, if you’ll come watch.”

Zorey stifled another yawn. The implication of the request sunk in slowly. Colin, studying swordswork? Wanting to show him he’d been practising? Could the lad actually be thinking of taking up the sword as a profession? He was a baron’s son; he’d inherit his father’s feuds, though as the second son not the barony that went with them.

It was still two hours until he could drink away the dust of the road and think about restocking for the next day’s travels. If he stayed here he’d just fall asleep. And his sister had beseeched him so pleadingly to report on the lad’s activities ... 

“Sure,” he said brusquely. “Show me.”

***
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FIRST SURPRISE: COLIN had not chosen the most fashionable salon in town for his lessons, but one where serious fencers went. Zorey could tell this before they went in the door, from the plain entrance and lack of a sign. The barebones look of the place inside confirmed it, like a hundred barracks he’d called home at one time or another. There was a portrait of Emperor Artorin above the entrance desk; he was pretty sure if he asked around he’d find an old soldier like himself somewhere in the back.

Second surprise: he had to fight off envy. It was not the first time he’d thought about settling down, in fact that was quite a regular thought, at night or on early travels like today’s, when he cursed himself for a fool when he could have been living softly somewhere, at his own brother’s keep for instance, as a guard captain or something. 

But he didn’t like his sister-in-law (nor, to be fair, his brother all that much), and he didn’t want to sit there twiddling his thumbs, either. The third Baron Zander had few occasions for feuding, and though he’d offered the captaincy to his brother as one duty bound, his best friend held the post now and Zorey was too restless for settling down in such cosy and useless circumstances.

And besides, there always seemed to be one more job he should take, a bit more money to sock away in his seed fund, even if he wasn’t quite sure what it was a seed fund for. A salle like this had been in his mind for years, though he’d never found himself ready to settle down anywhere. 

But now, as he walked through the halls, heard snatches of conversation from the people there—a mix of students, university Scholars, townsfolk, and road warriors like himself, setting aside differences and distinctions in pursuit of the moving target that was the art of the sword—he thought perhaps he needed to look a little farther for the right place. Hell, even the smell of leather, beeswax, sweat, was right. This was home; just not quite his. He didn’t like the climate in Stoneybridge.

Colin set him down on a bench where he could watch the others in the practice salle, and there was his third surprise: they were good. He’d known they were serious before he entered the salle, but now he could see they were excellent. Someone clearly knew what he was doing.

Zorey nodded at a few people when Colin took himself and his hat off to change. No one showed much curiosity about him; there were a couple of other observers on the benches, dressed in street clothes rather nicer than Zorey’s practical doublet and breeches (no frippery codpiece for him, that was certain), but not by so much he felt ill-at-ease. 

They’d arrived after the session had started, but fortunately Colin seemed to have arranged a partner for his display bout. She was about Zorey’s age, maybe late forties. Strong featured, black hair with a few silver streaks pulled back in a tight thick plait, though it hung down to her waist. She was short, if too muscular to be petite, dressed in loose clothing of a soft cream that set off her warm colouring to perfection. 

She didn’t look Alinorel, not even from the Lesser Arcady. If they’d been back in Imperial days when the borders between worlds were passible he’d’ve said Ysthar or Zunidh or even far outside-the-Empire Kaphyrn. He’d met two Kaphyrni women once, sisters. The famous ones.

Colin was studying the short sword. His own practice wear was brown and green linen, and made him look younger than his fancy colours. The short sword was a good choice  for him, as he wasn’t all that tall either. He came over to the benches while the woman started to warm up, looking nervous.

“Domina Black has agreed to fence with me. She’s, uh, really good. I haven’t fenced with her before, though, so, uh.”

“Just do your best, Colin. You’ll be fine.”

Colin gulped a little. Zorey fought back another yawn, sighed, watching his nephew cross the floor to do his own stretches. He didn’t want to care too much about his sister’s son, not when Colin had bright prospects and a good fortune behind him.

(The second Baron Zander had gambled away what inheritance wasn’t entailed, leaving Zorey nothing but his grandfather’s sword in a period, even more than this one, where money meant position. Colin’s father was a better steward of his resources.)

Colin wouldn’t be a hire sword—he’d be a Scholar one day, possibly castellan for his brother once the latter became the baron. Zorey had heard Cormel talk proudly of Colin’s brains and culture.

After a few minutes the woman—Domina Black, Zorey reminded himself—asked Colin a question. He looked back at Zorey, who nodded sagely, and answered with a nervous affirmative whose squeak Zorey could hear from twenty feet away. 

The salle was noisy, full of happy grunts and scuffles and breathless wit. Zorey watched Domina Black and Colin pace out their distance, and realised that the sounds were dying away as people noticed the bout beginning. His curiosity was piqued. It couldn’t possibly be that Colin had nurtured a secret gift at swordswork all these years, could it?

—No, he saw immediately they finished saluting. It wasn’t Colin.

Second son of a scholar-baron, Colin had been destined since birth for law, the church, or a castellanship after he got his heart’s degree. His father lived in a rich peaceful part of Alinor, bordering the Lesser Arcady on one side, which did not engage in petty border disputes, and a swamp on the opposite. He’d married the southern frontier—Zorey’s sister’s dowry had been the three border towns and her mother’s medical library, which their father hadn’t been able to gamble away—and set his sights on his children being cultured.

The eldest, a son, was groomed for a peaceful barony, the eldest daughter had chosen a Scholar’s lot and was teaching at Fillering Pool, the second daughter had married a minor nobleman from the next duchy over after her heart’s degree at Inchpoint, and Colin, rather late born, was spoiled.

Hence, Stoneybridge, one of the most expensive of the Circle Schools. Hence, encouragement and pocket money to try new things—especially the higher and more fashionable forms of culture, his parents not being all that keen on the applicable scholarship. Soldiering and practical magic had both gone out of fashion for young nobility with the fall of the Empire. 

Zorey had nothing against high culture, and felt that his brother and brother-in-law were probably right that no violence was likely to visit their borders any time soon, though he did feel they shouldn’t lose sight of all defense in pursuit of agricultural paradises and painted castles. He just didn’t care all that much for lovely things of no use.

