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  Coins, Fights and Stories Always Have Two Sides


  By


  Juliet E McKenna


As shadows lengthened across the camp ground, Erlin surveyed his fiefdom with satisfaction. Two tall tents of oiled leather were securely pitched at either end of a sturdy wagon, all embracing a sizeable hearth. A broad griddle and three lidded cookpots rested above the flames on an iron frame. To one side, a spit rested on its uprights above an oval pan. That wouldn’t be empty long. Korose was approaching with a plump young sheep carcass over his shoulder.

The lanky lad grinned as he arrived. ‘We’ll do well tonight.’

‘We will.’ Erlin set the last of the flatbreads he’d been cooking in their linen-lined basket and moved it a prudent distance from the hearth. ‘Get that fire stoked.’

He secured the beast on the spit with interlocked skewers. Customers would appear once the aroma of roasting lamb drifted through this Lescari mercenary throng; customers with coin in their pockets, so soon after the end of the fighting season. Aft-Autumn’s shifting colours had yet to subside into For-Winter’s unchanging calm and the weather had been kind thus far.

The camp would be a different place come Aft-Winter. Once the frosts bit deep, Korose would have to forage ever further afield for firewood. Hungry mercenaries would grudge every copper spent on barley broth. Erlin would need all his guile to persuade the Caladhrian villages across the river to part with their jealously guarded stores. He was already buying sacks of flour, beans and onions from farmers gloating over well-stocked barns.

Each day, as hungry mercenaries came to his fire, Erlin discreetly looked for those most likely to try stealing from him after the solstice; sneaking up to the wagon at night like a rat after cheese or threatening him with a sword, demanding the leathery remnants of a side of bacon.

‘I’ll want you out of your blankets early tomorrow,’ he said as Korose fetched an armful of firewood. ‘To practise with your quarter staff.’

‘Maybe try some sword work?’ the lad asked, hopeful. Erlin smiled. ‘If you impress me.’

He had every intention of getting his notched blades out from under the wagon’s driving seat. These past ten days, this stretch of well-drained grassland between the river and a sprawl of coppices had been attracting ever more mercenaries seeking a winter haven. Time to show any covetous strangers that a grey-haired, weather-beaten old man was no easy prey. Erlin had served his time in Lescar’s interminable wars, as six rival dukes spent their silver and other men’s blood on their ambition to be crowned High King. He still practised the skills that had seen him safe through countless battles.

He’d teach Korose, so the lad had some chance of surviving his first bloody season, once he’d put on enough muscle and height to catch a recruiting sergeant’s eye.

Maybe the lad would come back years later, scarred and wealthy. Maybe Erlin would never hear of him again. No telling with such waifs and strays.

‘Stir up the fire.’ He set the laden spit on its uprights. Korose threw weathered wood onto the flames. ‘What news today?’

Erlin shrugged. ‘Quicksilvers took a beating when Sharlac’s duke challenged His Grace of Triolle. Greenhawks scattered to the four winds after the battle at Chinel turned against Draximal.’

‘You reckon we’ll see any of them here?’

Korose looked dubious. That particular bloody fight had soaked the soil on the far side of Lescar. But Erlin had tramped the length and breadth of this blighted country ten or more times in his youth, loyal to his scrawl on various mercenary companies’ muster rolls.

‘Stranger things have happened.’

Korose tended the cook pots seething over the flames. Erlin turned the spit, making sure only the dull splat of fat dripped into the pan underneath, not the hiss of the meat’s precious juices.

Dusk approached and more newcomers arrived. Some had laden horses or handcarts. Others had only the clothes and weapons they wore. Once they’d claimed a space, late arrivals wandered towards the cook fire in search of supper.

Korose served turnip pottage to a hungry warrior and replaced the pot lid. ‘He’d be useful in a fight.’

A broad-shouldered and warmly-cloaked man with swords on each hip and carrying a bulky leather bag passed by their hearth.

‘I’d say so.’ Noting the lithe walk of an alert swordsman, Erlin fixed the man’s face in his memory. If he wasn’t hungry tonight, sooner or later their paths would cross and Erlin would learn his story.

The man’s fine clothing and better weapons indicated that he had no trouble filling his purse. So why come to this lesser camp instead of wintering in a larger stockade with some wealthy mercenary company?

