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Just as I was about to leave the big tent, a voice called out a name, one I hadn’t heard in years. I spun round, maybe just a tad too fast.

He was in a hell of a mess, but I recognised him instantly. I gave him a cold stare; pretty good going, since my heart was pounding hard enough to break my ribs.

He said the name again; then, “It’s me.”

I knew that, of course. “My name is Saevus Corax,” I told him. “Do I know you?”

I wasn’t lying. I’d just left a word out: nowadays my name is Saevus Corax.
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1

Lying is like farming, or draining marshland, or terracing a hillside or planting a grove of peach trees. It’s an attempt to control your environment and make it better. A convincing lie improves on bleak, bare fact, in the same way human beings improve a wilderness so they can bear to live there. In comparison, truth is a desert. You need to plant it with your imagination and water it with narrative skill until it blossoms and bears nourishing fruit. In the sand and gravel of what actually happened I grow truths of my own; not just different truths, better ones. Practically every time I open my mouth I improve the world, making it not how it is but how it should be.

In order to grow strong, healthy plants you also need plenty of manure, but that’s not a problem. According to most of the people I do business with, I’m full of it. I accept the compliment gracefully, and move on.

Rest assured, however, that everything I tell you in the pages that follow is the truth, the whole truth and nothing but the truth. This is a true and accurate history of the Great Sirupat War, told by someone who was there.

A big mob of crows got up as we—

No, hang on a moment. I was going to leave it at that, but I did say I’d be honest with you, and now is as good a time as any.

People tend not to like me very much, and I can see why. They say I’m arrogant, callous, selfish and utterly devoid of any redeeming qualities; all, I’m sorry to say, perfectly true. I’m leaving out devious, because I happen to believe it’s a virtue.

Arrogant, yes; I was born to it, like brown eyes or a weak chin, and the fact that I’m still alive after everything I’ve done, with luck not usually in my favour, suggests to me that I’ve got something to be arrogant about, even if it’s only my deviousness, see above. I’m callous because I’m selfish, not because I want to be, and I’m selfish because I like staying alive, though God only knows why. People say the world would be a better place without me and I think on balance they’re right, but it’s stuck with me for a little while, as are you if you want to hear the truly thrilling story. And you do, I promise you, but unfortunately I come with it, like your spouse’s relatives.

When I started writing this, I edited myself, naturally. I neglected to record some of my more objectionable remarks and barbarous actions, because I wanted you to like me. If you don’t like me, you won’t want to read my story, and I’ll be wasting my time and a lot of forty-gulden-a-roll reed-fibre paper telling it, and the truth about the war (which actually matters) will never be known. It even crossed my mind to stick in a few not-strictly-true incidents designed to show me in a better light, because nobody would ever know, and then I’d be a lovable rogue instead of a total shit. Then I thought: stuff it. The truth, and nothing but the horrible, inconvenient truth. All those facts have got to go somewhere. You might as well have them, if they’re any use to you. I certainly don’t want them any more.

A big mob of crows got up as we walked down the hill onto the open ground where the main action had been. Crows hate me, and I don’t blame them. They rose like smoke from a fire with no flames, screaming abuse at us as they swirled round in circles before reluctantly pulling out and going wherever it is that crows go. I got the impression that they had a good mind to lodge an official complaint, or sue me for restraint of trade. All my years in the business, and they still make me shudder. Probably they remind me of me.

You don’t usually find crows in the desert; in fact, I think that particular colony is the only one. They used to live off the trash and dunghills of a large town, which was razed to the ground in some war or other thirty years ago. But the crows stayed. There are enough wars in those parts to afford them a moderate living without the need to prod and worry about in shitheaps, and for water they go to the smashed-up aqueduct, which still trickles away into the sand, now entirely for their benefit. I guess the crows figure the austerity of their lifestyle is worth it for the peace and quiet, which I’d just come along and spoiled.

I hadn’t watched the battle but I could figure out what happened from the spacing and density of the bodies. Over there, a shield wall had held off the lancers but couldn’t handle massed archers at close range; they’d broken and charged, and the hussars hidden in that patch of dead ground over there had darted in to take them in flank and rear. That was the end of them, but no big deal; they were just a diversion to bring the other lot’s cavalry assets over to the left side of the action, nicely out of the way so that the dragoons could burst out of those trees over there and roll up the heavy infantry like a carpet. After that, it was simply a matter of the losers salvaging as much as they could from the mess; not much, by the look of it. The hell with it. All the more for me.

I glanced up at the sky, which was pure blue from one side to the other. I have strong views on hot, sunny weather. I’m against it. Nobody wants to work in driving rain, naturally, but I’d rather be drenched in rainwater than sweat any time. Heavy manual labour in searing heat isn’t my idea of the good life, not to mention the flies, the seepage and the smell, and hauling dead bodies around when they’ve been cooking up in the heat isn’t good for you. This was going to be a four-day job, quite possibly five unless we could face working double shifts by torchlight. We’re used to that sort of thing, but even so. It was one of those times when I wished I’d stayed at home, or got into some other line of work.

Gombryas had been going round picking up arrows. He had a sad look on his face. “They were wearing Type Sixes,” he said, showing me a half-dozen bodkin heads, their needle points blunted or bent U-shaped by impact on steel. Poor arrows; I felt sorry for them, in a way I find it hard to feel sorry for flesh and blood. Not their fault that they’d been wasted by an idiot in a futile attempt to pierce armour. Theirs not to reason why, and we’d see them right, so that was fine.

