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The gate was still in shadow when they brought the horses out.

Arden stood at the edge of the courtyard and watched the grooms lead them past in pairs, the animals stepping lightly in the cold, their breath white in the dark air. The stable boys were not speaking. That surprised him. He had expected some noise from them, boys always made noise, but they went about their work with their heads down, and the only sound was the soft percussion of hooves on stone and the creak of leather being cinched and adjusted.

He had been awake since the second bell. He had not slept much before that.

The column was supposed to form in the lower courtyard at dawn, which meant that half the men were already there and the other half were being dragged from their pallets by sergeants who had long since run out of patience. He could hear it, the distant arguing, the clang of equipment being gathered too quickly, the bark of orders answered by silence or complaint. The usual sounds of an army that didn't want to be an army yet.

Someone appeared at his side. Rell, his second, holding two cups. He offered one without a word.

Arden took it. Warm, bitter, not quite wine and not quite anything else. Camp brew. He drank it anyway.

"Column's about half-formed," Rell said.

"I know."

"Supply wagons are late."

"I know that too."

Rell said nothing for a moment. He was a compact man, built like someone who had survived a great deal without ever looking like he would. His face was ordinary in a way that turned out to be an advantage, men talked in front of him because they forgot he was listening. "You should eat something," he said finally.

"Later."

"You always say later."

"And it's always true."

Rell let it go. He was good at that, which was one of the reasons Arden had asked for him. The other reason was that he was honest in the specific way that mattered most, not brave about big things, but reliably truthful about small ones, which turned out to be more useful in the field.

The sky was beginning to lighten at its edges. Not sun yet. Just the idea of sun, pale and tentative, the way light arrived in this part of the season, cautiously, as though it weren't sure of its welcome.

He had gone to their room the night before. That had been the arrangement, Meara and Liera staying in the quarters off the east corridor while he managed the last of the preparations, and then a final hour together before the column formed. He had arrived to find Liera already asleep on the narrow cot near the window, one arm thrown out, her wooden doll tucked against her side.

Meara was sitting at the table with a candle burning. She had been mending something, one of his shirts, the needle threaded but set down, as though she had stopped mid-stitch and forgotten to start again.

She looked up when he came in.

He crossed the room and sat beside her. Neither of them spoke for a while. The candle threw long shadows across the wall and the fire in the grate had burned down to coals. Through the window, the city was still making its sounds, the distant creak of cart wheels, a dog somewhere, a voice raised in argument and then cut short.

"She made me promise to wake her," Meara said. She kept her voice low, not looking at the cot. "To say goodbye properly."

"Let her sleep."

"She'll be angry with me."

"She'll understand."

"She won't, actually. She'll be angry and then she'll forgive me and they're not the same thing." She paused. "She's been asking me to explain where you're going. I keep telling her west. She asked me what's in the west and I told her land. She thought about it for a while and then said that didn't seem like a good reason to leave."

Arden looked at his daughter sleeping. Her face was entirely uncomplicated in the way that children's faces are when they sleep, all the expressions stored away, just the shape of her left. She had his jaw and Meara's nose. She had, so far, neither of their instincts for silence.

"She's right," he said.

Meara didn't answer.

He took her hand from the table and held it. Her hands were always warmer than his, even in cold weather, which she had explained once as a difference in constitution and which he had explained as proof that she was, in some fundamental way, better organized than he was. She had laughed at that. He was glad she had laughed at it.

"I don't know how long," he said.

"I know you don't."

"There's no way to,"

"Arden." Her voice was quiet. Not cutting, just final. "I know. You don't have to explain it."

He understood that she meant this. She had spent years living with the version of things that couldn't be explained, the exile, the silence, the name that was never mentioned in Oakenton except when it had to be. She was not a woman who required the architecture of a thing to be described to her in order to bear its weight.

What she required was different. He knew that, and didn't know how to give it to her right now, and so instead he held her hand and they stayed like that until the fire went fully dark and the candle burned low enough to gutter.

