
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
A STRANGER TO COMMAND

Sherwood Smith

 


Published by Book View Press at
Smashwords.

Copyright © 2008 by Sherwood Smith

 


Cover by Mengruo Yang

 


Smashwords Edition, License Notes

 


This ebook is licensed for your personal
enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to
other people. If you would like to share this book with another
person, please purchase an additional copy for each person you
share it with. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it,
or it was not purchased for your use only, then you should return
to Smashwords.com and purchase your own copy. Thank you for
respecting the hard work of this author.

 


This is a work of fiction. Names, characters,
places, and incidents either are the product of the author's
imagination or used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual
persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or
locales, is entirely coincidental.

 



ONE

“You’re a new one.”

The ‘new one’—a boy of fifteen—paused inside
the courtyard, mentally translating the words.

“Yes, I am,” Vidanric Renselaeus said
carefully in the language he’d been studying so hard since
winter.

The Remalnan boy and the Marloven man
regarded one another. The Marloven had short fair hair, square cut
in back, his clothing a fitted gray tunic over loose riding
trousers that were tucked into high blackweave riding boots and
belted at the waist with plain blackweave. Everyone Vidanric had
seen so far in this enormous castle built of honey-colored stone
appeared to be dressed in gray. They all wore blackweave riding
boots, their hair—mostly variations of light colors—square-cut in
back. They looked bewilderingly alike.

To the Marloven, on duty to sort out the
academy boys, the newcomer was obviously a foreigner. He was weedy,
as fifteen-year-olds typically are. Under his wide-brimmed riding
hat his long pale blond hair was tied with a ribbon. He was dressed
in foreign clothes that looked well made but fussy to the Marloven
eye: over a fine cambric shirt he wore a long split-tailed riding
jacket of brown linen, trousers to match, lace edges at cuffs and
neck. You heard about people wearing lace, but this was the first
time he’d actually seen it.

At the boy’s shoulder stood a bearded minion
of some sort, holding the reins of two clumsy outland horses loaded
with baggage.

This boy had to be the foreigner everyone had
heard rumors about. Some foreign toff invited, no one knew why, to
attend the cavalry academy. But the king was a boy himself. Maybe
that had something to do with it.

He said, “You’ll be with the colts.”

Vidanric repeated the word, then said
doubtfully, “Young horses?”

“Your class.” The Marloven turned his hand
toward the inner courtyard. Didn’t the foreigner know anything?
Obviously not. “You’re called colts.” With rare consideration he
added, “You won’t call yourselves that, of course. That’s what
you’re called.”

Vidanric’s misgivings about this journey had
worsened at the first glimpse of the enormous castellated city. And
here was this man making no sense whatsoever.

The Marloven wanted the foreigner out of the
way, and under someone else’s eye. “This would be your first year?”
he said slowly and distinctly.

“Yes. First year,” Vidanric repeated,
wondering why the man sounded so ironic. He tried to enunciate
clearly; the sides of his mouth and his jaw felt tight.

“That. Building.” The Marloven extended his
hand again, palm open toward a stone archway that led to another
peach-stone courtyard, from Vidanric’s limited view, exactly like
the one he stood in. “Through. There.”

The words were flat, the consonants precise,
but at least Vidanric understood. He turned to Leffain, his
courier.

The Marloven added, “No. Servants. Beyond.
This. Wall.”

Vidanric realized he was being mocked, but
the man had already moved on to a group that entered the court,
their rapidly-spoken Marloven beyond Vidanric’s ability to
untangle.

Leffain was busy with the saddlebags.
Vidanric blinked against streaming sunlight. The Marloven capital
Choreid Dhelerei rose around him, a bewildering complexity of
mighty towers surmounted by snapping flags and high walls prowled
ceaselessly by sentries—walls within walls. Three times on the way
in he and Leffain had encountered massive gates. Sentries had
assessed them at a glance, saying, “Academy that way.”

The last wall had been so thick the archway
through was more of a tunnel, blackish green with age underneath,
but they had reached the academy at last. Or at least the academy’s
forecourt, crowded with people, horses, carts.

Now it seemed Vidanric was to go on
alone.

Leffain held out Vidanric’s travel bag.
“Marlovens. I told you, my lord, they don’t have courtly manners.
Just speak out when you have to.”

Vidanric hoisted the bag over his shoulder
and walked slowly through the archway into the next court. Leffain
followed a few steps, leading the horses by the reins. He owed no
duty to these Marlovens, but he did to Vidanric’s father. For the
Prince of Renselaeus’s sake, and for his own, he would see the boy
acknowledged by constituted authority, or the closest semblance
possible in this infamous academy.

Several boys peered over the stone wall
opposite, their shorn heads looking exactly alike on their bare
necks. One of them yelled what sounded like insults to someone
unseen, but his words were too quick, too flat, too slangy for
Vidanric to follow.

Another young man—short, fair-haired, dressed
in gray—emerged from the low wood-and-stone building adjacent the
wall. He gestured toward the doorway and said to Vidanric, “First
year. Upper school.”

Though the man had spoken as if making a
statement rather than asking a question, he seemed to be waiting
for an answer.

So Vidanric said, “Yes.”

The man’s mouth soured at the edges. “Take
your gear inside. Choose a rack. The nags go with the servant.” The
man gave the horses, standing there in their Sartoran-style saddles
and bridles, a contemptuous glance.

Vidanric had already encountered this
attitude toward outland horses. The Marloven breed really was as
beautiful as the histories claimed, the saddles were scarcely more
than what Vidanric thought of as saddle-pads to support stirrups
and sword-sheaths. No bridles at all, only the briefest of halters
to attach reins to. Marloven riders and their animals seemed to
understand one another without words.

So he ignored the look, and hastened to
explain about the courier, lest Leffain feel he had been insulted.
“He’s not—”

The man turned away as Vidanric spoke,
addressing another gray-tunicked man. They vanished through the
same archway Vidanric had entered.

“—a servant, he’s—” Vidanric stumbled to a
halt. “What now? Did I do something wrong?”

Leffain handed him a second bag, one that
clanked. “Let it go, my lord.”

They had spent nearly four months together,
first on board the trade vessel—which at first had made him vilely
sick—and then on the long ride up from the Bay of Jaire, speaking
Marloven every day.

“As you say,” Vidanric assented, with a
polite gesture.

“My lord marquis. I have seen you to your
door,” Leffain responded—in Sartoran, the language of formality.
“And acknowledged by constituted authority, as your father decreed.
Now I will leave you here.”

“I thank you, Courier Leffain. Please tell my
father I’ll write as soon as I find out how letters are sent from
here.”

Leffain bowed, mounted his horse, and
gathered the reins of Vidanric’s. The animal huffed, ears flicking,
and shouldered against Leffain’s mount. The two animals had snapped
and snorted at one another for most of the days of travel. Now they
seemed ready to bicker again.

One of the boys peering over the wall pointed
at the horses and gave a raucous laugh. He exchanged fast, scornful
words with the other boys until someone snapped out a command
behind them. The heads turned sharply as one, then vanished. The
sound of running feet dwindled away fast.

Vidanric turned to Leffain, but the courier
and the two horses had vanished into the tunnel archway.

Vidanric was alone.

He hitched his clothing bag over his
shoulder, gripped his gear bag, and trod inside the low
building.

It was dark inside after the bright sun in
the courtyard. The faint but distinct odors of horse and boy-sweat
caught at the back of his throat. He was used to big, airy rooms on
a mountain-top, or the clean, subtly perfumed rooms of court.

Low beds made of slatted wood frames lined
the room on both sides, head against the wall and foot forming a
central aisle. The beds all had thin mattresses on them, stuffed
(he would soon discover) with old armor quilting. Some were made up
with plain cotton sheets, quilting-stuffed pillows, and
coarse-woven cotton-wool summer blankets, others were still bare
mattress. Stored beneath each was a sturdy wooden trunk with
iron-reinforced corners.

The walls, beds, trunks, doorways, were
gouged, slashed, nicked and rough, looking to Vidanric as if mad
wolves had chewed the wood. The plank floor was swept clean, but
utterly unadorned, and it, too, bore scrape and gouge marks. To
someone raised to cherish wood this room seemed crude, almost
savage.

A thump against his shoulder knocked him
stumbling.

“Here.” A boy exclaimed from behind. “Nip a
rack or not. Don’t sit in the road like a horse apple.”

Vidanric translated the gist and stepped
aside. The boy pushed on past without a look, throwing his bag onto
a bed midway along the wall. The beds were fast filling. If
Vidanric wanted fresh air, he’d better claim one under a window,
and quick.