“It’s only taxpayers’ money,” I said. He grinned. He grumbles, but he knows the score. It would be the job of his division to straighten out and repoint all those cruelly maimed arrowheads; then he’d winkle the broken shafts out of the sockets, fit new ones, replace the crushed and torn fletchings, all to the high standard our customers have come to expect from us. What Gombryas doesn’t know about arrows isn’t worth knowing. He swears blind he can recognise an arrowhead his boys have worked on when he pulls it out of some poor dead bugger in a place like this. Some of them, he says, are old friends, he’s seen them and straightened them out so many times.

The Type Sixes that had annoyed Gombryas so much were mostly in a small dip, where the hussars had rounded them up and despatched them. Personally, I like the Type Six infantry cuirass. It’s built from small, rectangular plates laced together, so all you have to do is cut the laces, fish out the damaged plates, replace them and sew the thing up again, and there you are, good as new. Buyers go mad for the stuff, though it’s a shame the various governments can’t get together and agree on a standard size for the plates. We have to carry a dozen different sizes, with variations in lace-hole placement, and occasionally you get really weird custom jobs where you have to fabricate the new plates from scratch.

Armour is Polycrates’ department, and his boys were straight on to it as usual. They’ve had a lot of practice, and it’s a treat to watch them when they get into the swing of it. One man rolls the body over onto its back, kneels down, gets his arms under the armpits and stands up, lifting the body so his mate can dive in underneath, undo the buckles and shuck the armour off in one nice easy movement, like opening shellfish except that the bit we want is the shell, not the meat. Then on to the next one, leaving the body for Olybrius’ clothes pickers and Rutilian’s boot boys. Rings, earrings, gold teeth and bracelets we leave for Carrhasio and his crew, the old timers who’ve been with the outfit for years but who can’t manage the heavy lifting like they used to. Then all that remains is for me to come round with the meat wagons. By this point, of course, heat, wildlife and the passage of time have all started to work their subtle alchemy, which is why I handle the final stage of the process myself. I wouldn’t feel right asking one of my friends to do a job like that. They may be tough, but they have feelings.

The Asvogel brothers – the competition; I don’t like them very much – have recently taken to dunking the bodies in pits of quicklime, to burn off the flesh and leave the bones, which they cart home and grind up for bonemeal. I guess it’s worth their while, though I can’t see it myself. For a start, it takes time, which is proverbially money, not to mention the cost of the lime, and then you’ve got the extra transport, fodder for the horses there and back, drivers, all that, in return for a low-value bulk product. Waste not, want not, the Asvogel boys say. It’s a point of view, but I’m in no hurry to get into the bonemeal business. I burn all ours, unless it’s so damp you can’t get a decent fire going. Chusro Asvogel thinks I’m stupid, pointing out the cost of the charcoal and brushwood. But we cut and burn it ourselves between jobs, so it doesn’t actually cost us anything, and we take it there in the carts we use for the job, which would otherwise be empty. Burning gives you a clean, tidy battlefield, and the ash does wonders for the soil, or so they tell me. That’s nice. I think it’s our moral duty to give something back if we possibly can.

No rain in the night, but a heavy dew. The next day’s the best time to handle them, in my opinion. The stiffness has mostly worn off, so you haven’t got arms and legs sticking out at awkward angles, which makes them a pain to stack, and with any luck they haven’t begun to swell. This point in the operation usually turns into a battle of bad tempers between me and Olybrius. I want to get the meat shifted and burned before it starts to get loathsome. Olybrius wants to do a thorough job with minimum damage to the stock in trade, which means carefully peeling off the clothes rather than yanking them about and cutting off buttons. Ideally, therefore, he doesn’t want to start until the stiffness goes. He’s quite right, of course. It’s much easier to get a shirt off a dead man when he isn’t stiff as a board, and sewing buttons back on costs a lot of money, which comes out of his share of the take. But he works for me, so he has to do what I tell him, or at least that’s the theory. By now our tantrums are almost as ritualised as High Mass at the Golden Spire temple. We know we’re getting fairly close to the end of the arguing process when he points out that in the long run rushing the job and ruining the clothes costs me money, not him, and I come back at him with something like, it’s my money and I’d rather lose out on a few trachy than catch something nasty and die. When we reach this point we both know there’s nothing more to be shouted; we then have a staring match lasting between two and five seconds, and one of us backs down. It would probably be easier and quicker if we flipped a coin instead, but I guess the yelling is more satisfying, emotionally and spiritually. Anyway, that’s how we do it, and it seems to work all right.

On that particular occasion, I won the battle of the basilisk glares, so we got a move on and had the pyres burning nicely barely seventy-two hours after the last arrow was loosed. In the greater scheme of things, General Theudahad and the Aelian League had taken a real shellacking, losing 5,381 men and 3,107 horses to Prince Erysichthon’s 1,207 men and 338 horses. It was a setback, but it didn’t really make a difference. Theudahad’s relief column was only thirty miles from Erysichthon’s main supply depot, less than a day’s brisk ride for the Aelian heavy dragoons, and without supplies for his men Erysichthon would be forced to risk everything on one big pitched battle somewhere between the river and the sea. He’d still be outnumbered three to one, his allies had had enough and wanted to go home, and he’d made Theudahad look a complete idiot, which meant the Great Man had a score to settle, so all the young prince had actually achieved with this technically brilliant victory was to get a superior opponent really angry. Another reason for us not to hang about. I’d paid a lot of money for the rights to this campaign, and the last thing I wanted was to turn up late for the grand finale and find the battlefield had already been picked over by the local freelancers.

“My money,” Gombryas said to me as we stood back from the newly lit pyre, “is on the prince. He’s smart.”

“You’re an incurable romantic, is what you are,” I told him through the scarf over my face. “You always root for the little guy.”

He glared at me. “Fine,” he said. “I’ve got twelve tremisses says that Erysichthon’ll squeeze past the allies and make it back to the city before Theudahad can close the box. Deal?”

