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The Fires of the Faithless

We have to retreat,” Giovanni said. “Get back to the wasteland now, Eliana. Trust me on this one!” And I would have, but that was when the fires came down.

I grabbed for my whistle, blew retreat, retreat, retreat. The first wave had not hit the area nearest me, but I could see flames rising farther in the woods. White sparks streamed toward the sky like fleeing stars, and I heard screams of agony. “Oh, my God,” I said. “Lucia. Lucia.”

Giovanni took off at a run; I didn't see to where. I turned, and in the twilight I could see a handful of figures on the hill behind us, clasping hands, silhouetted against the darkening sky and the bright burning forest.

I counted. Five mages—that was all it took. Five of them.

As I watched, they turned toward us, scanning the field we'd camped in. Over my head I saw the fire spring into life like a billowing gold cloud. The color darkened to red, and the cloud slowly unrolled. As the edge of the cloud touched the tops of the trees, they burst into bright white flames.

The cloud of fire paused for a moment, and I could almost feel the mages taking a collective deep breath. Then the flames flashed down toward me and I closed my eyes tightly, knowing that in an instant I would feel my flesh burning around me.

And there was nothing I could do about it….
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The Life of the Land




CHAPTER ONE


The doom of the leader is to lead.

—The Journey of Gèsu, chapter 4, verse 10.



Eliana? Eliana!” Giovanni stared down at me, flushed in the late summer heat. I squinted up at him and he sat back, looking relieved. “That was one hell of a fall.”

I groaned and lay still for a moment. Two months of leading an army—two more successful battles, even— and I still couldn't stay on my horse and reload a crossbow at the same time. I pushed myself up with my elbows. “Nothing hurts,” I said. That was blatantly false, but nothing especially hurt. “I must have just had the wind knocked out of me.” I turned to glare at Forza, my horse. She had skidded to a stop shortly after throwing me, and was staring at me with wary sheepishness from farther down the hill.

“It's getting late, anyway,” he said. “Let's just make a quick circuit around the hill and head in.”

“Where'd the bow land?”

“Got it,” Giovanni said. I stood up and Giovanni handed it back to me. “Let's go.” He whistled for Stivali, the horse he'd claimed from the Ravenessi stables, and we remounted, turning to head back to the army encampment.

“Hold on,” I said, reining in Forza. “Who the hell is that?”

Giovanni turned to look north and squinted at the figure walking toward us. “I don't know.” He unslung his own crossbow and cocked it. “But whoever it is, he's alone.”

The man headed straight toward us. He seemed to be carrying weapons, but they weren't drawn. I loaded my crossbow—easy enough now that Forza was standing still—and checked behind us, in case the man was supposed to be a distraction. I saw nobody, but stayed on my guard. We had an outer ring of sentries, but this man, at least, had gotten past them unchallenged.

“Hello there!” the man said, saluting us as he approached. “I come in peace, to meet with your leaders. I assume you are soldiers of the Lupi?”

Giovanni's eyes narrowed and he squinted down the sights of his crossbow. “Maybe.”

I decided to let Giovanni go ahead and intimidate the stranger. He wouldn't fire without cause, and I found the stranger's breezy manner irritating. “What do you want with the Lupi?” I demanded.

The stranger bowed low, showing off a freshly sunburned neck. “My name is Felice. I have come from Cuore as the delegate of the reformers.”

Giovanni lowered his crossbow just a hair. “Fire falls from the sky,” he said challengingly.

“And the land weeps,” Felice said.

Giovanni lowered his bow completely. “I guess you are who you say you are. We're—”

“—pleased to make your acquaintance,” I said, cutting Giovanni off. “We'll take you back to the camp.” I swung down from my horse and confiscated Felice's visible weapons—a decorative sword and an ornately carved crossbow. I was not so impressed by a two-yearold password that I was going to tell this man that he'd just met both generali of the Lupi army, alone. For all we knew, he was a spy on a suicide mission to kill us both. “You can ride double with me.”

Felice mounted Forza effortlessly and I climbed up awkwardly behind him. I regretted not making him ride with Giovanni, but said nothing, not wanting to look foolish. We rode back toward camp.

Felice even smelled like an aristocrat: clean, despite his long walk, with a very faint whiff of perfume. His tunic was made out of a delicate fabric that caught the light oddly, covered with a well-tooled padded leather vest. His hands carried the light calluses of a gentleman-fencer, like Giovanni—except Giovanni did some real work these days.

Back in camp, I dismounted and passed the horses off to Vitale, the youngest of the Lupi. He'd joined us when we'd liberated that first slave camp after Ravenna. I'd tried to send him off to Doratura or one of the other resettled towns, but he'd stubbornly followed us across the wasteland until I shrugged and said that anyone so determined was clearly old enough to make himself useful. “Take Forza and Stivali,” I said to Vitale. “And tell Michel we need him right away.”

Vitale vanished into the camp, and Giovanni and I stood awkwardly, facing Felice. I wanted a private moment with Giovanni, to ask him the significance of the password and how secret it really was, but I needed Michel to take custody of Felice first. Fortunately, Michel arrived almost immediately, still tying his sash. He was rumpled, and I suspected he'd been napping. “Michel,” I said. “This is Felice, allegedly one of the reformers from Cuore. Take him to the generale's tent; they'll be with him shortly.”

Michel picked up his cue, and saluted without addressing either of us as “Generale.” “Please follow me,” he said, and led Felice off toward my tent.

I turned to Giovanni. “What was it he said to you?”

“It's a password—”

“I guessed that. How secure is it? Couldn't he have found it out some other way?”

“We can trust him,” Giovanni said confidently. “He's been sent by Beneto's commanders. I'm just surprised it took them this long. We ought to have a contact with the main Reform organization.”

“Really.” I stared off past Giovanni's shoulder. An argument was brewing between two of my men over whose turn it was to dig latrine trenches. “Hey!” I shouted, and they both jumped to give me a guilty stare. “It's both your turns. Fight over it and you'll be filling them in, too.” I turned back to Giovanni. “Well, let's go see what he wants, then.” I caught Vitale as he passed by. “Send Lucia to my tent when you get a chance. I don't want Isabella, not yet. Try to get Lucia alone.”

Giovanni beamed as we entered the tent. My tent was larger than Rafi's tent in Ravenna had been, but not a whole lot higher; we didn't have much in the way of real tent poles. Felice sat cross-legged on a cushion, looking around dubiously at the rough accommodations.

“Welcome to the Lupi encampment,” Giovanni said. “I am Generale Giovanni, and this is Generale Eliana.”

I nodded to Felice, returning his aghast look with a predatory smile. “Charmed,” I said.

Felice closed his mouth with a snap, but his eyes were still wide. “Really? I'd pictured you—” he studied me, his lips parted—“differently.”