One was left, at the end farthest from the
door, next to the open cupboard that appeared to contain the
bedding. He dropped his bags onto this bed.

The muted ching! of the weapons bag
caused a sudden silence.

Every boy in the room stared at him.

Someone said, “You’re asking for a
breeze.”

Vidanric whispered the words. They still made
no sense. The Marlovens talked fast, those precise consonants,
sharpened vowels, flat tone. Leffain had warned him that his own
accent was marred by Sartoran intonations.

Vidanric tried to mimic the others’ accent as
he pointed at the open window. “Breeze?”

Laughter. Sudden and loud.

Then a tall boy walked in, and the laughter
stopped. Vidanric could not see why this boy would so instantly
command such a reaction just by his presence, unless it was his
being older, for he was dressed exactly like the others. No, he
wasn’t. He was dressed like the two men Vidanric had seen. His gray
tunic fitted him, and a brass-topped long stick stuck slantwise
through his belt, a blackweave weapon belt. The other boys wore
loose, lighter thigh-length tunic-shirts, belted by sashes.

The boy with the stick looked around, then
said, “Inspection directly after callover.”

The boys Vidanric’s age launched into action,
some unpacking, others changing, a few dashing through the door as
the older boy continued down the aisle between the bunks, looking
neither right nor left. Everyone got out of his way.

Vidanric still hadn’t moved. The older boy
gave Vidanric a fast, assessing scan, which he returned, gaining a
swift impression of a square, bony face—a facial structure he was
to find repeated in infinite variety in Marloven Hess—dark blue
eyes, sun-bleached yellow hair cut squared above the high collar of
his tunic, parted in the middle on top, sweeping back over his
ears.

“You’re the new one. The foreigner,” the boy
said, observing and not questioning, at least to Vidanric’s ear;
his last word did not end in rising inflection the way he was
accustomed to hearing questions posed.

“Yes.”

“Name.” It sounded like a demand, but the
boy’s attitude was not that of a demander, and Vidanric wondered if
he was hearing the question mode after all.

“Vidanric Renselaeus, Marquis of Shevraeth.”
Very aware of the silent but listening boys in the room, Vidanric
spoke his name quickly, automatically—thinking when it was too late
that adding his title, as was proper at home, might sound pompous
here. Then he remembered Leffain had told him titles were
completely different in Marloven Hess, organized along old military
hierarchy. There was no such thing as a duke or a marquis or baron.
Or, for that matter, a lord.

Sure enough, the older boy frowned, an
ordinary human frown of puzzlement. He seemed less daunting. “You
have many names, it seems. Vih-DAWN-rik. I want to say VIH-dunrid,”
he added with a brief, wry almost-smile. “Vih-dan-rik.
RenSLAY-ahsss.” The sound was too heavy, too harsh. He stumbled
over ‘marquis,’ an old Sartoran word that obviously had no
equivalent here—he mistook it for a third name, ending with,
“Shev-RAY-eth.” The ‘th’ sounded hard, almost a ‘d’ but at least it
was recognizable.

The boy lifted his chin again. “King wants
only names used. Family names. SHEV-ray-eth.” This time he switched
the emphasis to the first syllable, the way of most names in
Marloven.

Vidanric was about to correct him, then
decided not to. The thought of hearing ‘Renselaeus’ mangled over
and over in that braying, hissing Ren-SLAY-ass prompted
Vidanric to agree. No one need know ‘Shevraeth’ was a territorial
name, part of his title as his father’s heir. He ducked his head,
mentally adjusting: he was now Shevraeth, with the emphasis on the
shev.

The boy said, “Shev-ray-eth, I am Janold, the
aran radlav for this colts barracks.” He indicated the room. “Colts
are first and second year boys in the upper school.”

Shevraeth frowned. Aran meant house,
though they had several words for ‘house’ that obviously had
different meanings, but Leffain hadn’t been able to define them
more precisely. Rad, radr, meant lieutenant. Lav?

Janold saw his question. “‘Lav’ is specific
to the academy. We use the same rankings as the cavalry and army,
only with lav appended.” He grinned. “We don’t have real
rank out there. Only in here.” A thumb jerked over his shoulder,
then down at the floor.

Shevraeth closed his eyes, rapidly
translating. Leffain had wisely given him military vocabulary
first, so all those words were familiar by now. He said, trying to
match the Marloven question mode, “How shall I properly address
you?”

A soft whisper from behind, instantly
silenced when Janold glanced to one side. “Janold Radlav will do
under orders. My name the rest of the time. We use rank as part of
our names only for parade. Big games. Inspection. Punishment.
Radlav is actually several academy ranks—aran means
I’m in charge of this barracks House—and we almost never use the
lav except when we’re outside the academy.” His voice
lifted, which stopped the hiss of whispers somewhere behind. “The
king has given me specific orders. He wishes you to be made
comfortable, and for your questions to be answered. There will be
an interview when you have settled in.”

Silence behind, a reflective silence on the
part of the new barracks mates. Obviously the foreigner didn’t know
what that meant, but they sure did.

Janold turned his attention to the bags on
the bunk. “Did you bring weaponry from your homeland?” he asked,
indicating the gear bag.

Shevraeth nodded. “I thought I was supposed
to.”

“We are not permitted steel except in weapons
classes, and then it is furnished us,” Janold explained. “We can
store your gear for you.”

Shevraeth said, “Very well.”

Janold gave him a sharp, considering glance,
wondering if the foreigner was mocking him. ‘Well’ what, or was
that foreign-talk for agreement? “Well?” he repeated, and this time
his voice rose incrementally at the end.

Shevraeth had been trained by his parents not
only to listen, but to watch. Not that you could always tell what
people were thinking, but sometimes their bodies provided clues
that their words, their tones, even their faces did not. Janold had
stiffened, and Shevraeth realized he’d somehow said the wrong
thing.

His hands gestured in peace mode, fingertips
touching then opening out. “It is a common expression where I come
from, an agreement. It sounded odd when I said it,” he added. “The
Marloven ‘well’ seems to relate to being and doing, was my first
impression.” And on Janold’s open-handed gesture, “What say you for
agreement?”

“Yes will do,” Janold said, somewhat wryly,
but with less edge than before.

Both were aware of the silent listeners.
Janold added, “You had better get your things stored into the trunk
there under the rack.” He pointed to the bed. “And you’ll need to
get kitted out before the bell rings for noon mess, so I suggest
you make it fast. Baudan! You appear to have nothing to do. Get
him—” A side-glance at the other new boy standing uncertainly at
the bed across from Shevraeth and one over. “Get him and Faldred
there ready to ride by the bell.”

Janold hesitated, his gaze on the foreigner’s
hair. By regulation everyone dressed the same, a rule going back to
a bloody dispute in the past when the sons of commanders had
expected perks because of birth-rank. But there was no rule about
hair. Everyone in the military wore their hair the same; it was a
mark of distinction.

He found himself reluctant to explain that to
this boy with the toff clothes and manner. The fellow couldn’t be
an idiot or the king would not have invited him here. Let him
figure it out.

So he picked up the gear bag and walked out,
scattering the listeners to their supposed tasks.


TWO

 


As soon as he was gone, everyone started
talking at once. They all looked so alike in their loose
tunic-smocks, their hair short and pale. No, a couple of them had
dark hair, and three or four of them brown. There were also a
couple of redheads, one tall, and one short.

Shevraeth shut his eyes and tried to follow
all the conversations, but only caught occasional words: “Sword . .
. didn’t get a squint at what he carries . . . ‘well’? Maybe it
means sick, in foreigner-lingo . . . king.”

The Marloven word for king—harvald—was
the word Shevraeth heard them using most.

He opened his eyes.

Baudan was a short, solid boy with hair so
pale it was almost white. He elbowed the others aside without
ceremony, picked up Shevraeth’s travel bag, and upended it.

Out fell all the expensive clothing that
Shevraeth’s mother had overseen the making of, with loving care.
Nothing ostentatious—from the point of view of a courtier in
Remalna. Everything designed for movement, except for one formal
suit, and that was in a subdued pearl gray, the lacing modest, the
sash of raw silk the shade of straw said to be the latest fashion
in Colend. Nothing inappropriate for sitting in a royal court under
the king’s critical eye. But the colors, the fabric, the lines,
were as out of place here as a peacock in a barnyard full of
roosters.

More talk shot past him, broken once by a low
whistle. Shevraeth did not know whether to protest, to get angry,
or to laugh when a tall, brawny boy with unruly brown hair reached
down to touch one of his fine cambric shirts.

Baudan smacked his hand away. “Get.
Callover—did you hear? No time to measure. Stad. You’re more or
less his size and build.”