He had, however, seen few things so beautiful as the way the middle-aged Scholar took apart Colin.

No wonder everyone was watching: she must have been noted for her ability to—what was it? Zorey focused intently on the match, watching how she drew out every learned move and forced Colin again and again to reach past his own knowledge and skill.

By the time she scored her fifth leisurely point Zorey knew Colin’s skill to a tittle. He could see exactly his blind spots—had learned that Colin was hesitant to trust his instincts as well as over-hasty in reaction. He could see that Colin loved and desired the sword, feared disgrace, had been working hard to improve, and still felt himself—still was, to be honest—far from his hoped-for attainments.

He could see that Colin was trying to become a good man.

Zorey wiped his eyes hastily as several people applauded. Colin’s salute to the professor was angry and embarrassed. Zorey clapped a few times, in honour for the professor’s skill and generosity in displaying Colin to him, dissecting his soul through the work of blade and intent concentration.

Colin hadn’t seen any of that. He was trying not to cry with humiliation as he came over to his uncle. Zorey knew—oh, too well! —that feeling, so strong especially in adolescence, when you were trying to impress someone—as his nephew clearly had been—and oh! failing so utterly. 

His own failings had been more than passing embarrassment, however.

“Well done lad,” he said gruffly.

Colin dashed away sweat and tears with an angry swipe. “No, it wasn’t. I—uncle, I have been practising—oh, I’m such a fool. I did everything wrong. I shouldn’t have asked you to come.”

Domina Black stood a few steps away; she grimaced wryly. Zorey felt a surge of compassion for both of them. 

“That’s because she—Domina Black, is it? —the domina took you to your limits, and past them, each time. Of course you felt like you failed.”

Colin looked bewildered; the professor smiled and bowed slightly in acknowledgement. 

Zorey fought with his disinclination to get involved, his exhaustion, and the disreputable aspects of his own still-vivid humiliation at the hands of a great swordsman—but Corey was so crestfallen and sullen and hurt, and the place felt so safe and welcoming, and Domina Black was so very good at the blade, that he sighed. 

“Look, lad, has anyone ever told you how I came by this scar?”

He touched the ugly line running across his cheek. Colin said, “I thought it was in battle? When you were a soldier, back in the Empire?”

“It was back in Empire days, but not really a battle. You’ve heard of how the Red Company once were caught in an ambush by an Imperial company, and Damian Raskae defeated them all?”

Colin looked as if he thought he was gammoning him. “That’s a legend, uncle. A folk tale.”

Zorey wished he hadn’t brought it up. He sighed, rubbing the scar lightly. He saw Domina Black looking at him, dropped his hand. “I was the hundred and forty-ninth soldier defeated that day. Go get changed and I’ll tell the story.”
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Of course, by the time Colin returned haste-post-haste, half the salle was gathered around to hear the story, including the still-smiling-wryly Domina Black, who returned from the women’s changing room rebraiding her hair, dressed now in a Scholar’s demure black robes. Colin hadn’t bothered to dry himself properly and his hose was half wet up his legs. Well, it was summer, the lad wouldn’t die of cold

Zorey hadn’t told the story for years. Not for him the boasts in bars and barracks; he was too conscious of the fact that he’d been humiliated far more soundly than young Colin here. 

And he’d felt a kind of tenderness about the incident afterwards, when he went home on leave for his sister’s marriage and was considered much changed by his experiences in the Army.

He cleared his throat. “It happened just after the fuss with the Customs House on Colhélhé. No one knew where the Red Company were going next, or what they’d do. All the companies of the Imperial army were told to watch out for them. They were to be delivered to the Emperor personally.”

People nodded sagely. The younger lot had grown up with whispered stories about the ten companions who had risen like beacon fires of—something—something nameless but powerful—in the latter days of Eritanyr’s reign. Zorey had never quite worked out what the appeal was, at least not until he’d met them. Until that point he’d thought them a bunch of lunatics raging for attention.

The older folks, of course, remembered the way the air had been full of the Red Company this and the Red Company that, outlaws as they were. 

The ninth and greatest Terror of Astandalas, officially, whom everyone had loved.

“Our company—the 31st Goldlake and Varra, part of the Second Army—was stationed at the Border between Ysthar and Zunidh, near the Silver Forest on the Radigul Mountains side. We weren’t on the active borders—we were there to patrol and maintain the roads. Joke duty, really. I’d just been transferred in from my old company, Bayesthers’ Twelfth, but everyone else was itching to be transferred out to Colly or Voonra or anywhere there was action, really. But we were the ones who caught the Red Company.”

Colin gasped. Zorey smiled at the expressions chasing themselves across his open features. “I was just back from barracks in Lordune after the West Collian fiasco. It was my first circuit with the 31st, but I wasn’t the only seasoned fighter—though at the time one of the hardest. Our captain was a noble fellow from Ysthar. He was itching to win glory and promotion. I fancy he wanted the Emperor’s favour even more than the prize money. He insisted we act as sharp as if we were on the Collian front or southwest Alinor, trim, alert, in full gear, even though we were just patrolling the main highway between Astandalas and Damara.

“It was midsummer, a hot day; everyone was feeling lazy and bitter about being in those mountains, which are boring as hell—or were, anyway. There’s no way through that Border now. The locals didn’t have any alcoholic drinks at the time, which you can imagine went down well after a day’s patrol. Our captain, Young Jack we called him, decided we’d practice stealth patrolling for a bit. Just for fun, you see. Whichever unit got the best catch would get a prize from the captain’s store.”

Zorey paused to wish for ale and accept the cup of water Domina Black offered him. Someone said, “Smart man, your captain. That’d be Jakory Goldlake?”

“Yeah.” Zorey guessed from the rough tone and southwestern accent that this might be another old soldier, perhaps even the one behind the barracks, though the speaker was out of sight behind a couple of huge undergraduates. He wiped his mouth, marshalling the story. 

“My unit was under Young Jack himself. We caught a silver rabbit—as I said, we were near the edge of the Silver Forest—and thought we were doing well. We did a cross manoeuvre with Second unit and realized we’d come across a party of travellers’ tracks. 