Had he fallen out with the captain he’d mustered with last spring? Some quarrel over a wench or a wager? Never mind. Once the year had turned and For-Spring was on the horizon, Erlin would offer the stranger some introductions. By then the cook would know which warbands would welcome a swordsman who knew a rival company’s secrets. Grateful coin would chink in the coffer Erlin kept well-hidden in his wagon’s recesses.

Such profitable opportunities were merely one reason he liked to winter in these lesser camps. That, and the big mercenary company quartermasters ruled their cold-season stockades with an iron hand. Free spirits like Erlin paid extortionate sums just to breathe the same air.

‘That smells good.’ Two leather-armoured men approached. One was tall and broad in a long jerkin with tarnished brass studs. He had a close-cropped head and eyes as dull as a dead trout.

The other was lithe as a snake in a short cuirass of oiled hide. Curly black hair and his sallow complexion spoke of Tormalin blood. He reached out with his belt knife to cut a slice from the succulent meat on the spit.

Erlin knocked the blade aside with his meat-jointing knife, as quick as he ever had been with a sword. ‘I carve, and only once I’m paid.’

The snake withdrew, raising hands in mock surrender. ‘I beg your pardon.’

‘Granted.’ Erlin made no move towards the spitted lamb.

A heartbeat later the snake reached for a purse tucked inside his leather breastplate. ‘How much for two?’

‘A silver mark each.’ Erlin held out a hand. ‘Silver, not Lescari lead.’

The snake cocked his head. ‘Caladhrian or Tormalin?’ Erlin shrugged. ‘Whatever you’re carrying.’

The snake handed over two Caladhrian coins. Erlin slipped them into the pouch laced tight to his belt. ‘Fat or lean?’

‘Fat,’ the croppy head growled.

‘Lean.’ His companion smiled.

Erlin trusted that like he’d trust a mantrap’s grin but coin was coin. Korose offered a leathery flatbread in each hand. Erlin laid a generous helping of meat on each one and the lad handed them over.

‘We’ll see you again.’ The snake tore off a mouthful and went on his way.

The croppy-head lingered to stare at Erlin before he followed.

‘He thinks a lot of himself.’ Apprehension undercut Korose’s attempt at a laugh.

‘He does.’ Erlin pursed his lips.

He knew the snake’s attempt to help himself had little to do with meat. When that sort got away with acting as though they had every right to take what they wanted, soon everyone would yield for the sake of a quiet life. Newcomers wouldn’t even ask what gave such men their spurious authority.

He’d also seen the croppy-head taking in every detail of their little encampment, including the dun carthorse picketed on the far side of the wagon. Good luck to him trying to steal the beast or sneaking past to rob the wagon. Erlin had trained Pipkin to attack as readily as any guard dog.

He greeted the next man approaching the fire. ‘What’s your pleasure?’

‘What’s your price?’ the Lescari countered.

Customers hurried up now they’d seen Erlin carving the lamb and plenty more wanted pottage. By the time the carcass was reduced to bones and gristle, all three cook pots were down to the dregs and the flatbread basket was long emptied.

‘I’d say we’re done.’ Erlin weighed the silver in the pouch against his thigh with satisfaction.

Korose was looking out into the darkness. ‘Do you—?’

He wasn’t talking to Erlin. The cook saw a slender figure in the shadows, wrapped in a blanket doing duty as a cloak.

He beckoned. ‘If you don’t want to eat, you’re welcome to warmth.’

‘I’d like that.’ The girl’s hesitating voice betrayed her nature.

‘Do you have a bowl?’ Erlin tilted one of the cook pots. ‘Otherwise I’ll pour this away.’

‘Thank you.’ The girl’s haste betrayed her hunger. As she rummaged in her bag and moved closer to the firelight, Erlin noted her shirt’s ragged cuffs and her much-mended jerkin. Her purse must be as empty as her belly.

Erlin filled her age-darkened wooden bowl with the last splash of broth and snapped his fingers at Korose. ‘Get those bones into a pot with a good tight lid and stow it in the wagon before any dogs come sniffing around.’

As Korose hurried to obey, the girl crouched down to drink her bowl dry.

Didn’t even have a spoon to call her own, Erlin guessed. He scraped the drippings from the spit into an earthenware jar. As he stood up, he saw the girl look hungrily at the smeared pan. He fetched one of the flatbreads he’d set aside for himself and the lad. Wiping up the savoury residue, he tossed it to the girl. ‘Here.’

She caught it, deft as a pup leaping for a titbit and vanished into the darkness. Erlin saw Korose looking after her.