“Were you expecting me to be taller?” I asked. I glanced toward the tent flap, wondering how long it would take Lucia to arrive. “Male?”

“No, no, no. Of course we knew your, ah, basic description. Older, I'd say. I guess I'd assumed you'd be older.”

“Hmm.” I decided to let him stop flailing. “I suppose you're expecting us to bring you up to date.”

“That would be helpful, yes.”

Lucia came in and sat next to me. “This is Felice,” I said. “He claims to be a reformer from Cuore.”

“Do you know him, Giovanni?” Lucia asked.

“No,” Giovanni said.

“I joined the Cause after you departed for Ravenna,” Felice said. “I am originally from Parma.”

Lucia gave Felice a long, careful stare. I looked at her; she shrugged.

“Well,” I said. “You probably know that we led the uprising at Ravenna.” Felice nodded. “That was about a month and a half ago. We've liberated three more slave labor camps since our escape, adding former slaves to our army when possible.” Our army had doubled in size from the original group, but then the other camps had been smaller than Ravenna.

“At the last camp, reinforcements had been sent down,” Giovanni said. “Fortunately, they had not been well integrated. The new troops and the old did not trust each other, and fought together poorly. Still, we can't count on that being true everywhere.”

“What sorts of training have you done with your men?” Felice asked.

“Tactics,” I said. “Some sword training, and bow.”

“Three victories,” Felice said. “That's quite something.”

“Minimal losses,” I said. “That's something we hope to keep up.”

“Any problems?” Felice asked.

“Well, you know, we're fighting a war,” I said. “People get injured sometimes, or die. That's a problem.”

“But other than that?” Felice asked.

There were the constant petty squabbles, the rivalries between the original Lupi and the mutineer soldiers from Ravenna, the constant shortage of supplies, and the fact that half of the people I'd impulsively made leaders couldn't lead their way out of a stable if you drew them a map, but I wasn't about to share those problems with Felice. “That's pretty much it.”

“Well,” Felice said, his face lighting up. “Sounds like you're in good shape, then.” I nodded. “So anyway, I'm here to take over.”

I froze, not entirely sure I'd heard quite right. Lucia's jaw dropped, then she closed her mouth and sat back quietly, her eyes flickering from me to Giovanni and back. The slight quirk of her lips made it clear she was waiting for the show.

“You're here to what?” Giovanni demanded, just barely restraining himself from attacking Felice. “I am doing just fine myself, thank you very much.”

“Oh, er, yes, of course,” Felice said, glancing from Giovanni's face to mine. “Of course you're doing fine. We really appreciate what an excellent job you've done since Beneto's execution. The reformer leaders in Cuore have voted to give both of you a commendation, in fact.

But you have to understand, a position like this requires someone with experience—”

I cut him off with a raised hand. “So how many armies have you led into battle?”

“Oh, I'm very good at strategy,” Felice said confidently. “I won nineteen out of twenty-five mock battles with my tutor—”

I laughed. “You're not taking my army away from me.”

“Excuse me?”

“You heard me. Signore Felice, you can try to command here if you enjoy being laughed at, but this is my army. If you think we're putting our men into your manicured hands, think again. You don't command here—I do.”

Felice was putting on a patient expression, and that did it. “Michel!” I said.

Michel was waiting outside the tent and poked his head in. “Yes, Generale?”

“Take this man to the stockade and place him under guard. He is not to be left alone at any time.”

Michel took Felice's arm. “If you'll come with me, signore,” he said.

“But—but—wait—” Felice said as Michel started to haul him off.

“Oh, one more thing, Michel,” I said. “He's a guest. Treat him with courtesy.”

“He won't have anything to complain about, Generale.”

The tent was quiet for a moment after Felice was gone.

“I don't know if that was quite appropriate—” Giovanni started.

“If he's going to stay here,” I said, “I want him to be absolutely clear on who's in charge. Besides,” and I relaxed slightly, “what an ass.”

Lucia laughed. “I agree. Let him cool his heels in the stockade, for an hour or two at least…”

Giovanni was opening his mouth to say something else when Isabella came in to the tent. At least Michel was gone by the time she arrived. “Who's the fop?” she demanded.

“An old friend of Giovanni's,” Lucia said. “The reformers sent him to take over.”

Isabella looked at me with a single raised eyebrow.

“I declined his generous offer,” I said.

“Just what is it you hope to accomplish by locking him up?” Giovanni demanded. “Fine, you get to gloat, but is there really any point to this, or is it just to humiliate him?”

I leaned forward. “I've seen no reason that I should trust him. There's nowhere else in this encampment designed to keep people under guard. So until I'm convinced that he's not a threat, he stays in the stockade.”

Giovanni snorted. “A threat? That pretty boy probably had a servant to reload his crossbow, back in Cuore. You're actually afraid of him?”

“I've got enough things to worry about without Felice,” I said. “I promise, I'll have Michel let him out soon. Do you want to go see about the scout reports?”

Giovanni left, still grumbling, leaving Lucia and Isabella in the tent with me. Unfortunately, Isabella showed no inclination to leave. She pulled up a cushion to sit on and poured herself a cup of tea. “Generale,” she said. “I wonder if I could have a word with you.”

I suppressed a groan; when Isabella called me generale, it usually meant that she wanted something. She was going to have her word with me sooner or later, so I poured my own cup of tea and sat back to listen, gesturing for her to go ahead.

“Yesterday you ordered one of my people to scrub pots for insubordination.”

“Which?” I asked, trying to remember who'd gotten in trouble recently.

“Gemino.”

“Ah, right.” Gemino was a short, stocky boy who'd come with us from Ravenna. Isabella led a unit within my army, but it was made up mostly of “her people,” the old-time malcontents who'd followed her in Ravenna. “Isabella, you aren't going to have me reduce his punishment, are you? It's not like scrubbing pots is that dreadful a task, and someone has to—”

“It's not this instance so much as it is a general pattern. The problem was not Gemino, it was Michel. You should realize that by now.”

“I thought I told Gemino he didn't have to take weaponry lessons from Michel anymore.”

“You did. This wasn't a weaponry lesson. Michel was trying to give my people orders, and Gemino refused—”

Now I remembered. “Isabella, Michel was trying to tell Gemino he needed to move the horses. It was a perfectly reasonable request—”

“—and coming from anyone else, it might have sounded reasonable. Michel can make the most reasonable request sound like an insult.”

“So what do you want me to do?”

“Michel needs to be taken down a peg.” Isabella's large eyes glared at me from behind a stray lock of gray hair. “He's unsuited to a position of authority.”

This was true. Michel was unsuited to a position of authority. But so was Isabella, and most of my unit commanders. “I need him where he is,” I said.