“We put out the word for a pincer, and came together—not to arrest them, you know, we thought them honest travellers, but to see if we could capture them without them knowing we were there, and take them to our camp as prize. Young Jack would feed them and that’d be it, we thought—we weren’t the sort of company who’d loot travellers.”

He caught a couple of sardonic glances being exchanged, and though he hated to say it he added: “I know what you’re thinking. Those companies sure existed, and I was in one of them for a bad couple of years before I managed my transfer to the 31st. I was in Bayesthers’ Twelfth when it was out on the wildland edge of Voonra.”

He shook his head. “That was a bad place, boggy and misty and hardscrabble for everyone. No one knew which were the locals, the brigands, the rebels, the monsters, or the enemy, which makes for unhappy soldiers—but our captain was half-mad and didn’t care. He used to say none of them were innocent and all were game in the Trigoon Wastes. That was a bad time and even after six months at Lordune being retrained, I was glad enough for a lazy few months with the newbies in the sunny heartland of the Empire. But I was about the only one.”

He took another sip, wondering if that little admission had cost him audience and nephew’s admiration. The little group was listening, a bit graver now. Colin was frowning and worrying at one of the straps that fastened the codpiece.

“So though I might have had some wicked thoughts, as I did now and then despite the retraining, most of my unit were good men, and Young Jack was our officer. We did as pretty a stealthy pincer as you can imagine, and I don’t know who was more surprised when we came into the clearing to show the travellers they were surrounded that we’d caught the Red Company.”

“You just recognized them like that?” someone asked.

Zorey had to laugh a little. “They were pretty damned famous then, you know. Even though mixed groups were common enough in the Empire, we’d been issued descriptions—this was the Red Company just coming into their heyday. Five men, five women, mixed origins, and a bloody great eagle owl sitting on a saddle. That’s not something you see every day.

“So there we were, the joke company, made up of the newbies and the dregs of other companies—I knew why I was there well enough! We stood there, thinking how we were the laughing-stock of the army, and here we’d gone and captured the Red Company. 

“Our Jack came forward, and bowed like it was a court, and said: ‘I am Jakory Goldlake, captain of the 31st Goldlake and Varra. You, I presume, are the Red Company. You perceive that we have you surrounded. I have had the bugler call for the rest of our company, which is, I fear, larger than yours, and within earshot.’

“Damian Raskae bowed. And yes, it was obvious it was him: he was as blond and as handsome as the stories say. A kinglier man I have never seen. I have to say I hated him on sight. He said, ‘I am Damian Raskae, Captain indeed of the Red Company. I perceive that you are a man of skill at tracking; are you as skilled with the sword?’

“Young Jack bowed again. ‘I am tolerably well acquainted with its use, sir.’ 

“We were in this clearing in the woods, a mile or so from the road, near a stream. The Red Company had obviously just stopped for a rest: their horses were grazing but they hadn’t taken off their tack or set up camp or anything. They all held weapons, but even with only two of our units there were fifty of us, and five to one odds without a defensive wall aren’t what anyone wants.”

“Even with a defensive wall,” Domina Black murmured, and Zorey had to smile again.

“True. So we were all standing there on edge, and I have to say my thoughts were bloody, but Young Jack was near me. He knew I’d been in bad places but was better than most with weapons. He liked to make sure he knew when I went for blood. I was mad. I’d never understood why people admired the Red Company, I thought they were fools, and seeing them there in our power I despised them.”

Several people made small movements or noises of surprise. Zorey shrugged, grinned ruefully. “That’s how I was then. The Trigoon Wastes and the West Collian campaign had marked me. But I didn’t do anything, our Jack keeping me back. And then Damian Raskae smiled and spoke again.

“‘You have done us the honour of mentioning that the rest of your company is approaching. This will bring the odds against us to the region of fifteen to one, if my knowledge of Imperial companies is not altogether inaccurate.’

“‘No, that is our number sir; and yours is famously ten, some of you warriors of the highest renown.’

“He bowed again—both of them did, most politely.” Zorey paused at another stir in the crowd, as some of the middle-aged members smirked. The younger ones were lapping it up, of course, old-fashioned courtesy was making a resurgence. The ones his age, who’d lived in the latter days of the Empire, knew he spoke the truth. “This is how people spoke in those days, I assure you, though the words are perhaps a little different. It’s been many years.”

“That’s how you were going to arrest them?”

“I told you, this was an honourable company, and Young Jack hadn’t been to a real war yet. Old campaigners like me could have told him to stop yakking on—but he didn’t ask me, he knew what I’d suggest doing—and we were looking at this little group of people. Five men and five women. They didn’t look a match for ten of us, let alone a hundred and fifty. We just didn’t want them to do something stupid and heroic.

“Neither did their captain, it seemed, for he kept looking at Young Jack, kept smiling, and finally said, ‘I do not think my companions will be inclined to go with you without a struggle, and nor do I expect you to let us continue on our way without one.’

“‘I remind you that we are one hundred and fifty to your ten;  I also say that we are required to bring you alive before the Emperor, and he is my liege lord.’

“‘You are currently fifty to ten, but that is no matter. We seem to be at an impasse, unless my friends think otherwise?’

“One of the women, I think it was one of the sisters Avramapul—” Zorey paused at a movement from Domina Black, as if she’d shaken out her hair, and was haunted by a sudden wistfulness he rarely felt. He was tired, he reminded himself. “—One of the sisters Avramapul said, ‘I would consider it, but we are expected at a wedding, if you recall.’

“‘That is true,’ replied her captain, as if he’d forgotten. ‘Captain Goldlake, I am certain you realise that if we were to fight en masse, or indeed en mêlée, some of your number would be killed, and some of ours injured or perhaps killed – which would be grievous to us and disappoint your Emperor.’

‘And yet you say you will not come peaceably, and so we must fight.’

‘In this age of the worlds, it appears we must. But I ask you, would you consider settling the matter by single combat?’

‘How do you mean?’

‘It is a common practice in some regions. I mean that you are tolerably acquainted with the sword, and I have some skill at that art myself, and I suggest that you and I fight for the right of passage—ours to go free if I win, yours to take us if I lose.’

“We all just stared at him for a moment. I don’t know what Young Jack was going to do, because before he spoke one of our young hotheads, a nobleman’s younger son who went by the name of Taft, stepped forward, saluted, and said. ‘Please, sir, may I have leave to duel this man?’