‘Stir up that fire for one last blaze, lad.’ He fetched juicy beefsteaks from the wagon along with a cast iron frying pan. ‘Let’s have an onion and those mushrooms from this morning.’

Korose was still trying to see where the girl had gone. ‘Do you think she’ll be all right?’

‘What’s it to us?’ Erlin brushed windblown ash off the chopping block.

Though once they were fed, had tidied up and were settled in their blankets, his thoughts turned to the girl.

How old? Hard to say in the dying firelight. Not in the first bloom of maidenhood. That was some reassurance. If she’d been living around mercenary companies for a couple of years—and by her battered gear Erlin guessed she had—she must have learned a few tricks to save herself from rape or worse.

Not a whore. Skinny as she was, she’d worn a sword at her hip and made no offer to take his meat in her mouth in return for a meal. That was good to know. Satin Fantine’s brothel tents were on the far side of the camp. The henchmen who guarded her girls would offer freelance trollops the choice of handing over half their earnings or taking a beating so bad that no man would come near them.

Maybe she was a scout, Erlin mused as he drifted off to sleep. He’d known a few such women in his day; nimble enough to spy out an enemy camp and get back alive to tell the tale.

#

Korose was up with the first glimmer of dawn to rekindle the fire. Erlin fed himself and the lad, then began serving griddled pancakes and bacon to those with silver to spend and porridge to those with copper.

Erlin was assessing the batter in his green-glazed jug when the broad-shouldered warrior from the night before offered Korose a shiny mark. ‘Good day to you both.’

‘The lad’s Korose and I’m Erlin.’ He mixed more ale and flour. ‘What do we call you, friend?’

‘Triggen,’ the man said easily.

Young enough to still be friendly with strangers. Old enough and strong enough to stand his ground against anyone who tried to take liberties. Erlin wondered when he’d walked away from whatever plough or prentice bench he’d been born to. At least five years since, he guessed, maybe as long ago as ten.

‘Looks like you had a good summer,’ he observed.

‘Up in Sharlac with the Sundowners,’ Triggen agreed. ‘Looking after the townsfolk of Welland.’

‘Sundowners are a fine company.’ Honourable, for the most part, though that wouldn’t have stopped them extorting safe-passage money from any merchants taking the Great West Road. Erlin poured batter onto the hot griddle. ‘What’s your pleasure for breakfast?’

Triggen grinned. ‘A couple of those wrapped around bacon.

Nice and crisp if you please.’

As Korose served several bowls of porridge Erlin watched the swordsman wander off with his breakfast, stopping to chat with someone every few paces.

‘Sundowners don’t take just anyone,’ Korose breathed. ‘True,’ Erlin agreed. ‘And they’d slap a cook’s boy silly for letting bacon burn.’

‘Shit!’ Korose hastily lifted the smoking pan from the grating.

‘Good morning all!’

Erlin looked up as the snake greeted everyone present with an expansive gesture and a smile.

‘Thank you for your attention! Now, I know Aft-Autumn’s not even turned to For-Winter—’ he held up self-deprecating hands although no one had said a word ‘—but a sensible man thinks two steps ahead. We’ll need someone paying for our swords and skills before Spring Solstice. Better to have that agreement signed and sealed with a duke’s ring sooner than later?’

He looked around but before anyone spoke, he nodded, as though satisfied with everyone’s agreement.

‘I’m Chellan, for those who don’t know me. I’ve fought with the Shearlings, the Wheelwrights and the Red Dyed Men. My sergeant is Acuri.’ He gestured to the croppy-head at his side. ‘Show us your skills if you want to sign up. That’s all, for the moment. Carry on.’ The snake nodded at Erlin before strolling off, dead-eyed Acuri at his side.

Who was he to give Erlin permission to do anything? The cook gripped his ladle, wishing Chellan had come within reach of a hefty clout.

‘Chellan?’ A mercenary looked at his tent mate. ‘What’s his company?’

‘Who’s to say there’s a company?’ Erlin scraped a burned pancake off the griddle with his knife. ‘A man swaggers like a captain, that doesn’t make him one. If he’s fought with those fine companies, why’s he wintering here?’

But he could see several men were tempted. Learning to take orders, quick and unquestioned, was a skill which kept mercenaries alive. Following any obvious leader soon became a habit.

