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      Sergeant Knox knelt under the night sky, as if in prayer to the Powers.  The moon was only half-full but shined brightly, lighting the field around him and lending shadows to the woods before him.  He raked at the dry earth with his fingers, scooped it up and let it crumble free.  He missed the feel of soil in his hands and had had enough of trampling it beneath his marching feet.

      The crops would be due, he thought, looking up at the moon.  The same moon looked down on his family, half a world away.

      Well, not so far as that, he told himself.  He could probably be home in a week at a steady march.

      Knox mapped the route in his mind: due east until he hit the Serpentine, then follow the river banks all the way to Fellwater.  Redfield was just a few days south from there.

      Not so far.  Tess might be kneeling at that very moment too, though she really would be praying.  Probably with Little Jacob bending his knee too, pinned there forcibly by his mother.  The boy had too much of his father in him.

      Knox cracked a smile.

      Between his knees was a dry, trampled bean stalk, its pods smashed by the Stormwalkers when they moved in here.  He twirled it between his thick fingers.

      What I wouldn’t give to be harvesting beans right now.

      Instead they have me harvesting lives.

      Before him was the forest of skeletal trees that bordered the field, sparse leaves shuddering in the breeze, the victims of an early fall.  Firelight from the soldiers’ camp behind him danced with the shadows between the trees, giving the illusion of specters and spies there.

      He imagined Tess and Jacob again, looking up from their prayers to see similar shapes coming to life before them.

      If I’m only a week from home, Knox thought, so is the war.

      A Rogue Legion scout materialized in his mind, leading a band of savage zog raiders.  The mob descended on his family, Tess screaming, Jake trying to run but snagged by his collar by a clawed zog hand⁠—

      He pressed his palms against his eyes.  “Why do you torture yourself like that?”

      Knox returned to the Stormwalkers’ tent city.  The company nearly filled the abandoned field, their camp fires lighting the sky and laughter filling the air.  Men traded insults and tested rumors as they slurped up watery stews; about a hundred and fifty soldiers, Knox figured, trying very hard to enjoy themselves and forget about home.  Remembering it was more painful than forgetting.  Why couldn’t he force himself the same way?

      At the eastern edge of the camp were a pair of familiar tents, one white canvas stained with black mud, the other a patchwork of quilts and blankets.  Standing tall between them was a leafless tree with an oil lantern tangled in its branches.  Beneath that feeble light were four men, huddled around a collapsible table and peering at the cards in their hands.

      Knox paused behind one tent.

      Two days ago, his squad had snuck behind an enemy position, set fire to the forest, captured supply wagons, and met the enemy in mortal combat.  These men better resembled animals that day, faces twisted with fear and bloodlust, eyes and mouths agape, battle cries gurgling from their throats, their swords doing the brutal work of war.  Their bodies shook afterward; they always do.  Hands trembled, legs wobbled, stomachs turned and spilled their contents.  Becoming human again was a painful process.

      And now here were four of them, no longer killers but ordinary men: a tailor, a herdsman, a scribe, and... whatever the hell Dixon used to be.  A street tough or pickpocket, probably.  The war may very well have been the best thing to happen to him.

      Knox went to the fire and stooped down to nestle in the squad’s tea kettle.

      “Hey, Sarge.”  Harrison glanced up, then frowned back down at his cards.

      “How was your walk?” Mueller asked, folding his hand and leaning back against the tree.

      “Someone used to raise beans here,” Knox said.

      “You want to stay back and rake it out?  I already figured a spot for a pig sty over there.  We can make a fortune selling pork and beans to passing companies on the march.  Then maybe I can afford to play cards with this guy.  Dixon’s wiping us out.”

      “So what’s new?” Dixon sneered, spitting a big gob into the fire.

      Knox glared at him.  “You get that crap in my tea, Dix, I’ll make you swallow that lump.”

      The young man grinned with brown teeth, a bulge of tobacco tucked in his lip.  No one knew where he kept finding the stuff but his supply seemed endless.  Dix had a talent for acquisitions.

      The sergeant made mental note of his men: Harrison, Mueller, Moss, and Dixon.  He knew Gizzard was roving the camp on sentry watch and that Mueller would already have the rest of the squad’s shifts divvied up for the night.  “Is that Straw I hear snoring already?”

      “That’s him,” Mueller answered.  “The muster sergeant has already been by.  I told him the Head Knockers were all accounted for, seven for seven.”