“Damian Raskae bowed to him. ‘By all means, if your captain prefers.’

“Young Jack flushed, but he was a cool-headed young man and he started to smile—I could see from where I was standing, though I kept being distracted by that ruddy eagle owl clacking its beak at me, and I was getting impatient. Then our Jack said, ‘Captain Raskae, if you can defeat my company in single combat then yours can go freely on your way.’

“It was a good response, I remember thinking at the time. Half of our company jeered and whistled and did things like that, for were we not of the Imperial Army? Also you need to know this was still relatively early days for the Red Company, and Damian Raskae had yet to make his name as the greatest swordsman on the nine worlds.” Zorey paused. “It was because of this that he did.”

He remembered afresh the look on Damian Raskae’s face as he lifted his head and laughed, and the expressions on those of the companions he could see. “Fitzroy Angursell the poet whooped as loud as any of our young blades, and the others looked, well, wary but trusting.” 

He paused again, sipped a bit of water, added more quietly, “I’ve never forgotten that trust, how they had confidence that their captain would get them safely out of the pickle they were in. I think it was then I started to realise why people loved them.”

Domina Black looked at him without smiling. Colin was frowning, his eyes on his feet.

Zorey continued more loudly. “So Taft came forward. He was fancy with a blade but Damian Raskae disarmed him in about four minutes. The sound that sword made when it landed—it hit a rock and pinged, then just kept ringing into the silence, until Fitzroy Angursell stepped on it. 

“Taft felt a right fool, of course, but it was a beautiful bout, no one could doubt that. Damian Raskae was just that much better him. Then Taft’s unit, naturally, was all keen to avenge him, but young Jack was a man of his word, and made them come forth one at at time. And the rest of us just stood there watching the captain of the Red Company disarm soldier after soldier.”

He paused for another drink; he didn’t normally speak so much. The faces of the group were eager, disbelieving, interested, credulous, blank, wry —that last Domina Black, smiling, still twirling the end of her braid, something Zorey almost thought was self-mockery in her eyes. He blinked away a sudden ghost of a suspicion that he knew her from somewhere, continued with his tale.

“By this time—when he was on the twentieth or so man of the Second – we were all silent, dead silent, except that the rest of the company were crowding into the clearing and wanting to know what was going on. Damian disarmed the sergeant of the Second with as pretty an example of Bosult’s Shift as I’ve ever seen, and I remember thinking he barely looked sweaty. Twenty-five men disarmed, their swords in a single pile, all done without an injury, and none of them had a bout longer than five minutes, most of them less than half that.

“Captain Jakory let Damian have a breather while he told Old Jack—Jaokon dol Gethlau, that is, his second in command—what was going on. Old Jack nearly pitched a fit, but when he heard that Damian Raskae had just defeated twenty-five men in single combat he insisted on his unit going next out of pride. We had some rivalry between the six units of the company, you see. Friendly stuff, mostly. 

“Most of his men did no better. A couple lasted four or five minutes, and Damian Raskae was looking a bit tired, but he never faltered, and the pile of swords grew bigger. That was an amazing thing, he wasn’t just disarming them, he was doing it so their weapons all fell within a small area. 

“Old Jack took him on at the end, after he’d defeated forty-nine men. That bout lasted a good ten minutes, all around the clearing, and I saw moves like I’d barely heard of. But it was for nothing, except another sword on the pile. When he was disarmed Old Jack stood shaking out his wrist—Damian Raskae had used Higgerell’s Extraction—” 

He saw a few nods, more blank faces; well, not so many people studied the old manuals like he had devoured as a boy and young man. “And then Old Jack bowed to him with seven flourishes, as to a grand master. And several of the soldiers clapped. But most of us were getting a bit angry at being made to look like fools.

“He’d defeated fifty men, a third of our company. He looked at Young Jack, who was starting to look a little worried at this display of skill and strength, but Young Jack thought—we all thought—there was no way he could sustain it for another three hours. It was hot and he was sweating now, though moving smoothly. One of his friends brought him water, and he drank it down, but that was about the only sign that he’d been fighting hard for two and a half hours with barely a break.”

Zorey drank some more water himself. He had to steel himself up for the next bit, which was not to his credit. “I suggested to Young Jack that we needed to push him harder. He’d been letting Damian have a bit of a break between opponents, just a minute or two, being a real gentleman. I wasn’t—” 

He caught Colin’s anguished expression, grinned fiercely. 

“Well, by birth, but not by temperament at that point of my life. I’d been in the army seven years, five of them with Bayesthers’ Twelfth, and I’ve already said they were a bad lot and in bad places. I was hard, bitter, and knew how to fight dirty—and I had forgotten why you shouldn’t. So I told Young Jack to send the men of the third and fourth units at Damian Raskae right after each other, without a pause, almost on top of each other. He’d promised single combat, but they hadn’t made any other rules.

“He didn’t like it, but he saw the sense of it. People were getting fractious, our men and the Red Company both. They were still holding weapons, in case we mobbed them, I reckon, except for Fitzroy Angursell who was doing something else. I found out later he was preventing our mages from interfering, or calling reinforcements, or doing anything useful. As I was watching I thought he was just goofing around.”

He saw Domina Black’s smile sharpen, as if she were reminded of something bittersweet.

“So Young Jack sent the next three companies on in a whirlwind formation. Seventy-five men, all eager for glory, all fired up by watching their fellows being defeated, all aching to be the one to defeat this man. Most of them were newbies; perhaps a third more experienced. Not that it helped much. Damian Raskae, it turned out, had been holding himself back. When he had men coming at him nearly on top of each other, he blossomed.”

Zorey looked around the room. “You’ve all seen it, I expect, one time or another, or felt it. When you break through a level, are suddenly working at a higher grade, as if your ability was dammed and all at once breaks free. 

“I’ve seen it happen many times, but never so marvellously as that day. It was as if the first fifty had just been a warm-up, and now he was really fighting. It didn’t take him three hours to defeat them: it was as if the sun stopped to watch. He moved like the god of war. It was the most beautiful thing I have ever seen—and I hated it.”