When he finally rose to go, she stood with him. She straightened his collar with both hands, which was something she had done since the first winter in Oakenton, when his coat had been too large and the collar had kept folding in the wrong direction. She still did it even when there was nothing to straighten. He had learned to stand still for it.

"Come back," she said.

"Yes."

Not a promise. They both understood that. But something, at least. An intention. A direction.

The column formed slowly. That was the word Arden kept returning to as the morning widened and the courtyard filled and the shouting grew more structured, slowly. Everything about this army moved slowly. It was not laziness, precisely. It was the particular reluctance of men who had reasons to be somewhere else.

He had reviewed the muster rolls the previous evening. Twelve hundred and fourteen names on paper. Fewer than a thousand standing in front of him now. Disease had taken some. Desertion, politely referred to in the rolls as "absence without leave", had taken others. Three men had died in a brawl near the lower barracks the week before. One had broken his leg in the stables. One had simply not appeared on any list since the second day of assembly, and no one seemed to know where he had gone.

Of the nine hundred and sixty-three who remained, Arden judged perhaps four hundred as reliable. Experienced soldiers, men who had served in previous campaigns, who knew how to hold a line without being told, who understood the difference between bravery and stupidity. The rest were conscripts, pressed farmers, men pulled from trades they understood into a uniform they didn't. They had received three weeks of training, which was enough to teach them to march in something approximating a line and not enough to teach them much else.

The standard bearers took their positions. The banners rose, blue falcon on gray, the fabric catching the morning wind and snapping open with a sound like a heavy book falling.

Arden mounted. The bay gelding shifted under him, settled, became still. Good horse. Entirely indifferent to ceremony, which was what he needed.

He turned in the saddle and looked back at the fort.

He did not look at the walls, or the towers, or the gate with its carved stone arch that he had passed through the first time half a lifetime ago as a young soldier who believed that the stone itself was significant. He looked for two figures in the crowd that had gathered near the east steps, the public permitted to watch, the soldiers and servants and tradespeople who had come to see the army off because it was a thing to see.

He found them. Meara standing very still, her arms at her sides, not waving. Liera beside her with her face tilted upward, still in shadow, her expression impossible to read at this distance. She had one hand raised in a way that might have been a wave or might have been a question.

He held her look for a moment, or the idea of it, across the noise and the distance. Then he turned forward.

The drums began. A steady beat, measured, without flourish. The kind that was meant to keep time rather than raise spirits, which was honest, at least.

The column moved.

The road west was familiar for the first few hours, the same roads he had ridden in as a young man, the same villages visible from the road at intervals, stone buildings and thatched roofs and the particular smell of early season: turned earth and cold water and woodsmoke. Then the road passed a ridge he didn't recognize, and the villages became farther apart, and the familiar became something else.

Rell rode up beside him around midmorning. "Counting the men?"

"Counting the ones who aren't singing."

Rell looked back at the column. "All of them."

"Yes."

In Arden's youth, armies sang on the march. Not always the same songs, not always in tune, but the sound had always been there, a bass-register murmur under the percussion of boots on road. It was a way of marking the time, and filling the silence, and reminding yourself that you were moving alongside other people. He had sung, when he was young. Everyone had.

This column made no sound beyond its own mechanical progress. The tramp of feet. The creak of the wagon wheels. The horses. He had listened for any voice rising above the rest all morning and heard nothing.

He wasn't sure what that meant, exactly. Only that it meant something.

They stopped at midday where the road widened beside a stream. The water was cold and clean, snow-melt still. Horses drank. Men filled their skins and ate without much conversation. Arden walked the length of the halted column, not inspecting, there was nothing to inspect, they had been on the road four hours, they were not yet tired enough to have problems, but present. Visible. He had learned early that a commander who disappeared into his own thoughts during a halt was a commander his men invented stories about, and the stories were never reassuring.

Near the rear of the column he found a cluster of young soldiers sitting in the grass well off the road, far enough from the main body that they had to know they were doing it. Four of them. The youngest couldn't have been past twenty. One had a raw face, the kind that stayed raw no matter the weather.