The oil-soaked brushwood caught with a roar and the wave of heat hit me like a smack on the face. “In your dreams,” I said. “I don’t bet on outcomes, you know that. Besides,” I added, a little bit spitefully, “surely you want Theudahad to win so you can make up the set.”

Gombryas collects bits of famous military and political leaders – bones, scalps, fingers and toes and scraps of innards carefully preserved in vinegar or honey – and why not? After all, their previous owners don’t need them any more, and it presumably gives him some sort of quiet satisfaction. He has quite possibly the best collection in the south-west, though Sapor Asvogel might dispute that, and one of his prize exhibits is the skull of Erysichthon’s father, which he acquired six years earlier, when we cleaned up after the last war in those parts. He’s also got Erysichthon’s grandfather’s ears and his uncle’s dick – he swapped two royal livers and a minor Imperial shoulder blade for it with Ormaz Asvogel – and various other family bits and bobs, so it’d be only natural for him to want a piece of the prince, too. Given that Erysichthon had no children and all his male relatives had contributed freely to Gombryas’ collection, it’d mean that getting the prince would complete the series (I think that’s the technical term in collectors’ circles) and a complete series is worth far more than just a dozen or so isolated pieces. Not that Gombryas would ever think of selling. He loves his collection like family.

Anyway, he decided to take offence at my tasteless remark and stomped off in a huff. I gave the pyres a last once-over to make sure they weren’t going to collapse or fall sideways, then turned my back on the glorious battle of wherever-the-hell-it-was and trudged back to the column. One more thing to do and then I could give the order to move out. Fingers crossed.

Doctor Papinian was sewing someone up in the big tent. He hates being interrupted when he’s got a needle in his hand. “We’re about ready to go,” I told him.

“Piss off,” he said, without looking up.

Wounded soldiers abandoned on the battlefield are another bone of contention between me and the Asvogel boys. They don’t bother with them. Knock them on the head or just leave them, they say; it’s the combatants’ responsibility to remove all viable assets from the field, and anything left behind is contractually deemed to be abandoned (bona vacantia in legalese), therefore legitimate salvage, therefore the property of the contractor, to deal with as he sees fit. And, yes, it does say that in the standard form of agreement, which is what we all use in the trade, so strictly speaking he’s perfectly right. I, however, take a different view. I figure there’s good money to be made out of collecting the wounded, patching them up and then selling them back to their respective regimes, and so far I haven’t been proved wrong. Mostly that’s thanks to Doctor Papinian, who has the most amazing knack of saving the merchandise, no matter how badly it’s been chewed up. He was an Echmen army surgeon for thirty years before he got himself in a spot of bother and had to disappear, and he’s got that Echmen fanaticism when it comes to saving and preserving life, bless him. Personally, I like the old savage, but he gets right up the noses of everybody else.

“What the hell are you doing to that man?” I asked.

“What does it look like?”

He had a bunch of what looked like weeds in his left hand, and he was stuffing them into a hole in the wounded man’s belly with his right forefinger. I should’ve known better than to ask. “We’re moving out now,” I said.

“No, we’re not.”

There are some people you don’t expect to win against. “Fine,” I said. “How much longer are you going to be?” “Depends on how long you’re going to stand there annoying me.”

He teased a wisp of green weed out between finger and thumb and poked it into the hole. Rumour had it his father was a butcher, noted for his exceptionally fine sausages.

“You could kill someone doing that,” I said.

“Go away.”

Gut wounds are certain death. Everybody knows that, apart from Doctor Papinian. If he ever finds out, a lot of wounded soldiers are going to be in deep trouble, so I make sure nobody tells him. “Get a move on,” I said, as I walked away. “You’re holding everybody up.”

I was too far away to hear his reply, which was probably just as well. His orderlies were laying out the men Papinian had finished with in neat rows, like fish drying in the sun; the ones who’d made it on one side, the less fortunate on the other, as though there was a real possibility of getting them mixed up unless everything was done properly. About a dozen long-suffering assistants were going round seeing to the routine bandaging, bone-setting and arrow extractions. Nobody seemed to be in any particular hurry. That annoyed me. Time is money; by taking their time, they were taking my money, and I don’t like people imposing on my good nature. Still, I knew better than to yell at them, since it was Papinian’s fault, not theirs. I resolved to leave them to it and give the pyres a final once-over. A good reputation is everything in this game, and nothing says unprofessional like a stack of half-burned bodies.

Just as I was about to leave the big tent, a voice called out a name, one I hadn’t heard in years. I spun round, maybe just a tad too fast.

He was in a hell of a mess, but I recognised him instantly. I gave him a cold stare; pretty good going, since my heart was pounding hard enough to break my ribs.

He said the name again; then, “It’s me.”

I knew that, of course. “My name is Saevus Corax,” I told him. “Do I know you?”

I wasn’t lying. I’d just left a word out: nowadays my name is Saevus Corax. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I thought you were somebody else.”

“That’s all right,” I said. “Get some rest,” I added, because that’s what doctors always say, and then I got out of the tent in a hurry.

I don’t like being rattled. When something unexpected like that happens, I feel like I can’t hear what my brain is telling me, so I have no idea what to say or do. In point of fact, some of my best decisions have been made on the hoof, with no opportunity for careful thought or due consideration of all relevant factors, but I don’t like it, it bothers me, and I’ve spent a lot of time, money, effort and blood getting to a point where I don’t have to put up with being bothered. I think maybe that’s why I chose a line of work so closely concerned with dead people. When a man’s dead, you can be pretty sure he’ll still be dead tomorrow, and very likely the day after that. You know where you stand with dead people, whereas the living seem to delight in screwing me around.