Erlin pondered as he cooked pancakes. Once their last customer was served, he hefted their biggest cauldron onto the grate’s iron bars and filled it from the water butt by the wagon. ‘Once this is hot, you wash the pots,’ he told Korose. ‘I’ll take a turn around the camp before I scour the pans. See if anyone else is setting up a cook fire.’

Strolling among the tents, he was pleased to find he had no rivals thus far. Though as he’d expected a good few mercenaries had dug small pits to cook for themselves. Along his way he noted Triggen falling into conversations. The burly swordsman must be a companionable fellow.

When Erlin spotted a familiar face re-sewing a boot seam, he raised a hand. ‘Marsis!’

The weathered warrior looked up, puzzled. His lined brow cleared. ‘Erlin? It must be three years, you dog!’

That was invitation enough. Erlin sat down. ‘What have you been doing?’

Marsis grinned. ‘That’s a story and a half.’

As he told it, Erlin learned some useful information. In return he shared a few insights to help Marsis secure a profit-able hire for the next year’s fighting.

‘So what do you know of this Chellan?’ he asked casually as their conversation wound to a close.

Marsis frowned. ‘Nothing, for all he acts like everyone should know his name.’

‘Wasn’t there some trouble with the Red Dyed Men back at the start of the summer?’ mused Erlin.

Marsis nodded. ‘Near split the company down the middle. Rankers whispering round the shit pits, stirring up any fools who’d listen. Refuse to fight unless they got more of the Duke of Draximal’s coin.’

Erlin raised astonished eyebrows. ‘What happened?’

Marsis shrugged. ‘The company didn’t split. I guess the sergeants traced the stink to its source, beat those fools black and blue and slung them out on their arses.’

‘Reckon so.’ Erlin got to his feet. ‘Good to see you. Come over when you want a meal.’

As he wandered back, Erlin wondered if Snake Chellan and Cropped Acuri still carried the scars of a Red Dyed sergeant’s kicking. If he was a betting man, he’d wager on it. But Erlin took bets. He didn’t lay them.

Back at the wagon, Korose was looking guilty. It wasn’t hard to see why. The scrawny girl had scraps of scorched bacon in her bowl and the last crumbs of the burned pancake. As soon as she saw Erlin, she fled.

In the daylight she was definitely no poult. Past her twentieth year, by Erlin’s guess, of an age to be wed with three or four brats if she’d stayed in whatever village bred her. Old enough to know her own mind if she chose to give Korose a thrill.

He looked up to check the sun. ‘I’ll scour those pans and we can try some blade work before we make a start on this evening’s meal.’

#

Setting aside staffs and swords as the daylight faded, Erlin stirred and spiced while Korose chopped and sliced. A bull calf was on the spit this evening. Not worth costly fodder through the winter for a farmer but well worth fattening on summer grass to feed hungry mercenaries after autumn’s slaughter.

Erlin noticed eager anticipation on the faces making their way to his fire. Though he soon learned it wasn’t for his food. ‘Thinking of trying your luck?’ A scar-faced Caladhrian asked his Dalasorian friend.

‘Depends what they’re offering the winner.’ The hawk-nosed man looked tempted.

‘I got through the summer without shedding blood,’ a solid Lescari said to no one in particular. ‘I won’t risk a winter wound festering.’

‘Plenty of time to heal before spring,’ countered the man beside him.

‘A bout will only be to first blood,’ a Carlusian agreed. ‘They won’t want anyone badly injured, not looking to sign the best fighters onto their muster.’

Erlin interrupted. ‘What’s this?’

A handful of excited voices answered him.

‘A sword tourney?’ Korose looked over the fire, bright-eyed. Erlin sucked his teeth. ‘At this Chellan’s behest, and Acuri’s?’

Before anyone answered, half the men by the fire turned as someone exclaimed.

‘Here they come!’

The snake and his croppy pal approached, to be bombarded with questions.

‘Will you make the winner a sergeant?’

‘What about the runner up? You’ll need more than one troop leader!’

Some seemed less confident of their prospects. ‘You’ll give everyone’s skills a fair test?’

‘You wouldn’t write a man off for one unlucky slip?’

A vital question fell into one of those unaccountable silences that open up in the noisiest of crowds.

‘How many days do we have to prepare?’

The snake squared his narrow shoulders, head tilted back as he surveyed the crowd like a rich man buying a horse. ‘Three days,’ he said tersely. ‘From tomorrow. We draw lots on the fourth morning from now and then we’ll see what you’re made of.’