A boy Shevraeth’s height, with dark eyes and
dark curly hair, mimed surprise. “Me? Me? Am I your runner?”

Four voices said, “Yes.”

Stad sighed. “I’m going, I’m going.” He
sauntered to the door, but as soon as he got outside he took off at
a run for the supply building.

Shevraeth repeated to himself: Baudan, that
short one with hair lighter than mine. Stad, my height. Black hair.
Who was the brown-haired one?

“Ventdor and Marec, you make up his bed.”
Baudan whooshed out a breath of relief. Evrec had already gotten
the other newcomer, Faldred, mostly squared away.

Shevraeth whispered, “Ventdor—small,
Marec—red hair,” over and over as a scrawny fair-haired fellow and
a boy with wild rust-colored curls swiftly and silently made up the
bunk.

“Rest of you, pack him up.”

Someone snatched Shevraeth’s riding hat off,
then he found himself shoved unceremoniously back as five pairs of
hands grabbed up his belongings and sorted them into piles.
Underclothes in one, the fine clothing in another, the pens,
ink-bottle, and ribbon wrapped packet of fine paper in a third.
They folded the clothes in a specific manner, and stored them
neatly in the battered wooden trunk that a sixth pulled from
beneath the bunk. His fine new clothes, with his flattened riding
hat, were now on the bottom. Apparently no one expected him to use
any of it. On top went his underclothes, and down the side were
tucked the writing things as someone muttered, “Who has time for
writing lessons?” To which Baudan uttered a loud snort.

Then Baudan said, “You’ll have to learn to
stow your own togs. Easy enough. Inspections will be every day for
the first week. If we don’t catch a fist—”

“Five defaulters,” the redhead put in.

“—inspection goes to once a week, and no
mess-gag.”

None of that made much sense to Shevraeth,
but the others did not wait to see if he comprehended. The same
hands pulled bedding from the cupboard against the wall, and with
the speed of several years’ practice they made the bed up, corners
neat, blanket flat and wrinkle free.

Stad returned, breathless and red-faced, with
an armload of gray fabric. Under Baudan’s direction—the others who
had finished their own work looking on critically—Shevraeth had to
strip to his underclothes then dress fast in a sturdy cotton-linen
tunic-smock that came down mid-thigh, loosely belted by a thin
sash. The trousers, dyed gray, were not much different than his
own. They were worn tucked inside of riding boots, as no one below
seniors had formal uniforms.

A second, heavier, tunic and trousers were
packed on top of his home clothing. Then the boys slammed the trunk
shut and shoved it into place under the bunk, exactly squared.

The others held a quick, nearly
incomprehensible exchange in slang-laden shorthand about his boots,
from which he gathered they were adequate enough for now. He did
not point out that they were very expensive, made by his father’s
own boot maker. But they didn’t have the high heels of these
others, or the severe line tapering to slightly squared toes.

A bell rang somewhere, echoing from all the
stone walls, and the others stampeded out, Baudan pausing only to
smooth the blanket and twitch at the flat pillow so it was exactly
centered against the bare wood-slat headboard. He shoved Shevraeth
behind Stad, who had the bed next to him.

Baudan. Stocky. Pale hair.

Stad. Black hair, next bunk over.

Marec. Red hair . . .

My name is Shevraeth.

They walked in line at a quick pace, hands at
their sides. When they reached the stone corridor between walled
off barracks, they fell in next to a line of boys from the opposite
archway, these boys smaller, looking no more than ten to
twelve.

No one spoke. Shevraeth was relieved. He
tried to scan the territory, but the archways, flagged stones,
courts, plain barracks buildings glimpsed through archways all
appeared to be mirror images of one another, except for various
colored flags hanging above the doorways of the battered barracks
doors. Even these flags looked similar to one another—they all had
two rows of gray squares, the only variation being a brown square
somewhere in the two rows.

The line of silent boys snaked across a big
quad, a brisk spring breeze carrying the distinctive odor of horse.
They passed through two double doors to a garrison-sized mess,
tables on either side making a central aisle, mirroring the
arrangement of the beds in the barracks.

His line filed in orderly manner to the
right-hand side of a big table, on which tureens of food sat,
shallow plate-bowls stacked at one end, with spoons in a tray.
Spoons only, no forks. Shevraeth did as the others did, picking up
spoon and plate, then waited as the front of the line helped
themselves to the food.

Everyone was silent and more or less orderly.
The only sounds were the wooden plates klunking on wooden tables,
spoons clattering, and the shuffle of feet, as those who had their
food sat down at the tables. Boys gave one another surreptitious
nudges, elbow-knocks, and exchanged brief, covert hand-signals, but
when one of those older boys with a brass-topped stick in his hand
paused in his prowl and frowned, everyone straightened up, eyes
forward, only little quirks at the corners of their mouths
betraying inheld laughter.

Someone poked Shevraeth from behind. The line
had moved on, leaving a large space. He grabbed a piece of bread,
dropped it on his plate, then ladled out a soupy stew that smelled
of cabbage, pepper, lemon, and fish. Next was a big platter piled
with a baked something cut into squares. It smelled like
berry-tart. He took one of those, and followed the others to the
table, where someone had already set out heavy wooden cups of
water. A pitcher sat in the middle of the table, its sides frosty:
more cold water.

Most of the Marloven boys ate noisily, using
the bread to mop up the rest of the soup. Shevraeth did his best to
eat politely, as he’d been raised, though he was puzzled by the
heavy, shallow spoon and no fork. Every time he looked up he
encountered stares from mostly light-colored eyes. Curious stares,
sometimes indifferent, others narrowed, and a few with
hostility.

Other than the clack of spoons against the
dishes or the thump of cups on the plank tables, the only sound was
the slow rap of heels as a big boy walked the center aisle, his
gaze sweeping continually from side to side. He, too, wore one of
those gold-topped wands thrust through his belt, and his tunic was
fitted to his body, the collar high and stiff. He had to be another
radlav, Shevraeth figured.

His barracks-mates ate swiftly, then waited.
When Shevraeth was done eating, he put his hands in his lap, glad
for an opportunity to watch, and to mentally go over names and
faces. Short one: Baudan. Stad: black hair. Marec: red hair. .
.

Most everyone was done (after some
surreptitious trading of bread, tarts, and once a hunk of cheese
that Shevraeth hadn’t even seen at the big table) when another
single bell rang, and they all rose, and row by row carried their
dishes to a big wooden bucket set at the end of the big table, from
which someone had removed the tureens. Magic scintillated faintly
as each boy ducked his plate, spoon, and cup into the bucket, shook
it off, then stacked the plates onto the growing piles along the
table, the spoons in a tray, and the cups into towers of exactly
nine apiece.

Then they ran out the door, still in orderly
lines. A susurrus of expectation rose in covert, short whispers as
they formed up in their lines in the big quad outside the mess. The
wind had turned cold, and snapped at their clothes and hair. Every
barracks had eighteen boys. Eighteen: two ridings.

Ridings. It was the Marlovens who,
centuries ago, had established nine as the perfect number for a
horse-troop, called a riding. It could break into three threes, or
two fours led by a captain, or ride as a unit. Four pairs under a
leader—or nine pairs if they joined another riding.

Vidanric Renselaeus, fifteen-year-old Marquis
of Shevraeth, was really here, in the kingdom with the most
military influence of any in this hemisphere, a kingdom with a
terrible reputation for centuries, until very recently.

And to the Marlovens, there he stood, a
foreigner, brought within the academy to be taught what had only
been taught to Marlovens for centuries. Not that a few outsiders
hadn’t been here—one a few years before—but there had always been
some connection in high places, and a pretence of being Marloven.
This time there was still the connection, but no one pretended he
was anything but what he was: foreign.

A horn blew a three-note fall. The lines
stilled, boys standing with feet slightly apart, hands at their
sides, shoulders straight. Shevraeth sneaked a peek to make sure he
was doing what everyone else did. To his surprise, he discovered at
the far end there were four rows of girls! They were dressed like
the boys, their stances the same, their attention forward.

A big boy up front called out something
unintelligible, and hard heels struck the stones, clump! Now they
stood straight, feet closer together.

The radlavs moved up their lines, counting
out their charges one by one, then reported to the boy at the head.
He didn’t speak or move until the last four rows were called out in
high feminine voices. Then he turned his head, and once again the
fanfare blared.

Then they marched back for inspection. Janold
returned with them. Each stood at the foot of his bunk, at
attention—feet apart at shoulder width, arms straight at sides,
palms in—while Janold went around smoothing a bed here, picking up
a speck of dust, checking the squaring of a trunk under a bed
there.