“But Gemino—”

“I'll tell Michel again to stay away from your soldiers.” We'd be fine if I could find enough other things for Michel to do. Or if I could somehow keep him and Isabella permanently separated. The trouble was, I really did need him where he was. I needed his loyalty, his skills as a bodyguard, and his ability to get things done for me. He wasn't a bad soldier, but the power had gone to his head. I just wished I knew what to do about it. Isabella's suggestion had merit, except that if I hurt his pride, I might lose his loyalty—or he might simply leave. And I needed him too badly. Besides, if I disciplined Michel, I'd have to do something about all the lousy unit commanders, including Isabella. I had removed the really atrocious ones—the lecher, and the coward, and the one who turned out to be dumb as a donkey—but if I set about trying to ensure that only the best were in positions of authority, we'd be left with me, the woman who led the scouts, and Giovanni on his good days.

“Well, thank you, Generale,” Isabella said stiffly, and took her leave.

Alone with Lucia, I sighed. “Are you sure you don't want to command a unit, Lucia?”

“And have Isabella on my back, as well as yours and Michel's?” Lucia raised an eyebrow. “Positive.”

“So.” I wiped out my teacup and put it away. “What's on my list?”

Lucia considered for a moment. “The scouts are due back this evening, but probably won't get in until late tonight. If they're not back by morning, we'll have to assume that they were captured. That's the most significant news.”

I nodded.

“Other than that … We're in pretty good shape for grain, but we're low on horse feed. If we absolutely have to, we can feed some of our wheat to the horses, but for obvious reasons that's not the best option. In any case, it's critical that we capture food at the next camp. And if they have horses, we should send them north with the refugees, rather than keeping them ourselves. Cavalry is nice, but we just don't have the food stocks.”

I nodded; she was right, although this would only increase resentment among the people who didn't have horses but thought they should. Never mind that most of these people could barely ride, let alone fight from horseback; a horse was a symbol of status, so everyone wanted one.

“Other than that—Nerio and Viola split and have made quite a fuss about it.”

“Move them into separate units. I don't care if they reconcile and miss each other; we're keeping them separate from now on. This is, what, the fourth time?”

“Fifth. Let's see. Ulpio and Bruttio were fighting.”

“Latrine duty.”

“Paulo and Severo are rumored to be spoiling for a fight.”

“Paulo and Severo?” They were two more of the men I'd put in charge of units … and now regretted putting in charge. “What's their problem?”

“Paulo's convinced you're favoring Severo's men. He wants a horse, and he thinks you're sending his men to dig latrines and scrub pots a bit too often. He blames Severo for turning you against him.”

I sighed. “Remind me to ease up on Paulo's men. He's wrong, but it's not worth losing his loyalty over. Maybe I should give him a horse.” I looked up; Lucia gazed at me levelly, a glint of humor in her eyes. I sighed again. “Once we're out of the wasteland, the horses can graze …”

“According to Giovanni's calculations, that won't be until the end of the summer.”

I shook my head. “No horse for Paulo, then. Maybe I'll arrange to outfit all his men with swords and crossbows.”

“Think you can get Giovanni to train them?” Lucia asked. “If you give them the swords without training they'll only trip over them in battle.”

“I could try making Felice do it,” I said.

“Think he'll be any better than Michel? Or Giovanni?”

“Could he be any worse?” I said. “Don't answer that. I suppose I should go spring him from the stockade. What else do I still need to take care of?”

Lucia considered. “Five more people who want you to mediate disputes.”

“Oh, for— Can't you do it?”

She shook her head. “They specifically requested you. Look, at least they aren't fighting.”

“Right, I know. Fine. Later, before the scouts get back. Was that it?”

“That's all,” Lucia said.

“In that case …” I stretched. “I'm going to visit Felice.”

The stockade was really just a fenced area with two guards standing over it. The fence was a flimsy, makeshift affair; any determined prisoner could escape by uprooting a fence stake and running. Most of the time, when I tossed someone in the stockade it was more for the symbolic humiliation than actual confinement.

I expected Felice to greet me with a glare, but he merely looked sad and hurt. “I had no idea you'd take it like this,” he said when I arrived.

“Then you were poorly briefed.”

“Is this really necessary?” He gestured at the fence and the guards. “I promise not to try to take away your army.”

“I don't think you'd be able to,” I said. “I had you locked up because you're a stranger and you might be here to cause trouble. Why should I trust you? I was never one of the official reformers of Cuore; I don't know the passwords and countersigns that so thoroughly impressed Giovanni.” I stepped close to the fence, noticing that Felice was sweating. “Why should I trust you?”

Felice placed his hands flat against the fence posts. “Signora Generale,” he said. “I may be soft and I may be weak compared to you and your men. The orders I was sent with may betray a terrible arrogance on the part of my leaders. But the fire that burns in my heart springs from the same flame as the fire in yours. My brothers were among those murdered by the Circle to keep secret the devastation caused by magefire. And I will do whatever it takes to bring them down.” He met my eyes with urgent sincerity. “Let me fight with you, Generale. You won't regret it.”

“Well,” I said. I uprooted a fence post and gestured that he could step out of the prison. “Welcome to my army.” I fitted the post back into the ground and started to walk away.

“Wait,” Felice said. I turned back. “What do I do now?”

“That's for you to figure out, isn't it?” His look was so pitiful I relented. “Fine. Report to—oh, you can be in Paulo's unit.” I flagged down Vitale. “Escort Felice here to Paulo. Do you know how to use a sword for anything other than jewelry, Felice?”

“Of course,” he said.

“Tell Paulo that Felice will be helping him with arms training.” With any luck, Felice would be better at it than Michel. Vitale saluted and marched Felice off.

∗    ∗    ∗

“Martido won't return my bracelet.”

I stared at Fiora, baffled. “Why does he have it?”

“I gave it to him when we were—you know. And now we're not. But he won't give it back to me.”

I glanced at Lucia, who sat beside me. She gave me her faintest wicked grin, and my spirits lifted slightly. I didn't understand why I was the one who had to mediate these stupid arguments. Lucia would have been better at it.

“Where did you get the bracelet?”

“From Teleso's keep.” Fiora glared at me stubbornly now. “It's mine. I want it back.”

“You only had it because I said you could have it, you stupid cow,” Martido said, speaking up for the first time since they'd come in. He sat as far away from Fiora as he could and still be in the tent. “I saw it first.”

“Why do you want it?”

They answered in unison: “Because it's mine.”

How did I get involved in this sort of thing? And this was only the first dispute of the five Lucia had mentioned. “Give it here,” I said to Martido, and he reluctantly handed it over. I studied the bracelet. Teleso must have kept it to adorn his mistresses, or else it had be longed to his sister. It was a woman's jeweled bracelet, ornate and fairly delicate. It would look silly on Martido's wrist.

“Generale!” The voice came from outside the tent, and then Vitale poked his head in through the door. “Generale, the scouts have returned.”