Colin bit his lip to stop from crying, as if he didn’t want to break the tale but was hurting to speak himself. Zorey nodded solemnly at him. 

“This is true. I hated beautiful things then. I’d seen so much ugliness I didn’t think anything was really lovely, I thought it meant there was corruption and cheating and lies underneath. The more beautiful something seemed the more I thought it had to be bad.”

“You’re not the only person to have come back from the Trigoon Wastes thinking that,” said Domina Black, and Zorey nearly wept at the understanding without pity in her. Other people had pitied him; but that was because they didn’t realise what had happened, what had changed in him, after Bayesthers’ Twelfth had been disbanded dishonourably and scattered around the Imperial Army to retrain as useful soldiers.

“Yeah. Most weren’t as lucky as I; I learned differently. By that time I was functional in the army, but had no eye for beauty, even in my own field. I was sure Damian Raskae was cheating somehow, was using magic, something.”

“And was he?” Colin asked, the horrified question bursting out of him.

Zorey laughed, a little grimly. “No. Our company mages were absolutely clear on that point, afterwards. They’d been blocked from acting by Fitzroy Angursell, but one of them was a specialist seer, whose expertise was looking for enchantments and enchancements, and Fitzroy Angursell couldn’t or didn’t block that. Millory said that there was no magic at all in or on Damian Raskae when he was fighting. He was just that good.”

“Good enough to defeat seventy-five men without a break?” someone said in clear disbelief. 

“Good enough to defeat a hundred and twenty-five men in five hours,” he said. “Good enough to defeat seventy-five men without a break, and be grinning at the end. The sun was going down by this point, throwing that rich yellow light across the Silver Forest and into the normal woods where we were. After the last man of the sixth unit lost his sword to the pile—or really, piles, he’d had to start another one—it was just us of the first unit, under Young Jack and me.

“My idea hadn’t worked. Young Jack felt a bit guilty, I could see, as he’d breached good manners if not good sense, and it hadn’t worked. You could see from Damian Raskae’s expression that he knew what he’d tried, and that it had failed. He was panting but grinning and I wondered if he were mad. I kept thinking back to the Trigoon Wastes, and how everything there was exquisite on the surface and rotten underneath. Masks and corruption. And he was a beautiful man.”

No one spoke this time. Zorey took several deep breaths. He hadn’t thought about the Trigoon Wastes for years, not even in nightmares, and there had been enough of those to last for several lifetimes. He’d seen such awful things, done such awful things. No wonder that captain had been mad, he’d been there over three years.

He looked up again and saw Domina Black smiling gently at him. He wondered what she’d seen in her day, to look like that at him, to know what the Trigoon Wastes meant to an old soldier who’d been young then. It was the look an elder sister might give, loving and warning at once. He coughed slightly. Not that he felt much like a younger brother’s feelings.

“So it was our unit, the first of our company. I was all for going first, but Young Jack held me back. He had the men go separately again, not in a rush. Not that it helped, for Damian was still in his rhythm and though he was clearly getting a bit tired he didn’t start making mistakes. No injuries except for a couple of sprained wrists and fingers from people who didn’t know when to let go when he used moves like Urlong’s Disarmament or the Fegle Key on them. Two piles of swords, and a hundred and twenty-five men who were increasingly bewildered. Half awestruck, half angry as hell.

“Our unit was good—the best, whatever Old Jack thought of his. Seasoned men, newbies, all good. Good enough to catch the Red Company—but not good enough to keep them.

“Damian Raskae went through the last four before me like butter. By this point no one much wanted to win—it was such an extraordinary achievement, everyone was torn between wanting to be the one who finally beat him and not wanting to break such a glorious streak. Or I guess that’s what everyone else was thinking. I was puzzled, and getting angrier. 

“It wasn’t that I didn’t think it was beautiful—I did. I told you, it was the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen, a perfect swordsman at his height. He was more than a grand master, was Damian Raskae. 

“We all knew, watching him, that this would make his name forever—that we were watching a legend being created. But it’s not much fun being the ones who fall like flies to the hero, really, or I didn’t think so. 

He swallowed. “And as I said, I’d been in the Trigoon Wastes, where I’d learned to mistrust—no, to hate—no, to despise beautiful things. The mists there are worse than Fairyland, and I know you’ve all heard things about Fairyland. Whatever was in the Trigoon Wastes made those of us who survived have topsy-turvy views of things. We thought only ugly things could be real.

“That was me, when it was my turn. I thought beauty incapable of being true: and here I was, looking at this marvel. I didn’t believe in hope, I didn’t believe in trust, I didn’t believe in honour. The Red Company were hoping for their escape, they trusted their captain, and they seemed to trust in our company’s honour. I knew Young Jack was honourable, but I thought it was stupid, and I didn’t think it was a thing worth defending. I was angry.

“I walked forward, with all my anger boiling up. My pride wasn’t stung, not like that fool Taft’s. I didn’t care about the honour of our company, or of the Imperial Army, or of me. I wanted to destroy Damian Raskae because he was so superbly excellent, and I was certain that meant he was evil. Not that I said that to myself as I walked forward. I only thought this through afterwards. When I walked forward I just said knew that he had to be taken down, whatever way I could.”

Zorey didn’t look at Colin or any of the other listeners. He was going to look carefully at the floor, when another movement from Domina Black attracted his attention, and he saw she was still looking gravely and sympathetically at him. 

He knew, absolutely knew, then, that she knew exactly what he meant, knew the desire to destroy the beautiful for being beautiful, knew the mistrust; perhaps also knew what came afterwards, if you were lucky.

“I walked forward with my sword in hand, and I think Damian Raskae saw something in me, for he stopped grinning and looked absolutely dead serious. I was furious. I feinted with Kisron’s Opening, and I saw he knew I was no slouch—I the last soldier bar the captain of our company. He knew that I was well trained, to start with that, and he countered with Poorman’s. I attacked with Bollythwaite—him, Saudade—Vaschl—Yinarvik—Mbangalele—Tellahiu—and then I did a double move, Poorman’s Cross (using his own skill against him) and then—the Blackguard’s Turn.”

He paused, feeling the echo of those long-done moves through his bones, even as he gripped the water cup tightly. Colin spoke hesitantly. “I don’t know that one.”