His last words were almost lost amid eager cheering. Chellan smiled thinly before he looked at Acuri, cold-eyed, and jerked his head towards the river. As Chellan turned and stalked away, the crop-headed man followed, scowling.

‘What do you reckon?’ Korose bit his lip as he looked at Erlin.

‘No, I don’t reckon you should try your luck,’ he said firmly. ‘You won’t learn anything from a beating and you might be unlucky enough to catch a bad wound.’

He smiled to soften the blow of his words, seeing Korose crestfallen.

‘Watch how the skilled men practise these next few days. You’ll learn a lot from that. Once the tourney starts, look for what loses a man the bout, not just how his opponent wins. Here, you take charge of the spit. I won’t be long.’

He handed the long meat knife to the lad and headed for the latrines. As soon as he was beyond the cookfire’s light, Erlin changed direction. Cutting between tents and bivouacs, he headed straight towards the river.

As he saw his quarry ahead, he slowed and proceeded carefully. Thankfully the dusk was thickening and Chellan and Acuri were intent on their conversation.

‘Why didn’t you talk to me before telling half the camp your bright idea?’

‘My idea?’ Acuri growled. ‘Everyone was telling me you spread the word.’

‘Why?’ spat Chellan. ‘We’ve no coin for a victory purse!’

‘So the notion sprang up like a toadstool?’ Acuri challenged.

‘More like some fool mixed one rumour with another like a drunk with white brandy and ale.’ Chellan exhaled with a hiss. ‘Does it matter? If no one claims the notion, we can steal it. Has anyone definitely said there’s a purse for the winner?’

‘Not that I’ve heard,’ Acuri said cautiously.

‘So we say for certain there isn’t,’ Chellan mused. ‘Offer sergeants’ rank for the last two standing? Banner sergeant for the winner?’

‘Where does that leave me?’ Acuri snarled. ‘Lieutenant,’ Chellan said testily.

‘Equal captain,’ Acuri snapped back.

Chellan drew a resolute breath. ‘We talked about that. Two captains means split loyalties and troublemakers always try to drive in a wedge.’

‘I—’ Acuri broke off to stare into the darkness.

Erlin stood as still as a tent pole, sliding his eyes sideways. Somewhere to his off hand, he saw a shadow move. He blinked. Or had he imagined it?

‘Let’s get a drink.’ Chellan walked away along the river bank towards Jartan’s wine wagon.

‘We haven’t agreed—’ Acuri stood stubborn for a moment, before following with a muttered obscenity.

After waiting to be certain that neither glanced over his shoulder, Erlin took a roundabout path back to his hearth.

#

Korose was out of his blankets first the following morning and quick to do all his chores. He wasn’t the only early riser. Clashing steel rang through the camp before they were halfway done serving breakfast, interspersed with angry shouts or startled yelps from someone caught unawares.

Erlin nodded when the lad asked for leave to watch the men practise for the tourney. Amiably resigned to doing the bulk of the day’s work, he was surprised when Korose returned halfway through the afternoon, scowling.

Erlin stopped chopping cabbage. ‘Who stepped on your heel?’

‘Me? No, I’m fine.’ Korose still looked troubled. ‘How many swordswomen have you known?’ he asked abruptly. ‘How do they usually fare?’

‘None so many, though more than a few.’ Erlin paused to consider the armed and armoured females he’d encountered in his time. Most mercenary companies had a handful on their roster.

‘For the most part, they fare as well, or as badly, as any man. You don’t last in this life without some talent for it. Some women rise to captain their own companies. You must have heard of Ridianne the Vixen?’

That was barely a question. Everyone had heard of her. Any man in this camp would clean her boots with his tongue if that was the cost of joining her roster.

‘Do you know where she’s camped?’

Erlin wasn’t expecting that. ‘You’re thinking of leaving?’

‘No.’ Korose paused in his pacing. ‘Do you think she’d look more kindly on a woman asking for winter shelter?’

Erlin laid down his knife. ‘What’s this about, lad?’

Korose dropped onto the turf and moodily poked the fire’s ashy bed with a stick. ‘It’s Letsis. She wants to hone her skills, to make a decent showing in the tourney. Half the men won’t spar with her and those who will just want to beat her bloody.’

Erlin guessed Korose meant the ragged girl. ‘If she chooses to set herself up, she must know she risks getting knocked down.’

‘It’s not fair,’ Korose protested.