I slipped the bracelet onto my own wrist. “We'll finish this later,” I said to Martido and Fiora. “I'll hold the bracelet for now.” Martido started to protest, then thought the better of it and followed Fiora out of the tent.

Vitale held the tent flap open for the scouts as they came in—six haggard and exhausted men and women. “Vitale,” I said. “Get Giovanni, then fetch food and wine for the scouts. Then tell all unit commanders I want them here in an hour.” He saluted and slipped back out. “Report, Camilla,” I said to the scout leader.

Camilla was a farm girl who had entertained herself as a child by testing how close she could get to wild birds before they saw her and flew away. Now she used her noiseless step and her ability to disappear into the dusty ground of the wasteland to scout out the slave camps before we attacked. She was slightly built, with tiny hands and feet and a dark cap of short-cropped hair.

She pulled up a cushion and sat down, tucking her feet neatly under her. “Chira is about the same size as Ravenna,” she said, “but more heavily guarded. They've received reinforcements, and Demetrio—their commander—has taken the trouble to train them.” She sketched the camp's layout in the dust. “Like the other camps, Chira is set into a valley. They've done a better job with the perimeter, though; they built the camp up against a section of the wall they're building, and used that for some of the defenses.”

“The wall could work to our advantage,” I said. “If we could get some of our people on to it, to fire down—the valley location makes it easier to keep your prisoners contained, but it's hard to defend.”

Camilla looked up. “In addition to the keep, they have five other buildings, also solidly built. And they must know that we start with a cavalry charge, but they haven't set up lances to impale the horses; I think they want to draw us in, then use those subsidiary watchtowers to shoot us down.”

“Sounds plausible,” Lucia said as Giovanni joined us. I briefly repeated what Camilla had told me, then gestured for Camilla to continue.

“The thing that worries me the most,” Camilla said, “is that Demetrio runs drills. I saw them practicing, and it looked like they were rehearsing exactly what to do if there was an uprising, or if we attacked.”

“You saw the drill?” Then we knew his strategy. One of them, at least.

“Yes.” Camilla described the procedures the soldiers ran through. “He even had a soldier whose job was to go torch the grain. They're onto us.”

“That's what they think, anyway,” I said. “Which building holds the grain?” Camilla pointed to one of the scuffs she'd drawn in the dust. “Then we know what to protect. What are the people like?”

“Scared. Beaten down. Demetrio keeps a tight grip; we saw two executions during the time we were watching. Both were escape attempts who got caught.”

“The soldiers?”

“Brutal. And loyal to Demetrio.”

Vitale arrived then with food and wine for the scouts, and they paused to have something to eat and drink. We finished the briefing before the rest of the commanders arrived, but I already had a pretty good idea of what I was going to do. Camilla seeing those drills had been a stroke of luck.

It was very late when we finished; I sent the scouts off to sleep and slipped out of my tent. Michel trailed me as I headed past the edge of the camp and into the wasteland, keeping a respectful distance.

The hills of the wasteland were silvery in the moonlight. Even on the darkest nights, you could tell that the land here was dead. I sat down at the crest of one hill and opened my violin case. Learning to fight with a sword had callused my right hand, despite the gloves I always wore. It felt a little strange now to take my bow in hand and tuck my violin under my chin, but I could still make my violin sing. I tuned up and played for an hour, just for myself. I played the songs I'd learned with Mira, and the violin part of some of the ensemble pieces from the conservatory. Finally I played the Mass. I glanced at Michel, standing watch a short distance away. I always wondered if he wanted to dance when I played the Mass, but tonight he probably just wished I'd stop playing and go to bed so that he could get some sleep as well. I had to admit that I was tired. I put my violin away and headed back for the camp. As I reached my tent, I turned to Michel. He was still trailing me sleepily.

“Martido and Fiora,” I said. “Whose unit are they in, anyway?”

“Severo's,” he said.

I nodded. “Good.” I took the bracelet off my wrist and handed it to Michel. “Take this to Severo and tell him that he can deal with it. I have an army to lead.” Michel blinked at me, puzzled, as I went inside to bed.

∗    ∗    ∗

We attacked Chira at dawn a few days later, sweeping down from the black hills like the monstrous Heralds of the Lady's Vengeance that Her book promised on the last days. (Lucia insisted that Gaius had lifted this image directly from something in the stories of Gèsu, but she wasn't sure quite what.) We had split off the cavalry from the infantry as we traveled, and the cavalry circled around to strike from the far side of Chira. When we were in position, I blew three piercing blasts on the whistle I carried into battle, and we urged our horses to a full gallop as we fell upon the camp.

Sentries from the fence shouted an alarm, but we broke through and rode them down. From the corner of my eye, I could see Severo leading a squadron of Lupi archers along the top of the wall. One of the Chirani soldiers had been on guard; Severo took him out with a blow of his staff. I found myself smiling. My commanders had their problems, but they knew how to fight.

Giovanni had been training me to fight from horseback with a sword, but my enthusiastic swings were as likely to pull me off the horse as to do any damage, so today I settled for my crossbow and the whistle. Chirani prisoners scattered in every direction as we rode in, adding to the general confusion. A few had the presence of mind to escape the enclosure, but most just panicked. Demetrio's troops tried to regroup, retreating to their fortresses to fire on us from relative safety. This was where Camilla's skill would pay off, assuming that she and the other members of her team had been successful in their mission.

A few of the soldiers had reached their forts now— but they were making their first mistake. The first soldiers to make it in panicked, slamming the door behind them and trapping their fellow soldiers outside. Our cavalry closed in for the kill; a few of us fell to arrows fired from the towers, but only a few. Holding back a bit, I whispered my secret selfish prayer: don't let anyone I know get hurt. These days, I knew everyone in my army, but when I whispered that prayer, I meant Lucia, Michel, and Giovanni. I felt ashamed to make such a selfish request of God, so I said this prayer to the Lord; the Lady's consort was known for taking care of the little things.

Each of the extra guard towers Demetrio had built had been equipped with a large stash of extra crossbow bolts, enough to take out most of the Lupi if need be. As the soldiers' quivers ran low, they looked to those stocks—and the rain of crossbow bolts slowed abruptly. Camilla and her scouts had removed them in the night. The soldiers would have to make every shot count now; we could all move in. I blew a long blast on my whistle, then a short blast, then a long blast. Of course, Camilla couldn't remove all the arrows from the main keep. But just before dawn she'd slipped inside it and hidden; when we reached the back door, she would open it. As the Lupi infantry charged, some of the Chirani prisoners came out of hiding, cheering for us or even picking up tools from their work on the wall and joining the charge.

Paulo and his unit had been assigned to secure the granary; since I saw no smoke or flame, they'd probably succeeded. I led the way to the door of the keep, and we burst in, flooding through the hallways, killing the soldiers who didn't surrender.