They saw him coming. Two started to rise. He waved them down.

"Stay." He crouched beside the stream bank at the edge of their group, his knees complaining at it. "You're conscripts? Or volunteers?"

The raw-faced boy answered. "Volunteers, sir. From Harwick."

"Why?"

The boy looked uncertain, as though the question were a trick. "For the pardon," he said carefully. "My father owes taxes. The recruitment officer said volunteer service counts against it."

Arden nodded. He didn't look at the other three, but he guessed the answers would differ only in specifics.

"What did they tell you we're going to do?" he asked.

"Pacify the western clans, sir."

"Did they explain what that meant?"

A pause. "Not exactly, sir."

Arden studied the ground for a moment. The stream moved past them, entirely indifferent. "Do you know anything about the western territories?"

"Just what the officers told us. That there's been trouble. Raids and such."

"There has been," Arden said. "There's more to it than that, but there's been trouble." He looked at the boy directly. "What's your name?"

"Pen, sir. Penvry. Most people just say Pen."

"Pen. I'm going to tell you one thing. Can you keep it to yourself and the three next to you, and not spread it through the rear of the column?"

The boy glanced at the others. They all nodded. "Yes, sir."

"This is not going to be short," Arden said. "Whatever they told you about the timeline, it's wrong. Probably not through any particular lie. Just," He paused, looking for the right word. "Optimism. The kind that looks like planning." He stood, his knees objecting again. "Keep your feet dry when you can. Wet feet will end you faster than a sword out here."

He left them and walked back toward the head of the column.

He wasn't sure why he had said any of that. It hadn't been encouragement. It hadn't been the kind of thing commanders were supposed to say to their men before they had even left friendly territory. But there was something in the boy's face, the raw skin and the careful eyes and the father who owed taxes, that had made the official version feel worse than silence.

By evening they had made fifteen miles. That was reasonable progress for the first day. Not excellent, a younger army on a better road in better season might have pushed twenty, but acceptable. The supply wagons were still keeping pace, which was more than he had expected.

Camp went up in a field the road cut through, the grass still short from winter. Fires were built, rations distributed, the watch rotation established. Arden let his tent be pitched without supervision and sat outside it as the last light drained from the sky, watching the fires multiply across the field until the whole space was dotted with orange light, men moving between them, the smell of cook-smoke thick in the cooling air.

He had a piece of parchment folded in his cloak pocket. He had written it the night before, late, after Meara had gone to sleep. He had taken it out twice since then and put it away again without reading it. Now he took it out a third time and sat with it in his hand without unfolding it.

He knew what it said. He had written it carefully, in the specific way you wrote things you weren't sure you would have another chance to write. It was not an eloquent letter. He was not an eloquent man on paper. It said the things it needed to say in the plainest language he could find, and then stopped.

He folded it smaller and put it back.

From somewhere in the camp, a soldier was humming. Not singing, just the melody, running under his breath, so quiet that Arden almost missed it. He listened for a moment, trying to identify the tune. Something old. Something that pre-dated the campaign, and the fort, and the whole elaborate machinery of this particular failure.

It stopped after a moment. The soldier must have become aware of himself and thought better of it.

Arden stayed where he was as the camp settled into its nighttime patterns. The fires burned lower. The watch changed. The sound of the army reduced itself, by degrees, to something closer to breathing than anything mechanical, the collective, irregular respiration of nine hundred and sixty-three people trying to sleep in a field they had no connection to, in service of something most of them only half believed in.

He thought about Liera's hand raised in the crowd. The way he had not been able to read it, at that distance, in that light. He had carried the ambiguity of it all day and would carry it further. There was no way to resolve it now. The road only went in one direction.

He pulled his cloak tighter against the cold and listened to the field and the fires and the distant ordinary sounds of men who had not yet been asked to be anything more than what they were.

