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"Where the hell is it?" Jiles said.
Jiles was clearly upset. He pawed through his belongings frantically, throwing various and sundry personal articles all over his corner of the tent in his search for...whatever it was. He was normally the neatest of Larian's tent mates, hardly ever leaving anything out of place at all, so something was clearly wrong.
"Jiles..."
The slender man shot a glare at Larian that made his teeth shut with a soft click, stifling what he was about to say.
Clearing his throat, Larian tried a different tactic. He began gathering up the items that Jiles had strewn around and brought them back to Jiles' corner, where he folded then stacked them neatly.
Jiles watched Larian doing this for a few minutes, in between soft curses and more pawing through what few belongings he had left that were not scattered all over the place, his expression growing more and more annoyed. Finally, he straightened and scowled.
"What are you doing?"
Larian shrugged. "If the Sergeant were to step in here right now, we would all get latrine duty for the next week." He left the rest unsaid, instead focusing on carefully folding one of Jiles' undershirts.
Jiles blinked then looked around the tent. His eyes went wide and he flushed with embarrassment. "Oh," he said weakly, his tone noticeably mollified from its earlier angry snap. "Good thinking." He bent over to pick up a pair of breaches and added, "Thanks."
Jiles folded the breaches and handed them to Larian, who slipped them back into Jiles' bag that he used for clean laundry. "What are you looking for?" Larian asked, mystified at the other man's behavior. He had only known Jiles for a few weeks, but he was normally even-keeled and cheerful, not given to hysterics.
A brief period of silence followed. Jiles' lips compressed as though he was fighting back some great emotion, then he turned away and began picked up a bunch of discarded socks. Larian watched him patiently. Whatever Jiles was looking for, it must be important.
Finally, Jiles turned back around, cradling several pairs of socks in the nook of his elbow. The lean man walked over and dumped them into his dirty laundry bag without a word, then stood there, looking down into the bag for a moment. When he finally spoke, his voice was low, pensive.
"Yesterday at mail call a package arrived from my parents."
Larian nodded. "I remember seeing it. Something special, wasn't it?" Not that any arriving mail was not special; mail call was always something to be treasured. But Jiles had seemed more moved than normal when he opened the package, though when the other men in the tent asked about it he gave only vague answers.
Jiles nodded. "My grandfather passed on," he said.
Larian felt a pang of sympathy and placed his hand on Jiles' shoulder, giving it a gentle squeeze. "I'm sorry, Jiles."
Jiles gave a little start and looked back at Larian, surprise written on his face. "Wha-?" Then understanding hit him and he nodded, smiling faintly. "I keep forgetting you haven't been here very long. No," Jiles shook his head sadly, "Grandfather has been ill for a while. I've known his time was near for almost a year now. I got some leave six months ago and we said our goodbyes, so it wasn't like it was a surprise."
Larian nodded in understanding. "But still..." He left the rest unsaid.
Another short period of silence followed as Jiles obviously took a moment to collect his thoughts. "He left me something - an old pendant that's been in the family for a long time. Mother packed it with the letter, and now I can't find it."
"Oh." That made more sense. "Well, when did you see it last?"
Jiles frowned for a moment, then sighed and slumped onto his cot. "I don't know. Sometime yesterday afternoon, before we went out to Mirasol."
Larian flinched slightly at the mention of the town's name. His liberty there had been...interesting. "You didn't bring it into town, did you?"
"I don't know. Maybe."
"Well," Larian said, trying to affect a cheerily confident tone, "we'll just have to retrace your steps. See if we can find it."
Jiles blinked and looked at Larian in surprise for a moment, then smiled gratefully.
The two men did not waste any more time with talk. They took a moment to don their uniform doublets, simple but elegant garments of blue wool, trimmed in white, that carried their rank insignia on their upper arms and the insignia of their unit on their collars, and matching grey pants. Then they stomped on their boots and stepped out of the tent into the camp beyond.
The Company's camp was smaller than the Regimental encampment Larian had become used to. Oh, it was still orderly and tidy, laid out in quadrants just as the Regimental camp had been, with each platoon housed together in its own area - cavalry separate from pikeman, who were separate from the archers and the scouts. But the feel of the place was different. Morale was higher. Not that it had ever been low; it was hard to be bitter under the Commander they had. Still, walked a bit taller, with more of a swagger about them. It was hard not to, considering their recent victory.