“Good,” someone said emphatically, and Zorey had to laugh.

“Yeah, because it’s one of the dirtiest moves there is. I tell you it nearly worked—he was not expecting that sort of move from someone who’d just shown he knew Yinarvik and how Tellahiu can counter Mbangalele—but he defended himself with something whose name I never learned, and the real fight began.

“I fought with everything I had, which went way down, let me tell you. I’d learned a lot in Trigoon, but I’d learned more in the West Collian campaign, before the army realised how dark the Bayesthers had grown. I knew some wicked, wicked moves. Young Jack guessed I had it in me, but he hadn’t seen me let it out—no one in the 31st had. 

“I could see that I’d made Damian Raskae mad. He felt I was dishonouring myself, but he wasn’t going to let me win, either. He showed me he knew how to counter things that wicked without returning them back to me. He didn’t aim below the belt, not even when I taunted him with openings. Not he! He wanted to win bloodlessly—he wanted to triumph.

“But I was fresh and he wasn’t, and I was very, very good. Young, but I trained almost as obsessively as he must have. We were well matched by this point. Maybe if he’d been fresher he’d have been able to beat me faster. Very likely. But I think I would have given him a good run for it any time of day. Though perhaps I wouldn’t have been using quite such dastardly moves if I hadn’t been fighting him last.

“I pushed him hard. Not into panic, but into anger. I was goading him, wanting him to break, wanting him to show the darkness I was sure he was hiding. He couldn’t be that good, I thought—he had to have sold his soul to the Dark Kings, or something. He couldn’t be that good at the sword and also a good man—I was sure that was impossible. I wanted it to be impossible, because then I didn’t need to try to be both. But I kept remembering the looks on his friends’ faces, when he made his challenge, that trust. And it made me angrier and angrier.

“Finally I threw everything else out and started in on the Royal Beggar. You won’t know what that one is, either, I hope, Colin, and I won’t show it to you. It makes a lynching look nice. 

“I thought I was going to get him with it, and so did he. It doesn’t have any way out but carving up the person doing it into pieces. I’d been taught it by the captain of the Bayesthers’ Twelfth himself, one day when we’d—well, never mind what day it was that that was the only way we managed to get out alive, and we the only ones of our whole unit. Only a madman would use it, but only an equal madman could defeat it. 

“I used it. On the great and noble Damian Raskae, who, I am sad to say, seemed to know exactly what it was and why I was using it. He was not happy with this. 

“Actually, let me say that again: he was righteously furious, toweringly enraged, to the point that he seemed to regain all the power he’d lost and be fighting me as if it were his first bout of the day. There was such strength in his arm as he blocked my sword—I can feel it still, it was like swinging against a tree. It shivered, but wasn’t coming down.

“I used it. But he refused to respond the way the move was calling for, same as he’d refused to cry out against the whirlwind formation when it was supposed to be single combat. Instead he did something like what Domina Black just did now, and took apart the Royal Beggar piece by piece. Not me, mind—that’s the way it’s supposed to work, with one party or the other losing a body part with each part of the sequence. No, he took apart the sequence, making me do each part perfectly before letting me move on to the next. 

“To this day I don’t know how he did it. That should have made me win—making me do each move fully should have meant that I disarmed him, or took off his nose or his ear or something. Instead, it meant that he did a corresponding block perfectly well. It was like it was a demonstration in how to fight. And at the end he did one sweeping final move, which blocked the Rizzetta’s Prime—the last step of the Royal Beggar—disarmed me, and cut my cheek, all in one motion.”

Zorey touched the line of the scarring. It went from his nose to his chin, a straight line, but across the folds of his face, so when he smiled or frowned the skin puckered in strange unlovely fashion. 

“It was the only cut he’d made that whole afternoon, and I knew, and everyone knew, that he hadn’t had to do it. It was done in punishment, because I’d fought that dirty. I had thoughts of attacking him with my bare hands or my dagger once his guard was down, but Young Jack came up and held me back. Once I started to relax I found I was completely exhausted, and my cheek hurt.

“Damian Raskae looked at me, and the blood on the edge of his blade, and he turned to Young Jack with his back straight and his eyes brilliant and a stern expression on his face, sure no doubt that Young Jack had planned it this way, leaving the dirtiest and best soldier for last. Or second last—because of course Young Jack hadn’t gone yet. And it might be expected that he was good with the blade, or at least Damian Raskae couldn’t assume he wasn’t.

“They looked at each other for a long, long moment, and we all wondered what they were going to do. Was Damian Raskae going to complain about the dirty tactics I’d used? Was Jakory going to order us to attack as a mob to get our swords back and surround the Red Company? Or maybe it was just me wondering that, and feeling sullen.

“Damian Raskae saluted Young Jack. I remember a drop of blood—of my blood—flicking off the blade and landing on his cheek. He didn’t do anything about it though, just spoke ... regally. Truly, he was like a king or a god. He said, ‘Captain Jakory, it seems it is down to you at the last.’

“Now, Young Jack was a good swordsman, though not as good as me. We’d been practising together, and he’d been improving—though I hadn’t been teaching him things like the Blackguard’s Turn or the Royal Beggar, let me tell you! But he was no match for Damian Raskae, and he knew it. He might have had a chance with him so tired—except that the captain of the Red Company was obviously furious after my little display, and righteous indignation goes a long way to beat off tiredness, as I have learned.

“We all waited silently. The Red Company were very tense, but not making any fast moves or reaching for their weapons—yet. They were still surrounded by a hundred and fifty Imperial soldiers, without their swords, true, but with other weapons. We waited, and the only sound was the wind in the trees and the sounds of the horses. 

“Young Jack spoke at last: ‘Captain Raskae, I have never seen anything like that. You are magnificent.’ And he bowed very deeply.

“Then he said, ‘I accepted your bet, certain you could not win. What can I do now? You have defeated one hundred and forty-nine men in single combat; the sun is down; and the last was a bout not to be forgotten by any here any day soon.’ They both looked at me, and I know I scowled, for I remember it feeling as if my face were going to fall off, it hurt so much and so much blood came out. I had my sleeve up and it was drenched. 