Just as well I’d gone back for another look, because the main pyre was listing badly. My guess is they’d put the bodies we stripped first at the bottom, which is really bad practice, and if I’ve told them about it once I’ve told them a thousand times: a stripped body dries out faster, therefore burns more quickly, and then the weight of the unburned stuff on top makes the whole heap slip sideways. I got a dozen or so of the lads and some twelve-foot poles, and we poked and prodded about and succeeded in making things a whole lot worse. So then we did what we ought to have done in the first place; we got the long hooks, dragged the (relatively) fresh material off the top and stuffed it in at the side where the dry stuff had burned through. All a bit grim; you have to stoke the fire up pretty hot to burn people, so I had half a dozen men fetching and carrying jugs of water to keep us damped down while we worked; then, of course, the wind changed, and the pyre started shooting out jets of flame in our faces, like a dragon; and I don’t think I’ll ever be truly comfortable with that smell. The only good thing was that by the time we’d sorted it all out, Papinian had finished with his embroidery and was complaining about the holdup and why weren’t we moving yet? So that was all right.

In this job you find yourself feeling grateful for all manner of weird stuff. For example, it was truly thoughtful and considerate of General Theudahad to choose a battlefield so close to a straight, fast, properly maintained road. It hadn’t done him much good, because it allowed Erysichthon to bring up his reserve archers, who otherwise wouldn’t have got there in time, but it made my life much easier. There’s nothing worse than sixty heavily laden carts floundering about in sand or mud or on stony ground that breaks spokes and axles. A short trundle over the flat and we were straight on to proper metalled carriageway. Things like that make a big difference when you’ve just finished a job, and you’re tired and fratchetty and you just want something to go right for a change. I sat back on the box of the lead cart, trying not to notice that I stank to high heaven of burned bones and smoke, and fell asleep.

I woke up starving hungry. It’s a problem I have. While we’re doing a job, I rarely eat. Partly, there just isn’t time, but also there’s something about my everyday workplace environment that takes the edge off my appetite, for some reason. Fortunately my friends know me by now. Someone had put a sack between my feet while I slept. In it I found a pound loaf of munitions bread, a fist-sized chunk of white cheese and an Aelian dried sausage. I like it when the Aelians lose, because they only make that particular type of dried sausage for the military; you can’t buy them in a market, and the Aelian commissariat grimly refuses to share the recipe. There’s one particularly hot, aromatic spice – it’s only there to mask the dubious nature of the meat, but I love it. I hoped there was more where that had come from, because the Aelians don’t lose all that often. Some people have no consideration for others.

It’s just conceivably possible that bumping around in an unsprung cart on country roads for three days isn’t your idea of a wonderful time. This goes to show how effete and dissipated you are, and how you’ve allowed your sybaritic lifestyle to sap your moral fibre. For us, cart time is down time. There’s nothing you can do on a moving cart except sit with your mouth open (to stop your teeth smashing together when you go over a deep pothole). You can’t mend armour or patch clothes or sew on buttons or write up the books. You can talk, if you don’t mind shouting at the top of your voice so as to be heard over the rumble of the wheels and the clanking of the cargo, but that’s about it. You sit. You do nothing. You rest. If death is like that – better, presumably, since you’re lying rather than sitting, and you’re perfectly still instead of being shaken about like a rat in a dog’s mouth – I really don’t see why people make such a fuss about it. Bring it on, I say.

When I used to write for the theatre – I promised you, didn’t I? No secrets between you and me. Once upon a time, long ago and far away, I used to write plays for the theatre in Urbissima. I was good at it, and I’d have made a lot of money if I hadn’t been cheated by unscrupulous people. But I didn’t enjoy it very much, mostly because of a ridiculous convention they have in theatrical circles called the Principle of the Unities. The idea is, to be a proper play, it’s got to be:

(a) about one thing,

(b) set in one place, and

(c) all in real time.

You can get round the first one easy as winking. The second one is understandable, because it’s cheap; one set, no need to pay scene-shifters, and if you can’t accommodate your narrative to fit, go write for somebody else. Fair enough. But the real time thing is pointless and infuriating and really made things difficult for me, because life isn’t like that. Which is just as well – one damn thing after another, as the critics said about my Leucas and Marses; three hours of non-stop harrowing with pity and terror, if you had to live like that you’d die of exhaustion before you hit puberty. Take my life, for example: bursts of furious, exhausting, terrifying activity punctuated by long cart journeys. Nobody wants to watch five hundred men with their mouths open sitting on sixty carts bouncing along the Great Military Road for three days. Prose narrative is a relatively new venture for me and I’m not sure I know all the rules yet, but I don’t suppose you want to read about it, either. So, with your permission, we’ll skip all that. The theatre managers I used to work for would have a fit, but screw them. I’d be more inclined to truckle to their delicate sensibilities if they’d ever paid me any money.

We arrived, therefore, at Busta Sagittarum three days later, to find that the battle hadn’t been fought yet. I hate it when that happens. It makes all sorts of difficulties. For one thing, you really don’t want to get caught up in the action, and a battle is a bit like a moorland fire. You have no idea when the wind might suddenly change, and it can move so terribly quickly. I remember Ormus Asvogel telling me about one time when his lot got caught up in the action. He’d positioned his team on what he thought was the extreme western edge of the field, and suddenly he’s got five thousand lancers racing towards him, with seven thousand horse archers on their tails shooting them out of the saddle. He had just enough time to get his carts in a circle and then they were on top of him. The lancers tried to break into the circle to shelter from the archers, but no dice; while they were standing about trying to squash their way in through the breaches the archers shot them all to hell; then, when there were no lancers left, the archers gave Ormus’ boys half a dozen volleys just in case they were somehow involved, killing about three dozen of them. To make matters worse, it turned out that the lancers’ side won, and their general repudiated the contract on the grounds that Ormus had indirectly assisted the enemy, so he forfeited the money he’d paid up front and had to go home with empty carts. His own silly fault for getting too close, except he hadn’t; it was just bad luck and the fortunes of war. You can’t predict these things. The Company of Jackals, an old and respected outfit that used to do good business out East when I was starting out in the trade, got slaughtered to the last man because they happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time, and some peach-fuzz second lieutenant of hussars mistook them for the enemy supply train.