Heels rang on the courtyard stones, and that
same boy who’d stood in front at the callover came in. The boys
along the bunks snapped right hands flat over their hearts, all
except Shevraeth. The big boy frowned, glaring at Shevraeth from
pale blue eyes, then turned his head.

Janold said something in an undertone, and
the big one flicked a hand in a gesture too quick to follow. “Teach
him to salute,” he said, and passed slowly down the row, looking
closely at everything.

Shevraeth sensed relief in the others when he
reached the wall by Shevraeth’s bed without any further words. Then
he spoke. “You’ll test in riding and sword this afternoon. Bow,
knife, hand tomorrow.”

Thump! Again the boys performed the salute,
and this time Shevraeth belatedly copied them. The big boy stalked
down the aisle and left.

Faces turned Janold’s way.

“Let’s get to the horses first,” he
suggested, again with that wry almost-smile.

The boys gave a wild yell, which turned into
excited chatter. They ran out, but formed again into line in the
court.

Shevraeth was grateful for the lines as they
walked through the confusing maze of sand-colored walls. He felt
apprehensive about the horseback riding. He would have preferred
beginning with something he’d trained hard in, like dueling, or
knife-throwing—though the latter was more of a sport. No one in
Remalna threw knives, at least courtiers didn’t.

He smelled the stable before they reached it.
The boys lined along the wall of a sizable paddock. The animals
brought out were stunningly beautiful, small of head, heads and
legs mostly variations of dun and gold and tan, paling to
cream-colored coats. They had well-formed feet and long beautiful
legs, glossy manes and tails.

And not a one had so much as a blanket, or
even a halter.

The boys waited, poised to run. At a sign
from someone unseen, Janold snapped his wand against his boot top
and the boys launched themselves toward the waiting horses.
Shevraeth followed more slowly, and discovered he was expected to
leap to the horse’s back. Grateful for the days he and his boyhood
friend Russav Savona had dared each other to do that (while being
roundly scoffed at by some of the shorter boys at Court), he took a
series of running steps and jumped, scrambling upright on the
animal’s back. But when the horse sidled he clutched at its mane,
and when it trotted forward, he tried to pull the mane, calling in
his home language “Stop! Halt! Whoa!”

Scornful laughter hooted and crowed on all
sides.

The horse continued to amble toward the
stables, ignoring its rider with disdain. All the others were
riding in what looked to him like perfect control, their hands on
their thighs, the horses far more obedient than his. Shevraeth’s
face burned with humiliation.

A tall man in gray appeared, snapped his
fingers twice, and Shevraeth’s horse stopped, lowering its head and
snorting.

“Go ahead. Dismount.” The man waved in the
direction of another part of the academy. “You’ll be training with
the scrubs.”

The laughter around Shevraeth was the
laughter of expectant superiority, of triumph. He retreated next to
the wall and waited, hands behind him (gripped tightly, but no one
saw that) as he endeavored to maintain the court mask.

Janold saw in his stiff posture the stolid
blankness of someone who thoroughly hated himself and the
situation. Time to end it. He put his hand to his wand, and half of
the boys shut right up.

Janold eyed the rest of them. Sure enough,
brawny Nermand was doing his best to fan the flames. Janold stepped
behind him. The two boys on either side of Nermand immediately shut
up, but Nermand was too busy trying to goad everyone into more
laugher. “. . . he’ll make us lose every game, you’ll see—”

Whack! The wand snapped across his shoulder
blades. He yelped and jumped.

From behind came a snort and snicker, quickly
silenced.

“Two more for reminders,” Janold said.

Whack! Whack! Nermand took those in silence,
with only a wince.

Shevraeth watched, appalled. Caning! He’d
heard of it, but had never seen anyone caned in his entire
life.

“Line,” Janold invited, and watched them
instantly obey.

In silence they marched to the weapons court,
where the small boys from the lower school were finishing with the
wooden practice swords. Ordinarily, the Marloven boys would have
made faces at the younger boys’ clumsiness, maybe even called out
an insult or two, but Janold was prowling the line with the wand
gripped at his side, and so they stayed silent.

The scrubs’ radlav signalled, the small boys
scrambled into their line and marched out, most of them hopping or
shoving at every other step.

At least I won’t disgrace myself here,
Shevraeth thought. Not after eight years of tutoring.

But as soon as the first pair had donned the
protective gear and taken up the wooden swords, he realized with
dismay that even these swords were heavier than the dueling rapiers
he had trained with. They were made to resemble a type of sword
he’d heard of but never seen, a cavalry saber with a slightly
curved tip. The balance looked so different he knew his training
would be next to worthless.

He waited for his turn, and when he was
motioned forward, picked up the practice pads with the grim,
slightly sick expectation of imminent mortification.

He slid on the gloves, straightened his
shoulders, and picked up the blade, which felt as strange as he’d
feared. Determined to keep his emotions hidden behind the
expressionless court mask, he took the dueler’s stance, side on,
left hand on hip, right wrist up.

Snickers broke out behind him.

“Hep,” said the master, and Shevraeth
attacked—knowing that he was too slow, the blade too heavy for the
movements he used, that curved tip not made for thrust.

He did his best anyway.

The master tested him hard, dealing him
stinging blows to both arms, to his ribs (he felt them even through
the padding) to his front leg, but twice Shevraeth almost broke
that guard, though he suspected the master permitted him. When at
last he fell back, breathing hard, sweat running down inside his
tunic, the boys had gone silent, standing at attention. They were
staring at a newcomer, another blond boy, who looked very out of
place in his civilian brown trousers and white shirt.

A stray city boy? A servant, maybe?

No, not with those silent, intent stares.

The master brought the sword up in a salute
toward the newcomer, blade out, guard against his heart.

The boy said, “That is the best example of
Sartoran dueling style I’ve ever seen.” Then, without waiting for
an answer, he walked on.



It took about two heartbeats before Shevraeth
realized he’d seen the Marloven king.


THREE

 


Most of the boys were asleep within moments
of the glowglobes being clapped off.

Shevraeth lay in the uncomfortable bed and
stared up at the shadowy wooden ceiling, which was such a contrast
to the painting of the summer night sky on the smooth plastered
ceiling of his bedroom. His parents had arranged for a theatre mage
to add glimmer to the painted stars, probably at ridiculous
expense. The sound outside his windows at home was the steady roar
of the waterfall.

Here, the ceiling was rough wood centuries
old. The noises were breathing—snoring at the far end—creaks of
wood when someone shifted, the soft repeated thump of a fist into a
lumpy pillow. Near the door someone farted and someone else
smothered a laugh, followed by Janold’s slow tread down the aisle.
Though the windows were open, the still air seemed thick with the
stale smells of exhaled dinner, faintly mildewed blankets, dust.
Horse.

Shevraeth let his breath trickle out. His
body was tired, but his mind refused sleep. His first night after
an endless day. First night of how many?

I hate this place.

Shevraeth closed his eyes and tried to
pretend he was home. But comfortable memories did not come at his
wish. Instead he relived that cold, wintry day when his father
summoned him and said, “We are going to send you away.”

How he’d struggled not to express dismay, to
keep his voice even, because at court your emotions could be so
easily used against you. He loved and trusted his parents, but
practice at the court mask had to start at home. You did not want
to err before King Galdran.

“Your reasons, Father?” he’d said, only the
last word going husky, and his father had smiled with sympathy as
well as approval.

“If you are away, you are less likely to
suffer an accident here. And I will have the more freedom to
conduct the tedious, exacting, and exceedingly delicate
investigations I feel must be mounted.”

Investigations. This was adult politics—until
now words overheard, worried glances observed, but no facts.

“The Marloven Hess academy is where their
commanders are trained. And though the Marlovens’ place in history
occupies an . . . ambivalent position at best,” his father had said
with a deprecating gesture, “no one has ever said that their
commanders were weak or indecisive. Their kings are trained there,
as well as their commanders, which argues for lessons in
statecraft. It might chance that, in future, such training could
benefit our kingdom.”

“But is that not the responsibility of the
king?” he had asked.

“The responsibilities of the king are . . .
sometimes difficult to define,” his father had said, taking him by
surprise yet again. “I am about to tell you something that none of
the young people your age know. We recently heard, again third
hand, that Rannic Turlee didn’t ride off on a wager, as we were led
to believe. He was found murdered. And we are very much afraid that
the mysterious disappearances and accidents of far too many
outspoken heirs were murders as well. But though we are told the
deeds were done by brigands, too many ordinary people have seen no
highwaymen, brigands, or outlaws on our roads. Only the king’s men
riding back and forth.”

“But that would mean the warriors are turned
brigand?” he had said in disbelief. He personally knew some of the
king’s guard.