Chira was ours by the time the sun had risen over the hills.

The Lupi had the routine down by now. Secure the grain, horses, weapons, and papers. Capture the keep commander if possible, and his lieutenants, and place them under guard. Tell the prisoners that they were free to go or to join our army, and let them loot the rest of the keep to their heart's content—although the Lupi generally joined in that part of the fun as well.

We found Demetrio in his study, dead by his own hand. I was secretly relieved; I didn't like executing people and I liked extracting information from them even less. Giovanni and I covered the body and Giovanni started on the desk. “How are Lucia and Michel?” I asked.

“Fine,” Giovanni said, pulling out the first desk drawer. “Lucia is off ministering to the injured.”

“Where's Felice?”

Giovanni snorted. “He fell behind last night. I wasn't optimistic about his usefulness in a battle, so I told him to follow our track and get here when he got here. He pouted at me.”

“Figures.” I poked at the papers on the desk, then decided to let Giovanni handle the job. “I'll be back in a few hours.”

“Have fun.” Giovanni didn't look up from the desk.

I went out for what Giovanni called my personal victory parade, visiting each unit and congratulating everyone who'd fought with us, including the Chirani who'd picked up tools as improvised weapons. The Chirani were a grim lot, even more haggard and desperate than most of the prisoners we'd freed. I was passing the granary when I heard a hesitant voice say, “Eliana?”

The voice was familiar, and I turned. My mouth dropped open. Of all the people to find here—“Lia.”

Lia had been my roommate at the conservatory before Mira. She'd left the conservatory a year ago, when her family announced plans to move north. Her high cheekbones were prominent to the point of being ghoulish-looking, and her green eyes were sunken, but even starving she was beautiful in her own strange way. Lia had always been an odd one at the conservatory—she played lute, and had stubbornly refused to take up an ensemble instrument, saying that she wanted to be a minstrel when she finished her education. “Lia,” I said again. “What are you doing here?”

Lia gave me a ghostlike smile. “I could ask the same of you. I think it's pretty obvious what I'm doing here— building a bloody wall. But the Eliana I heard about was you? I can't believe it.”

I glanced around. I'd finished my parade, and my time was my own—as much as it ever was these days. “Come on, I'll get you something to eat. Do you have family here?” Lia shook her head. “Let's go talk for a while.”

I led the way down into the larder. “All these keeps are laid out the same,” I said. “This set of stairs always leads to the larder, and there's a hidden cabinet of food that the first looters to come through always miss.” I pulled out the loaves of bread and bricks of cheese. “Don't eat too much, too fast,” I warned her. “Especially not the cheese.” There was a flask of wine in the cabinet as well, and I poured us each a glass.

“So tell me,” Lia said. “What have you been up to?”

“You first,” I said.

“My story's not that unusual. We tried to go north; they stopped us. We tried again; they stopped us. We tried again; they sent us here. My parents died here, as did the sister and brother who came with us. I do have another brother and sister, with families, but who knows what's happened to them.” She pushed a lock of dark hair behind her ear and took a sip of wine.

“Your lute?”

“Stolen.” She said it quickly, but I saw a look of pain cross her face, almost worse than when she said her parents had died. “I still have my voice, at least.” She looked up. “Your turn.”

“I don't really know where to start,” I said.

“That doesn't sound like the Eliana I used to go to for all the best gossip,” Lia said. “You could start by telling me about everyone else at the conservatory, if you're really stuck. How is Bella?”

“She's dead,” I said.

“Dead!” Lia set her wine down, her face white but resigned. “Bella? How?”

“It was the Fedeli …” I put down my bread and cheese, and picked up my own wine. “I suppose the story really starts with Mira. After you left the conservatory, I had the room to myself for a couple of months—and then a new student arrived, a girl our age, Mira. She said she'd come from a seminary in Cuore, but I realized almost right away that she was lying.” I felt my cheeks flush and my hands warm, just a little, at the thought of Mira. “You remember how people would play Redentori songs, Old Way songs, back at the conservatory? Secretly?”

Lia nodded. “Of course. You seemed to be very good at picking them up; I eavesdropped on you to learn the ones I know.”

“Mira got a group together to play the songs—me, Bella, Giula, Flavia, and Celia.”

Lia's face brightened. “I wish I'd been there for that! But—Giula? What was she thinking?”

“It was Celia who nearly got us into trouble. A few weeks after Viaggio, Bella got a letter saying that one of her sisters had died. We met to play the funeral song, but Celia walked out right afterward, saying that we had crossed the line into worship of false gods. And then Giorgi, the cook's assistant, came in and told us all we were playing with fire. That kind of shut down our secret ensemble.” I sighed and swirled my wine in my glass. “Bella wasn't ready to give up on the Old Way, though; she went to Giorgi and said she wanted him to teach her more about it. I overheard them talking.” Lia shot me a look and I suppressed a smile. “I guess I was eavesdropping.”

“That's the Eliana I remember,” Lia said.

“Then the Fedeli came.” I poured myself more wine; my hand trembled slightly. “Just before Mascherata. Celia tried to convince us all to turn ourselves in. But Mira would have had to flee, and Bella was ready to die for her newfound faith rather than forswear it. So we decided to brazen it out, though Celia nearly turned us all in anyway.”

“But she didn't.”

“No. On the night of Mascherata, they sent us all to dance in the courtyard—girls and boys together. Bella was playing. Very late that night, one of the Fedeli suddenly tore Bella's trumpet out of her hands and told her to swear loyalty to the Lady. When she said she was a Redentore, they cut her throat.” I knew that Lia would look horrified, that however many awful things she'd seen here at Chira, the murder of her old friend would be no less dreadful. So I didn't look up. I fished Bella's cross out from under my shirt and held it out. “This was Bella's. I found it in the courtyard the next day and pocketed it.”

“Bella was wearing a cross while the Fedeli were at the conservatory?” Lia raised her wine cup in salute. “That's our Bella.”

“In the spring, I came back to our room one day, and there were a half dozen men lying in wait for Mira. They made me wait with them. One of them was a mage.” The wine tasted like ashes; I forced myself to take another sip. “It turned out that Mira was a mage, too, from the Circle. She'd run away and hidden at the Verdiano Rural Conservatory because she'd found out that it was the Circle's magic—” I set down my wine very carefully. “It was the Circle's magic that drained the Verdiani lands, that created the wasteland.”

Lia had not known this. She went white, and then carefully raised one eyebrow. “I should have guessed. We can't use witchlight here.”

“Nor anywhere else in the wasteland.” I sighed. “Liemo—that was the mage who'd come for her—tried to persuade Mira to go back to Cuore with him. She refused. So he had his guardsmen take me hostage. They were going to shoot me in the hand.” My hand curled tightly now around the wine cup. “Mira used her magic to destroy the bolt before it hit me. And then she just crumbled. She started to weep, and she followed him like a tethered animal. He'd brought an extra horse for her, and she rode away with him.”