I, therefore, was taking no chances. We fell back a day’s ride the way we’d just come, circled the carts and built a palisade of stakes round it, just to be on the safe side. Meanwhile, I sent a few scouts to keep an eye on the doings, and we filled in the time doing useful work on the stuff we’d collected from the previous battle. “There’s a sick man down in the hospital tent reckons he knows you,” Olybrius said, as we sat in the shade of a cart darning wound holes in Aelian issue tunics. I didn’t look up. I pride myself on my darning. “Is that right?” I said.

“Only,” Olybrius went on, “he reckons you’re somebody else.”

“Ah well,” I said. “If he thinks he knows somebody else, he can’t be talking about me. That’s your actual logic.”

I didn’t look up, so I didn’t see the look Olybrius almost certainly gave me. “Want me to deal with it?”

Olybrius doesn’t know, of course, but he suspects. Mind you, that’s just him. I think if he didn’t have something to be suspicious about, he’d fade away and die. Olybrius isn’t Olybrius’ real name, it goes without saying. It’s a name he saw painted on the shutter of a corn chandler’s in Auxentia, in whose cellar Olybrius hid when he was running away from the man who’d just paid good money for him in a public auction. Olybrius’ father was a tenant farmer in the Mesoge who got behind on the rent in a bad year and had to sell off two of his sons or get thrown out on his ear. Olybrius didn’t fancy the thought of spending his life in a chain gang mining salt, so he bit off the nose of the overseer, scrambled out through a window, jumped fifteen feet into an alley and ran like a hare, ending up in the chandler’s cellar. After ten years as a hired bruiser, he ended up with me; he feels he’s come down in the world, but occasionally the people he’d been paid to hurt had hurt him back, and you reach a point in your life when that sort of thing loses its charm. He decided working with me might be better than having his ribs caved in by terrified debtors; shows how wrong you can be. “Deal with what?”

“You know.” I imagine that at this point he made a throat-slitting gesture. It’s one of his favourites. I didn’t answer, which annoyed him. “I can take care of him for you.”

“You want to learn to be a nurse?”

I shouldn’t tease him, I know. “Fine,” Olybrius snapped. “Suit yourself. You should hear what he’s saying about you, though. Interesting stuff.”

I reached for another tunic off the pile and sighed. There was a darn on the back, just between the shoulder blades, surrounded by a faint brown stain. I don’t know why things like that disappoint me, but they do. I showed it to Olybrius, who subjected the needlework to professional scrutiny. “Not ours,” he said.

“I should hope not.”

“Not the Asvogels, they don’t bother. Must be the Resurrections.”

You don’t argue with Olybrius when it comes to darning techniques. “It’s people like them,” I said, “that give the trade a bad name.”

Which is true, incidentally. It’s an ancient scam, going right back to when men fought with bone clubs and flint spears. You’re the purchasing officer for a regiment. You draw x gold nomismata to pay for new tunics. Then you buy only-one-careful-owner tunics from one of us for 1/4x and keep the change. The men don’t like it – they get superstitious about wearing clothes people have died in – but they know better than to say anything, and I guess there’s no harm done really. I sell to anyone who wants to buy, though I don’t do cut-price deals with the purchasing officers like some people – the Resurrection Crew being a name that springs to mind in this context; they’re so sharp, one of these days they’ll cut themselves, and on that day my tears will trickle but not flow.

I darned half a dozen more shirts, then wandered down to the hospital tent. The man who’d recognised me was up and about, an amazing tribute to Doc Papinian. I found him playing chess with one of the orderlies. I gave the orderly the bad eye, and he made an excuse and went away.

The man who thought he knew me looked at me. “It is you, isn’t it?”

I sat down opposite him and glanced at the chessboard. I could see why the orderly hadn’t wanted to stick around: inevitable mate in three. I moved a piece at random, just for fun. “If it was me,” I said, “and if I was here, instead of where I’m supposed to be, doing this instead of what I’m supposed to be doing—”

He moved his rook. I caught sight of something, just a vague possibility I couldn’t rationalise. I acted on it, moving my one remaining knight. “What?” he said.

“Doesn’t it occur to you that maybe I’d have a reason for all that?” I said. “And if so, maybe it’s a good reason.”

He lowered his eyes. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t think. It was just so amazing, seeing a friendly face in a place like this.”

“Oh, it’s not so bad,” I said. “Compared with the alternative.”

He laughed. “Yes, of course, I’m sorry.”

“Your move.”

He looked at the board. He was smart enough to see that everything had changed, but not quite smart enough to realise what was about to happen. He frowned, then carried on with his original plan. “I don’t suppose anybody believed me,” he said.

“Sick people say all sorts of weird stuff,” I told him. “Forget about it.” I moved my bishop. He saw me do it but evidently didn’t ask himself why I’d done that. He moved his knight. “Check,” he said.

I know it’s childish, but I do like winning. At everything. I moved my rook. “Checkmate,” I said. “Soon as this battle’s over, we’ll send you back to your people. Meanwhile, take it easy. Look after yourself, Posidonius.”

“You too.”