“Or they were given orders,” his father had
said.

Impossible! Except his father had never lied
to him.

“For Rannic’s death, for example, there
appears to be far too much secondary evidence pointing to the
king’s own cousin. . . .”

Shevraeth shuttered away the memory. He’d
agreed with his parents that it was a good idea for him to go away.
Now he wondered again, why here? Why not a foreign court? Why not
anywhere else?

And if it had to be here, why couldn’t Russav
Savona come, his cousin? They had been like brothers since Russav’s
parents suffered an accident—

Their deaths were not an accident.

His father had said, “I would send Savona
with you if I could. But the king regards Russav as his ward. And
dukes, even fifteen-year-old ones, don’t usually leave their lands.
We do not wish to draw the king’s eye any more than we have.”

Shevraeth rubbed his hand over his face. No
use in whining, even to himself. He was here. He had agreed to it.
He had even looked forward to it, he remembered, when climbing the
ramp onto the ship in Mardgar Harbor.

That was then, this is now. So deal with
the now. He began reviewing all the words he’d learned that
day, until they jumbled through his mind, chased by images from
home, from here, and he slept at last.

It was fitful sleep, disturbed by unfamiliar
sounds, smells, the lumpy mattress, until the clatter of a stick
against the wall and a shout woke them all abruptly: “Rise up, get
ready for inspection!”


FOUR

 


Russav:

I don’t know if you’ll ever see this letter,
but I have what they call liberty for the first time and nothing
else to do except think about home, and you did make me promise to
write. At this point it’s a tossup whether I carry it home and hand
it to you, or pitch it in the fire. Liberty! Yet are you any more
liberated, there under Galdran’s eyes? Sometimes I think about what
‘liberty’ means to different people at different times. Enough of
that.

You asked me to tell you if the swagger in
the history books about Marlovens was real or fart noise. It’s not
fart noise. Of course I haven’t seen them at war. But I haven’t
seen anyone at war, so we both know how much my opinion is
worth.

Their opinion of me? I’m a soft-handed,
sloth-raised aristocrat and couldn’t defend myself against a blind
snake. An aged blind snake. And I should by rights be housed down
with the ten year old scrubs, or pups, in the lower school.
Apparently we are colts. That’s the first two years in the upper
academy. You don’t call yourselves these things, pups, scrubs,
colts. They call themselves men. Good practice in not laughing,
when you hear a boy of nine or ten squeaking about the “men” in his
barracks. Tradition says the pups are as worthless as they are
useless, but when they cross from the lower school to the upper,
they add arrogance to their worthlessness. At least, everyone seems
to be determined to spare us colts the peril of thinking ourselves
worth living. No danger of that.

The only things that kept me from going
straight home and dedicating the rest of my hollow life to the
drinking, gambling, dancing, and lounging that Galdran thinks I’m
doing are accidental. And both I lay at your feet, since you
harassed me into that game of vaulting on horseback, and then that
next summer, nagged me into knife throwing so we could impress
Rannic. Remember the monotony of that entire year, practicing for
two bells every day—and how he thrashed us both for our gall in
showing him up? Yes I blamed you for all of it and yes you said it
would be useful some day. So go ahead and gloat. The fact that most
of the time I can hit a target with a knife, either hand, overhand
or underhand throw, seems to actually matter here. Unlike at court
in Remalna-city, where the daggers are all verbal, and no one is
ever likely to toss a knife, I least of all.

Otherwise, all those masters my father so
carefully chose and hired are apparently untutored fools. No, it’s
not true, that’s me feeling sorry for myself because every bone and
muscle in my body aches, even when I sit here on my bunk cursing
you for lying at your ease at home, your time your own.

Well, and Galdran’s. Right.

So let me end with this observation. On the
ship journey here I entertained myself with mental pictures of how
brilliantly I would exhibit my skills, moving on to master
statecraft while everyone around me tried to catch up with me.
Statecraft! Reality is, I’ll get about as close to statecraft as to
the moon, and meanwhile I am told I don’t even know how to properly
ride a horse. But—and this is very important, worth crossing the
continent for—I do know how to make a bed under the count of
twenty.

 


Clang-g-g!

This was his third morning. Shevraeth now
knew what the bells meant.

He was already dressed, his bunk neat, his
trunk packed like all the others. He had been lying on his bed
writing while those still in the barracks talked quietly. Some had
vanished before dawn. He did not know where, and did not ask. As
the unmelodic clang reverberated along the stone passageways
everyone stashed whatever they had been doing, checked their beds
and trunks one last time, then dashed outside.

He took his place in the silent line that
marched to breakfast and went on mentally composing his letter:

 


Observation. You don’t ask questions unless
you are invited to. At best you only get a retort as blunt as it is
nasty for your pain. At worst you get scragged. Yes, they have that
word. That is, they have three separate words for ‘scrag.’ Three
that I know. Might be more. I wouldn’t be the least surprised.

They have a lot of slang. A ‘breeze’ is a
caning from one of the boy commanders, called radlavs, or rads. The
rads appear to be limited to no more than three hits (no more than
once in a day) but anyone who tries anything after getting his one
breeze is reported to the senior radlav, and apparently you don’t
want that unless you like your shoulders ‘measured.’

A ‘dusting’ is a fist fight between two or
more, and a ‘brush’ is an organized battle. All are forbidden, of
course, but are carried out just the same, and it’s interesting to
see how ‘forbidden’ is interpreted in a place where everyone, from
the oldest master to the smallest boy, seems to know that duels are
fought in any one of three places—

 


Thunk! A sock on his arm broke into his
thoughts. Space had opened between him and the boy in front. He
picked up a tray and piled food on haphazardly.

Yes, the food, he thought. That requires a
letter all of its own.

Not that the boys were stinted, or the food
was ill-prepared. But Marlovens did not seem to regard taste as a
matter of interest, judging from the lack of variety, the
ever-present bitter flavor of rye, the smell of cabbage,
seasoned—if you could call it that—by a light trace of garlic and
onion braised in olive-pressings. Only their cheeses were
excellent, and judging from how quickly those got grabbed up,
others were aware of their superiority. Their cheeses and heavy,
layered berry-breads, very tart, and crunchy with nuts, were both
excellent. He’d learned the night before that these nutbreads,
baked very densely with honey instead of northern sugars, were the
Marlovens’ travel food in the old days. They were still used on
certain types of overnight expeditions.

He sat down with his tray.

 


We eat in silence, (he continued his
mental composition) we march in silence, we do everything that
proves we’re here not to think at all, but to be beaten into a
shield wall of brainless warriors. How could this possibly be
termed a school for learning command? More important, what was my
father thinking?

 


Everyone seemed edgy. Shevraeth, frustrated
at not being able to discern why, felt his neck and shoulders
tighten. The others in his barracks ate quickly, and so did he,
dunking and stacking his dishes when the others did.

Despite a thin drizzle blown in chilly drifts
by a sharp wind, the lines formed up earlier than usual. Pale-eyed
Zheirban, the Danas Valdlav or boy commander of the academy, was
there waiting for them, the rain plastering his blond hair to his
forehead.

In rigid cadence the radlavs counted off
their barracks, and then Zheirban said, “This year there are more
changes. As promised. You no longer go with your barracks in the
mornings. Your rad will give you new orders. There are new
classes.” His teeth showed briefly. “Such as history.”

He paused, eyes narrowed, but no one
spoke.

No one moved.

Shevraeth sensed tension zinging between the
upper-level seniors, betrayed by subtle signs. He wouldn’t have
even seen the signs, his first day. He still couldn’t figure out
what they meant.

“Afternoon games are the same as last year.”
Zheirban nodded to one of the first-year seniors, who ran along the
lines, handing out slips of paper to the radlavs.

When that was done, he signalled the
dismissal, and they marched to their barracks to wait for the
morning inspection.

As soon as they were inside, Stad exclaimed,
“Talk, Janold! Or I die. Right here. On the floor. And who knows
how many defaulters a corpse nets us?”

Some of the boys snickered, but under their
breath.

“The king wants us learning history.” Janold
studied the faces before going on. “Not only battles. Most of us
already know all that. But what the kings did. What mistakes
the kings made. Something about the neighboring kingdoms, and not
just when they belonged to us.”

Marec whistled.

Nermand muttered something under his breath,
and Holdan, who did everything with Nermand and Gannan, snickered
meanly.

Janold turned to Nermand, who was an ordinary
boy of sturdy build, looking like the others except for his
habitual scowl. “Well, you must have said something stupid when you
had your interview last year, because you’re assigned with the
scrub class for the history. They’ll be learning rough stuff like
where the borders lie.”