The room was quiet. We could hear noise from beyond the building walls, but it seemed a long way away.

“Did Mira say anything? Did you say anything to her?”

“I begged her not to go,” I said. “I followed her to the courtyard and shouted for her not to listen to him. And when I knew she was leaving, no matter what I said, I sang to her—we all did. Giula, Flavia, Celia, and I. We sang her one of the Redentori songs she'd taught us. But she just rode away.”

Lia had eaten the last of the food from the cupboard. I got up, stretched my arms. “Did you want more cheese?”

“I wouldn't refuse it.”

I poked my head out the door and spotted Michel. “Go find me some cheese, would you?” I said. “I'm with an old friend.”

Back downstairs, Lia said, “There must be more to your story. Were you expelled from the conservatory for singing to Mira?”

“Oh, goodness,” I said. “No. But I didn't want to stay any longer. The Circle sponsored me, and I didn't want to take anything from them. And I wanted to tell my parents what had caused the famine. So I left, and so did Giula. We walked together as far as Pluma, and then went our separate ways. My home village, Doratura, was just a few days from Pluma.”

“Was?”

“When I got there, it had been destroyed. There were refugees that had come up from the wasteland, and soldiers that came down from Cuore to push them back. Doratura was caught between them. My whole family was dead.”

“I'm so sorry,” Lia whispered.

“I didn't know that for certain, though, when I first reached my village; there had been a few survivors, and I was told they'd all been taken to a place called Ravenna, in the wasteland. So I went to Ravenna. That was a place like Chira—refugees held prisoner, building the wall. Starving.” Lia nodded. “Within a day or two I fell in with this group that was supposed to be planning a breakout. The person who approached me was Lucia. Her cousin Giovanni was there as well— though he was rude, petulant, and useless. Then there was a man named Beneto and a woman named Jesca. Giovanni, Beneto, and Jesca were all from the university in Cuore, and were officers in the Reform movement. They kind of adopted me—well, except for Giovanni, who'd hated me on sight. It turned out that Giovanni was supposed to be doing arms training for young men in Ravenna, secretly, so he was trying to make them all learn how to fight with swords. Gentlemen's weapons.” I shook my head. “I'd barely met Beneto and Jesca before Teleso, the military commander, had them both hanged for causing trouble. This was a catastrophe, because the next person in line to command was Giovanni. And then Teleso had me brought into the keep.”

“Why?”

“He said he wanted to hear me play.” My ears and cheeks started to burn. “He acted like he wanted something else, though.”

“I think I can guess,” Lia said.

“Well, he didn't want it enough to force the point. He said he wasn't interested in unwilling women—though I think he was ready to stretch the definition of willing. Anyway. He also wanted me to play for the funeral of Beneto and Jesca. Both Teleso and the Ravenna reformers wanted the same thing—a riot. The reformers who were left thought that they could use the riot to break out. Teleso thought he could use the riot to kill a whole lot of Ravenessi and ease pressure on the food supplies. And he had soldiers assigned to shoot people he particularly didn't like, such as Lucia.”

“He needed a riot for that? Why?”

“That is an interesting story in itself. There was a soldier named Mario who had a strong influence over the other soldiers. Mario was a good man, and he thought it was wrong to shoot without provocation. So if Teleso wanted the soldiers to shoot down a prisoner, he needed to make sure that the prisoner provoked them.”

Lia looked down at the table, a bit ruefully. “There wasn't anyone like that here.”

“We were lucky.”

“Was Mario Redentore?”

“No, definitely not,” I said. “He believed devoutly in the Lady. His faith inspired him—a lot.” Michel arrived with a basket of cheese, bread, and wine. I poured more wine for both of us and carved off a wedge of cheese. “Where was I?”

“I think you were telling me how you became the Head Troublemaker in Ravenna,” Lia said.

“That's right. The funeral. Teleso had me play the Redentore funeral music, so that people could dance. Well, I knew the riot was coming, and when I saw the soldiers surrounding the dancers, I was able to defuse things so there wasn't a riot. Teleso was furious. He had me thrown into the dungeon, and the next morning, he had me dragged outside again. I defied him publicly, and he had me flogged. It sounds strange, but that gave me what I needed to take over as ‘generale’ of the Ravenessi army. Because I'd defied him, and because I didn't cry under the lash.”

“What did Giovanni think of that?”

“He was furious. But he got used to the idea eventually. To train people to get ready for the breakout, we used a game, Shepherd-and-Wolves, so that they learned to fight together. And then the morning after Dono alla Magia, I led the uprising.”

“And you won—that's pretty obvious.”

“We did, though a lot of people died, including Mario. Teleso caught me alone, and nearly killed me. I beat him thanks to Giovanni's weaponry lessons.” I gave Lia a rueful grin. “We've learned to get along. Officially we're both generali of the Lupi.”

“And unofficially?”

“We're both addressed as ‘Generale,’ and people do what I tell them to do.” Mostly. “After the breakout, we sent the children and the people who didn't want to fight up to Doratura, my old village. It's not in the wasteland, and it could be rebuilt. That's where Giula went; she ended up in Ravenna for a bit, too.” I left out the part about Giula becoming Teleso's mistress. Lia's opinion of Giula was low enough already. “The rest of us freed two more of the slave labor camps, and now Chira. And that's it. That's my story.”

Lia raised her wine cup to salute me.

“You looked surprised when I said that the famine was caused by magery,” I said. “You didn't know that?”

“No,” Lia said. “I did know it couldn't be just salt; that couldn't do this, no matter what the Circle said. But magery …” She considered. “It makes sense.” She poured herself more wine. “So do I get sent off to Doratura? Or can I stay with you and be a soldier?”

“You can do whatever you want. It's only the children we send away. Would you want to join the army?”

“I don't know,” she said. “I'll have to think about it.”

“You'll have until tomorrow morning. That's when we'll be moving on.” Something occurred to me. “What exactly had you heard about us? The Lupi, I mean?”

“They started bringing in more soldiers about a month ago—just a few at first, but more and more lately. Of course, we all wondered why. We'd never caused any trouble. But rumors came with the soldiers.” Lia stretched, gathering her thoughts. “First we heard there'd been a breakout at another camp, and they were here to make sure nothing like that happened in Chira. Of course, that gave people ideas; if someone else could manage it, maybe we could, too. There was talk for a while, but then Demetrio hanged all the talkers he could find, and then some.” She shook her head, rubbing the back of her neck with her hand. “The next set of soldiers brought word of a rebel army. They called you the Cani, dogs, but we could tell they were afraid. You'd had some success; that was all we heard.