One thing I’ve learned in this trade is that nearly everything is useful, even weeds. There’s one particular weed that comes in very handy sometimes, assuming you can be bothered to dig it up and boil its roots into a syrup, which you then distil slowly in an alembic. Two drops of the distillate in a cup of coarse red wine solves all manner of problems. I remembered that Posidonius always had a fondness for Medazi claret, and by coincidence there’d been a couple of bottles of the stuff in some dead officer’s saddlebags. I sent one to Posidonius, with my compliments. If you’ve got to do something rotten, do it in the nicest possible way.

Doctor Papinian came to see me later that afternoon. “That man who claimed he knew you,” he said. “He died.”

“What, poor old Posidonius? What a shame. Still, I’m sure you did everything you could.”

He looked at me. “You did know him, then?”

“What? Oh, yes, sort of. My father was a gardener, and Posidonius was the boss’s son. He was all right, in his way.”

“You said you didn’t know him.”

“Well, it’s been twenty years. People change.”

Papinian wasn’t happy, I could see. The hell with that; Posidonius was my salvage after all, to do with as I liked. Thirty staurata in ransom money down the drain, if you wish to look at it that way, not to mention out-of-pocket expenses such as medicines, bandages and the doctor’s time, but I wasn’t the one kicking up a fuss. You have to be stoical in this business. Like my father (who isn’t a gardener) always says: where there’s livestock, sooner or later there’s dead stock, and you just have to deal with it.

We sat there for two days while Theudahad and Erysichthon had a chess tournament of their own down in the valley. Actually, it wasn’t as sophisticated as chess; more like the sort of game a dog likes to play, when he fetches the stick but dances around with it in his mouth when you try and take it back. Erysichthon was the dog, for what it’s worth. Theudahad humoured him for a bit, then sat down with his legions and his field artillery, cutting the prince off from the only source of drinkable water for ten miles in any direction. The next morning, Erysichthon attacked.

A word in passing about battles. People should know better by now, they really should. There’s loads of books on the subject, so there’s no excuse. I have three rules of thumb. One: nine out of ten pitched battles are lost by the loser rather than won by the victor. Two: it’s easier to win if you’ve got the smaller army. Three: the attacking side always loses, unless it’s led by a tactical genius or opposed by an idiot. Erysichthon was smart, efficient and conscientious, but that was all. He had no call to go attacking someone like Theudahad, who’d been wiping out superior field armies when Erysichthon was still playing with toy chariots. He made a valiant attempt at a feigned-withdrawal-and-ambush on the left wing, but it all came unstuck when the feigned withdrawal turned into a real run-like-hell and Theudahad sent in his lancers to chop up the fugitives. Meanwhile, six regiments of Theudahad’s crack heavy infantry descended on the prince’s camp and baggage train and started helping themselves, assuming that it was all over. It turned out that it wasn’t. By the time Theudahad’s lancers got back from annihilating Erysichthon’s left wing, there was nobody left alive on the battlefield proper who could talk Aelian. So they hopped it, reasonably enough, and Erysichthon very sensibly let them go. He’d won, or rather Theudahad had somehow managed to lose, and he wasn’t inclined to push his luck. Two-thirds of his men were dead and he didn’t have the strength to make good on his victory. He limped back into the city and shut the gates, having achieved nothing at all, and left the mess for us to clear up. Well, it’s what we do.

About hot weather. I knew a man once. He was as fat as a pig, and on any day that was warm enough to melt ice he sweated. He could only wear linen, because of the way it slicks away moisture, and his hair was permanently plastered to his forehead. Whenever the sun came out, you’d say to him, What a lovely day, and he’d smile and say, Yes, it’s glorious, isn’t it? Then, after I’d known him for about five years, I met him in the street. It was scalpingly hot. “Glorious day,” the fat man said.

“You think so?” I said. “I think it’s ghastly. I hate hot weather.”

“God, so do I,” said the fat man, and he spent the next ten minutes telling me exactly what was wrong with heat and and bright sunshine. We were always great pals after that, which goes to show that, very occasionally, the truth can be a good thing.

Hot weather in my line of work is just plain misery. It’s not just the smell and the flies and the bloating. Any perishable stores left in the baggage train are liable to go off, and anything made of metal gets so hot it takes the skin off your fingertips. The Aelians paint their armour, to stop it rusting and glinting in the sunlight; fine, except they paint it black, which absorbs the heat with maximum efficiency. This is such a stupid thing to do that I actually asked an Aelian supply clerk once, why black, for crying out loud? He gave me a sad smile. Black paint’s cheap, he said. Of course, the colonel i/c procurement bills the Treasury for white paint, which reflects the sun and costs a third more, but somehow the troops get black, and you can track an Aelian column by the trail of bodies dead from heatstroke. We repaint Aelian stuff as a matter of course. If we didn’t, nobody would buy it.

The day after the battle was a scorcher. Gombryas – you remember, the body parts enthusiast – comes from out East somewhere and feels obliged to wear wool next to the skin at any temperature lower than the melting point of copper, so he set off to work with a smile on his face and a song on his lips. The rest of us trudged after him, muttering. We scrambled up the steep slope and looked down at the battlefield. I noticed something and yelled out, “Hold it.” Everyone stopped. I told them to wait, and went on ahead.

What I’d noticed was, no crows. That meant somebody had got there first. Nothing inherently sinister about that. People come looking for their friends, or something they dropped when they ran away. Strictly speaking, the man who drags his wounded comrade out from under a heap of corpses is robbing me blind, but as a rule I don’t make a fuss about it. Ask me nicely, and I’ll probably help you look. What I don’t hold with is the taking of liberties.

“You again,” I said.

She was kneeling over some dead man, and when she stood up there was a gold chain dangling from her hand. She made no effort to hide it. “Hello,” she said, smiling sweetly.