Several of the others hooted in derision.
Janold, with an ear to the outside, began reading through the list.
The boys stayed quiet, listening for their own names, and then
afterward discussed in whispers what the class groupings meant.

Eyes turned Shevraeth’s way when his
assignment was read. He did not have a history class at all. He was
with the younger boys for sword training and hand-to-hand combat,
and he was to go with the next level above his own barracks for
knife work. That netted some exchanged looks. Finally, for riding,
he was to report to the girls’ side.

Silence.

Shevraeth wondered what that meant. An
insult? No, none of those faces—specifically Nermand’s—were
gloating. Janold’s expression in particular was difficult to
interpret.

No time for reactions or discussion. Through
the open window behind Nermand’s bed they heard Zheirban splashing
across the flagstones, and scrambled to their places at the foot of
each bunk.

Zheirban entered, they all saluted (Shevraeth
still had to fight the urge to bow) and he tromped down the center
aisle and returned, but Shevraeth wasn’t the only one who noted his
absent gaze. His eyes might be moving over the neat bunks and
trunks, but Zheirban saw nothing. Whatever he truly looked at was
inside his head.

He was gone again in the space of three
breaths.

Janold said, “Defaulters in the classes still
mark against the House, so watch it. Anyone does anything stupid,
you’ll not only catch the breeze from the masters, you will from
me, too. I want the gag off as badly as the rest of you.” He opened
his hand toward the door.

“Gag?” Shevraeth murmured as he fell in
behind Stad.

The curly dark head half-turned. “By Restday,
if we don’t get three more defaulters, we drop to one inspection a
week. And we also get to talk in mess.”

No time for further conversation. They had to
run to their first class.

Shevraeth knew generally where the stables
lay, and loped in that direction.

The stable area, with its training pens and
runs, was the largest separate segment of the academy. Despite his
wet clothing and the rain in his face Shevraeth was warm by the
time he reached the stable gate. A swift rise of notes on a bugle
preceded the sound of galloping hooves. He pressed against the
gate. A double column of third-year seniors rode out, the horses’
tails streaming, the high-held banner snapping. The boys rode with
consummate skill, looking even close at hand like they and the
horses were one.

Shevraeth whistled under his breath, and when
the splashing hooves were safely past, he continued on inside. When
he spotted a boy pulling a cart of hay bales, he said, “Where—”

“Main stable,” said the boy, after a cursory
glance.

Shevraeth grimaced as he loped round the
corner and into the first big courtyard. Everyone seemed to know
who he was, all right. Was it his long hair hanging wetly down his
back? He didn’t look all that different from most of the others
from the front, he was certain.

Mentally shrugging the subject off, he
continued on his way. Because there were only a couple lines of
girls, because the girls were apparently new to the academy
routine, he assumed someone had given them a little side barn, so
he was quite surprised to discover girls all over the main
stable—the big one with the uncountable rows of stalls. It was the
boys who trained off-side.

As he crossed the dirt yard, packed hard as
rock over centuries, several girls paused in their tasks. The
younger ones under the big overhang stared openly, one giggling and
a taller one fingering her hair. A thin, pale-haired girl of about
sixteen said something in a clipped undervoice and they returned to
pitching hay, their manner exactly like younger boys threatened
with a breeze, though Shevraeth did not see a cane in the older
girl’s hands or in her belt.

This girl met his gaze, and without any
change of expression tipped her head over her shoulder toward the
great barn.

Shevraeth figured she was some sort of
radlav. He gave her a two-finger salute over his heart, the same he
gave the radlavs on the boys’ side. Her face relaxed minutely
before she turned away.

Inside, everything smelled of horse and hay.
Shevraeth walked slowly into the gloom, his eyes adjusting.

“Over here.”

A tall girl with short black curls dropped
the reins of a haltered horse into the hands of another girl and
walked toward Shevraeth, her pace leisurely, her dark eyes narrowed
in assessment.

She wore the loose clothes of the
under-school, except her collar was the high one of the seniors’
tunics. Her manner was that of a radlav and so he saluted, two
fingers to heart, and she acknowledged with a wave, the corners of
her mouth deepening. “Shevraeth?”

He began to bow, fought the instinct, and
nodded awkwardly.

“I’m Senelac. Today let’s see what you know,
and what you need to unlearn, before I figure out who’s going to
teach you.”

He’d been silent so long that he had to talk
now. “You didn’t hear the report from the first day disaster? Or do
you need a laugh?”

He’d probably gotten himself into trouble.
Boys were not supposed to talk unless they were asked a direct
question. That much he knew. But here he had anyway, because it was
a girl, not a boy, because she did not carry a cane. He hadn’t
expected the threat of violence because women didn’t use violence
as a weapon at home. Of course Marloven girls wouldn’t be like
those at home, and he braced for reprisal.

Intelligent black eyes scanned him from head
to heels, then up to his face, before she said reflectively, “I do
all my own evals.” She beckoned to the waiting girl, who brought
forward a saddled horse, a fawn-colored mare with cream-white face
and lower legs. “Up you go.”

No bridle. No bit. No real saddle, he saw
when he stepped close. Just one of those quilted pads, securely
attached to stirrups. And a halter, leaving the horse’s mouth
free.

Shevraeth vaulted up, settled himself, then
took the reins in the way he’d been taught, and glanced back
expectantly.

“As I thought.” She crossed her arms.
“Excellent seat. Just no grip, and once you get your forearms free
and carry your reins, you’ll do.”

Grip? Carry? He looked at his hands.

“Grip here.” She smacked her hands against
her thighs. “Never mind. Get her to walk. No, don't pull. Use your
knees. One fast press. Your forearms and hands are part of the
reins. You don’t pull, you guide. The feel against the horse's neck
is enough, you never need to yank. Your arms and the reins are all
one.”

Shevraeth loosened his arms and flexed his
inner thigh, squeezing his knee against the animal’s side.

The mare obediently walked sedately
forward.

“Two quick ones.”

He had to concentrate, but his muscles obeyed
well enough for the mare began to trot. She headed for the wall,
and he felt the urge to yank the rein to guide her in a circle, but
hesitated, sensing that he would at best confuse the animal.

Senelac had been watching closely. “Lower leg
press. Either side.”

He flexed his left calf—and the mare turned
promptly.

Three or four more commands followed, all
conveyed through his legs. He performed each and watched the
horse’s ears, her breathing, feeling her great muscles beneath him.
Finally he was told to flex both legs all the way down, and the
mare stopped.

Senelac gestured, a flick of the fingers, and
he leaped down.

“Come here.”

She led the way to a narrow door between two sets of
stalls. They passed tack rooms, everything hanging neatly, and
tables where girls and boys worked under the supervision of one man
and one woman. Beyond that lay a room with stacks of bagged oats.
At the other end they passed through another door that opened onto
a courtyard.

This yard was enclosed by a high wall. It
extended nearly the length of the front courtyard. On its far side
he could make out hoof beats and the high voices of smaller
boys.

Before him was an amazing sight. Obstacles
lay strewn all over this yard, about which three girls on horseback
rode steadily. All three of the girls had their hands tied loosely
behind their backs, and they were blindfolded.

And yet they rode as if they could see, as if
they held reins—even when the animals leaped over low
obstacles.

“They have to learn to trust their mounts, to
understand them, listen to them, before they can truly guide,”
Senelac said.

Shevraeth nodded, so astonished at what he
saw that he did not know how to respond. Presently he said, “Can
you do that?”

A soft chuckle. “Since I was ten. We Senelacs
have always been good, and I’m the best. My brother saw to that.
Come.” A whack from her palm against his arm.

He followed her inside, but they did not go
through to the barn. Instead she made an abrupt turn into the space
with the feedbags, and when he stepped inside after her, she
whirled around and shut the door, setting her shoulders to it.

“You have a good seat, light hands, and you
have the instinct to listen to your mount. I think I’ve reached a
decision,” she said. “But a question or two first. To be sure. See,
the king wants you to ride. They don’t.” A tip of her head
in the direction of the boys’ side of the academy.

Shevraeth thought: why? It was easy to assume
that the others had taken a dislike to him, except he knew that
people rarely acted with one motive. Besides, only a few had ever
seen him, and of those a handful had actually spoken to him. No,
the issue lay not with him, but elsewhere.

He’d been frowning down at his hands, and
looked up. Senelac was waiting for a response.

So he said, “What is it? Do they think I’ll
take the knowledge away and come back with an army?”