‘It’s not your business,’ Erlin pointed out. ‘Who was giving a good showing? Who could you learn from?’ He lowered his voice. ‘Help me decide what odds to offer, when I take bets on the tourney and you’ll earn a share of the profits.’

Korose still looked inclined to argue on the girl’s account. After a long moment, he capitulated. ‘That swordsman, Triggen is a wonder. Wonderful light on his feet for all he’s so broad, and quick as lightning with his hands.’

‘Who else?’ Erlin began chopping again. ‘Stir up that fire while you’re telling me. We can both do two things at once.’ By the time they had the evening meal ready, he was more than satisfied with Korose. The lad definitely had a good eye and a sound brain to go with it. Just as long as his head wasn’t turned by that ragged lass Letsis.

Erlin caught a glimpse of her slinking past while Korose was fetching that evening’s fat lamb from Rila Butcher. Looking for the lad, he guessed, and whatever scraps she could scrounge. He wasn’t sorry to see her gone before Korose got back. The boy would be a danger around the fire, distracted by the sight of her battered face.

Seeing she carried herself stiff and careful, Erlin guessed she’d taken some hard falls, maybe even a kicking, leaving bruises hidden by her clothes. He hid his sympathy behind an impassive face. The sooner she learned this life showed no one mercy, the better for them all.

‘I wonder—?’ Triggen’s voice broke into his thoughts. ‘Might I have a cup of hot water for a copper?’

‘Have it and welcome.’ Erlin nodded towards the steaming cauldron. ‘No charge.’

‘My thanks.’ Triggen carefully dipped a silver cup into the roiling water and dropped in a knotted scrap of muslin.

Drinking herb tisane like a fine lady, Erlin noted. ‘Keeping clear of wine and ale until after the tourney?’

‘Something like that.’ Triggen grinned. Then he stiffened like a hound sighting prey.

Erlin pretended not to notice, concentrating on his flat-breads. But as Triggen strolled away, he covertly watched where the swordsman was going.

Not obviously hurrying, Erlin approved. Not making too much of his apparent surprise. Not one man in a hundred would have guessed his path crossing Chellan’s was anything but happenstance.

He glanced around the fire. What might be stolen if he wasn’t there to keep watch? Nothing he couldn’t afford to lose. Knowing what Chellan was thinking would be worth far more. Erlin slipped quickly between two tents, getting as close as he dared. To his relief, Triggen and Chellan were still exchanging pleasantries. Naturally the snake wanted to stay friends with such a promising recruit.

‘I hear you’ll be the man to watch, come the tourney.’

‘Don’t believe all you hear.’ Triggen chuckled. ‘I’m just glad to know we’ll see you fight. No better way for a captain to win a man’s trust than showing his courage is equal to theirs.’

‘I haven’t said I’d take part, just yet.’ Chellan cleared his throat. ‘Who told you so?’

Triggen’s brow wrinkled. ‘The three-fingered man who fought with the Daybreakers? He was talking to Sergeant Acuri this morning?’

‘Malhen?’ Chellan forced a laugh. ‘He never could keep a secret.’

‘Everyone will be pleased to hear you’ll show us your mettle,’ Triggen assured him.

‘Quite so.’ Chellan nodded a brisk farewell and strode off through the camp.

Erlin glanced over his shoulder. He was still within sight of his fire and there was no one who shouldn’t be prowling round his wagon. Though if he followed Chellan he wouldn’t be able to see if a gang of robbers ransacked it. Where was Korose? He yielded though, pursuing the snake through the camp.

At first he was poised to duck behind any concealment. Then he realised Chellan was so intent that he wouldn’t have noticed a troop of Dalasorian horsemen on his trail.

Acuri was taking his ease outside a tent Erlin guessed was his own. Chellan strode up and grabbed the crop-headed man’s shoulder, all but dragging him inside. Erlin’s grin widened. It never failed to amuse him how people assumed a canvas wall was as solid and soundproof as wood or stone. Especially when they were angry. He strolled casually up to the side of the tent and knelt, as though to retie a bootlace.

‘Why tell folk I’ll fight in this fucking tourney?’ Chellan accused. ‘You’re hoping I’ll fall on my arse? Maybe get a knife in my ribs? So you’ll end up captain?’

‘I never said any such thing,’ Acuri protested.

‘You expect me to believe that?’ Chellan’s voice turned ugly. ‘I remember Inchra.’