It was early in the morning and already I felt tired. She has that effect on me. “This lot is ours,” I said. “Go away.”

“No.”

Some people are so unreasonable it makes me want to cry. “It’s my battlefield,” I said. “I paid money for it. Piss off.”

She gave me her angel look. “I forgive you,” she said.

Sister Stauracia runs an operation called the League of Mercy. During the off season, she stands in the marketplace in some big city making speeches about the plight of wounded men left to die on battlefields, and because she’s young and pretty, people think she’s wonderful and give her money. She’s got a gang of about fifty, all hard cases, dressed up like monks in habits and cowls. She never pays for salvage rights, and when you try and shoo her away she gets all soulful and says she’s only doing God’s work, which drives me spare. The Asvogel boys shoot arrows at her, which usually works, but I can’t quite bring myself to do that. Instead, I lay formal complaints with the winning general, who tells me I’m some sort of monster for interfering with angels of mercy. By the time I’ve been through channels and made all my breach-of-contract noises, Sister Stauracia and her angels have stripped out all the cash money, personal effects and luxury items and faded quietly away, leaving us to do the heavy lifting. I know for a fact she’s never bandaged so much as a cut finger in her life; she’s a tax collector’s daughter from Chosroene, and her grandfather was the last man in the province to be hanged for grave robbing.

“How would it be if I said please?”

She thought about that. “Better,” she said.

“Piss off,” I said. “Please.”

“No.”

I did that thing where you throw your arms up in the air and stomp off. It’s supposed to make you feel better. It doesn’t work. “It’s her, isn’t it?” Carrhasio said as I scrambled up the slope.

“Yup.”

“Just say the word. Go on, just say it.”

He’s getting on a bit now, but Carrhasio was a real soldier once. Ninety-nine point nine per cent of real soldiers join up for the money; because they’d starve to death back home, or because they dream of the big score, sacking a city or looting a monastery, that’ll set them up for life. Carrhasio was one of the point-one per cent who just likes to fight. If he goes more than six weeks without cutting into somebody he wilts and fades, like an unwatered flower. “No,” I said.

“It’s not right. You paid for that battlefield.”

“My money,” I said. “And there’s plenty for everyone.”

He glared at me, said, “Suit yourself,” and limped away.

My attitude to violence is purely arithmetical. If the odds are six to one or better in my favour, I’m a lion. Otherwise I’m a man of peace. I did a quick headcount. Fifty-two, plus the good Sister. “Changed my mind,” I called out. “Get them shifted.”

It didn’t take long. I can’t say it was a pretty sight, men beating each other up against a background of dead bodies, but I could tell that the lads’ patience was starting to wear a bit thin, and I always find that the essence of true leadership is to let people do what they want while giving the impression that you thought of it first. They rounded them up, all kneeling on the ground neatly trussed with rope, and asked me what I wanted done with them.

“Kill them,” I said.

A bald man with his lip split open started to scream. Olybrius stared at me. Old Carrhasio took a long stride forward, then hesitated and stopped.

“Only kidding,” I said. “Leave them where they are for now and let them go when we’re done.” I looked round. I couldn’t see Sister Stauracia. “Where’s that bloody woman? Anybody seen her?”

Nobody had. I didn’t like that. Either she’d run off in a panic and was hiding somewhere – not a good idea in the desert, unless you’ve got plenty of water and a parasol; I had enough on my conscience as it was without Sister bloody Stauracia – or she was up to something. On the other hand, I had work to do and five hundred men standing about in the hot sun not doing it. “Tell me if she turns up,” I said, and dismissed her from my mind.

It took us five days to clear the field, at the end of which everything was getting pretty ripe. But we got a lot of good, clean stuff – the Aelian Seventh Infantry broke and ran, discarding their shields and armour; a treasure trove of quality kit without the usual sharp-edged holes in it – and my back-of-my-hand initial calculations suggested that with any luck we’d cover our costs and show a modest profit. The pyres lit easily and burned well, Papinian had five days rather than the usual three so didn’t need to swear at me too much for rushing him, and we were feeling relatively pleased with ourselves when someone spotted a dust cloud over in the general direction of the city. This proved to be a column of Prince Erysichthon’s household cavalry, with the man himself at the head of it. Next to him, on a white palfrey and swathed in a pure white nun’s habit, was Sister Stauracia.

Erysichthon’s all right, for a young thug brought up from infancy to believe he’s the son of God. He was wearing scale armour made out of your actual pure gold – I tried not to calculate exactly how much Theudahad had cost me by not winning the battle, but I couldn’t help it – and he was in a filthy temper. “You,” he shouted, pointing at me with his riding whip. “I want a word with you.”

I was filthy with pyre smoke and my back was killing me, but when the Son of God gives you an order, you don’t hang about. “Your Majesty,” I said. “Congratulations on a truly remarkable—”

“What’s all this I hear about you molesting pilgrims?”

It took me a moment to figure out what the hell he was talking about. “With respect, your—”

“Holy men,” he yelled in my face, “doing God’s work, and you had them tied up and beaten. I ought to slaughter the lot of you.”

It was one of those moment when you just don’t know what to say. “Not beaten,” I said. “We caught her men stealing from our battlefield, so we tied them up, but we didn’t—”

Sister Stauracia breathed a patient sigh. The prince pointed his whip at me. “It’s not your battlefield, you obnoxious bloody vulture. I gave the Sister permission to tend the sick, if it’s any business of yours. Now let those men go before I lose my temper.”

“With respect,” I growled at him, “we paid good money—”

The prince was about to start roaring, but Stauracia put her hand on his arm and gave him a sweet look; forgive them, for they know not what they do. He calmed himself down with an effort and scowled at me. “I’ll give you one last chance,” he said. “Release the pilgrims, or my men will cut you down where you stand.”