They passed the Company Commander's tent in the center of the camp and veered left toward the camp entrance, pausing only to salute one of the Platoon Leaders before he ducked into the Command tent. It was a short walk from there to the camp entrance. The guards nodded familiarly to them and waved them on without comment, though Larian thought he saw an amused twinkle in more than one eye.
"I think tales of our exploits have made it back here," Jiles remarked as they left the guards behind.
Larian smirked and chuckled. He should have known Jiles would notice the guards' amusement as well. "Guess so," he replied, and cringed when he realized he sounded a bit embarrassed.
Jiles just laughed, but blessedly did not twist the knife.
The Liberty wagon stood a short distance away from the camp entrance. Larger than most, it boasted a team of six draft horses and a cargo area that could carry a score or more, depending on how close people felt like sitting to each other. Even though it was not due to depart for a half hour, there was already a fair-sized group of men waiting.
And no wonder. It was not often that soldiers in a deployed unit were allowed liberty away from camp. Jiles had never seen it happen before, or so he told Larian when the word came down about it, but the older members of Larian's unit had experienced it, though infrequently.
But these were not ordinary circumstances. The Regiment had just won a great victory, one that from sheer numbers alone they should have lost easily. But the Commander was a clever one, and he managed to outfox the Mar Tabban leaders easily - or he made it look easy from Larian's perspective at least - and the enemy incursion was stopped handily. That was not to say the fighting itself was easy; Larian had been in a number of hairy situations over the three days of battle. But it turned out well.
And so the Commander decreed a Liberty week as a reward to the men and as a celebration, something even the oldest veterans had never seen before. A day, maybe two...but a week?
The rules were simple. One company at a time would depart the main camp and make its way to Mirasol, a moderate-sized town two days' march west. Upon arrival, the company would have a week to allow its men liberty.
The Company Commander decreed the camp would be manned at all times. Everyone would muster in the morning and take care of basic camp upkeep. Then all but the duty guardsmen and other essential personnel were given the day for themselves. Even better, each day a few would be allowed to spend the night in Mirasol, and would not have to muster until the day after their night pass. The overnight pass would rotate through the men so that most everyone got a night away. It was like gold.
Fortune decided that Larian and Jiles should have the overnight pass together, but not until two days from now. That had not stopped them for heading out to Mirasol for an evening of entertainment. The last night's revelry had lasted until the very last Liberty wagon departed Mirasol for the camp, an hour after midnight. As he and Jiles settled into the group awaiting the wagon's departure, Larian mulled over that fact and grimaced. There would be a lot of ground to cover if they were to find Jiles' heirloom.
When he first saw Mirasol yesterday, Larian had mixed feelings. It was a far sight larger than the town, little more than a village really, where he had grown up. But compared with the stronghold at Tel Cerelon, where the Martial Academy was housed, Mirasol was modest at best. But the town had quickly grown on him. The people were friendly and cheerful, although a small cynical voice in his head whispered that probably had as much to do with the coin the soldiers spent while on Liberty as from any genuine pleasure at seeing them. Real or feigned, though, the townsfolk's welcome lifted Larians spirits considerably.
Time seemed to drag as he and Jiles awaited the wagon team's return, and then during the hour-long ride to Mirasol. Larian was eager to get back to the town, but Jiles was practically jumping out of his skin with anxiety. No wonder, considering the circumstances, but Larian had never seen him this keyed up before, not even when the platoon had been cut off during the battle and they all wondered if they were going to make it out alive. Larian queried Jiles about it once, and received a vague shrug along with an evasive reply, so he decided to let it lie.
The Liberty Wagon dropped them off in Mirasol's central square, a half-acre of manicured park surrounded on all sides by the official town buildings, shops, and a few inns. Roads branched off from the square at the four points of the compass, leading to the town's various districts.
From what Larian had seen the previous evening, there was not a whole lot of interest past the square, though. The shops quickly faded in favor of residential areas to the west and north, tanneries and merchant warehouses to the east, and temples and the guards' barracks to the south. For a young soldier looking for a good time, the action was all in the Inns. And the brothels, which were also located in the south side of town, or so Larian had heard. Thoughts of Rosaline back at home kept Larian's interest away from those establishments, but others had returned to camp with tales of those ladies' skills.
Larian felt his face flush at the memory and he cleared his throat, pointedly not looking to the south side of the square. "Right," he said. "Where to now?"
Jiles looked around for a minute then nodded toward the east side of the square. "The Horned Hare," he said. "That's where we went first."
That seemed logical enough. Larian followed without comment.