The whole tent shook with the scuffle inside. Erlin didn’t wait to see if they brought poles and canvas down. He hurried off, discreetly pleased. Better yet, he found Korose at their hearth, standing guard.

#

The day of the tourney dawned crisp and clear. Korose was up and about before the sun rose over the coppices. Erlin took his time preparing a modest pile of griddle cakes. No fighter would want a full belly and the rest wouldn’t linger for fear of missing a good bout. He saw Chellan and Acuri approaching. The croppy-head carried a bucket while the snake’s leather armour gleamed with fresh oil.

‘First bouts!’ Chellan shouted. ‘Stand forth or fight in your nightshirt!’

Acuri slapped a tent in passing. ‘I’ve got your token, Vendrish, so swap that cock in your hand for a sword hilt!’

‘How many in that bucket?’ Erlin asked Korose quietly. ‘Near enough full, yesterday evening.’ The lad looked anxiously at the gathering mercenaries. Searching for the girl no doubt.

Erlin watched the crowd swell with mixed feelings. Having his fire become the camp’s meeting place would be profitable but he didn’t like Chellan and Acuri deciding that without a by-your-leave.

Still, Erlin could get a good look at the men he’d taken most bets on, as Acuri drew pottery shards from his bucket and shouted out the men’s names scrawled on each one. Women were competing too. Letsis wasn’t the only female fighter in the camp, though two others trying their luck and skills overtopped her by a head.

Several of the heavily backed men looked none too bright. Erlin had seen them over-indulge in ale last night. Over-confident.

Triggen had stuck to drinking his tisanes, always ready to chat by the cookfire with whoever might be passing. The young warrior looked formidable, shirtless in a leather jerkin.

The man called to fight him looked distinctly nervous. Unlike the warrior who’d face Letsis. He could barely restrain a laugh.

Acuri called out the rules of engagement. ‘Find clear and level ground. Square off and fight on the count of three. Best of three touches if nobody yields but I don’t want anyone maimed. We’ll call witnesses to agree on a victor if there’s any dispute.’ The crowd scattered into fighting pairs, eyeing each other warily, surrounded by knots of eager onlookers. Acuri took Erlin’s chopping block for a stool. ‘I’ll take a stack of those griddle cakes, and find some honey to go with them.’

Erlin ignored him, watching Chellan stalk off. The snake was glancing sideways at a bull-necked bruiser from Ensaimin. Did he wonder if Acuri had palmed that particular token, setting him up against someone forewarned of his strengths and weaknesses? The two of them had barely exchanged a glance, still less a friendly word this morning.

‘Did you hear me?’ Acuri snapped.

Erlin looked levelly at him. ‘Did you pay me?’

Acuri’s lip curled but after a breath, he tossed a silver mark onto the turf. Erlin made no move to fetch it. When Korose took a step, he stilled him with a glance. ‘You go see the bouts. Come tell me all the news.’

He had been planning to watch at least some of the fights himself. Not now, and leave dead-eyed Acuri unwatched around his tents. Not with all the camp’s gamblers’ stake money hidden beneath his wagonload of sacks.

Erlin fetched more firewood from the stack by the water butt. When he returned, Acuri was holding out a silver mark. Erlin didn’t need to look to know it was the one he’d thrown onto the grass.

He served the man a handful of griddle cakes, expressionless. ‘No honey.’

He’d barely had time to wonder how Acuri would respond when the first roars indicated a sword bout was already over. The chagrined loser trailed back to the fire after the crowing victor, both surrounded by friends and strangers offering congratulations and commiseration.

Erlin left Acuri collecting the winner’s potsherd while he went to the wagon to fetch his ledger of wagers. Soon they were both too busy to quarrel over cakes or honey.

The tourney was half done, by Erlin’s reckoning, before Korose reappeared. Dismay and elation chased each other across the lad’s face like clouds scudding across a bright sky.

‘Triggen just took two wounds—’ he began.

‘Sorry to hear it.’ Erlin made sure not to show his elation.

A lot of men had just lost their stakes.

‘But Letsis has won again.’ Korose shook his head in wonderment. ‘Though barely,’ he allowed.

‘Really?’ Once again, Erlin kept his face impassive.

Though it wasn’t long before he could express his amazement as openly as anyone else. The skinny girl came back time and again, to tell Acuri she’d won. Several times she had to shout to make herself heard above the men arguing over what they’d just seen.