“The last group of soldiers knew some names. Eliana, Giovanni, Lucia. We whispered your names back and forth as we worked on the wall. The initial story was that you were in charge, and Giovanni your lover.”

I choked on my wine. “Giovanni is not my lover.”

“Well, it made a good story.” Lia half grinned at my expression. “Lucia was said to be Giovanni's sister—”

“Cousin.”

Lia raised an eyebrow from behind her wine cup. “And the story said you were all apostates—Redentori.”

“Some of us are, but not all. Mario would be here now if he hadn't died freeing Ravenna—and he was not Redentore.”

“Somehow they missed the violinist part, though, or I'd have wondered if it was you. I'd assumed it was someone older … Anyway. About five days ago, Callista thought she saw someone watching us from the crest of one of the hills nearby. There was a great deal of whispering about that, but it was kept very quiet. If it was the first advance of the Cani—the Lupi— as we hoped, the last thing we wanted to do was tip off any of the guards.”

We had been fortunate. “I'm glad you kept your mouths shut.”

“So am I.” Lia smiled. “Most of the victims of Demetrio's purges were men, so there are more women here. I think women are better at keeping secrets.”

That reminded me of Giovanni. “I should go back up to Demetrio's study and see how Giovanni's work is going.” I finished the last of my wine. “Want to come?”

Lia shrugged. “I certainly don't have anything else to do with myself.”

We went up the short stair from the kitchen to the main floor, and down the hall to the study. Lupi saluted as I passed; Chirani refugees stared after me, wide-eyed. Some of them also saluted; a few of them knelt to brush the fabric of my trousers as I passed, as if I were a high-ranking priestess. The Lupi guarding the study stood aside to let us in.

Giovanni sat at the desk, papers piled around him. “Found anything?” I asked.

Giovanni looked up and glared at me bitterly. “I think Demetrio burned most of the important papers before he killed himself. But it's difficult to tell, as he kept the rest in some sort of code. Either that or his handwriting was really atrocious.”

Lia slid unobtrusively into one of the chairs near the fireplace to watch us. “Let me see,” I said, and picked up one of the papers. “How are you sorting, if you don't know what anything says?”

“Based on where I found it. Those were in the second drawer.”

The paper was covered in scrawled symbols. “Do you think there's a symbol that goes with each letter?”

I asked.

“How would I know?” Giovanni said.

“You went to the university, didn't you?”

“Give it a rest, Eliana,” he said. “No, we didn't cover secret codes at the university. If you don't have any ideas, put it back where you found it; I want to keep stuff in some sort of order.”

“May I see?” Lia asked.

Giovanni looked up. “Sorry,” I said to Lia. “I should have introduced you. Lia, this is Generale Giovanni. Giovanni, this is Lia, my roommate from the conservatory.”

His eyes flew wide. “The mage?”

“No, don't be ridiculous. Lia was my roommate before Mira.”

“Oh,” he said, losing interest. I handed Lia one of the papers. She pursed her lips as she studied it. “Do you think you can figure it out?” Giovanni asked her.

“Maybe,” she said with a shrug. “Can I look at the other papers?”

“Help yourself,” Giovanni said. Lia started sorting through the piles, pulling out a clean sheet of paper to take notes.

There wasn't really room for me at the desk, so I went to poke through the cabinets. I found an almost-empty bottle of potent wine and a bundle of letters tied with a ribbon. The letters weren't in code. The handwriting was feminine, and after a few moments of reading I concluded they were from Demetrio's sweetheart.

I nearly tossed them aside; I didn't like thinking of my enemies as the sorts of people who had sweethearts. Besides, the family letters we'd found at other camps had been uniformly useless. But there was so little here that we were even able to read, I sat down with them anyway, just for a moment.

Demetrio's lover was named Clara, and she was a lover but not a wife, because the Lady had failed to bless their assignations with a child. It was not a common situation, but it did happen; Clara had come under quite a bit of pressure from her mother and the local priestess to end things with Demetrio and seek a husband that the Lady might show more approval of. It wasn't until the third letter that I realized the priestess she referred to so casually was one of the most high ranking in Cuore—a name even I was familiar with, though admittedly I'd heard it from Lucia. Clara was a lady of quite a significant rank, who lived within the enclave of the Circle and the Emperor, and her letters detailed extensive gossip regarding court politics.

“Giovanni,” I said, hesitantly, “do you know of a lady named Clara, a noblewoman at the Imperial Court?”

Giovanni looked up. “Maybe.”

“She was Demetrio's lover.”

“You're joking,” he said, and jumped up, scattering papers everywhere. “Well, that explains why she refuses all the men her mother tries to set her up with.” He grabbed the bundle of letters from me. “Incredible.”

Lia looked up. “I think I've figured out the code,” she said.

After all that, the papers Demetrio had encoded really were largely worthless. Either he was an exceptionally suspicious man, or he took malicious delight in the image of his enemies frantically trying to decode grain allocations, duty rosters, and other fascinatingly useless information.

There were a few items of note. All the intelligence he'd received on the rebel army was tucked away at the bottom of one of the drawers. It was not in code, since he hadn't written it; I was relieved to discover how little they knew about our tactics. They knew my name and a bit of my background; a disgusted footnote added that my family was dead, and thus couldn't be used against me. They knew that we primarily relied on crossbows, firing down from the hill, rather than using swords or lances, and that few of us were mounted. They knew that we were inexplicably winning, again and again and again (this was hinted at, but never stated directly), but not why; they didn't know about the scouting party that infiltrated the camps and threw the doors wide open. Or at least, they didn't know yet. Unfortunately, the information revealed little about how they planned to deal with us other than reinforcing the remaining camps (that was obvious), and trying to keep us bottled up in the wasteland.

“Hey,” Giovanni said. “Look at this.” He pushed one of Clara's letters across the desk.


You must believe me, my darling, I am doing the best I can. The Fedeli have come to agree with me that it is vitally necessary to reinforce the troops in the wasteland now. However, the Circle has opposed me at every turn.

Because magic can't be used in the wasteland, the Circle can't fight there; I can't overstate how frightening this is to them. In addition, my sources tell me that the Circle has begun to fear the army: the army is loyal first to the Emperor, and because of the wasteland, the army is no longer as dependent on the Circle as they were in the past. I believe that the Circle wishes to see the army fail without magical support, and obviously, magical support can't be provided until the Cani leave the wasteland.

The sacrifice of the keep commanders seems an appalling betrayal to me. I am doing my best to convince the Emperor to send additional troops, even if it means raising an entirely new army. Wish me luck, darling. I pray to the Lady for your safety …



I looked up. “It's fascinating information,” I admitted. “And certainly explains a lot. But I'm not sure how we can use it.”