Her quick grin was both merry and a little
wry. When she spoke, it was with decided approval. “Some fear that,
yes. Others would love that. They know you come from the other side
of the continent, but some of ’em are so ignorant for all they know
that’s a day’s ride away. A few have the stupid reason of wanting
to keep our military superiority just to keep it. Some are afraid
of change. We’ve had so much, of late.”

He nodded. That made sense.

“So, do you want to learn to ride?” She
jerked a thumb toward the hidden court. “Really ride?”

“Yes,” he said.

She grinned again. “Good. Then be here every
morning before dawn. Every morning. I’ll put you into the class
with the little boys, as ordered, but in addition.” She laughed
softly. “You’ll ride bareback, and learn how a horse moves, what
their muscles do, how they talk to you. I will teach you
myself.”


FIVE

 


Russav: I think I have time for a couple of
observations.

 


Shevraeth did not add he hoped he had the
strength for one. Every part of his body hurt, right down to the
bone. Especially in the mornings when he first woke. But mentioning
that even in a letter seemed too much like whining. He would let no
complaints past either lips or fingers. It would prove what at
least half his bunkmates seemed to believe, and what some of the
older ones sneered, barely within earshot: that he was soft. A
coddled foreigner. Clumsy. Weak.

oOo

The reason I have time is that this is
Restday. Last week’s Restday was taken up by punishment drill when
three of my barracks-mates celebrated the lifting of the mess-gag
and the inspections by breaking rules. Never mind which ones they
broke. Too many to list. Angry as the others were, no one blabbed.
So we all put in an entire afternoon cleaning, scouring, sweeping,
then when we were really tired, various weapons drills. Not the fun
ones, of course.

Today’s Restday was mostly taken up by the
first wargame of the season. They live for these wargames. Talk
about them endlessly. This particular wargame was considered an
easy one, that is, we march out to the field beyond the horse
training paddocks, divide into ridings, carrying these grubby flags
and nothing else. The goal is to protect your flag and steal
everyone else’s, and to that end we spent the entire day out under
a heavy rainstorm chasing about after these flags.

We lost. The barracks one over won, the prize
being our barracks flag, which is hung over their door, and they
take precedence for a few days in mess line and at lineup for the
colt classes. From the way they strutted and the rest cursed, this
stuff really seems to matter.

All that by way of a reason for the
week-and-a-half gap in writing, not my observations, which are
these:

One, they use a lot of wood. I try not to
show my dismay, because I know our Compact would be regarded as
overly stringent by the rest of the world. They all have their own
ways of dealing with wood that is acceptable to both the natural
and magical world, and to prove it Fire Sticks are as common here
as at home. The beds and benches and tables are all made of wood,
though from the look and feel it is centuries old and has hardened
into something not unlike iron. Doors, too, and my knuckles taught
me that our tapestry custom of knocking on the door frame hurts.
(And some of the others assumed I’d been fighting. More of that
anon.) But the wood that goes into arrows! Yes. They shoot arrows,
not only on foot but from horseback. The sight of the seniors
riding at the gallop and shooting at posts is impressive, make no
mistake. At first I was not going to learn it (I was an abysmal
failure at archery at the test) but the more I think about what my
father said about the king’s responsibilities and mysterious
murders, the less I am convinced I’m right to refuse learning
whatever they teach me. I don’t have to use it. Or even to like it.
But I think I had better know it.

 


Janold entered, shaking rain off his hair.
“Lights out soon.”

The others looked up, one from reading, some
from repairing their clothes, most from the card game taking place
on Hauth’s and Andaun’s beds, which had been shoved together for
the purpose. Shevraeth was the only one writing; two were already
asleep.

 


I will say they retrieve every arrow they
can, and they reuse wood as scrupulously as we would.

I am running out of free time, and who knows
if next Restday will afford me any. So my second is this. I can
understand having places for quarrels, I can barely understand why
some of the bigger boys or the ones good at scrapping would spend
time prowling that area looking for fights. I cannot get a grip on
what I first thought bare-faced hypocrisy: the universal emphasis
on obeying the rules, enforced with those disgusting canes, yet
everyone from the highest to the lowest participates in overlooking
their breaking, when it comes to these same duels. There is
something at work here that is not courtly lying, which until now
has been my internal standard for hypocrisy.

The strangest thing of all is that the
dueling has its own set of rules, strictly obeyed or you set off
yet another round of duels. When I say ‘duels’ it does not mean two
people with weapons of choice. Here there are no weapons (and now I
know why!) it’s all fistfights, and there can be any number
involved—

 


The lights-out bell tolled, the sour note
reverberating down the high stone walls between the barracks
buildings and then echoing faintly off the higher castle walls.
Shevraeth knew by now that he would have enough time to stopper his
ink bottle, shove the on-going letter inside his trunk, fling his
clothes off, and get into bed before the glowglobe would be clapped
out.

Some grumbled and griped, but silence fell
almost immediately after. As had happened for the past two weeks,
Shevraeth slid promptly into exhausted sleep, waking at first-bell,
which was a full watch—what they called four hours—after midnight.
Two thirds of a candle at home.

Once or twice that week Stad had also got up,
dressing hastily then vanishing through the door without even
looking Shevraeth’s way.

The others still had half a watch of sleep
ahead, but Shevraeth pulled on his clothes, tiptoed to the cleaning
frame and felt the sleep-grit snap from eyes, mouth, skin. On the
ship journey he’d learned how to brush his own hair, for his father
had warned him that there would be no personal servants at the
academy. He ran his fingers impatiently through his hair, yanking
through snarls, then tied it with his ribbon. He picked up his
boots and trod noiselessly to the door, as he had every morning
since his first interview with Senelac. Sniff, listen. Good, no
rain. He ran across the courtyard, and as soon as he was through
the archway to the main passage he paused and shoved his feet into
his boots.

Then he ran, for the morning was chill. The
run was excruciating at first. He passed the archways leading to
the other colt barracks, one, two, three, and then he began to feel
warm, the ache in his muscles lessening to what he now considered
bearable. Strange, that. At home, this much ache would have caused
him to take an easy day or two at his desk, reading and writing.
There were no easy days here. Ever.

He reached the great barns and looked around
the globe-lit riding paddock, fighting yawns as he performed the
by-now familiar tasks: locating the night watch stable hand,
selecting a horse experienced at night training, mounting, riding
round and round and round, attention to seat, grip of legs, and all
the subtle signals the horse sent to him in response to his own
body’s signals.

When Senelac arrived before dawn she stood in
the still-dark barn, observing him. That made the fifth time this
week he was there not only on time, but earlier than she was. As
soon as she entered the yard she began issuing a stream of
criticisms.

Business as usual.

The one good thing about getting up so early,
he’d discovered, was that he was thoroughly warmed up by breakfast
time. He followed the others inside, his thoughts as usual confined
inside his own head. He was not the only silent one at those early
meals, though the first-week mess gag had been lifted, and the mess
hall filled with noisy voices at each meal—unless an entire
barracks had enough defaulters to put them under the gag rule
again.

After breakfast they ran to their first
class. He had not expected to like archery, given the ban against
it at home. The first week he hadn’t done anything but practice
drawing the bow and pretend shooting, over and over until his arms
quivered like loose string. Already he could feel a kind of inward
calm once he began the rhythm: raise, aim, draw, shoot—the arrow
arm snapping back. He wasn’t the only one practicing the form over
and over, at least. Sloppy shooting arms had landed several boys
over scrub age in that class.

On his way to knife throwing he paused at the
fence of the big paddock. A riding of older boys galloped in line.
On command they drew their arrows and shot, arms snapping back to a
straight line from fingertip to fingertip before arcing down to nip
another arrow and in the same smooth half-circle bringing another
arrow to the string. As the horses galloped along a track, the boys
shot at spaced targets.

Their movements were so smooth,
deliberate—accurate—Shevraeth decided to adapt that same circle to
his knife throwing.

He rarely missed dead center that day.

He scarcely noticed the others watching
speculatively. He was locked inside his head, partly from
tiredness, partly from the rarity of conversation. Mostly from
intense concentration. When the master dismissed the class, most of
the boys took off running. Shevraeth followed more slowly, his
thoughts still on that smooth circle, and how it also applied to
the saber-fighting from horseback. He could see how effective it
was, once you built up your strength and speed, but it required him
to unlearn all he’d learned about point, about the narrow bounds of
the polite duel of the east. If you could call dueling polite—

Whop! Pain—someone yanked his hair.

He jerked around, right arm snapping up in a
block. His forearm knocked the hand away as he looked up into
unfamiliar pale blue eyes.

“Cut that hair off,” said the boy. A senior,
by his size, by the fitted coat.

Shevraeth fought against the haze of
surprise, confusion, tiredness. He did not recognize this senior.
He was not a radlav, because he did not have a wand.