      “Head Knockers...” Moss mumbled, staring at his cards.  He was stripped to the waist as usual, thick body hair highlighted by the glow of the fire like strange swamp growth, thus his nickname.  “I’m going to knock my head against that tree if I don’t start getting better cards.”

      “That’s why they call it hearts and daggers,” Dixon said.  “You buying new cards or what?”

      “‘You may squeeze a stone but it yields no juice,’” Moss quoted.  “I’m out.”

      “Down to you, Harry.”

      Harrison picked his teeth with a sewing needle, eyeing his cards.  “I’ll stick with this.  Warrior’s apprentice.” He laid out the best of his seven cards: a knight and page of scepters plus a ten high.  Not a bad combo.

      “Nice,” Dixon said.  “But not nice enough, tailor.  Bishop’s run.”

      He had both the reaper and the fool with a run of six through eight in sequence.

      Dixon spat a victorious jet of brown juice and collected the smattering of tin pennies on the table.  “Spoils of war,” he gloated, “and you guys are about out.”

      Days before, Captain Brighton’s Stormwalkers had defeated the enemy in battle and seized all they had in the aftermath.  The Dread Duke’s forces had been a tattered company from the Rogues Legion and a fearsome unit of grey-skinned zogs.  Some of the men had never seen inhuman zog warriors before; that alone was unnerving.  But they’d fought well and were well rewarded: Captain Brighton had decided to pay each man a bonus from the enemies’ coffers.

      Those that survived, of course.

      The company had been eight squads strong before that bloody meeting.  Now they were reorganized into six squads of ten to twenty men, plus Knox’s handful of saboteur-scouts, the mounted scout patrols, and the command party, which now included the war clergy.  They’d picked up a missionary band of priests in armor at Braden’s Gate.  Their presence seemed to shore up the troops’ spirit, though the lectures and rhetoric did nothing for Knox.  To him they were just more officers in expensive mail who stood in the back and watched young men die.

      In this war, you either wore a leather jerkin or chain and plates.  The farmer Knox was proud to wear a jerkin and would protect his boys as best he could.  Survival was a better reward.  And freedom from the Duke’s reign.  Anything else might as well be squandered in a card game.

      “Another round?” Dixon asked, teasing the cards with his slender fingers.  “If you’re all out of money I’m sure we can come to some other arrangement.  You in, Sarge?”

      Knox blew the dirt out of a tin cup and shook his head.  Moss fished a tea bag from one of his belt pouches and handed it to the sergeant.

      Knox never played himself.  A sergeant should stay one step removed from his men, he figured.  Mueller was his right hand; he played for both of them.  He would though, someday, teach the game to his son, but he’d have to come up with new names for the card combos.  The lewd nature of the soldiers’ game wasn’t appropriate for a boy Jacob’s age.

      Then again, Little Jacob wasn’t so little anymore.  Jake was how old now?  Eleven springs?  Twelve?  And probably a full hand taller with the thick legs and strong back that comes from driving the plow in your father’s stead.

      Knox decided to check on Straw.  The farm boy snored like a hibernating bear inside the patchwork tent, a big lump with blond hair all wrapped in blankets.  The sergeant watched him sleep for a few minutes, sipping his tea, then returned to the fire.

      By then Moss and Harrison had folded their hands and were leaning over Mueller’s shoulders.

      “That’s a good hand,” Harrison whispered, “but it could be better.”

      “I don’t have the money for new cards,” Mueller said, chewing his lip.

      “Can’t help you there,” Moss said.

      Harrison shook his head too.  “He got my last coin and my best two sewing needles.”

      Dixon spat.  “You got something you can put up, Mule.  What about that silver locket I see you kissing here and there?”

      “What the hell do you know about that?” Mueller snapped.

      “Oh, tender spot,” Dixon said.  “I got eyes, Mule, and they can always spot shiny things.  What do you say?”

      Moss protested: “That whole pile of pennies doesn’t add up to a silver locket.”

      Dixon slipped two coins from a belt pouch and flipped them onto the pile: a silver shield and a copper palm.  They shimmered even in the dull light, well polished as they were.

      “There.  Real money, plus the pot.  Now what do you say?”

      Knox lowered his tea cup and shook his head at his friend.

      Mueller licked his lips.  “If I win, I can give everyone their money back.”

      “He’s got all your money?” the sergeant asked.

      “Just about.”

      “What do you need, Mule?”

      “He needs four pennies,” Harrison said.

      “All this over four lousy pennies?”  Knox picked Dixon’s heavy
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