They passed through the carefully manicured park, complete with its fountains and statues, presumably of famous people form Mirasol's history, though Larian did not see any names he recognized. It was a walk of only a few minutes, but in that time the eastern side of the square changed from its normal peaceful afternoon demeanor into one of bustling anger. A crowd began to gather - out front of their target Inn, Larian noticed. He frowned, anxiety beginning to rise within him.
"What's going on?" Jiles asked as they stepped from the park onto the cobblestones of the square in front of the Inn, echoing Larian's thoughts.
A slight man, local by his dress, glanced over at the Larian and Jiles and spat onto the street. "A couple of your fellows, that's what. You soldier boys don't know how to keep it in your pants, do you?"
Larian blinked, trading a cautious glance with Jiles. It was awfully early for that sort of thing, wasn't it?
"We should probably see if we can help," Jiles said, his tone becoming grim, they way it did before a fight.
He and Larian pushed their way through the growing crowd, earning themselves several angry looks. Most of the looks mellowed when the person saw their uniforms, Larian was gratified to see. Except for one man, a short but solid-looking fellow with a bushy black beard and grey eyes. When Larian brushed past him, he turned with a scowl. Then he saw Larian and Jiles - really Jiles - and his scowl turned into a snarl.
"You!" the man growled and he reached out and grabbed Jiles by the lapels of his doublet.
Jiles' eyes widened in surprised shock as he found himself dragged off his feet by the shorter man. He opened his mouth to make a reply, but before he could speak, the man released his grip on Jiles' tunic, drew back and drove his fist into Jiles' belly.
Jiles dropped, his breath exploding from his lungs in a gurgling groan.
Larian froze for a second in shock at the sudden attack, then sprang forward toward the attacker. His progress was halted quickly when something struck him on the side of the head. Larian fell to the ground as well, seeing stars for a few moments. When he regained his equilibrium, he looked up to see the original attacker crouched down in front of Jiles, who still gasped and coughed, trying to get his breath back; he was in no condition to fight.
"Don't ever show your face around here again," growled the bearded man, then he pulled Jiles' head up by his hair and slugged Jiles in the face. He dropped again.
The man and his companions, there were three of them from what Larian could figure out, disappeared quickly into the crowd. Almost as quickly as they left, the crowd began to disperse. Within minutes, Larian and Jiles were left alone in the street except for a few lingering passers-by.
"What the hell was that?" Larian managed to prop himself up on his elbows as he spoke, but could not go much farther than that because the world began to spin around him.
Jiles shook his head slowly, pressing his hand to his cheek, where the bearded man's fist had struck him. He did not try to sit up. "No idea. Who was that guy?"
Larian shrugged in response. No answer was forthcoming from any of the few remaining people standing nearby either, so they would have to be content with their attackers' identity remaining a mystery.
Over the next couple minutes, Larian and Jiles got to their feet. The passers-by did not offer any assistance, verbal or otherwise. In fact, they steered well clear of the two young men, despite it being the middle of the afternoon. That was odd; for that matter, where were the Town Guards? People just did not get assaulted in the middle of the day without it being noticed and acted upon...did they?
The Horned Hare was only a few steps away, so they ventured inside to take stock. The taproom was not very busy, but that was not unusual considering the hour. They settled down on a bench at a table near the window and silently began to tend their bruises. They were quickly interrupted by the arrival of a young, apron-wearing barmaid with a cheery smile that turned a plain face into one of simple beauty and sparkling green eyes. Her smile faded a bit as she saw their condition.
"What happened to you two?" she asked, her voice concerned.
Jiles grunted something that sounded grumpy. Larian could not blame him, but there was no cause to take it out on the barmaid. He managed as much a smile as he could and replied, "I'm not entirely sure." Larian then told her what had happened and her eyes went wide, with shock, Larian supposed at first.
"You boys better leave town. Now," she said, glancing toward the taproom door and licking her lips. She was not shocked, she was frightened!
Jiles looked up at her and scowled. "Because of some jerk who can't see past a uniform?"
The barmaid looked at him as she would at a stupid schoolboy. "He was not just some jerk. That man you described sounds like one of Yohan Semilon's men. He's..." She looked around quickly, though there was no one else around to hear it. "He's a very rough man."
Jiles snorted. The barmaid's expression became, if anything, even more severe and frightened than before.
"What was the deal with that crowd?" Larian asked.
The girl shrugged. "No idea. Someone outside began shouting about soldiers cheating him. Then another guy piped up that some soldiers had dishonored his daughter. Next thing we knew, that crowd had gathered."
"They left very quickly," Larian said.
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