“He went on, ‘I gave you my word that if you defeated my company I would let yours go freely. Captain Raskae, I may well be executed for keeping my word. I should fight you, but how could I? Dare I win, and act to destroy such magnificence? Dare I lose, and see my men avenge my honour? No: I would rather be known as the captain whose company lost to you.’

“He looked around at us, all his men, and at me especially, with a very meaningful glance—not that I was in any mood to do anything at that point. Then he added, ‘In our defeat, we are made great. We have entered legend by grasping the stirrup-leathers of the Red Company. Go, Captain, and your Company with me. You saluted me, but I am honoured to  say I salute you.’ 

“And with that he laid his sword at Damian Raskae’s feet, and bowed with nine flourishes—which you would only do to someone who ranked as high as a lord magus. Nine.” Zorey had to shake his head, even now. “I travelled years with Young Jack, and the only other person I ever saw him give nine flourishes to was Lady Ardaline of Alinor. Her, the lord of a world; and Damian Raskae, when he accepted our defeat. 

“Damian Raskae said, ‘Thank you. Your courtesy and your magnanimity will not be forgotten, in the songs that are sung of this day.’ And they aren’t—you’ve heard what Fitzroy Angursell wrote of it, I’m sure, in The Company of Armed Gentlemen.” He had to sigh. “Fortunately he didn’t know my name.”

A couple people muffled snickers; Domina Black grinned more openly, still wryly but also in real amusement, seeing that he could—more or less—smile at it himself. “Being known as ‘the most dastardly gentleman ever to attack Damian Raskae’ has had its uses in my career, however, at times. Not always good uses, I admit. Because you see, something happened then that changed my view of things.”

He looked briefly at Colin, whose head was down as if his hat held the secrets of the universe. Zorey wet his lips, made himself keep going. This wasn’t even the bit where he was revealed as a wicked man; this was the worse bit, when he realized it. 

“I was standing there sullenly, a little apart from where Jakory was. He gestured for the men to open up a lane, and the Red Company quickly mounted their horses and prepared to leave while they had the chance. Though actually Young Jack would never have broken his word, even without that fine speech he’d just made. Perhaps they were worried, having seen what I did. 

“Damian Raskae did accept a leg up from one of his friends—I think it would have been one of the sisters Avramapul again. That was the only sign he gave that he might conceivably be tired. He wiped his sword on his handkerchief before sheathing it and let her boost him up, which I’m sure he didn’t usually. Then he rode out of the clearing, his friends in formation behind him.

“Except that the woman, Pali or Sardeet Avramapul, she made a pause before mounting her own horse. She stopped in front of me, looked me in the eye, and said, ‘That was brilliantly fought. Wicked dirty, but brilliant.’ 

“And she unwrapped one of the long scarves she was wearing, a bright blue silken thing, and tossed it at me. She grinned when I just stared at her and let it fall, and added, ‘For your cheek.’

“And off they rode, to more adventures and more renown, and from being merely wanted to being the Ninth Terror of the Empire, and from being much-rumoured about to being household words. 

“Our company was bound together by that defeat. I don’t know how Young Jack managed not to be executed, unless it was that someone high up was as impressed by the sheer accomplishment himself—though perhaps it was because it was before Fitzroy Angursell’s song made the rounds. We thought we’d be laughing stocks, but Jakory was right. By that defeat, by that sound rout, we’d entered into legend, into shared glory.”

He smiled wryly. “Even I, when people found out I was the ‘dastardliest man to attack Damian Raskae’—people were in awe. For had I not kept him fighting five times as long as anyone else that day? Had I not come the closest to touching him? Had I not come by my scar just the way any young soldier dreams of, at the hand of the greatest swordsman for many a generation of many a world?”

No one responded for a few moments. They were regarding him with another mix of expressions, still a bit of disbelief mixed in but mostly thoughtfulness, curiosity, wonder, amazement, a bit of derision. 

Then Colin spoke, sounding as if he were wrestling with difficult ideas. “But you’ve never talked about that. I don’t think my mother knows how you got that scar, uncle—no one’s ever hinted at this.”

“And if I’d been Jakory Goldlake or Taft or Old Jack, I would have told the story in every bar and barracks—which they did. Colin, lad, I was humiliated by Damian Raskae, and what was more, everyone knew why. It wasn’t because I was bad—I wasn’t, that was true enough. It was because when he cut open my swordsword to show my soul it was ugly, and no one wants to think that. Not even someone who’d spent three years on the Trigoon Wastes and thought everything was broken.”

He frowned intensely. “Uncle, I don’t understand. You’re telling us now.”

Zorey fought to find words for it. Finally he came up with, “Before that bout I would have been perfectly happy, in a grim kind of way, to be known as a dastard. Afterwards, I ... wasn’t. I’d seen something else at work. He’d shown me my soul, and it was ugly. But I’d opened his, and it wasn’t. The worst that was in him was that he cut my face to show me that, and even then, his friends did me honour.”

That disjunction of skill and dirty tricks, of honour and shame, had eaten at him. He’d become obsessed with the tales of the Red Company, the deeds they had already done and the later songs and stories of what they came to do. 

He’d followed Jakory through five years of near-exilic punishment postings, followed him through the reconquest of West Colly, and ridden in triumph behind him into Astandalas the Golden down the Boulevard of Roses. 

He’d sat patiently through years of raillery in bars and barracks, of being asked to do the dirty tasks, of being regarded warily and sidelong by people who’d heard his reputation, until finally his new reputation as Jakory’s faithful second overcame it in accolades and honours.

Then the Fall of Astandalas, and the withdrawal of the remaining troops home, and his second career as a hire-sword, guarding nervous travellers on their way.

He nodded. “There you go. I’ve got to get ready, I have to restock for tomorrow. Domina Black, thank you for that display; Colin, well done. I’ve bored the rest of you enough, but thank you for listening. It’s not a tale I tell often, as you hear from my nephew.”

And before any of them could register a response with him, he got up and went briskly to the marketplace and, eventually, the bar.
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Domina Black found him there that evening. He was holding off sleep well enough; after that story, he’d wanted beer more than ever but didn’t care so much for lying quiet. 