Then he went inside and lay down on the narrow camp cot and closed his eyes and waited, in the particular way of experienced soldiers, for whatever sleep was willing to come.

The first thing Arden learned about commanding broken men was that they moved differently from soldiers.

Soldiers walked with a particular posture, not pride exactly, more like the body's acceptance of weight. The weight of armor, yes, but also of expectation. A soldier's spine understood what it was carrying. These men, the conscripts and the recalled and the pressed, walked like they were waiting to be allowed to stop. Like each step was a question rather than a decision.

He had been watching them for four days now.

The supply train continued to fall behind. Rell reported it each morning with the same flat tone, as though repetition might eventually make the fact easier to carry. Ground too soft. Wheels sinking. One of the draft horses had come up lame in the night and been left at the side of the road, still harnessed to its wagon, too exhausted to do more than swing its head slowly when they passed. Three soldiers had been assigned to unload the wagon by hand and carry what they could. Two of them were over fifty.

They sang no marching songs.

Arden had been thinking about that since the first morning. In his youth, armies sang. Bawdy songs, mostly, or old battle hymns that got everyone's blood moving. Songs that turned a thousand separate men into something unified by rhythm and purpose. This army was silent except for the trudge of boots in mud, the creak of leather, the occasional deep cough that had been traveling through the camp like a slow fire, one man to the next, no one immune. Even the drummer beat reluctantly, an older man, gray-bearded, striking his instrument with mechanical precision that had no joy in it. Just duty. Just the next beat and the next, until someone told him to stop.

The road through the hill country had deteriorated to little more than a suggestion. Ruts deep enough to swallow a boot. Stones that had worked loose and tilted at angles designed to turn ankles. Whole sections had washed out during the spring floods and simply never been repaired, as though someone in the capital had crossed this road off a list and forgotten it entirely.

"Another two desertions in the night," Rell said, pulling his horse alongside Arden's. "That brings the total to thirty-one."

"Thirty-one."

"Since we left the city."

Arden let the number settle. Four days and thirty-one men. Some had simply vanished during watch changes, slipping away in the dark with the practiced silence of men who had already decided long before they did it. Others had walked off in daylight, heads down, not running, just walking in a direction that wasn't west. No one had tried to stop them. The soldiers who remained watched their departures with expressions Arden had come to recognize: not contempt, not relief. Just a careful calculation of how much longer they themselves intended to stay.

"Who's next?" he asked.

"Hard to say. The veterans are mostly solid, they've got nowhere else to go and they know it. The younger ones." Rell shook his head. "The ones who still have families to go back to. The ones who've done the arithmetic."

"Have them double the watch rotation tonight."

"That won't stop it."

"No. But it'll slow it."

Rell said nothing more. He didn't need to.

That afternoon, they passed through a village where the doors stood open.

Not broken off, just open. Swinging slightly in the wind with creaking sounds that set everyone's nerves on edge, as though the buildings were breathing. Wells had been fouled, filled with stones and earth and, in one case, a dead goat that someone had put there recently enough that the smell still carried a sharp edge. A single dog watched them from a rooftop, sitting with its tongue out despite the cold, panting steadily. How it had gotten up there, Arden didn't know. It watched them pass with the patient attention of something that had learned to wait.

"Everything's been taken," Rell said quietly. "The rebels stripped this region clean before they moved on."

"They were protecting it."

Rell looked at him. "Protecting it."

"From us." Arden kept his eyes on the open doors as they rode past. "If we can't use their wells, we have to carry our water. If we can't buy their grain, we have to stretch our provisions. They're not retreating. They're preparing."

Rell spat off the side of his horse. "They're better supplied than we are."

"Yes."

"That's not how a rebellion is supposed to work."

"It's how it works when people stop being willing to pretend they haven't lost."

They made camp at the far edge of the village, in a field that might have grown barley the season before and now held nothing but frost-hardened stubble. The men built fires from damp wood they'd scavenged from the surrounding hills. The smoke hung low and acrid, getting into lungs and staying there. The kind of smoke that made you cough until morning.