The practice area was filled with seniors. He
had forgotten one of his father’s earliest rules: Be observant
at all times.

Everyone stared at him, expecting him to
respond.

His heart thumped. “What’s it to you?”

“Your presence,” came the retort, “is an
insult.” And on some laughter from behind, the senior curled his
lip.

Shevraeth crossed his arms. “I’m desolated.”
Too late his muscles responded to old home habit, and he performed
a slight, ironic bow, one hand up in mirror mode. It did not take
much imagination for the Marloven boys to interpret that as a kind
of airy dismissal.

Several of the seniors laughed.

The class Shevraeth had been practicing with,
the boys next level down from senior, had backed up, all watching
the foreigner, the seniors, the foreigner. The rules didn’t cover
this situation. Did they protect the foreigner, who wasn’t really
one of them yet, or let him stand alone, though he hadn’t done
anything to be gated out?

The seniors’ laugh seemed to anger
Shevraeth’s opponent even more than his bow. He flushed with anger,
then said, loudly, “The king says we all go by the regs. That means
outlanders too.” The word ‘king’ was delivered with a teeth-baring
sneer.

There’s something other than my long hair at
stake here.

The bell rang for third class, and the
younger boys broke and ran. Shevraeth turned away. His shoulder
blades twitched, but he kept his pace steady and did not look
back.

At sword practice, he was no longer locked in
his thoughts. He was intensely aware of the reflective gaze of the
seam-faced master, and the whispers and furtive stares of the
little boys. Word of the strange encounter had somehow spread ahead
of him.

While he stood there with the spring sunlight
warming his body in its shapeless gray tunic, his mind returned to
that wintry day. After his father had told him he was coming here,
his mother had summoned him for her own interview.

“Will you promise me something, my boy?” she
had said.

“Of course, Mother.”

She was tiny and birdlike. He’d been taller
than her at thirteen, and he was the smallest of most of the boys
their age at court.

She hugged him against her. He felt the
trembling in her arms, and a swoop of sorrow had gone through his
middle. “I know you intend to keep your promise, but I also know
what I ask will not be easy,” she had said. “It seems that you must
learn something of war, if only to understand how best to prevent
it, or failing that, how to control it with as little cost as can
be. Too many of our records show that wars conducted by those who
know nothing of the matter can be more bloody, and long-lasting,
than fights against conquerors such as the Marlovens of the past.
Learn, therefore, what they have to teach, but do not become one of
them.”

“I don’t want to become any Marloven,”
Vidanric had protested.

“You know that they number among your
ancestors,” Princess Elestra replied, smiling at him. “And I don’t
mean any Marloven. I mean the royal family, the same ones who
produced Ivandred the Conqueror.”

Whose descendent I am going to now,
Vidanric had thought.

“It was Ivandred’s sister Theraez who came
among us and married into the Calahanras family. Her daughter thus
married the Renselaeus heir. You therefore have a kind of
cousinship with the young Marloven king. That might, indeed, lie
behind his decision to accept you into their training, which at
least historically was kept very secret.”

Vidanric had bowed agreement.

“I tell you only to give you perspective, and
thus to come to my request. Promise me on your honor that you will
endeavor, at least once a week—every day if you can—to perform an
act of kindness. It will not count if it is meant to gain you
something, whether praise, friendship, or material. It must be
unseen, unspoken. Promise me.”

He’d been trying to keep that promise, but
without anyone knowing. It would be sickening to be caught at it,
to force some boy who maybe didn’t even want him here to say thank
you—if he had manners. So Shevraeth gave some surreptitious
twitches to Ventdor’s bed (he couldn’t seem to ever get it
straight) before inspection, put Stad’s boots through the cleaning
frame one night when Stad had fallen asleep without meaning to.
Stad was up as early as Shevraeth, vanishing somewhere. It couldn’t
be punishment. Stad never did anything wrong. But he never said
where he was in Shevraeth’s hearing. He also stayed up late when
they were offered extra practice after supper. He worked hard, and
he slept like he’d been knocked cold.

Shevraeth also left the last hunk of cheese
for someone else, when he would have liked it. Little things all.
But he meant them as kindnesses, and he hoped no one saw him at
it.

This promise to his mother, so unexpectedly
difficult to keep, was still on his mind at the midday meal. He
felt the stares again, though when he looked around no one met his
eyes. Round-faced Baudan set his tray down abruptly next to him,
and said, “You gonna cut your hair?”

Shevraeth put his bread down. “I take it
someone’s been blabbing. Nothing better to talk about?”

Baudan snorted. “Everyone always blabs about
Tdanerend Sindan.”

Stad was sitting across from Shevraeth. He
leaned forward. “Sindan was supposed to be Thanar Valdlav.”

Shevraeth had learned that the Thanar Valdlav
was the head boy commanding the academy foot exercises, as opposed
to Danas Valdlav, the boy cavalry commander. Those were the exact
translations of the academy ranks, but he still hadn’t quite
figured out the implied meanings. Zheirban—the Danas Valdlav—was
supposedly the highest ranking boy at the school, but there were
many who seemed to think Thanar Valdlav as high, or rather at least
as important. Shevraeth couldn’t figure out if this was because of
some elusive attribute of the rank, or because of the boys
themselves.

So was this foolishness a matter of a sulky
big boy who didn’t get the promotion he wanted? Instinct, that
nasty tone when Sindan said harvald, king, hinted at
more.

He hesitated, trying to frame his question.
He understood pretty much everything now, but he still had trouble
expressing himself.

Dishes clunked on the table. Everyone looked
up.

With a smirking glance Shevraeth’s way,
Nermand dropped down onto the bench, Holdan and Gannan on either
side. Stad began eating. Baudan turned to skinny Andaun on his
other side, and started talking about the foal born that morning.
Next to Stad, Vandaus pulled a grubby paper from his pocket, laid
it between his and Faldred’s plates, and the two began
studying.

Shevraeth bent over his food, but his
attention was not on it. He was aware, for the first time in days,
of the clatter of the broad, shallow wooden dishes, the high,
shrill small-boy voices at one end contrasting with the deeper,
raspy burr of the teens at the others. The girls’ light voices,
behind and to the left, were barely discernable. There were fewer
than a hundred girls, and something like four hundred boys.

When the meal was done, Shevraeth waited
until Vandaus finished, then stepped next to him in line to clean
and stack their dishes. Vandaus and the other new boy, Faldred,
read all the time, either books or papers. Vandaus had said on the
second day, in a matter-of-fact voice, that he meant to be a desk
jockey to a Jarl. Faldred looked like a Marloven version of
Shevraeth—tall, weedy, gray-eyed, with pale hair, and very quiet.
He had made that palm-up gesture of agreement, and no one seemed to
think anything of it. Those two, if anyone, would know the
regulations binding the academy.

“Is there a reg for hair?” Shevraeth asked
Vandaus, as Faldred ran off on some errand.

Sure enough, Vandaus didn’t look surprised.
He swiped a thick swatch of rust-tinged hair out of his eyes in an
absent gesture. “No.” He paused, brow wrinkling slightly as he
considered. “No. I don’t think it’s ever come up. Everyone arrives
with short hair, which has been the military cut since my
greatfathers’ days. Though for a while a couple generations ago,
and for hundreds of years much longer ago, mounted warriors wore
horsetails. To mark ‘em apart. But no longer. The horsetails are
real ones. On the helms of cavalry.”

“Thanks,” Shevraeth said, and Vandaus loped
off in the direction Faldred had gone.

Shevraeth walked more slowly. If anyone had
asked, he would have cut his hair. He didn’t care if it was long or
short. Hair grew.

But he would not cut it at the orders of a
bully.


SIX

 


The afternoon was spent first in grappling,
and then Janold took their barracks to one of the empty courts hard
against the wall dividing them off from the lower school. From
beyond the wall came the high-pitched yells of small boys busy at
some game, punctuated by laughter and insults.

Janold set them to sparring so he could
assess everyone’s progress.

Shevraeth watched closely, aware of looks his
way from some, but no one said anything outside of Nermand’s
muttered, “You running to Sindan’s rein?”

“No.”

Shevraeth turned away, reaching for the
cracked, dusty padded gear they all put on before handling wooden
swords.

Nermand glanced aside. Janold was busy
watching a match between Mondar and Alrec, calling encouragements,
hits, and criticisms.

Nermand licked his lips. “Then you’re gonna
take a stroll, outlander.” His usual scowl changed to a nasty grin
of anticipation.

Shevraeth knew by now that take a
stroll was slang for sneaking behind the second and third-year
senior barracks, where most of the scrapping took place.
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