He couldn’t think what had possessed him to tell the story, why he’d thought it’d make Colin feel better about his sound defeat. Perhaps it was just that he thought Colin needed to know it, before his admiration of his uncle got too strong and inevitably disappointed.

“You didn’t say you still had the scarf,” she said softly, dropping down next to him.

He found he was only half-surprised. He was running the silk over his fingers. The blue hadn’t faded, except for the discoloured splotches where his blood had stained it, and those were more brown than anything.

He stuffed it away hastily. “I was saying enough about myself, I didn’t need to come off as sentimental as well as a cad.”

“A dastard, I think you said.”

He grinned a little. “That’s what Fitzroy Angursell called me.”

“He had a way with words.”

Zorey went up to the bar, came back with strong ale for both of them. “I hope you don’t mind,” he said belatedly. “Do you prefer wine?”

“I’ve lived here long enough to accept ale.”

“If this was another age, I’d say you were from Ysthar. Or even further afield.”

She lifted her glass. “You have a good eye, soldier. Or is it ear?”

“Your accent is impeccable, though it sounds more Kingswood than Stoneybridge.”

“I studied at Kingswood,” she admitted. “And you?”

“Couldn’t afford to go as a young man, and later on never bothered. What brought you to Alinor? That must have been before the Fall.”

She nodded. Her face was a little shadowed; the tavern didn’t have much light, just from the fire and a few oil lanterns. Stoneybridge had embraced the modern aesthetic fiercely (unlike its rival Birckhall across the river, which was traditionalist), and tended to avoid practical magic. Zorey rather liked oil lamps, but he missed the werelights of the past that had made the roads safe and the towns interesting at night.

“I’d always been interested in the universities of Alinor. I found myself at loose ends, and I had a hankering to know what had happened to bring Artorin to the throne—so I went to Kingswood, and then since I didn’t have anything else I wanted to do, I kept on, and got the professorship here. And you? What happened after your defeat?”

He gave her the resume: and at the end of it she said, “Your nephew has been speaking of you with awe and love for months. He desperately wants you to accept him. He wants to work with you.”

“I don’t see why,” he growled. “I’ve told him, I’m no good influence. And why would he want my life? Scarred, weatherbeaten, no regular home, nothing but a seed fund and nothing to use it on. One day I tell myself I’ll settle down, but I don’t want a wife—all I really want is a salle to practice in, maybe a few students or old soldiers to drink with. What kind of life is that for a young lad with a fortune behind him?”

“A pretty good one, I’d think,” she said, “but then I spent my youth chasing after a dream of the truth as if it were a lover.”

“You never married?”

She grinned wryly again. “No. The one right man asked me with the first words he said to me, and I refused—and then he never asked again.”

Zorey couldn’t help himself. “He might have been shy.”

“That was not an obvious character trait.”

“Or fell out of interest?”

“He made sure I knew he’d slept with half the women of the Empire because I wouldn’t.”

“Or maybe his nerve failed him at the end?”

“I think that might be it, except that he disappeared and, rumour has it, was seduced by the Moon. I’m not sure I can compete with her.”

He swallowed dryly. “And you never asked him?”

“That was my mistake.” And she smiled at him, but not with that sort of invitation. He was disappointed, but what can you do? The conversation went on till midnight, and that was, he discovered, enough. In the morning Zorey faced his coming month’s journey with a much more sanguine attitude. 

He encountered her returning from the salle as he led his riding and pack horses to the university, where he was to meet his next charge. She was warmly silent, a gift on a fine morning. Zorey felt she’d given him several gifts, and was feeling tender in himself as he tried to make sense of what, exactly, they were.

She gave one final one at the gate to her own building. One last wry smile, as if to say that one confidence deserved another, but this might backfire on her. He saw that, but the thought was pitched aside by her final words to him:

“If it makes you feel any better, Damian couldn’t move his arm for about a month and a half.”

He stared at her. “What?”

“After your bout. And he thought that if you’d known one more dirty trick, one worse one, you would have had him. Have a nice journey!”

He stared after her departing flutter of black robes. It didn’t occur to him to doubt her words: not after all those ghostly suspicions, which yet hadn’t added up to that.
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HE MET HIS NEXT SCHOLAR, an elderly man inclined to fuss about cloud formations—that apparently being his area of special study—and automatically set up the arrangements, led them out of town, got them on their way, all without really paying any attention. She was one of the sisters Avramapul—Pali, surely—surely—

Halfway through the day’s ride, as he stopped to rub down the horses at a roadside well, he realised what she’d done. 

Not only shown him Colin’s soul, in all its adolescent sulkiness and glory; not only somehow got him to admit the story he’d been holding in for decades, never quite sure how to deal with it; not only that. She’d shown him himself, to her eyes.

She had told him who she was. On Alinor that was still a capital offence: the Red Company were still officially outlaws, terrorists, to be turned in and hanged for the good of the state.

The dastardliest man in the empire ever to cross swords with Damian Raskae—maybe he was still that, though surely Damian Raskae must have met worse men in his day, in all his adventures with the Company and out of it. 

A hire-sword, a social nothing, black sheep of his family—certainly she realised that. He’d told her outright.

But she’d seen someone to be trusted.

He rode the familiar, safe roads to Harktree listening to mild academic burbling about clouds and other meteorological phenomena, letting the sound wash over him, wondering whether that bit of land up past Tinor was still available, where they had mild summers and glorious autumns and real snow in the winter.

He fought off two companies of roving soldiers without difficulty, using Mbangelele and Vikthorn and all sorts of other moves whose names he was one of the few to know. He only had to use one dirty trick; which won him an extra gold wheatear when the old Scholar paid him, as he was circuitously informed.

He wasn’t surprised, returning to Stoneybridge, to hear that Domina Black had gone off on sabbatical somewhere. He heard it from Colin, who was finishing his term, and came to his inn the night he arrived, wearing an outfit of more normal cut but even stranger colours than the last, purple and orange and blue taffety. 

Towards the end of supper Zorey finally made up his mind. He said: “Colin, lad, I’ve been thinking of heading up north to Arshlingby to see about buying some land this summer. Would you like to come with me? There won’t be much opportunity for wearing a fancy codpiece, I’m afraid.”

Colin said: “I told mother I wasn’t going home ages ago, uncle.”
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