Arden sat with his back against a fence post, writing by the light of a guttering candle pressed into the cold ground. His handwriting was cramped. His fingers barely bent. He had been writing the same letter for three nights, adding to it when words came, stopping when they didn't.

To my Meara,

The roads here are quieter than I feared, though I think it is the quiet of emptiness, not peace. We pass through villages abandoned recently. Doors hanging open. Wells fouled. The people are gone somewhere, deeper into the hills, or dead in ditches we haven't found. I cannot say which. I suspect the scouts could tell me, but they have stopped volunteering information that might require a decision.

I dream of Liera's voice. It is clearer than anything else I carry. Sometimes I wake in the night and for a moment I can almost hear her asking one of her questions, the kind that don't have answers she'd understand even if I gave them. Then I remember where I am and the silence rushes back.

He stopped. Held the pen above the parchment for a long time, watching the candle flame bend in a wind he couldn't feel.

If I do not return, know that my last thought was not of battle but of the morning light upon your hands. The way it caught in your hair when you stood by the window. The sound of your breathing beside me in the dark.

He folded the letter and sealed it with wax from the candle, pressing his thumb into the soft impression. Not his seal, he'd given that up with everything else. Just a thumbprint. A mark that said this came from him.

He tucked it into his cloak, against his chest, beside the square of Liera's embroidery. There was no courier to send it by. No reliable road back. Only the slim hope that letters, like prayers, occasionally found their way home by accident or mercy.

He heard them before he saw them, three voices at a fire near the outer ring of the camp, low but carrying in the still air.

",can't be more than another week before we reach anything," one was saying. Young, not quite managing to sound confident. "They say there's a fortified position somewhere in the valley,"

"They say a lot of things," cut in an older voice. Flat. Not cruel, just ground down. "They said we'd have proper provisions. They said there'd be reinforcements."

"They said the western fort was still standing." A third voice, quieter. "Heard two men talking this morning. It fell. Weeks ago."

A long silence.

Arden rose from his fence post and walked toward the fire. The three men looked up as he stepped into the light, instinct bringing them partway to their feet before he gestured them back down. He sat on a piece of fallen timber at the edge of their circle, close enough for the warmth, and held his hands toward the flames.

No one spoke. The fire crackled and sent sparks up into nothing.

"Is it true?" the youngest one finally asked. He looked about nineteen, with a face that still had softness in it, the kind that hadn't learned yet to close itself off. "What they say about you. That you were exiled."

Arden kept his eyes on the fire. "It's true."

"Why?"

"Because I refused an order."

"What kind?"

He thought about how to answer that. What these men needed. What the truth cost. "The kind that asks you to stop seeing people as people," he said finally. "The kind you can't undo."

The young soldier absorbed this, his brow folding. "They exiled you for that? For a conscience?"

"For disobedience. The conscience was only the reason." Arden looked at him then. "In the army, reasons don't count for much. Only results."

"That's not fair."

"No."

The older man grunted. "World's not fair, boy. The sooner you accept it,"

"I know the world's not fair." Some heat in his voice now, sudden and genuine. "I'm not stupid. But there's a difference between the world being unfair and us making it worse."

The older man didn't answer. Just looked into the fire with an expression Arden recognized, not contempt for the boy's idealism, just a kind of weary recognition of it. The memory of having once held it.

"What's your name?" Arden asked the young one.

"Finn, sir. Finn Torrey."

"And yours?"

"Marrek," the older man said. "Just Marrek. Lost the family name somewhere along the way." His scarred hands flexed around the cup he was holding. "Fifteen years at this. Stopped counting after ten. Campaigns in the north, the east, the south."

Arden looked at Finn. "How long for you?"

"Three weeks, sir." Barely audible. "They came to our village. Said the kingdom needed men. My father tried to say I was too young. The recruiting officer said if I was old enough to hold a spear, I was old enough to serve."

Three weeks. Arden said nothing.

"Got family?" he asked.