‘She’s no skills. She’s just lucky.’

‘She’s quick and that counts for a lot.’

‘He slipped, that’s all there was to it.’

‘Too soft-hearted to skewer a pigeon, the fool.’

Korose was the first one back when the tourney was down to the final four. He raced up, barely stopping short of the hearth. ‘She did it!’

‘Well, well.’ Erlin feigned astonishment, then concern. ‘What if she fights Chellan next?’ Much as he disliked the snake, the man’s formidable skills had seen him safe through the tourney.

‘Will she—’ Korose broke off as the horde of mercenaries surged through the tents to the fire.

A circle formed and Chellan faced the girl. So he had won his last bout. But Erlin noted the blood smeared on his arms. He’d taken a few flesh wounds on his way to victory.

To be fair, so had Letsis, from the stains on her shirtsleeves. But she looked a different girl to the timid waif who Erlin had seen cowering around the camp these past few days.

Not that Chellan had noticed. He took a rag from Acuri and wiped his arms clean, scowling. Whatever he said provoked his supposed ally into a hostile sneer.

Letsis had barely taken guard before Chellan launched a storm of blows. Not that any hammer-stroke touched her. Letsis didn’t bother trying her strength against his with any show of locked hilts. Chellan barely made contact with her deftly parrying blade. She dodged, nimbly retaliating with thrusts to slice Chellan’s wrists or knees.

Recoiling robbed Chellan’s swordplay of power and rhythm. Now he was on the defensive. Darting ever quicker, Letsis forced him backwards, unbalanced. A cry rose from the crowd, somewhere between a groan and elation, as her questing blade sliced into his forearm.

‘Yield?’ She grinned.

Chellan didn’t even answer before assailing her. He didn’t even allow her to take a proper guard. The crowd’s murmur turned concerned as everyone saw her forced back towards the fire. That was hardly fighting fair.

That wasn’t the worst of it. Erlin guessed Chellan’s plan an instant before the snake ducked low and snatched up a burning stick with his free hand. He threw the searing brand at Letsis, provoking a howl of protest.

Breath caught in Erlin’s throat. But Letsis was quick enough. She dodged it. More than that, she denied any instinct to parry the flames with her blade. What threat was mindless wood, after all? Instead she lunged, her sword thrust at full stretch.

Chellan was caught unawares, already coming forward to follow up his advantage. He was an instant too slow to realise she wasn’t cowed by his unexpected assault. Her blade bit deep into his thigh.

Now the crowd’s cheer was all congratulation for Letsis. Chellan’s dishonourable ploy had robbed him of all sympathy. She stood still for a moment, before turning to Acuri and winking at him.

Stooped, clutching his wound, Chellan gasped. ‘Shithead!’

‘What?’ Acuri spat.

‘You’re in it together, you and her?’ Chellan staggered forward, sword raised.

Acuri drew a dagger, teeth bared.

The surging crowd closed around them before Erlin could see who landed the first blow. Then the throng parted just as quickly. Some were heading for their tents. More were escorting Letsis towards Jartan’s wine wagon for a celebration. Chellan limped off in one direction, more bloodied than before. Acuri stalked towards the river, hand pressed to a wound in his side. Someone tapped him on the shoulder. Erlin turned to see

Triggen smiling at him.

‘Come to collect your winnings?’

‘Whenever suits you best.’

Erlin cocked his head, contemplating the younger man. ‘So she’s your lover?’ He realised that was wrong before the words left his mouth. ‘Your sister?’

‘Big sister.’ Triggen’s grin widened. ‘Taught me everything I know.’

Of course. Why else would he have wagered such a sum on her? Erlin chuckled despite himself. ‘Including how to fight like a girl? Precious few men can do that so well.’

Triggen spread innocent hands. ‘I don’t know what you mean.’

Erlin nodded. ‘As you wish. Come and see me tomorrow morning and I’ll pay you what I owe.’

He watched Triggen stroll away. Would Letsis have won without her brother’s aid? Perhaps, but it would have been a far closer thing without Chellan’s suspicions distracting him. ‘He fights as staunchly as any man.’ Korose was still defending Triggen.

Erlin briefly considered explaining. Maybe later, when Korose had some chance of understanding how devastating spreading calculated rumour and starting precisely targeted gossip could be. Those tactics could undermine the strongest men and their alliances, like a tunnel dug under a castle’s foundations.

Erlin never underestimated women, with or without swords in their hands.
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