Giovanni's eyes glinted. “There's got to be a way.” He checked the date on the letter. “This is months old. If only we had more recent information. For all we know, Clara convinced the Emperor and fresh troops are on their way. I'll keep the letters. I almost feel sorry for the lady.”

Lia had been wandering the study and looked up suddenly. “You said that Demetrio killed himself?” “Yes,” Giovanni said.

“Where is the body?”

“Right there.” I pointed to the corner, and suddenly felt apologetic. We'd gotten awfully cavalier about bodies lately.

Lia carefully lifted the corner of the blanket and stared down at the face impassively, then covered it again, standing back up. “I hate to tell you this,” she said, “but that's not him.”

“What?” Giovanni dropped everything he was holding. “Are you sure?”

“Positive. This is his second. But I wonder if the second took his commander's place willingly, or if Demetrio killed him and put the knife in his hand?”

“Lady's tits,” Giovanni said, “I don't believe it. I can't believe I was taken in by such a stupid trick. Michel!” He stomped out the door.

Lia still stood by the body, her green eyes wide and very slightly amused. “I should've known Demetrio wouldn't just give up like that. It's not his style.”

Giovanni was back within minutes. “One horse is gone,” he said.

“From the stables?”

“No,” Giovanni said. “We secured those, remember? The bastard stole my horse.” I tried—and failed—to cover my laughter with my sleeve. “I'm glad you find this amusing, Eliana. Doesn't it worry you that he might, just possibly, have realized that we had a scout slip into his keep to open the door?”

“I don't find it amusing,” I said. Well, I did, but only because it was Giovanni's horse. “Figures he took the best horse he could find, doesn't it? You can take his horse from the stables; that seems only fair. You've sent Michel after him, of course?”

“Of course.”

“But Stivali was the fastest horse, wasn't he? That's why you wanted him.” Giovanni's vicious glare was confirmation of this. We weren't going to catch Demetrio; he had too much of a head start. Giovanni went back to sorting through the desk, still disgusted with himself and our army; I started on the cabinets along the wall. “Hey,” I said. “Lia!” She looked up. “Demetrio was a man of many talents.”

There was a lute in the cabinet; I pulled it out to examine it. Demetrio's lute was more decorative than Lia's had been; it was adorned with carved designs of birds and flowers. I doubted that the carvings would improve the sound, but after the months without her lute, I think Lia would have snatched at the chance to play gut strung over a large mixing bowl. The sheet music stored behind it only added to her delight. “It's yours,” I said, and she tucked the music under her arm and took her leave to go play.

∗    ∗    ∗

Lia came briefly to see me the following morning, to say good-bye. “I won't be coming with you,” she said, “but I'll be serving your army. You'll see.”

“Are you going to Doratura?” I asked.

“Maybe,” she said. “For a while.”

Lia had no sash to go with her ragged dress, but she had found a red hat somewhere in the keep; it was a bit large for her, and she pushed it back to keep it from slipping into her eyes. “Take care of yourself,” I said.

“You too,” she said, and gave me a tight hug.

A few minutes later it was time to go rally the troops. The Chirani gathered by the keep to stare at me from hollow faces with eyes that scorched mine with hope and anger. There were many more women than men in Chira, and there were almost no children.

“We came here to free you,” I said. “And we have. Your lives are your own; you serve the Circle's cruelty no longer.” At the very back of the crowd I saw Lia, watching my speech with a tiny smile. “You have a choice. We've freed many other camps now, and the prisoners have resettled abandoned villages that are not in the wasteland. They are rebuilding; it will mean work, but not at the threat of the lash or the noose. That's one option. Or you can go wherever you want; return home, head north, head south. You belong only to yourselves.”

The women stared at me, their faces rigid, their eyes hungry.

“Or,” I said, and a ripple went through the crowd at my tone, “you can join us. You have the strength in your arms to fight; you have the will in your hearts to free others just as we have freed you. There are three more camps in the wasteland, all enslaved, all building the wall. Three more camps, just like this one.” Lia's eyes were closed, listening; I remembered her doing that, listening to me practice my violin, a lifetime ago.

“We are the Lupi, the wolves, because we hunt as a pack; because we fell on the sheep who called themselves our captors and tore them to pieces. We will fall on those other camps, one by one. We will march in like the tide, and no one will stop us. We will sweep in like fire, and nothing will be left in our path.” I was breathless, pacing, as the crowd of half-starved women watched me in total silence.

“Are you with me?” I demanded.

“Yes,” the women whispered, the hiss rippling through the crowd.

“You are wolves. Find your voices. You don't need to whisper now because you are free,” I shouted. “Are you with me?”

“Yes. Yes. YES!”

“We march at noon,” I said. “Meet on the north hill in two hours.”

The crowd started to disperse, and I turned to regroup my own people. I should have asked Lia who to put in charge of the Chirani; I had no doubt that most of them would be coming with us. I saw Felice watching me quietly from the shadows by the keep. “The young lady with the lute said she wanted me to give this to you,” he said, looking slightly puzzled. “It's sealed.”

Lia must have lifted the heavy parchment from Demetrio's office, along with a pen and the seal. I broke the seal and read the page quickly. It was not a letter; it took me a moment to realize it was musical notation. One of the songs we'd found in the cabinet? No. Lady's tits, I thought, reading it over.

The tune was fairly close to one of the folk songs I'd played with Mira, but the words were different—and very catchy, I had to admit, humming it over to myself. It was the ballad of one Eliana, who had discovered the Circle's deadly secret and now sought to keep them from destroying all of Verdia, whatever the cost.


In the name of the Mother, Her Son, and the Light, We are fire and water and God's open hand. I have freed you and now I will lead you to glory. I'll trade my own blood for the life of the land.



At the bottom of the last page, Lia had written neatly, more to come.

Lady's tits, I thought, how embarrassing, and went looking for Giovanni. I found him saddling Demetrio's horse, and held out the sheet with a bit of trepidation.

“What's this?” Giovanni stepped away from the horse and took the parchment, looking it over. I saw a glint of annoyance cross over his face, and then he shook himself and laughed mockingly. “The heroine of ballads! I hope you'll still stoop to sharing a tent with the rest of us.”

“What do you think of it?” I asked, not willing to ask the real question: Does it bother you that this is about me, and not about you?

“It's not bad. It's better than ‘The Wicked Stepmother.’” I must have looked puzzled because he laughed again and said, “You know. ‘I've brought a gift of honey, bright as sun and sweet as wine.’ The reformers wrote that.”

“That was you? One of my friends spent hours in the library looking up references to honey in old ballads, trying to figure out what that damn song meant.”

“Yeah, I'm not surprised. I'd tell you that I argued for a more transparent meaning, but I don't want you thinking I'm just trying to get in good with the heroine of the ballads.” He gave me back the parchment with a little mocking flourish, and mounted his horse. “See you back at camp.”




End of sample
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