"Parents. Two sisters. We've got a farm, not large. I don't know if they can manage the harvest without me."

"They'll manage," Marrek said, and there was something almost kind in it. "People always find a way."

"Or they don't," Finn said quietly. "If the rebellion reaches our village,"

He stopped. No one filled the silence. The fire crackled. From somewhere deeper in the camp, someone was coughing with the wet, settled sound of illness that had decided to stay. Somewhere else, a soldier was singing softly, something Arden didn't recognize, probably from whatever part of the country that man still thought of as home.

A third man was sitting apart from their circle, slightly outside the firelight, hands moving steadily with a whetstone and a blade. He had the look of someone who used work to keep from thinking, the rhythmic scrape of stone on metal almost meditative. He glanced up once and caught Arden's eye. Said nothing. Went back to the blade.

"That's Garrett," Marrek said, following Arden's look. "Doesn't talk. Lost his whole squad in the eastern campaigns. Only one left."

"Is anyone quite right after something like that?"

Marrek considered this honestly. "No. Not really."

Finn had been working up to something. Arden could feel it, the particular tension of a young person who needs to say the true thing rather than the polite one.

"Sir," he said. "What's the point of this? Everyone says the rebellion can't be stopped. That the kingdom's too stretched thin. So why are they sending us out here?"

Arden leaned forward, elbows on his knees. "Because the alternative is admitting they've lost control. And as long as armies march and soldiers follow orders, the illusion holds. Even if the thing it's holding together is already rotting."

Marrek snorted. "You're not supposed to say that part out loud. You're supposed to give us the speech. Duty and honor. Defending the realm."

"Would you believe it if I did?"

"No."

"Then there's no point in saying it."

Finn's jaw worked. His hands were shaking slightly, though he was doing his best not to let it show. "Then what are we supposed to do? Just march to our deaths pretending it matters?"

Arden looked at him for a long moment. Really looked, at the fear he was trying to fold into anger, the terrible dawning that was just beginning to reach his eyes.

"You're supposed to survive," Arden said. "That's the only order I'm giving you that matters. When everything goes to hell, you do whatever you have to do to stay alive. Not for glory. Not for the kingdom. For your sisters. For the chance to go home and see your mother's face."

"But if everyone just tries to survive, who fights?"

"The ones who still believe it means something. Let them. You stay alive."

Marrek raised his cup in a small, private gesture. "Now that's advice I can get behind. Shame more commanders don't give it."

"Most commanders care more about winning than the men doing the winning."

"And you don't care about winning?"

Arden thought about that. "I care about what's still worth preserving once the winning's done. Those aren't always the same thing."

He couldn't tell if Marrek was mocking him or not. Probably both. They sat around the fire for another hour, talking about nothing and everything, Marrek with his campaign stories, each one ending in either everyone dying or everyone running, delivered with the flat humor of a man who'd made a separate peace with those outcomes. Finn talking about the farm, the sisters, his mother who'd cried when the recruiting officer led him away. Other men drifted over, drawn by sound or warmth, forming a loose circle in the firelight. A gray-bearded veteran, joints clearly protesting every time he shifted, who'd been pulled from retirement and couldn't figure out which was worse, staying or having said yes. A young soldier who watched everything with the eyes of someone composing a letter he wasn't sure he'd be able to send.

None of them talked about what was waiting to the west. That was a kind of discipline too.

Garrett continued sharpening his blade at the edge of the firelight. The sound of it was steady and even, like a small clock marking time.

By the time they reached the ridge overlooking the western plains, the column had shrunk to barely eight hundred men.

Arden stood at the edge of the escarpment as the sun failed, looking down at what remained of the country they'd been sent to restore. The plains stretched out like a ruin, smoke rising from a dozen points, rebel banners among the burnt husks of manors and fortified farms, crude handmade things, no two quite alike, but all of them saying the same thing. Rell came and stood beside him without being called.

"The western outpost is gone," Rell said. His voice had shed even the last of its military formality. "The scouts can't get close enough to
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