Stauracia’s goons had finished their breakfast, so they were ready to go. They grinned at us and helped themselves to horses from the reserve stock. “It would be a nice gesture,” the prince said, “if you donated your loot to Sister Stauracia’s mission. Actually, I think it’s the least you can do, in the circumstances.”

“What a splendid idea,” I said. “Why didn’t I think of that?”

When I told the lads what I’d agreed with the prince, they were ready to lynch me. I told them to get a grip and let Stauracia’s people help themselves to whatever they wanted. My attitude of true penitence wasn’t wasted on the good Sister, because when I pointed out that if they took all our horses we’d die of thirst in the desert before we could get to water, she gave me a pretty smile and said that would never do and of course we could keep our horses. The prince beamed at her, and she made a nice little speech about how we can’t expect to be forgiven for our own sins if we don’t forgive other people for theirs. She’s full of stuff like that, and it’s worth a lot of money to her at fairs.

I was also allowed to keep my map, without which I’d get lost and wander hopelessly. The map told me that Stauracia would almost certainly take the southern post road as far as the oasis at Callinice, then leave the road and bear west across the relatively flat maquis, keeping the mountains on her right until she reached the sea: sixty miles, so three days at a comfortable pace for her heavily laden carts. I asked old Carrhasio, who knows about these things, how far you can see dust clouds.

He looked at me. “You what?”

“From what distance,” I said, “is a dust cloud visible? Two miles? Ten? Fifty?”

“Oh, right.” He thought for a moment. “Depends how big it is.”

I sighed. “The sort of cloud,” I said, “you’d expect to be kicked up by five hundred horsemen.”

He shrugged. “Five miles,” he said. “Something like that.”

He wasn’t being his usual assertive self, so I reckoned on eight, just to be safe. We’d have to get a move on, but it was doable. “What are you up to?” Olybrius said.

“You’ll see,” I said. I prefer to be noncommital when planning strategy.

In the event it all worked out rather well. We set off across country roughly eight miles parallel to the road, then caught up with them as they crossed a dry riverbed (always an awkward thing to do when you’ve got heavy carts). I knew it’d take them the best part of half a day, and that by the time they’d finished it’d be getting dark, so they’d stop there for the night. No problem at all to sneak up on the carts and help ourselves to weapons before waking up Stauracia and her crew.

I do believe they were surprised to see us. “Just thought we’d stop by and pay our respects,” I said.

Stauracia didn’t reply, but that was probably because I had my foot on her neck. Her men had been no trouble at all – no deaths, just a few cuts and bruises. You can afford to be gentle when you’re on the right end of odds of ten to one.

She was starting to make gurgling noises, so I lifted my foot. “Don’t ever,” I said, “do anything like that again, do you understand?”

She told me some things about myself which I already knew, though I prefer not to dwell on them. “Agreed,” I said. “So what?”

“I’ll tell the prince. He’ll have you hanged.”

“Unlikely,” I said. “If you try walking back to the city from here, you’ll die, trust me. Whereas if you head for the coast, you ought to make it, provided you don’t dawdle. Besides, the prince will be dead in a month or so, the Aelians’ll see to that. You really ought to take more of an interest in current affairs, if you want to stay in this business.”

Someone was tugging at my sleeve. I was busy being wittily triumphant, so I didn’t want to be interrupted. “Boss,” Carrhasio said.

“Not now.”

He tugged so hard he nearly tore the cloth. Stauracia giggled. My moment spoiled; oh well. “What?”

He dragged me off a few yards. “You’re going to let them go.”

“Yes,” I said. “What about it?”

“Use your head, boss, just for fucking once. If they die out here, who the hell will ever know? And we’ll be shot of them.”

As I think I mentioned, Carausio isn’t as young as he used to be. He’s a bit deaf, and he assumes that if he’s too far away to hear what someone’s saying, they can’t hear him either. “No,” I said.

“Are you nuts or something? We can get rid of them and nobody will ever know it was us.”

“Yes, I think you mentioned that. The answer’s no.”

“You’ll regret it.”

“Quite possibly. Unfortunately, killing them would be murder, and that’s against the law.”

“You killed your pal Posidonius.”

To be fair, he’d been trying his best to whisper. But a man who’s been a drill sergeant for twenty years is about as good at whispering as I am at scooping bits off the sun and spreading them on toast. “No,” I said, “I didn’t.”

“I saw you.”

“You can’t have done, because I didn’t do it,” I lied.

Sister Stauracia is, as I think I mentioned, young. Young women have ears like bats. Also, at times I’m a bit slow on the uptake. I grabbed Carausio by the hair – he still has a bit, at the back of his head – and forced him to his knees.

“Smart,” I hissed in his ear. “You blurt out my deadly secret so she can hear it, so I’ve got to kill her. Only I don’t have a deadly secret, I didn’t kill Posidonius and I’m not going to kill Stauracia and her goons. Capisce?”

He tried to nod, but I was holding his hair. “Got it,” he said.

“Good man. Carry on.”

Sister Stauracia was looking at me. I’m good at reading people but she was hard to figure out. “You still here?” I said.

“Who was Posidonius?”

Some people are naturally, well, let’s say sticky. The more you’re in contact with them, the more gummed up you get. “A man I knew once. He died of his wounds after the battle. Go away.”

“That man said—”

“He says all sorts of things.”

“Posidonius,” she said, to commit the name to memory. “Interesting.”

A curious fact. I can’t remember ever getting myself in serious trouble through doing something bad. All the really catastrophic shit I’ve trodden in over the course of an eventful life has come from trying to do the right thing.
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